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PROLOGUE
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SUPERIMPOSE ON SCREEN: SYDNEY 2059

MONTAGE

Thousands of people, some carrying crying children, rampage through the streets of Sydney.

Sirens and alarms blare. Stores are looted. People scream and attack one another for possession of food or clothing.

Night is falling. The parks and inner-city roads are filled with homeless people, fighting one another for a place to sleep.

Gangs of thugs prowl the streets. They rip families from cars; men are killed, and women ravaged.

Fires burn unchecked across the city. Wails of despair are an ever-present backdrop to the unchecked violence exploding everywhere.

Bodies fall from apartment windows. Lost children wander, dazed and crying upon the splintered glass.

The eye of the camera pulls away from one lost child and upward towards the heavens.

The child becomes a speck amongst a charnel house of horrors.

The city is revealed in its entirety. It is a screaming pit of hell, a burning oasis.

And all around it, as far as the eye can see, is a brown and scorched wasteland, the aftermath of nuclear war.

FADE OUT  


FADE IN


SUPERIMPOSE ON SCREEN: SYDNEY 2074

EXT.BLUE MOUNTAINS.DAY

Rueben, now a mature man in his early thirties, pulls up his chestnut horse at the front door of an abandoned farmhouse.

INT.BARN.DAY

Rueben investigates the contents of the interior. He tosses aside an old, empty petrol can and looks through a variety of tools sitting upon a work bench.

The contents of the barn are in general disarray and have the appearance of being suddenly abandoned.

He kicks an old generator and rummages through the contents lying haphazardly upon the bench.

He pockets a tape measure and looks momentarily through a window above the bench.

He does a slight double take and looks back through the window.

He dashes towards the door.

EXT.BARN.DAY

Rueben squints towards the horizon then races to his horse.

He takes a pair of binoculars from the saddle bag and trains them towards the horizon.

EXT.SYDNEY BASIN.DAY

Through the binoculars we see the Sydney skyline. Between it and Rueben’s P.O.V. there are few discernible structures. A few scattered buildings punctuate the foreground between him and the distant city; a few fractured buildings here and there but for the main part the Sydney Basin is barren and dry: a wasteland. There is no sign of life.

But issuing from the heart of the great city centre is an unmistakable column of black smoke.

EXT.BARN.DAY

Rueben withdraws the binoculars from his eyes. He appears surprised; almost amazed.

He thrusts the binoculars back into his saddle bag, vaults up onto his horse and spurs it into a gallop up the driveway, away from the barn.

EXT.OUTSIDE RAMSEY’S MANSION.DAY

Close-up of a target. Its heart is peppered with bullets. Another hits it dead centre.

The camera pulls back to reveal ADAM, a young boy of ten, with a rifle up to his eye. He lowers the sight and looks upon his bullseye with satisfaction.

Rueben sweeps past on horseback.

Adam waves. Rueben waves back but does not stop.

Adam puts down his gun and runs after him.

EXT.RAMSEY’S MANSION.DAY

Rueben dismounts. BRYAN, the dwarf, still formally attired in his butler’s tails, takes the horse’s reins.

Rueben dashes through the front door.
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CHAPTER 1
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‘Yes, we saw it too,’ Colin replied to Rueben’s breathless, advancing frame. ‘Come in, boy. Have a seat.’

Colin was thinner. What hair he still possessed was grey and cropped almost bare. He was in his late sixties now and his frame had diminished marginally in vitality, like a firm leaf upon the tree, withering just a fraction with the first breath of winter. He still moved with the precision of an intelligent mind and his face, though creased by the years and the ravages of good humour, still possessed a boyish, English softness. He smiled now as he offered Rueben a drink, which the young man accepted gratefully.

Rueben quaffed the beverage with gusto and wiped his hand across his face to mop up the spillage. 

He had grown into a fine boy, and Colin referred to him as such - ‘That fine boy of yours,’ he would say to Jacob who would puff with pride like a triumphant knight and then grow sad at the memory of his former wife and bow his septuagenarian back a little more than usual with the weight of that remind. But he was right to be proud of his coffee-skinned son who had prospered and grown strong under fifteen Australian summers. He was rugged, trim and handsome. His facial features had grown etched by the archery of the southern sun, but they had not lost their lustre; nor had his dark, doleful eyes. He was barrel-chested and his stomach muscles were as ribbed as the sea sand, visible now under his tight-fitting t-shirt. His arms and legs were formidable trunks – round and firm and strong.

