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      "Bra size?"

      "Excuse me?"

      The man sitting across the table from her was short and a little stout. He leaned forward. "Bra size."

      "Um... 34B." She had an uncomfortable feeling in her stomach. "Why do you need to know all this?"

      He raised an eyebrow as if she had just asked a strange question.

      "It just seems weird, is all," she added.

      The man picked up the clipboard sitting on the dining room table and leaned back in his chair. He took off his reading glasses and set them on the table and tapped the paper attached to the clipboard with his pen. His eyes scrolled down the list of things he'd written already, then he scribbled something else.

      "I like to be prepared when I hire someone," he said. "I need someone to watch this house while I'm away, and I'm very particular about whom I trust to do so."

      Katie shrugged. "Just as long as you don't need a vial of my blood," she said with a laugh.

      The man stared at her.

      "You don't... do you?" she asked.

      "What I need from you is a commitment to do exactly as I tell you," he said.

      She swallowed and sat rigid in her chair.

      He set the clipboard down. "I'm satisfied with your credentials, Miss Travers. I'll need you to live here for the upcoming week while I'm away on business. It's not going to require much, other than that you be present at all times and watch over the house. I don't like people coming up the drive onto my property and skulking around."

      "Is that why you have those bars over your windows?" Katie asked, pointing them out.

      He turned in his seat and acknowledged the dining room window behind him. It was shut and there were thick iron bars bolted over it on the outside. The bars were the first thing Katie noticed on all the windows when she walked up to the peculiar-looking three-story house. The next thing was how the exterior wasn't made of bricks or covered in siding; it was all made of the same finished brown wood, like an old barn.

      "Yes," he replied. "Like I said, I don't like anyone poking around. This house is very dear to me."

      The wind picked up outside and the house groaned.

      Katie looked around. "This house seems pretty old. When was it built? All the walls and ceiling made of wood... I haven't seen that before."

      "Ironwood has stood for thirty-six years now," he said. "I had it built when I was just twenty-two years old."

      "Ironwood?"

      A strange smile came over the man's face. "Yes, that's what I call it. Do you know why?" His eyes widened a little.

      Katie shook her head.

      He stood up, his chair scraping against the wooden floor. He walked over to the wall and put his hand on it, sliding his rough palm down the wood. "This entire house is made of Australian buloke; ironwood—the strongest wood in the world. Means it's very hard to cut through." The ridge of his hand moved back and forth on the wall in a sawing motion.

      Katie swallowed. If her hands were clasped any more tightly together in her lap they may have started bleeding. "What did you say you did again?"

      "I'm in sales." He looked at his watch. He had a short layer of hair that wrapped around the back of his otherwise bald head, with a few strands on top. It reminded Katie of the head of a fly.

      "You'll start on Monday, then, yes?" he asked.

      Katie found herself at a loss for words as he slowly circled the table in the dining room. Everything about the man had given her the creeps since she got there. Alarms were going off in her head and a red flag was being waved in her face like the start of a NASCAR race. When she broke out of her momentary trance, he had a handful of her hair between his fingers, feeling the texture of it.

      She bolted backward in her chair. "What are you doing?" she asked, standing up.

      "You're free to use the television," he said, motioning to the open living room right next to them. "Any food you use—any mess you make—make sure you take the garbage out on Thursday morning. And make sure you take it all the way out by the road. I don't want the truck coming up the driveway." After a moment of silence, he added, "Monday, yes? Nine o'clock."

      Katie's mouth fell open. She backed away from him, slowly at first. Then she found her words and her footing. "I can't. I mean, I don't know. I have other job interviews I have to get to." She pretended to look at a watch on her wrist even though she wasn't wearing one. She nearly tripped over her feet as she turned around and hurried through the kitchen to the front door. She didn't say goodbye or even look back over her shoulder, and then she was running past the blue Volvo sitting in front of the house and down the long and winding driveway through the trees.

      The man stood on his doorstep, staring at her until she disappeared from sight.
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      Katie headed back for her apartment. She had been so frazzled by the strange man living in his house up the isolated drive in the woods that she forgot she actually did have another job interview lined up right after. By the time she remembered, having already traveled eight blocks past it, she ran back to the bank only to be told that her interviewer had stepped out for the day after she didn't show up. She passed a Waffle House with a Help Wanted sign in the window on her way back and handed in a crinkled résumé she had in her purse. But she was met with only a glum smile from the young and pimple-faced employee who took it from her.

      The bus drove by as she walked down Lounds Street on the warm summer day. She didn't have a car and didn't even like to spend the money on bus fare when she could help it, so she was used to walking around town on her own. It looked like she struck out again on the job hunt and she was ready to return to her apartment and crash on the couch. No, the bed, she thought. This kind of defeat called for the starfish position where she would stare up at the ceiling and contemplate where she had gone so wrong in her life.

      But her one saving grace for all her disasters and mistakes was her boyfriend Josh. He ran through her mind again and she realized she hadn't heard from him all day. She pulled out her cell phone and punched in a text: I love you.

      She slipped the phone in her pocket and kept walking. The memories from the strange house on the edge of town lingered: the odd, almost rotten smell as soon as she had walked through the front door; the strange photos on the wall in the front hallway of a woman smiling (she had been in all of them. Just herself, no one else); the way the house was just a little too cold for comfort.

      Katie had already exhausted her job search online and turned to the local newspaper in desperation the day before. In it, she saw an ad in the classifieds for a house-sitting job. The person who listed it gave a phone number and the name Earl. Nothing else. She had taken the trek across town earlier that morning and arrived with thoughts in her head of a whimsical and cozy Victorian-era house. What she found was a peculiar sight. The house seemed a little too tall for its floors. Those barred windows that at first made her feel like she had accidentally wandered into the wrong neighborhood. The way how when she had walked up the very long and winding driveway through the trees and stood before the house, she couldn't hear any of the sounds in town anymore—no cars, no buses, not even the calls of any birds as far as she remembered. It had been beautiful out all day, but when she arrived the sky was somehow dim.

      She shuddered from a chill as the sun beat down on the back of her neck and she turned into an alley for a shortcut.

      A dumpster sat ahead next to bags of garbage by the back door of a restaurant. The bags jostled and rolled around as she approached and a mangy cat sauntered out of the mess.

      Katie turned up her nose at the sorry thing and pressed up to the opposite wall from it until she was out on Facer Road.

      Her cell phone rumbled in her pocket and she heard the telltale chiming of Christmas bells—her favorite. Her heart swelled at the sound, knowing it was Josh. She hadn't seen him since Tuesday and after a rough week all she wanted to do was fall asleep in his arms. She took the phone from her pocket and swiped across the screen, smiling in anticipation of his requited profession of love.

      The message from Josh said: We need to talk.
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      Katie rapped three times on the door. Loudly. She waited for Josh to answer and when he didn't she knocked again and took a few steps back on his porch and stared up at his bedroom window.

      The mailman walked up the steps behind her without her noticing and slipped a few letters in the box. "Afternoon," he said with a smile, then he walked down the steps and carried on along the peaceful suburban street.

      Katie couldn't return the friendliness; she was too angry. She knocked on the door again. "Josh!" she called.

      She pulled out her cell phone and texted him: I'm standing outside your door. Come out here. Just talk to me.

      His truck was in the driveway, so she knew he was home. She waited on the porch, watching the peaceful afternoon roll by. Some children were throwing a baseball to each other down the road. The birds called and sang from the treetops. She even spotted a butterfly.

      But with every second that passed, the anger built in her. A terrible sadness accompanied it, but she knew if she acknowledged it, she would break down into tears right then and there. This wasn't the first time Josh had done this to her; he waffled back and forth in the relationship, sometimes becoming cold and distant to her. Their three-year tenure included something of a break in one period of time for six months where he flat out broke up with her to be with Jenny Stevens instead. Katie always had a few choice words for her, but none that she ever uttered to anyone else. Eventually, Josh would always come back to her when he got lonely and would start to drift away again when he got bored.

      The door to the house opened. A woman with wet brown hair stood inside wearing a bathrobe. "Katie," she said, startled. "What are you doing here?"

      "Oh, Mrs. Reynolds... is Josh home?"

      "No, I'm sorry. I just stepped out of the shower and didn't hear you knocking. Josh is out with his father right now. Is everything okay?"

      "Yeah," she choked out, trying to hide the quiver in her lip. "I just wanted to talk to him."

      "Oh, well I'll get him to give you a call when I see him," she offered.

      "Thanks, Mrs. Reynolds." And she was already off the porch and bounding down the sidewalk before the tears rushed down her face. Josh's mom stood in the doorway and watched her go, concerned.

      Katie walked for a block, not going in any particular direction, before her phone buzzed in her pocket. With a trembling hand, she pulled it out.

      I just don't think things are working out between us, the text said. I feel like we've been drifting apart and to be honest ur too needy. I think it's best if we both see other people. Hope u understand.

      The only thing that kept Katie from smashing her phone on the sidewalk was the fact that she knew she had no money to buy another one.
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      Katie walked on the edge of town back for her apartment. She had gone out of her way to get to her boyfriend's—or now ex-boyfriend's; she would never really be sure—house, and her feet were sore. Her purse weighed on her shoulder and she just wanted to crawl into bed and never come out.

      She ran over all the reasons in her head why her relationship had fallen apart. Josh had broken up with her, so obviously it was her fault. That was a thought she struggled with for a very long time. Needy, he had called her. That one stung the worst. He had been so direct without any apparent care for her at all. She supposed it was true, and she thought of all the times when she had made that neediness manifest in the relationship. Every time she had tried too hard, put forth that extra effort to love her boyfriend, to be there for him. Was that really so bad?

      She trudged along the sidewalk, hands in her pockets. A drop of rain fell on her nose and she looked up at the sky. Clouds bunched up together as far as she could see, something she hadn't even noticed as she was lost in her trance. The rain quickly picked up and suddenly it was a downpour.

      Katie was still at least a dozen blocks away from her apartment building and she would never get there on foot without showing up on her doorstep as a drenched rat. But she knew there was a bus stop ahead, just a block and a half away.

      She broke into a run and nearly got hit by a car as she crossed the street. Tears were still coming down her face from the breakup and she wasn't in a right frame of mind. She needed to get home before she hurt herself or anyone else.

      Three other people were huddled under the shelter of the bus stop when she got there. The summer air seemed to cool off considerably with the rain and Katie even began to shiver. The three strangers were comfortably spread out from each other and taking up most of the room in the small shelter, leaving Katie to squeeze just inside the doorway. Splashes of rain coated the front of her like a fine mist and she crossed her arms over her chest, bitterly waiting for the bus.

      When it arrived, she hurried on and stopped next to the driver. Her eyes went wide. She stuffed her hands in her pockets but came up empty.

      "Sorry, just a minute," she said.

      She opened her purse and rooted through it, finding only a quarter inside. Her fingers danced along the bottom and came up with another dime, and she held the two coins up to the bus driver with a look of apology on her face.

      "This is all I have."

      The driver leveled a flat look at the coins. "The fare is two dollars," he said.

      "Would you hurry it up?" one of the strangers from the bus stop said behind her. "Come on, I'm getting wet out here!"

      "I'm sorry, I don't have anything else," Katie said, frantically digging in her purse.

      Everyone on the bus quickly became impatient and the driver jabbed his thumb back.

      "Thank you so much," she said and hurried down the aisle, rain dripping from her. Dozens of sets of dead and unfriendly eyes stared ahead, and Katie tried to find someone that was friendly enough to offer her up a seat. But no one did and she had to go to the back of the bus and sit next to an old woman that she strongly suspected was homeless.

      The bus rolled down the road and Katie closed her eyes, letting her head fall in her hands. Her throat was still tight and she wanted to burst into tears right then and there. She struggled to keep herself together. The air conditioning on the bus was going full blast and it made her wet body shake.

      The old woman sitting next to her began to cough, of course not in the other direction or covered by her hand, but directly on her.

      Katie squirmed onto the edge of the seat, sitting half on it and half floating in the aisle. The woman took the new vacuum of space as an invitation to grab the railing in front of her and hunch forward, getting all the phlegm out of her throat.

      It was a long dozen blocks to her stop and when the bus got near she sprang up and waited by the door, wishing she had just walked in the rain instead.

      It let her off and it was only when the bus sped off that she realized she forgot her purse on the seat. Despite her protests for it to wait, it barreled down the road then disappeared.

      Katie stood in the rain like that soaked rat that was on her mind earlier. Her apartment building was half a block away and she miserably sauntered down the sidewalk with her hands in her pockets.

      A car drove up the street behind her and didn't take any care to avoid the large puddle pooled at the edge of the road. Water and mud soared up in an enormous wave and covered Katie from head to toe, making her look like she just crawled out of a swamp. The oblivious car happily drifted down the road.

      The door to her apartment flew open so hard that it banged into the wall. She came inside, each step creating a sopping sucking sound. She walked straight to the bathroom without caring about the mess and dropped her wet cell phone on the counter before stepping into the shower and turning the water on hot, not even taking her clothes off. She stood there for as long as she could until the water began to cool and then she stripped off, dried off, and changed into pajamas in her bedroom.

      She stared at her bed, but it seemed so lonely and uninviting. She didn't want to be alone right now, so she went into the living room and turned on the TV. She stretched out on the couch and put her feet up, mindlessly flipping through channels and trying to distract herself with anything that could hold her attention. The rain splashed violently against the window of the sixth-floor apartment. Katie turned the volume up, but no matter what she did she couldn't shake the feeling of loneliness and isolation as she sat in the sad glow of the lamp next to her.

      A thousand thoughts swirled through her head and she tried to ignore them all. But the one that crept to the forefront of her mind was Ironwood and its strange and unnerving inhabitant. The way he had asked very probing and personal questions. How he crept up on her and felt her hair. She shuddered and tried to put it out of her mind, but the strange smell as soon as she had walked in the house crept back up her nostrils like she was there again. The bars over all the windows like she had walked into a crime-ridden neighborhood. She could even smell the unpleasant aftershave from the man's neck.

      Footsteps walked past her door out in the hallway and made her jump. She waited for her heart to settle and put the delirious thought out of her head that it had been the man himself stalking her. What a frightful thought that was.

      Then the power went out.
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      Katie looked out her window at the rest of the neighborhood, but she saw the lights were on everywhere else. It must have been just her building, then. That's what she told herself. She hadn't been followed; she was alone. She walked past her couch to get a flashlight from her bedroom.

      Footsteps out in the hallway.

      Katie stopped.

      The footsteps were slow and uneven—starting and stopping again. They drifted back and forth out in the hallway. And then Katie saw something that made her skin crawl: a thin strip of light was visible under her apartment door and a shadow drifted back and forth along it. Which meant that her building hadn't lost power—only her apartment.

      The door made a quiet sound, the wooden frame softly groaning. Like someone was pressing their ear to it and listening.

      Katie's breath caught in her throat. She stared at the door, mesmerized. She thought about escaping, but there was nowhere to escape to. She tried to decide whether she should run to her bedroom and grab the flashlight, or pass by the front door to grab a knife from the kitchen.

      The shadow stopped in the middle of the strip of light. Then a knock on the door.

      The sound was so loud in the silence that had fallen over her apartment that Katie almost jumped out of her skin. Instinct took over and she hurried to the kitchen, never turning away from the door, then she pulled a knife out of a drawer.

      Another knock. The door softly pressed against the frame again. She thought of the man's ugly bug head, the stockiness of him, smelled that dreadful aftershave and didn't know if it too was coming through under her door or if it was only in her mind.

      Katie held the knife with both hands and pointed the tip straight at the door, keeping the end of the handle against her chest. She wanted to know who it was, but she was afraid of approaching the door, lest it burst open and the man from the house rush in and attack her.

      Another knock, this one slower.

      Katie shimmied up to the door, keeping her bare toes away from the crack at the bottom, like a knife would come through and slash at them if she got too close. She bent her torso and peered through the peephole.

      The brightly lit hallway outside her door appeared empty.

      She took a step away from the door, fear and confusion consuming her.

      "Katie?" a muffled voice said.

      Katie paused, recognizing the voice and trying to work out whom it belonged to.

      "Katie, are you in there?" Another knock.

      And then it all fell into place in her mind. She put the knife on the kitchen counter and opened the door. "Mrs. Kushner," she said.

      The old woman with fuzzy black and gray hair stood just outside her apartment, about four-foot-nothing and much too short to be seen through the peephole.

      "Katie..." Mrs. Kushner said, looking down at the muddy footprints leading from the elevator to her apartment door. "This mess! Are you all right? What happened to you?"

      "Oh nothing, Mrs. Kushner. I just got a little messy out in the rain, that's all. Sorry about the slop in the hall; I'll clean it."

      "No, no, no, I'll clean. I'll clean." The woman turned back for her apartment to get some cleaning supplies when Katie stopped her.

      "No, really. It's okay. I can do it myself."

      Mrs. Kushner turned back to her and looked into her apartment. "It's so dark in there," she said. "Why are your lights off? Did I wake you?"

      "The power went out," Katie replied. "I'm not sure why."

      "You can stay with me until it comes back on," the old lady offered. "I'll make you some tea and cookies."

      "No really, Mrs. Kushner, I'm fine." The offer was tempting, and she wouldn't mind the company, but more than anything else she was still embarrassed by the mess she made and everything that happened that day that she still just wanted to crawl into a hole and disappear.

      When she politely shooed Mrs. Kushner away, she shut the door and got the flashlight from her bedroom, her heart starting to settle. She went into the bathroom and turned on the tap to splash some cold water on her face and wake up from this nightmare she was having.

      A gurgle of water rolled through the pipes and a sudden spurt came out, then only a few drips. She turned the tap off.

      "What is going on around here?" she said in frustration. Then she saw a blinking blue light on the bathroom counter next to her. Her cell phone was telling her she had a new notification.

      She picked up her phone and saw a missed call and a voicemail. She tapped on it and brought the phone up to her ear.

      "Katie, this is your landlord!" an angry Korean voice said to her. "You're two months late on your rent! You not pay rent, I turn off your utilities! You still not pay rent, I kick you out!" Then an abrupt noise in her ear, like her landlord had slammed down the phone.

      Katie put her phone down and sighed. She was broke and out of options, and now she couldn't even rely on her boyfriend to help her out. She was utterly and truly alone.

      And her entire job search in the last couple weeks had been a big dud, save for one single job that had been offered to her. One that would pay pretty well, too. A job in an old, creepy house sitting atop a lonely driveway in the woods.
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      Katie got on her cell phone early the next morning. She had the old newspaper next to her and punched in the number from the classified ad. After a period of silence an automated voice informed her that the number had been disconnected.

      Katie hung up the line and tried again, thinking she must have dialed the number wrong, but she was greeted by the same robotic voice.

      She scrutinized the ad, comparing the number on the page to the number on her phone, but they matched.

      She slowly put down her phone and thought about what this meant. Why would the number she dialed just a couple days before have been disconnected? Was it the man's home line? Or cell phone? She didn't know anything else about him, and the ad provided only the phone number. But she needed this job.

      Her eyes scanned across her apartment, lit by the morning light coming through the living room windows. She decided to do the only thing left available to her. She was going back to the house right now.

      [image: ]
* * *

      She threw her blonde hair in a ponytail and trekked across town to the lonely house between the trees. When she reached the property, her legs tired and out of breath, she stopped and looked up the winding driveway as it disappeared around a bend in the trees. The sky was clear and blue behind her, but looking toward the drive ahead it seemed to darken somehow. A wind picked up and washed the branches of the trees to and fro, casting shifting shadows on the gravel.

      Katie took a deep breath, taking a moment to decide if she really wanted to go through with it. It didn't even take half of that moment before her legs started moving, carrying her up the driveway. She needed the money, and if this was all that was available to her, she would grit her teeth and do it. After all, it was only a house-sitting job and the creepy man who owned it would be gone for her entire stay anyway.

      The overgrown trees hung over the drive above her and swooped down in the wind like they were trying to grab her.

      When the trees opened up she saw the three-story house standing tall against the dim blue of the sky and the trees of the woods all around it. Its windows stared down at her, trapped behind their iron bars, like some kind of demented prison awaiting its new inmate.

      There was no car in the driveway near the house and she wondered if he was home. As she started for the front door, she saw a small shape move to her right.

      A black cat crept out of the brush and stared at her with his pale green eyes. His pupils were razor thin slits and he moved slowly, like he was getting the measure of her.

      Katie paused. "Okay, kitty. It's just me. You can go back to sleep now."

      The cat continued toward her. He moved slowly and when he got a few paces away he came to a stop. Sitting on his haunches, he stared at her.

      Katie backed away from the cat, making a wide circle toward the house. "I don't have any food, buddy. Just keep your distance, all right?" She had always been okay with dogs, but she hated cats. She didn't like the way they were so quiet and aloof most of the time. The way they turned from hot to cold toward a person so quickly. Maybe it reminded her of her boyfriend (ex, she bitterly reminded herself).

      The cat watched her as she hopped up the crooked steps to the front door. Katie knocked on it. She heard the hollow echo inside and waited, but there was no answer. She peered through a barred window next to her, seeing the dusty kitchen, but it was too dim to make out much of anything. Katie turned around and gazed at the driveway and wondered with a sunken heart if the man had taken off early for his trip, joining a long list of people to leave her in a lurch.

      But she wasn't ready to give up yet.

      She knocked on the door again. It felt loose on the third of three knocks and she stared at it carefully. The door hadn't been completely closed. She pushed on it and it creaked open.

      Katie stood on the porch and stared into the mouth of the house, the dim hallway ahead all secrets and mystery.
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      "Hello?" she asked. Her echo sounded hideous to her.

      That same musty smell like old rot filled her nostrils and her stomach became queasy. She pinched her nose and took in her surroundings. A staircase to the right led up to the second floor and a hallway stretched in front of her, leading past the kitchen on the left to the living room at the far end. A sitting room sat to her right past the stairs.

      She headed down the hallway into the living room. The numerous pictures of a young blonde woman lined the walls on both sides, staring at her as she went. In the living room, she found nothing but dusty furniture and the peculiar way the whole house was constructed out of the same wood, and she was already second-guessing her choice.

      "Hello?" she called again.

      No one was home, or so it seemed. And the house was too quiet. Not wanting to pry too much—or maybe it was because she was too afraid—she returned to the entrance.

      Katie's curiosity over the pictures caused her to slow. They were strange. Some of them were simple portraits with the girl's hair and makeup done up, a wide smile on her face. Others seemed to be taken more candidly, with some photos strangely cropped, like other people had been taken out of the picture. In most houses with family photos there was a variety of the entire family in various configurations, but this house seemed almost like a monument to this mysterious woman. Was she the man's wife? She seemed far too young. But then again, the quality of the photos was poor—dated—suggesting an old camera and much time gone by. Perhaps she had died, Katie thought. And maybe that explained why the man seemed so strange living on his own without her all these years.

      Katie glanced at one photo and saw the young woman standing in a field with her hand on a tall picket fence next to her. Her blonde hair flowed past her shoulders, not unlike Katie. Even some of the woman's facial features seemed reminiscent of herself, she noted.

      All the eyes on the wall seemed like they were staring at her and she began to feel uneasy, so she headed up the stairs to the second floor, deciding to try once more to see if anyone was home.

      Another hallway stretched along next to the staircase, leading to bedrooms and bathrooms and closets. A second staircase stretched above the lower one up to the third floor, but Katie didn't want to venture too far.

      "Hello?"

      The floor creaked under a tarnished and dusty carpet runner beneath her feet. A few cobwebs clung to the molding. More pictures on the walls of the same woman, yet none of the man or anyone else.

      Katie started down the hall, peering into rooms as she passed. One up ahead had its door mostly closed, but she thought it might be a bedroom. She pressed it open and stuck her head in, half expecting to find the man sleeping.

      But the room was empty... aside from the dozens of picture frames covering all the walls and sitting atop every dresser and table, all filled with that same woman.

      The temperature of the air around her seemed to plunge and Katie quickly stepped backward, shivering. She bumped into something and spun around to see the man standing in the doorway.

      Katie screamed.
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      "Oh, I'm so sorry!" Katie said. "I didn't think anyone was here. I mean, the front door was open. I just thought I'd see who was inside."

      "What are you doing here?" he asked.

      Katie stumbled over her words. "Earl, right? I'm sorry, I just, uh... I changed my mind. I want the job. If it's still available, I mean."

      He only stared at her.

      "I tried phoning you, but it said the number was disconnected," she went on to fill the silence. "Is the job still available?"

      His eyes pierced her. He looked down at his watch.

      "You can start now," Earl said.

      "What?"

      "I'm heading out early; change of plans." He turned and walked down the hallway.

      She followed him. "Wait... like right now?"

      Earl entered another bedroom and pulled a suitcase out of the closet. He laid it on the bed and started haphazardly packing clothes into it. He didn't seem to give any regard to what he was packing, stuffing in six pairs of pants, but only two shirts and five socks. He closed it and zipped it up.

      "There's food in the fridge and cupboards downstairs," he told her, holding the suitcase's handle. "It should be enough for you for the week. Make that a week and a couple of days. You'll see an increase in pay to make up for it when I get back. Oh, and there are brand-new toiletries in the bathroom just down the hall there, as well as fresh towels, with more in the linen closet. You should find everything to your liking. Make sure you stay at the house for the entire duration I'm gone, and stay inside as much as possible. Keep the doors locked." Earl paused, wondering if he had missed anything, and then he left the room.

      Katie was shocked by the suddenness of it all as she listened to his footsteps disappear down the stairs out in the hall. The front door opened and closed followed by a car's engine rumbling to life and fading away.

      "What just happened?" she asked aloud as she stared through the iron bars of the bedroom window.

      With Earl gone, she found herself—most assuredly this time—completely alone. She had only expected to ask him for the job today, not actually start today. But being newly single and otherwise jobless, she had nothing else to do anyway.

      She turned and took a few steps around the room, getting a feel for the space and the strange new digs. Katie headed into the bathroom opposite the stairs on the second floor and saw an old vanity that's base resembled a white marble pillar and a mirror above it, polished spotless. A toilet sat next to it, and a large bathtub was fitted into the wall at the end of the room. Warm and furry bath mats lay under her feet.

      And just like Earl said, sitting around the edges of the vanity's surface were a few toothbrushes, a box of dental floss, tissues, Q-tips, soaps and deodorants. All of them were brand-new and unopened in boxes. Fresh towels hung from a bar in the wall and there were soaps and shampoos in the shower caddy.

      "Wow," Katie muttered. She hadn't brought anything at all with her other than her cell phone, but she realized she might not even need to head back to her apartment for any necessities, other than maybe a few sets of clothes to last her until Earl returned.

      She looked at herself in the mirror and felt like an alien in someone else's house. She'd never house-sat for anyone before, and she already didn't like staying somewhere other than her own home, especially in such a peculiar abode. But it was only for a week and a couple of days, and she knew she would manage just fine.

      She turned off the bathroom light and started to head downstairs to see what kind of food was in the kitchen when she heard a noise upstairs. She paused and listened, knowing she was the only one in the house, and yet there was an eerie sound playing from the floor above her like old music.
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      Katie stood at the base of the stairs leading up to the third floor. Her hand rested on the dusty banister.

      There was melody to the noise, yet also some kind of chattering. The rest of the house was quiet.

      She started up the stairs. The steps creaked under her weight, but only slightly; they felt more solid than she would expect floorboards in an old house to be, probably because of the harder wood they were made of, and she was reminded of the eccentricities of the house and of the man who had it built.

      "Ironwood," she muttered under her breath. "Who does that?" She shook her head as she reached the top of the stairs.

      The third-floor hallway stretched parallel to the stairs and Katie stepped into it from the landing, resting her hand on the sanded ball cap atop the corner of the banister as she looked left and right. The sound was coming from the end of the hallway to her left. Most of the doors were closed or partially closed, allowing only a dim light to settle over the area. An old carpet runner stretched the length of the hallway, which was worn down to the bare threads. Cobwebs lined the molding along the ceiling, suggesting this floor didn't get as much use as the others. The door at the end was closed and the eerie sound played behind it.

      Katie started for it, passing a short secondary hallway that stretched off the main one toward the side of the house. She was struck by something peculiar about the house. She couldn't put her finger on it, but something about its construction and layout seemed odd, like the house was too big and the rooms too small to account for it.

      She reached the door at the end of the hallway and her hand lingered on the doorknob. She pressed her ear against the door and listened.

      It was a melody indeed, though it sounded a bit warped. The accompanying chattering was incessant and repetitive, almost mechanical.

      Katie opened the door and found herself in a spare bedroom that was entirely empty. Two windows sat in the wall ahead of her looking out over the front of the property and letting in the morning light. She moved into the room and saw what was making the noise. A foot-tall dancing Santa figure gyrated his hips to a poor-quality rendition of "Deck the Halls" just inside the bedroom's closet. Aside from the mechanical gyration sounds, the figure repeated a tinny "Ho ho ho" on endless loop. A cord stretched from its base to a wall socket just outside the closet.

      "What's this doing here?" Katie crouched and picked it up and found that there was a dial on the back. It looked like a timer. She twisted it around until the figure stopped dancing and the music and noises ceased, then she unplugged it from the wall.

      "This could've started a fire," she muttered. "I wonder what other weird surprises are waiting for me in here." The way her voice echoed off the bare walls sounded hideous, like the house was mocking her. She moved to the window and looked out.

      The black cat was sitting in the wide driveway, staring at the house. He was several yards away, like he was curious but he didn't want to come any closer. The cat looked up at her.

      Something about this whole thing gave Katie the creeps, and she wasn't sure it was because of the cat.

      Feeling her stomach rumble, she decided to head down to the kitchen and see if there was anything good to eat; exploring the rest of the house could wait till later.

      Similar to the bathroom, the kitchen cupboards were stocked with unopened boxes of cereals, crackers, granola bars, and oatmeal. The refrigerator was half filled with meats, eggs, milk, cheeses, sauces, juice, and some produce. The produce didn't look entirely fresh; a head of lettuce sitting in the crisper at the bottom had started to wilt on the outside. Which would make sense, considering that Earl hadn't expected her to show up that morning for the job. Though as she thought about it now, Katie found it strange that he would go away on his business trip without securing a house-sitter that he seemed so deeply concerned about before. But Katie shrugged it off and pulled a box of oatmeal out of the cupboard.

      It was one of those easy-make things where all you have to do is add hot water. There was an old kettle on the stove and Katie filled it in the sink then turned the element on. The stove looked ancient, an old electric thing from the seventies with coiled elements. She found a bowl in a cupboard of dishes and put it on the counter, then grabbed a spoon from a drawer next to the sink. She leaned back with her hands on the counter and watched the element turn red under the kettle. She gazed around at the large kitchen. It was all empty space except for the counters and cupboards that wrapped around the outside with old, stained linoleum lining the floor that was peeling up on some of the edges. And just like the rest of the house, the walls were all wood, even behind the stove. No paint or wallpaper or anything.

      The kettle whistled and Katie turned off the element. She took a packet from the oatmeal box and dumped its contents into the bowl, then she poured in the boiling water. She brought her breakfast to the dining room table and sat down. The same table that Earl had given her the most bizarre interview of her life. But she put that out of her mind.

      Her feet mindlessly brushed back and forth against the finished ironwood floor as she ate her oatmeal. Apple and cinnamon flavored, too—her favorite. She thought about all the food in the kitchen and what she could make with it throughout her stay and realized she wouldn't be able to afford that much food in three months, and it was all just for her for a week.

