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Chapter Prologue.

 


 


The street was dark and deserted. A "No Outlet" sign
graced the left-hand curb, a lone sentry amidst a tangle of brush.
Set back from the sign on a diagonal, partially concealed by
bushes, a long factory building was silent, huddled behind a chain
link fence, while lights glowed blue in television windows of small
frame houses on the right.

At the end of the street, low sections of log cut
from telephone poles rose from the ground, nearly invisible in the
night with black creosote exteriors and beyond this barrier was the
freight yards. Strings of boxcars stood motionless in shadows while
workmen hustled about with swinging yellow lanterns in the night,
crunching cinders underfoot and pulling coupling pins on various
freight cars.

Standing tall above the tracks, illuminated by flood
lights, the control tower supervised the yard, looking across to
long white stucco buildings on the other side. The yard engine
steamed actively about, nudging incoming cars to the incline below
the tower, where they were uncoupled and routed to the proper
siding with brakemen riding shotgun in metal stirrups and working
the handbrakes to achieve proper coupling speed. The yard was noisy
with clanks and coupling crashes, voices and shouts, which floated
across lines of parallel track where hundreds of railcars sat
awaiting transport.

On one of the darkened sidings, a line of boxcars was
coupled to some flatcars, which held piggyback truck trailers. The
boxcar joining the flatcars said "Chessie System" on the side, in
large white letters.

Closer scrutiny would reveal that the Chessie car was
not really a boxcar at all, but an old wooden refrigerator car with
small refrigerator doors and hinges which had been converted to
other uses with the advent of mechanical refrigeration. Vertical
boards lined the sides. There were hatches in the roof where blocks
of ice were once inserted in the pre-electric days.

An ice hatch on the roof of the Chessie car creaked
open in the shadows. A man poked his head through the opening,
glanced about carefully and climbed stealthily through the hatch,
shut it and dropped to the darkened flatcar nearby. A dim,
shapeless figure, he stood motionless on the flatcar, listening
attentively. At the sound of approaching voices, he turned quickly
and ducked behind the double tires of a piggy-back trailer,
crouching out of sight in the darkness.

A couple of railroad men appeared on foot--dark
silhouettes with dangling lanterns which glowed like yellow
fireflies in the night. They paused at the end of the flatcar. A
tall beefy man in greasy railroad coveralls and striped railroad
cap raised his lantern to shoulder height to examine the
coupling.

"Well, I guess it's not too bad. How's it look to
you?" the beefy man asked.

His companion bent forward from the waist to get a
better look. "It looks workable," he decided. He was a short stocky
man in rumpled dungarees and faded work boots. "I guess there's no
need to redline it."

"I'll go along with that. The shop's got enough work
as it is. Let the mechanics in the next yard down the line worry
about it."

"All right. Let's get on with it."

Satisfied that everything was in some semblance of
order, they notified the tower by Walkie Talkie and continued on
their way. The crunching of boots on gravel receded gradually with
a Doppler effect as the men walked on down the line of boxcars.

With furtive caution, the man on the flatcar slipped
from behind the truck tires where he had been concealed, glanced
pointedly after the departing men and climbed down to the ground
below. He began the task of crossing the rail yard with its
multiple lines of steel track as he headed for the street beyond,
slipping beneath boxcars next to big round metal wheels and
climbing over intervening flatcars whenever he found it convenient.
His presence went undetected by the two railroad workers, who were
occupied with coupling the rolling rail cars, which slammed into
standing lines of freight cars with loud groaning crashes.

The man finally cleared the tracks and reached the
dead end street, where he raised his foot and stepped across the
low sections of log, which were firmly impaled in the ground. He
found himself on a dusty deserted road.

But he was not alone. Up ahead, about halfway up the
block, a dim figure lurked unseen in the darkened yard of a small
frame house, bending low behind a tree with a two-by-four held
ready in both hands. His eyes were on the approaching man. As the
man from the boxcar walked closer, the shadowy figure straightened
up and stood coiled and tense.

