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	He had been calling himself Merv now for a number of years, but as he crouched down behind the stacks of logs beside the tracks in the trainyard, piled high and waiting to be loaded onto some coming train, he had to admit it wasn’t a very Merv thing to do. The cold of the ground was seeping up through the thin soles of his old boots, the mud soaking through cracks in the toe and dampening his sock—the night’s fog creeping like invisible fingers down his loose collar. Merv, if he could have afforded it, he would have paid for the train. He would have got off at the town on the ticket stub, found himself a room, started looking for a new job. 

	Maybe Merv had been a smarter man than he gave him credit for. 

	Up the line, the watchman who had been coming his way stopped, and swinging the lantern wide, moved his gauzy gray beam out and over the yard. The man who had called himself Merv couldn’t help it; he had to shift his cold, cramped, aching feet, and as he did the mud squelched. The beam turned, lingered a moment. Then, like a lighthouse’s lamp, it swung back the other way, growing narrower down the track as it moved away. There was a flash of orange in the darkness as another man flicked a lighter. The watchman’s lantern clicked off, leaving the night darker than before, the orange ember of a cigar tip tracing spirals in the air.

	He looked up at the hulking shadow of the train cars in the darkness. Most of the doors were closed. And even if they weren’t, he doubted he could sneak on without one of the watchmen hearing him. He’d been amazed he’d made it this far, what with there being two more watchmen back by the switchman’s shack. Was this train carrying frankincense? Myrrh? Unicorn horn? It was guarded like a sultan’s treasure house.

	That’s when he heard someone shuffling behind him in the darkness. He turned just as hands grabbed him by the arms. “Hey, shush it now, Joe,” whispered a voice, “before the bulls hear us. You made enough noise trotting down here to bring a whole army of them down on you.”

	The shadow of the man popped up and peeped over the top of the pile of lumber. “You looking to scarper on board, heading west?”

	“Yeah,” the man no longer named Merv whispered back, still feeling his heart pounding. He hadn’t known where the train was going, but sure.

	“Well, follow me. But keep your snout low,” the man said. “That spooked face of yours is as bright as a birthday cake.”

	Staying low, he followed the stranger on down the trainyard away from the two watchmen, swerving around large lumps of machinery in the dark, stopping only once when the stranger threw an arm across him when they heard a skittering sound not too far away. “Probably just a rat,” the stranger whispered when the yard stayed quiet, then the two of them moved on. Slow going; they must have been four or five cars down when the stranger snuck over to an open train car and stood, patting the floor up by their shoulders. 

	“Climb up,” he said.

	The man no longer named Merv stood and saw there was a soft glow inside the car coming from a small, dirty lantern, the light of which barely reached the door. It plastered the two men hunched over it with shadows that moved over and around the white playing cards they were holding in their hands. The stranger pushed up into the car and joined them. Against the dirty wall of the train car, the three white faces glowing in the low light looked back at him like different phases of the moon.

	“Don’t worry about them now, Joe. Get on up here before the bulls spies you. I don’t want to have to listen while they makes jelly out of your insides. I hates the sound it makes.”

	He climbed up, though not as nimbly as the stranger had. With all the grit on the floor, there was no way to keep his pants from getting dirty.

	“Come on over here, Joe,” whispered the stranger, who had hunkered over by the lantern. “You like cards? You know rummy?”

	The man no longer named Merv nodded, and then for good measure said, “Yeah, I know ‘nuf rummy,” in case they couldn’t see him nodding.

	“You sure about this guy, Slim?” asked the guy across from the stranger, peering at him with his cap pulled low so his eyes were hidden. Between them, the other guy, hatless, had a round, cheerful, face. The lantern cast shadows across his cheeks so his eyes were gray pools too, but it was obvious he was staring at him anyway. He wasn’t trying to hide it.

	Slim turned around, as if studying him, and the man no longer named Merv felt an odd warmth in his chest. “Yeah, I’m sure,” Slim said. “Come over here.” Slim pointed at the man across from him. “This is Henry.” And then shook his thumb at the man next to him. “And this is Tommy.”

