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The Red Hat begins

“Hi! Oh, you got the window seat for us. Lovely.”

“You made it! Yes, it’s always quiet here at this hour.”

“So good to see you.”

“You too, and what a great hat. Such a gorgeous red.”

“Thank you, it gives me courage to leave the house now.”

“Have a seat, it’s table service here.”

“This is a great place to have as your local.”

“Plus, the coffee is divine.”

“Sadly, coffee interferes with my medication these days.”

“Umm, how about a hot chocolate?”

“Ooh, that would be a treat.”

“Yes, you have been in the wars. You mentioned medication, does that mean…”

“They think they know what my problem is, but no one is sure. So I don’t have a diagnosis yet, which is difficult.”

“Are the symptoms easing at all?”

“That’s the thing, I don’t really know. The side effects of the meds are similar, meaning I can’t tell what is me and what is the pills.”

“So, the cure is keeping you inside just as much as the…Are you OK?”

“Hmm, yes. Sorry, just a bit overwhelmed. I don’t tend to get out much and when I do, I feel a little lost.”

“You’re exactly where you need to be.”

“Thank you, I just can’t shake off the feeling that something is wrong.”

“You don’t need to be doing anything right now.”

“I do worry, am I acting normally? Like we are supposed to in public?”

“Ye…es, why? What is wrong?”

“I don’t like being around this many people. They might know I’m….”

“No one thinks you’re any different.”

“But, I am.”

“OK, no one thinks you are weird. Beyond wearing a bright red hat, I mean.”

“Ha, thank you.”

 “Good. However, perhaps we should order before the lunchtime rush.”

 




The Lost: Smiler 

We all have a story to tell, read the poster on the station wall.

They don’t want our story.

The voice in my head was becoming hard to ignore. A vigorous head shake would silence it for a while. This time, I shook too much and lost my balance, stumbling into the low bench.

A man nearby shifts. That London trick of creating distance without actually moving. An alert parent drags their kid further down the platform. Another child stares while his mum was distracted.

The voice in my head had been silenced by the shaking, so I wasn't concerned about the impression I made on the others waiting for the tube. They probably thought all stories have a happy ending. But some stories are dark. They must be locked away, hiding the monsters. Monsters like Smiler.

Monsters like us.

The voice had never returned that soon. I couldn’t stop my whimper, and the mother finally noticed her child’s curiosity. She looks at me, then pulls them away with the admonishment: don’t stare, it’s rude.

She actually meant: don’t get involved. At that moment, when our eyes met, her face held that look which people have for me these days. Sometimes there is pity, sometimes fear, but there is always avoidance.

And they should avoid us, shouldn’t they?

I couldn’t shake my head this time.

We did it, it was us.

Yes, it was me. Smiler only witnessed what had happened that night, but I was the one who did it. The others on the street had told me to avoid Smiler. But he saw what had happened, and didn’t go to the police. Instead, he’d helped me get away, unseen. Smiler has been good to me, protecting me.

Using us.

The voice hates that I did this now, work the trains for Smiler’s money. He helped me though, so I must help him.

No one can help us.

More people shuffle onto the platform and I move away from the busy entrance. There aren’t many passengers waiting for the tube after rush hour, but enough to keep me occupied. The need to keep tabs on possible threats and escape routes provided a distraction. Almost enough to stop remembering. Almost.

Focus. That happened, it’s done. Where is the threat?

I hate it when the voice is right. Scanning the platform, I see the old lady with the shopping bag. Others might dismiss her as harmless, but I know better. Her bag was mostly empty, with a small weight at the bottom. Could be a pint of milk.

Could be a semi-automatic.

Time to move away from her. The curve of the platform would cut down the old lady’s line of sight. My movement caught the attention of another passenger, a woman in a dark winter coat. She holds a red hat at her side. The person with her was new to the city. The wide stare of someone straight off a plane was clear to anyone with a bit of street knowledge. And you don’t survive a tour without a bit of intelligence.

And all our ‘intelligence’ brought us here, did it?

I bite back a retort.

Yeah, right. We are only mad if we reply to ourselves. Keep believing that.

I was watching the old lady when I realised the woman with the hat wasn’t listening to her friend. She is still looking at me.

We dismissed her too quickly. Our instincts are slipping.

I checked her over more closely this time. Coat open, jeans, and knitted jumper. Her hat & phone are in her hands, and there is a bag on her back.

That’s a mistake, we could disable her before she got anything out.

She might have a concealed holster, but with both hands full she has no hope of a surprise shot. The woman is aware of my scrutiny, and her stare is blatant now. There is no threat on her face, rather, something I haven’t seen in a long time. Is that compassion?

Don’t be stupid, who’d care about us? She’s just rude. Time to warn her off.

I twist my face into the horrible grimace I had practised in reflected windows. All those nights trying to stay awake, to live, had some uses. It doesn’t work, she is still looking.

What does she hope to see?

I look into the curved mirror at the end of the platform. It shows a man in an oversized green jacket, faded jeans, and scuffed sneakers. A face, once handsome, now shattered and twisted.

Handsome? Yeah, right.

I was a looker once, maybe. Back when I’d just signed up and had everything to look forward to. Back when I didn’t know what the stories were really like, or what I was capable of.

But we know now, don’t we?

That face in the mirror had once looked out at the world with hope. But is now jaded and lost. It looks like someone who doesn’t want to remember. And why should I remember? Perhaps I’ve seen too much anger, too much pain.

Perhaps we’ve caused too much of it.

The woman had looked away, but her face was still kind. Does she want to help me?

No one can help us. We’ve only got each other.

The train arrives, and it is time to work for Smiler. I wait, then board just before the doors closed. As the train stutters into motion, I start on my captive audience. The usual spiel about needing a few quid to get into the hostel.

It is working on the newcomer, her initial shock turns into a reach for her purse. Her friend with the hat intervenes, pontificating at volume that homeless shelters don’t charge. Any kindness in her face is gone.

See, no help there. People don’t care about us.

My humiliation roars into anger. I want to shout at her, shout at all of them. To tell them that I didn't want to be this. That I’d fought for my country.

But we killed in Southwark.

I snap my mouth shut without a sound, and move on. What could I say that would change things? I wanted to tell her that this money isn’t for drugs. Of course, she wouldn’t believe that.

She doesn’t know what it is like on the street. How we must fight to survive. How I was caught off guard that horrible night and, in my panic, punched out. How his arms had flailed as he fought for balance. How his face had changed as he plummeted over the edge. How his blood had been the colour of her hat. How I vomited bile because there had been nothing in my stomach. How I had turned to find that Smiler had seen it all. How vicious his smile had been. She didn’t know any of that.

But Smiler knows. We’ve got to keep him sweet so that no one else finds out.

And that means getting his money. And that means swallowing the bitter remnants of my pride, again.

It’s OK, we don’t need anyone else.

I sigh, “I hate it when you’re right”.
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