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fiction

Roger regarded the city and the river that bled out of it from his 
vantage atop the bluff. Below him a scattering of brush and small 
trees dropped down sharply some fifty feet and then flattened out 
as it made its way to the river’s edge. Spring was erupting in this 
northwestern corner of the country and golden sun played across 
the water’s ripples as they made their way out to the mighty Pacific 
to lose themselves and merge and mingle with all the waters of 
the west. On the far shore, enormous white oil tanks sat stoically, 
oblivious to the river’s movement. The tanks glowed like burning 
phosphorus in the noontime sun, except for the flat, cool military 
chevrons in blue and red that made up the corporate logo, the 
familiar face of that particular buyer and seller of petroleum. Un-
known gears and chains and even tiny people moved and hummed 
about on the platforms at the base of the tanks, performing func-
tions and moving things from one place to another. Roger followed 
the progress of one of the little men. He was dressed in a bright 
orange jumpsuit like the kind in county jail and wore a white hard-
hat that made his head glow right along with the tanks themselves. 
The little man bent, seemed to wrench and pull on some dial or 
gauge of unimaginable purpose. Even from such a distance his 
movements betrayed his heat. The sun was high, the winter rains 
finally over, and all that light was reflecting off the white paint and 
the surface of the water.

With a grunt, Roger turned to look beyond the towering white 
cylinders. Barely visible in a fractured landscape of rusty metal and 
crumbling brick was the railroad track. A lonely unit rolled by with 
no train behind it, just power without a purpose, moving forlornly 
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like a death ferry, breathing its fire breath into the spring blue of 
the sky. Inch by inch and foot by foot it coughed its way under 
the distant bridge and disappeared. Roger followed the engine’s 
progress from its southern origin, where it appeared out of a row of 
tin-siding pole barns and cyclone fencing, on north toward the tall 
cathedral arches of the St. John’s Bridge. 

The bridge stood green and silent in the sky, its steel legs lapped 
by currents and eddies as it made its span across the Willamette. 
The tracks passed quietly underneath, hugging the earth, stretched 
out toward Seattle and points north. Those tracks belonged to 
BNSF, the amalgamation of two great railroads, the Burlington 
Northern and the Santa Fe. Once famed for its friendly complicity 
with hobos and other free travelers, the Burlington Northern had 
long since become a ball-buster and had now joined forces with the 
most ball-busting railroad on the continent, the Santa Fe. 

Roger remembered the time he had been riding alone outside 
of Yuma, AZ on a big 4-unit Santa Fe desert hotshot, back before 
the merger. He had taken off most of his clothes despite the cer-
tainty of sunburn and tied them all around to ladders and knobs 
across the open flatcar where they whipped in the wind like filthy 
flags. Only a pair of ripped plaid boxer shorts and a thick film of 
railroad grease protected him from the white agony of the desert 
sun. It was so hot that the very metal of the train shimmered with 
illusory quakes of movement like a hot frying pan. Roger and all 
his gear sat on double-thick cardboard to keep from cooking on 
the train’s surface. The water in his plastic jugs was hot enough to 
brew coffee in. It sustained life but brought no pleasure. Behind 
him in Yuma, the Colorado river ran two feet deep through the 
middle of town. Children waded to its center and lay down on 
the sandy bottom to escape. 

Just as Roger twisted a cigarette from his pouch of Top tobacco 
and finally succeeded in lighting up by pulling a greasy t-shirt 
over his head and bringing the limp cigarette and the lighter 
under the shielding cloth with him, he saw a new apparition. As 
he emerged from the confines of the t-shirt, puffing a cloud of 
smoke, a light green 4x4 truck appeared on the packed earth of 
the access road that ran alongside the tracks. The train was easily 
doing fifty and the truck was keeping up, jumping bumps in the 
road and smashing its shocks down into the two foot potholes that 
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were permanent features of the tiny sun-blasted and wind-burned 
roadway. The truck bumped and bounced, hovering just a few feet 
off, parallel to the train and almost spitting distance from where 
Roger sat flying in the wind. He dragged on his smoke and tried 
to make out the image printed on the door of the truck. It didn’t 
look like any railroad bull he had ever seen. The picture on the 
door looked black and official, but he couldn’t quite make it out 
in all the speed and flying sand. He gave up, lay back and sunned 
himself, smoking. In a few minutes, predictably, the air brakes gave 
an angry hiss and the ton upon ton of steel strained to stop the 
momentum of its own barreling progress. The train finally came to 
a stop in the open desert. There was a crunch of tires on gravel and 
then the truck stopped, too. 

