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    Thank you, Mom.  

      

    

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Prologue 

The Summer of 1989
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It was 1989, and I was playing little league baseball on a typically hot summer in the San Pedro Valley, and despite the heat, I was playing well.  I dug my heel into the dirt at shortstop and crouched into my stance as the pitcher started his windup.  The ball clanked off the bat, a slow dribble, that I charged, scooped up, and tossed to my teammate at first base for an easy out to end the game.  The parents and siblings in the stand all cheered and began gathering up their belongings as my teammates, and I lined up to shake the other team’s hands.  It was all going just as expected when the train’s horn broke through the commotion of the end-game ceremonies.  

It wasn’t unusual to hear the train or even feel it as it rumbled by less than half a mile away, but this was different.  The trains never blew their horns in the middle of town, and it gave everyone pause. Parents and children alike stopped and listened as an eerie quiet settled in on the park. Then the train’s horn went off again and again, and then a long, never-ending blast joined by the screeching sound of metal-on-metal from less than a mile away.  For a moment, everyone looked around unsettled before going about their business, cleaning up the dugouts, passing out end-of-the-game snacks, packing away the lawn chairs, and loading up cars for the drive home.

My mom wasn’t able to stay for my game because my older brother was playing a game in St. David.  St. David is a small town about thirty minutes away from Benson, so I was on my own that day.  I hung my glove from my bike’s handlebars and began the short ride home.  I took off down Pearl St. and hung a right onto Patagonia, pedaling as fast as I could.  If I was fast, I could get home and have the Nintendo to myself for a couple of hours before my brothers came home. Maybe I’d call Jamie, and we could play Tecmo Bowl for a bit without anyone butting in. However, as I moved up Patagonia Ave. I realized something wasn’t right.  The train we had all heard earlier was still blocking the intersection.  The signals were down, ringing, and flashing, but the train wasn’t moving.  It had come to a complete stop.  I was taken back a little, I didn’t understand why the train would be stopped in the middle of town, and the sirens from police cars or ambulances could be heard in the distance.  The trains rarely stopped in the middle of town and didn’t make sense to my 7th-grade brain.  A line of cars had begun to pile up down Patagonia Ave., and I saw my coach’s truck up near the front. The door was open, and my coach was running along the tracks. I had never seen him move like that before.  I was shocked to see him running so fast, like he was scared. He was moving fast for someone his size and age.  I couldn’t quite understand what was going on.  I followed him on my bike, standing up and pedaling fast to catch up.  Then he stopped and dropped down into the desert shrubs and weeds that ran along the side of the train.  When I got closer, I hopped off my bike and walked with it toward him the rest of the way.  I saw him pull up a kid into his lap when it finally hit me.  Other people began exiting their cars.  I heard Mrs. Thomas begin yelling at parents and their kids.  She was demanding that everyone stay in their cars.  Everything turned into chaos.  Ambulance sirens, cops, parents, all yelling.  A dead girl lay silently in Mr. Thomas’ arms.  It was all too much. I hopped on my bike and took the back way home, trying to outrun the tragedy I had just witnessed.

My friend Jamie was outside as I cycled past his house, and he came jogging out swinging his arms, “Hey Brandon, hey, did you hear, did you hear what happened? Were you down there?”
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Book 1

Infinity

“The Universe is under no obligation to make sense to you.”
― Neil deGrasse Tyson
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Chapter 1

Fall of 2017
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It was the fall of 2017 when I talked to my brother about getting me some old metal railway signs for my yard and my shed.  He had been working for Union Pacific Railroad for about 5 or 6 years at the time, and I had always been somewhat fascinated with the railroads and trains that crisscrossed our country.  I thought it would look nice to put some old vintage railroad signs up on my shed and maybe even do a couple of railroad-themed signs in an area around my yard.  My wife liked the idea enough that if I got the right décor going, I might be able to get her to put something in her garden or around the houses in places that I knew were more her spots than mine.

I don’t really remember the conversation that much. There wasn’t anything special about it.  I just wanted to see if he had access to any signs that he could grab without getting into any trouble, and if so, maybe he’d store them for me until the next time I could get to Tucson.  I was traveling a lot for work then.  I worked regionally and spent my time crisscrossing the southwest in my Dodge Charger, enjoying the scenery and watching the trains and their tracks running off into the distance.  During the day, I raced past them, marveling at the storage containers the engines pulled behind them, taking note of the graffiti-riddled cars.  At night I watched their lights as they stretched out into the darkness. I watched the approaching headlight from miles away until we roared past each other, me on the highway and the train on its steel tracks.

