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Raised somewhere between a council estate and a service station, David Mack has spent years observing the tragic comedy of public transport. When not writing about haunted buses, union bickering, or semi-feral animals with attitudes, He can be found wandering the local depot asking very pointed questions. This is His first novel. Probably not the last. If you're reading this on the bus please check your stop. And the ferret under your seat.



Chapter 1
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The Ticket Machine Incident
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The depot looked like a prison that had given up.

The walls were once white, now a nicotine-stained beige with a hint of despair. Weeds pushed through the cracked pavement of the car park. A handwritten sign stuck to the inside of the security gate read: “NO PARKING ON TUESDAYS (YOU KNOW WHY).”

Jamie Penrose clutched his little shoulder bag like it was armour, checked his phone for the third time, and stepped through the side entrance marked “Staff Only – AND WE MEAN IT.”

The reception area was empty except for a dying ficus plant and a pigeon walking in deliberate circles beneath the flickering ceiling light. The pigeon made eye contact.

Jamie hesitated at the window marked “Enquiries.” Behind it sat a man in a red fleece slumped sideways on an office chair, his head resting on a stapler.

Jamie gave a light tap on the glass. Nothing.

Another tap. Still nothing.

The pigeon cooed once, aggressively.

Jamie cleared his throat. “Hi. Excuse me sorry. I’m supposed to start today. New recruit. Uh Jamie Penrose?”

The man behind the glass stirred, blinked twice, and rolled his chair backward like a ship turning in slow motion.

“Did you say Penrose?” he said, in a voice that suggested he’d recently been dead.

“Yes. First day.”

A pause. The man turned slightly, picked up a sticky notepad with a faint grunt, flipped two pages, then stared at Jamie again. “Nah. Don’t see you down.”

Jamie shifted. “I was told to report to Depot 16. I’ve got my provisional badge. Look” He rummaged in his bag, pulled out a laminated card that still smelled of fresh plastic.

The man squinted. “Hmm. Could be fake.” “It’s not.”

The man nodded slowly, as if Jamie had passed a sort of philosophical test, and pressed a button beneath the desk. The door buzzed open with a noise like a dying bee.
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The hallway beyond smelt of hot brakes and instant coffee. Jamie followed the vague signage toward “Operations”, passing a fire extinguisher taped to the wall with duct tape and a faded poster of a driver smiling next to the words:

“SAFETY ISN’T A SUGGESTION, IT’S A MANDATE!”

Someone had drawn a moustache on the driver.

Eventually, Jamie emerged into the main office, a long, open room with scattered desks, out-of-date wall charts, and the constant background noise of a kettle boiling, somewhere, always.

There was a woman standing near the noticeboard wearing a hi-vis jacket over a leopard print top. She held a clipboard like a weapon and had the energy of someone trying very hard not to scream.

“Excuse me?” Jamie approached, smiling nervously. “Hi I’m supposed to be starting today. I’m Jamie”

“Brilliant,” she cut in. “No one told me. Of course they didn’t. What do you drive?”

“Buses?”

She gave him a look like he’d tried to flirt with her using algebra. “I mean manual or automatic.”

“Oh. Uh. Mostly automatic. I trained at”

She held up a hand. “Not listening. I’m Leanne. Depot Manager. Technically.” She didn’t shake his hand, just glanced at her watch. “Where’s your uniform?”

Jamie looked down at his shirt. “I thought I was collecting it today.”

“Right. Yeah. Sure. Because that would make sense. Of course.” She rubbed her face with both hands, then waved toward the staff kitchen. “Right. You’re with Lynne. ‘Two-Cones.’ She’s got the lowest injury rate and the loudest opinions. Good luck.”

“Sorry Two-Cones’?”

“You’ll see.” Leanne didn’t elaborate. “If she tries to induct you with a video, it’s three decades old and contains nudity. Just nod and survive.”

Jamie opened his mouth to respond, but Leanne was already halfway across the room yelling “WHO TOOK MY BLOODY BINDER” into a different hallway.

He stood alone for a second, then turned toward the break room.

The kettle was boiling again.

––––––––

[image: ]



Induction by Lynne



The kettle clicked off just as Jamie pushed open the break room door.

Inside, a small TV from another century was mounted in the corner, playing an eternal loop of weather updates without sound. A table sagged under the weight of biscuit tins and condiments that looked legally ancient. Beside the microwave, holding a travel mug and staring directly at Jamie like she’d been expecting him, stood a woman in a battered fleece with two traffic cones strapped to her backpack.

She had cropped silver hair, a tattoo of a raven on her forearm, and the general aura of someone who could win a fight with a wasp using only sarcasm.

