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We've been attacked. I don't know what's happening. I don't know if it's just the city, or the state, or the country. I don't know if it's war, or terrorists, or something equally awful. It's all such a mess right now.
There was a bomb, a few hours ago. The central business district is falling down. I can't even think about how many people were hurt. Nothing is working - my phone is dead, there's no power anywhere. I only turned on the laptop to see if I could, and I can. There's no internet, though. Is the world still out there? Do they know?
Can't talk long. Just had to take a break, sit down for a while. This building keeps groaning - I don't like it. Wait, I hear someone. They need help. I'll be back.
* * * *
It's quieter now. Everyone else is sleeping, except for one young girl who won't stop crying. I'm so tired that I can hardly move, but I can't sleep. There's just so much running around in my head. I can't believe it. I can't believe what's happening. My hands are shaking almost too much to type.
I'd never seen a dead body before today. Now I've seen so many that I'm not sure they're real. I'm covered in dust and glass and soot and other people's blood, and I still can't believe that any of this is actually happening.
I can't post this right now; I can't connect to anything. But I need to get it out, I need to get it down. I'm afraid that I'll get up tomorrow and forget everything I saw today. So this is for me. This is for the maybe of one day being able to tell the world what happened here.
I should start from the beginning. Yes.
The first thing that happened was the power going out. I was walking down to the hardware store and there was a strange thud, and all the lights flicked off. I looked up - I'm not sure why, perhaps it caught my eye.
It was beautiful. Silence had fallen - no carols, no cheesy Christmas songs, no garish play of lights. Even the shoppers had gone quiet. Up there in the sky was a widening halo, spreading to encircle us all, grey chasing the glow on its leading edge. A delicate smoke ring, puffed out so high up.
Then the buildings around us exploded. It started at the top and swept downwards, rings of glittering glass flying outwards from the walls. It was like a great hand slapping down on the city. I guess that was the shockwave; at the time I didn't know what it was. All I remember is the deafening noise and running, and being slammed into the concrete. I have so many bruises, but I was lucky. Oh god, I was so lucky.
I scrabbled into the first cover I could find, right through the shattered window of the nearest store. Shards of glass and metal and concrete were raining down outside, smashing themselves into pieces on the ground. And on whoever else was out there. My ears were ringing, but I could still hear the shouts, and the screaming. They sounded as if they were coming from so far away, but they weren't. They were right on my heels.
I hid. It was all I could think of to do. Everything was falling on us, so I dove under a table and tried to hide from it. I curled up and just hoped that it was enough. I've never felt that tiny and powerless before.
it got dark so quickly: the more it all fell down, the more dust that was thrown up. It was hard to breathe and it made my eyes water. All I could do then was listen through the fog and hold onto myself while everything shook.
It seemed like it wasn't going to end. The debris kept hailing down outside, descending from the crashing of whole chunks of buildings into a pattering of tiny pieces. There was the awful screeching of steel warping and concrete giving way, twisting under pressures they weren't supposed to bear. It felt like the whole world was trying to tear itself into tiny pieces, to crush us in the rocks in its stomach.
And then--
* * * *
I just had to go calm the girl down. She started wailing, and when I went over, she had a piece of glass in her hands. There was a lot of blood. She can't be more than fourteen, fifteen. She's patched up now and quieter. I made her promises: I told her we'd be okay. I have no idea if I lied to her or not. It just seemed like the thing I should say. It's so dark here.
I don't know how long I stayed under that table after the world fell down. Until it had gone quiet, and then a little longer, just in case. I couldn't quite believe that it was over. The ground was finally steady under me and it was so quiet that I wondered if I'd gone completely deaf.
The air was thick with dust and I had to feel my way around. As luck would have it, I had made it to the hardware store - after a bit of searching, I found a flashlight and a fistful of batteries. That helped a little.
By then, I could hear people calling out. I found one or two, and then realised that I'd stumbled outside. There were patches in the gloom where fires had started up, mixing smoke in with the dust. I couldn't see more than a few metres in any direction, and honestly, that was too much sometimes. It gave me awful glimpses of the bodies of those who hadn't made it to shelter, sticking out from under the bits of fallen buildings.
It was almost worse when they weren't dead. I could try to ignore them if they were just dead, skim past them as if they were made of the concrete that crushed them and not see the horror of it. But after the first one moved, I couldn't do that anymore. I had to look at them. I had to start checking pulses and breathing. I couldn't bear the thought of leaving someone alive behind. Oh god, their faces. I don't want to think about their faces.
We dug out everyone we could. Of course we did. Anyone who could still move and function lent a hand. It's all such a blur now. Scrabbling at glass and rubble, trying to find a way around the fires, checking the injured, trying to stop bleeding. My feet are sore and my hands are a mess.
I did a first aid course a year or two ago to get a stupid little certificate, so somehow I ended up in charge of our butchered version of triage. I never wanted that kind of responsibility. I was supposed to just make people still and safe until the real help arrived. But today, I was it - just me and whoever I could rope into helping me out. Applying pressure, tearing up shirts for bandages, lying people down, keeping the guy with the head injury awake, lifting feet above the heart; that's about as much as I know. I lost my work shirt somewhere in all of it.
I have no idea how long we kept doing that. There was always another person who needed to be helped, always another voice calling for help. At one point, someone came around with bottles of water and packets of potato chips, and told us to take breaks in shifts. I was quite happy to do as I was told - I felt like I was being held up by a thin thread, taut and thrumming.
Once I sat down, I didn't think I would be able to get up again, but I did, and I carried on. I don't know how. I just couldn't not. There was so much that needed to be done.
Some of the more mobile survivors went off to find help. Only one or two of them came back, and it wasn't with good news. They said that the smoke and dust were everywhere, thick grey fog for blocks. Each street told the same story - dust and debris, the injured and the shocked. One of them went all the way down to the river, but there was no hope there either.
I kept expecting the shock to set in. It hit people all around - they sat and stared into space, or wept, or wailed. But I wasn't allowed; people kept expecting me to do stuff. Look at this, help them with that. There's this one kid who has been on my heels since just after I crawled out of the hardware store; he kept asking me what he should do. So I kept giving him jobs. Look for this, go fetch that, see what that person wants, try to find a high place above the dust to see if there are any lights coming.
I have no idea what his name is. He's sleeping a little distance away - I can see his feet from here.
There weren't any lights coming. No sirens, no engines - no sounds at all apart from crying and wailing and groaning and buildings shifting their weight. And the tumble of rocks and glass as we try to find those who are still alive.
The sun went down a while ago; I could only tell because it got even darker. We kept going until it was too dark to do anything. Then we just found somewhere to collapse, somewhere indoors where the air wasn't so heavy. And now I'm here, writing this, sitting in the clothing section of a department store with plus sizes for a pillow. I'm getting blood on the keyboard. Not sure whose.
Isn't anyone coming? Don't they know what's happened here? Where are the ambulances and the firefighters? Where is the army? Why are we so alone right now?
We need help. I can't do all this on my own. Why isn't anyone coming to help us?
* * * *
There was no Christmas magic to draw us from slumber today. No filled stockings, no presents, no angel smiling down from the top of a tree.
I was woken up by an earthquake this morning. Sunlight was bleeding through the dust-cloud, so it must have been a little after dawn. The people around me woke up screaming, ready to panic. The building above us moaned, its joints creaked, and its few remaining windows shattered. Someone shouted for us to take cover. I think it might have been me.
The thunder of it was deafening. By the time it had rolled itself out and over us, the dust was thicker, the day grown darker. We picked our way out again; it was déjà vu. It feels like I've been clambering over broken shards of steel and concrete forever; my feet have forgotten what a flat surface feels like.
The wind picked up today; it helped to clear the dust load. Those of us who had taken shelter in the department store gathered in the street and stared as the layers were peeled away from the air. It looked like the city was sloughing skin.
There was a gap in the skyline. Not far off: right here, right next door to where we were sleeping. A skyscraper had come down: the home of one of the big banks. The thunder and the shaking were its death-knell. The restaurant at its base was gone, obliterated; there wasn't a scrap of it left.
Some of the injured had been in there. I remember helping to lay them on the tables. I remember using torn-up tablecloths as bandages. Others had stayed there to look after them. Now thirty storeys of building was piled up on the place where they were sleeping, and it barely came up to my chest.
I didn't know what to feel anymore. Standing there, staring at the rubble, numbness crept over me. I could feel it rising up from my stomach, right up through my chest, and I thought it would choke me if it got as far as my throat. I thought then that I might break.
Then someone asked what we should do. I looked around; it was my shadow from yesterday. He was covered in dust - we all were - and the dirt was streaked across his face as if he was playing soldiers and this was his camouflage. He was looking at me for answers. Me, of all people. What the hell do I know? But I could see it in his eyes. I could see me, I could see that rising feeling, I could see him looking for a way not to break.
I told him the first thing that came to mind: go find us something to eat. I had hardly eaten anything since the bomb went off and the dust seemed to be sucking us all dry. Food and drink; that's what we needed. I told him to go check the department store's café.
He ran off and suddenly I wished that I'd gone with him. The last thing I needed to do was stop and think about everything too much. It's hard enough now, when I'm too exhausted to feel much of anything.
Then I noticed that other people were looking at me as well, in the same way the boy had. What was I supposed to do? It's not like I have a plan. I fell back on yesterday - I told them to start looking for survivors. So we started that all over again.
The kid came back with food and bottled water. Dillon - his name is Dillon. I stopped and asked him. When he asked what mine was, I didn't know what to tell him. The only person who calls me 'Faith' is my dad - everyone else calls me Mac. I haven't liked my name since I was a kid; since my mother went on about how beautiful it was; since it became a burden and an imperative.
I didn't know what to tell him. Mac feels like a different person to me right now. Faith MacIntyre, I said. My name's Faith MacIntyre. What he does with it from there is up to him.
Everyone has a face like his, tear-tracks streaking dust into grey camouflage. Everyone except me. I haven't cried yet. I can't feel anything.
I think there's something wrong with me.
I can hear them calling - they've found another survivor. I have to go.
* * * *
It wasn't a survivor that called me away from the blog. It was men, in uniforms. Blessed official uniforms, chased to us by the flashing lights of fire engines through the dust and smoke.
Oh, the relief. I didn't have to be in charge anymore, I didn't have to try to come up with answers to all of this. The wounded would be able to get real help. Finally, finally some help, for all of us.
The poor firefighters looked as tired and strung out as I felt. They'd had to dig out the roads to get in to us, and there still wasn't room for them to come far into the central business district of the city. Mostly, they were just trying to get people out and to damp down the worst of the fires. There were ambulances running their tyres bald trying to transport the injured to the hospital.
So we carried and crutched everyone we had found over to where the roads were clearer, where they could line up for a ride out of here. A paramedic gave me a few lungfuls from an oxygen tank, and that was heaven; I hadn't realised how difficult the thick air is to breathe. Coughing had begun to feel normal.
I'm not really injured, so I wasn't going to get a ride out of the city for some time. Others started walking, but more were still being found trapped in the rubble. The firefighters asked for volunteers to stay and lend a hand, and I couldn't say no. Maybe the oxygen had gone to my head; I don't know. It didn't feel right to leave when I could help. Maybe I'm just a sucker for punishment.
It felt so good to have a purpose, to have somewhere to take the people we found, to know that they had a real chance now. To know that we had a way out of this hellish place. To have someone in charge who knew what we should be doing.
They didn't have any spare equipment, but one firefighter did encourage me to steal a new shirt and better shoes from a store. They'll never know, he said. It wasn't like the hardware store; that was a necessity to help others. This was helping myself and it felt wrong. That didn't stop me; I hid the labels I tore off but it was good to have something sturdier on my feet than those silly ballet-slipper shoes. He helped me make a mask to stop me breathing in so much smoke, too.
He asked me if I'd hurt myself. It took me a moment to realise that he had seen the dressings on my back, poking out from under my shirt. I'd forgotten completely about the tattoo. I got it two - three? - days ago, though it seems like forever. I couldn't feel it pulling at my shoulderblades, not with everything else that was happening. Then I felt guilty, because I caught myself hoping that it hadn't been damaged in all of this. The city is falling down on top of us, burning itself away in patches, and I was worried about what my tattoo might look like. What kind of person does that make me?
The more time I spent with the firefighters, the weirder things got. There's something not right about it all. I can't put my finger on it - I haven't ever been in a situation like this before, but there was just… something. It was nothing they did, nothing they said.
Now that I think about it, it was what they didn't say. I don't know - there just seemed to be something missing. I need to grab one of these guys and ask. I have a feeling that I probably don't want to know whatever it is, but I have to.
Maybe it's something to do with the battle they're fighting with these fires. Their hoses only reach so far and the flames just keep popping up, like a disease. They're not winning; they're barely keeping them under control.
I need to ask someone about it, but the questions will have to wait. Right now, it's time to head up the next street and see who we can find. Break's over.
* * * *
Everything looks so strange; it's like walking in another world. I have no idea where I am most of the time. Going down one street after another, stepping into what was once a business frontage and right through to the bowels of places that were once private, looking for the signs and sounds of someone still alive. It's not the city I knew. It's not the city I grew up in. I used to say that I could walk around here blindfolded; now, my eyes are wide open, but there's nothing familiar about it at all.
I stepped on the face of an angel today, fallen from its place atop a tree. Its beautiful wings cracked. It almost made me cry.
