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			Chapter 1: Welcome Home

			My hands trembled, and I could feel my pulse vibrating throughout my entire body as I sat at the police station, still fearing for my life. The events I had just survived were mind boggling and left me in a state of terror. I took a few more sips of coffee while trying to wrap my head around what had just happened before the sheriff looked at me and said, “Leah, I need you to try to relax and start at the beginning. We need a detailed statement from you, okay?” It was hard for me to process anything he was saying. I had a million things going through my mind all at once. 

			“Have you found him?” I asked in a state of panic, “Please tell me you have him!” 

			“We are doing everything we can, Leah. I promise you are safe right now, and I’m going to make sure you stay safe until we find him. But right now I need you to start at the beginning and tell me everything that happened. Can you do that for me?”

			“I need a cigarette,” I stated. 

			The sheriff reached into the pocket of his leather jacket and pulled out a pack of Marlboro Reds. “Here you go.” He tossed them to me. 

			I removed a cigarette from the half empty pack and put it to my lips. He struck a lighter and held the flame up for me. I had not smoked since my senior year in high school, but I was desperate to calm my nerves. I took one drag from the cigarette before reliving my terror. As I began to give my statement to him, my mind became flooded with vivid flashbacks….

			***

			I had come to Rockwood County two years ago to attend college. My dream was to become a psychologist, and I had devoted my life to the study of human behavior. Lincoln University was well known for its outstanding psychology department, so naturally, I was overjoyed when I discovered I was granted a scholarship to attend. 

			I grew up in a small country town that I had longed to escape my entire life. There were no opportunities there unless I wanted to work at the same local factory everyone else in town worked at. I wanted more for my future. I didn’t want to settle for factory work like everyone else that resided in the poverty-ridden town I called home. 

			When I first visited Rockwood, I immediately felt right at home. The quiet little county seemed to have plenty to offer a young woman like myself, with goals and tons of ambition. There was always something to do and plenty of new faces. Strangers smiled and were eager to greet a new face, which gave me a sense of comfort. As large as the area was, everybody seemed to know everybody. A real sense of community flooded the atmosphere. I didn’t feel out of place because it reminded me of home, except it had much more to offer. I immediately knew this was a place where I could happily live out the next few years of my life.

			During my first semester as an undergraduate at Lincoln, I met Trey Cooper, a tall, lanky gentleman with a crooked smile. I’ll never forget the first time I saw him wandering the school hallway like a lost puppy on a mission. His wavy brown hair looked as if he’d overslept and didn’t have a chance to comb it. There was just something about him that was perfectly imperfect. 

			Trey was devoted to computer science, and by looking at him, one would never believe he was a tech geek. He worked out religiously and held a jock persona—he was quite popular around campus. Underneath it all, he had a heart just as big as his dark brown eyes. The first time we spoke was quite embarrassing, but it was also the perfect icebreaker. I was still a fresh student at Lincoln and had no idea where I was going in such a large building. I misread my class schedule and wound up walking into the wrong classroom. The professor in that room was giving a lecture on computer technology when I came barging in, interrupting him. After clarifying that I was lost with at least thirty fellow students staring at me, Trey stood up and announced he would assist me to my class. 

			I fell madly in love with him the second I laid eyes on him, and it didn’t take him long to return my emotions. We become serious about each other rather quickly. I’d often open up my textbook and find cute love notes he’d planted for me. As crazy as it may sound, I knew he was the one for me. He helped me loosen up and enjoy life more than I ever had while also respecting how dedicated I was to my studies. Trey would often sit with me between classes and help me study by calling out vocabulary words and such. 

			A year went by, and we were ready to take things to the next level. Due to Lincoln University’s strict policies against sexual relations, we could have never roomed together in one of their dorms. I could barely share a kiss with him unless we were off campus, and even then, we had a strict 11:00 p.m. curfew. Can you imagine being twenty-one years old, as I was during this time, and having to sneak away just to kiss your boyfriend? We did not allow Lincoln’s strict rules to stop us. Trey and I would meet after class every afternoon when we didn’t have to work and leave campus to hang out until curfew. We did this for an entire year before growing increasingly sick of being controlled by ridiculous university laws. I came up with a plan to rent a place off campus together, and he was more than eager to follow through with the idea. 

			Both of us only held part-time jobs at a local hotdog stand during that time, so we knew we would need roommates in order to afford anything. If the wrong person were to discover either of us living with, or sleeping with, a member of the opposite sex, we could potentially face probation and possible suspension from school. The only people we could trust to room with us and remain silent were Trey’s best friend, Dakota Johnson, and his girlfriend, Heather Baker. 

