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Caught Out
 
He was running away from home – if you could still call it home.
 
Shawn’s mother had remarried when he was twelve. The result hadn’t been an out-and-out
battle for Lorraine Dyson’s affections, but son and new husband had never exactly warmed
to each other. Then came the news that Lorraine was terminally ill.
 
Cancer.
 
She died just eight months later. In the aftermath, both stepfather and son felt trapped. The
watchful, almost resentful silence that existed between the two survivors never quite 
erupted into hot words, but simmered along in the form of mutual incomprehension. The 
reluctant stepfather’s occasional, half-hearted forays into parenting all but ended when he 
discovered that Shawn had kept so many of his mother’s things.
 
Not all of them the right things: jewelry, books, photos… but a large collection of items, 
including many of her clothes.
 
One day he came home early and found Shawn dressed in Lorraine’s things and wearing 
her makeup.
 
Shawn was shocked and ashamed – of course. He felt the awkwardness that would 
suffuse any young boy, not entirely comfortable with the gender role that fate has dealt 
him, when his efforts at crossdressing are discovered by a family member.
 
The effect was magnified, though, because the person who had stumbled into his secret 
world was still half a stranger – and his sole guardian as well. The shame increased still 
further because he wasn’t merely dressed as a girl, but dressed as the dead wife of the 
person who discovered him.
 
And he had her eyes! He really did conjure up something of his departed mother.
 
For Shawn, when his stepfather turned and abruptly left the house, there was only one 
answer: he would have to go.
 
Having no idea what his stepfather’s eventual reaction would be, nor how long it would be 
before he returned, Shawn hurriedly threw some items into a rucksack. Leaving the house 
for what he assumed must be the last time, he chose to wear a denim jacket that had 
previously belonged to his mother.
 
Some hours later he was shivering beneath a bridge as he watched a train being shunted 
together. He’d seen videos on YouTube about freight hopping; catching out; riding from city
to city with a load of cargo. Something about it resonated – and it fit his budget, which was 
as near to zero as made no difference.
 
The denim jacket wasn’t enough to keep out the cold and damp, but it offered comfort of 
another kind.
 
He was still wearing a pair of his mother’s panties, as well.
 
At last there came a hiss of air, indicating that the brakes were released and the train was 
about to move.
 
Shawn left the safety of the shadows, heading down to the track for a closer look at the 



cars. He didn’t know enough to identify a “ride” from a distance, so he had to use the next 
minute or two to find something suitable.
 
The steady drizzle ensured that no railway worker stayed out longer than they had to. 
Nobody walked the length of the train, nor stayed to watch closely as it began to move.
 
Shawn ran from one car to the next, looking for a place to ride. Most of the cars carried 
intermodal containers. This didn’t necessarily rule them out in itself, but upon closer 
inspection they were all the “suicide” type – lacking a floor where you could lie down, out of
sight, to enjoy a free ride without having to worry about falling under the train.
 
Some experienced freight hoppers would “ride suicide” for a short journey, but Shawn 
wanted a place where he could lay out his bedroll and sleep. He wanted to stay on board 
until he was a long, long way south.
 
He wished there were ‘grainers’ on the train: from the videos he’d seen, grainers 
commonly had a space within their welded steel structure that was perfect for hiding out –
but it seemed that no cereal crops were grown nearby.
 
A boxcar, then?
 
No – if he’d wanted to ride in a boxcar he would have needed to select it while it was 
stationary. Then he could have gone through the complicated process of breaking the seal 
and getting the sliding door open… and wedging it open, too. There were stories about 
hoboes who’d been trapped inside a boxcar when the door slid shut: invariably they’d died 
of thirst by the time they were found.
 
The intermodals were rolling past, gradually picking up speed. Shining a flashlight from 
beneath to inspect each one, Shawn found nothing but suicides. He knew that there were 
some tank cars at the very end of the train: one of those might offer a place to sit but by 
the time they reached his position they’d be moving much too fast for him to climb aboard.
 
If you can’t count the bolts on the wheel, the train’s moving too fast to board – that was the
rule. One of many pieces of hobo wisdom that YouTube had imparted.
 
What then? If he couldn’t catch out, he’d have to go back home to face his stepfather 
again. To face questions that he would find it impossible to answer.
 
What to do? What to do?
He almost abandoned the attempt, reasoning that he’d missed his chance. In any case, he
rationalized, he badly needed a piss.
 
That, though, was the fear.
 
