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 Chapter One: Hard Plastic Candy

The
tin key rasped around its slot in the toy mouse’s humped, die-cast
back and rusted cogs squealed so shrilly you would think that Joyce
was killing it. She bounced the little metal trinket in long
fingers and squeezed as she had once done selecting avocado or
peaches from rough market stalls, testing the soft swelling of ripe
fruit, choosing from among plenty.

Bailed up by memory she could almost smell meat, fish and
vegetables, citrus and sweet doughnut sugar all trampled into the
Sunday Market’s hard earthen floor. Saliva welled pointlessly
through grimy molars – but reminiscence, no matter how vivid, would
not stuff her writhing gut.

The tin key rotated. Today was yet another drawn-out day, and
despite the brave assumption that they must be achieving something
the parts had long since forgotten their purpose. There was nothing
left now but to grind down aimlessly.

Bummer, hey?

‘I was just sitting back a little, you know?’ Joyce’s whine
carried a long way into stillness; complaint broadcast to the big
fat nobody listening. Even monsieur mousie’s pinkie-sized ears were
merely welded on, not much for anything more than
decoration.

‘I was taking what I might mention was a well-earned snooze.
Not robbing any banks. Not coveting my neighbour’s ass. It must
have really broken hearts to see me resting for a
change!’

●

Sorrow a voice had murmured, rousing the near
cataleptic Joyce spitting and swearing into the chill light of
morning. No rest for the wicked, eh; although a sympathetic soul
might have hardened to hear it was nine-thirty am, so not exactly
the crack of dawn.

Still, “chill” morning? Long delayed reports came in from the
frontline: it was cold; bloody bloody ass shrinkingly cold!
Joyce yelped pitifully like a stuck hyena; sitting up in the road
she could feel traumatised nipples trying desperately to burrow
back into her chest.

‘What ..?’ A croak, a cough; that was not much shake. Vocal
apparatus burned. She cleared it and tried again. ‘What do you
want?’

Sorrow the voice had murmured again right in her ear
which was damned creepy, even if you were used to it. The voice
trembled with unshed pathos, it thrilled Joyce’s ragged nerve
endings until tears squirted to her marbled yellow eyes. Such a
voice could whisper grow to the moss squirming in the
pavement and up would shoot an obedient oak. Hell, a forest of
them!

Some organic matter, however, was feeling less co-operative.
‘Get stuffed,’ Joyce replied succinctly, yawning wide and wider
until her jaw creaked.

It was not as though this promised to be a cracker of a
morning at any rate. Great fistfuls of sleep-flakes ground beneath
Joyce’s swollen eyelids and when she went to scrub them away, the
headache that had been lurking in the wings was inspired to full
molten glory. Arteries throbbed palpably beneath her chill
palms.

‘Sorrow, hey?’ She grimaced: even her voice tasted vile. ‘I
notice that nobody seems particularly sorry for me.’

Sorrow.

‘Yeah, I heard you. Shifting, aren’t I? Want to see me
dance?’

As Joyce hauled herself upright joints popped like Chinese
New Year. Even such a brief flirtation with exercise brought about
hands on knees and a spot of heavy breathing.

‘I’ll find your sorrow,’ she puffed. ‘Don’t I
always?’

Easier said than done, said the rabbit to the priest. Despite
Joyce’s confidence the city was one big mess to go sifting through
on foot, and it was not going to help that your piddling sorrows
typically swung more weight than a Shakespearean tragedy writ large
across the sky.

Skyscrapers curved wearily over the crumbling street. A few
of the cinderblock idols had given way and tumbled, so long ago
that their remains were streaked in exhausted white spoor. As Joyce
wandered listlessly from rue to boulevard the buildings denied her
pallid face even a whisper of sun; buried in their shadow she
hugged her bones and wished herself baking on a stretch of beach
somewhere.

High up was a glimpse of blocky wings threshing the light.
Nary a living feather to be seen down here. It was likely for the
best: if tempted she might have taken a stab at eating air rat, and
those germ factories had good likelihood of making the living
tongue drop from your head. Joyce squinted: besides, those pigeons
looked all wrong. Too square about the outlines, and all that
uniform ash colour. Not a speckle or a band among them.

Here and there a few ground floor windows remained intact
and, bored, Joyce heaved chunks of bitumen through them. Although
the sound failed to travel her reflection crashed and scattered
gratifyingly. Staring, glaring eyes: SMASH! Flesh hung off a frame
of outsize pointy bones: CRACK!

Exposed in a blown out lobby a vending machine hummed
briefly. Joyce paused, trembling, the only other sound her breath.
The machine’s radiance filled the grey lobby with the promise of
sweetness, hurting her eyes. The prospect hurt her modern,
sugar-addicted body. Chocolate. Lovely dark rich melting chocolate.
Her taste buds moaned with desire. She wanted to lick the
images.

Against all better judgment she ducked inside, hurrying
eagerly to give fate yet another opportunity to smack her down.
Yep. The machine was empty. She wondered if this was how homeless
people had felt, to be surrounded by such dispensaries: a thousand
flavours for the masses and none for me.

Joyce unplugged the vending machine for good measure and its
golden siren glow winked out. The cold grey world took
over.

‘You see that?’ Her shout rang off the concrete sky; a little
pathetic á la Hamlet but building in power and volume as she went.
‘I even take out defenceless chockie machines for you! Are you
proud? Poor little fellow will never play the piano again
…’

Before Joyce could go on an invisible spring coiled her gut
into spasms. She just about made it back into the open, praying
desperately don’t puke, don’t puke, and buckled from her
considerable height to the verge. Her right hand landed square on a
spatter of broken glass, the very same glass that she herself had
broken. The left, not to be outdone, shot into an unnecessarily
spiny weed. The jury remained out over which hurt more.

‘Steady on there Joycie,’ she chided herself and whiffed hard
through her nose until the cramp eased, incidentally jetting wet
nose-goblins over the pavement between her stinging palms. The
ground, as seen through a long tunnel, seemed to buck and roll
wildly.

The stupid belligerent weed had some sort of allergen in its
arsenal. Little inflamed bumps were already beginning to march up
the tender skin of her wrist.

‘Have to get some vegies in the old diet.’ Since nobody
listened, Joyce would damn well cheer herself along. ‘Or even some
food, wacky as that may sound. Yeah. On the to-do list. Get
some food in my diet.’

Wasn’t it traditional for champions of life in extremis to
get some kind of miraculous water cracker? It were not as though
she were demanding that the knowledge of good and evil be popped
back on the buffet, but a slice of bread and a fish stick would not
go astray.

All poor Joyce had for comfort was the smell of her own feet.
She snivelled a bit, sitting alone in the deserted street but it
was clearly not getting her anywhere. Also, the atmosphere this
close to the end of her with toes hung sour with a heavy yeasty
odour.

Wow that was nasty! Her shrunken stomach flopped over. More
than anything else in the universe: more than her personal quest,
or not wanting to die in the gutter, it was the need to escape her
own feet that got Joyce moving again.

‘Death by foot cheese,’ she panted, reeling a bit until she
caught her balance. ‘I’m sure that would look all kinds of
dignified on my headstone. Here lies Joyce, who has gone on to a
better place. May they never be short on soap.’