			Dakota was the quarterback of Lincoln’s football team, and he had a complete frat boy way about him. He was as hardheaded as he was stubborn and prided himself on how much women loved him. He was a typical playboy and always used his good looks and charming ways to his advantage. Female professors admired his appearance, and male professors worshiped his athletic abilities. No matter how poorly he did with his academics, he aced every test. Fellow male students either envied him or hated him—there was no in between. Those that disliked him were most likely jealous, as it’s easy to become when you stand next to a person like him. He made success look easy, and I imagine it wasn’t pleasant for a young man to live in his shadow. 

			Regardless of what anyone’s opinion of him may have been, he was a great guy. Anytime anyone needed help, Dakota could always be called upon. It was common for him to push everything on his agenda aside and assist someone with car trouble, carrying books, or opening doors. I met him through Trey, who had been his best friend since high school. The two of them actually both earned scholarships to attend Lincoln together. I grew attached to him and viewed him as an older brother. 

			His girlfriend Heather was also a psychology major, although she did not take her academics as seriously as I did. She preferred to spend her free time shopping. Her parents were financially well off and kept her supplied with credit cards, which Heather took full advantage of. She was devoted to keeping up with the latest fashion trends, and it was nothing for her to invest $500 on a new purse. She was one of the most free spirited individuals I ever had the pleasure of meeting. Always up for a new adventure and full of life, Heather didn’t sit around studying very often. If you didn’t know her in person, it would’ve been easy to mistake her for a model fresh out of New York City. She definitely stood out compared to most other women in Rockwood, and she liked it that way. 

			I believe Dakota was so mesmerized by her because, unlike other women, she didn’t bend over backward in an attempt to impress him. Heather knew her worth and could’ve had her choice in men, so there was no need for her to obsess over anyone. She and Dakota complemented each other well. He kept her more focused, and she challenged him in ways nobody else could. They were somewhat of a power couple—whatever quality one lacked the other had—and together, they were unstoppable. 

			Trey and I knew we could count on them to help with rent and utilities. Plus, they also had issues with Lincoln’s strict rules and policies. They had both been placed on temporary probation the previous year when Dakota was caught in Heather’s dorm room with no shirt on. Apparently, Heather’s roommate at the time had a crush on Dakota, and out of spite, she reported them to the student service office. We hung out with them frequently and knew they would be on board with the idea of finding a place where we could live freely. Heather could afford rent with one of her credit cards alone, so together, the four of us could easily manage bills.

			We did not have to search long before finding the perfect place, or so we thought. It was approximately twelve miles from campus and located at the very end of a narrow, secluded dirt road. From the dirt road, you could barely see the house due to the trees that lined the driveway and surrounded the property. It was like a small oasis hidden in the woods. The privacy was something we all longed for, and this house offered plenty. 

			There was just one downfall—the neighbors across the street from the driveway. They occupied the only other house on the road, and it looked more like an old abandoned barn than an actual home. The windows were broken, and the entire wooden structure appeared to be dry rotted. At one time, I imagine, it was probably a very beautiful house, but the years had not been kind to the property. The grass appeared as if no one had mowed it in years. The majority of it was dead, but the areas that remained were so overgrown a small child could’ve gotten lost in it. On the left side of the yard sat a pile of old tires that must have been there for a very long time. Moss and fungus had overgrown the majority of the tire pile, and I imagined it was most likely a snake’s den. I knew there was something off about the inhabitants from day one.

			***

			“You’re doing great, Leah; take a minute if you need to,” the sheriff stated as I became lost in thought. 

			My gaze was drawn down toward the floor. “I’m fine,” I responded. “Can I get a cup of water or something?”

			“Sure, absolutely.” The sheriff stood up, opened the door, and shouted, “Someone bring me a glass of water, please.” Within a few seconds, an officer came in carrying a glass of water. “Thank you.” The sheriff grabbed the water from the officer’s hand and waited for him to exit the room before closing the door. 

			I wasn’t entirely sure why I had requested water since I was not thirsty. Perhaps it was my anxiety getting the best of me, and I just needed something to do. Regardless, I took a sip before setting the cup down on the table in front of me. 

			The sheriff sat in silence for a moment before speaking up. “You said you noticed something off about the neighbors in the beginning. Can you explain what you mean by that?” 

			“It was a feeling I got.” I paused for a moment. “They would just stare at us blankly; it was just strange.” I continued with my statement as the events began to visually play through my mind once more….

			***

			I remember when we were moving things in, the neighbors would sit outside and just watch us go up and down the driveway as we unpacked the vehicles and reloaded them. There were four of them—a younger male, probably about my age; a middle-aged woman who always appeared to be holding a baby bundled up in a pink blanket on her lap; a small girl, probably no older than ten, I would guess; and an old woman. They all looked dirty like they had not bathed in months. They reminded me of old farmers or something from the 1950s, just lost in time and out of place. They would sit on their front porch and just stare at us—never blinking, never waving, just the emotionless stares. The only time I ever witnessed them move slightly was when they gently rocked back and forth in the rocking chairs they were seated in. 

