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Do Not Enter
Rose set her hands on her hips, jolted her whole body and huffed an exasperated breath. “So ... what do we do?” Her eyes stared into the dark hole in front of her.
Butch stood beside her and fiddled with his Ray-Bans. “Um ... nothing, Rose. There’s nothing we can do. That’s why I called you. If we could do something, I’d do it.”
Rose turned to speak but her mouth hung agape for a few seconds before she snapped it shut. Butch shrugged.
Rose’s former boss recommended Butch to her. He was the contractor who had remodeled her boss’s basement a few months before. He was reliable, fast, and only used skilled laborers. He was expensive, but with the amount of money she’d saved by finding this building on the edge of the Black Heart section of the city, she could afford him.
Finding him and buying the building meant fulfilling her dream. All the years of saving, scrimping, and God help her, living with her parents, finally paid off. The real estate agent was only too happy to unload the building. The small, compact one-story with the slant-back roof and picture windows flanking the glass-panel door stayed on their listing for more than a decade. No one was sure why it hadn’t sold, only that it hadn’t. Every agent had the old stalwart passed to them when they joined the realtor’s office, because none of the senior agents wanted to keep peddling it.
But Rose was glad to find it. She wanted it. It would be perfect. With new, crisp, white walls, a clean, bright hardwood floor and modern decor, she saw it as her little slice of heaven. Her future bakery.
The demolition started the day after Butch got the last of the plans and permits for construction. Rose wanted to gut the building, bring in shiny stainless steel appliances and fixtures, a stone surface for kneading and a cooling table, and as many convection ovens as she could afford. She worked hard to bring this to fruition, and now, a hole in the ground stopped everything cold.
“So you guys can’t do anything at all? Nothing?” She tried to keep the groan from her voice, but failed.
“Sorry. I called you, then I called the inspector. I told him what was going on, and he said all operations had to stop, immediately. I had the guys picking up and removing junk, but they’re finished now, and well ... I have a couple of other clients I need to see about. So we’re knocking off for today.”
“I ... I can’t believe this. And a staircase like this doesn’t show up on any of the drawings? Anywhere?”
Butch shook his head. “I’ve checked ‘em over four or five times. Nothing. Here, take a look.” He gestured to his truck, parked in the cracked, pitted asphalt lot behind the overflowing roll-off garbage bin. Rose followed half a step behind through the dented, eczema-flaking rear door.
He bent through the open window, grunted as his barrel-body mashed against the door, and pulled out a rolled blueprint and a worn plat drawing. He handed Rose the plat and unfurled the blueprint over the truck’s warm hood. He cast a sidelong glance at Rose, three inches taller than him.
“See?” he said, and gestured to the blueprint. “One story, no basement, a small attic space. When the inspector did the initial inspection he did it based on that—” Butch dipped his head toward the plat drawing in Rose’s hands, “—and between the two there’s nothing like a staircase or basement anywhere. The original title doesn’t show one either. When we pulled up the rotten sub-floor boards, there it was. We had to stop. I don’t want any of my guys gettin’ hurt, y’know?”
Rose sighed, resigned. “Yeah, I can see that.”
“So I called you right away when I found out. Like I said, I had the guys clean up and stuff so we can get started again right away if the inspector gives it the okay.”
“If?”
Butch shrugged, his short-sleeved khaki shirt stretching over his belly. He scratched at his wide, rounded jaw and the crawling ivy-like stubble creeping over it. “Yeah, no guarantee it’ll be safe now.”
“Are you kidding?”
He shook his head, crossed one dusty work boot over the other and propped himself against the truck. “If the structure underneath’s not in good shape or not up to code or whatever, you won’t be able to get it passed.”
The blood drained from Rose’s face. “What ... what then?”
Butch shrugged again. “I mean, I guess you can hire an architectural firm or whatever to design it, you know, bring it up to code. Depends on what’s involved, but it might have to be razed.”
Rose got an adrenaline sting. “Oh God.”
Butch nodded. “Yeah, that’d be a bit—a bear. Cost a ton o’ money, too.”
“Oh crap.” Rose felt her head swim, the edges of her vision fading to white.
“Yeah, that’d stink.” He shrugged again. “Well, I’m gonna send the guys home, and take off. I’ll call you tomorrow, when the inspector tells me what time he’s gonna be here.”
“We don’t know?”
“Nope. He couldn’t say. He had another couple inspections down this way, then he was gonna stop off here. So we’re done today, and tomorrow, but I can be back after that with a full crew. You get the okay, we’ll get cranking again double-time.”
