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Boxcars

The Commuter stood on the train station platform, exposed to the cold and descending darkness, and wanting to go home. Except his train was late. He waited along with his fellow commuters watching, on the far track, a hot shot freight train pass. Being a hot shot gave it a priority over other train traffic, and it was using that priority to take its time passing on that far track.

He learned about hot shots from two days ago when his morning train stopped to let one pass. The conductor had explained to anyone listening how these trains were usually the reason for “Other Train Movement” announcements. That morning’s hot shot was in a hurry. This evening’s hot shot was not.

The Commuter listened to “Other Train Movement” announcements coming through the speakers over his head as the slow movement of freight cars in front of him seemed endless. The train was headed south, where his train would eventually go when the hot shot got out of the way.

The freight train moved slow enough that the Commuter could read the writing along the sides of the cars using the station’s overhead lights. From a few feet away, he read hazardous material warnings on the tanker cars moving past him—liquid petroleum gas, molten sulfur, phosphoric acid, and acrylamide (whatever that was). He got the distinct indication he should not stick around in a derailment.

But he was strong. He could stand against these threats from passing freight cars. After all, the Commuter thought, he rode these rails longer than the careers of most train engineers and conductors. It seemed he had been around for longer than he had lived.

He believed commuting did that to people. They developed a sense that riding the rails caused time to become lost. The Commuter looked up and down the platform at the crowds of people bunched together in places where they hoped the train doors would open. The goal was to get in a car that, when arriving at their station stop, the doors would open close to their vehicles. Being first out of the parking lots meant something to commuters who wanted their commute to end as soon as possible.

Where the Commuter stood, it was further than any of the parking lots. People getting off either wanted to avoid the mad rush or were in no hurry to get home. This meant the mass of humanity was less dense where he stood. Except that didn’t help the waiting commuters who were as anxious about the late train as everyone else.

This made the Commuter nervous standing next to the yellow caution strip that marked the edge of the platform. A shift in the crowd and he’d be on the other side of the strip where there was no platform.

Despite these worries, he became aware of a man on his right wiggling his arms like he was trying to shake off bugs, or half-dance to a bebop jazz tune in his head. The Commuter wanted this man to go away. He could make the train even later with his eccentric behavior. People, so worn out from their workday, could start dancing with him or shrieking that there were bugs on that guy.

The Commuter looked around him and almost everyone was reading a book or staring at some video screen. A few seemed to be asleep standing up. No one noticed this stranger that the Commuter turned back to and regarded more closely.

This restless man kept to his own narrow space on the station platform. He stood tall and thin with a long, unshaven face like a sad clown. The Commuter remembered other commutes with this guy when the stranger had dressed in a starched shirt, expensive tie, and pressed suit pants nestled against polished shoes. Today, he wore a brown cardigan sweater too big for him, wrinkled jeans, and sneakers that weren’t white anymore. The Commuter got to thinking this man did not have a good day.

He tried not to look anymore at this stranger. Maybe the man would calm down if left alone. The Commuter turned his attention to the slow-moving flats, tankers, and an empty train car with girders sprouting up to hold something that was not there. He wondered if it would rain soon. Cold enough for snow.

The Commuter looked the other way at the far bend in the tracks and away from the guy. The hot shot was not on the tracks his train would be on, so why was his train waiting for this one to go by? Maybe the engineers driving the commuter train knew better than to stop beside freight cars with chemical names.

Down the line, the Commuter watched a boxcar with an open side door coming toward him. It was empty inside. Maybe everything in it fell out, he wondered. He could not help but glance again at the restless man to his right. The guy stared at the empty boxcar coming towards them. His eyes got big, as if he saw the answer to all his problems.

The Commuter wanted to pretend this man was not there. Yet, now a few other people noticed him as he moved his arms and now his feet in more of an improvised jazz beat. Realizing the world was eying him with suspicion, the restless man used his hands to rub his forehead and face like he was trying to hide his head. Except his hands were too small. He dropped his hands and stared again at the empty boxcar.

Commuters were not prone to comment on anything different that might upset their commute. Like this guy with problems in his head. People probably hoped the problem would go away. It did not.