At the thought of better places a sour scowl crossed her face
and was gone, like a resentful shadow. But never mind better
places, she had her own troubles to worry about.

It could have been hours later – long, numbing hours, when
Joyce finally rounded the right corner. She had been tiptoeing to
avoid a clump of desiccated dog poo that might have been a hundred
years old, looked up, and there was the sorrow in the middle of the
road. The sorrow! Idling before a traffic light.

The sorrow was a smallish car and it was weeping.

The car’s ultra modern engine (or was that antique now?)
produced little more than a polite cough and the sobs came through
clearly. Joyce gnawed her cheek worriedly before advancing and a
pale lump crumbled beneath her incautious foot, some asshole dog
owner reaching down through the mists of time just to piss her
off.

She knocked tentatively on the hood, ‘Hello?’ and the car’s
window scrolled down with a smooth electronic sigh.

‘Help me!’ the car squeaked. Its voice might have been funny
in the days of Saturday morning cartoons but in the here-and-now it
set Joyce’s teeth on edge. ‘Please, I have to get her to the
hospital!’

‘Her?’ Puzzled, Joyce ran both hands across her scalp:
prickly black fuzz; and hunkered down for a look through the
windscreen. She shot up again a damn sight more quickly:
‘Ugh!’

The car’s pitiful little passenger lolled against beige
upholstery, cradled in her steed’s seatbelt arms. Bathed in the
steady glow of a stop light which with modernity’s typical
duplicity should have looked warm, but wasn’t. Her teeth were still
so white.

Joyce found herself very, very glad that none of those rear
windows stood open.

‘Look.’ She paused: oh, how to put this. ‘I’m really sorry, I
am; but I suspect things might be a little too advanced for a
doctor now.’

‘No, no, oh no! She’ll be ok if I get her there, she has to
be ok!’

‘I’m telling you no hospital would take her! A taxidermist
wouldn’t take that!’

Damn. There had been no call for unkindness. Joyce was
trying, but the reserves of tact had dried up long
ago.

Chrome tears leaked through the front grille. ‘It’s all my
fault!’ the car moaned. ‘I was taking her to the hospital, but the
light just wouldn’t change and, and I couldn’t; she needed me to
save her and now …’

It was never fair, that was the problem.

Groaning at the slow protest of cartilage Joyce sat herself
down in the road. The traffic signal was still lit up red. Had not
so much as flickered since her arrival.

Here died the last child of the old world in her absurd pink
tissue paper dress. Killed by a faulty traffic light.

Joyce fought the urge to smash her sour reflection from the
car’s wing mirror. She found herself fighting down a lot of such
urges these days, and it was like shovelling sand to hold back the
tide.

‘Why didn’t you just go through?’ As if she did not already
know.

‘Through the light?’ In the tortured whine of gears she heard
that the failure was not through lack of trying. You might as well
ask a human to stick their hand in a welding torch: better,
because a person conceivably could to save a
child.

‘You poor bastard.’

That shocked the little vehicle right good and the sobs
petered out into disapproving silence. A respectable upper-middle
class sedan, it had probably never been so spoken to in what passed
for its “life”.

‘Can only do what you were designed for, right? No less and
certainly no more. Just think: the dumbest human jerk on the planet
could have saved that girl, whether or not you could count on him
yanking his shorts up after a crap. But not you.’

‘Who are you?’ The car managed and outrage was evident,
g-rated vocabulary or no. But to its surprise the tall woman
sitting by its wheel merely laughed acidly.

‘Me?’ Joyce snorted as though genuinely tickled; ‘Who am I?
I’m the mote in our Creator’s bulging great eye, the fleck of crap
on his boot heel. No, no; I’ve got it – I’m our era’s damn night
janitor, that’s what I am. I come along after the party on my hands
and knees to clear away all of the vomit, burnt sparklers and
dribbly knotted up rubbers so that everything is squeaky and clean
for the next lot to come along.’ She sighed, enthusiasm leaking
away. ‘Hope they manage a better job of things than we
did.’

The car shrank away as Joyce leaned comfortably back against
its panelling. This big intersection seemed to be the only place in
the entire city where the sun touched down, and she loved it: the
alloy behind her protruding shoulder blades was warming nicely. For
the first time today Joyce was finally beginning to feel human.
Gregarious, even.

‘I mean, I don’t see why I’m stuck explaining this; it’s not
like I don’t have better things to do. Places to see and so forth.
For instance you’ll never guess what I happened on last
night.’

Your sanity? The new gospel scribbled on a toilet door? It
could be anything, her tone promised revelation. ‘What?’

‘A bar.’ Joyce whistled pleasurably through her teeth; then
frowned and tried to scrub the back of her incisors with her
tongue. ‘An honest to mergatroid real life bar. A gem, tucked down
some side alley. They’re usually picked clean these days but I’ll
bet that even when there were folk around to drink up nobody could
find this beauty. I had me a pretty special time, let me tell
you.’

She sure had … at least, from what she could dredge out of
the depths of memory. Bits of recollection came untucked from her
story like a handkerchief from a sleeve. There had been the dark
and a candle jammed in a straw bottle, very rustic, very
romantic.

Moderation not being a strong point Joyce had knocked back
six-odd shots of something like molten honey. Then some fancy
microbrewery beers from the bottom cupboard, cement dust on them.
Toasting the little pool of light with a bottle of inky red, no
glasses but never mind, this was the end of the world, she could
get by. At some point late in the proceedings Joyce had then
stumbled and slithered her way back up the narrow staircase,
erupting out into the night with her breath in great frozen clouds
around her.

Out in the street she had yelled at whatever constellations
peeped down through the skyline … and it had been warm.
Unseasonable heat that beat against her hands and face, the exposed
skin. Hot enough to raise a sour alcoholic sweat.

Did she set fire to the bar?

Aw nuts. She must have, using that handy little romantic
candle. Romance this! Joyce remembered blurry orange flame in the
night, a defiant signal to those cold, distant perfect stars.
Toasting with the only bottle that had made it out by lucky
circumstance of being in her hand: champagne, drink of champions,
from the actual Champagne region. With her back roasting and her
upturned face frozen.

The gutter was where the voice had woken her with all of its
“sorrow” nonsense. With past history as a guide she had most likely
tripped and then decided to go to sleep, since she was already down
there on the floor and all. Joycie, you are one real classy
dame.

‘I’ve seen your type before.’

Joyce was not even aware of having drifted off until the car
recalled her. As an audience it sounded a long way from being
impressed.

Nonetheless, a brief thrill of mingled joy and fear raced
through the tall woman. They had been here! They must
have!

Whoa up there Joycie. Past victim of hope she dragged herself
up short. There was no way that the bringers could have been
through this city. Not with this car, this “sorrow” clogging up the
works; she was quite literally getting ahead of herself. The
bringers only ever trailed along behind, followed when Joyce’s work
was done. She was alone among the buildings.

Something gooey and white and just that little bit gross was
coming off her teeth. Joyce grimaced and wiped it on her sleeve.
Bloody hell. She was falling apart.

She feigned disinterest like a cat: ‘You have?’ and while she
was talking lay flat and began to work her way beneath the car,
shirt ruching up to expose ribs as broad as girders.

