The tinkling sound of elevator music greeted Chris as the doors of the service station opened for him. The place was the kind of convenience store that was decked out in whites and beige, and always put Chris in mind of a operating room that someone had suddenly decided to sell gasoline and road maps.

He must have looked a sight in a mirror, he thought to himself. Having slept in the trunk of the rental car through the day, he’d risen and continued driving, not being able to stop and shave. As it was, the equivalent of a week old beard and hair reaching down to the base of his neck would have greeted him, had he a reflection to look at.

He’d loosened his shirt collar and had rolled up the sleeves, so right now he must look like a strung-out salesman to the other customers, hoping to make that one big sale to put him back in the black. Nevertheless, the addition of the sunglasses and the hair that had been hastily swept back with a wet palm made him look rugged rather than dishevelled, which went a little way to make him feel better.

As he reached the cash register, two young boys dawdled over the candy in the rack near the counter. The pair were both dressed in identical navy sweaters, and he immediately tagged them as boys that should right now be on the bus outside that was waiting for them. He’d noticed the bus for the Catholic School as he’d drove into the lot, and had, up until now, managed to avoid a painful reminder.

The boys turned to look at him as he approached, and he was met with an innocent smiling face, blonde hair and blue eyes. Unusual for children, he showed absolutely no fear of the oncoming predator, and merely regarded him with detached curiosity, as if he were regarding Chris on the television.

It had been a freezing cold 14th winter for the young man, and he was glad the school forced them to wear their stifling navy pullovers. For once though, he’d not regretted the decision to leave it on like a good boy. The pockets of him and his friend, Tom Yates, were crammed with illicit candy, soft drinks, and, in one instance, a soft-core porn magazine pressed flat against Tom’s bare chest, under the shirt. They’d purchased more candy, to make it seem that it wasn’t their intent to loiter, and left quickly.

They’d found a quiet spot beyond the school fences. Tom’s older brother had managed to smuggle them in some cigarettes – Marlboro, he recalled – and some cheap cherry wine. They spent most of the night swigging drunkenly from the bottle of wine, smoking cigarettes inexpertly, and looking at the magazine Tom had brought in a mixture of adolescent curiosity and sniggers of boyish immaturity. 

In their drunken state, they failed to sneak back into the dormitory undetected. Mother Superior had caught the boys trying to climb in through a window – the boy had caught a belt loop on the open catch, and had got him wedged between the frame and the sash. Tom, meanwhile, had disintegrated into a fit of the giggles, and was rolling around, trying to be as quiet as possible while still enjoying the hilarity of the situation.

His parents had been notified, of course. The Principal had insisted that it wasn’t necessary, but his father came down anyway. He’d remembered being more scared, stood in the Principal’s office, being told of his father’s imminent arrival, than he had ever been before in his young life.

The old man had towered above him then, while the blonde boy stared intently at his own shoes, his own boyish face looking up at him from polished leather brogues. Despite the air conditioning of the office, despite the frosty glares of the Principal and his father, he’d felt hot, and small, and ashamed.

He’d expected a cuff around the head, and had braced himself for the blow. He’d expected his father to bellow and roar, and he’d prepared a bevy of clever excuses. What he’d never expected was silence. The only sound in the office, for a long time, was the sound of the old Grandfather clock in the corner of the office, dividing the agonising quiet into tiny chunks. He looked up into his father’s eyes, and had seen unconcealed disappointment in them. The old man had left the room then, already on his way back home, leaving the boy there with the Principal to burn in the silent fire that was his father’s rejection of his son.

Chris slid the glasses down slightly, to peer over the top at the boy. He saw the icy cold stare then, and sensed what fate might have in store for him. He fairly fled the store with his friend, leaving Chris alone to pay for his road map and gasoline.

As Chris buckled the seat belt of the rental Mercedes across his lap, he watched the blonde boy look around warily, back to the convenience store as if any second he expected the manager to dash out and accost him. Finally, he got onto the bus, the doors closing behind him and guaranteeing his temporary escape.

Chris put the Marlboro to his lips and lit the cigarette as he started up the engine. Only a few more hours until he’d reach the outskirts of New Bremen. Then he’d be back to his old self. 

