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Dedication

This book is lovingly dedicated to my friends
and family, and to all those who ever believed in me, mentored me
or inspired me. Most of all, it is dedicated to my husband, Bob,
who stands by me in good times and in bad and who has taught me the
meaning of unconditional love.

This book is also for those I have yet to
meet; those who follow their dreams and refuse to settle for less;
and those who know that the rules and restrictions established by
others should never create the boundaries of our reality, nor
dictate how we live and love.







Prologue

Our dreams are a subconscious smorgasbord, a
stew concocted from the themes and threads of our existence, thrown
haphazardly on the table of life and spiced with the people we
know. Some are with us today and some exist only in memory, veiled
by the slippery gauze of time. Then there are the nightmares; those
dreams, from which we awake, heart skittering, mouth dry with fear.
So began the dreams of the many.







Chapter One—Act Two

The sound of the shot was deafening. For a
moment, the gallery was still, and then the spell was broken. The
crowd sprang to its feet, some cried out in surprise. A beautiful
blonde woman pushed her way out of the row, her hand to her mouth.
She raced toward the exit, her heels clacking on the worn floor.
The judge rose, pushing his chair backward. Four wheels creaked and
spun as the chair canted crazily and fell to the floor. The defense
attorney knelt near the prosecutor, feeling for a pulse. A
uniformed officer drew his gun and approached the defendant. The
prisoner whirled and lifted his gun to fire again, but the
officer’s aim was true. The shooter fell hard, grabbing for the
long table as he went down. There was an audible gasp from the
gallery. One by one, the crowd broke ranks and ran toward the door,
crying out in panic. The officer approached the fallen gunman, and
kicked the gun from his limp hand. The defense attorney stood up,
wiping at the smeared blood on his hands. He stared at the
prosecutor lying at his feet. Moments before, the renowned
litigator stood before a rapt jury delivering his closing argument.
Now, Clifford Gaylord was dead. The eloquent and booming voice of
justice had been stilled.

The figures on the stage held their
positions, frozen in a final tableau as the curtain fell. The
audience leapt to its feet, applauding wildly. After a moment, the
curtain rose to reveal the actors. The fallen gunman and the dead
prosecutor took their bows. It was after all a grand illusion; a
story told night after night to a packed house. Finally, Brody
Murphy stepped forward to stand alone in the spotlight. He gazed
into the balcony and waited for the curtain to drop and then rise
again. The cast took a final bow and for one interminable moment,
Murphy stood in the spotlight waiting for the final curtain.

The stage manager gave the cue for the final
drop and the lights came up in the theater. The applause faded to a
trickle, and the ushers started down the aisles, gathering
discarded playbills. A few stragglers lingered in the audience,
hoping for a glimpse of the actors. Others made their way toward
the exits, talking in hushed tones as they disappeared into the
cool night. Some took up positions at the stage door, waiting for
Murphy to appear, hoping for one last moment of magic.

Brody grabbed for the back of the chair,
barking his shin in the dark. The folding chair teetered, nearly
buckled, and then righted itself. He turned and sat down, hanging
his head between his knees, swimming toward a blackout.

“You OK?” His dresser, Larry, knelt next to
the chair. Brody nodded limply, and croaked something inaudible.
“Curtain call,” Larry hissed. “Let’s go.”

Brody allowed Larry to grab his elbow, and
walk him to the edge of the wing. He focused on the splash of light
from the spot above. Larry pushed him gently out onto the stage,
and Brody stumbled, more than walked into the pool of light. He
slapped a smile on his face and nodded toward the unseen audience.
He fought the dizziness, grabbing for Charlie’s hand, taking the
group bow, and finally his solo call. When the curtain went down
for the last time, he fell. He came to with Larry standing over
him.

The house doctor stood tall and stern,
blocking the overhead lights like a lunar eclipse. “Don’t move
him.”

“Brody? Buddy, what happened?” Charlie’s
disembodied voice floated toward him from afar, a place Brody had
seen many times.

“Foolery.” He was out again. When he awoke,
he was in his dressing room, lying on the divan. The wardrobe rack
loomed large over his head, populated by a ghostly parade of
invisible judges. Someone had placed a cool washcloth on his
forehead. He tried to talk, and croaked a one-word epithet that
sounded like “nuh”.

“Hang on, Mr. Murphy. Lie still,” The doctor
used his most official tone. “The ambulance is on its way.”

“No ambulance. I’m fine. I’m just a little
dizzy.”

“You passed out,” Larry said.

Brody sat up cautiously, dropping the
washcloth on the floor. “Thanks for your concern, but I’m
okay.”

“Is he drunk?” The doctor whispered to
Larry.

“I heard that. No, my dear doctor, I am not
drunk. I never drink when I am working.”

Larry’s head bobbed up and down in agreement,
rather like the Hawaiian babes Brody’s father glued in the back
window of his car. Brody closed his eyes against the dizziness,
remembering the Murphy family car. His father had filled it with
bobble head dolls, fuzzy dice, and a scapula, and of course the
ever-present Virgin Mary and son. The Murphy Buick was an equal
opportunity celebration of kitsch and religion. The steering wheel
was covered in fuzzy fabric grown matted and gray over the years,
and the add-on seat covers were faux leopard skin. The car smelled
of Aqua Velva and old man Murphy’s toupee was as artificial as his
self-righteous Catholic rhetoric. The only time Brody thanked God
was the day his old man died.

Brody pressed the ‘stop’ button on his
childhood reruns and shot a brittle smile at the doctor, waving him
away with one hand. He stood cautiously and tottered across the
room to his dressing table.

“See? All better. You can go now Doctor
Strangelove.”

The voices of the Stage Manager and Charlie
drifted through the door as they trounced up the stairs toward the
dressing room. EMS banged through the door, gurney in tow, gouging
a hole in the already scarred walls of the old Hamilton Theater
dressing room. Larry stepped aside, and the doctor pointed in
Brody’s direction.

“He says he’s fine,” Larry said.

“I said I am fine because I am fine. Now get
the hell out of my dressing room.”

“We should really take you to the emergency
room, Mr. Murphy,” The middle-aged woman in the EMS uniform adopted
an equally commanding tone.

Brody assessed her ability to take him in a
fight. She weighed about 225, if he knew his Irish bulk, and though
he had been known to win more than one barroom brawl, he was likely
to lose this particular contest in his present condition. Hilda the
Hellcat (as she would come to be known in Murphy lore) and her
partner Leo grabbed him under his arms, lifted him and carried him
to the gurney. He chose not to fight.

They hefted Brody and the gurney handily onto
the back of the ambulance and closed the door. Leo stayed in the
back with Brody and tracked his vital signs, announcing to no one
in particular that Brody’s blood pressure was low. When they got to
the hospital, the emergency room doctor—a pleasant fellow named Dr.
Benton—examined him without comment. Larry sat next to the narrow
gurney waiting for the doctor to return with the verdict.