Rose’s body sagged, her head tipped to the bright blue sky. “This ... God, this sucks. This absolutely blows. I can’t believe this.”
Butch tried not to chuckle. “See ya later, then. I’ll call ya.”
“Thanks, Butch.” She stood and stared through the back door while Butch barked echoing instructions to the crew, their silhouettes like ghosts against the bright white from the picture windows. After a few minutes she traipsed in, arms folded over her flip-flopping stomach. She thought she might vomit.
She felt some sort of ceremony should be involved; some exchange of ... something, but Butch tossed a meaty hand at her as he went through the back door, and like cockroaches scattering from the light, the workers dispersed in shuffling boot heels and laughter. In a matter of seconds, she stood alone in the middle of her building, walls bare to the studs and floor exposed to its floorboard planks, surrounded in a faint dusty haze.
She looked over her shoulder at the yawning maw of shaft and sighed again.
* * * * *
Rose came back into the building, the dusty haze still lingering in the sun streaming through the windows. She held a tiny, silver flashlight from her car’s glove box in one hand, her purse slung over the other. She pointed the flashlight at her face and clicked the button. A strong white beam stabbed her eyes. She snapped it off, blinked the blue-white spot out of her vision, and moved toward the staircase shaft to the grinding sound of grit on the rough floorboard planks. The thump of her soles on the age-hardened wood seemed deafening.
She set her purse down next to her and stared at the staircase shaft.
The narrow hole was rough-hewn, perhaps three feet wide and four long. It gaped from the cement beneath the planks of the floor where the work crew pulled up the rotted subfloor. It looked as if it had been hacked from the surrounding concrete with a pickaxe. The rough edges were jagged, and the few steps she saw were primitive. They ran across the shaft, the corners where the risers met the crumbling aggregate walls dust-clotted and piled with bits of stone.
The strangest aspect of the shaft came in the way the light wouldn’t reach the bottom. She trained the powerful beam down the shaft, just above the stairs, but it dissipated and vanished where the light from the main chamber stopped. Rose furrowed her brow. It looked like the sunlight and flashlight hit a wall of dark and couldn’t go any farther.
Rose took a halting step down onto the first stair. Then another. A third. The shaft swallowed her to the shoulders, but the light would not illuminate more than she could already see. Her shadow blotted out everything, leaving the dimmest shapes below.
She lowered herself to the next step. She stood two steps from the light-consuming wall. She pointed the beam at her palm and it lit strong enough to shine through the web of reddish skin between thumb and forefinger. She screwed her face up, and pointed the light back down the shaft.
It died in a diffused fuzz a few steps down.
Rose aimed it at the steps, but the beam didn’t show anything. The light didn’t reach them.
“All right, that’s just weird.” The sound of her whisper scared her.
She edged another step down.
Her form blocked most of the light from above now. Through the gloom of her shadow she made out the stairs between her and that black curtain a few inches beyond.
She swallowed, but her dry mouth resisted until she forced the muscles in her throat to push down the knot lumped there. She turned back.
The square of light above her seemed small, a notebook-sized cut-out of brightness in a sea of dark. She jumped at the distance. She didn’t remember moving so far down the shaft.
Something thrummed under her feet, around her. The air seemed to pulse with a vibration she felt but couldn’t pinpoint. A throb, like distant heavy machinery. She held the flashlight at arm’s length.
Again, the beam died; this time about two inches from the end of the light quivering in her shaking hand.
Rose swiveled her head back to the light at the top of the shaft.
It was the size of an index card, a white, glazed patch far above her.
She slammed the heel of her hand into her mouth to stop the scream that surged to her lips. Her heart spiked. She stepped up, turned back to the night-curtain below her. She felt it follow her, swore she heard it moving on the concrete sand encrusted steps. She faced the shaft opening.
Her head poked above the floor to her chin. She surveyed the gutted building around her, heart fluttering, pulse jangling.
A jittering gasp escaped her. “But ... I was so far down ... how ...?”
She looked back into the stairwell, and something winked in the beam. Metallic, rusty, mineral-coated. She panned the light, and a snap of white snaked at her from the murky dark.
“How?” Her heart hammered in her chest. She reached out of the hole and dug into her purse. She pulled out her cell phone, snapped it open, and stared into the staircase. She took another step toward the top.
Rose thumbed through the phone’s contact list until she found Butch’s number, hit the SEND button. A hiss while circuits closed, then a ring. Two. Butch answered on the third.
