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				By Carrot Quinn

				About the Author

			

		

	
		
		
			
			Here is the world.

				Beautiful and terrible things will happen.

				Don’t be afraid.

				—Frederick Buechner, Beyond Words

			

		

	
		
		
			
			Author’s Note
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			The stories in this book are crafted from my journals, from conversations I’ve had with others, and from my own memory. While all of the events in this memoir are real and true and did happen, some dialogue has been reconstructed, some exact dates and timelines have been estimated, and the names and some identifying characteristics of several people mentioned in the book have been changed.

		

	
		
		
			
			2003

			
				
				[image: ]

			I crouch in the dark railcar, gripping a plastic tarp around me. The cold wind beats at my face. Beyond the metal lip of the car is the black fir forest of Oregon’s Cascade Mountains, the trees silhouettes against the bright, moonlit snow. These trees bear witness to my train rushing past, train cars rocking and groaning as we hurtle along the track at sixty miles an hour. I press my numb fingers into my palm, counting off the hours until dawn. One, two, three, four. I pull the water bottle from my pack and shake it—empty. When did I drink the last of it? I can’t remember. All night I’ve been drifting in and out of a dim, strange place without time, too cold to really sleep. I remember the moment, earlier today, when I lost my sleeping bag to the train. I’d just woken from a nap. The thundering of the train was ceaseless, the slice of sky visible above the lip of our railcar empty of trees. I looked over at my friend Sami, curled in her sleeping bag on the other side of the car, and I figured I’d cross the railcar to talk to her, since there was too much noise for us to shout. For stability, I gripped the underside of the semi-truck trailer that sat in the railcar as I worked my way along the narrow ledge between the two large holes in the floor of the car, over to Sami’s side. I sat next to her on her sleeping pad and we shouted about our wonder and shared a bag of dried mango. The train slowed and then lurched, picking up speed again. This turned the four-foot-wide hole in the floor into a vacuum of strong, sucking wind, and my zero-degree sleeping bag, which I’d just shoplifted the day before for this trip, rose from the foam pad onto which I’d unstuffed it, tumbled a bit, and was slurped into the hole as if into a hell-mouth, gone forever.

			
			I started laughing, dried mango stuck to my teeth, too shocked to do anything else. Sami stared at the hole, horrified. It was February, and the low farmlands of the Willamette Valley were dark with gray clouds that never left, resulting in a persistent cold drizzle that stung your cheeks. I might be okay without a sleeping bag here. But in a matter of hours our train would climb into the Cascades, and we weren’t entirely sure, but we figured it would be colder up there. Maybe there would even be snow.

			“Fuck fuck fuck!” I yelled, into the wind.

			“I have a tarp you can use,” Sami shouted at me. She pulled a folded blue bundle from the top of her pack. I took it gratefully. It would be dark soon, and there wouldn’t be anything to do but bed down in the rumble and the wind and wait for dawn. I crossed back to my side of the car and sat on my foam pad, taking stock of my things. I had a wool sweater, a flannel shirt, a hat, a pair of gloves, a rain jacket. I was wearing heavy, double-knee Carhartts and leather hiking boots, both of which I’d shoplifted. I’d be warm enough tonight with these things, wouldn’t I? How cold did it get in the Cascade Mountains in February, anyway? I had a few days’ worth of nuts, dried fruit, and canned beans, and one liter of water. We’d arrived at the trainyard with two liters each, and I’d drunk one of mine while waiting for our train. I was pretty sure my remaining liter wasn’t enough to get me the rest of the way to Los Angeles—why hadn’t I brought more? Well, there was nothing to be done now.

			

			—

			
			Now, in this late hour, I know the answer to my earlier question: it is very cold in the Cascade Mountains in February, especially when you are hurtling along at breakneck speed and you have no real protection from the wind. I pull the blue tarp tighter around me, strain to see shapes in the glittering dark. How long until we cross from Oregon into California, and then drop down into the warm desert? And how long until we reach L.A., our destination? One more day? Three? The fir forest blurs past, its hollows piled with snow. The trees observe without judgment, as they have for my entire life.

			I think back to two days ago when Sami and I were sitting on the lip of this railcar, having just climbed onto the train.

			

			—

			“It’s okay,” she said. “This car is safe.”

			The railcar was shaped like a shoebox with no top, and we were looking down inside it. The car didn’t look rideable. It looked dangerous. Instead of a solid metal floor, there were two large holes, each four feet across, through which we could see the train tracks. On either side of each of these holes was just a scrap of floor, about twelve inches wide. This ledge was where we would sleep, eat, and hang out until our train reached L.A. To complicate things further, the back half of a semi-truck was sitting in this railcar. We would have to crawl between the huge truck tires to get to the little ledges where we could rest, each of us on one side of one of the large holes. Our view would be the hoses and grimy pipes of the underside of the truck. The truck’s mud flaps would be our only protection from the wind.

