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      “Where is this place?” Megan asked.

      Jake removed a hand from the steering wheel, offering her a slip of wrinkled paper. “Here’s the directions he gave us, see if you can figure it out. I can barely read his writing.”

      Megan grabbed the paper and stared at the scrawls, rotating the page to make sure she didn’t have it upside down. She glanced out the passenger side window at the passing street signs, trying her best to match one with the names printed on the page, shaking her head and shrugging at every passing one. Jake hunched over the steering wheel, pointing at the same signs, reading off their names. No matches.

      Jake slapped the wheel. “We must be lost. Try his phone again.”

      “I already tried it twice,” Megan said, still shaking her head. “Both times went straight to voicemail.” She looked at her phone and tossed it on the dash, disgusted. “Stupid phone doesn’t have any service now anyway. Otherwise I’d just G.P.S. the place.”

      Megan shook the piece of paper in front of her face. “With this handwriting, Glen should’ve been a doctor. Didn’t he say it was just past the village?”

      “He did,” Jake said between his silent mouthing of the passing street names.

      Turning in her seat, Megan glanced through the rear window of the car. “We passed that a while ago. It’ll be dark soon, and I really don’t feel like driving around this part of town at night.”

      She turned back around and held out her other hand. “Let me see your phone, maybe you—”

      “There!” Jake stomped on the brake pedal. The wheels squealed in protest, the black gym bag on the back seat crashing to the floor with a muffled clatter as Jake forced the car into a sharp right turn.

      Megan clutched the oh-shit-grip above her window. “What the hell, Jake? You’re gonna break the equipment.”

      “Sorry, but I think this is the street. It’s the only one you can actually read on there.” He pointed to the note now crumpled in Megan’s fist.

      Megan flattened out the paper. “You’re right.” She studied the crudely drawn map to go along with the chicken-scratch. “Key Road. Okay … finally. It looks like it’ll be on our left not too far up ahead.” She glanced over her seat. “If any of this equipment is busted I’ll make Glen eat his stupid directions.”

      Slowing the car to a crawl, Jake searched for the old abandoned prison farm. Tall grass, weeds of every variety, and discarded tires littered both sides of the narrow road. The woods, sporting a glorious array of fall colors, had reclaimed several small vacant homes lining the street, and some easily mistaken as empty; the dead or dying front lawns of these crumbling homes were littered with the broken toys of unseen children, and the occasional car appearing more valuable than the homes themselves.

      Jake jabbed his thumb to the left side of the street. “Is this it?”

      Megan shrugged. “I guess so.”

      Disappointment laced their voices.

      A few yards from the road, concertina wire glimmered a bright orange, reflecting the falling sun’s rays. Swaying under a swift breeze, the new razor wire balanced on top of an ancient chain-link fence. Luscious vines woven through the links seemed to be the only thing holding the rusted fence together. The walls of a fading white concrete structure revealed itself on the other side of the barrier, protruding through a suffocating blanket of kudzu like a half-sunken ship resting on a deadly reef. They drove past, searching for their friend’s car.

      “This must be it,” Megan said. “There’s Glen’s truck.”

      Nestled amongst dumped construction materials and gutted bags of trash punctured by hungry dogs or nimble-fingered raccoons, the old powder-blue and primer Ford F-100 rested sideways in a small gravel pull-off along the shoulder of the road. If the antique truck had not been familiar to the pair it would’ve been shrugged off as another broken down junker.

      Jake stopped the car and scanned the road. “Kind of conspicuous, don’t ya think? Is this where I’m leaving the car?”

      “Yeah … what’s wrong?”

      “Well, we’ll be trespassing, that’s what’s wrong, Meg. At least Glen’s truck looks like it belongs here. My Subaru will kind of stand out.”

      “Stop worrying, it’ll be fine.”

      Jake sighed and pulled in next to the pickup, the Subaru’s tires crunching on bits of shattered window glass and crushed cinder blocks. He cringed at the sounds and stopped the car, the front bumper kissing a discarded toilet like a tender lover.

