
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


Praise for HANNAHWHERE

"From the very first line of Hannahwhere, you know you're in good hands. John McIlveen raises a compelling new voice with a story that is at once playful and frightening, thrilling and heartbreaking. Highly recommended."


~Jonathan Maberry, New York Times bestselling author



“Hannahwhere is everything a book should be—filled with unforgettable characters, fast-paced, and a page-turner. I loved it!”


~Heather Graham, New York Times bestselling author



“John McIlveen gets it. He gets that while scars heal, they're scars forever, and sometimes, if the damage is deep enough, they always hurt. McIlveen's debut novel is a profoundly sensitive portrait of how traumatized children often need to exert control over some aspect of their own lives in order to cope with uncertainty and how bad life can get. But he understands that finding that measure of control doesn't necessarily fix anything in the long term. Coping is not the same as thriving. And coping mechanisms extended into adulthood can leave self-sufficient, seemingly well-adjusted adults feeling as scared and vulnerable as they have always been. One can draw clear lines from Hannahwhere to Richard Matheson, Andrew Vachss, and Charles de Lint. But McIlveen has his own voice and style. It's not a crime novel, although there's crime at the heart of it. It is not a purely sentimental offering either, though it has a ton of heart. While working in the neighborhood of "urban fantasy" he dispenses with magic and faerie and treats the subject matter with a sense of realism merely draped in fantasy. And he does all this wonderfully, without feeling like any of it is getting short shrift. This is the real deal; a tremendously satisfying and well-realized first novel. John McIlveen gets it.”


~Bracken MacLeod, author of Closing Costs and Stranded



"Love it, love it, LOVE IT!"


~Rick Hautala, bestselling author of The Demon's Wife






"Hannahwhere is a thrilling, emotionally complex paranormal mystery. The little girls at the center of the story will touch your heart and unsettle you, all at the same time.  A wonderful first novel from an exciting new voice in genre fiction."


~Christopher Golden, New York Times bestselling author of Nightbirds



“Hannahwhere is a revelation.  This constantly surprising novel has some very dark moments, but John McIlveen's clean, clear prose carries you through them and back into the light of the good, decent people who fuel this story with their desperate efforts to do the right thing.  Hannah herself is a joy.  If she were up for adoption, I'd be the first in line.”


~F. Paul Wilson, New York Times bestselling author



Praise for INFLICTIONS

"A disturbing and thoroughly entertaining creep-fest. So much wicked fun."


~Jonathan Maberry, New York Times bestselling author






“The writing is so strong, and the stories so expertly crafted, that their unflinching nature is all the more visceral. Inflictions is as fine a collection of horror stories as I’ve read in the past ten years.” 

~Rio Youers, author of Westlake Soul.

“John’s not afraid...he pulls no punches.”


~Christopher Golden, New York Times bestselling author 



"McIlveen paints with a broad palette of colors, and he blends them and highlights them with a master's touch. Tragedy and comedy, vengeance and salvation, hope and horror, the absurd and the sublime, all skillfully worked into the same pages and presented here for our enjoyment."


~James A. Moore, author of The Seven Forges series






"Shocking, moving, and always surprising, John McIlveen's Inflictions will delight and terrify the reader in equal measures. A solid collection from a talented writer."


~Tim Lebbon, author of Coldbrook



“No matter the subject or narrative, in Inflictions, McIlveen never fails to engage the reader.  Inflictions is highly recommended.”


~Tony Tremblay, Stoker nominated author 



“McIlveen's writing wraps around you like tentacles from a fog, and drags you into the ferocious mists kicking and screaming.” 


~Dr. Alex Scully – Hellnotes



Praise for A VARIABLE DARKNESS

"... a veritable feast of darkness in infinitely varied shades. Great stories, great variety. Don't miss it!"


~F. Paul Wilson, bestselling author of The Repairman Jack Series



“John McIlveen has leveled up. These stories are the perfect blend of heartache and heartless, somehow simultaneously unflinching and brutal, with a trademark thread of dark humor. This collection deserves your attention. I can’t wait to see what he does next!”


~Christopher Golden, New York Times bestselling author



"John McIlveen has a gift for the sinister—for the chilling, the thought-provoking, and the double and triple twist. These stories are the mesmerizing work of a master of suspense, and they will haunt you long after you close the final mind-blowing page. The writing is so elegant—I can almost hear Rod Serling narrating!"


~Hank Phillippi Ryan, USA Today bestselling author of THE House Guest



“... a breathtaking collection. Its stories run the gamut from wise, lushly written prose to modern, witty tales. Each story dives beneath the surface and contains fathoms. I thought about “Nobody’s Daughter” for days.” 


~Mercedes M. Yardley, Bram Stoker Award-winning author



“Reading John M. McIlveen's stories feels like listening to a seasoned storyteller weave words into magic around a campfire. The stories in this collection are scary, sad, funny, heartwarming, and make you think a little more deeply about the people we see around us every day.”


~Michelle Renee Lane, Bram Stoker Award nominated author



Praise for GIRL GONE NORTH

“I was deeply touched by this story of a strong, caring black family in America 1960s and how Thalia, pushed by personal tragedy, decides to travel and find her way in a country, not only dangerous for a young girl but exceptionally menacing for a black girl. McIlveen writes with such heart, energy, and tension that I was on the edge, desperately turning each page to travel on this journey with Thalia.”


~Linda D. Addison, award-winning author and first African American recipient of the Bram Stoker Award® and HWA Lifetime Achievement Award winner.



“’It had never occurred to Thalia the colossal difference between one and zero and how easy a step it could be to go from something to nothing.’ A powerful sentence from John McIlveen’s GIRL GONE NORTH, which shares the stories of sisters Emma and Thalia, African American teens living in New Orleans who, for different reasons, seek escape to the North. Yet gripping challenges and dangers are no less than in the South. Set in the 1960s during a time of great racial upheaval, this novel is beautifully deeply explored and beautifully written; McIlveen has created characters I ached for and rooted for. This is not to be missed.”


~Elizabeth Massie, Stoker Award-winning author of Desper Hollow.



“There are a few books that stay with you long after you’ve read them: To Kill A Mockingbird, The Princess Bride, Boy’s Life.... add Girl Gone North to that exclusive stack. A story of courage and determination against almost insurmountable odds. At its heart, this book is about the love and unbreakable bond between sisters.”


~J. Edwin Buja, author of King Of The Wood and The Consort



“Once again, John M. McIlveen creates strong characters who could easily step off the page and live among us here in the real world. They might be shocked to find that not much has changed in the years between 1961 and now, but maybe they could share some of the wisdom they gained while witnessing the infancy of the Civil Rights Movement.”


~Michelle Renee Lane, Bram Stoker Award nominated author of Invisible Chains 



“If you want facts, read a reputable newspaper. If you want to understand human nature, read a novel. If you want powerful fiction, read John McIlveen, whose writing can be so intense that you will need to put the book down and, quite literally, walk away to process what you have just read. The passages were so disturbingly real, and I was so caught up in the moment I could not continue.

