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    Thanks to Evelyn and Joey, two of my greatest Respiratory Therapists, who inspired this book because, instead of working, we were sitting around talking about haunted houses and dolls.
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Evelyn Carter spent her last day off trying to hold her life together—groceries, bills, laundry, the illusion of control—before her seven-night stretch at Shadowhill Regional Medical Center began. The thought of so many consecutive shifts filled her with quiet dread. Another long week away from her seven-year-old daughter, Lillian, had her feeling despondent. 

Since her husband, Shaun’s, death in a work accident only a few months earlier, the house had felt unbearably emptier. She missed the sound of his laughter, his crooked smile, and the simple comfort of his presence. She still wore her wedding band, twisting it absentmindedly while she drove.

Every day had become a fragile balance between exhaustion and survival—holding her career together while trying to give her daughter the childhood she once dreamed of for herself. 

The bell jingled as Evelyn entered Second Chances, a cramped antique store tucked downtown. The smell of dust, mildew, and something earthy hit her nose as she held a sneeze in. The shop looked less like a store and more like an attic someone had been stuffing for centuries. 

Old books squeezed into multiple tattered bookcases coated with grime and spiderwebs. Narrow aisles bent between leaning shelves; every surface crowded with forgotten things. Brass buttons sat in mason jars, old coal lanterns hung beside brittle pages. Cracked photographs graced the wall in crooked frames. A row of mirrors leaned along the back wall, their glass cloudy, as if reflecting another time. 

She brushed against an old, beautiful quilt, a thin layer of dust floating into the air. This time, she couldn’t hold back the sneeze.

“Bless you!” Ruby’s voice rang out from somewhere in the shop. 

“Thanks!” Evelyn called back, whipping out hand sanitizer from her bag. She rubbed it in and continued browsing, careful not to bump into anything else that would trigger a sneeze. 

As she cruised around, unsure what she was looking for, a soft thump caught her attention. In a low cabinet by her knees sat a plastic doll, its head pressed against the glass. For a moment, it seemed to be starting straight at her. Evelyn crouched, testing the cabinet door. It clicked open.

She lifted the doll gently. Its plastic skin had a yellow, faded tint at the seams, as if it had aged without growing. Thick red curls spilled down its back in a frizzled, tangled mess. One of its painted eyebrows was barely visible. 

Its green eyes stared into Evelyn’s brown ones. It was the kind of doll that was supposed to blink when tilted. When she shifted it back, only one lid shut—the other remained half open. The doll’s purple cotton dress had stiffened with age; the lace trim had browned to a tea color. It wore faded white lace socks and black button shoes that were scuffed, as if the doll had been running in them. Evelyn looked it over again before deciding it was coming home with her. 

Ruby was at the register, writing something in a notebook. She stopped as Evelyn approached. Her mouth curved into a frown when she saw what Evelyn was carrying, but she composed herself quickly. 

“You sure you want that old thing?” she asked. Her tone uneven.

“Yeah, it’s been a while since Lillian has had a doll that wasn’t gifted on a special occasion.” She placed the doll down on the wooden countertop. “So, I thought, why not?” 

“One dollar,” Ruby said abruptly.

Evelyn blinked. “What? Are you sure?”

“Yes, I’m sure.” 

Evelyn laughed. “You must be slipping, Ruby Bell. I thought you’d haggle with the devil himself, if it saved you a few cents.”

“Maybe I just want it gone.” Ruby took the dollar from Evelyn and placed it in her register. “Just know old things carry old stories.” Her darkened eyes met Evelyn’s. “And some stories want to be told.” 

Evelyn gave a polite nod, unsure how to respond. She said her goodbyes and turned to leave. 

The bell above the door jingled twice, though she only opened it once.
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Light rain scattered across the hollow, fog clinging to Shadowhill like it wanted to smother what was left. The streets lay empty beneath the washed-out morning light as Evelyn’s car drifted through the town. Houses had plywood nailed across the windows, their porches sagging under the weight of years. A swing set leaned sideways in an overgrown yard, one rusted chain groaning in the breeze. 

The rest of downtown wasn’t better. A handful of businesses still flickered with life. A neon diner sign buzzed like an insect on its last leg; the Dollar Value’s cracked glass doors hung on by rusted hinges. More than a third of the shops sat barren, their “For Lease” signs looked like graves marked with weathered headstones. Second Chances looked almost smug among the ruins, its cluttered windows the only ones still dressed. 

