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Forward: 

Night terrors. Mental demons that pounce on my sleep, slashing it to bits. Begging to be let out of my tortured mind. The only release is to be heard, to be read as the written word, immortalized on a page. Their possession of my nightmares is relentless and eternal. And so, I give in to the violent prodding in my head and rise, as I have for countless nights before, to perform the ritual, this literary exorcism my life has become. Read, if you will, my written night terrors. But, a word of caution – They will possess you, too. 
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Graveyard Shift
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Sarah arrived at work and used her key card to open the large metal door to the five-story building. It was 10:45 at night, the air cool and breezy. She had never been afraid to leave her car and enter the building alone even though there was no security. Nothing had ever happened in this part of town, so why should she worry now. She walked down the hall to the elevator and pressed “3.” On the ride up, she yawned. Another tedious, boring night was ahead as it always was, and no one in the building to talk to.

Sarah was a medical transcriptionist which entails listening through headphones and typing for hours. The upside was she got paid on production, so the more she typed the more money she made. Working the graveyard shift, or 11 p.m. to 7 a.m., provided fewer interruptions and more time to work and pile up money. She didn’t miss the company or conversation, she was here to work. So, upon entering the empty office in the empty building, the 30-year-old woman sat down at her computer and hit the necessary keys to sign in to the dictation system. Following her usual ritual, she took the glass coffee pot to the restroom halfway down the hall and got water for coffee. She returned to the office and made a whole pot, which she would drink in the next eight hours. When enough for a cup was brewed, she poured a cup and sat down again at her desk.

Pressing a few more keys and putting on her headphones, she was poised to start the first document of the evening. Stepping on the foot pedal, a doctor’s voice spoke into her ears and she began transcribing a medical report. Usually, the reports were tonsillectomies or EKG’s that were always repetitious and boring, but sometimes a psych report would come over the wires, something interesting to keep her awake.

As usual, the run-of-the-mill dictations came one after the other with no hope of changing to something else. Sarah typed sometimes on autopilot, producing the documents with muscle memory while mentally making out the grocery list or planning the weekend. This night was no different. She had often thought of changing jobs, but what could she do? Typing steadily, she contemplated different areas of work she could do but got no further than that.

With a sigh, she rose from her seat, her hips grown stiff from working for nearly two hours straight. Stretching her arms behind her, she walked slowly over to the coffee maker and poured another cup. Sometimes she wished she had some company, someone to spur her on with the tedious work.

Stepping down the hall to the restroom, she used the bathroom and washed her hands which made her feel refreshed. She was walking back to the office when she heard a squeak, or what was that noise? She peered down the hallway that crossed in front of her office and saw nothing. “Maybe the bathroom plumbing,” she thought and proceeded to her station.

Once seated, to her delight a psychiatrist was dictating an evaluation, and she forged ahead, enjoying the interesting content. Through the voice in her headphones, she heard that squeak again, or did she? Pausing briefly and listening, she heard nothing and continued transcribing, when she definitely heard a louder squeak. This time, she removed her headphones and listened intently, and heard a squeak-a-squeak that sounded closer to her now. 

“There’s no one in the building but me,” she thought, becoming nervous. “And no security either,” a thought which made her freeze in her chair. With nothing and nobody to protect her, she slowly rose to close and lock the office door. She would call her husband at home, or should she call 911?

Stepping lightly and quietly, she approached the door, ready to close it quickly when she heard a loud squeak right next to the door in the hall! Taking the last step quickly, she grabbed the door, and suddenly a face appeared in the doorway! Gasping, Sarah exclaimed, “Oh!” and her chest spasmed in panic. 

The face in the door began chuckling and said, “Sarah! You scared me!” Sarah bent over in relief at the familiar face. It was Leslie from housekeeping. Both women giggled and shook with laughter.

“What are you doing here, Leslie?” Sarah asked.

Leslie replied, “Working overtime. It’s easier to clean when nobody’s here, so here I am. So, you’re working graveyard, too?”

“Yeah, trying to make more money. Taking advantage of the quiet. I heard some squeaks a while ago and didn’t know what it was,” Sarah explained.

