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Wrong Turn

by AJ ‘theewriter’ Lee 


Ishould have known ... 
As a born and raised southern Black woman, my natural instincts should have warned me that my best friend, who happens to be a southern white woman, was about to get us into some mess we couldn’t get out of unscathed. When she turned her emerald green eyes in my direction and insisted we take a “shortcut” to get to her grandparents’ farm in Mobile, a place she hadn’t laid eyes on since she was seven years old, my Black-ass spidey senses should have kicked me in my rear-end. 
Danger, Will Robinson, it should have blared in the recesses of my mind. 
Nevertheless, I loved the red-headed chaos demon who had come into my life ten years ago, and because she had proven herself to be trustworthy, I ignored that sinking feeling in the pit of my stomach, kicked my bare feet up on the dash, leaned my head against the window, and fell fast asleep. 
Ya girl was tired. I’d been in the office all week working on a marketing plan for a new client Neilanni had brought in. Yeah, let’s get that out of the way. The white woman sitting next to me had the name Neilanni. I was shocked when she told me, too. I was even more shocked to meet her parents and find out that her southern Dixie mother’s name was Kisha. And her father? His name was Leroy. Yes, I know. Fascinating thing about that family.
“My grandmaw named me after her old nanny. Why, my grandmaw loved her something fierce and was mad at my great-granddaddy for a lifetime for sending her away the way he did,” Mrs. Kisha DeFonte had told me over the sweetest iced tea I’d ever tasted when Neilanni first took me to meet her folks. 
I turned to look at the tall, and what they considered-dark, handsome all-American white man when he chuckled. To my eyes, he was a mixture of Jeff Goldblum and Clark Gable. At least six-four and built like he used to run pig skin back in his prime, the man knew how to dress and was easy on the eyes. 
So was Miss Kisha who reminded me of Erica Kane and Dolly Parton at the same time. She was at least five-seven with a bosom money couldn’t buy. 
“I look this good because I’m not a racist bigot,” she’d said when I’d complimented her on how good she looked that same day. “Why, my deddy just knew I was gonna come home with a Black man because that’s just about all I hung around with while in high school and college. All the Black kids I mean.”
“That’s how I met her,” said Leroy after taking a swallow of his Irish whiskey. “I was best friends with Tyrone Bellamy and his cousin, Tyler Williams. I grew up in foster care and their family was the last family to take me in. I was with them for seven years. Best time of my life. I tended to stay away from the Black girls in the neighborhood. All of ’em was pretty, but I didn’t want no smoke with my brothers, so … I was single for a long time.” He laughed now as his eyes took on a gleam that said he was reliving a happy memory. “Then this here long-legged redhead came stomping into the skating rink one night. She was with Shanell Howard and Nicole Redmond. Prettiest girls in the county. They had told me they were gonna bring me something pretty and man did they ever!”
I watched Leroy look at Miss Kisha like she was the second coming as he ran his hand through her red tresses. 
“We been thick as thieves ever since,” Miss Kisha finished. 
Now, back to the present. Neilanni grew up privileged in all the ways her race and privilege deemed so. Whereas Miss Kisha and Leroy only had the privilege of being white growing up, they made sure Neilanni’d had all the other perks that came with it, including wealth. I said all that to say, she could sometimes be as green and naïve as they came. 
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Chapter Two

