
 

Skullduggery 
on the Mailpie line… 

 

Rex Albert, widowed, unemployed, and on the downhill side 
of middle age, had nothing better to do the day he drove 
along a soon-to-be-abandoned railroad line through the New 
Mexico desert.  Then he ran across Comunicado Junction, 
spur to a twice-failed speculators’ dream from the turn of the 
last century.  Little did he know that he was about to enter a 
portal into history - his own included.  Of course, it wasn’t 
all quite legal, and a couple of people had died, and he might 
be next, but those things happen. 
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Cover Photos by Don and Lois Bemis: 

Front:  Turkey vulture over Southeast New Mexico, somewhat 
altered.  Vultures are graceful, but not beautiful except to other 
vultures.  September, 2010 

Back:  Coyote in Jasper, Alberta.  So Jasper isn’t desert.  The photo 
otherwise seemed to fit.  May, 2010.  
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CLAIMER: 

My name is Don, and I am an Aggie. 

 

DISCLAIMER: 

My degree was in geography, so it hurts me to rearrange New 
Mexico as much as I have done.  However, it is a big state, and 
there is plenty of room to put things.  I can live with the pain.   

This is a fiction book.  If you think you see yourself or somebody 
you know here, you don’t.  I made these people up.  There 
probably are lots of folks like you and your acquaintances.  I didn’t 
write about them either. 

 

D.B.  
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The sun beat down upon Yootibibit.  That was normal.  In fact, 
it was the source of the name.  “Used To Be Blue Truck”.  
U.T.B.B.T.  Yootibibit.  Janet had named it.  “Sounds sort of 
Navajo, doesn’t it?” 

“Suppose so, if you don’t speak Navajo,” replied Rex.  “But 
it’ll do.”  Things eventually got names in outstate New Mexico, far 
enough away from the Albuquerque - Santa Fe - Taos orbit that 
movie stars didn’t go there and politicians only showed up often 
enough to be reelected.  There weren’t too many people to talk to, 
so eventually one got around to addressing whatever was around.  
Even a faded pickup truck. 

Rex Albert had been talking a lot more to Yootibibit of late.  
The same sun that bleaches paint had done in Janet.  She was one 
of the many on campus so many years earlier who exposed as 
much flesh to it as humanly possible.  Her light brown hair faded 
nearly to white, her white skin darkened to brown, and she was 
beautiful.  They married while in college.   

Hither and Thither had resulted.  “Julia” and “Edward” may 
have been written on their birth certificates, but the twins had been 
Ithers ever since the ultrasound showed two of them.   

The Ithers were eight years old and in bed when Rex heard the 
shower turn off one night.  He cracked open the bathroom door.  
Through the steam he studied Janet, who studied herself in the 
mirror.  She reached for a towel without turning around.  “Go 
away.”   

“Why?” 
“I’m turning into a raisin.  You might notice.” 
“I like raisins.” 
“You’d better.” 
“Shall I show you?” 
Years later, after the children were grown, Rex had a growth 

removed from the bridge of his nose.  “It shouldn’t be a problem, 
but we’ll send it to the lab anyway,” the doctor explained as he 
applied a bandage.   

“Actinic keratosis,” he called it a few days later.  “Sun does it.  
It’ll heal fine.”  And it had. 

The doctor had not said the same thing when Janet showed 
him an odd-looking patch on her shoulder blade.  Neither did a 
bandage heal it.   
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A few months later, Hither and Thither returned to help their 
father bury their mother on a sunny July day.  The cemetery 
sprinklers had automatically turned off shortly after sunrise.  By 
afternoon, dry grass crackled beneath shuffling feet.  Watery eyes 
watched the casket descend permanently into shade.  Sunburned 
mourners returned to air-conditioned cars. 

The three of them were silent as the limousine started away.  
Hither gazed through the heavily tinted side window.  “Why 
aren’t there any trees?” she sniffled. 

“There will be,” decided Thither. 
“What do you mean?” 
“I’m going to plant one in the spring.” 
“They won’t let you,” warned Rex. 
“I won’t ask.” 
Janet’s health insurance had not succeeded at ensuring health, 

but it paid most of the medical bills until the time came for 
similarly misnamed life insurance to take over.  That policy paid 
for the funeral, the sun-baked cemetery plot, and a gravestone 
with room for two names (“We can put one casket over another,” 
the salesman had explained).   

