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Try Not to Die: In A Hell Hole

 

 

Nasty water is spreading out from under the bathroom door. “This place is a real hell hole.” I lock eyes with Emma, my co-worker at Infinity Storage in lovely San Enare, California. “I swear to God, it’s always something with this place.” I shrug. “Good thing I like hell holes.”

Emma shakes her head. “Fix one thing, someone breaks something else.” She smiles. “It’s better than having no job. We know what that’s like, Blair, don’t we?”

“Yup. Just tired of the parade of freaks in here doing stuff like this.”

“I don’t even remember anyone coming in here tonight,” Emma says, “which means no one’s asked me for the bathroom key.”

“Same,” I say. “Must’ve been someone from the day shift. Either that or Nicky gave it to someone.”

Emma laughs. “I’ve heard of hole-in-the-wall bars, but we’re a hole-in-the-ground extra storage place.”

“You mean hole-in-the-wall storage place?” I cock my head.

Emma turns away. “Yeah. Right. Whatever.” She sways. Puts out her arms like she’s about to fall. The entire place moves. Rumbles.

I put my hands out, too. “Quake.” My thoughts race. What are we supposed to do? There isn’t a desk to hide under. All the passages are shut with heavy doors. There’s nowhere to hide.

“It’s a big one.” Emma sounds cool and detached like she’s in shock.

“What do we do?” I ask, more from instinct than believing she has any idea.

“Wait it out,” Emma says.

More violent, the shaking makes me crouch just to stay upright. “Holy shit.”

Loud bangs jar us. The row of handcarts fall over, their metal banging onto the hard tile flooring.

The floor rolls back and forth like we’re in a carnival funhouse. Emma stares between her feet, her arms still outstretched in a surfing pose. “It’s like it’s right under us,” she says, her voice so high.

An insanely loud bang makes us look out past the lobby toward the main staging room. Something large fills the area.

“Is that the ceiling?” I can’t believe what I’m seeing. “The AC unit?” 

The shaking stops. The rumbling cuts out.

“Is that it?” I ask.

Emma opens her mouth to speak, but a violent jolt knocks us.

I can’t feel my feet. Looking down, I see I’m a few feet up off the ground.

It’s as though we’re cats on a bed and someone just flipped the blanket to shake us off.

We’re both several feet in the air, Emma hunched over like a wolf. “Blair!” Her voice sounds drawn out like it’s in slow motion.

A sound like a million tons of metal crashes around us. I’m going to die. Right now. I’m sure my heart stops. This is it. The end.

My feet smash into the buckled floor. The impact sends shard-like sensations through my heels up into my hips. I clench my jaw.

As much as I try, I can’t find my balance and topple backward. I curl at my elbows and roll onto my side. I gasp, winded by the impact.

The shaking subsides, but I stay down, trying to calm my breathing.

“Emma?” I look around but see no trace of my friend. “You here?” I wonder if Emma's found something to duck underneath. Maybe she’s forgotten something?

I sit up and look with more intention. Call out again.

With each passing second, I feel increasingly sure she took off running or is dead.

Where’d she go so fast?

Past the main receiving room, beyond the fallen ceiling and AC unit, is the wide open main door leading into the storage units. Smoke billows out. I stand and step out from behind the desk area.

The floor of the front lobby is broken and buckled in a hundred places. Concrete and rebar poke out from the cracked tile pieces. Is the foundation of the building sound? This whole place could come down if it isn’t. Infinity Storage isn’t a chain with brand-new construction. They’ve been in business for decades, so there are a lot of things that need tending on their best day, let alone after a massive quake.

I edge my way out from behind the desk and front lobby and stand in the doorway leading toward the main area. Everything’s trashed. The AC broke the floor. Tile litters the area. Two lines stretch down from the ceiling and end inside the unit. Still plugged into power. Probably the other cable is a drainage pipe. Stay the heck away from it. This isn’t a job worth dying for. Not even close to it.

I cup my hands around my mouth. “Emma! Nicky!” I hear nothing back.

The place rumbles and shakes. Just a bit. “Aftershock,” I say, recalling sometimes the second or even the seventh aftershocks might be equally as powerful as the initial jolt. I need to get out.

