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Scene context: In the opening chapter of Jack Kilborn’s 

Afraid, elderly fisherman Sal is enjoying a spot of night 

fishing out on the lake, when a passing helicopter goes 

down in a fireball in the nearby woods. 

Back at home, snuggled up in bed, Sal’s wife Maggie 

hears what she thinks is Sal coming back into the house, 

visiting the toilet, and making himself some popcorn. 

Incensed by Sal’s refusal to answer her calls, Maggie 

rolls back over to sleep... lulled by the sound of Sal’s 

boat as he navigates back to the shore outside. 

 

 Comforted by the thought, she closed her 

eyes. The familiar sound of Sal’s outboard 

motor drifted in through the window, getting 

closer. That Evinrude was older than Sal was. 

Why he didn’t buy a newer, faster motor was 

beyond her understanding. One of the reasons 

she hated going out on the lake with him was 

because it stalled all the time and— 

 

Here, Kilborn’s rhythm allows us to drift away for just a 

moment in Maggie’s thoughts, even though we, the 

reader, know that the person making her home their 

own cannot be Sal. Cutting off in mid-sentence (mid-
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thought) punctuates the moment, stabbing through and 

acting as a shift in the suspense – taking us from our 

own internal worry to a deeper, shared horror with the 

primary character of this chapter. 

 

 Maggie jackknifed to a sitting position, 

panic spiking through her body. If Sal was 

still out on the boat, then who was in her 

house? 

 She fumbled for her glasses, then picked up 

the phone next to her clock. No dial tone. She 

pressed buttons, but the phone just wouldn’t 

work. 

 Maggie’s breath became shallow, almost a 

pant. Sal’s boat drew closer, but he was still 

several minutes away from docking. And even 

when he got home, what then? Sal was an old 

man. What could he do against an intruder? 

 She held her breath, trying to listen to 

noises from downstairs. Maggie did hear 

something, but the sound wasn’t coming from the 

lower level. It was coming from the hallway 

right outside her bedroom. 

 The sound of someone chewing popcorn. 

 Maggie wondered what she should do. Say 

something? Maybe this was all some sort of 

mistake, some confused tourist who had walked 

into the wrong house. Or perhaps this was a 

robber, looking for money or drugs. Give him 

what he wanted, and he’d leave. No need for 

anyone to get hurt. 

 ‘Who’s there?’ 
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The panic begins to increase, now. Stringing multiple 

questions together is a good way to present the racing 

thoughts of a fraught situation. Here, Kilborn uses it to 

reinforce Maggie’s vulnerability. What can she, and her 

no doubt relatively passive husband, hope to do against 

an intruder? 

 

As mentioned in the course, you should notice that 

Maggie’s external dialogue is presented without tags. In 

this case, this isn’t merely for good economy of words – 

stylistically, it keeps the short, punchy pace alive. More 

words than necessary would slow things down. 

 

 More munching. Closer. He was practically 

in the room. She could smell the popcorn now, 

the butter and salt, and the odor made her 

stomach do flip-flops. 

 ‘My... medication is in the bathroom 

cabinet. And my purse is on the chair by the 

door. Take it.’ 

 

Shorter. Closer. More punch. Things are getting 

dangerous. But then notice the stammer in the dialogue. 

‘My... medication is in the bathroom cabinet.’ This is a 

great method of adding a quick moment of pause – a 

holding of breath – to a scary scene. You can imagine 

Maggie’s eyes slowly drifting around the room as she 

speaks into the darkness. 

 

 The ruffling of a paper bag, and more 

chewing. Open-mouthed chewing. Loud, like 

someone smacking gum. Why wouldn’t he say 

anything? 

 ‘What do you want?’ 
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 No answer. 

 Maggie was shivering now. The tourist 

scenario was gone from her head, the robber 

scenario fading fast. A new scenario entered 

Maggie’s mind. The scenario of campfire stories 

and horror movies. The boogeyman, hiding under 

the bed. The escaped lunatic, searching for 

someone to hurt, to kill. 

 Maggie needed to get out of there, to get 

away. She could run to the car, or meet Sal on 

the dock and get into his boat, or even hide 

out in the woods. She could hurry to the guest 

bedroom, lock the door, open up the window, 

climb down— 

 Chewing, right next to the bed. Maggie 

gasped, pulling the flannel sheets to her 

chest. She squinted into the darkness, could 

barely make out the dark figure of a man 

standing a few feet away. 

 

Once more, Kilborn uses interrupted thoughts to drive 

home a sharp shock. Here, they mask the assailant’s 

approach, until we’re sure escape is impossible. 

 

Entering Maggie’s mind, again, continues the firmly 

restricted point of view of the scene – nothing matters 

but what is happening within and without her at this 

moment. 

 

 The bag rustled. Something touched Maggie’s 

face and she gasped. A tiny pat on her cheek. 

It happened again, on her forehead, making her 

flinch. Again, and she swatted out with her 

hand, finding the object on the pillow. 
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 Popcorn. He was throwing popcorn at her. 

 Maggie’s voice came out in a whisper. 

‘What... what are you going to do?’ 

 The springs creaked as he sat on the edge 

of the bed. 

 ‘Everything,’ he said. 

 

This final section drips with menace. Not only because of 

the juxtaposition of the man’s slow approach versus his 

rapid-fire pinging of popcorn but with the way in which 

Kilborn allows it to end. 

The sole dialogue tag belongs to the man, and its 

calmness in the face of Maggie’s untagged speech 

figuratively pulls the end of the scene off into a slow, 

dripping darkness. 

 

 

With this scene at an end, Kilborn breaks away to 

introduce new characters, leaving Maggie’s fate hanging 

in the air – demanding the reader continue to turn pages 

and resolve the situation. 