‘Sure thing. Your lot are everywhere. Wandering the suburbs,
chatting up street lights and clutching rancid trash jealously like
it’s your own treasure. I’ve seen plenty of you.’

‘Hardy ha ha. Please stop before my sides split.’ Joyce was
holding her nose while speaking: things smelled pretty oily and
foetid beneath the chassis, enough to leave the whiffy issue of her
feet in the dust. She tried not to think about how some of that
aroma must be drifting down from the sad little passenger above.
‘You know, once upon a time the screws would have said talking to a
car was crazy.’

‘That’s “shrinks” you mean, right?’ The car doubted her tall
tale, anyway. It had never met any vehicle who failed to respond
when spoken to, and could not imagine one so rude.

‘Nah, it’s screws. They screw around with your nut, see;
which works out for them ‘cause you’d have to be pretty screwed up
to screw one.’

Not even a titter. In the awkward silence Joyce scalded three
knuckles on the exhaust, the white domes of blister rising like
icecaps. She banged a chunk of freed metal irritably against the
undercarriage. ‘Sneer all you want, but I am doing important work
here! Stuff that you won’t catch your average Nutty McNut-Nut
doing.’

‘Like what?’ the car wondered. ‘What difference can you make?
I couldn’t even go through a red light.’

Then Joyce finally pulled something vital. As she yanked the
cable free a neon spark arced between her hands – it paid to be
well grounded. The engine’s discreet cough died and for the car all
worlds, failing or new, were finally over.

She answered anyway. ‘I end things. I clear out what can’t go
forward, make way for the new world. Endings are all that’s left
for me. My job. Like you, I’ll never get to be part of the new
world that they’re bringing. I’ll never even dream it.’

Unvoiced in the darkening bruise that was her mind she
whispered “I’m sorry”.

●

This
is how it was all over the world. Depots of buses waited desolately
for somebody to take them touring again on the beautiful open
roads. Airplanes dreamed, tipped over to one side so that one wing
pointed to the clouds they longed for even as they sank into the
overgrown earth.

An automatic teller machine could not question its place in
life and take up art. A food processor could not find fulfilment in
literature once nobody was around to want frappé any
more.

Of course it was not fair! So what was the point in
apologizing to one? The abandoned world had no rhyme or reason
left; only a blind, grinding inevitability.

●

To
crawl from beneath the steel corpse took almost more than Joyce
had. There were worse tombs she supposed, the streets were lined
with them but ennui did not alter the fact that she had a job to
do.

Joyce squinted up at the sky, all hint of sunshine gone. Only
the pavement-coloured clouds, their heavy guts swagged low enough
to be stuck through and through by the most enterprising of the
skyscrapers. As an afterthought she smashed the traffic light’s
panel open with a rock and disconnected that, too.

And that was when Joyce had spotted the glow of the toy
shop.

Both front windows had been busted in and bright detritus
flooded the footpath like hard plastic candy. The fading of the
city’s other establishments had not diminished these Christmas
reds, burning Van Gough yellows and deep Whiteley blue. Once upon a
time these things must have been marvellous.

Their clockwork life was so enviously easy. Nobody was born
in candy land. Nobody lived in dread of dying at the end of all of
their hard work – that’s it, game’s done. No, a giant hand merely
wound you up: it wound and wound and off you went until it all
ground down again.

In good conscience nobody could blame humanity for being
dazzled, and for trying to run with the dumb fidelity of their own
dumb machines. After all, for a while it worked and those people
wrought miracles.

But then in a very un-clockwork fashion they began to break
down. Humanity threw a cog, to draw an analogy, from international
politics right down to the cellular level.

For example Joyce must have been what, fifteen? sixteen? when
her friends donated their first major organ. Happy Birthday Joycie,
they sang. Blow out your candles. Have a kidney.

●

Finally the struggle within the tin mouse she was holding
stopped. Black glass eyes glittered up at her. With a final groan
of defiance an old spring snapped out to bite her hand.

‘Oh you dirty bastard!’

Vindictively Joyce pitched the toy back into the general
junk, a faint crunch as it landed somewhere inside, and inspected
her palm tremulously. A torn ridge of skin peeled up, neatly
bisecting what might well be her life-line. Or heart. She had never
been very good at palm reading hippy crap.

The skin curled on itself like a white pencil shaving. She
bit it off; teeny squirts of blood on her tongue like old rust. Was
it HIV that you caught from injuries on machinery? Or was that
lockjaw?

‘Steady on old girl,’ Joyce told her tingling fingers. ‘It’s
all psychosomatic, anyway.’

Sssand.

Joyce’s old buddy. The sibilance stretched out, intensified
until the spoken word became less a signifier and more the sheer
embodiment of sand, of hot grains rubbing together. For a moment
she felt the skin of her face tighten, its moisture sucked out as
though she had plunged into an oven.

Then grey day returned. Joyce spat the piece of skin out.
Poor abandoned scrap of my body, nobody needs you any
more.

‘You know,’ she said conversationally and with what she felt
was immense restraint. ‘I notice it’s never “Caribbean Resort”
hissed at me in the ooky-kooky voice. Not for Joycie. For me it’s
just crap and awful things and more crap.’

Sss …

‘Oh shut up. I got it the first time.’

The toy shop’s bell jingled cheerfully with her
exit.

●

Some
time, a goodly time after the big noisy woman was gone the toy
shop’s tumbled brickwork came alive.

An army of real brown mice squeezed their soft little bodies
from hundreds of cunning hidey-holes and came darting down the
rubble. Frail, ordinary mice with tiny pink hands and quivering
ears. Apt to drop dead from too much hot or cold, or from just
sheer fright. Even capable of eating themselves to death given the
chance,

Although Joyce was now long gone it took them a long time to
be brave. A bit at a time they timidly crept close and then settled
in to shiver and peer superstitiously into the blank bead eyes of
the discarded mechanical mouse.







 Chapter Two: Insanely Huge Cursive

This
was the desert. Welcome to the crimson heart of fuck-all. Red sand
in all directions.

Young (enough), full of spunk (or at least feeling it),
Samuel tipped back his head and sucked in the kiln-thick air, his
sweaty chest expanding against backpack straps. Loaded backpack and
all, having achieved an amble in his overworked boots, Samuel was
following the highway – although to call it a “highway” was a
little like trying to pass off Niagara’s chief attraction as a
gentle summer mist.

Glistening black and straight as a bolt the highway shot out
over the sand, seventeen lanes across, dunes on either side.
Superheated air boiled from its midnight surface like cappuccino
froth. In this heat the asphalt stink was threatening to corrode
Samuel’s nose right off his face.

Although it had looked inhumanly flawless from a distance,
now that he was up close and personal Samuel found that the highway
was actually a ruin. Only the great road trains could hope to
travel its fractured surface now, where chunks of blind asphalt
reared their heads like tarry bergs. Easily thirty or forty
trailers long, some of the road trains: towering on futuristic
suspension no honest vehicle outside of the military could hope to
match.

But it had been a hell of a long time since Samuel had seen
one of those roar past, and he listened for them closely – you had
to get your ass over the hill right quick when they came. Perhaps
trucking was dying out, too, finally defeated by the degrading face
of the highway.

