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Prologue:

 


Donner Pass...

Ever since men laid rails
across the Sierras, the mountains fought them tooth and nail,
giving no quarter in a relentless struggle between man and nature.
Nature's weapon of choice is snow, or as men came to call it, the
Big Snow: blizzards marching in one after another from the Pacific
creating white-out conditions which can go on for days. Men fight
back with grit and determination, steam and steel, shovels and
bulldozers, snow plows and dynamite. Men suffer, equipment breaks
down, trains stall or are swept away by avalanches, but somehow
they always manage to keep the traffic moving.

This year would be the
worst yet. The Weather Service scientists in San Francisco crunched
their data, studied their computer models, and made dire
predictions. Nature-lovers noted how the birds flew south early
that autumn, and the animals had thicker fur than usual. Old-timers
studied the dirty gray skies, and shook their heads, and muttered
to themselves. This was going to be a bad one.

The storms came early that autumn, driven by a disastrous
shift in the jet stream and a catastrophic rise in ocean
temperatures. The world was heating up, to hear it told,
overturning the traditional patterns and creating more bad weather
than ever. The old snow record—884 inches—fell by early November as
the mountains were relentlessly pounded, and the Weather Service
made dire warnings of more than that—far more.

900 inches...

The crews read the bulletins and shook their heads in
disbelief, wondering if this was the year nature would win the ancient battle.
The Big Snow kept coming: wave after wave of storms, often blending
into each other so the blizzards went on non-stop. The battle went
on non-stop as well, men working until they dropped from
exhaustion. More men—road crews, clerks, shop personnel—were pulled
in and the battle continued, pushing mortal men as hard as human
flesh could endure. They barely managed to keep ahead for all their
efforts, and sometimes even that wasn't enough.

1000 inches...

The National Guard was called in, but this was something
they never prepared for. They were needed down in the lowlands to
deal with the disastrous flooding anyway, so good intentions were
about all they could offer. The railroad struggled on. The men
developed a grim, weary determination to beat this muther if mere human flesh could do
it. As time went on that seemed more and more doubtful.

1100 inches...

Trains had to feel their
way by GPS reckoning and radio dispatching, since they often ran in
white-out conditions. The signals were erratic at best, anyway, and
no one trusted them. Traffic slowed to a crawl as the trains groped
blindly across the Sierras and the snow crews struggled against
hopeless odds.

1200 inches...

Lineside buildings collapsed. Turnouts froze. Trains
stalled more frequently. They ran out of helper engines, and had to
bring power up from Southern California, who could ill-afford the
loss. The new year arrived in a blinding blizzard. The exhausted,
frozen crews hardly noticed, but went on because they simply didn't
know what else to do.

Down in San Francisco, the
Weather Service scientists crunched their data and studied their
computer models, and were grimly silent.

And the Big Snow kept
coming...

 


*****
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January One, Midnight:

 


Milepost 142, Colfax,
California:

 


The insistent buzzing of
the alarm clock failed to penetrate Dan McGuire's exhausted slumber
until the guy on the next bunk got tired of the racket, and threw a
pillow at him. "Hey! Rise and shine, sleepy-head!"

"Awright, awright." He
groaned to a sitting position on the edge of the bunk and tried to
collect his wits, leaving the alarm running for the moment as petty
revenge. Midnight: a new year, a new day at the same old grind.
Right then he couldn't care less. He had a grand total of five
hours exhausted slumber, and felt like he could use another fifty.
He ached. It took an effort to focus his eyes and his thoughts, his
arms were shaky, and he felt weak. He wondered vaguely if standing
up was a good idea. He needed to hit the john.

He thought briefly about
laying down again and telling the world to go to hell, but he knew
better. The world out there was in crisis, blizzards sweeping
across the nation, and everyone had to pitch in to the desperate,
endless struggle to keep the railroad open. Guys like him got the
bare minimum of legally required down time, some of which went to
eating and other necessities, not to mention waiting around on your
own time for a reliever to arrive. Exhaustion was all part of the
lifestyle, though never so much as these days.

Officially, legally, he was 'off the law' and could be sent
out again, but for the life of him, he couldn't see why he should
give a damn. Right then he was sick of railroading, hated Donner Pass, and was fed up to
here
with the Union
Pacific railroad. He was weary of the erratic hours, the lack of
sleep, of eating too many hash house meals and sleeping in too many
railroad dorms. Right then it was all just too much. But this was
what he did for a living: twenty-five years as an engineman. At
fifty-one, with a pension only nine years away, it was too late to
think about another line of work. No, like it or not, he was stuck
with the job, and as much as he hated it, he could see why they
drove the crews so hard.

It was a mess out there—a National Disaster, the TV news
called it. There was more Goddamned snow than you could
dream
of, and it
must
be cleared—somehow.
Donner Pass bore an evil reputation going back over a century, and
it was well deserved. Winters in the Sierras were always bad, but
these last few years set new records for misery. He didn't
understand all this talk about climate change, and for the life of
him he couldn't figure why 'global warming' could produce so
many
blizzards, but that
wasn't his problem. Getting through the next twelve hours
was.

Besides, his wife left him
long enough ago that it didn't hurt any more. The railroad was
'family' now, and he needed to do his part in a family crisis. He
was resigned to the long hours, anyway.

His bladder was demanding
attention, which the chill in the dorm didn't help. He shut off the
travel alarm, tucked it in his kit with a weary sigh, and headed
for the restroom.

§

Milepost 171, Emigrant
Gap:

 


Fred Roth paused for a moment to rest and scan the scene
around him, and wondered vaguely if they were ever going to get a break from this
weather. His arms ached from the relentless effort digging packed
snow out of the turnout points. Was it his imagination, or was the
snow worse? He studied the white cascade in the glare of the
hi-rail truck's headlights, the only way he could tell. Yeah, it
was worse. Between the dark and the snow he couldn't make out the
other three men on his crew who were (hopefully) just yards away.
Their truck stood at the head of the crossover shining its high
beams south down the line to help keep his people from getting
lost. There was very real danger out here where there was nothing
for miles but the railroad itself. Hypothermia is tricky,
especially as tired as they all were, and he kept after his men to
be sure they were safe.

