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Chapter One

The feeling was always the
same.

It happened with a random regularity — not
every time, maybe only a few times per month, but always at the
same places. It could be on the Brown line between Chicago and
Sedgwick, the Red line between Fullerton and Belmont, or the Blue
line between Jefferson Park and Harlem. Anywhere there was more
than a mile or so of open track between stations, where the
engineer could hammer the throttle down — if only for a few
seconds.

It began with that familiar little twinge
from deep in her gut. Whatever currently absorbed her attention —
thoughts of the days work, her snail-like Kindle progress on
Infinite Jest, the latest This American Life podcast
— all of this, along with the entire meaning-making infrastructure
beneath, suddenly cleaved off like limestone into the sea. The
unstoppable autonomic chain of events began: heart rate and
respiration increased, pupils dilated, muscles tensed, and
attention became laser-focused, to the exclusion of all else, on
one thing: the movement of the train. Because the twinge told her
the train was out of control.

More terrifying was the isolation imparted by
this knowledge. Absorbed in their own bubbles, nobody else knew the
engineer was almost certainly slumped over the controls with the
throttle open; any future application of the brakes no longer
guaranteed. They weren't conscious of the subtle, nauseating cues
of maximum speed: the smallest grade changes amplifying into
reverberating bounces, the oppositional swaying of the cars over
the twisted track, the wind whistling through the rubber window
seals.

How much further, actually, could those
coiled steel springs compress until they lost their absorption
ability entirely? How close were the wheels from vaulting
over the inch-and-a-half steel lip of the track? Just how much
brutality could this aging snake of loosely interlocked
seventy-mile-per-hour steel shoeboxes take, before one
weather-corroded, or out-of-spec, or hairline-stress-fractured link
in the chain gave way to a mechanized death?

Inevitably, of course, came the pull: the
signal of disaster averted, this day at least. Even a hard pull
didn't matter — some engineers seemed to almost relish being
abusive with the brakes — but to her, it only meant a faster stop.
In just a bit longer than it took to tear down, the foundation of
her reality reconstructed itself. The book, the podcast, the
looming meeting: all were levitated and placed back on their
pedestals as she retook her throne amongst these binary
amuse-bouches and carefree analog thoughts. By the time the doors
opened and the station announcement bells rang, all was well and
forgotten. Until the next time.

She knew enough about psychology to
understand a feeling isn't the germ of a thought, rather, it is the
reverse: a thought generates a feeling. Most people would object,
believing emotions to be things unto themselves, projected and
identified amongst folks at turns like a game of amygdalic hot
potato; utterly clueless about the underlying socio-cultural belief
systems from which they spring forth. In her case, she reasoned,
the twinge was her subconscious mid-brain generating a feeling
within her body as a way of alerting her conscious forebrain about
some impending disaster. The triggering, unthought thought:
Something is wrong. We are going far too fast, for far too
long.

She wondered about the ultimate source of
this odd hypothalamic wiring, having never previously experienced
any plane, train, or automobile-related trauma. And though utterly
terrifying, the emotional fuse impotently burned itself out within
about thirty seconds, so like the old dog who lay growling on top
of the exposed porch nail, she was never motivated enough to get
off her ass and do something about it. When it came, she let it
play itself out, knowing at a meta level that, similar to a panic
attack, it was not The End, and would be over soon
enough.

It came as a shock to her, then, given her
fine-tuned attentional and emotional predispositions in this unique
arena, to discover she wasn't the first person to notice, the day
it all came true.


Chapter Two

Stan wasn't especially
concerned; his total cholesterol was well under two-hundred —
one-fifty exactly — and his bad cholesterol was a crazy-low
eighty-seven. The problem was his good cholesterol, the one that
cleans out the pipes, the HDL — that was too low as well, around
thirty. Between them, the ratio was good, so not an emergency
situation or anything, but these days the docs say you gotta be at
forty or higher on the HDL regardless. He had already landed a blow
against his couch potato lifestyle the previous year by starting to
jog, which is supposed to help bring up the HDL, so now he just had
to get the blood draw and wait for the results to come back
confirming it.

What was killing him was the required
"fasting lipid profile", meaning a minimum of twelve hours of
nothing to eat or drink, except water, beforehand. As his
appointment was late in the afternoon, in the interest of getting a
good test, he not only skipped breakfast and lunch, but also dinner
the previous night — giving him a good twenty-four-plus hours of
fasting going in. It was worth it to him to get an accurate number
— the last time, he forgot and ate breakfast beforehand, and always
wondered if that had screwed up his numbers. If I'm gonna base
my whole lifestyle on these numbers, he thought, I can
survive a few more hours being hungry to get a more accurate
reading, right?

The other thing he dreaded was telling them
about his condition. He used to just say he had a history of
fainting after blood draws, but one time, after he told the nurse,
he overheard her tell the doctor he had "Sing-co-pee". So he
Googled that when he got home, and ever since, every time he got a
blood draw he made sure to tell the nurse he had Syncope, so
that they knew right away. Also it sounded better than just saying
he's a fainter.

