Chapter 20

A week after our meeting in the Mexican restaurant, Judy walked up the driveway holding a bag, Angel, Magnet and now Vincent who seemed to lead his pack stood around my feet on the porch watching with me. Angel barked; Magnet barked and scampered out to meet Judy, her paws propelling her down the stairs and across the lawn in a flash.

“Hey,” she said cheerfully enough. “Hey what is this! Everyone’s here to meet me. What!” She scooped up Magnet and hugged her. “You all left glen in the dust.” 

The other pups had followed Magnet, happily wagging and licking at the bag in Judy’s hand. 

“No,” she said easily enough. “No, you’ll have to wait! Come on!”

She led her entourage up to the porch where I waited ad then came to me, hugging me, putting her head on my chest and smiling up at me.

“They know,” I said, smoothing her hair. “They know you have treats.”

“Yeah!” she said jubilantly. “They know. They approve.” 

“Of what?”

“Of us,” she said quietly. “They approve.” 

“Come on Judy Flower. Let’s get them settled with their treats before they run us out of town on a rail!” 

We all made our way along the side of the house, through the path that led to the back yard. Since that nasty sinus infection when I put the dogs into the enclosure in the garage I had built another one outside so they could enjoy the weather and the fresh air. Now I directed them to go into the enclosure and set the food inside, making sure they all had their own portion. 

“Now,” I said, coming close and looking at Judy for a kiss. “Do I get my treat?”

“You’re always a treat,” she responded warmly, letting me pull her close for the greeting. Her mouth lingered on mine for a moment, her taste sweet.

“You know,” she said gently, “if we keep this up we’re going to end up getting closer.”

I drew back, comfortable with the kiss, her words cooling my heart, making me stop in my tracks.

“I’m sorry,” she said “I didn’t mean to say anything to make you upset.”

“I’m not upset.” “No. Just,,”

“Insecure,” she said. “Just a little insecure.” 

She drew back and held me at a distance, gazing into my eyes. But then she pulled me close again and put her face up.

“Glen,” she whispered. “come here. It’s okay, really.” 

We kissed quietly. She smoothed back my hair, our lips together in an exploration that could have turned to fire if I hadn’t been so frightened.

“Slowly,” she coaxed, “Slowly. Come on.” She drew away, stroking my cheek, turning to my kitchen and lacing her fingers through my suddenly clammy ones. “Let’s go see what you brought for dinner. You did make something didn’t you? We’ve had a hard day I sent Olivia off to Atlanta and now it’s time for us to just relax. Are you scared, Glen?” She turned back to me, easing away my discomfort with her soft eyes and her quiet voice. “We’ve been through this so many times.” There seemed to be something in her voice, a hint of impatience though she tried desperately not to show it. “Come on. I need a break. The hard part has started now,” she said. “She’s gone. The family is gone. I’m by myself in that house with the cats. The first week of work was good. Normal. I can use that.” 

We went into the backyard and stood next to the barbecue.

“This is what I brought,” I said, showing off the pile of marinated steaks I had been working on that morning. “I want to barbecue.” 

I looked at the patio, the table was raggedy, the chairs torn, I needed new furniture but just hadn’t had time to fix it. Judy stepped back and watched as I tested the heat of the charcoal barbecue. The heat came up from the pit, I was satisfied. 

“Barbecue sounds great. I’m ready for a nice break. Come on, Glen.” She stood there with me for a moment while the grille grew hot. “I’m glad to be here. I really am.” 

Judy seemed to look at that patio, where the ragged chairs were, and she looked at me again, standing beside the barbecue. The scrape of a spatula filled the cool evening, the sizzling of a marinated steak as its cool moist flesh hit the hot metal of the wrack filled the silence between us. A flame leaped up as some lingering grease on the steak hit the hot shelf beneath the rack. I closed the lid, the sizzling continued, the slow, sweet fragrance of searing meat filled the backyard.

“No chicken and broccoli casserole today,” Judy said, handing me a rag so I could wipe the grease from the rim of the barbecue. “No. Not today. The weather is too beautiful and I enjoy coming out into the backyard on a day like this.” 

We moved back to the patio, taking spots at the wrought iron table. I dusted it off, wiped it down with a hot moist rag. Judy set an ice bucket in the middle and took out two glasses of iced tea she had made in the kitchen. We sat quietly, the breeze wafted the fragrance of the meat to us, some red and gold flowers opened their petals gently in the soft summer breeze.

“My dad liked to barbecue,” I said into the silence. “He would do that after a hard day’s work; after working on cars all day at the shop, he would come home and put some steaks on the grill. It was his way of getting rid of his cares, I guess.” 

I sat back looking at Judy’s face. She was quieter than usual; maybe she was thinking of her mother. She took my hands.

“I love you Glen Streicher,” she said. “I’m a very lucky woman to have you share your memories. I’ve always loved a barbecue. I’m glad it makes you so happy.” 

“It does.” I squeezed her hand, held my glass in the other. My fingers curled round the red beveled glass with the sparkly design, the lemony liquid invited me to taste it. I sipped slowly from the glass, setting it down, the loose ice cubes clinking against its sides. Judy did the same; there wasn’t much to say. What could we say? We didn’t need to say anything. Or maybe it was that Judy didn’t want to ask me anything. Maybe she was cautious after making me uncomfortable in the hall way with her comment after the kiss. 

“Glen,” she finally said. “I didn’t bring anything tonight. I only brought the treats for the kids.”

“No problem, Judy. All you need is yourself. I’m sorry about earlier.”

I felt somehow that I needed to apologize.

“Glen.” Her voice was soft in the early evening, her eyes on mine. She had my attention. “I don’t want to be afraid to say things. I don’t’ want to say something that gets you upset for any reason I don’t know about. Sometimes it’s like walking in a mine field.”

“You seem to be successful at it. You’ve gotten through all my other fears.”

“I know.”She leaned forward, holding my gaze, not letting it wander from her’s. “I’ll keep walking through them. But please Glen don’t get angry with me. Sometimes I wonder if you get a little defensive without meaning to. I just want you to know I’m wondering about that. I’m thinking about it.”

“You said you loved me for who I am,” I said, almost forgetting the barbecue. “This is who I am. If you can’t accept that you know you can go.” I took a deep breath and continued. “I wish I wasn’t so afraid. I’m trying.”  

“You are,” she said gently, watching my dry eyes. “I know you are. We’re working on being friends. I’m so grateful. I appreciate that you’re trying.” She gently tried to ease herself away from the subject. She put her Hands out to me, picked up my fingers, rubbed them, somehow this action comforted me. “I just want to be honest. Can we do that?”

“Yes,” I said. “you know I’m afraid. You’ve been very patient.” 

A hissing sound got my attention and I slid my chair back, it scraped against the concrete slab as I hurried out across the grass. The soft swish of my feet slipping across the grass came to us, somewhere a bird chirped cheerfully. The sizzling hastened my approach to the barbecue and our attention was fixed on me as I lifted the lid and quickly turned the steaks over to grill on the other side. I came back to the patio and sat down across from Judy. She still waited for me. I sighed easily.

“You were saying,” I prompted her, sipping at my iced tea again. 

“I said it all, Glen,” she said quietly. “All for now.”

“I bet you never thought when you saw me waving through the window of the locomotive that you were going to get all this with the package did you? You were brave coming into the direction of that cab.” 

“Not brave,” she assured, her green eyes sparkling in the fading summer sunlight. “Curious. I had to know who was there. You have the brightest smile. And I saw your friends. I wanted to be one.”

“Did you?”

“Yes, I did.” 

“I’m glad,” I said softly. “I’m very glad.” 

I gazed into Judy’s face, her eyes caught mine, they held for a long moment. I could feel a gentle stirring within me, on that responded to Judy’s warmth, a hand leading me away from my reluctance, and still not wanting to touch that sore, hot tearful place I guarded like a moat surrounding an impenetrable castle. I sighed, she reached out and took my hand, holding it in her’s, gently covering my scars.