The man continued walking along the empty street,
blissfully unaware of any impending danger, until he was almost in
the center of the block. The assailant raised the two-by-four and
the streetlight gleamed on sharp protruding nails. A chilly breeze
stirred the dust in the center of the road and then subsided. The
March night was quiet and still.

The man from the freight yard came closer, oblivious
to the threat. Another step and the two-by-four descended in a
swift arc. The impact of a crushing blow echoed beneath the
starlight in the clear night air, followed by the thud of a falling
body.

The assailant darted rapidly forward, hastily
rummaged through the pockets of the fallen man, removed the wallet
and watch and departed, slipping away unseen like an ethereal
phantom into the surrounding inky blackness. The stars twinkled
impartially overhead in the heavens and pale moonlight bathed the
fallen body.

 



Chapter One.


Morning came to the street, facing the freight yards
and the east, where the rising sun dispelled the gloom of the
previous night. An ambulance with flashing lights blocked the road,
its motor running. A police car sat nearby with open doors. Like
the ambulance, its cherry top spouted stroboscopic flashes.

Two uniformed policemen in hats stood watching the
ominous loading of a stretcher into the ambulance, with the sheet
pulled over the head of the victim. They were thick armed, thick
shouldered and big bellied, strong confident men unfazed by the
spectacle of sudden death.

"I guess it's starting up again. I thought maybe it
was over for a while there," said one of the cops.

"It looks like the same M.O., that's for sure," his
companion agreed. "Our serial killer seems to have returned. I wish
he'd go somewhere else and stay there."

"He's probably moving around by freight train. We'd
better check with the other cities along the Southern Pacific Line.
Maybe we can pick up on a pattern."

The para medics finished loading the stretcher and
shut the rear doors of the ambulance.

A weather-beaten frame house across the street housed
a small neighborhood grocery store and Joe Lucas, a tall, strong,
dark-haired man, stepped onto the porch and stopped to watch. He
was rawboned, lean but solid, with a hard boned face.

The attendants got into the ambulance and drove away.
There was no need for the siren. They were transporting a D.O.A.
Joe Lucas stood quietly and unobtrusively on the rickety wooden
porch, clutching a gym bag and a battered black guitar case in one
strong hand, a pint of Vitamin C packed juice in the other. He was
wearing a visored Freightliner cap and a wrinkled blue windbreaker
against the cool March air.

He waited patiently there on the porch until the
police got into their cruiser and departed before walking down the
steps and continuing along the dusty street with long athletic
strides to the barrier at the end. Finishing the juice with a
single hasty gulp, he discarded the bottle and shifted the gym bag
to a free hand.

Joe easily stepped over the low sections of phone
pole and entered the wide, flat freight yards. Swiveling from the
waist, turning both head and upper body in unison with the spine as
an axis, he spotted a group of lonely sun-bronzed men hunched over
a small bucket fire, hands extended toward the warmth. He stopped
for a moment and watched them.

Then he walked toward the fire, stopped again within
ten feet and studied the men. They looked back without speaking,
more sullen than curious.

One of them, a muscular, clean shaven, swarthy
Hispanic in his thirties, was heating a can of refried beans over
the flames. The heat from the fire drew sweat from his round dark
face. Next to him was a lean, scarred, gray-haired man with a black
eye patch over his left eye, who appeared to be in his fifties or
sixties. A big chaw of tobacco bulged in his cheek. The Hispanic
and the man with the eye patch both sat on cinder blocks which had
been stacked two-high near the fire, with pieces of wood on top of
them for comfort.

The other two men wore surplus Army Fatigue Jackets.
One had long hair and a beard and sat cross-legged in the dirt in
the manner of a hippy. The other, a deep chested, bull necked man
in need of a shave, squatted on his haunches. All except the man
with the eye patch were husky and well fed. These were not starving
vagrants or befuddled winos.

The slim man with the eye patch looked up alertly. He
watched the newcomer with a steady one-eyed gaze while working his
jaws on the tobacco. With a sudden aggressive movement of his head,
he spit a stream of liquid tobacco toward Joe's feet. Without
stepping back, Joe simply lifted a foot to avoid the attack.

