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Chapter One


November 2015 
It wasn’t a week after the news broke of fellow Classen Comet alumni Dave Mitchell and Brandi Warner being found dead together in a motel room, that I decided to take my turn. The night we started the game at the reunion was the worst night of my life. I’d finally gotten Russ Nichols to sign my yearbook and then it was gone before I even got to read what he wrote.
Sure, like the others, I had no intention of killing Jimmy Harris when I picked him in the game. None of us put any real thought into our picks. For my case, it wasn’t hard to find a bully on any page of the yearbook. I just happened to land on the H’s.
Should I not have considered Simon’s offer? Most would say yes, but I’d lived a hard life and was ready to get my revenge. He had blackmail on me, but he didn’t need it. Once I got the notice, my mind was made up. I was going to kill Jimmy. It just took a couple of months of planning to get the timing right.
“Funny how life takes winding turns,” I said, walking across the street to meet Jimmy. The man sporting a comb-over from his mid-life crisis got out of his vehicle, reached over the side of his work truck, and pulled out a red toolbox. His truck had a magnetic sticker on the door. It read: Harris Waste Management, Twenty Years of Experience.
“What did you say?” Jimmy asked, bending down to check the meter at the curb.
“There shouldn’t be anything wrong there.” I caught up with him. As he was bent over, I sized up the man. He’d gained weight since high school. We all had. I was easily sixty pounds heavier, but Jimmy had doubled in size.
“It’s my duty to check.” He gave me a thumbs up. “I’m the professional.” He pointed down into the hole. “There’s weeds in there. I’ll come back out after I see the inside.”
“If you say so. I think it’s funny that we met in high school and now here we are together again.” I laughed and directed the way up the drive of the house. “Excuse the excess appliances. I’ve been meaning to get on the tenant to haul those away.”
As we strolled up the drive, I gestured to the extra stoves, sinks, washers, and dryers, all remnants of my biggest secret, my hoarding habit. It was shameful, but I couldn’t stop. The house we’d arrived at was my second house, the one where I spent my twenties and developed my habit. The appliances and other large items filled three-quarters of the driveway and had been purchased mostly at yard sales. I couldn’t pass up any opportunity to save a working unit that might be needed in the future. I knew it was the wrong kind of thinking, but the addiction had taken over all sense of resistance.
“I’d evict tenants if they littered up one of my properties like this,” Jimmy said. He stepped over a fallen down floor fan that was blocking the path to the porch. “Uncaring assholes with nothing better to do with their time or money. Who needs all this shit in their life, anyway?”
“I’m in the process of eviction,” I said, getting to the door with the key. “Do you remember me from high school, just a little?” I asked before turning the lock.
“Sorry, not good with faces or names,” he apologized. “But if you say you went to Classen, I’ll believe you and give you a good quote.”
How dare he think I was just looking for a discount? Jimmy had to remember how he treated me during high school. He was the worst of them all. “We were in the same grade. Shared classes.” I searched his eyes for a small amount of recollection. When I got none, I opened the front door.
“Holy shit! What’s that smell?” Jimmy shouted as he doubled over. “That’s foul. How long has the water been shut off?” He took out a heavy duty face mask for himself and handed one over. “Put this on. These fumes are toxic.”
“Is it that bad?” Guess I was used to the smell. I knew it was strong, but I chose to ignore the odor. “Watch your step,” I said, looking back to Jimmy. He apparently was still reacting to my first statement and tripped on a shoe box that had inched out into the pathway.
“My bad.” I caught his elbow. “Take it slow.”
“Just point the way and let me walk in front.” He jerked free and rudely pushed me aside. “Damn, crazy ass woman. Why’d I even take this job? I’m about to retire.” he muttered, walking ahead.
“The bathroom is where it’s the worst,” I called out to him. “Turn left down the hall. It’s the first door.”
He disappeared from view and I imagined he’d come back out running from the job. I told myself I’d laugh in his face if he refused. I’d been practically giddy when I’d found out Jimmy was a waste management specialist. He was a shit hauler in my book.
“Did you find it?” I asked, shuffling through the slim pathway I’d left carved out of what used to by my living and dining area.
“It’s not safe in there,” he said, leaning his head out into the hallway.
“Nonsense. I’ve been in here plenty of times.” I pushed forward, forcing him to back up into the room. “Show me where the leak is.”
“There is no leak, lady. Your tenants have been lying to you. This water has been off for more than a few months.” He raised the toilet seat. Small flying bugs swarmed up to the light from the window. “No sane human lives this way.”