For Samuel his journey had begun in the town that the highway
had set out from, and ended … who knew? There could be no better
reason in his learned opinion to hoist a pack and find out. So far
as the eye could see and quite a bit further there were only two
things to the entire world. Hot, dead sand and road.

●

He
did have company, though. Of sorts. Against all odds, little blobby
things lived in the desert. They had once been something like bugs
or worms; perhaps an illicit lovechild of the two; and they lived
out their swollen little lives on the underside of stones where
there was just enough cool to sustain them.

As the man passed they squidged further down into their
hidden niches. Foremost on what was only a few steps removed from a
true hive mind, they wondered together; “What the hell is he doing
out here?”

●

Samuel’s legs hurt. His shirt was sticking to his back. He
had never felt so God damned alive and life was
glorious.

In celebration he sucked back another scorching, enthusiastic
lungful. ‘Hello the desert!’

‘YAAAH!’ Came the unexpected response. Samuel glanced
up in time to see a woman hurl herself off the top of a sand
dune.

Still screaming, silhouetted between burning sky and sand she
skidded perhaps ten meters triumphantly upright and in that instant
was a Valkyrie, invincible, arms braced wide in classic surfer
stance.

Then one foot lagged and she went over all at once, tumbling
and rolling like a bowled octopus.

Samuel bolted forward, the pack thudding his spine, mouth dry
(and wasn’t that funny in the desert) – certain that the
insane idiot had just killed herself. Wouldn’t that be typical: the
first face to talk to in weeks and she promptly goes and carks
it.

But the woman lurched panting to her feet before he could
reach her and punched a fist at the sky. ‘Yeah! A road! How do you
like that; a bloody road!’

Samuel took a reality check. Then another, to be on the safe
side. Way back in the recesses he could still remember the grinding
machine of the fashion industry with its endless parade of catwalk
kitties; however, he had somehow never translated the grotesquery
of such female proportion into real life. This goddess in the
middle of nowhere soared awe-inspiringly into the stark ether, even
sans heels. Graceful only in certain poses which she seemed to
strike without thinking: a hand on her hip, one long thigh
dropped.

Lacking the great leveller of cosmetics, despite being
stretched mid-grin the woman’s over-lipped mouth still pouted, an
idiot bow that teetered beyond the bounds of good taste. Her skull
bulged almost cephalatically to accommodate the huge eyes. Those
eyes! They were what bothered him the most: they seemed to gape
blindly through him, sun blasted and utterly strange. Hair that
should have been a silky waterfall was instead dark, crudely hacked
off fuzz. She looked like a mutilated doll.

Samuel glanced about bemusedly, half expecting a pack of
paparazzi to come mincing down the dune in pursuit to hunting cries
of “darling!” and “fabulous!” but the woman was all
alone.

A good conversation starter eluded him. ‘Um …’

‘Hi!’ The stranger paused her victory dance long enough to
turn that bright dizzy smile on him, so dizzy that it made him
queasy. One front tooth was rotated slightly, a flaw that steadied
him. ‘Fancy seeing you here.’ She might have been handing around
canapés at a cocktail function, one ankle tucked coquettishly
behind the other. ‘Got anything to drink?’

‘Um, sure.’

As he un-slung his canteen the tall woman’s hands opened and
closed compulsively by her sides: not that he found eagerness
unattractive in a lady, mind. She was sunburned and peeling, with
grim highlights such as her nose glowing as oxide red as the
sand.

That was what was so wrong here! Samuel almost dropped the
canteen handing it to her. There was nothing on this woman but her
clothes! She might have been magically plucked from street or
studio and plonked down here on the sand. He could not believe it.
‘You didn’t come all the way out here like that?’

‘Uh huh.’ The lady was chugging like a uni student already,
shuddering and gasping as her body rejected this shocking new
input. Still she forced the water down greedily, as one used to
such insurrection from the ranks.

‘But … but this is the desert! You can’t just stroll into the
freakin’ desert with no food, no water – look at you! Not even a
bloody chap-stick …’

Samuel was saved further outrage as a rush of sunspots caught
up with her. Oooh yeah. She had definitely drunk that way too fast.
Every cell whispered its prayer: water, water. Dazed and
temporarily blinded she swallowed hard and concentrated on not
fainting as the nausea-tsunami ripped through.

‘Wasn’t my idea,’ she croaked. The words had to be eased past
a pre-vommie lump. She shook on her feet like a boneless rag. ‘Sent
me. Said “sand”. Jerk never says “holiday”.’ Icy sweat she could
ill afford to lose broke out all over.

Samuel was quick to rescue his canteen before she could drop
it. Relieved of responsibility the woman thumped to the sand in a
sort of half-sit, half-fall, her gangly legs stuck out in front. He
supposed she would be safe enough there for the moment and climbed,
slipping and wallowing up the dune that she had surfed
down.

Sand, hey? Well if that was the woman’s mission she had
certainly got her fill of it. All that he could see was glaring
desert, with an occasional rock thrown in for good measure. The
arid landscape pressed and sucked hungrily at his
eyeballs.

Not that Samuel expected a tour bus, mind; but the desolation
nailed home just how bizarre the woman’s sudden appearance was. She
did not fall from the heavens, either: there went her footprints,
meandering in great aimless loops like a sleepwalker’s. Estimating
distance was not easy when the world looked so generic but that
trail led over the hill and far, until his eye lost it in the
rippling heat.

●

Had
Samuel been able to get higher, perhaps to the soaring altitude of
one of the rare desert eagles he would have seen something to
really split his gasket.

In insanely huge cursive the footprints that appeared so
drunken from the ground spelled “Joyce”. At least eight hundred
meters high to a letter, her name stamped on the desert’s face like
a fancy cattle brand.

C’est impossible, as the French would say. Those wacky
French.

●

Shaking his head Samuel climbed/slid back down, only to
discover that his fair damsel had effected a recovery and set off
down the highway.

He jogged to catch up and while she did not wait, she did not
speed up any either. ‘Hey. I’m Samuel.’

‘NicetameetyaSam.’

He winced. ‘Just Samuel, please. Nobody calls me Sam.’ A
helplessly expectant pause which it became clear she was not about
to break. ‘And you are …?’

The woman shot him a comically suspicious glare: who wants to
know? But oh, right, he had already given his credentials. ‘Joyce.
My name’s Joyce. Although I’d imagine that folk call me whatever
the hell they want.’

‘Right. Joyce it is.’ At their backs her giant name was being
slowly blurred away by a desert that would not suffer any traveller
to leave their mark. If only he knew. ‘So, Joyce. Who wants you
dead so badly?’

The veiled glare was open now; ‘Why would you say
that?’

‘Nothing much. Only that when someone sends you into the big
red on foot sans gear, you’re generally not expected to see the
other side. It was a time-honoured punishment for rustlers back in
the day. And not to stick my nose in, but that then makes me wonder
what a lass like yourself might have done to cheese anybody off so
hard.’

Smirks were beginning to show through the gloom. ‘A girl like
me? I’ll have you know that I can rub folk the wrong way as well as
the next man.’ Better, actually. ‘Come to mention it, though, what
is on the other side of this sandbox?’

‘Spill the beans and I’ll share: who sent you out
here?’

‘What does it matter anyhow? Who remembers the past these
days? Half the populace out there can barely remember what they ate
for breakfast this morning.’

