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-Prologue-
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Every small town has its own unique myths and mysteries that are shared among its residents. These legends tend to be strange or scary stories meant to provoke thought or make life a little more interesting when the mundanity of small-town living proves all too unbearable. Over time, these legends are passed from generation to generation, and the origin of the tale is often lost; details are embellished to garner more fear and wonder in pursuit of a good story. Many times, though these legends are composed of warnings and the dire consequences for those who choose not to heed them, the fear and danger associated with them draw many people through the promise of thrill and excitement. High school kids and young adults often choose to put a legend to the test in order to provoke a spark of fear and adrenaline in their lives. The reward typically received from these experiences, a story of bravery and bravado in the face of danger, serves as a badge of honor to share among their peers. While most of these legends are harmless, some are not as benign as they may otherwise seem at first glance. This unfortunate fact is something I discovered when my life crossed paths with one of my hometown’s greatest mysteries—a mystery whose dire consequences changed the course of my life and will forever haunt my dreams. 

My hometown, Barnesville, California, is a small farming community located in the unincorporated portion of Buena Vista County, just above the floodplain on the expansive Santa Cecilia River Delta. The Santa Cecilia Delta itself is a sprawling expanse of muddy marshland teeming with small waterways, called sloughs, where the Santa Cecilia River branches off on its journey to the ocean.

The larger towns bordering Barnesville possess racetracks, breweries, and theme parks to draw commerce and stimulate their economy; Barnesville has never been as lucky. Barnesville lacks tourist appeal and has repeatedly been consigned to nothing more than a bedroom town for the larger cities surrounding it. Barnesville only occasionally catches the attention of tourists with its quaint and secluded bed-and-breakfast hotels and small retreats. Due to the lack of industry, most folks in the town are in one way or another involved with the nearby dairy farms or apple orchards to make a living and support their family. Barnesville is neither poverty-riddled nor affluent, but instead finds a place somewhere in between. Everyone in Barnesville works hard to make a living. As a result, they take pride in any luxuries or frivolities that they are able to afford. Growing up, my childhood, while not extravagant, was filled with little league games, school, fishing, and whatever trouble my friends and I could stir up without getting in too much trouble with the law. I spent the majority of my time with a small but loyal friend group consisting of Steven Ramos, Sarah Ford, and Hannah Evans. Steven’s family owned a small ranch property, just a stone’s throw from Barnesville High School. That little ranch, being our primary hangout, was the place where Hannah took refuge on the nights when her dad came home drunk, pissed off at the world, and looking for someone to take it out on; it was also the place where Sarah raised and tended to her pig for 4-H and the same place where Steven, being the dedicated friend he was, carried me a quarter mile on his back through uneven ground to get me help when I broke my leg after crashing one of his dirt bikes into a tree. The four of us were utterly inseparable, so it was no surprise when we had been sitting around a fire one night, after drinking a few too many beers that were stolen from Hannah’s dad, that we agreed to sneak onto Barrett’s Island.