The guy erupted in an explosion of energy, like a rocket launching skyward. He jumped, then took three long steps along the yellow strip, and rushed past the Commuter. In a stumbling manner, he launched off the platform with his arms in the air as if he was trying to fly. The drop of a few feet did not slow him up as he dashed across the tracks toward the open boxcar door.

Everyone in the immediate crowd focused on this guy headed for the boxcar. Except, he stumbled on the first set of steel tracks. Some people turned their faces away, not wanting to see a body cut in half by the heavy wheels of a slow-moving freight car. The Commuter watched the man get back up.

Not hearing the crunch of bones or gush of blood, people turned back to watch the man position himself for a final dash toward the boxcar door. No one said anything as they maneuvered to get a good view.

The Commuter looked around for some would-be-hero to jump down and rescue the guy. No one did. Maybe they were all too surprised, or too cold, or didn’t care. In any case, the guy didn’t stay still long enough to be rescued.

Good thing he wore tennis shoes instead of his dress shoes, considered the Commuter. The man ran like a gazelle, bouncing up and down until reaching the open boxcar door perfectly. Almost perfectly. Before the watching crowd, the man’s foot slipped on the gravel. The crowd gasped, but couldn’t look away this time. The man was too close to escaping or dying.

People let out a sigh of relief when he caught his balance, then gasped again as he missed reaching for the boxcar door. He appeared calm and focused as he tried again. This time he held on to the corner of the moving door. One last chance. One good leap. One final grab.

He pulled his torso across the lip of the open door with the ease of Buster Keaton running from the Keystone Cops. Clawing and crawling to get his legs inside, he scrambled all the way in until rolling onto his back. His chest heaved from heavy breathing as he lay there with his arms and legs splayed out, staring at the boxcar ceiling and who knows what. The guy gave a big smile, like he was finally at peace. He was on his way to wherever the freight train was going.

“He made it.” Everyone seemed to say this at once. The Commuter realized he had been rooting for the man. He wanted someone to escape this long commute. Someone to find a different way home. The boxcar continued sliding down the steel tracks with the rest of the slow moving, hot shot freight train cars and taking this stranger along.

Commuters in the other clustered groups did not seem to notice the boxcar carrying one of their own away on a different way to commute. They were too immersed in video screens, books, or the back of the person in front of them.

“I took graduate classes with that guy,” said a man to the Commuter’s left. It was in this direction that their train should be coming. “We even presented our thesis together a few years ago. He thought his master’s degree would get him a promotion. I saw him a few months after the presentation, and he said his company promoted someone else. Someone without a degree. She had special connections, I guess.”

The fellow talking had a belly and looked pregnant. The Commuter did not know how the pregnant bellied guy kept from falling forward.

“Yeah, I used to work in the same cubicle farm as that guy,” said a second man.

He took the spot on the Commuter’s right where the boxcar guy once stood. Everyone filled in the gaps as if it was natural for someone to jump into a moving boxcar and leave an open space in the commuting crowd.

This second man’s comb over didn’t help his bald scalp from looking blue from the cold. What could be happening to his brain? Hats needed to come back in style, the Commuter wished.

“He was a good worker,” said Comb Over. “But he had two teenage daughters and a wife who were always calling him and complaining he didn’t make enough money. Maybe it just got to him.”

“Women nag and criticize and push you. Sometimes the sex just ain’t worth it,” said Pregnant Belly on the left.

“I bet he lost his job,” said Comb Over on the right. “His company didn’t do well in quarterly earnings. I heard that the woman who got promoted over him botched a contract bid. She kept her job, and he probably became the scapegoat.”

The Commuter felt like he was in the middle of a ping pong match with these men on either side of him.

“All right. We’re going to stop blaming everything on women,” said a woman behind the Commuter. “What we need to do is tell the authorities what this guy did.”

The Commuter twisted around long enough to wonder how the grayish woman could talk through the purple scarf wrapped around her neck and face. She punched numbers on her smartphone and each time she hit a button it made a cute little beeping sound. The Commuter watched her long red fingernails cut across her phone, and he could not figure out how she could hit those little buttons so perfectly. He decided not to mess with her. She punched those buttons like she would punch the Commuter if he tried to stop her.