“I admit I give them leeway. Hoarding is a mental disease, but it can be treated.”
“Bullshit!” He closed his toolbox. “I can’t do anything here. The whole house needs to be bulldozed.”
“What? No. It’s just stopped up.” I held him in the bathroom by placing my palm flat against his chest. “A simple day job.”
“You’re blind as a bat and half crazy, too. I’m set to retire soon. I don’t need to be elbow deep in this problem.” He moved again to leave.
“Who am I going to get to do the job?” I covered my face and sobbed. “I’ve called so many workmen. None of them have even walked in the door. Please, as a favor to a fellow classmate can you at least look at the tub?”
“I’m really not interested. You can’t pay me enough.”
“Look at it!” My blood boiled at the thought of getting that far and not being able to finish. There was no way on earth or in hell that Jimmy Harris was making it out of that house alive. If Dave was the example, I knew the consequences of failing a turn. I was not going to die for him.
“Alright.” Jimmy held his hands in the air. “I’ll try to snake the drain.” He reopened his toolbox. “Do you know if there is a drain plug?”
“Yes, I think they did keep one in there. Check.” I moved in close, mirroring Jimmy’s posture as he leaned over the edge of the tub. I envisioned my hand gripping the back of his skull and pushing down until his face was drowning in the five inches of thick, brown water in the tub.
“I’m not finding anything,” Jimmy said.
His last words.
It was an odd feeling, rage coursing through my veins. Every day of my Sophomore year, Jimmy Harris had slammed my locker door shut while I was getting my books out. It was payback time.
Adrenaline rushed from my vengeful heart to my hands. I smashed them on the back of Jimmy’s head and neck, pushing him down into the sludge of rust colored, rancid sewer water. He jerked for air. Surprised by my own strength, I held him still until he struggled to breathe no more. Then I held him until my fingers cramped, just to make sure he was dead.
Exhausted, I sat back and closed my eyes. All I saw was my reward in my filthy hands. Simon was going to return my yearbook. I was going to get to read all the signatures I’d gathered that reunion night.
Minutes turned into a half hour, then an hour. Finally, I opened a fresh container of baby wipes and cleaned myself up. My arm was brown up to my elbow. Before me laid a huge task. I had to not only get Jimmy out of the bathroom, I had to take a photo for evidence, and bury the body.
It took me twenty minutes to pull him out of the tub and lay him flat on his back on the tiled bathroom floor. I got in front of him to drag him out through the back door. The weeds were tall out there. No one would find him. I already had his keys in my pocket. I’d planned on burying Jimmy, then driving his truck to another location before it got dark.
A problem arose in the hall. Jimmy wasn’t a small man. He’d barely made it through the house’s pathway while he walked on his own two feet. I was in poor shape myself and hadn’t counted on how heavy dead weight really was for a man pushing three hundred pounds.
Inch by inch, I tugged and pulled and worked to get him out into the living and dining area. From there it was one turn into the kitchen. It was going to be difficult, but it had to get done.
Walking backwards, I yanked on his wrists, taking small steps back, but then I tripped on a can of bug spray. I fell, toppling part of the tall wall of tubs that held my yarn collection. The clear plastic containers immediately covered Jimmy’s body.
“No!” I dropped to my knees to move everything off him, but it was so much stuff and I was so tired. “What’s done is done.” I gave up to fate. “If the house has to go with Jimmy, then it’s the universe telling me to get over my addiction.”
Who was I kidding? I’d go back to my ways as soon as his body was discovered, the scene was processed, and I was cleared of the murder.
There was one last thing I had to do before leaving. I took my phone out, moved enough tubs to expose Jimmy’s face, and snapped the proof shot. I sent it to Simon with the text, “Go after your next player. My turn’s been taken.”




Chapter Two


August 2018 
There was eerie feeling being back on the University of Central Oklahoma campus and acting like nothing had happened. Four short days ago I’d received a threat which terrified me. The Simon Says Killer had entrapped me in a game of kill or be killed. He said don’t bring in the police and I did. I thought I could distract him long enough, but he got away. His final text an hour later was, “You broke the rules, move back a space.”
I went to bed and woke up, asking myself, What does that even mean? I was already being blackmailed. Was he going to take my turn and kill the victim assigned to me or worse? I hated the conclusions I came up with for the worse scenarios. I needed help. Help from someone other than a police officer.