Maintenance of Way is a thankless job at the best of times,
and this year was the worst ever. It wasn't natural; couldn't be. There were all
those fires last summer, when men dropped like flies from heat
stroke. After the drought came the autumn rains with the floods and
mudslides as the torrents came roaring down the denuded hillsides.
And now snow. Endless snow. No one was under any delusions about
what it meant to work Donner Pass, but each succeeding year lately
was worse than the last.

He looked up, watching the snow as it glittered in the
headlights. It was definitely getting worse, which meant they'd be
even harder pressed to keep these turnouts cleared. It was a
hopeless task, pretty much a fool's errand, but if the working
parts got jammed with snow and ice, the line would be paralyzed.
Worse, a jammed turnout could cause a huge pileup and then
they'd really have a miserable time.

It used to be the blizzards would blow over and they'd have
several days to dig out before the next one came. That was back in
'the good old days'. This year the storms were all but endless, white-out
conditions which went on for weeks at a time. Even the UP's Donner
Crossing, famed for their snow removal expertise, was overwhelmed.
How they would cope was beyond him.

He strained to check his
watch in the faint glow of the truck's headlights. Another hour:
time to call his people in for a few minutes to warm up and have
some hot coffee. He headed wearily for the truck, dragging his
shovel behind him.

§

Milepost 142, Colfax,
California:

 


It was too nippy in the
dorm for a shower, not that Dan cared any more, so he headed for
beans, the one thing which mattered right then. At the entrance to
the dorm there was a sign-in desk with a telephone and a portable
TV tuned to the Weather Channel. A couple other crew types were
watching the latest word silently.


"The President extended
the state of Disaster to include most of the Central Valley, with
extensive flooding in Sacramento and Stockton. Airline travel into
San Francisco remains disrupted by the storm conditions, with
thousands of holiday season travelers stranded. With the highway
over Donner Pass blocked, and rail travel being severely impacted
by the blizzards, the Red Cross anticipates it may be weeks before
travel can be resumed."

 


"Shit, tell us
somethin' we don't know." Dan turned to find Murphy standing
behind him, watching the TV over his shoulder.

"So what's the
word?"

Murphy scowled. "Twelve-hunnert-twenty-eight
mutherfuckin' inches at Summit." He was the crew caller, third
trick, for the Maintenance of Way forces here in Colfax, and a
thankless task it was to drag exhausted men out of warm beds and
send them up the Hill in this weather. The other idlers drifted
away or tried to look inconspicuous as Murphy focussed on him. "And
this storm ain't done yet, an' we got another one due."

Dan sighed, but said
nothing. Those who fought to keep Donner Pass open didn't need
explanations. Those who weren't there wouldn't understand. Murphy
examined his clipboard. "You're good, ain'tja?"

Dan nodded silently. He
knew what was coming. 'Good' meant he was 'off the law' with the
crew rest requirements, and able to go out again. 'Good' didn't
mean he was actually fit to take a train over the pass.

"Grab some chow. You're booked on SPMW 207. They're down in the service yard
refueling, so you got about thirty minutes."

Dan nodded again, too
weary to argue the matter. Another snow extra; like he should be
surprised. Twelve hours shoving a rotary snow plow back and forth
over the Hill with everyone from the Conductor to the VP Operations
griping about their slow pace. And it was number 207 no less; the
oldest rotary still in service. The Southern Pacific was absorbed
into the Union Pacific years ago, but the SP men insisted on
maintaining 'tradition': all former SP equipment still ran as
'Southern Pacific Maintenance of Way', as did most of the
old-timers. Dan was an SP man himself.

At least he could avoid
the worst cold in the steam-heated cab, not like his last trick on
one of the flangers. It wouldn't do any good to complain anyway. As
far as the railroad was concerned he was a lost soul, condemned to
a frozen eternity on the Hill. Once Maintenance of Way got their
clutches on a man, they never let go.

Murphy consulted his
clipboard again, then pointed at a notice on the bulletin board.
"And the FRA just issued a special ruling. 'Cause of the emergency
here, they relaxed the Hours Of Service law. You'll still do your
twelve, but if sumpthin' comes up, you can go to sixteen. You'll
get time-and-a-half for it."

Dan stared at the notice
printed on crisp Department Of Transportation stationery without
really seeing it. Sixteen hour days: things must have really gone
to smash. This weather... It wasn't natural. Twelve hundred and
twenty-eight inches of snow, and it was still snowing.
Unbelievable. The worst of it was they couldn't close Donner Pass
and wait for spring. As much freight as could be was being rerouted
south, but the routes south had their own snow problems. Donner
Pass was too critical to give up on, even if they only got a
trickle of traffic over the Hill.

He heard from an old friend the other day, someone he
crewed with several times the last few years, who was on a regular
run south down the Coast Line into Los Angeles. Those brown hills
would be rich green by now, with warm golden sunshine and a mild
breeze coming in off the Pacific. Instead he was stuck here, on
snow duty, on the mutherfuckin' Hill. He thought briefly about pleading with
Murphy to send him back to the general pool, but it would be
useless. Keeping the Hill open was the most urgent mission on the
road, so crews who got roped in were stuck here for the winter, if
it ever ended. In any case Murphy was a hulking brute, and his
none-too-steady temper was badly frayed by the strain they were all
under. No sense in pushing his luck.

§

Milepost 206, Truckee,
California:

 


"So hows it look?" Jeff
O'Brian asked Reggie Greenbaum when he returned from the
Stationmaster's office.

Greenbaum ignored him long
enough to force the door shut against the stiff wind, then pulled
his gloves off and rubbed his hands together. Even if the distance
from the Truckee station to the 'City Of San Francisco' wasn't
much, conditions were horrid. It was pitch dark out there, with a
raw wind from the west, but at least it wasn't snowing for the
moment. He gave his brakeman a weary glare. "Oy, such a mess! I
wish I was back on the 'Palmetto'. I could use some Florida
sunshine!"

"You and me both!" In fact
the two of them, along with several cars from the Florida train,
were hijacked to beef up the 'City' for the holiday
crisis.

"What about groceries? The
cattle are getting restless." They were so far behind when they
reached Reno that George Reinsbach, the regular conductor in the
forward double-decker section decided not to wait for provisions.
It wouldn't have mattered if they could have sailed over the Hill
to Emeryville. No such luck: as bad as things were on the High
Plains, it was nothing compared to the chaos here in the shadow of
the Sierras.

