Tater Baby

The muffled clacking of the train wheels had lulled me into a groggy half-sleep.  As my eyes were coming to a full close, I had a faint sensation the train was slowing down.  Forcing my eyes slightly wider I saw that the soft glow of the late afternoon sun I had seen only minutes earlier had become a deep darkness outside.  Had I fallen asleep?  No, the train was moving west to east. We were crossing the terminator, speeding from day into night.
 A reading light snapped on near the window and I turned my head, startled.

 I faced an elderly woman who was smiling broadly at me, her toothy grin displaying obvious aged dental work.  “Evenin’, son”, she said.

“Good evening, Ma’am”, I said.


“Are you a traveluh?” Her slow southern accent was pronounced.

“A traveler? Sure, I guess so”, I smiled back. 


“Travelers are searchers”, she said matter of factly.  She leaned a bit closer and smiled wide.  Her teeth looked yellow in the pale light.  “I’d like to know what you’re searching for, son.”  Her gaze was on my face, unswerving. I gave it thought for a moment, remembering all the cities I had traveled to and all the little backwater whistle stops I’d found myself stranded in.

“Well, I’m a writer”, I said, “I’m always looking for a great mystery.”


She cackled with hoarse laughter.  “Son, the south is full of mysteries and strange happenings. You just have to look in the right place.”


I was nodding when the train brakes kicked in, the wheels screeched, and after what seemed like an eternity, the train came to a complete stop. I heard muttering and exclamations from behind me. The other passengers were as surprised as I.
The old lady was holding her head as if she thought it might fly off at any moment.  “Well son, there’s a mystery for ye… why did this here train stop in the backwoods middle of nowhere?” She turned off the reading light and peered into the darkness beyond the window, her head bobbing around in an attempt to focus.  I looked past her and could barely make out an open field that seemed to stretch for miles.  There was a faint glow beyond it, probably from the nearest town.

After some minutes of confusion and frantic questioning, it was announced that the diesel engine had suffered a breakdown, and another engine car was being dispatched to us as soon as possible.  The old lady was still glued to the window, her hands to either side of her face, straining to see through the darkness. 


After some minutes, without turning her gaze from the window, she exclaimed, “Oh my God, that’s Winston Browns tater patch.  Son, you don’t want to go in there!”


“Why not”, I asked, unsure as to why a field of dead potato plants should be a problem.  “Does Mr. Brown carry a shotgun”, I laughed.

She turned. “He used to, but old Winston disappeared some years ago. He was out digging up his taters and just never came home.  His wife never heard from him. The sheriff organized a search party but never found hide nor hair.” She peered wistfully out the window and said, “That’s where my Momma found that Tater Baby.”

“She found a what?” I said, not sure I’d heard right.

She turned and looked at me, her face a pale glow in the darkness. “A tater baby”, she said.  “They are very rare but some times you find a tater, or potato”, she emphasized heavily the ‘po’ and the ‘to’, “that is shaped just like a lil baby with lil arms and legs, and a lil head and lil roots for fingers.”

“That must be quite a conversation piece”, I said 

“No son, you nevah nevah pluck a tater baby from its bed”.  Her voice grew louder, and her pale eyes wider.  “If you take it from the ground, it comes alive, like a real baby. Only problem is, nobody knows what it eats.” She looked away again, across the dark field and her voice grew soft, like a child’s.  “Momma tried milk, and gravy, and well… just about everything, but that tater baby cried and cried.  It never stopped.  It whimpered and screamed in the night, like it was in awful pain.  Then it started to shrivel and dry, and one day just stopped moving.  The whole business nearly drove Momma mad. It was such a pitiful little thing.” The old lady sounded dismally sad. Her face was still turned to the window and she had grown quiet. 
Not knowing exactly how to respond I stood and stretched.  Feeling a need to relieve myself I checked the 3 restrooms I could get to and all were occupied. I stepped off the train into the cool air and walked toward a small thicket of trees.  I unzipped and looked across the field. My eyes had adjusted to the darkness now and I could see row upon row of withered plants, each with holes dug around the roots where potatoes had been harvested. “Tater babies, huh,” I chuckled. I’d heard some wives tales, but not this one.
As I zipped and stepped forward my foot caught on a root and I fell headfirst into the dry dirt, my face thudding into one of the holes. I pushed up with my hands and suddenly I couldn’t move them.  There were tiny roots all around my fingers, like wires. I kicked with my feet to try and stand and one of my shoes came off, and in a second the roots had wrapped around my toes.  
“Help, please help me”, I yelled, “Heeelpp!”

I pushed my head up as far as I could.  The old lady had switched on the light again and I could see her pale face and yellow teeth framed in the window.  She was laughing… and waving. 
I guess her Momma really did figure out what tater babies eat.
