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Joel Hester ran alongside the southbound train, his leather boots leaping one in front of the other. He was in great shape, broad shouldered, strong, lean, and his stride was swift, but catching the train was harder than he had first imagined. To the point of giving up, he tucked his bundle tighter under his right arm, and with his outstretched left hand, he gripped the bar mounted on the side of the boxcar. He swung up to a drop-step and held on. He looked up the tracks and embraced the moment while cool wind massaged his smiling face. He then looked north, to his hometown of Uproar, the place of hopeless dreams and unfulfilled desires, and saluted it with a raised arm and extended middle finger. “Fuck you,” he said under his breath.

He tossed his bundle inside and heaved himself up and in. The interior smelled of straw and the wooden planks on the floor were timeworn and needed replacing. The boxcar casually swayed to the left and to the right as it rolled up the tracks, away from the only town Joel had ever known.

On the front wall was a collage of street art featuring designs of swirling colors and sprawled names of those who had ridden the rails long ago. Disco Debbie, Free Bird, Big Frankie, and other insignias. A painted crown of thorns hung from the top of a cross, dazzled with greys, browns, and white.

Joel stepped into a darkened corner to retrieve his bundle when two shadowy figures took shape.

“Shit,” he said. He reversed into the lighted area when one of the figures moved closer.

A young woman stepped into the lighted area. “Welcome aboard. I’m Reese.”

He looked at her, frozen, mesmerized. Her blonde hair was long and straight. She wore bell-bottomed denim jeans and a flowery blouse—no bra underneath, as he noticed her erect nipples pushing through. 

Removing his eyes from her nipples, he said, “I’m Joel.”

She yawned and then said, “Nice to meet you. That’s Boyd over there. Wake up, Boyd and say hello to Joel.”

The man named Boyd stepped from the shadows. His hair was dark and greasy and styled in a pompadour, which needed a fresh combing. Patches of dark sideburns clung to his thin face. 

“Hey, man,” said Boyd, hardly noticing Joel. His interest was with the girl named Reese. He hooked his arm around her waist only for her to fling it away.

“Don’t start that shit again,” she said.

“Okay. Okay,” said Boyd. “Don’t get all bent out of shape.” He looked at Joel and smiled, displaying a brilliant set of pearly white teeth. “Welcome aboard.”

Joel eyed the fellow, and his teeth, warily. “Thanks.”

“Where you headed?” asked Boyd.

“As far from Uproar as I can get.”

“How old are you?” asked Reese. “You look young.”

“I’ll be eighteen tomorrow.”

“No kidding? We’ll have to celebrate. You got a girl?”

“No,” he said sharply. 

“Oh. Screwed you over, huh?” said Reese, sensing his animosity. “And let me guess... you decided to skip town? Well, put all that behind you. This is where it’s at, seeing the country. This is your new love. There’s no better feeling in the world than being seduced by a green rolling countryside—or by the low-lying fog drifting through the mountains early in the morning. And do you hear that?” She cocked her head and put a hand to her ear. “That’s the best part. There’s no better sound than the clickity-clack of the train going down the track.”

Joel rubbed his chin with the back of his hand. “Nah. It wasn’t like that. She had her plans, and I had mine. What about you?”

Reese shook her head. “You mean a boyfriend? This boxcar is my lover. It brings me more love and joy than any man ever could.”

Joel glanced again at her nipples. He tossed his bundle along the boxcar wall. He saw Boyd venture back to the shadows in the corner. “Are you two traveling together?” he asked Reese.

“For now,” she said. “We met a couple days ago, but I think I’ve had my fill of Boyd’s company. You ever drifted before?”

“No,” said Joel. “Lived my entire life in Uproar.”

“Well now, that’s all about to change. You’ll never be the same person again. Drifting can be a hard life, but it can be a wonderful life.”

Joel dialed in on the clickity-clack of the train. It soothed his heart. The hint of straw infused his spirit with a freedom that it had longed for since he had first read Jack Kerouac’s On the Road in his first year of high school. The novel changed his life. He too wanted to be the adventurous, go-where-the-wind-takes-you spirit like the characters in the book.

Curious, Joel asked, “Has there ever been a place you’ve come to where you thought about staying, a place you could settle down and start over?”

Reese brushed a strand of hair from her face. “Oh. There’ve been a few. I met this chick in a town way down south. She was something else, that girl. Jessica was her name.” 

“What happened?”

“She went back to her husband. I was just her lesbian fling, I guess. She even tried persuading me to move in with her and her old man. Can you believe that? Some people!”

“Why didn’t you?” asked Joel.

“I thought about it, but I have other dreams and ambitions, other attractions.”

Joel persisted. “Like what?”

Reese paused. “I’m attracted to the human spirit. If your soul radiates with kindness and love and joy...well...I guess that’s what I’m drawn to.”

Boyd stepped from the shadows. 

Joel asked him, “Have you been drifting a long time?”