Wrong Turn


The air changed first. It stopped smelling like interstate asphalt, fast-food grease, and burnt coffee, and suddenly turned into something thick, ancient, and heavy—the smell of wet pine needles, rotting oak, and dirt that had never seen a paving machine. 
My eyes blinked open against the glare of a midday sun that felt too bright, too yellow, cutting straight through the passenger window of Neilanni’s cherry-red Jeep Wrangler. My neck was stiff, locked at an awkward ninety-degree angle against the glass where I’d fallen asleep three hours, or so it felt, ago.
“Neilanni,” I mumbled, my voice raspy as I rubbed a hand over my face, trying to flatten my hair. “Where the hell are we? This don’t look like Mobile.”
No answer.
I sat up straight, blinking the sleep out of my eyes, and looked over. The easy, carefree smile that usually lived on my best friend’s face had been replaced by a tight, white-knuckled grip on the steering wheel. Her emerald-green eyes were darting from the rearview mirror to the narrow dirt track ahead, her shoulders hitched up toward her ears.
“Nee?” I tried again, a cold spike of adrenaline piercing right through my post-nap haze. “Look at me. Where are we?”
“W-We’re fine,” she stammered, her voice pitched an octave higher than normal. “We just missed a turn back there. GPS lost signal, and I thought … well, Daddy always said if you hit the old logging spur past county road 42, you can cut right across the ridge and shave an hour off the trip.”
My Black-ass spidey senses didn’t just tingle, they sounded a full-blown air-raid siren in the back of my skull. Danger, Will Robinson.
“A logging spur?” I hissed, twisting around to look out the back window. All I saw was a wall of dense, choking green kudzu crawling up the trunks of towering pines like grasping fingers, and a road that looked less like a shortcut and more like a passage straight to the underworld. “Neilanni Marie DeFonte, you did not take a logging road. You told me we were staying on the highway!”
“It was just supposed to be a little detour!” she snapped back, panic bleeding through her defensive tone. “I wanted to surprise you, make good time, show you the old country where my folks grew up—”
Pop. Hissssssss.
Both of us screamed blood murder!
The Jeep lurched violently to the right, throwing my shoulder against the passenger door. Neilanni screamed as the steering wheel jerked in her hands. She slammed on the brakes, kicking up a thick plume of rust-colored dust that settled over the windshield like dried blood.
We rolled to a dead stop.
“What was that? What was that?!” Neilanni cried, yanking her hands off the wheel.
“That,” I said, opening my door and stepping out into the suffocating humidity, “sounds like you just bought us a brand-new tire, or better yet, a tow truck we can’t call because my phone has zero bars and yours probably does, too.”
I walked around to the front right. The tire wasn’t just flat; the sidewall was completely shredded, peeled back like a banana skin against a jagged chunk of limestone sticking out of the dirt.
“Oh, God. Oh, God, Jior. I’m sorry,” Neilanni breathed, getting out of the driver’s side and walking around in her cute little white Keds, shoes that were about to be ruined by the deep, red southern mud. She wrung her hands, looking up at the canopy of trees that blocked out most of the sky. “What do we do? Can we change the spare?”
I looked at the back of the Jeep, then down at my fresh French manicure, and let out a dry, humorless laugh. “Girl, the spare in the back is probably flat, too. And even if it ain’t, you think I’m out here jacking up a car in Deliverance country? My ancestors did enough heavy lifting in these woods … I’m not adding roadside assistance to the résumé.”
“Don’t joke,” she whimpered, her voice cracking. “Look around. It’s so quiet. Where are we?”
“I don’t know,” I said, my chest tightening as I scanned the tree line. “But I can tell you where we aren’t. We aren’t near any cell towers, we aren’t near your granddaddy’s air-conditioned farm, and we sure as hell aren’t safe.”
As if on cue, a rusted metal sign caught my eye, half-swallowed by a tangle of briars a few yards down the road. I walked over, kicked away a pile of rotting leaves, and read the faded, hand-painted lettering:
WELCOME TO PURPOSE. FOUNDED 1822. KEEP MOVING.
There was something deeply unsettling about that last part. Keep moving. Not “Welcome, traveler!” or “Population: 1500.” Just a warning.
“Well,” I said, pointing a finger at the sign, “looks like we got ourselves a destination. Come on, Chaos Demon. Let’s go see what kind of southern hospitality awaits us.”
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Chapter Three

What’s the Purpose?


