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The Lost Train 

By Eduardo R. del Rio 

 

 Now that he was inside the restricted area, John Santo didn’t feel as apprehensive as he had 

a few minutes ago. The despair he had felt at hearing his son’s frantic cry and his wife’s silent 

stare had been replaced by a dull numbness. Perhaps the fact the train he was about to board didn’t 

seem as menacing as he had envisioned had something to do with his changing mood. It was a 

normal looking Amtrak passenger train, and at first glance it seemed just like any other. Only the 

bold red lettering across the side, ARC, gave any indication that this train’s function was not an 

ordinary one. 

 The uniformed officer uttered some commands, not in a menacing manner, and a line 

quickly formed. John hadn’t really heard the order, but he got in line with the rest of the men and 

women who were about to board the train. As he entered the car assigned to him, once again he 

was surprised to see that the inside of the train was not what he had imagined. In his dreams during 

the preceding days, he saw images of people standing shoulder to shoulder the entire way. In 

reality, there were rows of benches facing each other that could accommodate up to three people, 

and although they were simple wooden benches, he didn’t find it altogether uncomfortable as he 

slid into one. His mind was so distracted that he didn’t catch the words from the man sitting across 

from him. “Excuse me?” he said, looking up for the first time.  

 “I said, not what I was expecting,” said the man directly across from him, almost echoing 

John’s thoughts.  

 “Um, no, me neither,” he replied absentmindedly. John’s lethargic response seemed to be 

taken as a signal that conversation was not wanted, and the man looked away and said nothing 
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else. John looked closely at the man for the first time. His traveling companion was about seventy 

years old, tall and gaunt, and seemed to be of Indian origin. He was impeccably dressed in a very 

expensive looking suit. His bowtie seemed to be silk, and the handkerchief in his breast pocket 

looked like it had been pressed to perfection. His face was long and lean and although he wasn’t 

looking directly at him, John could detect an almost amused look in the man’s eyes. This couldn’t 

be so, though, could it?  “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to be rude. It’s just that…”  

 The man smiled and looked directly at John, “Not to worry,” he said, “I understand.” 

 Now John was certain that the man had a bemused look. He suddenly felt angry at this 

stranger. How could he appear so calm and almost entertained at what was happening to them? 

John thought maybe the guy had lost his mind and resolved not to get too familiar with him the 

rest of the way. The brief exchange, did, however, snap him out of his reverie and he looked around 

the rest of the car for the first time. 

 Sitting next to the old Indian guy was a young black woman, maybe twenty or so, and John 

saw that tears were silently streaming down her face. She didn’t look particularly sad, though, and 

John noticed that the old crazy guy had his hand on her arm. No words were being spoken. The 

woman was wearing jeans with what looked like sown-in patches of different colors. She wore a 

t-shirt that said “BITE,” and her hair was wrapped with some kind of colorful handkerchief. She 

was a bit plump, and her skin looked smooth and so dark it almost glowed. On the other side of 

the Indian guy was a mountain of a man. He wasn’t overweight, just enormous. Probably about 6’ 

5” and 280 lbs. He had a crewcut which barely showed his wheat-blond hair, and no visible neck. 

He had a scowl on his face that seemed to announce to the world, “if you talk to me, I’ll rip your 

head off,” so John wisely didn’t. 
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Although he assumed the train would be crowded, there was an empty space on John’s 

right, and on his left, directly across from the black woman, was a lady whose entire body was 

shrouded by one of those long Middle eastern garbs. Only her dark eyes were visible. She was 

sitting completely erect on the bench and looking straight ahead. All in all, there must have been 

about thirty people in that car, and the silence was eerie. Some people whispered to each other and 

one or two couples held each other and quietly sobbed, but most of the passengers kept to 

themselves. John suddenly realized there were no children on board, nor had he seen any as he 

waited in line. This thought led him to his own son, Manny, who was nine years old and didn’t 

understand why his father had to leave without them. John had explained to him that it was a 

mistake, and it would all be straightened out soon. John was sure that was the case. Once they got 

to wherever they were going he’d talk to the guy in charge. He’d be back with his wife and son 

soon. 

 “Miss your family?” asked the Indian guy suddenly.  

 “What?” How the hell did this guy know what he was thinking?  

 “Your family will be ok.” he said. Now John was really annoyed. 

  “What makes you think I’m thinking about them?” he said sarcastically. “Are you psychic 

or something?”  

