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Brian squinted through the dark blue window. The train horn blared from behind 
the forest. It disrupted every near-frozen particle of air outside, every blood cell in his 
body. He pushed off the sheet, pulled on his boxer-briefs, and fell back down on his bed, 
his body exhausted from sex. 

“I’m going to find the tracks,” he said. “And I’m going to rip the train right off 
them.” 

Lydia rocked side to side at the foot of the bed, pulling on her sweatpants. Small 
ridges under her armpits meant she already put her bra back on. He had wrongly assumed 
her moving in would slow down the process of her getting dressed. 

“You’re not going to find them tonight,” she said. “The Snow will bury you first.” 
“It’s the conductor. He’s purposely laying on the horn. He’s trying to wake people 

up.” 
Lydia stood up. “Please don’t ruin our first night as roommates with your train 

problems. Look at my smiling face and you’ll forget all about it. You’re not looking.” 
Brian turned towards the window. The 9:28, the first train of the night, had just 

come through. Next would be the 10:18. The 11:08, the final train, didn’t always wake 
him up. But when it did, it kept him up. Its horn was louder than the others, as if it were 
passing through his basement. To Brian, it sounded more frantic. Like a warning that 
something else was on the way. Lying in bed as it passed, he was always too tired to 
consider what that something else could be. 

Lydia had never seemed bothered by it when she slept over. That was good. He 
didn’t want her to feel bothered by it. But they unpacked the last box of her stuff this 
morning. She lived with it now. He knew living with it would be entirely different. 

“If I knew exactly where the tracks were, the sound wouldn’t bother me as much,” 
he said, though he didn’t know why that was true.”  

Lydia sighed. “In my head, they’re a single set of tracks surrounded by trees. 
Let’s take a walk into the forest and find them when the snow clears. Will that make you 
happy?” 

Brian thought about it. His neighborhood ended in a network of dead-ends. Each 
cul-de-sac had its own entrance into the forest. Often, driving home, he considered 
spending a weekend exploring the trails. There was an entrance at the end of his street, 
which was slightly overgrown. The second entrance was around the corner to the left, 
fronted by a town sign. The third path, around the corner to the right, became an entrance 
when the brook dried up. 

“I’ll be happy if the conductor gets into an accident.” 
“You shouldn’t wish an accident on anyone. It’s bad karma.” 
“The tracks are slick tonight. I’d be easy to take a curve going eighty.” 
“Let me just say out loud that I do not wish an accident on that conductor.” 
The window glowed with cold. Brian cracked it open. Sweat on the back of his 

neck cooled. He almost wanted to smile at his absurdity. We all have our things, he told 



himself, to justify it. Fuzzy orange light from the lamppost outside his room shone on the 
white street. A million tiny orange snowflakes seemed suspended in the air. He watched 
them closely. They were falling. But they were falling at such a leisurely pace that he 
wasn’t sure if they remembered they were snowflakes, that they were supposed to fall, 
and that falling was the only thing they did. 

Lydia’s reflection appeared in the window. Brian turned to her. 
“What is it?” 
“Nothing,” she said. 

 
* 
 

Standing on the cold tile, Lydia admired the way she improved Brian’s bathroom. 
Yesterday, she had bought an owl towel hook from Bed Bath & Beyond. For a beak were 
two golden prongs. A long time ago, in a book whose title she had since forgotten, she 
had read that to many cultures, owls were harbingers of death. Picking up the hook from 
the shelf, she considered a question: if enough people believed in one thing, did it make 
that one thing true? Ultimately, she had decided it didn’t. Owls didn’t symbolize 
impending death to her. They were protectors of mysterious places, like the forest outside 
her new window. 

The water was cool and she didn’t feel like waiting for it to warm up before 
splashing it over her face. There was nothing different about the love they had made 
tonight, but still, Brian seemed off. She thought something was odd as soon as he had 
turned off the TV before they went to the bedroom. He’d always left a show on to keep 
Paul Thomas, his bearded dragon, company. And then there was the train. His reactions 
to it were getting worse; he used to just roll his eyes. She’d never found the sound that 
big of a deal, and had resolved to live with it the way one learns to live with a cracked 
kitchen tile. She hoped he’d agree to find the tracks. It would be a challenge they could 
face together. After all, they shared an apartment now. His problems became hers, and 
vice versa. 

