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I

arrived at Shemaya Station after my heart stopped beating and all
activity in my brain irreversibly ceased.
This is the medical deﬁ nition of death, although both the liv-

ing and, I assure you, the dead, resent its ﬁ nality. There’s always cause
for hope, people argue, and sometimes miracles. Even after death.
I’ve discovered, for example, that if a miracle fails at the ﬁnal moment to keep you alive, there’s still the possibility one will come
along later, at the Final Judgment, to keep you from spending the
rest of eternity wanting others dead.
I didn’t know I had died when I arrived at Shemaya Station, nor did
I have any reason to suspect such a thing. Nobody announces that
your life’s over when it is. As far as I was concerned, my heart was still
beating and my brain still functioning; the only hint that something

3

9780399159695_Trial_TX_p1-372.indd 3

31/07/12 4:04 PM

james kimmel, jr.

out of the ordinary had happened was that I had no idea where I
was or how I’d gotten there. I simply found myself alone on a wooden
bench in a deserted urban train station with a high arched dome
of corroded girders and trusses and broken glass panels ﬁ lthy with
soot. I had no memory of a train ride, no memory of a destination.
A dimly lit board in the middle of the waiting area showed arrival
times but no departures, and I assumed, as most who come here do,
that the board was broken or there were problems with the outbound
tracks.
I sat and stared at the board, waiting for it to ﬂash some piece of
information that would give me a clue about where I was or at least
where I was going. When the board refused to divulge anything further, I stood and gazed down the tracks, as anxious passengers do,
hoping to see some movement or a ﬂ icker of light in the distance. The
rails vanished into utter darkness, either a tunnel or a black starless
night, I could not tell which. I glanced back at the board again and
then, forlornly, around the station: ten tracks and ten platforms, all
vacant; ticket counter, newsstand, waiting area, shoe shine, all empty.
The building was completely quiet: no announcements over the loudspeakers; no whistles blowing, brake shoes screeching, or air compressors shrieking; no conductors shouting, passengers complaining, or
panhandling musicians playing. Not even the sound of a janitor sweeping in a far corner of the building.
I sat back down on the bench and noticed I was wearing a black silk
skirted suit. The sight of this suit made me feel a little safer. I had been
a lawyer during my life, and lawyers always wear suits to feel less
vulnerable. This particular suit was my favorite because it made
me feel the most conﬁdent and least apologetic as a young woman
when I entered the courtroom. I smoothed the skirt on my lap,
admiring the weight and rich texture of the fabric and the way it
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glided over my stockings. It really was a beautiful suit—a suit that
attracted glances from colleagues, opposing counsel, and even men on
the street. It was a suit that said I was a lawyer to be taken seriously.
The best part of all was that I had found it on a clearance rack at an
outlet store—a power suit and a bargain. I loved that suit.
So there I was, sitting all alone on a bench in this deserted train station, infatuated with my black silk suit, when I noticed some small
stains on the lapel of my jacket. The stains were crusty and yellowishwhite, and I assumed I had probably spilled cappuccino on myself
earlier in the day. It was one of my favorite drinks. I scratched at the
stains with the edge of a polished but chipped ﬁ ngernail, expecting
the aroma of coffee to be released; but a very different scent ﬂoated
into my consciousness instead: baby formula.
Baby formula? Do I have a child . . . ? Yes, of course . . . a child . . . a
baby daughter . . . I remember now. But what’s her name? I think it begins
with an S . . . Susan, Sharon, Samantha, Stephanie, Sarah . . . Sarah? Oh, yes,
Sarah.
But try as I might, I couldn’t remember anything about Sarah’s
face or hair, or the way she giggled or cried, or the smell of her skin, or
the way she might have squirmed when I held her. I remembered only
that a child had grown inside of me, had become part of me, and then
had left to join the world around me—where I could see her and touch
her but not protect her the way I did when she was inside me. And yet,
even though I couldn’t remember anything about my own daughter
except her name, I wasn’t bothered by this in the least. Sitting there on
the bench in Shemaya Station, I was far more worried about the stains
on my jacket—terriﬁed somebody would see what I had allowed to
happen to my favorite “I belong” black silk suit.
I scraped more vigorously at the stains. When they wouldn’t go
away, I lapped at my ﬁ ngertips to moisten them. But instead of disap-
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pearing, the stains grew larger and changed in color from yellowish
white to deep wine red.
The dye’s beginning to run . . . that’s why the suit was on the clearance rack.
But the stains started behaving differently too. They liqueﬁed,
sending crimson streaks down my jacket, skirt, and legs. This fascinated me. I dabbed my ﬁ ngers in the red ﬂuid, tentatively at ﬁ rst, like
a child given a jar of paint, then with growing conﬁdence, drawing two
little stick ﬁgures with it beside me on the bench—a mother and her
young daughter. The liquid felt warm and viscous and tasted pleasantly
salty when I put a ﬁnger to my tongue. A pool of it gathered on the