Just South of Barnesville, along the largest waterway in the Santa Cecilia River Delta, the slough splits and encircles a small, isolated island. In the late 1980s, towards the end of the Cold War, this otherwise unassuming island was selected by the United States Navy as an ideal location for a covert naval base to house reserve warships out of the common view and safe from enemy attack. Barrett’s Island Naval Warfare Station consisted of a small single-lane road that connected it to a larger farm road and ultimately the main highway that leads back into town. The road leading to Barrett’s Island, appropriately named Barrett’s Island Road, leads across a set of train tracks, around the rear of an apple orchard, then finally over a small bridge to the island. Barrett’s Island Naval Warfare Station sprang up fast, some say overnight, in typical wartime military fashion, and families quickly began pouring into the base. Much to everyone’s surprise, the base was cleared out in a hurry, and a fence was erected across the roadway to keep everyone off the island shortly after it was commissioned. The military offered no explanation to the residents of Barnesville for the expedited egress, ultimately leaving the situation ripe for speculation. Rumors about the evacuation ran the gamut from simple explanations, such as loss of government funding, to more extreme speculation, such as toxic spills and even haunted ground. Just as wide-ranging and convoluted were the reasons we were given as kids to stay away from Barrett’s Island. We were told that to visit the island was to risk toxic fumes as well as encampments of the most violent and antisocial of the homeless community; in addition, we were told rumors of people disappearing or being arrested by the federal government for trespassing on the island. The strangest part about Barrett’s Island is that, despite the common knowledge among locals of its existence, Barrett’s Island does not appear on any maps. Road maps strangely leave the entirety of Barrett’s Island Road and the island itself conveniently outside its boundaries. To this day, when you use a satellite imagery service, such as Google Earth, the area where Barrett’s Island Road should lay instead appears to be an unbroken apple orchard, and the island itself is inexplicably missing from the middle of the slough leaving only a wider area of water than the slough running into and out of it. The inexplicability of Barrett’s Island’s absence from all maps, coupled with the obscurity surrounding Barrett’s Island’s construction and subsequent mass exodus, were the primary reasons that we settled on visiting the island and getting answers for ourselves. 
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After sleeping through my usual alarm, I awoke late Sunday morning with a pounding headache—an unfortunate result of the previous night’s affairs. I definitely had a few too many drinks while trying to keep up with the others, hopefully avoiding any risk of being called a lightweight or wuss. My pillow and blanket were saturated with sweat, and my bedside trash can reeked of alcohol laden vomit. This led me to instantly regret and question my current life choices. I reluctantly crawled out of bed, flipped on the shower, and picked up my phone while waiting for the water to heat up. The first thing I noticed upon viewing the screen was a text message from Hannah asking if she could bum a ride from me on the way out to Barrett’s Island this morning. I took a deep breath. For a while, I was starting to think that the whole agreement to visit the island was a bunch of hollow flexing and posturing between Steven and I to prove who was more of a man and an opportunity for Hannah and Sarah to combat what they often referred to as, thanks to a particularly outspoken and strong-willed English teacher, ‘a plague of pervasive toxic masculinity.’ I didn’t think that the others were serious about wanting to visit the island, but Hannah’s text made it that much clearer that at least one of the others had every intention of going. I asked Hannah if she had spoken to Steve or Sarah that morning, and she told me that Sarah had told her that she was going to pick Steven up on the way out to the island. “ Shit! Well, that settled it. There’s no backing out now,” I thought to myself. Though I dreaded the thought of the trouble we would get in if someone found out where we had gone, I knew damn well I wasn’t going to be the only one too scared to follow through. I told Hannah that I was getting ready and I would head her way shortly to pick her up. I jumped in the shower, relying on the scalding water to wash away the filth of my poor decisions, before slipping into a worn pair of Levi jeans, a long-sleeve black shirt, and my boots. Before I walked out of my room, an intrusive thought wriggled its way into my head. Maybe it was a conscious thought regarding the lack of electricity on the island and how it may make some of the buildings harder to explore, or maybe it was just part of me wanting to be over-prepared in case of any complications, but the small flashlight from my bedside table found its way into my pants pocket before I stepped out the door. I fired up my beat-up Ford pickup and steered it in the direction of Hannah’s house.

As I cruised down the country road towards Hannah’s house, I got a text message from Hannah asking me to meet her at the front of her driveway instead of the front door. That morning, Hannah’s dad had been complaining about how Hannah spent more time with her friends than she ever would spend at home, and this escalated into an argument about how Hannah had no desire to be home when her mother and father seemed comfortable living in a toxic household. Additionally, neither parent showed any interest in addressing the problems that plagued their family.

I pulled up to Hannah’s driveway, and she quickly jumped in the passenger seat of my truck. Hannah desperately tried to hide the red, puffy eyes and mottled face that betrayed the fact that she had been crying heavily prior to my arrival. I asked Hannah what was wrong. She recalled to me how her father told her that she should make plans to move out because, since she hated their household so much, she would no longer be welcome to live there beyond her 18th birthday, which marked the end of their legal obligation to provide for her. Not wanting to anger Hannah’s father, Hannah’s mother remained silent and allowed Hannah’s father to continue laying into Hannah. I gave Hannah a big hug and told her not to worry. I told her how Steven, Sarah, and I all had her back, regardless of what circumstances befell her, and we were not going to let her struggle or fall by the wayside. I told her that, if nothing else panned out, I would personally make sure that she had somewhere to call home, even if that meant me moving out with her to help her afford an apartment. 

Hannah teared up, and a smile graced her face before she leaned in and kissed me on the cheek. “I know I can always rely on you, Jack. You’ve always been the sweetest to me of anybody, and you’ve always been there for me to lean on.” Hannah smiled, leaned close in, and gave me one more quick kiss on the lips. 

