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Chapter 1: The Face at the Window
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Lily Chen was thirteen years old, and she believed in three things: her mom’s blueberry pancakes, the creaky floorboard in the hallway, and that Mr. Hartwell was dead.

She had believed it for four years.

“Lily! Garbage!” Mom’s voice floated up the stairs.

Lily groaned. It was Saturday. Saturday was for sleeping late, not for taking out trash. But Mom worked double shifts at the hospital, so Lily grabbed the green bag and shuffled outside.

The morning air was cold and wet. Leaves stuck to the sidewalk like soggy cereal. Lily dragged the big blue bin to the curb, yawning so wide her jaw cracked.

That’s when she looked up.

Number 42. Mr. Hartwell’s old house.

The windows were dark, like always. The porch still had that broken step. The rose bushes had turned into wild, thorny monsters. Nobody had lived there since... since it happened.

Or so Lily thought.

She saw a light flicker in the living room window.

Not a reflection. Not a car passing by. A real, yellow light, moving behind the dusty glass like someone carrying a candle.

Lily froze.

Her heart did a weird stutter-step. The garbage bin handle slipped from her fingers. Clang.

The light stopped moving.

And then a face appeared at the window.

Lily’s breath caught in her throat like a fishbone.

It was him. Older. Thinner. His hair was gray now, not brown. His face had deep lines, like someone had drawn cracks in a dried-up riverbed. But the eyes those pale blue eyes were the same.

Mr. Hartwell.

He looked right at her.

For three seconds, neither of them moved. Lily couldn’t breathe. Couldn’t blink. Couldn’t think.

Then he smiled.

Not a big smile. Not a happy smile. A slow, careful smile, like he had been waiting for her to see him.

And he raised one finger to his lips.

Shh.

Then he stepped back into the darkness, and the light went out.

Lily ran inside so fast she left the garbage bin in the middle of the street. She locked the front door. Then the back door. Then she sat on the kitchen floor with her back against the fridge, hugging her knees.

Her hands were shaking.

“Mom?” she called. Her voice came out small and scared.

Mom poked her head out of the bathroom, toothbrush in her mouth. “What’s wrong?”

“Mr. Hartwell,” Lily whispered. “He’s alive.”

Mom pulled the toothbrush out. “Honey, that’s not funny.”

“I saw him. In the window.”

Mom’s face went soft, the way it did when Lily talked about Dad. “Sweetheart, Mr. Hartwell passed away four years ago. Remember the funeral? The black car? We brought the casserole?”

Lily remembered. She remembered Mrs. Hartwell crying on the front steps. She remembered the wooden box with flowers on top. She remembered Mom saying, “Such a shame. He was a good man.”

But she also remembered what she just saw.

“I’m not crazy, Mom.”

Mom sighed and wrapped her in a hug. “Of course not. You just woke up too fast. Go eat some pancakes.”

Lily didn’t argue. She ate the pancakes. She even laughed at a TikTok on her phone. But all day, her eyes kept drifting to the window.

To number 42.

And the face that should not be there.
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Chapter 2: The Porch Light
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Lily didn’t sleep that night.

She lay in bed, staring at the ceiling, counting the glow-in-the-dark stars she’d stuck up there when she was nine. Every creak of the house made her heart jump. Every car passing outside made her sit up and check the window.

But number 42 stayed dark.

“Just my brain playing tricks,” she whispered to her stuffed rabbit, Mr. Whiskers. “Mom said so.”

Mr. Whiskers did not answer. His button eyes just stared.

At 3:47 AM, Lily finally closed her eyes.

Click.

Her eyes flew open again.

A light. Outside her window.

Not the streetlamp. Not a car. This light was closer. Warmer. It spilled across her bedroom wall in a soft yellow square.

Lily crawled to her window on her hands and knees. Her heart was a drum solo in her chest. She pulled back the curtain one tiny inch.

The porch light at number 42 was on.

Nobody stood under it. No shadows moved behind the windows. Just that single, impossible light, burning in the empty house like a lighthouse calling a ship to shore.

But that was not the strangest part.

The strangest part was the front door.

It was open.

Just a crack. Just wide enough for someone to slip through. Or for something to come out.

Lily stared until her eyes burned. The door did not move. The light did not flicker. The whole world went quiet, like even the wind was holding its breath.

Then she heard it.

Music.

Very, very faint. Coming from the open door. An old song, the kind her grandmother used to hum. Something about a blue moon and not being alone.

Lily pulled the blanket over her head and did not come out until morning.
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Sunday morning arrived gray and drizzly. Lily found Mom at the kitchen table, drinking coffee and scrolling on her phone.

“Did you see it?” Lily blurted. “The light? The door open?”

Mom looked up. “See what?”

“Next door. Last night. Around four in the morning.”

Mom’s forehead wrinkled. “I didn’t hear anything. And I got up to pee twice.” She took a sip of coffee. “Lily, I called Mrs. Hartwell yesterday. After you told me about... what you thought you saw.”

Lily’s stomach dropped. “You what?”

“I just wanted to check. You know, make sure you weren’t getting upset over nothing.” Mom put her phone down. “Mrs. Hartwell said the house is empty. Has been since she moved to Florida. She said no one has the keys except her real estate agent.”

“But I saw—”

“She said the agent checks on the house once a month. Maybe he left a light on by accident.”

Lily wanted to believe that. She really did.

But the open door. The music. The way Mr. Hartwell had pressed his finger to his lips like they were sharing a secret.

That was not a real estate agent.
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After breakfast, Lily put on her raincoat and went outside. She told herself she was just getting the mail. But her feet carried her to the edge of her yard, right where the grass met the dead weeds of number 42.

The porch light was off now. The front door was closed.

Everything looked normal. Empty. Dead.

Lily took one step onto the cracked sidewalk leading to the house.

“I wouldn’t go over there if I was you.”

Lily spun around.

A boy stood on the other side of the street. He was about her age, maybe fourteen, with messy brown hair and a backpack shaped like a turtle shell. He was holding a skateboard under one arm.

“Who are you?” Lily asked.

“Leo. I live three houses down. Just moved here last month.” He nodded toward number 42. “That house gives me the creeps.”

“Why?”

Leo shrugged. “I don’t know. The vibes are off. My mom says nobody’s lived there for years, but I swear I saw a guy in the backyard yesterday. Digging.”

Lily’s blood turned to ice water.

“Digging?” she repeated.

“Yeah. With a shovel. By the big tree.” Leo made a face. “I told my mom, and she said I watch too many horror movies. But I know what I saw.”

Lily looked at the house. At the big oak tree in the backyard, the one where Mr. Hartwell used to hang a bird feeder.

“His name is Mr. Hartwell,” Lily said quietly. “He used to live there. But he died.”

Leo raised an eyebrow. “Then who’s digging holes in his backyard at midnight?”

Neither of them spoke for a long moment. Rain dripped off the edge of Lily’s hood. Somewhere, a dog started barking.

Then Lily made a decision.

“Come back tonight,” she said. “After dark. I want to see for myself.”

Leo grinned. It was not a happy grin. It was the grin of someone who loved secrets a little too much.

“I’ll bring flashlights,” he said.

And he walked away, leaving Lily standing in the rain, staring at the house where a dead man might be digging holes under a dead tree.

She had a very bad feeling about tonight.
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