Salt and Train Tracks
By Jacob Akemann
Reynold sat down next to the wooden train set, a salt and pepper shaker in his hands. He’d found them on Danny’s dining room table. He set them both down next to the tracks, right next to each other. The salt tilted to one side because the carpet was uneven, but with a little imagination it was a tall, sturdy block of stone.

“What’s that?” Danny asked, mostly paying attention to the tissue box that served as a fire station. He placed a few plastic people inside.

“This is the graveyard,” Reynold said, reaching to grab a few of the plastic people for himself. As he pulled his hand back, he accidently nudged the salt shaker over, spilling some salt onto the carpet. He quickly tipped the shaker back up, right back where it was. Maybe if he covered the salt with his other hand, Danny wouldn’t notice.

“It can’t be a graveyard,” Danny said, “There’s only two graves.”

Reynold heard most of what he said, but not all. Danny spoke with a lisp and couldn’t articulate everything that most five year-olds could say.

“Then we can pretend,” Reynold said, adding a section onto the tracks with his spare hand. They were nice wooden tracks, not like the plastic ones he had at home. They belonged to Danny, and everything Danny owned was nice. Reynold brought over only two trains and they were the nicest trains he owned.

“Okay.”

Reynold placed a few of the plastic people around the graves, making sure to keep his other hand over the small pile of salt. The people were too small for the graves, which towered over them like twin gods at their thrones. He picked out a grave for him and Danny. Reynold would get the salt. It was prettier than the pepper.

“Reynold, move your hand.” Danny looked at his hand, the one that covered the salt.

“What?” Reynold asked like he didn’t hear.

“Move your hand. I want to put the track down.” Danny’s voice elevated. Reynold liked to play with him, but he was too quick to yell if he didn’t get his way.

Reynold waited for a moment. He took a few deep breaths. Danny was going to be really mad if he saw pile of salt on the carpet. They weren’t supposed to be playing inside, and Danny had made him promise that he wouldn’t get anything dirty if they played on the carpet. Reynold could feel his face heat up. He hated when he screwed up like this. He hated it.

“Come on, move your hand!” Danny yelled.

Reynold didn’t know what to do. He just pushed his hand farther into the carpet, feeling the gritty salt push against his palm. Danny was going to be so mad.

“Move it!”

Danny’s hands were digging into Reynold’s wrist and he was putting his whole body to the side, trying to get the hand off the floor. Reynold used his free hand to try to push Danny away.

“Reynold, get it off!”

When Danny twisted his head down, Reynold’s other hand swung around and knocked over the two graves. More salt and pepper poured onto the carpet, but Danny didn’t notice because he was biting Reynold’s arm.

Reynold fell away, knocking himself into the train bridge and spilling the pieces onto the carpet. There, for everyone to see, the salt was uncovered. It merged with the carpet, impossible to cleanup without the vacuum cleaner. Danny’s mom would find out that they’d been playing there and there was nothing that either of them could do.

“You stupid!” Danny yelled. “You spilled it!”

Danny smacked Reynold across the face. Reynold was burning inside. He felt sick. He was tired of being in trouble. Danny was right. He was clumsy. Danny’s face was red, not from embarrassment but from anger. His eyes looked down at Reynold’s chest and he lunged.

Reynold fell back with Danny over him. Danny was smacking him over and over again, telling him how stupid he was. Reynold’s cheeks burned and Danny’s knees dug bruises into his chest. He wanted Danny to stop but each hit kept getting harder. He tried to push back but he wasn’t strong enough. Why was Danny still hitting him?

Danny was yelling more, but Reynold didn’t hear it. Something else was moving him. A frozen desire was thawing in his stomach. A new feeling was quivering in his fists. He needed something in his hand, something that was stronger than Danny’s fingers. Reynold clutched a train track. He didn’t think about what he was doing. As Danny yelled at him more, Reynold gripped the train track like a knife, not like the butter knives at the dinner table, but the knives in the movies.