‘Interesting and totally unhelpful philosophy. Well, for my
turn so sorry but I haven’t the foggiest what might be out past the
desert.’

Joyce goggled like a kid caught out by a magic trick. ‘You
don’t?’

‘Haven’t been there yet, have I?’

Damn it, he had her there on logic. She hated
that.

After a few moments of stewing; ‘So where’s your car
then?’

‘Car?’

‘This is a road isn’t it? I’m not mistaken?’

‘Highway,’ he corrected. ‘One of the last great ones. Pretty
slim chance of a car coming this way any more, some of the cracks
are big enough to drop a car into. This is a trucking
route.’

‘Sure am glad the road monitor was here to set me straight on
that one. So show us your truck then.’

‘Don’t have one.’

‘Come again?’

‘I’m about this the old fashioned way,’ he elaborated. Then
elaborated further: ‘Walking.’

‘Well crap.’ Joyce exhaled wearily. ‘My blisters have got
blisters. The scenic route isn’t nearly so much fun as I’d hoped.’
Her careless heel kicked over a rock and unnoticed by either of
them, twelve or so poor blobby things writhed agonising deaths in
the hard afternoon light. Late afternoon sky, although in the
desert every hour felt like noon.

‘The scenic route … is it at all possible you were dropped on
your head as a baby?’

She shrugged. ‘Anything’s possible.’

The sun was beginning its task of rolling down the heavens.
With the horizon on fire and crimson sand below the world became a
nightmarish blaze of red. Joyce’s eyes watered under the assault;
she found herself focussing narrowly on the cool blue of Samuel’s
eyes merely for the relief. He was far from
discomforted.

‘You hungry?’

‘Dear lord yes. Yes.’

‘Well I’m about ready to settle in and make myself dinner,
camp, the lot. You’re welcome to join me.’

A sort of smirk stirred her generous mouth. ‘Gee Sam, I
dunno. I did leave reservations at the Sheraton, and you
know eight-thirty’s cocktail hour. But guess I could stay
seeing as it’s for the pleasure of your company and
all.’

‘The name’s Samuel. Keep up this Sam crap and it’ll be
nothing but a lump of coal and a spanking from Santa this
Christmas.’

‘Ah, but what sized lump?’ Squatting comfortably in the sand
with no inclination to assist she watched him work. ‘So what
brought you out to this sun kissed wonderland?’

‘I’m writing.’ Samuel measured spirit into a little stove
with the care of a bomb technician. ‘Sort of a
travel-diary-come-guidebook. About the way the world’s become, I
guess.’

‘Why bother?’

‘Come again?’

‘I mean, nobody reads anymore. Folk wipe their asses with
books, burn them, or use them to insulate their shacks. And it
serves Mr Lovecraft quite right for frightening the pants off me
when I was nine.’

‘Serves you right, I’d say. What’s a nine year old doing
reading Lovecraft?’

‘Well who’s going to read your travelogue?’

‘Somebody. Maybe thousands of years from now somebody will
pick it up and go wow, so that’s how things really were back then.
That Samuel sure was a champ for writing it all down. Let’s name a
country after him.’

‘You’re wasting your time.’

‘What makes you so sure?’

Joyce looked down evasively, doodling in the sand with a
gnawed fingernail. ‘Say stuff changes, gets better. Then the way
the world is now won’t matter anymore. None of us will matter. You
ought to wait a bit and write about new things, not old – the old
world’s going to get left in the dust.’

She wiped away her sketch, the little stick figures, enjoying
their obliteration and switched topics. ‘What are you cooking?’ The
bubbling pot assaulted her nostrils without delicacy, but in a good
way.

‘Curry. I’ve had to make something to stick most of the
veggies in; even dehydrated they’re dying in the ass out here. And
watch out if it’s crunchy: the desert’s no place for gourmet
cooking.’

‘It smells wonderful.’ At this stage anything would. As
Samuel was spooning out dinner Joyce felt her salivary glands kick
into Pavlovian overload and it was a good thing that he handed over
fork before plate, otherwise she might have just stuck her head
straight in and inhaled it. Which would be a pity: first
impressions were so important.

Even so, she seemed to be making an impact.

‘Do you always eat so … enthusiastically?’

‘Compliments to the chef,’ she snuffled. ‘How are girls like
me s’posed to eat?’

‘Now that you mention it, I don’t know. Side-saddle, I
guess.’

‘This really is fabulous.’

‘Really?’ he said, pleased. ‘You’re not just saying
that?’

‘Sam, do you have any idea when I last saw a vegetable? I
haven’t taken a crap in months, it’s like my ass is glued
shut.’

‘Charming,’ he conceded dryly.

She grinned unabashedly, still shovelling it in. A fair
degree of sand was sliding down too. The sides of her cheeks, the
insides where she bit and bit nervously, fizzed and stung – but it
was a nice kind of hurt. Sort of curry-cauterising.

Unfortunately if Samuel were planning on scintillating
discourse … which was admittedly unlikely on the heels of her last
comment but he would not mind understanding how the hell she got
out here; he was to be sorely disappointed.

One moment the lady Joyce was ramming the meal’s tail-end in:
food, glorious food! The next she lay face-down in the sand. A
thin, reedy snore began working its way out her nose.

Samuel dropped his spoon back in the pot. Only one fork and
one spoon: he had not come prepared for company. Overhead the
remainder of dusk’s fierceness had pinkened and begun to leave the
sky, pushed by an advancing wave of deep eggplant. Tangy runnels of
sweat cooled in his shirt.

‘What am I going to do with you?’

Snnoore. Like wet gravel shifting.

In lieu of an answer Samuel went right on and finished up
both his meal and the camp, laying his sleeping bag there by the
highway. Every now and again he glanced over but Joyce had dropped
into sleep like a puppet with the strings cut. She did not even
twitch.

A horrible thought occurred but checking her pulse he found
it reassuringly steady and unimpressed with the trials of the day.
He suppressed an evil schoolboy urge to dip her fingers into warm
water, turn about for the fright she had just given him.

‘Fine, you can just sleep there. You’re too big to move.’
Although he supposed he ought to make her more
comfortable.

With a fair amount of shoving Samuel managed to get the tall
woman into the recovery position where there was less danger of
smothering. A bag jammed under her neck relieved that grinding
snore which was a boon not only to his ears, but to untold numbers
of nearby blobby things as well.

Joyce’s skin was horribly sunburned: fiery, with blisters
clustering about the delicate parts of her face. She looked an
awful lot like a British tourist at the beach. All Samuel had in
his pack was sunscreen – a first aid kit would have been an awesome
idea, but is the sort of thing nobody packs until they have needed
one.

He dubiously scanned the tube’s ingredient list with their
spiky-sounding names. Rumour had it the stuff was loaded with heavy
metals which was not great, but perhaps the aloe vera had something
to offer?

Under his fingertips Joyce’s dreaming face felt hot and hard.
Up this close she exuded a sort of salty animal smell: not
something you would find in a Parisian salon but you could not
precisely call it nasty, either. It mingled uneasily with the
sunscreen tang, producing a potent third that was absorbed by his
hands as they massaged the vulnerable line of her jaw. Infiltrator,
from there it crept through his bloodstream to saturate and drown
his body.

