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        I dedicate this book to my daughter, Autumn Rayne, for always being my light on my darkest days and showing me the meaning of strong will. You are my sunshine.

      

        

      
        Also, for anyone suffering from PTSD, trauma, depression, anxiety, panic attacks, suicidal thoughts, or abuse:

      

        

      
        You are not alone. Find your reason to fight.

        We need you here.

      

        

      
        This book is dedicated to you and your strength.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      The smell of dried blood, thick in the air, woke her. The metallic taste of it stuck to her tongue. She attempted to move but winced as a shock of pain ignited in her skull. Her eyes felt swollen, heavy, and ached as she tried to open them to see. Memories flooded her like a large dam breaking open. One after another hitting her like a pair of heavy boxing gloves to the gut.

      She remembered waking in the night to her daughter’s screams. Katherine and her husband had run to her room and saw her lifeless body dropped to the ground by a man dressed in black, holding a knife that dripped crimson blood as the gash across her daughter’s neck gushed. Her screams had filled the room as her husband lunged and tackled the stranger to the ground, with a loud thump. She remembered collapsing to her daughter’s side in shock as she watched them fight and roll on the ground, each struggling for the upper hand. After a long moment, her husband had let out a desperate groan and the man rolled him off to the floor beside her. He didn’t move. The knife in his gut and blank expression told her everything. She had sunk to the floor between her dead daughter and husband, crying in despair. Her eyes blurred with tears; she had not noticed he had walked up behind her. A second later, a blinding pain erupted in her skull, and with each agonizing throb, she had slipped farther into darkness and crumbled.

      She had woken hours later, only to find herself in a makeshift room in, what she assumed was an abandoned warehouse. Squinting against the bright lights, she felt her skull throb again, and noticed him sitting there across from her, staring. Watching. He stood and walked over to her so…effortlessly. She had guessed he was around her age, but he acted as if age hadn’t fazed him. Not the strenuous physical activity of wrestling her husband or carrying her. Not the insane things he’d done. Nothing. He was …graceful; almost as if he was used to it. Attractive, tall, muscular, agile; he would’ve been handsome if he wasn’t a murderer. She remembered berating herself for thinking such things about a man who had just killed her family, but a frightened mind does a lot of unusual things. Something she was about to find out. Though she hadn’t known that then.

      As if reading her mind, his clear-blue eyes had bored into hers, as if knowing her every thought, her every memory, reading her soul. No. No, I must stay focused. Stay strong. I need to get out of here. I must find a way to escape, she had thought.

      “I know everything about you, Katherine. I’ve been preparing for this night for an exceptionally long time. You think you can escape and find a way out? Katherine, I’m not even close to being done yet. I have so much more planned for us. So many things to show you. You can’t leave. You’re never leaving me. Where would you go? I took everything from you. Your loving husband. Your only child. Scream all you want, no one can hear you.” He sneered as he spoke, drawing the words out carefully. Intentionally. “I’ll have you screaming and begging soon.”

      “Why didn’t you just kill me?” Her voice shook.

      “Kill you?” He laughed frighteningly. “I’m not going to kill you, Katherine. At least not yet. Now, don’t get me wrong, I want you to beg me to kill you and end it, but it won’t happen. Not for a long time yet, Katherine. We have too much to do. I have so much left to show you.” His mouth opened in a toothy grin as his eyes darkened to a shade of charcoal. He had leaned over her then as the smell of sweat and dust filled her nostrils, and he hissed in her ear with his hot breath, “Welcome to hell, Katherine; where everyone learns what pain really is.”

      He had been silent after that. He had tied her spread-eagle on the bed and then her clothes were cut from her body. She remembered feeling the cold on her skin from the knife. She remembered terror welling up inside her as he climbed onto the creaky bed with her. He raped her as she screamed, and then pulled a table close and cut her with his many knives. He never said a word; only smiled as he watched her bleed and scream. After a while, she had passed out, unable to withstand any more. Every time she would wake up, hoping it was just a horrible nightmare, he’d switch to a new torture, until she’d eventually faint again. Knives, a taser, cigarettes, his fists -- he used it all. His never-ending torture weakened her so much, that she knew she couldn’t escape, even if she had the opportunity.

      Now, as she laid there, she tried to see through her swollen eyes. She tried to look around her, but she could only see the blinding lights and the darkness behind them. Maybe help will come before he gets back, she hoped. She heard a groan and lifted her head to see a woman, naked and barely alive, on the floor in front of the bed. She tried to say something to her, but her voice was only a painful croak. She laid there, tied down and looking at the woman with a pleading gaze to get up and help them escape. But the woman never raised her head. She looked as if she’d been at his mercy for longer than Katherine had.

      Abruptly, a door slammed with a loud metallic crash, followed by heavy footsteps on a metal staircase. What am I going to do? How can I get away? she thought frantically. Knowing there was no escape, she closed her eyes and pretended to still be asleep. She heard his heavy boots as they tramped into the room. The woman started to cry, so Katherine opened her eyes slightly to see what he was doing to her. He was looking right at her—smiling. Horror filled her heart.

      Brusquely, a loud, screeching alarm reverberated throughout the building. His eyes widened in panic, and her heart skipped a beat as she held her breath for what was to come. If he’s scared, then what does that mean for me? And the woman? Then, as if he’d done it a thousand times, he grabbed the woman from behind and snapped her neck with a loud crack. She crumbled to the floor, and her hair cascaded around her like a blanket of crimson blood.

      He walked toward her, and she frantically twisted and fought her confines in fear of what was to come. He grabbed her by the shoulders and said, “Go ahead, run, and hide, Katherine. I will give you one year. Expect me when that year is up. Remember, I know everything about you. Everything. I will hunt you down and we will be together again. Until you die by my hands. Run and hide, Katherine. I will find you. You have one year. Remember me.” He thrust a knife into her vagina as she screamed, and he whispered, “Remember me.” Then, he quickly turned away and ran from the room. She heard a door slam closed, somewhere out of her sight. She felt herself bleeding as the warm liquid covered her naked thighs. A moment later, quick footsteps came running into the room. The voices of a dozen or more cops were the last she heard before her eyes closed and she fainted.
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      Katherine woke up in the hospital a couple of days later, attached to wires and monitors. Her eyes were no longer as sore against the bright lights, but everything else made up for it. She could barely move. Searing, aching pain radiated throughout every inch of her body. Every time she’d move, just slightly, she could feel her muscles pull and tissues tug. For the first time in her life, she had an intimate understanding of how every molecule of her body was connected to one another. “Hello?” her voice cracked. A nurse came in, saw she was awake, and called for a doctor. A doctor and a group of nurses hurried in a moment later, checking her vitals as the doctor told her that they had to keep her sedated for a day, to let her heal more. But they had then reduced her medications to allow her to wake up, so they could better assess her fully.

