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This story is set about fifteen years from now, or maybe sooner.

A slow protest had been building in America, which spread to Russia, Israel, England, Australia, and several other first-world countries where a dictator or oligarchy was in control. Those in power were overtly corrupt, lining the pockets of themselves and their cronies to the detriment of those they were supposed to be serving. Countries where you could only get into power by being rich, male, and white; while 99% of the population either died, or lived in increasing poverty.

It began as individual and small local protests where minorities were being persecuted, bullied, and killed without repercussion. It began as their rights were taken away, or disregarded. In different regions or countries it was called different things; The Plus Protest, Plus Us Protest, Inclusive Project, and many others. The Plus referring to the minorities who are usually left out—don’t forget about us. These protests were originally started as Black Lives Matter, Me Too and Antifa (anti-fascist) protests, but blossomed to become a multitude of individual concerns joining forces against elitism and corruption.

The intersectionality1 of the multiple different protestors in the U.S. not being able to afford basics like healthcare, or medications, or housing—maybe even with two or three jobs—became part of a bigger nationwide issue. Then it snowballed into a nationwide anti-imperialist movement, and later a global awakening. Initially it was about raising the minimum wage to make it a living wage, where your income from one job would be enough to live and pay all your bills.

It was quickly realised that the minorities became the majority when they joined forces, usually with a common enemy—the rich, also known as male, pale and stale. This awakening put the ruling classes in fear for their lives and livelihoods, and some even fled their countries to go into hiding, or moved continuously from place to place, because once their location was made known, they had to move again.

Billionaires and the CEOs of large corporations were afraid to be seen in public without multiple bodyguards. Doxing2 (revealing their current locations) was a crime, but it was a strategy used by many in the Plus protest movements, and it resulted in people showing up to the home of the rich and powerful to express their anger, or following them in public—often in menacing silence.

The act of following the so-called elites was technically harassment, although fewer Law Enforcement personnel were willing to stop the protestors, with some even looking on and staying silent. Some of the people who were following these elites went further. They blocked their path, threw drinks or eggs, or slashed the tyres of their cars. Years of suffering minimum wage and zero-hour contracts, with humiliating conditions or homelessness, spilled over into direct action.

When corrupt politicians, billionaires or CEOs were giving a press conference or a speech, protestors would sit in the audience dressed as clowns, or cartoon characters. When police or private security guards tried to remove them, they would discover that their jackets were in fact coated with wet paint, or Vaseline. Sometimes, ten or more protestors would handcuff themselves together in a row of seats to make it harder for one of them to be removed. When the security guards were finished handling protestors inside a building, they would come outside to discover their cars had paint poured over the windows, tyres slashed, wrapped in toilet paper, wheels clamped, or their exhaust pipes were blocked.

Some of the elites attempted to distance themselves from the suffering they had caused by marginally improving conditions for employees. The employee conditions only improved because there was a direct threat to the lives of the elites. This was a token effort (known at the time as wage-washing), and no one thought it would be long-lasting, so the pressure on them remained.

Slowly, over a period of eight months, Law Enforcement also began to change. They went from being the security guards of the rich, to realising that they were just another group of underpaid and underappreciated shift workers. Some police men and women quit, to disassociate themselves or join the protestors. Some worked, but only did specifically what they were asked, never taking on protestors, or repeatedly called in sick, a ‘Blue Flu.’

If Law Enforcement were sent out to raid the home of protestors at night, they would find that one of their own had tipped off the locals, and the officers using night vision goggles were quickly blinded by twenty or thirty people using torches and car headlights.

Meantime, the Plus protesters turned away from using centralised, controlled services and instead turned mostly to free, privacy orientated software and services while reusing older computers. The main problems for the ruling class and those currently in power? They were less able to monitor those using older systems.

The protestors were highly organised, and recruited from all the organisations that used to support the ruling elites. So they were joined by low paid government officials, law enforcement, military, civil servants, and many others who now wanted to serve the people, not the billionaires and their friends. Many of these recruits were well-trained, well organised, and knew how to lead.

The people also rejected those who had become rich and famous as celebrities and influencers. It seemed clear that their roles had been designed to remove real social interactions, to stop people from uniting in their efforts; a distraction from what was going on. It began to dawn on the public that these so-called personalities were nobody’s friends. They were shunned.

A societal, cultural and class revolution took place. When the workers realised that they could overthrow the elites, workplace production and output stalled, despite the threats from the bosses, and targeted companies saw their stock prices plummet overnight. When news of the revolution spread overseas, supply chains stalled too. Suppliers doubted their ability to get paid and simply stopped supplying goods and services.

Initially those living in the United States either stayed to fight or immigrated to a country where they could earn a living wage and have well-funded public services. After the revolution had overthrown those in power and things had died down, a sense of normal life had returned. Many Scandinavians and Europeans relocated to the US in hope of being a part of the new way of life that was blossoming. Over the years, this brought an enormous influence of Western European and Scandinavian cultures from sayings, slang, cooking, and even the metric system.

This also had the effect of fuelling people's instinct to repair things and reuse things. Fewer and fewer items were discarded. Things that were to be thrown out were first brought to community centres for others less fortunate. This included everything from food to cars, phones to clothes. Because people were gathering to bring or use, they met and spoke more and ate together, which meant they organised more. 'Bring and Use' centres became a hub for communities and quickly replaced centralised social media platforms.

Protestor slogans used included, ‘The worst action is inaction’ and ‘Tear it all down and start again.’ On the back of these protests and uprisings, as local government positions became available (corrupt politicians were run out of the towns and cities), protestors would put a name forward. The ruling class would attempt to discredit them, spreading disinformation and outright lies. As a direct result of this, protestors refused to use national TV networks, national press, or centralised social media platforms. Those platforms had been taken over by propaganda and disinformation and weren’t to be trusted.