	“Who’re you?” asked Henry.

	The man no longer named Merv liked the way Slim talked, a soft Southern lilt to his voice, and he seemed to make his own way of getting places. “You cracked it,” he said to him rather than Henry, who had the hard tongue and furtive eyes of a northern city man. “Name’s Joe. I thought maybe we was old pals when you came getting friendly in the dark like that and you already knew my name.”

	Joe watched as Slim’s face opened up to take in the joke. He had a soft laugh like an old cat coughing, all gasps, and quiet. He supposed that might come in handy if Slim spent a lot of time playing cards in dark boxcars with watchmen right outside.

	“No, not looking for a dance,” he said. “We saw you out there, figured maybe you looked lost.”

	“You made more noise than the pope dropped down a pipe,” said Henry. He moved two cards about in his hand. “Slim here, he thought he’d best go get you. I thought it might be a good idea to let the bulls have at you, get all their blood out.”  

	“I’ve heard the sound of enough bones breaking,” said Slim gently.

	Joe, feeling like now wasn’t the right time to address any of the things the two men had said, looked up at the man across from him.

	Henry saw him looking. “Oh, Tommy don’t say much. Don’t you go giving him any trouble.”

	“Now why would you say something like that, Henry?” said Slim. “He was just asking who Tommy was.”

	“I was just telling him,” said Henry, looking over at Joe and then down at the cards in his hand. “Just so he knows. That’s all.”

	Through it all, Tommy had hardly moved, and still looked to be staring at Joe, or maybe somewhere behind him. “I won’t go giving Tommy no trouble,” he said, doing his best to find Tommy’s eyes in a reassuring manner. “I don’t want to give nobody no trouble. I’m just moving, and looking to move freely.”

	That seemed to mollify Henry, who closed the fan of cards in his hand. He pulled Tommy and Slim’s cards to him and shuffled with slow chops, shoving the old, worn cards together like he was palming a snowball. When he was done, he expertly spun out four hands of seven.

	“First time?” asked Slim. “Riding?”

	“Going? No,” said Joe. “Riding like this, yes, this is my first time.” 

	The four of them moved the cards about in their hands, and when the silence stretched on, he could tell that they were waiting for him, and not just for part of the card game.

	“I was working at Jumper Races,” he said, “in the stables taking care of the horses…”

	“Dirty work,” said Slim, still studying his hand. “Unless you like horses.”

	“It was dirty work,” Joe agreed. “But I like horses. That’s why I got on there. I showed the boss I could calm down the big boys when they were chomping and chortling in their pens, champing to get at one another. But he was some piece of work. He—”

	“Shut it,” said Henry, raising his head from his cards. “Listen.”

	Joe saw that Tommy had raised his hand and was sitting upright. Slim clicked the shutter closed on the lamp, bending over and extinguishing the flame with a short puff, and Joe felt the trepidation for stealing into the trainyard washing down over him again, like the little lamp had been holding that fear at bay.

	They heard the clear crunch of a boot on gravel. It had come from just outside the train car.

	Slim tugged Joe to his feet by the sleeve of his jacket, and with Henry they pressed to the wall. It only took a moment for Joe to realize that Tommy hadn’t moved. Joe inched away from the wall, gauging if he had enough time to fetch him, but Slim barred an arm across his chest, stopping him.

	The three of them hadn’t been graceful in clambering to the side wall. For sure their boots had bumped over the boards and echoed in the empty car. Right away, with a click like Joe had heard earlier, a light snapped on outside, the same gauzy gray beam bending towards the open door of the car.

	A shrill whistle blew outside. “Art! Ben! Get on down here. I heard something.” 

	Joe’s stomach sank. He could hear pairs of footsteps tramping nearer, and Henry muttering under his breath as the watchman’s lantern lit up the far wall of the car, moving back and forth as if it could swish away the fog. Joe could see the watchman leaning in, peering into the gray. All he had to do was swing the lantern to the right and he would spy them. He tensed. What would the watchmen do when they found them? Would they have to run? Would they have to fight?

