Of Unfortunate Circumstances

The sounds of clanging of hammers on steel and the rushing of the mechanical conveyor belts whooshing along filled my mind as I stood beside my battered bicycle. I remember two things which were particularly embedded in my mind: The cold in the air and the sense of desolation around me. Everything was cold during those days, and all was desolate.

I was a factory worker during those days, which was a dull job, but during those days, relatively secure. I assisted in the production of gears, flywheels and clutch mechanisms for those few machines left in existence. My job often involved thankless hours sitting in front of an electric saw, pushing gearwheel after gearwheel into its spinning blade, occasionally glancing up at the pendulum-driven clock on the factory wall. This was in the late twenty-first century; I cannot dredge the year from my mind, but it is not important or relevant. At that point of time, all of the days seemed the same, characterised with a general struggle for life.

Obviously, a standard day in the factory shall not be the subject of my story, for that is a story which could be told in a few sentences, even if, perhaps, I tended towards the verbose, and it is also a story which would carry no particular significance. This story shall be of one of the days when standard rules did not apply, but which happened all too often for my liking.

I started to think about the circumstances which had left me standing with my bicycle at the side of the factory. As a day, I remember this one being relatively standard. The last moments of the factory are all I can recall at this point in time. According to the dimly-illuminated pendulum-driven clock mounted on the back wall of the factory, the end of work was approaching. It was half-past four and the standard factory closing hour was approximately half-an-hour away. I had temporarily been distracted by the movement of the clock and looked back down at my work. I shivered, cursing myself for not wearing more layers of clothing that day. All around me was cold, for the factory was unheated, even when it was bitterly cold, as it was at that point in the day.

As I kept pushing the gearwheels into the rumbling electric saw, I grimaced as the grinding noises of metal on metal filled the air, almost wiping out any other noise in the factory. I felt drained, partially because of the discomfort of most of the factory only being illuminated by underpowered, dimly-brightened incandescent bulbs, hanging on the factory roof, while my workplace was lit by a powerful fluorescent bulb, due to my requirements of accuracy with my job. I realised that I had to count myself lucky; the incandescent bulbs were only lit enough so that the workers could work efficiently enough to justify the electrical energy spent by the bulbs.

I sighed. Unless the factory was forced to close early, I had to endure half-an-hour more of dull, repetitive work, more suitable for a machine than a human. In those days, there were more humans acting as machines than at any other time, for we could not live without the few machines which we used. Fortunately and unfortunately, the pre-emptive closing of the factory was a relatively common occurrence. It was a result of the times and the circumstances that had led us there.

As the grinding of the saw blades on the metal continued, I thought about the current situation. The reason for the bitter coldness in the factory, the dimmed lighting, the archaic pendulum-driven clock on the wall, along with a general feeling of desperation in the world; indeed, the fact that I, a human being, was cutting gears, instead of a designated machine, all came down to a common root. The problem had started approximately about fifty years ago. A fuel crisis point had occurred as our ancestors avariciously leached the petroleum from the earth. They distilled it into purer forms, feeding those by-products by the barrel into their primitive, inefficient power stations, pouring it into their petrol-greedy automobiles and used the rest for luxury ointments and toiletries. They had no consideration for their descendants in the future, namely us, who now remained.

Now, we were left with limited resources of vegetable oil and various alcohols, produced from organic matter, to produce the scant amounts of electricity which we used to run our machines, trying to keep ourselves above a certain level of comfort. Now, even those resources were becoming difficult to produce. In order to grow the organic matter which was needed to produce the alcohol, we needed certain chemicals which were easy to obtain from petroleum distillation, but considerably harder to synthesise through other means. To produce them, processses had to be performed which had very low yields.

We needed the alcohols and oils, for our other sources of electricity were useless. Wind dynamos, solar panels, electrolysis of hydrogen: They were all useless. The power to produce a glittering, steel-shimmering future was meant to be the legacy of those who preceded us, and that future was promised to us in times now past. Instead, those who preceded us were too busy in their own comfort to care about their own children, grandchildren, et cetera. The thought made me sick, and the ultimate indignity was that we had experienced that comfort before it was so cruelly taken away from us. Ah, let them live in our time, and we in theirs, and I would guarantee that a change in perspective from them!

