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To my wife, who always supports me through my lowest of lows and highest of highs.  To my good friends, Noodle, Bond, Jon Short, NoGood, Rooster (RIP brother), Stewart, and my brother.  To Patrick Falterman, the true adventurer of the millennium.  May your spirit rest easy on the Amazon my friend.  And to Christopher McCandless, the man who gave me the inspiration to follow my dreams.
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The Nectar of Life

I lost my job as an Engineer in the spring of 2013—due to lack of work—as they called it.  I had come in early that day, like any other, to get an early start, and figure out how to cut my hours down to 40 that week to make them all billable.  I had learned quite early-on that in Corporate America that’s what white-collar people did, at least in my company.  I worked 60+ hours a week and only clocked 40, even as an hourly employee.  Everyone did.  It was taking one for the team... 

Later that day, my supervisor had called me into his office after lunch.  I sat down, and he quickly got up to close the door behind me.  I knew it was serious or at least private.  I’ve always had some trouble processing emotions, but I knew in this instance, something wasn’t quite right.  I could sense the trepidation in his eyes, and the absence of happiness in his solemn voice.  He got right to the point and said bluntly, “Brian, we have to let you go.  We just don’t have the work right now to keep you on-board.”  I had only worked in my field as an engineer for maybe eight months, tops, at this point and left my previous job as an accountant at a construction firm.  If I had known, I would have just stayed at my previous job.  The only reason I had left was to get into my field as an engineer so I could work towards becoming a professional engineer.  But sadly, it was all taken away in a mere sentence.

It wasn’t so much that getting laid off bothered me, but how he phrased it.  “Maybe this field isn’t for you.  It’s not for everyone, you know, and there’s nothin’ wrong with that.”  I didn’t know what to say, really.  I had worked all those summers mowing lawns from a young age, and worked at the pool store in Wilmington, to pay for my education and housing for those four years with the help of financial aid, thanks to my mom for filling out the forms.  I have never considered myself the smartest guy by any means, I have always just worked hard, but to have my supervisor hint that I should find another profession after all that time and money I had spent, it was devastating to say the least.  The knife cut deep when I heard that and I thought the wound would never heal.  I felt ashamed and lost my confidence and self-esteem. 

Losing my job put this dark flame inside me, not one of passion or happiness or even the path less traveled, but the byproduct was far more malevolent: a cauldron of rage, depression, and mania.  It was always there and had been since I was young child.  Mental illness didn't exist in my family though.  I just didn't talk about it and dealt with it on my own terms.

I was always different, the wallflower blending in  the shadows, never quite fitting in or knowing what to say, so I just watched and listened.  But, when this transpired, I couldn't just watch.  I couldn't just listen to those chanting words in my mind, "Maybe this field isn't for you...Maybe this—" repeat over and over again like a scratched CD skipping and ruining the lyrics to my favorite song.  Those words ruined my life.

Aside from losing my job as an engineer, that year alone was quite depressing in itself.  I had destroyed my car when I hydroplaned into a curb, doing five thousand dollars of damage, keeping my car off the road for a month while I lived on my friend's couch and biked 11-miles to and from work to stay employed at the construction firm.  I had broken up with my girlfriend around the same time, who years later became my wife (so it worked out), but when it had happened it made the blackhole  clouding my mind deeper, the quicksand went beyond my waist and I felt entombed in loneliness that I couldn't escape.  Then, not long after I had learned my mom got pregnant from her new boyfriend, and my father—well—he was still a piece of shit.  I didn't know how to cope with the sensory overload.

In many ways, I had lost my mind.  I took my supervisor’s words to heart.  I never felt like I had a strong support system in my life.  As a kid, I was always the mediator, listening, giving advice, telling my mother what to do when my father had beaten her from one of his many outbursts and bouts of rage, as seen from the many holes strewn across the house in the old, splintered doors and unhappy walls.  I seldom had friends over.  I merely existed in the background.  I didn’t believe in myself and once I had felt like my life had ended as an engineer, I was incapable and didn’t know what to do with myself.  What was next?

My mind wandered to that night I tripped on magic mushrooms in college.  This was back when Blockbuster was still around and you had to rent movies in person because streaming services like Netflix and Hulu weren't popular yet.  I felt that yawning sensation soughing in the back of my ears.  It kicked in like a quick gust of wind as my friend smiled and said, “It’s only just begun…” but in his singing voice with an evil grin like the anti-hero of a movie.  We grabbed a movie starring Emile Hersch.  I watched Into the Wild that night with my housemates and best friend, and after it, I could not stop fixating on the thought of riding my bicycle across America.  I spent the rest of the night planning it out and told myself how I would do it one day.  I just didn’t know when or who I’d do it with, but suddenly I had realized what better day than now.

The fragile wall that held me together had collapsed and I no longer cared about what people thought of me, or what I chose to do with my life.  I had spent months trying to find a job to prove my supervisor wrong, to get back on my feet and in my field and succeed, and then I realized something through all the noise.  I realized none of it fucking mattered.  Work didn’t matter.  The people in my life didn’t matter, except for a few long-term friends and my brother.  They were simply memories in glasses of loneliness that had disappeared at closing time or when the keg was kicked, and somehow I looked forward to this each and every weekend, the bar, the booze, the drugs, the hope that I would get laid.  Somehow the loneliness was tolerable.  It was comfortable.  But there had to be more to life than feeling this way.

The freedom to think stewed around, its cloud of steam ruminating in my mind, and I thought about possibility.  I thought about change.  I thought about life and what I was going to do with mine because what I was told would bring me happiness was all just a facade.  The advice was corrupted by greed from my elders.  If anything I realized my life was the antithesis of what I was told it would be.  What college and a career would do for me?  Maybe it was?  Maybe I just didn't give it the old college try?  Maybe three years in white-collar America wasn't enough time to move up the richter scale of happiness and I needed to spend more time on my knees taking one for the team or maybe I just needed to put on my knee pads like the rest of society and deal with it.  I didn't know and I no longer cared.

That epiphany opened my eyes and gave me the freedom of creativity for my mind to wander, to think, to understand.  I hated my life.  I hated that fucking job.  I hated waking up in the morning and giving the company ten- and eleven-hour days, five and six days a week, only to get paid for 40-hours because I was supposed to put the company first.  I hated the room I rented and hated wasting my life at the same bars drinking glasses of loneliness every weekend around the same people.  I hated phony introductions and stupid filler conversations around people I didn’t even know, who knew nothing about me, my views on the world, or how I felt inside, but for some odd reason, these were the same people whom I didn’t want to let down by being labeled as a nobody.  It was all cyclical and the worst part about it was I actually liked being an engineer.  I liked it in principle.  I enjoyed the progression of learning and solving challenging problems and using my mind, but somewhere through the soughing thoughts of rejection, I had told myself it wasn’t for me—and I was right—it wasn’t.  There was much more out there.

All those days of sleeping on the couch until 2 PM, waking up, and filling out job applications, led me back to an eccentric idea I had of riding my bicycle around the country.  It didn’t seem too far-fetched at this point.  So, I did it.  I sold most of my possessions and stripped my life down to a bicycle, panniers, a backpack, smartphone, and camping gear.  What I didn’t sell, I left behind or gave away.  I left my hometown on August 13th 2013.

I was never really into the quintessential romanticized stories of footloose travel, wandering around aimlessly with minimal possessions was just that—romanticism—it was escapism and fantasy.  I liked reading stories by Jack London, the many books of Louis L'Amour including the Education of a Wandering Man and I had read many of the same books as Christopher McCandless, but I never quite liked Jack Kerouac.  Traveling for me became a coping mechanism for my low self-esteem and lack of confidence.  In many ways, it was my way of giving society the middle finger.  I never really fit in anywhere.  I was a misfit who was neither popular or unpopular and I just really didn’t understand why I had been so pressed from this whole work crisis I was going through.  I didn’t fit in there anyway and I didn’t really like my job.  Careers were just something everyone did and that’s what I was supposed to do.  Wasn’t it?

I left to explore, to see the country, to live through experiences, through new jobs, and push myself to accomplish new achievements in life, but most importantly, I left to escape my depression, my feeling of worthlessness and self-doubt, to chase the highs and let the lows fall behind in my shadows, only catching up to me when I wasn’t moving and had been stationary for a while.

I told myself that unemployment had opened up a choice of endless possibilities, and maybe it did, maybe that philosophical hubris and façade I hid behind was enough to trick my brain into believing it.  But really, I just wanted to escape, and the best way that I found to run away from my emotions was to leave them behind in Delaware with the rest of the people who were slowly dying in their unhappy lives.

I lived in-between society in many ways, rambling about when I could no longer handle work, society, and the many thoughts rattling around in my brain, the ones that kept me awake all night and sleep-deprived the next day.  I traveled by foot, thumb, steel, bicycle, bus, and plane.  I took pride in my work, whatever it was at the time, but never mastered any trade.  

Over the years, I dabbled as a roofer, landscaper, parachute packer, dishwasher, busser, server, retail salesclerk, ski technician, pool technician, barista, gardener, published author, cook,  baker, laborer, ground crew for tree removal, and whatever else I could get my hands on to make a living and travel.  Careers, routine, and predictability didn’t bring happiness to my life.  It was a ball-and-chain living under the guise of comfort, but it wasn’t happiness, at least not for me.

I had left to find myself, to learn who I really was,  to search for my identity, and most importantly, to figure out what I was living for?  

These bouts of unemployment and wandering allowed me to work on self-reflection and self-improvement, and to change who I was as a person because I didn’t love myself.  Hell.  I didn’t even like myself.

In many ways, I lived free.  Jobs didn’t hold me down.  People and places didn’t hold me down.  The only person who held me down was me.  It took years of wandering around to learn this about myself.  These are the stories from my adventures in 2017 when I hit bottom, and I thought I would never return…

I worked to be on the road.  That is how I wanted to live and lived for quite some time.  Deep down I knew this would not last forever and would eventually settle to a tolerable affliction or at least I had hoped.  When my mind eased and my search came to an end—perhaps?  In many ways, the road was both a gift of choice and a curse.  It was the only antidote for my restlessness, allowing me to live in fantasy for something more than money or a rung up the ladder of society.  I wandered in search of a deeper understanding of life, to mend my wounds, and to free my mind of an empty past.  

I had traveled a few years prior to 2017, wandering abroad through pieces of Southeast Asia, and traveling domestically, living in Colorado, Arizona, Oregon, Califronia, Hawaii and working the summers in New York packing parachutes in an airport hangar which I lived in until September rolled around each year.

I wasn’t quite sure if I’d found the answers I was looking for after all those years, but that year in 2017, after paying off a lot of our debt, and waiting for work to pick back up, nothing quite matched riding the rails around America.  I traveled around 16,000 miles through 30 states, over the span of six months, living off a grand, and writing a diary along the way.  This collection of stories is that innocence and the years I spent lost in the world trying to break free, establish identity, and figure out who I really was because I didn't know.


Under a ‘Needle-Infested’ Bridge

After working and bumming around Hawaii for the past four months with my wife, my world changed as I entered Seattle like leaving a lucid dream. Going from a tropical–beach paradise, walking around in shorts and maybe a t-shirt while the cool ocean breeze tickled my chest, was long gone. 

My buddy picked me up from the airport in Seattle and for the first time in months I slept peacefully in a comfortable bed.  We caught up over the next few days, but wanderlust quickly pierced my skin again like heroin.  On my last night, I hitched a ride with him to Kalama where he dropped me off on the I–5 along his truck route to Portland—so began my journey to nowhere. 

With my pack strapped to my shoulders I felt ten pounds lighter because I wore every damn article of clothing in it.  But my morale diminished quickly as the brisk air of night struck my face turning my cheeks and nose a crimson red.  I started sniffling and took a deep breath.  I stood still—staring at the signal mast by the railroad siding—which looked unpromising.  My feet numbed slowly from the cold as snow swallowed my frayed boots and I wiggled each toe in freezing water—thinking about my long journey south—shortly capitulating to the vengeance of winter.

So, I tramped nowhere fast, sloshing about through the sprinkled fields of white along a slant of ballast. I walked, and walked some more until I reached a road where I ‘laid it down’ under a patch of pine. My feet were cold as stone as I escaped the night into my dreams.

Dawn surfaced through a thick layer of eerie fog as I woke.  I trudged along the roadway searching for warmth—stomping the sledgehammers attached to my legs—to a convenience store.  With a warm coffee in hand and my wet socks slapped to the tiled floor, my toes started to come back to life in warm, tingly, bursts of sensation. I gazed out the window and pondered, “Guess it's time to start hitchhiking.”  I dreaded leaving, going back out into that ravage beast, feeling the brutality of her breath drown my skin to a chilling, miserable state but, “to hell with the cold I was going south!” I flexed my thumb by the on–ramp.  After five minutes, a shuttle bus stopped, giving me a ride all the way to Vancouver, OR.

I quickly learned deicer and sand did not exist in Oregon. The hipster environmentalists boycotted its usage making tramping even more difficult for me—but I still managed. I slipped and slid, fell on my ass on more than one occasion and my feet fell into deep hibernation.  Just when I thought the weather could not get any worse—it did. Dark clouds pregnant with frozen tears unleashed pellets that ricocheted in every direction. I scrambled for a bridge, but I was so far out meandering through back roads, following the interstate.  When I finally reached one, I just stood there shivering, in a state of self-destruction. I changed into dry clothes, and lingered at a siding beneath the bridge. With tweakers and home bums plaguing the city, I decided to hit the road once it calmed, but instead the sky clobbered me again for round two.

I ditched the thumb.  Instead, I walked. I could not get any wetter, or could I? With money saved up from work—packing parachutes in Hawaii—I decided to stay at a Motel 6.

Just a few miles over the bridge, it sat off the highway chanting my name. The bridge’s pedestrian walkway covered in a thick crust of black ice. I slid. I fell. I reached and grabbed onto the railings and slipped some more. It felt miserably depressing. My shoes squished with each step as my toes drowned further into decadent numbness. I felt sick and feverish, but a bed was within reach. As I reached the halfway point, the sky dumped more chilling drizzles— I lost it. I cursed, moaned, and pleaded, but it did nothing. It amplified to a torrential rainfall, but I reached the motel by this point. My face beamed with joy. The rain halted as I stood in freezing puddles. I looked up at the sign and big bold red letters flashed, “No Vacancy.” 

“Wait...what in the flyin’ fuck...no vacancy?”

Infuriated, I bought fast food to get indoors, warming up for the long, dreadful night ahead of me. They closed shortly.  I sought refuge in a bush; shaking and wiggling in my sleeping bag with my tarp hung overhead. It did nothing. I lay there cold.  My teeth chattered like firecrackers and my body ached from the neglect I put it through over past few days. It showered intermittently throughout the night and when 5 AM rolled around, I bolted to McDonalds for warmth.

As I sat in a booth, I peeled back my wet socks and set my pale–white, pruned feet on the floor, nodding in–and–out of sleep for hours in a puddle of my own wet filth.  I regained partial feeling in some of my extremities—not all.  The ice storm wailed on behind the glass as I struggled to keep consciousness with an empty coffee cup in my hand.  When I came to, I noticed the others scattered around, nestled in booths, also avoiding the plague of winter—or what they could of it anyway.

I glared outside at the dismal ocean of grays and watched a bus pull off across the street. Hustling at this opportunity, I freed myself of McDonalds and Portland's flooded roadways as I scrambled through the ice rink of frosty swamp, swooping in through that narrow bus door at the end of the parking lot. My boots squished with every step as I scampered down the aisle, plopping my ass in a window seat, and smooshing my face up against the cold, foggy, glass.  I rode the same route multiple times over—missing my stop—before stepping off in front of the Greyhound Station.

Amass of homeless huddled outside, inside, and roamed around fleeing the cold to get whatever warmth they could.  I never felt so happy to walk in through those doors of the bus station—until now.  I walked up to that ticket counter and bought the latest departure to Eugene for later that evening, spending the next twelve hours out of that cold hell while I dried my gear, tendered my feet, and caught up on sleep on the warm floor.

The Greyhound is never an exact science and of course it did not go as planned—it never does.  You know that sly “Dog” that always has Wi-Fi, outlets, the classiest people, and is never late—yep—they canceled my bus because of the snowstorm.  That night I used a free food voucher, ate, and dozed off on the floor, falling asleep to soap operas on the television.

I awoke early that morning to the bitchiest, most racist, front desk clerk.

“Cuse me sirrr, ur bus left las night at 12:45 AM. Why u still here?”

“I was told my 11:30 PM bus was canceled and I could go to sleep.”

“But I seen u all day yestaday. All day. Why were u here all day.”

“Because my bus didn't leave until 11:30 PM and I’m travelin’...and you guys canceled my bus...can I get a new ticket?”

“But why u didn't get on an earlier bus?”

“My ride couldn’t pick me up until then, ok?”

“Damn that's all u had to say boy!”

After what felt like a police interrogation, I boarded my bus to Eugene and shortly arrived there two hours later. I walked to Skinner Butte and followed a trail that ran along the river. Home bum paddies scattered along the banks with trash and human waste near the walking path. It reminded me of Portland, a place where public bathrooms did not exist, and locked dumpsters became more common. I wandered through the adjacent neighborhood parallel to NW Expressway where I heard the deafening sound of train horns and the thunderous jolts of freight cars humping together in the distance. A free little food pantry stood at the street corner and I grabbed a loaf of rye bread before I watched the trains arrive, depart, and change crews. With the sun gleaming through the scattered clouds, I just waited for the hours to drift slowly away to darkness—afraid of the yard—its bull and workers in broad daylight. 

As the sky fell, the once busy roadway shifted to a faint purring of white noise.  Even with my prior night’s rest indoors, I surrendered to sluggishness beneath my tarp, in the very bush from which I staked out the yard. The rain whimpered throughout the night like the pitter-patter of an infant, waking me from my dreams.  Soon the whimpers faded to the yawning of sun.  I sat up peeling my eyes open, watching the yard operations, dozing off to the distant memories of my last hop out.  The pure innocence and freedom of my first handful of trains is something I will never forget.  It happened almost four months prior as a 40-miler in Western New York, catching the same line by the trestle bridge in Letchworth State Park. The way the wind swayed my hair.  That sweet surrender to a childish grin as tons of freight clanked against mere inches of steel, it felt indescribable.  The colossus of distorted shapes, and shadows blurring by against the landscape, made me feel alive.  I smirked in anticipation as I waited for the perfect moment to catch a lift to nowhere in particular, waiting for her sound of romance to strike my ears.

I left the bush by the roadside and roamed towards Maxwell Overpass.  Human feces lay frozen between empty soup cans, cardboard, and plastic, among other festering debris.  Needles showered the ground like a sequel to a new “Saw” movie.  The overpass bred shelter to a lonely home bum.  He told me he lived there for two years. We chatted while I waited for my train and I shared my loaf of bread with him.  His soft unconfident voice, switched slowly to moody uncontrollable outbursts, as he fumbled for words, asking me to leave.  I knew he needed to “Get Well” so I scurried away, carefully avoiding used needles.  I set off through the adjacent field to a locked baseball dugout by a nearby church. I managed to finagle my way through a small gap in the doorway for two hours of secure sleep.

For the first time in nights, I casted my eyes up at a few twinkling stars. Just as I started to walk to a local mart, I heard a faint familiar sound, a sound that came back to me almost instantly. Slowly inching forward as each bolt became visible in the moonlight an intermodal loaded with piggies, 48’s and 53’s screeched to a stop. I sprinted to the roadside, and waited for passing traffic, eager to cross the expressway and jump on a freight car. My heart thumped loudly from the adrenalin while my mind raced. “Where was the bull? Did someone see me?”  These thoughts scrambled my brain, as I lay by the roadside.  But screw it, I made a run for it. My dark silhouette camouflaged by the night sky as I scampered next to a blanket of massive freight headed southbound. I picked a 53’ to ride fearing the bull might catch me on a piggy. The first one I scrambled to did not have a porch, second one, suicide, third one, was not a T-Well “Shit...shit...shit...I'm wastin’ time...cars are passin’ in both directions now...I need to find somethin’ fast.”  I gunned it for the next piggy, and used every bit of my energy, and breath, as my lungs gasped for air, wheezing from smoker’s cough and the cold stale air.  I squeezed myself into the wheel well of a trailer, sitting silently, and waited.

I sat there soaked in droplets of cool sweat, still catching my breath, keeping my eyes peeled for the bull. “But I guess he just did not give a shit, after all, it was 30 degrees outside, who’s gonna be hoppin’ trains in this shit...me I guess.” Minutes passed; my stomach settled of adrenalin and my heavy breathing subsided. I relaxed.  Moments later, the sound of air hissed like a priceless jewel and I became wrenched in multiple emotions.

She crept along the steel picking up speed quite quickly. I sat there scrunched on my backpack as we rolled out of the Eugene Yard. “Holy shit,” suddenly wanderlust struck again and my once droopy eyes mesmerized by the blurry streetlights of the passing city. Railroad crossing after crossing dinged as everyone stopped to let the “King of the Road” through, the freight train of course, superior to all in its path.

I nestled into my sleeping bag, riding on the spine, drifting to sleep, with the whispers of wind touching my ears. We cruised. We cruised fast and when we stopped, I awoke to a film of snowflakes piling up on me. We traversed the Cascades just outside of Klamath Falls and the sky dumped inches of fresh POW, decorating the alpine in a blanket of glistening cream cheese.  The train did not side for long, but once she picked up speed, I fled back to my sleeping bag, throwing my tarp over myself to stay warm. The temperature dropped. It dropped well below freezing, and with the windchill, I thought how crazy I was to leave a tropical paradise for this, but I loved every damn minute of it, even if my toes developed frostnip.

Cruising along, I awoke early morning past sunrise, upset that I overslept, and missed seeing the frosty peak of Mount Shasta. Honestly, I focused more on warmth than engaging the scenery, which meant staying bundled in everything I owned, EVERYTHING.  I moved back to the wheel well, as the cold made my fingers and toes squeal like little piggies, while I rode towards Roseville on a piggy.

Mini waterfalls roared along the passing cliffsides into the turquoise river and she began to dart through a series of small, dark, tunnels after the Shasta train bridge.  I covered my face from the carbon monoxide fumes of suffocating diesel. The snow ceased and as we declined in elevation, it turned to a freezing rain. I chuckled as I thought about riding on the porch of a 53’ not having a trailer shield me from the sky’s torment. Dunsmuir veered left in the distance and she meandered through the forest green mountainside along a turquoise flowing river, the Sacramento. 

She swiftly approached Roseville as the brakes screeched around a sharp bend by a golf course plagued with camps. Tents, tarps and shopping karts perched by the fence-line between the scattered filth as she rolled into town. I jumped off her at a creeping speed, seeking refuge under a bridge, hoping the days ahead of me would not involve any conversations with Sergeant Flood.


Gettin’ Flooded

The inclement weather followed me as it always does on the road.  Getting wet is a part of travel, but the key is staying dry. Although I never encountered Sergeant Flood in Roseville, I certainly dealt with my fair share of rain.  I felt too lazy to walk, to setup camp in the woods, and honestly, too damn sick to step another inch.  I plopped my ass under a bridge by the tracks. Rail cops, Union Pacific service trucks and police drove by sporadically throughout the night.  They saw me most definitely, but with the fierce howling moans and torrential splattering, they left me alone.  The weather worked to my advantage in that sense.  To them, I looked like an ordinary home bum shootin’ up under a bridge. 

I rolled my bedroll out among empty 40’s, dirty clothes, and wrappers as I burrowed for warmth. With my knife clenched in my hand, I fell asleep, slightly afraid of it all.  My body ached from a cold and my bones squirmed at the touch of the roaring winds.  I shivered, curled into the fetal position, and my fever subsided after much rest.

I woke up late, much later than normal that morning.  The sky still laughed through its ominous clouds as I packed up my gear. My boot soles squeaked with each damp step and I no longer felt my toes.  I loitered in town, and bummed it, waiting for night.  Somewhere between the turmoil, a window of sunlight shined through, illuminating my reflection in the ripples of each puddle, which I unsuccessfully avoided.  It no longer mattered much. 

Walking south past the train yard and Roseville Market, I tramped towards a vacant industrial field, the usual catch out.  Tags marked a lone tree, and the stone wall near a drainage culvert, depicting graffiti from the subculture of freight train riders.  I explored the area with vigilance afraid of Sergeant Flood, a man I did not want to meet.  He did not fuck around when it came to riders as I heard many stories about trespassing citations.  I maintained a low profile, setting up a lean-to on the retaining wall past the oaks. My fever lashed back with unrelenting force, so instead of fighting it, I napped away the daylight. 

I heard sprinkles gently thumping against my lean-to, which shortly progressed to thunderous booms.  I lay there in all my clothes, free from the demon above, as Hell pounded its sins down upon me.  The blocks of ice attached to my ankles felt but a numb existence, detached and void of feeling, despite the foot warmers lodged in my socks.

I woke hours later to a dark misty sky, and peered out at vehicles patrolling the yard beyond the mesh fencing.  I scrutinized the yard for hours to catch out, but nothing looked promising with all the activity and spotlights.  Prowling along down the road for three miles, I tramped further south through pitch-black desolate roadway searching for another catch out.  I took “Rob Nothing's” suggestion and hid by the Walmart overpass in the shadows of perpetual gloom. 

That night it mellowed out to a calm, cloudless sky, breezeless and stunning through twinkles.  Encumbered by sickness, I instantly fell asleep shielding myself from Mother Nature's spontaneous, unpredictable outbursts, resting peacefully under yet another bridge. 

I awoke on separate occasions to silhouettes scampering down the trashed, adjacent road.  Garbage cans, pallets, trash bags and a speedboat lay scattered across the ground like a wasteland.  I eavesdropped on two kids walking the tracks, and in the distance, I saw a lone man.  He looked like a blurred shadow of a train rider as he tiptoed through the east side of the yard, hopping the fence, as he disappeared into a boxcar on an arriving train.  Perplexed, I wondered what he was doing.  He moved across two stopped trains and vanished like a cloud of smoke.  A train rolling through on the mainline crawled slowly along two bands of steel at a turtle's pace.  “Maybe he caught on the fly.  It would have been much easier to do so on the west side,” I thought as I fell back asleep.

I awoke to radiant rays seeping through my sleeping bag, scorching my eyes.  It finally looked promising out, a great day to catch out. One train sat on the mainline while another entered the classification yard. I quickly packed up my gear and moved west of the tracks, hiding in the tall brush, by a lone shrub on a slanted grassy hill.  Beneath the hill, I saw a tent propped up out in the open, blowing up my spot.  Out hobbled a black man, reaching for his zipper to take a morning piss. He aimed straight towards the tracks as I shook my head, “What the fuck was he doin’?”

I studied the train on the mainline to figure out if it headed southbound.  All the tracks pointed geographical southbound, but I knew trains headed either east, north or south, so with a 66.6% chance of going the direction I wanted to, why not, right? Then I looked more closely.  Loaded lumber mixed with boxcars meant a lower priority train compared to an intermodal, but I remembered seeing similar trains head south from Eugene. So, my deductive reasoning told me, if that train headed southbound through Roseville with a similar load, then maybe this train went south too.  I looked back over at the home bum and he waved at me after putting his unit away. 

“Can't stay there dawg, workers gon report you if they see you, they ain't here tho.  Where you goin’?”

“South dude...tryin’ to kick the cold.”

“Well hop on...think it's goin’ Fresno.”

With his confirmation, I made up my mind and ran from under the bridge to the first open boxcar.  Ssssssssiiisssssisss...the sound of the air released from the brakes. I flung my pack in first, clinging my leg up onto the floor, pulling the other up and off the ballast.  She started rolling along the steel picking up speed fast.  I rushed, squabbling in the car to push the door further open afraid of it locking me inside and suffocating on my last breaths as a young man.

“Shit I never grabbed a loose railroad spike,” I thought.

I held the door tightly, clenching the cold metal between my fingers and sweaty palms.  “Fuck...I needed something to jam the door, but what?” I thought quickly and reached for my spoon jamming it into the groove under the door tract, but it shimmied loose.  I looked around the rusty boxcar floor, scanning it for anything.  At first glance, it looked empty, but, “ahah, a few stray pieces of lumber.”  I sprinted over to two pieces grabbing them like batons and ran back to the door prying them into the tract. I gave it some extra oomff whilst kicking it with the heel of my boot.  The door wiggled back and forth, but she stayed jammed, completely open to the scenery as I rode that one-eyed bandit towards Bakersfield.

She bellowed from the inside, yelling, squeaking, screeching, and moaning at every turn along every wye change of track.  She sounded like chalk scrawling against a blackboard, a harmonious cacophony to my ears.  I lay there on the frigid floor of the rattling metal box, shaking back and forth, watching the distorted shadows and landscape blaze past me.  She jiggled and gyrated ferociously making me nauseous, and sure enough, I vomited yet again, like my very first boxcar ride all over again.  She wiggled, bounced and threw my body around that empty box like a rag doll.  I did not care.

She blazed through Stockton and Fresno.  With only one door open, I never saw the yards, but the bright orange and yellow vests marked the workers from miles away.  I stood close to the corner walls of the boxcar to avoid police pulling me off the train.  As she cruised along, the smooth steel guided her along the tracks like a “pas de deux.” 

My eyes glued to the green pastures of cattle grazing, and the orchards blurred together between each plot of open land.  Grapes, almonds, pistachios, citrus and other natural resources skittered by, reflecting the huge agriculture industry near the railroad, a multi-billion-dollar industry per year.[1]

Purple dusk touched the fluffy clouds, sending the sun off behind the curtains of night, and in the distance, I saw silhouettes of palm trees.  I used the big green highway sign to determine my location, Bakersfield 24 miles, since my phone died.

“Ahhh,” I sat back and waited unsure of what to do next?  “Get off in Bakersfield or head to Los Angeles?”  I thought.  She slowly screeched into the yard. I hopped off with my feet running, tripping over a large piece of ballast, as I smashed into the ground rolling head first towards the fence.  “Damn that hurt.”  Then she stopped suddenly and I looked up at her, just laughing, bleeding and wondering; where would I sleep?


Here Comes The Rooster

Bakersfield made me feel like a home bum after five days of bumming it.  That last bone-chilling night, with a film of frost on my bag, waking up to a text message on the roof of a church, made me smile.  My breath froze in front of me, like plumes of white smoke, as I walked to the train tracks along the dark streets to meet my road dog, Rooster from Squat the Planet.  With three points of attachment, I crossed over the knuckle of two boxcars holding onto the brisk metal ladder.  Shortly after the air hissed like a vicious snake, I hopped off, afraid of leaving him behind.

He stood a few inches taller with a lanky frame, and two backpacks next to him. His long jet-black hair and scruffy beard hid his face along with a baseball cap.  He gradually added new studs, pins and patches to his hat as he wandered the road.  Aside from that, we looked similar, not resembling “Dirty Kids” and the appearance of other riders captured through Brodie’s lens of 35mm film.

That day rekindled my spirits, having a friend to kick it with by the tracks, while waiting for our next ride out of town.  Much of train hopping involved patience, using that time waiting to keep myself occupied.  With small talk, it made it lighter on my mind to pass the time.  My thoughts did not wander as much to empty spaces and nihilist thoughts.  I took a break from reading and writing for the first time since late November, scrawling notes on my phone instead, and enjoying the small talk of another fellow traveler.

We waited patiently passing time with words until the faint squealing of steel furrowed our brows.  A large train slowly rolled into Bakersfield headed southbound.  Our heads moved from boxcar to lumber rack to oil tanker to gondola, scanning the train for a rideable freight car.  Inch-by-inch the locomotive slowed to a screeching halt and the train followed like dominoes.

We sprinted towards the gondolas.  I climbed up; ladder after ladder, my fingers turned a rusty brown as old paint flaked off the cars.  Poking my head over the side, my efforts remained futile, seeing every car loaded to the brim with wood.  My adrenalin pumped as we galloped along the ballast and my hopes slowly dwindled nearing the end of the train.  I followed behind Rooster as he stealthily climbed onto the plank of the cab.  To my surprise, he jiggled the door handle and we both scurried quickly into the locomotive, placing our gear in the bathroom, and then lying out on the floor.

We never called in an equipment number, but we knew she headed south or east. She purred as loud exhaust bellowed from her engine.  She pushed the cars faster and faster until we plowed through the yard whistling smoothly across the narrow steel beams of track for the mountains.  I looked down at the speedometer and just 13 miles out of Bakersfield, the locomotive gradually came to a halt.  I panicked.  My heart raced fearing the worst.  “Maybe someone called us in from a crossing?”  I thought.  Minutes turned into, what felt like hours, as our train waited patiently hoping to chug along the single track through the Tehachapi Mountain Pass.  My anxiety faded and once I heard the air release, a spark of joy shot a smile across my face.

She continued rolling through the mountains steadily picking up speed as we rode Cadillac in a luxurious multi-million-dollar cab.  The area came equipped with comfortable, leather seating, a toilet, ice box, an outlet to charge our electronics and most importantly computerized train controls, that if touched would surely get us pulled off the train, arrested, and possibly thrown in jail.

We plopped our asses in the chairs as she squealed around the steep curves, clanking through the greenest of mountains.  Cows grazed yonder, sipping from the dry riverbed, a motionless puddle of water.  Dry trails of tributaries faded out of view between the barren trees as we chugged along getting closer to the desert.

The door opened and the sound of diesel exhaust roared from the pusher.  Rooster walked out onto the plank.  The cool breeze tickled my nose as I followed behind him, grabbing onto her railing tightly with each step forward. My hands clasped her cold metal, ch...ch...ch...ch rung in my ear drums, rattling out every sound, but the sound of the locomotive hauling tons of freight.  The sun began to vanish behind the mirage of mountains and our journey on the plank ended quickly as we scurried back in the cab for warmth.

Colton, California lay just past the Tehachapi Loop and with the night sky fully immersed in twinkling stars; he pulled out a bottle of Whiskey.  I did not drink too much, but a few swigs. I felt a little swilly with the last drop of whiskey burning the back of my throat, but it faded with time.  Drugs and alcohol left my life years ago, but with new company on the open road, I made an exception, taking a few swills to new experiences, new people and new places.

She chugged along at 15 mph through the mountains until gaining speed over the pass.  We now entered the high desert and kept our eyes peeled for the yard to avoid the bull, but we must have dozed off.  She pummeled along the steel putting us straight in the yard and kept rolling and rolling.  “Fuck,” we needed to get off as she started heading westbound.  She slowed down to a few miles per hour and we grabbed our gear, darting out the back of the unit. Headlights shined in my eyes as the bull sat there in his vehicle playing on his phone.  I made a run for it, sprinting towards the highway, breathing heavily as I scrambled over the flimsy, chain-linked fence.  I looked back at Rooster.  “Come on dude...GO...GO...the bull is right there...”

He hobbled faster throwing his two bags over the fence as he climbed his way to freedom. Once over, we casually walked down the shoulder of the highway to find a spot to sleep.  The bull never noticed us, or he did not care, either way, we managed to stay out of jail, and citation-free.  A Walmart towered above the other industry near the yard and we set up camp in the adjacent field, sleeping on a nice grassy patch under a small hill by the open road.


Speedballin’, Spacebags, and Sidewalk Slammers

We awoke in a field.  My head throbbed from the whiskey the night prior as if someone squeezed it beneath its meninges.  I swore to myself I would take a night off the booze, but we all know how that goes.

“Rooster ya wanna hit up Walmart?”

“Fo Sho, lemme just sleep another hour...fuckin' tired bro.”

I found it odd how I kept myself preoccupied so easily, but, “Without employment and little to do, why not wander in thought?  Why not read and write, drift about by freight train, and hitchhike?  Why not embrace the beauty of the distant landscapes, the freedoms of America?” I thought.  I gained a certain satisfaction from staring off at the mountains for hours whose peaks drizzled like white chocolate.  I waited in deep thought, rubbing my feet, for Rooster to wake up.  For the first time in weeks, I started to regain feeling in my frostbitten toes as the temperature soared into the high 70's. 

Rooster yawned and stretched with a big sigh, “Oommf...we need to get whiskey for the train ride.  Think ima take a break from trains today...if that's ok with you?”

“Word, sounds good dude.  Check out the yard, try to find the hop out, and get some rest.”

“Fo Sho, gettin' drunk tonight.”

“Aight...I'll have a few...”

I stood up, wobbling and hungover, for a brief tramp to the Walmart, flinging my gear down on the sidewalk by the electrical outlet.  One after the other, Dirty Kids approached.  Dirk looked like a typical train kid wearing Carhartt pants, some holes blown out in the ass, sporting a studded, sleeveless, jean jacket covered in patches, with a grimy hoody and a newsboy cap atop his head.  His greasy short black hair curled under his cap and his tanned skin reflected many days of tramping on the open road.  Meeka, his little pit-mix, pranced around next to him with shiny golden-brown fur and a cute swagger.  Cid on the other hand wore shorts over long johns with flaps of camouflage cloth dangling behind his ass.  Under a studded and patched cap, he had a buzz-cut with a patch of long blonde hair. 

Dirk grabbed a marker to make a sign, scribbling the word ‘FEWD?’ in big, bold, black letters.

“You think the kids these days will get it?”  He said.

I chuckled, “Yeah...looks like Food...am I right?”

“Yeah, pretty broke, tryin' to fly a sign to make a few bucks before headin' to see my sister in LA.”

“No doubt,” I said.

Rooster and I offered him some food, but he declined.  He just wanted some beef jerky.  So, Rooster set off to grab it and peaches while we all loitered outside.

Cid looked over at us.  “Any you’s seen Randy anywhere...I was sposed to meet em here. Haven't seen em...”

Dirk blurted out, “Yeah he caught a train north...other day I think.”

“Really...what the fuck...why the fuck he goin' North? Well ok...guess I'll kick it here for a bit...see if he shows up.  I'm broke as fuck, haven't had my name ran here since ‘09, wanna keep it that way.  Any you’s tryin' to score some dope?  I know a home bum who sells it under the bridge...”

Dirk chuckled with a spurt of joy.  “Yeah man...was spun out last night, but why not?  You guys wanna chip in on a spacebag tonight?”

I nodded, “Yeah I'm down, but I'll pass on the drugs.”

A flabbergasted expression struck Cid's face.  “What you guys gonna do all day then?”

Rooster walked back into the circle, throwing a package of chipotle beef jerky at Dirk. 

“Score, thanks dude.”

“No problem. Me and Brian are gonna check out the yard for the eastbound hop out. Kick it, relax, then drink later tonight.”

Cid scoffed, holding back laughter.  “Wwwwhaaat?  You don't drink durin' the day?”

“Nope.  Only at night to sleep.”

“Haha okkayy. Well we're gonna shoot up dope under the bridge. Spacebag later?”

Everyone nodded in agreement.

“Oh by the way...hop out is near Cedar...it'll be an intermodal,” said Cid.

We trucked along towards Cedar to check out the hop out or lack there of one.  Both of us chipped in for sidewalk slammers, buying two 40's and two Four Loko's. We watched the mouth of the yard from a distant grassy field, taking cover near the only lone tree.  I left an imprint of swamp ass on the cinder block beneath me as we watched for eastbound trains. Everything plowed on through heading westbound, and the only eastbound trains rolled too fast to catch on the fly.  Not sure if Cid juked us in the wrong direction, but no trains stopped, changed crews, or slowed down enough to catch out. 

“Cid’s full of shit. We'll check out the other end of the yard tomorrow bud.  I dunno about you, but I'm gettin' drunk. Dirk never hit me back...don't really wanna hang with a bunch of junkies anyway.”

“True...just seems like bad news. Let's drink, figure the hop out tomorrow,” I said.

Hours passed and it looked hopeless so we started to tip our elbows, getting tipsy off sidewalk slammers.  Plans fell through for a communal Spacebag, and after hardly any swills, I passed out in a field on a pile of prickly goat-heads between a patch of grassy pavement. That night I awoke stumbling around to piss and lodged at least 10 of those fuckers in my frostbitten feet.  I reached down plucking the little balls of cactus-like thorns out of my feet and blacked out into a drunken stupor.

The sun fried my face like a boiled egg waking me just past dawn.  My eyes sagged with tiredness about them, but surprisingly I did not feel hungover.  I looked over at Rooster, who lay there dead on the pavement, as the sun tickled his beard with undulating heat.  Sweat broke out across his brow, but he just lay there unabashed by its torment for hours.

I read an old kid's classic, “The Boxcar Kids.”  My eyes shifted to the yard dog working and breaking up trains while the mainline stayed open for traffic. Occasionally westbound intermodal trains cruised by, but nothing eastbound.

Brrringggg...brrringgg...Rooster leaned over like a sloth and answered his phone.  “Yo what's up?  Who is this?”  He said in a raspy, cotton-mouth voice.

“It’s Cid...did you steal my fuckin' pack?”

“Hold up man...this is Rooster.  We weren't even with you guys the other night...what're ya talkin' about?”

“Ohhhh shit...my bad...Dirk gave me the wrong number...we were speedballin' last night with a group of friends...pack went missin'...we're cool man...my bad...thought you were one ah Randy's friends.”

“Oh...well hope you find your shit bro.”

With a long yawn, he sat up and looked over at me.  His bloodshot, teary eyes drooped in the violent sun. 

“Man, I'm fuckin' tired as shit...still...”

“Haha you're just hungover Rooster...we'll grab some food and head further up the yard.”

“Fo Sho...ima pack up my shit and we'll roll out.”

Tramping along down the highway towards Walmart, we wandered parallel to the tracks.  Walmart felt like the ultimate bum spot full of train kids, and home bums alike.  We loitered, charged phones and handled our fair share of harassment from rude locals.  Some old, wrinkly bitch, with half her teeth, snarled at us, and spit projected from her mouth like she just took a slobberknocker.

“Nope sir-e, you ain't gettin' my dollah...no way...dirty ass, non-workin' scum bags...tryin' take my hard earned dollah...nope,” she cringed.

Under my breath I mumbled, “Suck a dick lady...I never asked you for your fuckin' dollar. I'm not spangin' or flyin' a sign...I have my own money...I work...fuck off.”

My frustration got the better of me and Rooster calmed me down.

“Dude, chill out. She’s not worth it.  People like her are lookin' for a reaction.  Be nice or ignore her.  She's not expecting that.”

I cooled off and my temper subsided, taking his advice kept us out of jail, so it did not escalate to a physical altercation.  The ugly bitch and her man stumbled away from the vending machines all strung-out, bickering obscenities while we both smirked.  “Whatever,” I said.

We tramped towards the overpass at the other mouth of the yard, studying it like a textbook.  Junk trains all lined up awaiting departure.  Railfans ruined our attempts to hideout under the bridge, as we waited patiently for their train boners to diminish.  After a few snaps of their cameras, they reached their climax, and flocked back to their vehicle for the I-10.  We hustled along the overpass, scurrying over the guardrail for the clearance box under the bridge.  Several train tags scrawled out everywhere along the concrete covering the structure wall-to-wall.  We left ours of course, scribbling them on in thick black marker.

No sooner did the felt-tip marker leave the wall did we hear the ear-piercing thunder roar, the horn of a departing train.  She rolled past at a slow speed, clicking and clanking along the steel, with a consist of mixed manifest freight.  Rooster fumbled for Union Pacific’s phone tracer number, calling in a boxcar on the locomotive, while I scrambled down the slippery, dirt embankment. 

“GO...GO...SHE’S HEADIN’ TO EL PASO...” he screamed over the rumbling noise.

I ran alongside her last freight cars, dancing along a grainer.  I courted her with my hands clasped onto the brisk ladder, pulling myself up, and propping my boot on the last rung.  Scuttling aboard, I threw my bag onto the porch, squeezing myself into the foxhole.  It felt claustrophobic as I curled into a tiny ball, but I stayed hidden for at least a few miles outside of the Colton Yard.  I wanted to stay on this train.  After all, it brought us one-step closer to Phoenix.

At the first siding, we hopped off to find a more comfortable ride.  Rooster hustled off towards the backend of the train, trudging along the ballast. 

He yelled back at me, “High wall grainer, two cars down bud...LET'S MOVE!”

I threw his gear over and hopped off with my pack clung around my shoulders.  My lungs gasped for air and I dashed for the open grainer as she sat still and motionless in the moonlight.  We chucked our packs on the porch of the high wall and waited for the higher priority train to pass.  What did we do to kill the time, you ask?

We got loaded and took swill after swill of Black Velvet Whiskey. I loathed the putrid taste of liquor, but getting tipsy on a train definitely made it easier for me to catch some zzz's at night.

Black outlines of mountains cast out into the desert as the train accelerated along the thin rails of steel.  Rooster sat there bundled and calm looking off into the night sky, as I did myself.  The stars frolicked among the full moon and to the north; Venus struck the sky with her brute, blinding ecstasy. The pure beauty of the landscape mixed with the booze put me in a trance.  We both lay there against the cool metal porch, the train rattling full-throttle, as we sipped whiskey, and lost ourselves in the vastness of Mother Nature.

As we approached Tucson, we both took shifts sleeping.  I hardly remembered fading away, while the train jarred and wiggled along the tracks, but I did for at least a few hours, stuffed inside my sleeping bag, boots and all.  As the train lulled along the tracks, my eyes broke out into a saccade, fixed on the dark silhouette climbing the ladder of the adjacent freight car.  I heard a holler from Rooster.

“Come on up dude...let's train surf the roof of this grainer...”

“Fuck man...I don't know.”  I hesitated.

Everything I learned about hopping trains, train safety and the dangers of riding on the roof, all made me apprehensive towards it, but she crept along gingerly enough, in the middle of nowhere.

“Alright,” I yelled up at him.

He roared from the top of the train like a lunatic as I held onto the top of the ladder.

“Well come on up...made it this far...”

My heart thumped with loud bangs knocking my chest cavity from pure adrenalin.  “This was so fuckin' stupid,” I thought as I crawled up onto the roof, my knees buckling under me, as I held onto the side grates of the grainer, prying my fingers into the metal ridges.

“Well stand up, walk around a bit...make it quick...”

I stood up quickly like a baby taking its first steps.  It was not so bad.  Actually, I felt a sigh of relief exit my lungs.  I stood there, above the highway, chugging along through the desert towards Tucson, surfing my first train, which all lasted a mere two seconds from my fear of slack-action. 

We skedaddled down the ladder and safely jumped onto the porch of our high wall grainer.  I wiggled into my sleeping bag, immediately feeling the warmth engulf my body and frostbitten toes.  The wind wreaked havoc on my body, chilling every inch of it from that stunt, making my hairs stand on end.  My hair cascaded behind me into darkness as I locked eyes onto big city lights and in those few seconds the world stood still. I felt freedom in its entirety.

In the past month, I experienced more on trains than ever before, but I learned one important lesson on my long trek from Seattle down the coast of California to Tucson.  “Never underestimate winter and what it can do to your feet without the proper boots!”

We arrived in Tucson and hopped off before entering the yard, sleeping at a dead-end street by an industrial park, beneath the waving branches of a small tree. I thought about my feet and how I neglected them over the past month, wondering if irreparable tissue damage in my toes would ruin my life of travel, but only time would tell.

Later that afternoon my feet tingled with a warm, numbing sensation and pain shot up through my toes as we walked. We put the road on hold for family, hitching a ride with Rooster's aunt to Phoenix who saved him from possible arrest in Tucson for panhandling.  That was that.


One Man, One Needle and Greenhorns

After visiting the in-laws, watching the Super Bowl and getting squeaky clean in a bath tub instead of a fast food sink, I felt that itch to hit the road again after a few days of being housed up. 

I hit the open road, taking a free Lyft to the train yard in downtown Phoenix, where I met back up with Rooster.  With a 40 in his hand, a few swills, belches and nothing but time, I knew a long night of drunken shenanigans lay ahead for us, not that I partook at all actually.  I steered clear of the booze as my doctor, Mr. WebMD, advised me to with my recent frostnip experiences, since health insurance was something I lacked for over five years. 

As such, we sat bullshitting to pass the time as we scoped out the non-existent yard from the overpass.  The yard dog worked trains below, but nothing left, nor arrived, as colors painted the Arizona skyline in a vibrant volcanic explosion.  Slowly, dusk snuck along the horizon and we dawdled below, to the bird-shit infested viaduct.  Rooster worked on his second 40 as I sat there on the sidewalk, completely sober, wiggling my toes in disappointment.

“Man...I'm tryna watch the yard...soak it in...drink...bbburrpp...leave tomorrow...night...maybe?”

“I'm down for whatever Rooster.  Like to get out tonight if we can...see where it goes dude.”

“Fo Sho...bburrpp...hiccup...shiiittt...Dirk’s in Phoenix bro...ima hit him back...seee...if he can come through.”

“Cool, surprised he's back from LA so quickly...”

“Shiitt...he's bringin’ someone...some chick he met...”

“Aight, well...cool I guess...I'm not ridin’ four deep though man...you're just askin’ to get pulled off...”

“No doubt...hiccup...no doubt...”

An hour passed and I only heard the brute force of freight cars shunt together like Zeus firing thunder down from Mount Olympus.  We basked in the shadows and from the distant streetlight, the silhouettes of two travelers rose.  Dirk and Elena stumbled into the group. 

“Sup guys...got a greenhorn here, Elena...showin’ her the ropes...just dodged this oog hippy kid out west who was rollin’ with us...had no fuckin’ shoes...blew up my spange spot, layin’ sprawled out on the sidewalk like it was a yard sale...couldn't have it...she wanted to come with...hope that's alright...don't give her any shit, we all been there once.  Your bud ain't have much either does he?”

“Eh...think I'm up to 12, but yeah...I'm still a greenhorn, much to learn,” I said.

“How's the yard lookin’?”

“Dead as fuck...hiccup...might be here awhile...”

“Aight...well ima take a nap...where we campin’?”

“Over there...past the shit pile...hiccup...there’s a hole in the fence...hiccup...nice grassy spot by the overpass.”

Elena followed him like a puppy, which I understood completely, after all, we just met.  We followed behind her, shortly after, forming a small circle, passing bottles of booze, with sidewalk slammers and Four Lokos getting swilled around.  I passed, only taking a few swigs of some bitch drink, Mike's Hard Lemonade.

What started out as joyful, quiet conversation quickly escalated to belligerent drama.  No one slept. I tried, tossing, turning, and wiggling around, but a storm of repressed emotions sailed along the seas yonder, screeching my eardrums.  Outcries, tears, and suicidal tendencies blistered in shrieks from the once quiet young girl sitting before us to the swilly-wasted fool.

“But...but...you don't even understand guys...like I'm a woman...I'm hormonal...and I...and I...did something...something...really bad todayyy.  Wahhh...wah...sniffle...cough...I killed something...an animal...I...I...hate myself.  Why did I do ittt? I can't believe I did Heroin...sniffle...I just wanna die...like...you don't even understand...you have no idea what I've been through...sniffle.”

“Calm down foo...you're blowin’ up the fuckin’ spot...handle your shit on your own time...what the fuck did we talk about already,” grumbled Dirk.  “You're here with a lot of knowledge at your table.  Pull up your panties, hold back your tears, and sleep it off.  Stop fuckin’ screamin’...we’re in someone's back yard,” grunted Dirk.

I sat there in disbelief.

“What the fuck did I get into?”  I thought.

Metal rattled from behind us, clanking under footsteps.  My eyes scanned the figure; a disgruntled tenant with his arms crossed came into view.

“What the hell’s goin’ on back here?”

“Uhhh...Sorry...just calming her down...tryna catch the next train outta here...we’ll clean up our mess...be outta here in the mornin’,” stuttered Dirk.

“Oh...well, alright...just keep it down please.  I live here.”

“Awe thanks,” we mumbled.

All her commotion made us split.  Some 19-year old hipster with daddy issues blew up our spot, but hell, we all have our share of problems, if we didn’t we wouldn’t be kickin’ it in the dirt by the steel. 

Dirk motioned over at me.  “Let’s get outta here, find a spot to catch out, can't stay here no more...”

We all rolled up our sleeping bags as the cool desert breeze brushed against my naked face.  I just wanted to run far away from everyone and catch the next train out of here to Tucson.  Elena calmed down and ceased sniffling, but her drama came with vexing repetition like a fly buzzing around.  Rooster stumbled and slurred his words after his fourth 40 and god knows what else he drank.  How would we catch out tonight? I could not possibly fathom.

Dirk and I walked along the road watching them trickle behind us.  Rooster held his fair share of booze, but even he fumbled around, zigzagging back-and-forth, bothering Elena.  Elena spewed the same non-sense over-and-over like a skipping compact disk.  She stumbled and fell, tripping over her feet, and face planted.  She looked like a baby learning how to walk.  We pulled her up off the asphalt.  Her body drooped like a limp noodle as she oozed with blood. It smeared across her cheeks and down her fingertips, screaming staph infection. She giggled, babbling on about death while I grabbed her peroxide.

Dirk plotted our next move.  We huddled around him, under a bridge past the mouth of the yard, but bellows of jumbled bickering made it a circus act. 

“Aight...aight...everyone shut the fuck up.  Here's the plan.  Elena...you and Rooster need to sober the fuck up...nap...sleep it off.  I took you under my wing to ride...right? That's why we're out here...remember?  Not catchin’ a train drunk...now are we?” said Dirk.

Elena murmured, slurring her words, as she snuggled up under a blanket, inching closer towards Rooster.

“Alrrrright...but I'm justttt so upset...I...”

Dirk cut her off, “Just go to fuckin’ sleep for Christ's sake.”

Dirk and I sat there on cardboard, itching to catch out, whether on the fly or stopped, it did not matter.  He opened up about his life, the drugs, and the downward spiral that led him to the road of freight hopping.  The teary-eyed look on his face made me empathetic of his issues, holding back the remnants of my own past, with a lump in my throat.  A sudden pause of pure silence sliced the thin desert air, and suddenly after the tremors of pain subsided, he fumbled for words. 

“...Care if I shoot up?”

I paused, unsure of how to respond, yes I cared, but it was his life and if he chose to go down that path, who was I to stop him.  “Sure, I don't mind...”

He unbuckled the strap to his bag and pulled out a syringe, slurping the liquid into it from a spoon.  The needle pierced his skin and out squirted a drop of blood by the other tract marks beneath his tattoos.  His first attempt did not take so he searched around for a more viable option, the basilic vein.  With a quick poke, the needle entered and the fluid dispensed, flowing freely through his bloodstream sending the pain below.

I cringed.  I hated needles and watching him made me nearly faint.  His mood shifted as he sat there spun out.

“Elena WAKE UP...trains comin’...wake the fuck up already...you got your nap...come on...we’re here to ride...god dammit...”

I looked at Rooster snoring peacefully in his cocoon. 

“ROOSTERRRR...WAKE UP DUDE...come on...train is comin’ bro...”

He did not budge, or flinch.  I repeated myself multiple times but my attempts remained futile.  Dirk managed to get his mess-of-a-road-dog together while he jittered and fidgeted, amped, and ready to catch out.  She stumbled and fell yet again, not in any condition to ride a stopped train, let alone catching on the fly.

“FUCK YOU GUYS...fuckin’ suck...  Took you under my wing to ride trains...not teach you how to hold your booze...Fuck it...I’m goin’...you goin’ Brian?”

“I don't wanna leave Rooster behind bro...”

“Think the two love birds are stayin’...HEY...you guys together now...you ridin’ outta here together?”

They nodded in agreement too drunk to speak. 

“Sorry Rooster...I'm goin’ dude.”

The front engine roared, a blinking light flashed, and I knew the yard dog roared down the steel tracks, but I wanted on that train.  I wanted on that train NOW.  She creaked and clanked, picking up speed, and the first gondola I saw, I made a run for it.

“You goin’,” said Dirk.

“Hell yeah!”

I ran; scampering across the ballast, my pack thumped against my ass, as my hands reached for the ladder.  I wrenched my fingers around her cool breath, pulling up, and flung my knee straight into a rung.  It throbbed in jolting pain, but I did not hesitate.  Instead, I found my footing and scurried to the top, jumping inside, and hiding in the corner of an empty gondola.  She shunted together a few more strings of freight cars. 

After two hours of lying there, as her cold heart drained me of warmth, she purred along the tracks towards Tucson.  Dirt and sand fluttered around inside the rattling box, poking my eyes and taking my nostrils hostage.  I grinned childlishly.  “Would our paths ever cross again?”  I thought.


Face Tats and Steelies

I awoke next morning to the sun vexing my brow.  My eyes flickered, perturbed with itchiness, as I rubbed sand and dirt out of them. I snuffled from congestion expelling coughs as if I inhaled plumes of smoke. I staggered to my feet unaware of where she stopped. That night, I slept at least eight hours, so I feared the worst, ending up in the Tucson yard. My eardrums resonated as a train rolled past, her sharp sound of brakes screeched the air, followed by a halt of metal, clanking like dominoes. Naturally, my curiosity spiked, and I peeked over the gondola.  Sure enough, she lay stopped in the departure yard, next to a row of freight cars.

I plotted my escape, waiting to hop the five foot tall, mesh fence imprisoning me in the yard. With my head low, I stood silent, in jet-black attire. The faint sound of gravel crackled beneath tires as the bull drove past an intermodal train stopped on the mainline. I lurked hidden in the shadows, unseen, and continued my game of hide-and-seek. Once his vehicle became a black speck, I made my move, sprinting for the tumbleweeds near the fence. I wheezed as sweat dribbled down my forehead like a river. For a brief second, I recouped, and then pulled myself up the mesh fence, treating the sharp tiny holes like finger holds on a climbing wall. With one thrust, I heaved myself over and the shoulder of the highway broke my fall.

My toes tingled with sharp numbing sensation as they regained feeling. Breaks came often, followed by sporadic napping, as with each new step came a thousand needles pricking at my toes. I washed them diligently, but still suffered from a thick crust of athlete’s foot on both heels. Walking came with the territory of low budget travel through hitchhiking, train hopping, and taking the bus or finding cheap airfare. I did not complain, instead I rested outside of Walmart, and charged my phone.

My ass sat comfortably on my pack.  Its straps hung onto its last threads. People avoided me as they walked by, the typical reaction towards travelers, in most towns and cities. I nodded respectfully and held my pride, ready to catch the next train to Texas, getting me one state closer to my wife.

Suddenly, a small puppy piled on top of me, galloping from his owner.

“DOBSONNNN...DOBSONNNN...get ova here...NOW,” yelled the Dirty Kid.  As he stumbled into view, I witnessed a drunken man about my age scrabbling along the sidewalk. His scruffy blond beard, face tats, and punk clothes resembled a typical gutterpunk. He looked rough; his body covered in stick and poke tattoos, and his breath reeked of Steelies.  “HEY kid...why ohn’t ya come over there with us...hiccup...got a group of Dirty Kids kickin’ it by the dumpster.”

“Alright man...I'm just chargin’ my phone real quick.”

“Awe c’mon...ya can do that later kid. Kick it with us...we’re drinkin’ Steelies...DOBSONNN...get the fuck ova here...fuckin’ dog needs ta learn...”

I took my eyes off the plus signs that curved up his cheeks toward his temples, following him and his yellow lab over to the Walmart dumpster.  I felt out of place. I rode freight, and hitchhiked for fun and because I found myself unemployed with no place to live and nothing else to do.  We all sat there Indian-style under different terms.

“Oh...almost forgot...I'm Star...this is my old lady Stacy...and these are two Dirty Kids we uhh...uhh...just met...I uhh...well what're yer names again...”

“Olivia and John.”

“And yer...burrp.”

“Brian.”

“And where ya comin’ from Brian? How’d ya get ta Tucson.”

“Came in on a train this mornin’ from Phoenix...was with three other Dirty Kids, but I they stayed behind...they got too fucked up last night under a bridge.”

“Pfff...trains ya say. I got my fair share, 30 or so...where ya headed Brian?”

“Alabama to see my wife, think ima continue ridin’ the rails til Birmingham, figure it out from there.”

Star swilled Steelie after Steelie falling deeper into a sloshing mess of slurred speech.

“Well fffuck...we’re all hhheaded to a rrrainbow gatherin’ in New Mexico for threee dddays. Ima cccook...ggonna be ddoin’ some ppeyote...acid...ggood times kid...ggood times...get ya a lil further.”

“Dunno Star...much as I appreciate the offer...I'm tryna get there sooner...”

“Wwell...ride...lleaves...rride...leaves tonight. If I...if I could jjust...get ahhold of this fuccckface...he probly...he probly...tripppin’ his face off...Went ta New Mmexico...hiccup...earlierr tah-day...to gget...acid...he's def tripppin’ face. Sposed ta be hereee.”

“Thanks for the offer bro, but I think ima just keep ridin’.”

“Ya...okkkk...you say so...hop out eeeast...is all the way...the way dddown there...mileee...two...eeasst.”

“I already know where it is, but thanks.”

“Fuuuuccck...I neeed muh gearrr...where is this...fucck? Stacy...stacccy...grab meee a burrr.”

“Star? I been in there five times already today. Fuckin’ tired of walkin’. Go in and get it yourself and bring me one while yer at it.”

“But...but...babeee...you know I ohn’t have ID...puhleeease?”

“Damn you Star...makin’ a pregnant woman walk all the way over there...fuckkk...alright. Gimme a smoke babe and I'll go.”

“Alriggghtt...Heyyy...Brian...hiccup...sorry...I keep bummin’ off yaaa...haave another...smoke?”

I reached down in my pocket and grabbed an American Spirit out for us both, passing him the lighter. My once full pack of smokes, I ground-scored now felt empty, with only a few cigarettes left.

“Feeel bad...keeep bummin’ off this kid...thanksss...”

Stomachs gurgled faintly through the sound of passing cars with solemn looks of hunger in the circle.  I pulled out a loaf of bread, chilli and a can of peaches, passing them around. The lovebirds, John and Olivia, sat there cuddling hand-in-hand whispering in one another's ears like schoolchildren. Olivia cutely twirled John’s lustrous, golden locks, around the tip of her finger and giggled. As the can of peaches returned to me, my heart shattered in jealousy.  I missed my wife and the moments we shared while hitchhiking around Hawaii.

We all puffed on cigarettes until nightfall. Star continued to binge drink Steelies to inebriation until more non-sense rolled off his tongue.

“Neverrr...neverrrrrrr...wouldd I...suckk a DICK....awwghhh...just...nastyy...I'd cudddle...naked with a duuude...mayybe kisss em...buttt nahhh...justtt ohn’t doo it...”

Everyone chuckled and I felt like I stepped into the same shit-show as the previous night.  Despite his cheerful nature, and harmless charm, my gut told me to leave.  I tried to think of an excuse before it escalated any further, but fell short.  Too many booze and Dirty Kids never bode well, especially with new encounters. Then it happened, while Stacy pranced back sippin’ a Steelie.  John and Olivia walked off to setup camp, and just as I tried to speak up and politely leave, in stumbled two more Dirty Kids, Will and Daisy.

“We're hoppin’ outta here in three days...gonna take Will on his first train...gotta celebrate...,” yelled Daisy in a charismatic voice.

Will jammed out to EDM, rockin’ back-and-forth, feeling the music as he reached in his pocket to pop some pills.

“Fuuucccckkk...gimmmeee some,” cried Star.  His eyes rolling around his head like a pinball machine.

Now the circle turned into a rave, a rave I wanted nothing to do with, as I sat quiet on the concrete. Stacy pounded a Steelie and chain-smoked a pack of cigarettes. Star sloshed around, bobbing his head, and laughing hysterically. Will stood their dancing like an emo kid from “South Park” and Daisy, she babbled on-and-on too.

“Damn girl...you better get that drink outta yer hand...and what the fuck...smokin’? What I tell you about that...yer pregnant...last year when I was pregnant...I quit...had to...not good for the kid,” pleaded Daisy.

“I knowww. I knowww. Cuttin’ back,” exclaimed Stacy.

I sat there stupefied among a bunch of goons, when all I wanted to do was ride freight, read, write, and work if I needed it.

Daisy calmed the commotion amongst the group.  “Guyyyys...settle down...guyyys. Good news, Seven is in town, he’s just a few miles away.”

“Nooo shitttt,” cried Star, giggling and shuffling about. “We gotta seeee em. Wee got ta...we got ta...”

And with that notion the lot of them stood up, cramming all their packs and gear into a shopping kart headed towards the local bus stop.

“Bbbrrriannn,” yelled Star.  “Yer not comin’?”

“Sorry dude...dunno him...and it's kinda outta the way.”

We followed different roads and I found myself wandering the streets of Tucson in the yawning of night, alone. I remembered the hop out from the week prior, before visiting my dog and the in-laws in Phoenix. So I carried on through the dark shadows of dimmed streetlights heading towards the industrial complexes.  I waited at a dead-end, laying beneath a cactus, on a cobblestone walkway. Trains rolled past.  Horns blasted. Lights pierced a blinding brightness through the black of night, and the sullen sound of steel creaked before me.

Hours passed and I found myself contemplating sleep in the wee hours of morning. The crisp sound of my zipper ruffled along my pack, and I ceased movement, listening to the sound of distant whirs beyond it. As she inched closer, her deafening shrieks screeched louder from the west. The hellion inside me tiptoed along the adjacent wall by the train tracks.  I failed horrendously at finding a rideable freight car. I ran and ran, peeking under each car to find a rideable well using my flashlight. My frustrations grew with each wobbly step as cars zroomed along the highway.

Then it happened, my flashlight shone brightly against the floor of a bucket.  I smiled with snickering success.  Off came my pack as I wisped away into the corner of the icebox, reaching for my mummy bag for warmth. I hoped to wake up in Texas past the Border Patrol checkpoint as I fell asleep.


The Sunset Line Meets Border Patrol

I fazed in and out of sleep as she turned sharply, winding along the steel, wailing and howling through the desert with the chorus of coyotes joining her symphony in a soothing melody.  I lay there shivering from the whistling wind of night, as she chugged along towards El Paso.

Shortly, the scintillating starry sky shifted to a saintly sunrise.  Its orange rays tenderly kissed my eyes waking me as she stopped in the El Paso train yard. I lay there curled in the corner of the bucket, hoping to ride her through, further east into Texas. My eyes wandered to the wooden masts spaced evenly throughout the yard.  I picked up a camera projecting down on my train.  I lay still. The loud rhythmic beats from my chest echoed as I feared the worst.