      She closed her eyes as she munched on a mouthful of oatmeal. She took a deep breath and let all the negative thoughts slip out of her mind like water running down a rock. Despite all of her recent misfortunes, Katie knew she would be okay.

      But the wind picked up outside and rushed against the side of the house, making everything creak and groan. As Katie looked through the window in front of her at the serene nature blowing in that wind outside, she saw it through cold and iron bars.
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      Night fell over Ironwood and Katie found herself sitting on a couch in the living room. The room was cold for summer and she couldn't figure out the old baseboard heaters, so she pulled the dusty blanket laid over the back of the couch onto her lap. She flipped through the channels on the twenty-seven-inch tube TV in the corner via the remote's sticky buttons. The sounds of an infomercial filled the living room. The way it echoed off the walls made it sound weird, like the sounds were hollow and far away. The house shifted from the wind outside. Its groans filled the house like air sweeping into an accordion.

      Katie glanced at the darkness around her. She had turned on the living room light—a dusty and out of style fixture hanging down from the ceiling on a yellowed cord—but left the rest of the house in darkness; she didn't want to anger Earl by racking up a big electric bill, and so she thought she would keep her stay here conservative.

      She changed to a fishing show and immediately kept flipping. Next she went from a repeat of Storage Wars to the nightly news. Eventually she settled on a rerun of Friends.

      Even though she would be doing the exact same thing in her apartment right now if she didn't have this job, she found something so isolating and mind-numbingly boring about it. She was restless under the blanket and shifted around. The couch squeaked like it was ready to give up the ghost and fall apart.

      Katie picked up the remote again and flicked the channel. She found a movie, one she didn't recognize. Two young characters were in the middle of a fight in a kitchen. The girl had tears in her eyes. She walked up to the boy and tried to kiss him, but he turned away. He told her that he needed some time to think and walked out, leaving the girl to weep.

      Tears welled up in Katie's own eyes. She hadn't expected them and they hit her hard. Before long she was bawling and she was forced to change the channel back to the infomercial selling the sharpest set of knives this side of the Mississippi.

      Katie let the TV drone in the background as she buried her face in her hands. Her tears seeped through the cracks between her fingers and ran down her arms. Her face reddened and she found a tissue nearby to blow her nose with. Josh was back on her mind and she couldn't shake him. His scathing words stabbed at her again—a betrayal that she wasn't sure would ever go away. She'd been too needy, he said. Needy... what a strong word that was. How could he say that to her? Her brain became red-hot as it swirled with thoughts, and anger flushed through her. Sure she was needy; she needed him to love her. She needed him to take care of her and hold her and even just simply ask how her day was. He did none of that. He never had. It was all her putting in the effort for their entire on-again, off-again relationship. And if that was how he wanted to be, then why did she care? Why did she put herself through this over and over again?

      Katie stared at a very deep place through the TV, through the wall behind it, and through everything else beyond that for as far as the mind could comprehend. "You know what?" she uttered to the empty room. "To hell with him."

      As soon as she'd said the words, her mood lifted and she felt the anger inside dissolve like bubbles in a soda floating to the surface and popping.

      So that was it, then. To hell with him. That's how she was going to play it and she didn't regret it one damn bit. She gave herself a smug nod and turned her attention back to the television.

      As she picked up the remote to try her luck again, some fuzziness rolled across the TV screen. Black and white lines stretched across from one side of the screen to the other, flickering then slowly scrolling off the bottom. A moment later they returned, then the whole picture went fuzzy.

      "Oh come on," she said. "Don't do this to me on day one."

      She sighed and chucked the blanket off of her. She stood up and walked around the stained and chipped coffee table to the television sitting on a rickety wooden stand. She banged on the side of it, watching the screen to see if it made any difference. The flickering and fuzzy lines scrolled over the screen and she tried whacking the other side. The lines tightened then faded, and she waited a moment longer to make sure it had done the trick. Satisfied, she returned to the couch, hiking her feet up and pulling the blanket over her.

      Then the TV screen went black. So did the living room light above her.

      Katie sat in complete darkness, her skin prickling. Other than the wind brushing up against the house in volleys outside, there was a crushing silence that held dominion over the peculiar house. She had times when she'd been in a particularly quiet place, but this was far beyond anything she had experienced before. It felt like she was in a very deep and dark hole with no sense of the outside world above. She felt a pull from her solar plexus where all of her feelings of confidence and safety got sucked away.

      She stood up, clutching the blanket. "What's going on?" she asked aloud. She was going to add, "Did this guy not pay his bills either?" but the way her first sentence seemed to get sucked away and lost in the black silence scared her. Even the moonlight coming in through the windows didn't help.

      Okay, think, she told herself. What happened?

      The breaker. That was it. Assuming Earl was up-to-date on his bills, then it must have been a breaker that flipped off; a faulty wire, maybe. So where would the breaker box be?

      No sooner had she asked herself the question than all the skin on her body scrunched up, making her shiver.

      The basement. It had to be in the basement.

      She took her cell phone out of her pocket—the only possession she'd brought with her to the house other than the clothes on her back—and activated the flashlight feature. She swept the light across the living room and dining room and over to the hallway. Grotesque shapes popped up in the light, moving too quickly in her fear to determine what they were. The wind settled outside and the house became as silent as the grave.

      Katie moved toward the hallway, holding her phone's flashlight rigidly on it. Every step she took over the old and worn floor felt like ringing a dinner bell while standing in the middle of a lion's den. When she was in the hallway, her eyes crawled along the walls toward the front door of the house where the light faded.

      There was a door on the left in the hallway. She remembered seeing it before. She gripped the cold doorknob and twisted it. When she pulled the door open, a slow gush of air slithered over her. It was icy and made the hairs on the back of her neck stand up. Stepping onto the landing beyond, she turned her phone's light downward and saw it wash down a set of rough wooden stairs leading into pure blackness.

      Now that Katie had found the basement, all she had to do was go down there and get the power back on—a task so easy that even a child could do it.

      And yet she found herself rooted to the spot, frozen with terror as the darkness invited her down.
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      The dry wooden steps beneath her feet ached with every movement. An acrid scent stung her nostrils. The air was freezing the farther she descended. She wished she'd brought the blanket down with her. Actually, she wished she hadn't come at all. Katie wanted to glance back at the door above her, but for some reason she didn't feel comfortable spinning in the dark, like that would invite something very unpleasant to her. It was all childish stuff, but she couldn't tell herself otherwise in the frigid black.

      She reached the bottom of the stairs and her socks met cold cement. Her mind told her to raise her phone's light so she could see, and she did it reluctantly, afraid of what it might show.

      The light crept over twisted shapes hiding in the darkness. When they were in the shadows and the light's fringe they were ghastly, awful things. But in full illumination they were merely normal things like boxes and rolled up old carpets. Sometimes Katie jerked the light back to make sure an inanimate object was just that and not something that had moved in the periphery of the light.

      "Breaker box," she muttered to herself, trying to stay focused. Her words slipped away in the dark and melted.

      As she moved the light around, she saw cobwebbed rafters above. A few sheets of pink insulation pressed up against the cement walls, like someone never got around to actually doing it. Boxes, bags and other junk, all stuffed into corners yet still spilling out. And there was a hum coming from somewhere. In another circumstance it might have been soothing.

      Katie looked around. She hadn't let out the breath she'd stifled since she started down the stairs. It seemed to be a partial basement, extending to the left from the staircase; there was only a small area to the right that was either a cubbyhole or a closet with a few stacked boxes, and there was a thin path that traveled behind the stairs, but the area behind the stairs looked like it was thoroughly filled with junk. A short window sat in the wall near the ceiling ahead of her, letting in a bit of moonlight. And fixed to the outside of it, of course, were iron bars.

      The basement was open, but there was a wall partition extending out that seemed to break it up into two large rooms. Katie started through the doorway and yelped and jumped back as a sagging stack of boxes tipped over and spilled across the floor.

      "Crap," she said, bending to pick up the mess.

      But the darkness spooked her. It pressed down on her from every side and the light didn't calm her. Her temples pounded.

      "Breaker box, breaker box..."

      Another short window sat high in the wall in this section of the basement (what she figured must have been toward the side of the house). She swept the light across the wall beneath the window, and then she saw it.

      Large cables fastened to the wall ran to a metal box. Katie hurried to it and pulled the cover open. But she was greeted by something entirely unfamiliar to her.

      "What is this?" she said. A cluster of wires sat inside, but instead of the familiar plastic switches of a breaker box, there were two tall columns of round fuses. She held the light close, eyeing them. "Oh, this must be a fuse box," she muttered at last. "I think my great-grandpa had one of these..."

      What was absent to her was an understanding of how they worked. After some inspection, she determined that one of them was discolored. The faded label next to it said "dining/living room". It must have burnt out, then, she decided; that sounded vaguely familiar to something fuses might do. The one below the living and dining rooms' fuse was labeled "basement", and it seemed in good shape. That meant the basement lights worked the whole time.

      "Oh for God's sake," she said, beating herself up for being so spooked. She turned and saw a light bulb fixed to the ceiling with a cord hanging from it. When she pulled it a gloomy yellow light washed over that corner of the basement, leaving everything beyond in shadows.

      Katie turned her attention back to the fuse box and tried to figure out how to fix the problem. She looked around and saw a small cardboard box sitting on top of the metal casing. Stretching on her toes, she pulled it down to find it was filled with spare fuses. When she realized they screwed in and out, she replaced the burnt one and discarded it in the box.

      "There, good as new."

      That humming sound she'd noticed before buzzed into her awareness again. That was because it was not only louder now, but it was coming from right beside her.

      A large steel door sat in the wall to her left. The hum was coming from behind it. But there was no way for her to tell what was causing it, because the door was crisscrossed with heavy chains and a huge padlock.
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      Katie put her hand on the steel door, but she couldn't feel the vibration of the hum on the metal. It must be coming from somewhere in the room, then. But what was producing the sound or what else was inside, she had no idea.

      Regardless, the door took her completely by surprise and unnerved her. Earl had been one giant mystery since the moment she met him, and now things were becoming increasingly frightening.

      It's just a week, she thought.

      And a few days, her mind added.

      As she backed away from the door, her cell phone buzzed in her pocket. She took it out and saw that she had a message from Josh.

      She grumbled. "What now?"

      She brought up the text and it said: Hey, just thinking about u. What are u up to?

      Katie's blood boiled. She immediately deleted the message then thrust the phone back in her pocket.

      "You stupid, ungrateful..." she seethed.

      With the burnt-out fuse replaced, she had no more business in the basement. She took sight of the bottom of the stairs sitting just in the edge of the shadows then pulled the cord for the light above her, turning it off. She stumbled through the dark to the stairs. She would clean up the spilled boxes later.

      The TV played in the living room, the reception nice and clean. As soon as she closed the basement door behind her, she let out a long and unexpected yawn.

      "I think I need to go to bed," she said to herself.

      She turned off the TV then headed upstairs. There were some bedrooms on the third floor as well, but she decided the second would be good enough. That was where the bathroom was where Earl had laid out all the toiletries for her, too. When she returned to the bathroom to find a toothbrush and some toothpaste, she paused.

      She gazed at the toiletries left out on the vanity for her and was struck by just how meticulously they had been placed. Three different styles of toothbrushes sat next to each other, still in their packaging. But they were perfectly lined up. When Katie looked closer, she decided they weren't even off by a millimeter. Different boxes of toothpaste sat on the other side of the sink, lined up just the same way. The soaps and tissues were laid out just as carefully. If someone had planned to provide toiletries for a house-sitter, they might be kind enough to lay out a few things as an afterthought, but this was something else. The light glowed over the sink and illuminated the bathroom and spilled out into the hallway, but the rest of the hall was dark, as was the house. The wind had quieted outside and now all she heard was silence. It was enough to make her skin crawl, and even her reflection in the mirror put her on edge, making her deliriously think for a moment that her visage would morph into some kind of demented monster or maybe one of those creepy girls from a Japanese horror movie.

      Katie reached out and messed up all the toiletries with her hand, knocking them about and turning them askew. And suddenly she felt much better. The heaviness of the air seemed to lift and the darkness didn't seem quite so black.

      "Just a week," she told herself. "Just a week." She looked down at the now more pleasant toiletries. "Okay, this one, and... maybe this one." She snatched up a toothbrush and a tube of toothpaste, taking them out of their packaging and discarding all the remnants in a garbage neatly sitting next to the toilet. She turned the tap and the water came out cold and clear; she half expected it to come out a gurgling, rusty brown. She brushed her teeth and spit into the sink, and everything seemed okay. She let her hair down from her ponytail and slipped the scrunchie into her pocket.

      After using the toilet, she turned the bathroom light off and flipped one on in the hallway. "Now, just got to find a bedroom."

      She walked to the end of the hall as the floor groaned in the dead silence. The hallway light didn't do much to help the feeling that she was walking in scurrilous darkness. Framed photographs of the mysterious blonde woman lined the hallway, her repetitive sets of eyes watching Katie as she went. She remembered wandering into one bedroom earlier in the day that seemed to be lined from top to bottom with photos of her. She tried the room across from it at the end of the hallway near the back of the house. Poking her head in the door, she saw a comfortable-looking bed pressed up against the wall with the sheets made, a nightstand on each side of it, a bookshelf in the far corner next to a window that let in a pleasant amount of moonlight, and a large round throw rug in the middle of the spacious room. Best of all, she only saw one picture of the young woman sitting on one of the nightstands.

      Katie pushed past the door and saw a closet across from the bed. She shut the door behind her and felt oddly comfortable in the room.

      "Good enough," she said, letting out another yawn. Katie walked to the window and stared out at the expense of trees at the side of the property. The room was warmer than the ground floor, and much warmer than the basement, so she slid the window up to let in a breeze. Then she felt the heavy pull of tiredness clutching at her and she wheeled around to the bed. She undressed to her underwear and slipped beneath the covers.

      Lying on her side, she closed her eyes. She tried to fall asleep, but something gnawed at her.

      She leaned over and grabbed her cell phone from the pocket of her capris that she dumped on the floor and pulled up Josh's contact. She stared at it, wondering if she should text him back. Her thumb hovered over the virtual keyboard for a long time. But she put the phone on the bedside table instead, facedown.

      Her eyes fell on the framed picture of the woman looking at her and she turned the frame around.

      "Much better," she said sleepily.

      And then she got comfortable under the covers, clutching a handful of them up to her neck and letting herself ease into sleep.

      The wind picked up outside and gently rolled against the side of the house. And so gentle as to almost be imperceptible, Katie swore she heard a whisper.
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      Sunlight spilled into her bedroom in the morning. Every bad and unsettling thing that seemed to happen to her in the night washed away in the morning light. As her eyelids fluttered opened, she tossed and turned under the covers, then she lifted her arms above her head and stretched. She actually slept quite well, all things considered, something that normally didn't happen in a stranger's home.

      Katie twisted onto her side and looked out the window.

      A pair of eyes were looking back at her.

      Katie clutched at the covers with an iron grip, her heart nearly leaving her body for a moment. She settled down when she saw it was only that same black cat that had been skulking around the front of the property, but only a little.

      The cat meowed, sitting on the windowsill inside the room.

      "Why did I leave that stupid window open last night?" Katie muttered. She flapped a hand at the cat from the bed. "Shoo! Shoo!"

      The cat didn't budge. He watched her carefully before meowing again.

      "Not a chance, buster. Aren't you guys supposed to be bad luck or something?" When the cat still didn't move, she rolled her eyes and got out of bed. She cautiously approached him and flapped her arms. She saw that he wore a collar, but there was no tag on it. "Come on, buddy... How the heck did you even get up here?" She looked out the window and saw the dozen-foot descent to the ground below.

      Meow

      "No, come on, seriously," she said, trying to push him away. The cat rubbed his face on her and began to purr.

      "That's not what I meant," Katie said. She gave him another little nudge and the cat turned and slinked to the outside of the windowsill between the iron bars. "Good, now stay right there..." She grabbed the window and slid it shut. "The kitchen's closed today," she added.

      The cat watched her through the window.

      Katie gave him one last curious glance before putting her clothes on. Then she grabbed her cell phone from the nightstand.

      One new text from her ex-boyfriend, her phone told her.

      Babe I don't know if uv gone to bed or not but I just been thinking bout u. I think maybe I made a mistake.

      Katie rolled her eyes so hard they almost flew out of their sockets. She stuffed the phone in her pocket, not letting her anger get to her, She turned for the door, throwing the cat one last glance before heading downstairs.

      She looked out the window in the kitchen at the empty driveway and wondered if the cat was still sitting up on the window or if he had climbed down and disappeared in the weeds.

      The cupboards flew open and Katie knocked around some boxes, looking for some cereal to eat for breakfast. Shredded wheat, plain Cheerios, All-Bran, Raisin Bran. Bleh. Honey Nut Cheerios, Apple Jacks, Frosted Flakes. Maybe. She got to the end of the row of boxes and pulled the last two out of the cupboard's shadows. Lucky Charms and Count Chocula. Impressive.

      She had tried to be in adult mode lately with the job search and the whole paying bills thing, but her mouth nearly started watering when she saw the last two cereals.

      Her eyes darted left and right like a guilty child trying to sneak a cookie from the jar, then she pulled out both boxes and filled a bowl with them. She added milk from the fridge and watched it rise and consume the dry wheat shapes and pasty marshmallows.

      She sat at the dining room table eating her sugary treat and reminiscing about her childhood. She ate slowly, savoring it. When the cereal was gone, she tipped the bowl to her lips and drank the now chocolate milk.

      Her cell phone beeped and she took it out of her pocket to see that the battery was low.

      Damn, she thought. I didn't even bring my charger with me.

      Then that was settled: she would need to go back to her apartment for a few things after all, and maybe run a few errands in town while she was at it. Earl told her he expected her not to leave the house at all, but she knew it wouldn't be a big deal. Besides, he was out of town and wouldn't know anyway.

      Katie tried to remember where she left the key to the house he'd given her, but she drew a total blank. Then she realized he never gave her one at all; he really expected her to stay cooped up like some prisoner. That meant she wouldn't be able to lock the house while she was gone.

      She felt uneasy about the decision but decided she would only be away for a short while. Katie threw her unwashed hair back in a ponytail and off she went.
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      She stopped at her apartment first, making the long trek across town on foot. Putting everything into a plastic grocery bag, she packed a few outfits, some more personal toiletries, and her phone charger. When she finished and was coming out her apartment door, she spotted her landlord rounding the corner at the other end of the long hallway. She tried to turn her head away, but it was already too late.

      "Hey, you there! Stop!"

      Katie pretended she didn't hear him and slipped past another corner, heading for the stairwell. But before she knew it he was right on her heels as she opened the stairwell door.

      "Where's my money?" he shouted. "The money! You pay rent or I kick you out!"

      "I don't have it yet," she muttered. She tried to turn away from him, but he grabbed the back of her collar. "Hey!" she cried.

      "I kick you out! Understand? You're two months late!"

      "I'll get your money soon," she said. "I just got a job. It will come in soon." But her shoulders slumped and she already felt herself wilting under the pressure.

      "You walk dangerous line, young lady!" the landlord said. "You're going to be out on the street!"

      He let go of her and Katie hurried down the stairs, feeling the sting of tears in her eyes. She was a full-blown mess by the time she got to the ground floor and fled the building into the peaceful summer day.

      She walked down the street for a long time with the grocery bag looped over her arm and her arms folded tightly over her chest. Her face looked like a strawberry slowly fading back to its original color. Tangled emotions roiled in her chest, all fighting for supremacy. During the whole walk she didn't know whether to punch a lamppost or fall to her knees and break down into tears. She was never good at confrontations; never quite learned how to stand up for herself. She was always too agreeable, too subservient, too afraid, too... needy. There was that word again. She hated the sound of it as it bounced around her head. It was a vile, despicable thing, but now that it was on her mind again, she felt her heart ache. All she could think about was Josh and if she had made a mistake by not replying to his texts.

      She crossed the street to a café and ordered a small tea with the change she scrounged from her sock drawer. She sat out on the covered patio that looked out on the street and sipped on her tea as she watched the cars go by. Her phone buzzed and before she could have any kind of rational or conscious reaction to the sound, her heart immediately swelled. She saw the message was from Josh and she hurried to find out what it said.

      Ive been thinking... Meet me at Hartigans at 11 tonite. I really miss u babe.

      Katie's hands shook and she had to set the phone down and sip her tea to calm herself. Once again she didn't reply, but it made her think. When he had broken up with her again she promised herself she would never come crawling back. But after a couple days, the situation seemed somehow different. Hartigan's was a local bar that they'd been to many times. In fact, it was where they went on their first date. She knew that wasn't an accident.

      Her attention turned to a car drifting by on the road, and then her eyes fell on a blue Volvo parked on the other side of the street. Her brow scrunched. She didn't know why, but for some reason the car seemed familiar to her. She tried to see inside, but the windows were tinted and she couldn't tell if there was anyone there or not. Nor could she remember where she had seen a car like that recently.

      She shook her head and went back to her tea. When she finished it and left the café, she headed to the bank to cash a check for twenty dollars that she'd forgotten her grandmother gave to her for her last birthday. It wasn't much, but it was all she had right now.

      The bank was sweltering hot and smelly. Too many people in front and behind her, packed into the winding line like sardines. She wiped the sweat off her forehead and looked out the large plate glass windows covering the storefront.

      Some people walked by on the sidewalk. A line of three cars rolled by. Then a cyclist. And parked on the other side of the street was an old blue Volvo.

      Katie did a double-take and squinted. Could it be the same one? No, that was absurd, or a really strange coincidence. She tried to put the idea out of her mind that someone was following her as she continued waiting in line. But when she finally cashed her check and walked out of the bank and saw the Volvo still sitting there with its tinted windows, she couldn't pry the feeling away if she had a crowbar.

      As the day started to stretch into the evening, Katie headed back for the house. It may have been isolated and gloomy, but at least it was a place her landlord wouldn't be lurking around. And that was something.

      She walked up the long driveway and saw the house standing in the midst of all the trees. The black cat was nowhere in sight. She hopped up the porch and opened the front door, stepping inside and closing it behind her. She locked the deadbolt, and just as she turned and started to put down the plastic bag with her effects she'd brought, she saw the door to the basement standing wide open.
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      Katie froze. She'd left the house unlocked. She wasn't supposed to leave at all, and now someone had broken in. Maybe Earl was right to put all those bars over the windows; maybe he'd had a problem with break-ins before, ruffians trying to explore or pillage the creepy old house in the woods.

      Or maybe worse. What if someone was still here? What if they were armed? Should she call the police? She wasn't sure Earl would pay her if he found out.

      She was rooted to the spot, immobilized by her indecisiveness. But in her stillness, she had the ability to listen.

      There was a soft groan upstairs, like floorboards tensing. Then another sound like a window frame shifting. The gap between each occasional sound was filled with silence. It could have just been the noises of an old house, but what if the intruder had heard her come in and was waiting and listening just like she was?

      Katie stepped forward at last. The sounds she made on the old floor made her cringe. The stuffy air of the house was suffocating. She stared down the long hallway ahead leading to the living room, keeping her peripheral trained for any movement from the kitchen or sitting room. Her eyes locked on the basement door and she thought of the darkness that lay beyond it.

      In the doorway to the kitchen, she turned in and looked for a knife to protect herself. But after scouring the counter she saw there was no knife block. She quietly rifled through drawers, keeping her back to the counter and watching the open doorways. But there was nothing sharp in them that could be used as a weapon; only spoons.

      Great, she thought. She took a wide berth into the dining room and then the living room, coming at the hallway from the other end. She paused again and listened. Silence.

      When she got to the basement door, she pulled it all the way open and gazed at the darkness down the stairs. But she couldn't find the nerve to investigate. She closed the door and went back to the entrance.

      She glanced in the sitting room and checked behind the furniture, but no one was there. She went up the stairs and carefully looked around the corners and all the rooms. By the time she got to the third floor, her anxiety started to alleviate, and when she saw that the entire house was empty, she returned to the basement door and stood at the top of the stairs. She flicked on the light switch that made one dim and lonely bulb at the bottom of the staircase shine.

      "Hello?" she called. "Is anyone down there?"

      She waited a moment but there was nothing. Just a gentle hum in the distance. She pulled out her phone to use the flashlight again to cover the darker parts of the basement. When she reached the bottom of the stairs and covered a full circle around her, she saw no one. She walked around the small partition of wall to the fuse box and pulled the cord to turn on the other light. She saw the chained door, still chained. She turned her phone's light to the last dark corner in the basement and found she really was entirely alone.

      When she shrugged and headed back for the stairs, she paused by the wall partition and looked at the floor. The stack of boxes that she'd accidentally tipped over the night before were neatly stacked back up.

      Her heartbeat picked up again. Had she cleaned the boxes up? She couldn't remember.

      She hurried up to the ground floor and looked out the kitchen window at the driveway. It was empty.

      What kind of car did he drive again? It must have been a Ford. Maybe an old Hyundai.

      Or a Volvo.

      No, no it wasn't. Katie cleaned up the boxes last night—she was sure of it. She probably left the basement door open, too. She knew she never had the greatest memory and often forgot important things, so the small, almost unnoticeable stuff didn't stand a chance.

      She closed her eyes a moment and forced herself to take deep breaths and settle down. She calmed herself, realizing she was just a big goof and reminded herself not to mess around anymore; Earl wouldn't pay her if she didn't do what she was supposed to. She went upstairs, promising herself that she wouldn't leave the house again until he returned.

      But Josh's invitation to meet at the bar that night lingered on her mind.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Katie sat at the dining room table playing with her phone as it was charging in the wall outlet. Night fell over the house and unnerving shadows crawled everywhere. She'd turned on a few more lights on the ground floor this time, but she was careful not to turn on too many, not wanting to blow any fuses again.

      She shifted uncomfortably on the hard wooden chair (probably made out of ironwood, she guessed with a roll of her eyes) and moved her elbows farther out on the table's surface. An unpleasant smell wafted and made her twist her nose up.

      "Ew," she said. "I think I need a shower." She looked toward the ceiling and considered the prospect of showering in the strange home. She usually wasn't a big fan of using amenities somewhere other than her own apartment, but the bedroom she had slept in and the bathroom she'd used seemed to be kept quite clean. It had also been at least a few days since the last time she showered, so she was certainly overdue. She bent down and lifted the cuff of her jeans and felt her leg. Hair prickled her fingertips like a cactus plant. "And maybe a shave."

      Double-checking to make sure the front door was locked, she went upstairs and undressed. She turned the hot water on in the shower and stepped in, humming a Taylor Swift song as she lathered herself. When she was all shaved and clean she dried off then wrapped the towel around her head. This time she had the light on in the hallway for extra comfort as she stood in front of the mirror and applied lotion to her skin. She took a hairbrush that Earl had laid out for her and inspected it closely. She saw no hairs in it; it didn't look like anyone had used it before.

      "I guess this will do."

      Before she took the towel off her head, she held the brush up to her mouth and stared at her reflection in the mirror. She belted out a Taylor Swift song and began dancing, knowing there wasn't a soul around that could hear her. She really got into it and danced out into the hallway, for the first time feeling comfortable in this creepy house. She danced and sang halfway down the hall then turned and danced back toward the bathroom.

      A red light softly glowed up in the corner of the ceiling at the end of the hallway. Katie noticed it and froze.

      A security camera was perched up in the corner, watching the hallway. The red light next to the lens told her that it was active.

      "Oh shit!" Katie blurted, crouching in front of it. She frantically pulled the towel off her head and wrapped it around her body before holding her hands out in apology toward the camera. "Sorry!"

      She darted into the bathroom and watched herself in the mirror as her face turned as red as a beet.

      God I hope he doesn't check the footage when he gets home, she thought. That was assuming it was being recorded, which she dismally told herself it probably was.

      Suddenly all the joy had drained from her and she wanted to get as far away from the hallway and that camera as possible. But she realized she had left her clothes in the bedroom she'd slept in the night before and she would have to walk the length of the hall to get to it with the camera at her back.

      She made sure she was finished in the bathroom and that the towel was covering as much of her as possible, then she trotted to the bedroom and shut the door. She leaned the side of her face against the door and slid down the wood. She was so embarrassed she could die. She was also a little angry.

      Katie understood Earl wanting to be cautious, but he never told her there was a camera in the house.

      Even still, why did he have it watching the second floor hallway of all places?
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      When Katie was fully dressed she took a deep breath and stepped out into the hall. She kept her head down, ignoring the camera at the other end as she made her way to the stairs leading up to the third floor.

      She wanted to know more about the man that built this house. Even after only being here for a couple days, this already ranked as the weirdest job she'd ever had, and she wanted to know more; why he would go to such lengths to build a house like this; why he would put pictures of this woman everywhere. All the frames alone must have cost a fortune.

      She stood in the hallway on the third floor and looked in each direction. At one end was the empty bedroom overlooking the front of the property. The rest she hadn't explored yet. She instinctively looked up in the corners and saw another camera above the door to the empty room.

      So he was watching the hallways... but why?

      Katie walked to the room at the back of the house and found it was filled with piles of boxes and junk to such an extent that she could barely get a foot inside. She closed the door and turned around.

      A small bathroom sat next to the room. It was pretty unremarkable aside from a large portrait of the blonde woman on the wall in front of the toilet.

      Next she passed a guest bedroom that seemed similar to the one she slept in. The room was entirely clean and tidy, if not a little dusty; checking in the closet, rifling through the drawers in the dresser and the two bedside tables flanking the bed, even checking under the bed, there wasn't anything of note.

      But where did Earl sleep, she wondered? There had to be somewhere that he kept personal effects. Somewhere she could find out more about him.

      She opened a linen closet and found a few shelves of towels and boxes of tissues, then she turned into the short hallway off the main one and found a single door near the end of it on the right; the whole stretch of wall on the left oddly had no door and no room. She shook her head once again at the strange design of the house as she pushed open the old door on the right and peered into darkness.

      Katie flipped the light switch on and saw another bedroom, this one a little bigger than most she'd seen. A four-poster bed sat against the back wall with a large window overlooking the side of the property. A pair of men's jeans was sloppily laid out over the foot of the bed and the two closets were filled with men's clothing. It looked about Earl's size, too. A smell lingered in the air like bad aftershave and that sealed the deal in her mind. There was some junk and personal effects and she sat on the bed delicately sorting through some of it. She found piles of receipts, some dating back decades. Old chess boards. Empty jars, books on boring subjects, boxes, blank DVDs, a few candles, and many, many pictures of the woman.

      She rifled through some of the boxes without trying to rearrange the order of things, but she didn't find what she was looking for. Finally, when she was about to give up and leave, she noticed something sitting in the thin gap between the bed and the nightstand next to her. It look like some kind of book.

      Katie pulled it out. It was a binder. She opened it and found a dedication page with only one thing written in a scratchy hand: To my love.

      Turning the page revealed a large inserted picture of the strange woman, a familiar portrait Katie had seen in some of the frames downstairs. The woman stared at her with her blue eyes, her blonde hair flowing past her shoulders. She wore an ugly pink dress that was straight out of the seventies. Like all the other photos, the quality seemed like it was probably taken about that same time, too.

      Katie scrutinized the photo, remarking to herself that the woman looked close enough to her to be her sister. She flipped through the book and found that it was filled with nothing but pictures of the woman pasted to the pages. Underneath some of them were more scratchy notes. Most of them were fawning adoration for the woman, calling her "my love", "my wife", "my soulmate", and other common things.

