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Prologue


Matt was awakened that morning by a loud knocking on his hotel room door, which he chose to ignore. Instead of the person going away, the key grated in the lock, then the knob turned. The door opened, just a crack.


“Housekeeping.”


“Go away,” he yelled. “I need a late checkout please.”


“Buenos. Okay. Sorry.” The housekeeper’s clipped answers continued until a soft snick indicated the door had closed and she had departed.


As he lay in bed, the housekeeper pushed her squeaky-wheeled cart to the next room. A soft rap on that door sounded through the thin walls. Soon the hum of a vacuum cleaner cut through the silence.


He took a deep breath. His whole body ached. His head pounded as he rubbed his stiff neck. Huh. He wasn’t in bed. He’d slept on the floor. No, not sleep—he’d passed out on the floor.


After sitting up, he stretched his back then ran his fingers along the carpet marks etched into his face. A glance at the clock showed it was 8:40 a.m. He’d been out for nine hours.


As he woke up and his thoughts cleared, he began to remember yesterday. Was it real? Did he experience such a living nightmare? Startled by a flood of disturbing memories, he glanced at the TV. It was turned off. Remembering the last thing he had seen on that screen pulled a loud groan from deep within.


What he’d seen must have been a vision. There was no way that was real.


His stomach lurched, protesting last night’s drinks. Food might help, so he headed downstairs.


Unfortunately, events at the buffet shook him to the core.


Trembling, he returned to his room. This impossible nightmare was real. He knew what he had to do—document it, and document it now!


He put the Do Not Disturb sign on the door and called the front desk to extend his stay another day. After taking a sip of the peach juice he’d brought up from the breakfast bar, he spoke aloud to an empty hotel room.


“I figure it best to start at the beginning.”


While he waited for his laptop to boot up, he checked his phone. No missed calls. “Good,” he muttered. “Shelli’s still having a good time in Palm Springs. I couldn’t talk to her in this condition, anyway.” He scrolled through the photos he took yesterday, and those impossible memories came to life again.


“Poor young Ferris. What horrors that kid had to endure.”




How It Begins


My name is Matt Johnson. I am not sure how this story will end, but this is how it began. Take it or leave it. I am a sane person, and this is my account of the things I have witnessed these past few days. Let me start at the very beginning.


I have always been intrigued by real-life TV shows like Antique Wars and Survivor, but it was the show Storage Wars that I took a real interest in. So much so, I adjusted my plan for my retirement years to pursue such hidden treasures. When my wife would go on long weekends with her girlfriends, I would take my own road trips. These outings took me to storage units advertised for auction. Often, I’m outbid, but it’s fun to see what happens when the bolt is cut off and the winner gets to open the door. Sometimes there’s something of real value, like antiques and artwork. Other times there’s just dust and junk. It is a crapshoot, for sure.


I live in the North County of San Diego—Valley Center to be exact—and I generally try to keep my prospects local. This time, I searched beyond my normal scope and came across one that grabbed my interest in Albuquerque, New Mexico. Storage units were being auctioned off over a weekend in October.


Fortunately, my wife and her friends would be in Palm Springs for a three-day girls’ weekend. Jumping at the opportunity, I booked a couple of cheap hotel rooms. I planned to press the Escalade’s pedal hard to get to Las Cruces on Friday, rest overnight, then go to Albuquerque on Saturday morning. The seven-hundred-mile journey would take me about ten hours. My SUV has a thirty-one-gallon tank, so I could make the run with only one fuel stop in Tucson, Arizona.


In our younger years, my wife Shelli and I spent many summer vacations on our Harley-Davidson. We enjoyed twisting the throttle and riding throughout Arizona and New Mexico. The roads were well maintained, and the scenery was spectacular.


Between Albuquerque and Las Cruces there was a great café called the Passion Pie, just off Main Ave in the town of Truth or Consequences.


Shelli and I liked to eat there when we were in the area. I don’t think we could really put a finger on why. Maybe it was the stellar service or the outstanding biscuits and gravy. Either way, they earned our dollars, and I planned to stop there this time, too.


At six in the morning, I left my hotel in Las Cruces to head North on I-25. I took the highway loop road, which is Broadway, on my way to the Passion Pie. The normal route was diverted for street repairs, and I got a little lost. After a few wrong turns and a couple of U-turns, I eventually found my way to Charles Avenue, which intersected with Main Avenue, where I made a right turn.


What happened next was either divine intervention or pure damnation.


On Charles Avenue was a complex called Towne Self Storage. I had not been on this road before and did not know the place existed, but the real kicker happened as I was approaching. A tall and lean man about thirty-five years old was placing a sandwich board in front of the office. The sign read, “Storage Unit Auction Today.”


