
	 

	                

	BLACK EXPRESS

	 

	by Kaj Bernhard Genell

	 

	Early this October morning, 03.43 - oh, how early it was …- I bounced down the stairs in my rental building, happy that today my sore knee was feeling a little better. Additionally, it seemed I had gotten rid of my terrible headache, which had plagued me for almost half a year. To further enhance my sense of happiness, Fate had also ensured that there was no longer a burnt smell from the apartment diagonally below mine. This apartment was much larger than mine, which, by comparison, was more like a student apartment. I lived almost overly cheaply, despite being a Juris Doctor graduate. Below, where it used to smell burnt, on the second floor, it was, Mrs. Rosenstedt lived alone, and many times, I had to ring the doorbell and talk to the elderly lady, who was quite pleasant, by the way, about the smell of burnt Sunday roast.

	
Well. In any case. As I opened the door to the night from the entrance hall, I glanced briefly at the landlord's small notice board to see if there were any new friendly reminders, alongside the old ones urging for a healthy balcony life, a clean laundry room, and tightly knotted garbage bags. But all I saw was a note announcing roof cleaning. I stepped out into the cold autumn night without thinking much about this.

	I have a positive outlook on life, whether out of habit or programmatically, and I think that if you are nice to people, you have a much greater chance of being nice to you. Of course, I know that it opens you up to more disappointments, and disappointments sucks energy. 

	However, my experience is that, in the long run, I get more positive reinforcement in response to my cheerful disposition, which has not come naturally at all, than disappointments.

	
For example, it may happen that I also greet people persistently and warmly who hardly greet back or even look DOWN on me, until one fine day I discover that they lift their hand, wave a little, and smile, eventually showing their wisdom teeth. Then I can, on my side, be more than satisfied and nod SLIGHTLY, knowing that I have gotten them both kindly disposed and confused. Confusion is a good start but a bad ending, as I usually say. Others say that it is impossible to talk about any initial confusion under any circumstances. But I have a different opinion. Do you think I'm joking? Being late? I am young and free as a bird, even though I sleep poorly, often have headaches, and have few friends. Isn't everyone a little autistic? So, I am also a bit of an experimenter. I explore life. And that also has some relevance to this story, which would unfold today.
How fresh it always is outside at night! One should not sleep when night falls! How do things like trees, sky, and stars come about? Incomprehensible. Everything is a miracle, as Kafka said. 

	The god, who created everything out of nothing -  without defying the laws of eternal logic - should have a medal.

	I now saw in my imagination how this god, in a blue suit, was standing before Carl XVI Gustav and received a medal at a Nobel ceremony.

	 

	Then I came to my senses, standing outside the building and then heard the bus groaning up the hill towards my bus stop. I started running. Out of breath, I made it onto the bus, where - at this early hour - I was the only passenger except for the bus driver, a black, round guy, who smiled and drove for several minutes down Viktor Rydbergsgatan with his head turned towards me, where I sat two rows behind him.

	"Up early?" he asked. His face had a sharp expression as if it were already daylight.

	"Yeah, well," I said stupidly.

	After that, nothing more was said.

	
Why was I up so early? I don´t know. I didn't know at all, and this is, of course, somewhat surprising, what had made me get up so early, and even more so to leave home so early. 

	My work as a case handler at the County Administrative Board didn't start until 9:00 in the morning, and it wasn't even 4:00 now.

	
The light from the street lamps swirled by, partly, and lit up inside the bus rhythmically. The engine whined and groaned. I thought this was a modern bus, but it was still really unpleasant. It always seemed that the mildly gifted were put in charge of developing public transport! Well. At least it was an electric bus! When they used to drive a gas bus on the same route, I always checked where the little red hammers were hanging that you could use to break out of the bus in the second you had, after the bus crashed and caught fire.

	Now I pressed the red button on the pole in front and prepared to get off at Brunnsparken. But the bus driver didn't stop. He calmly drove past the bus stop and continued with the bus racket towards the harbor.

	
I shouted:

	"PLEASE stop!"

	Once again, the bus driver turned to me and smiled.

	"It will work out fine, buddy," he said, and while my neck hairs suddenly stood on end and my mouth felt bone dry, I realized that it was now my turn. I had been lucky for so long. But this morning, it was my turn to have a mishap.

