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Various Notes to the Reader

Trespasser is a railroad term for unauthorized occupancy of equipment, railroad tracks, or other railroad-related property. It is most understood by those who are in the know, to refer to a person who loiters or otherwise occupies the tracks illegally.

The Coast Starlight is the name of a currently-existing Amtrak train that travels the west coast from Los Angeles to Seattle and vice versa.

This story is set in 1991, so any references to VCR’s or cordless phones are not outmoded oddities.

It is possible in the railroading profession that while everyone has their own story, many individual careers will parallel each other. Therefore, any resemblance to persons living or dead, or actual incidents, is purely coincidental.

The railroad is a many faceted thing. Any mistakes about procedures or job descriptions are purely mine.

Description

When a railroad engineer realizes his feelings for a commuter are changing, he must confront unresolved parts of his past.
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Prologue: Elizabeth

September, 1970

Jeff watched the young woman expertly guide her black horse from the tree-lined path to the turn for the Marsh Stables. He rode at a respectful distance, holding his own mount back with firm, gentle hands as she tried to approach the other horse. The young woman dismounted and gave the reins to a stable hand. She looked behind her, saw the young man approaching and waited for him on the path. Jeff acknowledged the stable hand and smiled as he handed the mare’s reins to the young boy.

“You’re not working today?”

“Not today,” Jeff answered.

He waved a friendly goodbye to the boy and turned to go. The young woman   approached Jeff, her eyes taking in his tall, lean stature. His face, she noted, was tanned from spending hours in the sun. She turned and faced him.

“What’s her name?” the young woman asked, nodding in the direction of the   disappearing mare.

“Scarlett.”

“I don’t usually see you riding that one,” she said. “You’re always working.”

“Right,” he replied. “I’m not working today so I came to just ride out here.   It’s peaceful.”

The woman agreed with a pleasant nod.

“Your horse?” he asked. “What’s his name?”

“Onyx.”

She stood back and followed his blue gaze as he observed the clearing that lay before them and the waning afternoon light.

“Do you want to go riding tomorrow?” she asked. “It might be fun to take our horses out together.”

“I can’t go riding tomorrow,” he said, shuffling nervously. “The next day, sure.”

He smiled self-consciously, clasping nervous hands in front of him.

“You’re Elizabeth, aren’t you?”

“You know me?”

“I heard an older woman out by the office address you as Elizabeth.”

“My mother, Ronda. She comes with me, sometimes.”

Jeff’s heart gave a little tug as Elizabeth turned her pleasant brown eyes to him.   He stood with his shoulders back, feet slightly apart. She looked at the red and white shirt he wore, her eyes lingering on the picture.

“A locomotive?” she asked, uncertainty in her voice. “That’s what it looks like, anyway. You like trains?”

“Yes,” he acknowledged, smiling now, relaxing just a little.

“I Don’t usually see you with that shirt. I’m not into trains. That shirt is neat.”

“I’ve always liked them,” he said. “I’m going to work for the railroad.”

“Oh,” said Elizabeth, with a touch of sadness.

“Well,” Jeff said, looking toward the lengthening shadows, “I’ve got to go. I’ll meet you on Wednesday. We can go out to the meadow on the north side.”

A look passed between them. He would see her again. The pleasant fall gave way to the slow, cool advance of winter and it was time to settle the question.   A chance meeting in a pasture had developed into a whirlwind relationship. Life moved inevitably along toward a goal that had been set since childhood. Today, in the cool morning, Jeff stood by the wooden fence that surrounded the pasture where he regularly exercised the horses. He gently passed a large, muscled hand over the rail and petted Scarlett’s neck. He slid it to a spot near her nose so she would recognize him. The mare nuzzled his hand as the camera shutter clicked. 

She stepped back a bit, his hand reached out to assure her. The woman holding the small still camera with its metal dial and lenses snapped one more picture.