 The man smiled with that look of his and simply said, “I heard your son at the processing 

station. He seemed very upset.”  

 Now John felt guilty about his insensitive remark. “Yes, he was.” “How do you explain 

this misunderstanding to a child?”  

 “It is not something anyone can truly explain,” said the man. “It has happened many times 



Label Me Latina/o Fall 2022 Volume 12            4 
 

 before.” What the hell was he talking about? Nothing like this had ever happened before as far as 

John knew. Certainly not to him. Maybe the old guy was crazy after all. This exchange seemed to 

wake up the mountain man who suddenly exclaimed “Be quiet you two.”   

 By now they had probably been on the train about two hours. It was hard to say exactly 

since they had removed his watch along with his phone and wallet before entering the train. It was 

for security reasons, he’d been told, and all personal belongings would be returned to them when 

they arrived at their destination. While that had sounded reasonable enough to John at the time, 

after looking around at the rest of the people in the car he was having some misgivings. That same 

sense of unease also kept him from asking what that destination was. After such a long time on the 

train with no information, though, John was wondering if he should have questioned things more. 

He reassured himself again that it was all a big misunderstanding. Clearly the new immigration 

policies didn’t directly affect him. He was an American citizen, and whatever was going on here 

would be straightened out in due course.   

 For the past three years the government’s campaign against immigrants had intensified. 

John wasn’t sure what to think when the government militarized the southern border and sent 

troops there, but the policy had certainly worked. Between the militarization of the border and the 

stricter conditions detainees had been subjected to, illegal immigration had declined considerably. 

John wasn’t crazy about some of the things he’d seen in the news about how detainees were being 

treated, but he understood the need for order. The four years he served in the military had given 

him an appreciation for rules and discipline. His dad had also taught him to always respect the 

laws of this country. They had moved from Mexico years ago when things became dangerous in 

the neighborhood where they lived. They had cousins in California who were able to sponsor them, 

so his dad got a work visa, and what they had all thought would be a temporary stay had turned 
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into a lifetime. John was six when they arrived, and quickly adapted to the country he came to 

love.  

As a kid John often felt embarrassed about his parents. His mom cleaned people’s houses, 

and his dad worked as a janitor at the local high school. He remembered dreading the first day of 

school once he moved on from junior high. He was constantly worried the other kids would find 

out what his father did there. John managed to avoid running into his dad most of that first year, 

but one day as he was hanging out in front of the lockers with his friends his father was suddenly 

standing right behind him wearing his khaki janitor’s uniform, and with a broom in his hand no 

less. John hadn’t noticed until he heard his dad say “Hola, Juan.” He had started using John since 

he was about eight, and only his parents still called him by the name on his birth certificate. John 

turned around slowly and with a nervous laugh said, “I’m sorry mister but you must have me 

confused with someone else.” John would never forget his father’s reaction. He smiled, and in his 

broken English said, “Oh I sorree meester A meestake.” As his dad walked away, he turned to his 

friends and said, “what a loser nut job huh?” All his friends laughed.  

John was wondering why he was remembering all this now, when the young black woman, 

who had fallen asleep leaning on the Indian man’s arm, suddenly was startled awake and let out 

what sounded like a whimper. When she spoke for the first time John once more felt sure that his 

own presence on this train was due to some administrative error. “Have we arrived?” she asked, 

with a thick African accent. The Indian man told her that they were still on their way and to go 

back to sleep. “I can’t sleep anymore,” she answered. “I’m just too worried about what’s going to 

happen to us.” 

“Don’t worry, it’s all going to be fine,” the Indian man reassured her.  

I’m not so sure about that, John thought. At least not for you.  
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“What a lovely accent. Where are you from?” asked the Indian man.  

“I’m from Ghana, but I’ve been living and going to school in Baltimore for three years 

now.”  “I don’t understand why I’m here,” she continued. “A man came to my door a few days 

ago and served me with papers ordering me to come to the station today. I showed him my student 

visa, which is still valid. He said it would all be taken care of at the station and if there was a 

mistake it’d be corrected then. I showed my visa again at the station, but they ordered me on here 

anyway. I’m not sure what’s going on and I wasn’t even able to call my family in Accra back 

home.”  The Indian man once again assured her that things would be fine, but John had his doubts. 