Five years back was the worst: he had blood
drawn by this medical company that comes in to the main office once
a year and tests everyone who wants to for cheap. So they drew,
band-aided him up, gave him an orange juice, and sent him on his
way. He got on the elevator with another guy, and about ten floors
down he's confused, cause this other dude is asking him, real
loudly and nervously, "Are you OK, man? Are you OK?"

Looking down, he notices that he is slumping
against the side of the elevator — still standing mind you — but
leaning heavily and bent at the knees, his orange juice spilling
onto the elevator floor. For a few seconds there, he was gone, man,
just gone. But his body still had some capacity to stand and
hold a drink — to a certain extent — which was kind of weird, when
he thought back on it later. Anyways, elevator dude is all
concerned, and so to make the guy not be so concerned, he
goes and sits down outside the elevator — by now they are at the
first floor — and he waves dude off, saying he had a blood draw,
and that this just happens to him, no biggie, and he secretly hopes
he's speaking English, and he guesses he is, because dude leaves
him alone to his embarrassment.

But it hadn't happened, not that bad anyway,
since he was fifteen and had a blood draw for school, and in the
bathroom a few minutes later he starts sweating, and sees tunnel
vision creeping in for the first time in his life, and there is
only a small circle of reality left, and all that remains outside
it is a furiously buzzing darkness.

That time too, he was standing, and never
during this tunnel vision meltdown did he think to himself Gee,
I should probably sit down so the blood can reach my thinkin' parts
easier, so he stood and made it worse, because when you don't
have enough blood in your brain there's no thinking your way out of
it, now is there?

So nowadays he has a lay down when the nurse
draws, and today this nurse starts having him breathe in and out
quickly while it was happening, and she told him later she does it
to keep nervous patients or children from focusing on the draw,
which she could've kept to herself, because he wasn't a kid, and he
wasn't scared or nervous, he just has Syncope, as he already
told her, so he just needs a lay down and a few minutes to rest
afterwards, is all.

The doctors office is pretty convenient, too,
only a few blocks from the Damen Blue Line stop, so he called in
beforehand to arrange a swap-out on the 431. Only he was late now —
he had rested too long afterwards, and shit, now he couldn't
even get that coffee and donut he planned as a reward for himself.
Hurrying to the station, he looked down the track and saw the 431
inbound already, rising up out of the tunnel, and it's rush hour
now, so it's packed. He would catch hell for making a Friday rush
hour train even a minute late, so he skipped the elevator and
bounded up the stairs, running to meet the first train car at the
far end of the platform just as it stopped.

Squeezing through the passengers, Stan nodded
slightly to the departing driver — no high-fives during rush hour,
now — before sidling into the six-by-three foot cab and locking the
partition door closed behind him. This is where the work of driving
the train is done, the tight space consisting of a small metal seat
that folds down from the wall, large buttons for the recorded
station announcements, the door controls, and a master panel under
the windshield. The panel's got a cluster of large red and green
buttons, a speed indicator, and finally the throttle: a steel
handle with a black knob on top, worn from years of daily usage,
that rotates up to increase speed.

Reaching behind his head, Stan pulled a
clipboard from a hook on the back wall and updated the shift sheet
to note the driver change. After setting it back, he slid the small
side window down and stuck his head out while simultaneously
pressing the button that triggers the door-closing announcement. As
he waited for the crowd to squeeze back in after releasing the
disembarkees, Stan relished the late April evening air for a few
seconds before his fingers automatically felt for the door close
button. Pulling his head back inside the cab, he slid the window
upwards till it clicked shut.

Only after coming in from the cool air did he
realize how hot he felt — beads of sweat had suddenly started to
form on his brow. The chair stayed folded into the wall; standing
while driving was a new lifestyle habit he had chosen as part of
his fitness overhaul. So he stood, and slowly brought the throttle
up and around, giving the customary salute to the friendly yellow
spaceman as the serpentine train rolled out towards the Western
Avenue stop.

He had gotten up to about twenty-miles-per
when he felt a surge of heat throughout his body. The beads of
sweat coalesced and rained down his face as a wall of fatigue
slammed into him. The only thought he had time for was: Not
good, buddy, before the roiling, spinning emptiness started to
encroach upon the edges of his vision.

Slumping forward over the console, he
purposely relaxed himself to buy more time. Keeping his hand firmly
on the throttle under his chest, he raised his head just enough to
keep his eyes fixed on the track. He could see the edge of the
Western station a half-mile ahead in his diminishing circle of
vision, and focused what was left of his consciousness on keeping
that red tile roofline in sight, lest he pass out and force his
hundreds of passengers to walk the trestle all the way back to
Damen, forty feet in the air at that.