      I don’t want to be awake, she thought miserably. I don’t want hear anything. I want to forget. Forget what happened. What I saw. What I felt. I want to forget that I saw my family die. My husband. My little girl. Ripped from this life. Torn from me. I can never kiss my husband again. I can never hold my daughter in my arms again. I didn’t even get to say goodbye…When she’d start to fall asleep, she would wish she could wake up and it all would be just a horrible nightmare, and that she could wake in the morning to her baby girl jumping up on the bed smiling at her. Every day, she wished that she wouldn’t wake up. It was a strange feeling to be glad to have survived and still wish to be dead. An awful feeling.

      Over the next month in the hospital, she endured more pain. She was healing, but the scar tissue tugged and hurt. Her last surgery was to reconstruct her uterus. The doctor had notified her afterward that she’d likely never have another baby, saying it would be a miracle. It was just another thing ripped away from her. In the end, she opted to not think about it.

      Other than her many nurses and doctors checking on her every hour or so, she was usually dozing in her hard hospital bed. If she could. The damn hospital was always loud with chaos throughout the day. Patients hit panic buttons, nurses, doctors, and everyone else scurried from room to room, kids cried, people screamed, moans of pain filled the hospital wing, and that damn intercom continued to go off day and night. Even after she was moved to a private room, she could hear the sounds as they traveled through the hospital and through her window. And then at night, it was too quiet. She’d wake with nightmares, and constantly felt him walking down the hall, lurking just out of view, watching her. She saw him everywhere. Then, if it wasn’t him in her nightmares, it was her husband and daughter. Sometimes the woman with the red hair. Haunting her and covered in blood, blaming her for not saving her, too. She didn’t know how to get rid of the dreams. The nightmares. She constantly found herself questioning why they were haunting her and not him.

      He was still out there. Free and dangerous. Detectives Brenner and Jones were coming to see her again. They would just try to pry more details from her, except she had already told them everything. All of it except his promise to find her in a year. His threat, she thought, as she tried to pull the pillow behind her back a little more comfortably.

      “Knock-knock, Miss. It’s lunchtime.”

      “Hi, Miss Sharmaine. How are you doing today?” The older woman flashed her a warm smile as she walked into the room. Miss Sharmaine was one of those people that just made everyone around them feel better. She made her comfortable; like seeing a favorite family member she hadn’t seen in a while.

      “Fine, simply fine, honey. How are you feeling today? I bet you’re getting bored as hell sitting around here every day, huh?”

      “Yeah, but frankly what else can I do before I’m healed? My physical therapist says it’ll be another month before I can walk around like before.”

      “That’s true, I guess. But they should let you sit outside a little while, or something. I’d go crazy cooped up in a room for this long.” Her face fell for a moment when she sat down the meal. She knew Katherine hadn’t had any visitors, other than those she didn’t want around anyway. And with her family gone, there really wasn’t anyone left to help keep her company. “Well, is there anything else I can bring you to help you pass the time?”

      “No, thank you, Miss Sharmaine. I’m fine.” She lifted the lid from the plate and grinned, “Hamburgers and fries? They’re my favorite. Thank you.”

      “I know.” The woman grinned, and a twinkle shone in her eyes. “I remembered. I’ll be back to get your dishes in a little while,” she said as she strode out of the room.

      “Yes, ma’am.” Katherine hollered after her. “Thank you!”

      Half an hour or so later, Miss Sharmaine walked in to get the dishes. Before she could say a word, a man walked in right behind her. “Miss Davidson?” Dressed in a navy-blue suit and tie, she assumed he was one of the news mongrels that had been practically camping out in front of the hospital. Crap, she sighed, sinking back into her pillows, disgruntled.

      “I don’t know what you think you’re doing here, but press is not allowed inside the hospital unless you need medical attention. Leave, and stop bothering patients!” Miss Sharmaine shouted.

      “I have the right to report the truth and I can’t do that without information. I have every right to get that information.” he demanded, walking over to Katherine.

      “Get the hell out of here!” Katherine screamed. Damn paparazzi! They don’t care who they hurt while doing this crap. “Get the hell out!” He stepped closer and started snapping photos, unperturbed, as the detectives stormed in.

      Detective Brenner snatched the camera out of his hands as Jones forcibly removed the rat from the room. Katherine could hear him shouting about rights violations the whole way down the hall to the elevators.

      Parasites, she fumed.

      “You two alright?” Brenner asked.

      “Yeah. Thanks. Miss Sharmaine?”

      “Oh yeah, honey. I’ve seen it all in this place.” She chuckled. “See you later.” She quickly grabbed Katherine’s dishes and left the room.

      “Guess it’s time for our appointment,” she said, turning her attention to the Detective, as a small smile crossed her lips. He smashed the camera and tossed the remnants into the garbage.

      He smirked, his eyebrow raising, “Perfect timing if I do say so myself.” He snickered.

      “As usual.” The first time they had met, her in-laws happened to be there. They had come to get Katherine’s house key, so they could go in to get all her husband’s things. It caused a huge argument. She hadn’t been in the hospital for three days before they tried to push her around.

      Her husband’s parents were the ‘goody-goody’ type, explaining to everyone that ‘these things don’t happen to people like us.’ They had never approved of her marrying their son, saying she was ‘a simple-minded country girl’ that would only be bad luck for their son.

      Brenner had just come in as her mother-in-law was blaming Katherine, insistent that she had left a door unlocked. That it was her fault their son and granddaughter were dead. Brenner told them the house was still a crime scene and that no one had access. Assuring them that their son’s belongings would be mailed to them, he convinced them to leave Katherine to heal in peace. Before she left though, she had made sure to let Katherine know she was glad to be done with her kind, before then being escorted from the room. If it hadn’t been for the Detectives, it would’ve gotten a lot worse.