I didn't recognise the bookstore at first. I was up ahead of the others, scouting, stretching my legs a bit, and all of a sudden there was a gap in the line of buildings. The gap was filled with a messy pile of remains, like a pudding that had collapsed in on itself, with the body of a helicopter puncturing the middle of it. The chopper was crumpled up, blades poking out at unnatural angles, like a carelessly-dropped child's toy. I could just see the radio network logo on its side: it must have been one of those traffic reporters that are always buzzing around.
It wasn't until I saw the shard of the big, un-glowing logo by my toes that I realised what I was looking at. There was no mistaking that logo - I saw it every day. It was emblazoned across the shirt that I tore up for bandages yesterday. The ruined pudding was the place I worked.
The bookstore's gone. All of it, crushed into a scrappy heap. I knew every person working in that building; I said goodbye to them yesterday, on my way out to lunch. It had never occurred to me that they might be dead now. Everything I've seen over the past day has been so alien and strange; I guess I hadn't thought it could get so personal. It had never occurred to me that a single stroke could have smote a part of my life so thoroughly.
And now it's gone: my job; my future. And all of those faces are dead, ones I had resented and laughed with and joked about and respected. All of them, wiped out like condensation from a mirror.
I don't know how long I stood there staring at it. Dillon appeared at my elbow and said something to me - it was him who saw the hand up there in the rubble. I saw it move and told him to go get help. Then I was scrabbling up onto the heap, ignoring the way it slithered under me. The firefighters had told me it was dangerous when it did that, but someone was still alive in there and I had to get to them.
It was Harry. I had to heave a chunk of masonry away to get to him, but all I could get free was his head and shoulders. He was awake, though, and he smiled when he looked at me. I tried to shift the lump lying on his chest, but it was bigger than a horse; there was no way I was going to move it on my own.
But Dillon was getting help. The firefighters would be here soon, and they'd get him free. Harry was so pale, though. So pale and quiet.
I gave him some water and held his hand while he talked to me. I've always liked Harry; he's gotta be about sixty and only works at the bookstore because he loves books so much. The manager often complained because he worked so slow, but no-one had the heart to fire him. He's the one who talked about having a little store, who infected me with that notion until I wanted to make it my own. He talked about books as if they were alive.
He'd come to work at the store after his wife died, made himself at home, and became a fixture. He was the one who always came to you when you were upset and asked what was wrong. He was the hand on your shoulder, the good advice and the sage stories when you needed them. He was everyone's grandfather, though he'd never had kids of his own.
Today, he died there in the ruins of the books he loved so much. We talked while we waited for the others to come, and his voice got thinner and thinner. He smiled at me and he said that he was old and not strong enough. He held my hand so tightly. I tried to be strong enough for him, but I couldn't help it; I begged him to hold on, to stay with me.
I cried when he told me that it was all right and sighed and stopped. He let go of my hand and I couldn't get him to hold it again. I curled up over him, but there was no protecting him anymore; there was just me, and I couldn't do anything except cry over him.
A fire had blown up between the bookstore and the emergency workers; that's why they took so long to get to me. They were way too late. It wasn't their fault. I guess I was too late to help him, too.
I was useless. One of the firefighters had to put his arm around me and help me off the store's remains. He stayed with me until I calmed down, and Dillon was there, patting my hand. They were so patient with me, even though there was so much to do. So many other people to help, and save. So many who could still be saved.
I'm ashamed that I broke down. At least it means I'm not made of stone, right? It wasn't until the calls came over, asking for extra hands to get some people out of an upper floor, that I managed to pull myself together again and be of any use.
Now, I'm crying again, as if something broke in me today and won't heal up.
I can't get that trodden-on angel out of my head. I can't believe that it's Christmas today. Christmas is a dream that someone else had, a long time ago.
I wish Dad was here. I wish I knew if he was okay. Matt - I have to see Matt again. And Amber - she wasn't working yesterday, she wasn't in the store when it came down; she has to be all right. Even Cody - I hope Cody is okay. He tore my heart out, but I don't wish him dead. And Bree and Tarisha. I hope they made it. I hope somewhere they're making it through this.
Peace on Earth is a distant illusion today. Maybe I'll just wish peace to Harry, and hope that I see those other faces alive again.
Goodbye, Harry, sleep well. Merry Christmas.
* * * *
Things are still getting stranger. I'd like to say 'better', but I'm not sure that's entirely true. Yesterday's spurt of hope is tarnishing.
I'm surrounded by drained faces, brushed grey by the dust and smoke, punctuated by coughs. Rest is something we snatch when we can - it's dangerous to stop for too long. Stopping leads to looking and thinking and that's all too much.
I have this. I have my journal, my blog cluttering up on the laptop, waiting for that day when it can finally be uploaded and tell the world what happened here. When I write, I don't have to sit and look at the ruins around me, at the streak of blood across a shard of masonry, at the hand hopelessly reaching out, or the fire charring up the pages of a book. I can do this instead.
I don't know what I'll do when the battery runs out.
This morning, the faces of the firefighters were familiar. I'm pretty sure that they didn't go home. They're as faded as the rest of us; sometimes I think it's only the bright, heavy jackets that make them seem to walk with authority and purpose.
We're finding fewer and fewer people now. Not so many under the rubble, but a few more stuck up on higher floors unable to get down. We keep looking, though. We can't not; we can't leave anyone behind here.
The queue to get to the hospital is only getting longer. I don't know when the ambulances last came to pick up - I've been so busy helping recover the injured that I haven't been keeping an eye on where they were going. When I saw the pick-up area this morning, some of the wounded were covered with sheets. I didn't look too closely. I didn't want to dwell on it, or try to recognise who they were.
I keep identifying people by how we found them: the guy we peeled out of the back of a bus; the woman whose arm had been trapped under a checkout counter; the kid who got pinned under the big city Christmas tree. As if all of this has stripped away our names and reduced us to our circumstances. Somehow, people seem to know mine, though; they call me by it frequently. It's almost enough to make me hate it all over again.
* * * *
We made it to the river this morning. It doesn't look right. It's as thick and fast-flowing as ever, but the water… it's not right. It used to run beautiful and blue; now it's heavy with mud. More than that - the mud seems luminous. A weird, bright tanned-shit colour. It looks sick, and sickening.
I asked one woman what was wrong with it, and she shrugged. Maybe something broke upriver and spilt unpleasantness into it. And does it really matter? It's not like we can do anything about it from here.
I haven't washed in almost three days. I'd do anything for a hot shower and fresh clothes. I'd do anything to wash my hair. But I wasn't going to touch that river water. Skin crawls uncomfortably over my muscles at the thought.
No-one else seemed inclined to take a splash in it either. I guess I'll just have to put up with being disgusting for a little while yet.
The fires are getting worse. The firefighters are trying to control them, but there are too many, too deep into the buildings for them to handle.
Yesterday, the wind was a good thing. It had mostly stripped the dust out of the city, but smoke has rapidly replaced it. I can't remember the last time I saw the sky. Today, the breeze is moving the smoke around the city; sometimes we have to duck and wait for great black clouds to pass by so we can breathe. Worse, the wind is whipping up the flames.
We've had to move the injured closer to the bridge, to keep them safe from the roving fires.
Wait, something's happening. Gotta go.
* * * *
There's no water. The whole system has stopped pumping. The firefighters spent an hour trying to find an outlet that would work, but it looks like we're cut off completely. Even the broken lines have stopped leaking all over the streets. They don't have enough hose to use the disgusting river water; there's nothing left to fight the fires with.
They're telling everyone to leave the city. To pick up the wounded (again) and carry them across the bridge. There's still no sign of the ambulances. Everyone's so tired but we can't stop.
My chest feels like it's going to burst. There's so much smoke around, and even the firefighters's air tanks are empty, used up by giving us clean breaths every now and then. Before this, I never knew how precious just being able to breathe was.
I think there are just a few of us left here now. Me and Dillon (he wouldn't leave even when I told him to), a few other volunteers, and a handful of firefighters. Everyone else has been sent out in groups across the bridge, towards the hospital. We're taking a break before we do some final sweeps of the CBD, to make sure that we haven't missed any stragglers.
There's Carter, the fire crew chief. I've been meaning to grab him for ages; there just hasn't been the time. Might as well try my luck now.
* * * *
It's full dark now, and we're taking shelter upwind of the fires for the night. We found four more people as we swept the streets. Four people and one small, scraggly dog.
I caught myself thinking that it wouldn't be a proper disaster movie without a canine companion. Because the damn dog always survives.
This is kinda extreme, though, even for a disaster movie. I talked to Carter; more precisely, I made him talk to me. He didn't want to. A part of me wishes that I hadn't been so insistent.
I asked him why the ambulances hadn't come back. They had run out of gas, he said, and they couldn't refuel because there was no power to run the pumps. The power is out all over the city: not just the CBD, but everywhere, all the suburbs, everything.
His face wasn't telling me everything, so I pushed him. I asked him for what he was trying not to say. I asked him what had happened, what was going on, how bad it was.
No-one knows. There was truth in his eyes when he said that and there was no faking the edge of despair that he was desperately trying to stay away from. They lost contact with the central system when the bomb went off; all they have for communication is radios. Word on the radiowaves is that it's the same everywhere, even as far as the next cities. It's all rumours passed back in Chinese whispers.
Carter was called away then and he seemed relieved. He didn't want to tell me anymore. I wasn't done, I still have questions, and I almost went after him. But Dillon appeared with a bottle of water for me and I couldn't. The kid shouldn't hear bad news like that.
So we went back to pulling people out of the rubble: people and a stupid damn dog. Even though we're not sure if there's anywhere to take them. We do it because it's what we're supposed to do. We work on the assumption of hope.
Now we're bedding down on stolen blankets and broken buildings. Delusion is crumbling around us, eaten up by the flames crawling through the city's belly, but we're going to sleep like trusting children anyway. I'm too numb to care.
* * * *
We still haven't left the city. We found a couple of executives trying to climb out of a building. I'm fairly sure it used to be a law firm, like the one that Cody works for. Worked for. He might still be alive, but the law firm isn't. I don't think he was at work the day the bomb went off, though. I hope not.
Anyway, there were these two in suits. It took us ages to get them out of there. The woman still had her high heels on, trying to slither over the rubble that had choked up the access to the ground. The fella had at least got rid of his tie, though he wouldn't relinquish his briefcase. He hugged it to his chest as he struggled down, much like the woman was doing with her handbag.
I can't blame him. I've been carting my laptop around in my bag in much the same protective way, though mine at least slings to my back and doesn’t get in the way. I have no intention of giving it up for anyone. Writing all of this down helps me, even if it doesn't help me make sense of any of it. But it's more than that. It seems necessary to hold onto it, and I couldn't say why.
He's looking at me now, the guy with the briefcase, as if he wants the laptop. What's he going to do with it, play solitaire until the battery runs down? Doesn't he know that there's nothing for it to connect to anymore? Doesn't matter; he can't have it.
There was a strange thump just now. Something's humming. I think a light just came on. The power's back! Someone turned the power back on.
The ground is shaking. I can hear metal tearing-- oh god, it's so close.
* * * *
It was the big hotel. The one with the shiny glass sides and the huge penthouses. The blast two days ago put out its eyes. Today, its guts blew out and the rest of it fell down, toppling sideways and taking out two or three more buildings in the process.
I saw it go. It was a block away, but so loud that it seemed to be on top of us. There was so much grace in the way its back broke and bent, swaying its great length down to the ground. Structures peeled out of its path like petals. It seemed like something from a dream, or a movie. A movie with really good bass: I could feel the impact through my shoes.
Then, of course, the great rolls of dust swept over us, all over again. We ducked and huddled, but there was more than just dust in the air. We were close enough to catch some of the debris that had been thrown up.
We were lucky not to lose anyone to the concrete hail. There wasn't time or anywhere to hide, and it was over so quickly. It took me almost a whole minute to realise that I'd been hit. I don't even know what struck me.
I think my arm might be broken. It hurts so much. The bruises are awful to look at; they don't seem like a part of me. My arm is strapped up now, pinned to my chest. I don't want to think about it. There are others so much worse off - one guy we picked up yesterday lost most of his face to a fire, and we're sure that another lady will lose her leg when we get her to the hospital. There aren't anymore painkillers for anyone. I can't complain, really.
Can't type much with one hand. We just paused to rest and regroup. The others are tending to the injured. It feels strange to be classed as one of the latter after so long on the other side.
The fires are worse. Broken wires are sparking and setting things off. The firefighters think it was gas piping that exploded and brought the hotel down. The blocks northeast of us are a wall of flames; that's where the bookstore was. Helicopter fuel, maybe.
What's that? More explosions. We have to get out of here.
* * * *
Yesterday feels like a dream. If there wasn't an ache radiating out from the bones in my arm, I might wonder if it was real. I should have written this last night, kept it fresh, but I was so tired when we finally stopped. We just found a place we could all fit inside, slid down onto the floor, and stopped for the night. Dillon used my lap for a pillow. I was asleep so quickly that I don't even remember him settling down there.
After the hotel came down, we only had a little time to recover. We patched up what injuries we could, but the explosions were getting worse, and closer. Broken gas pipes turned into fire spouts, angry dragons at every turn. We had to pick each other up - literally in some cases - and run for it.