Navigating the huge buckles in the floor, I make my way around the hulking AC unit and head for the front door. The wire stretching down from the ceiling might be live and could electrocute me. Hell. Maybe the ground’s already buzzing with lethal voltage.

I stop. Maybe this is a stupid idea. I should wait for someone to come.

But I know better. No one’s coming. I’d have to call them. Even then? By the time they got here, what would they do? I can probably find a safe place out by then, anyway. Got to be your own damn advocate.

It doesn’t take long to see a huge metal flange from the back of the AC unit has fallen right up against the doors, blocking them. And the windows are a no-go, double-paned on each side and metal titanium mesh within the glass. They were designed to thwart smash-and-grabbers, after all. “I’m trapped.”

I smell water, like the kind when you go hiking or camping. Outside water. Not the stuff from the tap. There’s something mixed with it, too, like spoiled fruit.

Turning left, I consider going into the depths of the storage facility. Emma must have hurried off down there. Where else could she have gone? There is nowhere else to go.

 

***

 

The hallways appear endless. Without the running lights, they seem to stretch into nothingness. My throat tightens. I don’t want to be doing this. It’d be better if I stayed the hell out of here. Doesn’t feel right.

My boots thud as I cross the concrete floors. “Emma? Where are you?” My stomach feels super tight. I wonder if there’s a way out from inside the storage halls.

Yup. Emergency exits flank both sides of the building. Management has a strict policy against using them. Well, this earthquake shit totally counts as an emergency. I’m not staying here just because they say so. I’m out. They can keep their stupid damn job if they want to fire me over it. What do I have to lose? Mom and Dad passed away when I was a kid. Been living by myself for years. I’ll be fine. Always land on my feet.

Just have to get to an exit. Dim emergency lights glow along the top of the hall. The tiny LEDs do little more than mark a path. I can’t see far. Twenty feet in front, smoke blocks the way. Can’t tell if it’s from dust or fire. Everything smells like plaster, drywall, and … burning. Crap. Hope this place isn’t on fire. Hope it’s not in front of me. Putting out a hand, the air feels cooler instead of warmer.

“That’s weird.” Maybe it has something to do with the downed AC unit; maybe the fluid escaped and flash-froze.

Something bangs against the metal door inside a unit nearby and scares the shit out of me; my heart’s firmly in my throat.

“What the…?”

Another bang, louder than the first, rings out across the hallway, echoing down its length.

Something moans. Growls. Something big’s inside the storage unit.

I want to run back to the front but those doors are blocked. No choice but to run forward to get past whatever’s inside the unit making the noise and get to the other side of the facility to the emergency doors.

My heart feels made from lead. My throat goes dry. No time like now. I race ahead as more bangs come from the units to my right. It’s as though whatever was in the first unit’s also smashing all the units.

The sound follows. So loud, like a hammer with a cinder block head, smashing against the inner walls. Get me out of here. This is insane. Supposed to be people’s stuff inside the storage units.

Wonder why or what was inside them making such a racket. Did Emma dose me? Maybe this is all a hallucination? Maybe this is all in my mind and there aren't really noises. Maybe it's not monsters or creatures at all, but some reasonable explanation.

The smoke’s so thick at the end of the first hallway, I can't spot anything that’d make a good landmark for finding my way out. If I keep going there's a good chance I'm gonna get lost. And if the whole place goes up in flames, I'm dead.

The horrible banging sounds subside. That's because they can't smell me.

I should know better than to entertain such an idea––that there’s actually some kind of living being inside the facility, chasing me on the other side of the storage unit doors, crashing through brick and steel walls. Can’t be real, whatever this is.

It's probably the plumbing going or the lines that bring in the electricity or the gas lines. Oh god if it's the gas lines, and they were making those huge knocking noises. This place is probably filled with odorless gas right now. And the slightest spark is going to light it up. Crap. I better get the hell out of here and fast. Where, though?

“Hey.”

I jump, spin around, and see Nicky and her nervous smile.

“What is that?” she asks. “Where’s Emma?”

“I don’t know, but we have to go,” I say, a bit out of breath.

“Yeah,” Nicky says. “Follow me.”

The sound. Louder.

Nicky’s gray-blonde ponytail bounces as she hurries away and down the hall. There’s no guarantee she knows where she’s going and part of me thinks the hallway to the right is a better choice.

 

What will you do?

Follow Nicky.
Go your own way.
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