"Well, looky here. A troubadour," the slim man
scoffed. He stared at Joe's guitar case with his one good eye. "Can
you actually play that gitar, son?"

Joe paused and calmly pushed his cap back on his
head, while he surveyed the motley group. "I can play a little. You
know of any freights leavin' for L.A. soon?"

The slim man thought it over. "There should be one by
here in a coupla hours," he said. His tone was friendlier. "You
hungry?" He indicated the beans which were cooking on the fire. A
jagged scar ran down across his cheekbone below the eye patch. His
open mouth revealed missing teeth when he spoke and what little
hair he had was gray. He was thin lipped, sharp featured, wiry and
tough as a piece of steel rail.

"Don't mind if I do have something to eat," Joe said.
The refried beans looked safe enough and while it wasn't exactly
haute cuisine, it was food.

Joe put down his gym bag and guitar case and joined
the group. He reached into a pocket and produced a box of crackers
from the little store, which he offered to the men at the fire. The
men accepted the offer. They ate by dipping the crackers into the
beans in lieu of utensils.

The Hispanic gazed at Joe with an appraising stare
and spoke. "I'm Pedro," he said. "This old coot here is known as
Delta Slim, direct from the Mississippi Delta. Darn fool came all
the way to California just to pick crops."

"Ain't much work this time of year, is there?" Joe
asked as he reached toward the refried beans.

"There sure in hell ain't, Sherlock," said Delta
Slim. "This here's our winter vacation tour. We stop at every
exotic mission from 'Frisco to L.A. It's a regular package
deal."

They ate quietly for a moment while Joe pondered the
situation. The fire crackled and orange flames leapt to devour the
dry piece of wood tossed on by Delta Slim.

"You guys remind me of the old time cow hands, who
used to ride the grub line," Joe said. "You ride boxcars instead of
cow ponies and bum meals in soup kitchens instead of cattle
camps."

Joe thought he had drawn a clever parallel, but Delta
Slim sneered. "You must be new at this here freight hoppin', son.
You don't talk like a 'bo and you ain't got no hard times on your
face. You a college boy or somethin'?"

Joe watched the lean, wiry gray-haired man with the
eye patch and the hardened features, but did not reply to the
taunt. It was true, he had taken some courses in college. Delta
Slim had him pegged. Joe's Sociology Professor had expressly
encouraged the discussion of unique thoughts and insights, but this
was not a collegiate bull session.

The bull necked man in the Army Jacket spoke up.
"He'll learn soon enough," he said with a friendly grin. "I'm Irish
Mick. Used to be a railroad man myself, back in the east." Irish
Mick was unshaven, barrel chested, with close cropped black hair
and a broad, open square face and a big square jaw.

"You didn't work for the B & M by any chance, up
around New England?" Joe asked, deliberately avoiding any
confrontation with Delta Slim.

"Didn't get that far north. Had a brakeman job in
Baltimore for a time, on the B & O Line," Irish Mick said.

"Ever get down near Washington D. C. and The Potomac
Yards?"

Irish Mick nodded his large friendly head with
excitement. "Sure. I worked in Alexandria for maybe a year. Had me
a job on the RF & P, before I went up to Baltimore."

"Does SCL mean anything to you?" Joe asked. He meant
to discover whether the Irishman had really been in the east, as he
claimed.

"Why sure it does. It stands for the Seaboard Coast
Line," Irish Mick exclaimed. "Now that was a hot ride. The Eastern
Midnight Special."

So it was true. Joe pointed at Mick's Army Fatigue
Jacket. "Veteran, huh?" he asked.

"You bet your ass. I'm proud to say that I fought
those sneaky V.C. over in 'Nam. Saw my whole platoon get blown to
pieces in a suicidal charge, too."

"What happened?" Joe asked.

