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Every choice moves us closer to or farther away from something. Where are your choices taking your life? What do your behaviors demonstrate that you are saying yes or no to in life? -Eric Allenbaugh

Hatred is the madness of the heart. -Lord Byron
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WHEN IAIN WOKE UP IN the hospital bed, he only knew that it was dark.

He looked around him fuzzily, wondering where he was.  He looked down at himself, and wrinkled his nose.  His gown and blanket were covered in sweat, and it stank.

He covered his nose.  It really stank.  Not just of him, but the hospital smell he'd always hated was a thousand times worse than he could ever remember.  Maybe that was normal, he thought, when you were first waking up in a strange hospital...

Looking around him, Iain was dismayed to see nothing in the way of cards, or even flowers or playing cards.  Not even a fuzzy bear in a doctor's coat.  No one must know he was here.  He blinked at the garish light washing in from the half-open door.  Time to find out what was going on.  He climbed out of bed and made his way out into the hall, blinking at the fiercely bright light.

The smell was worse out here.  Iain tried breathing through his mouth, but that did nothing except bring the smell inside him.  He looked around the hall, and his eyes lit on a vase of flowers.  Hungrily, he made his way over to it, and buried his face in the blooms.  It was heavenly.

A sound made his head reluctantly come up.  A woman was yelling.  Curious, he followed the noise to a nurse's station.  Ah, just the place for answers.

The woman couldn't have been out of her thirties.  She was yelling at the lady behind the counter.  Joleen, RN, said her name tag.  The woman seemed desperate to know where her son was, but Joleen seemed absorbed in her work and didn't respond.

Iain tried to touch the woman's arm, but gasped when his hand passed right through her.  He drew back quickly.  What the hell...?  He looked at Joleen in a panic.  "Hey," he said, putting his hands on the counter.  "Hello?  Are you awake?"  He waved his hand in front of Joleen's face, but she didn't look up.  "Hey, uh, we need some help here.  Hello?"  Nothing.

Iain began to get mad.  "Hey!" he snapped, and reached out to shake her shoulder.  His hand passed through her as though made of smoke.

He stood back.  What the hell was going on?  Was he hallucinating?  Was this some kind of drug trip?  Did they have him doped up on morphine or something?  Was he in a coma?  Was he....

A chilling thought settled gently over him.  He watched the woman continue to scream for attention, to no avail.  A shudder wracked his body, and he broke into a run back to his room.  Three seconds later, he forgot all about the hospital smell.

Iain's body lay inert in the hospital bed, sheet and blanket pulled up to his stomach, tubes running from his arm and wires from his chest.

He stood and stared.  No.  This couldn't be happening.  He was alive, he could feel, he could smell... God, could he smell.  Just to affirm this, he patted his face, chest, stomach.  All there.  He took a deep, stubborn breath, and instantly regretted it.

He held his head.  Okay, Iain.  Just calm down.  There aren't any white lights or bright tunnels or skeletons with scythes around.  So let's look at this rationally.  He crept around to peer at the machinery to which his body was hooked, and nearly melted with relief.  The machines were running smoothly along.  The heart monitor showed what he dearly hoped was a normal heartbeat.

So...he was alive, at least.  And there wasn't any mask on his face, no wheezing respirator, so he was breathing on his own.  That was something.

Am I in a coma? he wondered.  No...comas were more like death than sleep.  But he looked asleep.  Just plain asleep.

Iain stood beside himself, and scowled down at his face.  Did he really look like that...?  Man...the mirror lied.

He sighed.  So.  He wasn't dead, and probably not in a coma.  Was he dreaming?  Was this some crazy kind of dream warrior quest?  When the hell did he sign up for that?  He waved a hand over his inert face.  "Yoo-hoo," he said to himself.  "Yo, Iain, time to wake up, dude!"  He snapped his fingers a few times. 

Nothing happened.  His body slumbered peacefully.

Iain growled in frustration.  "Hey, Iain!  Laura's calling!  She's in the kitchen naked!  With pizza!"

Nothing.  The machines hummed quietly along.

Iain scratched his head.  He wanted to slap himself awake, but he couldn't bring himself to do it.  Besides, he'd probably just pass through himself, like everything else.  He drew back.  "I guess I'll wake up when I'm ready," he said to the air.

What the hell had happened to him?  How had he gotten here?  And where was here?

