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All Passengers, Please Alight


Darryl couldn’t recall the words floating through his mind.  The words were hollow and formless, like a gossamer cloud, beyond his grasp.  And there was a smell of ash hanging in the air.  Faint, but still there.  
The train station platform had been virtually empty when Darryl Edgecomb sat down on the moulded metal bench.  There had been a few people standing around, keeping their distance from other commuters, keeping a watchful eye on those around them while they pretended to text or watch YouTube on their smartphones.  Darryl had noticed since the outbreak of COVID-19 everyone had become fearful of everyone else, like they were scared of catching the Ebola virus or the Black Death instead of a virus that had similar symptoms to the common cold.  The press, he noticed, had pressed and perpetuated that fear.
Darryl had been careful himself, was still careful in fact, but he saw no reason to think everyone he encountered was a carrier and actually tried to give everyone around him the benefit of the doubt.
And so what if he did catch it?  Was it the end of the world?
In the past two years, Darryl had known plenty of people who had contracted it, and they had survived.  They isolated for the required two weeks, which was gradually whittled down to seven days (thank you for small miracles) and they were allowed back into society.  No harm, no foul.  Of course, it was all a small inconvenience, but one we all should all take into our stride, Darryl thought as he watched a young woman walk by in front of him to stand by a post with a sign bolted to the top, Don’t Cross the Yellow Line When Train in Motion.
She couldn’t have been more than twenty-five, Darryl thought.  She was smartly dressed in long dark blue pants and a matching jacket.  The blouse was a soft pink and her long brunette hair was tied in a tight plait which trailed down her back.  
Darryl looked up at her and then to the empty seats beside him.  The bench he was sitting on allowed for four people.  One on his right and two on his left.  At the moment he was the only person sitting on the bench.  
I won’t bite, he thought.  This is what COVID is doing to people, causing people to be afraid of each other.  
“There’s a couple of seats here, miss,” he said, indicating the two vacant spots on his left.
The woman looked up from her phone, a Samsung Galaxy by the looks of it, Darryl thought, and smiled weakly at him, shook her head almost imperceptibly and went right on looking at her phone, tapping and swiping away.
“Suit yourself,” he murmured, soft enough so she couldn’t hear but hoping she would all the same.
Darryl looked up at the large analogue clock on the far end of the train station and saw the time was a couple minutes past eleven.  
Eight more minutes.
They had better like this one.  
Darryl tapped the thick manila folder on his lap and looked back on the last seven months he had spent perfecting and revising and rewriting the manuscript.  Darryl had worked on it and worked on it unceasingly, and practically jumped through hoops and worked on every suggestion they had made just to make the editorial department happy.  He couldn’t think how many times he had been told the story and the characters, the manuscript itself, was so close.  It was almost ready.  And now the work was done, he was finally bringing it back for their consideration.
Again.
Darryl looked up as an elderly woman, between sixty-five to seventy, maybe, walked by and sat down beside him.  Her hair was completely white and she wore a long floral dress with a shawl draped over her shoulders.
“Good morning, dear,” she said.
“Morning.”
“Hope you don’t mind if I sit beside you.  My legs aren’t as young as they used to be and my arthritis has been playing up lately.”  There was a note of apology in her voice.
“No, no, you’re fine,” he said and he gave her a reassuring smile which felt fake even to him.  He was still feeling a bit nervous about the meeting in the city.  He felt things could go either way; they would either agree to publish it or they would send him packing and make way for a younger and a more natural talent.
Darryl knew there were loads of them around in this day and age.
“Sometimes I wonder where all the years have gone,” the old woman said, leaning over to whisper.  “Seems all too unfair at times.”
Darryl knew about unfair, that’s for sure.
“‘Our lives are but specks of dust like falling through the fingers of time.  Like sands of the hourglass, so are the days of our lives,’” Darryl said, more to himself than to the old woman, thinking back to his days in college.
The woman laughed and leaned over further.  “You don’t look the type to watch those midday soap operas, Mister…” she said, fishing for a last name.
“Edgecomb.  Darryl Edgecomb,” he said.  “And I’m not.  It’s a quote from Socrates.  An ancient philosopher.”