‘You sound like you’ve been riding hard?’ Vanessa noted. She stood, as always, beside her Colin. She too, like her husband, had achieved three score years and had added to them a handful. She had the air of a dignified, 

young grandmother. She was as upright and statuesque as ever but her brown hair had acquired a mottled grey with the passing years. Where once had been unbroken brown, was now a light dusting of silver. But her eyes were as dangerous, intelligent and as hazel brown as ever, framed behind the home-made glasses Colin had welded together for her. Colin had made the most of Mary’s extensive wardrobe too and the yellow summer frock Vanessa now wore, courtesy of Colin’s dexterous needlework, was now topped with a yellow cardigan, a reminder that summer was waning.

‘What do you think it means?’ Rueben asked, nodding towards the large convex window and at the city skyline framed beyond.

‘There’s no way of knowing,’ mused Colin, turning partially towards the window on reflex, but maintaining his concentration upon Rueben. ‘But that smoke is thick and black, and my guess is that it’s either some sort of petroleum product or possibly rubber – tyres, maybe?’

Rueben thought about that for a moment. ‘But it proves that there are other people. And if they have petrol and tyres then they may have begun a new civilisation, and . . .’

‘Now let’s not get too ahead of ourselves, my young American,’ admonished Colin. He had come to know the sometimes-impetuous nature of this young man. Rueben was mostly level-headed but perhaps some of Constable Richard Ryan’s hot temper had brushed off on him over the years. Just occasionally Rueben would fly off on a wild adventure - like the time, almost a decade ago, he and Richard had left a scrawled note and ridden out to Lithgow without telling anyone, on a whim that there might be people out there, for no real reason, other than Richard suggested that it might be so. They hadn’t returned for a week, which had thrown the rest of the small band into panic. But the boys had galloped in, late one Sunday sunset, casually remarking that there was nothing but exposed topsoil and a ‘great swath of desolation’ as Rueben put it. Both boys were only in their early twenties at the time, and neither could understand why Jacob, Robert and the rest were so angry with them. ‘We can’t afford to lose you,’ Monique had said.

Rueben had that maverick glaze in his eye now as he looked towards the belching, dark smoke pouring from the bowels of the city. Colin knew that look. So did Vanessa.

‘We don’t need to do anything rash,’ she warned. ‘Best we think this through. After all, you have more to consider than just yourself these days.’

Vanessa spoke the truth. Ten years before Rueben and Monique had produced a son, appropriately named Adam. He was growing strong and was athletic, but he was still young and needed the guidance of his father. Monique, too, was dependent upon Rueben, especially now that she was six months pregnant again. Rueben knew that Vanessa was right. But though he was a father, still the youth in him yearned for the adventure he had been denied by the end of the old world and of the social interaction and excitement that would, under normal circumstances, have promised him.

He slumped wearily into his seat and stared at nothing in particular for a while, until a thought struck him, and he refocused on the world. ‘Oh,’ he started, ‘I found another farmhouse.’

‘Where?’ asked Colin.

‘Up Lawson way. It’s amazing how many places there are up here. Just when you think you’ve found them all.’

‘Yes, well,’ Colin replied, ‘most of them are from before the warming. They’ve been abandoned for fifty years or more.’

‘Not this one,’ replied Rueben. ‘I’m going back up tomorrow. I only just found it when I saw the smoke. I think it was inhabited before the bombs. There may be some materials there worth scavenging.’

Just then Robert, Natasha and Monique entered, preceded by a bundle of energy that dived upon its maker and took him by surprise. Young Adam had not yet realised his own strength and so constantly did damage to his father, robust though his father was. Right now, the little dark-skinned, dark-haired assailant appeared out of the thin air like a 9/11 jet and thundered into Rueben’s back with ridiculous recklessness. Before anyone could react, Rueben was knocked sideways and down. Fortunately, he had already divested himself of the glass Colin had given him. 

Adam appeared to be trying to wrestle his father through the lounge room floor. He strangled him with uproarious abandon. After the initial shock, the others laughed as Adam, who at first seemed to have the upper hand, soon found himself pinned to the floor, arms held down above his head, one hand pinning down the other, his underarms furiously tickled - Monique protesting that Rueben let the boy go; Robert suggesting that he deserved it and Colin and Vanessa smiling on like surrogate grandparents. Adam screamed and kicked but, in the end, through his laughter and tears, admitted defeat. 

It was quite an entrance.

When at last the general cacophony subsided, Adam returned to his mother’s side, heaving and laughing with tears; Rueben gathered himself up, laughing, resumed his seat and wiped his black fringe back across his forehead and the others, their protesting voices trailing away, all returned to relative normalcy.