Minute-by-minute my anxiety became more tolerable and then her sound of air whistled in her hoses, Fffffffffffffffffff...with a sudden jerk she rolled gingerly through the yard as I peered up at camera-after-camera waiting to get pulled off. My scatterbrain shuffled through thoughts of the “woulda, coulda, shoulda” regret engulfing my poor decision to stay on the train.  Suddenly, the masts vanished along with the cameras. Her steady roll switched to an upbeat charge and she screamed along the tracks, roaring through the desert.

I unzipped my bivy and stood up; the wind blasted its rapture along my thick curls, elating a smile amongst my face. Mounds of sand cast out for miles and in the distance I saw dirt roads meandering over mountainside, beyond the border, into Mexico. Trump’s wall ceased to exist, but I pondered about security along the border with the new presidency underway.

For miles, I witnessed dusty sand and scrub brush, until reaching the outskirts of Sierra Blanca, where the mountaintops chiseled their own beauty into the empty desert. Plateaus of sedimentary rock eroded to rhyolite formations standing tall between the sandy loams of clay as I found myself staring at Roundtop Mountain. Researchers claim it has the largest deposit of heavy rare earth elements in the United States with a high concentration of beryllium in its northwest corner.[2]

She screeched meandering around the myriad bends of track sprawled out across the desert. I fumbled for my zipper trying to drain my vein for the first time in hours. I-10 cast off in the distance, miles away, so I felt safe from the naked eye of civilization. As I held my limp noodle, directing his stream over the well, I saw a beam of red infrared blaze by me. Without much thought, I sighed after relieving myself, eager to lie back down through the next small town, but then something happened. Her air brakes squelched slowing her motion to a steady coast a few miles outside of Sierra Blanca. My ears drowned out the sound of the train and a sixth sense encumbered my body. I felt strange as she continued to rustle along the steel, slower and slower, until a voice hollered from a light signal.

“GOT EM!”  

She halted abruptly as the man radioed over his walkie-talkie.  He towered above me adorned in Border Patrol attire, as I showed my hands like the criminal I was, leaning up against the train.

“Are you a US citizen?”

“Yes, sir,” I stuttered, my thoughts drifting towards what type of cell they set aside for me.

“Well, what ya doin’ on this train kid...you know we coulda shot ya...ya got lucky did ya.”

“Just tryin’ to get to Alabama sir, to visit my wife and find temporary work.” 

Border Patrol scored the lowest on their civil service exams. They were not real officers. His only authority was holding me until the police arrived to verify if I was a citizen, and if I had drugs or warrants out for my arrest. I knew this, but I kept my mouth shut and remained respectful.

“Shoulda just taken the bus...get ya a ticket for 60 all the way to Jacksonville.”  I did not utter a word, knowing he spewed lines of bullshit.  “Well grab your bag now and be careful hoppin’ off...just stand over there and no funny business...I'm not in the mood to run.”

“Yes, sir.”

The patrol officer reached in his pocket pulling out a tin of long-cut dip. He pinched a fat lip down with his fingers, browning them over with tobacco as he stuffed a horseshoe in his mouth.  He mumbled and spit unintentionally.  “What kinda work ya do kid?”

“Pack parachutes sir...job starts up in a few months...just lookin’ for something to tide me over til then...maybe at a restaurant...”

“I see...so skydiving?  How old are ya?”

“27 sir...”

Two vehicles skidded along the gravel access road and their doors slammed shut as three police officers walked towards me. In total, I counted three officers, four border patrol officers, and a German Sheppard.

“Well here are the officers...we'll see what they wanna do with ya.”

I sat there on my pack straight-faced and humdrum, ready to answer the same series of questions again.

“What's your name?”

“Brian Cray...”

“Can you hand over your ID please? I have to check the system to see if you have any outstanding warrants.”

I finagled for my wallet pulling out my Colorado driver’s license. That was the last real address I lived at back in 2013 other than a short few months in Goodyear, AZ. He pulled out his iPhone and tried running it, but instead spent the next 10 minutes calling it in.

“Dispatch I have a Brian Cray here, with the following address and license number, trying to see if he has any outstanding warrants.”

I already knew the outcome...nothing came back. My record surprisingly stayed clean all these years with only one arrest for being drunk in public with no identification in Dewey Beach, DE.

“Do you have any drugs or weapons on you?”

“No sir, just a two inch knife I use to cut open canned foods.”

“Throw it over here please...you sure you don't have any drugs on you...even small traces of marijuana. We'll throw you in jail...speak now, and we might let you slide.”

“No sir...no drugs.”

“Please stand, spread your legs with your hands over your head. What's in your pockets?”

“Camera, phone, charger, plug, wallet, toilet paper, and gloves, sir.”

“Please take them out for me with no sudden movements.”

“Alright sir.”  I spread my belongings out across the sand, and then he motioned towards my pack.

“You sure you don't have any drugs on you?”

“No drugs sir.”

“Open your bag please...”

I reached in placing each article of clothing and camping gear on the ground like a yard sale display. He searched my Motrin for pills, and found, Motrin. A look of exasperation rattled him. I stood there with no drugs, no warrants, and no weapons, wondering what they would charge me with other than criminal trespassing.

I did not know, and apparently, they did not either. The officer squawked once more over the radio, “Eh uhhh...everything came back clean, what's your boss want us to do with this kid? Union Pacific pressin’ charges?”

The engineer grunted over the speaker, “Nah uh, am I good to go already? You did your search of the whole train...we good to move along?”

“Yes...” he muttered astonishedly.  “Damn kid you lucked out.”

Really I did not. My ride to Houston slowly left, taunting me in her tracks, leaving me stranded near the border in a town I did not want to hitchhike.

“Well kid. Alabama...pack up your stuff, and throw it in the bed...we can take ya as far as county lines. Next town is Van Horn.  That’s the best we can do for ya. Got a four mile walk. Oh, but Texas law says if you ride in a police vehicle we need to cuff you...hope that's alright. Have a story to tell your kids one day,” he chuckled.

“Yeah that's not a problem sir.”  I placed my hands behind my back and he cinched the cuffs around both my wrists. With the help of the other officer I propped my foot up inside the truck, and he hoisted me up in the passenger’s seat, buckling me in for the ride.

The cuffs sank deep into my skin ripping into my bones. I sat there silently while he weaved in and out of traffic on the I-10, his thumbs twiddling around on his phone as he texted. I wondered if this was all a fugazi. “Were they really taking me to jail or leaving me by the side of the road? Only time would tell. Soon I'd be back to wanderin’ so it didn't matter, but he was right...this would certainly make for a story.


Kicked in the Face by a Moose

When I first stepped out of the police truck my wrists pained from the shackles jamming into my bones.  Red grooves indented my skin as the officer twisted the key, removing the metal bracelets.  He pointed down the road.

“County line is here kid...this is as far as we can take ya...four miles down there’s a gas station...shouldn’t be too bad a walk.”  He paused and hocked up a wad. Ptui! His spit ricocheted off the ground as I held back scorn and disgust. 

I hoisted myself up in the bed of the truck, grabbing my pack, and shucking it over the tailgate. 

“Thanks for the lift sir,” I spoke softly nodding my head unenthusiastically.

He spat one last time and slammed the door, speeding off down the I-10, as clouds of dust spawned from the screeching rubber. I walked feebly down the shoulder of the highway, dreading the thought of hitchhiking through the desert, not a cloud in the sky to provide relief from the piercing sun. 

Those four miles touched eternity as I hiked through the gates of hell, sweating profusely from the blaze grinning down on me.  My face and forearms shined a rosy red as I finally doddered into the Love’s gas station. The air condition blasted chilling my skin, spreading goosebumps and standing my hair on its end.  People stared at my ragged clothes, dirt, grime, and sweat, but I just stood there, sipping a cold drink, silent to their judgment.

I drifted from my oasis, back to the storefront, hoping to fly a sign for a ride to Pecos. An old crusty tramp came into view, crouched in the corner next to his filthy external-frame backpack and goofy dog. His back lay against the brick wall salvaging the only shade. A Veteran’s cap covered his greasy tendrils of gray hair.  He poked the frame of his glasses to keep them from sliding down the brim of his nose. Suddenly, his face danced to a smile of rotten, smashed-in front teeth, grueling yellow and pitted black.  He hunched over, reaching out to shake my hand.  The crevices of his fingers smeared black with grease and dirt crammed under his fingernails.

“Name’s Douglass Brown, but ya can call me Doug...this hur is mah dog...her name’s Pam...she was kicked in the face by a Moose. We’re from North Pole, Alaska...lived there mah whole life.”

The desert heat sedated my brain, delaying its thoughts slightly, as I looked over at his dog, registering how ridiculous she looked. Her fur gleaned a goldish-brown with slobber drooling out of her mouth as if she swallowed a tennis shoe with the laces dangling side-to-side.  Black safety glasses covered her eyes wrapped around her skull by a DIY elastic band.

I held back laughter at the sight.  “What’s with her sunglasses, Doug,” I snickered?

“I told YOU ALREADY...she was kicked in the face by a MOOSE!”

I squinted, holding back sarcasm and giggles.  “Kicked in the face by a moose...pfff...yeah fuckin’ right,” I thought.

I sat down on the smoldering sidewalk, propping my pack against the wall, as I melted in the Texan sun. People walked by us, some unaware of our existence, others avoiding eye contact or the sidewalk altogether, treating us like pariahs.  I did not care much. I understood as I looked down at my proletarian hands covered in tones of dirt. I just wanted to go anywhere but here, venture 70 miles north to Pecos, and catch out, but that proved harder than I expected.

I pulled out my black marker and bubbled in the letters, “PECOS” on cardboard, leaning it against the wall near my pack. Not even two minutes passed before a Love’s employee scampered outside in a hissy fit.

“Sir, you can’t beg outside of the store or we’ll call the police,” she recited the lines as if they came straight from the Love’s employee handbook.

I chuckled, “It says Pecos...I’m not begging, just merely stating where I need to go.”  I fumed from the lips.

“It doesn’t matter. You can either remove your sign or we will have you arrested.”

I flipped the sign over and slid it underneath my pack, scowling at her as she shuffled away through the swing doors. Doug jabbered on with spit projecting from his mouth.

“Did the same thing to me yesterday, but I was askin’ for rides. Then I tried holdin’ my sign up there on the I-10 ramp and a police officer cuffed me on the spot. Arrested me...said hitchhiking was illegal and they don’t wan us round these parts. Brought me an my dog in the cell...cause she’s a service dog. Wasn’t so bad, got food and a bed to sleep in.”

“Well, fuck this man...how the hell are we supposed to get outta here? Never heard of a truck stop not lettin’ you hitch rides...I can understand cuz of panhandlin’ but were not doin’ that. Where’s the next truck stop?”

“Got this hur handy book o’ truck stops...looks to be 19 miles north of hur.”

“Aight, well I’m too tired to truck it up there in this heat...maybe tomorrow if we don’t get outta here. So what brings you here anyway?”

“We got stuck here comin’ from North Pole, Alaska...been hitchin’ our way down cross the country to get to the Carolinas to see my mah...she’s not doin’ too well...haven’t seen her in 10 years. Figured me an Pam would go see her before she’s gone...”

“Oh ok...”

“Last year me and pam rode a bicycle cross the country from Massachusetts to Alaska raisin’ awareness for Veterans. I did 12 years in the air force as a helicopter pilot.”

“You served in Nam then?”

“Nah, not old enough to serve in Nam...only 55.”

“Oh, well your cap says Vietnam War Veteran...so I just assumed you served there.”

“Nah, just for when I’m flyin’ signs or spangin’ to get money. Been fightin’ with the government tryin’ to get back the money they owe me from my medical discharge...that’s why muh teeth er all fucked up.”

“Shit man...that sucks...so you live in Alaska?”

He pulled out a thick wallet stashed with multiple forms of identification and business cards and flashed me his Alaskan ID.

“See there...NORTH POLE, AK...that’s where I’m from...born n raised...my dad built a six bedroom cabin thinkin’ he’d have other kids, but I’m the only one...I was also on Deadliest Catch Season three...”

An extravagant line of stories echoed from his foul-smelling mouth as I listened to some truth mixed with utter bullshit. The bike tour held true, so maybe he premiered on Deadliest Catch. I had no idea, but his dog gettin’ kicked in the face by a moose? Come on, no fuckin’ way I believed that.

The sky burst into a frenzy of reds and oranges clashing with vibrant yellows, and my feelings of hopelessness vanished with the explosion of lava across the sky.  I saw firsthand how the railway nearby received its name, The Sunset Line.  Just before the sky dimmed her lights, another traveler set foot in our group of misfits, loitering in front of the Love’s.

He staggered onto the sidewalk drenched in perspiration holding a tiny school backpack with only water, and a change of clothes. He stretched out along the ground, his holey jeans exposing his sunburnt skin to the brisk whirs of wind. His eyes drooped from lack-of-sleep and persistent walking as sweat dribbled down his worn exhausted face meandering through the gray stubbles of beard.  He looked rough even compared to Doug.  His heavy breathing dissipated after several minutes and he finally spoke. 

“Fuck...I just walked from fuckin’ El Paso to here...without one fuckin’ ride,” roared Todd with a disdain about his voice.

“Damn dude, why didn’t you try to hitchhike?”  I exclaimed.

“I figured someone would just pick me up if they seen me walkin’ down the I-10...ya know? Seems like the decent thing to do, specially considerin’ my shit got jacked in El Paso...hit the john and my ride drove off. Paid em 300 dollahs to take me to Corpus Christi, bro. 300 fuckin’ dollahs...the last of my money. I been livin’ off ketchup and sugar packets. Fuckin’ pricks...So how long you’s guys been here?”

“Two days for him, a day for me...doesn’t look like we’re gonna get outta here especially with three people tryin’ to hitch east...I’m hittin’ up the next truck stop tomorrow...”

“Dunno if Pam and I can make that walk...19 miles is a long way...might try the gas station down the next exit instead. Least we all got a place to sleep tonight. That abandoned restaurant behind the Love’s, the officer said they won’t bother us there. Bout to head over there soon...Pam and I are tired, n’ if ya need to charge yer phone...Wendy’s in there don’t care if you use the outlets.”

Todd glanced over at Doug and smiled.  “What’s with the sunglasses on your dog?”

And Doug’s mantra continued like a poem of pitiful embrace.  His pickup line for rides did not work and it left people bewildered at the thought of a dog’s eye dangling from its socket.  Todd’s dumbfounded expression reiterated my own suspicions, an outlandish story nonetheless. 

“Alright Pam think it’s time for us to head to bed now...see ya guys tomorrow.”

Todd saluted and I waved as Doug and his dog scampered off to the abandoned restaurant behind the Love’s right where a line of truckers idled in the parking lot.

Todd looked over at me with a twinkle in his eye and a smirk shown between the dimples in his cheeks.  “Haha...you believe that fuckin’ guy...yeah sure...a moose kicked your dog in the face and she’s still alive...OKKKAY?”

“Yeah, he’s a character alright. Not stickin’ around tomorrow for his antics...shit gets annoyin’. I’m headin’ to bed man,” I said.

We both drug our feet to the vacant restaurant and pulled out a layer of cardboard to insulate the cool concrete floor. As soon as Todd’s head touched his pack, he started snoring.  I lay there looking up at the dark ceiling draped above me, restless with rampant thoughts running wild, as I listened to the droning noise of trucks idle just feet away.

I rolled and fidgeted in my sleeping bag for hours, aggravated from the noise spewing from Todd’s mouth, the idling of trucks and the loud conversation from the state troopers parked beside us, as we slept on the ground. I felt wired, and stuck. In no way could I withstand another day of Doug.  Every word that poured out of his mouth irritated me.  I yearned for intellectual conversation, which I started to realize only surfaced from the books I garnered along the way, romanticizing life on the road, and the unpredictable path of wanderlust.  I wanted to mute my ears, but instead I rolled up my gear, strapped it to my pack and started my tramp down the I-10 for the next truck stop, 19 miles away.

At 2 AM, my chance of a ride was slim, but walking into the abyss of night, looking at the moonlit sky sprinkled with stars, felt intoxicatingly pleasurable.  It erased the stalking embers of the sun, no longer burning their vengeance in my skin.  I walked alone in the night. I walked away from Doug, and Pam, away from Todd, tramping further north towards Pecos. How many more days had Van Horn set aside for my restless soul until I hummed among the steel?  I did not know, nor did I really care, as each day on the road was one less day I had to work.  I worked to be on the road and here I was, on it.


8 Thumbs and a Dog Goin’ East

Another lugubrious day squished my spirits.  I woke by the side of the road in the desert sand, between brittle bushes free of leaves, with dead tumbleweeds bouncing around through the gusts of wind. That slight breeze, erasing the touch of fire against my skin, quickly vanished with the onset of clear blue sky. That good old Texan sun snarled down at me and with each mile, I tired to a plodding pace.

I squinted, observing a pull-off a few hundred feet ahead, with pavilions, a bathroom, and limited traffic. I stopped. My feet cramped from constant tramping on the rough endless pavement as I basked in the only shade, massaging my calloused feet, one toe at a time.

“Hey buddy...thought ya be further down the road by now. Doug’s still back there hustlin’ his moose story,” snickered Todd.  I guffawed, exposing my yellow teeth, as I took a drag of a snipe from a nearby ashtray, offering the last few drags to Todd.  “Where’d ya come from anyway?” he said.

“The roadside...got some miles in last night while it was cool...no way was I gonna listen to fuckin’ Doug and his moose story again.”

“Yeah he’s still back there...he didn’t wanna walk this far.”

“I think we’re like 15 miles away from the next truck stop...not sure which side of the road it’s on, but it’s gotta be better than three hitchhikers at the Love’s.”

“Yeah I agree...you wanna get to walkin’...got a long fuckin’ day ahead of us...least we got smokes...all these butts on the side of the road. Won’t get no rides though in this fuckin’ state.”

I wiggled my feet back into my boots, tying the laces extra tight for the tedious journey ahead. Todd’s grim face depicted anguish and hunger. His bony jaw-line cut deep into his cheeks, and craters pitted under his eyes. Sweat flowed off his balding scalp pulsating against his frontal veins as he roamed forward in a rampant fashion. He fueled his body off sniped cigarettes, taco bell packets, and the little water leftover from his 20-ounce coca cola bottle.  The sun grafted its blaze into my skin leaving me as red as a tomato. We settled down under each passing bridge, and behind scarce vegetation.

I mumbled to myself in a bilious tone, boiling in my skin.  Despite this curse of wanderlust, I still basked in the freedom of choice.  After all, I wanted to wander, persevering through the hardships of the road.  It felt like my only cure for restlessness, constant rambling.  I gazed over at Todd.  “Fuck dude, Texas fuckin’ sucks man...still got like 10 miles of this shit and not a single soul has stopped to even offer us water...”

“I walked from El Paso...80 fuckin' miles...NO ONE is goin’ to stop...we’re too close to the border...they prob think we’re illegals haha...”

Our monotonous efforts dwindled to a less than desirable pace over the next 10 miles. The bones in my feet sobbed in pain below buckling knees and the only reason I kept hobbling along was to get as far away from Doug as humanly possible. The sun stole our morale a bit with each footstep, stripping our dignity, as we crawled like infants towards the next truck stop. Somehow, through the drenching inferno, we persevered before nightfall, posting up in front of the family-owned truck stop with zero energy.

We sat on the westbound side of the highway now, which spawned our first problem, as we needed to hitch east. As we grounded ourselves, I noticed another drifter sleeping along the sidewall, which spawned our second problem. He lay sprawled out next to a pile of puke; a camouflage cap covered his face with his scruffy red beard poking through. A small piece of cardboard angled next to the wall with his life story scrawled across it in small-black lettering, “Stranded with no money, and food, lookin’ for a ride east...anything helps...God Bless!”

Just when I thought, “it could not get any worse,” I heard a dilapidated Honda pull up emitting plumes of dark smoke. A chain jingled and a four-legged canine jumped out, her tongue drooped out of her mouth flopping side-to-side. My eyes widened as I stared at her ridiculous sunglasses and behind her stood the old tramp from the Love’s. Doug stood there with his bottom lip pronounced as if in deep thought. He looked like Bubba from Forrest Gump, waddling back-and-forth closer to us, fiddling into his pocket, pulling out a wad of twenties.

“Crossed the street...held my “East” sign and people kept handin’ me 20’s...even the cops gave me money before they tore it up...easily made 200 bucks...think it was my Veteran’s cap or ole Pam layin' down in the heat...We walked most the ways, then got that ride...said he was goin’ further...”

Todd and I looked befuddled. I sat there exasperated at Doug, tilting my head towards the unknown drifter whom woke up against the wall. He rubbed his bloodshot eyes and sat up while twirling tendrils of his beard around his index finger. We looked blankly off into space as the fourth hitchhiker introduced himself.  This allowed me to break free of Doug’s ersatz behavior.

“The name’s Brian...I been stuck here for a day already...walked from the Love’s the other day after Border Patrol stopped me back on the 10, at the checkpoint.”

“So you drove to Van Horn? Why’d they stop you?”  I said confusedly.

“Hahaha...well...funny story...I was bangin’ this broad in Vegas...and shit was goin’ south...so I kinda ‘borrowed’ her car without tellin’ her...started drivin’ it across the country...but kinda forgot about Border Patrol. They nabbed me at the checkpoint, but they couldn’ hold me cuz I knew the bitch, her numba, and all her information...so I just started walkin’...ended up here.”

“What the fuck...hahaha...well it’s gon be even harder now to hitch outta here with four fuckin’ people...Guess we’ll figure it out tomorrow man...I’m goin’ to fuckin’ sleep,” I mumbled.

With four hitchhikers, one truck stop for the next 70 miles and limited traffic, I pondered how long it would take to hitch outta Van Horn.  What person would leave first? Would someone kill Doug by the end of it all?  Who knew?  I just wanted to get the fuck outta dodge.


The Misfit 4

Panting and slobber filled the air with a baffling stench of dog breath.  As Pam stretched her hind legs, and limbered up, the others squeezed out a few last minutes of sleep, before giving into the blistering heat. I lay there half-zonked pulling my sleeping bag over my head to savor my last minutes of comfort while the others started to pack. Todd packed up his tent while Doug knelt on the ground packing his bedroll. Doug’s grunting forced his bottom lip to curl out as he wrestled to quickly bungee his bedding to his pack. I shook my head holding back laughter, squinting into the sinister sky, rubbing my eyes one last time. I did not know who looked goofier, him working over an inanimate object like an oaf or his dog drooling with her red, fruit roll-up tongue, dangling between her toothless canals.

“How’d you hold up last night Todd,” I muttered tilting my head back towards him.

“Meh...not too shabby...was fuckin’ cold last night though bro, but thanks for the tent. It helped a lot since I only got this one blanket...”

“Eh...don’t thank me bud...Doug gave me it yesterday outside the Love’s. Figured I could use it, but you needed it more...”

“Well, thanks bro...preciate it.”

Doug waddled off to the truck stop with Pam trotting behind him. He always walked awkwardly as if he needed to shit, pulling up his worn baggy cargo pants after every few scuffs, from his shoes gripping the pavement. The road chewed him up, swallowed him, and spit him out, molding him into the man he was today. He looked old for a middleaged man and judging from his stories, the road warped his mind a bit, but he maintained his heart and principals, sharing amongst the group, much like the rest of us. For that, I respected him, despite wanting to gouge my ears out every time he uttered the words, “Kicked in the face by a moose...”

Shortly after Doug crossed the overpass and slumped against the storefront, flying his “Eastbound” sign, we all walked over, looking like a bunch of bums. I sat there as the youngest in my late twenties, Brian in his early thirties and the other two in their late forties and early fifties. We epitomized the word misfit to every mannerism, but each of us maintained our own uniqueness in how we presented ourselves and held our cardboard signs.  None of us wanted to loiter at the gas station 19 miles from Van Horn, but we all ended up there for different reasons, so we dealt with it. 

For instance, Todd scrawled verbatim what Brian’s sign read the day previous, but more simplified.  It read, “EAST” in bold black letters, with a small caption of, “Anything helps...GOD BLESS.”  He gripped his sign firmly in his hands and moved it in the direction of approaching customers, as if they could not read it the first time they lay their eyes on it. With a smug face, he always said, “Hellllo there...how ya guys doin’ today...fine day outside today isn’t it...have a good one.”  Sometimes he stood up and slowly paced the sidewalk, walking towards them, wiping the sweat from his brow. Other times he sat down with his back crouched against the wall, his gray t-shirt drenched in a pool of sweat under his armpits and near the collar. He usually winced in pain, either due to the steamrolling heat, or due to his thirst for any food beyond a condiments packet, but he would not take my food despite my persistent offers.

Then, there sat Doug by the far end of the store. He huddled up by the only trashcan in walking distance to the storefront, hoping to stir up a quick conversation with any passerby. He hunched over with his back curved against the wall in a scoliosis-manner, smiling through jagged pits of rotten teeth. His glasses gave him a googly-eyed look like Ed Kemper, but his dog always eased him into conversation with his typical icebreaker. Pam lay there sprawled out along the cool concrete sidewalk, her tongue slung out of her mouth like a red carpet, drooling freely. He leaned his sign against the wall, “EAST,” and just waited to interact with anyone. He twiddled his thumbs and at the soonest glance he always stuttered, “Hiii...”  Sometimes people sped past with a slight head nod and muttered nothing. Other times they stopped, completely infatuated with the dog and her sunglasses.  As soon as a word rolled off the person’s tongue, English, or Spanish, it did not matter, off ranted Doug about his fictitious Moose, a real raconteur he was.

Then Todd stared over at me; I stared back; we both stared at Brian, and I held back bits of laughter in the pit of my chest while I assumed the others did the same. 

Next, lay Brian. He spread out along the side of the building near where the truckers parked. With his small camouflage tactical bag stuffed under his head, he basked in the shade, away from the flood of people by the pumps and the storefront. He took a more apathetic approach to flyin’ a sign. He did not mollify people with his words or swindle them. Nope. Brian pulled the hood to his jacket over his face and yanked it shut over his eyes, taking a snooze, as the shadows slowly crept away with the passing day. He tilted his sign against the wall, placing it underneath his elevated concrete stoop, and merely waited. Most of the time truckers drifted over, maybe to see if he was alive, but the conversations never lasted too long. He never asked for a ride or money, just simply explained his situation, collecting their full attention, until they asked if he needed anything.

There I was, sitting Indian-style between Todd and Doug with my sign stuck to the window. It read, “EAST,” in as big of letters as I could fit. I did not crack spange as Todd started to do, harassing the customers for spare change to buy food. I also did not embark on fairy tales of magical moose stories where little dogs survived the thrust of their hooves. Instead I sat there making eye contact with the customers whom I thought might extend their sympathies to my situation. Often I kept strong posture, maintaining a bit of sadness in my eyes to look desperate, but not too desperate, and with a slight head-nod I sounded off a, “Hello there sir or ma’am,” in a friendly voice. People remained courteous, but rarely extended any offers for rides, except a few select hippies, but they all drove westbound for a festival, and only stopped to ask us for weed.

Our heads all shifted back-and-forth blinking confusedly at each other in stupefaction.  “Did they really think they’d make it past the border without getting searched?”  I chuckled.

“Dunno...aside from the dirty dreads, stench o’ weed, and tye-dyed Grateful Dead T-shirts...they may have had a chance...hahahah,” laughed Todd.

The rest of the day felt like a time-lapse of rejections like the day prior. Not one person headed eastbound and if he did, he never offered one of us a ride. However, as the sun splashed behind the clouds and the wind howled, empathetic individuals started to stop at the gas station. A shade of green exchanged the hands of Texans and entered our pockets for food, smokes and beer.  We divvied up our bills amongst the group and each bought smokes and steelies.  Accepting those few dollars struck my pride to a depressive state.  I did not beg for it, per se, as I really just wanted a ride, and nothing more than that.  So I ended up buying Brian another Steelie and giving him most of my smokes.  I did not even want them.

Doug’s profligacy left him broke again, spending his 200 dollars all in one day. He bought wads of beef jerky, dog food, multiple cans of Mountain Dew, an uncanny surplus of cigarettes and other oddball items, like truck-stop t-shirts, and hats. He extended his food, smokes and beverages to the rest of us, along with buying Todd a blanket for the chilly nights that lay ahead.  

As the sky splashed to lavender, we all sipped our black berry steelies, mesmerized by the imminent splendor of the Texas sun. A pickup truck parked at gas pump and eight Mexican men jumped out, accidentally dropping empty Corona cans and limes out of the vehicle. They laughed and spoke quickly in Spanglish fumbling to pick up the empties and throw them away. A select few stared into our glazed eyes as we lounged out front in a drunken stupor. One stumbled back to the vehicle and gifted us a “Hot n’ Ready” pizza from Grotto’s.  He empathized with us.  

I cheered my malt beverage and passed around the box, biting into the freshly cooked pizza, gulping it down as it singed the tip of my tongue with melted cheese. Each morsel tasted stupendous, like the best pie ever made, but only because of my hunger. Living on gas station food for multiple days did not give me fuel, not that pizza was any more nutritious, but it sure felt filling, piling into my empty stomach.  Every crumb, piece of crust, bits of cheese and pepperoni crunched in my mouth leaving the box empty with a circle of only pizza grease left behind.  I felt no remorse taking free food.  Corporate America piled so much of it into dumpsters everyday as waste, food which I found perfectly edible.  It disgusted me.  This was no different.

I finished my steelie, and even with a plump gut, I felt a little woozy, but I stopped at the last drop. Overindulgence in a new group of people never appealed to me. Besides, I overheard Doug rambling on about catching out.

“Train stopped last night few signals back...just long enough to hop onto...think me and Pam gonna check er out tonight boys. I wanna get outta here...if I gotta spend another day’s here I’m hitchin’ back west...this gas station just ain’t cuttin’ it...not makin’ any money or rides,” mumbled Doug with a pouty face.

“Where did it stop man? I’ve heard trains fly through here all day, but I never saw one stop...”  I questioned him.

“Well...I’m tellin’ you it stopped richboy...You can do with that what ya want...my ears heard her...Pam’s ears heard her...and we’re gonna check er out.”

“Whatever dude, I just asked a fuckin’ question...no need to be a dick. Todd and Brian, you guys comin’ then?”

Brian staggered out of the store slamming down his third steelie, completely inebriated and slurring his words with a big grin shining through his red beard.

“Fuucck yeaah dude...I always...hiccup...wanted to ride...hiccup...a traaain. I gotta...hiccup...call my cousin...hiccup...he never...hiccup...believe me...”

“And you Todd,” I asked?

“I mean...well...we ain’t get no rides outta this shithole today...what makes me think we’re gonna get a fuckin’ ride out tomorrow? It’s like I said...people don’t fuckin’ pick you up in Texas, but they’ll give ya food...Yeah, I’m in...longs I feel safe,” he groaned.

“Alright, well looks like Doug waddled off with his goofy fuckin’ dog again...as much as I hate to say it...let’s follow him again. Apparently, he knows where a train “Stops...,” I said facetiously.

Doug led the way with Pam trotting shortly behind him. I walked alongside Todd, and Brian zigzagged behind us, yelling on his phone in pure excitement.

As we moseyed forward, Brian’s pace came to a halt. The slurred words drowned to a distant whisper and his silhouette immersed with the sky; he disappeared. Todd tugged my shirt.

“Where’d he go...he was just right behind us...talkin’ his cousin’s ear off bout this train...now he’s gone,” cried Todd?

“I have no idea man...probably a good thing...dude was too drunk to catch out anyway...”

We cut through the fields of dead shrubbery and sand, evading thistle and other prickly plants in the darkness. A shack stood lit like a lantern about a mile ahead of us, where an abandoned pickup truck oxidized in front of it next to a dirt driveway. It did not look vacant, so we roamed further west to stay out of sight, just for our own safety. Doug’s bickering slowly became louder and louder as we stepped forward closer towards the steel.

“Damnit...fuckin’...damn fence,” Doug scoffed under his breath.

Todd and I approached the first small barbed-wire fence, and hopped over it with ease, while Doug stood there tangled, ripping his jacket open from a snag.

“You need help dude, hand over your pack...I got it...Todd can lift up the bottom of the fence so your dog can fit under if ya want...”

“Ohhh...I guess...thanks Bri,” said Doug bashfully.

Todd pulled the wire in an upside down “V” shape, bending it between the two stakes while Pam pranced through unscathed and to my surprise, Doug followed. He lay down on the cold desert sand; his bare hands exposed to the many anthills, thistles and thorns tumbling around, and crawled underneath it. Just a few hundred feet ahead, we dealt with the same scenario.

Once over that next fence, my eyes met with the no trespassing sign, “Property of Union Pacific Railroad”, we crossed the tracks and Doug led the way.  “What in the hell was I getting myself into...I doubt Doug has hopped a train in years...and even so...did he really see a train stop around here last night...or was he bullshittin’ us again like he did with the fuckin’ moose story,” I thought?

The mounds of ballast crunched beneath our footsteps, as we scampered along, following the shiny steel beams towards the next signal, drifting a few miles from the gas station. Doug seemed inconfident and lost, questioning his whereabouts on where the signal stood, or if even one existed. I questioned myself too.  Why did I follow this buffoon?  Here I stood wandering along the train tracks with two strangers and a dog. I only hoped that Border Patrol did not monitor these areas because if they did I put myself back in the same situation as my first day in Sierra Blanca.

As I squinted, I witnessed the slight presence of red shone a few feet off the ground among a post. Doug confirmed it; so we ventured off to the side of the tracks, hiding behind barren brush as the tumble weeds bounced by with the whirring wind. We waited for hours.  Todd rambled back to the gas station, while we continued to stake out at the siding.  Would I ever get outta here? Who knew?


¡Runners in Snakeskin Botas!

I dozed off for a few hours and woke to sudden squeals of steel wrenching to a halt.  Doug sat there pushing the bridge of his glasses with his index finger.  His bottom lip curled out like a rug unraveling.  Pam lay asleep beside him with her tongue out. 

“Hmmm...guess we picked the wrong signal Bri...looks like she stopped right by down the hill...”

“Wanna head down there anyway? We still might be able to catch her or the next one rollin’ through?”

“Hmmm...looks kinda far for me and Pam.  Uhh...gettin’ old...bones are brittle...Pam's fast asleep like a baby...but...we’ll follow ya Bri...”

The wind struck my face in a sullen chill.  My lethargic eyes peeled back to vigilance, as I tiptoed amongst the ballast.  I scuttled down a dirt road, through the night sky, parallel to the tracks.  Silhouettes of tumbleweeds pounced through the wispy shadows of desert, each of them joining the chorus of the wind.  Between gusts, I heard the faint sound of footsteps pattering behind me, but it shortly faded to silence between my short breaths and the howling of wind.

I turned around, puzzled, looking for blurred silhouettes of an old tramp and his dog, but only saw crisp darkness; they vanished.  I stopped briefly; sand canvassed my boots with each burst of wind, and her screeching sound of steel echoed in my ears.  Her front engine gleamed a giant ball of light.  Her rays glistened among the shiny steel, illuminating her tracks, as she approached me.  She chugged along, her rollin’ and cruisin’ turned to a blaze of thunderous squeals echoing throughout the barren desert.  I lay hidden behind a bush in knee-high grass, mere feet from her tracks. 

“Shit...there goes my train...guess numb nuts and ole Pam turned around....prob a good thing...knowin’ my luck dude woulda fuckin’ died...” 

My head tilted towards the clouds, and for the first time that night, I soaked in the the voracious stars consuming the sky around me.  I curled up trackside and dipped away into a dreamless sleep, interrupted only by thrashing trains throughout the night.  It felt like deja vu drowning in-and-out of a sleepless nightmare.  Not one other train stopped at the signal that night killing my chance of catching out. 

I awoke that morning, rolling over on a fluffy bed of clouds.  The malevolent sun accompanied the empty sky with its fierce grin.  Ughhhh...my day started far too early, shamefully following my sandy footprints back to the truck stop for another fruitless bout of hitchhiking. 

I bickered under my breath.  As I reached the truck stop, my feet crunched beneath empty plastic bottles, and loose trash near the west side of the parking lot.  I peered into a faceless dilapidated shed, chuckling as I noticed Todd’s big white Mario thumb, which he persistently tried to use the previous days to hitch rides.  I wondered his whereabouts since he obviously slept there the night prior, discarding some of his items, scattered out across a piece of cardboard.  My boots finally touched the pavement and as I approached the storefront, I scrunched my brow in confusion.  “Did all those bastards hitch outta here?”  I thought.  Not one of the “Misfit 4” sat at the storefront against the wall. 

Sweat droplets trickled down, curving around my cheeks, as I walked towards the east wall.  I turned the corner, and saw a camouflage backpack tucked up against the wall with a putrid pile of puke splattered next to it.  Its foul aroma flowed freely through the air, twisting my stomach in a knot, causing me to dry-heave.  Brian lay there limp; his hat shaded his drunken eyes from the head-wrenching light.  Four empty crumpled grape steelies weighed his cardboard sign down, and as I approached, he grumbled.

“Hey man...you alive? What the fuck happened to the other clowns,” I said jokingly.

“Ughh...so hungover, puked on myself last night.  Had to get a new shirt...ummm...they hitched a ride back west...hopin’ to have better luck at that Love’s.  Fuck it...glad he's gone.  Didn’t mind Todd, but shit...Doug was a bullshitter,” he moaned.

“Aight, maybe we'll have better luck today...storm's supposed to get down to 30ish or somethin’...wanna dip outta here before then,” I groaned.  He stumbled and nodded his head, squinting with his bloodshot eyes in a befuddled state of delirium.  “Man you're fucked up haha...”

“Ehh...I'll be fine.  Thought fer sure you'd be outta here on a train...I turned around last night cuz I started pukin’...” he said chuckling.

“No shit...I wouldn’t have let ya anyway dude...Shit rolled through too fast...one stopped briefly for clearance, but I didn’t make it in time so I just slept by the tracks.”

“Well I doubt we're gettin’ outta here...been here four days...ppl hook ya up with money and food, but only rides is west bro...”

“Yeah I know...I don't retrace my footsteps and I'm headin’ east to meet up with my wife...maybe find some work in Bama...so I don't gotta choice,” I muttered sinking my head depressingly.

Car doors clanked between the soft footsteps of customers, swinging open the entrance door, to grab their coffee cakes, over-priced souvenirs, and old breakfast burritos.  We assumed the position, holding our signs firmly, while I grimaced from the vicious Texan sun.  It felt timeless and the multiple days blended to one, separated by mild sleep, and a mosaic of the same unfamiliar faces, except for one.

A white lifted pick-up truck pulled up to the pump, with black rims, a glimmer to its paint, and out stepped the driver.  He stood there tall and lean, with a tanned complexion, in black snakeskin boots, each pointed tip curved to the sky.  He moseyed over towards the door, tipping his cowboy hat as he walked past us, and I looked over at Brian in perplexing shock.

“What’s up wit you bro?”

“Dude, how much ya wanna bet, that dude walks out with only a case a water again,” I said.

“Ummm...ok?  Why we bettin?”

“I’ve seen that guy stop at this truck stop a few times already today...and pretty sure he was the same dude that rolled in yesterday too.  He always comes out with the same thing...a case a water...”

“What’s he drivin’ bro?  I wasn’t really payin’ attention...”

“That raised pick-up over there by the pump, with the nice rims,” I pointed south.

“Oh...haha...yeah dude...you’re right...I remember seein’ that same truck quite a few times over the past four days...He’s a runner.”

“Whatta ya mean runner?

“Ya know...like drug or border runner...prob border runner judgin’ from the cases of water.  We’re so fuckin’ close to Mexico he’s prob drivin’ out through the desert over there...pickin’ up illegals who gone a few days without water.  I seen people come through here too, runnin’ drugs and shit...”

A few minutes later, sure enough, the man walked back to his car with a case of water slung over his shoulder.  He sped off down the road turning off into the desert.  Plumes of dust clouded his path, as his truck spit out sand from the tires, and when it dispersed the air, we only saw a tiny dot speeding further south.

“Yep...he’s a runner...”

“Yeah...it would seem so after what ya said.”

The day dawdled by with the sound of unfamiliar footsteps and not a soul offered us a ride eastbound.  As the sun sank below the horizon a fleet of gloomy swirls staggered about in the sky, the scorching temperatures shifted to chilling lows, and instead of bundling into layers, I capitulated to the old red restaurant booths.  Brian did so as well.

“We can prob sleep in here haha...I kinda passed out in here last night for a bit and then made my way outside once the early mornin’ came...they didn’t say nothin’,” chuckled Brian.

My eyes shifted to a stout Mexican man, in the booth behind us, with a trim black beard.  He stared right at us, placing his cowboy hat on the table.  He twiddled his thumbs as if he waited for someone to get off work.  His eyes pierced through me and that split moment of contact made me spark up conversation.

I smooth talked the man, Martin, mentioning we needed a lift east to Pecos.  Sure enough, he offered us a lift as he waited for his daughter’s shift to end.  I stared off across the room at a row of slot machines, feeling ecstatic and lucky.  My eyes perused the handle of one, and then his daughter walked out from behind the register, giving her father a peck on the cheek with a big hug.

“Alright we go now.  This is me hija, Emilia.”

I felt like we hit Lucky 7’s as we stuffed his compact trunk to the brim with our packs.  Brian dozed off in the back seat of his car while I thought about my next train.


Dirty Face in Pecos

Martin dropped us off at the Love’s in Pecos.  By then the black dusk shimmered under loose stars so we refrained from night hitchhiking.  My nose flushed and I sniffled on the sidewalk by the sandy loams of desert.  Sand ingrained the crevices of my eyes and nostrils with each violent gust of wind.  I tried to scratch away the itchiness, but with my dirty fingers, it worsened.  My eyes looked as crimson as my nose and I felt miserable, but kept high spirits.  After all, no more Doug, no more Van Horn, no more “kicked in the face by a moose” stories. I licked my chapped lips and tasted snow in the air, while wandering about looking for loose cardboard.

Brian slumped near the Love’s entrance haggardly holding his sign while spanging off customers exiting.  He looked exhausted, almost drunk from sleep deprivation.  He stroked his disheveled red beard, while he kept himself from falling over, and nearly falling asleep.

I stood there, wide-eyed, vigilant, and ready to move on to the next city, waiting for him to hit his mark.  The door swung open and a fat little Mexican man waddled through, an employee from the register.  He wobbled over to Brian like a penguin, but much slower.

“Scuse me sir, you cannot do that at this store...the customer complainin’...you must leave or I call policia.”

Without a word, and a slightly scandalous smirk, Brian moved to me in sluggish mocking strides.  I tried not to laugh, but could not help myself.  “Dude we weren't even here five minutes and you already got us kicked out...hahaha.”

“Oh well...I'm fuckin’ tired anyway, least I made a few bucks for food morrow mornin’.”

“Well, we're headin’ to the rails man.  Get some rest trackside and if a train stops then we'll pop your cherry,” I said with a chuckle.

“Realllly?”

“Yeah dude...I didn't come to Pecos cuz I love Texas...it's the next stop gettin’ me closer to Alabama to see my wife.”

“I mean...okay...you think I'm ready for it?”

“Well...you're not drunk as hell like you were the other night pukin’ up grape Steelies.  So if somethin’ stops I'll run along and find a rideable...you just follow my lead...I'm still new to this shit too ya know...we'll be fine dude.”

“Aiiight...shit...can't believe we're really gonna do this...”

“You'll love it dude...there's nothin’ quite like it.”

We plodded onward veering off the highway through random back roads and low-income neighborhoods, a typical journey to find a jungle.  Bulbs flickered on the empty streets while we walked through the eerie dead town nearing midnight.  Dogs howled like thunder, viciously foaming at the mouth, held back by rickety fences and patio doors.  Dust swirled with the whirlwind gusts; tumbleweeds bounced; crooked wooden fences creaked; and we crept slowly, inching towards the steel. 

The adjacent field near the tracks fed life to countless sticker bushes, dead logs, and loose trash.  I pricked my arms and legs weaving in and out until I found a flat open space of desert.  Brian groaned behind in excitement, breathing heavily, and infused with adrenalin.  We spread out on loose scraps of cardboard, lying still, and silent, in the brisk of night.

“Do you really think a train will stop here?”

“Yes...they're suppose to crew change here by the signal...we should prob be a bit further back, but I don't feel like walkin’ much more...”

“Man...can't believe I'm actually gonna do this...been somethin’ I've always wanted to do...”

“Well, try to get some rest bro...what's that noise?”  I said abruptly.

“What? That bangin’ sound...clank...clank...sounds like a dumpster over there.”

“Nah...not that sound...focus...listen harder...sounds like a train dude...we haven't even been here an hour...told ya shit always rolls through at night...get ready...”

“Whadda I do...whadda I do?”

“Just hold up...I dohn even know if it's a train yet.”

Chug...chuG...chUG...cHUG...CHUG...wheels gently rolled along the steel. I cast my eyes westbound to the blinding light of an oncoming locomotive.  She creaked slowly towards the signal until I heard a sudden screech followed by a string of cars slapping the air like a whip of metal.

“Fuck...”

“What...what's wrong?”

“We're at the crew change spot...that’s the van right there...”

“What's that?”

“No time for semantics...I'll tell ya later.”

We shimmied through the dense bushes slicing our jackets on the razor blade vines before scampering off along the access road.

“They definitely see us,” I said casually as Brian huffed and puffed.  I drifted further down the tracks for 20 car lengths.

“Can they see us?”

“I doubt it unless they already did, who cares?  I gotta look for somethin’ rideable...we may not have much time...keep up with me.”  I tossed rock, after rock, falling completely through to the tracks below.  “Damn...all suicide.”  I stumbled and coughed, pooling in sweat, my heart pounded in my throat from exhaustion.  “Damn...where you at man?  Keep up...she’s airin’ up bout to leave...shit...”  I clasped a ladder, my hands drowning in sweat, slippery and slick, as I climbed the last freight car, praying for a rideable.  “Alright...it's not great...it'll have to do for night we got ourselves a porch.”

“Where do I go?”

I pointed at the porch opposite me.  She clanked together with a bit of slack action and started humming softly, picking up speed, until she highballed it out of there on the mainline.

I looked over at the mirage of a man lying flat on the porch of a well car.  I rode dirty face; the wind crushed my body with its malevolent screams, while he rode clean face, hidden behind a double stack taking the brunt of the windchill.  With each sudden flash of light beaming down from the lampposts, I saw the wide smile of a man who hopped his first freight train.  It felt invigorating.


Crystal Persuasion

We rolled on through the night, completely exposed—sprawled out on the porch of a well car.  Brian fell fast asleep behind the double stack lying under his only camouflage blanket. I lay there on my porch, squirming around, my bivy fully inflated like a beach ball from the relentless wind, trying to shut my eyes for a peaceful slumber.  The swooshing, and swishing of the wind, and the rampant thudding of her wheels drowned me.  Eventually I succumbed to complete and utter exhaustion, as she raced through the desert night.

The moment she sided out, the sun waked through the clouds.  I sat up, with bits of sand conjoining to the grooves of my bivy, grasping my whereabouts.  Brian’s mouth exploded into a yawn before popping out from under his blanket.

“You get some rest last night on the ride, man,”

“Yup...yup...I did...what’s goin’ on now...why we stopped?”

“I don’t know...prob just sided out, waiting for clearance, maybe a crew change...just a part of trains...”

“Oh ok...so we’re ok?”

“We should prob switch to something less conspicuous...ima run back and check the train...if she airs up, just watch my gear, and I’ll get it at the next siding.”

I jogged among the ballast in a way of keeping my ankles from twisting on the steep slopes.  Light bounced through the floors of suicide BNSF cars, bouncing off the shiny silver steel below, as I scampered past.  I reached her end finding just one exposed T-well with a flat porch, making enough room for us both.  I hollered down the string of cars.  “YOOOO...grab my shit dude...found us another ride...not much better, but more leg room...” I ran over and wedged my arms into my backpack straps, tightening each buckle, jogging to our next freight car.  Brian shadowed behind me until we came to her.

“That’s what we're ridin’...how is that any better than before?”

“It’s not...there’s nothin’ to ride, we’re at the end, but at least we’ll be comfortable...if someone sees us and she starts to slow down...we might need to scramble off while she’s movin’...next big yard isn’t til Fort Worth...I believe...”

We hummed along through empty fields of red sand, through dead towns with one gas station and market, through the normal rural countryside.  We sniggered; laughing at perpendicular traffic stopped at every railroad crossing, dinging red, with flashing lights.  Most people focused on texting, ignorant to our presence, but some people, made double-takes, jarring their heads quickly by the sight of two men, waving at them, on a freight train.

Far too many people saw us and maybe someone called the police to report us as stowaways.  I never found out because shortly after highballing it through that town, she squealed to a complete stop at a traffic signal, waiting for clearance.

“Dude...what if someone called the police?”

“We’d probably been pulled off by now...we did pass a policeman at the last crossing...he wasn’t payin’ attention though...hahaha,”

“I’m gettin’ off dude and walkin’...”

“Dude...chill out...there’s another train comin’ the same direction...we’re just siding for it to pass...just wait.”

In his stubbornness and naivete, he already climbed down the ladder, fleeing from the tracks, as he wandered the adjacent neighborhood road.  He looked suspicious with his backpack on, by a stopped train, in the middle of nowhere.  “What the fuck is he doin’...he’s gonna get the cops called on us by one-a them neighborhood watch people...fuckin’ idiot,” I thought.

Once the front engine of an oncoming train rolled by me, I hopped back up on my porch looking at rideable wells creeping past.  10...20...30 cars creaked by, rolling slowly to a stop with a 48’ deep well a few cars down the line.  “Shit...where the fuck was Brian at...his dumb ass was gonna get stuck here...I found our new ride,” I thought.

I jetted between the two trains; neither aired up yet, as I hoisted myself up the ladder, scanning the pavement for Brian.  “BRIANNNNN...BRIANNNN...get yer ass over here dude...I found our new ride...”  He squabbled around losing his footing, as he hobbled towards me.  “Come on dude...it’s about to leave...get over here.”  He croaked, breathing heavily, coughing up phlegm as his limp arms pulled himself up the ladder.  We rushed, climbing down the other side, wedging ourselves between the two beasts.  She hissed as the engineer checked the air brakes, “sssss....sssss...sssss.” 

We scuttled along the ballast wobbling beneath our footsteps until we reached our car. I threw up my gear and Brian followed shucking his pack into the well.  “We gotta get on now dude...it’s gonna leave.  You go first...”  Brian scaled the ladder quickly, hopping into the well and I followed as she started to roll along the tracks.  I sat there, drowning in heavy breathing, sweating, blood pumping, and grinning with a hint of fear in the corner of my smile, but once she picked up enough speed, I relaxed, escaping my worry.

We rode the Texas and Pacific Line from Pecos to Fort Worth, TX.  The bendy, curvy tracks meandered through semi-steep grades, freeing us from the small towns to nothing but the open landscape.  Turquoise rivers torrented along the banks of steel as doom resonated in the cloudy abyss, waiting to cry.  The evergreen trees looked a shade darker roaring through the mountains.

We hit a steep curve and her wheels whistled with the sound of rain plunking the steel, leaving a wet, greasy film of water pooling in our 48’ well.  I glanced out to the meadows of brittle trees and witnessed a lone derailed grainer all topsy-turvy, blending with the dead landscape.  Its corners and frame, smeared black with train grease, and rust, abandoned by the railroad.

The rain lightly touched my face like a gentle hand, while my double stack shielded the brunt of the storm, keeping me dry and comfortable, as we rode clean face.  I watched Brian standing there with his hand up against the container, looking out at the landscape flying past.  My satisfaction from giving him this experience felt like a gift beyond words and price.

He turned around, smiling behind his raggedy fire-red beard, showing his white teeth.  The freckles on his cheeks flared as he glanced over at me, staring through the lens of his glasses, ready to speak.

“What is it dude?”

“Nahh...I mean it’s nothin’...I just wanna say thanks for bringin’ me along...,” he said softly as if he swallowed a bug.

“It’s not a problem...like I told you...I’m down to help anyone out...I’m livin’ this way by choice.”  With those last bits of conversation she pulled into Davidson Yard, her wheels softly purred against the steel, leaving us with only one option, to get off.

“You think she’s gonna stop?”

“I’m gettin’ off...tuck and roll...it’s goin’ slow enough.”  I dropped my shoulder and hopped off, slamming against the pavement.  Blood dripped down from my fingers and elbow as I stood up with throbbing pain on my right side.  When I stood up, wiping the blood and dirt off, I saw Brian practically face plant against the ground, his fingers jammed straight into the pavement.  Then I heard a sudden, “ooooomffff, phewwww...fuckin’ shit...that hurt,” he whined.

We bolted out of the yard darting past old railroad ties and equipment without having to climb a fence.  The Clear Fork Trinity River flowed to our right.  We followed the river in a lackadaisical trot along the Chisholm Trail until we met up at the eastern mouth of Davidson Yard.  Trains departed semi-frequently, but I needed food, and Brian needed to support his drug habit.  So we held off on catching out.

The sky fused from gloomy haze to black with the sun hidden behind tumultuous storm clouds.  They brewed above, plotting an intense assault.  I tried not to worry about it as I led the way to a, “Jack in the Box.”  As we rambled on down the empty road, I spotted a gutterpunk sitting near the storefront outlet, charging his phone.  His head tilted towards the ground showing his jet-black, greasy hair.  He wore all black with a military pack next to him.  With a leash in one hand and a cage in another, I wondered how he hopped trains with a small dog and a rat.  Yep, he had a pet rat.  As we came within eye contact, he gazed up removing his eyes from a concrete stare at the sidewalk.  I noticed a face tat of the anarchy symbol next to his left eye among knuckle tats across all of his fingers, stick and poke, of course.

“You guys just get off that train that left?”  He said in a raspy voice.

“Yeah man...about to grab food...try n find a dry place to sleep for the night...”

“Yeah me n my road dogs waitin’ on a friend to head west...been stuck in this damn rain for days...employees here don't care bout us sittin’ outside n pluggin’ in...the name’s Bucket.”

“I’m Brian Cray and this is Brian.”

“Hey man...uhhhh...you said you been here a few days...right?  You happen to know where I can score any...you know...” said Brian bashfully.

“Score any what? If yer lookin’ fer ice...I got a hookup...a local home bum...but you gotta be down to buy some shit...no small shit I mean.”

“Oh...ok...well I'm kinda broke.”

“Well...he'll be comin’ through here in a bit if ya wanna wait.”

“Alright...”

“Well I gotta head out guys...find my road dogs n shit...maybe I'll see y'all when I roll through again.”  Bucket walked off with his camouflage pack slung over his shoulders while his dog pulled him in one hand and his rat rattled around in a cage in his other.

“What a weird fuckin’ dude.”

“Why...he seemed cool enough and might get drugs?”

“Who hops trains with a pet rat?”

“Haha...yeah I guess...uh...you mind if we chill here for a bit...n wait for that home bum...I'm tryin’ to score for tonight.”

“Sure...whatever dude...do what you gotta do...but if yer gonna shoot up...I only ask that you don't do it in fronna me...shit skeeves me out...I hate needles.”

“Yeah no problem.”

We stumbled inside, smelling of sweat, with train grease and dirt oozing out of our pores.  I ordered off the dollar menu and Brian did the same, grabbing enough for sustenance and no more.  We sat there, refilling the same cup with Coca Cola while we waited for this random home bum to meet us in the restaurant.  With no description of age, race, or body type, we lounged patiently in our chairs assuming he would come to us.

Several sketchy characters walked in the fast food joint, some jittering their teeth, scratching and spewing non-sense, others just there to eat sub-par burgers on the cheap.

After a few hours, hearing distant trains screech by in the yard, with my eyes glued to the window, I heard a chair drag across the floor, startling me.  An older man in jeans, and a dirty hoody, plopped in a chair, his stomach leaning against the back of it.  He glared at us both, eyeing us up and down, before he said a single word.  He looked like any ordinary man in his fifties, with a short gray buzz cut, clean-shaven beard, and respectable looking.

“Sooooo...which one of y'all wanna score n how much ya want,” he said all business like as if he was a high-rollin’ kingpin.

“Like I told Bucket...I only wanna few hits worth...for the night,” mumbled Brian.

“A few measly hits...come on...I don't sell hits...but...I'll see what I can do...I'll be back.”  He scampered off up the road.

“You know he's not comin’ back...right?”

“Yeah...yeah...I know...whaddaya wanna do now...it's a madhouse out there now...”

“Let's see if it stops...I wanna run clear across the street, and sleep under that bridge there if it's dry.”

I sat there silently, watching the raindrops cascade off the roof like a cataract.  It poured a river outside, flooding the streets and the parking lot.  This continued for an hour.

We exited the restaurant, leaning against the wall just enough to avoid any rain spatter from the roof.  The wind shifted and droplets tickled the whiskers on my face while I charged my phone.  A black man walked over to us.  He leaned against the wall with only a small plastic grocery bag in his hand, looking over each shoulder as if he waited for someone to meet him there.

Brian smiled and immediately dove into conversation.  “Hey man...”

“Hey...whatchu guys doin’ with those big ass packs...u in the army o somethin’...shiiiit.”

“Nah man...we been hoppin’ trains man...just came off that one there,” boasted Brian as if he knew his shit when he did not have a clue.  I refrained from laughing, but let him go on.  “Yeah he's been goin’ round the country...but hey man...you think I can score any good shit?”

“Good shit?  Yoooo...yooo...yooo...maaaaan...you ain't no cop is you?  This sounds like some cop shit.”  The man stepped back with paranoid eyes and leaned forward.  “Sari...you know how it is...just makin’ sure y'all not an undacovas n shit...but you look too fuckin’ dirty...and the backpacks...that'd be some shit if I ever saw one...but yeah...I got some...this is some good shit.”

“You got a rig too.”

“A rig? What the hell you think this is kid...a phamacy?  Nigga I ain't got no rig...I got a pipe...you can take a few hits if ya want, but don't be doin’ that shit out hurr...go to the bathroom ova there at the gas station...throw me a few bucks n we aiiiggght.”  The man looked over both shoulders again, swaying back-and-forth.  He reached in his pocket and pulled out a small dime bag and glass pipe, handing them to Brian in a handshake.  Brian walked casually around the corner towards the gas station.

About five minutes later, he walked back over handing him the pipe with a few bills wrapped around it.  “Good shit man...good shit,”

“I told you mah nigga...well I'm outta here...yous all have a good night...be safe out there.”

Brian stood there rocking to tunes in his head, bumping side-to-side.  His pupils looked like tiny pinpoints as he nodded his head.  “I still got some if ya want some dude.”

“I mean...I'm not opposed to tryin’ anything once...but honestly this isn't the place man...not tonight.”

“Aight...well I'm gonna be spun out all night...prob take a few more hits under the bridge...wanna head over there...it's only misting right now.”

We scuttled over through the puddles in the parking lot, the soggy grass on the median, and the craters drowning the streetside, finally setting foot under the bridge by the tracks.  I slipped away, my thoughts drowning in the rhythmic splatter of rainfall. 

I awoke that morning, to Brian standing in the same spot by the storefront, pacing and completely spun out, from a night of crystal persuasion.  I walked over to check in on him and plan our getaway to the next city as the storm subsided to dreary clouds.  “Yo man...you wanna check out the yard in a bit...it might be a while fore we catch our ride...you can sleep trackside and I’ll wake you.”

“Uh...um...I’m actually gonna try to make some cash on the ramp for a bit and panhandle...it’s legal in Texas.”

“Alright...well I’m gonna grab a bite, then hit the yard...I’ll text you if I find somethin’ leavin’ soon.”  I wandered back to the Davidson Yard, where we hopped off, hiding behind loose railroad ties, ready to catch out.  Workers cruised by occasionally, but I never saw a bull.  The Yard Tower perched over the north end of the yard towards the western mouth.  Still, I sat, waited, and watched the yard operations, too afraid to run around the departure tracks in the daytime to trace Union Pacific equipment numbers. 

Instead, I waited as night calmed the sky, giving me cover, to wander freely along the steel.  I set out for recon to call in freight cars, mustering up enough courage to climb between strings, to trace equipment numbers.  My heart thumped, jumping in my throat, as I sprinted through the yard. I scrawled down equipment numbers and track numbers for different cars sitting in the departure yard with my marker and cardboard.

After 10 minutes, weaving in-and-out of grainers and oil tankers on the five tracks, logging numbers, I pulled out my phone.  I called the Union Pacific phone tracer number to figure out the general destination of each train.  Many junk trains broke up locally in nearby yards, but one train on the fourth track scheduled to depart at 10:30 PM for Baton Rouge, LA, giving me exactly one hour to find Brian.  I called him and we agreed to meet back up at the, “Jack in the Box.”

Brian sat inside on a chair looking completely exhausted.  His head sank down into his arms, slumping sluggishly, staring blankly at his table.  His eyes flickered as he glanced up at me, unaware of my presence.

“You alright man...yer lookin’ fuckin’ rough...bad day flyin’?”

“I walked all around the city, flyin’ at multiple spots...didn’t make shit bro...not shit...like four bucks...enough for a few burgers,” he said disgruntledly.

“You wanna burger man?”

“Nah...not even hungry...just tired...think I’m gonna stick around and try again tomorrow...I need some money before I head out.”

“Oh...you sure dude...you can always try flyin’ at a Walmart in the next city.  I got you with food...train is leavin’ in like 45 minutes...I gotta get goin’...she’s definitely headin’ to Baton Rouge.”

“Nah man...I’d rather panhandle...try my luck tomorrow.”

“Well...I’ll cya around dude...stay safe out there.”

“You too bud...you too,” he said, his voice fading as his head slumped towards his elbows resting on the table. 

We disbanded that night, with clouds scattered all across the sky, marching, dancing, and plotting another storm, taking its time.  I walked over eight miles in two days, back-and-forth to the same fast food restaurant, instead of putting in the extra effort to make one trip to Walmart and restock up on train food.  Here I found myself again, making the same dismal walk to the tracks, passing the same condominiums that towered above me in symmetry, with their fancy balconies, tempered glass windows, and luxurious railings.  The Chisholm Trail followed, until I reached the same open part of the train yard, by the stacked railroad ties. 

Peeking out in both directions, I made a run for it.  I crossed the first two empty tracks, zigged through a string of oil tankers, then zagged to the fourth track, searching for my rideable grainer, hugging the shadows of her consist.  I walked along, tiptoeing, with my head on a swivel, until I came upon her leading edge.  My cold pudgy fingers clasped the rungs, pulling myself up onto the porch, where I sprawled out, patiently waiting for her air to soothe my ears.

She left early, about 10 PM, with the sibilant burst of air sounding her departure.  Sudden jerks, clanks, and pings of empty steel boxes rattled together as she slowly crept through the yard.  My ears hummed loudly as her wheels screeched the steel, whistling, and weaseling around the slight bends in her path.  I lay there looking up at the gray swirls marauding about the sky ready to pillage the land of its warmth, but I no longer cared with a roof over my head.  I froze to her body of steel, making slow movements, waiting to roll through the next big city, Dallas. 

I never set foot there before, not even when I rode a Greyhound through Texas on a prior trip to Fargo to pack parachutes.  Needless to say, I never cared for cities.  Each delineated the same chimeras of thought.  I yearned for them merely to wander on to the next.  They judged.  They littered.  They speckled the landscape with urban sprawl of industry.  They lacked the scenic taste of romanticism, depleting freedom, and independence.  Dallas was no different.  Its big city lights streaking the sky with corporate greed, but after rolling through, she screamed along through pitch-black open landscape, a clear yawning of night, reverting to nature.  My bedroll sprawled out beneath me and I wiggled inside, watching the stars flash by like streaks of luminescent fireflies, fading away while she hummed along to La-e-z-anna.


La-e-z-anna

My eyes quivered from the tickles of light.  I sat up in my cocoon looking out at the endless swamp surrounding her body.  Somewhere in the night, she sided out and she stood still, waiting to switch back on the mainline.  Dead logs floated among the sewer-green ripples, infested with mosquitoes, and other pesky bugs, buzzing about.  I swatted my face, smacking myself, smearing their guts and blood off my cheeks with each solid kill. 

I gradually stood up freeing my body of musty down feathers.  Sliding down the ladder, I touched the hoses between her two freight cars with a slight jab of my foot.  They flailed effortlessly, making her dead on the tracks, not moving anytime soon. 

While she sided for higher priority, I explored the woodlands south of her.  I scrambled down a slope of loose dirt until reaching a large corrugated metal drainage culvert diverting to the swamp.  Mosquitoes and flies huddled around me, quickly landing on my flesh, hoping to slurp up some sweat or pierce my skin for a hearty meal.  I surrendered to their persistence, too lazy and tired to care, as I walked the banks of the murky rippling swamp.

The swamps and wetlands of Louisiana shared their own beauty to many amphibians and reptiles, the American Alligator, Western Cottonmouth Pit Vipers, Speckled King Snakes, (the largest freshwater turtle) the Alligator Snapping Turtle, and the Tiger Salamander, to name a few.[3]

I never saw any first-hand, not that I wanted to face off peering into the dark soul of an alligator, but I learned of them from the Internet while I basked in the middle of nowhere, until hearing her loud hiss.  It was not a snake, but her airing up on the siding, ready to move forward to Shreveport.  I hustled up the steep embankment of loose mulch and dirt sailing away on my grainer moments later on the mainline.

Rolling through the dirty south felt like a completely different country, different culture, different everything.  Never before had I seen such poverty.  It really sunk in when I reached Shreveport, and hopped off my grainer at a slow creeping speed, substituting swampland for urban sprawl.  I entered a new level of poverty, walking through neighborhoods with condemned housing, structurally unstable, unliveable, and damaged from arson, with blown out windows and tarped roofs, while families still lived in them.  Trespassing signs dangled from front doors, plastered on every property.  Neighborhoods rotted before my eyes, as these people slowly decayed with the bits of rubble left behind.  Jobs abandoned these small towns and for the first time, I saw poverty.  It bled through the south like a cancer making my stomach curdle as I walked to the Hollywood Yard.

