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DEDICATION

For all the men who had to grow into their ears.




“ask yourself:



Is the connection real if there

Is no space to be vulnerable?”

-Yung Pueblo
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Las Vegas, Nevada

––––––––
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SIX YEARS. IT HAD ACTUALLY been six years since Coraline Newair was in Las Vegas. On the last visit to the city of bright lights, she had attended a matchmaker's conference, the same conference where she sideways paired two of the Neary brothers with their perfect matches. Those marriages, she was proud to admit, were still intact and both men were currently fathers with radiant brides and stable lives. At that conference, she was simply an attendee. At this conference, she had somehow become the featured opening night speaker and the guest of honor. Honestly, she came to Vegas for the shows, the food, and to place bets on the potential couples who married at the Elvis Chapel.

Coraline, the owner of Perfect Match, a matchmaking agency in New York, had taken over the business from her mother once she'd completed graduate school at Columbia. Unmarried herself, she’d never truly planned to arrange a happily ever after for her own life since she was simply too busy enjoying pairing up others. She often stated, when other asked about her single life, that she'd find it difficult to secure an existence with a man who understood her life calling and not envy the time and care it took to ensure she got it right for others. Lord only knew the few times she'd gotten it wrong; it had gone horribly wrong. Maybe that is what she would speak about today. Sadly, she didn't have a prepared presentation or speech for the opening session of the conference. Her heart was elsewhere along with her head.

The elevator ride down to the main conference center went without a hitch. A person assigned by the conference was sent to her suite to escort Coraline to the meeting room, but she preferred to arrive without the fanfare. In the crowd, she could simply mill about, listen in, and hear what the attendees wanted to learn, not only about her, but also about the business of matching up love.

“Miss Newair, there you are!” Madelyn Prescott, the Director of MatchCon, called out. “Debbie came to your suite to collect you and said you refused an escort. This way. We have a green room for you.”

“Not necessary,” Coraline replied. “I want to walk the floor.”

“Let me get you an escort,” Madelyn said.

“Darling, I grew up and live in New York. I am perfectly capable of finding my way to the stage when it's time,” Coraline said, her green eyes nearly sparkling.

“Oh wow, your eyes,” Madelyn said, “such an unusual shade of green. Are you Irish?” 

“I've had some Irish in me,” Coraline said, providing a smirk.

Debbie, the assistant, called for Madelyn, providing Coraline an opportunity to escape. She wanted to see the tables and displays provided by the other matchmaking agencies and services. Her business was simple. Man wants woman, pays a fee, takes a test, has a physical, and they are matched. It worked for the business model and since the first wagon trains rolled West, the plan remained simple. Pair people with people who want to be paired.

A shift in the crowd's energy began as people started milling into the conference center. She watched joyful attendees take their seats, prepared to listen to her impart time-honored and proven wisdom. Coraline didn't feel like she had wisdom, but an understanding of life and people. She'd learned, the hard way, that neither was predictable.

A drink materialized in her hand, and she accepted it, smiling at Rudy, the indispensable assistant. She didn't know how she'd manage her day to day without the man, and thus far, he hadn't let her down. She offered a tight smile to him, knowing that she had nothing prepared for today, and she'd try her best not to make an ass of herself.

“Lively crowd,” Rudy said.

“Yeah, lots of competition in the room as well,” she replied.

“I can only imagine the Q & A session,” he said.

She loved that about Rudy. He provided a gentle guidance and prompting without seeming out of pocket. The energy in the room shifted again as the Madelyn woman took to the stage to a thunderous round of applause. Madelyn made the welcome address. Madelyn spoke of the events for the weekend. Madelyn thanked the attendees for their time. She inhaled deeply as she looked into the wings of the stage, searching for the guest speaker. Not seeing Coraline, she barreled forward.

“Our first speaker, really and truly needs no introduction, but hey, I'm paid to do it, and this woman is simply amazing,” Madelyn stated.

Coraline listened as a list of her accolades was rumbled off by the woman, her success rates of matches and the thousands of pleased clients. No one ever spoke of the miserable failures and heartbreaks of the business and the hard comedowns for when the matches fell apart. The people in the room didn't know about the lawsuits and the not so happily ever after’s, which were never mentioned. Everyone was chasing the fairytale and Prince Charming.

