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  The darkness was complete and hung over the vast landscape, covering it with a finality that removed any essence of welcoming. It wound its way around the trees that lined the narrow two-lane highway, and covered the rest of the surrounding forests for as far as the eye could see.


  Denise Paskins gripped the steering wheel tightly, trying to keep her eyes on the road. The hurricane, now a Category 4 storm named Slate, was barreling through the Atlantic, with a direct hit on Miami Beach in its sights. Denise lived near the water in a two-bedroom apartment. She had no choice but to evacuate once the Mayor announced that Zone A would have to leave due to the potential of massive storm surge.


  Her destination was a simple countryside hotel in north Georgia, about an hour away from Atlanta. Website photos revealed a clean, simple place with low nightly rates. With nothing available for miles, Denise had booked it immediately, feeling relieved and ready to evacuate.


  But the drive on the turnpike had been long and exhausting, fighting wall-to-wall traffic, and her ten-year-old daughter Lilly was on a tear, asking questions non-stop.


  “Mom, will the storm hit us?”


  “Mom, when will we be there?”


  “Mom, can I have more beef jerky?”


  Denise wondered if she would make it. They had stopped at a simple barbeque restaurant and despite the break giving her a slight respite from the drive; she was feeling the weight of the travels on her shoulders.


  And now, she was in the middle of nowhere, trying to navigate a road that wound through a never-ending forest. It was dark, and for some reason, the local department of transportation had chosen to forgo streetlights.


  “Mom, it’s really dark. When are we getting there?”


  For fuck’s sake. She’s asked me that question a million times. Why can’t she just take a nap? Don’t ten-year-olds still take naps?


  “Soon.”


  The road was not only narrow, but winding as well. Denise had to focus and slow down the car because the lines on the road were difficult to follow and vehicles driving in the other direction blinded her every time they passed by.


  Her hands hurt from stiffly grasping the wheel, and she tried to flex each finger. She glanced quickly at the GPS and saw that there were only 20 minutes left for the drive.


  Where is this place? I’m in the middle of nowhere. Haven’t even seen a gas station in a while. There’s no houses, no people, no light. Maybe I’ll find another place in the morning.


  But Denise knew that wasn’t going to happen. She had searched TripAdvisor for nearly an hour trying to find a place to stay, and the Countryside Inn was the only place with available rooms. There were no other options.


  “Mom, look! There is it!”


  Lilly’s voice cut through the air, and Denise jumped in her seat, momentarily losing control of the wheel. The car swerved into the other lane, and she fought to control the vehicle pulling on the wheel. Her foot eased off the gas pedal and the car returned to the proper lane, slowing down.


  “Shit!”


  Lilly giggled in the backseat. She loved hearing her mother curse and even the threat of an accident in the middle of the night couldn’t take away from her glee.


  Denise sighed loudly and looked at the yellowish sign to her right.


  Countryside Inn


  It was hard to see the hotel at first, and it was even more difficult to find the entryway. Denise took a quick breath and slowed the car, turning it to the right. On each side of the road, large trees with piles of hanging moss stood like sentries, their arms reaching out toward the car as if it to grab it and swallow it whole.


  Lilly was silent and for the first time in hours, wasn’t trying to be a backseat driver. She was suddenly very nervous and wasn’t entirely sure why.


  As Denise began to drive down a slender, paved path, the hotel finally came fully into view. It was colonial styled and the white columns in the front of the building stood in stark contrast to the surrounding darkness. A few rocking chairs lined the porch, and byzantine windows with stained glass were spaced out along the wall, adding to the strange look of the building.


  The upstairs windows were more standard in style, but there was still something odd about the inn. And then, Denise realized what it was.


  There was only light downstairs. Upstairs, all the windows were dark.


  Maybe they’ve closed the shades?


  Denise wondered if the inn was empty. A gust of wind struck the car and reminded her that a hurricane was threatening and many people were evacuating.


  We can’t be the only ones. There’s got to be other people who found this place on the internet.


  Denise guided the car into a parking spot beside the building and finally saw the sign.