      Katie turned another page and saw a picture of the woman in a bikini sitting on a blanket at the beach. A pair of sunglasses rested on her head and she flashed a smile at the camera. Her skin was bronzed. In another photo, she wore a sweatshirt and short shorts, sitting at the end of a dock with her feet in the water. Another one of her in the kitchen fixing something in a bowl. Then a picture of a bra and a pair of panties with a plastic bag next to them, sitting on a grimy tiled floor.

      "Whoa, jeez," Katie said. "What's with this guy?"

      She flipped through some more pictures and found one very peculiar. The woman was sitting under the shade of a large tree. Her body was pointed to the side, but her face was twisted around to the camera, like the picture caught her by surprise. She wasn't smiling.

      Katie got a bad feeling in her stomach. She closed the binder and slipped it back between the bed and the nightstand where she'd found it. The smell of the room was getting to her and she turned off the light and returned to her bedroom on the second floor. She sat on the bed looking at her phone and reading Josh's last text to her, which she hadn't deleted yet for some reason. He said he was going to be at the bar at eleven, and she knew he would show up. The red flags about the house compounded and she seriously considered ditching the job and meeting Josh.

      But that would mean crawling back. She'd already done it at least a few times, but even now there had to be some scrap of dignity in her that she didn't want to relinquish. She was tired of being subservient to him. Tired of jumping at his every want and need. But she still felt her heart moan for him as she read his words. What if he had really changed his mind? What if she could do better as a girlfriend? Maybe she could give him more space or try to be more attentive to him—whatever he wanted.

      Katie stared at the message for a long time, wondering what to do. Ultimately, the stronger side of her won out and she put her phone down, determined not to let herself cave. Even if she wanted to leave the house and find something else to do for money, she realized it was late and she was tired, and she knew she wasn't in a rational mind to make that kind of decision right now.

      So she got undressed and turned out the light, shuffling over to the bed. As she did, she thought she saw something out the corner of her eye.

      She paused, looking around the dark room to see what it was. At first she saw nothing but darkness. She looked out the window at the trees gently swaying. Everything was peaceful. Katie took a few steps back and leaned side to side, trying to catch the room from different angles.

      Just when she was convinced it was her imagination, she saw it.

      A faint red light glowed from somewhere in the darkness next to the window.

      Katie hurried back to the light switch and turned it on. A bookshelf sat in the corner of the room next to the window, facing her bed. It was half-filled with dusty literature and a few trinkets. A teddy bear sat on one shelf, but she couldn't find the red light. After rifling through some books, she nudged the bear to the side and found the red glow behind it in the shaded space between two books leaning against each other. She pulled the books apart and saw a small camera sitting on the shelf, an attached wire going out a hole drilled in the bookshelf's backing.

      "You've got to be kidding me," Katie said. She stood before the camera in nothing but her underwear, staring at it. She was too angry to even move. Eventually she grabbed the bear and slammed it against the camera so hard that some of the books on the shelf jumped.

      Katie walked to the middle of the bedroom and looked around for any more cameras, but she didn't see any.

      "A camera watching the bed?!" she shouted. "You need to watch me sleep?" She was so angry she could punch something.

      All of this was too much for her and she didn't even have to think twice about leaving. She snatched up her clothes and put them on, but then she paused. If she left now, that would mean having to not only trek out of these woods and along the edge of town in the dark, but it would also mean a long walk back to her apartment building. She was already exhausted and had been anticipating her head hitting that pillow, and her sudden burst of anger and adrenaline didn't do too much to change that.

      Katie flexed her fingers at her sides, trying to drain the anger away. "He's still gone for the week," she told herself. "I can sleep one more night in this stupid house. But in the morning I'm gone." Her affirmation sounded good to her even though it echoed strangely off the walls. She piled as many books over the camera on the bookshelf as she could. When she was satisfied, she turned the lights back off and slipped under the covers. She was so upset that it took a long time to fall asleep, but when she finally did she slept soundly.
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      "...Elizabeth."

      Silence.

      "Your name is Elizabeth."

      More silence in between.

      "Your name is Elizabeth."

      Katie's eyes swam in the darkness. She lifted her head off the pillow and looked around.

      "Your name is..."

      She perched up on a stiffened arm and listened. Even after what seemed like a full minute, there was nothing but quiet in the room. But she swore she heard something. Had she left the TV on? Nearly every cell in her body told her to flop back down and fall asleep, but she decided she better check.

      She got out of bed and rummaged through the grocery bag she brought from her apartment. She pulled out a housecoat and wrapped it around her, then she walked down the dark hallway for the stairs.

      The stairs groaned on her way down. When she reached the ground floor she didn't hear anything coming from the living room. She folded her arms into each other and hurried along the hallway past the basement, coming out into the living room and looking toward the corner.

      The TV was off. The house was silent, except for that distant hum coming from the basement, from beyond the chained door.

      Katie lingered a moment longer. She wiped the sleep out of her eyes, then she turned around, thinking she must have startled herself out of a dream. She used the squares of moonlight coming through the windows to guide her and she returned upstairs, closing the bedroom door behind her. She took off the housecoat and slipped under the covers. She lay awake for another minute with her eyes closed, just listening. But she didn't hear anything at all; she had just imagined it. And then she fell asleep.

      Two minutes later: "Your name is Elizabeth" filled the room.
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      The morning sunlight spilled through the window beside her, banishing the darkness and every ill thing that came with it. Katie awoke gently. She writhed and stretched under the covers until she felt awake enough to get out of bed. She glanced at the bookshelf and saw the pile of books she had made the night before. The memories of what had happened as well as her anger came back to her, but they seemed greatly diminished in the morning light. She recognized this and immediately promised herself that she wasn't going back on her promise to leave, but she did have some hesitation. If she left, it would mean she wouldn't get paid the thousand dollars Earl had promised her. And she could really use that money. She also didn't know where else to stay in the meantime, especially if she was broke. Her landlord wouldn't let her back. Maybe she could see if she could stay with Josh for a while until she got back on her feet and found something a little more permanent.

      No, she told herself. But she immediately softened. What other choice did she have? She didn't have many friends, and certainly no close ones. Her relatives were out of the picture, and she had always felt like an outcast. Maybe that was why she'd always been so needy with Josh, so eager to please him. And suddenly all of her defenses against her boyfriend broke down. She had to go see him. Had to. She would ask for his forgiveness and try to be a better girlfriend to him. Try to find some way to make him love her more. And she would find a proper job, one that would make him proud, not one spent shacked up in a creepy house like this, owned by a creepy and perverted man.

      She was leaving; no matter how good the money sounded, there was no way she was going to give that pervert a week's worth of footage that he could upload to some porn site.

      Still dressed, Katie got out of bed and grabbed the grocery bag, hurrying downstairs. She put her shoes on, but before she left, her eyes turned toward the kitchen and then up at the ceiling.

      She hurried upstairs to the bathroom and began stuffing the brand-new toiletries Earl had provided for her into her plastic bag, then she went down to the kitchen and rifled through the cupboards and the fridge, stretching the bag until it almost burst. She opened the front door and paused.

      A thought crossed her mind: if Earl had cameras in his house recording her, there were probably more that she didn't know about. He might have even had her on camera stealing things from him. Footage he could take to the police. He also knew her full name and where she lived. A chill ran up her spine. Even more reason for her to live with Josh for a while.

      Grudgingly, Katie bent down and emptied everything she pilfered onto the floor inside the doorway. When she was left with just her clothes and the few supplies she'd brought from her apartment, she stepped out the door.

      But then she paused again. Her phone. She felt around her pockets, but realized it wasn't on her. She rifled through the bag, but it wasn't there either. Then her mind set on the exact location where she had left it: the nightstand in the bedroom. She left the front door open and hurried upstairs. She jogged to the bedroom, not wanting to spend another minute in the house than she had to. But when she got to the bedroom and looked at the nightstand, all that was on it was a lamp and a picture of that woman looking at her.

      "Where did I put it?" she asked.

      She searched the room, lifting the covers on the bed, looking on the floor and under the bed. She looked in the gaps around the nightstands on either side then checked the bookshelf. Becoming flustered, she checked the closet, then went to the bathroom. But her phone was nowhere to be seen.

      "Downstairs," she muttered. "It must be."

      She hurried down and rounded the banister past the closed front door and entered the kitchen. She scoured the counters, then checked in the cupboards and even the fridge. Next was the dining room and the living room, lifting the blanket off the couch and pressing herself flat to the floor to peer under the furniture. Still, it wasn't anywhere.

      Leave it, a voice in her head told her. You've lost plenty already. Besides, the only thing you use it for is texting Josh anyway.

      She agreed with the sentiment and headed for the front door. As she approached it from the hallway, she saw the plastic grocery bag she'd left there and all of the stolen items dumped next to it on the floor. But what really got her was the fact that the door was closed. Despite her clumsy memory, she knew she had left it open.

      Katie scooped up her bag and reached for the doorknob. When she was gone, she wouldn't have to care about any of the peculiarities she experienced in the house anymore.

      She twisted the doorknob and pulled.

      The door didn't budge.

      The deadbolt was locked, that was it. She twisted it and pulled on the door again, a little more frantically than she had intended. Again, it didn't open. After staring at the door in confusion for a while and yanking on it a few more times, she realized that there was another lock and keyhole in the door, this one facing her on the inside.

      Her brain scrambled to understand what that meant, and as the answer became increasingly clearer she fell into a panic.

      She was locked in the house; this wasn't an accident.

      "No, no, no..." she said, and she backed away from the door. She stumbled into the kitchen. Her legs were weak. Her head felt faint and she thought she might pass out. She spun around and stared at the windows with the iron bars covering each and every one of them, and then she sank to her knees and began to sob.

      The worst nightmare she could ever imagine had come true: she wasn't a house-sitter; she was a prisoner.
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      The walls seemed to close in on her. There was a sound in her mind like a jail door slamming closed. Katie fought through the panic and got back to her feet. She looked out the kitchen window at the front of the property and saw an old blue Volvo sitting in the driveway.

      The Volvo she had seen while running errands in town the day before.

      It was the same one. It had to be. It had been following her. Earl was in it and he was watching her, because he never went anywhere.

      Katie hurried to the dining room window. She pulled it up and pushed on the bars, but they were firmly fixed to the exterior of the house. She stood on her toes and slid her arm through the bars, then she tried to get the rest of herself through them, but they were too thinly spaced for her to fit. In desperation, she hit them and shoved against them, but they didn't budge. She ran into the living room and tried another window, but the bars were solid. She hit the wooden frame around it, scratched at it. But it was no use.

      This was his plan all along. He wasn't worried about people breaking into his house; he was worried about people breaking out.

      Every time she drew in breath, it felt like her lungs were collapsing, like no breath she took was big enough to fill them. Tears rolled down her face as she tried another window, then she spun around in the middle of the room, her mind flustered and unable to think. A million thoughts ran through her brain and her eyes darted around through the tears.

      A weapon. Something to defend herself with. She needed one.

      Her eyes set on the kitchen and she hurried toward it. Katie pulled open every drawer she could find, looking for a knife.

      "There has to be one!" she sobbed.

      But nothing. Only spoons. She grabbed a handful of them and threw them across the room in frustration.

      She returned to the living room. She needed to find something fast if she wanted to stay alive. Because she didn't even know where Earl was. Was he outside? Had he come in the house and locked the door when she was upstairs? If so, where was he?

      Finding nothing else, Katie clutched the TV remote and backed herself into the corner of the room, watching the house carefully. Her breath ran ragged in and out of her lungs. Her tears hadn't stopped, despite the adrenaline. Her legs were shaky and she wanted to collapse, but she forced herself to stand. And her eyes were watching and waiting.

      Nothing on the ground floor moved. Everything was silent. And then, a voice.

      "Sit at the dining room table."

      Katie squirmed, hearing Earl's loud voice echoing in the living room, but not seeing him. Her eyes darted everywhere. She even spun around and looked at the corner behind her out of paranoia.

      "There is a book sitting on the dining room table. Read it."

      Just like he said, on the dining room table was a book that hadn't been there before.

      Katie's eyes narrowed in on the voice, settling on what looked like a smoke alarm on the ceiling. But it wasn't a smoke alarm at all; it was a speaker.

      "Sit down," Earl said pointedly.

      He wasn't anywhere in sight, but he knew exactly where she was and what she was doing. Katie's gaze searched around and she found it.

      A small circle of ceiling had been cut away at the edge of the living and dining rooms. A dark lens poked through, pointed toward her.

      Katie scrutinized the room and saw something else: a piece of baseboard cut away at the other end of the room near the TV. Another lens with a faint glow of red from the darkness surrounding it. Another one in the kitchen perched over the fridge like the one in the upstairs hallway. She hadn't noticed it before.

      Her bones went cold when she realized that not only did Earl not go on any business trip or anywhere at all, but that he was watching her every movement the whole time.
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      "Sit down and read the book."

      Katie shook her head.

      "Read the book."

      "No," she sobbed. There was a pause and she looked around. "What do you want with me?"

      "Your name is Elizabeth," Earl said over the speaker.

      "Elizabeth?" Katie said incredulously. "I'm not! I don't know who that..." Her words choked in her throat, too overwhelmed by her panic to get them out. She waited in the living room, looking up at the speaker and around at the cameras that she could see, waiting for him to say something. Then she managed to get out the words, "Just let me go. Please."

      "I can't let you go," he said. "I let you go once already, and I... I won't be doing that again."

      Confusion came at her brain like daggers. What was he talking about? She couldn't even guess, nor would she be able to comprehend it right now even if she knew.

      "You have to," she spluttered. "I'll call the police..."

      And she would, just as soon as she found her cell phone...

      Her breath choked in her throat. Her mouth was dry and it felt like she tried to swallow a cinderblock. Now she realized why her cell phone had disappeared.

      She stumbled around the ground floor, looking for a phone. But there wasn't one; there never was—all by design.

      Now it didn't just feel like she was locked up in a prison; it felt like she was locked up in a prison at the bottom of the ocean. No one would be coming to look for her. No one would find her. She didn't even tell Josh she had gotten a house-sitting job, let alone where it was. She was totally alone.

      Silence came over the house and Earl ceased talking.

      Katie sank to the floor and cried for a long time. Partly from her predicament, but also from the knowledge and horror that Earl was watching her cry.

      Finally she picked herself back up, telling herself that she had to find a way out. She heard how these horror stories went: a girl was never supposed to allow herself to be taken; if she was walking down the street and someone jumped her and tried to stuff her in a car or van, she was supposed to fight back with everything she had even if the attacker had a weapon, because once you let yourself get taken, there's no telling what will be done to you. Your window of escape shrinks until it disappears completely. She knew that, but Katie had never known that she got into the car willingly. Like tricking a cat into walking in a pet carrier on the way to the vet, the trap was already sprung.

      But Katie didn't know what Earl wanted with her. Things were going to get worse, she knew that. But if she could find a way out sooner rather than later, she might have a chance. She just needed to find a way out.

      She wiped the tears and snot away with her arm and got up. She still clutched the TV remote, knowing it was all she had. She walked down the hallway cautiously to the front door, keeping her back to the wall, wary of Earl jumping out of her from around a corner.

      She tried opening the door again, tried pulling on it with all her might, but it didn't budge. She moved into the sitting room next to the stairs and glanced around, but saw nothing but furniture and a few barred windows. She turned to the stairs and started up. Her hand on the banister, she stared deeply at the top of the stairs before she moved. She spotted more cameras as she went through the house, some hidden and some out in the open.

      When she reached the top of the stairs, she looked each way along the hallway. The house was quiet except for the thumping beat of her heart. Each doorway stood like a gateway to hell in some demonic fun house, each one hiding the secrets of what lay beyond, each one inviting her in, all the same.

      Katie stared at the camera perched up in the corner that had spied her coming out of the shower. Its red light glowed and she felt her stomach twist and wash over like a sea of acid. She checked the rooms one by one, careful as she crossed the thresholds and peered behind the doors. She peered in all the closets and under the beds from a safe distance, glanced over her shoulder frequently. She inspected all the windows. They all had bars fixed to the outside; they were all too thin to fit through and they were all secured.

      There has to be a way out, she told herself. Has to be. The little motivation that thought gave her was the only thing keeping her going. Otherwise her legs and her spirit would have already given out.

      She went up to the third floor, knowing Earl hadn't been in any other part of the house. Her heart beat as fast as a mouse's knowing he was somewhere up here waiting for her. She cautiously checked each room.

      Katie checked the rooms one by one. The silence hanging over the house was maddening. With every movement she made, she listened for the inevitable sound of the floor creaking behind her. A wave of panicked heat washed over her body when she checked every room except for one: Earl's bedroom.

      It stood at the end of the second hallway on the right. The door stood open a crack and Katie could only see a sliver of wall through it.

      Her feet felt like they were glued to the floor. She tried to move forward, but it was difficult. The floor groaned under her and echoed off the bare wooden walls. She stopped before the door and touched it. Creeping shadows hid behind and she watched it, watched to see if a knife would fly out and slash her hand, or if a hand would reach out and clamp down on her wrist. Katie pushed the door and it creaked open.

      The unpleasant bedroom lay before her. Light came in through the window and spilled onto the floor and bed. The same junk that had been there before was there again, untouched. The shadows of the room retreated as if her presence shied them away, and they regrouped in the closet and under the bed. She kept her back to the wall and peered in the dark closet. She stooped low to look under the bed in the dead silence. The closet was empty; so was underneath the bed. Earl wasn't here.

      Katie returned to the hallway and felt as if a heavy stone lay on her chest. Every window in the house was barred without exception. There was only one final hope: a door in the ceiling to the attic at the end of the hall.

      She approached and reached for the cord hanging from it.

      A set of stairs unfolded and a gust of warm air came down and greeted her. She stared at the dark square above as she clutched onto the stairs and ascended.

      Her eyes took a minute to adjust to the darkness. When they did, she saw that the attic was empty except for a few boxes and an old roll of carpet. A soft red glow came from somewhere in the darkness that told her she was being watched, even up here. But wherever Earl was watching from, it wasn't here.

      Katie searched around the attic, a panic coming over her. She kept telling herself there was a way out, and now she was at the end of the line with still no prayer.

      But there was light coming in from the end of the attic. Squinting, she saw it was a small, round window. It was different from all the others.

      Katie rushed up to it. When she did, she saw it didn't open. Even if it did, three iron bars greeted her on the other side.

      "No..." Katie muttered. She turned her attention to the slanted wooden ceiling, pushing on the boards to see if they would give. They did not.

      Reality dawned on her: Earl had been planning this for a long time. If she thought she could outsmart him and find some little loophole in his design, she was dead wrong. And soon, she would just be dead.
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      Katie came down from the attic just as she heard the muffled sound of a car door closing. She hurried along the hallway to the empty room at the front of the house. Out the window, the Volvo rolled down the driveway and disappeared from sight around a copse of trees.

      She had no idea where he had been in the house, but now he was gone. She knew she was still locked in; that didn't change. But for the moment, she was no longer being watched. That meant this could be her only chance to escape.

      Katie rushed down the stairs to the ground floor, then peered out the front window in the sitting room. She waited a minute, making sure that the car hadn't turned around and come back, and when she was sure he was gone, she tried the door.

      It was of course locked, and she twisted the knob hard and yanked on it with all her might. She pushed on it, throwing her shoulder into it, but it was solid, as was the frame and the lock. She ran to the kitchen and looked through the drawers and the cabinets for a paperclip or something thin enough that she could try picking the lock with. Never mind that it was a deadbolt and she'd heard you couldn't pick those; she was too frantic to think about such things. But she came up with nothing and was left to try brute force on the door.

      She twisted the doorknob and pulled on it, bracing a foot against the frame. She hopped up and managed to get her feet pressed against the frame on either side of the door as she used her weight and her strength to pull on it.

      The lock held.

      Next she tried kicking the door. She was five-foot-six and had a hundred and thirty pounds on her with no muscle to speak of, but she gave it her all, throwing kick after kick against the door right next to the knob.

      The door was so strong it didn't even reverberate. The only thing that did was the bones in her leg. When she set her leg back down on the floor, she felt a shooting pain rush up her shin. She cried out and sat down, massaging it and staring at the hulking slab of wood in front of her. Her mind raced. She didn't have much time. Her eyes fell on the hinges next.

      That was it! If she could just get the hinges off, she could take the door right off and get out to freedom before he came back. But she would need...

      A knife? she asked herself morosely. She didn't think a spoon would do it.

      The basement. If there was any kind of tool she could use to pry the pins up—maybe a crowbar or screwdriver or something—it would be in the basement.

      Katie hobbled over to the basement door, shaking the pain out of her leg. She flung the door open and flipped the light switch, descending down into the cold subterranean space.

      Light came in through the half window at the top of the wall ahead of her. It did a good job in the daytime in lending some light to the musty space and making it seem not as dark and gloomy as before. But that same smell of rot, maybe old decaying wood, became more intense in the warmth of day.

      Katie's eyes scanned around the basement, looking for a tool. She skirted around the junk piled in the corners around her, pulling at and peering in boxes and rifling through plastic bags. But it was mostly old newspapers, old magazines, trinkets, useless stuff.

      She crept through the narrow space leading behind the stairs and found a workbench. When her eyes adjusted to the shadows, she saw that its surface was empty except for one solitary tool.

      She picked it up and she held it in the air. A rubber mallet.

      "You've got to be kidding me," she said.

      A mix of anger and fear and nausea filled her body. She didn't know whether to throw the mallet, cry, or vomit. Her legs became weak again, and a sweat broke out over her skin, knowing he would be back soon.

      A voice whispered behind her.

      Katie spun around, holding up the mallet.

      There was no one there.

      She listened, but only heard that hum from behind the chained door. She waited for a long moment and thought she heard something again, this time very faint. And it was coming from the door.

      Katie approached it cautiously. Her eyes fell on the heavy chains and the large padlock securing it. Her stomach was filled with a sense of dread the closer she got to it, like poison dripping into and spoiling a pool of water.

      The hum was loud now. She put a hand on the cold door and pressed her ear against it.

      She could hear voices on the other side. They were muted and raspy through the thick steel, but there was no mistaking them.

      Katie staggered away from it, her knees locking up in fear. Her mind swirled with all the possibilities of what horrible and monstrous thing lingered on the other side.
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      Wheels outside chewing up loose stones.

      Katie gasped. Her time was up; Earl was home.

      She looked down at the mallet in her hand, realizing it was the only chance she had. She gave it a little swing into the palm of her hand and felt that the rubber of the mallet was still quite hard and packed a pretty good punch. As she heard the car pull to a stop outside, she turned and rushed up the stairs. She left the basement door open as she hurried up to the front door. She crouched next to it, ready to strike. She gripped the handle of the mallet so tightly that her hand turned white.

      Katie listened like a deer rummaging for food in the woods and she stared at the doorknob, waiting for it to turn.

      A car door opened and shut outside. The sound was muffled. She strained her ears. She could hear a pin drop.

      Footsteps. But it was hard to tell what direction they were going.

      Katie braced herself, ready for the door to open. She gripped the mallet even tighter, if that was possible. The muscles in her arm ached and in her mind she visualized the arc that it would swing in and approximated where his head would be as he passed through the threshold.

      She would knock him in the head, and regardless of what effect that had, she would use the opportunity of the open door to slip past him and escape. She would scream her head off as soon as she got out of the house. Even though the driveway was long and they were up in the woods a bit, it wouldn't take her too long to get back to the main road. Someone would hear her. Earl wouldn't dare come after her.

      The door stood motionless and every moment that it did so twisted her heart. Her thumping heartbeat rattled her whole body as she waited and listened to the footsteps.

      But soon the blood pumped in her temples and made them impossible to hear. A fuzzy white noise filled her head and made her deaf. This in turn made her even more frantic. Her legs became restless, like a jaguar wanting to pounce on its prey but becoming increasingly impatient that the prey never wandered closer.

      Then a loud squawking sound played on the wall next to her and startled her so much that she fell over.

      "Elizabeth," the voice said.

      There was a small speaker fixed to the wall on the staircase that was painted the same color as the wood. Katie had never noticed it before.

      "I've laid a dress out on your bed that I want you to put on," Earl said through the squawking speaker. "I want you to wear it for dinner this evening."

      Then the voice fell silent.

      Katie righted herself and waited for her heart to settle. Her eyes were wide and her face was red, like she'd just been caught in the most embarrassing act ever. Running from the speaker, her eyes searched around.

      The lens of a camera poked out of the darkness in the corner of the closet next to the front door. A soft red light glowed next to it.

      Her whole body went so numb that she dropped the mallet. It hit the floor with a dull thud and she racked her brain trying to figure out what happened.

      Earl had come home, and now he was in the house, but he hadn't come through the front door.

      Katie got to her feet and staggered to the window in the sitting room. She looked past the bars to confirm, and the old Volvo was sitting in front of the house, just as she'd heard. There was no sign of Earl anywhere outside, and she knew he must have been in the house with her. But how did he get inside?

      She returned to the entrance and stared up the staircase. She'd searched the entire house earlier looking for a way out and had found nothing. Nothing but her prison bars covering every possible escape.

      Katie slowly started up the stairs, wondering if he was somewhere up there. He fell quiet after instructing her to put on the dress, and after that the house was completely silent, save for her footsteps; she didn't have the slightest clue where he might be.

      When she reached the top of the stairs she looked in both directions down the hallway. The door to her bedroom was open a crack; she remembered leaving it wide open. As she walked down the hall, the groaning wood beneath her feet echoed in the bare space. Her skin crawled with each step and she wanted to throw up, but she forced herself onward.

      She pushed the door open and on her bed saw a pink dress that looked like it would have been in fashion thirty years ago.

      It was made of chintzy fabric, a darker pink sash sewn around the waist. The shoulders were puffy and the collar was finished in lace.

      Out of the corner of her eye, Katie saw the portrait of the woman sitting on the nightstand and saw that she was wearing that same exact dress.

      Katie couldn't hold it in anymore and she doubled over and threw up on the floor.
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      "Put the dress on, Elizabeth."

      Katie wiped her mouth and used the bed to pull herself back onto her feet. "My name's not Elizabeth," she said. "And I'm not putting on the dress."

      "Put it on," he said calmly from some speaker unseen. His voice filled the room and it was so pervasive it started to seem like it was coming from inside her head.

      "No!" Katie shouted. "I'm not going to be part of your sick game!"

      "You will put it on and you will join me for dinner this evening."

      Katie crossed her arms and walked to the window, staring at the serenity of nature past the iron bars.

      "Elizabeth..." he rasped.

      She didn't turn around.

      "Elizabeth."

      "My name is Katie. Katie Travers. I don't answer to anything else. Just let me go. I'm not going to do whatever sick fantasies are in your head."

      There was silence over the speaker for a while, and then Earl added, "I'm not sick." The sudden acknowledgment took Katie off guard and she wondered if she had just been given a brief glimpse past his steely exterior into the insecurities of the man beneath.

      He continued, "Six o'clock. Don't be late. And tell me you'll wear that dress. I want to see you in it, Elizabeth."

      Katie wheeled around. Anger was painted on her face and she looked around the room, knowing there were more cameras watching her that she couldn't see. She marched over to the nightstand and snatched the framed picture of the woman. She held it up in the air as she twisted around to give a good showing to the cameras.

      "You want me to dress up as your dead wife, is that right? Is that why you're going through this whole charade? You're sad that she's gone and now you're trying to replace her? You are sick. You're sick in the head."

      Katie waited for an answer, but he didn't offer one.

      "Well I'm not dressing up like her," she said. "That's just creepy! And I'll tell you what I think of your stupid wife!" Before she could think through what she was doing, she swung the picture frame onto the corner of the nightstand and shattered the frame's glass insert. She lifted it and saw the picture was torn. Katie tossed the frame away into the corner of the room, then she stood defiantly and glanced around, waiting for a reply.

      But there was only silence. And her heart beat faster and faster as every second passed, feeling herself subject to the overwhelming feeling that she had done something she shouldn't have.

      A screech filled the room, louder than her ears could bear. Katie cried out in pain and sank to her knees, pressing her hands over her ears.

      The screech continued in a long, uninterrupted tone. It was so loud that she could still hear it clearly through her hands.

      "Stop!" she cried.

      A moment later the sound abated.

      "Will you put on the dress?"

      "No."

      The screech started up again. It continued for so long that Katie sank forward onto her elbows and then rolled onto her back. She grabbed at the bed skirt and tried to scrunch it up over her ears for extra padding, but it didn't help.

      "Stop, stop! Please..."

      The sound continued for a full five seconds before it ceased. Earl didn't even ask anything this time.

      "Okay... I'll do it. I'll wear the dress."

      The speaker didn't make a sound for the rest of the day.
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      Katie sat on the end of her bed with her hands in her lap. She stared at the wall, slowly drawing breath in and out. When she became still for too long she would grow restless and she would fidget. Then she would calm down and become still once more.

      She looked down at herself in the pink dress. It smelled old like it hadn't been washed or worn in a long time. The material was stiff against her skin. But it fit her remarkably well, and whenever Katie thought of why that was, a chill would run up her spine.

      Her eyes flicked over to a clock radio on the nightstand.

      Six o'clock.

      She swallowed and stood up. She walked to the door on weak legs. She made her way to the top of the stairs and waited. The rich smell of food drifted up the staircase and slipped inside her nostrils, inviting her down. Her stomach rumbled and she felt betrayed by her body.

      She held onto the banister and descended the stairs, taking a long time to round the bottom and cross into the doorway of the kitchen.

      Earl was standing over the stove. A few pots and pans littered the surface, and there was a cutting board and some used ramekins of ingredients.

      He looked over his shoulder. "Sit at the dining room table, Elizabeth. Dinner will be ready in a few minutes." When Katie crossed behind him toward the dining room he turned again and said, "And take those socks off."

      Katie paused between the kitchen and the dining room and looked down. She had worn the dress just like he told her to, but she still had on a pair of her own white socks. Reluctantly, she bent down and took them off, folding them neatly and putting them on the floor next to the chair at the dining room table. She walked over the finished but worn ironwood floor and took a seat. She stared out the window ahead of her and nervously swallowed more times than she could count. She saw Earl move in the kitchen in her peripheral vision, but she forced herself not to look.

      "Do you like lamb?" he asked from the kitchen.

      Katie cleared her throat. "I've never really had it before."

      "You'll like it."

      Just a minute later, he was coming into the dining room and furnishing the table with plates of food and side dishes.

      "Lamb with mint sauce," he said. He returned with a glass of wine for each of them. When he finished pouring her a glass, he gestured to the food and said, "Dig in."

      Earl sat across the table from her wearing a tuxedo that similarly looked like it was out of the seventies. Katie wanted to comment on it, but she kept quiet for the time being. She picked up the knife and fork next to her plate and started in on her food after eyeing it suspiciously like a toddler looking at a vegetable. She cut off a piece of lamb and took a bite.

      "Do you like it?" Earl asked.

      As Katie chewed the meat, the only thing her brain could liken it to was chewing on a wool sweater. She choked it down. "It's good."

      "I'm glad you like it, Elizabeth." Earl took a sip of wine.

      "Why are you doing this?" Katie asked.

      Earl stared down at his food, running a piece of meat through the sauce on the plate and stuffing it into his mouth. He chewed and ignored her question.

      "So... are these, like, prom outfits?" Katie asked, trying to change to a softer subject. "Like what you and your wife wore?"

