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This book is dedicated to the readers who need something thrilling and dark, but still like being able to sleep at night. 
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It’s difficult to think straight when you go this long without sleep. Too much has happened in such a short period of time. Losing my husband, I thought, was the most devastating thing that could have ever happened to me, but then the phone calls started, and my world changed again. Sleep has been almost nonexistent since they began. Pacing the floor at night, afraid to lie down has become the norm: for I fear it will be my last night here on earth. At first, I thought it was some kind of prankster, though, now I'm sure it's no prank this man wants to kill me. He has a deep husky voice and keeps calling. Telling me to turn over the file that my husband had, or it would be the end of me and my son.  It didn't do any good to question him about the file because all he would say is “Your husband had the file, and now we want it. I’m sure you know where it is, and you better decide to turn it over.”   Desperately, I was trying to explain to him that I didn’t know anything about a file, but that only angered the caller. He swore if I didn’t give it to him, he would come after me. 

My husband’s words keep coming back to me, playing repeatedly in my head. He said, “You cannot trust everyone, some people are just evil.” I tried to pin him down and find out exactly who or what he was talking about, but all he said was, “I’m just saying don’t trust everybody. Be careful of confiding in others.” That conversation has left me confused about who to trust.

What choice do I have but notifying the police?  Surely, confiding in them will be safe and they will protect me and Wyatt. Instead, they inform me that they couldn’t do anything unless the caller tried to do harm to someone. After all, who would the police arrest? By the time they left, I was crying.

It may take a while but, using my imagination, sooner or later it will be solved. Those cops have put a challenge in front of me: they made me just angry enough to show that they don't have all the answers.  I’ve never been neither an investigator nor a cop before. Common sense is a good thing to rely on and it's plentiful around here. 

It upsets me that they treat me as if I am making this up and look at me with skepticism in their eyes. They know I’m a writer of thrillers and mystery novels. The police seem to believe this is just a stunt for publicity.  

They listened to a recording of one of those threatening calls. One officer said, “That recording could’ve come from anywhere, ma’am. You could’ve even called and left it on your own phone. What I’m trying to tell you is if we were to arrest someone with that kind of evidence, we would be laughed out of court. We will have to have more information than this. It's just not useful enough. It might be nice if you had other evidence to go with it.” So that leaves me to figure it out on my own. 

Being raised around guns doesn't mean you're going to be interested in them. My dad and grandpa were both big into hunting, but not me. I’ve never owned a gun, nor had a need to protect myself, but now it feels like there is a reason to get one and learn how to use it.

My son isn’t feeling well, and there’s so much he doesn’t understand and it’s making him cranky. He knows his father’s not coming home, that he has died, and that the two of them will not have their playtime before supper anymore. He’s asking, “Mama, what’s wrong with you? Why won’t you play with me?” Yet, there’s no way to tell my six-year-old son that someone is threatening our lives. He only wants to laugh and have his questions answered, but to fill his mind with this knowledge would be too much. Every child should have someone to be there for them and help guide them along the way; especially now with the loss of Marks father he needs someone.  

Instead, I’m spending my time trying to figure out who the caller could be. Whoever it is keeps telling me that my husband had a file. Mark never discussed his work at home. After all, he was a helicopter pilot. Then, the thought of calling his commanding officer crossed my mind. I was thinking that maybe he would know if Mark had a file somebody would want, but what if he was in on harassing me? Maybe it's best if I just leave him alone. 

It would be nice to turn to some of my friends; but most of them are in the military, or their husbands are. Would that be putting their lives in danger also? There's not much choice but to handle this alone. 

To my way of thinking, whoever’s calling me must be from the military, or one would be led to think so. What good will it do to embroil others in this danger?  

Roaming from room to room, ensuring the house is secure and no one has intruded, I go into my son’s bedroom. He is sleeping fretfully. He has a summer cold, causing him to choke and cough in his sleep. It breaks my heart to watch him struggling to breathe. We have a doctor’s appointment in the morning.  He’s a loving child that fills my life with sunshine. 