Mick paused and glanced down at the fire and a pained
expression came into his eyes. "Goddamn V.C. were sittin' back in
concrete bunkers. I guess the officers didn't know that. They sent
us chargin' right at 'em yellin' 'Banzai' like a bunch of crazed
zombies. Didn't even try to run 'em out with an air strike
first."

"I thought an air strike was standard procedure any
time you had a pitched battle," Joe said.

"Not this time, pal. They sent us in on the run and
everybody got blown up for nothin'. Nothin' at all." Mick shook his
head morosely at the memory.

"Sort of like 'The Charge of the Light Brigade' in
the Crimean war," Joe said. "Except they were on horses."

"I ain't never heard of no Crimean war."

"It was a mistake. The orders were misinterpreted.
Not many of them came back in one piece."

"Not many of us came back in one piece, either. I was
one of the lucky few."

"How about The Civil War? Just about everybody heard
about The Battle of Gettysburg," Joe said. "General Lee blew it
with Pickett's charge. It was such a disaster running across that
open field toward cannons that military historians claimed it was
the last Napoleon type charge ever made. You'd think the brass
would have learned by now, but apparently that's not the case." Joe
dipped a salty cracker into the bean pot and took a bite.

"We didn't have no open field. At least we had the
jungle for cover. I guess the air force was too far away or
something. But we should have tried to outflank them instead of
goin' right at 'em."

"Now you're talkin' about Military History. I knowed
you was some sort of college boy," Delta Slim interrupted.

The man sitting cross legged on the ground in the
Army jacket spoke now. "Don't pay any mind to Delta Slim," he said.
He was a thick shouldered bearded man with long unruly brown hair
and deep, sad green eyes. He had bushy eyebrows above prominent
cheekbones, which hinted at Indian blood. "It's been a long time
since they fought The Civil War. The generals probably done forgot
all about General Lee and Pickett's Charge by now." He paused and
smiled. "They call me Cincinnati Bill."

"Don't tell me. Let me guess. You're from Ohio," Joe
said.

"You done guessed it. Used to work the assembly lines
back there."

"You shoulda' stayed there, too," said Delta Slim.
"Show 'em your hands, Bill. Show what that job in Milpitas done to
'em."

Bill extended both hands, one of which bore long
surgical scars on the hand and wrist areas. His movements were
exaggerated, graceful, slow, like moving through jello instead of
air. His entire body was unnaturally relaxed, the shoulders
slumped, elbows bent as he held his arms out level.

"That there is from Carpal Tunnel Syndrome," Delta
Slim said, indicating Bill's scars. "Back in my day, nobody ever
heard of it. It's these goddam newfangled assembly lines, with them
efficiency experts workin' ever'body faster and faster, like
machines."

"At least they gave me disability pay. I get a check
every month."

"He thinks he's a guru now," Pedro said. "Sits around
the fire in a trance every night."

A faraway look came into the green eyes of Cincinnati
Bill. "When I look into the fire, my spirit just soars right up out
of my body. I spend each night exploring the astral world,
preparing a place for myself when I die."

Pedro smiled at this. "He claims his astral spirit
actually flew around the world to India one night and visited The
Taj Mahal."

Delta Slim made a snorting noise. "I'd like to take
an astral plane to L.A. Save me from bouncin' around in a rackety
ol' boxcar for twelve hours."

Everybody laughed at this, including Cincinnati
Bill.

"Ain't nothin' rattles more than a rattler," Irish
Mick added when the laughter had subsided.

Delta Slim looked over at Joe. "Say, I didn't catch
your name, young fella."

"It's Joe. They call me Joe Luke."

Delta Slim extended a hand with gnarled knuckles.
They shook hands. "Glad to know you, Joe Luke," he said. There was
surprising strength in the grip of the lean old man.

"By the way, I saw an ambulance on the way in here.
Some poor soul had the sheet up over his head. May he rest in
peace," Joe said.

"The Freight Yard Basher!" Delta Slim exploded.
Suddenly he was erect, alert, glancing cautiously around the
railyards as though The Basher might be on the prowl. "He's back.
You hear that, Pedro? We sure as hell ain't campin' in this here
spot tonight. Not with The Basher loose again."

