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Harry Burton had driven the number
fifty-six for thirty five years.

Never one day off sick, never late
for work and always on time at every stop on his route. Harry was
the very definition of reliable.

 

Then came the little white slip in
his pigeon hole that morning.

 

In every
pigeon hole that
morning.

 

Harry hadn't been singled out.
Everyone had the same message.

 

Please report
for an eye test at your earliest
convenience.
Anyone not attending before the end of the
month will have their contract
terminated.

 

Harry went during
his lunch-break, many of the less job
conscious
drivers went before their route or after it. Some
even during, throwing the schedules into complete
chaos.

 

Harry got to the eye chart
segment.

"Can you read the third line
please?" asked the optician.

Harry looked long and hard. No, that
wasn't going to be possible.

He couldn't see a third line. Or a
second line.

 

And the top letter was barely
visible too.

 

The test was
concluded fairly quickly after he'd told the tester he couldn't see
the third line. His test was stamped
FAILED
in red and he was told to report to the admin
section.

 

Harry knew what this meant, the old
heave-ho.

 

Harry presented himself and his form
to the admin desk in the depot. The girl looked up at him and
smiled, not something Harry had been expecting but it softened the
forthcoming blow a little.

 

"Report to Room 12 please Mr
Burton." she said.

 

The door of room
12 looked like all the other doors in the corridor
- a
lifeless lime green, Harry readied himself and
knocked. "Come!" said a male voice from within so Harry let himself
in, closing the door behind
him.

 

It was a cramped
office, clearly none of the furniture or decorating had changed
since the early 1970's. Harry wasn't exactly a
connoisseur
of style but this room looked, well,
dated.

 

"Mr Burton, nice
of you to come! Take a seat here by the desk, dear chap!" said the
voice that had invited him in. It belonged to Phillip Green, Harry
knew this because he had a black metal nameplate sitting in front
of him on the wooden G-plan desk. Harry took the proffered seat,
covered in purple
velour.

 

Somewhere in Ikea, a designer
was weeping into his green tea.

 

Harry knew where this was going so
decided he was going to do the driving. Why change the habit of a
lifetime, after all?

 

"Phillip is it?" asked Harry purely
as a pleasantry, knowing full well it was. "Listen Phillip, I've
been a bus driver my entire adult life. I've given this company
nothing but good service. This eye test was a joke, sprung on us
with no notice and the union are already making angry noises about
it. I've never had any accidents, not even any close calls. I've
even had passengers write to the depot to praise my good driving.
So if this is me getting the push, get it over quickly?" Harry
wasn't in the mood for a drawn out confrontation, if he was going,
he wanted to be gone.

 

Phillip seemed
most taken aback at Harrys aggressive stance.
"Mr Burton. Can I call you Harry? This isn't what
you think. You aren't here to be fired.
Far from
it in fact," Phillip Green smiled as he paused "Consider
this as
something of a
promotion."

 

Harry was confused. A failed eye
test meant the sack, everyone in the bus depot knew that,
especially the drivers.

 

"You've always driven the number
fifty-six route? So you'd say you know it fairly well Harry?" the
reason for Green's question wasn't completely clear to
Harry.

 

"Yeah, I could probably drive it in
my sleep. Or with my eyes closed." replied Harry
flippantly.

 

The penny was starting to
drop.

 

"If your eyesight continued to get
worse, do you think you could still drive that route at night
Harry?" asked Green.

 

"The Night Bus?
Wasn't that service cancelled over thirty years
ago?" Harry was extremely
confused now. Here was Mr Green being as nice as pie and twice as
sweet, not only not taking his job away from but offering him a
different one, an easier one. But one he'd heard tell from his
colleagues that didn't
even exist
any more.

 

Harry had driven
with many of
the old timers in his
younger days when he was just getting his start in the bus driving
game. Many of them told tales of The Night Bus. It sounded more
like fables or tall tales being told by drivers trying to outdo
each other.

 

It had been real enough but
eventually the service had been cancelled, it had proved to be too
expensive, no-one used it any more in these days of cheaper taxis
and cars.

