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1 

Susho didn’t want to burn his father. It seemed like a waste of time. He was half way 

there already, skin scaling off both legs, mouth twisted with a broken lip, hair singed 

under the endlessly lit sky. Susho sighed and sat down to think. He held his father’s 

hand, just like he had, for days, tightly, tendons squeezing emotions when words failed 

to spring free, when eyes could no longer see, or didn’t want to look hard enough in 

case they saw truths, or sadness which were too hard to live with. His father told him. 

Keep going. We have to make it. You have to make it. Get to the high ground. The very 

center. The highest. Then it’ll be all right. It will be all over. 

His father was gone. Susho shook his head. A fresh start. That’s what his father 

said. When everybody else was gone, when they were all alone, his father insisted his 

son had a duty to fulfill. He wanted to cry, but it was a fresh start and he had to work 

out how to burn his father. 

It’s not difficult. Susho didn’t know what an optimist was but he knew his father 

must be one. He always said nothing was ever difficult enough to be left undone. Susho 

didn’t know if that way of thinking was a good idea or not. It meant they never stopped 

doing things, kept moving, always searching, running from one closed door to another, 

until there were no exits left, just Susho all alone to continue the fight by himself. He 

shrugged, shaded his eyes and mentally calculated his obligations. 

There was scrub all around, blackened trees, bits of cloth, everything either 

scorched or bone dry in the wind. Shards of glass cackled, singed paper flapped, fires 

hissed eerily beneath heaps of crumpled concrete jumbled together in an endless 

onslaught that left him senseless. The air stank of poison, acrid decay, overripe bananas, 
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dead rats rotting behind the kitchen sink. Susho had retreated into a blanket of silence, 

an interior cave where there was no sound but the churning echo of his father’s last will. 

 Will light like wildfire his father promised, pressing an old petrol lighter into his 

hands. Susho remembered the smell of the fumes as they flared awake in those firm 

fingers, the deep whiff of tobacco as his father exhaled, that smooth grin as a jaw 

relaxed, lips puckered, sucked and let the air bristle out his nose, then his mouth in a 

stream of released tension, smoke rings swirling about his brothers’ heads, giggling, 

running away, whirling in the fumes until a ring caught one of them like a noose, broke 

around their neck, and their father laughed that throaty, rasping sound the whole family 

loved to adore. There were no cigarettes left. He stared into the sky, a mesh of vivid 

yellow and purple, tangerine orange dashed with speckles of dark, grey blue. It was like 

a giant jelly splattered on the kitchen floor, blobs and globs all sticky and gooey. He 

wanted to stick his finger out and poke it, watch it ripple, taste something sweet. 

Susho spent all morning gathering fuel. His hands were singed, breath gasping 

for clean air. It wasn’t easy be the optimist his father was. Everything Susho grabbed 

fell away in his hands, into ash piles at his feet, crumbling puffs of destroyed metal, 

blasted concrete, dead wood. It might have been a Kiddie Park Susho thought; he could 

imagine swings and trees, even a café where that tangled mess of weeping steel and 

shattered bricks lapped in a puddle. Not much left to be burned. Susho surveyed the 

ruins again. He extended his forays. He learned to spot the wreckage he might use. One 

by one, he dragged debris into a pile.  

Slowly he built the pyre around his father’s corpse. He’d lain him out straight, 

placed a ragged cloth over the face. He had the idea he should close his eyes but they 

were mainly gone anyway, Susho didn’t want try to force the broken eyelids together, 
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watch those eyeballs weep silently as he tried. The tattered material would do. It 

crinkled beneath the unforgiving sky. His fingers curled it back around the forehead, 

bent it over the ridge of his father’s nose. His own wrinkled with the stifling stink of 

burnt fuel and smoldering ash. The wind whistled suddenly, hurdling across the ruins 

and blasting him in the face. Another storm was coming. Susho heard people screaming 

about it at night, but all he could see were shadows on the horizon, bent, twisted stick 

figures crouching through the skyline, an endless file of bewildered, tainted, taunted, 

skeletal characters each with their own story, their broken optimism or far-reaching 

pessimism, thoughts of forgiveness, revolt or simple revenge. Susho was numb to the 

conflict.   

He would wait for nightfall. That could be any minute. With the endless floating 

clouds of light, dark, blistering sunlight and then smoky rain dousing them with burning 

ash, it was difficult to distinguish dusk from anything else that kept falling from the sky, 

or sunrise from the bleak gaze that perpetuated their daily stare. 

He would wait until he was too tired to do anything else. He would break open a 

tin, sit by the funeral pyre and eat his way through the ceremony. Instinctively, his hand 

grabbed his hip and tapped the belt of five tin openers his father had ceremoniously tied 

around his waist just that morning, or that night, or the morning before, or sometime 

before they held hands and refused to part. 

He’d have to let go to light the flames. But not just yet. Susho argued that it 

wasn’t the time, and he had to get the timing right. His father had drilled that in. Keep 

going. Get to the center of the damn island, the highest point. Don’t rush. Just get there, 

take a deep breath and you’ll know what to do. When the time is right. 
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Susho slipped his fingers back into his fathers and lay down beside him. The 

hands were beginning to go cold, feel numb even in suffocating air that failed to swirl, 

but never ceased to choke their existence. Susho gripped hard, twisted their fingers 

together. He let his nails bite into his father’s palm, and tried not to sob. Flaking skin 

came away in his fingers, bone too brittle to touch, lips beyond kissing. There’s no point 

now his father said only a few hours ago. Too late for emotions. They’re all dead and 

gone. We have to live on to bring the future back. 

Susho had no idea what he was talking about, but he remembered his brothers 

and mother and how they had once had a home. Refusing to sob, he grabbed that 

withered hand and held it close to his heart in the hope that the pounding, the silent tears 

beginning to scale down his stained face, would hold back time and give him a few 

minutes more with the only man he didn’t really want dead. 

A sweet, poisonous breeze tasting like cough medicine was shuffling the thorn 

cloth that had been his father’s clothes. It ruffled the material covering his face, 

exposing a single eye. Susho put it back, tried to tie the unruly flaps down, twist it into 

the lost neck of a fraught shirt, without touching the shriveled skin that had caused his 

father such pain those last days. Slowly, he let his fingers slip from that familiar palm, 

each line engraved on his own hand, each sore, every wart, fingerprinted on his young 

brain, forever stamped into a memorial which would out last the flames and stay with 

young Susho until it was his time to find a son to bury him, burn him, then carry on with 

his inheritance. 

It’s only a fire. Nothing more. Don’t be afraid. What is important is what you 

are carrying forward. We all fade, die away but if we do it well, the way it should be 

done, we are really just passing on the beacon. 
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The familiar tones rattled in his head like pebbles in a tin, a brittle sound that 

threatened to spill over and roll away down the street, out of reach. Susho wasn’t sure 

what his father meant. It didn’t seem like a beacon, just a petrol lighter. “If the tobacco 

doesn’t get me, something else will,” his father used laugh when their mother criticized 

his smoking. He was right. The tobacco didn’t kill him. It was his son who had to do the 

burning, be the butt of the joke. 

