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Author’s Note

This is a work of fiction that touches on the subject of gradual loss of sight. Reader discretion is advised.
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WELCOME ABOARD

Dearest Guest,

Thank you for choosing the Elsewhere Express. We hope that you had a pleasant boarding experience and find your accommodations to your liking. As you begin your journey, we would like to remind you that while we do our best to ensure your utmost comfort and safety, you must remain mindful of your personal belongings. We cannot be responsible for any valuables, baggage, or souls that are lost.

On behalf of the crew, welcome aboard.

Sincerely yours,

The Conductor
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“Who can board the Elsewhere Express?”


Frequently Asked Questions

THE ELSEWHERE EXPRESS

PASSENGER HANDBOOK


Hiraya Sia

(hee-rah-yah)

Some names are heavier than others. But the tiny premature girl had been weighed before being given one, so her official weight on record was only four and a half pounds.

Despite her small size, or perhaps because of it, she charmed the hospital’s entire neonatal intensive care unit. Mary Beth, a nurse on the night shift, enjoyed humming an old, nameless lullaby to her, a song Mary Beth’s mother had sung to her, and that Mary Beth had sung to her daughter. It scented the air with sugared almonds and vanilla, and flowed into the girl like warm milk, carrying a wordless wish that every heart, no matter how small, could understand.

Live. Breathe. Be.

The girl did her best not to disappoint the voice that filled her evenings. Its song was her whole world and she wanted to keep it close. When she learned how to move her tiny fingers, she held the lullaby singer’s calloused hand as tightly as she could. Mary Beth had never felt a more stubborn grip. This girl, the nurse thought, would need someone to teach her how to let things go.

The girl’s strength proved useful on the day of her baptism, when, upon receiving her name, she was made to carry the full weight of her parents’ hopes. Unlike most people who spent their lives searching for meaning, the girl was given a premade one, no assembly required. In her name was a single simple instruction: Save your brother’s life. If, on the off chance, she ever forgot her purpose, her name reminded her exactly why she had been conceived.

Her father, Dr. Jason Sia, a linguistics professor, had come up with the idea to call her Hiraya, an ancient Tagalog word commonly translated as “imagination.” Its actual meaning was more complex. Hiraya was the power of the mind to bring that which did not exist into being. The professor could not think of a name that suited his new daughter more. Hiraya was a desperate wish. A dream come true. The one chance he and his wife, Cristina, had to save their eldest child’s life.

Their son, Jace Sia, was meant to be an only child, but his blood disorder, thalassemia major, had other plans. He had received over seventy blood transfusions before he turned four, and unless his parents found a genetically matched bone marrow donor for him, he was going to need more.

Hiraya did not disappoint them. Growing up, she joked that her name was just a nicer way of saying that she had been born for spare parts. Her parents did not appreciate her humor, even as they kept chips, cookies, and soda out of her reach. Her mother packed her lunch box with apples, whole-grain crackers, and low-fat cheese, along with little notes on pink Post-its reminding her not to trade any of her snacks for candy. After all, it was prudent to be prepared in case Jace ever required a piece of her liver. Or any other part of herself he happened to need more than she did.

But Hiraya didn’t mind: Jace was an excellent cookie thief and giggled as much as she did when they gobbled them up in her closet in the middle of the night. Their crumb-filled laughter fed the old lullaby that had taken root inside her, making it bear new melodies like fruit. When Hiraya learned how to spell, she gave her songs words and wrote them down to keep herself from bursting. Some songs smelled like springtime, others, like fresh bread. Her favorite ones coated her tongue with clover honey. Each song, though distinct, ferried the same wish.

Live. Breathe. Be.

Jason and Cristina weren’t too worried about the hours Hiraya spent setting the wish to music, playing her glittery sticker-covered guitar, and filling purple notebooks with songs. She was young and had plenty of time to find a real dream like her brother’s. There was no doubt that Jace was going to make an excellent oncologist, but music was far too slippery and big a dream for their daughter’s small hands. Hiraya would need to learn that the only place her songs would lead her was the corner of nowhere and disappointment. Jason and Cristina were thankful that they had no such concerns about Jace.

That is, until the night all their dreams tumbled out of his cold, limp hands.
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Quentin Chen Philips Jr.

The day after his father, Quentin Philips Sr., killed himself, a thirteen-year-old Quentin Jr. insisted that everyone start calling him “Q.” His mother, Connie Chen Philips, did not need another reason to cry. Lying to everyone about her husband’s death was hard enough. Lying to herself that it had been an accident was harder. Sparing his mother from having to say her late husband’s name each time she called her only child down to dinner was the sole comfort Q could give her.

But he could not do anything about his eyes.

Though Q inherited most of his features from his mother, his irises resembled his father’s, borrowing their somber palette from an overcast sky. Q hated that they stood out from the rest of his face and made him look like a mistake. When Quentin Sr. died, however, Q discovered that gray eyes had their uses—they camouflaged his dark days and most shades of sadness. But while he was reticent about his pain, Q made sure that his clients’ portraits told the whole truth. His father’s suicide had blindsided him and Q refused to let anyone lie to him ever again. He was particularly wary of smiles.