I returned to work, plucking another gear from the pile sitting on my table beside me, pushing it into the whizzing blade of the grumbling saw in front of me, grimacing again as the awful grinding disturbed my ears. I followed the engravings etched into the surfaces of the metal gears with the maximum accuracy and precision possible from my imperfect human hands. I knew that a machine could do the job far better. However, the machine would have used more of the electricity per day than the electrical saw which I used. Electricity was scarce and thus expensive and also rationed. For this, I blessed the force keeping me with my weekly pay-packet.

I thought briefly about the expense of the electricity and took a brief side-glance at the mechanical conveyor-belts beside me. They had often been considered an unnecessary excess in the factory, their electrical usage being extravagant and their benefit being proven recently to be minimal. They would be stripped out soon, I was assured.

At this time, I realised that my memories were stealing my time from me, even if the look back had taken but five minutes. I looked again at my bicycle. The framework had certainly seen better days, for it was dented all over. Both tyres were bald. I looked up at the dark, overcast sky. I was very glad that it was not raining tonight, even if the bitter frosty air decided to assail me from all angles, whistling through my clothes into my skin with vicious, frequent windy gusts.

My colleagues knew that I owned a bicycle, but as I hid it in new locations every day, they were kept constantly out of knowledge of where it was on any given day. I was highly paranoid about the bicycle, for it was almost impossible to afford them at this point in time if you were on the same wage level as myself or my fellow factory workers. I had already stripped a large layer of camouflage netting from the bicycle, which had left no obvious identifiers to the fact that it was a bicycle and not just an overgrown tangle of ivy left to crawl onto the concrete. The camouflage fitted perfectly into the desolation of the world as it was.

While time was not an important asset in this broken world, I kept a wind-up pocket watch in my overall pocket. I took it out. The time was currently four-forty, only five minutes after my release from the factory. As I removed a set of chains from the bicycle, meant to prevent the bicycle from being stolen, placing the chains into my backpack, and mounting the saddle, which was now made of wood (the original plastic saddle had been removed many years before the day and burned as fuel), I thought of the situations that left me outside the factory twenty minutes before the official closing time of the factory.

I was halfway through the cutting of a gearwheel, when suddenly, the lights flickered, the machines ground to a halt and the grumbling of the saw in front of me cut out hastily, removed of its source of propulsion. Then, with a final gasp of light, the lamps turned off, darkness covering the entire factory in a desperate all-encompassing cloak. Shouts of discontent, and a few whispers of content, rose up behind me.

Suddenly, the tiny flicker of a light came from above us as candles were lit in the offices upstairs. I heard a noise coming from the administrative offices above us. Everybody kept quiet, possibly driven by their own sense of curiosity. The voices continued to come from the offices, quietly whispering down to our level. We stood as if sentinels in the darkness. I listened intently to the voices from my position on the factory floor.

“Looks like the power's cut out again. That's the fourth time this week.”

“So, do you think it was just us who hit the quota today? I mean, it hasn't happened any other time this week, but the workload's been especially gruelling today because of the power-out disaster last week.”

“I can't tell. We'll see when we get out of here. I suppose you should go on and tell the workers.”

A few seconds later, we could see the flickering flame of a candle above us. One of the administrators spoke down to us in a loud, booming voice, which cascaded off the walls as he spoke. “You are dismissed for today, people. Looks like the power's out today.”

A sarcastic voice from behind me could be heard from one of the workers, who shouted up to the administrator. “Yeah, we kinda figured that out already, thanks.”

The administrator let out a hollow laugh down to us, then spoke back in the same booming voice, “Yeah, yeah. Alright, you can leave now. Victor, Graham, open up!” Victor and Graham were two  clutch assembly workers who were often responsible for the lifting and lowering of the heavy manually-operated shutters. They were manually-operated, for it would have been insanely stupid to use an electrical set of shutters for these premises. It would have been an unnecessary excess, a thing of novelty, but no benefit, apart from perhaps saving the backs of those workers who had to open and shut them. What was more, of course, is that if the electricity failed, the doors would be unable to open, leaving the entire workforce trapped together for the whole night, administrators and labourers alike, without light, heat or food.

Suddenly, a voice sounded out from the factory floor, “Do we still get a full day's pay?”, to which the reply was, “Yes.” What would have seemed like a pointless and redundant question in previous times was now one of the most relevant questions which a worker could ask.

As Victor and Graham crouched down, they lifted the door open, revealing little more light than we already had in the factory. There was the dying sunlight of a finished day still in the sky, but it was soon to be replaced by the pervasive cloak of darkness and the sinister glow of the moon. A huge sigh of relief rose up from many as the people flooded out through the narrow aperture, the sliver of open shutter that lay in front of us. Most people left almost immediately towards their homes, but as for myself, I remained outside while the others left on foot, waiting for the others to leave before I went to retrieve my method of transportation.