When I look at Wyatt, I can’t help but see the resemblance to his dad. It brings a smile to my face to think about Mark. He was a wonderful and loving man. At the same time, my heart aches desperately from our loss.  

Mark and I had celebrated Wyatt’s birthday the week before. He had just turned six when Mark passed away. I hope there's some way to keep Mark's memory alive for Wyatt: so that he will always know how much his dad loved him. I tuck the covers back over Wyatt and kiss him lightly.  

Sitting down next to him on the bed and running my fingers through his hair, I cannot help but remember the shock when the two Air Force officers came to my door. It felt as if my life was being crushed as they tried to explain that there had been a crash. Mark was on a training exercise when he lost control of the helicopter, and it went down. The funeral was three days ago, but the hurt and loneliness are still lingering like it happened only a few minutes ago. Thank God for Wyatt! I feel like he’s keeping me sane.  

Walking over to the window and hesitantly pulling back his curtain to look out, I see a man with his body pressed tightly against the wall of my house as he is sliding his way around the corner. He appears to be trying to take advantage of the dark night and make his way into my house. When Mark and I bought this property, we built our house before the area started to grow. We knew with him being in the service, we would have to move from time to time, and that was okay with us. This is where my memories as a teenager were made. My mother lives here, and this is where we planned to retire: we built the home we wanted while we had the opportunity. Our property was equivalent to three lots, and we had our house put in the center. That way, our neighbors wouldn’t build too close to us, and we could have our privacy. We didn’t want to feel as if we were cramped into a neighborhood. I was always glad that we had done that... until tonight. Now, I wish my neighbors were closer to me.  

I watch the man until he slides around the corner and out of sight. My heart begins to pound so hard and fast that I can feel it in my throat. I am in such a panic that it takes me three tries to dial 911. I am told to, “Stay on the line.” So, they can ask a bunch of silly questions that I didn’t want to answer. I just want the police to come. It isn’t long, and they do take the time to say, “The police are on their way.” I say, “Thank you,” and start to hang up but the woman on the other end of the phone says, “Please stay on the line.” She continues asking her ridiculous questions, and even though they feel pointless, I am thankful to have the voice of another human being with me. It doesn’t ease my fears, but it gives me comfort to know that someone out there knows what is going on. If I don’t live through this, someone out there can tell my story. 

Standing in my son’s bedroom with the phone pressed to my ear while waiting for the police to arrive, I tell myself I am all that is left to protect him, and I will defend him with my life. This is one time I’m ready to fight to give it everything I have, for my son. Lord, please be with me. 

There is a loud banging at the door, and someone shouts, “Police department,” letting me know that help has arrived. The 911 operator says, “You’re in good hands now,” and the phone goes dead.  

I run to the door and yank it open, “Oh, thank God you’re here. I’ve been so scared. Please, please come on in. Did y’all catch him?” 

“Ms. Donovan, there’s nothing outside. We’ve looked around your entire property, and there’s no one here. You must have seen a shadow. We know you recently lost your husband. Maybe you should try to relax and get some rest yourself.” 

“Didn’t you find any footprints or anything that would let you know someone was out there?” I argue. 

“No, ma’am.” 

“Please, call me Fayrene.” 

“I’m sorry, Fayrene, there is nothing there. Believe me, we’ve checked your property out. This is the third time you’ve called us this week. There are no signs of anyone being on your property.” The officer stands there with his eyebrows pulled together, skepticism in his eyes. He has a stern look on his face, making it clear that he thinks I need to quit wasting their time. 

What more can I do? I’ve lost once again.  

I thank the police for coming before sending them on their way, then shut the door behind them and double-check the locks. I stand against the door, wondering what I can do to protect us? There is no one for me to turn to. No one believes me, but who cares what they think? I know I’m not crazy.  
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After the police left, I lay down next to my son and snuggled up to him, with no intention of falling asleep. My intent was to stay on guard and watch over Wyatt. Instead, exhaustion took over, and I crashed. 