“Too long,” he said. “This isn’t for me anymore. What I need is a good woman and a good town to settle down in. Both seem almost impossible to find.”

The train continued south into the late evening. The sky grew dark and grey, and the air turned cool and crisp. Joel and Reese sat together, shoulder-to-shoulder, legs dangling from the door of the boxcar, looking out to the mountains and towns through which they passed. They had waved at strangers and received many a weird look from old men and women. Children, however, were never reluctant to smile and wave.

Reese chatted extensively about her travels. Joel listened and held on to her every word. He often stared at her, watched her thin lips stop and start, forming the most precise and descriptive of words that collectively told the tales of wild nights of yesteryear, and of her dreams and ambitions to come. A real vagabond, Joel thought. She spoke of the odd jobs she had acquired to make ends meet and some of the great people she had encountered along the way. “If not for a few of those wonderful folks,” she said, “I would be face down in the gutter right now, or maybe worse. If you remember anything out here on the road, Joel, remember never carry around too much pride that prevents you from accepting the help of others. Don’t consider it a handout, but more like a favor, a favor you can pay back some day or pay forward. Either is as rewarding as the other.”

With his back against the wall and a lantern glowing next to him, Boyd sat absorbing the conversation between Joel and Reese. He sipped from a bottle of Old Grand-Dad and then wiped his wet, shiny lips on the sleeve of his denim jacket. He took another swig, climbed to his feet, and walked over to join them. 

“You think you’re cut out for this life?” he asked Joel. “You think you have what it takes?”

“Cool it, Boyd,” said Reese.

“No,” said Joel. “It’s an honest question.” He removed himself from the boxcar door, stood, and joined Boyd. He extended his hand, summoning the bottle of whiskey. Boyd smiled, swilled again, and handed over the bottle. Joel drank the stout liquor. His face contorted and his throat narrowed. He let loose three or four heavy coughs. He handed the bottle back and said, “I’d like to think so. Time will tell.”

Boyd sipped from the bottle and returned to his spot by the lantern. Joel followed him, and soon Reese joined them. They passed the bottle around, the three of them. The more Joel drank, the smoother the whiskey became.

Boyd’s disposition loosened and Joel found him interesting. He watched him drink mercilessly from the bottle and listened to Boyd tell his life stories and expound upon his dreams.

“I used to be a mechanic,” said Boyd. “A damn good one. People came from miles around so I could fix their cars.”

“You look like a mechanic,” said Joel, passing the bottle to Reese.

“I couldn’t take my boss’s shit anymore,” said Boyd. “He was the biggest prick. Always on my ass. I had to get out.”

“Is that when you went on the road?” asked Reese.

Boyd nodded. “I had to get away. I miss being a mechanic, though.”

“Seems like anyone who hits the road is running from something,” said Reese. She drank from the bottle and extended it to Boyd.

“Not always,” said Joel. “Some of us just want to see other places. We’re tired of walking through the same town, seeing the same people, everybody knowing your business.”

Boyd grabbed the bottle. “And what are you running from?” he said, looking at Reese.

The question surprised her. She stared at the glowing lantern, as if caught in a trance. Her hair fell into her face again and she brushed it aside. There had been many things in life she’d done of which she wasn’t proud. She had ingested her share of drugs—cocaine and marijuana being two of her favorites. She had even committed petty theft—stealing a box of tampons one time and a Payday when her guts turned and twisted from starvation. But there was one thing that exceeded them all.

“I became pregnant one time,” she said.

“You have a child?” asked Joel.

Reese nodded. “A son. I gave him up for adoption at birth. He’s with a great family now.”

“Do you ever see him?” asked Joel.

“No. I’ve never seen him. Not since the day he was born—and that was only for a few seconds. He turned five in June. He’s in kindergarten now.”

“Shit. That’s heavy,” said Boyd. “Have you ever tried seeing him?”

Reese shook her head. “Maybe someday. Maybe someday, when I settle down, I’ll look him up. Pass me the whiskey.” She grabbed the bottle, pulled a large gulp, and wiped her mouth. “I’m afraid if I tried marching back into his life, it’d fuck him up somehow...you know, mentally. I don’t want to risk that. He’s with great people now. I had my chance.” 

The three of them drank until the bottle was empty. Boyd pulled another from his bedroll, and they continued to reveal their feelings and deepest secrets. They laughed about their pasts and told of more events that only another pint of Old Grand-Dad could convince them to tell.

“I wanted to be an elementary school teacher,” said Reese. “That was my dream.”

“You would’ve made a damn good one,” said Joel, slurring. “You could still be one, you know. I need another drink. Quick hogging the bottle, Lloyd.”

“Boyd.”

“What?” said Joel.

“Boyd. My name’s Boyd, you drunken bastard. Here.”

“Righty-o,” said Joel. “Boyd it is. Like I was saying, you still could be one, a teacher, if you wanted to be. You’re not that old. How old
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