It wasn’t fair, thought Susho. He thought he had his brothers to do all this, save 

him all this pain. But they were razed, in the stillness of a never-ending storm, one 

which blew up in a second’s grace but which wouldn’t fade, ever. Susho wondered 

briefly if he was the last of the tribe, if he would ever have a child to hold his hand as he 

passed into eternity. Staring out at the dark swarming clouds beginning to cast shadows 

over the blackened landscape, Susho didn’t want to believe in eternity. With a push he 

sprung to his feet and prepared the barbecue. 

First things first. Priorities. He had to get the tins well out of reach, to safety. He 

needed energy. Glancing back, just in case, or in hope his father might make one last 

move, a final shiver, tell him it was all a joke, Susho walked down the tattered street 

and back around the corner to the vending machine that still huddled untouched against 

what had been the canopy of a giant petrol station. His father had shown him how to 

thump it gently first, on the side, just above the slot for coins, then give it a rough jab 

with the foot somewhere between its belly button and knee, in other words, where the 

chute started to tremble and look for substance. 

Susho had practiced, but this was the first time he’d tried by himself. He braced 

himself, forced his fist firm, gave the punch, then drove his foot into its entrails. 

Nothing.  
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Again. 

Nothing. 

He tried to draw up a still of his father. The image grew firm, then wavered 

uncontrollably. He didn’t want to look. He was five minutes away from burning him. 

He needed to review memories, just a few hours old, of his father pummeling the 

machine into compliance, the same way he had beaten his world until he had to give up 

as it punched him back, once and for all. 

Susho took a deep breath. The air stung his lungs. He gasped, jabbed his fist. 

The machine rocked. Susho dug his toes in, broke a nail as he kicked it into submission. 

The machine coughed, spluttered, spat out a can of coke. Susho did it again and got a 

chocolate bar, melted, but instant energy. He tried for crisps but had lost his knack. He 

would wait until morning, save his energy for breakfast. He’d better things to do. 

Sucking the liquid chocolate, blending it with hot sugary foam, he wandered 

back to their resting place. One more job. The most important of all. He looked at his 

father’s hand but it was no longer the moment. He had to get on with the plan, move 

ahead, do what he was told. He was a good son. He promised. 

Susho stood and thought for what seemed like eternity. He either moved his 

father and the fire bed he’d made for him across the street, or he moved the tins to a 

safer place out of range of the heat. The cans of food were safely stored under a mound 

of rocks. Shifting them would be a major job, unnecessary, as he would have to start 

doing it the next day anyway. That was the plan. They had to go with him wherever he 

went. His father’s instructions were clear. For once, he must be obedient, now there was 

no one left to scowl.  
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He stood in the glare of the unforgiving sky. He sneezed and wiped red snot 

from his lips. He could either move the tins or his father to a new resting place. He 

hadn’t the energy for both. He really wanted to sit down and hold his father’s hand. But 

that moment had passed. He was a big boy now. His father had told him. 

As he started dragging the body, he didn’t feel big, not even a boy. He was a 

crybaby.  

His feet slipped, his legs trembled, as he dragged, and shuffled, pushed and 

heaved. Susho tried to judge the wind, which direction it might be coming from. His 

father had told him to be careful, not to stand near the flames. But there were fires all 

around, flickering on the horizon, black ash falling in a petulant rain that never seemed 

to fully cease. 

Susho finally got his father around the corner, the misshapen ruins of what might 

have been a church, or a post office, or a primary school, something bigger than a 

house, unless they had all melted together into a visual mess of twisted spikes, rattled 

concrete, jagged piles of rubble and stone, shattered metal poles and electric wires still 

occasionally spitting out in anger. 

Susho re-piled the splinters of faggots, stray clothing, fragments of cardboard, 

anything combustible he could find which hadn’t already been consumed in the blazes. 

He double-checked for wind: he couldn’t detect anything permanent, with a clear 

direction, just the stifling heatwave of air that no longer seemed capable of lifting from 

their island. It lay instead like a heavy, musty blanket, smothering everything during the 

hot summer days when all he searched for was a light sheet to float off his back under a 

cool breeze sneaking in from the sea. At the moment the water bred nothing but threat, 
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the hint of a monsoon that would never end, the power of an incoming storm that would 

wipe them all away. He needed to get his father burned before the rain hit. 

Susho’s fingers fumbled. He pushed his father’s hand back under the cloth, the 

tattered remains of his shirt. He folded the fingers into the broken waistband of what 

had been trousers and tried not to glance at the scorched flesh covering half his face, the 

crushed bones that had been a leg, the crisp curls that had once been vibrant, unruly 

locks. He could smell the petrol. His father had found the heavy canisters days earlier, 

near the remains of the garage. He lugged them stoically along as they stumbled to 

break free of the crowds. His father showed him how to light a fire, just a drop of fuel 

on a strip of cloth he tugged off the end of his trousers. One hand grasped it out in front 

of his battered chest as he forced himself straight and let the other hand strike the lighter 

alive with a single, forceful flick. The flame caught, the rag twisted, his father threw it 

away, watched it sizzle briefly before collapsing in a tiny heap.  Susho’s frail fingers 

kept slipping when he tried. The flame wouldn’t take hold, the wick disappearing 

between his smutty nails. His thumb snapped, again and again at the lighter. It finally 

caught. He breathed in relief, exhaled too quickly and blew the flame out. Start again. 

Slowly. Calmly. Patiently. He tried not to think of his father: the comparison made him 

nervous. Like lightening a candle he told himself. He’d never lit a candle before just a 

cigarette, an illegal one because his parents would kill him for smoking. It worked. Like 

a dream. The material took fire. A crackling sound gained strength. He watched the 

slow glow of fabric wrinkling, then heard the deep, promising hiss of flesh taking hold, 

and smelt hard bones smoldering as marrow ignited and a skeleton began to form. 

Susho breathed deeply, inhaled thick fumes. His lungs filled with the drug, his father’s 

clothes crinkling, singed flesh crinkling, bones slowly crackling, cracking, creaking into 

place for one last time. Susho remembered his mother’s oven glowing with food, roast 
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chickens, potatoes bursting jackets, hot noodles escaping their sieve, sweet sauces 

topping blood red cuts, steaming vegetables exploding in colour. 

As the heat increased Susho had to move away, spluttering, further back from 

the blast and finally around the corner to avoid the smoke, the stinking smell that 

competed with all the other rotten fumes that had become his life. He choked back tears, 

not sure if they were emotions, impulses, physical reactions to the turmoil in the air, or 

simple relief at getting the job done, well done.  

Susho stumbled across the street and squatted on the dry pavement, bits of paper 

floating by, a spare tire running wild down the road at an aimless angle, steam building 

into a bullet of gas exploding into the sky. Overhead, clouds darkened, temporarily 

filling the sky with the forlorn threat that morning would never come, and it mightn’t: 

Susho had learned that nothing was as regular as it had been, all the rules had been 

changed and he, the middle child, was in charge of sending off his dead father: that 

should never happen. It broke all the rules. Susho went quiet in the shock. He knelt with 

exhaustion, sunk back to sit on his ankles, the conflagration in his head falling like a 

curtain over his senses. Motionless, he closed his eyes, stopped listening, but couldn’t 

stop coughing as thick air dug a hole in his lungs. 