The walk into Purpose felt like walking down the aisle of a church right before someone stands up to object. The air was heavy, suffocating, and watched by a hundred invisible eyes. 
The “shortcut” spat us out onto a cracked, two-lane asphalt road that looked like it hadn’t seen patchwork since the Reagan administration. On either side stood weathered wooden buildings with sagging porches and peeling white paint. An old brick courthouse sat at the center of a dusty square, its clock tower frozen permanently at 4:14.
The strangest part wasn’t that the town looked abandoned; it was that it was occupied, but dead silent.
As Neilanni and I marched down the main drag—me in my linen pants clinging to my legs with sweat, her clutching her leather crossbody bag like a shield—front porch rockers stopped creaking. Heads turned. Cold, hard, washed-out eyes tracked our every step.
“Jior,” Neilanni whispered, her voice trembling as she latched onto my arm with a grip that cut off my circulation. “Everyone is staring. Why are they staring?”
“Because,” I muttered under my breath, keeping my gaze fixed straight ahead, “two women—one Black, one white—just strolled out of the forbidden logging road like we dropped out of a UFO. In a town like this, outsiders are an event. And out-of-towners with melanin are a total anomaly.”
“They look … angry,” she breathed.
“They look like they’re trying to figure out if we’re worth the trouble of burying,” I corrected, though I tried to keep my tone light for her sake. 
Deep down, my stomach was doing triple flips. I could feel the history of this place pressing down on us. 
My mother’s voice echoed in my head, “Nia, don’t you ever let yourself get caught in a small town where there are no Black folks.”
“We need a phone,” Neilanni said, her native privilege flaring up as she tried to take charge. She spotted a faded wooden building with a Coca-Cola sign hanging crookedly over the door: Purpose General & Bait. “Look, a store. Someone inside has to have a landline or a cell booster.”
“Neilanni, wait—” I started, but she was already moving, her red hair bouncing against her back as she hurried up the wooden steps.
I blew out a breath, muttered a quick prayer to every saint, ancestor, and deity I could think of, and followed her up.
The screen door groaned a high-pitched, rusty shriek as Neilanni pushed it open, letting out a blast of cool, stale air mixed with the scent of old tobacco, canned peaches, and cheap beer.
The bell above the door chimed, and the conversation died instantly.
Inside, the store was dim, lit mostly by flickering fluorescent tubes overhead that buzzed like angry hornets. Shelves lined with canned goods, faded boxes of laundry detergent, and jars of pickled eggs stretched into the gloom. And it smelled. Old and stale. Mothballs mixed with unwashed human and something else. Behind a scarred wooden counter stood a man who looked like he had been carved out of a hickory stump and left out in the rain.
He was wearing a stained flannel shirt, a greasy trucker cap, and had a toothpick dangling from the corner of a thin, cruel mouth. His eyes, pale and watery blue, slid off Neilanni’s face and locked onto mine for a fraction of a second too long before crawling back to her.
“Morning, folks,” Neilanni said, her voice dropping into that bright, disarming customer-service cadence she used when trying to close a stubborn client. “Or afternoon, I guess. Listen, our car broke down a mile back on the logging road, and our phones are completely dead. Is there any way we could use a landline, or maybe call a tow truck?”
The man behind the counter didn’t move for a long, agonizing moment. He slowly rolled the toothpick from one side of his mouth to the other, his gaze wandering over Neilanni’s panicked face.
“Car broke down, you say?” His voice sounded like gravel grinding in a cement mixer.
“Yes, blown tire.” Neilanni nodded eagerly, stepping closer to the counter. “We’re trying to get down to Mobile to see my grandparents, but we took a wrong turn—”
“Ain’t no wrong turns out on that ridge, missy,” the man interrupted, his voice dropping an octave. “Only turns people mean to take.”
I stepped up beside Neilanni, planting my feet firmly on the scarred floorboards. My eyes locked onto the man’s nametag, which was crudely written in black marker on a piece of masking tape: Tanner.
“Well, we took one,” I said, my voice level, refusing to let him intimidate us. “And now we just need to use a phone. Surely a general store in the year 2026 has a working landline or a satellite phone, don’t it?”
Tanner’s cold blue eyes shifted back to me. A slow, ugly smile spread across his face, revealing a row of yellowed teeth. “Phone lines went down in the storm last week, little lady. Lightning struck the main relay over by the creek. Ain’t no outside communication coming into Purpose right now.”
“Convenient,” I muttered.
“What was that?” Tanner asked, leaning forward over the counter.
“I said, that’s mighty inconvenient,” I replied, forcing a tight, unblinking smile. “So what do the locals do when they need help?”
Tanner stared at me, the air between us thickening until it felt like molasses. Behind him, near the back storage curtain, I heard a floorboard creak. Movement. Heavy footsteps that were trying, and failing, to be quiet.
My eyes darted past Tanner’s shoulder. On the bulletin board next to the door leading to the back room, pinned beneath a yellowed calendar from 2014, were several flyers.
MISSING.
The faces stared out at me. Young men and women, diverse in race, all looking bewildered and terrified in their photos. Below each face was a date. None of them were old. Some were from just a few months ago.
They harmed them in some way, my mind screamed. The logging road wasn’t an accidental wrong turn, it was a funnel.
“Well,” Tanner said, breaking my trance as he reached slowly under the counter. “Seeing as how you girls are in a bit of a pickle, why don’t you step on back into the office? I got a cooler of ice-cold Coca-Cola, and I can fetch my nephew. He’s got a flatbed truck. Might be able to drag your little red car out of the dirt before sundown.”
Neilanni immediately looked relieved, her shoulders dropping. “Oh, thank you so much! See, Jior? I told you country folks are the kindest people in the world. You were getting all worked up over nothing.”
I didn’t move an inch. My gaze stayed locked on Tanner’s hand under the counter, where his knuckles were white around something heavy and metallic.
“That’s mighty kind of you, Tanner,” I said, my voice ice-cold. “But I think we’ll wait right here on the porch.”
Tanner’s smile vanished. His eyes went dead. “I didn’t offer a choice, girls.”
Before Neilanni could even notice the shift in the room, the heavy curtain behind the counter parted. Two men stepped out. Both were built like brick shithouses, wearing worn overalls and carrying heavy wooden clubs wrapped in barbed wire.
“Nee, run,” I hissed
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