As he smoked, Roger had his eyes closed against the stark reality 
of the sun. The butt was getting hot, coming closer to his fingers. 
He flicked it off the side of the train without opening his eyes. 

“You better watch that shit.” 
The voice was cool and cracked in all that heat. Roger peeled 

open his eyelids and slouched up into a sitting position. He began 
to unlash his clothes and as he did his eyes met the man attached to 
the voice. It was border patrol, wearing a green uniform with black 
trim and an embarrassingly large ten-gallon hat. 

The man gaped at Roger for a long moment, taking in the 
scene. Here was a most-naked hobo, smeared with filth and stink-
ing even in the open air, sitting right out in the sun on a flatcar in 
the middle of the desert. Roger put his clothes back on, gathered 
his pack and his water, and jumped down to face the law. 

“I am an American citizen, you know.”
“I don’t give two shits if you’re from Galveston or goddamn 

New York City. The SF boys help me catch Mexicans and I help 
them with their hobos.” 

Roger studied the deep brown features resting under the shel-
tering roof of the hat brim. The man’s eyes were almost black, the 
nose large and sloping. Beneath the nose unfurled an elaborately 
waxed moustache that rose and fell compulsively. 

“Been a lot of freight come missin’ around here of late. 
Wouldn’t know about 

that, would ya?”
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Roger opened his canvas pack and rooted around in it. “Nope. 
Nothin’ in here.” 

The moustache rose and fell violently. “You sassin’ me, boy?” 
“Nay, my good and corporal officer. Never would I stoop to 

such a debasement,
nor would I defame the character of one in a position such as 

yours.”
The moustache stood still. The border cop removed his hat and 

scratched his head, slapped the hat back into position. 
“You know trespassin’ is a crime,” he said. 
“Ah, but it is only the wind I seek on this flaming day, and not a 

tangible thing. 
Surely this behemoth of steel would stay its course of commerce 

with or without a single bedraggled and sun-plagued passenger 
such as I . . . And what for could I offer payment, but the diesel 
fuel that bears my puny weight?” 

Ignoring Roger’s speech he said, “I’m gonna cut you a break, 
Bo. Start walkin’.” 

With that the patrolman turned briskly on his heel and headed 
for the cool cab of his truck. Roger looked around at mile after 
mile of flat empty heat. He imagined the silence that would follow 
the exit of the train and the cop’s truck. 

All the song and Shakespearianism was gone from his voice 
when he said, “No way.” 

The border cop turned around, sweat dripping down his face. 
“What did you say?”

“Let me rephrase.” The lilting song returned. “Though I do not 
desire a seat among this county’s many incarcerated, nor a narrow 
thin mattress to replace the clean earth, nor a cool Salisbury steak 
in place of good beans, I must express that out here, alone, there 
could only be death.” 

Roger swept his arm in a wide arc to indicate the blazing wilder-
ness. The patrolman rushed forward, briskly pulled Roger’s hands 
behind his back and fastened the cuffs with a hollow clink. On the 
way to the station, Roger enjoyed the air conditioning and watched 
mile after suffocating mile of desert slip away behind them. 

That was the Santa Fe road for you. 
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A cool breeze blew up from the river and Roger scratched his jaw 
and looked up the now empty tracks, back to the mottled green 
arches of the St. John’s Bridge. The surface of the bridge was bare 
of cars and the cathedral arches that rose above it framed great 
windowpanes of blue sky and lazy cumulus cloud formations. He 
stared at these oversized windows in the sky, trying to think of a 
prayer. The bridge just seemed to pray to itself, pray to the steel 
and rivets of its body to hold out another day, another year, and 
hold that pretty form of theirs up above the rushing water of the 
river. Roger couldn’t bring to mind anything different. 