I wondered what the train yard looked like, if trains worked often, or stopped on the main frequently, crew changing or waiting for clearance?  How much longer until I rode on to Birmingham getting closer to my wife?  I wondered while I wandered along the freshly cut grass, walking between the highway on-ramp and the fence-line, looking for shelter in a group of barren trees.  I reached down into my plastic grocery bag to dig out a can of peaches for a healthy midnight snack, Rooster's favorite.  I lay there, the air stifling my nose with cold gusts of wind, cowboy camping, hoping for the prosperity of a cloudless night sky.  Drifting to sleep, I thought to myself, “How's that old cat doin’...hope Rooster's alright.”  Then I fell fast asleep under the few stars.

My early morning tramp put me in a ghetto by the mainline.  A mail car drove around frantically delivering mail to every house with a mailbox, even the ones barely standing with disintegrating roofs caving in and floor joists leaning all cattywampus.  I looked around searching for entry into the train yard without walking on someone's property and having a shotgun pulled on me.  So, I thought about my other options, walking through the mouth of the yard or waiting until nightfall, hiding under the overpass by the basketball hoop, not particularly liking either putting me out in the open. 

Instead, I scanned the perimeter of houses yet again, searching for people, for cars, any form of life, looking for a property to weasel my way through to scamper off towards the adjacent woods by the mainline.  One home stood out from the rest.  A plywood board covered the front entrance as teal paint peeled back from the ruffled siding, flaking off, drifting with the wind.  The roof had collapsed in sections, with loose shingles flapping in the wind.  I did not know if someone lived there.  The grass looked freshly cut and the driveway looked recently used with mud tire tracks dried along the grains of cement. I looked out for vehicles, but none sat parked in front of the house or in the driveway, people did not look out the shattered windows, so I crept onward, tiptoeing down the driveway towards the chain-linked fence in the backyard.

I peered in through the broken glass like looking at bits of a jigsaw puzzle, the inside void of life.  As I kept walking, I caught a glimpse of one peculiar item, a full jar of olives sitting on a windowsill.  I do not know why, but it freaked me out, making me pace faster, breathe heavier and lose my concentration.  In a rush to hop the fence I ripped my pants on the top wire, falling to the ground, face planting, but remained unseen.

I walked between two fences now, to my left the chain-linked fence, and to my right, a 10-foot-tall mesh fence, with tiny little holes shooting upwards in diamond shapes, blocking me from entry to the train yard.  I trekked along examining the fence for entry holes, but it towered high and mighty with new glimmer about it, glinting in sporadic light.  I glanced at the ground, walked, and then paused, glancing back at the loose dirt.

I grabbed a loose wooden plank discarded from a fence and used it as a shovel.  Digging and digging, I hurled the brittle dirt further under the mesh fence, flinging it, chucking it, heaving it, in every direction.  I dug about a foot deep, feeding my backpack under first before lying on my stomach and wiggling underneath backwards in an army crawl.  My back caught onto the sharp threads of metal and I heard a few solid tears...skaaaeeeerrr...ripping my old Gore-Tex jacket.  I did not fret, as it was nothing some floss and a needle could not fix.

When I finally reached the other side, I hid behind a patch of fluffy green shrubbery. The yard looked completely dead with short strings of junk cars spread out on the tracks.  I left my gear and ran around the yard, hopping over oil tankers, calling in cars, but everything went to local industry.  So, I did what bums do best, I sat in the dirt, napping, reading, and waiting on her.  Not a single train rolled by over the next several hours and daylight blurred to rest as I wasted away to the silent nothingness of sticks crunching and crackling underneath of me.  Day crawled into night.

A horn blasted softly in the distance startling my lucid state.  I woke to the pitch-black sky spouting bouts of purple, and the sun stretching to rise above the horizon.  Wheels squeaked faintly from an eastbound train, rolling slower and slower, inching towards me and I shuffled to pack up.

I hid in the shadows of dawn with rustling dead leaves, and crunching twigs beneath my back, trying to hold still for a moment.  Lying motionless, I caught a glimpse of her locomotive, Kansas City Southern, not one, or two, but three engines crept past me until I saw her middle.  Double stacks serenaded the mainline with a squelching halt signaling my queue.  I slung my pack over my shoulders and wandered along her finding a rideable well.  Her first car I peeked into birthed a cozy stomping ground for my ride east.  I hopped on, holding onto her brisk rungs covered in morning dew, and spread out, lying under her grate shutting my curtains to rest.

She pummeled along the steel to Birmingham.  When I awoke to the blistering sun tapping my eyes, and the wind touching my face, she already made it clear across the state of Louisiana closing in on the Mississippi River.  I witnessed its enormity once before, flowing gallantly beneath my pedals, as I rushed along the MacArthur Bridge on my bicycle tour to Colorado in 2013.  Now I saw her tenacious wrath again years later, running freely beneath her tracks, flowing into the Gulf of Mexico.  The turquoise ruffles of waves rippled along the sandy banks below me as she slowed to 10 mph obeying a speed restriction.

Mississippi and Louisiana both bred countless swamps and wetlands upon their landscapes.  They also birthed some of the highest poverty and obesity rates throughout the country due to good cooking, lack of exercise, poor educational systems, and minimal jobs, not to mention the effects of hurricane Katrina.[4][5]  To me, both states looked and felt the same with the only separation being which side of the Mississippi they resided.

I never hopped off in Mississippi; with an eager anxiousness to see my wife for the first time since Hawaii, I stayed on for the crew change in Meridian.  I always loathed riding through yards, hiding on stopped intermodal trains.  With overhead cameras, engineers operating yard dogs, incoming trains, or yard workers roaming around, the possibility of getting caught became much higher.  I lay there motionless, waiting for her sound of air, peering at the checkboard sky beneath the grate.

After an hour, I saw a white van pull up with the new crew, and her sweet sound filled my ears.  I shut my eyes listening to her pick-up speed, thundering across the steel for Birmingham.  The clouds whizzed by in puffy torrents of whipped cream through radiant blue sky as I drifted to sleep.

I awoke to flashes of streetlights blotching past me, as I adjusted to night.  She purred along, rumbling to a cruise as she neared the Birmingham Yard.  Screeching, squealing, shrieking and crawling...the sound of a steep curve approached.  I looked down, reaching for the ladder, running alongside her wheels, and let go, as she sailed away for Atlanta. 

The sky ruptured with sprinkling tears wetting my scalp as I sprinted rampantly down dark roads, through empty neighborhoods and parks, searching for shelter.  I plopped in front of a medical hospital just waiting out the bursts of rain.  A black security car pulled up and a black guard stepped out, looking down at me with pity, sending me on my way, as he pointed to the vacant car garage across the street.  I walked off into the misty haze, and when I reached the garage, I curled up in a dark corner by the back of the lot, dozing off to sleep for a few hours.

I tramped early that morning.  The streets of Birmingham painted another shade of poverty, with each of my footsteps.  Buildings fell apart, brick-by-brick, scorched to a burnt charcoal crisp, with aluminum siding flopping around above blown-out windows, demolished by the seasons of earth.  This wasteland continued throughout industry, as well as, the more gentrified regions.  Streets lay void and empty of people, jobs, and life.  I walked through a ghost town of filth slowly dying with its people. 

I tried to keep an optimistic outlook, just 100 miles away from my wife, and walked to the nearest on-ramp for 65 North to Decatur.  I held my sign high, smiled and waved, but after three horrid hours of standing without even the slightest endearment, I walked off and trekked on over to the Greyhound Station a few miles away, cheating with a bus ticket to Huntsville.


Creepin’ Outta Rossville IM Facility

Icamped in the woods for 17 days right outside of the Space and Rocket Center, where my wife worked—staying in a few motels with her— traveling 3,000 miles by freight to see her.  Who knew what the road paved for me in those gloomy days, other than a lonely freight car, with my ass plastered to it.  Every goodbye came with its own price, more heartache and more shed tears. I cried. I wept.  I moped for miles as I left Huntsville headed for Denver.

I knew the next time we saw each other, in New York would happen mid-July, and I did not want to think about being apart from her for three more long months.  I did not have a job, and nowhere to live without mooching off someone, so I just wandered aimlessly slowly making my way back to New York for another season of parachute packing.  Wiping a surge of tears off my cheeks, I rambled on towards Decatur, to a siding seven miles away.  I felt somber and empty, walking the lonely road of Bob Wallace Highway to my train, invisible to the world around me.

On the road, I felt at home again.  I plodded onward towards the Dollar Store and stopped, furrowing my brow as I caught the attention of a train track.  Naturally, I followed it to the next siding.  My eyes narrowed, squinting dubiously at her tracks, plastered on the end of a train.  FREDDIE stuck out her rear-end connected to a series of empty, floor-less, 53’s. I crept between the store and a chain-linked fence, inching closer to the ballast, with my head on a swivel. The sun skipped through the clouds draining my cover, but I sprinted across the tracks anyway shielded by the freight cars as I tiptoed among the ballast. I focused on the contorted shadows shining through each empty well I roamed past.

I kept searching, until I found my ride. My hands grasped the cold steel, climbing up the ladder and that thrill of ridin’ became all too familiar again. I lay down on the porch, shimmying underneath the grate, waiting patiently for her soft, soothing sound of air to calm my ears.

Three hours passed. I lay still, anxious to start rolling along the steel. Moments later, she granted me my wish. She cruised along chugging with subtle ease across the Tennessee River headed towards Memphis or at least I thought.  I lay low, as I always did, riding an intermodal train. It killed the scenery, but sometimes I just enjoyed the ride, going nowhere on freight trains, waking up in a new place, with a new day and new destination ahead of me. That was adventure and I found it slowly becoming more of a lifestyle.

The sun sank under the horizon and the gasps of night twisted my bones against her steel. I forgot to grab cardboard as I shivered, reaching for my sleeping bag. I lay there nodding off as she scooted closer to the yard, but I misjudged her.

I woke up in a hazy daze, bright lights drowning my eyes in pure suffocation. Where the fuck was I? My eyes flickered, and I hustled, jostling my belongings together in a hurried mess, smack dab in the middle of an intermodal facility.

I bolted at lightning speed sprinting towards the main gate down the gravel road. A camera stood tall by the yard entrance, but I paid it little attention, bustling and rustling through sticker bushes and tall weeds as I tried to find a way out of there. Thorns wrenched my skin as I muscled my way forward in a panic; but then, I stopped and looked back, regaining my breath.  No one approached and my anxiety eased. I fumbled through the twisting arms of nature towards the access road, through the entrance, unseen. My limbs drooped, sore and over-exerted, while I marched to shelter under a bridge. Restlessness struck and I heard the faint nibbles of a field mouse chewing on my food.  I wondered where tomorrow would take me.  Would I ever make it to Memphis, sitting 40 miles away near Rossville IM Facility?

I lay there searching for comfort as I tossed and turned early morning on the stiff concrete unable to peel my eyes open until hearing the charming noise of a bellowing horn.  I thought none of it as I packed my gear in a lackadaisical fashion, ready to tramp it down the highway, hitching into town.  I scuffed my boots down the slanted concrete embankment, bracing myself with every step, as the locomotive at the signal came into view. 

My slow pace quickly turned to a rampant scamper into a field of wheat.  I followed the wye towards the left, trudging through the dense brush, stalking the train for the perfect moment to catch out.  The rust-colored leaves crinkled softly with each tiny footstep.  An engineer stood toward the front engine as I hid behind the barren branches of woods.  Twigs crunched and snapped as I plowed deeper, tramping parallel to the tracks, counting the freight cars one-by-one.  My incognito attempt to reach the middle of the train left me in complete exhaustion as I reached a crossroad with more obstacles. 

My boots squished as I reached a creek, moist clay engulfed them like quicksand.  I slipped and slid reaching for a tree to break my fall, and as I clasped its base, I continued to plunge forward with a loud scrunch of branch.  My legs flung spastically as I plopped my feet into the muddy creek bed.  Water splashed like the sound of a belly flop into a pool.  I stood there expressionless, shaking my head, as I sunk deeper into the mud.  My hands fumbled for anything, reaching for tree roots to pull me out, peeling my feet up out of the glue.

That did not end my battle with the swampy creeks of Tennessee, further ahead lay another, too wide for me to jump.  Instead, I followed the banks, my boots squeaking with each step, finding the narrowest point to cross by a fallen tree trunk.  I walked steadily across the balance beam, bushwhacking further through the woods, to walk a measly length of 20 freight cars. 

I cut into an adjacent ripe cornfield, roaming the brink of the woods like a maze, leisurely treading along towards the train tracks.  By this point, I no longer saw the frontend of the train, putting me 40 cars back.  A thick section of sticker bushes separated me from the ballast.  I stomped through, slicing my hands, and fingers, entangled in the vicious yarn surrounding me.  I kept at it, pushing forward furiously.  A small culvert lay before me.  I unstrapped my pack and threw it over, jumping shortly after. 

The first well car I lay eyes on sat covered in a slew of train monikers.  So, I poked my head up over, gripping the ladder, to see a small well fit for riding.  I unzipped my jacket, taking it off along with my t-shirt, letting them breathe in the sunlight.  The breeze tickled my nipples, and as I poked my head out past the container to check the signal, it changed green.  Her soft sound of air hissed signaling departure.  I layered up and stayed low, as she chugged along the short stretch to Memphis, hopping off behind the Target where I stocked up on the staples of life.


Fuck Outta Here White Boy

To avoid BNSF Memphis Yard, I walked twelve miles to a traffic signal along the Mississippi River. East Memphis felt neighborly, with white picket fences, immaculate homes in gated communities and plentiful churches.  I felt safe as I trotted along on the four-hour trek to the hop out, but I misjudged ending up in West Memphis after dusk.  I guess I brain farted and simply overlooked that high probability.  For the first time in a while, I walked stone cold and petrified, vigilant to any precarious situation, hoping it did not end in violence.  Despite carrying a thick stick, strapped to the bottom of my pack, this would not help much if a gang of men started throwing slobberknockers and kicks from all over.  The weapon helped ease my mind a bit though.

I walked at an awkward speed through the abandoned streets of West Memphis.  Vacant buildings with shattered glass scattered across the sidewalk became all too commonplace as I crept through the shadows of the hood.  The lights shined dimmer stretching deeper into the west side as my back stiffened with each step and cold chill.  My head swiveled in paranoia afraid of my surroundings.  Boarded homes with structural damage occupied these low-income neighborhoods, and rusty junkers slumped over rubble where driveway once paved the way to garage doors. Lights peeked through their plywood boards and fumes of bickering filled my ears with commotion. 

I just kept speed walking, putting myself further into a ghetto of black people, nearing the hop out.  Racist hatred flowed so freely off their tongues as they sat on the street corner treating it like a stoop.  They sipped on grape Joose getting tipsy with their homeboys huddled around em, rappin’, cursin’, “nigga this, nigga that,” until they spotted me, the only white boy roaming the streets of the ghetto after dark.

“A man...Aaa man...I'm talkin’ to you cracka ass white boy...yeh YOU.  The fuck you doin’ here boy...”

My head shifted from looking at the ground to the inebriated group of black men lounging on the corner.  “I...I’mmm...headin’ to...”  Before I even had the chance to roll the words off my tongue, one cut me off.

“KEEP WALKIN...I SAID...KEEP FUCKIN WALKIN...ain't nobody care about your white ass...get da fuck outta here boy, before sometin happens...you know what it is...”

My eyes gawked for a split second at their fake silver chains, oversized t-shirts, and sagging jeans, didn't they know in prison that meant you were down? I broke free of staring, and marched forward, walking further and further away.  My ears caught glimpses of laughter, and antagonizing phrases trying to provoke me, but I ignored them.

“You rap white boy?” said another random black man, giggling as he started beat boxing.

“Fuckin’ pussy ass mo’fucker...that what I tought...KEEP WALKIN...shiiiiittt...bitch.”

The chatter faded as I sped off down the sidewalk just a few miles from the hop out.  I avoided any confrontation, kept my head down, my hood up, and wiggled my hands into my gloves.  Why?  It covered my skin making the “W” disappear from my chest, calming me down, as I shifted to a more casual, comfortable stroll, slowly leaving the turmoil behind me.  My stomach grumbled, but I feared stopping to eat.  I let my appetite plateau from its gurgling noise to an empty void pit of stomach acid.  Involuntarily muscle spasms in my legs pulsated like ripples of water.  My legs shook and I began limping onward so close to my destination that I almost crawled to ease the pain, but I kept my spirit up, and hobbled along. 

Security bars protected store windows with bulletproof glass shielding clerks from potential harm and here I tramped through it all wishing I was somewhere else.  My eyes caught glimpses of handshake drug deals, along with many people standing around, staring at me with beady eyes of disapproval.  I just kept on walking, counting the miles down, until my destination.

I reached district housing closing in on industry.  Brick buildings stood there decrepit, every opening nailed with plywood boards, and graffiti scrawled over every inch of wall, “RIP Betor”.  East Georgia Street set me a mile from the tracks right behind the industrial wasteland of downtown West Memphis.  A smile broke out across my exhausted face as grease dribbled down my hair and into my red teary eyes. 

I glanced up to see a spastic black man dancing in the street next to a dime-store hooker.  She stood there tall and in six-inch red heels, covered in a red scandalous shawl barely covering her fat ass.  Her bleach blonde nappy hair mixed with streaks of brown masked her eyes.  She wore enough makeup fit for a circus clown.  She waited patiently as the man danced, tapping his shoes together, singing, spewing non-sense out of his mouth like a crackhead.  He grabbed her hand and placed something in it.  I presumed it was a twenty or another denomination of money.  I tried to creep by without conversation, without success. 

“Yo kid, what you doin’ here...you in the army.  That a big backpack to be carryin’...name’s Kevin...where you from?”

“Delaware...”

“Nah kid, where ya comin’ from?”

“Huntsville, Alabama...”

“HUNTSVILLE, ALABAMA....daymmmm...how you get all the way to deez parts?”

“Hoppin’ trains, that’s where I’m headed actually...”

“Ohhh shiiiittt...yeh...yeh...yeh...not military, so you a train hoppa.  You a train hoppa kid...you hop dem trains and end up places.  What are ya...like a straggla?”

“Hah...yeah I guess...I work seasonal jobs and wander around between, headin’ to Denver.”

“DENVER...by train...boy it cold up there...you crazy.  How you hop the train...like how you a train hoppa, where you ride?”

“Porches, boxcars, grainers, anything with a floor really...”

“Huh...you speakin’ non-sense kid...where you from?”

“I told you already.”

“Nah but where ya comin’ from...”

He chattered his teeth as his head bobbed and weaved side-to-side.  I noticed his lack of short-term memory, reiterating the same questions over-and-over until I broke free of his questions.

“I gotta get goin’ dude...gotta catch out to Missouri.”

“Oh...Well...nice to meet ya.”

The prostitute stood there speechless, lacking expression.  I knew her line of work made hard circumstances for her and put her in danger.  She just stared blankly like a zombie as he grabbed her hand, swinging her arm, as they stumbled into the adjacent field.

I skedaddled on down the empty street figuring he just paid her for a blowjob behind a bush.  “What a fuckin’ night,” I thought and I made it out alive. 

Her air brakes screeched and wheels squealed along the tracks grabbing my interest.  My head jerked to the left and I moseyed behind the vacant complex, laying low in the empty parking lot, sprawled out against trash and rubble.

Two Norfolk Southern front engines crept gingerly along the tracks, stopping briefly before the river, at the traffic signal.  Her cargo consisted of empty coal trains, not particularly what I wanted to hop to get to Kansas City.  I jumped up to my feet and flung my pack over my shoulders ready to make a run for it.  As I set foot on the ballast, I checked both directions of tracks only to see another oncoming train.

“Shit,” I backed down and fled to a dilapidated wall of crumbling brick by the edge of the parking lot.  My ride slowly crept along the tracks picking up speed until crossing the bridge leaving only coal dust in her tracks.  “Dammit, that was my chance outta here.”

I lay down briefly against the earth its cool breath chilling my back as my ears rumbled in excitement from the noise of an oncoming front engine.  BNSF crept by me at a snail's pace with empty coal cars following behind in her consist.  I wandered behind the shadows of coal cars walking another mile in the direction I previously came. 

My body drowned in sweat and I took off layers while I thought about where to ride, trying my best to keep my eyelids open from their jaded state.  Every coal car sat there, porch-less, and I did not want to ride suicide through the night.  I strolled alongside her string of coal cars roaming towards her backend. 

A car parked alongside her and caused me to halt in my tracks, retracing my footsteps, any attempt at riding her cab looked nil.  So, what did I do?  I walked all this way probably 14 fuckin’ miles.  I was not giving up that easily, not to empty coal, not to any stopped train.  I clasped onto her brisk rungs of ladder and hopped into the top of an empty coal car.  That slippery metal box felt intimidating like a fortress with deep impenetrable walls.  I let go of the ladder and immediately slid down the 45-degree slant planting the backend of my rump against her floor.  Coal dust spattered into the air, brushing soot across my face, causing me to cough uncontrollably as I inhaled it.  I pulled out a few pieces of cardboard, laying them across the coal-covered floor.

Then came the ingenuitive thinking...”How the fuck would I get out of here with my backpack?”  I monkeyed my way between the reinforced beams of her metal box, swinging up the triangular buttress.  My ass sat against the frigid beam while my legs dangled freely, a story above the ground.  “Well, that looked impractical with my forty-pound backpack on,” so I pulled out another idea from the old noggin.  “What about rope,” I thought?  I reached into my pocket pulling out twenty feet of rope, tying it in half with knots every few feet.  I shimmied across the perimeter of the coal car, my legs scrunched between its inside and outside wall as I progressed towards the ladder like an inchworm.  Tying a loop around the first rung and throwing it down into the car, it just reached the top of my backpack.  I braced myself with the rope and climbed down the wall like a soldier.  Now, I just needed to stay awake whenever it stopped.  I did not want to die crushing under loaded coal at the industry.  Sitting there, I peeled back the curtains of my eyelids from drifting away with the night sky, waiting for her to move.


Suicide to Springfield

The sound of steel bouncing around under tons of empty coal cars hushed me into a pensive state, neither asleep nor awake, my eyes blanketed by my drooping lids.  With every sudden stop, side out, or crew change, I kept my wits about me, making sure to stay awake.  Riding empty coal felt much like a gondola, except missing the scenic views of America pass me by, just waiting to end up somewhere new to continue wandering. 

Fear struck me, prying my eyes open, afraid of becoming another victim to loaded coal.  My head bobbed in and out of sleep, as I tried to stay awake, with the night sky bellowing its chilling bursts of laughter making the empty coal car feel like a walk-in freezer.

My ride did not last long before halting in Marion, Arkansas just a few miles over the Mississippi River.  I packed up my gear and pulled myself up the inclined wall, untying my rope and fleeing down the ladder into the yard.

Tiptoeing around the yard, pip...pip...pip...the ballast jostled beneath my boots.  My eyes wandered to the tracks, watching a yard dog shunt together a string of freight cars towards the east end of the yard.  “Hmmm...maybe my train just stopped in the yard on the mainline,” I thought.  I crept through strings of freight cars and pittered parallel to the tracks.  Dragging each of my feet, I veered off the gravel access road.  I bushwhacked through the woods marching through mud, muck, dead trees, sticker bushes, leaves and corn, crunching and crackling with every step as dogs yelped in the distance. 

Why I took this extra precaution, I did not know.  No one came, and why I wandered to her frontend, I did not know either.  Through an illusion of thought, I heard a loud whoooooosh fearing all her air released, and she cut power.  Maybe she did, maybe she didn’t.  So, I walked towards her front to confirm what I thought I heard, taking a roundabout approach, to see if her front engine was still connected to her consist of empty coal cars.  No sooner did my squinty little eyes lock on her frontend did that son-of-a-bitch air up causing me to fumble in my tracks and dance around like a buffoon.  I pounced for the nearest empty coal car as she started rolling and climbed up the ladder.  I did not make the same mistake twice of jumping in and sliding down on my ass.  Nope, instead I tied that rope up around the first rung quickly, throwing the rest of it inside the car and continued to shimmy myself in, unscathed, cold and bone-tired.

I sat there on her frigid metal frame, pissed that I left my cardboard towards her rear, yearning for its insulation.  Afraid of getting too comfortable, I never unraveled my bedding.  Instead, I layered up.  First, I wiggled my fingers into my wool gloves, and then came a second layer of pants, and another jacket. 

As she chugged onward, the weather paralyzed me from another element, not the wind nor the cold, but droplets of rain plunged from the screaming sky.  At first, the rain delicately splattered across my brow, but her speed dried them with ease, chugging along until an army plummeted in a monsoon of tears.

I quickly rummaged through my pack, grabbing my tarp and threw myself under it.  Instead of looking at her four silver walls my vision shrunk to the crinkles of blue nylon triangulated around me.  I sat like this for hours fading in and out of life.  Water filled up beneath my feet as the coal soaked it up, keeping me dry, instead of swimming in a black lagoon.

She barely moved along the steel.  When I say barely, I mean from dusk until dawn she traveled about 100 miles, reaching Hardy after 9 AM before the rain settled to a soft drizzle.  I sat there befuddled, unsure of my next move.  Daylight ruined my chance at her rear unit as I lay just twenty freight cars back from her frontend, leaving me in plain sight of the engineer. 

I stayed put.  Sleep deprivation ate at my brain, and I feared falling asleep in her prison, ending up a victim of loaded coal.  She started and stopped more times than I could count.  Once the rain ceased falling, and she sided in Thayer, MO, I surrendered to her walls of terror.  Did I hop off at that siding and wait for the next train to roll through?  Hell no, but I scrambled my way out of her deep empty walls.  What a doozy it was?

I gripped my rope nicely between my fingers feeling it ooze with murky water, coal dust lining my hands.  Water dripped down her walls in slippery streams of fluid as I planted my feet midway in the empty coal car.  I yanked on the rope a bit too hard, and with a sudden snap and squeak, my legs fell out from under me as I slid down landing into a pile of coal.  I coughed, my face covered in soot, smearing the wet black coal over the back of my pants and onto my hands.

This called for my next plan.  What was it?  I had no fuckin’ clue.  I looked at my options, throwing a forty-pound pack over a 10-foot wall, impossible; my arms could not even throw a shot put over that.  I improvised.  I walked over to the cross-braced beams, and started to climb my way up one, hanging upside down like a monkey.  Once I reached the top beam, I pulled myself up, chucking one leg over.  My muscles screamed in pain with the extra weight, but I found no other practical way without any rope left.  My feet swung freely a story above the ground as I wiggled towards the perimeter of her empty coal walls.  With slow movements, I inched forward like an inchworm until reaching the top rung of the ladder, climbing down to free myself from her hell below. 

A dog barked erratically across the street, as I walked her consist, hoping to reach her rearend in time to catch the DPU, but nope.  Instead, I cast eyes on the face of a young woman whom looked astonished as she planted her eyes upon my legs walking across the ballast.  I knew I blew my cover, with her and with the engineer, but I needed out.  I drifted towards the woods bushwhacking through fallen trees, branches snapped and rattled beneath the rustling of leaves until a sweet silence hit the air and her hoses aired up, whispering departure sibilantly. 

I stood up and hopped on a suicide empty coal car, planting my ass on the corner of the porch with my feet propped against her angled steel truss.  I watched her wheels rush along the tracks beneath my feet, fearing slack-action and falling asleep, but I held on, listening to the rattling of steel-on-steel.  It kept me awake and alive, watching the blurs of ballast blaze past through her empty floor and the centripetal acceleration of her axle spinning vigorously along the tracks.  Her wheels smoothly reverberated against the narrow bands of railway, clickety-clack...clickety-clack, as she bumped and jived through each small town getting closer to Springfield, MO.

For the first time in hours, I felt nourished and lively, but not due to sleep.  The blurring views around me, the countryside whistling in the wind, cows grazing, and the Ozark Mountains standing tall in the distance with the hue of blue horizon floating above them like the ocean floor, it all gave me juice.  I soaked in the scenery as a freight bum freeloading across America.  Railroad crossing after railroad crossing, I sat still and camouflaged, visible to the outside world, as she plowed through town-after-town. 

She rolled into Springfield as the sky closed its blinds to night, without the slightest sunset peeking between the dense stratus clouds.  Rain finally ceased and I found my opportunity to hop off as she rolled delicately along the tracks behind industry.  I held onto the rung with my right hand, and proceeded to jump and run, letting go as I picked up enough momentum.  She trotted along towards the yard as I bid my farewells, scoping out the woods for a place to set up camp, and as her rearend rolled past me, I snickered with a gritty smile, shaking my head.  Her unit cruised past, flaunting me, as I spent the last 21 hours escaping the rain.  “Son-of-a-bitch,” I thought.

I waddled along the tracks, drifting into a thick section of cottonwood trees.  Autumn leaves piled beneath my boots softly rustling between the gusts of wind and my footsteps.  I sought out an open area to camp across the mountain of dry brush.  Configuring a tarp shelter between the tree trunks, I then gathered tinder and dead logs to build a nearby fire, pacifying my restlessness in the flames of warmth.


Hail in the Yard

I woke up early to a well–rested night of sleep.  The BNSF Springfield Yard sat six miles away along Division Street.  I smacked my boots together, freeing their bottoms of dirt and coal, before I walked the road by refineries, and lumberyards.

Springfield felt like every other hackneyed small town where industry once flourished.  Instead, urban sprawl took over now, putting stores out of business, causing people to move, find new jobs, homes, and ultimately, lead new lives.  Maybe my lackluster mood and depression kept me from seeing the beauty, but everything felt stale, bland, and uninteresting like all the cities I left behind.  I just wanted to catch that next train out of town.  I kept to myself, like most days, spending a little money on train food at the Dollar Store across from the yard.

People left me alone, avoiding me, walking by me as if I did not exist and it felt all too normal, but I chose this path of solitude.  I just wanted to ride free into the night sailing away on my next freight train to anywhere.  Human interaction did not matter much to me.  I just wanted to keep moving and “to travel for travel’s sake.”

I sat around the storefront staring off at blocks of freight cars trying to dig myself out of my own sadness, but I just fell deeper into a black hole of loneliness, unsure of everything, just eager to run from it all.  The sky teased me, parading its clouds above, ready to dump its emotion into my destitute existence.  I did not fucking care.  I wanted heaps of sunshine, constant motion and food, the joyous staples of camping on little to no money, but rain happened more than once on my travels.

“Rain goddamnit...rain...make me drown in misery already...come on...do it...fuckin’ do it,” I thought.

I faded away into my footsteps along the pavement of road on my tramp to find the catch out by the tracks.  I crossed the street between a junkyard of vehicles and decayed urban sprawl.  A small gap of tall grass gave way to the train tracks between the two properties. 

I moped through the grass and loose trash, sulking in self-pity until reaching the mainline.  Heaps of empty water bottles, Steelies, soup cans, and tuna packets, all lined the fences, settled and half-decomposed in the dirt, from riders who did not care about anything.  I felt that way in cycles, not caring about the world, its people, even myself, but I always managed to free myself from that slinky of emotions.  I tried drowning myself in a book to free myself of my insecurities and pessimism, but on this day, it just did not work. I sat there, watching eastbound trains side out on the mainline, just existing. 

I had never hopped out of a BNSF yard before so I was not sure what to expect.  Security was quite different. I saw two bulls guarding her front and rearend, ready to catch riders, as they watched the locomotives.  I normally caught on the fly or at sidings avoiding the yard at all costs, but I came to enjoy the thrill of sneaking around, evading workers, bulls and engineers. It added a new aspect to the sport of riding and it was much safer.

I wasted away with the day, sitting, waiting, and watching the sky fizzle to night, with vehement pools of storm clouds accumulating above.  Bulls parked at each of her ends guarding the mouths of the yard.  I grabbed my gear and blended with the shadows of trees, creeping among the ballast, as I searched a junk train for a rideable car.

I saw my grainer, peeped both ways, and hesitated.  I could not do it.  I waited a little longer, my heart wrenching in a knot of fear, sweating uncontrollably from adrenalin, and this time I did not look.  I just soared across the ballast, up and over the embankment, and the first two tracks, leaping for my foxhole.  I crammed inside almost instantly, gear and all, waiting for the bulls to drive by, but they never did.

Moments later, loud bangs crashed from the sky as tiny pinballs plonked the roof of my grainer. The wind howled ferociously like a ravage beast, and loud POWs of hail crushed the earth upon impact.  Bright slashes of lightning struck the sky between loud bellows of thunder, roaring and crashing down the stars.  I opened my eyes to pitch-black all around me, the yard losing electricity. The storm thrashed hard for 10 to 15 minutes and then the demons and ghouls above faded away as fast as they came.  I poked my head out into the dead yard, completely empty of life, not knowing how to react in this moment.

“Holy shit...I almost died,” I thought.

Then I relaxed, let it slide out of my mind and let the soft murmurs of wind put me to sleep on her steel porch.

I awoke four hours later to lights powering on in the yard, finally restored from the hailstorm.  Another train crept slowly onto the second track headed westbound and I made the choice to switch trains for a more comfortable sleep.  I ran between both her consists grabbing the rungs of an empty gondola, pulling myself up and into her walls, looking up at the blurry stars of empty sky.  The storm had passed.  No sooner I switched I heard the other train air up and she smoothly rolled away.  I closed my eyes without a care falling deep into a dream.

Hours passed, opening up to dawn, and her wheels gyrated with the sizzling of air.  Her cars plunked together with slack action before faintly creaking through the yard, switching to a cruise, and then nailing it full throttle. I lay down, my head spanking against my pack from the vibrations on the steel, waking up somewhere in the tip of Arkansas before reaching Kansas.

I remember looking out at the open countryside, free of trees, flat fields of beans, wheat, corn and milo spread out endlessly for miles between the cow pastures.  The air smelled strongly of pesticide and manure piercing my nose like turpentine.  I watched her fly past stables of horses chomping on bales of hay, their white teeth perfectly straight, and tails swaying in a sashay as their muscles bulged.

Kansas felt strangely quiet through the barrels of wind hurling across the free open land.  The rivers wandered along the tracks as blue as sapphires.  This time around, I laughed about the headwinds slapping my face, and blasting my hair all about because I no longer pedaled on a bicycle as I did in 2013; I rode freight instead.

She neared KCMO and I wanted nothing to do with Neff Yard in Kansas City, its sheer size intimidated me, and I was not ready for it.  I enjoyed the luxury of smaller yards, little security and easy catch outs.  Maybe with more trains under my belt I would have ventured off into big boy territory as a more veteran rider.  For now, I felt content hitchhiking to Topeka and catching out there.  It seemed a more viable option as a greenhorn.

Her cars shrieked around the many bends as she slithered back and forth between Missouri and Kansas.  She slowed to a rolling creak with her bolts slowly spinning upon each revolution, enough for me to count them.  I hopped off on the fly somewhere near a road crossing in Olathe, falling asleep deep in the woods by a roadside park.

The next three days I walked in the blustery gusts of Kansas winter.  I gradually packed on the miles to get north to the I-70 on-ramp for a straight hitch to Topeka, tramping down the K-7 highway.  My feet and knees pained from walking on pavement so I switched to the softer grass off the shoulder.  Even so, I slumped over, sluggish and drained hoping for a ride on the harsh winter day.  I saw nothing for miles and miles other than open roadway.

I flew my sign at an off-ramp trying my luck and after several hours of passing cars, a dinged, and blotchy green, pickup truck pulled off on the shoulder. Out stepped a lanky teenager, born and raised in Kansas, with a pronounced Adam's Apple, curly brown hair, and a jagged bridge across his crooked nose.  The bed of his truck was a storage container for empty soda cans, 5-gallon drums, dirty laundry, backpacks, wrappers, potato chip bags and plastic cups.  He never threw anything out. 

“You gotta climb in through the windah...door don't work...can put ya stuff in the bed if ya find room ferit...” he mumbled.

“Aigght...”

“Can take ya tah De Soto just down lil ways,” he mumbled.

I dropped my pack in the bed of his truck and pulled myself up in through the passenger window, wiggling my feet, until I fell flat on my face against his seat, wrappers sticking to my face.

No sooner I sat down we arrived at the next gas station in De Soto.  The ride took me two miles away from the K-7 and just added miles, but I did not care, the scenery changed.  Now I walked through rolling back roads with open fields and forest spread between suburbia.

From De Soto, I walked all the way down to 83rd Street.  My feet throbbed in a sore, tender, flicker of pain.  I scuttled under an overpass by the highway, lying out on the cold concrete, under the bridge.  I untied my boots, removed my encrusted socks that smelled of vomit, and wiggled my toes in the cold Kansas winds.  Gunk and grime collected between the webs of my toes so I grabbed napkins and wiped them down.  I embraced the freedom of rest, knowing another long day of walking lay ahead tomorrow.  I listened to the cars trample over the bridge like a herd of bison, resting my eyes to its soothing repeating melodies, and gripped my sleeping bag tightly through the cold of night.

At dawn, I woke and walked two extra miles to meet up with the K-7 because the country roads did not have shoulders or pull-offs.  Not a single vehicle picked me up walking, even with my big, bold, sign strapped to my pack, “TOPEKA.”  It did not work here.

I started to loathe Kansas again, with this little hiccup, separating me from Denver.  I traveled so far over the past few days, hopping train after train, and this small bit of walking shattered my progress.  I hoped to make it to the I-70 on-ramp by rush hour, but maybe I ran out of luck.

Josh pulled off, far down the shoulder, the same kid who gave me a short lift to De Soto, and I ended up hitching the same ride twice.

“I thought it was you...take ya tah I-70 tahday...work got me headin’ that direction.”

His truck hummed along, ready to fall apart, wheel-by-wheel, from all the noises, but we made it the eight miles down the K-7 to the I-70.  Sadly, it looked desolate of any westbound traffic.  I crawled out his window again with my pack and sign, hearing dump truck engines revving between the bright orange construction signage, as roadwork ensued.

Josh chugged along back to work while I stood there with another long day ahead of me.  For a highway straight to the capitol of Kansas, vehicles seldom drove past.  I found it odd.  I stood there for hours, flying my sign, and by the end of two hours, I counted less than fifty vehicles go by me.  I ducked my head and walked over to the only gas station for miles, raiding the ground for loose snipes, trying to figure out what to do next.


Craigslist Ray and His BMW Z3

My feet still hurt from the countless footsteps, so I tried something I only ever did once before.  I posted an ad in Craigslist Rideshare desperately seeking a hitch from the I-70 on-ramp to Topeka.  Surprisingly, a rich, divorced, middle-aged man responded offering to give me a lift.  He was all over it, which made me slightly eerie and fearful. 

I stood outside the gas station sniping lone cigarettes while I waited for a ride that was too good to be true, a ride in a dark green, BMW Z3.

Ray pulled up revving his beamer as he popped the trunk.  I smooshed my pack in there before I opened the side door to his two-seater.  I never rode in a Z3 before; it felt new, and exciting.

Ray looked in his late forties with a clean-shaven brown beard, narrow spectacles, and slightly balding, with a white flat face and average frame.  He spoke in a high-pitched voice with a slight lisp.  He roared down the back roads on our way to Topeka in his unblemished sports car.

As soon as I introduced myself, he flaunted his story, which I honestly enjoyed the pleasure of listening to it.  I hated the dull, typical conversations while hitchhiking,  “I only picked you up because no one else would...or...people still hitchhike these days...where do you live...what do you do...yatta...yatta...yatta,” they would say.  Now Ray, he lured me into his life story.  It felt like a sales pitch, but I bought it.

“You see...I had absolutely nothing going on tonight and I thought to myself...Ray...Ray...it's the weekend...you're off work...why don't you do somethin’ spontaneous...why don't you just go out and take your baby for a spin.  Then I read your post...you were stranded...I was on the way...I figured that could be fun...exchanging stories with a complete stranger.”

“You are somethin’ else man...appreciate the lift...”

“You see Brian...I wanna go places...I wanna just pack up...retire...sell my houses and cars...travel the country in my RV...”

“You have plenty of money...just go out and do it before it’s too late...”

“I just can't stop that work grind...I’m good at it...real good Brian...I could sell you that shirt on your back...and you'd buy it...that's how good I am...”

“If you dream about it forever...that’s all it will ever be...”

Ray dropped me off on NW Topeka Boulevard right next to the Union Pacific train yard.  I waved goodbye as he sped off the other way.  The night air struck my naked face like piercing needles as I followed the overpass stretching over the Kansas River (KAW River). Lampposts lit up like Christmas trees as I exhaled clouds of frost with each breath, plodding along for shelter. 

Once I reached the end of the overpass, I doubled-back, and walked towards the mouth of the yard.  A few eastbound trains softly rolled by before highballing it on the mainline. I sat there, waiting, shivering, and expelling breaths of warm air into the pinkish tinges of my fists. 

I tiptoed across the tracks, tramping, until reaching boulders stacked along the bank of the KAW.  Trains stopped for clearance along the train bridge, usually heading eastbound, or breaking up in the yard.  I inched closer until a camera came into plain view.

My bulky legs felt like concrete as I tried to run, gasping at thin air, before conceding to a walking pace.  Somewhere through my shambles of confusion, I connected with a walking trail between the KAW and the yard.  Huge slabs of concrete blocks piled up to my right, with rows of cement trucks plugged into electrical outlets.  Motion sensors picked up my subtle footsteps, blinding me with radiant spotlights.

I kept walking with each lethargic footprint ingrained in the sand, the air felt thinner, colder and damper, with time.  I crept past the quarry, past the silos, and ended mid-yard.  Construction equipment occupied the access road by tracks in front of me.  I thought about sneaking into an unlocked boom truck for extra warmth, but I feared falling asleep, as I slumped, forcing each of my eyelids open. 

I glanced over at an excavator bucket lying on the ground and wobbled over to it, in the blustering wind, whipping out my tarp and bedroll behind its teeth, for every extra bit of insulation.  I snuggled up inside, placing my head on my empty pack drifting to the waking sounds of obnoxious horns bellowing from eastbound freight.

My muddled state slipped away with the whispers of the morning sun.  Its rays blazed and I awoke in my cocoon.  Not a peep came from the yard as I sat there unable to move, to free myself from the warmth, but eventually I did.

My eyes swallowed a hypnotic view as I walked the same trail as the previous night.  The KAW sparkled a frosty blue slurry fusing with the cloudless sky of yellow glare.  In that moment, I disregarded the sub-freezing temperatures, forecast of snowfall, and just appreciated the beauty.

I moved from mid-yard to the western mouth, looping around, through golden fields of wheat before retreating to the back roads of Topeka. Quaint country homes on small plots of land bordered the train tracks with minimal urban blight.  I pushed onward to find food and warmth, stopping at a Taco Bell to raid the dollar menu and go on a refill frenzy of diabetes.

Two bone-chilling days of sitting by the steel felt like hell freezing over.  I wandered around switching hop outs, from the excavator bucket, to the bank of the KAW, to the woodlands on the opposite side of the track, but nothing stopped on the mainline, worked in the yard or headed westbound. 

With frequent naps on the dirt, shaded by branches and tree limbs, immersed with boredom, I reverted to the trail by the KAW.  My stealth slowly dwindled away with each passing minute as my patience faded.  I waited. I watched motionless cars sit on the steel as still as the wind, no Freds, no air, and no power.

An old man, wielding two walking sticks, hiked into view.  I glared at him, watching the creeping light get closer in the distance.  A westbound train crept silently on the mainline and I hid for cover behind boulders near the bank of the KAW.

She stopped on the main.  My eyes scanned her consist looking for a ride, pausing at the leading edge of a grainer.  I ran down into the yard, and threw my gear on the porch before crawling up into the foxhole.  That noise every rider yearns for, the fizzling of air, tickled my ears.

Within minutes, she highballed it out of there, squealing and humming and bouncing and bumping on the mainline.  The Kansas sun settled beneath the horizon as I shook around on a consist of empties parading through the small empty golden fields, through desolate towns, soaring into the purple dusk of night.

I shut my eyes, dozing to sleep for a second, from the vibrations of her movement.  With darkness, her sharp bone-chilling steel struck my body like liquid nitrogen.  I rushed, squabbling through my pack, wiggling into extra layers, gloves, pants, socks, and jackets, but I still felt her frigidness clawing at my bone. 

She stopped briefly at a siding and I switched to an open boxcar, unraveling my bedroll for more warmth, softly embracing the conscious darkness of my dreams.

Six miles outside of Bailey Yard, she slowed down gradually to a cruising speed.  Sleet sprinkled against the empty steel box, so I made a judgement call.

“Should I get off in the yard in the open line of fire...or hop off now, tucking, and rolling, possibly getting some bruises, but sleeping under a bridge?” I thought.

What did I do?  Unlike grainers, wells or even gondolas, where I could hold the ladder, run alongside the train, and then let go...I could not do that on a boxcar.  Instead, I hopped off with her wheels rolling at an uncomfortable speed.  I tucked, and rolled.  My elbow dug into the ballast.  Then the back of my head spanked the ground, jarring my neck so hard, my glasses soared off my face like a catapult. 

Pellets pelted my naked eyes and cheeks as I saw blurs of darkness, and streetlights, skewed around shadows of freight cars drifting by me.  I crawled among the ballast on my knees; my fingertips froze like little popsicles, pained and throbbing, as I fondled the ground for my spectacles to regain the gift of sight.

After several minutes of rummaging on the ground, miraculously, I stumbled upon them, badly scratched on the lenses, but unbroken.  I bolted for my gear, slinging it over my shoulder, and retreated to the overpass where I spent my night, free of Mother Nature’s whim. 


Staph and Dirty Thoughts

Yawning and stretching my arms beneath the overpass, I watched freight entering and leaving the yard, early morning.  Not for a second did the thought of riding freight out of Bailey Yard, the biggest freight yard in America, cross my mind, especially with snow all around.

Frost crackled underfoot as I set out to hitchhike from an on-ramp to I-80 West towards Denver.  The glacial Platte of snow and white frost rolled on for miles, as I tramped the shoulder in wet puddles and black ice.  Soon I would see my college buddy Bond again, in his townhouse in East Aurora, all business oriented, and successful as a nurse.  I grew up for a short bit of my life, in my early twenties, but now I reverted to my lower middle-class roots.  Here I stood as an aimless wanderer still trying to figure out what to do with my life.

I warmed up in a gas station and grabbed a 12-incher at Subway.  The little old lady behind the counter recommended hitchhiking out of the truck stop back the direction I just came.  Instead, I took my chances with the police, as I held my sign, “DENVER” out in the blustering wind on the I-80 on-ramp.  I stood there wearing EVERYTHING in my pack and yet, I still shook from the cold strokes of wind.  Stifled by the freezing temperatures I wobbled around like a bowling pin to keep warmth, holding my pain behind a smile, watching each passing car.

Five, 10, 15 minutes passed as I spun around, walked in circles, trying my hardest to keep my heart rate up.  Then a purple car pulled off onto the shoulder. She rolled down her window to study me and make up her mind.

“Hiya...I'm headin’ to Denver...wouldn't mind the company...mind if you throw your pack in the trunk?”

“Alright...”

She looked harmless, a young pretty, petite blonde, with short hair, glasses and a slender yet firm frame.  I scrunched my pack into her tiny trunk, slamming it a few times, before it closed completely.  If she drove off I would have only the clothes on my back, but instead, she idled there, waiting for me to slide in from the passenger door.  I sat down, and buckled up before she drifted onto Highway 80.

She was a cutie, almost too cute, my wife sneered in jealousy when I told her.  Tiffany gabbed non-stop for four hours while we rode through desolate rolling plains, with nothing but farmland and equipment, as she divulged her whole life story to me.  When I say life story, I MEAN EVERYTHING.

“What were you doin’ out there in the cold?  I know you're goin’ to Denver, but how'd you get there?”

“Freight trains...I'm just driftin’ around for a bit waitin’ for my job to start up again in late May, might see the wife again...but goin’ to Denver to visit a friend...”

“Ohhh...I'm married too...told the husband to take care of the lil ones...this was gonna be my weekend of peace...headin’ to Denver to meet up with friends at a log cabin we booked...drink a bit, have a little fun...” she smiled. 

“Sounds fun...”

“It's been hard these past few years with my mom bein’ a meth head...whorin’ herself out...we don't have anyone to watch em...and me...well I used to work...but...but...everything is in shambles now,” tears rolled down her eyes.

“What did I get myself into,” I thought...“Why what's wrong?”

“Well as you can see, I'm in pretty good shape for my age.”

“Yeah, I can tell you work out and you don’t look that old?”

“I'm not...but...somewhere in the past year I got a really bad case of staph infection...and well...my immune system is bad...I didn't know about it or what was goin’ on...so I went to the doctor.  They did a buncha tests, and found staph in my bones...you see these incisions on my arm here by my elbows?”

She grabbed my hand, and placed my finger on them so I could feel it, making me slightly uncomfortable.

“Yeah, I can feel them.”

“They sliced into my tissue to remove some of the really bad spots, but it's spreading and there is not much they can do.”

“Aren't you on antibiotics?”

“Yes, but it's not helping much...so I'm just trying to enjoy my time because I dunno how much longer I'll have.”

“Don't say that...I'm sure they'll get everything under control, until then just listen to the doctor.  There's nothing else you can do.”

“Yeah...yeah...you're right...that's why I took this trip.  I needed a break from the munchkins...just a girl’s night out...ya know...we got the cabin for a few days...then I'll be back in Nebraska,” she said, softly batting her eyes flirtatiously.

We stopped for gas at one of those little towns with one shop as its only universal store.  Tiffany went in to grab coffee while I stood there staring at the prehistoric gas pumps, the ones that had the old dials that turned over like the old vehicle odometers.  It only held 87 unleaded gasoline seen by the “REGULAR” sign in big bold lettering.

She filled up and we jumped back in the car for another several hundred miles of barren countryside and awkward conversation.  She jabbered on and her emotions just poured out as the drive progressed.  I just listened, not involving myself any further in her family ordeals and medical problems; she had her husband for that.  She mumbled on and on, spewing her baggage, but thankfully, East Aurora looked off in the distance at the next exit. 

She pulled off into the closest gas station, glancing over at me, licking her lips, and batting her eyes, in a scandalous, inappropriate fashion.

“Ya know...if your friend isn't able to pick you up just yet...I mean...I don't mind if you come back to my hotel...” she said, casually undressing me with her eyes.

“Ummmm...well he works nights so...he's able to pick me up now...thanks for the offer.”

The dirty thoughts in the back of my mind unfolded as she divulged the real reason, she had picked me up off the side of the road.  She wanted a pity fuck.  In no way did I want to go down that road of guilt again, all for a few seconds of pleasure, with some chick I just met.  No thanks.  I grabbed my pack from her trunk and bid her farewell.  I finally made it to Denver to meet up with my old pal, Bond, and faster than the bus would have too.


Loaded Coal and Locked Dreams

After kickin’ it for a week in a townhouse off of Martin Luther King Blvd., gettin’ high off edibles, and free climbing the Flatirons, I felt eager to hit the road again.  Meeting up with my old college partner-in-crime evoked my past life.  Honestly, my life has not changed much since college.  I just want to fuck around, live hard, and free, with a little work in between and provide for my wife.  Whether I have a roof, she does, and always will.  Everyone around me is growing up, “adulting” so-to-speak, and I am just stuck in transience, trying to see as much as I can, recently, by freight train.

That night, with the warm mountain air touching my skin tenderly with lust, I packed up my gear and began my long tramp to 31st street.  The RTD public transportation service resided in downtown Denver, but my intentions were not public transit.  I sought to catch the next freight train to, well, nowhere in particular.  Once my gypsy blood started flowing, that urge deep down in my gut, to just get up, and go, it did not matter where I ended up.  That wholeheartedly defined adventure, freedom, the foot-loose beauty of the steel beneath my feet as I sailed away across the country away from it all.  I felt like a detriment to society, a waste, a bum, but I enjoyed her scenery so serenely, the thought of my appearance no longer mattered.  I moseyed along, inching closer to the ballast, steel, and my ride outta town.

I always left for the yard right before dusk.  The best time to sneak in the shadows of freight cars, in search of a departing train.  Denver antagonized me because of the activity amongst the city. People in Colorado walked. They ran, jogged, put themselves in the outdoors, which as a freight bum felt unknown to me.  I wallowed in the darkness, not because of its inherent dangers, filling the shadows of the streetlights with booze, drugs, violence and prostitutes, but because I walked alone at night.  I knew its risk and wandered anyway.  Night camouflaged me from security, citations and potential jail time. 

Those eight miles strolled by in a yawn. As I roamed 31st Street to enter the yard, I stumbled upon a closed road behind industry.  I tiptoed reaching the ballast, scanning the yard for cameras and without hesitating, I ran.  The first three empty tracks sprawled out across the ground, vacant of trains, with only steel, spikes and railroad ties separating me from my foxhole.  I hopped up on a stopped train, planting my ass and pack inside a grainer.  The clock ticked and I waited patiently for hours, ready for the next train no matter the direction. 

The ground rumbled in an uproar as I felt the vibrations of an oncoming locomotive and my spirits rose.  Her wheels bustled against the steel in a tender squeal as the engineer worked the air brakes, 10, twenty, thirty empty coal cars rolled by, but she ceased to halt.  I sat up and pounced to my feet, jogging along the train, waiting for my ride, the back unit.  Clenching the ladder, I pulled myself up as I skedaddled to the side door.  I jiggled the handle and tried to open her up, but her handle did not budge.

I hopped off and watched her sail away, heading north to the unknown, as an oncoming train squeaked by on the first track.  I looked ahead and my eyes met with a worker’s flashlight, as he checked the air hoses on an adjacent train.  Immediately I changed my course, catching the ladder of a southbound loaded coal car.  She rolled slowly through the yard, slow enough for me to switch to the other side of the train, putting me out of the worker’s sight.  Her unit rolled by and I took a second attempt at the side door, without any luck. 

I hopped off and jogged along to the next car, climbing up the ladder, throwing my body and pack against her steel box of loaded coal.  I lay across the jagged rubble, coal poking my back and legs, as plumes of dust crept into every pore and orifice, assaulting me with malaise.  I scratched my eyes a puffy red and sniffled, watching the cameras above.  I escaped unseen on the slowest, dirtiest ride ever, heading south to industry.

Where?  It did not matter.  She chugged along at 15 mph through the frosty night sky.  The clouds smiled with a twinkle of countless stars shining over the silhouette of mountaintops.  A tantalizing aroma of pine flowed freely through the air.  I stood up on loaded coal while she rushed through the small, dark, rural towns. The wind whistled as she flew along the tracks.

After four hours, she meandered through the valleys to Colorado Springs, siding out.  I came up with an ingenious plan to ride the unit.  How? The nose and side door stood there locked, but the side window now, hmmm...could I squeeze through it?

I left my pack on loaded coal and moseyed along towards the unit.  Using the hand railings and gripping the side of the cab I clung on like life depended on it because it did.  I reached out as far as I could, crimping the top cuff of the metal with one arm, and prying the window open with the other.  With a few jiggles, she opened effortlessly leaving a small space to crawl into the cab. 

I shifted my fingers to the top of the unit, slowly edging across the cuff plotting my next move.  Then I reached down into the open space pulling my body upward as my feet dangled freely a story above the ballast.  I wiggled for a second and threw myself in on the engineer's chair, walked over to the side door, and unlocked it.

Grabbing my pack, I set my gear on the floor and raided the fridge for water.  With a pisser, electrical outlet and speedometer I rode the Cadillac of rides, a multi-million-dollar unit. Naturally, I checked the inspection log.  I still had hours to spare before the next inspection.  So, I adjusted the thermostat, sprawled out along the rubberized floor, and drifted off to sleep.

When I awoke, she arrived in La Junta before dawn.  She sat there for hours, right past the mouth of the yard, at a siding.  I fidgeted inside antsy to leave not anticipating inspection, but that was what happened.

As the sun peeped out across the horizon, it winked at me, and I finally snapped out of delirium.  I stared out the side door of the cab as a white dot slowly materialized into a crew change van.  The van stopped alongside the cab side door as I stalled with no escape.  With the nose locked, I could crawl out the window, but my pack would not fit.  What would I do?

I stood behind the nose door and heard the jingling of a key in the Masterlock outside.  A flannel shirt came into view through the small window and I put my hands up as the engineer opened the door.  He let out a small yelp and stumbled backwards in shock.

“Is anyone else in there?”

“No, sir. Sorry.”

“Well step out over here. Don't want ya to get hit...You know where you're at?”

“Yes, sir. La Junta.”

“Well...alright...”

I stood there in the ballast speechless as I wondered how many days I would sit in La Junta Jail, waiting for him to speak.

“Well...go on now...have a nice day.”

“Uhh...Thanks?”

The erratic thumping of my chest stopped and the restless thoughts of uncertainty vanished along with my innocence.  I casually walked away unsure of my next move.  The van rolled along towards the front engine, as I heard the ballast rumble beneath its rubber. 

I pondered in the high plains, sitting down behind the only dead tree, thinking about catching the same train.  The yard looked dead. Nothing worked.  Why not? 

After an hour, her units powered up and air hissed.  She slowly began to glide along the smooth steel beneath her feet.  I ran quickly, dashing to a loaded coal car, scaling the ladder, for another dirty tussle, a battle I always lost.

She cruised along the Arkansas River, stopping at a signal not far down the line.  I lay there wiping dust from the corners of my eyes with my black hands.  I stood there looking out at the soft flowing blues of river, “Did the engineer lock the cab or the window?”  With that thought yanking my brain, I hopped down off the ladder, to check the cab.  After a few moments, I found myself sitting back in my 5-star ride, gaining access through the very same window as the previous night.  My innocence wandered lost without me.

She rolled back onto the main, coasting past the riparian vegetation outlining the riverbed alongside her.  Short-grass prairie and vibrant green willow shrubs contrasted the countryside sailing by her.  The freedom of watching the landscape gradually melt to new pastures came with a price.  A price paid by a generation of culture just out there to see it all, no matter what or where it was, by freight train.  I found myself slowly becoming a part of it by choice, embracing the hardships, the romanticisms, the freedoms, and most importantly the adventure.  It felt legendary.

Shortly, she entered Oklahoma, growling through open, desolate plains, with tractors and silos more commonplace than residential suburbia’s.  Farmers’ tilled soil in their fields, highways drowned in the freedom of emptiness, and suddenly after that next crew change, I found myself in another state, Texas.

She putted along through the tip of Oklahoma for the Texas Panhandle, snoozing along the tracks at unbearably slow speeds.  She marked the slowest train I ever rode.  I saw prairies.  I saw mesquite woodlands.  I saw high and rolling plains, marching off in the distance, with mounds of red-bed clays, and coarse sand. 

After thirty long hours of riding, I studied the speedometer as she crawled closer to Amarillo.  She rolled past Route 66 towards the coal industry; I watched the sun plummet beneath the horizon in bright shades of pink beyond canary blue sky.  15...10...8...6 mph flashed across the screen.  I walked the plank with my gear slung over my shoulders, and hopped off.


IM Stuck in Carrier

I walked for hours that night towards the next yard off Buchanan Street.  My legs felt like cold stone as I swung them along the pavement like a Neanderthal.  Riding hard with limited sleep made long walks less desirable, but the coal industry put me several miles away from the catch out.

Night soothed me, shedding a freedom of solitude, as I limped down the backstreets through Amarillo.  Stray Chihuahuas roamed around yapping and growling at me as I passed the BNSF yard office and tower.  “Get back fuckers! I am in no mood right now.  Get the fuck back before I punt ya like Baxter...all of ya...”  With a sudden pause of silence, I heard a wisp of wind whirling through the thick air.  I looked straight at the leader's wide, dark, eyes as the others shadowed behind him.  His lips curled around his little teeth.  His tail drooped. His weight shifted from an attack stance and he surrendered to my evil eye.

I kept tramping onwards down the dark, vacant roads, between the run-down homes, and saw rice-burners with tinted busted out windows, and chrome rims. Keeping my head low, I lengthened my stride.  Pitbulls howled ferociously behind fencing, slobber dripping off their lips, ponding on the ground in bubbled pools. I hustled, fearing to wake the neighbors and then a familiar sound pierced my ears, the sound of a beast hitting the steel. 

I peered out behind the homes and industry, locking eyes on a loaded unit coal train clacking across her tracks, thumping and bumping, as she rolled through the yard.  I stood too far away, as she picked up speed, disappearing into the night.  My pace slowed to a whimpering halt, as I stood inches from a water tower, fatigued and sleepy.  Two buildings stood between her tracks and I tiptoed between the alleyway. 

My eyes flickered from exhaustion as I read the first sign that came into view, “No Weapons, BNSF Railroad Property” then I noticed the dinky “No Trespassing” sign.  I scampered behind the building rustling through fallen down branches and weeds.  A dirt access road crawled to the tracks with a patch of woods between us.  I pulled out my bedroll and despite the handful of stopped eastbound trains; I shut down for the night.

Light peeked in jabbing my eyes and I awoke that afternoon to the sound of tires scrunching over loose gravel.  BNSF workers parked in front of the adjacent building, a semi-circle roof of corrugated metal touching down to the ground.  I watched through the tree line as I stuffed away my gear and sat patiently.

Over the next several hours, I waited, sinking deeper into a mystery novel. Time froze in peaceful bliss; words came to life as I consumed each page until completion.  Workers came and left sporadically as I immersed myself in fiction.  Horns bellowed and trains crawled along, rattling among the steel, but not my train.

The naked sky wilted like a flower losing its vibrancy to the obscurities of night. I lay there ready to catch out, on edge with caution, because the yard tower peeked over the mainline for geographic northbound trains.  I did not want to end up in jail so I kept my vigilance about me, waiting for the right train.

Junk rolled in and stopped frequently.  Her screeching sounds enticed me to board an open boxcar, but I refrained, for fear of her breaking up in the yard.  I sat there against the cool ground, blankly waiting.  With a little more patience, the Train Gods answered my prayers as double stacks rolled in and stopped on the mainline.

I pounced up and buckled my hip strap, securing my pack to my torso.  I hated searching well cars for floors.  For me, it involved too much huffing and puffing as I flashed my light under her wheels, drenching in sweat and trepidation.  I knew a better way existed; I just lacked the riding time, and the experience.  I searched dubiously, car-after-car, until she finally let me inside a mini well. I squeezed underneath the grate, lying against the cold steel, my pack squished as far into the corner as possible.

She aired up.  With a sudden jerk, she slowly squealed through the yard. My eyes widened as she crawled past the eye in the sky.  Her pace gradually increased with distance, creaking from the soft purr of a lioness to the roar of a lion, until she blazed out of there in a torrent of speed.

Her ambience bounced along the tracks soothing me like a lullaby. Before long, I fell into a slumber only known by train riders, waking up in another state.  She stopped in Carrier around 3 AM, siding out.

I awoke nine hours later at the same siding.  We never moved.  Tick...tock...tick...tock...the time passed at a snail's pace. With nothing to read, or eat, I lay there saving my last drops of water, waiting for her sound of air or a white van to appear. 

Trains, right?  Yeah, trains, unpredictable.  Siding out 11 miles from the nearest service area for 12 hours on an intermodal train, I just never expected it, maybe on junk.  It perplexed me as I looked out at the flat terrain drowning in infinite greenery.  I saw one tiny red barn, a small patch of trees and plumes of dust sputtering in the distance with a vehicle driving by once an hour.

My lips cracked with a dry yearning for liquid, anything to quench my thirst.  I moistened them with a few drops as I reached the last quarter of my water bottle.  When would she move? I did not know, but I needed to save my fluids.  So, I did.

Faintly I heard the noise of a horn from behind my train.  Its presence became more distinct like the sound of an approaching storm.  I hid along the ballast waiting for it to fly by us, hoping my train might move by sunset.  Then my ears focused on the noise of the steel.  The loud wrenching dulled as the front engines rolled by me and the thunderous roars became tender squeals.  The engineer hit the air brakes, slowing her down.  She slowed just enough to catch on the fly.  I stood on the porch of my stopped train looking down at each passing car for a rideable well.  She slowly crawled along the tracks and after forty or so cars; I noticed a mini well approaching.  I carefully hopped off between the two trains and ran along the ballast, clasping the rung tightly.  As I boarded, she picked up substantial speed headed toward the next town.

With a quick side out, she plowed through the small country towns and I looked out at nothing.  Nothing I remember anyway.  Oklahoma looked as flat and barren as southern Delaware.  Vivid green countryside, cattle and Cottonwood trees lined the tracks until approaching the cities.

Somewhere through all of that, I began to miss home, wherever home was, I did not know, but then I realized home was where my wife lived and worked.  Home for now was in Huntsville, Alabama. Even if it meant home bumming it off Bob Wallace Highway, I needed to see her again.  No sooner did my train pull into Tulsa did I scarf down Wendy's and catch the next one for a long fuckin' day of riding.  Next stop...Springfield, MO.


Cuttin’ Power in BNSF Memphis

I knew my way around the BNSF Springfield Yard this time, the catch out, where the yard tower stood, and what to ride.  I just never caught an eastbound before.  Eastbounds crept by the Yard Tower exposing you to the eye in the sky.  That intimidation caused me to wait longer in the weeds, figuring out when the workers on ATVs crept past, and strategically planning when to catch out.

I sat in the same pile of dirt as weeks prior when I caught out in a hailstorm.  Now, without a cloud in the sky, I crouched up against the metal fence in the only shade, waiting on my train.

I sat too close to the yard tower in broad daylight so I moved, hobbling among the corridors of train tracks, through a drainage ditch.  The wet muck slopped around as I weaseled through bushes, dead trees, and puddles until I cast eyes on an abandoned bus.  It reminded me of Bus 142 from INTO THE WILD. 

It slumped into the earth on its rusty rims with its flat tires trenched into the mud.  Dingy forest green paint peeled away from its exterior, due to oxidation, exposing its silver base with splotches of rust emaciating the frame to Swiss cheese.  All but a few windows remained intact from afar, but I wanted to wander closer. 

I scuffled through the vines, small shrubs and dead branches, sliced with thorns of nails, entangled in the arms of the forest.  Junk spread all around me, cast-iron tubs lined with porcelain, full of brownish-red iron water and crud and leaves, among other miscellaneous piles of junk.  Rubber tires, crumbling bricks, junk, junk and more junk decorated the ground.  It became a theme along DIVISION STREET, which I never noticed the first time around, but most lots hugging the tracks birthed industrial wastelands.