It'd been like this the whole trip. Chicago was a
nightmare; only to be expected with the lake effect snow and
bone-chilling cold. But that was merely the beginning of their
ordeal. All across the northern plains they'd faced bottlenecks and
delays from blizzards coming down from Canada. The whole country
was struggling in this unnatural winter, and the railroads were not
the only ones to suffer. Airline travel was severely curtailed, and
the highways were a dreadful mess, all of which forced holiday
season travelers onto Amtrak's already overworked trains. They
tried: Amtrak tried their damnedest to uphold the old tradition
that the trains would always get through. And they
did
keep running,
somehow, but it was a constant battle as trains ran late and
suffered breakdowns, logistics were fouled up and crews were
overworked.

Greenbaum rubbed his
weary, aching eyes. "George told 'em we're out of everything. They
said they'd hustle up as much as they can." George Reinsbach, their
regular conductor, had come to regret passing on provisions at
Reno, and present efforts to make amends were hampered by the
ongoing storms. They were down to serving canned stew over rice,
and even that was all but gone. "I don't know how long this'll
take, but don't make any dinner plans." He kept a supply of instant
coffee in his kit—he'd learned some important truths on this
run—but even he was running low.

"Shit. We'll be stuck here
for hours, likely."

The 'City' was already a
day late due to the weather when they got to Reno, which didn't
bode well for Amtrak's newest reborn streamliner. Even aside from
this holiday crisis, the demand for rail travel had skyrocketed in
recent years. Amtrak managed (somehow) to pull enough cars out of
repair shops and dead lines to field lean consists for a
three-times-a-week west coast service. Those had been supplemented
in turn by cars pulled off eastern trains during this
'transportation emergency' to handle holiday season crowds stranded
by the weather. It was a far cry from the 'City' of old, but it was
the best they could do.

Greenbaum sighed. "Hell,
at this rate the 'Zephyr' will overtake us."

O'Brian replied with a
woeful snort. "They're probably as bad off as we are."

"Not my circus. Not my
monkeys." Greenbaum pulled his gloves on and tugged his Conductor's
cap firmly down on his head. "I got to see how things are forward."
These 'eastern' single-deck cars were mismatched against the
'western' double-deckers. There was no direct connection between
the two sections, so he had to trudge up the length of the platform
to check in with the other half.

"Yeah. Watch out for polar
bears."

§

Milepost 142, Colfax,
California:

 


'Beans'—there was no way
to tell which meal this was supposed to be, not that it
mattered—was scrambled eggs, sausage and potato hash, sliced bread,
and all the stale coffee you could chug down. At that they were
lucky: the railroad set up this ad-hoc kitchen to run round the
clock supporting the road crews and work gangs going out into that
frozen hell. The staff were mostly volunteers, many of them family
members stepping up to help their men out on the line, and they
focussed on churning out solid fare in quantity rather than getting
clever. Most of their customers, like Dan, were too tired to worry
about what they ate anyway, as long as it was hot and filling and
plenty of it.

Dan took one of the metal
cafeteria trays and filled it with whatever was in front of him
without really noticing what it was. He knew from experience hot
chow would be a rare luxury out there on the Hill, and a full belly
could make the difference in a long, wearing day. If it was
anything other than horse shit, he'd eat it. Horse shit he could
get anywhere around here.

 


'Cause of the emergency
here, they relaxed the Hours Of Service law. You'll still do your
twelve, but if sumpthin' comes up, you can go to
sixteen.'

 


Murphy's warning came back
to him as he contemplated the future with no pleasure. He knew,
sure as shootin', he'd wind up doing sixteen, maybe more. These
storms weren't about to let up, and neither would the Union
Pacific, so they pulled some strings in Washington which made him
dance. But there was nothing he could do about it, so he grabbed a
mug of hot cocoa and headed for the trestle tables.

"Hey, Dan." He'd hardly
settled in when his distracted haze was interrupted by a familiar
voice.

He looked up to see Davy
Burns, another of the SP's lost souls headed his way. "Hey," he
grunted, not that he was thrilled by the interruption.

Burns settled on the table
next to him. "I hear-tell you're on the 207."

"Yeah."

"I'm afraid you're in for
a long night. We were told we'll be 'off the law' for the
foreseeable future. Sixteen hour days! Can you believe
it?"

Dan sighed. He didn't much
care for Burns and really didn't want to be having this
conversation. Still, anything he could get on conditions on the
Hill would be all to the good. "Yeah, I can, with how things are
out there. How you guys managing?"

Burns looked vexed and
weary. "Not so hot. It's getting so deep our flanger can't handle
it any more. They had us work west toward Roseville, and we were
pushing our limits. I hear spreader 4034 will be back from th' shop
soon and they're gonna send it up the Hill. I pity the poor bast'ds
they stick on that job!"

Dan paused his fork full
of hash. "Why am I not surprised? How do they expect us t' make do
in these conditions?"

"Lord knows. I sure don't. How we'll manage is beyond me
with this freakin' weather. Global warming? Yeah, right! Somethin's goin' on
here they don't want us t' know! I tell ya, this ain't
natural!"

"Neither is hauling ten
thousand tons of freight at sixty per." Dan shut Burns down fast
before he got off into one of his conspiracy rants. "So why you
here if things are so bad out there?"

Burns gave him a hurt
look. "I came in t' fill up on coffee." He hefted one of the large
stainless steel crew thermoses. "Damned crew goes through it like
nobody's business, and none of them bothered t' bring any." He
stood up and gave Dan a sympathetic grimace. "Gotta get back. Eight
more hours of this shit! Hope it goes smooth out there."

He moved on, and Dan went
back to stuffing his face mechanically, not even noticing the taste
of what he ate as he pondered his shift ahead.

 


'Cause of the emergency
here, they relaxed the Hours Of Service law. You'll still do your
twelve, but if sumpthin' comes up, you can go to
sixteen.'

 


Yeah, things would go real smooth between the weather and equipment
breakdowns. He dismissed it because if he worried about it it'd
give him a headache. He glanced at the clock: time was running out,
fast. He needed to get moving.

On his way out he stopped
at a table with a couple coffee urns and a pile of individually
wrapped sandwiches, there for the crews to take along. After
filling his thermos, be examined one of the sandwiches: ham and
cheese. He grabbed one of the paper grocery sacks, filled it with a
dozen sandwiches, added several bags of chips and some pudding
cups. At least he'd eat adequately out there, even if it wasn't
hot.

