Rust settles in


Pack up your friendships in your old rucksack
And smile, smile, smile,
there’s always plenty time to make some more. 
And tread that solitary mile.

Old tune, new words imperfectly fitting the cadence of the melody which I hummed inside my head. 

Friendship. Here yesterday, gone tomorrow. No sadness, just an acceptance of inevitability. I am the original WYSIWYG friend. What you see is what you get; nothing more, nothing less. I have tried to give more, offer more but to no avail. 

Lurking in the doorway of the closed-down department store I watch the lights flicker on in the meeting room above the pub. Yet again, for no reason I think, the words to a song come unbidden into my head.

It's really such a sad affair
Standing here
Waiting in the cold night air
But I've got to make this call
Cause my heart is breaking

I stare up to the room above the bar. One, two three. Twelve empty seats await their arrival. The clan is gathering without me. Eleven seats will be filled. One will remain empty. Their time has come again. Every Thursday evening at seven-thirty. 
My time is done. No more Thursday nights for me. 

A more companionable and supportive group of friends any man could scarcely hope for, but it is time for me to move on. A simple act which if history is to be believed will have complex repercussions. 

McGuane’s theory of ‘deathbed friends’ may hold true for most people. Seventy percent, eighty percent, ninety percent? I have no idea, only I know for certainty that it is not one hundred percent. I cannot live in that version of reality. For me it is Greene’s school of friendship which resonates strong and with verity and authenticity. He said, “friends drop out, like milk teeth.” I am like a rat with friendship stems cells in every fibre. (Some ladies have felt compelled to just called me ‘rat’ plain and simple with a very different set of connotations. No, for this rat, if that description holds true, as with the teeth of the rat, friendships wear down to threadbare, and I simply grow new ones. No, not simply. Friendships come hard to me which makes the inevitable outcome so sadly strange but predictable. When mood music becomes repetitive, jaded, or painful to my ears I change the record, most often I just move on. No long good-byes, no ‘sad to see you go,’ no card full of ‘bon voyage,’ no auf wiedersehen, no au revoir. No-one to cry for me Argentina. Please God no, not that.
My self-view. 
One of twelve, easily replaced.
Moving on along, the hobo jumping trains, arriving, and leaving without ever feeling the need to explain the impulses which drive me. The thought of any kind of tearful scene appals me. Frightens me near to death. Wishing always to avoid a confrontation with reality. 

Especially with Françoise. A beauty named for a French chanteuse. No, a long goodbye with Françoise would be excruciating. Amongst the twelve we have come closest on a one-to-one basis. Not lovers. We discussed it once over too much wine and (thankfully) dismissed it as foolish nonsense. We chose instead to be close friends in our twilight years, embodying affection, respect, and all the other characteristics which normal people recognise as friendship. 

As always, she found a shorter, more eloquent way to say it. “Les amis de Baudelaire et Sartre et Hugo” and “les fils et les filles des géants littéraires.” That was certainly true for Françoise. I believe I may have been, could have been the friend she had been searching for. A teaspoon of charm can cover up most of my many flaws. However, I knew long before she may have suspected, that she is another friendship milestone on my restless perambulations through life. Pick up, put down; pick up, put down. 
The undeniable selfishness of being me.

Now it is time to put down again. Regrets, yes, I have more than a few where Françoise is concerned, but then again too few to fret over, as the man might sing. Silver haired, magnolia skin with just enough cute wrinkles to signal a life mischievously lived. Twinkling eyes above a smile to melt the polar ice cap. She almost managed to melt me. Underneath my ice there is only permafrost and bare rock, which not even Françoise could melt with her smile. 

It is time. Like the well-oiled machine that is starting to fail as rust settles in. Smooth gears rattle, cogs gradually grate and inevitably the whole machine will fail. While conscious movement is still possible, I ring the changes for the good of the machine. 

La fin est la fin. The ten plus Françoise and I have reached the terminus. My gorgeous French ami has deep taproots here. I am shallow-rooted. I absorb quickly but I also uproot with ease. I am incessantly mobile, but right now I am tottering improbably towards the undefinable future. I know only my need for constant forward movement.

Footsteps. Light, a faint click upon then hard pavement. The sound of the doomsday clock ticking down towards my inevitable doom. 
The scent of Givenchy Organza. A complexity of top notes, heart notes, and base notes. Sap and Honeysuckle, Peony and Gardenia, Macis, and Nutmeg. 

Nabbed with rucksack on my back. We exchange smiles despite my passive betrayal. Hers is warm, inviting a kiss upon those red lips. Mine is a pale winter smile, weak and full of guilt. She trusted me to keep my word. I dishonestly allowed her to believe that which could never be. 

No space between us, but neither a touch shared, Françoise offers me a book and a few words. 
“Baudelaire. A slim volume, not much of a burden, even for one who travels light, yes?”
I nod wanly. She understands this moment perhaps better than I. We stare, searching for alternative words or even a spark.
“Just do not forget me,” she says, “that would be cruel. Yet, I will not say my door will always be open to you.”
I understand. She has love to give and where I seem willing to reject it, another may not. 
We hug, and step back. I watch this lovely lady walk away across the road, the darkness barely penetrated by the new streetlamps. Françoise doesn’t look back. I turn away. Looking back is - complex. 

Mistake, mistake, my heart screams but my DNA deafens me to my hearts cries for mercy and understanding. My head propels my feet onward. 

As Françoise is consumed by deep complex shadows, a simple tear emerges and trickles down my cold cheek.

That is new.


I wipe it away.
2

