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Today marked the eighteenth anniversary of her mother’s death and would have been her fifty-sixth birthday if she had lived. Not having many memories, only being four at the time, Jill sat down quietly in thought at the kitchen table for breakfast with her father. Next to her coffee cup, she spotted an old skeleton key.

“Where did this come from, Dad? Did you put it here?”

“Yes. It’s for the library. I thought it was time for you to see the place your mother loved and spent hours in most nights.”

“We have a library! Where? The only locked door I know about is the closet in the main hall. You told me it contained classified business documents.”

“It’s not a closet. That’s where the library’s located. When your mother worked here, before we got married, it was her favorite place to go. The previous owners left behind all the books in it for her when we bought the house.”

Her father starred up at the ceiling, shuddered, and took in a deep breath. “It’s also where I found her body after she died, clutching a book in her hands.”

“Oh, Dad. I’m so sorry. But why did you keep the library door locked all these years? And, why did you keep it a secret from me?”

Jill’s father hesitated. “I locked the door immediately after the coroner removed your mother’s body from the room. Leaving it open would have been a painful reminder.”

“Dad, what book was she holding?”

“I think it had on it somewhere #5 of the Henderson Series. I put it back on a shelf that had an empty space before calling for assistance that morning.”

Jill’s father pushed his chair back abruptly and left the room, wiping tears from his face.
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Less than an hour later, Jill unlocked the door and stood in the doorway for a moment, taking it all in. Her memory went back to the day before her mother died. They had gone to the beach. Her mother had seemed so happy while they were there. So what happened after she went to bed that night.

Jill would ask her father later for more details about when he found her mother and her cause of death. But, first, she wanted to explore this library her mother loved because she also enjoyed reading.

She walked into the room and turned in a circle. There were four bookcases on each of the two longer walls filled with books from floor to ceiling covered with a thick layer of dust. Behind the opened entrance door was a small closet. She opened the door and found a step ladder in it. She supposed it was so a person could reach the books on the higher shelves like at the downtown library. 

The room was mostly empty except for a round multicolored braided rug in the center. A brown leather chair was positioned in the middle of it, with small round, oak tables on each side. Jill walked over and sat in the one chair she assumed her mother once sat in. Speaking out loud, “Mom, I’m sorry we couldn’t have shared your love for books.” 

Then, remembering what her father said about a particular book her mother was clutching when she died, Jill stood up and began to search for it. She would take it up to her room and read a bit of it tonight to see if she could figure out why her mother had it.

He wasn’t precise about which bookcase or shelf he had put the book back into. Jill got a towel and started to wipe off some of the dust so she could read the titles. Glancing from top to bottom of each bookcase, starting near the doorway, she finally spotted it in the second one closest to the closet door.

Taking the book off the second shelf, a flash of light came from the back of the bookcase. Looking closer, she spotted what looked like a partially rusted large metal ring attached to a square plate.

Wondering what it could be, she quickly removed a few more books to get a better look, setting them on the nearby table. She grasped the large ring with one hand and pulled it up towards her.

Nothing happened.  Jill, now with more force, pulled it again. Suddenly, the bookcase on her left, made a screeching sound, and began to slide forward. She quickly backed away, watching in total shock.

As it moved, Jill shivered, feeling a cold draft seeping into the room. Light emerged from beyond the opening. She stepped back and started shaking. All those scary movies she had watched were coming to life—was a strange alien going to emerge? What was happening? Should she call her father? 

After a few minutes, not seeing anything strange or foreign emerging into the room, she calmed down. Now more curious than afraid, Jill moved closer to get a peek inside.

Yellow beams of light streamed across a thin translucent array of spiderwebs in the entrance. Beyond them, Jill could see a narrow stairway. She cleared the soft feathery webs with her hand, watching them float away into the library. Once they cleared, Jill proceeded down the steps.

Moving with caution, she counted fifteen before reaching a small landing. Another much narrower set of stairs were revealed. She continued down.

When Jill reached the bottom, the passageway turned right. Before her, there was what looked like the entrance to an old mining tunnel with an opening about five feet wide and maybe six feet high.

She walked forward. Lights came on when she entered a section of the tunnel and went off when she passed. Motion lights must have been installed by the previous owners. Her father had installed some just like that on the perimeter of the house after her mother died, so it would alert him whenever someone approached. Probably to protect her.