The tears dried to stains on his cheeks. His fingers stretched into a silent scream, 

his fists hit his forehead slowly, pumping his brain for an explanation as his father’s 

ashes began to stir, whisper, brace themselves, fly into the air and join the night sky in 

search of others, his mother maybe, his brothers, families that twisted in hurricane-like 

twirls of anguish as they sailed into space in search of a new island. The bonfire spat, 

bubbled out sticky juices that stroked further explosions, shivers of agony floating away 

unheard. The smell of poison and rotten food flushed his senses. He coughed and 
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snorted hard to dispel the fumes. His hands jerked to wipe his clothes clean, but it was 

like chasing mosquitos in the dark, pointless. 

His mother loved to cook. They starved to death waiting for her to come home 

from work and slowly prepare dishes that survived seconds on the table. Susho coaxed 

his legs straight, stood and turned away from the fading bonfire. Time to get moving, 

plan ahead, do what his father had instructed. He needed to get those tins on the road, 

further inland, to the high ground, where they would keep him going until he reached 

his goal. His father had never explained exactly what he had to do, seemed reluctant to 

go into detail. But that was his father, always a dreamer, or so it had seemed to the child 

in the middle who had spent his life scrabbling for a moment’s attention.  

He kicked the vending machine for a sugar rush. He pounded it with his fist. He 

felt better, a rush of release like skipping off school, deleting his brother’s homework, 

losing the cat, spilling the milk. Always in trouble, that’s what it seemed. His father 

would occasionally take pity and drag him from one shiny office to another where he 

would listen vaguely to old men talking in whispers. Occasionally, one would slap him 

on the shoulder, grin widely, wink. He heard them hint at plans and strategies, the need 

to keep it all between themselves while nodding fugitively at the little boy who 

shouldn’t really have been there at all. His father would pat him on the heat: no need to 

worry. Susho would get an ice cream, skip cheerfully along the pavement on their way 

home, hand in his father’s, swallowed whole.  
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2 

“What’s he doing?” 

 Stretched out, legs covered in dust, stomachs crumpled on jagged rocks, broken 

glass, two bodies stared over the shattered roof edge, down the street, out into what had 

once been a dog park. Taig had it more difficult, his stomach, despite hunger, was 

rounder, softer and more easily deformed. It hung over chipped marble, slumped around 

the hard surface as it refused to incorporate the shape of sagging flesh. He was breathing 

with difficulty, rasping shouts of air as he struggled to focus under the gleam that spun 

off what had recently been rooftops and were now slanting piles of rubble, shattered 

glass reflecting disruption. The purple haze burned eyes, the stench of decay billowed 

into heat-soaked clouds that hung like clotted cream waiting for a knife to spread them 

more evenly.  

“What the hell is he doing? Taig repeated. 

Taller, skinnier, flexible, far too nervous, his partner squirmed amid the stones, 

knees scratching out a hole, her neck stretching with the ache of squinting downwards, 

along the twisted valley the thoroughfare had become as the buildings along its sides 

collapsed under the weight of a firestorm no one had predicted. Xsa turned on her side, 

then sat up. “Not looking this way anyway. No need to be hiding.” 

Taig grunted as he too crouched upright to balance on his ankles. He was dying 

of thirst but refused to ask his partner for a drink. Tomorrow he’d make sure he carried 

their water. He glanced around in the hope of finding another container. 

“Look!” Xsa jabbed him in the arm.  
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Taig watched silently as Xsa took a short slug, paused. Her fingers tightened, but 

she passed the water. Thank God, thought Taig. At last. He sighed, grabbed the slippery 

can and swallowed deeply. Superciliously, he waved a hand as if indicating an 

unexpected movement on the horizon. Xsa followed his fingers poking into the stillness. 

Taig took advantage of the distraction and had another fugitive swig before handing the 

beaten plastic bottle back. 

“What’s he doing with those tins? 

“Food.” 

“But why drag them about? Why not leave them hidden?” 

“And where’s the father?” 

They stared for another while, trying to make sense of the theatre playing out 

down below. 

Silently they watched large supermarket bags made of some plastic alternative, 

hardened paper, strengthened cloth, each one with two long handles and two shorter 

ones, loud, bright, cheerful colours breaking the bitter landscape into blips of 

cheerfulness or a rash of measles, the young lad dragged each one along the street, 

around a corner, before disappearing into the rubble, behind what had been a wall and 

what might still be the remains of a house, or bank or an inefficient fallout shelter. 

Sometimes he swung the load onto his shoulders then moments later moved it from one 

to another; on other occasions he used both hands and ran with little steps in the hope of 

making the distance shorter. In the end he was simply dragging them, walking 

backwards, their weight resisting determination as he insisted they join their comrades 

in the new store he’d just opened. 
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“Food,” Xsa said.  

Taig coughed. Of course it was food. Food was gold. “And the father?” His eyes 

roamed. In the end, the child didn’t matter. Highly unlikely he’d outlive them at this 

stage. Age had become irrelevant; nobody was older than their next meal, the 

radioactive pulsations their body had already absorbed. They’d been send to find the 

father, not the child. The old man had a way out of this mess. Taig couldn’t imagine 

how, but the orders were comforting and any hope of redemption was welcome. 

Xsa shuffled again, crouched, lay down, rolled over, her skin tingling with 

exhaustion or an inherent sickness that could poison them both. Taig watched her 

squirm. He suspected she always been a painful bunch of nerves. People don’t change 

he remembered his father telling him. They don’t he sighed, but they can come to look 

mighty horrible. He wondered what her instructions were. They’d been forced together 

but trust had been blasted into splinters of falling glass and the stifling stench of burning 

chemicals. 

“Food. Tins and tins of food.”  

“Could be tins of anything,” mumbled Taig, dying for another drink. 

Xsa didn’t bother replying. She put her hands over her eyes to shield them from 

the glare, pretend she could still control the skyline within her reach even though she 

knew shade no longer existed. “Must be about a hundred of them I reckon.” She 

squinted. Her eyes counted skinny silluottes, her lips moving like a child pretending to 

read. 

Taig was getting hungry. He wondered if their own supplies were safe. They 

were carefully buried under a meter of rubble but there was no safety anymore, a late 
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tremor and the whole pile could be unroofed, laid bare for any starving passerby, some 

filthy animal. Down below he could spot dogs prowling, withered, scraggly creatures, 

some with skin falling off, others missing legs, or an ear, just like humans really. He 

turned over on his back. He was tired observing. There was nothing new to see. 

“Don’t stare at the sky,” Xsa warned. “You never know what harm it might do.” 

“Do you really think looking at it will make things worse?” 

 Xsa didn’t answer. Taig tired her out. She tried to keep them on track. “I think 

that’s the last bag. He’s stopped. Looks exhausted. Half asleep on that last sack.” 

“Good for him.” Taig himself was dozing, hands over his eyes, floating off into 

a darkening world where people played games, drank themselves silly and worried 

about football. “Should we go back down and check our own reserves?” 

Xsa nodded. “Just wait a minute. We need to know where the father is.” 

“Won’t have gone far. Won’t have left the child by himself for long.” 

Xsa nodded. “Let’s just wait and see.” 