I marched over to the bus to explore its interior, evading loose strands of metal wire, and copious bricks.  I crept up the couple of steps through the folded bus door.  She sat there as a shell, completely stripped of her engine, drive shaft, and clutch, anything worth scrapping.  A musty haze filled the air as I strolled down the aisle of filth, with dust etched into the discarded bus seats, walls and windows.  I moved loose boards and 2’x4’s, set down a few scrap pieces of cardboard and faded away to a catnap while I waited on my train.

Several westbound trains clogged the mainline, and after hours of dreaming on stiff cushions, a mid-day eastbound train finally crept along the mainline, stopping its front engine just past the Yard Tower.  I budged, fuzzy to the world, regaining my wits as I hurried through the small strip of exuberant woodlands for the yard.  I sprinted up to the train searching for rideable wells, avoiding BNSF cars, but luck only handed me a line of suicide cars, and the approaching sound of an ATV.  

I scrambled.  The ballast crunched loudly as I hustled to the woods, leaping across the drainage ditch, to camouflage myself in the sparse undergrowth. A worker revved his ATV, zipping by along the train, looking at the air hoses and couplers.  I caught his eyes when he turned his head towards the brier and my attempt to remain incognito perished in that moment, but whether he saw me or not, he never stopped.  He kept to his railroad duties.  Once he separated from me by more than 10 car lengths, I continued my search, scrutinizing each well car until I finally found a rideable.  I hopped up inside and followed normal protocol. 

My hands sweat with a cold chill zapping my fingers as I panicked under the grate from all of the running.  My heart thrummed in my chest like the wings of a hummingbird, but after a moment’s rest, I regained normalcy.

After the soft air filled her hoses, we slowly rolled along the steel.  My head stared up at the baby blue sky.  I watched as she gradually roamed past the Yard Tower, fearing an abrupt stop, but she picked up speed, her wheels revolving faster, easing the catacomb off my chest.  Then shear wrenching pierced the steel and she stopped abruptly, sitting at the east end of the yard.  I panicked.  I sat up and bolted off the car with my pack clenched in hand, charging towards a nearby pile of sand for cover.

I waited, pinpointing my eyes up and down her consist, waiting for an ATV or a bull to cruise by, but nothing happened.  No one scanned the train for riders.  My paranoia overpowered my judgment.  10 minutes passed and then the precious sound of air calmed my ears so I darted back through the ballast, throwing myself up and under the grate of the well car, propping my pack under my head.

Her wheels wrangled along, clonking against the steel with loud thuds, skittering to a peaceful hum.  I gazed at the clouds, waiting to leave the city limits, but her abrupt shrieks yielded another stoppage 10 miles out of the yard.  I lay there twiddling my thumbs, waiting for her to get clearance and switch back to the mainline.

An hour passed and she highballed it out of there, wandering through the Ozarks, its open countryside and myriad pine trees flourishing trackside.  By the time she crested mountain passes and entered Tennessee, the night sky illuminated through the bright shining teems of stars.

My train stopped right outside BNSF Memphis Yard.  I assumed she waited for clearance or a crew change so I waited patiently.  When she aired up, I expected to continue my next leg of the trip towards Atlanta, GA.  As she crept through the yard, I watched the spotlights shine all around giving the illusion of day.

The sorting machine containerized nearby in the intermodal facility and then suddenly my train stopped. I waited unfazed by the stoppage, but then she moved forward, jerking, without airing up and I tensed. The almighty WHOOOSH sounded off like a 21-gun salute. She terminated on the elevated track as I lay under the grate, freaking out, while my eyes followed the arms of the sorting machine, creaking above, through the brightly lit masts.

A stampede of thoughts ruminated in my brain from uncertainty as I squirmed around on the bone-chilling, metal porch, searching for an exit strategy.  I lifted my head slightly under the grate, piquing my eyes out at a cluster of conifers mid-yard, before setting my head back down on her cool steel.

I waited.  Static struck the air followed by a muffled voice as a worker walked next to my freight car with a hand-radio in his grip.  He stood inches from my well car and stopped, momentarily looking around.  Adrenalin piled up in fear, warming my veins as I waited patiently, eager to dash away into the woods.

After moments, I heard the skittering of his footsteps pitter off as he wandered further down the line of the train.  My ears vibrated from the heavy machinery in the yard as the droning arms of the sorting machine grumbled closer towards me.  I lay there mustering up the strength and courage to bolt. 

In a swift series of darting, ducking and dodging I broke free of my well car.  I smoothly sprinted across the ballast, sliding down the slope of patched woods until my feet dug into the rustling leaves and loose soil, stopping me firmly beneath the scattered lights of sparsely covered canopies.  I halted, scrambling for my breath, scrutinizing the yard for security.

I gazed down the hillside at the clear open pavement, looking for vehicles, looking for headlights, looking for workers, as I drew my line to freedom.  A string of tankers and other junk sat along the departure yard below me and I waited to regain my composure.  Then without thought, I charged down to the pavement.  Twigs cracked loudly under foot, leaves crunched and as I skimmed the rough asphalt my feet thomped with deafening bursts.

I peered left and blinding headlights pierced my eyes, startling me.  “Fuck, the bull,” I thought.  I jarred my head, my pack thumping against my lower back, searing the ground beneath my feet running faster than ever.  His engine rumbled louder with ear-splitting noise as the gap between us quickly closed.  But my hand gripped a rung and I split, dipping between tankers and zigzagging through the maze along the departure tracks immersed in the shadows of freight cars.  I climbed. I hopped. I rambled on between strings and my chest joined the heartbeat of the roaring engines.  Adrenalin flowed freely through my veins like heroin. 

After juking my way through countless strings of freight, I weaseled my way up and into the steep, dark, woodlands bordering the train tracks.  I rummaged through branches stumbling for footing, ducking and forcing myself through the densely vegetated forest to find refuge for the night.  Branches held me back, slapping me with their limbs, tying my legs up with their vines, holding me in place, but I broke free, moving forward, bushwhacking up the hill in the pitch darkness.

Once I reached a plateau of earth, I unraveled my bedroll.  I looked down at the junk yard and heard workers squawking over their radios, rustling around on their ATVs, shining flashlights onto the porches of passing freight cars...needless to say, “I blew up the spot.”  My pounding heartbeat softened with the ambience of night and I faded away to the chatter of bugs and mashing of freight.


Hidin’ in Her Shadows of Unit Coal

With recent rainfall and playing hide and seek in the yard, I threw up my white flag.  Never again would I waste two days, trying to infiltrate BNSF Memphis Yard to catch a southbound train.  I packed up my gear and tramped to Lamar Avenue towards Southern Avenue walking towards the Norfolk Southern Yard. 

When I reached Lamar Avenue and Get Well Street, I snickered.  My eyes witnessed a raunchy sign, a woman holding her bra straps with panties on, the Catwalk of Memphis.  It looked empty with only one vehicle in the parking lot, a black, pimped out Escalade with chrome rims.  Some gangster stepped out with his jeans sagging under his ass.  He wore a crisp white t-shirt and clenched a blunt in his hand, puffing it furiously, as his chain dangled side-to-side while someone yelled behind me.  I turned my head swiftly.

“Haaaay buddy.  Hayyyy...Hayyyy...you walkin' come over hurr. Ya you...I wanna axe you somethin'.”

“Whatttt? Whadda ya want? I'm not walkin' back over there, man...I’m headin' this way.”

“Aight...aight...I'll come to ya. Hold up.”

A tall, lean, transgender, black man walked over to me with a garbage bag in his hand.  He smiled like a jack-o-lantern. His hair slicked back into a little nub ponytail and he wore tight jeans, beat up sneaks, a torn t-shirt and a leopard scarf.  He walked with flamboyance and I stood there annoyed, eager to leave and unsure of what he wanted, but nonetheless I listened to him.

“Whadda ya want man? I'm tryin' to get somewhere,” I yammered in a dickish tone.

“Juss tryin' to help.  I seen ya with ya backpack n all.  Ya lookin' for work boy?  They pay cash cross the street. Cleanin' rooms n all.  Pay ya same day n even give ya a room.  It's better than the streets...”

“Thanks man, but I’m not interested.”

“Okkkaaay...you sure?  They can get ya a bus ticket.”

“Nah, I’m ok.”

He walked off, and in that moment of self-reflection, I was a freight bum just wandering the streets, itching for my next ride.  I did not care.  I just wanted to see my wife.  Work.  No work.  I was still me, wandering aimlessly through life, reading and writing, figuring out where I belonged and what I should do.

The last few miles of any trek always hurt my body the most.  Maybe because of exhaustion, blisters or the fact that nine miles with forty pounds strapped to my back was not comfortable. My shoulders felt like compressed springs of pain, ready to explode. My bones ached with every footstep, but I always kept at it, eager to hop the next southbound train out of East Memphis.

I hated Tennessee. Between the rude people and urban blight, I wanted to leave as quickly as possible to avoid any confrontations.  My experiences of breaking out of Rossville Intermodal Facility, getting clobbered by rain riding empty coal to Springfield, and the racism I experienced on my 12-mile walk through West Memphis all screamed get the fuck out of Tennessee.

So, I kept to walking, nearing the yard, without taking a break.  I heard a raspy voice hollering from a stoop.  A black man yelled over at me with permanent whisky face.

“Ayyyye there boyyyy...you...ya needa dollah...ya needa...needa...dollah...cuz I'll give ya one. I'll give ya a fuckin' dollah.”

“No thank you,” I politely said with a slightly confused expression.

“WHOOO boyyyy...he dodn't wanna dollah...fuckin' get outta here then.  Ida give ya a dollah.  Get ya non-workin' ass outta here white boy. Keep walkin'.”

I flashbacked to West Memphis and I wondered if there was any relation between this man and the homeboy sippin' grape Joose on the corner that night? I chuckled at the job comment as I continued pacing the streets.  More than likely, he had a few illegitimate children of his own and lived off welfare. Who was he to tell me how to live my life and patronize me with a “dollah?”  I did not fuckin’ care, nor did I care how he lived his life, that was his choice.

My temper cooled as I approached Forrest Yard near Haynes and Southern.  I wandered east to check the frontend of a train and noticed the white crew change van parked next to a locomotive.  Quickly, I changed direction and crossed the street, walking opposing traffic, waiting to catch a ride on loaded coal.

As I pittered with light footsteps next to the train tracks, the slanted ballast plateaued.  People walked all around on the sidewalks, down the streets, shooting hoops, drinking beers from brown paper bags, and relaxing.  I walked in plain sight.  They knew. I knew. I did not care. It was the ghetto, and snitching was the least of my worries.

An old black man approached in a wheelchair and looked over at me with a smile.

“Maaaannn. I know what you doin'.  Wish I could walk...take me wit you...want outta this town...somewhere new.”

I smiled as he rolled away and suddenly all my anger dissipated. I appreciated life more afterwards as I looked down at my legs, taking my next few strides to freedom, relieved of my previous qualms, and thankful.

Vehicles vroomed by as I tromped next to the yard. With a brief pause of silence, I scrambled up the ballast and lunged for a loaded coal car.  As I hung onto the ladder, I squeezed between two coal cars and moseyed on to the other side.  Voices and engines drowned out my footsteps along the ballast, as I walked further back, between the consists of two junk trains.  My hands clenched her ladder, speckled in charcoal, and I crawled atop her loaded coal car.

I lay there scrunched in her corner looking at a mountain of coal piled in the center of her hopper.  Coal cars trailed behind me endlessly down the track.  Her black boxes blended with the sky, not because of night, but a brewing storm as I awaited departure, chasing freedom from the clouds.

After an hour, I heard the whistling sound of my chariot, and slowly watched the sky shift from wisps of gray to a clear oncoming dusk, with the buzzing of wind overhead.  I lay there with teeth of rubble jabbing into me until the next siding, switching to her unit through her unlocked nose.  Muscle Shoals Yard lay 80 miles out, as I sprawled out against the cab floor before making my way to the toilet.  And then, my smooth 5-star ride, suddenly turned to a game of hide and seek, a fight to stay out of jail, or end up stranded in the middle of nowhere.  What happened?

As I stood in the bathroom, draining the main vein, she decelerated so I moved to the cab.  A spotlight on the side track crept closer into view.  I thought nothing of it, just another train siding for us to pass, but instead she pulled right up next to the unit.  She stopped.  The light from the opposing locomotive shone brightly through my cab windows and then an engineer stepped off the other train, bustling down the steps.  He saw me.  He definitely SAW ME!

I crouched and reached for my gear, grabbing my pack, hiding behind the chair by the cab side door.  As soon as I heard him jiggle that handle to the nose door, I darted through the side door, skedaddling down the plank.  Unsure of where to hide, I crawled out onto the ballast, touching my face against her cold steel.  My heart stomped through my chest like a herd of elephants, but I tried to remain calm, waiting to purge my restless, racing, thoughts.

A flashlight stalked the cab with erratic hand movements, but as he searched for me, I hid in her shadows of unit coal.  I crouched still and motionless, waiting for him to leave.  Then I heard the creak of the cab side door and loud footsteps hammered along the plank.  He stopped.  I held my breath as he stood directly above me searching the landscape with his light.  He jerked his hand, flashing the perimeter of trees, and along the ballast, while I sat just feet below him, hugging her wheels.  He never looked down.

He strolled slowly along the plank, reaching for the handle to the side door.  My tromping chest and sweating fear purged to a joyous victory of escape.  Then he stopped, pausing briefly for a second and turned around.  The temptation of running crossed my mind as he shined his Maglite at me.

My back stiffened, as the beams of light met my eyes and I tried not to sneeze. I tried not to blink.  I tried not to move. Suddenly, with a subtle click, the light faded to darkness.  He walked into the cab.

Her sibilance ensued and I sprung up, tiptoeing in her shadows, while she started creeping along the steel.  Her creep turned to a roll, so I bolted, clinging to the ladder of her last coal car.  As I sailed away on loaded coal, I looked back, watching a flashlight search the treeline and I chuckled under my breath.  Never again would I catch a unit.


Huntsville Head Banger

She stopped in Muscle Shoals Yard on the mainline.  Trains worked next to me, while I lay there drifting to sleep in her corner of coal. 

Hours passed and I woke on the jagged mountain of spine-pinching rubble.  My head tucked on my pack.  Her whistle sounded and she started to run free again, twisting through the woods and the open landscape.  The sky snickered above in pastels of gray, as she cruised towards the train bridge near Decatur.  Trusses of steel whizzed by me as I sat atop my kingdom.  She parted the pale blues of the Tennessee River, waking beneath her tracks.  I smiled in bliss, and when she slowed down, I climbed down her ladder, standing on her suicide porch.

I stood in her corner, waiting for a moment to hop off, but it never came.  Crossing-after-crossing blurred by in flashes of red and she stormed by the M5 rocket at the Space and Rocket Center.  I needed to make it happen, that was my stop, but she did not side out.  She squealed around a curve steamrolling too fast for my little legs.

I held the ladder anyway, setting my feet up to run and counted to three.  One...two...I SQUABBLED with the ballast in a short scamper of footsteps, letting go of the ladder far too soon, as my feet fell out from underneath me.  My face thwacked the ballast hard and I somersaulted unintentionally.  My legs flew overhead, not once, not twice, but three times before striking my head against a chain-linked fence.

Blood oozed down my throbbing hands and fingers.  It dripped down my face, gushing out the loose flap of skin atop my head.  I stood up, woozy, bobbling around, trying to focus my eyes, but stumbled back onto my ass.  My glasses survived.  I put them on, and pressed the deep wound on my head, unable to think.

I needed stitches and probably had a concussion, but all I could think about was the mileage post just feet ahead of me.  How foolish I was to let go into a tuck and roll.  I sat there mangled, and drunk from the impact to my skull.  My hands dyed a crimson red with smeared blood at my fingertips.  I called my wife almost immediately.  

“Hey I was kinda dumb...hopped off a car movin’ way too fast...my head’s all fucked up...anyway can you find someone to pick me up...I'm done walkin’ for now...I'll cya once this passes...”

“Huh...honey...oh...are you alright?  You shoulda just stayed on if it was goin’ too fast...”

“I don't wanna get into it at the moment...my phone’s about to die...I'll be at the Bandito Burrito in a bit, text me if you can pick me up...I gotta save my battery...love you.”

Click...I walked the streets of Huntsville looking like a psychopath covered in coal dust, down feathers, and freshly dried blood.  People stared at me without bothering to look away.  Coal rides always made me look extra dirty, but this trumped any ride thus far. 

I sludged along the sidewalks like a snail until I reached the Mexican restaurant.  When I swung open the door, the room froze in silence with stares of repulsion circling each clique of eyes.  Fleeing to the back, I slipped into the restroom, ignoring their judgment.  I looked crazy.  I knew that.  I did not care.  Instead, I used the restroom to clean up, scrubbing away the shades of blood, dirt and coal amongst my hands, face, neck and scalp.  A black lagoon of red swirls stained the porcelain with filth, leaving the sink with a line of scum.  It dripped down off my fingertips and tendrils of hair as I left the coalmine for society.  I cleaned up, as I always did after a Vegas shower, scrubbing the scum film clean and wiping the floor of watermarks.

The restaurant wanted nothing to do with me so I sat at a corner table, charging my phone, keeping to myself.  My wife and her friend Katie arrived shortly after I washed up.  The three of us made plans to splurge on tacos, but a server never brought water or even menus while we waited there for thirty minutes.  Freedom of judgment did not exist in America.  So, we left and settled for Arby’s fast food.

Katie dropped us off afterwards at a hotel my wife booked at a discount.  As soon as I shut the door to our room, I stripped naked.  My body speckled in freckles of charcoal rooting deeply into my pores.  I filled the tub with hot water and stepped into it, shedding my limbs of coal, as I dipped further into the gray filth.  Sweat, dirt, grease, grime, and blood swirled around like a magic cauldron.  It felt revitalizing as I slowly became human again.

I stepped into the other room, dripping wet, with a towel draped over my waist to see my wife lying on the bed.  Her hair sparkled with her smile and I missed her so much as I lay next to her, embracing her love.  Those few days alone with her at the hotel erased all my hardships of the road.  I still enjoyed seeing her after work while I camped in my spot off Bob Wallace Highway nestled in the woods, but the curse of wanderlust struck again shortly thereafter.


3 Days a Bum

Every time I left my wife it felt harder to breath and continue on down that lonely road.  She was independent following her own goals and dreams, working as a Resident Assistant at the Space and Rocket Center, paying off much of her current debt.  She always dreamt of attending space camp as a little kid, and now as an adult, she finally accomplished that dream.  I was proud of her, but that did not make my wanderings any easier.  The pain hurt, but I always knew I would see her again through my hiccups of employment, and unsettling thoughts of where I fit in in this world.  Somehow through my adventurous endeavors and lack of stability, we made it work despite our different eccentricities.

With nothing to do but wander while I waited for work to pick back up in New York I felt a glimpse of the foot loose lifestyle of riding the rails, having nowhere to go, but everywhere, chasing the next sunset, sleeping under the crystal-clear sky, watching the stars burn to downtrodden tears at Mother Nature’s whim, listening to her heartbeat run along the tracks.  Ahhh...such was the open road.  I wiped my face of tears as I cleared my thoughts and walked down the highway towards the Dollar Store.  This time the steel lay empty of freight. So, I kept trucking along, following the long seven-mile stretch of road to the Huntsville hop out, by the local Walmart.

Huntsville looked far ritzier than Birmingham with more suburbs, less urban sprawl and booming industry.  The local government recently renovated nearby schools, and received grants to expand the Space and Rocket Center, and spread gentrification beyond the university.  The small, quaint, one-story homes and edifices lay perched behind freshly cut lawns with brick red facades or ivory aluminium siding as I tramped the shoulder of road towards Decatur. 

As I neared the hop out, I slipped down a hillside of steep cobblestone, jumping off the end of the retaining wall to a four-foot drop-off.  I stumbled a bit before reaching the underside of the overpass by the train tracks, but never fell down.  A block of intermodal cars sided in front of me waiting for pickup. I crawled in the dirt, wiggling my way through the high weeds, dead thorns and vines, waiting, and reading to pass the time for my train.

Days of sitting there, peeling back the layers of my mind felt daunting, but it also instilled dharma, a nirvana of hope in a society of greed, and I smiled.  All these years on my pursuit for complete happiness, I realized the imperfections of life, its subtleties, and fluid emotions, just running wild like the animals around us.  As I lay there shifting to the woods, leaves rustled underneath of me.  I felt content with my mere existence, dipping into my train food, and graciously filling my stomach.

Not a single eastbound train stopped or rolled by in those two days while I slept by the steel, waking up to a cluster of westbound freights wandering off into the night, but suddenly I heard a faint screech.  I perched straight up, wrapped in my cocoon, leaves rustling beneath my ass, listening to the strident chugs piling in on the sinuous steel beyond the silhouettes of conifers.  I hustled.  I crammed my pack of loose gear, zipping it tight, and tussled with the loose branches of dead forest, reaching the main, as she crept gingerly along the tracks.  Running alongside her wheels, I chucked myself up onto the exposed porch of a T-Well freight car as she chugged along delicately until crunching to a halt.  I lay there on her cool frame waiting for her to pick up the block of sided Intermodal freight.

After some time, I poked my head out, watching a strobe of light zig and zag about the sky as a black silhouette skittered closer to me along the ballast.  I hopped off to hide amongst the weeds while he checked the couplings, but somehow, he spotted my dark trail shadowed in the night sky.  I leapt for cover behind the only nearby tree beside the pond of an industrial building.  Frogs belched ribbits following a lemming of splashes striking the water while mosquitoes pierced my flesh like leeches. My heart pumped as cold sweat trickled down my arms and legs. He shined his light into the field, riding the last car, on my train to Atlanta as I tucked away behind the tree.  I missed it. 

I sat there completely bummed and full of disappointment knowing a long wait bode in my future.  If I had walked to the speed restriction in Decatur, two days prior, I could have been roaring along the steel to Atlanta by now, catching junk on the fly by the train bridge. Instead, I sat there moping, waiting on my next block, and violently smacking mosquitoes.  I slept comfortably that night in a patch of bushes by the railroad tracks patiently awaiting my chariot.

The next day, I finished my reading material and on that third night, I ran out of food.  So, I decided to stash my pack in the woods and follow the tracks yonder to Walmart to resupply.  The woman in front of me bought everything in the store while I held a Gatorade, two cans of spam and a pack of smokes.  I just wanted to get out of there and wait on the next eastbound train.  She piddled along, pulling out a coupon book, pointing at prices, buying food for the month.  I stood there trying not to scream. Once I paid for my items I skedaddled out of the store in a full-on sprint, hearing a train horn bellow in the near distance.

“Fuckin’ shit...of course...the only time I stroll out for food in 72 hours and I hear an eastbound...I know it...”

I hustled along the tracks, running among the wobbly ballast and muddy access road by the tracks.  The night sky fluttered above and the husk of the world dimmed to a charcoal horizon, needless to say, finding my pack became a mission in the darkness.  I hopped the fence pacing the woods, hustling and bustling over dead logs and leaves, tripping all scatter-brained and frustrated for forgetting to grab my flashlight.  I lost a package of spam in the chaos, but finally grabbed my pack, reverting to the stopped eastbound sitting on the track.  I finagled through the dense forest, brawling through small trees and thorn bushes, taking slices to my flesh to get far away from the lone worker I saw in the distance. 

After squeezing in and out of tight spaces, falling over dead branches and hopping over sinkholes of loose earth, I managed to hop down, off the embankment, rolling to a stop.  I looked utterly ridiculous covered in marks, scratches and bruises along my arms, and face. But I made it to the tracks, plodding along well cars as I looked for a rideable.  I took a moment to mosey further back towards the end of the train to find a nice sized well.  I noticed a bunch of EMP containers and JB HUNT containers and stopped to check the well car to my right.  To my amazement, I hopped into a nicely sized well, riding clean face, under a grate into the lonely night sky.  I lay there waiting for the air, but drifting off to sleep while I remembered the vibrancy of the stars in Rocket City.  My eyes became all teary again as I said goodbye to my wife.

She whistled on past the Rocket Center in the silence of night.  The M5 lit up brightly embodying the sky by the Rocket Center, towering its prowess like a skyscraper, touching the clouds.  I waved to Kelly and snuggled up into my bedroll, unsure of my next stop.

When I woke from the soft shrieks echoing off the wetlands I heard bullfrogs, crickets, cicadas and the fluttering of bat wings, while my train sided between two glistening lakes, their ripples black in the darkness of night.

I wondered where I was at so I pulled out my phone and realized my train sided right outside of Chattanooga, TN.  The air felt thinner in the steepness of mountaintops, briskly colder than Huntsville, as I wiggled into extra layers.  My eyes tired with each passing minute and I planned to get off closer to Chattanooga, at the next siding, afraid of falling asleep and terminating in the yard. I did not know if there were intermodal facilities or not, but I needed sleep.

We climbed steep grades between the Appalachian Mountains and the Cumberland Plateau, shortly siding out in Chattanooga a few hours later.  I hopped off with steep embankments on either side of the tracks.  I scuffled between the loose stumps and dead logs while I made my way down the steep slope, eventually plateauing to flat comfy earth next to a bog.  That night I started a roaring fire, using dead leaves and small twigs as tinder for a warm camp, thinking about the hop out for Atlanta.  Soon this traveling trio would wander the open countryside of America.  I fell asleep to that daunting yet exciting thought.

Trains, trains and more trains rambled on by, some whistling smoothly without a change of rhythm, others screeched, waiting for clearance at the siding.  All of it contributed to me waking early at the rise of the sun, wobbling back up the slippery slope I came down the night prior.

My priority that day focused on hopping out of Chattanooga to Atlanta, nothing more or less.  I waited in shrubbery behind a welding-ceramics building near Chattanooga Creek with plenty of supplies.  West 28th Street looked dead, a shell of vacant industrial buildings.  I sat there reading in my own reality, picking up the loose shards of glass, empty beer cans, steelies, wrappers and plastic bags, left astray by other riders, throwing it all away at the receptacle in the nearby park.

The water flowing in the creek bed below glowed with contamination, like a film of radioactive waste.  Signs posted along the river warning of its pollution and said, “DO NOT eat fish from the river or swim among its waste.” But despite the sickly flowing creek I found beauty among the mountaintops of indigenous native plants like Dogwood Blossoms and Milkweed, giving life to the Monarch Butterflies which fluttered around the landscape in eastern Tennessee.  They speckled the landscape with color between its vast green masses of alpine. 

I lay there askew, the dirt coveting the pores of my jacket and pants, waiting to go anywhere but here.  The day dwindled on as I trapped myself in the pages of a novel, slowly getting closer to hop my eastbound train.  I waited. I wallowed in boredom, pacing, looking out at the pink bra hung loosely on a tree branch to my side, wondering to whom it belonged.  Did she ride freight? Did she home bum it in the woods nearby addicted to drugs, was she alright?  Who knew, as her bra dangled in the wind like a whirligig?  My mind tended to wander by the tracks, filling my imagination with fictional scenarios to pass the time.

As the sun faltered to oncoming dusk, I sat there anxiously awaiting departure.  The hardest part of freedom was maintaining my sanity.  Then, just like that, I heard the faint noise of a train horn and the screeching of steel heading east.  I hid well, eagerly awaiting my ride, as the front engine of a CSX train crept by in the dusky swirls of gray sky.  She winked to a halt and I ran along her hustling to find my ride.  I scampered past locked boxcars, loaded gondolas and lumber racks, suicide grainers, and a whole bunch of unrideable freight cars, until finally staring at my match, a high wall grainer near the end of the train.  She sashayed her end around a curve in the track, sitting beneath an overpass.  I hopped on and hid in the foxhole, awaiting air, and a short ride to Atlanta, getting one-step closer to my crew of road dogs, Teardrop and Rooster.


Here Comes the Bus

I rolled into Atlanta late that night—hopping off on the fly—taking refuge in pine trees by the mouth of the yard.  I feared rain, but cowboy camped anyway, washing away to the cool breeze of fresh pine, permeating throughout the air in the dense forest.  I proudly lay on twigs, dead leaves, pine needles and sap, too lazy to make a more comfortable camp.

I did not even bother catching out of Atlanta to find the right train to Jacksonville.  For one, if caught hopping trains in Atlanta, you do a minimum three weeks in jail, and two, I had a deadline and needed to get to Jacksonville by tomorrow.  Teardrop was flat broke, without a phone, shit...without any real riding gear and Rooster waited patiently for me as well. 

I rushed through the woods early morning down a slippery embankment of wet leaves towards a huge gap in the fence, except I stopped.  I looked around at all the homes facing the train tracks astonished at the sight.  Three story homes with swing sets, white picket fences, sod lawns and basketball hoops faced the train yard hidden by the brown blurs of woodland.  I thought I was dreaming, so I rubbed my eyes in confusion, still seeing the rich properties stand tall before me.

“Fuck man...why couldn't there be abandoned houses in the ghetto...something to crash in while it rains...or at least make me blend in a little...but shit...there's no other way out...”

I crept over the loose fencing, the post dangling to the ground as I reached for support stepping over it.  I walked up a cobblestone path through a trailhead or someone's back yard until edging out into the street.  I walked down a dead-end neighborhood with security in the early morning hours looking like a criminal and then I heard the sound of a van door slam followed by an abrupt yell.

“HEY YOU...did ya just come outta that house over there...you know you're on private property right,” said some Mexican security guard with a crustache drizzled across his face.  It looked like someone drew one with permanent marker.

“Nah man...do you really think I'd rob a house with a backpack? I got stuck in the woods and I'm trying to get to the nearest road to find a Greyhound bus outta town.”

His posture changed and he relaxed.  “Oh...so where ya comin’ from anyway?”

“Chattanooga...I hopped off a train last night...that's why I came through the woods...sorry bout the trespassing...but I thought there was a bus near here.”

“Ahhh...shit man...there isn't a bus for like 11 miles...sorry man...”

“What about a gas station or anything like that?  I need somewhere to get food and stay outta the oncomin’ rain...looks like it's about to pour.

“There's one just down the road...make gah right outta here...ya can't miss it...good luck with the bus.”

“Thanks...sorry again about being here.”

“It's cool...someone called me...so I had to check it out...you're good though.”

It started to pour chutes from the sky as I stomped through puddles on the sidewalk getting closer to the gas station.

I bought the cheapest food there and sat in the far corner of the store, charging my phone by the slot machines and loose ashtrays.  I sat there for hours, pretty much half the day; just watching floods of cold rain drown the earth in a frenzy of torrents.

The manager did not care.  His boss questioned me, but I explained my situation, continued to buy cheap food and he shrugged it off too.  I used my free time to search bus tickets, remembering Mega Bus ran in these parts of the country.  I pulled it up on my phone and the stop sat four miles away, making it an easy trek once the rain stopped.  So, I grabbed a ticket for $25 for the following day and started to tramp on down the road through the eye of the storm.  I knew at any moment she might burst tears.  I walked long and hard, taking bigger strides towards downtown Atlanta.

Just a mile in, she picked back up crying heavily.  I quickly fled for shelter passing the CSX Tilford Yard.  I shuffled through the bushes by the patio making it to the picnic tables, sopping wet, but not completely soaked.  An old caboose lay in front of me, a dark navy blue, embellishing the yard.  It spewed some line of safety semantics across it. 

The rain shifted to an intermittent drizzle and I walked over to a crew change van parked next to my shelter.  My boots squished with each step as I squeaked towards the van to tap on the passenger window.

“Hey man do you mind if I sit here n wait out the rain...I'm tryna make it to the Mega Bus downtown once it stops.”

“Sure...I don't care.”

He drove off going to pick up the next crew.  Eventually it stopped raining and I scampered off, walking the last three miles to downtown, through suburbia and ritzy homes, the exact opposite I would expect near the train tracks.

The early morning dew covered me in heaps of mist by the highway in downtown Atlanta.  I woke early to catch my Mega Bus to Jacksonville, not too thrilled with using public transportation, but I needed to meet a deadline.  Rooster waited for me nearby at the CSX yard and Teardrop waited for me at the bus terminal, without a phone or much of anything to his name, neither of them knowing they would soon travel together as a trio, road dogging it around America to nowhere in particular.


Dyin’ on Loaded Sand

Rooster spent a few days by the yard, pinpointing the hop out so we all followed him, walking along the sidewalk by the Saint John’s River in downtown Jacksonville.  CSX headquarters stood tall and shiny in the distance, towering above the other buildings, but I wanted nothing to do with running around that yard, trying to catch a train.  They shared my sentiment also.

The bums sat under the downtown shelters by the riverfront, lying out in the shade with their shopping carts and bicycles nearby, existing and the local mission drove by circling in the cul-de-sac as we tramped along, taking a short break at a bench to enjoy the view of the river.

Two women approached us from the mission carrying three brown paper grocery bags.  “Y'all travelers...ridin’ the trains? We see y'all down here from time-to-time and try en help y'all out when we can...” said the kind black woman with a wide smile on her face.

I looked at them with uncertainty.  “Uhhhh...yeah we are...we actually could use some food...I appreciate it.”

“I could use a shirt,” shouted Rooster with his loud mouth wrenching my ears again. He stood there tone deaf completely unaware of his projection.

“I'll take whatever food ya got,” said Teardrop.

She placed all three bags on the ground, “God bless y'all...safe travels.”

“Thanks so much.”

We divvied up the cans of Chef Boyardee, peaches, and soups between our three bags.  Any of the perishables, we ate right there, while I peered out at the massive yachts bowing through the river with rich people floundering about, boozing it up, and enjoying the simple pleasures of the water.

We carried on, walking along the riverfront past the mooring and Teardrop pointed out to the train bridge that bustled over the Saint John's River.

“See that bridge?”  Teardrop pointed.  “Thirty years ago, when I was a young kid, I used to ditch school and run from the truancy officers, hoppin’ on and off the train while it took me over the bridge...and sometimes in the summer...I’d jump off into the river or go fishin’...those were the days...”

I looked at the bridge trying to envision a young Teardrop.  What he looked like back then?  What he acted like?  All I could see was a prankster stealing cars and getting into trouble.  Not much had changed since then.

We kept walking and Rooster led us to the southbound hop out, taking us to a vacant parking lot barricaded in Swiss cheese fencing that sat beneath a slew of overpasses.  Huge concrete pillars shadowed us from the mainline while we crouched down, chain smoking cigarettes.

Jackhammers muffled the sounds of oncoming trains while we waited for our ride to creep by us.  Roadwork occupied the nearby intersection while construction workers patched the asphalt near a manhole cover.  The noise of heavy equipment echoed, blasting my eardrums.  Local trains crept by heading into the yard and I waited, eager to head down the coast of Florida, while we inhaled more cancer sticks.

Teardrop ran back and forth, squinting down the line, looking for a beam of light off a front engine.  Nothing happened while we sat there trackside, flinging rocks across the tracks and chitchatting to pass the time.

Suddenly, I turned my head.  I looked over my shoulder towards the west end of the yard, gazing at an oncoming train creeping towards us.  The other two yammered on, smoking and playing with rocks like little kids at a playground.

“Guys...guys...shut up...somethin’ is comin’...I can't tell if it's a local or not...you wanna just go for it?”

“Yeah, and hell yeah,” they both said with glowing grins.

“Alright...let’s hide...once about twenty cars cruise past, I'll try to get on if I see a rideable.  Then Teardrop...then Rooster.”

“BREAK...”

I curled up behind a cluster of palms, by one of the pillars covered in train tags, breathing quickly, and waited with the others by my side.  We mauled one last cigarette, and by then, three Norfolk Southern front engines chugged by us, flooding us with diesel fumes.

Loaded gondolas rolled by at creaking speed.  I peered down the line, counting the cars creep past, setting my eyes on my car, ready to mambo.  The ladder crept past, but I jostled alongside, reaching its level just enough to clasp the rungs. In one fluid motion, I clasped and swung, my knee hitting the last rung, extending my feet while I shuffled up and into a car full of damp, coarse, gray, loaded sand.

I looked out at the others pittering behind.  They each boarded the next two freight cars, but instead of lying down and staying hidden, these two circus clowns ran across the sand, stumbling as it compacted beneath their feet, throwing off their balance.  They floundered about in the quick sand as she picked up speed, hopping car-to-car, until we all lay by each other’s side.

“You guys are retarded...we don't all have to be on the same freight car ya know...”

They laughed while sand sprinkled our faces from the wind.  Rooster covered his face in his dirty skank.  Teardrop lay there into the wind, covering his nose under his shirt, while his eyes suffocated from bits of blowing sand. I lay against the wind; my shirt draped over my nose, as another city blurred by in a distortion of shapes and colors.

Dusk lingered with clusters of gray wispy clouds churning about the sky.  Twenty miles outside of Jacksonville, she slammed about, clanking and clicking, as we entered a yard, veering off the mainline.

“Shit...she's dyin’.”

“How do ya know?” asked Teardrop.

“She stopped before the yard waitin’ for clearance...but then she pulled into it without airing up...she's gonna cut power soon...let’s wait...maybe they’re addin’ strings?”

I sat there patiently on the moist sand, my pants stuck to my ass cheeks while I waited to move.  Then she Whooshed loudly, cutting power, dying in the yard.

“Well...there goes that...let’s get off...the train beside us is all fuckin’ autoracks...NO WALKIN’ OVER THE KNUCKLE...WALK AROUND IT!”

We hopped off skittering along the cobbles of ballast, creeping through the shadows of freight, sandwiched between two trains.  I scampered.  Rooster jogged.  Teardrop, he walked.

“Dude...COME ON...there's an engineer right there...if I can see em...he can see all of us...start movin’.”

The train of autoracks aired up and slowly crept along the steel.  Beyond them sat another train on the mainline, double stacks and empty suicide cars.  We waited for the autoracks to roll steadily past us and then scrambled over to the mainline, searching for rideable wells.  Rooster found a well while we searched the middle of the train, finding an empty suicide car, with a column of hollowed circles lining the middle floor. We hugged the wall of the freight car, lying flat with our packs supporting our heads, waiting for her to leave Jacksonville.

Moments later, she hightailed it on the mainline, shattering the tracks like a roaring typhoon, as she blew through small coastal towns.  I lay there on an empty suicide car of a Z-train drifting to sleep as Teardrop snored.  She howled along the steel zipping like lightning until she reached West Palm Beach where she dropped a block.

Teardrop and I awoke in West Palm Beach with our train blocking the middle of the roadway at 3 AM, as it drizzled, gently soaking our clothes.

“You wet man?”

“Yeah just a little...didn't realize it was even rainin’...”

We sat up on our packs peering over the empty car beyond the blinking railroad crossings and empty roadways.  She still followed Highway 1.  Then my eyes focused on a black silhouette rambling on past our car with a turtle shell on his back.  We yelled to see if Rooster had switched cars, searching for us, but the man kept walking along the train, oblivious to our rants.

“ROOOOOOOSTEEEEER...”  I called his phone and the silhouette turned around.  “ROOSTER...I'm wavin’ at you...turn around...we been yellin’ your name.”

“Oh...I had my earbuds in...”

“We're in the empty suicide car...”

He wandered back up along the car and hopped in, spreading his bedroll out in front of me.  We all sat there, calmly awaiting departure, smoking one last cigarette.  I reached over to hand the last drag to Teardrop, but he did not budge as subtle snores whistled underneath his baseball cap.  I turned around trying to hand it off to Rooster, but he lay there with his mouth open, drooling and snorting like a pig.  I flicked it over the wall, and slowly faded away between the starlit speckles of sky, as my head grazed my pack.

Rain tapped me like gentle fingertips, from my head, down my back, all the way to my feet, as I lay there in a burrito of blue nylon.  Spurts of showers struck the night sky while we lay there just waiting for it to pass, and eventually it did, right as dawn struck the sky.  The sun pierced the sky like a field of daisies as she soared along the steel blazing by strips of trackside palm trees.  She hummed on through the cities, weaving through 5-star hotels, casinos, clubs, and ritzy condominiums.

Gradually, I turned around and when I gazed at the back of the train, I stood there flabbergasted, dropping my jaw.  “Uhhh...guys...guys look...”  I pointed to the back of the train as we rode in the second to last freight car in front of the FRED.

“What the fuck?” they said in unison.

“We chopped a block in West Palm remember...guess we made the cut,” I said chuckling.

How we managed to weasel our way through Southern Florida in broad daylight without the police detaining us still makes me scratch my head?  She crept through and stopped in multiple yards, next to Yard Dog’s and engineers, not to mention the slew of railfans she squealed past by a golf course near Hialeah.  We just laughed.  We waved.  We waited to hop off at the next stoppage, which put us outside of the FEC Yard in Hialeah and somehow, we stayed out of jail.


Almost Dumped in Industry

No sooner did we arrive in Hialeah, DID we want to head back up the coast.  As we walked, chicken carcasses stuck to the sidewalk in a slime of feathers with mangled feet from religious sacrifices conducted by the Santeria faith.[11]  I felt aloof in this new unfamiliar territory.  Everyone spoke Spanish and only Spanish as we roamed around the streets and I felt like a foreigner in my own country, but we needed to resupply our food and that was what we did.

Rooster snagged a loose shopping kart and we all chucked our packs inside, switching off turns, shoppin’-kartin’ it through the coastal city.  It beat walking miles back to the tracks to hop out on FEC for Jacksonville.  Corona bottles adorned the sidewalks along with more dead chickens and every store we tramped past in the hot sweltering sun had street vendors selling homemade art, bottles of water, roses, you name it, all unlicensed, just trying to make a living.  I liked it.  It felt like what America used to embody and stand for, freedom.  Every store stuck to its Spanish roots with Spanish cuisine even Walmart.  We scanned the aisles, sticking to our cheap train food, buying a few cans of refried beans.

When we finally reached the tracks, discarding our shopping kart, a train plowed along the mainline.  The bells dinged at the crossing with vibrant flashing red lights.  I wanted to run along the ballast in a sprint, clinging to the ladder of a rideable, sailing back to Jacksonville, but we stood there motionless as a police officer glanced over, his eyes shaded by dark sunglasses.  He knew. We knew.  We stayed within the law for those few moments though until the crossing arms lifted, leisurely walking down the tracks towards the mouth of the yard, resting at a bench on the outskirts of a private school.

Teardrop sun gazed at the plasma orb coloring the sky.  He lived by his own principals as a sun-gazing, flat-earther who did not believe in Space while Rooster and I sat smoking the last of our cigarettes, watching trains heading southbound, pulling into the yard.  The consist of FEC trains always boggled my mind seeing a slew of double stacks, autoracks, grainers, oil tankers and boxcars all attached to the same locomotive became an ordinary sight, intermodal mixed manifest.  It just did not happen out west, but along this line, it seemed like common practice.  

We waited and the night sky filled the air with a vapid dark film of gray hues. The stars hid behind the light pollution as we sat there on a bench waiting on our northbound train.  Then the horn of an oncoming train struck the air, angrily awaiting departure.  We saw a faint light creeping closer into view as wheels strode among the steel, and as the light beamed closer, we hid behind the bushes fervently waiting to catch on the fly.  Teardrop stood in front. I looked over his shoulder while Rooster looked over mine, anxious and ready to catch a ride back up the coast.

The front engine roared past us, echoing under the overpass, and before I even blinked, I watched Teardrop run along the train, hopping on the fourth car, not caring about anything, but riding.

I glared at Rooster who followed.  “What the fuck were they doin’ man? Riding the fourth and fifth fuckin’ car...the engineer has fuckin’ mirrors,” I thought.

I shortly followed, running along the tenth car, shaking my head in disgust, as I jogged along a freight car with loaded gravel spraying out the top.  The train moved along quickly gaining speed as I gripped the ladder, weaseling up and onto a rocky layer of gravel.  It looked like #95 stone, sharp, big and pointy, poking my back.

I tried nestling my body in the corner by her steel walls, but they filled her too full of stone.  Over every bump and bounce, I held onto the side afraid of falling out onto the tracks. 

When I finally situated myself, listening to the constant bellows of horns as she plowed along the mainline, highballing it through crossing-after-crossing, I watched my two idiot road dogs break every train safety rule.  These nincompoops scaled up and down ladders, running across the top of loaded gravel cars, hopping between the cars to get further down the train.

“What the fuck are you clowns doin’?  Tryin’ to get yerself killed,” I yelled utterly upset at their buffoonery.

Teardrop laughed at me, throwing rocks at my car as I evaded him, stone-by-stone, without the slightest fraction of a smile on my face. 

“That's the last time you lead man...the engineer definitely saw all of us you idiots...and the first cars are hella full...”

We thrummed through the night, howling through cities, peeling back by the skyscrapers of Miami, up along the coast of the Atlantic Ocean siding out near West Palm Beach.  I did not waste any time.   I hopped off and walked further down the train for a more comfortable ride.

“Where ya goin’,” moaned Teardrop in a groggy voice.

“To find a better ride...they always fill the first cars with the most gravel, then it tapers off...”

Teardrop hustled and followed me while Rooster fell back to sleep.

We rambled on back about 10 more cars.  I climbed up the ladder and the gravel outlined the hump of a whale, slumping several feet in the corners along the wall, giving us plenty of room to sprawl out.  I tried not to pitter off to sleep, afraid of ending up in industry.  I looked over at a snoring Teardrop, his head sunk over bits of gravel, poking into the cheeks of his face.  Somewhere through her motion I shut my eyes.

“WAKEEE UP...WAKEEEE UPPPPP...where the fuck are you two at...,” cried Rooster.

Completely muddled and incoherent I waved it off as a dream.  Then I heard it again, but louder as I fizzled back to life, glaring at the mirage of a young scruffy man by the ladder.

“Duuude...I been callin’ yer names forever...we cut power in industry...get the fuck up before you get dumped,” he yelled over the heavy machinery.

I snapped out of sleep quickly to attend to our precarious situation.

“Dude get up...we're in industry...”

He mumbled and looked at me.

“COME ON!”  I shook his arm frantically and he woke.

I shimmied down the ladder after Rooster, then Teardrop.  We walked among the dark access road and Rooster turned on his infrared headlamp as we scampered along the train.

“Fuck man...I was out cold...thanks for wakin’ us up...you saved my life man...”  I gave Rooster a sentimental hug, and he pushed me away.

“You're good dude...get off me haha...we gotta get out of here...”

When we reached the blinking FRED, we came to a little roadway leading to Highway 1 near Cocoa Beach.  I waddled next to the others, tired and cranky, to a flat section at the top of a random overpass, sleeping head-to-toe with our bedrolls, while we avoided any rain.


Let’s Get Da Fuck Outta Dodge

After a few days of bumming it in Titusville, checking out the Enchanted Forest, we hit the road for Pensacola.  The sun beamed down through the shade-less roadway as we tramped to Sunoco.  My brain squawked from a night of heavy drinking with the gang, Natty Daddies. I squinted in the blistering heat as we inched forward, hungry, tired and shameless.  We all ran low on funds, eating a toasted bagel, pizza, tater-tot wrap concoction from the local dumpster, the previous night.  I was down to a hundred bucks, Rooster only had EBT and Teardrop was flat broke with neither EBT nor any money.  With no plan, we filled our waters and lounged in the shade by the pizza shop, scrounging up some change for a coke.

A silver Prius rolled up and pulled off to the side lot.  An Italian man stepped out of the vehicle pacing back-and-forth in a strange manner, chain-smoking cigarettes.  Rooster strolled over to him.

“Hey man, could I bum one of those off ya?”

The inebriated Italian man mumbled under his breath and handed Rooster a cigarette as he continued to pace exhuming his frustrations with curses and slurs.

Teardrop chuckled.  “There's our ride...”

We all laughed in a joking manner as we puffed our cigs and basked on the cool concrete sidewalk by Hungry Howie’s Pizza shop.

The man stumbled over with a grocery bag of two empty handles, mumbling under his breath.

“Yous guys know where a liquor store is?  I dunno where I'm at...they're all out to get me bro...fuckin' spicks, niggahs...you know the immigrans? I'm too drunk to drive bro.”

Teardrop stood up. 

“We'll drive, where you goin'?”

“I'm just tryin' to get da fuck outta dodge bro.  Fuck Florida. Palm Beach...Miami...fuck em. I've been homeless before bro...two years in Brooklyn...”

“We'll hit one on the way dude.  We're tryin' to get to Pensacola,” I said.

“Pensawhhhaaat?”

“It's near Mobile, Alabama.  What's your name bro?”

“Loser...I'm a loser bro...take me to Pensa-whatever-it’s-called...”

I leaned over.  “Alright man, gimme your keys to drive dude.”

He fumbled through his pockets and handed over his keys as his hands trembled and shook from alcohol withdrawal.  We stashed our gear in the trunk, crammed into his little soccer mom's car, and hit the road.

From the time we entered that small space for a five-hundred-mile road trip across Florida, I knew something about this dude was odd, but as long as his drunk ass did not drive, I did not care.  Well, at first, I did not anyway.

I cruised along driving the speed limit down Highway 50 through Orlando, stopping at the closest liquor store.  The peculiar Italian man hobbled out with an empty handle of Bourbon.  No sooner he walked in the store did he stagger out with another full handle, sloshing each sip back with a humdrum expression, and a stream of negativity followed his melodramatic complaining. 

My mind drowned out his babbling as I pulled out into the road, but suddenly my focus shifted to the patrol car behind me. A police officer paced us, and my chest started thumping like a stampede of elephants, while my hands left moist impressions on the steering wheel.  I maintained the speed limit, but a plethora of thoughts ruminated and the What IFS followed.

“What if he killed someone?  What if I was driving a stolen vehicle?  What if Fill In The Blank Here!” I thought.  

Those minutes lasted a lifetime as my heart skittered and I tried concentrating on the road while the crazy Italian wallowed in self-pity in the backseat tipping his elbow and slurring his pessimism on the rest of the group.  Just as I nearly surrendered to the chaos scrambling my brain, the police officer’s turn signal blinked behind me, and he changed lanes, fading off into the blur of traffic. 

“But my, what a long trip we had ahead of us...” I thought.

My nerves calmed and my beady eyes struck the mirror.  I witnessed the sloppy Italian man heinously swilling whiskey still as he spewed non-sense between each swig, fading in and out of consciousness. At first, we all laughed, but after hours and hours of listening to his pitiful, sorry ass, I wanted to leave him by the roadside.

His name was Tommy L. He worked as a waiter at the Marriott in South Florida, despised his job, his boss, and he stockpiled every negative in his life, leading to a path of self-destruction.  His racial slurs and ignorant rants increased with further inebriation.  The hate speech tumbled on for hours as his head teeter-tottered back-and-forth like a pendulum.

“Thhee immigrans...thhee...immigrans...ruinin' our country. The Jeeeewwwws...they're evil bro.  Hateee em.  Rich bankerrrs...don' believvve...in Jesus.  Spickkks...Nigggaaas...Jeewwss...tellin' you brooo.  They'll kill usss. The fuckin' Zionists...Hate all of em...Fuck the Italians tooo bro...and the Iriiish.”

“Aren't you Italian?” Rooster snickered.

“Half-Italian...only my laaast name bro.”

He shuffled about in the back seat as I drove us along the 75 towards Tallahassee through the countryside.  Tom did not shut up.  He jabbered on even as I cranked up the music to mask his antics.

With no cash on-hand, and the need for fuel, we stopped at a gas station off the highway. Of course, his card did not work, even though he agreed to pay for gas in exchange for me chauffeuring him towards Mobile.  All of us reached in our pockets gathering a few pennies together, but it was not enough to make it to Dodge. So, we rambled on back down the highway.

“God dammit,” I said fuming at the mouth.

“I gottta peeee bro.  I gottttta peee.  We neeed to get da fuucck outta dodge.”

“Why didn’t you pee at the goddamn gas station?  Fuck...alright...well here’s a rest stop.”

I pulled in and slammed her in park.  Tom jumbled his words while trying to brace himself against the car.  He kept reiterating the same obnoxious phrases, and Teardrop pushed him back in the vehicle. 

“Just STOP...STOP FUCKIN’ SPEAKING...there’s little kids around...just take a fuckin’ piss already,” screamed Teardrop.

Clearly, the dark pool of fluid on his jeans meant he did not have to pee much anymore, but we all forced him to use the restroom.  He stumbled around the parking lot of the rest area, walking around drunkenly in socks, with a blank stare plastered to his face. Sweat dribbled between the craggy creases of his eyes, down his stubbly black beard, and after a few moments, he zigzagged back to the vehicle.

As soon as we packed back in, sat down and closed the doors, Tommy all but broke down.  I tried to settle him to continue our journey to Pensacola, but he just stared deep into my soul with self-loathing evil eyes and continued deflecting his problems through hate speech, but really, he just hated himself, as we soon discovered when he exploded personal details, unraveling his loneliness, and sexual frustrations.

He burst into tears, and the pain trickled down his cheeks.  The others calmed his unstable behavior as I raced to find a gas station, traveling well below the depths of E. 

Randomly he mumbled, “Fucked a guy...hiccup...in the ass once. Does that make me...hiccup...gay bro?  I'm sexually...frustrated...hiccup.  I haven't gotten...hiccup...laid in eight years bro...can't jerk off...hiccup...for the rest of my life.”

Rooster chimed in, “Yeeeah...makes ya a lil gay.”

He relived the experience through his words and blamed his actions because of alcohol.  I did not care.  So, he was gay?  Whatever, we still needed gasoline...We laughed uncontrollably as he fixated on gay sex for the next few hours, with a soft spot for homosexuals, between his unfiltered hatred.

“He asked to put it in my butt...I said no.  Sex is sex though...right bro?”

“Sex and romance are two entirely different beasts,” muttered Rooster.

And after hours of Tom’s relentless hate speech a silence finally settled in the car. His head bobbed like a tetherball as he slept and I pulled into a gas station.  Rooster gas jugged and the first guy he asked gave us $10.00 of gasoline to get us to Pensacola, but as I pulled out, the beast awoke.  He exploded into bits of rage, and opened up to more truths.

“Mark Brendo ruined my life...bro. Now I ain't got a pot to piss in...tired of Florida.”

“Who is Mark Brendo?” I asked.

“My fuckin' cawksuckin' boss...I should kill em...kill em all...”

I believed him.  He possessed the qualities of a potential serial killer and after eight hours in a tiny Prius with him, I just wanted to walk away.  I no longer cared.  I looked over at Teardrop who cringed and scrunched his forehead then he exploded.

“ALRIGHT...ALRIGHT ALREADY...shut the fuck up.  You're not tellin' us everything...Did you kill someone? Did you steal this car? Why are you runnin’ away from Florida?”

Tom gasped.  “No...no...no bro. I didn't do anything...I...I...swear...bro...”

And his erroneous loop of fixated babbling continued.

As the fuel gauge sank below E again, the shadows of the night rippled along the bay, and we crossed over the bridge into Pensacola. A one-dollar toll sat in the distance at the second bridge and I stopped the vehicle.

“Alright TOM...do you have a dollar...ANYONE?”

“I have one here somewhere bro...but that Mark Brendo...he’s a...”

I cut him off.  “I don't give a FUCK. We need a buck or I'm blowin’ through this toll.”

I looked back and saw Rooster lying there snoring in the back seat, his legs sprawled out diagonally while Tom sat there blankly staring at me.

“I...I...swear I have money...”

I shook my head in disbelief.  I pushed on the gas pedal slowly rolling towards the booth.  When the booth attendant turned her back, I blew through it and a camera flashed, taking a picture of his license plate. I crawled the streets of downtown Pensacola at the posted speed limit and stuck to back roads following the coast. After a few miles, I stopped the car in an employee parking lot, without gasoline, and a crazy Italian man gaining sobriety, what would we do next?


Backpacks and Bike Cops

That night we ditched Tommy L. in a construction parking lot while he stumbled around like a toddler, smelling of Bourbon and piss, with his slicked back hair gel trickling down his brow.  I lost all my patience for that joker with his racist antics and pessimistic vendetta against the world.  I did my duty driving him within thirty miles of Mobile, on a long, tedious five-hundred-mile journey through Florida, listening to him complain about anything and everything in his depressed psychosis.  He did not sit behind the wheel and kill a whole family or himself from driving under the influence; I snagged the keys from his hand; I drove! 

In the midst of all this turmoil, we began to walk away, scoping out a place to camp within the city limits of Pensacola.  Tom raised his hands slapping them against his legs, infuriated and inebriated, wanting us to baby him, but we left.  With each step further away, we heard his whines, hissy fits, temper tantrums and outbursts.

“Shut the fuck up Tom...yer lucky I don't drop yo ass...we got ya as far as we could...sleep it off in yer car,” screamed Teardrop, ready to give him a one-hit slobberknocker if he kept arguing and crying.

“Buuuut...but...I told you’s guys...I needa get to Mobile...how am I spose to drive bro...I caaaant drive...I'm druunk as shiiit...I dunno where I'm at...” mumbled Tom.

Teardrop raised his hand above his head clenching his fingers into his palm, enraged, and ready to throw down, but he refrained.

“Ughhh...just shut up...SHUT UP ALREADY...we got no gas...and we’re not goin’ no further...we're goin’ ta sleep...do the same fer I pound yer head in...CHUMP,” bellowed Teardrop.

“Ok...ok...gawd...,” squeaked Tom and he tiptoed away.

Moments later he found his keys we hid in the wheel well and somehow started her up, circling the lot a bit, chasing after us at 5 mph, swerving back and forth across the double line.  He stopped and jerked her forward, then in reverse, then pulled a U-turn, and repeated the cycle until ending up back in the parking lot he initially started.  We never saw him after that and I was alright with that.  I just did not want to hear about his involvement in the next mass shooting at the Marriott.  It was highly likely. 

Teardrop led the pack as Rooster tried to commandeer our sleeping situation.

“I've been here bub and I'm not listenin’ to yer drunk ass neither...you two back there this whole drive been loud as fuck, drinkin’, bein’ fools.  We're sleepin’ with cover...where I say we’re sleepin,” grunted Teardrop.

Rooster stood there in a drunken stupor and kept his mouth shut.  His face looked blank as he covered his embarrassment from Teardrop’s verbal lashing.

“Hey man...whaddabout over there between these two lots, Teardrop, in the high brush,” I muttered in a low voice.

The fire in his eyes settled and as he scrutinized the area tilting his head 360 degrees, it finally extinguished.  “Yeah...yeah...looks good enuff,” he mumbled, upset about all his bitchin’.

The three of us swished through the knee-high grass, clinging onto lone stickers, as we searched for flat open beds of sand to cowboy camp.  The black water glistened with rays of rippling light from across small skyscrapers, and nearby buildings.  Boats docked to the marina swayed side-to-side, water splashing their hulls, as we neared the shoreline.  We edged closer to the bank. I noticed a hollowed-out strip of land, sticker-free, with sporadic patches of buffalo grass in the sand.  We each threw down our bedrolls and within moments, I heard the cacophonous snores of my two, tuckered, road dogs, before joining the choir.

Morning woke quickly, almost too quickly, as I yawned, picking bits of rheum and sand from the corners of my eyes as the sun pestered their faces to awakening. I basked on the sandy cove, waiting to head out, my pack riveted over my shoulders.

“Damn guys...WE ARE in a ritzy area...we don't belong here haha,” I sniggered.

“Yeah...I told you,” boasted Teardrop.

“Huh...,” mumbled Rooster under blood-shot, craggy eyes, squinting from the vibrant sun.

I looked around at multi-million-dollar beachfront properties, five-star hotels, small skyscrapers and yacht clubs.  “Come on Rooster...get yer shit together...I wanna get outta here...the cops are gonna fuck with us,” I moaned as the two of us waited patiently.  He always moved like a sloth without a care in the world.

“Aight...Aiiight...I'm ready.”

We jutted through the muck, reaching the sidewalk, tramping into town towards the beach.  Joggers occupied the sidewalk in their funky get-ups, short shorts and tight fitted shirts.  The Lebowski types, old, tanned, hairy men with jewelry dangling from their necks, sporting ugly Hawaiian T-shirts, pranced around in flip-flops oblivious to the world.  Rich families on vacation, sun-bathed on the beach, on their folding lounge chairs.  Kids swam, splashed and menaced their siblings with noodles and other floaty pool toys and here we stood, covered in days of filth, our clothes doused in splotches of train grease and gravel dust, roaming the streets near Pensacola Beach.

We reached the nearest gas station and I used the little money I had left on my Debit card and grabbed us a coffee.  I felt zonked, and lethargic, needing pep in my step.  We each gulped down a few sips, sitting by the side of the building, with our backs and packs scrunched up along the wall.  I raised my head as I heard the sound of a walkie-talkie and the spindles of bike tires slammed abruptly, inches from all of us.

“EXCUSE ME...I'm gonna need to see all your ID’s,” snuffed the arrogant bike cop.

“We bein’ detained officer,” mocked Rooster.

“DUDE...you don't have any warrants in Florida...just be respectful and do what he says man,” I whispered angrily as I handed the officer my ID.

“Man...they don’t give ya somethin’ better to ride than that while yer out here workin’ all day in the heat fer hours,” cried Teardrop as he handed over his ID.

Rooster pulled his out with a big scowl on his face like we just pissed in his Wheaties and disobeyed the laws of punk.

“Eh...it’s what they give us...it's pretty shitty actually...brakes suck...seats uncomfortable...but if I break anything the FORCE fixes it...if I use my own...they don't...so I'm stuck til the budget increases.  Thanks for cooperating...I'll run these shortly...So what you guys all doin’ here?  We got Colorado...California...Arizona.

“Just travelin’ through officer to visit friends and find work.  Is there an ordinance in effect or somethin’?” asked Teardrop politely.

“Yes...there is a backpack ordinance in effect...You guys all came back clean though...so as long as I don't see you again...I'm letting you off.  BUTTTT...if I see you here tomorrow...you’ll all get trespassing tickets.  Head down to Graffiti Bridge...once you’re off this main strip we won’t bother you...have a nice day.”

“You too officer,” we said and he pedaled off down the sidewalk, doing what bike cops do...

“You need to chill the fuck out with yer, AM I BEIN’ DETAINED shit,” said Teardrop in a mocking haughty voice. 

“Yer not losin’ punk points DUDE and yer not gainin’ any by tryin’ to enforce the law,” I mumbled.

Rooster sulked and just followed behind, speechless, yet privy to his ways.

I stared out at the deep blue crashing waves from a bench behind the beach.  We lay out like bums, the sun scorching our free skin, too lazy to move any further.  Rooster sewed a patch on his jacket and Teardrop sun-gazed while I people-watched.  This went on for hours until I mentioned Dirk’s name.  “Yo...Rooster...you even call Dirk to see if he’s in Pensacola?”  I grumbled, already knowing the answer.

“Well no...not yet..but he told me he was here...so I figured we could drop by...ya know...and see him.”

“Seriously...hit him up dude or we're findin’ the train yard and headin’ back to Florida.”

Rooster phoned Dirk, and we learned he lived a bit further west, about thirty miles outside of Pensacola in Elberta, AL.  We all started the copious walkabout to catch up with him, the same kid I met in Colton, CA and then in Phoenix, AZ when we taxi’d a train together.  Rooster said he cleaned up his act, putting the needles behind him, and now he worked in Elberta with an old train hopping buddy, Booger, whom we would shortly meet.

We walked and walked some more.  Teardrop led the pack with Rooster not far behind him and I trudged along, straggling behind like a turtle.  I vaguely made out their profiles as they tramped over the hump of the Escambia Bay Bridge with vehicles vrooming past as I hugged the shoulder.

The bay gleaned, and through the radiance of sunlight, its silver glare glittered over the calming blue ripples sloshing beneath me.  Families picnicked on the piers eating hotdogs and hamburgers, basking on lawn chairs, waiting for their lines to snag fish.  Some people MILK–JUGGED it by the banks and others ensconced into too much beer.  For spring, it certainly felt like summertime with the mass of people, out and about, enjoying themselves to ice cream and the simple pleasures of life.

When I finally traversed the entire bridge, the shoulder opened up to a wide pull-off, perfect for hitchhiking.  I looked for Rooster or Teardrop.  Instead, they basked at the picnic tables off the highway, hiding in the shadows of the nearby shelters.  I wandered over to them, beat, hungry and miserable, my stomach growling for food.

“What's the plan guys,” I grunted in pain?

“Try to hitch...if no luck...find a spot to sleep by Graffiti Bridge...it's right there,” pointed Rooster.

We all nodded in agreement.  Rooster shuffled over to the trash bin and dumpstered a box of fried chicken.  Ants crawled all over the uneaten pieces of skin, droopy and baking in the sun.  My mouth salivated and I bit into a few chunks, disregarding the extra protein from each small ant life I sacrificed, in the process of my mastication.  But after two bites, my stomach twisted in a knot and felt worse than before.  I let him continue munching on them, despite my concern, and he appeared unfazed by each bite of meat.

“You ate that old ass chicken in there haha,” chuckled Teardrop.

“Yeah...why not...it’s good,” nodded Rooster.

Teardrop shook his head and laughed in silence.

We all relaxed for a while, in the shade, listening to the repetitive sounds of engines speed by us. 

Teardrop led our group again, standing by the shoulder.  He held our sign firmly in his hands.  It roared, “ELBERTA” in black capital letters, a town no one including its residents had even heard of before.  Rooster blew bubbles into the roadway.  He found the unopened package while walking the side of the highway and tucked it away for safekeeping.  Teardrop winced as soap splattered in his face from an army of oncoming bubbles.  People stopped.  They stared.  Some people even laughed and scowled at us with their repugnant faces, but no one pulled off the shoulder to give us a lift.  We capitulated after an hour, stopping our hitching efforts around 6 PM.

Graffiti Bridge sat due south of the abandoned Amtrak station, getting its name from its complete makeover with street art and tags.  The three of us tiptoed over the train bridge tramping past a fisherman who set crab traps from a concrete pier, dropping his nets into the bay.  “No Trespassing” signs stood crookedly tall, plastered everywhere across what once looked like a home bum paddy.  We weaved in and out of the woods of palmettos and palm trees seeing piles of unmarked empty pill bottles scattered across the ground.  Vacant tents, mold-infested putrid sleeping bags and other trash contaminated the area, camp-to-camp, without a soul around.

“No way in hell I'm sleepin’ here...this area's patrolled...no one's lived here in awhile...looks like they raided the place,” muttered Teardrop.

“Well, where do you wanna sleep...I doubt one-night matters...I'm tired of walking,” cried Rooster.

