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Gareth Freeman gave a soft chuckle as he read the worn nineteen fifties style sign before the double trailer freight truck he was riding in went past it. The sign depicted a typical nineteen fifties family. The dad had his hair slicked back and wore a blue suit. He had a pipe in his hand. The blond haired mom had her hair gathered into a bee hive with the red lips of the time. She also wore a blue with daisy pattern dress. Finally there were kids. The boy had a blue button down shirt on and brown slacks. The girl wore a pink dress and had her hair in pigtails tied with pink ribbons. All four family members had big smiles on their faces and had the right hands up in the air, waving at the reader. Come to Heaven’s Garden, the sign read, where your dreams come true. Next Right. 

Surprisingly, Gareth found himself intrigued by this place called Heaven’s Garden. He wondered if the town still existed. He had a strong urge to go visit this place. Why not? He thought to himself. What is the use of being on a cross country road trip if you didn’t stop and check the local scenery. After all he was in no rush to get anywhere. He was unemployed and free as a bird. That last thought made him chuckle again.

His host, a rather chiseled faced bulky gentleman in a flannel shirt and blue jeans with a blue baseball cap that read in red letters Mulligan’s Meats across the front of it, glanced over at him with a questioning look.

“Hey, Chief, it’s been fun traveling with you, but could you let me out at the next exit?” Gareth asked, with a smile. “I want to do a bit of sight seeing.”

“I thought you said you wanted to be let off at Gettysburg?” the big guy, whose name was Ben McGibbon asked. Gareth had been on the road with Ben since he caught a ride with him at a truck stop in Orange County, New York. Honestly it had been a rather pleasant ride since Ben wasn’t much of a conversationalist.

“Well, I guess I’ll wait a little longer to see the Civil War Memorial.” Gareth said matter-of-factly. “I saw that sign we just passed for the town of Heaven’s Garden and thought it might be fun to have an adventure and see something a bit more off the grid.”

“You don’t want to go there. A city boy like you could get himself into a load of trouble out here in a place like this.” Ben informed him. “I wouldn’t feel right if something happened to you. That town is not a place for the likes of you. Appearances can be deceiving and you are well out of your element in these parts.”

“I appreciate the concern, Ben.” Garth said, but didn’t mean a word of it. Inside he was fuming because this damned hick was trying to tell him what he should or shouldn’t do. How dare he! He thought. He had worked with such men as Steve Jobs and Mark Zuckerburg and this pathetic meat hauler was trying to make suggestions to him? The nerve. “I’m a grown man and can make my own decisions. I appreciate the ride but I’ve made up my mind.” 

“Wait, there’s a town I know about twenty miles up the road named Pine Creek. That’s a lovely old town that I know you would enjoy visiting. A lot better than this place” Ben pointed out assertively.

“Good. That will be my next destination once I’ve checked out Heaven’s Garden.” Gareth told him. “Now are you going to let me off at the exit coming up or am I gonna have to grab my things and jump out of a moving truck? I would hate to have my laptop broken because you are being pig headed.”

Ben gave him a stern look and shook his head. “Be it on your head.” He said, and stopped the truck just before the exit to the right of the road. There has a loud hissing and the clanking of  hydraulic gears as the large freight truck came to a stop. 

Gareth opened his door and climbed down. Ben reached behind Gareth’s seat and tossed him his backpack and computer bag. Gareth had wished he hadn’t done the later, but luckily he caught the precious bag without trouble. 

“I really wish you’d reconsider this.” Ben said, shaking his head again. “I don’t have a good feeling about this.”

“Thanks for the ride, Ben.” Gareth told him. “Who knows we might catch up with each other at some truck stop in the future.”

“I surely hope so, son.” Ben said. “May god protect you.”

“You too, Ben.” Gareth said back. 

With that, Ben closed Garth’s door and with a roar of the engine, the hiss of the compression air brakes being released, and a blow of the horn the huge freight truck with its twin trailers headed off down the road to its next destination.

What a drama case. Gareth thought, shaking his head as he started walking down on the side of the road leading to his new destination.

The road leading to Heaven’s Garden was beautiful. There were tall trees to either side of the road and the rays of sunlight coming through the leaves and branches became shifting beams that moved with the light morning breeze that flowed between the trees. 

About ten minutes into his walk Gareth came up to another weathered sign. It read Heaven’s Garden 2 miles.

Good, he thought, I’ll make it in time for lunch. Well, if he ends up having lunch was a matter of what he was approaching. For all he knew the town had died years ago and all he was going to find was a bunch of falling down, rat infested, shacks. Fun times.

Well, he thought, that was the thrill of adventure.

He saw his first sight of civilization twenty minutes and half a mile later, and it wasn’t what he expected. In a clearing on the right side of the road was a fifties style drive in theatre. Above the unlit marquee in blazing letters was the name Starlight Drive-In. The sign was covered in lights and he had no doubt it looked impressive at night, especially in an out of the way spot like this. On the marquee was, in red plastic letters, HALLOWEEN DOUBLE FEATURE: ATOM AGE VAMPIRE AND THE HORROR SEASONS. Beneath these letters in smaller green plastic ones was FLEA MARKET EVERY SUNDAY.

Nice. he thought. He remembered going to the old drive-in in Redwood City. He loved sitting in his dad’s old car with Mom and Mark and watching Godzilla flicks. Dad never came with them to the movies. He thought monster flicks were for kids and he always had better things to do with his precious time. Still it was some of the few really happy times he had with his Mom and Mark. Of course like anything good it came to a sad ending.