The trains are an integral part of the Southwest.  They opened the whole country when they were built and brought with them their mythos and stories.  For me, it wasn’t about the goods they delivered, even though that was profoundly important to society, so much as it was about the stories they spearheaded and the way they lit up my imagination.  The massive machines are both awe-inspiring and scary.  They are the foundation of great stories like 310 to Yuma or the Polar Express. They are jobs, good middle-class jobs, they are a bridge to other parts of the country, but they also feel supernatural, like a link to another time or another place, and of course, they are a reminder to me of how dangerous the world could be.  The blaring of their horns often took me back to 1989.

Sometime in 2018, I traveled to Arizona from my house in San Diego County for some work I had to do in Tucson.  I stopped by my brother’s house outside of Tucson in Marana late in the afternoon.  I had been on the road for about 6 hours or so, driving through the desert along I-8 before hitting the 10 East.  Picacho Peak dominated the skyline to my right, but the passing trains on my left got most of my attention.  I was thinking about what kind of Railroad sign my brother was able to grab me if he grabbed me anything at all.  I was thinking maybe a warning sign or something smaller, or maybe he forgot and didn’t get anything.  It didn’t matter too much because I was looking forward to seeing him.  

The drive out, like most of my drives through the southwest, was relaxing.  The sun was setting off to my right, and the Arizona sky was a wonder to behold.  Arizona sunsets are hard to beat with the shades of oranges, yellows and the transition to deeper browns or reds.  I was really in a good mood when I pulled up at Aaron’s house. Today felt like a special occasion, even though there wasn’t anything special happening.  

His wife, Stephanie, and a small pack of dogs answered the door and greeted me with a hug.  We talked some small talk, and she let me know that Aaron would be home in a few minutes because he had to drop my nephew off at school for a project.  She asked if I could stay for dinner and wanted a beer, which I was happy to say yes to receiving.  Their house was a tract home in the Arizona desert built in the early 2000s before the housing bubble burst under the Bush Administration.  It was a little dirty, as expected, from a house full of kids and dogs with two working parents.  A portrait of Jesus hung over the entranceway to the dining room.  A keyboard was set up in the corner where someone had been practicing.  Stephanie handed me a beer and asked if I liked spaghetti.  I’m sure she already knew the answer, but small talk was expected, and I was happy to oblige.  Spaghetti was my favorite meal as a child, and I reminded her that I like food and told her a story about my grandfather paying a waiter at a restaurant to go across the street and get his grandson some spaghetti when we had gone out to eat at an establishment that didn’t serve spaghetti.  I was probably 5 or 6 at the time, and while my parents were clearly embarrassed, my grandfather and I bounded over his unusual and generous gesture.  Stephanie and I laughed at the story even though I had told it to her on more than one occasion.  In fact, most people that know me well have heard the story at least once.

My brother pulled into the drive as I was twisting the cap off my second beer.  Stephanie was just about done cooking dinner.  I headed outside and greeted him as he was getting out of his work truck.  We both smiled and laughed and hugged.  We had always had a good relationship. Not saying we couldn’t or never fought because we did.  It was just that the fighting never lasted long, and neither of us ever seemed interested in holding a grudge.  It was always good seeing my brother.  He was a good man, and for a portion of my life, he took the place of an absent father, trying his best to teach me and guide me even as he stumbled through his teenage years.  My father spent years at a time overseas serving in the US Army, and my parents chose to have us live in one place instead of moving to South Korea, Italy, and a slew of other countries where he was deployed.  Now as adults, my brother and I only saw each other a handful of times each year when my work required me to go to Tucson or Phoenix.

“Dude, you already have a beer!  Are you going to stay the night, or do you have somewhere to be?” he said with a huge smile on his face.  Aaron was my gregarious brother, and his ability to capture a room of people and make friends stood in stark contrast to my own less charming personality.

“This is my second one, and your wife is almost done cooking spaghetti dinner for us.”  I smiled, a little embarrassed that I was making myself at home. “I have a hotel and need to be to work early, but if we decide to drink, I’d need to stay the night. Can we play it by ear and see how we feel after dinner?”

“Yeah, of course. You know she only makes that when you come over.  Don’t you have any stories about tacos?” Aaron joked.  We laughed as I helped him unload some of the tools from his Railroad Truck and helped move them into the garage and then into the house.  He was tired, but the warm greeting was nice because I always worried that he would rather just come home and rest than hang out with a guest.  I probably should have realized after all these years that my brother liked having people around, but it was such a contrast to my personality that I still felt a bit of anxiety about visiting.