So were these types of lights installed to alert someone others were entering this space. But why? Now again fearful, Jill wondered what she could be walking towards.

Suddenly, the floor under her feet became uneven. Jill placed her hand on the left wall to secure her balance and felt a slimy wetness clinging to the rough rock.

The tunnel went on for a long time. Finally, it ended at a large dome-shaped open area, secured with large beams at the top. Three tunnels branched off in different directions.

Jill couldn’t believe what she was seeing. Who could have done all of this, and for what purpose? With the onset of an adrenaline rush, Jill knew she couldn’t stop now. There was only one decision left. Which way to go?

She decided to follow one to the end, return and go down the next one. The air had become so cold she could see her breath and her teeth chattered. Not wanting to go back to get a sweater or coat, she wrapped her arms around herself and moved forward.

Jill would try the middle one directly in front of her first. As she walked down the tunnel, it became darker and darker. Touching the wall for balance, she felt several indentations. Jill reached into her pocket, pulled out her cell phone, and turned on the small flashlight it provided.

Shining it along the right wall, she saw a series of faded symbols and pictures carved into the rock. She stopped to look at them more closely. They looked like something primitive that had been created centuries ago.

There was a distinct carving of two people, one holding a baby, another with a cart and horse, and several others she couldn’t make out. She had no idea what they all meant. After taking a few pictures, Jill continued on her way.

The tunnel ended with a red brick wall closing it off. This wall was something more recent and didn’t fit in with the rest of the structures. Jill made a mental note to check and see if the other side of the tunnel’s brick wall was somewhere on the property. 

She turned around and returned to where the other entrances were located. When she reached the open section, Jill entered the tunnel on her right.

This one was inundated with spider webs and had a distinct foul smell, familiar, but she couldn’t place it just now. Jill turned her phone’s flashlight on and looked down the tunnel. The spider webs appeared to be even thicker.

As she moved forward, the smell got more pungent. She began to cough. Soon she could feel bile move into her throat, and she became nauseous. The sensation and the coughing became worse, so she turned back. She would explore that one at a later time when she had something to clear out the webs and a covering over her face.

Entering the third and final tunnel to her left, Jill could see this one was better lit and put her cell phone back in her pocket. As she moved further into the tunnel, the light got brighter and brighter. She wondered where it was coming from, but she couldn’t tell. At times it blinded her. She had to put her hand over the top of her eyes to see.

Reaching what seemed to be the end, Jill entered another dome-type opening more extensive than the one where the three tunnels’ entrances were located. The blinding light disappeared, and the area now glowed a robin egg blue color.

Against the wall directly in front of her was a long, tall stone structure. It resembled the altar in her church. Above it was an inscription carved into the stone wall and painted red that said, “Wall of Tears.”

Several statues stood in a circle around the room. They looked like pictures she had seen about Ancient Egypt. Jill recognized the one referred to as the Goddess Isis and a Sphinx, but she had no idea who the others were. She took some pictures with her cell phone to look them up and find out what they meant. What could this place have been used for? 

Jill remembered hearing from someone at school that this house belonged to a church group before her parents bought it. Earlier, her father mentioned that her mother had worked here with the previous owners. What could they have been doing here deep in the ground below the house? Is it possible the group was a cult or something worse? She needed to ask her father what he knew about it.

Now with the hair on her arms standing up, Jill made her way back to the stairs and returned to the library. She closed the hidden door and put all the books back on the shelf. She would recheck the tunnels another day after speaking to her father to find out what he knew about them.

A few things were strange, though. For example, why did none of the three tunnels have motion lights like those leading to the open area? And the carvings in the stone wall of the middle tunnel didn’t fit in with how much more modern the other two seemed.

Could that have been a tunnel created centuries ago and used to get under the house and dig out the other tunnels? Too many unanswered questions.

Right now, what she needed was a hot shower to remove the slime on her hands and arms from the walls. When she got upstairs, Jill peeled off her clothes, put them in the washer, and turned it on, hoping to get rid of the foul smell from the strange tunnel filled with spider webs. 
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Jill was anxious to find out more about the previous owners. The next morning, after pouring herself a cup of coffee, she sat down at the kitchen table across from her father, a slim, fifty-eight-year-old man with slightly greying hair and wide brown eyes. He was eating blueberry pancakes covered with way too much maple syrup.