Another building came down. Or two; it was hard to keep track. Carter shouted at us to just keep going, not to stop. The impacts were so close, though - I was knocked off my feet by one of them. It was hard to see, and we had to keep calling out to make sure we didn't lose anyone. Ripples of coughing voices calling out names in sequence. Sometimes the sequence faltered.
I kept seeing pictures of the First World War in my head, of men going up and over the top and just running towards the enemy. It's so crazy, but they did it anyway, because they were told to, because they had to. They just ran through the bombs and the projectiles whizzing around them, through the smoke and the fog.
There was no enemy for us to run towards: just the city falling in on itself and trying to take us with it. The enemy was the skyscrapers teetering over us; the ground under our feet; the muzzles of broken pipes; the choking air. All we could do was run, clambering over debris and broken city. Those of us who could clung to someone else on the way.
We didn't stop until we got to the bridge, and then it was only to fall to a walk. The great glowing beast was at our backs, flinging structures at the ground and glaring fire at us. We could feel the bridge trembling under the pressure and that made us hurry on. I've never been shaking and running at the same time before; I was so tired. The firefighters chivvied us on to the other side, and I took up the chant when they ran out of breath.
We lost four people getting out of there. No-one's sure when or where. A couple of the guys wanted to go back, but none of us were in any state to do that. Even they knew it.
Of course, the fucking dog was fine.
There's shouting outside; I better see what's going on. What do they mean there's something wrong with the sky?
* * * *
I don't know what to say. I don't know how to tell this part.
They burnt the sky. That's what it looks like. Not just over the city, but in every direction. It's a thick orange colour, burnt umber turned inside out. It's not the smoke; that's a black smear against it.
Who could possibly scorch the sky like that? How? How far does it reach? And why? Why would anyone do this?
Looking up at it makes me dizzy. But it's so hard to look away.
All of us gathered outside in the street to look at it. Once the alarmed shouts had finished, no-one said anything. When I glanced away from the awfulness of it, I realised how much we all looked the same. We had all been smeared by the same big, ashen hand from head to toe. We were eyes and teeth and fallen-open mouths in scorched ghosts.
Gazing towards the city, I can't believe we were there. It's all alight now: the firefighters have lost and fled, and the bones belong to the flames. I can't believe we came out of there alive. Some of the structures are still standing, empty-eyed, like broken teeth. They gulp smoke at the sky, inverted vomiting, and I can taste it at the back of my throat.
I hadn't realised until now how much I was looking forward to seeing the sky again. After all that smoke and dust, I was looking forward to the clean sweep of it.
Now I can't remember what blue is supposed to look like.
* * * *
Been trying to focus on things lower than the sky. Thoughts about things up there go nowhere useful.
The south side of the river fared better than the north. There aren't so many high-rises here, less for the shockwave to catch hold of and topple over, but things are still pretty wrecked. There's no power now - it only stayed on long enough to make things worse - and no running water. Shattered glass everywhere, cars tossed into each other and the scenery. Buildings in various stages of collapse and creaking. Some fires have already burnt themselves out; others are struggling on.
We didn't push on today. After seeing the sky, no-one really wanted to; I think shock is setting in for all of us now. Carter decided that we should take the chance to rest and recoup, and no-one argued. We're all so used to listening to him that obeying is reflex, as if we've all grown into extensions of his fire crew.
I've been trying to find out people's names. We've been struggling on alongside each other for days, but there haven't exactly been many opportunities to stop and shake hands. I think I've got almost all of them now.
I don't know Carter's first name. He's forty and strung out, and there's a wedding band on his finger. He has a strange momentum about him, as if he's afraid to stop. I look at him and it's familiar. I guess that's part of why we don't mind him being in charge; he seems to need it.
Sally is strung out for an entirely different reason. I keep catching sight of her rubbing at her arms, as if she's trying to drub something from them. Or into them. She's pale and sickly; I think if the rest of us hadn't bullied her into moving, she would have stopped and curled up somewhere in the city's rubble days ago. I assumed before she was just very shocked, but now I think it has a more chemical cause.
Liz must be about fifty. She's one of the stronger runners of the group: she has an iron determination in her spine. Most of her attention is focussed on the two little ones she has hanging off her - they can't be more than six or seven years old. They're not related - unless they had very different fathers - and I don't think they belong to her. Or they didn't before all this started. She doesn't let them out of her sight now. One of them - the only name I could get for her was 'Nugget' - has a head injury. She's been carried by one or other of the group for most of the time, in and out of consciousness.
There's Dillon, of course. My shadow. He's latching onto one of the firefighters as well now, I guess because I'm injured and can't do so much. He's thirteen. I don't know who he was in the city with; he won't say and I didn't want to push him. Whoever it was, they're gone now.
The firefighter he's attaching himself to is Thorpe. I haven't spoken to him much, but he seems like a sensible kind of guy. I know he carried Nugget across the bridge last night; I remember seeing the kid flopping about like a broken ragdoll over his shoulder.
Another of the steadier rocks of the group is Sax; he got named after the instrument he's carrying. It's dented; I don't know if it will play anymore. But he's keeping it and that's that. He's a big round-shouldered fella, and older than I thought now that I can see the grey in his hair. It wasn't until we stopped that I recognised him; I used to walk past him every day in the mall, playing his saxophone, dressed like a blues player from the '20s. He used to create the soundtrack of my life.
Delaine is a born whiner. Nothing is good enough: he's hungry; he's thirsty; he's tired; he's sore. He's the voice of all the little urges inside of us, the ones that the rest of us are too drained or too considerate to let out. He has no such compunctions. I hit him in the back of the head with a bottle of water earlier. Not hard, but enough to get his attention. I told him that I'd rather go thirsty than listen to his bitching. I guess my nerves are getting a little bit ragged. Not bad for a left-handed throw, though.
Ben came over and gave me some of his water after that. He's the quietest of the fire crew. He was one of the first firefighters I saw; I think he's been with us the whole time. He's the one who helped me climb off the bookstore after Harry. He's limping but he won't let me check his leg for an injury.
The last of the firefighters is Trevor. He keeps trying to crack jokes. He even got Sally to chance a smile earlier. I caught him worrying at the ring on his finger earlier. He didn't notice me; he just sighed and then rubbed his face, as if trying to dislodge a thought from the inside of his skull.
The woman in the heels who came out of the law firm is still with us. She's having a lot of trouble with all of this; she has to be chivvied to eat and drink. She's vacant, like her driver has taken a break and others need to step in to guide her. Trevor has been keeping an eye on her, but even he hasn't been able to get a name out of her.
The last fella is Simon. He was trapped near a fire and has the worst burns I've ever seen. There's not much left of his shoulder and one side of his face. We've done what we can for him, but he needs a hospital. He moans a lot, but no-one dares to mind. Except Delaine, but even he only mentioned it once.
So that's us, that's our bunch of survivors. Is that what we are now? Our label? Survivors, refugees? All I know is that we're alive and together until we're not anymore.
* * * *
I think I'm losing it. I'm not sure I can keep doing all this. I don't feel like me at all anymore.
This morning, we picked ourselves up again, just like before. It seemed like the only thing left to do. We managed to find a rainwater tank to drink from and to wash off the worst of the ash. Then we started off towards the hospital; the wounded still need professional help. It's a long way, though. We don't know if all of them will make it.
I was just beginning to think it was weird that we hadn't seen anyone else around when we found out why. We heard the smashing first, then the shouts and laughing. It was the high street, the main road leading south from the bridge we came over last night.
Looters. Smashing and raiding and taking whatever they wanted. We stopped and stared at them for a while. I had no idea what to think about it. We had done the exact same thing over the past few days, but that was different. We were trying to survive. Weren't we? I remember hiding those torn-off tags like a guilty little mouse.
What did it really matter anymore? The world had come down around us, the sky was ruined, and there was an awful, hollow feeling in my abdomen that only wanted food in it. If they wanted to pick the bones of the dead city, who was I to care?
I think it was Carter who decided that we should go around them. Sensible Carter. The firefighters moved up to the front of the group. They seemed to have sniffed something that I was completely oblivious to. Maybe it was a word they caught, drifting down from the looters, or an edge to the voices.
Whatever it was, it didn't come soon enough. The looters fell quiet and looked in our direction, like dogs catching a scent. Hunting dogs that had just eaten their master. I didn't like the way they started towards us, not at all.
It's funny how instinct makes us act. Without really meaning to, the injured and the kids were in the middle of the group, behind the shield of the stronger of us. No-one said anything; we just shifted into place. I guess my instincts are broken: I was up front near Carter. Maybe I forgot that I can only use one arm at the moment.
They sauntered and grinned at us, cocky as guns. They wanted a toll. They wanted us to pay for using 'their' street. They'd been here since it all came down and had laid claim to this strip of concrete in a crumbling jungle.
It was so ridiculous that I laughed. I couldn't help it. It was like they'd seen a movie about it and decided to live out the idea. All of a sudden, everyone was looking at me. I could feel Carter and the others stiffening beside me.
The looters didn't like my response. But I didn't like the way that they were looking at Sally and the lawyerlady and me when they were talking about their 'toll'. I didn't like the way one of them was looking at Dillon, either. And I just... lost it.
Something bent inside me and I couldn't stop it. I was tired and hungry and I'd had enough of having things piled on top of me. It was too much and I had had enough. And when those looters frowned at me, that's what I told them.
I told them that we had just spent three - four? - days pulling people out of the ruins of the city. We had worked ourselves bloody and hurt and sick and hungry and tired trying to salvage something from the wreckage. Trying to save people. We had lost a lot of them; we had lost rescuers, too. We had the city itself working against us - concrete and metal and glass and fire and smoke and dust. But we stayed and we kept going, because we were damned if we were going to let it stop us doing what we needed to. And we'd made it. Even with it coming down on top of us, we had made it out of there. We made it.
We're fucking hardcore.
And now, we get to the home stretch only to find these people demanding a toll? It was juvenile. It was pathetic, and we didn't have to stand there listening to that crap. We've got better things to do, like getting the injured to the help they need and the hell out of here.
So we turned and walked away. They didn't try to stop us; I think we were just as surprised as they were. They didn't follow us, either.
Ben asked me if I was crazy. It's possible that I was, right then. I was aware that the looters had bats and bars in hand; I just didn't care. I was a girl waving a bandaged arm around, mouthing off. I felt like I could take on the world, tell the whole crumbling guts of it to fuck off and leave us alone. I was so numb that I wouldn't have felt anything hit me again.
As we walked away, my heart tried to beat its way out of my chest and my hands shook, but I didn't regret a word of it. I wanted to cry suddenly, crumple into a little heap; I still do. I think it's coming: that final bit of breaking.
The group gave me cautious sideways looks and I don't blame them. I'd look at myself that way if I could. Going off like that isn't like me, not at all. We seemed to walk faster after that, though, and not out of fear. Taller, maybe. I saw a couple of smiles, even, and Thorpe and Carter patted me on the back. It was a stupid thing to do, but I felt so much better for it. Like I could breathe easier. Nothing like a good vent to clear out the dust and smoke, I guess.
We went around the looters' area. I don't think we'll be going back there anytime soon. They're bound to remember me.
* * * *
We were supposed to make it to the hospital today. But we're on the wrong side of the river now and I don't know if Simon is going to make it. I think his burns are getting infected.
Yesterday, I felt lighter after the encounter with the looters. Like maybe we were on top of things. We weren't even close. Just when we think we know how bad it is, we're proved wrong.
Looting and pillaging seems to be the norm in this part of the city. The group we encountered yesterday was mostly young men and a few teenaged girls. Today we came across adults and it was completely different.
Again, we heard them before we saw them, but that didn't prepare us for what we saw when we came around the corner. I don't know how many of them there were - a lot, enough to qualify as a mob. All of them armed with something. All of them caught up in what they were doing, which was using those weapons against each other.
I don't know what they were fighting about. I'm not even sure if it was between two groups, or three, or just a free-for-all. All I know is that it was awful, and there was a lot of blood and screaming. Some of it in pain, most of it in anger. They were dogs, tearing at each other.
There were people running away from the roiling mass of it, and we soon became part of the flight. The fight was moving down the street and we did not want to get caught up in it. The little ones were snatched up and Simon was hitched up onto stronger shoulders.
I didn't know what the popping sound was at first. It didn't sound like a gun, but I'd never heard a real one before. All I knew was that everyone started to run faster and harder, and we didn't look back.
The only place to go was back to the river. The noises of the fight chased us, right up onto the riverside boulevard. Whoever was up front turned onto a bridge and the rest of us followed. It was worse for wear; I think a ship had hit it, snapped it in the middle. It moved and creaked and shed chunks of itself into the awful water under us. We didn't dare stop and we couldn't go back; the fighting had followed us right up to the end of the bridge.
Liz almost slipped through a crack; Sally and Delaine had to grab her and pull her back up. I grabbed a fistful of Dillon's shirt when he wobbled and didn't let go until we reached the riverbank. I think he kept me up as much as the other way around.
That bloody fight could have been us yesterday. If we had come across a different group, if they had taken my mouthing off a different way. If the wind had been blowing in the wrong direction. Thinking about it makes me feel ill.
And now here we are on the wrong side of the river again. West from the CBD, but close enough that clouds of smoke blow past us every now and then. We've almost come full circle.
I don't want to go back; I don't want to complete the circle. I want to go home. I want to get the sound of bats breaking bones out of my head. I want to put my eyes out so that I don't have to see anymore blood and pain and death. I want the world to make sense again.