Dinner was served about ten minutes later.  Oven-baked garlic bread and a nice garden salad, to which I added blue cheese dressing, rounded out the meal.  We spent several hours or so eating, drinking beers, and talking about our kids, our jobs, mom, dad, and our younger brother.  Sharing both the struggles and successes of our now middle-aged lives made for mostly pleasant, fun conversation and slowly gave way to deeper subjects.  As we drifted into chatter about politics, Stephanie gathered up the dishes and put them into the kitchen for the kids to deal with, and disappeared into her bedroom.  Aaron’s children never actually sat down at the dinner table with the three of us.  They rolled in and out of the kitchen, making their plates, saying hi, and disappearing into different parts of the house without ever fully engaging with any of us.  It wasn’t shocking they were all teenagers and not interested in chatting with their uncle and parents about what life is like for people over 40.  None of us felt any need to pressure them to stick around.  Kids these days. The world had changed so much from when Aaron, Stephanie, and I were their age, and yet still, we knew many of their problems were the same ones we had.

Finally, around 8:30 or so, I asked Aaron about the railroad signs.  Was he able to get me any? Did he find one or two I could put up in my yard back home in San Diego, anything I could hang on my shed?  

“Let’s grab another beer because I have a story and a sign.” He replied.
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Chapter 2

The Sign

[image: image]


“Brandon, this sign, it’s special.  I picked it up a couple of months ago and was waiting for you to come out and get it.  I had basically forgotten all about it, but I think you’ll like it.”

We each grabbed another beer as we passed through the kitchen and headed back out into the garage.  The garage was packed and disorderly except where he kept his work tools.  He crossed through it and pulled a tarp and blankets, and a couple of boxes out of the way and revealed a huge railroad sign.  It was one of the giant signs that went up to warn people that they were about to cross railroad tracks.  It made a giant cross.  Made from two crossing planks of metal and fiberglass reflective material that stood 4 ft tall and about 6 inches wide.  The parts crossed over each other and were held together by a giant metal bracket that would normally hold the signs onto a large post.  It was way more than I was expecting, and initially, I thought I probably should have been clearer about what I had asked him to get me, but I also really liked it and wanted to figure out how to get it home and hang it up.

“How am I going to get this in the trunk of my car? I don’t think it will fit like this?” I said with a halfhearted laugh.  “It’s awesome, but I certainly wasn’t expecting anything so big.”

“Well, what did you expect? Something little like this one,” Aaron said while handing me a smaller four-by-eight-inch sign that said,” Warning Electrical.”  “I got that little one for you as well, but this, this is the real deal right here, a nice big railroad crossing sign. It’s practically new, the only thing from the intersection that survived the crash.  Plus, I’ll show you how to take it apart so that it will fit in your trunk or even the backseat.”

I looked at him sideways, “Crash, what crash.  What happened?”

“Let’s grab another beer, and I’ll give you the gory details.,” he exclaimed.  “You’re going to like this better than one of the books you read or an episode of 60 Minutes.” 

As we settled into our seats around the kitchen, Aaron told me the story about the crossing on Hunt Highway in Florence, Arizona.  It was back in January 2016 when the incident occurred.  The railroad didn’t want to call it an accident because they believed that it was not an accident but a murder-suicide.  For the railroad, the distinction saved them a lot of time and money, and for the most part, my brother believed their assessment to be true.  

Florence is a small rural town South of Phoenix and North of Tucson, with about 25,000 residents depending on who was counting and whether or not you count the prison population.  It was the home of multiple prisons run by the Federal Government, the state, as well as several private for-profit prisons.  If it wasn’t for the prisons, Florence would have probably resembled other small Arizona towns where everyone knows everyone else, and the center of social activity revolved around the High School and a small handful of saloons for the adults.  The desert environment kept housing prices low, and its remote location meant that many of the residents either worked for the school or the prison or commuted to Tucson in the south or from Phoenix in the North for work.  No one was getting rich in Florence, and the CEOs of the for-profit prisons made as much money as they could while spending as little time as possible in Arizona if there was ever a good enough reason for those CEOs to leave their headquarters in Florida.

Aaron’s story started with Sara Cruz, a 23-year-old illegal immigrant from Mexico with four children and a boyfriend that worked at the Central Arizona Detention Center, where he was underpaid by the private prison in charge of detainees at the U.S. Immigration and Customs Enforcement Agency.  According to local reporters Sara and her boyfriend, Fred, had an abusive relationship, and it wasn’t unusual for him to threaten to turn her over to authorities when they got into a fight.  Reports from the local papers restrained from blaming Fred, but many of the folks in the community felt he was at least partially responsible for what happened on December 20, 2017, when the train rammed into Sara and Fred’s minivan.  Apparently, they had a huge fight earlier that morning, and Sarah had threatened to leave Fred.  It is rumored that Fred had told her that if she left him, “She best go. All the way back to Nogales because if she stayed in the US, he would have I.C.E. pick her up.”