In the years leading up to this, it was noted that fewer men were attending colleges and universities. There were a multitude of reasons, but there were some more notable. These included younger men thinking they didn’t need a degree (ego issues), men not wanting a large student debt, women outperforming men in third level education, more men becoming addicted to drugs and alcohol and more being right leaning politically, with colleges and universities traditionally perceived as being left leaning.

The higher education and literacy levels of women took their toll on the men in power, who refused to hand over to younger, better read, more intelligent and more community focussed women. It was obvious that something had to give, but it was thought it would be a lot more gradual than it turned out to be.
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Not every town had the skilled people needed to fix all the things that became damaged or broken. Within months of the uprising, travelling repair people (Repair Techs) became a sought-after resource. Trades people in general were in high demand, more so than software engineers had ever been.

In the small, rural town of Fell Creek, in West Virginia, the spring breeze blowing across the main intersection of the town did little to reduce the morning temperature.

Some five hundred people lived in the town, with more living on nearby farms. The main intersection of the town hosted a large café, which was diagonally opposite the community Bring and Use Centre. There were second-hand stores, grocery stores stocking local produce, a diner, library, newspaper, and a hospital, all either on or within walking distance of Main Street.

A man in his mid-forties, in slightly scruffy working clothes and wearing sunglasses, Jay, was outside the Bring and Use Centre and was about to meet a young woman, similarly dressed. She had short fair hair, a few piercings in her ears and nose, and had cut the sleeves off her overalls, so that the sleeves of a worn, blue t-shirt poked out over her shoulders. She has just climbed out of a pick-up truck, lifting her bags, a large backpack and a tool bag, from the back.

The woman had thanked the driver and then waved to him just as the dust from the pick-up truck died away. She glanced around the area and walked over to meet Jay at the entrance to the community Bring and Use Centre, where he spent most of his days. Jay guessed the woman was in her late twenties, or maybe thirty.

‘So, you’re the new Repair Tech?’ Jay asked with a touch of curiosity as he removed his sunglasses.

‘Yea, I’m Rosie. Just got in from a few towns south of here,’ she replied confidently as they shook hands. She also removed her sunglasses, and noticed that the whites of Jay’s eyes were a little off-white. Her arm and shoulder muscles are moderately defined, Jay noted, probably from hard work.

‘Cool. I’ve heard good things about your work. You know much about electronics?’ Jay asked.

‘My original apprenticeship was in commercial electrics, but I’ve been working on electronics as a hobby for five or more years. Not as easy to get the parts now though.’

‘That’s the truth,’ Jay exclaimed. ‘Reason I ask, is that most of the cookers, fridges and things we have coming in are having different types of electrical issues, but the power is fine.’

‘Sure, point me at them. Probably a capacitor or some such blown,’ Rosie said, picking up her worn canvas bag, converted into a tool and parts bag. Her larger backpack was still on her back, and contained her sleeping bag, clothes, gas stove, some food, and accessories. Jay didn’t volunteer to help her carry anything, as she was managing just fine, but he noted a brightly coloured ribbon attached to the handle of her tool bag, signifying her support of the protest movement. Rosie also noticed that Jay wasn’t as healthy looking as she had first thought.

They walked into the Bring and Use Centre and towards where the household appliances needing repair were. As he had noticed the ribbon on her tool bag, Jay decided to mention the protest movement and asked, ‘You ever heard of the parable about boiling a frog?’

Rosie scowled at him, and said, ‘No, but it sounds gross.’

‘Well, yea. But the parable goes something like you can’t just throw a frog into boiling water, it’ll jump right out. But if you put a frog into cold water and slowly turn the heat up, it will stay there until it boils to death.’

Rosie had a quizzical look on her face and asked, ‘Does it work?’

‘Apparently it doesn’t work on frogs. But it’s an analogy on how we got into this mess. We weren’t just given narcissistic, lying criminals to run our fine country overnight. We voted them in, we allowed them in, and didn’t do enough to stop them in time. Then they changed the legislation, so that even living almost became a crime if you weren’t one of them.’

Rosie thought for a couple of seconds before replying. ‘That’s a fair point. So how do you unboil a frog?’ She delivered the question rhetorically, with a sarcastic grin.

Jay laughed out loud. ‘We didn’t stop them in time, but we did stop them, and we continue to stop them now, we have to. It’s up to us frogs to unboil ourselves.’ They both laughed a little at that idea.

By this point, they had arrived at the home appliances area.

‘Anyway, once these are either repaired or waiting for parts, you need anything else done, or should I book a lift to the next town?’ Rosie inquired as she placed her bags on the ground by the workbench.

‘I’m guessing we have at least a day’s work for you here, so you’re welcome to stay with us overnight, or two. There’s one other thing you might be interested in; more gossip than anything else. You know the small hospital we have?’

‘Oh yea. That still running ok?’ Rosie asked, with concern in her tone.

‘It’s struggling but running, I’ll check if they have any work for you. Anyway, as you probably heard, we had a long-term coma patient. She woke up six or eight weeks ago after seven years. She’s not bed-bound anymore, and she’s onto solid foods and just about walking again. It’ll take weeks for her to get fully functional, maybe longer. She hasn’t used her muscles or her eyes in so long, so she’ll have to do physio daily for a while.’

Rosie was fascinated. ‘You mean she woke up? I heard about her. Car crash, wasn’t it? Drunk driver, I think.’

Jay looked down as he replied, ‘Yea, drunk driver. His driving license was suspended for a year, while her life, and that of her family, was suspended for seven or more. Wouldn’t happen these days.’

They both reflected in silence as they recalled the current punishment for such a crime. It would be jail for the duration of the injured party’s hospitalisation, plus paying for all the medical bills, including physiotherapy, and lost wages.

‘Just doesn’t happen now,’ Rosie said. ‘If for no other reason that people can’t afford to get caught. Not worth it.’

Jay immediately thought that she seemed wise beyond her years. They chatted for a while as the young electrician took apart a cooker.