* * * *
Today we're trying to work out how we're going to get to the hospital. A couple of the group have gone off to find maps and supplies; we're going to head out when they get back.
We found a café last night with intact walls and a roof that doesn't seem ready to fall on us at a moment's notice. The frontage is shattered, but it's deep enough that we can get away from the wind. The kids and the injured slept on the couches at the back; I'm a little jealous. But I suspect that if I lay down on one of those I'd never want to get up again.
Liz and Sally scoured the kitchen and managed to make us all a hot meal. It seems like forever since I had hot food; since I had something that didn't come out of a packet. It was heaven. I don't know what was in it - I suspect I don't want to - but damn it was good. We even got Simon to eat some of it.
He's not doing so good. It's hard to tell, but I think he has a fever.
We found a clothing store next door, too. Pretty cheap stuff, but it's not like any of us care. I had been wearing the same clothes for almost a week; I'm tempted to take them outside and burn them. I don't even want to know what I smell like. Feels so good to have something clean on.
It's getting dark out; there must be a storm coming.
* * * *
I keep staring at the screen. I'm watching the battery run down and I don't know what to say. I can't stop shaking. I can barely speak; my throat is so sore. I haven't cried yet - everyone else has, but I can't. I just can't.
There's only eight of us left now. The others-- I keep seeing them. There was nothing we could do. There was nothing anyone could do.
The world is broken. It's broken and it wants to kill us. All of us. I think it might succeed.
I can't do this now. The others need me.
* * * *
Everyone else is asleep now. I don't think I can, not until I get this down. I feel like I did a week ago, when the bomb went off. If I don't get this down, it's going to always be there, harrying me, haunting me. I'll burst and I'll break, and I don't know if I'll be able to get up again.
I think the first thing that happened was that it went quiet. The storm birds had been screaming at the sky for an hour, and all of a sudden they disappeared. We didn't think anything of it - why would we?
Those who weren't resting were outside, looking for supplies. I was checking out a truck with a couple of the guys; we were hoping to get it working. Our group wasn't the only one out and about: there were others, doing the same as we were.
It was just a fall of rain, the most natural thing in the world. A scudding-together of orange-stained clouds that let loose. But it swept up the street with the most awful sound. At first I wondered what the water was hitting to set up such a screeching.
Then I realised that it was people screaming.
We didn't stop to see why; we ran for the café. Just dropped everything and ran. I shouted for people to take cover, shoved others when I reached them; anything to get out of the street. We only just made it before the rain reached us. It hissed when it hit the ground, and it dissolved anything alive within its reach.
Carter and Trevor were making their way back to us when it happened. They were too far away. They ran - we could see them, we called to them - but they couldn't make it. I can still hear their voices, screaming in pain as they went down.
I never knew that a human body could melt like that. In this nightmare week, it's the worst thing I've seen. Faces warp, there's blood and then bone showing, and then it's all mashed together on the ground. A whole person, reduced to nothing but a steaming puddle in a matter of seconds. I want to throw up again.
We've stepped out of a disaster movie and into horror now. There's no other word for it.
We had to hold Thorpe back. He was wild, wanting to get to his crewmates, shouting and screaming. I think we were all shouting; my throat is raw with it. He struck at me and Ben tackled him to the floor. It took Ben and Sax to hold him down.
Liz was out in it, too. We heard more screams up the street: a woman and the higher, shriller sound of a little one. She'd taken one of the kids for a walk. Aaron; the kid's name was Aaron. Oh god, he was so tiny.
I tried to herd everyone back from the front of the café. Especially Dillon - I didn't want him to see what was happening. It was probably too late, but... it seemed like the thing I was supposed to do. And I was so scared - a breath of wind might have driven the rain further inside. Back, get back, get away from it, get away.
No-one saw the lawyerlady until it was too late. She was so quiet that we often missed her, and she never did anything without one of us telling her to. Eat, drink, sit, walk, keep going. But she did this on her own. Between Thorpe and everything else, no-one saw her walk up to the doorway.
She paused there, long enough for us to spot her. Then we were shouting again, and I ran after her. She turned around and looked right at me, and I've never seen eyes like that before. So empty, so awful and dark.
And then she stepped outside. I--
I didn't make it. I didn't pay enough attention. I didn't try hard enough to get her to talk, to reach her before it was too late. I didn't take the time to convince her not to die.
I never even knew her name. Maybe if I had known her name, I could have called her back.
After that, after she was gone, it went quiet. All we could do was stare at the hissing of the rain. If we listened hard, we could hear the leading edge of it claiming more victims, the screeching growing quieter as it spread its grip. Dillon was crying and I held him so tightly I must've hurt him.
It wasn't until we all settled down together at the back of the café that we realised that Delaine was missing. Perhaps it was the quiet that alerted us; the lack of his complaining. Someone said they thought he'd gone to look for something. He didn't come back even after the rain passed.
So there's just eight of us left now. Ben and Thorpe, Sally and Sax, Nugget and Simon, and Dillon and me. The café feels empty without the others.
Our world has turned into fire and acid and broken rocks. We're in the belly of the beast, and I can't see a way out.
Happy New Year.
New year, new start, resolutions, parties and poppers and fireworks. It's supposed to be such a time of hope, but the world is broken. A part of me is scared that the world ended with the year that's just finished and there's nothing else now. I'm trying not to listen to that part, but its voice is there, niggling at me like mouse teeth.
There were no fireworks last night, just acid rain falling from a scorched sky while the sun retreated. All the familiar things have melted away, although a few of us did raid the café's bar and get quite drunk. To forget, to numb ourselves, to blur the mental images of dissolving people. It was anything but a celebration.
Today, everyone was quiet. Even Simon; he has slipped into unconsciousness now, I think. His fever is worse and he's not moaning anymore. I think we're all missing Delaine's complaining, too, as annoying as it was. He said what none of us felt brave enough to. He made us stronger by giving us someone to argue with.
No-one wants to do anything. Without Carter, we have no direction, no-one telling us what we need to do next. The dregs of us are left here, looking at each other or at nothing at all. It was like some strange staring competition, and I think I lost.
It was Dillon's face that did it. He was looking at me for direction again, like he did that first day up in the city. Thorpe is lost in his own world; he hasn't spoken to anyone since the rain started and took his friends away. Ben keeps trying to talk to him, but he's having no luck at all. Sally won't stop rocking and rubbing her arms; they're almost raw now. Sax is cradling Nugget like she's a favourite childhood toy.
So I sent Dillon off on an errand. The first thing I could think of: fetch as many bottles of water and soft drinks as he could find and carry. With strict instructions not to stray away from cover and to keep an eye on the sky.
Then others were looking at me with Dillon's eyes. I remembered then why I was so grateful for Carter's presence, I remembered how relieved I was when those fire trucks first turned up. It was so I didn't have to do this anymore. So I didn't have to take responsibility, so I didn't have to shoulder up the weight of all these people.
The only things I could think of to do was sort out food and water. Dillon was on the water, so I sent Sally and Ben to go look at the food situation. I didn't know what to do with the others, or myself. I don't know what I'm doing at all. I'm floundering, grasping at whatever scraps of sense I can. All I can think of to do is carry on with the path that Carter had set us on: get together a plan to get to the hospital.
The stuff that Carter and Trevor had collected was lying out in the street, next to where they fell. I didn't dare to touch their clothes. It's hard to say why; I think I was afraid of what I might find in them. Would it be worse for there to be something left under there, or nothing at all? I wanted to look just so I could stop wondering, but I couldn't bring myself to do it. And more than that, it seemed disrespectful to go peeking in there. They were people. They were friends, as little as I knew them. It just didn't seem right.
The rain hadn't melted the things they had been bringing back for us. It had dried overnight and wasn't acidic to the touch (I tested that very nervously with a stupid finger), so I brought it inside. We'll look at it tomorrow and go from there. I don't think I can get us moving today.
It started raining again about half an hour ago. I lost it a little bit, running around and making sure that everyone was inside. Checking we were all right, looking into everyone's faces for a trace of the lawyerlady's eyes. Dillon was back by then; we are all here. They probably all think I'm crazy now.
Then all there was to do was wait and listen to it hissing down. I tried to think of things we could busy ourselves with, but there's nothing. My mind won't work like that today.
So here I am, trying not to listen to the rain; trying not to wonder how many were caught out in it yesterday; trying not to wonder how many strayed out into it today. Trying to forget about the ache in my arm and the sore lip where Thorpe punched me.
I keep coming back to the fact that it's New Year's Day today. It makes my hands shake and this aching lump twist in my chest. The date has changed and the past is gone now; we'll never get it back. None of it.
It hurts to look back, to think about the past week and everything that has come tumbling down. Trying to look back at what came before that week is worse, because it feels like a dream. This - all of this - should be the part that feels like a nightmare (and it does), but it's the normal stuff that's slipping away from me. I don't want to look backwards anymore. We're supposed to be raising a glass to days gone by today.
My glass is hollow; the bottom has fallen out of it.
For auld lang syne, my dear,
For auld lang syne,
We'll take a cup of kindness yet,
For auld lang syne.
* * * *
Simon died last night. No-one knows when; he went quietly, in his sleep. I don't know if it was his injuries or the infection; probably both. He never got the help he needed, and now he's dead.
We gathered around him this morning. No-one said anything; we had a moment of silence almost by accident.
Then there was breakfast to organise and water to portion out. Food and water, water and food: it always comes back to them. I had to shoo a couple of the others away from Simon's bedside before they would do something useful. Something else.
The worst thing is that it was a relief. Simon's suffering is over now. We don't have to soothe him, or try to get water in between his burnt lips. I don't have to wonder anymore if all of these delays will kill him. If I'm going to kill him by doing the wrong thing.
No wondering anymore; he's gone and I failed to get him to the hospital in time. I don't know what else I could have done to save him - I keep trying to work it out, but I can't think of anything else I should have done. There must have been something. Maybe I'm not smart enough, or experienced enough. I shouldn't be in charge here. How did I end up in charge?
It's an awful feeling, the guilt of being glad that someone is dead. It settles in my stomach like warm poison, like rancid alcohol. I didn't know I could ever feel that way about someone. I keep telling myself that the relief is for his sake, for his peace and lack of pain, but I think that's a lie. I think I'm glad he's gone because it's simpler and easier for us that way.
I'm an awful person. I don't want to feel like that about someone's life. Is it just the situation that is making me like this, or was I always this callous? Always this selfish? What the hell am I doing?
* * * *
I couldn't keep thinking about Simon. Instead, I looked through the equipment that Carter collected before the rain took him. Laid out the laminated map and tried to figure out where we are, where we need to be. Tried to work out a route to the hospital.
Thorpe asked me why I was bothering. He's come out of his silence to snap at everyone with poisonous pessimism. I almost took his head off. I told him to go ask Nugget if we should just forget the hospital trip and fester here forever. Not to mention that there might be real help there, actual contact with organised people.
The kid is still not doing well. She has a blown pupil in a bloodshot eye and she isn't awake much. Sax managed to get her to eat today. I don't know enough about head-wounds to help her; I just know that it's bad and she needs proper medical care.
I don't want to lose her too.
I found a truck down the street that will hold all of us. All of us that are left. I spent most of the day going over the engine, trying to figure out if we can get it running. All those years watching my dad fiddle with engines seem to be useful for something after all.
I can't think about my dad right now. It makes my throat close up; it makes me useless.
Ben came to help me; he's often at my elbow lately, which is helpful considering that I still can't use one arm. We managed to figure out that the truck's battery still has juice but the ignition is dead. Then the rain forced us to scurry back inside.
The laptop is almost out of juice. How will I cope when that happens? My writing arm is injured; I can't hold a pen. I don't know what to do about all the things that are broken.
Someone just asked if we should bury Simon. I have no idea what to tell them.
* * * *
Sax sang for Simon tonight. He gathered us all around and said goodbye to him for us, goodbye to a man none of us really knew. We knew that his name was Simon Richards. We knew that he struggled with his pain and tried not to let it out. We knew that he pushed on when we asked him to, up to and often past his limits; he collapsed more than once. We knew that he knew we wanted to help him. But we didn't know who he was. We didn't know his face before it was burnt.
Sax sang Amazing Grace for him. It was beautiful, and sad, and heartbreaking. It's my favourite of all the hymns, but I couldn't join in for the thickness in my throat. I don't know how Sax managed to finish it. I wasn't the only one crying by the end, and it wouldn't stop even after we covered Simon's face up.
I thought about all those who had fallen: strong Carter and funny Trevor; sensible Liz and little Aaron; and the poor lawyerlady. I thought about Harry. They didn't have words spoken for them, or a song to carry them away. I've said words for them in my heart - does that count? It doesn't feel like enough, and I'm not religious enough to take comfort in spirit alone. But I hope that they know, and I hope that Simon heard us.
Sleep well, my friends.
* * * *
We managed to get the truck running today. It took all of us - except little Nugget, of course - to do it. Ben taught me how to bump-start the car; I'd never done it before, and because I can't push, I got to drive.
I didn't realise how quiet it was around here until that engine chugged to life. We all laughed and there was much back-slapping. It felt so strange to smile like that; my face had forgotten how. It seems like forever since we had a reason. Since we made some real progress against the disintegration of everything around us. And this feels like a win. It feels wonderful.