Wyatt is shaking me, trying to rouse me out of sleep. He says the phone is ringing. The sun is bright and high in the sky as I stumble out of bed. It won’t hurt my heart to miss a phone call, because every time it rings, I panic. Fear runs through my veins as I go to the phone. I see it is a missed call from my mother. I instantly relax and call her back. I tell her I am in a hurry, am getting Wyatt dressed and ready to see the doctor. I promise I’ll call her as soon as we leave the doctor’s office.

“Oh, my goodness, Wyatt, Mama let the time of day get away from us. Come on, we don’t have time to play around.” I fix him a quick breakfast of cold cereal and fruit. As soon as he finishes eating, I rinse his dishes and stack them in the sink. Reaching for my purse and car keys, I look at Wyatt. “We’ve got to go now.” 

We rush across the parking lot, not wanting to be late. Wyatt starts hollering, “Wait, Mama, wait,” and bends down to pick up a colorful large bird feather.

“Son, throw that nasty thing down. We’ve got to hurry.”

“No, Mama, it’s a gift from Daddy.” Wyatt looks up at me with a wide grin and an expression of love in his eyes.​

Confusion must be written all over my face. Taking a deep breath and trying to compose myself, I ask, “What in the world are you talking about?”

“My Dad told me that anytime I find a feather, it will be a feather from his wings. He wants us to know he is sending his love and watching over us.” 

My eyes start to fill with tears, and I swallow hard trying to fight them back. My words choke as I say, “When did your daddy say that to you?”

“Last night while I was sleeping. He did, he told me.”

He sounds as if he is begging me to believe him. “Baby, I don’t know where you came up with that, but you won! Keep the feather.” I hug him and smile. “Now come on, let’s go see the doctor.”

While we are sitting in the waiting room, I stare at Wyatt, watching him turn the feather over and over in his hand. It’s as if I am transfixed on it, as I think back over Wyatt’s words. I don’t know how he could conceivably come up with such a notion, but the way he said it almost made me believe him. How could that be? I wish Mark were here with us. Watching over us. Telling me how great my books are and how wonderful I am. Then maybe I could lie down at night and rest peacefully. Just one night with a peaceful dream would be wonderful. 

But I can’t afford to lie down and sleep like I did last night. One more mistake like that of leaving my child unprotected could mean the end of both of us. My deep sleep left us both vulnerable. Thank God that guy did not come back. I don’t care what the police said, a man was definitely sneaking his way around my house, and I can’t let that happen again.

I have no choice. I’ve got to take Wyatt to his grandmother’s to be safe. It hurts my heart to think about leaving Wyatt. I feel like he still needs my help to understand how special he was to his father. I want him to realize Mark had no intention to depart from us. He would never leave us if he could help it. I want Wyatt to remember his and his father’s special closeness. No matter how old Wyatt gets, he needs those special moments to carry him through his life.

I know my mother will watch over him well. My mom doesn’t know what’s going on and I don’t have the heart to tell her. It would just worry her, which would do us no good. I’ll tell my mom that I’m going on a book tour and will be gone for some time. There’s no way I can take Wyatt with me. I’m not in the habit of lying to my mother that way, but it’s for her protection.

My mom, being the doting grandmother, loves the time she spends with Wyatt. It always puts a sparkle in her eyes. Thinking about going off and leaving him is heartbreaking, but no matter how deep the hurt, I will have to smile and play like there is no problem.

At last, they called us back to see the doctor. By the time he finishes examining Wyatt, I have made up my mind I will not take him back to our house. Instead, I’ll buy whatever Wyatt will need, including new games and toys, and then head for my mother’s.

Excitement is all over my mother’s face as I hand my son over to her. I can’t help but let my tears fall. Being away from Wyatt is another loss to me, but I need to get my son out of danger. That’s the most important thing. Then I will learn how to take care of myself. If I don’t, I won’t be here for Wyatt. I’m going to have to learn how to fight. It’s clear that no one else is going to fight for me.