The Commuter looked back at the freight cars slowing down even more. Crap, Purple Scarf was so fast that she caused the hot shot to go to caution. But, wait. That meant my train will be even later, he worried. How did she stop a hot shot freight train with her cute, beeping smartphone? The Commuter wished phones were not that smart. He wondered how the boxcar guy would stay warm. Hell, how was he going to stay warm if his train was even later?

“They call it a catch out, what he did,” said a man behind the woman.

This man had a gravelly voice like a smoker. This was a non-smoking section, the Commuter wanted to tell him.

“What’s a ‘catch out’?” Purple Scarf’s words could hardly be understood beneath that wool noose.

“It means someone who hops on a freight train.”

The Commuter turned around to face this man and wished he hadn’t. The woman had stepped aside, and the man had stepped forward into the Commuter’s personal space. He had a short gray beard, thin hair on his head swept straight back like he was in a windstorm, and blue eyes. They were the same height, and this man’s breath smelled minty that did not mask the cigarette smell.

The Commuter felt compelled to say something. “What’s it called when he hops off?”

“Stupid if the train’s moving. Arrested if he gets caught. Mostly, getting off, I’d think.”

“I guess we won’t know either way,” said the Commuter. I’ve got to stop talking to these commuters, he thought. He turned around and looked up the tracks for his train. Overhead, the announcement stated “Other Train Movements” would continue making his train late.

“Well, the emergency dispatcher was going to call someone. I don’t know if she’ll do anything.” Purple Scarf Woman sounded like an annoying buzz.

She started to say something else when the freight cars jumped. Each coupler, where the knuckle joints kept the cars together, let out a sequence of bangs as the line of cars picked up speed. The crowd muttered quiet hoorays. The Commuter noticed another boxcar with an open door and empty insides headed their way.

“Excuse me,” said Gravelly Voice in the rear.

He stepped around the Commuter and onto the yellow warning strip. With a single hop, he leaped off the concrete platform, onto the railroad gravel, and toward the boxcar door without hesitation.

Seriously? Another commuter running away? The Commuter watched this guy drop into a sprint, only slower and older that the previous guy, over the empty rails that would one day carry the Commuter’s train. The man approached the boxcar door at a steady pace as the train picked up speed.

The Commuter didn’t want to look. Yet, he looked along with everyone else as this man took a looping route to intercept the open door. He had long legs, and the Commuter had an open mouth saying nothing.

He wished he didn’t have such an excellent view of this man running for the boxcar. The Commuter was still recovering from the excitement of the previous fellow and didn’t want to remember amputated or crushed body parts. He needed those memory cells in his head to remind him not to wear the same tie every day.

This second boxcar guy seemed to be better at this than the first guy. He kept time with the train’s movement and met the open boxcar door by latching one hand on the edge. In one fluid movement and using the momentum of the fast-moving boxcar, he swung his legs and the rest of his body inside like someone with experience. The train’s momentum propelled him into a standing position in the doorway. This guy smiled and waved to the Commuter and the crowd around him as the boxcar took the man away.

“What did you say to him?” Purple Scarf Woman asked.

How can she breathe through that scarf, wondered the Commuter?

“Yeah, what’d he say to you?” Comb Over stared at the Commuter.

“You going for the next boxcar?” asked Pregnant Belly with a smirk.

They’re acting like I’m some renegade leader, the Commuter thought. “No, I’m not jumping on a moving boxcar. And, I said nothing to either of those guys.”

Great, the Commuter thought. Now people are talking to me. All I wanted to do was stand here quietly until my train arrived and go home. Where’s my damn train? He looked down the tracks at the second boxcar guy standing in the opened door yelling at the crowds to get their attention.

People waved, not sure they believed what they were seeing. The second boxcar guy faded into the distance and was gone, leaving the Commuter still waiting for his train in the cold. Is there no end to this freight train? Would the two boxcar guys get off at the same spot and become friends? The Commuter wondered about making friends on the train. He had none.

“I’m going to call again. Someone should know about this,” said Purple Scarf.

The Commuter stood there realizing he was not a hero, nor eccentric enough to jump on a boxcar when it’s moving. Was that all right, he thought? Yeah, he answered himself. It had to be. After all, what’s wrong with being a boring person? I’ll just stay here waiting for my train. I’ll stand here with these other strangers getting colder. We’ll wait together as we do every day. Standing in silence.

