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Dead Run by Greg Bear There aren't many hitchhikers on the road to Hell.


I noticed this dude from four miles away. He stood where the road is straight and level, crossing what looks like desert except it has all these little empty towns and motels and shacks. I had been on the road for about six hours, and the folks in the cattle trailers behind me had been quiet for the last three--resigned, I guess--so my nerves had settled a bit and I decided to see what the dude was up to. Maybe he was one of the employees. That would be interesting, I thought.


Truth to tell, once the wailing settled down, I got pretty bored.


The dude was on the right-hand side of the road, thumb out. I piano-keyed down the gears, and the air brakes hissed and squealed at the tap of my foot. The semi slowed and the big diesel made that gut-deep dinosaur-belch of shuddered-downness. I leaned across the cab as everything came to a halt and swung the door open.


"Where you heading?" I asked.


He laughed and shook his head, then spit on the soft shoulder. "I don't know," he said. "Hell, maybe." He was thin and tanned with long, greasy black hair and blue jeans and a vest. His straw hat was dirty and full of holes, but the feathers around the crown were bright and new-looking, pheasant, if I was any judge. A worn gold chain hung out of his vest going into his watch pocket. He wore old Frye boots with the toes turned up and soles thinner than my spare's retread. He looked an awful lot like I had when I hitchhiked out of Fresno, broke and unemployed, looking for work.


"Can I take you there?" I asked.


"Sho'." He climbed in and eased the door shut behind him, took out a kerchief and mopped his forehead, then blew his long nose and stared at me with bloodshot sleepless eyes. "What you hauling?" he asked.


"Souls," I said. "Whole shitload of them."


"What kind?" He was young, not more than twenty-five. He wanted to sound nonchalant, but I could hear the nerves.


"Usual kind," I said. "Human. Got some Hare Krishnas this time. Don't look too close anymore."


I coaxed the truck along, wondering if the engine was as bad as it sounded. When we were up to speed--eighty, eighty-five, no smokies on this road--he asked, "How long you been hauling?"


"Two years."


"Good pay?"


"It'll do."


"Benefits?"


"Union like everyone else."


"I heard about that," he said. "In that little dump about two miles back." "People live there?" I asked. I didn't think anything lived along the road.


"Yeah. Real down folks. They said Teamster bosses get carried in limousines when they go."


"Don't really matter how you get there, I suppose. The trip's short, and forever is a long time."


"Getting there's all the fun?" he asked, trying to grin. I gave him a shallow one.


"What're you doing out here?" I asked a few minutes later. "You aren't dead, are you?" I'd never heard of dead folks running loose or looking quite as vital as he did, but I couldn't imagine anyone else being on the road. Dead folks--and drivers.


"No," he said. He was quiet for a bit. Then, slow, as if it embarrassed him, "I came to find my woman."


"Yeah?" Not much surprised me, but that was a new twist. "There ain't no returning, you know."


"Sherill's her name, spelled like sheriff but with two L's."


"Got a cigarette?" I asked. I didn't smoke, but I could use them later. He handed me the last three in a crush-proof pack, not just one but all, and didn't say anything.


"Haven't heard of her," I said. "But then, I don't get to converse with everybody I haul. And there are lots of trucks, lots of drivers."


"I know," he said. "But I heard about them benefits."


He had a crazy kind of sad look in his eye when he glanced at me, and that made me angry. I tightened my jaw and stared straight ahead.


"You know," he said, "back in that town they tell some crazy stories. About how they use old trains for China and India, and in Russia there's a tramline. In Mexico it's old buses along roads, always at night--"


"Listen, I don't use all the benefits," I said. "I know some do, but I don't."


"Sure, I got you," he said, nodding that exaggerated goddamn young folks' nod, his whole neck and shoulders moving along, it's all right everything's cool.


"How you gonna find her?" I asked.


"I don't know. Do the road, ask the drivers."


"How'd you get in?"


He didn't answer for a moment. "I'm coming here when I die. That's pretty sure. It's not so hard for folks like me to get in beforehand. And... my daddy was a driver. He told me the route. By the way, my name's Bill."


"Mine's John," I said.


"Glad to meet you."


We didn't say much after that for a while. He stared out the right window and I watched the desert and faraway shacks go by. Soon the mountains came looming up--space seems compressed on the road, especially once past the desert--and I sped up for the approach. There was some noise from the back.


"What'll you do when you get off work?" Bill asked. "Go home and sleep."


"Nobody knows?"


"Just the union."


"That's the way it was with Daddy, until just before the end. Look, I didn't mean to make you mad or nothing. I'd just heard about the perks, and I thought..." He swallowed, his Adam's apple bobbing. "Thought you might be able to help. I don't know how I'll ever find Sherill. Maybe back in the annex..."


"Nobody in their right minds goes into the yards by choice," I


said. "And you'd have to look over everybody that's died in the last four months. They're way backed up."


Bill took that like a blow across the face, and I was sorry I'd said it. "She's only been gone a week," he said.


"Well," I said.


"My mom died two years ago, just before Daddy."


"The High Road," I said.


"What?"


"Hope they both got the High Road."


"Mom, maybe. Yeah. She did. But not Daddy. He knew." Bill hawked and spit out the window. "Sherill, she's here--but she don't belong."


I couldn't help but grin.


"No, man, I mean it, I belong but not her. She was in this car wreck couple of months back. Got pretty badly messed up. I'd dealed her dope at first and then fell in love with her, and by the time she landed in the hospital, she was, you know, hooked on about four different things."


My arms stiffened on the wheel.