The track collided with the side of Danny’s head. Reynold could feel it hit the skull. Danny screamed, but it only made Reynold madder. He hit him again and again, and Danny responded, hitting back with his weak hands. Danny had tears in his eyes but he was hitting harder than he had been in the beginning. Reynold pushed harder, too.

Reynold felt something different. Instead of bone, he hit something soft. It was right next to Danny’s eye, on the side of his face. It made Danny stop. He started blinking a lot. Reynold jumped up and pushed him on his back, seizing the moment. He didn’t even notice that Danny wasn’t pushing back at all anymore.

Reynold hit him again and again, trying to hit him in the same spot every time, the soft spot next to his eye. It was working. He was winning. He hit and hit until the track slipped. Reynold watched his wrist come down at Danny’s face. Danny was looking off, towards the ceiling. The track didn’t hit his head. It came down at Danny’s eye. He didn’t even blink. The track pushed into the eye, splitting it open and pushing the end inside.

Reynold jumped away. A tingle was jittering up and down his back. Danny wasn’t moving. His eyes weren’t moving, either of them. He was lying with his back on the carpet, the salt and broken train set around him. His arms were lying flat on both sides. One eye was still staring at the ceiling. In the other socket, the train track still stuck out, stretching towards the ceiling like a flag on a conquered mound of dirt.

A moment passed and Reynold shuffled. He couldn’t feel his body. Nothing made sense. He couldn’t think. He wanted to leave. He wanted to tell somebody, but this was bad. He knew this was bad. This was worse than anything he had ever done before. 

His body jumped up suddenly. He couldn’t keep his breathing steady. He didn’t want to. He wanted to cry. He could feel his tears welling up. He walked over to the door, skipping as if he had to go to the bathroom. Before he opened the door knob, he looked back at Danny, then at the train set.

Quickly, before anyone could come and discover what had happened, Reynold rushed back over. He looked down over the salt and train tracks, trying to see through his watery eyes. He finally found his two trains and he stuffed them clumsily in his pocket. He rushed over to the door without looking back. He’d never ran home so fast in his life.

Then he was alone. Reynold sat on a white bed with thin sheets. He grabbed the weak pillow with his fist and pushed it hard to his chest with his knees. His arms wrapped around his ankles tighter and tighter until he could feel his eyes start to water. On the blank wall across from him, he could see his mom smiling back, the mom who wasn’t crying because he was being sent away. He could see her smiling like she was before.

Ms. Meyers had left and the room was silent, which left him alone to his thoughts. There were no toys in the room. Ms. Meyers had said that he couldn’t have toys until they knew why he did it. His brother said that it was because they thought that he was crazy and any toy could be dangerous. They thought he was crazy, but he wasn’t. He wanted a toy, as long as it wasn’t a train. He had enough trains in his mind. He couldn’t think of anything else besides trains. He couldn’t see anything else besides train tracks.

His smiling mom now had a train track sticking out of her eye. Reynold buried his eyes in his knees, but she still smiled on the back of his eyelids. She watched him, unmoving, just as Danny had stared at the corner of the ceiling as he died.

Of course, no one said that he died. When adults talked to him about what happened, they always tried to avoid it like it was something that he couldn’t understand. “It might make him worse,” was something that he heard someone say through a closed door. They thought that he didn’t know what happened, like Danny was just very hurt and had to go away. It was just like his sleeping goldfish and the neighbor’s dog that ran away, even though she could barely walk anymore. 

Danny was dead. He had killed him accidentally. That’s what he told them, but they still sent him to the facility. Reynold looked up at the corner of the ceiling. There was a black camera there, which noticeably stuck out against the white. They told him over and over again that he wasn’t alone. He didn’t need to be scared because there were always people watching him. He should have liked that, but it was different than when his parents watched him. His mother’s brown eyes were different than the eyes of a black lens.