Rex’s job outlasted his wife by two weeks.  Mines don’t need 
mining engineers when there is nothing left to mine.  That was the 
trouble with ore seams and oil patches.  Cities like Mailpie, full of 
hope and good paychecks, sprang up in places like the lava 
badlands of the Malpais where no sane person would settle 
otherwise.  Residents avoided thinking of the day when they 
successfully extracted that last bit of whatever was buried below 
the lava beds, or alkali flats, or miles of nothing surrounding their 
Mailpie. 

He had driven ten miles to work as usual.  That was the last 
usual occurrence of the day if one didn’t count biological 
necessities.  A sheriff’s vehicle was parked on the shoulder.  The 
parking lot and railroad gates, always open at the twenty-four 
hour operation, were padlocked.  A poster announced that the 
mine was permanently closed, and former employees were invited 
to a meeting that evening at the high school auditorium.  Their 
rights and benefits would be explained then.  Thank you for your 
valued support. 

The squad car window was open.  Rex pulled alongside. “Hey, 
Stan, what happened to the graveyard shift?” 
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The deputy turned his head.  “They were escorted out half an 
hour ago.  Right after a team of specialists came in to mothball the 
mine.  I hear they’ve got a lot of experience at it.” 

“You mean people don’t even get two weeks’ notice any 
more?” 

Stan sighed.  “Rex, y’all know better’n that!  Them New York 
types think different from us.  Don’t want nothin’ vandalized 
before they can sell it.  Now can you move?  Cars are pilin’ up 
behind you.  The last thing we want’s for somebody to think 
there’s gonna be a riot.” 

“Are you kidding?” 
“Nope.  State Police were notified just in case.  Standard 

practice.” 
“Yeah, well, thanks.  Gonna be at the school tonight too?” 
“ ‘Fraid so.  Now git a move on!”  The squad car window slid 

shut.  The discussion was over.  Rex released the brake just as a 
white helicopter with a glistening gold shield decal chop-chopped 
over the office building.  Its name, according to the bottom, was 
“ECILOP”.  

The evening meeting went as expected.  Spokesmen with 
neckties and Yankee accents explained the decision to close the 
mine, and how it could be an opportunity for displaced workers.  
Pensions were fully vested.  They were eligible for unemployment.  
Some qualified for retirement.  For others, an outplacement firm 
would teach job search skills, and a retraining program would be 
set up with the schools.  No, nobody had raided the pension plan.  
Yes, former employees would be considered for other company 
jobs if they had the right qualifications.  Where?  The closest 
facility was in Nebraska.  What was it?  A bank.  Was it hiring?  
Not at the moment.  What about other mines?  The company was 
getting out of the mining business.  Sorry.  Good luck. 

Rex learned over the next few months that, “We’ll get back to 
you,” usually was a lie.  Even when it wasn’t, the next line started 
with, “How are you doing?” meaning, “Employed, we hope.”  He 
considered writing a book on how not to write resumes.  About 
the time his unemployment ran out, he began to call his situation 
“retired early”. 

Come springtime, Thither, Thitherette, and the Grand Dithers 
came to town long enough to plant a tree as promised.  Cemetery 
groundskeepers pulled it up.  The manager sent a stern letter 
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warning that Rex would be billed for landscape repairs if he 
persisted in damaging the property with unauthorized plantings.  
Rex returned the letter, wadded up and taped to a five-dollar bill, 
in a shipping envelope stuffed with silverleaf maple seeds.   

The phone rang two days later.  Rex dug the beeping thing 
from his pocket and checked the number.  It was local, vaguely 
familiar, but not quite so.  Not another out-of-town lawyer or grief 
salesman, anyway. 

“Hello?” 
“Mister Albert?” 
“Speaking.” 
“I’m Richard Walters, at the cemetery.  I’m the manager.  We 

got your package.” 
It was a grief salesman, after all.  “Okay.” 
“The secretary opened it in front of the air conditioner.  We 

have an office full of maple whirligigs.” 
“Good.” 
There was a pause.  “I’m – um – I think I understand.  Mrs. 

Albert was one of my wife’s teachers, and I know what happened, 
but we just can’t have everybody planting things all over the park.  
We can’t keep them all alive.” 