“For our child,” she said, coming to him and putting out her arms. Jeff stepped away from the fence and put his hands on the small woman’s shoulders.  

He looked into her face. It was a pretty face, framed with red bangs and side curls.   His eyes strayed to her sensual mouth, remembering. She pulled him closer to her.

“Marry me,” he said, holding her off just a little.

“Marry you?” she asked quizzically.

“Yes. I will take care of you and the baby,” he pronounced. “I’ve just been hired by the railroad.”

“Jeff,” her voice was harsh in the cool day, “we’ve been through all of this before.   You know I don’t want to leave Oregon.”

“You could get a job or just take care of the baby.”

“I want to stay here,” she repeated, petulantly.

“Think about our baby.”

“I will raise the baby here with my mother. She’ll help me out.”

“You don’t want me to help out?”

Elizabeth stood with her head ducked a little, as if she were reconsidering.

“You don’t want to stay here with us?”

Jeff petted Scarlett, the camera forgotten.

“All my life I’ve wanted to work for the railroad, Elizabeth. I told you that when the doctor first said you were pregnant. I got my letter.” As if to convince her of his seriousness, he reached into a side pocket of his saddle bag and pulled out a single sheet of paper. He held it out to her. She pushed his hand away from her. He held tightly to the paper in a gusting breeze. He slipped it back into the bag. He blinked and turned his head away, pain passing over his face.

“You knew that,” he said after a moment. “I can take you with me when I leave in two weeks. We can have a small ceremony and be on our way.”

“You’ve got it all planned out, don’t you?”

She stepped back from him, stomping her foot and grimacing.

“I want to live up to my responsibility. I want to take care of my child. It is my child, isn’t it?”

“Are you accusing me of cheating?” she huffed. “The baby is yours,” she said in a  softer tone. “I didn’t want anyone else’s baby, anyway, not since the first time I saw you in Sandy’s office.”

“and so, you won’t marry me? 

You wanted my baby and you won’t let me take care of it? That makes no sense. 

You aren’t making any sense, Elizabeth.”

She looked away from him for a moment, as if thinking.

“We can go to the Justice of the Peace,” he said, slipping his words into the silence that fell between them. “We can go this week and get the license. We can leave and go rent in California. It’s a good job. You knew I applied and I got my letter yesterday. 

My cousin who works for the Santa Fe referred me. I have to do this now. 

It will work out.”

“Okay,” she breathed, dropping her resistance. “I’ll marry you. Maybe you’re right, Jeff. You want to take care of the baby so we’ll go with you.”

“Are you sure?”

Anger flashed in her eyes.

“You don’t believe me?”

“Of course I believe you,” he placated. “Just let me take care of you. We’ll be fine.”

They hugged there beside the fence, the mare grazing contentedly.

Part 1

January, 1990

Chapter 1

I’m not really sure how Judy Flower made herself my friend.   Some probably thought I made her mine. But, I didn’t.

On a clear, California winter morning, as I spotted the passenger train at the 6 car marker on the loading platform, I saw a young woman jog quickly past the engine and wave. I lifted my hand in greeting and gave her a smile, noting that she was safely away from the tracks. We were always looking out for people to be sure they were standing at a safe distance from the train. John gave me the highball, telling me I could pull the train away from the station. I turned to my duties in earnest and didn’t think of her again till I made our last station stop. I made sure the engine was properly shut down and climbed down the locomotive stairs to talk to John. I saw the same young woman  I had noticed earlier approaching, looking a bit frantic but not at all confused.

“Are you lost, miss? Can I help you out? You don’t usually come this way.”

The railroad tracks stretched ahead of us, the station and exits to the parking lot and buses were behind us.

“No, I’m not lost,” she assured, laughing and pointing ahead. “I just wanted to see who was in the cab. You always seem so cheerful.”

She smiled up at me. I stood a head and shoulders taller than her.

