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Crossing the Wasteland

 


 


After my mother died I went to boarding
school and in the summer my father would take me on business trips.
He was a salesman and went from city to city. One day our car broke
down and the mechanic said he would repair it and send it to
us.

My father said we would wait.

The mechanic's one-eyed grandmother, smelling
like coffee and cigarettes, turned over tarot cards and said, "No
part this week, maybe next." Her one dark eye looked at me as if
something about me frightened her.

My father couldn't afford to miss his
appointments so we took the bus. It was an old school bus so
jerry-rigged it wouldn't have been used where I went to school. The
engine smelled like it was burning. When the bus stopped to pick up
passengers, burny smoke rose from the engine.

My father sold tools and dies that cut and
bent metal into various shapes. They could turn a plow into a sword
or a sword into a plow. He sold them to large corporations and
small companies. Most of the tools and dies were too large to carry
so he had a catalog of what they looked like and what they did. In
the front were instructions and drawings of what they did and in
the back were made-up photos of what they could do to people. Most
of his customers wanted to see the make believe photos before they
bought and some even demanded copies of the photos.

We climbed on the bus and stayed in front,
where we could catch any breeze. We sat on the only seat that was
sideways. While everyone faced where the bus was going, we faced
sideways. As the bus went through the city it filled with
passengers. People got on carrying bundles or backpacks loaded with
their belongings. A few had nothing, just the clothes on their
backs. Some people climbed on the roof.

My father said he never went this way in his
car that this road went across a wasteland. Soon we were traveling
across a country with destroyed villages on the sides of the road.
The air reeked of burning wood, farm animals and smoldering rubber.
When the bus driver opened the door the hot dusty wind was like
someone was blowing stinky cigar smoke in my face.

Where the fires were the worst, a big man in
an old faded military uniform boarded the bus. Most of the seats
were taken. Across from us an elderly woman sat on a half seat. The
fat man glowered at her and she moved to a seat in the back. When
he sat down he stared at us.

The angry dark eyes kept watching my father.
My father pretended not to notice, but he sneaked his money out of
his pocket into my pocket. Someone in the back of the bus whispered
that the fat man was the notorious son of a man known for the worst
atrocities. The fat man smiled that his reputation scared everyone.
My father turned sideways when he talked to the driver as if to
shield me from the fat man's angry eyes.

The land was hot and dry; dust filled the
air. The inhabitants walked along the side of the road covered with
dust. Some women carried bundles on their heads. Passengers on the
roof of the bus shouted greetings to those we passed. At times
people wanted to get on the bus and the bus driver randomly said,
"No room."

Everyone on the bus was sharing gossip,
rumors. Some spoke in languages I didn't recognize. Most of the
people were very friendly. A man asked my father what he did. My
father said he sold things for a company, but since everything had
gone to hell, he was trying to arrange things so that when the
fighting was over he'd still have contacts and businesses to sell
to.

The fat man said the fighting would never be
over. When one side gained power, it would become oppressive and
the other side would revolt.

People talked less and less as the trip went
on. The road became hotter, drier and dustier. Wild brown grasses
grew at the side of the road and dust devils swirled across the
empty fields. Heat shimmers rose and combined with the dust making
visibility almost impossible.

I wanted to climb onto the roof to see the
countryside, but my father said no. He pointed out the window at a
small plane flying nearby. To the side of the road was a village. A
small bomb like a black egg dropped from the plane's belly and
exploded in the village, the loud repercussion slapped the bus.
Black smoke billowed upward and pungent smells of burning wood,
oil, rubber, and greasy fat drifted in the breeze and the
gray-brown fog of destruction floated across the road.

The bus driver had attached a pipe wrench to
a broken handle and when he needed to clean his windshield he'd
twist the wrench to make the wipers work. Sometimes he needed two
hands to drive and I stepped forward and worked the wrench making
the windshield wiper go back and forth. At times that wasn't enough
and he'd lean out the window and try to clean the windshield with a
rag.

People got on and off the bus along the road
and the bus driver would hop down and try to wipe off the
windshield with a rag. Because he liked talking to my father he
cleaned the window across from us so I could see the
countryside.

We passed burning villages with soldiers and
people on the side of the road and no one paid us any attention. As
we bounced across the flat land I saw soldiers blindfold a skinny
man and put a noose around his neck and make him stand on a chair.
They tied the other end of the rope to the branch of a dead tree,
but when they kicked the chair out from under him, his hands, which
had been tied in front of him, grabbed the noose and held on. The
officer drew his pistol and fired at the man and then the soldiers
lifted their rifles and shot him. The man shook when the bullets
hit him. Then the man was still and hung limply, swinging slowly
back and forth and around, as blood ran down his chest and legs.
The officer and soldiers kept shooting until the rope broke and he
fell to the ground.

Then the officer stepped close to the man and
tried to shoot, but his gun was out of bullets. So the officer took
a knife from his belt and stabbed the man in the chest. Out of the
wound came gray dusty smoke. The gray gas kept coming out until the
man shriveled up and was no more. Then the officer marched the
soldiers into the village.