Sometime after 1:00 a.m., the doctor
returned. He stood in the glaring overhead light, glanced at the
chart and scratched his head. Brody was suffering from dehydration
and exhaustion.

“I want to keep him over night,” Dr. Benton
advised. “We’ll give him some fluids and watch him carefully. I’m
sure he’ll be fine.”

Brody sat up, shaking his head and rattling
the metal bed rails. “I’m not staying. I have a matinee tomorrow,
and I hate the smell in this place.”

The doctor stepped to the bed rail, and put
his hand on Brody’s arm. “It is just an overnight stay.” Larry did
his bobble head impression and Brody thought again of his old man’s
Buick.

“I’m not staying,” Brody growled. “Give me a
pen and let me sign out. I don’t have to stay if I don’t want to
stay.”

Doctor Benton exchanged a glance with Larry,
and then left the curtained cubicle. “Try to talk some sense into
him.” Larry didn’t even try.

“Get my clothes. I still have time to get a
drink before last call.”

“Come on, boss,” Larry urged. “You have to go
home. You need to sleep.”

“Yeah, OK. Just get my clothes.”

Larry gave him the shirt. Brody slid the
Johnny coat off his shoulders, pulled the leads off his chest and
tugged at the IV in his hand.

“Wait a minute. Let me help you,” Larry
fiddled with the tubes as Murphy bellowed for the doctor.






“Have you seen Casey’s truck?” Carol Wheeler
grabbed her keys and purse and headed for the door with her son in
tow. Jack was in the bathroom, a few minutes behind her in his
estimated departure time. She heard her husband’s rich baritone
booming off the tile in the bathroom.

“Sorry, no. Did you look in the family
room?”

Casey would not leave the house without his
favorite toy. She sat him down on the piano stool and scoured the
family room for the bright, yellow dump truck. Casey spotted it
under the table near the door. He walked to the table and sat on
the floor, reaching for the truck with focus and purpose. Casey was
always focused on something just out of Carol’s reach, out of
hearing and out of knowing. His autism—or so the doctors had named
it—was severe. He did not make eye contact, and did not hug or kiss
his mother. Carol blamed herself. She had Casey late in life and
she suspected her eggs had been just a little off. At first, Casey
was a happy, normal child. But, as a chubby toddler, he began to
change. He withdrew into a separate place, peeking out from time to
time to see if all was right with the world. All she knew for sure
was her son was damaged.

In those early days, Carol cried openly as
her child slipped away. Then one day Jack started to talk about
alternative arrangements for Casey. From that point forward, Carol
pasted on a smile and went forward, determined to keep her child at
home. At age three, the doctors told her about Casey’s autism. One
specialist said the boy had other problems as well, but they were
unable to give his condition a name. Carol agreed they should focus
on the autism. There were options today and Casey might improve
with the right training, treatment and diet. So, Carol bought all
the new books and started Casey on a gluten-free diet. They took a
second mortgage on the small house in San Luis Obispo and started
Casey in therapy, as Jack slipped away. Her husband was unable to
face the reality of Casey’s condition. She remembered the day they
found out they were going to have a boy. Jack was so excited! He
bought a pint-sized baseball mitt and populated the baby’s dresser
with tiny T-shirts emblazoned with the logos of his favorite
baseball teams. But when Casey-at-the-bat morphed into
Casey-behind-the-wall, Jack packed away his dreams and began to
build a wall, leaving his wife to stare at the fortress and mourn
their marriage. Sometimes she looked into his eyes and saw the
secret just before it skittered away. On those days, she knew he
was leaving. It was just a matter of time.

In the meantime, Carol fought the good fight
and waited hopefully for Casey to change. On Casey’s first day of
school, the director, Mrs. Cooper, cautioned Carol to take it one
day at a time. She said every autistic child was different, and
reminded Carol that not every child would respond to treatment.
Carol chose to remain optimistic. Jack was skeptical but he agreed
to try, and that was enough for her. At times, Casey became
inexplicably manic and wild, but if Carol kept him on schedule, he
had fewer episodes. She did her best to juggle the responsibilities
of her life, crying in secret so Jack would not see her pain. If
her husband was similarly upset, he did not show it, though she
suspected he was merely pretending to be strong. Casey was a stark
reality in an otherwise blurry world. Carol worked, cooked,
cleaned, made love, slept and got up and did it again, trying her
best to see the future and to know which way to go.

She took Casey’s hand, kissed the tip of her
finger and pressed it to his tiny lips. Casey cradled the truck in
his arms, and broke away, running back into the room to get his
papers, those sheaves of pale yellow, ingrained with small wood
specks. One at a time, Casey would tear the pages from the rubbery
glue strip. Like many autistic children, Casey had a special
talent. His talent was drawing and he drew wonderful, detailed
pictures. Carol liked to think the pictures represented a world she
could not see—the world locked in his mind. His pictures depicted
people and things foreign to her. Casey had never seen these
places, yet he drew them. He would close his eyes, sit motionless
for several minutes, and then tear off a piece of paper and start
to draw. He drew wild, open skies, brushed with clouds, great
flying birds and people with tails, wings and manes. He loved to
draw with charcoal, but the charcoal would inevitably smear,
causing him to howl with discontent. So, Carol bought him colored
pencils, crayons and paints. Casey completed several drawings every
day, sometimes dozens. Carol dutifully placed the pictures on the
refrigerator, and on the walls of Casey’s room and Casey stood
before them, running his fingers lightly over the paper and
mumbling in a language Carol could not understand.

Casey retrieved his pencil box and yellow
pad, and Carol walked him out the front door toward the car,
closing the door behind them. She fastened Casey’s seat belt,
closed his door and circled the car to slide into the driver’s
seat.

They were halfway through their ten-mile
journey to school when Casey said, “Train.”

It was just that one word and then nothing
more. Carol looked at him in the rear view mirror, and then
directed her eyes back to the road.

“Train?”

“Train Man,” Casey pointed at his temple.
Carol tried to get him to repeat the words, but he would not. When
she arrived at the school, she told his teacher, Sarah, about the
episode. Sarah promised to watch him closely. Carol left for work,
feeling a hope she had not felt in years. She thought to call Jack,
but decided to wait and see how the day developed. Maybe Sarah
would have something to tell her at the end of the day. In the
meantime, she would savor the moment.






Chelsea slumped in the back seat, tapping her
bare foot on the small square of sand-colored carpeting. Her bright
green hair was pulled back loosely; she twirled a strand around her
index finger, and snapped her gum in protest.

“Chel, stop that, would you? You are driving
your father crazy.”

Pam Tenney craned her neck to look back at
her daughter. Chelsea did not respond. She hated these stupid
family trips. What could be more boring than a foliage trip to
Vermont? If she had the courage to try out for the school play, she
would be home right now. Her mother said she could stay home for
rehearsals, and only for rehearsals. Otherwise, she had to go on
the family trip. But Chelsea backed out of the audition at the last
minute, worried her classmates would laugh at her efforts.