Unbeknownst to Hannah, I was utterly shocked, partially because that was my first kiss, but more so because it was with her of all people. I had always had a crush on Hannah, but never found the confidence to act on it. I feared that Hannah viewed me only as a brother and had no interest in romantic involvement with me. I was terrified that any failed advances would mess up the relationship that we had, so I consigned myself to being her friend and nothing more. I never wanted to see Hannah suffer, so I ensured that I was available anytime Hannah’s life faced adversity. I was always happy to pick her up when her parents were unbearable, regardless of the hour; I was there through Hannah’s worst breakups with her ex-boyfriends, giving her a shoulder to cry on and repeated affirmations that she was an amazing person and deserved better; I visited Hannah’s hospital room daily when Hannah was diagnosed with appendicitis and required emergency surgery. Hannah had always held a special place in my heart, and I wanted to make sure that, no matter what she was going through, Hannah knew that there was always someone who cared dearly for her and would ensure that she was never forced to face her problems alone. Now, as a result of her surprise kiss, I knew my feelings for Hannah were written all over my face. Fearing Hannah could tell, I quickly turned away and hid my face in embarrassment. Though I was looking away from her, I felt Hannah’s soft hand rest against my cheek and guide my face back towards her own. When our eyes met, I could plainly see that Hannah knew what I was feeling. Hannah leaned in and gave me a passionate kiss that left my heart pounding and my head spinning. Hannah guided my hands to her sides while continuing to kiss me, leaving the world and its problems to seemingly fade away. Just as quickly as it began, the moment was interrupted by the sudden ringing of Hannah’s cell phone. Hannah looked and the phone and announced that it was Sarah. 

Hannah answered the phone. “Hello... Ya, I’m with him right now... Ya, we’re coming! Like we’re going to miss out on this? Alright, see you soon.”

“They were starting to think that we chickened out,” Hannah chuckled as she hung up the phone. Hannah gave me a tender look that I had never seen on her face before speaking softly, “Jack, make me a promise. After we leave the island, please don’t chicken out on me.” 

“I won’t,” I promised, before firing up the truck engine and heading towards Barrett’s Island still riding the high from Hannah’s kiss. 
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As we approached the bridge to Barrett’s Island, a hollow pit formed deep in my stomach. The feeling wasn’t a specific articulable worry, but instead a general uneasiness and feeling of impending doom that left my hands sweating and elevated my pulse to the point that I could feel it in my face. There wasn’t anything on the drive that was particularly ominous or worrisome, so I instead attributed my feelings to the rumors and stories that I had heard surrounding Barrett’s Island. I convinced myself that there was no logical reason to be afraid, before steeling myself for the remainder of the trip and the adventure ahead of us. 

Crossing over the bridge to Barrett’s Island, we followed the road along the top of the levee, then turned to the left before disappearing behind a large dirt berm that concealed the entrance to the military base. As I approached the entrance to the base, I could now see a 10-foot-tall, chain-link fence, topped with razor wire, stretching across the road and down the levee until it met the water that was all but invisible 200 yards back. About 100 yards past the initial chain-link fence, another sturdier wrought iron fence stood equally tall and ran a similar path, minus an opening in the middle for vehicles to pass. A small building that must’ve been previously used as a guard shack or checkpoint stood to the left of the road, just inside the fence.

Looking around, I spotted Sarah’s truck parked along the left side of the road. Looking closer, I recognized Steven leaning his back against Sarah’s passenger side door, while he smoked one of the Marlboro cigarettes that he was always so fond of, due to his thinking that they made him look cool. As we pulled up, the driver’s side door swung open, and Sarah stepped out to greet us.

“Wouldn’t let you smoke in the truck, huh?” I jested to Steven.

He rolled his eyes and shrugged.

“Not a snowball’s chance in hell,” Sarah replied, “he thinks those cigarettes are sooo cool, but he’s gonna get really good at walking if he leaves my truck smelling like an ashtray.”

Steve looked down at his belly, then back at us before flicking away his cigarette and shaking ‘no’ with his head, leading us all to erupt with laughter.

“So, how are we going to get in?” Sarah asked, noticing the thick chain and padlock on the fence closest to our vehicles.

“They left a little slack in the chain,” Steve replied, “It’ll be a tight fit for me, but if my fat ass can get through, you all will stroll right in.” Again, we chuckled.

We locked up the trucks, squeezed our way through the gate, then headed for the entrance to the island. As we were passing the guard shack, we looked through the glass pane of the door, which somehow remained intact after all these years, and noticed an office chair that looked practically brand-new sitting just inside. This got me thinking that whatever happened, the government definitely cared more about clearing the island out as soon as possible than they did about protecting tangible assets and the investments that were already poured into the base.