			
			“See,” said Sami as she jumped down into the car. “Perfectly safe.” She pulled off her large canvas military backpack and pushed it in front of her, under the axle of the truck. She reached a ledge and clipped the straps of her pack around a metal pipe that ran the length of the railcar. “You attach your pack to the car so it doesn’t fall in the hole when the train is moving. Then you just make sure that you don’t fall in the hole.”

			I followed on my hands and knees, gripping the edge of the railcar. A hiss, like a bike tire deflating, ran the length of the train, from one car to the next—the brakes releasing. I had been told to listen for this sound. The train lurched, there was a scream of twisting metal, and the tracks below us began to move. The train was moving. I had climbed onto a freight train and now it was moving!

			“Shit!” said Sami. “Get under here, quick! We don’t want the bull to see us!”

			“Bull,” I had recently learned, was what the rail cop was called. We were in Portland, Oregon, on the southern edge of the city, where the tidy grid of houses turned to suburbs and sprawl. We’d caught the train where our friend Andrew, who had ridden so many trains his Carhartt pants shone like waxed canvas on account of all the diesel grease, had told us to catch it—he’d told us which city bus to take south, which stop to get off at, to look for the Burger King and the underpass and the blackberry brambles, to arrive in the morning and wait under a tree out of the rain, that eventually our train would come. He told us what to look for—not grainers with no place to ride, not boxcars like in the movies, not oil tankers. Intermodal trains, that’s what you wanted. Double stacks. Two colorful freight containers in a car like an open shoebox. He’d said that most of the double stacks on the train, which might be up to two miles long, would not be rideable. But one or two of them would be. We’d know by the numbers on the side of the car, and whether or not they were ridged or smooth. The train to L.A., when it arrived (it came every day but Sunday, Andrew had said), would stop for fifteen minutes, max. That’s all the time that we would have.

			
			Our train had come, it had slowed, it had stilled. We’d run along it on the slanted ballast, lungs burning, tripping over the railroad ties. Our packs jostled against our backs and the resting cars ticked, ticked, as though alive. The units—that’s what the engines are called and there were four of them on this train,  enough to pull it up and over the Cascades—were far ahead, so far we couldn’t see them, nor could we be seen by the engineers that manned them. We’d found this car that was, according to Sami, perfectly safe, we’d climbed inside it, and now the train had begun to move again, toward a road crossing where the bull, Andrew had said, would be parked in an unmarked white SUV. The bull would watch the train go by and look for signs that there were riders. If he saw us, he would stop the train, pull us off, and we’d get a ticket for criminal trespassing. It would be a fine, maybe some community service. Our trip would be over. If we could just make it past that road crossing, though, we’d be safe, free.

			As I scrambled into the car, I could already hear the dinging of the metal arms that blocked traffic at the crossing—the sound was growing louder, closer. Blood rushed to my face. If I could just get to the small metal ledge, I could lie down, and the lip of the railcar would hide me. But as I wiggled under the axle of the semi-truck, I was exposed, alarmingly so. What if I was caught by the bull, and arrested? What if he’d already seen us?

			
			I got myself under the truck and turned around, yanking my pack after me. It wouldn’t budge. Oh shit! Oh shit, oh shit! A stronger pull and the fabric made an awful tearing sound as, at last, I freed it. I scurried onto the ledge, unrolled my foam sleeping pad, and flattened myself onto it, barely breathing, just as we pulled slowly through the road crossing. I clenched my eyes shut, wishing for invisibility. The dinging of the metal arms was all around me now—the sound felt as though it was coming from inside my skull. Why were we moving so slowly through this crossing? Was the train stopping? Were we about to get busted? Finally, the clanging receded and then, after a time, it was gone. I lifted my face and looked at Sami, whose mouth was slack with relief.

			“Holy shit,” she said. The sound of her words was lost to the rumble of the train, which had picked up speed, but I could see her lips move. I laughed, and my laughter was carried away on the wind.

			We were safe. I lay back on my foam sleeping pad on my small metal ledge and watched in wonder as trees and telephone poles passed through the slice of sky between the lip of the car and the underside of the tractor trailer. Rooflines, brick chimneys, traffic lights. Conifers and the bare winter limbs of deciduous trees. The southern outskirts of the city, in cross section. My heart was still racing from our sprint down the stopped train, our narrow miss with the bull, the fact that I was on a freight train at all. I couldn’t believe it. I was stowed away on a railcar a mile from the front of the train. I was hidden. I had food and water. I could feel the damp winter air on my face, smell wet forests and woodfires and bakeries. Our train was rocking through traffic crossings, heading toward the open land of rural Oregon. The train would soar over the Cascade Mountains! I’d be carried away into the warm, gentle land of California!