Smiles were the easiest of deceptions and the prettiest of open wounds. Quentin Sr. had worn a bright and gummy one every day of his life until the morning he didn’t. Q’s paintings were the opposite, revealing everything his clients tried their best to hide. Considering how much they paid him, Q did his best to give them their money’s worth no matter how much or loudly they complained. At the end of the day, their portrait’s appraised value trumped their pride. After all, scarcity drives prices up, and there was nothing more limited than the time Q had left to paint.

Q stood at the doorway of his home studio, surveying the room with what remained of his sight. His degenerative eye disease had shrunk his tunnel of vision to the size of a pinhole, but his home was a place where memory was the only walking stick he required.

He was going to miss this place and the way it smelled of sharpened pencils, paint, and sunshine. He had bought the apartment because of its large windows and had sold it for the same reason. Feeling the sun on his skin without seeing its light turned his blood cold on the warmest of days. The studio was chillier now that it was empty.

His tools and supplies had already been donated, and his business manager had picked up all the paintings for his final collection, save one. Q strode over to the small painting resting on an easel in the middle of his studio, navigating the paint-splattered, scuffed wooden floors like someone with perfect vision. Q might have gotten more when he sold his apartment if he had worked over a drop cloth, but he was always in too much of a hurry to paint to bother covering his hardwood floor.

And his sessions with the sole subject of his final collection never lasted long—this was the biggest challenge when trying to paint a woman who existed only in his dreams. When he woke up, only fragments of her remained: The corner of a lip. The tip of a nose. The shadow in the well of a collarbone.

No matter how hard Q tried to remember her, he could not collect enough details to assemble her face. The song that wafted through his dreams, the same melody that had filled his nights since he was a young boy, however, was unforgettable. It kept him company while he slept and leaked into his days, its message a record on repeat.

Live. Breathe. Be.

Trying to live by the peace it prescribed, though, proved to be difficult. Painting through his window of vision was like trying to build a seashore one grain of sand at a time. But as the imaginary woman was the last sitter he would ever have, he promised to show up for her for as long as she showed up for him.

Speck by speck, he captured what he could, and in those moments, with all his focus and energy flowing through the tip of his paintbrush, he couldn’t let his anger boil over. Being angry all the time was tiring. Still, he preferred being furious about losing his sight to mourning the loss of his dreams. Tears choked you. Rage kept you breathing. Anger needed air to fan its flames.

Q ran his fingertips over his final painting. It was meant to capture the woman’s left eye, but he had run out of time to finish it. All he could do was trust his manager’s word that even if the piece wasn’t done, it was good enough. His show was opening this evening and he needed to deliver its missing piece. It would be a shame not to include the painting since it fit the collection’s theme perfectly.

Unfinished

A Silent Auction of the Final Works of Q Chen Philips Jr.

All proceeds to be donated to blindness research.

Q took the painting from the easel and wrapped it in brown paper. He did not have time to have it framed, but it was just as well. Frames were doorways into a painter’s truth and this piece only led to a dream’s end. His patrons would simply assume that this was yet another piece where he broke the rules, just like the swarms of scorched moths he vigorously denied spray-painting on the city’s walls.
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“Where do I board the Elsewhere Express?”


Frequently Asked Questions

THE ELSEWHERE EXPRESS

PASSENGER HANDBOOK


Raya

It had been ten years to the day since Raya had sat by Jace’s hospital bed, holding his bandaged hand. (She no longer went by the name Hiraya, but it was still the name printed on her first-year medical school ID.) She had squeezed her brother’s fingers harder than she should have, convinced that if she held on to him tightly enough, he would stay. Their parents stood at the foot of his bed, unable to speak or cry. They had braced themselves for the cruel twists of his disease but failed to foresee that what would actually leave their teenage son brain-dead would be a drunk driver in a red pickup, a few blocks away from their home. This, however, was only half of the truth of what had happened that night.

The other half hung above Raya’s head, hovering in the hospital room’s arctic air, a secret only she could know.

Raya kept her eyes on Jace’s bandaged face, aware of how every breath the blinking machines forced inside him extracted every drop of meaning from her bones. She ground her guilt between her teeth, counting down the last moments she could call herself “Hiraya.” She did not care to be reminded of what she had become: She was now a wasted wish. A pile of useless spare parts. She had had one purpose. And now he was gone.

She clung to Jace’s hand more tightly than she had held on to anything before. Mary Beth had been right about the strength of her grip.

Tonight, as she rushed to catch her train home, Raya used that grip to clutch the straps of the overstuffed bag swinging from her shoulder. The blue tote was made from ocean trash and shimmered like the sea. Raya was not too proud to admit that she envied the bag: The plastic bottles it used to be had been given a second chance to be new.

At twenty-five, Raya swore her bones creaked as loudly as the steps to her sixth-floor walk-up apartment. She didn’t have to be a doctor to know that her diet of candy bars, sour gummies, and energy drinks did not do her any favors. But if living off simple sugars and caffeine was what it took to stay awake for the next four years of medical school, diabetes, osteoporosis, and renal failure would just have to sit in the waiting room and flip through old magazines until she could see them.