"The yard bulls'll probably chase everybody out
anyway, once they hear about The Basher," Pedro said impassively.
"That's what they done last year, when The Basher was doin' people
in."

"Really? What happened last year?" Joe Luke
asked.

"I'll tell you what happened. The Basher done took a
board full of nails, he did," Pedro explained. "And he went around
hittin' people in the head while they was asleep. Everybody who
could went south and before you knowed it, there wasn't a single
hobo north of the L.A. yards."

The unhappy memory brought a hush to the
conversation. They recalled the recent murders all too clearly.

Irish Mick rustled around in his pockets and took out
a paper sack with great ceremony and opened it up to reveal
home-fried chicken, which was wrapped in wax paper. "I ain't seen
no Basher," Mick stated, "But I done seen the widder last
night."

Apparently, they all knew the identity of 'the
widder.'

"You got to see that widder every time you come
through here," Delta Slim remarked.

"She's better'n them gongarhea specials that you
always see," Irish Mick retorted. "Got me some gum drops from the
candy factory first, I did and traded 'em to the widder fer the
chicken. The widder's kids sure went hog wild when they seen them
gum drops."

Joe accepted a piece of the fried chicken, as did the
others and the conversation ceased while they all ate hungrily. The
chicken had been coated with some sort of delectable batter and
cooked to a golden brown. When the food was all gone, they sat
around wiping their greasy fingers on the wax paper.

Mick removed a paper sack from a coat pocket and held
it out in front of him. Dessert, anyone?" he asked.

Pedro reached into the sack. "I'll take some," he
said. His hand came out with a fistful of gum drops.

"You can always count on Irish Mick for dessert,"
Delta Slim observed. "He carries a bag of gum drops with him,
wherever he goes."

They all took some gum drops.

Delta Slim nodded toward the guitar case. His mouth
was busy chewing the candy. "Why don't you play somethin' for us,"
he suggested to Joe.

Joe Luke unsnapped the black guitar case and removed
the guitar. He ran a finger over each string in turn, decided that
it was in tune and began to play "The Key to The Highway," as done
by Big Bill Broonzy. He felt that it was appropriate to the current
situation, since they were all on the road.

He sang about moonlight and darkened mountains and
travel by night. In his mind, he could hear Big Bill singing along
with him.

"I usta busque a bit myself, back when I had a
gitar," Delta Slim reflected.

"What happened to your guitar?" Joe asked.

Delta Slim gave a deep, heart felt sigh. "Busted the
dang thing one night in the yards, dodgin' a dadburn Cinder
Dick."

Joe grasped the guitar by the neck and handed it to
slim. "Try this one," he said.

"Don't mind if I do." Delta Slim took the guitar
eagerly and cradled it lovingly. "It's a Yamaha," he observed,
glancing at the brand name. "Well, I guess it'll do, even if it's
not an American brand. Everything seems to be made overseas these
days." He began turning the pegs to retune the instrument. "I'll
just tune this here thing to an open chord, if you don't mind,
Joe," he said.

"Go right ahead. Help yourself. I can always retune
it later."

He began playing a catchy series of blues chords, in
the style of legendary bluesman Robert Johnson. He sang about the
crossroads and hitch hiking, while his hand slid up and down the
guitar neck in the style of the sliding Delta Blues. Pressing all
the strings on each fret simultaneously created a different chord
with the new tuning. It was the bottleneck style, although Delta
Slim was not using the neck of a broken bottle for a capo. His
fingers would have to do.

Irish Mick looked at Joe. He spoke over the music.
"So you're a goin' to L.A.?"

"That's right. It's where I'm goin'," Joe said.

"I'm goin' the same way myself," said the big
Irishman. "Let's us go up in the tower and check the sheets for the
schedule."

"Hey, those guys in the tower don't like that," Delta
Slim said over the guitar, continuing to play without missing a
chord. "You may get your ass run outta here," he warned.