			Judging by the ball of yarn that laid in her lap, the old woman always appeared like she was planning to knit something she’d never start. Her grey hair was wrapped in a bun ever so neatly on the top of her head. Her pale blue dress looked like it hadn’t been washed in years. 

			The middle-aged woman sat on the far left and was always gently rocking her baby bundled up in that filthy pink blanket. She was a little heavyset, and I suspect she may have had a little back trouble by the way she slouched. Right next to her, on the floor of the wooden porch, sat the little girl, with her legs crossed. Wearing the same purple shirt and jean shorts every time I saw her, she didn’t seem like an ordinary child. Most children her age have far too much energy to sit perfectly still like she did.

			The young man could always be seen sitting on the staircase of the porch with his eyes closed. His filthy overalls and scuffed up boots suggested he was either ridden with poverty or a very hard worker. He was the only one that never stared because his eyes were always closed. He still directed his attention at us but kept his eyes closed, which was odd, to say the least. 

			I do not recall a time when I did not see all of them sitting outside on that porch, as if they never went inside. It didn’t matter if it was eleven at night or seven in the morning; they were always sitting on that porch in the exact same spot as the day before, dressed in the same clothing, just staring. 

			I told Trey it was creepy the way they just stared at us, and while he certainly shared my feelings, he insisted they were just being typical nosey neighbors. I just assumed he was right. I guess it is normal to be curious when someone new is moving in near you. But the blankness on their faces, and the fact that they were always in the same position as the day before, made me feel uneasy. 

			 One day, when we were moving the last of our things in, Dakota’s tire popped at the foot of the driveway. We had driven over that very spot several times a day for a week and never had any issues, so it was odd to all of us when his tire popped so unexpectedly. 

			Dakota slammed the door on the truck with enough force to rattle the ground. “You’ve got tah be kidding me! I just got these tires!” He shouted. Of course, the neighbors were outside staring, but instead of ignoring them like we usually did, Trey tried to be sociable. 

			“Hey, how’s it going? Looks like we have a flat.” 

			They continued to stare blankly, completely ignoring Trey. 

			Heather nudged me to gain my attention. “Weirdoes,” she whispered. They certainly were strange characters.

			Trey turned his attention back to us and shrugged his shoulders to suggest he wasn’t going to engage with them anymore.

			Shortly after, Dakota became more frustrated when he realized he did not have his jack, which was needed to change the tire in his truck bed. Believing he must have misplaced it during the move, he commenced with cursing and stomping. Dakota never handled pressure very well and often became explosive over minor inconveniences. Trey, in an attempt to calm Dakota down, suggested using his car to run out and buy one. 

			“Man, that will take forever. We’re losing daylight, and I have a lot of stuff to get moved in,” Dakota announced in a daunting tone. 

			After stomping around in the road for a moment, Dakota decided to approach the neighbors. As he walked into their yard, asking if they had a jack he could use, the young man that had been sitting with his eyes closed all afternoon became aggressive. He stood up from the staircase and started yelling, “Stop looking! Stop looking!” We were all stunned, as this was the first time we had heard any of them say a word, and we certainly weren’t expecting him to freak out like he did. 

			Dakota responded in a very confused tone. “Whoa, partner, calm down. I’m just trying to fix my tire.” 

			Heather, who could sense the young man’s hostile energy, immediately ran toward Dakota. She placed her hand on his chest and said, “Baby, come on, let’s just go buy a jack, please.” 

			The young man then yelled out at Heather, “Shh! Don’t speak!” And that’s when things escalated. 

			Dakota clenched his fist tightly as the look on his face completely changed into full-blown rage before he exclaimed, “What did you just say, punk?!” 

			About that time, the young man reached into his back pocket as if he were about to pull something out. My first thought was perhaps he was about to pull a gun on Dakota. Trey must have thought the same thing because he immediately spoke up. “Hey! Everybody, let’s just calm down, okay?” He walked up and glanced at Dakota before turning his attention to the neighbors and continuing. “We don’t want any trouble. My buddy here was not trying to disrespect you—he just thought you might have a jack.”

			Trey was holding his hands out, trying to appear peaceful, when the young man pulled a flashlight from his pocket. A sense of relief came over me when I saw it was something as harmless as a flashlight and not a gun. Strangely, the young man continued to turn the flashlight on, shining it toward Dakota, Trey, and Heather for a moment before he cut it off and placed it back into his pocket. We were taken aback by the strange action.