"I tried to tell her when I visited that it wouldn't be good for her to get anything, no more dope, but she begged me. What could I do? I loved her." He wasn't looking out the window now. He was looking down at his worn boots and nodding. "She begged me, man. So I brought her stuff. I mean she took it all when they weren't looking. She just took it all. They pumped her out, but her insides were just gone. I didn't hear about her being dead until two days ago, and that really burned me. I was the only one who loved her and they didn't even tell me. I had to go up to her room and find her bed empty. Jesus. I hung out at Daddy's union hall. Someone talked to someone else and I found her name on a list. The Low Road."


I hadn't known it was that easy to find out; but then, I'd never traveled in dopers' territory. Dope can loosen a lot of lips.


"I don't use any of those perks," I said, just to make it clear I couldn't help him. "Folks in back got enough trouble without me. I think the union went too far there."


"Bet they felt you'd get lonely, need company," Bill said quietly, looking at me. "It don't hurt the folks back there. Maybe give them another chance to, you know, think things over. Give 'em relief for a couple of hours, a break from the mash--"


"Listen, a couple of hours don't mean nothing in relation to eter-nity. I'm not so sure I won't be joining them someday, and if that's the way it is, I want it smooth, nobody pulling me out of a trailer and putting me back in."


"Yeah," he said. "Got you, man. I know where that's at. But she might be back there right now, and all you'd have to--"


"Bad enough I'm driving this rig in the first place." I wanted to change the subject.


"Yeah. How'd that happen?"


"Couple of accidents. Hot-rodding with an old fart in a Triumph. Nearly ran over some joggers on a country road. My premiums went up to where I couldn't afford payments and finally they took my truck away."


"You coulda gone without insurance."


"Not me," I said. "Anyway, some bad word got out. No companies would hire me. I went to the union to see if they could help. They told me I was a dead-ender, either get out of trucking or..." I shrugged. "This. I couldn't leave trucking. It's bad out there, getting work. Lots of unemployed. Couldn't see myself pushing a hack in some big city."


"No, man," Bill said, giving me that whole-body nod again. He cackled sympathetically.


"They gave me an advance, enough for a down payment on my rig." The truck was grinding a bit but maintaining. Over the mountains, through a really impressive pass like from an old engraving, and down in a rugged rocky valley, was the City. I'd deliver my cargo, get my slip, and take the rig (with Bill) back to Baker. Park it in the yard next to my cottage after letting him out someplace sane.


Get some sleep.


Start over again next Monday, two loads a week.


"I don't think I'd better go on," Bill said. "I'll hitch with some other rig, ask around."


"Well, I'd feel better if you rode with me back out of here. Want my advice?" Bad habit. "Go home--"


"No," Bill said. "Thanks anyway. I can't go home. Not without Sherill. She don't belong here." He took a deep breath. "I'll try to work up a trade. I stay, she goes to the High Road. That's the way the game runs down here, isn't it?"


I didn't tell him otherwise. I couldn't be sure he wasn't right. He'd made it this far. At the top of the pass I pulled the rig over and let him out. He waved at me, I waved back, and we went our separate ways.


Poor rotten doping son of a bitch. I'd screwed up my life half a dozen different ways--three wives, liquor, three years at Tehachapi--but I'd never done dope. I felt self-righteous just listening to the dude. I was glad to be rid of him, truth be told.


The City looks a lot like a county full of big white cathedrals. Casting against type. High wall around the perimeter, stretching as far as my eye can see. No horizon but a vanishing point, the wall looking like an endless highway turned on its side. As I geared the truck down for the decline, the noise in the trailers got irritating again. They could smell what was coming, I guess, like pigs stepping up to the man with the knife.


I pulled into the disembarkation terminal and backed the first trailer up to the holding pen. Employees let down the gates and used some weird kind of prod to herd them. These people were past mortal.


Employees unhooked the first trailer and I backed in the second.


I got down out of the cab and an employee came up to me, a big fellow with red eyes and brand-new coveralls. "Good ones this load?" he asked. His breath was like the end of a cabbage, bean and garlic dinner.


I shook my head and held a cigarette out for a light. He pressed his fingernail against the tip. The tip flared and settled down to a steady glow. He looked at it with pure lust.


"Listen," I said. "You had anyone named Sherill through here?"


"Who's asking?" he grumbled, still eyeing the cigarette. He started to do a slow dance.


"Just curious. I heard you guys knew all the names."


"So?" He stopped. He had to walk around, otherwise his shoes melted the asphalt and got stuck. He came back and stood, lifting one foot, twisting a bit, then putting it down and lifting the other.


"So," I said, with as much sense.


"Like Cherry with an L?"


"No. Sherill, like sheriff but with two Us."


"Couple of Cheryls. No Sherills," he said. "Now..."


I handed him the cigarette. They loved the things. "Thanks," I said. I pulled another out of the pack and gave it to him. He popped both of them into his mouth and chewed, bliss pushing over his seamed face. Tobacco smoke came out his nose and he swallowed. "Nothing to it," he said, and walked on.


The road back is shorter than the road in. Don't ask how. I'd have thought it was the other way around, but barriers are what's important, not distance. Maybe we all get our chances so the road to Hell is long. But once we're there, there's no returning. You have to save on the budget somewhere.


I took the empties back to Baker. Didn't see Bill. Eight hours later I was in bed, beer in hand, paycheck on the bureau, my eyes wide open.


Shit, I thought. Now my conscience was working. I could have sworn I was past that. But then, I didn't use the perks. I wouldn't drive without insurance.


I wasn't really cut out for the life.


There are no normal days and nights on the road to Hell. No matter how long you drive, it's always the same time when you arrive as when you left, but it's not necessarily the same time from trip to trip.


