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PROLOGUE
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My life was concluded on a cold, winter night in December.

It was summed up and blotted out; it was canceled as easily as a postal machine cancels a stamp.

It was, not to be redundant, over.

Finis.

So, you quite naturally ask, how am I scribing these syllables to you? In what manner has my immortal spirit caused the dead flesh of my hand to come alive again, to wiggle and to writhe and to clutch the inken fountain? How come I, dead, do spill forth feeble construction and artifice upon pulpen substance?

Ah, that is the story, is it not?

And in that story you will find that the answer is the substance of the question.

The flame is the light.

The caterpillar is the butterfly.

And you are...ah, what are you?

That is the story.
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CHAPTER ONE
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Ring!

My reddened orbs focused blearily on Ma Bell.

A plastic pedestal with rows of square buttons, it was not sentient, and therefore not aware of my existence.

Which didn’t mean that I was not slave to it.

Oh, was I a slave to it!

It would ring in the morning, advising in hacking and coughing fashion that some worker or other would not be in, notifying me that, irrespective of all other workers, one more laborer was ill; one more wage earner was out for the day, that we, the remaining, would have to try one person harder.

It would ring through the day, an infernal bell, a never ending shrill of toll and toil, and fill our ears with orders.

“Can you add ten dozen turkeys to that last order?”

“I need ten crates of turkeys!”

“Are you sure you have enough turkeys!”  

“I NEED MORE TURKEYS!”

And it would ring late into the night, when all the workers were gone and there was only a single, wearied, beaten manager, myself, to answer the evil device.

It would ring.

Ring!

I stretched forth a wearied arm and poked at a blinking button.

“Jack!” The voice came up the wire, through the headset, and out of the little pad into my worn ear. 

“Yes, Mr. Finch?” It was my boss, and I sat up a little straighter. 

Mr. Finch was not an unkind man, but rather a hard working, no nonsense kind of man. And this late at night, the order takers all gone home and myself alone in the office, I knew that I must have been remiss, that a mistake had been made, that a customer had called him direct and that I was about to find out about it.

Why else would he call this late? Why else would his voice sound so...so...significant?

“Jack...” His voice became like a cheese grater...and my ear was the cheese. What terrible error had I made?

“...go home.”

I blinked at the tone change. He had gone from warning growl to humor, and I realized that he had pulled a ‘gotcha’ on me.

He laughed, his voice husky and echoey and filled with good cheer. “Jack! Ha ha! I got you!”

I grinned and rubbed my face. My skin felt rubbery under my tired digits. “Yes, sir,” I admitted ruefully, a sour (and relieved) grin on my face “You did.”

He immediately changed pace and became serious. “But I meant it, Jack. I want you to go home. Now.”

My gaze flickered around the office.

The basket under the fax machine was overflowing with orders.

The wire baskets on each desk were filled with orders.

The erasable boards were filled with orders. The clipboards were filled with orders. There were orders stacked on swivel chairs and piled on tables and bundled up and put in a big mound next to the grey time clock.

“But,” there was a little bit of the frantic in my tones, “We have too many orders to process! They all have to be entered into the computer and the phones are going to ring tomorrow and—”

“Jack!” 

His voice was imperative and I stopped my blubbering.

“What’s the date?”

“The twentieth,” I dutifully responded.

“And tomorrow’s the twenty-first. Friday. And every single customer has been notified that today is the cut off for shipping orders. Do you understand what I am saying?”

My brain, ossified from processing thousands of orders a day for the last month, struggled to comprehend.

He continued: “I am saying that tomorrow the phones won’t ring more than ten times. And those ten times your boys and girls will appraise the customer that the shipments have left, that no more turkeys go on the trucks, that the Christmas rush, thank God, is over!”

His voice was wearing down on me like water on a rock. I felt the dent in my thinking as I finally understood what he was saying.

“Then, you mean....” I stuttered.

“That’s right, Jack. It’s over. Go home.”