			
			Although I had been told that the train would be loud, it was so much louder than I expected. The sound was like plates of steel being wrenched in half—a sort of screaming that lasted for minutes, tapered away, then began again. And underneath this metallic screaming was the rhythmic rocking of our heavy car on the tracks. And the vibration—every part of the car vibrated, including, and especially, the floor. It was a vibration I could feel in my entire body, even in my teeth. It felt as though I was in the throat of a great, ponderous beast, and I suppose, in a way, I was. How fast were we going? We’d trundled slowly through the intersections in Portland, but now we were positively thundering along. Sixty miles per hour? I closed my eyes, letting the sounds and vibrations of the train hypnotize me.

			Once in L.A., the plan was to catch another train to Texas. Instructions from Andrew on where and how to catch this train were written in pencil on a piece of scrap paper that was folded carefully into my journal. Sami had ridden a freight train twice before, and I, before this trip, had never ridden one at all; between her limited knowledge and Andrew’s mostly legible instructions, we were hoping that it would all, in the end, work out.

			

			—

			This cold. I don’t know what to do about this cold. I lie down on my sleeping pad and wrap myself in the tarp, but I cannot rest. If only I hadn’t lost my sleeping bag! Each time I succeed in gathering the tarp around me, the wind tears it away again, pulling it open with a thousand icy fingers and beating it against the frozen steel of the car. The gaping hole taunts me from beyond my ledge, sucking at the corners of my sleeping pad. I start to panic but remind myself that this sort of thing must happen to my friends who ride trains all the time. And they’re okay, aren’t they? I want to be tough like them, don’t I? If Andrew were here, I think—remembering the way he nonchalantly described this route to us, as though riding the train from Portland to L.A. in February was the easiest thing in the world—he’d squat over the hole in the floor and sharpen his knife on the tracks.

			
			When I open my eyes again, it’s still nighttime. The trees beyond the train have begun to slow—I can see them more distinctly now. Their boughs, tufted in white, sparkle in the cold, clear air. Is the train stopping? Somewhere up ahead are the units, although I cannot see or hear them—ticking, rumbling engines, four of them, yellow light spilling from their windows. There are engineers in the first unit, but the three rear units will be unmanned. Each unit, I have been told, has a small, heated cockpit, with captain’s chairs, a cramped bathroom, and, incredibly, a mini fridge full of bottled water. If the train stops, I can climb out of this car, run down the tracks in the dark, and try to reach those units. Maybe I can ride in one through the night, and be warm. At the very least, I could get some water. How far from my car are the units, though? A mile? More? I feel mumbly with cold, and my thoughts are tangled. Across the car from me, Sami is burrowed in her sleeping bag, the hood cinched around her face so only her nose is visible. As the train pulls to a stop, she does not stir. Now’s my chance! I wriggle out from under the truck, lower myself down the three-rung ladder on the outside of the car, and land, with a crunch, in the snow.

			
			When, where, and for how long a train will stop is a riddle that each aspiring train rider must learn to solve, and on which the success of their trip depends. This is what I have learned so far, from my friends: A freight train stops at least every eight hours, to change crews. These crew-change stops are made at specific railyards around the country. Since the train always stops for at least fifteen minutes when it changes crews, this makes a convenient window in which to get on or off a train. We got on in Portland at the specific yard where our train was changing crews, and as our train rumbles south it will stop in a handful of towns, every eight hours or so. Aside from crew-change points, a train might stop on a length of double track to “side” while it allows another train to pass—a train carrying higher-priority freight, maybe, like mail or automobiles—or it might stop in a railyard to refuel or “work,” a mysterious affair during which beeping trucks drive up and down the train as it sits motionless under massive floodlights. Or sometimes, like now, on this dark, snowy mountain, the train might stop for no discernible reason at all.

			I stumble forward in the snow, willing my numb legs to waken. The train, so full of shrieks and groans just a moment before, is now so silent it’s as if it never moved at all, as if it will never move again. The moon casts everything in silver, and the air is fresh and sharp. This is a quiet, wintry land, dazzling and enchanted. I pause for a moment, full of wonder, and then I run, the sound of my boots cracking the stillness like glass shattering on cement. I’ve gone ten cars toward the front of the train when there’s the telltale hissss of the brakes releasing. Fuck! Fuck fuck! I spin around and jog as fast as I can back toward my car, slipping a bit on the steep embankment next to the tracks. The train begins to creep forward, so slow at first, not making any noise at all. Then a shudder moves down the string as the slack is pulled out of the couplers between each set of cars. I have to make it back to the car we were riding in—it was yellow, wasn’t it? Or was it red?—before the train picks up speed, or I’m fucked. If the train leaves me behind, I’ll be stranded here, in the cold forest, in the middle of the mountains. How far to a road? A town? I have no idea.