The next trip, it was cool dusk, and the road didn't pass through desert and small, empty towns. Instead, it crossed a bleak flatland of skeletal trees, all the same uniform gray as if cut from paper. When I pulled over to catch a nap--never sleeping more than two hours at a stretch--the shouts of the damned in the trailers bothered me even more than usual. Silly things they said, like: "You can take us back, mister! You really can!"


"Can he?"


"Shit no, mofuck pig."


"You can let us out! We can't hurt you!"


That was true enough. Drivers were alive, and the dead could never hurt the living. But I'd heard what happened when you let them out. There were about ninety of them in back, and in any load there was always one would make you want to use your perks.


I scratched my itches in the narrow bunk, looking at the Sierra Club calendar hanging just below the fan. The Devil's Postpile. The load became quieter as the voices gave up, one after the other. There was one last shout--some obscenity--then silence.


It was then I decided I'd let them out and see if Sherill was there, or if anyone knew her. They mingled in the annex, got their last socializing before the City. Someone might know. Then I saw Bill again--


What? What could I do to help him? He had screwed Sherill up royally, but then, she'd had a hand in it too, and that was what Hell was all about. Poor stupid sons of bitches.


I swung out of the cab, tucking in my shirt and pulling my straw hat down on my crown. "Hey!" I said, walking alongside the trailers. Faces peered at me from the two inches between each white slat. "I'm going to let you out. Just for a while. I need some information."


"Ask!" someone screamed. "Just ask, goddammit!"


"You know you can't run away. You can't hurt me. You're all dead. Understand?"


"We know," said another voice, quieter.


"Maybe we can help."


"I'm going to open the gates one trailer at a time." I went to the rear trailer first, took out my keys and undid the Yale padlock. Then I swung the gates open, standing back a little like there was some kind of infected wound about to drain.


They were all naked, but they weren't dirty. I'd seen them in the annex yards and at the City; I knew they weren't like concentration camp prisoners. The dead can't really be unhealthy. Each just had some sort of air about him telling why he was in Hell; nothing specific but subliminal.


Like three black dudes in the rear trailer, first to step out. Why they were going to Hell was all over their faces. They weren't in the least sorry for the lives they'd led. They wanted to keep on doing what had brought them here in the first place--scavenging, hurting, hurting me in particular.


"Stupid ass mofuck," one of them said, staring at me beneath thin, expressive eyebrows. He nodded and swung his fists, trying to pound the slats from the outside, but the blows hardly made them vibrate.


An old woman crawled down, hair white and neatly coifed. I couldn't be certain what she had done, but she made me uneasy. She might have been the worst in the load. And lots of others, young, old, mostly old. Quiet for the most part.


They looked me over, some defiant, most just bewildered. "I need to know if there's anyone here named Sherill," I said, "who happens to know a fellow named Bill."


"That's my name," said a woman hidden in the crowd.


"Let me see her." I waved my hand at them. The black dudes came forward. A funny look got in their eyes and they backed away.


The others parted and a young woman walked out. "How do you spell your name?" I asked.


She got a panicked expression. She spelled it, hesitating, hoping she'd make the grade. I felt horrible already. She was a Cheryl.


"Not who I'm looking for," I said.


"Don't be hasty," she said, real soft. She wasn't trying hard to be seductive, but she was succeeding. She was very pretty with medium-sized breasts, hips like a teenager's, legs not terrific but nice. Her black hair was clipped short and her eyes were almost Oriental. I figured maybe she was Lebanese or some other kind of Middle Eastern.


I tried to ignore her. "You can walk around a bit," I told them. "I'm letting out the first trailer now." I opened the side gates on that one and the people came down. They didn't smell, didn't look hungry, they just all looked pale. I wondered if the torment had begun already, but if so, I decided, it wasn't the physical kind.


One thing I'd learned in my two years was that all the Sunday school and horror movie crap about Hell was dead wrong.


"Woman named Sherill," I repeated. No one stepped forward. Then I felt someone close to me and I turned. It was the Cheryl woman. She smiled. "I'd like to sit up front for a while," she said.


"So would we all, sister," said the white-haired old woman. The black dudes stood off separate, talking low.


I swallowed, looking at her. Other drivers said they were real insubstantial except at one activity. That was the perk. And it was said the hottest ones always ended up in Hell.


"No," I said. I motioned for them to get back into the trailers. Whatever she was on the Low Road for, it wouldn't affect her performance in the sack, that was obvious.


It had been a dumb idea all around. They went back and I returned to the cab, lighting up a cigarette and thinking about what had made me do it.


I shook my head and started her up. Thinking on a dead run was no good. "No," I said, "goddamn," I said, "good."


Cheryl's face stayed with me.


Cheryl's body stayed with me longer than the face.


Something always comes up in life to lure a man onto the Low Road, not driving but riding in the back. We all have some weakness. I wondered what reason God had to give us each that little flaw, like a chip in crystal, you press the chip hard enough, everything splits up crazy.


At least now I knew one thing. My flaw wasn't sex, not this way. What most struck me about Cheryl was wonder. She was so pretty; how'd she end up on the Low Road?


For that matter, what had Bill's Sherill done?


I returned hauling empties and found myself this time outside a small town called Shoshone. I pulled my truck into the cafe parking lot. The weather was cold and I left the engine running. It was about eleven in the morning and the cafe was half-full. I took a seat at the counter next to an old man with maybe four teeth in his head, attacking French toast with downright solemn dignity. I ordered eggs and hash browns and juice, ate quickly, and went back to my truck.


Bill stood next to the cab. Next to him was an enormous young woman with a face like a bulldog. She was wrapped in a filthy piece of plaid fabric that might have been snatched from a trash dump somewhere. "Hey," Bill said. "Remember me?"