I was silent for a brief moment while my personal, portable, cranial computer digested the input. I felt the beginning of the leeching for the frenetic energy I had experienced this last month. I felt the drizzle and drain of the ‘hurry up and hurry’ attitude that I had found myself immersed in these past weeks.

It was over, and I—

“Jack?”

“Yes, sir?” I was so tired that I had actually been mind wandering while talking to the boss.

“Go home.”  

Upon settling the receiver into the cradle, I rocked back in my swivel chair. The leather and spring construction creaked and gave a small moan. My wife and child, in a gold rimmed photo holder, grinned at me from my desktop. I sighed.

The seasonal rush was officially over, and my senses slowly expanded in the silence.

Ten desks faced mine, five squatting against the right wall and five leaning against the left. On the desks were arrayed baskets, stamp pads, pencils, computers, and plastic cubes which held the images of loved ones.

In the aisle between the desks, duct tape held the ancient seams of the worn, grey carpet together. Circles of worn tile, the carpet worn completely through by the shuffle of foot and pivot of chair, were visible under each desk.

The walls were dingy and needed painting, and the off white paint had cracked and peeled in the far corner because of a leaky roof that had to be repaired, like clockwork, every single year.

Against the far wall overfilled filing cabinets needed cleaning.

Really, there wasn’t anything special about the office; there was nothing to distinguish it from a hundred thousand other offices across the country.

Well, the people, of course. People always make a place special.

People can be the same across the country. Heck, across the world. They eat the same foods, listen to the same songs, laugh at the same jokes.

Yet, beneath the sameness, their uniqueness makes anyplace special.

I smiled, satisfied that the season was done, that special people would get their special turkeys, and slowly pivoted so as to face the nook on the left side of the office.

In that little nook the faxes and printers were silent.

The main computer had a little light in it, but was empty of hum and click.

The order baskets might be all full, but the battle was over. The war, for this year, was done.

I stood up and walked towards the nook and the water cooler under the office’s lone window. In addition to being the electronics center and the media center, this was an impromptu lunch area. It only held one rickety card table and three mismatched chairs to service a dozen employees, but it beat walking down the long stairs, through the back offices, across the parking area, and into the warehouse where the hard hats had an official lunch room.

I took a paper cup, held it over my mouth and puffed out the bottom. The pleated sides bowed out to accommodate larger thirsts, and I held the thing under the blue spigot and let cold water trickle into it.

Above the water cooler were two calendars, and I smiled on the inside as I considered why we needed two calendars.

The young men in the office wanted a Hustler calendar, complete with husky pecs and smiling, brown eyes.

The young ladies in the office, deciding that they had equal rights, wanted a fireman calendar, complete with husky pecs and smiling, brown eyes.

So the calendars went up and down as the minions warred, and finally I stepped in and said we could have two calendars. 

The only problem with that solution was that Martha, a chunky matron who worked the computer just to my right, wasn’t found of bare pecs. She wanted kittens and flowers.

So the bare pec calendars disappeared and the kittens and flowers ascended, and war threatened to break out anew.

Before the war could escalate into rubber bands snapped at Martha’s chunky bottom, I sat down with everybody and told them that both calendars were alright, and that if anybody didn’t like something they saw, they could decorate them with cut outs of clothes.

Surprisingly, this delighted everybody, and for a while the monthly pictures were decorated with everything from hats for heads to socks for...feet.

Eventually, however, everybody tired of this game, including Martha.

And one day I even caught her staring at Mr. June. Mr. June was a blonde-haired buccaneer wearing suspenders and holding a large water hose in front of his...water hose.

I came up behind Martha. “Shocking. Isn’t it?”

“Why I don’t—” She stopped when she saw who it was that was ribbing her. She giggled and went back to her station, and there was a smile on her face as she processed orders that afternoon.

Good, old Mr. June.  

