“Waiting on a Train”

By:  Peter Anderson

The bartender came by again, but Henry waved him away, his beer glass still being plenty full. The guy wasn't keeping the right distance, Henry thought, coming close to offer another beer when one clearly wasn't needed yet, or trying to chat in half-shouts from the other end of the bar when Henry was clearly in no mood for conversation. A good bartender ought to know better.

“Waiting for something?" was the last thing he had called out.

“Yeah, I'm waiting," Henry had replied, slurring a bit, already feeling bleary after only the third beer, or much earlier than usual. “Waiting for my s-ship to come in.” He willed his voice into steadiness. “Train to come in.” 

The ship portion of his comment was accurate in spirit, the train portion in reality. The bartender responded with a weak joke that Henry ignored, hoping to bring the conversation to an immediate end. Apparently this bartender felt entitled, in this otherwise empty barroom, to chat with the only other person present. It was an entitlement which Henry did not agree with. A man had a right to drink alone, in silence, if that’s what he wanted. And on this afternoon, the fourth like it of the week, solitude and silence were exactly what he wanted.

He leaned forward, both elbows resting on the edge of the bar, discreetly reaching inside his jacket and withdrawing a thin slip of paper. His tired but still-hopeful eyes moved from a Trophy Beer calendar -- March 1949 -- to a water stain high above the backbar, and back down again to the paper which he kept concealed in the palm of his hand. The paper remained partly folded, revealing only the Western Union logo and the first words of a message. But seeing even just those few words was unnecessary, for he already had the entire message memorized. 

 DARLING ON THURS ST JOE TRAIN STOP ARRIVE TWELVE THIRTY STOP PLEASE MEET ME MISS YOU STOP DORRIE STOP

Through the front door, which was propped open to let in the unseasonably warm air, he heard yet another train, a quick whistle blast announcing its arrival. Even as it filled him with momentary anticipation, the sound set him on edge. Through the doorway he could see the station's archway, ornate and grand despite being the side entrance rather than the main. He used to walk through just such an archway, at another station ten blocks away, every single day, lunch pail in hand and an honest day's work ahead of him. Every day, that is, until the accident, when the blast of a steam whistle just like this one was the last thing he heard before everything went black.

He glanced at the clock on the wall, which read 1:45.

“That clock right?” Henry called out, nodding toward the clock.

“Fifteen minutes fast. Bar time. It’s really only 1:30,” the bartender replied after checking his watch, with a flick of his wrist, for confirmation.

“Couldn’t be here already,” Henry mumbled to himself, keeping just quiet enough to not invite the bartender into further conversation. Today he had gone first to the station, only to learn that the St. Joseph train had mechanical problems and would be a few hours late, before ending up on this bar stool. Despite his gathering fog the railroad’s arrivals schedule, with which he had become so familiar, suddenly came to him again. “Must be the Louisville. St. Joe won’t be in for at least another hour.”

He refolded the telegram with his good hand, returning it to his pocket. He patted the outside of his jacket with the palm of his hand, reassuring himself with the faint crinkle of paper within, before reaching again for his beer. But this sip suddenly tasted sour in his mouth, and he slapped the glass back down, puckered disgust showing on his lips. The beer frothed inside the glass, foam rising and spilling over the rim. So now, he dully considered, even beer didn’t taste good anymore. This is what life had become, what she had made it, staying far away. A life where a nice glass of beer no longer satisfied.

This was the fourth such telegram he had received from her in as many days. It was pretty hard-hearted of her, he thought, to drag him here four days in a row, to the station and the bad memories it brought back, only to stand him up. She had to know the pain he felt, just hearing that whistle. And while standing him up once was bad enough, four times was unimaginably cruel.

He shifted uncomfortably on his stool, his muscles already stiff from sitting there for the past hour. As he moved, the telegram inside his jacket rustled, as if taunting him. That's alright, he thought. It was the last telegram he would receive from her, he decided, one way or the other.

Monday through Thursday, she had her chance. There would be no Friday.
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