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MY BIG BREAKTHROUGH

1.

Even as I write this, I struggle to convince myself that it wasn’t all just a dream.  Like when the mental auto pilot system is suddenly disengaged and you wake up, looking around in confusion and wondering what’s real and what had just been imagined...what, if anything, has followed you out of the realm of sleep into the land of wakefulness.  Have you ever dreamed that someone is calling your name and you are jolted out of sleep, only to listen carefully to see if the call will come again? It’s like that.  It’s really an apt description of everything that I’m going to tell you, and if you think it sounds like pure fantasy rest assured that I can’t argue with you, and I went through it! When life decides to play by different rules—or no rules at all, for that matter—it will really throw you for a loop. 

But first things first.  Let me introduce myself and give you a little background to my story. After all, it seems to me that beginning with the tangible might be prudent.

My name is Sebastian Crenshaw, and I was fifteen years old when this story took place.  Just your average teenager trudging through the monotony of high school in Washington State.  Franklin Mills, Washington, to be precise.  It’s just as ordinary a town as I am a kid. 

If you’re American then you’ve seen towns like this everywhere, I’m sure.  Our little hamlet has a McDonald’s, Pizza Hut, and a couple mom and pop restaurants scattered throughout downtown. A laundromat, beauty shop, antique store...that kind of thing. Though I must admit that saying “downtown” is putting it quite dramatically.  The population of Franklin Mills is under a thousand, and there’s not much to it aside from the scattering of shops and the courthouse and little gazebo in the center of the square.  

The gazebo is where struggling music groups come to sing, and the festive holiday presentations are conducted.  Last year it was “A Star-Spangled Salute to America” on the Fourth of July and “A Christmas Miracle” in December.  Most everybody displays Old Glory for the more patriotic holidays, and half the yards have some sort of nativity scene in them when the weather turns colder.  Children don costumes and go trick-or-treating at Halloween, the parents unbothered by the pervading threat of “stranger-danger” that comes with living in much larger cities.  In general, no one worries too much about crime, neither of the violent nor more mundane varieties.  There is the occasional shoplifting attempt at Mercer’s Hardware store (Harrison Mercer still managing to retain a working soda fountain counter near the front even though it is the Year of our Lord 2022 as I write this). Petty crime. That’s about it. The last time the bank was robbed the bandits escaped on horseback and the last gunshot victim was Larry Troost, who shot his foot trying to clean the barrel of his Winchester without checking to make sure it was unloaded first. That was three years ago. 

Good old Franklin Mills, a town that seemingly has not a care in the world. Worry-free living far removed from big city life. Unfortunately, it was that small town, carefree living that attracted certain types of people that wished to move around anonymously in the shadows, unobserved and unsuspected.  In fact, this is the very reason why I have a story to tell in the first place. 

2.

This charming tale begins on a sunny October afternoon. The sky was blue, and the day was pleasant, as if we were being teased by the promise of warm days ahead before they were unceremoniously yanked back like a sibling stealing a blanket. I was riding my bike, my backpack stuffed with materials for a fundraiser I didn’t really want any part of. (Yet one, ironically, that I was responsible for putting into motion).  Let me explain:

The Franklin Mills schools—elementary, middle, and high school—share a mascot, the lowly whippoorwill. Someone must have thought that it was cute, because it rhymed: Franklin Mills Whippoorwills.  Rolls right of the tongue, doesn’t it?  Anyways, the campuses are festooned with the cartoon image of the bird...they’re literally everywhere: Plastered on the walls of cafeterias, gymnasium floors, walls, sprayed on the immaculately manicured fifty-yard line of the F.M.H.S. football field, and slapped on windows all over town.  Civic pride, that sort of thing. There’s even an imprint of the mighty whippoorwill on the bottom of the high school pool.  What I’m trying to get across is the importance of this mascot as a community symbol, an indispensable attribute of the town itself. There’s even a bronze statue of a comical looking whippoorwill standing with its chest puffed out and fists on its hips, staring determinedly out from the middle of the front lawn of Franklin Mills High School.  I should clarify that he is copper colored, not actually constructed of any kind of metal but mainly ceramic, as it turns out. 

I’m not a big prankster but found myself participating in a soon-to-be notorious event one night at the beginning of the school year. For some reason, a few of us thought it would be funny to dress poor Mr. Whippoorwill in a bathrobe and shower cap. No harm in that, right?

Well...something happened when I climbed up onto Mr. Whippoorwill and attempted to finagle the bathrobe across his copper-colored body.  It seems that our old friend was either not securely encased in his bronze pedestal, or perhaps he had come loose over the course of the many years he had stood proudly as guardian of our beloved institutes of learning.  At any rate, it was the occasion of our grand prank that the statue came crashing down...thankfully not on top of me, though I took a terrifying spill whilst mounted upon him.  Though I remained in one piece after the fall, unfortunately the same is not true for the statue itself, which broke apart in four pieces. After staring down at it in disbelief for a few moments, we soon gathered our wits and scooted out of there as quickly as possible.  