A man ran into her bag and scampered away. Raya apologized when she had meant to swear. Saying sorry and smiling were default responses that came with living on autopilot. They had their uses but sometimes left her mouth coated in ash. Raya grimaced and took a quick inventory of her belongings. A dented laptop, a dog-eared textbook, a binder containing her anatomy notes, and a purple notebook peeked through an assortment of ultra-processed snacks that had no business being called food.

As far as she could tell, nothing was missing. Her upcycled bag still strained to carry a downcycled dream. Raya conceded that she was never going to be half the doctor her brother would have been, but holding on to half of a dream was better than letting go of a dead one.

Raya transferred the tote to her other shoulder even if it didn’t make a difference—invisible loads were at least twice as heavy as any that you could see. She slipped the bag off and then returned it to its bruised home. Her skin welcomed it back with a silent sigh. Old pain trained the body to miss it. Over time, flesh forgot the difference between what it had learned to tolerate and what gave it relief.

Wind blew through the subway tunnel, whipping Raya’s newly dyed lavender hair. She slipped a hair tie off her wrist and secured her hair in a messy ponytail. The electric-blue elastic had matched her previous hair color but clashed with the pale purple. She made a mental note to replace it. Though she never colored her hair the same shade twice, she could not bring herself to throw any of her old hair ties out. The rainbow of retired elastics in her drawer grew each year, always a few days before Jace’s death anniversary. Raya insisted that it was a coincidence just as staunchly as she denied that changing her appearance was the only way she could stand looking in the mirror. But today, despite her new hair, she took pains to avoid her reflection. The lavender only reminded her of Claire, a cadaver who shared her hair color.

Claire was not the corpse’s real name. Following protocol, the bodies donated to Raya’s gross anatomy class were anonymous. Naming her group’s cadaver had not been Raya’s idea, but she didn’t care enough to object. Dissecting a dead body for the first time was just another item on her to-do list, no different from doing the laundry or organizing her notes. Numbness was the sole perk of living in the hollow of someone else’s life and Raya took full advantage of it. It came in handy in class when it steadied her fingers as she unzipped the black body bag containing Claire.

Hollow eyes. Ashen skin. Purple hair. The elderly woman’s cadaver was as cold and lifeless as the rest of the laboratory’s equipment. Raya groaned in her head when her groupmates decided that thanking the corpse before dissecting it was the right thing to do. No one else seemed to notice that the body on the stainless steel table couldn’t hear them. Nothing lived inside it anymore. Perhaps, Raya thought as she stared down at the dead body, only husks saw other husks for the empty shells that they were.

Thank you, Claire. The name’s single syllable rolled off Raya’s tongue without ceremony. Raya regarded the cadaver, shifting her weight on her feet. Its face remained just as sunken, stiff, and gray as it was before its christening. Giving it a name had changed nothing.

Then everything was churning inside Raya all at once.

A breath hissed between Raya’s teeth as sharp as the truth that lodged behind her tonsils like a fish bone. She coughed twice but couldn’t spit it out, and so she forced herself to swallow the reality whole: Names weren’t spells cast on those given them, they bewitched those who said them out loud. While Raya’s eyes still saw a dead body, her mind could not stop seeing the woman who had lived.

Wrinkles recorded the smiles that had reached Claire’s eyes, along with all the frowns that didn’t. The deep creases around her mouth logged a lifetime of laughter while the finer ones documented the words she spoke. But if Claire had felt any sorrow when she passed, death had taken great care to erase every trace of it.

Raya pursed her lips, struggling to describe what remained on the woman’s face. She couldn’t remember the last time she had seen anything like it in the mirror, not even when she dyed her hair the prettiest of pinks.

Contentment. Composure. Peace. Raya pasted each word over Claire like a label, only to then peel them off. She needed a word with more weight. Dying had stripped Claire of many things, but not the gravity that came with knowing that even in death, she was a gift with meaning and mass, and that not an inch of her was a waste of space.

Raya clasped her hands behind her back, resisting the urge to brush a stray strand of purple hair from Claire’s temple. Their choice of hair dye, Raya thought, was the only thing they had in common. Serenity made its home in a lived life’s marks, and without a place to nestle on Raya’s face, it rolled off her cheeks and chin like tears.

Her brown eyes watered. She dried them on her lab coat’s sleeve, blaming the formaldehyde lingering in the laboratory’s filtered air. When fresh tears stung her eyes hours later at the subway station, Raya convinced herself that it must be on account of the preservative clinging to her clothes. She wiped them away with the back of her hand before squeezing through the subway car’s doors.

Raya made her way through the crowd, her eyes flitting over their faces. She found a seat and began a timer in her head, counting down the seconds the passengers would share the train with her. Soon, each one of them was going to disappear, just as they did every evening.
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Q

Q kicked himself for forgetting to top up his metro card. The musky perfume of the man in line in front of him at the top-up machine lanced his nose. Losing his sight had heightened his other senses, but this was one of those instances that he wished it had not.

He held his breath until the man left, adjusting the brown-paper-wrapped painting tucked under his arm. It would have been easier to deliver the piece to the gallery by cab, but he was stubborn that way. Only tourists used taxis. He stepped in front of the machine and squinted through his thick glasses, trying to make out the words on the screen one letter at a time. Cold sweat beaded on his nape. The woman in line behind him came to his rescue. Q thanked her, unable to tell from what he could see of her lips if she was wearing a smile or a frown.