‘The projects I’m working on are mainly in the areas of free solar power, wind power, and community electrification. I do repairs too, that’s what keeps us from having to get new goods. Solar PV panels are usually made overseas, so we’re either having to find friendly elected officials, that we’ve put in power already to source them, or we reuse the panels found on premises previously owned by large multinationals or billionaires. They have enough money to pay for electricity from the national grid—we don’t,’ Rosie stated, and was entirely unapologetic in her, and the Plus Project movement’s approaches to reducing, reusing, and scavenging.

‘What’s the plan for the woman that woke up, how you gonna get her to adjust to the new normal?’ Rosie asked, looking towards Jay.

‘Yea, good question.’ Jay said as he instinctively scratched his head. ‘Initially we got no volunteers, which is unusual these days. I guess no one knew where to start. Then the Town Council set up a working group of four to put a schedule together for her, to break it to her gently. We didn’t want to freak her out too much. She was training to be a Paramedic, so she’d be incredibly useful to us all, eventually.’

‘A Paramedic, wow. You think she remembers any of that?’

‘We’ll just have to wait and see, Rosie. Right now, she’s trying to walk and eat for herself, so we’ll have to see how useful she can be. The medical staff are still not convinced that she won’t have a long-term issue,’ Jay said, unsure himself.

Rosie could tell from his tone that he had his doubts about how beneficial the woman could be to the productivity of the town after her accident and coma. This was not a concern she had come across since before the uprising—every person had been treated as being of value since then. She made a mental note of it, but decided not to comment.

‘So, this coma patient, she was on life support for seven whole years. That must have cost a lot, I sure hope she’s worth it,’ she said, laughing. Jay acted like he didn’t want to discuss it and immediately changed the subject.

‘I’ll get you a coffee, we have a small cooker in the back room here, so help yourself. Whenever you’re looking for lunch, we have our own café running over the crossroads,’ Jay said, pointing in the direction of a purpose-built wood cabin diagonally across from the Bring and Use Centre. ‘I’ll let them know you’re here,’ he said, smiling.

‘We also have a few boxes of spares that we scavenged from stuff that was well past being able to use. You might find some parts in them to fix what you’re working on. Take what you need—leave the rest.’

‘Will do, thanks,’ Rosie said, and got to work. Jay made her a mug of coffee, delivered it to the workbench, and strolled on to the next thing on his list, fixing a community water pump.

From time to time, Rosie went from working on an appliance, to the boxes of spares and back, testing components with her old multi-meter to see if they were ok. Most appliances took her less than an hour to fix, if they could be. For those that couldn’t, the most useful parts were removed and added to the stock kept in the centre, with the leftovers being upcycled or recycled as much as possible. She tore out pages from a small notepad and stuck them to the appliances as she went. The notes had the time taken, parts used, and any precautions required.
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After a few hours of work, Rosie fancied a break for lunch and left the Bring and Use Centre to visit the café across the road. It would be easy to get around the main area in Fell Creek on foot, she thought, as she walked along the well paved footpaths that were a feature of the town.

Along the way, a few passers-by smiled and said hello. Rosie didn’t know them, but they had probably heard that she would be arriving that day. Any small bit of news travelled fast in these towns, and the arrival of a Repair Tech was always welcomed by everyone who had items that needed repair. If the owner was going to reuse the item, they would pay for the repair. If it was going to the community, then the town would pay.

The café looked a little run-down from the outside, apart from the gaily painted handmade sign with its name, The Cabin Café, which swung gently in the light breeze. The wooden building was quite large and spread over two stories, so it doubled up as a meeting place for the townspeople. The crossroads where the café was, was wide enough for a truck with two trailers to turn, not that many had come through in recent years.

The air was dry and warm, and it wasn’t due to rain for a few more days yet. Rosie could remember the smell of fresh rain in the air from when she was a child. Most people sheltered from the rain, but she had always felt a certain comfort from it, although she wasn’t sure why. She had a vague memory of sitting either on a porch or under an awning with her Father while they watched a distant thunderstorm at night. The immense power of the lightening fascinated her.

As Rosie opened the door of the café, the aroma of hot coffee and fresh baking filled her nostrils and warmed the air still further so that she could even feel it on her bare arms.

Once inside the café, she could see that the second storey was taken up by a mezzanine that went around most of the upper floor, apart from a stairs near the back of the room. Looking upwards, she could see the blue sky through the skylights in the middle of the building that provided a wealth of natural light.

She paused at the improvised notice board on the wall, just inside the door on the right. From the looks of the notices there was no shortage of work, but maybe a shortage of people to do the work. She wondered why, as she had spoken to people from other towns who were looking for this type of work. Rosie became curious as to why they would be reluctant to come here when the work was waiting for them.

She could see two small groups gathered around tables. One group looked like they were writing stories or books collectively, bouncing ideas back and forth. The other group were having some sort of community meeting and seemed to be quite serious. Although Rosie couldn’t make out the details of their conversation, they seemed to be discussing the coma patient’s wellbeing.

As Rosie approached the counter, she noticed a man wearing an apron who seemed to be stacking plates and generally cleaning up in the kitchen. He was reasonably tall and mostly skinny, but with a bit of a belly. She estimated he was in his mid-thirties and had red, short, straight hair. As she approached, he saw her and asked, ‘Are you the Repair Tech?’

‘Eh yea, I’m Rosie,’ she replied, a little taken aback.

‘Ah good. I’m Tim, let me know what you want to eat and drink. All on the house.’

She ordered a coffee, water and a fresh egg salad from the menu, and Tim said he’d bring them to her table.

As Rosie looked around to pick a table to sit at, she noticed that apart from the two groups, a few of the tables were occupied by couples or families. She picked a table on her own and took out her phone as she sat down facing the door.

She scanned through her messages to see which town she would be needed in next. As much as she enjoyed spending time in each town and getting to know the people, moving on to the next town and the next piece of work gave her money, food, and shelter. If she ran out of work, then after a short while she had no food and no bed.

After about five minutes, Tim brought Rosie’s drinks, and then her food to the table. He noticed her phone. ‘Is that Linux on your phone?’ He asked.