As it turned out, the guilty parties would eventually be apprehended. Meaning me.  Several of my friends ratted me out in order to avoid jail time. (Kidding!) But, yes, I was eventually caught, taking the brunt of the blame because I’m the one that dislodged the statue. (OK, I’m the one that rode the bird to its death). My crime of symbolic avicide could not go unpunished. 

Hence came the commissioning of the fundraiser that I was currently participating in, which was in essence an attempt to raise money so that a new-and-improved Mr. Whippoorwill could take the place of the old one. A new-and-improved, metal one this time. A well-deserved changing of the guard, you might say. I was selling coupon books for ten bucks a pop (why hadn’t I thought of this scam a long time ago? I could have retired by now!), and though there were just a handful of stores and shops in town in which those coupons could be tendered, I guess it was the thought that counted most.  

I was just trying to get rid of all these coupon books, pay off my debt to society. I had been all around town, and still had a large stack to sell. A few folks had told me to try back later, promising that they’d have the money for me then. Though I wasn’t particularly noted for my efficiency and diligence in regard to record keeping, I did keep track of their names, phone numbers and addresses in a notebook...you better believe that I was going to hold them to it. 

Even though the prospect of those future purchases helped, I wasn’t out of the woods just yet. Planning out my next move, I was riding past the Rutledge house when I stood on the brakes and skidded to a stop right there on the deserted road. I stared up at the house, considering. A very reasonable voice inside my head said: Nah, don’t mess with that guy.  Just keep going. He’ll probably laugh in your face or maybe even cuss you out. The last thing he’s likely to do is to buy one of your coupon books! It’s not worth the trouble.

Despite the voice of reason echoing in my head, morbid curiosity kept me frozen to my seat, staring up at the front porch of the house. What is it about young people that they feel the need to tempt fate on so many occasions? Like these were necessary rites of passage to adulthood. Amos Rutledge was a grumpy, distant man who would not want to be bothered.  He had a dog who had a reputation of being a bloodthirsty cur who might attack at any given notice. His house looked haunted, like it could have easily been used as the centerpiece of a horror movie.  Why was it so important to me to disregard all the alarm bells that would go ringing in my head in order to get a closer look? I don’t have the answer for that, but this was one such occasion, and tempt fate I did.  Part of it was that I didn’t want to let fear win out.  Call it stubbornness, that youthful brand of bravado and foolishness, I suppose. At any rate, I decided to give it a shot, try and sell old Amos Rutledge a coupon book right then and there.

Certainly, it wasn’t so much the idea of trying to get a coupon book in his hand—like this was my version of the standoff at high noon from some old black and white western. No, what really motivated me was curiosity of seeing what Amos was up to at the ol’ Rutledge plantation.  There had been rumors—oh, there’d been plenty of rumors! —but I was interested in separating a little of the fiction from the cold hard facts of the case.  (To this day, I’m not sure what I had hoped to find in a simple inquisition of the crusty old guy, but I was sort of making up the plan as I went.  You’ll see how that turned out for me in a minute). 

Amos Rutledge was a real hermit—a standoffish type—the persona not helped by his overall appearance: Brooding, with a perpetual sour expression, he lumbered around town in dirty overalls and a dusty, tattered hat, his unkempt hair sprouting out from beneath it like dead grass. A large man, he had a barrel-shaped body that stretched the integrity of his clothes.  Likewise, he had a broad, somehow Neanderthalic forehead that seemed to cloud his expression even further, like encroaching storm clouds on a summer day. He spoke with a deep, gruff voice, as if through a paper bag with a mouth stuffed with marbles.  Broad of shoulders, and with that rugged, though ill-defined musculature that made him appear to be farm-raised and formidable, he sort of lurched everywhere, his knotted, callous-covered hands all but dragging along the ground.  

Some people actually afforded him their business, choosing to have him service their cars instead of at the Jiffy Lube in a nearby town.  He also operated a massive junkyard, like some forbidden rusting empire, in his wide back yard.  There were hundreds of the derelict things, rotting away like metal cadavers in the high grass behind his house. A graveyard of metal.  He had his little auto shop—a massive, dilapidated barn covered in sheet metal that threatened to cave in at any moment...after the next hard snow, perhaps.  He also had that dog I mentioned, Tyson, who was one mean son-of-a-gun if the legends were to be believed.  Needless to say, few got close enough to find out if this was our small-town version of Cujo or not.  

Tyson was a gray Pitbull with black spots.  Now, before I get lectured about the fact that not all of that particular breed are mean, I’m just saying that Tyson had apparently been trained since he was a pup to be a murderous devil dog.  (Again, if the legends should be trusted). More than once I’d seen him prowling the edge of the property, keeping an eye out for any wayward children who might venture too close and become that evening’s main course. Most of the time, though, Amos kept Tyson chained up on the side of the house.  This was less an act of civic pride than it was grudging duty.  Amos hated children, but he apparently must have hated the idea of a lawsuit even more.

On this particular day there was no sight of Tyson, which meant he was either chained up in the accustomed place or was locked inside the house.  Which made the moment seem even more opportune to satisfy my curiosity. 

It was a bad idea, and it was only going to get worse. 

3.