As far as he knew the American Repatriation Committee, or ARC for short, had only been 

detaining undocumented aliens, so it was possible that the woman was lying about her visa. Maybe 

it had expired after all. Or maybe it was even a fake for all he knew. She kind of looked like that 

might be the case, John thought. In any case it wasn’t any of his concern, and if she was in fact 

here with a forged document then she would get what she had coming. John didn’t have anything 

against people coming to America to better their lives, just like his parents, but they needed to do 

it the right way. His father was always proud of his work visa, or papeles de trabajo, as he called 

them. He would often display them proudly whenever the subject of his status came up.  

While this conversation was taking place there was a rustling sound coming from what 

seemed to be the Arab woman’s middle eastern garb. John had learned about the hijab and the 

burka during his tour in Afghanistan but could never remember which was which. Suddenly there 

was a pungent smell in the air. It was overwhelming and John was reminded that even after four 

years in and around Kabul he could never get used to the food. Within seconds the ARC man was 

standing in front of the woman and demanding the item. She pulled something wrapped in 

aluminum foil from under her garb, and the man snatched it from her hand. “No eating allowed,” 
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he said. John was surprised she had been allowed to keep the food in the first place, since they had 

all been frisked, but he also remembered these people’s ability to conceal items under their garbs. 

He had witnessed at least two suicide bombings where young girls had been carrying explosives 

under their garment, and by the time someone thought to search them it was too late. Once again, 

the Indian man, who John was really beginning to dislike for some reason, offered soothing words. 

“That sure smelled delicious. Too bad they took it. It smelled liked kabuli. Is that what it was? I 

would have loved to try some.”  

“Yes. I had placed it between some flat bread so it would not spill” she answered quietly. 

 It wasn’t clear to John how she planned to eat the thing since she was covered head to toe, 

but again he remembered how clever they could be when they needed to. He had learned that the 

hard way while in the army. Once again he thought of his father, and how proud he was of John 

when he first showed up to the house in his military uniform. Right before he was to be shipped 

overseas, his father had instructed him to be very careful. Ten mucho cuidado, mijo. And as always, 

reminded him what an honor it was to defend the land that had given them so much. John 

remembered his words as he looked at the woman and wondered why anyone in their right mind 

still walked around in that getup given the state of affairs in the country. Was she flaunting her 

background? Daring anyone to question her? Maybe she was even part of some undiscovered 

terrorist cell. Who knew? John liked to believe that he had always judged people as individuals 

but given the situation he couldn’t help but think the other passengers on the train had done 

something to warrant their fate. More and more John was growing uncomfortable in this setting 

and kept hoping they’d arrive soon so he could get away from these people. 

The Indian man sitting across from him seemed to irritate John most of all. Despite that, 

he heard himself ask, “So what’s your story?” He instantly regretted addressing the man since he 
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didn’t really want to get too close to anyone on the train, especially this guy, but there was 

something about the well-dressed Indian man that John felt somehow drawn to. Maybe it was the 

soft way he spoke and how he carried himself. It kind of reminded him of his father. He looked 

nothing like him. It wasn’t that. Despite his humble background, John’s father had a sort of quiet 

strength that was apparent to anyone who knew him. He was dignified. That was it. Even in his 

janitor’s uniform his father seemed to carry himself with pride. The Indian man shared that 

unspoken ability.  

“My story?” the man replied in that soft-spoken almost amused way.  

“Yeah, you know, like where are you from, and all that?”  

“I am from London.”  

“No, I mean like where are you originally from?”  

“I am originally from London.”  

Fine, thought John. If this is the way the guy wanted to play it, then so be it. We’d see how 

it went for him once they arrived at their destination, but then the guy said, “If you mean where is 

my family from, that is Mumbai.”  

“Yeah, that’s what I meant alright. So was your dad there like some rich sultan or 

something?” John asked sarcastically.  

The man didn’t seem offended and answered with a smile. “No. In fact my father was of 

rather moderate means. He and my mother owned a small eatery in the city. What you call a food 

stand here in America.” 

 “You seem to have done well for yourself despite that. You win the Indian lottery or 

something?”   
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The man didn’t seem offended at John’s condescending tone and smiled again. “No. I was 

lucky enough that my parents sacrificed for me. They immigrated to England with my older brother 

and sister, and I was born there a few years later. They reproduced the kind of food stand they had 

operated in Mumbai in the streets of London and gradually were able to save enough for me to go 

to college and eventually law school.”  