‘You’ll kill your father one day,’ cautioned Vanessa. She winked at Jacob as she lazily placed her arm around Robert’s neck and played with the hair at the back of his head.

‘You should be less rough with him,’ added Monique. 

She had been showing for a month and was radiant in pregnancy. Unlike some women who emulate daemonic possession and hurl green at every passing object and suffer watery mouths and endless torture during that tumultuous trimester, Monique was the very picture of the Mona Lisa. She positively shone now, as she had throughout her pregnancy with Adam. She had grown into a beautiful woman in her twenties - but nothing, as Colin never ceased to mention and iterate, nothing, became her like being with child. Her dark hair was long, her cheeks rubicund, her body full with the process of child but voluptuous, rather than bovine. She was a healthy, lovely mother-to-be. She sat beside her husband, and he kissed her and smiled at close quarters to her and they shared one of the many moments they had shared together over the past decade and a half.

‘You’ve seen the smoke?’ asked Robert, taking a seat. 

Colin and Vanessa nodded.

‘I suppose it was only a matter of time,’ added Natasha as she seated herself beside Robert. 

Robert and Natasha made a fine couple: she in her forties, naturally bronze-skinned, petite and trim; he, fit and in his middle-fifties, as fit as a shearer, his skin growing slightly leathery from years at work beneath the harsh Australian sun. The strength had returned to his pale blue eyes, and they shone like defiant lanterns. The two were unlikely lovers, thrown together by circumstance. But they had grown steadily to both love and respect one another in the great struggle for survival in which they were engaged.

‘Let’s have some wine,’ said Colin. And he stooped, with some difficulty, to pick up a cleanskin from a dozen or so residing there. ‘It’s a new vintage I’m unleashing upon you all. I suggest this is the time for it. It seems to me a good time for a parley. Rueben be a good lad would you and call in the others?’

‘Don’t be so thoughtless, Colin,’ Vanessa rebuked. ‘He only just sat down. I’ll do it.’ And she headed towards the door.

‘Women,’ muttered Colin, as he prepared the glasses. ‘At least you could be grateful for the wine!’ he yelled at her back as she disappeared out of the room. ‘It took me three seasons to get this right. It’s a chardonnay, but don’t hold that against me.’

Vanessa found Jacob, Richard and Jasmine struggling with an old lawn mower. They were besmirched with grease. Jacob was now about seventy and looked like Peter Falk when he was about seventy. As Vanessa approached, he was scratching his head and staring abstractly into space in a very similar fashion to his doppelganger just prior to each week’s denouement. Jasmine and Richard had removed a section of the machine and were in some discussion about it.

‘Come and have a rest!’ yelled Vanessa across the yard. ‘Colin has some new wine for us to taste!’

‘So long as it’s fresh,’ Richard tossed back. ‘No one likes old wine.’

Jacob and Jasmine shared a brief smile. 

They and Richard left the mower and made their way towards Vanessa, who turned and preceded them into the mansion. Jasmine had lost a considerable amount of weight over the years and, though she was in her late fifties, really was a striking woman. Her dark skin and enigmatic eyes promised all the beauty and mystery of India; particularly her eyes - for while her body had thinned and with it her face, her large eyes had become more and more a mark of her beauty. They were glorious dark pools buried within a smooth terrain of soft, dark skin and as she walked towards the house, though covered in dirt and grime, she was majestic, mysterious and graceful.

Constable Ryan, or Richard as he was now known, hadn’t changed one bit. He was the same age as Rueben, but unlike Rueben, he had not seemingly grown to manhood. He was still the freckle-faced, underdeveloped, scrawny Aussie kid who may well have passed for sixteen and who still said stupid things without realising it. Had he entered a public bar he would have been asked for proof of age. He still wanted to argue some minor point about the lawn mower with Jasmine as they entered the front door, but she had already moved on to thoughts of wine and a good sit down.

At last, the small group was gathered and their glasses charged. ‘Here’s to good health,’ toasted Colin and they all drank. Colin sat beside Vanessa. ‘What do you think?’ he asked her.

Vanessa’s eyes sparkled for a moment. ‘Nice peach nose with just a hint of radiation.’

Everyone laughed, except for Colin, who took his vineyard very seriously. 

‘It’s fine,’ Vanessa laughed, lightly rubbing the top of Colin’s head from the smooth baldness of its centre to the edge of its peripheral stubble. ‘Thank you,’ she whispered, and she gave him a kiss.

