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      For Brian––big brother, best friend,

      and my usher into the theatre

      of the macabre.
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      The train thundered along the tracks, ignorant to the threat in its belly.

      Jack “Junior” Garret awoke with his face inches from the scarred wall of the rocking train car. His head thumped with each slow blink of his eyelids, pulsing with pain. The early morning light bleeding into the car felt like thumbtacks pushing into his pupils. He moaned as he clutched his clammy forehead with an even clammier hand.

      “Damn rotgut.” The words rolled over his desiccated tongue like tumbleweeds in an arid landscape.

      The swaying of the car caused his bowels to churn, as if something deep inside him had just taken a corner at high-speed. His mouth filled with saliva, bringing bittersweet relief to the parched tongue. Junior spat several times, willing himself not to puke, and stared at the deep gouges in the metal wall, trying to piece together the events of the previous night. The last thing he could recall from his foggy memories was old Popo stumbling into the darkness toward the door of the tilting freight car. The old man had grumbled about having to see a man about a mule, wrestling with the buttons on the front of his overalls with one drunken hand, the other holding the camping lantern aloft.

      Junior vaguely remembered lying in the same spot he currently found himself, watching the bright light in Popo’s grasp shrink, swaying with the train’s movements. Then, the grating moan of the door as Popo slid it open had reached his ears, allowing the rushing sounds of the passing night into their temporary home. Bright agonizing sunlight and the lurching train jolting him from his whiskey-induced coma were his next memories, as if several frames of film had been cut away, the remaining ends spliced together.

      Junior knew the boxcar door remained open; painful sunshine and the clang of the wheels on the tracks pinballing inside his skull were a dead giveaway.

      “Popo?” he said,  resembling a croaking bullfrog. When he didn't receive a reply, Junior shuffled to a seated position, his leaden head threatening to topple from his sore neck.

      “Popo?” he said even louder, every pain in his body boiling up to his brain, the pressure pushing on the back of his eyeballs. Moaning again, he squeezed his skull with both hands to keep it from cracking open, mentally begging for last night's dinner of cold canned ravioli to stay in his belly as the train jostled him like a sadistic carnival ride.

      After the aches and nausea subsided to a tolerable level, Junior dropped his dirty hands to his lap and searched the opposite end of the boxcar for his friend. Sprawled against the far wall, his back facing Junior, laid Popo.

      “You lucky bastard,” Junior said to the still form of his longtime travel companion. “I thought you took a dive with your dick in your mitts, old boy.”

      Junior—better known as Garret by most friends, except Popo, who insisted on calling him Junior, leading many to mistake the old man as his father—has traveled this route up and down the east coast of Florida several times over the years with his old friend, working odd jobs to keep food and booze in their bellies, doing their best to keep off the radars of local police. On a couple of occasions they even made it as far north as Maine, but both men preferred mild winters, and always returned to sunny Florida. Then the unbearable summers would drive them back north, to cooler states. Nowadays, these treks along the coast seemed to constitute the majority of their lives—traveling north and south like mercury in a thermometer.

      They were making their way north once again, getting a head start before the humidity of summer set in. This would prove to be a decision they’d both regret.

      Over the years of travel, the rails have taken a toll on their aging bodies. Not to mention the constant drinking and poor diet, which accelerated their declining health. It’s the life they’d chosen to live, and despite its hardships, it’s the life they preferred. But Junior wondered sometimes—usually during a rare sober moment—how they've managed to survive this long with their train-hopping lifestyle, and why the hell they even still did it. He had that thought right now as he struggled to his feet, wobbling as if on a stormy sea instead of a rocking freight train, suddenly having to see his own man about a different kind of mule. His guts gurgled, protesting the shift in elevation as he stood.

      Junior groaned, clutching his flabby paunch. “Oh shit.”

      A hangover on the rails is no picnic, but having to take a dump off a moving train is even worse.

      He staggered toward the open door, which remained out of view behind the stacked wooden crates dominating the left side of the freight car. Using the stacks for support, Junior shuffled in the direction of his old friend, his right foot punting an empty whiskey bottle (the remains of the rotgut shared by the duo the night before). The bottle slid across the floor, ricocheting off the back of Popo's head with a hollow tone. Junior cringed and braced himself for the old man's signature tirade of colorful curses.

      Popo didn't move. He didn't utter a word.

      Worried, Junior moved toward the still form. “Popo? You okay, you old rummy?”

