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THE MESSENGER PUT HIS head down and watched his feet. A splash of sand here, a curl of smoke there, movement seemed like something he had only imagined. The wind cut curlicue dens into the low sandbanks siding the road, hiding from the sky.

The top of his shoes, if they could be called shoes, flaps of canvas he’d torn from a potato sack, were pinned with needles into squares of old rubber tires that he’d fashioned into soles. If shoes, they were ugly shoes, no doubt about it, but their thickness kept the heat of the asphalt from scorching the palms of his feet, and the canvas, light and breathable, kept the sun from nibbling at the tops of his toes. 

He was sick of the stillness through which he traveled, so he watched his feet. Raise one foot. The canvas shoe flapped. Lower it down. The canvas settled. Don’t look up. 

Movement. Water for the mind.

Never. Never. Never stop moving.

This part of the desert had died. More than died. Desiccated. It was a word he wanted to forget. Desiccated. Why did he even know that word? The sun, already streaking orange brushstrokes against the horizon, would soon rise high to say, “Good morning. Soon you’ll be desiccated.” 

The button in his mouth clicked against the ramparts of his backmost teeth, then slid beneath his tongue and lodged there in the leftover spittle like a frog wiggling into soft mud. He resisted the urge to rake his teeth over his cracked lips to coax out more saliva. That would only break his scabs, make them sore. Doing that, he’d learned, was a bad idea.  He’d never leave it alone if he did, and force his focus onto his body instead of on the road ahead.

Sucking on the button kept a sheen of saliva coating the inside of his mouth, an old trick he saw in a movie once. But he needed water or it wouldn’t matter how many buttons he had. Soon, without water, his walking days would be over. Ended on the same page as Lot’s wife. Turn around to face the way he came. The taste of too much salt. And crumble.

Usually, even the driest lands can boast of some small vitality, cactuses storing moisture from out of the air, lizards feeding on insects, tiny mice, but this place was outside of life, a waiting grave.

This place is the taste of salt.

The blood of small animals, mostly lizards, had been keeping him alive lately, but not for four days had there been tracks by the side of the path, or brush thick enough for shade, or even the chirrup of beetles in the evenings. All the land was dead and soon he’d be dead within it, and his message dead within him. Fallen in the middle of that golden painting, his meat tough and chewy. Stopping would be the easiest thing to do. Stopping would make his feet happy. No shame in stopping. Stopping only for a minute. The easiest thing to do. 

Stop. Stop. Stop. Why not stop?

Finally he gave in and raked his teeth across his lips, felt that sweet tang, heard the creak of enamel against his lips, a noise in the world that he’d made. He’d give into that minor urge to quiet the larger temptation. Damn the sand and the heat and the emptiness. It couldn’t have him. No place could have him until he found where he was meant to go. 

His foot in the air, the canvas billowed. Set it down again. The canvas settled.

A stroke of wind blowing across the road briefly stripped the path down to the black, flashing with a stripe of yellow. The messenger withered a glance over the sifting sand, looking for the telltale fan trail of a salamander’s swishing tail. His lips had begun to bleed again and he tasted copper. 

You know what would be great right now? A pear! Mmm. I know you were never a big pear guy; you didn’t like the gritty texture of their rinds, but oh man, remember how juicy they were? How they’d squirt juice down over your lips, juice to your chin ... juice you’d have to wipe away. Remember how that annoyed you then?

No sign of life, the messenger raked his eyes around the shifting patterns the wind had made, searching for a story to save him.  

Mmm. Remember when Molly would bring home fresh watermelon from the market, and you’d sit by the open window, spitting seeds out. Ten floors below...

He hefted his metal and plastic parasol higher, leaning it against his shoulder. It had grown progressively heavier the past few days. Raising his eyes further afield, towards the horizon, he hoped to see mountains. By the light of the moon the last few nights he’d seen their silhouettes, their tips making a jagged line of the horizon. That’s how he’d known them for mountains, their icicle edges; only at night could he see them; during the day the air was haze.

Maybe it was to those mountains that he’d wanted to go? It was certainly where the road was going. Only, those mountains were days away yet, and his road was now measured in hours, not miles. He’d never live so long. Days.