My mind raced. This was too much of a coincidence for me to pass up. I spun the Escalade around then pulled in to inquire about the auction.


I donned entered the office to speak with the man. He was taking his spot behind the counter. By the aroma in the air, I could tell he had just finished burning his first or second joint of the morning.


“Good morning,” I said.


He stared at me through large dark sunglasses and grinned, almost like he knew me.


“Could I sign up for the auction? What time will it start?”


He shrugged his shoulders, sat silent and still for a moment, then finally said, “Oh. Ah…yup. Hardly nobody ever comes to these auctions. I hold them every so often, but they’re mostly a waste of time. For me, anyway.”


He offered another smile, but with those large, dark glasses, it looked a little ominous.


Too much pot. Maybe he’s got dry mouth.


I smiled back at him, not sure if he knew I was aware of his loopy mental condition.


Maybe I wouldn’t have to drive all the way to Albuquerque. If this auction panned out…


I saw an opportunity to win this one.


“May I see the unit being auctioned?”


“Yup.”


He led me through a corridor to the left of the counter back to the storage rooms. I told him my name and he said his name was “Snags.” I nodded in agreement like that made perfect sense.


He went on to tell me this unit was one of only ten that were indoors. He said the original renter purchased a twenty-five-year lease in 1995 and to his knowledge, had never been there. The renter’s phone number had been disconnected, and the demand letters all came back as undeliverable, resulting in this unit going to auction.


“Is that odd?” I asked.


“Odd? Nope.”


“Situation is normal. It’s peoples that are odd.”


I chuckled. “Yes. Yes, they are.”


We rounded a corner then stopped in front of C10, the last unit before the next corridor began. My heart began to race, as it always did. The unknown lay behind that door, and it intrigued me.


This unit had a simple hinged access door, not a rollup. There was a padlock and hasp above the knob. I reached out to tug on the lock, and I swear, the hairs on the back of my neck stood up like I was mildly electrocuted. Stunned, I lowered my hand and stepped back.


Snags either didn’t notice my expression or was too stoned to care.


“Oh, ah, the room is ten feet by ten feet, and there’s no guarantee of anything valuable in there.”


But I disagreed. Something was extraordinary about this unit, and I needed to know what was behind that door.


I decided to make my pitch and see if it got over the plate.


“Rather than auctioning this one, can I pay you the back rent and your late fees? You make your profits and I satisfy my curiosity.”


The clerk scratched his cheek and thought about it for just a moment.


“Ah, yup. Hells yes, I can do that.” His grinned broadened and spittle gathered at the corners of his mouth.


“Yup, glad to get rid of it. This unit gives me the heebie-jeebies.”


Had he touched the padlock before?


We headed back to the office to draw up the paperwork and get the bolt cutters. As we walked, I glanced back at him. Again, he had that weird smile on his face.


After signing the contract, I returned to the Escalade to get a flashlight, gloves, and a fresh dust mask.


“Jeez, I hope I scored,” I said aloud. It just felt right—the girls’ trip, the road diversion, the sandwich board, and the timing. A lot of things had happened to put me here today. I pulled out my cell phone and called Shelli. She liked to hear what happened when I opened a door for the first time. I always gave her a thumbs-up, or -down, on the contents. My call went to voice mail.


“Hi, Bug. I made an unplanned purchase in Truth or Consequences, and I’m getting ready to cut off the lock. Hope you kids are having a fun day. I’ll call you later. Love you.” I snapped my phone into its holder then strode back into the lobby. Next stop, Adventure Land.


As Snags had said, Unit C10 gave him the heebie-jeebies, so he had no intention of joining me for the opening ceremony. As I walked alone down the corridor, I worked the jaws of the bolt cutter open and closed. They didn’t appear to be used very often. I thought about the sensation I got when I handled the lock before. Will I get that same jolt again, or was it just all in my head? I’d opened at least a dozen of these storage units before, but this…well, it just felt different.




Storage C10


As I rounded the final corner, I came upon a gray cat standing and staring at the door to storage room C10. His hackles were up, and he was hissing loudly. But for the hissing, he stood motionless and paid me no attention. I tucked the bolt cutters under my arm and clapped my hands to break the moment. The cat took off around the corner.


“What the hell was that?” The experience left me a little shaken. I now stood before the door. Sweat beaded on my scalp. I wasn’t normally the anxious type, but yeah, this was different all right.


I snipped the lock in two then uncoupled it from the hasp. There was no charge or jolt. Maybe my glove prevented it. A little disappointed, I turned my attention to what lay beyond the door.