	
The bus continued towards the stone pier and Viking, the sailboat, but turned off and managed to steer towards Drottningtorget. I got up from my seat in the middle of the bus and quickly grabbed the handrails, moving towards the driver, who was well-protected behind a thick, colorless plexiglass, behind which he now steered and stepped vigorously to reach where he needed to go. The tires screeched, and the bus shook. I had no idea an electric bus could reach such a speed, which seemed close to supersonic in my groggy state. The engine whistled and screamed, and the black man was entirely focused on driving the bus through the empty streets of the night. I grabbed onto the plexiglass and tried to pry it off, while shouting:
"Stop, you bastard!!!"

	The bus came to a sudden stop by the taxi station at the Central Station, where there wasn't a single car inside at that moment.

	
The driver opened the bus doors by pressing a green button on the dashboard. I was standing close by, behind the plexiglass of the driver's cabin. On the man's blue blazer, there was a golden name tag with his name on it. Anton Radlieu. Anton seemed to belong to the group of people who walk through life with a constant smile, and he was smiling now as well, saying:

	"Don't worry. Look over there! There's the "Black Express". That´s the one! It will take you on a journey you will never regret."

	He looked around the small cabin for his own coat, hanging behind him on a small chrome hook.

	
"If you have something more important to do, of course, you shouldn't go. But you won't regret it, I promise."

	
He smiled even wider now, and his gaze didn't waver as he put on his coat, doing some shoulder gymnastics.
"Hasta la vista!", he added triumphantly.

	I stumbled off the bus and stood to watch the Black Express again, on the upper sign of which the word "Chartered" was visible.

	I wrapped my half long blue lawyer's coat around me, and, struck by spontaneous curiosity, I took a few steps towards the other bus, the Black Express, when I noticed, through my peripheral vision, that the bus driver lingered by his bus and leaned against the left headlight. I turned around and stood in the middle of the street, about ten meters away from the black man in his bus uniform, who was now lighting a cigarillo with a small lighter, and I stood for a while staring at him.

	
He raised his hand with the lighter and waved at me, while taking the first puffs.

	On his head, he wore a small boat hat with a logo on it, very crooked. So coquettish, I thought, attributing the coquettishness to the fact that the man was black and possibly also belonged to a sexual minority.

	
"Well," I said as I walked back to him, across the black asphalt, while my peripheral vision noted that a taxi was driving in from the east and parked in one of the taxi slots a bit further away, next to platform one. 

	
"I know it's ridiculous, and that you probably won't tell me, but can't you at least give me a hint about what all of this is about?"

	"No, I don't know why people get up in the middle of the night and get on a bus...", he said, and his pronunciation was clear and concise, like the sound of a small bell one sees goats wearing in certain movies, where the goat is more like a part of the family.

	
"So you mean that all the people who take the bus at night, you drive them at a furious speed to the Central Station and refer them to a chartered bus? Anton!", I asked with an immediacy that surprised me, but which easily becomes the result anyway of programmatic friendliness.

	"No, only the ones I am ordered to drive that way with."
"Ordered?"
"Yes," said the cigar-smoking night worker, "in the earpiece."
"In the earpiece?"

	
Now all of a sudden Black Express honked, and when I turned my head in its direction, I saw that it had also turned on a dim cabin light, so that I could see the inside of the bus. It was empty, except for the driver, who, like the colleague I had just spoken to, also appeared, even from a distance - maybe fifty meters away - black.

	
"Hurry now!", said the driver with the cigar, who just extinguished the smoke against the headlight of his bus, and then, with two quick hops, embarked it again.
"Don't miss the bus!" he shouted, while the doors slammed shut jerkily as only bus doors can, like intoxicated or cocaine-influenced.

	
Stunned, I now stared from one bus to the other, and - probably because it was night, and because no one knew what I was doing in the darkness there, in my own city (except for the drivers), I ran with light steps after and around Black Express, where all the doors were open. I slipped in through the back door, and slumped down in the nearest plush-covered bus seat, in the second-to-last row.