	He could hear the lantern hissing as the light swung around and landed directly on Tommy, who, to Joe’s astonishment, was still sitting there, bent over peering at Henry’s cards. When the light landed on Tommy, he pulled back guiltily, pretending to be studying his own cards intently.

	Behind Tommy, lantern light reflected in two bright yellow eyes, and for the first time Joe saw the large black cat that must have been sitting there the whole time. With the sort of lazy disdain only a cat can show, the cat stood, arching its back, and padded out towards the middle of the car, where it stopped and started licking a paw. The light followed it, and after a moment the lantern flicked off with that same harsh click.

	“Never mind, fellas,” called the watchman, stepping away from the open door of the car. “It’s just a cat.”

	“You palooka, Jim,” said a man as footsteps crunched up to the side of the car. “I had a flush going. Now Art is gonna have peeked and redealt the whole damn deck. He’ll have six damn kings.”

	They don’t see Tommy, Joe realized.

	The watchmen were only gone a few seconds before the small, dirty lantern popped back to life, illuminating Tommy, who was holding his cards high in front of himself with a brazen grin on his face, eager to get back to the game. 

	In the light, Joe realized that Henry and Slim were peering at him because he had slapped his hand over his mouth to stifle the laughter that had come bubbling up out of him. It had been so long since he had seen true magic that he almost didn’t recognize it when he did, and it had surprised him. 

	Then that idea struck him as perhaps the funniest thought of all, maybe the funniest he’d had in at least the last hundred years, and trying not to snort behind his hands became even harder.

	 

	—

	 

	It took the men three days to get where they were going. In that time, after the fog fizzled to the gray of morning, and the ramshackle buildings and tall stacks of the city’s outskirts gave way to trees and far, brown, scoured hills, they played what felt like an endless game of rummy. Joe didn’t mind. After all the young boys who, being penned in all their lives back at the stables, seemed to turn directly into dour old men by the time they were twenty, these guys were a nice change. These guys had gone places, seen things; their dispositions were as open as a clear sky, welcoming and friendly. Mostly.

	But even Henry’s face was more the mood of the storm clouds they could see on the horizon than the tight dirty grids of all the people grumbling back in the city. Slim saved him from Henry frequently. “But he’d better not say nothing ‘bout Tommy,” Henry said about forty times the next day while the train tore along at full speed. “How do we know he won’t say nothin’, Slim? We don’t know him from Moses.” Joe had the impression that Henry would roll his words up into a tight ball and brain him with them like a stone if he could.

	“Oh, you won’t peep or pip a word of all of this, will you, Joe?” said Slim in his soft drawl. 

	It wasn’t really a question, but, “No, I won’t say one peep or two peeps to anybody anywhere,” said Joe. “I don’t have no people. Heck, you people is the closest I have to people right now, and I don’t really know you either. And what would I tell you, that Tommy here has a cat that scares away train detectives?”

	Slim chuckled at that.

	“Come to think of it,” said Joe, “I suppose you’re right. I suppose there might be some men out there who’d pay for a cat like that—but they’d all be like us, wanting to skip on to a free ride. I don’t suppose I’d get much money from the likes of them.”

	Henry threw down his cards at that. “You hear how he’s talking, Slim,” he said, muttering low as if to keep Joe from hearing only four feet away. “That’s mocking talk. We can’t trust him, not from Moses, not when it comes to Tommy. I say we get rid of him.”

	By the time the light was getting dim again the next day, Slim was still patiently answering Henry but not actually talking to him, as if he were murmuring in his sleep. All the same, Joe figured it’d be a good idea to not tease Henry any more than he had, and he let Tommy win a couple more rounds of their endless game of rummy for good measure. He thought Slim saw what he was doing, and maybe Tommy did too; for sure Henry didn’t. Either way, despite how much he might like to sidle over and take in the passing view a while, he steered clear of turning his back to Henry and standing in the open door.

	All three of them, Slim said, had been down Florida picking apples. He rubbed his palms together, smelled his fingertips as if he could still scent the apples on them; then pinched his pants as if in a demonstration, and they came up stiff on his legs. They hadn’t been picking together though. Meeting on the train was a coincidence.