I positioned my bike between a large bush and the front fence, a rotting old makeshift contraption that looked like it would fall over like a set of dominos if someone so much as leaned on it.  Cautiously, already beginning to talk my way out of it, I began to creep up the dusty driveway toward Amos’ front door.  I didn’t hear any barking...didn’t hear anything, in fact.  I couldn’t see Amos’ truck, either, which meant he was probably out collecting junk or servicing a car or something.  That should have been the moment I decided to scoot on out of there, but...well, as I admitted before I can be a little hardheaded at times.  

I figured with Amos not being home, I might be able to peek through the shades and see if there were any bodies being stored in there. Arriving at the base of the front porch steps, I examined the house for a moment.  It seemed to just squat there, staring blankly back at me, the dirt-streaked windows like hollow eyes.  The house had not lost any of its creepiness with closer inspection.  

General neglect and endless days facing the sun had stripped the white paint down, bleaching it down in parts to the wooden skeleton underneath, and giving it both an ancient and preternatural appearance.  Ghostly and ghastly. The whole property—the house itself, the porch, the untended grass that was now yellowing with the approach of Fall, and the scattering of car-corpses further back—looked abandoned.  Desolate and disconsolate.  I could even believe that, even though ol’ Amos still resided in said estate, it could invariably be haunted, just the same. And, to make matters worse, everything seemed so...so still.  The only thing that seemed to be moving was the grass itself, swaying gently in the wind. 

Unable to shake the feeling that I was being watched, I glanced up at the windows but could see nothing behind the empty, dust-covered panes.  I listened carefully for the padding of paws on floorboards, or a low growl. I realized after a moment that I was just putting off the inevitable.  It was time to “fish or cut bait,” as the old-timers might say. 

“Here we go,” I whispered under my breath, my voice sounding unsteady and a little high-pitched in my own ears.  My throat had gotten dry, and I kind of despised myself for letting the atmosphere get to me.  Amos Rutledge was just a man—a drunk, possibly, if that busybody Margaret Turner was to be believed—but a man just the same. I even chided myself, that I should give him a chance, that maybe he was grumpy and standoffish because everybody treated him like some kind of monster.

I took a step up, placing my foot on the first creaking board of the porch stairs, knowing somehow that this was a really bad idea, but also feeling oddly as if I had come too far, that it was too late to turn back now. Expectation getting the best of me.

4.

To my surprise, the porch steps proved solid enough, giving me the false hope that I’d be able to mount them without arising too much suspicion.  As far as that went, it didn’t matter if Mr. Rutledge was home or not.  If he was, then fine, I would try and sell him a coupon book.  But it probably doesn’t surprise you to know that I was really hoping that he wasn’t home.  Like Toto in The Wizard of Oz, I just wanted a peek behind the curtains.  If my hopes were validated—and the absence of the old rattletrap pickup that Amos used to tool around the town in seemed to confirm that hope—then it would only be Tyson the Terrifier who was waiting inside. In that case, silence afforded me the opportunity to achieve my goal.

Alas, the porch itself was not so cooperative.  I could tell that fact before I even took a first tentative step onto it.  I hesitated at the top step, assessing the scene.  The boards were as sun-weathered as the house, the color of an old tombstone or a moldering corpse.  They were bent downward, warped by poor maintenance and too many days shielding the brunt of the heat of day.  Paint was flaking off them like dandruff and dusting the surface.  A few errant nails bristled up from the makeshift job—one that Amos himself had performed, no doubt, long, long ago—and seemed to wink at me maliciously.  There were gaps here and there as well, inviting a misstep.  It was almost as if the porch had been purposefully designed to be a deathtrap, either inviting capture or, at the very least, discouraging approach.

I, being the intrepid young daredevil that I was, ignored the warnings.  Yes, it was my own fault that I placed one sneakered shoe on the porch and leaned forward, testing the weight of the planks as one might test the ice before foolishly attempting to cross. The boards sighed and squeaked under my weight in protest and warning.  But they held.  So, I dangled a second foot out over the boards before allowing it to press down alongside the first. A greater groan issued from the boards, but again they seemed to hold.  Now my heart was beating rapidly, both because I was now entrusting my full weight to this unsure contraption, and I was worried that Tyson might begin barking at any moment.  At present, I wasn’t worried about actual encounter with the dog (I expected he was locked in the house somewhere or would have “greeted” upon my arrival, long before now).  It was the anticipation that did it, got my heart firing in my chest like a piston, both of that first angry bark and the sudden cracking of boards that would signal the inevitable folly of my plan.

But everything held, and the house remained silent.  The only sound was the gentle sway of the wind and the intermittent creaking and groaning of the pale boards of the porch like the planks of a weathered ship.  Cautiously, I took another step forward.  Now I was, more or less, in the center of the porch.

The downward sag of the old porch had become even more pronounced...there was absolutely no doubt in my mind about that.  I looked down and was a little alarmed to see that the very boards upon which I stood were a good half foot below surface level.  I marveled that they were somehow still holding me up.  I reminded myself that Amos had traversed this porch countless times, that there was plenty of give—a lot of bounce—to the porch, but nothing to be too concerned about.  Another lie I told myself.  It hadn’t even dawned on me that perhaps Amos used another means of entering and exiting his home, and that the porch was indeed the deathtrap I had thought of it being earlier.  