“What about near the abandoned Amtrak Station...maybe there's somethin’ up that way,” I said.

“Well, that's where I'm headin’,” riffled Teardrop.

We all followed behind him wandering over to the vacant building.


Elberta and The Dirty Kid Crew

We woke up in a culvert, by the abandoned Amtrak Station, covered in wet morning dew.  With a tedious walk ahead of us, we let our gear dry in the sun briefly, while we planned our route.

We sludged along dragging our tired soles against the steaming pavement and I only thought of my next meal with hunger warping my mind.  Not one cloud blocked us from the crucifying rays, baking us into crispy red hues, while we rambled on towards Elberta.

After 18 miles of pavement-walking, we finally landed a ride from a corrections officer.  Some old man with an ego from hitting young juvenile delinquents, to keep them in check, gave all three of us a lift.  He actively bragged about whacking them to us, saying he taught them valuable life lessons, to make it in the real world you needed discipline.  I knew Teardrop attended one of those detention centers as a kid and I could see his head swell up like the size of a grapefruit, holding back all his anger and pain.  I knew he wanted to pummel that man and beat his head in with his claw-like fists.  He told me when the man dropped us by the state line. 

We only walked a few more steps, succumbing to the next gas station entrance where I gouged my eyes of salt, rubbing them profusely.  I sat there completely exhausted as we shared the last of our Basic cigarettes, packs Rooster stole from crazy Tom on our drive to Pensacola. 

We lay off in the grass, our asses lying in the dirt near the pavement, holding our sign high without any cheer.  A field of pecan trees loomed next to us in a mini orchard by an old little ranch.  Then a white pickup truck pulled up to us and the driver rolled down the window.

“You know you're in Elberta, right?”

“Yeah, but we're tryin’ to get a little further down the road...our friend lives near the Dollar Store,” I said.

“Alright, well I'm headin’ that way...three of you hop on in the bed and hold on.”

He drove us down the road.  The wind spit our hair in every direction and smiles burst out over all our faces again.  Rooster cracked open a beer while I looked out at the rice paddies and open farmland.  It looked like the dirty south again.  The driver pulled off and we piled out, heading to find Dirk and Booger.  We walked down the last bit of road until someone hollered our names from a porch.

“Y'all lookin’ for Dirk? He said y'all were comin’ through, travelin’,” said a tall man with a thick Oklahoma accent.  “Name’s Lincoln...wanna shot?”

We shook his hand when we walked up onto the porch of an old run-down one-story home.  The musty wooden floorboards looked warped and broken in some sections.  Booger and Dirk lived there free as long as they fixed up the house.  Barbie Doll limbs and heads lined the windowsills along with empty bottles of Mickies and animal bone (road kill) wind chimes dangled from the porch.  It felt like a squat full of Dirty Kids.

Rooster downed a shot and smoked some weed while we all waited for Dirk to get off work.  Booger stormed out without a shirt on and jeez, he looked intimidating as all hell.  He had train tracks tattooed on the side of his face, with a shaved head, and full brown beard covering a confederate flag on his chin.  A band of train tracks inked his one forearm and a spotty upside-down American flag covered the center of his chest.  His voice spilled deep into your soul when he spoke, raspy yet sincere.

“I’m Booger...Dirk told me all about you guy's...don't worry I know I look scary...but I'm harmless...I won't kill you,” he rolled with laughter.  His grip crushed my hand as he shook my arm, unaware of his own strength.  “Wan somethin’ to drink guys...we got steelies for days...it's all we drink here...I'm too cheap to switch to anything else,” cried Booger.  We each dove into a grape steelie, and pitched money towards more booze, the little we had left anyway.  I threw back that malt liquor like water.  Before I saw Dirk step in the door, the three of us stood there all sloshed, yammering on with Booger and Lincoln, while this fat chick faded in and out of the living room.

“Whooo isss thatt any...”  I said.

Before I could string a slur of words together Dirk walked up to the porch giving me a solid sweaty man hug.  “She shoulda left weeks ago...that's who she is...a bum...she does nothin’ all day...drinks our booze, eats our food, stays here for free...doesn't do shit n she's fat,” cried Dirk.

Lincoln spoke up, “Hey now y'all, you keepin’ her here for a reason...need me to spell it out.”

Dirk looked at Booger and they both smiled, grinding their teeth without saying a word.

“Uhhh...nahhhh...you guys are fuckin’ her,” I said?

“Well nah...I fucked her...then she overstayed her welcome...so I told her fat ass to leave...now she's fuckin’ Booger...but like I TOLD HIM...SHE HAS TO GO...she does nothin’...she's a junkie...ain't that right...uhhuh...uhhuh,” mocked Dirk.

“Shut up Dirk...no one's askin’ you,” she smiled.  Her fat round face looked like a white soccer ball.

“You don't live here...you're just a fat girl on the couch...suckin’ dick for rent...just fuckin’ leave...no one wants you here...RIGHT BOOGER?”

Booger stood there with a huge smile plastered on his face, shirtless, shrugging his shoulders, “She ain't botherin’ me none...least not in a bad way,” he laughed.

We all pounded steelies and regrouped with cash, sending someone back to the store.  This happened multiple times throughout the night.  Rooster got so drunk he fell asleep at 8 PM in all his train clothes and boots.

Teardrop pulled his stinky ass out by his feet and stuck his balls next to his face for a funny picture.  Everyone was hammered, having good fun, slamming steelies down one-after-another and getting rowdy.  Even Lincoln finished the fifth of his vodka before scampering off to his house across the street.

A fire blazed in the backyard and Dirk stoked it with random pieces of trash, couch cushions, whole couches, plastic toy trucks, treated wood, anything and everything that burned, he threw it in there.  It blazed to the canopies of trees above rising thirty foot tall as hot as an inferno.

“Hey...hey Dirk...don't you be burnin’ none of that trash dude...we got a dumpster comin’ to haul that away...don't burn shit,” shouted Booger in his normal voice.

Dirk snickered.  “Whose gonna be here to throw shit away...you know her fat ass ain't gonna do shit but lay on the couch and eat.”

Teardrop spoke up.  “We'll clean up the back yard and help y'all throw shit in the dumpster...what times it comin’?”

“Alright coooo...mid-day tomorrow,” said Dirk.

With all the commotion, I lay on the floor in the hallway by the kitchen trying my hardest to sleep.  Their two dogs, Meeka and Anna, bounced around, stepping on me, and licking me.

I awoke in the wee hours of the morning on a bunch of screws at 5 AM.  Booger sang in the shower and then destroyed the toilet vomiting liquid shit out of his asshole.  It sounded like he poured a whole gallon of spoiled milk into the toilet.  It smelled even worse.  He strained.  He groaned. He woke the whole house as laughter spread contagiously room-to-room.

“You guys are loud as fuck...why you up so early,” I said in a grumpy voice.

“We're always up this early...every day,” cried Booger as he squeezed out one more liquid nugget.

I shook my head bawling my eyes out in laughter.  Booger and Dirk slammed the screen door, heading off to work.  Rooster still slept like a dead body in the other room while Teardrop and I rose from the stiff floor to grab water.  We drank straight chlorine from their spigot, the nastiest water ever.

We lounged around for most of the day doing nothing in particular.  Teardrop showered.  Then I indulged in one as well, but Rooster continued to lay in his own filth collecting punk points.  His feet reeked of moldy goat cheese ruminating throughout the house.  I wanted to strangle him and throw him in the shower, bathing him against his will, for the sake of everyone with functioning olfactory glands.

The dumpster never came that day.  Booger and Dirk got off work around the same time and we all got drunk again off steelies.  Lincoln joined in for some of the shenanigans while the fat chick on the couch stole some of our booze.

“Getter outta here Booger...she stealin’ our booze...she's fat...takin’ up room in the house...useless pig...only good for suckin’ dick.” Dirk shouted loud enough for her to hear.

She lay there on the couch, smirking.

He continued to ridicule her through verbal attacks while we all got plastered off shitty malt liquor chanting around the fire until the early hours of the morning.

Booger fell asleep after Rooster passed out on the floor first.  Dirk drug his futon mattress out onto the porch and right when I started to drift to sleep, I heard moaning and squeaking from the deck.  Dirk dropped his pants and stuck his dick full into the fat girl's vagina.  The same chick he verbally attacked, threatened to kick out on the streets, and called names.  She lay there as a dead fish with her boobs all mixed up between her loose flabby rolls of skin taking cock and choking on it for all of us to hear.  She was a pass-around and knew as long as she opened her mouth and spread her legs, she had a place to stay.

On day three, the dumpster finally came, putting us to work in the back yard, picking up all the garbage from the previous tenants who trashed the place.  We discarded cushions, couches, bricks, cinder blocks, irons, mattresses, tires, and other loose debris.  The three of us worked for two hours, sweating out all that liquor, just in time to grab more booze.

Teardrop bitched out Rooster emphatically, making him shower, wash his clothes, and scrub his foul-smelling feet, giving him an ultimatum.

“Dude...you been here three days now...three days...take a fuckin’ shower or you ain't travelin’ with us...we can smell yo feet from the other room while we're tryna sleep at night...it's disgustin’,” yelled Teardrop.

Rooster obliged.  The fat chick still lingered in the house, doing absolutely nothing. Dirk and Booger stormed in from work and celebrated their weekend buying pizza and more booze, getting just as rowdy as the other nights, for our last night in Elberta.  They threw us sixty bucks for cleaning up the backyard to give us some spending money on the road.  That night, the fat chick switched back to Booger's bed.  We all sprawled out on the floors snoring in drunken stupors ready to hit the open road early morning.

Teardrop and I awoke packing our gear to leave by 7 AM.  Rooster still snored with drool dribbling out of his open mouth.  He looked as pale as ivory as he lay there in a drunken coma.  We tried to wake him up, but he stumbled around like a baby learning to walk and speak his first words.  We left him behind to regain his sobriety.


Driftin’ Long the Gulf Coast

Once the Dirty Kid Crew dropped us off at the Walmart in Pensacola, I wanted to strangle Dirk with my bare hands. He promised me they would drop the fat chick off another day, but instead, she tug along, straggling behind Teardrop and I while she downed a whole bottle of Dayquil. 

She hustled every man walking the street, for cash, cigarettes, a nice tug for some drugs, or booze.  Even a girl her size knew how to work it, and knew most men thought with their little heads.  She strutted her raunchy body, boasting her flabby boobs, and sporting her crew cut while she worked the streets.  She looked like a flower someone ran over, and trampled on, all used up and ugly.

We watched her prance around robo-tripping on DXM while we waited for the public transit bus to give us a lift to the train yard.  We finally had some cash on us for bus fare and I still had a little bit on my Debit card, about seventy to eighty bucks.

The bus stopped and we both paid our fares while she scrambled through used bus fare tickets and handed the driver pennies.  She was flat broke and I already helped her out with food, some booze, and cigs with our time in Elberta.  Dirk made her our problem now, but I knew how to get rid of her, walking.  Most home bums did not walk far, they stayed in the city never straying too far from a bum feed, handout or Walmart, where they could crack spange, or fly a sign to support their habits. 

Our fare gifted us one transfer, taking us to the Pensacola train yard, but instead we stepped off at the terminal, and started walking.  At first, she kept up, since she only walked with the clothes on her back, but slowly she tapered off, drifting far behind us, becoming a distant black dot, until turning the other way.  Part of me felt selfish for leaving her behind, but she was addicted to heroin and booze, and I wanted nothing to do with the drama of babysitting a grown woman.

We wandered the streets through urban sprawl, not a store in sight for miles, as we tramped along to reach the southern mouth of the CSX yard off East Fairfield Drive.  Industry bordered the street like a ghost town.  Even the occupied buildings looked vacant with only one or two cars in the parking lot.  We moseyed by an old Coca Cola building, with the original sign, its red and white letters weathered away next to the traditional bottle cap branding Coke.  The bricks withered away, much like the other industrial buildings along the strip of route 29.

After a few miles, we peeped over the edge of an overpass, watching the non-existent yard activities below, while I drowned in sweat.  Teardrop bought a few slices of pizza from the only gas station with money leftover from clearing Booger’s backyard of trash and we hung trackside eating, and waiting to catch out.

A couple tweakers ran along the tracks, shirtless, and speed walking, with sudden spasms of head movement from their zombie-like sleepless abuse.  We saw them make their rounds a few times, dipping back into the woods, where a few other bums lingered, dressed in black hoodies, moping around on the ballast before creeping back to their bum camps.

We huddled up near a chain-linked fence separating us from a storage facility where we hid along the shadows of a lone holly bush.  A group of punk black kids rode by on their bicycles, shouting, cursing and spitting at us from the overpass.  They tried acting all tough, but really, they just sounded like ignorant fools shortly on their way to juvenile detention centers, and then prison.

Teardrop and I glanced at each other without saying a word.  What could we do, fire back hate speech at a bunch of young kids whose parents filled their brains with racist nonsense?  Nope.  Instead, we just sat there in silence, and soon they pedaled away down the hill of the overpass.

“We need to move Brian...we’re in the wrong part of town again...maybe find cover on the other side of the tracks or somethin’...I don’t care about gettin’ harassed by a buncha kids...but if one of their 15 brothers rolls up...that's a different story.”

“Yeah...true...let’s start walking further up the tracks...there’s another bush across the way by that house over there...maybe we can hide there...”

I wandered under the bridge reading a slew of tags for eastbound trains, not recognizing one of them, probably east coast riders.  When we tiptoed over the tracks to the other side, I saw a long note scrawled out under the bridge.

“Eastbounds look like they’re gonna leave the yard, but then they double-back twice, before departure.”

I kept note of this in the back of my mind for later.  We followed the roadway beneath the overpass and ducked for cover in the lone bush.  I found lone soup cans, tuna packets, and empty handles of vodka occupying the hollowed inside of shrubbery.  Teardrop and I sat, passing the time with random chitchat and sporadic napping. 

Not one single train rolled through over the 12-hour period.  Teardrop bounced around inside the bush, eager to move and find a new spot, wanting to leave, and set our roots in another city.

“Dude...there’s nowhere else to go other than the patch of woods in front of us.  This is the mainline...if somethin’ stops or comes through...we will see it...  Just sit still... might not come until night time...who knows?”

“Fuck...I’m tired of sittin’ here man...I keep hearin’ people go by on bicycles, walkin’, following the tracks...there’s gotta be a better spot.”

“A better spot?  I care about workers, security and police...a couple of bums and tweakers won’t bother us.  We can creep further into the yard at dusk...I’m stayin’ here and waitin’...it will come...it always does.”

He sat back without saying a word. His brow furrowed with a smug face beneath his unkempt bushy beard.  More foot traffic piddled by us as people ended their work shifts, carrying plastic grocery bags, slowly pedaling on their bicycles, and a lot of them wore bright yellow construction vests.  Teardrop continued to scowl with his arms crossed and head slumped into his lap.  Subtle snores spewed from his nostrils as darkness suffocated the sky of light.

Mosquitoes buzzed about, vexing me with their vampire vendetta of blood sucking.  I slipped into my train clothes to help fend off the flesh-nibbling critters.  They still warbled about my face looking for another meal while we moseyed beyond the high grass to the woods.  The forests echoed with chirping chants as my eyes adjusted to the ebony sky.  I lay there sprawled out, looking at the few stars. 

Teardrop flung his arms around like a maniac, shoeing them away, smacking them, and crushing them with sudden slaps, blood splattering over his hands and face. 

“We gotta get outta the south dude...all this fresh water...it’s only gonna get fuckin’ worse...”

“Well with me around...you won’t need repellent...my flesh is swollen...that’s how much I’ve been bit...we left the damn bug spray with Rooster in Elberta.”

“Yeah...I know...wonder if he’s gonna try to catch up with us...”

“Maybe...I’m sure he’ll stay until he gets kicked out...Dirk doesn’t enforce the two-day rule too well...look at that fat chick who lived on his couch for weeks, drinkin’ their booze, eatin’ their food, smokin’ their cigs...and fuckin’ both of them...ughh...”

“Yeah...what the fuck...that’s just nasty man...she was a full-on junkie...the tract marks oner arms...braggin’ about Hep C...made me not wanna touch anythin’ in there.”

“Yeah, I know...”

The long blades of grass swayed with the wind, tickling my face and ears like feathers.  My eyes veered off at a flashlight, shining up, and down, and left and right.  Teardrop tapped my shoulder.  I saw the silhouette of his finger point towards the sporadic beams of light. 

“Pssst...someone’s out there fuckin’ around...probably some meth head,” he whispered.

“I know...I see him...we’ll be fine, just stay alert,” I said as I drifted to sleep.

Her soft chugging purrs resonated behind us.

“Is that our train bro,” asked Teardrop?

“Get ready...but just wait...it might pull back into the yard and I dunno if she’s a yard dog...musta missed hearing her air up.”

She roared, pulling forward to a whistling halt, then started to two back.  I looked at Teardrop and nodded.  I scanned the yard for workers and jogged along her consist searching for a ride.  I pinpointed a high-wall grainer, and turned around, tapping Teardrop to inform him.  We hustled.  We chucked our gear up on the porch, climbing in, one-after-another, Teardrop hid on the porch while I scrunched into a ball in the foxhole.

Air rushed her valves between each freight car as our faces lit up like the rising sun.  Shortly, she dipped forward, creeping, inching, and pulling out of the yard.  She hummed smoothly along the crisp steel beneath her wheels as we approached the bay for the ultimate seduction of beauty.

Dawn spawned with the eye of the sun splashing reds, oranges, and purples among the reflection of deep blue ocean ripples while she cruised along the train bridge.  She chased the gulf coast for miles, crossing over Escambia Bay, surrounded in a gem of beauty.  It felt unreal, sailing away, seeing nothing but the open blue ocean as she slithered about on tiny bands of steel. Nothing compared to the stunning feeling of freedom in that moment.  I wanted to hold onto it forever.

Soon she trailed off the coast following her steel tracks further inland.  The landscape of Northern Florida changed so drastically making the ride even more majestic.  We chased the coast.  We chased the swampland.  We chased the open countryside full of farms and cattle.  We chased the most prison systems I have ever seen.  We chased the palm trees and palmetto bushes.  We chased the pristine blue lakes full of cypress trees.  We chased freedom and we found it, on that line, all the way to Baldwin.


Head Wounds and Buffoons

Baldwin reminded me a lot of Eugene or Portland, except it was an East Coast hub for Dirty Kids and drainbows. Bums, and people alike, marched down the medians flying signs, “Travelin' Broke N Hungry” by the yard.  They scored some cash and crashed trackside, drinking steelies, and leaving behind heaps of trash in the bushes.  Needless to say, the extra attention eagerly pushed us to move on to the next town, leaving no trace behind, but only our photos capturing the serenity of humming along the steel.  It took longer than we anticipated catching out.  It always did. 

Day and night, we lounged on cardboard in the boscage behind Dollar General, patiently awaiting our train to Waycross.  The persistent nipping, biting, blood-sucking critters of the south infested that palmetto jungle causing us to retreat.  My body swelled from the army of buzzing vampires feasting on my luscious blood.  Plumes of smoke left my lungs defending me from their attacks, and as the clouds dissipated, I layered into extra clothing to numb the pain. 

I overheard a ruckus by the employee smoke lounge, which caught my attention as night blanketed the sky.  The banter and cursing echoed through the white noise of passing cars. 

Teardrop paced over there through the grass with an empty water bottle searching for an open spigot and I sat back down, sitting by my lonesome, overhearing their chatter.

“Hey man, you got any spare change,” said a muffled voice.

“Do I look like I have any...lookin' for a spigot...that open there?”

“Nope, but I got a pick to break it off if you want...” said the muffled voice between a loud slurp.

“Nah I'm ok...”

He wandered back behind the store with his empty bottle in his hand, shaking his head.

“There’s a group of Dirty Kids over there, loud as fuck, drinking Natty Daddy’s, sprawled out on the ground with all their shit everywhere...tried bummin’ change off me.”

I laughed and just shook my head. 

Their noise vanished as we relocated to the boscage, sleeping trackside.  I listened to the echoes of small fluttering wings above my bivy, between the chirps of crickets, and decadence of night, as I tussled to sleep.

By morning, our northbound train never came.  Several sardine cans and coca cola's later we submitted to the crux of riding.  We surrendered to time.

The sun pecked at my aggravated eyes as I stretched my brittle back and legs.  Lack of food and sleep encumbered me with lethargic strides as we sought a different catch out.  We trudged across the street from the Dollar General; I saw a flock of Dirty Kids hiding out in the bushes. One of them hollered and motioned over to us with a rapid wave of his arm.  We scampered across the 301 and joined the circle.

Crazy Eyes shook my hand, with a nest of dreads locked over his face.  His eyes flickered like a bullfrog as he sat there jittery, sipping on a steelie.  To his right sat Turtle, with a chipped tooth, long blonde dreads, a backpack the size of a rucksack, and patched out shorts that looked like five-pound dumbbells slumped in his trousers. Lastly, the oddball of the group, Roy, with a curly red afro, scabies along his legs, a bright lime rain cover along his pack and a quiet persona, crouched down beside us.  Then Turtle’s furry nomad made his rounds, his tongue dangling out of his mouth dripping saliva about, as he tangled his Paracord leash.

“Hey...you guys seen any Dirty Kids around last night...we were sposed to meet em here in Baldwin,” said Turtle as he crushed a steelie with his disheveled boot.

“Yep...saw three of em at the Dollar General last night...they had a dog with em...”

Crazy Eyes sat there scratching his neck shedding flakes of dirty skin on the ground like snow.  He spoke fast and had an attention span of a goldfish.

“Yep, yep...we're meetin' up with em...a group of 10 Dirty Kids or somethin' and four dogs, Gon be a riot...gettin' drunk tonight boys...behind the McDonald's.  Hey Turt...lemme get some-a-that ciggy.  Anyway, what was I sayin'?” muttered Crazy Eyes.

“You're meetin' up with some Dirty Kids by the Mickey D's,” I mumbled.

“Ohhhh...yep...anyway...you're welcome to come.  We're headin' north to a rainbow gatherin'...bumped into this dude Roy...he's taggin' along too.”

Teardrop chimed into the conversation.

“Nah, we're tryin’ to hop out tonight...head north to Waycross.”

The quiet one, Roy, finally spoke with a dry hiccup in his throat.

“Is that near the Appalachian Trail?  I'm going to hike some of it.”

“Yes, it's in Georgia bud,” I said.

My eyes shifted to Turtle who threw his tortoise-shell over his shoulders, hoisting it up to a comfortable position.  He grabbed the three empty steelies and crushed them between his boots, leaving them in the garbage-infested paddy, where signs of other hoppers previously hung out too.  This was why locals in cities and towns across America hated riders.

“Well guys, was nice meetin' ya, but we're headin' to the hop out to meet up with the boys.  See ya around,” grunted Turtle.

Crazy Eyes grabbed his guitar covered in stickers and gave a salute.

“Adios,” he said.  All I heard as the three tramped down the street was his faint voice chanting, “Wouldn't it be nice to have a blow job,” between strums.

I glanced over at Teardrop and we both shook our heads, chuckling away, as we geared up to snoop around the train yard. Footsteps scampered back to us and I saw a poofy afro bounce between the bushes. It was Roy.

“Hey, so I decided to stick with you guys.  I mean...the other guys were cool an all, but it just seemed right...we're headin' in the same direction.  I hope that's not a problem?”

I looked over at Teardrop who seemed unconcerned.  I tilted my head and said, “Yeah what the hell...this yard is already blown the fuck up anyway.  So, be honest, do you even have any trains?”

He looked down in a bashful manner and squeaked out, “Just one.”

“Alright...well we all started somewhere. So, I assume you know the basics, three points of attachment, don't cross over the knuckle of a train, don't crawl underneath a train...yatta...yatta...yatta...correct?”

“Yeah...”

“Trains are dangerous...safety is the most important part of hopping.  The rest of it you'll learn from doin’ it.  We’re gonna scope out the yard from the north end and catch the first northbound, if it's doable.  If not, we’ll catch a stopped one at night, which is what you should do.”

“Ok...”

We scrambled through the sticker bushes, stepping over vines and dead twigs, making our way to chunks of ballast, walking down the tracks to the yard.  A field of golden brush stood tall at the diamond and we lay down near the traffic signal, waiting.  The sun blistered through the open sky and my clothes stuck to my body like glue.  I wanted to roam back to the woods, but workers wandered the tracks near the mouth, so we waited.  A northbound junk train hummed by us, groaning and clanking against the smooth steel tracks, too fast to catch on the fly.  Once the workers moved, we trekked further forward through the boscage of pines.  Pine needles and dead leaves crumpled under our footsteps as we meandered through the maze of forest, getting deeper into the yard.

Roy looked apprehensive with a complexion as white as Casper the friendly ghost.  He staggered slightly behind us.  Branches crunched and crackled as we traversed overgrowth until we reached the end of the line.  I stared down at a creek, too wide to cross, too deep to pass, and beyond it lay the railroad tracks. 

Teardrop stomped off in a hussy, stopping shortly thereafter.  He waved us over to a fallen log.  With the brute force of three men, we managed to hoist it up, inching it forward a few feet at a time, with bursts of strength.  The swamp water splashed around us as we neared the squishy bank, and on the count of three, we threw it clear across the creek.  Thud!  It hit solid ground on the other side, our entry beam to infiltrate the yard.

“Who’s goin' first,” cried Teardrop?

“I'll go...”  I raised my hand.

Right as I stepped onto the slippery log I looked up and heard the rumbling of rocks beneath tires. A work vehicle cruised by into view and startled me, causing me to jolt back to the group.

“Fuck...did he look over Teardrop?”

“Haha, he couldn't of looked any harder.”  With an abrupt twist of his neck, he clenched an imaginary steering wheel with bulging eyes, and mocked the driver and I laughed. We blew up the spot, but that did not stop us from crossing that damn log.

I dashed across its slick surface with a rapid hustle of tiptoeing and planted my feet straight in the mud on the other side.  Two workers parked on the north end of the diamond along with the bull while I searched for cover.  My hearing sharpened and I heard the chugging groans of an oncoming southbound train, so I ducked, under-clinging an abandoned timber pile bridge just feet above the creek.  When the train crept past me, I heard trampling footsteps cross the log.  I shot up to see Teardrop and we darted to a swampy alcove while we waited for Roy.

After thirty minutes, he finally put on his big-boy panties, crossing the log. He scuttled to the bushes where we sat swatting mosquitoes and watching the mouth of the yard.  Immediately he plopped his pack on the ground and sprinted off further into the woods.

We looked at each other and in unison said, “Huh?”

He rushed back.  “Sorry guys...that literally scared the shit outta me,” said Roy embarrassingly.  “I just shit in the woods.  I wanted to turn around cuz I'm scared...cuz...well...cuz I don't wanna catch on the fly.  But I'm already this far and don’t wanna turn back...”

I looked at him and coughed on impulsive bursts of laughter.  “Well, I don't expect you to dude, catch one stopped on the main at night...but the next northbound we're goin' with or without you.”

Through all the banter, the piercing sound of steel-on-steel surfaced as a northbound train chugged along the mainline.  Teardrop and I jumped up and hustled into the yard, waiting for twenty freight cars to pass, to catch out.  I counted three bolts along her wheels with each revolution, judging her speed, and placed my eyes on a grainer, three cars down.  My heart jumped.  My mind cleared, and as I sprinted alongside her grainer, my hands gripped her ladder. I struggled to pull myself up, focused on Teardrop’s muffled yelling, and in those seconds, I glanced down along her tracks.  My fierce grip shattered as my fingers let go of her smooth rung while my trailing foot caught a switcher.  I stumbled and plunged away from her vicious teeth. 

Thud...skeeer...SMAAAACK...intense pain shot up through my left knee, then my hands and forehead.  Blood trickled down my face smearing a crimson film over my glasses as I tried to stay coherent.  I rubbed my head feeling multiple gashes where a railroad spike carved out a chunk of my flesh.  I felt dizzy. I felt groggy, but somehow instinct kicked in and I bolted for the woods, plowing over the makeshift log.  I sat back by the fence-line between the boscage. A red river of pain oozed out of my head while Teardrop quickly rummaged through my med kit, grabbing gauze pads, bandages and antibiotic ointment.  I sat there in an injured daze, pushing gauze against my forehead, praising serendipity over my stupidity, and rookie mistake.

Never again would I catch on the fly with multiple tracks between me.  My life flashed before me as I glanced at all my limbs with only a few scars to remind me of the dangers of riding freight.  I was not a religious man, but whatever higher power kept me alive, I thanked greatly.

We held out until nightfall slipping back behind the Dollar General, leaving Roy behind to fend for himself.  We scrounged together some change to buy a coke and as I strolled around to the front of the store, a biker pulled up.  Ear buds dangled from his ears, while he grooved to tunes, bobbing his head.  He tried to sport the biker look wearing a blue skank, and leather jacket, but failed miserably.  Sweat dripped from his balding scalp trickling down the tiny gray hairs on his head.  I glanced over at him briefly making eye contact.

“Hey budddy, you a...you a rider,” he slurred his words as he spoke to me.

“Yeah man...what is goin' on with the yard...seem’s blown up with security”

“A kid...a kid...died the other day...train ran em over...”

“Oh, shit man...”

“Been tighter security past days. Where y'all...where ya’ll headin'?”

“Waycross.”

“Ya'll wan the 874...I mean...8147.”

“Huh,” I said confusedly.  Train symbols determined destination, not unit numbers.

I wandered away from his blasphemous drivel. As dusk sifted through the clouds, it bequeathed us the opportunity to infiltrate the north end of the yard.  We sneaked towards the mouth before meandering through pitch-black forest.  Chirping, bellowing chants of nature, mixed with the rustling of leaves and cracking of branches as we avoided the swampy alcoves by the tracks.

My flashlight gleamed at the ground as I walked vigilantly with Teardrop in my shadow.  The I-10 railroad underpass sat ahead near the Yard Tower so we wandered the embankment near the highway dodging exposed rebar and concrete-ready cut-outs.  The loose soil swallowed my feet like quicksand as I climbed while traffic whizzed past ahead of me with blinding headlights.  As soon as it thinned, we made a run for it, sprinting across, with our packs clinking against our backs.

My feet tired, legs quivered, and stomach grumbled as I limped around with a pained knee.  I kept prowling alongside the yard, following Teardrop, but our efforts remained futile.  With each step forward came a new obstacle and now another drainage culvert taunted us, so we wandered further east where a construction access road spanned across the still, moonlit, water. 

From there, a Panglossian smile touched my lips, and after slithering through one last section of forest, past industry, we dozed off in the weeds, lying by the mainline, ready to jump her bones of cold steel for our journey north. 

When we awoke, I sailed away inside an empty coal car switching to a suicide porch outside of the yard.  She pointed northbound, but instead drifted west towards Lake City...an hour in the wrong direction.  With three days of staking out the woods in Baldwin, I rode the wrong way.

Too tired to care, too hungry to move, but gripping the rungs of her ladder through swollen fingers, I held on for my life.  Glints of silver shimmered off her wheels through the porch and I wondered if Teardrop ever hopped on for the ride of misdirection.  My face shivered in the constant thrashing wind as she sauntered along the line.  When would she stop, going this fast, nothing looked promising?


Fractured From Her Tracks

She sided out in Lake City early that morning.  My fingers numbed from clinging to the rungs of her rattling icebox.  I wondered; with Teardrop long gone, I thought of setting up camp trackside in the woods.  I hopped off, planting my feet on cobbles of ballast, and through the pure silence of night, I only heard the skittering of stone underfoot.  I followed the chain of empties, walking towards her rear, and stopped just two cars back, as the mirage of a man poked out from an empty coal car.  I smirked, heard a pack smack against the ballast, and off jumped Teardrop.  He stood in front of me shaking.

“Man, I thought I lost ya back there when she dipped West.  No way was I tryin’ ta head back into the yard through the woods again.”

“Nah, I kept poking my head out to see if ya hopped off, but I never saw ya...”

“Looks like she dropped us an hour outta the way, but fuck dude...I'm tired as shit...let's try to catch somethin’ in the mornin’.  Maybe we’ll end up in Waycross...if not, we can always hop off in Baldwin and go for round fuckin’ two.”

“Yep, we’re here for a reason bro...it'll all work out.”

With my haggard body hunched over, I slowly prowled through boscage looking to setup camp, ending atop scree of dead leaves, with Teardrop straggling behind.  Mosquitoes pizzed!  Their wings warbled with the pittering nocturnal insects of the south, as I lay there too tired to care, drifting away to the sound of her wheels groaning in the empty state of light.

Dawn surfaced shortly.  Then peeps of sunlight pricked my eyes as I awoke to the sound of her wheels screeching to a halt.  I sat up lackadaisically, rubbing the crust from my eyes, while I heard Teardrop grumbling under his bivy sack.  My head turned toward the tracks watching her citadel of steel walls sit dormant, as she awaited departure.

“Fuckin’ mosquitoes attacked me all night bro...we need to get outta the south...can't take this no more,” cried Teardrop.

“Yeah, I agree,” as I nodded my head.

We packed up nonchalantly and hopped on a grainer, hiding, until her sibilant breath of departure sliced the air, just moments later.  Her wheels thrummed along the steel sailing away through Northern Florida.  She hummed and thumped, and bounced and bucked, as the blearing palmetto jungles fostered the landscape between her tracks, birthing Osceola National Forest.  These blurring streaks of greens and browns settled to open countryside with cattle and horses grazing on bales of hay. 

She stopped briefly for a crew change, half a mile before the Dollar General in Baldwin, bypassing the yard. The corners of my lips gleamed with a sparkle of joy.

I shouted, “We’re headin’ to Waycross baby!”

And soon she hugged the curve north on the diamond, and zipped through the city, while we tucked away out of sight.  Whistling through the countryside, she crossed the state line into Georgia.  I stood up, glancing out at the changing landscapes, while holding a firm grip onto her rungs.  The breeze captured my hair, swishing it with the wind.  Fields of small Christmas trees grinned a shimmering light green for miles and I sat down on her porch, soaking in the scenery.  She took her time as junk trains do chugging along gingerly. 

After six hours, we hopped off as she slowed her pace before entering Rice Yard.  We followed the tracks, veering off onto a back road at the next railroad crossing, into low-income neighborhoods.  Abandoned boats, garbage and clutter painted the urban landscape of vacant homes and no trespassing signs, which flourished with every footstep.  It reminded me much of Birmingham.

The closed road ahead shortly changed our path and this detour manifested what my thoughts and gurgling stomach desired.  With a few more steps along the asphalt a soft voice of an old black woman touched my ears like that of an angel.

“Y'all hungry...we feed all kinds here fellas...white...black...it dohn’t mattah.  Y'all travelin’?”

We turned our heads as we reached the corner of a bum feed serving dinner.

“Yes ma'am, been livin’ off train food.  A nice hot meal is just what we need right now,” hollered Teardrop.

My eyes glazed over between my mouth-watering lips.  The sweet aroma of honey-baked beans punched my nostrils.  That pungent smell of a fresh cob with melted butter struck me next.  That sizzling sound of hamburger frying just about made me drool.

“How many plattahs baby?”  She pointed at me with a motherly look.

“Just one...don't wanna waste any food,” I said.

“What about you hun?”  

“One please...ma’am”

“We got candies, sodas, and chairs.  Come on in outta the sun y'all...we dohn’t bite.”  Her voice tendered soft and warm southern hospitality.

Teardrop and I sat down, sippin’ on soda while we slurped on our beans, chomped on our corn and bit into our steaming burgers. The grease dribbled down my lips as I savored every morsel, filling my stomach, and tiring to a halt.  I could not move after so I sat there contently plump in a fold-up chair on the screened porch.

“Y'all can have anotha...plenty more here.”

“Nah maybe later...I'm full...gotta digest all this food...been a while since we had a hot meal,” I said.  Teardrop shook his head in agreement.

“Where y'all comin’ from baby?”

“Baldwin.”

“Y'all walked that far?”

Teardrop chimed in, “Just got off the train...headin’ to Savannah next.”

“Ohhh, y'all travelers then...12 or 13 of y'all came through here before...with dogs.  Be safe out there now...y'all can sit here as long as ya want, grab anotha soda.”

We basked inside, sprawled out across our chairs, resting up for the next leg of our trip.  She handed us a few jars of peanut butter, two platters of boxed food, and offered us the hose on her front porch to wash off the train ingrained in our skin.

Her yard was the epitome of a hoarder, as we stepped over junk, to reach the hose in the driveway.  Teardrop doused me first.  The cool water splashed against my scalp dripping off my long tendrils of hair into dark greasy puddles of train.  I savored this moment, missing showers and home-cooked meals, something the road rarely offered as I switched off to Teardrop.  What hair he lacked on his head flowered as a shaggy carpet of beard on his face.  He washed it off in a few moments.

We hollered over to her and waved goodbye.

“Bless y'all...safe travelin’.”  She smiled showing her few pearly white teeth. 

The clouds morphed into a deep gray curtain of skyline as we trucked along the roadways to Rice Yard.  My pack strapped lightly to my back for the first time and I did not mind the walking, despite the sprinkling of sky.  It passed shortly opening up to a sparkling luster of sunlight.  We tromped through a tall open field of drooping grass seeking refuge by a hollowed-out thicket near the train tracks, waiting until dusk.  Trains crept by, too fast to catch, as I swallowed my last bits of home-cooked food. 

Night beckoned with an ebony skyline free of clouds and stars and after some hours, we finally bustled along the ballast.  We entered the diamond, hidden in the shadows of autoracks creeping into the yard.  I tiptoed looking down at my footing, adjusting to night.  When my head rose, I spotted an intermodal on the diamond in front of us.  She squelched to a shrieking halt at the traffic signal.  I looked over at Teardrop and we eased into a brisk jog, as I swiveled my head for a bull.  My heart galloped like a herd of horses as we rushed alongside her consist until steadying to a gentle stroll.  I searched for ribbed 48’s or 53’s, but I found nothing, only porches.

The signal flashed green and she hissed.  We squabbled up her rungs and lay flat across a porch as she inched forward.  She crept through the city through the stillness of night with big city lights towering above her and railroad crossings drowning out her chugs.  The light slowly evaporated along with my fear as her creeping shifted to a humming and her humming to a whistling.  She smoked along through complete darkness towards Savannah. 

Small towns appeared and disappeared with a flicker of my eyes and as we neared Savannah, her tracks parted lakes.  Their ripples glistened from the moonlit sky, a crisp dark blue, with the infinite stars cast out among the universe. It was a peaceful serenity, the nectar of life, rambling along the steel on that cold lonely night. 

She slowed to a rolling nearing the yard.  I pulled out my flashlight casting its beam alongside her, planning my hop-off.  I grabbed her ladder and started running, letting go, as she eased me to a stop.  She picked up speed and through her groans, I heard a tussle among the ballast and a loud grunt followed by dead silence.

“Arghhhh.................................”

My heart burst into rampant frenzy and eyes widened in shock.  I scampered along the flat stone, until slowly stumbling upon a steep slope, scanning the tracks for Teardrop.  I feared seeing remnants of his body swallowed by her tracks with blood canvassed among the steel, and my stomach twisted at the mere thought.  I turned a queasy white, infused with emotions, holding back vomit as adrenalin pumped through me.

“TEARDROPPPP,” I yelled in a petrified voice.  I looked on the tracks, seeing only dark shadows and the blinking red FREDDIE in the distance.  “TEARDROPPP where you at man?”  I heard a grunt muffled under a crunching of branches in the boscage.  I flashed my light seeing a dark abyss drop off the mortifying cliff.  I panicked wondering how far he fell until my light struck a fallen tree towards the top of the precipice; on it groaned Teardrop in pain, holding his leg.  “Man, I thought she ran you over dude.  You alright,” I said short of breath.

“I'm fucked up bro...think I broke my leg...this tree was the only thing savin’ me...”

I slid down the ballast, holding out my hand, while he braced himself and limped towards the track.  He rubbed his leg beneath his kneecap where it bulged and let out a wince of pain.

“Yep...it's broken...”

“Fuck man...well what do ya wanna do?”

“I'll be fine...it's not a complete break...Gonna take more than a broken leg to knock me down.”

He limped along the tracks, grimacing, while we searched for refuge.  Off to my right, a calm lake glistened beyond a patch of pine with a bed of pine needles cushioning a culvert.  We shuffled down into the ditch and nestled into our gear.  For the first time in a week, we escaped the mosquitoes, but my restlessness thundered inside me.

“You alright dude?”

“It's all happenin’ the way it’s supposed to...just glad that tree saved my life.  Get some rest...we'll figure it out in the mornin’.”  With his calming words of reassurance, I fell asleep to the croaking of frogs under shimmering moonlight.


Wait, Work and Cry

We awoke early morning to Teardrop’s leg all fucked up, broken and in pain.  He slept on the trail looping around the lake by the Seeds of Faith Church.  I wandered over to the church to charge my phone and electronics.

I watched the clear blue man-made lake while I sat in the shade, loitering out front of God's house.  The church hooked up a pump to the lake making it super clear.  The smallest of turtles swarmed in groups, nearing the banks of the lake, begging for bread and other leftover food.  I tossed some pieces in, watching them scrap around, fighting over the food.

Teardrop turned down medical attention when I offered to take him to the hospital.  He still rode hard, catching stopped trains and nothing on the fly.  He slept.  I just gazed at the glistening beauty of the lake, its ripples whistling with each gust of wind and departing southbound train. 

“Teardrop...Teardrop...you awake?”

He blinked tiredly with wincing pain as he rolled over to his back, bracing his leg.

“Yeah...why?”

“Well, whaddaya wanna do man since your leg is all fucked up?  We can rest...we can head into the yard...we can go to a hospital?”

“I rested enough...this isn't gonna get any better for a while...but I have no choice but to keep goin’...I'll manage...let's go deeper into the yard.”

We crept back to the train tracks and Teardrop struggled, dragging his leg, grunting and breathing heavily with each stride.  He winced.  He bit down on his lower lip, his eyes watering with pain from the slight chip out of his bone.  But he pushed through it.  He hobbled gradually reaching a steady pace following the access road to avoid the jagged pieces of ballast underfoot.

We crept underneath an overpass with superfluous train tags scrawled all along the viaduct containing fresh dates, phrases and artwork and a small jungle with a fire pit in the center.

The most memorable wrote, “Wait, Work, and Cry” which at that moment meant nothing to either of us, but with little incoming freight traffic heading north, we crept further into the yard to watch the activity unfold before us, fully understanding it quickly.

We crept back and forth under the viaduct crossing the mainline until finally traversing a dirt access road into the yard.  Woods towered all around us, creeping down the dusty road, veering off as we reached a hollow patch, the ground covered in leaves with a lone rusty barrel used for hobo campfires.

Teardrop and I sat low off into the woods next to a swampy bog full of blood-thirsty mosquitoes and noisy bullfrogs.  Blocks worked and worked, and we waited, but nothing happened.  Everything just moved around, stringing different blocks of freight cars to different tracks, rinsing and repeating for hours on end.  I wanted to walk a few miles to the north end of the yard, but Teardrop could barely walk a few feet let alone a strenuous hike through the woods and among the ballast. 

So, we wandered back and forth, retreating to the viaduct, hopping the next incoming northbound train, hoping it might roll through on the mainline.  I stood on a ledge under the overpass looking down on rideable wells but she blew through the yard, creeping slowly, but too fast for Teardrop to catch.  So, we waited longer and hustled back to the lonely path into the woods.  Another train stopped by the overpass and I darted towards a double stack of CSX containers to check the well for a rideable porch.  I gave Teardrop thumbs up and he hobbled over like a caveman, grimacing, holding his leg at the knee.  We scrambled straight to our ride, hopping on quickly and wiggling underneath the grate.  She aired up and we thought we cruised along the main, bypassing the yard, but half a mile later she cut power.  The air hose nearly blew out my eardrum from the booming WHOOOSH.  The sound ejected from the steel valve brushing against my head.  Both of our heads shot up nearly smashing into the grate above.  I hated air sheets.  I could not use the different noises to differentiate departure making it a pain to catch the right train. 

We sat up between columns and columns of intermodal freight cars, strung together, waiting to work in the yard.  We hopped over one row and back down to the ballast where it opened up to three empty tracks of glistening steel.

“Fuck this...I can't keep walkin’ up and down...up and down...I'm gonna just walk clear through the yard...if I get caught out in the open...so be it,” cried Teardrop.

My chest burned with every breath from the fear of walking straight through the yard to the mouth of the north end.  I just saw the bull drive past down the access road, but he did not see us.  So, we kept creeping into the night following a train that stopped on the mainline or at least I thought it did.  Ballast crunched underfoot as we took a stroll along the train.  We heard a rattle from one of the wells and when we looked over, we stared straight at a CSX worker, a nice young black man, checking the air hoses.

Teardrop's eyes widened.  He waved and started to hobble faster.  I on the other hand, stopped, waved and asked a question.

“Hey man...what's goin’ on with this train?  We're tryin’ to get to the Carolina's, but she just died.”

“She dropped a block off, switched back to the main, and we hadda fix a light on the front engine to keeper legal...she headin’ to the Carolinas bro...hop on...she leavin’ in five minutes.”

“Thanks man...hava good night.”

I scampered off catching back up to Teardrop who limped quickly ahead.

“Hey...that train we were just on dropped a block...guess we hopped on too far towards the back...he said they had ta fix a light on the front engine, but find somethin’ to ride quick...its goin’ to Carolina...north or south I don't know...but I'll check for our ride.”

I jogged amidst the ballast and climbed the first ladder I cast my eyes on, two JB Hunt containers stood proudly inside the well car.  I peered down to see a rideable well, nothing deep or spacious, but enough for a night ride.

“Hop on...this is good enough.”

He bit his lip in agonizing pain as he steadily climbed the rungs with his broken leg.  Once he reached the inside, and sprawled out, he looked a bit cheerier.

“Thanks,” he said.

“For what?”

“Stayin’ back to talk to that guy...now we don't have to walk to the north end and wait on another train...thanks.”

“Yeah no prob...”

The waiting, working and crying game ended for us as the air fizzled inside each hose and her wheels spun in motion heading to the Carolinas in my mind.


Bippin’ it in Florence

As we moved further north, the damp humid air showered us with its cool muggy breath, combined with the steel, it felt below freezing as she highballed it to Florence, South Carolina.  I shivered curled up to the inside of my sleeping bag, but the chilling touch of steel pierced my flesh, drenching my bones in winter.  I peeped over the grate hearing the chatter of wheels rumble along the steel, watching Teardrop's teeth chatter as he shook, from the tempestuous howls of wind.

Her wheels squalled against the steel, halting outside of the next yard.  I sat up trembling; my eyes petrified from the numbing wind, and experienced a moment of telepathy.

“You wanna get off,” we said, looking identically at each other.  We both shook our heads.

We hopped off and I scuffled with the bushes, branches rustled, grabbing my arms, and trapping my feet, as I fought through them, prowling the fence-line of a cemetery.  Teardrop tussled with the vines, freeing his bum leg, as he mumbled obscenities.  Once through the dense brush it opened up to hollow spaces of canopy, with flat ground beneath our feet.  I slept right there in the brisk of night, just hours before dawn, by the train tracks, with Teardrop by my side.

That next day we tried to hustle up some work, wandering Florence, but fell short of anything.  We ate our last bits of food and wandered to the nearest dumpster behind Wendy's.  I searched the plastic bags of trash on the top layer, scrounging for scraps in leftover paper containers, for half-eaten or mistake items.  I found nothing as I dumpster dove around lunchtime.  A man parked in a white pickup looked over at us, and sent his helper over.  The young man looked a bit younger than I did, “Why don't you guys come in with me?” he said.

“Huh...come where?”

“Wendy's...my boss told me to buy you lunch...Whaddaya want?”

We ordered combos, and sank our teeth into a juicy heart attack, our first real meal in days.  I hated handouts, but I did not ask for anything or beg.  It just came to us.  The road always provided.  I thanked the young man, but before he hustled off to the work truck, I stopped him.

“Hey...by any chance does yer boss have any work.  We're willing to work and pay off the food if he needs any help.”

“I'll check...it's kinda slow, but maybe.”

He sprung back into the store with a few extra dollars.

“Boss man said he didn't have anything now...but if you're here in a week he might...here's a few more bucks for ice cream.”

“Thanks man we appreciate it.”

We wandered the streets exploring the surrounding city going nowhere in particular.  The harmonious keystrokes of a piano played on the sidewalk by a talented old black woman.  We stopped.  We sat nearby on the curb by a fallout shelter building listening to the melodies of her fingers work the keys.  The piano sat there embellished in a rainbow of handprints available for public use, but I only listened.

We wandered further down the road stumbling upon old historical landmarks of a red caboose connected to a boxcar, parked roadside in the grass.  We snooped around.  Teardrop stood on the backend of the car, leaning off the caboose with his red skank covering his face, throwing up gang signs or whatever the fuck he was doing?  He peeked in through the back door.

“Dude...I think someone is squattin’ in here.”

“Huh...how the fuck would they do that?”

“Well...I see a fan, a few tables, a fuckin’ bed and a pillow...”

He looked down at the red door handle and jiggled it.  It creaked open softly and I puckered my lips in amazement.  We tiptoed into a squat and wandered around the inside, looking at old train memorabilia.  Teardrop perused through old railroad timetables, his fingers collecting black dust at their tips.  I looked out at the tables, with books neatly stacked far-and-wide over a glass tabletop.  It looked like the quaint tiny home of a writer.  Everything looked so neat and organized with minimal dust.  The bed lay in the corner, fitting perfectly to the indentations of the wall.  Next to it sat an end table with a fan, and an opened book, face down, marking the page at which someone stopped.

“Yeah...someone is definitely livin’ here...” I pointed to the book.

He shook his head in agreement and put down the literature pronto.  “We should get outta here...I don’t want this dude to walk in...wonder why it’s not locked?”

“Probably doesn’t have a key...looks like they no longer take this caboose on shows...so it’s just been sittin’ here...most people don’t trespass so he keeps it unlocked during the daytime...and at night when he’s in here...he locks the inside.”

“Gotcha...”

“Well let’s head to the yard man...you wanna get outta here?”

“Yeah...yeah...let’s go...I gotta find booze...I’m gonna need to drink tonight to ease the pain of my leg...this shit is torture.”

“Alright...well we still have a few bucks from lunch.” 

He nodded as we moseyed towards the yard reaching a curve in the roadway.  As we neared the train tracks, I read a sign, “Area Monitored by 24 Hour Surveillance.”  I lifted my head up and waved at the camera before walking past the yard.

“Well...we should try to find a way in mid yard...It looks like the mainline hugs the inside-track to the east.”

“How you know that?”

“Those lines are open...the other ones have trains sitting with no power or FREDs...hopefully we find some woods...”

“Alright...”

We wandered down the sidewalks walking through an empty part of the city, straggling along in the shade, passing a hospital.  Reaching the tracks, we stooped low behind an abandoned Amtrak station and encountered a rail fan.  He looked like a young geek, hanging out on his lonesome with his railroad scanner listening to the yard chatter.  He walked about talking to himself, excited to watch the trains leave, knowing where they were going while part of our fun was not knowing.

“Yo...Teardrop who is that?”

“Ohh...just some kid geekin’ out on his radio scanner...he's in his own world saying Z train this and that...I dunno what the fuck he's talkin’ bout...thought I was security or somethin’...haha...let's head down further.”

We casually strolled down the streets on that empty Sunday afternoon.  Maybe everyone attended church because we saw no one, not one car, person or anything as we tramped onward.  A dense chunk of woodlands lined the tracks with bum paths breaking off in a series of mazes and as we bustled through the dead leaves and barren trees, I saw train tags plastered over the only, “No Trespassing” sign.  I sat down, plopping my ass in a clump of leaves, and Teardrop moped, constantly moving.

A few hours passed by with no activity in the yard and then I heard an outburst.

“I'm fuckin’ outta here man...fuck this...waitin’ around and shit.”

“Huuuuh...hoookay...that's what you do with trains dude...then go do what ya gotta do man...I’ll be here...”

He stormed off stomping and limping through the woods with spit flinging off his tongue as he cursed and mumbled, whispering to himself.

I lay sprawled out ready to catch the next stopped train.  The cold air tickled my catfish whiskered mustache, so I gathered a bundle of twigs and leaves for tinder, with a few big chunks of log.  I stacked a log cabin, placing toilet paper, scraps of cardboard and leaves in the middle and started a small campfire in the woods to warm myself up.

Teardrop came back hobbling in a cheery manner as he swung a plastic bag in his one arm.

“We're drinkin’ tonight man?”

“Where'd you get that?”

“Well...I was walkin’ to scrounge up money and helped this dude start his car...we talked a while...asked him if he had work...he said nah...but he gave me five bucks and with the other three we had...that was enough for six Natty Daddy's...”

We sat back around the campfire, knocking our beers together, exchanging stories and drinking to our soul's content.  My world started spinning on my third 16-ouncer from lack of everything.  I started slurring my words, dancing around, stoking the fire with more logs as it blazed to a higher neon orange flame.  In all the rowdy jabber, I heard my phone ring, and noticed my manager calling me, figuring she wanted to check in on when I would get to Buffalo.

“Hey...I wanted to be the first person to let you know so you didn't hear about it elsewhere.”

“Hear whaaaat?  Whad are you talkin’ about?”

She sniffled.  “Erick...Erick went in tonight on the last load.”

I spit out my beer and tears rolled down my eyes in raging madness.

“Whhhhhaaaaaat? Yooou caaant be serioussss...no...goddamnit...fuck...whaaat happened?”

“I can't get into details yet because we don't know, but he cut away and never deployed his reserve...the FAA is investigating.”

“I...I...gotta go Brandi...I'll...I'll talk to youuu laterrr...sniffle...”

Shortly after I hung up the phone, I blacked out, lying face down in a pile of dead leaves as the fire dwindled through the night, fading away as I wasted away, inebriated and drowning in sadness.  That season, packing parachutes and skydiving, would never quite be the same without him.

Morning whispered chilling gusts into my ears at 4 AM.  I awoke shivering on the brisk ground, in a drunken stupor, reaching for my pack and phone, left astray in the woods.  The fire died to sparkling embers and I chose to nestle in my bedroll rather than search for more wood.

When I woke again a few hours, later my head felt like a squished meat patty, blinking in a foggy daze, as my eyes adjusted to the light.  Teardrop snoozed.  He lay like a starfish face down on the ground, but awoke as he heard me rustling through my pack, getting ready for the day ahead of us.  He tossed side-to-side, bits of dead leaves clung to his dirty clothes, as he drifted back into the world.

“Sorry about your friend man...you know how many I lost from the sport...if you stay in...that’s how it’s gonna be...if ya need anything bro lemme know.”

“Thanks man...I don’t wanna talk about it though...”

We stepped out of the woods, both muddled from a night of too much boozing, and we pitter-pattered down the empty road for about a mile.  Neither of us said much.  We just walked.  My mind drifted elsewhere into the gloomy holes of death, questioning existence, the afterlife and all the unanswered phenomenon of the universe.  When I crept deep into the rabbit hole it always took a while for me to find my way back out to the surface, the optimistic side of life and its fortunes, that is.

A grassy field opened up straight to the train tracks giving complete access to the mainline.  We strolled onward without trying to conceal our position, not caring about the outside world.  Teardrop still winced in pain, but kept moving forward, as we zigzagged through the lonely field.  Abandoned relics of the past slowly decayed around us, rusting away, with the other rubbish by the tracks.  Teardrop glanced down at the ground and picked up a denim skirt.  But not your ordinary denim blue skirt.  This was the product of a Dirty Kid.  CSX intermodal patches sewed onto it, with a few more girly patches, and it looked fresh, fresh for a train rider.

“Some chick musta dropped these to catch a train...the patches on it are fuckin’ cool.”

A sneer of jealously crossed my face.  Patches only slightly interested me, mainly for covering up holes on my clothing, but I liked train memorabilia.

“Yeah...look at all the cans and the fuckin’ dirty ass mattress with fifty shades of coal on it...hahaha...Jesus.”

“Let’s keep goin’ further down man...this is too open and the woods are bare here...”

“Alright...alright...”

We rambled on into the yard, tiptoeing over ballast until we reached a heavy field of thick bushy grass, with depressions in the ground from other train hoppers. 

“Here’s good.”

We lay there for hours and hours looking up at the sky, ready to detonate amass of bloodshed, as the tall grass tickled my face like whiskers.  A train sat on the second track so I called it in and traced the car.  Its final destination was Quebec, Canada.

“Shit man...fuckin’ Quebec...that’s gonna be a long haul.”

“Yeah...I know...she’s gotta be leavin’ sometime soon or she wouldn’t be sittin’ on a departure track.”

We lay there silent and still.  Nightfall slowly blended with the myriad ghouls of darkness festering above.  I rested my eyes for only a moment and heard the faint sound of air coming from the yard, but I felt wrapped in a dream, stuck, unable to move, until I heard a voice.

“She’s movin’...she’s movin’ dude...GET ON...GET ONNNNN!”

I sat up and watched our train slowly rolling along the steel, fumbling for my pack, I shot up with a burst of unknown energy and rushed along the grainer in which Teardrop stood.  I chucked my pack up first and gripped the ladder, pulling myself up, as she squeaked softly through the yard, heading north to God knows where.  We had no idea.  I squeezed myself into the foxhole siting on my pack like a stuffed sardine while Teardrop switched to the opposite freight car, doing the same.  Night sparkled in the sky as the clouds drifted apart opening up to twinkles of starry eyes.  A light shone on each of our cars as a bull drove past, but he kept driving, putting along down the train, poorly searching for riders.

Once we approached the mouth of the yard, she squealed along the steel like wildfire, slowly increasing speed, until we roared in a full-on blaze of cacophonous noise.  We both sprawled out on the brisk steel porch, lying out with our knees in the breeze, as the big city lights faded out of view.  Our train sided in the country by a random field and I hopped off to open up an empty boxcar, dancing along the ballast, loud and unaware of the nearby farmhouse next to our grainer.  I jumped up and cranked the lever on a boxcar, too short to do it all in one go.  I used my whole body with each crank, torquing it counter clockwise until the door opened outward, gently pushing it open.

I jogged back to our grainer to see a motorcycle light pointed straight at me.  So, I jolted between cars, sifting through the open spaces, until I hid myself on our grainer.

“Fuck dude...some guy’s out there prancin’ around in his yard lookin’ for us...”

“How was I spose to know...it’s fuckin’ 2 AM on a weekday...”

“Well...he’s on a mission tryin’ to find us, but I think he’s afraid of walkin’ on the tracks.”

“Whatever...we’re bound to move sometime...anyway...I opened a boxcar up back there...but in order to get to it...we need this dude to stop shining his fuckin’ light...”

The beam of light shone brightly on our grainer as we hid in the small shadows on the opposite side, waiting for the soft sound of air to trigger our motion onward, and hoping the man did not call the police or report us to the railroad.

Eventually the light disappeared and our train shortly highballed it back on the mainline headed towards Rocky Mount.  The night sky froze with the belching wind as we sliced through it, rambling along the thin bands of steel.  Teardrop snored on the porch of a grainer across from me while I took whirling gusts of wind to the face.  I dozed in and out of sleep faintly, awakening in Rocky Mount, when our train cut power on the mainline to add a block.

I watched him lay there motionless as a beam of light wandered along the ballast next to our train.  The soft sound of footsteps appeared just feet from me as I hid silently in the foxhole, watching a worker walk down the line attending to his job.  He wandered past both of us without diverting his attention, walking towards the back of our train.

After five minutes, I whispered in a dry, raspy voice.

“Yo...yooooo dude...wake up.”

Teardrop sat up cocooned in his bivy with it draped completely over his head.

“What?”

“Dude...a worker just walked straight past us...we cut power on the mainline...but it looks like rain...you wanna head back to that boxcar I opened up?”

“Yeah...yeah definitely.”

We hopped off walking among the ballast in a light mist of rain, wandering about 10 freight cars back, to an old dingy navy-blue boxcar.  The steel floor petrified my bones, lying out on my bedroll, but I found an insulated piece of cardboard to lie on, freeing me from a long night of stone-cold pain.


White Trash and Big Country

We hopped off a boxcar in Colonial Heights as the rain splattered off of me, weaseling its way through my clothes and boots.  I stood there sopping wet, my feet squishing with grime and sweat between my toes, going nowhere in particular.  We sought out shelter beneath a bridge, waiting out the malevolence, as the sky whimpered to intermittent cries; we walked. 

A Pilot Travel Center stood off at the next exit 169B.  We loitered there until it opened up to calm skies, and faint rays of sunshine, but only briefly.  The day felt bland and dismal, keeping dry inside.  I looked out the window, watching people fill their cars up with gasoline, biting into greasy food, evading the rain, and caressing the warmth inside their vehicles.  I licked my lips in hunger and yearned to move, but the sky held me back.  We had not eaten much in days and my body drooped in lethargy getting spurts of energy from refills of a Coca Cola cup I dumpstered in a Wendy’s trashcan.

Once it opened up with bits of blue sky through overcast clouds, we tried our luck hitching out near the exit.  I held our sign high and with a slight smile on my vapid face, tired, and starving.  You could see it in my eyes.  Everything I looked at turned to food in my thoughts.  I cared little about a ride, but of gorging down some food, anything to fill that gurgling empty void eating itself with my stomach acids.

We switched off.  Teardrop stood there with our sign, “Richmond.”  He looked as pathetic as me, just a bit older with a shaggy beard, covering his baldness with a grimy baseball cap.  My bloodshot eyes flickered in pain, from hunger and lack of sleep.  As the hours passed, more clouds rolled in to bombard us with discomfort.  No one stopped for us and after much wasted time standing there, fiddling around, we ventured off into the woods by the highway to set up camp. 

I put Teardrop’s tarp on the ground beneath our bedrolls, and used my tarp above us, tying it to the fence and trees with rope.  I lay there diminished of energy, ready to eat scraps off the ground.  Teardrop stood up limply in dire hunger as well.

“Fuck it...it's busy...I'm goin’ in there and gettin’ us some food bro...I'll be back.”

Sure, enough within minutes, he scampered back to our little bum shelter with fries, a few hot dogs and tornadoes, which he pocketed at a five-finger discount.

I devoured half of everything, triggering my appetite even further so I roamed off to dumpster some food.  I avoided the self-contained compactor behind the Pilot.  Instead, I trash-binned it.  I wandered, bin-to-bin, skimming the top of every trashcan looking for scraps in containers or wrappers, finding the gem of all leftovers.  I opened up a plastic to-go box to find mashed potatoes, pork and corn, cold, but uneaten.  I hustled back and placed it by Teardrop for more communal eating.  Now I felt stuffed.

That night the rain dumped in waterfalls from the sky.  Even with a shelter and two tarps, our gear drenched from turbulent crosswinds.  I slept minimally, just waiting for the warmth of the sun to peep out.

We awoke early.  The rain ceased to fall.  The clouds still traced the sky in grayish tendrils ready to bomb us at any moment.  We packed up our gear, but left our tarps set up, fearing we might end up there for another night.  Intermittent rain made hitchhiking near impossible since it was hard enough getting rides on a sunny day.  So naturally, we repeated the same schedule as the day prior, dumpstering a soda cup, loading up on caffeine, and people-watching from inside the Wendy’s.

The day dwindled on as we sat inside waiting for the rain to stop for a valiant effort at hitchhiking.  I sat there until 3 PM glaring out the glass window at people fill up gas in their vehicles, all headed anywhere but Richmond, going on long distance road trips with campers, RVs, big lifted trucks, and the sporadic cars roaming through to grab a quick bite and fill up before their next business meeting.

Clouds danced above ready to explode with the next bout of rain, but I could not sit there in that same chair any longer, staring out that miserable window.

“I’m gonna take down our tarps man...this might be our only chance to get outta here.”

Teardrop nodded haggardly, his eyes fluttering above his bushy unkempt beard.

When I reached the woods, I saw my blue tarp, tied to the fence and adjacent trees, but his brown tarp on the ground disappeared.  Magically, my socks made it to a tree limb drying in the minimal sunlight.  I grabbed everything, stashed it in my pack, and ran back to the Wendy’s to tell Teardrop the news.

“Dude, yer tarp wasn’t there man...someone musta stole it...I saw some black dude roaming back there earlier, but thought he was just some trucker takin’ a piss...”

“Motherfucker...well...let’s get goin’.”

We hit the same exit as before.  I flew a sign with a chipper smile, more heart-warming, and endearing than yesterday.  No one even acknowledged us for the first hour, but a kind soul gave us a snack pack of organic foods.  We ate everything quickly and went straight back to hitchhiking.  Thumbs, signs, and smiles, we went all out to get out.

Another hour passed, finally a beat-up pickup truck slammed on its brakes and two young kids popped out, White Trash and Big Country.  Teardrop and I squished into the backseat, with no seat belts, sitting on dirty laundry, empty potato chip bags and other loose trash.

White Trash looked tall and lanky, with sweatpants drooping down below his ass and a t-shirt three sizes too big.  He wanted to be a gangster, bobbing his head with a serious face and ruffled brows, sporting a brown buzz cut with a few patches of hair missing on his scalp.  Now Big Country, well, he was a big, burly country boy with long, blonde, wavy hair, a round chubby face, smooshed in nose, fat cheeks and puffy lips.  His lips always drooped out when he talked and he always had something to say.  His mouth looked like a Chimpanzee.  With only a 3rd grade education, his hobbies included mud wrestling, four wheelers, wet t-shirt contests, and rap music.  He loved singing the words to his favorite rap songs while White Trash blasted down the highway, weaving in and out of traffic, tailgating, slamming on his brakes and then revving it back up to ninety. 

“Maan...you believe dem muddafuckas at my job...drug testin’ me and shit...they fired my ass cuz I had a lil cocaine in muh system...you believe dat shit...fuck that place n-e way boi...”

“Yer dumb ass did coke before a drug test...haha,” snuffled Big Country.

“Shut yer fat ass up before I beat yer head in...”

“Beat my head in...you sayin’ you n yer scrawny lil self...you gonna beat Big Country's head in...boy...you crazy thinkin’ that shit...”

We sat back, chuckling, and listening to these two young punks bickering and threatening each other, as White Trash drove us to Richmond.