“Jill, do you want some pancakes? I still have some batter left?”

“No thanks, Dad. I’m not very hungry.”

“Okay. I’ll make some up with the rest of the batter and put them in the fridge. Then, if you get hungry later, you can heat it up in the microwave.”

After taking a few sips of her coffee to summon enough courage, Jill spoke up.

“Dad, can you tell me about the people who owned this house before you and Mom bought it?”

“What do you want to know?”

“Well, first, how well did you or Mom know these people? I heard when I was in middle school that this house used to be some kind of church. Of course, being so young, I never gave it another thought, but now I’m curious.”

Jill’s father paused for a moment. “This house wasn’t a church. It used to be a place where your mother’s church group would take care of people in the community who didn’t have anywhere else to go.”

“You mentioned earlier that Mom had worked here. Was Mom someone who helped others?”

“Not in the beginning. Your mom was one of the people they helped. Before I met your mother, something bad had happened to her. She moved into the house in need of help and afterward decided to stay and help others.”

Jill had no idea what he was talking about. She didn’t remember any mention about their lives before they were married, either by her mother or him after she died.

“What happened to her, Dad?”

“Her father was an abusive man and beat her severely when she was only thirteen. That day was the last straw, so she ran away.”

“How did she know to come here?”

“A week before, she had come to Ivy Harbor with her father to pick up supplies. Outside the market, someone handed her a Haven House flyer. She took it home and hid it. On the day she left, your mother hitched a ride on the highway and made her way to Haven House, asking the group for protection.”

Jill got up, poured another cup of coffee, grabbed a banana off the counter, and returned to her seat.

“If the house belonged to a church group, how did you and Mom end up buying it?”

“A little less than a year after your mother and I got married, the church group, needing a larger place, moved to Denver. I heard they purchased a farm with several houses on it to accommodate the now larger group. Your mother loved this house, and her being pregnant with you, we needed a bigger place to live. So, we bought it just before you were born.”

“Dad, how did Mom die? I was so young when it happened. During all the years afterward, you would never discuss it. I never learned what happened to her.”

Jill’s father got up and paced back and forth between the table and the sink. Watching the familiar look of despair fill his face, Jill realized it was still hard for him to talk about it. She wondered why.

“That night, she went into the library to read while I went to bed. The next morning, after realizing she hadn’t joined me, I went to the library and found her on the floor. I couldn’t rouse her, and when I felt for a pulse, there wasn’t one. The coroner said her death was listed as undetermined.” He began to cry.

“Dad. Sit back down, please. It’s okay. You don’t have to tell me anymore today. We can talk about something else.”

Her father looked relieved and sat back at the table. She wasn’t sure if she should bring up her little excursion, but she just had to.

“Dad, what do you know about the tunnels below the house?”

“Tunnels! What are you talking about? I don’t know anything about tunnels under the house?”

“Well. Yesterday, I came across a secret staircase in the library while looking for the book you mentioned Mom was holding.”

Her father quickly stood up, moving directly in front of her with a confused look on his face.

“Your mother never mentioned a secret staircase. Can you show me? I had no idea there was anything like that in the library. That was your mother’s special place, especially after all the books were left behind for her. I never went any farther than the doorway to check on her.”

Jill and her father made their way to the library. She pulled out several books where the large metal ring was to open the doorway into the tunnels.

“Are you sure about this, Dad? It’s pretty dark and creepy down there?”

Jill’s father quickly went out of the room. He came back with a large flashlight and flicked it on and off. “Do you think this will help to light up the area?”

Jill agreed that it would help a lot more than her cell phone flashlight. She lifted the large metal ring, and the passageway door slowly creaked open. Her father’s eyes widened, and his mouth gaped open as he watched.

“In the first tunnels, there are motion lights, so we won’t need the flashlight for a while.”

“Okay, you take hold of it and go first. Show me what you discovered.”

The two made their way down the narrow staircase into the main area, where the three different tunnels branched off.

“It’s pretty cold down here, and what’s that nasty smell?” her father said.