      Just then, his phone rang, and after a very quick and excited conversation, he hung up. Jones walked back into the room behind him, as Brenner’s eyes brightened, and he uttered, “They found him.”

      Her heart skipped a beat. “Where?”

      “Holed up in an apartment in the city. They’re about to move in for the arrest. They’ll call me as soon as they have him.”

      “Oh my God.”

      They sat in silence for a while, just waiting, hoping. Everyone was waiting with bated breath. The minutes ticked by slowly, until finally, Brenner’s phone rang again, shattering the silence. He answered it, listened intently, and then hung up. “He’s been arrested. It’s over.” He sighed, relieved.

      After a moment of happiness, reality sank its sharp, merciless fangs into her gut. “No, it’s not,” she muttered. “There’s something I haven’t told you.”

      “What do you mean?” Jones asked quietly, not sure what to expect.

      “He let me live. He had time to kill me before the building was swarmed. He knew they were coming when the alarm sounded. He said he’d come back in a year, and then he’s going to hunt me down and continue to torture me until he’s ready to kill me.” She looked down at her hospital bed, feeling hopeless and vulnerable. “It’s not over.”

      “Kat—”

      “He’ll come back, Brenner.” She could see the pity in his eyes, and she didn’t want it.

      “Hey, um…why don’t we come back later? You could use some rest. But I promise if anything happens, you’ll know as soon as we do. Okay?” Jones piped in, trying to smooth out the conversation.

      “Yeah, okay. Goodbye, Detectives.” They ambled out of the room. Brenner glanced back at her with his pitiful green eyes, just before he went through the doorway, frustration visible on his lined forehead.
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      Finally released from the hospital and told she was discharged and allowed to leave; she couldn’t believe it. She couldn’t wait to get out of there. I’m leaving, she decided. I have nothing here anymore. He took my only family. I can’t live in that house after everything that happened. I had a life there. My daughter’s first steps, Christmases, birthdays, anniversaries, our first house as a couple. He took it all. I need a plan though, she realized. I won’t be stuck here in this nightmare any longer.

      As she pulled up in front of her house, emotions swarmed her like a hive of bees she couldn’t run away from. I will never see this house the same way again. My beautiful house, with its perfect white-picket fence. She pushed through the yellow police tape on the door and caught a smell of stale air and dust. A breeze blew down the stairs to her, bringing with it a scent of flowers. Hmmm. I don’t remember flowers being upstairs. Every stair she took, the colder the chill up her spine got. I hate it here now. I was wrong. The only thing left here is horrors—not memories. I’ll just get my things and leave, and never come back, she decided. It was then that she realized it was getting colder the farther upstairs she got. She heard a rustling as she made her way to the landing. As she walked down the hall, she could hear it louder, coming from her daughter’s room. What is that? Fluttering? she wondered. Almost sounds like wings.

      Suddenly, she heard a whining creak amidst the fluttering. Her heart now pounding in her chest, she stepped closer to the half-opened door. Only then, she realized she was hearing the rustling of paper, not wings. She paused at the door, scared of entering her daughter’s room after that night. Scared to see any…remnants of that night still there. She slowly pushed open the door, standing back to prepare herself for what she may see. As the door swung open wide, she saw in front of her, hundreds of pictures of herself. Stuck to the mirror, flying through the room on the breeze from the open window, stuck on the ceiling, the walls. Photos from everywhere-the bank, the school, home, grocery shopping, her office. Even her in bed. A dozen roses laid brown and dead on the dresser. Above the pictures, fastened to the mirror above them was written in red ‘REMEMBER ME.’

      “Oh my god!” she screamed and ran downstairs and out the door. She locked herself in her car and called the police station, demanding they send Detectives Brenner and Jones. She could feel the night surrounding her, pushing in. Hastily, she turned on the headlights and dome light to keep the darkness from reaching her. All she could do was wait.

      The minutes ticked by like hours, dragging on as if to pull her under the sand of an hourglass. Five minutes. Five minutes ten seconds. Five minutes twenty seconds. Each second that passed, she listened for any disturbance to the silent emptiness outside the door. Is he out there? Watching. Daring me to step out of the car? Is he coming for me? Her thoughts were quickly interrupted when she was blinded by headlights. The detectives were finally there. As they walked up to the house, she fought the boldly differentiated emotions of jumping for joy that they’d finally arrived and wanting to seriously cuss them for taking so long. Nonetheless, there were more important things to worry about. Brenner looked back and signaled for her to stay put as he entered the house behind his partner. She could see their flashlights glancing upon the windows as they entered each room and then as quickly as they arrived, they exited the house. Brenner waved her over and she reluctantly turned off the car and got out.

      “Come on in, Katherine. There’s no one here. It’s just us.” He smiled assuredly. “Are you okay?”

      “No, I’m not okay! Did you see it?”

      “Yes, we saw it.”

      “Why is this happening to me?” she cried. “I thought he was in jail!”

      “He is. Ma’am, I give you my word, he’s still locked up.”

      “Then how did that get there? Tell me how those pictures got into my daughter’s room! Huh?” she screamed.

      “Ma’am—”

      “Stop calling me ‘ma’am!’”

      “Okay. Okay, Katherine.” He raised his hands in front of him. “Come inside.” He ushered her into the living room and motioned for her to sit down. “Look, the crime scene guys probably just forgot to take them with the rest of the evidence.”

      “Oh, really? They just forgot. They forgot all of that?” she pointed up the stairs. “Are you sure they weren’t gone before they were put there?” she pushed angrily.

      “No. There’s no way. Look, calm down. This place has been under surveillance ever since you and your family were found. Just to make sure no one tampered with the house during his arraignment in case we needed to come back and look for more evidence. He had to have left them here when he took you and the forensics team just forgot them. That’s all.”

      “It’s never going to end, is it?” she asked as tears burned her eyes. She sank back against the couch, rubbing her temples, too tired to argue anymore.

      His partner walked outside as Brenner sat down across from her. Taking her hand, he said gently, “The forensics guys are on their way over to collect it all so it’s out of here. Look, I can’t imagine the pain you’re going through. Everything you had to endure, and then coming back here must be incredibly hard, too. Listen to me, we got him. He’s never getting out. They locked him up and threw away the key. Soon, he’ll be executed for what he’s done to you and everyone else he’s ever hurt. Katherine, he is not getting away with this. I promise.”