Twenty seconds and another quarter-mile
later, his vision had degraded to a shivering blackness, punctuated
with a stubborn dime-size circle of color that remained in the
center. He knew he wasn't coming out of this quickly, but still
kept his focus on that red tile — Just another quarter mile,
he told himself, then I can let go. When the circle of color
finally collapsed fifteen seconds later, he had a few hundred
milliseconds to convince himself he could guide the train into the
station by sound alone, but that thought — along with all the rest
— extinguished as a loud buzzing arose in his ears.

It would have been fine if Stan had collapsed
into a heap on the floor — the throttle had a spring-loaded
dead-man's switch, which would have killed the juice. Problem was,
he didn't completely collapse — his blood-pressure drop drained
crucial flow from his frontal lobes, but it wasn't enough to
completely take out his cerebellum at the base of his skull. This
left him standing, barely, but also leaning forward with the weight
of his torso pushing against the throttle, holding it open. The
dead-man's switch was of no use — because Stan was not a dead
man.

He was a zombie.


Chapter Three

Jess settled into an
available single seat — a perk of being able to leave work at four
— and after pulling out her iPad, slid her bag underneath it. Most
days she took the Brown line home, but on days like today, when she
wanted to get home quickly, she headed underground and jumped on
the Blue line, which was a shorter trip but required a bus ride for
the final leg.

By the time they rose above ground at Damen,
she was engrossed in a medical article she was editing. This was a
super-weird one about Capgrass Syndrome, where a patient
believes their closest friends or even spouses have been replaced
with body doubles. Even after editing thousands of medical
articles, she never lost her fascination for these strange
disorders; unlike many of the physicians she worked for, who only
see symptoms, diagnosis, and course of treatment.

So it barely registered when she heard the
groans and muttered "WTF's" of the passengers waiting to get off at
Western as they flew by the station without stopping. Had she taken
notice, she might have rationalized it away by convincing herself
it was an Express train, and the asshat driver had simply neglected
to inform them of that fact. Instead, she kept on reading, as the
train picked up speed and began the familiar lifting and swaying
motions she might have dreaded, had she been paying attention.

It was only when they barrelled past the
California stop, accompanied by louder groans and general
pissed-offedness, that someone started to notice that the horn
wasn't blowing. When a train runs Express, the driver always blows
the horn — a high-pitched beep — when coming into the stations, as
a warning to the waiting passengers that they might want to step
back from the edge of the platform.

She finally emerged from her book when she
heard a woman telling those around her "This train's not stopping,
this train's not stopping" over and over. This woman, on any other
day, might have been shouted down as a nutbag, or as a neurotic
stirrer-of-shit, except most everyone else also felt there
was indeed something out-of-order that day; they knew the express
announcement had never been made, and the express horn had never
blown, and this free-floating anxiety now coalesced around this
woman's words, such that they knew she was not saying, in effect,
"this train is running express" or "this train is missing stops",
but they knew just what she was communicating, and this
knowledge washed over the passengers with a suddenness, and became:
This train is not going to stop, ever.

An almost identical process of realization
occurred in each of the nine train cars at just about the same
time, give or take ten or twenty seconds either way. Jess' car,
though third in line, was a bit late to the party, so to speak.

Looking up from her article, she immediately
sensed the motions of the train, along with the anxiety of her
fellow passengers, and her historical apprehensions regarding
driverless trains flooded back with a vengeance, as that
probabilistic wave function collapsed into her reality. Fear
becoming fact also had the effect of reducing her anxiety, and she
made a mental note of this, under the arguably mistaken notion that
she might have a future block of time in which to ponder it
further.

Although Jess had rehearsed the discovery of
this situation many times, she had not actually planned what she
might do as a consequence. A new theory also quickly filed away:
Would the planning of possible courses of action have resulted
in her feeling more empowered now, while also reducing her anxiety
in the past? Seemed plausible, and she regretted mightily
not planning beforehand, not so much for any historical
anxiety reduction, but for the natural utility such planning might
have provided in the present moment. In any case, something needed
to be done, and the planning would have to be now; though clearly
not an ideal time for it.

Ten seconds past the California stop, Jess
decided that the driver was clearly incapacitated or insane,
and so she must reach the head car and do...Something. She
silently cursed herself for boarding the third car: she always
avoided the first two cars as the Blue line terminus was O'Hare,
and they were predictably full of passengers and luggage.

Dropping her iPad, she raced up the aisle as
the other riders came to terms with this new reality. Reaching the
emergency door at the end, she slid the handle clockwise and pulled
it open, filling the car with a rush of wind and the squealing of
steel wheels. Stepping between the bouncing, swaying trains, she
reached for the forward car's door handle when suddenly a whoosh
filled her ears, and all was plunged into roaring darkness.

They were back underground, racing towards
the Logan Square station. Realizing she wasn't quite dead yet, Jess
shoved the door open and stumbled into the second car as it shut
behind her with a heavy spring-loaded thwack. Instead of the
stunned silence of her car, this one exhibited a fair amount of
wailing and crying, interrupted momentarily by her loud
entrance.