Rosie looked up to answer and immediately noticed that two of the couples nearby were overtly watching the interaction. ‘Yea, it took a while to get it running. I hadn’t heard of anyone with Linux on this type of phone before, but it’s working pretty well.’

‘Wow, nice,’ Tim exclaimed and returned to the kitchen. The couples then went back to their conversations. She had been aware of the community watching out for people—especially single women getting unwanted attention—but it hadn’t been this blatant for a while. It felt a little over-protective, but it was welcome too. There was no way Rosie, or any other woman, wanted to return to the way things used to be.

After a few minutes, a woman, probably in her early thirties, entered the Cabin Café, saying hello with a friendly manner to all the groups and people on her way to the counter. She also said ‘hi’ to Rosie, although they had never met. She approached the counter and talked to Tim; they appeared to know each other well.

Rosie watched her in her slim fitting, light blue uniform, while she was trying to decide what to order. Her hair was tied in a braided pigtail but hanging over her left shoulder, and she fiddled with its end with both hands while ordering.

From the look of the uniform she was wearing, Rosie guessed she worked at the nearby hospital. She had a name badge on the left breast pocket, but she was turned towards the counter and was too far away to be able to read it anyway.

‘Hey Tim. I can’t decide, can I get the usual?’

Tim replied with, ‘Sure, take a seat.’

When the woman looked around, and noticed Rosie, she asked, ‘Mind if I join you?’

‘Not at all, take a load off,’ Rosie said, as she put her phone face down on the table. ‘I’m Rosie.’

‘Yea, you’re the Repair Tech? I heard you were paying us a visit.’

‘Word seems to spread fast these days.’

‘If you have time...sorry. I’m Lucie, a nurse at the hospital.’ They shook hands as Lucie sat next to Rosie.

Rosie noticed that Lucie’s hands were soft, with a gentle grip. ‘I was going to ask, if you have time this trip, we have a couple of pieces of work at the hospital you might take a look at?’

‘Well, I’ve got today and a little of tomorrow booked here for Jay already, but after that there’s nothing I can’t put off for a couple of days.’

‘Oh great. Do we need to put in a request or something?’ Lucie asked, unsure of the process.

Rosie smiled, ‘You just did. All taken care of but mention it to Jay too.’

Lucie raised her eyebrows and sat back in her seat. ‘Ah, so you’re self-employed?’

Rosie nodded while answering and chewing some food, ‘We all are, and we all charge the same day rate. It simplifies things and means that no individual companies oversee the service. If you aren’t happy with one Repair Tech, you go to another one. No more monopolies.’

‘I get it. Then word gets around about bad service, and those Techs just go out of business?’

‘Yea, exactly. Although there’s not too many giving bad service these days. They’ve been weeded out over the last few years. We do take on trainees too though, so hopefully they learn the way to work.

‘Mind if I ask, are you working with the woman who came out of the coma?’ Rosie asked as she leaned in and lowered her voice.

Lucie took a moment, lowering her gaze. ‘That’s been a long fight for her, the family and even the community, but yes, I was part of the team caring for her. Well I still am, but I can’t talk about the specifics of a patient, you understand.’

Rosie furrowed her sweat-stained brow. ‘Oh sure, but can I ask what you mean that it was a community fight?’

Lucie lowered her voice and pulled her chair closer to Rosie’s. ‘So, in general terms, previously if we had a long-term patient, townsfolk wouldn’t have been able to afford the astronomical medical bills, especially with no end in sight. A few years back, insurance companies refused to cover families like them, and the farming families in particular were forced to sell up, just to keep their loved ones alive. So the Plus Project, in the form of the Town Council at the time, took on the fight.

‘We knew we had to start at the top, so we, the Town Council, funded the bills temporarily while we took the fight to the state. We got our own elected officials to force a change in the state laws, making it illegal to profit from providing or insuring healthcare. All profits made in the state, had to be put back into the local providers and facilities in the same state. We got a tonne of pushback, but then other states followed. That’s when all healthcare and insurance flipped back to become free public services.’

‘Yea, I heard about that. About five or six years ago, wasn’t it?’ Rosie asked.

‘That’s right, tough times,’ she says, as she raised her eyebrows and leaned back in her chair.

Lucie’s food arrived, and she said, ‘Thanks Tim.’

Lucie looked back to Rosie, ‘Tough, but groundbreaking. Another component of the bigger picture.’

‘Of course, the coma patient has no idea about all of this that happened.’ Rosie says.

‘We’re thinking, based on anecdotal evidence, that she will have picked up on conversations, or parts of them, that went on around her in her room while she was in the coma. Although given the meds she was on, they would be coloured with some surreal imagery and thoughts. Real, but not real. It’s going to be a long road to her new reality. All of her friends are now seven years older and have moved on with their lives, or left town.’ Lucie smiled, but with a sad look on her face. She started carefully biting into her salad wrap.

‘I’m just trying to think,’ Rosie said thoughtfully, ‘Since she went into a coma, what didn’t change. I mean, there’s so many fundamental changes in the last seven years, it’s hard to say what’s still the same. The Plus Project touched everyone and everything. Wouldn’t you agree?’

Lucie thought for a minute while she chewed and swallowed some food, ‘In a way the basic stuff is unchanged. I apply a bandage the same. You repair a broken part the same. It’s just how we get the bandages, or the parts has changed, who pays for them and all the stuff around the bandages and parts, maybe. But you’re right, so much has changed—for the better.’

They both silently enjoyed the rest of their lunches together, before Rosie asked, ‘Is there anything I can do to help with the coma patient? It looks like I’ll be here for a few days.’

‘Let me think,’ Lucie said, as she delicately took a sip of her coffee. ‘You could maybe sit with her, talk with her—she has a lot to relearn and catch up on. Most people don’t have time these days, there’s always a bunch of work needs to get done for community; food, water, and such. So, if you’re around in the evenings with no plans, that could help. You’d need to be careful about the topics though. We don’t want to overload her with new information too fast. Unfortunately, her Dad passed away before she woke up from the coma, but I’ll tell the team and her Mom that you’re available.’