Taig turned over again and let his stomach be swallowed by the rocks and 

rubble. He could see the young lad, a speck on the horizon. He wished they had 

binoculars or a good mobile phone, but they had nothing better than his fingers and the 

remains of a toilet roll used to focus their eyes, keep them on one object, a single target, 

through the burning blaze of a sky that wouldn’t sit still.  

The boy was standing again, glancing back at his hoard as he slowly moved 

away, looking around, double-checking nobody was watching, that nobody would guess 

his precious food chain. He’d covered the bags best he could, scattering loose gravel, a 
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few splintered planks, a couple of large stones to disguise the fading flashes of colour 

from the tattered packaging. The disguise looked pretty pathetic to Xsa and Taig. They 

had the advantage of height: maybe it worked at ground level. 

“Now what?” asked Taig. 

Xsa shrugged. She rattled her hips, let her palms scrape the dry dust under her 

chin as if she could dig a hole and make herself comfortable. Her stiff leg tightened 

awkwardly, refusing to react. She felt nothing but the helplessness of a missing joint, 

the flicker of an ancient bone gone missing. She stumbled, caught her balance, refused 

to hobble in public. She ignored the man beside her. He hadn’t been her choice, just the 

only one left. She tried not to show her contempt for his feeble, flabby frame and 

wondered if he’d ever been out in the field before. He looked like another lost office 

worker, stranded in panic with his office blown from under his behind. 

Taig sighed. He shifted his position but knew he would never be comfortable 

again. His stomach rumbled. Starvation wasn’t a soothing option either. A dog howled, 

breaking the eerie silence. A brief breeze whistled through the still air stirring fears, 

rising the smell of the dead, the threat of the living. What looked like a cat raced away, 

hair standing on end. An endless procession of ants, cockroaches and rats savaging 

whatever fell into sight, whatever they could still smell above the embalming scent of 

rot trickling into the debris. Taig worried again about their food store. Xsa looked 

impervious. She never let anxiety show. Taig tried to follow her example. 

“What the hell is he doing?” Xsa’s body wove like a snake, eyes squinting, 

fingers attempting to focus her queries.  

The boy disappeared behind a sullen wall, what had once been meters high and 

was now a small mountain of molten wreckage. He had gathered energy. He was flying 
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around like a bee in a honey trap, from bud to bud in search of the ultimate hit. Bits of 

wood, straggles of cloth, strips of plastic, cardboard, paper caught from the wind, he 

was grasping at anything that looked vaguely like a straw and building them into 

something out of sight, in the shadow of what looked like the remains of a recently 

deceased school. 

They couldn’t see his skinny fingers shake and rattle as they stroked a lighter to 

flame. It took five or six attempts. The smell of wasted petrol stuck in his nose, setting 

his nostril on fire. Boom. With the surprise, the shock of success he dropped the lighter 

on top of the mound. It caught immediately. The air was tight, so full of static electricity 

there was no time to wait, no need to breathe, action followed by an immediate reaction. 

Within seconds the funeral was taking place as planned. Susho stared, fixated, unable to 

move until the heat drove him backwards. But even then he couldn’t turn the corner and 

hide. He needed to watch every last flicker, see his father fade away before him, just in 

case he wouldn’t believe it afterwards. 

“He’s set fire to something.” Taig squinted. “What in heaven’s name would you 

want to burn at this stage? There is nothing left that hasn’t been scorched alive.” 

Xsa didn’t reply but the shrug of her shoulders echoed puzzlement. They were 

all tired of fire, tongues of heat lashing them endlessly, cornering their hopes into 

futures from which there was no escape. “Bloody hell,” she whispered. 

“What?” 

“His father.” 

“His what?” 

“His father.” 
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“What do you mean?” 

“He’s burning his father.” 

Taig was stirred from his slumber. He sat up, caught his knee on a spiked rock 

and squealed. “How could you do that?” 

“He’s dead.” 

“Who is?” 

Xsa rolled over, sat up, wiped smog from her eyes. “The father must have died. 

It’s a funeral. He’s burning the corpse.” 

Taig shook his head. “Seriously?” 

“What else? He was dying. Half a body decomposed. We could see that.” 

Taig slumped into the smoldering dust. “Some nerve to burn your own father.” 

“Done in many places.” 

“Not here.” 

“There is no here anymore. Who knows where he came from?” 

They stared down the street to the puff of dark smoke rising from under the 

boy’s hands as if he were a magician wailing out to the Gods, a sorcerer blending spells, 

howling out for retribution, vengeance or simple happiness, a better world for the off-

spring he was highly unlikely to have. The flames twinkled, quickly hidden beneath the 

billowing gusts of smoke, blue white at first, gradually darkening into a spiral of dense 

black air. The boy must have thrown some more petrol on the fire, something 

inflammable to speed the process up, get rid of his father as quickly as he could. 
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“You know I don’t think I could burn my father,” said Taig, muttering, not sure 

if Xsa heard him or if he wanted her to. 

She didn’t reply. She didn’t like to talk about her father. Or anyone anymore. 

Slowly the flames died to become acrid smoke, ashes vaguely visible as they 

stirred across the sky, blending into the endless remains of countless fires, many still 

burning on the horizon, dark chimneys  of deep black, vibrant blue, grim orange pyres 

that lit the skyline but the never ending combustion of self-destruction had become so 

inevitable that Taig’s eyes zoomed in instead on a private little fire down below, where 

a boy had sent his father off into the arms of the great unknown, where a boy had to find 

the courage to say goodbye, look himself in the eye and do the right thing, what his 

father had ordered. That was a good son. A good son in the making. Taig swallowed ash 

and dust.  His throat burned. He didn’t remember his own father. In a curious way, he 

envied the child. 

“So what do we do now?” 

Taig coughed, blew his nose on his sleeve, looked longingly at the water jar, 

thought about food and decided to say nothing. The kid was a cold fish. He’d left the 

body still oozing smoke and had started rounding up his beloved tins again. He’d 

organised them into a safe pile for the night Taig presumed. He watched the child lay 

down on top of them. He imagined he could hear the skinny body crunch into their 

midst. 

“If I die, don’t burn me.” 

Taig looked across at Xsa. He didn’t reply. He wasn’t really sure who she was, 

just another traveler he’d been told to meet instead of running away and trying to 
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survive. He too followed orders, but he had no intention of assuming personal 

responsibilities in case of death, or worse, and far more likely at this stage of the game, 

severe handicap. “I won’t,” he promised. 

She understood his lack of commitment. She turned her gaze from his face and 

let it wander across the shimmering shapes of a landscape in turmoil, billowing, 

lurching like a snake swallowing a goat whole, the inner earth warping until the crust 

cracked and the insides poured forth, splashing and spilling until the old earth was 

mangled into unrecognizable forms that in time may become beautiful but when they 

first appear are noting but sores, boils begging to be burst.  

They almost smiled. They stared into the sky but there was no sign of night or 

day, just a hint that a sense of humour might carry them through the next twenty-four 

hours. The notion of burning their own frozen bodies sparked a silent frenzy of 

emotions that made them avoid each other’s gaze and focus on the crumbling earth at 

their knees instead. They hardly knew each other; they had no intention of organising 

the other’s funeral. 

“I’m hungry.” 

“Me too.” 