Girl Gone North is set in 1961, a time of great racial turbulence in both the southern and northern states. The early sixties marked a time of revolutionary change in a country that still did not accept the basic premise that “all men are created equal...” and women were even less equal. This novel looks at issues of race from all sides, although it is centered around the Black experience of the times. It is a book that, with few changes, could be written about any time in American history. The divide has existed since the time of the first explorers right up to the twenty-first century. If you plan to read only one book this year, make it this one! And a word to the wise — there aren’t enough tissues in the box...” 


~Madelon Wilson, “Mad about Books”



Titles from John McIlveen

Girl Gone North

A Variable Darkness 

Hannahwhere

Inflictions

Jerks and Other Tales from A Perfect Man

––––––––

[image: ]


HANNAHWHERE

By John M. McIlveen

[image: ]

This collection is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are either a product of the author’s imagination, used fictitiously or with permission. Any resemblance to actual events, locales, or persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental.

Hannahwhere © 2015 by John McIlveen 

978-1-949140-68-2 (Hardcover)

978-1-949140-69-9 (Trade Paperback)

Cover art & design David Dodd

!0th Anniversary Edition

© 2025 Haverhill House Publishing

Cover set up Errick Nunnally

All rights reserved.

Haverhill House Publishing LLC

643 E Broadway

Haverhill MA 01830-2420

Visit us at www.HaverhillHouse.com

Acknowledgements

“Feeling gratitude and not expressing it

is like wrapping a present and not giving it.”

— William Arthur Ward

A mammoth Thank You to: 


Roberta Colasanti – my wife, first draft reader, professional adviser, sometimes therapist, and love of my life, who makes waking up each morning a joy, and going to bed every night even better. 'S leatsa mo chridhe gu bràth (My heart is yours forever).

Christopher Golden – for all the advice, line edits, endless answering of stupid questions, but most of all, for forty years of friendship. 

Rick Hautala – for the same. I miss you, my friend. You left us far too soon. 

Haverhill, Massachusetts (a.k.a. Riverside) My hometown – for letting me use you so liberally in my novel.

Elm Creek, Nebraska – for letting me invade your unique little town. 

David Wilson and David Dodd (Crossroad Press) – for giving Hannahwhere its first life.







“Your memory is a monster; you forget - it doesn't. It simply files things away. It keeps things for you, or hides things from you - and summons them to your recall with a will of its own. You think you have a memory; but it has you!”



—John Irving (A Prayer for Owen Meany)​​​​

For my daughters

Heidi, Heather, Kayleigh, Kyrie, and Lara

Daughters are like flowers; they fill the world with beauty, and sometimes attract pests. ~Author Unknown



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


​PART 1​​​


Monday

[image: ]




March 10, 2008



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


​Chapter 1

[image: ]




Elm Creek, Nebraska

Anna sensed the ugly on him the instant he came in the door. It wafted from him and surrounded him like fumes from gasoline. With Travis, it always involved the senses, from the vibrations of his movements to the loudness of his voice, from the heat of his temperament to—worst of all—the stench of his addiction. The reek of the alcohol he drank and the pungent chemical smell of an even darker dependency—the one that turned him from regular mean to savage mean—made him ugly, and turned home into a house of dread. It assailed Anna’s nostrils, her eyes, her ears, and her every nerve.

Travis was no more interested in the children than he was in the cat. He treated both in much the same manner, which was with minimal contact except to occasionally kick them aside with a dirty beige work boot should one happen into his path.

Anna, with the fairness shown by most seven-year-old children, would admit to two things she did like about Travis: the bold musky scent of his cologne, which saturated the small house after he showered, and his deep and soothing singing voice. Both were completely out of character for a man who existed on a level of frenzy similar to that of an alarm clock buzzer. Even though they were twins, Hannah wasn’t quite so forgiving.

When the demons of Travis’s addiction grabbed ahold of him they multiplied, and it was safer to stay clear. Anna’s mother called the ever-increasing occasions when her boyfriend got high getting ugly. During these times, she would tell Anna and Hannah to play in the bedroom or go outside. She called this staying out of harm’s way.

Travis had never physically harmed Anna or Hannah, but neither had he ever displayed the slightest hint of affection. He wasn’t their father or stepfather, and neither of the girls desired or even considered the possibility of him being such. Physical contact did not exist between Travis and the sisters outside of him occasionally pushing them away with a long bony arm or the aforementioned boot. Anna was fine with that. She would rather he never touch them, yet she did feel that someday he might hurt them, or worse.

Thus far, Travis had only hurt their mother Elizabeth, which was primarily why Anna and Hannah did not like him and avoided him whenever possible. When he would come home, ugly and smelling bad, those were especially dreadful times. And in those especially dreadful times, Anna felt as if he could hurt anyone and everyone – but it was always Mom who got hurt.

After his outbursts, Travis usually took off, ranting and raving and subsequently leaving Mom with a swollen cheek, a weepy eye, or some other flavor of injury. Once Travis was gone, Mom would come into the bedroom to comfort and reassure them. Everything is fine Mom would lie through swollen lips. Afterwards they would sing. They always sang.

The heavy stomp of Travis’s work boots across the rear deck had become the warning system, but today it sounded different. It was rushed, and frenetic. His boots hammered up the deck like thunder and the door slammed open before Anna had time to react. It barely missed her, swinging hard enough to blow the hair back from her face. Anna dropped her doll and staggered back as an intense combination of bad smells washed over her. She didn’t dare look up. She retrieved her doll and ran for the safety of her bedroom.

She listened from within her bedroom as Travis stormed about the kitchen flinging open cabinet doors. She heard the sound of fluttering papers, plastic cups spilling, and containers bouncing off the countertop and onto the floor. The shattering of plates and glasses filled the house as Travis screamed incoherently. Mom ran into the kitchen and tried to settle him down, but it didn’t work. It never worked. Anna wondered why her mother even tried when they all knew he was just going to hurt her. “Be quiet,” Elizabeth angrily hushed Travis.

Anna heard Hannah’s and her names spoken in a hushed tone, and then Travis started saying horrible and atrocious things to her mother, threatening her and swearing at her.

“Where’s the fucking money!” he yelled.

“Watch your language!” Mom said.

“Fuck you, and fuck them!” yelled Travis.

“It’s my money! I put it where you can’t get it!” Mom yelled back. “I’m sick and tired of you expecting me to support you. You keep getting worse and worse. You’ve hardly worked since I met you and you haven’t worked in nearly a year. You haven’t even tried to get a job! All you do is drink, get high, and steal my money! You’re a goddamned drug addict!”

Travis hollered something Anna couldn’t understand.

“You’re a piece of shit!” Elizabeth yelled. “You’re worse than shit! At least shit can be useful!”

Anna seldom heard her mother say bad words, and she had never before heard her call anyone names. She did once tell Anna and Hannah that sometimes you just needed to swear or you’d explode. Mom’s anger scared Anna.

“Get out! I want you gone!”

A scuffle ensued and Anna heard the sound of numerous things skittering across the linoleum and realized that the spice rack had fallen. There was a sharp and familiar cracking sound and Mom cried out in pain. Travis had slapped Mom. It was a familiar, ugly sound, and always left her mother’s face red and swollen.