“Seems sort of fitting.” 
Mr. Walters coughed.  “Can you hear me out?  Please?” 
“If you’ll listen to me afterward.” 
“Deal.  How would you feel about a pecan tree?  I’ll put your 

five bucks toward one and plant it where it’ll shade Mrs. Albert’s 
plot in a few years.” 

There was silence. 
“Mister Albert?” 
Rex’s composure broke.  “Thank you!”  He flipped his phone 

shut and sobbed. 
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A new July finally arrived, just as hot as the previous one.   
Yootibibit was one year less blue.  “Well, Truck, I guess it’s just 
you and me for a while longer.  Can’t afford to trade you in.”  Man 
and machine bounced along a rutted path paralleling the train 
track.  The railroad had announced plans a month earlier to pull 
up the tracks as soon as they rounded up everything they had left 
along the line.  Lawyers and legislators were scrambling to 
prevent it, but they might be too late.   

A mostly empty cup of gas station coffee rode in the front 
middle holder (Janet’s cup had always ridden just behind it, where 
candy wrappers had since taken up residence.).  A full half-gallon 
canteen, once a necessity when he had spent shifts underground, 
rode on the floorboard, and an oil-soaked sack lunch stained the 
passenger seat where nobody sat anymore.  Taquitos, fried clams, 
or chicken gizzards had been the choices that morning at the food 
counter.  Sorry, no eggrolls today.  Taquitos won.  Six of them, 
plus coleslaw.  Clams or gizzards might go bad after a few hours 
in a truck.  Rex would have gone bad soon afterward. 

He wasn’t really going anyplace, geographically or otherwise.  
Prospective employers weren’t eager to hire people in their fifties 
who cost more to insure, expected pay for experience, and didn’t 
fully buy into modern management philosophies.  Age 
discrimination was illegal, of course, but it didn’t matter much.  
There were always reasons if one looked hard enough.  In another 
sense, Rex had no particular destination on that particular day.  
Along the railroad line they bounced, just him and Yootibibit and 
the taquitos thirty miles south of home.  Vultures soared overhead, 
maybe wishing he had chosen the clams.   

Desiccated plains extended leftward to the flat eastern 
horizon.  Steel rails pointed forward, straight as a string, toward 
their as-yet unseen junction with the east-west trunk line at El 
Paso.  The view to the right was more interesting, growing ever 
lumpier and higher.  A black cloud in an otherwise blue sky was 
squeezing its way through a low spot in the Continental Divide.  If 
a man stood atop the Divide and looked toward Mexico, he could 
spit to the right and befoul the Pacific Ocean.  Spit to the left, and 
the Gulf of Mexico got it.  Then it might eddy into the Gulf Stream 
and wash onto a British beach.  That was only theory in New 
Mexico.  Spit would evaporate shortly after landing.  Prevailing 
winds virtually guaranteed that spit vapor would favor the Gulf. 
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Cell phone reception was nonexistent.  Phone companies only 
erected towers where customers would pay for service, and 
coyotes were too cheap to buy phones.  Snakes had no friends to 
call.  Horned toads were poor conversationalists.  Jackrabbits 
lacked pockets to put phones in.  Possums had pockets but didn’t 
live in New Mexico, and cattle couldn’t work those little buttons 
with their hooves.  Who was left? 

Radio was nearly as bad.  No FM stations were in range.  The 
only audible AM station finished a song that Rex didn’t enjoy, 
crackled a bottom-of-the-hour story about a drill rig disappearing 
somewhere in Texas, and crackled further into unintelligibility.  
Crackling usually meant heat lightning but seldom meant rain.  
Rex switched off the noise.  “Oil company probably gave ‘em two 
weeks’ notice,” he muttered to Yootibibit.  

The truck, not replying, lumped down the side of an arroyo in 
the half shade of a trestle.  Trains were lazier.  A beat-up silver-
nosed locomotive chugged straight across, pushing an odd 
assortment of equipment: a crane with a claw hook, a dented 
gondola, a splintered wooden boxcar, an ancient business car that 
had been recycled into a rolling field office, and a pair of flatcars, 
one with a pickup truck and wheeled tractors chained to the deck.  
The last train to Mailpie was on its way to the mine gate.  From 
thence it would slowly work south.  A few more engines would 
run up and down the line before then to empty the yard of 
unemployed freight cars and any remaining equipment, but the 
last train, like a fugitive in an old Western, would sweep up their 
tracks behind them. 

