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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.