He started to cry more, hoping that Ms. Meyers would come back into the room, but she probably wouldn’t come for awhile. He wanted to be home so bad, so he watched the blank wall, trying to imagine his house and his front yard. All he could see was Danny’s face with the train track sticking out of it.

For a moment, Reynold wanted to reach out and wrench that train track further into his eye. If he hadn’t died, none of this would have happened. It wasn’t his fault that Danny died. They said that he hit his temple, which could have happened by accident. He didn’t mean to stab his eye. He just wanted him to stop. But really, he was still going. Danny was winning. Even dead, he still was laughing at him in the wall, watching him sit alone on his bed and cry. No one was coming so all Reynold had was Danny’s dead, laughing face. 

“At least I’m not dead,” Reynold whispered to the wall.

Death was so far away, something that only old people dealt with. Reynold wasn’t going to die for a long time unless someone killed him. It had been so easy to kill Danny. He didn’t even mean to do it. After it happened, his life had changed so quickly. He was no longer a five-year-old boy who lived at home with his parents. He was a five-year-old murderer who lived at a facility, alone. It was all because of Danny. He almost wished he was alive so he could kill him again. Then he shook his head. He wished he was alive so he could go home and things could be normal.

Reynold picked up the toad and sat down on his brother’s bed.

“Just don’t drop him or anything,” Michael said, closing the lid on the tank.

“I’m not gonna drop him,” Reynold answered.

Michael sat down across from him. Reynold stroked the back of the toad with his thumb. He could feel the toad’s heart beat through its skin. It was scared.

Reynold looked around the room, the room that was supposed to be his, too. He remembered where his bed used to be. Now there was a sofa, covered with Michael’s clothes. All of Reynold’s things had been boxed up three years ago. He squeezed a little on the toad.

“So what do you want to do?” Michael asked.

“Let’s play outside.”

Michael looked down at the messy floor. He had so many things down there. “Mom said you can’t go outside without a grownup.”

Reynold pushed a little harder on the toad and he felt it squirm. “So let’s ask Mom or Dad if they can watch us.”

Michael looked out the window, as if there was something very interesting out there. “No,” he said and waited for a second. “Let’s just play in here.”

“Come on, Michael.”
Reynold looked outside. He could see the stale white houses across the street. A few of the neighbors were outside playing. He knew all of them except one. It was the girl who moved into Danny’s old house. She was in the same class as Michael, even though she was a year younger than him. Reynold wondered if she knew about Danny.

“Reynold, Mom talked to me before you came back.”

Reynold looked back at him. He tried to look uninterested, like it wasn’t a big deal.

Michael went on, “She said that they’re going to let you do more things, but we still have to be careful.”

“What do you mean?” 

Michael looked uncomfortable. “Well,” he started, “Now that Ms. Meyers doesn’t have to be here, we have to make sure we’re following all the rules.”

“Why?” Reynold asked, “Who’s going to know?” Michael looked out the window and swallowed. Reynold understood. “The neighbors,” he answered for Michael, looking back at the kids playing outside. He remembered the way they looked at him after it happened. That’s why they were playing outside, right then, to steal an occasional glance at his house. He imagined them all peaking out their windows that morning as he had pulled up in the driveway. 

“I’m not going to do anything,” Reynold added. The toad’s heart was beating faster. Reynold loosened his grip. 

Michael moved up to him and took the toad from his hands. It tried to get away as it was moved. “I know,” he said. “But they don’t.”

Reynold looked at the toad, now smug, sitting in Michael’s hands. Michael didn’t know. He remembered the way Michael looked at him after it happened, too. He didn’t understand. He didn’t understand what his life had become since he left. Michael had his own room. He had so many toys and clothes. He had a pet toad.

Reynold wanted to take the toad and throw it against the wall, smashing it in with his fist. He wanted to let Michael know for a second what he felt like everyday, what it was like not to have a pet toad. But he wasn’t a murderer. He wouldn’t ever kill anything again. He was normal. There was nothing wrong with him.