But though the mood was merry, the subject of the bellowing city smoke must be addressed. Richard, who obviously hadn’t noticed it yet, was the main concern because as soon as he did, he would undoubtedly be scheming to reach it.

‘What’s that?’ he cried suddenly, looking out through the great window.

‘Before you go off half-cocked,’ Colin warned him, ‘we need to reason this through.’

‘There’s smoke!’ cried Richard. ‘Rueben, there’s smoke! There’s people!’ He threw a slightly manic smile, at first towards Rueben and then to the rest of the group, as if he was the first to notice it. 

‘We know . . .’ Robert began but without success.

‘But there’s people!’ Richard interrupted, in a tone that suggested the importance of the point had somehow been lost on the rest.

‘We know,’ repeated Robert more emphatically. 

Richard shut up.

Colin quaffed upon his chardonnay. ‘We all thought that this day would come,’ he stated. Then, momentarily distracted, he looked down at his wine glass and muttered, ‘Umm, not bad,’ before he returned to, ‘but we must consider our next move carefully.’

‘What’s to consider?’ asked Richard, all charged-up and animated like a wind-up toy. ‘The radiation suits will get us there. You said so yourself.’ This he addressed to Colin whose silence attested to the fact that he had, at some former time, said this.

‘Settle down, Dick,’ said Robert. He had got into the habit of calling Richard, Dick, but only at times when he thought that the boy was acting like one. Richard had never actually caught on, but the others had. Under normal circumstances they might have laughed, but not now.

Richard was looking for allies. ‘Rueben, what do you think?’ 

‘I’d like to hear what the others think first,’ he replied, looking around the room.

‘Well?’ Richard challenged.

‘The reason we must be cautious,’ said Jacob thoughtfully, nodding his head as he spoke, ‘is that we don’t know what the hell is happening in there.’ He motioned towards the distant skyline then cradled his chin with his thumb and index finger. ‘And if we go blundering into a hornet’s nest, we may not get back out alive.’

‘I agree,’ added Natasha. ‘The place was a cesspool when we left it. God knows what sort of excrement has gathered in there now.’

Over the years Rueben had come to value Jasmine’s wisdom. ‘Jasmine, what do you think?’ he asked. 

‘I’m thinking two things,’ she stated decisively, gathering up her bright, dark gaze and throwing it across the room, but particularly alighting it upon Richard. ‘One – no one knows we are here yet, or if they do, they haven’t yet ventured out to us. If we go to them, they will know of us and what consequences will that bring? We don’t know. But also, two - it is easier for some of us to be cautious than for others. The younger members of this group have been denied the network and opportunities that society at large presents. Before we older folk decide we should perhaps consider them. Perhaps there is the beginning of a new society in the city.’

‘There, you see?’ said Richard, his wiry body electrified with adrenaline.

‘What you say is true,’ said Vanessa thoughtfully, ‘but we’ve talked about this a hundred times – whoever managed to survive the bomb and settle in the city has had no real contact with the natural world for fifteen years. I mean, how have they lived? What have they used for transport and food? It could be chaos in there.’

‘Maybe we could help set up a new system?’ Rueben suggested. He looked at Monique and his son as he said this, though the ambivalence within him was visible in his strong, dark face.

Monique, who was seated beside him and who had Adam huddled under her arm replied, ‘I don’t know what to say, sweetheart. I want a good world for Adam, but I’m scared of losing what we already have.’

‘What do you think, Robert?’ asked Colin.

Robert was silent for a moment. He, like Rueben, appeared to be struggling with some internal debate. At length, he took in a deep breath and said, ‘Colin, are you sure that the radiation suits will protect us across that wasteland?’

Colin nodded vigorously but didn’t answer immediately because he had a mouthful of wine. ‘Oh yes, yes,’ he managed to get out eventually. He sat forward to punctuate his point. ‘Yes. I’m certain of it. In fact, you probably don’t need them at all. On the day of the blast the wind was blowing from the north-west, thank God for us, so the residual radiation in the basin has probably never been too strong. I should think you could even take the horses as well without too much problem.’

‘Do you mean we could have gone across there at any time since the explosion?’ asked Richard, who had listened to this discussion like a juggler only just in control of the balls.

‘Yes,’ replied Colin.

‘Well why didn’t you tell me that?’ asked Richard incredulously.

‘Because you’d have gone and caused trouble just like you’re going to cause trouble now,’ replied Monique, stroking her son’s hair.

‘When have I ever caused trouble?’ Richard retorted.