"Sure."


"I saw you pulling up. I thought you'd like to know... This is Sherill. I got her out of there." The woman stared at me with all the expression of a brick. "It's all screwy. Like a power failure or something. We just walked out on the road and nobody stopped us."


Sherill could have hid any number of weirdnesses beneath her formidable looks and gone unnoticed by ordinary folks. But I didn't have any trouble picking out the biggest thing wrong with her: she was dead. Bill had brought her out of Hell. I looked around to make sure I was in the World. I was. He wasn't lying. Something serious had happened on the Low Road.


"Trouble?" I asked.


"Lots." He grinned at me. "Pan-demon-ium." His grin broadened.


"That can't happen," I said. Sherill trembled, hearing my voice.


"He's a driver, Bill," she said. "He's the one takes us there. We should git out of here." She had that soul-branded air and the look of a pig that's just escaped slaughter, seeing the butcher again. She took a few steps backward. Gluttony, I thought. Gluttony and buried lust and a real ugly way of seeing life, inner eye pulled all out of shape by her bulk.


Bill hadn't had much to do with her ending up on the Low Road.


"Tell me more," I said.


"There's folks running all over down there, holing up in them towns, devils chasing them--"


"Employees," I corrected.


"Yeah. Every which way."


Sherill tugged on his arm. "We got to go, Bill."


"We got to go," he echoed. "Hey, man, thanks. I found her!" He nodded his whole-body nod and they were off down the street, Sherill's plaid wrap dragging in the dirt.


I drove back to Baker, wondering if the trouble was responsible for my being rerouted through Shoshone. I parked in front of my little house and sat inside with a beer while it got dark, checking my calendar for the next day's run and feeling very cold. I can take so much supernatural in its place, but now things were spilling over, smudging the clean-drawn line between my work and the World. Next day I was scheduled to be at the annex and take another load.


Nobody called that evening. If there was trouble on the Low Road, surely the union would let me know, I thought.


I drove to the annex early in the morning. The crossover from the World to the Low Road was normal; I followed the route and the sky muddied from blue to solder-color and I was on the first leg to the annex. I backed the rear trailer up to the yard's gate and unhitched it, then placed the forward trailer at a ramp, all the while keeping my ears tuned to pick up interesting conversation.


The employees who work the annex look human. I took my invoice from a red-faced old guy with eyes like billiard balls and looked at him like I was in the know but could use some updating. He spit smoking saliva on the pavement, returned my look slantwise and said nothing. Maybe it was all settled. I hitched up both full trailers and pulled out.


I didn't even mention Sherill and Bill. Like in most jobs, keeping one's mouth shut is good policy. That and don't volunteer.


It was the desert again this time, only now the towns and tumbledown houses looked bomb-blasted, like something big had come through flushing out game with a howitzer.


Eyes on the road. Push that rig.


Four hours in, I came to a roadblock. Nobody on it, no employees, just big carved-lava barricades cutting across all lanes, and beyond them a yellow smoke which, the driver's unwritten instructions advised, meant absolutely no entry.


I got out. The load was making noises. I suddenly hated them. Nothing beautiful there--just naked Hell-bounders shouting and screaming and threatening like it wasn't already over for them.


They'd had their chance and crapped out and now they were still bullshitting the World.


Least they could do was go with dignity and spare me their misery.


That's probably what the engineers on the trains to Auschwitz thought. Yeah, yeah, except I was the fellow who might be hauling those engineers to their just deserts.


Crap, I just couldn't be one way or the other about the whole thing. I could feel mad and guilty and I could think Jesus, probably I'll be complaining just as much when my time comes. Jesus H. Twentieth Century Man Christ.


I stood by the truck, waiting for instructions or some indication what I was supposed to do. The load became quieter after a while, but I heard noises off the road, screams mostly and far away.


"There isn't anything," I said to myself, lighting up on of Bill's cigarettes even though I don't smoke and dragging deep, "anything worth this shit." I vowed I would quit after this run.


I heard something come up behind the trailers and I edged closer to the cab steps. High wisps of smoke obscured things at first, but a dark shape three or four yards high plunged through and stood with one hand on the top slats of the rear trailer. It was covered with naked people, crawling all over, biting and scratching and shouting obscenities. It made little grunting noises, fell to its knees, then stood again and lurched off the road. Some of the people hanging on saw me and shouted for me to come help.


"Help us get this son of a bitch down!" "Hey, you! We've almost got 'im!"


"He's a driver--"


"Fuck 'im, then."


I'd never seen an employee so big before, nor in so much trouble. The load began to wail like banshees. I threw down my cigarette and ran after it.


Workers will tell you. Camaraderie extends even to those on the job you don't like. If they're in trouble, it's part of the mystique to help out. Besides, the unwritten instructions were very clear on such things, and I've never knowingly broken a job rule--not since getting my rig back--and couldn't see starting now.


Through the smoke and across great ridges of lava, I ran until I spotted the employee about ten yards ahead. It had shaken off the naked people and was standing with one in each hand. Its shoulders smoked and scales stood out at all angles. They'd really done a job on the bastard. Ten or twelve of the dead were picking themselves off the lava, unscraped, unbruised. They saw me.


The employee saw me.


Everyone came at me. I turned and ran for the truck, stumbling, falling, bruising and scraping myself everywhere. My hair stood on end. People grabbed me, pleading for me to haul them out, old, young, all fawning and screeching like whipped dogs.


Then the employee swung me up out of reach. Its hand was cold and hard like iron tongs kept in a freezer. It grunted and ran toward my truck, opening the door wide and throwing me roughly inside. It made clear with huge, wild gestures that I'd better turn around and go back, that waiting was no good and there was no way through.