She slowed near the old rail line, where coal cars sat abandoned. Rust streaked down their sides like dried blood, wheels swallowed by weeds. Shaun used to joke that the town itself was on life support. Looking now, Evelyn didn’t think it was a joke anymore. Her car window rolled down a bit. The air smelled of a mixture of damp leaves, mold, and a metallic scent. 

Her mind drifted back to when they first arrived. She’d marveled at how such a lively place could unravel so completely. She found her answer one afternoon during a family trip to the library. She was strolling around, looking at dust-coated books, outdated equipment, and half-empty shelves. An old newspaper article from The Shadowhill Gazette caught her eye. 

The Shadowhill Gazette 

October 12, 1997

Shadowhill: From Boom to Doom?

Shadowhill, once the pride of the New River Gorge, stands at a crossroads. What began in the late 1800s as a bustling coal camp has seen its population drop by more than half in just two decades. At its height in the 1960s, Shadowhill’s mine employed over 1,200 men, fueling not only homes but hope. The town’s Main Street was alive with parades, a movie theater marquee glowing at dusk, and families filling diners after church on Sundays. Shadowhill Regional Medical Center boasted six floors that housed 331 beds, serving the entire county and even drawing patients from across state lines. 

But the coal seams that built this community have been ripped apart. Layoffs, safety violations, and dozens of fatal accidents over the last decade have driven many workers away. The mine officially shuttered the previous year, leaving behind rusted tipples and silence where trains once thundered.

As jobs disappeared, so did families. Storefronts now sit boarded, schools face consolidation, and Shadowhill Regional has reduced services, leaving 100 active beds. Pediatrics, OB, and Psychiatry closed in the past five years. Poverty has deepened the wound. The opioid crisis has struck West Virginia, and Shadowhill is no exception. County officials estimate one in four households has been directly affected by substance abuse. Crime, once rare here, has risen. 

Mayor Bill Hensley voiced cautious optimism at last week’s council meeting: “We are a resilient community. Shadowhill has faced hard times before and come through. We must believe we can do so again.” 

Still, some residents whisper that Shadowhill’s decline was not just economic. “The hills take back what they give,” retired miner Frank Douglas said. “You can’t just dig this deep without waking something.” For now, Shadowhill waits. A town once defined by coal and community now sits in uneasy silence, its future as uncertain as the mine shafts buried beneath it. 

Evelyn suddenly felt dismayed about what she read. Shaun came over, noticing the shift in her mood. 

“You ok babe?” he asked, sliding his arms around her waist. 

“Yeah, look at this.” She handed the article to him. He skimmed through it, his expression hardening. 

“Towns can be rebuilt, that’s why I’m here, why we’re here. I believe we can turn this place around. Bring life back into it, make it a better place for Lillian and any other children we may have.” He kissed her cheek, his voice full of hope.

Evelyn fought back tears as the memory replayed fresh in her mind. Towns can be rebuilt, echoed in her mind. At the time, she believed him; she wished she still could.

The hollow seemed to breathe around her, fog pressing against the windshield like it wanted to crawl inside. She kept driving, though the burden of Shadowhill clung to her shoulders like something that had no intention of letting go.
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Lillian lived in a world of dolls. Every holiday, every birthday, even the occasional “Just Because Day,” another doll joined her collection. Her assortment had grown substantially over the years, totaling around thirty. Each doll had its own story and personality, curated by Lillian. She sat on the couch next to Mabel, the doll she got for her fifth birthday, watching reruns of old sitcoms. 

Lillian was small for her age, full of light and energy, with long hair that flowed down her back. She refused to let anyone cut it, insisting she wanted hair like Rapunzel. Her skin carried the same warm tone as her mother’s, sun-kissed even in winter, but her large eyes were hazel brown like her father’s.  

“I bet you can solve these cases and help people in court, too, just like Matlock, or even better!” she proclaimed confidently. She paused for a moment, awaiting a response. 

“Yeah, I agree,” Lillian said brightly, returning to her drawing and scribbling a yellow sun in the top left corner of the paper. 

Ji-yoo Kim stood in the kitchen, humming softly as she worked. At sixty-five, she carried herself with a kind of no-nonsense grace. Everyone called her Ji—her preference, firmly stated and never debated. Her petite Korean frame housed a stern attitude but a kind heart. She believed in both prayer and caution as she watched over Lillian with a grandmotherly protectiveness. Ji was preparing lunch for the two of them. Today, she moved leisurely, her hair slicked into a loose bun. The beige cardigan and pale blue dress she always favored made her look like a faded photograph—except the pearl necklace that gleamed against her chest. Her husband gifted it a year after they immigrated to the United States. 