The hot shot train picked up speed. Maybe never meaning to slow down again in front of commuters waiting for their late train. One more empty boxcar passed by. No chance anyone could jump on it now. Or at least no one willing to take that much of a risk.

The end of the hot shot rushed past them, meaning their train should be next. The Commuter thought about the home he was commuting to and who lived there with him. A wife who complained he was boring and a daughter who was getting married soon and who seemed to like her future father-in-law more. Neither wife nor daughter ever asked him how his day went.

I don’t need an adventure like those two men, he thought. It’s the cold I need. It lets me know I’m still alive and not some zombie shuffling back and forth to work five days a week. Although, that’s what I’m doing.

As a small boy, the Commuter never imagined he would one day be on a commute where the total miles he traveled felt more than if he had circled the Earth twice. He thought about the two men hanging out in their boxcars. Where were they headed? Freight trains made different stops than commuter trains. He looked at the last boxcar disappearing down the tracks and wondered if it was meant for him to ride on.

The Commuter worried about the opportunities he had to exit his commute. Yet, he forgot all this as he turned with everyone to the toot toot of their train coming around the bend in the tracks. Not too, too late.


Phil Meets Angie

Phil woke up on the commuter train when the back of his neck hurt. He had feared using the tall, round man next to him as a soft pillow and leaned toward the cold train window instead. Unfortunately, this was further than his short neck allowed, giving him the sharp pain in his neck.

Across from the big guy sat a mildly plump woman slouching over an oversized, black handbag in her lap. She was only semi-successful at staying awake and periodically raised her head, rolled her eyes, and dropped back to sleep with a sigh.

Across from Phil, on the other side of the short table, sat a smallish woman dressed in a layer of dark clothes. As she wrote in a blue notebook, her soft lips moved slightly as if she was dictating to herself. Phil watched her head tilt in line with the slant of her pen. Her dark hair looked like black strings dancing on her sloping shoulders.

He looked again at the heavy man who took up a lot of Phil’s world in that direction. The bigger the man’s features appeared, the smaller Phil felt. Phil worried that the big man might die from a massive heart attack and fall on him. At least the smallish, scribbling woman would record his final moments. Then, maybe someday someone would read how train commuting could be dangerous physically as well as mentally.

Taking a deep breath, Phil decided he wanted a distraction from these thoughts. He dug around in his backpack for his stack of papers that had become the hope of a novel. It was something to work on that would stop him from falling asleep against the window again. As he pulled out the binder of papers, the train jerked to a rolling stop outside a neon lit, concrete platform.

The large man and black bag woman left their train seats to exit the train. Something Phil hoped to do soon. This left him facing the smallish woman who stared back at him.

“Are you writing a book?” She was emphatic, as if there could be no other truth.

“It’s a novel about riding this commuter train.” Phil was unsure of this woman and who she could be.

“I’m writing a play about the people on this train,” she said, with determination and a little confidence.

“Don’t put me in your play,” said Phil.

“Don’t put me in your novel.”

Phil decided they were both lying to each other.

“We’re both lying to each other,” she said. “I’m going to the quiet car to get some writing done.”

“I’m Phil. That’s the name not to put in your play.”

“I’m Angie. Do not put that name in your novel.”

She left abruptly, as if she was being chased, although there was no one there. He liked how she said what was on her mind. He wanted to talk with her more, except she headed for the quiet car where he couldn’t say anything without being thrown off the train. Phil decided the next time they sat together, he would tell Angie about himself, like most men did. So, she could properly describe him in her play, of course.

Phil wanted Angie to know about his Japanese mother and Nigerian father and how they never took him to visit either country. However, he’d met a lot of relatives from those countries and felt like he had visited there already. Since I have no siblings to come with me, maybe she will want to visit those countries, he considered.

He planned on not telling Angie about how his ex-wife who crept around with other men when they were married. No, that would not be a healthy conversation, Phil decided.

Phil sat staring at his unfinished novel, wondering how much of his life was in it. He remembered coming home after his first semester at college and finding that his parents had become foster parents. After that, he didn’t call them much since he only ended up speaking to one of the foster children. His parents were wonderful with foster children. He wished he had been their foster child.