There were windows on either side of the house, covered in dusty beige curtains in order to keep secure whatever secrets it held within.  I looked over my shoulder, expecting Amos to come rattling down the dusty driveway in his old pickup at any moment.  So what?  You’re not doing anything illegal, nothing wrong. Relax!  I guess, like most young people, I had been unduly influenced by too many suspense and horror novels and movies.  I needed to remind myself that this was normal, everyday life.  Nothing to fear.  

Turning back around, I gazed at the window like it was a treasure box full of mysteries, just waiting to be opened. It was more like a Pandora’s box of sealed curses. Well, despite my urges, I wasn’t going to be opening anything today.  That wasn’t the plan.  I was merely here as a spectator, just having a look.  Browsing, you might say. I was reminded of the old scuba diver axiom I had seen on the back of someone’s shirt:  Take only pictures, leave only bubbles.  Something like that.  In this case, I was only taking mental pictures, leaving only footprints.  

I moved toward the window and the tension on the boards eased.  There was a sigh as I lifted my second foot, as if the porch itself was suddenly relieved of some greatly taxing burden.  Over here on the side the boards seemed firmer, and the only sound I was making was the customary soft squeaking that one might expect.  At the window I made a brim with my hands and leaned forward until my forehead touched the warm glass.

Everything was obscured by the veil of the window’s coverings.  In a strange way I felt like Indiana Jones on some forbidden mission, looking past the coverings of a sacred tomb or something.  It was probably more like Hansel gazing into the witch’s cottage.  Amos might suddenly pop his sneering face into the frame at any moment.  Or Tyson might leap up onto a couch and bark wildly as spools of spittle slapped against the glass.  

Neither of these things happened, to my immense relief.

Instead, I saw a quiet scene before my eyes.  A ratty couch positioned against the far wall; a big screen TV mounted on the wall next to a clock.  A few pictures on the wall.  Further on there was an open doorway that led to what was, presumably, the kitchen: I could see the white Formica tiles stretching beyond my line of sight.  Everything came through an opaque filter, thanks to the curtains.  

I cautiously proceeded to the right side, to the window positioned there, though I knew it would just afford an alternate view of the living room.

I know all this sounds strange...creepy, even.  But if you knew about the rumors that flew around Franklin Mills regarding one Amos Rutledge, you would be curious, too.  It wasn’t like I was trying to peep on some woman taking a shower or something.  I was going to have my look and then mosey on out of there.  That was the plan, at least.

My guess was confirmed.  The second window presented the living room from a different angle.  From here I did see that the living room gave way onto a hallway, but that was about it.  

Feeling a little let down, I turned and faced the road. Cocked my head a moment.  Was that a sound I heard, off in the distance?  The sound of a laboring engine trying to mount the hill a quarter mile or so from where I stood?  The sound of Amos Rutledge’s ancient pick up? 

Considering this, I decided I had seen enough.  If I hurried, I could get to my bike and peel out of there before he rounded that last bend and saw me escaping.  It was time to go.

Just then, Tyson began to bark as if heralding the Apocalypse.

5.

I leaped back from the window, feeling like I was about to have a heart attack.  If I was older, perhaps that would be just what had happened. Tyson’s snout was pressed against the window, big stringy rivulets of saliva smeared across the pane.  From this angle, his canines—(that word is an interesting one...ever think about how teeth and dogs share the same name?) —were in full view. Massive ivory things, more like tusks than teeth. It was akin to staring at the gaping maw of a great white from the relative safety of a shark cage.  He was angry, no doubt about it, clambering against the window in an all-out effort to escape its confines so that it might set to work mauling me.  Perhaps he would in fact eat me, if given the chance...who knows?  He was slobbering, growling, going on and on as if in painful anticipation of a delayed meal, like I was not so much on the other side of a window than a hot food display case.  I backed up a step and the boards began to protest afresh.

This might be a good time to explain how Tyson got his name.  The knowledge had come when I had overheard Amos talking to Mr. Sanders at the hardware store years ago. Dad had sent me over with a hastily scrawled list of different measurements of screws. Amos had been standing nearby at one of the registers, his grubby hands handing over a waded collection of bills and change as he paid for a few sundry items and explained with gap-toothed glee how he had recently procured the pit bull as a pup from the local pound.  “It ain’t no Thor-bred (that’s the word he used), but I don’t care about all that nonsense.  I ain’t plannin’ on sellin’ him anytime soon, that’s for sure. Dogs are for guardin’ and companionship, if you ask me. Not fer breedin’ and sellin’ like cattle.”  He had pulled off a John Deere hat that was so soiled with tobacco juice or dirt or whatever it was that all the green had gone brown, and the yellow logo of the graceful deer had turned black.  “Callin’ ‘em Tyson...after the boxer.  Yup.  Gonna raise him to be vicious...a watchdog if I ever had ‘un.  Tyson...a champion dog, yup.  He’ll be strong and quick, and jus’ might bite yer ear off if ‘un any would-be robbers try and get inna my house and do me harm or go stealin’ my stuff.” 

Now, years later, I had no reason to doubt his boasts. Here was the aforementioned Tyson, the murder dog, wanting desperately to tear into my skin like a hungry man sitting down to a plate of saucy ribs, and I was separated from him by a thin pane of glass. 