The lotion could not cool her. Her flesh was as sparse as
could be managed while still leaving a real person inside. Samuel
stared, fascinated. His grip on her frail neck could easily lock
all the way around. Her collarbones looked sharp enough to slice
him wide open. A deep swallow forced a little more moisture to his
mouth.

Her shoulders rolled smoothly, leading his hands down. Her
steady pulse became his new reference point as it lubbed, lubbed.
Half-hypnotised, he would have ventured further but Joyce stirred
and mumbled unhappily in a voice blurred by sleep.

‘They’re coming.’

Samuel’s hands stopped their creepy creeping. That was it: he
snapped the tube shut; no more. Another man perhaps, but not him.
With the chaste care of a physician he tucked her long limbs
carefully under a blanket.

‘Following,’ she groaned again in her sleep. The word ached
with all the vulnerability of unconsciousness’ longing. ‘So
beautiful. And I can’t be there. I don’t want to be left
behind.’

‘I won’t leave,’ Samuel answered brusquely and flushed as
soon as he said it. To cover the embarrassment he wormed briskly
into his sleeping bag: it was getting cold now. ‘Just … get some
rest.’  And turned over to do just that.

●

Samuel might not have dropped off so tranquilly had he known
that although the night looked peaceful, every cranny seethed with
life. For a short time the blobby things were liberated from the
tyranny of the sun.

Crossing between neighbouring rocks they met and gossiped –
in pantomime, having no voices – they warred and fucked. Not
surprisingly a good part of the gossip revolved around the two
sleeping intruders; but having eavesdropped on only a thin instant
in the couple’s lives it was all hearsay.

●

In
the midst of it all Samuel rested limply for a few hours but it was
not an easy sleep. Rather, he sank all the way to the bottom as
though thrust and pinned under by a powerful hand.

He had been subliminally aware of sobbing for some time
before fighting his way back to the surface.

‘Joyce.’

Unwilling to abandon his sleeping bag he commando-crawled in
it over to her.

‘Hey. Hey, it’s ok.’

‘It’s not okay,’ Joyce hiccupped in exhausted dry heaves, her
poor body too parched for tears. ‘It’ll never be ok again.’ In the
dark all of the blobby things had become rapt listening statues,
frozen in attitudes of rage, love and interpretive
dance.

Dim starlight picked out her unhappy rictus of a face.
Samuel’s heart skittered: as though by compensation for her eyes
the lower half of her face ran wet and bloody and her hands were
just as bad, sand-encrusted from her attempts to staunch the
flow.

Oh thank God … it was just her nose, only from her nose. No
reason to run about in a panic, he told himself sternly.

Joyce fought Samuel’s insistent comforting until it because
obvious that he was not about to let go: and then she let go, all
at once, a bony tower of cards falling into his arms. She slumped
so limply that had he not held her up and in she would have sunk
into the sand and dissolved away.

Fetching his canteen Samuel urged another round of water into
Joyce sip by sip until a touch of fluid squirted to her scratchy
red eyes, daring enough to be wasted. All he could wish was that he
stood in a more dignified position than hunkered down with his
sleeping bag puddled around his ankles.

‘Better? Joyce, are you ok now?’

‘What?’ Joyce’s reaction could not have been more abrupt had
he stuck a molten poker up her ass. She snapped all the way awake
with a jerk, zero to one hundred and shoved him loose, yammering
fast enough to blur the words together. ‘Of course I’m ok, I’m
fine, the only thing not fine ‘round here is you, who the hell are
you?’

‘Look Joyce – just calm down! You were dreaming …’

‘Who?’ She insisted shrilly. To be frank, waking terrified in
the night was not groundbreaking stuff for Joyce but at no time in
living memory had somebody been right there holding on to
her.

‘I’m Samuel. We met on the highway, you remember? I made
curry.’

‘The road, right.’ Embarrassment wiped its feet and came
right on in. ‘Sam. Sure I remember, I … oh gross, did I have a
nosebleed?’

Fundamentally torn between correcting Joyce on the name or
the highway thing, he went with the gripe that had dogged him since
childhood. ‘It’s Samuel, actually. Here, take my hanky.’

‘Thankyou.’ It was difficult to remain mortified with a man
who not only pocketed a flat ironed square of plaid but who
actually called it his hanky. Wiping, Joyce reasoned she should
probably be grateful that he did not just hock one up in the
handkerchief and fall to scrubbing her face himself.

‘I’m tidy.’ Or close enough - as good as likely to get. ‘Can
I have some more water?’

‘Here, but take it slow. You nearly passed out last time
…’

‘Yes, thankyou Mum.’

‘Fine, fine.’ The lady obviously harboured pretensions of
being some grade-A hard-nut. In Samuel’s sage experience girls like
that were all mouth no pants: Xena on the outside, orphaned kittens
within. He listened to her gasping and slurping in the
dark.

In a sense it was a pity, all that water. As the lightness
receded Joyce was left tied down in the depressing bedrock of her
body. Walking for so long in the sun she had begun to feel so
lovely and swimmy inside her skin. Free from life’s little
concerns.

Joyce handed the canteen back. ‘I came out here because …
well, a voice sent me. It’s part of my job. Instructions only I can
hear. You don’t need to know anything more than that.’

Never was a embargo less likely to be honoured. Beyond their
charmed circle a couple of blobby things nudged each other and
leaned forward eagerly to catch Samuel’s reply.

But whatever the reasonable, clean-cut young man might have
thought was lost forever as a shattering bellow rolled out across
the desert.

The couple’s bones and gritted teeth reverberated to the
brassy sound and, somewhat redundantly, Samuel jumped. Joyce with
her more highly-tuned instinct for self-preservation was already
fifteen meters away. Samuel watched bemusedly as she slid to a halt
in the sand on the rather shamefaced realisation that, as awesome
as the sound was, it had originated some ways off.

Cold start sprinting probably was not the best idea; it had
been years since Joyce had indulged in such athletics. As she
leaned gasping on her knees Samuel came to stand beside her,
wondering if he ought to pat her back or something. ‘Air horn.’ The
distant mechanical beast lowed again.

Straightening her spine Joyce winced at the second insistent
blast although the shock value had mostly gone. ‘ Don’t suppose you
know Morse Code?’

‘Don’t ask like everybody knows it! Do you?’

‘Not so much, no. I don’t think there’s enough pattern for it
to be a code anyhow, it’s just going “blaaah, blaaah”.’

‘Could be an SOS dumbed down for neophytes like us who don’t
get Morse Code? Save Our Souls.’

‘Air horns don’t have souls,’ she snapped, as though the very
idea was upsetting. ‘Anyhow, we’re awake now, so … oh come on. You
can’t tell me you’re not even a little curious.’

‘I’m coming. Just give me a second to pack up.’ Things were
all right for girls who just collapsed and slept where they fell,
he grumbled to himself.

Joyce watched curiously. Only a professional boy scout could
have crammed the lot back into one pack with Samuel’s neat
alacrity; whereas any normal person would just go stark raving mad.
In record time he had all and sundry swung on to his back. Joyce
applauded dryly, and he saluted with his middle finger.

