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Member of the Banned

By Jack Ewing

Conrad did not view them as individual people, but as a collection of moving obstacles to dodge during his headlong scamper down the sidewalk.

Pedestrians who saw him coming, or heard the sharp, rapid slap of his shoes approaching, stopped as though momentarily flash-frozen then stepped adroitly out of the way and turned, open-mouthed, to watch him pass. Others, their attention directed elsewhere, were not as fortunate. Conrad plowed through them like a fullback plunging over from the two-yard line.

A woman was window-shopping with her little boy, their eyes fastened upon a toy display, hands buckled into a ten-fingered lump. Conrad bowled her over like a tenpin, and her wide-eyed child came tumbling after.

An elderly lady crept along with a bulging shopping bag, her gaze directed at the pavement, her cane tapping a cadence fit for tortoises. Conrad collided with her, and she spun around a lamppost, groceries flying.

Two expensively dressed businessmen with briefcases were locked in earnest conversation. Conrad shoved them roughly apart as though they were the doors of a Western saloon.

Angry cries cannonaded in his wake.

“Why, you—!”

“Watch where you’re going!”

“There’s blood on his hand!”

The last words came from the lips of a young woman he’d brushed past. She wiped at a red stain on her coat. Passersby collected about the woman, dabbed gingerly at the spot, held up the result to streetlights, and confirmed her analysis of the substance.

Heads turned as one to stare after the fleeing man.

“Hey!” shouted one, a heavy-set fellow with a gold chain across the waist of his three-piece suit. “Wait a minute!” Others took up the cry, baying after the departing figure. In seconds, several had taken tentative steps, debating pursuit.

They were nearly knocked flat when two policemen thundered by, arms and legs pumping. Those with places to go went. Those with nothing better to do were vacuumed into the chase.

Running, Conrad heard pursuers only as indistinct pounding between ragged gasps of breath. He careened off people he could not see, blinded momentarily by the visions branded into his brain. Barred windows, chains, tortures that passed for treatment, drugs that made you drift away with mind and body whirling out of control. Awful smells of urine and vomit and fear.

Someone rebounded from his wounded arm and Conrad cried out in alert pain.

Don’t think about the past, he reminded himself. Think about now! Think escape. Think about the future. If you’re sent back to that place, it’s the end of you.

The sidewalk was crowded with slow-moving shoppers. The law would catch him if he couldn’t break free of the congestion. Lungs aflame, knees wobbly, Conrad darted across the street through a momentary break in traffic.

Headlights painted his legs white.

Brakes shrieked and horns blared on either side.

A hard, heavy car bumper slammed into the back of his thigh, propelling him forward toward the cool, open mouth of an alley. He passed from bright noise into quiet darkness. In shadow, chest heaving, he glanced back. The cops were two blocks behind, on the opposite side of the street. Conrad saw the large dark twins, bathed now red, now green by store lights, like a pair of icebreakers cutting through a sea of pedestrians. Had they seen him cross?

He limped away down the alley, breath frighteningly loud, heart hammering like a timpani in the enclosed space. At a junction of yard-wide alleys, he turned right and scurried as fast as he could move through the narrow passage. When another dark opening loomed on his left, he ducked into it.

I’m too old for this, Conrad thought. Still moving, he clutched at a stitch in his side. His knee banged a metal trashcan against a brick wall with an explosive clatter, and he lurched on, hands outstretched to feel for obstacles.

He chided himself: How could I have been so stupid? What made me do it, right there on a public sidewalk? In front of dozens of witnesses, too!

Their faces had, by turns, registered surprise, shock, anger, disgust, and alarm when he pulled the stuff from a pocket. Like a fool, he hadn’t realized, until too late, that the emotions wrinkling brows, scoring cheeks and twisting lips all around were directed at him. He was too intent upon gratification.

It had dawned on him all of a sudden. He was starting to enjoy the first effects when a piercing noise at his elbow shattered warm pleasure into cold, sharp fragments.

The shriek came from a short, dumpy woman. She wore a blue hat, its crown shaped like an open-mouthed fish lunging at a stiff red feather. She pointed at Conrad with a fat finger and screeched the same word over and over: “Police!”

Finally, he became aware of what he held. He gaped at it in horror, then flung it away and ran for his life, just ahead of the cops and their bullets.

Now, Conrad felt like kicking himself, but didn’t have the strength. So he flogged away mentally. What a dummy! What an idiot! What a stooge!