      As Junior stumbled forward past the crates the open doorway came into view on his left, and so did the little boy sitting on the floor in the center of the opening. The child sat with his back to Junior, legs dangling over the edge above the passing rails. His skinny right arm rested on a rusted gas can as if it were an old chum enjoying the passing scenery along with the young boy.

      Junior, realizing he had stopped moving, found his feet again and inched forward. “Hey, kid.” The boy didn't turn around. In fact, he seemed to have not heard the greeting at all.

      “Hey … Kid,” he said a little louder, clutching his throbbing skull again. “You all right? Where the hell you come from?”

      Still no response.

      As Junior inched closer to Popo he studied the gas can under the boy's arm. It was coated with rust, the nozzle gone, the hole capped with a dirty rag. Junior laughed the raspy cackle of a longtime smoker. “You run outta gas, kid?”

      The boy moved slightly in response to the question, his right arm sliding the can closer to his body as if protecting it. Other than this small movement, the kid looked to Junior like a sculpture, a strange piece of modern art framed perfectly by the square opening and bright shaft of sunlight falling into the car. Even the exposed flesh of the boy’s skinny arm was an ashen gray, as if carved from stone.

      I hate modern art, Junior thought.

      An involuntary shiver ran through Junior, and with his attention on the strange kid, he walked into Popo, his grimy sneaker thumping into the old man's back. “Oops. Sorry, Popo.” Junior nudged his silent friend with his shoe once more, his eyes bouncing back and forth from Popo and the odd little boy still sitting in the doorway, frozen like a statue. “Come on old man, walk it off. Train should be stopping soon.”

      Junior focused his full attention on the unresponsive Popo, concern for his old friend more important than the weird little stowaway and his inanimate companion. Using the same filthy sneaker as before, Junior rolled the still body toward him. Popo flopped onto his back, looking up at Junior.

      Junior stared back into his friend's empty eye sockets.

      Stunned by the sight, Junior gasped for air, his whiskey-scented breath huffing from his lungs. Most of Popo's face was gone along with his eyes, dark red sinewy muscle and protruding yellow-white bone all that remained. Tacky blood coated the front of Popo's overalls. A wide canyon had replaced the old man's throat, the wound bloodless, oddly reminding Junior of a catfish’s giant mouth.

      Still hyperventilating, Junior stumbled backward, away from the faceless thing at his feet, wondering why it was wearing Popo's favorite beat-up overalls. He stepped on the empty whiskey bottle, his foot flying up in a perfect imitation of a showgirl’s high kick, sending him to the seat of his pants.

      Junior sat there on the floor of the swaying boxcar, unable to speak, unable to take his eyes off the horror at his feet. He was so numb from the sight of his mangled friend he hardly flinched as a small hand grabbed a clump of his greasy hair. The next sensation, however, definitely caught the attention of Junior Garret—the white-hot sting of a blade unzipping his throat.

      Confused, Junior watched as a spray of red painted the wall of the boxcar. More damn modern art. The phantom hand released its grip on his hair. Junior grabbed his throat with both hands, hot blood spurting between his fingers, splashing onto Popo and the floor of the car. The pain intensified, snapping Junior from his shocked state. His eyes darted frantically, searching for the person that had cut him—the same psycho that must have murdered poor old Popo. Junior tried to turn, but sitting on the floor with both hands gripping his throat made it difficult.

      The boy, he thought, his eyelids becoming heavy. I have …  to help …  the boy.

      He turned his sleepy eyes to the open doorway, eager to somehow warn the child to run, jump off the train if he had to, but the boy was already gone. All by its lonesome, the rusted gas can sat in the vacated doorway, enjoying the beauty of the passing forest.

      Junior, his strength draining, slumped to the floor, flopping onto his side. He rolled to his belly, trying his best to crawl to his mutilated buddy, blood still cascading from the fatal gash in his throat, causing his hands to slide out from under him. He folded to the floor of the car, his face splashing in a warm puddle.

      His last thought, before he slipped from existence, is that the train-hopping lifestyle has finally caught up to him and his friend. Caught up to them with a vengeance. His hangover, his pains, his need to shit, and his concern for the small boy all seem like distant memories now. Jack “Junior” Garret died next to his longtime friend and traveling companion, his bowels releasing their steamy cargo, filling his pants.

      Beautiful morning sunlight and the clanging thump of iron wheels occupied the interior of the boxcar, accompanying the greedy liquid slurps of the small boy as he feasted on the draining corpse.