“Leave him to his mourning. We have enough on our plate.” Taig was defiant. 

They could only comply with orders if they maintained what was left of their health, 

and for the moment they were safer together than working alone. He stood, stretched, 

held out a hand and let Xsa pull herself together, her twisted leg slowly stretching into 

position, squeaking, batteries running low but eventually responding as ordered. They 

didn’t speak as they stumbled down the rubble to street level, spat dust, waved away 
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flies, mosquitos, avoided vermin and stamped fear into rabid dogs until they reached 

their own private store and settled in for the night. 

They waited for darkness. It didn’t come. Day and night had blurred into a 

confusion of cloudy drifts. The island’s axis had melted; it no longer knew which way it 

was turning, or at what speed. They closed their eyes, turned their backs to each other 

and slept in exhaustion.  
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3 

Susho was dozing, sleep a haunting veil that failed to keep out the light, or the smell 

that reminded him of the time his mother had forgotten the onions in the pan until they 

sizzled into a crispy, sticky black mess. Burning had become part of their lives, the 

stifling fumes of petrol, gas, chemical reactions that frazzled eyeballs, scalded skin, 

hosed out lungs. Rising above it all was the sticky pall of festering flesh releasing its 

own unforgettable, untouchable, unjustified taste into the stifling atmosphere. It had 

become part of daily life. His father left an unmistakable odor.  

His ashes were escaping into the night. Watch out for the tins, his father had 

instructed. Nobody cares where my bones go. Susho took him at his words. When the 

flames died down he let the remains lie, to be stirred by the occasional breeze, the 

sulfurous winds screeching like vultures or air force jets, unpredictable spurts of air that 

haunted their dreams. His father fluttered away into the air, like so many other things in 

recent memory.  

Susho felt those familiar fingers skip from his grasp, separate themselves from 

the palm of his hand one last time. When he was small he had fought to grab his father’s 

fist. His brothers put up a fight. They usually got there first. Their hands were bigger, 

clung with more force. Being the middle one never seemed to have an advantage, 

especially when it came to holding hands. He was usually just pushed aside and told to 

grab a sibling. Just in case, he got lost. “Hold our brother,” his father said. “Don’t lose 

him.” Susho was beginning to realise you don’t get lost. People lose you.  

Susho turned over and over, roasting on a spit. Rest avoided his eyes like so 

many images he never wanted to see again. Sleep was the only hope left but it never 

came. Exhaustion occasionally turned out the lights: but it was never restful. Susho 
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looked for the red opener, fingered it gently, his father’s favorite, then slowly carved a 

tin of bean stew open, then a can of stewed grapes and finally he popped one of those 

yellow pills his mother had been saving. He slept finally, long, deep, meaningless 

confusion, horrifying shapes ploughing his brain into uneven furrows waiting to be 

seeded, afraid all was left were murderous weeds.  

He woke with a jump. His hands flapped, swatted his cheeks, swiped madly at 

flakes of ash as if he was cleaning the scales off a dead fish.  His face was streaked with 

sticky, grey goo. He daubed and streaked the mess, panic mounting. Pushing himself 

backwards he forced his back against a rock and his eyes open. A blast of heat hit. He 

ducked to avoid the smell of sewage, then began to choke at the shabby beast struggling 

to lap his lips. A hound stared him in the face, tongue dragging, hanging, seeping over 

his lips down over Susho’s eyes, face, lips, jaw, like streaks of the cold liver his mother 

insisted on serving. Susho cursed. He enjoyed the sensation of forbidden words rolling 

around his mouth. The dog barked. Only once: it was too worn to try again. 

The deserted streets were full of beasts, rabid and ragged, pets contorted into 

wild scavengers, desperate in their search for comfort, an inkling of reason, just like 

their owners. His father shooed them away, banging a stick, shouting a warning, 

stamping his good leg. They scuttled off, frightened, cowardly. They saw no point 

picking another fight they seemed to argue, not when just getting from one corner to 

another was a struggle in itself. 

Susho sat up blinking. His dream was woven with reality. There was something 

sweet on the dog’s bad breath, familiar almost, homely: a friendly whiff of humanity 

from beyond the wailing bombardment of death. Instinctively, Susho put out his palm 

and the dog licked it, a round, long, pale, pink tongue gingerly seeking comfort. There 
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was no stopping the creature. He let his palm become a messy bowl of dog gel, until 

they were both dried out, thirsty and exhausted from emotions they thought had 

disappeared, as if those licks were the tears he couldn’t shed over his father’s pyre, 

Susho opened water and the dog sapped it like a dry rag, then rolled over and 

exposed a sticky, heavily contaminated stomach for a tickle. Hygiene was out the 

window. There were no panes left. He stroked the animal’s entrails and grinned as the 

paws scratched the air silently. He hadn’t smiled in days. The dog had no idea of the 

future. Neither did Susho. It was nice to just be. He yawned. So did the dog. They held 

each other, awkwardly, lovers finding themselves in the dark, that first night of romance 

tortured through desire. They slept. Day and night had lost their meaning. Susho woke 

up with a smile. The dog licked his chin. 

He opened a tin and shared their food. He forgot to look at the label. It didn’t 

matter. They all tasted the same, although he knew they weren’t all the same. That was 

his secret. There was a special one, the one he couldn’t lose, the one he had to take to 

the top. He wondered if the dog could smell the difference. Susho thought of possible 

names for the creature. But he could only remember the names of those who no longer 

existed, brothers, friends, family, neighbours: it was difficult to think in the abstract and 

extricate a name suitable for an oddball dog with a limp. “Wuff,” said the dog. Wuff it 

is then thought Susho.  

He gave Wuff a pat, a tickle, then made a quick visit to what was now his 

father’s grave. The ashes had disappeared during the night, just as his father had 

promised. No pollution, no contamination, nothing noticeable, another heap of ash 

flying away awkwardly with the erratic gusts that blew out of nowhere to burn bare 
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cheeks, suck breath into oblivion. Time to move on. Get those sacks of tins in motion. 

He turned his back. There was nothing left to look at. 

He sat for a minute on what had been a sidewalk, munching the last chocolate 

bar from the battered vending machine, nothing left now but a single bar of nutty 

chocolate which wouldn’t slip lose no matter how hard he kicked and pounded. He 

considered breaking the glass but it didn’t seem to be worth the effort. Chocolate dried 

out his mouth. Water was too scarce to be played with.  

Sitting there, chewing silently, fingers stroking fur that came away in handfuls, 

Susho planned his next steps. His father had led them carefully to the outskirts of their 

city. He’d taken them against the tide, away from the rush of escaping hoards. Susho 

didn’t know why exactly, but his father had guided them to the quietest spot possible. 

The warm, infected breeze blew hot air through deserted rubble, while over to the left, 

in the distance, along the ridge of the hill, an endless line of dark shadows munched 

their way higher, over uneven slopes, inland, in search of succor, or just following a 

leader with nothing better to do. 

Susho sat, buffered by the silence of a city that disappeared in a single, violent 

flash. Not a bird, a car, a train or plane, just the endless whistle of the breeze, the 

haunting tingle of scrap metal, collapsing concrete, the squeak of a dying rat. “Wuff,” 

he said. Wuff looked, opened an eye, then went back to sleep. 