He’d never done anything like this. There was the fear of being caught trespassing, plus 
the frightening noise and motion from the immense freight train. Passenger trains were 
tame in comparison – and were normally seen from platform level. This rust-fringed, 
graffiti-clad machine was a monster!
 
Already it was moving too fast to board safely. Shawn wondered if he could face a night of 
rough camping, in the hope of having better luck with the next train.
 
Out of the darkness there loomed a railcar of a different shape. Just one: a gondola, amid 
the seemingly endless procession of containers. There was no opportunity to appraise the 
vehicle, beyond ascertaining that it had the one feature without which a freight hop would 



be impossible: a ladder.
 
Shawn turned and ran back the way he had come – unable to match the speed of the 
train, but doing what he could to reduce the disparity. When the ladder came past, he 
reached out: snagged it with both hands and hung on with all the strength he could muster.
Somehow, he got a foot on the bottom rung, laughing out loud like some kind of lunatic. It 
had been a close call: if he hadn’t managed that last frantic heave he could easily have 
fallen beneath the wheels.
 
But there he was, on the ladder.
 
Holy balls, he thought to himself: I’ve done it. I’ve caught out!
 
He began to climb, but was stopped almost at once: the rucksack that he’d slung over one 
shoulder was caught on something. He couldn’t see what the problem was and brute force
didn’t solve it.
 
The gondola would soon pass the prefab building where train crews loafed between jobs. 
The area around it was well illuminated and Shawn feared that he would be seen if he was
still clinging to the ladder. It would be a simple matter to make a radio call, to stop the train 
and search for the freeloader.
 
He slipped the remaining strap off his shoulder, supporting the whole unwieldy mass with 
one hand. He lowered it a little, in the hope that whatever had snagged might come free, 
but it didn’t work. Then came a fearful lurch as the gondola’s wheels found some 
imperfection in the track. His feet lost their grip on rain-slick rungs of the ladder. One of 
them found the rung below, although only after a sharp blow to his shin. He swung 
precariously… and abandoned his grip on the rucksack.
 
Able to use both hands again, he managed the climb. He reached the lip of the gondola 
and just in time, he swung himself over, dropping down into the filthy interior so that he 
was hidden from view. The lights of the crew station shone briefly through a row of slots in 
the side of the gondola before Shawn was swept off into darkness, the train still 
accelerating.
 
From the elation of having caught out to disaster in perhaps five seconds.
 
His rucksack was gone.
 
There hadn’t been much in it and still less of it would have been of any real use to him: in 
abandoning his old life he had sought to keep as much of his mother as he could.
 
Even so, there’s a good deal of difference between not having much and having nothing at
all. Shawn had been traveling light – the only sensible strategy for a freight hop – but now 
he had nothing. A single set of clothes; twenty dollars concealed inside his left sock; a 
pocketknife; a flashlight; some nickels and dimes.
 
Even if this reversal of fortune had made him want to abandon the adventure, the train was
still picking up speed and the lights of the town were far behind. If he bailed now and broke
an ankle… no chance.
 
So: he was staying.
 

+++
 



A more experienced freight hopper would have discovered where the train was headed. 
Some guys used a radio scanner, or had learned to make sense of freight timetables. 
Some hoboes would simply ask the train crew where they were headed: not all rail 
employees begrudged them a ride.
 
Shawn didn’t know the eventual destination of his ride, other than the fact that it had 
started out going southbound. If there had been anybody to ask him where he was 
headed, he would probably have answered “Away from here.”
 
Sometimes, wanderlust is enough of a purpose in itself, although the journey that one 
imagines is probably a lot more glamorous than the reality.
 
Belatedly, Shawn remembered that a lot of freight hoppers used earplugs. The screeching 
when the train encountered even the gentlest curve was maddening, as was the 
shuddering series of booms and thuds each time the train changed its speed and the 
couplings stretched and compressed, like a concertina.
 
Worst of all, it was cold.
 
The drizzle turned to sleet sometime in the night. Shawn scrunched himself into the 
smallest shape he could manage, trying to shield himself from the worst of the wind behind
the lip of the gondola, but the vortices of cold air were relentless. A new strategy was 
needed.
 
Examining the load within the car, he thought that he might be more comfortable if 
sheltering under some of the plastic sheeting that covered the cargo. It would be almost as
good as having a tent: just cut a slit and wriggle underneath.
 
In the dark and with the grime that covered everything, he never saw the ‘biohazard’ 
symbol on the thick plastic sheeting – and even if he had, what other choice did he have, 
except perhaps to freeze to death?
 
