
BAR CODE

I


The telephone box is dark but not empty. It’s an old red one from decades ago. He sits in greasy black jeans and talks into the handset. The 'chair' he sits on is an upturned freight crate, marked ‘fragile’ in moulded, luminous lettering. The word's reflection glints in one of the small, dirty black panes of the ancient booth and scatters its reflection onto a fume-choked hedge standing against the odds, outside. A propane stove, some rusted, car boot relic, waits under the makeshift seat for tomorrow’s Economy Qwik Sausages. A basin catches rhythmic drips of water tapping out rusty urban blues from the kiosk’s cracked, steel roof. He’s already been through a hundred menus, thousands of options, over three hundred passwords and user names and his arse hurts from cold plastic sitting. Yards away, a bright shaft of artificial, orange light shines from an old street lamp, still stuck on the grid. The beam falls across the hedge and the confused injection of birdsong syringes its way into the night. He is talking final business into the sweat-greased receiver; 


“I'm sorry: that pass code is not recognised. Can I take your name, Sir"?

He cocks his head, listening to hesitant birdsong drifting over wet tarmac; anything to distract from that clipped automated speech which always offers some minute tonal discrepancy on the word, 'Sir'. A groove of clipped, metallic indifference telling you, not to belong.

And then he stops stock still, tears suddenly tumbling over pitted cheeks made sharp by autumnal drafts. He realises that he cannot remember his name. Now, at the calling of the final pass code which would have established social identify on distant, anonymous data banks, his name was further away than ever.

The call times out. He lets the receiver hang limp in his hand. Clouds cross the last of the autumn moon. The neon flash of ‘fragile’ dims and the kiosk turns pitch black. The slot machine generators installed by the callers sit idle. They wait for one of the itinerants to have a low key lottery win and offer up another credit of energy but one by one the lights in the anomalous row of phone boxes all along the deserted street, flicker and die. The occupants sigh and turn their attention to canned food. 'Tomorrow' they will start to dial once more. 

The man watches a single morose lice drop from his matted, black fringe and make some apathetic attempt to spin upon the cracked, black plastic of the receiver. 

II


Terence Kay Max stares at the tiny, laminated strips of paper; thousands of which form curling sections of wallpaper all along the basement apartment's interior. Thousands of slim black lines varying slightly in width. The black lines have small numbers allocated to each and each set of lines with their numbers, black print on a white, rectangular background, form a whole section. Thousands of these small examples of wholeness fill the room and him; they are consciousness without imagination and that is exactly the way Terence wants it.


The point is to cull emotions. To unbecome. To remain a deadened tree trunk tossed in turbulent waters. To avoid submerging but remain forever frenetically afloat. To vibrate constantly along the screaming line without uttering a sound.


The credit cards had given him the idea initially. They were one way to disappear. Not in the sense that debt had utterly consumed him. Only in the sense that he had diluted mind and body with them -  shrank all other perception to small, fake gold numbers across a strip of plastic. He had occupied his time with them. Working to make end of the month calculations about those small, computer generated figures, instead of occupying himself with love or sex or genuine risk of the heart and mind - just the gradual chipping away at body and soul until the tops of blocks of flats tempted his eyes upwards and asked him daily: "What are doing right here and now"? 


Terence had offered no answer. He had allowed himself only the bus numbers at first. The city's buses used to be tin shuttles for daydreams; small torpedoes of thought and feeling interjected and hurled between shift and meal, work and sleep. And then they had become only the numbers: 91, 43, 38, 277... Even then, chinks of light would come at him through a cracked window, or even whole sounds of the city through broken panes or doors, carrying a voice, a moment of feeling across the carbon monoxide. He could feel himself infected. He would unconsciously wipe a sleeve, as he sat frantically repeating the numbers and minutes between stops to fend off the intrusion. 