“I already told you two to be quiet,” said the guard again. John had been so drawn in by 

the Indian man’s demeanor and story, particularly the part about his parents, that he hadn’t noticed 

the guard approach them until he was standing right in front of them. “You” he said, pointing right 

at the Indian man. “I know you think you’re better than everyone else here somehow, but you’re 

not. No matter what fancy clothes you have on, you’re all going to the same place. Believe me.” 

John was finally about to ask where that was, but then he noticed the hate in the guard’s eyes. Had 

it been there all along and he just hadn’t noticed? John did notice, though, that the Indian guy had 

that damn amused look on his face as he listened to the guard. John wanted to tell the guy to stop 

smiling, but he didn’t really want to get involved. I mean, he didn’t even know the guy, He didn’t 

owe him anything, right? Luckily the guard seemed satisfied by the man’s silence, and he walked 

back to his spot once again. The guard was right, John thought. The Indian man did seem to carry 

himself like he was better than others, and that could only bring trouble on this train. “You should 

really stop smiling at that guy” he said. “You’re pissing him off.”  

“He is just frightened,” was the reply. Before John could ask what he meant, and despite 

the guard’s warning, the Indian man turned to the no neck guy sitting next to him and asked if he 

was alright.  

John hadn’t noticed before, but the man did seem to be in some type of discomfort. His 

pallor was pale, he was sweating profusely, and his eyes seemed cloudy.  
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“This man will need medical attention soon,” said the Indian guy.  

“Well, I’m sure he’ll get it once we get to wherever we’re going” John said. He didn’t quite 

believe that, but he hoped the Indian guy would stay still and not cause a ruckus about it. “Anyway, 

you said you’re a lawyer, right, not a doctor. I don’t know what lawyers study in England, but here 

it isn’t medicine.”  

“Anyone can see this man needs help, and I didn’t study in England.”  

“What the hell? Didn’t you say you were born in London and went to law school?”  

“Yes, I was born in London, but came to this country at an early age and graduated from 

The University of Chicago School of Law. My parents were as proud of that as they were of my 

becoming an American citizen.” John wasn’t sure what to make of this revelation. Up to then he 

assumed that everyone on the train were undocumented, had forged documents like he suspected 

of the black woman, or had broken the law in some way, thus voiding their visas. Maybe this guy 

was lying, although that seemed unlikely somehow. Maybe there was some mistake in his case, 

just like John was certain there was in his own. Before he could ask for more details, however, the 

train came to a sudden screeching stop. 

The guard came back into their car, the doors opened quickly, and they were all ushered 

out single file. When he stepped outside John saw that they had arrived at another train station. It 

was like the one they had left, with the large ARC letters on one side, but this station was much 

larger. Once inside, he saw there were hundreds of men and women standing in several lines 

leading up to wooden tables where two uniformed men were sitting. It appeared the men at the 

tables were asking questions to each of the passengers as they stepped in front of them and jotting 

down each response carefully. John was ushered to one of the table areas by a guard and he got in 

line with the rest of his fellow passengers. He noticed that these guards, unlike the ones on the 
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train, were carrying semi-automatic rifles. He was a bit thrown off by this, but the idea that he 

would at least now be able to speak to someone about the mistake they had made comforted him.  

John was standing right behind the Indian man, who had an arm around the no-neck guy in front 

of him. John could only see the back of no-neck’s head, but the man was slumped over and it 

seemed like he was about to fall on the floor any minute. When they were only a few feet from the 

table a guard apparently noticed what was going on and came over to them. 

 “Hey, you,” he said to the Indian man, “let go of that man’s arm.”  

“He needs help, sir. He is sick and can’t stand by himself.”  

“I don’t care about that. Let go of him right now.”  

Just do as you’re told, thought John. Why can’t some people just follow the rules? To his 

dismay the guard suddenly turned his rifle and sharply jabbed it into the Indian man’s side. The 

Indian man let go of no-neck’s arm as he fell to his knees in obvious pain. He didn’t yell out 

though, and as he knelt there the guard quickly grabbed no neck by the collar and whisked him 

away through a set of doors at the end of the station. All of this happened very quickly, and John 

wanted to yell out, “What the hell are you doing? This guy didn’t do anything wrong.” But he 

didn’t. He felt ashamed that he didn’t even help the Indian man up, who rose unsteadily from his 

knees and turned to face John standing behind him. Incredibly he still had that smile on his face, 

as he said “Do not worry. You have nothing to be ashamed of.” John was stunned. He didn’t know 

how this man could not only remain calm after what had been done to him, but also take the time 

to comfort someone else. Even though John had remained silent, he was determined to speak up 

in defense of the man once they were in front of the guards at the tables. I mean, the guy was 

apparently an American citizen just like him, and they didn’t deserve this treatment. 
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As he stood in line and thought about this John’s mind once again wandered back to his 

father. Before the cancer had completely ravaged his body, John had spent many days at his 

bedside. They talked about lots of things, including John’s son Manny. His father was so pleased 

that Manny was a good student and seemed particularly interested in history. Even though he had 

no formal education, his father was always reading books on American history, especially the Civil 

