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This one is for Deni Weeks and (as always) Ida Cochrane.

Thanks for being lights in this near-eternal darkness, past and present.
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Stop insisting on clearing you head – clear your fucking heart instead.


	Charles Bukowski




Jump, and you will find out how to unfold your wings as you fall.


	Ray Bradbury











  
  
  ROUND TRIP

  
  




“All aboard! All aboard!” As often as he heard it, it never failed to make Darrick flinch just a little. Maybe it was the deep, curt boom of the delivery, or the sharpness of the words themselves as they cut through the noise from the platform outside, so short and demanding in their instruction. It certainly couldn’t have been that he was caught off-guard by them. He could have set his watch by the conductor, he was so used to the frequency of his metronome call, regular enough to almost qualify as torture of some form. Guaranteed, he would never miss an important appointment ever, were he to actually do so.

He’d had plenty of time to get used to it, along with the rest of the whole routine. Over and over again, every day, the same faces, sounds, sights, and smells. He wiped at an itch on the side of his nose with a bony finger, trying his best to make it go away whilst avoiding the whole I’m not picking it, honest - thing. That was easier said than done when he was wedged firmly into place worse than a sardine in a tin can, with every single pair of eyes in the carriage seeming to glare either at or through him.

Thanks for small mercies, at least he had a seat. As cramped and uncomfortable as he was, he didn’t have to stand up, unlike so many of those other poor sods that seemed almost to be encircling him like kids in a school yard, encouraging a fight. Thankful, he reminded himself he should be thankful that, even though his arse felt like it was glued in place, at least he could breathe without inadvertently feeling up a fellow commuter.

He hated trains, he always had, ever since back in his college days. He used to get anxiety dreams - at least that’s what good old Doctor Beaumont had called them, where he would be jammed into a carriage, literally shoehorned in just as he was now, on a circular line. In this dream of his, the doors were always just beyond his reach for some reason that he wasn’t aware of. He would push and shove, his initial politeness giving way to screams of anger and frustration as he would try to force his way through the brick wall of passengers, every single one of them either deaf to his torment or simply pretending not to notice it. Each and every time, the tips of his fingers would scrape against the black rubber of the door seals, pulling rubber dirt under his fingernails as they swung into place with a dry, tormenting squeal before the train pulled away again to send him around just one more time. Except that one more time became another, and another. That was the trouble with nightmares; they never stopped until you woke up.

He squirmed in edgy discomfort on what little seat space he had, struggling against the itch in his backside from the thin strip of starched velour that was available to him. It felt more like sandpaper as it chafed against him. He tried not to consider just how it had been made so brittle, probably the end result of years of sweat erosion, along with God only knew what other bodily secretions. To the left of him sat a bear of a man, a faded plaid shirt stretched taut over his belly and a thick dark beard hiding most of his face. He smelled of stale beer and hamburgers, along with something else that Darrick couldn’t quite place, as if he had gone without a bath for quite some time. To his right was a young woman, blonde-haired and blue-eyed, who looked to be somewhere in her mid-thirties, not that he was any sort of expert at guessing. She was holding a dog-eared Jackie Collins paperback, licking her thumb before turning each page and nudging him in the ribs with what must have been the world’s sharpest elbow each time she did so. Turning his head just a little to one side, he could see her lips moving as she read and he had to keep from laughing out loud.

Here I am, stuck in the middle with you, he thought.

“All aboard!” The conductor bellowed out again as the train readied to leave. It was funny, he hadn’t even noticed it come to a stop, although he shouldn’t really have been surprised with the sheer number of people crammed around him. As the whine of the engine changed just enough to signal the coming departure, he spotted the flowers. They had been there for about five or six days now he thought, a bunch of them, taped to the wall in remembrance of someone or something. Begonias, lilies and carnations, arranged in a small burst of colour, a card had been stapled to the crumpled purple cellophane wrapping, bearing a scrawl that he couldn’t quite make out.

“Such a shame,” an elderly woman sat down in front of him said, almost whistling the words through her front teeth as she turned to her friend, who responded with a tut of disapproval.

“I suppose you’re right,” she said. Looking up after speaking, she snapped her head to one side in a sharp movement to flick hair away from her eyes. Had she been thirty years younger, Darrick would have perhaps thought that she was coming onto him, with her dyed blonde roots and thick purple eye shadow. His belly clenched up a little at the thought of it. Perhaps she was doing just that, the casual glances just beyond him, her way of playing things cool, of gauging his response. Sorry love, cougar or not, you’re way too old for me, he thought.