This is when Terence had begun to paper his room. Only the error in the bar code sequence was forcing him to even go near that time when the collecting had begun; the sweat under his arms threatening to drench him, as he ran home from whatever bus had let the pain and excitement of the city land like dust on his clean clothes. 


He ran a smooth hand over the even smoother surface of his minutely shaven face. He checked a mirror, squinting closely in wan light, verifying over and over that not a blond hair was out of place in light of the anomalous threat to his world. The immaculate black stay-press suit would have shown up any intruding spec from outside his basement apartment.


But he could not deny the numbers. Accepting they were incomplete threatened to bring the world to him on a hurricane, lifting the floors above off his tiny apartment revealing to himself and all who lived and breathed on each other, the fragility of their ant like presence in the heaving, feeling, stirring mass. 


Before, the reassurance of these detailed rectangles on his walls; their mute refusal to cooperate with rage or love or despair or exuberance, their black and white insouciance, usually stared back at him like the harmless teeth of the dead. But now he felt fear rise up from the pit of his stomach.  They asked him to look back to the beginning, when he had bothered to know his own name. Only there could he answer the question staring him in the face from the peeling paper of his walls: what had happened to 01114563?

III


Olga Matrix sat perspiring on a concrete bench. She examined every passing face as subtly as she could; trying to avoid direct eye contact. A man with a flickering touch-screen passed by, the screen displaying the orange background of the financial pages. A brown raincoat: the type she'd seen on plastic hangers in supermarkets surrounded by men with resigned expressions on their faces; having been run over long ago by the fat board room truck of middle age. The figure was dashing for a train but almost skidded to a halt under the departures board. Cancellation. The man sat down heavily to wait. One more of the crowd who would stay for now. A tour leader sailed passed holding up the yellow, luminous blink of her rape alarm so that the bored kids behind her might bother to follow her to the subway for whatever oak tree museum lay ahead; anathema to their collected hormonal drives. When the group eventually sulked forward after their apathetic mentor and began to disappear into subway elevators, instinctive panic rose in her again. But a throng of elderly people arrived slowly onto the concourse, their limping trajectory suggesting it might take them a while to get off it once more. They were dressed in clothes that hid every feature so that they might pretend to be young again, this metropolitan afternoon. They were waiting for the rest of their party to catch up. More people to fill the concourse.


She always looked up it seemed, whenever crowds threatened to disperse. As if some sniper might make instant silence of her the moment she was alone. As if some tall concrete or steel rampart hid forces waiting to destroy her life; itching for the moment when she stood in sudden isolation and they could raise their heads from the parapets and slay her. 


The journey here had been terrifying. For the first time in five years she had approached the station with only one passenger remaining in the carriage. She had edged closer, pretending she had wanted only to pick up a disposable screen which held the day's free news feeds. And when the woman had got up one stop before her own, a sense of terror had filled her so that she had barely left time to get up and prepare to follow the woman as closely as she dared until the next throng appeared. Thankfully the robot driver had announced a signal failure which meant they would miss the next stop and the woman had sat back down. The moisture rushing to Olga’s armpits had cooled on her flesh.


She continued looking up now, to the roof of the station concourse, having reassured herself that she had some interval to take her eyes off the crowd. She had calculated that one fifth of the current mass would be waiting until at least fifteen minutes past the hour, according to their likely destinations on the departure boards. This gave her at least ten minutes to pick a pedestrian or two who would be leaving from Exit 5, walking her way towards the office of her agent.


A dirty, cracked skylight high above the concourse, in place for repairs to  the mobile masts which hung in the ceiling, was allowing a shaft of light to penetrate the close air of the station. It was too high and therefore too weak to make her squint (which usually brought the vision back) but even then she tensed momentarily, for the vision was almost a physical limb by now. It was always the same: an old woman stood immobile in the middle of tall buildings, looking upwards as a shopping trolley hurtled towards her head. The woman would always start to turn to look at Olga but just before her face revealed itself, promising the realisation of some acute terror, or even worse it seemed, some noiseless accusation, the vision would disappear. 