I feel like I could danc-
* * * *
The laptop battery finally gave out in my last post. I almost burst into tears right there and then. It feels horribly foolish, being so attached to this thing I'm doing here, this chunk of moulded metal and plastic, this journal of my strangely spiralling life. We seem to cling to the strangest things when things fall apart. Little trinkets, big trinkets. This is mine, I guess.
It was Sax who fixed it for me. The big, quiet fella who likes to carry a dented saxophone around, as if it carries the memory of all the songs it has played. I remember the soft wail of it in the mall, and the picture he made in his faded suit. He seems more solid these days, but I think that's because he's not a part of the scenery to me anymore.
Turns out, he's a dab hand with electronics. He got Dillon to fetch him some parts and rigged up a power-converter-type thing to hook up to a car battery. There are lots around, all of them useless since the bomb's electro-magnetic pulse fried the ignitions. It feels naughty, sneaking in under a bonnet and sucking out the juice, but it's not like anyone else is here to use it. I'm still not used to all the stealing.
It was Thorpe who asked how this beautiful piece of machinery is still working when everything else is ruined. I had wondered before, but honestly, I was afraid to ask. As if that might magically make it not so, like a wound that doesn't hurt until you look at it and know that it has to be painful.
Trust Thorpe to be a douse of ice down our backs. He's a miserable piece of work, but at least he puts his shoulder in with the rest of the group. He's probably the strongest of all of us; he's certainly the tallest and broadest, though Sax beats him on sheer bulk. If only he wasn't such a dick.
There was an accusation in the way he looked at me, as if I had somehow conspired to keep this machine safe. As if somehow I was responsible for all of this, as if I had known about it all in advance. I was so shocked that my throat closed up; I just stared at him. It was so ridiculous I had no idea how to respond.
Sax came to my rescue. He'd just got done making Nugget drink something and turned his ponderous attention onto Thorpe.
"The case saved it," he said, as if that explained everything. We all looked at him like he was talking in tongues.
"What's that got to do with anything?" Trust Thorpe to recover first and inject something disparaging. The thing was, I had no idea what the case had to do with anything either.
"It's made of metal," Sax pointed out. Then he said something about the laptop case creating a cage and that meant that the pulse couldn't get through it. I didn't understand that part, but basically the case stopped it from being fried. It's also dented from some of the recent punishment.
I only bought the case because it was silver and shiny and I liked it. Who knew, huh?
And now the laptop is back and working, and here I am typing away again. The thin thread of my comfort and sanity has been restored. I'm so relieved that I could dance, but it's been a long day, so I think I'll sleep instead.
* * * *
I'm so behind on everything. It took us half a day to get out of the café, between getting the truck working, collecting supplies and packing them into it, and then squeezing everyone inside.
It was slow going. I hadn't really noticed before, but there are vehicles all over the road. Some crashed when the bomb hit; some just stopped when the pulse fried them; others were obviously picked up and tossed by the shockwave. I suspect some of them used to be in different streets entirely; they were carried to their resting places by the blast, like toys, like Dorothy's house. In amongst all of it is a hefty serving of debris from shattered buildings.
We had to inch around the obstacles, and a couple of times, the guys had to pile out to shove a car out of the way and open a path. I lost count of the times we had to backtrack to find a clearer way.
At one point Ben just gave up and scraped past a car, exchanging paint and teeth-edging screeches. We winced and he shrugged: why protect a paintjob anyway? It's not like aesthetics matter, and now it seems strange that we had been so careful before. When I stop and think about it, it seems so silly, and yet it was second nature to us.
I don't know if this is really faster than walking. It still feels better to be driving, though. To not be kicking at the ground anymore, to feel like we're actually making progress. To give our feet a rest and be going somewhere at the same time. To not be holed up like rats who have no idea what to do about the sinking of the ship.
We stopped about mid-afternoon and looked for somewhere to take shelter. The sky was thickening; it's still orange, still huddling low above us. It seems to be some kind of cloud cover, but one that the wind isn't able to tear apart. I have yet to see a glimpse of blue, and as a passenger in the truck, I did a lot of looking.
The sight of that sky cover still makes me nauseous. It taints the sunlight and it robs us of the moon and stars at night. No blue, and no clean, spangled black either. It glows red in the mornings and seeps everything ruddy. It makes me want to scrub my eyes, but they'll never come clear.
There's less smoke-scarring up there now; I think the rain has put out the fires. It's good for that much, at least. We had only just settled down in our shelter when the rainfall started again. It seems that the cluttering up of the clouds into a thicker, darker mass is a sign to take cover, after all.
The day after that - yesterday - was more of the same. Painfully slow chugging, shoehorning our way through the mass of debris. We're making our way westwards along the river. We looked at the bridges to the east, but the one we came over on is broken, and the next one is the one we fled over to get out of the CBD. If it's still standing, it'll be near-impossible to get to.
West takes us to the bypass tunnel under the river. We don't know if it's open, or clogged, or collapsed in on itself like a broken windpipe. It was the best one to try, so that's what we did.
We were about a block away from it when we got caught out by the rain. It was spotting on the windscreen before we realised that the clouds had thickened, and Ben yanked the wheel around. The truck bounced off the road and right through the front of a clothes store. A mannequin bounced off the bonnet, its head ricocheting into a rack of pants.
I think that shook him up a bit. For a heartbeat, it looked like a person, ploughed through like tissuepaper. A couple of us cried out in horror at the sight of it; I think I was one of them. We almost laughed when we realised what it was. Ben didn't look like laughing, though. But at least we were able to clamber out into the shelter of the store while the rain came down.
There's not much chance of us getting the truck running today. We're not going to get it out of the store, and the roads here are too thick with dead cars to have room to bump-start it. It was almost out of gas anyway. We're close to the tunnel, so we're going to take a look before we try to find another vehicle.
* * * *
The tunnel is terrifying. I feel like I'm back in a horror movie again, all shadows and creeping noises. We're still trapped inside it, listening to the hiss of the rain and watching the floor for runoff.
We're not alone down here.
The stupid dog won't stop barking. It's dark down here, suffocatingly so. But the acid keeps us away from the open mouth, keeps us huddling in the shadows while the sun dies under the pounding of poisoned water.
I wonder what will happen if the drains all fill up. Now I wish I hadn't thought about that.
Wait, the dog's gone quiet. Somehow that's worse than the damn thing making all that noise. Better go see what's up - I'll be right back.
* * * *
We all knew that there were rats down in the bypass tunnel, but none of us had a clue that there were people down there. We must have walked right past them.
My heart is still beating way too fast, and we got out of there hours ago. We haven't stopped since then, not until now, not until the sky started weeping its broken tears. Now we're holed up again, hunched and braced and waiting for the next thing to be thrown at us. It seems that there's always something.
Ben's hurt. There was no hiding it from anyone this time, not like that limp he had. I can still hear his screams. He's quiet now - we gave him half a bottle of whiskey so he could sleep - but I can still hear that moment when the acid bit him. It's imprinted on my eardrums.
The tunnel seemed like such a good idea at the time. It was choked up with vehicles, crashed and abandoned, and there was a huge crack across the access road. As if it had disengaged itself from the regular run of things. But there was no water in it, and that seemed important at the time.
We had to climb our way into and through it. A few metres past the gap-toothed maw, the weird orange daylight didn't have the strength to do anything useful. We felt our way; we murmured to each other; we linked hands; we stumbled and clambered. We lost time in the darkness, and only once did we lose each other. It took some frantic calling, but we found our scattered pieces again.
There were so many little noises in there, so loud and bouncing off concrete. They made us jump, made my skin crawl like a thousand spiders. Rats the size of horses, cockroaches bigger than the silly white dog: that's what it sounded like. We didn't look for the sources of the noises; we just kept moving, trying to find a way through to the other side.
Oh, god. The dog. Dillon is still crying about that.
They came at us from the edges of the tunnel, as if the rain had washed them out of the shadows. We weren't even alarmed at first - I mean, they were just people. We hadn't seen many others since the rain started, so it was a bit of a relief. A couple of us even smiled at them.
They weren't smiling. They were armed and they didn't like us there in their tunnel. They were dirty and lean, and demanded that we get out. And we would have if it hadn't been raining. But what were we supposed to do?
Then one of them grabbed the dog. It was just a little scrappy thing, no match for an adult who knew how to grab it by the back of the head. He had a jagged, twisted scrap of metal, sharp enough to gut the poor thing and make it squeal. The dog tried to cut its awful fate into glass by sound alone.
The next thing I knew, I was grabbing onto Dillon as he lunged past me, headlong towards that man with the makeshift knife. The man flung the dog's body past us and into the rain. It hit something on the way down - a pipe, maybe, I'm not sure - and then something was falling and splashing rainwater at us.
That's when Ben got hit with it. He was closest and took the brunt of the spray, right across his chest.
It was chaos, then. We were all shouting, Ben was screaming and trying to tear his shirt off, Thorpe was punching someone in the face repeatedly, Sax waded in with a pole, Sally curled up in a corner. I lost Dillon in it somewhere and wound up yanking a teenaged girl off Sally on my way to Ben.
The tunnel-dwellers ran off eventually. I didn't even see them go; I was busy trying to get the damned rain off Ben. I lost my shirt that way; it disintegrated, as did his and the one I was using to protect my hands. I used up most of our water trying to rinse the acid off without washing it all over him.
That was probably stupid, but I didn't care right then. I just had to make it better, had to stop it burning him.
It looks so awful. Holes pitted through his skin, great long gashes exposing raw muscle beneath. It didn't go very deep but the damage is still terrible. It was all I could do to make some kind of dressing to cover it all up.
It was dark by the time the rain stopped, and between the puddled water and the darkness, we couldn't go anywhere. We slept in shifts, and those standing guard armed themselves with something heavy and swingable. I barely slept at all, between the ache in my arm, holding Dillon while he cried, and listening to Ben trying not to moan. Every little noise made me flinch, made my heartbeat ratchet up a notch.
We heard them through the night, the tunnel-dwellers, and we didn't wait for them to see us off. As soon as it was light enough to see, we picked each other up and headed out of there. We just grabbed everything and everyone and made tracks, and we kept going until the sky thickened again. The first building whole enough to hold us became our shelter from the rain.
And now here we are. Here comes another night, and I think we might have to keep guard again. Just in case.
* * * *
Today has been much less eventful. It has been about regrouping and resupplying, and letting the injured rest. Mostly, that's Ben and Nugget, though some of the others keep telling me to sit down and take it easy, too. We had to give Ben alcohol so that he could sleep; Nugget needed no such encouragement.
I keep thinking about the fight yesterday. I've never been in anything like that before; the one we ran away from a few days didn't get that close. We weren't involved; I wasn't involved. We just ran and stayed out of it. Yesterday, it was all so quick. There was no time to think, just react. I waded in just like everyone else, and I'm not sure what that says about me.
I keep hearing the wet thuds of Thorpe's punches, or the hollowness of Sax's pipe landing. Or the slick sound of that knife and the squeal of the dog. Or the hiss of the acid hitting something soft and soluble.
My arm aches all the time now; I think it got knocked more than once in all of that. I'm trying to ignore it; I can feel the panic climbing up my throat if I think about it too much. It's bound up tightly and that will have to do until we reach the hospital. But it's been over a week now -- what if it's knitting already, what if it heals wrong? What if they can't put it right? What if there's no-one there to help me? Will I be one-armed for the rest of my life?
If I think about it too much, I feel like I'm suffocating.
Then I look at Ben and Nugget, and I'm ashamed of myself. They're so much worse off. Ben's in so much pain, and I don't know when Nugget last woke up. I'm afraid to ask. I shouldn't be so concerned about my stupid arm, but I can't help it.
The others brought back some weapons from a sports store they found. There wasn't much left, they said; all the really good (wicked) stuff had already been taken. They scavenged what they could from the wreckage the looters had left.
I stood and looked at the weapons for a long time, and then I took one. I have it on my belt now, under the hem of my shirt: a little hunting knife. I can feel its uncompromising weight pressing on me there. Me. Carrying a knife. I can't believe it. But it feels better.
I'm afraid of everything right now. Where we're going, what we'll find there. What we'll find on the way. Our chances of ever making it. Me using this knife. Who I'm becoming through all of this.
My friends used to know me as Mac, but no-one here calls me that. I have no idea who Faith is, this girl who carries a knife.
* * * *
It would be so easy to just stay here. There are a couple of stores that haven't been completely stripped of food and water, and there hasn't been any sign of other people yet. We could try to make ourselves comfortable, at least until the food ran out.
Good god, we're locusts. A very small, ravenous swarm of locusts.
We can't stay here; we have to keep moving. Thorpe asked me a few days ago why we're carrying on to the hospital and I pointed at Nugget. Now there's Ben too. It's not just clinging to the last guidance of a man named Carter; there are real reasons why we're picking ourselves up and pushing on.
It feels so much better to have it written down. I've been telling myself this stuff all day. Trying to convince myself that there's more reason to it than 'any direction is better than none'. Trying not to feel guilty and selfish because I'm scared that my arm is healing wrong. Scared that I'm broken and will never be whole again.
Yes, I want to get to the hospital for my sake, but it's not just that. It's not.
It took us most of the morning to find another vehicle and get it going. Without Ben to help me, I had to use Thorpe's hands, and he's a snappish kind of assistant. It took all of my patience and lip-biting not to snap back. I'm starting to get the hang of releasing steering locks, even with one hand.