§

Milepost 171, Emigrant
Gap:

 


Fred stopped once again to
ease his aching back, his shovel drooping in the pile he'd already
dug. This was hopeless. He pondered his remaining strength, and
realized he was trembling. The wind picked up again, tormenting
him. Hypothermia is treacherous, and with how they all labored like
mules he couldn't be too careful. He was hungry too, which didn't
help.

He stopped to collect his
wits and size up the situation. This seven mile stretch was one of
the worst spots on the Donner Subdivision, so much so that they had
their own Maintenance of Way base station, which also served as a
spot where trains waited their turn to enter 'The Gap'. A short way
east of there the line narrowed to a single track where it passed
under Highway 80, using the underpass as a snow shed. 'The Gap' ran
through a winding gully so narrow only a single track could fit,
and only by twisting back and forth like a snake. Toss in some
major storms, and winters became an ongoing nightmare. In a year
like this, with these impossible snowfalls, the situation was
hopeless. The spreaders were useless here, and even the rotaries
did good to throw the snow far enough to clear the right of
way.

All this made 'The Gap'
one of the worst snow challenges on the western slopes, and a
permanent Maintenance of Way crew was stationed here in the
winters. It was his damned luck he and his seven men were condemned
to this paradise.

But they were completely outclassed, and needed to budget
their limited resources of time and strength to what
had
to be done. Right
now they were focussing on the multiple turnouts serving the three
track passing zone which ended here. His people were in two hi-rail
crew cab trucks at different points on the passing zone to their
immediate west trying to keep the turnouts clear of snow and ice.
It was all they could do in these conditions.

The radio in his truck
crackled to life, the tinny transmission coming faintly to him. He
listened, trying to catch the faint signal. It came again; they
were definitely calling him. He set aside his shovel and climbed
into the cab. Any excuse to get warm.

"Maintenance of Way at Milepost 171 to UP
dispatcher,
over?"

 


"Roseville dispatcher to Maintenance of Way at Milepost 171, be
advised SPMW 207 is due your location in about three hours.
Over?"

 


"Copy. We'll be ready for
them."

Great: a rotary, just what
they needed to deal with this mess. Even with the two freights
which passed here in the last few hours, snow levels were climbing
fast. He and his men couldn't begin to fight the accumulation, but
a rotary could. And that new development—a localized dispatcher in
Roseville—said things would soon get worse.

He changed frequencies and
picked up his radio mic again. "Ernesto? Did you copy that last
from dispatch?"

 


"Si, Jefe. We need a
rotary sumpthin' awful!"

 


Fred was not pleased with
how quickly he responded. His people tended to goof off in the
hi-rails unless he rode herd on them, Ernesto in particular. "How
are the turnouts at your end?"

 


"They're good,
Jefe."

 


Sure they were. "Will I
like what I see when I come down there?"

 


"¡Si, Jefe! We're doing
fine here."

 


He knew better, but was too cold and too tired to care.
Just to be sure, he decided not to mention his plan to head up to
Yuba Gap. "Alright, keep at them for the next hour and a half, then
shift up here and take care of the turnouts at this end. And make
sure they're clear! You don't want to explain derailing the rotary to the home
office. I'll be down later to take a look-see. Over?"

 


"Si, Jefe." Resentfully.

 


Not one of his best hands,
Ernesto, a bad example who tended to take over whenever Fred wasn't
around. Hopefully that threat would keep him on his toes. Fred hung
the radio mic on its hook and honked the truck's horn to call his
three in.

"What's the word, Boss?"
Elwood, the only black on his crew, asked when they piled
in.

"There's a rotary coming
in three hours. I'll leave Ernesto here, and we'll position at shed
10 to cover the far end of The Gap."

"What about the
spreader?"

Fred racked his memory,
trying to piece together where UP's thin assets were. "4032 went
east to help that last freight through to Truckee. 4034 is still in
the shop, last I heard. We won't likely see a spreader for a while,
but they're sending us the 207, which is even better."

Spreaders can only do so
much, and the UP only had four on the Hill. With these endless
blizzards the snow was coming down faster than the spreaders could
keep up. Worse, since Truckee also dealt with the grade east to
Reno, they were forever borrowing one of theirs. The Gap was the
worst spot on the division, where the spreaders were pretty much
useless anyway.

"Hey Boss, we out-a
coffee." One of the hands hefted the large crew thermos and shook
it for emphasis.

Fred was reminded that he
was starving, and a hot coffee would be a Godsend right then.
"Okay, we'll stop by the shack for a refill and sandwiches before
we head east."

§

Milepost 142, Colfax,
California:

 


It was still snowing when
Dan left the crew shack and headed out to his assignment. He could
remember when it rarely snowed this far down the Hill, and when it
did, Colfax rarely got much. But that was back in 'the good old
days', which made him feel positively ancient. The present storm
already dumped something like two feet of snow here in Colfax,
which didn't bode well for up the line. A Bobcat was dancing back
and forth to clear the accumulated snow swept aside by the flanger
assigned to the yard, and faint lights in the distance marked where
weary men with shovels and wire brooms were clearing the
turnouts.

The wind buffeted him,
sending icy knives through his heavy parka. Wind was one of the
ugly realities of winter here, and you couldn't wear enough clothes
to keep warm. He sighed in resignation and headed for the yard. The
easiest way to get anywhere in this mess was to walk on the tracks,
so he headed down to the wye while keeping a wary eye out for
moving trains. A couple men had been hurt this season
already.

SPMW 207 sat on a stub track when he arrived, just as a tanker
truck from a local fuel distributor pulled away. Rotary 207 was an
old familiar sight, not that Dan was thrilled. This beast was built
way back in 1929, fer Crissakes. At least they replaced her steam
boiler with electric power years ago. Behind the plow was its
'snail', an ancient diesel 'B' unit used to provide power for the
rotary's enormous scoop. Behind them in turn were an ancient
heavyweight sleeper for a crew dorm, one of the old World War 2
troop kitchen cars, a box car for supplies and a fuel tanker,
followed by two elderly GP 38 diesels and finally another rotary
and snail facing the other way. The sight of those camp cars was
not comforting, nor was he pleased to have those two dinosaurs as
their only road power, but the snow crews long since learned to
take what they could get.