He rolled himself a smoke, gazing back south to the city of 
Portland, the city proper. The downtown spires twinkled on the far 
shore of the river, south past the Freemont Bridge, the Steel Bridge, 
and all the great bridges of Portland. From here the buildings 
looked completely innocent, like someone had just stood them up 
there next to the water out of sheer desire for beauty and entertain-
ment for anyone who might be standing on a lonely bluff north of 
town. Roger dragged and smiled. The pink glass of a particularly 
large tower stood out among the others. There was a restaurant 
up on the top floor, he knew, and somewhere up there lunching 
businessmen sat in front of martinis and looked at the surrounding 
world from great height. Higher even than his own little peak. 
Roger had never been up there, but he thought he might like to go 
someday, if only for the view. 

Crushing out his smoke, Roger readjusted his pack and 
descended into the tree line. The river and the railroad and the 
city stayed put as he sunk below them, and now there was nothing 
to see but dirt and bushes and broken glass. On occasion, a little 
camp appeared in the scrub: a few filthy Salvation Army blankets, 
the shattered remnants of a Styrofoam cooler, empty bottles. All 
of them were from last year, soiled and worn and washed halfway 
back into the earth. The summer migration had yet to begin, and 
most of the hearty outdoorsmen still lurked in the more southern 
climes. But as summer approached, he knew, these hills and valleys 
would fill up steadily with camps and people and sneaking around 
in the night. But down below was safety. He moved on. 

At the bottom of the hill lay another set of tracks, which Roger 
followed north. This was the Union Pacific road. A much more 
hospitable railroad. Roger recalled free water and directions given 
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to him by friendly brakemen and beautiful, easy rides out of the 
Brooklyn Yards south of town, freezing but dumbstruck by beauty 
passing through Mt. Shasta in California and on down into San 
Francisco and the brutal and confusing Oakland Yards. Big and 
strange, those yards, but the worst he ever got there was a half-ass 
friendly warning to get out. The UP was a good road. It stretched 
south to LA and east all the way to Chi. He had once made 
Chicago in 3 days flat out of Portland on a 5-unit hotshot that 
balled and rocked all the way across the country, stopping only to 
switch crews. Low priority trains had dropped off onto sidings left 
and right to let that big train go on through. He had rubbed his 
hands and eaten cans of beans and said thanks into the wind for 
the two gallons of water, big can of tobacco, and pint of whisky he 
had brought along. There were times he had to shit in a bag and 
throw it over the side, that train was so bent on its destination. A 
good run. 

The tracks led Roger into a wide open space, ancient asphalt 
with patches of gravel, everything glittering with heaps and 
scattered patterns of broken bottle glass in various colors. Orange 
warehouse buildings filled in the spaces on either side of the tracks 
in random formations and the river, now level with the ground, 
rippled and pulsed off to his left. Roger scanned the territory for 
movement and finding it empty emerged from the trees into the 
open. He made for a low trailer building, about the size of a boxcar 
in fact, huddled against the side of a larger building with a gaping 
maw of an open door and a cracked cement smoke stack that 
poked up into the sky. As he went he continually watched the other 
buildings and among the layers of graffiti he noted large black 
letters alongside a crudely spray-painted skull on the cinder block 
warehouse near the river’s edge: Pirate Town. 

The place was getting popular with the younger crowd. It wasn’t 
enough to name it; they had to make a sign and announce it to 
world. They would get the whole place busted someday. 

Back up on the bluff, further north, the tops of the brick 
edifices of the Christian College were just barely visible above an 
outline of pink blossoming trees. 