“Well,” I chuckled a little, noticing her smiling green eyes and golden curls, her red and white outfit and her pleasant face, “you’re always waving to me. So, hello,” I said and caught her gaze just for a moment. “Now you know who waves through the window.”

“I just wanted to see who it was,” she said, reading the name on the badge slung around my neck. “Jeff. Jeff Streicher, railroad engineer.” She winked at me and turned to go. “Oh,” she hesitated a moment, “My name is Judy. Judy Flower.”

“Nice to meet you, Judy.” We shook hands briefly. “See you in the morning? That is unless you’ll be riding with us later?”

“No,” she smiled again. “Today I return late. I usually don’t see you then.”

“All right,” I answered quietly. “Have a good day.”

It had to be three months later that our paths crossed again in the local watering spot for crews and passengers at the station. It was early morning. John and I had just finished reviewing our orders for the day. There were some speed restrictions to remember and a couple of places where workers would be replacing rails. John and I would soon take the train out to our assigned track. I looked occasionally at my watch   knowing I had about twenty minutes till I needed to report back to the engine.   Today, looking at the menu board, the picture of a sausage and egg burrito made my mouth water. I usually didn’t eat breakfast so early in the morning, but today that   burrito combined with my usual cup of coffee seemed to be calling me.

“Hello. May I join you?”

The familiar midrange voice caught my attention. I looked up from my cup and the sports section of the morning paper. She had sparkling green eyes and a red shoulder bag. I nodded and waved her to a seat across from me at the wrought-iron table.   She set her coffee and muffin on the table and hung her bag over the back of the chair. 

She sat down, relaxing against its hard metal back. She waved to two women coming toward us. I nodded in greeting to one of them, a tall, slender woman I had known for five years.

“Hey, Jeff!”

“Kim!”

“I didn’t know you knew Judy.”

“She waves passing the window,” I explained to Kim. “Are you working for us?”   I asked her.

“No. Not now, sweetie. I’m working as an insurance office receptionist.”

“Lorraine,” Judy spoke to Kim’s companion, inviting her to join the group.   Lorraine acknowledged me with a pleasant smile.  Kim and Lorraine excused themselves, heading in the direction of the coffee.

“We’ll see you in a few minutes,” Judy said cheerily.

I returned my attention to the paper.

“Sports fan?” Judy asked, taking a bite of her muffin and following it with a sip   of coffee.

“Comes with railroading, I think.”

I looked at the paper then lowered it so I wouldn’t ignore her. I picked up my burrito and took a few bites from it.

“Are your teams doing ok?”

I shook my head.

“No wins?”

“No,” I said wistfully.

“Not mine either,” she laughed easily. “Maybe we like the same teams.”

A group of my coworkers entered the room, and we exchanged morning greetings.   A couple of them waved to Judy.

“You know them?”

“On their trains, sometimes.” Her face turned a bright shade of red. “I’m not a gold digger. I just like to talk to them.”

“Someone called you a gold digger?” I laughed lightly, the idea bringing a smile.

“Sometimes the railfans call me one.”

“They’re just teasing,” I assured her.

I finished my breakfast, swallowed the last of the coffee and got up.

“Time to go,” she said shyly. “I’ll see you in twenty minutes. Thanks for letting me join you.”

I smiled and put out my hand.

“See you, Judy.”

Chapter 2

It was already a hot day as we pulled out of our second to last stop for the morning on the first Tuesday in July. I sat back, concentrating on my work, relishing the   comfortable, controlled climate provided by the air conditioner. I sighed inwardly, knowing the trip home would be unbearable if I didn’t have working air conditioning. As real of a possibility as that could be, in today's stifling heat I hoped that would not be the case.

As we picked up speed out of the station I saw something on the tracks.   Instinctively, I pushed forward on the brake handle, hearing the familiar whooshing as the brakes began to apply. As we got closer, my mind comprehended what I was   seeing.

“Damn!” I spat the word out with feeling.

