

    
        
          Trouble Like A Freight Train Coming

        

        
        
          A Tai & Trey Story

        

        
        
          Tina Whittle

        

        
          Published by Mojito Literary Press, 2021.

        

    


Table of Contents

Title Page

Trouble Like A Freight Train Coming (A Tai & Trey Story)

Trouble Like a Freight Train Coming

Want More?

Sign up for Tina Whittle's Mailing List

Also By Tina Whittle

About the Author


Trouble Like a Freight Train Coming

© 2017, 2021 by Tina Whittle

All rights reserved.

In accordance with the U.S. Copyright Act of 1976, no part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in, or introduced into a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form, or by any means (electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording or otherwise) without the prior written consent of the copyright owner except in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical articles and reviews.

Without in any way limiting the author’s and publisher’s exclusive rights under copyright, any use of this publication to “train” generative artificial intelligence (AI) technologies to generate text is expressly prohibited. The author reserves all rights to license uses of this work for generative AI training and development of machine learning language models

This is a work of fiction. Any references to real places, real people, real organizations, or historical events are used fictitiously. Other names, characters, organizations, places, or events are the product of the author’s imagination.

First edition published 2017. Second edition 2021.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Trouble Like a Freight Train Coming


[image: ]


I BRUSHED ASIDE A TENDRIL of Spanish moss and positioned myself next to the grave. My tour group gathered in a semi-circle around me, fanning away with their Bonaventure Cemetery souvenir programs. Thanks to a tropical depression loitering inland, Savannah was experiencing an unseasonably warm November, the hottest I could remember in my quarter century upon the earth. A stray breeze from the Wilmington River curled around my neck, and I lifted my ponytail to let it lick my sweat-dampened skin.

“Here in Savannah,” I said, “every step you take, you take with the dead beneath your feet. This is a city literally built on human remains, thousands of years’ worth. It goes back to the first prehistoric inhabitants of the land, the Yamasee and Timucua. Back to the Yamacraw, the first people to welcome James Oglethorpe, who then began layering English dead on top of the indigenous dead. Some have been moved to graveyards and cemeteries, but many still lie deep in the earth, layers of history, layers of stories.”

“Like a lasagna,” one of the men at the back said.

I forced a smile. There was always one in every group.

“Most people aren’t aware of this,” I said. “They get distracted by the cobblestones and carriage rides, the green beer and fried shrimp. But in Bonaventure, you can’t deny it. In Bonaventure, the dead are literally right beside you.”

The crowd nodded and fanned. Yes, the dead were the stars here. They resided in private mausoleums the size of garden sheds, surrounded by stained glass and roses. They rested under benches where they invited the living to sit with them and together watch time and the river flow past. And unlike other historic cemeteries in Savannah, Bonaventure still welcomed new members to its fold. Even as I spoke, a line of black limousines snaked down the white-pebbled path toward a funeral tent.

A woman raised her hand. “Miss Randolph?”

“Call me Tai. Just Tai.”

“Is this place haunted? I heard it’s haunted.”

“Ah, yes. The ghosts.” I sighed theatrically. “We’re not allowed to talk about those on the history tours.”

“But they are here, right? The ghosts?”

The group waited for the answer, expectation in their eyes. They were day trippers from an exclusive retirement community down in Jacksonville. Curious and well-to-do, couples mostly, golfers and shag dancers and cutthroat bridge players. I’d been with them at breakfast, where they’d gossiped about “the paranormal” and “the crime rate” and how Savannah’s measure for both tipped into the red zone. They had a taste for dark and dirty, this bunch.

But as tours went, Bonaventure was sedate. No stories of bloodletting, deception, or depravity—I saved those for my nighttime Mystery & Mayhem tour, a rich cocktail of curses and serial killings and vigilante justice. In the cemeteries, I avoided cheap thrills. And I kept to the truth. Mostly. But sometimes the truth needed a little seasoning.

I dropped my voice. “All I’ll say is, you don’t want to get stuck here after dark. They close the gates and lock you in. There was this one time...hang on a second.”

A familiar but unexpected figure at the back of the crowd was waving at me—Rico, my best friend from high school, now a resident of Atlanta. Tall, husky, dark skin gleaming with sweat, he wore black pants and a black long-sleeved shirt and sunglasses that made him look like a nightclub bouncer.

He’d arrived for a long weekend visit around seven the night before, and we’d immediately hit the bars, stumbling back to my apartment sometime between three and four in the morning. I’d left him snoring on my couch while I’d dragged myself to work, fully expecting him to still be there when I dragged myself back home.

A misplaced expectation, that.

I kept one eye on him as I addressed the group. “We’ll have to save that story for the bus, I’m afraid. It’s time to get started. If you want to do the self-guided tour, follow the path to the Jewish Circle, your first stop. Start your headsets there. If you want to go with me, wait by the obelisk, and I’ll be with you in a second.”