“Hey, Rose,” he said. She wondered if his voice held an edge of irritation.
“Butch, sorry to bother you,” she said. “I’m here in the staircase, and I—”
“You’re in the staircase? In it?”
“Well ... yeah. I wanted to see what was down there, and I ... didn’t have anything else to do.”
“Listen, that staircase didn’t exactly look code to me, you know? You need to not go in that shaft. You could get hurt. I mean, really hurt.”
“Okay, fine, but I was in here anyway, all right? So I wanted to see what was at the bottom. I got a flashlight and went down there, and ...”
Hiss and noise on the line, the wind blowing into the speaker on Butch’s end. “And?”
“And ... did you notice anything ... unusual about the shaft?”
“Unusual?”
“Weird.”
“Well, yeah, I mean, it looked like some old gold miner with one of those cartoon picks chopped it out of concrete. The building’s on a slab, but the concrete can’t be all that deep.”
“But you didn’t ... didn’t notice anything ... you know, weird?”
“Uh … I don’t think I get it. What do you mean, ‘weird’?”
“Well, I can’t ... my flashlight doesn’t reach the bottom. It’s like it can’t shine far enough. Did you notice anything like that?”
Butch didn’t say anything for a moment. Rose knew she didn’t lose the connection because she heard the road noise and wind roaring.
“Butch?”
“Yeah ... yeah, I’m here. No, I didn’t really go down in there or anything. I didn’t chase a flashlight down in there either. After my guys found it they let me know and I had them move away, then I called the inspector’s office, then I called you, and then I got the guys cleaning up. I really didn’t check it out or anything.”
“Huh,” Rose said.
“Maybe you need new batteries, or a better flashlight.”
A click-click on the line interrupted.
“Hey, Rose, I gotta take this other call. I’ll get back to you when I hear from the inspector, all right? And try to stay out of that shaft, it could be dangerous.”
“Okay, thanks, I—”
The phone went dead in her hand.
She drew a long breath, still staring down the stairwell. She moved the light around the cramped shaft but couldn’t recapture the metallic splash she saw before.
She tucked the cell phone into her hip pocket and closed her eyes.
“They’re just stairs, like any other stairs. There’s nothing weird about them.”
She opened her eyes again, and a scream ripped past her lips.
She stood immersed in the dark, deep in the shaft.
She backpedaled up the stairs, but her feet skidded on the loose debris and gray-black sandy grit. She slammed on her backside and yelped as the air squeezed from her lungs.
She gasped and gulped air, and held the flashlight up to ward off the dark.
And that flash, that brief glint of metal, nipped the dark.
She tried to steady the light, panting. Her hand shook, bounced the light in the shaft, but she managed to hold the reflection this time.
Rose stared, sat forward, squinted through clouds of billowy dust wafting from her sudden frantic outburst.
A door. A metal door, aged to a mosaic, blotched pattern of rust, verdigris and brown. Huge, patina-clad bolts fixed the seams. A massive lock squatted above a curved handle, carved with intricate designs of sinister gargoyles and smiling demonic countenances.
She followed the beam up the door, to a sign. It froze her. A homemade sign, not manufactured but painted, and affixed to the grimy metal surface by newer, shinier bolts, similar to those pinning the rails and stiles of the door.
She sat in dumbfounded silence as the sign screamed at her. The lettering dripped runners, down the sign, down the door, swallowed at the base of the entryway in thick dusty piles of crumbling shaft.
Three words scrawled across the sign, and Rose couldn’t tear her eyes from them.
It read, DO NOT ENTER.
* * * * *
Rose scrabbled up the stone steps on her hands and knees. She tore her weight forward, ripped skin and broke fingernails to the quick. Her rasping breath dragged gulps of dust, dirt, grime. She felt tiny stones stab the soft flesh of her knees and palms. The top of the dark stairwell seemed so far away and her frantic efforts didn’t seem to close the distance.
She exploded through the opening and pulled herself away from it across the splintery subfloor. Daggers of ancient wood sank deep in her hands. She flipped onto her back and skittered away until she slipped and crashed down on the back of her head in the middle of the room.
A new wave of dust puffed motes drifted and glinted in the white, soft daylight. She heaved and panted, stared.
The hole sat innocent, innocuous. A hole in the floor; nothing more.
She inspected her hands. Tiny scrapes and nicks pooled with tiny drops of blood. The scabbing process had already started. Her pants had a threadbare patch over the knees, a small frayed hole opened in one. She trembled like an October leaf on an autumn wind.