“Study hard,” he said to himself, and spat on the cement slab of 
his patio. 
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Arriving, he slipped a key from his pocket and into a beefy Abus 
lock on the door of the shack. It popped open with a well-oiled 
clink and he disappeared inside, closing the door behind him. 
Inside it was dim and cool. Roger slung his bag on a plywood plat-
form next to a foam pad and his duck down sleeping bag. He sat 
down next to it and glanced around. The wood stove rested in one 
corner, fashioned out of a rusty old fifty-gallon drum. That stove 
was cold and silent now, unnecessary in the warmth of the coming 
spring. But next winter, if the place was still around, it would give 
heat and light once again. 

There was never any shortage of something to burn at Pirate 
Town. If the piles of scrap wood ever gave out, he could just rip the 
boards right out of the slanting towers of the other buildings that 
were, to the best of his knowledge, still unoccupied. It was an easy 
set up, except for the long hump to and from downtown. Roger 
found himself making that long walk less and less as his supplies 
built up and he became more secure and satisfied with the place. 
Low shelves held glass jars full of beans and grain, sealed against the 
rats and the mice and the toxic dust that floated everywhere on the 
air. A pair of cinder blocks formed a platform for the old Coleman 
camping stove, and gallon jugs of water lay scattered about the rect-
angular room. The windows at each end of the place were barred, 
offering security but also the phantom intimation of a jail cell. The 
windows themselves were coated with dirt and dust so thick that it 
rendered them translucent. 

Home again. Roger lay back into the familiar smell of his 
own sweat and grease that clung to the fabric of the military issue 
sleeping bag. He could almost sleep, but it was the beginning of 
the sunny days that broke the black rains of the Northwest winter, 
and he wanted to go out and soak some of it up. Reaching under 
the bed platform, he came out with a jug of Carlo Rossi Chianti. 
California’s best. He screwed off the cap and tipped the jug expertly 
with his thumb hooked in the round knob of a handle and the 
weight of the jug resting along his forearm. He drank deeply, the 
cheap wine burning almost like whisky on its way down, landing 
in a satisfying smolder of heat in his belly. The angles of the gray 
room softened just a bit and he had another pull. Then the sun 



175

was calling. He capped the jug and locking the door behind him 
went swinging off through the empty marketplace of Pirate Town, 
population 1, toward the river and the sunny decks of The Barge. 

The Barge was just that, an old river vessel that had been 
moored and forgotten on this gritty shore, now half sunk in the 
river and accessible only by the narrow plank of an old 2x6 that 
spanned an eight foot gap between the edge of the shore and the 
deck. On either side of the rotting board, the shore dropped steeply 
down to the stagnant and trapped river water where hypos and 
condoms floated along with old plastic buoys and other unnamable 
muck. Making the crossing for the thousandth time, Roger imag-
ined what a plunge into that stinking pond would be like. Steady as 
she goes, boys.

As he stepped onto the rusty deck the white oil tanks came into 
view again and the river sped past leaking light all along its way. 
Roger made for the railing at the far end of the ship, and as he 
progressed three black blobs roused themselves and made greeting. 

“Howdy, Cap’n.” Jimmy looked up and smiled, waved a 
blackened hand in Roger’s general direction. 

“So, the young ones sit sunning aship while progress and gainful 
employment pass by even as the river flows.” 

Roger sat down next to Jimmy and passed him the jug before he 
could ask. The other two nodded a mute greeting and eyed the red 
jewel of the jug hungrily. 

“And what have we here, but the fair maiden, Rosie, and the 
child, Bobby.” 

Bobby grimaced at the reference to his tender age, but said 
nothing. Rosie smiled at him, and her pretty freckled nose crinkled 
up in a way that twisted something painful in Roger’s chest.

“Howdy, ‘ol man,” she tittered in a southern accent that was less 
due to her Georgian origins than for sport. 