“Union Pacific,” she said quietly. “I still think it has something to do with that.” 

My heart drew back, but I had seen out the window, those bars were slowly opening. I loved this woman. A cool frost came into her eyes, only a slight one. I slid myself back from the table, the chair scraping, I stood to my full height, walked slowly to where she sat and put my hands on her shoulders. She turned to look at me. 

“Stand up,” I said a little more huskily than I expected. Her eyes grew inquisitive. She rose from her spot, walked a few steps closer to me. I pulled her to me, her small, soft breasts pressed against my cotton shirt. I could feel them pressing against my flesh, my body tensed, I shuddered, holding her, testing my own response. I trembled; she stood there. I could feel Elizabeth’s memory fading, turning to ash like the coals in the hot barbecue. Elizabeth’s hold on me was lessening, her young memory fleeting, the soft scent of the meadow grass removed to the back of a mind that had refused to engage itself with a woman since that confusing and hurtful time. I tucked my hand under Judy’s chin, turning her face to look at me, her eyes two questions. My hand trembled a little, my fingers touching her cheek, feeling the outline of her small, narrow face. She stood quietly, perhaps unsure what I meant to do. I wasn’t sure I knew what I wanted. I wanted to love her, to move her beyond friendship, but I wanted to trust her completely and something stopped me. My eyes filled with tears. Her arms tightened about me, her fingers gently massaged my lower back, making their way up my spine, resting gently there.

“So complicated you are, Glen Streicher,” she said. “You’re thinking of something. I wish you would share it with me.” 

On the table next to the wrought iron that separated the grass from the concrete of the patio, there was one platter. I loosened my hold on Judy and gently slid my hand through hers, leading her to the table. I picked up the platter and gave it to her, she walked with me out to the barbecue, the red hot lid signaling that our work was almost done. She held the platter as I slid the steaks onto its smoothes surface, her hands balanced the plate, holding it perfectly as the last steak slid onto it. I put my arm around her and walked with her back to the patio. The platter slid quietly onto the table and we sat down again, waiting for the juices to flow back into the still warm meat. Grease dropped onto the platter, the fat marbling, little pools of grease gathering at the side. The platter separated us. But we were together, my desire smoldering, perhaps her curiosity growing.  

“the last few weeks,” I suddenly said, not sure I could go on, my voice catching in my throat. “When we were texting.” I took another one of my famous deep breaths, determined to say it. “I missed you Judy Flower. I missed you very much.” 

Judy’s eyes found mine. Then I stood there on the edge again, and said nothing. Judy took one of the steaks and put it on a plate and gave it to me. We said nothing during dinner, only looked at each other. I couldn’t talk for fear of losing my composure. She wanted me to share something I couldn’t do just yet. But we breathed through the moment and when dinner was finished I pulled my chair next to hers and drew her onto my lap. She did not refuse. She sat on my knee, leaning on my shoulder, the fragrance of the food and the quiet summer breeze surrounding us. 

“I’m going to a safety conference this weekend,” I said into the silence. 

She nodded.

“You’re the best,” she only said.

“How do you know that?”

“I just know it. Those eyes. I’m home this weekend. The house is mostly together; I need a break from it all.”

“Come house sit,” I encouraged, picturing Judy standing in the living room holding my white boxers, a scene from earlier when I had been ill and she had fallen asleep accidentally on my couch. “And then I’m going to Lori’s birthday party; Lori from the train.” 

“I’m going to Lori’s party,” she said, her eyes lighting up. “I’ll see you on that day, then.” 

“And I will house sit.” 

“Angel and Magnet will like that.” 

More silence passed between us, my natural tendency to be quiet, her comfort, or her questions, I do not know. I felt her warm, breathing body and I knew that I was close to surrendering to her, to taking her to me, to loving her completely. If only it hadn’t been for my fear of her reaction to my secret, I would have taken her to me right then, but I didn’t. I sat there, looking over her head, looking at the plants that hung in ceramic pots over the wrought iron railing. Her gaze followed mine.

“another characteristic of your father?” she asked, pointing at the plants.

“No,” I whispered. “No, I don’t know where that one came from. I lived near Eugene Oregon for a while,” I explained, “when I used to operate the train from there, the passenger train. I had a garden in my small apartment and so when I moved her I decided to just hang the plants. I don’t have time to tend a garden. But I do have time for geraniums.” 

“They’re beautiful. So peaceful.” 

I drew in a long breath, her arms tightened about me.

“Okay?” she whispered. I relaxed.

“Fine. Just happy. Are you happy?” 

“I am,” she said, ad yet something hinted that she wanted more information. Maybe it was the way she sat on my lap, the small question in her eyes. She was true to her promise and I felt another layer ripping away. I breathed through the realization, letting my hand find the soft curls that hung on Judy’s shoulder. She sat quietly.

“Judy” I said huskily, my heart pounded, my throat almost closing. “I love you.” 

She hugged me and rested her cheek on my neck. Her lips caressed the warm skin, I shuddered. We sat together, her weight on my knees, my arms around her waste, my hands resting on her knees, her warmth, her body warming my coolness. 

A yip and a growl startled us out of our embrace, I jumped to my feet, Judy landing nimbly beside me.

“Damn dogs!” I cursed under my breath, perhaps more grateful for their interruption than irritated. 

“Vincent,” I said in my best disciplinary voice. 

Silence fell over the backyard. Judy walked with me to the enclosure, deftly opened the gate and snatched a bone out of Vincent’s mouth. Angel and Magnet scattered.

“Judy!” I said surprised.

“They were fighting over that. No!” she scolded. “No more. You’ve all had enough.” 

The dogs lay down, Angel came and put her head near the bars, staring at me.

“You listen to mother,” I said. 

Judy smiled. She walked briskly back to the kitchen, I followed her.

“I guess I just kind of stepped in where I didn’t need to,” she said.

“Are you okay? They didn’t bite you?”

I grabbed her hands, inspecting them, their warmth still capable of arousing my desire for her.

“I’m fine,” she assured as I dropped her hands. “I’ve had dogs before. When we were children I was always breaking up tussles. I prefer cats.” 

Judy’s eyes strayed to a domed platter on the counter.

“You made the cake,” she squealed in delight. “Glen, let’s have it. Please!” 

The cake saved our friendship that day, or at least rescued me from plunging headlong over a cliff I didn’t want to encounter. I knew I’d have to be careful. If I moved too fast I’d be even more afraid. Somehow I had to trust her. I had to stop being afraid. I wasn’t quite sure how that was going to happen.

Chapter 21

The first time I spoke with Judy at the railroad café, she had introduced Lori to me in her naturally friendly way. I’d say that Lori was about sixty years old. She was married and had two children, both grown now, one in college an one out of state somewhere, I don’t remember where. Lori worked for a legal firm and she was friendly enough. I would say hello to her as she made her way past the engine looking for the first available car. She was, unlike Judy, it seemed, never in a hurry to catch my train. Our greeting was quick out of necessity, my attention focused on waiting for my conductor’s signal. 

As the months went by, Judy, Lori and I met for coffee more regularly. On one particular day, a sunny April day just before I started the second part of my shift, Lori pulled up a chair and we all shared a break together. I got up to excuse myself, I had two hours till I needed to report back to work. I walked out to the car, Lori catching up with me. 

“Glenn,” she said. “Mr. Streicher.”

If someone called me Mr. Streicher, it caught my attention. I stopped and turned to her. Now she fell into step beside me.

“I just want you to know that I have a house near by with an extra bedroom and bath, an outside house. It’s very nice. I just wanted you to know that if you ever need a place to sleep you can go there and rest.”

She  had been catching my train for probably a year, and she knew that sometimes on my breaks I’d go find a place to sleep. I nodded, surprised.

“Thank you,” I said rubbing my eyes as if to acknowledge the need for such a place. 