			
			Unlike what we see in old movies, it’s not a good idea to get on or off a moving train. That’s called “catching on the fly,” and it’s dangerous as hell. Train riders in the twenties did it so that they could catch the train once it was past the yard—back then, the rail cops carried batons and would beat you if they found you, so the yards were scary places to get on a train. Getting on and off on the fly is dangerous because the momentum of the train pulls you down toward the tracks, so if you slip and fall, that’s where you’ll end up. Nowadays, the worst that can happen if you get caught in a trainyard is a trespassing ticket or a night in jail, which is not worth losing your legs to avoid, so the safe thing to do is wait for the train to stop before you get on or off, which you can do without much difficulty as long as you know the crew-change stops. Some people still catch on the fly, of course, but they do it for the thrill, and because they’re idiots.

			I am terrified of catching on the fly. I’ve been told that if I absolutely must, as in this situation, where I’m in danger of being left behind, I should pay attention to the three lug nuts on the wheels of the train—if I can make out each individual nut, the train is still going slowly enough for me to get on safely. I glance at the lug nuts as I jog down the string—still in the safe zone. Then I see our car—yellow, like I thought—and I grab the ladder and pull myself up, struggling against gravity. The cold metal of the ladder rung bites into my hands and I heave myself into the car like a fish flopping into a boat. The inside of the car is in shadow, and through the huge holes in the floor I can see moonlight glinting on the tracks. I wriggle back under the truck and sit on the gritty steel, clutching my pack, heart hammering against my ribs. At least I’m warm now, from the physical exertion and the adrenaline. At least there is that. I feel the trees overhead, all around; I watch them drag slowly past in the moonlight, and my breathing begins to calm. The clean air smells of sharp pinesap. I remember the stillness and quiet of the stopped train sitting in the forest, a quiet so thick it made a rushing in my ears. The train picks up speed, and the wind pulls the heat from me. I wrap the tarp around my body again. I am cold and awake in a magical world, struggling for my survival. I am cold and awake and filled with awe. I feel so alive this strange long night. In the city, I often carry fear and shame like a lead weight; I curl up inside myself like a sprout inside a seed. Out here, I am huge. Expansive. Pieces of me unfurl in all directions, into the open wilderness, up toward the sky. The stillness holds me.

			
			But the cold also reminds me of another time. I haven’t been cold like this since I was a child, in Alaska. Being out here, exposed and scared, a little thirsty and a little hungry, takes me back to those days.

			I clutch the tarp around me and sit on the vibrating floor of the car, watching the stars. The steady thrumming of the tracks becomes a song that melds with the rhythm of my heart.

		

	
		
		
			
			1988
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			I am six years old and the phone is ringing. “Don’t pick it up,” says Barbara, my mother. She takes a long drag on her Pall Mall cigarette and hisses the words a second time. We are in Anchorage, Alaska, in our small, dim apartment. The blinds are drawn against the outside world and I am sitting on the carpet, picking cheese from an empty pizza box. “Don’t you ever pick up the phone,” my mother says again.

			“I know,” I say. “I know.”

			When I was a baby, we lived in the Chugach Mountains outside of town, in a half-built house. My father worked for the Alaska Railroad and my mother stayed home, singing Dolly Parton songs off-key as she painted the empty rooms. Your beauty is beyond compare, with flaming locks of auburn hair, with ivory skin and eyes of emerald green. My brother screamed in the other room with colic but, Barbara later told me, I was always quiet in my bassinet.

			
			“You just watched me,” she says to me in the dark apartment. “With your big eyes. You watched everything I did.” She lifts her cigarette from the pickle-jar-lid ashtray and inhales again. Her hand is shaking. Barbara is beautiful, a trembling willow tree with shining black hair. She met my father, Bill, in Grand Junction, the dusty town in western Colorado where she was raised. She was nineteen then, living with her parents and five siblings in a brick house that sat on several acres of alfalfa and hay. Her father was a mechanic; her brothers would be mechanics too. Before that, the men in her family had been cowboys, going back five generations in the high desert. Bill wore thick aviator glasses and had a wild, unkempt beard. He told her that he was studying the Bible so that he could live to be three hundred years old, the way that Moses had. He wanted to go to Alaska “before the Russians came.” They were married at the courthouse, and she was pregnant soon after.