      Earl set his knife and fork down. "Elizabeth, please, not so many questions at the dinner table." He picked up his cutlery and continued with his meal.

      Katie watched him carefully as she shoveled some cooked baby carrots from a dish onto her plate. The bald top of his head shined sickly behind the few covering wisps of hair in the light above them. His pupils were narrow like pinheads and he had discolored bags beneath his eyes. It wasn't that he looked tired, just... off. Just like a fly, Katie thought; his head was too small for his body. His shoulders were perched with his elbows propped on the table, yet they still looked slumped. The old tuxedo he wore was as sad as he was.

      Earl looked up suddenly. "You're not eating."

      Katie snapped out of her daze and put the carrot in her mouth, averting her eyes and tending to her meal.

      "Are you going to thank me for a lovely meal?" he asked.

      She could tell he was getting agitated. "Yes, thank you," she said. "It's delicious." She choked down another piece of lamb and spooned more mint sauce from a dish onto her plate, hoping it would help with the taste.

      The two of them ate and drank in silence for a long time. But feeling a strange fascination about him and desiring to understand his motives and what made him tick, Katie spoke up.

      "Why do you watch me?"

      He wiped his mouth with a napkin. "What?"

      "Why do you watch me?" she repeated. "If someone kidnaps someone and keeps them prisoner, they usually just lock them up or make sure they can't get out of the house. But why do you need to see everywhere I go? What does it matter?"

      "I haven't kidnapped anyone," he said pointedly, wiping sweat off his upper lip.

      "You did."

      "No, I didn't." He slammed his fist down on the table suddenly. "I didn't."

      Katie froze. Her mouth hung open and she didn't dare speak another word.

      Earl bowed his head and rubbed his temples. "Elizabeth, please, you're getting on my last nerve tonight. You always do, don't you?" From the shadows of his tipped face she could see a smile break out.

      "What?" she asked.

      "Every time, you're always pushing my buttons. You can't leave me well enough alone. We can't even have one nice dinner!" He stood up so forcefully that his straightening legs knocked his chair back and tipped it over. "Well I didn't do all this work to be treated like trash!" he bellowed. He drove his fist down into the table and all the dishes jumped and rattled. Katie shrunk back in her seat. Earl slammed his other fist down and then he swiped his hand and knocked some dishes off the table.

      They flew across the dining room past Katie as she tensed up and squeezed her eyes shut. The dishes hit the floor and shattered, sending bits of food everywhere.

      When Earl began to calm down, he looked around at the mess. Then his eyes caught something horrifying.

      "What?" Katie squeaked as she saw him looking down at her dress.

      On the midsection over the sash was a big splotch of mint sauce.

      "Oh no," he said. "The dress."

      Katie was like a statue, frozen by terror. Watching him was like watching a space shuttle go from inactive to blast off.

      His face reddened until his whole body began to shake with rage. Finally Earl's eyes shot up from the stain on her dress to Katie's eyes and then he lunged forward.
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      The table went flying and suddenly everything else on it was on the floor. Katie wasn't aware of exactly what happened, but she found her chair tipped over backwards and herself on the floor, too. She scrambled around onto her hands and knees and broke into a run as a steaming Earl charged after her.

      There was nothing in her mind—no thoughts, no sense, just terror and one instinct: flee. She ran around the banister and was up the stairs in a flash. The footsteps stomped up behind her and then she was on the third floor. She paused and looked around, trying to find somewhere to hide. One moment they were sitting having dinner and the next she was terrified that he was going to kill her.

      Her eyes settled on the room at the back of the house with all of the junk piled in it. She fled down the hallway and shut the door quietly behind her before his footsteps reached the upper floor. She locked it and then she stumbled over a box in the dark and hit the floor with a thud. Scurrying like a rat, she wormed her way to the back corner of the overstuffed room, climbing over a thick pile of old sheets and shoring herself up behind an old dresser.

      She pressed her back to the wall in the corner and hiked her knees up to her chest, wrapping her arms around them and holding her breath. She waited and listened.

      His footsteps stormed through the house. She heard him prowling out in the hallway, but she couldn't tell exactly where he was; the junk surrounding her muffled the sounds and made it difficult to hear him.

      Katie squeezed her eyes shut and prayed that he wouldn't find her. Even if she had to wait in that room forever. Even if she had to starve to death. That would surely be preferable to the myriad of things he could do to her if he wanted.

      Silence fell over the house for a moment and Katie's ears perked up, thinking that maybe he'd gone away. But then she heard the footsteps coming down the hallway. Coming for the door.

      The doorknob started to turn and met the lock. It jiggled and then the door rattled in its frame. A loud thump on the outside, as if made by a fist.

      "Open the door," Earl's voice boomed through it.

      Katie stayed quiet.

      "Open this door right now, Elizabeth!"

      After a long pause he tried the doorknob again, then his footsteps turned and faded away.

      Katie let out the breath she was holding. It wheezed out of her small frame like someone had twisted open a valve and let out steam. She wanted to cry, but she was too scared to. Wanted to whimper, but she didn't dare make a sound.

      Then there was a noise somewhere in the house, one she couldn't place. It sounded like he was rummaging around somewhere. A dull thump of something heavy against the floor. Then almost like it was being dragged along the hallway as the footsteps returned to the door.

      A loud crash rattled the door and Katie jumped. Another one followed and at first she thought someone had fired a cannon. Another whack and a sliver of ironwood burst inward as the head of an axe poked through. A sliver of light came in through the hole. The axe was removed and then buried into the door again. Chunks and splinters of wood chipped off the door piece by piece. Earl labored and panted from the incredible hardness of the wood. By the time he cut a big enough hole in the door to reach his arm through, he was wheezing.

      He unlocked the door and shoved it open. Earl's dark silhouette stood in the threshold, the axe cradled in his hands. He panted and quietly observed the room, and then, almost as if knowing exactly where she was, he set off for the corner.

      Katie pressed herself into the darkness, searching around for some place to escape to, but there was none.

      The dresser was pulled away with a rough jerk and Earl's hand was around her throat. He squeezed and Katie gasped for air. He let her go with a shove and the back of her head bounced off the wall. Light glinted off the axe blade and danced along her face. He leaned in real close and his breath was pungent and unpleasant as he breathed in her face.

      "Don't you ever question me or disobey me again," he said. "Next time I won't be so pleasant."

      Earl stood and left the room.

      Katie sat splayed out in the corner, panting. Tears and snot were on her face. Her lungs heaved, desperately trying to pull oxygen through her choked airways.
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      Days passed by and Katie conducted herself meekly, doing as she was told. In return, Earl was gentle with her. Thoughts of escape were in the back of her mind and she was always watching for an opportunity, on the lookout for a chink in the house's armor. But she kept those thoughts in the deep part of her mind, stowed away for the time being and awaiting maybe some distant and unknown event.

      Earl remained largely unseen, though he walked about the house from time to time. When he did walk around, Katie kept her eyes on the floor and stayed away from him as much as possible, other than when he directed her to come closer. When he wasn't physically present he would watch her on the cameras from a location she still couldn't determine. He played subliminal messaging over the speakers, filling the house with his repulsive words. More pictures began to fill Katie's bedroom of choice of the strange woman who she now fully understood to be Elizabeth. There was no getting away from it, and Katie knew that. Earl allowed her to wear the clothes she brought from her apartment, though on occasion he insisted she put on one of Elizabeth's old pieces. And Katie did, just as she was told. She would cry herself to sleep at night and awake with the stains of tears crusted in the corners of her eyes. Day by day she would exist in the house, floating around like a ghost, feeling some extra heavy pull of gravity weighing on the corners of her mouth, constantly pulling them into a frown.

      Katie sat at the dining room table now. The book was laid out in front of her. She stared down at it, her eyes glossing over the words.

      "Read it," the speaker on the ceiling behind her said.

      Katie read it.

      Stories of Elizabeth. Pictures of her, as if Katie hadn't seen enough already. Earl's voice in the background over the speakers as she read: "You are Elizabeth..." It made her shudder.

      Katie closed the book.

      "What are you doing?"

      "I can't read anymore."

      She expected a reply, but there was none.

      Footsteps filled the house from somewhere above. Then they came down the stairs and Katie shrank into her chair as Earl came into view.

      "Calm yourself," he said softly. "I won't hurt you." He walked around the dining room table and took a seat opposite her. He sat casually as if he were an old friend meeting her for lunch at a café (turned a little, his elbow propped on the back of the chair). He glanced down at the book for a long time, his eyes moving only a little as the long seconds passed by. Then Katie realized he was staring at her hands laid out on the table.

      She pulled them back.

      "You don't like me, do you?" he asked.

      She found it difficult to look at him. He was ugly in an especially repulsive way. His nose was too round. His cheeks too sallow and greasy. She didn't like the way his bug eyes looked at her. Katie stared down at the table and didn't answer.

      Earl maintained his calm composure. He reached across the table and flipped open the book. "Here, let's try it together," he said.

      Her eyes drifted to the splayed book and saw Elizabeth standing in a tank top on a beach, smiling at the camera. Some families were in the background. There was a father playing with his young son. Huge Coke bottles for glasses hung on his nose and he had black permed hair. These photos were old like all the rest; there were no recent photos of Elizabeth.

      "What happened to her?" Katie asked.

      Earl looked at her for a moment and she expected him to stay in his delusion and ask her what she was talking about, but a pleasant smile came to him instead.

      "Was she your wife?"

      "Yes." His fingers stroked her cheek on the page. "My Elizabeth. She... she died."

      "Decades ago?"

      He nodded.

      "How?"

      "I don't want to talk about it." He flipped the page and now there was a picture of Elizabeth eating a piece of orange fudge. The picture was taken from a side profile as she stared at a carnival game ahead through sunglasses. She didn't seem aware the picture was taken.

      Below, there was a description of the photo.

      "Why don't you give that one a try?" Earl said.

      Katie looked at it and cleared her throat. It felt like the interior of her esophagus was coated in molasses. "'Indiana State fair – Indianapolis, 1983,'" she began. She looked at Earl and he nodded.

      "Go ahead," he said encouragingly.

      "'Elizabeth just came off the tilt a whirl and stopped for a treat. She's standing here wanting to play the ring toss. She asked her friend for a quarter, but she was off buying a snow cone. She's not in this picture.'"

      "Very good," Earl said. "Do you remember that day? Do you remember the fun you had?" His smile hung on his face. His beady eyes widened. He was expectantly waiting for her affirmative answer.

      Katie's toes curled up, expressing the tension coiled up inside of her beneath the table where he couldn't see. She opened her mouth, but the words were hard to spit out. "I... I'm not her. I'm not Elizabeth."

      Earl's face fell.

      Tears came out of her eyes almost instantly at the reaction. "Please don't hurt me," she pleaded.

      But he softened. "I would never hurt you, Elizabeth." He leaned forward and reached out to stroke her cheek, but she recoiled. He paused. "I know this is hard. But you'll get it. I know you will."

      He closed the book.

      "I think that's enough for today. I'll make dinner for you tonight. You can eat it on your own. Would you like it down here or would you like me to bring it up to your bedroom?"

      Katie wiped her face and hid herself with her hand. "I'm not hungry," she choked out.

      Earl stood and rounded the table. He put his hand on her shoulder. "I'll leave something down here in case you change your mind."

      Her shoulder felt like ice, and when he left she quietly sobbed into her hands.

      She spent the rest of the evening in her bedroom with the door shut and locked. A plate of pork chops and mashed potatoes sat on the dining room table downstairs. It went uneaten and cold. Katie's stomach rumbled, but even the thought of eating made her sick. She lay on the bed staring at the ceiling, dried tears crusted on her face.

      The same prerecorded message came over the speaker hidden up in the corner of the closet, and closing the closet door did nothing to drown it out. That horrible voice: "You are Elizabeth... You are Elizabeth..."

      Fresh tears welled up in her eyes and she turned over and clamped one of the pillows over her head. It took a long time for her to settle down, but when she did she heard a faint scratching sound.

      She pulled her head out from under the pillow and craned her neck, trying to find what was making the noise. It came from the window, and when she looked she saw the black cat sitting on the sill outside between the iron bars. He was stretching up and clawing on the glass, uttering a silent meow from the other side.

      Katie turned away from him and stuffed her head back under the pillow. But then a moment later, like a flash of lightning, an idea filled her mind. She sat up and turned to the cat. But then she restrained herself, mindful that her every movement was being watched.

      She had a pretty good idea where all the cameras in the bedroom were: the one on the bookshelf peeking out from behind the bear (that Earl had tidied up when she'd been downstairs one day); one in her closet near the speaker; and one very tiny camera fixed into a drilled hole in the lamp on the nightstand on the other side of the bed from the bookshelf—that one she'd found just this morning.

      Katie searched around in the drawers of both nightstands and found a small pad of paper and a pen. She sat with her back pressed against the headboard and her knees hiked up, laying the pad against her thighs. She knew the cameras wouldn't be able to see what she was writing from the sides. She wrote her message casually with no emotion on her face as if she were writing down a passive thought. Her message: I'm in the house up in the woods—14 Chestnut Lane. I've been kidnapped. Please send help!

      She was careful to tear off the first two sheets on the pad. Using the best sleight-of-hand she could muster, she slipped the blank second page underneath in front, then she shook her head and crumpled it. As she leaned back over to the nightstand to put the writing materials away, including the crumpled sheet, she slipped her message under the covers and hastily folded it out of view of the cameras. She looked over to the window as if first noticing the cat, then she got out of bed and approached it, palming the sheet of paper with her message on it in her hand.

      "You're back again?" she said a little louder than she normally would have.

      The black cat pawed at the window then watched and licked his lips as Katie opened it.

      He immediately started purring and stepped onto the windowsill inside her room.

      "I know you're hungry," Katie said. "But I have nothing to give you." She pet the length of his body with both hands, using one to cover the other as she slipped the folded paper snugly beneath his collar, making sure her body was between the cameras and the cat as much as possible. When she was sure it was secured, she apologized to the cat out loud then leaned her face next to it and whispered in his ear, "Get out of here and find someone! Hurry!"

      And with that, she nudged the cat out and closed the window, drawing the curtains shut.

      Katie returned to her bed and lay down. She closed her eyes as a whirlwind of emotions swirled inside of her like a storm. She wasn't the religious type, but she prayed to God that the cat would find someone. Her life depended on it.
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      Bounce.

      Bounce.

      The rubber ball Katie found in the bedroom closet rebounded off the wall above her and fell into her open hands. She lay flat on the bed and hoisted her arm again, lobbing the ball up and hitting the wall above the headboard. She held her hand open and caught the ball as it fell. She lobbed it again but this time missed her catch and the ball struck her forehead and rebounded dully onto the bed next to her. She didn't care; she was already numb. With her mind elsewhere, she picked up the ball and bounced it again.

      "Stop that."

      Katie stopped her arm in mid-swing and swiveled her head toward the open closet on the other end of the room. His voice came from the speaker in there next to the small red light of the camera.

      She whipped her arm up again and tossed the ball.

      Bounce.

      Bounce.

      Bounce.

      "I said stop that!"

      Katie scowled. She threw the ball across the room in anger then twisted onto her side and clutched a pillow over her head to hide from him. She peeked out from under the pillow at the bookshelf and saw the camera there, too. She moaned and crawled under the covers, pulling them over her head. The air quickly became sticky and uncomfortable, but she didn't care.

      So the bouncing of the ball was getting on his nerves, was it? Why? She already knew he could hear her just as well as he could watch her, but was it microphones somewhere in the room or in the cameras, or was the place from where he was observing her close enough that he could hear the ball bouncing off the wall? Feel it. The house wasn't huge, but it was big enough.

      But Katie's mind already went cloudy thinking about such things. She had a swirling maelstrom of emotions: numbness and acceptance of her fate; anxiety, wondering if the cat would wander off the property and find someone; hatred; guilt. She briefly thought of Josh, but he, too, was too complex a problem for her brain to want to parse at the moment.

      She cried until she fell asleep.

      [image: ]
* * *

      "Why didn't I meet you at the bar?" Katie muttered. "Why didn't I just meet you at the bar? Why didn't I... didn't I meet you at the bar?"

      Katie's eyes snapped open and she lifted her head off the pillow. She looked around in the darkness of the bedroom in bewilderment, waking up from an awful dream. And then when she realized where she was, she understood that her nightmare was a blessing compared to her present circumstances.

      But she wondered if that was all that woke her up. She felt that there was something else, something she couldn't put her finger on. And then she heard them.

      Voices.

      She heard them through the window, muffled and far away. They didn't sound familiar to her.

      Katie looked at the clock and saw that it was two in the morning. Then she remembered writing her note and stuffing it in the cat's collar in the evening.

      In an instant she was fully awake and up out of bed. She rushed to the window and placed her face against the glass.

      "Come on, little kitty, where are you bringing us?" the voice said. Laughter followed.

      "Dude, this place is huge! Maybe there's a party here," another voice said.

      Katie watched with bated breath as two dark silhouettes came into view at the side of the property. The black cat was walking in front of them.

      "There's no lights on, dumb ass," the first one said.

      "Or maybe it's one of those secret nighttime parties. You know, like that Eyes Wide Shut shit."

      "No, it said something about someone being kidnapped."

      "Kidnapped?" One of the silhouettes, whose features were coming into view now, reached into his pocket and pulled out a crumpled piece of paper. He flattened it and tried to read it, adjusting it and holding it at every angle. "Man, I can't see nothing. Too dark out."

      Katie clutched the ledge of the window and paused. She glanced over her shoulder, wondering if Earl was watching. But he had to sleep sometime, and regardless, right now there were two people who could help her.

      "Give me that," the other one said, taking the note from him.

      "Can you see it?"

      "No," he said, rubbing the bridge of his nose. "That vodka hit me harder than I thought tonight. There's a reason we're walking."

      "Well we gotta find out who's in there," the second, drunker one said. "If the only pussy that's here is this cat, I'm gonna be upset."

      "Hey!"

      The two college kids looked at each other. "You hear that?" one of them said, and the other nodded.

      "Hey!" Katie called out to them as quietly as she could while still being audible.

      One of the young men knocked the other on the shoulder and pointed up to the second-floor window. "Look, up there!"

      "Aw, who's that?" the other one asked, taking a few steps back and holding a ridged hand over his eyes as if that would do anything to help him see. "Is that a chick? It sounded like a chick."

      The black cat stood by their ankles, staring up at them and periodically meowing as if urging them to be helpful.

      "Help me, please!" Katie whispered to them.

      "Help? What do you need help with, baby girl?"

      "Call the police!"

      "The what?"

      "The police!"

      "Girl, you're crazy. You don't call the police on a party, don't you know that? What kind of square are you?"

      Katie looked over her shoulder at the shadows looming behind her, feeling an intense sense of impending doom, like the walls of time and opportunity were closing in on her.

      "He's got me locked up in here!" she said. "I think he's going to kill me! You have to get me out of here!"

      Her words started to cut through the drunken boorishness of the two men and their tone became somber.

      "Are you really trapped in there?" one of them asked.

      "Yes."

      Suddenly feeling brave under the attention of a female (though he couldn't tell how attractive she was yet), the second one rolled up his sleeves. "Don't worry, girl, I'll come get you. How do I get in there?"

      "Please, just call the police!" Katie implored. "The front door is bolted. I don't know if you can get in there."

      "A window, then," he said, looking around on the ground for a rock and not at all noticing that every window was covered in iron bars.

      The other one took out his cell phone, his eyes carefully resting on Katie. She couldn't see his expression in the darkness, but she felt that it was sobered and concerned as he began to truly take in the disturbing qualities of the house for the first time.

      "Yes, please," Katie said, "just call the police and wait until they get—"

      Katie screamed.

      The head of the axe cleaved through the night and sank into the back of the one fiddling with his phone. Something like a muffled gurgle came out of his throat and his cell phone slipped out of his fingers. He sank to his knees and Earl put his boot on the young man's back and pried the axe out of his flesh.

      The other one spun around and saw him, immediately panicking and falling onto his ass. He scrambled on the ground like a crab, stuffing his hand in his pocket for something. He pulled out a pocketknife, using his legs to push himself away from Earl as he struggled to unfold the blade. Earl marched toward him and the boy was terrified at how fast he moved. His sweaty fingers slipped on the blade and Earl was upon him. Terrified, he flung an arm over his head. "Oh God, no!"

      Earl brought the axe down and cut into his forearm, breaking his bones. The young man let out a bloodcurdling scream as he tried to scramble away and defend himself at the same time. But Earl was right on top of him and launched blow after blow onto his body.

      Katie went so pale with terror that the next scream couldn't even escape through her tightened windpipe as anything more than a squeak. She threw her hands over her face and turned away from the window as the sounds of the man's screams and his body being hacked apart filled the warm night.

      When it was over and the screams were snuffed out, there was silence.

      Katie pulled her hands away from her face and inched up to the window, perching an eyeball above the bottom of the frame and glancing out.

      Earl stood over the bodies, holding the dripping axe in his hands and looking down at what he'd done. Then his neck craned and his eyes fell on hers.
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      Earl's eyes burned in the night. They were the one defining feature on his face that she could make out in the darkness. The only other thing piercing through her shellshocked conscious mind to her subconscious was the axe held in his hands with the slow drip of blood off the corner onto the grass below.

      When Katie finally found her motor functions again she pulled herself away from the window. She barely made it to the bed before collapsing on it and vomiting.

      He had done it. He had actually done it. No longer was Earl just some deranged loner willing to kidnap for his own twisted pleasure; he was a cold-blooded murderer, willing to do anything to keep her from escaping. And if he could hack two people apart without thinking, what else had he done?

      Katie's head spun. She wanted to throw up again, but it didn't come this time. She wiped the bile off her lips with a shaking hand and pushed herself up on the bed.

      The sound of something being dragged drifted in the room through the open window.

      She stood up and forced herself to the window to look.

      One set of legs was dragged out of view around the back of the house. Katie squeezed her face between the iron bars, trying to see. Earl came back around the corner, holding his axe again.

      Hide! her mind screamed.

      She pulled herself away from the iron bars and hurtled through the bedroom door to the hallway. She knew Earl would be coming for her to do the same thing that he did to those two poor souls.

      The house was dark. She didn't know where to go.

      Up! her mind said.

      So in the darkness she stumbled, though her legs were weak. She prayed that it was too dark for the camera at the end of the hall to see her. Katie slipped into another bedroom on the left and stowed herself away into the deep dark.

      She found the closet and buried herself behind a rack full of clothing into the corner like a subterranean bug.

      The seconds ticked away and already she couldn't breathe. But she listened over her tiny gasps for air to any sound that would tell her he had arrived with his instrument of death and that her time had come.

      Enough time went by that it started to feel like her body was being pulled into a black hole and she was being torn apart from the inside out by its crushing pressure.

      A door opened somewhere and then closed. Katie listened as footsteps followed, then some muffled thumps. She couldn't tell where in the house he was, but it didn't sound like the front door.

      Now Earl was ascending, coming closer to her. For a moment it sounded like he was right on top of her, like the axe would plunge through the wall at any moment and cut the back of her head open. Katie's heart hammered and she curled into the tightest ball she could. She would have wet herself if she had any urine to spare.

      Then he passed her to some other place in the house. His stride was calm and measured—peaceful, even. As if nothing had happened at all, they faded away completely and there was silence.

      Katie listened to the smothering sound of it for so long that she thought she would go insane. And then sometime after that, she fell asleep.

      When she awoke she was covered in sweat. She slid open the closet door and crawled into the bedroom. There was no breeze, but her skin immediately felt cooler, like she was plunging into a cold pool. She gasped for air and slowly got back to her feet. As she did she noticed there was light coming through the window. It was daytime.

      Stepping into the hallway, her brain quickly recalled the events of the night before and pieced together everything that led her into that closet. She glanced around in a paranoid manner then made her way back to the bedroom she'd slept in since first coming to the house.

      Static squawked over a speaker right behind her.

      Katie jumped and spun around.

      "Breakfast is on the table for you downstairs, Elizabeth," Earl's voice echoed. "Do eat it before it gets cold."

      After some consternation, Katie made her way to the stairs and descended. Just like he'd said, breakfast waited for her on the dining room table. A plate of eggs and sausage.  A small plate with two pieces of toast and a glob of strawberry jam sitting on top next to it. Utensils sat next to that.

      Just the thought of eating made her stomach turn and she went back to the stairs on shaky legs. She had expected him to come out of the shadows, from around the corner maybe, and finish her off just like he had to the two drunks. But on the surface everything seemed like it was back to normal—at least as normal as normal could be called in a place like this.

      She pulled herself up the staircase to the second floor. It took all the strength in her left arm holding the banister to help herself along the way. Her legs were about to give out. Her mind had gone off the subject of food, but she felt like vomiting anyway.

      "You killed them," she muttered aloud without necessarily intending the words for him to hear. "You did it. You just went and did it."

      Katie's vision started to blur, but she made it onto the landing of the second floor and then there was a lapse in her memory and the next thing she knew she was lying on her bed in the same room where she had watched the two grisly murders. The vomit from the night before had been cleaned and the sheets changed.

      Some more time passed as she lay on the bed, as still as a dead doe. Her legs and arms were extended straight out like a doe struck by a car and lying to the side of the road. Her eyes were glossy and staring into the void. Her breathing was slow and shallow. Thoughts came through her mind as they pleased; she had no control over them.

      Now it was later in the day and she hadn't moved an inch. She wasn't aware if she slept at all; far as she could tell, her eyes had stayed open the whole time. But it felt later and she was a little more rested.

      The smell got to her, though. A stink came from her armpits that was sharp to her nose. Her hair felt greasy on the pillow. Her legs felt prickly when she moved them. She didn't care about the legs, but she thought she could use a shower.

      Katie pushed herself up and sat on the edge of the bed. She looked around the room and it all seemed like a daydream. She didn't know what time it was and she didn't bother to look at the bedside clock radio, but sunlight was coming in through her window, telling her it was sometime in the afternoon or evening. She saw the camera watching her from the closet. She didn't look, but she was aware of the others in the room seeing her from different angles.

      Just a shower. That couldn't hurt. She couldn't think of anything long-term, just one step at a time, and right now that would do her some good. For her peace of mind which was right on the edge of breaking.

      She gathered up a change of clothes from the closet and then she entered the hallway. The first thing her eyes went to was the camera at the far end perched up just behind the bathroom door. That red light next to the lens that told her it was on pierced straight through to the core of her being like a knight's lance rending her. She kept her eyes down on the carpet runner until she was in the bathroom, then she tightly shut the door behind her.

      Katie stripped off her clothes and folded them neatly on the bathmat below the sink, then she laid out her new clothes on the toilet seat cover. She was still self-conscious even though she knew the camera out in the hallway couldn't see her now, and she clutched her arms over her chest as she turned the water on and waited for it to get hot.

      When it was, she stepped inside and washed herself. She bent down and retrieved some soap sitting on a rack on the corner of the tub that Earl had provided. The very idea that she was using the toiletries he left for her was appalling, but she tried not to think about it.

      The suds ran down her back, and she turned to wash them off, facing away from the water now. Her eyes caught on something as they drifted across the tiled wall in front of her.

      The corner of one tile was chipped, showing the shadows lurking behind. In the shadows she saw something that looked curved. She leaned closer and peered at the object. It was round and a little reflective, like a lens.

      Despite the hot water washing over her, her body went cold.

      "You son of a bitch," she muttered, tears stinging her eyes.

      She didn't even turn the water off; she just tore the curtain open and stepped onto the bathmat, soaking it with a deluge of water that rolled off her body. She reached for the towel hanging on the rack and wrapped it around herself, backing away from the shower. She caught sight of her profile in the mirror and threw a glance at herself. She looked like a miserable, drowned dog. She didn't look attractive like she used to when she came out of the shower. There were dark rings under her eyes, ones she never remembered seeing before. Her eyes looked dead. Even her skin seemed twenty years older now.

      Katie cried as she struggled to dry herself off with the towel still wrapped around her. She reached for her clothes.

      Her roaming eyes caught something else: a camera fitted into the baseboard behind the black wastebasket, peering up through the wire mesh at her.

      Then another one, where one of the screws on the towel rack was missing—a tiny one, but it was an unmistakable lens.

      And now she noticed that the mirror wasn't as reflective as it should be; it almost looked translucent. She pulled it open to reveal the medicine cabinet behind... and the small camera sitting in the corner of the top shelf, peeking out from behind vials of medicine. It was a one-way mirror.

      He was watching her even in here; he was watching her everywhere, no matter what she was doing. He could see from every angle—in the shower, on the toilet, everywhere.

      Katie's tears were cut off like someone had twisted the tap on a faucet. Anger burned inside her like an unstoppable forest fire.

      She clutched her clothes to her body. "That's it!" she shrieked. "I'm not playing along with your sick game anymore! No more breakfasts, no more dinners, no more stupid dresses! You may as well just kill me!"
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      Rage coursed through her. The blood flowed through her head so much that her temples pumped like a flat tire going over the road.

      "I did it for you," he said over a speaker in the hallway.

      This took Katie aback. "What?"

      "The men outside," he said. "I couldn't let them take you." Earl's voice was quiet and almost shy—a whole new shade from the domineering person that had taken Katie prisoner and threatened her life. "I did it for you." He mumbled this.

      Her mind in a flurry, Katie juggled the towel and slipped her clothes back on. Fully dressed, she still held the towel up to her as she listened to him speak. She opened the door to the bathroom and slipped into the hallway. Her eyes were fixed on the camera perched up in the corner and she slowly started to back away from it.

      "Say something," Earl said, almost pleading, like he was searching for approval.

      "You're sick," Katie replied. "You're so sick."

      "I'm not," he said quietly.

      Katie continued to back down the hallway toward her bedroom. "Yes you are." Her eyes broke from the camera and drifted left and right to the pictures of Elizabeth on the walls. "You don't even have a wife. You never did. She's just some random girl whose pictures you stole. Did you work in a photo lab or something? Or maybe an old crush you stalked? You're... you're just mentally ill."

      Katie stopped. She was afraid that she'd gone too far.

      There was a long pause and then Earl said, "You'll know her soon."

      "What do you mean?" she found the courage to ask.

      "You'll have her spirit soon enough... once you're ready."

      And then he was silent.

      Katie stood rooted in the hallway. Her brow creased up. What did he mean by that? Her gaze fell on the variety of pictures of Elizabeth hanging crookedly on the walls. The poor girl, whoever she was, smiling at her like she was still so full of life.

      You'll have her spirit soon enough. The words floated in her head like leaves on a lake. Just what the hell was he trying to do with her? It was obvious he wanted her to become this poor woman, but why? He really was deranged.

      There were noises in the house that she was too distracted to notice, and then she heard the closing of a car door outside followed by an engine rumbling to life.

      Katie snapped out of her trance and hurried down to the ground floor. She looked out the kitchen window and saw Earl's Volvo twist around and then roll out of sight along the driveway.

      Her brain went back to the noises she heard in the house. Somehow he was getting in and out, but not through the front door. Somewhere from within the house he was watching her. But not in one of the main rooms. He was hidden, somewhere where she couldn't see. He could see her but she couldn't see him. Sick bastard.

      The thought danced through her head like a graceful ballerina, dazzling her with its entrancing display; if she could figure out how he was coming and going, that might be her key to escape.

      Katie set off immediately, not having any idea how long he would be gone. She double-checked the front door, but there was no way it was budging and she knew he wasn't using it; it was all for show—just something to distract her and take her mind off the real exit. But she would find it. Her hands clenched into fists as a new determination arose in her.