concrete ﬂoor of the station, and I slipped off my heels and tapped my
toes in it, lost in the creamy sensation.
In the middle of all this, an old man walked up to my bench and sat
down beside me.
“Welcome to Shemaya,” he said. “My name is Luas.”
Luas had moist, gray eyes, as if he was always thinking something
poignant, and an annotated, gentle sort of frog’s face, ﬂabby and wise
like a worn book. The face seemed familiar, and after a moment I recognized it as the face of my mentor, the senior lawyer who had hired
me out of law school.
Now what was his name . . . ? Oh yes, Bill, Bill Gwynne. But the old man
sitting next to me said his name was Luas, not Bill.
Luas welcomes everybody to Shemaya. He appears differently to
each of us, and to each in his own way. He might be an auto mechanic
or a teacher to one, a father or a preacher to another, or maybe a madman or all of these combined. In Shemaya, we dress one another up to
be exactly whom we expect to see. For me, Luas was a composite of the
three older men I had adored during my life: he wore a white shirt with
a tweed blazer that smelled of rum pipe tobacco, the way my Grandpa
Cuttler’s clothes smelled; and, as I said, he had Bill Gwynne’s ﬂabby
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face; and when I showed him my feet and my left hand, all covered in
red, helpless like a little girl playing in her spaghetti, he ﬂashed my Pop
Pop Bellini’s knowing smile as if to say: Yes, my granddaughter, I see; I see
what you’re afraid to see, but I’ll pretend not to have noticed.
“Come along, Brek,” Luas said. “Let’s get you cleaned up.”
How did he know my name?
I looked down again, but now my clothes were gone—my black
silk suit and cream-colored silk blouse, my bra, panties, stockings, and
shoes. They had never been there, actually. There had been only the
idea of clothes, as I was only an idea, deﬁ ned by who I’d insisted
on being during the nearly thirty-one years of my life. Only my
body remained, naked and covered with blood. I knew now the red
liquid was blood, and that it was my blood, because it was spurting through three small holes in my chest, and because it felt warm
and precious the way only blood feels. Suddenly my perspective
shifted, and it seemed as though I was watching it all from the opposite bench.
Who is this woman? I wondered. Why doesn’t she put her ﬁngers in the
holes and stop the bleeding? Why doesn’t she call out for help? She’s so young
and pretty, she must have so much to live for. But just look at her sit there—she
does nothing but watch, and she feels nothing but pity: pity for the platelets
clotting too late, pity for the parts of her body that had once been the whole.
And there—see how her brain ﬂickers, losing reasoning ﬁrst, then consciousness. Listen. The roar of nothingness ﬁlls her ears.
Luas removed his jacket and wrapped it around my shoulders. I was
crying now, and he hugged me like the granddaughter I might have
been. I was crying because I remembered a past that existed before
Shemaya Station and Luas, before the baby-formula stains and the
blood. I remembered my eyes, Irish green like my father’s, and my hair,
long, thick, Italian black like my mother’s. I remembered the empty
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right sleeves of my clothes: pinned back, folded over, sewn shut. I
remembered people wondering—I could see it in their faces—what an
eight-year-old girl could have done to deserve all those empty right
sleeves? I remembered wanting to tell them, to remind them, that God
punishes children for the sins of their parents.
Yes, for one brief and unbearable moment, I remembered many
things when I arrived at Shemaya Station. I remembered crayﬁsh dying
in the sun and the cruelty of injustice. I remembered the stench of
decaying mushrooms and the impossibility of forgiveness. I remembered the conveyor chain on my grandfather’s manure spreader amputating my right forearm from my elbow and ﬂ inging it into the ﬁeld
with the rest of the muck. I remembered the angelic face of my daughter, Sarah, just ten months old, young and fresh and precious. I remembered formula dripping from her bottle down the empty right sleeve of
my suit and the pinch of guilt for leaving her at the day care that morning and the punch of guilt for feeling relieved. I remembered dust on
law books and the bitter taste of coffee. I remembered telling my husband I loved him and knowing I did. I remembered picking up my
daughter at the end of the day and her squeals of delight when she saw
me, and my squeals of delight when I saw her. I remembered singing
“Hot Tea and Bees Honey” to her on the way home and wondering
what my husband had made for dinner, because he always makes dinner on Fridays. Most of all, I remembered how comfortable life had
become for me . . . and that I would do anything . . . give anything . . .
stop at nothing . . . to make it last.
And then my memories vanished, as if a plug had been pulled. There
was just baby formula turned to blood, everywhere now, all over my
face, neck, and stomach, streaming down my elbow and wrist, streaming down the stump of my right arm, turning red my legs and feet and
toes, washing away my life and spilling it onto Luas, painting us
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together in an embrace, soaking through his jacket and shirt, spreading across his face, pooling onto the ﬂoor, and clotting into ugly red
crumbs around the edges.
This is how I arrived at Shemaya Station when I died.
And somewhere in the universe, God sighed.
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