‘Ah, I see. Jay has organised somewhere for me to stay, so he’ll know where I am if you need me.’

Lucie wiped her mouth carefully with a linen napkin and took a final swig of her coffee. ‘Listen, it’s been great to meet you Rosie,’ she says as she smiled and touched Rosie’s forearm. ‘I’ve got to get back to it. Work at the hospital never ends.’

‘Oh sure,’ Rosie said, ‘me too I guess. I’ll walk out with you.’

As they left the door of the Cabin Café, Rosie gently took Lucie’s elbow to get her to stop. ‘Sorry, but I noticed two of the couples were quite intent on watching that guy, Tim. Should I be wary of him?’

‘No, nothing like that.’ Lucie said as she stopped. ‘He only got to town four months ago. We have a strict six-month probation for anyone new these days. He knows it though. If he doesn’t pass muster by then, he’s out. That includes giving unwanted attention. If anything happens while you’re here, let me or Jay know. I mean anything.’ Lucie smiled and walked across the crossroads towards the hospital a few hundred metres away.
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Rosie stopped at a couple of community shops on the way back to the Bring and Use. Everyone was not only friendly to her, but most of them seem to know who she was already. Nothing wrong with this grapevine, Rosie noted.

A sign in one of the windows used to say, ‘Cash is King,’ but the word Cash was crossed out, with Bartering written above it in its place. That sure was Rosie’s experience. Most people didn’t use credit cards, or debit cards anymore, hell they barely used banks if they could avoid it. If you needed someone to work for you, you offered your food, or shelter, or you did some work they couldn’t. It saved having to use cash or banks at all.

That was also how Rosie, and other Repair Techs, travelled from town to town. They worked in one town, and as part-payment, they got food, a bed, and a lift to the next, plus some cash—depending on the work.

When she had returned to the Bring and Use, Rosie worked on a few more appliances and then briefed Jay on her progress. She preferred to over-communicate with people she was working for—it saved time in the long run. Given her substantial progress, Jay asked her to help him with the town water pump. By this stage, it was already after six in the evening, but she knew that extra hours were always appreciated.

Jay drove them, with Rosie’s bags, to the site of the water tower and pump. On the short journey, Rosie was admiring Jay’s old pickup truck. ‘Wow, this is great. Must be from the 90s I’m guessing?’

‘Try the 80s,’ he replied with a knowing smile. ‘None of the fancy electronics you get in newer trucks, but it works and there’s less to go wrong.’

When Jay had brought her to the site of the pump, two other locals were also there working on it. They were delighted that Rosie was adding to their efforts.

‘What’s the problem?’ she asked.

‘The pump keeps switching on and off every thirty seconds when we power it on. Not sure why. We can’t get it to fill the water tanks this way,’ Jay explained. He flipped the circuit breaker and sure enough, it kept powering on and off.

‘Have you changed the pressure setting recently?’ Rosie asked.

‘None of us have changed that at all,’ one of the men said, ‘you think we should?’

‘Not yet. I’m guessing it’s either a blockage, or else there’s an air lock in the pipe somewhere. How’s the filter on the pipe?’

‘We changed that last week, but the problem started more recently,’ the same man said.

‘Ok, but is there anything blocking the water from getting into the pipe, or blocking it in the pipe?’ The men didn’t have a satisfactory answer, so Rosie climbed down into the darkness of the shade, following the pipe for a dozen or more metres down the mucky slope and shone the torch from her phone further down into the water hole. She could see straight away that end of the pipe was stuck in mud, above the waterline. At this time, the end of the pipe was in darkness, so it wouldn’t have been too easy to spot without getting right into the muddy waterhole with a torch.

She shouted back up the slope, ‘There’s your problem. Where the end of the pipe is, you’re running dry.’ The two men looked at Jay, ‘Didn’t you check that already?’ one of them asked. Jay looked a little confused, but then the other men brushed it off as not being a problem, to take the attention off Jay, who seemed to be a little flustered by the question. They each dropped their gazes. One of them exclaimed, ‘That was fine two days ago. Jeez, we must be using a lot recently.’

Rosie could sense that there was something else going on with Jay that she wasn’t being told. ‘Not a problem, it’s been dry in these parts for over a week, so the level dropped. If we move the end of the pipe, it should do you until it rains again in a few days and brings the level up again.’

Rosie, Jay, and the others all dragged the pipe further down the slope and let it hang in the water, with the filter hanging a couple of metres below the surface. They then tested the pump by flipping on the circuit breaker. The pump hummed into life and kept on going, within a minute, water was heard flowing into the tank. By this time, it was well after seven and getting dark.

As Rosie was tidying up and trying to brush some of the dirt from her overalls with her hands, Jay walked over to her. ‘Listen, Rosie, we really appreciate all your work. There’s a few of us going to a birthday party at the café later. There’ll be food and drinks, we’d love to have you as our guest.’

‘I think I gotta scrub up first, if I went in like this I’d be a health hazard.’ They all chuckled, as they were all just as muddy and dirty.

‘I’ll sort that out for you. We usually put up Techs in the Bring and Use Centre, along with people who don’t have anywhere to go, but my wife wants you to stay at our place. After all you’ve done for us already, you deserve it.’
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When Jay gave her a lift in his old pick-up truck to his home on the outskirts of the town, Rosie noticed that it was a modest, two-storey house, with a small front garden and a larger back garden and a good-sized shed. There were several vegetable patches around the back of the house, which was quite common once you got away from the cities.

Jay parked the pick-up beside the shed and led Rosie with her bags into the house. She stopped to take her muddy work boots off before entering the house, leaving them outside the front door. Jay’s wife, Maura, was in the hallway waiting to greet her with a smile and a hug, despite the mud and grime. She was a little shorter than Rosie and was wearing a floral dress and apron, like she was a housewife out of a 1950s movie.