      She moved around the kitchen, then the dining and living rooms, checking the windows, the walls, the floor, the ceiling. She stopped when she got to the hallway leading past the basement to the front door. She knew he wasn't going down to the basement; every time she heard him come in the house, he was ascending. Always ascending.

      Katie looked up to the second floor like she had just spotted a plane in the sky after being marooned on a desert island. She hurried up the stairs and gazed at the rooms surrounding her. A curious thought that she had considered before came back to her. There was something peculiar about the house that extended past the fact that it was all made out of ironwood or that there were bars covering all the windows: the rooms just didn't seem big enough for the size of the house. Some of them seemed stunted, like there were small areas of the house unaccounted for.

      Then it struck her. He was in the walls. Secret crawlspaces or tunnels or something like that—it must be!

      She gazed around carefully, trying not to make it look so obvious. She knew he was watching her from every angle at every moment, and she didn't want to arouse suspicion in case he looked over the videotape footage when he returned. She couldn't see anything obvious in the hallway; the hardwood floor stretched from the front of the house to the back, a worn, dusty carpet runner on top of it. The walls were solid planks of wood just like the floor but wider. The ceiling the same thing. There were no doors or hatches or anything of the sort.

      Katie entered the first room on her right, a spare bedroom. She walked around pretending she was bored, but her eyes flitted everywhere for any sign of an entryway to some hidden passage. She looked behind the furniture, in the closet, pulled up the corner of the rug with her big toe. She went from room to room along the second floor, searching for this hidden space that she knew was there, all the while observing how the rooms didn't fill out the house properly, confirming her hypothesis.

      But she finished with the second floor and found nothing. Her heart hammered a bit faster in her chest, a terrible anxiety rising. What if she was wrong? What if everything she was chasing after was a figment of her imagination and she was well and truly trapped?

      No. I'm not thinking about that. Just get out of my head.

      She made her way up to the third floor, her hand trembling on the banister. She continued her search, looking from room to room. She went down the short secondary stretch of hallway toward the side of the house that led to Earl's bedroom. There was a large section of house across from his door that seemed to be missing, a long stretch of wall that went around the corner to the main hallway and led to the empty room overlooking the front of the property. There were no doors in this wall, no rooms. Just unaccounted for space.

      She pressed her ear to the wall and listened. Nothing. She pulled herself away from it and stared at the wall. She didn't know what she was expecting, but now she was more determined than ever.

      Katie turned and looked in Earl's room, checking every part of it for some kind of hidden door. The bed sat tightly pressed against the far wall, the sheets unused. She realized now that he never used the bedroom; every night he was always in the house, but always somewhere else. She could hear the groaning of wood somewhere above her as she lay in bed at night, but she knew he wasn't in here. She left the bedroom and stared at the blank length of wall again, knowing she was on to something.

      She hurried back to the main hallway, almost skipping before remembering herself and returning to a casual walk. Just as she was about to investigate her next room, she heard a noise outside. She turned and rushed to the empty bedroom at the front of the house and saw the Volvo creep out from behind the trees.

      Crap. He's back already. That didn't take long.

      She had to hide. But wait, no, that wasn't right. She was a prisoner in this house; there would be no reason for her to hide. So then act casual. Yes, that was it. Act like she wasn't up to anything at all while he was gone. But where should she be while acting casual?

      Panic gripped her as she became unsure of herself. For a moment she thought she should go downstairs and appear to be watching TV on the couch, or maybe flipping through a magazine.

      No, not appearing to watch TV—watching TV.

      She heard a noise in the house and by now her panic had already gotten the best of her. Her eyes turned from the stairs to the other end of the hallway and she scurried along it like a frightened rat. She turned into a dark room on the left and crouched down on the floor, closing the door most of the way and peering through the crack at the hallway. In the darkness, she watched and waited and held her breath.

      The groaning wood moved through the hidden bowels of the house. Climbing, climbing, they reached the third floor. The floor she was on.

      Katie's heart lurched.

      A door opened in the hallway, within her view from the darkened room. Earl stepped out of it then turned around and shut the door. Katie racked her brain, trying to remember what that door was. It was thin; it must have been a linen closet or something. But yet he emerged from it. He had gone from outside the house to the inside and came out that door. And that meant that she could do the exact same thing in the opposite direction. She could escape.

      Earl turned and his gaze fell on the room where Katie was hiding.

      She nearly squeaked from the fright and shrank away from the door. Had he seen her? Had she made a sound? She didn't know.

      Earl started walking, his lumbering steps falling along the hallway toward her one by one.
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      "Elizabeth."

      Katie froze.

      Earl continued toward the door. "Elizabeth, come out here." There was nothing in his voice that sounded like a request.

      Katie stood up in the darkness of the room and took a step back from the door. Then she briskly opened it and stepped out, jumping as if she didn't expect him to be there, or to be standing so close. "Oh! Sorry, I didn't know you were up here."

      "What were you doing in there?" he asked sternly.

      Katie looked at the darkened spare bedroom over her shoulder then shrugged. "I don't know. Bored, I guess." A sudden feeling swept through her and she didn't know if it was sadness or anger. Why should she have to explain what she was doing? He was keeping her prisoner; what the hell else should she be doing?

      "I don't want you poking around, Elizabeth."

      "My name is Katie," she said in a huff and began to storm past him.

      Earl slammed his fist into the wall next to her face and cut her off. This shocked Katie so much that she shot an inch off the ground and stood there rigid like a board, her eyes wide. Earl bit his tongue for a moment and suddenly the tension seemed to dissipate so smoothly that it was almost like he hadn't been angry in the first place.

      "I'm making dinner tonight," he said to her, almost whispering. His breath stank, his face only half a foot from hers. "It will be ready in an hour. I expect you to be down there, and I expect you to have an appetite. A dress will be laid out on your bed before then. Change into it, please." He eyed her for a moment, then he removed his fist from the wall and let her by.

      Katie was so frozen in fear that she found it hard to move, but she slipped by and hurried downstairs.

      At dinnertime, Katie found a lime-green dress laid out on her bed. It was an old summer dress, a hideous thing. Katie thought about ripping it apart, about crumpling it up and tossing it out the window... maybe trying to flush it down the toilet. But she knew that she would do none of those things.

      She undressed and put the dress on. She cringed as the fabric went over her skin. It wasn't that the previous owner of the dress was so detestable to her, but that this entire situation was detestable; it felt like she was sliding on someone else's skin, and the thought of it alone made her gag. But she was downstairs at the dining room table at the precise time Earl had specified. She was quiet and kept to herself, starting in on her dinner immediately and without a word. She had no appetite at all, but she forced herself to eat. She was too afraid of what would happen if she didn't.

      "Are you enjoying it, Elizabeth?" Earl asked from the seat across from her. He sat turned slightly on his hip with one leg bent and propped on the other knee, his arm casually slung over the back of his chair. "Is it good?"

      Katie nodded silently, not raising her eyes from her plate.

      "Do you remember that summer by the lake?"

      Katie almost choked on her food. Her eyes betrayed her for half a moment and they flitted up to his face before returning to the chicken on her plate.

      Earl wasn't bothered by her silence. He turned his head up wistfully as if searching for that old reverie that was floating around in his mind. "It seems like it was just yesterday, doesn't it? The five of us there, all friends, in the summer between college semesters. We had so much fun there. All of us did. But none more than the two of us, I suspect. Do you remember how beautiful you looked in that red-and-white-striped one-piece suit?"

      Katie slowly chewed her food. Her grip on her fork tightened. It was all she could do to stop herself from heaving. She kept her gaze down.

      Then Earl was standing up. He slowly walked around the dining room table, dragging his chair behind him.

      She tensed even more, forcing herself to keep her gaze down. But she paused in mid-chew, waiting to see what he was doing. A dozen thoughts suddenly ran through her head telling her what to do in case Scenario X, Y or Z played out.

      Earl plunked the chair down right next to her and sat just as casually as he did before.

      Katie tried to ignore him, continuing to chew her meal and cut off her next bit of chicken on the plate as if he wasn't even there.

      Earl was still in his dreamlike state, still caught up in his memory which she was sure had been pleasant only for him. "Do you remember when the others went back to the car to get the beer?" he continued. "And it was just us floating in the water in our tubes? How we started playfully splashing each other? You wanted it, I know you did. We were having so much fun together. And then you fell into the water. And do you remember how when you got back onto your tube, one of the straps of your swimsuit came undone and you revealed your breast to me? I was the only one around to see it, and it stayed just our little secret."

      Katie paused again. She could feel the bile coming up to the bottom of her throat.

      "I liked that," Earl cooed. "I like that you bared your soul just for me. I never forgot that."

      Katie gripped the fork so hard her whole hand went white. In her mind she saw herself plunging it into his thigh, into his face, anywhere.

      "Do you remember that, Elizabeth?"

      And suddenly Katie felt something brush against her cheek. Her head snapped toward him in horror to see that he was brushing her with the backs of his fingers. She raised the fork in the air, the tines shining in the dull dining room light. Then tears burst from her eyes and she flung the fork down on the table and stood up. Earl's face turned to concern as Katie ran from the table and started bawling.

      She hurried up the stairs and ran to her bedroom. She flung the door shut behind her and locked it, then she threw herself onto her stomach on the bed and sobbed miserably. After a moment, she pulled the dress off and whipped it into a crumpled ball on the floor.

      She spent the rest of the evening crying until nighttime came and she fell asleep.

      The next morning, she felt the crusty sheets of dried tears around her eyes. She stared blankly at the room ahead of her in a near-comatose state. When her spirit came back to her little by little, she thought again about that door that she'd seen Earl come out of when he returned to the house. That was still her one and only hope. She would wait as patiently as she could muster for him to leave, and then as soon as he did, she would go in that closet and find the way out of here. Yes, she would do that. Or she would die. And not necessarily from the blade of his axe; she was starting to feel that if she spent much longer in this place, her soul would simply drift out of her body, the way that it must happen for someone in a nursing home who was tired of their life. If that happened, she hoped she would go peacefully in her sleep.

      When she could muster the energy to get out of bed, she found that Earl was nowhere in the house—at least not in the visible part. She looked outside from the kitchen window and saw his Volvo sitting in the driveway. So he was still watching her, then.

      Earl didn't make breakfast or dinner for her that day, and she spent the rest of the day floating around like an empty shell. Some of it was spent crying. Some of it was spent staring out of the window and seeing how beautiful nature was. How freeing and lovely it all was. It was like a key being dangled outside of a jail cell, just far enough away to be out of reach for the prisoner inside. Sometimes when she stared too much she had to look away, otherwise she knew she was going to break out into a fresh batch of tears. And she couldn't do that right now; she had to keep her mind on the prize: her escape. So she bided her time. She waited, listening carefully for any sign of movement within the hidden bowels of the house.

      But he didn't leave at all that day. He didn't leave the next day, either. The day after that, Katie found herself checking the driveway again and still the Volvo was there. Earl's subliminal messages played periodically throughout the day. He occasionally requested over the speaker that she read more from the book of Elizabeth he prepared, and she did just to placate him. At first she tried to flip through the pages while she mindlessly stared through the words, but Earl began quizzing her on the contents, becoming very upset if he knew she wasn't reading. So she read.

      The next day, Katie found herself moving around slower than ever. When she saw herself in a mirror she saw that she couldn't even keep her eyes open more than halfway. And she knew that she was growing weaker; she could almost feel her spirit slipping out of her. It was harder and harder to resist his conditioning. And when she went to bed that night, as she was falling asleep and she was trapped in that state between waking and sleeping where the mind starts to drift, she felt a very strong sense of her identity slipping away from her. She could see herself standing in front of her, like she was looking into a mirror. The image of herself slowly drifted away into some unknowable blackness. There was a blank expression on her face, no sadness or emotion. It was just a matter of fact; she was losing herself.

      When she finally passed into sleep she found herself in a disorienting dream. There was water all around her, splashing all over her. And when she caught her breath and got her bearings, she found that she was floating on a lake in an inflatable tube. A small group of people were around her, all horsing around. She found herself giggling. She looked from face to face at her friends and thought of what a lovely time she was having.

      Except when she looked at his face.

      His small, bulbous face. His bug eyes. He was young but already his hair was starting to thin out on top. She didn't know why they invited him. She never felt comfortable around him.

      And then in the next moment all of her friends were gone and it was just her in the water floating on her tube. She was wearing a red-and-white-striped one-piece bathing suit that covered most of her body, but still she felt so bare. She pulled her arms up and covered her chest with them. She looked around frantically, knowing that she wasn't truly alone. He was out there, watching her.

      And then she saw his eyes, squinting and red, like two little marbles of pure evil peering out from the deep blue of the lake. He was beneath her and now she was pulling her feet out of the water, bending her knees and holding her legs in the air, desperately trying to get away from him, using a hand to paddle away and try to get to shore, away from the dreadful shark that was looking to consume her whole, to steal her very soul.

      Katie awoke in a panic and shot up in her bed. Sweat had matted her hair to her face.

      The shining morning sun was coming in through her bedroom window, warming a spot on the hardwood floor. She wiped the saltiness from her eyes and turned onto her stomach, resting her head in her hands. Her brain felt like it was starting to split apart.

      That was it. She knew she had to get out of here. She couldn't wait any longer.

      Tonight, when it got dark, she would make her way to the closet door and escape. If he wouldn't leave the house, then she had to do it when he was asleep. He did still sleep, didn't he?

      So Katie bided her time throughout the day as best as she could. She was happy that Earl left her alone, playing only the occasional subliminal message over the speakers. When she casually glanced outside at the driveway, the Volvo still remained.

      So when night fell, Katie went to bed. She had no energy anymore, but before she drifted off into sleep, she frantically told her brain to wake her up in the middle of the night—maybe three or four in the morning. He must be sleeping then. She would get up and quietly move to the stairs, staying in the darkest shadows possible and out of sight of the cameras. And then when she got to the closet door, she would find the way out and she would escape. She would run and as soon as she was in town, she would find anyone she could, even if it was a drunk or homeless person. She would scream and scream until someone paid attention to her and the police found her. Then she would bring them back to that awful house so they could lock him up for the rest of his life just like he was doing to her.

      But Katie couldn't sleep a wink. She pulled the covers over her and pretended to sleep, leaving enough space for her to peek out at the clock. She watched the red glowing numbers tick by all night. Time seemed to move so slowly that she thought she would go mad. But she held on, telling herself at three-thirty she would go.

      When the clock finally struck three-thirty in the morning, she felt like she had lain down to bed a lifetime ago. She roused very slowly, moving at a snail's pace. She twisted and glanced around the room at the cameras she knew about. Dull red lights glowed in the darkness. Moonlight was coming in through her window, giving some light to the room, but she knew the hallway would be darker for most of the way.

      Katie slipped out of bed and made her way to the door, keeping herself pressed as close to the wall as possible. She twisted the doorknob slowly, and when it wouldn't turn any more she opened it, being as patient as possible so it wouldn't make a sound. She stared down the hallway, seeing the camera at the end.

      Like a lithe cat burglar, she danced from doorway to doorway, staying in the darkness and out of sight of the cameras as much as she could allow. She was totally aware as she moved that the closet door was directly above her—not far to go now.

      She took a deep breath then dashed from one doorway to the stairs, staying on the edges of the floor where it groaned the least. She paused when she was at the bottom of the staircase, knowing she was just out of sight of the hallway camera. She waited and listened.

      There was a faint wind blowing outside, but other than that, the house was completely silent.

      Katie put her hand on the banister. Her skin was cold and clammy and her hand shook badly. She took the stairs one by one, moving very slowly. Each step groaned under her weight and she groaned in direct proportion to the volume of the noise. Her heart hammered in her chest. She waited for something to jump out at her. But when she made it to the top, the house was still silent.

      She peered down the hallway to her right, her heart hammering faster than ever. Her blood was pumping so hard she could feel it in her fingertips. She moved so slowly along the hallway toward the closet door.

      It was only a few paces away.

      Now a couple paces away.

      Now just one.

      Her hand reached out, her fingers longing for the doorknob's brass.

      "Go back to bed, Elizabeth."

      Katie jumped and pulled her hand back tightly by her side. She spun around in a circle, frantically looking through the darkness for a lumbering body rushing at her. But then she realized she was alone and the voice came from a nearby speaker. Because he was still watching her, even in the night.

      She turned and went back to bed.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          A Friend in Need

        

      

    
    
      The channels flipped on the television. Katie wasn't even aware she was doing it. Eventually, she put the remote down on the couch next to her and let it lie. An old episode of The Simpsons was on. The show used to crack her up. It didn't now.

      Her face was as blank and fuzzy as the static-filled channels that sometimes popped up while she was mindlessly surfing. Earl hadn't treated her any differently after she tried to make it to the closet in the night a few days ago; after all, she had just been up for a walk and certainly wasn't trying to poke around. At least that was how she was playing it, and so far it seemed so was he. And still, he never left the house. He used to leave routinely. Now it must have been a week since he last departed. Katie wasn't really sure though; the days started to blend together into an amorphous sludge, similar to the feeling lingering in the pit of her stomach nowadays.

      The TV kicked out with a quiet whine of electricity.

      Katie stared at her reflection in the afternoon glare of the blank gray screen. It was detestable. She looked away.

      With a sigh, she stood up and headed for the basement door. She did it more out of habit than want or need. She flicked the light on and descended the stairs. It must have been scorching outside, because as soon as she reached the bottom of the stairs, that strong and foul smell met her nostrils. Whatever it was, it smelled like she was standing on a rotten garbage heap.

      She went to the nearest window high in the wall and opened it. The subtle hint of summery wild flowers and bitter weeds drifted into the musty space. Coupled with the sunshine outside, it was enough to bring tears to her eyes.

      She turned away from the window quickly and headed for the old fuse box in the other section of the basement. Katie wiped her tears away and grabbed a fresh fuse from the little cardboard box and opened the fuse box's panel. Pulling out the burnt one, she replaced it and closed the panel.

      A quiet hum issued from the chained door to her left.

      Katie drew closer to it and stared. It was still just as ominous as the first time she laid eyes upon it, and it still carried with it that same mystique. She pressed her ear to it and heard the hum loudly within. And the voices.

      "Elizabeth."

      She spun around.

      Earl stood at the bottom of the stairs, a knife in his hand.

      Katie froze.

      "I'm preparing dinner for us tonight. Your dress is on your bed." His voice was slow, like he was carefully watching her every feature and reaction as he said each word. When Katie said nothing, he moved back toward the stairs, but he didn't go up them. He waited for her.

      Katie reluctantly walked toward the stairs, knowing he was suspicious of her. She saw the gleam of the blade in his hand and she faltered.

      "What's the matter?"

      "Nothing."

      Katie slipped past him and hurried up the stairs. As soon as she started ascending them, she heard his footsteps right behind her, coming up quickly.

      He held that knife. Nice and sharp. Swinging back and forth in his hand, right behind her. Close enough to cut a nice strip off her blouse and pierce her soft skin...

      When Katie was at the top of the stairs she turned down the hall and hurried to her bedroom on the second floor without slowing or looking behind her. She shoved the door closed and locked it, pressing her back to it and squeezing her eyes shut.
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* * *

      Katie choked her dinner down.

      Earl left his sitting on his plate to cool while he watched her. That was what he was most interested in doing. With every motion she made, no matter how banal, he would be watching and would respond accordingly. Like a patron sitting in the seats at an opera and drinking in every note of the show, he shifted slightly in his seat, raised his eyebrows in muted delight, parted his lips imperceptibly in anticipation. His breath would hitch. His pupils grew large.

      "What?" Katie said at last.

      Earl smiled. "That expression you just made... with your lip. The way it curled up after taking a bite. That's just how Elizabeth did it."

      Katie was horrified. She dropped her fork and felt her lip like she had just come home from the dentist; it was foreign and numb. Had she really acted like Elizabeth? But how could that be? Earl had never shown her any videos of the girl—only the endless barrage of photographs and stories.

      She started to rise from the table, but Earl made a quick motion with his hand.

      "Stay," he said.

      "But I..." she started, suddenly finding it hard to draw breath into her lungs. "I think I'm going to be sick."

      Earl stood and walked into the kitchen, returning a moment later with a large ceramic bowl. He put it on the table next to her dinner plate.

      Katie slowly sat back down and took a moment to compose herself before she started back in on her dinner. As she chewed, she self-consciously held her free hand over her mouth. But still Earl watched with delight in his eyes.

      She hadn't wanted to eat at any of his dinners anymore, but she only held out long enough for her stomach to seriously start rumbling. That was yesterday.

      And for the last three days since her attempt to get to the closet in the night, he made her dinner every evening, laying out a new outfit for her to wear. Every time, she felt a little piece of herself slipping away. The sun grew a little dimmer each morning, and the night a little darker.
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* * *

      The next day, Katie spent her early afternoon walking around the house and stretching her legs. Or so she wanted it to look. She walked a path from the living room on the ground floor to the end of the hall on the second, then the end of the hall on the third. She passed the closet back and forth endlessly on her walk. She tried to make it look like she was staring off into space and lost in her thoughts as she did so. Actually, that was the truth.

      Earl was in the house and he was watching. She knew he was.

      She didn't go into any of the rooms—didn't even look at any of them. All she did was pay attention to the cameras in her peripheral vision. She memorized their locations. Even the hidden ones.

      She was looking for blind spots.

      Katie knew she couldn't start her approach to the closet from her bedroom, because she would have to traverse the full length of the hallway on the second floor, and there was no hiding from the main camera perched up in the corner. But the cameras were sparse on the stairs, and if she slid shut the closet door next to the front door downstairs beforehand, she would be able to slip from the kitchen and up the stairs to the third floor with Earl only catching glimpses of her in the corners of his cameras if he was paying attention. But now the question was how was she going to get to the closet door on the top floor?

      She considered making a break for it once she got to the top of the stairs, but that was throwing a prayer to the wind that once she got inside the closet she would be able to navigate the hidden crawlspaces in the walls and get out before he intervened. And if he was already hidden somewhere in that unknown space...

      Her legs getting tired, Katie returned to her bedroom and collapsed on her bed. Her mind was racing with ideas, but none of them solved the problem. And they did nothing to quell that building panic in her chest that felt like time was running out, like the air in her lungs was slowly lost with each exhale, never to return. As she lay there, a strange illusion played out in front of her where the walls seemed like they were actually closing in on her.

      She rolled onto her stomach and managed a huge inhale of oxygen. Her damp forehead was on the pillow.

      A scratching sound.

      Katie's head turned.

      The black cat was sitting on the windowsill, pawing at the glass.

      She eyed him for a moment, at first not wanting anything to do with him after the gut-wrenching horror he brought the last time. But the cat pawed and pawed, meowing silently from the other side.

      "Oh all right," she said, rising from the bed. She crossed the room to the window and opened it.

      The cat sat on the sill, and instead of immediately brushing up against her, he stayed where he was and cried.

      "What's wrong?" she asked.

      He cried even louder this time, his eyes narrow slits, staring into hers.

      "Oh, I get it. You're hungry, aren't you?"

      Like he understood the words, he took a step forward to the inside of the windowsill. Then he sat and bristled, crying again. His voice was shaky and more than pathetic.

      She looked at the sad cat and deliberated for a moment before finally sighing. "Okay, fine. I'll see if I can find you something downstairs. Just... stay right here."

      Katie started for the bedroom door, looking over her shoulder.

      The cat remained on the windowsill. His glassy green eyes watched her in anticipation.

      Then a strange thing happened: Katie felt a smile creep over her face. It was so sudden and natural that she hadn't noticed she did it until she was halfway down the stairs to the bottom floor. She didn't know how to feel about her reaction, but she didn't want to think about it now; she had to focus on the task at hand.

      She began rooting through the kitchen cupboards, looking for something suitable for a cat.

      "Not cereal," she told herself as she closed one cupboard. It may have been good enough for her, but she didn't want to hurt the poor thing.

      She pulled open the fridge, but there wasn't much besides an old loaf of bread, a wilting head of lettuce, some cheese and eggs, and some condiments. Earl had stocked up the last time he came back from town, but the meat he'd been feeding her in his dinners had been kept in the freezer until he was ready to thaw and prepare—hardly anything that would help the cat right now.

      "There's got to be something here," she said to herself.

      Katie stretched up on her toes and opened the cupboard above the fridge. A dusty plastic colander.

      In the cabinets that spanned the floor to the ceiling next to the window by the entrance, there was a row of similarly small cupboards up high that Katie had never looked in before. She stretched up and opened them, hyperextending her arm as she pushed around some steel pots and pans.

      So that's where he keeps those, she thought, noticing that he never kept anything she could use as a weapon easily within her reach. She felt around the cupboard, but he must have kept the knives and forks somewhere else.

      Rooting through some cupboards on the other side of the sink, she found a can of beef stew.

      "This could work."

      She rifled through the cutlery drawers and found a can opener.

      "Perfect!"

      She returned to the stairs with the can opener and beef stew in her hands, feeling a spring in her step. She caught herself doing it and realized how excited she was getting over a cat; she didn't even like cats. But right now he was the only friend she had.

      And then, when she reached the top of the stairs, another thought came into her head. Her mind floated back to the route up and down the hallways she'd walked endlessly that day, to the pots and pans in the cupboard, to some of the other things she'd seen in the kitchen. And then she had the solution.

      She didn't need to figure out a way to slip by the cameras unnoticed, and she certainly couldn't rely on Earl leaving the house. She already had exactly what she needed all along.

      A distraction.
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      The cat cried incessantly until she put down the open can of beef stew on the floor. The cat jumped from the windowsill immediately and began sniffing the can before eating the hunks of beef at the top.

      "There you go," Katie said, kneeling down next to him and patting his black fur. She tilted the can on an angle and scooped some of the beef toward the edge where he could get it. The cat happily gobbled up everything she put in front of his mouth, and he ate so quickly that it seemed like he hadn't had a meal in days.

      "Poor thing," she said with a pout as she scratched her finger behind his ears.

      The cat began purring as he ate.

      "But you need a name, don't you?" Katie asked him.

      He was wearing a collar with no name tag, but he was obviously just a stray. Even a stray cat needed a name.

      "What do you think of Shadow? Too obvious? Hmm, maybe Onyx. Or Ash. Or is that too grim?"

      The cat ignored her as he feasted on the beef.

      A hiss of static came over the speaker.

      "What are you doing with that thing in your room?" Earl asked.

      "It's just a cat," Katie said to the room.

      "There are no pets allowed in this house," he replied.

      Katie turned her gaze to the camera watching her from the closet and soured her face. "He needs to eat. The poor thing hasn't had a meal in a while."

      "Get rid of it."

      "No," Katie said defiantly. "He's hungry."

      Earl's voice became thinner and more impatient. "If you don't get rid of that thing right now, I'm going to kill it." There was nothing joking in his voice.

      Katie was shocked by his inhumanity. When she didn't do anything to get rid of the cat, the ceiling above her creaked as footsteps traveled from one side of the house to the other. Then they galloped down the stairs and stomped along the hall.

      "Okay, okay!" Katie said. She frantically turned to the cat and began shoving it away from the can. "Okay, buddy, that's all you can have for now." She pulled the can away and set it next to the bed. "Come on, get out of here. I'm serious!" She picked him up and set him on the windowsill. He turned his head up toward her and let out a long and pathetic cry.

      "No," she said. "Get out of here!"

      The footsteps were almost at her door.

      She gave him a shove, but the cat refused to leave.

      Tears began leaking from her eyes as she pleaded with him. "Please, go! I can't watch that again." She gave him a hard shove and the cat finally stepped to the outer part of the windowsill. "Find some way to help me," she whispered. "Please!" Then she shut the window.

      Her bedroom door burst open and Earl stood in the threshold with his hands balled up into fists.

      "He's gone!" Katie said, hardly able to catch her breath.

      Earl walked into the room, turning his piercing gaze away from her to the floor where she'd been feeding him.

      "He's gone, okay? I swear!"

      "You're not hiding him, are you?" He knelt down and lifted up the bed skirt, looking underneath. He stood and turned, eyeing the closet, then he looked at the closed window.

      "He's gone!" she reiterated. "I made him leave." Her voice was shaking from fear.

      When Earl was satisfied the feline truly was gone, he turned his fiery eyes on her. They were so intense that they made her take a step back. He approached her. She stumbled back until she hit the wall between the bookcase and the bed.

      Earl approached until he was right in her face. He was not a tall man, but he was taller than her, and she felt the full weight of his oppressive stare bearing down on her. His breath ran in and out of his nostrils like an agitated bull.

      Katie pressed the back of her head to the wall so hard it hurt. He was only an inch from her face, but he leaned in even closer. She squeezed her eyes shut and turned her head away, unsure of what he was going to do. Then she felt his hand grip her wrist. It was like iron. The blood was cut off from her hand and it quickly went numb.

      She felt his warm breath on her neck, smelled the staleness of it, as he spoke measured words into her ear.

      "My patience with you is wearing thin, Elizabeth," he said. "Don't make me regret my choice to bring you here. Is that understood?"

      With her eyes still squeezed shut, Katie nodded her head.

      "Good." Earl squeezed her wrist even tighter. "And if I ever see that cat in here again, I'm going to chop it into tiny pieces and feed it to you." He let go of her wrist and turned out of the room.

      Katie was left pressed up against the wall. Tremors of shock coursed through her body. She was too frightened and surprised to cry, so she just sank to her knees and held herself. She rocked against the wall, staring at the half-eaten can of stew on the floor next to the bed.

      She was never going to give him a chance to do anything to the cat, because in just a couple hours, she would be gone.
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* * *

      Later in the afternoon Katie made her way down to the kitchen. Earl was up in his normal spot somewhere in the house, watching her. When she reached up in the high cupboard and pulled out a saucepan, his voice came over the speaker.

      "What are you doing?" he asked.

      Katie tried to act casual as she put the saucepan on one of the stove's elements. "I'm still hungry from breakfast," she said. "I was just going to cook myself a little something."

      "You aren't to touch those," he said firmly.

      "It's okay. I know how to cook. Honest. I'll even clean up the mess when I'm done. Please, I'm hungry."

      There was a long pause. "Can't you wait until dinner? It will be in two hours."

      "No," she said. "Please, my stomach's growling." She searched her imagination, trying to flesh out her excuse. "And there's something I want to make myself. An old family recipe. It would mean a lot to me."

      "What recipe?"

      Katie froze. "Uh..." The truth was she was a terrible cook and didn't know how to make anything. Her mind raced, trying to remember what ingredients were even available in the kitchen that would be believable enough to cook on a stove. When she couldn't think of anything, she said, "It's beef stew, but it's spiced up a bit. My mom used to make it for me all the time."

      She waited for him to say something, and after a very long pause, finally over the speaker: "Fine."

      Katie looked in the cupboard where she'd gotten the can of beef stew before, but it turned out that had been the only can. Reluctantly, she hurried upstairs and retrieved the half-eaten can from beside her bed and brought it down to the kitchen as the saucepan warmed up on the element. She rifled through the cupboards to find some spices, pulling out the small, dusty bottles at random. She scooped out the remains of the stew into the saucepan then liberally sprinkled in some spices. Next, in a moment of near panic to make her act believable, she opened the fridge and took out a package of processed cheese, peeling off a slice and dropping it into the pan. She stirred the concoction, trying not to react to the obnoxious smell.

      Katie dumped the contents into a bowl and stuck a spoon in it, then she put away the ingredients and began cleaning the pan in the sink. There was a bottle of olive oil sitting on the counter next to her.

