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    To everyone who enjoys a short horror story.
 
 
May this one stay with you long after you leave.
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SATURDAY — 3:00 P.M.

Carl Bennett was forty-one, driving home alone from a school reunion, and still wearing a sticker that said HELLO MY NAME IS CARL. The sticker had folded over itself at the edge, so from a distance it said HELL MY NAME IS CARL. He caught sight of it in the rearview mirror and peeled it off at the next red light.

The reunion had occupied a hired function room above a bowling alley. For four hours he'd learned that people he remembered stealing traffic cones now managed departments, raised children and had opinions about conservatories. He'd told each of them that he was doing fine. He had then stood near the food because there were fewer follow-up questions at the food.

Somebody's husband had catered. There were trays of cheesy enchiladas, glossy with oil and still bubbling under their foil lids. Carl had eaten three, possibly four, depending on whether the one he'd finished while collecting his coat counted. On the way out, he had met a woman called Jo who remembered lending him a ruler in maths. She'd asked what he did these days. He'd told her he was between things, which made his seven-year employment at a warehouse sound more adventurous than it was. She'd said, gently, that it was good to see him.

Now the town had given way to hedges and low grey cloud. The sticker lay on the passenger seat beside a folded reunion programme. Carl turned up the radio and drove toward home. He felt pleasantly full, then a little too full. At the first roundabout, something shifted inside him with the slow authority of a landslide.

“Excellent,” he said to no one.

SATURDAY — 3:24 P.M.

The road ran between wet fields. Carl passed a sign for a petrol station twelve miles ahead and decided that twelve miles was not a number his stomach respected.

He tried to make himself think about Jo instead. In school he'd been the boy who made the whole back row laugh without ever volunteering an answer. Jo had remembered the jokes. She had not, as far as he could tell, remembered his name until she'd read the sticker. That was fair. He hadn't recognised her until she told him.

Another cramp pulled low across his abdomen. He lifted his hips from the seat and settled again. The car's clock glowed 3:24. His phone, connected to the charger in the centre console, lit briefly with a message from the reunion group chat. A photograph appeared: everyone still there, crowded together for one more picture. Carl was on the road and absent from it already.

The phone dimmed. He drove faster.

SATURDAY — 3:47 P.M.

At a lay-by with no toilets, he considered the thin shelter of a hedge and kept going. He was sweating now. The radio presenter spoke cheerfully about traffic near a place Carl had never visited. Carl turned the radio off.

He made a bargain with his gut: a proper toilet at the next place, then coffee to keep him alert for the last stretch home. Half a mile later he amended it. Coffee first, because it was awkward to use the facilities without buying something. Another cramp bent him forward over the wheel.

He'd lived alone for six years. That wasn't a fact he generally put next to his dinner choices, but alone meant no one would be waiting, no one would ask why he'd stayed so long, and no one would know if he stopped to make an idiot of himself by the side of the A-road. At the reunion he'd said that living alone gave him freedom. He tried the line again now and found it much less convincing with his stomach making noises.

SATURDAY — 4:05 P.M.

The petrol station on the road sign turned out to have closed. Grass pushed through the concrete between its pumps. Carl steered back onto the road with a sound that might have been a laugh.

He could feel each seam of his jeans against his skin. He passed a second sign, hand-painted on a sheet of plywood: FOOD, FUEL, TOILETS — 3 MILES. The arrow had been drawn twice, as though the first attempt had pointed in a less useful direction.

“Three,” he said. He counted the white centre lines until counting required more concentration than he had.

By the time the low building appeared, its forecourt lamps were already on in the dull afternoon. Four pumps stood outside a café and shop. A separate brick toilet block sat around the side. Beside it, two picnic tables sagged into weeds. A board on the shop door announced CLOSING AT 10 P.M. Carl did not read it. He had spotted the word TOILETS on a smaller sign and loved it more than he had ever loved a word.

SATURDAY — 4:31 P.M.

He parked at the far end of the forecourt, left the engine off and reached for his phone. The charging cable had tangled around the handbrake. Untangling it would take perhaps six seconds. Carl looked at the toilet sign again and left the phone where it was. He took his keys and wallet, climbed out and walked at a speed designed to look unremarkable to anyone watching.

Inside, the shop smelled of burnt milk and toasted bread. A woman with a square face and a grey cardigan stood behind the counter, checking a till roll. On the other side of the room a younger attendant was stacking bottles of water in a cooler.

“Coffee, please,” Carl said. “Large.”

“Machine's temperamental,” the woman said.

“We've got that in common.”

She handed him a paper cup and pointed him toward a machine that produced a foamy black liquid after three worried groans. He paid with contactless, remembered that his phone was in the car, and paid with a card from his wallet instead. The woman watched him transfer the hot cup from hand to hand.

“Toilets?” he asked.

“Round the side. Only the last cubicle's open. Other two need fixing.”

He thanked her. Behind him, the younger attendant said, “The new one's all right though, Mrs Rook?”

“It flushes,” Mrs Rook replied, in the tone of a woman who considered that a complete review.

SATURDAY — 4:42 P.M.

The coffee was a terrible idea, and Carl knew it before he reached the toilet block. He took three scalding gulps anyway because his hands were occupied and it felt rude to have bought it for nothing. A sign marked it as a unisex washroom. The outer door closed behind him on a hydraulic arm.

There was no one inside. An extractor fan laboured overhead. Damp stained the grout; a citrus air freshener failed valiantly against years of deeper history. Two cubicle doors had strips of yellow tape across them. The last stood open.

Its toilet belonged to another building, possibly another century. Glossy white, broad-seated, low and sleek, it had a silver panel fixed to the side with pictures of a spray, a fan and a person whose relationship to the spray was not immediately clear. Carl imagined somebody buying it on a whim, bringing it here and realising too late what they'd done. A faint warmth came from the seat.

He set his coffee on the cisternless shelf behind it, shut the cubicle door and, in an act of gratitude to every plumber who had ever lived, sat down.

SATURDAY — 4:47 P.M.

Relief erased the reunion, Jo, his job and the last twenty miles of road. He bowed his head and waited for his insides to finish rearranging themselves.

The seat was warm in a way that seemed reasonable for such an expensive piece of equipment. His knees faced the cubicle door; one shoe rested on the tile, the other on the slightly raised base beneath the toilet. Water moved somewhere out of sight. Nothing on the panel illuminated. There was no hum beyond the extractor.

When he reached back for paper, a small jet of water startled him so badly that he knocked the coffee cup over. He found the correct button by accident, spent a miserable minute drying himself and discovered that the cup had spilled harmlessly onto the shelf. He laughed once, softly. If somebody had filmed him, the reunion group chat might finally have had a photograph of him worth keeping.

He flushed. Water slipped through the bowl with a subdued, domestic sound. Then he put his palms against his thighs and stood.

His shoulders came forward. His hips did not.

SATURDAY — 4:55 P.M.

Carl sat back, surprised. His feet felt prickly. He must have stayed longer than he'd thought. He rotated both ankles, counted to twenty and tried again, this time using the partition to haul himself up.

His arms trembled. A knot tightened deep in his back. The seat held him with the firm, undramatic certainty of something built into the earth.

“Come on.”

He was not as fit as he told himself. He had recently become breathless carrying groceries up two flights of
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