I practiced the speech I’d give Professor Shaw in the car. He was the one I turned to when Simon first contacted me. He opened the door for an introduction to Officer Dennis Henson. He was the only one on campus I really wanted to see in classes.
A few minutes alone to update him on the case were all I needed. I parked my car in the closest lot and walked straight into the Forensic Science Building.
All the professors office hours were posted online, they were all supposed to be available before classes on the first day of the semester. When I arrived at the check-in desk of the criminology department it was empty. There was no receptionist, no appointments to be made. No one around to speak to about personalized meetings with any professors.
I’d driven more than half an hour from mid-town to the university campus in Edmond, Oklahoma. For the last four years it was a typical drive. That day I drove past the same landmarks and businesses, but many of them looked different. I had a new view on life. Each business was owned by a person. That person could be honest or corrupt. No one would know until they took a chance and entered the business.
To be honest in a morbid way, Simon’s game was a welcomed change of perspective. Sure I was terrified, but at least it was a challenge. It was a chance to use the skills I’d been studying for the last three years.
Before leaving the criminology department, I checked the notice board. There was a staff meeting at 11am. That was just after my last morning class and during a planned lunch break I’d worked into my schedule that semester. Hanging around campus would give me a chance to catch Professor Shaw coming out of the meeting. I crossed my fingers that he’d have time for me.
The student center was busy with freshmen getting their bearings around campus. It was come and go only for the fast food prep stations and vending machines. I grabbed lunch and chose to wait in my car. Something about the heat of the sun and the dead silence with the windows rolled up, calmed my nerves.
The staff meeting came and went. There was no sign of my professor arriving or leaving the building. I took a chance and sent him a text. It read, “Hi Prof Shaw we talked a couple a weeks ago about a murder case I’m involved in. There’s been some new developments. A new case. I’d like your opinion on it. Can we meet?”
It was a long text, but necessary to make sure he’d understand why I was texting. The last time we’d spoken, he seemed interested in helping.
A response came fairly quick. “Josie I’d love to catch up. I’m away from campus, but on my way there. Can you hang out and meet me at the third floor cafe in an hour?”
An hour was a small price to pay. I quickly replied with a simple, “I’ll be there.” After sending the text, I closed my eyes and envisioned how the meeting would go. There were so many details of the Simon Says case that I wanted to tell him about, but I tended to ramble when I was nervous. Also, I wasn’t sure which of the details were confidential. I was pretty sure any communication I personally had with Simon was fair game to tell. What harm could it do to confide all my fears to one person?
I’d already been eating in my car and couldn’t take the heat for another hour, so I wandered to a bench and hoped to be left alone. I had my planner and decided I’d add in details I recalled from the night I first almost met Simon. I opened to a blank notes page and wrote, It was dark. He was across the street. That was Duffy, a white mutt that barked at him. He texted. I looked down to my phone.
“Excuse me,” a high pitched voice said, breaking my train of thought.
I looked up with raised eyebrows to see another student standing at a moderate distance. She had her books clutched to her chest and wore a hoodie with the hood up to cover her blonde hair. “Yes?”
“I was wondering if you were looking to socialize? I see your books.” She pointed to my open backpack. “I’m a criminology major, too. I’m in a club and we’re looking for new members. We’re friendly.” She shrugged with a smile on her face.
“Sorry, I’m busy after classes.” I moved my hands to cover the notes in the planner. “I’m also not all that into clubs.”
“We’re different and very accepting.” She took out a paper and offered it. “Can I leave you a flyer? Michael worked hard on them. Give us a chance.”
“I’m really not interested.” I hated to hurt her feelings. She looked nice, but nice girls were usually popular. The popular crowd and I never mixed well. I waved her off, she hesitated, but luckily my phone buzzed with a text alert. “Sorry,” I apologized and moved my attention to the screen. “It’s from my boss.”
“Okay, well the first meeting is on Wednesday. Hope to see you there.” She stuffed the flyer in my backpack and walked off to the parking lot.
Dodged a bullet there. I checked the text again, it was from Dennis, the detective working with me on the Simon Says case. It read, “Hey, could you do me a HUGE favor?”
I responded with, “What kind of favor?”
He answered, “Can you be at Quail Creek Elementary for a Safety Awareness Presentation on Thursday. I got a busy day. Oh, you won’t be alone.”
His ask was out of my wheelhouse. I politely declined. “Shouldn’t you ask an officer, Mr. Education Liaison? Plus I’m not trained.” Sometime over the last three years since Simon started the game, Detective Dennis Henson was demoted to an officer in the education liaison department. It was a mystery about him I hadn’t solved, yet.