I started the engine and turned the rig around. I rolled up my window and hoped the dead weren't substantial enough to scratch paint or tear up slats.


All rules were off now. What about the ones in my load? All the while I was doing these things, my head was full of questions, like how could souls fight back and wasn't there some inflexible order in Hell that kept such things from happening? That was what had been implied when I hired on. Safest job around.


I headed back down the road. My load screamed like no load I'd ever had before. I was afraid they might get loose, but they didn't. I got near the annex and they were quiet again, too quiet for me to hear over the diesel.


The yards were deserted. The long, white-painted cement platforms and whitewashed wood-slat loading ramps were unattended. No souls in the pens.


The sky was an indefinite gray. An out-of-focus yellow sun gleamed faintly off the stark white employees' lounge. I stopped the truck and swung down to investigate.


There was no wind, only silence. The air was frosty without being particularly cold. What I wanted to do most was unload and get out of there, go back to Baker or Barstow or Shoshone.


I hoped that was still possible. Maybe all exits had been closed. Maybe the overseers had closed them to keep any more souls from getting out.


I tried the gate latches and found I could open them. I did so and returned to the truck, swinging the rear trailer around until it was flush with the ramp. Nobody made a sound. "Go on back," I said. "Go on back. You've got more time here. Don't ask me how."


"Hello, John." That was behind me. I turned and saw an older man without any clothes on. I didn't recognize him at first. His eyes finally clued me in.


"Mr. Martin?" My high school history teacher. I hadn't seen him in maybe twenty years. He didn't look much older, but then, I'd never seen him naked. He was dead, but he wasn't like the others. He didn't have that look that told me why he was here.


"This is not the sort of job I'd expect one of my students to take," Martin said. He laughed the smooth laugh he was famous for, the laugh that seemed to take everything he said in class and put it in perspective.


"You're not the first person I'd expect to find here," I responded.


"The cat's away, John. The mice are in charge now. I'm going to try to leave."


"How long you been here?" I asked.


"I died a month ago, I think," Martin said, never one to mince words.


"You can't leave," I said. Doing my job even with Mr. Martin. I felt the ice creep up my throat.


"Team player," Martin said. "Still the screwball team player, even when the team doesn't give a damn what you do."


I wanted to explain, but he waked away toward the annex and the road out. Looking back over his shoulder, he said, "Get smart, John. Things aren't what they seem. Never have been."


"Look!" I shouted after him. "I'm going to quit, honest, but this load is my responsibility." I thought I saw him shake his head as he rounded the corner of the annex.


The dead in my load had pried loose some of the ramp slats and were jumping off the rear trailer. Those in the forward trailer were screaming and carrying on, shaking the whole rig.


Responsibility, shit, I thought. As the dead followed after Mr. Martin, I unhitched both trailers. Then I got in the cab and swung away from the annex, onto the incoming road. "I'm going to quit," I said. "Sure as anything, I'm going to quit."


The road out seemed awfully long. I didn't see any of the dead, surprisingly, but then, maybe they'd been shunted away. I was taking a route I'd never been on before, and I had no way of knowing if it would put me where I wanted to be. But I hung in there for two hours, running the truck dead-out on the flats.


The air was getting grayer like somebody turning down the contrast on a TV set. I switched on the high beams, but they didn't help. By now I was shaking in the cab and saying to myself, Nobody deserves this. Nobody deserves going to Hell no matter what they did. I was scared. It was getting colder.


Three hours and I saw the annex and yards ahead of me again. The road had looped back. I swore and slowed the rig to a crawl. The loading docks had been set on fire. Dead were wandering around with no idea what to do or where to go. I sped up and drove over the few that were on the road. They'd come up and the truck's bumper would hit them and I wouldn't feel a thing, like they weren't there. I'd see them in the rearview mirror, getting up after being knocked over. Just knocked over. Then I was away from the loading docks and there was no doubt about it this time. I was heading straight for Hell.


The disembarkation terminal was on fire, too. But beyond it, the City was bright and white and untouched. For the first time I drove past the terminal and took the road into the City.


It was either that or stay on the flats with everything screwy. Inside, I thought maybe they'd have things under control.


The truck roared through the gate between two white pillars maybe seventy or eighty feet thick and as tall as the Washington Monument. I didn't see anybody, employees or the dead. Once I was through the pillars---and it came as a shock--


There was no City, no walls, just the road winding along and countryside in all directions, even behind.


The countryside was covered with shacks, houses, little clusters and big clusters. Everything was tight-packed, people working together on one hill, people sitting on their porches, walking along paths, turning to stare at me as the rig barreled on through. No employees--no monsters. No flames. No bloody lakes or rivers.


This must be the outside part, I thought. Deeper inside it would get worse.


I kept on driving. The dog part of me was saying let's go look for authority and ask some questions and get out. But the monkey was saying let's just go look and find out what's going on, what Hell is all about.


Another hour of driving through that calm, crowded landscape and the truck ran out of fuel. I coasted to the side and stepped down from the cab, very nervous.


Again I lit up a cigarette and leaned against the fender, shaking a little. But the shaking was running down and a tight kind of calm was replacing it.


The landscape was still condensed, crowded, but nobody looked tortured. No screaming, no eternal agony. Trees and shrubs and grass hills and thousands and thousands of little houses.


It took about ten minutes for the inhabitants to get around to investigating me. Two men came over to my truck and nodded cordially. Both were middle-aged and healthy-looking. They didn't look dead. I nodded back.


"We were betting whether you're one of the drivers or not," said the first, a black-haired fellow. He wore a simple handwoven shirt and pants. "I think you are. That so?"


"I am."


"You're lost, then."