The unbroken foreground finally broke nine miles later, but 
barely, when a tiny circle showed dark against the brilliant sky.  It 
slowly grew into a red steel disc welded to the top of a steel post 
like a petrified lollipop, announcing a railroad switch.  A weedy 
side track swept toward Rex and curved back toward the hills.  He 
had not even known there was a side track.  Where did it go?   

That question was soon answered.  A faded white sign 
announced, COMUNICADO JCT. 

New Mexico was full of historical parentheses: events that had 
seemed important once but in hindsight made no difference.  This 
was the path to a parenthesis… 

(Late in the nineteenth century, there had been a project to 
punch a two-mile tunnel for rail communication through a 
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particularly narrow part of the ridge that was the Continental 
Divide.  Speculators laid out a town near the eastern portal.  The 
effort was abandoned shortly before completion when a 
competing railroad, working around the clock, laid a track to the 
south where the mountains petered out.  The southern highland 
was flat enough that nobody could really locate the Divide to 
know which direction to spit.  Legend had it that most derailments 
on the successful line occurred on stretches laid at night. 

Comunicado was sold.  New town fathers tried a new plan 
twenty years later.  Tunnelers blasted a smaller passage through 
the few hundred feet of rock that still separated the eastern and 
western bores.  Laborers constructed a high earth-and-stone dam 
in the canyon on the western side of the ridge, just downstream 
from the western portal.  The floodgate was closed, and the tunnel 
disappeared beneath a brand new lake.  Period photos of the 
Comunicado side showed the blocked-up outline of a tunnel that 
had been cut high enough for smokestacks and wide enough for 
one set of tracks.  Water formerly bound for the Pacific shot 
through a powerhouse to the left of the tunnel and irrigated crops 
on its way to the Atlantic instead.   

All such photos could be dated within three years.  That was 
how long it had taken Arizona to win a lawsuit for theft of water 
rights.  The lake was drained.   Comunicado’s new peach trees 
withered before producing their first crop.  Water, if there were 
any, would have flowed again to Arizona.  Nobody could help it if 
the climate was getting progressively drier.  Texas and Arizona 
took to suing New Mexico every few years for water it didn’t have, 
and New Mexico wouldn’t send it to them.  New Mexico 
periodically would sue Colorado, and Old Mexico to the south 
would sue the Gringos, with similar results.   

Nothing was left of Comunicado but a dusty hamlet at the end 
of a gravel state road, with a Class B high school that played 6-
man football and fielded a tiny marching band.  Class B meant 
zero to seventy high school students.  Comunicado was closer to 
the zero end.  The gym had sentenced itself to death by electrical 
fire thirty years earlier, and it had not been replaced.  Inspired by 
the gymnasium’s example, the county building inspector 
condemned the stadium bleachers.  Comunicado Coyotes only 
played away games after that.)  

… 
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Rex stopped the truck by the switch, instinctively staying far 
enough from the rails that a nonexistent train on the defunct spur 
would not hit him.  He rustled inside the lunch bag and captured a 
taquito, so-called Mexican food only a Gringo would eat.  
Mooshed-up animal parts, textured soy protein (whatever that 
was), and quasi-Mexican seasoning were rolled up in a tortilla and 
cooked crisp.  All luncheon entrees at the gas and food store were 
deep-fried, as usual.  This one had a crunchy shell with a pasty 
interior, peppery nose, and oily finish.  He wondered as he 
chewed whether deep-fried cockroaches might be described the 
same way, but with less salt. The thought did not improve his 
meal.   

His eyes wandered down the spur line.  He had never been to 
Comunicado.  He wasn’t due to be anywhere.  No road paralleled 
those rails, though, because trucks had been nonexistent in its day.  
Would it be wise to drive along the track?  Trains didn’t use it.   

A flicker of lightning over the mountain decided the issue.  
Arroyos down here originated up there.  If it did rain for a change, 
one could flood without warning.  He turned the truck around.  It 
was time to go home. 

No, it was past time.  A trickle of water shimmered below the 
first trestle he encountered.  Rex stopped at the lip of the arroyo.  
He rolled down the window and killed the engine.  As long as he 
was going to be trapped, he might as well enjoy the show.   

