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Most nights, Anna slept in the kitchen. Anna didn’t mind sleeping in the kitchen, except for the nights that she couldn’t. The oven kept it pleasantly warm, and it wasn’t too loud—not until morning when she had to get up anyway.

Mr. Darby liked to stay up late some nights and read, and in the winter, the kitchen was the warmest room in the house. The same warmth that helped her sleep just fine in the little cot (folded out of the way during the workday, of course) was just as pleasant to Mr. Darby. And on those nights, while Mr. Darby wondered over the works of some philosopher or chuckled to himself over the antics of some fictional fool, Anna was banished to the store room. 

The store room was built into the hill. The room was chilly, sharing a wall with nothing but cold earth outside, a far cry from the cozy kitchen, with its memories of homey bustling and the lingering scent of bread baking. The store room smelled rank and dry, like old earth. Wooden shelves lined the room, and there was no room for a cot, so Anna was left to take what comfort she could on sacks of potatoes or whatever else was available. She suspected she was not supposed to sleep on those, but she had no other bedroom, and Mr. Darby—while a decent employer in some respects—did not consider her needs any more than he considered the needs of his washbasin. Sleep didn’t come there, and he didn’t care. 

That was all right, though. In the store room, she rarely slept. 

It wasn’t just the limited comforts of a potato mattress, though that always left her feeling a little bruised. It wasn’t even the cold, though some winter nights she found herself watching her breath linger silver in the air before her. 

No, it was nights like tonight, as she perched on a bag of potatoes, her knees drawn up to her chest.

She still wore her woolen work-dress, any defense against the cold. With the door shut, she could only barely hear Mr. Darby in the next room, now and again—the odd chuckle, a thud and scrape if he moved his chair. She had no light but the stump of a candle, and she knew she should blow it out to preserve it, in case she should need it later. 

But beyond the flickering circle of gold the candle offered, in the darkness, Anna could sense...something. 

She had tried to explain it, once, to the housekeeper Mrs. Hammond. 

“Things creep,” she had said. “From the outside wall.” 

“A few bugs are only natural,” Mrs. Hammond had said. “Mind the lids on the jars and you should be all right.” 

Years ago, when Anna was a child—and Anna was still a child, really, at seventeen, but to her mind childhood had been a then and not a now—her mother had bemoaned her as a terrible tomboy. She had played in the creek with her older brother and caught lumpy brown frogs and little silver fishes. Spiders and mice held no horror for her. 

She sat on her potato sack, and tried not to notice the faint sense of movement in the darkness. It was the flickering of the candle, she told herself, as she always told herself. It may have looked like more, like pulsing, writhing. But it was only a flicker, and exhaustion. 

Her hands were dry, she noticed idly, from a day of washing pots. If she’d been in the kitchen to sleep, she might have put some cream on them, but she couldn’t go out there when Mr. Darby didn’t want to be bothered. She picked a little at the dry skin of her knuckle. 

Movement, again. She glanced up, and swallowed hard, and told herself it was nothing. 

If she could bring a book to the store room, perhaps it wouldn’t be so bad. The cold, of course, could not be helped, nor the discomfort, but a distraction would help. She tried to think of something, but her mind wandered, filling the darkness with manufactured fears. 

After the movement, the sounds came next. 

They were subtle, at first—easy enough to dismiss as Mr. Darby. That could be his slipper shuffling against the stone floor. That could be his breathing. 

The candle was almost nothing now, and soon it would be out completely. She should blow it out, preserve the last of it. She might need it later for the privy or...or...

From the darkness came a sound like a shiver, like a slither. A rasp like snakes’ scales. 

(She’d caught a snake once, with her brother. They’d found it to be dry, not slimy at all despite what her mother had said, but her mother had still not let them bring it inside.) 

She told herself again that it was just Mr. Darby, perhaps the sound of a page being turned. 

What had happened to that snake? She couldn’t seem to remember. For some reason this bothered her. The candle was fading, she realized then. The darkness grew closer. 

She missed playing in the creek with her brother. He had died, she remembered abruptly—how had she nearly forgotten? But he had died, wasting into nothing from a long sickness, and she had found work, and here she was. No more crawfish buried in the silt of a creek bed, just dishes and a cold, unwelcoming store room. 

And the rasp turned into a hiss, not at all like a snake, or a cat, or any other beast. It was a hiss of a whisper, somewhere behind you in a crowd, something you couldn’t make out. And, try as she might to ignore it, it was like any other whisper—her ear strained to hear more, whether she wanted or not. 