			The house in the Chugach Mountains didn’t have siding when I was born, and there were empty holes where the windows should’ve been. When my parents had first arrived in Alaska, they’d bought a piece of land in a bog that you had to cross a frozen river to reach. A few years later, they were on the mountainside. They moved in fall, the soft early edge of winter, and the poplar trees were flame yellow. The nights began to freeze, and the heat from the woodstove escaped from the empty window frames. Eventually, there wasn’t much wood left on the woodpile, and the only food in the house was a box of saltines that Barbara had been using to feed the squirrels.

			“That’s when the Virgin Mary first spoke to me,” says Barbara, returning her cigarette to the pickle jar lid. The cherry of the cigarette flares, and a tendril of smoke reaches up toward the ceiling and dissolves into the haze there. The blinds in our apartment are yellow from smoke. My clothes reek of it. All winter I cough, spitting green phlegm into the bathroom sinks at school.

			
			“I always felt close to the Virgin Mary, but that was the first time I heard her voice,” Barbara says, rubbing her palms together. They make a sound like paper rustling. I pick the last of the cheese from the pizza box and lick the grease from my fingers. “I’d stopped sleeping,” she continues. “My dreams bled into my waking hours, my waking hours blurring into one long, endless day, a day that grew darker and more brittle by the minute. The Virgin Mary, though, really helped me through that difficult time. I began to hear her voice as clearly as I heard my own. Sometimes I would see her, standing in the shadows of the room. She gave me instructions. Special instructions. Secret information I would have no way of knowing otherwise. I just had to listen and try to obey.”

			Barbara shakes another cigarette from the pack of Pall Malls and lights it off the dying ember of the last. “We never did finish that house,” she says.

			The divorce, when it came, was drawn out and terrible. I have few memories of it. I do remember the foster home where I lived for two years, where it was warm and clean, and there were regular meals. Although I have no memory of the separation, I learned later that my brother, Jordan, was in a different foster home. Barbara was eventually awarded custody of us—our father, Bill, had occasional supervised visits, and then he faded completely, leaving only photographs, and then Barbara tore up the photographs and those were gone too. I don’t know why Bill left, or where he went. Eventually it became as though he had never existed at all.

			
			I close the pizza box and open it again, trying to make more pizza appear. I am wearing the same clothes I’ve worn for a week, and I didn’t go to school today. I’m not sure where our next meal will come from.

			The phone rings again. Is it social services calling? Barbara paces the room, her cigarette twitching in her fingers. Barbara spends most of each day pacing. I can hear her at night, the creak of the floor in her room as she crosses the small space again and again. My teacher has been asking questions: Why are Jordan and I so dirty? Why don’t we have any food for lunch? Why are we always falling asleep at our desks? And so Barbara has started keeping us home. She’ll keep us home until she finds another school to enroll us in, one where no one knows us. The new school will be a farther walk in the dark winter morning, probably, but we’ll manage it—we walk to school alone already, we can do it somewhere else. I like the school where we’ve been for the past six months, though. I like the black and white tile of the big, open hallway and the carpeted floor of my classroom. I’ve been stealing food from the other kids’ lunches—I can smell the lunch boxes on their metal cart in the coat closet, the turkey sandwiches and Ho Hos wrapped in foil. I’ve been sneaking into the coat closet and eating the other kids’ food when no one is watching. Maybe the teacher found out, and that’s why she was asking questions.

			Jordan emerges from our room and I follow him around the apartment, parroting his movements as he opens and closes the cupboards. Jordan is eight, and he’s clever and resourceful—good at finding food. Before the pizza came a few days ago, I was hungry—my stomach burning and clawing. In the back of one of the cupboards, we found a bag of sugar and a raw potato. We sat on the kitchen floor and ate the potato, as well as spoonfuls of the sugar. Now, Jordan is looking in the cupboards again, but they are even emptier than they were a few days ago. I peek at Barbara in the living room, talking quietly to herself as she paces. Sometimes she is a bright whirlwind, scrubbing the filth from the kitchen counters and entering the apartment in a gust of cold air with paper sacks full of groceries. She’ll pick up housekeeping gigs for cash and talk rapidly about how we are going to dig ourselves out of the hole we’re in, about how everything is going to change. She is lovely during these periods—her eyes flash, she showers and brushes her long black hair until it shines. She’ll put on a clean blouse and some mascara. The apartment sparkles with her laughter. She doesn’t eat—she doesn’t need to, and there is too much to do besides! Jordan and I are buoyed during these times, transported like two small boats on the river of her joy. After a few weeks, though, her ideas begin to take on a ragged edge. Her thoughts become darker and more fantastical, until they unravel and even we can’t make sense of them, no matter how hard we try. And then, one morning, Barbara will be on the couch, face pressed into the cushions, unmoving. If you look carefully, you can see the blanket rising and falling just a little with her breaths. She’ll stay on the couch this way for weeks, until her long hair is full of mats that will have to be cut out with the orange pair of sewing scissors that lives in the kitchen drawer.