“Lame,” She gazed morosely at the blur of
orange, yellow and red leaves outside the window, then closed her
eyes and focused on the music blaring from her iPod. Her parents
might force her to go on this trip but there was no way she would
be forced to enjoy herself. Once, Chelsea had looked forward to
these trips, singing along with her parents as they cracked open
the old chestnuts. She remembered her blue plastic pencil box, and
how she would patiently dig through its contents, to retrieve the
stub of burnt orange Crayola and draw the autumn leaves. Now she
was fifteen, and it was Stuey’s turn to sing. Her little brother
crowed along with ‘In the Good Old Summertime’, sitting forward
with his knees jammed against the front seats. Chelsea pushed hard
on his right knee, knocking it out of her personal space. Stuey
shifted in the seat, and pushed her arm playfully. She was not in
the mood. She closed her eyes, resting her head against the rough
fabric of the seat to focus on the music. It was only a weekend. A
person could stand just about anything for a weekend.






Daniel approached the courthouse, his head
lowered in thought. The day was bright and promising. He considered
playing hooky from what was to be a boring day of civic duty. He
lingered on the staircase, and looked at the impressive stone
edifice. A grizzled man in a khaki jacket brushed past him on the
stairs, nearly knocking him down.

“Watch where you’re going, you moron,” Daniel
peeked at the room number on his jury summons and started into the
Federal court building. He would get paid for fulfilling this
obligation but that didn’t matter. He did not want to end up on a
jury.

Civil obligations aside, Daniel believed the
country should institute a professional jury system. He had sales
to close and this jury business was a waste of time. That morning,
his wife Andie had laughed at his protest.

“Just tell them you hate everyone and they
won’t take you,” She tossed her short dark hair aside with a
rouge-covered finger, and grinned at him in the mirror.

“I don’t think that will work,” Daniel zipped
his laptop case. “Besides, I don’t hate everybody—just the people
who disagree with me.”

He cleared the metal detector and checked in
with the clerk in the Jury Waiting Room, He settled into a plastic
chair and opened his laptop to do some work. The room was old with
high ceilings and it echoed with the voices of prospective jurors.
An older woman sat in the center of the room, talking to a fiftyish
man with gray hair. Her fingers flew over crochet hooks. Daniel
frowned at the two, hoping to stop their jabbering, but to no
avail. Within minutes, the room was filled with whispering,
yammering people all waiting anxiously to serve the system. Daniel
snapped his laptop closed and leaned his head against the cement
wall. There was no point in trying to work with all this commotion.
It was just past eleven when he dozed off in his chair. A slivered
sunray from the window kissed the toe of his shoe.

In the dream, Daniel was standing in the
middle of a whitewashed room. The building was old, the walls made
of brick. To his left he saw a small, scarred desk. One drawer was
open revealing a pencil stub, a pocket watch and a steel file.
Daniel walked to the desk and looked down at the brown metal ticket
machine. He pushed the brass handle, and a sepia tone ticket poked
through the slot.

“That’ll cost you, son,” He turned quickly,
heart pounding in his chest. A short, middle-aged man stood before
him, smiling widely. “Didn’t mean to scare you. You have to pay for
the ticket if you want to ride the train.”

The man was smartly dressed in a dark
uniform, and he wore a round cap with a gold band.

“Who are you?” Daniel heard the distant
rumbling of a train. The little man gave him a friendly wink, and
grabbed the ticket from the slot.

“Station Master,” the man answered. “Name is
Clark.”

Daniel dug in his pocket, and handed Station
Master Clark several coins. Even as he did so, he wasn’t sure why.
He didn’t want to ride a train. He didn’t know where he was or
where he was going. Station Master Clark handed him change, then
smiled and tipped his cap as he walked out the door. Daniel
followed Clark onto the platform, staring at his surroundings. He
was conscious of the dream. It was more vivid than his usual
dreams, and certainly more bizarre, albeit in an ordinary way.
There was nothing frightening here, yet Daniel was disturbed. The
light was all wrong. Sun streamed across the platform, casting a
gauzy film over bricks and wood. The air felt tight and pinched. It
did not move around him when he walked. He pushed on, stepping into
the space in front of him as if he were climbing stairs. There was
no one else on the platform. In fact, he saw no houses or other
people around the station. It seemed to exist all on its own,
suspended above time.

“Of course,” Daniel thought. “It is a dream,
after all.”

He was annoyed at the folly. The train rolled
in, chugging to a halt, and releasing steam with a hiss and sigh.
The engine was old and black, a cowcatcher protruded from the
front. A wizened old man, dressed in coveralls, jumped off and
stared up at the sky. The engineer leaned out the open window,
calling to the Station Master.

“Is this the one?”

“Yes sir. You take him on to the final
destination.”

“I’m not going,” Daniel thought. Then he
handed the conductor his ticket and boarded the train.






By last call, Brody was feeling more like
himself. He sat at the end of the bar on his usual stool, knocking
back a scotch neat and talking to Charlie. Charlie was accompanied
by his newest girl, Tonya. Tonya was a cocoa brown six-foot chorus
girl currently in rehearsal for the next hot musical, ‘Joyful
Sound’. She was easily five inches taller than Charlie and probably
seven inches taller than Brody—who could never reach the top shelf
at the liquor store. Brody’s friend and dresser Larry was sitting
at a table near the door, talking to a young woman who had been
over served. Brody glanced at the couple and smiled. Larry would
probably get a roll in the hay from the look of things. It was not
Larry’s job to babysit his boss, or keep him from getting into
fights, or to prevent him from passing out on the floor of the bar.
The union contract was mute on these tasks, but Larry had been
Brody’s dresser for years and he stayed with his boss during and
after the show.

“By special arrangement,” Brody thought. He
depended heavily on Larry and thanks to a combination of Brody’s
clout, and theatrical tradition, Larry was always there. Brody was
fond of him, fonder than he liked to admit. They even shared the
same birthday and damned if they did not celebrate when the date
rolled around. Larry wanted to believe they were friends though he
knew Brody claimed no friends. The secret Larry knew, the one to
which few others were privy, was that Brody Murphy was a blow hard
with a heart of soft, squishy nougat. He gave to children’s
charities, to the homeless, and to AIDS organizations. He
remembered birthdays and anniversaries and was always there to
listen to a friend in trouble. Though his public persona did not
belie the real man, Larry knew him to be a shy, caring man with a
troubled soul, and he could not help but love him. At the end of a
long night of work, followed by a long night of drinking, Larry
would make sure Brody got home. He would slip off his shoes, cover
him with a blanket and turn out the lights. If Brody remembered
these acts of devotion, he never acknowledged the favor. Now, Larry
waited patiently for Brody to dismount the bar stool and stumble
toward the door.

“You interested in an early birthday
celebration?” Brody pulled a fifty-dollar bill out his pocket. “I
could use another drink.”

“No thanks,” Larry glanced furtively at the
girl across the table. “I am looking forward to our annual
celebration, but I’d like to wait until the day arrives.”