Q made his way to the platform, tracing the guiding strip along the tiled floor with his walking stick. A blue blur darted in front of him and tripped over the stick, breaking it in two. Q tumbled to the floor, taking his painting with him. The blur mumbled an apology and ran off. A man helped Q to his feet and handed his painting back along with the pieces of his cane.

“Thank you.” Q ran his hand over the painting. Its wrapper was torn, but the canvas was intact.

“Are you hurt?” The rasp in the man’s voice gave Q the impression that the man either was twice his age or smoked two packs of cigarettes a day. The hint of cloves on his breath made Q inclined to believe that it was the latter and that his cigarette of choice was the same brand of Indonesian cigarettes his father used to hoard.

“I’m fine.” Q put on a smile that he would have ripped off his own face if he had known how much it mimicked his father’s. “Thanks.”

A tinny voice crackled over the loudspeaker and announced that Q’s train was going to be delayed. Q checked his watch, forgetting that he no longer wore one. He clenched his fists around his broken walking stick and squeezed his eyes shut even though he didn’t have to. He already lived in the dark. Tears watered his throat. He imagined that tonight, after people bid on the last pieces of his dream, he would spend his final evening in his empty apartment staring up at a ceiling he could no longer see.

He was never going to know if the blue blur had meant his apology or if the stranger who had just helped him had smiled before he walked away. He was never going to be able to look anyone in the eye and see their true intentions. The world would blindside him just as his father had and all he could do was brace himself and wait to be knocked down.

Wind howled through the tunnel and blew across the platform. The gray storm raging behind Q’s eyelids wailed over it. He pulled his shoulders back and took a step forward, with neither a walking stick nor the will to keep himself from falling. He gripped his unfinished painting and hurled it onto the tracks and into the waiting dark.

[image: ]
“What time does the Elsewhere Express depart?”


Frequently Asked Questions
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Raya

Meandering thoughts carried their owners farther than any subway line could. The woman seated next to Raya was in the process of boarding a daydream without having to buy a ticket or swipe a card.

A small smile played over the woman’s glossy, overlined lips as she stroked the orange cat purring on her lap with her glittery acrylic extensions. Each of her fingernails contained a galaxy, and every star in them, a wish. Her fondest one was to put up an animal shelter. No, a sanctuary. On a sprawling piece of land where animals could roam free. Cats. Dogs. Bunnies. Horses. She scratched behind her cat’s ears, strolling through a moonlit meadow only she could see. She strode past a clear pond where unwanted goldfish didn’t turn gray or grow monstrously big. She paused mid-step. Fish, she thought, would be nice for dinner. She had a couple of sole fillets in her freezer that she could bake with a creamy sauce of butter, garlic, and lemon. Oh, and mustard. It was her secret ingredient. And the name of her orange cat. Mustard rubbed its head against her palm and purred.

Across from Mustard, a man with a neatly trimmed beard contemplated the mud splattered on his right pant leg, not because it was particularly interesting, but because the largest of the stains resembled a black hole. He and Lily had watched a movie about black holes on their third date. The movie was terrible. The date was not. It ended in her bed, their clothes in a tangle around their ankles. Six months later, Lily would tattoo his name in cursive on the inside of her right wrist. Though the bright scarlet letters were as fine as silk thread, they clanked inside his skull like iron chains whenever Lily held his hand. It was at that precise moment, he realized, that he and Lily had started to rust. He wondered if Lily was married now and if she had any kids, and what would have happened if he had not left her for a job that took him as far away from the chain on her arm as possible. He thought about the little mole on her collarbone, her perfectly shaped toes, and all the wonderful things she could do with her tongue. Lily. Lily. Lily. If he closed his eyes, he could smell the coconut shampoo in her untamable red hair.

Standing in front of the man daydreaming of an ex-lover named Lily, a young man with more piercings along his shaved brow than Raya had on her entire body slipped on a pair of black headphones. Haydn’s String Quartet in E-flat Major, opus 20, number 1, swept away the noise of the day, making room for all the formulas he would need for his two-hour-long actuarial math exam the next morning. An oak tree’s thick canopy rustled above him, heavy with bright, glowing numbers where there should have been leaves. He stretched across the grass and ran his palms over a patch of wildflowers, stirring a scent reminiscent of roses and mint.

Raya did not have to hear the music flowing through the man’s headphones to know that it had carried him to a place far beyond the subway line’s last stop. His gaze was like everyone else’s around her: glazed over and distant, regardless of whether they stared into space or at their phones. Unlike her fellow passengers, Raya kept her thoughts on a much shorter leash, never allowing them to go farther than two seats away. They made do with strolls through a stranger’s brown coat buttons, another person’s hearing aid, and the downward turn of the mouth on a girl who looked much too young to be wearing a permanent frown.

But today their leash was even shorter. Raya kept a closer eye on her thoughts at this time of year—they were always extra fidgety around Jace’s death anniversary. She ordered them to sit down while she switched on her earphones’ noise-canceling mode.