Gripping the knob, I turned with force. I’d expected the years of inactivity to make it resistant to opening, but it spun with ease.


When the catch released, the door burst outward toward me. I staggered backward a step as a blast of cool air rushed past me, the chill momentarily taking my breath.


“Jesus.” A shudder ran up my spine. Standing there, shaking my head to clear it of what had just happened, I realized, even through my mask, there was a strong, pervasive aroma in that draft. Not a musty odor at all. It smelled like strawberries. Fresh-cut strawberries. I removed my mask and inhaled deeply through my nose. “Yeah, that’s strawberries all right.”


Still a bit shaken, I fumbled with the flashlight until my thumb managed to turn it on.


I stepped into the dark room. The only available light came from the hallway behind me. I shone my flashlight inside, panning from left to right. There was only one object in the room, a rocking chair. As I have done on other occasions, I used my phone to memorialize the room upon entering, snapping photos from all four corners, as well as from the doorway. Then I stepped up to the rocking chair and took pictures from above it and all angles around it. The chair was turned at a slight right angle to the door.


The rocking chair was small but not bare. Across its left arm hung a neatly folded blanket that bore the emblem of the New Mexico Lobos, the local college football team. On the seat sat a small book, possibly a ledger or journal. The corner of a piece of paper or envelope stuck out from behind the book’s cover.


But the most curious object on the chair was a small figurine or doll, about eight inches tall, of an alien. The large, unseeing black eyes looked dead and eerie in the beam of my flashlight.


Reassessing my purchase, I stepped back from the chair. I was disappointed at first, for sure. Was this really all I got for a couple hundred bucks?


I glanced around again to see if I had missed anything, maybe a small treasure chest or jewelry box. But nothing else was there.


My euphoric anticipation had crashed, leaving me with a “well shucks, that sucks” feeling. Then an idea slowly crept into my mind.


Maybe the riches were right in front of me.


“Look around, dufus. This is all staged.” Why would someone pay a twenty-five-year rental lease for this scenario? There must have been more to the room than I could see. Someone made damn sure these objects would be found, but not by accident. These were left to be found by a curious person.


Was I that person? Today’s domino effect of events that put me there, indicated I was. I looked up. Above the chair, hung a single light bulb with a pull string. I gave it a tug, and to my surprise, it lit. The room seemed even emptier with this cascade of light. I leaned against the wall and slowly squatted into a crouched position, all the while contemplating the scenario. I stared at the chair, but nothing seemed out of the ordinary about it. I studied the blanket with the Lobos emblem, then I gazed at the profile of the little alien doll. What was its deal in this?


I decided to take the bolt cutters back to the office and see if Snags had any bottled water or refreshments there. He didn’t, but there was a vending machine outside. I used my debit card to buy a Coke and bottled water. On my way back to the storage room, I could see the light undulating in the room, like someone was inside. “Who’s there?”


I hurried to the door then peered into the room. The rocking chair was just settling back into position and the ceiling light was still slightly swaying, but no one was there. I searched for a logical explanation to calm my nerves. “Maybe it was that gray cat.”


Unfortunately, I didn’t quite believe that.


I removed my gloves then picked up the book. The electricity I’d felt earlier struck me again, only two-fold stronger. I winced. The book tumbled from my fingers, struck the edge of the chair, then fell open-faced on the floor. The paper inside the cover fluttered into the air then settled at my feet. But I didn’t retrieve it right away. My hands stung from the shock, and I shook them to get the feeling back.


I didn’t think of it earlier, but I have had this feeling once before in my life. When I was a young man in California, my grandmother in New York had written a letter to me to say her beloved Yorkshire Terrier, Baby, had to be put down. She loved that dog so much and her grief was captured on the paper as she wrote. I’d felt an electric shock as I read her message, and I’d experienced that exact same sensation today. I put my gloves back on to pick up the paper that had fallen next to my feet. I was pretty sure this was not going to be a good story.


I also picked up the book and glanced at the handwritten page it was open to. It was dated February 3rd but listed no year. So, my assumptions were right. It was a journal or a diary. As I had done when I first entered the room, I used my phone to take pictures of the letter and every page of the diary. Then I knelt on the floor and spread the documents out before me. While turning the pages, I could feel the passion this story was written with. My senses ratcheted up to high alert.


After completing the photographic record, I stood then put my phone back in its holder. I had an uneasy feeling about sitting in the chair to read the letter, so I opted to sit where I had crouched earlier. After pressing my back to the wall, I began to slide down. Halfway into the crouch, I froze.