			
			Welfare pays the rent in our low-income apartment complex in Anchorage on a quiet street next to the forest, at the base of the mountains, and food stamps should help buy our food—but Barbara is always forgetting to keep up with the paperwork for the food stamps and I can’t remember the last time we had them.

			
			I sit on the floor and poke at the detritus there, the things that have been ground into the carpet since we moved into this apartment. Barbara shakes her pack of cigarettes. Empty. The windows are shut tight against the winter air. The muscles in my legs are cramping, and I cry.

			“Shut up!” yells Barbara. In four large strides she is across the living room. She slaps me and whap! my head hits the wall. I am wailing now, my world exploding in pain.

			“Let’s go to our room,” says Jordan, pulling my hand. “Come on.” Up a flight of stairs, a bare mattress rests on the floor. The carpet is littered with plastic McDonald’s toys, headless Barbies, and Taco Bell wrappers. I curl on the mattress and Jordan pushes a stained comforter over me. I cry into the mattress until I am all worn out and the leg cramps are far away. Jordan sits on the edge of the mattress and uses a screwdriver to work apart the pieces of a remote-control car that he found in the dumpster of our apartment building. The baseboard heaters tick-tick-tick. Condensation runs down the window glass, and outside, snow is falling. I walk to the window and press my face to it. The drifting snowflakes are heavy and white in the light from the streetlamp. They heap themselves onto the boughs of the spruce trees. I hear the door across the hall close as Barbara shuts herself in her room. She’ll be in there for a long time. Maybe forever.

		

	
		
		
			
			1989
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			Barbara wrenches open the heavy wooden door of the church and we duck inside, out of the biting wind. I stamp snow from my boots and pull the gloves from my numb hands. Outside is gunmetal gray with bitter cold, but here is warmth and beams of light from the stained glass in the high stone walls. Outside is the howling storm, but here is such peace that the air barely moves, and dust motes dance languidly in the light. The church smells of frankincense and rose petals and the sulfur of matches and this innocent, unmolested dust. Barbara mutters to herself and twists her hands together. Her long black hair is loose in the light from the stained glass and her eyes are glazed and her body is gaunt beneath her long winter coat. She walks toward the front of the church and looks up at Jesus, hanging gory on the cross, and then ducks into a small room off to the side of the pulpit. I climb the steps to the stage below Jesus. I lift the cloth on the small square table there, searching for something secret, candy or maybe a quarter that somebody dropped. I look at the saints in the stained glass, surrounded by animals and birds and colored light.

			
			In the small room, I find Barbara kneeling on the carpet in front of a metal rack of candles in red glass. She is speaking in tongues while rocking back and forth. “Shagga-habba-shagga-badda.” It is a language only God can understand.

			I find an unlit candle and strike a match. You’re supposed to put money in a metal box before you light a candle, but I don’t have any money. My lit candle is pretty in its red glass, and I watch the little yellow flame dance for a while. I wonder if, after she is finished here, Barbara will take me to the church gift shop across the street and buy me a new rosary. A wooden one or one made of turquoise plastic. Of course I know she probably won’t buy me one, but at least, if we go there, I can look as much as I want. My favorite rosary in the shop is the one made of silver with red crystal beads—it’s far too much money for me to ever own. I feel faint, so I leave the small room and sit in one of the pews. I haven’t eaten yet today.

			I pretend to be praying. I dig through the pamphlets and songbooks. When the dizzy spell passes, I walk around the church in a circle, trying all of the locked doors. Barbara emerges from the small room with the candles and buttons the toggles on her long pink coat. She pulls me out the door, back into the storm. She walks fast, and I struggle to keep from slipping on the ice. At the station where we can catch the city bus back to our apartment, there is a little shop that sells hot dogs and souvenirs, and I fill my pockets with ketchup packets. I surreptitiously squeeze these into my mouth on the bus as we bump along the icy streets. Barbara’s face is still shining, her eyes fixed on something far away. I look out the window at the dirty piles of slush—it is the end of winter, and everything is tired.

			
			Barbara has begun to tell Jordan and me that she doesn’t just speak to the Virgin Mary, she is the Virgin Mary, reincarnated. The Virgin Mary has been reincarnated into a woman who chain-smokes and drinks Mountain Dew from plastic gas station cups. I believe Barbara because this world with my mother is the only one I know. What is the Virgin Mary? What is God? The incense, the wooden pews, the speaking in tongues. My mother’s visions. She is strong beyond belief—she can open pickle jars and carry gallons of milk and buy us Jolly Ranchers from the corner store. She is stronger than the sun. And she is so sure. Why would she lie?

