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The Redemption of Taxi Joe is planned to be a six-part series. Prelude is the first part.

‘,,, Now, heading towards nine-thirty, with downtown bathed in the sulphurous glow of the streetlights – the last remnants of Old Time - highlighted by the acid greens, blues, yellows and reds of the neon signs above Market, reflected in the puddles that make the streets look like they’re paved in glass, oppressed by low, nicotine-coloured clouds, dragged in on the back of the incoming tide, hemming in the stench of decay – the constant reminder that, whatever they say, it’s bad, getting worse and there is no hope; at least, not for the likes of us – it’s time to go to work ...’

Except work for Joe is not like work for you and me – a scheming, murderous, con artist and thief, working hard to beat the system, staying one step ahead of Precinct and Fever Tree, dreaming of one day, cutting loose and going in search of Ural and the last of the northern bears.

Robinhood or pyscho? Really depends on your perspective and which side of the J Line tracks you were born.

Cam Inch
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These are the nights I like the most. This afternoon, just after four p.m., they washed the streets – I guess the stench must have reached the top floor of State Hall. Briefly, the air was fresh and clean. Slowly, the streets filled up again and the unmistakeable smell of poverty began to waft back out of the doorways and windows and rise up from the Metro grills, everything churned by the early evening breeze off the lake. It all starts again; heralded by the cries of Banah, Banah! The name given to the sweet pastries sold on nearly every street corner between six and seven o’clock. I suppose to earn themselves a moment’s peace, parents send their kids out to buy themselves a Banah and then gather in little knots to stand and watch the drones take off from State like so many fireflies – not that any of us has actually seen a real firefly.

Now, heading towards nine-thirty, with downtown bathed in the sulphurous glow of the streetlights – the last remnants of Old Time - highlighted by the acid greens, blues, yellows and reds of the neon signs above Market, reflected in the puddles that make the streets look like they’re paved in glass, oppressed by low, nicotine-coloured clouds, dragged in on the back of the incoming tide, hemming in the stench of decay – the constant reminder that, whatever they say, it’s bad, getting worse and there is no hope; at least, not for the likes of us – it’s time to go to work.

I’m lucky, luckier than most. I have a job that pays the rent and puts food on the table. Don’t ask me what it is I actually do because, to be honest, I’ve forgotten. I think it has something to do with apps – maybe testing them? That stuff gets done by someone else – Roddy. Whatever it is, my boss always seems pleased, and the pay slips arrive every month like clockwork. Roddy never complains but then he’s mute – I think I rescued him one night, but he could have rescued me. Whichever it was, he’s lived in the corner of the apartment ever since.

Testing apps; this is not what I do. I roam the streets, handing out flyers – no one pays that guy any attention. I don’t have any idea where the flyers came from in the first place – it’s entirely possible that I stole them – they are a kind of prop. Yes, part of the disguise. As much a part of the get up as the scuffed Belstaff’s, faded jeans and black tee-shirt – and Ural’s glasses. 

I should tell you about Ural. This was a year or so back before rationing started. I think it was just after the borders opened up after yet another lockdown. I was roaming the streets, minding my own business. He bundles out of the acid jazz bar and barrels straight into me, knocking me clean off my feet.

“Oh, shit, man! I’m so sorry. Let me help you ...”

He was drunk but not incapable. We staggered to Masie’s Diner where he bought me a burger and fries. He was a soldier – reconnaissance – on leave from the Russian quadrant. Fed better than us, he had beef on him, a ready, easy smile and money – the fatted calf. Except, I realised that I liked him, and I didn’t want him to go. I guess my need, usually so carefully shielded, must have reached out to him because he asked, “You wanna go somewhere?”

I couldn’t remember the last time anyone had asked without first eyeing the goods or asking what kinks I was into.