The second I walk into my house I know someone has been in there while I was gone. My mouth goes dry, and a large lump forms in my throat, making it hard for me to breathe. What if they’re still in here? My heart pounds in my chest as I look around the room, trying to figure out what I should do. I search for anything out of place. 

I see a note left on my desk and my hands shake as I pick it up. It reads, “I got tired of watching you at the doctor’s office, so I left you on your own for a while. You needn’t worry, I’ll catch up with you. Give me what I want, or you will die.” 

Tears roll down my face. Apparently, this man knows every move I make. I pick up my phone to call the police again, but then think, What’s the use? They didn’t believe me before. My whole body begins to shake again, giving in to the fear. It takes me a minute to get control of myself. I’ve got to think of a plan to help me survive. 

I whisper to myself, “God help me, give me the backbone I need.” My mind begins to race to try to figure out what to do. Then I realize he could watch me getting trained in martial arts. He could also watch as I learn how to use a gun. I’m not waiting around any longer for someone to help me. The only way the police will help me is if I’m dead, and that is not a solution. 

I make an appointment to take a course in gun safety. The rifle range might be an excellent place to be. There will be other people who are fighters. This guy may take me down, but I’m not going to make it easy.

I pick up my purse, turn, and leave the house. The first place I stop is the local karate school. I sign up and ask if I can start a class today. They say that the beginner’s course starts promptly at 8 o’clock in the morning. I am disappointed, but tomorrow is better than nothing. 

Then I head for the rifle range. I hope to get a coach who will help me learn to shoot.

I am fortunate; they get me going right away. It is mandatory that I begin with all the rules and regulations. I have a ton of paperwork to study and go over tonight, even after hours of going over all of it in class. We are taught to take the gun apart and put it back together. A week later, they will let me begin shooting my gun. When there are only two classes left, we will be evaluated on what we have learned. Once that is passed, we get to the part that I’m here for, how to hit the target. 

Right now, they are teaching us gun safety. I never dreamt this would be so detailed. On the other hand, they let me buy the weapon of my choice. This, of course, is the one the coach told me would be best for me. Before I left, I picked up a lot of brochures on all different kinds of guns. I now wish I had taken the time to go hunting with my dad and my grandpa, but I chose to stay behind and help mom with the cooking and housework. We never know what lessons we will need in our future, and hindsight is always too late. 

[image: A black background with a black square

AI-generated content may be incorrect.]



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter 3

[image: ]




[image: A black feather on a white background

AI-generated content may be incorrect.]Fayrene

I sit parked in my driveway, staring at my house. I’ve always loved this house. Mark and I designed it with four bedrooms and three bathrooms. Our plan was to have more children in the future. We filled this home with all our dreams and hopes. It’s a lovely yellow brick located in a nice neighborhood. We were going to live here our whole lives.

All my dreams vanished when Mark passed away. Now I’m afraid to go into the house, knowing someone fully intends to kill me, along with all the hope that lived inside these walls. 

I’m shaking as I load my new gun. I open the car door slowly and step out into the driveway with my weapon in hand. I’m poised for anything as I unlock the front door. I can see that the person who came into my house has been back. Things have been moved around. Besides I can feel their presence in this house. I walk through every room to ensure no one is still here. I have no idea how they’re getting in. The windows are locked, and none of the door locks are broken. This time, they’ve left me a mint on my pillow, along with a note: “I know you are sleeping alone now, so I’m leaving you this little token as a gift. Enjoy it while you can. I’ll be here to see you soon.” 

I grab the mint and throw it in the trash. 

I become consumed with either practicing karate or learning how to shoot my gun. Time seems to speed by as I learn firearms rules and safety. It’s as if there are never enough hours in the day. There is so much I need to know. I’ve learned the basics of karate. Although my confidence is improving, there’s a lot left to learn. I just hope I make it that far.

Each day I come home from training, terrified to enter my own home. I know things are about to change for the worse when I come home and find someone had killed my neighbor’s dog and left the carcass on my kitchen floor. How could they kill my neighbor’s beloved pet? It’s horrible. But more terrifying is the note left next to the corpse. “What have you done with your son?” Is this a threat against Wyatt? 