The train had been moving north along the railroad carrying a larger-than-normal load.  Its horns rang out when the engineer realized that Sara’s van was parked on the tracks.  Metal screamed, and the giant train’s horn bellowed a loud warning as the engineer tried to stop the train from ramming into the beat-up old van.  When it hit her car, it was still moving too fast and tore the van into two pieces, dragging the front nearly a mile down the line and shooting the very back quarter of the vehicle’s rear end into the cars lined up behind it.  When the train finally came to a stop, the front portion of the min-van no longer resembled a vehicle, and it was clear that anyone inside the van would not be alive.  The back-end axle of the vehicle slammed through the signal barriers that had been lowered and into a white Ford 150 that had been parked behind the line.  The driver of the truck had gotten out of the truck to try and help Sarah and her kids out of their mini-van or get the van to get out of the way.  No one knows for sure exactly what he was thinking, but Mark Brogan did not survive.  He tried to jump out of the moving train’s way at the last minute but was caught up in the crash.  He was found 30 yards down the line dead.  He was missing both of his legs.  A few days later, Sara’s boyfriend committed suicide.

“Holy shit...Aaron, that’s not real. Tell me that’s not where you got this from.”, I exclaimed when he had finished with his story.

“Bro, it’s true, it’s all over the local news, and Florence, the whole town, is still in mourning.  Things like that don’t happen every day in a small town.” He looked down at his beer and took another swig.  “I almost didn’t grab the sign, you know, but it’s just a sign. It’ll look cool when you put it up, and you’ll have a story to tell your friends.” He took another swig of his beer and said, “If you don’t want it, I can always get rid of it.”

“No, thank you, I mean thank you, I do want it, it’s just that’s like something out of a movie or book, it’s a ghost story waiting to happen.  If you believe in ghosts.” I looked at him sideways, I still wasn’t sure I believed the story, and I wasn’t sure that I would put the sign up if it turned out to be true.
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Chapter 3

Highway 8
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The railroad sign came apart easily and fit into the trunk of my car without an issue.  It broke down into four main pieces, not counting bolts and washers.  Two long cross boards and two metal clamps were used to attach them to a post in the ground.  It probably weighed about 40 lbs. total and was made to last.  It would look good in my yard somewhere besides the greenhouse or between the lemon tree and the orange tree. I loaded it into my car’s trunk that night and went to my hotel room to sleep, and I forgot about it as I spent the next three days working in Tucson.  I spent the following evenings meeting up with family and friends from the area, but I don’t recall any specific details.  For the most part, it was a normal business trip to Southern Arizona.

I started my drive back to San Diego County around 4 p.m. on Friday, which meant I would get home around 9:30 or 10 p.m. if I didn’t stop too often or hit any weird traffic.  I watched some small clouds beyond Picacho Peak on my left and several passing trains on my right.  Saguaro cacti lined the top of Picacho Peak like guardians looking down onto the highway.  The Rooster Cogburn Ostrich Ranch disappeared behind me. Dust devils swirled off in the distance.   Interstate 10 was always busy from Tucson to Phoenix, but I moved at a steady 80 mph until I gassed up south of Casa Grande at South Sunland Gin Rd. and then drove a little further before merging onto Interstate 8 West. 

The Sun was approaching the horizon, and I cussed a little to myself.  I had hoped to leave Tucson much earlier.  I was going to have the setting sun on my face for a good portion of my drive home.  The jagged hills and the saguaro cactus were casting long shadows, and I would be driving into the setting sun for at least the next hour or so.  I love Arizona sunsets, but not when I am driving directly into them after a long week of work.  The light was messing with my eyes, and I knew that if I continued, I would end up with a migraine.  I decided to pull off in Gila Bend and grab an early dinner and watch the sunset from the window of The Space Age Restaurant and Bar.  A good burger and fries sounded good, and driving after the sun ducked below the horizon would be much more relaxing.  I fiddled with the radio station until I found a country station, pulled the sun visor down, and watched the desert fly by on my way to Gila Bend.

The burger and fries were good, standard café food.  The café was a regular stop for me when I wanted to get out of the car for a bit. If I was in a hurry, I could have hit up a fast-food place along E Pima St.  After eating, I went outside, sat on my hood, and called my wife to check in with her and see how the kids were behaving today.  It was a standard check-in call.  My wife, Ann, was starting to unwind from her work, and the kids had already hunkered down in front of the TV to watch a movie.  Ann would probably be asleep when I got home, and both kids would be in bed.  My daughter would probably get up and say hi, and my son might call out to me from his room as I walked by.  Traveling for work had become a standard part of life, and I was seldom gone for more than a week or two, so they didn’t seem to miss me too much.

