October 14, 2007

Janet,

Alone in the dark I heard the sounds.

Crunch … hiss. Crunch … hiss.

Ahead of me, stretching over the entire street—an elongated shadow of a person. Grotesquely tall and skinny, a warped silhouette. Moving slow but steady, spindly arms stretching, pulling back, stretching, pulling back.

What was this?

It was nearing 5:00 a.m. as I jogged up the street. That day promised to be a busy one. I had to drive two hours each way to meet with a client about a marketing project.. The only way to get a run in had been to leave my house at 4:30, long before dawn. 

I was younger then. 

The sounds intensified as I neared the shadow, the pound, pound, breathe of my own jogging rhythm fading in my ears. 

Crunch … hiss. Crunch … hiss. In beat with the shadow’s movement.

Spider-fingers skittered down the back of my neck.

My feet brought me close to the freakish apparition, soon to run over it. I turned my head to the right, searching the yard of an expensive stucco home for its origin. 

A man. Digging.

Legs wide apart, shovel in his hands. Half-dimmed lantern on the ground behind him. He extended his arms—and his skinny silhouette did the same. The shovel connected with ground. 

Crunch. 

The man arced back and to the side—and his shadow arms mocked. Dirt and tiny rocks flowed off onto a growing pile. 

Hiss.

I shuddered. Someone digging before daylight. Alone.   

Why?

Heart pumping, I sprinted by. Leapt over the horrific shadow, as if touching it would taint me, fill my head with the surely aberrant thoughts of a man who chose to dig—to bury some secret, heinous thing—in the dark.

A body? 

What if he saw me?

Fresh sweat popped down my arms. Sudden vulnerability nipped at my heels. What had I just witnessed? What havoc would such unwanted knowledge wreak with my life?

I cut my run short and veered for home.

The sight of that shadow, the sounds, the why? rattled all day in my head. 

I was a nonfiction writer then, churning out brochures and annual reports and magazine articles for clients who hired me to make them look good. But in my mind, in my dreams, I was a novelist.

Years passed. At the birth of our second child, I took the leap to learn fiction, turning my back on my business, the steady income it produced.  I wanted to grab readers’ emotions, make them shiver and yearn and cry. I wanted to create.
Ten years I studied the craft. Read and read. Wrote and rewrote. Saw my work rejected. Quit—more than once. But always, like a sailor to Sirens’ call, I dove back in, swam with all my might for the prize of becoming a published novelist.

I wrote a suspense, titled Eyes of Elisha. After a decade of pursuing my dream, I finally sold it. The publisher offered me a two-book contract. What should I write for the second story?

Crunch … hiss. 

That spine-wracking incident had never left me. Some day, I’d known all along, I would write about it. 

What. Was. That man. Burying?

Thirteen years after that dry-throated jog, the scene became the prologue to my novel Dread Champion.

People ask me where I get ideas for my Seatbelt Suspense™. “Life,” I tell them. “Life.” Now with my mind constantly tuned to fiction, any off-hand remark, a moment’s interaction on the street can turn the What If? gears in my mind. But never so stunningly, so grippingly, as that early morning jog in the dark. 

To this day I can still hear the sound.

Crunch … Hiss.

~ BRANDILYN
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