The interior of Amos’ house was unlit, and the curtains were dancing back and forth behind the window, often getting in Tyson’s way.  Tyson, who had once been a little pup but had been named after a heavyweight champion of the world and raised to be a killer.  It was people like Amos Rutledge, spread out all across this great country, that had given Pitbulls the reputation they so often seemed to maintain.  Made you feel a little sorry for the dog.  But not at that moment. Right then, Tyson wanted to rip the flesh from my bones for daring to come up on his master’s porch and peer into the windows. 

I wasn’t going to afford him a chance.  Not only that, but if my ears and memory had not failed me, that surely was Amos coming up the hill, about to round the bend and maneuver his way down the last quarter mile or so to his charming residence.  I had to get out of there, and quick.

Hurriedly, forgetting about my prior cautious approach, I pushed away from the window and began to cross the porch, my gaze latching on to the steps a short distance away.  I was even considering taking two steps and leaping out over the stairs.  The ground looked soft, and I was an energetic young baseball player.  No sweat.

If only the porch had held up its end of the bargain. 

I got the two steps out, sure, even as the boards sagged beneath me and there was a screeching sound akin to pulling a stubborn nail out of a piece of wood with the claw of a hammer.  In my mind I already knew something was very, very wrong, even as I could feel my body sinking down.  I had a moment—a sliver of time—to offer myself the false assurance that there was a lot of give to the boards, a lot of bounce, before that bounce disappeared and the give became a loud crack, followed by a shuddering cacophony of destruction.  I felt myself falling through, the foolish boy venturing out onto thin ice, plunging down through, even as my disbelieving mind demanded that this was impossible...far too strange to be true.  

Plunging into darkness, I saw the porch disappear in front of my eyes, my body slipping through with the barest resistance.  Almost like falling through a cloud or at the very least as if the porch had been constructed of flimsy cardboard.  The light of day gave way to shadows, and I was free-falling, tumbling four or five feet through empty space and landing on my butt and elbow in the (thankfully) soft earth.  Lying on my back, I stared up disbelievingly through a jagged halo of light, like Joseph in the pit. Instead of brothers, I was betrayed by the weather-worn wooden planks.  I lay there, stunned, wondering what to do next as Tyson unleashed the fury of Hades upon the slobber-coated window of Amos Rutledge’s living room. 

6.

It took me a while to get my bearings.  Call it shock, I suppose, but I just sat there on the soft soil beneath the Rutledge porch staring up at the damage I had done.  Meanwhile, in another part of my mind I was trying to reckon with the fact that Amos himself was due to arrive at any moment.  Oh, and Tyson was barking so furiously I thought he just might break through the window in all his rage, leap down upon me like a panther and tear me limb from limb.

Dazed, I slowly began to assess the damage to my body.  Was anything broken?  My searching hands moved with a mind of their own, performing a sort of cursory medical examination of my condition.  Like when you can’t find your phone on your person and your hands just go on a meandering, half-panicked journey across your chest, hips, back, etc. So far, so good.  Nothing broken, so that was a relief, though my other present concerns drowned out any kind of relief I might have felt surviving the fall. 

I got to my feet, gingerly, and began to dust myself off.  Though the soil was not damp, I knew my jeans were still going to be stained.  As I stood, tending to myself, I saw that the broken porch was still almost two feet over my head.  How was I going to get out of here?

I looked around.  Oddly enough, panic hadn’t quite yet set in.  I guess a part of me still thought I would escape this whole ordeal unscathed—that I would be able to get away from the Rutledge estate without Amos being any the wiser.  It’s fair to say that I hadn’t yet adequately processed the implications of my dilemma. I would soon enough.  Right now, though, I was trying to find a way out of there, and it seemed that the gape-toothed porch over my head was going to be a difficult option.  I thought again about what it would be like to fall through thin ice and be plunged into freezing water and could appreciate how hard it would be to try and climb out of a hole that you had created, one which was fragile to begin with.  Yeah, maybe the broken porch wasn’t quite the same—no fear of freezing to death or drowning here, not to mention the issues of finding leverage—but at the same time the boards had proven flimsy enough to not offer a firm handhold.  

So... a backup plan was in order.

I turned slowly and began to examine the surroundings of my confinement.  The halo of light that the aperture above me provided illuminated a circle of about ten feet around me.  Beyond that circle things became hazy.  I could tear out the lattice work and shimmy my way out like a criminal trying to escape the police.  But I had done enough damage already, so I was not anxious to do more.  There had to be another way. 

Amid my assessment, I heard the labored engine and clattering frame of Amos Rutledge’s pickup truck turning onto his dusty driveway.  My heart began to pound a little harder.  I gazed up at the broken porch. Caught like a rat in a trap.  But...

I looked around the immediate vicinity and spotted a couple of discarded two-by-fours leaning lengthways against the base of the house.  Scuttling over there quickly, I grabbed them just as Amos’ truck came to a halt nearby and he shut the engine off.