He wanted to find Angie and tell her these things, regardless of having to be quiet in the quiet car. He packed his papers, but before he could leave, Wanda plopped down next to him with Harry on the other aisle seat across from her.

Phil knew who the husband and wife were because they used their names against each other like swear words. They were continuing a conversation that had obviously started long before they sat near Phil, who wished they had found another seat.

“I won’t be home for supper ‘cause I gotta make some money when I get off this train,” Harry said. He squirmed in his seat as if his butt itched. Or maybe his slim body did not give him enough padding on his butt, Phil hoped.

“What, you robbin’ a bank? As if I would’ve cooked you dinner tonight,” Wanda said. “Hey, wait a minute. What did you do with the eighty I gave you this morning?”

Harry wore an expensive looking, dark olive suit, probably silk lined. Any money Harry got probably went immediately out for accessories. Phil looked out the window, pretending the couple was not there. A painful sounding thud made him jump in his seat.

Harry had dumped his hands, palms up, with a thud on the squat table. The guy must be immune to pain, Phil thought, who rubbed his knuckles in sympathy.

“I’m cleaned out, sweetie. Got nothin’,” Harry said. “But, it’s alright ‘cause I’ll get somethin’ when I get to my ‘ppointment.” The top button on Harry’s pearl white shirt pinched his satin tie close to his neck. Every piece of him looked like a model ready for an expensive shoot.

“I know what you gonna do. You’re gonna try and sell that junk car of yours for some ridiculous price. Why don’t you just take it to the dump?” Wanda clenched and unclenched her hands in her lap. Her tight jawline left visible evidence she was concentrating on not slapping the crap out of the man seated across from her.

“Baby, you’re asking too many questions. I got good business sense. I’m a good salesman.”

She threw her arms over her head. “Why am I living with you? You’re like a vampire sucking on my affections every night and draining away my money during the day. Your damn attitude and high-priced clothes are out of control.” She slapped the edge of the table with both hands, causing Harry to jump back or get his hands slapped.

Phil also jumped at Wanda’s violence. Mostly, he worried she had bruised her hands, which would make her angrier. He peered around at the other commuters who pretended Wanda and Harry did not exist.

“I look messy next to you ‘cause you’re spending all my damn money on making yourself look better than me. Look at this damn spot on my skirt,” Wanda shouted.

Of course, Phil looked. She was sitting right next to him and he wouldn’t have noticed the spot if she hadn’t pointed at it. Somehow, it looked like Harry’s face.

“What’re you looking at?” Wanda swung her anger at Phil.

“Nothing. Why don’t I get up and leave you two here? I think my stop is coming up,” said Phil.

Harry said, “Forget that guy. Look at me. I don’t know how you stand this commute every day. I’d kill myself if I had to sit here like this all the time. You got a boring life, hon’. Why don’t you and I spice it up later? I’ll pick you up . . .”

“Spicing it up means sex to you. You know that dump I mentioned? The one where you should take your car? Well, take yourself there instead.”

The two sprung into a senseless argument that Phil ignored by staring at his unfinished novel. They lowered their voices, but he still could not concentrate on any writing. Instead, he listened to their argument.

“What’s eatin’ you? You’ve got a piss ass little attitude lately,” said Harry.

“Shut up! I can survive without your sorry ass. Just watch me.” Wanda searched the air above her as if searching for God to help her survive with Harry.

“You can’t survive without me just like I can’t survive without you. We’re stuck together, babe. ‘Cept right now I’ve kinda had it with your uppity attitude. It’s nothin’ I need,” said Harry, thrusting his bottom lip out.

“Good, ‘cause I don’t need you.” Wanda pressed her knees together and clutched her beige pocketbook on top of her little skirt stain.

“What’s going on here?” A conductor appeared in the aisle.

“She’s a shit ass,” said Harry, pointing at his wife’s face.

“You, conductor, need an honest opinion. Ask this guy,” said Wanda, jutting her thumb at Phil.

“I can’t have all of you fighting on this train. You by the window. What’s this all about?”

“Why are you asking me? I don’t even know these two.”

“You were staring at my skirt a moment ago,” said Wanda, with a scowl toward Phil.