“It was a long shot, but I thought I’d try,” he answered, and I could see the hurt in his words even if we were miles apart.
“Wish I could help, but I’m sure there are rules. Regulations,” I sent.
“Right, no worries. Just thought you’d want to wear the badge for a day. I’d loan you mine,” he answered with a smiley emoji at the end. 
“That’s not following the rules either.” I added a smiley with the tongue sticking out. Noticing the time and how the hour had just about passed, I sent another text. “I’m meeting someone for lunch. Anything else?”
“No, go on. Text me later. We’ll meet tomorrow.”
“Okay, bye.” I added a winking emoji to the text. He sent a winking emoji back. We were done.
With the conversation over, I gathered my things to walk over to the student center where I was meeting Professor Shaw on the third floor.




Chapter Three


Inside the student center, I noticed the elevator was closed for service, so I walked up all three flights to the cafe. It was a secluded eatery frequented mainly by staff. Most students stayed away. I was among the few exceptions. 
In my second year on campus, I had a free hour, and learned of the cafe by accident while exploring the building. I was looking for a quiet alcove to study and stumbled upon the cafe. Since it was a quiet space and closer than the library, I enjoyed an early lunch there every Tuesday and Thursday.
On the way up the stairs, I dug out the flyer and examined it. “Murderinos? What are those? It went on to explain the group was dedicated to the study of murders and murderers. “Just up my alley,” I commented to myself. At the bottom it mentioned the staff representative was Professor Gary Shaw. “Huh, that changes things. A little bit.” I was interested, but still not a club girl.
I’d arrived at the top floor, strolled to the end of the hall, and was quickly disappointed. The metal barrier was pulled down and a temporarily closed sign was taped on the outside.
“Now what?” I groaned.
“Afraid this might happen,” Professor Gary Shaw said, walking up behind me. “Just our luck.” He motioned for me to join him at a bench in the deserted hall. “Why couldn’t they have placed a sign at the first floor landing to stop us fools from making the trip up?” He let out a forced sigh and shrugged his shoulders. “Hi, Josie. How are you doing with all this? Ready for another school year?”
“I’m fine. Ready to graduate.” I made myself comfortable, setting my backpack down at my feet. “I quit my job at the mall and started a side gig selling crafts on Etsy, so I could focus more on my studies this year.”
“Good thinking. Hope you do well in your venture.” He patted my leg in a friendly not creepy way. “Let’s change the subject. How can I help you? Did you catch your stalker?”
“He’s still out there.” Avoiding eye contact, I stared down at my backpack, considering pulling the planner out. “It’s a little more intense. I’m being blackmailed into becoming a killer.”
“How so?” Professor Shaw asked.
“Simon’s sent pictures he took of my mom and sisters outside their house. They may be in danger. It’s a threat for the game he’s playing and I’m not the first player.”
“You’re on a first name basis with this killer?” Shaw scooted a few inches away.
I felt him staring at me. His concern was a nice gesture, but made me uncomfortable.   “Yes. Sort of. I have this idea and I don’t know if it will work. You’ve studied all kinds of killers. That’s why I’ve come to you.”
“Let’s back up a moment.” Shaw cleared his throat. “How do you know his name is Simon? What made you bump him up to killer from stalker? Did you contact the detective friend of mine?”
“Yes. Dennis, um-Officer Henson has been very helpful. Previous to me, he had been following the case and named him the Simon Says killer. It’s because we think he killed the first two victims. He also signs the letters he sends, Simon Says.” I snapped my fingers, remembering. “Oh and he didn’t correct me when I called him Simon at the school.”
“You’ve met him? In person?” His voice changed. It was curiously gleeful.
His attitude change adjusted mine. “Yeah, I didn’t exactly see him.” I was full on invested in telling the story to Professor Shaw. Hand gestures, facial expressions, the works. I was giddy to be able to get to out and express myself to someone who understood. “Simon was under the bleachers. He threatened me with a gun, but I wasn’t that scared. I did like Dennis said and secretly recorded our conversation. I listened to his demands, then I tried to get him to agree to a deal, but while I was talking, he escaped. I did all that I was supposed to do, like you taught in class. The cops on the scene were unprepared. They chased him, but he got away.”
“Ahh, think on it.” The professor tapped his temple. “Were they unprepared or less prepared than your
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