I hoisted up the pieces of wood in my hands.  Looking up, I saw that none of the boards had detached completely.  Perhaps I could buy myself a few precious minutes to make my escape.  As if pressing upon me the demands of the scant amount of time I had, I heard the truck door slam closed.  Almost as if on cue, Tyson stopped barking and began to whine a little, knowing that the master was home and wanting him to know that things were not right, that he wasn’t comfortable with the situation that her master was walking into.

“What is it that’s gotcha bothered ol’ girl?” He called.  “I was only gone a short spell...”

I lifted the two-by-fours, one in each hand, and pressed them against the underside of the broken boards.  Slowly, I pushed up on them, bringing them back into place above my head, in hopes that I was giving the impression that the porch was intact.  I held my breath as I stood poised like that, pushing upward, probably looking like Lady Liberty with an extra torch.  And, I guess you could say, I was definitely “longing to be free.”  (Sorry, I couldn’t resist).

Amos’ heavy work boots trudged up the steps, and he unceremoniously stepped onto the porch.  That was good because it meant he hadn’t noticed the broken porch in the slightest.  It was bad because now his weight was fully pressing down upon me.  My arms strained, and I had to stifle a groan.  Inside the house, Tyson was groaning as well.

“Hold yer horses, girlie!” Rutledge said, and I could hear him fishing through his keys to find the right one.  His full weight was upon the boards above me right then. I wondered to myself how he hadn’t fallen through long before now, or at least taken some heed to repairing the porch.  

Finally, he found the key and jiggled it into the lock and stepped inside his house.  Immediately I felt relief as his weight came off the porch, and when he slammed the door behind him I brought my arms down, the porch sagging as I did. The jagged hole yawned back open as well. 

You gotta get out of here, I told myself.  Again, I looked around to see what the best avenue of escape might be.  Crouching down, I looked under the house.  It would be a long, slow, and dirty crawl, but I could see light on the other side.  There was an opening on the other end—a gap in the skirting.  I didn’t like that option too much as the thought of creepy-crawlies came to mind.  

I would have to pull out the lattice work around the porch and get out that way.  It was the only realistic option.  I reminded myself that I would have to work quickly and quietly, because the broken porch was like a beacon, a big neon sign that screamed TRESPASSER IS HERE!  One casual glance out the window, and Amos Rutledge would very quickly find out what was amiss.  

I couldn’t hear Tyson anymore, but I managed to catch snatches of muffled conversation as Amos talked to his dog.  He was moving around the house quickly.  For some reason that gave me the clue that his visit home was a temporary one.  He was speaking to Tyson, but I couldn’t make out the words.  His footsteps went in the direction of the kitchen, then came pounding back into the living room.  Panicking, I hurried back to the hole and grabbed the two-by-fours.  Positioning them carefully in strategic positions on the underside of the porch, I pushed up slowly until the sagging boards locked back into place above my head.  Grunting, I braced myself and a moment later I heard the front door squeal open.  Tyson let out a couple loud barks.

“You best behave yourself!” Rutledge shouted. “Don’t need no neighbors callin’ on us and cops come sneakin’ around.  No, no, need that about as much as I would need another hole to breathe outta.  Now you hush!”

Amos clopped heavily across the porch.  It sagged and groaned, and I would have done the same if I hadn’t been prepared.  I gritted my teeth, held my breath, but it lasted only for a moment.  I could hear Rutledge descend the stairs and then scuff across the dirt to his truck.  He opened the door and fired up the engine.  Tyson did not make any sounds this time, but I could imagine the dog pacing in front of the window, worried about the stranger on the property who had gone unnoticed.

The truck backed up and then Rutledge was rolling back down the drive to the road.  I set the two-by-fours aside and began to contemplate at least making an effort to climb out of the porch now that Amos was going back to work for a while.  The dog might bark furiously at me as I extracted myself, but at least I wouldn’t do any further damage. 

Then I reminded myself how impractical an option that would prove to be.  At least take a look.  The skirting might not even be nailed on.  Everything else Amos Rutledge does seems to be so haphazard—the porch, the lawn, the back yard junk lot.  He probably hasn’t even nailed them down.  It surely will be a lot easier than trying to climb out!

This seemed like a reasonable petition, so I bent over and began to make my way toward the back edge of the porch. I got down on my hands and knees and began to examine the lattice work.  In this position, I was also able to just make out Rutledge in the truck, poised where the driveway met the road.  What’s the hold up? I wondered to myself.  Get going already!  

I could hear the pickup truck’s engine idling as Amos opened the door and climbed out of the cab.  I frowned, wondering what it was now.  Then I realized why he had hesitated before pulling back out onto the road and getting back to whatever it was he had been up to before returning home. He had pulled his hat off and was scratching his head.  Then he looked over his shoulder, back towards the house.  I worried that he might have seen the broken porch but even that possibility seemed secondary when I realized with alarm a more solemn truth:  He had found my bike, leaning against the fence and behind a bush.  Now, it felt like he was staring right at me. 

7.

I scrambled away from the lattice work like a crab, and back into the light.  I didn’t bother trying to “fix” the broken porch this time...it was much too late for that.  I could hear Amos slam the door of his pickup truck (more forcibly now or was that just my imagination?). Then the engine roared like an enraged beast and the truck shot backward, skidding. Once he got it turned around, Amos accelerated back toward the house. 