	“Imagine my surprise when I pulled myself aboard at a run—stupid of me, really,” said Slim, “and someone grabs my arms and here’s Tommy helping me up and into the car. Maybe saved my legs from swinging under.”

	Tommy smiled without teeth, all eyes, while he rubbed his cat’s belly, streaking it with soot and dirt from the train car floor.

	Every year, in the way they and thousands of others like them did, they followed the season of oranges and apples and cotton, sometimes all the way right up into the northern seasons for mushrooms and other forest work, only to make their way back down later in the year to start it all over again. They had met at a small farm somewhere, and ever after made sure to meet there year after year, for ten years running now. Slim didn’t come right out and say it, and by the sidelong glances he shot him he got the sense that Henry thought Slim was saying too much, but Joe got the impression it was a special place for them. Probably a plum contract.

	Apple picking sounded nice, he told them, compared to the constant stink of sweat and shit and piss he had to deal with back at the stables. “And then there were the horses,” he said. 

	To his chagrin, not even a hint of a grin from Henry. He thought that one would have been right up his alley.

	It wasn’t too bad, he told them. He liked horses. He was good with horses. But that’s also why he had to go. “Like I was saying last night, the boss, he was some piece of work. Les’ just say he enjoyed running the races, but liked putting his money into them too. Sometimes a little too much.” 

	“A man in a position like that, he has a responsibility,” Slim said. 

	“Right, it’s not like he’s shooting Model T’s down the tracks now, is he? Horses, they need care. Now, one of the horses, Thunder, he was a beautiful animal, eighteen hands and built like a lightning bolt. You’d think his bulk might slow him down, but he was swift, boy. We took special care of him. He was posting better finishes all the time.

	“Well, one night, the boss came in and tells me he had a problem. He didn’t much say what that problem was, but the solution to that problem involved me taking a hammer and tapping a small nail up into Thunder’s hoof. Not far enough to permanently injure the poor thing, but enough to slow him down.”

	“I’ve known men who’d jam a nail in their own mother’s foot to get clear of debts,” said Slim. “Did ya do it?”

	Joe shook his head. “I played forty-two games of rummy instead,” he said. “Seemed like a good time to go.”

	“Shame,” said Slim. “It was the great curse of man what did me in. The drink,” he explained, when he saw the question on Joe’s face. “As good as carted me down here to the tracks and hung me up like a mail sack the way you see on some of those older lines. Train came along, never even slowed down, and then zoom,” he said, flying along with his hand, “carried me along with it like it was picking up a parcel. A horse though … a tall, fine, fast horse … a shame. I guess it’s better to be running away from not doing than from having done. A horse, that’s just sad. That horse would probably take you wherever it is you wants to go in the country if he only knew what you did, or didn’t do I should say.” Slim shuffled his cards around in his hand. “Ah, hell, I’m talking too much now, aren’t I? I always does when talking about … you know, before.”

	The slow, deliberate way Tommy laid four aces and three kings down in front of him pretty much said that he agreed.

	It took getting used to sleeping on the floor, ear to his jacket while the floor shook with iron beneath his head and fire belching and blustering up there on the tracks, pulling them along. The night cooled the car again; nonetheless, Tommy slept by the door both nights, on his side facing the trees and the occasional flashes of deer’s eyes in the fields. His black cat stayed near him all night. First, he started up by Tommy’s head where the boy petted him before he fell asleep, then moved down near his feet. When they passed a particularly long patch of flats and the moon happened to not be hung up behind a cloud, Joe could see the cat’s slim nose raised aloft sniffing the air, his whiskers wobbling.

	No matter how much he wanted to, Joe took pains not to look on Tommy too much over the day, not with Henry watching. It was like there was a naked lady across the aisle in church, and Henry was the pastor peering down at him from atop his pulpit.