Stepping over a man in a yellow hoodie
crouched in the aisle, she passed one seated woman who, holding
some prayer beads, made the mark of the cross. A smattering of
other seated riders were hunched down, hands interlaced behind
their head, airplane-crash style. Well that's stupid she
thought to herself as she pushed forward. Most of the others were
busy furiously calling or texting on their phones, either to 911 or
their loved ones, depending upon their level of optimism. The
remainder just sat silently and stared ahead wide-eyed, bracing for
the end.

Fumbling past people and over the predictable
luggage, she made it to the middle of the car, and looking ahead,
realized she wasn't the only potential hero or heroine on this
train. A crowd of people was funneling into the first car ahead of
her, just as others began to stream in behind her. Like her, many
others also apparently felt the need to get to the front car and do
their own...Something.

The Logan stop streaked by as Jess inched
forward, a few bodies from the next door. Trapped for a moment
between two large men, she glanced out the window towards the
platform, at the startled and confused faces whizzing by in a blur.
One young woman, however, seemed to understand perfectly what she
was witnessing. Jess' eyes locked with hers for only a second, but
the look of horror on her face chilled Jess to the bone, because
that young girl knew was she was seeing: she was seeing Death,
happening right in front of her.

The girl's reaction motivated Jess to push
forward harder, lest she succumb to the same impotent shock and
awe, and she squeezed her way again into the swirling, black abyss
between cars, her back pressed taut against the safety chain, as
she maneuvered around three others and agonizingly birthed herself
into the front car.

Ahead of her lay a sea of other struggling
bodies — My God, it's full of North Face logos, she thought.
After pushing past a few more people, she found herself stuck
again, and so, reaching up, she leveraged a few convenient
shoulders to vault herself up and over the seats. The steel grab
handles in the seat backs made for a decent foot path as she
stepped forward, her hands pressed against the ceiling to steady
herself.

From her vantage point, she could see a solid
block of people jammed up against the driver compartment door
ahead. The black accordion privacy curtain prevented them from
seeing Stan in his semi-catatonic state, so the writhing masses
yelled and banged on the glass with their hands, briefcases, and
backpacks; one enterprising young woman even used her aluminum Sigg
bottle, all to no effect. The lack of space prevented any one
person from gaining enough backswing to break through the
double-layered security glass; instead they accomplished little
more than polite taps. Streaks of blood appeared on the glass, as
one man with a pocketknife desperately began slicing through the
rubber seal surrounding it, cutting himself in the process.

It was clear she couldn't fight her way to
the front of this crowd, and even if she did, she hadn't come up
with any better ideas anyway. Her goal now became the nearest
doorway. Flinging herself around the pole dividing the seats from
the doors, she slipped into a small pocket, grabbed the red knob
embedded into the ceiling, and yelled "Move back!" The crowd pulled
back a few inches, giving her enough room to slip into place facing
the doors, and she pulled down on the handle with her full weight,
lifting herself off the floor. Through the knob, she felt the click
of a spring-loaded mechanism as the doors automatically retreated
into the side walls.

Swirling, sucking wind entered the car as the
crowd pulled back further into the relative safety of the
driverless train. Jess considered her options, mentally reviewing
the route as the wind buffeted her face, but she couldn't recall
any safe place to jump — there were no lakes or river crossings the
whole distance to O'Hare. A platform suddenly appeared in front of
her, populated with more shocked, blurred faces, followed by open
space again. Throughout the previous two minutes she had thought
only of the next immediate goal, and now, with some time to finally
think, nothing came to her. Like a shark, though, she had to
keep moving, or die. Could I climb to the roof? she
wondered. There were no more tunnels on the route, at least
until the end of the line, she recalled with a twinge of dread,
But once out — what then?

Grabbing the emergency handle again, she
lifted her body up and swung her right leg outside the car. Finding
purchase on the rippled aluminum exterior, she levered herself up
higher as her right hand groped about for a hold on the top of the
car. Discovering a sharp lip where the aluminum exterior of the car
was crimped to the roof, she grabbed onto it and found she was able
to support her weight.

As she began to swing her left leg out as
well, a hard tug on it caused her to lose her footing completely,
and she dangled in open space as the steel lip cut into her right
hand. Fumbling to regain her holds, Jess found herself feeling more
pissed than terrified. Planting her left Fluevog-clad foot onto
what she presumed was the face of her moronic "rescuer", she
discouraged any further attempts with a satisfying, meaty
stomp.

Clinging to the skin of the car, she noticed
the next station quickly approaching and pulled her body closer
against the metal. The platform's foot-wide blue safety strip
flashed by inches beneath her heels as she felt a series of whacks
on her hindquarters that almost knocked her from the train; several
surprised commuters on the platform would later discover buttons
ripped clean from their jackets.