Anna started crying. Even though her mother told her that staying strong helped you to stay safe, Anna couldn’t help it. How could she stay strong when her Mom was being hurt?

Sitting on her bed, squeezed into the corner, Anna screamed, “Leave my mom alone!”

“Shut the fuck up!” Travis yelled back.

Anna knew he was yelling at her so she jumped up and closed the door, but not all the way. She wanted to help her mother, but she didn’t know how. He was too big and frightening. A heavy concussion rattled the whole house as her mother hit the kitchen floor.

“Ow! Let go of my hair!” Mom screamed, her voice weighted with anger, but Anna recognized the fear, too.

Anna slipped silently through her bedroom doorway and inched her way up the hall. She peeked around the corner and into the kitchen, hoping she could do something to help, yet knowing she probably couldn’t.

Travis had Mom’s hair wrapped around his hand and dragged her across the kitchen floor by it while she kicked and fought. It was all a tangled mess, not long, lovely, and golden like usual. He kept demanding the money, his voice raspy and loud, almost growling. It was the worst Anna had ever seen him. She knew she was supposed to get away from him when he was like this. She needed to go into her room, into her hiding place, and sing it away. Sing so loud you can’t hear anything but your song, Mom had told them.

Anna tried to sing, but she was too terrified. Her sister Hannah had always been there to make the singing work. They always did it together. She’d never done it without her.

Anna’s mom grabbed at a drawer handle and yanked it free from the cabinet. It crashed to the floor, scattering silverware, steak knives, and utensils, trailing behind her as Travis dragged her across the linoleum. Mom blindly patted the floor, seeking desperately for anything to protect herself. Jerking her body toward the island, she lifted a long knife from the floor. It was sharp and serrated with many teeth, but was not pointed... a bread knife.

She swiped at Travis’s hand, but he evaded her and started yanking her back and forth violently by her hair, so hard that she slammed into the cabinets and chairs. He bent over the counter, never letting go of her hair, and pulled a large, chef’s knife from a wooden block. As he did this, Mom swung her knife upward with renewed intent, but the rounded end hit Travis’s jacket sleeve and did no harm. He slashed Mom’s hand with the chef’s knife and her own weapon fell to the floor. Mom covered her right hand with her left as blood seeped from her knuckles and ran down the length of her raised arms, soaking through the sleeve of her sunny yellow shirt. Seeing her mother’s blood, Anna changed direction. Her fear for herself transformed into a fear of losing her mother.

Anna ran into the kitchen and screamed at Travis with every bit of her being, “Stop hurting my mom!”

All motion stopped. Travis held her gaze with dilated, savage eyes, and breathing as if he’d just run a mile at full speed. A silence descended over the house.

The wooden screen door at the back of the house slammed with a crack as Hannah came into the kitchen holding Shrek, their cat. Seeing the disarray in the kitchen and Travis standing over her bloodied mother, Hannah’s eyes widened in alarm and she shrieked. Travis lunged for her, but Mom wrapped her arms around his legs, tackling him to the kitchen floor.

“Run!” she yelled to her daughters. “Run! Hide like I showed you!”

Mom snatched the bread knife from the floor and swung at Travis, scoring a mean slash across his cheek. Anna wanted to cheer.

“Fucking bitch!” Travis bellowed. He swept the chef’s knife downward, driving it into Elizabeth’s breast. It sank to the handle, making a horrible, wet noise as it went in.

Shhcck!

Frozen, Anna watched her mother’s face contort with pain. Elizabeth took a whistling breath and screamed her anguish and fear, a sound like Anna had never heard before. “Ruuunnn!”

Thawed by her mother’s voice and Hannah pulling at her, Anna turned and sprinted for the back door. Her mother’s shrieks turned to sobs and the sound of her agony followed them... and the sound of the knife, too loud in her ears.

Shhcck...Shhcck...Shhcck!

Anna vaulted from the back steps and ran alongside the house, following Hannah. They passed the living room windows and Mom’s car and then Hannah dove into the crawlspace under the house where Mom had said to go if things ever got really ugly. It was their secret place.

The hinged access door, built from wooden planks, stood slightly open with its hook and eye lock unlatched. Anna could see the bottoms of Hannah’s pink and white sneakers, and her hair, so long and so impossibly white in the darkness, as she scuttled under the house on hands and knees. Wishing she had her own sneakers on, she hesitated, but then followed Hannah under the house barefoot.

She could hear Hannah whimpering in the dimness ahead of her, which made her aware that she could no longer hear her mother crying. This was a bad thing, she knew, but she also knew she had to obey her mother. She closed the wooden panel behind her, sinking them into near darkness, and crawled after Hannah, who was scrabbling over small mounds of dirt toward the barely discernible outline of the chimney at the far side of the house. Anna realized that if she could see that well, it was too light, which meant the door hadn’t closed properly. A look over her shoulder verified that the panel was slightly open.

Overhead, something dragged across the floor, sounding like a mattress or a big bag of laundry, though they both knew what it was. Hannah stopped to look back at Anna and shook her head, scattering her tears. Mom said that they had to stay down here. Anna tried to stop crying so he wouldn’t hear her, but her sobs turned into hiccups. They felt like something that was trying to escape from inside her – something she couldn’t fight.

Will he notice the panel? Will he know they were here?

She heard Travis cross the length of the living room, from the far corner of the house, heading to their mother’s bedroom with swift and determined footsteps. Anna was sure he was still looking for the money, and she wondered why her mother hadn’t just given it to him. Furniture moved, drawers and doors slammed, and Travis bellowed in anger. A huge crash followed, glass shattered, and Anna was positive the floor would soon collapse on top of them.

Overcome by the certainty that Travis would notice the slightly opened hatch, Anna turned, shambled forward, and pulled it closed, but it popped open again when she released it. She tried holding the panel in place by the edge of the crosshatch, but her fingers just weren’t strong enough and the panel kept resisting.

“Anna,” Hannah hissed from the far under the house. “Come on, we have to go!”

“The door won’t stay shut,” said Anna. “He’ll see it.”

Panic blossomed within Anna when she noticed the silence, and that the crashing and shattering above them had stopped. Travis was not stomping around anymore. She listened, motionless, trying to hear something, anything that would tell her where Travis was, but all was absolutely still.

“C’mon!” Hannah repeated in an urgent hush. “Let’s go!”

Anna’s fingers were now hurting and shaking with the effort to hold the defiant panel in place. She grabbed beneath the panel, her hand squeezing through the gap and above the pavement on the outside. She released her top hand and flexed it against the pain. Hannah was making furtive noises, trying to tell her something, but it interfered with the concentration she needed to hear.

Hear what?

A little tinkling sound floated to her ears. It was familiar, but she couldn’t quite place the jingling sound. The jangling sound of...

Keys!

Anna saw a shifting of shadows beneath the panel as something moved past, and she had the sinking realization that Travis was right outside the crawlspace. The panel fought her and she prayed her fingertips didn’t fail.

She heard a scraping on the other side of the access door, and then Travis’s foot stomped down, trapping her fingers against the pavement. Panic seized her and she tried to pull free, but Travis pressed harder. The pain was terrible. Tears flowed as she fought her need to cry out. The pressure finally disappeared, and the relief was so enormous that Anna couldn’t move. Basking in her reprieve from the pain, she unthinkingly slid her little hand from under the door, allowing it to spring open.