She reached out and pressed a key into my hand.

“Listen” she said. “I mean this sincerely this isn’t a trick. I’m gone a lot of the time. That house just sits there empty. The kids never come there and I’m not renting it out. I decided I didn’t want to rent to tenants anymore. I’ve had nothing but trouble with them.” She smiled apologetically. “I’m sorry I don’t’ mean to keep you. I know you have things to do. Anyway,” she continued, “the house is across the street and you can go there any time you like. You never have to tell me.” 

One day I wasn’t feeling very well I must have eaten something that didn’t agree with me. I took the key and let myself in to the little guest area. There was a nice queen bed and a spacious bathroom, two facts for which I soon became very grateful. That day my stomach cramped and I knew I wouldn’t be able to finish my shift. I got on the phone and told my employer I was violently ill. By the time I could notice, my head hurt and I was still nauseous so I crawled into bed and that’s where I spent that night. Early in the morning still ill but much better, I quietly slipped away and called in sick. At home I crawled into bed and fell asleep, calling out sick for three days. When I came to work again I didn’t say anything about the incident, but then at Christmas I gave her a card, one that said thank you for all your help and your kindness. If I could ever return the favor I would do so. 

I owned this small favor to Judy, I suppose, because it was through her that I had met Lori, and here we were now attending her birthday party. She decided to have it at a Chinese restaurant so it was with a great sense of anticipation that I dropped in after attending the railroad safety conference. I could stop by for an hour or so, I had to get home and get ready for work. Seems like all of us had to do that, but Lori was a social woman and she wanted some of us to share her evening. 

The buffet was stunning. I was hungry. Getting my plate and going around to the different stations, I kept an eye out for Judy and finally found her waiting in line behind Lori and her husband Lyle. I caught her attention.

“Hey you!” she smiled. “Everything is in order! I think the kids miss you.”

“Probably. They usually know when I’m gone.”

“They were good,” she said. “No damage.”

“And the laundry?”

“I actually did laundry,” she said. “I hope you don’t mind.”

“No. I laughed. Judy was just a  very helpful person.

“and the bedroom?” I wanted to know. “There is that pile of railroad magazines on the floor. Seems I never get a chance to straighten them up.”

She looked at me guiltily.

“Did you do that?” I secretly felt relieved. It really was a mess.

“I was curious,” she said. “I wanted to see the pictures. It as just too easy to straighten them all out. I put them in the office in the magazine stand.”

“I don’t’ mind,” I said. “I can handle that. I don’t really have a lot of stuff to get out of sync.”

It occurred to me than as we talked about a seemingly inconsequential thing like organizing magazines that I was more than willing to let Judy into my personal space now, but I hesitated to let her enter my secret painful spot. I started then to get angry with myself, I didn’t understand this reluctance to share with her my past, but I didn’t’ touch it then. I came up beside her and filled my plate from the large, stainless steel tray of barbecue chicken. 

“come sit with us,” Lori said, “thanks for coming, Glen.”

I joined Judy and Lyle and Lori, watching the others slowly filing in, putting brightly wrapped gifts on the table that held a large cake. I dug into my plate.  

Lori sat down, too, relishing her food, and the company at the table.

“SO,” she said to us, “you two are hanging out together?” She smiled like a matchmaker. “I don’t know what stops you Glen,” she said innocently, “Judy is a treasure! You should snag her. Don’t let her go. She’s a jewel.”

How many times had I heard that? Tonight, maybe I was tired from the weekend, it didn’t sit well. Suddenly the fun was gone from watching the people bring in the presents. I retreated and only nodded.

I sipped from the round little cup that held the mandatory black tea.

“Lori,” Judy wanted to steer away from this painful subject. “You’re such a matchmaker.” She tried to smile. “We’re working on being friends. We’re happy that way.” 

I secretly thanked Judy for rescuing the conversation. Lori glanced at Judy, then at my face and decided to drop the subject. She excused herself and went to greet some other guests. 

Some moments passed while Judy and I concentrated on our plates. Judy suddenly turned to the back of her chair and got her purse, digging through it. Her face flushed. 

“What’s the matter?” I asked, still distracted.

“My phone,” she said in disbelief. “It’s on your dining room table. I’ll have to follow you back to the house,” she continued. “It’s my only phone.” 

I smiled through my own discomfort.

“I’m sure the kids won’t mind seeing you one more time,” I said, trying to be cheerful. I turned my gaze to my empty plate and then got up to refill it. When I got back, Judy was in conversation with one of the commuters who regularly frequented my train. I acknowledged the greeting, happy to be out of the mine field. But the mood had shifted and somehow Judy knew it. 

The party passed uneventfully, I got up to leave, wishing Lori a happy birthday and saying I would see her in the morning?

“No,” she smiled. “Lyle and I are leaving for our anniversary trip. So while everyone is going back to work, we’re going to play!”

“Well,” then, I congratulated her, “see you when you get back then.”

I waved to Judy. She got up and followed me outside.”

On the porch, we stood waiting as I dug for my keys. I hated digging for keys. Normally I had them closer but tonight they weren’t in the pocket I usually kept them in. My car keys were separate from the house keys and tonight I resolved to change that. They were going to stay on the same ring. Judy rescued me by producing the extra set. I took them and smiled sheepishly.

“Poor Glen,” she said. “You have to be up early in the morning and you drop by to see Lori and she embarrasses you and then you cant’ find your keys. One of those days I suppose.”

“I suppose,” I said, suddenly exhausted. Judy followed me into the house, stopping to inspect everything. I was pleased. I couldn’t have kept up the place better myself and probably wouldn’t have though certainly it wouldn’t have been completely out of order. 

“I’m sorry about tonight,” she said. “Buy you had fun didn’t you?” 

“I did,” I said, wanting to hug Judy. Suddenly I drew back and she came and touched my shoulder.

“Glen,” she said ever so gently. You’re getting defensive.”  

“What do you want me to do?” I suddenly said, desperately. “Break down and cry like a baby? Tell you the whole story? You’re the one who went to the cab,” I said, “you didn’t have to wave at me.” 

“I’m sorry, Glen,” she said and I could see her about to cry.

“what are you sorry about? Are you sorry you’re digging into my secret closet?”

“Sometimes,” she said honestly. “Sometimes not. I think you have a story to tell.”

 “I have a story,” I said quietly. “A twenty year story of hiding. A twenty year story of being mostly happy except in one thing.” 

“Love,” she said. “You’ve not been happy in love. It’s made you withdraw; it’s made you run away. I guess I’m lucky in a way” she said and paused as I sat down in the green recliner, crossing my arms. “I’m lucky because you’re a nice man and someone else would have gotten you. Can you see that, Glen?” 

“You’re pushing too hard,” I said. “I don’t want to talk about it. It’s too painful.”

“Glen,” she gently chided me.  “I didn’t say anything. Lori made an innocent comment and now you’re upset.” “You keep wanting to get closer. I see it in your eyes. When you held me on your patio last week, you were trembling. You were hurting yourself. We can’t keep this up. It’s too intense. I want to be your friend but we can’t go on with this thing that’s stopping us. We either take care of it or break up.”

 “I’m glad you’re such a therapist,” I said, my hands trembling. “I’m glad you know what ails me.” 

My face flushed.

“Okay” she said, getting up from her chair. “I’m going to go now. You have to get up early and so do I. But Glen, I’ve been thinking and I have to tell you I can’t go on with you when you’re so close to doing something more than kiss or hold me or cook for me.”

“Now you’re upset!” I said needlessly.  “You’re the one who wants to push this! Maybe I can’t trust you after all! You say you’re not going to ask and then you ask! Why can’t you just leave things as they are?”

I did not yell. I did not abuse Judy with my words. She was a wonderful woman. I just suddenly didn’t get it. Why was she asking me about my past when she said over and over again that she wouldn’t bring it up.” 