The surprised women laughed some more, and Sarah said, “I need a break now, let’s go to the break room.” Sarah saved the document and exited the dictation system. They made their way down the hall past the restroom to the break room. Getting soft drinks from the vending machine in the small room, they sat down at the table, talking girl talk, gossiping, talking about their husband’s antics. Being about the same age, they had a lot in common. Leslie thought this would be a good time to talk about a disturbing news report she had heard before coming to work.

“Did you hear about the crazy who broke out of the mental hospital early this evening?” she asked, taking a sip of her drink.

“No! Near here?” Sarah leaned forward and asked, her interest peaked.

“It was all over the news, girl. This guy that murdered a bunch of people over nothing was about to be sent off to that big crazy house in Atlanta, and he up and escaped from a van they had him in, in the middle of town.”

Now edgy over this news, Sarah said, “When?”

“‘Bout 7 tonight. The police said for everyone to lock their doors and don’t go out unless you have to.”

Sarah exclaimed, “Why are we here with a lunatic on the loose?” her eyes wide with horror. The thought of there being no security in the building crossed her mind simultaneously.

“Well, we gotta work. I got Ben to drop me off at work right at the door, and nothing grabbed me, so I came on in.”

Sarah shuddered and was suddenly ready to call her husband to come get her, right at the door. She decided to call him as soon as she got back to the office when Leslie said, “Let us give you a ride to your car so you don’t get killed in the parking lot. Won’t be no trouble.” Leslie really wasn’t troubled by the escaped killer, but Sarah was becoming more and more nervous by the minute.

“I’ll take you up on that,” Sarah confirmed with a nervous giggle. She didn’t know if she’d be able to continue working with this knowledge, but she knew she had to. “Well,” she said with a sigh, “I better get back at it, get this night over with.” Leslie gave her an amused smile, and they tossed their empty drink cans in the trash can.

Strolling back down the hall, Leslie was talking about some other innocuous news story which Sarah didn’t really hear. She was thinking about the hours ahead, listening and looking over her shoulder until time to leave. With a, “See ya at 7 girl, by the back door,” Leslie returned to her housekeeping cart and pushed it down the hall to the elevator, squeaking every now and then. She had drunk coffee and a soft drink, so Sarah entered the restroom and emptied her bladder, and was about to wash her hands when she decided against it lest she looked up in the mirror to see the murderer standing behind her. The unnerved woman walked quickly back to her desk, alone on the floor again.

Heaving a huge sigh, she decided not to call home and wake her husband after all. The ride to her car would be protection enough, she hoped. Settling in, she put on her headphones, keyed into the system and stepped on the foot pedal. Only a rustling sound came through, and Sarah was impatient for the doctor to begin, realizing this was not the dictation she had saved before going to the break room. Then her eyes widened in shock as she heard the raspy, deep male voice coming through.

“Sarah,” it said with a growly rasp. She gasped deeply and let go a yelp. Clutching her pounding chest, the words she heard raced through her mind and paralyzed her with fear. She heard the voice through the headphones as well as near her in the room, “You looked everywhere but behind you!”

Her headphone cord was jerked around her throat, strangling her while she kicked and pulled on the cord. When she was dead, her lifeless body fell to the floor, her head falling on the foot pedal, activating the next dictation. “This is Dr. Robert Guerry dictating a psychiatric evaluation...” came through the headphones to be heard by no one.

Finished with this one, the escapee left the office and made his way to the elevator in search of a lone woman with a squeaky cart.
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Everybody Wins
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Pat McNeal rose from her bed at 6:30 a.m. on a November morning. She put on her bedroom shoes and wandered into the kitchen to get her coffee from the fridge.  It was strong and cold, and she loved it that way. Settling down on a kitchen chair, she turned on the TV and listened to the morning national news; elections, wrecks, the Dow Jones, nothing interesting.  She sipped her iced coffee, enjoying it very much as she always did. Her mind was beginning to come to life, and soon she’d shower and get ready to go to work.

Pat was a 37-year-old psychiatric nurse, something else she enjoyed. Working with mental patients, disturbed people, depressed people or whatever other emotional ailment they were admitted with was rewarding work; not just dispensing meds, but talking with the patients, getting to know them, helping them when she could. She had been at Augusta Psychiatric Institute in Augusta, Georgia, 4 years and had met many interesting people. Some patients were just going through a stressful period and needed a break from life. Others were profoundly psychotic and needed medication.