Roger looked into her blue eyes for a moment and then 
followed the flight of a gull, up from the pilings sticking out of the 
river like rotten teeth, up into the air and then back down to smack 
into the river’s surface, fishing. How anything could eat the fish 
out of that river and survive, he would never know. The ol’ man is 
supposed to know everything, he mused. Twenty-eight years old. 
These kids probably thought he was as old as the river itself. 
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He regarded them silently as the jug made its slow rounds. 
Each of them wore the same tattered uniform. Tight black denim, 
seamed everywhere with Frankenstein stitching sewn with dental 
floss in red, green, and white. Patches littered their shirts and pants, 
not covering holes but announcing the names of punk rock bands, 
political affiliations, and the logos of the various railroads: CSX 
and Conrail from back east and the more familiar names of UP, 
SP, and BNSF. Then the occasional specialty patch to set its owner 
apart; Jimmy showed local pride with an Oregon Pacific Railroad 
patch (Roger snickered that this little 10-mile lumber line even had 
a patch) and little Bobby represented his Canadian heritage with a 
CP logo. 

Each had a bushy head of dreadlocks, the hair matted and 
twisted together to form hanging mossy ropes that sank earthward 
under the weight of bottle caps, springs, and assorted pieces of 
metal detritus that was sewn into the dangling antenna of hair. 
Jimmy’s were dirty blond, bleached out with cheap dye some long 
time before, little Bobby’s were naturally coal black, and Rosie’s 
were flaming Irish red, dulled a few shades by the layers of filth 
caked on them. Rosie got up and walked over to hand Roger the 
jug. Her face was a blank, her eyes reflecting only the subtle gleam 
left there by the wine. He took the jug, noted the good three inches 
by which its volume had been reduced. 

“Ah, and the fine spring sun doth produce an abominable 
thirst!” 

Jimmy gave a cursory “Hell, yeah,” Rosie giggled, and little 
Bobby just stared off into space, twisting a piece of his dirty black 
hair between his fingers. Roger drank deep, opening his throat to 
the warm crescendo of liquid. His body shivered with appreciation. 
Wiping his mouth, he rested the jug in his lap—it was his jug, he 
could do that—and plucked his tobacco from his shirt pocket. As he 
twisted a smoke, he wondered what he must look like to these kids. 

He wore hiking boots that were good for walking for miles on 
sharp railroad ballast and his own black jeans were bare of patches 
and comfortably baggy. Then there was a green and orange light-
weight plaid shirt and close-cropped brown hair that ran a little too 
gray already at the sides. A thick layer of stubble covered his jaw. 
He usually shaved every week or so in a gas station bathroom. If 
not for his own layer of sedentary filth, Roger would have looked 
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like your average working man. These kids were the new breed of 
road kid, with their shirtsleeve political agendas and their rat-
chewed tennis shoes that stayed together with duct tape and luck. 

He wondered how they would make it. Jimmy was the chief-
tain, the leader, as his age allowed him to legally purchase booze. 
Rosie was maybe 19 at best, and Bobby was almost certainly too 
young to drive. Roger had started to run into these three about a 
year ago in the various mission feeds and undersides of bridges that 
made up the road world of the west coast. They never asked his 
story, for which he was grateful, and he never asked theirs. It was 
good, sometimes, to have company. 

Lighting his smoke, Roger tossed the pouch to Rosie. She had 
been waiting, and she caught it gracefully with a drippingly southern, 
“Thanks, boss.” He tilted the jug once more, starting to feel good 
now, watching the river go past and then remembering himself and 
his manners and passing the bottle to Jimmy on his right. 

“From whence come ye three weary wanderers?”
Jimmy answered for the group, passing the bottle to Bobby 

first. “We been down in Eugene. Shacked up in Liberty House for 
a while. We had the whole garage to ourselves. Then the landlord 
found out how many people was livin’ there, and we all got the 
boot. Thought we’d come back up to Portland. Took the UP line.” 

Roger nodded, feeling the effects of the wine wash through him 
and wanting the bottle to hurry back his way. It was back to Rosie 
now. He averted his eyes as she exposed the dirty cream of her 
throat to tilt her head back and take a large swallow. 

“You mind, Cap’n?” It was little Bobby, holding up the yellow 
tobacco pouch and asking permission. A sweet kid. 

“So, it speaks! And indeed, lad, avail yourself of a good smoke 
and a prosperous future!” 