”Maybe we should try not seeing each other for three weeks,” I said. “To calm down.” 

“Glen,” she said, getting up. “That’s fine. But I’m not changing trains. I’m not find another way to work just because you’re suddenly insecure about this. I want to be your friend. I want what you have to offer me. It would be nice to have someone wonderful like you around. But we can’t go on because you’re not ready and so maybe you’re right. I won’t wave. I won’t call you. I’ll just go and sit in that car and wait for you to come to a decision. It’s up to you where we go from here. I’ve been patient. I’ve been here for you. I’ve done everything I can, Glen.” And then as Judy always did, she put the truth in one very short sentence. “I ask you what happened because I know that if you tell me it will move us forward which is what you want. But we can’t do that till you tell me what happened. We both know that.”  

She walked toward my door, I stood now in the middle of the room,  watching her. She suddenly put her hands out as if she expected me to hit her, they beckoned me, I saw her fragile, her face full of pain. I stood there, afraid to say anything, knowing I was letting her walk away. Suddenly the quiet friendship of the last few months and the wonderful buffet at Lori’s party turned to a heavy stone. I stood there only vaguely hearing the door shut gently. I went through my routine automatically, preparing for the morning. I did not protest when Vincent crawled up beside me in my bed. Somehow sleep had fled. Tonight I was glad I had lost the battle with Vincent. Tonight I was glad he was here. It made the hell I had created just a little more bearable. 

Chapter 22

I looked up as a slow moving freight train crossed in front of us, looking to my left, barely seeing a man I recognized, to my right, two women spoke about something in serious tones. The freight groaned laboriously along the track, the engineer finally shifting into a higher speed, pulling the freight away, the cool breeze, the marine layer was especially thick that June, curled around my cheeks, cooling the hot skin. I sat up, curling my hands on my lap, acknowledging the wave of the man I had seen to my left.

“Glen.”

The calling of my name roused me from my stupor. I booked up and knew him. A fist socked its way into my stomach, though Scott Brown hardly knew it.

“Hey,” I said, putting out my hand. Our hands clasped briefly, he sat down to my left, setting down a sty form box on the planter.

“I see you’ve been to the café,” I said, suddenly realizing I might be hungry.

“Yeah,” he said, opening the box. The fragrant, rich aroma of the fried potatoes escaped the box, the hamburger on top of it, big, generous, called my name. 

“By yourself?” Scott asked. My stomach curled into a knot, the hamburger suddenly seemed less appealing.

“Yes.”

“Where is Judy?”

“I don’t know. I haven’t seen her since Monday.” 

“I saw her this morning,” he told me. “She was hear looking down the tracks, kind of sad-looking.”

“Oh,” I sighed in despair. I hugged myself as if a chill from the thickening marine layer had suddenly wrapped its moistness around me.

“Her mother died about a month ago,” I explained, surprised at my own composure.

“I knew that,” he responded patiently. “She told us when it happened; sitting here waiting for your train a few weeks ago.”

“Was she waiting for a train today? I didn’t see her.”

“No,” he said, putting  the box on his knees, “just sitting here, looking.”

Scott dug into his hamburger, silent for a moment. His silence gave me time to mull over what I didn’t want to remember. The morning after we had separated I discovered Judy’s phone still lying on the table. The little red thing was a led weight in my hand. I tucked it into my bag, she would have to get it from me. Putting my own phone in another pocket I grabbed my keys from their hook and went outside. The cool moist air soothed my red eyes, the ruins of my weekend weighed heavily in my stomach. Getting to the café I searched for Judy among the commuters milling on the patio, standing in knots by the tracks. She walked briskly along the cobblestone pathway, holding a cup, as if she might be in a hurry. My mouth clenched, Judy was always in a hurry in the morning, it was one of the thins I loved about her. A tall, dark-haired man came up beside her, my face grew hot. They chattered gaily, I suddenly longed for the isolation of the locomotive. Our eyes met, I beckoned to her with a trembling hand, she stopped in stride, looked at me again and said something to her companion. She walked briskly to me, her fragrance bringing back to many memories, I could not talk. I reached into my bag quickly, and pulled out her phone, holding it out to her. She blinked, she took the phone, laying her hand on mine for a moment, her eyes softening.

“Poor Glen,” she whispered seeing my face. “Have a good day Glen.”

She was gone, rejoining a group of commuters. I stood up to my full height, held myself erect, headed to the cab and squeezed my way up the ladder. Today I welcomed the locomotive’s spacious interior, comforted by the isolation. I sat down at the work table,  burying my face in my hands. I rubbed my eyes hard, glancing down at my watch. I got into my seat, priming the switches, keying the mic to tell John all was in order up here. I was never so grateful as I was that day for the simple routine of calling out signals and getting us from one station to the other. It soothed my anguish and made me forget, only for a moment. 

Did you let her get away, Glen?”

The calming voice of Scott Brown dragged me away from my memories, the rustling of the paper on his hamburger, gunfire in the silence of the station. The commuters had disappeared, the sudden angry notes of the train horn made me blink, the engine thundered in front of us, shaking the ground, the rhythmic clack of the empty cars drowned out any conversation. The train moved away, the silence felt good.

“Did you make that mistake I told you not to make, Glen?” Scott seemed angry. Somehow I was glad. At least I wasn’t the only one who was upset with my misstep.

“Well, Glen,” he said looking at me directly. “She misses you if that helps. She just sat there this morning looking down the tracks, as if she was looking for you.”

“She told me I had to make a decision,” I choked out. 

“She slammed into your brick wall of resistance,” Scott said. “She’s a gem, Glen. You know it. You do what’s best, man.” 

Scott finished off his hamburger, leaving me to myself. We watched a few more trains and then I got up. I put my hand out to Scott.

“Hey, thanks, man,” I said. “I’ll take your advice.”

I headed out to the parking lot, eager to get away, to curl up in my own self pity and try to think things out. The babble of human voices at the restaurant across the parking lot came to me on the cool air, somewhere someone started an engine, the smell of cooking grease drifted to me, making me remember I was hungry. A laughing group of people came toward me, I shied away, protecting my need for silence.

“Glen Streicher!”

A woman hailed me, tall, slim, I smiled, the movement hard and easing at once.

“Kim.” 

“Hello stranger! I heard you’ve been busy! You aren’t looking well, though. What’s wrong, my favorite engineer!” 

“Is it so obvious?” I asked, knowing it was.

“You look like hell! You haven’t been sick!”

“No.”

Kim, our secretary, stopped in front of me, taking in my sad face, my red eyes, my overall lethargy. Her husband Randy stood beside her, resting his hand on her arm. 

“Glen, maybe you don’t want to talk about it. I’m sorry I don’t mean to interfere in your private life.” 

Suddenly I wanted to tell her everything. She was friendly, and most of all, she knew how to keep things to herself. She had helped me out when I forgot to call in when I had that sinus infection, she was just a professional. 

“It’s a Friday night,” I said, pointing to the restaurant with the inviting neon sign and the noisy crowd. “You don’t want to hear my troubles.” 

“Silly!” she smiled. “We just got off work and Randy picked me up here. We’re escaping this madhouse, too noisy for old fogies like us.”

I laughed. Something broke and I smiled more easily now.

“We’re just going to find a quiet spot for dinner. Would you like to come join us?”

“Okay.”

Suddenly being with Kim and Randy in a quiet place, away from here, away from where Judy and I had first met seemed like the perfect anecdote to my heavy heart.

“Got any ideas?” I asked.

“Sure. There’s a quiet spot out of the way, it’s a few miles out with a great seafood salad, a bit of a drive but always worth it on a Friday. You look tired, are you sure you want to come?”

“I want to come,” I said quietly, my mouth suddenly watering, Scott’s hamburger forgotten in the anticipation of fresh seafood. “It would be perfect. And I am hungry.” 