The sunset was spectacular.  There were just enough clouds on the western horizon for the sunlight to bounce off.  The mountains and hills surrounding the desert floor set a hard, jagged frame against the sky that was filled with bright oranges, reds, and yellows.  The clouds reflected these colors breaking up the sky with their swirled whispery shapes.  Blues, purples, and even small swaths of pink set up highlights between the setting sun and the coming night as it slowly dipped far enough down the sky that I decided it was time to hop into my Dodge Charger and get back on the road.  I sang to myself On the Road Again by Willie Nelson as I turned the key and pulled out of the parking lot, headed west on E Pima St. to merge onto Interstate 8 West to San Diego.  The sun ducked below the horizon, but its light continued to dance across the sky for another 30 minutes as I drove across the desert.  It was peaceful, and I drifted into thought as the night slowly enveloped Maricopa County.

I think I must have drifted off soon afterward, maybe not completely asleep but hypnotized by the drive.  The segmented lines flew past my vehicle one after another, the cactus and mesquite trees casting their strange broken shadows from the headlights of my car and a coyote crossing the road scared by my vehicle.  The sound of a train whistle echoed across the desert, and the bright front light reflected in my rearview mirror.  I drifted off, hypnotized by the evening air.
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Chapter 4

Dreaming and Driving
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It felt as if I was in two places at once.  In my car, at 75 mph, cruising down the highway as one mile marker after another mile marker flashed by, reflecting the light from my Dodge Charger.  My body and my car were on autopilot, but my mind drifted across time and space projected out of my body, up and across the desert, soaring below the stars and above the wispy clouds.

A ringing bell and flashing light caught my attention, and I drifted back down to earth, landing in front of a flashing railroad crossing.  The barriers had dropped down at the level crossing, its bell was ringing, and its light was flashing, but there was no sign of the coming train.  It must still be miles away.  My bare feet could feel the cool desert sand and tiny rocks underneath them.  I looked left and then right to see if I could see the coming train, but I couldn’t tell which direction it was coming from.  The train whistle was pulled, and the giant machine bellowed out a long “Choo, Choo,” warning people at the crossing of its coming.  When I turned towards the call, a woman was standing next to me on the side of the road.  Her veiled face looked straight ahead as if she did not notice me.  The moonlight and the flashing red railroad sign cast eerie shadows across her face.  Through the veil, I could see the ancient wrinkles that had long ago taken her youthful beauty from her.

“Are you sure you want to be here,” was all she said. She did not look at me as she spoke, but I was the only one around, and it was clear that her simple question was one for me to answer.  I could hear the train approaching now.  The giant machine rounded a corner and bore down on us with its floodlights washing out the landscape in their brilliance.  I could feel it pushing the air ahead of it as it approached at a reckless speed.  I could feel the sand beneath my bare feet, but I was blind.  I think the woman said something else, but I could no longer hear her ancient voice over the roar of the train.  Good God, it was moving so fast. I could feel it pulling on my body, sucking me in.  I turned towards the veiled lady, and she was gone.  Then I lost my footing, and my body was torn from the ground, flung up into the sky, and I shot like a rocket across the desert, slamming back into my body.  The drumming sound of my car bouncing up and down on the rumble strip that ran along the side of the highway snapped me awake, and I swerved back onto the highway.  A large semi’s horn blared as it rocketed past me.  My speed had slowed down to 35 mph.  Sweat dripped from my brow.

I was now wide awake.  I couldn’t shake the dream; I had never fallen asleep while driving before.  I didn’t even feel like I was asleep during the dream; it felt like something else, something different, something I had never experienced before.  I should have been scared about almost running my car into a ditch, but I wasn’t.  That woman, that train, they were where the fear I was experiencing.  The train’s floodlights had burned into my brain. 

I had no problem making it to Yuma without drifting off again.  In Yuma, I gassed up, grabbed snacks, some cold-brewed coffees for later, and a hot coffee for the moment.  I then set my playlist to heavy metal and listened to Metallica, Five Finger Death Punch, Nirvana, Breaking Benjamin, Tool, Slipknot, and others for my drive home.  I drove for 3 hours at 85 plus mph without incident.  Everyone was asleep when I got home.  I didn’t bother unpacking or waking anyone up and simply climbed into bed next to my wife and went to sleep.
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Chapter 5

Things Forgotten
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The next day I unpacked and showed my wife the sign.  She laughed at how big it was but thought it would be cool to stick it somewhere in the yard.  I didn’t bother to tell her the details about the railroad crossing where my brother had recovered the sign.  I didn’t think it mattered that much, besides; I didn’t want her telling me that I couldn’t put it up.  I packed it away in the outside shed where Christmas ornaments and Halloween decorations were stored until I had figured out exactly where to put it, found time to get a post big enough to support it, dig a hole, and plant it in my backyard.  Tucked away in pieces, I went about my Saturday hanging out with my wife and kids and getting laundry done. 

In the back of my head, I could not stop thinking about the veiled woman and the roaring train and decided to end my day with more than a couple IPAs.  That evening I was drunk enough that when I finally went to sleep, I had completely forgotten about the previous evening’s out-of-body experience.