Gazing through the window between the calendars, I could see the stars twinkling sharply in the bowl of heaven. There were a million flickering specks up there, and for a moment I felt that I could see them all; I felt that they shone for me. It was a big universe, and I was part of it, and—my eyes were caught by a flicker of movement and I glanced down at the parking lot. 

Actually, it was more of a yard than a parking lot, and I watched as Harry, the ancient night watchman, trundled wearily across the asphalt towards the warehouse.

He was a tottering thinster who appeared to be held together by his uniform, and he moved his scrawny frame on bowed legs towards the thick plastic strips that made up the main warehouse door.

For a moment I thought he was going on his rounds, but he walked past the giant square of light and angled to the left. With a quick crane of neck he scoped out the yard, and seeing that there was nobody to observe him, he darted—far more agile than I thought an oldster should—into the shadows of a large storage container.

I squinted, and in the shadows I saw a brief glint of light.

I grinned. 

Harry, the night watchman, was sampling from a silver flask.

Well, that was okay. His was a lonely job, but necessary. Heck, it was just as necessary as anybody else’s, and if he felt the need to partake of a little extra cheer, then so be it. 

It was a cold world, after all, and a dollop of bourbon, or brandy, or some other silver-edged spirit, would go a long way towards making the cold warm. A little warmth and the morning wouldn’t seem so darned far off.

I sobered then, and considered the people who had called in sick these past few days.

It being nearly Christmas, I knew that at least a few of the call-ins had to be faking their wheeze and cough. I knew that people have a tendency to want to stay home with the family, do a little last minute shopping, take just a little bit extra of that Christmas cheer that pulls itself upon us every year.

But their absence effected the rest of us; the ones left behind had to work harder, and that certainly wasn’t fair.

Yet, how could I blame them?

Watching old Harry suck in a little extra cheer, I understood that the world could be hard and bleak and filled with injustices.

So if the world was too much for some people, how could I blame them?

Besides, for every shirker there’s a good worker, and somehow we all get it done. And the job was done, so it was time to move on.

Forgive and forget, and don’t let blame run...ruin...your life.

Suddenly, in the shadows across the yard, Harry stoppered his flask and shoved it into his pocket. A yellow forklift burst through the plastic strips and wheeled around the yard. The tires squealed and the motor whined like a bee complaining of hemorrhoids. A stream of white exhaust emitted from the tailpipe, and the worker operating the forklift wore a blood smeared smock and a battered hard hat. In the dim light he looked like a demon driving a giant, mobile fork.

Watching the forklift driver have his fun, I smiled, and took note of the cocky way he was wearing his hardhat.

I always thought the wearing of hard hats in the factory a silly thing. What foolish insurance agent decided that we were in danger from the spirits of falling cows? Surely that is the only thing that could fall upon the head of a meat packer, right?

Well, there are always fools in the world, trying to make their mark where no mark is needed. So welcome to the gods of foolish insurance agents, and it was time for me to go home.   

“Merry Christmas, Harry,” I offered as I tried to push buttons (too large) through the buttonholes (too small) of my greatcoat.

I was just exiting the stairwell, and he was back at his desk, which was the receptionist’s desk, really, to my immediate right. He had spread yesterday’s Tribune over the computer keyboard and there was a sandwich and a carton of milk to the side.

Through the glass door opposite the desk I could see the peopleless street. And no wonder it was peopleless...it was supposed to be zero degrees this night.

There is something ultimately final about the number ‘zero.’ A minus number might be colder, but zero has a sound to it that makes it seem colder. It doesn’t matter that it isn’t colder, it just sounds colder. Zero just sounds more like the bottom.

“Merry Christmas to you, Mr. Mackie,” Sam answered me.

My fingers still struggling with the buttons, I turned my gaze away from the street and looked at the tired old dog of a man. I could just catch a whiff of the liquor—bourbon—on his breath. The rims of his eyes, showing the effects of living a life when other men were asleep, sagged so that I could see a bit of the pink on the inside of his lids.