It was looking towards where he hoped to see mountains that he saw what he hadn’t thought to see ever again: shadow, slanted into an arrow, an aberration in the golden flat. Strange to see a shadow that was not his own. He blinked, and shifted his hat on his head for better light. The shadow remained out there in the sand, not simply a dark spot of desire in his eyes.

For a moment he nearly decided not to go. Danger hid in shadows. Snakes liked the shade. Men with guns made shadows; their guns cast shadows too, though he’d left men with guns, and men in general, behind long ago. The messenger twirled his parasol in thought. The sun was rising. His arm was wavering. What choices there were to make had already been made for him. Stepping off the road, he kicked sand ahead of him as he went, reluctantly leaving the road, the security of purpose. 
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IN THE END IT WAS A day of rarities.

He found an old shed buried in the sand, and that was rare. It was rare that there were no snakes inside to hiss at him as he tumbled through a window; snakes sought the shade as much as men. It was a rarity of relative coolness in there, and rare that he caught a scrawny lizard living inside the shed for his supper, like him already half mash from dehydration, despair, and hunger. And rare that, despite how sun-shrivelled he felt, he’d had a hard time falling to sleep, shaking with laughter. How long since he’d laughed last he couldn’t even remember, and that too was somehow funny, a rarity in humour.

It wasn’t his luck in finding the shed that set him to chuckling. Or the dead lawnmower that he found inside, or the patio umbrella sheathed into a carrying sack on the floor, or the rake, or the hoe, or the spilled bags of dried dirt. It was the green garden hose coiled up on the wall. The green garden hose, cracked like the hard pan.

Never hold water like that, he thought. And the laughter had come.

The messenger fell asleep and dreamed of hourglasses. The next day he gave thanks to the little lizard that had sustained him, and set out walking again. Plants were growing in the lee shade of the shed. Further down the road, brush poked out of the roadside. Eventually he came upon a green sign that read, 

Scanlon 22 kilometres

He rested in its shade for a spell, then he carried on.
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THE MESSENGER AWOKE to bolts of pressure above his ears pinching the thinnest part of his skull. He shut his eyes tightly and clenched his teeth. If he could push some of the pain down into his lower jaw, maybe swallow it ... he could bear it.

An unfamiliar nattering noise filled the air. His waking brain singled it out for him, and he said what it was aloud. “Birds.” Underused, his throat didn’t work as he wanted. “Birds” came out as a “B” and a dying croak. Birds! He’d nearly forgotten that birds existed. In his most recent mind they were fantasy creatures, occupying the air. Little birds, that sang, with little bodies and fast wings. And Soap. He smelled soap, a scent buried so deep in his nose that he could never forget it. How long had it been since he’d last smelled soap?

For a moment he suffered the amnesia of the traveler. The room spun about him, trying to show him its linchpin to memory. He had no idea where he was. The light hurt his eyes. He barred them again, discovering the soft pillow under his head, the weight of a sheet over his body, trapping his feet. Finally, he saw the gray ceiling over his head. 

The smell of sand was in the air, but not in his nose. 

It was then, upon fully slipping into position behind his eyes, that he noticed the discomfort in his belly too, waking with him, a rough boil of nausea leeching up into his throat. Growing all the while that he slept, it was the bubble floating him to wakefulness. He coughed, making a rasp like that of a mummy stirring in its sarcophagus. Now that he was awake, he could point to his pain and call it a headache; could look into his stomach and call it nausea. He sensed how dulled his senses had been, how muddled his thoughts. He remembered. The boy!

You were so damned fired to see if the town was still there. 

He remembered how the dead sands had relaxed with single scrub bushes, how brush rising on either side caught the wind and kept the highway clean. Tracks appeared in the roadside as if by magic, and not just tracks of lizards and other half-mouthfuls of creatures, but mice, rabbits, maybe even a cat. 

Either the desert’s faltering or Noah’s ark landed somewhere near here.

Behind their white veil, the mountains had peeped out at him. For a while he’d been scared they had simply been a trick of the night, or his lash to keep himself steady onward. Then there they were, like gods on the horizon, watching, judging. 

A sign said:

Scanlon 11

And he pushed on.

A sign said:

Scanlon 7

And he pushed on.

The sun awoke and made an oven of all the land, heat a brand to the soles of his feet, heat a hand down his shirt, heat a plug







[image: image]























































































































d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
A Novelette






d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/scene_break.png