The following Sunday, I started my day doing some yard work and picking up around the house.  Getting the kids to do their chores and then cooking out on the grill.  Finally, I began prepping for Monday morning, where I would start the day by taking Jason and Lura to school, then heading to my office in Mission Valley for work.  I’d get home around 5, greet my kids and wife, and the cycle would repeat day after day and week after week.  Sure, changes arose, and occasionally I traveled for a couple of days or a couple of weeks for work, but the basic routines of my life were stable and, for the most part, predictable.  My kids were good, my wife was great, and I was okay. What else was there?  I forgot about the sign sitting in my shed as the day-to-day ins and outs of life washed over me, lost in work, family, and various hobbies.  I was comfortable.

In Jan. of 2019, I packed my bags for a four-day Workplace Training about mediation and contract negotiations in Las Vegas to be followed by a weekend class on civic engagement that I was teaching to a group of non-profit entities.  I was excited about the trip.  A full week in Las Vegas to start the new year sounded fun, and my wife Ann had been able to take off Thursday and Friday, which meant we would have three days together before flying home on Sunday.  The kids would stay with their grandparents for a couple of days.  I was lucky, and I had great in-laws.  The trip went as expected, but on Sunday, when we touched back down in San Diego, I knew that I had come down with something.  I couldn’t sleep, aching bones, a headache, a fever, and, worst of all, I could barely breathe.  It was the worst case of the flu I had ever caught.  

I called in to work sick and went to Kaiser for treatment.  They informed me that I didn’t have the flu, but they weren’t sure exactly what I had picked up while traveling.  They gave me some steroids and a note for work and recommended that I spend as much time resting as possible.  Of course, when you are sick, and the only thing you are supposed to do is get rest, it becomes a chore trying to get rest.  I found myself wandering around the house during the day while my wife was at work and my kids were at school, bored stiff.  On day three, I wandered out to the shed to clean up a little and maybe organize the shed so that it would be easier to get to the tools, the lawnmower, and the various items we had stuffed into it for storage.  It was then that I rediscovered the railroad sign.  Wedged between the Christmas and Halloween decorations. 

I pulled it out and wiped off the various pieces, and took them over to the back patio.  I knew that it had been sitting in the shed for too long and that it was time for me to find a spot in the yard for it.  I measured out the brackets to see how big of a post it would need and put the pieces back together. I reformed the cross the two intersecting pieces made and used the nuts and bolts on the bracket to screw it all back together, then set it on the patio leaning against the wall where I would see it.  As soon as I was feeling better, I would go to the store and grab a post to put it into the ground.  Then I would get Ann to help me find the perfect spot in the yard for it.
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Chapter 6

Just A Dream?
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That night my fever came back. I was sleeping in the middle room on the couch to keep my wife from getting sick, but she told me to get up and go to bed.  I assumed I looked like real hell for her to have me sleep in the bed and for her to go sleep with our daughter.  My wife didn’t like having her routine disrupted, and for her to sacrifice a night’s sleep so that I could rest better was a real sign of love.  I settled into bed and turned the TV on, and started up The Empire Strikes Back.  It was one of my “go-to” movies when I wasn’t feeling well and needed something to fall asleep to or just listen to as I lay in bed sick as a dog.  John Williams was a legend, and his soundscapes elevated everything he worked on.  My wife brought me my medicine, some chicken noodle soup, and a sports bottle of water and wished me goodnight.  She loved me, but neither of us wanted to get her or the kids sick, and we had been doing our best to make sure that no one else got sick despite the fact we all lived together.  So far, we had been lucky, and no one else had caught the bug I was carrying.

I used the bed’s remote to lift my head and feet into an easy chair-like sitting position to eat my chicken noodle soup and watch the movie.  We purchased our adjustable bed a couple of years ago, and man, it was great.  The extra money Ann and I had spent was paying off right now.  The opening scrawl flowed across the TV screen as I slurped down my soup.  My nose was runny, and my headache was getting worse.  It was moving from a regular flu-like headache into migraine territory.  If I ended up getting a migraine, then I would end up tasting the soup a second time.  I got migraine headaches often, and they often involved my throwing up.  The pain was just that intense. Once a full-blown migraine had settled in, I was going to vomit and spend six or 7 hours in absolute pain until exhaustion forced me to fall asleep.  I tried to relax, hoping that I wouldn’t have to fight both migraine and the flu.  I let my eyes close and just listened to the sounds of science fiction and John Williams’ classical score flow from the TV speakers.

Later, I joked with Ann that she put something in my soup because somewhere between when Han Solo screamed, “Then I’ll see you in hell.”, and Luke’s vision of Obi-Wan Kenobi’s ghost, I crashed.  I mean that, literally.  I crashed.  It wasn’t like how you can drift off to sleep slowly while lying in bed, and it wasn’t like falling to sleep, where you just don’t quite remember it happening; it was more like a car crash.  I went from sitting in bed, hurting and uncomfortable, to being deep inside a very real dream world that felt both alien and familiar.  