	Gemstones have such beautiful names. That thought whirled through my young, fresh consciousness as I sank deeper into the narrow bus seat, the bus accelerating more in the corners. It seemed to me as if the driver, whose black face I had only caught a fleeting glimpse of from the outside before I jumped on the bus, enjoyed having the city, the streets, the bus, and me all to himself. The bus practically flew forward. How wonderful it was to ride with a competent bus driver. The pleasure of riding a bus is so gentle, so stretched out in time, so rich and exciting, offering so many beautiful and unexpected moments, that one could say that every bus ride, in the hands of a master driver, is like a string of diamonds, emeralds, or opals.

	I found that I was drowsy, paradoxically when I was practically KIDNAPPED. My eyelids became heavier and heavier. The houses on both sides of the bus's large curved windows were replaced by tunnel walls and expansive concrete traffic viaducts. A voice in the bus speaker announced to everyone in the pitch-black compartment: "Smoking prohibited!"

	

Happily, my hand now squeezed the bus seat's folding vinyl armrest, and I thought to myself that I could sleep until Borås, even though I had no idea if the bus was even going to Borås. I have no sense of direction at all.

	The bus now continued on a two-lane country road with cable barriers, a road that went through rolling hills. No street lights were visible anymore, so I concluded that we had already left Gothenburg. My admiration for the bus driver had by this point reached astronomical heights. I envied the driver and thought that my whole life was a waste. Why had I chosen to sit and rot as a clerk at the County Administrative Board, dealing with parking issues, when one could fly down the roads in the countryside in a Greyhound monster?

	Granted, I had my Sunday outings to the suburbs – or the Zone as it's called – where I always sought to go to roller derby, my life's great and only delight and vice. How wonderful to see the girls grabbing each other's waists and throwing each other forward in the game!

	
I then fell into a strange slumber. To be sure, I am a person who, even in normal circumstances, enjoys sleep and dreaming. I usually sleep for a long time —about 10 hours a day. But for several months now, I had trouble falling asleep, and my sleep had gotten worse and worse. My usual methods to avoid lying awake no longer worked. I try almost everything when I can't sleep, except medication, of course. I detest doctors and medicines!

	When the bus suddenly slowed before an unnecessarily sharp turn, which was probably the beginning of the entrance to a small town or something like that, I woke up—dizzy—and glanced at my Regal wristwatch, which has self-luminous, radioactive hands, and saw that it was now 05:12.
I felt like I had been "on the run" much longer. My thoughts swirled from one subject to another, and I even had time to think that I really had a lot to consider, in the new situation I found myself in, yes, much more than I had time to feel right now. What a difference! Sometimes you barely have anything to consider at all, you just let yourself be carried along by the calm rhythm of time, and nothing strange happens to you for several days, even months, and then suddenly everything happens at once, like when you get all the ketchup in your face, when you sit and squeeze the ketchup bottle at Burger King at Angereds Torg. The bus stopped abruptly. I noticed that we had stopped on the side of the road. The driver had a rare ability to maneuver his huge roaring bus with a grace that would have dazzled the King himself. The light switched on in the cabin and I adjusted my body in the seat, so that I now sat up straighter, and had a view in all directions. At first nothing happened. The bus just stood there leaning to the right, and swaying. The engine shut off. It was now dim light outside, and the clock was approaching 08.00. I saw the driver leave his seat and step off. To smoke of course. Now suddenly - I thought with a touch of paranoia - all bus drivers seemed to be smokers. Except that they were black. So I squeezed myself, disgruntled about the interrupted journey, out of my seat and also thought I would get off the bus, to look around here in the countryside. Then the bus driver stepped back into the bus, reached over to his control panel. With a small gentle motion, he clicked the lever, so that the side door next to my seat slid open with a bang. Fresh air streamed into the bus body and relieved me. Why wasn't I more hysterical, when I was kidnapped anyway? Or wasn't I kidnapped? I had boarded the bus voluntarily, right? But it didn't seem that way to me. Somehow I must still be controlled? I never would have normally boarded a bus I never used to ride, if I hadn't been forced on board by someone? I thought, I would never understand this, unless I figured out who the drivers really were... So now, as I got off the bus onto the ground, which consisted of withered grass, I focused all my alertness on the driver who stood smoking in the crisp October morning, somewhere on the western Swedish highland's roads crisscrossed by autumn-wet, vast fields. "Hello!" The man, whose face was smaller and sharper than the previous one, nodded at me. "What are we doing here?" I asked. "Mm," the driver adjusted his tie with a small smile. His lips rolled the cigarette. "We mm ... are waiting for the others. My name is Oswald. Oswald Hendersson." In the east, a sleepy sun rose and a flock of crows feasted on something in the field next to me. The road was long and straight, cars passing by in both lanes. I stared down at the ground, trying to hide one shoe in the shadow of the other. I rocked the bus with one hand, or tried to.