      She pulled her hand out of his. “The pictures—he was stalking me. He even had photos of me in bed.” she cried. “I saw them. The only way he could have taken those was if he were in the room, Brenner.”

      “He stalked most of the…people he hurt. I promise, I will make sure you’re safe, Katherine,” he said standing up. “Starting right now. I assume you’re not staying here. So, where are you going? I’ll follow you there and I’ll assign around-the-clock protection. That way, even if I or Jones aren’t with you, someone is there you can trust.”

      Broad shouldered and muscular enough that she could tell through his uniform, he hovered over her. “No, I’m not staying here. I’m staying at a hotel in town. Just long enough to make arrangements.”

      “Arrangements?”

      “I’m selling the house.”

      “Oh, yes. Well, that’s understandable.”

      “Yes, well, I really should go. I have a lot I must do still.”

      “I will follow you and make sure you make it alright. We’ll stay until the first shift arrives.”

      “No. I appreciate it, but you don’t have to do that.”

      “Yes, I do. You’re unprotected here, so you’ll be under protection until he’s executed.”

      “Okay.” She didn’t want to argue anymore, so instead, she grabbed what she needed and said a silent goodbye to the house before they drove to the hotel. The officers were outside by the time she got her clothes put away in the little dresser that the television sat on. Without another word, Brenner and Jones were gone. She sat down on the creaky bed as she looked around her to the usual minifridge, ironing board and closet, and started thinking about her next move. She was impatient to leave and knew it was time to get to work.

      Over the next couple of months, she barely gave herself time to relax between getting everything ready and her follow-up appointments. As soon as she put the house on the market, she paid to have everything packed up and sold off. She took all her clothes, pictures, and things she wanted to keep to the hotel. She left the furniture with the house, but everything else had been packed up and sold off by people she’d hired to help. She sold her and her husband’s cars and bought a Silverado. She even bought herself another phone. She decided to keep her old phone until she left town, and not give her new number to anyone. Deciding to ditch the old one once she hit the road, she was glad she’d be making it impossible for anyone to contact her. She even deleted all her social media accounts to make sure of it.

      Having the detectives and their protection squad around all the time sucked. At night it did help her be more at ease, but she still hated having them around constantly and often noticed confused or questioning looks. As soon as my house is sold, I’ll have the money I need. I’m getting out of here. I don’t know where I’m headed to yet, but I’m going to keep going until I find it. Until I find my new life, she kept telling herself. Far away from here where no one knows me or what happened. Everything’s almost ready except selling the house. As soon as it’s gone, and the money is in my bank, I’m gone.
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        * * *

      

      His trial had been earlier that morning. She couldn’t bring herself to go in. Her lawyer had told her they already had enough evidence on him anyways, so it would be alright if she didn’t feel like being in the courtroom with him. She just couldn’t face him. The Staten Island Stalker. That’s what the papers were calling him. The rats. No one knew his real name. He wouldn’t speak. He hadn’t spoken a word since he was arrested. No dental records or fingerprint match anywhere. He just pointed out pictures of victims they had showed him from his exploits in Staten Island. His silent way of admitting what he had done. Twelve of them. All women around her age and their families. He always attacked in the dark of night when the house was locked up. When you should feel safe. They had his fingerprints on each woman but without a match in the system, the police didn’t know if they’d ever find out where he was from or who he was.

      After the trial was over, she met her lawyer outside to find out the verdict. Thirteen consecutive life sentences without the possibility of parole. Two hundred years. They still thought the death penalty was too inhumane. Someone started a rumor that he was going to come back and haunt them all. Another said that he couldn’t be killed. She figured those rumors were the biggest reason the judge hadn’t ordered his execution. Everyone was afraid of what would happen if they did, and he survived. So instead, he would be locked up until he died. Or escaped. Katherine was determined to be far away from Staten Island if he did.

      Her lawyer hurriedly told her she’d call if there was any update, as the press and lawyers started to pour out of the building. Katherine walked away quickly, not wanting to be noticed, and headed down the road toward her truck. She listened closely to make sure she didn’t hear anyone running after her.

      As she neared her truck, she started to smell food. Eggs, French toast, pancakes-her stomach couldn’t wait any longer. Her stomach rumbled as she stepped into a restaurant on the corner of the street. She breathed in the aroma as the door closed behind her, her mouth watering. It smelled like the kitchen when her mother would cook her breakfast. She reminisced joyfully as she headed to a table in the back.

      She hadn’t been there before. It had a diner-like feel to it. Charming and quaint, small tables with plaid tablecloths, condiments in the middle. Barstools up close to the chefs. Even though it was noon, there weren’t but a handful of customers. Most of them were drinking coffee and talking to other customers. Some were reading the paper. She sat down in the last booth, against the wall, and looked out toward the rest of the diner, watching carefully as she removed her sunglasses. As she looked over the menu contemplating her breakfast, she heard the bell above the door chime. Smiling, she thought of the little mom and pop place back home. It had been so long since the last time she was there, but she was positive the same people would still be there.

      A shadow came over her menu just as she’d decided on pancakes, but when she looked up expecting the server, she was surprised to see Brenner standing there. He stood in his button up shirt and jeans, long coat, and boots, smiling and watching. “Hi, Katherine.”

      “Hey. What are you doing here?”

      “I was at the courthouse and saw you outside. I tried to get your attention, but I guess your mind was preoccupied because you walked straight by me. I didn’t want to yell and draw attention to you, so I just...”

      “Followed me?” she joked.

      “Not exactly.” He laughed. “I decided to come here to eat. A buddy told me about it a couple days ago. It just happened to be in the same direction that you were walking.”

      “Right…” She eyed him closely, and then glanced around the restaurant to make sure no one else had noticed her come in.

      “But…I was hoping to talk to you. May I sit down?” he gestured to the other booth.

      “Yeah, that’s fine. Have a seat.”

      He smiled and sat down, but before he could speak, the server walked over. “Hi, my name’s Kelly. I’ll be your server this morning. Would you two like a cup of coffee?”

      “Yes, ma’am. Thank you.”

      “Me, too. Can we have some extra cream and sugar, too, please, ma’am?” Brenner replied.