The blue strip vanished, replaced by a blur
of brown railroad ties set on top of a steep embankment. There
would be no jumping off point here. She thought of the small
driver's window: whatever was happening in that cab, she would have
a better shot at dealing with it from outside than those futilely
banging away inside. Slowly, she inched herself forward as the
riders inside watched this new development with a mix of horror and
disbelief. The rippled surface of the car gave way to the forward
set of doors, which lacked any footholds — she would have to swing
her way across the four-foot opening. Though her hands were now
cramping, the pain was tolerable, considering she was a mere seven
feet from her goal — that little driver's window. Letting her feet
dangle, she tried to swing, but failing to achieve any momentum,
finally resorted to inching her way across the chasm hanging by her
cramped, bleeding fingers alone. Reaching over with her right foot,
she found support once again, and slid into place hugging the car
just in time for arrival at the next station.

Not wanting to repeat the abuse she received
at the last station, Jess tilted her head back and startled the
waiting crowd ahead with a shout of "Get BACK!". As
they scurried out of the way, she was relieved to feel nothing on
her sore rump but the wind.

Back in the open air, and knowing they were
only a few stops from the end of the line, Jess quickly scooted
over to the sliding-glass window. Finding no handles on the outside
of the glass, she pressed her hand flat against it and slid it
open.

Looking inside, she found Stan still bent
over the console, throttle jammed under his torso, a trail of
saliva leading from his mouth to a pool near the window. Thinking
him dead, she found herself relieved: she was half-expecting to
discover a maniacal driver with a death wish. Reaching inside, she
grabbed a handful of his denim overalls and pulled his body towards
her. As he slid sideways onto the floor, the throttle wound itself
back, sending the passengers inside careening against each other in
a violent, bruising group hug as the integrated braking system
kicked in.

Jess didn't feel anything, however, being in
mid-air and all.


Chapter Four

The second she was thrown,
time slowed to the point where she looked back upon the train, as
it slowly receded from her, and believing the driver to be dead,
began to worry about his family and how they would handle their
loss. A moment later she recalled her own predicament, and snapping
her head around, charted her current trajectory down the steep
embankment. Time instantly returned, but just as the sound of the
buffeting wind again filled her ears, a ripping, popping sensation
banished it once more, and she was at peace.

She was fine, though: she hadn't hit
anything, and looking down, was startled to see a body lying in the
gully below. Pinned between two clusters of bushes, it was
scratched and bloodied, with one arm bent at a grotesque angle. It
looked more like a mannequin than a human, and she turned away with
disgust, only then realizing the clothing seemed strangely
familiar. Her gaze returned to it, and she thought to herself:
That's my body down there, with a certain measure of
dispassion that was almost casual.

Jess herself, however, that is, her
consciousness, appeared to be just dandy. Confused, she took
inventory, and found she had retained all her limbs with nary a
scratch to be found. She even wore the same clothing as the body
below, only perfectly clean and unbloodied. Her attention was drawn
away from this self-evaluation by the wailing of multiple sirens:
it seemed every squad, ladder truck and ambulance throughout the
city had been activated and summoned to the scene.

Two police cruisers, zig-zagging through
traffic on the highway beside the tracks, skidded to a stop
sideways, blocking all four lanes. Three burly cops emerged and
ambled over a four-foot chain-link fence separating the highway
from the CTA right-of-way before climbing up the embankment towards
the train. By this time, many of the passengers had disembarked
onto the narrow path beside the train, some of them shouting and
pointing towards where Jess' body lay. The officers, ignoring their
pleas, shoved past them, one boarding the train while the other two
carefully approached the front of the lead car with guns drawn.
Observing no activity within, one officer holstered his pistol and
climbed up to peer into the windshield. After ruling out terrorism
in favor of a medical emergency, they radioed a request for the
jaws of life, and only then did one of the cops take any interest
in her body.

Keeping his gun drawn, the officer skidded
down the embankment into the gully to where her body was sprawled
out in the brush. Holstering his gun, he scrambled towards it,
issuing a "Jesus" between heavy breaths. He had seen enough
dead bodies to know what they look like.

The EMT's, close behind, maneuvered a
stretcher through the craggy path from the highway to her body.
Jess found it slightly amusing how much of a fuss was being made —
she wasn't down there, she was up on the tracks, and felt
just fine. More than fine. Taking a moment, she examined this new
state of hers. Where a moment before she was full of adrenaline, in
pain, drenched with sweat, and almost sick to her stomach, she now
had none of those concerns. She felt calm, had no pain or nausea,
no worry, and nary a drop of sweat. Everything was just grand.

Something began to take hold in her
consciousness, however, something just on the tip of her tongue —
something she was forgetting, as if she had just awoken from sleep
with a fading swirl of emotion, and was desperately trying to
remember the dream from which it sprang. Then it hit her, and in an
instant she became aware of the strangeness of feeling absolutely
no concern for her body below. She needed that body to live,
and right now she wasn't alive — not in the conventional sense of
the word. Apparently, she reasoned, she was dead.