			I look at Barbara’s face, her eyes resting on something beyond this world. I imagine the Virgin Mary with her pale blue eyes and sandaled feet. The complicated drapery of her clothing and her plump, open palms. I wonder if Barbara is the Virgin Mary right now. If she is floating on a cloud of God’s grace high above the city, where no pain can touch her.

		

	
		
		
			
			2003

			
				
				[image: ]

			In the morning my tongue is swollen in my mouth. Fuck, seriously, why didn’t I bring more water? Sami is thirsty as well, and together we watch the sun rise over the pine forest on the dry side of the Cascade Mountains from our narrow metal ledges on the train, feel the sun’s light on our ruddy cheeks. I uncurl my stiff body, try to stretch a little, wipe the salt from my eyes. I may have slept a bit after all, or I simply forgot whole hours of the night. I never did reach the units at the front of the train, although I tried two more times after the first attempt, each time turning around and racing back to our car when I heard the hiss of the brakes releasing. As the morning lengthens, the wind becomes warm and dry, but each time the train stops and we hop out to pee or stretch our legs, we are still in the mountains, still in the forest, still far from the desert. I pick my nose as I watch the gold sky fade to blue. My boogers are black—being on a train means breathing diesel exhaust, so much heavy diesel exhaust. Is that why I feel loopy this morning? Or is it the nonstop thundering and rhythmic shaking of the train, which lulls me into a sort of hypnosis? I’m hungry, but I’m more thirsty than hungry, and the thought of putting food into my dry, sandy mouth makes me nauseated. The jar of peanut butter I pull from my pack is unappealing, and I put it away again. I’ve never been thirsty like this, and I feel alarmed. But also high, and delirious from the long night waiting for morning to come. My heart soars on the horizon with the sun.

			
			All there is to do today is nap and watch the world go by, wait for the day to pass and for night to come again. But surely, we think, by the time it’s dark, we will be safe in the warm California desert! And yet night arrives, with its stars and bitter cold and whipping wind, and we are still in the dark mountains of Northern California, stopping in the eerie black forest and then hurtling forward at a speed that feels like it will shake the fillings from our mouths. So there is another night of misery, of trembling in the cold wind; of wishing I had twenty times as many tarps, a sleeping bag fifteen feet thick, an entire gallon of spring water.

			Dawn comes again and we emerge from our bedrolls into a delicate world of pink and gold light, a warmth that softens our stiff bodies, a wind turned gentle and kind. The California desert! We’ve reached the desert! We sit on the metal porch at the front of our car, chewing dried mango, watching the land go by. Finally our layers come off; finally the balmy air caresses our skin. At last our train breaches the dusty outskirts of early-morning Los Angeles. The train slows a great deal, from a shaking rumble to a gentle creep, and stops and starts often as it moves through industrial neighborhoods and road crossings, where commuters are backed up behind the dinging metal crossing arm, watching our train, oblivious to the two riders on sleeping pads, just hidden by the lip of the car.

			
			We’d like to get off before our train reaches the huge labyrinthine trainyard, if possible, with its endless expanse of glimmering, parallel tracks and tangles of strings of cars bound for nowhere, and so when the train stops again we stuff our things into our packs and hop over the side, eardrums vibrating as we stand on the ballast, gathering our bearings.

			We are hungry and dehydrated, and we have no idea where we are. My tongue feels like a balled-up sock in my mouth. We walk a few blocks along a wide, empty boulevard, past teenagers selling heart-shaped balloons and baskets of candy. It’s Valentine’s Day, we realize. We round a corner, and in front of us is a faded strip mall with a taqueria, shimmering like a mirage.

			In the taqueria I suck down a huge Styrofoam cup of ice water and feel my cells expanding like a million tiny sponges. I eat a massive burrito, and in the bathroom I scrub the grime from my hands and face with paper towels. Sami and I slump, bleary and contented, in the red plastic booth, nibbling on paper cups of pickled carrots, the wreckage of our meal before us. The proprietors watch us from the back of the restaurant, twisting dishcloths in their hands. At last it’s time to ship out and we heave our packs up, newfound energy pumping through our bodies. Outside, we stand in the sunlight, unsure of our next move. We’ve got to catch the train to Texas, but I also need to acquire a sleeping bag somehow.

			“Maybe I’ll call my dad?” says Sami. We both laugh. Neither of us grew up knowing our fathers, and we’re not sure what a father even is, or what they’re supposed to do. The whole concept is absurd to us. But Sami reconnected with her father for the first time a year ago—they even met in person—and they’ve been talking on the phone once a month, albeit awkwardly, ever since. He lives a thirty-minute drive away.

			
			The bus drops us in Burbank and we walk a few blocks to Sami’s dad’s house—white, with a tidy lawn and a palm tree, and a red sports car parked in the drive. His wife, who is a costume maker in Hollywood, opens the door and frowns at us. We are filthy with diesel grime and smell of unwashed clothes.