War. During those final days his father often spoke about how this great country, despite its sharp 

divisions, had managed to come together once again after the war and become the united country 

it was today. He was always grateful for what America had given him and wanted to make sure 

that John passed that sense of gratitude along to Manny. “Remember to always respect the laws of 

this country, mijo,” he said to him during one of their final talks. “Be sure to teach your son that if 

you work hard and follow the rules there is nothing you can’t do in America.” John was glad he 

had been able to spend time with his father during his illness, and he was sure his father was proud 

of him despite that day in front of the lockers. Now that he thought more about it, the truth was it 

hadn’t been the only time John had felt ashamed about what his father did for a living. In fact, he 

had denied knowing him on two more separate occasions. All three times his friends were present 

when his father addressed him directly while wearing his janitor’s uniform, and John had assured 

his buddies that “no, of course that isn’t my dad.” “My dad’s an important man in his company. 

He’s no janitor.” Not one of those incidents seemed to ever upset his father, and they didn’t speak 

of it even during those final days. John knew his father understood that his behavior as an immature 

teenager had nothing to do with the man he had become. His father was definitely proud of him, 

and John had never really given those incidents a second thought until now. 

“Where were you born?” he heard someone say, bringing John back to the present. While 

John had been lost in thought they had moved up in line to the table where the guards with the 
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pads sat. The guard was questioning the Indian man, and John stood quietly behind him, but was 

ready to speak up if need be. “I’m an American citizen,” he heard the Indian man respond. “I 

became an American citizen many years ago.”  

“That’s not what I asked you. I asked you where you were born.” 

 “I was born in England.”  

The guard nodded to another, and said, “take him to room U.”  

John was sure something was wrong, since he had noticed earlier that the doors marked 

“U” was where they had taken no-neck guy, as well as the black woman and the Middle Eastern 

lady who had been sitting with them on the train. John suddenly found himself saying “Wait, there 

must be a mistake. This man says he’s an American citizen.”   

At that the guard stood up, pointed at him, and said “Do you know this man? Are you 

willing to risk your own safety for him.?” John wasn’t sure how to respond. I mean, he felt he had 

become somewhat close to the man, but he didn’t really know him. In fact all he really knew about 

the man were the few details he had learned on the train ride. “No, I guess not,” he heard himself 

say, and as the Indian man passed him on the way to Room U, the man smiled at him one last time. 

John was shaken by this, but now that it was finally his turn to provide his information, he 

was sure he could clear things up, and maybe even come back and help the Indian man out of his 

predicament somehow. Assuming he was indeed an American citizen of course.  

“Name?”  

“John Santo.” 

“Occupation?”  

“Computer programmer.”  

“Residence?”  
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“California.”  

“Place of Birth?”  

“Well, here’s the thing,” said John. “I was born in Mexico, but I’ve been in America since 

I was six, and am a citizen. I have my naturalization papers right here.”  

Without even looking up, the guard said, “Room U,” and jotted something down on his 

pad. John couldn’t believe what he just heard. “Hang on!” he said more forcefully. I’m not just an 

American citizen, I’m a vet. I served this country in the Army for four years. I don’t belong here 

with the rest of these people. You’ve made a mistake!” Rather than get angry, the guard seemed 

amused. He smiled and called over two other guards to come over to the table area. He said to 

them in a loud voice, “this guy says he doesn’t belong here, and that I’ve made a mistake. What 

do you think? Should I apologize? John suddenly felt instantly relieved, until he saw the smile 

begin to form on the two guard’s faces. When he looked back at the guard in front of him with the 

pad, John saw that he was no longer smiling. “Room U” he said once again, this time more 

forcefully. John panicked and thought about running, but the two guards held him firmly in their 

grasp and shoved him towards the doors with the foreboding marker. As he walked through to the 

next room, he thought he heard the guard at the table laughing and mocking him, “I’m sorry, 

mister. My mistake.” 

 

 