He was a normal, eight-year-old boy. Reynold watched Michael put the toad back into the tank. He turned around and walked out of the bedroom, noticing how quickly Michael jumped up and followed him out of the room. He would always be right behind him, watching. Even at home, he’d never be alone.

Reynold wanted to cut the tension with the butter knife that was sitting on Michael’s plate. His parents hadn’t set a butter knife on his plate since he was five.

“Could you please pass the butter?” Reynold asked his mother. It was on a small plate right next to her.

She looked at him, worried for a moment. “Here, let me see your plate,” she said. She reached over and took it from him. “You want the roll buttered?” she asked politely.

Reynold nodded and looked over at his dad, who didn’t look up from his plate. He never really did. He always tried to make it seem normal. It was normal not look at your family as you ate together. Or maybe he was embarrassed for his wife.

“Thank you,” Reynold murmured as he took the plate back.

Michael took the butter and wiped some of it on his own roll, trying to avoid eye contact as he did. Reynold looked over at his mom, who was watching him, smiling brightly.

“So,” she started, “Are you having a fun time without Ms. Meyers?”

Reynold nodded, and then went back to his food.

“She’s a nice lady,” his mom said as she started to pick at her green beans. “It’s so nice to have you home, Reynold.” That was the fourth time she had said that since he came back. Then, as an afterthought, she added, “Even if it is only for one night.”

Reynold nodded again.

No one said anything for awhile. His mom finally started to eat her food, only looking up to smile every once in awhile. Reynold looked around the room. They were eating at the table in the kitchen. There were four sides of the table for the four people in their family. Without him there, there would only be three people. He wondered what it looked like when he wasn’t there.

Michael reached for the pepper. His wrist brushed up against the salt shaker, tipping it over. It spilled just a little bit onto the table cloth. Michael didn’t even notice. He took the pepper and shook it vigorously onto his plate. Reynold couldn’t look away from the salt.

There it was, the reason it all started. If he’d never spilled the salt then none of this ever would have happened. He would have been normal. He would have been like Michael. He’d be able to play outside without a grownup. He’d be able to have a pet. He’d live at home and go to a normal school.

Michael put the pepper back. He lifted the salt shaker and then went back to his plate. Reynold had lost his appetite. There was still some salt on the table. Michael had pushed it back up and nothing had changed. He could just go back to dinner as if nothing had happened.

“Honey, what’s wrong?” his mother asked. 

Reynold looked up quickly. Now his dad had paused, too, and was looking at him. Michael noticed that something was happening and looked as well. He was a spectacle.

“Nothing,” Reynold said trying to look back at his plate.

“You can tell us,” she said smiling a little.

He could tell them, all three of them, looking at him like they knew what had happened. Michael spilled the salt and didn’t kill anybody. But that’s not what they wanted to hear. He didn’t know what they wanted to hear. Reynold ignored them and went back to his food. One by one, he heard the clink of their silverware as they started to eat again.

For the rest of dinner, no one said anything except polite table manners. Reynold chewed and swallowed mechanically. His mind remained on the salt. It had been so easy, and now he was bigger. Within a few moments, he had changed his whole world, taking away everything that he ever had. They didn’t even realize. He wanted to change it again. He had changed his whole world before. He could do it again. 

The trees were scarier at night. It was dark outside and the moon was rising, claiming its position in the night sky. Sometimes Reynold would watch the moon rise and fall at the facility. It had its time every night. Before the happy sun returned to wake up the world, the moon would climb to the top of the sky and cast the world in a brilliant blue blanket. Next to the sun it was nothing, but alone at night, it was a beacon in the darkness. It was the brightest thing in the sky. 

Michael sat behind him for awhile, having followed him up right after dinner. He waited for a moment, then started rummaging through the closet, eventually setting up a sleeping bag on the floor. Reynold ignored him.