One of the most memorable patients was Anna Laurie. She was a 44-year-old local woman brought in by the Augusta police on a commitment order by her adult daughter. When was admitted, she was disheveled and dirty, raving about a murderer, crying for her children. Anna Laurie had led a fairly normal life in Augusta, working on an assembly line at a farm equipment factory, raising her four children as a widow. 

Her husband had died of a heart attack 13 years earlier.  Then, horrifically, three of her children, all her sons, were murdered in a home invasion. Too much grief can ruin even a strong person, and Anna Laurie was definitely ruined. Her four children were her whole life after her husband passed. She lived for her children, building her life around them, being so proud to have raised four respectable, productive people. 

One very hot July day brought her life and her sanity crashing down when two policemen went to her job and asked to see her. They very kindly said they needed to take her to Augusta Memorial Hospital to be with her daughter, Ellen, who was having a problem. It only took a few minutes to get there, and it was then the policemen and Ellen broke the dreadful news to her.  All three of her sons had been shot and killed in a home invasion by a stranger or strangers they had never met. No one had been identified or apprehended yet.  They were very young, only ages 14, 16, and 18. 

They were only little boys when their father had died suddenly, and Anna Laurie became their rock. Ellen had been but 8 years old when she became fatherless and also became her mother’s helper and friend. It had been difficult at times, but the whole family had bonded and forged a life together without the father. 

Pat often thought with sympathy about Anna Laurie and all her troubles brought on by massive grief. The destroyed widow had had such a severe mental break, a defense mechanism the doctors had explained to Ellen, that she was never expected to return to her normal self. Only hospitalized about a month through the initial psychotic episode, she was discharged into the care of her only remaining child, Ellen, who had moved in with her debilitated mother in the house she and her brothers had grown up in.

Pat also was amazed at her own strength in dealing with her own issues in life. She had married Josh five years before. They met at Augusta Memorial Hospital where Pat was working on the psych ward and Josh was an ICU nurse.  He was one year older than her. They had had a good courtship and married the same year they met. She had landed a better-paying job at Augusta Psychiatric Institute, and Josh stayed with his ICU job at AMH. 

Things had always gone well for the new couple until an old colleague at AMH told Pat that Josh was too big a flirt for her not to say something.  She apologetically explained that Josh appeared to have a girlfriend he met at work and was doing a poor job at hiding it. When the inevitable confrontation happened, Josh was sorry that his innocent friendship had been taken the wrong way, and he reassured Pat that he was her faithful husband. Pat was relieved and continued with the marriage, but not long after another possible hook-up at AMH was reported to Pat by a different person.  Josh gave her the same “innocent friendship,” song and dance, but she didn’t believe him this time.

Their marriage only three years old, Pat was considering divorcing him and cutting her losses. They had not had children yet, and under the circumstances, it probably was not a good idea to have any. But, she had to consider the debt they were in from buying a huge house in an expensive neighborhood, or should she go ahead and divorce him, sell the house and split it with him? Then, deciding maybe he would see the error of his ways and hoping for the best, Pat continued with the marriage, knowing she was living with a husband with a roving eye. She considered going back to AMH just to keep an eye on him but didn’t want to give up her lucrative job at the psych hospital. Besides she enjoyed it so much. 

For the next two years, Pat lived with Josh’s lies, his cover-ups, the stories she heard from past friends. Resentment grew in her heart, and they had taken separate bedrooms, both electing to enjoy the elegant house afforded them by their good salaries and making the best of the situation. Josh continually told her he was not seeing other women, but Pat knew better; she knew it in her heart and also by putting two and two together with the occasional report of infidelity that came her way, and Josh didn’t seem too upset about the bedroom arrangement. So, the “marriage,” rocked on, and they both continued with their lives, Josh with his nursing career and Pat with hers. Josh had remarked that their arrangement of pooling their salaries and “living the good life,” as he had called it was the best thing they could do. “Everybody wins!” he had added, raising his hands in the air in victory. How she had continued on with the farce she was living with this stake driven through her heart Pat didn’t know. But for some reason, she lived out each day, even with the hatred growing steadily. A couple of times when she was alone, she had thrown up her hands and sarcastically mocked him with a sour face, “Everybody wins!”