Irish Mick was confident. "They'll talk to me. They
won't run me outta here. I was in the union. I'm one of them."

Cincy Bill smiled at this. "Mick, you been ridin' the
rods for years now and you still gotta check the sheets."

"You never know," Mick said. "The schedule might be
different this time."

Delta Slim strummed a series of blues chords. "You
know damn well that they never change these freight schedules once
they get 'em set," he said.

"You never know until you ask," Irish Mick
insisted.

Pedro laughed out loud. "He just wants an excuse to
talk to the railroad men. He knows the schedule by heart."

Irish Mick stood up from the fire. "Come on, Joe," he
said. "Don't pay any attention to them."

Joe got up and followed Mick across the gravel and
dirt to the base of the control tower, which rose like a wooden
sentry above the parallel lines of railroad tracks in the yard.
Tall steep wooden steps led to a small gray wooden porch at the top
of the tower, so steep that they resembled the ladder to a tree
fort more than a staircase.

Mick put a foot on the bottom step and began to
climb. "Up we go."

"You sure they won't mind this?" Joe asked
warily.

"Don't listen to those guys back there. They know me
here. I'm always welcome," Irish Mick explained.

Joe followed Mick up the steps to the worn porch.
They entered the control room through an open door.

A man in a white shirt without a necktie sat behind a
cluttered desk, looking out through a wide expanse of windows at
the freight yards below and the multiple strings of coupled
boxcars. He turned his head in their direction when they
entered.

Irish Mick waved a big hand in greeting. "Say, Hook.
How's it goin'?"

The man turned further, revealing a hook at the end
of his left arm, where his hand should have been.

"Mornin', Mick. You lookin' for work today?"

"I'm lookin' for the L.A. freight. This here's my
buddy. I just met him this morning."

"Mick, you can't be bringing every Tom, Dick and
Harry up here with you. This is a restricted location."

"This ain't no Tom, Dick, or Harry, Hook. This here's
my buddy Joe Luke."

"I don't mean to cause a problem, Hook," Joe Luke
added.

Hook glanced at Joe and relented. "Clipboard's over
there, Mick, just like it usually is."

The clipboard hung on a large nail which had been
driven into the unpainted wood below a window, next to the end of
the crowded desk. Mick reached down and removed the clipboard from
the nail and leafed through the sheets, with Joe looking on.
Halfway through he stopped and pointed at the schedule.

"Here we go. This is it right here. The Zipper to
L.A."

"You found what you need, Mick?" Hook asked.

"Sure, Hook. I got it. Thanks, buddy," Mick said.

Hook nodded and turned back to his desk. Irish Mick
returned the clipboard to the nail on the wall. Instead of leaving,
Mick stood gazing out the tower windows at the panorama of the
spreading rail yards.

"I used to work in a yard like this," Irish Mick told
Joe pensively. He turned to a side window and pointed to the track
next to the tower.

"See that box near the track there?" Mick asked.

Joe peered out the window. "What about it?" he
said.

"That there is an electronic scanner. Every railroad
car is coded with a bar code and the scanner reads the code. It's
hooked to a computer. It can tell you who owns the car and what's
in it and where it's going."

While they watched, the yard engine pushed a new line
of incoming boxcars to the tower, nudging them along from behind.
The cars were weighed on the scales and uncoupled by the human pin
pullers at the top of a low hump. As each car rolled down the
incline, a switchman opened the switch to the correct track and the
car rolled downhill to the proper siding.

Sometimes two cars were left coupled together and
rolled down the track at once. In all cases, a brakeman rode along
on the ladder at the end of the car, adjusting the brakes en route
to achieve the proper momentum, so the car would couple to those on
the siding on impact.

"What'd you quit your job for, Mick?" Joe wondered.
"Railroad work's a good deal. It's union work."

"I didn't quit. I was computerized out."

"How'd that happen?"

"See those switchmen down there, routing the cars?
Those switches can all be operated by the computer. These yards are
gonna be converted too, just like
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