“Got all your shopping done, yet?” I offered.

He snorted. “I reckon I can wait on that.”

Staring at the old shamble, studying the hint of bleakness around those tired eyes, I realized something: he was old and he looked like he didn’t have a family...so who did he have to buy presents for?

And, inversely, who would buy presents for him?

I made a mental note to be on the look out for something for him—even something out of my closet would do the trick—for nobody deserved not to have any presents on Christmas.  

“You read the news yet?” He tapped the newspaper with a blackened thumb—that had to be the thumb that he had been turning the pages with—and raised an eyebrow at me.

The hairs on his eyebrows were a bit askew and in need of a trim. They were definitely uncombed.

“No,” I forced myself to ignore his wild eyebrows and studied the man.

His uniform had a stain on it, and he needed a shave. His skin was gray, thin with age, and his eyes were possessed of a dourness. 

My momentary silence must have been an encouragement to him, for he picked up the newspaper and began folding it.

“Be damned if there isn’t going to be an atomic war.” His tones were bitter and his voice shook slightly. 

“Don’t believe all you read, Harry,” I chided, my fingers fumbling with the last button. “It’s nearly Christmas...and the world has a forgiving spirit.”

He finished folding the newspaper and extended it towards me. “Read this, and then tell me just what it is they’re forgiving. Read this, or listen to the TV, and then tell me that those fools in Washington aren’t going to panic and push the little red button. Read this...then we’ll see.”

Harry being so unaccustomedly garrulous, and his words pushing that newspaper upon me, I think that that was the moment that signified the end of my life. 

The extra brightness in his eye, the newspaper in his quavering hand, the slight shake of fear in his normally placid voice, these all should have forewarned me, perhaps even guided me to another path.

If I had slept on the sofa in the lunchroom I never would have died. If I had not been greedy for a bit of soft bed and the sharing of pleasant dreams with my sweet wife, I would have lived. If I had not had the temerity to wander home in the wee hours, seeking refuge from the daily grind, then I would have yet lived another day, and the whole world might have ended.

But I did feel like seeking my home, I had been ordered to, darn it, and I ignored the look in Harry’s eyes. Twenty-twenty being a dead man’s device, I extended one hand and took the newspaper.

I felt like I was being handed a menu at funeral parlor.

“Read it,” he said, and he stood up and reached into his pocket for his pass key. “It’s time for my rounds.”

So Harry went out the back door, this time to really do his rounds, and I went out the front...and neither suspected that one of us was bound for glory.

Finch’s Fine Meats was located in an impolite suburb of Chicago. The buildings of this neighborhood had probably been constructed when Chi-town was a working Porkopolis. They were brick and sturdy and rough and dirty.

The street were made of decaying asphalt and there were enough potholes to make up a pretty fair swimming pool.

Weldon’s brass fixtures was located across the street from us, a square box of a building, and they made fancy doorknobs for fancy people.

Next to us, and on the nearest corner, was a body shop that, rumor had it, had originally been a buggy whip factory.

On the other side of us, which was a ways considering that Finch’s was a pretty large affair, was a vacant lot.

And across the street, next to Weldon’s was another vacant lot.

Potholes and vacant lots. Businesses came and went, it seemed, but potholes and vacant lots were with us forever.

It was cold outside. I know I have already said that, but if you knew how cold then you certainly wouldn’t begrudge me this redundancy. Fresh out of a warm office, I became aware of the blunt rudeness of zero degrees. 

My breath plumed rabidly and frost nibbled on the inside of my lungs. My nose immediately felt brittle, like an ice cube ready to break. My toes began to turn numb.

And this was just in the ten feet from the front door to the curb. 

Standing on the curb, I looked down at the gutter. A stream of water had frozen solid and bits of paper and other debris were lodged in the swirl. The motionless water looked to be half mud. 

Gingerly, I stepped over this hazard to life and limb and started across the street.

