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IT WAS A SATURDAY EVENING in September 1979.

The Sanders’ house was out in the middle of nowhere. Sixteen-year-old Beth Olsen was speeding to get to her first babysitting job. She was supposed to be there at six-thirty sharp but was running late.

The Sanders were going to be pissed. It was their tenth anniversary, and they had reservations at seven to dine at a popular Italian restaurant downtown.

Beth tried to be punctual. She walked out of her parents’ trailer at ten after six, but when she went to start her Gremlin, the only sound it made was...

CLICK. CLICK. CLICK.

The battery was dead. With her parents still at work, she had to find a neighbor to give her a jump. By the time they got it started, it was almost twenty after.

Winding through the pine trees and rolling hills, Beth struggled to read the directions Mrs. Sanders had given her on the phone. She began to think she was lost. Had she missed her turn?

The Gremlin was low on fuel. If she ran out of gas, she was screwed. There hadn’t been a car or house in miles. There was no help out here...nothing but wilderness.

Beth nervously tapped the steering wheel. On the radio, Blondie was singing, “One way or another.” Suddenly, the local weatherman interrupted the chorus, warning listeners that Borden County residents were in for some severe weather.

In the rearview mirror, Beth watched dark clouds roll in like the tide. The flowing black mass swallowed up the light and blotted out the landscape. In minutes, it was pitch black.

“Great,” she whispered while flipping her headlights on.

Finally, around a sharp curve, she was relieved to see a landmark she had been waiting for. A flash of lightning revealed a large, wooden sign with white letters. An arrow pointed to a winding, dirt road that got lost in the woods.

Mansonville Mental Asylum.

Built in 1874, the asylum housed the most dangerous people in the state of Texas. The worst of the worst: serial killers, butchers, cannibals. It wasn’t a hospital but a prison. The inmates were so incurable, primitive and violent that locals simply referred to them as “animals.”

Beth remembered Mrs. Sanders saying her house was half a mile past it on the right. Sure enough, over a hill and around a bend, she saw a rural mailbox with the family name on it.

The rusty Gremlin turned onto a long cement driveway that cut through pine trees, sloping upward toward a white, two-story house. Sitting in front of the garage beneath a floodlight was a red Mercedes.

The home was beautiful: a 1960s colonial with gabled roofs, columns lining a long wooden porch and large windows along the face.

Beth had never seen anything like it. Compared to her parents’ trailer, it was a mansion.

She pulled off to the right into a tiny clearing in the trees and parked. Before she got out of her car, the front door opened.

A man wearing a tailor-made suit stepped out into the porch light. Mr. Sanders stood with his hands on his hips, then looked at his gold watch.

“You’re late,” he yelled.

“Sorry. Car trouble,” Beth said as she got out.

The silhouettes of two small boys appeared in a second-story window. They watched for a moment, then disappeared.

Mrs. Sanders joined her husband, wearing a low-cut blouse and a straight skirt with a slit. The couple hurriedly walked toward the Mercedes.

“Your ad said you were dependable,” Mrs. Sanders said, glaring.

“I am,” Beth said meekly.

“This is gonna cost you,” Mrs. Sanders said, her high heels clicking along the floorboards.

“Yes, ma’am,” Beth replied as she clutched her worn handbag to her chest.

Without any instructions or even a goodbye, the Sanders quickly backed out, almost hitting Beth.

“Get out of the way,” Mrs. Sanders shouted through the window.

Mr. Sanders laid on the horn.

Beth tried to smile. “Have a good time,” she said, waving.

Under a short flash of lightning, she saw Mrs. Sanders mouth, “Dumb bitch.”

The red car backed out onto the distant road and then peeled off. The headlights disappeared into the trees.

Beth felt a headache coming on. Then she heard something coming from behind her. A strange sound from far away. Howling?

Beth turned to the east. Under the turbulent skies, she found the source.

The Mansonville Mental Asylum.

Flooded by spotlights, the enormous, gothic building sat on a massive hill, high above the surrounding treetops. It looked like a castle from an old horror movie. Green vegetation grew up the outer walls. The first and second floors had cathedral-like windows. On the third were steel bars.

Beth thought she could see pale limbs reaching out to the raging sky. More howling. The storm was sending the animals into a frenzy.

She turned away and looked at the large house where she would be for the next few hours, watching children during a thunderstorm near a prison full of lunatics. Around her were nothing but pine trees as far as the eye could see.

The whirling sky lit up, and the ground shook. Walking toward the house, Beth wondered what she had gotten herself into.