      “Of course. I’ll be right back.”

      “Thank you,” they chorused.

      “So, how are you doing, Katherine?”

      “I’m fine. And please don’t say my name too loud. I don’t want anyone knowing I’m in here.”

      “Right, sorry. You know, ‘I’m fine’ usually means ‘I’m really not okay right now.’ Doesn’t it?” He could see the stubborn look on her face and felt her unwavering silence, so he raised his hands in defeat. “I know. It’s okay. I thought you might come to the trial. Even if only to reassure yourself that he’s locked up, but I get why you didn’t come. After everything you’ve been through…”

      “Look, Brenner⁠—”

      “Alex. Please?”

      “Okay…Alex, I’m alright. I just couldn’t go in and face him right yet. It’s okay. I’m okay. I’m fine. Really.”

      “I understand. I do. I know you’re not ‘fine,’ but I’ll stop pushing. Just do me a favor, alright? Don’t pretend you’re okay. At least not with me. You can talk to me, you know. Or someone at least. I know I’m a detective and all, but I can still be a friend.”

      Fortunately, Kelly showed up with their coffees then. They placed their orders and sat in silence. As much as she hated to admit it, he was right. She knew she should tell at least one person what was going on. He might not be the first person that would usually be on her list, especially because he was a Detective on the case, but he was out front and pushy. At least I’d know he’d always tell it as it is, she thought. She respected people like that—found them rare where so many others lived on lies. Plus, he could let her know if anything happened with the Stalker. At least one person would know who she was and where she was at.

      “I didn’t come in here to lecture you,” he said, breaking her train of thought. “I just wanted us to talk. As…friends.”

      “I’m sorry I’m so standoffish, Bren─ I mean Alex. I guess it’s a little tough for me to trust anyone, anymore. But…I’d like to talk.”

      He smiled a toothy grin. “So, what do you do for a living?”

      She chuckled at his abrupt subject change. “I’m an accountant. I did a lot of jobs, but after I had my daughter, I started working from home.” Her heart sank at the thought of her daughter.

      “So, you’re a math genius,” he joked and tried to pull her from her stupor.

      “Yes. Yes, I am.” She snickered. “Actually, I hated math in school. I got great grades, but I hated it. To tell the truth, I still find it boring.”

      “What? Then, why did you become an accountant?”

      “Because I’m good at it.”

      He laughed. “Well, why not try something new? Wonderful time to, don’t you think?”

      “Yes, I do.” She smiled, thinking. “Actually, I always wanted to be a baker. I wanted my own little bakery, but I’d have it set up like a diner and serve cookies, pies, cakes, doughnuts, and serve hot cocoa, milk, tea, and coffee for everyone to drink. Everyone would come in, sit down, and get their sweet tooth fix.” Her eyes brightened at the thought, imagining.

      “Sounds amazing. Why didn’t you?”

      “I was afraid if I baked sweets all day, my sweet tooth would take over and I’d get really fat.” He laughed hysterically, almost spewing coffee across the table. The server brought out their food, and he quickly straightened himself, clearing his throat. They eyed each other over their plates, humor in their eyes, and then dug into their pancakes. Warm, buttery, and fluffy pancakes with sweet maple syrup and deliciously crisp bacon. I haven’t had a breakfast like this in ages! she thought gleefully. She was immersed in the flavors. She sat back to take a much-needed breath between bites and noticed Alex still smiling at her over his breakfast. “What?”

      “Nothing.”

      She decided to ignore it and wiped her mouth with a napkin. “So, did you always want to be a detective?”

      “Oh, no.” He swallowed. “I wanted to be a woodworker. I was always in my dad’s workshop when I was growing up. I was fascinated by what he could make from a piece of a tree. Like my favorite toy train, he made me for my birthday one year. I’d watch him for hours. Then, one day he started teaching me. But, when I got older, I realized how hard and how expensive it can be to start your own business. I never had a lot of money, so my dad, who was the police chief in our town, got me into the police academy. I never looked back.”

      “Do you like it?”

      “Well, yeah. I do. I get to help people and I guess, in a way, I’m carrying on my dad’s legacy.”

      “Do you regret giving up on being a woodworker?”

      “Honestly, I never gave myself time to even think about it.”

      They both smiled at one another and ate their food, deep in thought. She was thankful to have some company. She glanced up sharply, suddenly curious. “Where are you from originally? You don’t really have the New York accent.”

      “Neither do you. Washington. Where are you from?”

      “A little town called Luray, in Virginia.”

      “Never heard of it.”

      “Most people in Virginia don’t even know it’s there. It’s close to the border and completely surrounded by mountains, deep in a valley.”

      “So, how’d a small-town gal like yourself, end up in New York? That must’ve been a change.”

      “I went to college. Met my husband. He, and all his family was originally from here. So, after we got married, we moved here to Staten Island.”

      “Oh, so, you still have his family close by, then? They were the ones at the hospital, right?”

      “Oh no, they retired to Florida. And yeah, that was them. We don’t really get along.”

      “What about your family?”

      “It was just me and my aunt. My parents died in a car crash when I was little, and she raised me after that. I lost her a couple years ago to cancer.” She sighed, wishing her aunt was with her.

      “Oh.” He tried to change the subject to a lighter one again, and asked, “Do you miss the small-town life?”

      “When I left, I was so ready to just get out of there and as far away as possible. Now, though, I do. I miss it a lot.” She took the last drink of her coffee and thought about sitting on the porch with her aunt, drinking coffee and talking for hours about boys, the newest gossip in town, food, everything. She had been genuinely happy back then and hadn’t even known it. She sighed. Her phone rang suddenly, and she quickly excused herself to take the call outside.

      It was her realtor. Finally, she had some good news. She had a couple offers on the house and a couple was offering five grand over her asking price. She quickly told her to take the offer and set a time for that evening to sign the papers and get the money transferred into her account by the end of the week. Thanking her, she hung up and walked back inside to see Kelly pouring her another cup of coffee. “Thank you, Kelly,” she said, as she sat back down.

      “You look happy. Good news?”

      “Yes. That was my realtor. I’m meeting her and the new owners this evening to sign the papers. We finally sold the house.” She beamed. She was beyond excited to be done with her old life and leave Staten Island, and everything that had happened, behind her. Just thinking of how close she was made her antsy.