But Pat began to consider divorce again when yet another affair was brought to her attention. Josh seemed to have no shame, and it was becoming harder and harder to carry on the false marriage. Realizing Josh couldn’t control his urges, Pat debated on a plan of action. She had long since given up trying to talk with him and suggesting they go to marriage counseling. No, Josh wasn’t interested in repairing their marriage; he wanted their lavish lifestyle and girlfriends on the side. So, Pat began to ponder another option. One where she could catch him in the act and punish him with his own game. 

Day after day, the plan developed in her aching heart, and she actually started to put her plan into motion. She would bide her time and wait until just the right moment, and when he was involved with another woman and unaware she was watching, she would spring it on him with video or pictures, take him to divorce court, present her evidence and divorce him with the house all to herself. She had a newfound zest for life, and the old friend at AMH she shared it with agreed.

Josh brazenly continued with his carousing, assured Pat would never try to divorce him or even confront him again. “She’s stupid and won’t do that again,” certain that he had her controlled. He was hoping Pat would go away for a weekend and he could bring this present girlfriend to their home for a private romantic party. This unfaithful husband was convinced he could roam around with whatever woman he chose, wherever he chose with no consequences. He felt he could blatantly use their house as his own Playboy mansion. Maybe he would bring two women there for a party weekend, why not?

A new conquest had presented herself to Josh, another one at work named Deborah. He thought she had probably heard what a good time he was, and that’s why she had begun to flirt more and more aggressively with him. He could see in her beckoning eyes and hear in her sultry voice she was hot for him. She wasn’t trying to hide it at all. Another good time was all she was to Josh, another very good time. Eventually, during a lull in her seduction, he recognized the opportunity to propose a meeting outside of work. Knowing she was deliberately giving him the opening to suggest a rendezvous, he quietly asked her if they could meet somewhere after work and talk. She readily accepted, and he began naming off restaurants, but she said with a sly smile, “I live in the country, so maybe we could have dinner on the porch. It’s kind of isolated.” And so the plans were made; they would leave after work that weekend, go to her house and party all weekend. Another one bites the dust.  It was a perfect plan; Pat was going on a business trip that weekend. He’d return home Sunday afternoon before Pat got home and she’d never suspect a thing, he’d play the good husband so well. He knew he could have just the life he wanted, and he was smart enough to pull it off. And this one might be an ongoing thing, who knows?

Saturday arrived, and Josh got dressed for work as Pat sipped her iced coffee. He bid her a good business weekend and left her in her ignorance sitting at the kitchen table.  He had already hidden his packed duffel bag in the trunk of his Lexus along with a fifth of rum.  Walking between Pat’s dark blue Lexus and his black Lexus, he got in his car and sped off to AMH, hoping his work day would pass quickly.

Just as planned, Josh met Deborah in the parking lot and, at her suggestion, they rode together in her car. Tossing his bag in her back seat, she drove to the edge of town and turned off onto a country road that soon wound through a forest-lined area. They made a bit of small talk mostly about work, and then the conversation changed to a more personal subject.

“Josh, I know you don’t do this often, you know, enjoy somebody on the side,” she said shyly.

“No, I actually don’t,” he lied, “I saw you as being someone special, more of a friend really, but weekends are alright between friends. And my wife and I have sort of an arrangement about things like this, and she’s on a trip this weekend, too, but that’s her business,” but he wasn’t thinking about his wife at all right now.

“We’re all consenting adults,” she answered, “and I think of you as a friend, too. I did right after we met,” glancing over at him briefly with a sweet smile.

The area was becoming a little more isolated with very few houses, and Deborah said, “We’ll be there soon.” Making one more turn onto a long, winding dirt road with no houses, Deborah pointed toward a brown frame house on a hill. “We’re here!” smiling broadly at Josh, and he smiled just as broadly back at her. She pulled in the gravel driveway up to the front porch and parked. “Let’s go, I wanna show you the place.” He reached in the back seat and grabbed his bag and followed her up the two steps to the porch. She unlocked the front door, and he admired the immaculate porch with hanging ferns and a hanging swing. The couple walked into the house, and Josh saw it was furnished in a homey style with a couple crocheted throw blankets and family pictures in frames sitting all around the den.