Bobby dropped some tobacco onto a paper and licked it, rolling 
a perfect cigarette one-handed. 

“And just where did this infamous youth learn to roll such as 
this . . . in the wilds of Northern California perhaps . . . maybe even 
the county of Humboldt?” 
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Everybody laughed all around. The bottle arrived, and Roger 
swigged and sucked on it with furious abandon, wanting only to be 
high now, to get drunk, to bathe the river and the cracked earth of 
Pirate Town and the faces of his three young friends in the lumi-
nous glow of that forgotten god, Bacchus. 

“Damn, Cap’n, you tryin to drink the whole ocean?”
Dropping the bottle from his lips and gasping for air, Roger 

wiped his mouth on his shirtsleeve. He nearly flung the bottle at 
Jimmy, who scrambled to catch it and prevent any tiny part of it 
from spilling. 

“Indeed, and what more could a man want than to drink up 
the ocean entire, to breath in the west wind and the north and the 
south and the east? What life but that of freedom and what road 
but that one eternal? We will not stagger greasily into that fetid 
night, no, but will clomp and tromp and scream into the night for 
love and for hate and for youthful vengeance! As the river runs, 
so runs the lives of men, slowly or quickly in their season, to filter 
and wash away the filth of the land and carry this fine vessel to 
unknown climes, and yeah, verily, to feed the fishes and the birds 
and all the creatures of the earth!” 

“Here y’are, preacher man.” Rosie tossed him the jug. Roger 
drained off a hearty inch of liquid and looped the jug through the 
air to Bobby. Then he stamped his foot on the steel deck of The 
Barge, the sound echoing off over the river to the distant shore. 

“And what light sendeth this fair damsel but the sweet, pure 
light of the luminous grape? An apparition, nay, a vision of celestial 
sweetness. Let us raise a glass and combine our voices into one 
glorious union of sound and fury – let us signify nothing, yet 
epitomize the one all-forward goal that is to live!” 

With that, Roger let out with a guttural scream. Two young 
altos and one sweet soprano joined him in this cry, rising to their 
feet and filling their lungs with damp river air, sending it exploding 
back outward to the empty world all around them. As his voice 
waned into hoarse gasping, Roger staggered and fell to the warm 
metal deck where he lay happily, smiling at the nearest cloud. Above 
him three faces appeared, white and angelic, ringed round with 
dangling entrails of hair that joined together into a single swamp that 
surrounded the faces and cut out the sky. The jug appeared between 
them, the faces smiled, and the last of the wine came cascading 
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through the air like a waterfall, a magic fountain, and Roger opened 
his mouth and his throat to it and felt it crash to his stomach direct, 
jarring the corners of his being and then bringing a tender and 
numbing silence. Heat coursed through him and he wondered if it 
were the steel deck delivering the sun’s heat to his back, or his own 
body emanating heat that the metal did its best to absorb. 

Roger awakened to a falling apple of a sun that shrank behind the 
wooded hills beyond the industrial yards on the far side of the 
river. Everything was stained crimson, the lapping waves of the 
river winking shades of yellow and blue. He climbed to his feet 
and stretched, felt the residue of the wine still working in his veins. 
Fine, indeed. There was still that fifth of port back in his shack, 
too. A wonderful spring evening was descending on them all. The 
young friends lolled nearby in a unified heap. Jimmy was wadded 
up into a fetal ball, upon which Rosie reclined. Little Bobby was 
curled up in her tender, greasy lap like a true babe in arms, and all 
of them snored like mules. Roger walked the length of the ship, 
willing the fire in his blood to circulate to his brain. What was 
next? The night had possibilities and the spring earth was filled 
with endless variety. His trampings awakened the sleeping trinity 
and they all got up and leaned against the ship’s railing and rolled 
cigarettes silently. As they smoked each one looked north to the 
distant bridge, the arched windows now rich reds and purples, a 
living model that the fixed gravity of stained glass could never com-
pare with. They smoked and the river flowed and night fell heavier 
across the land and water. 