“We don’t open till eight tonight.” said a gravely voice that startled Gareth back to the present. 

Just then, Garth saw the door to the ticket booth open and a balding skeletal looking old man wearing a flannel shirt, tan grampa pants, and a pair of brown loafers come out and start walking up to him.

“ Excuse me?...Uh, I’m not here for a movie.” Gareth told him. “I’m trying to get to Heaven’s Garden.”

“Oh, you’re one of them wanderin’ boys.” The old man said as he came up to Gareth, smiling at him with gray rotten teeth. Then the old man pointed down the road and said, “Well, my friend, you just keep goin’ on this road and the town will be right there with open arms, like God himself, waiting to embrace you.”

The old codger gave him the creeps and he seemed some how familiar to him. When he realized a moment later he nearly cringed.

Oh joy, Gareth thought to himself. Not only do I get the guy who looks like that creepy preacher from Poltergeist 2, he is also the town whack job with the creative way of speach. Lucky me.
“Well, thank you for the directions.” Gareth said, every bone in his body wanting to put distance between him and the old man. There was something definitely off about him.

“It is proper manners for someone askin’ for directions to introduce themselves.” The old man insisted.

“I’m Gareth Freeman.” He said, though it was definitely something he didn’t want to do. There was something about this old man knowing his name that made chills run down his back.

“And I am Jebadiah Darkling, owner of this establishment, and at your service.” The old man said, opening his arms in a dramatic gesture.

It was at that moment Gareth had had enough. His fight or flight response was going nuts. He had to leave, there was no other choice.

“It is a pleasure to meet you.” Gareth lied as he started down the road at a slightly quicker pace. “I’ll just be on my way.”

“Well, you enjoy your time in Heaven’s Garden. May you take pleasure in the gifts it has to offer.” The old man yelled back at him, waving, with a sardonic smile on his face.

 Garth turned back to the road and quickened his pace that much more. He was thankful to be back on the road walking. That old man gave him the willies, and it wasn’t because of his foul breath and nasty teeth. There was just something about him, and not just that he was the spitting image of that Preacher Kane, that had freaked him out.. 

His dad would have slapped him silly for feeling that way. His dad hated weakness of any kind and wouldn’t have allowed it in a son of his. That had been one reasons his dad had never liked Gareth’s younger brother Mark. Mark had always been weak and no matter how many times dad tried to force him to man up Mark had always fell short. Now, Gareth had always been the opposite to his brother. Gareth had always been the strong one, the smart one, the one that always succeeded.  He had always been dad’s favorite. That was just how it had always been. 

“Now you remember to be back here at eight.” The old man yelled, once again breaking Gareth’s thoughts. “It’s gonna be quite a show, one you won’t want to miss. It’s gonna be a killer.”

Gareth put on a fake smile and nodded his head while continuing to head up the road. The sooner he got away from that old codger the better. The experience had made him feel somehow unclean.

Ahead of him Gareth noticed a very light fog building up on the road. Where the hell did that come from? His mind asked him. It didn’t make sense. Yet, still the farther he walked the denser the fog became.

Within no time Gareth was completely blinded and had to use the trees along the side of the road for navigation. This concerned him greatly. What if he came up to a ditch or a big rock was laying along the side of the road. He would hate to be stuck in this fog with a broken leg crawling in the dirt. But he also didn’t want to go back. It was going to be bad enough having to go by that drive-in with its owner on his way out, unless he could find a way to bypass that. The thought of another meeting with Jebadiah Darkling was something he wanted to avoid.

Man up, you little shit! He heard his dad’s voice say from the back of his mind. His father had not raised a weak, scared, man. Gareth Gerald Freeman was not a loser and nothing as insignificant as a little fog was going to keep him from reaching his destination. The simple comfort of civilization stood at the end of this encumbrance. Nothing was going to stop him.

Then after a few more minutes of walking he started hearing noises up ahead of him. These noises didn’t sound very friendly. From what he could make out he heard some growling, like from a dog, along with what he swore was a woman crying. Also a symphony of sounds like chains clanking and hammers hitting on metal mixed in as well. What the hell! His mind screamed at him. What the hell is going on? First he gets stuck in this crazy fog. Now he is hearing this crazy shit. This was insane.

Once again the thought of turning around came to him, but once again it was squelched by the image of his father’s scowling face and his father’s voice saying, Stop being a pussy boy. A little noise and you start shitting your pants. I’d expect that from your little brother, but not from you.

It was the last part that did it. His brother was the weak one. It was Mark who always took the cowardly way out, not him.

Gareth pressed on but oddly enough the sounds didn’t sound like they were getting any closer. After a bit the fog started to thin out. Along with this the sounds seemed to change as well. Now it sounded like people working in the distance.

As the last of the fog cleared Gareth saw just down the road a sign that read, WECOME TO HEAVEN’S GARDEN. Under the sign was a smaller one. It was one of those signs that told you what the population of the town was. Surprisingly, the slide in numbers were missing.

But, that wasn’t the oddest thing. Gareth knew for a fact that he shouldn’t have reached the town yet. Even with the fog he was sure he had only walked about a half mile since the drive-in. That would have left him at least another mile walk.  It just didn’t make sense. Of course, really nothing had made sense since he got on this damned road. Still, the town was just ahead, which was a good thing, so why quibble about it.

Gareth shrugged his shoulders and smirked, “Welcome to Heaven’s Garden, your next destination in The Twilight Zone.” He said as he continued toward the town.