I slid my key into the door, opening it quickly, hearing the satisfying click as the dead bolt slid into place. I hung my keys on their hook, placed my bag in its usual spot, petted the dogs, quickly check to see that they had water, and hurried to my bedroom. Undressing quickly I was tempted to fling my clothes in a corner, but no, I would just have to pick them up in the morning, so I hung them up neatly and slid gratefully and with a huge sense of relief beneath my sheets, my head easing its way onto the pillow, the closing of my eyes comforting. My body relaxed against the sheets, Vincent curled up against me, I sighed, almost moaning with relief. Since spending that pleasant evening with Kim and Randy and driving back to my house I suddenly felt the weight of the last week leave me, in its wake an overwhelming exhaustion that promised to be slaked by cool, gentle refreshing sleep. I sighed again, letting Kim’s words and her suggestions sooth my despairing heart. She and Randy had been my godsend. The blankets slipped easily over me, I lay, unable to move from exhaustion. In the morning there was a plan. I would call Judy and admit my mistake. She had asked me to make a decision. For the moment my body was so weary that I didn’t think past that. Before I formed my next thought I slept, deep and hard, comforted by my blankets and my pets, eased by Kim’s words and their friendship. Perhaps things wouldn’t be so bad after all. I would know in the morning. 

Someone was calling me. I lay in a deepening fog, there was a bright flash of light, a flurry of sound, and a sharp pain, pain racing through my legs, something scraping over that op of me, crushing, forcing the life out of me in a gagging exhalation; an echo, a voice calling me. I tried sitting up but the weight was too much, my hands reached out to stop the force, something like steel on steel, pushing down my hands, crushing them, breaking them, my vision filled with gray, red, my ears filled with an overwhelming thunder. Now I saw flames in the distance casting an eerie glow. A woman’s voice called me, barely audible in the thunder and the red and the gray and the crushing. I lay sopping wet, panting, choking on my own breath, and then all was quiet. I was sitting up, my hands out before me, reaching for the person who called to me. I wriggled my toes, my legs, I felt them, they were intact. I crossed my arms on my knees, the blankets falling away, exposing my chest, naked to the waste where the sheets covered me. Two warm bodies comforted me, Vincent sat between my knees. The night had been shattered, my peaceful sleep ruined by this dream, and Judy’s voice calling me. I lay back, restless, slowly easing, my breathing becoming more normal. Vincent moved to his usual spot between my arms, he hugged my chest, I felt his warm nose, his fur, my head eased once again onto the pillow. The chill June marine layer receded in the warmth of my bed, I slowly opened my eyes, turned my head and lifted it so I could see the digital readout on my bedside clock. It was 6:00 AM. I did not move. I lay awake, comforted by the fact that I didn’t have to get up; not that I would have wanted to after that awful dream, a dream that nagged me even after I called Judy that day.

Chapter 23

The weather broke on that last Saturday in June, the thick layer of gloom that hung over our heads like thick moist gelatinous mist dispersed with the coming of the sunshine. The early morning greeted me as I got up and fed the dogs, deciding what to do that day. I didn’t have any plans. Judy and I hadn’t planned anything that weekend, and my own state of mind was such that I hadn’t thought much past the beginning and ending of each day. Last night, when Kim Randy and I left the restaurant, Kim had looked at me as I sat behind the wheel of that little faithful Toyota, its interior worn from use. Her look froze my hand in position as I inserted the key into the ignition. 

“Glen.” Her eyes held mine. “I know we’ve avoided this like the plague. You’ve been wanting to not discuss this but there really is something bothering you. Can you tell me what it is?”

Her hands lay on the door just over the place where the window would rise from its interior hiding space. Kim was a good woman, I knew her from other work I had done on railroad lines. The last company I worked with as an engineer had hired her as their secretary and she and I both lost our jobs in a wide swathe of cuts. When I found work here, she soon followed, hiring in at her last salaried position. Kim was a good asset for any company to have. 

“Kim,” I suddenly said, a wave of anguish rising in my throat, “please don’t tell me Judy is a jewel and I’m making a mistake by walking away. I know what I want. I want her. I’m just afraid.” 

“Judy flower?” she asked. “Oh Glen, she’s such a doll. We know her. We sometimes take the same train together. She does like you. She doesn’t say it but she just shows it. She sits as close as she can to you and I see her looking toward the engine just before running off to work. We don’t see her very often because our schedules are different. But you’re right even if you don’t want me to say it. You know it, Glen.” My eyes welled involuntarily with tears. “You know it,” she repeated. “No one has to tell you she’s a jewel. What happened?” 

I briefly explained our separation.

“DO you have to wait three weeks?”

Sitting up in that locomotive cab watching people take pictures, waving, communicating, I had asked myself the same thing. I was ready. I was just afraid, as usual. There was nothing new about that. 

“Glen, go do something that helps you. Go hiking or something. You always have a project you’re working on. But Glen,” she looked me straight in the eye, “don’t waste time. She’s still waiting. Don’t make her wait, Glen. Don’t wait three weeks, Glen. You’re in too much distress. You’ll enjoy your job more.” 

I smiled through my tears. I couldn’t speak for a moment.

“Hey, my favorite engineer,” she soothed, “dry your eyes and go get your girl. Go get her.” 

Kim’s words rang in my head that Saturday morning as the coffee pot gurgled and the dogs scampered around the kitchen, getting in my way as I made eggs and sausage and popped some frozen hashed browns into the toaster oven. I sat down at the table with my coffee, suddenly remembering that Judy had sat in this very same spot, talking to me, enjoying the cake. Her smile peeped its way into the corner of my overwhelmed head and I couldn’t help smiling a little, too. I looked on the table for my phone, somehow I always left it here, and squinted at the time. It was 8:00. Suddenly, my heart pounded, my hands grew clammy as I picked up the phone and found her number in the contact list. I pushed tee send button and waited, the ring hollow in my ear, her gentle voice coming to me over the line.

“Hi this is Judy Flower. Please leave a message for me or Sparkles or sandy and we’ll get back to you soon. Have a good day.” 

The beep of Judy’s voicemail left me searching for words, I was sure I would be disconnected. 

“Judy,” I hesitated. It’s Glen, your train engineer. Judy. I miss you Judy flower. Do you think,” I said finally taking courage, “that Sparkles and Sandy would mind if I took you to breakfast on Monday? Or tomorrow? Tomorrow might be less rushed. Would you mind? Let’s work it out. Judy, honey, I miss you.” Now I was begging and I stopped myself, sucking up my despair, plunging forward over the cliff. “Judy, please call me or text me. The kids and I need to see you. I need to see you.” 

Putting my phone away into my bag I suddenly swept up the dishes and put them in the sink, washing out the coffee pot and the cup, the cupboard clanging sharply in the silence, the kitchen a lonely place. I hurried through the house gathering the items I would need, coaxing Vincent, Angel, and magnet into their carrier. My backpack, the carrier, my water canteen, and food for the afternoon found its way into the car and we slid into traffic. I sat behind the wheel concentrating all my energy on driving safely through the Saturday traffic, my eyes on the cars in front of me. Out of the corner of one eye I saw a truck try to move into my lane, I reacted quickly, moving forward just enough to allow him in, my courtesy acknowledged by the other driver. The air conditioner whirred on, my feet operated the pedals, already I could feel myself easing. Kim had been right and now we headed off to our favorite spot in the mountains, the biggest barrier would be the traffic. I sat waiting, feeling better as we got farther away from the little house on Cleveland Avenue. The dogs barked and tasseled in the carrier, silencing at my call to them. They knew we were heading off to the mountains and they would be out, too, enjoying the beautiful day, one that I was determined would not go to waste. It was all in her hands now. I had done what Kim asked, knowing it was the right thing. I couldn’t sit at home and wait for a response. I was out now and I would be silly not to take advantage of the beautiful last Saturday in June.  