Panic set in as she tried to move closer to
that pale, mangled contraption that was her body below. The effort
was made more difficult with the discovery that she wasn't exactly
walking along the railroad bed; she was gliding over
it instead, and had difficulty controlling her movement. Her
anxiety increasing, she desperately began to swim down through the
air towards her body. As she painstakingly closed the distance, she
overheard the cop tell the arriving EMT: "Take your time, she's
gone" — sending her further into despair.

A few feet away now, she felt a revulsion
towards this twisted wreck; there was no way she wanted to go back
in that, but the thought of losing the rest of her life
terrified her more than the disgust she felt. Positioning herself a
few inches over her body as best she could, she closed her eyes,
and willed herself to feel her legs, arms, torso, head — anything
to reconnect to her human senses again. Within a few moments, a
small tug at the back of her head burgeoned into a violent pull as
she was yanked downward — head first, then torso, then limbs — and
snapped back into place with a thunk, like a ping-pong ball
caught in a vacuum cleaner.

As her previous state of pure consciousness
solidified within her body, she felt every cell of her being newly
burdened with a distinct weight and thickness, a heaviness, a
substantiality, a humanity; and it was, frankly, disgusting
to her. This process of unification was accompanied by numerous
high-pitched, descending tones, reminiscent of a poorly auto-tuned
song, which finally resolved into a chorus of shouting voices and
sirens.

And then came the pain.


Chapter Five

"Welcome back, sweetie."

Her eyes slowly opened, and after a few
blinks, the cloudy haze cleared to reveal the smiling face of a
nurse in blue scrubs.

"I'll be right back, don't you go nowhere,"
she ordered, quickly shuffling out of the room. Jess could feel the
pain lingering just behind whatever painkillers she had been given;
a dull ache that she knew would catch fire once the drugs wore off.
Bandages covered her arms and legs, and a sling supported her right
arm, but she found, with relief, no Plaster of Paris anywhere.

The nurse reappeared as promised, joined by
three doctors: an older man followed by two young interns — one
male, one female — who stood behind him like children hiding from
an overly-affectionate aunt. The elder doctor approached and
flicked a light back and forth between her eyes.

"Good evening, young lady. You're back from
your trip, eh?"

She tried to muster a "Guess so", but her
throat and mouth felt terribly dry, so it came out more like
"Guckth...".

"Do you know where you are? Do you know what
happened to you? And who you are, for that matter?"

"Uh, ahem, yeah...train wreck," she managed,
trying to force a swallow.

"Well now, you're not that bad off,
considering," the doctor replied, misunderstanding her answer. In
the meantime, the male intern, overcoming his fear, walked around
him to stand at the other side of her bed.

"You expired, you know," he informed
her, a touch of amazement in his voice.

What a strange, rude, word, Jess
thought to herself, Talking about me like sour milk. She
frowned at him, as did the older doctor before quickly changing the
subject.

"Ah, how are you feeling...any pain?"

"Huh uh."

"Well you rest up now, we'll check back on
you in a bit." He rose, noted something on her chart, and after
instructing the nurse to provide only ice chips, left with the
female intern in tow.

The young man lingered, however, staring at
her awkwardly as he backed away towards the door. It seemed he
wanted to say something, but after a long moment, he turned and
left as well.

She dozed on and off for a few minutes, or a
few hours — she couldn't tell which — until awakening to a visitor
entering the room.

"Hey, Messy! They said you were in and out,
you in?"

"Gavin," she squeaked, turning her head to
see him. He giggled, and grabbing a styrofoam coffee cup from the
table next to her bed, offered her some partially-melted ice chips.
Taking them, she smiled an icy smile at him.

"Lady, don't you worry, I made it clear to
them that there is no dying in here for you today, so you got zero
worries, I got you covered."

"What happened?" she whispered, wondering how
much he knew of what she remembered.

"You crawled out on a train, you damn fool!
Trying to be all Wonder Woman or something. Don't ya
remember? Then they shut down the power and you went all Air
Jess." He whistled while drawing an arc in the air with his
finger, and punctuated it with a Pop, eliciting a wince from
her.

"You got a dislocated shoulder, three bruised
ribs, and of course this," he said, sprinkling his fingers back and
forth over her bandaged body, "...this is all branchy and scratchy
and just plain ol' crazy, but other than that, you're all
good."

She realized from his description that they
didn't know she had stopped the train, or that she had in
fact...died...for a few minutes, at least.


Chapter Six

After the short visit, she
slept fitfully through the evening and into the night, as vivid
dreams of the entire eight-minute drama replayed in her mind. In
some variations the train derailed, in others it barreled into the
platform at the end of the line, but in none of them did things
turn out as well as they had in reality. What did remain constant
in each dream version was the moment of impact, when she was torn
from her body, and into that place of peace and detached
observation.