“Suit yourself,” Brody shrugged and thumbed
his nose at Larry. He brushed past him and headed to the door.
Larry scored the cell phone number for Erma, the over served girl,
and held the door for her as she stumbled out. She held his hand,
as he flagged a cab for Brody. He gave Erma a peck on the cheek and
bent to slide in next to his boss. Brody raised his hand in
protest, proffered a wink and grabbed for the door handle. “Have a
good time. I’ll be fine.”

Larry and Erma stood arm in arm as the cab
pulled away. “Isn’t he somebody?” Erma asked hazily.

“Yeah, he’s somebody alright.”

They walked through the pre-dawn streets of
New York, toward his small apartment. Larry couldn’t shake the
worry. Time was running out for his friend. Life had not been kind
to Brody Murphy and he responded by adopting the family habit,
drowning his demons in alcohol. As the years passed, Larry watched
Brody become more successful in his career and more deeply rooted
in addiction. Murphy tried to quit a few times—sometimes succeeding
for a year or two—but he always went back to his roots.

“One day he’ll wink out like a flaming
comet.” Larry thought. He hated the idea of losing Brody’s talent
but what he would hate more was the loss of a good friend.






Vanessa rubbed the clay onto a towel, backing
away from the pottery to scrutinize its shape. A breeze wafted
through the courtyard and under the eaves of her porch, cooling the
sweat on her brow. She brushed her ginger bangs from her forehead
and frowned in disappointment.

“I don’t know. I kinda like it.” Paolo
slipped his arms around her waist and pulled her toward him.

“It needs to be rounder at the top. There’s
too much bulge on the sides.” She pointed toward the imagined curve
with her index finger.

“So, you start over.”

“No, it will sell. I just can’t get the shape
I want.”

“Why don’t you get cleaned up? Chummy and
Deirdre want to meet us at the bar.”

Vanessa shook her head. “I should finish
this.”

“You’re too hard on yourself. I would buy it,
even if it is the wrong shape according to Princess Van,” Vanessa
hugged him, holding her hands off his back so as not to dirty his
clean shirt. “Even Chummy says you are a great artist. And you know
what he thinks of art.”

Vanessa hung on his shoulder, frowning at the
thought. Chummy did in fact hate art. He hated everything except
Paolo, and drinking and diving—in that order. She was jealous of
the relationship between Paolo and Chummy, but she knew better than
to challenge them. Paolo and Chummy had been friends forever, and
they shared a bond she did not understand. Chummy was a lazy user.
He drank too much and cheated on every woman he dated, but Paolo
seemed to love him more than his own family. She had tried once to
challenge Paolo—on one very dark day—hoping he would put her first.
It didn’t work. From that point forward, she knew she would have to
accept the relationship as it was or leave. In the meantime, she
hoped Chummy might find another calling or move to another
continent.

“I’ll go change.” She pushed Chummy out of
her mind, puzzled by the echoes that nibbled at her memory. “If
this thing never gets fired, I don’t care.”

Vanessa threw a towel on the pot, slipped
into her flip-flops and headed through the open door that led into
her shop.

Chummy and Deirdre sat at the table near the
rail. The water lapped lazily at the sand below. Vanessa glanced at
Deirdre as she slid into the booth. She could see the two had been
arguing and Chummy was already drunk. But it didn’t matter. Deirdre
would not be around much longer. Chummy had been dating her for a
year and it was about time for her to ask for a commitment. But
Chummy was above commitment. He referred to marriage as ‘the choke
chain’. Deirdre would be better off without him anyway. Chummy had
tried more than once to kiss Vanessa and she found his
ministrations disgusting. There was something more—something darker
and more forbidding about Chummy—but she couldn’t quite put her
finger on it. She ordered a glass of wine and turned her attention
to the hazy night. The air was warm and high, and smelled of
bougainvillea. She sighed contentedly and leaned into Paolo’s
shoulder. Vanessa loved this time of night. She loved watching the
tourists walk past the café, and following the moon across the
water as the sailboats bobbed in the bay. Vanessa donned a Notre
Dame sweatshirt against the evening chill. It didn’t matter what
she wore, everyone called Vanessa a beauty. She turned heads in the
market and fielded winks from passing strangers. She was tall and
lithe, with ginger hair and green eyes. She could have been a
model, if she had taken a different path.

Vanessa came to Mexico as a college student
on break, with plans for a graduate degree in the fine arts. Then
she met Paolo, a refugee from a wealthy family in San Francisco and
she decided to stay. She abandoned her college career, to the
disappointment of her family, and she never looked back. Paolo
owned a diving company and catered to tourists. Vanessa sold her
pottery at art fairs and to vendors who sold to tourists at the
market. She found it humorous to think that tourists bought
authentic Mexican pottery made by a gal from the heart of Indiana.
As Paolo said, what they didn’t know wouldn’t hurt them.

Vanessa tuned out the idle conversation and
sipped at her inexpensive wine as Chummy talked about the dive. He
laughed at the Long Island matron who preferred to sit on the deck
and read her romance novel while her husband followed the
twenty-something blonde twins down to the coral reef to “take a
peek at the lovely formations.”

Vanessa held Paolo’s hand loosely and turned
over the dream in her mind. It was ordinary, by all accounts—hardly
a dream you would call unique or interesting. Yet she could not get
it out of her mind. All she had to do was close her eyes and she
was back on the train, listening to the wheels, feeling the train
sway and slide down the tracks. The station seemed somehow out of
sync—more like a museum than a train station—strewn with old
artifacts, dented metal signs, faded pictures of women in long
dresses and men in vests and funeral suits. On the far wall, there
was a framed picture of miners proudly holding their implements and
tools. The men gathered in rows, some kneeling, some standing, all
were grim and proper, their beards neatly combed. An old doll was
propped on a small painted stool in the corner. The doll was
clearly antique, made of fabric and stuffed with lumpy material.
Her arms and legs poked stiffly out of a neat little cotton dress,
decorated with eyelets and embroidery. The painted fabric face was
sweet and faded. She looked well loved and worn.

“Name’s Lottie,” The Station Master appeared
out of thin air. “She belonged to a little girl with red hair, just
like yours.” Vanessa wanted to ask him how he knew. Instead, she
took her ticket and accepted his hand to step up onto the train.
She stood on the platform for a moment, and watched the Station
Master walk to the station. Then she climbed on board and found a
seat. She was the only one on the train and she found that oddly
comforting. The air was warm, and smelled of steam and sunlight.
She settled in her seat and ran her fingers across the leather,
finding a tear with her nail. The train began to move, slowly at
first, then picking up speed, then racing along at a good clip, the
wheels thrumming beneath her in a rhythmic, sleepy melody. She
dozed.

“Van,” Paolo whispered her name. “Where are
you?”

“Hmm,” Vanessa floated back to the
conversation shaking the train from her mind.