He slit the plastic, lifted a flap of it and squeezed inside. He shivered for a while, but at last
he found that he was retaining enough of his body heat. He relaxed, some. He was lying 
on some kind of soft grey powder, finding that it made a surprisingly good mattress. 
 
It was well after midnight, but Shawn had no idea of the time. He didn’t own a watch and 
he’d deliberately left his cellphone behind. It was hidden between the seat cushions on a 
crosstown bus, to confuse anyone that might be looking for him. Runaways who bring their
cellphone along don’t tend to remain at liberty for long.
 
Whatever time it was, Shawn was tired. Despite the noise and his anxiety, he surrendered 
to sleep.
 

+++
 
Concentrated bisformyl trihydroxy isopropyl methylnaphthalene is a curious substance. In 
an economy governed by market forces and with any sort of legislation against hazardous 
materials it shouldn’t exist… but somebody had produced some.
 
Perhaps it was a byproduct, or the result of a mistake. For whatever reason, there was a 
railcar load of the hazardous material… and Shawn had bedded down in it.
 
It coated much of his skin as wormed his way inside, seeking to shelter from the cold. He 
breathed it in, too. As he slept, it permeated his cells – and then it really got to work.



 
His body changed. Flesh became gelatinous; bones softened. They all but dissolved and 
the whole mess was only kept from flowing away by a fibrous outer layer that formed as 
the aggressive biological reaction took place. Within, his body fluoresced – although there 
was nobody to see it.
 
If the process had been interrupted, it might have been interpreted as an attempt to 
dispose of a body with some kind of solvent. Almost everything that had been Shawn was 
liquefied. Chemical and biological processes interacted in ways only vaguely understood 
by the best geneticists who study fetal development.
 
Shawn was dead, of course. Nobody could have survived that assault… but a human body
is nothing if not a collection of building materials and instructions for life.
 
When the bisformyl trihydroxy isopropyl methylnaphthalene had nothing left with which to 
react, an extraordinary process of reintegration began. 
 
In the morning, the train stopped. For six hours it languished in a siding until two unit trains
had passed. There was another hitchhiker further back, but though he climbed down and 
wandered around for a while, he didn’t come close to where Shawn’s body lay.
 
Nobody climbed aboard the gondola, so the body was still undiscovered when the 
southward journey resumed.
 
Another night passed. Sometime during the afternoon, the train pulled into the Union 
Pacific yard in Alexandria, Louisiana. 
 

+++
 
They called him a ‘Yard Bull’: a special agent of the railroad police. For more than a 
century, Greg Thompson and his ancestors had been playing cat-and-mouse with the 
bums who rode the rails. In the Great Depression the railroad police had only been able to 
keep things safe and orderly by administering a beating to anybody they caught – and 
some of his colleagues still thought along similar lines. Hoboes vandalized railroad 
property, interfered with cargoes and (of course) they risked their own dumb necks in the 
process. Thompson chased them away. He warned them off. Sometimes he brought them 
in. Trespassing could easily get a hobo two weeks in the Rapides Parish County Jail.
 
The yard in Alexandria was rare in that it had a decent suite of infrared cameras. Few 
places had anything like them and the low level of investment that the railways were 
seeing suggested that it would be a long, long time before they became the norm.
 
Thompson was chewing the fat with two engineers that he knew when they all saw the 
bright blob appear on the monitor. Somebody was moving around, out in the yard. The 
thermal camera didn’t allow any detail to be seen, but from the way he was staggering and
using the cars for support, the trespasser had to be high.
 
Thompson heaved himself up, muttering a curse. He went out to catch the trespasser.
 
What he found surprised him. It wasn’t one of the usual denizens of the freight yard: the 
derelicts, the punk kids or the drug addicts. Instead, he found a young girl.
 
When the beam of his torch fell upon her she was lapping at the rainwater that had 
collected on the top of an old fifty-five gallon drum. She was as bald as an egg and she 
wore a faded denim jacket. She was covered with dust, too: something like flour.



 
She stopped drinking at once, alerted by the light. She turned towards him, blinking 
comically but otherwise regarding him passively. He saw now that she wore a tee, its 
graphic declaring allegiance to some band he didn’t recognize, plus some panties but 
nothing else on her legs. She was barefoot, too.
 
Thompson’s usual yard bull persona, his half of the endless dance between authority and 
trespassers, deserted him.
 
He angled the flashlight away, so it wouldn’t cause her discomfort.
 
“You okay, sweetie?” he asked.
 
She just stared.
 
Rape victim, he surmised.
 
Moving slowly, he pulled the walkie-talkie from his belt. He raised the engineers in the 
control room.
 