Marcus Chang, their
conductor, was talking to a group of men in bulky work gear when he
arrived. "Glad you could join us," he greeted Dan, shortly. "Word
is these storms are getting worse, if you can believe it, and it's
getting too bad for the flangers to handle. There's still no word
on either of our spreaders, so we're it for keeping the line
open."

Snow removal normally started after the storms had passed, except these storms
didn't 'pass'. Snow equipment and methods meant for kinder, gentler
winters couldn't keep up.

"They're sending us up to
Norden for a little camping adventure. We drew supplies for a
week." He gestured at the box car, which brought on a round of
weary cursing. "We'll be in charge from Fulda to Summit Tunnel.
Once rotary 211 gets out of the shop, they'll work Fulda to
Roseville, and we'll do the high country. Truckee'll handle
everything from Summit east."

"Any word on when we'll
get the 211 back?" Dan asked.

Marcus frowned. "No,
nothing. My guess is it'll be several days yet." Rotary SPMW 211
was in for repairs after trying in ingest a large rock, and its
partner, UPMW 18161, was benefiting by some much-needed minor work.
The four survivors were on their own. "All the snow crews will
stand watch-and-watch until further notice. Can't afford the down
time for fuel and supplies. I hear they'll send a supply train up
rather than us coming back."

This was not welcome news
either. Up to now, they could keep ahead of the snow accumulation,
but lately it was so bad the higher-ups must have decided to
further split up the work load and commit their last reserve of
heavy snow gear—as soon as it could be repaired. Their hard luck
was to draw the garden spot of the Hill, and if the road was
sending out supply trains, they could be stuck out there for the
rest of the winter.

"Okay, crew assignments.
We got Dan, here, and Jesus for primary crew, Margret and Willy for
relief crew."

She was short and stocky,
half-way decent looking, enough so for some of the guys to hit up
on her, although she made it clear she wasn't interested. A lot of
the older hands resented a woman intruding into their world,
although she'd shown she could handle train duties. Still, she was
awfully low on the seniority list, and her Number Two, Willy, was
still in training. The road must be scraping the bottom of the
barrel to send these two out by themselves, even on a plodding
rotary.

"And we got Joey, here, as
maintainer."

He and Dan exchanged
polite nods. Joey was in his fifties, thin, balding, with the
hang-dog expression of those seconded from the Roseville shops to
the snow extras to keep those ancient diesels turning if at all
possible.

"As for the rest, we got the usual camp crew and some gandy
dancers, and there's a signals truck at Emigrant Gap, so keep your
eyes open when we get there," He added with a stern look at Dan and
Margret. "Finally, I just got word dispatching for th' Hill has
been localized in Roseville; you all know what that means. We'll be operating on verbal
orders until further notice, with the poor visibility and the
signals still being screwed up. So remember to call out your
mileposts whenever you move. Alright, we're ready to head out as
soon as we get word from dispatch, so saddle up."

Margret and Willy overtook
him as he headed forward. "Any word on what it's like up the Hill?"
she asked.

He paused and considered
the two of them for a long moment, trying to marshal his thoughts
and wondering if they were up to this. "It's bad. Real bad. I never
seen th' like. My guess is we'll have t' dig the whole line, every
time we move."

"It can't be any worse
than being stuck on a flanger," Willy protested. "At least we'll
have the power we'll need."

Dan was on the flanger
Burns ran now, last trick, and knew better. Willy had a lot to
learn about life on the Hill; hopefully the lessons wouldn't be too
expensive. At least Margret had the sense to keep her mouth shut
and not make a fool of herself. "Yeah, well, we'll see how that
goes when the next several storms hit."

§

Milepost 206, Truckee,
California:

 


"We'll be dead on the law
in a couple more hours." The engineman of Amtrak 15 was adamant.
"Even if we're cleared now, there's no way we can make Colfax
before we outlaw, to say nothing of Sacramento. You'll need a new
crew before this train can go any further, and, dammit, we need
something t' eat!"

Reinsbach couldn't argue.
They were lucky to get this far in the last ten hours between the
weather, backed-up traffic, and extra movements by snow fighting
gear. What was worse, the railroad prioritized what little capacity
Donner Pass could deliver for eastbound freight—to clear the logjam
in Roseville, so he was told. Progress since leaving Reno was
glacial, and they finally wound down here in Truckee, thirty-five
miles from where they started.

In any case, both men were
frazzled and exhausted, and the law was clear. He wasn't thrilled
about trying the Hill unless the head end were on their toes
anyway. "Alright, I'll call it in, but who knows when, or if, a
relief will get here. As for beans, I'm afraid you're out of luck.
The diners are empty."

Both men greeted that with
weary curses. Just because they would officially be off duty didn't
mean they could leave the train. Someone had to remain with the
locomotives in case a problem arose. (It was not unheard-of for an
untended locomotive to be stolen, too.) That meant they were stuck
in the cab of their diesel until someone relieved them, and that
someone had to come from Sparks, Nevada, thirty-eight
ice-and-snow-bound miles away.

"Can't we at least see
what we can find locally?" one of them asked. "One of us can stay
on the units, and the other can bring something back."

"At this hour? What's
gonna be open now? In any case, d'you want to risk it out in this?"
The wind was raw, and it was starting to snow again.

The two Amtrak crewmen
pondered the weather silently for a moment. "I don't suppose we
could phone for pizza?" That earned them a stony glare from
Reinsbach, who was already in hot water for the diner foul-up. "I
guess not," one said at last. "Still, we need relievers, and we
need food."

"As if we don't have
enough problems," George grumbled after sending them back to their
units.

"Yeah, well, you were the
one who passed up reprovisioning in Reno," O'Brian
muttered.

"You need to get on the
horn to Reno before that load of groceries heads this way,"
Greenbaum added. "Have 'em bring a bunch of deli sandwiches with
the reliefs."

George gave him a
withering glare as he buttoned up his overcoat. "I should-a stayed
in freight service."

"We all should-a stayed in
bed," O'Brian sighed after he left for the station.

"Or in Florida, anyway,"
Greenbaum said.

§

Milepost 142, Colfax, California:

 


Dan read the fuel gauges, made sure the brakes were free of
ice, and checked the air and electrical connections between units
on his way forward. Methodical was the only way to survive out
here, and he'd learned some hard lessons over the years. At last,
satisfied for the moment, he climbed up into the cab of rotary 207.
Jesus Romano, a brakeman he knew well, greeted him in the doorway.
"Hola, man-o. Some weather, eh?"