	At night he could take his fill. Drink the boy in. For so long he had been so lonely to see another piece of magic in the world that sometimes he felt like he was choking. Denied, the desire had long since soured, shriveled in him. Not so much died, it turned out, as wore down to nothing. And then here was Tommy, of all places petting his cat in the corner of a dirty boxcar. Those railyard bulls, as Slim and Henry called them, had looked right past the boy. So easy was it for Tommy to not be seen that he did it like breathing; he didn’t even flinch, he kept on playing cards—cheating at cards—thinking nobody would spy him in the dark. In the night, after Henry started snoring loud enough to be heard over the wheels, Joe let himself laugh at that, quietly.

	 

	—

	 

	Early on the third day, Henry perched himself in the open doorway. Every so often he’d mutter, as if to himself, “It’s coming up. Gonna be soon.” Then he’d turn to them and announce, “She’s gonna be coming up soon.”

	“Got a ways to go yet,” Slim said, keeping his hat pulled down low over his eyes.

	Tommy was playing solitaire, a version that Joe had never seen.

	After a while, Slim pulled his hat up and came over to the door, peering out, nose in the air not unlike Tommy’s cat, as if sniffing the air. “Won’t be long now,” he said. He sniffed again, loudly, dramatically, before sauntering, scratching himself, back to where he’d been sitting. “I saw a sign a few minutes ago that said Scanlon yard was coming up,” he added quietly to Joe with a wink. They watched as Henry leaned out the door and poked his nose high, sniffing the way Slim just had.

	Joe was sitting against the back wall thinking of how he’d miss these three men he’d just met. Most of all, though he’d said fewer than fifty words to the boy, he was rueful to see Tommy go. 

	“We’ll be hopping off up here in Scanlon,” Slim said, rolling up the smudged detective novel he had been reading that morning. “It’s not near anywhere, but it’s end of the line for us. You should get off here too. Train pulls in there for a bite to eat and take a constitutional. There’s barely enough room for a dog to turn around there, so there’s not many yard bulls checking the cars, but if you’re going straight through, you should probably hoof it on past the yard and hunker down up in this little patch of trees on the other side. It’s near enough the station that the train will still be just starting to tick along, and it’s flat enough to work up to a good trot.”

	“Thank you, Slim. You boys took good care of me. Here, let me give you a little something for your troubles.”

	Slim stopped him before he could dig into his pocket. “No trouble, no trouble. It was just some jerky and some cards. Keep it in your pants, pardner, and don’t be telling nobody you got a little something to wave around either. Some people, when they don’t got much, they go a little crazy. They think because you look like you got a little less than them, maybe you don’t deserve that money as much as they do.”

	A few minutes later, all four of them had collected their packs, their jackets, and tied their shoes tightly. Joe imagined he could hear the train’s roar changing pitch as it slowed.

	“Why’s he getting off with us?” asked Henry, who had been eyeballing Joe while he tucked his pantlegs into the top of his boots.

	“Lord sakes, Henry, you knows the train pulls into Scanlon.”

	“But all the same…”

	Tommy had his cat tucked tightly into his arms. It looked to be sleeping. Or just content.

	“Now … when you jumps,” explained Slim, serious of face, “tuck your legs up after you lands, then you roll. Don’t go limp like a noodle, not if you don’t want your head to fly off. Bend your knees and tuck down. There’s some grass there to land in, but there’s some rocks too.”

	“Got it.”

	Now that they were standing in the doorway, the ground looked to be going by awfully fast. Too often over the past few days, Joe had thought that a body wasn’t supposed to travel this fast. The wind whipping past felt like it wanted to rip the scalp right off him. He found it hard to catch a full breath.

	“What is it you think you got?” asked Henry.

	“Oh, and if you hangs up here and you misses the grassy spot before the bridge,” said Slim, ignoring Henry, “don’t just puff yourself up and close your eyes and jump anyway. You jump while the train’s on the bridge and you’re gonna bellyflop fifty feet down and splat against the side of the hill like a wad of tobacco. You wait. Wait till the train’s over the bridge before you tries again.”

	“You’d splat like bird shit,” said Henry.