The applause continued as she was welcomed to the stage. Coraline adjusted the mic and stared into the audience. She offered a smile and began to speak.

“Sometimes a frog is just a damned frog, and no matter how many times you kiss that little green bastard, he simply will not transform,” Coraline said.

The audience burst into laughter. She took a moment to cradle the audience in her proverbial hand. There was information to share and she planned to clear the path for those who followed in her footstep, ensuring they understood the business wasn't all glass slippers and chirping birds at the windowsill.

“I had a bride who was catfished,” she said. “She packed up all her belongings and moved to Alaska to marry a cunning man, and he got mauled by a bear.”

A gasp went through the crowd. “Yeah, she cut up that bear and used his hide as a rug, so when you see the memes on social media of people wondering why the woman would choose the bear, best believe, she knows that bear will make a damned fine rug. Bear fat also makes really great greasy soap for dry skin when you live in harsh winter climes, like a bride found out who moved to the wilderness of Maine.”

The audience fell into a fit of laughter again. A few hands went up, but Coraline waved them off. “Yes, the Alaska bride’s story did have a happily ever after; the man, whose letters the cunning man stole to woo his bride-to-be, ended up being the groom after all.”

The hands in the audience went down. Coraline didn't want to talk for a long period. She didn't have that much to say.

“There is a science to what we do, but there also has to be an element of fantasy and a willingness to suspend belief that love is possible,” Coraline said. “Trust me when I tell you there have been women and men who have come through my doors and looked me square in the face and lied. They lied about their intentions and lied about who they were. However, they all failed to understand, you can never lie about who you are even to yourself. That is where love begins, in an honesty with ourselves.”

Hands were up in the air. Again, she waved them away. She didn't want to answer questions, and more than anything, she truly didn't desire to be pelted with mundane inquiries into her business practices.

“Please stop raising your hands; there are no quick answers in this business,” she stated. “Love will find a way even if it has to fight for the right to exist. I have made perfect matches with couples who ended up with someone else, although on paper, everything was perfect. In time, they would have found a groove, but deep inside of each of them, they knew, yes, this is good, but what if...”

The audience gasped. Coraline began to smile. One match came to mind that she felt honored to share with the attendees. 

“It's true. I think my favorite match making story is out of Illinois, with a man named Thom and his best friend Jiminy Earl, who has a pet porcupine. The porcupine's name is Petr Qwill,” she said as the audience physically leaned in to hear more. “When I say it is one of my favorites, it truly is because love showed up in such a way, I found myself sighing in disbelief for all involved, including the porcupine.”

A warm feeling eased into her gut as she thought of how she would broach the story of the train-loving station manager, the feisty redhead, and the best friend who had a randy porcupine as a pet. With each of the matchmaking clients she had, the file folders were given quirky names to match the location, the events, and a random fact. This story was no different.

Coraline held the side of the podium, “I call this one Miles. Alton, and the 9:04. You see, the 9:04 train in Alton, Illinois is a no longer functioning service line, and even when it was, the train was always late...”
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Chapter One – Fight
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In the distance, the blaring of the horn echoed through the crisp air, announcing the impending arrival of the 11:12 train out of Chicago making its entrance into the outskirts of Alton, Illinois, a town of roughly twenty-five thousand ghost hunting, music loving souls. Alton, the birthplace of jazz great Miles Davis and one of the most haunted cities in America, created the backdrop for a love story sideways in the making but forward facing in drama. A lone champion for the town sat behind his desk, listening to the sound, acknowledging the arrival time of train and his need to get to work. 

From the coat rack which rested behind the door of his office, he removed the outerwear he'd hung earlier. The corduroy felt heavy in his hand, almost equaling the weight of his regrets as he donned the knee-length coat. Momentarily, it would be time to go out to meet the train. There were people in the station waiting to board for St. Louis, the next stop for the Lincoln Service line after picking up traveling connectors for Western riders on through Kansas City. Between himself and the ticket agent, Pearlie Mae, they could load, unload, and board passengers in less than fifteen minutes. No one really chose Alton, Illinois, as a destination outside of ghost hunting season or the jazz fest, but the town was used as a connection at a station with less traffic than Springfield and less densely populated that St. Louis. Residents of nearby cities like Effingham or Centralia preferred to drive over to Alton versus bus it over as part of the fare with the rail lines.