I agreed. "Maybe you can tell me where I am?"


"Hell," said the second man, younger by a few years and just wearing shorts. The way he said it was just like you might say you came from Los Angeles or Long Beach. Nothing big, nothing dramatic.


"We've heard rumors there's been problems outside," a woman said, coming up to join us. She was about sixty and skinny. She looked like she should be twitchy and nervous, but she acted rocksteady. They were all rock-steady.


"There's some kind of strike," I said. "I don't know what it is, but I'm looking for an employee to tell me." "They don't usually come this far in," the first man said. "We run things here. Or rather, nobody tells us what to do."


"You're alive?" the woman asked, a curious hunger in her voice. Others came around to join us, a whole crowd. They didn't try to touch. They stood their ground and stared and talked.


"Look," said an old black fellow. "You ever read about the Ancient Mariner?"


I said I had in school.


"Had to tell everybody what he did," the black fellow said. The woman beside him nodded slowly. "We're all Ancient Mariners here. But there's nobody to tell it to. Would you like to know?" The way he asked was pitiful. "We're sorry. We just want everybody to know how sorry we are."


"I can't take you back," I said. "I don't know how to get there myself."


"We can't go back," the woman said. "That's not our place."


More people were coming and I was nervous again. I stood my ground, trying to seem calm, and the dead gathered around me, eager.


"I never thought of anybody but myself," one said. Another interrupted with, "Man, I fucked my whole life away, I hated everybody and everything. I was burned out--"


"I thought I was the greatest. I could pass judgment on everybody--"


"I was the stupidest goddamn woman you ever saw. I was a sow, a pig. I farrowed kids and let them run wild, without no guidance. I was stupid and cruel, too. I used to hurt things--"


"Never cared for anyone. Nobody ever cared for me. I was left to rot in the middle of a city and I wasn't good enough not to rot."


"Everything I did was a lie after I was about twelve years old--"


"Listen to me, mister, because it hurts, it hurts so bad--"


I backed up against my truck. They were lining up now, organized, not like any mob. I had a crazy thought they were behaving better than any people on Earth, but these were the damned.


I didn't hear or see anybody famous. An ex-cop told me about what he did to people in jails. A Jesus-freak told me that knowing Jesus in your heart wasn't enough. "Because I should have made it, man, I should have made it."


"A time came and I was just broken by it all, broke myself really. Just kept stepping on myself and making all the wrong decisions--"


They confessed to me, and I began to cry. Their faces were so clear and so pure, yet here they were, confessing, and except maybe for specific things--like the fellow who had killed Ukrainians after the Second World War in Russian camps--they didn't sound any worse than the crazy sons of bitches I called friends who spent their lives in trucks or bars or whorehouses.


They were all recent. I got the impression the deeper into Hell you went, the older the damned became, which made sense; Hell, just got bigger, each crop of damned got bigger, with more room on the outer circles. "We wasted it," someone said. "You know what my greatest sin was? I was dull. Dull and cruel. I never saw beauty. I saw only dirt. I loved the dirt, and the clean just passed me by."


Pretty soon my tears were uncontrollable. I kneeled down beside the truck, hiding my head, but they kept on coming and confessing. Hundreds must have passed, talking quietly, gesturing with their hands.


Then they stopped. Someone had come and told them to back away, that they were too much for me. I took my face out of my hands and a very young-seeming fellow stood looking down on me. "You all right?" he asked.


I nodded, but my insides were like broken glass. With every confession I had seen myself, and with every tale of sin, I had felt an answering echo.


"Someday, I'm going to be here. Someone's going to drive me in a cattle car to Hell," I mumbled. The young fellow helped me to my feet and cleared a way around my truck.


"Yeah, but not now," he said. "You don't belong here yet." He opened the door to my cab and I got back inside.


"I don't have any fuel," I said.


He smiled that sad smile they all had and stood on the step, up close to my ear. "You'll be taken out of here soon anyway. One of the employees is bound to get around to you." He seemed a lot more sophisticated than the others. I looked at him maybe a little queerly, like there was some explaining in order.


"Yeah, I know all that stuff," he said. "I was a driver once. Then I got promoted. What are they all doing back there?" He gestured up the road. "They're really messing things up now, ain't they?"


"I don't know," I said, wiping my eyes and cheeks with my sleeve.


"You go back, and you tell them that all this revolt on the outer circles, it's what I expected. Tell them Charlie's here and that I warned them. Word's getting around. There's bound to be discontent.


"Word?"


"About who's in charge. Just tell them Charlie knows and I warned them. I know something else, and you shouldn't tell anybody about this..." He whispered an incredible fact into my ear then, something that shook me deeper than what I had already been through.


I closed my eyes. Some shadow passed over. The young fellow and everybody else seemed to recede. I felt rather than saw my truck being picked up like a toy.


Then I suppose I was asleep for a time.


In the cab in the parking lot of a truck stop in Bakersfield, I jerked awake, pulled my cap out of my eyes and looked around. It was about noon. There was a union hall in Bakersfield. I checked and my truck was full of diesel, so I started her up and drove to the union hall.


I knocked on the door of the office. I went in and recognized the fat old dude who had given me the job in the first place. I was tired and I smelled bad, but I wanted to get it all done with now.


He recognized me but didn't know my name until I told him. "I can't work the run anymore," I said. The shakes were on me again. "I'm not the one for it. I don't feel right driving them when I know I'm going to be there myself, like as not."


"Okay," he said, slow and careful, sizing me up with a knowing eye. "But you're out. You're busted then. No more driving, no more work for us, no more work for any union we support. It'll be lonely."


"I'll take that kind of lonely any day," I said.