 

There were always
the horror stories, like the ghostly elderly lady passenger who got
on a certain stop asking the driver for help to get on and never
got off. Drivers would do their check at the terminus expecting to
find one passenger still on board only to discover the bus was
completely empty. Or the road where the little girl ran out into
the single track lane after her ball and when drivers stopped,
thinking they'd run her down they would find there was no trace of
any girl or ball. Just the long
tyre marks
of hard braking and yet another
mystery.

 

"The choice is yours Harry. The
Night Bus. Or the other option." Green left the other option
unexplained, Harry didn't need it to be either. Harry didn't see
that he had really had a choice.

 


Ironically.

 

"Phillip? I'll take the job." And
with that Harry Burton stepped out of room 12 into an uncertain
future. Instructions appeared in Harry's pigeon hole before he
reached it after that meeting.

 

Driver is to
report to the depot tomorrow at 10.50pm
sharp.

 

Harry was there the following night
having been given the remainder of the day off to rest up for an
overnight drive. There at the door of the depot waiting for him was
Martin Wilson, one of the last remaining old timers on the
service.

 

"Martin! I thought you'd taken
retirement?" Harry was pleased to see his longtime
friend.

 

"Far from it, youngster." Martin had
a bad habit of calling anyone younger than him youngster,
regardless of their age. Harry had been 18 when they'd first met.
Even now at 58, Martin was still calling him youngster. Harry
didn't mind so much now, he found it to be a harmless foible of the
old-timer. Harry wasn't sure exactly how old Martin was, he must be
well into his mid 70's now, at a low guess.

 

Martin took a key
from his pocket and held it out. Harry wasn't really sure why at
first, then he moved closer to Martin to take the key from his
hand. Both of Martins eyes were milky white with cataracts. He was
either completely blind or saw almost nothing yet as they walked
away from the door of the bus depot he moved confidently with
purpose, fully aware of both his surroundings and destination
stepping up onto
approaching
curbs as though he could see them
clearly.

 

As they walked through the empty bus
terminus together they rounded a series of stops and Martin came to
a halt. "There she is Harry. Number fifty-six N, Night Service"
said Martin proudly.

 

The bus that stood
in front of them was a museum piece, as old if not older than Harry
himself. It was painted in a livery
style
Harry hadn't seen outside of old
photographs.

 

"Fueled and ready to go Harry." said
Martin.

 

He reached into a jacket pocket and
passed Harry a folded piece of paper. Harry didn't need Martin to
say what it was but he told him anyway.

 

"Route map, stops,
times and terminus. Just remember one thing - nothing you see can
hurt you. All you are picking up is passengers. Go by the old rule,
it doesn't matter what they look like,
as long as
they pay the fare and travel in peace -
our only
job is to get them there safely.
Okay?"

 

Martin left him with one final
thought, no matter who got on, it was a good idea not to ask them
any questions, just to take fares, issues tickets and drive the
route.

 

Harry nodded and
gave the map a good going over. He was lucky, he had a photographic
memory. He only really needed to see the map once and put it away.
It was all in his head now. It no longer mattered how well he
could
physically
see the
route, it was now in the one
place he would always be able to see it perfectly, no matter
what.

 

Harry got in, started the old girl
up and pulled out of the bus depot as the driver of fifty-six N for
the first time ever.

 


11:00pm on the dot, service on
time.

 

No traffic ran along these roads at
this time of night, it was the quietest part of the city, far out
into the sticks. Harry didn't mind being so far out, he had always
liked this route during the day. The beauty of the country lanes
and the changing of the seasons made for a different view every day
even on the same roads.

 


Harry
realised
he was approaching his first stop, this wasn't
like a regular daytime service where you only stopped if you saw
passengers at the stand. This was a special, stopping at every
point, regardless whether anyone was waiting or not. You pulled up,
waited the allotted time then pulled out and moved on to the next
step repeating the same routine at each scheduled stop until
reaching the terminus.

 

The stop itself
was a fairly regular old covered
wooden panelled
bus stop, and Harry pulled up along side it and
opened the doors. Harry had been told by the optician that his
close up vision wasn't good and was degrading quickly. His distance
vision was passable but not really good enough to still be holding
a driving
licence,
let alone be carrying
passengers.

 

It was a few moments before a dark
figure stepped out of the bus shelter and walked slowly towards the
bus, hesitating for a moment as it boarded. "New driver?" asked the
voice of the first passenger with a foreign accent Harry couldn't
quite place and he'd heard most of them during his time as a bus
driver.