My bedroom was nearly black.  The TV was off, and only a few slivers of moonlight streamed through our bedroom windows. The veiled woman stood at the edge of my bed.  A perfect silhouette of her side profile.  I sat up, exclaiming out loud, “Who the Hell are you!”

She did not look at me but instead turned and exited my room.  She drifted off to my left out the door and down the hall. A train’s horn bellowed,” Choo, Choo, Choo, Choo!!!” and the giant floodlights lit up the room as it bore down on my home.  The entire house was shaking, the sound of the great machine overwhelmed my senses, and the screeching of metal-on-metal pushed my eardrums to the point of bursting.  The rumbling of my house grew to a crescendo, adding the sound of cracking wood and concrete to the growing chaos around me.  The giant floodlights of the train bore down on the house as the beastly vehicle slammed through my bedroom, hurtling timber, and drywall into the air, flinging me upwards into the sky.

The sky was a beautiful dark blue, and the full moon was surrounded by a halo of clouds, lit up by its lunar brilliance.  A rainbow in the night framed it all like a surreal painting from a master artist.  I flew upward, faster and faster, as the sounds of the train crashing through my home slowly fell away.  Then I stopped; and hung in the sky weightless, a thousand miles above where my home had been.  The stars sparkled with a brilliance I had never imagined replacing my overriding sense of fear with one of tranquility.

Slowly I began to drift back down toward the earth.  I remembered the feeling I had during my drive home from Arizona, and the dream came back to me inside this dream.  The desert sand, the veiled woman, the train, the rumble strip, the blaring sound of the semi.  The memory came back to me as if it had happened only a short moment ago, even though I had all but forgotten about that first dream.

Below, my home had transformed into an old-time Western-style train depot.  Something from an old movie I used to watch with my grandfather as a child.  The tracks ran east and west through the depot, even though the train had crashed through my house running north.  It was like everything had been rotated around to fit the needs of the dream, and I assumed reality didn’t matter much here as I drifted onto the wooden platform.  

I walked up the platform before taking a seat on a bench and decided to wait and see when the next train would arrive.  Occasionally I would see people moving across the platform in groups or by themselves, looking lost or a bit confused.  They would move in and out of existence, fading in and out or just appearing and disappearing a moment later.  Some of them would never solidify at all and would be transparent like ghosts or projections from another place.  I watched and waited for what seemed like hours.

“You don’t have to be here.  You know that, right,” came the sound of the veiled woman.  She was sitting on the bench next to me, staring straight forward.  She did not look at me as she spoke.  “No one, nothing is going to be able to force you to stay here.  You can wake up whenever you want.  You can forget about tonight just like any other dream.  You don’t have to do this?”

I looked over at her, but she never looked in my direction.  She continued to stare forward as I replied,” Do what? I haven’t done anything.  This is just a dream.” I said that even though I knew it wasn’t just a dream.  I could feel the air change. I could feel her anger at my simple lie, even though I could not see any outward sign of displeasure from the veiled lady as she continued to stare straight ahead.

“Do not waste my time, Brandon.  I am here to give you an option, to guide you, to give you a chance regardless of your decision.”  Her voice took on a strange echo, as though more than one person was speaking at a time.  An eerie chorus of women from across the void talking all at once in unison.  “You have stumbled upon an opportunity to be part of something different, but it comes at a grave cost, and you must decide if you are willing to play the part or return to the life you have been living.”

A train whistled in the distance, “Choo, Choo.” A light approached from the horizon.  It was going to arrive at the depot soon. More people began to appear on the platform, and fewer and fewer of them appeared transparent.  They began to look and sound as solid and real as myself and the veiled lady sitting next to me on the bench.

“It is time for me to go.  You must decide soon whether or not you will accept what is before you or go back to sleep and forget that this part of the universe ever existed.”  She stood in one fluid motion.  The train sounded off again as it came to a stop on the platform.  People began boarding the train, and she moved into the line to follow them. “The artifact doesn’t have any power on its own.  If you use it, there is no going back.  Consider this your last warning.”

I stood up and followed her.  A man in blue was checking tickets as passengers began boarding the train, and when he saw the veiled lady, his smile fell from his face and was replaced by one of terror.  “My lady, welcome aboard,” he mumbled.  “How may I be of service.”

“You can punch my ticket so I may board.”, came her reply.  The echo had left her voice and was replaced by a coldness that could be felt if not heard.  “The man behind me is not ready.  Do not let him board yet.  It is time for him to go home.”