You stick to the center. High ground, his father said. Then you’ll know what you 

have to do. Susho had no idea what he had to do, except following his father’s 

instructions made sense, or lent purpose to his next steps. Gazing around, three hundred 

and sixty degrees, it was difficult to gauge where the center was. In the distance he 

could see the sea. They lived on an island; it seemed to have shrunk. The center must be 
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away from the sea he calculated, but he didn’t want to join the stream of people heading 

inland either. They looked empty and worn, pointless and forlorn, exactly what he 

didn’t need. He pinched Wuff. Wuff startled, snarled, turned over, head on his knees, 

eyes peering at his neighbour. Susho wanted to lie down and bark too. His father must 

have brought him here for a reason. His father must have chosen their starting point 

carefully. He had to have something to believe in. 

Step by step, his father said. No hurry. 

His guts stirred and told him there was a hurry. Somewhere beyond the silence, 

the empty space, there was the hint of a rumble, the faint threat of an avalanche 

beginning to stumble before tumbling. Despite the infernal heat, Susho shivered, felt his 

spine shake, tremble, shatter against the rubble. His stomach lurched. He vomited. He 

fumbled for a rag to wipe Wuff’s tail clean. 

One-step at a time. He needed to do quick calculations. He grabbed one bag of 

supplies and walked for about twenty minutes, enough to make progress, enough to 

keep an eye on what he was leaving behind. In an ideal world he could train Wuff to 

stay and guard the store. But Wuff was not going to be left behind every again. He stuck 

to his ankles as if their boney substance was his only lifeline. He licked Susho’s ragged 

trainers occasionally, then ate whatever rubbish he found along the way. “Stop it!” 

Susho warned. “It could kill you.” Wuff was happy to be alive, with someone to care. 

He hung his head and feigned obedience. 

He refused to look back. Keep going. Keep going, his father urged, over and 

over again, a mantra that fed hopes even when he knew there were none left.  

It was easier than he thought. To keep going. His father tugged his wrist lugging 

his boy forward, checking carefully their stores were dragging along behind. 
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The first sack didn’t weight much. He mooched along the gritty path, across 

what looked like a parking lot, behind the skeleton trees, around the gutted kiddies’ 

games, skirting the corner of rubble which would be his new home, for the next day or 

so. He stuffed the package into the hole he’d found in the twisted concrete, a readymade 

safe, a fridge even: it felt just a little colder under the broken stone and fallen asbestos. 

The second bag was harder. It tugged his shoulder and weighed him down. He’d 

only ever carried the first one by himself. Then he would stand guard while his father 

brought up the rear, filled their cubbyhole with the rest of their supplies. 

Susho tried once more to leave Wuff on guard. No way. The dog was far too 

clever. You only let them abandon you once. 

After the fifth bag he had to lie down, puffing, struggling to catch his breath. 

Now he had another problem. He’d been overly optimistic. They wouldn’t all fit in his 

newly found pantry in the wall. He left the last ones outside like a makeshift door. He 

heard a squeaking like his old mattress. Rats. They might destroy the bags he thought, 

but at least they won’t get into the tins. He sat worrying about how to move the supplies 

if they did eat through the bags. He missed his father. Decisions weren’t the same 

without the older man hovering. 

Susho sighed, fell asleep, woke with Wuff licking his eyelids, hungry. He 

snapped another tin open. He wondered how long they would last, and he knew some of 

them could never be used. A rainy day, his father used to say enigmatically. Always 

keep something by for a rainy day. It hadn’t rained for days, maybe weeks or months, 

time had become elusive but he had to obey his father, follow his instructions, the only 

direction he had left. He examined his back pocket and took one of his mother’s pink 

pills before starting out on the journey for the last remaining bags. With a bit of luck 
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he’d have finished the move before supper, a movable feast. His mother never accepted 

excuses: they always ate on time. To break the monotony, the endless scuffle of his torn 

shoes, Susho kept an eye open for another vending machine. There must be hundreds of 

them. Somewhere. 

Sweat poured down his back, his fingers ached from grasping string handles, his 

shoulders were bruised with the constant bumping, the uneven edges that would never 

fall into a neat bundle each time he lunged forward. With each fresh step, they banged 

and clattered against his shoulder or heels, grazing and bruising without pity.  

By the time he got the last sack in place he remembered he had forgotten to say 

goodbye to his father’s ashes, the dust that hung in the air outside their burning ground. 

Too late, too tired. He collapsed on top of the tins, shuffling into them in the hope of 

making a cave welcoming enough to ease him to sleep. He popped a yellow tablet. They 

seemed to work. He opened a tin and tried to drink the contents. He was too tired, but 

his father had trained him not to waste so he threw it down his throat regardless of the 

lack of taste. He felt sick again, sensed his mother’s soft fingers on his forehead, her 

sleeve rustle off his nose, her breath like syrup all hot and steamy, fresh from the oven. 

The yellow pill was the wrong one he realized. It was the one to stay awake. He 

rolled amid his supplies, twisted to avoid clouds, flashes of light sparkling across the 

nightscape, the lonely sound of huddled explosions bubbling out of nowhere, 

threatening but distant enough to be ignored, for the moment.  

Susho tried to listen for traffic, horns, flashing advertisements, children 

screaming, buses breaking, bicycles twinkling their bells in warning, the hustle of 

footsteps swarming through the town in search of a welcome mat home. All he heard 

were power lines hissed incessantly, twitching wildly, supplies cut off, energy wasted. 
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Buildings were sill collapsing into puffs of blinding dust, lung-choking poison. In the 

distance, as his nerves began to fray, he could hear something bubbling. It sounded like 

the ocean, gurgling, sucking itself into a rage before crashing onto dry land. He buried 

his nose in Wuff, turned out the lights and listened to his brothers fighting. 

His eyes opened again. Count the tins carefully. Order them. Beneath the 

twilight skyline, the sporadic flashes of flames, explosions, the rustle of stinking air as a 

building fell or a gas station exploded, Susho took out the precious objects, one by one, 

and lined them up in a neat line, in order of colour, soldiers ready for the final battle. 

Each one was bright and cheerful, full of the hope and promise. He juggled them 

about, reordered by contents, soups, beans, solids, fruit, volume, height, those still 

labelled and their naked, orphaned cousins. The metal rattled and tingled in his grasp, 

eerily ringing out in the darkening sky he presumed might be night. He panicked 

briefly. Maybe he was attracting attention. You will need to find more, his father told 

him. Go high, but remember you won’t go far without your supplies. What his father 

hadn’t told him, but what Susho knew clearly from the way his father watched the 

skyline, never turned a corner without double checking, hid their stores each day as they 

moved forward, was that those tins which kept him alive could be the source of his 

death, in the wrong hands, at the wrong moment, in just a second. 

He stroked Wuff. More hair fell out. He touched his own and realized he was in 

a similar mess. His mother would have scolded. For once in his life he was free, no 

longer the child in the middle subjected to the whims and whirls of a family hurricane 

that never left him in peace. Maybe he should have said goodbye to his father one last 

time. Too late. He made the move, followed instructions, heaved the tins to their next 

location. He stared at them, counting, calculating, before putting them back in their bags 
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for a quick escape. He couldn’t see that working. There were just to many of them. But 

his father had made it clear the ones that could never be left behind. 