"Yeah, somethin'," he
muttered. At least the cab of the rotary was warm, the radiators
fed by the steam generator in the rear of the unit hissing softly
in the background. They'd need every bit of heat they could get
once they reached the higher elevations.

"D'you believe it, amigo? My aunt Esmeralda, she told me they got snow in
San José Viejo! Snow that fuckin' far south! It ain't right. It's
gonna play hell with the tourists, man!"

"Well, I hope she's dressed warm," he mumbled as he studied
the electrical control panel. San José Viejo and Jesus' aunt could
fend for themselves; they had more than enough to deal with. The
engine readings looked normal, but you never could be sure of these old diesels,
not the way they were pushed these days. One thing he
sincerely
didn't want was to
have to crawl under a dead unit to drain the radiator. That would
be Joey's job, he decided. Might as well get some use out of those
shop pukes. The steady rumble of the big sixteen cylinder power
plants from somewhere aft was reassuring, even if it was an
illusion.

He settled in the ancient
engineman's seat, adjusted the height a bit, then dug up the GPS
unit. The railroad started installing GPS in the road units years
ago, but it only came to the Maintenance of Way in the last couple
years as conditions on the Hill became impossible. These hand-held
sets weren't as reliable as the installed units, but they were
better than nothing. Trains were moving at a crawl, relying on GPS
and radios for traffic orders in a dangerous game of
blind-man's-bluff. He waited impatiently while the unit dithered
and argued with itself before finally settling down. The final fix
showed them in Colfax: which was promising. Without these units,
traffic on the Hill would be impossible.

Jesus interrupted to hand
him a bundle of train orders. He dug through them slowly, trying to
comprehend each in his bleary mind. It was all the usual: extreme
snow conditions; bad signals; the radio repeater at Emigrant Gap
was acting up with a signals crew on their way to deal with it;
effective white-out conditions; work crews scattered everywhere.
One update said the line from Emigrant Gap over Summit to below
Horseshoe Curve was all single track: no reason given for why, but
rumor held that Maintenance of Way at Truckee was dogging it. He
shook his head in despair: it used to be they could cope with the
snow pack east of Summit; the western slope was the traditional
trouble spot. But that was ordinary winters in ordinary times. He
dismissed it with a silent curse, and kept reading.

There were a half-dozen
snow trains scattered along the line, although he suspected the
flangers were about at their limit of usefulness. Sadly there were
just two rotary lashups, one on this side of the Hill, the other
based out of Truckee. Add in spreaders and flangers at Colfax and
Truckee, and any real train would have a hard time threading their
way over the Hill. Their own plodding Extra would add to the
clogged conditions, although without the rotaries the situation
would be hopeless.

The weather reports were
the worst: another storm due by mid day tomorrow, with at least
three more lining up out in the Pacific. The word from the home
office was the latest guesstimate called for a seasonal total of at
least 1600 inches—perhaps as much as 1800. He dismissed it with a
weary sigh. If it got that bad, there was nothing they could do
about it.

The radio crackled to
life, disrupting his chain of thought:

 


"Roseville Dispatcher to
SPMW 207?"

"SPMW 207."

"SPMW 207, you are cleared
to depart Colfax. Proceed via track two to Norden and hold for
instructions."

"SPMW 207, via track two
to Norden and hold. Did you copy that, Dan?"

 


Dan settled in the
engineer's seat and peered up the track. A red light down low,
faint in the snowy gloom, had changed to yellow. He grabbed the
radio mic with one hand and the train brake lever with the other.
"Ah, copy, Marcus."

"Low yellow, man-o," Jesus
muttered. Dan nodded to acknowledge his confirmation of the
trackside dwarf signal, and twisted the brake handle.

The air brakes hissed down the length of the Extra. The
last of the section hands climbed into the sleeper as everyone
settled in for the long slog up the Sierras. Dan opened his side
window enough to peer over his shoulder to check his consist,
quickly pulled the window shut again, and cranked the throttle up a
couple notches. The chant of the big EMD diesels quickened. The
rotary shuddered, stirred, and crawled slowly ahead. Jesus fired up
the huge rotor, and a stream of snow began flying off to one side.
Even this far down the snow pack could clog their scoop unless
disposed of, and they were all about snow removal.

The rigid trucks banging over the turnouts, sending shocks
through their seats as they crawled out onto the high iron. Up
ahead, the next signal bridge showed a red light for the adjacent
track and a yellow for them. That was all they'd likely get from
the dispatcher, since these rotaries weren't designed for speed. It
was fifty freakin' miles to Norden; uphill all the way, through the forest, in
a blizzard, at night. The old joke about the complaining old-timer
came back to him. He wasn't amused. He hated to think of what it
was like further up the line.

As they cleared the last turnout, Dan opened the throttle a
couple more notches, and the Snow Extra trundled along at a sedate
ten miles per hour, about all they were good for. He remembered to
reach up and turn on the rotating windscreen which kept his view
clear by tossing off any muck which landed on it. Shame he couldn't
grab a nap. This was going to take forever.

Another trick on the Hill
had begun.

 


*****

 


 Early Morning:

 


Milepost 206, Truckee,
California:

 


It was getting on toward dawn—what passed for dawn these
days—before a company crew van pulled onto the platform and stopped
next to the single-deck diner. Reggie rousted the dining car crew
out of their quarters, and they set to eagerly. The dining cars
were empty, so much so that the stewards were afraid the passengers
were about ready to eat them. Plus they were hungry too, so it wasn't long before the
galley fires were lit and the big coffee urns bubbling.

"God, this feels good!"
O'Brian sighed after his first chug of fresh brew. "Almost makes a
fellow feel human again."

"Almost," Reggie said,
sullenly. "A hot shower and twelve hours sleep, in Miami, would
help, too."

O'Brian answered that with
a theatrical sigh. "Oy, Reggie, such conniptions! Where did your
mother and I go wrong?" For a dyed-in-the-wool Mick, he had a knack
for that Brooklyn Jewish accent, which he used to keep his boss
grounded when it would help.

Reggie reacted with a
sheepish grin, but his retort was interrupted by the van driver.
"Hey, you the conductor? You gotta sign for all this stuff." He
shoved a clipboard with a thick wad of triplicate forms at
him.