‘Now your room is upstairs, second door on the right, you have your own bathroom, and you can lock your bedroom door if you prefer,’ she said, pointing upwards towards the bedroom. Maura was aware that a lot of Road Techs felt insecure staying in houses.

‘I have dinner almost ready. I know there’s some food at the party, but generally folk are too busy talking to eat, and then they start drinking—never a good idea. So, you get yourself washed and come down when you’re ready. If you bring down your work clothes I’ll wash them for you.’

‘This is excellent, really. Thanks,’ Rosie said with an appreciative smile, and took herself and her bags up the stairs.

The bedroom looked like it had belonged to a teenage girl but their things hadn’t been touched for a while. There were posters of music bands on the walls which Rosie hadn’t heard of, some drawings too, with a dressing-table and mirror with some makeup, and a wardrobe packed with white- or pastel-coloured clothes. There was a very faint smell of perfume, which was something Rosie hadn’t smelt or used in years.

She studied some of the drawings, which were of a young woman, but were hard to describe. It was as if they had been drawn frantically, intensely, or on impulse, but yet in some of them the woman just looked lonely. Were they self-portraits of the previous occupant of the room?

Looking around at the double bed, Rosie could see that Maura had put two fresh bath towels out for her. Rosie lay her bags on the floor by the bed and thought momentarily before locking the door. Then she made sure the windows were locked and the curtains closed. She regarded herself as having a healthy sense of paranoia.

She looked in the bathroom, which was small. It had the usual toilet, sink and shower. Then she noticed that it was an electric shower, not too common in rural areas these days, but that did mean guaranteed hot water.

She opened her large backpack and took out a couple of large sheets of newspaper, carefully unfolding them and laying them overlapping on the floor. After that, she stood on the paper and carefully undressed, making sure not to flick any dirt off the paper. Her outer layer of clothes were the worst of course, so once her sleeveless overalls, socks, and t-shirt were off the rest was easy. She used the same procedure anytime she stayed in someone’s house. Better to take a few precautions than risk not being allowed back. Once you made that mistake and ended up having to sleep rough a couple of nights, you didn’t do it again.

When she was ready, she started the shower, but before getting into it, she gave her face, neck, and hair a good look in the mirror. She even had dirt in her hair and ears and around her piercings. She didn’t remove the earrings or studs, but carefully cleaned around them at the sink before stepping into the shower.

The shower was amazing and was so powerful it felt like it was removing a layer of her soul. The electrician in her wondered if they had a water pump in the house because it almost felt like the pressure from a fire hose.

Her lightly tanned skin had turned a warm pink by the time she had scrubbed all the grime and dirt off. She felt like her short hair hadn’t been as clean this year, at least.

Rosie secretly wondered if Jay and Maura would complain if she just stayed in the shower, letting it wash away the past, the years on the road and the uncertainty it brought. Despite the constant issues of working from town to town, she never knew how people could settle in one place like this. How could they put everything into one small area contained in four walls for the rest of their lives? There was so much else out there to experience along the road.

Her thoughts were interrupted by a gentle knock on the bedroom door. ‘Let me know if you need any more towels, or spare clothes dear, and don’t forget to take your work clothes down, so I can clean them for you.’

‘Ok, thanks Maura,’ Rosie politely yelled back, while turning off the shower and muttering, Back to reality, to herself.

The towel she used to dry herself was incredibly soft and smelt quite different to her clothes—even the clean ones. Maybe what she thought of as clean wasn’t what other folk thought of as clean? That thought put a smile on her face.

She pulled out her non-work clothes from the large backpack. They were all either neatly folded or tightly rolled, to use as little space as possible. Jeans and an elbow-length t-shirt would do, and a light, worn denim jacket. It would be cooling down later. She pulled on a pair of trainers, not bothering with socks. The trainers had laces, but Rosie always left them tied, it saved time that way.

Once she was dressed, she carefully folded up the sheets of paper around her work clothes. It wasn’t every householder that offered, or even allowed her to wash her clothes, so she took the opportunity to squeeze in a few more small items—Maura would understand.

Rosie walked over to the dressing table again, and after a brief search, she found a small bottle of perfume lying on its side with a white label that had ‘Tester’ written across it. It was nearly empty, giving the room a distinct fragrance. She put it in her jacket pocket, and immediately felt like she had crossed a line, like she had a secret to keep from Jay and Maura. She paused, then went to her paper-wrapped bundle, picked it up, unlocked the door, and went downstairs.

The hunger-inducing aroma of freshly cooked meat and vegetables was impossible to mistake. As she walked into the kitchen at the back of the house, the smell grew stronger, as did the sounds of background music and the light chatter of Jay and Maura talking. So, this is what a family home feels like, Rosie thought.

‘Ah, there you are,’ Jay said as the couple turned to her.

‘My, don’t you scrub up well,’ Maura exclaimed, although Rosie felt she was exaggerating.

‘I’ll take that for you. They’ll be ready for you in the morning,’ Maura said, taking the paper-wrapped bundle.

As Rosie passed the package to Maura, she had a pang of guilt. She took out the small perfume bottle, showing it in her palm to Maura. ‘Listen, would it be ok if I used this?’ she asked, with an unsure tone in her voice. ‘It was on the dressing table, and it’s nearly empty.’

Maura looked at it, and then at Rosie, feeling sorry for her. ‘Of course, go ahead, you keep it. We need to clear out that room anyway—we keep putting it off...’ Her voice trailed off with a note of sorrow.

As Maura left the room with Rosie’s parcel of clothes, Jay waved her into the dining room. ‘Take a seat. Don’t mind Denver, he’s the worst guard dog ever.’

Rosie saw a spaniel-sized dog of some undetermined breed laying by the unlit fireplace. The dog’s eyes looked up at Rosie, then down to the floor again, without moving his head.

‘You ever have a dog at home?’ Jay asked, then immediately realised it was like he was assuming she came from a settled home somewhere, which may not be the case.

‘Nah, never had a dog, or a pet. Too busy moving and working. I know people that did, but I was always too busy trying to keep food in my own mouth, never mind a dog’s. I like animals though—don’t get me wrong. Sometimes they’re better than people.’