“You seeing anybody else on the cameras?” he demanded.
 
“Ahh… nope,” came the reply. “I see you… and you’re right on top of the trespasser. Can’t 
you see him?”
 
“Her,” said Thompson. “I found her. But you keep watching and let me know if anybody 
else is moving out here, okay?”
 
“Okay, Greg,” came the reply.
 
“I think you should come with me now,” Thompson told the girl, as gently as he could.
 
She didn’t move.
 
“What’s your name?” he asked.
 
She said nothing.
 
He had to take her hand and lead her away. She didn’t flinch when he touched her, which 
surprised him, but he decided it was probably a good sign.
 
He had to guide her, moving slowly because she was barefoot. She didn’t give any 
indication that she understood him, but neither did she object. She moved unsteadily and 
he guessed that she must be drugged. When they reached his cruiser he wrapped a space
blanket about her. She accepted this, but didn’t seem to have the sense to keep the flimsy 
sheet in place. She didn’t obey when he asked her to sit in the car, but neither did she 
resist when he eased her gently into a seat.
 
He drove her to the precinct, where he could have simply handed her over for processing 
but he stayed awhile. Although the state troopers were efficient enough and they 
acknowledged him as a fellow professional, there was the usual slight disconnect between
their interests and his own. He suspected that the girl would simply be put in a cell until 
morning, when it might be hoped that whatever drug was affecting her had left her system. 
They’d discover her name and send her home.
 



For an overworked police department with bigger problems to manage, perhaps this 
approach was inevitable. It didn’t exactly live up to their motto of “Courtesy, Loyalty, 
Service” but when your resources were stretched thin it was sometimes all you could do 
just to keep a lid on things.
 
Thompson led the girl toward an interview room. From what he had already seen, he 
suspected that the “interview” would be a waste of time… but better than simply locking 
her up, perhaps.
 
In the corridor he saw a friendly face: that of Trooper Caitlyn Brown.
 
“Kate!” he beamed, “Got a minute?”
 
The state trooper regarded the girl, who was looking around the place as if she’d never 
seen anything like it before. Still barefoot, with the space blanket wrapped around her.
 
“Sure, Greg. Who’s this?”
 
“We’re not sure,” he replied.
 
“Oh.”
 
Caitlyn Brown had seen a lot of nasty things in five years of police work. Already her 
imagination was at work – and she didn’t like any of the possibilities that suggested 
themselves.
 
“Okay, honey,” she said to the girl, who stared at her mutely. “Let’s go have a sit down, 
shall we?”
 
They brought her some clothes – disposable, papery garments. The girl didn’t seem to 
know how to put them on and Caitlyn had to dress her as one would a toddler. Thompson 
took the denim jacket and went through the pockets. The garment was filthy inside and 
out, the dust suggesting that she must have been riding with a load of flour, gypsum or 
something. There was a flashlight in one pocket, but nothing to indicate the girl’s identity.
 
They brought her a glass of water. Though she held it clumsily, she drank it straight down. 
They brought her another and she did the same. A third remained untouched, though.
 
Neither of them could get a word out of the strange girl; no real reaction of any kind, in 
fact.
 
They called for a medic to examine her and when the doctor arrived, he went through the 
standard process of sample collection. He, too, assumed she might be a rape victim and in
such cases there was no time to be lost. In his examination he found nothing to suggest 
that this was the case, although her demeanor troubled him. He took blood samples for 
analysis and declared that she belonged in the Rapides Regional Medical Center. He 
called for an ambulance and she was transferred, to be kept under observation.
 

+++
 
Thompson went back to the yard and poked around, but found nothing to explain the 
arrival of the strange girl. He could never have searched every railcar in time and he didn’t 
look in the single gondola at all. The train was being broken up, but before it moved 
Thompson had time to search inside the distributed power units. One of them had clearly 
been used by a hobo at some point in the recent past: some bottles of water had been 



consumed and the john had been used – none too hygienically. On the deck, beneath the 
engineer’s chair, he found toenail clippings. They were the large, hard, horn-like toenails of
an old man, though: probably nothing to do with the mystery girl. Just another goddamned 
hobo taking a free ride at Uncle Pete’s expense.
 
Thompson went to speak with the engineers, but they’d seen nothing.
 
Engineers, in Thompson’s opinion, seldom did. He knew that some of them turned a blind 
eye to their hitchhikers, but this case might be more serious. He explained this, but still the
railroad staff had nothing to tell him.
 
The next day, he went to the Regional Medical Center, to find that Caitlyn was there ahead
of him.
 
