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FAIRY LIGHTS TWINKLED overhead, mimicking a starry sky and casting a warm, golden glow over the worn vinyl booth. Brahim, usually more at ease with the cold logic of equations, felt an unfamiliar flutter in his chest as he gazed across the table at Sarah. Her smile was like sunshine, a radiant beam that illuminated the dim corners of his soul.

A whirlwind of lounge music and lively conversation enveloped them, but Brahim found himself lost in the depths of Sarah’s eyes. She was everything his life had lacked – stability, warmth, love and all that. Heck, he even dared to imagine a future not far off – a home filled with laughter, a life that felt more real than any theorem ever could.

A year flew by in a blissful blur. They secured a cozy apartment together, Brahim landed a promising job at a law firm, and their love culminated in a joyous wedding ceremony. The future, as it often does in such cases, seemed to stretched before them like a vast canvas, but somewhere along the way, the colors began to fade. Sarah’s smile lost its sparkle, her once vibrant spirit dulled by an unseen weight. Conversations that once flowed effortlessly now stumbled and faltered, replaced by an uncomfortable silence that hung heavy between them. Even the simplest gestures – a kiss, a touch – felt strained, a far cry from the magic they once shared.

‘The end? Of course!’ he thought to himself one evening. Just about every foster home he’d been in followed the same script – down to the t, at that. ‘Oh, what foolishness... to have thought that... But, no matter. A river flows downstream.’

A part of him desperately wished he knew what troubled her, but the fear of confrontation kept him silent. Perhaps, he naively hoped, it was just a rough patch they could weather together. He clung to that hope like a lifeline in a storm, even as a cold dread crept into the depths of his heart.

Tuesday afternoon, a week later, dragged on, a slow burn of tedium. Unable to stomach more meaningless paperwork, Brahim requested permission to complete the remaining tasks at home. “Like you had to ask!” answered Mr. Miller, manager of the firm, with a wide smile. “Go on...” Brahim wasted no time.

Exhausted from a restless night, he dozed off on the couch, only to be jolted awake by the insistent whine of his stomach. Ginger biscuits, his usual work snack, sounded like the perfect remedy.

He drove to the nearby store, a familiar routine that offered a brief respite from the turmoil in his head. All the while, his eyes avoided any other pair glancing his way as they always did.  Along with the pack of biscuits, he grabbed some matches, gum, and a bottle of water, paid the cashier, and was out of the door in a flash. 

As he rounded the corner towards his apartment building, a sound drifted from the kitchen window – Sarah’s laughter, laced with hushed whispers. Curiosity gnawing at him, he crept closer, hoping to catch a glimpse through the window.

Suddenly, Sarah’s eyes locked with his. The laughter died on her lips, replaced by a mask of surprise. The man with her turned too, his expression unreadable. The moment shattered, leaving a bitter aftertaste in its wake.

Confusion and a potent cocktail of emotions overwhelmed Brahim. He turned on his heel and sprinted for his car. 

“Rahim!” Sarah called frantically, chasing after him. But her calls we nothing distant echoes as he peeled away from the curb.

Several blocks away, he pulled over, his heart hammering a frantic rhythm against his ribs. He sank into a booth at a small diner, the furthest from the door he could find. Calm yourself,’ he thought numbly. ‘Why, is it really...? No!’ The events replayed in his head, a broken record on repeat. Yet, not an explanation formed. ‘A friend? Relative, perhaps? What does it matter?’ The nagging wrangles only intensified his pain.

His phone buzzed with Sarah’s calls, each unanswered ring a tiny hammer blow. He silenced the insistent device, its incessant melody a mocking reminder of everything he’d lost. ‘It’s over, it is!’ he thought. A waitress materialized beside him, her cheerful greeting bouncing off his numbed senses. Her words swam before him, unintelligible and unwelcome.

He excused himself, the world tilting on its axis. Back in his car, the weight of the situation pressed down on him. “She hasn’t been happy for a while,” a voice echoed in his mind. “What’s even the point? It’s time you accepted facts, old horse.” It persisted. 
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EXHAUSTION FINALLY overtook him, offering a temporary escape. A vivid dream flickered into existence. He lay on a small cot in a dim, cluttered room. A spectral woman with blonde hair, bound in chains, stretched a hand towards him, her face contorted in silent agony. But before he could react, she was snatched back into the shadows, leaving him paralyzed with a chilling sense of dread.

Insistent tapping of children’s faces against his car window jolted him awake. Their giggling abruptly ceased, replaced by a woman’s voice calling them back to a car parked behind his. On any other day, the scene might have been amusing. Today, however, it only served as a stark reminder of the normalcy he craved but could never seem to grasp.

Waking from his nap brought a flood of memories both sweet and bitter - Sarah’s smile, the hugs, her discontent, the unsettling scene in the kitchen and everything in between. No, he couldn’t go back. The courage to face her, to dissect the wreckage of their relationship, simply wasn’t there. The dream, once vivid, faded into the background as more pressing concerns flooded his mind.

Suddenly a decision, swift and desperate, took root. He drove to the nearest bank and withdrew enough cash to tide him over. Back in his car, he shed his watch, shoes, and phone, tucking them away in a plastic bag. He carefully removed the memory card from his phone, securing it in his pocket. Locking the car behind him, he set off into the gathering twilight, a lone figure on the sidewalk.

An hour later, he found himself at a bus stop, a cheap jacket and pair of sandals shielding him from the approaching chill. ‘No,’ he whispered when first few buses that came about. ‘It’s alright,’ he thought as a few more came and went. Finally, one lumbered to a stop, its doors sighed open, and he climbed aboard. 

The bus journey stretched on. Teenagers in the front seats filled the space with their oblivious laughter, giggles, and teasing, all these, at the moment, at least, an alien concept to the tormented, lone soul at the very back. Fortunately, however, the sounds would soothe him to sleep. 

As the city sprawled out before him, bathed in the neon glow of streetlights, the bus lurched to a halt. He disembarked, the damp night air clinging to him like a shroud. Another bus rumbled past, its destination emblazoned in bold lettering: Purity. 

––––––––
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Impurities

PURITY, LIKE MANY BURGEONING cities of its era, thrived on a foundation of vice. Lies, corruption, and whispers of politically motivated murders were the mortar that held its bricks together. Here, dissent was a luxury no sensible soul dared to afford. The city wore its sins on its sleeve, the ever-present mist clinging stubbornly to the air, a damp shroud that perhaps even the gods found difficult to penetrate.

The bus lurched to a stop in Fellowship City a few minutes past midnight. Brahim, his bones weary from the journey, stumbled off in search of refuge.
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The first motel he came across reeked of desperation, its faded neon sign a flickering monument to its fallen grandeur. He thought of looking around, but something about it tugged at his heart. 

Stepping inside felt like entering a forgotten realm. The lobby, a battleground of dust and neglect, bore not a little resemblance to the faded promise of the exterior. Behind the counter stood a man, an incongruity in this den of disrepair. Tall and impeccably dressed, a carefully cultivated mustache adorned his face. Despite the late hour, his attire suggested a man accustomed to a different kind of clientele. Brahim couldn’t help but wonder what twist of fate had landed him in this desolate outpost.

The transaction was curt, a weary exchange for a sliver of sleep. The man, with a practiced smile that never quite communicated a hint of cheer, rattled off a list of dubious house rules before leading Brahim to his room.

The air inside was thick with a cloying cocktail of stale cigarette smoke and something far less pleasant. The room itself screamed of countless shady transactions and fleeting, desperate encounters. It wasn’t a place for the discerning, but for Brahim, with his meager funds and heavier























The Ole Dark Cloud
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