A taxi, it’s occupants warm within, barreled out of the night and swerved to avoid me. Without a backward glance or a laughing honk, it disappeared down the street. I sighed, and was glad that I was lucky enough to avoid any taxi driver miscalculation.

Pulling my coat collar snugly around my neck and then breathing into my cupped palms, I managed to successfully cross the street. I turned right on the sidewalk and headed towards the L.

L stands for elevated, for that is what Chicago’s system of mass transit is. It is tracks above the crowd; it is a way out of the masses; it is a way home.

I passed a vacant lot, and at the side of lot was a small cluster of cardboard shacks. Homeless people were huddled between the thin walls, and I had no doubt that they were wearing all their clothes and wrapping themselves in thin blankets. Come the day they would issue forth, coughing and shuffling and extending their hands; come the day they would appear, a host of dirty, thin, ragged warriors, battling for yet another dime, a means to a cup of soup, or maybe just a kind word.

Come the day.

I was aware of the newspaper in my coat pocket and thought about Harry grousing.

Did he grouse for these people, sleeping so close to my path? Did anybody grouse for these people? And yet what was I, but one more person who passed them ungrousing.

Well, I could contemplate the ills of the world forever, but there was nothing I could do about them, and so I began ascending the steps leading up to the train platform.

After all, what is one man in this wide world?

And of what worth are the paltry thoughts of one man?

A man can shake his head and be disgusted with the world, but what can he really do?

I didn’t realize, as I steadfastly climbed the hard steps, that in buying such a concept, I was insuring that concept.

The world is full of foolish insurance agents.

I climbed the steps and stepped onto the platform. There were a dozen other people on the platform, and they pretty much ignored me. Some of them had newspapers. Some of them had cups of steaming coffee which they warmed their hands on and occasionally tilted and sipped, braving burnt lip in this oh so cold nocturne. Some of them had nothing but looks of hopelessness, as if they weren’t getting on a train, but rather an eternal train, heading out for eternal night.

This was my second clue, the looks upon the faces of the waiting people, and I ignored it just as I had ignored Harry.

Harry, after all, was someone I knew. These people I knew not. What credence should I give to people I knew not?

I didn’t know what a lonely man it made me.

Far down the track, a train came into view. Around a far curve it sped, its thick beam of light spilling across the visages of a scattered crowd in wait. Like deers, we didn’t run, and the platform began to shake and the sound of thousands of horsepower stampeded through the air.

The train slid to a stop, a metal worm with painted sides, and the doors wooshed open.

Through the windows I could see there weren’t many people aboard, I would have no trouble finding a seat this fine night, and I passed through the rubber edged doors into the guts of the beast.

The car was typical. The carpet was old and worn and the seats were ripped or sprung. There was a smell of cigars and deodorant and sweat and the windows were translucent with dirt and human moisture. Everywhere were the leavings of people on the move.

Newspapers, clothes and wine bottles. A greasy MacDonalds sack with ketchup on the side. An umbrella with two broken spines sticking outward. A dirty diaper. A purple dress. (Now what had she gone home in?) Dozens of fliers and magazine inserts. And filth.

Armrests brown with sweat, rubbed raw where flesh had gripped to push the body up. Stainless steel poles, vertical and overhead, gripped so often they leaned or slanted a little out of true. Chewing gum under the armrests, the seats, on the ceiling, and just about everywhere else anybody could surreptitiously deposit their worn out chew.

Near stumbling over the sprawled legs of a sleeping bum, I went to a lone seat facing across the car. Turning, my body half bent to deposit my rear end on the lone seat, I paused.  I stared at my image on the far window.

A tired man in tired clothes.

I wasn’t young any longer.

But I wasn’t old.

The lack of color in my face showed that I wasn’t getting enough exercise. The recession of my brown hair, thin, gave me a little too much forehead. The march of crow’s feet from my grey eyes was a little too determined.

Still, it wasn’t a bad face.

And I wasn’t a bad person.