Soft static flooded her ears. Raya couldn’t bear to listen to music, not since she had stopped writing it. Songs were terrible houseguests. They never took off their shoes, they poked around drawers without permission, and they always left a mess. White noise had far better manners and had the good sense to stay out of locked cabinets and rooms. Raya closed her eyes. A fresh floral fragrance drifted past her nose. Someone close by, she thought, had the most incredible rose-and-mint perfume. It slipped inside her, painting a moonlit scene behind her eyelids.

Wildflowers.

Grass.

An oak tree heavy with branches of glowing math formulas instead of leaves.

Raya usually banished daydreams before they whisked her away, but tonight, she made an exception. Her station was close and a reverie about a strange number tree could not possibly take her very far. A symphony of birdsongs and violins broke through the earphones’ static. Raya’s eyes flew open.

She was no longer in the subway car. An empty vintage train had taken its place.
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“Who is in charge of the train?”
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Lily

“Good evening.” An angular woman walked up to the Elsewhere Express’s newest passenger dressed in a crisp, black uniform, her thick, wavy red hair threatening to burst free from her gold-banded felt cap. A cherry-tinted smile lit her hazel eyes.

“Welcome aboard the Elsewhere Express.” She extended a white-gloved hand. A delicate tattoo peeked out from her glove, spelling out a man’s name on her wrist in a cursive script that looked like red thread. “I’m Lily, the train’s conductor.”

Declaring that her name was Lily was both a lie and the truth. Lily was indeed the name of the woman whose likeness she wore like a coat, but it was not the name she was born with. That name did not matter, not as much as giving the Elsewhere Express’s newest arrival the best boarding experience possible. The conductor tugged her felt cap lower over her borrowed forehead, trying to contain Lily’s thick hair. The man who had daydreamed of Lily while riding the subway had done an excellent job of fleshing out his ex-lover. Every detail, from the inked name on her wrist to each rebellious strand of red hair, was exceptionally clear. Though the conductor wasn’t a fan of Lily’s fiery hair color, she did enjoy the smell of her organic, coconut-scented shampoo. The fragrance was what ultimately swayed her to choose to look like Lily this evening instead of someone else.

Selecting a face to wear for the night shift never took the conductor long. Her options were limited to the daydreams of the passengers in the train car the Elsewhere Express’s newest arrival departed from. She browsed through the reveries like clothes on a vintage store’s rack, searching for ones that were clean, smelled nice, and didn’t have any holes. Faces of lovers were always a great find and the conductor did not hesitate to snap them up. They were sharp and very detailed, almost as vivid as the teary daydreams about loves that were lost.

At first, the conductor didn’t understand why it was necessary to don a fresh face each time she welcomed a passenger on board. As the years passed, it became clearer. With so few memories left of her life before boarding the train, slipping on the semblance of a person from the world outside the Elsewhere Express helped the conductor to remember that once, just like the rest of the crew, she had been a new passenger too. This allowed her to offer new arrivals empathy like a welcome drink, minus the alcohol, miniature paper umbrella, and fancy straw.

The passenger scrambled off an emerald-green velvet couch. “Where am I? What’s going on? What happened to the subway?”

“I understand how strange all of this must seem,” Lily said in the tone that grown-ups used when speaking to young children. “I’ll explain everything at the passenger orientation. I just need to see your train ticket first.”

The passenger backed away and tripped on a hand-knotted Persian rug. She fell to the marquetry floor, scattering the contents of her blue tote.

Lily rushed over and knelt by her side, avoiding two chocolate-and-peanut-butter candy bars and a binder bursting with handwritten notes. A canned orange-flavored energy drink rolled past her knee. “Are you all right?”

“Oh god.” Color drained from the passenger’s face. “I’m going crazy.”

“You’re not.” Lily picked up one of the passenger’s six blue pens from the floor and handed it back. “You’ve switched trains.”

The passenger dropped the pen. “I … I don’t remember getting off the subway.”

“Wonderful.” Lily’s smile grew brighter. “I’ll make sure to let the boarding team know.”

“The boarding team?” The passenger’s lips paled as though she was about to either faint or vomit.

“They’re the team responsible for making the boarding experience as smooth as possible. And what could be more seamless than not having any memory of how you got here?”

“This isn’t happening.” The passenger drew her legs to her chest and tucked her head to her knees. “Wake up. Wake up.”

“You’re awake. Look around you.” Lily admired the vintage train car’s interior. A backlit, curved, onyx ceiling cast a soft glow over the car, warming its cherrywood walls. Couches upholstered in lush velvet stood in place of the subway’s blue plastic seats. Ornate gilded frames of varying sizes leaned against the wall at the far end of the train car, waiting for painted worlds to fill them. “I think that you’ll find that the Elsewhere Express is quite the upgrade from the subway. And this is just the boarding car. Wait until you see the rest of the train.”

The passenger looked up, her eyes wild and flashing. “If this is real, prove it. Stop the train.” She shoveled her things back into her bag and got to her feet. “Let me off right now.”

“I’m sorry, but I can’t do that.” Lily stood up and smoothed her blazer. “The Elsewhere Express doesn’t make any stops.”

“Then how could I have boarded it?” The passenger’s knuckles hardened around her bag’s straps.

“The Elsewhere Express doesn’t pick up passengers at stations.” Lily repeated a script that lived on her tongue. “You boarded it at the end of all your dreams at a quarter past your heaviest sigh. The train caught you when you floated away.”