 

"Yes indeed sir."
replied Harry, the voice sounded fairly masculine so he hoped he
wasn't starting off badly by guessing this
travellers
gender incorrectly. "Where
to?"

 

The dark figure reached out an arm
and dropped 80 pence into the machine. "End of the line please" the
voice said. It appeared Harry had guessed right.

 

"Right you are sir, take your ticket
from the machine and please retain it until the end of your
journey." Harry kicked into automatic and the figure took his
ticket and sat down.

 

"Don't see too good then?" asked the
dark figure from a seat not far behind Harrys
head.

 

"No sir, eye sight failing quickly.
But I know the route, I'll get you there. I promise." Regardless of
who or what the dark figure was, Harry truly meant what he said and
the assurance was there in the tone of his
response.

 

A few minutes passed as the bus
idled at the first stop with its doors open. One of the things
Harry had noticed when he first sat in the drivers seat was one
thing very much out of place in such an old bus, a large electronic
clock with a countdown in one corner. Harry had noticed the
countdown running as he had pulled up at this first stop and it was
rapidly approaching zero.

 

As it reached zero a small
electronic chime sounded. "I guess that's us done for this stop."
said Harry and closed the doors as he pulled away into the
night.

 

The next few stops proved to be
empty but Harry stopped and waited at each of them for exactly as
long as the schedule demanded.

 

"Quiet tonight." Harry remarked,
more to himself than his lone passenger.

 

"Don't worry, it picks up from
here." replied the dark figure.

 

The next stop
proved the dark figure to be right, no sooner had Harry opened the
door than a very young looking blonde girl carrying a small yellow
ball climbed aboard and paid to go to the end of the line. Harry
was more than a little concerned that a child this young
was
travelling
alone so late at
night.

 

"Isn't there a grown-up with you?"
Harry asked.

 

"No questions driver." said the dark
figure.

 

"It's OK Mr
Parsons," said the little
girl.
"I'm going to visit my mummy now, she's expecting
me." She smiled sweetly at Harry for showing concern, took her
ticket from the machine and sat down next to the dark figure she'd
called Mr Parsons.

 

Then from the darkness of the
shelter an elderly lady appeared pushing a large heavy looking four
wheeled shopping trolley. "Hello young man," she said to Harry
"could you be an angel and help me get this
aboard?"

 

Harry let himself out of the cab and
helped the lady pull the very heavy shopping trolley aboard the
bus. Harry eyed the luggage rack then the elderly lady. Before he
asked, he hoped the answer was going to be no. "Do you want that up
here?"

 

Fortunately for Harry the lady shook
her head and sat directly behind the luggage rack with the trolley
partially in the aisle in front of her. Harry hovered around her
seat for a few moments before it became clear he'd have to nudge
her about the fare.

 

"Where to madam?" he asked her,
hoping she'd then get up so he could process her a
ticket.

 

"End of the line please. I guess you
need to see my pass too?" she held out a yellowing plastic cover
which Harry vaguely recognised as one of the earliest types of free
bus pass.

 

He couldn't really see the details
on it very clearly so had no idea if it was in date or not. He
decided to himself that this nice old lady didn't look like much
like a typical fare dodger so he went back to the cab and processed
one OAP, full journey. The machine processed the input but didn't
print a ticket out, exactly as it was supposed
to.

 

Just as Harry closed the cab door
again another passenger got on board.

 

Harry might not
have been able to see him very clearly but he was
certainly
hairier
than your average
person.

 

"End of the line please mate." said
a fairly subdued voice that didn't really fit such a large
individual who was carefully dropping his money into the
machine.

 

"Ticket from the machine sir, please
retain it until the end of your journey" said Harry, on automatic
again.

 

The passenger took his ticket and
moved toward the very back of the bus.

 

A few more minutes passed and the
electronic clock reached zero once more and chimed again, Harry
closed the doors and pulled away into the night.

 

The final few stops proved to be
empty but Harry was a thorough person and stopped at each one as
the schedule demanded, none of the passengers already aboard passed
any comment at having to wait at empty stops, clearly these folks
were old hands on this route.