“Let’s get out of these work clothes and I’ll make us a drink; let’s get the weekend started,” she said with a laugh. “Come on,” she told him as she led the way down the hallway and into her bedroom. “Go ahead and change, and I’ll be right back,” she said, and went into the adjoining bathroom and closed the door. 

His anticipation growing, he changed out of his hospital uniform and into a sports shirt and jeans and sneakers.  He was thinking that this was going to be a great time, another minivacation from marriage to Pat who had become meaningless to him a long time ago. He watched the bathroom door, waiting for his party partner to come out, and when she did, she smiled brightly at him, dressed in a tight, low-cut pink tee-shirt and tight-fitting jeans that hugged her slim figure, and sandals. She was a hot fox, and she wanted him to know it. Looking directly into his eyes, she walked up to him and took his hand, leading him from the bedroom into the kitchen. 

“Want a drink?” she asked, and he answered, “I brought some rum.” Quickly, he got the bottle of rum from his bag and brought it back to the kitchen where she poured two rum and Cokes. He sipped his drink and looked around quickly when he thought he heard a screen door squeak and slam near the back of the house. Looking at her with a question in his face, she explained with a laugh, “That screen door opens by itself in the wind,” and then added, “There’s nobody here but us.” He took another sip from his drink and said, “I like your house.” She leaned against the sink and said, “I like the privacy,” leaning toward him with a smile. Then she said, “C’mon, I’ll show you the outside.” Taking his hand, she led him out the kitchen door onto the wrap-around porch and down two steps to the manicured yard. They walked down the concrete walkway around to the back of the house. 

“This is an old place with an old building out here. It used to be a smokehouse where they’d put meat in there and smoke it, like an old homestead.” Josh wasn’t interested in the house or the yard, but it was pleasant enough, and he knew a hot evening awaited him.

“Over there are the horse stables, but I don’t have horses now,” she continued, pointing toward beyond the back of the yard. “The smokehouse has been preserved, I guess I’ll use it for something else one of these days. C’mon, I’ll show it to you.” They took a few steps over to the small block building, maybe 10 x 10 feet and 8 feet tall. She pulled opened the heavy wooden door with a long black handle and, stepping back away from the building, she waved him inside saying, “It still smells like smoke in there.” Josh stepped in, but right before he was completely in the doorway, something caught his eye near the back of the longhouse, hidden from the front – a dark blue Lexus.

Only having time for a quick glance, Josh was shoved hard by the heavy door into the dark, old hickory smoke aroma-filled block building. He staggered on the dirt floor and dropped his drink on the ground.

“Deborah! Hey!” he shouted in surprise and anger, turning quickly and feeling for a knob on the door in the dark.  Deborah raised the foot-square metal window cover on the door revealing inset bars. Josh was still searching for a doorknob in the sliver of light coming through the bars and found it, turning it vigorously, but Deborah had already secured the door with a padlock.

Deborah grinned at him with triumph and was immediately joined at the door window by the woman who had dashed from around the back of the smokehouse and helped push the door closed as quickly as possible – Pat. Both women chuckled at their captive as he sputtered in confusion and panic, and finally yelled, “Pat! What’s going on?” He craned his neck to look around the bars at the car he had seen. It really was hers! Gasping, he grabbed the bars with both hands and shook them violently. Their constant grinning and giggling was unnerving him, and he yanked the bars shouting, “Open the door, you bitches!”

Smiling at each other with amusement, the women finally began to explain his fate.  Pat smiling sweetly at her husband began, “Josh, your running around is finally over. I’ve lived with it for years and I’m done. Your lust for women did you in. I beat you at your own game.” 

Josh stared at Deborah. “Why are you doing this!? What are you doing!?” he demanded of her. 

“Tell him,” Pat said flatly, and Deborah, holding his gaze, pulled her hospital ID tag from her back pocket and held it up to the bars for him to see. He read, ‘Deborah Ellen Hogan, RN.’  It meant nothing to him, and he yelled with a ragged voice, “What are y’all doing to me!” jerking on the bars even harder with white-knuckled fists.
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