First came the rumble.  Wild brown surf, sparkling in the 
sunlight, roared down the channel.  Uprooted yuccas swirled 
toward the Gulf, with only fifteen hundred miles to go.  A dead 
steer wedged itself between the trestle embankment and a piling.  
Rex might have joined it if he had tried to beat the flash flood. 

The water would recede in an hour or so, but the channel 
would be a quagmire for a couple of days.  The five remaining 
taquitos, even with coleslaw, would not last that long.  Only the 
vultures would be happy if he waited.  He backed away from the 
edge and turned around again.  The road bumped across the spur 
line and continued south.  Hopefully it would intersect something 
passable. 

It took a couple more miles, but finally a grayish line humped 
over the rails.  Three silhouettes marked the crossing:  a railroad 
crossbuck (this road did not rate one on each side), a stationary 
automobile with the hood open, and a moving human.  The car 
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was parked crookedly on the opposite side of the crossing, pointed 
more or less toward the tracks.  The human slammed the hood 
shut and shook a fist at the car. Yootibibit pulled up unnoticed.  
From the back, Rex could not tell whether he was looking at a man 
or woman.  No-nonsense jeans, a loose long-sleeved shirt, and a 
well-used cowboy hat kept the sun at bay.  They were the same 
type of clothes that he had favored since his nose’s visit with the 
doctor.  There had not been enough time for Janet to change her 
wardrobe tastes.  

The car’s MacPherson strut had degraded into a MacPherson 
stumble, leaving the near front wheel cocked at an odd angle.  The 
human yelled.  Female, but not too feminine.  She proceeded to 
insult the offending vehicle, describing its provenance in colorful 
and highly personal but unlikely terms.  The warmish off-white 
paint job seemed to blush on the sides where it had not faded quite 
as badly as the top.   

The tirade ended when Rex exited his truck.  The woman did 
not turn around.  She squared her shoulders and gathered breath 
for one last round.  “Useta, you can’t DO this to me!” she screamed 
before turning to face the newcomer. 

Many, but not all, long-time ranch women can be lumped into 
two classes.  One variety is strung together with barbed wire:  
sinews and spikes.  The other is more solidly constructed, looking 
like they could beat a bull into submission.  There are plenty of 
other ranch women, of course, built for appearance, but this 
specimen fell into the second major classification. 

“Can I help, ma’am?” he asked. 
She bit off a retort.  “Yeah.  Shoot Useta.”   
He jolted.  “Sorry, ma’am, but I don’t have my rifle.” 
The woman stared incredulously.  “What sorta- ?  Never 

mind!  Hang on a minute!”  She stalked back to her car and yanked 
open the driver’s door.  The upper half of her torso disappeared 
into the opening.  She extracted herself and an oversized purse a 
few seconds later, after which she pulled a large pistol from the 
bag and positioned herself in front of the radiator.  “Might as well 
do it myself!”  She released the safety, took dead aim at a 
grasshopper stuck to the grille, and pulled the trigger.  The pistol 
roared and jumped.  There was no more grasshopper.  Useta bled 
rusty radiator fluid into the ruts while the shooter returned her 
weapon to the purse.  “There!  I feel better now.” 
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Hope so! Rex thought silently.  “Need a ride?” he asked aloud. 
“Looks like.  Either that or I’ll have to steal your truck.” 
“Druther you’d let me drive.” 
“If you insist.  Just let me get my stuff.”  The passenger 

emptied the contents of her car into Yootibibit’s bed.  Groceries 
and junk.  She didn’t bother to close Useta’s doors.   

Rex retrieved his greasy lunch bag from the freshly oiled 
passenger seat but didn’t comment.  There was nothing he could 
do about it.  She climbed in. 

“Where to, ma’am?” 
“Comunicado.  The only place this road goes.” 
“Except ranches, I guess.” 
“Nope.” 
They started toward the hills.  Dust boiled up behind them.  

The mountain storm had dried out before reaching the plains, as 
usual.  The road had not been graded for some time.  Every so 
often, Yootibibit’s tires would launch a rock past the shoulder. 