Travis stood just outside, towering over her and glaring at her. He had Mom’s car keys dangling from a hooked finger, pinging and dinging as he pulsed under the spell of his drug-fueled frenzy. On the largest key she could see a large red thumbprint, and could see blood all over Travis, thick on his shirt, his pants, splattered on his hands and across his gaunt face. Their eyes locked. His were bugged and so dilated that they appeared completely black. Anna held her throbbing fingers to her chest and backed away.

“Where–is–the–money?” Travis whispered in an ominous staccato.

Terrified, Anna held his hypnotic gaze while still inching backwards.

“Where is the money?” he screamed.

It thawed her and she sprang backward, away from the little doorway and toward the darkness under the house. He dove through the opening, landing on his belly right in front of her.

“Where is it, you little shit? Tell me!” he growled, spittle running over his chin and blending with her mother’s blood.

Anna backpedaled, trying to increase the gap between them, but he lunged again and grabbed her ankle in steely hands. A small set of arms wrapped around her from behind, trying to pull her deeper into safety, but Travis was too strong, insanely strong, and he yanked her, shrieking, across the dirt surface and back to the opening. Reaching out, trying to clutch onto anything, Anna grabbed for the traitorous door. She embraced it and her arm jammed beneath it, lodging between the wood and the asphalt. He yanked her free with a feral growl, and the pain was brutal, blinding, and complete. He dragged her to Mom’s car across the searing, crumbled surface of the hot driveway.

Mercifully, slipping into darkness, Anna lost consciousness.


​​Tuesday
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Riverside, Massachusetts

The night nurse ran her hand gently over the boy’s head. The child gave a somber smile and then closed his eyes. It had been a long night and the child was tired but too anxious to sleep despite the sedative. Midnight had come and gone two hours ago, but the eleven-year-old boy’s legs still pedaled and his arms still twitched.

Debbie Gillan watched him for a few moments, met the nurse’s compassionate eyes, and then closed the door, leaving only a three-inch band of the subdued hallway light swathing the child’s legs.

Ricky Lourdes was the boy’s name. He had been rushed to Riverside Hospital earlier that evening. His frantic mother had called 911, reporting that Ricky had been playing in the living room and “just collapsed.” The paramedics found Ricky lying on his back, non-responsive. He had suffered a cardiac arrest, caused by the blunt force of a fist to the chest, bestowed by his mother’s boyfriend. The chest also bore a constellation of cigarette burns, also courtesy of the owner of the fist. Fortunately, they were able to revive Ricky. Unfortunately, the lowlife who had inflicted such pain on Ricky Lourdes had dodged a murder conviction.

In Debbie’s six years as a case worker for the Massachusetts Department of Children and Families, she had seen many situations. Many of them were bad—drug addicted parents, neglect, prostitution—but the physical and sexual abuse cases were always the worst.

Debbie started down the hallway, her soft leather flats scuffing mildly along the vinyl-tiled surface. At the dimly lit nurse’s station, a pretty nursing assistant with tired eyes looked up from a computer monitor and smiled. Debbie returned the gesture and a silent nod. A second nurse, thoroughly caught up in a John Irving novel, didn’t appear to notice her pass. Debbie repositioned the strap of her laptop bag to a more comfortable spot on her shoulder and continued to the bank of elevators. She rode alone to the second floor and made her way through quiet hallways to the outpatient entrance. It was the only public point of egress not alarmed after 9 pm.

She paused at the doorway, her apprehension keeping her from pushing her way outside. In the parking lot, her blue Honda Accord—looking brown beneath the alien aura of sodium lighting—seemed miles away. An empty ambulance idled in the rotary with open rear doors and pulsing red and white lights, its occupants now unseen somewhere beyond the emergency room entrance. The clicking of the diesel engine was muffled, but audible through the thick glass of the doors.

“Shit,” Debbie muttered.

At the far end of the rotary stood a dreadfully thin man wearing loose, faded jeans that somehow clung to his nonexistent hips. His tacky printed tee shirt promoted his beer of choice, though Debbie doubted choice mattered much to him. He lifted a cigarette to his mouth, inhaled, and staggered, barely managing to regain a semblance of balance. He released a huge smoke cloud skyward and she followed the ascent until it dissipated into nothingness.

A skunk emerged from the shrubbery on an island between the hospital and her car, sniffing along the lawn edge, seeking grubs. The skunk didn’t concern Debbie or cause her anxiety. Skunks were docile creatures that took great measures to avoid conflict and only used defensive measures in dire situations. Humans could learn a lot from skunks, she thought.

What did concern Debbie were the dark, ambulances, and drunkards. Tonight she had all three. It was the triad, the troika, the big trifecta, and the bitch of it was, she didn’t know why the last two concerned her so much.

Fearing the dark was credible. That’s when the bad shit happened, and where the monsters hid and the predators roamed. Millions of people were afraid of the dark. She supposed fearing drunken men was understandable, too. Besides being obnoxious, they could be intimidating with their emboldened, crass attitudes, and their lack of restraint and discretion. What baffled her was her fear of ambulances. Fear of hearses seemed more valid than fearing a vehicle created solely to benefit people, but there it was. It mocked her with its ticking time bomb engine and its doors a gaping maw into an overly bright interior. Her fear was unprecedented. She’d never ridden in or been hit by an ambulance, yet she dreaded even walking near one.

This was one of the drawbacks of being single... having no support system. No teammate who had your back when loneliness became most palpable, and concerns that were invisible during daylight loomed huge and ravenous at night. At two o’clock in the morning, everything became threatening. Shadows turned into stygian caverns, and rows of trees became primeval forests. The absurdly immortal psychopaths of so many teen slasher flicks suddenly didn’t seem that ridiculous anymore, and a blade hacking at your heels from beneath your car didn’t just seem possible, but inevitable. The mere thought of it sent a cold rush right through her.

Debbie searched through her laptop bag and found her keys. Bracing herself, she left the safety of plate glass and entered the balmy night. The cloying stink of cigarette smoke and diesel fumes accompanied by the significantly amplified rattle of the ambulance’s engine assaulted her senses. As the night surrounded her, she fought the temptation to make a mad dash for her car. On weak legs, she stepped forward.

“Hey,” called the inebriated man, speaking around a dangling cigarette.

He was about thirty feet from her, but near enough for her to see that he was most likely homeless or a vagrant, and thoroughly smashed. His beard was matted, greasy, and dark brown with a few strands of gray, matching the thinning chaos on his head. He was of indeterminable age, but furrows of exposure and addiction tracked his hollowed cheeks and sunken, sparsely toothed mouth, harshly aging him to anywhere from forty to sixty. Debbie expected him to ask for a cigarette, money, or maybe even a ride, so she began formulating a friendly but direct rejection in her mind.

“Hey sweet stuff, where you goin’?” he said more purposefully. He pitched toward her, trying to add an arrogant swagger to his swaying body. He was probably five-eight, and considering his stick-thin form and his condition, Debbie found him non-threatening... until:

“Hey, Red!” he said.

