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After the Door Closed

The door closed behind me.

I didn’t lock it.

I stood there anyway, my hand still wrapped around the handle, listening as the sound faded into the house—soft, final, wrong.

Silence followed. Thick. Watchful.

“This is temporary,” I said.

The words didn’t echo.

The house smelled like rain-soaked wood and something colder beneath it. Not rot. Not metal. Just absence. Like the place had been holding its breath.

I dragged my suitcase inside and let it thud against the wall. The living room revealed itself slowly—a couch, a fireplace, a wide window facing the trees.

The curtains were open.

I froze.

I knew I’d closed them when I arrived. I remembered the fabric sliding together. The small relief of shutting the world out.

Now pale evening light cut across the floor, dividing the room neatly in two.

“You’re tired,” I whispered.

My phone buzzed.

I flinched hard enough that the screen nearly slipped from my hand.

No caller ID.

Just a message.

Leave the curtains open.

My chest tightened.

I scanned the room, then the window, then the empty stretch of trees beyond it. Nothing moved. No cars. No people. Just stillness stretched too thin.

Another buzz.

You don’t like enclosed spaces.
You never have.
My fingers went cold.

No one knew that.

I typed anyway.

Who is this?

The response came immediately.

Someone who noticed you came back.

“I’ve never been here before,” I said out loud, my voice barely steady.

The lights flickered once.

Then my phone buzzed again.

That’s not how I remember it.

The house creaked softly, as if in agreement.

My pulse thudded in my ears as I backed away from the window.

You have the wrong person.

This time, the pause stretched.

Long enough for hope.

Then—

No.
I’ve been waiting for you.
The lock turned.

Slow. Careful.

From the outside.

I didn’t scream.

I didn’t move.

Because the truth settled in my chest with terrifying certainty.

This house wasn’t empty.

And he wasn’t surprised to see me.
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Him

She stands exactly where I knew she would.

Hand on the door. Shoulders tight. Listening instead of moving.

Some people panic when they realize they’re not alone.

She goes still.

That’s how I know it’s really her.

The house lights flicker once. Not an accident. I like to announce myself gently—let the realization bloom slowly, the way fear does when it has time to think.

She doesn’t scream when the lock turns.

Good.

I lean back against the truck, phone warm in my hand, eyes on the front window. The curtains stay open like I asked. She hasn’t touched them again.

Smart girl.

I watch her through the glass—the way her weight shifts, the way she tries to breathe through it. Like she used to. Like she forgot, I remember these things.

People think leaving erases them.

It doesn’t.

It just makes the waiting longer.

I type with my thumb.

You should sit down.

She doesn’t.

Of course she doesn’t.

She’s always needed to feel like she has options, even when she doesn’t. Especially then.

I smile.

She’s thinner than I remember. Harder, somehow. But her eyes still give her away—too alert, too aware, scanning for exits that don’t exist anymore.

This house was a good choice.

Not because it’s isolated.

Because it remembers her.

The floorboard near the window creaks. The third one from the wall. Same sound it made years ago when she paced back and forth, arguing with herself about whether she was brave enough to stay.

She freezes when it happens.

Her phone lights up again.

You always did that when you were nervous.

She finally speaks. I can’t hear the words through the glass, but I see them on her mouth.

Who are you?

The question makes me laugh quietly.

I don’t answer it.

Names give people the illusion of control.

I push myself off the truck and step closer to the door. I don’t open it. Not yet. I want her to understand something first.

I want her to feel the weight of being seen.

You came back on a Tuesday.
You still hate Tuesdays?
She presses a hand to her chest.

Good.

I remember the exact moment she decided to leave—the lie she told herself to make it easier. The promise she broke without realizing it was binding.

She thought distance would protect her.

She was wrong.

I glance down at the key in my hand—old, worn, perfectly functional.

“Not tonight,” I murmur.

Tonight is for understanding.

For acceptance.

For the quiet realization that some doors only close one way.

I send one last message before stepping away from the window.

Try to sleep.
I’ll be closer tomorrow.
Then I disappear into the dark, leaving her with the house, the silence—

—and the truth.

She was never alone here.

She just forgot who was waiting.
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Her

I don’t sleep.

I sit on the edge of the couch with my phone in my hand, my shoes still on, staring at the front door like it might change its mind if I watch it long enough.

It doesn’t.

The lock is solid. Old, but solid. I tested it twice already. Quietly. Carefully. The way you do when you don’t want whoever’s on the other side to know you’re trying.

My phone screen stays dark. No new messages.

That’s worse.

He says tomorrow.

That means tonight is mine to survive.

I move through the house slowly, every sense sharpened. The walls feel closer than they did earlier, the air heavier. The place creaks when I step wrong, like it’s correcting me.

The back door in the kitchen is locked.

The windows don’t open more than a few centimetres. Old safety latches. Rusted screws.

Intentional.

My pulse spikes.

“Okay,” I whisper. “Okay.”

The bathroom is small. Clean. Too clean for a house that’s supposedly been empty for years. I splash water on my face and stare at my reflection.

My eyes look wrong. Too bright. Too awake.

“You’re not panicking,” I tell myself. “You’re thinking.”

I dry my hands on my jeans and move toward the spare bedroom.

If I can barricade myself somewhere—if I can—

The floorboard creaks.

The third one from the wall.

I stop cold.

That’s not possible. I haven’t been near the living room.

My phone buzzes.

I almost drop it.

You’re doing it again.

My throat tightens.

Doing what?

The reply comes slower this time. Measured.

Looking for exits instead of asking the right questions.

I back into the bedroom and close the door quietly, every nerve screaming. I push the dresser just enough to block it without making noise. My hands shake with the effort.

Another buzz.

That won’t help.

My breath stutters.

Stop watching me.

Three dots appear.

Disappear.

Reappear.

Then—

I stopped watching.
I already know.
A sound comes from the kitchen.

Soft. Metallic.

A key brushing against metal.

I clamp my hand over my mouth.

The doors don’t open. Front or back. Whoever he is, he’s not coming in.

Not yet.

My phone lights up again.

You locked the bedroom door once before.
It didn’t make you feel safer then either.
My knees give out and I sink onto the bed, heart hammering painfully.

Why are you doing this?

The pause stretches.

Long enough that hope almost sneaks in.

Then—

Because you came back.
And because you never finished what you started.
I stare at the screen until the words blur.

“What does that mean?” I whisper to the empty room.

The house answers with a low creak. Settling. Listening.

My phone buzzes one last time.

Try again tomorrow.
I’ll be closer.
The screen goes dark.

I sit there in the quiet, blocked in by furniture and fear, understanding something
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