	“Now, I should say that as it comes up to the station the train’ll be going about a running pace, and then finally a walking pace. But who knows who’ll be waiting there at the station to see you tottering off along Main Street…”

	“Law here loves vagrants,” said Henry, leaning out and then back. “They’re right friendly. They’ll give you free room and board for a couple nights. Give you a few pairs of boots, even if they is still wearing them. You’ll find yourself on a farm crew. Might even get you a job breaking rocks up in Howsley for a thirty—or if it’s been quiet, or you talks mouthy to them, a ninety.”

	Joe looked at Slim to see if Henry was joking, but Slim just shrugged. “Tuck your knees up when you land,” he said, doing up the buttons on his denim jacket.

	There were other ways he could do this, thought Joe. Lots of ways. But he wasn’t sure if those ways still worked the way they used to. Or if he could think of a new way in the next few minutes. 

	“Here she comes. Watch this now,” said Henry a few seconds later. He hawked long and hard in his throat, leaned back and fired a big wad of spit out the door. “You see how that went everywhere. That’s gonna be you.”

	Slim stopped him when he looped his strap over his head to make sure his bag wouldn’t fly off. “Don’t wrap nothing around your neck,” Slim warned. “Don’t hang yourself for free. Make the bastards pay for it.”

	To Joe’s ears, the screech of the brakes echoed like the cry of an ancient hag hiding in the hills, and for a moment his blood ran cold. The train slowed a fair bit, but not as much as he’d hoped, and far too soon for his liking Slim patted him on the shoulder and said, “This is it.” Slim then tipped out the door like a bottle falling from a shelf, and Joe didn’t think; Slim had earned his trust. He bent his knees and pushed himself off the shelf after him, out into open space.

	His stomach dropped. And hitting the ground hurt. But it wasn’t as bad as it could have been. He rolled, knocked his arm hard against some hard hunk of garbage, and when he got to his feet feeling like he’d just gone over Niagara Falls, there was Tommy standing there smiling with the cat poking up and out of his jacket, nuzzling Tommy’s chin. Suddenly he felt no desire to complain about the pain in his arm or the scratch he could feel on his ear that had an itchy sort of burn to it.

	Henry’s pack had broken open when they jumped. The pages of a tattered book were fluttering about the grassy slope. Tommy let the cat go and helped him chase them down.

	Slim clapped him on the back. “Nice work,” he yelled over the train’s receding roar. “Now follow me. We’ll finish your training before we send you out in the world.” 

	Joe followed Slim down beneath the bridge, where a mudpuddle of a stream was lazing in some tall reeds. “Now let’s see,” said Slim, bending down by one of the bridge’s concrete pillars and pushing a handful of knee-high grass flat. “Nothing seems different from last year anyway,” he said, standing back and pointing down to where crude symbols had been drawn on the pillar with what looked to be a carpenter’s pencil. “These marks here, see, gives us the skinny on what a place is like so there’s no surprises. This one here would let you know what Henry was saying is true. The law here likes sharing their boot tips with the likes of us. This one here says there’s no work to be had here in town…”

	Joe bent down for a closer look. For a moment he hadn’t believed what he was seeing. He knew the symbols already. They were old. Very old. He hadn’t seen them, or thought of them, in a long, long, time. They came from a dim, dappled memory, an exciting time, a time of hope that for the most part he remembered fondly, before it had all turned bad. He couldn’t comprehend how anybody could have scrawled those old symbols here on this concrete bridge. If he went to the pyramids, amongst all that sand, or north to Stonehenge and looked around in the fields, he might find the same symbols etched someplace on an overturned stone or covered by moss, unregarded, forgotten—and yet here were the same markings right here on this pillar, apparently unchanged in all this time. How could kindly, gentle Slim read them?

	In his stupor he missed what Slim said next. “And over here we have the king,” Slim said, and Joe looked up at Slim rather than where he was pointing, seeing Slim in a new light. Was Slim like Tommy? He had only known speakers like him to write those symbols. 