  Country Side Inn – A Hotel for Weary Travelers


  “Mom, it doesn’t look like there’s anyone in there,” Lilly said, her voice wavering.


  “I’m sure there’s people inside. Let’s go in and get our room. Don’t forget to grab your suitcase.”


  As soon as Denise opened her car door, a gust of wind swept around her and she felt a gentle mist against her skin. It was warm and uncomfortable.


  “Come on, let’s go inside quickly. The weather here isn’t good,” she instructed Lilly.


  “Ok, ok.”


  Lilly grunted and pulled her small suitcase from the backseat.


  Denise opened the trunk and pulled her suitcase out. It was heavy and filled with things that she knew she probably didn’t need.


  Shutting the trunk, Denise turned around and stared at the hotel. The wind was whipping up around them and had begun to emit a low howl. Still, she stared at the building in front of them as if in a trance.


  Why are all the windows dark? This place doesn’t seem right. Maybe we should just turn around and go look for another place to stay. But the woods out here are so dark, and there’s no street signs anywhere. I’m not sure this is such a good idea.


  “Mom, it’s windy out here! Let’s go inside!”


  “Alright, honey. Sorry, I must just be a little tired. Let’s go.”


  But Denise couldn’t shake the foggy feeling that had entered her mind and it remained with her as they carried their luggage, mounted the steps and opened the front door.


  As they entered the building, a bell jangled above them. Denise was relieved to see that the foyer was well lit and the room felt comfortably warm. She was surprised that they hadn’t seen more light from outside the inn, but pushed the thought out of her mind.


  A slender elderly woman, with gray hair cut in a straight bob, stood behind the counter. She had kind eyes and put them immediately at ease.


  “Why, hello there! Hope y’all didn’t have a tough time getting here. The roads are pretty crappy this time of night, and the weather keeps getting worse. Just saw on the news that the storms’ hitting down south but we seem to be getting some lousy stuff up here too.”


  Denise looked over at Lilly who seemed to be transfixed on the woman’s face. She didn’t blame her daughter for that reaction, because the warmth emanating from both the inn keeper and the lights inside were completely different than the atmosphere outside. Still, it was a welcome difference.


  “Hi. Yes, it was a rough drive. I’m Denise Paskins and this is my daughter, Lilly. We have a reservation for tonight.”


  The inn keeper looked down at a pile of paper in front of her and sifted through it. “That’s right. The Paskins family. I have your reservation right here.” And she poked the paper with her finger as if to highlight that point.


  Doesn’t she have a computer? I hope she has a way to take down my credit card information.


  As if reading her mind, the woman smiled, “Do you have a credit card and form of ID, please? And I’m Bonnie by the way. Don’t hesitate to call down to me if you need anything.” As she took Denise’s card, she ran it through a manual credit card machine and continued talking. “Breakfast is served downstairs in the main dining room from six to nine. And then we get ready for lunch that starts at noon. But if you get hungry in the meantime, you can come down and see if the cook has left anything out. Usually, there’s a plate of cookies or some leftover cake from dessert.” She chuckled to herself. “It’s not unusual for our guests to wake up in the middle of the night hungry for some sweets. I’ve got a hard time sleeping myself so if I’m up, I’ll help myself to some of those delicious calories.”


  Bonnie handed the card back to Denise and nodded slowly. “You’re in room six on the second floor. It’s our larger suite and has an adjoining bedroom so that your daughter can be nearby. Here’s the key.”


  Denise looked at the strange piece of metal that Bonnie had given her. It was designed in the shape of a clove with a wolf’s head in the center. The rest of it looked like a skeleton key.


  “Oh, I know it looks odd but that’s the way the owners made the keys,” Bonnie explained. “Back in the day when this inn was first built, there were stories about witches living in the surrounding woods, so the owners thought it would be quaint to design room keys with an insignia that resembled Wiccan beliefs.”


  “Oh.” Denise wasn’t sure what to say.


  “It’s ok, sweetie. Don’t worry. The witches in the woods are just a myth. If you just stay indoors, keep your shades closed, and your door locked, they won’t bother you.”