“Want some lunch?” Rex asked. 
“I might. Whatcha got?” 
He pulled a tepid taquito from the bag.   
She recoiled.  “I’d rather eat cat food!” 
“You’re outa luck then.  The cat died at Christmastime.” 
“Sorry to hear that.  Musta found one of these in its stocking.” 
“Times were tough.  I couldn’t afford a mouse.” 
She snorted. 
He shifted subjects.  “Why do you call your car Useta?” 
“Useta be pink.” 
“Pink’s pretty rare.” 
“Yeah, like steak.” 
Rex glanced curiously at his passenger, and she decided 

additional explanation was in order.  “Never mind.  That’s not 
why.  I useta sell cosmetics.” 

“Did they work?”  He immediately wished he could reel the 
words back in.  “I mean. …” 

She scowled.  “You just chewed your foot off, Mister!” 
“Sorry.  But I ..” 
“Don’t start on the other one!”  There was no sound except for 

Yootibibit and flying gravel.  “Yeah,” she finally muttered.  “No.” 
“Hmm?” 
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COMUNICADO 
ELEV.  4,722 

 

“I useta be married.  Till my husband ran off with my best 
customer.  So yeah, they worked.  But I couldn’t smear enough on 
myself to keep him, so no.  After he took off, I lined up the rest of 
the bottles and used ‘em for target practice.  Bright red lipsticks 
were the best.  They were her favorites.  His too, I guess.  Then I 
quit the business, but I still had the car.  Till now.” 

“You probably coulda got it fixed if you hadn’t shot it.” 
“Nah, it was the right thing to do.  You know what I thought 

of when I pulled the trigger?  My ex.  The only thing better woulda 
been if Useta’d died on the tracks.  Now that would be something 
to watch!” 

“Too late now.” 
“Yup.  Useta’s dead.” 
“No, I mean because you’re fresh out of trains.  A wrecking 

train ran toward Mailpie a couple hours ago to start pulling up 
tracks.” 

She gasped.  “Oh, no!  They can’t!  It’s in court!” 
Rex shook his head.  “They must figure it’s easier to ask 

forgiveness than permission.  Did you ever hear of Meigs Field?” 
“No.” 
“It was a little Chicago airport on an island.  The Mayor 

wanted to turn it into a park, but the Feds said no.  So one night 
bulldozers dug up the runway.  Airplanes were stuck.  Folks 
complained, and it cost the city more than a million bucks, but 
Meigs Field is gone.” 

Both of them lapsed into silence.  The empty spur line that had 
run roughly parallel to the road began to sweep left and right, 
finding the shallowest grade into the hills.  The gravel road took a 
more direct route, climbing over ridges and across arroyos.  
Finally it rounded a bend in the hillside to reveal sort of a town. 

 
 
 
 

 
The ground sloped upward toward a jagged granite mountain 

devoid of trees.  Dilapidated houses and trailers straggled across 
scree at its base.  A defunct gas station and faded Malco pump 
greeted visitors on the left side, the better to catch people leaving 
town with less than a full tank.  A tall hand-jacked fuel pump with 
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broken glass stood next to the equally glass-free windows, the 
better to fill cars when the power went out, assuming there was 
gas, which there wasn’t.  The pop machine out front had not held a 
cold cola for years.  Coyote Lounge across the street once had sold 
stronger beverages to nighttime revelers, but revels were passé in 
Comunicado.  

“Just past the gas station on the left.”  She pointed toward a 
cinder block house with a corrugated roof and an attempted 
flowerbed in front.  A greasy spot in the side yard showed where 
Useta had lived. 

Her door was open before Rex came to a full stop.  “How’re 
you going to get around?” he asked as she escaped. 

“I have friends.”  Her newly greased jeans walked to the back 
of the truck, where she began swinging freight from the bed onto 
the side of the road. 

“Need help with your stuff?” he called through the window. 
“No, I’ll get it when I get around to it.  Nobody’ll bother it.  

Thanks!”  She hurried into the house.  It had not been locked. 
He shrugged and shifted into drive.  As long as he was in 

Comunicado, he might as well see Comunicado.  It did not take 
long.  A derelict, half-finished adobe train station slouched on the 
right side of the road, counterpoint to a once-white church on the 
opposite side.  A rusty chain link fence with bullet-riddled “No 
Trespassing” signs in front of the station spoiled what could have 
been a decent photograph.  The fence continued along the weedy 
track toward the mountain that defined the back edge of town.   