	"The others?"

	"Yep," said the man in Gothenburg dialect. "We have several like you."

	These words scared the wits out of me. Suddenly, I had a feeling that I would never come home again. In that moment, I thought of my little home, the food in the fridge, a painting hanging over my bed, painted by my sister and which I was a bit skeptical about.

	
"No," I said. "I'm going home now. Home."
With that, I took a few steps and prepared to leave the bus, heading back in the direction we came from, along the roadside, to reach a more open area where I could hitch a ride.

	The little man with the black face, black hands, curly hair, and bus uniform didn't say anything at first, but just crushed the cigarette against the bus light, then flicked the butt onto the road, where a tank-like Volvo drove over it. Then he nodded, wiped the back of his hand against his little sharp nose, and said:

	
"See you," and boarded his bus.

	
After a minute, the Black Express was gone and disappeared into the horizon's line of dark blue mist. I stood on a lonely country road, whose number I did not know, and fumbled for my cellphone, which was at 43% battery, and scrolled to a symbol for TAXI.

	
Suddenly, I noticed that a little red Mazda had stopped by my side. Almost reluctantly, I saw a girl with long black hair, dressed in a red, plaid angora sweater, in the driver's seat.

	"Hi!" she shouted as she rolled down the front window through an invisible maneuver.

	"Hi!" I said, lowering my phone to waist height.

	"Where are you headed? You look really lost..."
I hastily ran a hand through my hair. Sure, I had been sleeping on the bus.

	"No problem," I said. "I'm going to Gothenburg. Wrong direction."

	She smiled, rolled up the window, and prepared to drive on.

	
"HEY!" I shouted, suddenly fearing the loneliness out in the field, as I didn't see any other cars coming from either direction.

	The Mazda stopped, thirty meters away. I ran up to it and asked, "Excuse me..." and while the dark-haired, cute girl, with oddly upturned corners of her mouth, rolled down the window again, I said, "I don't know where I am. Where are we?"

	"Between Tibro and Karlsborg," she said laconically.
"What??"
It was unbelievably far away near Lake Vättern. No bus could have taken us there so quickly, I thought. Then it struck me that it would be an expensive taxi ride all the way to Gothenburg from Tibro.

	
"Where are you going?" I asked.

	"Karlsborg. I work there, in an office at a company that does warehouses."

	"I see," I said.

	Again, I looked at the fields, where some faintly sunlit swallows sat in an old wheat field, looking for insects. It was a humid day with a southerly breeze under a pale sun, and I thought I could smell sulfur remnants from Poland. After a coughing fit, I decided to go with the girl to Karlsborg and got into the car. My phone slipped back into the darkness of my inner pocket.

	
As soon as I sat in the car, I noticed that we were right by a horse pasture, and I asked the girl, who quickly introduced herself as Klara, to wait just a little while by a horse that had broken free from the others and was standing very close to the tall white fence.

	
I was still half-asleep, as if someone had unexpectedly poured a sleeping potion into me, but my mind seemed sharp, almost too sharp, so that in that moment I felt like I could perceive the horse's thoughts, inside that beautiful head, a black one with a mane that fluttered in the increasingly sharp wind coming from the west, where some dark clouds also revealed their intentions. The horse seemed to be warning as well. It was as if it was saying to ME: "Be careful, be careful!" I pretended not to notice, pushing aside all omens, and glanced at the girl, who smiled mischievously and curiously. I have always had a habit of glancing at people rather than looking them in the eye. I don't know why.

	"Strange horse," I just said, and decided with a gesture picked up from some bad movie that it was time for Klara to step on the gas.