The front door creaked open into the living room that was straight out of a Sears catalog. Shag carpet, floor lamps, abstract paintings, earth-tone wallpaper, house plants, couch, recliner, and a TV filled the large space.

Beth couldn’t believe her eyes. She had never seen so much stuff. How did they afford it? Her parents worked all the time but had nothing to show for it.

Beth wanted better. She was tired of getting her clothes from Goodwill, buying groceries with food stamps and being labeled “white trash.”

She was working to save up for college to become a teacher. She thought she might like working with children.

Tonight was going to be her first test.

To the left of the living room were stairs that lined the wall. To the right was an opening to the dining room and kitchen.

Beth set her purse on the recliner and walked over to the bottom of the staircase. Through the ceiling, she could hear the boys running around, the floorboards squeaking beneath their weight.

Stomp. Stomp. Stomp.

She climbed the steps, then turned right, walking toward a door with a faint light beneath it.

“Guys,” Beth said as she knocked.

The noisy room went silent.

“Hello?”

Nothing.

Beth knew they could hear her. She tried the doorknob. It was locked. She stood there, not sure what to do. Maybe they were shy. She decided not to push it.

“Okay. Maybe later,” she said. “I’ll be downstairs if you need me.”

Suddenly, the door unlocked and slowly opened. Todd and Robbie Sanders, ages seven and five, stood there, expressionless.

Behind them, lightning filled their dim room. There were toys everywhere. It looked like a disaster.

She smiled and waved, “Hi guys. I’m Beth.”

The brothers didn’t say a word. They just pushed by and walked down the stairs.

Nice to meet you too, Beth thought as she looked down at her tattered sandals.

Her headache was getting worse. Beth took a deep breath and decided not to let it get to her. They were just kids, and this was their first time meeting. Eventually, they would warm up to her.

She turned and followed them downstairs and into the kitchen.

Like the living room, the kitchen was up to date with linoleum floors, Formica countertops, laminate cabinets and even a dishwasher. All the appliances were state-of-the-art in harvest gold.

Todd went to the refrigerator, opened the freezer door and pulled out a Totino’s Party Pizza. Robbie nodded with approval.

“You guys hungry?” Beth asked, standing by a backdoor that led to the patio.

Both boys looked at her like she was an idiot. Todd put the box on the far counter and began to rip it open.

“Need help?” Beth asked, taking a step forward.

“No,” Todd said coldly.

Beth stepped back. “What kind is it?”

“The kind you eat.” Todd turned on the wall oven.

Beth was starving. She hadn’t had anything since lunch. “Looks good.”

Todd stopped and looked her directly in the eyes. “There’s only enough for us.”

“Okay.”

Beth stood silently. She wanted to make sure they didn’t burn the house down. The kitchen was already a mess. The counter and floor were covered in pizza toppings and sauce, shreds from the cardboard box and pieces of plastic wrapping.

Beth decided to do some cleaning. She needed a broom but wasn’t sure where to look. She tried the large pantry. Nothing but food. Maybe the garage? She headed toward a door next to the refrigerator, opened it and fumbled around the inner wall to find a light switch.

Parked on the far side of the two-car garage was a silver Corvette with glass roof panels, aluminum wheels and a spoiler. It gleamed like it had just come off the showroom floor.

A Mercedes and a Corvette? Beth frowned. Her parents drove a beat-up Vega and Pinto. They had gotten a two-for-one deal at Tony’s Used Car Lot.

In a corner of the garage beneath utility shelves sat a Maytag washer and dryer with all the trimmings. Beth’s shoulders slumped. She and her mother spent hours every weekend at a rundown laundromat on Crab Street.

Hanging near the light switch, she found the broom and dustpan. She grabbed them and went inside.

Beth swept as Todd and Robbie put the pizza in the oven. A bright light pushed through the window over the sink. The house shook.

“Looks like it’s going to rain.”

“You think?” Todd rolled his eyes.

Beth’s head began to throb. “You guys have any aspirin?”

“Do I look like a doctor?” Todd said.

Robbie pulled himself up onto the kitchen counter. The heels of his sneakers hung off the edge as he stretched to open a cabinet where the glasses were. If he fell, he would break his neck.

Beth stopped sweeping. “Be careful.”

Robbie had two glasses in his hands when he slipped. Beth dropped the broom and ran over, grabbing the little boy by the waist just in time.

“No!” Robbie squirmed, dropping a glass that shattered on the floor.

Todd laughed. “Dumbass.”

“Hey,” Beth said over her shoulder. “Watch your mouth.”

