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CHAPTER 13: HOPE
A little girl’s voice
fluttered from

the back seat
of the blue Honda Civic.

“OK,”4-year-old Nichole Ander-
son said that sunny day in 1976,
“youcan comeup now.”

The words startled Nichole’s
mother, Vickie Lozano, who was
driving. They were the only two
peoplein the car.

Vickie looked in the rearview
mirror, trying to see what was go-
ing on with her young, sickly
daughter. Nichole had beautiful
browneyes and curlylocks of dark
hair. But inside, her kidneys were
failing. Doctors had already told
Vickie and her husband, Luis Loz-
ano, that Nichole probably would
need a transplant by the time she
was 6.

“Who are you talking about?”
Vickie finally asked.

“Jesus,”Nichole answered.

A little later, after Vickie had
stopped the car, Nichole helped
Jesus— she insisted she could see
him — get out.

It wasn’t the first time the Loza-
nos knew that Nichole was a girl of
faith. When she wasn’t talking to
Jesus, she was begging Vickie and
Luistogo tochurch.

“I know you’re going to love it if
you go,” she would say each time.

Each time, Luis would answer
the same way: “Oh, yeah, one of
thesedays we’re goingto go.”

Happy times

In 1959, Luis Lozanowas 7 years
old. That year, he and his older sis-
ter, Mary, 8, moved with their
mother, Torivia, and their step-
father, Simon Rangel, from Texas
to Colorado. They lived in a small
home next to the railroad tracks
in rural Weld County, three-quar-
ters of a mile south of the Auburn
school. A 4-year-old cousin, Delia,
lived with them.

Torivia and Simon worked the
farms and ranches in the area.
Luis, who’d been abandoned by
his father when he was 4, loved his
new life.

With Simon, they were a family
again. The three kids headed into
the fields when workers cut the al-
falfa. They walked to a pond with
Simon to learn how to fish. They
watchedas lambs and calves were
born.

On the morning of Dec. 14, 1961,
Luis scooted across the road in
front of the house to catch the
school bus. Mary, scrambling to
find her purse, barelymadeit.
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Christmas cheer: Nichole
Anderson sits on Santa’s lap.

A few minuteslater, Luis leaned
over the seat in front of him,
watchingtwo girls colorin a book.
The bus stopped at a railroad
crossing. Driver Duane Harms
openedthe doortolookout.

The next thing Luis knew, he
was lying in a hospital bed, his
skull fractured. Doctors and nurs-
esasked him alot of questions.

Do you have a headache? Are
youdizzy? Are youin pain?

No.No.No.

Doyouknow why you are here?

That one was tougher.

He remembered that his moth-
er was supposed to pick him up
from school to go to the dentist.
So he said the only thing that
made sense to him — that he was
in the hospital because he had to
see the dentist. Later, a doctor
told him that a train had hit the
bus, that many children had died,
that many were injured.

“Your sister,” he said, “isn’t
here,andit’snot fair.”

Luis didn’t understand. When
hereturnedhome a few dayslater,
his mother made it clear. Mary
was dead.

Luis went back to school, but he
struggled. He could not pronounce
wordsas easily as before. His teach-
er wrote a simple notation on his
schoolrecords: “Luiswasinjured in
the bus-trainaccident. His reading
waspoorerafterhisreturn.”

His parents struggled, too. They
drank for comfort. They fought.
And then, one day, Simon left. Luis
never saw him again.

A new family

Luiswas grown, livingin San An-
gelo, Texas, when he met Victoria
Rodriguez.

They hardly seemed a match.
Luis was barelyinto his 20s. Vickie
was pushing 30 and had six Kkids.

But a friendship began, then
grewinto somethingmore.

Luis didn’t care that Vickie was
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older, that she had six kids, that
she couldn’t have any more. They
were married on Nov. 1, 1974. Luis
was eight weeks from his 23rd
birthday.

They beganraising Vickie’s chil-
dren— Cindi, Nellie, Melissa, Den-
ise, Walter and Nichole.

They settledin Visalia, in Califor-
nia’s dusty, fertile Central Valley,
and Luis went to work as a tailor.

Life was hard, but good. Luis
did his best to win over Vickie’s
children, and they gradually came
toseehim astheirfather.

The church played only a small
part in their lives. Luis was a holi-
day Catholic— he’d go to Mass on
Christmas, or Easter, or Palm Sun-
day. But he largely stayed away.