He still couldn’t sleep. There was an electric hissing in the air that burnt his ears, 

singed his brain into a teasing mesh of half-remembered memories, deaf sensations 

unfolding in black and white when they had once been vivid colour. Susho moved his 

possessions around, tried to get comfortable on top of them, gave up, sat staring at their 

labels, slipped them into lines, squares, blending their network of scrambled signs like 

pixels trying to form a larger image on the screen in front of his eyes. 

He looked at Wuff for distraction. He decided to train the skinny animal. He 

took a few paces, backwards, arm out, finger wagging. Wuff jumped awake, tail 

wagging. The animal stared to follow. Susho surprised himself with a shout. “No! 

Stay!” Wuff looked equally astonished. It stood. He slowly turned his back, walked on, 

turned, showed his finger, stern, solid, clear-minded. Wuff stayed. Good dog. He let his 

fingers drop, then beckoned. Wuff came running. “Good dog.” He learned quickly. 

Susho was proud, of them both. 

One-step at a time, he backed away and left the dog guarding the tins. As they 

faded out of sight, Susho started to run. He was taking a risk. His father wouldn’t 

forgive him, but his father would never know. He retraced his steps. That was easy. 

He’d made the trip so often, back to his father’s last stand, to that damn vending 

machine still hanging there, cheekily proffering one last chocolate that wouldn’t 

dislodge. He tried all the methods his father had demonstrated. Nothing. He looked 

around and found a metal pipe, almost as tall as himself. He held it, checked it for 

weight, swung it around for a second to capture its gravity. That would do. He returned 

to the hard plastic casing, the glass plastic front, took aim and let the pipe fly with all 
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his might. Nothing. It just bounced. He tried again, holding it firm this time to give it 

added strength, the extra push from his legs and lower body. A crack. Hope.  

It took ten more bashes before the screen smashed into a glittering mess of 

brittle shards. He cut his wrist as he grabbed the last chocolate. He swore. He had the 

last one. He was beginning to see the advantages of finally being an only child. The 

wrapping was sticky. He peeled it away in flakes, then pushed the mush into his mouth 

paper and all. It slid past his lips. He didn’t need to bite. It rolled down his throat in a 

ball that made him choke and cough steam. He swallowed hard and heard it thump in 

his stomach. He felt like puking but told himself it was delicious. He ate up the way his 

mother taught him to, nothing left to waste. 

Wuff was waiting patiently, the tins safely under guard. His father wouldn’t 

have approved. But it all worked out. Susho fingered the pile then poked a hole in the 

middle. He squatted, shuffled his hips until he was vaguely comfortable, nestled amid 

his stores, finally ready for sleep. He couldn’t stop thinking. He needed the high ground. 

But that was where everybody was moving. He watched the endless line of black shapes 

floating over the hills towards what he presumed was the center of the island, 

somewhere away from where the shore had been, beyond the city. He wondered why his 

father brought him this side of town where nobody else remained, and still insist he had 

to go to the high ground. Adults were a mystery. Susho had never been good at 

understanding their rules; he spend most of his time wandering streets rather than being 

in school, and nobody had noticed. And as a reward, he’d been giving the privilege of 

officiating his father’s funeral. Life is not fair he decided, so make the best of it. “What 

do you think Wuff?” Wuff woofed in agreement. He finally slept: he’d need energy for 

another day on the run. It was all going to be uphill for a while. He dreamt of animals 

doing silly tricks on YouTube. 
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Xsa woke first. Her bones ached but they had grown used to discomfort as a default 

position. She watched Taig snore, his stomach ruminating against the stone floor, 

shaking dust with each stifled breath and whatever poison the dust carried. Too late to 

worry. Too soon to know. Too many limitations, too few solutions. Through the silence, 

the lack of birds, of children crying, dogs howling for breakfast, churches and minarets 

calling out for prayers, schools for marks, shops for customers, offices for obedience, 

factories for a robots, Xsa could hear the gentle threat of a roaring wave building out to 

sea. She was worried they were isolated down this corner of the city, whether loneliness 

was a blessing or a curse. They were avoiding the crowds. Susho’s father obviously saw 

it as an advantage, but if the next storm was coming from the sea they had to hit the 

higher ground soon, with everybody else, all those who were going to survive another 

blast. 

 Taig stirred. Xsa poked her foot in his shoulder.  

“What?” His voice rasped with distain, the strain of duty with no foreseeable 

pleasure. 

 She tied her own frustrations tight with the belt of procedure. “Time to get 

moving.”  

 “Serious?” 

 “Serious? Can you sleep?” 

 “I still have those pills.” 

 “I thought we shared everything.” 
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 “Not down time. That is my luxury.” 

 Not very helpful thought Xsa. Nothing she could do about it. “We need to get a 

move on.” 

 “Is he still there?” 

 “Of course he is. Where else would he be?” She felt a rush of unease. She should 

check. She stood and then crawled up the mound to their vantage point, sand and dust 

crumbling beneath her weight. She grabbed twisted metal reinforcement rods to break a 

fall.  

 He was moving again, of course. The tins were being stacked in their bags, into 

neat little piles. He’d found a hound. Scraggly thing, but big and lean enough to keep a 

stranger at bay. As far as she could see, it just stood there, tongue flapping, lapping the 

stale air in hope. She didn’t trust animals any more than human beings, unpredictable 

when desperation sets in and teeth bite for a taste of bloody revenge. Well done she 

thought. Smart boy. Lose a father, gain a dog. Not a bad move. If only she’d been so 

lucky. She kicked Taig into motion with her good leg. The electronic one was still 

struggling to get up to speed. The battery was for life they told her but life had become a 

moveable feast. With the air clouded in static electricity, Xsa lived in fear her artificial 

leg would fold away and shrink with a mechanical fault and she would have to either 

drag it around lifeless or cut it off once again: it wasn’t easy to contemplate sacrificing 

an appendage a second time. 

 “Why tins?” 

 “What do you mean?” 

 “They are tough to carry. We survive on high protein packs.” 
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 “Tins are tastier.” 

 Xsa looked at Taig. Tastier. When survival was the only goal, taste seemed an 

irrelevant matter of opinion. “Would you like to be lugging bags of tins around?” 

 Taig shrugged. The gesture had become a tic. 

 She blinked. Another compulsive reflex. 

 “Let’s move out then,” Taig said. He grabbed his rucksack of food and drink. 

He’d have liked a tin for a change, a proper meal. “He’s aiming the wrong way, out to 

sea, when he needs to be getting up high. We don’t have much time.” 

 “I know. Completely lost.” 

 “And we really have to go down there and save him?” 

 “That’s the job. Orders.” 

 “What about saving ourselves?” 

 “Does it matter anymore?” 

 They didn’t look at each other, just busied themselves stuffing their remains into 

the backpacks on their shoulders.  

 “We might as well have some mission,” said Xsa, lowly, whispering almost, 

hoping perhaps Taig wouldn’t hear. 

 Taig did, but didn’t reply. He knew what she was thinking. “Come on,” he said. 

“You know we’re going to have to help him with those damn tins.” 

 “Lose some in the procedure?” 
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 “Don’t think we can. They might be part of the problem.” 

