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Killing Time
Mario Milosevic
CHURCHES AND TRAIN stations. They both produce that tinny echo that comes down from the ceiling and makes you think of some toy musical instrument, the kind a child might play. I heard those echoes as I walked across the floor of the terminal building. I didn’t want to be there. It was my own fault for marrying into a family of physicists, I suppose. They’re always going on about trains and time and the fabric of reality. Thought experiments, my husband calls them.
Today he was getting ready for his conference and I was at the train station. The train was late. I didn’t want to come to the station in the first place, but now, here I was. A wet fall day, waiting for my husband’s sister, the one who hated to fly because sometimes planes crashed. Like trains always stayed on their rails, right? But never mind all that. I was willing to drive downtown, spend ten dollars on parking, and wait in an awful terminal with the derelicts and the drunks and the kids with holes in their ears, lips, tongues, eyebrows, jeans and T-shirts. And while I’m at it, I might as well mention that one of those holes were any too clean, either. But that’s what family does. They’ll go into an unpleasant place, just to help out. They make sacrifices for each other, don’t they?
The light streaming in through the windows in the ceiling, impossibly high and ridiculous seemed to have lofty aspirations, for—what?—getting closer to heaven? Is that what tall ceiling are about? My husband probably thinks so. He has a bent for the philosophical and the mystical. His sister is the same way. She was coming to visit us so they could both go to the same conference. It’s where they talked about the fabric of reality for an infinitely long time. (I’ve been to one of them. Trust me, I know what I’m talking about.)
I couldn’t get a husband that watches football all weekend. I get one that’s a scientist and into the woo-woo stuff as well. That woo-woo business leaves me pretty cold. Just give me something I can touch, taste, or see. That’s it. Like a nice chocolate cake. That’s nirvana, right there. Always has been and always will be.
I went to the counter for the fourth time. I think the lady there was getting impatient with me. Still late, she said. No change. The train will be in as soon as they clear the track.
I had earlier learned that it had transpired that a truck had somehow neglected to get out of the way of an oncoming train at an intersection a couple of towns away. Now they were clearing the wreck, which meant my sister-in-law’s train was late. Now what was all that about plane travel being unsafe, sister dear? Care to revise you estimation of the relative dangers involved in various modes of transportation?
Oh, what was the use? I told the clerk she didn’t have to be nasty about it, and she tried to smile at me, but I could see it was hard for her. She had that attitude I’ve seen before. Like she thinks that I am one of those people who needs the world to run on my schedule. I don’t. I never have. I just need the world to live up to its own statements. If the world says the train will be in at 11:48, then it damn well better be in at 11:48. Is that so much to ask? It’s not my schedule I’m trying to be in line with. It’s theirs.
Other trains came. Ones from the opposite direction. People got off them, carrying their luggage and trying to look all important. Ever notice that? Whenever people get off trains, they adopt this air of smugness. Like, look at me, I’m reducing my carbon footprint by taking the train. I’m not like all those other people who fly all the time. Tsk tsk tsk.
Well, screw them. I fly, and I don’t care who knows it. If it’s so awful to fly, then maybe they should stop building planes and airports. Huh? What about that?
I found an empty bench in the middle of the terminal and flopped down in it. If they didn’t clear the tracks in the next half hour, I was going to leave. Just that simple. My dear sister-in-law could find a cab to get to her conference. Or my husband could come wait for her. Either way was fine with me. It’s not like I didn’t have things I could be doing. There was that clock I had to knit for the rabbit. He had been waiting a long time, and if I didn’t give it to him soon, he was going to ask for his money back.
I looked up at the clock in the terminal and was annoyed to see it still showed twelve minutes to noon. It had not moved in the last few minutes. I was sure of it. I looked around at the less than fine specimens of humanity who occupied the benches and chairs around me, all of them waiting. None seemed to notice that time had stopped. I waited a long time. I counted to one hundred. Slowly, or as slow as my mounting adrenaline rush would allow. When I was sure at least a few minutes had passed, I looked up at the clock again.
11:48.
I fumbled in my purse and found my cell and flipped it open. 11:48.
All the blood moved to my head. It was as though my body could not allow a reasonable heart rate and sane thoughts to continue. Instead, it conspired to move me to the crazy zone. A place I did not find inviting or comfortable.