It was time to re-cross the plank, and Jimmy, good leader that 
he was, produced a tiny flashlight from his belt to illuminate 
the path. He made the crossing a little unsteadily, the flashlight 
clamped between his teeth and his arms splayed on either side of 
him like a tightrope walker seeking balance. He made the other 
shore and sat down, shining his light on the plank for the others. 
Little Bobby was next. Making no bones about it, he simply 
dropped to all fours and crawled to safety. Rosie eyed the board a 
little uneasily. Then she started across and, though a bit wobbly, 
she made it with little trouble. Roger stuck the stub of a cigarette 
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between his lips, shoved his hands deep into his pockets and 
marched straight across, purposely bouncing and bowing the board 
as he went. The others clapped as he gained the shore. 

“Just gettin me sea legs, you know.” 
They all stood in a confused circle for a minute, hovering 

around Jimmy’s light like legged moths, and then Rosie spoke. 
“Y’all, there’s a free show tonight down at the Green Room. 

The Yard Devils are opening for the Thin Monsters. Wanna go?” 
“Shit yeah,” said Jimmy. 
“I’m in,” croaked Bobby. 
They all looked at Roger. For his part, he was not entirely sure 

he was meant to be in the plan. He started toward the shack. 
“Cap’n, ain’t you comin’?” 
It was Rosie that had spoken. He called back over his shoulder, 
“Ah, to be sure, but avast ye swabs, while I retrieve a sweet 

further libation from my humble abode.” 
The kids trotted after him, kicking at bottles and bending down 

to hurtle rocks at the steel drum skin siding of the nearest building. 
The moon came out and lent its light as they crossed the railroad 
tracks that divided the place and closed in on Roger’s house. When 
they arrived, the kids waited respectfully on the patio while Roger 
went in to retrieve his bottle. With a sigh he realized that no other 
human had ever crossed the threshold of the shack since he had 
made it his home. Ah, well, not everyone in his position could 
count on such privacy. It was good, sometimes, to be alone. 

They started off, spirits high now, the night open before them 
as they walked the tracks and passed the bottle of sweet California 
port around. Jimmy turned off his light and returned it to his 
belt; they navigated by star and moonlight alone. Roger balanced 
on the rail and trotted along, counting fifty ties before he lost 
his balance and had to hop off again. The trees closed in around 
the tracks and the moist air filled up with the songs of nighttime 
insects. Mosquitoes bit, but no one complained, and soon everyone 
had fallen into their own silent reverie, broken only by the ritual 
passing of the bottle. At the end of their sight, on the other side of 
the river, the iridescent green of the downtown towers beckoned. 
The city was a shimmering jewel at the end of the night and 
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they trudged toward it happily, drinking and breathing the creo-
sote-scented air and feeling the warmth of each other’s bodies, even 
from a distance and without speaking. 

They made progress. The bottle slowly drained down into them 
and the moon rose to a higher station in the sky. Jimmy had his 
shirt off, tied around his head like a crazy headdress, and he was 
leaping and bounding and skipping down the tracks. Roger tried 
to read the many black patches of tattooing that covered his back 
and arms through the dim light. The effect of the darkness was 
to render Jimmy’s skin into a camouflage pattern, the individual 
shapes and phrases indecipherable. Roger smiled, hollered after 
him, “Go, GI Joe!” 

Then a scream rose up from the trees below and pierced 
everything. It was a high-pitched cry, almost like a baby wailing for 
its mother’s milk, but with a decidedly animal growl at its end. The 
little band bunched up in the middle of the tracks.

 “What the fuck is that?” Jimmy almost screamed the question. 
“Oh, man.” Bobby crouched down, wrapping his arms around 

himself and rocking back and forth. Rosie said nothing, but her 
face went pale under the moon and her eyes were wide. Roger just 
stood rigid, listening into the night, trying to fit that anguished 
sound with something he had heard before.

“Gimme that light, Jimmy.” 
Jimmy passed Roger his pen-sized flashlight without a word. 