Crawling on hands and knees, I escaped the halo of sunlight above me like a roach when the kitchen light flicks on.  I wasn’t sure where I was going but I was trying to get away as fast as I could.  The area beneath the porch was wide and long, and I disappeared into the gloom even as I heard Amos’ boots trudge up the steps.

“I know yer here!” His voice suddenly belowed, dripping with rage.  “And... and... you broke my porch? Oh, you’re gonna pay for that, yes indeed!”

I huddled in the shadows, staring at the hole.  Amos bypassed it and slammed the door open.  Tyson started barking, sensing both the frantic anger of her master and my presence nearby. I could imagine at any moment the big dog sliding through the hole and slathering foamy drool as she rushed toward my hiding place like a heat-seeking missile.  This caused me to retreat further into the shadows, tangling myself in the sticky strands of a spider’s web as I did.  

Nothing in the realm of superstition or fantasy can compare to the terror and hideousness of spiders.  Of course, you may disagree with me.  You might be one of those crazy people that has purchased a super-sized arachnoid as a pet.  Well...you do you.  As for me (and the general populace, I suspect) I absolutely, unequivocally hate spiders.  As far as I’m concerned, those eight-legged monstrosities have most likely been borne from some alien planet and placed here by extraterrestrial voyagers of nefarious intent in an effort to take over humanity through sheer fear and submission. The beady black, bulging eyes, the way they skitter across the floor, the fangs that would give Dracula nightmares...Yeah, no thanks.

I say all that to tell you that I didn’t just fall into a spider’s web.  No, I apparently dove through into a nest of spiders, virtual spider nursery.  I could feel the strands, sticky like cotton candy in my hair and over my face.  I could feel little legs crawling all over me.  Granted, these weren’t full-sized critters, most of them were...(gag!)...babies.  But they were crawling all over me and I couldn’t be rid of them quick enough.  I’m convinced that, up until that point, it was the closest I’ve ever come to dying. 

The many-legged atrocities rushed across the exposed skin of my arms, tried to burrow under my pant legs, tickled my nose, cheek, and chin. I brushed them away as fast I could, tumbling away from the nest and the demonic spawn. I could see them swarming all over the ground as they raced each other toward the shadows. Still others lingered, and I could feel them watching me, see some of the braver of their lot choosing a calculated offensive as they maneuvered over little mounds of sand and dirt like infantrymen in a desert campaign. 

And I could feel them foraging through my hair, digging deeper toward my scalp. 

The biggest problem with falling into the web—practically speaking—was that I let out a blood-curling scream, which of course let Amos Rutledge know that I was under his house—his porch, to be specific—and so he didn’t need to wonder about my precise location or if someone had somehow slipped away while he was fuming. 

“Who is it that come bargin’ up and ruinin’ ma porch?” He demanded, practically screaming himself.  “Yore gonna pay fer it...oh, yes, you’ll pay!”

I back-pedaled on hands and knees away from the torn web, back toward the hole in the sky.  I quickly realized that that wasn’t a particularly wise direction to go, so I spun around, swiping strands of web and spiders from my arms and hair and looking desperately for another avenue of egress.  Even then I was thinking: There’s no other way, you’re gonna have to go even further under the house. Deep into the heart of where unspeakable crawling things live. 

Any protests I might have made toward that inner voice were quickly swept aside when the work boots of Amos Rutledge came pounding right overhead.  Clump-clump-clump, reminding me of the Three Billy Goats Gruff story my parents had read to me from time to time when I was a kid.  Only this time, the goat was under the bridge and the troll was tromping over the top of it.  

“You get on outta there, whoever you be!” Amos thundered.  “I got me a shotgun and yore trespassin’.  Come out! Now!”

Perhaps I could have surrendered then, thrown up my arms and pled surrend and even let Amos pull me out from my little warren.  But, no, panic and terror—a cumulative terror you might say, considering all I’d been through just in the past five to ten minutes—were taking control over me.  I wasn’t looking to negotiate, surrender, or die.  I was looking for a way out...to escape, and do so quickly. 

“I’m gonna give you ten seconds to get yer butt outta there before I send my dogs after ya!” 

Dogs? I remembered thinking in that moment. One dog, Tyson, wasn’t enough?  

I didn’t want to give the moment any more time to simmer.  I dove under the house, spotting the frame of sunlight glowing beyond like the other end of the proverbial tunnel.  An apt vision, I’d say, as this was literally a life-or-death situation. If that was in question at all, any doubt evaporated a moment later when I heard a shotgun blast behind me.  Amos was firing through the gaping hole.

“You don’t know what ya gotten inta!” Rutledge was wailing. Another shotgun blast echoed through the underground chamber, louder than a thunderclap.  “Get out while ya can an’ I’ll let ya go.”

I heard something above my head and paused.  I was halfway under the house.  Listening. There was the unmistakable click-clack sound of an animal’s claws against the wooden floorboards above my head.  I could hear a snuff as Tyson—or one of the other “dogs” Amos had mentioned—patrolled the hallway above my head.  He let out a low whine and then moved on down the hall.  Slowly, I began to army crawl through the dirt and mud and debris that had collected underneath the house.