When the author comes back, Sal is rowing his way to 

shore when the desperate screams of his wife break 

through the night air... 

 Sweet Jesus, Maggie, what’s happening? 

Sal’s arms shook, and he could barely lift the 

oars out of the water, but he kept the rhythm, 

kept the pace. 

 Stroke. 

 Stroke. 

 Stroke. 

 Stroke. 
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 Each stroke closer to home, closer to the 

woman he loved. 

 I’m coming, honey. I’m coming. 

 Sal hadn’t thought anything could be more 

terrifying than his wife’s screams. But he was 

wrong. It was much more terrifying when the 

screams stopped. 

 Sal put his entire body into one final 

stroke, and momentum took him to his pier. He 

fumbled with the line, hooked it to a cleat on 

the dock, and then pulled himself out of the 

boat. 

 ‘Maggie!’ His shout came out more like a 

wheeze. 

 On wobbly knees, Sal shuffled up to shore, 

toward his house. The door was open wide. 

Maggie would never leave it like that. Someone 

was in their house. Someone doing something 

terrible to his wife. He looked around for a 

weapon. On the porch, next to the tables, he 

saw the two-by-four. He used it to club fish 

before he filleted them. Sal picked it up, 

reassured by its weight. Then he went into the 

house. 

 The living room and kitchen were empty. He 

smelled burned popcorn, and something else. 

Something he’d smelled before, but never so 

strongly. 

 Blood. 

 ‘Maggie! Where are you!’ 

 No answer. He went up the stairs as quickly 

as his old legs could carry him, up to the 

bedroom. 
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 Something was sprawled out on the bed. 

 ‘... kill... me...’ 

 Sal couldn’t understand what he was seeing. 

It didn’t look human. When he realized what had 

been done, that the horror on the bed was what 

remained of his wife, the board fell from his 

hand and hit the floor with a dull thud. He was 

barely aware when someone came up behind him 

and pressed a blade to his throat. 

 ‘You must be Sal,’ the man whispered. ‘We 

need to talk.’ 

 

First of all, this segment increases suspense for the 

reader by re-entering the proceedings from the 

viewpoint of another character on their way to the 

previous situation. Forcing us to build back up to the 

reveal is a signature move of effective horror. 

Additionally, the scene acts as further reinforcement of 

the characters of Sal and Maggie. Sal’s physical frailty 

becomes more obvious, and Kilborn continues to tease at 

the emotional connection between the doting couple – 

all the way to the horrific reveal. 

But things are about to get even worse. 

 

 

You may not be surprised to hear that Kilborn once again 

leaves the threat hanging in the air, by moving away to 

introduce one of the book’s main characters, Sheriff 

Streng. 

Soon, however, we’re back to Sal and Maggie’s night of 

terror... 
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Sal Morton hadn’t cried in more than thirty 

years, but he was crying now. The tortured, 

bleeding thing that his wife had become 

continued to twitch and gasp on the bed beside 

him, and rather than be allowed to end her 

agony, the intruder forced Sal to answer a 

series of inane questions. 

 ‘I don’t know.’ 

 ‘When was it?’ The man’s foreign accent was 

heavy, his voice breathy and almost feminine. 

 ‘A long time ago. Years.’ 

 ‘Where?’ 

 Sal eyed his wife, watched her undulate. 

How could she even still be conscious? 

 ‘Please. Just kill her. Kill us both.’ 

 ‘Where were you?’ 

 ‘In town. At the hardware store. Jesus, 

please, can’t you let her die?’ 

 The man did something with his knife, and 

the thing that was Maggie mewled like a sick 

kitten. 

 Sal reached for her, touched her, and this 

prompted more screams. He pulled back his hands 

and clenched his fists, shaking so badly he 

almost fell off the edge of the bed. 

 The man appeared amused. 

 ‘Will killing her help you focus?’ 

 ‘Yes. Dear God, yes.’ 

 ‘Then go ahead.’ 

 

This segment is pure terror and emotional torture. The 

impact here lies in multiple elements. First, pay 

attention to Kilborn’s choice of words. The intruder 
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forces Sal to answer a series of ‘inane’ questions – as 

though what is happening is somehow inconsequential 

to the man. With that one word, Kilborn tells us more 

than is comfortable about this particular home invader. 

Next, the psychological torture. After all we’ve seen and 

heard from these two minor characters in just a few 

introductory chapters of Afraid, the horror of the 

situation hits close to home. This is a loving couple, and 

one now wishes more than anything that he could end 

the life of the other. It’s a subversion of love – 

punctuated by the screaming reaction to a tender touch 

– but it only works because Kilborn has taken the time to 

present those suffering in a sympathetic and vulnerable 

light. 

Lastly, the brutality. This is a prime example of where 

less is more. Kilborn doesn’t need to go into any great 

detail – in fact, he steadfastly avoids it. His description 

allows the reader’s imagination to take over, painting 

details that no amount of gruesome paragraphs could 

deliver. An especially effective sentence is ‘The man did 

something with his knife, and the thing that was Maggie 

mewled like a sick kitten.’ The word ‘mewled’ is packed 

with such vulnerability, such desperate helplessness, 

that we don’t need to know a single thing more than the 

man did ‘something’ with his knife. 

Afraid is regarded as a particularly harsh and 

unforgiving novel, but this is mostly down to the 

ruthlessness with which Kilborn’s villains enact their 

mission. The violence is frequent and shocking, but it’s 

the edge-of-your-seat unpredictability, mystery, and 

uncompromising methods of the antagonist(s) in the 

opening chapters that compel those with the stomach 

for it to keep moving ahead. 