“Maan...I need a 10 a oxy right noooow...boi...we stoppin’ at my girl's crib...she kinda dirty...but she got a nice pussy.”

“You ain't get no pussy from her...White Trash.”

“Well how bow next time I'm over there in it...I'll call you ova...have you smell my finger for me...hahahaha.”

He cruised into a neighborhood squealing around every turn as he touched the pedal to the floor, pounding over speed bumps.  I thought he broke a rear axle we hit the ground so hard, but nope, he kept going until he parked it on the side of the road, waiting for his girl, and his drugs.

She pulled up in an old beater looking very pale, and thin, with glasses, nothing special.  Her eyes glowed at his wannabe gangster persona.  She rolled down her window, handed him the drugs and said, “You better call me laytah babe...this shit ain't free...”

He sniggered, banging the wheel with his fist.

“Told you Big Country...I'm bonin’ dat bitch later and gettin’ free drugs.”

He waved his finger in Big Country's face after he snorted a few lines of oxy.

“But she said it want free.”

“You big dummy...she meant we fuckin’ later...you big ole country fuck.”

“How you know she meant that White Trash?”

“Shut up ya dummy...”

He hauled ass again back on the highway, screaming and peeling out of the neighborhood.  I listened to the two of them bitch, moan, and insult one another for the rest of the trip. 

They dropped us off in the city of Richmond right by the Projects near 5th street, exactly the place to avoid as two white males in the hood of Virginia.  We hustled on down the sidewalk. I saw an old cemetery with security cameras plastered everywhere between buildings of rubble, Mother Nature rounding their walls brick-by-brick.  Groups of black people roamed the streets, staring at us, confused, and probably wondering what in the hell we were doing there.  I wondered too.

Then someone shouted across the street and at first, we kept walking, but he continued to shout.

“HEYYY...HEY YO...HEY YOOOO...You guys ova there...ya...you guys...you guys got the hook-up with an Obama Phone my brothas...just need yo ID and we can sign y’all up right now.”

“We ain’t got ID man,” uttered Teardrop.

“And you...you got ID?”

“Nah...just tryin’ to get to Troy...you know the best route.”

He pulled up directions on his iPad and dropped the whole Obama Phone scam.  It made me wonder why random people on the street were taking ID’s and signing people up for Obama Phones.  There must have been some incentive, something goading them to help the needy.

We skipped out of there, walking by boarded up buildings that looked like drug dens.  Drug dealers rode by in their whips with shiny chrome rims, hydraulics and tinted windows, eyeing us down with suspicion.  Eventually with enough walking, we made it out, and we made it out in one piece, with zero altercations, no gunshot wounds, and no stabbings.

Once we reached the 250, we tramped on that road for the rest of the night, walking 18 miles through Virginia Commonwealth University all the way to Glen Allen.  Along the way, I dumpstered trash bins by the university scoring multiple pieces of Popeyes chicken along with a nice fresh dish of fried shrimp, French fries and scallops. 

The area outside of Richmond surprised me with its street art; huge murals decorated abandoned walls all throughout the city, even in the more gentrified regions.  It gave the city a unique artsy feel sprucing up the urban decay.

My limbs felt weak and my mood somber, ready to fall down on the next section of sidewalk, and not wake until morning, but I did not.  I kept following Teardrop, confused why his “friend” could not just pick us up if he had a vehicle, but Teardrop wanted to get closer to Troy, so we walked.

I walked until my feet bled; my toes calloused and blistered, swollen with pus, sore and tender from just touch.  I pushed through it, killing my feet until I could no longer walk, plopping my ass out front of a Wawa next to Teardrop, just past midnight.  Then I met Mike, Teardrop’s friend, who picked us up for a chaotic drive to Charlottesville.


It’s Not Fuckin’ Rocket Science

After a long drug-crazed weekend boozin’, watching pupils turn to pinpoints with the flick of a flame, exhaling ice, crack, and weed, we hopped out of a jeep by the train yard in Charlottesville completely sober for the first time in three days.  Mike leaned over, staring with his bloodshot eyes, tired from sleepless nights of meth and hickory smoked ribs.  In a raspy voice, the words dawdled off his tongue as he glanced at Teardrop, “So long bro, til we meet again.”

Teardrop and I nodded as we clenched our packs and hoofed it down the street towards the steel.  Not a single train worked so we lingered in the shadows of brisk air by the railroad tracks, sleeping, sprawled out among the weeds and ballast.  The sun slowly advanced and as the shadows crept away, a fierce blaze of light stung my skin like an army of wasps.  I fidgeted; sweat trickled down my limbs.  I looked out along the tracks at the stationary blocks of grainers, boxcars and lumber racks, hoping a passing train might stop briefly, picking up either block.  Nothing happened, intermodals just hummed by at uncatchable speeds, toying with our emotions like the flirtatious women of my past.

We paced the tracks for hours, evading the malevolent fire in the sky, walking south of the Amtrak station.  Nothing stopped on that lonely Sunday, but a few Amtrak commuter trains, as we roamed towards Wild Wings Cafe.  Our packs slung heavily over our shoulders while our hunger began to diminish to an empty pit of desires, unreachable, yet disgustingly gratifying.  I reminisced to the days of high school wrestling, and cutting weight, the discipline involved in starving yourself.  Pain and suffering were merely weakness leaving my body, hunger was no different.

Dumpster food was not always an appetizing smorgasbord of five-star eating, but we needed nutrients; we needed energy; and we needed to eat.  We only lived off remnants of peanut butter for so long until giving into food at the top of trash bins or dumpsters.  A bun and half-eaten nachos curbed our hunger briefly, as we sat north of the Amtrak station.  A signal mast stood tall by the curvature of glinting steel and we stumbled upon the hop out.  Broken 40’s piled high by the trackside in mounds of shattered glass with discarded articles of clothing, empty packs of smokes and other trash left by home bums, crackheads and lazy riders. 

Teardrop chuckled, “Yep this is the spot...any sign of face tats, dogs, and Dirty Kids?”

I just laughed and shook my head. 

“Nah, but what’s with all these railfans dude?  Who wastes their Sunday with their camera out, prancing back-and-forth, waiting for the next passing train?  It’s like it feeds their train boners...I mean...I don't give a fuck...do what ya gotta do...but we can't get outta here until they leave...this is the only spot.”

“Yeah...I know...I know...the right train will come,” Teardrop said.

We sat down in the grass, leaning our backs against our packs, as fat, greasy haired slobs, hobbled by the rails, camera-ready, staring at us with disapproving eyes.  Neither of us cared.  I shut my eyes and faded away with the passing clouds, fluttering them open as each rumbling and screeching train rolled through.  Cameras flashed rapidly as flatbeds rolled by with front engines chained to them.  Their new paint shimmered, glinting forest green, headed for Pakistan (most likely by boat), and as the FRED passed us, heading southbound, its beep slowly died.  The awe of voices mellowed to silence as railfans scampered off, and the crowd of people turned to only two.

The once clear blue sky became a dark sea of wispy swirls, its waves crashing in like a monstrous swell.  We slept between the shards of broken glass in the ballast by the abandoned side track, leaning against the retaining wall.  We heard the sound of steel churn only once that night, a southbound train, before falling into a deep sleep.

The morning clouds lingered like a timeless state. Bums walked up and down the tracks early morning, breaking jack-o-lantern smiles, in hasty strolls to chug alcohol.  Teardrop bounced around between industries, sniping cigarettes, as I looked off into a blank stare, focusing my eyes on a man.  He stumbled closer into view.  His flip-flops thwacked the ground in a drunken stupor.  His white socks, piss-stained shorts, and Hawaiian shirt reminded me of the old fogeys I saw in Florida as he swung his plastic bag of booze.  Hobbling closer with a cheery drunken voice, masked through the rasp of whiskey use, he stuttered, “Heyyy babyyyy...most guys get pissed if I call em baby, but fuck it, I do it anyway...sometimes ya get yer ass beat....hahaha...cough...cough...”

I snapped out of it, annoyed at the drunken idiot standing in front of me.

“Hello,” I said in a monotone voice.

“Ya wanna beer babyyy...it's not fuckin’ rocket science...it's either yes, or goddamn no....hahaha...cough...cough...”

“Nah man, I'm alright...can I bum a smoke though,” I said desperately craving nicotine.

“Of course babyyy...hahaha...I'm Frank...been walkin’ round all damn mornin’ with the shakes, lookin’ for my booze...here ya go babyyy.”

Frank handed me a Pall Mall and finally Teardrop stepped into the conversation with a slight grin on his face.  Frank stumbled and bobbed as he sipped his Hurricane, spewing the same line of nonsense to my road dog.

“Ya wanna beer babyyy...hiccup...”

Teardrop nodded, “Sure...I'll have a swig.”

“Some of the guys back in Nam fucked me up when I called em babyyy...some guys don't like that shit...hahaha...glug...glug...glug...but fuck it.  Three mah friends died man...three of em...glug...glug...glug...right by my side...still call em babyyy.  Ya’s wanna drink of Four Loko Gold babyyy?”

Frank’s hands stopped shaking as he drank more than half of his 40 and dipped into his 14% malt beverage.  He shuffled forward and in a fluid motion, jumped off the wall, taking a four-foot tumble, all the while, losing his shorts.  They hung around his ankles as he moaned in between a burst of giggles.  His tighty whities smeared with shit stains and piss as he rolled between the broken shards of glass.  He was a fuckin’ mess and as bad as we both felt, there was not a thing we could do, but lend him a hand. 

“Frankkk,” I said in a concerned voice....”ya alright buddy?  Ya got lucky I cleaned up all those broken 40’s people smashed earlier.  Otherwise, we prob would have had to call the ambulance...”

He just chuckled and pulled his shorts back up over his waist.

“Hey babyyy, I gotta get goin’...the boys are waitin’ for me hahaha...sposed to bring back the booze hahaha...but I drank it all babyyy...remember ya guys can both sleep in my bed hahaha...I can sleep on the floor...it’s not fuckin’ rocket science...”

And just like that he zigzagged off, mumbling, “It’s either yes or goddamn no,” as he followed the abandoned side track back to town, to meet his friends.  We never saw him again, but it amazed me how people like Frank always managed to stumble back home, in one piece, free of danger, or harm, just completely shit-faced.

As the afternoon surfaced, lethargy swooped in from food deprivation.  Although we passed the point of hunger where the stomach gurgling, knots, and twists cease, we met our barbaric roots, scavenging for anything like animals.  As she sprinkled above in a soft shed of tears, I rummaged through the trash bin at the Amtrak, scoring a peanut butter and jelly sandwich, giving half to my road dog.  With a sudden shift of the clouds and a beckoning whir of winds, she screamed, pouring a waterfall of rain droplets, as we scattered for cover, but that was the beauty of Mother Nature, her never-ending bouts of spontaneity.  One minute I wallowed in her beauty and the next I feared for my life from her cold wretched heart.  The “waiting game became the crying game,” as that quote tagged under the bridge in Savannah, GA stuck with me, making me laugh at such a miserable moment in my life. 

Days passed, drowning into one, and we felt hopeless.  Our feet soaked from the twinkling puddles of rain as we hustled down the dark streets, moving towards the Food Lion.  Stealing food did not seem so farfetched by this point of hunger, but we took a more practical route as I slipped my fingers into latex gloves.  I lifted the dumpster door, sifting through the top layer of clear trash bags, in search of food.  Grease dripped off my fingertips and that rancid whiff of garbage lingered in the stale air, but not from the trash dangling in my hand, rather beneath it.  Teardrop grabbed chicken fingers, and cheese, as I grabbed the tops of strawberries, all in their proper packaging.  Then we traipsed towards the next row of dumpsters, grabbing a sealed gallon jug of Kool-Aid.  We walked past the only locked dumpster, moseying towards the Domino’s Pizza.  Two boxes of pizza shined atop heaps of garbage bags, with the smell of pepperoni permeating the air.  We pulled them out to find two untouched pies, cheese and pepperoni.  My eyes lit up with a glaze of color, sparkling hunger.

I remembered a “buildo” not too far in the distance to shelter us from the rain for a dry, warm night of sleep.  So, we tramped back towards it.  I ate ferociously swallowing full bites of pizza out of intense hunger as it piled deep inside my belly.  Blisters formed on my feet between the wet crinkles of skin, and pruned toes, a result of puddles and frayed footwear.  We staggered past the security cameras and through the garage door, marching up the stairs to the unfinished kitchen of a town house.  I untied my boots and slapped my sopping socks against the floor releasing a loud smack that echoed throughout the empty house.  My feet felt disgusting. They hurt as I wiggled my toes, gaining some relief, as I bit into another slice of dumpster pizza and gulped down the mystery Kool-Aid.  We lay there plump like fat carcasses, barely moving or speaking, until our minds escaped night.

We woke early to move on without a trace.  The day reset itself with no food, and only water, which meant more dumpster diving. Teardrop plopped inside the Mickey D’s dumpster scoring a leftover BBQ sandwich and more apple pies than I could count.  We ate like savages, the bottom feeders of society, but experienced the freedoms of no authority and little responsibility.  As I bit into the sandwich, all I could think about was work.  There was little romance in scrounging through dumpsters, but even in desperation, I still held my pride, not looking for a handout.

That day the food bank opened up.  We stocked up on a few days’ worth of canned food, and other expired items, eating it for sustenance despite it tasting heaps worse than dumpster food.  Slime from the cantaloupe left a sour taste on my tongue while the mushy skin from the fried chicken curdled my stomach.  Nothing tasted scrumptious or fulfilling, but neither of us cared.  We gained energy, strength, and the will to move on, and that was what we needed.

The extra food added much weight to our slightly emaciated frames as we walked back to the hop out.  The sun poked between the cotton candy clouds and we waited to catch out, traversing the same terrain over a 72-hour period.  Instead of fretting our impatience, we sat on the porch of a Norfolk Southern building for no particular reason.  I charged my phone, loitered, ate less than appetizing food and smoked the last of our snipes.

Suddenly, that humming sound chirped along the steel.  What sounded like a ferocious string of freight cars rumbling through became a thunderous halt of metal, shattering like a silence to my ears, stopping directly under the red signal mast.  We scurried for a freight car disregarding the flock of people gathering their luggage from the recent Amtrak arrival.  People saw us walk among the steel, with our packs slung over our backs, hustling, huffing and dripping sweat. 

“But fuck it, this was our train, we were gettin’ on it, and if we got called in and pulled off, then we’d know pretty shortly,” I thought.

We danced among the ballast, checking our first gondola, beyond the bend in the tracks.  Her walls lay empty with her floor covered in debris, broken railroad ties, and loose wood.  It made for a stiff ride open to the cries and cold bellows of the night sky.

We unpacked our bedrolls, and five-hours later, we heard the faint rustling of air beneath us.  Her cars clacked fiercely and off she zoomed, picking up speed gingerly, but not too soon.  She stopped just 12-miles outside of Charlottesville on a double-track.  We got our wish after three days, but it cost us 24-hours in Barboursville, with no movement, and no stores, draining our supplies and morale. 

“When would this fuckin’ junk train move? Where were we going? In twenty-nine-hours we traveled a total of 12 miles...fuck it I'm goin back to sleep...”


12 Miles Out on Junk

Finally, the sound of air filled her hoses after a whole damn day of lying in an empty boxcar—we switched cars—on thick cardboard, nic-fitting, drowning in and out of restless, sweats of sleep, contemplating everything from the fetal position.  She moved.  Her wheels clanked and squeaked, thudding and bumping through the curvy terrain and with no idea where we headed, I enjoyed the art of constant motion.

She cut right towards Manassas juking us into thinking we rambled onward to Baltimore.  But nope! She curved left, horseshoeing back northwest towards Hagerstown.  Then she zigzagged north towards Harrisburg.

We rode that empty sonuvabitch for fifty-six straight hours, through four states, Virginia, West Virginia, Maryland and Pennsylvania, siding out for everything.  At times, I thought she sided for pedestrian crossings and cars, but we most likely hopped a consist of empties, just low priority junk, in no rush to go anywhere.

And yet, with all this time, trembling about in our empty boxcar, I could not have been happier with our ride.  She sided out at night, giving us the chance to lay out, tuck ourselves into bed, and crept onward during the daytime howling through spectacular terrain.  Steep grades, with ridgelines to the greenest of mountains, navy blue rivers flowing freely under every train bridge, open countryside with lime green grass and rice paddies, cow's mooing and grazing all at a slow pace no faster than 45 mph, one of the most perfect scenic rides of my lifetime.

That ride we both kept to ourselves, silent, like mutes, just watching the gift of Mother Nature scroll by us like the film to a motion picture.

We crept over the Susquehanna River twice, rolling through one yard first and then back over into a Norfolk Southern Yard.  I looked out our one-eyed bandit, holding the lip of the door with my head out, nipping the breeze.  The water flowed like raw sewage below, contaminated a putrid green, with a funky smell.  It looked utterly disgusting as we crept over the train bridge.  I imagined fingers floating along with dead bodies in its current to Philadelphia and beyond.

After fifty-six hours of continuous riding, we finally made it to Harrisburg from Charlottesville, VA.  I looked over at Teardrop who looked antsy to get off, walk around, find food and indulge in a cigarette, none of which we had in our possession.

Our train cut power in the yard, making us wander straight through a few strings in the departure yard, hopping over oil tankers.  With not many options, due to the huge cliff and highway on both sides of us, we tramped on directly through the yard out the worker entrance.  The front engine of a train idled as we walked by gingerly.  It waited on a new crew.  But we put trains behind us for the moment, just looking to head east to Delaware.

We plodded on, looking in trash bins for food, rambling onward over the Susquehanna again on the pedestrian bridge to start our walkabout to the outskirts of the city.  Cow statues embellished the city parks painted with a mosaic of rainbow colors as we scuffed the grounds in our boots, for more walking.

We moved throughout historical Harrisburg, passing a slew of city buildings, a statue of a Native American carved of wood, and a bronze sculpture of a man reading a newspaper in Kunkel Plaza. It felt unique and artsy.

My stomach rumbled for sustenance as we held our backpacks high with our strides.  We tramped on watching a man drink a few beers on his stoop.  He stopped us with a few questions.

“You guys hiking?”

“I guess you could say that,” I said.

“We're coming up from Jacksonville, FL...well I am anyway...he started in Seattle, WA.”

The man nearly choked on his beer, popping the other one, spreading foam all over his steps.

“Shit...no way...you walked all that way...shoulda hopped on that train,” he said jokingly.

“We did...we just hopped off of it.  We've been walking, hitchhiking and riding freight around America.  I'm headin’ back to work,” I said.

“No shit...you guys hungry or somethin’...I got some homemade chili...it's a little spicy...but you can wash it down with a few beers if ya want too.”

We looked at each other with huge grins on our faces, drowning in the aroma of two big bowls of hot chili.

“Thanks man.”

We walked into his house and it reminded me of J.R.s home in Wilmington, DE, an old, remodeled home with shiny oak floors, huge ceilings that felt endless as I peered up to crystal chandeliers.  The walls looked freshly painted, an off shade of white, with abstract paintings embellishing the walls of the hallway leading into the kitchen.  He installed two new stainless-steel sinks, a new fridge, and worked on remodeling his kitchen.  It looked stunning, not something I would own, but very easy on the eyes.

His girlfriend, a tall thin blonde with long slender legs walked in, and said, “Happy Birthday babe...who are your friends?”

“Oh, it's your birthday, happy birthday man, thanks for the hospitality...I'm sure you got plans with your lady...we won't keep you...appreciate the food and the beers man,” I said.

Teardrop chimed in too.

As we let ourselves out the door, you could hear their lips caress one another in a tender kiss.

“My man's gettin’ some birthday sex tonight...maybe even two rounds of it,” I laughed.

“Yeah...he played that well...that sly dog...haha...this is some bomb chili though...not quite as good as I make it...but good...you've eaten my food...my burgers...you know...you know,” yammered Teardrop in an upbeat mood.

We vaporized our chili and beers in minutes and just rambled along far enough to breach the outskirts of the city.  I kept in touch with my father over the past week telling him my whereabouts and he offered to pick us both up in Harrisburg.

So naturally we kept putting along, making it closer to Delaware, a mile here, a mile there, until we walked nine miles from where we started earlier in the day.  We walked down a hilly road, up and down humps of rolling asphalt, and waited for traffic to clear, dipping into the rough of an 18-hole golf course.  I set up the tarp knowing it looked like rain, as the clouds hovered above, accumulating in black swirls of licorice, forming a battalion of cirrus storm clouds.

It stormed hard, loud, and in raging torrents of pelting rain.  We stayed semi-dry, but the misdirection of the wind sprayed us more than we enjoyed.  The next morning, we played Frogger with the rain, crossing the street to reach an overhanging roof, then...bam...it poured for two hours.  We waited and stood up against the glass doors, but she still sprayed with a fierce mist.  Then it stopped again, so we tramped on, seeking shelter at a bus stop, watching it thump again, flooding the streets below in drowning bursts.  This went on all the way to the Taco Bell down the street where we refilled Mountain Dew Baja Blast countless times, over a five-hour period, while I waited for my father to pick us up.

Just as the rain dissipated, he pulled up in his soccer mom car and drove us all the way back on a two-hour drive to my hometown in Wilmington, DE.  I spent 10 days there visiting family and friends, drinking too much beer, and working odd jobs to get me through the next month of travels since I only had eighty bucks to my name.

Teardrop and I worked a few days, weed whacking, cleaning gutters, trimming trees, stacking wood and refurbishing fencing, pulling in a little over three hundred dollars a piece, enough to get me through the month of May.

Then we drank, probably every day, with old faces in new places, apartments, and homes, everyone a successful member of society.  I stood there as an outcast, an outlaw, not quite fitting in, but I do not think I ever did.  I still tipped my elbow in boozing fun trying to see as many faces as possible before heading up to Western New York to work for the summer.


Walking into the Abyss

From Delaware I caught a ride all the way to Souderton to meet back up with Teardrop who phoned me complaining of his situation.  He told me he lay incapacitated by some random Home Depot in Pottstown, drenched in the woods.  He managed to blow through his three hundred dollars in the span of a few days and was unable to move.  Several blisters had mangled his feet from walking too far in his wet holey shoes as he described to me in great detail.  The soles to his converse now drooped off each shoe, opening water up to every toe, drowning his feet every time he walked, making that ugly squish sound.  “The man needed boots, but I did not argue with him.  He was a grown man of 44 years, an ex-marine, Special Forces reconnaissance,” I thought...I hung up the phone and kept walking.

I walked with my sign strapped to my pack without a single acknowledgement from one vehicle over 16 miles.  Normally, a 16-mile day did not bother me, not on the west coast, or in the Great Plains, tramping along flat open roads, with wide shoulders and no elevation gain.  But shit, I practically section hiked part of the Appalachian Trail, all pavement, all knee-buckling and bone-grinding up the steepest of grades, through densely overgrown forests, with no shoulders and slate cliffs on each side of the road.  There was nowhere to hitch from, nowhere for vehicles to pull off and even think about picking me up other than stopping dead in the road or pulling into someone's driveway.  There was nowhere to walk, not safely anyway.  I pranced back and forth, walking opposing traffic, switching sides as oncoming cars drove by me.

Part of me started to loathe him for putting me through this especially knowing he just walked this route a few days before me.  Why couldn't we meet up in Allentown where the yard was at?  Why couldn't he try to hitch from an on-ramp?  I did not know...my guess was money.  He blew through it all most likely spending the lot on booze.

When I finally reached a gravel pull-off, after walking halfway to Pottstown, I surrendered to standing.  I surrendered to taking another goddamn step, period.  I either got a ride from there or he could put in some effort and meet me.  My feet pulsed in a tender soreness under blisters, calluses and newly dead skin. They throbbed, ached and I did not even put pressure on them as I flopped my ass on loose gravel, loosely holding my sign.  Vehicles whizzed past, around the curve, ignoring my existence, but I cast my decision in stone.  I was not moving.  Not now. Not tomorrow...shit maybe not even the next day, unless I ran out of food and water.

I moped there with my fake smile, exhaustion written all over me, and a minivan pulled off.  An Indian biochemist stopped on his way home from work, to pick me up, taking me all the way to Route 100.  He worked in Doylestown, but lived in Boston, commuting countless miles every week to support his family.

He dropped me off on the 100.  I walked through the tall grass by the exit, crossing the traffic to head to the nearest Wawa.  The hairs on my legs tickled subtly, as I scratched, oblivious to the arachnid parasites crawling over my skin, along my calf muscles, sinking into my flesh for my blood.  My most hated creature on the road aside from rats and mosquitoes, “TICKS!” flooded my body in an army.  I flicked, plucked, shoed, burnt, pulled and squished over twenty of them, feeling slightly violated.

Ticks swarmed everywhere.  I continued to pull one off me every hour, even sitting in a parking lot on a picnic bench by the Wawa, they wandered like zombies out for blood and flesh, on a mission.  I sank my teeth into two pretzels, loading up on carbs for another long stretch of walking northeast towards Allentown.  Teardrop hobbled over to me from the Home Depot, dragging his legs across the pavement, walking on the balls of his water-smitten Converse, the smell of mildew soiling the air.  He looked completely destroyed from sleeping in the storms the past few nights, smelling horrid, with a face smothered in pain and neglect.

“Lookin’ fuckin’ rough dude...like bad, man...are you alright?”

“Yeah...yeah...I’ll be fine.  It's just these shoes...they're done for...”

He pulled back both the soles as they flapped against the bottom of his wet socks, spattering a sweaty mist in the air.”

“Shoulda used some of your money to buy boots dude...we did make $300...that should last me a month...”

“I'm already through most of it...spent some at the bar...they stole a hundred from me...and a lot of it on food...”

“It's only been a few days man...you blew through $300 already...jeez...”

“I told you...the bar took a hundred from me...gave me the wrong change...”

In the back of my mind, I wondered why a man flat broke, would waste his money at a bar to begin with, when he could drink steelies or cheap beer under a bridge.  I did not argue or shed light on it, but it irked me.  Knowing I found us work for a few days and his way of repaying me involved a 16-mile walk in the wrong direction through steep grades of Appalachia so I could support him with food and smokes.  Yeah, that was pretty much it.

I shared half my food with him as he drowned in his own problems much like I did during some of my travels.  I felt his pain and tried to comfort him, but his stubbornness became a crux, too much for me to deal with, since I fought off problems of my own.

Night showered us with darkness, more ticks, mosquitoes and the crooning chorus of bugs while we followed the road to the Pottstown train yard.  It felt like any other ordinary night walking to the steel tracks through the ghetto.

A train sided right outside the Pottstown Yard so we walked around to investigate.  When we crept up the tracks, I saw nothing in the yard, not a block or string of cars, nothing.  I never heard of anyone hopping out of Pottstown or it having any activity.  So we moseyed across the five or six train tracks, following the dirt access road to the short sided out train.  It idled, its consist contained multiple cars with steel I-beams, railroad ties, and other equipment.  Most likely, it terminated where it sat, but a FRED still blinked at its end, so we scanned along the train for a rideable, even if it died locally, we did not care.  I looked at it as mileage.  We reached the end of her short consist and noticed a type of railway track laying machine at its rear so we climbed up it, sleeping along her grates.

I did not sleep even an hour as Teardrop snoozed through each blaring oncoming train. A red dawn approached waking us and we disbanded our efforts to ride, taking refuge under the bridge.  I lay there on the hard dirt under an overpass, pulling ticks off me again for the umpteenth time. They crawled towards us fiending for blood, even when I gingerly moved them yonder.  I did not want to kill them, but they left me no choice, as I flicked the spring to my lighter, dousing them in flames.  Their presence all over the ground made me sit there, groggy, overtired, but unable to sleep.  Teardrop drifted off for a few hours, plucking the vermin from his cheeks, under his beard, his armpits, and chest.  It felt like a plague out there this time of year.

We walked up the highway, up and up, more steep hills and grades, as we tramped closer to Allentown.  The vicious sun felt soul sucking as we braked every few minutes drenching in our own sweat.  It attacked my eyes with painful stings as salt dripped into them causing me to tear up and wince in frustration.

We roamed out in the middle of nowhere on the road leading straight through Allentown.  I flew a sign on my pack in big bold letters hoping to increase our chances of a lift and after hours of soaking in our own filth it paid off.  Just when we gave up to the unforgiving blaze, a suped up gray Honda pulled off for us.

An oriental man studying for his auto mechanics degree picked us up headed to Dorney Park.  I felt so drained and dehydrated I just listened to the cold air fluff my face with comfort as Teardrop and our ride mumbled in the front seats.  I drowned out the babble, looking out the window at the scenery fade away, from highway to congested city over the next twenty miles.

He dropped us off at the America on Wheels Museum and we walked over to Canal Park, soaking in the view of the Lehigh River.  Beach balls, basketballs and soccer balls fluttered around in the tiny waterfall from the river, stuck in place from the current.  I peered down into the shallow blue water seeing discarded tricycles, bicycles, pogo sticks and other debris, not expecting to see such rubbish in the river, which other than those items, appeared remarkably clean.


Highballin’ it on Empty Grain!

We never left Canal Park.  In fact, we watched the trains slowly creep over the bridge, at hoppable speeds, heading south, west or east, into the unknown.  I climbed down into the Lehigh River with my bar of soap and shampoo, dipping in, to rid my body of filth, scrubbing my balls, feet, hands and face, before dousing my hair.  Teardrop showered after me and then we relaxed in the grass, lying on our bedding, watching trains depart every hour.

I wanted a northbound to Binghamton on the other track curving away from the train bridge.  So mid-afternoon we hoofed it, carrying our gear, over to the north track.  We tramped down the Canal Park entrance road, drifting under the train bridge through stonewalls.  I peered out at the clear blue river rustling between the greenest deciduous canopies along the banks.  It smelled like summertime with the sun beating down through the cool breeze, pollen soaking the air, nothing but baby blue sky, and diesel fumes by the tracks.

We cut off into the woods past a junk yard, ducking, weaving, and squeezing between the dense shrubberies, pushing forward towards the steel.  The ground sunk beneath my feet.  Brown silty sand swallowed my boots, saturating my soles as mosquitoes fluttered over the open puddles of stagnant water.  Once clear, we stepped out onto loose cobbles of ballast, prancing over the tracks to the far side of the woods.  We sat in an open circle of moist dirt with vines draping over our heads, camouflaging us from the yard as we waited on our northbound. 

I knew the north line to Binghamton would take me straight through Letchworth State Park and Batavia, heading on towards Buffalo, getting me closer to work.  I rode it last year on some of my first train hopping adventures, but really, I did not care where we went.  It was still mid-May, leaving me with a few weeks to roam around freely before skydiving season started, arriving too early meant little work, and Buffalo rainfall.

The yard dog poked out along the north track, powering up, shunting strings of junk cars together, back-and-forth, back-and-forth, as I lay there watching an endless supply of freight creep over the train bridge by Canal Park.

“Ya wanna make it interesting,” I said as Teardrop lay there dozing off to sleep.

“What interestin’?”

“If nothin’ comes northbound by dark...ya wanna catch the next thing rollin’ outta here by the bridge...leave it up to chance...”

“Yeah sure...beats sittin’ here watchin’ shit pull back into the yard.”  He groveled on the ground, anxious to catch out, and then wandered through the woods, climbing cobbles of jagged dirt, following animal trails further up the hill.

I lay there drifting to thoughts of emptiness, trying to mend myself, but there were some problems the road would never fix.  Sometimes I enjoyed Teardrop’s company, and sometimes I did not.  He felt the same way.  We were loners both battling our own problems in different ways.  Traveling with him changed my pace unlike traveling with Rooster who liked to linger around, squat, get shit-faced and bum it.  Teardrop wanted to keep the legs moving, the thumb flexing or the wheels spinning.  It did not matter and that was what kept us riding together, that desire for constant motion, no matter where, or how.

As those thoughts rumbled through my brain, I lost myself through the brightness of the stars blinking above behind the dark canvas of sky.  I rolled over after hours of thinking, sprawled out across the moist ground, leaving a subtle imprint beneath me.  Teardrop moseyed back beside me, at some point in my deep thought, lightly snoring beside his pack.  I fed my arms through my shoulder straps, flinging my pack on my back, yanking, adjusting and clicking every plastic buckle.  He glanced at me, waking from his daze, gearing up almost simultaneously.

“Ya ready,” he said.

“Yeah...almost 10 PM...looks like we got one comin’...once her front engine passes we’ll book it.”

I trotted along the ballast, cobbles skittering underfoot, scrunching in a hustle of steps as I moved towards the fork of track.  She rolled slowly over the train bridge, sounding off her horn.  I kept my eyes focused on the freight cars creeping by me, looking for our ride.

“Alright...I see a grainer with a porch...follow me.”

I ran alongside her consist, watching the ground for loose railroad ties through shimmering darkness, pulling myself up, and onto a porch.  Teardrop grabbed the suicide across, not following direction, switching between ladders while she creaked along the steel over the river.  I shook my head tired of wasting my breath explaining, “What not to do?”  It was his life, one slip up, and it would be his last, crushed by thousands of tons of freight.  He did not listen, a stubborn fool as myself, but I took riding more seriously than he did.  I shook it off sitting down beside him, riding clean face on a porch.

She cleared the river, roaring through the night, as we highballed it on empty grain.


Doublin’ Down on Empties

We awoke stopped at a brief siding, and switched to a boxcar.  I lay on the brisk steel, shaking about on that empty miserable floor, when her wheels finally set in motion.  When I awoke, she blasted clear across the state of Pennsylvania, missing the scenic mountain passes, Horseshoe Bend, and the open countryside from dusk until dawn.

We gambled riding into the Conway Yard, hoping to roll through and beyond, but she stopped in the departure yard, cutting power.  We faced a group of empty Norfolk Southern front engines in the middle of the yard near a couple buildings, making it difficult to break free.  Workers flocked the adjacent empty tracks, fixing ties and spikes, with fastening machines while others stood around like a construction crew on prevailing wage salaries.  Another worker walked by our train with a pressurized blower, redistributing ballast.  His handheld gun guzzled on for hours while we boiled in the toaster oven of an empty boxcar, waiting to hop off, and resupply.

As soon as his railcar disappeared to a tiny dot, we hopped off our boxcar.  Ballast scrunched beneath our feet.  My mouth felt parched as we scanned the yard for security, planning our exit.  We climbed ladders, up and down, between multiple strings, following a maze of oil tankers until we came to a gravel access road, looking for a way out of the yard.  The highway buzzed on past the dense section of deciduous trees between the harsh squelches of steel from the hump yard.  An undertone of rushing water surfaced in my ears as my eyes met with a creek.

“Yo...there's our way out dude...if we can get down to that sidewalk it looks like it follows the creek under that tunnel there.”

I came to the edge of a short, steep, ravine of boulder-sized rocks, hopping between them as I zigzagged down to the sidewalk.  Teardrop hobbled behind, wincing and cursing in pain, every time he put too much pressure on his broken leg.

When I reached the sidewalk I wandered through the tunnel, following an abandoned stairwell draped in an overgrowth of vines, back to the highway.  We rambled on down the road to Arby's, to raid the dollar menu, before heading back to the abandoned pedestrian tunnel by the highway.

If I concentrated, I heard the subtle sounds of water cataract in the creek under the obnoxious deathly shrieks from the hump yard.  It pierced my ears like an endless supply of chalk scrawling a blackboard as steel-on-steel carnage ensued.  I lay there clawing at my ears, moody and depressed from nicotine withdrawal, tossing, turning and sweating, with twisted insides.  Eventually I napped, awakening to chronic angry jabber, jarring my head to Teardrop’s fuzzy face leaning over me.

“I can't fuckin’ sit here...I can't hear anythin’...I can't see anythin’...I'm goin’ somewhere else...you comin’?”

“Uhhh...nah man...I'm goin’ back to sleep...we're near the mainline...why would I move?”

“Well I'm leavin’,” he said in a hissy.

I fell back asleep wondering why someone with a broken leg would want to walk around on it.

“Hey..heeeeyyyy,” he whispered.

“Wuuuut?”

“There's a train on track three with a FRED attached... wanna check it out?”

I rolled my eyes and lollygagged in aggravation.  I sloppily stuffed my gear together and strapped it to my pack to mosey on up to the yard.  We tiptoed up the giant boulders, sliding backward with loose dirt underfoot, reaching for tree roots to refrain from plummeting into the creek.  Teardrop refused my help like a stubborn mule.  I watched him struggle, strain and roar in agony, foaming from his mouth.  When we reached the access road, we moved smoothly between the trains, hoisting ourselves up oil tankers, and scanning the consist of her on track three in the dawn of night.

“This one’s it...I checked...ran all up and down the yard dodgin’ security.”

He always exaggerated his stories.  I highly doubted him, but I ran along the junk train anyway and climbed the first gondola I came across.  Peering down into her, I saw the shiny reflections of light skittering over loose #2 frag, and scrap metal.  I looked down at Teardrop.

“She's good to ride man...”

I hopped in and lay in her corner to sleep away another craving.  It never crossed my mind to check the other freight cars.  Maybe we doubled down on empties.  At this point, I did not care.  I just wanted to sleep and for Teardrop to stop chewing off his tongue, waking me every moment his anxiety got the best of him.  Through all my restlessness, I faded away, anticipating the next city with hopeful dreams.

I awoke hours later from the excruciating whistle of humping freight cars masking her sound of air beneath me.  Moments later, her wheels gingerly departed the yard and I looked over at Teardrop who lay stiffly mummified in his sleeping bag.  His bivy wrapped over his head, and his body lay motionless and still.  He slept deathly quiet under the sound of sharp wrenching high-pitched steel. The gondola resonated fiercely as she picked up speed, leaving Conway for greener forests, blazing by the tree line, meandering along the murky Ohio River.  I stood up, the wind wrapping my hair in turmoil, as I glanced at industry across the river.  Refineries, and hollowed out warehouses, scattered across the river in thickets of wasteland.  Plumes of endless smoke filled the air in thick smog.  Normally, the landscapes tendered peace and hope, but not this.  It looked of misery.

She rolled along, parading over train bridges, slithering between Pennsylvania and Ohio.  Breaching the outskirts of city life, I saw the rushing rapids wave beneath me in wispy shades of deep blue, as I looked out into the open country.

She piddled along the mainline at a preposterously slow speed, chugging into Hasleton.  Screeeeech...thwack...halt!  She stopped suddenly, jolting us back a few feet.  Rain licked my face in a misty haze so I used this siding to switch cars, breaking into an empty boxcar.  We sat in the far corners, waiting.  Teardrop jittered about amped with anxiety.

“I'm gonna roam around and check on things?”

“Whatever...it's not gonna move cuz you checked on it.”

He pounced back onto the ballast, cursing as he held his knee...the same spot with loose bone jiggling about.  He hobbled onward, limping like an impatient buffoon.

I sat there, waiting, looking at the empty walls on the car scrawled with old train tags from the mid-90s.  I turned my head to the bellow of an unfamiliar voice, a worker.

“Hey, train’s dead...saw your friend roamin’ around up there between the cars...ya need to get off now...someone already called the cops on ya...”

“Alright...thanks...”

I hopped off in the misting rain, my shoes slickly slipping over the stone, and looked at Teardrop hobbling back towards me with guilt.

“I saw that guy but couldn't make it back in time to tell you...so I hid...”

“He only came over because he saw you runnin’ around.  The train is dead and someone called the cops so we gotta get outta here.”  I followed Teardrop as he limped ahead of me like a one-legged man in an ass-kicking contest.  “We’ll layup nearby...it’s about to pour.”

Right in front of us, I spotted three oxidized, empty, quarter-inch thick, drainage culverts occupying an open scrap yard of concrete rubble.  They towered to the sky at least 12-foot in diameter. We stepped into the cylinders, immediately hearing the violent thrashing of raindrops ping across the hunks of metal. 

I found myself searching and anticipating the next place, never fully enjoying the moment unfolding in front of me, but at least I lay there untarnished of rain.  I slept again, moody, and craving nicotine, wanting to run away from it all in my dreams.  Motion fostered treatment, but the past always caught up with me.  I looked over at Teardrop fidgeting quietly while I listened to the ebbing patters of rain molest the decadent city until it all vanished with the clouds. 

He continued to irk me with his pestilent endeavors, gallivanting around the yard.  He was his own man.  I did not coddle him or follow his useless journey to nowhere.  From where I sat, I saw the mainline. A train either stopped or worked in the yard before we could catch out.  It did neither.  I lay there, wanting a drag, my stomach eating my insides, my body sweating coldly, as I drifted back to my coma of nicotine deprivation.

I did not see Teardrop for hours while I slept.  I enjoyed the alone time.  When I finally crept back to life from the evils of dependency, I grabbed my pack and scampered off to the north end of the scrap yard.  Huge chunks of broken foundation lay stacked across the empty field of loose junk. 

As I wandered onward, rusted buckets of all different sizes painted the landscape in an urban decay of heavy machinery.  Condemned trailers rotted between heaps of scrap metal and empty oil drums.  I saw Teardrop sitting off under a mangled pavilion between loose junk and metal chairs.  His pessimism summoned existential nihilism on repeat.

His constant bickering rubbed off on me depressing and paining my existence, but we both fought the demons breaching our sanity with nicotine withdrawal.  I understood and disregarded him knowing he dealt with my less desirable moments too.

Hours of sitting passed and we wandered the silent streets of Hasleton mid-day without a soul walking the sidewalk or a car bustling along the roadway.  It looked as empty as the scrap yard by the train tracks.  The urban blight flowered with dead industry suffocating the small city, and I just wanted to get away from it all, but we needed food.

Bums flocked to the only grocery store around, loitering, and staying out of the rain, as I bought a few days of train food, ready to head back to the yard.  Teardrop looked in shambles, penniless, and distraught.  I shared my food with him as we walked, finding a water spigot at a baseball field to refill our waters.  I used the public bathroom to take a Vegas shower, erasing a soft film of dirt from my neck, face, and hands while my hair drip-dried halfway down my back.  It felt invigorating and uplifting to feel clean. 

We reached the yard after a long hiatus of resting and I heard a few strings working.  The yard dog distributed small blocks among the tracks, but nothing prepared for departure. 

When work halted, we walked into the yard scanning trains for an empty boxcar to waste away in her corners, fleeing from the rain.  My feet dangled off the boxcar floor, swinging through the air, as I looked out at the ominous clouds rumbling above between the deep orange shattering light.  I crawled to her corner early that night, shutting my curtains just past dusk, drowning in my own despair.

We awoke early morning and moseyed back over to the scrap yard to explore, waiting on our train.  Teardrop ran around, while I lay inside a curved steel drainage culvert, fighting withdrawal symptoms. 

Nothing happened in the yard all day and my patience began to falter.  I waited and waited, sitting around, moping.  When Teardrop surfaced, we walked up and down the inactive yard and then life thrummed on the steel.  The yard dog worked heavily building two blocks of trains for departure.

Night flushed the sky in darkness with the only light gleaming from the yard office at the north end.  A brilliant idea popped into Teardrop's mind as we sat on a high wall grainer, waiting for air.

“I'm gonna get a coca cola before we catch our train...”

“Huh?  Whaddaya mean a coca cola? Where?”

“The yard office...”

“Hahaha...what?  Are you serious?”

I did not want to leave him on this erroneous journey so I stupidly joined him, leaving our gear behind.  We crept softly, reaching the north end of the yard, hiding in the dark shadows of freight cars.  Once I peeped out into the shining light, two beams flashed on a vehicle, and I ran.  I ran hard and fast between the two blocks of trains to our high-wall grainer.  Teardrop hobbled behind me.  I whispered loudly as I lost him in the ebony sky.

“Dude...where are you?  I’m over here...”  I heard nothing.  I jumped back off, jolting between the strings of cars, until I bumped into him.  “What the hell man?  You get lost...we're back here...come on...”

We scrambled back to our freight car, waiting for departure.  I lay there on the cool steel, feeling the faint rustling of empty cars resonating on our track.  An oncoming train crept past us on the mainline, slowing to a rolling stop.

“You wanna get on?”

“It's all oil tankers.  I’m not ridin’ crow’s nest into the night to end up in industry...”

She paused for clearance and rambled on, and in the distraction, we saw a flashlight checking the air hoses on the train next to us.  We both ducked waiting for the worker to pass by us.  Then the sound of air rang my ears, and we switched trains, hopping on another grainer.  The engineer blared the horn and she whistled along the steel at a steady pace, passing blocks of run-down industry.

She stopped briefly at a siding, just 10 miles away, and we switched freight cars to ride towards the end.  Teardrop complained as he slopped around trackside in deep muddy puddles, getting his feet soaked again, for not having boots.  I shook my head, tired of his constant whining, and continued onward.  She aired up, I hopped on, and he disappeared, turning around in frustration, stomping and cursing, acting child-like.

She crept for a few miles and I knew we lost our hand, riding a local 20 miles into Ferrona Yard.  I squished myself in the foxhole, waiting for an oncoming work truck to drive past, and then the daunting WHOOOSH of air sounded off like a 21 gun salute.  She cut power, dying in the yard, but this was east coast riding, so I held onto some hope.  Maybe she might pick up a block.  I waited for a moment and in stormed Teardrop.  He tried to explain train hopping 101 to me.

“It died...I watched the front engine disconnect when I ran up to the front of the train.”

“You don’t need to do that...the WHOOOSH was enough proof it cut power...we’re east coast though...sometimes they add blocks and reconnect...it’s gonna rain...so I don’t know where you’re in such a rush to go dude.”

“Well, I’m not stickin’ around...the train’s dead...I already told you that.”

“Dude...neither of us knows if this is goin’ anywhere...I don’t have a scanner, and neither do you.  Who knows in the next twenty minutes what will happen unless we stay around?”

“Well, I’m not stayin’.”

“Then go...I can manage my own way...do what ya gotta do.”

With that exchange of strong words, we parted ways through the darkness, clouds massing above in sinister clusters.  I neared her front and saw her front engine depart, heading back the way it came.  Not a single freight car held enough cover to shield me from rain so I turned around heading to the mouth of the yard to find shelter from the storm. 

I neared the roadway with a disheartening frown, walking among the lonely shadows.  Teardrop disappeared without a trace and I felt guilty for pushing him away.  I looked down both strips of road and walked further south following the tracks, but I never saw him after that. 

Doubling down on empties left me forty miles north of Conway, Pennsylvania, without a road dog and stumbling through the city at the beckoning of rainfall.


Back to my Lonesome

It drizzled softly as I tramped through the buzzing sounds of industry, looking for shelter, with nowhere to rest my head.  I wandered the empty streets while people slept in their homes dry from the bellows of the storm.  Around each corner, I searched, looking for a commercial building or public park, until I crept to the back porch of a lifeless school building.  I wandered up the steps to a dark corner, and the sky exploded its wrath. 

The sky poured for hours, pounding the earth in a drowning frenzy before pittering to a misty fog, a fog through which I wandered through the voids of night, trying to make it to the 18 to hitchhike.  The streets lay free of people, of cars, and noise, with only the soft runoff of rainwater occupying its roadways.  I embraced this solitudinal peace until reaching the Brewster’s where I curled up under a shelter in the back parking lot to rest for a few hours of sleep.

When I awoke mid-morning, the ominous shroud of darkness diminished from the sky and on came the sunlight.  With each exhausting step and whimper, I walked further down the road making my way towards Erie.  My eyelashes quivered as I barely kept my eyes open, bobbing down the road.  I staggered on the sidewalk with cardboard strapped to my pack and waited patiently for the little green man to flash on the pedestrian signal.  I stood there dancing back and forth trying to keep from falling asleep when an older man rolled down his window to his black, luxury, SUV.

“Hop in...I can take you to Meadville.  I have a meeting there.  That's as far as I'm going.”

“Alright...”

I sat in the front seat with my pack plopped and numbing my quadriceps as he drove down the road.

“Ya know I normally don't pick hitchhikers up, but you looked harmless.  What's in Erie?”

“Next big city close to Buffalo...near my work.  I am heading back to pack parachutes for the summer.  What do you do?”

“Well, aside from teaching at Thiel University in computer security, I work on a case-by-case basis with the courtroom, as a third-party analyst with crimes involving sensitive computer data.”

“Ok...”

“I use computer forensics to help determine if a client is guilty or innocent.”

“So, you deal with a lot of underage cases...I would presume?”

“Yes and no...recently I dealt with a case where a girl lied about her age and then said she was raped...the man was only twenty...but from the data we are trying to reduce his sentence since she used a fake ID to drink at the bar...but typically it can be all kinds of cases like fraud, identity theft, and so on...”

“Oh ok...sounds interesting.”

“It can be...but it's a lot of work.  I try my best to split my time with my family too.  This is Meadville though.  Where'd you wanna get dropped off?”

“Right here is fine...gonna walk down the 19 and try to get closer to Erie.  Thanks for the lift.”

“Not a problem.”

I stepped out of his vehicle, shaking feeling back into both of my legs as the sky fell to a mellow gray shade of disparity.  Highway 19 lay just around the bend of road and I wasted little time before trying for the next city, Erie.  I did not feel like sitting on the on-ramp with teary eyes, stinging and blinking a bloodshot red, looking exhausted with my thumb out, pronounced, trying to entice a driver to stop and pick me up. I looked miserable, and a certain amount of cheer and character go into that form of hitchhiking.  I just walked down the 19, sticking to the huge shoulder of highway as vehicles zipped by whipping through the wind. 

A half hour passed and a vehicle pulled up, another black SUV.  I trotted up to the passenger door and looked in at the same professor who just dropped me off.  His bald head glimmered from the inside light with a smile on his face.  He looked jacked for an older man in his late forties, ex-military, swimmer, and gym enthusiast.

“Wow...didn't expect to see you again.  Thanks for the lift again.”

“Well, they pushed my meeting back a few hours.  I remembered you said you were walking the 19 so I thought I'd take a quick peek to see if I'd run into you again to give you a lift.”

“Well thanks man...can't say this normally happens, but I really appreciate it.  So you were in the military?”

“Yes. I was in for quite a while...twenty years in the US Army as Special Operations.”

“Damn...Spec Ops...that's pretty intense.”

“Yes.  I did a few tours and was able to travel because of it.  But it involved a lot of tedious training, a lot of operations I cannot talk about, but I enjoyed it.  I too jumped out of quite a few airplanes myself while I toured.”

“Yep..good old static line...kicking you out at 800 feet...that musta been somethin’ else.”

“It was...I enjoyed it...the thrill to it, much like I'm sure you do.”

“Yep, but it's a lot of money so I try to limit myself from getting sucked in too much.”

“That it is...I was going to stop to grab food and treat you to lunch?  Do you have food?”

“Yeah I'm alright with food.  You don't have to buy me lunch.  I appreciate it though.”

“Well I'm stopping for lunch at the BK.  I'll grab you something.  It's not a big deal.”

“Alright, thanks.”

I ordered a whopper and fries and continued to talk to him as we sat on the high swivel stools in the Burger King.

“So...chomp...chomp...chomp...gulp...gulp...you said you have a few kids?”

“Yes, two daughters and a son with special needs.”

“Oh ok.  That must be tough.”

“It's nothing we can't handle.  He's a happy kid, just needs help with most things we take for granted, like getting dressed, eating, bathing.  It's made us stationary and not able to travel, but we do our best to provide for his needs.”

I felt terribly sorry for his son, a kid I never met, nor would meet, but it made me appreciate my life more in that instance and the kindness of the complete stranger sitting across from me.  I held back that lumpy feeling that felt like a lozenge stuck in my throat as I tried not to tear up with emotion.  I did not handle emotions well especially when I could not do anything to help the situation.

“Well...maybe one day the three of you can take a mini trip together somewhere and experience the outdoors not too far from home.”

I tried to shed optimism on his situation. 

“Thanks...maybe we will,” as he finished the last bite of his sandwich.

I strapped myself back into his vehicle and he drove me further into Erie towards Highway 5, hopping out at a traffic signal downtown.  Naturally, my curiosity took me to the train yard to watch the operations, checking to see if any trains headed northeast to Buffalo.

I tramped by the same condemned buildings as the previous year, following the tracks past the Logistics building, with a mural of ships sailing in the deep blue sea, a captain slung to the side hanging from a chain.  I remembered this same piece the year prior as I stomped along to the overpass next to a junk yard and a slew of dumpsters.

I poked my head out to the yard and saw nothing, not a single train, not even a block in the yard, only a front engine, sitting, dead, without activity.  Crossing the fleet of tracks, I scampered off to an adjacent field, napping in the tall grass.  Dirt bikes raced rampantly down the dirt access roads hitting last gear as their engines revved loudly.  I watched from the ground, until fading to sleep.  Shortly, upon awakening I shifted back into the woods, wasting away before the sunset, to catch up on zzz’s.

That morning nothing sat on the mainline and I did not feel like waiting for the possible siding or stoppage for clearance, so I walked.  I followed the 5 clear out of Erie, tramping, with my sign, distancing myself from the city with every little step and taking in the country.

The 5 followed the coast of Lake Erie for backcountry local traffic.  I trotted along the shoulder, walking, hitching short rides, and walking some more.  The highway provided scenic landscape of verdant green vineyards lined along the coast between the seldom houses through rolling plains and roadway.  When I looked out at the lake, it made me just stop and stare.  Time stopped.  The baby blue coalesced with the sky without a distinguishable point in between the horizon.  It all looked as one and blue beauty spread endlessly into Canada without a cloud in the sky.

I walked and hitched multiple short rides, 2 miles here, 4 miles there, 10 miles, and a mile until I reached the town of Ripley finding public beach access to the lake.  My curiosity made me wander down the dead-end road, fiddling through wet drainage ditches with loose slate crumbling beneath my feet upon each step.  I grabbed a slimy rope to a makeshift ladder, climbing down it to reach the beach.  Small waves crashed in gingerly touching the shoreline as I walked across the smallest seashells and smooth rounded gray pebbles.  It looked even more surreal as I peered out into the distance, mesmerized by the aura of baby blue beauty, radiating off the lake into the skyline.  The sound of water trickling off nearby slate cliff walls hummed in my ears.  Its clear water trickling down the grassy banks, meandering through the slate precipice, down and down, until cataracting onto the beach, covered in the tiniest slick pebbles.  I basked by the windy shore, soaking in a hemorrhage of sunshine, watching the pure blue lust of scenery from the Great Lake before me, for several hours.

The next few rides came quickly taking me all the way to Dunkirk, where the previous year I drank to inebriation with our pilots, falling asleep on Chris’ boat in the marina.  I remembered Dunkirk for its little town by the lake, with a strip of raging bars and the wine slushies...because I never drank one before until Chris’ fiancé treated me to one.  I remember that hangover latched to my brain for days after sloshing a few of them back feeling as if someone clocked me in the head with a hammer.

Without much effort, I walked maybe a mile before a young woman gave me a lift deeper into the reservation.  Then a few more steps and more wheels took me deeper into the outskirts of Buffalo.  From there, with my two feet and my backpack I walked clear into Lovejoy within forty-five minutes of work where my manager picked me up to begin another dreadful season of spotty work. 

I enjoyed the first few days of the work grind.  Frankly, after that, it became boring and monotonous like every job of my past.  I wanted to leave and catch the next train to nowhere, hoping to find something that brought me happiness, a place to settle down and still be free.


Two Train Kids and a Pooch

Gusting winds, dismal skies and sporadic rainfall cut my seasonal work short in Western New York and I quit my job at the end of July.  That itch of wanderlust boiled in my veins and I rambled on for unknown adventures along the steel. 

Pat, a fellow skydiver, dropped me off across from the CSX Frontier Yard early Monday morning.  Cirrus clouds covered the sky in an impenetrable gray ceiling as I tramped amongst the clanging of steel freight cars.  Horns sounded off at clearance signals from the east and west end of the yard.  For the first time since my wife left New York, I felt that quirky swagger resurface in my step and I smiled, strolling to an underpass across the tracks to meet up with Rooster.

A black lab rushed towards me, prancing, hopping and thrashing her legs in a playful manner before showering me with a mass of slobbery kisses.  I chuckled and laughed as she chased the other two, smaller, mixed-breed mutts.  Rooster sat up, his tan forearms speckled with freckles of dirt, and train grease from the road.

Two Dirty Kids lay sprawled out next to him on a tarp, with their legs wrapped in sleeping bags.  The one young, clean-shaven man, Flow, looked like Tarzan with blondish-brown dreads dipping below his shoulders and train tracks tattooed on the sides of his nose.  His woman, a light-skinned black girl, wore a furry foxtail, clipped onto her butt.  Her braided black hair flowed freely past her shoulders, slightly covering her breasts.  She lifted her arms adjusting the knot to her DIY bikini, exposing her pits, which tendered thick, dark, bushy tendrils of hair puffing out like a Chia pet.  Both kids wore Carhartt vests with patches, pins and studs, tight fitting pants and tactical boots.  They spent the last four days beneath the bridge waiting to catch out eastbound on a stopped train. 

I did not talk to them much, but they seemed nice enough, offering me tea, and smokes, which I kindly declined.  Rooster stretched and yawned, finally freeing his ass from the dirt as he stood up.  A goofy smile cracked out across his face between his haggard black beard, exposing his pearly white teeth, which he achieved from routinely swishing his mouth with peroxide.

“Damn dude...haven't seen ya this clean in a while...fuck yer clean...nice ta see ya again,” boasted Rooster.

“No shit man...I had a shower at work ima use it...ya know me...I’ll take Vegas showers in Burger King bathrooms on the road...there’s no shame in stayin’ clean...unlike yer stinky ass...hahaha,” I chuckled.

“Ya know I don't give a fuck...”

“Yeah haha...nice ta see ya...so ya got a dog...which ones yers?”

“Black lab and hound mix...name’s Nakita...the big one who tackled ya with kisses.”

“Shit dude...she's big as fuck...must be like a sixty-pound pup.”

“Yep...”

We hugged briefly and tramped to the Burger King to grab a few whoppers before heading back to the yard.  Flow and his girl straggled behind us heading in the same direction.  Rooster flipped him off inside the building, laughing obnoxiously with a nasally grunt.  But Flow fired back at him with googly eyes and licked the window, smearing it with bubbly saliva.  Him, his girl, and their two dogs continued onward to the corner, where they took turns flying a piece of cardboard for money.

Horns blasted, wheels hummed and thumped against the steel, cars clanked and off howled their 12 o’clock eastbound, a string of autoracks.  We never saw them again after that, but I am certain they did not ride an empty and spent more time playing the waiting game for the right train.  We quickly crossed the tracks by the east end of the yard and I led the way down the sidewalk towards the clearance signal.  Nakita pranced around, zigzagging between us; her wet snout brushed my leg, making me pause.

“STOP gettin’ in his way Nakita...walk straight...for he steps on ya...stupid dog,” cried Rooster.

She panted and slobbered tilting her head side-to-side excited to walk as her curious sniffer guided her on a zigzagging path.  She was a young pup and that was what pups do. Her charisma emphatically led us to the nearest shady patch of verdant grass, where we all plopped our sweaty asses on the lawn of an industrial business, resting beneath a small tree, smelling it’s freshly cut aroma leak into our nostrils. 

We missed the intermodal stopped by the signal, waiting for clearance.  Her wheels tiptoed slowly along the inkling of steel, making us falter in our tracks because of the new member in the crew, Nakita, his doggy.  I plopped down to relax and moments later sprung to the jolting sound of another horn, her wheels jostling along the steel to a crying halt.

“Well...let's go dude...here's our chance...I'll hoist Nakita up ta ya...looks like 10 cars back there's a few wells ta ride,” chanted Rooster.

“So we’re crossin’ the street in broad daylight...hoppin' on in all this traffic on the front of the train?” I chuckled.

“Ya got a better idea Cray?  Make it quick and lay low...she'll be leavin’ in no time so fo-get-abou-dit,” he smirked.

After the next line of cars drove past us, we bolted across the street, dancing up the slope of ballast along a string of orange Schneider freight cars.  The dog fumbled about, confused, trembling and losing her footing.  Rooster wrapped the leash around his hand pulling her away from her mammoth wheels.

“What the fuck was I doin’ again?”

I clenched the ladder and shimmied up onto the porch, quickly unbuckling and dropping my pack.  Almost fluidly, I turned around and yanked her up by her tummy.  She shook in my arms, panting loudly, as Rooster tried calming her nerves.  I switched to the other freight car, slipping down into the well.  Sounds of panting surfaced between the idling of the front engine, all of us breathing heavily, waiting for the sound of air to hiss like a snake, signaling our soon departure.  I lay there with anticipatory thoughts all haywire through my brain.

“Someone had to have seen us...they called us in... shoulda rode solo...fuck,” I thought.

And moments later that golden noise shifted my thoughts to a Panglossian place and as her hoses filled with air, her wheels riffled delicately over the steel.  I looked at Rooster and he stared back at me through the small gap beneath the grate, sharing the same shit-eating grin.

Shredding along the steel we plowed through the industrial sprawl of Buffalo.  Abandoned factories reclaimed by nature crumbled away.  Plumes of thick smoke belched from refinery smokestacks blackening the empty space between the clouds.  The air tasted thick and moist amidst the poignant smell of diesel fumes.

Shortly her tracks turned south, parallel to Route 5, into Erie trotting along the coast of the luminous baby blue lake and endless horizon, home to the most shipwrecks in the world, Lake Erie. 

Two months prior I tramped along highway 5, hitching multiple short rides to make it back to work, but now I rode the iron snake westbound gaining a completely new perspective.  That is what I love about travel the art of wandering always produces timeless results, never quite the same as the last.

Surging between the groves of woodland, she soared smoothly along the tracks.  As the sky finally whimpered, sprinkles of raindrops caressed my skin, quickly drying from the rushing wind.  My tears froze among the trails of rain bursting across my cheeks while the wind blew my hair all haywire.  I wrapped myself in my tarp like a burrito, preparing for the worst, but then blue eyes opened above scattered between the gray and the rain ceased.

I sat up, snug in my blue cocoon, enjoying the lush verdant fields of the countryside fly by me, fast yet serene.  I wondered what blooming grapes smelled like as vineyards decorated the landscape, this ephemeral period long past with the end of spring.

I loved the freedom of the road and the beauty it brought.  If not the views, the interesting people.  The kids at the hop out, the bums, the junkies, the random rides, and much like Kerouac, I wanted to know what everyone was doing.  Trains alleviated my sorrows, as I ran away from them, always yearning for another place.

With those thoughts running rampant through my brain, I pondered if I would find work out west, if I would ever skydive again and if I would ever get out of this transience.

As clusters of industry came into view, I hid below the grate, peeking through the tiny gaps of the well, at old, dilapidated, brick buildings.  I remembered Erie all too well, the non-existent train yard, the street art sprucing up run-down buildings giving it that hipster artsy feeling, that tatted out, impulsive, Luciferian at the Greyhound station, and the lake frontage with Presque Isle State Park.  I remembered smelling rotten eggs as bubbly waves crashed along the seawalls of algae.  The baby bluish water from the countryside now looked like brackish, contaminated seawater.

Shortly after those thoughts, we entered Ohio hoping to bypass the state riding freight all the way to Chicago, but we did not.  Instead, we stopped at the south end of the yard in Cleveland by the fueling pads.  With all my riding over the year, this was a new sight for me on the rails, but we did not fuel either.  Our intermodal pulled into the yard and “WHOOOSH” we cut power. 

Now we scrambled, grabbing our gear and guiding the pooch down off the well car.  The sorting machine beeped monotonously a track in front of us, picking up containers with its crane-like arms and moving them to the intermodal facility for containerization.  That peculiar feeling of uncertainty passed as I tiptoed on the ballast, walking past the abandoned yard tower.  I was back on the road again, just two train kids and a pooch, wandering aimlessly, headed for Oregon.



Come on Down to Cleveland Town

Because of Rooster’s outstanding warrant in Ohio he pleaded with me to stay low-key while we wandered Cleveland.  Yet, somehow or another we ended up lying on a sidewalk between big orange traffic drums, under an overpass.  I yawned; too tired to argue with his tomfoolery, as low-key meant HIDDEN to me.  As such, I dozed off to the droning echoes thudding above.  Somewhere down the road, I had adapted to this amplified noise of tires thumping, and engines buzzing, in their dissonance. 

Rooster always took forever in the morning, but that morning in particular he did not budge.  No matter how much he snoozed it felt like that itch he could not quite scratch, fluttering his eyes in a groggy fashion, yawning, whimpering, and dozing off for just a few more minutes while he cuddled his dog.


As for me, once the sun tapped my face, I awoke miserably, craving another dream, but falling short.  Instead, I watched him lay there with drool pooling at the corners of his fuzzy beard while I packed my bedding.  It agitated me, our differing routines, but I felt safer on the road than traveling on my lonesome.  So I adjusted to it and our different personalities.

An hour passed, and he still struggled to open his eyes, lying sprawled out on the sidewalk with his dog curled next to him.  My mind drifted to anger, waiting, and anxious to leave at each wasted minute.  My ears wrestled rumbling traffic and its hounding echo heightened my frustrations.  I stood up with a scowl.

“ROOSTER...I'm hittin’ the gas station for food.  Then I'm headin’ to the yard dude...tired of sittin’ here listenin’ to this shit.”

He moaned, yawned, and grumbled with a pouty face, “aiiiight,” letting out a huge sigh.  “Guess I'll meet ya ova there in a bit...”

The clerk stalked my every move with distastefulness as I perused the aisles.  So I chose quickly, placing a bowl of Ramen on the counter.  He stood there with his bulging muscles, Guido haircut, and V-neck shirt clinging to his chest while his eyes attacked me in deep stare.

I stormed out of there, siting between the entrance and an icebox, while I ate and charged my phone.  The Ramen warmed up my chest as I gulped down the hot broth, elating my mood.  I bummed it until Rooster stumbled over.  He walked in slow motion with his lazy pup dragging behind on her leash.  They both looked pathetically tired waddling across the street towards me.

“Hey man...ya mind watchin’ Nakita while I grab some grub?”

“Nah dude, but I'm headin’ to the yard soon...wanna find cover before the weather shits on us,” I muttered.

He swung open the door on a mission to find Ramen.  I looked a bit dirty, but his level of filth trumped mine by about fifty shades of train grease.  The clerk eyed him up and down raising his brow in suspicion.  After he paid with food stamps, the Arabian body builder shortly followed behind through the swinging doors, folding his arms together with dissatisfaction.