      “Well, good. As long as you’re happy.”

      “Yeah, I couldn’t stay there anymore. Not after what happened. Now, I’ll be able to move on.”

      “Any plans on how you’re going to do that?”

      She took a deep breath as she tried to steady her excitement that was bubbling up inside her. Her leg started to shake a little under the table, but she chose to ignore it. “I’m leaving. I’m getting out of town and starting fresh somewhere else. A new me. Literally. That way, too, if he does escape…”

      “It’ll be harder for him to find you.”

      “Yes. I know you think I’m crazy.”

      “No, I don’t think you’re crazy. A little paranoid,” he chuckled, “but not crazy.” He was quiet for a minute, contemplating. “After what all you’ve been through…I don’t blame you. No one would. I’d probably want to do the same thing. When are you leaving?”

      “I…still have some ends to tie up, so probably the end of next week. It just depends on how fast everything comes together,” she said, tapping her fingers on her mug as she held it on the table.

      “Where will you go?”

      “I’m not sure yet. I’m not telling anyone I’m leaving, and I want it that way. But…I thought it’d be nice to have one person know.”

      “I understand.”

      “Can I ask you a favor, though?”

      “Anything.”

      “Alex, I need you to promise me that if anything happens with the case, you’ll call me and let me know. Please?” Her eyes pleaded for him to agree.

      “Of course. I promise. But how am I going to know where you are?” He smiled.

      She wrote down her new number on the back of a napkin and handed it to him. “My new number. I’ll let you know where I end up when I get there.”

      “Adrianna Swift?”

      “Shh!” She leaned in across the table to him and whispered. “I changed my name back to my family name. Katherine is my middle name. I went by Katherine because it sounded more professional. Especially as an accountant. No one is to know, understand?”

      “Yeah, of course.” He saw the seriousness in her eyes and added, “I promise.” He looked at the napkin again before quickly tucking it into his pocket. “Even leaving the name behind-definitely paranoid.” He giggled, causing her to smile. “Can I call you if it’s not case-related? Just, so you’ll have someone to talk to that you actually know.”

      She thought about it for a moment before she replied, “You know what? Yeah. I’d like that.” He smiled as she reached for her wallet.

      “Don’t worry about it. I already paid while you were outside. It’s my treat.”

      “Oh, well, thank you, Alex.” She left a tip and stood to leave. He stood and grabbed his coat, following her out the door.

      “You know what? This is the best time for you to start over.” He told her as he held the door open for her to walk past.

      “Yeah, it’s time to see where the road’s going to take me.”

      “Will I see you around this week?”

      “Maybe. I still have a lot to do.”

      “Alright then. Goodbye, Katherine.” He winked.

      She chuckled. “Goodbye, Alex.” She waved goodbye and headed across the road to her truck, leaving him on the curb. He watched her climb up behind the steering wheel and start up the engine, before he walked away, hearing her drive off in the opposite direction behind him.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER FOUR

          

        

      

    

    
      It was nice to be able to finally say an official goodbye to the house—her house. The meeting had gone perfect and was a bit easier than expected. As she sat in her hotel room after the meeting, she tried to think of what to do while she waited for the money to be transferred. She knew it wouldn’t clear with the banks until at least the following day, even a week. As she had waited in line for her prescriptions, before returning to the hotel, she had found it incredibly hard to stop herself from checking her account a few times, just hoping. Everything else was ready, so as soon as the money was transferred, she could leave. I could leave now if I wanted, but in case it takes longer, or something goes wrong, it’s safer to wait, she had decided. Hmm…is there anything else I should do? She thought about it but didn’t really know.

      Her stomach growled, as if on cue. Pizza seemed like a promising idea, so she stood up from the bed and walked over to the table to get her keys. When she did though, her scar tissue screamed in pain as it tugged—something the doctor said would be a lasting issue. She had opted out of her required stretching that morning causing the tight scar tissue to argue it’s point of refraction. I’ll just order in, she decided.

      As she waited for the delivery guy to show up, she started thinking about where she was going to go. She could go back to Luray, but she wasn’t sure if she’d like being there after her aunt died. After her funeral, she had left Luray as quickly as she could outrun the memories. All her friends were bound to still be in town doing the usual and she didn’t want questions. More, though, she didn’t want to see her aunt’s house since she had passed on. She wasn’t sure she was ready for that. I can go somewhere and get a job in a bakery instead of having my own. That way if I ever do decide to, I’ll have more experience in the profession. I do need a change. A knock on the door broke her train of thought.

      The smell of the pizza was uncontrollably mouthwatering. Melted butter, garlic, basil, gooey cheese. She loved pepperoni and cheese, but on the occasion that she would splurge for a specialty pizza, she couldn’t say no to a good Hawaiian style. She devoured every delectable bite of four slices and plopped herself down on the bed. I’m going to be miserable from eating so much now, she laughed at herself. Deciding that a hot bath might help her digest easier, she got up and dragged herself to the bathroom. While the water ran and started foaming up the tub in bubbles of lavender, she triple-checked that the door and windows were closed and locked, turned down the lights, and picked out something comfortable to wear.

      As soon as she slid into the bath, she could feel her muscles start to relax and her body melt in relief. She breathed in deep, letting the lavender dissolve her thoughts for a while. She had always struggled to let things be. I seriously need an off switch, she giggled. It’s a good time to learn how to do yoga or meditate. There’s a lot of maybes in my life right now but, each one holds a new possibility for what could happen. He’s locked up and he’s not getting out. No one is going to get hurt. I have to remember that my daughter wouldn’t want me to live the rest of my life afraid of the monster that got put behind bars. She’d tell me, ‘Mom it’s alright to move on and be happy. Now Daddy and me can watch out for you.’ She felt a tear run down her cheek. They’d want me to be happy…but I can’t be if I’m without them. How can I move on with my life, when everything that made my life worth living, was taken from me?

