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The photograph arrived without a note.

It had been wedged halfway under my apartment door when I came home from work—just a single glossy print in a cheap white envelope. No handwriting. No postage. No return address. Nothing to suggest it had ever passed through the postal system at all.

At first, I thought it might be for one of my neighbors. People often mixed up the doors in my building. But when I turned the envelope over, my name was written on the back of the photo itself, in neat block letters:

M A R A.

That alone was enough to raise goosebumps on my arms. No one called me Mara in writing. At work I was M. Reed. On packages, Mara L. Reed. On social media, just Mara—but there was no last name there. This felt... deliberate.

I slid the photograph out.

It was old—at least twenty years, maybe more. Slightly faded, with those rounded corners you only see in film prints. It showed a group of seven people standing in front of a lake, the water silver under a pale sky. Pine trees stretched behind them like a dark wall, and a small dock cut into the water like a plank into nothingness.

They were smiling.

Laughing.

Arms around each other.

And in the very center—between a man in a red flannel shirt and a young woman with a crooked ponytail—stood a stranger.

He was tall. Too tall. Dressed in black from neck to boots, with a coat that looked far too heavy for the summer scene. His head was tilted slightly downward, as if he’d been caught mid-thought, and the shadow of the brim of his hat covered his eyes. He wasn’t smiling. He wasn’t posed. He wasn’t with them.

He didn’t belong.

I knew all of the others in the photo.

Because the girl on the far right—with the tangled brown hair, the missing front tooth, and the scab on her knee—was me.

I dropped the photograph.

My stomach lurched. Heat rippled through my chest like an aftershock. I crouched and picked it back up with shaking hands, but the faces didn’t change. My younger self stared back at me, frozen in an expression of mid-laughter, holding a plastic cup and wearing a faded yellow T-shirt from a summer camp I barely remembered attending.

Except now I remembered the lake.

I remembered the dock.

I remembered the group.

But not the man.

The man in the black coat did not exist in my memory.

And yet there he was—standing inches behind me—close enough to reach out and touch.

I sat heavily on the couch, the photograph clutched in my hand. My mind went to the obvious explanation first: Photo shop. A prank. Someone messing with me. But the texture was right. The colors were right. The fading, the grain, the dust—perfectly consistent.

This wasn’t new.

This wasn’t edited.

This was... real.

And someone had slipped it under my door.

I didn’t sleep much that night.

When I closed my eyes, I saw the man standing behind me—close enough that his breath might have brushed my shoulder. The longer I stared at the photo, the more out-of-place he looked. Something about the tilt of his head, the stillness of his posture. Everyone else was sun-warmed and alive, caught in a moment of joy.

He looked like he’d been waiting.

By 3 a.m., I’d gathered every childhood photo album I could find in the back of my closet. Dust drifted through the air like flakes of ash as I opened them, page after page of sticky-back pages and crinkling plastic.

I wasn’t sure what I was looking for.

Until I found him.

Four pages in. My tenth birthday party. Backyard. Balloons tied to the fence. My parents still together, smiling like they had a future. Kids crowded around a cake shaped like a piano.

And in the background, half-hidden behind the shed,

stood the man in the black coat.

Same hat.

Same downward tilt of the head.

Same complete absence of expression.

I slammed the album shut so hard the lamp flickered.

My heart pounded so loudly I could taste metal. Because this—this went beyond strange. Beyond coincidence. This man, if he even was a man, had been near my family more than once.

And I had never noticed.

The next morning, I called my mother.

She sounded startled to hear from me, which made me feel vaguely guilty. We didn’t talk as often as we used to.

“Mom,” I said, skipping the small talk. “Do you remember a man who used to be around when I was a kid? Tall. Black coat. Wide-brim hat. Always in the background somewhere?”

There was a long silence on the line.

So long I thought the call had dropped.

“Mom?”

When she spoke again, her voice was careful.

“Where did you hear that name?”

I froze.

“I... I didn’t say a name.”

Another silence. Then a strained laugh.

“Of course not. Sorry. I must have misheard.” Her voice sharpened slightly. “Why are you asking?”

I swallowed.

“I found some old photos. There’s a man in them. In more than one. I don’t recognize him.”

There was a muffled sound. Movement. A door closing, perhaps.