We managed to find an old van and emptied out the plumbing tools so that the injured could be laid out in the back. There was barely enough room in the street to get up the momentum to start it, and the engine sounds like it's held together with chewing gum and bits of string, but it did start.
It was slow going - the streets here are as bad as the ones on the north side of the river, all abandoned cars and debris. It's hard to tell how much progress we made: the distances on the map are very small. At this rate I think it'll be another day or two before we reach our target.
We still haven't seen much in the way of people around here. It feels strange, like the whole area is holding its breath and waiting for us to pass. It's a relief; the last time we saw people on the south side, they were beating each other with sticks. And our last encounter was hardly cordial.
I keep looking at the cracked windows for faces. The hairs on the back of my neck are convinced that they're there, that they solidify when we're not looking. I don't believe in ghosts or spirits; I don't believe in hauntings. But this empty shell of a place feels like it's awake and watching us. It doesn't feel empty at all.
If it hadn't been for the rain, I would have slept in the van rather than in one of those unoccupied not-empty buildings. But none of us wanted to risk the rain, so we crept into an old café missing its entire frontage. It was deep enough to shelter from the acid rainwater and the rear doors could be blocked up, and that was all we needed.
I don't know how I'm ever going to sleep. I'm sure that the building across from us has eyes in it.
* * * *
We got trapped in the van today. We're still in it now, huddling, while the rain patters down outside.
It used to be such a comforting sound. That wonderful noise put me to sleep as a child: the delicious rhythm of water on a roof; the rich drip of it off gutters and eaves and the boughs of the tree outside my window.
I would close my eyes sometimes and listen to the hammering of it, beating at a world that cheerfully wouldn't submit. A world that would drink it up and turn it into something green and lush. And sometimes, just sometimes, when it was hot and heavy out, I would go outside and stand in it. Let it fall on me, prickling and thick. And I would dance in it.
Now, it hisses on contact, turning to snakes even on impenetrable metal. The ribbons of it are faintly green-tinged; I can only tell by watching it slither down the windscreen a few inches from my face. Listening to it makes me tense. It brings to mind the faces I watched melt, how they barely had time to scream before sound was robbed from them. How they looked at us before the acid took their eyes.
Today, it started without warning. The first thing we knew, Sax was shouting in pain because he had had an arm propped on the sill of the passenger window and spots on his elbow and forearm were dissolving. Thorpe was driving and nearly panicked, but we're in a residential street: no store windows to plough through this time. He didn't risk a crash, and I'm glad of that.
I dread to think what might have happened if he had tried to put us inside a building by sheer force alone. Broken windows, buckled metal and sprung seams, thrown bodies sprawled everywhere, and the rain seeping in over all of it. I have a mental image of crash test dummies bent, bleeding, melting, and bearing all of our faces.
Thorpe took a breath and stopped the van instead. We rolled all the windows up and double-checked the doors, shut ourselves tightly inside. It was all we could do, even though it made the van suffocatingly hot. We would all rather put up with the heat than the acid.
Of course, the van leaks. The doors at the back are not well sealed (despite this being a plumber's van), and there's a crack along one side of the roof that has rusted through. We have moved everyone away from that side of the van and the rain doesn't seem to be pooling much, thank goodness.
Ben started to shake when the rain came inside. He was trying so hard not to freak out and was almost hyperventilating. The cab seems waterproof, so we helped him scramble into the front next to me. He's calmer now, though he's still watching the rain with taut horror. He had a death-grip on my hand for a while. His burns are still bright and painful; I wonder if seeing the rain so close is making them itch with familiarity.
Sax's arm isn't too bad, though it still looks like something slathering chewed on it and tore small, dripping chunks off. It's bound up now as best we could make it. Everyone's waiting for it the roof to come down on us and wash us away into nothing. I know that all eyes behind me will be fixed on that rusted place where the rain is coming in and making sickly tracks down the van's side.
It's so quiet. I just realised that my typing is the loudest thing in here. Now I'm all self-conscious about it. Time to do something else.
* * * *
I don't like the silence; it brings uncomfortable thoughts to the surface. I don't like thinking about the far-off noises I can hear, or what might be out there in the shadows. I don't like thinking about everything that brought me here to this place, cramped up in a rusty van with six stranger-friends, hoping that the rain won't come back but knowing that it will. I don't like thinking about the things I've seen and the faces I know I'll never see again, even the ones I didn't know that well.
I apologised to Ben when I stopped typing last night. I should have been trying to distract him, to make him feel better. It feels so selfish and self-serving, to huddle myself down and focus on something that's just for me. To type away my thoughts and my feelings, set it down so that I can make sense of it.
But he said that it was all right. He was glad that someone was making a record of this. He said that no-one minded the time I spent doing this, because they understood that it's my way of coping. Because I don't let it get in the way of anything else. And because they know that it's not just me in here. They know that I'm recording their names and actions too, and one day someone will know that we were here, that we lived, that we were scared and we were brave, that we carried on regardless, that some of us died awfully and some of us died in our sleep.
And he's right. I suppose it's not just for me.
I might not want to think about all those people we've left behind, but a part of me wishes that I could have taken pictures of them. I wish I could have recorded them all, like I'm writing this down, so that there is a mark of them left in the world. So that someone might know what happened to us, so that our story might not be forgotten. So that all of this might mean something.
I feel like, without this, we might slip away into the dirt and water and darkness. And that'll be it. The world will digest us and move on, and it'll be like we were never here. It'll be like it was all for nothing. And that thought - right now, it's making my hands tremble. This has to mean something. There has to be a point to it all, even if it's only so that someday someone will make an effort to never let it happen again.
I felt like crying after Ben told me that they understand about the blog. I couldn't speak for the weight on my chest. That time, he held my hand because I needed it.
* * * *
We abandoned the van today. Not because of the nightmare of spending the night in it - though, trust me, it did not smell good in there by the morning. Nothing like a crisis to make you familiar with the scents of strangers.
No, not because of any of that. We ran out of gas. Of course, none of the pumps will work without power even if we could get to one, so there's not much chance to refuel unless we start breaking open other vehicles and siphoning stuff out. We're going to save that for when we're really desperate, I think. Or at least until we steal a much better van.
I still think of it as stealing. Is it stealing when the owners don't care? When they're dead? Probably not. I can't help it, though: I have to break into them, so it feels like theft. I still catch myself looking over my shoulder in case I get caught.
I really should stop doing that. I keep catching snatches of reflections, or movement behind bright glass. There's never anyone there. I'm starting to think my mind is playing tricks on me and sending spiders down my spine because it thinks it's funny. It's really not. Stop it now.
We still haven't seen anyone else. We decided to walk on until we found a better vehicle, rather than delay and search where we were.
The going was slow today; the injured are slowing us down. It's not their fault and the rest of us know that. Even Thorpe hasn't complained at the pace, though the fact that he had to carry Nugget for most of the day might have something to do with that; he wasn't exactly speedy with that burden. Hopefully we will reach the hospital tomorrow, for their sakes.
It's so quiet here - it's easy not to notice when there's an engine chugging away. There's no distant engines, no voices behind closed doors, no distant chattering of TVs and radios. No leaves ruffling in the wind, no bright birdsong, no insects with their annoying buzzing. There's not a whisper outside of the sphere of our little group. There's not even any wind. Just the scuff of our shoes, the rasp of fabric as we move, the odd grunt, sometimes a few exchanged words.
Sometimes I talk just to break the silence. Just to prove that we're not a part of it, to prove that we're still alive and beating. Of course, then I feel horribly conspicuous, like I just sucked all eyes onto me and they're crawling over my skin. I feel loud and clumsy.
This world is a held breath, waiting to swallow us.
We're finding out why there's no-one left here. This part of the city has been sucked dry and left to pucker under the strange orange sky.
We tried three vehicles but none of them would start. They coughed sadly, but they wouldn't start. It took us a while to discover that their fuel has already been siphoned out of the tanks.
Our supplies are running low. There's no water left at all now and not much food. We went into a couple of stores but found only dregs left. We even went into a few homes here, only to be repulsed by the smell from the fridges. Most of them had already been pilfered, the front doors broken in, kitchen cupboards listing emptily. We managed to find one cupboard that had been missed, and that gave us something for dinner.
It's clear now that whoever was left here has moved on in favour of finding food and water elsewhere. I can't imagine what place would be any different to this, though.
I never, ever want to eat a can of cold food again. I will, I just don't want to. I'm so sick of swallowing something clammy and slimy. It's hard to know if my stomach is turning in revulsion or hunger these days; it all feels the same. I wish my tastebuds would realise that any food is good right now.
We talked over our small, slick dinner, mostly so that we didn't have to look at the food and wonder what the hell. We're going to push on again tomorrow, try to get out of this area. We spent so much time searching that we made almost no progress at all today.
We're so close now. If we walk and don't stop, we should make it to the hospital before the rain comes again.
I'm almost afraid of getting there. Afraid of what we'll find. Afraid of what we won't find. The hospital feels like a myth, feels like a Mecca we'll never reach. It's our carrot. It's all the guidance and purpose we have. It's our hope.
We're so close that I can't sleep. I'm waiting for the other shoe to drop, for a crevasse to open up between us and that illusory place we're all striving for. We have to get there. It was the last purpose of a man who melted in the rain; it's the last hope for a child who won't wake up anymore.
Just one more day. For all our sakes.
* * * *
There was no crevasse. There was no obstacle that robbed us of our goal for yet another day. It took us most of the day, but we got there. We stretched ourselves to make it before the rain came again, until we were taut and thrumming with the strain of it.
We stopped when it came into sight. The sight turned my stomach over like a limp pancake. It rose against the burnt sky with hunched shoulders and shattered teeth. Smoke curled out of one corner.
Our myth and hope, our target and purpose, is a dirty reality with broken eyes. Our Mecca is made of cracked concrete and sliding doors torn off their runners. The closer we got, the more we wished that it had stayed a mirage pulling us through this desert.
As we neared it, a part of me realised that there were no lights. Somehow, I had pictured the hospital being all lit up, all this time. There would be a breeze that lifted the hair away from the back of my heck, and someone brusque and efficient to chivvy me out of the way. There'd be white and greens everywhere, and rapid-fire voices, and nurses with frazzled buns trying to keep up with everything.
I had pictured the hospital as part of the world I knew. But it's not. It's a part of this post-world, a part of the After. It is ravaged and torn, just like everything else. Just like us. It is hope and hopeless, just like us.
The clouds were ganging up overhead, so we went inside anyway. The rain started only a few minutes later, trapping us inside.
It doesn't smell the way a hospital should; that antiseptic tang has skittered away from the air in here, worn away by everything else that has passed between its fingers. We moved through it like ghosts, not wanting to breathe it in. Even our steps were hushed, in case we were treading on the last vestiges of an illusion.
There was a triage here. There are coloured scraps of material that were used to mark the severity of the injured, lying limply on the floor. There are gurneys lined up haphazardly, there are carts of equipment and supplies abandoned everywhere. There are stains on the blankets and the floor. There are long black bags lined up in a corridor that leak an awful scent.
It must have been chaos. All those people rushing here for help. All those people we sent over the bridge to them. They must have made it. Some of them must have lain here, felt the touch of professional hands. Received care. Got what we are looking for.
We were deep inside the building before we found a room clear - and clean - enough for us to unshoulder our burdens and rest. I think it was a staff room, once upon a time. No-one has said anything; we don't know what to say. We're just sitting, and breathing, and trying not to cry and shout at the walls.
I don't know where all those people are now. The injured, the paramedics, the doctors and nurses. Who was looking after them? How did they cope without power, or water? Did they all go home and never come back? Did they realise that it was pointless, that we are all doomed, and give up? Did they decide to hole up in their homes until it was all over?
I get it, I really do. But how could they? How could they do that? How could they leave us alone here? How could they take this away from us? How can they let people die when they could stop it, when they could save them? How could they not be here waiting for us?
Where did everyone go? Where will we go now?
I wish Carter was here. I wish Dad was here. And Matt.
I can't think about them. Carter's gone and I don't know what's happened to Dad, or Matt, and I can't wonder about all the awful things that might have fallen on their shoulders. I don't have the strength for it. I already see their faces in my dreams, dissolving as they call my name.
There must be something here. There has to be. I won't let this place be empty, let it spit us out onto the street in pieces. We're already in pieces.
I'm not going to sit here and listen to the rain wash everything away.
* * * *
After that last post, I went scouting and found a lot of things I didn't want to. I also found a few things that might be of use.
There are a lot of bodies in the building. Whatever happened here, a lot of their patients didn't make it, and there was no-one to… dispose of them. I hate that term - people should not be disposed of - but that seems to be what these bodies were waiting for. Lined up, piled up in some cases, or left on their beds covered in soiled sheets.
And now they're decomposing, rotting away. Some of them are not as big as they should be, I think: they look like they've been disturbed. I didn't want to look too closely and I really don't want to know what's been chewing on them.
If they were outside, the rain would take them, but I wouldn’t wish that on the dead. At least this way they leave a stain.
The hospital's supply rooms have been ransacked, just like the houses and stores between here and the tunnel. The cafeterias have been emptied, and the drug caches thoroughly pillaged. I'm not surprised by either, though I had hoped that the latter wouldn't be true. I have to go back later and look through what's left, see if there's anything we might be able to use.
The more mundane supplies have been largely untouched. Like some of the less pharmaceutical medical supplies: bandages, dressings, that sort of thing. Plenty we can make use of.