			“Leave your packs on the porch,” she says. We step inside, to thick beige carpet and glass-fronted china cabinets.

			“Can you take us to Trader Joe’s?” Sami asks her dad, after we’ve both showered, leaving gray streaks in the tub and muddying a pile of white towels, which we’ve left crumpled on the bathroom floor. “We need to dumpster some food for the rest of our trip.”

			“This is crazy,” Sami whispers to me as we pull up behind Trader Joe’s in her dad’s shiny red sports car. We root around in the dumpster in the warm afternoon sun, the wealthy patrons in the parking lot too oblivious to really understand what we’re doing. We load up the trunk of the car with expired sushi, flour tortillas, baby greens, bags of tangerines. I lift a bright bunch of cut flowers in the air, twirl it around in the blue sky, and then toss it behind me, back into the dumpster. I think about my own father—my whole life I’ve made up stories about how he’s dead, or in prison, and that’s why he never was there for us when Jordan and I were kids, why he never appeared like a magical Santa Claus when we were starving or had no place to go. I wonder for the millionth time if I should try to find him, now that I’m an adult. Maybe he and I could be friends, the way Sami and her dad are friends now. What would it be like to have a father? I drop the thought in the dumpster with the flowers, and keep digging.

			
			Sami and I climb back into her dad’s car, the tread of our shoes caked in coffee grounds and mashed plums, and he ferries us to a large chain outdoor store, where I return my rain gear, which I shoplifted in Portland for this trip but figure I will no longer need, and use the store credit to buy the warmest sleeping bag on the shelf. The salesperson tries to talk me out of selecting such a warm sleeping bag.

			“Where are you going camping?” he keeps asking me. “The Arctic? You don’t need that.” I wave him away. I’ve decided that I’m never going to be cold again.

			That evening, Sami’s dad and stepmom take us out for Thai food. As we inhale our noodles, Sami’s stepmom tells us about her job working in Hollywood, the long days and the way the work consumes her life.

			“Are you happy?” I ask.

			She fiddles with the snow peas on her plate.

			“No,” she says. “Not really. I wish, at this point, that I could do something else.”

			“Oh, I’m sorry,” I mumble, suddenly awkward. Who are Sami and I to be free like this, I think, doing whatever we want?

			Sami’s dad pays the bill and we walk out into the faded night, warm air rising off the concrete. I know I won’t be able to ride trains and live off dumpstered bread forever. But what else is there? I’m not sure.

			

			—

			At a railroad junction outside of L.A., we wait for two days for the train that will take us to Texas. The Union Pacific route that heads east from L.A. through Arizona, New Mexico, and Texas and then continues on through Louisiana, Mississippi, and Alabama before terminating in Georgia is called the Sunset Route, and I’ve heard stories about it from others—it hurtles across the open desert of the Southwest, changes crews in El Paso, the highest-security railyard in the country, and it’s the only long train route in North America that won’t freeze you in the wintertime. The junction where we wait for our train is open yellow grass and a warm blue sky and we build a three-sided shelter out of tumbleweeds in which to hide. At night, we lie in our tumbleweed house and watch the stars, drifting in and out of sleep as trains that aren’t ours blow past. During the day, birds wheel overhead and I finish a February issue of The New Yorker, open it at the beginning and start again. Time pools into a great sea with waves lapping all around us and we forget where we are, or how we ever got to this place.

			
			The second morning, I walk across the tracks into the tall weeds to take a shit and, after relieving myself, I glance down and see that my poop is writhing with small white worms. I stand there for a moment, wordless, and then I shriek.

			“We need the internet,” says Sami, when I give her my report. She’s stuffing away her sleeping bag. “The internet will tell us what to do.”

			We hike along the sun-washed roadsides, asking strangers for directions until we find a small, squat public library, where Google tells me that I have pinworms. I look up holistic remedies. Eat raw garlic every day, says the internet. And not any sugar. In two weeks they’ll be gone. I buy a half dozen heads of garlic at a small tienda, peel a clove, and chop it with my pocket knife, using the double knee of my Carhartts as a cutting board. I sprinkle this onto a cold corn tortilla spread with almond butter. It tastes pretty good. I call the Wych Elm, the punk house in Portland where Sami and I live, on a payphone outside the tienda. Does anyone there have pinworms? Children, I have learned, are the ones most likely to get them, and they are spread by poor hygiene—adults in the U.S. usually bathe too much for it to really be a thing. I think of the narrow bathroom at the Wych Elm house. A pungent yellow toilet bowl, a single filthy towel. As far as I know, that bathroom has never been cleaned. And in spite of the
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