The moon disappeared during the day, probably to be alone like him. Even when it came out at night, the world still slept as if it wasn’t there. But it still came back, every night, following the same track as it did the day before. Although sometimes it changed. As the seasons turned, it changed its course in the sky. As the weeks passed, it would change from a full moon to a dark moon. That must be how it got by. It changed things. People notice when the moon is dark and they can’t find their way around.

Reynold would disappear tomorrow. He had his own side of the Earth and would retreat there as his house wakes up for the start of a new sunny day. There wasn’t anything he could do about that. He had to go back. It was the law. Michael was the other son and could do what he wanted in the house. He’d have his own room back and there wouldn’t be a sleeping brother casting a blue shadow over everything.

He imagined the moon crashing into the sun, catching fire and dousing the sun in darkness. Then it would be brighter and there would be no one to replace it during the day. There would be nothing else except a strange mixture of sun and moon to stay aloft for everyone all the time. No one would disappear and there would be no darkness.

“Are you ready to sleep?” Michael asked him, standing with his hand pressed against the light switch. 

Reynold nodded, moving over to the sleeping bag and burrowing inside. The lights turned off and Reynold heard his brother scurry over to his bed. The springs screamed as he fell into them. Reynold closed his eyes to sleep. He tried to block out the ticking clock, but its slow consistency kept him awake. He started to number each one of them, letting his mind slip away with each seamless second. 

Reynold held the dead toad above Michael’s bed, who was sleeping. Reynold’s heart was pacing, moving faster by the moment. He felt alive. The toad hung limp in his hand. He had squeezed it to death.

It was night and everyone was asleep. Reynold had gotten up. He had the dream again. Tonight it was the train tracks, only now they weren’t little. The tracks were huge, life size. Reynold was lying on the tracks, waiting for the train to come. He had woken up right before it hit.

He had picked up the toad, just to hold it while no one was watching. It was dark in the room and he felt like he could do anything. The toad sat in his palm, its heart beating fast. Then his own heart started to beat fast, too. He was alone. No one was watching. Michael was asleep in bed. For now, he had his own pet that he could do anything to. It was his own. 

He squeezed the toad until it stopped squirming. He didn’t know why, but it seemed to make sense. At night, when Michael was asleep, the toad was his to kill. It was okay. But now, as he stood above Michael’s bed with the prized dead toad in his hands, the clock was ticking and soon the sun would be up. Then it would all go back to normal.

He looked at Michael, sleeping soundly in his comfortable bed. Tomorrow, when he would go back to the facility, everything would go back to normal for him, too. Michael would have his own room back. He’d have all his clothes and toys. He’d be able to play outside without Mom and Dad. He’d have everything except for the toad. 

He’d spilled the salt shaker and turned it right back up. All that was left were the white sprinkles on the table top. It’s easier to wipe salt off a tablecloth than a carpet. Michael could buy a new toad and everything would be back to normal. Reynold let the dead toad fall onto the floor next to his feet. He took a step closer to the bedside.

It’d be so easy. There he was, asleep. All it would take was one moment and everything would change again, maybe this time for the better. Reynold leaned over the bed. Michael breathed in softly, the veins in his neck still pumping to his heartbeat. The track was already laid out for him, he just needed to follow it. 

Reynold reached out his hands, noticing them tremble slightly in the moonlight. The tingles were returning, that sweet anticipation of something new. His fingers touched Michael’s neck, clasping around both sides. Michael stirred.

The clock started ticking again. He could hear the train blow a whistle as it barreled towards him. Michael could wake up in a moment and it would all be over. But that wouldn’t happen. It was still Reynold’s time. It was dark and for now, Reynold was still alone. A smile simmered, brewed from the adrenaline churning in his stomach. He could taste the salt on his lips. Michael opened his eyes, his brows starting to furl as he noticed what was happening.

The train hit him hard and Reynold held on as tight as he could.