“You’re not my mother.”

Robbie wriggled, and Beth almost dropped him. A small shard of glass stabbed her heel. She winced as she sat him down in a safe spot. Robbie took off to the refrigerator, grabbing two cans of Coke, then ran to the dining room.

Beth was bleeding. She plucked the tiny piece of glass from her foot. The wound was small and wouldn’t require stitches. She applied pressure to the cut with a paper towel.

Bad idea, she thought. But what could she do? She was stuck. Besides, she needed the money.

When the bleeding had finally stopped, Beth hobbled over, picked up the broom and swept up the sharp debris.

Twenty minutes later, the oven buzzer went off and Todd pulled the pizza out. The boys sat at the dining room table, eating on paper plates.

Bored, Todd began kicking his brother under the table.

“Stop!” Robbie yelled as he kicked back.

A food fight soon followed. In seconds, there was pizza all over the dining room, on the table and chairs, the curtains and walls. Beth had just finished cleaning up the kitchen. Now this.

She was fed up. “Guys!”

Todd threw one last piece. Robbie ducked, and it hit Beth’s white, broadcloth shirt and stuck.

“Hey!”

The piece slowly peeled off and dropped to the floor, leaving a red stain on her chest.

Todd and Robbie laughed. Beth was livid.

“That’s it!” She pointed to the ceiling. “Upstairs!”

“Don’t tell me what to do,” Todd said defiantly.

“Now!”

Todd’s brow creased, and his eyes narrowed. He jumped up and bolted toward the living room. Robbie followed, knocking over his soda, spilling it onto the floor.

“God!” Beth shouted.

Using a dish towel and liquid soap at the kitchen sink, she cleaned her shirt. It was the nicest one she had and was probably ruined.

Lightning poured through the window, and thunder made the kitchen rattle. The wind was picking up.

The pine trees swayed. One long branch near the house slapped the glass pane like a giant hand.

Startled, Beth jumped back, clutching her chest. The glass didn’t break, but she noticed the window wasn’t locked. The latch was broken.

“Great.”

Beth headed to the dining room to clean up the mess. She noticed the front door wide open.

Flash. Boom.

She peered out. The boys were playing chase around the pine trees. Robbie was closing in on his big brother.

“Hey guys! It’s not safe!”

The boys ignored her, laughing and screaming.

“Todd! Robbie! Come on!”

The brothers kept playing. Todd was out of breath, and Robbie zeroed in, tagging him.

The lightning was intense. It zigzagged all over the sky.

“Please?” Beth begged.

Nothing.

It was sprinkling as she limped out into the yard, cowering beneath the storm.

Todd was chasing his brother and suddenly tripped him. Robbie fell hard, hitting his head on a tree trunk. He screamed.

“Tag!” Todd said, then ran to the house.

Beth jogged to the bawling boy to help him. Instead, she slid on the damp pine needles and fell on her butt in the soggy grass.

Robbie abruptly stopped crying and began to laugh. Todd laughed too, pointing from the front porch.

Beth yelped. Her tan pants were covered in grass stains—ruined.

Robbie took off. Beth wanted to cry but didn’t. She wasn’t going to give them the pleasure. She slowly got up. Pine needles were stuck to her backside.

“Thanks!” Beth shouted. Her head was pounding. Several large raindrops struck her hair. She looked up at the moving black sky.

It began to pour.

The boys were standing on the covered porch. Todd whispered into Robbie’s ear. The five-year-old smiled and nodded.

Beth took off toward them, ignoring the pain in her foot. Lightning surrounded her. Thunder suddenly exploded right above her. Startled, she fell face forward, sliding on her stomach.

The brothers were bent over, laughing until they cried.

Beth was drenched, covered in green.

“No!”

She got up and ran toward the porch. The boys rushed into the house and slammed the door in her face.

“Jerks!” She pounded on the door. Beth grabbed the knob and twisted. It wouldn’t turn.

Todd and Robbie appeared in a nearby window, making faces. Beth pleaded with them to let her in.

Instead, they went into the living room, turned on the TV and cranked up the volume. David Banner was telling Mr. McGee, “You wouldn’t like me when I’m angry.”

“Guys!”

The boys ran into the kitchen and locked the back door to the patio.

“Todd! Robbie!”

They waved, then left, heading up the stairs.

Beth walked along the front porch, checking the windows. They were all locked.

Then she remembered the kitchen window, the one with the broken latch. If she wanted in, she was going to have to go around back. There was no cover once she left the porch. It didn’t matter. She was already soaked.
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