By that point, I returned from my memory-realm, pushing my legs forward as I sat on the saddle of the bicycle and wobbled out from the side of the factory. As I left the grounds of the factory, I took a brief side-glance, looking at the side of the factory, with its imposingly thick concrete walls and its slanted, rusty corrugated iron roof.

As I sailed through the open gates, I built up speed, changed the gear selector up a notch, the black of evening bearing down on me, the moon's restless eye watching me with its unflinching gaze. Making my way onto the rough concrete road, I instantly became aware of the discomforting bumpiness of the road surface, cursing the lack of bitumen to surface the roads and provide comfort to the infrequent road users again. Furiously, I pushed my legs even harder than before, desperate to get out of the industrial sector as soon as possible. I needed to buy some food. Food was scarce, but if I reached the shops before anybody else, perhaps I could obtain some, even if it was extortionately expensive.

As I entered the residential district, I looked at the buildings. They represented the times perfectly, and the times were desolate. The buildings were towering grey blocks, concrete apartments. They certainly didn't represent the future which was promised to us. Instead of the clinical white and shimmering chromium-steel we deserved, we got desolate grey.

Suddenly, I noted something which quite disturbed me. A deluge of workers from the industrial sectors made their way down the cracked town streets, running towards the local shops, desperate for even a mere morsel of food to keep them alive. Driven by my own selfish desires, I charged forwards through the crowds, narrowly avoiding people on either side. The wind rushed past my face, trying to discourage me from continuing this practice, but I continued, despite the discomfort.

Suddenly, I noticed the food distributor's shop. My disappointment was heart-crushing as I noticed the people gathering around it like ants on a discarded piece of bread. I looked at the shop front before I dismounted, and realised that it was more applicable to consider it a kiosk. Barred windows had been installed to prevent the more desperate from successfully attacking the store and taking the food without payment.

The proprietor shouted over the chaotic noise made by the people crushing towards the kiosk front. “Alright, everybody, one at a time! Form a queue! Oi, you there! Get back! Queue up!”

Cries of discontent rose up from the crowd as people scrambled into a chaotic order in front of the window. I used the lack of order for a few seconds to force my way into the middle of the line. I was fortunate, for I was not then pulled backwards as some were, displacing the physically weak to the back of the line. I watched people moving up to the plastic screen which the proprietor used to pass food out and let money in without risking any attacks on the proprietor which the barred windows would not protect him from.

I always got quite angry when I saw that plastic screen, for with petroleum supplies all but gone, the only way to obtain plastic was through low-yield industrial processes involving alcohols. This meant that production was expensive, and therefore, only the rich could afford the product.

The screen was slid up slightly, allowing a thin opening for the exchange of goods for money. I believed the exchange of money for this food to be an archaic practice at this stage, merely a left-over idea from a time since passed. However, as it was necessary to have some standard for the exchange of goods and services, I supposed that money was probably better than its alternatives. As the first customer filed his way over to the window, he happened to glance over at a price list affixed to the inside of the screen, instantly complaining, “Ten for a bag of potatoes? You've got to be kidding me!”

The shopkeeper retorted, “Ever heard of 'Supply and Demand'?”

“Of course I have! Even with that in place, it still doesn't make it right to charge that much for food!”

“You can take it or leave it, because I've got to make a living as well. If you aren't going to pay, you can get right out of my way and let me serve those who want my merchandise.”

As the man at the counter walked away, I heard him exclaim quietly, but irritatedly. “Damn rip-off merchant!” were his exact words. As a number of other people who listened to the conversation vacated the queue, I made the immediate conclusion that they were in no shortage of food. I took the opportunity to gain a bit of ground in the ensuing confusion, as those who vacated the queue stormed off petulantly. I, on the other hand, would not miss this opportunity to buy food; I was in extremely short supply. As I stood in the queue, I clutched onto the frame and one of the handles of my bicycle with a vice-like grip, making sure that nobody got it into their minds to try to take it when my concentration had wandered. The long, serpentine queue shuffled forwards. I heard a few of the people at the front of the line requesting specific foodstuffs, “Any carrots?”; “Beefburgers?”; “Loaves of bread?”, and when they were in supply, the price was never right, expectedly: Expense was a prevalent concern for everybody, for nobody could control the prices of food but the shopkeepers themselves.