I jammed the brake handle all the way forward and pulled the horn valve as hard as I could. The sound of the emergency brake valves going off is terrifying, imitating a   gunshot as they almost instantly depressurize the air braking system. I knew John would already be aware that something was wrong. As the train lurched to a hard stop, under me the object on the tracks quickly disappeared beneath the nose of the engine,    followed by the worse sound of all: 800 tons of steel striking 200 pounds of human.

“Emergency! Emergency! Emergency!” 

The dreaded call everyone hopes to never hear or say on their shift escaped my lips and was immediately answered by the dispatcher. I gritted my teeth as I gave our train number, and mile post location, and informed him that we had just struck a person.   As I made my report, I steeled myself against the first nausea and horrible awareness of what had just happened. Twenty years of running freight and passenger trains never quite disbanded that initial realization that we had just killed someone. The anger and the annoyance came almost immediately, but there was nothing I could do now. The calm acceptance one had to manifest with this job would come later. John was busy walking our train to be sure no one had been injured inside or outside the cars.  An hour and a half passed before he was able to come up to the cab. He flopped down across from me, sighing heavily.

“Are you okay, Jeff? You’re not hurt.”

I grunted. “You okay?”

He shrugged. “I should already be asleep in the hotel by now,” he said after a short, thoughtful silence.

“I know.” We both looked at each other with resignation. If we were going to express anything other than professionalism this would be the time. There was no one here to see our reaction to some person deciding to end their life on railroad tracks.

“I don’t see anyone,” I told John, as I looked out the engineer side of the cab. We should be expecting the relief crew or police to take our statements.”

“The relief crew is almost here. The bus is on its way for the rest of the passengers.  Go ahead and go down if you’d like. I’ll hold down the fort. The police are at the end of the train. They want your statement anyway.”

I climbed down the ladder and stepped over the gap between the tracks and the street. The heat struck me like a wave and I breathed in, letting my breath out in agitation.   I walked toward the cab car, spotting an official holding a clipboard. I approached him, ready to perform my all-too-familiar duty.

“I’m the engineer,” I said, probably unnecessarily.

“Hello, sir. Well, tell me what happened.” It was comforting now engaging in routine, though the incident was unwelcome for both of us.

“I saw the man sitting on the tracks,” I told him. “He was cross-legged and he sat straight up with his back to me and his head high. He was deliberately there.”

“I’m sorry,” the investigator said. “We’ll list official cause as suicide. If we have any other questions we’ll look you up.”

“Thank you, sir,” I said, turning away from him.

As I walked away from the train, I felt slightly sick and tried not to look at the mess.   I had seen things like this three other times in my railroad career and I knew it was best for my own sake not to do that. I don’t know how long it was but eventually a van showed up to drop off the new crew and take us forward to the station. 

I saw someone from management waiting for us. I went to him and repeated the story, John standing with me.

“We’re waiting for another van to take us home,” John told me. “I’ll go take care of paperwork if you want to be by yourself. I’ll come get you when they’re here.”

I walked alone through the tunnels and concrete pathways to the planter by the tracks where I usually arrived on a routine day. I sat down on the low brick wall, and placed my black railroad bag at my feet. I put my hand over my eyes, rubbed them and sighed. A breeze comforted my tired eyes, the sun mercifully hadn’t reached this side of the station and I was glad for the temporary respite from the heat that had already marked the beginning of the day. A few moments passed as my mind settled and I calmed.  I felt, rather than saw, someone sit down next to me.

“Jeff,” Judy’s voice soft, and low, immediately eased my weariness.

I turned to her, relieved that it wasn’t some official wanting to ask another question.

“Judy! You’re still here.” It was the only thing I could think of to say.

“Yes. I got on the bus that picked us up from the accident.”

I looked at my watch, noticing it was almost noon.

“You’re going to be really late.”

“I told the boss I’d stay later. I can do that with my job. Besides, I wanted to see you. And, I wanted to say I was sorry. I didn’t know when I’d get that chance so I thought I’d just come and find you if I could.”