“I really need you there, Carol.” Carol’s
boss stood in front of her desk, fiddling with his ubiquitous
handheld device. He carried it everywhere, and probably even kept
it next to his bed. Carol knew he would answer it during sex if
duty called. She stared into her coffee cup, trying to figure out
how she could accommodate her boss without abandoning Casey. Jack
was not good with Casey. He was impatient and short. Casey was
doing well and Carol desperately wanted to keep him on track. This
trip—her absence—would pose a real problem. “Carol?” Hank moved
closer to her desk.

“I know it is important, Hank. I just don’t
know if I can do it.”

He stepped back to push the door into place,
then sat on the edge of her desk, and eyed her critically. “This
deal means the difference between the manager’s job and another
year pushing papers around this desk.” He waited for her
response.

Carol wanted the promotion. It would give her
the money to continue Casey’s treatment and would get her away from
Hank and she could definitely use a reduction in stress. “I have to
talk to Jack.”

Hank frowned. “I’m sure you can work
something out.” He pursed his lips and stacked the papers in her
inbox, studying her carefully.

“I’m sure I can,” Carol mumbled.

After Hank left, Carol closed the door and
picked up the phone to call Jack at work. When he answered, she
explained the situation quickly.

“How long would you be gone?” Jack asked.

“Probably a week. I would have to leave on
Sunday and I might be back by Saturday afternoon. But it might be
longer, depending on the client,” Jack said nothing. “Honey, if I
get this promotion, it will mean more money.”

“I don’t see why you have to go to New York
to get a promotion. Haven’t you proven yourself?”

“This is what Hank wants and Hank has a lot
to say in getting me promoted,” Jack swore under his breath. “Jack,
please. It is only a week. Please.”

He paused. “I don’t think I can do this. How
am I going to get him to school? You know he freaks out when he has
to go with me. Besides, I have this big presentation coming up. How
can I work on it with Casey under my feet?”

Carol felt tears pricking at the corners of
her eyes, and as she listened to Jack’s excuses, the tears began to
run a course through her carefully applied blush. She dabbed at her
eyes, trying not to smear her mascara, but it was no use. Jack’s
voice was hushed, measured and serious.

Carol turned her chair to face the window
behind her desk, hoping to regain control. “I know it is hard. But,
I need to do this.”

“Sorry, babe. I can’t handle him. He’s not a
normal kid.” She took a deep breath, feeling trapped, angry and
overwhelmed. “I know that Jack, and if I didn’t, you would
certainly remind me every day. I am doing the best I can. Do you
want me to stay home and take care of Casey? Because I could do
that, but that isn’t what he needs. He needs professional help, and
that costs money.”

“So, I’m not earning money?”

“I didn’t say that.” Her voice shook with
anger. “My income makes a big difference. If I can’t get the
promotion—if you won’t work with me—what am I supposed to do?”

“We should get a caretaker, someone who knows
how to handle him.”

“Handle him? He isn’t a contractor you can
bully. He’s your son and he needs you.”

“I’m sorry. I really am. But, I can’t do this
anymore,” He hesitated, and then said, “I’ve been over my head for
a long time.”

“What does that mean?” Carol snapped.

“I can’t talk about this now.”

“Don’t worry about it,” Carol whispered.
“I’ll figure it out.” Jack was saying something, but she didn’t
wait for him to finish. She hung up the phone and spun out of her
chair, heading toward Hank’s office. Hank was on the phone, talking
to Stan Greeley. She opened the door and held up a finger, asking
for his attention. He covered the phone with his hand, his brow
wrinkling in a question. “I’ll go,” she whispered.

He nodded, and gave her a thumbs-up, then
returned to his conversation. Carol took the elevator to the ground
floor and walked through the lobby doors. She sat on the stone
bench outside the entrance. When she felt she had control, she
pulled her cell phone out of her pocket and called her mother. The
phone rang several times.

“Hello?” Jeanette Fosco answered the phone
brightly. “Mom?”

“Carol! I was just talking about you with
Lydia.”

“Mom, I need a favor.” Carol told her mother
about the trip, and about the possible promotion.

“Of course. You bring Casey here. I’d love to
see him.”

Carol fought the waterworks, smiling sadly
into the phone. “Thank you so much, Mom. You know how much I love
you?”






The midnight window was brightly lit by a
full moon. Brody watched the cactus fly by, noting an occasional
length of fencing or wooden gate. He didn’t know where they were
going or how he had gotten on the train. At some point, he dozed.
When he awoke, the sluggish clackity-clack of the wheels had
changed to a constant rattle. The train seemed to be flying,
skimming the surface of the tracks with frightening speed. He
reached into his pocket for his flask, and found his ticket. He
carried no wallet or other personal belongings. “Of course not,” he
thought. “It is a dream. I don’t need any of that crap.”

He was consciously dreaming. He could not
recall a time when this had happened, but then he did not usually
dream. An older man walked up the aisle, limping slightly. He was
dressed in a dark uniform, and held a small notebook in his white
gloved hand. The man stopped next to Brody’s seat and smiled
agreeably. “What can I get you, Mr. Murphy?”

“Scotch, neat.”

It seemed logical that this man would appear.
No flask, but booze on board. He reached in his pocket again,
remembered he had no cash and shook his head with regret. The man
put a hand on his shoulder. “Your money is no good here, Mr.
Murphy. It is our honor to serve you.”

He walked out the door and into the next car.
For a moment, the sound of the train wheels grew louder, and more
menacing. Brody ran his fingers through his hair, and sat forward
in his seat to look at the floor. A muffled sob emerged from in
front of him, and he glanced up to see a young woman kneeling on
the seat. She faced him blindly, her fingers clenched the cracked
upholstery; her knuckles were white and pinched. Brody was not good
with people and even less comfortable with kids. When faced with a
weeping teen, he could only think to move to another seat.

He got up and tried to push past the girl,
but her head and shoulders hung over the seat back, blocking his
escape. “Get out of the way, kid.” She didn’t move—didn’t
acknowledge him. His arm brushed her cheek as he pushed past, and
she jumped back fanning at the phantom. Brody slid across the aisle
and sat down, staring darkly at the girl. “Hey. Hey, kid. Sit down
and shut up.” She was staring at the door, looking after the man
with the notebook. “Hey, are you deaf?”

He sat forward on the seat, craning his neck
to look up the aisle. There were several people in the car but no
one turned around. The girl was in full-blown hysterics, snuffling
like a thousand pound pig, but no one else seemed to notice. Brody
got up and walked to the front of the car, holding the seat backs
for balance. The train rocked from side to side, dark hulking hills
flew by in the surreal moonlight. He passed an elderly woman. She
stared out the window, oblivious to his presence. He saw a pretty,
red head, a few rows up and to the right. She was sitting sideways
in her seat, her long legs cocked at the knees, her bare feet
resting on the leather. She held a stuffed doll in her right hand.
Brody slowed his pace, waiting for the woman to acknowledge him,
but she did not. He lingered, staring dumbly at her green eyes but
she paid no mind. When he got to the front, he turned around and
looked back into the train car. There were six people scattered
throughout the car. All appeared lost in thought. The teenager was
now seated, sobbing quietly and whispering to herself. From
somewhere in the ceiling, Brody heard a soft buzzing sound. He
looked up, trying to locate the source.