The time has come to make immediate changes. I’m not yet proficient with my gun, and I need a lot of karate lessons, but I can feel in my bones this man is ready to strike. I’ve run out of time.

I’ve got to make a run for it to somewhere I can’t be found, but where? My memories flood back to a time when I was a kid. When Mom and Dad were first married, they lived in a log cabin in the Ozark Mountains. I was about five or maybe six years old when my parents moved to where my mother lives today. Even after we moved out, we still took our summer vacation in the Ozark Mountains, where my grandparents had passed down the old log cabin to my mother. The view is amazing. It is quiet and peaceful, with a flowing stream nearby where you can go swimming. I vaguely remember my parents having electricity and plumbing put in the house. They added a bathroom. I remember Daddy saying he would add a commode and shower to the storm shelter while he was at it. I thought that was funny. After all, we hardly ever went down there. They also added another bedroom. All the work followed the design of the log cabin, which kept the same warmth and comfort of the original building. They turned this old cabin into a modern dream home without losing the old rustic décor. I loved it and felt like a princess in my new bedroom.

Mama keeps saying, “We should take a trip to the Ozarks. You know the old place could use a thorough cleaning. That home means too much to me to let it go to ruin.”

“Ok, Mama, I’d kind of like to go when the flowers are all in bloom. It will be beautiful. Your birthday is May fifth. Let’s plan it for your next birthday.”

I’m not sure why my parents moved from there. I think it had to do with my dad’s job. I loved the summers I spent there. It gave me the freedom to run and play wherever I wanted. It’s an experience that I would love for Wyatt to have. Twenty-five acres were handed down through my mother’s family for generations. We haven’t been there except for two or three days a year for a long time. My mother told me someday it will be mine, and I was to hand it down to Wyatt. It was never to leave our family. 

Very calmly, I get up, bag the corpse, and put it outside in the trash. I don’t have the heart to try and explain it to my neighbors. I clean up the bloody mess on the kitchen floor. 

I don’t bother to pack a suitcase. I climb into my car and leave. I repeatedly circle the block to see if anyone is following me. I don’t see any familiar cars. I go to the next town, pull into a car lot, and trade my car for a Jeep. The four-wheel drive will be better equipped to manage the Ozark Mountains. I like the fact that it comes equipped with a winch attached to the front bumper. You never know when it could come in handy in the backwoods.

I go shopping and stock up on groceries, mostly canned meat and foods that can be stored for long periods of time. In the hardware store I buy kerosene lanterns, extra wicks, and miscellaneous items, and soon my new Jeep is loaded down. Now I’m officially on the run, heading for the Ozark Mountains, keeping a watchful eye out, suspicious of the passing cars. When I pull into the driveway, the sun is just starting to crest over the mountain, sending an array of color out across the mountains from one ridge to another. The smell of the mist from the low-lying clouds over the mountain tops fill the air with the fresh and clean scent of new foliage. 

My real problem now is how to get into the house. It has been boarded up, and I don’t have the key. If I hurry, I can get back into town before the hardware store closes. By the time I leave the store, I look like a carpenter, with my crowbar, nails, screws, new door locks, and even glass for the windows. I guessed at the size of the windows and hope I am right. I dig around in the sacks until I find a can of Vienna sausage and crackers. That will have to do for now.

As I eat, I sit in my Jeep and contemplate the best way to get inside. When I finish eating, I throw my trash into one of the sacks. I climb down from the Jeep, take a deep breath, and pick my first tool of choice: a crowbar. I remove the plywood from the front door as carefully as possible because I fully intend to put it back. I bust the lock off the door, which is not an easy task. It is starting to get dark, making it harder to do my work, but at least I am inside the house. I flip the light switch on out of habit and, to my shock and amazement, the lights come on. I can’t believe it. My mother must’ve been paying for the utilities all these years. I can’t tell you when we were last up here. All I can think of to say is, “Thank you, God, and thank you, Mama.”