      The train carved through the forest with mindless resolve, delivering the scourge to its terminus.
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      I-95 passed under the tires, a conveyor belt of asphalt, the forest to either side of the vehicle a never-ending green corridor, capped by a ceiling of beautiful blue sky. The lush hallway unfurled in the distance where road and trees converged into a seemingly unreachable destination. The only break in the barrier of trees were the narrow paths cutting through to the northbound lanes where state troopers lurked like cats waiting to pounce on an unsuspecting bird.

      The breeze whistling through the open window ruffled Justin Marsh’s shaggy, dirty-blonde hair. He took another sip of sweet gas station coffee, glancing at the speedometer. Justin lifted his foot from the accelerator, letting his speed fall back within the posted limit. The last thing he needed was to be pulled over for speeding. Not because he’s a wanted man, but because he feared stopping his forward motion would cause the guilt to catch up to him, setting in like a cancer. And once that cancer spread, he would have no choice but to turn around and head back home.

      Justin shook his head with disgust. I lied right to their faces. To their smiling, sweet faces. I looked them square in the eyes and I lied. Man you’re a piece of shit.

      He shook his head harder, not with disgust, but as if trying to dislodge something nasty from his mind—something poisonous.

      “It's okay,” he said. “They knew I was lying. They could see it on my face and I could see it on theirs. They would've stopped me if they really wanted to.”

      Trying his best to convince himself of this statement, Justin met his own eyes in the rear-view mirror, hoping his reflection would side with him. His eyes stared back, mocking him. Don’t bullshit a bullshitter, old pal.

      “Shut up,” he said to the mirror, forcing his eyes back to the straight line of highway unrolling before him.

      Justin had left his home seven hours earlier. Had left his aunt and uncle in the driveway, their waving hands and loving smiles chasing him until he'd turned a corner. They believed he was headed to spring break in Daytona Beach. They believed this because that’s where Justin had told them he was headed.

      But Justin couldn’t shake the sense that they knew. His aunt and uncle weren’t idiots. At the very least, the thought must’ve crossed their minds. Daytona Beach is just a hop, skip, and a jump to the damn place for Christ’s sake.

      The place where nothing but bad memories awaited Justin’s arrival.

      

      After the “incident” in Poisonwood Estates, Justin had been sent to live with his relatives: Aunt Anne and Uncle Steve in Dahlonega, Georgia. They were the closest family he had—geographically and emotionally. Growing up, Justin and his family had visited Anne and Steve almost annually, and those memories were all good ones.

      Justin realized that without their care, he wouldn't have made it through the loss of his parents and his brother. They were the closest thing he would ever have to a mom and dad again, and he loved them with all his heart—even if he did still call them Aunt Anne and Uncle Steve, never Mom or Dad.

      That love was why Justin felt such guilt for deceiving them.

      His aunt's eyes—so much like her sister's, Justin's mother's eyes—had welled with tears as he hugged her. He spoke into her ear, the scent of her familiar floral perfume comforting him. “I'll just be a few days, Aunt Anne. It's probably the last chance I'll get to see most of these guys before I start college.”

      “I know. I know, Hon,” Anne said, releasing her hold on her nephew, pushing him to arm's length. She swiped his long bangs away from his eyes. “Just be careful, okay?”

      Justin stared into her damp eyes, her face so much like his mother's, his deception squeezing his heart. “I will be. I promise.”

      A firm hand fell on his shoulder, and a deep voice rang out behind him. “You better. I don't want to get a call that you're in some drunk tank. Cause we'll just leave you there 'til you've learnt your lesson.”

      Justin and his aunt shared a grin. His uncle acted tough with him, but they both knew he was a softy, his love for Justin as strong as if he were his own son.

      “I promise, Uncle Steve. I'll be on my best behavior.”

      Uncle Steve shrugged. “Well … Have fun. Just not too much fun, if you catch my drift.”

      Justin hugged his uncle. “I catch your drift.”

      “You think she'll make it?” his uncle asked after clearing his throat, tilting his head toward Justin's car, his eyes shining with moisture as well.

      Justin looked at the pumpkin-orange Honda Civic with its primer-gray passenger door. The car—shaped like an egg, or some sort of escape pod from an intergalactic starship—waited at the curb. “Oh yeah, she'll make it no problem,” he said with great pride. “She may not look like much, but we've got her purring like a kitten.”

      “Just remember to check her oil every time you stop for gas. Speaking of which.”  Uncle Steve pulled a roll of bills from the front pocket of his dark blue Dickies. “I know you saved some money from your job, but here's a little extra to help out with gas. Inflation and all, you know,” his uncle finished, embarrassed with what was for him an outpouring of emotion.