“It’s coming from the tunnel on the right that’s filled with thick spiderwebs. I never made it down that one because the foul smell was making me sick. I’ll try it another time when I’m better prepared.”

Jill directed her father down the one where she found the altar. As they got halfway through, the bright light showed up.

“Where’s that coming from, Jill? It’s blinding me.”

“I have no idea, but don’t worry, Dad. When I was down here yesterday, it came up then too. It seems to be coming from above us. It might be there to discourage people from going any farther or has some meaning regarding what you are about to see. Once we get to the end and into the chamber, the light changes to a dimmer color.”

Jill told her father to shield his eyes with his hand. She grabbed hold of his other hand and directed him into the chamber with the altar and blue lighting.

“Wow! What is this place? It looks like something I saw once in a lecture about cults and what happened after giving some of their converts mind-altering drugs. Do you think something like that was happening here?”

“I don’t know, but it is a bit strange.”

Jill let go of her father’s hand so he could move around and look at everything. She wasn’t sure now if she should have taken him into the tunnels. His color had become ashen.

“Dad, are you alright? Your color’s a bit off. Maybe we should leave.”

Her father nodded his head and started back towards the entrance. Jill turned the flashlight on so he could see his way out more clearly. When they got to the end and into the larger space, he sat on the floor, struggling to catch his breath.

After a short time, he stood back up. “I’m feeling a bit better now. Can you show me what’s down the middle tunnel?”

“Sure. Follow me. This one’s short and ends with a brick wall. There are a lot of old carved markings on the walls. I think they might be from prehistoric times.”

Jill turned on her father’s flashlight, and the two made their way down the tunnel, stopping to look at each carved figure. It was like reading a story about a different society’s life. When they got to the end, Jill’s father sat on the floor again to rest.

“Dad, I think we should go back upstairs now. This is a lot to take in. We need to find out more about this house.”

Making their way back up the stairs and into the library, Jill’s father sat on the lawn chair she had brought in last night. “Can you get me a glass of water? All that dust down there made my throat dry.”

First, Jill pushed down on the metal ring to close the secret door and put the books back on the shelf. She wanted to shut out the cold but especially the nasty smell.

A few minutes later, Jill returned with two glasses of water and sat across from her father. She wasn’t sure how he was taking this strange discovery, but he didn’t look particularly well.

“Dad. Are you okay? You look pale and aren’t saying anything.”

“That is a lot to take in. I lived in this house for more than twenty years and never knew what was right under me. I wonder if your mother knew?”

“Maybe, since she lived in this house before you bought it. But why would she not tell you?”

Jill’s father lifted up his shoulders in dismay. It all seemed to be a mystery to him. She wondered if he would help her pursue it further. But, even if he didn’t, she had to know more.

“Dad, I think I’ll go down to the library for a while to see what I can find out. Maybe there’s something in the old newspapers about the church group and the people they helped like Mom.”

“Okay. I’m going to go lay down for a while and let all of this soak in. Call me if you find anything important. I’ll see you when you get back.”

Jill cleared off her father’s breakfast dishes and put them in the dishwasher. She went upstairs before leaving and peeked in on her father. He was fast asleep. She quietly got in her car and left.
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Once at the library, Jill asked the librarian where she could find local newspapers from thirty years ago. She was directed to a room on the second floor that contained microfiche and the machines used to read them.

The person in charge of the room explained that microfiche came in the form of a flat card. This unique card was comprised of transparent film used to store old prints in miniaturized form. Jill was shown how to place the card under the reader machine's lens, enlarging it for easier reading.

"Is there a way to make copies of anything I find?"

"Yes. The machine allows you to either e-mail it to yourself, save it on a flash drive, or print it here for ten cents a copy."

Jill was directed to the drawer containing all local newspapers from the last thirty years. She was amazed at how so much information could be stored on such a small amount of film.

Jill's father had told her that before he bought the house, it was known as Haven House. She started looking through the newspapers from thirty years ago and went forward from there.

While going through the first five years, there was nothing about Haven House. Then, one came up dated May 2, 1995. She enlarged it so she could read it better and was stunned. The top of the page had in bold letters, "Ivy Harbor High School Elites Monthly Report on Haven House." All of the writers were students.