The horn blasted again as he checked his watch. It was a quarter of twelve, which placed the 11:12 into Alton at only thirty-five minutes late, give or take minutes on a dial. A scarf, given to him for a past birthday by his foster sister Kimbrae, swaddled his neck as a brace against the cold. He waved a gloved hand at Pearlie Mae as she rolled the passenger luggage onto the cart on the embarking platform. She'd called for the Southbound riders to line up for boarding. Later in the day, the night shift crew would do this again for the North Bound riders of the line headed towards Chicago.

Snow and dust flew in the air as the train barreled down the track and pulled into the station. The loud hiss of the brakes, followed by the smell of diesel fuel, announced the engine parking. Bodies exited the rail cars as people met friends and families, while loners clutched tightly to singular backpacks for a start to a new journey as they disembarked the cylindrical passenger car. Conductors called the names of long travelers who had paid for the privacy of a sleeping car while others filed on board the economy seats, preparing for a ride.

Pearlie Mae and the station manager loaded and unloaded the rail car and aided passengers who needed assistance to get on board. This was his life. Each day, five days a week, loading, and unloading other people seeking a new way of life or returning to an old one.

Fifteen minutes. Fifteen minutes and the train’s whistle blew and the engine went into gear, followed by the releasing of the brakes. Slowly, like an old dinosaur headed to the tar pit, the engine tugged its load, hauling the passengers in the cars, moving to their next destination. Thom Brown watched the train depart, mulling in his mind the next stop in his.

He aspired to be married with a family of his own. He wanted more out of life than simply loading and unloading a train. At the end of the day, he desired to come home to a little woman, who was glad to see him and made him lamb chops with mint jelly and smashed potatoes. A side of crunchy green beans would also be amazing, but in his current state, Thom Brown, was simply seated squarely in a box of aloness.

The phone in his pocket jangled, and it was a call from his foster brother Mateo, who’d recently lost his big toe to a spider bite. Mateo only called when he needed something. He wondered this time what the man could want.

“Hey, whatcha need?” Thom said into the line.

“Why is it that when I call you, there is this same question? No hi, how are you? How's the toe? How's the wife?” Mateo Zingales commented. “Can't I simply be calling to check on you?”

“Hell no. What do you want?”

“I do need a small favor,” Mateo said, pausing.

“The pause tells me the favor isn't small, so spit it out,” Thom pushed.

“Okay fine,” he said. “I bought a lot of vintage horns. They are in New York. I can't go pick them up, but if you could, I'd pay.”

Thom sighed. Favors for Mateo were never simple. Each request was multi-layered and required several chunks of effort to make it happen. This mission was a no win for Thom, and he didn't want to do it.

“Nope,” he said, ready to end the call.

Mateo wouldn't give up that easily. He wanted to sweeten the pot. He lowered the octaves of his voice.

“I will pay the fee for the Matchmaking lady and set you an appointment if you go to New York to pick up my collection of horns for me,” Mateo said.

“Excuse me; what?”

“The service we used to get our perfect matches, I will pay the fee for you if you go to New York and get my horns,” Mateo said.

“Isn't that like ten grand or something?”

“Or something. I want those horns for the school. I need those horns for the school,” he said. 

“That's an 18-hour drive,” Thom said.

“I have an additional RV in New York,” Mateo said. “Get the RV from the storage unit; I’ve already had it serviced. Pick up the horns, drive the RV back and think of it as a mini vacation. Plus, I'm paying for it all. I need the horns.”

“I don't think I like you, Mateo,” Thom said. “There are always these layers of bullpuckey in your requests, which you lace with this false sense of added value for the sucker you reel in.”

“Am I reeling you in? I mean, I am setting an appointment for you with the matchmaker. She will work her green-eyed magic and find you a little woman who actually likes lamb chops with mint jelly and will happily dust your train collection. Hey, she may even find you a goofy little woman who is okay with your alarm clock being a mini train set that arrives like it's coming from the Village of Make Believe.”