“How’s our Jane Doe?” he asked.
 
She showed him into the room and they found the girl sleeping. There was a saline drip in 
place, but no other evidence of medical intervention.
 
“They say she’s recovering from dehydration,” Caitlyn explained. “Physically, there’s 
nothing else wrong with her.”
 
“Hmm,” Thompson considered this. “And… mentally?”
 
“I’d say she’s showing signs of post-traumatic stress disorder – but I’m not an expert.”
 
“Has she said anything?”
 
“Nope. They’re not even sure she can speak.”
 
Thompson scratched at the stubble on his chin. He wished he had cleaned up, some. He 
liked Caitlyn.
 
“What do you think happened to her?” he asked.
 
“I have no idea,” she spread her hands. “Hey – here’s the doc.”
 
Thompson hadn’t met the doctor before, but he was impressed by her manner. She 
seemed to understand at once what he needed from her, if he was to solve the mystery 
that the girl represented.
 
“She really is a Jane Doe,” Doctor Anna Walker began. “There are fillings in two of her 
teeth and she recently cut her foot on something, but other than that there are no injuries 
at all – and that means no clues to her earlier life.”
 
Thompson was processing this, but the doctor mistook his ‘thinking’ face for one of 
incomprehension. She tried to spell it out for the flatfoot.
 
“A person’s body always shows signs of what he or she does with it. Sports can give you 
telltale injuries, or influence your musculature if you keep at them. Diet, habits, posture… 
even the way you hold a pen leaves a mark, eventually. This girl, though: she’s never even
developed freckles.”
 
“So she’s been kept a prisoner?” Caitlyn suggested. “A modern-day Kaspar Hauser?”
 



“Maybe. But if so, she hasn’t been restrained and she hasn’t been raped. Her hymen’s 
intact.”
 
“Well that’s something, I guess.” Thompson had never raised children of his own, but if he 
had, he wouldn’t want any daughter of his to fall victim to one of the predators that you 
heard about.
 
“Yes. And one other thing…”
 
“Go on?”
 
“If she’s in any way traumatized, it’s unlike anything we’ve seen before. If there are 
unpleasant memories to suppress, she’s locked them away more thoroughly than most 
people ever do.”
 
“So she’s going to be like this for some time, then?” Caitlyn wondered how long the girl 
could remain in the hospital, with no name and nobody picking up the tab.
 
“How old would you say she is?” Thompson asked.
 
“It’s not easy to say. With that baby-soft skin, plus the way she never animates her face 
much… she’s going to seem younger than she really is. Also she’s very skinny – although 
not classically malnourished. So if I guess at fourteen, that could be plus or minus two 
years. Maybe more.”
 
Thompson sighed. He knew she might have been brought into the Yard from just about 
anywhere.
 
“Nobody’s listed a girl matching her description as missing,” Caitlyn put in. “Or not unless 
she’s been missing for years.”
 
Thompson shook his head. He knew that a girl as docile and compliant as this one couldn’t
have been on the loose even for days, without something bad happening to her.
 
“At the very least she’d have picked up some bumps and scrapes if she’d been living on 
the streets,” he said, thinking out loud.
 
“I don’t suppose some other hospital might be missing a coma patient…?” Caitlyn 
ventured.
 
The doctor shook her head. “Not a chance. And in any event, a long-term hospital patient 
would show scarring from the insertion of cannulae, or other procedures. Even if she didn’t
get bedsores.”
 
“So she’s not a runaway, she’s not an abductee and she’s not escaped from a hospital,” 
Thompson summarized. “What does that leave?”
 
“I have no idea,” the doctor replied.
 

+++
 
Thompson and Brown got a coffee. They continued to speculate about their Jane Doe.
 
“What age would she have had those teeth filled?” Caitlyn wondered.
 



“Hmm. Some time after she turned eight years old, I guess. Adult teeth, plus time to 
decay… so she’d have to be at least eight.”
 
“Older than that, unless she didn’t brush.”
 
Thompson grunted agreement.
 
“Okay,” he said next, “so who’s this dentist that does work on a girl who’s never been 
outside, in her whole life?”
 
“I get you,” Caitlyn replied. “He’s making house calls?”
 
“Seems unlikely.”
 
“Alright,” Caitlyn rubbed at her face, thinking hard. “Forget the dentist. What else have we 
got?”
 
“Denim jacket,” Thompson said. “Thrift store item, maybe? It’s old.”
 
“So were her panties,” Caitlyn said.
 
“Really?”
 
“Yeah. No teenage girl would wear that style. Plus they were too big for her – and when 
they were new she would have been, like, six years old.”
 