Monique dropped her chin and raised her eyes up towards him, as one might look above the rim of their glasses. 

He and Monique didn’t always see eye to eye. She thought that Richard was a bad influence on Rueben; he thought she was an albatross around Rueben’s neck.

‘You’re always causing trouble,’ she fired back.

‘Enough!’ stated Robert, before the usual differences surfaced. And then in a quieter tone he added. ‘We have to remain strong. Bickering is for children and married couples only.’

The older members of the group laughed but Monique and Richard remained po-faced.

‘One thing’s for sure,’ Vanessa said, ‘Monique and Adam aren’t going anywhere, and Colin and I are too old to be gallivanting about.’

‘Yes, and someone has to look after the young ones,’ Colin added, emptying the last of the bottle into his glass.

‘Well, I’m not too old and I say we go,’ Richard stated fiercely. He was surprisingly vehement. Richard was usually the butt of jokes. But this time he was asserting himself seriously; both his stance and voice proclaimed it.

‘Alright. Relax, mate,’ replied Robert. He was polite but there was a peal of authority within his voice. 

Richard stepped back a step. He was always wary of Robert’s temper.

‘Look,’ Robert continued, ‘we could dance around this for hours but Richard’s gonna go, one way or another. I think we all know that. Sooner or later we’ll wake up and he’ll be gone. So, I suggest we take the horses across the wasteland, go into the city and see what we can see. If it’s dangerous we’ll get straight out of there.’

‘Great!’ replied Richard, his freckled face lighting up like a halogen lamp.

‘I’ll come,’ said Natasha.

‘Me too,’ added Jasmine, with her hand up like a fifth grader.

‘What are we taking women for?’ asked Richard. ‘They just . . .’ but his voice trailed away when he saw the expression upon Jasmine’s face. 

‘Listen here, boy,’ she retorted, ‘you’ve seen the work we all do around here. If you sprout any more sexist nonsense, I’ll take you over my lap and smack your little white bottom.’

No one laughed and even Richard knew better than to pursue that line of argument. But he tried another tack.

‘You’re coming though, aren’t you, Rueben?’

Monique was about to say, ‘no he wasn’t’, when Rueben replied, ‘Yeah. I’ll go.’

Monique turned her eyes towards him.

‘It’ll be alright,’ he assuaged. ‘We won’t be gone for long. If it’s trouble in there we’ll come straight home. I promise.’

Monique said nothing, but she looked close to tears.

‘It’ll be alright,’ he put his arm around her and, by default, Adam, and he rocked them slowly. 

Monique remained reticent but she had Richard in her misty focus. And she looked far from happy.

Jacob watched his son. He loved Rueben but he knew him well. He was just like he had been when he himself had been a younger man – not great on compromise and not always aware of the emotions of those around him. How often do fathers watch sons play out the folly of their own lives?

‘I’m going too,’ he said.

This drew a surprised rumble from everyone.

‘But Dad . . .’ Rueben began to protest.

Jacob held up his hand, palm outward to hold back the tide. ‘No. I’m going. If you’re going, son, I’m going.’

Rueben was chuffed with pride and a tear almost appeared in the corner of his eye, until his father added, ‘After all, I have to look after the father of my grandchild,’ which sort of took the shine off it in a way, but Rueben was man enough to understand that life, after children, changes focus for parents and grandparents alike.

And so, it was decided that they should ride upon the morrow, weather permitting, which pretty well ensured that no one got much sleep that night.

EXT.DAY 

It is a perfect morning. The kids laugh and frolic as you unpack the picnic basket Your wife is beautiful in her summer frock. It is always summer with her by your side.

You dive into the crystal water and kill the warming rays of the sun that were, just now, almost too hot upon your back. You rise from the blue water like a Botticelli fountain, spouting water at the children who scream with delight and try to escape, but you dunk them under the shimmering water.

You wrap the towel about yourself as you lie on the grass beside your wife and watch the children frolic in the pristine river.


YOU

I had the dream again.

YOUR WIFE

You should see someone about that.

YOU

Perhaps I’m working too hard?





Your wife nods in the direction of the children playing in the water.


YOUR WIFE

(laughs)

Yeah, right.





You take your wife by the hand.


YOU

I love you . . .


But you can’t remember her name.
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Chapter 2
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The sun was burning ochre-brown the following morning. A wind had howled through the night and whipped up the dead land between the mountains and the city. The dusty orb hung suspended heavily in the morning sky, darker patches traversed his face, and he looked like Jupiter - leaden and ominous.