She opened the bedroom door. The air in the room was clammy and cold, like a 
spring morning just after rain had fallen. 

“Brian,” she said from the doorway. “Why’d you turn the TV off?” 
“I did?” 
She nodded, suppressing a yawn. 
“I didn’t notice,” he said. 
“Listen to how quiet it is in here.” 
Brian rubbed his eyes. Cool air spilled from the open window and pooled around 

Lydia’s bare feet. 
“Come on,” she said, heading into the living room. 
“I like your towel hook,” Brian called. “The owls are not what they seem.” 
“What?” She turned around. His word sounded like a threat. 
“Don’t know,” Brian said. Smiling, he stepped out of his dark blue bedroom. 

“Heard it on a show. Creepy, right?” 
 

* 
 



Out on the living room couch, Brian’s body felt heavy. Small twitches tweaked 
his calve muscles, his forearms, his lower back. These little ticks reminded him of the 
small popping sounds a car makes after a long drive. The couch faced Paul Thomas’ tank. 
He was a four-year-old bearded dragon. Brian had purchased him on a whim from Petco 
a few years ago. Up close, he was dark green, light green, yellow, and brown. From far 
away, he looked grey. Sand was scattered across his slate tile. In the corner was a rock on 
which he could perch. 

“What do dragons symbolize to you?” Lydia said. 
“What do you mean?” 

 “All animals symbolize something,” she said. “Owls symbolize death to most 
cultures. If you see or hear an owl, it supposedly means you’re going to die. But to me, 
owls protect things. Look at Paul Thomas. What does he symbolize to you?” 
 Brian was tired, but he thought about it. He pictured the fire-breathing dragons 
from Game of Thrones. Another image came to mind—one he’d seen in a social studies 
book in high school—somewhere in China, multiple people paraded through a street with 
a dragon costume over their heads. The dragon’s body was red and seemed to go on 
forever. Its wide-open mouth revealed terrible, sharp teeth. Its head nodded and shook 
whenever the people underneath its face took a step forward. He didn’t recall the 
picture’s caption, if there was one, but he had been left with the impression that people 
dressed up like the dragon to celebrate its god-like power. After all, what’s weak gets 
slaughtered, never paraded. 

“To most cultures, they symbolize power,” he said. 
“Interesting,” Lydia said.  
“Why is it interesting?” 

 “Because I asked what they meant to you,” she said flatly. “Not what they mean 
to everyone else.” 

He didn’t feel like arguing about something like this again. His eyes wandered to 
the white clock on the wall. It was broken, and he remembered it was broken every single 
time he looked at it, and he forgot it was broken every time he looked away. 

Wind pushed a high-pitch whistle through the windows. The shades shook. 
Brian’s heart jumped. The sound reminded him of the week’s weather reports. One 
forecast said five to eight inches, the next, twelve to fourteen. All the while, a red news 
ticker flew across every station. It was too quick to read in its entirety, but he had seen 
the gist: Russia, North Korea, nuclear missiles within range. He felt it’d have been 
careless not to at least consider the consequences of a nuclear fallout in his backyard. At 
the supermarket yesterday, he had picked up bottled water, canned tomatoes, beans and 
canned fruit. Looking at his cart, he had wondered if people living during the Cold War 
era bought non-perishables every time they shopped. Then he wondered if people did the 
same during the Second World War. Thinking of today, it dawned on him: Fearing the 
bomb was a natural part of life. For some, it had always been that way. There was a 
strange comfort in that. Now, on his couch, he looked at Lydia until he felt silly for 
worrying that he’d be buried by snow or a nuclear bomb. 

“What is it?” 
 “Nothing.” He smiled to himself. 

Lydia’s eyebrows furrowed. “Have you ever thought about something so hard, 
you were positive the person next to you could hear it?” 



“I don’t think so.” 
“I bet if one of us thought about something, the other would be able to figure it 

out.” 
“Let’s try,” he said. “Think about something really hard.” 
Lydia shut her eyes. Brian studied her face then closed his eyes. He was back in 

the grocery store, the only shopper, pushing his creaky cart down the sterile frozen food 
aisle with its bright white lights and bright white tiles. Sleep began to come. He was 
jolted awake by the realization that he hadn’t yet fed Paul Thomas. 