Half the group spread like seeping oil toward the Jewish chapel, the other half toward the obelisk. Several immediately started snapping shots of the forty-foot granite column, stark white against the gunmetal sky. Others aimed their cameras at the weeping stone angels. Overcast days brought out Bonaventure’s weathered charms, which meant my charges would stay busy for a few minutes.

I jogged over to Rico. “What are you doing here?”

Rico looked nervous, like something was sneaking up on him. He didn’t enjoy cemeteries—his Geechee great-grandmother had seen to that. Thanks to her, he wouldn’t eat red food cooked by a stranger or buy shoes for any guy he was dating.

And he didn’t truck with the dead.

He pushed his sunglasses up. “Your boss has been trying to get you. He said you’re not answering your cell.”

I folded my arms. “The battery died, so I left the damn thing on the bus. What’s happened?”

“It’s your cousin Derrick. He’s in the hospital.”

“You mean Derrick Burns?”

“Yeah. He’s in the ICU. And you have to go.”

I was a little dumbfounded. Derrick “Bolt” Burns was a distant cousin in some way I couldn’t track thanks to my mother’s zealous pruning of the family tree. I hadn’t seen him in years, but I’d recently spotted his name in the news. He’d gotten in trouble, the kind that ended in handcuffs, though I also knew the charges had been dropped. None of this explained why Rico was standing in front of me talking about hospitals.

I shook my head. “That doesn’t make any sense. Why me?”

“Apparently, you’re his emergency contact, so it being an emergency, they tried to contact you. At the tour shop. And you weren’t there, so your boss called your cell, but you didn’t answer, so he called your roommate, what’s her name—”

“Hope.”

“Yeah. Her. That chick is seriously unstable, Tai, because the next thing I know, she’s shoving me off the sofa and yelling that I gotta go find you, like it was my fault you were unreachable.”

Rico and Hope had gotten along like struck matches and gasoline. This was entirely unsurprising. But I suddenly had a bigger problem.

“My car’s back at River Street,” I said. “And I have this group through dinnertime.”

“Your boss is sending somebody to cover for you. As soon as they get here, I’ll take you to the hospital.”

“Which one?”

“Memorial.”

Good. Memorial wasn’t too far away, a quick run up Victory Drive then onto Waters. Some spectacularly large marathon had shut down the historic district for most of the morning, and I was grateful I didn’t have to venture back into that tangle of closed roads and clueless pedestrians.

I checked my watch. “I’ll give them my spiel about obelisks until my replacement gets here. You okay with waiting?”

“Sure. No problem.” He turned around and headed for the parking lot. “I’ll be in the car with the air conditioning running. Far away from the dead people.”

***
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Fifteen minutes later, we were on our way, Rico at the wheel, me on his phone trying to figure out what the devil was going on.  

“We called because your name was on the entry form,” the hospital representative said.

“Entry form?”

“For the marathon. Runners never think about carrying ID. If one of them goes down, we have to identify them from their race numbers. They should have canceled the thing, if you ask me. It wasn’t safe out there today.”

Savannah hosted some kind of athletic event every weekend in the fall, when the heat finally started to shear off and the skies turned blue and high and clear. It was a good time for an endurance run...unless it wasn’t. And this day—with a high in the low eighties and a relative humidity close to ninety percent—it wasn’t.

“Are you telling me Derrick got heatstroke?”

“I don’t have that information, I’m afraid. All I know is he collapsed three-quarters through the race and was transported here by ambulance. He’s critical, but stable. We need you here as soon as possible.”

I tried a few more questions, but learned nothing else. Hospitals. Tight as a bank vault with information. When my father had suffered his final heart attack, I’d been desperate to know something, anything, only to keep hitting that brick wall of HIPAA violations and official procedure. The flash of pain at the memory was still fresh. I pulled out my cigarettes.

Rico frowned. “If you gotta smoke, roll the window down.”

I fiddled with the array of buttons on the door handle until the glass lowered. A gust of air rushed in, pulling my hair free of the ponytail holder and whipping dirty-blonde tangles into my eyes. I cupped my hands around the cigarette and lit up. The rotten-egg-and-syrup smell of the paper mills was strong, but layered under that odor was the real perfume of the Lowcountry, the swath of marsh and lowlands that surrounded the high bluff territory of Savannah. Tangy and rich, the scent was almost as calming as a cigarette. Almost.

I blew a stream of smoke out the window. “Do you remember Derrick? He was a senior the year we were freshmen. Blond guy, football team, track and field.”

“I remember. They kept talking about him going to the Olympics.”

“Poor people don’t go to the Olympics.”

“If he was poor, why was he at that bougie school?”

“Scholarship kid.” I held the next inhale in my mouth before letting it out. “He was good-looking and won trophies, though, so he was super popular. Unlike us.”

“All I remember is that he was fast.” Rico put on a thick drawl like the old football couch. “Make way for The Bolt, boys and girls!”

I laughed. “He liked to drive fast too. Had this baby blue ‘77 Nova he bought from the shop teacher for a thousand bucks, all the money he earned
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