      Justin had accepted the cash with gratitude, uncertain whether the money he’d saved would be enough to get him back home. That’s how much he felt he needed to make this journey; he had to do it, even if he couldn’t make it back. Something was pulling him, calling him like a distant distress beacon. Back to the place he’d sworn never to return.

      

      Now, just south of St. Augustine, Justin flipped the right turn signal and exited I-95. The first part of his journey was here. And seven hours into his trip, Justin still wasn't sure if he was mentally prepared for it.

      His heart thumping against his chest, Justin turned onto the street leading to Ocean Vista Memorial Cemetery—the final resting place of his family. The name sounded peaceful, but the only vista it offered was four lanes of interstate, and expensive, ugly condos.

      St. Augustine had been their home before they’d moved south. It’s where his parents had grown up and met as high school sweethearts, and had then gone on to get married and start their adult lives. It was where his brother, Clinton, and himself, had been born. Despite all of these historical factors, Justin felt like a stranger in a foreign land as he cruised toward his beloved family.

      Before he could properly ready himself for the visit, the turnoff and cemetery gates loomed on his right. It was probably for the best that he wasn’t prepared; thinking about it would’ve given him the chance to talk himself out of the visit. For a split-second Justin did consider gunning the orange Honda, speeding on to his next destination, but as if on autopilot, the car turned into the drive and rolled through the open gates.

      The grand oaks lining the drive blocked the sun, dropping a curtain of gloom upon the small car. Spanish moss hung from the trees’ arthritic limbs like the ghosts of condemned criminals, swaying in the soft coastal breeze.

      Justin hasn't visited his family's plot in almost six years, but he had no problem finding it, as if drawn to the place, his small car a divining rod tuned to the dead relatives of its operator. With a squeal of brakes, the car jolted to a stop. Justin sat in the idling machine for several seconds, staring out among the shaded tombstones. He finally killed the engine and exited the comfort of his prized vehicle. He went around to the back and lifted the hatchback, reached in, and grabbed the backpack he'd prepared special for just this occasion, closed the hatch, and walked off to see his family.

      Trying his best to not walk on any of the graves, Justin meandered through a litany of dissimilar tombstones, varying in size, age, and coloration. He stopped in front of three stones: two large ones with a slightly smaller one to the right, all sharing the same grayish hue from equal exposure to the corrosive Florida weather.

      Tears filled his vision. “Hi, Mom. Hi, Dad. Hey, Clinton.”

      He sat in the grass, legs akimbo, unzipping the backpack on his lap. “Sorry I haven't come sooner. I brought you guys some things.”

      Justin pulled an arrangement of plastic flowers from the pack. He divvied them up and laid several at the base of each stone. “Here you go.” He placed the flowers in front of his parents’ headstones. “Deal with it, Clinton,” he said when he placed some on his brother's grave.

      “I miss you guys so much,” Justin choked, hanging his head.

      He looked to his brother's stone. “Clinton, you probably know already, but Chewy passed away last summer. He died in his sleep, on his favorite bed. He was the best dog in the world. He saved my life, more than once. I'm sure he's there with you now, watching over you. Give him a pat on the head for me, will ya?”

      Justin pulled a photo from the front pocket of the backpack. It showed the brothers with their arms around a shaggy brown dog. Justin and Clinton both stared at the camera with tough-guy looks. Chewy looked off to the side, his mouth open in a classic canine grin, tongue hanging out, not a care in the world. He set the picture at the base of Clinton's stone. “This is yours. I have a copy on the wall at home.”

      He then pulled a pamphlet of papers from the bag, carefully encased in a plastic folder. He held the stack of pages toward Clinton's stone. “I think these are why I feel the need to go back, Clinton. These are some of your comics, the last ones you did. I've read them over and over again. They're amazing. They're the reason why I'm taking Art in college next year, you know. I started drawing my own stuff not long after I moved in with Aunt Anne and Uncle Steve. It wasn't until recently that I got a strange feeling from these, though. A feeling that you were trying to tell me something. Something of what happened at Poisonwood.”

      The familiar illustrations flashed by as he thumbed through the pages. “They're different…more vivid. They seem so real to me. Not the usual comic book monster and horror stuff we were into back then, you know.”  He paused on one particular drawing—a detailed portrait of a young boy. The face was instantly recognizable—Jerry Harris, the first kid to go missing that cursed summer. But the uncharacteristic strange eyes and demonic grin on Jerry's face brought back images of Justin’s mother. Her face had looked like this as she’d stalked Justin, her intent obvious. If Chewy hadn't intervened, his mother would have killed him just like she had his father.