“You said look at that spot and I couldn’t help it,” said Phil. He wished he had insisted on leaving them.

“All right, what are all your names?” The conductor pulled out an official-looking pad of paper.

“Harry and Wanda have been arguing since they sat down,” said Phil, pointing at the two of them.

“How did you know my name, you nosy ass?” said Wanda.

“I thought you said you didn’t know them?” asked the conductor.

“I’m gonna get trashed tonight just so I can forget the both of you,” said Harry, standing up and pointing at Wanda, then Phil.

Another conductor arrived.

“Good, go ahead and get outta here, you piece of crap,” screamed Wanda at Harry.

“All of you have to get off the train at the next stop,” said the second conductor.

The train was already slowing down for the next station when he said this. Phil decided to hold his objections and explanations until they were in the vestibule where the two train cars connected. They would be out of earshot of other passengers and Phil figured he would get one-on-one time with the conductor to explain he really did not know Wanda and Harry.

However, Phil’s timing was off. By the time he was ready to say something, he stood with Wanda and Harry on the station platform watching the train leave them behind in a puff of diesel smoke. With the sun setting, the cool air drove down Phil’s neck and along his back.

“I can’t believe you got us kicked off,” Wanda to Harry.

“I’m not responsible for you being a jerk. Now, I’m gonna miss my ‘ppointment. What am I gonna do now?”

“Forget it, you two. What am I going to do?” Phil said. He stood on the edge of the platform, past the yellow warning strip, and watched the back of the train become smaller in the darkness. Surely, it will come back to pick me up, he thought. Yet, it continued leaving puffs of diesel fumes behind.

Their train station was next to a swamp that smelled like wet mud. After the train left, so did all semblance of noise, except for movement in the dark trees that Phil hoped were non-carnivorous animals.

“Hey, man. We’ll just wait for the next train,” Harry said.

“I don’t want to wait for the next train. I want to go home,” Phil said.

“Home is where the heart is, man,” said Harry.

“Shut up, Harry. He don’t want to hear your philosophy,” Wanda said.

Another argument ensued. Phil moved to the other end of the platform. Half an hour later, the next train came with newer cars and Phil wondered why the newest cars were reserved for the last train that fewer people rode. He also wondered why the conductors kicked them off, knowing they could get on the next train. Sometimes riding the commuter train was not logical.

Phil kept walking toward the front of the train until he found himself in the quiet car, a place Wanda and Harry would never go. Several people were scattered around sitting alone. In an alliance, they looked up, giving Phil their practiced, annoyed expression for making noise by coming in. The self-appointed quiet police, just other commuters wanting authority, were the reason people avoided this car. But at least Phil felt safe from Wanda and Harry.

He did not understand why the train company hooked the quiet car against the train’s engine. The machinery powering the train gave off a loud humming vibration that flowed through this car and might have been soothing if it wasn’t so annoying. Maybe it was in retaliation against the quiet police.

He leaned his head back against the seat and closed his eyes. The only sounds were the movement of the commuter train from the station and the loud humming sound of the engine. After a few moments of peace, Phil heard the car door slide open. It was not the conductor, but Angie.

She ignored the quiet police and deposited herself in a seat across the aisle and two rows up from Phil. At an angle, he saw her stare at her smartphone with a scrunched-up face. Her black hair, straight nose, and a roundish face made her look younger than him. Or Phil felt older. At the next stop, the quiet police got off leaving Phil and Angie alone.

She did not notice him because he had scooted down with his legs up against the back of the seat before him. It was instinct, the only reason he could explain, to hide from her. What instinct would make him do this? He had no clue. This is my opportunity to talk to her, he thought. He dropped his feet to walk over to her adjacent seat, however, Angie brought out her smartphone at this point.

Thinking no one would hear, she talked about her cancer and divorce to her mother on the other end. She explained how she got off the previous train and onto this one to avoid her ex. Phil didn’t want her thinking he was being sneaky and listening to her conversation, even though he was. So, he kept quiet, wondering what he would do when she finished. Her voice blended with the humming sounds of the engine and he closed his eyes.

He dreamed about a ghost who told him to get a Holstein








OPS/CoverDesign.jpg
‘\ B

STANLCEYNSWNTE.C