“Hey, watch yourself. I paid a lot of money for that train set from Mr. Rogers' Neighborhood,” Thom said defensively.

“I know, and with a plane ride and an RV drive from New York to Arkansas, it can be a whirlwind of a day, and you get a woman,” Mateo said. “If you want, I will even spring for the train ride from Little Rock to Chicago, and you can get your train fix in as well. Whaddya say, my brother?”

“Sometimes, I don't I like you, but fine,” Thom said, looking at the calendar on his desk. “When does all of this need to happen?”

“How does tomorrow sound? Too soon?”

“You want me to fly out tomorrow?”

“Yes, the appointment with the matchmaker will be tomorrow afternoon, you pick up the RV and horns the day after, and you can be in Arkansas by Sunday and home by Monday,” Mateo said. “Do we have a deal?”

Thom looked around his office. It had been a while since he'd taken a vacation. His last trip away from his home had been to Iowa to help his foster brother Macalister with his home and mail order honey. She was a thoughtful lady, and they had a baby. The baby also had red hair similar to Macalister’s and was quite adorable. He imagined coming home to changing diapers and a flustered little woman. A smile eased across his lips.

“Sure. Why not,” Thom said, uncertain what he'd agreed to or why. However, it was possibly the best decision he'd ever made in his life and would forever change not only the way he saw the world but also how he saw himself. The turn his life took based on saying, “Why not,” to his foster brother created a chain of events, and he would later thank the universe for coming to his rescue. 

The trip had been six months ago. This weekend, he would meet his potential new brides, and out of ten he’d corresponded with over the past one hundred and eighty-two days, he'd narrowed it down to three women. Three women would arrive in the next few days to look at his home, ask questions, possibly make out with him, and decide if he was an ideal candidate for procreating.

“What the hell have I gotten myself into?” Thom said, taking a deep sigh. 
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Chapter Two – Peck
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Thom Brown wasn't an only child. He had a brother named LeBeau. Although they shared the same mother, the two brothers were nothing alike. LeBeau was fathered by a man named Monroe LePetitmaine who lived above a diner called the Dingleberry Cafe in Elizabethtown, Kentucky. Harriet Wills, a soft-spoken woman prone to depression, enjoyed the energy of Monroe and soon found herself with child.  A year into their relationship and after the birth of LeBeau, Monroe felt fatherhood cramped his roving, or rather free-loving, lifestyle. On a cold Friday evening, Monroe departed Elizabethtown with a cross-eyed waitress name Millie, who had a set of glaringly obvious uneven titties. 

Left alone to fend for herself and LeBeau, Harriet replaced lopsided Millie at the diner, taking as many shifts as she could get, while LeBeau played in a laundry basket in the grease-laden kitchen. Saddened by the sudden turn in her fate, on a late night in the nearly empty diner, Harriet was working alone when a soldier arrived. He held a handful of magic beans, a smile so radiant and bright, it shone a light on the darkness in Harriet's heart. After one conversation over coffee and pie, Harriet loaded up a garbage bag with her belongings and the free car seat provided by a local charity at the hospital, and she and LeBeau were off for Ft. Leonard Wood, Missouri with Staff Sargeant Johnathan Brown. Harriet had no idea what they were getting into, but it sure as hell beat where they were currently living.

Her assessment of Johnathan Brown was dead on because a month later, the man married Harriet, adopted LeBeau, and soon after, another child was on the way. Thom arrived 18 months after LeBeau, but Harriet found trouble bouncing back after the birth. A sadness set into her that would not go away. No matter what treatments Johnathan suggested, Harriet's answer was it was simply a spell and she would come out of it soon.

She didn't come out of it. It worsened. On the day Johnathan came home early, full of exciting news of receiving orders to move on to Ft. Kit Carson in Colorado, he arrived to find Harriet on the floor, LeBeau trying to wake up his mother, and Thom bleeding at the ear. She'd only placed one bullet in his weapon—he'd secured and changed the code on the gun safe, but she'd managed to get into the cabinet.