Debbie froze. Hearing the name sent a torrent of dread through her, though she wasn’t sure why. It was just a name, and she was a redhead after all. It was something that most—if not all—redheads were called eventually, and a name she’d been called before, but coming from him, and with that intonation of his, it jolted her.

“I got a redhead right here,” he drawled, grabbing at his crotch. “Why don’t you put your pretty freckled face right here and give ’im a little kiss.”

Even from twenty-five feet away Debbie thought she could smell his breath, rancid with beer, cigarettes, and rotting teeth. His cheap cologne seeped into her nostrils and set up camp, getting stronger and so cloying that she couldn’t breathe. She could suddenly taste his cologne and his putrid breath in her mouth as he tried to force his tongue between her tightened lips.

“No!” Debbie cried and stepped back, astonished that he was still twenty-five feet away. It seemed so vivid and so authentic that it made her gag.

“How’s that sweet little pussy of yours, honey?” he slurred. “Is it tight? You just as red down there, or do you shave it?” He flicked his tongue over the crook of his middle and index fingers, tottered, and gave Debbie a knowing smile. “Will it taste like cherry Jell-O if I lick it, or is it spicy? Will it burn my tongue? How ’bout givin’ me a little taste?”

Debbie suddenly envisioned him above her, her little hands warding off his scrawny, naked chest as he thrust wildly into her, driving her into the rough surface beneath her. She backpedaled from him, revulsion enveloping her.

“Stay away from me!” she said, hating herself for the fearful display. It would only encourage him. She looked back to the outpatient entrance, desperately hoping she could signal someone for help, but the room was empty, as she expected.

“How can I resist a piece of ass like you?” he slurred and took another few steps towards her. “You and your little strawberry pie pussy. Got some nice tits on you, too... those real?”

“Leave me alone!” she shrieked, feeling exposed and small.

“What’s wrong, didja close up shop? Get religion?” he said and took a few more steps in her direction.

The emergency entrance doors opened and two hospital employees jogged out and took in the situation.

“Did someone scream?” asked a short but solid woman with a stern voice.

“Henry, you don’t be troubling people out here or we’ll get the police on you,” said the second employee, a tall and handsome black man with huge biceps that threatened to split the sleeves of his lab coat.

“Just talkin’ with her, doctor,” said the drunkard, raising his hands defensively.

“He’s harmless,” the big man told Debbie. “Just gets a little mouthy once he’s been drinking.”

“Which is usually,” added the unyielding nurse.

The words did little to console Debbie. She wheeled and hurried for her Accord, her earlier concerns of predators in the trees and under her car now forgotten.

“Wait! Are you okay?” called the doctor. He started after her, but the nurse halted him with a word and a hand on his back.

Debbie triggered her door locks with her remote, scrambled into her car, and hastily relocked them. Clutching the steering wheel, she stared through the windshield, waiting for her heartbeat to settle. When her panic started to subside, she leaned her head back on the headrest and closed her eyes. “What the fuck was that all about?” she said into the silence.

She could not recall ever having a reaction like that before, and she’d met some unsavory characters since putting on her caseworker shoes. Some of them she felt were dangerous and some she knew were, but she never felt total depravity as deeply as she had tonight. Now she felt as if she were the dirty one.

It didn’t add up. Scrawny, trashed, and ignorant equaled pathetic, and persons like Henry the vagrant had never warranted anything more than her pity and concern for their well-being, but the terror that the man instilled in her tonight was unusual and illogical. The difference tonight was that Henry wasn’t just looking for a handout like most itinerants, Henry was perverse, obstinate, and aggressive, and his abuse was directed at her. Debbie had never seen him before, as far as she could remember, and she was quite sure she would have remembered him. He was a deviant and dangerous, without compassion or conscience. Of this, she was certain, though she didn’t know why. Debbie suddenly pictured the drunken beast staggering into a child’s room and a new level of alarm spilled over her.

Can he get inside? The children are so helpless and vulnerable. The things he could do to them!

She understood her fear was probably irrational, and the likelihood of Henry actually making his way inside was near to nil, but she couldn’t drive the image from her head. She didn’t want to think it wouldn’t happen; she wanted to know it couldn’t. She looked at Henry who stared right back, afloat in his intoxicated arrogance. The nurse and the doctor had since made their way back into the hospital and it was just him and her again.

Debbie started her car, shifted into gear, and gunned forward, pulling to a stop before the outpatient entrance. As she climbed out, Henry started stumbling in her direction, a smug, conquering smile playing over his gaunt face. Debbie wanted to dive back into her car and flee, but she knew she must stand up to him. The man posed no threat to her, she could knock him over with a wish, but in her mind, he represented a threat she could not identify. To defeat her fear she must not only face it, but stand up to it without wavering.

Debbie locked eyes with Henry over the roof of her car and spoke in as menacing a voice as she could conjure. “Take another step closer you piece of shit, I’ll put a bullet right between your fucking eyes.”

Debbie had no gun. She had never touched a gun in her life, nor did she plan to, but ol’ Hank didn’t know that. With her heart rattling like a jackhammer, Debbie glared at him, unwavering, trying to convey a bravado she didn’t feel. She feigned reaching back into her car.

“Hey, don’t you go all psycho-bitch on me, I’m just trying to be friendly,” Henry said, backing away, his hands raised in a compliant display that still struck Debbie as condescending.

“You wouldn’t know friendly if it bit you on the ass,” Debbie sneered.

She sensed the nervous tic twitching under her left eye and prayed Henry couldn’t see it. She triggered her car door locks and re-entered the outpatient area. She felt as if her shaking legs would betray her and cause her to collapse at any moment, yet she was oddly invigorated. She intended to tell her fears to the admissions attendant, hoping she could assure her that Henry would not enter the hospital, but Debbie got a better idea. Pulling her iPhone from her pocket, she dialed the Riverside Police Department and waited for the dispatcher to answer.

When they picked up the line, she steadied her voice and said, “Hello, my name is Debbie Gillan. I wish to report a belligerently drunk man who is being aggressively vulgar and making inappropriate advances towards people outside the Riverside Hospital Emergency entrance. I’m afraid to leave the building.”

In less than ten minutes, a cruiser pulled up. Two officers stepped out of the car and began questioning Henry. It was clear they were familiar with each other and Henry even tried to pat one on the back, but the officer pulled away. Emboldened, Debbie returned to her car, flashing Henry a self-righteous smile. Since the police had their backs to her, and reassured by the presence of her car between her and Henry, she flipped him the bird.

“You fuckin’ bitch!” Henry yelled, lurching away from the officers. “You called the fuckin’ cops on me? You whore!”

This was exactly what Debbie had hoped he’d do. In a matter of seconds, they cuffed Henry and stuffed him into the cruiser.

The older of the two officers turned to face Debbie. “Probably not the best idea instigating him like that, ma’am, he’s already confrontational and stupid drunk... not that he’s all that bright when he’s sober.” He had a hint of a brogue and a voice that could lull mosquitoes. He was shorter than his colleague was, but squat and solid like a bulldog.

“I didn’t...”