“Floated away?” The passenger’s voice climbed in pitch. “Are you serious? If you won’t stop this train then I’m going to find someone who will.”

Lily straightened her cap. “Be my guest, but that might be a bit difficult without a door.”

The passenger’s eyes darted around the carriage’s doorless walls. “What the hell is going on?”

“Even before you got here, you’d drifted away from your own life. Everyone on this train had.” Lily flicked a piece of lint from her shoulder and watched it float away. “It might surprise you how little a person without purpose weighs.”
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“Are the Elsewhere Express’s tickets refundable?”
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Raya

Both of Raya’s parents suffered from hypertension, and she had always known that it was just a matter of time before genetics caught up with her artery walls. She did not, however, expect it to happen this soon. Still, it seemed that death was here, and she was grateful that her passing had been painless and quick. It was far more than she deserved.

Lily motioned to a velvet couch. “Perhaps you should sit down.”

Raya gripped the seat’s carved arm and lowered herself into the plush, green cushion, barely able to hear the woman over the blood pounding in her ears.

“Can I get you some water?” Lily offered.

Raya fixed her eyes on the looping marquetry design on the floor, a crisscrossing knot without a beginning or an end. It was, she thought, a fitting symbol for an afterlife she did not believe in until now. “How did it happen?”

“How did what happen?” Lily took a seat across from her.

“How did I die? Was it a stroke?”

“Oh. No, no. You misunderstand.” A bemused smile teased the corners of Lily’s mouth. “You aren’t dead.”

“I’m not?” Raya winced, hating that she sounded disappointed. “But you said that I floated away from my life.”

“You did, but not because you died. You drifted away because you were too light.”

Raya squeezed her eyes shut, rubbing her temples. “None of this makes any sense.”

“And yet here you are.” Lily laced her gloved hands over her lap.

“Where is ‘here’?” Raya threw a glance at the train car’s windows. Thick black curtains, embroidered with the same pattern of golden knots as the design on the floor, hid the view.

“As I said,” Lily stated with a practiced patience, “you’re on the Elsewhere Express.”

Raya pushed herself off the couch. “There’s been a mistake. I’m not supposed to be here.”

Lily nodded. “I understand.”

“You do?”

“Completely. I’ve been doing this job for a very long time. I’ve met many passengers who insisted that they didn’t belong here. Like you, they were convinced that they had a purpose too. What do you do? What do you want to be? What are your plans for the future? The Elsewhere Express is full of people who whipped out answers to these questions like some form of identification, believing this was proof that the train had mixed them up with someone else. But purpose has little to do with ‘what’ and everything to do with ‘why,’ don’t you think?”

“I’ll tell you what I think.” Raya gripped her tote’s straps, digging her fingernails into her palm. “I think that if you don’t let me off right now, I’m going to—”

“You missed something.” Lily reached beneath the emerald couch. She stood up, a purple notebook in her hand. Raya snatched it from her.

Raya had not opened the notebook since Jace died, but she could not bear to discard her old songs. A piece of rectangular black paper stuck out from between its pages and brushed the side of her thumb. She tugged it free. Shimmering gold ink swirled over it like oil in water and twisted into intersecting loops. “It … it’s moving.”

“It’s called the eternal knot.” Lily pointed to the identical design embroidered onto her blazer’s breast pocket. “It’s the train’s symbol. You’ll find it all around the Elsewhere Express. Floors. Curtains. Tableware. Linens.” Her gaze fell on the piece of paper in Raya’s hand. “Train tickets.”

Raya’s fingers trembled over the twisting knot. Beneath it, elegant letters twinkled like stars and spelled out her name in gold. A simpler font printed along the bottom of the ticket stated the name of the subway station she had caught her train from and the date and time she had boarded it.

“May I?” Lily said.

Raya dropped the ticket into Lily’s palm as though it were on fire.

Lily ran her eyes over it. “Everything appears to be in order. I’m very happy to officially welcome you aboard, Ms. Sia. As you can see, there hasn’t been any mistake. You’re supposed to be here. This proves it.” She held the ticket out to Raya.

“It proves nothing.” Raya folded her arms over her chest. “I’ve never seen that thing in my life. I don’t want it.”

“The ticket has been issued in your name.” Lily tucked the ticket into Raya’s bag. “It’s yours.”

“I don’t care.” Raya yanked the ticket out and crumpled it. Her hand tingled. She opened her fingers and caught the paper melting into her palm, leaving its gold knot and words imprinted on her skin. She gasped and frantically rubbed her hand.

“Convenient, isn’t it?” Lily peeled off her glove and turned her hand over. An identical knot shimmered and coiled on her palm like a living tattoo. “This way, no one needs to worry about losing their ticket. The previous conductor came up with it. He’s quite the tinkerer. Now, if you’ll follow me, we can head to—”

“I’m not going anywhere with you.” Raya lifted her chin. “None of this is real.”

“That depends on how you define ‘real,’ Ms. Sia.” Lily pulled her glove back on and strode over to the empty picture frames at the end of the carriage. She picked one up and held it at arm’s length in front of the paneled wall. “Is what’s real what you can see and touch?” She peered through the frame and moved it an inch to the left. “Or does it include things that are invisible and intangible?” she said, alternately looking through the frame and adjusting its position over the wall. “Like thoughts?”