      As she slipped on her tee shirt and cocooned herself in her blankets a while later, she could hear her Aunt Missy. After her parents died when she was little, she was distraught. But then, after a while, Missy came in and took her hand. She had her sit with her on the old creaky porch swing and held her close. Then she told her something she knew she’d never forget. Aunt Missy whispered, “Now, baby girl, it’s time to move on. Death—we never quite get over it; it just gets easier to carry every day. First, we grieve, but then, we have to stand up, and carry on to the next day. Sometimes, we have things in our life we can’t really get over, but we can always keep going. Just tuck the hurt away every day, and only bring it out from time to time. Eventually, it won’t hurt anymore—it’ll just be another scar, baby. We’re all covered in them. They make us our strongest and truest selves. It’s time to get up and carry on, baby.” She could still feel the tickle of her hair on her cheek, as she kissed her forehead. She could see her looking at her with pure love in her heart, as she felt her eyelids get heavier. She remembered the smell of her perfume—like fresh spring flowers laying in baby powder….
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        * * *

      

      During the next few days, she continued to stick around the hotel and relax. She hadn’t been taking the time to just breathe. Yes, she had loads of time to do so in the hospital, but not really. Another doctor or nurse every hour or so, continuous noise, Mrs. Sharmaine, (even though she meant well)–she never had a moment to just be by herself and her own thoughts. After she got out, she had been working nonstop to settle her estate and sell everything else. I think I was afraid of letting my mind wonder. Afraid of what might creep in, she admitted. But I think I’m going to be okay now. I just need to remember to relax and carry on with my life. And to breathe.

      Finally, she got the call. The banks cleared the transfer, the newlyweds had a new house, and she had an account full of money. Enough to start a new life. One worth living every day. A happier existence. I think…it’s time. This evening. I’ll ride out like the old westerns my aunt missy loved watching—riding out as the sun goes down. Yeah, I think she would’ve found that kind of funny. Why not? There’s nothing else holding me here, she decided.

      She packed away her things, taking care to make sure she knew where everything was. Putting everything in her new truck, she put the most important stuff close to the front, so it was easier to grab. She had no idea how long she’d be on the road. But she did know one thing—she wasn’t going to stop for anything more than food, gas, and a night’s sleep until she got to where she wanted to be. She closed the door and looked around at her town. Breathing in one last deep breath of Staten Island, she climbed up in behind the steering wheel, pulling the door shut behind her. The engine fired up easily, rumbling to life eagerly for the road ahead of them. It was time for her next adventure, and her new life.
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      The weather was perfect for a good road trip. Warm but with a cool breeze as the sun set, clear skies, and reasonable traffic. After she drove out of New York the roads cleared out almost completely. After fueling up, she stopped for dinner at a drive-thru taco joint on the way. She rolled into Philly in a couple short hours. Pulling into a local hotel parking lot, she was already feeling better.

      “Hello, good evening. Do you have rooms available?” she asked the scraggly-looking teen at the desk as she walked over.

      “Oh, hello. Yes, we do. How long will you be staying?” he asked. His hair was a mess. Why do boys this age think that if they can’t see and their pants are halfway down their butts, they’re going to look cool? Ugh!

      “Just for tonight.” He slid her card through the reader while looking at her identification, and after she signed, it printed a receipt.

      “Yes, ma’am. Here’s your key. You’re in room twenty-seven.”

      “Thank you.”

      “Free breakfast and coffee in the morning from six to nine. Wi-fi password is in your room. Have a pleasant stay.”

      She walked back to her truck while she tried to see about where her room was. After getting in, she could see it was upstairs down the lot a bit, so she pulled in right in front, so she could keep an eye on her truck. Not trusting her things would still be there in the morning, she opted to unpack everything into the room. Keying in and using the book left in the drawer as a doorstop, she brought everything upstairs and into her hotel room. A couple of the neighbors were the nosey type, opening their curtains to look every time she came back up. Good. That means no one will get past them without being seen, she thought. It sounded perfect to her.

      After unloading everything she decided to go pick up a snack down the road before officially going in for the night. Or a milkshake, she thought. She couldn’t resist the Oreo milkshake and a sweet tea for later. She laughed at herself and her sweet tooth as she got out of the truck when she returned to the hotel.

      She walked up the stairs to her room, thinking about the many years ago when she would’ve loved to sit outside there on the landing and smoke a cigarette, and watch the stars. She was glad she quit the habit. Looking up at the stars as she rounded the balcony and stood in front of her door, she thought about her younger self. I wasn’t always the ‘Stepford wife’ I had become. I had my own rough edges like everyone. I didn’t always deal with every obstacle the healthiest or smartest way, but I got smart. And tough. I knew how to handle myself. After marrying, I lost that part of me. Continually taking care of my family and being the perfect mom and wife, I guess I got soft.

      ‘Everything happens for a reason.’ Isn’t that how the saying goes? It’s far past time to show my true colors again. To take care of me. To not let anyone hurt me again. She turned around and headed inside for the night. After taking a hot shower and watching a show for a while, she climbed into bed and turned out the lights. First thing in the morning, I’ll head out, she thought sleepily, as she drifted off to sleep.

      She made it into Pittsburg by ten the next morning. She paid for a hotel room for a couple days, deciding to stick around and relax for a couple days before getting back on the road. Her back was killing her from hours spent driving, making it impossible to get comfortable. And since she had forgot to stretch again that morning, her scar tissue was aching badly as well. After taking a hot bath to soothe her achy body, she laid down in bed for a nap, taking her medicine first to help ease the pain.

      When she woke an hour later, she was covered in sweat and shaking uncontrollably. Her muscles were sore and stiff when she tried to stretch. She couldn’t remember what she had dreamed but felt as if she had been fighting it. She achily walked to the bathroom and turned on the hot water, gingerly taking off her clothes and stepping into the shower. She stood under the hot water, willing it to help her. It eased the pain slightly, allowing her to stand straight again. She turned off the now freezing water, an hour later, and wrapped a towel around her as she walked over to sit on the bed.

      She reached for her medicine, grabbing the bottle of pain killers, and pouring a couple into her hand. Pausing, she thought, what am I doing? These are only going to make it worse. I might feel better now, but I could get hooked on these damn things. And then what? I won’t be able to protect myself and if I stop taking them, I’ll go through withdrawals. I won’t be able to do anything then either. Thinking about it for a minute, she put one back and broke the other in half, dropping the other half into the bottle with the rest and walked back into the bathroom. She swallowed the half in her hand and dumped the rest into the toilet and flushed them away. “Better to withdraw from them now in the hotel room while I’m safe,” she whispered.