The conductor looked up at me and smiled a generous smile.  “You look okay to me, but she’s still the boss.”  I smiled back but continued to approach him when he spoke more forcefully in his heavy southern drawl,” Go home!”

The words hit me like a psionic wave, tossing me backward out of the train depot and back into my body at home, where I rolled out of bed and fell to the floor.  Empire Strikes Back was still playing on my TV.  Luke Skywalker was diving across the snowscape to avoid the giant mechanical foot of an AT-AT that came smashing down on his snow speeder.
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Chapter 7

Migraine and Insane
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The migraine hit me immediately.  The feeling of an ice pick being pushed through my eye socket made me reel in pain.  The back of my neck throbbed, and my entire head pulsed to the rhythm of a frantic heart.  My vision blurred, and my stomach flipped and soured.  It took everything I had to pull myself off the floor and get to the bathroom before spewing out the partially dissolved remains of chicken noodle soup into the toilet.  I felt a second of relief before the pain returned, and I threw up again and again until only bile and spit came up.  My stomach muscles felt torn, and my head continued to pulse to the beating of my heart.  Red splotches danced across my vision.

My wife came to check up on me and demanded I apply a wet towel to my head, for the TV to be turned off, and for a bowl to puke in to be placed beside the bed. I rudely shooed her away and crawled back into bed, shaking.  Nothing in life had ever come close to being as painful as my migraine headaches, and I had, on more than one occasion, considered my headaches to be part of the reason why I was capable of tolerating everything else around me when I wasn’t suffering from one.  I tossed in bed for most of the night before I finally passed out exhausted as the sun was beginning to rise.  I didn’t wake up until almost 1 p.m. My Saturday was ruined as I spent the rest of the day exhausted.  I couldn’t stop thinking about the train depot, the platform, the ghosts, the veiled woman, and the conductor.  I began to replay it all over and over in my head.  

As evening came, my wife, daughter, son, and I settled onto our living room couch and watched The Legend of Kora together.  My daughter made me a root beer float, and we spent the evening binge-watching season two of the show.  We had binge-watched the first season before my trip to Arizona, and we had planned to start the second season when I returned.  Our family was big fans of both Avatar: The Last Air Bender and The Legend of Kora.  Watching the show with my family and sipping on my root beer float helped snap me out of the funk I was feeling from the one-two punches of my dream about the train depot and my migraine headache.  Much of the show centered around Kora’s attempts to navigate her role as the bridge between the spirit world and the real world.  Kora crashed headlong into her role as the Avatar. She was a bull in a China shop fighting every step of the way and making things worse before finally overcoming the challenge of being her world’s Avatar and the bridge to the Spirit World.  I felt like it was a warning.
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Chapter 8

My Better Half
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I climbed into bed with Ann around 10 p.m. that night, assuring her that my fever and congestion were all gone and that I was no longer sick.  She had washed the sheets and the bedroom earlier while I sat like a vegetable on the couch.  It was way after her normal bedtime, and I could tell that Ann was ready to crash out.  She hadn’t slept any better last night than I had.  She turned over and said,” Your daughter is a cover hog and rolled around all night.  I hope you don’t get sick like that again anytime soon because I’m not giving up my bed or my night’s sleep again.”  She smiled at me in that wicked way that was both a warning and playful, then said, “I’m glad that you are feeling better.”

I looked at her for a moment, then asked her if she wanted to hear about the dream; I had last night.  I expected her to tell me no, that she was tired and just wanted to sleep, but I think she could hear something in my voice I didn’t intend to put there.  I went through the dream, and because it was more than a dream, I was able to remember and describe it in perfect detail, competently describing even the sense of awe, fear, and even excitement that I felt from the time I touched down at the train depot through the point when the conductor violently sent my astral form back into my body.  I did not tell her that I thought it was more than a dream because I didn’t want to sound crazy or alarming, but I did not joke about the experience the way I would have about a normal dream.

“Do you think there is some meaning to your dream?  Or do you think it was the result of your migraine and being sick?” Ann asked.  She looked at me sweetly, which was all I could hope for under the circumstances.  There was no way to fully explain how real last night was without sounding crazy.

“That’s why I wanted to tell you about it.  It felt real, like more than a dream, like something important that I have to do, and it doesn’t make sense to me.”  I was hoping that she might be able to provide me with some wisdom on what was coming next and what I should do next time I dreamed.

She closed her eyes for a second and brought her hand up to touch the side of my face. “Brandon, it sounds like you are at a crossroads.  Maybe something at work is stressing you out?  I don’t know, but if dreams are our subconscious thoughts, if they are our brain’s way of processing our days and nights, then you are coming to a point where you will have to make an important decision about the future.  That’s



d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
\F A MIDNIGHT TRAIN
TO
EVERYWHERE

A NOVEL BY: RYAN D."MIMS






d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





