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      The first time she saw her, Amanda didn't know she was a ghost.

      Amanda and George were traveling on conveyor belt in New York City's MagTrak station. The belt was packed with travelers still dressed in rain slickers and thick coats dripping rain. Amanda felt her damp hair and peeled the locks from the back of her neck. George's hand was cold and wet but he held her hand anyway. They stood close to one another, their sides coming together as the belt rushed them through the station with the rest of the passengers.

      She smelled the musk of George's aftershave and smelled someone's eggs Benedict. Eating on the run sounded good and her own stomach felt hollow. She hadn't eaten breakfast when they left the apartment and now she was starving.

      She still shivered from the rain. As they moved along on the belt, a blast of air rushed through her hair. It gave her chills.

      The monitors hanging from the ceiling showed the news from all over the world. The 2052 U.S. Presidential election was one month away and she didn't like any of the three candidates, Beijing had cleanest air of any metropolitan city in the world, and the Mars colony had reached an international population of two hundred people.

      It was all good news as far as Amanda was concerned, U.S. politics notwithstanding.

      The MagTrak station was filled with chrome and white walls, rounded corners, and high windows where sunbeams glowed on terracotta floors (of course the rain clouds had parted once they were inside the station). The conveyor belt they stood on was red to give impression of a red carpet treatment. Or maybe it was like a flying carpet, Amanda wasn't sure which. The station was a bit much with all the hub-bub.

      The soft voices on the intercom welcomed them to the station and told them about upcoming departure times. That information could be fed into her neural network but she had that turned off. George, on the other hand would be listening to the station and half a dozen other things online.

      Amanda didn't want the noise in her head or behind her eyes. Which why, she thought, she noticed the woman on the conveyor belt next to theirs headed in the opposite direction.

      The woman was near the railing of the belt like Amanda was on hers. The woman looked at Amanda with wide eyes, her lips formed an O. They stared into each other's faces, locked into some kind of trance as if they were two people who recognized each other.

      Amanda blamed it on the pleading look on the woman's face, but Amanda couldn't turn her gaze away. The look was desperate. Everybody else on the belt was either looking at the monitors above or online with their neural implants. Not Amanda and that woman.

      Amanda's heart beat faster. She thought the woman might need help. The belts were eight feet apart and they could shout at each other if they needed to.

      Then the woman pulled at the opening of her long coat and she shimmered as if she were a hologram. Light glowed from inside her coat.

      They past each other and Amanda turned to follow the woman traveling in the opposite direction. She bumped into the man wearing a Stetson hat behind her. She managed to mutter an apology, but when she looked at the other belt the woman was gone. She couldn't be certain if she just lost sight of her or the woman vanished.

      George squeezed her hand. "Lost something?" he asked.

      "I don't think so," she said.

      Yet she didn't honestly believe that. The look on that other woman's face carved a hollow inside Amanda and took away something that had already been gone.

      Something had been missing inside of Amanda for a very long time. She didn't need the stranger on the other conveyor belt to tell her that.

      Yet Amanda gasped at the realization.

      "Did you say something?" George asked, his face close to hers. His beared tickled her cheek.

      "There," she said, "there's our stop."

      They lurched forward and off the belt, feet marching with all the others across the gleaming terrazzo floor, through shafts of sunlight from the high windows.

      They were taking the bullet train to Los Angeles. George would get settled with his new job with the engineering firm. Amanda needed to reach Seattle. Home used to be there. She and her little brother, Jake, had spent summers visiting their mother.

      There was no question she would go. She would leave George.  No reaction to people bumping into him. And his eyes held that thousand yard stare of someone listening to a voice online inside their head. She hadn't thought of leaving George until this very moment and it didn't surprise her.

      The bullet train gleamed white when they came upon it. They filed in with everyone else and found their seats.

      The bullet train would get them to Los Angeles in eight hours with a quick stop in Phoenix. She sat in her seat with a forward view, the outside world blurring by in streaks of colors, lights and darks. She felt the train's momentum as surely as she felt her breath fill her lungs and exhaled. Her body was her organic machine, breathing in and out, as she rode inside another machine, a marvel of mechanical and technical innovation, that rocketed across the continental United States of America.

      Minutes turned to hours and by then New York was a blur. Outside her window, looking down at the passing countryside, the colors of autumn smeared before her eyes—red and gold and black and yellow and brown, pictures forming before they were whisked away by the speed she was carried. The towns with their water towers and roof peaks rushed by as if she were the tornado tearing across the continent. Unlike train travel in days of old where one could observe the cities and towns and wonder about the life there, the bullet train wouldn't allow it. On the bullet train the imagination didn't have time to dream about the people leaving in the cities and towns and rural communities before the images of them were torn asunder.

      Amanda preferred to dream with her eyes closed, her head resting against the vinyl seat back. She reclined when needed. Like airplane travel when she was a little girl, the train vibrated with the hum of machinery. It was a white noise that pleased her. It was a static that lulled her into into a sense of comfort. No doubt a product of her life experience as a little girl flying from Minneapolis to Seattle to visit her mother who went to work for Amazon. Her parents had been divorced for two years when those trips to Seattle started—one every year, in the summer, for the entire month of July.

      The plane flight had brought her comfort because she was visiting her mother with her little brother. And even the return flight she basked in the warm afterglow of the visit.

      The bullet train ride didn't hold the same warmth as those airplane flights. This trip was one of apprehension and uncertainty. Her final stop wasn't even Los Angeles. She'd stay the night in L.A. and catch another train in the morning to get to Seattle. Without George.

      He snored softly next to her. The last time she had looked, his jaw hung open
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