The area around the cabin was sparsely put together, rocks, a tree that had been savaged by beetle bark disease years earlier struggled to survive, but it was peaceful. The crisp afternoon air caressed my wind-roughened cheeks, my hands and feet cold and cut from climbing the surrounding area, stepping over rocks, climbing over roots, the dirt crumbling beneath my feet. The sticky thorny branches, the golden leaves, the silence all seemed to do what sitting in the cab of that locomotive had not been able to do for once in my life: stabilize me, restore some sense of balance. Maybe it was that I looked for Judy t wave at me through the window, doing her little dance on the platform, making me laugh. Maybe it was nothing at all. Maybe I was just needing to figure out what to do even if I swore I knew what to do. Now I had to go get her, no more tears, no more contemplation, just going out and showing her that I loved her, that she meant so much to me that I honestly couldn’t live without her. Everyone was right. What was I afraid of? My own mistake as a young man heading off to make my career on the rails? Maybe I was now more afraid of losing her than of the thing that kept me from reaching out to her in the first place. I reached for my canteen, sipped from it, the cool water slaking my thirst. Sweat stuck my clothes to my body, dripped down my face, the sweat band affective. The barking of the dogs came to me from somewhere, I smiled. They would be wrestling in the grass, climbing, or just chasing each other in the bright Saturday sunshine, making me feel better just with their existence and their exuberance over being out of the house for a Saturday romp. I found a tree and sat down, laying my head against the branch, its roughness soothing somehow, its sappy smell refreshing my heart. I closed my eyes, the shade protected me from the increasing heat of the day. She wanted me to make up my mind. Damn it, it was made up. I was going to go get my Judy Flower and make it right. I sat there for a long time, finally napping in that glorious afternoon, eased, determined, refreshed.  

“I can’t do breakfast Mr. Train Engineer,” Judy’s voice babbled like a happy little brook on my cell phone, stabbing me, waking me from a half sleep in the recliner where I had collapsed after showering and feeding the dogs, weary from physical and emotional exertion and comforted myself with some mindless movie. Slightly hopeful that I might get a response from her I had brought the phone there with me. Now I reached for the remote control, lowered the volume, every nerve tight, every sense sharp, sleep long gone. . “I have this maddening presentation on Monday morning and I have to meet some colleagues earlier so I won’t even be on the train till you’re curled up sleeping somewhere.” She laughed and suddenly grew quiet. “Sometimes I think of you curled up like that,” she said, “easy, resting. You’re sweet when you’re asleep. You deserve your sleep.” 

“Judy!” My hand clasped the phone, the movie forgotten. Vincent crawled up beside me, my hand found his neck and massaged it absently. 

“Anyway,” she continued happily, “I might be getting another job in the company. I don’t’ know yet.” She must have heard my labored breathing, her words sending my hopes spiraling into the dust. “But I could do it tomorrow,” she continued. “Tomorrow my Train engineer. We could take as long as you like. All my work is done I just have to meet with Alex and Peggy and get this presentation done. It’s a big account and if we get it the company is set for a while. It’s a big one.” 

I hardly heard her words now.

“Glen,” she brought me back to my senses. “I’m sorry, Glen. I’m overwhelming you with words.” She grew quiet. “I missed you, too, sweet train engineer. Tomorrow?”

I couldn’t say a thing.

“Poor Glen,” she now said, knowing I was struggling. “Poor sweet Glen. Tomorrow where? At that little place we went to when we went to the coast that day? Do you want to drive somewhere, get out of here?”

“Judy,” I was suddenly ready for sleep, my spirits buoyed by her cheerful words. She still wanted to see me even after I sent her away, even after everything and my own reluctance. I would show her; that would all change now. “Tomorrow is fine. We’ll go out there. Judy,” I choked, “I’m sorry.” 

“Hey,” she soothed me, “Hey, don’t cry sweet Glen. We’ll work it out. I sat behind you this week. Anyway no more words, Glen. Pick me up tomorrow?”

“Yeah.”

“Okay baby. Smile for me.” 

“I’m smiling,” I said, and I was. 

“there. You have the brightest smile.” She laughed a little. I chuckled. 

“Go pet Angel and Magnet and Vincent for me,” she instructed.  “I miss them, too. Sleep well my sweet Glen. Good night.”

Judy didn’t wait for me to come meet her at her door, she tumbled down her stairs, sprinting across the grass, flinging herself into my outstretched arms, her own face wet with her  tears. I hugged her to me, burying that sweet, accepting face on my Union Pacific shirt, watching her as she looked up at me. I stood hesitantly, and then suddenly pulled her to me and touched my lips to her’s, she responded, opening her mouth for my greeting, leaning against me as if suddenly all the strength had gone out of her. 

“Look at you,” she finally said. “You look good. That hike did you some good. I saw your face that day you gave me my phone. It was a horrible week I’m so sorry Glen. It was my fault.” 

I held her as I was used to, my hands resting on her back, I rubbed her lower back, moving my way up the spine. I didn’t say anything. I took her hand and led her out to my car, easing her into it, my face quiet, my hands gently massaging her shoulders, touching her hair. She smiled up at me. Judy took my right hand, looked at the fresh cuts on it, caressed them with her fingers. I flinched at their fresh sting but didn’t pull my hand away.

“More painting? Were you painting something?” 

“Hiking.” 

She leaned forward and kissed my hand, soothing the cuts. I smiled, her lips pleasant on my palm. She directed her gaze to my usual ware, the Union Pacific shirt. She reached out and stroked its logo. She settled in beside me.

“I’m glad you called yesterday, Glen. I don’t think I could have waited two more weeks. I could barely not look up in that window the last week. It was horrible.” 

I turned to Judy and hugged her, just holding her for a long time. She rested her head on my shoulder. She cuddled up to me, kissing my neck.

“Everyone said I was in a bad mood,” she said. “they said I was distracted.”

I breathed in her fragrance, finally easy, my heart did not pound, my mind at ease. Slowly I could feel that hot, tearful spot receding, slowly I would be able to share with Judy my troubled past and I was ready for that counselor. 

“Was it terrible up there?: she asked me. “Your face that Monday. I didn’t forget it.”

“Terrible.”

“But you called.”

“”Your friend took me to dinner last night, Kim, the secretary. And Scott Brown kept telling me I was silly. I am silly, Judy. You’re the best thing to happen to me in twenty years and I’m not going to lose you.” 

Judy reached up and caressed my face. Her fingers touched my mouth, traced my lips, her fingers rested under my eye. 

“Let’s go to breakfast, Glen. I see it in your face. Slowly. We’ll walk through this. I’ll try to be more patient. I don’t want a week like that again.” Judy’s face curled up now and tears stood on her lashes. I caressed her cheek with my large hand, my fingers pushed them away, resting gently there. I didn’t know what to say. Judy didn’t seem to mind my silence. Our eyes met and held, there was no need for words.  

Judy sat up and buckled herself in, taking her left hand and laying it on the broad surface of my knee. She rubbed my knee and smiled at me in the mirror.  She relaxed on that balmy Sunday morning. I started the engine and we headed out to the coast for breakfast. 

Book II

Chapter 24

I got home at 10:00 that Friday night after my shift, when I pulled in to the station and they disconnected the locomotive and I pulled it into the storage yard and then went out to my car. Scott caught me on the way out I said I was heading home. Judy and I had plans to go to the mountains tomorrow and just hang out for three days at the cabin that we had painted after Judy’s mother died. 