“What am I thinking?” Lydia said. 
“Hang on.” He went into the kitchen and got the plastic container of blueberries 

from the fridge. At the tank, he arranged the berries in a blue ceramic bowl and dusted 
vitamin and calcium powder on top of them. It helped the dragon digest. He She lowered 
the bowl onto the tile. 

“You weren’t too far off,” Lydia said. “I was thinking about Paul Thomas, too. 
That’s encouraging, isn’t it?” 

Brian settled onto the couch. From far away, the vitamin powder looked like 
powdered sugar, the blueberries like a summertime dessert. Yawning, he checked his 
watch. 
 

* 
 

Lydia sat on the carpet in front of the tank. The bright red light from the heat 
lamps felt good on her eyes. 

“He’s not eating,” she said.  
“He’ll eat.” 
Pressing her forehead against the glass, she watched the motionless dragon. Dull 

green spikes lined his spine. Squinting at his little body, which hadn’t moved a muscle in 
minutes, she wished it would do something interesting, or even terrifying, like cough up 
smoke. 

“Doesn’t it bug you that we can’t ask him if he’s hungry or happy?” 
 “He’s happy,” Brian said. “Why do you think he’s unhappy?” 
 “I don’t mean he’s unhappy. He didn’t choose to be here so we have to wonder if 
he wants to be here. Think about it. He ended up in that tank by accident. One day, you 
saw him in a pet shop and bought him. But you just wanted a dragon. Not him, 
specifically. “ She shifted on the floor. “He was there by accident. And now he’s here, by 
accident. And there’s nowhere he can go but one foot forward, and one foot backwards.” 
 “Jesus. It’s not that bad living with me, “ Brian said. “Is it?” 
 “No.” Lydia smiled until she laughed. “Maybe.” 
 “Everything and everyone has a path to follow. Paul Thomas’ path is in that tank. 
He’d die in the living room. He’d be far away from his heat lamp. His body temperature 
would drop. Sometimes, not deviating from our paths is a means of survival. He has no 
choice but to stay there. “ 
 Lydia yawned. Of course, she didn’t want Paul Thomas to die. 
 “Do you think you ended up here, with me, by accident?” 
 “No,” Lydia said, but she wasn’t sure. She looked at the broken clock. “The word 
‘accident sounds too violent.” 



 “There’s a line from Slaughterhouse-Five about accidents that doesn’t make them 
sound so bad. A cab driver tells Vonnegut he’d like to meet him again by chance. He’d 
like to meet him again ‘if the accident will.’” 
 “If the accident will what?” 
 “Basically,” Brian said, “if fate wants the taxi driver and Vonnegut to be together, 
then fate will make it happen. That’s all.” 
 Lydia was too tired to make her point, but she tried anyway. “ That’s very well for 
the taxi driver and Vonnegut. But I don’t care what fate wants. Or what the accident 
wills. If you and I were dropped in the middle of somewhere ninety times, I want out 
paths to cross because we made the right choices. Not because something else pulled us 
together.  
 Brian was quiet. The sideways-facing dragon had one eye on Lydia, and one eye 
on the wall. She placed a finger on the glass right in front of his face. His head twitched 
and with a tiny webbed foot he stepped toward her. She smiled. She placed her finger 
further down the tank, but still within PT’s line of sight. This time, he didn’t react. 
 “He isn’t hungry,” she said. “I’m going to bed.” 
 “Not yet,” he said. 
 “Why not?” 
 “The second train comes soon. Then the third. One will wake us if we go to bed 
now.” 
 “I’ve heard it before. I’m fine with it,” she said, standing up. “I wouldn’t have 
moved in if I wasn’t fine with it. We are not going to sit around and wait for the horn 
every night. I’ll move out.” 
 “Trust me,” he said. “Let’s wait up for it. At least for tonight.” 
 “I will not let it control us,” she said. Her phone was charging in the bedroom. 
She knew the clock on the wall was broken but she looked at it just the same, as if it 
could tell her something useful. Its hands were stuck at 10:10. There was no way for her 
to know if it would soon be right, or if the right time had passed. “When’s it coming?” 
 Brian looked at his watch. “Soon.” 
 She turned to the tank. Slowly, Paul Thomas stuck out his thick, pink tongue. His 
jaw opened and closed over a blueberry. Bearded dragons didn’t have teeth—which is 
something that always struck Lydia as funny. She settled on the carpet next to the tank. 
Her tired body wanted to shut down cell-by-cell, beginning with the ones at the tips of 
her toes. But her mind wouldn’t stop. There were questions she couldn’t shake – did they 
mean to end up here? Were they here by accident, or were they here by fate? And if she 
were happy, did it matter? She didn’t know. It was one of those things someone could 
never quite know. 
 