The street diverged slightly to the left and dead-ended at a 
dusty turnaround in front of a two-story brick school building that 
had been out of date for seventy years at least.  It still appeared to 
be in use, but barely.  HOME OF THE   OMUNICADO   OYOTES, 
announced a faded sign.  Two once bright red “C’”s had turned a 
sickly yellow.  A smaller sign pointed to Comunicado Elementary, 
a dusty cluster of surplus World War II barracks just south of the 
turnaround.   

A stone field house to the right of the high school hugged the 
base of the cliff at the far end of a weedy once-upon-a-time football 
field.  Undoubtedly splintery bleachers slouched between the 
railroad right-of-way and the field.  A playground snuggled 
against the near side of a sagging security fence around the 
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unused stadium.  The playground seemed to be in better shape 
than either school. 

Partly hidden behind the bleachers and the field house, the 
town’s origin and downfall could be seen where the top of a high 
stone arch bit into the face of the mountain.  Row upon row of tan 
stone blocks, laid perfectly straight, sealed it shut. 

The sun disappeared behind the jagged range.  The 
mountain’s shadow began its daily march down a field that no 
band had marched down for decades.  It would be a few more 
hours before the eastern plains went dark. 

“Well, Yootibibit, we’ve seen Comunicado.  Now our lives are 
complete.”  They started down the long road to Mailpie. 
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Rex stood in line at the grocery the next day, waiting for the 
lady in front to finish emptying her cart onto the belt.  Loads like 
hers explained why shopping cart wheels wore out so quickly.  He 
would be stuck for a while, unwilling witness to a long 
conversation.  Hopefully it would not be about female surgery or 
scummy husbands. 

“What’s Choo-Choo goin’ to do when they pull up the 
tracks?” the customer asked, glancing toward the door. 

“I dunno,” replied the worried clerk.  “Reckon it’ll just about 
kill him.” 

“Does he know?” 
“Not yet, I don’t think.  We ain’t tellin’ ‘im.  But here he 

comes.”  They changed the subject to hemorrhoid treatments as a 
perpetually smiling young man pushed a string of carts into the 
store.  He spotted Rex immediately, as he always had since 
learning of his connection to Janet.  Miz Albert had been one of his 
favorite teachers even though she had never actually been his 
teacher.  She didn’t teach Special Ed, but she was pretty and she 
would talk to him. 

“Howdy, Mister Albert!” he called.  “You see the wreckin’ 
train?” 

The medical discussion screeched to a halt.   
“Hi, Charlie!” Rex replied.  “What train?” 
“The one that’s gonna pull up the tracks now that the mine’s 

closed.  A three thousand horsepower EMD SDP40F left over from 
some passenger run, two forty-foot flatcars, a forty-foot gondola, a 
tool car, a 1957 Budd business car, an’ a claw crane.  I only seen 
‘em in pictures, an’ now I’ll git to watch one work!” 

 “Congratulations!  But how do you know they’re forty-foot 
cars?” 

“They all was once.  Cars was forty feet an’ rails was thirty-
nine so they’d fit on cars.  Now they use unit rail an’ it don’t 
matter, but that old yard rail’s all thirty-nine feet.  They can peel it 
up an’ haul it away easy!” 

Choo-Choo Charlie was good at two things:  train lore and 
bagging groceries.  He could read and do math at a sixth grade 
level because he had worked at it.  That put him ahead of some 
“regular” schoolmates who hadn’t, but reading and math were not 
necessary for his career or his field of interest.   
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A year earlier, grocery customers had quietly chipped in to 
buy Amtrak round-trip sleeper tickets between El Paso and Los 
Angeles for him and his grandmother as a twenty-fifth birthday 
present.  There could have been no better gift.  His little house by 
the freight yard was decorated with railroad flotsam and jetsam.  
He had painstakingly constructed a walk from the street to the 
front door with discarded steel tie plates held in place by 
discarded spikes pounded into the hard caliche earth.  The metal 
path was deadly hot in the summertime, but hardly anybody other 
than Charlie ever navigated it.  Inside the house, an extensive 
collection of train videos substituted for cable television.  He made 
scrapbooks of rail articles and pictures.   

The view from his back door until recently had been freight 
trains being made and unmade around the clock.  That had 
changed to stationary cars and shimmering sky-blue mirages 
punctuated by mesquite.  At the moment, there also was a 
wrecking train parked on a siding by a concrete loading platform.  
A skeleton crew had taken the train to Mailpie, jockeyed the 
pickup from the flatcar to the dock, and driven back to their base 
of operations.  Charlie could study the rig at his leisure. 