  Denise was about to say something else, when Bonnie burst into laughter, turned and left the counter. She went into a back office and closed the door.


  “Mom, this place is weird.”


  This place is definitely weird.


  Denise turned to get a better look at the foyer. Despite being called a “Countryside” Inn, there was nothing country-esque about the interior decorations. Large red curtains hung over the stained glass windows, velvet couches in a deep turquoise offered a gauche seating area and teardrop lights hung from the ceiling. On the walls, paintings of dark forests with threatening skies shared their ominous imagery, which wasn’t so different from the growing storm outside.


  “Ok, Lilly. Let’s find the stairs and go to our room.”


  The stairwell was centrally located, but the steps were narrow and winding. Along the walls, faux candelabras sat in mini alcoves that were cut into the wall, making them feel as if they were ascending to a tower.


  It was a macabre sight, and Denise decided immediately that in the morning they would look for another place to stay.


  “Hey, Mom. There’s our room! Look. Room six.”


  With hands that trembled slightly, Denise inserted the odd key into a hole underneath a brass door knob and the door clicked open smoothly. She took a deep breath and reached around for the wall, searching for a light switch—unwilling to go into the dark room. Her fingers connected to a basic switch, and she flicked it on, feeling vast relief when yellow-white light flooded the room.


  Lilly giggled and went inside but before Denise entered Room Six, she looked back into the hallway. All the doors were closed and silence surrounded them.


  It’s not that late. Where are all the people here? Surely we’re not the only ones staying in the inn. I should have asked Bonnie about that when we were checking in. Better remember to do that tomorrow morning.


  The room was surprisingly luxurious. Each piece of furniture had been made from a dark oak, and looked in very good condition. The bed in one of the rooms was king-sized, and was adorned with a deep blue bedspread. The other in the adjoining bedroom was also a king bed and this one had an emerald green bedspread lying on it.


  A small desk with an antique lamp was pressed up against one of the windows and a plasma-screen television was positioned in the middle of a large entertainment center that included a bar and numerous glass enclosures. These were empty, except for one that contained a metal sculpture with the same insignia as the key Bonnie had given them.


  Two large bottles of water sat near the television.


  After placing her suitcase down in the adjoining bedroom, Lilly took one of the water bottles and sat down on her mother’s bed.


  “Well, at least we get free water. But seriously Mom, this place is kind of weird. Do you think maybe we should find a more normal hotel? And where are all the people? It’s really quiet in here. All you can hear is the wind outside.”


  Denise suddenly felt the exhaustion of the day press itself upon her shoulders. She rubbed her eyes and tried to give Lilly her most genuine smile. “I think you’re right. This place was the only one available tonight. But first thing tomorrow, we will check out and look for some other place, ok? For right now, I need you to take a shower. I will take one after you, and then we can both go to bed.”


  Lilly groaned and nodded. “Ok, Mom. Why don’t you take the first shower, and then I will take one after you. That way, we can go to bed as soon as I’m done.”


  She’s such a sweet kid.


  Denise smiled and ran her hands through Lilly’s red mop of hair.


  “Ok, let me go first and then it’s your turn, young lady.”


  The bathroom was spacious and well-lit including a walk-in shower surrounded on all sides by glass paneling and shiny beige flooring. The spouts on the bathtub were golden wolves’ heads and valves on each side indicated that the tub was also a spa.


  If we had more time, I’d love to try out that bathtub, but Lilly’s got to go to sleep.


  The water felt wonderful as it cascaded down Denise’s shoulders. The warmth of the spray eased some of the tension in her shoulders, and the soap bar the hotel had included smelled of wild berries. She stood under the torrents of water for a long time, thinking about her situation.


  So, I’m not mother of the year. It would have been better if I could raise Lilly in a house that has more room instead of just two bedrooms. And Miami isn’t the best place to raise a child. But our place is close to my work, so what am I supposed to do? I need to stop beating myself up about things. The divorce was hard. I lost half of my worth. And my loser ex-husband, who did nothing but spend our money during our entire marriage, walked away with half of all the money I made as a Marketing Director all these years. He doesn’t even try to see Lilly regularly. And God forbid he even offer to help us during the storm. Shit, he has a three bedroom house in the suburbs with shutters and a generator.