* 
 

Brian’s eyes rolled up the wall towards the broken clock then back down to the tank. The 
dragon finished eating. He remained motionless, as if there could be some blueberries or 
no blueberries in front of him and it wouldn’t matter either way.  

Brian glanced towards the window to check the snowfall. Lydia was asleep on the 
floor. The thin black arms of the clock were stuck. Paul Thomas was paralyzed over a 
slate grey tile. And Brian’s body was sinking into the couch.  



He stood up for a moment, just to make sure that he still could. 
 

* 
 “What was that?” he said. 

Lydia’s eyes shot open. Blinking, she sat up on the carpet and reoriented herself 
in the living room. She looked at Brian, who was standing at the window with his fingers 
between the blinds. His was looking up at the sky. 

“What was what?” she said. 
“I heard something. It sounded like a siren.” 
“Probably the wind,” she said. At the window, she followed Brian’s upward gaze. 

The clouds were a strange orange, at once bright but faded. Tiny orange and white flakes 
frantically circled around themselves. Some seemed to rush upwards. Some downwards. 
Some seemed to explode in place. “What are you looking for?” 

“It sounded like an air raid warning.” 
“Why would it be a warning?” 
Brian squinted through his reflection. 
“All night you’ve been looking out the window. What are you looking for? What 

is it?” 
“Nothing,” Brian said. 
Lydia walked back to the tank, and tried to settle onto the warm patch of carpet 

where she had just been sleeping. But closing her eyes was no longer a comfort. She was 
wide awake. For every second Brian stood by the window, she grew more impatient. A 
part of her wanted to scream. 
 

* 
 

There it was again. Distant howling from some place unseen. It started low, raised 
in pitch, and fell. He wasn’t a doomsday lunatic but he’d read about what to do in case of 
nuclear fallout. Now he went over the instructions: Stay inside to avoid irradiation, fill a 
tub with water, keep dust out of it. Most important was staying inside. People would be 
tempted to drive away from the fallout, but the air would kill them. He checked his 
watch. The time surprised him. 

“Look at that.  The second train never came,” he said. “It’s almost eleven.” 
Lydia’s reflection paced behind him, then disappeared. The drafty window made 

him shiver. More than shiver – deep spasms began to vibrate his body. His legs felt jerky, 
as if he had just spent hours going uphill on a bike. He clumsily found his way to the 
bedroom. The room was freezing. He crawled over the cold sheets and shut the window. 
Shivering, he pulled a sweater over his head. 
He came back into the living room to find Lydia in her jacket. She rocked back and forth 
on the welcome mat, pulling on her boots. Just as he went to ask her where she was 
going, a rumbling shook the apartment. The horn of the second train screamed. The 
sound rushed in, filled his living room, his kitchen, his small bathroom, and all corners of 
his bedroom. It grabbed Brian’s head and yelled into his ears. It crashed into the beige 
walls: ricocheted off this one, bounced off of that one. It hummed in the picture frames. 
Resonated in the TV stand. Vibrated every white fiber in the carpet.  

Lydia said something from the mat. 



“What?” Brian yelled. 
“I can’t stand it!” Her face contorted as she screamed.  
“Where are you going?”  
“To find those god damned tracks,” she yelled. 
“You cant,” Brian called. “There’s another one coming.” But the door had already 

slammed behind her. The broken clock fell. 
 
* 
 

Wind blew the air white. Lydia pulled her scarf over her nose to stop the biting 
blasts of wet air from chapping her face. There might have been three inches of snow on 
the ground. Quickly, she walked down the middle of the street. If a car were to come in 
either direction, she’d have plenty of time to get out of the way. Now and then she 
glanced at the windows of apartments and houses with their lights off, feeling as if she 
belonged to a completely different universe than those safely sleeping inside. 