Olga began putting more fuel into her slim frame. The pattern of fear and relief was unrelenting and she knew the day would bring more peaks of adrenalin and troughs of weariness. One by one she took chocolate synth-fingers from a polythene box and began pushing them into her face. With each swallow of reconstituted chocolate, the briefest glimmer of carnal satisfaction rippled across her lips, before disappearing once more, leaving her expression ever attentive to the movement of the crowd.

IV


Xerox managed a wry smile: a slight twitch of cracked lips under a running nose. It struck him as almost funny; the patience and reverence he would extend to the preparation of Economy Qwik Sausages only to pause for a mere nano second when they were cooked and cooling, before inserting them like birds into the jaws of jet engines in a starved frenzy; a process which lasted as long as the flicker of a contact lens against 'copter search lights.


As usual, he carefully cleaned the spokes of his small stove afterwards, which held his one dented pan away from direct flame. Historical brown and black grease spotted the length of the metal struts, making them look like some cheap leopard ornament made from a wire coat hanger. He’d seen some in Camden market, lovingly displayed by second hand gun sellers on a slow day. 


Xerox stopped and stared at a callous on his right hand between thumb and first finger. It corresponded to the position of the receiver where he had held the handset over the last three months. He looked once more into the grimy phone box which had been home before packing the stove away into the ‘Fragile’ crate. Perhaps he had lingered over the meal because he was leaving. He looked cursorily along the line of old red booths. The callers had begun again - sat on upturned buckets and crates, dialling and reeling off endless security pass codes and words which were always meaningless out of context, hoping to set up a direct debit, an account, anything which would mean they existed and from there they would solemnly drag their carcasses away, beginning the journey to sheltered housing if they were lucky, or whatever low rent was available, on the city's outskirts, now that they were ‘official’.


Xerox knew the last call had finished him. He was beyond caring, now. Perhaps it was appropriate that the crate which held his worldly belongings was marked ‘fragile’. Perhaps the idea could also be extended to the effete classes of the city centre, queuing up in exquisitely fashionable clothes desperate to be seen in Club Laden: the bouncers could wear jackets which read ‘insecurity’.


A chip wrapper tumbled on some breeze channelled through the city’s concrete high rises and flapped at his feet. It almost comforted him. Xerox didn’t like his ideas. How did you arrive at a joke in the middle of all this? Concrete resolutely chipped at by violence and frustration? Litter was more familiar. The jokes and the thoughts threatened to take him out of his usual waste strewn context and that was too much to bear: the thought that he might step back and take a look at the scene and really see. Whenever such an observation threatened he would sit tight on his crate and count discarded VDUS. Xerox shoved his crate under an arm and set off for the canal towpath where  his rotting shoes squelched a filthy metronome by cold, black water.


The canals of the city had always felt the best place to go at points of transition. They were sub-prime arteries that connected the organs of the city and would take you somewhere, anywhere, never sufficiently defined. You could think but not enough for dangerous introspection because they offered sufficient distraction in the features by the path: a sunken old barge upturned in an old oil slick. Scabby Coots and swans fighting for the nesting territory on the upturned, rotting hull. Sometimes a three eyed frog eloquent with Castrol GTX. You only saw the cormorants if their was a moped shock absorber to hunt for. They would swoop on those for the mutated, black shrimp which had learnt to use the coils for shelter and breeding. Just as the cormorants had developed a slight upturn at the end of their beak to get between the curled, rusting metal under the surface. 