Thompson was impressed. He hadn’t given the panties a thought… but this was work for a
detective, not a yard bull and a state trooper.
 
A shame, then, that no detective was particularly interested.
 
Jane Doe hadn’t been injured in any way; she hadn’t committed a crime, beyond 
trespassing; she hadn’t appealed to them for help; nobody was missing her. There was no 
case here – aside from the obvious mystery of a girl who didn’t belong.
 
“Fingerprints?” Thompson suggested, half-heartedly.
 
“We’re running a search, of course,” Caitlyn shrugged, “but she doesn’t match anything… 
or not yet. The results will take a while.”
 
Caitlyn considered the last donut bite on the plate between them.
 
“Do you think we could justify a DNA test?” she asked.
 
Unless there was some grisly murder on railway property, Thompson would never be able 
to persuade his bosses to pay for DNA profiling. Even now, they thought he was following 
up on the theft of some electronic goods that had been lifted from an intermodal container 
the week before. As far as they were concerned, the Jane Doe mystery had ended as 
soon as he was certain she hadn’t damaged railroad property.
 
Caitlyn thought she could slip the DNA sample into the workflow, next time there was a 
batch to be analyzed. They had the doctor swab the girl’s cheek, but by then the bisformyl 
trihydroxy isopropyl methylnaphthalene had long since completed its work.
 
When they got the profile back from the lab, they entered it into CODIS, the Combined 



DNA Index System – and got no hits at all.
 
“What does that mean?” Thompson demanded. He was going out on a limb, because he 
wasn’t a detective and he couldn’t really have justified his continued involvement in the 
case: it was no longer a matter concerning the railroad, after all. His chief thought he was 
out looking for a vandal who liked to take pot shots at crossing signage with a .22 rifle…
 
Fortunately, Thompson had Caitlyn on his side and she had been able to butter up the 
overworked technician, some.
 
“I have no idea what this means,” she said. “I don’t think it’s normal, though.”
 
They bought Doctor Walker some coffee and showed her the information.
 
“There’s got to be some mistake,” she said, looking through the printouts.
 
“What is it?” Caitlyn demanded.
 
“I’m no geneticist,” Doctor Walker warned them, “but… you know that humans have 
twenty-three chromosomes… right?”
 
“Right,” Caitlyn confirmed – though she was rapidly approaching the sum total of her 
knowledge in this area.
 
“There are twenty-three,” Thompson pointed out, looking at the printout again.
 
Each one was there, a little dark shape in a numbered box.
 
“Yes,” Doctor Walker said, “but broadly speaking, we should see twenty-three pairs.”
 
In the final box, just a single shape was visible.
 
“Give me a minute?”
 
She used her smartphone to search for the information she wanted.
 
“Okay, so it’s rare, but not unknown. We call it Turner syndrome – but it’s normally 
accompanied by a host of problems that our girl isn’t manifesting. Except –“
 
“What?” they both demanded.
 
“Unless it’s Ring-X Turner syndrome,” the doctor sighed. “That’s associated with a high 
probability of mental retardation.”
 
“I don’t accept that,” Thompson said, quietly.
 
He’d often been disappointed by humanity in the course of his job, but this was different: 
he felt crushed and suffocated. This latest piece of misfortune, heaped upon everything 
else that the mystery girl appeared to have suffered, was almost too much to bear.
 
“So that’s why she never speaks?” Caitlyn asked.
 
“We’re just speculating at this stage,” the doctor pointed out.
 
“Does this serve to explain how she came to be in a train yard, though?” Caitlyn dragged 



her thoughts back to police matters. “On her own… late at night?”
 
“Some people can’t cope,” Doctor Walker shrugged. “They do everything they can, for 
years… and then something snaps. Or their own health deteriorates. Her family probably 
abandoned her in town.”
 
“So she’ll be a ward of the court,” Thompson said grimly.
 
“Let’s find her a good foster family,” Caitlyn suggested.
 
“The best!” he agreed.
 

+++
 
Nobody contested their efforts to place the girl with the Wilsons. When she was 
discharged from the hospital, she would go to live with them.
 
Doctor Walker was pleased to be able to report some progress, too: during her stay in the 
hospital, Jane Doe had learned to control her bowels and also to feed herself with a 
spoon. She could now make two distinct sounds and the speech therapist thought she 
would be able to learn more.
 
“I may have to revise her prognosis,” the doctor smiled. “I thought she must be slow, but 
she picks things up very quickly.”
 
“So she’s not retarded?” Thompson demanded.
 