Little Nichole, however, rode a
bus that made the rounds to pick
up those who wanted to worship
at the local Baptist church. She
pushed her parents to join her,
and they promised to go, but they
seldomdid.

Then, one day, Vickie’s brother
asked her to travel to Texas with
him to show off his new baby to
their family.

Luis stayed home with four of
the children, while Vickie set out
with her brother, his baby,
14-year-old Cindi and 5-year-old
Nichole. At 7:12 p.m. on Feb. 5,
1977, along a desolate stretch of
U.S.85in southeasternNew Mexi-
co, two cars slammed together,
then smashed into Vickie’s big

Chevy Impala. Cindi broke some
ribs, and most of the others were
bangedup.

But Nichole was badly hurt.
When a doctor came to Vickie in
the hospital, she knew in the pit of
her stomach what he was going to
tellher.

Nichole, the dark-haired girl
with the damaged Kkidneys, had
diedin surgery.

In the journey through griefthat
followed, Luis made a simple vow
to himself: He would not let Nic-
hole’s death do to him and Vickie
what the loss of another little
dark-haired girl had done many
yearsearlierto his parents.

Luis and VickKie sit in their tidy
two-bedroomapartment in Visalia
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as he triesto explain his childhood,
his sister’s death and the life he
found with Vickie and herkids.

He isn’t sure exactly how each
stage of his life affected the next,
but he is clear on one thing: He
never wanted to repeat the bad
things he saw happening after
Dec.14,1961.

After Nichole died, he and Vick-
iemade some changes.

“Before, our lives, we drank a
lot, me and Vickie,” Luis says. “We
went to dances. We went to par-
ties.

“And even though our Kkids
weren’t going — a relative would
take care of them, or we would
have a baby sitter — the focus was
more onmy pleasure,Vickie’splea-

sure,us doingthingstogether.”

The next few years brought
what Luis calls a 180-degree shift
in theirlives.

“We stopped drinking,” he says.
“We stopped going to parties. It
doesn’tmean that we don’t get to-
getherwith friends,you know, but
we started doing more with our
children.”

They went to museums, to the
mountains,to the ocean.

And theywent to church.

Nicholewasright. Theylovedit.

Today, Luis is a lay pastor at a
church that attracts 3,000 people
every Sunday. He has been on a
mission, building bathrooms in a
poorschoolin Panama.

“That’s when I really began to

see him grow,” Vickie says. “It’s
been good for him there — for all
ofus.”

Itis, they believe,Nichole’slast-
ing gift to them.

They still face times of sadness
and grief. In September, their
granddaughter’s fiance died in a
car accident. And Luis’ mother,
who battled a number of ailments
after a lifetime of smoking and
drinking, diedin October.

But on a warm California after-
noon, when Luis is asked to sum
upin onewordthe accidentat the
crossing and all he has been
through, he thinks for a moment
and answers:

“Hope.”
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Strong faith: Luis Lozano,
at his home in Visalia, Calif.,
survived the bus-train crash
that killed his sister, Mary. His
family fell apart after the
tragedy. Twenty-five years
later, he lost his stepdaughter,
Nichole Anderson, in a car
accident, but was determined
to hold his family together.
“Life keeps going,” he says,
“even though there’s going to
be tragedies in your life, or
things are going to happen.
Yousstill have to continue.”
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Injust seconds, 20 children
died, and a community was
devastated.

At7:59a.m.onDec.14,1961,a
high-speed passenger train
smashed into a school bus
carrying 36 students in the farm
country of Weld County. It was the
worst traffic accidentin Colorado
history. Only 16 children and the
bus driver survived.

We cannot know how today’s
tragedies — Columbine,
Oklahoma City, Sept. 11 — will
ripple over a lifetime.

But 45 years after that bitter
morning outside Greeley, we can
see — if not fully understand —
how a single moment has the
power to uncoil through decades,
shaping people for the rest of their
lives.
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Video: Luis Lozano lost his
sisterinthe crash, then grief
drove his parents to drink and
splitup.

Slide show: Lozano family
photos.

Discuss: Share your thoughts
onthe series and read others’
comments at RockyTalk Live.

Sources: Read an annotated
version of the story with sources
of information listed.

Earlier chapters: See previous
installmentsin the 33-part series
atRockyMountainNews.com/
thecrossing.
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