Shooting pains in her side dragged her
consciousness to the surface, and groaning, she opened her eyes to
find it was 3:30 AM. She lay there half-asleep, the jolts of pain
intensifying as the meds slowly wore off. Finally, unable to take
any more, her hand began to reach for the call button, when with a
thunk, the discomfort instantly receded.

The pain was replaced with a gentle tickling
sensation, which started at the base of her spine and worked its
way up, spreading across her back. It then morphed into a soft,
fuzzy feeling, whereupon it changed again into something more
metallic and sharp, but not painful. The relief from the pain was
so great that instead of analyzing these strange new sensations,
she simply enjoyed them as they rose through her body and floated
away.

Gradually becoming aware of a slow, methodic,
deep breathing, she remembered her single-occupancy room, and upon
opening her eyes, was annoyed to discover that not only had she
been moved while asleep, but that she was now in the lower portion
of a bunk bed, with another patient sleeping above her! Her
annoyance turned to bewilderment as she looked around and found
herself actually lying on the floor underneath a single bed. She
slowly rolled out from underneath, careful not to wake the person
above, and stood, only to gaze down upon her own sleeping form.

This must be the most realistic dream I
have ever had, she thought. She hadn't had one like this since
her teens, when she read a book on lucid dreaming and started
experiencing a few on occasion, but she soon lost the ability as
her interest in the subject waned.

The strange thing about this dream was her
ability to ponder it — her previous lucid dreams quickly collapsed,
awakening her, if she actively thought about them too much. But not
this time — she even said to herself I am asleep and dreaming,
and I am fully aware of this, yet the dream kept progressing
without any dissolution.

Well this is certainly new and unique,
she marveled, and she decided to see what else she could get away
with in this dream state before it all inevitably fell away from
her. Turning away from her slumbering body, she glided — she noted
she could glide in this dream — towards the door. Grabbing for the
handle, she felt only the sensation of metal, as her hand, finding
no purchase, passed right through it.

Intrigued, she gently pushed on the large
wooden door, only to have her fingers sink into it, creating a
cold, dense, fibrous feeling within them. Pulling her hand out
abruptly, she then punched at the door, sinking her fist into it up
to her wrist, which produced only a faint knock.

OK, she thought to herself, retracting
her hand, let's tell this lucid dream who's boss. I want this
door to open...now! she commanded, yet it stubbornly ignored
her. This is supposed to be my reality, she thought,
confusion and frustration setting in. Slowly and carefully, she
slid her arm all the way through the door, as though reaching out
to pet a strange dog. With no resistance all the way to her
shoulder, she dipped her head forward, unsure if her dream-state
awareness would be affected by this intermingling of substances.
Reminding herself it was only a dream, she mustered her courage and
dove in.

As she had predicted, her consciousness
was affected by the intermingling with the door material:
her vision blurred as an atonal mixture of randomly changing
frequencies assaulted her hearing. Noticing no ill-effect on her
awareness, however, she bobbed her head slowly back and forth
through the door, finding the strangeness only occurred when the
door material intermingled with the areas of her brain in charge of
those particular senses, as opposed to the physical sense organs
themselves. For example, if she moved her head through facing
forwards, she could still "see" the door even when her "eyes"
exited the other side; it was only when the back of her head,
containing her occipital lobes, entered the door that the visual
dulling effects manifested.

Feeling more confident, she quickly stepped
through the door and into the hospital hallway. This action
produced a jumble of sensations internally, but nothing externally,
save for a faint thump. Standing in the hall, she discerned
the noise of shuffling papers, and turning to discover the source,
spotted a nurse's station down the hallway. The shuffling stopped
as someone's head leaned out over the station desk and looked
directly at her. Startled, she froze, hoping she wouldn't be
noticed. The nurse, staring intently, caught her breath and waited
a few moments before speaking.

"Plymouth? That you making the rounds? You
sure gave me a start there, you gotta quit with that now."

Relieved she wasn't in trouble, Jess was
nevertheless confused as to why she was being addressed as
Plymouth. As the nurse returned to her paperwork, Jess relaxed and
headed down the cold tile hallway towards the desk, stopping
unnoticed directly in front of her. After a few moments, the nurse
appeared to sense Jess standing before her, and pausing her
busywork, gathered herself and quickly looked up.

"Uh!" she uttered, falling back in her chair.
Recovering herself, she rose, and without acknowledging Jess,
turned and quickly walked away while holding her hands to the sides
of her head like blinders.

"No. No. No. No. No. Uh-uh, that is NOT ok, I
told you...I told you...Uh-uh," she muttered, kicking through the
double doors at the end of the hall.

This dream is just getting freaky now,
Jess thought as she returned to the door of her room. Hearing
another door open further down the hall, however, she watched a
doctor dressed in blue jeans and a white coat emerge from it.
Recognizing him as the young intern from earlier, she froze as he
approached, wondering if he would bust her for being out of her
room in this super-realistic dream.