Jay laughed a little, ‘You’re right on that.’ He indicated to Rosie to take a seat. The table was large enough to seat six, but only three places were set. Neither of the end places had been set, which was customary. In olden days, the head of the family—usually a man—would sit at one end of the table. Nowadays, those seats were only used if all the others were occupied first. Everyone was equally deserving of a place at the table.

Jay left Rosie, while he went back to the kitchen. Both he and Maura had been preparing the food. Rosie heard Jay go outside and use a water hose for a few minutes. Was he hosing the dirt off their work clothes? It made sense really; they were that mucky.

Rosie poured herself a glass of water and looked around the dining room. There were some family photos in frames dotted around the place, but they were of three people: Maura, Jay, and a young girl, possibly half Rosie’s current age, maybe a little older. From what Maura had said earlier, and the fact that the room was unchanged for a while, it didn’t seem like the girl was coming back soon, if at all. If she had gone to a city for work, or to college, why did the room remain as it had been, with all the clothes? Was the girl even still alive?

Her thoughts were interrupted when Maura brought some plates of food in and set them on the table. ‘Can I help with anything?’ Rosie asked.

‘No, you rest dear,’ Maura said with a homely smile.

After another few minutes, Jay came back in the house, washed his hands and he and Maura came in to sit opposite Rosie.

No sooner had Rosie started filling her plate, than Denver got up and sat beside her. He rested his chin on her thigh and started licking his lips. When she looked down at him, Jay noticed. ‘You don’t need to pay any attention to him. He gets well-fed twice a day; plus, whatever else he catches. He ain’t as hungry as he makes out, but you can give him bits if you like, just to keep on his good side.’ Jay and Maura laughed a little at that—as if Denver had a bad side.

As the couple took their seats opposite her, Rosie smiled at Jay, then at Maura, but noticed something. She looked back at Jay again. Maura’s eyes seemed whiter, but maybe it was the light.

During the meal, the three chatted about local life and towns in the area. Rosie tended to take gossip and stories from places that locals didn’t usually travel to. People in towns were always interested in talking to Road Techs.

Rosie paused her eating to ask, ‘How’s the coma woman doing so far, is she adjusting ok?’

Maura answered in a hushed tone, not that anyone else could hear them anyway. ‘I’m told that a few weeks or so ago she was sitting up in bed and managing small bits of food by herself. She was still on intravenous fluids, but they were able to stop them after a couple of days. Now she’s up and walking, slowly. It’ll take her months to get her full muscle functionality back of course.’

Jay adds, ‘I hear she walked about a hundred metres the week before last, with a walking frame and help of course. They’re hoping to try her outside some more, to get her in the open air.’

‘It’s going to be a long road for her back to whatever normality we have,’ Rosie said. ‘I wonder if she’ll go back to her Paramedic training.’

‘We’d like that, but it’s way too early to tell. They’re not even letting her have a phone yet.’ Jay replied.

Rosie paused. She was about to ask about the girl in the photos, but thought better of it, and continued with her food.

‘So, whose birthday party is it you’re celebrating tonight?’ Rosie asked.

‘Ah, it’s one of the doctors from the local hospital, Celeste her name is. Been here about four years now I think,’ Jay answered.

‘In case you’re wondering,’ Maura said, leaning towards Rosie, ‘we don’t mention anyone’s age anymore, but we do celebrate their birthday. So, you won’t see any reference to her age at all.’

‘Yea, I’ve seen that before in other places, I like that,’ Rosie said smiling, just before wiping her mouth with her napkin.

They finished up their dinner and all three took the dishes out to the kitchen, each helping to wash, dry and tidy things away. It was then Rosie noticed that Jay hadn’t eaten much, despite working all day.

‘Do I need to help wash the clothes before we go?’ Rosie asked. In a lot of town communities, everyone does a part of the chores, even Road Techs.

‘You get yourself ready, the clothes are washed by now. I’ll hang them under the awning in a minute,’ Maura said. ‘Jay can you help?’

Jay followed Maura to the back of the house, where they hung out all the wet clothes, including Rosie’s. As she was waiting in the house, Rosie took out the small bottle of perfume and considered it. She couldn’t remember the last time she had used any, so she thought she’d better use as little as she can—she didn’t want it to be overpowering.

She’d heard of women applying perfume to their neck and wrists, although she wasn’t sure why it would go on the wrists—who would smell them anyway? She sprayed a few drops on one wrist, rubbed it in the other, and then rubbed both wrists against her neck. She was fairly sure that wasn’t how it was meant to be done, but it got it where she wanted it.

As she put the bottle back in her jacket, Jay and Maura walked into the hallway and ushered her out the front door. No formal wear was required, just clean clothes. As they left by the front door, Rosie noticed her boots just outside on the porch, but they’d already been cleaned.

The three of them walked side-by-side, down the road to the main crossroads with the Cabin Café, where the celebration would be. It was a clear night, with thousands of stars clearly visible. Usually around this time of the evening, Rosie, or any other Road Tech, would be tidying up after cooking their dinner over their small gas stove and getting ready for an early night. They would be trying to figure out the best, driest, and least draughty place to lay out their sleeping bag.

Tonight would be a novelty. Rosie would be sleeping inside a house, in a double bed with a roof over her head.
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As Rosie, Jay and Maura approached the Cabin Café, they could see the lights on and others going in. Every time the door opened, the sound of music, talk and laughter became louder, only to become muffled as the door swung closed again. The door seemed to be beckoning the townsfolk into the café’s embrace.

Rosie’s walking pace slowed sub-consciously. She was used to machines and circuit boards, and talking about them. She was not used to crowds and noise and small talk. An apprehensiveness crept up on her as her heart rate increased. She started wondering how long she would have to stay at the party to appear normal.

Maura realised that Rosie was falling behind, ‘Everything alright dear?’

Rosie couldn’t take her eyes off the café, and fumbled for an explanation. ‘Yea, just a bit tired, you know. Been a long day.’