	
"Karlsborg next!" Klara tried, to catch up with my cheerfulness with her forced cheerfulness. She quickly accelerated the old gas car to 110 kilometers per hour. We passed a bus stop where there were several bikes. Ah, I thought. People commute here to Skövde. But I said nothing.

	
Since Klara was small and short, and very cute as well, she let the front seats, which were connected, slide forward a few notches on the metal rails on the floor, on which the seats rested, and I, at 186 cm, had trouble fitting my legs. So I tried to push my back a little further. In doing so, I pressed my left hand against the glove compartment, which then suddenly opened because a lock spring came out of place. From the glove compartment, a couple of brand-new bus schedules fell out uncontrollably. They were not just any schedules, though. Imagine my surprise! At the top of them was a stylish logo in a modern font that read:
                        

	                           BLACK EXPRESS

	
I threw the timetables away and turned to beautiful Klara, who slowly brought the car to a stop. For a moment, we were silent. Anger surged within me and I saw - for the first time this morning - red. I could endure a lot! The world could be mysterious, but human relationships must have some kind of devilish comprehensibility! - I thought. My hands quickly and resolutely grabbed her neck, as if they had never done anything else. Her small hazel eyes widened with fear. Then they closed, and just a few minutes later, the young girl lay lifeless in the driver's seat. I got out of the car, wiping the sweat from my forehead.

	After a while, when I once again, doubtfully, confirmed the death by listening for the girl's pulse through her shirt, I left the little car on the roadside. After inspecting the threatening multicolored and lovely rain clouds, coming in from the west, I walked, while glancing around, maybe two hundred meters to the bus shelter we had passed. There, in a thicket of ferns, I grabbed an unlocked bike of the more anonymous kind, and, wrapped in a light blue rain cape, also found in the small bus shelter, I pedaled off in the drizzle towards Skövde. It was already 11:30 in the morning.
In Skövde, I hopped on a train and was extremely surprised to see that the trains were running and people were moving and talking as usual, with a murderer among them. It felt really unusual.

	
During the journey, a child grabbed my leg and spoke to me in a loud voice:

	"Uncle?"

	The child's mother hurried over and took the child, with words falling from her mouth like a metal chain from a hole:

	"You understand that this is not your uncle, don't you?"
Next to me on the seat was an old detective novel from the 1950s, a find from an antique shop that someone had forgotten there. It was called "House of Horror."
I was amazed at how quickly it was written when I looked through it.

	
Without further incidents, but aware that the little child on a bench in the train, a bit away, was watching me with big eyes, the train finally arrived at Gothenburg Central Station, and the electric locomotive - one of the 400 in Sweden - stopped there with a jerk on platform 3.

	From the Central Station, I took bus 60 up to Johanneberg, where I live.

	
Back home in the small apartment in Gothenburg again, my phone rang for the first time that day and it turned out to be my cousin, Ronaldo, who informed me that my uncle Cantrell von Hök had been waiting for me at the Canal Hotel in Karlsborg for two hours.

	
So the whole spectacle turned out to be just... a spectacle. A PRANK. Everything had been orchestrated by Uncle Cantrell, who, upset by what his paid informant, Mrs. Rosenstedt in the apartment below mine, had told him about my miserable existence as a parking enforcement officer at the County Administrative Board, had decided to have a chat with me. Since both my parents had been dead since I was young, my uncle had always, in the midst of his own eccentricity and his life as a Harlequin novelist, felt a particular responsibility for his nephew. Perhaps he could arrange a better job for me.

	
The tragedy with the burning car wreck and the deceased person, who turned out to be Cantrell's stenographer, Klara P-n., outside Tibro, was never solved. Neither was the bicycle theft. I never found the owner of the detective magazine "House of Horror" that I read on the train. And Mrs. Rosenstedt surprisingly soon moved out from the apartment below, from where no more deceitful smells of burnt Sunday roast would spread to lure anyone to complain and socialize.

	
It's actually incredibly significant to have relatives who care. But I never see Uncle Cantrell anymore, either. It is believed that he resides in Mallorca. I still live in my small apartment and have a tedious job at the County Administrative Board, which is so dull that I have to liven things up by writing thrilling horror stories at night.
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