Sgt. Brown said little as the ambulance rolled Harriet away. Ft. Kit Carson wanted him to report sooner rather than later. In the best interest of his children, his wife remained in care in Missouri, and he and the boys moved to Colorado. He was assigned to a tightknit unit where families supported each other, a new platoon sergeant who was a single father was unheard of, and the families of his soldiers surrounded him with love and support, and his sons flourished.

However, all good things have a shelf life, and it was time to move on after four years. The new stop was the Big Red One at Ft. Riley, Kansas, a miserable duty station with a unit of soldiers who despised each other, which made the job close to unbearable. Unlike Kit Carson, these families didn't support each other, and the single dad, who was still married, couldn't fully move on because he didn't see himself divorcing his mentally ill wife. He knew she wouldn't get better, and as much as he wanted to move forward, he couldn't. He said a prayer each night that she would heal so they could be a family once more. As the days waned, the weeks grew into more months, the months turned to years, and Sgt. Brown began to sink.

Jonathan began to drink. Drinking to decompress turned to weekend blackouts, and finally, at a local watering hole, he got into a fight. Neighbors noticed that after several days, the truck Johnathan drove wasn't in the drive at the home he shared with his two boys. The movement of the curtains and the peeking of a face indicated the children were inside. A woman with a warm heart checked on the children, who said they hadn't seen their father since Friday when they got out of school. Today was Thursday.

The woman called social services, who discovered Johnathan Brown had spent the weekend in the local jail. On Monday, he was transferred onto the Fort to the Brig where his assault case on Friday night turned to manslaughter on Monday. Johnathan wasn't aware of any of it or what happened. All he knew was his sons were going into foster care near Ft. Leavenworth where he was sent.

The boys, still very unlike, grew up on the farm with a woman all the kids called Aunt Sue. Thom, a lover of land, received a train set from their father one Christmas while LeBeau received a remote-controlled boat. No one is certain if this is when Thom Brown fell in love with trains. In the afternoons after school, he'd watch Mr. Rogers’ Neighborhood and became totally fascinated watching the trolley leave Mr. Roger's, living room heading to the Land of Make Believe.

At the age of 13, Thom was introduced to a friend of Aunt Sue's named Billy Burton, who worked for the Burlington Northern Railway. He paid Thom under the table to work alongside him, checking the lines.

“When I grow up, I'm going to own a train station,” Thom boasted. “I'm going to have my own caboose and train that I will drive to and from my office.”

“I imagine you're going to do a lot of great things, Thom,” Billy told him.

Thom didn't disappoint Billy. At 16, he secured his first job with Burlington Northern, learning quickly. At the tender age of 17, he rode shotgun in a SD60M three-window cab diesel engine, and he was hooked. He started with the company as an operations clerk, working part-time while he earned his associate's degree as an electrician. The associate's degree allowed Thom to move into the position of communication maintainer, and eventually he became a Technical Communication Specialist, which had a salaried role in Chicago. Thom hated the bitter cold, eventually working his way down the state and landing a job as a station clerk in Alton. Three years later, he became the station manager.

The city considered the old train station in Alton a blight and had abandoned it many years prior. When the 9:04 stopped running, the line came up for sale at a dirt-cheap price. Thom purchased the station and turned it into his home, which gave him the right of way to the tracks which he also maintained. His vision, which he only shared with his brother, was to offer a haunted train ride, along with a train museum and jazz fest for the city of Alton on the land adjacent to the train tracks. He imagined jazz greats arriving on the train, stepping off to enter the green room in the Train Museum before taking the stage to wow the audiences.

He frequently wrote the Powers that Be at Burlington Northern Santa Fe, on how this would be possible, specifically since he basically already lived in the museum he put together. He invited Aunt Sue for a visit to see his hard work, anxious to show off the memorabilia he'd been hoarding since he was 13 years old. Every train, engine, and car had a home, proudly displayed on shelves covered in plexiglass and neatly labeled. He showcased the collection and the place he called home.

“Thom,” Aunt Sue told him. “This is nice for you, but no woman is going to want this as her home. You need another normal house.”