      Justin caressed his mother’s stone, mentally assuring her that he didn’t blame her, that it hadn’t been her fault.

      Like every other time he'd stared at the drawing recently, the same thought popped into his head: Why would you draw Jerry like this, Clinton? Why would you draw Jerry at all?

      Stuffing the pamphlet back into the bag, Justin stood. “I'm gonna find out what happened to you guys, I promise. I know I can't bring you back. I can’t go back in time and change history, but … but at least I'll know what happened. And who knows, maybe I'll finish what you started, Clinton.” He held the drawings aloft. “Maybe I’ll finish your story.”

      He touched each stone lovingly, turned, and walked back to the car.

      He cranked the engine and let loose a tremendous sigh. The first step had gone better than planned. He'd originally thought that seeing the graves would end his strange desire to return, make him cut and run, join his friends in Daytona Beach. But sitting there in his orange escape pod, Justin felt his urge to find answers swell within him, stronger than ever.

      He took one last glance at his family, now reduced to three moss-shaded stones jutting from the earth like rotting teeth from diseased gums. Heat flushed his face, the sight of the headstones filling him with vengeful anger.

      Justin thought of one of his uncle’s many favorite sayings, ‘Everything happens for a reason.’

      If that’s the case, Justin thought. I’m going to find that reason, and kick it right in its teeth.

      He put the car in first gear, popped the clutch, and sped out of the cemetery. The compact car merged back onto the highway, a blood cell entering a vein, en route to the heart.

      To Hopkinsville.

      And Poisonwood Estates.
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      She sensed it.

      She’s close.

      She stood, her belly bulging from the recent meal. Leaning out of the boxcar, she studied the passing trees. Yes, she was definitely close now. She could detect her tree's presence, the feeling growing stronger with each thump of the train's wheels.

      She glanced over her shoulder at the carcasses sprawled out on the freight car’s floor. The wind and sun had turned the delicious blood into a thick, gummy puddle of dark syrup. Even though she’d enjoyed slaughtering these men, she regretted jumping onto this particular car. When the bodies were discovered, the people known as cops would come. This is one thing she’s learned about this place, this time. And that’s the last thing she wanted. She hoped the men would be found far away from here, far from this section of forest she considered her home now.

      Home.

      The word etched a grin on her face. On the little boy’s face. Dried blood fell from her cheeks like flakes of rust. She looked at the gas can as if it were an adorable kitten. Soon, we’ll be home.

      She pressed the gas can to her thin chest. Although empty now, it had held the precious sand for many years as she carefully recruited slaves to help her feed, rationing the substance like water in a vast desert.

      The more she fed the longer she could stay in this vessel. Looking back over the many years since her first death, over the many vessels she’s inhabited, she thought this might be the longest period of freedom she'd ever experienced. Her vengeance had ebbed as the distance from her tree had increased, and for the first time, she’d eaten merely to exist.

      Now, as she approached her woods, she once again could feel her bloodlust rise up, stronger than ever. The grin morphed into a snarl. No more would she settle for the pathetic humans that slept in trains, or the thin, foul-tasting people that lived under bridges or in abandoned buildings. She wanted to reign again. To fill her tree with as many leaves as it could hold.

      She smiled again, exposing dark, chipped teeth stained with blood. She patted the gas can as if burping a small baby.

      Calm. Calm. We have all the time in the world. We'll take it slow this time.

      Over the years she’d discovered the benefit of having a child as her vessel: nobody feared a helpless child. Especially one as pathetic looking as this one—thin, dirty, alone. She'd learned to be careful, using her innocent appearance to her advantage.

      Her smile broadened, showing blackened gums, as the train traversed a thin, winding river. She gazed up ahead. The front of the train vanished from view as it made a long, lazy turn.

      Yes, very close now. Her grip on the metal can tightened, its edge digging into the boy’s bony ribcage. As the train straightened out, and the trees crowded the tracks, she jumped. She hit the gravel ballast along the tracks and rolled down to the edge of the forest, suffering several gashes that oozed a thick, umber substance.

      She stood, not feeling the pain, watching the train rumble out of sight. Still clutching the can to her chest, she turned and walked into the woods.

      Birds took to the sky and creatures scurried through the brush as a wicked laugh reverberated throughout the forest.

      A warning that the evil that lives here has come home.
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