From the first date, Jill found monthly articles by the students relating to Haven House that elaborated how the group helped young people in trouble to heal and move forward. Several articles also mentioned the people who lived there going out into the community, feeding the homeless, and bringing them clothes and medicine. 

When she got to the year before her father bought the house, the articles stopped. Jill printed out all the articles she had found. Also, she saved them on the flash drive she had in her purse in case she needed to print more copies at home.

Going back downstairs, after collecting all her printouts, Jill returned to the librarian's desk. "Excuse me. Do you know any of the students who wrote these articles on Haven House?"

After looking at the bylines on the articles Jill showed her, the librarian said she knew Sadie Prescott, a long-time friend from high school.

"My name is Jillian Baines, and I live in the house she was writing about. I'm trying to learn more about the previous owners for a school project. Do you know how I can contact her?"

"Sadie lives just outside of town. I'm sure she won't mind speaking with you."

The librarian wrote down a telephone number on the bottom of one of the pages Jill had printed. As the librarian handed back the articles to her, Jill thanked her for all her help.

When she got back to her car, Jill called the number on the paper. No one answered. The call went to voicemail. Jill left a message for Miss Prescott telling her who she was and asked if she could call her back. She mentioned that it was about the articles she had written regarding Haven House years ago.

****
[image: ]


Getting home, Jill found her father was up and sitting in the living room watching football. He smiled at her as she sat on a chair across from him. Jill didn't know if she should disturb him with the information right now, so she just picked up her knitting project and concentrated on that.

Once the game was over, her father tapped her on the arm to get her attention. "So, did you find anything at the library about this house?"

"Yes, but you'll be surprised to know that the articles I found were written by students from the high school."

"That's strange. Your mother never mentioned anything about students talking to them. Was there any information about the tunnels below the house?"

"I never saw any mention of the tunnels."

"So, what were the articles about then."

"Most of them talked about the church group’s work with young people like Mom who needed help when she arrived there. The student reporters put in a few conversations they had with some of the people running the place but never anything from the actual ones living there."

"So you hit a dead-end about the tunnels, I guess."

"Maybe not. The librarian gave me the telephone number of one of the students who wrote the articles. She apparently still lives in the area. I called, but no one answered. I left a message asking her to call me back."

Jill took out the articles she printed at the library and handed them to her father so he could read them himself. They both wondered whether or not this woman would have any more information about the tunnels.
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"Hello."

"Is this Jillian Baines?

"Yes."

"This is Sadie Prescott. You were inquiring about the articles regarding Haven House? What can I help you with?"

Jill didn't want to discuss anything on the phone. She needed to be able to evaluate this Sadie person face to face.

"Could we meet somewhere to discuss this?"

"Where are you located?"

"I live at the house you wrote about along with my father. Your friend at the library told me you live outside of town. Do you live far from here?"

"About ten miles west of that location. How about we meet around three o'clock at The Matinee downtown?"

"That would be great. I'll meet you out front. Do you look anything like your picture from the articles?"

"Pretty much, except I'm a lot older, and my hair is red now. See you then."

Jill told her father all about getting a meeting with Sadie Prescott for later that afternoon. Hopefully, she'd get some answers about the tunnels and what the altar area was used for.

Jill got a long-handled broom and told her father she was going into the tunnels to try once more to clear out all the spider webs and see where that tunnel led to.

Bringing her father's battery-operated lantern with her this time, Jill covered her face with an old kerchief left over from a past Halloween costume. She made her way down the stairs, through the lit tunnels, and into the open area.

After entering the right tunnel, Jill started to pull down the webs. But, as she moved farther and farther inside, they seemed to get denser and became harder to pull down with just the broom.

Jill stopped to try and catch her breath. Even with her face covered, the smell seemed to be getting stronger the farther she moved forward, almost choking her. She couldn't figure out what was creating that smell, and now, feeling sick, decided to give up.

She turned around, made her way back to where the three tunnels started and went back upstairs into the library. Jill closed the door, shutting out the cold air and foul smell, leaving the removed books on a nearby table. 
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Jill left a half-hour early and made her way to the local coffee shop and bakery in the middle of downtown, known as The Matinee. She parked her car on the side of the building, got out, and stood near the entrance to wait for Miss Prescott.

Looking up at the building, Jill remembered this used to be a theatre. The year
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