When he woke up, he was on the floor of his
bedroom. His cell phone rattled noisily against the wooden surface
of the nightstand. Brody rolled over and struggled to his knees. He
stood cautiously, holding on to the top of the nightstand. The
headache was bad today. His tongue lay molten in his mouth, papery,
cracked and swollen. He sat on the edge of the bed, grabbed his
cell phone and flipped it open. “Mmph”

“Brody,” A woman’s voice boomed from the
speaker.

“Keep it down.” He lay back on the bed.

“You’re hung over.”

“What do you want, Sal,” Brody was not in the
mood to endure a conversation with his ex-wife. He glanced at the
bedside clock. He was already late. “I have to get to the
theater.”

She sighed in exasperation. “You promised you
would call me about the anniversary party.”

Brody sat up, and the blood pounded in his
ears. Sally’s mother and father were going to celebrate their
sixtieth wedding anniversary. He promised Sally he would consider
the party. He rarely spoke to her these days—could not bear to see
her—but he did like her parents and they were very fond of him.
Brody looked at his hand, considering his wedding band in quiet
misery. The divorce decree was two years ago, but he still wore the
ring. The marriage was a bad idea, but he loved Sally, and so he
allowed himself to believe he could make the relationship work. But
intimacy was not his strong suit. He was great at one-night stands
and managed a few short-lived relationships, but the long-term
thing was not his forte. Sally tried to break through the barriers
Brody erected, but to no avail. Brody systematically destroyed the
relationship and when Sally said she was leaving, he did not fight.
He knew it was coming, and believed it should have happened sooner.
He gave her the money she wanted to the consternation of his
attorney. He just wanted to be left alone. After Sally moved out,
he renewed his dedicated study of alcohol and was now working on
his PhD. The homework was a breeze.

“When is the party?”

“December. Brody, you promised you would be
there. You know how important this is.”

He peered into the gloom, trying to calculate
dates in his head. The curtains were drawn against the daylight.
Brody squinted at the clock again, and then stood to gauge his
balance. Better. He would be OK for the matinee.

“Brody,” He tried to focus on her voice. She
was waiting for his response. “Are you listening to me?”

“I’ll check the date and call you back.”

“No you won’t.” Then she was gone.

Brody ran his fingers through his dark hair,
shook the cobwebs out of his head and tried to focus on the day. No
matter how he felt, he had to work. Work was his ‘haf-ta-doo’.
‘Haf-ta-doos’ were a Murphy family tradition—those things you had
to accomplish in any given day. In his youth, the haf-ta-doos were
things his brother listed as mandatory—things that helped you to
avoid the attentions of a cruel father. Today, Brody’s haf-ta-doos
were all about work. The work gave him purpose, and helped him
ignore the truth. He walked to the bathroom, and stared at himself
in the mirror. He ran a hand over his stubbled cheek and looked
down at his hand, sliding the wedding band off his fourth finger.
He tossed the ring into the toilet and nudged the handle down,
watching as the ring swirled around the bottom, disappeared briefly
and then popped back into the bowl. “I knew it couldn’t be that
easy.”

When the car arrived to take him to the
theater, he settled into the seat, thinking about the dream, and
the beautiful redhead on the train. He knew her name—Vanessa—though
he could not have said how. He knew too that none of the passengers
could see him. There was nothing even remotely frightening about
the dream yet he always awoke with a feeling of dread. Brody sat up
straight in the back seat of the car and stretched his back,
wincing at the stiffness. He forced himself to focus on the
breakfast show, and the evening show beyond. The dream would have
to wait.


Chapter Two—The Train Man

Casey’s teacher Sarah met Carol at the door.
She was smiling broadly. “You were right. Casey was talking today.
He said “Train” and “Train Man” five times. Once he even grabbed my
arm and pulled me down so he could tell me.”

“He looked at you? He talked to you?” Carol
was incredulous.

“I don’t know what it meant,” Sarah said.
“But he was really excited.”

Carol sank to her knees, and held Casey by
his shoulders. He was trembling. She held him close and he let her
hug him. That one hug was worth a year of stress. She kissed him
lightly on the cheek.

“He made this too.” Sarah offered Carol a
sheaf of Casey’s yellow pad.

Carol peered at the drawing. “It is a
train.”

“It sure is. And look at this.” Sarah pointed
to the picture, showing Carol a tiny figure visible through the
window of the large engine. Another small figure stood on a
platform next to the train, waving somberly at the engineer.

“Is this the Train Man?”

“I guess so.” Sarah shrugged her
shoulders.


That night, Carol awoke to screams. She ran
through the hall, tripping on toys and towels. She flipped on the
light in Casey’s room and sat on the edge of the bed, holding her
son and singing softly to quiet him.

Casey mumbled something that sounded like
“Dead Car.”

Carol smoothed his hair and held him tightly.
When he was calm, she lay next to him, waiting for him to fall
asleep. She pressed her index finger to her lips then placed it
against Casey’s lips.

“Rosebud” It was a name she had called him
since birth. The first time she held Casey in her arms she traced
the soft pink petal of his lips and noted the shape to Jack. The
years passed and Casey’s disability became a reality, but her
Rosebud kiss remained constant. It seemed to calm the boy when
nothing else would. Now, Casey turned toward her, settled, and
opened his eyes.

“Train…Man…York.” He closed his eyes and
drifted off to sleep. Carol watched him for several minutes,
listening to his breathing as it evened and slowed.


Jack came into Casey’s bedroom and woke Carol
around 5:00 a.m. He shuffled off to the shower, mumbling about a
meeting. Carol sat up on the bed and heard a soft crumpling sound
under her elbow. She looked down at the bedspread. One of Casey’s
yellow pages peeked out from under the top sheet. Casey was
breathing heavily, his eyes shifting under his lids. Carol picked
up the paper, and squinted at it in the darkened room. It was a
picture of a man, drawn in Casey’s swirling strokes. The small
details of the man’s eyebrows and hair were drawn with closely
spaced lines. The man was dark-haired and square-jawed, with large,
sad eyes. His lips were open, and in the dim light of the room, he
looked as if he might speak to her. Carol dropped the page,
shivering in confusion. Then she started to giggle.

“Trick of the light.” She swung her legs off
the bed, and placed the yellow page on Casey’s nightstand. Then she
headed to the bathroom to get ready for work.


“Come on, Brody, let’s get out of here.”
Larry pulled hard on Brody’s shirtsleeve, moving him toward the
door in hopes of averting disaster. But Brody would have none of
Larry’s ministrations. He broke free and swung at the big man on
the bar stool, knocking him onto the floor. He fell with a wet
thwacking sound, like a tree falling on a damp forest floor. The
man yowled as his head hit the foot rail. Larry couldn’t see blood,
and that at least was a good thing.

“Come on boss. Let’s go. C’mon.”