I couldn’t solve the homeless problem; I couldn’t bring Harry his youth and cheer; I couldn’t do a lot of things.

I could, however, forgive me my callousness, read the daily gossip. Ignoring myself in the glass, I finished my sit down and unfolded the newspaper Harry had slipped me. 

My horizon became pulp and print, and the sounds and sights of the rail car waned. The presence of my fellow passengers retreated, and the car lurched into motion.  

WAR IN THE MID-EAST!

The headline that had bothered Harry leaped up at me.

I segued into the first paragraph:


Ali Ben Farouz, sect leader for the Islamic Freedom Fighters, has stated that there will be no negotiated settlement with foreign governments. The militant leader further proclaimed....



It was an uninspired report of exciting times: peoples threatening peoples; leaders promising death to whole nations and cultures. 

And the newspaper was filled with sidebars:

Increase of Terrorism Predicted.

CIA Asking for More Funds.

Package Containing Anthrax Intercepted.

Nowhere was there a mention that it was nearly Christmas, let alone a note that Christmas had originated in the mid-east.

What would the headlines read on Christmas? A million people slaughtered? Another war, each side convinced that God is on their side, started? Or would there even be another headline? The dreadfulness of the one before my eyes certainly indicated that there was a possibility of that!

I folded the newspaper and placed it in my inner coat pocket. I leaned back and closed my eyes. Let the world pass, and soon I would be home. My wife and daughter were waiting and—

The railcar tilted upwards and I flew through the air.
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CHAPTER TWO
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I yelled in panic as I flew through the air, and my voice was swallowed up by a louder roar.

Steel shrieked in protest and rage, and I was aware of a dozen bodies flying with me.

Pinwheeling, bouncing off metal poles, sheering off metal poles, windows exploding along the sides of the car.

I saw faces careen past me, mouths agape in terror, eyes wide with shock, hands flailing desperately for some purchase on this gone insane world.

The rail car was tilting, and the ceiling came towards me. I did a half twisting belly flop on the hard metal, and I felt several ribs breaking. 

For a moment the pain of broken ribs, the splintered ends shoved into my lungs, became the agony of my existence. Just as quickly, however, I felt a curious cessation of sensation.

The broken ribs seemed to dull and slide down through my body and out my feet, and I realized that I had decided to die.

What matters breaking bones to one about to die?

The earsplitting cacophony receded; instead of feeling like I was hearing an explosion from the inside the explosion, I began to feel like I was outside the explosion, watching it expand, feeling the total chaos become a grinding roar that merely made my body feel like it was nothing but a big finger who’s nail was being screeched down a blackboard. 

Next to my soaring flight an old lady wrapped around a pole between the floor and the ceiling. She did a perfect jackknife, and I knew that other people had also decided to die. In spite of the ear blasting roar, I seemed to hear her chin clack on her knees. Old teeth and blood spewed out of her mouth like popcorn and ketchup out of a ruptured sack.

Turning away from the dying (dead?) oldster, my body bounced off a woman who had glanced at me back on the platform. Her arms flew up and she back somersaulted away from me, and I knew that she was in a terror that brooked no feeling of mortal pain. She might die, she might not. Her decision had not yet been made.

Turning further over, half spinning, I caught sight of the conductor. His mouth was open in a scream, and he threw up an arm in a feeble attempt to forestall my collision with him.

Other people turning, being flung, mouths open. A ballet of cartwheeling bodies, impacting on seats and poles and ceiling and floor.

Decisions to die in eyes, or confusion as to whether to make the decision. And eyes went from wide fright to, oh, yes, it’s okay. It’s merely death.

The rail car was nosediving even more, or perhaps the butt end was raising. I wasn’t sure, in that calm peace of mind that watched my frantic death, what had caused this catastrophe.

I could see the top of the doorway at the end of the car, and it fit itself into my trajectory.

My elbow glanced off the conductor—which caused his head to snap back violently—and the back of my head impacted upon the frame of the door at the end of the car, and three things happened.

