Preterite or imperfect


A train approached the railroad crossing at a moderate rate of speed.  A red lantern hung out the window of the locomotive and swayed lazily from side to side.  Suddenly, the engineer noticed that a vehicle blocked the tracks ahead.  She sounded her whistle but the car did not move.

The brakeman locked up the massive drive wheels as she attempted to slow the ponderous train.  It was 2:00 p. m. and the afternoon sun shone brightly upon the landscape.  Cattle grazed along the tracks, apparently indifferent to the high drama that was unfolding.


Sparks flew from beneath the wheels.  Both the engineer and the brakeman knew all too well that it would be extremely difficult to stop in the distance remaining.  The crossing was coming up fast.


At last, the motorist abandoned any hope of starting the engine and ran to the siding.  he trembled as he watched the inexorable advance of the hurtling locomotive.

In a move born in desperation, the engineer disengaged the wheels and then quickly reversed their rotation.  With this, the whole train shuddered violently.


The engineer, the brakeman and the hapless motorist all gritted their teeth in unison as the train slid forward.  Enveloped in a cloud of smoke and sparks, the train finally ground to a halt.  Less than 35 feet separated the cold black cattle guard from the stalled auto.


The motorist first uttered a phrase audible only to the cows and then addressed the pallid trainmen;  "Pardon me, guys, you wouldn't happen to have any gas, would you?"