"Took your own sweet time
getting here," Reggie groused as he signed the chit.

"Hey, mean night out
there, ya know?" In fact this load of groceries was hustled here
from Reno since Amtrak didn't service diners in Truckee. Aside from
the time needed to shake down the local grocery distributors,
highway 80 was a nightmare. The only reason the van was let
through, with a state police escort and a snow plow, was because of
their situation.

"Yeah, well, drive safe
going back." No sense in hassling the poor schmuck. Reggie handed
the clipboard back and turned to the chief steward here in the
single-deck section rather than face O'Brian, who too-obviously
said nothing. "How's it look, Otis?"

Otis pondered the pile of
bags and boxes his crew were still struggling to get stowed while
at the same time coping with three cars worth of hungry passengers.
"I'd say we got enough fo' a couple days, maybe a bit
more."

"It's likely to take that
long to reach Emeryville, what with this weather," O'Brian
grumbled.

"Yassah, might be so with all this-here snow. But don't you
worry none. Th' eatin' won't be luxurious, but we'll keep folks fed."

"Good work..." Reggie was
interrupted when his portable radio crackled to life:

 


"Amtrak train 15 to all
crew, we have a hold waiting for a freight coming down the pass.
After that we're clear to proceed."

 


Otis shook his head in
dismay, but said nothing.

"I swear, if it isn't one
thing, it's another," Reggie sighed. He looked askance at O'Brian.
"Helluva way to run a railroad, huh?"

"Oy!"

§

Milepost 149, Highway 80
Underpass:

 


"I tell you, man-o, I'm thinkin' I'm gettin' too old for
this." Jesus had to speak up to be heard over the steady whine of
the motors turning the huge rotor. "This is work for young men,
for hombres. Maybe I ought t' see about becomin' a clerk. At least they
got steady hours."

Right then Dan could
sympathize. "I hear you. Honestly, I think you'll miss it,
though."

Jesus was silent for a bit
as the rotary trundled along spewing snow. The night outside was a
swirling blindness reflecting their headlight back in their faces,
not that there was anything to see anyway. The wind buffeted them,
shaking the massive rotary. The sense of isolation drew them
together, lowered their barriers, helped them to voice their inner
fears, to reach out for the only source of comfort
available.

"Si, maybe so," Jesus said at last. "Maybe I take my retirement
in two more years, then no more trips up the Hill. What I do after,
I don' know." He was passed over for engineman training several
times in recent years, leaving him stranded as one of a dying breed
of brakemen, pretty much limited to yard work and locals. Despite
his doggedly sunny disposition, that failing got to him at
times.

"Hey, you're a good hombre, Jesus. I'm glad you're with us on this run."

Jesus didn't respond at first, but sat slumped in his seat
staring out the forward windows. "Gracias, amigo," he muttered after a bit.

Most new hires don't
realize that railroading is mostly endless boredom. They cruise
along as the consist more or less runs itself with nothing to do
but call out the signals. Occasions where throttle and brakes must
be used to maintain a steady pace are a welcome relief from the
boredom. All those hours glued to their seats watching the same
scenery and the same track passing for the umpteenth time gets to
the men after a while, and they naturally turn to each other for
some diversion.

You learn a lot about your
fellow railroaders on the long runs: their hobbies, family
problems, politics, likes and hates. You learn who the stand-up
guys are, and the slimeballs. You learn about the smart ones and
the slackers; who's easy to get along with and who's an asshole;
the steady ones and those who will panic in a pinch. You learn a
lot talking to the guy sitting across the cab, and talking is about
the only thing to do on the long runs.

"Middle yellow." Jesus
nodded at the next signal coming into view ahead.

"Middle
yellow."

The rotary ground along,
spewing a steady stream of snow to one side. As they entered a long
curve, Dan gazed across the cab through the far side window,
expecting to see Interstate 80 on their left. Usually they would be
greeted with a flowing river of headlights; now there was nothing.
The highway was closed and deserted. He got the eerie sensation
that the whole world had been abandoned, that they were alone out
here in the middle of nowhere, seven miles from Colfax.

"God, that's creepy," he
muttered.

"Si."
Jesus crossed himself nervously. They both could feel the utter
desolation around them. The icy wind found its way in through every
crack, chilling them to their souls, stifling any
conversation.

The underpass came up on
them by surprise, they were so distracted. In an instant the
ghostly highway vanished and the snow quit abruptly, leaving them
in a dark cavern lit by their powerful headlight. In moments they
emerged on the other side to be deluged by the storm once more. The
spectral highway was behind them, the headlight revealing nothing
but swirling white again.

The track curved to the
left as it clawed its way upward following the contour of the
mountain slopes. For a while there was nothing to see until the
track curved back to the right, and the highway slowly came into
view again. The sight dismayed them both, which the chill in the
cab made more visceral. Dan wanted to say something to break the
spell, but the words wouldn't come. They sat there enthralled by
the ghostly sight.

The track curved away left
once more, all but reversing course, leaving the highway behind,
breaking the spell. Both of them were left troubled and
alone.

"Middle yellow." Jesus
gestured at the next signal, faint and blurry in the snow
ahead.

"Middle
yellow."

§

Milepost 178, Yuba
Gap:

 


Fred Roth and his gang finally arrived at the far end of
The Gap, and he was thankful that trip was over. It was a scary ride through some
wild, uninhabited country where they couldn't see ten feet ahead of
them. The snow was deep enough to bog down their hi-rail truck more
than once, forcing them to turn out and dig themselves clear. There
were moments where it looked like they might never get unstuck,
with the nearest help miles away, but they made it—to the only
shelter for miles around, the concrete Snow Shed 10.

"Safe at last." Elwood
managed to stretch in his cramped passenger seat, then turned the
heater up to its highest notch. The blast of warm air helped curb
the all-pervading chill, but they could feel the icy presence
waiting out there patiently, like some unearthly
predator.

"Until we run out-a gas,"
one of the others grumbled as a blast of arctic wind shook their
truck.

Startled out of a half
doze, Fred glanced at the gas gauge: a bit less than half a tank;
enough for now. Still, he better keep an eye on it. "Alright, let's
do a quick check of the bridge and the shed." That earned a chorus
of groaning protests. "The sooner we get this done, the sooner we
come back in out of the cold, so lets hustle."