“I’m not listening. You’re not here. We’re not having this conversation.”

“As you wish.” Lily let go of the frame.

Raya flinched. There were few things that she hated more than hearing things shatter. She had not been with Jace when his car flipped over twice, but this did not stop the sound of crumpling metal from grating in her skull whenever it got too quiet. Real memories and made-up ones sounded the same in the dark.

“If you’re waiting for the frame to fall,” Lily said, “it won’t.”

Raya flung her gaze to the empty frame. It hung in the air as though held steady by an invisible hook. A moonlit meadow stretched inside it. A bird flew out of the frame, darting past Raya. She jumped back.

“I won’t say another word if you don’t want me to, Ms. Sia.” Lily looked through the frame. “But first, allow me to show you what ‘real’ means on the Elsewhere Express.”
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“Where are the train’s doors located?”
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Raya

A breeze blew through the frame’s gilded borders, perfuming the vintage train car with roses and mint. “That scent.” Raya inhaled deeply. “I’ve smelled it before.” A wispy, fragrant memory wafted across her mind. “On the subway.”

“Ah, yes. That can happen sometimes when Mr. Nakamura and his team set up the boarding car. Incoming passengers catch glimpses of it. Some can hear and smell it. I just love the scent of wildflowers.”

Raya surveyed the meadow through the frame, her heart racing faster than the train. A large oak tree stood to the left of the scene, its canopy of glowing numbers rustling in time with a chorus of unseen birds and a violin quartet. A golden retriever ran past the oak and chased a husky around a pond. Black-and-white kittens tumbled over one another a few feet from them. If the scene was an illusion, it was a convincing one.

And if it was the truth, then Raya was much farther from home than she had thought. “What is all this?”

“It’s the product of a lot of hard work. The boarding team outdid themselves tonight.” Lily puffed her chest out. “The passengers in your subway car deserve a lot of credit too, of course.”

“What do the passengers have to do with anything?” Raya said.

“The boarding team’s work is only as good as the daydreams that are available to use as décor. Last night’s setup was lovely, but not as charming as today’s. A woman on the Singapore MRT had been thinking about a Yayoi Kusama exhibit she had just visited. And so Mr. Nakamura and his team brought it to life. The giant polka-dot trail was gorgeous. Hopping from dot to dot, however, was a bit tricky.” Lily let out a small laugh. “But don’t worry, we shouldn’t have any problems walking over grass.”

Lily’s words scattered in Raya’s mind like ten different jigsaw puzzles tossed onto the floor.

“I know it’s a lot to process.” Lily selected a second empty frame from the collection leaning against the train car’s wall and handed it to Raya. “It will all make sense soon.”

Raya frowned at the frame. “What am I supposed to do with this?”

“Just hold on to it for now.” Lily set her hands on the bottom border of the floating frame and pushed down, expanding it until it was the shape and size of a door. She stepped through it and looked over her shoulder. “Coming, Ms. Sia? The boarding car’s exit is this way.”
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Lily had been wrong about how easy it would be to walk over grass.

Though Raya was standing on solid ground, she was adrift. Each step led her deeper into a flood of questions steadily rising above her neck. The world inside the gilded frame refused to fit in any of her mind’s premade boxes, no matter how hard she tried to shove it in. Its grass was green, its air crisp, and the large chestnut-colored horse that had galloped over to say hello smelled like grain and warm hay. While her senses agreed that the meadow was real, a tingling deep in her bones challenged all she heard, saw, touched, and smelled. “What is this place?”

“The boarding car,” Lily said. “Stunning, isn’t it?”

“I thought the carriage we came from was the boarding car?” Raya glanced back at the frame they had just stepped through. A star-filled horizon stared back at her.

“We haven’t left it.” Lily patted the oak’s trunk. “But now you can view and appreciate the décor the boarding team meticulously prepared to welcome you on board. Do you like it?”

A force, the kind that pushed against you when you took a sharp turn, shoved Raya to the grass. The ground rumbled against her cheek. She sat up, her palms pressed to the vibrating soil. “We’re moving.”

“Like I said, the train never stops.”

Raya stood up and spat out dirt. “This isn’t a train.”

“Do you ride the subway often, Ms. Sia?”

“Yes. Why?”

“Good. That makes my job a lot easier. A stranger to trains would have a harder time understanding what the Elsewhere Express is. A regular rider such as yourself should be more than familiar with the vacant stares that fill a train car.”

The glazed stares of the subway passengers who had left their seats and disappeared into their daydreams flashed in Raya’s mind. “What if I am?”

“This means that you already know the truth about trains,” Lily said. “Every train, no matter how full, is—”

“Empty.” The word slipped from Raya’s lips so quietly that she wondered if she had said it out loud.

Lily nodded. “Thoughts carry people away. Once created, thoughts don’t just vanish into thin air. They can’t. They need a place to go.” Lily looked out at the meadow. “And so, those thoughts come here.”

Raya’s head throbbed.

“Some passengers find it easier to grasp what the Elsewhere Express is when it’s broken up into parts.” Lily gazed up at the canopy of glowing numbers. “This tree, for example, grew from the imagination of a young man pondering his math exam.”