As the horses were saddled up and provisions loaded, Rueben took Colin aside.

‘Here’s a map showing the whereabouts of the farm I discovered yesterday. There’s a generator up there and the place is sealed up pretty well by the looks of it. If you sense that something’s wrong, you could use it as a hideout.’

‘Hopefully it won’t come to that,’ Colin replied.

‘But if it does,’ Rueben persisted, ‘you could take Monique and Adam up there in the jeep. There are plenty of provisions. I’d be obliged if you could go up there and prepare things, just in case.’

‘God knows what you’ll find in there,’ said Colin with a shake of Rueben’s hand and a nod towards the city. ‘Now, you’ve got the two-way radio?’

‘Yes,’ Rueben replied.

‘Stay in touch whenever you can.’

‘If we lose radio contact, I’ve got some army flares. Look towards the city every night at seven o’clock. If you see one go up it means that all’s well. If you see two, be prepared to abandon the house.’

‘And if there are none?’

‘If there are none,’ Rueben replied, ‘then look after Adam and Monique for me.’

‘Very well,’ replied Colin. ‘I shall look forward to a single flare. Rueben smiled and with a handshake, moved over to Monique and Adam. 

Jasmine, Richard and Jacob secured a heavy saddle bag full of provisions to each of their horses. Robert and Natasha made final checks of their weapons.

‘These rifles should come in handy,’ said Robert, squinting down one of the barrels.

‘I can shoot!’ exclaimed Adam, wanting to be a part of the proceedings.

Colin tried to shush him.

‘When have you shot a rifle?’ asked Vanessa.

‘Grandpa’s been teaching me. Haven’t you Grandpa?’

‘Colin?’ enquired Vanessa with raised eyebrows.

‘Only at targets, my dear,’ Colin explained. ‘And he’s very good. A boy should learn how to shoot and it’s not as if we have a lack of weapons and ammunition.’

But Vanessa didn’t look too pleased.

‘Courtesy of Mister Ramsey,’ replied Natasha, strapping two dozen rounds of bullets in a belt to her waist.

Ramsey had indeed unintentionally furnished the group with a cache of weapons. They had discovered the hidden bunker down a half-beaten track in the bush six months after the bombs. Richard had gone crazy with delight as he returned to tell the others of his discovery. He had told them excitedly about a series of underground vaults filled with weapons and ammunition. And he wasn’t lying. There were enough machine guns, rifles, revolvers and explosive devices to keep even the most belligerent of souls happy for years. Robert very swiftly commandeered the keys to the bunker and doled them out cautiously and only for special reasons. In fact, Richard was only allowed a revolver, until today. He smiled as he packed an antiquated AK47 into his saddle bag and fastened it to his tall black stallion.

There were goodbyes all round but the most tortured of them was between Rueben and Monique. It had been explained to Adam that he couldn’t go with his father. So he sulked and refused to come to his Dad when his Dad most needed to kiss him.

Monique was in her dressing gown and her hair was tousled from uneasy sleep. Her bottom lip was trembling, and she couldn’t look Rueben in the eye.

‘I love you,’ he said.

But Monique was too sad to reply.

‘They say for better or for worse, Mon,’ he whispered and placing his hand beneath her chin, gently he raised her lovely eyes up to meet his.

‘They’ve never said that to us,’ she replied with a sniffle.

‘I’ll marry you one day, darling. That’s why I have to go, don’t you see? If we can start again, with other people, in a real society, with all types of people . . .’

He didn’t bother finishing. Words are empty vessels. He must act. He must connect his family and his friends to a greater world. Their life had been adequate, but he wanted more, particularly for his boy and for his unborn child.

‘What if I never see you again?’ She started to cry with the thought, and he held her tightly to his chest. There they stood, framed against the brightening horizon, a dream-like, dusty lustre awash across the wasteland behind them.

‘You’ll see me again,’ he whispered. ‘I have too much to live for.’

Their eyes met and he kissed her with great passion. She felt his soft, ample lips and swam there for as long as she could, before a voice broke the spell.

‘Come on, Rueben. Let’s go!’

It was, of course, the indecorous bellow of the former Constable Ryan. His Aussie voice was raucous and raw in the windless morning.

The adventurers zipped their plastic radiation suits up to their necks. Soon the tears had been shed and the goodbyes all said, and they were off. One final wave from Rueben and they disappeared below the rise of the road and down the hill towards the great wasteland. Adam huddled under his mother’s arm as he watched them go; Monique huddled under Vanessa’s and Colin completed the ensemble with his arm around Vanessa. They watched them disappear with trepidation. For fifteen years they had worked, eaten and been together. Now it was weird for them as they turned and headed towards the house without the rest of their friends.