Three months after our trip to breakfast on the coast, Things were different. My class ring was replaced with my wedding ring. Judy Flower was Judy Streicher. It happened fast after I cried by the railroad tracks, after I had gone hiking and we spent out time that Sunday at the restaurant and then I took her to the station and told her I was ready for the counselor, I knew I didn’t want to waste time anymore. I wanted her for my wife. Forget casual friendship, that was fine, we needed that, too. But I needed her and Judy wanted to be with me and so we went shopping for a ring and we found a justice of the peace and exchanged vows. Judy took my name, she said if she loved me she should take my name. We’d work out the rest later. Somehow we’d combine the cats with the dogs and we’d work out the house thing. She liked my house. I liked her house. Maybe we’d take the swing down and put it at my house. She didn’t want to really make me move because I had built the enclosure for the dogs and the location was perfect for my drive to work everyday. After Judy’s mother died, she had moved her things out, keeping what she wanted, she liked her house but it would be okay, really to move. If the housing market was weak it would give us more time to combine households. We weren’t going to stress about it. Judy was free to spend as much time with me as she liked and more and more she woke up in my bed. 

The cats and the dogs stared each other down for a while. I had to apologize to Vincent, to tell him that he would just have some other animals in his pack. So Vincent decided it was okay, especially when he saw Judy. Angel and magnet didn’t’ mind that Judy was with me. 

The cats stayed in the guest room. Sometimes they went into the bathroom. I didn’t mind the cats. I didn’t mind waking up with Judy either. Vincent had something to say about it, and then we worked it out. I should say that Vincent worked it out. He walked up to me, and put his paw between us, and gave Judy that expression he usually reserved for me. Judy laughed and moved, and suddenly the dog was breaking up my wife and me and Judy didn’t seem to mind. Then Vincent decided he’d try something else. He walked down under the covers and tried to tangle himself between our feet. Judy scooted next to me, curling up against me like one of her cats and took my hand, lacing my fingers through her’s, looking at a grease smudge on my hand, feeling my warmth. She put her lips on my knack and kissed me and I shivered. I put my lips next o her ear.

“Come,” I whispered. “Come to your train engineer.”

That was the end of that Vincent was forgotten.

“Well,” she said later, “it beats discussing the bills.”

And we worked those out, too. 

We turned my extra room into a guest room. We moved Judy’s bedroom set into the room and her writing desk. We negotiated and planned, compared furniture, we sat down at the new patio set I had outside and held hands and drank iced tea and coffee and figured out whose space was whose. Sometimes she just sat on my lap and made up for lost time. I held her. I cherished Judy Flower. 

We went to the train station and showed Scott Brown Judy’s ring. Scott smiled and nodded and then grew a little pensive. There was some realization that finally I had followed the advice that Scott hadn’t taken. Then Scott smiled and wished me well. Freight trains passed us and I held her. The engineers looking out of the windows, if they saw us, they waved. Some of them recognized me. Just like me, they had their own stories. I had mine. My story was part of their story. If the crews recognized us, or me, we waved back and went on their way. 

But like I said we were going to the mountains for three days to lie around, go hiking, eat, sleep, and breathe the quiet, fresh crisp air of the winter. I didn’t’ have to be back to work till Tuesday we were going to leave in the morning and bring the dogs with us. The cats weren’t going with us. They didn’t like the mountains, I guess, or was it that Judy was afraid they’d never find us again. Now I headed home to find Judy in the kitchen, loading dishes in the dishwasher. She put down a plate and dried her hands. She came and put her hands on my waste, looking up at me. Her kiss was warm, she held me every day as if she had just met me or just hugged me. She was wearing a red checkered blouse and knee-length shorts. No one could wear red checked clothes like Judy Flower. Her hair was golden and curly, I lifted a hand to touch it, sliding it through her curls, her warmth surrounding me like it always did.

“Hungry?” she asked me. “I have dinner in the oven warm.”

“Sweet,” I whispered. “I’m the luckiest man in the world, I think,” I said.

“Tired?”

“yeah.”

“How were those commuters today?”

“Okay. Matt and the kids were trying to text me. I told them to wait.”

“Did you answer them?”

“yes, I did when I got off the train.”

“Good for you.”

“yeah. I really like those guys. They’re very excited.”

Judy took her hand now and ran it across my cheek, up to my forehead, I bent so she could more easily reach me. Her hand rested above my eyebrow and went to my hair.

“I missed you.”

“Did you?”

“yeah.” She stood there for a moment, just locking her green eyes with my blue ones.

“When are you coming back on the train?” I asked.

“Next week, honey. A week from this Monday. I might go somewhere next Thursday. But we’re all packed for the weekend.”

“Are we?”

She nodded. “Come on, train engineer. Let’s eat.”

“You didn’t wait did you?”

“I ate some,” she said. “But saved some for later so we could eat together.”

We sat at that famous dining table, quiet, looking at each other. I really was tired.

“I’m sure glad it’s the weekend,” I said wearily. “I’m going to eat and then go to bed.”

“Fine.”

The dogs came into the kitchen, went to the corners and watched us.

Judy sat quietly just looking at me. The best thing was that after we got married we didn’t have to change much of anything. She didn’t talk any more than she had and I didn’t talk any less. Now I sat there looking down into my cup, suddenly weary, waiting for the weekend. Judy just sat there observing the movement of my hands, the fork lay in between my fingers, my spoon following my fork, eating mashed potatoes, chicken, fruit. Earlier in my life, I would have just put something in the microwave and gone to the recliner. But Judy was a rarity in that she knew how to manage time and resources and could produce a hot meal, it seemed, out of a hat, just like magic. The food was good, and I enjoyed it, smiling. I lifted my red sparkly glass to my lips, tasted Judy’s iced tea, no sugar, I didn’t like sugar in my iced tea.

“Glen,” she said gently. “You look so weary.”

I nodded yes.

Judy always said that every Friday and I always nodded because I was weary. 

“Are you always tired on the weekends?” I blinked a little. “I mean,” she said before you worked the passenger railway line?”

“Sometimes, honey,” I said. “It’s just the week. Long week. I don’t mind it so much.”

I heard so many of my colleagues complaining about their wives The house was messy. It seemed chaos reigned in the houses of my colleagues, but not here. I could walk through the house, I could find things, I could get a glass of water in the middle of the night without stumbling over dirty dishes. I felt lucky. If I waited twenty years to find a wife I picked a good one; or did she pick me. Even the bedroom was clean now. I had the garage and I had to admit it was still messy. But Judy and I decided from the beginning this was my space and if I wanted it that way that’s the way it was. Maybe it came with maturity, maybe it just came with whatever, but it seemed to work. I’m sure she picked up after me though I always had tried to keep things picked up. I tried not to annoy Judy. It was a  rare match; I knew that around the water cooler in the lounge where we went between trains to pass the time. Being weary in this house had always been acceptable; now it seemed more comfortable. If I had enjoyed my house in years past, now I could say that it was truly home. 

Now I finished my meal and went to put the dishes in the sink. I rinsed them and put them in the dish washer for Judy. I went into the bedroom and pulled off my shoes and hung up my clothes, putting on a t-shirt. I sank gratefully into the recliner. The house was quiet; the dogs had been put in their enclosure. The cats were hiding. Judy puttered around in the kitchen an came in to the living room to find me half asleep. She sat in the rocker, watched me lie there, quiet, my eyes half closed. The clock ticked in the living room. I lay there, my head against the side, my hands on the arms, my feet stretched out before me. My body eased, my mind quiet. Judy reached for the remote control and turned on a channel, low, quiet, it might have been the rerun of a baseball game I don’t’ know. I lay surrounded by peace. It seemed only moments later that Judy’s hand was on mine, one hand in my hair, she was kissing me good night and inviting me with gentle tugs on my exhausted body to come to bed with her. I got up, it seemed to take me forever to do that, she held my hand she walked me to our bedroom, she watched me slide into bed, get comfortable like one of her cats. I curled up, stretched, Judy found her spot, she touched me, I sighed. She kissed her weary train engineer. She rubbed his back. She hugged him. She kissed him good night. She curled up next to him. He was asleep.  