“You’re the new one,” she said. Jamie nodded. “Yes. Jamie. Penrose.”

She looked him up and down, then back at her tea. “You’ll do.”

“Thanks.”

“I’m Lynne. People call me Two-Cones.”

Jamie blinked. “Because of the cones?” Jamie followed her through a warren of corridors that smelled like damp dignity.

“This is the driver’s lounge. Don’t sit in Steve’s chair. Steve hasn’t worked here for eight years, but the chair still belongs to him. It’s haunted.”

“Haunted?”

“Emotionally.” She pointed at a vending machine. “That’s Geoff. Don’t use him after three. He eats coins.”

“The vending machine’s called Geoff?” “No, the guy who services it. Geoff. He’s

temperamental. He threatened to walk once. Depot

Manager had to buy him a Galaxy Ripple and beg him not to.” She leaned in. “We haven’t seen a Fruit Pastille since 2021.”

Jamie just nodded. It seemed safest.

“No. Because I once shoved two cones into the exhaust of a supervisor’s car and he didn’t notice until Derby.” She sipped her tea. “The cones are just branding now.”

“Oh.”

“Right,” she said, setting the mug down. “Time for your induction. Come on.”
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They moved on to the garage.

“This is where the magic happens,” Lynne said, gesturing to three out-of-service buses and one mechanic asleep underneath a pile of tyres.

Jamie looked around. “Are... are they supposed to be smoking in here?”

“No. But that’s Big Kev. He’s not supposed to do anything.”

A sudden, shrill BEEP BEEP BEEP sounded from the far wall. Red lights flashed.

“Ah,” Lynne muttered. “Fire drill.” “Should we evacuate?”

“Nah. Someone microwaved soup with the foil lid still on.” She led Jamie toward a stairwell as a voice crackled over a dusty PA system:
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“CODE TIN FOIL, PEOPLE. CODE TIN
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FOIL.” Back upstairs, Lynne waved vaguely toward a pile of laminated pamphlets. “That’s the official induction pack. Full of lies. Don’t read it.”

Jamie picked one up:

“PRIDE, PURPOSE, PASSENGERS: Your

Journey Starts Here!”

A Post-it stuck to the front read:
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“DO NOT BELIEVE THIS. L”
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She continued: “Now, your routes will mostly be 11, 74, or anything the others don’t want. If a passenger throws up, call control. If they throw up again, it’s your problem. If they throw up on purpose, that’s Route 74. Don’t ask.”

Jamie opened his mouth to ask. She stared at him. He closed it.

They returned to the break room where a man stood on a table holding a rolled-up newsletter like a sacred scroll.

He had a beard like a crisis counsellor, was wearing a union lanyard over a T-shirt that said “HONK IF YOU’RE FED UP”, and had the posture of someone preparing to lead a rebellion.

“Ah,” Lynne said. “Callum’s doing one of his things.”

Callum cleared his throat. “Comrades, before we break bread—or digest pre-packed disappointment

—we must honour our own. Colin Briggs. Forty- three years behind the wheel. Defender of discipline. Slayer of lateness. May he rest”

“He’s not dead,” someone said from the kettle queue.

“Yet,” Callum corrected. “But it’s coming. We must prepare. There will be a whip-round. Flowers.

Maybe a statue.” He turned toward Jamie. “You. New boy. What did Colin mean to you?”

“I’ve never met him.”

“A powerful answer,” Callum declared.
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Out on the Route
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“Let’s get you on a bus before they nominate you for something,” Lynne said, tugging a key ring from her lanyard that looked like it could unlock a submarine.

Jamie followed her out into the depot yard, where a long line of buses crouched in greasy morning sunlight like hungover dinosaurs.

Lynne stopped beside the one with a cracked front panel and half a pigeon trapped behind the destination display.

“This one’s yours.”

Jamie blinked. “Is it... bleeding?”

“Don’t worry. That’s just the paint.” She unlocked the door and climbed aboard.

The inside smelled like sadness and lemon air freshener. Jamie stepped in, surveying the cracked vinyl seats, the faded “NO SMOKING” signs, and the distinct sense that someone had recently spilled custard and tried to cover it up with deodorant.

Lynne was already sitting sideways in the front passenger seat, sipping her tea.

“You ever actually driven one before?” she asked.

“Yes,” Jamie said. “During training. But there wasn’t... you know. Anyone on it.”

“Well today’s special,” Lynne said. “You get people. And problems. And possibly blood. I believe in you.”

Jamie swallowed and sat down behind the wheel. The bus gave a low groan, like it had just remembered something terrible.
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