Best of all, there's a vending machine in a back stairwell that seems to have been overlooked. We're going to go back and see if we can crack it open, like a Kinder egg.
I think there are people here. I didn't see them, but I heard them. Shuffles in the distance, voices murmuring back and forth. They're on the top floor, towards the corner where the smoke was coming from; perhaps the fire was a sign of life rather than the opposite, for once.
I don't dare hope. I don't want to hope. But once we've had a chance to regroup, a few of us are going up to see who they are. If they'll help us.
* * * *
We found out where all the drugs went. I wish I could say that it was a shock, or even a surprise. The world has gone to hell in a handbasket; who doesn't want to get high and forget any of this ever happened?
We climbed up to the top floor, just four of us - Thorpe, Dillon, Sally and me - after we convinced Sax to stay with the injured. Where he should be, for his sake and theirs. Thorpe tried to suggest that I should stay behind as well, but he stopped when he saw the look on my face.
I wasn't going to stay behind. I wasn't going to linger there and wait for someone else to sort this out. All I would have done is sit and think and wonder. Or type nonsense into this blog in an effort not to do those things.
It's not that I don't trust the others to do the right thing. It's because I have to do something. I don't want to be helpless, or weak, or just waiting. I have to go and see for myself, to replace fantastical mental images with banal reality. I have to be in motion; my body doesn't know what to do with itself when it's still. My arm aches more when I'm not doing something else.
And, as Dad would say, my legs aren't broken, so I might as well go do it myself.
There was this weight against my back the whole way up to the top floor. A small, hard pressure just above my belt, warm from my skin. It has been there for days, but I was hyper-aware of it as we climbed the stairs. We were walking towards a group that might attack us, like the tunnel-dwellers, and the knife seemed to know that. It seemed to press harder against me.
All the windows are open up there. I suppose that's to let the smell out; it certainly isn't good, even with the ventilation. Not so much rotting bodies as rancid human waste, the by-product of plumbing that no longer works. The stench of unwashed bodies and unclean habits. The gut-turning aromas of the living rather than the dead.
My nose has dulled over the past couple of weeks, after the smoke and dust and then none of us being able to wash properly. I can barely smell myself or the others in the group anymore, but I smelt these people from a corridor away. There wasn't much in my stomach, but it still wanted me to throw up.
There were about a dozen of them, up in the geriatric ward. The patients were all long since gone; this group had taken over the ward and made it their own. Blankets had been piled near one set of windows and set alight; it was smouldering when we got there, small and sad. That must have been the smoke we saw outside.
The group might have been a threat if they had been capable of anything. They were sprawled in various stages of consciousness, on gurneys and beds, or just stretched out on the floor. One fella spent the whole time giggling at a painted stripe on the wall.
It was both a relief and disappointment. They're no threat because they're useless. They had taken a hospital full of medicine and used it to get completely out of their trees. The acid is stripping all the real trees down to nubs, but they are far too spaced to care.
I tried to talk to a couple of them, but all I could get out of them was requests for more, and what did I have with me for them? There was no food or water that we could find up there. Lots of spent needles and empty bottles and packets, but no sustenance. They were suspended on drugs alone.
I had to pull Dillon away from a curtained-off bed. I caught a glimpse of pale white buttocks moving in time with huffed breaths, of a body poised above a girl with empty eyes fixed on the ceiling. He has seen so many awful things at my side since we met, but I still didn't want him to see a stranger screwing. It didn't seem right. He's just a youngster, though.
There was something not quite right about what was going on in there, too. She must have been very high to be so still. I hope she was high. I hope that he wasn't doing all the moving, because that's what it looked like. It looked like she was so far beyond caring that she was never coming back.
We were looking at each other with clueless confusion when the pair of white buttocks came out from behind the curtain. He was doing up his pants - thank goodness - and he had a blissful glow about him. He smiled at us, blankly cheerful in his fuzzy world.
I was going to give up and leave when I noticed that he was wearing a white coat. It was stained and torn, but it still had a nametag attached to it. Doctor Masterson. I didn't realise that I had read it out loud until he blinked at me vaguely and said, "Yes?"
Everything changed then. We all started talking at once, which made him look from one of us to the other and then giggle with delight. It's strange, hearing a grown man giggle like a child. He thought we were the funniest thing he'd ever seen, and his mirth creased him where he stood.
All of a sudden, I was so furious with him. Thorpe started swearing, and that was exactly what was going through my head. I mean, how dare he? We have people who need help, people we have kept alive through luck and cobbled-together care, and this is what we find? A doctor, someone who's supposed to help people, incapacitated because he just had to get high. Useless - worse than useless: a fucking waste. A stupid, giggling mess that used to be someone who, once upon a time, chose to save lives.
It was so selfish, turning his back on everything and everyone else like this. To wrap himself up in a hazy cocoon and damn the rest of us. Doesn't he know what we've done to get here? Doesn't he know what all of this means?
I didn't realise that I was shouting at him until Thorpe put a hand on my arm to hold me back. He thought I was going to smack the doctor, and he might have been right.
I stared at him, shocked at myself. I subsided, stepping back and letting Thorpe deal with him. I was shaking all over.
The tall firefighter looked at the doctor - who was clueless, though he had thankfully stopped that stupid giggling - then asked if he'd come with us. Masterson nodded easily enough; I don't think he understood the question.
But he did come with us. He's with us right now, asleep in the corner, soaked through with sweat. We'll have to wait until he sobers up before we can figure out if he's going to be of any real help.
* * * *
I'm not proud of what I did yesterday. I'm angry with myself for going off and, if I'm honest, a bit scared. I had lost it again, let my temper slip out of my mouth and spill venom on someone. I hadn't meant to, I hadn't really been in control, and that scares me more than anything else.
There's a knife tucked under the hem of my shirt, within easy reach. Maybe I should take it off. Maybe I should put it in my pack, or give it to Thorpe or Dillon. I don't know if I trust myself with it anymore. What if I get so angry that I pull it out and use it? What if I lose it so much that I do that to someone? How will I live with myself then?
I never used to be like this. At work, I sucked up unfairness and abuse every day, drew it in and breathed it out calmly. I never snapped, I never let my thoughts outside of my skull. When I found out about Cody and Bree, my boyfriend and my best friend, when they ripped my heart out, I didn't vent my pain all over them. Even when she spread lies about me, ruined almost every friendship I'd built in the last three years through a campaign of hate, I didn't tell her what I thought of her. I didn't even complain, not to her, not to any of those who turned against me. I didn't take any of that out on anyone.
Now I've done it twice. Now my group are looking at me sideways again and I don't know what to tell them.
I don't think I'm handling this as well as I'd like. I don't think I'm handling this well at all. I can't sit still; I can't stop for more than a little while at a time. I'm so tired, right down to the bone, but I can barely sleep. I'm a body full of restless limbs, twitching with their own agenda.
I think I'm trying not to fall apart. I've seen it happen, in the CBD after the city came down. I've seen the broken eyes and empty movements. I've seen people whose purpose has died. I don't want to become that. I have to find a way to keep myself going, and that means keeping everyone else going. It means that I have to keep moving. Always pushing forward, even into the teeth of the storm.
I can't keep going like this. Something has to give, and I think it might be me.
* * * *
I'm calmer now. Part of that might be because the doctor is curled up in the corner, whimpering and shivering. He's going through withdrawal. I feel sorry for him, but I don't know how much of that is guilt over shouting at him yesterday. I want to be sympathetic to his pain, but it's hard. I keep remembering the girl upstairs with the empty eyes; I keep wondering about what was really wrong with her. I keep wondering about what he was doing with her, and then feeling revolted.
He's getting closer to being able to help us, though. The others need him. I guess I need him, too, for my arm.
I went prowling after my last post, because of that need to do something. Just wandered around the building to see what I could find. Dillon followed me - he usually does, but I think he was worried about me. He kept asking me if I was okay, but I didn't know how to talk to him. Poor kid, he was only trying to help.
We cracked that vending machine open. We now have lots of candies and chocolate, and, best of all, some muesli bars and chips. It's crap, but it's food and better than nothing. There was a vending machine with drinks in it in the same stairwell, so now we have liquid to keep us going for a little while. It took us three trips to get everything back to our group's room.
I also pilfered every useful piece of equipment I could find. Fresh blankets and pillows, dressings and bandages, that sort of thing. Even some clean gurneys, for the injured.
Masterson and his crew only took the drugs they could use to get high, leaving the less fun ones behind. So I grabbed one of every drug I could find, and I'll ask what they're all for when the doctor is sober. I recognised one or two antibiotics, and Ben and Sax should take those, because of their burns. Just in case.
I feel useful again. That makes a bigger difference to me than I had realised. I got to hear the thanks of the group that I am so viciously attached to, see the surprised smiles they gave when they saw the food, the relief in their shoulders when they cracked open a can of soda. The way they relaxed back on those pillows. Even the way Ben tried to catch me and ask me if I was all right, though it was too soon for me. I don't think I could answer that question without cracking, so I moved on without answering.
I'm not all right. I know that now. But I'm better than I was.
I suppose it is all about purpose; it's the futility of things that has been getting to me. The hollow hopes and ashen promises. The knockbacks at every step. The things that I can't do anything about. The things piling up against us.
I know there will be more knockbacks, more mountains that will rise in front of us. I know it'll seem impossible and I'll feel tiny again. And it's hard to think that I'm going to feel like this again and again.
I just have to keep reminding myself that we have to keep going, and that will have to be enough.
* * * *
It was almost like sleeping on a bed last night. A thin pad of blankets and a pillow make a wonderful difference to hard floors and lumpy packs. I don't think I've slept that well - or that long - in weeks. The others were talking quietly when I woke up, and that was a comforting sound. I just lay there for a little while, listening to them, to the cadence of their different voices.
They were talking about the doctor. About how it might take him days yet to get over the withdrawal.
Masterson started begging for more drugs last night. Begging to go back up to the reeking rooms upstairs, he had a secret stash, he'd be willing to share. Please, please, he just needed some more, it hurt so much.
I did feel sorry for him. He has his own pressures that he's prey to on the inside. Ours are on the outside, blowing us from disaster to disaster. All he wants is some relief from the pain.
We need him, and we need him sober. But I couldn't bring myself to be the monster, to say no to him, to lock him away because it's best for everyone. Who am I to do that? Who am I to force someone to my will, just because I can? Even with Nugget still fast asleep, even with Ben barely able to lie still with his burning chest. Even with the support of two big guys and their strong arms.
Sally took him into the next room when he started whining and moaning so loudly that none of us could sleep. I think she stayed with him for the whole night. There's no lock on the door. There's no-one holding him back. He can go and get his fix if he wants it. It feels like giving up, but sometimes you can't save a person from themselves. Sometimes, it's up to them to do it.
Will he be sober in time to make a difference? Will he get sober at all? I don't know. It's not up to me, and I hate it.
* * * *
Nugget woke up. I can't believe it. She just stirred and opened her eyes, without warning.
Sax was closest - he usually is - and the first the rest of us knew was his deep voice saying, "Well, hello there, little one." Then he asked for a bottle of water and gave her a drink, very gingerly.
She's still pale and so terribly thin. She is sitting up, though, and she's gone through most of a bottle of water in the last little while. I gave her a small section of a muesli bar to eat, to get her stomach off to an easy start. It hasn't had much in it for a while now. She ate very slowly, but she put it all away.
We asked what her name is, and she just looked at us. She doesn't seem to remember the attack, though she recognises us, I think. Mostly, she's sitting and watching us, drinking us in.
It's hard to believe that this is a good thing. I mean, of course it's good, but there's a part of me that is wondering if it's the prelude to something awful. Waiting for the other shoe to drop. Wondering if maybe she has woken up only to leave us properly.
I shouldn't think like that. I'm not wishing it on her - of course I'm not. I should be smiling and thankful; I should be walking with a bouncier step, like Dillon is right now. I should take this as a sign to be optimistic. This is a good thing. She's brighter than she ever has been, and she has been awake for hours - the longest since I've known her.
Maybe she won't die. Maybe she'll make it. After all this time being carried and cared for, after making it all the way to our ruined Mecca, she might finally be getting better.
I feel too old and dented to hope, but I want to.
* * * *
Doctor Masterson is feeling better. He came in to see us today, standing straight and looking alert. A little too bright-eyed; I'm fairly sure that he got some of this drugs. He didn’t smell good; I think he did something disgusting in the room next door. I guess you can't have everything.
He almost bounced over to examine the injured and the rest of us followed him; I don't think any of us trusted this new, alert doctor. I was a little afraid of what he might do, especially with the drugs.
He seemed to be thorough and on-topic, though; he chattered the whole time and managed to keep it all about the patients. He looked into Nugget's eyes and asked her some questions. She didn't speak, but she did nod and shake her head in answer. I heard him take Sally aside and tell her that the kid might have some permanent damage from the impact to her skull. That she might not ever speak or come 'quite right' again. I don't know what I think about that, yet.
He made faces over Ben's burns and showed us how to dress them properly, and then went through the whole thing again for Sax. There are no painkillers left, he said, but if we keep the wounds clean and dry, they should heal just fine. I'm not entirely convinced - there was something in the way he said that, entirely too cheerful - but it's worth trying.