“What’ll you do after they pull up the tracks?” the hemorrhoid 
lady asked.  The clerk glared at her. 

Charlie thought a bit.  “Dunno.  Move, I guess.  Find a store 
that needs a bagger in some town with trains.” 

“You can’t do that!  We’d miss you,” protested the clerk. 
“Y’all can move too.” 
Several minutes later, Charlie left with Hemorrhoid Lady, 

pushing her groceries and chattering about trains.  The clerk 
watched him with pity and turned to Rex.  “Can you believe that?  
Choo-Choo thinks he can just run out and find another job 
anywhere he wants.  It’s sad.” 

“Maybe he’s happier’n us for not knowing any different.” 
The clerk could scan, slide packages, and talk simultaneously.  

“Y’all could be right.  They’re talkin’ about layoffs here too, now 
that there’s less people in town to buy groceries.  Mailpie’s gittin’ 
quieter’n quieter.  I ain’t feelin’ too good about it.” 
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Mailpie was not quiet that night.  The police received a tip of a 
major drug deal about to occur at the Turquoise Motor Inn on the 
east side of town.  After a flurry of phone calls between the County 
Sheriff, the State Police, and the DEA, a drug team raided a motel 
room.  Nobody was there.  However, a kilo of white powder and 
an open bathroom window in the back indicated the tip had been 
accurate.  A broken bag of powder and dusty footprints led to the 
Hoist House (“Hoist One Here,” flashed the neon sign), a nearby 
bar long suspected of selling more than alcohol. Police questioned 
everyone they could round up, but without any results beyond a 
drunken magistrate and some high school football players.  That 
was about the time that the Sheriff’s Office received a complaint 
about somebody flinging trash from a car as it sped north on the 
highway.  The “trash” was more one-kilo bags. 

Sirens and police radios kept East Side residents awake.  
Across town, the nighttime start of track demolition was largely 
ignored in a community where round-the-clock crashing and 
banging of train cars had been background noise for fifty years.  
Those who did notice generally grumbled that “the railroad must 
be in an awful hurry to get the tracks out before the lawyers stop 
‘em,” and went back to sleep. 

The rail yard was not quiet the next day, either, after reporters 
converged on the scene.  Lucky members of the wrecking train’s 
crew costarred on television news until railroad lawyers got wind 
of the situation and ordered them to shut up.  The workers had 
driven a hundred miles to Mailpie that morning to begin their job, 
but somebody else had started it for them.  The wrecking train was 
stranded on its siding.  It would be there for a while.  Rails and 
roadbed ended in a water-filled ditch four feet in front of the 
locomotive.  Even the ties and ballast had disappeared.   

Four lengths of track were missing.  If Choo-Choo Charlie had 
been present, he would have told everybody that was “a hunnert 
an’ fifty six feet,” but he wasn’t, and he didn’t.  Charlie was 
missing, too. 
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If it ever gets published, you can read the rest of it. 

like it So far? 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

In the meantime, the author’s previous books are available in print 
and e-book from Amazon, Barnes & Noble, and others. 

 

Heavens to Louie 
 

Count Otto’s Dragon 
 

Mary in Transit 
  

http://www.amazon.com/s/ref=nb_sb_noss?url=search-alias%3Daps&field-keywords=%22don+bemis%22&rh=i%3Aaps%2Ck%3A%22don+bemis%22&ajr=3�
http://productsearch.barnesandnoble.com/search/results.aspx?WRD=%22don+bemis%22&page=index&prod=univ&choice=allproducts&query=%22don+bemis%22&flag=False&pos=-1&box=%22don+bemis%22&box=%22don%20bemis%22&pos=-1&ugrp=2�
http://www.donbemis.com/�
http://www.donbemis.com/�
http://www.donbemis.com/�


 
Dead Aggies Don’t Drive Trains,© 2011 by Don Bemis.  All rights reserved 

 

Don Bemis grew up to the sound of trains banging around the 
clock in the mining city of Carlsbad, New Mexico.  Carlsbad is 
remote, and it is in the desert, but it has a river and a pair of lakes.  
The author would like to assure the city fathers that Carlsbad is 
better than Mailpie. 
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