 

Harry became aware he could see the
outline of the terminus looming towards him. Harry slowed down
through the gears and pulled up at the end of the line, opening the
doors. The long dark shelter for the terminus stood empty, the only
light was from the bus headlights.

 

"End of the line folks, everybody
off." Harry said.

 

The excessively hairy man was first
off, he vanished out of sight as soon as he walked behind the bus
shelter.

 

Next off pushing past the little
girl was the dark figure she'd called Mr Parsons. Harry could see
his outline reach a stone wall that was about twenty feet away,
that was the perimeter boundary of the terminus
destination.

 

Harry was aware from his daytime
trips here that there was a large wooden gate set in the wall, not
quite visible from the bus as it was offset behind the stand
somewhere. Harry had never gotten off here before, he'd never had
any need to.

 

The elderly lady
pushed her trolley to the open door of the bus and Harry got out of
the cab to help her
manoeuvre
it down onto the ground. It certainly hadn't
gotten any lighter during the journey Harry thought to
himself.

 

Harry was now aware it was just him
and the little blonde girl who she'd said was being met here by her
mother. Harry looked out into the night, he couldn't see anyone out
there, not the passengers who'd already gotten off and certainly no
other adults. Harry didn't feel happy leaving this young little
girl out there alone, especially not at midnight.

 

Harry reached into the cab and
turned his lights onto high beam, suddenly a lot more of the
outside world was visible. He was aware of the building a good way
off in the distance as well as some of the markers in the grounds
around it, the main gate was just visible now and surely firmly
locked and bolted shut at this time of night.

 

The little girl got up and moved to
the door but Harry put his arm in front of her.

 

"There's no-one out there love, I
don't feel right leaving you here alone but the rules demand I
clear the bus for the transition. Why don't you go into the stand
while I turn around and then I'll take you back to where you got
on, no charge."

 

He knew he'd probably catch some
flak from the money men at the depot for issuing a free fare but he
knew it wasn't right to leave this girl here all on her
own.

 

She looked up at
him. "It's ok," she
smiled.
"Mum's waiting inside, I'll be fine." She got off
and skipped her way towards what little of the main gate Harry
could make out behind the shelter. Harry got back into the cab and
closed the door of the bus then turned around, his lights still on
high beam. The girl was gone, the gate still firmly
closed.

 

Harry knew he had five minutes here
before he had to go back to the depot again. That was the odd thing
about this service, it only served stops in one direction. To this
terminus only. The route he'd been given showed no stops on the way
back, just a time to return to the bus depot.

 

Harry opened the bus doors and got
out of the bus. He was breaking all kinds of rules and regulations
leaving the bus alone here but he was concerned about the little
girls safety. Rules be damned, he wasn't going to let a passengers
well-being be called into question just because of the rules. Harry
walked behind the shelter towards the gates in the same direction
he had seen the little girl go. With the buses lights on high beam
the area was well lit and Harry could see the wall for a good
thirty feet in both directions.

 

It was too high to climb,
deliberately so. Harry approached the gate and sure enough when he
got much closer to it he could see it was firmly locked and chained
closed. He was worried now, where had she gone?

 

As if reading his mind her voice
came from the darkness, too far inside the interior to be seen,
"Thanks for the ride Mister!", closely followed by an older womans
voice also saying thank you. Harry assumed that was Mum, meeting
her just as promised then. Harry rushed back to the bus knowing he
was close to pull-out time, hoping not to hear the chimes before he
got back aboard.

 

Fortunately Harrys perfect record
was maintained as he took his seat in the cab with mere seconds to
spare. The chime sounded and Harry closed the door of the bus and
drove back to the depot exactly as the route instructions stated.
No stops on the way back.

 

With the stops and waits the journey
out had taken exactly an hour. The journey back took slightly less
than twenty minutes, with Harry parking in the depot garage at the
other end.

 

And thus ended the first day of
driving the night bus.

 


***

 

Harrys days quickly merged into each
other, no two trips were ever the same though. Sometimes he'd carry
everyone he carried on that first night, sometimes just the little
girl, sometimes just Mr Parsons, sometime just the hairy man and
sometimes just the elderly lady.

 

Mr Parsons was his most frequent
passenger but there were nights when Harry picked up nobody at
all.

 

As days blurred into weeks then
months Harry gradually got to know his passengers a little
better.