He urged Murphy to move toward the door, but
Brody went back for more. He walked to the man, and looked down at
him where he lay on the floor. Brody held out his hand. The
bartender—a great kid named Leo—leaned over the bar, peered at
Brody, skeptically.

“You need to get out of here Mr. Murphy, or I
will have to call the police.”

Brody laughed, merrily, his eyes flashing in
the dim light over the bar. “I just want to apologize.”

“Boss, no. C’mon,” Larry implored. “Let’s
go.”

Brody shook his head, still holding his hand
out to the man. “Let me help you up, sir.” The man grabbed Brody’s
hand, his designer shoes skating on the wooden floor, as he tried
to get up. He foundered like a beached whale. The man was huge; at
least six foot, four inches. After some effort, he managed to
regain his balance. He rested his ample buttocks on the bar stool,
and tugged at his pant legs to freshen the crease, and then he
stood up. Brody’s five-foot-six-inch frame was dwarfed by the
hulking man in the ill-fitting suit jacket but the actor did not
falter. “No hard feelings?” Brody held out his hand.

The man looked down as if considering a bug
on a glass. “Are you kidding me?”

“Just shake his hand, mister,” Larry begged.
“Then we can go.”

“I’m not shaking his hand. He’s an asshole.”
He stuck a finger in Brody’s face, wagging it up and down angrily.
“You’re an asshole. You hear me you little midget?”

Larry tried to step between them, but it was
too late. Brody drew his right arm backward and delivered a punch
to the man’s sizeable gut, folding him like a chair at a church
picnic. The man came up fast, swinging an arm at Brody who ducked
and stepped back, laughing with glee. Brody loved these encounters.
Larry hated them. He grabbed Brody’s arm, threw a twenty at the
bartender and dragged his boss out the door. The man followed,
banging across the bar, pushing patrons and shoving chairs out of
the way. He came through the door like a bulldozer. Brody struggled
to get away from Larry and—too late—swung to deliver another blow.
The man hit him hard in the stomach and Brody fell. He tried to get
up, fell again and the man grabbed his hand. He pulled Brody to his
feet and twisted his arm back, clamping his hand in one hammy fist.
He turned Brody toward the street and pulled his hand up hard
behind his back. Brody screamed in pain, went down and stayed
there.

“Asshole,” The man let go of Brody’s arm and
turned back to the bar. Leo ran out to the street to help Larry.
Brody was holding his fingers, yelling bloody murder, and Larry
knew he was hurt.

Brody held out his hand and Leo looked at it
warily. “I don’t know Mr. Murphy. I think it is broken.”

“How the hell would you know?”

“You should take him to the hospital.” Leo
said.

“No.” Brody started to walk away, waving a
hand at the two of them.

Leo shrugged at Larry. “Sorry, man. I have to
go back in there. I have customers.”

“I can handle him.” Larry sighed.

“I hope he’s OK.” Leo hesitated and then
turned away.

“He’ll be alright.” Larry waved at hand at
the bartender.

Leo opened the door and turned back toward
Larry. “You should keep him out of here for a few days,” he said.
“The owner is going to hear about this and he’ll be pissed.”

“I’ll try,” Larry took off after Brody,
putting a hand on his shoulder to slow his pace. “Let’s get you to
a doctor.”

It was late, but there were always people on
the streets of New York City; people who would see and recognize
Brody. The last thing he needed was more bad publicity about his
drinking and fighting. Larry hailed a cab and installed Brody at
the curb, then swung around the street side to climb in next to
him. By the time they got to the hospital, Brody was dozing. Larry
paid the cabbie, roused Brody and guided him through the emergency
room door. Brody was asleep on the gurney when the doctor walked
through the curtain.

Larry looked up at the doctor. “Dr. Benton,
right?”

“Yes. I remember you and your friend,” Benton
frowned. “What happened this time?”

Larry shook Brody awake. “I think he broke
his finger. I’m not sure.”

Benton raised an eyebrow. He lifted Brody’s
hand, looking closely at the fingers. The index finger was canted
to the right and swollen. “How about an x-ray?”

Brody opened one eye, and squinted at the
overhead light. “Turn off the damn light.”

“Boss, you need an x-ray.”

“I want to go home.” He tried to sit up and
Larry pushed him back down.

“It is broken,” Benton said with conviction.
“You need an x-ray and a splint.”

“Nothing,” Brody said to no one in
particular.

Benton stepped outside the curtain, called to
a nurse and then stepped into the cubicle again. He finished the
exam, as Larry told him what had happened. “You’re lucky you got
away with just a broken finger.” He looked at Larry. “No one called
the police?”

Larry shook his head. “The bartender knows
Brody. He watches out for us. Besides the guy was a jerk.”

“Asshole,” Brody mumbled.

“He deserved to be taught a lesson.
Unfortunately, Brody doesn’t know when the lesson is over.”

Brody winced as the doctor examined his
shoulder.

“I think the shoulder is OK, but we should
get an x-ray of that as well. Can you rotate your shoulder, Mr.
Murphy?”

Brody moved the shoulder, stopped, moved it
again. “Anything else you want? A soft-shoe perhaps?”

“Why don’t you lie back and relax. The
orderly will be in to take you to x-ray.”

“Not going.”

Larry frowned. “Oh cut it out Brody. C’mon.
Just sit there and do as you’re told.”

Brody sat back and closed his eyes. Larry
knew his boss was tired. Otherwise, he would never end an argument
so easily.

Benton stepped outside the curtain and Larry
followed. “I’ll be right back, boss. Stay there.” Larry ducked out
of the curtain and found Benton looking at a chart. “Excuse me
doctor, can I ask you something?”

“Sure, what is it?”

“Do you think you could give him something to
sleep? He’s really having trouble sleeping and he doesn’t need a
reason to go out every night.”

“You think he drinks because he can’t sleep?”
“Sometimes,” Larry shrugged.

Benton motioned for Larry to follow him up
the hall. When they were a few feet away from the curtained
cubicle, he stopped and put his hand on Larry’s arm. “What’s your
name?”

“Larry.”

“Larry, your friend has a problem, and it
isn’t just insomnia.”

“I know,” Larry sighed.

“Privacy act aside, I would be lying if I
said I didn’t recognize Mr. Murphy. Everyone in New York knows who
he is and everyone in New York knows about his drinking,” Benton
dropped his chin toward the floor and sighed. “The best thing you
can do for him is to talk him into getting help but that isn’t
going to work if he doesn’t want to stop drinking.”

“He did stop for a few years,” Larry said.
“But then his wife left him.”

Benton smiled a wry smile. “You’re a good
friend, and you seem like an intelligent man. You don’t need me to
say these words but I will anyway. Your friend is killing
himself.”

Larry bit his lower lip, “Maybe you could
talk to him?”

“I can tell him what I think, but that isn’t
going to change anything. A broken finger is the least of his
problems.” Benton started to walk away, heading toward another
cubicle.