One, the colors of the world became less bright. Not entirely gray, but less bright.

Two, the sound of the wrecking train ended. The horrible wreckage of crackling steel simply ended like it was turned off.

Three, everything stopped.

Three wasn’t absolute, I was to learn, but it appeared so in the moment.

Objects were suspended in air. An erotic paperback written by Kyle S. Talon was frozen in spin only inches from my eyes. A cheap pen was next to a notebook just beyond the book. The pages in the notebook were radiant, as if caught mid-ruffle. A shoe was breaking the window across from me, and the spreading web of cracks was halfway from the impact point and the frame. A young man in jeans and a ragged leather jacket was in the middle of striking the floor with his chin. He had been screaming, but now he was simply and experimentally saying ‘ow.’ He looked curiously blurry, as if the lines of his face were shimmying.

The old lady who had chinned her knee was splitting from her body.

Splitting from her body?

I turned my head and stared at her.

She looked like a Siamese twin. Her trunk was growing apart like a Y as she was pushed on her hips with a second set of arms. The divergence of her body grew, and the split increased. Two bodies were the result, one that was motionless, and one that escaped. She fell out of her body—it was half suspended around the pole—and landed clumsily on the slanted floor of the car.

Why could she move and I couldn’t? I wondered. And in wondering, I realized that maybe I could move, that I had turned my head, and I turned my head again.

The fellow in the leather jacket was no longer blurry, and there were two of him. There was one was still in the middle of chin striking the floor, and there was one standing up and pulling at his chin with his hand.

The way he pawed at his chin surprised me. Having struck it the way he had, it should have been a mass of broken bones and gone teeth. Yet he explored it robustly, a stunned look upon his face, and was quite immersed in feeling the sensation of it working.

“What’d you hit me for?”

The world being so emptied of sound—how had sound ceased so abruptly?—the voice came as a surprise to me. 

“What?” I asked.

“Why’d you hit me?” It was the conductor, and he was standing next to his body.

He was standing there talking to me, rubbing the back of his neck as if checking for pain, and the exact duplicate of his body was frozen in motion next him, aloft and horizontal, his head smashing against the end of the rail car just beyond where my own body was impacting...my own body?

“You killed me, you know?” He waggled his head experimentally. He showed no sign of pain or injury, so the enormous conk he had received—it must have been enormous to drive him out of his body—must have had no effect.

How could that be?

“Hey! You listening to me?” He touched me on the arm.

“Sorry,” I answered him vaguely. I was held rapt by the sight of my own body crumpling against the end wall.

“Wow!” Leather Jacket muttered next to me. “I mean, like wow! That was cool!” He worked his jaw again, a big motion that looked like he was trying to shake gum out of his molars. 

“I need a hospital,” said the old lady.

There were four of us: an old lady, a young tough in a leather jacket, a conductor, and myself. We stood on the floor of the badly tilted rail car and appraised each other.

There were seven or eight more, but they were not in twin; they were still in their bodies; they had not died.  

Everything was in mid-crash. Windows were in mid-shatter. A coffee cup was in mid spill, it’s brown, turgid liquid a stream with no banks. Our bodies, now without us, were in whatever position we had left them in.

It was really quite marvelous, in a deprived sort of way.

“Is everybody all right?” asked the conductor. He seemed to have gotten over the fact that my colliding body had killed his.

I reached up and touched the sleeve of my other body. I could feel it, but there was a curious lack of resistance to it. My fingers rippled through the material and slid off. Touch was not as it should be...in this suspended world.

My gaze traveled along the length of my body and I studied the expression of terror still on my face. Time had frozen so fast that my facial muscles had not yet had time to loosen. I could see that my skull was crushed, and a little arc of red droplets was just the beginning of my body’s big splatter.

“If dead’s all right,” I observed wryly. I think there was a profound sadness in my remark, but I wasn’t sure.

I wasn’t sure what my emotions should be in this frozen world.