He hated train journeys, especially the way that after a while everything blurred into one, each stop that followed looking exactly like the last five or ten before. No wonder he used to have bad dreams about them, even if it was only when something was bothering him.

He took a deep breath, holding it in for a few seconds as if he was bracing himself, trying not to drown in the crowd of commuters around him. Almost afraid to exhale, just in case fat hamburger-smelling guy seized the opportunity to rob him of a little more seat space.

There she was, sat two aisles away, right in front of him. In a clear space, as if protected by some kind of aura that no one could trespass upon. Her dark hair framed delicate features and her slender hands gripped a small leatherette bag on her lap like a toy dog that had either died or gone to sleep, he couldn’t be sure which. He didn’t even know her name, only that she had been riding the same route day in, day out, for almost as long as him. The only other thing he knew about her was that, one of these days, he was going to ask her out, perhaps for a coffee somewhere. He felt wrong for thinking it, but he couldn’t help feeling that she seemed just a bit sad, a look in her eyes suggesting that she wished she was somewhere else, far away from the heaving, cramped stress of the crowd that surrounded her.

Everyone lurched as one as there was a harsh squeal of brakes and a grind of gears that propelled each of them forward in a single mass. Curses were muttered and ruffled hair straightened back into place. The purple-eyed woman flicked her head with such sudden violence that Darrick thought it could have broken her neck with the force of the movement.

“Sorry about that, folks,” the voice of the driver sounded thin and hollow over the loudspeaker, only just managing to cut its way through the mumblings of annoyance.

Damnit, I’ve missed my stop, Darrick thought as he caught a glimpse out of the window at the flowers, taped to the wall just like the ones he had seen before. The leaves had begun to droop a little and the petals were starting to look a discoloured, wilted brown at the tips, as though they had hung there for longer than the last bunch.

“Such a shame,” the elderly woman sitting in front of him said with that same front-teeth whistle.

“I suppose you’re right,” the hair flicker tutted in reply, before dropping her voice to say something that he couldn’t quite hear.

“All aboard! All aboard!” The conductor’s deep call boomed from the platform outside, before the steady hiss of pistons signalled the journey resuming.

I’m going to do it, one of these days, Darrick thought as he looked straight at the girl, clutching at her sleeping dog handbag tight, as though afraid of it dropping to the floor. Maybe tomorrow, I’ll ask her. Or the next day, definitely. He wondered why it was that she had that look of sadness about her, what it could possibly be that could cause her to feel any sort of upset. As he sat there, trying not to stare at her, she lifted her head a little, pushing her dark hair back from her face and looking straight at him, almost through him. Self-conscious, he cast his gaze down at the floor, looking at the collection of chewing gum lumps and old ticket stubs, trampled into permanent position on the sticky tar rubber surface. Hamburger-smelling man’s worn sneaker was tapping out a rhythm of sorts on the stickiness, the sole making a small shucking sound each time it lifted away, as if stamping up and down in a puddle of glue. Darrick turned his head to see that he had a set of earphones jammed in, partly hidden beneath his greasy unkempt mane. Eyes closed, his head was also nodding in time to some tinny, just audible tune.

Darrick hooked a finger into his collar and tugged at it, trying to loosen it away. Stifling, there was barely enough air to breathe. He wondered how no one else seemed to notice. Perhaps they had grown used to it. He imagined that, judging by the sea of impassive faces, many of them had been riding the circular line for even longer than him, as hard to believe as it seemed. Perhaps they had all given up, resigned to the fact that the journey felt like it would drag on forever. That was easier to accept, given the blank looks on their faces. He felt like he could easily sit there for hours and hours going unnoticed, a thousand pairs of soulless eyes staring straight through him. He glanced down at his watch. Stopped. Shit, he thought, he’d never even noticed and had no idea how long ago it had happened. As he looked down he noticed a rust-coloured stain on his white shirt that looked almost like it could have been blood. Probably cut himself with his razor this morning, or something. That would be great if he tried to ask the girl out, his face looking like he had been shaved by a chimp holding a kitchen knife. All the more reason to wait just another day or two. He chanced another look in her direction. She still looked ahead with that same unchanged expression, refusing to acknowledge him. The story of his life, really. He was going to have to speak to her soon. Even if she turned him down flat, he had to make an effort to find out somehow, one way or another.

A squeal of brakes and hiss of air, followed in turn by the same sudden jerk of bodies in unison. The hair-flicker almost toppled from her seat to bury her face in Hamburger Guy’s lap. 