Larry followed. “Dr. Benton,” Benton turned
to face Larry. “You don’t know Brody. He’s not some worthless
drunk. He needs someone to care enough about him to help him.”

“I respect Mr. Murphy’s work,” Benton said.
“But that doesn’t change the facts.”

Larry watched the doctor walk away, feeling
helpless and angry. He walked slowly toward the cubicle, and sat on
the chair in the hall.

A young, pretty nurse walked by, shaking her
head in disgust. “I don’t know how you put up with that guy.”

“What did he say this time?”

“Nothing I can repeat. He pushed me out of
the way and left.”

“He left?” Larry put a hand on her arm.

“He sure did.” She pointed in the general
direction of the exit.

Larry shoved through the curtain and found
himself staring at an empty gurney. He ran through the waiting
room, and bolted out the double doors, looking up and down the
street.

Brody was two blocks ahead of him, just
turning the corner. By the time he got to Brody’s apartment, the
door was locked. Larry banged on the door.

After a few moments, Brody opened the door a
crack and peered out cautiously. Then he slid the chain off the
door. “What’s the emergency? You want to wake the
neighborhood?”

“Brody, what the hell are you doing?”

“I’m trying to get ready for bed. I have a
show tomorrow.”

Larry sidled through the door, and closed it
behind him. “Your finger is broken. You want it to stay that
way—all twisted and mangled?”

Brody laughed, extending his arm and holding
his finger out in front of him. “I like it this way. I think it
adds character.”

Larry sat in the chair by the door. He sighed
heavily. “I’m tired of this Brody. I can’t tell you how tired I am.
This isn’t part of my job. Every friggin’ night, you run around
picking fights with people, falling down in bars. I can’t do this
anymore. You need to get yourself another dresser,” Brody sat on
the couch. Neither of them spoke for several minutes. “Don’t you
have anything to say?” He waited, but Brody didn’t answer. “OK,
well I guess that’s it.” He stood up and opened the door to
leave.

“You think I don’t know who puts me to bed
every night?” Brody said quietly.

Larry turned to look at him. Brody was
slumped on the sofa, his forehead cupped in his right hand. “You
certainly haven’t told me.”

Brody looked up, his face a complex mask of
frustration and fear. “What do you want me to say?”

Larry shrugged and sat down again. He pushed
the door closed with his foot. “Brody, you need help, and I can’t
help you.”

“You don’t have to,” Brody said simply. “I
don’t expect it.”

“You are dense you know? Why do you think I
do this? You think I like following you around like a wet nurse?
Has it occurred to you that I might think of you as my friend?”
Larry waited for Brody to answer, but he didn’t. “Aren’t you going
to answer me?” He got up again. “OK, I’m leaving. Do you want to
call for a replacement or shall I?”

“Larry,” This time Larry did not turn around.
He opened the door and stepped out into the hall, his back to the
room, waiting for Brody to speak. “I don’t want you to quit.”

Larry turned to face Brody again, chuckling
bitterly. “Are you afraid no one else will take your bull shit?
You’re probably right. But that’s your problem.”

“No,” Brody shook his head wearily. “I would
miss you.”

“Don’t try to soft soap me,” Larry scowled.
“I mean it, Brody.”

“I would miss you because you are my friend
and I don’t want you to leave.”

“So?”

“So I promise to try. I’ll stop being an
asshole—if I can.”

“What does that mean?”

“It means I’m going to try to get clean
again. I’ll go back to AA.”

Larry had heard the promise before, but this
time it sounded different. Brody was desperate, and while
desperation did not ensure commitment, Larry knew his friend was
tapped out. Try as he might, he could not walk out right now.
“Don’t use the charm of the leprechaun on me, Brody. It won’t work.
If you don’t mean this, it isn’t going to work.”

“I won’t say it will work because I don’t
know. All I can say is that I’ll try. Is that enough?”

“Yes,” Larry said. “That’s enough for
now.”

Brody looked at him for a long moment. “Thank
you.” He got up and started toward the bedroom.

“Are you going to be alright?”

“I’m fine,” Brody said. Larry was not
convinced. “Go get some sleep. I don’t need a roommate.” He
disappeared into the bedroom and closed the door.

Larry hesitated on the threshold, and then
slipped back through the door, locking it behind him. He sat on the
sofa, turned off the table lamp and leaned back into the cushions
to close his eyes. At 4:15, Larry looked in on Brody and found him
sleeping in his clothes, his knees pulled up to his chest in a
fetal position.

When the sky turned pink with the first hint
of dawn, Larry let himself out of the apartment and walked down the
stairs to the street. He stood on the sidewalk for a moment, and
closed his eyes to take in the fresh, cool air. Then he went
home.

By the time Reese got back to his room, it
was already late. He glanced at the bed longingly, and then fell
into the desk chair to crack open the book. Exams loomed large and
Reese had no time for sleep. He was disciplined and serious and he
knew exactly what he wanted in life. Reese was a good kid; tall,
handsome and popular with his teammates. He chose to go away to
school to get a taste of independence, because the one thing he
never conquered was dependence on his family. The youngest of four
kids, Reese was home schooled until high school and found
socialization difficult. Outwardly, he was confident and
personable. Yet he found it hard to talk to girls, and to ask
questions of his professors. He was holding steady, but every day
was a challenge. He looked forward to the Thanksgiving holiday when
he could go home to see his family. Penn State was not home, but
Reese would do his best to make it so.

Under the best of circumstances, Estelle
slept fitfully. It had not always been so, but sleep came slowly
since her husband John died. She rarely slept more than four hours.
In the evening, she buttoned up the little house on Elm Street in
Pontiac, checked the windows and turned the locks just to be sure.
She undressed in a darkened bedroom, and slipped her nightgown over
her head. On Friday night, Estelle took one-half of a sleeping
pill. She hated taking drugs and only took the pills when she had
not slept for several nights. She awoke on Saturday morning about
4:00 a.m., startled by the sounds of a train, fading into her
dream. She could still see the face of the Station Master, smiling
as he helped her onto the train platform. Estelle snapped on the
bedside lamp and tried reading a magazine, but the images would not
fade. Then her right hip started to ache and she knew she was done
with sleep. She reached for her robe, bundled against the chill
fall morning, and shuffled into the kitchen to make a cup of tea.
She sat at the dining room table, watching one of the 24-hour news
channels with the sound off. Still, the dream would not leave her.
The Station Master’s eyes were kind and welcoming and she paid him
gladly, unsure of her destination, but knowing she should go on.
The seats on the train were made of leather, torn and cracked with
age. The sun was blindingly bright. She reached up to grasp the
curtain pull, watching the fabric fall in front of her, and then
turned toward the interior of the car. She was the only person
onboard. Time was short and there was much to be done, though she
couldn’t say what needed doing.


Estelle sat at the dining room table, waiting
for the dream to fade. As the sun rose timidly above the horizon,
she could still hear the steady “thunk thunk” of the wheels on the
tracks, and feel the train swaying sleepily beneath her feet. She
smiled, sipped her tea and listened.
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