Roger switched it on and skidded down the gravel embankment 
to the tree line. Here the insects were louder and the heat of the 
plants closed in around him. Another screeching cry erupted from 
somewhere up ahead and Roger jumped. There was no mistaking 
the urgency in that sound. Something was in incredible pain; up 
ahead, something was dying. Roger bit his lip and started forward, 
willing his steps to steadiness. Respect seemed in order. Behind him 
he heard the kids following from the top of the railroad embank-
ment. He picked up his pace, not really wanting the kids to be near 
when he found whatever the hell was happening. Finally he came 
to a quivering spot of blackness by the edge of the trees. He moved 
in and played his light over it. 
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The thing had been a dog. It was ripped damn near in half 
now, no doubt by a passing train. There was no telling how long it 
had been there, its guts stretched down the embankment behind 
it, laying in the dark and fighting for a life that was completely 
impossible now. 

“You don’t know when to quit, man. There aint no comin back 
from that. How the hell did you miss a freight train comin’ at ya?” 

The dog quieted for a moment upon hearing Roger’s whispered 
words. It groaned and stuck out its long pink tongue. Then pain 
ravaged it again and its piteous wail lashed out at the night sky.  

“Oh, shit, oh shit . . .” Roger chanted to himself, trying to get 
his hands and his mind steady. From behind him one of the kids 
called down. He answered. 

“Don’t come down here. Just stay up on the tracks. I’ll be up in 
a minute.” 

There was silence up above now. No one really wanted to face 
whatever was screaming down there in the dark. But Roger had 
seen it, was seeing it, and now he held the weight of it. He forced 
himself to look closely at the dog. It was a brown Labrador mix, as 
best he could see. Its rear end had been almost completely severed 
by the steel wheels of the train. Roger could see the exposed spinal 
cord. The rear legs twitched spasmodically while the front ones 
pawed at the dirt, trying to run away. The dog tried to raise its 
head and fell back. Its screams had quieted to a low moan. 

Roger knelt down next to it, held out a cautious hand. Even 
in its agony, the dog didn’t try to bite. It licked feebly at his hand. 
There was blood where its tongue had passed. Roger noticed that it 
didn’t wear a collar or tags. A stray, then. A survivor. But there was 
no more surviving. The dog’s one visible eye was clouded over with 
a cataract of pure pain. Every second its life continued was just a 
blizzard of unnecessary agony. 

Roger looked at this and, seeing it, knew he could not turn 
away. He rested his left hand on the dog’s head, drew a knife from 
his belt with his right, the flashlight stuck between his teeth like a 
crazy cigar. He brought the knife up above his head, stroking the 
dog with his free hand. Moonlight gleamed off the sharp edge of 
the blade. If the dog saw or guessed his purpose, it made no sign. 
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It had fallen completely silent now under his petting. Aiming for 
the clouded eye, Roger brought the knife down with all his force. It 
had to be clean. There had been enough pain. 

Then it was over and he got to his feet. The flashlight hung 
limply from his lips and the bloody knife dangled from his fingers. 
Roger looked up and the faces of three terrified kids looked back. 
The kids were standing at the top of the railroad embankment, 
watching. 

“You . . . you killed it.” It was Bobby. The statement was a 
question that his tone begged Roger to deny. 

“It was already dead.” Roger’s own voice sounded flat and cold 
to his own ears.

“You’re a liar.” It was a blank and heavy statement. There was 
no hint of the Southern Belle in the enunciation of those words.

Jimmy just stared, his eyes darting from Roger to the dog and 
his expression jumping from sadness to fear to hate and back again. 

“It was just suffering.” 
No one answered and Roger looked at the tops of his boots. He 

didn’t recognize them anymore. 
Above, Roger heard the sounds of movement as three pairs of 

tennis shoes moved away, carrying their wearers out of the dark and 
into the city. Roger looked at the dog. It was gone. He bent down 
and wiped his knife in the grass, returned it to its sheath. The 
moon shone down on him and he felt the weight of his own guilt, 
though truly, he had done nothing at all.    
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