The eerie hoots: distress calls, or whatever they were;
continued as the two of them walked down the highway together.
Joyce had not been kidding about blisters on her blisters and they
could only make slow progress: the woman was a wreck. Her body
slipped and juddered when in motion like a broken down old cement
mixer.

The tarmac was obligingly treacherous underfoot but was still
better than either would go on the sand. Samuel seemed to remember
that athletes used to deliberately train on the bloody stuff for
the extra workload, and if that did not prove humanity was cracked
nothing would. He kept the pace gentle, but could not guarantee the
same for his tongue.

‘So. Voices, huh? Is this a God thing?’

Joyce set her jaw in a gesture that any wise man would have
known to watch for. ‘I never said that.’

‘Old Testament, or New? What? – it’s a valid
question.’

‘Quit being a dick.’

‘So that makes you … seraphim? Cherubim? Not one of those
chubby little angels who don’t wear underpants; you know, I see you
as more of the smiting type.’

Joyce’s big mouth opened up for retaliation but then some
memory of her dream caught at her thoughts, hers being a mind that
loved to fling such things in at the worst moment. She was treated
to a glimpse of colour and bright music as though some heavenly
host really had brushed by, but the remembrance brought no hope.
Only a sickening twist of jealousy. Suddenly the angel gibe was not
so funny anymore.

‘No,’ she answered curtly. ‘Not me.’

‘Save our souls. Is that it?’

She snorted grittily, recovering her equilibrium; ‘Are you
kidding? I’ve got more than enough trouble managing my own. Souls
are pretty much the only things out there that aren’t my problem!’
And whose fault was that, that her sad electronic victims had no
souls? Science? Engineers? The ever-popular government?

Samuel was so engrossed in watching judgment roll in across
her face that looking where he was going went right out the window
along with his footing. He did not go down gracefully.

‘Oh dear.’ Joyce kept right on, cattish affront in every
stride. ‘Hurt yourself, have you?’

He grimaced and rolled up his pants leg: a gritty scrape
oozed through dishwater blond hair. Rubbing fingertips in slick
blood he regained his feet. ‘I’ll live. Just.’

‘I’m not some nutter if that’s what you’re
thinking!’

Samuel grinned, hobbling to catch up; at least now they made
more of a matched walking pair. ‘God forfend.’

‘It doesn’t make me special or anything, quite the opposite.
Were it up to me none of this crap would even be
happening.’

‘Thank God.’

‘Were you born this funny or did you take
lessons?’

‘Lessons. Elementary A-Hole One-Oh-One.’

Joyce laughed, surprising herself. The impending apocalypse
evaporated from her expression leaving only clear skies. ‘You’re a
good man Sam.’

‘Samuel. I aim to please.’

She pondered a little shyly, limping along beside him in the
dark. ‘Sam?’

‘Samuel.’

‘Can I hold your hand?’

He was not sure he had heard her right. ‘Why?’

‘Because it feels nice. Because you’re a nice guy and you
just fell down, and I haven’t held anyone’s hand in a really long
time. Just because. Don’t you ever do anything for no
reason?’

Joyce’s hand did look kind of empty down there, swinging by
her side. Samuel took it. He had to admit that it was kind of nice.
The tall woman’s fingers were cool, at odds with her sunburned
skin. Now should one of them find a ditch worth tripping into odds
were that they would both go: all-for-one and all that. The
comradeship was comforting.

The air horn groaned again. Up ahead they could finally see
its source: a cluster of points looming against the sky. All
orange, yellow and red as though a giant lit Christmas tree had
been laid on its side. Target in sight Joyce picked up the pace,
pulling eagerly as though Samuel were a reluctant extension of her
arm.

Towed briskly along, he wondered if he had ever spent such an
eccentric night in all his life? Probably once or twice at
university.

The lights defied all sense of perspective. Even approaching
it took a while to decipher the illusion: they had found a truck,
and the damn thing was massive. It tilted crookedly, slewed onto
the highway’s verge with gargantuan treads on one side gouged deep
into the sand. Only sidelights. The engine was a deep low throb
that you could hear in your spine.

‘Hello?’ Samuel ventured and the horn blast cut mid-way,
leaving their ears ringing. The cab door stood open. It creaked a
little in the night breeze.

Entirely lacking his imagination Joyce pulled free and ran
forward, her eyes shining like stars. Years peeled back to leave
mainly child. ‘Wow! Oh wow. He’s beautiful!’ She reverently patted
the hauler’s snout, unmindful of the filth coming off on her
fingers, and then tried to hug it.

BANG! The truck’s high beams blazed on, evaporating her in a
detonation of light.

BANG! BANG! Then off, leaving pristine midnight.

On again: BANG! The world bleached sterile. Then
off.

‘Joyce!’

‘I’m here.’ Sitting on her tailbone in cool sand she shook
her head blearily. Neon sea creatures swam before her
eyes.

‘Ben!’ The scolding, grizzled old-man voice drifted out of
the dark. He sounded gasping and weak for all his amused
chastising. ‘You really gonna holler help, then get cold feet at
th’ last second you big ole tease?’

Samuel found him. The trucker lay sprawled a meter or so from
the cab, with his finger of reproductive flesh hanging limply from
his fly. The sand was clotted all around with the uric reek of
piss. One hand crabbed loosely at the old fellow’s barrel chest
inside a roomy flannelette shirt; what should have been ordinary
everyday breathing had become an uphill marathon.

‘Son, you mind tucking my snake in ‘fore the lady gets
herself an eyeful?’ Embarrassment thickened the patois.

Always the gentleman, Samuel considerately obliged without
expression. The old man’s flesh felt cool, boneless and somehow
dead in his palm, and the crinkly hair that he nestled it back in
amongst was as scratchy as dry straw.

Heaving the now decent trucker upright, he got a breathless
laugh in return. ‘Hell, you seem like a decent type. Ain’t many
guys’d give that handshake before a proper introduction. Here,’ he
offered his hand. ‘I’m Geoffrey.’

‘They don’t look like hope to me,’ a sonorous voice
countered. ‘Hope’s easy to recognise; it arrives bright with colour
and laughter. Something altogether different sneaks out of the
dark.’

‘Well excuse me all to hell …’ Joyce started.

‘Can it Ben,’ Geoffrey wheezed. ‘And while you’re at it,
light the candles.’

The headlights flicked on again at a grudgingly low level.
Enough for them to finally see the hauler sitting by the side of
the highway: fire truck red, fabulous and bold, calling to mind
adventures and heroes lost. Against it Geoffrey’s sick face was the
colour of old cheese.

‘My truck, Ben,’ he gasped the introduction. ‘Don’t mind his
rot; literary pretensions an’ all that you know. My Ben’s a
poet.’







 Chapter Three: The Judgment Day Diner

‘I
think he’s had a heart attack.’

‘Had?’ Geoffrey wheezed, wincing at the knobbly jut of
Samuel’s knee beneath his head. ‘Having.’

Ben could accommodate all three passengers with Geoffrey
lying down, so long as they were willing to get cosy. The trucker
had his head in Samuel’s lap, jolting wildly as they began their
ascent up hundreds of gears, cresting the broken skin of the
highway.