Finally, he looked at my arm. I didn't really want him to, even after all this time of struggling to get here, fighting to get seen to. I was afraid of what he'd say, what he'd find; so afraid that I almost refused to let him see it. I wanted to, I really did. I caught myself holding my arm against my chest, looking at him, ready to tell him no.
I knew I was being stupid, so I took a deep breath and I let him. It's been days since it was unwrapped; the bruising is much less vivid than it was the last time I saw it. My forearm doesn't look like a graffiti artist vomited on it anymore, though it's weirdly yellow and green in places. It still hurts like hell, especially when he poked it. No X-ray machines, he said, so he had to do it the hard way. 'Painful way' is what he meant.
He rubbed his fingertips over a spot in the middle of my forearm and I couldn't breathe. It hurt so much I was seeing spots and I thought my heart had stopped beating. "There it is," he said, and did it again. I pulled out of his hands then; that was all the motion I could force my body into. I thought I was going to pass out. The only reason I didn't fall down was that I was already sitting.
He was talking - babbling again - but I couldn't hear the words. Blood rushed in my ears; all I could hear was my heartbeat and the fire in my arm. I couldn't even see him.
Was he that rough with the others? To the boys with their burns? I can't imagine what they must have felt. Why the hell did we let a high doctor look at us? Why did we trust him - because of his stained white coat?
He tried to wrap my arm up again and I wouldn't let him. Don't touch me, get away from me. I might have been more forgiving if he hadn't poked it twice, on purpose. It still aches now, hours later, where he prodded and rubbed on the bone.
He backed off. It took a few minutes and several deep breaths for the blinding pain to subside, and by then Thorpe was telling him that it was about time he got the hell out and back to his stinking den upstairs.
I still had questions; I didn't want the doctor to go. But Thorpe was escorting him out of the room and I couldn't fight both of them. I just sat where I was and watched them, with a creeping, numbing feeling sneaking out from my stomach. Like everything was wrong.
A little while later, Dillon came over and sat down next to me. He had been out to check the supply rooms again and he'd brought something back for me. He didn't say anything, he just gave it to me: a rigid forearm brace with velcro straps.
I hadn't wrapped my arm up after the doctor looked at it; I didn't want anything to touch it. And he'd gone and got me what I needed for it. On his own, without being asked. When I looked at him, he seemed nervous and shrugged at me, answering a question I hadn't asked.
Dillon told me that the doctor had said my arm had definitely been cracked, but it was knitting and just needed support. That's why the kid went out and got the brace.
I put it on - it feels so much better in the brace - and then gave him a hug with my good arm. He didn't know what to do with that; it was a awkward, but I didn't know how else to thank him.
I'm not good with kids. They're like little aliens with desires and expectations that I can't quite get hold of. I thought teenaged boys were supposed to be brats; Dillon hasn't been like that once. He's trying so hard with me. His gift was so thoughtful that I burst into tears in the middle of the hug, and he let me cling onto him and patted my back until I was done.
I never thought I'd say this about a kid, but I'm glad he's here.
* * * *
It feels like we're in limbo now. A grey-walled, dim-lit limbo with chocolate and caffeinated beverages we're sucking down at a great rate.
The injured are being tended, and Nugget seems to be losing that awful pallor. The food might be the reason for that. The little one is so thin that she seems to be made of bone and air.
The doctor's visit seems to have achieved nothing. He didn't do anything we hadn't already been doing, and all he told us was what we already knew, or had been hoping was true.
He allayed fears, I suppose. I won't worry about my arm so much anymore; I can feel the lack of that crawling, nibbling rat in my abdomen. The rat has lots of friends still there, but that one is gone. My arm will heal in a few weeks. It'll be okay.
So maybe he was of some use after all.
Thorpe asked me why I didn't get the doctor to look at my back, and I just stared at him. I had no idea what he was talking about at first. When I realised that I still had the scraps of a dressing taped on it, I laughed.
I think it's the first time in a long time that I was honestly amused. Really laughing, without any hysteria or the threat of tears. Of course, Thorpe didn't take it well; his face closed down like a trap even as I tried to explain. It didn't help that I saw that Ben was watching us and smiling; he knew why it was funny. He asked me about it once, forever ago.
I had forgotten about the tattoo again. So much has happened that I hadn't even felt it being taut, or painful, though sometimes it itched. Now it's healed and doesn't bother me at all.
Thorpe didn't find it funny. I think he thought I was laughing at him. He stormed off and I felt a little bit guilty. Sometimes he's so touchy.
I asked Ben to take the dressing off for me. It was so good to feel the air on my skin. It's funny that sometimes you don't realise how much you've missed something until you get it back again. He said that it looks good, that the design hasn't been damaged despite all the abuse of the past few weeks.
It's something. It's something that this whole mess hasn't ruined. I can't see it without a mirror, of course, but I know it's there. Maybe I'll go find a bathroom and take a look, see this fire bird rising for myself.
For some reason, I feel lighter now.
* * * *
I should have paid more attention. I should have known that this place has a different meaning for one of our number. I should have known not to let her look after the doctor, not to let her go off on her own.
Sally has been missing since yesterday. It's hard to say who noticed first; I was just starting to wonder why the group seemed small, and then Sax said she wasn't here. No-one can remember when we saw her last.
As soon as we realised she was gone, I knew where we'd find her. I remember the way she used to claw at her arms and shiver, even though it wasn't cold. She had always hung towards the back of the group, but when we got to the hospital, she was up at the front. I hadn't thought much of it at the time, but I should have. I should have noticed her more, the way she looked around this place with alert eyes, the way she offered to help me find supplies. The way she was quiet when we found the doctor and his fellow escapees.
I guess I was too wound up in myself, my problems, and the shattering of my own hopes to notice hers blossoming.
Thorpe said that we shouldn't bother to go get her. That she'd made her choice and to hell with her. And as awful as it sounds, I agreed with him. Sally's an adult (though I don't know how old she actually is), and can make her own decisions. But she's still one of us. She might need our help. And if we leave her up there, she'll die; they don't have any supplies beyond the drugs. Nothing to live on but plenty to die with. I couldn't live with that, with just leaving her to a short fate up there.
There was a huge argument. I think the only one who didn't get involved was Nugget; the girl hasn't said a word yet and I don't know if she understood what was going on. Even Dillon weighed in, defending me when Thorpe started to loom over me. I think he was trying to protect me, a terrier against the tiger. The tiger ignored him, of course, but I appreciate that he tried. And as much as Thorpe might tower over me, I don't think he'd ever actually do anything to hurt me. Either way, I wasn't going to let him intimidate me.
It's not like I'm going to go up there and drag her back down here, or lock her in the next room until she's clean again. I just have to try. I have to try to get her back, to pull her out of that stinking place, to save her from starving to death while she's too high to care.
Ben backed me up, and Sax said that Sally had to make her own choices. And he's right! I don't want to force her. But I don't want to give up on her. I can't. What if she was duped? What if this isn't what she wanted? What if she ends up like the girl with the empty eyes?
This group, the seven of us, we've looked after each other through this nightmare. That's how we got this far, that's why we're still alive. Thorpe might ask what the hell it matters, but we're here and we're doing all right. Not many can say that. So many were lost, so we have to hold on to everyone we have while they're still here. We have to.
He went quiet and just stared at me as if I had just said something terrible. "Fine, do what the hell you like," he said, and walked out. I wanted to go after him, I wanted to fix it, even while I was still angry with him for trying to write her off. I don't know why he was so angry with me. Sally is a person, not an asset. There was no point pursuing it with Thorpe, not then, so the door closed behind him with an empty swish.
Ben and I are going to go upstairs, to see if we can find Sally. He's feeling well enough and says that he wants to stretch his legs. Sax disapproves and is scowling, but he won't get in the way. I think there's something personal about this for him; I've told him that I'm going to leave it up to her, but he still doesn't want us to go up there.
I've asked Dillon to stay behind and look after Nugget. I don't want the kid to see anymore of what's up there and he likes to have responsibility. I told him to go look for Thorpe if he isn't back in the next half an hour, too. Just in case.
Almost time to go. Time to see if our group is splintering. Time to see if we've lost one more of our already small number. I put the knife in my bag; I don't need it for this. I just need her to come back.
* * * *
Yesterday was harder than I thought it was going to be. The doctor's den was as wretched as I remember, and quieter. Some of the people up there hadn't moved since the first time we visited, literally in a couple of cases; they had an awful kind of stiffness about them. I feel like we should do something about it - something more - but I don't know what.
It took us a while to find Sally. It was getting dark and we only had one flashlight with us. I found the cubicle where Dillon saw the doctor. The girl was still there, looking like she was sleeping except for the grey tone to her skin. If she wasn't dead the first time I saw her, she is now.
We found our lost one in another cubicle, huddled down between a cupboard and the wall and folded up inside the circle of her own arms. There were tears on her cheeks, but her eyes were disconnected. I looked at Ben and he shrugged, motioning me forward, as if I would be better for this.
I don't know why. I've never been on drugs - not like this - and I don't know her that well. The group doesn't speak about the time Before; no-one wants to dig it up, and that means that we don't really know each other. Not well enough to know where on earth to begin a conversation like this.
I sat down next to her and propped my braced arm on my knees awkwardly. I had to try a couple of times to get her attention; a touch to her arm was what made her finally blink at me, wide pupils attempting to fit the whole of me inside them. It took her a moment to smile and say my name, and it was a relief: she was still in there, floating somewhere within the world's reach.
"We missed you downstairs," I told her. I didn't know where else to start.
"Had to come," she said. "Promised me I could fly again." That made her smile dreamily; I was losing her.
"You can't fly forever, Sally."
Her face crumpled then, her head bowing so that the dregs of her hair fell over her face. I felt like I'd just popped a child's balloon. "I know," she said. "But I'm not strong like you." She was scraping at her arm again, her nails raising red marks in their wake, signs of the need crawling under her skin.
"Me? Strong?" I shook my head; I'm a lot of things, but I don't think I'm strong. I'm frightened and I complain, I try and I fail, I scrabble and I don't know what I'm doing. "I'm not that strong."
"Then how do you do it? How do you keep going? How do you stand this? You don't understand. None of you understand."
She was curling up on herself, withdrawing, trying to hide inside that inner buzz. From the marks she was making on her arm, it was fading now. I hoped that meant that she could still hear me. I'm not experienced with this kind of thing and I don't know the things that you're supposed to say. I looked over at Ben, but he shrugged again and seemed as clueless as I felt. She had asked me questions, so I decided to start there.
"I keep going because I have to. If we stop… well, we'll die, just like all those other people. And I don't want that. I'm not ready to give up yet, even though… even though sometimes I want to. Even though it all seems too much, even though it seems pointless. We've come so far, all of us. And we're still alive. That has to mean something. We have to make it mean something."
"Make it mean what? There's nothin' left."
"I… I don't have all the answers, Sally. We've just gotta keep pushing. Even though it's hard, even though none of this is what we want. I'd love to forget about everything, but that's just not possible. I wish there was something to take all of this away, too, but this isn't the answer."
"Yeah, t'is."
"Only if you want to die, Sally. Did you look around up here?" I could feel myself getting angry, could feel it rising towards my throat so it could spill over her bowed head and defeated shoulders. But I didn't want to do that. I tried to press it back. "Sally, they're all dying. There's no food or water up here."
"I don't care."
"It's true what they say about addicts: they're selfish." I was losing my temper again and closed my mouth before anything else snapped out. It was frustration and I knew it. It was anger at the way she looked like she did the first time I saw her, rather than the girl with the clear grey eyes I had been used to seeing over the past couple of weeks. I should have paid attention; I should have tried to talk to her before this.
I swallowed and tried to latch onto something else; anything else. "There are people downstairs who miss you, Sally. We don't want to lose you. We'll help you. Just… just don’t forget that. Don't forget about us."
She tucked her face down into the circle of her arms, her shoulders hunching up defensively. There was a spurt of anger again, furious that she could dismiss us so easily. Doesn't it make a difference that we cared enough to come up here? Doesn't any of this make a difference to her?
I stood up then; there wasn't much left to say. She knew what she was doing enough to make a choice and I didn't know how to change it. I think I was clumsy; my hands feel too big and heavy for this kind of thing. All the things I should have said slipped through my fingers and were trodden underfoot as I stepped away from her.
"I'm not strong enough." It was very quiet, but I heard her say it.
"All you gotta do is walk downstairs, Sally. That's all." I knew it wasn't that simple, but in a lot of ways it was. Walk away from this, go down to where people were ready and willing to accept her again. "We'll help you with the rest."
She curled up into her shell again, huddling tightly, and I knew the conversation was over.
So Ben and I left. I made it out into the stairwell before I burst into tears and he had to put an arm around me until I calmed down. I wanted this to be easy; I wanted something here to be easy. Talk to her, convince her that she should come down and join us again, that she didn't really want to kill herself. It seemed so simple when I was arguing with Thorpe, but what reasons did I have to give her to stay alive? What hope was there that this would get better?
I didn't have any of those things myself. All I had was the knowledge that I have to carry on, that I'm too stubborn to give up just yet. All I knew was to keep on keeping on, one foot in front of the other. All I had was a blind belief that there has to be something more out there, somewhere in the melting darkness.
Ben said I did the right thing. He said that I had tried and that was enough, but if that was true, it would have worked. Instead, I had failed again.
This is Sally's strong one, reduced to tears in a stairwell and wondering if stubbornness is enough to carry us past all of our dead hopes.
* * * *
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