      Killing the engine, Jake exited the car. A cool October breeze ruffled his dark brown hair, bringing with it the effervescent stench of fermented garbage. He wrinkled his nose at the fruity, vinegar smell, and looked over the roof at his girlfriend as she jumped out the passenger side. “Tell me why we didn’t just come together,” he asked her. “Why the hell are we meeting him out here?”

      “I told you already. Glen said he wanted to check out the site first, make sure it was safe.”

      “My hero,” Jake muttered.

      “What crawled up your ass?”

      “Nothing. I just think he goes out of his way to look better than me sometimes.”

      “Jake.” Megan shot him a glare of extreme annoyance. “Glen’s like my brother. He’s just looking out for me.”

      “Yeah, well you don’t date your brother.”

      “Oh, so that’s what this is about.” She leaned on top of the car, now offering him a playful smile. “I only dated him for a couple weeks …over two years ago. It was weird for both of us. Like I said, he’s like my brother. We’ve been friends since we were little kids and that’s all we are now, just friends. You know that.”

      “I know that. And you know that. But sometimes I get the feeling Glen doesn’t.” Jake returned her smile and added, “Speaking of Mr. Wonderful, where is he?”

      She opened the rear door, leaned in, and retrieved the gym bag from the floor. She stood, shut the door, and glanced around. “Good question. But, believe it or not, we actually got here a little earlier than I expected. He’s probably still in the building somewhere.”

      Jake shrugged. “So I guess we just wait for him?”

      Before Megan could answer, a car approached, slowing as it neared the couple. The driver—an old man with a grease stained face, cigarette dangling from his lower lip—scowled at them through the dirty window of the rundown vehicle. Two hefty teenage boys stared through the equally filthy rear window, their expressions identical: eyes close together, mouths hanging open as if suffering from broken jaws. The car passed and sped away, the fan belts screaming, blue exhaust belching from the rusted tailpipe.

      “Okay,” Jake said, mimicking the banjo theme from Deliverance. “Maybe we should wait for him on the other side of the fence.”

      Megan watched the car sputter down the road, the silhouettes of the two enormous heads in the backseat still visible against the burning pink of the setting sun. “Yeah … Good idea.”

      Jake shut the door and came around the rear of the car. He grabbed the strap of the gym bag now resting on Megan’s shoulder.

      Megan tugged the strap from his grasp. “It’s okay … I got it.”

      “Come on, let me carry it. I’d hate for Glen to see you carrying the bag and me empty-handed.”

      “Wow, what a gentlemen.” With a sheepish grin, she repeated, “I got it.”

      Before they even reached the fence Megan could see the opening Glen had described to her. The chain-link had been snipped and pushed in, leaving enough room to walk through, rendering the expensive razor wire on top useless. She barely had to duck her head as she stepped through the gap.

      Jake followed, squeezing through the opening. “I thought there’d be other cars around … what with this place supposedly being haunted, and tomorrow being Halloween and all. Do a lot of people come out here?” He joined Megan on the other side of the fence. They stood on a junk-strewn dirt trail slicing a path through the woods, snaking away to their left and right.

      “Yeah, so I’ve heard,” she said, peering down each trail. “Urban explorers, graffiti artists, squatters, kids just looking for some fun. And folks like us.”

      “There’s been other paranormal researchers out here already?”

      “Only one team I know of. They filmed their investigation, but I wasn’t impressed with their methods. Just some douchey guys with expensive equipment walking around yelling at empty rooms.”

      Genuinely interested now, Jake let his jealousy over Glen and Megan’s relationship slide to the back burner, replacing it with excitement. A relative newcomer to the world of paranormal investigation, he still felt the giddy exhilaration of the hunt as if it were his first time.

      “What did you find out during your research?” he asked, surveying the ocean of kudzu spread out before him, the large leaves undulating like waves in the soft breeze. The occasional tall tree breached the sea of green, buoys marking off hazards below the rippling surface.

      “Not much, unfortunately. There just wasn’t much available on the history of the place. From what I could gather, it operated from around 1937 until 1995. Some sites say it’s haunted, but didn’t offer any good evidence. I did find an article about two kids that went missing during a Halloween party out here last year.”

      “Hmm. Maybe Glen joined them,” Jake mumbled.