“Oh,” the woman said, “a learned man indeed.  Are you a university professor?  Or a history teacher, maybe?  My son is a teacher, Mister Edgecomb.  At one of the private primary schools north of the river.  Maybe you know him.”
“No.  I’m neither.  I’m a writer,” he said, tapping the manila folder again.  “I’m on the way to a meeting to see if this baby is going to be published.  It’s been a long journey, but hopefully it’s going to meet a successful end.”
“How very exciting.  Very exciting,” she exclaimed, clapping her wrinkled hands together excitedly and for a split second Darryl could see her as a young school girl with twin braids hanging over her shoulders, holding hands with her friends, singing Ring Around the Rosie.  
“Yes, I think so.”  He wiped his hand across the folder a couple of times, almost lovingly, and turned to the woman who hadn’t given him her name yet.  “I’ve been working on it for about two years or so.  Seems longer.  But today I’ll find out if all that hard work was worth it.”
She beamed at him, showing Darryl yellow stained teeth he was sure were dentures.  She patted his hand softly, the one he had used to pat the manila folder, and he impulsively pulled his hand away.  
Her smile faded and she withdrew her hand, letting it rest demurely in her lap.  “I’m sure your wife is very proud of you.  There aren’t many men out there who would be willing to dedicate their time to writing an entire book.  It seems to be a lost art form, if you know what I mean.”
He did.  When Darrl had attended UWA, half of the people he had associated with had had intentions of writing the Great Australian novel.  To change the landscape of publishing and put their words out there and into the hands of readers.  Over the years, though, that had all changed.  Most of his friends had dwindled off into the white-collar workforce working in insurance or banking.  And some had even become lawyers.  There were a couple, like Anne Watkins and Shaun Toombs, who had written and even published a few novels between them but without much fanfare.  Anne, a summer fling of his he occasionally dreamed about, had written a fictitious account of the First Fleet arriving in Australia.  Instead of the Fleet docking off the coast of New South Wales Anne’s novel had them sailing into the Swan River and meeting with severe resistance from the indigenous tribes of the area.  Darryl had liked the premise.  Her prose, however, had a lot to be desired.
She’s done better than me, he chided himself.  At least she’s published.
“I know I am an old bitsy and I don’t understand a lot of the fandango technology these days, but the men nowadays, with those blasted devices in their hands, taking…taking…”  She held her hands out from her body and imitated taking a photo.
“A selfie?” Darryl offered.
“Yes, that’s it.  A selfie.”  She shook her head in disgust.  “They are forever taking pictures of themselves.  Surely people’s memories aren’t so bad they keep on forgetting what they look like.”
Darryl wasn’t sure why the old woman shook her head in disgust, at the idea of selfies or not knowing the word she was after, Darryl wasn’t sure.
“So, congratulations, young man.  For doing what many men will never do in their lifetime.”
The word “alighted” echoed through his mind like a trapped bird in a hollow cave.
Darryl glanced down at the folder in his lap and brushed his hand across it again.  He lifted the flap of the manila folder and carefully pulled half of the manuscript out to expose the top corner.  He riffled through the pages several times, liking the sound they made.
“Oh, my,” the woman cried.  She pointed down at the manuscript to a blackened part of the exposed manuscript.  “Did you have an accident at home, dear?  Your book looks like it has been burned.  Is that what it is?  Are those burn marks?”
Darryl chose not to reply.  He continued to riffle through the pages of the manuscript, over and over again, sounds of anguish, pain and terror seemed to float on the wind, sounds only he could hear.
Those words he had forgotten, had tried so hard to push out of his mind, rose in the dark recesses of his mind
Darryl, please not again, please control it, think of the girls
The deeply buried memory of the flames licking at their soft and tender skin made Darryl shiver.
In the distance, he heard the sound of the train's horn and the platform started to shudder and vibrate with the approaching train.  
A gust of wind blew from the east, disturbing discarded pieces of rubbish and blowing them along the ground of the platform but Darryl ignored this and just paid attention to the cool breeze on the back of his neck and his brow