“Ma’am, I saw your reflection in the cruiser’s window. You gave him the finger... and a rather long finger at that.”

“Yeah, I did,” Debbie sheepishly admitted. “I’m sorry.”

“I’m Sergeant Condon and this is Officer Maplewood. Are you the woman who called?”

Debbie nodded.

“Figured as much. Is he your husband, ma’am?”

“Dear God, no!” Debbie said, flabbergasted.

“Boyfriend?” he asked. His expression had a smug know-all edge, yet there burned a boyish gleam in his eyes.

“No!” said Debbie.

“Never know. Had to ask, ma’am. Did he attack you or hit you, or anything of that nature?”

“Only with words. I was more concerned for other people,” Debbie said.

“What other people, ma’am?”

“Well, in case others came out.”

“Did you prompt the attack, ma’am? Did you hit him?”

“What? No!” Debbie nearly shouted, not believing her ears.

Henry pushed his lips to the small gap in the cruiser window and hollered, “You’re a twat!”

“Shut up and sit back!” Officer Maplewood barked at Henry and slapped the window with a heavy, thick-fingered hand. The glass, in turn, connected soundly with Henry’s face. Henry obediently sat back looking baffled and quite pissed off.

“Would you like to file charges, bury me in more paperwork, and make my already miserable night even worse?” Sergeant Condon asked.

“No. I’d just like him gone.”

“Believe me, ma’am, you’re not alone. We’ll give him a place to dry out, though he never stays that way for very long.”

“Does he do this a lot?” Debbie asked.

“Yes, ma’am. Too often. He’ll probably be back tomorrow night.”

“Is he dangerous?” Debbie asked.

“Only to himself for the most part, but you’ll never see me asking him to babysit. I’d advise you not to either.”

“Wasn’t even a consideration,” agreed Debbie.

She noticed that the younger officer was suppressing a smile as he climbed into the passenger’s side of the cruiser and Debbie wondered what was so funny.

“Will you be collecting him in the morning?” Sergeant Condon asked as he slid into the driver’s seat.

“Collect him? You know this guy!” Debbie nearly yelled. “Why would you ask if I’m his wife? Are you kidding me?”

“Yes, ma’am, I am,” said the cop. He closed his car door and with a wink and a wave, they drove away.

Debbie rested her arms on the roof of her car and watched the cruiser’s taillights fade. A sudden fluttering sound startled her and she quickly climbed into the car, her limbs battling the pins and needles of fear as her imagination ran the gambit from bats to vampires. As she slammed the door, a large cardinal settled on the hood of her car, did three quick hops, and positioned itself directly in front of the driver’s side of the windshield. It was vibrant red, beautiful, and somewhat majestic with its peaked crown and regal, attentive stance. Debbie couldn’t remember ever seeing a cardinal after dark before. Are they nocturnal? she wondered, impressed by the bird’s audacity. Was it rabid? Can birds get rabies?

“Chirby-chirby-chirby-djou-djou!” the bird said, looking straight at her. It cocked its head to the side as if expecting a response. The action appeared intentional and surreal, which seemed appropriate.

“Are you chirping at me?” Debbie asked. She pictured De Niro using the line in Taxi Driver and smiled slightly.

The bird took two hops nearer to the windshield, ruffled its feathers, and re-established eye contact with Debbie. “Djou-djou... djou!” The bird seemed to assess her for a moment and then took flight, quickly vanishing into the night.

“That was bizarre,” Debbie said aloud, trying to alleviate the unease she was feeling. She started the car and shifted into gear. At least he didn’t shit on my hood like every other bird in town, she thought wryly. Her attempt at humor did nothing to lighten her mood.
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​​Chapter 3
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Elm Creek, Nebraska

Anna cowered in the back seat of her mother’s car, pressing herself into the corner where the seat and door met, keeping as far away from Travis as possible.

She remembered Travis dragging her from beneath the house, but little more until she came to, lying on the rear seat. She had been using her left arm to push herself into a sitting position, but collapsed when a blinding pain shot through her, robbing her both of breath and all thought. She had screamed out in agony and started sobbing, the sound of which caused Travis to shout and lash out at her. Fortunately, he had only managed to graze her forehead, but his intent and effort were clear and Anna knew his rage would only elevate if she didn’t remain silent. She forced herself not to cry and moved as seldom as possible so as not to get Travis’s attention, and because even the slightest movement made her arm throb excruciatingly. A deep gouge marked her arm where it had jammed beneath the crawlspace door, and the flesh around it was now an expanding black and purple bruise. When the bouncing of the car wasn’t sending searing jolts through her, the bottoms of her arms burned from the patches of road rash, angry red and seeping like the time she had wiped out on her bike. She eventually managed to sit up, gingerly supporting her arm, but with little relief.

Even in the darkness of night, and tucked into the trees as they were, she recognized the moonlit dirt pathways of Sandy Channel, an embarrassingly primitive state-run campground on the south side of Elm Creek. Her mother had once said that Sandy Channel was the big park with little-to-nothing to offer. Still, when there was little money and little-to-nothing to do, Sandy Channel was a place to walk and share a picnic. They had gone there regularly.

The memory of her mother’s words reawakened images of Travis stabbing her—carried back from some safe well in which she had been hiding them. Anna wanted to know that her Mom was okay and all the blood and screaming didn’t really happen. She wanted to be with her mother and Hannah. Anna couldn’t help herself. The longing, the pain, the fear, and the unknowing had become too much to hold inside, and it had oozed out of her in a sob.

“I want to go home,” she pleaded. “I want my Mom!”

Travis, who had been sucking a lighter’s flame through a little metal tube, turned sharply and looked at Anna. He had clearly forgotten about her. His eyes, barely visible in the car’s moonlit interior, juddered back and forth sporadically as he tried to focus on her.

“Shut the fuck up,” he choked out, spitting out his hateful words with little plumes of smoke. He released a pungent cloud at her face. Anna pressed back against the seat, hoping that he’d soon forget her again.

“You know where it is,” he drawled. “You know where she keeps her money, don’t you, you little shit wad?”

Terrified, Anna shook her head.

Travis pointed to one of Sandy Channel’s numerous ponds. Its icy surface reflected the moonlight, leaving no question about the coldness of the water beneath.

“You see that? If you don’t tell me where she put her money, I’m going to tie your arms and legs together like the little pig you are and drop you right through that ice.”

Anna couldn’t respond. She didn’t know what to say.

“Do you think you’ll drown or freeze first?” Travis cruelly mused. He pinned her with a wolfish smile, but his attention soon wavered and returned to his pipe and the shadowy world beyond the car’s windshield.

If Hannah were here, she and Anna could sing and together they could go to their secret place where it was always beautiful and where the sun always shined. Instead, Anna’s mind carried her to a solitary place inside of her where it was dark and cold, but where her pain and fear was muted and held in check.

They had been at Sandy Channel for quite a while. Travis would start the car periodically to generate some heat, but the car had since lost its warmth and Anna, with neither a coat nor shoes, was feeling the effects of a cold so intense it had brought her back to the present. Anna’s mother kept a blanket they had used for picnics on the rear shelf of the car, and Anna had wrapped it around herself. It was thin, but it did offer some comfort in the increasing cold. She wondered why Travis wasn’t starting the car any longer and thought he must have fallen asleep, comfortable in the insulated warmness of his Carhartt jacket. She waited, too afraid to move, but despite the blanket, the cold became almost unbearable. She considered her chances of getting out of the car without Travis noticing. If he was truly sleeping, her chances were pretty good.