They turned to with no
small amount of grumbling, feeling their way along the track by
flashlights. A quick inspection showed the Butte Canyon bridge, at
the entrance to Shed 10, needed some work, but wasn't too bad. As
for Shed 10 itself, there was some ice buildup from snow blown in
by the wind, but it wasn't bad either. They could deal with it with
a minimum of time and energy. Having finished their inspection,
they crowded into their hi-rail truck to try to warm up.

"Th' rotary should get
here shortly," Fred told his crew. "And we got an Amtrak due later
this morning. We need to get off the line and wait until the rotary
clears. After that, we'll tackle the bridge."

Thankfully, that meant
simply switching onto track two, which needed a lot of work east of
there since the snow removal efforts were hard put to keep track
one open. That was a job for the rotary. There was some argument
over who would have to get out and work the turnout mechanism,
which Fred finally settled by pointing to one of the guys in back,
and they inched the hi-rail off the number one main deeper into the
shed to await events.

§

Milepost 206, Truckee,
California:

 


"You guys took your own
sweet time getting here," the Amtrak engineman complained when
Bobby Mayfield and Karl Olson climbed into the lead unit's
cab.

"Yeah, well, we stopped off at the casinos," Bobby told
him. "We won big: we're gonna buy Amtrak, and I'll
personally
appoint you traffic
manager here in Truckee."

His predecessor greeted
that with a snort of contempt. "Yeah, a fool and his money. What
about food for the diners?"

"T'hell with them! What
about food for us?" his partner griped.

"They loaded the van right
up to the roof. Made for a rough ride," Karl said as he handed over
a paper sack with some deli sandwiches. "The crew chief in Reno
said to give you these."

"Wonderful." The lead
engineman grabbed the sack. "We were hoping for a turkey dinner
with all the fixin's."

"Yeah, well, that's waiting for you back in Reno,
if
you can get
there."

"Figures," the lead man
griped. "We've been on the law two hours already."

"Thankfully we don't get
paid by the mile!" his partner complained. They signed onto this
same train at Reno, in fact, some fourteen hours ago, only to wind
down here due to track and traffic conditions. The two crewmen
grabbed their kits and pulled their coats tighter. "She's your
headache now. We're out-a here."

"Yeah, thank heaven for
small favors," the other said. "I wasn't lookin' forward to going
over the mountains in this weather!"

"Who would be?" Karl
grumbled.

§

Milepost 178, Yuba
Gap:

 


After about an hour while
Fred and his crew waited with perfect patience, the gloom to their
west was lit by the glow of an approaching headlight. Elwood nudged
Fred's shoulder, snapping him out of a light doze. "It's them,
boss."

"Huh?" Fred scanned the
white darkness, trying to pick out details. Something was moving in
the distance, shrouded in a halo of light. "Yeah." He grabbed the
radio mic. "Maintenance of Way at Shed 10 to rotary at Milepost
178, good to see you guys."

The approaching rotary
ground to a halt half way across the bridge, its huge rotating
scoop spinning fruitlessly, a vague motion in the snowy
dark.

 


"Ah, copy that,
Maintenance of Way. You guys out of our path?"

 


"We're in the clear. Come
on up. How's the line west of here?"

 


"It's in good shape,
now.  But at the rate it's coming down, it won't be good for
long, so if you want to head west, you better get a
move-on."

 


SPMW 207 rumbled past, the throbbing engines reverberating off
the roof of the snow shed in an impressive display of antique
power. It took a couple minutes for the sound to fade into the
distance.

"Okay, let's get the
bridge cleaned up," Fred said at last. "We got a passenger train
coming."

"How soon we gonna head back, Jefe?" Ramon asked. "You heard the man; th'
track ain't gonna be good for long."

Honestly, Fred was about fed up with all the whining by
then. "Keeping this track open is our job! We'll head back when the job is done,
not
before!"

§

Milepost 142, Colfax,
California:

 


"What you doin' in here,
Burns?" Murphy demanded when he caught Davy lolling at one of the
tables in the mess hall.

Burns reacted as if he'd
been stung, jumping to his feet. "I was just catching my breath,
Murphy. I came in t' get some more coffee for my crew." He held up
the battered crew thermos as proof of his innocence.

"Uh huh. Your crew drinks a heck of a lot-a coffee. It's a
wonder you don't all pee your brains out!" The look he gave Burns
would intimidate stronger men. "For your information, while you're in here goofing off,
you've been reassigned to spreader 4034, which just arrived. I'll
trouble you t' spend a little less time catching your breath
and a lot more time
on your rig!"

Burns was not thrilled by
this news, since it likely meant a trip up the Hill. "Hey, we'll be
outlawing in a few hours! The snow's coming down something awful.
You need a fresh crew! I'm not sure we can do much more the way
things are!"

"The way things are ain't
gonna change with you in here holding that chair down! You got
snow? Plow it!"

Burns knew when it was
time to cut and run. He grabbed the thermos and headed for the
door, pausing to grab a couple sandwiches off the table. Murphy
watched him go in ill-concealed contempt, then sagged once he was
gone. Sad to say, he knew all too well how conditions were out
there. Burns was right: the flangers were useless by now, and the
spreaders were working near to capacity. And according to the
weather report, this storm was far from over. As much as anyone on
the Hill hated to admit it, they may have met their match. A lot of
their equipment, none too adequate for these conditions, was either
overwhelmed or down for repairs. Worse, they were running out of
men, else he'd have written Burns up by now.

He glanced at his
clipboard with its all too short list of names, and headed for the
dorm, shaking his head in despair.

§

Milepost 206, Truckee,
California:

 


"So when are you going to get this train moving?! I was supposed to
be in Tokyo by now, but you people can't get anything right!" Of all the frustrations and misfortunes
conductor Greenbaum endured on this trip, Wilbur Harkness,
International Anointed High Muckety-Muck, was the most unbearable.
"It's not bad enough the airlines have cancelled all flights west
because of this weather, now you people can't deliver
either!"

Greenbaum tried to be
correct and polite with this blowhard over the last four days—dear
God, did he try!—but he was at the end of his rope. "I am not in
charge of the airlines," he said, curtly. "Or the weather, either.
Some things simply can't be helped."

Not that his protest made a difference. His Nibs kept up a
steady stream of complaints from the get-go in Chicago, griping
about everything from the size of his seat to the price of
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