“Mara, listen to me,” she said, low and serious. “If you ever see that man again, you walk away. Don’t talk to him. Don’t follow him. You understand?”

The air thinned around me.

“You know who he is.”

She exhaled shakily. I had never heard my mother sound afraid.

“He used to come to the lake,” she whispered. “To the camp. To town. No one ever saw his face. We called him The Watcher. He was just... there. In the background. In people’s photographs. Always close. Always just... behind.”

My skin prickled.

“Didn’t anyone report him? Ask who he was?”

“We did,” she said. “Sheriff said he was harmless. A drifter. But people stopped seeing him when you were about twelve. We thought he’d moved on.”

I looked down at the photograph in my hand.

“Well,” I said faintly. “He’s back.”

Over the next few days, the photographs kept coming.

Always hand-delivered. Always under my door. Always showing The Watcher behind me at different ages and locations.

At the grocery store.

At the park.

Standing across the street from my old school.

Sometimes his figure was blurred, sometimes crystal clear. But always present. Always watching. And always closer than before.

As if he were slowly moving toward me through time.

I started jumping at shadows. Checking over my shoulder when I walked home. Peering into reflective surfaces to make sure no one stood behind me.

My friends noticed the change. I brushed it off. Stress. Work. Lack of sleep.

But at night, when the city finally went quiet, I heard footsteps in the hallway outside my door.

Slow.

Measured.

Stopping right outside.

And then—

Nothing.

No knock. No movement. Just an oppressive silence, like the air itself was listening.

The next morning, there would be another photograph waiting.

In the most recent one, I wasn’t a child anymore.

I wasn’t a teenager.

I was me. Now. Sitting on the bench at the bus stop down the street from my building, scrolling on my phone, unaware.

The Watcher stood behind the glass of the shelter.

Closer than ever.

I stopped going out at night.

I stopped sleeping.

I taped towels over the gap under my door.

But the photographs still came.

I finally broke and took everything—the prints, the albums, my shaking paranoia—to the police. The officer on duty was sympathetic in that professional, detached way that says we don’t know what to do with you.

“So,” he said, flipping through the photos. “You’re saying the same guy is in all of these, spanning what—twenty-five years?”

“Yes.”

“And you don’t know who he is?”

“No.”

He nodded slowly.

“Well, ma’am... it’s definitely creepy. But there’s no threat. No crime. Just some photos.”

“He’s following me,” I snapped. “He’s been following me since I was a kid.”

“Or,” he said gently, “someone is editing these and putting them under your door.”

I wanted to scream.

But what proof did I have? Photographs without context are only paper.

He recommended installing cameras and filing a report if I ever saw someone physically enter the building.

That night, I bought two cameras and pointed them at my door.

I didn’t sleep.

At 3:17 a.m., the hallway light flickered.

My heart lodged itself in my throat.

The cameras showed the corridor outside. Empty. Silent. The clock ticked. My pulse thundered.

Then—

A shadow slid into frame.

Not a person. Not a silhouette. Just... a darkness. As if the hallway light had learned how to move. It drifted to my door and stopped.

And as I watched with wide, stinging eyes—

an envelope slid under the door.

No hand.

No arm.

Just the envelope.

The shadow ebbed backward and disappeared.

The hallway light returned to normal.

I waited until sunrise to touch it.

Inside was a single photograph.

No lake. No backyard. No school yard.

Just my apartment.

My living room.

Taken from the corner—behind me.

And there I was, sitting on my couch, staring at my TV, completely unaware.

Behind me, just over my left shoulder,

he stood.

Close.

So close.

I dropped the photo and spun around, heart hammering, but of course the room was empty.

The Watcher was gone.

For now.

I didn’t tell my mother everything, but she could hear the panic in my voice. She begged me to come stay with her. To get out of the city. To not be alone.

I hesitated only long enough to pack a bag.

The photographs came with me, sealed in a shoebox.

The train ride out to the countryside felt endless. Every reflection in the window looked wrong. Every tall figure in a coat made me stiffen.

My mother hugged me too tightly when I arrived, as though expecting I might disappear if she loosened her grip.

We spent that evening sorting through the photos, old and new. She kept shaking her head, whispering prayers under her breath.

“I thought it was over,” she kept saying. “I thought he
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