"Okay." That was that. I headed for the door and stopped with my hand on the knob.


"One more thing," I said. "I met Charlie. He says to tell you word's getting around about who's in charge, and that's why there's so much trouble in the outer circles."


The old dude's knowing eye went sort of glassy. "You're the fellow got into the City?"


I nodded.


He got up from his seat real fast, jowls quivering and belly doing a silly dance beneath his work blues. He flicked one hand at me, come 'ere. "Don't go. Just you wait a minute. Outside in the office."


I waited and heard him talking on the phone. He came out smiling and put his hand on my shoulder. "Listen, John, I'm not sure we should let you quit. I didn't know you were the one who'd gone inside. Word is, you stuck around and tried to help when everybody else ran. The company appreciates that. You've been with us a long time, reliable driver, maybe we should give you some incentive to stay. I'm sending you to Vegas to talk with a company man..."


The way he said it, I knew there wasn't much choice and I better not fight it. You work union long enough and you know when you keep your mouth shut and go along.


They put me up in a motel and fed me, and by late morning I was on my way to Vegas, arriving about two in the afternoon. I was in a black union car with a silent driver and air conditioning and some Newsweeks to keep me company.


The limo dropped me off in front of a four-floor office building, glass and stucco, with lots of divorce lawyers and a dentist and small companies with anonymous names. White plastic letters on a ribbed felt background in a glass case. There was no name on the office number I had been told to go to, but I went up and knocked anyway.


I don't know what I expected. A district supervisor opened the door and asked me a few questions and I said what I'd said before. I was adamant. He looked worried. "Look," he said. "It won't be good for you now if you quit."


I asked him what he meant by that, but he just looked unhappy and said he was going to send me to somebody higher up.


That was in Denver, nearer my God to thee. The same black car took me there, and Saturday morning, bright and early, I stood in front of a very large corporate building with no sign out front and a bank on the bottom floor. I went past the bank and up to the very top.


A secretary met me, pretty but her hair done up very tight and her jaw grimly square. She didn't like me. She let me into the next office, though.


I swear I'd seen the fellow before, but maybe it was just a passing resemblance. He wore a narrow tie and a tasteful but conservative gray suit. His shirt was pastel blue and there was a big Rembrandt Bible on his desk, sitting on the glass top next to an alabaster pen holder. He shook my hand firmly and perched on the edge of the desk.


"First, let me congratulate you on your bravery. We've had some reports from the... uh... field, and we're hearing nothing but good about you." He smiled like that fellow on TV who's always asking the audience to give him some help. Then is face got sincere and serious. I honestly believe he was sincere; he was also well trained in dealing with not-very-bright people. "I hear you have a report for me. From Charles Frick."


"He said his name was Charlie." I told him the story. "What I'm curious about, what did he mean, this thing about who's in charge?"


"Charlie was in Organization until last year. He died in a car accident. I'm shocked to hear he got the Low Road." He didn't look shocked. "Maybe I'm shocked but not surprised. To tell the truth, he was a bit of a troublemaker." He smiled brightly again and his eyes got large and there was a little too much animation in his face. He had on these MacArthur wire-rimmed glasses too big for his eyes.


"What did he mean?"


"John, I'm proud of all our drivers. You don't know how proud we all are of you folks down there doing the dirty work."


"What did Charlie mean?"


"The abortionists and pornographers, the hustlers and muggers and murderers. Atheists and heathens and idol-worshippers. Surely there must be some satisfaction in keeping the land clean. Sort of a giant sanitation squad, you people keep the scum away from the good folks. The plain good folks. Now, we know that driving's maybe the hardest job we have in the company, and that not everyone can stay on the Low Road indefinitely. Still, we'd like you to stay on. Not as a driver--unless you really wish to continue. For the satisfaction of a tough job. No, if you want to move up--and you've earned it by now, surely--we have a place for you here. A place where you'll be comfortable and--"


"I've already said I want out. You're acting like I'm hot stuff and I'm just shit. You know that, I know that. What is going on?"


His face hardened on me. "It isn't easy up here, either, buster." The "buster" bit tickled me. I laughed and got up from the chair. I'd been in enough offices, and this fancy one just made me queasy. When I stood, he held up his hand and pursed his lips as he nodded. "Sorry. There's incentive, there's certainly a reason why you should want to work here. If you're so convinced you're on your way to the Low Road, you can work it off here, you know."


"How can you say that?"


Bright smile. "Charlie told you something. He told you about who's in charge here."


Now I could smell something terribly wrong, like with the union boss. I mumbled, "He said that's why there's trouble."


"It comes every now and then. We put it down gentle. I tell you where we really need good people, compassionate people. We need them to help with the choosing."


"Choosing?"


"Surely you don't think the Boss does all the choosing directly?" I couldn't think of a thing to say.


"Listen, the Boss... let me tell you. A long time ago, the Boss decided to create a new kind of worker, one with more decision-making ability. Some of the supervisors disagreed, especially when the Boss said the workers would be around for a long, long time-- that they'd be indestructible. Sort of like nuclear fuel, you know. Human souls. The waste builds up after a time, those who turn out bad, turn out to be chronically unemployable. They don't go along with the scheme, or get out of line. Can't get along with their fellow workers. You know the type. What do you do with them? Can't just let them go away--they're indestructible, and that ain't no joke, so--"


"Chronically unemployable?"


"You're a union man. Think of what it must feel like to be out of work... forever. Damned. Nobody will hire you."


I knew the feeling, both the way he meant it and the way it had happened to me.


"The Boss feels the project half succeeded, so He doesn't dump it completely. But He doesn't want to be bothered with all the pluses and minutes, the bookkeeping."


"You're in charge," I said, my blood cooling.