“Excuse me, you cannot be out here begging the customers, please leave or I will have to call the police,” he bellowed in his thunderous Spartan voice of gold.

“Umm...we're not beggin’...just sittin’ and eatin’ the soup we bought,” mimicked Rooster in a raspy voice.

“Well, you're loitering, using the outlets to charge your phone, and store policy says I must call police.”

“Alright...alright...we’ll leave...just lemme put away my stuff and we'll be gone in a few minutes,” cried Rooster.

He shuffled back inside with his skinny legs and disproportionate torso, and as the door closed behind him, Rooster mocked him in a disgruntled voice, “Fuckin’ dick...”

“Whatever dude...I'm tryin’ to leave anyway to get the fuck outta here...sooner I get to Oregon, sooner I find work,” I told him.

“Yeah...yeah...I know...he's just a dick...”

We tramped along the sidewalk steadily making our way up the inclined overpass stretching over the yard.  A locomotive with a consist of oil tankers slowly rolled along the mainline below, squealing along the steel until she came to a halt at the signal.  I looked around and at first glance it felt like Memphis all over again. We trudged along with the wrong color skin, in the wrong neighborhood, but instead of inflammatory bickering, people welcomed us here.

We sat at the gas station, bippin’ it, while Rooster flew a sign to score some cash before we caught the next westbound train to Chicago.  Panhandling made me uncomfortable.  I would eat out of the trash before ever stooping low enough to beg, but I had done it a few times before.  Nothing drained more of my soul and made me feel helpless than begging.  I would rather work.  Any money people handed me I gave to Rooster, who traveled broke.  People of all color, ages, gender and size walked past us without flinching, judging us, or wincing in disgust.  Instead, they greeted us with cheering welcomes, snacks and money.

Wispy torrents canvassed the sky, in gray cream, spread thin like butter.  The moist air touched my lips and I tasted the presence of rain.  It gloomed over us.  So we started our trek, walking parallel to the tracks, looking to catch out. 

Old ramshackle homes with shoebox yards and junk cars flowered near the railroad just like any city until reaching industrial buildings.  At first, backyards kept us from encroaching on railroad property, but it shortly switched to barbed wire fencing making our efforts more tedious with the dog.  This chain-linked fencing lacked entry, glimmering brightly with new shine, even through the grumpy sky.  We tramped along scanning the fence without much luck meandering onto the next parallel road.

A stray dog wandered the streets, rushing up to Nakita, greeting her with a few solid sniffs to her rump before locking his eyes onto her face.  His short brown fur, stout muscular frame, and round head depicted a mix of Pitbull.  He followed us for a few hundred feet while Rooster coaxed me into keeping him as a pet.

“Dude there's yer dog, Scooter...we'll call em Scooter.  He likes you bro...and he likes Nakita...it's perfect,” he yelled excitedly.

“Nah man. No fuckin’ way. Stop callin’ him over here...I don't want anything to do with a dog.  Hitchin’ with a dog is one thing...ridin’ trains...you already know my opinion.  You can't catch on the fly, and if dogs were meant to ride trains they'd have thumbs,” I grunted.

“Chill out dude...I'm kiddin’...I know ya don't wanna ride with a dog...sheesh...lighten up,” he chuckled.

“I know...I know...I just don't like stray dogs man...let's go...there's gotta be a way in further down...”

After a few miles, a junkyard of vehicles filled the lot to our left.  Dingy old cars with smashed in windows, flat tires, and rusted frames squished together filling every empty space in the industrial wasteland.  Beyond the junkers and brush came a clear view of the yard, but this was not the hop out. 

Just a step further, my eyes captured a barren field with the shell of an oxidized industrial building.  Columns of I-beam’s towered to the sky with flimsy aluminum siding and a flat roof.  We stood on the sidewalk separated by only chain-linked fencing.  I looked down at a small piece of wire holding a gaping hole together for entry.  I jiggled it slightly and the fence curled open. 

Rooster unbuckled his strap throwing his pack on the ground.  He shimmied through it first while I held Nakita back with her leash wrapped around my wrist.  She tried dragging me forward in excitement, wagging her tail, and panting heavily, but I braced myself, yanking her with abrupt tugs, afraid she might cut herself on the open fence.  Her anxiety subsided shortly after and then I let her dash through towards her daddy.  She pounced up on her hind legs and showered him with wet, luscious licks, pawing at his chest. 

My pack plopped on the ground like a case of heavy textbooks and I pried open the fence even more while Rooster pulled it through.  I crawled on my hands and knees sliding through to the other side while Nakita jumped with joy and cradled me with loving kisses.  I laughed at her separation anxiety as we roamed deeper.  The aroma of freshly cut grass tickled my nostrils as I walked closer to the shell watching siding flounder and thump with each burst of wind.  It pinged and panged flopping freely.

The dog dashed around, playing, while we read the train tags scribbled across the beams and walls.  Some riders left their tags with wax pens, some with permanent markers and some with spray paint.  A few tags stuck out, “Nash,” “Creak,” and “Faggots Ride Freight,” all of them dated within the last few years.  This was the hop out.  So now, we waited, watching eastbound intermodals creak by and blaze past, the ballast rumbling, and steel shrieking.  In those next hours, I thought about Chicago and seeing my friend, Noodle.  Last I saw him we bummed it in Hawaii for a few days while I showed him Oahu.  I would see him soon enough.

Rooster and I plopped between the cool slabs of concrete and the tall grass, roaming back-and-forth to the building, to watch the yard.  We lay around like bums, sleeping, eating, and saving our energy, ready to hop the next train to Chicago, junk or intermodal, we did not care.  I just wanted to move and I knew Rooster shared my sentiment, at least in this moment he did, since his hands were not gripping a bottle of whiskey.

Late afternoon rolled around sooner than I imagined and freight sat on the third track with an empty boxcar directly in front of us.  Rooster held onto his dog while I crossed the tracks and looked for a seal.  I cranked the handle, jumping and pulling it, using my whole body to pry open the door.  Then with Rooster’s help, we both pushed the door open in one fluid motion, cringing and struggling to make her budge.  He pulled the crank in the opposite direction to lock the door and we moved back to the weeds, waiting trackside.

Sitting there bored, with little ambition to write and no books to read, I daydreamed.  I pondered my life, and my choices, stuck in deep meaning and restless thought.  I snapped myself out of it as I heard the sibilant sound of air passing through her hoses.  I shot up!

“Dude...she’s airin’ up...let’s get the dog in first and throw our packs up, before we hop in...you ready?”

He nodded, grabbing Nakita under her belly and heaved her up, her front legs scratching against the steel floor of the boxcar.  I reached over and helped him hoist up her hind legs.  She was a load for a pup, a strong, and lean, sixty-pound black lab mix. 

We hastily unbuckled our packs and shucked both of them up inside the boxcar.  I grabbed onto the door handle, and flung myself up.  Then I gave Rooster my hand, pulling him up inside the bed.  Shortly after, she started rolling forward then stopped; the chain reaction of freight cars smashing together ensued, with a sudden jolt of slack action.  We continued to creep forward, leaving the yard, picking up speed and then all of a sudden, we stopped again.  Instead of airing up and moving forward, our train moved off the mainline and flew backwards, hustling with a steel-wrenching cry as she switched tracks going back into the yard.

“Fuck she’s breakin’ up in the yard...shoulda checked for a FREDDIE first...we’re gonna have to walk around again...let’s grab an IM at night...”

“Yeah...yeah...gotta wait til she stops though cuz of the dog...”

“I know...I know...”

The train stopped and the thought she might pick up a string and pull out of the yard, continuing onto Chicago, crossed our minds.  We waited diligently in the corner of the empty box, but moments later, the loud familiar WHOOOOOSH cascaded under the train and she cut power, terming in the yard.

“Dude there’s a front engine like 10 cars away from us, right on the next track...I dunno if it’s an EMPTY yard dog...or what, but you wanna just go for it?”

“Fuck it...they don’t care here, and we gotta head the same way as yesterday...we got the dog...not takin’ her through multiple strings.”

We walked through the yard again, trotting proudly, down the same path to the hop out two miles away.  It felt redundant, but walking long mileage, and going nowhere, was apart of riding freight.  It was for the bums, tramps, and hoboes, the gutterpunks, weekend warriors, hipsters and thrill-seekers.  I fell somewhere between, not quite sure where I fit in, and it bothered me.

An hour later, we lay there adamantly in the weeds, watching darkness flower the sky behind pregnant clouds, anticipating rain, and the imminent arrival of our chariot.  Crickets, Cicadas and bugs of all kinds joined in on the lazy parade as we loafed around, lying on our packs, the dog snoring, until a beam of light pierced through the night. She rambled forward, slicing through the silence of nature, her wheels hollering, chugging slowly past us for about twenty car lengths before freezing to a halt.

We saw a piggyback in plain view, and without hesitating, we scrambled towards it, throwing the dog on first, and then our gear, before hopping on the spine.  We had a rhythm in place after riding a few trains with Nakita, and as much as I hated it, I slowly adapted to it. 

We broke out our bedrolls once she pulled out of the yard.  Her stampede of steel shattered the silence of night as I drifted to sleep on a hotshot to Dolton, right outside Chicago.


DTing Justin and Millennium Park

Chicago sucked. I hated it with a fiery passion, the big city lights, and tall corporate prisons, violent and rude home bums flooding every corner and panhandling every birth of life, the tourists, and the junkies.  But aside from that, I also loathed the constant smell sewage ruminating throughout the city. Despite the biggest hub for freight all over the country, I was still too green to finagle my way in the right direction towards Oregon.  Trains departing geographic eastbound could go north, south, west or east, and vice versa.  Flip a coin, point on a map, without a scanner it was a crapshoot for picking the right train.  Hitchhiking also sucked because we never quite got out of the city no matter how far we walked, it felt endless and suffocating.

Instead, we walked three miles.  Rooster lied about his service dog credentials and we managed to take a cheap Metra all the way to Millennium Park.  He managed to make a few bucks on the corner flyin’ his infamous sign, “Travelin’ Broke & Hungry...Anything Helps.”  We scored Cheetos, chicken, half a sandwich, cookies and a soda, but he did not get much money to support his addiction, just enough for a few Steelies. 

We shared different sentiment towards panhandling.  I held the contention that everyone deserved food and sustenance, but if he wanted booze and drugs, he should work for them.  He only ever flew a sign for a night’s worth of beer or food, so while he panhandled, I read a book, waiting to hear back from my friend, Noodle, who lived in Chicago and worked until 5 PM, whom I met up with briefly in Oahu just last year.

After a few hours, I shifted from the sidewalk of constant foot traffic and sprawled out on the grass at Millennium Park, blitzed from walking, the sun, and the open road, but content with just existing for that moment in the shade.  Rooster followed behind me with his dog.  Tourists flocked to the amphitheater, to the bean, and to the fountain, snapping pictures, disgusted by us loitering, doing absolutely nothing, but such was backpacking in America.

“Hey...hey man...you wanna throw down on booze dude...I kinda wanna drink tonight.”

I thought about it and stuttered, “Yeeee...yeah why not...just wait til after Noodle stops by...he's stoppin’ by to say hi and then he's got girlfriend responsibilities.”

“Aiight...gotcha...”

5 PM rolled around quickly and I saw Noodle squinting from afar looking for me (my Dominican brother from college whom I taught mathematics to in the common room dormitory).  He looked European with his tight pants and freaky, frizzy, Brillo pad hair, always completely different from our last encounter.  Eventually, he picked me out from the masses, the only two Dirty Kids, lying on the ground with a pooch.

We chatted, reminisced on past adventures, our road trip to Florida in college, hiking in Scranton, rooming together in Delaware, working and hitchhiking in Colorado, skydiving, urban exploring and riding freight in New York, working and rooming together in the Grand Canyon, hitchhiking on Oahu and now another meetup in Chicago.  It almost felt like a dream, all those places in less than 10 years.  We met up all over the place.

We smiled, laughed, cracked jokes and exchanged stories over the next hour, but his girl waited on him for dinner.  Rooster and I, well beer called our names from the store across the street, but then, in pranced Justin.  Rooster had a flashback to earlier in the year where he first met this cat, in Richmond.

“Whoa...no way dude...aren't you Justin...Justin from Oregon...met you hitchhiking through Richmond...you were fucked off on too many Lokos that night.”

“Yeah buddy...that was me...still fiending for some alky...luckily made a few bucks buskin’ earlier today...but I need to find the music district to make bank...I got enough for beer tonight, but that's it.  You guys wanna pitch for a 12-pack of Pibbers...I'll give you some cash...I don't got ID though...I'm already shakin’ from withdrawal.”

“Yeah sure,” said Rooster, grabbing cash from him and me, dashing off across the street.

Justin looked like a stoned surfer, a spitting image of Spicoli from Fast Times at Ridgemont High.  With long wavy blonde hair, and a tall lanky stature, he looked in his late twenties.  His pronounced jawline and smile fit well with his charm as a musician despite his beat-up guitar.  He held a huge external frame backpack covered in dirt and dental floss.   He looked like a west coast kid at heart.  I saw Oregon when I first glanced over at him.

“How long you been hitchin’,” I said.

“Three years pretty much...I like the scenic back roads...ya know.”

“Same...same...I prefer trains...I'm not an expert or anything...just like the serenity of the steel and its solitude.”

“Yeah I have seven trains...not really my style though...”

He jammed out on his guitar playing some folk punk without a care in the world, but his next beer. 

Rooster scrambled back in a jiffy, throwing each of us a beer, and we started drinking right there in the park.

“You think we're allowed to drink here...it's Chicago...don't think it matters...right?” asked Justin.

“Doubtful...probably an ordinance for open containers...we'll find out soon...trust me,” I said.

Not long after, a security guard rolled up to the three of us on a Segway.

“You guys can’t drink here, but if you go right up to the concert in the amphitheater...you can drink in there.”

“Is it free?” we asked.

“Yeah...you just can't bring any open containers out once you enter.”

“Ohhhh...that won't be a problem for us...thanks dude,” said Justin with a wide smile on his bony face.

I grabbed the case of beer.  Rooster grabbed his dog.  Justin grabbed the hot Cheetos, his guitar and monstrous pack and we set off for drunken shenanigans.

We downed beer after beer, laughing, feeling tipsy, and listening to Justin kick out the jams on his guitar, three Dirty Kids and a pooch in downtown Chicago.  The group of uppity kids next to us shared their booze, gifting us a few shots of bourbon and vodka in exchange for two beers.  We each took a shot, but I cut myself off after that.  Justin and Rooster, they battled for the, “swilliest of the group award” and they both tied in first for drunkenness.

We rambled on in drunken conversation exchanging hitchhiking and freight train stories, none of which I even vaguely remember.  I remember Justin standing up and walking around to each group of people asking for leftovers, coming back with a sub we all munched on and Rooster chimed in as well, scoring us each a slice of supreme pizza, giving me some sustenance to absorb all the booze.

Justin hit complete inebriation as the concert ended, babbling his heart out as he sang and strummed his guitar.  He blacked out.  I never saw him again as we drunkenly stumbled out of the amphitheater, headed to Rooster’s sleep spot.  Somehow, even in my complete drunken state of mind, I knew I would need to find another spot to sleep.  He did not care, always sleeping out in the open, on sidewalks, under well-trafficked overpasses, where the echo amplified with each passing vehicle.  He would sleep through nuclear war if it did not kill him first.

We walked down steps following the corridors of roadways under the city of Chicago.  It smelled of raw sewage, trash and filth.  When I looked ahead of me, I saw Rooster drop his pack behind a wall in a business parking lot. 

“What the fuck,” I thought...this is his spot?

He sprawled out on the greasy ground, pulling out his tarp, and his sleeping bag, but first he gave Nakita the biggest bowl of food, bigger than anything we both ate the whole day.  Before I even said goodnight he passed out into a loud snore.  Between his snoring and the loud echoes of engines zooming by, I threw my hands up in the air and walked back the way we came initially.  I remembered a small street with little traffic and a line of bushes near a walk-in park.  When the sidewalk cleared of traffic, people and maintenance crews, I jimmied myself over the wall and fell straight into the bushes, covered in shards of mulch.  That night I slept on my backpack and only my backpack, through a small drizzle of rainfall, waking up once, only to quench my thirst from all my alcohol consumption.


Dirty Tits and Rules of Spange Club

5AM rolled around and I hopped back over the wall, hungover, trying to remember my way back to Rooster.  After a few wrong turns, slight confusion, and more walking, I stumbled upon the curved-wall where he slept.  Jumbled wet pants, smelling strong of ammonia, lie on the ground beside him.  I lay back down on the ground in the filth, too lazy to pull out my bedroll, but too lazy to sit up. 

Two...three...four hours passed and he looked dead still, lying there with his milky white face, completely inebriated.  An employee came out and said, “thirty minutes guys then you gotta leave...”

Rooster awoke grumbling incoherent jargon “Huh...I pisssed myself last night...I can't leave yet...I got no pants.”

I looked at his sopping wet jeans just inches from me.  “Shit man...you couldn't a put them somewhere else further away?”

“It's sterile,” he blinked with bloodshot eyes.

“I got you some pants man...I got an extra pair from winter ridin’...keep em tho...I don't want em back once I give em to yer stinky ass.”  The words flew over his head.  I felt like I spoke to Big Country who had the comprehension level of a third grader.  Rooster struggled getting his life together that morning, nearly tripping and falling flat on his skull as he shimmied each leg into the pants I gifted him.  “Dude I know yer still fucked up this mornin’ but we gotta leave or this guys gonna call the cops...yer takin’ fuckin’ forever.”

“I know...I know...I'm sorry...lemme just grab my pants...maybe I can salvage em...wash em somewhere.”

As soon as we walked up the stairs through the city of Chicago, Rooster mustered up the energy to share his opinion with the world.  I just wanted to teleport to somewhere else as he stirred trouble on the streets. 

“Oh hell no...HELL NO...ima give her a piece of my mind.”

“Huh...what're you talkin’ about?”

“That black chick spangin’ with her baby...you don't see it...”

“Dude you spange every day to live...and yer gonna open yer mouth fer what...leave her to go about her business...fer her man gets up in yers and beats yer ass.”  Of course, he did not listen...he never listened. 

In his drunken stupor he mumbled, “Get a job...”  I thought nothing of it at first as we walked a few blocks reaching a pedestrian signal. 

Then, out of nowhere I hear from behind us, “HEYO...yeah...you...did you tell mah girl to get a job...you told her to get a job...why cuz we’s got a baby we’s tryin’ to support...I don't tell you to get no job to support yer dog...we got a problem dawg.”

Not only was a fight not worth it, I told him to shut his goddamn mouth because now he involved me also.  He did not know their situation.  He stuttered, apologetically backing down. 

The man walked away, his lips covering his jacked teeth.  I felt bad knowing they looked addicted to crack and their baby probably was too, but how do you fix that?

“You were right,” mumbled Rooster.

“It's not about bein’ right dude...we’re in fuckin’ Shitcago...I don't wanna have to fight someone because your spangin’ morals have been stepped on...keep it to yerself.”

We moseyed onward trying to locate the Metra through the mountaintops of skyscrapers, their spires poking through to the clouds.  Shiny colorful windowpanes towered above as citadels of corporate industry, shimmering beams of light from refracted sun.  We wandered the grid interspersed with buildings, blacktop and sidewalk among the executives, tourists and homeless.  Horns honked in the streets thrumming my eardrums as we waited at each pedestrian crossing, blinded by the sun, and squished shoulder-to-shoulder from the melting pot of culture.

Rooster stopped to feed the dog.  We all sat on the stoop of a corporate building, lying in front of endless tinted panels stretching to sky, eager to move on to the next city.  Why?  I did not know, but I yearned for the subtle random encounters and scenery between it all.

A fat chick in spandex with a tight purple shirt, stretched out from her big tits, approached us.  She looked clean, with a camouflage backpack strapped to her back.  Her frizzy blonde hair poofed out under a hair tie and the rest of her bulged, hiding rolls of fat beneath her stretchy clothing.

“Hey...you guys riders...I can spot them out when I see one...they call me Dirty Tits,” she rambled.

I stood there talking on the phone; Rooster sat there toying on his phone to find the Metra.  We both ignored her, but she kept going on and on with her nonsense.

“I'm from Minnie...just got outta the hospital...they gave me these clothes...you guys tryin’ to ride outta here...you wanna pitch?  I'm fiending for booze...down to my last smoke...had to get on my knees for this pack.”

I hung up my phone finally and apologized for my impoliteness concealing my aggravation.

“Sorry...yeah we're riders, but we're gonna take the Metra to Kenosha to get out of Shitcago...”

“So you got some money...You wanna pitch?”

“Pitch for what,” I said?

“How long you been on the road kid...three months?”

“On and off for five years, but trains for a solid year now.  I travel alone mostly.”

“Pitch means money for booze,” said Rooster.

“Nah man...I'm tryin’ to get outta here...we got drunk last night.”

She babbled on about stealing handles, putting them down her shirt, suckin’ dick for cigarettes and then divulged the spange spots after Rooster finished complaining.

“What the fuck is up with Chicago...I came through last year and made bank with my sign...bank...been pennies for days now?”

“It's Chicago honey...everyone panhandlin’...every corner...every street...some been in the same spot for years.  You’d make bank at Boys Town...where all the gaybirds are...they'd think y'all were cuties...But if yer headin’ to Minnie check out Dinky Town.  Can I borrow your phone...gonna see if my mom can wire me money over Western Union...I'm flat broke.”

Rooster handed her his phone.  She blabbed on the line for a minute before rudely hanging up.  Her mother did not give her a cent.  We both felt bad and gave her a few bucks before parting ways.  I knew every cent went straight to booze, but sometimes the greatest poison is your mind.  You numb it any way you can.  Some people run away.  Some drink.  Some smoke.  I did not judge.

My feet scuffed along the filthy streets of Chicago plagued with hustlers on every corner, jingling cups for change, or holding cardboard signs to support their dope habits, or merely survive, as we approached the Metra.  But first, Rooster washed his piss-soaked pants in a fountain spouting chlorinated water and I tried not to laugh.


Wizzz-Cansin

The same Metra that took us to downtown Chicago by Millennium Park, also ran to Kenosha, Wizzz-Cansin for just nine dollars. We abandoned freight trains and hitchhiking and took the cheater train into a new state.  I hated public transit and used it in emergencies, if I needed to meet a deadline for a job.  Walking and Rooster did not bode well though; he wanted the Metra. I gave him the Metra. He paid me back later. 

We sat in the terminal until 4 PM waiting for our train.  Rooster fooled around on his phone while I tried to dive into, “On the Road” for the second time without much interest.  Many characters roamed the terminal, mostly homeless, stealing free Wi-Fi, bullshitting with their homies, and several ordinary passengers waited as well.  I felt like less of an eye sore as we waited for three hours.

When our train arrived, we put our stub in the clip, on top of the seat in front of us, and I glared out the window, ready for a new state.  Somehow, Rooster snuck Nakita on the Metra again without the conductor noticing.  She was not a service dog nor did he have any papers for her.  He did not care.

Kenosha felt homey and friendly with a small-town vibe as we stepped off the Metra.  We rambled on down the road towards Lake Michigan so I could dip my fingers into the lake, a tradition my wife and I stood by, hoping one day to visit all of them, Huron, Ontario, Erie, Superior and Michigan.  So far, I crossed three off my personal list.

We walked down the road past a country music festival in the nearby park.  People drank out of red solo cups lying on picnic blankets, eating hamburgers, hot dogs and chicken sandwiches while charcoal sizzled from their Weber grills.  Every song sounded the same to me, with the same themes, losing a wife, a dog, going fishing, or drinking beer “cuz they’re a redneck country folk.”

I strolled onward along the sidewalk drifting closer towards Lake Michigan while the dog drug Rooster in the direction of her snout, sniffing on an olfactory driven mission of new smells.  Wind struck the air in blustery gusts reminding me of Chicago as I braced myself with each step.  The water thrashed by the sea walls, splashing and sloshing about, spraying us both with a cool misty freshness from each crashing wave.  The murky cerulean ripples glinted through the effervescent suds hugging the sea wall with a glow of pollution. 

And after a few moments, we turned around walking back the way we came.  My eyes met with a transvestite, sitting on a grassy hill on a picnic blanket, with a sitar on his lap, wearing flamboyant women's clothing and too many shades of makeup.  “We’re all just misfits trying to find our identities,” I thought as we wandered towards Highway 32.  We tramped along slowly making our way to Milwaukee.  A young lesbian woman named Artemis with short brown hair, a flat chest and the palest of skin walked over to us while we sat on the sidewalk resting.

“Do you need a ride...I saw you walking with packs and you made me think of a friend who works the migrant jobs...picking berries and what not...I'm not heading far or anything, but a few miles down the road.”

Rooster blabbed on the phone to Jake who was supposed to hook us up with work on a blueberry farm in Oregon, but that fell through so I walked closer towards her to hear myself think, trying to escape his vehement tongue.  I never heard him yell before because he was always yelling.

“Sorry...my friend's loud...but yeah we'll take anything even if it's a few miles...we're just tryin’ to get closer to Milwaukee.”

“Well...I'll tell you what...there's a Walmart in Racine like five miles out...I can take ya there if ya want...people don't usually go on the 32 to Milwaukee.”

“Ahhh...gotcha...yeah lemme get my road dog off the phone and we'll get on in...thanks.”

“Rooster...yo...dude...get off the phone dude...we got a ride to Walmart.  Come on...you can talk to your boyfriend later.”

He snickered and gave me the finger as he hung up the phone. 

“Word...cool man...now I can fly for some beers and dog food.”

I watched her pull a lamp out of her little car, leaving it in the parking lot, to give us enough room to sit.  I squeezed in the front seat.  Rooster and his dog squished into the back and we rearranged her trunk to jam our packs in it, slamming the door shut, just enough to hear the lock click as it smooshed our gear against the rear window.

She looked like the epitome of an activist, the haircut, lashing out against her parents for being ‘dicks’ as she reiterated multiple times and stressing her stance on LGBTQ.  I pictured her holding a sign at a protest for gay rights and rioting in Portland.  Why she lived in Wizzz-Cansin...I did not know?

That ride took us to Walmart where I grabbed some train food while Rooster did what he did best, flew a sign, to panhandle for cash.  I shopped quickly.  I walked in and out of that store in five minutes tops and already the road showered him with beer money and a day's worth of food, three plastic grocery bags stuffed with food, all of which we split, there and then.  He spent his money on booze and dog food, and I pitched for two beers. Then we called it a night, laying by a maintenance shed in the Walmart parking lot in Racine, Wizzz-Cansin.

Morning took us on a series of short rides down route 31 through desolate rolling green plains with the occasional gas station.  We no longer walked the shoulder of the road near the lake, but the next highway west of it, as we edged further north to Milwaukee.

We hitched a ride with an old punk rocker chick.  She wore a white shiny dress with a slick texture to it as her long blonde hair dangled down her back.  Her arms covered in half sleeves up to her elbows as she gripped the wheel driving along the highway.  She wore globs of eye shadow giving her a freaky look between her slightly pitted face covered in dents and scars from acne.  While she handled the wheel, she fiddled around with one hand, taking her eyes off the road as she located a CD of an old punk band she grew up with, Vomit.

She dropped the three of us at a split in the road in front of a gas station.  She sent us on our way with a couple smokes each, to pass the time as we lounged out front, hydrating and using the shade as our personal stoop.  Walking in the clear blue sky without the shadows of our fellow trees completely zonked us, especially the dog.  She snored loudly as soon as she put her head down on the brisk asphalt, not even waking from the fine smells of my cracked can of sardines.  Normally, she indulged in the leftover juicy oils lining the can, but today she napped at every break and refused to walk.  I did not blame her at all.  The sun fired its daunting rays at us all day like crimson eyes staring down at us from hell.  We made little progress walking.  The heat drained all of our fluids incapacitating us of our energy, but somewhere along the open road, luck came into play or fate.  I did not question it.

No sooner we stood up from a comfortable slumber, drooping our backs towards the brick walls of the gas station, we lollygagged across the street to continue walking the highway.  The sun etched its rays into my skin giving me a red tinge of color on my forearms and only moments later, we heard the screeching wheels and skittering gravel underneath a stopping vehicle.  An older gentleman, ex-hitchhiker, and gator hunter pulled off to pick us up and drove us straight to Milwaukee.  He told us of tales of his livelihood, venturing out into the swampland with only a spear and nothing to protect him, but God’s will, as he wrangled and wrestled a gator to its demise.  A big smile enveloped over his face, dimpling the corners of his mouth between his prickly gray stubble of beard.  I saw how he coined the name, Sunshine.

He dropped us in downtown Milwaukee by the art museum, leaving us to tramp to the hop out.  Fancy bars with outdoor cafes marched between the old brick historical buildings.  Their flimsy metal fire escapes zigzagged to their rooftops.  And then, the contrast of five star hotel restaurants interlaced the terrain.  The concierge stood tall dressed in a pristine suit, not even a crease in his getup, eyeing the list in front of him as reservations walked up. 

The further we tramped down the streets we witnessed groups of people walking around, bar hopping, taking in the sights of Lake Michigan, enjoying expensive cuisine, catching boat tours along the Milwaukee River.  It surprised me.  I never quite imagined Milwaukee as a tourist destination.  We waited at the boat crossing as they lifted the bridge for a tour yacht to cruise by underneath it.  People cheered and let out hoorahs from both the yacht and the bridge.  A newlywed couple yelled in the streets as their friends gathered around toasting glasses of champagne for the bride and groom.  The wake from the yacht crashed the seawalls by the neighboring shore like a pendulum of deep blue ripples.  The Milwaukee River cataracted onward into a confluence meandering through the downtown historical buildings, as the chants drowned to distant whispers and the bridge returned to its normal state. 

We rambled on through downtown walking right past the bus station with a slew of people sitting on their luggage, waiting in single-file lines to catch their bus out of town and I looked at Rooster, flabbergasted and amazed.

“What,” chuckled Rooster?

“You see that dude?”

“Whaaat?”

“This city barely has any home bums...I see two camps.”

One mattress covered in a musty black layer of filth lay on a slanted slope beneath the overpass by the bus depot.  As we wandered onward we saw only one tent staked underneath a string of overpasses stampeding every which direction through downtown.

We traipsed parallel to the train tracks, walking beneath all the overpasses and by the Amtrak Station, festering deeper into the industrial pit of Milwaukee, nearing the hop out.  I led the way with the dog stepping on the heels of my feet, bumping into me and nudging my legs.

“Chill out Nakita,” I yelled! 

I paused, looking up at a recessed wall, creeping into the darkest of corners.  Plywood swayed, crashing with howls of the wind.  The hinges shined bright silver through the shadows, not even making a creak.  I glanced over at Rooster whose face lit up with the widest of smiles through his scruffy black beard.

“Dude, it’s a bando...”

“Yeah...weird entrance looks like someone is workin’ in here...ya wanna check her out?”

“Hell yeah!”

I stepped up over the lip of plywood, creeping through the front entrance to an abandoned factory.  Steel I-beam columns with concrete bases lined the inside, evenly spaced, towering two stories up to a flat roof.  Dust sprayed the air with each footstep, as I turned the corner, nearing piles of cluttered decay.  Rooster gripped a rusty old sled between his filthy fingers, smearing dusty handprints all over the place.  Musty wooden shelves and cabinets thrown astray scattered the floors between stacks of jugs and random debris.  A nearby workbench freshly cleaned, with connecting power, supplied juice to a wood saw.  Rooster beat his eyes with suspicion as he picked up a newly bought hammer, and tape measure.  It looked as if someone recently worked on a project of his own. 

We peeked over at the body of a speedboat, a train tag spray painted on its side read, CHUB.  A thick film of grimy dust covered the exterior, the inside stripped of any working parts decades prior.  We kept walking, creeping amidst junk, until reaching a blinding hole of light.  Someone smashed a sizable hole in a wooden garage door, giving access straight to a siding along the train tracks.  I dropped my pack through the hole to the other side, breathing in a thick dust cloud of filth.  Carefully, I stepped through the opening, snagging myself on splintered edges of wood.  Rooster freed my clothing from the jaws of wood, and as I stood from my crouched position, the dog shimmied between a small crack in the corner, tackling my legs with a head butt, nearly knocking me over.

“NAKITA...STAY...STAY,” shouted Rooster tied to the other end of her leash.  His face squished to the disheveled wooden board.  He yanked back forcefully.  Then yanked again and she swayed her rump back inside, her tail wagging frantically, pacing in a short circle, anxious to go back outdoors.  He handed me the dog.  Then tossed out his backpack and moments later he too squeezed through the orifice.

An elevated concrete deck separated us between the steel.  The ground covered in loose trash and debris from other train riders as train tags scribbled across the walls, with other graffiti scrawled between it.  An old decrepit sleeping bag dangled from the ceiling with seasons of rain, wind, snow, and heat ingrained in its feathers.  Other trash lay across a metal mesh-recessed roof, trays of plastic food containers, soup cans, markers, and dirty clothes.  It became the universal hop out trash bin. 

I kicked broken cinder blocks, sliding them across the concrete, screeching and grinding, before they broke into pieces as they hit the ground below.  Rooster joined in and it became a one-sided hockey match.  We literally kicked every piece of cinder block, pebble or rock off the deck, dropping five feet to the ground.  Sometimes pieces crumbled upon impact.  Sometimes they did not, but it passed the time.  Then we reached a new level of boredom and the destruction escalated.  Instead of kicking, we started chucking.  By chucking, we picked up full cinder blocks, and heaved them like shot puts. 

By the end of the day, the floor looked spotless.  We just needed a broom to sweep up the dust and any loose pennies.  Our energy sank far too low for that nor did we care.  We plopped our dirty rumps on the concrete deck, leaning against our packs, just waiting on our train.  But not one train stopped.  They cruised by at mild speeds, creeping at 4 to 5 mph, or rolling at 6 to 8 mph.  This just irked me though, knowing suitable rides slipped through my grasp because of his dog.  She lacked thumbs.  She did not climb ladders.  She did not run alongside the train and catch on the fly.  She was a dog.  Why he wanted her on the road, I did not know?  So we played the waiting game and at points I wanted to cry. 

Trains rolled.  They crept.  They cruised.  Canadian Pacific, Norfolk Southern, Union Pacific, and CSX and with each locomotive my short temper rekindled more and more like stoking a flame with gasoline.  Not one of them sided to stop for clearance, and I lay there for two full days, bumming it and cutting into my food supply with a grumble of disdain over my face.

“I’m not sittin’ here much longer dude, waitin’ for the one train that may stop...may STOP...I’m bout to start walkin’ and head over to Madison...try our luck at an actual yard...this would be a great hop out...if we didn’t have the dog...Yards here are dead...”

“Yeeeeah...I knooooow...you wanna walk back to the train bridge and check it there...”

“I guess...we aren’t gonna get anything here...shit just rolls through because there is nothing in the yard to warrant it to stop for clearance...”

I gazed up to a rustling sound near the garage door, hearing footsteps and thuds against the wooden board.  A beefy black man finagled his way through the hole, prodding along with his chest pumped outward, his white t-shirt soaked in sweat stains, as he drug forward, scuffing his boots against the concrete.  The bottoms of his pant legs drug along the ground.  He walked in an angered daze.  His bottom lip tuft outward, as sweat dripped from his frizzy hair, and he mumbled obscenities to himself in grunts.

“...fuckin’ partna...losin’ all the shit...why’s the fuckin’ hammah ova here...fuck...where’s mah tape measure?”

I immediately looked at Rooster as he turned a deep shade of pale white, ghostly and guilty.  He chucked the hammer outside at the wall multiple times causing destruction and god only knows what he did with the man’s tape measure.

The man knelt in the weeds, picking up a hammer, shaking his head with a nasty look scrunched across his brow.

“Man...fuckin’ partna always losin’ shit...wonder where mah tape measure is...”

Rooster pointed.  He knew exactly where it was because he placed it on a groove in the steel I-beam towering in front of us.

He coughed.  “Ahem...uhhhh...scuse me sir...your tape measure...I think it’s right there.”

“Thanks...my partna always losin’ stuff...this ain’t the first time.”

I eyed Rooster with a jaded glare and when the man wandered back into the abandoned factory, I spoke up.

“Chill with that shit dude...that guy looked like an angry crackhead about to maul us with a hammer...just leave shit alone...”

“Like I was spose to know...but yeah haha...yer right he did...thought he was just high on crack...sure as hell looked like it.”

We wandered back down the same roads, creeping under the string of overpasses, passing the Amtrak station and the bus station until reaching a small train bridge that ran over the Milwaukee River.  I plodded onward searching the streets for a low-key spot to catch out until wandering down a dead-end road with a pedestrian tunnel and a small grade of ballast to the train tracks.  Signal lights shone bright red in front of us, so we plopped our asses there, by an abandoned building.  I sat on a timber pier next to a corrugated metal garage door.  It looked new as the grooves in each rib glinted a shiny silver and then vehicles pulled up.  They turned around, pulling a U-turn, but one black Chevy blazer stopped, and backed into the recessed wall near the garage.

“Can you move kid,” said James with a chic hairstyle, fancy vest, with tattoos inked to his forearms.

A light-skinned black woman, Angela, hopped out of the driver’s seat with hoop earrings, a birthmark cast beneath her chin, wearing a tight-fitting dress that made her breasts bulge, clinching her buttocks, and exposing her bare legs.  She smiled and sashayed as she walked towards us flaunting her sexy body.  She was one of the prettiest black women I ever set my eyes on, with a light brown complexion.

“Uhhh...kid...I meant move over there...We need to open this garage and pick up some music equipment for Wasted Land,” guffed James rudely.

“Oh...ohhh...I’m sorry...do you need any help actually,” asked Rooster.

James looked at Angela.  She looked back at him.  They nodded.

“Sure, alright...we’ll give you both 10 bucks if you help us load all these speakers.”

“No problem.”

We pulled ourselves up into the garage, which opened up to a huge, empty space, like the inside of a warehouse.  Our voices echoed from its vast depth.  The wooden floors looked a dingy old brownish-black while the walls of the building covered in street art and graffiti.  It looked haunted with Halloween props scattered about for a Wasted Land tour, the perfect building for a raging music festival, rave or party.  Piles of beer cans congregated at the building columns from a recent event and an unusual metal pineapple sat in the midst of the room.  Its metal shone a brassy faded brown with bulging yellow eyes and an eccentric curved top depicting its spiky stems.

Rooster hobbled with heavy speakers thrown over his shoulder while I carried wires and a microphone, finagling the long pole diagonally to fit in the trunk.  The work took twenty minutes tops between chitchatting and boozing on a cheap beer.  We scrawled our train tags across the walls.  Angela told us the owner would appreciate it.  He liked the train kids and the scene.  Just like that, we had some cash again, but still not a single train sided or stopped for clearance.

We started walking all the way to a bridge under highway 18 by Brewer's Stadium.  It took us to a bend by the mouth of the Canadian Pacific Yard next to a traffic signal.  After days of inactivity, my brain finally vanquished thoughts of anger and hostility.  It reset itself to a happier place and as I walked forward down highway 18 I wondered how many more footsteps it would take before I set foot in Madison, WI, our next hop out attempt to make it to the hi-line.  My body felt limber and rested from two days of sitting around, watching locomotives creep past us, hearing the soft purrs of their engines and breathing in the pungent diesel fumes.

Rooster nestled up among the weeds, under an overpass, laying out along the dirt with his dog cuddled next to him.  As for me, I wandered off up the hill, hopping over loose rock and gravel.  I looked up at the ladder to a billboard, wrapping my arms around the mast of metal, jamming my feet between it and my chest, crawling vertically until the tips of my fingers clenched the ladder. I pulled myself up in one wormlike thrust.  My feet dangled twenty feet from the ground until they pressed against the rung on the ladder.  I hated heights, but I still did it for the views.  My palms sweat as my fingers wrenched the cool metal rungs.  I climbed.  I marched upward.  I held on tightly, climbing methodically and slow, looking out at the beams of headlights dart down the highway.  Highway 18 lit up the road with its massive black lampposts and between the bright beams; I saw the sky fade from a deep purple dusk to a blackish blue skyline.  I took a deep breath in of cold Wizzz-Cansin air, my eyes gleaning in the darkness and felt the freedom of life embracing me.  The climb down felt effortless until I reached the mast, wrapping my body around it and sliding down until my feet touched the dirt.

The next days we kept to walking, 10 miles or so, without any rides.  We slept and cranked out another 10 miles, again, no rides.  Then we disbanded briefly to increase our chance of hitchhiking to Madison.  I flew a sign for Madison, hitching a short ride on the on-ramp and caught a quick lift to Jefferson City, sleeping in the weeds off the highway.  Early morning, I grabbed another short ride on the on-ramp straight to Madison.  Rooster caught up quickly, later that day.

After three days of sitting by the Wisconsin and Southern Yard, avoiding the rain, and watching local trains head southbound, I whined knowing this unnecessary tramping was a result of his dog.  So, we bipped it out front of a gas station in downtown, chomping down on a bowl of noodles.  I sat there watching the rain pout, sprinkle, stop, pout, and cycle through its saddened emotion of tears. 

Rooster bummed a cigarette off a goblin and before I knew it, the goblin invited us to the nearby baseball field, fueling us with smokes, booze and hits of weed.  He lurked forward as he walked in his skeleton frame.  He looked gaunt.  His body emaciated to the bone and his nose grew downward, pronounced and misshapen like that of a goblin.  His long black hair draped to the sides of his face held back by a dark sock-like beanie.  He talked of his girlfriend, how she freely distributed naked photos to random men, while he moaned in a soft voice of betrayal.  His peculiar mannerisms and erratic speech depicted a dope fiend in our presence with a whore of a girlfriend to wander back to, which he soon did.  He crept away through the imminent rain and we never saw him again. 

Through the mist of rain clouds a period of opportunity opened up, twinkling sunlight through the gray doom, as we fizzled onward, drunk, and high with nowhere to go.  The buzz wore off, and the bus driver drove away, refusing service to us as we waited at the nearest stop because of Rooster’s fake service dog.  I already drowned in anger.  So by now I felt emotionless, empty and in the mood to walk for hours and hours, into the night, alone or not, it did not matter.

We lingered on the shoulder of the highway, facing into traffic, briefly holding our sign before succumbing to a short walk on our way to the next on-ramp.  The flashing of red and blue lights crushed our movement as a patrol cruiser stopped with his wheel cut into traffic.  Cars zinged by, whooshing with the wind, as we waited for him to speak.

“You boys have ID on ya,” he said tipping the brim of his hat while another officer stood behind him with his hands interlocked, eyeing us up and down.

“Sure do...I might happen to have a warrant in Green Bay by chance...just lettin’ you all know now...not tryin’ to hide nothin’,” said Rooster.

I fumbled around in my wallet, it slipping through my hand, as I grabbed my ID.  I looked like a Swedish terrorist from “Die Hard” with a goggle tan around my eyes from when I lived in Colorado back in 2013 as a ski bum.  I reached down and handed it to him.

He ran our names.  We both came back clean.

“Tell you what...I'm gonna let y'all both go with a warning since y'all seem nice...someone called y'all in for hitchhiking...so we had to check ya out...seems you're fine...where y'all heading?”

“That gas station right there,” said Rooster as he pointed.

“Well you're close enough...just stay on the grass and you're free to walk there...have a safe night boys...better not see ya on this highway again or I won't be so nice next time.”

“Aiiight...thanks.”

We tramped along walking towards Portage, and that next fine morning of vibrant sunshine, I walked alone, finding my own path.  I waved goodbye to Rooster and Nakita, walking down highway 51 headed to the next yard in Portage, WI.

No sooner did I stray from the highway and begin walking up the next on-ramp, veering back onto 51, did a farmer, stop for me.  He wore bibs covered in grease and paint, an older man around my father’s age, with three kids of his own, which he raised as a single parent.  His beard looked prickly and fresh, sprouting stubbles from morning and he introduced himself as Dennis.

“I been prayin’ every day I drive my son’s car that it’ll make it one last day...so let’s hope it does today my friend.”

He spoke loudly as the noise thumped and thundered over his voice, clanking and sputtering under the hood.

“Yeah...I hear it.”

“Not much out here in Wizzz-Cansin.  I've been here my whole life...spent most of it in the same thirty-mile radius of Portage...woke up every day and attended to mah farmin’...but I sold the ranch...wasn't til I started this new job that I started actually seein’ the world...they got me every which way....and ya know...I like it...the kids are grown doin’ their own thing...and I'm content with what God gave me...not lookin’ for any more than what I got...kinda like you with that bag...life’s simpler that way.  I'm gonna drop you at the Amtrak station...is that ok?”

“Yeah...was headin’ there anyway...thanks for the lift.”

The Canadian Pacific Portage Yard stood wide-open all around, making it easy to slip in between the overgrown fields by industry.  I waited for Rooster and Nakita, lying out in an empty field, listening to the crunching sound of steel over the hurrahs and cheers at a nearby barbeque.  It made it hard to move into the train yard with all the commotion from drunk hooligans stumbling around celebrating a birthday.  So I slept, fading away to the idling noise of a front engine sputtering.

My phone rang, vibrating in my pocket, as I sat up to answer the call.

“Yo...where you at? I'm here by the railroad underpass, bunch a train tags and looks like a westbound is bout to leave...should I get on?”

“Yeah...yeah...definitely...I’ll run along the tracks towards Highway 33 and try to meet you...if not we'll ride different cars and meet up in Minnesota.”

“Kewl...kewl...”

I yanked on my straps clinching my pack to my back like a turtle shell.  My legs sauntered along, brushing through the tall dead grass, golden flakes soared off each blade as I stepped, sailing with the wind.  The ballast rustled beneath my feet as I jogged among the wheels of freight cars, ready to purr along the steel at any moment.  Air fizzed inside the hoses and her wheels slowly inched along the narrow steel bands of train track, skittering softly.  I never found Rooster as I neared the railroad underpass.  Sprinting along a grainer car, I saw a distinct leading edge and hopped up inside, squeezing into the foxhole for another night on the steel.


Rabbit Ear and Seed

The line from Portage to St. Paul made me feel like Mississippi Gene, riding a grainer along the Mississippi River.  As she squealed along the bands of steel, I noticed a calmness and tranquility about the river, getting closer to its source, Lake Itasca.  Further south near Missouri the river flowed more turbulently, its ripples and waves murky with sediment and dirt, but here, meandering through the last chunk of Wisconsin into Minnesota, it looked vibrantly blue, luscious with beauty, and stillness.  Anglers cast their lines out, while they waited for sudden jerks, and nibbles, standing on their Dinghy boats while she hummed along the banks.

As the sun simmered below the clouds, a bright orange hue glistened over the smooth ripples of river masquerading like steady flowing lava.  With the oncoming dusk, the river disappeared from a cataracting blur of deep blue to bits of scattered lake spread throughout the dark landscape.  She thrummed along the steel, crackling and crunching, banging and stomping, before stopping briefly to drop a block of autoracks. 

We rolled along into Minnesota, nearing St. Paul as we rode Canadian Pacific, knowing all too well, we needed a stoppage for all of us to get off safely with the dog.  Fingers of steel cast out for a few miles ahead between the crimson eyes of signals, as I focused on the railroad tracks bleached into my phone’s screen, Pig’s Eye Yard. She screeched with sharp, ear piercing shrills, rattling my brain.  She rolled.  She crept.  She inched forward like an inchworm and then she stopped.  I hopped off my grainer shuffling about in the empty adjacent parking lot at 3 AM with a deafening silence in the air.  Rooster phoned me and my chest pocket vibrated as I scrambled to answer.

“Yo dude...I got off...this is goin’ into the yard to term...”

“Yeah, we got off too...where you at?”

“End of the train...they cut off the autoracks and I just squeaked by...”

“Shit...you musta passed us somehow...headin’ towards ya now...”

A rampant scrunching of ballast broke the clear silence of night and my footsteps muffled under the sound of air as I wandered towards Rooster and Nakita.  Our train scooted forward into the yard, her end beeping and blinking red, and through the montage of darkness, I focused on Nakita dragging Rooster forward, wagging her tail frantically in her Panglossian state.  She jumped and hopped around on her hind legs like a seesaw, pawing me, scratching my forearms and lathering my face in dog saliva as she licked me over-and-over, without pausing to breathe.

“Haha...ya woulda thought ya left for Antarctica or somethin’ and she hadn’t seen ya in years.”

“Yeah...I know...she always does this...looks like rain...you wanna roam around and find shelter?”

“Yeeeep...tired as fuck...let’s follow the curved tracks...bound to find somethin’ by industry.”

The three of us walked the tracks with a chain-linked fence to our right and a neighborhood to the left.  We tiptoed further along peering out for any sign of shelter and then I saw it.  I tapped Rooster on the shoulder.

“Hey...whaddabout there?”

“Where...the lot of trailers?”

“Yeah...they got a few open empty ones...least if it rains we’ll be dry...just wake up early before they leave...”

“True...alright...well help me get the dog up there...”

I grabbed her tummy as her ears brushed my face.  She wiggled trying to break free and fought me, but she capitulated once her paws touched the trailer floor.  I let go, letting her prance.  Her paws clacked about like a tap dancer with bottle caps under toe.

Rooster and I hopped up on the notched trailer flooring, lying down next to opposing walls.  The grooves in the trailer floor dug into my back, but it did not stop me from sleeping, and within moments, I drifted away.

Smaaaaaaack...I heard the brunt shunt of our freight car slam together, thinking our train might depart as my mind wandered in a dreamy state.  I sat up quickly and looked around.

“Oh fuuuuuck...we're about to move...we're still in a trailer....ROOOOOOSTER....duuuuude....waaaake UP...wake up NOW.”

“Huhhuh?”

“SOMEONE ATTACHED A TRACTOR...WE GOTTA MOVE...”

“Alright...shit.”

I collected all of my gear, my backpack, my shoes, my jacket, my bedroll and chucked them onto the ground.  PLOP...a dust cloud engulfed the air like a smoke bomb.

I hopped off the back, barefoot, scrambling to climb into my boots, and tie my shoes.  Rooster dilly-dallied like usual taking his good old time.  I watched the trucker jump into the tractor, slam the door, and moments later the engine rumbled as he idled in the lot.  Rooster hopped out nonchalantly.  Nakita leapt like a jackrabbit, circling around me, pouncing up and down, wanting to play.  Then off the tractor trailer roared with its doors swinging freely in the wind while dust plumes dissipated behind its mud flaps.

Rooster stood there groggy and half-awake holding Nakita’s leash, relocating to the nearest bridge, for a few more hours of sleep.  We parted ways temporarily and I wandered through industries in downtown St. Paul to where we hopped off the night prior, meeting back up with him by noon.  We chose to take a day off from trains, to relax, and drink some beers.  Natty Daddies became our cheap beer of choice so Rooster grabbed a 12-pack and I grabbed a six-pack.  The liquor store sat across the street from a Burger King so naturally we lined our stomachs with unhealthy moosh before completely filling our guts with cheap alcohol. 

We tramped the train tracks following Highway 10 and plopped our asses under the overpass by Highway 494 to crack open our beers.  I leaned up against a concrete pillar painted in Pigeon shit just a few miles outside of Pig's Eye Yard, watching a load of CP trains roll by, entering and exiting the yard.  Sips turned to gulps, gulps turned to chugs and before I knew it, I felt tipsy, lying there with nothing to do but drink beer.  Vehicles zipped by like a sleep-inducing sound machine, muddling away with the coming of dusk.  I made it to five beers before my night turned young, surrendering to 12 hours of sleep.

When I awoke, we had missed any chance of catching the morning bus, and the next one did not leave until 4 PM.  I did not want to sit around the whole day like Rooster, denied of public transportation because of his dog.  So I left for Minneapolis. 

Over the next 15 miles, I traversed rough, endless highway, plodding along the shoulder listening to traffic bombard my ears with its loud, explosive, decibels.  Everyone rushed to nowhere, and through the maze of asphalt, my footsteps pittered along, veering through stretches of neighborhood looming above the highway and Pig's Eye Yard.  Pig’s Eye Regional Park stretched out beyond the boscage and train tracks as the city’s largest park, a hobo’s playground, with a 500-acre lake and 404 acres of land, which no one knows about.[10]  I gazed out at Pig's Eye Lake, glimmering streaks of yellow rays ruffling its luscious cerulean surface, which gently billowed from the vibrations of gargantuan locomotives barreling along the steel. 

Beyond the neighborhood, I reached steep forested hills with narrow dirt paths, tall grass and weeds caressed the hairs of my exposed legs with each gasp from the wind.  My shortcut through Battle Creek Park guided me through narrow hiking trails birthing decadence.  I peered out among the twisted tree limbs towering to the heavens, their roots creeping out among the trail, distorted and sickly, eager to pull me into the shadows of diseased land as 45 years prior it fostered a dumpsite.[10]  With a few last thrusts up the dreary dirt path, the wretched gnarls of trees opened up to a parking lot, and the eerie aura faded. 

I lurked onward to Minneapolis through a booming metropolis of industry, winding back down the streets of suburbia.  Small two-story homes adorned the empty streets with pristine aluminum siding displaying shades of grayscale coloring.  Women crouched on their hands and knees weeding and mulching their yards, planting enough flowers fit for a wedding.  Young kids of all colors roamed the neighborhood streets, free of parents, bouncing basketballs and playing tag, like the early 90’s.  It felt safe. 

My walkabout continued as I reached a tee in the road across from the engraved plaque for Carver's Cave gifting an immaculate view overlooking the city.  Skyscrapers and industry soared to the fluffy clouds, their spires glinting through radiance offset by the sky-blue horizon.  Train tracks coiled around the bend, following the Mississippi River.  I took a moment's gaze, glaring down at it all, before continuing my trek.

My feet tired from rampant walking, but I kept gliding along the sidewalk, counting the grooves, as I wandered towards the old NP lines, but shortly after, I found myself trickling back to Midway Yard.  I rested trackside under a livewire tower, sprawling out in the indented outlines of tall grass.  I lay there for hours until dusk watching trains roll by headed eastbound for Chicago.  Workers and tractor trailers filled the end of the yard by the intermodal facility, with the hustle and bustle of GREEN in the air.

Rooster rambled up the road with Nakita galloping like a horse, anxious to lick me and get attention.

“Sorry...went to Dinky Town and caught the late bus...no activity on the NP lines?”

“Dunno...dude on Instagram said Midway Yard was quicker and easier...so I walked back here...said our ride rolls in at midnight...”

Dusk bloomed like a flower in the night sky, a deep purple, fading to black quickly, and at midnight, our train stopped on the third track to add a block.

“Shit man...there's too many workers...I'd catch her on the fly, but the dog,” I said miserably.

“Yeah...I know...well you wanna get on now?”

“Nah...too exposed...”

She aired up, whistling smoothly, as my ears filled with rage, creeping to a vicious squealing roar as she left the yard.

“WELL...we got a WHOLE DAY to kill tomorrow...next one's not comin’ til MIDNIGHT and I'm gettin’ on with or without your DOG.”

The bushes rustled from behind us and I sat up in my bedroll, startled, and squinting at the dark images of people standing by us.

“NOOO WAAAY...other riders at the hop out...I’m Rabbit Ear and this is my girl...Seed.”

“I'm Rooster and this is Brian.”

They gabbed on for hours while I lay there, a hermit in my sleeping bag, drifting steadily to sleep in my worst mood since the hop out in Milwaukee.

We awoke early that morning with nothing to do, but linger at the hop out, plotting a better spot to catch our train, a spot with less workers and vehicles roaming about, closer to the northwest end of the yard.  I scowled with anger, reiterating why I did not want to hop trains with his dog.  It irked me and I chewed out Rooster with my livid tongue as I relived the same moments at the Milwaukee hop out all over again. 

I apologized afterwards in my irritable state, knowing I sounded like a jackass, but I came to ride, not babysit a puppy.  I came to head west looking for work in Oregon.  Work did not fall on the list of Rooster’s priorities.  Work for him involved flyin’ cardboard, or spangin’ with the occasional day of work when forced to, but he was more of a train tramp and I needed to respect that.

The bushes shook with commotion and I noticed Seed and Rabbit Ear yawning, and stretching from a night's sleep not far from our jungle.  I did not pay much attention to the two of them the night prior.  Mainly because we missed our train, the only train riding through to Havre, MT that night.  But that meant a whole day of waiting, so I moseyed over towards them to finally put a face to a voice. 

Rabbit Ear stood tall, about Rooster's height.  His brown beard looked slightly unkempt, but short, while his long greasy brown hair dangled to his shoulders, slightly curled at its split ends.  He wore a dirty t-shirt; camouflage pants and his pack bore an amp strapped to the bottom of it with hand-made loops.  He made his money busking with his guitar.

Seed on the other hand, his girlfriend, looked cute, petite and slender, no more than one hundred-pounds with a round little face and massive pack causing her to hunch over while her poi stick touched the sky.  Her long brownish-blonde dreads she kept in a dark green bandana.  Her breasts looked small and flat with her nipples flaring straight through her spaghetti strap.  She did not wear a bra or shave her pits like most traveling chicks.  She was all naturelle.

Within moments of talking to them, they exposed their true colors.  They were Greenhorns who treated the crew change like a Bible, not understanding the principle that a hop out can be anywhere along the mainline where trains stop or change crews.  I tried to explain it to them, but they did not listen.  They did not want to learn.

The four of us bummed it in the bushes and came up with the idea to watch, “Rick and Morty” on Rabbit Ear’s iPad connecting it to his amp through Bluetooth.  We watched enough episodes to kill his battery, but that only passed so much time.  We needed booze or at least they did anyway.   Off Rooster and Rabbit Ear walked to the closest gas station for Steelies, Mickeys and Four Lokos, to commence a day of raging in the jungle.

“So how'd you get into this,” I asked Seed with a solemn curiosity.

“You mean...riding?  Well, I guess I did everythin’ I was sposed to and it just didn't do it for me...ya know.  I did the job...the house...all that, but it just felt too routine.  This is somethin’ difrent everyday...somethin’ new...excitin’.  I make a livin’ fire spinnin’, along with a rent check from my house each month...not so bad...what about you?”

“I'm tryin’ to break my transience...get it all out of my system.  When I came back from Hawaii I wanted to ride freight...I didn’t have work lined up...not til May anyway...so I spent those months wandering around aimlessly, visitin’ friends, my wife in Alabama, and family.  Went back to work in NY but couldn't take the rain and lack-of-work from it...So I left for greener pastures for work in Oregon...now I'm here on my way there.”

“Wait...you're married...why isn't she out here?”

“We lead different lives.  I helped pay off some of her debt and wanted to do my own thing for a bit and now I'm here...she's in Bama working, trying to pay off the rest of her debt...We will meet back up in October.”

Our conversation ceased as Rooster and Rabbit Ear stormed the bushes all rowdy and excited with bags of booze.  A third person wandered over into the bushes, a young kid about our age, tall and lanky with ink all over his arms, a buzz cut and a noticeable international squatter tattoo.  He introduced himself as DJ, a train kid who currently took a hiatus from hopping as he bummed it at his brother's house in Minneapolis.  We all introduced ourselves and handed him a beer while he passed around smokes.

I sat there debating if I would indulge and it did not take much persuasion with a group of new friends.  Rooster pounded down Mickeys just enough to slam in the Loko, mixing our sidewalk slammers.  The alcohol made its rounds and with each pass of the bottle, the group got a little rowdier and tipsier.

Rooster took a few too many swills and started calling me “Chicken dick,” with an obnoxious grunt-laugh after it rolled off his tongue.  So aside from threatening to knock him out right there by the tracks, I needed to explain myself.  Needless, to say it became explicit storytelling time.

“Yeah...so on my twentieth birthday I was livin’ at home that summer at my Dad's house, waitin’ for college to start back up.  He had refused to see a doctor and started to get this gnarly purple rash next to his eye, Shingles.  Well, we musta shared a hand towel or somethin’ cuz that morning I woke up on my birthday covered in red, itchy, dots, Chicken Pox.  I reached down to piss and it was on my dick.  It hurt to pee.  That’s why Rooster keeps callin’ me that ridiculous shit, but if he keeps it up ima sock em one.”

“So, we're exchanging dick stories...I got one,” asked Rabbit Ear?

And he babbled on, talking of the raunchiest, most-disgusting story ever.  I stood there flabbergasted, unsure of whether to laugh, smirk, or clap my hands as he drenched my ears with disease, blabbing on about the time a wart popped on his dick while he fucked Seed.  I cringed from the details as he chattered on like a braggart, making her sound like a dirty whore while she sat there unenthused and Rooster was part to blame.  But we all looked at each other and just laughed, slamming random cans of alcohol until sun down.

DJ waved, leaving the jungle for his brother’s house, as he skedaddled back down the road.  And the lot of us, slightly intoxicated, packed our gear up and jammed it into a shopping cart, taking turns pushing it down the street towards the other end of the yard.  The sky blazed over to a purplish-black as the wheels clacked against each groove of sidewalk, dinging every few feet.  The one wheel fluttered like a lazy eye.  We all laughed and yelled walking and chanting in the street, just utter nonsense, enjoying the road that led us to new friends. 

When we reached mid yard, Seed and Rabbit Ear snatched their gear and hustled over to a hole in the fence, lying low in the tall grass by the highway, waiting on an eastbound train.  We never saw them after that, and I wondered how many days they spent trying to catch out east.  Rooster and I alternated pushing the cart and its obnoxious clatter shifted to a rumble as the sidewalk ended, rolling along in the street.  He stopped at the entrance to a side-road perpendicular to the tracks, shifting his gear from the cart to his back, and almost immediately, a commotion came from an adjacent corner house.  A fat woman in a moomoo stormed out on her porch, pushing through her screen door.

“Don't you be leavin’ that shit in mah yard,” she cried, as Rooster fumbled around.  She kept mumbling, waving her arms and then the dark silhouette of her man appeared, slowly walking towards us while Rooster dillydallied as usual.

“Dude...COME ON...just push the cart down the road...they’re gonna call the cops...we're not even in their yard...but this guys comin’ out like he wants to start somethin’...”

“Alright...alright...I know I'm bein slow...fuck.”

He pushed the cart and it chattered, bouncing along the grooves of uneven pavement, until we reached a bend in the roadway, where we discarded it by a storage garage and waved to the security camera looming above us.  We dipped down the road behind the storage garage and scampered off towards the yard, sliding down loose slopes of dirt until reaching pavement below.  We hid loosely in the shadows of a few oil tankers by a sidetrack, waiting for midnight to approach. 

Sure enough, our hotshot shortly parked on the main line, letting us embrace another long night wrangling along the steel on a piggyback.


CC Rider

I hated rolling into hot yards, but because of the damn dog, we needed to, waiting for the train to come to a complete stop.  We rolled into the Havre Yard in broad daylight on a piggyback.  Our train slowly crept, passing a worker on a golf cart, and she stopped mid yard just a few freight cars down from him on the mainline.

As soon as she halted, we all gunned it sprinting for the open road entrance.  We scrammed out of there unnoticed, and slowed our pace to a casual walk, tramping along the overpass sending us over the yard.  We reached the corner, and I gazed up at three shiny silver feed silos towering above me, reading the big green lettering, Havre, MT.

After hopping that fast Z-train, parading across Minnesota through North Dakota and into Montana, we needed food and relaxation, not to mention smokes.  Rooster watched my backpack while he and Nakita sat down along the shady side of the grocery store, allowing me to peruse the aisles.  Food seemed expensive, but I splurged a dollar for a green can of Surge.  I used to drink it as a kid in the late 90’s thinking Coca Cola discontinued it.  I held off on buying train food. 

Instead, the three of us wandered down the main strip, taking in the sights of town.  People sat around in the park on lawn chairs, drinking open beers from their red solo cups, listening to a live band play country music.  I watched a group of cowboys on stage, dressed in tight jeans, cowboy boots and hats, fully immersed in the song.  We kept on walking, our eyes caught on the Havre Railroad Museum.  Rooster’s face lit up like a little kid in a candy shop, but when he read the sign, “Closed weekdays,” he pouted, whined and complained as if I ate his last candy bar.  We kept strolling along the streets of the quiet country town, scoping out cheap food.

Rooster introduced me to Taco John's, another fast-food taco shack on the west coast, slightly more appetizing and expensive than Taco Bell.  I took the opportunity to devour a slop of carbs and fat, digging into a greasy, meaty burrito, its oils trickling down my hands covered in dirt, train and taco toppings.  Somehow, no one ever asked for Nakita’s service dog certificate every time we brought her along into stores.  They left us alone, maybe because we smelled, or looked crazy.  She just stooped her head to the floor, feeling the cool brisk tile rub up against her under belly.  Rooster ate like a mad man, chomping ferociously, food flying everywhere decorating his beard in hot sauce and bits of cheese between its scruffiness.  I moseyed on over to the single bathroom and took a Vegas shower.  I became quite the quick freshen upper, doing my business in five minutes, tucking my wet hair beneath a beanie and cleaning up after myself.  This way they did not lock the restrooms to the public.

With a heavy meal in our stomachs, we took a short stroll over to the Walmart, stocking up on train food, booze and dog food.  I grabbed some sardines and tuna packets while Rooster flew a sign for cold beers.  He scored a 10 in one go and spent it on Natty Daddy's.  I chipped in for two 16-ouncers, enough to get me buzzed and go to sleep.

I felt a little restless as we rambled on back up the road looking for shelter knowing Grizzlies roamed freely outdoors.  I wanted nothing to do with them.  So naturally camping outside frightened me subconsciously.  We slugged up the hill until we spotted a group of sheds posted up on the corner off the roadway.  I wandered over after traffic diddled past and jiggled the handle to the front door of our unlocked camp for the night, a spacious 384 square feet of plywood, a stiff, but sheltered camp from rain and grizzly bears.  We even locked the door while we drank away, exchanging rowdy stories of the open road, and looking forward to continuing the rest of the high line to Washington State.

“Yer gonna love Jake dude. He's mah home boy...dude's had a rough fuckin’ life...his step dad was a convicted serial killer...he gets SSI from the gov for PTSD...anyway...when we roll into Grant’s Pass I'll have em tell you all about it...they wanna make him a case study...”

