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IN THE PIT OF YOUR STOMACH
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An Interactive Horror Story
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The sun shines hazy in the sky, the humidity wavering between the trees that separate your yard from the neighbors. You like the privacy. There’s a mutual agreement to let the greenery grow over, and you all mind your business and keep your noses out of each other’s affairs. Maybe it’s not all that neighborly, keeping to yourself so much, but you appreciate the quiet. You’ve got exactly one good friend to call your own, and as far as you’re concerned, you don’t need more than that.

Days like this, the air feels thick enough to wade through, getting stuck in the back of your throat. Cicadas drone from somewhere along the back line of the property, and the banjo twang of bullfrogs echoes from the untended swamp of the unseen yard next-door. You stand on the back step of the porch, the boards going soft and warped under your tattered converse from the constant damp. The whole porch will have to get replaced soon enough, before it rots out from under you. Things rot fast around here.

There is a hole in your backyard.

It wasn’t there yesterday, and you didn’t notice it this morning, though it could have come up overnight. A sinkhole, most likely. Something spontaneous and quiet. It’s a few feet in diameter and perfectly round, with clean, smooth edges. Nothing like any sinkhole you’ve seen before.

The summer’s been uneventful so far. Hurricane season is officially underway, though no storms have landed yet. Your yard is always wet, recent rain or no, but this doesn’t look like flood damage. You’d say it’s manmade, but you’d have heard the machinery needed to do it.

Stepping off the porch and into the grass, you’re cautious in your approach. With every step, your unease grows. The hole smells of wet earth and the dark underground scent of cold stones hidden from the open air and the sun for too long. Creeping up to the edge, you’re careful to keep your movements slow and your steps light to avoid triggering whatever made that section of your yard collapse in the first place.

The hole is impossibly black. The sun, high overhead in a point just past noon, does nothing to light it. Your stomach swoops as you lean down to pick up a stray pebble, and when you straighten, you feel sick. It’s not right, standing so close to the hole. It feels dangerous. Like there's something down there you shouldn’t know about.

You toss the rock in, expecting to hear a thunk when it hits loose soil, or a splash of water.

There’s nothing.

You can't tell whether the rock hit something too soft to hear, or if it’s still falling.

Whatever this hole is, you can't just leave it sitting open in the middle of your backyard.
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Go to the shed to collect some boards to cover the hole.

Call your friend to ask them to come over and help.
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Fishing your phone from your jean pocket, you swipe to your best friend’s contact and dial. If anyone will know what to do about a bottomless mystery hole, it's Sam. They’re handy. You've yet to pitch them a problem they can't solve, even if the way they go about solving it gets kind of unorthodox sometimes.

They pick up on the third ring. “Hey, what’s up?” Sam’s drawl is comfortingly familiar, slow and lazy as an August day.

You stare down the hole, not wanting to get too close. “I need your help with something.”

They’re pulling into the driveway fifteen minutes later.

“I just want you to take a look at it,” you explain, leading them around the back, “and tell me what you think.”

Sam stands at the edge of the hole with one hand on their hip, hat tipped low to shade their eyes. Their hair’s getting long again, brown strands trying to escape their ponytail, curling over their shirt collar. They’ve got a cowboy hat and boots to match their drawl, a pocket knife and the kind of loyalty you only find in dogs or war movies. “You don't know how it happened?” they finally ask.

You shake your head. “Didn’t hear a thing last night, but it was like this when I got out here after lunch. You think it could be a sinkhole?”

A long minute passes as they study it from every angle, pacing the perimeter like a lion in its cage, lazy and confident without being cocksure. They don’t get too close to the edge either.

“I think it's bad news,” they finally say, “whatever else it is. You're going to want to get rid of it.”

“No shit. It’s deep, though. Too deep to fill in with gravel or rocks or whatever.”

They give a pensive nod. “You know what’s down there?”

“Didn’t hear any water,” you offer, which is a complete non-answer.

“Well. You want to take a closer look, or you just want to deal with it without asking too many questions?”

———
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Agree to take a closer look.

Get rid of the hole without looking any closer.
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“It doesn’t feel natural,” you mutter. It’s embarrassing to admit, superstitious-like, but you haven’t lived in the ass-end of Florida all these years to start denying your gut instinct now. Some things just don't have any good natural explanation, and this hole is one of them. “Let’s get rid of it.”

Sam nods laconically, reaches out to clap the side of your shoulder. “I got just the thing,” they assure you, because of course they do. They’ve always got just the thing for any situation. That's why you called them in the first place.

You follow them back to their truck, and there in the flatbed they've got a bundle of what looks an awful lot like illegal dynamite. Whatever expression your face is making, Sam offers up a crooked grin and a wink.

“No better way to solve a problem.”

At least when the problem’s a bottomless hole, you figure they're probably right.

Sam’s got a real redneck approach to health and safety shit, always has done, so they don’t do much more than set the stuff and drop it down the hole the same way you dropped that pebble. As soon as they let go, they grab your arm and drag you all the way back to the driveway, as if you need convincing to get clear before it blows.

And does it ever. You feel the rumble under your feet at first, like an earthquake, before the ground erupts like a volcano, a mushroom cloud of stone and earth and tree roots bursting up as high as the housetop.

“Fuck me,” you swear, catching hold of your friend with both hands just to keep your balance. The ground bucks under you like a rodeo bull, just once, before the dust settles and everything quiets down again. Quiets down, but doesn’t go still. The earth keeps shifting around, all that displaced mass suddenly remembering that gravity matters, and trying to sink deep to fill in all the gaps the explosion made.

Sam lets out a long whistle, looking pleased with the results. “You think that did the trick?”

“Don’t know what to try next if it didn’t.”

You creep forward, testing your path’s stability with every step, until you get to ground zero. The hole is gone, or maybe it's everywhere. It’s definitely filled in. Chunks of debris are scattered across a ten-foot radius. Your yard looks like a bomb just went off, which you guess is basically what happened.
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Sift through the rubble.

Head for the shed to start cleaning up.
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Squatting down, you drag one hand through the rubble, exploratory-like. Sam comes to stand behind your shoulder, casting a long, lanky shadow in front of you.

“Think you're gonna find anything interesting in there?”

“I hope not,” you reply. “Don’t think interesting would be the right word for anything that came out of that place.”

Your fingers catch on something smooth and ivory-colored amid the dirt, and you tug it loose from the other debris to take a look.

“Cow bone?” you guess, offering it up to your friend to get their opinion, but as soon as you move it out of the safety of their shadow, it crumbles, disintegrating between your fingers. You both stare at the charcoal smear of ash it leaves behind.

“I reckon,” Sam says slowly after a minute of silence, “that you might want to bulldoze this whole area. Turn it over, make sure there's no more odds and ends like that one hiding from the sun.”

“Yeah, I think that might be a good idea,” you manage.

“Meantime, get on up. Let’s get ourselves a drink.”

Offering you a hand, they haul you to your feet. Looking around the blast site, you can spot a handful of other ashy areas, a couple of the bigger ones still smoking.

“Yeah, I think a bulldozer’s just what I need.”

Your mouth is dry and a sense of unease sits at the back of your throat, like you've just averted something horrible without really
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