Xerox continued on his towpath tightrope: a mouldy green line poised so finely between purpose and aimlessness, he wished he could walk it forever without the appearance of steps back up into the road levels of the city; without the billboards and the human voices which would provoke comparison with himself and bring him back to consciousness - the vagrant’s last request. But he knew he was headed for the roads by Kings Cross. Strange how, the more you existed outside of the commuter hub: the steel and glass of commerce, the greater the need to enter it - to gravitate towards the denser supply of food and flow of hard cash. The purpose though, ran only alongside and never within the inexorable flow of the steel and digital river: to intrude for moments only, swooping like the warped-billed cormorants seeking mutated shrimp; to dart along the paving stone bank and peck at the staccato notes of dropped silver and gold, slipped so rarely between the strips of magnetic data on credit and debit cards. (Had people forgotten for how long the colours of money had been false to the original metal)? To find the free pickings from the flow of sales information and advertising: the odd free sample here, the discarded packet there. 


He hated these forays for their ambiguity and the rise of steps up from the towpath towards their fume choked epicentre always emphasised it; the need to intersect his own mouldy toes while being so far removed from the city's mechanical strides.


It reminded him of a feeling which came from some distinct event or memory which he could no longer define. The feeling that somehow, division trod a familiar route. That a higher status was hinged upon some ability to belong so much to a groove of opportunity; to acknowledge so many doorways of possibility, that to demonstrate any excitement or any emotional connection while crossing the threshold, immediately disqualified you from access. Sincerity had long kissed the arse of the traffic's carbon silted smoke tails and the ridiculously wide shoulders of the ugly doorway thugs who protected the beautiful people. To own emotion: to feel your bones and moulded toes crawl and eke out their flesh along the lateral line of what might represent a final confession of belonging, simply increased exclusion and confined your dirty trainers to the dirty dogs in dirty streets. And with that knowledge, he knew, came a further ambiguity: the desire not to belong. And it always came on the end of trying to do exactly that. He had seen this acknowledged minutely even in the opiate, slit-eyed lenses of the addicts under the flyovers on the city outskirts. It waited behind their bloodshot eyeballs like an unspoken, microscopic nightmare.

V

Terence Kay Max slid between the people on the rain browned pavements, like a ghost. Even the Jehovah's Coalition of Islamic Krishna's permitted him to slip by without so much as a pamphlet touching his puffa coat. He slowed as he approached a bus stop, involuntarily curling his toes inwards, inside his boots, in fear they might point themselves towards the queue as if the bony digits wanted to make contact. He kept enough distance to avoid being accidentally touched, engaged in conversation or any other event that might send him careering back to shower off the intrusion, scrubbing his arms and torso read-raw under a steaming heat. Now he liked the smooth clean feel of the puffa coat and the long, tight lace-up of his ten hole Air-Wear boots. Inside of them he was like an engine part coated in tough, protective rubber. 


He remained close enough to fix a resolute gaze on the red letters and numbers of the LED display, monitoring, with rapid flickering of the eyes, as if some sleeper in a turbulent dream, the numbers of dots which made up the letters, the syllables, the words, the clauses and finally the whole phrases which explained the arrival times (wholly inaccurately) of the 43.


The descent of amber light into a chill, fume-coated dusk made condensation on the windows. After touching his bus chip to the reader with tightly gloved hands, he found a seat by the most densely clouded panes, front and side, and sat behind their impassive screen; pleased they hid the city masses beyond the glass. 


From the mobile of a passenger behind, who he did not turn to acknowledge, the sudden piercing rattle of percussion and tin filled the forward section of the top deck. Other passengers turned to scowl, or gripped a palm computer more tightly, connecting themselves in some way to the intrusion of music and therefore with the choice and intent of the passenger who claimed the air as his own. They had mistakenly become involved. 
Terence allowed the monotonous trebles and incoherent remnants of bass drift over his head like a hat and lost himself into the fog of the sound and sat tight to his seat, buffering himself against the immediate and the animate. A slow stop-start descent began on the downward slope to Kings Cross from the takeaways and iron bridges of Caledonian Road. 


