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About This Book

Things couldn’t get much worse for Gary Crawford. Once a big-shot lawyer at a major firm, Gary left his job and moved to the country after a heart attack, hoping to find a new life free of stress. Big mistake. The new house is in shambles. Spiderwebs cover everything, and the spiders are so numerous he finds them in his cereal and in his bed at night. 

And now, the latest problem. The sump pump keeps turning on and off, keeping Gary up all night, and no matter what he tries, he can’t seem to fix it. The sound of the sump pump is driving him mad, pushing him closer and closer to the brink of another meltdown. His wife tells him he’s stressing over nothing. Even his plumber finds nothing wrong with the pump itself.

Because the problem isn’t the sump pump. Something in the sump pit is operating the switch at night. And when Gary comes face to face with the culprit, another heart attack will be the least of his worries... 
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Sump Pump

Gary Crawford settled into his queen-size bed, and at first everything seemed ordinary. The cotton sheets felt cool against his skin. As his body warmed the foam mattress, it became more giving, sucking him down like quicksand. 

Across from the bed, the open doorway to the master bathroom spilled out warm incandescent light. Inside the bathroom, Gary’s wife Jackie brushed her teeth. The motor of her electric toothbrush whirred and echoed noisily in the silence of the vaulted, eight-foot ceilings of their sprawling old farmhouse.

Closing his eyes with a sigh, Gary let the day’s cares drain away. He visualized relaxation as a bright light, moving slowly over each part of his body; and he visualized his worries as a kind of sweat, pouring out of him with every breath. It was a relaxation tactic his psychiatrist taught him. Gary’d been using it lately to help him sleep.

In his mind, Gary moved the relaxing light across his bald head and sallow face, wrinkled prematurely at the age of only forty; down his sagging turkey neck, his flabby chest and bulging belly, his bony, hairy arms and legs. He breathed the fresh air into every part of him, breathed out the toxins...

He frowned. He focused his warm, imaginary light on his legs, but there was something there he couldn’t burn away.

Something tickling him, like a hair on his thigh.

He went to scratch it lazily—and felt his finger brush something solid.

Gary threw back the comforter and screamed.

A fat spider writhed next to his leg, its body as big as a dime. Its thick, hairy legs thrashed as it righted itself; then it scurried with lightning speed over the sheets to the edge of the bed.

Jackie emerged from the bathroom, dressed in her bathrobe, her dark hair wet. She blinked at Gary in alarm, her toothbrush in hand, a ring of toothpaste around her mouth. “What? What’s happening?”

“Get a paper towel!” Gary flung back the sheets and sprang off the bed with an agility that surprised him. He lunged to turn on the light. “We got a real fat one.”

“What? A bug?” Jackie’s panic faded into impatience. She rolled her pretty blue eyes and ducked back into the bathroom.

“Another goddamn spider. Hurry up already! Where’d it go?”

Gingerly, Gary lifted the bed sheets, searching for the spider, his heart pounding. He hated spiders, and they seemed to be the one thing—besides long-delayed repairs and maintenance—that this farmhouse had in abundance.

He shouted these thoughts at his wife, in more colorful terms, as she handed him a wad of paper towels. “Goddamn spiders! Nothing but goddamn spiders everywhere. And we paid how much for this place?”

Behind him, Jackie planted her hands on her hips. She was young, dark-haired and voluptuous, full at the breasts and hips, yet slender in the thighs and waist. She was only thirty, and had never had children—a fact that bothered her more and more lately, to Gary’s vague dismay.

“You wanted the country, you got the country,” she teased. “What, did you think there’d be no spiders out here?”

Gary searched for the spider under the bed, between the sheets, under the pillows. Finally he started pulling the sheets off the bed. “Where is the little bastard?” 

He was angry—at the intrusion of the creature into his bed, yes, but also by his own fear of it, the way it had startled him in front of his wife. He hated spiders, but he was still the man here. He wasn’t supposed to be afraid of spiders.

Jackie sighed and moved closer, touching his naked shoulder. “I guess it got away,” she said gently. “Just let it go.”

“So the bastard can climb in with us again at night?”

“How’s the saying go?” She traced her fingers down his arm in a teasing way. “You’re always within a few feet of a spider. Or is it eight spiders?”

“Around here, it’s more like a thousand,” Gary grumbled. He hated to admit defeat, but he could rip the whole bedroom apart and still not find it. The eight-legged little bastards were quick. He slapped the wad of unused paper towels on the dresser. “Sorry. Let’s make the bed.”

She moved to help him, her head tilted thoughtfully. “I think eight is how many you eat in your sleep in a lifetime.”

As he tucked the bed sheet in, he rolled his eyes. Sometimes he didn’t know if she was messing with him on purpose or just airheaded. “Are you trying to keep me up all night?”

“Sorry!”

When they made the bed, Gary reluctantly turned off the lights and climbed in next to his wife. They’d only been married half a year now, though they’d been together longer. She’d been his secretary back at the law firm in New York, only twenty six when they met. By then, he’d been through one divorce already, getting out luckily with no kids. That he’d managed to get out with no child support and next to no alimony had made him a hero among the other partners. 

Jackie was the second time around, and this time he thought he knew what he wanted in a wife and a marriage.
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