      She got dressed into some comfortable clothes and ordered some food to be delivered. I’ll stay here and just eat, sleep, and rest until I feel okay again. I can’t afford to be dealing with this on the road, or worse, wait until he breaks out of prison, she thought. I need to be able to protect myself or at least run.

      She spent the next few days at the hotel, hidden away in the room. By the end of the third day, she felt better and almost back to herself. Knowing it was going to take a while to get used to the pain, and that it’d be worse if she got back on the road too soon, she decided to start looking for an apartment close by. Laying down in the bed for the night, she decided to start googling apartments in the morning. She checked her phone distractedly, knowing there weren’t going to be any messages. Sighing, she turned off the light, and rolled over to sleep. The next morning, she Googled any available apartments nearby. She made a list of ten that were currently available and started contacting property owners. She made it to the first one ten minutes early for the meeting. After a truly short walk through and spotting a roach and a few large rats, she decided to go check out another apartment. Four apartments later and she was starting to lose hope. She wasn’t trying to be picky. She was simply asking for no rodents or other pests, proper locks on the doors, a slight security setup. The next three weren’t much better. She decided to stop for the day since the last two on the list weren’t available to be looked at until the next afternoon.

      She stopped at a small café and ordered a grande frozen mocha latte. Sitting down, she watched the other people in the café. A couple young women typed away on their tablets, a few men in business suits talked to someone on their phones, one of the men yelled at his secretary through his earpiece, an older woman sat at a corner table silently and just stared tiredly out of a window. I like it here, she thought. It’s a remarkably busy city like in New York, but something about it feels a bit more relaxed. Like there are more people here that try to enjoy themselves instead of always rushing about work. The annoying man interrupted her train of thought. Of course, there are always those few…

      I could work in a place like this. I don’t necessarily need to go right back into work, so I can take my time. But…it would be nice. If I could tolerate the annoying self-righteous patrons, she laughed. I can fake people skills, though. I’m sure of it. At least until I get better at it and learn to deal with people. Work on my patience a bit. A lot of my single friends used to say that I had to have a lot of patience to have raised a child. Yes and no. I think it’s a different kind of patience. My daughter wore mine down all the time, but I almost never lost my crap. When it’s your kid, you try not to yell, upset them, or hurt their feelings. It’s completely different when it’s a grown-ass adult that should know better than to be disrespectful. It’s a new age, though. Respect has a far different definition than when I was a kid. I was raised to respect others. The boys I grew up around would never yell at a woman like this man is yelling at his secretary. She suddenly felt the urge to slap the shit out of him. Sighing, she got up to leave. She didn’t want to get into an argument, so instead, she turned and walked out the door.

      When she got in the truck, she checked her phone. She loved that her new phone was untraceable and that no one knew the number except for the property owners she had been calling there in Pittsburg. It felt amazing not to have that added stress. No calls or texts waiting for her, no way for anyone to find her. She wondered if anyone had even noticed she was gone. Or if anyone missed her being around. She doubted it, but that was perfectly alright with her. Less people meant less drama and stress to deal with.

      Hmmm, I ought to check into renting an efficiency apartment. It’d be cheap, temporary, it would have everything I could need, plus it might include amenities. She thought it sounded perfect. And decided to Google it when she got back to the hotel and see if any were available nearby. Realizing it was time for dinner, she decided to stop at the Italian restaurant up the road. The idea of saucy pasta, buttery garlic bread, bottomless salads, a little something to drink—she thought it could be the best meal on the planet. And mouthwatering. Yeah, I’m doing it, she laughed at herself as her stomach growled loudly.

      The restaurant was packed, but she still got a table fairly quick. The smell was enough to get her stomach rumbling in obvious desire again. To the point that the noise of everyone talking at their tables wasn’t as loud anymore. All she could think of was the food. The server was a young thing, beautiful but for the layers of makeup and lashes on her face. She smiled and took her order politely, apologizing as she said the food would take a few minutes longer than usual. She brought her drink over almost immediately with a large basket full of garlic bread.

      Adrianna casually looked over at the television and noticed a game was on. She had never really gotten into basketball. She preferred football but hadn’t watched a game since college. She gorged herself on a few pieces of bread, trying to kill the time, but had to forcibly stop herself so she could still have room for the rest of the meal. Thankfully, when she did, the server returned with her salad. Even for a simple garden salad it was amazing. Enjoying one bite after another, she ended up finishing the entire thing in minutes without much of a thought. Without much of a break time, her food arrived, alongside another basket of garlic bread. “Mm… I’m in heaven,” she mumbled to herself. Her sausage rigatoni was mouthwateringly delicious.

      Unfortunately, she only made it through half the plate and another two pieces of garlic bread before she was fairly sure she needed to be rolled out of the restaurant. She got her leftovers boxed up and paid her bill, making sure to tip the server generously. As she left, she really started thinking that living close by somewhere could be the best decision she ever made. But then again, she thought, I shouldn’t make such a big decision just because I like a coffee place and restaurant that’s close by, she laughed.

      When she pulled up to her hotel, her phone rang. As soon as she put her truck in park, she opened her phone and realized it was a text from Detective Alex Brenner. Hesitating for a moment, she wondered if it was going to be unwelcome news. She opened the text, and read, ‘Hi, Adrianna. This is Alex. I was told you left the hotel a few days ago. How are you doing?’

      She closed her phone and went into her hotel room while she pondered whether she wanted to text him back. It would be nice to have one person to talk to. Plus, she wanted him to let her know if anything happened, so she needed to keep in touch with him. She texted him back ‘Hi, Alex. I’m doing great. Still on the road and not sure where I’ll end up but I’m enjoying the journey. Any news on your end?’ She hit send and closed her phone. She got settled in and started Googling efficiency apartments, surprisingly finding a few nearby at competitive prices. Saving the information for in the morning, she turned off the lights and laid down.

      A few minutes later, just as she was drifting off, Alex texted back, ‘Okay, good. Everything’s the same here. Find you a place to settle in for the night and be safe. Feel free to call or text me at any time. Goodnight, Adrianna.’ She started to send a reply when another text came in saying, ‘PS…I really like the new name.’

      She couldn’t help but smile as she texted him back. ‘I’m already settled in for the night lol. Goodnight. Talk to you soon.’ She fell to sleep before she could even close her phone and put it back on the table.
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