I had lost a body, but I had discovered that I was more than a body.

Still, I had left things behind.

Shouldn’t I feel some sort of responsibility for that which I had left behind? Shouldn’t I feel some sort of grief?

“I think I’ll sue the rail company,” observed the old lady tightly.

She looked like such an old sweetie, wearing a thick, tan coat and her neck bundled in an angora scarf. She had thick make up and plucked eye brows. She had a rich look to her, and she had just proved that ‘you can’t take it with you.’

“Now, now,” said the conductor uneasily. He raised his hands placatingly.  “Nobody’s really hurt, and—”

“It’s still moving.”

All three of us turned towards Leather Jacket.

He was staring fixedly at the notebook that was hung in the air. I moved up next to him and eyeballed the thing. “Are you sure?”

“Sure, man. Watch it against something.”

I placed one hand on a pole—the pole didn’t feel cold or warm or anything, it had texture and substance, but there was a lack of sensation in the contact—and used it to ensure a fixed viewpoint. Sure enough, measured against the edge of a seat, the notebook was moving. It wasn’t moving fast, maybe a millimeter in ten seconds, but it was moving.

The old lady and the conductor had their heads next to mine as they, too, measured the motion.

“Do you think it’ll stop?” asked the conductor. His face was a study of puzzles and consternation.

“Maybe,” I answered.

“What’s your name?” the old lady asked peevishly even as she studied the bare motion of the notebook.

“Huh?” The conductor moved his head away from her. His features were curled with surprise. 

“Are you deaf?” She turned her head to look at him. Her eyes were a trifle squinty. “What is your name? I want to report you.”

“For what?” the conductor’s was nervous and his eyes darted to the sides as if he was afraid he was going to fall over a cliff. He clearly didn’t like being confronted by this old lady.

“You crashed this train, didn’t you? I want to know who I’m going to be suing.”

“Look, lady, I didn’t crash nothing. I—”

“Is one of you Jack Mackie?

As one, the four of us spun towards the new voice.

The face of a man in a brown suit was coming out of the door at the end of the car. It was a thick, porous face of many steaks, and it was screwed up as if worrying that the door might suddenly become solid and imprison him.

“Who are you?” I asked.

A pair of thick shoulders bulled through the door.

“Where’d you come from?” asked Leather Jacket.

The man pulled his last leg out of the door, looked at it inscrutably, as if he wanted to shake it, then looked up at us.

To be precise, he looked at me. “You’re Jack?”

Why didn’t he look at the others? Not the old lady, maybe, but Leather Jacket or the conductor could be called Jack. And why was his attitude so pointed?  

“Yes,” I admitted. “Who are you?”

He took two steps and stopped in front of me. His face was hard, the kind that didn’t take any nonsense. He was shorter than me, but being shorter didn’t seem to bother him. His eyes were slightly narrowed, which gave the impression that he was squinting even when he wasn’t. He had a trace of lipstick smeared across his mouth.

“Norm Jones, next car down. You ready to go?”

Distracted by the uneven smear of lipstick on his mouth, I forced myself to stare at the newcomer. “Go where? What are you talking about? Who are you?”

Norm Jones gave a slow blink. I could tell he wasn’t put off by my answer; he was a man used to getting things to go his way. Whatever way that was.

“Aren’t you going to lead us?” His voice was low and rough, like he had taken sandpaper to his tonsils.

“Lead where? Look, fella, I’m trying to get used to being dead.” What the heck was he talking about?

“Then you...you don’t....” The tones of his voice became puzzled. 

“Don’t what?” The others seemed quite content to stare while I questioned the newcomer.

“It was in the newspaper. There was an article. It said that Jack Mackie was going to lead us. Are you sure you’re Jack Mackie?”

“Norm?”

We turned to see a face emerging from the flat door. It was a beautiful face, well accentuated with expensive make up. Hair flowed out from the door, as if slightly magnetized by its passage
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