After a few minutes, my heart was beginning to lift: I was nearing the window, while those who had already purchased their food supplies dispersed in the directions of their residences. Finally, I was second in the queue, behind a woman currently engaged in the final part of the conversation involved in her purchases. As she moved off, I paced forwards expectantly. Suddenly, however, as I was still moving, I noticed the proprietor's hands move towards the top of the plastic screen, pushing it down as I moved into position. My heart fell for the second time that day as the proprietor spoke. “Sorry. I'm all out.”

I replied in disbelief, “All out? Nothing?”

“Yeah. As I said, I'm sorry.”

He didn't look very sorry or sympathetic, I observed, appearing to me to be suppressing a smile as he thought about his day's takings. I knew that he would be keeping the lion's share of the food for himself. Desperate and with a grumble in my stomach, my ears bitten by the wind, I pleaded with him. “Absolutely nothing? Not even any spoiled food; something rotten?”

“That's right. Now, if you'll excuse me, I'm closing up.”

In retrospect, I have considered, I could have ranted, I could have raved, I could have screamed, raised chaos, created havoc, mayhem, and perhaps a few years previous, I would have; but this time, I didn't. I kept my mouth shut and shuffled off. Any ideals that I may have had were already silenced, my spirit all but crushed. As I made my way home, keeping my hands clutched tightly onto my bicycle, reluctant to surrender my property, I looked at the deadened light bulbs mounted onto their poles; supposed to be providing light to those who travelled underneath, but now only rusting towers. I could not remember ever seeing them turned on. However, I put all concerns to the back of my mind, concentrating on anything that could keep my mind off the subject of the impoverished state of life that was the only legacy of our predecessors and would be the only legacy which we would be able to leave to our successors.

After a number of minutes trundling through the streets, my feet dragging along the ground in bitter disappointment, I reached my house. At this point, I must mention that not everything about my existence was impoverished. My house was of excellent construction, as were the other ones along the street. Outside my house, a pile of red-brown, rusting metal and rotten wood stood: An automobile. It had been left to me by a relative many years previous, but a less fitting gift could not be thought of. The tyres were long stolen from it, the fuel tank emptied (although I had made sure that there wasn't much to steal), but the mechanical pieces underneath the bonnet were still inside, useless to everybody. I had tried to sell it when it was still intact, but I found that it wasn't even worth the weight of the metal it consisted of. Thus, it remained, an eternal monument to the pursuit of petroleum, and the effects that pursuit would have, being only-too-successful in its goals.  

Chaining my bicycle to the wall with a chain with the overall thickness of two of my fingers placed side-by-side, I placed my key into the lock, turning it anti-clockwise twice, before I heard the creak which told me that the door was open. I pushed the door in, revealing a dark entrance, an uncarpeted floor and a bare kitchen.

I tried to suppress my feelings of intense hunger for as long as I could, but eventually, the crushing boredom broke through the thin shell of mental resistance and I flung open one of the cupboards, revealing the only food in the house; a slice of wholemeal bread and a small bit of butter.

I looked at the bread. There was no mould present, and it was still moist, but even if it had been as hard as bricks and covered in mould, I doubt I would have complained. I pulled a knife from my cutlery drawer, spreading the butter thinly over the bread, as there was not much; only about a cubic centimetre, if you will excuse my pedantry. I raised the buttered bread to my mouth, taking a gigantic bite from the edge. The flavour filled my mouth; the satisfaction was intense. The taste of cream and salt was delightful to my pleading tongue and soon, I had consumed the entire piece, knowing that I would have no breakfast the next day, but not yet regretting it.

Knowing not what else to do with my time, I decided to go to bed. Walking through the shadowy darkness surrounding me, I found my way to the stairwell, which I ascended carefully, unable to make out the individual stairs in the dim light from outside, feeding my hand through the banisters and making sure that my foot hit the top of each stair, rather than the edge. After about thirty seconds of arduous work, I had reached the top of the stairs. After a sigh, I pushed open the door of my bedroom, swinging it behind me. Suddenly, the sensation of coldness hovered over me again, sending a shiver down my spine as I tried desperately to adjust myself to the feeling. Keeping my clothing on, I lay down on the bed, pulling the thick duvet over me. However, that did nothing to relieve the horrible grasping condition of coldness. A thick shroud of darkness enveloped the room with a phantasmal grasp. I sat restlessly, my eyes staring into blank space as I considered what our society had done to deserve this. It was a long time before I managed to fall asleep.