He sighed. Old habits died hard. The brain knows it’s wrong, but the body doesn’t care. And after a little reverting to type, the brain doesn’t care any more, either.

His hands encountered solid stone and he felt a sudden panic until his groping fingers told him it was only a jog in the narrow brick canyon. Around the next dark corner, the cross passageway became ten feet wide, but continued full of silence, seeped in odors of things used and discarded.

Conrad was drawn towards a dim light in the black distance: A deserted loading dock, starkly etched in a cone of forty-watt illumination, set back far enough for a small vehicle to back in for pickups and deliveries.

With a grunt of pain, he hauled himself onto the platform projecting from the corrugated steel building. The padlock on a solid steel office door wouldn’t give. Nor would the clasp on a huge segmented overhead door, no matter how he tugged or shoved. No shelter from the glare of the law to be found here.

His arm hurt. Conrad edged into the light, took off his blazer and peeled back his sleeve to look. He winced when he saw the wound that adrenaline had damped until now. The cop’s bullet had plowed a furrow of raw flesh across his biceps. It had bled a lot, but didn’t appear serious. It would leave an interesting scar, if he survived. Survival was number one priority.

Conrad noticed blood snaking down to drip from his hand. He saw round dark circles at his feet and red teardrops glistening on the alley floor. He yanked his handkerchief from a pocket, twirled it into a strip, and looped it over the gash. Using teeth, he made a tight, sloppy knot, then unrolled the sleeve and buttoned it. He draped the jacket, lining-side out, over his left shoulder, covering the stain on the shirt. They were looking for blue wool. Maybe blood-wet red satin would fool them for a second or two. It wasn’t much to ask: just time enough to get away.

“And if I get away,” Conrad pledged, sidling into darkness again, “I’ll give it up, once and for all. I mean it this time.”

Even as the words escaped, he knew it was an empty promise. If authorities and therapists at the Bureau of Human Reclamation—professionals all at molding behavior —couldn’t smother his aberrant urge, what was he, a lone weak human, supposed to do?

His addiction was a disease. Everyone knew that! All the scientists said so. It wasn’t his fault! This fast-paced, violent, paranoiac society’s to blame.

The sole of his shoe sank into something that gave a muffled crunch. He felt for the object, drew his hand back: just a bone-thin dog, lifeless and stiff. Was it somebody’s pet that had wandered away and didn’t have the skills to make it independently? Or a born stray, doomed from the start and grown tired of just surviving?

By the smell, the dog had been there awhile. How much longer would it be before someone came to remove it? Or did they simply let nature take its course nowadays?

What would happen if he lay down beside the dog and died?

Anyone who found the bodies would probably pay more respect to the animal. Especially when it came out what he was.

Society made me what I am, Conrad concluded, moving on. “I’m the victim here,” he whispered.

The alley walls bounced his voice back at him. “Here,” the shadows said, “here.”

It’s true! Conrad shouted silently. You’re not human if the tensions of living in the mid-21st century don’t get to you sometime. The daily pressure from a dozen different sources—headlines full of corruption and murder and war, the nagging duties of a menial job, crushing financial obligations, overpowering demands of family and friends—grinds you down. The constant friction erodes away your protective covering and threatens to expose your true, inner self: a vulnerable heap of quivering jelly.

“What are you supposed to do?” he whispered.

“Do?” mocked his soft echo from the wall. “Do?”

Conrad turned where alleys intersected, turned again, and hurried on. The alleyway narrowed suddenly, like the neck of a funnel.

His bad arm grazed rough masonry, driving a scream into his throat, but no farther. The pain made him stop. He brutally squeezed the flesh lower down his arm, made it hurt more elsewhere so the real wound seemed tame by comparison.

As Conrad rested against the brickwork, teeth clamped together, eyes screwed shut, he heard them coming.

A soft glow probed dark corners somewhere back there. There was the acoustically magnified scuff of many feet. Fragments of voices filtered, distorted, to him.

A basso: “His blood.”

Higher-pitched tones: “This way.”

Conrad turned from the sounds, feeling old and tired and sick. His feet were boulders, but he managed to budge the heavy lumps at the end of legs that belonged to someone else, and they propelled him on, away from the pursuers.

There was light ahead, where the tunnel-like alley widened, and he rushed toward it. The passage opened onto a busy city street
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