Her brain entered into a power saver mode. She moved as if on autopilot, 
impelled forward without much thought beyond the singular goal of finding the tracks. 
Arriving at the entrance, she paused. The pathway in was wide enough for a small 
vehicle, and the sky eerily bright, as if an old orange streetlamp hovered just above the 
grey sheet of clouds. It cast an unreal glow on the snow, seemed to turn the snow into 
fallen ash. 

Just before the entrance was a small park map that had been bleached by the sun. 
She studied the orange-lit picture. Each trail led to a different corner of the forest. A 
dashed black line ran through the green. The tracks. Would she take the trail before her, 
or would she round the corner to take the shorter trail? She turned around, expecting to 
see Brian coming down the street after her. It dawned on her how she was now about to 
make a decision that she hadn’t planned on making alone.  

 
* 
 

A force of cold air pushed the train conductor’s head back, like he was going down a 
steep drop on a rollercoaster. Tears, from the wind, streamed out of the corners of his 
eyes. The night air was crisp and damp with snow. It filled his lungs and from his lungs, 
the cold went straight into his blood stream. 

Leaning out the window of his small cabin, he screamed until he started to 
hysterically laugh. The engine roared. The heavy train clicked over the rickety tracks. He 
couldn’t hear himself. If his throat hadn’t felt so raw, hadn’t felt so utterly red and burnt, 
he wouldn’t have known he’d been screaming at all. Looking up, he pulled down the 
chain of the horn. He pulled it so hard he thought he’d yank it right out of the ceiling. 
And he didn’t let go. Fuck it. If he had to be awake, so did everyone else. 

Sweat slicked his throat, his drawn cheekbones, and the back of his neck. His skin 
was almost pale green. The top button of his light blue-collared shirt was undone. A 
sweat-soaked white tank top poked out from under it. With his other hand, the hand not 
pulling the chain, he thumbed a small metal lever. All it would take was one pull. One 
quick yank and another push of a button, and he could rip this train right off its path. If he 
wanted to, he could. A switch was coming up. If he didn’t slow down the train, it would 



twist right off the tracks at a devastatingly high-speed. Sure, it could kill him. But at least 
the night would end differently. 

The conductor thought about the switch until he didn’t. Again, he pulled down on 
the horn chain. Tonight, like all other nights, he was bound to the only direction he could 
go—the one of the tracks. He was on his way there, to wherever he was headed. He 
leaned out the window. Listening for a thin shred of his voice in the wind, he thought 
about nothing at all. 
 

* 
 

Brian pulled on his snowboarding jacket, his boots, and his waterproof gloves. He 
stumbled around his room looking for his snowboarding goggles. They would help him 
see her footprints clearly through the wind. With every clumsy movement, he reminded 
himself how he was taking too long, how as soon as Lydia walked out the door he had 
already taken too long, and he knew if he had just taken his time to get dressed, he 
wouldn’t have wasted so much time fumbling, and would already be on his way. Once 
dressed, he noticed the goggles strap poking out from under his dresser. He dangled them 
around his neck. 

On his way to the door, he passed the TV and switched it on. A deep scraping sound 
from outside drew him to the window. He pushed up the blinds. A town plow truck had 
just finished clearing the roads.  

Lydia’s footprints had begun to disappear from his steps. With his eyes, he followed 
them to the street. They terminated in a long snow pile running along the clean road. The 
plow had erased her path. He had no idea which direction she turned at the end of his 
sidewalk. Each entrance was a few minutes’ walk away. Too much time would be wasted 
if he wanted to visit each path. At his top step, he stood for a moment, frozen with fear 
that he would take the wrong entrance by accident. 

 
* 
 

Twigs crunched under Lydia’s boots. It surprised her how easy it was to see down the 
path at night. Stiff, bare trees stood too close to one another, stood on both sides of her. 
They reminded her of soldiers for some reason, soldiers that wouldn’t let her push 
through their line. No, this was the path she had chosen—trying to slip through it before 
it had terminated would do her no good. As she walked, she kept her eyes forward. She 
thought she might have heard a rumbling.  