It took a few minutes for her to calm. When she composed, she stood, and again eyed the shaft askance.
And again it stared back, innocent, harmless.
She winced when she stood, her joints creaked and ached. She limped on a throbbing knee toward the shaft, and stood a safe distance away to gaze into the charcoal depths.
The darkness swallowed the door whole. She couldn’t make out any sign of it. Several steps into the stairwell the blackness engulfed all light.
She drew a jittering breath, ran her hand down the back of her head, and smoothed her ruffled, dust-caked hair. She dug into the pocket of her jeans and pulled out the phone. She considered calling Butch back, then thought better of it. He’d been unenthusiastic about her last call. She thought of calling the realtor but didn’t know what she’d ask. Maybe for her money back. She assumed that would be ludicrous without a lawyer and a lot of fighting. No sense stirring that pot. Not yet, anyway.
She checked her watch. Eleven-forty. Still plenty of time in the day to do some digging, perhaps see what she could learn about the tiny old building, in a neighborhood that struggled against going bad. But already the edges were roughening, and the seedier elements gained footholds. Part of her willingness to buy this old, quaint spinster amidst the crumbled hulks of apartments tipping toward tenements and shops bordering on roach motels was the city’s tax break. If she stayed and helped turn the neighborhood around, they offered her significant business tax and city tax reductions. They could use this as impetus to keep pushing nicer and nicer elements into the drug-and-crime infested Black Heart area of the city. Rose had been assured more than adequate police patrols and monitoring, since the city’s special pet project couldn’t fail.
But she wanted her money back now. She didn’t think the benefits of a couple of tax breaks could offset the cost of having to have the building revamped from its foundation up if something about that sinister shaft was wrong, or if it made the building unsound. She didn’t have the money to fix it, period, and since she didn’t know the shaft was there when she bought it, and it wasn’t in any of the disclosure forms, she might have a case against the realtor.
Or they could just say they didn’t know anything about it either. And they’d be off the hook too, wouldn’t they?
Rose gasped when she found herself on the top step of the staircase.
She clambered out, stepped away, watching the hole like a viper.
“How?” she asked aloud, and the sudden shift from silence gave her a bad jolt. “How do I end up in there without knowing I’m going in?”
Her heart tattooed in her chest, a bunny-quick thump that left a ring in her ears and shook her hands like palsy.
Rose backed away from the hole until she felt her heels hit the baseboards beneath the huge, square windows. However far she moved from it, it wasn’t far enough. Every time she got distracted with other thoughts, she ended up in the stairwell, farther down than she wanted to be.
An hour ago she didn’t even know the shaft was there. Now she couldn’t escape it. It seemed to move beneath her and swallow her when she didn’t stay alert, aware of the shaft.
She shuffled across the floor, sidestepping so she faced the shaft at all times as she sidled past toward the rear door. She opened it with her back to it, and went to the parking lot backward.
She shut the door, and exhaled. She didn’t realize she’d held her breath.
She collapsed in a quivery mass on the hood of her car.
“Found it, didja?”
The ruined, raking voice jarred her and she yelped. She spun but couldn’t see anyone. A wheezed whistle of laughter broke into a hacking cough, and she followed it with her eyes.
A homeless man sat beside the garbage bin, dirt-smudged so opaque his skin color seemed like barbecue ash. Matted hair clumped in ropey tangles and webbed like cocoons, his scalp flaked in oily yellow floes working their way up the gray and filth-colored hanks of hair. The mass on his head poured down the sides of a cracked, reddened face to join a bushel of tufts like a series of steel wool pads laced over his chin and across his mouth. Tiny things seemed to move there, or perhaps droplets of spit and old food clung like fleas. His red-veined jaundiced eyes, glossy and cataract-glazed, ran thick, milky globs when he blinked. His eyelashes were crusted with something greenish-yellow. The face sank into a webbed network of leathery skin, the eyebrows the same uniform steel-wool color. Dirt caked under and around his fingernails in black lines. His clothes and shoes blended with his overall hue as if coated by some particulate dust.
“Excuse ... me?”
The vagrant smiled; a shriveled line sliced across his face and revealed the pallor of his mouth, bluish tongue working like a fat worm in white, foamy spit, a couple of gray-green teeth wobbled in pink-white gums turning the color of the ocean on a stormy afternoon, and something under his shirt seemed to shift, an unwholesome and unnatural movement. Like something fed on his flesh without his knowledge under it.