“Thanks, Judy,” I said, genuinely touched. “That’s nice. I appreciate that.”

Her kind words made me feel better.

“It happens sometimes. They’re not easy.”

“This isn’t your first one?”

I shook my head.

“Four fatalities,” I told her in a matter-of-fact tone. “They’re all different.”

“How long have you been working for the railroad?”

“Twenty years.”

She looked at me and then away, remaining silent. She turned sympathetic eyes to me, holding my gaze for a moment. I didn’t look away.

“Jeff, can I hug you?”

I nodded. She turned and put her arms about me. I pulled her toward me and momentarily heavy-hearted, I dropped my head on her shoulder and just sat there, breathing. This woman I had gotten to know as a casual acquaintance over coffee in a railroad cafe during the last six months offered comfort. I sat here taking strength from another life, happy for more positive contact. And, yet, I shied away. I separated myself and sat looking across the tracks.

“You are done for the day?” she asked softly.

“The next three. Time off.”

“Oh. That’s good, I suppose.”

“Policy.”

I breathed in deeply and sighed, my shoulders relaxing.

“Do you want to tell me what happened?” she asked kindly. “Did you see him?”

“I saw him.”

My face collapsed as if I were a child about to cry. I turned pale and tensed as if I would be sick.

“Are you okay?” Judy asked me.

“I’m all right,” I finally spoke, once again gaining my composure. “Forgive me.”

She looked at me sympathetically.

“I understand. I shouldn’t ask you these things.”

“You just care,” I said. “The man wanted to die, Judy. But it’s still a bit of a shock when someone gets in front of the train. It always just kind of hurts no matter what we say. Thank you for asking.”

“Sure. I’m just a mom, I guess, sometimes.”

“Do you have any kids?”

“No,” she answered. “No. I have pets.”

“I have two dogs,” I volunteered. “Collies. Do you have dogs?”

“Cats. I had dogs as a child. But I like cats.”

“I see.”

Somehow, exchanging information about our animals helped focus my mind somewhere else rather than the events of the morning.

“Glitter and Sparkles are their names,” she continued. “And your dogs' names?”

“Vincent and Magnet. We’re going to get a third dog here, soon.” Judy turned a questioning gaze to me. “I have a friend who raises puppies,” I explained. “I’m on a waiting list to get one. She breeds them and it’s where I got the dogs I have now.”

This time, Judy smiled.

“I saw you pass me this morning at the first station. You always look like you’re in a hurry.”

“I am usually in a hurry,” she admitted. “Sometimes I think that bus just makes it and you guys don’t wait very long.”

“No, we don’t. You always make it, though.”

“Can’t miss this one, Mr. Train Engineer.”

I smiled, she had never addressed me like that. It made me feel good knowing   she admired what I did for a living. I was used to some degree of admiration, it was   common with kids and people who watched trains. But, today, her acknowledgement lifted my spirits.

“Cool,” I said, feeling a little better. “Tell me something about you, Judy.”

"What do you want to know" she asked, maybe a little bit confused by my question.

"Anything," I encouraged. "Anything at all."

She twisted the strap of her red shoulder bag, her mouth grew thoughtful.

"I like spaghetti with Italian hot sausage."

That made me genuinely laugh, it was so far from the morning accident that it just seemed to lighten the mood.

"Ok. That makes me hungry,” I smiled.

"Come to my house some time," she invited. "I'll make some.”

My face darkened with hesitation.

“I have parties on New Year’s Day; not New Year’s Eve,” she explained. “I'll invite you to my next one. Bring your family."

“Don’t have one,” I answered reluctantly.

“Come on your own,” she invited. “I’ll let you know more details when the time gets closer.”

We both looked up as a figure approached from our right. It was John. He waved to me. I knew what that meant.

“It’s here,” I told Judy, “the van to take us home.”

She got up and stood beside me. She caught my eye for a moment.