“Uh… she’s years behind, but she’s learning fast. It’s as if she were a blank slate – 
although medical opinion on how the human brain works doesn’t normally allow for such 
rapid learning in anybody once they’re old enough to walk.”
 
“Do me a favor?” the yard bull asked.
 
“What?”
 
“Don’t go telling your colleagues. I don’t want her… experimented on. She needs to be a 
normal kid for a while.”
 
Doctor Walker smiled as she signed the discharge. She never did reveal that their Jane 
Doe was in any way exceptional.
 

+++
 
Thompson had been invited to Caitlyn’s apartment, for pasta.
 
The case was cold – all but closed. She had highways to patrol; he had a freight yard to 
police. They seldom ran into each other in a professional capacity, but they tried to share 
any thoughts that they had, at least once a week.
 
They had a more thorough DNA printout, now. Neither of them knew enough to interpret it, 
but it was clearly chaotic. Whole chunks of her DNA were misplaced, transposed like a 
patchwork.
 
Thompson speculated while she poured him some wine. (He didn’t actually like red wine, 
but he didn’t like to say.)



 
“Call me crazy, but… could she be a clone?”
 
“A clone with dentistry,” Caitlyn pointed out. “Sorry, but… are there clones living among us 
now? For what purpose?”
 
“Experimentation,” he said. Because ambiguity can go where rationality fears to tread.
 
“So… what? You grow a clone with crazy DNA, but choose not to try teaching her 
anything. You feed her candy, then take her to the dentist… then abandon her in a freight 
yard when the experiment is over.”
 
Thompson recoiled.
 
“Ouch. Okay, what’s your hypothesis?”
 
Caitlyn wanted to salve his ego, so she made certain that her own suggestion was no less 
outlandish than his had been:
 
“Alien hybrid.”
 
“What?”
 
“She’s an alien hybrid. Human… alien… kind of thing.”
 
“Do you watch those kinds of movies, Trooper Brown?”
 
“Nuh-uh,” she replied, “but I do read those kinds of books.”
 
She indicated her bookcases. Liatorp, from Ikea: stuffed full of paperbacks from the 
‘golden age’ of science fiction.
 
Thompson blinked.
 
“Okay, so what story are we in?”
 
“It’s not exactly The Body Snatchers – the pod people have all the memories and the scars
of their victims – but lately I sometimes find myself wondering if Jane is a pod person. Or 
something like one.”
 
“Hey! Be nice!”
 
“You’re forgetting her unblemished skin and her complete fearlessness. Also the fact that 
she had no hair whatsoever on the day I met her, although it appears to have grown 
normally ever since. I’m telling you, she was as new as a day.”
 
“…Which is impossible,” Thompson countered.
 
Caitlyn grinned. “I’m just saying that until we know otherwise, we might do well to treat her 
right: just in case she’s the ambassador for some star-faring species.”
 
“Who’d you get that from?” Thompson demanded. “Robert Heinlein?”
 
“It’s… more of a Walter Stone Tevis thing, I think. Although I’m still hoping for a happy 
ending.”



 
“You and me both,” Thompson agreed, raising his glass. 
 
Red wine wasn’t so bad after all.
 

+++
 
The Wilsons called their new charge “dear” for a week or so, but they knew that sooner or 
later she would need a name.
 
Caitlyn had never liked the repeated references to ‘Jane Doe’: that had seemed defeatist, 
somehow. When she suggested that they should all call the mystery girl Anthea, nobody 
had objected. 
 
She didn’t tell them that it was the name of the alien planet in The Man Who Fell to Earth. 
Three months passed before Thompson got around to reading the copy she had loaned 
him – and by the time he understood her little joke it was too late to raise an objection.
 

+++
 
Although Thompson would be on duty later in the evening, their shift patterns had worked 
to produce what was almost a shared day off. They called the Wilsons to make sure that it 
was a good time and then drove over to visit Anthea.
 
She was playing on the lawn at the back of the house. She was covered in sunblock, but a
few freckles had colonized her nose and cheeks all the same. She was, perhaps, filling out
a little bit. Her face remained as serene and inscrutable as before, though.
 
“We come in peace,” Thompson muttered, but Caitlyn elbowed him in the ribs.
 
Anthea looked up, smiling.
 
“I’m playing with Dolly and Teddy!” she exclaimed. “Will you play?”
 
The speed with which her vocabulary had expanded was astonishing. Doctor Walker had 
warned them both that people who had to re-learn speech in later life never quite mastered
the skill, but already Anthea sounded like a typical four year-old.
 