‘Perhaps Bryan will entertain us tonight with some of his jokes,’ suggested Colin.

And into the house they went.

*
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It was mid-morning before Robert and his band were out upon the wasteland. They had crossed the bridge across the Hawkesbury River at Penrith and were following the old Great Western Highway towards the city. The mountains diminished behind them, and a tangle of scorched roads sprang out from the main. All was silence but for the steady clip-clop of the horses’ hooves upon the weathered bitumen. The terrain was red, dead earth; a sickly orange permeated the expanse on all sides. No vegetation was visible and no structures either, save that to the north a few distant buildings could be made out on the horizon. These jagged edifices rose like a solitary patch of teeth in a dead man’s mouth. They would bear some investigation later, but for now the small band must head towards the city centre, towards the black pall which was rising unabated for the second day.

By sundown they had reached the outskirts of the city. The first structures were visible in the distance.

Robert unzipped his plastic head-covering and yelled above the heads of the horses. 

‘We find the best available shelter tonight and we head into the city first thing in the morning!’ His voice shattered the eerie silence that had dogged the party all day. Even the usually loquacious Richard had been lulled into silence by the heavy drum of sameness and quiet desolation that had enveloped them.

Soon the road threw up a series of dilapidated old shops. They were swathed in red dust and as dry as a dog’s old bone. There was apparently no life about, so the group camped inside one of them for the night.

The wind got up through the old rafters and its ghost-like whistle spooked the hell out of everyone. The shrill lamentations of the wind wracked the ancient lamp post, which creaked and rattled in its cracked concrete base all night like a skeleton with osteoporosis.

They awoke the next morning, before sunrise. The wind had ceased but the old shop was caked in red dust from the fury of the night.

On the horizon the city rose like an evil monolith, smiling at their approach.

‘We’ll make our way towards the southern part of the city,’ said Robert pointing to an antiquated map of the city and surrounds. ‘We’ll rethink then, depending upon circumstances. Let’s go.’

And they were off towards the heart of the rising skyscrapers. The early morning sun hung within the hazy shroud above the metropolis. Dust eventually gave way to exposed bitumen, and broken structures to unbroken ones. 

It was almost seven in the morning by the time the group reached Leichhardt. Here the bombs had not penetrated. Houses and shops lined the old Parramatta Road and apart from some natural attrition due to the elements, these appeared to be intact and habitable. More disconcerting though was the garbage caked along the pavements and piled up in the street. Yet for all these signs of life, not a living thing was stirring - not a dog, not a cat, nor a person, nor a possum. The horses’ hooves thundered down the high street and a stench permeated the morning air.

Each member of the party had by now unzipped their plastic head pieces and was open to the elements.

‘We’re lucky it was windy last night,’ Jasmine noted, raising her hand to her mouth ‘otherwise we’d be throwing up with the smell by now.’

Closer to the southern CBD Natasha drew attention to the car showrooms. Their windows had been smashed, probably long ago, one or two of the vehicles were missing, but otherwise they were untouched.

There were plenty of cars by the side of the road and stretched out along adjoining streets, but these had not been used for many years. They were dust-laden refuges for spiders. Years had fallen upon their stoic roofs. Most of their doors had been kicked in at some former time, but by whom and for what reason, it could only be surmised. Other car corpses were burned-out shells. Their tortured, twisted frames were a testament to the end of the age of profligacy and plenty that James Dawbney had ended fifteen years before. The two-hundred-and-fifty-year party from steam to fusion had ended in the conflagration of 2059. Now all that seemed to remain were the oyster shells to mock the former cornucopia.

‘Looks like we’re the only ones around,’ said Richard as he passed a series of abandoned shop fronts.

‘Then who’s making all the stinking garbage?’ asked Jacob.

No one had an answer to that.

They didn’t see a soul as they passed the overgrown tangle of vegetation that had previously been Prince Alfred Park and they didn’t see a soul as their horses’ hooves echoed interminably through the former grandeur of Central Station. The bustle of the old China Town was without a stir, and by the time they reached the Dixon Street Police Station, still no sound or movement of bird or beast had greeted their starved ears.

‘This is creepy,’ Natasha said as she cautiously dismounted, gun in hand. She stepped up the dusty steps towards her former place of work. She followed Robert inside and the others followed her.