“Shit dude...I'm hittin’ the sack man...tell him I look forward to meetin’ him in Grant’s Pass...”

I awoke late that morning, about 10 AM, lying stiffly, encumbered by empty Natty Daddy's and a hangover.

“Rooster...ROOSTER...you awake dude...it's like 10 AM...we should probably get the fuck outta this shed...I dunno if they check these things or what the deal is...but it's late.”

“Aigght...hey...you mind if we hit the Walmart...I wanna fly again so I have some money for Washington...you cool with that...”

“Yeah...yeah...but make it quick...I wanna be at the hop out by noon bro.”

Walmart never bothered us.  We sat along the brick wall by a vending machine, and an older woman walked up, handing Rooster a five, and her business card.  Her face looked wrinkled with age, but beneath her tanned skin, frizzy blonde hair, and thin spectacles we met an ex-train rider.  She went by CC Rider and stopped riding after 9-11 when security on the steel heightened after the attack on the Twin Towers.

She gave us a ride straight to the hop out, warned us of the security, the bulls and workers scanning the train thoroughly before departure, and offered to get drunk with us at her house if our train did not come.  I knew where Rooster stood on the situation, free booze with an ex-rider...hell yeah.  I did not even need to ask, but as for me, I just wanted to get a birthday ride in and keep moving.

“Hey man...uhhh...I was thinkin’ if nothing shows up by 6 PM...you wanna call CC Rider, have her pick us up and get drunk?”

“Yeah, but only if nothin’ stops...if somethin’ comes I'm gettin’ on...I wanna keep goin’ and make my way to Seattle to visit a friend.”

“Yeah...yeah, but if nothin’ comes...have some drinks for yer birthday.”

“I guess...”

We huddled up behind a line of bushes by the train tracks waiting to catch out that day, but it never came.  Trains going eastbound stopped on the mainline for a thousand-mile inspection.  Workers and the bull took it seriously, scanning the wheel wells of piggybacks, and their spines, as they drove up and down her consist, looking for riders.  They did this meticulously even after she aired up and started rolling, making it extremely difficult to catch out, especially with a dog.

It neared 5 PM and I retreated to the outside wall of a shed, lying between brush on bits of sandy gravel.  Rooster and Nakita followed behind.  He anxiously waited to dial CC Rider to indulge in booze while I hoped for a birthday ride on the steel.  We watched the yard waiting for oncoming westbounds, and quietly a locomotive creaked along the third track to a stoppage.

I scrutinized her consist peering out at each freight car, but only spotted 40’s, or BNSF suicide cars, among Viking ships.  Nothing sparked my interest to catch out, so I shut my eyes briefly, and Rooster nudged my elbow.

“Brian...Brian...It's 6 PM...I'm gonna call CC Rider to pick us up.”

He sat there shaking in excitement while I dialed in my hearing. 

“Waittt...I think I hear somethin’...sounds like a train creepin’ headin’ our way.”

“She's gonna pick us up...but we gotta throw money for booze.”

“Listen...”

“I don't hear anything...”

“Wait for it...that's definitely a train man.”

We sat there waiting for CC Rider or a train and after about five minutes, I nudged Rooster who rubbed his lifeless dog.

“Whatt?”

“I told you dude...do you hear it now...that's the front engine creepin’ beyond the trees over there.”

“Yeah...well shit...you want me to call her back?”

“You already called her man and she's on her way...I don't think that'd be cool.  Do you need money for booze?”

“Well...I wasn't gonna ask and all, but yeah if you could spot me 10?”

I reached into my pocket and handed him a 10-dollar bill, have fun man.

“Whaddaya mean have fun?”

“I mean have fun tonight.”

“Wuuuut...yer not comin’...”

“We both know I'm gonna catch this train.  It’s my birthday and I wanna ride...you wanna drink...we'll meet back up down the road man...we always do.”

“You sure?”

“Yeah...I'm gonna catch that piggy.”

Just as I hugged him goodbye and rubbed the poochie, CC Rider pulled into the gravel lot, her tires scrunching as she pulled a U-turn.  She stepped out and opened her trunk for Rooster's backpack.  The dog piled into the backseat, plopping instantly across, treating it like her new bed.  Rooster opened the passenger door, looked back at me and waved and we both knew I would be long gone in a few minutes.  They skidded out, fishtailing through the parking lot, headed back to her house to party.  I rustled in the bushes, poking my head out to watch security, treating every move like a chess match.  One wrong turn and checkmate the bull would write a warning or arrest me on the spot.  I did not know and did not want to find out either.

A golf cart rumbled along the access road checking the train from east to west, and then the bull followed in a white truck.  Moments later they turned around going west to east, stopping at the wheel well of each piggyback, thoroughly peeking at each train, looking for riders.  This happened over multiple passes, and when her hoses filled with air signaling departure, the bull crept along one last time down the access road.

The train started to roll and pick up speed quickly.  I sprinted through the brush, darting towards a piggy.  I unhooked my pack and threw her under the wheel well watching my train drift away.  I kept at it, charging along the spine, until I reached along the steel edge, gripped it with all my strength and in one motion threw myself up behind the wheels.  I heard a golf cart rambling on towards me for one last pass, briefly checking the train.  I panicked, rushing to squeeze myself in the wheel well.  My pack was stuck, jammed beneath the rear axle.  I pushed with all my might.  I squeezed.  I strained until finally prying my pack and myself between the wheels of a trailer.  My forearms bled from forcefully rubbing them against the rusty spine.  My knees throbbed from banging them against the steel, purple bruises formed around the caps.  I beat myself up, but in those moments right before creeping past the last set of workers, I felt adrenalin feeding my rush with fear, anxiety, and an overwhelming knot in my chest.  It shifted to joy as they drove past me completely oblivious. 

I snickered and army-crawled further up the spine, freeing my gear and body of the wheel well.  My hands, face, and neck, absorbed globs of train grease.  I sat up and sun gazed at the open plains of wheat, rolling endlessly in the distance.  The sky spattered pink lemonade with oncoming dusk, blinding the horizon with its vibrancy, as she highballed it towards Washington State.

Night speckled the sky with more bright stars than ever before.  She carved through the vertiginous bluffs in the biting of night, pinging, and chugging along.  I wrapped myself warmly as the shear frosty sky wakened with elevation.  I found myself running in my dreams with the plush wind twisting my face.

She stopped in Whitefish.  I lay there immersed in sleep, paralyzed of movement, imagining the bull caught me, wishing he would just go away, and let me slide.  I fought, and fought, and when I awoke, I sat up next to the spine, free of my nightmare. She started to air up, and chug along through mountainous Montana, as I drowned in my dreams.

Early morning, I awoke in a new state, the northern tip of Idaho.  I felt so disappointed for missing the scenery of Montana and Glacier National Park.  Instead, she gifted me Wenatchee National Forest.  Her tracks transcended highways, rivers, and slithered through mountains, curving up steep grades as she chugged along, pulling freight cars into Washington State.

We roared through riparian habitats squealing along the steel.  The sound of fresh blue ripples cataracted along the rugged banks of dense forest.  It blended with her subtle creaks and wrenching wheels, her body sashaying through the curvature of mountain.  I looked out into the deep blue as we thrummed along the Columbia River.  Tributaries including the Methow, Twisp and Chewuch Rivers flowed into the mighty river all draining from the high country of the Methow Valley.[6]  I peered off into the distance at speedboats, jet skis and fishermen doddling in Wanapum Lake as she walloped onward like thunder.

Soon her tracks opened up to Douglas Fir, Ponderosa Pine, Western Larch, Quaking Aspen and Lodgepole Pine.[7]  They decorated the eastern slope of the Cascades between its jagged peaks, shades of deep green and bright yellow flourished among the rock.  Wenatchee National Forest covers a vast area of more than four million acres.[8]  In between its subalpine regions and glacial peaks of the North Cascades this watershed breeds home to a plethora of endangered species like lynx, grizzly bears, gray wolves, bull trout and salmon to name a few.[7]  The bisection of the Cascade Crest through Wenatchee National Forest introduces a rain shadow between both western and eastern slopes.[7]  In the west, rainfall accumulation can reach 70 inches per year while in the east it only reaches a mere 10 inches per year due to the dry, gruff terrain.[7][8]

Tunnel after tunnel masked the tracks.  At first, she plowed through them, while I briefly succumbed to darkness and loud, droning echoes of her bellowing front engines, but those tunnels were short dipping into small sections of the Cascades.  As we approached Goldbar, Washington, we chugged along, creeping into another tunnel.  I held my shirt over my nose, breathing in the pungent diesel fumes.  A shining light at the end of the tunnel did not exist as my eyes adjusted to pitch-black darkness.  My ears rumbled with the sound of thrashing wheels among the steel, amplified, and echoed from the engagement of concrete curving above her freight cars.  Seconds turned to minutes and minutes felt like hours as she rolled along through the 7.8-mile tunnel, the longest railroad tunnel in the United States of America.[9] 

I lay there cold on the spine of a piggyback.  My eyes fluttered to a dark stupor, fading in and out, as I watched time pass by from five, to 10, to twenty minutes.  Her bellows still roared resonating in my ears.  Bright lights shone briefly throughout the tunnel at each mile marker and with each flash came a fade to darkness.  My nose sniffled among the carbon dioxide, clogged with diesel exhaust and black filth.  My heart pounded to the rhythm of the freight car bouncing along the tracks, fearing I would never make it out of there, as we rambled onward, nearing a half hour, wrenched of sight.  Then her beam pierced the exit of the tunnel.  My eyes flickered adjusting to light.  I untucked my nose from beneath my shirt and I breathed heavily, gasping for fresh air as the plumes of diesel smoke faded away.  Black gunk shot out of my nostrils.  My head felt queasy, throbbing from the lack of oxygen, and no sooner we highballed it to Goldbar, did we rumble on towards Everett.

She ducked south along the Pacific Coast plowing straight through Everett, a squad car parked trackside scanning for riders.  I hid between the wheel-well as we slithered along the coast.  Small slopes of ballast and shoreline separated us from the voracious ruffles of blue ocean.  It smelled of salt in the air and looked of endless blue horizon.  We stopped at a siding on the coast and I hopped off, climbing a crumbling cliff face of dirt, my hands wrenched between raspberry vines, while I tried to refrain from looking down at the 20-foot drop.  I had no idea where I was at since my phone died.  I continued to scale the cliff, my hands covered in pricks of blood from every bite of thorn that pierced my flesh.  When I reached the top I skedaddled through someone’s backyard, which was not an ideal situation, but down climbing back to the tracks was not an option.  I swiftly tiptoed through the shadows of a backyard, ending up on a dead-end street, in a rich secluded neighborhood by the coast, the last place I wanted to tramp.  I kept pacing, shuffling to the main road until I saw an older woman walking her poodle.

“Excuse me...can you tell me where I’m at?  You know of any fast-food restaurants nearby?”

She looked at me funny as I stood there toned in train grease.

“This is Edmonds hun...the nearest fast food is McDonald’s, but that’s at least three miles from here hun...there’s a bus stop a ways down...it’ll take you up the hill...and it’s on your right...”


NoGood and Jellie

After walking out of Edmonds, WA, tramping past the Kingman’s Ferry towards Seattle, I looked for shelter.  That treacherous hill took the life out of me, walking a few miles up a 6% grade, just to eat a few measly tacos from Taco Bell.  I phoned NoGood letting him know I made it to Seattle earlier than I expected.  The high line took me from Minneapolis to Edmonds, over 1,600 miles, in two days.  Luckily, his work gave him off that weekend for the first time in months so he made plans to pick me up the following day, somewhere in downtown Seattle.

Edmonds rocked!  I walked around until nightfall, seeing zero homeless, camping without any worry in a condemned lot across from McDonalds. 

That next morning, I woke at dawn to put in the miles.  I walked clear across Seattle, past the Fremont Bridge, past the Space Needle, past all the bum camps, trash and rats in downtown, past BNSF Georgetown Yard.  I needed to keep going though for fear of hopping out and ending up in Portland.  So, I kept at it.  Seattle defined cultural diversity.  I remember last year when I visited NoGood the bus literally dropped me off in the China District, where street signs are all in Chinese.  I remember thinking, “Damn this is pretty fuckin’ interesting.  Pike’s Market felt like a stellar example of colonial America with little farmer's markets and shops all around selling everything imaginable.  And Gum Wall, I don't know why, but I put a piece of my own on the wall.

So, with all those memories I decided to help take time off his drive and walk.  I walked for hours just looking around, at sailboats bow in the river, passing under bridges.  I watched businessmen rush to meetings, in their expensive suits and ties, all prim and proper.  I watched families wait in line for the ferry.  I watched bums lay out on park benches, the ground or sidewalks, smoking crack.  I watched everything from my own theater, my feet.

After 18 miles, I surrendered to an empty parking lot a few miles past BNSF Georgetown Yard.  NoGood picked me up in his beamer with his ex-wife and younger daughter, Jellie and we cruised the open road listening to Boneless, headed for Tacoma.  Jellie screamed the music at the top of her lungs while we sped along in the carpool lane heading to his mom’s house.

It felt great to visit a longtime friend again, spending three days relaxing on his couch, enjoying the luxuries of television, video games and home cooked meals, watching his kid grow up being the crazy uncle.  It felt like family.  But after a few days my bones itched for the road again and that's just where he took me.

He dropped me off in downtown Portland on his truck route like we usually did in past visits, but this time I wandered over to the steel bridge, patiently waiting the next junk train to Eugene.

I walked down the crazy streets of Portland at midnight, watching people sleep in their tents on the sidewalk, on business doorsteps or wander about the streets looking for drugs.  Some talked to themselves and others did not say a word.  The homeless population in Portland compared to Salt Lake City, an extremely high percentage of kids between 20 and 30 addicted to drugs and living on the streets.

I fumbled through the weeds, and loose garbage, praying I did not step in human waste on my hike down the embankment of an overpass to follow the tracks.  Bum cities occupied the viaduct closest to the steel bridge so I wandered away from there, climbing a narrow ledge to a retaining wall, where I kicked loads of loose dirt and trash to the ground before lying down to rest.

2 AM rapidly ticked by and no sooner I lay to take a catnap I heard the subtle movement of a southbound train quietly humming around a snake curve of steel.  The front engines read Union Pacific so I called her in, to track her destination.  She stopped in a small yard right outside Eugene.  I ran along the ballast scanning the jink train for a rideable car and as soon as I lay my eyes on an empty gondola, I crept up the ladder, sneaking inside, sprawling out over loose scrap metal as she chugged along, extremely slow and vapid throughout the night, stopping at every siding for trains to pass.


The Armpit of Oregon

I hopped off an empty gondola in Eugene right by the Maxwell overpass, the same place I caught out in the winter, earlier in the year.  It looked cleaner under there with less human waste festering between the open needles and soup cans, with no signs of a home bum anymore. 

By now, it was mid-August.  My time winded down as I made my way to another job, to work as a kitchen utility on a temporary contract with the resort.  It was slave labor.  I knew this, but I needed money for New Zealand, continuing to live off my tips over the past month.

Eugene was the armpit of Oregon.  Countless home bums doped up in their city parks, an infestation of needles decorated the streets, and bits of human waste lingered on sidewalks and in jungles making camping despicable.  I despised this city.  I traveled through before noticing the excess of hipsters and Dirty Kids walk around town.  It was common to see kids flying signs downtown, in patched clothing, loitering about the streets, drinking booze, having a swell time under the closest bridge with their crew.  You also had the artsy types with tealish-blue hair, gauges, tight punk clothing, or the more eloquent scholars with glasses and long Jesus hair, sipping nine-dollar coffees with their pinky fingers out, and fine dining. 

Oregon preached “the environment” but shut off bathrooms to the public along with locking dumpsters.  I never understood this, but for me, I tried my best to hustle through the armpit of Oregon.  I made it far enough on freight to switch modes of transportation, back to walking and hitchhiking, looking to get to Route 58 by the end of the day.   

As I walked down NW Expressway, tramping parallel to the yard, I stumbled upon a homeless camp inside chain-linked fencing.  Camps aligned the area, as people staked tents, with tarps hung overhead, to keep out the rain.  It looked like a project implemented by the city to support people living on basic income.  I smiled.  The area looked well maintained, free of trash and waste, an excellent idea implemented to help the homeless while saving the earth from litter and waste.

I followed the same streets the year prior when I hitched up the coast to volunteer on a school bus.  Food trucks with sushi, tacos and all meals imaginable bordered the parking lots off the street in downtown Eugene.  I walked past head shops with recreational and medical marijuana, among the many microbreweries.  This fed a melting pot of cultural diversity through different ethnic foods, and beers, among the myriad activist groups actively present in the city.  Oregon birthed adventurers, individualists and unique freethinkers looking for change, an anarchy powering the community. 

A bum stared me in the face, holding just a duffel bag, with a scraggly white beard and short curly hair atop his head.  He looked tan, and slightly Native American, a spitting image of Irish Mike’s father, an aimless wanderer.  I reminisced to working at the Grand Canyon as a kitchen utility, hiking, partying, and drinking with Irish Mike and Breems, the typical National Park life.  I wondered if I just walked past his father.  I wondered how Irish Mike was doing.  My friendships always became a hard task to maintain over the past years.  I was part to blame, too immersed in thoughts of despair, and loneliness. 

My thoughts flowed sporadically as I tramped closer to the I-5 and when I looked down at the sidewalk, I saw two crumpled twenties blow by my feet.  I picked them up, happy to spend it on more food.  I followed the shoulder of the I-5 for three miles, stopping at the Jackson’s Gas Station, 12 miles closer to 58.

Not one person in the city gave me a lift, but such was the city. I bummed it inside the gas station, eating food and resting my sore feet.  The clerk was a young man a few years older than I was, with thin black spectacles, earrings, a bald shiny head, inked sleeves and a spry attitude.  He took long strides attending to his duties, mopping, cleaning tables, and restocking shelves while he chitchatted and I ate.  He studied my sign.

“Oakridge?  I live in Dexter...12 miles in that direction.  If ya wanna wait until my shift is over at 10...I can take ya...”

“Yeah that'd be cool...can I hang here and wait?”

He did not mind and babbled on about Eugene.  I nodded, watching the clock slowly tick by on the little hand.  He divulged travel stories of his past, and I listened, but honestly, I wanted nothing more than to crack a Steelie and fade away beneath a bridge somewhere.  I knew he meant well, so I spit conversation to keep time flowing.

He punched out at 10 PM and I followed him to his car for a night hitch into Dexter, two miles shy of the reservoir.  I tried my hardest to open my eyes while he talked, but I felt exhausted, following up with short responses.  He dropped me off at the local gas station in Dexter.

I prowled under a bridge a few hundred feet away and saw a fire pit with scorched cans and empty beer bottles among a picture torn out of a Sports Illustrated magazine.  A model stood there in a tight black bottom, with her naked tanned back towards the sun, her hair blowing in the wind, her breasts unseen to the viewer, in a softcore porn photo.  I stepped away knowing of all the bodily fluids on or near it and walked far away to the other end, finding a flat surface to sleep.

I stretched out on the ground, chucking rocks from under the landscape plastic and hay.  As soon as I unraveled my bedroll, I leaned over to my steelie, popping the tab, pounding a nice long chug.  My head rested against my pack for another night under a bridge.


Darla, Santa and Old Blue

Hitchhiking backcountry roads felt effortless in Oregon.  I did not even walk a mile before getting a short hitch with a semi-welder.  He was a 33-year-old father in a funk with his career who decided to just float for the summer and spend more time with his kids.  He dropped me off at a gas station in Oakridge.

I moseyed on along the road and my eyes glared off behind a Subway store, a junk train with power sat on the mainline, idling.  I wanted so badly to wander aimlessly, but she faced west on 58 while I tramped east.  I kept walking towards Rays to buy solar eclipse glasses for the 21st, but they sold out, so I quickly walked through the parking lot to start my trek down 58.  No sooner did my feet touch the shoulder of the road did a woman read my sign and say hello.

“You're not gonna kill me right?”

“Huh?”

“You're not a serial killer or some crazy person?”

“Uhh...no...maybe a little crazy, but no crazier than most...why?”

“Your sign on your pack...says Crater Lake...I’m on my way to K. Falls...stoppin’ in here to grab a lighter...you don't have one by chance?”

“Yeah, gimme a sec to find it.”

“Ahhh...nevermind...I’ll grab one anyway...stay by the car...I'll give ya a lift hun.”

I stood awkwardly by her old Benz waiting for a long hitch to the intersection of 97 and 138.  She stormed out of there in a jiffy, sashaying through the parking lot, with a frizzy red perm straight out of the 80’s, round sunglasses, flip-flops and an eccentricity about her.  She opened the car door, and started throwing everything in the back seat, months and months of mail, paperwork, and empty bottles because her trunk was full with more crap.

“There...sorry it's a mess...I'd say it's not usually like this...but it is...it’s just who I am...I'm messy... people call me Darla, though...”

“I'm Brian...nice ta meet ya...it's not a problem...I appreciate the ride.”

“What're you headin’ to Crater Lake for?”

“Work...”

“Oh shucks...why didn't ya put that on there...feel like you'd get plenty more rides...”

“Didn't have room...”

“Yer gonna love this ride, the water, the oak trees until it hits the Cascades and ohhhh...ohhh...I just gotta take ya to Salt Creek Falls...it's a must see...I just found out about it this year...”

Her brain wandered all over like random pages of an encyclopedia while she cruised down 58 through a battalion of oak trees.  They disappeared once we drove into the Cascades, the forests switching to pine, with the bluest of lakes permeating the landscape.

She pulled off at Salt Creek Falls insisting I take a quick peek at the waterfall.  I scampered off down the trail, looking out at the enormous cataract.  It stormed in torrents, pounding, and thrashing the ground, 200 feet below.  Its majestic serenity released a hazy mist blending with the smoke settling along the horizon from the Oregon wildfires. 

Afraid she left with all my gear, I jogged back to her car, which sat in the same spot with smoke creeping out the small gaps of window.  I walked closer, watching her rip a few hits off a bowl, as I opened the side door.

“I told ya...it's somethin’ right,” she said expelling a cough.

“Yeah, it was incredible...”

“I know right...right in my backyard and it only took me 12 years to find it...Ya know...I used to have a bobcat for 24 years...24 damn years...I miss that kitty.”

“Wait...whatttt?  You had a bobcat?”

“She loved me...that big ole kitty...used to feed her chickens...she'd kill em in the dark before they even knew what hit em...she was the one who told me I was prego...yup sir...I was topless in my skivvies...she ran over to me and started suckin’ on my tit...went straight to the doc and he told me the news...I had two others since then...all grown up now...livin’ close by....doin’ quite well...” 

She continued driving down the 97 going into storytelling mode.  Her stories made the ride even more enjoyable, not that the view felt any lackluster.  It did not.  With dense forests of oak and pine rolling through the steep mountain passes, I found myself mesmerized by the blaze of colors, the beauty of God's hand.

I edged back into conversation.  “How’d you manage a bobcat, Darla?”

“Well...got me kicked outta pretty much everywhere I lived...so we moved a lot...loved that cat...anywho where am I droppin’ ya...I'm kinda stoned and been blabbin’ so I haven't been payin’ much attention...”

“Right up here at the intersection of 97 and 138.”

Darla pulled off onto the shoulder at the junction.  She gazed at me with glazed eyes.  I waved and as I motioned to shut the passenger door, she stopped me.

“Waaaait...here take this for the road doood,” she said in a raspy voice.  Her face crinkled into a smile as she gifted me a present.  She dropped a fluffy, green, nugget into my hand, her hydroponically homegrown bud. 

I grinned as I slammed the door.  For 55 years old, her soul remained a youthful state of peace, love and happiness.  With a few puffs of her pipe, she sped off towards Klamath Falls, rushing to make her shift at work.

My thumbs clung to my shoulder straps as I shook my head with a smile as wide as the moon.  I laughed as I crossed the street with a boasting posture. I looked around me, faintly soaking in the burnt smell of wood and pine needles from afar.  A slight haze of smoke enveloped the air in the distance and I realized I roamed miles away from the nearest town, with only one diner, and one motel until Crater Lake.

I looked over at another hitchhiker and waved cheerfully at him, but old Santa Claus ignored my gesture with a grim face.  He sat there on a military duffel bag, wearing dark blue jeans, cowboy boots, a gray t-shirt holding in his belly, and suspenders, flexing his thumb firmly.  He looked rough, mean, and unapproachable so I turned around and walked into the quaint Diamond Lake Diner.

Swivel stools decorated with Raven football upholstery followed the curved countertop.  It felt like a mom-and-pop restaurant without any charisma from the employees.  Old memorabilia embellished the dingy walls of the diner.  Red and white checkerboard tablecloths lay beneath glass tabletops.  Under the glass, they saved the notes, receipts, and napkins of satisfied customers.

I sat down at a table and waited for a menu, but that never happened.  An old woman shuffled around behind the counter, scrambling through her purse for cigarettes.  When she found them, her craggy disgruntled face held back a smirk of joy.  She immediately scrambled out through the backdoor without ever glancing at me, waiting for her ride.  I continued to wait, clacking my fingers on the table in an unmelodic rhythm.  Old Blue stepped out from around the kitchen full of melancholy.  Finally, I jumped up, and walked over to the counter to ask for a menu.

He pointed down by the cash register without handing me one.  I snatched it in my sweaty hand, skimming the pages, and surprisingly the prices looked reasonable.  I decided to splurge knowing a long 30-mile walk lay ahead of me.  A hamburger and a coke sounded delectable, but Old Blue continued to wander aimlessly behind the counter.  He ran from kitchen to cash register, back-and-forth, his movement exhausted my eyes as I tried to follow him since only two customers sat in the whole dinner.  I raised my finger to gain his attention and he caught my gesture.  I ordered my food.  My stomach stopped thinking for the moment and the light gurgles ceased from haunting my thoughts.  Food was on its way in the near future.

As my eyes read the exemplary remarks beneath the glass, my mind wondered how many napkins, receipts, and notes with negative feedback scrawled across them ended up crumpled in the trashcan.  How many zero tips for horrible service and dine-and-dashes did this restaurant receive in the past?  Maybe they proudly plastered all these unsatisfied notes along the wall of the back room with thumbtacks, grinning and smirking as they spit in the food, looking at them as trophies.  It made me wonder.

I looked out the window while I waited for my food. That wide shoulder looked perfect for hitching a ride to Crater Lake, but the old, plump man still sat there, his beard as white as the clouds and smile as cold as ice.  No wonder people drove by without the slightest concern for him.

Without a word, Old Blue gracefully placed my plate down gently clanging the glass tabletop and handed me a brisk coke with far too many ice cubes. I now understood their refill policy.  I moistened my lips with my tongue and looked at my platter of hot food.  The grease from the burger melted onto my tongue with each savory chomp.  The crisp lettuce crunched while the juicy tomato squirted seeds sticking to the pits of my gums. Then my teeth sliced into the thick piece of onion. Tears of goodness trickled down my face as I gulped the last morsel, slamming down my last drop of coke.  The soggy, greasy fries drooped in the corner of my plate.  I did not even frown at their squishy texture and vapid taste.  I funneled them down my throat squeezing in every extra calorie for my long walk ahead, but I failed to finish them.  Instead, I raised my finger in the air again, signaling Old Blue over for a box and a refill of coke.

I handed him a 10 to cover the bill, while I sipped on my coke and curiously looked out the window.  My eyes widened as a blue minivan pulled off onto the wide shoulder.  A door opened and moments later, it drove off, dust spitting up under its tires for a second, before the wheels touched the smooth pavement on the 138.  It thrummed onward and I smiled knowing Santa Claus hitched a ride.  Now the wide shoulder stretched out calling my name, eager for me to make it to Crater Lake.

I slurped the last bit of my coke and poured the excess ice into my Nalgene bottle.  I flung my pack up over my shoulders and for once, it felt lighter than normal.  That meal gave me the strength and valor to tramp onward, keeping me nimble and high-spirited.

The door opened and in hobbled Santa Claus with two clear empty bottles in his hand.  “Spare any waddah please...been out there all daym mornin’,” as he shook each empty bottle.

“Bunch a yuppies comin’ in for the eclipse,” croaked Old Blue.

I gazed over at Santa’s hairy forearms.  The sun torched his skin burning it as red as beets.  My eyes locked to his nose it looked as bright as Rudolph’s.  He stood there drenched in sweat with white crusty lips.  In his miserable state, he made eye contact with me, and slightly scowled as if I owed him something.

I stood there awkwardly.  I heard the door creak shut and watched as Santa sluggishly limped back across the street.  Instead of plopping his fat ass on the shoulder of roadway, he kept trucking along into the woods, sitting on the fence in the shade.

I could already hear him bickering under his breath as I crossed the road.  Out of respect, I let him keep the shoulder.  I did not bother to look at him.  I kept walking along the narrow shoulder down the 138, closer to the uncontained wildfires and closer to Crater Lake.

The sun blazed down squeaking its rays through the brim of my hat.  I began to perspire freakishly. My lips dried out from thirst, and as I tramped along, I felt the inkling of loneliness for the first time in a while.  My trip neared its end, another goal completed, but that worrisome feeling touched my gut again, the feeling of being stuck in one place, working, fitting into boring routine.  What was wrong with me? 

I kept on walking, inching closer to my next job, and with the revving of engines passing me by, I finally heard the screeching of brakes.  My head shot up from the ground and I saw the door open to a white van.  Out hopped a man walking closer towards me.  He wore a camo hat with black boots, and boy, he looked as mean as Santa. A knife dangled in a sheath strapped to his belt. He eyed me up and down as he strolled towards me, feeling me out. 

I stared into his cold eyes and drifted to his stick-and-poke tattoos, a paw print and a poorly done American flag.  He seemed to relax once we stood face-to-face, but I wondered if I should get in or not.  In that moment of uncertainty, he reached out with his hand to befriend me.  All that anxiety and fear cleared once I clasped his hand in a firm shake.

“I'm Tim...juss came to feel ya out...Grace is in the van...she stops for anyone hitchhikin’...was kinda prayin’ ya weren't a dude, but ya seem aight.”

“I'm Brian and I understand,” I said.  With that notion, I threw my pack up into the van, hoping I made the right decision.


Oh My God Hot Springs

“So where ya guys headed,” I said making eye contact with Grace casually while Tim gave me the evil eye.

She smiled with her long brown curly hair draped over her flannel and in a chipper tone said, “I dunno...Tim knows of these hot springs...what's it called babe?”

“Umpqua Hot Springs...been comin’ here for many years since I got ta hitchin’...locals told me about it...it's a ways past Crater Lake, but we can drop ya off there if ya want?”

“hmmm....uh....nah man....ya know....if it's cool with you guys....I'm down to check out the hot springs...I don't start work for another 12 days...no rush in gettin’ there.”

“Aight then...guess I get to show another person then...It was gonna be just me n Grace,” groaned Tim in slight annoyance.

I felt a bit awkward inviting myself to the hot springs and did not want Tim to get the wrong idea.  He seemed a bit overprotective of Grace in the presence of another man.  So I tried to ease the tension.

“Nice boots ya got there...what kind are they?”  I nodded approvingly.

“They're off a dead man,” proclaimed Tim with a bitter voice.

I paused, speechless, reaching for words.  My mouth opened, but only inaudible noise came out and after a few moments of silence I only mustered up the words, “I'm sorry...”

He shrugged, unfazed by my comment or the man's death, I was not sure.  I just sat there, slightly slumped over, staring at the trippy patterns on the rug adorning Grace’s van.  Tim broke the silence in the air mumbling a string of words together.

“Huh,” I said trying to articulate his whispers.

“Ahh...nothin’ really...he had it comin’ anyways...man drank imself ta death...it's a whole nother story...I'll tell ya later Grace,” stuttered Tim.

I kept my mouth zipped afraid of upsetting him any further.  He slouched back with squinty eyes watching the landscape roll by drifting to silence.  I left him alone to wander around in his own thoughts for a bit while I scrutinized the van.  I noticed a 5-gallon gas jug bungeed to the frame.

“You guys rubber trampin’? Noticed the jug...guessin’ yer gas juggin’?”

Grace cut in overzealously before Tim even opened his mouth.  He still moped, in a daze, glaring out the windshield.

“Yep...I am anyway...comin’ from Florida...started travelin’ four months ago...and Tim here...well I picked him up two days ago...we met in Missoula.”

“Yeah man...made preeeetty good time hitchin’ up there from La-e-z-anna,” smiled Tim proudly tipping his cap with his eyes glued to Grace.  “Right babe...came up ta see you,” he boasted puffing his chest out.

Her lips puckered and the corners of her mouth curled, showing her pearly white teeth.  They both smiled ecstatically under the spell of love, interlocking hands, as we cruised past Crater Lake.  I watched his toughness succumb to beauty as he tenderly rubbed her thigh with his hand.  He finally relaxed for the first time since I entered the van.  I saw beneath the face tats, prickly beard and macho persona shown on his round face.  I liked him.  He reminded me very much of myself, a loner, but an intellect, an eccentric friend, whom I would soon forget, rambling on down the road.

My eyes wandered about the van eyeing every little intricacy.  For a female, her living space maintained simplicity traveling with only the necessities and little decor.  She had a small wooden bookshelf with little knickknacks to my left garnering classics.  In front of it, I saw a plastic tub of canned foods, pastas, kitchen utensils, and propane canisters. She embellished the van walls draped around her mattress with a set of hippie tapestries for privacy.  The bed sat on a homemade wooden loft with just enough room for plastic tubs to fit underneath it.  She organized each tub with clothing, kitchenware, and other personal items to optimize space.  From the average outsider looking in, it looked like an ordinary white work van, perfectly disguised, except for the tapestries.  She executed the construction quite well for a 20-year-old greenhorn, new to the open road.  It looked well thought out.

My butt bounced on the bed as she cut the wheel turning into Toketee National Forest.

“Wer here,” yelled Tim with a bit more pep in his voice.  “That there is the Umpqua River wer passin’, itsa mighty low for this time-a year...babe keep yer eyes on the road...itsa bit bumpy round them turns and there-sa loose gravel...slow n steady...will all get there,” said Tim, concerned.

I refrained from chuckling.  He sounded like me verbatim when my wife drives the car around and I’m a passenger, without the southern draw of course. 

We meandered down the windy roads.  Pebbles shot out from under the wheels in every direction like a pinball machine.  Through the rear windows clouds of dust festered along the road.  Through the windshield drooped a dreary haze of forest smoldering in the distance, leaving the essence of burnt oak and pine needles in my nostrils.

“93 people...90 fuckin’ 3 man...this place gonna be packed...fuck...,” roared Tim in an outrage.

“Who told ya that,” I said with a perplexed look on my brow?

“Guy back at that road closure...said there-sa 93 people...place gonna be packed...,” cried Tim in a disgruntled tone.

“Well, lets cheg it out anyways,” I said.

“Uhhhhh...guys...fork? Which way do I go?”

“Right and slow er down babe...people cruise round them turns...” squawked Tim.

It felt like an eternity as I bobbed up-and-down on the bumpy gravel roads, trying to keep from whacking my head on the side window, but we finally made it.

“Six miles down the road my ass...this was like-a 40 mile drive past Crater Lake...oh well...I got time to kill,” I thought to myself.

“Daym...there's no one here at all...like less than usual,” shouted Tim in excitement.

“Maybe they're all at the campground...ya know evacuees from the wildfires,” I exclaimed?

We hopped out of Grace’s van, roaming over a pedestrian bridge, following the hiking trail to the hot springs.  The Umpqua River roared below, its rapids thrashing and sloshing around.  I watched the white water bamboozle the rocks on the surface, making them smooth, slippery and rounded.  The frigid dark blue serpent cascaded like a winter morning's breath rushing violently below.

“Yer jumpin’ in that Tim,” I said stupefied.

“Well not there, but yeah...there-sa spot with a cave at the bottom of the hot springs...I like ta jump right in butt-nekked and then get in the springs.”

“Hahaha,” Grace and I giggled glaring at him.  He was a maniac.  Not just the polar bear plunge stunt, but the whole time we hiked the narrow slopes of dirt trail he dashed about like a crazy person.  He darted up rotten logs and back down them.  He tiptoed far out on the trunks of fallen trees.  He juked, jived, bounced, skipped, scrambled, and spun like a free-running “Dirty Kid” ninja.

We reached the top of the trail and it reminded me of McCandless’ experience at “Oh My God Hot Springs” from “Into the Wild.”  A group of hippies and stoners mellowed out in the steamy water.  Plumes of marijuana smoke exhumed from their mouths as people of all ages and race passed blunts, joints and pipes.  They looked the part of your typical dead-head Oregon kids, dreaded out, glazed eyes, the whole “yoooo-dooood” vibe like a modernized version of, “Fast Times at Ridgemont High.”  Some tucked their man buns up for a more sophisticated look, but overall, it screamed, “LIBERAL.”  No one cared about anything, but that serene moment of relaxation, soaking in the springs, or at least I did not.  Tim took it to the next level though.

“Well guess I gotta be that person guys...sorry ta do this to y'all,” smirked Tim.  Then he dropped his pants and off came his boxers.

I turned away as I stood inches from his penis while he stretched his arms and legs and pumped his chest.

“Dude...what are you doin’...hahahaha,” I chuckled.

“I told y'all I was jumpin’ in the river...pretty sure I said the nekked part...I wasn't kiddin’...”

Suddenly one naked man with his penis jumbling around slowly escalated into multiple penises joining the parade as if to declare aptitude.  Me?  No, I did not get naked.  I do not think my wife would have appreciated that.  I only do that when I am real drunk around great buddies of mine or on other occasions involving my wife, but we won't get into that. 

The domino effect crossed the gender barrier and shortly tops to bras and bikinis came off with erect nipples of all kinds.  I tried exuberantly hard not to look, as hard as a straight man can, anyway.

Grace, the first of the women to untie her top looked awkwardly tall like an hourglass stringbean, flat chested with mosquito-bite nipples.  Then I accidentally witnessed the old, saggy tits from an elderly woman, flapping loosely down to her belly button, yuck.  A young tanned woman around my age slipped off her bikini and she won the supermodel award.  I watched as all the men tried their hardest not to stalk her voluptuous breasts with their eyes.

The atmosphere felt like a replica of “Oh My God Hot Springs” if I ever knew one.  Here I basked in a turquoise pool of warming sensation and around me casually lurked the genitalia of far too many strangers for my liking.

The hottest spring started at the top and as they trickled down, descending the side of the mountain, each tier of springs became slightly cooler.

Tim pranced up the slope, nude, after his cannonball antics into the freezing Umpqua River.  Without even the slightest shiver, he smoothly slid right into the first spring, the hottest.  I tried dipping in just my leg and it nearly singed all my hairs off, shooting sharp pain through my body like molten lava.

“Dude...yer somethin’ else...,” I chuckled shaking my head.  “How on Earth are you not melting in there...it must be over 120 degrees...,” I roared.

“I dunno...it's not that hot when ya get in the cold first...it's science...,” he said nonchalantly.

In the midst of skunky weed, canines roaming freely about, jiggling tits and floundering dicks, I wondered what shenanigans the night would offer.  I hoped for fully clothed strangers, cooked food around a campfire, and an endless quantity of booze.  Only time would tell.


Skeevy Kevin

Tim crawled into the hot springs and nestled close to Grace. I noticed this older, skinny, pasty white, balding man with a gaunt face and weak body, glaring at her with infatuation.  His eyes focused in on her vividly, but at first, he did not speak or make eye contact.  He sat there nude, stiffly intoxicated by her tangerine-sized breasts.  Drool practically dribbled off his open lips, as he stalked her creepily, shifting abruptly once Tim glanced in his direction.

He mumbled a few words between his weird mannerisms and introduced himself to the group.

“Heya guys...I'm Kevin...overheard ya talkin’ if ya don't mind me eavesdroppin’...so you're lookin’ for work I presume...travelin’ I suppose,” he interlocked his hands and spoke with an eery twinkle in his eyes.  He tried exuberantly hard not to peek at her breasts, but his eyes slipped multiple times beaming at her chest.  Tim and I made eye contact, blinked and continued on with the conversation.

“Yes sir...always lookin’ fer work...Grace and I are juss bummin’ round til some trimmin’ jobs open up...but really any kind a work...don't matter.”

I stared blankly at tags scrawled on one of the four timber supports surrounding the spring.  A little wooden roof angled down overhead and the graffiti continued.  My eyes focused on one piece in particular, a half-moon with puffy cheeks, an ominous eye and a pipe pressed to its mouth.  I followed the tendril of smoke and I remembered seeing the same artwork at the hop out in Milwaukee.

“What about you over there?  You lookin’ for work too, travelin’ I suppose.”  He rubbed his chin gingerly with his forefinger.

“Not anymore...I start a job at Crater Lake in 12 days.  Met these guys on 138 and figured I'd hang with them til they head north.”

“Wellllllll...you two are in luck then because I know some people in your line of work...if you know what I mean...I too dabble in the marijuana business.  I find the plants to be absolutely exquisite, just invigorating...any who...why don't you give me your info and if I hear anything you’ll be the first to know...you have a phone right?”

Kevin gazed straight at Grace directing his question to her, and only her, squeaking another quick peek at her erect nipples.

Tim and I smirked.  Kevin stood up suddenly, his penis at eye level, and wiped off his hands with a towel.  He reached into his fanny pack and grabbed a pen and notepad, insistent on her name, email and phone number.  His presumptuousness towards a girl half his age made him even more awkward.

Grace dazed at him with uncertainty and confusion, loosely gripping the pen and fumbling about on the pad.  On it, she scribbled only her first name and phone number.  She held Tim's hand tightly and they snuck to the overlook glimpsing at the gloomy clouds of smoke gushing from the nearby forest.

Kevin sat there biting his lower lip, as he folded the note, placing it in his wallet. 

My fingers and feet wrinkled like prunes and I shortly exited the springs.  The cool mountain air tickled my legs, arms and chest, standing my hairs on end.  Without a towel, I drip-dried from the breeze, shivering and listening to a click of new people chat behind me.  My attention shifted away from skeevy Kevin.  A group of locals sat Indian style on a wooden platform, passing joints around and a bowl, giggling, and laughing with cheesy grins.

Grace talked in a cheery tone to a younger girl sitting in the circle of stoners.  The young girl sat there topless with a towel draped over her chest covering her bosom.

I overheard the words, “Oh yer 17...that's cool,” and I swiftly removed myself from standing in the presence of a minor.  Kevin and I swapped places.  While I hastily slide back into the springs away from the underage girl, I looked back to see him plopped there buck-naked, rapidly jumping into conversation with the girl.  I wanted to grab his throat and strangle him.  I wanted to say, “Hey Kev...come over here a second,” point down to the river, and mule-kick him into the frosty violent beast below.  I refrained from punching him square in his geeky little face, with his strange sideburns, and cue ball head, shining beneath a few strands of hair.  I did nothing.

The young trio left for Portland.  When I glanced back, Kevin finally covered himself with a towel, just moments before they left.  His presence really irked me. For his sake, he was lucky Tim stepped out for a gander in the river.  If Tim saw him talking to a topless 17-year old girl, I only imagined a series of awful scenarios transpiring. I imagined Tim pulverizing Kevin with his club-like fists, pummeling away at his stomach like a punching bag or slitting his throat, and watching him plummet into the river.  Tim was an outlaw, and although I did not know his limits, he scared me slightly.

He strode confidently back to the springs, in the red clayey mud, squishing it between his toes, stretching his arms, as he stood there free.

“You n Grace ready to head back to the van?  Maybe set up camp soon.”

“Yeah man I'm down.”

“Me too babe.”

Of course, Kevin chimed into the conversation, but we all looked at him disinterested, muttering, “NO” to his requests. 

We roamed back to the parking lot. Tim sprinted clear up and down the narrow trail, his arms out from his side like an airplane.  He danced off bark and dead logs.  He ducked, hopped and pranced around, shuffling his feet about like a roadrunner.  He skid, slid, and slipped, circling around us like a psychotic clown.  Ever so often, he went all nutty for a sudden burst, unleashing his repented energy within, in an all-out explosion of silliness.

My vision followed the ebb and flow of his movement all the way back to the van.  He looked free, happy and wild about life.  I saw an art in his movement, a unique person full of spirit, ready to roam where he pleased.

He reverted to his normal walk when we entered the parking lot.  Grace jiggled the side door handle and all three of us scattered inside sheepishly sitting on our rumps.  I fled to the corner by the gas jug while the two of them cuddled each other on the bed.  Tim scuffled through the plastic bins until he pulled out a banjo case.

He strummed the only chords he knew and softly sang a chant, slowly progressing to a howl, of his travels on the road.  I slouched back along the floor, the music resonating in my ears, tunes of travel, words of art, setting in the mood.  He smiled full of heart.  Grace’s eyes glowed.  Minutes turned to hours as the two switched back-and-forth, with tender words and simple chords. 

The breath of the mountain lay a squalling chill more fervent with the falling of the night sky and the music stopped.  Everyone sat still in perfect silence, too lazy to move, but too free not to, and suddenly my feeling of loneliness escaped me.

Tim joked around talking in a high, quirky voice, mocking Kevin.  I held back tears of laughter until I exploded, banging my fists against the van and shooing him away as he stalked me in a creepy voice. 

“Why Brian, what hard little nipples you have...haa...haa...I can see you work out...haa...haa...you don't mind if I have a peek...haa...haa...,” squealed Tim.

He slithered across the bed getting closer and closer to me until he started to pant heavily near my ear and stroke my leg with his fingers.

“Hahaha...dude...you’ve taken this way too damn far...that dude skeeves me out...hope we don't run into him when we try to find camp,” I said, prying his hands off my leg and nudging him back.

“Yeah dohn we all...let’s head outta here before it gets any later,” laughed Tim as he pointed at Grace and off we squealed down the dark, narrow back roads.


Into the Deep Blue

We made it to the campground.  Tim took out his flashlight when we stopped to see the availability.  Evacuees from the recent wildfires occupied the campground, 93 campsites, so spots were sparse.  A blinking LED light walked closer and closer towards our van until I saw the tall figure of a skinny man.  His face lit up like a jack-o-lantern from his headlamp.  It was Kevin.

“Hey I waited for you guys.  I have a spot right here by the entrance whenever you're ready.  You can camp next to me.”

Tim and Grace paused, looking at each other, speechless like he said a rhetorical question.  Tim spoke up.

“Uhhh...I think we're gonna look around a bit...I don't really wanna spot right by the entrance.”

“Oh...well ok...I got her number so I'll text you if I find out about any work.”

“Ok...”

Tim and Grace sauntered back into the van and we sped off down the bumpy dirt road looking for a campsite.

“What a fuckin’ creep,” said Grace with a disgusted scowl on her face.

Tim and I looked at each other and laughed, snorting and chuckling, while banging our fists against our knees.

“Shuuuuttt uppp guyyys...it's not even funny...ewwww...that creep just added me on snapchat...what the fuck...”

“Hahaha...you gave em yer real number,” I said?

“Well, what was I supposed to do?”

Grace drove far around the lot.  The van shook and rumbled down the bumpy dirt roads, passing occupied site after occupied site.  It looked hopeless until we ventured off towards the other loop scurrying around a sharp bend to a string of vacant sites.  She pumped the brakes, jerking us back-and-forth.  We stopped.  The sky shimmered glossy black with the dying sound of distant voices.  A smoky haze filled the air, and as I grabbed my pack to setup camp outside the van, Grace stopped me.

“You can sleep on the floor...it's alright with me.”

Tim glared at me from the bed with a dissuading look gleaming from his egg white eyes.

“Uhh...okkk...cool.”

An unsettling sensation flowed about me, but eventually I succumbed to the soft silence of night, or at least I thought anyway.

“Creak...creak...creak... squish...squish...squish...oh...ohhhh...OHHHHHHH!”

I awoke to the bed shifting with subtle thrusts and noises.  Grace covered her mouth holding back moans of pleasure as Tim dove into her for the most unrhythmic display of sex imaginable.  This devious sexcapade lasted forever since Tim popped two oxycontin earlier in the night.  I covered my ears trying to erase the memory from my head, but his delicate thrusts turned into a rampage of pounding.  The squishing became louder as he plowed into her vagina.  She poured a waterfall, and I just lay there scratching my ears, pulling my sleeping bag over my head, to drown out the unpleasant sex noises.

After a long hour, the creaks, squishes, moans, and thrusts, ceased.  All that followed were snores from a tired Tim and the rustle of bedsheets as Grace moved closer to him to cuddle.  I lay there completely awake regretting my choice to sleep here.

Next day, we rambled on towards Crater Lake after dipping into the hot springs one last time.  With new friends came distant memories, and this was no different.  We gave our hugs and goodbyes and off they drove towards Bend for the eclipse. 

I took an itchy souvenir with me from wandering around through the Toketee National Forest.  Pink, crusty, vexing fire scaled my body, and with each stride, or movement, I found myself uncomfortably itchy.  The Poison Oak even rubbed against my underwear completely inflaming my swollen pink noodle.  It hurt.  I dreaded walking, but with two more weeks to kill before the start of my contract, I had no choice.

Wildfires spread through the state of Oregon, slowly accumulating from 3,000 to 30,000 acres over the span of August.  I still rambled onward though, hiking through the Beijing smog that filled the air like a toxic cloud.  Dutton Creek Trail, West Rim Trail, Garfield’s Peak, Diamond Lake Trail, and back up to the rim became my stomping grounds as I waited for work to pick up.

I bummed it in the National Park by Annie Creek Camp Store, sitting by the picnic tables, reading novel after novel left by Pacific Crest Trail thru-hikers.  I sipped on 7.5% IPA’s from Oregon’s finest microbreweries, partying with groups of hikers just about every night.  Some mornings I woke up hungover, sprawled out at a campsite with my face exposed to the cold, smoky, mountain breeze.  Other mornings, I woke next to the same fallen dead oak tree, my neck scrunched atop my backpack, reaching for another mystery novel.

I darted up and down to the rim via Dutton Creek Trail, nine times, gallivanting around, people watching.  The smoke only dissipated twice over those two LONG weeks and already the curse of wanderlust struck.  I stayed though.  I needed the money. 

A month of dishwashing set me into a routine, but every day for the first two weeks, the smoky haze in its tendrils of deep gray, and black, plumes of burning pines, hemlocks, firs and hardwoods, filled the air with a suffocating noxious gas.  I wandered to the lodge through the orange blaze; I saw wildfires incinerating forest not far in the distance from Rim Dorm, worsening with time.  The whole state of Oregon fell ablaze, from lightning strike, making acres of forest look like Mars.  Colossal flames burned.  Trails closed.  People from neighboring towns evacuated, but here we all stood, still working for the machine, employees of Xanterra.

Through the blazing breath of fire and smoke, somewhere summer fell into the deep blue, as whirring winds and the cool touch of winter struck abruptly with a storm.  A white blaze of snow blustered about.  Its icy cool touch fired down from the sky in sharp needles.  Walking to and from the lodge became more daunting through the sheets of mushy ice and wet snow, but my contract end-date quickly approached, so I kept at it. 

Two days after the storm ceased, the endless green forest became a winter wonderland of frosty white landscape.  It shimmered through a winterlust of snow, drooping the tree limbs, with white fluffy powder.  I peered into the deep blue lake; it lay there motionless, cold and glinting through the sunlight.  Its navy blue penetrated deep into the depths of the crater making it look all too surreal.  This priceless gem came with the ramblings of the road, and in that moment, the curse lifted.

My hardships with work faded as the last days of my contract approached.  Each day, I basked in the beauty of the lake, into the deep blue, the perfect shade of blue.  My mind drifted to the notions of success and returned to the deep blue.  I looked straight at success, wherever my two feet took me, always stuck between two worlds, in transience. 


Hummin' and Shroomin'

Work ended.  That long month of minimum wage slave labor gave my wife and I more travel money for New Zealand.  I watched the clock tick away slowly nearing 2 PM and clocked out at 1:48 PM.  I crammed my pack together sloppily, running up the narrow road from Rim Dorm, to the employee parking lot.  Riley sat in the front seat smiling, ready to ride to Klamath Falls for some Thai food, while Chase sprinted back from the lodge, his jet-black Mohawk flapping in the breeze.  I squeezed into the back seat, my feet crumpling loose paper bags and empty crushed beer cans.  We sped off down the mountain, winding, curving and whipping around the bends and that feeling of wanderlust reincarnated like a phoenix from the ashes.  His rickety truck rumbled down the road, shaking violently, chattering and jerking as he slammed her in park, right out front of the Mazama dorms.

Riley left for her room to freshen up and we shortly followed.  She pestered Alec into tagging along for the adventure to Klamath.  Hungover, groggy and half-naked, he plodded about his room, slightly disheveled and lazy.

“Nah Chase...I don't wanna go.  It's tooooo far...I'm hungover...and just nooot in the mood.”

“Cooooome ooooon dude...there’s Thai food if you go...on meee,” smiled Chase charismatically.

“Hmmm...I am gettin’ tired of the lodge food now that ya mention it...oooohhhh...oookaaay...When do we have to be ready by?”

“No rush guys...I'm in no rush to get to K. Falls...I'm just happy Chase is kind enough to give me a ride...so whenever you're ready,” I said.

Chase and I strolled back to his room while we waited on the others.  He immediately punched the code into his safe, divvying up shake and a few caps.

“How much you want?”

“Well shit man...I don't wanna take all your shrooms...I mean whatever you think’ll be enough...thanks dude.”

“Dude...it's the end of my supply...I'll be reuppin’ here shortly...what you want...like 2 grams...this shit right here man...this shit is suuuuper potent...I'll bag up two g’s for ya...got a baggy?”

“Nah...”

“Alright...I'll put it in some bubble wrap for ya.”

“Thanks dude.”

He handed me the shrooms and offered me a shot of Black Velvet.  I untwisted the cap to a new bottle and tipped her back.  She scratched my throat and warmed my insides with a few swigs.  I passed the bottle over to him, and we drank a bit, rambling on about life.  I talked about riding freight and he gasconaded about drug dealing along the western seaboard, and the Midwest.  He sold mushrooms.  Not eighths. Not quarters or quarter pounds.  He sold quantity, unleashing 10 pounds at a time, or so he claimed anyway.  I had no reason to not believe him, but then again, who tells someone they just met they sell pounds of a schedule I substance?  

He claimed to connect every employee, manager, and NPS ranger with magic mushrooms.  Chase was only 20 years old.  He walked tall with broad shoulders between his ink and multiple piercings, drawn to hallucinogenics whose chemical compounds were tattooed all over his body.  Two mushrooms made a smiley face when he brought his arms together, side-by-side.  He told me he craved the lifestyle, the action, and its spontaneous upbeat tempo.  The life of drugs, partying, escorts, and thousand dollar wads of cash held together by rubber bands.  At least that's what I had imagined from glorified rap music videos.  

Money was not the only driving force though; the lifestyle had sucked him in, swallowed him whole, like ice in your veins or dope: the power, ego, and connections of giving people what they wanted, a magical experience, an imaginarium of thought, and self-reflection; that was what he loved most about it.  It beat work, well real work anyway, and he was good at it, real good, according to Chase anyway.  His smooth words and charm made him a natural salesman and he lived for the stories, which I understood.  Enough random serendipity and adventure created stories I never forgot. I'm sure it was the same for him.

I rode shotgun in his truck, stepping on more loose trash piled to the brim of the seat, with the other two in the back seat.  He floored it, squealing down the road to Klamath Falls.  Once we hit 60 mph, she shook rampantly.  It felt like an earthquake in there with my body gyrating back-and-forth as her engine grumbled in exhaustion.  My face widened with a smile as bright as the sky and it felt like I rode freight as we rambled on down the backcountry roads.  Quickly, we descended in elevation as she roared, meandering about the mountains.  Deep green and brown blotches of forest flew by, disappearing to open countryside, cows chewing, lying down, and mooing.  The music blared, and we all sat there silent, looking out at the vast open road.  Klamath Basin colored the landscape a deep blue, even more majestic than Crater Lake.  Its ripples swayed with the soft whispers of wind.  The road and railroad tracks curved around the banks of the lake as I glued my eyes to its beauty.  Something about bodies of water sucked me into tranquility like a feeling of Zen.

We reached Esplanade Avenue zipping under the railroad overpass and chugged on to a quaint little Thai restaurant.  It was not “Thai” food, lacking spice and much flavor, but the peanut sauce gave it a savory tang as I bit into the beef sprinkled on my salad.  I chomped down on huge wads of rice, my stomach drooping by the belt of my pants, and that was the last I saw of the trio as I bid my farewells, thinking I might see them down the road, at another National Park.

I hoofed it down the sidewalk for a short tramp behind a storage facility, staking out in the weeds by the steel.  Trash piled in the golden brush, discarded clothing, beer cans, soup cans, graffiti canisters, bags, everything imaginable, all from train kids, blowing up the spot.  I found Rooster’s tag scrawled among the door of a building and scribbled mine beneath it, “You're my boy blue.”

I moseyed across the two tracks, shuffling up the steep ballast and back down it, skittering down to flattened brush.  Its dead golden texture left a comfortable outline for my bedroll.  Trains rumbled to a stop by the signal, briefly halting and sighing, continuing onward to the yard.  The thick air chiseled its breath deep to my bones as I slept under the starlit sky.

Morning beamed with brightness and the drumming sound of wheels flooded the tracks, as a locomotive sputtered forward, stopping at the traffic signal.  I hustled.  I crammed my bedroll together hastily tying it to the bottom of my pack.  The baby blue sky shimmered like glass twinkling through the fierce ball of sun.  I squinted down the line of freight cars looking for the perfect ride.  Suicide grainers filed down the tracks to the small bridge that spanned over the canal.  I scampered along hurriedly, squeezing between the prowess of her consist and the narrow path on the bridge, afraid of her imminent sighs and departure.  She stayed put, and I eyed a high-wall grainer, two car lengths from the bridge, edging the nearby neighborhood.  People lurked on their porches, smoking, and eyeing the train as I peeped beyond the cul-de-sac to one-story homes filling the empty streets.  I crept in the shadows of freight cars, waiting, lying down in the high golden brush, listening for the sound of her heartbeat.  Air simmered in a slight ticking of sighs and her wheels began to screech among the steel, slowly rolling, with a go of the signal.

I ran along a grainer, snagging the ladder and hurdled into the foxhole.  She whistled gently and as she crept along her body curled into the yard, halting on the third track.  I sat there scrunched in a ball.  Train grime and dust clung to my pants, jacket and pack like clouds of soot from a chimney.  I waited.  Time felt endless in those moments of uncertainty.  Then she cut power and died in the yard.  My heart sank deep into my chest as my mind raced.  Should I get off and roam through the strings in the yard or stay on and hope for the best? 

I stayed on the train and waited, wondering if I made the cut of freight cars.  An hour dawdled by, my legs numbed from crouching in the V-shaped metal space pressed against her angled steel walls.  Dust clouds filled the dirt access road in a whirlwind from the bull who drove up and down it, signifying her imminent departure.  Suddenly, the ticking of air soothed my ears, connecting power, to rumble onward through the mountainous terrain.

The ground shook as she blazed like roaring thunder through the high desert.  I rode dirty face into the wind, peering out at the jagged mountaintops.  She crept up the steep grades, winding and bending about the curves, screeching and yelping, as my ears cringed.  We moved deeper into the rain shadow of the Cascades pummeling through quaking aspen and ponderosa pine.  The colors reminded me of autumn in Colorado back in 2013. 

When she finally reached a siding, we pulled off the mainline, siding out for an oncoming junk train.  I reached in my pocket pulling out the bubble wrap, stripping the purple band free, and reached in for a cap.  It crunched in my mouth. Its stale texture scaled against my tongue, bitter and flaky.  I moved cars, switching to clean face, hopping on the back porch of a grainer.  The freight car swayed side-to-side as the tracks trembled violently from a passing train.  She aired up and started to creep forward, gingerly crawling.  The thrashing sound of steel sharpened as my hearing and visuals enhanced.  Off she soared.

The vivid green blazes danced on endlessly, waving at me with each yawn of wind, in my elated state.  Their branches curled upward smiling at me as she rattled along the winding steel, bringing bliss to my ears.  The colors pierced my eyes with pure sharp detail.  I noticed the subtlest of movement among the trees, watching needles fall to the ground gracefully while granules and bits of sand floated wayward with the wind, the sun blinding me, but still I smiled.  I tasted the freedom along the rails, with each breath and every sound.  I watched her wheels jank along the steel, but even more carefully than before, in a motion so slow, and so keen. 

Her bolts spun gingerly, one, two, and three in total as we screeched forward, up the steep mountain pass near Mount Shasta.  It felt slow and therapeutic, every clank, every squeal, every earthly sight staring at me with shear sharp vibrance, but as we reached Black Butte all of that changed.

Her cacophony met my ears gregariously, flaunting, weeping, and speaking to me.  She squealed loudly in a shriek of high-pitched wrenching melodies, inch-by-inch, as her wheels pittered millimeters.  Then her bolts followed, lethargically rotating.  Her knuckle locked in place with a sudden jolt of slack action like two hands interlocked by their fingertips.  Her wheels whined forward slowly like an inchworm, deafening my ears, ringing the inside of my skull.  I pressed against my ear canal to muffle the tortuous wails, decadent and timeless in my state of mind.  Then she stopped.  My mind peaked with serotonin and I smiled, wild and free like the quiet woods surrounding me.

She sailed onward chugging towards Dunsmuir, racing the ebb and flow of the Sacramento River.  Its luscious blue current drowned by the intensity of white rapids.  My pupils bulged.  The colors glowed, dynamic and lively, as I became aware of everything around me.

We sided again in Dunsmuir.  My mind felt fuzzy and numb watching the crashing rapids cascade over smooth rock.  I hopped off, the ballast crunching under foot, with an empty water bottle in hand.  I cycled through every emotion on a perilous trek to the river.  Blackberry vines drew their swords as I stormed my way down to the bank of the shore, hopping boulder-to-boulder, bracing against the rough bark of pine, unscathed.  My boot crept out to a slippery wet boulder sticking out of the river and I lunged forward for stability.  With one boot on the shore and the other sprawled out on a rock, I bent over, dipping my bottle into the freezing clear water.  I counted the effervescent glugs surface as my hand tingled while watching my train.

When I reached the ballast, I heard the sharp scuffle of footsteps, not one set, but two, just a few freight cars down the line.  My body tensed in fear.  I looked out at two old home bums in raggedy clothing, scanning each freight car for a rideable porch.  The one climbed up on a grainer, riding dirty face, and the other hoisted up a huge suitcase with clothing protruding out the sides.  He hobbled with a limp.  I never quite saw a face behind his gray fuzzy beard, but I jumped back up on my porch and hid quietly in the foxhole.  Her subtle sigh of air eased my anxiety and my fear dissipated as she rolled nowhere, heading south.

I expired to the depths of unravished freedom, galloping towards Shasta Lake, on my last freight train of the year.  Marvelous teal pools fervently nodded below me in small ripples as the wooden track blurred between her wheels.  Her chugs prospered as she fed more power.  The steel tracks bawled.  While I looked out between the blurred trusses on the train bridge, the mountains rustled softly in harmony, bidding me farewell.

Distant darkness opened its eye to echoed chaos sounding off like a stampede, plowing through a series of tunnels, leaving the Cascades behind for Redding.  She stopped briefly at a signal as dusk crawled along the horizon.  I faded back to my normal state of mind, hopping off, to check the unit for more water.  I scampered off around the bend walking on the plank to the side door.  The cab light shone brightly inside as I searched for the light switch to hide in darkness. 

I chugged two water bottles and watched the computer screen...0...1...2...3...4...8 mph.  I crouched on the floor waiting to reach Roseville around midnight, but she stopped at the next crossing.  I panicked, wondering why.  Did someone see me enter the cab?  Did someone call the police?  I crept out the side door and wandered through the shadows of freight cars.  My eyes adjusted to the night.  Red lights flashed up at the crossing, and as I searched for my grainer, I hid next to an oil tanker.  Beams of flashlights searched the four cars just a few hundred feet ahead. 

I watched two police officers pull off the pair of old home bums.  Their squad cars parked trackside with blinking lights.  They searched their bags and then she hissed, ready to depart.  My heart thumped in fear and I reacted quickly.  I ran across the oil tanker to the other side of her.  She crept softly as I tiptoed along her consist.  I bled with adrenalin, hopping back on the same grainer from earlier in the night, wondering if police would pull me off, as I ducked into the foxhole, drenched in fear.  Sometimes, the best of times were also the worst.


Afterword

Trickling in and out of society is how I lived most of my twenties.  It's how I'm living my thirties, and right now I'm 36.  Not much has changed.  My passion for wandering is like an undying flame.  It keeps me fully alive and vibrant with dreams, but it also keeps me down and restless at times.  It gives me hope through acts of serendipity and the desire to keep exploring, experiencing, and seeing, because that's living.  It's not routine.  It's not planned.  It's life, but it comes with its hardships like anything else.

What I lost in innocence from riding my first few trains I gained a much broader perspective of, not just America and the culture of the railroad, its monikers, its hobohemia, its palpable spirit, but of life, ego and judgment, mental illness, eccentricity, and a raw experience of the street. I wanted to run WILD AND FREE; and I did.  I will always wander off on my adventures, roaming around for days, weeks or even months at a time before settling down for whatever work I can find.  

Although I might never experience the rails for as long as I did in 2017 again, I learned I can just be myself.  I do not have to fit a mold to travel or to do anything in this life.  By learning that philosophy I have more freedom and peace of mind as I cope with the burden of existence.  I have taken a step towards no longer critically judging myself for not fitting societal norms.  It still gets me down from time-to-time because my life is very different from other people.  I feel alone.  I don't relate to many; but at the end of the day, I just don't see why I would want to spend my life doing the same exact thing everyday, chasing money, when the world is full of possibilities.  They are endless and in order for me to pursue them the way I want to, I cannot have a career.  I cannot have stable employment.  I cannot have roots.  I try my best to just get out there and live one day at a time, experience and explore, which over the years has been by riding as many damn freight trains as I can and just getting out there to see new states, countries, and places when I have the time and the money.

What else could I ask for in a society full of greed and the tainted facade of the American Dream?  I would rather live on the fringe and run in the shadows, with the freedom to live how I please, than waste my youth appeasing the man and those around me who think I'm wasting my life.
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