“Did...did Rottler send ya?” Amos asked, then.  His voice had shaken a little on “Rottler,” and I could tell that there was apprehension in it.  “Did he? Well...listen now.  Come on outta there and we’ll let bygones be bygones.  Whatcha say?  Rottler...well, now, he won’t tell ya the whole story, will he?  He’ll hold back on ya.  False promises and all.”  Amos’ voice drifted off into the ether, as if he had started wistfully mulling over some event from the past.  

I continued crawling toward the light, a soldier in the darkness who had been left stranded behind enemy lines.  I didn’t know what was on the other side, but right then the promise of freedom was my sole motivation.  

“Fine, then,” Amos said, his voice taking on a steely resolve.  “We’ll do it the hard way, I guess...”

I froze.  The hard way? What is that supposed to mean? 

There were creaks of protest coming from the broken porch, followed by the sound of the door creaking open.  The next two words, which followed a high whistle, sent the cold dagger of fear into my heart: “Here, boy!” 

8.

Scurrying toward the light, I realized two things simultaneously.  First, that I would not be able to make it sliding along on my belly to the light before Tyson came charging beneath the house and tore me apart.  (I could visualize it so clearly in my mind it was like a premonition). Second, that even if I did make it out from beneath the house before Tyson dragged me down, there was a long stretch of dusty road I’d have to face in order to get to my bike before Tyson leapt upon me or Amos showered my back with shotgun pellets.  Either way, I would surely die.  

Now, before you go rolling your eyes and thinking I might be exaggerating the danger level a bit, please understand that if there is one thing that this little town knows about Amos Rutledge, it is that he is unpredictable and more than just a few eggs short of a dozen, if you know what I mean.  Sure, he might not have ever shot and killed anyone before now (as far as anyone knew, at least), but he was as shady as a forest meadow and about as trustworthy as a snake guarding a chicken coop.  Most people wouldn’t put anything past old Amos, but most people (I think it’s safe to say) had never been in the situation that I was in currently.  So, yes, I was plenty scared, and I don’t think you should really blame me for that.

I didn’t have many options but thank God above that he gave me an out at that precise moment.  Looking around for anything—a weapon, a way out—it was what I heard and not what I saw that provided me my way of salvation: The hum of air flowing through a square punched into the underside of the house and out the flexible conduit.  The conduit had been torn apart by wild animals or maybe Tyson (and friends, don’t forget that there are, allegedly, other dogs nearby, I told myself).  At any rate, most of the conduit was sprawled out across the ground like the silvery skin of some behemothian snake.  The stuff that still clung to the underside of the house was torn to shreds, leaving mostly just the hole itself.  A crawlspace.

Without really considering whether it was a great idea or not, I scrabbled over toward the space, just as I heard the click-clack of Tyson’s claws on the porch and the jingling of her bell.  A dinner bell, it might as well have been. 

I managed to squirm up into the hole and found that it wouldn’t take much effort to shimmy up and into the crawlspace. Plenty of leverage. This was good news because I was able to wiggle up and into it in a matter of seconds.  It was also bad news, because it meant that Tyson could follow in the same fashion, squirming her slick black killer body in after me. I was still in a position where I had to hurry along, and I did so, post-haste.

I was, no doubt, making a lot of noise as I wiggled through the crawlspace, first vertically and then adjusting my position as the space moved horizontally up into the guts of the house.  Wiggling deeper along, I felt claustrophobia rear its ugly head.  I had an inch of room on either side of my body and maybe three inches above my head.  Like being in a long coffin. Urgency propelled me forward, my breathing coming in short snatches in the stuffy corridor as I thought about the impending danger of Amos’ shotgun and Tyson the murder-dog. 

I had gone perhaps six feet when I heard a great commotion behind me.  I couldn’t turn my head, so I wouldn’t have the privilege of facing death as it came for me.  Keep going...keep moving forward.  

A moment later, there came the sound of scraping nails against metal and a ferocious snarling that sounded like something from a horror movie about grotesque, otherworldly creatures.  Tyson had pinpointed my location, and was wiggling his muscular body in after me, snapping and snarling and growling and scrabbling after me.  The coffin was now a boxed lunch. I felt the dog’s slobbering maw fumbling for my shoe, and I kicked back, making contact with Tyson’s snout.  Whimpering, the dog retreated for a moment before returning its attack with a greater urgency and fervency than before.  Snarling and snapping and struggling to get to her afternoon meal.

It’s a lot easier to write about it now, but still my hands are shaking as I type, and I even had to take a few moments to steady myself.  I’m reminded even now that the dog was not just trying to find me so that her master could apprehend me.  No, Tyson was, without a doubt, moving in for the kill.  The fact that Amos had sicced her on me told me all I needed to know.  Yes, he was crazy, and yes, he didn’t seem to be concerned about the consequences in the slightest.  Things had gone from serious to real serious in a matter of seconds.  If I didn’t find a way out, I very well could die stuffed up in the crawlspace, and Amos might just bury my body in the great expanse of the junk yard that was his back yard.  They might not ever find my corpse and my family would wonder forever whether I had been kidnapped or abandoned them as I hit the road for California or something. Not the way I wanted to go out. 
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