I work until the early morning hours putting on new door locks. I tightly attach the plywood to the screen door. It looks like the boards are nailed to the house, but they aren’t. I put a secure latch on the screen door so you can only open it from the inside. By the time I am finished, I am absolutely exhausted. I fall across the bed, not caring about the dust around me, and I sleep deeply for the first time in a long time. 

The next morning, I figure it will take the predator a while to find me. In the meantime, I plan to do some target practice and work on my karate moves. 

I feel sluggish and wake up with a headache. I slept too hard, but it will take me a couple of days to catch up on my sleep. I fix myself a cup of coffee and try to decide what my next move will be. Then I remember the old storm shelter and how it is hidden away. When my great-great-grandfather built this place, everything had to be constructed with an escape hatch. In those days, you had to be cautious of Indians or anyone unwanted on your property. 

There is a hidden door in the floor. You could never find it if you didn’t know it was there. This could work. There’s a chance after all. For the first time in a long time, I feel hope and joy in my heart. 

And, now that I’m here, maybe I can take time to mourn the loss of my husband. The hurt and sorrow are still all over me. Perhaps now, I can really process that I have lost my husband. I no longer have Mark to turn to for strength and support, which is hard to understand. Mark was always my rock to lean on. Getting over the loss of Mark will not be easy. I loved that man with every part of my being. I could never put into words how much that love meant to me. But now, I have to fight for my survival on my own.
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I can’t stop trying to understand why this man is after me. I’ve never done anything to anyone that I know of. I keep telling him I don’t know anything about files. Nothing I say seems to matter, only that file. I’ve searched the house over and over, and there’s nothing here. 

I look around this old log cabin, and it makes me happy. If I can keep this property a safe place for our family to live in, maybe I can go down with a legacy to leave my grandkids. Who knows? After all, everyone leaves a footprint behind once they’re gone.

After Dad passed away, Mama’s heart was no longer excited about coming to the cabin. Mark and I didn’t want to come either, without Mama. I feel like Wyatt has missed out on some of his heritage. When the mess I’m in is over, I want him to spend time here. I want him to get to know and understand what this place means for future generations. I know I have to be careful and take my time, but I will find a way to be with my family again. They mean just as much to me as the air I breathe.

I wouldn’t want to tell everyone, but in my heart, I think my ancestors still come to visit this old cabin. I can feel their presence around me at times, but it doesn’t frighten me. Instead, I am comforted by the thought, and it makes me wish I had known them. It could also be my imagination, or the loneliness I feel, wishing for my family, but it’s nice to feel their presence.

I know that my mama had a very close connection with this place. People tell me I’m a lot like my mother. They say I look like her, but I doubt that. I don’t think I was ever as pretty as my mom. She will always be beautiful in my eyes. I wear my hair long the way she does. Her hair is now silver. Mine is black and comes down in waves on my back. My eyes are blue, like my dad’s, and hers are dark brown.

I remember my mother telling me about the Ozark Mountains when I was just a kid. “People take care of themselves in these deep backwoods,” she said. “They grow their food, and they make do with whatever they have. The women on this mountain work hard all summer to lay-back provisions for the winter months. Their needs are small, and their wants are few. Their work is hard, but it’s done with pride. They know what they’ve done will help their family to survive. They take care of the things they have because they don’t know if they can ever replace them. Things are handed down from one generation to another.”

I have heard unique and wonderful stories about my great-great-grandfather. My mama had told me how he had survived terrible hardships. 

She told me why he built the cabin with an escape hatch. My parents always called it “the shelter,” and we used during bad storms. There is a tunnel that comes out into a small cave that sits back in the woods. Back in time, when my great-great-grandfather built this, it was essential. To live in such a vast and desolate terrain at that time, you needed to be prepared. My mom laughed as she told me about the secret hiding places. When he built this cabin, my great-great-grandfather inserted cubbyholes behind the walls, to hide his valuables. I don’t know if all his hiding places were ever found. 