The alien doll—earlier turned so I had a profile view of it—was now facing me, his dead-like eyes staring at me, his arms draped over the rocking chair arm.


I shot back up into a standing position. What the fuck? I only mouthed that phrase, too shaken to utter the words.


I walked around the chair three times trying to tell myself I was wrong about the doll’s position earlier. I had to be wrong. Yet I knew what I saw, and that damned doll was in a different position. How the hell could that be? Maybe Snags had played a trick on me. Or, it could have been that damned gray cat again. It must have been in here and left before I rounded the last corner. “Sure, that explains the rocking and light swaying and the doll moving. That must be it.”


But I wasn’t convinced.


I slowly approached then picked up the doll. It felt odd in my hand. At first it seemed limber, then it became rigid, almost as if it had stiffened against my grip. I stared into its eyes and examined it closely. “Cat or no cat, you’re a creepy piece of shit.” I dropped it face down on the chair.


Still uneasy with my own cat-involved conclusion, I returned to my original position with my back against the wall. After once more checking the doll’s position on the chair, I felt confident it hadn’t moved.


“Creepy” fit nicely, so I began referring to the little bastard by that name.


I sat on the floor, cross-legged, my back against the wall, my body in full view of the open door. I didn’t want Snags to come back, all hopped up on dope, forgetting I was here and lock me in. As I was about to read the letter, my phone rang.


Startled, I jumped. While my heart pounded, I laughed at myself and fumbled with the phone. I managed to answer the call before it went to voice mail. It was my wife.


“Somebody fell down and it wasn’t me!” The happiness in her voice said the Palm Springs trip was going very well. The din in the background was a bunch of laughing, happily buzzed women.


“Jerr Bear fell down the stairs, and nobody even pushed her.” Shelli’s laugh was contagious, and I couldn’t help but join in.


In the background, Kathy yelled, “Michelle bought Kawen a hairy-man bathing suit! It’s awesome.”


“Kawen” was the way they pronounced Karen’s name once they’d been partying for a while.


“A hairy-man suit?” I asked. “I bet she still looks good in it.”


“Hell, yeah, she does,” Shelli agreed.


“This place is so big and has so many sliding glass doors, Tomi is going around putting tape on them to keep us from walking into them.”


“That’s smart,” I said. “Remove all danger from the equation.”


Shelli paused to take a sip of something.


“Well, it ain’t working. We keep walking into them anyway.”


That made me laugh again.


We chatted for a few more minutes. I mostly listened and smiled. We said our “I love you’s,” and promised to talk again later. I didn’t bring up my current adventure. Given her tipsy state, there was no upside to that conversation. Besides, I didn’t know anything yet.


Finally seated and all settled in, I pulled my cheater glasses from my breast pocket and donned them. With my thumb and index finger, I tore off the end of the envelope, removed the letter, then began to read.




Lonnie Hawes


The two-page letter began with a brief description of the scenario I was now a part of. I very quickly realized the author knew this day would come, and she was trying to prepare me for it. The letter still had a hum of electricity to it, but my hands were beginning to numb to the sensation. Was I growing used to it, or was I beginning to absorb the energy?




My name is Lonnie Hawes, wife of deceased Col. Gary Hawes. He was KIA in the War on Terror in Afghanistan. Our children—son Bart and daughter Ferris—only spent a few years with their father before the war took him from us. He was a brave, strong man who instilled good values and judgments in all his teachings and in the way he walked this earth.


After Gary was taken, I had to find a way to support my family. The VA pension for widows is abhorrent, so I took a job tending bar at the local VFW. They didn’t make me work long hours, and I was able to bring home a living wage and spend time with my children.


While working there, I met Chester “Chase” Dan. He asked me out every time I saw him, but I continuously refused his invitations. Almost sixteen months after Gary passed, I finally gave in to Chase’s offer.


He was a good man and the children thought he was funny. This year, on January 22nd, Ferris celebrated her twelfth birthday. I gave her the diary that you see here on this rocking chair, in this storage unit. I told her on that chilly birthday morning, her life was about to begin going through changes, both physically and emotionally, and she should write down those events as they occurred. So excited to grow up and do adult things, she embraced the diary and was faithful to the daily routine of journaling. Her writings are the reason you are here now.


I don’t know you, but I am entrusting you with a story that you must share with the world. I wish I could, but I cannot. I am too close to the story, and it scares the living hell out of me. I implore you to stop reading my letter at this point. Please pick up her diary, read it from front to back, then read it again. Return to the second page of this letter only after you have read the entire diary. At that point, hopefully, my conclusion will make sense to you.
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