 

He discovered the little girls name
was Megan, the elderly lady was Mrs Thompson (but she preferred him
to call her Aggie) and the hairy man finally introduced himself as
George.

 

However Mr Parsons remained Mr
Parsons.

 

Long after all the other passengers
had gotten comfortable calling him Harry (their Mr Burton stage had
passed quickly) Mr Parsons still insisted on calling him driver, no
familiarity for that one. Harry assumed he was just that type of
person.

 

George and Aggie both said he most
certainly was just that type and Harry shouldn't take it
personally, Megan had told him it had taken her a long time before
she'd been allowed to call him Mr Parsons too. It was clear, there
was a character Harry wasn't going to get close
to.

 

Before one shift in the late autumn
Harry discovered a note in his pigeon hole.

 

Please be aware there was an
accident during the day on the route of the fifty-six. A young male
hitch-hiker was hit by a car coming over a blind hill. He was
killed instantly. It is possible there may still be police on the
route so please drive safely.

 

Harry was met at the door of the
depot by Martin as usual, this had now become a long established
ritual for them. Harry took the bus key and walked with Martin to
the stand where the fifty-six N stood waiting for
him.

 

On this night, Harry got all the
regulars. Mr Parsons as formal as ever, Megan happy to be visiting
her mother, Aggie struggling as per usual with her heavy trolley
and George enjoying his seat at the back all alone as
always.

 

Pulling up at the penultimate stop
Harry could see someone standing down the road a little, just
outlined in his headlights. It was very unusual to see any
pedestrians walking down this road. Whoever the person was, they
weren't moving toward the bus stop. Harry had a short internal
debate with himself.

 

He believed in trying to help anyone
if he could and this appeared to be someone that might need his
help. As the bus timer chimed Harry pulled away slowly, idling the
bus to the point where it pulled level with the pedestrian. Harry
opened the bus door and soon cottoned on, this wasn't a pedestrian.
The young man standing on the grass verge was a hitch-hiker,
obvious by the large and heavy looking green rucksack on his
back.

 

"You look lost young fellow. No cars
come down here, it's a dead end. Would you like a ride?" Harry
offered.

 

The young hitch-hiker patted his
pockets and looked unsure. "I haven't got any money mate, I was
trying to get to the city. I was meeting some
friends."

 

Harry smiled. "It's okay, I'm sure
no-one will mind me giving you a ride. It's late, it's dark and
it's the middle of nowhere. What kind of person would I be if I
left you there?"

 

A voice from
behind Harry had to be picky. Rules were rules. "Passengers have to
pay a fare, driver." It was
Mr Parsons and he had Harry on a
technicality.

 

Harry waved the young man aboard and
gestured to the luggage rack. "Sit in there mate, we'll bend the
rules as far as they can go."

 

Harry turned to Mr Parsons,
"Passengers may have to pay, but all luggage travels for free."
happy to have finally gotten one over on him even if it was by
bending the rules as far as he could. He then closed the door and
made his way to the terminus, driving as close to the speed limit
as possible to make up for the lost time.

 

At the terminus everyone but the
young man got off as usual.

 

Harry got out of the cab. "You'll
have to get off while I turn around, you can get back on in the
luggage rack and I'll give you a ride back into the city if you
like. I can drop you anywhere along the route that you like before
I reach the depot."

 

The young man climbed out of the
luggage rack and got off the bus. He stood in front of the bus
shelter as Harry did the turn to face the bus back the way it came
from. When Harry pulled up along side the shelter the young man and
his rucksack were gone. Mr Parsons was standing where he'd been.
"It's alright driver, everything’s been dealt with. He's where he
needs to be now."

 

As Harry opened his mouth to protest
Mr Parsons held up a single finger and said, as stiffly as ever "No
questions driver." Harry knew to let it go, Mr Parsons wasn't
someone you argued with.

 

For several months
afterwards that particular journey bothered
Harry. Slightly, if he
didn't pick up Mr Parsons.
But even more so on the nights he
travelled.

 

He assumed Mr
Parsons had grown used to the harsh glares he was giving him as he
got on and off at his usual stops, it certainly didn't seem to
bother him if he was the only passenger Harry didn't smile at or
exchange small talk or pleasantries
to.