We headed to a nice place off Foundation Square. He paid for the room, grabbing a bottle of vodka from the bar on our way up. He smoked a blend of hash and Mezzanine. The stuck-up bitch on Reception had asked him not to smoke – he gave her the finger, tossing an extra fifty on the counter. In the room, he shucked down to his keeks and poured the liquor, lighting up, inviting me to sit down in the seat on the opposite side of the little table by the window, which he’d opened, “I like the noise of the streets ...”

I guess I was in awe. Confidence literally poured out his skin – taut skin, inked and tanned and scarred – a skin that someone truly has lived in.

“I killed a man ...”

On reflection, I think that was the defining moment of my pathetic life up to that point. I didn’t ask ‘why?’, I asked ‘how?’ His eyes flicked to mine, and something played around his mouth – those full, bow-shaped lips, the colour of really good steak like you used to get from Chang’s – maybe amusement but maybe recognition of the essential flaw.

“He was a musician, doing his service. Except, he had a pole up his arse and thought he was better than any of us. I waited until we were on patrol together. This was out in the Northern Forest. We made camp. He never stopped complaining. While I put up the bivvy, he took a dump. I thought about what I wanted to do for a whole goddamn minute. In the end, for the sake of the troop, I snuck up behind him and crushed his skull with a rock ...”

“Jeez ... How the fuck did you get away with it?”

“Come morning, I dragged his body to the edge of a ravine and threw him down. I broke camp, and fished him out, hauling him back to base. No one saw fit to dispute the story that he’d fallen down by himself even though the medic knew that most of the cuts and bruises were post-mortem ... They gave me leave. I’m on my way back ...”

“How did you feel?”

“When I killed him? Relieved – so fucking relieved to be free of the constant moaning and bellyaching. Every time I think about, I get so fucking hard ...”

That part was true because his cock was straining the thin cotton of his keeks to the point of busting the seams.

In some ways, I offered myself as a sacrifice to some all-powerful god. He took me – gentle as a lamb but I swear his cock was as long my forearm. Fucked me for hours, punctuating each session with liquor and hash. When then was no more vodka and no more hash, he crashed beside me. Before he closed his eyes, he spooned me up and held me close. I never slept so good or deep or long.

When I woke up, he was seated at the same little table, fresh from the shower.

“You know, maybe I won’t go back. Maybe I’ll go North again – so deep, no one will bother to look ...”

“Why?”

“See the aurora; find the last urso?”

“That would be cool but what then?”

“Find peace – somewhere to think ... Build a cabin; hunt and fish.”

“No fucks on tap ...”

“Maybe when you’re done here, you’ll come and find me ... Take a shower; we need to go ...”

I took a shower and got dressed. He was ready by then. We checked out. He left another twenty to cover the cleaning of the room, which was trashed quite frankly and stunk like a whore’s panties. We headed to the diner, and he ordered everything on the menu.

“The condemned man deserves a decent meal ...”

“You got away with it, didn’t you?”

“Did I?”

Before we left and broke up, he slipped his shades out his pocket and pushed them across the table with, “I figure you’ll get more use out of these than I will ...”

They weren’t regular shades.

“... When you want to avoid the system, slip them on. They fuck with the facial recognition software – you were never here!”

I didn’t know whether to laugh or cry. He knew. He placed his hand on mine and squeezed gently.

“Come and find me. Then you can tell me why they call you Taxi Joe ...”

As we left the diner, he pushed four folded bills into my pocket. “Be seeing you, fella ...”

I was more pleased by the fact that he hadn’t said ‘kid’ like everyone else. I just wish we’d kissed one last time.

-O-

This neighbourhood borders three districts – the money, the street food venders, and the clubs. Perfect. I sit like a spider in the middle of this web, spending the quiet time, polishing my fangs until they shine like that guy’s patent leather shoes. When I say that guy, I mean the guy – tonight’s excursion. There’s a class of lowlife that comes here every night. They work in offices, banks, or high-end retail. They dress in their best every day. They do deals, I guess. Invest money. When the sun goes
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