“We’d love to play,” Caitlyn said. They both sat down on the grass with her. It was teatime 
and Teddy was thirsty.
 

+++
 
Each time they visited her, they were astonished at how far she had gone to make up for 
lost time. 
 
The Wilsons home-schooled Anthea. They reasoned that she was far too large for 
elementary school – and later they felt that she would have been held back by the slow 
pace of a normal classroom: the girl absorbed information like an energetic, delightful 
sponge.
 
Anthea loved playing with Riley, Caitlyn and Thompson’s daughter. They’d married almost 
two years after Anthea had come into their lives, and Riley had turned up before another 
year had passed. (Since they didn’t know Anthea’s true date of birth, they celebrated the 
date of her arrival instead.)



 
Now two years old, Riley clearly adored Anthea.
 
The Wilsons had hosted their share of mixed up kids over the years. They’d feared that 
Anthea would be their greatest challenge but as it turned out, she was an angel – if you 
could overlook her physical stature and just let her be a kid. She more than repaid their 
kindness and patience, bringing them more happiness than they could express.
 
Anthea was really good with children – and always fascinated by them. As she matured, 
her own ‘childhood’ remained a recent memory and she could always devise the best 
games. She said that she wanted to work in daycare, one day. Thompson suspected that 
she would be capable of a much more demanding job, but what the hell? It made her 
happy.
 
When Caitlyn suggested that one day Anthea might have children of her own, her eyes 
went wide, like saucers. It simply hadn’t occurred to her… yet here she was on the 
threshold of adulthood.
 
They guessed she was nineteen. Give or take.
 
She was a little below middling height, but very pretty. If she had but known it, she looked 
just like her lost and forgotten mother, Lorraine. Officers Thompson and Brown never had 
solved their most important case, though, so nobody would ever make that comparison.
 
She still had the denim jacket that she had been wearing when he found her. She felt a 
deep sense of attachment to it, although she couldn’t have said why. She didn’t wear it 
often because it had become quite fragile.
 
When she did, it brought a lump to Thompson’s throat. It made him appreciate Riley’s 
simple, safe childhood that much more. Once again, he swore to himself that he would 
keep his little girl safe.
 
That evening, Caitlyn smiled as they drove away from the Wilsons’ place.
 
“She turned out okay,” she said.
 
“She sure did,” Thompson agreed. “But I wish I knew what the hell happened to her.”
 
“When you have eliminated the impossible…” Caitlyn began. (It was one of her favorite 
quotes.)
 
“Whatever remains, however improbable…” Thompson took up the refrain.
 
“Must be aliens,” said Caitlyn.
 
“…”
 
It happened from time to time: Thompson was lost for words.
 

+++
 
All the cars on the US railroad network use Automatic Car Identification (ACI) – basically a 
glorified radio frequency identifier. Each time the ACI box passes a trackside sensor, it 
reports its whereabouts and this is evaluated by the master scheduling system.
 



The computer compares the identifier of the car against the schedule and makes any 
adjustments necessary, to get the car to its destination as efficiently as possible.
 
With one notable exception.
 
Some time back, a programmer was bribed to introduce what they call an “undocumented 
feature”. Whenever a certain range of digits is reported by the ACI, it corrupts the 
schedule, causing a data underflow that basically says “not here: send this car on to the 
next place in the list.”
 
Shawn’s gondola has been riding the rails for years, now. They even fitted it with a new 
axle last year – and then sent it out again. And all because a crook in a failing chemical 
company thought it would offer a cheap way to dodge his waste disposal obligations.
 
The bag of concentrated bisformyl trihydroxy isopropyl methylnaphthalene that Shawn slit 
open has been ruined by contamination and by the rain, but there are others in that 
gondola… and where one railcar exploits this system, perhaps there are others as well – 
all of them Flying Dutchmen, routing endlessly back and forth, all over the continent.
 
You never know where you’re going to end up, when you catch out.



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Author’s note:
 
Freight hopping is dangerous: please don’t attempt it unless you understand what you’re 
doing.
 
Bisformyl trihydroxy isopropyl methylnaphthalene is a real substance, although its real-
world effect is somewhat diluted from that described in my story: it has been tested as 
a male oral contraceptive in China, though.
 
If you enjoyed my story, please consider putting something in my tips jar by purchasing 
one of my books on Amazon? (Or read for free with Kindle Unlimited and perhaps I’ll get a 
buck...) 
 
Brought to you by TransScripts Transgender Fiction – a group of people dedicated to 
raising standards in T* literature. https://transgenderpublishing.com/
 