Rose shuddered. “I-I’m sorry, I just needed to get some air, I didn’t mean to—”
“Ya found it, didn’cha? The sshhaaaft.”
He tipped his head back and bulged his eyes while he hissed the word, and it slid like a cold slug down Rose’s spine, setting her hair on end, and a shiver raced up her back.
“I-I think I’d better—”
“Best beware, misssy!” the old man lisped, like a serpent in human form, “beware the ssshhaaaafft! It’s a doorway to Hell! Old man knew it! Old man Crawford, he knew it! Tried to hide it! Tried to keep people from knowin’ about it! But I knew!”
Rose’s brow furrowed. She tried to step back but her butt pressed against her car’s fender. “I-I’m sorry, mister, really, I-I need to—”
“Crawford put a sign on it! A sssiiiign, right? Right? You seen it! The sign! ‘Do Not Enter’, it sssaaaaysss, right? Right missy? Right, missy Rose?”
Her heart slammed to a halt. “How ... how did you know—?”
“Heard the voices yet, missy? Heard ‘em screamin’? You can hear ‘em in torment! Voices from Hell screamin’ for mercy, for relief! Heard ‘em yet, Missy Rose? Heard the voiceeesss?”
“Leave me alone!” Rose turned to round the car, get in, drive away, leave, never come back. The old man moved across the cracked and pitted asphalt toward her, on his belly, his hands slithering out toward her, drawing him nearer.
“You can hear ‘em sssscreeeeamm, Missy Rose! I heard ‘em too! Me an’ Crawford heard ‘em, back in ‘63! Heard ‘em sssscreeeeaam, we did, mmooooanin’ and waaailin’ for help for their souls, Missy Rose, their very ssssoooouls!”
“Leave me alone, damn you!” Rose shrieked but couldn’t move, couldn’t make herself open the door, couldn’t tear her eyes away from the pus-crusted, yellow orbs shot through with red, couldn’t make herself shut her eyes, even, or step to the side.
“Hell’s door is in there, Miiisssss Roooossse, and you bought it! It’s your door, now! Crawford couldn’t hide it! They came for him! I heard him sscreeeeam when they took him! The door opened and they pulled him down into Hell and I heard him sssscreeeeamin’ like the others, Missy Roooose, I heard him and hear him to thiiiis day!”
Rose sank to her haunches, the blood and strength draining from her like water in an unstopped tub. She shook her head and put her hands to her cheeks, and screamed, throat shredding, ear drum rattling screams.
When her breath gave out and she looked up, there was no one there. She was alone in the parking lot, sitting against her car.
* * * * *
Rose shook. Her eyes darted across the battered pavement.
Nothing. Utter solitude.
She heard a rasping breath, and her heart spiked. She yelped and looked over her shoulder, but only the dark square of the building against the bright midday sky stared down on her. She panted and realized the rasping breath was hers.
She wiped her brow, then caught her breath again.
Her purse. She’d left it inside when she came out ... and she didn’t lock up behind her. The keys were in her purse.
And the old man? Where is he now?
Inside? Robbing her?
She reached into her pocket for the phone and for the third time in a sixty-second span she got a bad jolt.
Her hand spread in her empty pocket. No phone.
Had she dropped it when the old man scared her? She scanned the parking lot, one eye wary for the old itinerant, her nose keen for his stench. She bent and looked under the car where she’d collapsed. Nothing.
She stood up and eyed the rear door. She listened.
Silence. The sound of traffic on the busy street outside seemed muffled here behind the building. She clenched her hand to stop the tremors.
Rose huffed a sigh, drew a deep breath and let it out slow. She stepped toward the door, listened, stepped, listened. She pushed the door open and it swung aside and creaked at the end of its arc.
She listened again. Nothing moved. Unless the old man hid in the shaft itself, the building was empty.
She stepped inside, wary of the hole, and moved beyond it, toward the front of the building.
She exhaled a sigh of relief. Her purse was where she left it. She rummaged through, inventoried contents, rifled through her wallet. Cash, credit cards, ATM card ... all there. Satisfied, she dug for her keys, trotted to the back door, locked it, and moved back into the front room. She dropped the keys back into her bag, wrung her hands, bit her lip, and stared at the shaft.
She bent back over the purse and scanned. She couldn’t see her phone. She emptied the purse of larger items, until only a smattering of detritus remained at the bottom.
No phone.
A panicked thought stabbed at her mind, chilled her.
Had she dropped the phone in the stairway when she’d fled in terror?
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