The hiss held no words, not yet. She was glad of that. The idea of words chilled her even more, but she tried to hear them all the same. 

The candle sputtered out, plunging Anna entirely into darkness.

Anna took a deep breath, and another. She knew not to scream; she’d done it once, long ago, and startled her employer so badly she’d been soundly punished for it, locked into the storage room overnight without reprieve. Mrs. Hammond had been sympathetic, but that had been no real comfort. She could not bear that happening again. 

Without the comfort of the candle, the darkness was complete. She could not see her breath, or her dry and trembling hand. The darkness seemed to fall on her, to touch her skin, cold and dry as earth pressing on all sides. 

The hissing whisper brushed against her ear like a cold breeze. No words, still, none except perhaps her name, but perhaps that was only her imagination. Perhaps it was nothing. Surely it was nothing. 

The air was perfectly black, but somehow she was still sure she saw movement, something writhing in the darkness. Perhaps it was the darkness itself, adjusting itself on the store room shelves, in the air before her. 

Something cold dripped onto her hand. She jumped, jerking her hand away, but when she touched it with the fingers of her other hand, she could find nothing, no cause for such alarm. 

The hissing grew in volume, and not at all in clarity. But now she couldn’t even hear the comfortingly annoying humanity of Mr. Darby in the next room. The only thing she could hear was a hiss, a hiss of secrets she couldn’t catch, something horrible she didn’t want to hear but couldn’t help but listen for. It filled her ears, over even the sound of her own heart pounding. She bit her lip and tasted blood and didn’t care; at least it was something, some sensation other than just whatever the store room seemed to offer. 

Anna closed her eyes, useless against the darkness, and tried to think. She said the Lord’s Prayer in her head, remembering her mother drilling it into her. She thought again of the creek, with her brother by her side. Why had she ever stopped playing? Why had she insisted on growing up? Why—

Something brushed against her arm, like a man passing her in a crowd, or like—like—

Hiss, hiss, whisper whisper, the sounds were enough to drive a woman mad—

And then it grabbed her arm, with cold, loose fingers. 

And she couldn’t help it. Anna shrieked, and fumbled for the doorknob, fumbling through the thick darkness, until she grabbed it and the door flung open—
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The store room door slammed open, and Kevin Darby jumped, dropping his book with a soft, dull thud, and looked up. 

For half a moment, out the corner of his eye, he saw—something—

But when he looked, there was nothing. 

The store room stood empty, as it always did, with rotting shelves and a bare floor. Cobwebs dripped from the ceiling. He should clean it, he knew that, but the store room gave him the creeps. It wasn’t just the way the door randomly opened—an effect, he’d been told, of the wood warping over the years, over a century now since the house had been built. It was something else, something eerie and unsettling and unnameable. 

He might like reading in the kitchen, but he had to find a way to shut up that store room. He’d tried locking it, but clearly that hadn’t worked. 

Carefully, Kevin bent to pick up his book, one eye still on the open door. He unbent a page that had folded under the book’s weight and set it down on the table, and stood up slowly, warily, wiping his suddenly damp palms on his flannel pants. 

It was stupid, wasn’t it, to be so afraid of a closet. Like a child, fearing monsters and ghosts behind every corner. Old houses like this were eerie, he knew that; they weren’t meant to be occupied by just one person. They were supposed to have family, and servants. Not just him, rattling around and reading books from his grandfather’s library. 

Still, when he took a step towards the store room, he could hear his heart in his ears, and his footsteps were cautious. 

He remembered his cousins, when he was a child, telling him stories about the ghosts and witches of the manor. Nonsense, he knew now. There were no wicked witches living behind the pond out back. There were no ghosts—anyway, what had his cousin told him? Some servant girl locked up in the store room who died of fright. You couldn’t die of fright, Kevin was pretty sure, and anyway, who the hell would lock up a girl in a store room? That seemed implausibly cruel, surely. 

He started to close the door, then stopped when something glinted on the floor. The white stub of a candle, its wick burnt black. It had probably been here for years. He bent to pick it up, and jerked his hand back. 

It was still warm, as if the light had just gone out. 

Kevin looked down at the candle, then in at the store room. For a moment, the darkness seemed to squirm, like it was full of some unseen creatures, writhing thickly in the blackness. 

“Nope,” he said, decisively, and didn’t bother to pick up the candle, close the store room door, or anything else. He was going to quit reading in the kitchen at night. This house was too fucking much. 

He turned and left the kitchen and the damned store room. He didn’t even bother to pick up the book, and barely remembered to turn out the light on his way with a solid thunk of too-old wiring. 
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