 


***

 

It bothered Harry himself until the
party. Harry had taken the gradual loss of his eyesight with a
serenity that would have scared most people. He saw the positive in
the situation because Harry was a glass full kind of
person.

 

It'd had been the same as the start
of any other shift, no-one around as most staff finished an hour
before Harry arrived for his shift. Harry was a little disappointed
when he arrived at the depot that night. He saw the
banner.

 


Goodbye
Martin.

 

He'd missed his oldest friends
retirement party. He knew this meant he'd never see him again. This
wasn't the type of job where you socialised with your fellow
workers. Harry was sure Martin had gone home to enjoy his
allotment, his retirement and the rest of his
life.

 

The bus key was sitting in his
pigeon-hole.

 

Harry missed his nightly ritual with
Martin, it had made working nights that much more tolerable to have
a friendly face about and a short chat each night. It looked to
have been a decent knees up so Harry was grateful for that much at
least, Martin would have gone knowing how much he'd been
appreciated. The place just wouldn't be the same without
him.

 

Harry made his way across the stands
alone. Although the depot was technically the first pick-up point
Harry had never taken any passengers from there.

 

Until
tonight.

 

A small man in a brown greatcoat
stood waiting by the bus.

 

"Just got to open up, get her
running and I'll get you on board sir." Harry
said.

"No rush Harry." It was Martin.
Harry barely recognised his friend out of uniform. They were the
only clothes he'd ever seen Martin wearing.

 

"I'm sorry I missed the party
Martin." said Harry as he climbed into the cab.

"It's okay Harry, they gave me a
good send-off." Martin said.

"Retirement eh? I bet you thought
that you'd never live to see the day." Harry
said.

"Something like that." replied
Martin.

 

With the bus up and running, Martin
boarded and showed Harry his pass.

Harry waved him off. "Even if you
didn't have a pass, you'd travel free on any bus I'm driving, old
friend."

 

Martin walked back to the seats and
sat down. It was where he had chosen that caused Harry to say
something. "Er, Martin? Could you move back just one more row
please? Some of my regulars are a bit funny about always sitting in
exactly the same spot for each journey. And the chap who sits there
is especially a stickler."

 

Martin got up and moved back without
complaint.

 

Harry normally didn't try to talk to
his regular passengers but Martin was a friend, that relationship
was something different.

"Going far Martin?" he
asked.

"Far enough." replied
Martin.

"I didn't know you lived near this
route." said Harry.

"You should know this job by now
Harry, you learn something new every day." replied
Martin.

 

Not exactly the answer Harry was
looking for, nor close to any kind of explanation either but Harry
had known Martin his whole career. He was entitled to not only a
lot of slack but had always been afforded great respect by all who
worked with him. Harry decided to just drop it. As he recalled,
this wasn't really the type of route where you asked travellers
questions.

 

Perhaps not even to long time
friends either.

 

All the regulars were aboard that
night, Mr Parsons as stiff as ever. He never even acknowledged
Martins existence.

 

'Ignorant man' thought Harry to
himself 'Sitting right there behind him and he didn't even take a
second to say hello.'

 

Megan, Aggie and
George all got on at their
usual stop. Each of them also said hello to
Martin. Not just
hello.

 

But "hello Martin". They knew his
name.

 

They'd greeted him like a long lost
friend. Only Mr Parsons had ignored him but Harry assumed that was
just him being his normal obnoxious self.

 

And again he had to remind himself,
he may have worked with Martin but he didn't really know the man
well. He only even knew about the allotment as Martin had mentioned
it once during a conversation on a break one day. Other than that,
he truly didn't know Martin at all.

 

The rest of the journey was quiet
and Harry reached the terminus bang on time as
always.

 

George rushed off into the darkness
as usual, Megan skipped off towards the gate carrying her ball
under one arm and Harry helped Aggie get her trolley off the
bus.

 

"End of the line Martin, everyone
has to get off." said Harry, unsure exactly what his friend was
doing here.

"Thanks Harry. I think I'm in the
right place." replied Martin.

 

Mr Parsons got up. "Yes Martin, you
are. This is your stop."

Martin smiled. "Can you show me
where to go please?" he said.

"Of course," replied Mr Parsons.
"Just come with me, everything is ready."

Mr Parsons offered out a hand to
Martin who got up and started to walk down the aisle to the door of
the bus.