      A camera watched from a little hole cut out in the ceiling behind her; she knew that. So she shifted over a little, using her body to block the camera's view as she grabbed the bottle of oil and dumped as much of it as she could into the saucepan. Then she ran the water, carefully directing the stream outside of the pan.

      When she was done, she dried the outside of the pan and set it back on the stove's element before taking the bowl of foul stew and hurrying out of the kitchen—the element that she had intentionally set to high heat when she cooked the stew, and the same element that she had never turned off.

      Katie sat on her bed, holding the stew in her lap. She wanted to chuck it out the window or slide it under the bed, but she knew Earl would be suspicious if she did. She looked down at the unappealing mess, already half-eaten by a cat, and she tried to hide her grimace. She scooped up a spoonful and put it in her mouth and nearly choked on the cayenne pepper in it.

      The taste was horrible and far too spicy, but she slowly chewed and swallowed it down, pretending it was good. She ate it as slowly as possible, waiting for her plan to hatch.

      Downstairs, white smoke began pouring out of the saucepan. A moment later it ignited in a huge blaze.

      Katie heard the smoke detector go off downstairs. Then footsteps scrambled across the floor above her. She listened carefully to their location. They started from that blank spot on the third floor between Earl's bedroom and the empty one, just as she suspected. A frantic and muffled voice spewed curse words she couldn't hear as the thundering footsteps stormed through the bowels of the house. She heard the mysterious door fling open above her, then the footsteps hurried downstairs.

      When they were in the kitchen, Katie sprung out of bed and into action.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Breaking Out

        

      

    
    
      Katie could still hear the cursing downstairs when she got to the third floor. The fire alarm beeped incessantly and now there was the sound of jets of chemicals whooshing out of an extinguisher.

      The door stood in front of her. She stared at it for only a moment before she grabbed the doorknob and opened it.

      It was a closet. Just a normal, garden-variety linen closet. Three shelves inside, each stacked with folded towels. Boxes of tissues sat on the floor beneath.

      "What the..." Katie muttered.

      The last sounds of the fire extinguisher echoed up the stairs. Then there were footsteps, coming up.

      Katie batted away the towels and the boxes, looking for some kind of hidden door in the wall behind. She tried moving and shaking the shelves, but they didn't budge.

      Earl was already on the second floor. His feet were heavy and quick. She tensed up, knowing she was out of time. But she heard him march down the hallway below, heading for her bedroom. "Elizabeth!" he bellowed.

      "Come on!" Katie said to herself as she frantically looked the closet up and down. But there were no trapdoors in the floor, nor in the ceiling. There was nothing behind the shelves, either. It was just a normal closet. But she saw Earl walk out of it with her own two eyes. How?

      The footsteps were back down the hall, coming up the stairs to the third floor now.

      Katie's heart seized. She was out of time.

      "Elizabeth..." Earl rasped. "Where are you hiding?"

      In desperation, she patted her hand all around the inside of the door frame and her fingers felt something. It was a button. She pushed it and the whole back of the closet plus the shelves swung back into a dark cavity.

      Earl reached the top of the stairs and walked around the banister, allowing him to see the entire length of the hallway. The very moment before, the closet door had quietly shut out of his view.

      Katie found herself in a dark, cramped space. There were no windows and only the tiniest remnants of light that allowed her to not completely fumble in the dark remained. She didn't even think that she might need a flashlight.

      Heavy footsteps reverberated near her. He wasn't pausing his search at all. She knew she couldn't waste any time.

      She held her arms in front of her so she didn't run into anything. The space wasn't big enough for her to stand up, so she moved in a crouch. She felt a wall in front of her, and the path extended to the right. She took it.

      Katie extended her foot, but the floor wasn't there to meet it. She lost her balance and stumbled down a short set of stairs, crashing into a wall. Knowing her location was already revealed, she scrambled, rounding a tight corner as the stairs continued to head down.

      She could see light from somewhere below. The rough ironwood was visible to her now. In the light, bundles of thin red and yellow wires ran along the walls and ceilings all throughout the hidden space, some of the individual wires running off in various directions, and all of them leading upward in the other direction where she'd come from.

      These must have been for the cameras and audio equipment he had installed all over the house, she thought.

      Descending more and more, Katie almost thought she could detect the scent of summer flowers. It was like her lungs were opening up for the first time and taking in air. Earl's footsteps were somewhere above her, but they were muffled now, and she couldn't afford to think about them.

      The stairs ended and now she was in a crawlspace no taller than three feet. Katie had to get down on her hands and knees and crawl like she was in one of those big vents people crawled through in action movies. As soon as she did, she saw it at the other end of the short tunnel: it opened up into a bigger space on the other side, and there was a door leading outside to freedom. The door was open.

      Katie could see it gently swaying in the peaceful summer breeze. She could smell the air distinctly now. It was so sweet to her it reminded her of her childhood.

      I'm coming! she thought.

      Tears fell from her face and stained the dusty wood of the cramped box she found herself in. She was almost there. Just another foot or two...

      But why did he leave the door open?

      Immediately after the thought, a small shutter fell down from a gap in the wood and sealed her exit from the tunnel. The shutter was a wooden frame fitted with chicken wire in the middle.

      "What!" Katie blurted. She grabbed at the wire and shook the shutter, but it wouldn't pull back up. It was somehow locked into place. She managed to scrunch her body up enough to turn herself around and head back the other way. Before she could get out, another shutter slid closed and cut off the way back. She banged on the frame. "Get me out of here!"

      "Elizabeth, Elizabeth..."

      The voice came from behind her. She turned and searched around. A small hole was cut away in the wood near the edge of the tunnel, with a dark lens lurking in its shadow.

      "I had such hope for you," Earl said over a nearby speaker. "But it seems I haven't tamed your wild spirit yet."

      Katie grabbed onto the chicken wire as she stared at the open door a few feet in front of her. "Just let me go. Please." Her head sank down, and as she sobbed the wood beneath her face became a damp mess.

      "I knew you would try to escape," he continued calmly. "It was only a matter of time. I didn't want to do this, but you left me no other choice. Let this be a lesson to you so that you will never attempt to do this again."

      Then Earl fell silent and Katie picked her head up, a brand new fear in her heart. What was he going to do? She was alone in this cramped space, so what was it?

      A panel above her in the ceiling of the tunnel—unnoticed by her before—slid open. As Katie lay there, she felt a pile of something land on her back. It made her jump at the unexpectedness of it, but it only served to confuse her. It didn't cause her any pain. In fact, the force of whatever had been dumped on her had been quite light. And moving...

      Katie twisted her neck and saw a spider crawling along her hand. Then another one. Then a group of them running along the wood next to her arm. Then she felt them on the side of her face. All those tiny legs.

      She screamed and tossed around like she'd just been dunked in lava. The tunnel was closed off from both ends, trapping her inside with a thousand scurrying arachnids. In that moment, Katie discovered that there were fates worse than death.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Open Sesame

        

      

    
    
      The air reeked of a smell that wasn't entirely familiar to her. Her head was dizzy, her throat raw. Katie launched herself again and her back struck the wall, crushing more of the spiders. They were in her clothes, in her body, it seemed, inside her very organs, maybe. When she breathed she thought she could feel them crawling in and out of her mouth. They swam around in her eyes. Her skin prickled, every hair on her body standing on end.

      She rolled herself like someone had performed a judo throw on her. The remaining arachnids scurried in every possible direction. Her small wooden cage was covered in the slime of their innards. Katie screamed again and bucked herself into the wall.

      The shutter leading back into the house opened.

      When she saw it, Katie thrust into the open space beyond. She was weak now, on the border of unconsciousness. But she forced herself to go on. She dragged herself up the narrow stairs. Her hands and knees were red. She still felt the incessant crawling all over her body. Her lungs were like red-hot balloons. She moved deeper into the darkness, and at the same time her own inner light dimmed. It was all fuzzy now.

      She made a corner and continued up the steps. She was tired. She crawled and crawled and then the light switch flicked off.

      Katie collapsed and spilled out of the closet. Her torso lay in the third floor hallway of the house. And in front of her were two large boots. She used the last strength she had to look up.

      Earl stood over her, nothing but a fuzzy shadow to her.

      She blacked out.
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* * *

      Her body was cold and sore. It was like she was observing herself from far away, but yet she couldn't see anything. All there was was the blackness. It consumed her, covered her like so many tiny things crawling all over her. She felt them again.

      Katie sat up in a panic. She smacked her body all over, trying to get them off. When she got her wits about her, she realized there was nothing on her. She looked around. The space was familiar. It was the basement. The cement floor was hard on her body, her lower half dressed in a thin pair of black jeans and a worn set of striped socks. When she moved there was a rattle. That was because she was chained to the wall from the waist.

      She tugged at the chain that was fixed to a bracket in the wall next to the fuse box. She pried at the loop of it around her hips, but it was quite secure.

      Dejected, Katie sat on her knees and stared down. She had been so sure of her plan to escape, and now all hope was truly lost. Her old life before being taken prisoner seemed so far away that it must have been a past life. She didn't even know how long she had been trapped in this house; it could have been a year just as well as it could have been a couple weeks. Time slowed so much that it had to be urged just to crawl forward.

      Voices whispered next to Katie and she looked to see the chained door standing just a few feet away. The sight of it was still just as mysterious as the first time she laid eyes on it. She strained to hear what the voices were saying, but they were too quiet and muffled.

      Katie shifted on the floor and realized that she didn't remember putting on the clothes she now wore. The nightmare in the tunnel with the spiders was still so fresh in her mind, and she knew she should have been covered in their viscera, yet she was clean. She touched her cheek and found it was dry, her hands the same.

      That meant he had changed her. He'd undressed her, cleaned her, and changed her.

      Of what was the worse fate—her experience with the spiders or being stripped and touched and God knew what else by him—she wasn't sure.

      As if her thoughts summoned him, he came down the basement stairs. He stepped through the doorway to the area Katie was chained in and approached her.

      Katie's jaw strained like a tightrope wire. She kept her eyes on the floor as hatred burned in her soul.

      "You're awake," Earl said, stopping in front of her.

      The anger in Katie boiled over and her body shook.

      "I hope you know why I did what I did," he said.

      "Fuck you."

      Earl was taken aback. For a moment he was motionless, like he had never expected her to say something like that to him. Then he had his hand around her throat. He smacked her hard across the cheek.

      Katie let out a startled cry and recoiled, in just as much shock as he was.

      "Don't you ever say that to me again," Earl snarled. "This is the only time I'll tell you." He took his hand off her throat.

      Katie held a hand to her reddening cheek. All the anger and courage she'd built up was slapped out of her. And in its place was that old friend called fear that she knew so well. She wanted to crawl away and hide and curl up. She wanted to crawl into Josh's arms and let him tell her everything was going to be okay. Her now-ex whom she'd sworn off forever was the one thing she would trade everything in the world for. The sting of tears dotted the corners of her eyes.

      Earl cooed to her. He gently placed a finger under her chin, which she shook off. But he was insistent. "Easy now, it's okay. Everything's going to be all right, Katie."

      She looked up at him. "You called me Katie."

      He nodded. He sat down on one knee and looked her level in the eye. "I know it's hard. Change isn't going to happen overnight. But you'll come to find I'm a patient man. I see real potential in you, Katie."

      Katie sobbed. "I'm soooorry." She buried her face in her hands. "I didn't m-mean to be bad..."

      Earl embraced her. "I know you didn't, Elizabeth. Shh... it's okay now."

      She wiped her eyes. "Can I ask you something?"

      "Anything, Elizabeth."

      "What's in there?"

      Earl's gaze swiveled and he realized she was looking at the chained door. "In there?"

      She nodded.

      "Well... let me show you."

      He stood and walked to the door. He retrieved a key from his pocket and unfastened the padlock securing the chains on their hooks. Carefully, he withdrew the long chain out of the many hooks bolted to either side of the door. He gingerly wrapped the chain around his hand and set it on the floor. Then, he stood to the side as he pulled down on the steel door handle and opened it.

      Katie screamed.
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      Earl wheeled out the dolly. He set it upright in front of Katie. He stood beside it and grinned at her.

      Katie stared at it in horror. Her mouth fell open. "What... who..."

      Earl turned his head and looked at it. "This is my beautiful wife, Elizabeth."

      The mummified human corpse stood against the dolly. Its arms were at its sides like it had been resting for a very long time. Its skin was brown leather, the eye sockets empty. Long blonde hair flowed out of its scalp and the jaw hung open, showing two rows of grayish-brown teeth. Through the decomposition, the corpse's sex became less determinable, but it was distinctly female. On the third finger on its left hand was an engagement ring.

      Katie opened her mouth, but the urge to vomit overwhelmed her and she shut it. She worked through her revulsion, needing to outright avert her eyes to keep herself from heaving. "You... really did have a wife?"

      "Yes," Earl said wistfully. As he stared at his beloved his soft smile faded to melancholy.

      Katie couldn't help herself and stole another glance. "Oh my God, you're sick! You kept her... her corpse?"

      Earl ignored her.

      Katie's head spun. She couldn't believe he would do such a thing. She already knew he was mentally unstable, but this was on a whole other level. "What happened to her?"

      Earl frowned. "She became sick. I tried to help her, but she wouldn't let me. And then she was gone." He stroked her leathery cheek.

      Something caught Katie's attention and distracted her. Those whispering voices she heard through the door: they were louder now, clearer. They played from somewhere in the corpse's room, which seemed to be a small, square storage room, no bigger than a few feet by a few feet. Next to where the corpse was stored upright on the dolly was a stack of milk crates. On top of them sat a strange device that looked somewhere between a small metal box and what the 1950s supposed a futuristic toaster might be like. It looked heavy, and there was a thick black plug stuck into the side of it that extended out of Katie's view.

      "Why?"

      "Why? Much as I loved her, she was always too stubborn for her own good."

      "No, I mean why do you keep the corpse of your wife in your house?! That's... that's... demented."

      "I could never be apart from her." Earl turned his gaze down on Katie. "And soon I'll be closer than ever."

      She saw the look in his eyes and what it implied. "No!" she shouted. Earl knelt down and tried to stroke her face, but she bucked away from him. "I'm not going to be your wife! She's never coming back! You can't do this to me!"

      The next thing she knew she was in a chokehold. She struggled, tried kicking her legs and flailing her arms about, but it did nothing. His arms clamped around her neck like a vice and then everything was going dark.

      Just before she passed out he let her go. Katie coughed violently and doubled over on the floor.

      "It's just a matter of time," Earl said. He wheeled Elizabeth's corpse back into the room.

      Before he shut the door, Katie heard the whispering voices. Their clarity waxed and waned. She only caught snippets.

      "...love me..."

      "...we'll always be..."

      "...for as long as I..."

      "...man you could ever dream..."

      The voices were chattering over each other. They sounded like they were all uttered in Earl's voice, but Katie didn't know if that was true or if that was her brain playing tricks on her after all of his subliminal brainwashing she'd been subjected to. They sounded like they were playing somewhere around the strange box, but not from it. The box itself hummed steadily, the same noise she had heard through the door before.

      Earl shut the door and roped the chain through all the hooks. After securing the padlock, he turned. "Just a matter of time," he repeated, then he left.
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      The dark of night filled the basement. Cold shadows hung low like fog over a lake. They enveloped Katie as she rested against the cement wall. Her legs lay straight from her body on the hard floor. Her knees hurt. Her heels hurt. Her hips, too. She shifted again, but no position was comfortable. Earl had left her down there without any food or water. She had to go pee, but she didn't dare let herself do it lest Earl insist on cleaning her up again. Her head craned around and she gazed at the blackened basement, her eyes droopy, her throat dry. Her gaze fell on the chained door and she heard the whispers and the gentle hum of that strange device. And behind that steel door, not even a dozen feet away from her, she knew there was that corpse with its hollow, endlessly staring eyes. She shuddered at the realization that she had always been so close to it without even knowing.

      The hours and the minutes and the seconds ticked away, each one seemingly slower than the one preceding it. She heard the occasional noise from Earl above her, but more than anything she was left alone with nothing but her thoughts. And now she knew how people went mad. At first she tried to clear her mind, but the thoughts kept coming and gnawing on her from the dark like rats. Eventually she surrendered and let them flow through her. She was powerless to stop them anymore, just as she knew she was powerless to stop anything anymore. There were many brief breakouts of tears, sometimes uncontrollable sobs and panic attacks. And what made it even worse was a dimly glowing red light up in the corner, a constant reminder that he was watching her.

      After a long time had passed, something like sleep came over her. She was still awake, but her eyes were glazed over and her mind drifted away. She didn't consciously realize she was calling Josh's name over and over again as a bead of drool stretched out of the corner of her mouth. When she came to, she was greeted only by the same darkness and she cried.

      Gentle wind blew by her side. She could hear it because she left the window open at the bottom of the stairs. There was a noise that she thought was the rustling of leaves at first, but then she remembered that it was summer (at least, she thought it was still summer) and that leaves didn't fall from the trees yet. The sound took on a methodical rhythm, and then there was a different one. A meow.

      Katie perked up. She shifted on the floor, her entire body aching. She tried to peek around the short wall blocking her view from the window, but she couldn't reach her head far enough. Then she remembered that the camera could see her and pointed her head in the other direction, trying to play it off as if she were just stretching. She settled back against the wall and pulled her hand up to her face like she was scratching her forehead. Her mouth, hidden behind it, whispered, "Cat? Are you there? Come here. Come here, boy."

      The cat cried again. Boxes shuffled, followed by a dull thump. A moment later, the black cat sauntered through the doorway and looked at her. There was something in his mouth.

      "What have you got there?" Katie whispered. She thought he had caught a mouse, but the object was too thin to be that.

      He meowed again out the corner of his mouth.

      "Well come here, boy!" she said impatiently.

      Finally the cat trotted over to her and dropped the object from his mouth.

      It was a pocketknife, stained with dried blood. The same one that one of the poor drunks had on him and attempted to use to defend himself from Earl's axe.

      Katie's heart leapt. Her eyes inadvertently darted up to the camera as she quickly covered the knife with her hand. She was covered in shadow, but to her it didn't look like it; her eyes had adjusted to the darkness, and she had no idea what Earl could or couldn't see through the camera.

      She quickly took the knife and put it behind her. Her heart was bursting with joy and she wanted to squeeze the cat in thanks. But she let her logic get the better of her. It told her to get the cat out of there before Earl saw.

      "Thank you! Thank you!" she whispered, bending over and kissing the cat on the top of the head. "Now you've got to get out of here!" She gave the cat a shove and he meandered a few steps before turning around and crying. "Shoo!" The cat showed her the saddest eyes she'd ever seen and she faltered for a moment. But then she shifted forward, pretending to adjust herself again while she gave a quick snap of her arm toward the cat. "Go!"

      Reluctantly, the cat scampered off and she could hear him climbing back up a stack of boxes and leaving through the window.

      Katie sat against the wall and took the knife in her hand. She carefully unfolded the blade and looked around at her shackles. One end of the chain was firmly tied around a hook bolted to the wall; there was nothing she could do there. And the other end was tied around her waist, held together with a small padlock with a keyhole. It sat on the side of her body and she twisted away from the camera, trying to get the tip of the knife into it to unlock herself.

      After fiddling with it for a minute she realized it couldn't be done. But she wasn't upset; she quietly folded the blade away and stowed the knife behind her. She certainly had a great use for it, but she knew now wasn't the time. For now, she had to wait.

      [image: ]
* * *

      The lights in the basement flicked on. Footsteps carried down the stairs. Katie had been taken by a soft dream and the noise woke her up. Gentle sunlight filtered through the two windows, highlighting some of the dusty boxes in the dingy space.

      Earl walked through the doorway. He caught her gaze and paused for a long time without saying anything. She looked up at him with soft eyes. "Are you Elizabeth?" he asked.

      Katie hesitated. She wanted to say yes. Every cell in her body screamed for her to do so, but she just couldn't bring herself to. "No." She broke down into tears. "I want to... I'm trying, I really am!"

      She averted her gaze and felt his piercing eyes bearing down on her.

      "I know you are," he said. His voice was smooth and caring. "You'll get there just as long as you keep trying. I know you will."

      Katie wiped her eyes and nodded.

      He took the measure of her. "Are you going to try to escape again?"

      Her eyes red, her frown stretched out almost wider than her face, she shook her head. "No," she croaked.

      "Are you sorry for what you did?"

      The words jumbled in her throat. She couldn't speak. She nodded instead.

      A moment later, Earl approached her. He fished a small key out of his pocket and bent over for the padlock securing her chain.

      Katie squeezed the handle of the pocketknife behind her back.

      Earl slid the key in the lock and twisted. The padlock popped and he undid the chain. It slunk off her hips like a snake and rattled on the hard floor. He stood up. "You can go back up in the house," he said. And without irony, "You're free now."

      She kept her eyes on the floor. "Thank you." She slipped the knife in the back of her underwear and they both headed up the stairs.
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      Katie spent the next night in her bed. Though it was much softer and more comfortable than the hard basement floor, it didn't help her sleep any better; she was tormented by bad dreams all throughout the night, and she tossed and turned.

      She found herself standing in a field. It spanned off in the distance in waves of golden grass, leading to some trees and a road. But next to her, the field led up a hill. And standing at the top of it, a tree.

      Katie climbed the hill, staring up at the bushy tree. She found herself mesmerized by it. It almost seemed familiar.

      The sun hung in the sky above it, casting a wide shadow beneath its canopy. When she crested the hill, she saw the land dropped off steeply on the other side into a quarry. She stood beneath the wide tree's shade now. The cool breeze rolled across her skin. And now as she reached out for the trunk of the tree to feel its bark, a statement of fact flowed so deeply through her body that she knew its truth in her soul: it was an ironwood tree. How she knew that, she didn't know, but its bark felt rough yet smooth at the same time—soothing to her touch.

      In the next moment, a loathsome feeling rumbled in her gut. She turned around with a sense of dread and peered across the large field, waiting for some terrible evil to show itself. But this evil couldn't be seen—only felt—and she knew she had nowhere to go. She cowered under the tree, gazing around. It was coming for her. He was coming.

      The dream dissolved away layer by layer until she felt herself floating in an unending sea of darkness. A light appeared and quickly grew brighter. She turned to it and felt a tug on her solar plexus, urging her to approach. The light was warm and comforting. Before long, it enveloped her. It snuggled in behind her and embraced her like an old lover.

      And then she realized it was Josh. They were lying in bed together and he was spooning her from behind. She felt his warm breath on her cheek. Her mind told her not to do this, but her heart ignored it. She felt so good in his warmth.

      "I miss you, baby," he said.

      She nuzzled the back of her neck against his chin. "I miss you too..."

      "Promise you'll come back to me."

      There was a hesitation in her. "I don't know if I can," she said. "I said I wouldn't. I... I can't."

      He caressed her cheek. "Yes you can. You always do."

      Her cheeks reddened in embarrassment. She always did, didn't she? Every time he kicked her to the curb, she always crawled back. Every time.

      His fingers weaved through her hair, his fingertips tracing along the side of her face like drops of rain. His forefinger caught her lip and she kissed him.

      "I love you so much," she said. Her face twisted in anguish. He didn't know how much she did; he never would. And that's what pained her.

      "I love you too, baby. Come back to me. I miss you. Come back."

      A single tear rolled along her cheek. "I will, Josh. I will. I'll find a way."

      Katie awoke and shifted beneath her covers. Her body was stiff and she stretched out. That warmth was still pressed up behind her and her heart burned with the thrill of knowing that it hadn't been a dream at all; Josh was behind her, and being locked up in that awful nightmare of a house was the dream. She rolled over.

      Earl smiled at her as he started caressing her other cheek. "Good morning, darling."

      Katie jumped and nearly fell out of bed. She squeaked, not unlike a mouse, and all of her words were firmly frozen beneath a layer of thick ice.

      "I didn't scare you, did I, Elizabeth?" he asked.

      Her eyes were wider than saucers, but she managed to shake her head.

      "Good. That's good." He stroked her cheek with his forefinger several times before tracing it down her neck, following it along the cleft between her muscles and her windpipe to her chest. "You were whispering in your sleep, you know."

      "I... I was?" She was still terrified.

      "Yes. You were saying how much you love me." Earl's smile widened. Then he teared up. His face was a mixture of jubilance and relief.

      This made Katie clench up.

      "I'm going to cook us a special dinner tonight," he said victoriously. "I'll lay a dress out for you later."

      "Okay," she croaked.

      He was so excited that a joyful bounce had been added to his every movement. He leaned over and pecked her on the lips, then he jumped out of bed like a flea and happily marched out of the room, leaving Katie petrified and clutching the bedding with her white fists.
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* * *

      In the afternoon Katie sat on the couch and flipped channels on the television. Earl came downstairs and went into the kitchen. She heard him rummaging around in the fridge and then the freezer. He came into the dining room and stood behind her.

      "I have to get some things from the grocery store for dinner tonight," he said. He paused as if he was going to add something else, but he didn't.

      Katie twisted on the couch and looked at him. "Uh... okay," she replied.

      He looked at her carefully, almost suspiciously.

      "I'll just be here watching TV," she said. She turned back around slowly and gulped. She heard his footsteps march off down the hallway. But this time he didn't go upstairs to leave the house; he unlocked the front door and left through it, closing and locking it behind him. A few moments later a car door closed and the Volvo's engine rumbled. The sound of loose gravel being kicked up faded into the distance, and then she was left alone with the quiet tedium of a Law & Order rerun.

      Katie set the remote down next to her. "Okay," she whispered to herself, "okay... time to go." Another moment passed and she didn't move. "Do it, Katie."

      She headed upstairs. It was time to find the control room behind this whole operation.
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      The dress Earl laid out for dinner was pale blue with white dots. Katie took it off the bed and slipped into it. It wasn't time for dinner yet, but she had to be convincing if her plan was to work.

      Katie found a broom in a closet on the second floor. She'd seen it before, and the idea percolated in her head as she sat on the couch downstairs watching TV. Now she took it and began sweeping some dust along the edges of the hallway into a dustbin. She kept her eyes on the ground, busy in her work—a doting servant; Earl's perfect prisoner; Elizabeth.

      She worked quickly without looking like she was rushing. When she got to the stairs, she retrieved a sponge and a cloth from the closet and began cleaning the bathroom. She scrubbed the mirror and then the tub, drying them off with the cloth.

      Then, knowing she didn't have much time, she took the broom and headed up to the third floor. She started at the far end, sweeping up the dust in the hallway, working her way past the closet without looking at it. She got closer and closer to the camera watching the hall. She kept her back to it, slowly working her way backward as she periodically bent to collect the dust between sweeps. And when she reached the end and was standing in the doorway to the empty bedroom right below the camera, she raised the knob of the broom in the air and hit it—by accident, of course.

      The camera jerked upward and pointed toward the ceiling.

      Katie continued into the empty bedroom like nothing had happened, quickly sweeping the floor. She knew there was another camera watching her from the closet next to the dancing Santa figure; she had to make it look convincing if Earl reviewed the tapes later.

      She worked her way over to the windows and saw the sprawling driveway neatly cut between the woods. It was still empty, but she knew it wouldn't be for long. She scooped up the last bit of dust then set the broom and dustpan in the corner of the hallway. She glanced up at the camera and made sure that she was out of view. Then she drew in a deep breath as she set her eyes on the closet door.

      "Okay," she told herself.

      Katie pulled the door open and pressed the button on the frame and the back of the closet swung open into darkness. She closed the door behind her then made a right, hurrying through the cramped space.

      She hadn't seen the way to his control room the last time she was in here, but she knew it was here somewhere. She held her hands out in front of her in the blinding darkness, patting around on the walls. She couldn't see a thing, and she slowly reached her foot out, waiting for the stairs. She went down them, ducking under a low wall in front of her. She knew the control room was somewhere to her right, but she quickly lost her orientation in the darkness. Her hands worked along the wall, trying to find something out of the ordinary—a handle, a button, a little latch—but there was nothing.

      As she reached the tight landing in the staircase and they wrapped around a hundred and eighty degrees, she began to see the light from down below.

      You could always try to escape again. He's not here. He can't do those bad things to you again.

      No! her mind hissed. The door had been opened before just to taunt her, but she knew it wouldn't be now. Plus, that would mean she would have to crawl back through there... and she would never do that again.

      But in the light drawing up from below she could see the bundle of red and yellow wires perched up in the edges of the small space. She turned back and followed it up into the darkness, keeping her hand on it at all times like she was following a diver's safety line back to a boat.

      Halfway up the narrow stairs to the third floor, the bundle of wires disappeared through a hole in the wall just big enough to fit them.

      Here! she thought. It's got to be here.

      She used both hands to find a way in. But the wall was flat, rough wood, just like the rest of the house. She was almost ready to give up when her pinky finger brushed along an indent. Exploring it, she found that it was a little hole, not much bigger than could fit a finger. She hooked one in and felt around on the other side of the half-inch-thick wall. She could feel something, something like cold metal. Her finger fiddled with it, trying to discover what it was, when the shape of it finally came to her in her mind. It was a latch.

      She pulled it and pushed on the wall. The wall swung open. The hidden door had been so tightly fitted to the rest of the wood that the cracks between them were almost imperceptible. Katie reached out and felt a narrow crawlspace.

      The wood was rough on her arms and knees as she lowered herself down and plunged headfirst into the claustrophobic space. There was a light up ahead, a dingy yellow, and she used it to guide herself. Her skin instinctively crawled, her mind immediately going back to the horror she'd experienced in the tunnel she tried to escape through. She felt many little prickles along her skin, like tiny legs. She shuddered and slapped at herself, but she knew there was nothing there. She knew she was making herself crazy.

      Katie crawled quickly, never moving her eyes from the growing light ahead. And when she came out into a small room, she gasped for air as if she were coming out of the womb.

      A desk took up most of the cramped room with two computer monitors and a lamp sitting on top of it. An office chair sat in front of it, and a metal filing cabinet was tucked in the corner beyond.

      Katie slipped around the desk, almost tripping over the bundle of wires that crawled up the back of the desk and into a hole. When the faces of the computer monitors came into view, she felt like she was going to be sick.

      Across the two large screens were grids of live images taken from each camera in the house. She could see absolutely everything from every angle. And though she knew she had been watched, actually seeing it now with her own eyes made her sick to her stomach.

      She leaned into the screens and found her bedroom. There were two more cameras that she didn't even know about, and her hands balled up into angry fists.

      "Goddamn you," she spat.

      She studied each view, memorizing them, learning everywhere and every way he could see her; if she knew every angle, she figured she could use it to her advantage. As she studied the screens, something caught her eye.

      There was a thin book sitting on top of the filing cabinet next to her. Curious, she picked it up and opened it.

      It was a scrapbook like the one she found tucked away in Earl's bedroom. The cream hardcover opened up to a slightly yellowed page. A little handwritten scribble, off-center: "Our consummation".

      Katie's hands trembled as she turned the page. A large picture had been glued to the paper. It showed a cherry red 1970s Chevrolet Malibu sitting in the driveway. The picture had been taken with an old camera. The next page had two images squeezed in. The first one was a shot from inside the car, staring out the windshield down a driveway. The second one was looking at the console between the front seats. Sitting there was a little box. A ring box.

      She continued, turning the pages as carefully as she would the hair-thin pages of an old Bible. The next shot was still from inside the Chevy, now looking out on a parking lot. There looked to be some grass beyond a short brown fence at the end of the lot, but it was obscured by some low-hanging trees.