The station was unused. It appeared to have been abandoned. Paper lay in piles upon the front counter and there were even a few coffee cups that had apparently still been in use when placed where they now sat, never to be resumed. Everywhere was dust, unmolested by human traffic. This was a snapshot of another time, pulled from the motion of history and pinned upon a scrapbook page. It was surreal.

‘And look at this,’ said Rueben, tapping his finger upon a wall calendar. It read July 23rd, 2059. ‘The day the bombs dropped. I’ll bet this place hasn’t been used since.’

‘My file is as I left it,’ Jasmine commented as she reappeared from the back room.

‘Maybe everyone left,’ suggested Richard.

‘Not everyone,’ replied Robert. ‘There’s the stench of garbage in the streets and who’s been lighting the fire that caused the smoke that called us here?’

‘That was from further north,’ said Rueben.

‘We’ll head north, up towards The Domain,’ said Robert. ‘But keep your eyes open.’

They divested themselves of their oppressive plastic suits and on their steeds, they trotted up the southern city streets amidst the tall skyscrapers. These looked down upon them like angry parents. The towering edifices of steel and glass were clean and maintained, unlike the dwellings at ground level. The stench had also lessened. In this quarter, at least, it seemed people had been recently active.

It was nearly half past eight when the crew had resumed their horses and it was a little after nine by the time they approached Macquarie Street. They stopped outside the old Mitchell Library and looked down upon the Domain Park. A massive burnt pyre was smouldering in its centre. It was a heap of ashes and embers piled up into a blackened tepee.

‘There’s the cause of our smoke,’ noted Jacob as he squinted at the black detritus. ‘But what have they been burning?’

‘Let’s go find out,’ replied Richard, and before anyone could stop him, he spurred his horse into a gallop, closely followed by Rueben on his mount.

Robert looked at Jasmine, Jacob and Natasha. He raised his eyebrows, extended one side of his mouth and shrugged. There was nothing to be said. ‘Impetuous youth’ - his look said it for him.

On the way down the hill towards the park, Robert had a growing sense of disquiet. He found himself looking back up the hill towards the old Parliament House and at the buildings adjacent.

‘Something wrong?’ asked Natasha who had sidled up to Robert and now rode immediately beside him.

‘Ever get the feeling you were being watched?’ he asked.

‘Not until you mentioned it,’ she replied. She looked up towards the buildings that peered directly down into the heart of the Domain, but there was nothing to be seen.

By the time they arrived at the smouldering pile, Richard and Rueben had already dismounted and made reconnaissance. Rueben approached them with a book in his hand.

‘Here’s the cause of the flames,’ he said dejectedly. He handed a copy of ‘Chekhov’s Collected Works’ to Robert. ‘There’s still a pile of unburnt books over there and a few discarded petrol cans.’

The others dismounted and each picked up an item from this eclectic mixture of literature.

‘Frankenstein’ by Shelley,’ said Natasha flicking through the book.

‘Catch 22’,’ added Jacob. ‘I learned sixty words from this damn thing when I was at school.’

‘Here’s an irony,’ said Jasmine, ‘Hiroshima’, by John Hershey.

‘The Complete Works of Sherlock Holmes’ by Sir Arthur Conan Doyle,’ muttered Robert absent-mindedly holding the spine of the hardcover and moving it vertically up and down as if he was trying to guess its weight. ‘There’s no rhyme or reason to this.’

‘Unless they’re burning all the books,’ suggested Jasmine.

No one replied because no one wanted to believe that might be true.

Jacob said, ‘Yeah, but what I wanna know is - who are they?’

‘Whoever they are,’ said Jasmine, ‘they have access to petrol.’

Robert kicked the petrol can away from the embers. ‘There’s a pond in this park,’ he said. ‘Let’s get the horses a drink. We’ll discuss this later.’ He looked again up towards the tall buildings lining the hill above the park. ‘Come on. This place gives me the creeps.’

They watered their horses and left them outside the old art gallery. They each took a small amount of food and water and entered the building. Its doors were flung wide open. As they entered, they kicked up the dust of a hundred dust storms which lay thick upon the floors and was plastered to the walls.

‘Notice anything?’ asked Jasmine of Richard.

‘What?’ he asked.

‘Look at the walls. What do you see?’

‘Nothing.’

‘Exactly.’

‘I don’t get it,’ he replied, scratching his scrawny head.

‘You’ll have to do better than that if you ever want to be a detective,’ said Natasha. ‘There’s nothing on the walls. Someone has taken all the art.’

‘Probably got ransacked soon after the bombs,’ Rueben suggested.

‘I don
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