And I knew where I had seen him before.


On television.


God's right-hand man.


And human. Flesh and blood.


We ran Hell.


He nodded. "Now, that's not the sort of thing we'd like to get around."


"You're in charge, and you let the drivers take their perks on the loads, you let--" I stopped, instinct telling me I would soon be on a rugged trail with no turnaround.


"I'll tell you the truth, John. I have only been in charge here for a year, and my predecessor let things get out of hand. He wasn't a religious man, John, and he thought this was a job like any other, where you could compromise now and then. I know that isn't so. There's no compromise here, and we'll straighten out those inequities and bad decisions very soon. You'll help us, I hope. You may know more about the problems than we do."


"How do you... how do you qualify for a job like this?" I asked. "And who offered it to you?"


"Not the Boss, if that's what you're getting at, John. It's been kind of traditional. You may have heard about me. I'm the one, when there was all this talk about after-death experiences and everyone was seeing bright light and beauty, I'm the one who wondered why no one was seeing the other side. I found people who had almost died and had seen Hell, and I turned their lives around. The management in the company decided a fellow with my ability could do good work here. And so I'm here. And I'll tell you, it isn't easy. I sometimes wish we had a little more help from the


Boss, a little more guidance, but we don't, and somebody has to do it. Somebody has to clean out the stables, John." Again the smile. I put on my mask. "Of course," I said. I hoped a gradual increase in piety would pass his sharp-eyed muster.


"And you can see how this all makes you much more valuable to the organization."


I let light dawn slowly.


"We'd hate to lose you now, John. Not when there's security, so much security, working for us. I mean, here we learn the real ins and outs of salvation."


I let him talk at me until he looked at his watch, and all the time I nodded and considered and tried to think of the best ploy. Then I eased myself into a turnabout. I did some confessing until his discomfort was stretched too far--I was keeping him from an important appointment--and made my concluding statement.


"I just wouldn't feel right up here," I said. "I've driven all my life. I'd just want to keep on, working where I'm best suited."


"Keep your present job?" he said, tapping his shoe on the side of the desk.


"Lord, yes," I said, grateful as could be.


Then I asked him for his autograph. He smiled real big and gave it to me, God's right-hand man, who had prayed with presidents.


The next time out, I thought about the incredible thing that Charlie Frick had told me. Halfway to Hell, on the part of the run that he had once driven, I pulled the truck onto the gravel shoulder and walked back, hands in pockets, squinting at the faces. Young and old. Mostly old, or in their teens or twenties. Some were clearly bad news... But I was looking more closely this time, trying to discriminate. And sure enough, I saw a few that didn't seem to belong.


The dead hung by the slats, sticking their arms through, beseeching. I ignored as much of that as I could. "You," I said, pointing to a pale, thin fellow with a listless expression. "Why are you here?"


They wouldn't lie to me. I'd learned that inside the City. The dead don't lie.


"I kill people," the man said in a high whisper. "I kill children."


That confirmed my theory. I had known there was something wrong with him. I pointed to an old woman, plump and white-haired, lacking any of the signs. "You. Why are you going to Hell?"


She shook her head. "I don't know," she said. "Because I'm bad, I suppose."


"What did you do that was bad?"


"I don't know!" she said, flinging her hands up. "I really don't know. I was a librarian. When all those horrible people tried to take books out of my library, I fought them. I tried to reason with them... They wanted to remove Salinger and Twain and Baum..."


I picked out another young man. "What about you?"


"I didn't think it was possible," he said. "I didn't believe that God hated me, too."


"What did you do?" These people didn't need to confess. "I loved God. I loved Jesus. But, dear Lord, I couldn't help it. I'm gay. I never had a choice. God wouldn't send me here just for being gay, would he?"


I spoke to a few more, until I was sure I had found all I had in this load. "You, you, you and you, out," I said, swinging open the rear gate. I closed the gate after them and led them away from the truck. Then I told them what Charlie Frick had told me, what he had learned on the road and in the big offices.


"Nobody's really sure where it goes," I said. "But it doesn't go to Hell, and it doesn't go back to Earth."


"Where, then?" the old woman asked plaintively. The hope in her eyes made me want to cry, because I just wasn't sure.


"Maybe it's the High Road," I said. "At least it's a chance. You light out across this stretch, go back of that hill, and I think there's some sort of trail. It's not easy to find, but if you look carefully, it's there. Follow it."


The young man who was gay took my hand. I felt like pulling away, because I've never been fond of homos. But he held on and he said, "Thank you. You must be taking a big risk."


"Yes, thank you," the librarian said. "Why are you doing it?"


I had hoped they wouldn't ask. "When I was a kid, one of my Sunday school teachers told me about Jesus going down to Hell during the three days before he rose up again. She told me Jesus went to Hell to bring out those who didn't belong. I'm certainly no Jesus, I'm not even much of a Christian, but that's what I'm doing. She called it Harrowing Hell." I shook my head. "Never mind. Just go," I said. I watched them walk across the gray flats and around the hill, then I got back into my truck and took the rest into the annex. Nobody noticed. I suppose the records just aren't that important to the employees.


None of the folks I've let loose have ever come back.


I'm staying on the road. I'm talking to people here and there, being cautious. When it looks like things are getting chancy, I'll take my rig back down to the City. And then I'm not sure what I'll do.


I don't want to let everybody loose. But I want to know who's ending up on the Low Road who shouldn't be. People unpopular with God's right-hand man.


My message is simple.


The crazy folks are running the asylum. We've corrupted Hell.


If I get caught, I'll be riding in back. And if you're reading this, chances are you'll be there, too.


Until then, I'm doing my bit. How about you?
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