The tips of her fingers were starting to grow numb and her thighs were quickly tiring. 
In order to get through the twigs buried beneath the snow, her steps had to be 
exaggerated, uncomfortably so. A coldness spread through her chest. Cold that had 
nothing to do with the snow or wind.  
Branches snapped above her. She crouched, shielded her head with her arm. She had to 
be careful that nothing would fall onto her. Squinting, she looked up at the unavoidable 
sky. A night bird called in the distance. Three whooping sounds. The first short, the next 
two elongated. An owl, she thought. She scanned the tops of the bare trees, hoping to get 
a glimpse of the bird. There was nothing to see but the strange orange sky. She stopped 
again in the middle of the path, unsure if she had wandered too far in. 



 
* 
 

Jogging down the orange-lit street, Brian acknowledged that the storm had 
sounded much worse from inside. Now that he was in it, it felt manageable. Like 
something to be conquered. Despite the wind, he was energized. The sky didn’t concern 
him anymore—it was the metal train tracks on his mind, the ones freezing over, the ones 
Lydia was out here to find because of him.  

He picked the entrance he assumed Lydia would have picked. Studying the trail 
map, he noticed most of the trails terminated in the same clearing. He didn’t see 
footprints, but he had no choice but to head in. All trails ended in the same spot. He’d 
find her. He had to.  

Twigs cracked under Brian’s boots as he made his way in. He stopped and studied 
a small, bare tree. He wondered if he should leave a mitten behind, to mark the way out. 
He squinted ahead, where the path curved out of sight. Should he hang his hat on a 
branch instead? He turned back around. For a moment, he forgot which way was forward. 
Then he moved towards the curve.  

“Lydia,” he called. It was too windy. He could barely hear himself. “Lydia?”  
This is fucked. He pulled the goggles over his face, but they made everything too 

dark to see. He took them off. It was possible she hadn’t come in here. It was possible the 
tracks weren’t back there. Back where? He stopped again, unsure of which direction he 
was going. Somewhere, a night bird whooped three times. He looked up, but couldn’t see 
anything in the bare sticks, grey against an orange sky. The sky looked unnatural, 
impermeable. An owl hooted again. Lydia had said something about owls—he couldn’t 
recall what, but he had the feeling she felt good about them. He kept going. 

“Lydia?” 
Nothing. Branches snapped in the wind. With his gloved hand, he pushed up his 

jacket sleeve to check the time. It was 11:08, the time of the third train. He shook his 
head at the impossibility of the situation. Impatient, he began to jog. Had they taken the 
same path? If not, would it bring them to the same spot? If not, then what? 

 
* 
 

Shivering, Lydia came to a clearing. Trees had fallen away around her. For all she 
knew, she could have been standing on top of a frozen pond. Two raised lines in the 
snow, with about three feet between them, appeared in front of her. They extended to the 
far left and far right. With the toe of her boots, she dusted off snow until a silver metal 
smear appeared.  

“I found them,” she said to the wind. She frowned. Now what? Ahead of her, 
across the clearing, the forest stood back up. She spun around and examined the forest 
she had just emerged from. There were four trails leading in. Panicking, she realized she 
had no idea which she had taken, and which would bring her back. An owl called out. 
Lydia counted five whoops. Its last hoot sounded frantic, like a warning. Wind blew. 
Branches snapped close by, their cracks echoed. When the wind paused, she heard 
something else. 
 



* 
 

Brian’s steps were big enough to clear the snow drifts. He squinted across the 
clearing, positive that the small person standing completely still was Lydia. It seemed 
impossible that he would emerge from the complete opposite side of where she was 
standing. He began to jog.  

“Lydia?”  
She turned with her mouth open, as if in a daze. “Which trail did you take?”  
“It doesn’t matter,” he said, relieved. It didn’t matter at all. He knew the way back.  
She pointed to the ground, where two raised ridges ran through the snow. They stood 

still for a moment. Looking left then right, as if crossing a street, Brian studied the tracks. 
He had the feeling he were looking at a pathway into another world. One he wouldn’t 
visit, but now at least he knew where to find it. He looked at Lydia.  

“What’s wrong?”  
“These aren’t the right tracks,” she said, shaking her head.  
Studying the smooth silver ground, he agreed. There was no way a train could have 

passed over them tonight.  
“Do you think there’s another set?”  
“Maybe deeper in,” she said.  

Together they turned and squinted into the white and dizzying distance. 
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