      “Not funny, Jake.” Megan gave him a playful nudge. “They were notorious train kids, so they probably just left town. Anyway, I know part of the building caught fire a few months ago and the fire department felt it was safest to just let it burn, so we need to watch our step in there. That’s the bad news. The good news is there were a thousand prisoners here at peak operation. They worked on the farm, raising livestock, growing and canning vegetables, milking the cows, that sort of thing, so I imagine a lot of prisoners died here over the years. I’m hoping we’ll get some solid EVP recordings.”

      She unzipped the gym bag and checked the contents: one mini camcorder, two Maglites, one voice recorder, an EMF detector, and extra batteries. She pulled out the flashlights and handed one to Jake. “We’ll need these real soon, it’ll be pitch-black out here. I just put fresh batteries in ‘em so we’re good to go.”

      Taking the light, Jake asked, “So, no stories of a murdered guard, or an inmate beaten to death? Nothing good like that?”

      “Nothing good like that. All I could find was a story about a little boy’s ghost, but it sounds hokey. Supposedly, a homeless guy was inside the building the night it caught fire and he couldn’t find his way out through the smoke and flames. He swears he saw a little kid appear from nowhere, standing right in front of him, pointing a finger into the smoke. Then the boy just vanished. The man went in the direction the boy had pointed and sure enough, there was a door there. He got out just before the ceiling caved in. A neat story, but like I said, it sounds totally made up. As far as I could find, no kids died here.”

      “Unless,” Jake said, his index finger raised, “someone buried the kid out here. It would be the perfect place to get rid of a body.”

      Megan mimicked Jake, raising her own finger. “Speaking of which, I did read that an elephant and a giraffe are buried out here somewhere. The bodies were too big to cremate so the Atlanta Zoo brought them out here for burial.”

      “Really. Well, maybe we’ll get a phantom trumpet of an elephant on the recorder.”

      Megan giggled at the remark, but stopped, a concerned frown replacing the smile on her face as the howling of several animals sliced the calm, echoing through the woods. She grabbed Jake’s arm. “Are those dogs or coyotes?”

      Thankful his long sleeves hid his goose bumps, Jake wrapped an arm around Megan’s shoulder to comfort her. And himself. “Don’t know. Whatever they are they’re close, that’s for sure.”

      The baying reached a harmonious crescendo, dwindling down to a solitary, melancholy yowl before falling silent. An uncomfortable hush returned to the woods.

      “Maybe we should get back in the car,” Megan said.

      Clicking his flashlight on and directing the beam along the dirt trail meandering through the trees to their left, Jake illuminated a towering structure of kudzu resembling a giant human skull. “Or we could go inside, try and find Glen before it gets too dark. This looks like an entrance.”

      Megan glanced back at the opening in the fence. “Yeah. Okay. Let’s just get out of the woods.”

      They made their way along the trail, the giant skull’s shape dissolving, the empty eye sockets morphing into glassless, barred windows, the gaping mouth becoming the front entrance to the old Atlanta Prison Farm.

      The shadows deepened as the trees along the trail succumbed to the rising tide of kudzu concealing the prison, the greedy tendrils reaching out, stealing the last of the waning light from the native plants. Jake and Megan mounted the few crumbling steps to the entrance. The wooden front doors—long torn from their hinges and decaying in the tall weeds—were replaced with snaking vines. However, the iron cage blocking entry to the prison still stood firmly in place behind the drapery of plants.

      Jake tucked his flashlight in his armpit, swept the vines away, and grabbed the bars. He pushed and pulled. “It won’t budge … probably rusted shut. Or locked. Glen didn’t get in this way.” He wiped flakes of ancient paint and rust onto his jeans, and lit the room behind the bars with his flashlight. A desk sat at one end of the room, flanked by stairs twisting up and out of sight. “This place looks pretty big.”

      “Three hundred acres of land,” Megan said. “I don’t know how big the actual prison is, though.”

      She added her light to Jake’s, searching for a way into the building. She illuminated the barred windows. “The vines are growing through the windows into the prison. It’s taking over everything,” she whispered, in awe of the plant’s tenacity.

      Imitating the voice of a newscaster from the 50’s, Jake announced, “Kudzu … the vine that ate the South.”
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