“Have a good weekend,” she said gently. “See you Monday.”

I returned her friendly look.

“Thanks for coming out of your way to see me, Judy. Have a good weekend, yourself.”

I hoisted my bag to my shoulder as she walked away. John gave me a knowing glance as I came closer.

“She didn’t come see me,” he said, inserting his own brand of humor into the moment.

I tried not to smile.

Chapter 3

Two days before Thanksgiving, I came downstairs and walked through the cab car to exit the train and go to the hotel for my rest time. I wouldn’t run another train till the evening. Someone had closed the doors. I pushed them apart and went down the two stairs to the outside. Cool wind met me as I stepped down to the platform, the babble of human voices swirled around me. I yawned, ready for the short ride to the hotel.

I looked around, noticing the busy state of things. People moved in all directions, not an unusual condition for this time of year. I looked down at my watch. It was 8:45 AM.

“Jeff!”

I looked up as I heard my name.

“Judy! Haven’t seen you in a while!”

She came toward me, we stood next to the train car. Some railroad employees lingered. I hailed one of them.

“Did you do the air test?”

The young man nodded. We would test the brakes since they were operated by air and so it was standard practice to make sure all was functioning properly both at the   beginning and the ending of our trips.

“Good,” I said, waving to him.

I turned to face Judy.

“About the train,” she continued her explanation. “Sometimes my hours change.   On those days, I take a later train.”

“I see.”

I started to walk in the direction of the crew room. Judy kept up with me.

“I have to go catch the crew van.”

“I understand. Just figured I’d wave hello before you went to your rest time. No rest time for me,” she winked. “My day is just getting started.”

“Long day?”

“No longer than usual,” she answered. “Finally, a normal day. That’s why I was on your train.”

We approached the turn where we would separate and I decided to go out on a limb and just ask what I had been thinking about for a few weeks. We only met during these short station times, so I had come to the conclusion that if I didn’t ask now, I would just keep putting it off. I stopped her with a hand. She looked up at me, expecting something.

“Hey, we only have a short time to talk when we meet at the end of the trip.” Her eyes stayed on me. My mouth went dry and my heart hammered frantically. “I’d like to take you to dinner soon.”

Amazement crossed her face.

“That would be fun.” Her words carried a hint of excitement. Then, her face fell.   “Not this weekend. I’m off on a mission trip with my church.”

“I’m working the holiday and this weekend,” I told her.

“We’ll both have to consult our social secretaries,” she quipped. I laughed.

“How about next weekend?” I suggested.

Judy reached into her red shoulder bag and pulled out an appointment book.   She glanced quickly at it.

“Next weekend?”

“Sure," I said. “Saturday?”

“Not Saturday. I run a girl scout troop and we have an outing that day. We’re going to the local mountains.”

“You like mountains?”

“Yes,” she acknowledged. “We won’t get back till almost 8:00.”

“Oh.”

“What about Friday?” she asked.

“I’m not off work till 9:00. We get in at 8:15. I have to wait for the guys to clean out the tanks in the cars and sometimes that will take about half an hour. Then, I have to move the train to its resting point. I can’t do that till they take off the blue flag.”

“The blue flag,” she repeated, her eyes lighting. “It shows that a work crew is doing something on the train.”

“That’s right,” I affirmed, amazed that she knew something so specific about train operations. “You really do know about trains.”

“Just things I’ve learned along the way. Your colleagues are helpful.”

“Okay,” I said. “Anyway, after all that, and because of the early hours I’m afraid I won’t be good company. I’m Usually pretty wiped out.”

“What about lunch on Sunday?” Her voice took on a questioning note as if this idea had just occurred to her. “We could do lunch in the afternoon at an outdoor café. 

Then, you could leave early since you have to get ready for Monday.”

I thought about that a moment.

“Yeah. I can do that. I know an Italian place.”

“All right,” she said. We had reached the door to the crew
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