“Such a shame,” the elderly woman whistled through her teeth. Darrick craned his neck to see out of the window, trying to look at the flowers that he somehow knew would be there. Fixed to the wall with age-yellowed Scotch tape, the stems had wilted and dropped, the flower heads little more than dried husks. Dying, just as flowers always did. They were even in the same wrapping as all the others, the paper old and faded. A spider had weaved a thick web in between the dead stems.

“I suppose you’re right,” the hair-flicker tutted with a shake of her head, jerking her hair away from her face as she mumbled something about the stupid young man who’d probably had so much ahead of him. So much to live for. So what if some girl had turned him down? He probably hardly knew her anyway. It was no good excuse to step in front of a moving train. For God’s sake, the platform had been crowded, mothers and their children among the number of witnesses. And as for the poor driver, well, it was safe enough to say that he wouldn’t be working for a long time.

Darrick thought about when he had gotten on the train for his usual morning trip, only to realise that he couldn’t remember at all. There was only the journey, nothing else. The people around him, looking and never seeing, far too wrapped up in their own lives and where they were all going. Those flowers, dead and long withered away, the only reminder of some young man, whose name he couldn’t quite remember, who had decided one day that enough was enough. Some journeys came to an end, others never did. They just kept on going around and around, over and over again.

He had always hated trains. Something to do with an anxiety dream, or at least that was what he had heard somewhere. When and where, he couldn’t quite remember anymore. He just sat as he always did, trying to count the number of stops left to go before he could get off.
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- Can’t believe they had him then let him get away again-

- Just as well they stopped him in time. Who knows what he could have done-

- People these days, could be anything wrong with them and you wouldn’t know until-

It just wasn’t the sort of thing that many people would expect to see, certainly not in a crowded city centre on a Saturday afternoon, that was for sure. Eyewitnesses - several of them - had all said later that things seemed as normal as ever. Nothing out of the ordinary. 

No one, they would all later admit, had been paying any particular attention to the man. After all, it wasn’t the sort of thing that you did, was it? You just wouldn’t think to take any notice of someone so inconspicuous, just in case they suddenly did something out of the ordinary, would you? One witness, a sixty-something year old who seemed more put out by the fact that his afternoon trip to the bookmakers had been interrupted, did recall it being a bit odd that the man wore a long, dark trenchcoat, despite it being a pretty warm afternoon, not even raining for a change. Each to their own though, even if it did make him look like one of those teeny-bopper goth things, or whatever the hell the kids liked to call themselves these days.

“I saw him a little bit,” the same man would say, when quizzed about it afterwards. “He just looked like someone minding his own business. Walking along, glancing at people every now and then, before putting his head down again, maybe like he didn’t really want to be recognised. Then, really suddenly, it happened.”

- Can’t believe how quick it was-

- One minute everything was normal, the next, there he was-

- Grabbing at the baby, like he was trying to snatch it away-

- Leaning over it like some bloody vampire or something-

- Trying to lick its face. I mean really, you don’t know what sort of diseases he could have had-

- Of course, the mother tried to beat him away. Tried to smack him one, right in the face. I mean, good on her, who wouldn’t?

- The language was pretty choice, too. Not that I blame her. Some strange bloke shows up from out of nowhere and starts drooling all over her baby like a rabid dog, hell, I’d chin the bastard one for sure-

- Right in the middle of a crowded street, outside a busy shop. Unbelievable-

- So anyway, you would think that would have frightened the bloke off-

- But no, instead he grabs the mother, while she’s still swinging her fists at him like Muhammad bloody Ali. Gets a hold of her throat, he does, hawks up a lungful and tries to spit it right into her mouth-

- Dirty bastard. Some people these days are just plain filthy-

- Next thing you know, someone shows up from out of nowhere, and makes a grab for him. Some big bear of a fella, yelling and trying to get him away from them both. But this guy, it’s like he’s completely flipped out now-

- Screaming and frothing at the mouth, like he’s got Rabies or something-

- Probably what it was, Rabies. You can’t be too careful, you know. Not in this day and age. People walk around with all sorts of diseases. The world’s gone bloody soft, that’s what it is. Soft-

- Still don’t know how they managed to drag him away. Kicking and swinging his fists around like some wild animal-

- Strength of ten men, though you wouldn’t have thought it from the look of him. Skinny bugger he was, nothing on him, with clothes hanging off him like a sack of spuds-

- Seriously though, what was he thinking?

***

Sunday; the day of rest or, in Ethan Bennett’s case, the day of recovery.