She shifted carefully, reaching for the door handle, and her left arm slid from her lap to the car seat. The pain flared, but it seemed a little less severe than earlier. Encouraged, she took ahold of the door latch with her right hand and slowly pulled it toward her. With a mild click, the door popped slightly open, teasing Anna with the promise of escape. Just a slight push and...

“Go ahead,” said Travis dismissively from the darkness of the front seat. “You’ll freeze to death before you get to one-eighty-three.”

Anna had no idea what he meant by one-eighty-three, but his indifference was promising. She pushed the door open and was assailed by a numbing arctic blast that instantly turned the car into an icebox.

“Close the door, you fucking idiot!” Travis raged.

Terrified, Anna vaulted back into the car, pulling the door closed behind her. Travis struck out at her as she dropped onto the seat, trapping her arm beneath her. The pain returned in its full magnificence and Anna tried to push herself off her injured arm, but her long hair was also pinned between her arm and the seat, hindering her from rising. She fell to the floor between the front and rear seats, her body petrified in its need for relief from the blinding agony that completely embraced her.

Too anguished to sob, Anna expressed her distress with a long, quavering plea, “Mmmmmmoooooommmmmmmm!”

“She’s fucking dead, already!” Travis yelled at her. “You open that goddamned door again, I’ll slice Hannah up the same way I did your momma. And I’ll make you watch! You fucking hear me?”

Fighting the waves of pain rushing through her, she pulled the thin blanket from the seat and laid it over her. She remained on the floor, out of Travis’s reach and hopefully his sight. He started the car again and allowed it to heat up. Anna welcomed the warmth despite the pain coursing through her and somehow managed to return to the safety of the solitary place in her mind.
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​​Chapter 4
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Riverside, Massachusetts

It was nearly three o’clock in the morning when Debbie arrived home from the hospital. She entered the kitchen by way of the garage and punched in the alarm code on the keypad. She could hear the strains of music coming from the radio in her bedroom, giving her a small sense of familiarity and comfort. She had not changed the station since Kenny’s departure, nor had the radio been powered off, except for random power outages from lightning storms or blizzards. For more than three years, WODS 103.3 FM—Boston’s oldies station—was Debbie’s constant companion when she was home, and the house’s companion when she wasn’t. Steve Miller begged empathy from a Big old’ Jet Airliner as Debbie set her laptop bag onto the island countertop that divided her kitchen from the small but cozy dining room. She draped her blazer over one of the stools, ignoring the keys that fell from the jacket pocket onto the floor.

The kitchen was the first and last area in the old house on which she and Kenny had splurged... as much as their budget had allowed. They had agreed that the kitchen was the heart of their home, so they’d given it a transplant.

Debbie wasn’t particularly hungry, despite not having eaten since lunch. She knew if she didn’t put something in her stomach, she’d soon be suffering a mean bout of acid reflux, which occurred whenever she neglected her nutrition. She scanned the contents of the refrigerator, wondering why she bothered. The only items lining the lonely shelves were a half-empty quart of lumpy milk, raspberry jam, Kraft parmesan cheese, a half-dozen eggs that were probably laid by Jurassic chickens, salad dressing, a half loaf of bread that could be an experiment in moss growth, and a few condiments. Time to pull out ol’ dependable.

From the cabinet over the refrigerator she retrieved a large container of whey protein powder. Although the label proclaimed vanilla, its taste was indefinably bland and in grave need of flavor enhancement to be considered even remotely palatable. Unfortunately, she had no fruit or Ovaltine to sweeten the mix, only water and ice.

Delish! Nothing beats an ice-cold glass of liquefied dust.

She added two scoops of protein powder, a handful of ice, and a glass of water into the blender jar, covered it, and pressed the button. The room fell into darkness as the betraying click of a circuit breaker rang out from the basement. It was a lesson she’d refused to learn. More often than not, all was well, but if the compressor on the refrigerator happened to gasp and wheeze to life while she was using the blender or microwave, things got quiet.

“Oh, come on!” Debbie cried. “Shitty-fuck!”

She blindly felt her way along the kitchen counter, past the refrigerator, and through a doorway. Patting the dining room wall, she found the switch and flipped it, bringing two brass wall sconces to life.

When she and Kenny had remodeled the kitchen, they hadn’t the funds to gut it to the studs and upgrade the horsehair wiring, though that would have been the preferred route. Replacing the cabinets and tiling the floor had strapped them, although at the time, seemed like a monumental step in the right direction. That was one of the downfalls of owning a circa 1900 home with a history of do-it-yourself homeowners. Old homes had charm, with their elaborate accents and moldings and unique fireplaces, but modern homes adhered to building codes and refrigerators now had dedicated circuits... and modern refrigerators didn’t cause small cities to brownout.

The simple fix would have been to move the blender to the left side of the stove, where the outlet was on a different circuit, but the blender looked awkward there and it made the kitchen seem unbalanced.

Screw aesthetics, thought Debbie. I want my flavorless, nutrient-filled sludge. She moved the offending blender to the left side of the stove, intent on delaying her trek into the creepy basement until later... maybe even tomorrow.

Debbie plugged in the blender and pushed the Crush button. The blender growled to life, making light work of the ice while whipping up a colorless mush. She poured the contents into a glass and took a large swallow.

“Oh God,” she gasped, cringing at the pasty concoction. She forced down two more gulps and then dumped the remaining dreck into the sink, rinsed the glass, and took a drink of water to cleanse her palate. As she rinsed the sink, a thought occurred to her. The refrigerator has no power.

“Sssshit,” she hissed.

A peek in the freezer revealed a two-pound bag of jumbo shrimp, a pot roast, Delmonico steak, a pound of haddock, and a four-pack of Angus burgers; all foods she could and would eat if she ever remembered to thaw them.

Well, here’s your big chance!

“Damn!” Debbie huffed and shut the freezer.

She walked to the basement door, opened it, and pressed the old push-button light switch. Another negative of most circa 1900 homes was that square, vacuous, and therefore dry basements, had been exclusive to the elite who could afford large granite block foundations. The average Joe had to settle with stacked fieldstones with cracks and crevices to allow in copious amounts of moisture along with a generous assortment of crawling and slithering critters. Anything with more than four legs freaked Debbie out, and her basement was a critter metropolis.

The basement was very well lit. She had insisted that Kenny replace the four incandescent bulbs with six four-foot fluorescent fixtures, but it did little to make the idea of descending the stairway less foreboding. She thought about all the leggy slithering and skittering critters that would have a well-lit view of her from their comfortable little fissures in the fieldstones and along the rafters, and nearly reneged.

Steeling herself, she descended the stairway, studying the railing for spider webs or any telltale movements. A few cobweb strands taunted her from the ceiling at the bottom of the stairway, softly swaying like antennae trying to sense her presence or lull her into obedience. Steering wide, she locked her sights on the breaker panel at the far corner of the basement and stepped onto the uneven concrete floor. She wondered why it had to be at the furthest reaches of the cellar, and why it wasn’t installed somewhere smart, like near the stairway or in the kitchen.