“You’re telling me that this whole place is someone’s daydream?”

Lily shook her head. “No, that would be impossible. There aren’t any daydreams this large. This tree is from the young man, but the meadow is from a daydream of a passenger who was picturing the animal sanctuary she’s hoping to build one day. Mr. Nakamura, in my opinion, couldn’t have made a better choice. Many on the Elsewhere Express see the train as a kind of sanctuary too.”

Lily’s words screeched like fingernails down a chalkboard in Raya’s ears.

“Is something wrong, Ms. Sia?”

Bile churned in Raya’s stomach. “The Elsewhere Express is a sanctuary …”

Lily smiled. “That’s correct.”

“A place where the lost and helpless go.” The edges of Raya’s voice hardened and hissed like iron quenched in water.

Lily’s smile slipped off. “That’s not what I meant.”

Raya pulled her spine as straight as she could. “I didn’t ask to be rescued.”

“Neither did anyone force you to board this train, Ms. Sia. All the Elsewhere Express did was open its doors.” Lily refastened her smile, tugging it wider than before. “And speaking of doors, the boarding car’s exit is over there.” She gestured to an empty stretch of grass to the left of the tree.

Raya squinted at the fluttering leafy shadows. “There’s nothing there.”

“That’s why we brought the frame. Do you mind holding it up?”

Raya kept the frame firmly at her side. She had clung to the edge of reason from the moment she found herself inside a strange vintage train car. To do as Lily asked was to pry her fingers from this cliff and fall. “Then what? We step into another train car that looks nothing like a train car? I drown in more questions that you’ll continue to ignore?”

“The sooner we leave the boarding car, the sooner you’ll have your answers, Ms. Sia. I’ll tell you everything you need to know at the passenger orientation.”

Raya clenched and unclenched her jaw. If she was going to have any hope of finding her way home, she needed to know where she was. Her fingers trembled around the gilded frame. She lifted it to the level of her eye, copying what she had seen Lily do. Blurry golden strings coiled, twisted, and twirled inside it.

“They’re threads of thought,” Lily said.

“Threads of what?”

“Every thought that passes through your mind is connected to something else. Memories. Lies. Truths. They’re all woven together. No idea or daydream stands alone. It’s the fabric this train and everything you see around you is made of. Including the door that leads out of this boarding car.”

Raya’s insides twisted as the threads did. As strange as the sight was, it was the first thing that felt truly familiar since she had found herself on the Elsewhere Express. Her thoughts were just as tangled, binding her to the night she lost the very reason she was born. Three memories twisted around one another to form a noose: a stolen tube of lipstick, a song, and frantic knocking on her childhood bedroom’s door. It tightened around her neck each time she dared to dream of a life other than the one stuffed inside her upcycled bag. “I still don’t see a door.”

“It’s difficult to see through the clearest glass when the window is shaking as much as this frame is. Allow me.” Lily took the frame from Raya.

Raya shoved her trembling hands as deep as they would go into her pockets, remembering how just a few hours ago, she had gripped a scalpel and pressed it into a cadaver’s flesh without the slightest quiver. She was used to living her life from a distance, watching herself from the back row as she mouthed someone else’s lines on a stage. Acting brave was easy as a stand-in, but much less so without the costume of someone else’s dream.

“The frames you’ll find around the Elsewhere Express serve the same purpose as they do on a gallery’s walls. They give the person who looks through them perspective.” Lily lifted the frame an inch higher and left it to hover in the air. “And focus.”

Raya looked through the frame. A short distance from the oak, a circular patch of wildflowers cast a silver-blue light. “All I see are some very strange flowers.”

“Congratulations. You’ve found the exit.” Lily beamed like someone whose puppy had just learned a new trick. “The doors on the Elsewhere Express look a bit different from the doors that you’re familiar with.”

“A bit different?”

Lily laughed. “All right. Maybe a lot. The train’s doors can look like anything, really, and tend to move around when they get bored.”

Raya quirked a brow. “Sorry?”

“Have you ever had a thought that stayed perfectly still, Ms. Sia? Thoughts are as alive as the people who created them. On this train, we can shape thoughts into the most amazing things, but we cannot change their nature. Any thought, big or small, short or long, pretty or monstrous, can lead you anywhere. You don’t have to be a passenger on the Elsewhere Express to know that a song can be a rabbit hole to your childhood, a heartbreak, or your first love. The thoughts curling up from a cup of hot cocoa can be a tunnel to the day you learned that Santa wasn’t real. The picture frames reveal the doors hiding in plain sight.”

“But you saw the door without using one.” Raya stared at the glowing wildflowers, unable to look away.

“I didn’t,” Lily said. “I heard it. The doors are scattered around the train. They sing to each other to keep themselves from feeling lonely. Most passengers can’t hear them. That’s why the Elsewhere Express has a team whose sole task is to make sure that there are frames available in every train car for those who need it. Not everyone has an ear for music.”

A heaviness poured into Raya’s chest like plaster, molding itself in the cavity left by a withered lullaby.

“Ms. Sia? Is everything all right?”

Raya avoided Lily’s eyes. “I … was just wondering how a wildflower door worked.”

“It works the same way all doors do.” Lily smiled. “We go through it.”
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