First there was thunder, sparks flew from a locomotive, the fuel tank under the cab caught fire, the feel of something crushing, a choked cry, a restless movement, a moan, Judy’s hand on mine, trying to wake me, Judy calling my name, trying to ease my discomfort. I pushed her away, crying out in my sleep, she moved in again, not detoured, her hand on my shoulder becoming a crushing force, pushing the locomotive back into a passenger car, a cry and finally sweat on my forehead, tears, Judy slipping her arm around me, comforting me, smoothing my hair, calling my name, gently. Finally I sat there, awake, my heart pounding, I turned and hugged Judy to me tightly, my head dropping on her shoulder, weeping.

“Honey,” she said gently. “A nightmare. Easy. Judy’ here, quiet my love.” 

We sat there for a moment, my eyes big, wide awake. Judy turned to the side, got up, took my hand.

“Come on Glen. Come into the kitchen. Let’s sit up for a while.”

We sat in the kitchen, the chair supporting my tense body. The soft, quiet reassuring sound of a warm cup came to me as Judy placed the warm apple cinnamon tea in front of my hand. It sat there for a moment, its warmth radiating to my cold, clammy fingers. A Tight tense weight lay in my stomach, my head ached, my heart raced. Judy eased the warm cup into my trembling hand, rapped her hand around mine, held the cup. 

“Oh dear God,” I moaned as my stomach tightened and I lifted the cup to my lips. The cup lingered there, I eased the liquid down, I relaxed against the chair as it soothed my stomach.

“Glen,” she said. “Are you sick? Are you going to be sick?”

“no,” I said. “No, I’m okay.”

She rubbed my shoulders.

“haven’t had that dream in a while,” I said. “The last time was the weekend we went to breakfast. You know. Before we got married.”

“Poor Glen,” she said. “That awful week when you had to make up your mind about us.”

I nodded yes.

Judy’s hands rubbed my shoulders, I relaxed, her hand found a knot, I moaned a little in relief.

“Are you stressed about something?” she asked quietly. “something I don’t’ know about.”

“No,” I said. “No. Work is okay. I’m not hiding anything from you, Judy, not anymore. You know it all, honey.” 

Judy leaned in and hugged me, she kissed me.

“just too tired, I guess,” she said.

“I don’t’ know.”

I could see over Judy’s head since I was taller than she was. I looked at the clock; it’s hands said 1:30. We sat there for a few moments; I finished my tea, its warmth soothing my discomforted insides. Judy came to me, holding out her arms, I reached up and pulled her down on my knee, resting her body against my heart; it had calmed and now we just sat there quietly; there were no words; what could I say. I couldn’t explain this reoccurring dream. 

We didn’t know anyone who had died in any train accidents. Not recently. I wasn’t sure why I was having this dream. I couldn’t explain it. My safety record was good. I watched the signals. I hadn’t been reprimanded or reported for anything. There might have been a problem somewhere but I sure couldn’t figure out why I kept having this dream. The only thing that I could even remotely connect with this dream was the instructor in one of my classes way back when I worked for Union pacific in Nebraska.

Chapter 25

"You might think operating a passenger train is easy," said the engineer turned instructor in my training class on that icy cold winter day in Nebraska, "but if you ever make any part of this business routine, you better be on the lookout for disaster. I know, just ask me." The tall, fiftiesh man with the gray beard and short, dark hair flecked with the gray of the railroading business not covered today by his conductor's cap stopped in the middle of his lecture. His eyes went dark as they flashed back to some scene that we as young brakemen and conductors could not imagine. "If you ever think it's easy, you might want to consider some other line of work." he continued less animatedly and with more seriousness. "This is extremely serious business. You miss a signal you could be in hell in a minute and bring everyone else with you." He looked down at his notes but clearly his mind wasn't on them. "I know," he said again. "I almost did it. Luckily someone caught me, and thank God we had our safety measures in place. We always put two sets of eyes in the cab and this time one set decided to get distracted by something that glittered like gold." He moved to the other side of the room, including all of us in his intense gaze, I felt the pull of it, as if he were talking to me as an aspiring engineer. "It can get boring doing this I have to admit that," he said, "you can think that everything is fine and then it isn't. Especially when you share tracks with freight trains. Most of you will get your start on freight trains. when you have all that pressure pushing and pulling against you you have to pay attention, you have to keep from losing millions of dollars of something someone wants worse than you. You just have to drive it at midnight when the rest of the world is asleep and you're not. But passenger trains? Different story. Just don't let it become a too familiar story." 

By the time we had gotten to this point in the lecture, he had involved us so much that we were all in silent anticipation of his next point. Starting from the beginning we had gotten to the point where we were discussing operating procedures for engineers and this was one of them: keep your eyes open and don't be sleeping on the job, especially, he reiterated to us, not with the operation of passenger trains. I can show you reports," he said, taking a ruler and pointing to a graph and a line drawn from one number to the next, "where both crew were sleeping just long enough to miss a signal and slam head-on into a freight train. Two freight trains, this was the case. there was no recorder box. There was an absence of data for log times passing points. There was no indication that a signal was seen or confirmed. the NTSB determined in their final report that it was possible that both crewmembers in the striking train had been asleep when passing the signal. That train hit another one that had seen its own green light and that night two families had lost someone dear to them. This is not good. This situation is worse with a passenger train as you might suspect. Don't," and he swept the room with his gaze, "be one of the statistics. It'll be hard on you, your family, and everyone else. I wondered how it could be hard on us if, as he was implying, we might be dead if we looked away from our screens for just one second, but I didn’t' want to think of that then. Nevertheless, that lecture echoed with me throughout my entire career, even twenty years later. I could still hear Larry Morehead's lecture. When I performed my morning routine, from the time when I got out of bed to the shower, to making the coffee, something haunted me about that lecture. Maybe it was that Larry Morehead was killed in a railroading accident, caught on a train with an engineer that might not have been in attendance in his class on that day. After working so hard to instill in all of us that this was a very serious business, he was killed by someone else's inattention to his words. I looked at the report; I saw what he had meant and I never forgot it. Maybe I still heard that lecture in my head when I had that dream. I wasn’t one for putting much stock in dreams, but that one disturbed me enough to make me remember Larry Morehead. His lecture had been affective. I didn't want to be one of Larry Morehead's statistics and I definitely didn't want to be an engineer that caused one of them. Not, as they say, on my shift.

"Now," Larry Morehead said that day, "it might very well not be your fault. But you should always assume responsibility for whatever you’re running whether freight or passengers. Assume that when you get on those tracks you're responsible for all those lives in your hands. They're counting on you to be at your best. Don't ever do this job second best. Don't take your eyes off that screen. When you're waving at railfans, foamers," that got a laugh from those who knew what that meant, and I had learned it by then, too, "then you be watching signals, listening to that radio, anything you have to do, but the thing you shouldn't do," and here the corners of his mouth tugged into a smile, "you should not lose sight of the romance.  Remember while you're drooling over engines and history and whatever, maybe the girls on the loading platform," roars of laughter, "don't take your eyes off the fact that you have a serious business and someone hired you because they thought you could do it.” 

I told Judy that story that early morning just before we went to spend our belated honeymoon in Jeff Jackson’s cabin. She sat on my lap listening intently. 

“That’s why you’re the best,” she told me, sitting back and looking at my hands. “Because you remember those things.”

“I suppose,” I said, “that sometimes it won’t be someone’s fault. They’re doing their job. This business depends on everyone doing their job; perhaps more than most. It never pays to be too careful.” 

“Well,” she said, watching calm return to my eyes, “I know you’re careful, Glen. It’s 2:00 in the morning, shall we go back to bed?” 

I was all for that. We would e up in a few hours to drive to the mountains. I didn’t want anything to come between us and the next three days. The dogs were coming, and the cats had enough to last them till we got back. Now I rubbed my eyes and Judy got up. I stood up and held her for a moment.

“Thanks,” I said. 

Her eyes filled with tears. They lay on her lashes.

“Hey,” I smoothed back her hair. “Hey. I’m ok.”

Her soft look made me wonder why I had waited so long to let myself love her. I was glad I had made that choice.  