Man and truck must have journeyed together an awfully long
time. Beneath their jouncing buttocks the upholstery exhaled
decades of breathing, sweating and farting saved up into one
noxious miasma. Joyce thought rather uncharitably of ancient,
scabrous tomcats on heat, or of those withered zoo apes who scream
and pump wildly at piss-soaked bars.

Poor Geoffrey looked no better since they had bundled him
into the truck’s cab; Samuel heaving, and Joyce shoving grimly with
a face-full of chunky trucker ass. Worse, rather. His skin was
greying out in the way of the bottle (cancer-sticks induce
jaundice, but the really heavy alcoholics go stone grey, their
abused bodies finally fading out on them. Clothed in
ashes).

With his eyes slitted, focusing on the narrowing confines of
his chest the trucker hissed on every out-breath like a deflating
balloon, already unready for the trial of taking more on board. The
oxygen seemed to just flow impotently in and out without reaching
where it was needed. Still, it was better than lying in the sand
like an upturned turtle, splattered with his own whizz.

And never mind that a life or death situation may not be the
best moment to discuss comfort zones, but while Samuel was normally
a fan of having his crotch investigated that was by invite only.
Another man’s skull butted into his groin was not how he had
pictured this evening panning out.

With Geoffrey unable to take the wheel it fell to Joyce to
tackle the behemoth truck’s controls. In lieu of skill she managed
with an Amazon’s violent love-struck glee, and sober circumstance
aside a manic grin threatened to pop out and disgrace her any
moment.

She crunched a gear, missed, and then rammed that sucker in.
If metal could flinch the entire cab would have recoiled around
her. ‘Sweet mother! Be gentle, that’s my butt you’re
mangling!’

‘Does. This. Look. Easy?’

‘Yes, actually.’ The truck switched his attention to where it
really belonged. ‘Now you just hang in there Geoff, we’re getting
you to the hospital …’

Get her to the hospital, a pathetic squeak of a voice
moaned in Joyce’s skull and her gut twisted, the cramp drawing her
knobbly spine up and painfully sideways. All the memories were
starting in for a piece of her now, all of those pleas accumulated
over the years into a great stinking heap, pouring its misery into
her chest.

Yeah, well my cup runneth over, she snarled to herself. What
she heard was the universal misery of mankind, a hapless phobia
distilled tenfold in their creations: Don’t leave me alone! – What
will I do?

She wondered if either of the men had heard the terrible
restraint that Ben lashed around his quietly spoken words. And all
the while the engine was thundering, winding up to a run, an
all-out sprint across the desert. Perhaps going through crisis
without adrenaline, reflex or fleshly instinct left a machine with
nothing but sanity.

But somehow, from the sound of him, she doubted that.
Machines certainly had something akin to hysteria. Ben’s cab might
fly apart around them any second, casting them into the chaos of
the truck’s passage … only that would mean no hospital for
Geoffrey. So Ben gathered it all up and held it together by sheer
will, as though fidelity still meant a damn thing.

They were rolling at a good clip now and a fond glow lit the
trucker’s streaming eyes, momentarily eclipsing even his body’s
tightening vice. He laid a gentle hand on the console. Joyce
recognised the tenderness there, as foreign as it was to her nature
- she reasoned her way to it as the blind might to
colour.

‘Come off it Ben.’ Geoffrey coughed, and the stunning pain it
brought dropped another ten years on his bowed neck. ‘Even if we
traipse all th’ way out there do you really think anyone’s left?
Some doctor twiddling their thumbs, just waiting to patch my
pump?’

‘The hospital …’

‘Shh. Come on now. We’ve had a damn time, haven’t we? Better
‘n I deserve.’

‘Don’t give up! Not yet!’ Joyce’s interjection was chopped
staccato by feet pummelling pedals. Even with Sammy-boy glaring at
her the clamour in her skull demanded that she speak. ‘Hold on a
little longer. There’s a whole new world coming!’

‘What’ve I got for any new world?’ Geoffrey might have been
waggling his finger fondly at some errant child; ‘Too much already
of this one.’

‘But people don’t get to just give up!’ It was not
fair.

‘Can’t expect you t’ understand. Ain’t no reward for doing
the right thing, no matter who you do it for. Only the next day,
an’ the day after that …’

‘But a new world! Don’t you deserve all the new things, the
same as everyone else?’ Everybody but me, her traitor heart
whispered. When you have all gone on I will be here
alone.

‘Nobody gets their heart’s desire in th’ end, missy. What I
deserve is to stop and rest. I’m glad for all your marvellous hope
that’s coming, but rest is all I’m for. Not to have to think or to
be anymore. And now’s my chance.’

Joyce’s arguments were not going to do any good. Waiting so
long and fruitlessly for hope had left Geoffrey broken in some
fundamental way. Terrified of having to endure what days were still
stacked against him.

‘Geoff.’ Ben found his voice. ‘Stay with me. We made promises
– you promised.’

These conversations always came in duets: the abandoner and
the bereft. The voyager and their victim.

‘Ah, see now,’ Geoffrey murmured wryly. He had never imagined
doing this in front of a couple of gawping kids, but so be it.
‘Never trust a poet: always blurting their heart out.’

‘Fuck you!’

‘Ben … if there’s anything in this world worth stayin’ for,
it’s you. But I’m so tired. I feel like if I don’t take this chance
it’ll all grind down, everything that’s left, including us.
Then you’d have reason t’ hate me.’

‘I hate you now!’

Ben marvelled bitterly at what an idiot he must have seemed
for all those years in his joy. How much of their time together had
Geoffrey been rehearsing this? Flirting with this excuse or that,
the words on his tongue like wine. Geoffrey had taken to not
wearing the driver’s harness lately, his pulse cut off from sensors
that might have seen this coming. He had been cut off from Ben. Why
hadn’t he worn it? If Ben had teeth he would be grinding
them.

But then, panicking: ‘No, I don’t hate you Geoff, I don’t!’
Feeling the edifice that was them totter. Let Geoffrey live
with tearing it down if he could; the truck was unwilling to kick
so much as a brick out himself.

It appeared that Geoffrey would not have to live with
anything for very long. The trucker smiled tenderly, loving Ben,
still intending to play the low-blow all the way. ‘You’ll let me go
‘cause it’s what I need. Won’t hate me after, neither.’

He gasped, the worst sound they had heard from him yet. In
the same moment the yellow hot blaze of dawn broke the horizon
ahead, slamming blindingly through the windscreen. Joyce yelped and
flung up her hands; not the best driving tactic but Ben rescued the
steering with all the smoothness of a pro.

Out of all the chaos only Samuel knew what was happening. His
legs were under the trucker and he felt something snap in the old
man’s body like stretched elastic. New lines of shock etched
themselves around Geoffrey’s mouth: the very near future graven in
white marble. They ran on, the engine pounding.

Too impatient for farewells the sun’s hot ball seemed to claw
into the sky, touching the tips of sand ridges aflame to either
side of the highway.

Tough as cured tendon Geoffrey reached for his sunglasses
clipped to the shade but they were too damned high and it was
beyond him now to sit up. Thankfully the young fella with the
earnest eyes stretched and sat them on his face, freeing his hand
to drop back to the dash. He was determined to be calm and spoke to
his truck with simple dignity as though there were nobody else in
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Perhaps the world ended,

and we brought it on ourselves
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