			Before anybody could say anything else, a large middle-aged man in overalls opened the front door of the house and stepped out onto the porch, and exclaimed, “What the hell is going on out here?!” 

			We had never seen this person before. The man had a deep, forceful voice and a very intimidating manner. He wore no shirt under his filthy overalls and wore a straw hat full of holes. He definitely didn’t blend in with the 21st-century atmosphere. 

			The young man immediately declared, with a faint tremble in his voice, “Th-they were speaking.” 

			“Sir, we were just wondering if you guys had a jack. My buddy’s tire just popped. We don’t want any trouble, so we are just going to leave now, okay?” Trey stated.

			The large man glared at Trey like he wanted to strangle him to death before responding. “A jack? Why didn’t you just say so? I have one out back. Let me go grab it.” 

			He smiled devilishly as he turned to walk toward his backyard. He paused to glare at the young man sitting on the staircase. With a snarl on his face, he told the boy he’d knock his teeth out if he ever woke him up yelling like that again. I could tell the young man was terrified of him by the way he just timidly hung his head, never once opening his eyes. Perhaps even stranger than the young man keeping his eyes closed during the entire altercation were the mannerisms of the old lady, woman, and little girl. All three of them just sat there staring at us the entire time, never saying a single word. It was like nothing at all was happening. 

			After handing Trey the jack, the large man introduced himself. “I’m Roberson. I believe we’re going to be neighbors?”

			Trey passed the jack over to Dakota. “It appears that way. It’s nice to meet you. I apologize for the minor altercation.” 

			Dakota positioned the jack under the truck next to the dead tire. After loosening the bolts that held the tire to the axel, he gave the jack a few pumps with his foot, causing the side of the truck to rise in the air. He jerked the deflated tired off the axel, causing a loose bolt to fall off and roll underneath the truck. Heather hovered above him while he crawled under the vehicle to fish for the runaway bolt. 

			“Yeah, my son can get a little worked up around strangers. He means no harm,” Roberson declared.

			I walked a little closer to stand beside Trey during their conversation to remind him that we had a lot of work to do before nightfall. I couldn’t help but notice how dirty Roberson’s hands were. His fingernails were nearly black from the filth caked under them. 

			“Well, well, who is this fine young lady?” Roberson asked as he glared toward me like some sort of predator stalking its prey. 

			“Leah,” I answered. “I’m Trey’s girlfriend.” I was sure to grab onto Trey’s arm to make myself appear unavailable to the strange creep. 

			Roberson stared at me for a moment as if something I said had angered him. He finally broke his silence. “Well, you must be the lucky Trey she’s referring to?” He asked with a stiff glare.

			“Yes, sir,” Trey answered with a cheesy grin on his face. 

			Roberson immediately turned his attention toward Heather, who was still waiting for Dakota, who to find the runaway bolt. Roberson took a few steps toward her. “And who is this pretty girl?” Before she had a chance to answer, he added, “Good looking, and you seem to know your place. My type of woman.” 

			I had no idea what he meant by that comment or what led him to make such a remark, but I knew Dakota wasn’t going to appreciate it. 

			“That’s my woman,” Dakota immediately announced from under his vehicle with a hint of aggression. 

			Roberson appeared to be caught off guard by Dakota’s lash out. “Well, excuse the piss out of me, boy!” Roberson exclaimed as he glared down toward Dakota. 

			Dakota was not the type to handle confrontation in a passive manner. He had too much pride to sit still and allow anyone to hit on Heather right in front of him. From underneath the truck, he mumbled, “Trust me, I’m not a boy. Just ask her.” 

			Roberson crouched down to get closer to Dakota. “For someone that doesn’t want any trouble, you sure have a smartass mouth on you, don’tcha boy?” 

			We heard a loud Ting! when Dakota dropped the crowbar on the ground. “And what are you going to do about it?” Dakota challenged. 

			Roberson slowly stood up and placed his boot on the jack that was holding the truck in place. “Well, I could just kick this really hard right now. I’d get my jack back, but the outcome may not go in your favor.” 

			At that moment, Heather let out a shrill scream. “No! Please, sir!” 

			Knowing that if Roberson were to kick the jack out of place, the truck would fall onto Dakota and crush him, Trey sprinted over. “Hey. Come on now. He gets a little out of line sometimes, but there is no need to do anything crazy.” 

			Roberson removed his foot from the jack and let out a deep chuckle. Dakota quickly rolled out from beneath the vehicle and exclaimed, “What the—what’s wrong with you?!” He glared at Roberson as if he were trying to challenge him and threw his arms out to his sides.

			“Relax,” Roberson stated. “If I wanted to do something like that, I wouldn’t have told you I was going to, now would I? I’m just messing with
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