	Slim was saying, “I bet you never thought when you took to the rails that you would find out you had a king, did you?” On the wall was another symbol, more intricate than the others. Joe made himself pay attention; this drawing he didn’t recognize. “This is the king’s symbol,” said Slim. “The king of the hoboes. I’ve met him, the old coot. If you ask me, he deserves it, the title. He’s good … he’s, ah, he’s good at what he does. Just don’t ask me what that is,” he added with a short, gaspy, chuckle.

	From above, when the wind stopped blowing, they could hear Henry yelling to Tommy: “Sweet juniper, Tommy, the last page ain’t here. Is that it over there? Get it before it blows away!”

	“Say, um, you going to be okay?” asked Slim, waving his hand in front of his face. “For a minute there you looked like you were under glass.”

	Joe stood from where he was still crouching down by the pillar. “Sorry,” he said, giving Slim a smile. “I was just thinking about—”

	Slim put his hands up. “No need to be spilling all over my shoes. Out here you don’t owe nothing to nobody, least of all me.”

	Joe felt the embarrassment hot down his back, drawing him back to the present. Too often lately he’d been scorched by nostalgia. “I appreciate that. I really do.”

	Slim tucked his thumbs into his pockets. “I know Henry’s been on your back about this for days,” he said, for the first time looking a little uncertain, “but I suppose I have to cut into you too. You won’t say anything about our Tommy to nobody, will you?”

	Joe looked down at where the symbols were etched low on the pillar, half hidden by the grass. “No,” he said with a smile, a genuine one. “No joke now, like I was saying back in the car … no, Tommy, he’s special. Nothing good’ll come of people knowing about him. It’s best he—”

	“Best he be left alone,” agreed Slim with a solemn nod. “That’s how we eyeball it too. It’s not good enough that he can stay out of the wrong eyeballs if he wants. He needs someone to see him.”

	“Looks like Henry does a good job of that.”

	“He does,” said Slim. For a moment it looked like he was starting back up the slope to the tracks. He turned back though, looking pensive. “Say, I was thinking … you worked with horses, you said. You ever work a farm?”

	“Been a while…”

	“Sure. Well, now, see, lemme tell you something and see what you thinks. I don’t usually travel alone when we meets up here. Normally I comes with a friend. He got a funny name. Pickle we call him—it’s a long story. Anyway, Pickle fell off a ladder when we was working the apples. Busted his knee up something awful. No way he’d ever get up enough steam to climb into that car I had to boost onto back down in Florida. ‘Go on,’ he told me. ‘I’m staying,’ he said. ‘I got a different plan now.’ He was gonna to go to Marie’s—that was this diner in town. It’s one of those places that don’t like us coming in there with our dirty pants and shoes even if we got a bit of money to spend. He said he was gonna go to Marie’s anyway and have himself a big lumberjack breakfast. That’s three pieces of bacon, three sausages, three slices of ham, three eggs, and two pieces of toast. Good, thick toast too. He said he was gonna tell them he had no money and probably cop a thirty for vag in Fullerton so his leg could get better, and maybe even get a look at it by a doctor. By now I guess that’s what he’s gone and done. Leaving me, leaving us, a little shorter than we expected on this job. So I guess what I’m saying is … you ever worked a farm?”

	“Well, when you put it that way,” said Joe, “I worked dozens of them. I once made a whole farm from scratch in a morning. Hardest part was getting the cows to hatch properly.”

	It took Slim three whole seconds before he started to smile, but when he did it was a good one. “Come on,” he said, beckoning as he turned to head back up the hill. “Let’s go give Henry the good news.”

	Joe followed, feeling relieved in a way. It had been a long time since he’d had company he could say he enjoyed, but it had been an even longer time, even after all of his searching, since he had found a lingering hint of other speakers in the world. Seeing Tommy’s trick had hung a wet, heavy hope in his heart, but seeing symbols of the Speaker School of Vorgus, long folded into what could be called the remains of the past, had clinched it for him. He had to admit to himself that he hadn’t just been scorched by nostalgia, there was a burning flame of curiosity in him now. If Slim hadn’t invited him along, he might have had to follow them anyway.

	Over by the tracks, he could already hear Henry complaining.
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