I stood up, to try to shake myself of the awful heaviness that began to descend on me. Once, when I was a little girl on a camping trip, my camp companions unhooked the poles and rope that held up my tent while I was in the tent. The canvas material descended on me rapidly, covering me with its weight so I didn’t want to move. It felt like this immense burden that I could not dislodge. I remained under that canvas for some time, frightened and comfortable at the same time. Snug like a bug, but scared, too, thinking no one knew I was in there and they were going to leave me.
That didn’t happen, of course. They knew exactly what they were doing and they thought it was a big hoot. They laughed and hollered, while I, finally, fought my way out on all fours, lifting the weight of the tent with the flat of my back.
That’s more or less the feeling I had in that terminal. The air around me was heavy with something I could not identify. It didn’t exactly smother me, but it didn’t embrace me with pleasant hugs either. I thought I could probably live like this forever, if I needed to. After all, if time stopped and I was still going on, it might be that I had this infinite little stop in time all to my own. That felt ominous. And more than a little exciting. Which was ridiculous. I did not take to this sort of weirdness. Not one bit.
I wished I had the material for that clock. I could be working on that knitting while I was waiting here for my husband’s sister.
Except she wasn’t coming, was she? How could she? Time had stopped. Nothing was coming. Nothing was going. I was in a static place.
I listened for sound but heard none except for my own breathing. And the blood rushing through me, around my ears, I supposed. A hissing sound, like something out of a horror movie, the kind that makes you uncomfortable, rather than frightened.
I lifted my arms to try to drag them through the muck of the air. All around me things were still. Frozen. Dust motes hung in the gray light streaming through the terminal. The people on the benches sat very still. Like statues. The clerks in their windows stood with their mouths open and frozen in place.
None of it seemed odd, if that makes any sense. It all seemed right. Like this was the way the world was supposed to be. Even thought I didn’t like it.
I stopped trying to move. It was very tiring and I didn’t know where I was going to move to. Instead I thought back to the beginning of the day, to try to reconstruct what was happening. I remembered getting up. The other side of the bed was empty. My husband said he was going to wake up early and head over to the conference. It was starting later in the day and he wanted to be there while it was still in the preliminary stages. He liked wandering around the empty meeting rooms and getting a feel for the space. It was his way of calming his nerves. The day before he had asked me to meet his sister and I said I would, gladly. And I meant it, but that was before her train was delayed.
I went down to the kitchen just as he was finishing his breakfast and getting ready to leave. I asked him what his paper was about. That was for politeness. I didn’t really care because all his papers sounded the same to me: incoherent mumbo-jumbo. But he told me. Something about using the power of shared narrative to stop time.
Stop time.
Oh my. I should have inquired further, but, like I told you, I wasn’t that interested. The words came into my ears and didn’t do much once they were there. Just kind of sat in my head like little lumps of molten metal.
It’s a way of sharpening our perception of reality, he said.
Uh huh, I said, with all the fake sincerity I could muster.
About this time, the rabbit showed up. He entered the terminal through the front door, just like anyone would. He was dressed in a fine suit, as though he wanted to impress the world. As though a giant walking rabbit wasn’t enough to impress people. His fur was combed all nice and neat. His ears lay on his back, also very neat. It was more arranged than dropped haphazardly. I liked that. He hopped over in my direction and stopped a mere two or three feet away. His breath smelled fresh, like he had been eating daisies. For all I knew, maybe he had.
My husband’s voice came from the mouth of this rabbit. Do you recognize me? he said.
Of course I didn’t recognize him. My husband wasn’t a rabbit, after all. Yet there was something in his way of standing and talking that told me he was indeed the man I had been married to for thirty years.
What is going on? I said.
Crazy things, said my husband.
Maybe if we had had children, all this would have made more sense. Children have that skewed sense of reality, you see, and I might have learned something from them about how to behave in situations like that. But we didn’t, so that’s a moot point. Instead, my husband taught physics at the university and I did my art and when we came together we understood each other in a strange way and also had no idea what the other was on about. But it worked, somehow.
You look like my client, I said.
The one that you’re doing the clock for?
Yes, I said. That one.
Your client is a rabbit?
That stopped me. My client was a rabbit, but he wasn’t one earlier that day. He only became a rabbit when time stopped.
Oh, this is beyond crazy, I said. Tell me what is going on.
I didn’t want to tell you earlier, he said, because I wasn’t sure if it was real. But.
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