 “Do you think the problem has a solution?” 

 Lack of communication meant everybody was in the dark, following instructions 

that had been half emitted, never clarified, but binding, because otherwise life would 

become meaningless. 

 “What the hell.” 

 “He has a dog. Have you seen it?” 

  “I hate dogs.” 

 “You think I like them?” 

 “If we don’t move now we never will.” 

 The temptation to run faded. Taig led the way. They brushed a layer of grime off 

their clothes, sipped water, snapped in half a high-powered biscuit and stepped down 

onto ground level, into the bowls of a shattered kiddie playground to lift Susho out of 

danger, into the clouds, back to join what remained of the civilization his father for 

some reason had tried to hide him from. 

 “You go first.” 

 Xsa did. 

 They followed Susho’s fleeting shadow through the fumes of deserted buildings, 

human fodder rotting to its core, slippery death traps of cavernous holes waiting to suck 

the unexpected body downwards or trap a limb that was flaying far too away from its 

soul.  Walking was treacherous. And they were going the wrong way. Behind, trundling 
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up the hills, the rambling line of fugitives stumbled, hoping for a hole in the sky where 

they waters wouldn’t reach once the next wave of destruction arrived. It could be heard 

above the background noise. In the distance. Grumbling with the deep-throated promise 

of unforgiving fire the ocean was gurgling, about to boil over. 

 Susho wandered across the landscape beneath blueberry coloured clouds in 

search of a new home. He couldn’t leave Wuff and the tins too far behind. They needed 

to move further inland he calculated. Wuff snapped at flies but generally agreed. She 

liked those tins, licked them until the labels faded. “Stop!” warned Susho, he needed to 

know what they held. It wasn’t just a question of taste; he’d eat anything nowadays, his 

mother would finally be proud, but it was his father who had warned him that some 

were more special than others, a couple of those tins held rarities to be kept for special 

occasions, never opened unless it was necessary and he’d reached the highest peak.  

 It might have been a drugstore. There were funny colored pills hidden amid the 

jumble. Susho picked them, tasted some. Not like sweets, more bitter, like medicine you 

should take. He would keep them for when he deserved it. He dug out a baby cave 

through the debris, deep enough to hide most of his bags. He would sleep on top in case 

anyone was watching. Scanning the skylines he couldn’t see anyone, but you can never 

be sure his father had insisted. Stay away from the maddening crowds whenever 

possible. They are only out to cheat you. He didn’t know why but he still trusted his 

father. There was no one else to give alternative advice. When I’m gone you have to 

carry on. He did what he was told. When the time comes you’ll know what to do. 

 “Hey there!” 

 Susho jerked into pole position, shoulders knotted, neck stricken, tongue 

flapping silently, cardboard in a dried mouth. 
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 “What you doing?” 

 Susho clamped the bag between his fingers, tried to clasp it under his armpit. It 

was too heavy to hold. It slipped to his feet. 

 Through the dazzling light that didn’t even fade enough to allow sleep at night. 

He stared into the two shadows hovering over his food. He squinted in the glare, one 

hand instinctively jerking to shield his eyes, the other folding into a fist by his side. He 

glanced at the stores, whispered silently for Wuff. A big belly jangled loosely, a tight, 

nervous knee juggled for space. The two heads rolled into his vision, eyes boggling, 

arms flapping, as they struggled in the light, under the glare of an unforgiving haze and 

an untrusting child. 

 The woman bent slightly, went down on one knee.  

 I’m not marrying you thought Susho. 

 Xsa’s knee joint stiffened, cramped. She stumbled, slung out a hand to catch her 

fall. 

 He huddled back into his cavern, holed himself up and grabbed Wuff by the 

neck. The dog barked, snarled. He patted the animal in encouragement 

 Xsa blinked and tried not to show her fear of the dog. 

He sensed the nervousness flash through her eyes. He was breathing hard in the 

silence. The rustle and gurgle of debris-strewn skies faded into the background as he 

concentrated on the threat immediately in front. 
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 Her companion seemed calmer. Wheezing, catching his breath, he caught the 

woman by the elbow. Eying the dog, he held them all back, give themselves time to 

think, reshuffle the cards before deciding who had the ace or if it mattered. 

 “We’ve been watching you,” he finally said. 

 Xsa stared sullenly. She didn’t know why they insisted on her having a partner. 

She’d always been a lone wolf. 

 Susho was feeling equally abandoned. He thought he’d been vigilant, that he 

was the only one watching. It was frightening to suddenly realize he wasn’t all alone, 

that there might be people all around staring at his every move, calculating the value of 

each single tin, working out their bargaining power on the open market that he thought 

was over the hill, out of reach. 

 Xsa intervened. “We know about your father.” 

 Susho retreated further into his dugout. 

 “He was a good man.” 

 He’d never seen them before. His father had spent his life warning them about 

strangers. It’s not a question of colour, blood, beliefs, their father would say, over and 

over again. Just a question of who you know. Don’t trust strangers. Too many appear to 

be your best friend and then leave you high and dry. 

 Xsa sat, unhooked her sachet. Taig decided it was best to do the same. His 

mouth moved as if ruminating, chewing invisible gum, pondering unspoken thoughts. 

Xsa crossed and uncrossed her legs, her arms, any bodily part that allowed mobility. 

Even still, Susho couldn’t stop watching her left leg. There was something strange about 
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the way she kept using her right hand to keep it in place, in line, under control. He took 

his hand from his mouth in a rush of recognition. There was nothing left intact anymore. 

 “He told you to get to higher ground, didn’t he?” 

 He nodded. He grabbed Wuff instinctively by the scruff of the neck. He felt the 

dog relax. He held tighter. Wuff puffed up and snarled. 

 “We’ll help you.” Xsa sighed. She tried a smile. 

 Taig leaned against a wall that gave way under his weight. He didn’t say what he 

thought he was going to say. His words crumbled into the rubble. 

 Xsa continued. “We need to get you inland, up high, out of reach of the 

incoming storm. The waves are building up out there. You know that?” 

 Taig muttered. Susho couldn’t hear him. 

 “Your father told you, didn’t he?” Xsa tried again. Her smile turned limp, her 

bloodshot eyes narrowed.  

High and dry was what they offered. What, unfortunately, Susho knew he 

needed. 

 He was frozen in the heat of their stare. He couldn’t move. Wuff was panting. 

He let her tongue lap his face, a thin disguise, a shield from the unknown. His father had 

told him. But he hadn’t said anything about two strangers trying to help. But then again, 

his father never said much about anything, least of all to the middle child. He chewed 

his gums until they hurt and he needed water. But he couldn’t move and reveal the 

treasure he was sitting on. He didn’t realize how badly hidden they were. He wondered 
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what these two strangers lived off, if they desperately craved his tins. They were 

travelling far too light for his liking.  

Susho cuddled his knees. He felt tears. He knocked they senseless with two 

clenched fists. He forced his eyes open to search out holes, peaks of hope in the 

shadows. Hulking shapes loomed over him. Without moving, he dragged himself to full 

size, took a deep breath and increased his stature until he was suspended, arching above 

the Wuff, watching, not letting those tins out of sight. He listened to his father. He was a 

good son. He’d show them who was boss. 