As we continued down the road, we approached the first rows of buildings that had been constructed to provide on-base housing for the military members stationed there. The buildings, though dated, still appeared to be in largely good repair. Some had graffiti on the front and a few broken windows, but many appeared simply frozen in time. As we neared the buildings, Steven suggested that we take a peek inside to see what we could find. 

We stepped into the first building and were very surprised by what we saw. The entry door of this house opened into a galley-style kitchen. Inside, we discovered a brand-new refrigerator (for the era) bearing the original tags, strapped to an appliance dolly, and left sitting in the middle of the kitchen floor. It looked as though somebody had been in the process of installing it in the house when they were told to leave immediately. Similarly, the dining room beside the kitchen had a good condition dining table with a stack of dishes and silverware sitting on top. The environment gave an eerie feeling that reminded me of stories I had heard about the lost colony of the settlers of Roanoke Island. This building looked like people were literally living in it yesterday, but were suddenly plucked out of existence. Most of the other rooms of the house were empty, but a couple contained a few cardboard boxes filled with clothing from the era. This begged another question because, while the government may be quick to dismiss financial losses due to exigency, people care much more about their personal belongings. The evacuation of the island must have occurred very quickly for some of these families to leave behind things that they otherwise would have held dear.

We exited the building and decided to look around inside the house next door. This house didn’t seem to fare as well as the first over the years. Cartoonish faces and indecipherable symbols had been spray-painted on the side, multiple windows were broken out, and the front door was missing. 

Hannah laughed. “It’s a little comforting to know that we weren’t the only kids to have the bright idea to sneak onto the island.” 

Hannah’s remark drew attention to what they had all been feeling, but nobody wanted to say. Up to this point, there was a deeply unsettling feeling that hung in the air during our visit. We consciously knew that we were somewhere that we weren’t supposed to be, but this felt different than other times we had broken the law in pursuit of a little fun. This visit felt like we had set foot into something that was beyond our comprehension, and that feeling terrified me. 

As we stepped inside the second house, it was clear that someone had selected this house as the location for an impromptu party. More graffiti was covering the walls, Mickey’s bottles and Steel Reserve cans were scattered all over the floor, and in one corner, it appeared that someone had left the digested remains of their day’s meal as a parting gift before leaving. 

As we took in the ambiance of the building, Steven spoke. “This building is really upsetting to me.”

“That someone would trash it like this?” Sarah asked.

“Fuck no,” Steve replied. “I’m mad they had a party like this and didn’t invite me.”

Sarah rolled her eyes. “Of course you are... why does that not surprise me?”

I looked over at Hannah, and she seemed a little bothered. 

“What’s wrong?” I asked her.

“It’s nothing,” she replied.

Her reply was not very convincing. “Hannah, I know you. I know when something is wrong. You can tell me.”

Hannah nodded. “You’re right. It’s nothing really. Steel Reserve is just my dad’s drink of choice, and when I see this place, it reminds me of how broken my family is and what’s in store for me in the future. The apple doesn’t fall far from the tree, right?”

“You’re not like them, Hannah, you’re different. You are going to do amazing things and leave that shit show behind you. You’re an amazing person, Hannah, and, although this is a chapter in your life, it doesn’t define who you are, nor will it ever.”

I rubbed my hand on Hannah’s back in an attempt to comfort her.

Feeling the need to add his two cents, Steve chimed in, “So, are you guys gonna kiss now or something?”

“Shut up, Steve,” Sarah replied. “Why do you have to ruin such a touching moment?”

Sarah playfully punched Steve’s shoulder, and the two of them walked outside.

“Thank you,” Hannah whispered in my ear before giving me a quick kiss on the cheek and stepping outside to join the others.

I smiled to myself before walking outside after them.

We continued walking down the row of houses, noticing that all seemed to be in much the same condition as the two we had previously entered. As we reached the end of the block, we turned left and followed the road past numerous rows of houses until we reached a point where the road opened up to a plaza surrounded by larger buildings. On the right side of the plaza stood a towering building bearing a sign labeled Recreation Center. Collectively, we decided to go in and explore. From the outside, the building looked to be in good condition, but when we stepped through the front door, we discovered that the inside of the building was in utter disarray. It looked like a tornado had torn through the building, leaving chairs and tables upturned and scattering various refuse about the building. In contrast to the party house that we had entered earlier that was riddled with alcoholic beverage containers, the debris in this building was more benign in nature, consisting primarily of papers, cardboard, and some broken glass (that was unclear where it had originated, considering the windows were still intact). We debated what could’ve caused a mess like that, but none of us could come up with a reasonable explanation.
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