The basement always felt damp, which was part of the reason the critters thrived. A small dehumidifier—long defunct—sat on an old workbench to her right. A long plastic tube ran from it like a catheter into a sump pit cut into the cement floor. From the pit, a black garden hose ran up to a pipe trap, which connected to a waste line hanging just below the ceiling. She wondered what manner of vermin might reside in that pit, and it gave her a severe bout of the willies.

At some point in the house’s history, someone had made an unfortunate attempt at painting the fieldstone foundation white. The paint had since peeled extensively, leaving the walls water-stained and scabrous, which only added to the already ominous atmosphere.

Debbie tiptoed gingerly across the basement, stopped before the breaker panel, and scoped it out for any evidence of arachnid habitation. The panel had Pushmatic breakers... the breaker of the future—fifty years passé. She ran her hand gently over the breaker caps, feeling for and finding the slightly raised crown of the one that had tripped. She pushed it firmly and the little black “off” indicator switched to a little white “on” one. She was rewarded with the rumbling vibration of the refrigerator overhead.

A loud whoosh erupted from behind Debbie. She squealed, spun, and darted for the stairs, chased by the awareness that it was only the hot water heater igniting. She halted, feeling a little embarrassed even though no one was present to enjoy her humiliation or the drum solo her heart was performing.

She stepped towards the stairs again, and paused, hating how the backs of the steps were open to the darkness beneath. Anything hideous and feral that hid there could easily reach her feet...

“I don’t want to go!” she said, her voice fearful and childlike.

It was uncomfortably hot in the basement. The floor had somehow transformed into packed earth and a smell of fuel oil and coal hung heavily in the air. To her left rumbled an old monolithic furnace. It was set on large granite blocks, with asbestos wrapped pipes sprouting from it at various angles like tentacles on a giant octopus. Brilliant red flames swirled in a vortex beyond the damper slots on the iron hatch. The more modern furnace that Kenny and his brother had installed was nowhere to be seen.

It wasn’t the same basement.

A lean, red-haired boy with wide, urgent eyes stood near the stairway. He looked about thirteen years old.

“Help! Hide me!” she begged in her frightened little voice.

“Here!” said the boy, his voice alarmed and breathless. He motioned underneath the stairs. “Hide under here!”

He looked familiar, but she couldn’t place him. Another boy, blond and younger, maybe eight, stood silently near the older boy. He wore jeans and a flannel shirt, both soiled and loose fitting, maybe hand-me-downs from the older boy. It looked as if he’d been playing in the coal bin.

She shook her head, not wanting to go beneath the stairs... not where the spiders and millipedes lived!

“Red! Where are you!” a man’s voice called from somewhere outside the basement’s windows, strong enough to be heard above the roar of the furnace.

“No! Please hide me, but not there! I don’t want to go there!” she pleaded.

“Come on, Little Red, you have chores to do!”

“You have to hide here!” said the boy, his words hushed. “It’s the only place! It’s too late to hide anywhere else!”

He took her by the arm and pulled her forward, closer to the stairway. He pushed her downward, a hand on her head, the other on her back, and directed her under the stairs.

“Now stay there and be quiet, or he’ll find you.”

He moved away from the stairs, leaving her in the sweaty, damp, darkness.

“Get back in the bin,” he directed the younger boy. “Pretend we’re playing.”

“What?”

“I don’t know... anything. Coal miner. Get in there!” he said, and climbed into the little stall after the younger boy.

She watched them from where she knelt in shadows beneath the stairs. There had to be a million-trillion bugs sharing the space with her, she imagined. She was sure that she felt them moving on the floor beneath her legs, those little black pill bugs that the boys called roly polies, with their little armadillo bodies and countless millipede legs, making a home under her as they did in the moist earth beneath stones and rotting boards.

“Come on, Red! We don’t have time for games,” the voice called.

The man was in the house, walking the floors above them. She watched the two boys as their eyes followed the progress of the man’s footsteps above them. They all started as the basement door swung open, spilling custard yellow light over the stairs.

“You down there, Red?”

After an elongated silenced, the younger boy conceded to an inner struggle and blurted out, “No, it’s just us.”

The older boy jabbed him with his elbow, a look of inflated contention on his face. There was another quiet moment, and then the man started down the stairs, each step creaking in protest as he descended.

Dread spilled over her when his beige work boots appeared through the opening before her. She carefully shifted closer to the old basement wall, forgetting the creeping insects and spiders. Being found was far more frightening. The two boys remained motionless, watching the man as he stepped onto the packed-dirt floor and faced them.

“What are you boys doing down here?” asked the aged man.

“Playing,” said the older boy. “Playing coal miners.”

“Hmmmm, quite industrious,” said the man, with forced appreciation. “Now, you boys wouldn’t know where Red is, would you?”

“That’s not her name!” blurted the younger boy, earning another glare from the older boy.

“It’s just a nickname, kiddo, nothing to get up in arms about,” the man said with a disarming chuckle. His eyes studied the boys as if looking for a hidden symbol. “She’s forgotten a very important appointment. I need her help and I’m running short on time. Are you sure you don’t know where she might be?”

The younger boy’s eyes unconsciously shifted to meet hers for a fraction of a second and then instantly returned to focus on the old man. It was hardly perceptible, but it was enough. The man’s eyebrows rose as if intrigued, and the young boy’s face lit as the realization of his error hit him. The man leaned forward slightly and peered under the stairway, meeting her frightened eyes.

“Well, hello, sweetheart,” he said. “What in the world are you doing under there?”

“She doesn’t want to go,” the older boy pleaded, nearly whining.

“Nonsense! She’ll have a good time just like you do.” The man said, glaring at the younger boy. He reached under the stairs and took her by the wrist. “Come on, honey. You’re all filthy now and that will never do. That isn’t attractive at all, is it? How about if we go for an ice cream after? We can get you a new dress.”

He led her to the stairs and she knew better than to resist. Once they were away from other people, he changed. He would pull off his belt and beat the defiance out of her. He always did.

“Please don’t,” she whimpered. “I don’t like it, it hurts!” She looked at the two boys beseechingly.

They only watched, frightened and confused as the friendly old man led her upstairs and out of their view.

Debbie knelt beneath the basement stairway, sobbing and staring through the gap in the risers. She frantically crawled out and across the dusty floor, too aware of the cobwebs that crackled in her hair. She had no recollection of crawling under the staircase and knew that she would have never crawled there willingly. A cricket skittered along the base of the wall not a foot away from her. Still on her hands and knees, she backpedaled, landing on her ass in the center of the basement floor. She knew crickets were harmless, but she was still terrified of them.

She rose from the floor and wiped her hands on her pant legs. She ran her fingers through her hair, feeling the intermingling of cobwebs... or were they spider webs? Ken had argued that they were one and the same. More shivers wracked her body and she rushed upstairs, killing the lights and slamming the cellar door. Her nerve endings were crackling with the fear of a reoccurrence.
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