I turned to my father to see if he'd seen it,
but he was asleep, snoring lightly. I looked around the bus, to see
if anyone else had witnessed it, but most of the people were
sleeping. Only the big man with the angry eyes stared at me. He had
seen it.

Soon we were out of the flat land and
climbing up into the hills; the bus slowing down like it couldn't
make it up each hill. Then we came out of the hill country into a
barren land where no people walked alongside the road and no
villages could be seen in any direction. My father said wars had
been fought here. On the side of the road were burned trees with
leafless branches like long black horns clawing at the blue sky.
Piles of rubbish littered the sides of the road; broken houses,
broken furniture, the bones of dead animals, and dead trees.

A woman said this was a country of witch
doctors and even the armies were afraid to come here. It was very
quiet as we crossed that desolate land. In the distance I saw an
old man standing on a hill waiting for the bus. Someone said he was
a witch doctor, though we weren't close enough to really see him.
Others told the bus driver not to stop. The bus driver nodded his
head as though he would not.

When the bus went up the hill it slowed and
the engine whined like it wouldn't be able to make it to the top.
It was going so slow when it passed the old man he just stepped on
and stood at the front looking for a seat. He wore ragged clothes
and carried a straw bag that could have been as old as the pharaohs
and was torn and ripped and the thin handle looked like it was
about to break.

Before, when someone got on, people would ask
where they were from, or where they were going, stuff like that. No
one said anything to the old man and everyone looked away as if
afraid to make eye contact. That is, everyone except the big
man.

The fat man stared at the old man and the old
man smiled at him. The white haired old man was so frail he looked
like a puff of wind would blow him away. It was as if his grizzled
face and sad eyes had seen more things than a life could
contain.

He limped over to the fat man and said, "Can
I sit down?"

The fat man's seat was more like a narrow
ledge than a real seat.

"Where am I going to sit?" the big man
said.

The old man smiled like everyone was friends
and should get along. "I'm sure someone would rather share a seat
with you, than with me."

The fat man said something under his breath
and heaved his bulk out of the seat and moved to another seat.

The old man sat on the half seat, and looked
around. Everyone turned away, avoided his eyes, as if the barren
countryside, the floor, anything was more interesting than him, but
not my father.

My father smiled and said, hello, like the
salesman he was.

The old man said hello back.

My father said what was he doing in the
wasteland?

The old man pointed back at the burned
building where he'd climbed on the bus. He said it used to be a
church. That he had worked there. The minister gave it to him when
he died.

"Are you a minister?" my father said.

The old man shook his head and explained that
the minister or priest, I didn't catch which over the noise of the
bus, used to take care of sick people. They'd come to him with
diseases and cuts and he'd clean their wounds and they'd get
better. They said he worked magic and saved their lives. The
minister said he just cleaned their wounds, God worked the magic,
but the people said he was a miracle worker. Word spread and people
from far away came to have the holy man work miracles on them.

When the old man was a little boy, his
parents abandoned him, and he became the minister's assistant and
everyone liked him and treated him kindly and with respect for many
years. Then the minister got sick and died.

"How long ago was that?" my father asked.

The old man pointed at his toes and held up
what fingers he had and said a long time ago.

For years the old man continued to cure and
heal people until a minister in a nearby village spread the rumor
that he was a witch doctor. Then his patients stopped coming. He
still healed and cured those who came to him, but fewer people came
each year. Now with the war everyone was moving away, so he thought
he would go see the countryside.

I looked at my father not knowing if I should
believe this ragged old man, but my father gave me a look not to
say anything. So I kept quiet and smiled at the old man and he
smiled back.

Because the bus driver had cleaned the window
so we could see the countryside the hot sun blazed in the window on
the old man. The people on that side of the bus had put clothing or
rags over the other windows on that side to keep the hot sun off
them. The old man apparently had only the clothes on his back.

My father offered him his jacket which he had
taken off long ago. The old man thanked him but said no. Then he
reached into his straw bag and took out a straw mat like someone
might put on a table to put plates on. He placed it over the open
window and closed the window to hold the mat in place.

People on the bus started to complain. They
said they needed the air to breathe. The closed window was making
it too hot, they said.

The bus driver shouted for everyone to shut
the hell up. Those who could climb, got up on top of the bus and
sat in the blazing sunlight, but at least got some wind. Now the
bus driver complained that the bus was top heavy and on the next
turn the bus rocked as if it might fall over on its side.

The old man turned to his straw mat. In the
middle was a small square held in place with a string. The old man
opened it like a window shade and used the string to tie it open.
Through that opening came cold air.

My father said it was not so, that it was
just a trick, but I could feel the cool and see the cloudy air like
a draft from a refrigerator freezer and so could everyone else. At
first people shied away from the old man like it was evil magic,
but when they felt the cooling air they leaned closer, glad to be
relieved of the heat.

Soon the inside of the bus cooled down so
much that people closed all the windows and those on the top of the
bus climbed inside and everyone was happy. People put on jackets,
it was so cool. Someone started singing and others joined in.

My father
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