Lillian always thought she had the subtle scents of jasmine and sometimes sesame oil. Comforting scents that clung to her like memory. Over the years, they had become family. Since she lost her husband, Hwan, to a heart attack three years ago, she had leaned on them as much as they leaned on her. 

They both heard the familiar sound of tires turning on gravel as Evelyn eased her car into the driveway. Bouncing with anticipation in the entryway, Lillian resisted the urge to fling open the door and run to her mom. Evelyn juggled the bags, leaving one thing behind: the doll in the passenger seat. Lillian raced to greet her mother, proudly taking the lighter ones destined for Ji. 

Ji and Evelyn shared a partially rundown duplex that was crouched at the edge of a hollow. The clapboard siding was flaking to gray. The porch light, when turned on, stuttered like a dying bulb. The only thing new was the matching welcome mats they both obtained at a local store. 

Evelyn hated this place with a sickening passion; if she could move, she would. She never saw the appeal of living in a place like this, but Shuan, through playful manipulation, love bombing, and selling her a fantasy dream, finally convinced her it was a good idea. The dream rotted the moment he died. 

Shuan developed plans to renovate the duplex (and the town) and make it better for them and the Kims, but now it will never happen. Shuan is dead, Evelyn knows nothing of construction, and there’s no one willing to come out to finish it. She resented every second of living here but hid it well for the sake of her daughter. On her side, the musk of mildew clung stubbornly, no matter how much she scrubbed. 

The bags plopped on the kitchen counter, a few items spilling out. She couldn’t contain the repulsion as her eyes swept around the kitchen. Construction tools littered a corner like abandoned relics. Her kitchen stood suspended between demolition and promise. Fresh green cabinets gleamed above the counter, but the ones on the floor still drooped with water-stained oak doors, one handle replaced by a bent fork. 

Pencil lines marked the drywall where a backsplash should have been, the box of subway tiles collected dirt beside a roll of useless painter’s tape. Her hands clenched tightly as regret and despair filled the room. This was Shaun’s dream, not hers. Without him, it was just another broken, rundown place. She took a few deep breaths to steady her nerves. Another memory struck her before she could stop it.

She was at work, fighting sleep and boredom, when a call came in for her to report to the emergency room for a code. She sped through the halls, traveling towards the unknown. She dashed in, ready to intubate, until she saw the man on the stretcher. 

“Thirty-five-year-old male in a construction accident. Details are unclear as the workers couldn’t really say what they saw.” She let out a blood-curdling scream. 

Everyone looked at her, startled, as she howled. 

“SHAUN!” 

Agony tore out of her before she realized it. Without a second thought, Evelyn shoved the paramedics aside, pumping his chest with her own hands.

“Please, Shaun, please. Come back to me, come back to Lillian!” she pleaded. “Fight for us, fight for yourself.” Tears blurred the monitors and the faces of her colleagues as she refused to listen to anything anyone said. 

For an hour, she begged his body to breathe, but it was futile. Dr. Morris called his time of death at 7:35 p.m. Evelyn flung her body over his and wailed. Her world bent and broke, as a piece of her died with him that night.

She shook the memory from her head and wiped the tears from her eyes. With the groceries in their respective places, she headed over to Ji’s. As her hand stretched out for the handle, Lillian flung the door open and hugged her. 

“I missed you, mommy!” she gleefully declared. Lillian inhaled the scent of her mother as she wrapped her arms around Evelyn’s waist and buried her face in her stomach. Evelyn was only gone for about four hours, but it was still and will always be a welcome form of affection. 

Lillian let go and guided her mother inside. Unlike Evelyn’s side, which held a mausoleum of promises Shaun could no longer keep, Ji’s side was warm, welcoming, and cozy. Shaun was able to complete their renovations before he died—no peeling wallpaper, no half-done projects. 

As they sat down for lunch, Evelyn forced herself to take small bites of grilled cheese, grapes, and milk. Lillian chattered about Matlock; Mabel perched on her lap as though the doll could listen. Evelyn smiled, though her chest still ached. On their way out, Evelyn slipped a few bills into Ji’s rainy day jar—a quiet thank you for watching Lillian.
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