  She closed her eyes, feeling the water spill down between her shoulder blades.


  It’s probably better that I didn’t stay with him anyway. The last thing I want to do is hunker down for a storm, surrounded by wild winds and torrential rains listening to him talk. He is such an idiot. Not sure why I stayed with him for all those years. A total mistake. Damn, I am so tired.


  Denise realized that she had been standing in the shower for quite a while, and even though the water was still warm, she wanted to be sure to leave some for her daughter as well.


  After she twisted the knob and turned off the water, Denise stood still for a moment.


  Silence.


  “Lilly, are you ok?”


  No answer.


  “Lilly, are you ready to take your shower?”


  Still no answer.


  Feeling her heart rate begin to increase, Denise quickly reached for a towel and grasped the soft white material, wrapping it quickly around her wrist. Trying hard to not panic, she dried off as best as possible, and then wrapped the towel around her torso.


  As soon as she stepped out of the bathroom, Denise called out, “Lilly!”


  Nothing. Just silence.


  The room was empty.


  Oh shit. Oh shit. Ok, just calm down. Let me put my pajamas on quickly, and I’ll go find her. Can’t be running around this strange hotel in just a towel.


  Denise barely took a breath as she pulled pajama pants and a matching shirt out of her suitcase. Then, she turned and quickly threw open the door, staring wildly down the hallway and praying that her daughter hadn’t been kidnapped.
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  As soon as the shower started, Lilly decided it was time to explore the bedroom. It was vast and had many drawers to open. She walked over to the entertainment center and opened the glass case that held the metal object with the wolf insignia.


  It felt surprisingly light and cool on her palm. Suddenly, a wave of dizziness draped itself over her, and Lilly dropped the metal object on the ground. She staggered for a moment and then took a deep breath, feeling her body relax as the air escaped her lips.


  She was about to lie down on her mother’s bed when she heard the sound of a goat bleating. It was faint at first and then sounded louder.


  An animal in the hotel? That can’t be. It’s impossible. No one is allowed to bring farm animals into a fancy hotel. How would they have gotten it up the stairs? That’s impossible!


  Lilly pressed her head to the wall and listened. She could hear people laughing in the other room and periodically, she would hear a goat bleat and then a rooster singing at the top of its lungs. The sound of water reminded her that her mother was in the shower, but she knew that this noise would keep them up for the rest of the night. So, she decided to go into the hallway, knock on the door and politely ask their neighbors to keep it down.


  Lilly turned the knob on the door to their room and it opened slowly in front of her. The hallway was still lit and very bright, but now, it was silent. She was confused and tried to understand what was happening, but her young mind simply raced in circles without coming to a conclusion.


  Stepping into the hallway, she could feel the plush carpet underneath her toes. It was beige with red spots that looked like flecks of blood.


  I didn’t notice that before. How did Mom and I not see that?


  The room next door, Room Eight, looked identical from the outside. The door was simple oak with the words “Room Eight” engraved on a piece of metal that was affixed to the center.


  With shaking hands, Lilly knocked on the door. The sound was hollow and reverberated throughout the hallway.


  “Hello?” she asked. “Is anyone in there?”


  It seemed to her as if the door moved just slightly and she was about to push on it, when she heard her mother’s frantic voice pierce the silence.


  “Lilly! What are you doing out here? You almost gave me a heart attack. I got out of the shower and you were gone!”


  Her mother looked a mess. Wet hair stood up in all different directions and her eye makeup had dripped down her cheeks, given her a wild 80’s punk rocker look.


  Lilly looked back at the door to Room Eight and wondered how she was going to talk her way out of


  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  
OEBPS/Images/image2.jpg





OEBPS/Images/CoverDesign.jpg
AND OTHER DARK TALES

FEATURING “STAIRWELL™ — NOW IN DEVELOPMENT AS A SHORT FILM





OEBPS/Images/image0.jpg





OEBPS/Images/image1.jpg