He also had booby traps all around the property. The snares were intended for anyone who tried to invade his space with ill intent. It wasn’t wise to come around here uninvited. 

I love all the different things that are so unique about this old cabin. My favorite story was how my great-great-grandfather conquered and claimed this land. I was told how he had walked for days to put his mark on the paper to own this land legally. Land is a valuable asset to have. He was known to have said he would never leave this family without a safe haven to run to. Maybe it was my mama’s stories that made me decide to run here. 

My mama also told me about my grandfather. She told me how he had improved the property over the years. He was the one who installed the pump at the kitchen sink to make things easier for her mother. The old pump is still there, only now, when you turn the water on, it flows freely from the pump head. No pumping is necessary.

My phone rings, making me jump. A deep and dreaded fear runs through me as it continues to ring. In a shaky voice, I cautiously answer, “Hello.” 

That familiar throaty, husky voice greets me. “Don’t think you can hide from me. I’m on your trail, and you will be mine. All you have managed to do is tick me off. Now, your murder will be slow and painful. Why don’t you tell me where the files are that your husband had? If you tell me, we’ll leave you alone. Don’t try to act like you don’t know what I’m talking about. I think you do. I’ll be there before you know it.” The line goes dead. 

I stand there staring at the phone as if I am in shock. Is he on my trail? Maybe he is trying to scare me. If so, he’s succeeded.

I begin looking around the room, searching for the trap door to the storm shelter. Now is the time to get to work. I have the feeling that my life may depend on me staying one step ahead. 
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I remember the shelter door blends into the floor and is well concealed. I find it and cautiously open it up. I was always a little frightened of what I would discover below this door. We could always smell the fresh dirt and the musty odors from the storm shelter. I light the kerosene lantern that I bought, pick up my pistol and stick it in my waistband. I don’t intend to be separated from my gun at any point from here on out. If I’m going to spend much of my time in the shelter, I should check it out and make sure it’s still safe.

I don’t remember walking that tunnel as a kid. I know my parents went down the tunnel. When my daddy renovated the rest of the house, he had water barrier walls and a small bathroom installed. He put a water barrier down on the dirt floor, covered it with old bricks, and sealed it. If it needs repair, I should get started right away. I’m hoping after I check it out, I can get by with resealing it. It’s been somewhere between ten and fifteen years since all the improvements were made and I don’t know what I’ll find down there. I desperately need to see if it is still an available escape route. I want to know where it comes out in the woods. I also want to see how well the opening is hidden. 

I am in no hurry as I begin climbing down the ladder. I know one thing: it’s covered in spiderwebs. I am faced with all kinds of creepy-crawly critters, some I’ve never seen before. The first thing is to fumigate this place. I have no intention of sharing a site with all these critters. If the killer doesn’t get me, the bugs will. I stop by the bathroom to see if it is still functional. It is, but the running water is loud. Down here all noise echoes off the walls. 

I begin walking the tunnel. I check the support beams. They look safe and secure. I am impressed by how solid this shelter is. The tunnel is about 300 feet long and runs further into the woods than I expected. 

The biggest shock is when I get to the end of the tunnel. It takes me a minute to figure out how to get out. If I hadn’t known there is an exit, I would’ve thought there wasn’t one. I figure out that if I maneuver around a dirt wall, I can scurry out. I am amazed once I reach the surface and come out into a small cave, the entrance entirely camouflaged by the natural environment. 

I look around to get my bearings as to where I am on the property. Otherwise, I would never find this cave or tunnel again from above ground. After noting the location, I realize that I used to play in this area when I was a kid. I never knew that the tunnel was anywhere around here. It makes me feel much safer and calmer as I begin to walk back down the tunnel.

My mother always kept what she called foggers. They would spray a mist that filled the air with bug killer. We would have to leave the house for three or four hours when she set them off. We usually went fishing or spent the day working in the yard. When we came back, all the creepy critters would be dead. I hope Mama left cans of fogger in the cabinet. I’m not an expert on bugs, but I know I’m scared to death of spiders. The first thing I need to do is set off some foggers. 
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