 

"Are you sure about this Martin?"
asked Harry.

"Harry, do you remember what I said
on the first night? Don't ask the passengers any questions. I'm
alright, this is where I need to be. Goodnight old friend, have a
safe journey back."

 

Martin was right of course, Harry
had no reason to ask a passenger about their journey nor any right
to question his friend. If he said this was his stop then it
was.

 

End of
discussion.

 

Harry watched as Mr Parsons led
Martin off into the darkness going only they knew where. 'No
questions driver.' Even then Harry could hear Mr Parsons thinking
that in his head as they disappeared from view.

 

The nights at the depot got
depressing without Martin for company, even if it had only been for
the short walk to the bus it had still been nice to have his
company. Harry drove the route as efficiently as ever but his mind
wandered and his heart wasn't really in the job he had loved for so
long now. The joy had gone, just like his old
friend.

 


***

 

The days dragged and the shifts
seemed to be an endless round of constantly empty stops and emptier
seats.

 

On this particular night Harry got a
change, all the regulars on board, all except Mr Parsons in a most
jovial mood. Even George who was normally fairly insular seemed
quite chatty when he got on board.

 

"Evening Harry, usual stop please.
It's nice to see you man!" he said.

"Hello George." Harry smiled, even
if he didn't feel happy. Always project a positive image for the
customers.

 

As Harry was motoring down the quiet
road, making great time even for him he felt the twinge in his
chest. The tightness, the feeling of an electric shock. It was
suddenly hard to breath. What little was left of his degrading
vision fogged and dimmed, then was gone.

 

Harry slumped over the wheel as the
bus sped towards the terminus.

 

"Mr Parsons. Is Harry all right?"
asked Megan.

 

"I think he may have just joined us,
young lady." replied Mr Parsons, still as stiff as ever even in
such extreme circumstances.

 

Mr Parsons stood
up and walked to the cab, Harry was
definitely
gone. He opened the cab door and pulled Harry
from the seat. The bus slowed to a
stop.

 

"We can't be late." said Mr Parsons,
as he carried Harry to his own usual seat, setting him down on it.
He went back to the cab and completed the journey to the
terminus.

 

"Last Stop. Everybody off. And I
mean everybody." said Mr Parsons.

 


***

 

The following day in the depot
canteen the stories were going around like
wildfire.

 

The Night Bus had
crashed.

The Night Bus had been
stolen.

 

The Rookie took an empty seat
opposite an old-timer. "Hello, I'm Edmund. It's my first day as a
driver." The old-timer shook his hand and smiled.

 

"You picked one
heck of a day to start, young man. It sounds like they found the
old Night Bus, turns out it'd been taken from the Transport Museum.
It was parked inside the
cemetery,
right next to the church. Funny thing was, the gates were still
locked, the wall was intact and the motor was still running with
the driver dead at the wheel. But the people at the Transport
Museum say it hadn't run for over 30
years."

 

The old-timer excused himself
politely, saying he had to make his next run so Edmund went and
joined another table. The Night Bus was being discussed at every
table it seemed, and Edmund eventually chimed in with what he'd not
long been told. It seemed that he was sharing details none of these
people knew.

 

One of the regular drivers looked
extremely hard at him. "You mind if I ask who told you how it
happened?" he asked Edmund.

 

"Sure," replied Edmund pointing at
the table he'd not long been sitting at. "I was with an old-timer
just over there who told me everything. Very nice chap he was too.
Said his name was Harry."

 

THE END.


____________

 

Authors Notes:-

I like horror. I blame Stephen King
and James Herbert. And Shaun Hutson. Mr King is the reason I write
these authors notes after most stories, he does it and I liked the
look of them so nicked the idea.

 

I started writing this after I went
for a check-up at the opticians only to be told I needed reading
glasses.

 

A few things
explained.

 

Number fifty-six wasn't chosen
randomly. It happened to be the squadron my good buddy EJ served
on. So that reference is for you matey.

 

Harrys name is Burton because I used
sit at the back when I did German in Secondary School with a guy
called Paul Burton. We (well, I say we, I mean me) always got in
trouble for not paying attention and talking.

 

And Martin is named after my old Cov
Uni buddy Martin Henry. Even if he didn't want me
to.
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