      The next photograph made Katie gasp.

      It showed a large field of golden grass, extending up into a hill in the distance. Atop the hill was a single tree. She'd seen that tree before in her dreams. The ironwood tree.

      A figure sat in the tree's shade, too hard to make out from this distance.

      The next image had the camera turned around, showing the front of the red Chevy and another car parked right next to it—the only two cars in the entire parking lot, in fact.

      As the pages turned, an increasingly cold and heavy feeling dwelled in Katie's stomach. The next series of images focused on the tree atop the hill, getting closer and closer. Half of the grass was bent, the photo captured as a gust of wind rolled up the hill. Climbing the hill now, the person under the tree was out of view, save for the top of her head. As more and more of the hill was ascended, more and more of the person appeared. Like an old memory that Katie never had, it was becoming clearer and clearer.

      A young woman, kneeling on a blanket in the grass. She was staring at the large quarry ahead. Her back was to the camera. It seemed she didn't know someone was behind her... capturing her.

      Now she was turning around. A look of surprise was on her face. She retreated against the tree. She was uncomfortable.

      Katie turned the pages quicker, playing them like an old filmstrip now.

      The woman sat back into a momentary patch of sun near the trunk. Her image was clear now: it was Elizabeth, the same woman decorating every picture frame inside the house. And oh God, she wore a pale blue dress with white dots, the same dress that Katie wore now. She looked down at the dress on her and shuddered. She made herself go on. Elizabeth's mouth was open, as if she was saying something. She didn't look pleased.

      Now the point of view was lower, as if the person taking the pictures had dropped to one knee. An arm extended from the corner holding the ring box. It was pried open, the contents visible only to Elizabeth. Oh God, the ring on the corpse's finger in the chained room. This must be the ring. What happened to her?

      Elizabeth had a hand over her mouth and tears in her eyes, but they weren't happy tears. Katie had seen the same tears in her own eyes every time she saw herself in a mirror in this house. She and Elizabeth really were a lot alike.

      Those same tears welled in her eyes again as she turned the page and saw the action jump ahead. Elizabeth was lying on the ground in the shade of the tree. She was propped on one hip, her torso twisted, her chest to the ground. Her hair was covered in dirt and grass. Blonde locks were matted to the side of her face. Her dress was messily hiked up and her underwear was pulled down to her ankles. The underwear was torn.

      Katie was on the verge of retching. She didn't want to go on, but she forced herself to. Her fingernail pried between the next two pages. Her hand trembled badly.

      Loose gravel kicked up outside. Even in the claustrophobic space with no windows she could hear it. Her eyes darted to the computer monitors and detected movement on one of the small images. A camera viewing the driveway outside showed a Volvo coming out from the trees and growing larger.
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      Katie crawled out of the dark space and brushed the cobwebs off of her. She came out of the closet and shut the false back as well as the door as Earl hurried up the stairs.

      "What are you doing?" he asked when he saw her in the hallway.

      Katie spun around like she didn't hear him, the broom in her hands. After a moment of surprise, she continued sweeping the floor. "I thought I would clean a little. The house seemed dirty... if you don't mind me saying."

      His eyes became watery and he grinned widely.

      "What's the matter?" she asked dotingly.

      He wiped his eyes. "Nothing. Must be some of the dust you're sweeping up.

      "I gathered all of the ingredients for dinner tonight. Six PM. Oh, you look so beautiful in your outfit, Elizabeth!"

      Earl turned for the stairs, but stopped when something caught his eye. His gaze turned to the camera in the corner of the hallway that was turned up toward the ceiling. He sauntered over to it and wrenched it down on its stiff axis, looking over his shoulder to make sure he got the angle right. He cast a glance at Katie, asking her without words to explain this.

      "Oh, maybe I bumped it as I was cleaning. I might have."

      He held his gaze on her for a moment longer, then he lowered his arms. "That's all right, Elizabeth. I'll get dinner started now." And then he turned and trotted down the stairs.

      Katie held her broom and stared blankly.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Katie was in her room awaiting dinner.

      Over the speaker suddenly: "Elizabeth, come downstairs, please."

      She was confused; it was too early for dinner. Curious, she went downstairs.

      When she arrived, she found that she was alone. A pot of something simmered in the kitchen, but as she crossed into the dining room and then the living room, she saw that Earl wasn't there.

      But of course he wasn't; he had asked her to come downstairs from his control room on the third floor. Which meant he was watching her. He had probably been replaying the tapes from the house that were recorded while he was out getting groceries. She messed up; she had made some mistake in finding his hidden room. And he saw it.

      The house groaned above her. He was on the move now. A few moments later, he was coming down the stairs.

      With his axe, she told herself. He had seen something and now he was coming down to finish her off. As she backed into the kitchen next to the stove, she started to notice all the ways he could kill her. He might take the simmering pot of liquid and throw it in her face. What a miserable end.

      Katie backed into the living room. She retreated into the corner next to the TV as the footsteps became louder. This was it. He was going to do it. This would be the sad corner where she died.

      His footsteps stopped somewhere out of sight.

      "Elizabeth?"

      She didn't move.

      "Elizabeth, come here, please." There was some noise like he was fiddling with the front door.

      Timidly, she walked to the long hallway leading to the door. Earl stood waiting at the other end. And next to him, the front door stood open, revealing a lovely summer afternoon beyond.

      She wanted to ask him what this was, wanted to say anything, but the cocktail of her competing emotions forced her to be quiet. So she made her way forward as he calmly waited. When she got near to the door, she stopped and looked from him to the open doorway. He was standing quite out of the way. She didn't understand any of it.

      "Do you really want to leave?" he asked.

      Katie's mouth hung open. She didn't know what to say.

      "Do you want to leave?" he implored. In a rare moment, he seemed to speak with sincerity. "If you really want to leave, you can. Go ahead." He motioned to the open door next to him, taking a step back.

      Katie took a step forward and gazed at the lush greenery of the woods surrounding the house. She was mesmerized by the way it all swayed in the wind. She was standing in the shade of the house, but it was like she could suddenly feel the sun on her skin and she felt warm.

      She gazed at him one more time to be sure. His face was stern and unmoving; he was serious. As she stared beyond the confines of her prison she saw something she never thought she would see again: her freedom.
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      The wind blew against her face. It felt so nice. The warm summer day beckoned to her. It wanted her to come out and enjoy her God-given freedom.

      Katie turned her head. "Are you serious?"

      "Yes," he said. "I want you to be mine, Elizabeth. But this is never going to work unless you want it, too. So if you want to leave, you can. I won't stop you."

      Katie looked back out the door. She apprehensively stepped into the threshold. Her hand stretched out into the sunlight and felt its rays warm her skin. She smiled and tears dripped down her face. She almost even laughed. She couldn't believe she would ever see the light of day again, but here she was. The path to freedom was right in front of her, and she could walk it.

      "It's your choice, Elizabeth," Earl said as he moved behind her. "If you want to walk away, go ahead and walk away. But I'm only giving you this choice now, so choose carefully."

      Katie stood there, deciding. Everything in her body was tense. A loud hum like from a live wire filled her head to the point where she almost couldn't hear herself think. The outdoors called to her. All she would have to do is walk down the driveway and then she would be in town again. She could find someone, find the police. She would be safe. And he was letting her.

      That doesn't sound right, a voice in her head said.

      But she didn't even hear it. She was so overwhelmed by the opportunity given to her that she stretched her left leg out to take her first step. Her foot came down on the porch and every cell in all her skin buzzed with excitement. She took another step and now she was officially out of the house. She reached for the railing slanting along beside the steps.

      What about your cell phone? What about your shoes? She was in bare feet.

      None of that mattered. She wasn't about to turn around now.

      Her whole body basked in the sun and it felt glorious. It was like a new birth, maybe like what a blind person being given the ability to see felt like. Slowly, she started down the steps, one by one. She gazed at the driveway past the Volvo as it wound through the trees. She just had to go there and this nightmare would be over. Her foot hovered over the gravel, ready to take her first step off of Ironwood.

      Something caught her eye.

      It was a reflection on the Volvo's windshield. Something from the house behind her. She strained her eyes, trying to pick through the shadows of the house. She saw Earl. He was standing in the doorway. She still couldn't figure out what had alarmed her so. He was letting her leave. He was standing there and watching her go. Maybe he was crying—she didn't know; she didn't care. But there was something else to it. She held herself stock-still as she searched the small reflection, saw his figure in the doorway, saw the darkness of the house behind him, and saw the axe he was holding in his hands.

      Katie gasped. She hoped it wasn't audible. Her foot hovered over the gravel for what seemed like an eternity, then she retracted it and put it down on the step. She gazed past the Volvo down the driveway. It had been a long time since she saw the rest of it, obscured now from her vantage point by the trees, but she thought it was pretty long. She could run for it. She already had a few yards on him. But could she make it?

      She looked down at her feet and then at the gravel. It would be very hard to run over it in just socks. But what of her adrenaline? Would she even feel it?

      It was too much uncertainty, too many variables. How fast could he run, anyway? How fast could she run? She had never been anything special in gym class, but she was never too bad. And he did have the heaviness of the axe weighing him down.

      And shoes.

      Katie looked at his reflection. He stood perfectly still, waiting to see what she would do. Katie could go for it, bend down in midstride to scoop up some stones and whip them in his face. Maybe that would slow him down, but maybe not. She would scream, loud and as shrilly as she could.

      He'll kill you. Drop that axe right in your spine. Even if someone heard you, they would never find you before he pulled you back up the driveway.

      Her face was wet in fear and sorrow. Her heart hammered and ached, feeling like it would break apart. And then the reality set in and she knew that she couldn't leave. He was doing this just to test her; he had no intention of allowing her to leave at all. She'd misjudge this entire thing; she'd been bad and he knew it and this was her chance—her last test—to show him she was good. She hadn't even realized how close she came to death.

      So she discreetly wiped her face and took a moment to compose herself. Then she slowly stepped backward up the stairs onto the porch, giving him a chance to put away the axe before she turned around. She was keenly aware of every sensation across the skin of her back—the way the fabric of her dress brushed against it, the sweat dripping down, the way every fine hair poking out of it stood on end. It tensed up, waiting for something to cleave it apart.

      "No, I don't want to leave," she announced. Her voice shook a little, but it came out okay. "I don't know what the outside means anymore. Will you let me stay?" she added just to make sure he was clear on her intentions before she turned around.

      Please put away the axe, please put away the axe, she shouted in her head.

      When she turned around, Earl was standing in the doorway. But the axe had disappeared and he held his hands at his sides. A smile spread from one side of his face to the other and tears streamed over it.

      "You have no idea how happy that makes me," he said. He took her hands in his. They were like the hands of a doe in those of a bear. "You'll stay?"

      She nodded even though she was dying inside.

      "Good!" he said, leaning forward and kissing her on the cheek. "I've left some makeup on the bathroom sink. Why don't you put some on for dinner tonight? It will be in an hour. Oh, this is going to be so special!"

      "Okay," Katie said quietly and passed him into the house. As she climbed up the stairs, she heard the front door shut behind her. When she heard the lock slide into place, her legs nearly gave out and she almost tumbled down the stairs into a lifeless, soulless husk.
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* * *

      "Elizabeth. Dinner is ready."

      When she came down, Earl was sitting in the dining room and everything was already served on the table. Katie quietly took her seat opposite him. She wore the pale blue dress, her makeup was done.

      "My God, you look ravishing."

      Katie blushed uncomfortably.

      "Well let's get started. Tonight we have something special! Lobster in a champagne beurre blanc sauce on angel hair pasta. Do you recognize it?"

      Katie shook her head.

      "It's your favorite. You ordered it on your birthday at Copatelli's."

      "Oh," Katie said, "right."

      Earl smiled at her. "Please, dig in."

      Katie stared down at the plate. In any other circumstance it would have been a beautiful dish and very appetizing, but to her it was gray and dull. She picked up her fork and began mindlessly twirling the pasta around it as Earl poured her some wine.

      They ate in silence for a while, Katie doing her best to eat the food and sip her wine. Earl ate and drank happily, but he slowed his pace a little after noticing her slowness.

      Katie kept her eyes on her food, not looking up once during her dinner until she felt something touch her hand. It was his grasping hers.

      "I'm so glad you decided to stay," he said. "I was starting to think you were having other thoughts."

      She looked in his eyes, disturbed at the blankness she found. "No," she said. "I want to stay. I do."

      His hands stayed on hers, enjoying the warmth of her soft, youthful skin. "I'm just beaming with excitement. I'm so glad to have you back."

      The last word really stuck with her and almost made her shudder, especially now that she knew what he did to Elizabeth under that ironwood tree, how he took her innocence away and did the most despicable thing he could do to another human being. It was like she was holding hands with the devil himself.

      He suddenly became timid.

      "What is it?" she asked.

      "I... I have something I want to ask you," he said.

      "Yes?" she implored with a smile on her face. With her other hand she reached under the sash of her dress and withdrew the pocketknife.

      "What's your name?" he asked.

      Katie paused. His question rolled around her brain in a loop without gaining any traction. He watched her expectantly, hopefully. His eyes were wide like a puppy's, his lips parting ever so slightly in anticipation of the answer.

      She pressed the end of the knife handle against her thigh, using it for leverage as she pulled at the folded blade with her fingers.

      "I..." she said.

      She had to be careful not to cut herself. One little unintended yelp and this would all be over. She was always terrible with blood and sharp pains, and anything like that would betray her subtlety. The blade required a stubborn bit of strength to open.

      "My..."

      "Yes?"

      The blade was open now and she gripped the handle tightly. Their hands were locked by their fingers and she could clamp down on them, leaving the top of his hand exposed as she drove the blade through it.

      Pull the blade out afterward, a voice told her. The hand won't do much; you'll need the knife after.

      Yes, she would do that. In the hand and back out. She would do it before he realized what was happening. Her eyes drifted to his hand.

      "Yes?" he asked again, eager.

      "I'm... My name..."

      She visualized the scene in her head. She saw the knife plunging in his hand, him screaming and trying to pull it away, her pulling it back out. Then she went for his throat. Or his eyes—whatever she could get. She wouldn't stop until he wasn't moving anymore. She couldn't.

      "My name..."

      She only had one shot. She couldn't miss it for anything in the world. Not anything. And she wouldn't.

      "Elizabeth. My name is Elizabeth."

      Earl bristled with pride. He could hardly contain himself and his cheeks flashed a deep shade of red. He was all elated... and distracted.

      Now!

      Katie lifted her arm. Her fingers became loose and the knife flew out of her hand, clattering on the floor somewhere on the other side of the living room couch. An overwhelming feeling of dizziness and confusion swam through her head. Her vision blurred.

      "What?" was all she got out. "What?"

      Earl sat across the table from her, calmly holding her hand and smiling. The joy on his face was gone. It was replaced with a calculated satisfaction.

      The last thing that Katie's eyes went to before she blacked out was her glass of wine. The wine Earl poured her.
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      I should have run for it, was her first thought.

      The bed was under her and she knew she was in her room. But she was so cold. Why was she cold? And the smell was stale and rotten. A breeze came through the window. She could hear it. And a presence was in front of her.

      Her eyes opened and she saw him. Earl stood before her, his back turned. He was tinkering with something, but she couldn't see what. Beyond him was the chained door in the basement.

      Katie looked down and saw that she was tied spread-eagled to a dirty mattress lying on the basement floor. Her wrists and ankles were tied to their respective corners by a soft rope, the rope itself wrapping around the mattress in a complicated manner. She tried to pull one of her arms away but the rope didn't have much give. Her hand strained and squirmed, bending at the wrist to try and pull the rope securing it, but she couldn't reach it. She tried with her other hand and then her legs, but it was no use.

      Earl glanced over his shoulder and smirked when he saw that she was awake. "You were out a shorter while than I expected. No matter, I'm almost done here." He turned his attention back to what he was doing.

      Katie strained her neck and could see a metal trolley in front of him. He was fiddling with something sitting on a tray on top of it. Her head was still swimming but starting to get clearer with every passing minute. She rolled her head back on the mattress and gazed up at the closed window near the ceiling, seeing the night sky through it. Time had obviously passed, but she didn't know how much. She felt miserable tied there; humiliated. She was tired of being humiliated. Tired of being subservient and letting someone else dictate her happiness. She'd always been beaten down into that position by the fear that came with standing up for herself; with Josh it had always just been easier to go with his flow, to beg him to stay though he would still leave, to easily accept him back when he wanted to come back even though she hated it, hated him for it, but not as much as she hated herself.

      And that was it, wasn't it? It was never other people keeping her down, their boot heel pressed against her neck; it was her. It was her all along. That was all she ever accepted for herself and so that was all she got. Earl was nothing new.

      "You've been very bad, Elizabeth," Earl said. "But soon it won't matter. I'll purge that wayward soul out of your body and reunite with you again."

      "What are you talking about?" Katie barked. The outburst was so sudden and uncharacteristic of her that it made Earl throw a glance at her. "I'm never going to be Elizabeth! Your brainwashing isn't working! It doesn't matter how many stupid dresses you make me wear or how many stupid dinners you serve! I saw what you did to her! You bastard, you raped her! You probably killed her, too!"

      In a flash Earl was turned around and his hand clamped over her throat. Her face was going red and her eyes bulged. Her mouth hung open and her tongue impotently waved around in the open air, searching for relief. Her body convulsed on the mattress, her eyes starting to slide into the back of her head.

      Earl's own face was red as a beet, his eyes bulging too. Then he saw what he was doing, knew he couldn't, and he let go just as suddenly as he had grabbed her.

      Katie gasped for air and her body twisted on the mattress. She coughed hoarsely in between taking in whooping lungfuls of air.

      Earl went back to the trolley, continuing his work. When he spoke again, his voice was calm. "You're close enough to Elizabeth by now," he said. "In just a minute that sniveling little bitch you've been harboring will be gone and you'll be ready to truly take on Elizabeth's spirit. The landscape is fertile. Your subconscious mind is more powerful than you think... and equally betraying." He grinned devilishly, but she couldn't see it.

      Katie made a sour face. She pulled at her restraints again to no avail.

      Earl turned to her and finally showed her what he was working on. He held a cloth in his hand. It looked damp. Behind him on the trolley were a couple of small glasses and bottles, filled with some manner of liquids and tinctures, all strange and foreign to her.

      "We'll just get you prepped and ready with this before I administer the real treatment," he said. "Just a little something to make you relax. It won't put you to sleep."

      He approached her with the damp cloth, putting one knee between her legs and leaning over her.

      "No, no!" she shrieked. She bucked and fought with everything she had, turning her head away, scrunching up her face, but she couldn't stop him. The cloth pressed against her face and she flailed her head so violently she almost gave herself whiplash. The awful-smelling chemical climbed up her nostrils and invaded her brain. Fear took hold of her at first, but then she relaxed. The chemical made her. She felt her head floating like it was filled with helium. Her urge to fight quickly drained. She still had her own voice in her head screaming for her to fight back, to not let him do this to her, but it was like being trapped at the bottom of a well and shouting up from the darkness, far away from where anyone could hear.

      Earl turned back to the trolley and withdrew a dropper from a small bottle, unleashing exactly three drops into a drinking glass filled with liquid. "Just a little drink now, almost ready. And then Miss Travers will be gone and you will welcome your true self with open arms."

      Katie writhed on the mattress. Some voice in her head that was foreign to her now told her to get up, but her body wasn't capable of it. Her limbs weren't tired, exactly—peaceful was the word. She made one attempt to sit up and was defeated, and then her body settled into complete malaise like a robot powering down.

      Noooo... the voice in her head whined. Get up, please!

      Earl poured something else in the glass. He was almost ready now.

      A funny sensation tickled Katie's hand. She didn't feel like turning her head to look at it, but it persisted. The feeling was warm and wet and like soft sandpaper was being dragged across her skin. She turned her head.

      The black cat was sitting at the corner of the mattress, licking her hand. Then he rubbed his face on her knuckles.

      Katie's eyes lit up. Staying completely silent, she jerked her head, trying to get the cat to understand her.

      The rope! The rope!

      The cat began sniffing her hand and then the rope.

      Yes! Please!

      The cat batted at it with his paw then began biting it. The rope around Katie's wrist loosened and she wiggled her hand, trying to see if she could slip it through, but it was still too tight. She had to remind herself to be patient. The cat bit and pulled, using his claws to help as he gnawed on the fabric. The loop of rope grew bigger and bigger until finally, with a little wiggle, her hand was free.

      A burst of joy erupted inside of her, but it was all silent. In front of her, Earl withdrew one final bottle of an unknown tincture from a small box and unscrewed the dropper from it, oblivious to what was going on behind him.

      Katie reached over and loosened the rope around her other wrist, then she got to work on her ankles. When she was free, all of her limbs tingled and felt half-asleep from being stretched for so long, and there was something inside of her that told her to lie back down, to get some rest. It was like a strange instinct she didn't have before; no need to get up and do anything, what's your hurry? Just lay your head back down and get some Z's.

      But Katie's small voice was inside too, and it never stopped fighting for her. It was screaming for her to get up now; time to go. She looked around. Her movements were sluggish, but capable. There was nothing to defend herself with. She could run for the stairs. Could he catch her? This old question again.

      And then like the breath of God blown into her nostrils, her body was filled with a distinct plan and she knew exactly what to do.

      Earl was dressed in a white polo shirt as he dripped two drops of the new tincture in the glass and stirred it. "Here we go," he said. He wore pair of blue jeans and a set of slippers with no socks. The cuffs of his jeans rode up a little high, and between them and the heels of his slippers, two nice little stretches of flesh peeked out: his Achilles tendons.

      Like a wild cat herself, Katie sank her teeth into his right Achilles tendon and bit down hard. Earl screamed and tried to shake her off, but her incisors had already broken skin and had a good hold. By the time he could turn himself around enough to see what was happening, Katie bit all the way, severing the tendon, and ripped it off of his heel. He howled and lurched into the trolley, knocking over all the glassware sitting on top. Now that he was free, he tried to take a step back, but when he put weight down on his foot he screamed so loud she thought his vocal cords would explode, and he collapsed to the floor.

      Katie spit out the piece of him and turned for the stairs. Earl rolled over and swiped his arms out at her in vain as the cat scrambled away up the boxes and out the window. Katie fought against her sluggishness as she made her way upstairs, his bloody howls following her from behind.
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      Run, Katie told herself. Run! Great, where? Hide! Nowhere to hide. No escape.

      Up.

      She ran up the stairs to the second floor. She'd done a good job of hobbling him, but now it was time to take out something more important on him: his eyes. When she got to the third floor she flung open the closet door and navigated the dark, cramped space between the walls and floors to get to his control room. She came out into the small room and beheld his setup on the desk. She looked on the monitors and saw Earl on the ground floor. He'd made it up the basement stairs and now he was hobbling on one leg toward the entrance, using the wall to brace himself.

      "Elizabeth!" he cried.

      She could faintly hear his voice coming from downstairs, but more clearly it came through a little desktop speaker sitting in front of the monitors. Next to it was a microphone attached to a stand with a white button on it. As she looked down at it then observed Earl on the monitors, she couldn't help a smirk from spreading across her lips.

      Katie leaned toward the microphone and held the button down. "How does it feel to be on the other end now?"

      Earl reached the stairs by the front door and twisted around, staring bewildered into the camera in the front hall closet.

      "Every movement you make being watched..."

      "Elizabeth, you're upsetting me!" he shrieked as he started up the stairs.

      "But not anymore. Say goodbye to your sick peepshow." There was a hiss of static as Katie's finger lifted from the button.

      "No!" Earl cried.

      Katie grabbed the bundle of wires going into the back of the desk and pulled. Something heavy thumped into the back of the desk from the inside, and Katie braced her foot on the desk as she got a firmer grip on the wires. After another strong yank, the wires ripped out of whatever they were plugged into, the frayed ends spitting blue sparks in the dim light. She grabbed the monitors and smashed them on a corner of the desk. The screens broke into a spider's web of cracks. They hung limply off the sides of the desk by their cords, and now his surveillance system was crippled.

      She could hear him coming up the stairs. He was frantic now, and hearing him hobbling sounded like a demented octopus slapping up the steps.

      When she made her way through the crawlspace and was out in the hallway again, she left the closet door open, hiding in a darkened doorway by the staircase.

      Grunts and hisses echoed through the house as Earl came into view. Blood was on his hands, no doubt from inspecting his wound, and he left it on the banister and the walls as he slapped on a light switch next to him. He rounded the corner and spotted the open closet. His nostrils flared and his teeth ground together so loudly that Katie could hear the ache in his jaw. He disappeared into the closet.

      Katie hurried across the hall to the empty bedroom at the end. She grabbed the broom she'd left there then slammed the closet door shut behind him. She proceeded to use the end of the broom handle to smash the lights in the ceiling, working her way toward the stairs and leaving Earl in darkness again.

      She descended to the second floor and smashed all the lights in the hallway starting from the far end. The closet door slammed into the wall somewhere above her and she knew she wouldn't have much time before he reached her. But she took the time she did have to lean into various rooms on her way to the stairs and smash the bulbs she could find. Moonlight came in through the windows of each room, but all that could be seen were silhouettes moving around in the cold, dark blues of the house.

      "You bitch!" Earl screamed. He flew down the stairs like a raging bull, bouncing off the wall next to him for balance. He nearly lost his footing and sailed down like a pinwheel. When he got to the second floor he stopped and looked around the darkness. Behind his rattling breaths the house was quiet. His slippered foot stepped on another patch of broken glass and he waited for the dull crunch to dissipate before listening again.

      Something small and hard caught him right in the jaw and he fell like a giant redwood tree.

      He landed in another patch of glass and the whole house shook. A grunt escaped him and his lips peeled back into a hateful grimace.

      Katie stood over him holding the broom. She jabbed the handle into him, hitting him between two ribs. A huge gasp of breath surged from his lungs like clapping an air bubble in a paper bag. She turned the broom around and bashed him in the face with it, letting the harder edge of it do the talking.

      Earl raised an arm to defend himself, and by the time he rolled over, she was gone. Shallow lacerations covered his arms and his cheek. A line of blood dripped into his mouth and he tasted the sharpness of it. It set him off like a shark in the water.

      Katie retreated downstairs to the ground floor, breaking more lights while being careful of where she stepped; she was in bare feet and Earl had long since hidden her shoes that she came to the house in. When she was in the living room, her whole body shaking from the adrenaline, she waited and listened.

      Earl drew himself back up to his feet on the floor above her. His uneven steps danced in sorrowful groans across the ceiling. But he wasn't moving toward the stairs. He was making a detour... getting something, maybe.

      Katie waited, becoming increasingly unsure of herself as the time ticked away. Her courage was dissipating and she wasn't sure what would be left of it if he took too long.

      Come down the stairs. Get down here right now! Come on!

      Earl came to the stairs. He was slow... taking his time. Something else accompanied his footsteps. Something heavy dragging across the floor. He must have been holding it from the handle. Something metallic.

      The blood drained from Katie's face. A dizzying madness lodged itself in her chest and she shied away into the darkness, trying to be as quiet as she could.

      When Earl reached the front door, he turned down the long hallway, holding the axe in his hands. He took a hobbling step forward. And then another one. He was patient and careful. When he reached the kitchen, he kept his back to the wall as he peeked in, ready for something to jump out at him.

      But no flying broom handles this time.

      He continued down the hall, listening. He eyed the basement door, then the living room at the end. It was hard to see in the dark. Hard to hear as his slippers crunched over broken glass.

      The ironwood floor creaked behind him.

      When Earl turned he was met with blinding light. He held the axe up, trying to shield himself from the glare.

      The straw end of the broom sailed over it and came down on his head. It was soft, but firm enough to painfully shove his neck down. The white light from the flashlight bobbed and jerked as the broom retracted and swung again and again, picking at him like a pack of crows. He was hit in the head, in the face, the midsection, his legs, his groin, in a frantic and flurrying attack. He managed to brush away some of the blows with his arms, but not all of them.

      Katie turned the broom around and thrust the handle into his stomach. She tried to retract it, but it caught on something, and in an upward thrust of the axe, Earl yanked it away from her. The broom clattered against the wall and fell to the floor by his feet, leaving Katie with nothing but the flashlight she found in a kitchen drawer.

      Earl's eyes were squinted, but they were starting to become accustomed to the light shining in them. His rage from before was gone and now a simple smile touched his face.

      Katie stumbled backward as he approached, and she rounded the corner into the kitchen, fleeing from him like a mouse from a cat. He chased her into the dining room, to the living room, back again to the hallway. She turned half-cocked to see how close he was and stepped on a large piece of glass with her heel. She gasped and looked down in horror at what she'd done. Katie stumbled into the wall then sank to the floor as she plucked the shard out. She reached up for the doorknob to the basement.

      Earl rounded the corner and entered the hallway, calmly approaching with his axe.

      "Wait!" Katie cried as she clung to the doorknob, armed only with the flashlight she was still shining in his face. "You can't hurt me!"

      Earl stopped.

      The adrenaline was pumping in her veins more than ever now. Her words came out in quick volleys. "You've never actually hurt a single hair on my head. You can't! Because you need me! You need me to be Elizabeth!" An air of something that was almost smugness came over her at this realization, which topped off her courage and made her sit up a bit straighter. "Ha, I get it now. No matter what I do, you can never hurt me. Because you need m—"

      A loud bang rattled the hallway like a gunshot.

      Earl jerked the axe out of the cleft in the now severely demented doorknob, and Katie looked at her hand that had been holding it, seeing an empty space where the index and middle fingers used to be.

      Katie tried to say something but nothing came out. Blood oozed from her two stumped fingers and she looked down in horror as she saw the lifeless digits on the floor mixing with the glass and spots of her blood. She looked up just in time to see the axe coming for her face. "Oh!" she cried.

      She ducked it and the axe head walloped into the hard wood. The basement door was ajar and she pulled it open, scrambling into darkness.

      She took the stairs down like a three-legged dog as she clutched onto the flashlight with her good hand. She couldn't get her mind off of her severed fingers or how there was no pain—there was only a dull pulse. I can't feel it at all! I can't feel it at all!

      Delirious, she found herself at the bottom of the stairs shining the flashlight around, looking for somewhere to hide. The window! she thought as she pointed the light up toward the open window in front of her. The bars, she reminded herself. Hide! Behind the stairs, maybe? Weapon! I need a weapon! She shone the flashlight around. There was no weapon.

      He was coming down the stairs now, carefully hobbling to avoid his bad foot. Looking would make her nauseous, so she didn't.

      Katie scurried into the cubby space to the right. It was dark there and cramped. Maybe he wouldn't think to look there. Maybe at least at first, then she could get away. A stack of boxes was piled in the corner. She turned the flashlight off and pulled them away from the walls, intending to slip behind. Her fingers still didn't hurt. That thought was still foremost in her mind, even above thoughts of her own survival.

      Somehow in the darkness she saw a small white door above the concrete wall that only went chest-high. Above the concrete was wood, and the square door was secured with only a simple latch. It looked like it might have led to a crawlspace.

      Katie unhooked it and pulled the door open, daring to turn on the flashlight again to shine the light inside. Low rafters, dirt floor, support columns scattered around. It was a crawlspace, all right.

      Earl was behind her. And he was laughing. She jumped up, her legs kicking the boxes for traction, knocking them over. She was going to get one of them chopped off; she could feel it. The axe was winding up. And then she was in, crawling through the dirt as fast and as far as she could.