As he neared, he did indeed notice her, and
slowed his pace as he stared at her with a furrowed brow.
Well, she thought, it's clear I'm not invisible, but it's
just rude to stare, considering this is my dream and all.
Coming alongside her, he suddenly looked forward and hurried his
pace towards the same double doors the nurse had gone through. Jess
couldn't help but be offended, it was the second time her presence
wasn't even acknowledged in the course of thirty seconds!

Along with the frustration, Jess felt a bit
tired at this point, but not tired exactly, more like
drained. Her anger dissipated as her energy levels dropped,
and she soon wanted nothing more than to sleep. Turning, she
drifted in a fugue-like state through her closed door and lay down
over her sleeping double, completely forgetting the searing pain
coursing within that form that had been the trigger for this
mini-adventure. With a series of pops, she was sucked back into
place, and the pain came flooding back into her with a vengeance.
Groaning, her eyes shot open as she frantically reached over and
clawed for the call button, before passing out altogether.


Chapter Seven

Dapples of sunlight played
upon her eyelids, gently awakening her. Though groggy, she felt
much better than the previous night, which seemed hazy and distant
now. Hearing a commotion approaching, she sat up just as the door
opened, revealing the doctor from the previous day along with the
male intern — the one from her dream. He looked tired.

"And...she is awake," he pronounced. "Feeling
better this morning? Well you should! Jay tells me you created
quite a stir last night, so we upped your meds. Good news is you
can go home tomorrow, and we'll send some of those very same happy
pills home with you." Looking over his glasses, he leaned down to
her. "Now, no more jumping off trains for you young lady, all
right?" he offered with a chuckle, which elicited an eye roll from
Jess. After scribbling a final note on her chart, he turned and
left, while the intern remained.

"Right out of central casting, that one,"
Jess remarked to the man. "Anyway, um, did you hear my call button
last night?"

"I did. I was in the break room with the
on-call nurse. You were writhing around in pain...we had to sedate
you — you don't remember?"

"Not a thing. I think I passed out...but
thanks anyway."

"Not a problem."

"Your name is Jay? I thought maybe it was
Plymouth."

Jay's eyes suddenly widened. "Ah...no," he
stammered, "but um, why would you say that?"

"I thought I heard the nurse call you that
last night. Who's Plymouth? Such a strange name."

Forcing a half-smile, he caught himself,
determined to regain his composure. "He is our resident
ghost," he informed her casually. "In fact, the nurse I was with
claims she saw him just last night — that's probably what you
heard," he added with a knowing half-smile, reminding her of her
father's Christmas Day tales of seeing reindeer tracks on the
roof.

"You saw him too," she stated coldly, annoyed
by his condescension.

Struck dumb, he paused, cradled his chin in
his palm, and exhaled deeply, giving away the charade. Curiosity
beat out professional objectivity, and he rubbed his forehead while
staring at the floor.

"Well. Yes. I believe I did," he admitted,
looking up at her.

"It was me you saw."

He glanced away, a flush of heat building
within him. He knew he was in the weeds now, and though his
right-brain screamed psych-consult, he ignored it.

"Where," he asked, still looking away, not
really wanting to hear the answer he knew was coming.

"Just outside the door here," she answered,
pointing. "You saw me and skedaddled."

He nodded an affirmation, but still couldn't
bring himself to look at her. Forcing a smile, he changed the
subject to break the tension. "Come on, you need to get out of here
— let's take a stroll to the cafeteria," he offered, lowering the
side rail of her bed. The large bandage binding her ribs tightened
as he helped her swing her legs over the side, and she grimaced as
she eased into her slippers. Sliding down off the bed, she felt the
weight of her body sink into the soles of her feet like ballast,
and it felt like a herculean effort was required to push each
ponderous leg forward by turns, in the simple act of maneuvering
her one-hundred-and-twenty-pound mass towards the door.

"So...what happened to you?" he asked
casually as they reached the busy hallway.

She supposed his question was not
specifically about the events of the previous night, but she wasn't
going to go into all that just yet, so she pretended it was.

"I thought I was dreaming. Turns out I might
not have been. What did you see?"

"Well I thought I saw a cloudy, swirling mist
or smoke in the general shape of a person. Strange thing was, it
didn't appear to drift or dissipate. Of course, it was late, and I
had been working thirty hours already," he hedged, unwilling to
commit himself to what they both knew he had seen.

"Yeah, and you were wearing jeans then.
Why?"

Boy, this one doesn't beat around the
bush, he thought to himself.

"I...was going to grab a nap in the break
room, and I changed so I wouldn't wrinkle my fancy doctor pants,"
he said, pulling the sides of his dress pants out to display their
fanciness. "So, have you...done this before?"

"No. In fact, I wasn't sure it was even
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