He listened to Aunt Sue. She was one of his most favorite people in this world. He shared the comments from Aunt Sue with his foster sister Kimbrae, his second favorite person in the world, who agreed with Aunt Sue. For good measure, he called his bother LeBeau and shared his museum jazz festival idea. He also mentioned the mail-order bride scenario.

“I’m just worried I might get a fairy hunter,” he softly confessed into the line.

“A what?”

“You know, a fairy hunter,” Thom said. “One of those people who spend their lives hunting down the mythical creature, capturing it, caging it, and believing they were doing the right thing by making it their sole focus in life.”

LeBeau sighed, “and in this analogy, are you the fairy alluding capture?”

“No one likes captivity, even if it’s shrouded in what the fairy hunter believes to be love,” Thom replied. 

“Stop being weird and build a damn house,” LeBeau said, ending the call. 

His brother’s high-handed tactics were one reason LeBeau was not on his list of favorite people, blood related or not. However, Thom had built a normal house with three bedrooms, a water closet, and a soaking tub for the little lady, whom he'd have to choose relatively soon since the first one would arrive tomorrow.

“This is it, Thom. This is where your actual story begins,” he said, checking the bathrooms and kitchen for house boogers that would turn a girl off. “You're going to get yourself a wife. You’re ready.”
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Chapter Three – Spar


[image: ]




Thom Brown wasn't a fancy man. He lived a simple life. Each morning, he went to his day job, and in the evenings, he returned to a modest home partially filled with basic furniture. A typical evening in his world consisted of a bit of light work in the museum and depending on the time of year, he would tend his garden or work in the greenhouse, ensuring he had fresh veggies year round. All of these notes he placed in the particulars of his profile for the matchmaking agency.

He'd never considered himself to be a prize catch, but he was a good man with a good heart and solid values. Thom Brown wanted a wife who wanted to be a mother, and he wanted a few kids. He didn't care if she worked outside of the home or worked from home remotely for a larger firm, but he cared that she worked. A self-sufficient man, he didn't need a wife-mom with whom he could have sex who cleaned up after him and washed his soiled undies. Thom desired a life partner.

Chores around the house were nothing new to him, and he didn’t have an issue sharing the workload to maintain a smoothly running house. He would not, however, live in chaos. He sure as hell wasn't planning to live in a home with children who ran wild and colored on the walls. Growing up in foster care had reduced his patience with those levels of bullshit. All of this he made clear in the correspondence with his three potential brides. When the weekend was over, he would have himself a potential wife.

Megan Dootch, a homemaker, would arrive on Sunday. She was a bit of a crafter and sold items in an online store. Access to the post office for her was a must-have as well as room for storing the crafted items and a shipping station.  His coworker, the night manager at the train depot, had ordered a She-shed for his wife to use in the backyard. If he and Megan got on well and she agreed to be Mrs. Brown, he would order or build one of those sheds for her business. He was fair in that manner.

The second potential bride, Agnes Spignew, would arrive on Saturday. Agnes appeared to have a great deal going on in her life. She was an amateur ghost hunter, an amateur beekeeper, a honey enthusiast, and a stamp collector. In her free time, she performed ghost tours in Schaumburg, Illinois for 3 A.M. Xtreme Paranormal Ghost Hunting Society. Agnes possessed a soft voice, which reminded him of a naughty librarian allowing you to check out one extra book, although you were over your book check-out limit. She also possessed a pair of stunning green eyes and hearty, thick, rich shoulder-length auburn hair. He looked forward to spending the day with her, prayerful the connection on paper would transfer into real life.

The last candidate, whom he was meeting today, was Carrie Mulligan, an actual librarian who collected teapots and lived in St. Louis. The thirty-six-minute drive placed her in Alton just at lunchtime, and he planned to meet her at Castellini's for some of the best fried chicken he'd eaten outside of Aunt Sue's.  He was encouraged with her being so close to Alton in case it worked out and there could be a little back and forth and potentially some dating before the big day.  For some reason, the idea of agreeing to marriage with a woman he hadn't actually dated didn't bode well with Thom. Today, he would find out if his instincts were correct as he found a parking spot across the street from the eatery.
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