It started out pretty inconspicuous, although, even then he had a faint, niggling feeling that something wasn’t quite right, was different somehow. He lay flat, trying to ignore the cold hardness of the coil spring, digging its way into the small of his back as it struggled to break free from the worn, confining fabric of the mattress. He found that if he watched the ceiling rotating around its central point for long enough, then it usually distracted him from the realisation that he really ought to get himself something a little more sturdy to sleep on. His spine was probably shot to shit, what with the way the bloody thing sagged in the middle, creaking every time he shifted his weight. And he didn’t even want to think of the stains; sweat, probably old piss, along with other stuff of the sort that he didn’t care to put a name to. He groaned, the thought of what he could be lying on enough to force a grimace as he turned onto his side.

He felt his head move, his arms and his legs, his torso. Every muscle fibre strained with the effort.

His belly stayed right where it was.

“What the-?” He craned his neck, ignoring the crick in it as he looked down at his exposed midriff. He had partly undressed, his best pulling shirt probably dumped on the floor somewhere, just out of sight. Everything looked just the same as it had the day before, dark curls peppering his chest, his lower abdomen, not too bad for his age, all things considered, despite the first signs of a growing paunch. He could see it, he just couldn’t feel it. No tingling, no numbness, just nothing, as though it simply wasn’t there anymore.

He wrinkled his nose in disgust, as the smell hit him; stale beer, vomit and the faint but unmistakable ammonia stink of his own urine. He must have really been pretty gone last night, no matter how he tried telling himself that he ought to know better. Slowly, as though bracing himself for pain of some sort, he ran both hands down the front of his torso. The rough skin of his palms bristled against the wiry curls of hair, before reaching his belly, then nothing. He might as well have been touching thin air.

It’s like a chunk of my body has just disappeared, he thought to himself. Like it’s been cut away and moved someplace else. Crazy.

How did it get to this?He closed his eyes, hoping that it would make the spinning stop, disappointed when he realised the inevitable, that it only made it worse.

***

The night before:

He really was old enough to know better, but, you know what? Fuck it, life just felt far too short to act your age sometimes. There were more than enough people in this world with their heads jammed far too much up their own arses, trying to act all respectable and, when he said respectable he actually meant really pissing boring. He wasn’t quite ready for The Times crossword, evening mugs of cocoa, and gingham pyjamas, not just yet anyway. You’re only as old as the person you’re feeling up, or some bollocks like that. And the younger the woman he felt, the better. The only trouble being that the younger, fitter models were getting increasingly hard to come by.

Between the two of them, they had already vacuumed what felt like half a kilo of brick dust up their nostrils, before engaging in sex in several positions that he had never thought physically possible before, certainly not for him at least. His cock still hadn’t subsided fully, and was still dewy with her wetness, the pungent smell of her something that he tried to ignore as it hung around, as though lodged somewhere in his nostrils.

“Damnit, Susan-”

“Susanne, you prick! My bloody name’s Susanne, at least get that right, yeah?”

“Sorry, Susanne,” he corrected himself. Christ, it wasn’t his fault that the words didn’t spill out the way he wanted them to sometimes. “My head’s still buzzing, that was some decent shit.” He threw what he hoped was a grin, as lop-sided as it was. “And don’t get me started on the tingling in the end of my prick.”

“You’d better get over it,” she slurred, her voice every bit as thick as his. “I’ve got plans for you. Trust me.”

“What sort of plans?” his own voice sounded distant, as though the words were actually being spoken by someone else, coming at him on a drug-laden haze. “It sounds intriguing, whatever it is.”

“Oh, I’m sure you’ll love it, really you will.” She sat up as she spoke, leaning forward as she did so, her breasts – nowhere near as full-looking as when they were stuffed into a bra that looked two sizes too small – swinging as they gave in to the lure of gravity. He just about managed to shift his gaze from their hypnotic sway for long enough to see that her eyes had an almost wicked gleam to them, at odds with the amount of gear that they had put away between the two of them. Christ, he really was getting a bit old for this sort of bullshit, not that he would ever admit it out loud.

“Well, if it can just numb the burning in my cock for a little while, I’m sure it’ll be okay for me,” he rolled his eyes, as if to con her into thinking that he wasn’t being totally serious.

“It might,” she smiled, licking her lips as she did so. Surely she couldn’t want him to do her over the arm of the chair again? His come was still drying on her chest in pearly streaks, where he had shot his load when she had insisted that he pull out early. At least she had considered that much. “Don’t worry,” she said, as if reading his mind, but probably more likely just noticing the pained expression that must have been on his face. “You’ll get to rest for a little while yet.” He frowned, trying his best to look disappointed, wondering if it looked more like a forced grimace of discomfort.

“So what is it? This thing that you’ve got planned for me?” She pressed a finger to his lips to shush him
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