He focused on the slow, brown droplets running in sequential lines down the dirty browned pains, like lines of financial data running down a monitor. As he did so an unease ate its way gradually into the fibres of his puffa coat. A sudden surge of late noon amber light hit the autumn panes and the moisture began to evaporate, leaving him a terrible port hole view of the city street, outside. He could see the plodding homeward walk of commuters. He tried to fix his gaze only on those who doggedly pursued a straight path, without pause or embellishment or animated gestures in conversation. Despite himself his eye was drawn to a younger man who weaved restlessly, almost angrily though the crowd. Terence tensed. The bus chugged so slowly in the bumper to bumper line of traffic that he could follow the pedestrian as if he was some two legged pace vehicle to the hampered journey of the bus. The music behind him reduced in volume and the figure walking on the pavements outside took more focus. He could not turn away and risk catching the satisfied glances of those passengers who had obviously succeeded, by looks alone, to mute the intruding music. They might think him implicated in their anger and triumph. But to fix his gaze on the man outside meant he might begin to feel this other person's journey. Anxiously, he rubbed his hands together as if engaged in vigorously washing them. 


He tried to close his eyes but it was too late: he had seen the detail. The pedestrian's inner bar code filtered into his system of thought. The man wore a shirt from Next Next: almost ubiquitous enough to fit in but not quite: the shirt of the temp worker who retains the myth of separation and simultaneously rejects it. Terence could not help notice how people reacted to him, particularly the fleeting glances of women in the restaurants who noticed but pretended not to see the ache he had. Pounding the pavement all the way to Kings Cross, this figure looked in at the scenes around him; understanding and resenting the commuter's attachment to their shining city: the restaurants occupied, the shirts bought, the wine luxurious in the corner of the carrier bag – all their belonging which could be examined slyly as he passed doorways, shooting sidelong glances into shop windows and then, finally, the figure looked up and ran a swift gaze across the top deck, where people did not usually catch your eye and would suffer brief examination.


But his gaze met Terence's through the circular hole in the dirty brown condensation of the window pain: mistook the cleanliness of the matching black coat and gloves and accused Terence of belonging. Terence felt himself momentarily connected to the concrete of the city. 


Behind him a voice rose against the weak signal of a phone:

"Stuck it up his nose and dropped dead the geezer, just like that. In front of me: like that...you sorted then or what.."?


Terence was linked to the great and filthy outdoors and to life and aspiration and death, announced in the moving hulk of metal.


He drew his coat more tightly around his thin frame and looked sideways to a billboard sliding through the lower city heights like an old neon ship alongside the top deck; the specs of multi coloured icing on a giant doughnut filled his vision and slowly and surely his heartbeat slowed as the bus paused long enough at a zebra crossing for him to count them and categorize them into their groups of artificial colours. He held their vision, their musically coloured muted expression, his faith in the faithless; held it tightly 'till the next set of lights.

VI


Olga heard chatter emerging from the doorway of a massage parlour behind her. She  turned slightly, disguising the gesture as a brush of hair from her eyes. Instead of two pot bellied taxi drivers on the end of a shift she was surprised to see two young lads straightening school ties and re-inserting their sleeves back into badged blazers.



"I'm coming again tomorrow night"!

"Yeah me to bro: after detention'".


She wondered if detention cost extra. She thought it should. It seemed to her the seedier the business, the more elite the term afforded to its custom. 'Punters' peppered the talk of city executives discussing multi-million pound accounts but here under cheap red light bulbs, those in sweat-stained jumpers passing in and out a chipped, unvarnished door frame were the 'clientele'. Just as she was the client of a media agent who only ever managed to just dig the tips of her fingernails into the cliff overhang of short-lived adverts for shampoo and sink cleaners.


The doorway of the massage parlour was only fifteen minutes walk from her agent's offices, located ahead above Danny's Adult Books but when Olga turned back the street was empty. Only moments ago she had been hugging the heels of a guy in a hood, being walked by a French Mastiff. She span round to see him disappearing up a short alley. She had let her concentration slip. Her breathing shortened instantly and she put her back flat against the wall of a dusty terraced apartment, as if preparing to anchor herself in a high sea. She cursed her agent for not being more successful, owning premises in Dean Street in the West End with its constant stream of wannabee intent, heels pounding pavements, seeking 'a meeting' or snatching indifferent show reels off the back of a courier's bike. 


