Lost Inside
I was never quite really sure exactly when the madness started.  Was it the compulsive listening to a singular music track at three in the morning?  Somehow hoping that the answers to the misery of living to this age would leap from the Perfect Pop-Princess’s lips.

Or even the weak-willed manner in which I acknowledged, but did nothing about the other compulsions that filled the void, all the time filling me with self-hatred.

It was during these days that I made a conscious decision to destroy the world.

Anyway, I’m getting ahead of myself here.  I should roll back to where the problems really began ten years hence.  I was always inept with social occasions, and her birthday party was no different.

***

The thought came out of nowhere.

I thought I was safe in the kitchen, nursing my second last Strawberry 20/20, but somehow it had found me.

I stubbed the cigarette out into the flat’s sole ashtray.  Smoking was already anathema to the educated classes, but still I persevered in the hope of taking myself and as many of my fellow human race members as I could with me to Hell.  Cynicism was in my genes.

I realised I was standing here alone.  Had been for the last half-hour and there was no music coming any more from the living room.  Nothing but the hushed tones of the couples who had turmed up already paired off talking at the end of the evening.

I was here to celebrate the fact she was a year closer to the coffin, and hide that fact that I held a 100-watt candle for her.  Being obese; a drunkard with a face a blind mother could barely love had put pay to that dream though.  Also standing alone in the kitchen was never going to win her heart.

I took a gulp from the bottle and hoped that was the end of the thought.

It was then I realised the conversation in the living room had turned to the cross I bore.  I’d believed there were two of us who knew this cross, and all but one of us thought I could show her the way to a happier life.  Unfortunately, she was the one.

Perhaps she had a point though.  I couldn’t make myself happy and my life had been a spectacular zero sum of other people’s happiness.

It was obvious that there were many more who knew now.

As the conversation turned to gentle laughter I checked my pockets to make sure I had enough alcohol to get home and quietly went out through the kitchen door.

***

So now I’m standing at the top of the Arndale Centre car park.  The Arndale Centre car-park was a pretty hideous 1970’s construction in any light, though the view from the top was quite nice – assuming you liked run-down views of the street market.

It was Tuesday morning, 10 o’clock, raining and so the place was fairly deserted.  Deserted enough for me to lean against the wall – the glorious view of Church Street harshly ignored – take out the box, cradle it in one arm and light a cigarette.

Cigarettes had been the one consistent source of comfort for most of my life.  Alcohol had lost its charms due to there only being so many headaches and upset stomachs you could stand past 30; it was sorely missed and had never received the decent burial it deserved.

Turning, I rested the box on the wall and looked out across the City.  It always amazed me the extra-special import people placed on loneliness in a city.  I’d tried loneliness everywhere from the countryside, small towns and onto the largest cities in the world and it tasted the same everywhere.

Exhaling smoke I looked to the few people braving the drizzle and smiled.  I’d made my mind up, and the contents of the box would kill everybody.

***

I’d always suffered from alcoholic blackouts.  It didn’t even take all that much, but obviously they got more impressive the larger the amount that was drunk.

The walk home had been a proper effort as I awoke in the cell dressed in something akin to medical scrubs.

It took me a minute to realise this wasn’t the usual blackout confusion where I was just surprised to find myself in my own bed, the door locked, all limbs intact, my wallet still in my pocket and no stab wounds.  This was real confusion as this looked like a real cell.  I’d watched television and the huge, locked metal door was a dead give away.  I’m not too proud to say I instantly vomited into the bucket by the bed.

This had always been a specific nightmare of mine.  There were times following blackouts I was ill with worry for days afterwards as I scanned the papers for any random crimes fearing I may have done something beyond stupid whilst unaware.  I’d even spent an entire morning throwing up, trying to decide into which Police Station I should turn myself in after waking from a very vivid nightmare where I’d killed someone. I hadn’t even been drinking for that one.

So as the door opened and the Sergeant entered I threw up some more.  The appearance of a uniform meant I was definitely in custody, and not in someone’s decorating nightmare.
“Christ, I can see what you’re defence is going to be already.”

Defence?  I really was in trouble.  Taking a softer tone he held out the cup.
“Here.  Lots of sugar – this should help settle that.”

As he looked in the bucket, he said “Well, at least you got most of it in there.  I’m sure the cleaners will pass on their thanks.  Anyway, time to wake up.  There’s a DI here who wants see you.”

Hot sweet milky tea – the English cure-all.  I was feeling worse already.

***

I ran my fingers over the seal running around the box.  I’d thought everything through, and this couldn’t fail to work.  The logic was infallible.

Returning the box to the wall in front of me, I finished the cigarette and ground it out with my shoe.  Checking the packet I saw I had one left.  There was no way I was wasting that little tax burden, and the ceremonial last cigarette was lit.

Twenty past ten and there were going to be plenty of people missing lunch dates today.

***
The DI sat across the desk from me.  The tape machine was running while a PC stood by the door and I was on a third cup of tea.
A picture lay on the table.
“I take it you know this woman?”
“Yes, of course, it’s ...”
“Of course you know her.  Now.  Do you know this gentleman?”

It was a picture of her latest paramour.
“I think I bumped into him last night.  It was her birthday party.”

He picked up the picture and placed it back into his black folder.
“This is what he looks like now.”

A picture was slid across the table and I pushed away from it, retching, forcing the PC at the door to steady himself for an attack that would never come.

Even in black and white it was obvious he was dead and surrounded by a lot of blood.
“Christ!  What happened?”

The DI retrieved the photograph, slipping into the folder with the others.
“We were rather hoping you could tell us, Sir.  You were found wandering the ring road at 4am this morning by a patrol car.  The blood that wasn’t left on the pavement was all over your clothes.”

I looked at him helplessly.  It had finally happened.

***

Halfway through the last cigarette.  Time to tune in.

I slipped on the headphones and the song started.  It’s sometimes hard to believe that such simple words can heal and wound your soul at the same time.  In a past life I had saved the world to this song, a lonely marine.  Now it was time to end it.

People still walked below oblivious to the doom about to be laid upon them as they shopped for items they’d never use.

***
We had barely talked during the last two-month’s worth of days.  I laid the flowers and bowed my head.  Needless to say I’d not been invited to the funeral and it was far too late to talk now.

Who would have thought he had been killed for the small matter of half a million he owed someone?  Then they’d killed her as they tried to find the money.  

Once I’d been rejected as a suspect due to conflicting forensic evidence it was already too late.  I’d felt I'd killed her as surely as the man now standing in the dock across town, who could look forward to a rich retirement once he was out.
No one came right out and blamed me.  Or even wondered how I’d manage to escape with my life.  I did.

***

I exhaled smoke for the last time.  The box opened.  The picture fell.  I leapt.