He leaned against the wall beside the window, which was draped with blinds, and he watched his chest rise and fall slowly with hypnotic fascination.  He looked so peaceful.  His eyes roved down his lanky form to his feet, which were slightly uncovered.  The blanket had been pulled a little too far over his right toes.  Automatically he reached for the rumpled blanket, but as before, could not touch it.  He swore to himself and stepped back.  He imagined he could feel his toes getting cold...and he could do nothing about it.  He wanted to scream.

Iain turned away from the scene toward the window.  It was extremely bright at the outlines of the blinds.  He reached out experimentally and passed his hand through them.

HOT!!

He yelped, and his hand shot back into the cool darkness of the room.  That went well, he thought.

Well, he wasn't going to find much out hanging around here, he decided.  He gave his body one more look, just in case, and walked boldly out of the room and back into the hallway.

[image: Description: http://www.clker.com/cliparts/7/6/9/b/13309573511112670181decorative-lines-2_large-hi.png]

AFTER ANOTHER BLISSFUL stop at the flower vase, Iain made his way back to the nurse's station.  The woman was still there, still shrieking at Joleen, who still wasn't paying her any attention.  Iain tried talking to the woman, but it was clear she couldn't hear him any more than Joleen could hear her.

It occurred to him that the woman could be a ghost.  And since he wasn't, that might explain why he couldn't talk to her.  Yeah...he guessed it made sense.  Sort of.

Too bad...  He kind of liked the thought of being a Ghost Whisperer.

Then he noticed Joleen's scrubs.  They were blue with little football helmets all over them.  Packers helmets.

A smidgeon of memory niggled at him.  Packers.  Green Bay.  ...Yes...  Green Bay, Wisconsin!  He'd come here to do an interview for the West Coast Poe Cast.  Some guy named...Paul...?  Saul...?  Something.

Iain stared dumbly into the distance, trying to remember.  It was still so fuzzy.  It irked him that he couldn't remember!

He told himself to keep calm.  You couldn't force these things.  Maybe if he wandered around for a bit, relaxed his mind and...uh...body...whatever...  So, he left Joleen and the screaming ghost behind and started to wander the hallway.

The smell was awful once he remembered to notice it again.  But, as he wandered, it changed.  Iain began to realize that he could tell subtle differences between the smells that came from different people, rooms, flowers (wonderful), food carts, even medications.

Soon he came to realize that he could even smell the differences between disease states.  Cancer, for instance, had a very distinct scent from bacterial infection, which smelled very, very different from Alzheimer's.  He was fascinated as he went from room to room, peering over shoulders at charts, even as each new disease scent repelled him.  He made frequent stops at every flower vase he came across.  Luckily they were pretty much everywhere.

He didn't want to think about the fact that he didn't have anything in his room.  Then again, no one knew he was here, so...

He paused in the middle of a lounge area.  No one knew he was here.  But people knew where he'd be going.  His wife Laura knew.  His partner-in-crime, Will, had known.  But Will would be off in Indiana right now, pursuing two interviews of his own.  Laura was back home in Arizona.

Well...surely the hospital had his ID, his cell.  They'd have surely called home by now, let Laura know...

...let Laura know what?  Why was he here?  What on earth had happened to him?

Iain suddenly felt desperately alone.

He looked into the eyes of an elderly woman sitting in a padded armchair watching the TV, one hand on her IV stand.  He willed her to see him.  "Hello?" he cried, waving his hands in front of her face.  She didn't move.  "Hello?  Hello?  God, please!"  He tried to touch her, but once again, passed right through her.  He pulled back, regarded her.

Something snapped inside him.  

He shrieked madly, and started swiping viciously at her, left and right, over and over.  She just blinked at the TV, paid him no mind.

Iain staggered back, clutching the sides of his head, let out one great choking sob, and started to scream.  He screamed and screamed until there was nothing left in the world but his agony.
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FINALLY, IAIN SANK down on the ground on his stomach, and the screams dissolved into helpless, tearless sobs.

Why couldn't he remember anything?  Why couldn't he wake up?  Why couldn't he touch anything?  He could lean against the wall and the counter, he could stand on the ground, he could walk places...but he couldn't seem to interact with anyone or anything.  Why?  In God's name, WHY?

Maybe he was dying.  Maybe he was halfway in and halfway out.  Maybe this was all some drug-induced nightmare, and he'd be waking up at any second.

Maybe this was his own personal hell.  Maybe this was purgatory or something.  Maybe he had some issue or other to resolve before he crossed over.  

But no...his body was alive in that room.  He wasn't dying, he was sure of it.  

Iain lay there at rest for a bit, the
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