She looked around, waiting for dizziness to upset her perspective, for the pavement beneath to rock under her feet as it might do for the starving and the suddenly injured. 


She saw one chance not to be alone. A scarecrow port in a storm awkwardly carrying a dirty crate marked 'fragile'. He had not noticed her, his eyes in their shrivelled sockets too busy scanning the pavement, glancing quickly here and there into doorways and windows. She stepped in front of him. He stopped and stared. Usually, when looking at the homeless and the mutterers by Kings Cross she felt unease at their naked sense of need: it oozed like grease from blackened jeans and an old snorkel jackets. It called into question her ability to walk by as if these people weren't there. It questioned her own presumption that she did not possess the greed and indifference of the city. But this figure cut a dash of indifference for himself. Something in the way he still bothered to wear his peaked cap at a rakish slant yet could not see the significance of washing it. He seemed to ask simply: what do any of us matter?


But she stopped him because she needed him there and then and she heard words fall out of her mouth.


He looked behind him but there was nobody else there. 'Which way was he going'? His thoughts scattered across several truthful possibilities, the ability to instantly summon small talk, long under developed. 'Down' came to mind. And he remembered standing outside a deserted supermarket car park in the early hours (or whatever hours they were) thinking the same, as he'd passed a cabbie leaning out a window asking directions. 'Down there': where we're all going - where we all are'. 


Olga didn't get an answer but some ripple of secret humanity let itself out through a wry twist of the lips above dirty stubble. 


"Walk with me: I'm in trouble".



He shifted the weight of his crate and wondered why she'd want to walk into more. And then he saw. It was the face on an old shampoo advert outside his phone box. He hadn't thought until now that this was even a possibility; for flesh and bone to belong to the city's imagery. And the contrast stood him stock still in his old, wet shoes. His recent and appalling sense of anonymity came up against this face more known. A punctuation mark staring only at him between the sirens and the snarling dogs. 


There was something in her colour: the combination of auburn hair and orange jumper that made a rip in the fabric of drenched pavement in Kings Cross. A searing tongue of flame that scorched the burger joints and empty afternoon kebab shops and their grease chrome counters. She seemed beautiful underneath a terrible anxiety. Wasn't that all the potential anybody had? 


For a moment he felt he should end it right there. Time to get it over with. He imagined throwing himself off the high curve of the station roof beyond, felt himself fall; imagined a sharp swell in his chest for all his failures and all his desires never to be redeemed before a final relief as once white road markings came to meet his face. 


Only her palpable sense of fear seemed to reassure him that he wasn't the only one lost.


'This way'.


He looked around him. Ran an eye up a short alley to his right. Looked for figures in parked cars. An eye out for some scam, some stitch up. Eventually he followed her, some instinct telling him despite himself to alter his squelching gait in some vain attempt to pretend robust footwear as if this might raise his status in her eyes. She seemed to try and lead and follow him at the same time, like a flitting shadow conflicted by the shifting light of an approaching city night.


Olga eventually stopped outside the street entrance to her agent's office. His silver Citroen was jacked into the kerb side mains. She quickly examined the LED congestion zone display, nestled like a translucent graph in the corner of the windscreen. Only one credit remained. Dusimi would be travelling out of town after their meeting and Olga knew she would not be able to ask for a lift. She imagined the familiar smell of the pastel shaded plastic seats which would have taken her safely all the way home or at least to the nearest station, and felt the loss of this monotonous but precious detail. She turned to the man at her side again and couldn't help it, just in case it worked:


"Wait"!


He watched surprised, as she rang a buzzer and closed the door quietly behind her so it did not slam shut in his face. A scent of clean hair lingered on his nostrils, breaking through the barrier of tarmac, litter and old pavement chewing gum. 


He decided to wait.

To be continued....