      The door closed behind her and she turned onto her back and shone the light. The sound of the latch being hooked was faint. Earl's laughter was louder. But it was still subdued, like he had something in store for her and he wasn't letting her in on the secret yet.

      That rotten smell that greeted her when she first arrived at the house was more intense now than she'd ever experienced. It almost made her sick. She had a very bad feeling in the pit of her stomach, but she turned and crawled forward, looking for a way out. And then when she turned to her right and swept the flashlight laterally through the darkness, she did become sick.

      In the loose dirt that made up the crawlspace's floor, objects poked out of it. Old, decaying objects: arms, hands, ankles, and faces. They were the faces and bodies of formerly young girls, all with blonde hair, their bodies now hacked apart and mostly buried.

      Katie suddenly realized that she was no one special, because she just stumbled upon all of Earl's failed attempts at Elizabeth before her.
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      The dead girls greeted Katie all around her. An eye, half-closed, was peeking out from the dirt and looking at her with complete indifference. As Katie moved, cold fingers brushed against her leg and she shuddered in revulsion. The corpses were covered in not just dirt, but some kind of light powder, probably lye to cover the smell. But the smell was still horrible, crawling into Katie's nostrils like some perverted invader.

      Oh God, she thought. She looked around, waving the flashlight and trying to find a way out. But Earl locked the crawlspace's door behind her, and all she saw beyond the bits of bodies was dirt and wood and darkness and eventually a wall. Oh God. I'm just another girl like them. I'm in my grave. I'm in my grave and this is where I'll die. Oh God.

      Heavy footsteps came from outside the crawlspace. They were going up the basement stairs. They sounded like dull thumps in the small space. Now they were upstairs—above her.

      Katie froze and listened to them. The floorboards creaked directly over her. A thin line of dust fell onto her. Then the footsteps stopped and there was a long moment where the only thing around her was darkness and silence.

      The axe plunged through the ceiling and she saw the sharp corner of the blade peeking through the wood in the flashlight's glow.

      She screamed and wormed away from it.

      It seemed to take a great effort to pry it out of the floor, accompanied by a loud protestation from the wood. It was slammed into her low ceiling again and again. Bursts of splintered wood exploded over her and she couldn't stifle her cry as she tried to get away. With one blow, the sharp edge of the axe cut through the wood and sliced her shoulder as she tried to pull herself through the bodies. Katie cried from the pain but didn't let herself stop.

      Earl ripped the axe out of the floor then threw it down again, chopping off the ends of a couple boards and completing a small hole. He stooped down as he saw her ankle dragging by beneath and he tried to grab it, but she pulled it away before he could get a good grip. He walked along the floor, following her sounds.

      Katie was at the crawlspace door, shoving on it. It groaned and the frame twisted, but the latch held it in place. Frantic and acting on instinct alone, she pushed and tried to reach through the gap for the hook, but her hands were too clumsy and shaking too much. She tried to twist around in the short space to get her feet at the door to try to kick it open when the axe sank through the floor again an inch away from her face.

      She screamed and wiggled away.

      With tremendous labor, Earl yanked it out. "I tried again and again," he bellowed. "All those girls, and they were all failures. None of them could be Elizabeth. Just harlots and low-lives. Completely uninteresting!" He swung the axe and chips of wood burst upward. "But you were different, I thought. You came the closest of anyone to being her." He pulled the axe out of the floor. "But in the end..." He held it in the air, tracking her movement under him by the sounds and following along with his eyes. "...you were nothing but a tramp like the rest of them!" He swung down.

      The air displaced by the axe head brushed her ear. It was so close she could even hear the sound of the air moving. Katie crawled away, feeling blood drip out of the slice in her shoulder. The pain was throbbing, and now she finally felt the pain in her severed fingers. They hurt bad, especially now that the stumps were being packed with dirt and lye. But she couldn't stop. The axe came down again, this time a foot away from her head. She twisted to the left and pointed the flashlight and saw a bit of moonlight coming down through a hole in the floor he had already cut. She saw Earl give a yank on the axe, but it was firmly wedged in the dense wood and he struggled to pull it out.

      Now! she told herself. Go!

      She stuffed the flashlight under the neckline of her dress, knowing it would be contained by the sash around her waist, and scurried like a lizard for the hole. While Earl was distracted in the opposite direction, she pulled herself out of the narrow gap in the wood and found herself in the front hallway near the kitchen.

      Earl got it out at last and wheeled around. He approached her crouched figure, sizing up the exact spot on her back where he was going to bury it. "And I didn't just rape Elizabeth either," he said. "I killed her with this very axe, then I cut down the ironwood tree she was sitting under and used it to build this hallway. She didn't give me what I wanted and she paid the price. But she's been slowly learning to be better ever since. You on the other hand... I'll just get rid of you and try again with the next girl!" He raised the weapon.

      Katie turned around and threw a handful of broken glass at him. The shards hit him like a shotgun blast to the face, one of them puncturing his left eye and burying itself into it.

      Earl screamed and stumbled backward, dropping the axe. He fell to one knee then immediately pushed himself up again, staggering around like a drunken bull. He scooped up the axe and began swinging it insanely, his mouth foaming with animalistic anger.

      Katie took an uncertain step back, losing her head for a moment, and stepped on more glass. She shrieked and fell before the open basement door.

      Earl came for her, blood running down his face. His good eye may as well have been like the gaze of Medusa for the way it immobilized her so. He squeezed the axe's handle so hard that his fingers were white and now he charged into something of a terrifying hobbling run as he hoisted the weapon above his head with a great and mighty scream and swung it down on her.

      She rolled out of the way onto the landing at the top of the basement stairs, and with another swing of his axe, trying to get out of its arc, she tumbled down the stairs, her bones and skin bashing against the hard edges of the ironwood steps until she finally came to rest on the even harder cement floor.

      Earl wasted no time in stomping down the stairs the best he could. His face was red even without the blood running down it. "I'll kill you!" he shrieked. "I'll cut you into little pieces! I'll eat you! You little bitch!"

      Katie pulled herself across the cold floor. Everything hurt. Her hand felt like it was about to explode from the pain of her missing fingers. Everything was bruised and aching. She didn't know where she was going; she wasn't even thinking. She just knew she had to get away. Get away from him now. But she crawled so slowly.

      She moved into the other section of the basement near the chained door and the fuse box. She could hear him right behind her. This was it. It was all over now. But at least she wouldn't die in that monstrous crawlspace.

      No, that's right. He'll just chop me up here and then dump me in the crawlspace with all the others.

      His footsteps ended behind her. A low grunt bellowed from deep in his chest as he hoisted the axe.

      Katie was done. She was out of strength. She couldn't move and there was nothing she could do anyway. She knew she was never worthy of being anything but someone's servant, always kowtowing to the demands of others, never standing up for herself.

      But then a small voice spoke up inside of her. She didn't know where it came from, and it was unrecognizable to her. But it told her to do something unthinkable.

      Stand up. Stand up to him right now. If you're going to die, don't die on the ground. Katie, stand up!

      Like the voice itself was animating her body, she pushed herself onto her feet and turned around to face him.

      There was a momentary lapse in the expression on his face as he held the axe above his head, almost like he was stunned that she would take such an action. But in the next moment the expression was gone and he unleashed a long and sustained scream as he shifted his weight forward and swung the axe at her head with all his might.

      Katie tensed up and instinctively leaned out of the way, losing her balance and falling to the floor.

      The axe struck the fuse box. An explosion of electricity and bright sparks came out of it, and Earl became frozen like a statue. His hands were clamped onto the wooden handle of the axe and he was unable to pry himself off as the electricity surged through his body. He shook as the waves of current fried him. His scream tuned up in pitch until it matched the oscillating vibrato of a soprano.

      More sparks burst out of the fuse box. The dingy yellow light bulb above waned as the power in the house was quickly being sucked out. Smoke began pouring out of the fuse box and then out of Earl's ears. The air smelled like cooking flesh. His skin began to blacken, except on his hands where it was still pure white. The axe's handle burst into flames and cooked his knuckles as the last bit of electricity surged into them.

      Then the juice gave out and the sparks stopped flowing, giving a final puttering gasp of dull flame, and Earl's rigid body finally released the axe and fell to the floor like a slab of stone. His scream faded and then he was silent and still as his skin continued to cook.

      The light in the basement blinked out, leaving Katie in only the moonlight coming in through the two windows. The hum of electricity flowing to the mysterious device in the chained room stopped and the whispering voices ("You are subservient to me", "You are deeply in love with me", "Everything you do, you do for me") ceased.

      There was only a moment of reprieve where an unfamiliar sense of calm and peace settled over the house.

      And then the chains burst and the door swung open.

      Katie was fishing a set of keys out of Earl's pocket when a shining blue specter drifted out from the darkened room, a trailing wisp of its energy coming out of the mysterious device sitting on the milk crates.

      Katie stared in awe of the being, realizing that she recognized it all too well.

      It was Elizabeth.

      Her spirit swooped into the basement and gazed around. Her long and flowing blonde hair looked white now in her ghostly light. She wore the same blue dress with white spots that Katie wore, though that too was white now on her. It was the dress that she had died in when Earl killed her. Her eyes caught sight of Earl's smoking body on the floor and she pulled her hand up to her mouth and gasped. She swooped down and rested her ghostly hands on him, trying to shake him awake. Spectral tears dripped from her eyes when she realized he was dead, and then, rage washing over her face, she turned her hateful gaze on Katie.
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      Elizabeth's ghost glided through the air toward her. Murder was in her eyes. Her white lips peeled back into a scowl and she reached out for Katie.

      There was a hiss from somewhere below and Katie looked down to see the black cat standing by her legs, back arched and fur standing on end as he glared and hissed at the malevolent spirit.

      Katie was stunned by the specter, unable to move. All this time she thought Earl was just trying to brainwash her into thinking she was someone else, but when he said he was conditioning her to be able to accept Elizabeth's spirit, that was exactly what he meant.

      She turned and ran, clutching the keys she'd swiped from Earl. Elizabeth cut through the air like speed was some imaginary concept. The cat cried and bounded away up the basement stairs. Katie only made it halfway up before she felt something cold wrap around her ankle. Her leg was yanked out from under her and she was dragged all the way down the stairs, thumping over each step with her arms stretched out like a kid futilely trying to resist bedtime.

      Her chin smacked the last step as she was pulled onto the cement floor, and she lay there groaning as the unbearably icy touch clutched onto her. She rolled onto her back, hoisting her arms in the air to try to defend herself. "No," she muttered.

      She saw Elizabeth's frightful face in front of hers for only a moment and then her entire form dissolved into a thin, trailing wisp of white light. The cold light slithered over her, reaching her face, then slipped up her nostrils.

      Katie sat up like she'd been jolted by an electric shock. Her whole face was in agony, like she had the worst case of brain freeze ever. She felt the coldness wash over her entire body and her brain went fuzzy.

      A dizzying flurry of thoughts and memories flashed across her mind's eye, memories unfamiliar to her. But some of them crossed over with dreams she'd been having and stories Earl made her read about Elizabeth, and she realized that all of Elizabeth's thoughts and experience was filling her brain. She tried to think of a memory of her own, but it was difficult, like they were fading, being taken over. Images of Earl danced in her head, and to her surprise feelings of sadness, loss and love accompanied them; Earl hadn't just killed her, he entrapped her soul as well in that strange boxlike device. He had been brainwashing her ever since with subliminal messages just like he had done to Katie. Elizabeth was actually in love with Earl and furious with Katie for killing him; she could feel it. Intense hatred was bubbling inside of her, but it wasn't her own feeling. It was a foreign invader, but there were no antibodies to fight it. Earl had broken her down and conditioned her well enough to accept Elizabeth's spirit as her own, and now the replacement was happening.

      "No, stop..." Katie uttered, trying to crawl back up the stairs. She could feel in the core of her being that Elizabeth wanted to destroy her. Katie wanted to escape this house, but she knew it wouldn't do any good; Elizabeth would still be inside of her and no one would be able to help her. She had to think and think fast before she could no longer think for herself at all. That small voice in her head that had been telling her to fight back was growing weaker and weaker. Now she heard the shouts, but couldn't tell what they were saying. Just before the voice was snuffed out completely, she made out one word: scrapbook.

      The scrapbook. Upstairs in Earl's hidden room. It showed what he did to Elizabeth. She had to go. Look at scrapbook. Difficult to think now.

      When Katie reached the ground floor she tried to get up to her feet, but it was difficult. Her body was weak and sore, but most of all it was slow like she was trying to wade through a pool. She crawled along the edge of the hallway next to the broken glass. And suddenly a foreign feeling came over her and she found herself picking up a large shard.

      What am I doing? Katie tried to think.

      She felt herself bring the shard toward her. A strange sensation happened in her arm where it felt like she was trying to pull something toward her with all her might and at the same time push it away with all her might, creating tremendous tension. But the pulling won out and she dragged the edge of the shard across her own cheek, cutting deep into the tissue and drawing blood.

      Katie screamed and then whimpered from the pain, but she couldn't stop. She pulled the glass toward her lip and began digging into it with the glass. The pain was intense. Before she dug too deep, she flung her arm out suddenly and the shard of glass broke against the wall.

      With tremendous effort, she took her hand and slammed it on the floor and forced herself to crawl forward. As she made her way to the stairs her mind was filled with a multitude of ideas on how to kill herself. She tried to ignore them, but now the thoughts were her own and not just someone else's anymore. They were desires and needs now; she wanted to do it. She wanted to kill herself and she wanted it to be as slow and painful as possible. Oh yes, that would be very enjoyable to her. The desire was so potent and lustful that it almost took on a sexual quality.

      No!

      Yes!

      Somehow she got to her feet and made her way up the stairs, wrapping both of her arms around the banister so she didn't fall. Her legs worked against her, stiffening out like pistons and trying to throw her down the stairs.

      Snap my neck, mmm, wouldn't that feel so good?

      No! Stop!

      Katie held on for dear life. She made it to the second floor and held onto the banister as she wrapped around and started heading up toward the third. When she reached it, she fell to her knees again, growing weak. She crawled across some shattered glass and it dug into her skin, but she couldn't let that bother her now. Her hands and knees bled, but she had to keep going.

      In the dark now, she followed the way to the hidden control room. But it wasn't from memory; she didn't even have her own memories anymore. It was more from something like instinct. Katie was on her belly, worming through the darkness. She reached into her dress and pulled out the flashlight, turning it on. Some loose camera wires taken from the bundle were in her hands. She was wrapping them around her neck and pulling on them, choking herself. Then she was pulling at them, trying to free herself. When she made it into the room, she used the last bit of strength she had to pull herself up on the corner of the desk.

      The scrapbook sat on the metal filing cabinet across the small room from her.

      Katie backed into the wall, struggling to keep her footing. Her head bent low, she hobbled forward, holding her hands out to brace herself on anything she could as she crossed the room. Her eyes turned down to the corner of the desk and delighted in how sharp it was. If she threw herself down with enough speed, she might be able to rip open her jugular. Mmm yes, do it! Do it now!

      Her weight dropped suddenly but she threw out a stiff arm against the desk and held herself up. She shoved off of it and propelled herself forward. The filing cabinet was within reach now. Her arm was shaking as she raised it, reaching for the scrapbook. Her fingers fell on it, but it was difficult to grasp. The corners of the filing cabinet looked even sharper and more appealing than the desk. She grabbed the scrapbook with both hands and fell backward to the floor. She spread the book and shone the flashlight over its pages. As soon as she did Elizabeth's resistance faded. It was almost like she was mesmerized as soon as she saw the image Earl had taken of the ironwood tree atop the hill, like the memories soothed and fascinated her.

      Katie felt something of herself come back. She flipped the page. Earl was ascending the hill. The figure sitting under the ironwood tree was becoming clear. It was Elizabeth. Katie felt a tremendous sense of love in her heart. She flipped the pages, not giving Elizabeth a chance to get a hold on her again. With a shaking hand, she flipped to the next page, knowing what it would be.

      The page fell to the left and the flashlight shone on Elizabeth's curled and pale figure lying on the ground, her dress pulled up and her torn panties around her ankles.

      A jolt ran through Katie's body. It was a feeling almost stronger than any she'd experienced before. But it was indiscernible; confused.

      She turned the page again and found three pictures. The first one showed Elizabeth turning over, looking at the camera with bleary eyes. The second one was the same, but a hand extended into the frame holding the open ring box. Elizabeth was crying. In the third picture the ring was gone and Elizabeth held her arm above her head as if to shield herself from something.

      Katie turned the page, feeling sick. But this time the sickness wasn't hers; it was Elizabeth feeling ill inside her.

      Two final pictures: in the first one Elizabeth was lying facedown in the grass. The blade of the all-too-familiar axe was wedged in her spine. Her blue dress, pretty in the previous photos, was soaked in blood; the second photo showed a hand covered in blood that had just made a print on the bark of the ironwood tree. That was the end of the scrapbook and the end of the story.

      Something rumbled inside of Katie. Tremors shot through her body and she leaned back against the wall, terrified of what was happening. She suddenly felt her mind coming back to her, but Elizabeth wasn't out yet. Without any will of her own, Katie threw her head back and a howl of rage escaped from her lips. Her arms shot out to the sides and her fingers curled into claws and then in the next moment that icy coldness that had settled in her body and gotten comfortable evacuated itself out of her nose, a strange and very uncomfortable feeling somewhat akin to throwing up.

      Elizabeth's spirit materialized in front of her. The strong emotions in Katie washed away like the tide going over a message written in the sand on a beach. But they were manifest in Elizabeth. The fury was etched into her face and she screamed again like she had done in Katie. Her ghostly image flashed downward at alarming speed through the floor and Katie was left alone in the flashlight's glow and the darkness of the hidden room.

      In the basement the fire puttered in the damaged fuse box. The wooden handle of the axe still stuck in it had burned up, now emitting black smoke that rose and wafted among the rafters. Elizabeth descended into the space and gazed upon Earl's body with her fury. Doing something that looked like drawing in a deep breath, Elizabeth howled and exploded. The ghostly matter of her form was torn apart into a shockwave of air that swept through the basement, sending fire from the fuse box in every direction. The scattered flames landed on various flammables throughout the basement and ignited them. The fire caught on and climbed, stretching up stacks of cardboard boxes. Before long the flames licked at the wooden ceiling above.

      Katie fell out of the closet onto her hands and knees. She tried to catch her breath and regain herself, and as she breathed, a sharp scent reached her nostrils: it was smoke.

      "Oh God," she uttered.

      Something cried next to her and she turned her head to see the black cat standing in the hallway. He meowed at her again, his hair still bristled.

      When he cried a third time she said, "Okay, okay, I'm coming!" She got to her feet and used the wall as she hobbled toward the stairs. The cat ran ahead and led the way. Katie was weak, but she could walk. The fuzziness in her mind was gone and her thoughts came back to her.

      As she descended to the second floor the smoke became thick.

      "Please, oh please," she said. She threw her arm over her mouth and tried to breathe in the small of her elbow. When she got to the first floor, the hallway was engulfed in flames. The fire rose up the walls and thick black smoke pooled on the ceiling. The heat was intense and she choked on the thick fumes. She stooped low to the ground, pawing through the ring of keys she'd taken from Earl. There were four of them aside from an obvious car key, and she looked up at the door, trying to decide which one would unlock it.

      She tried the first key as the fire crept up behind her. It didn't fit. She fumbled on the key ring and tried the next one. The heat washed over her and, mixed with the smoke, it became very difficult to breathe. Katie coughed as she tried to force the key into the lock, but it didn't fit either. She was getting lightheaded and she knew she needed to hurry.

      The cat was at her heels. He looked up at her and let out a loud and sustained cry as if urging her to hurry up. Then he turned and disappeared somewhere through the haze.

      Frantic, Katie dropped the keys. The fire got closer to the front of the house and she could feel her skin starting to cook. She bent and picked them up, trying to steady her shaking hands as she tried the third out of four keys. "Please," she muttered as she lined it up at the lock.

      She pushed and the key slid right in. Elation blossomed in her chest, but she didn't let it overwhelm her yet. She twisted it and the deadbolt unlocked. Wasting no time, she twisted the doorknob and pulled the front door open. A rush of cool air met her. She stepped out the door and turned toward the smoking blaze, looking for the cat.

      "Come on! Where did you go?"

      The smoke stung her eyes as she squinted and tried to pierce through it, looking for the small black shape. And just before the fire reached the front hall closet, the cat bolted down the hallway and rushed out the open door.

      Katie swung the door shut. She found the lock to the deadbolt on the outside and locked it with the key, then she took the key ring and threw it as hard as she could toward the woods, locking away this chapter of her life forever.

      As the early morning sun crept over the horizon, basking the troubled area in its warm light, she stumbled across the gravel driveway, feeling her tiredness finally overwhelm her. The lacerations on her feet pained her, but she walked. She coughed lightly from the aftereffects of the smoke and she found a rock large enough to sit on by the tree line where the driveway started to wind down the hill. Her legs ached as she turned around and sat down, then she splayed them out and relaxed as she watched the house burn.

      The cat sauntered across the driveway to her, carrying something in his mouth. She strained her eyes to see what it was, and when he got closer and tilted his head up to her, she saw that they were her severed fingers.

      "Oh my God," she said, taking them from the cat's mouth. She looked down at them and then at her wounded hand and started to feel queasy, so she looked away. She gently clutched them in her palm and wondered if it would be too late for a hospital to reattach them. But for the moment she just needed to rest.

      Faint sirens played in the distance as the smoke from the house climbed into the sky. The fire spread fully to the front of the house and was now climbing up to the second and third floors. The kitchen window shattered from the pressure inside and the flames licked the morning air.

      Katie closed her eyes and leaned her head back, letting the light of daybreak wash over her. Her nightmare was over. She was finally free.

      The front door of the house rattled.

      Katie's eyes snapped open.

      The doorknob twisted in both directions and the door rumbled in its frame. There was a pounding next and then a momentary pause before a powerful blow hit the wood. A wrenching sound was faintly audible from inside like something being pulled out of the door, and then it was followed by another loud blow. The door splintered in the middle and the wood fell onto the porch. Something sharp peeked through and was withdrawn with great effort. The next blow opened the hole in the door a little wider and Katie saw something in the gap, highlighted by the intense blaze around it.

      A blackened face and an eye peeking through, delirious and bloodshot. It was set directly on her.

      Katie froze. The sirens were getting closer, but they weren't close enough. Should she make a run for it down the driveway?

      I'm too tired to run. How... how is he still alive?!

      Earl swung the axe again and it buried into the wood, creating a downward split about a foot long. He struggled to get it out, fighting against the tremendous strength of the ironwood. When he did, he swung the axe in a windmilling chop, hitting the crack again. The door buckled a little, but held for the moment. Katie could hear him panting from across the driveway as she watched with a blistering terror to see what would happen next. The cat stood by her side, his tail sticking straight up and his fur bristling again.

      He pulled the axe out and had the strength to give it one final swing. It buried into the wood and became firmly stuck. Earl left it there and tried to squeeze through the gap he'd created. He got his head and one arm through before he, too, became stuck.

      His bloodshot eyeball rolled around in his head before settling on her again. A low whine came from his throat. Drool rolled down his black lips. But his own creation proved too strong for him, and now a panicked look settled on his face as he realized he couldn't get out and the fire was closing in. He tried to look behind himself into the house, but couldn't manage to twist his head. His mouth fell open and he began to pant rapidly; he was in pain.

      Then Earl howled as the fire reached him and engulfed his body. The black smoke poured out the door through the small gaps around him and climbed high in the sky. His uninjured eye bulged and his blackened tongue lolled around as he wiggled violently in the gap, trying to get out. With a final howl, he fell silent. His body slumped as the flames ate at the door and his body.

      He was finally dead.

      When the fire trucks rolled up the driveway, Katie fainted.
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      When her eyes opened again she found herself in a hospital bed hooked up to a multitude of tubes. It was the same place she found herself the last time she opened her eyes and she looked to the clock on the wall again to determine how long she'd been asleep. It looked like it was about an hour and a half, even though it felt like an eternity. But she knew she should count her blessings and not worry so much about the time; she was still recuperating and every bump and bruise she'd taken at old Ironwood had finally caught up to her, showing their ugly selves to her and taking time, too much time, to heal.

      Katie lifted her arm to scratch an itch on her forehead and paused when she remembered the bandage around her hand.

      "You might not want to do that," a nurse said as she walked into the room. "They weren't reattached that long ago; you'll want to let them settle a bit so they can heal."

      Katie nodded and drifted back into unconsciousness. The itch wasn't that important, anyway.

      Some days passed and she found herself still stuck in bed hooked up to a couple of IVs and monitors. But she felt in much better spirits and she was antsy to get out of the hospital, looking to the windows and starting to feel like she was cooped up in some prison. Her memories of the house seemed fuzzy now, like she wasn't entirely sure she had actually experienced them. Maybe she'd just had a bad dream and she was actually in a car accident or something. But the pain where Earl had chopped her now reattached fingers off was still there, reminding her of her experience. Sometimes at night in the hospital when she had trouble sleeping and was constantly wandering back and forth over that fine line between being awake and being asleep, she would think she was hearing Earl's subliminal messages playing over the intercom in the hospital hallways. She would snap awake and take about ten seconds to adjust herself, paying keen attention to the sounds around her before she recognized the silence.

      Memories of Elizabeth floated through her head, whether from her dreams, reading the storybooks, seeing old pictures, or from her brief experience with her spirit inside of her. It was all starting to fade, but hard to shake completely.

      The next day, a different nurse came into her room announcing that she was being discharged, adding at the end of her sentence as she looked at Katie's chart pinned to the wall, "...Miss..."

      "Elizabeth," Katie said.

      The nurse did a double-take of the chart, her brow furrowing.

      "I mean... Katie. Sorry." Immediately after the nurse left the room, Katie leaned over and vomited into the bedpan next to her.
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* * *

      Katie walked down the hallway of her apartment building and stopped at her door. She tried the door handle, but it was locked, just as she feared. She reached into the pockets of the clothes someone at the hospital donated to her, even though she knew she didn't have any keys inside; her apartment keys were lost at Ironwood. She turned her thoughts away from the house immediately because they always created this black, ugly feeling deep inside of her whenever she was reminded of it.

      She sighed. This would mean she would have to go to the landlord and do something—maybe beg—to try and get some leniency. When she turned back down the hallway, her landlord came around the corner and stopped when he saw her. Katie tensed up.

      "Katie," he said in his thick Korean accent. He crossed the hall and approached her. But not in the furious charge that she expected. He approached softly, almost apprehensively.

      "I don't have my keys on me," she said quietly.

      "I heard what happened to you," he replied. He looked at her for a moment, then he pulled a key ring off of his belt, cycling through them. He went to her door and unlocked it for her.

      She stared at him blankly. "You're... letting me in? I... I still don't have the money for my rent... I mean, I will though, soon."

      He smiled at her weakly, like it was restrained by something. Maybe pity. "Don't worry about the rent right now. Just relax and settle in. We talk about it later." He smiled at her again then turned to leave.

      Katie stood at her door feeling worthless. "I will get you the money," she called after him.

      He turned around. "I'm looking for an assistant," he said. "Some janitorial work and such. Maybe you help me out and you can pay off your debt. Maybe I let you keep a little extra on each payment for groceries." He looked at her for a long moment, but this time with no smile. His face was expressionless and she couldn't tell what he was thinking. "Oh, and Katie... welcome home."

      Tears welled up in Katie's eyes and she wiped them away before opening her door and stepping back into her apartment that she never knew she could miss so much.
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* * *

      Katie sat on her couch watching TV. She had a big bowl of microwaved popcorn sitting between her crossed legs. She picked up the remote carefully with her bad hand and slowly changed the channel to something she liked. Her fingers were still bandaged and splinted, but they seemed to be getting better. She still had no sensation at all in them, and that was the strangest thing of all, but she was readjusting well back to her old life. She set the remote down and grabbed a big heap of popcorn with her other hand.

      The phone rang. Her new cell phone that she had gotten a few days after coming home sat on the table at the end of the couch. She leaned over carefully, trying not to spill the popcorn bowl, and grabbed it.

      It was Josh calling.

      Katie's heart jumped in her chest. Her skin became clammy and her hand started to tremble. All the old feelings she'd ever had when they were broken up and he contacted her out of the blue came back to her—the excitement, the confusion, the love, the upset stomach. She'd been intentionally cold to him when he seemed to change his mind about dumping her recently, but that was before all that. After her ordeal, she would jump at the chance to throw herself in his arms, just to be held and loved.

      She answered the phone. "Hello?"

      "Hey... uh, hey babe, it's me. Beth gave me your new number. I heard what happened to you. I... I don't know what to say. I figured if I just picked up the phone and called you maybe I would."

      She tried to keep her cool. "Hey. Well, it's nice to hear from you again."

      "Are you okay?" he asked.

      "Yeah," she said. "Yeah, I'm doing good."

      "That's good, um... listen Katie, I can't even imagine what you went through and I felt so terrible ever since I heard. Like I could've done something, maybe. I don't know. I just wanted to talk to you. I mean, I want to talk to you. I want to be with you, too. I don't know what I was thinking before. I was confused. I just needed some time to sort out what I want in life. But after this whole thing I realized all I want is you. Talk to me, Katie. I need to hear your voice. I need to see you again. Can I see you?"

      Katie listened to his emotional rant as her heart fluttered in her chest. Her throat got tight and her eyes welled up with tears from all the emotion dammed up behind them. "I missed you," she said.

      She could hear Josh crying on the other end. "I missed you too, babe. I love you. And I want to ask you something else. I want to move in with you, Katie. All that unsureness is gone, I promise. I never want to let you go again."

      Katie's heart was alight with love. She squeezed her eyes shut, elated at the words she was hearing. If she had any rationality in that moment, it would have told her to take a minute and think about what she was doing, to think about all of the bad things he'd ever done to her, all the times when he treated her like she was nobody. But Katie completely ignored that voice if it was speaking to her at all.

      "Picture it," Josh continued. "Just you and me living in our own house. We could even get married. I'd do it for you. A nice big two- or three-story house. We could do it, Katie; my job's been real good to me lately. I could make you dinner every night. I'd treat you like a princess. Jewelry, shoes, nice dresses. Whatever you want, babe, because I love you. I'll get you all the dresses you want. You pick it and I'll get it and lay it out for you. What do you say?"

      Katie's smile slumped into a frown. All the love and overwhelming emotions she felt dissolved as he talked. She felt a cold change in the air and there was a sound that she wasn't sure she actually heard like iron bars closing over her, trapping her in. As she stared blankly at the TV with her cell phone held up to her ear, the whole living room drained of color until it was a bleak gray.

      "What do you say, Katie? Say yes."

      She cleared her throat. "Actually, I already found someone."

      "...What?"

      "You heard me," she said. "You had your chance with me, Josh, and you blew it. You blew it one too many times. I never had the guts to say this to you before, but I deserve better than you."

      He was still stuck on her first sentence. "You found someone else?"

      "That's right," Katie said. "Me and my man will be just fine without you. Oh, and Josh? Don't ever call me again." She ended the call and tossed her cell phone to the other end of the couch, then she looked at the top of the couch next to her head. "Isn't that right, Hero?"

      The black cat hopped down and settled next to her. She pet him as he curled up and started purring.

      "I think we're going to be just fine," she said, turning up the volume on the movie and stuffing a handful of popcorn into her mouth. And she knew she would; having found the courage to stand up for herself and tell others "no", she found a happiness she had never known.

      
        THE END
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