Maura slowed to meet Rosie, and took her arm in hers. ‘Don’t get invited to many of these on the road I’m guessing.’

Rosie looked Maura in the eyes, ‘Not really, no.’

‘You stay with me so. You’ll be ok.’

They walked arm in arm, letting Jay walk ahead. When he reached the café door, he waited for them before opening the door and letting them in before him. Rosie noticed Maura give Jay a stern look on the way in, but neither of them said anything. What was that about?

In the café, the air was thick with heat, humidity, noise, laughter and chatter, and Rosie had to immediately take off her jacket as she was too warm.

Lively music was being played by some musicians sitting around three tables. The number playing varied depending on the tune being played. Most of the café’s large tables had people sitting at them either in groups, with families or couples at the smaller tables. The smell of hot food made Rosie feel hungry again, despite the big meal they’d had.

Jay said, ‘You two take a seat, I’ll get the drinks in. Oh, you do drink, don’t you, Rosie?’

‘Yea, whatever you have. Thanks.’

Looking at Maura, Rosie noticed that there was look of concern on her face as she watched Jay walk away. She asked, ‘How much are the drinks?’ She had limited resources, so budgeting was critical to her continued survival.

‘It’s a community party, so they’re free, but there’s a limit each person gets—regardless of who you are.’

Maura led the way to a table with six seats that had another couple already sitting at it. The couple smiled at the two women and went back to watching the musicians, singing along as the chorus began again.

Just after Rosie had taken a seat, she felt a hand gently touch her shoulder. When she looked around, she saw Lucie. ‘I think you dropped this,’ Lucie said, handing her the small perfume bottle.

‘Oh, right, thanks. Must have fallen out when I took off my jacket,’ Rosie said, taking it as their hands brushed against each other. ‘Maura gave it to me. Not something I get a lot of use for.’

Lucie leaned in close and smelled Rosie’s neck. She leaned away again, smiled, and said, ‘Not bad for a tester.’ She caught Rosie’s eyes before walking away to chat with Celeste, the woman whose birthday it was.

Rosie watched her and felt her cheeks blush momentarily, until Maura started to ask her about her taste in music. She began to answer just as Jay put their drinks on the table between them. He added, ‘This is our own concoction, drinker beware.’ Jay and Maura laughed at the warning, although Jay had almost finished his drink already.

‘What is it?’ Rosie asked.

‘We make our own whiskey, and sometimes our own beer. The whiskey you have is called Fell Creek Rot, it's surprisingly good, just don’t be in a hurry. There’s a five-drink limit, unfortunately.’

‘Probably just as well,’ Rosie added, after sipping from her glass. The whiskey had a certain bite, but a nice after-taste. She could get used to this, although she rarely drank alcohol.

The celebrations continued, with a wide breadth of songs being played by various musicians. Different people were asked to sing, including Celeste, who had an excellent, soft voice. After her, Jay stood and sang an old drinking song. His voice wasn’t great, croaking a little at times, and he missed a few notes, but it was a rousing number, cheered on by the crowd who joined in when they could.

As the applause died down, Jay in his inebriated state, urged Rosie to sing. She tried to avoid it, but the whiskey in her thought it knew better. She stood, and the room went silent, as if someone had pressed their collective mute button. No one here had ever heard her sing before.

Rosie slowly tapped the table gently with her hand to keep time. The musicians watched keenly to see if they could work out the tune and the key. She began softly, a slow lament of lost dreams and ‘what ifs.’ The fiddle and mandolin players joined in with a background rhythm and the melody.

Everyone in the crowded room was looking at her, but Rosie didn’t see them, she was staring through glass windows in the roof of the café at the stars that connected her to a lost life. Her voice built as the sorrow did, coming from deep in her chest. By the time she was on the last chorus and giving it everything, the crowd were singing along softly with her, and her voice fell off as her eyes welled up. She finished in silence, dropping her head and sitting down in her seat, slumping forward from the exertion and emotion, elbows on her knees.

The room was silent for seconds. Slowly the people start clapping, then cheering and banging their fists on tables and stamping their feet on the ground. It got the loudest applause of the night.

A few people who were sitting close by were patting her on the back and congratulating her, but she didn’t notice them.

Maura saw that Rosie was in her own world and said in her ear, ‘That was beautiful, you should be proud.’

Rosie looked at her and said, ‘I gotta go, work in the morning,’ and stood up, dragging her jacket in her hand. She got more smiles and back slaps as she left and walked into the cool night air.

As soon as she had stepped outside, she was overcome with a sense of relief, of being able to breathe freely again. She paused for a moment, hands resting on her hips, standing by the roadside to catch her breath.

She didn’t hear the steps behind her, but she felt a gentle hand in the small of her back. Surprised, she turned to see Lucie standing to her side.

‘You ok? You left in a bit of a hurry.’

Rosie looked down, trying to brush it off, ‘Yea, just whiskey, memories and stuff, you know.’

‘What kind of memories?’ she asked, moving around so that they are face to face, with her hand now on Rosie’s forearm.

‘Aw just stuff.’

Lucie’s caring demeanour changed to something sterner as she said, ‘Rosie, don’t play the tough guy, if you’re going through stuff, or you want to talk, then talk. It doesn’t get better on its own.’ Lucie looked her straight in the eye and slowly started to walk back to the café.

Rosie turned to Lucie. ‘Sorry, it’s just difficult to talk to people you only know for a day and might never see again.’

Lucie turned and said, ‘First, it might be easier to talk to someone you don’t know well, and second, never seeing me again is a decision only you can make, wouldn’t you say?’ She paused before turning again and going back into the café, letting the door close gently behind her and muffling the sounds again.
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After watching Lucie go back into the café and hearing the noise of the party muffling as the door closed, Rosie thought it best she went back to the house. She wouldn’t be able to talk to Lucie over the noise and music anyway. Why weren’t people as easy to understand as electrics or circuit boards?

Rosie walked slowly back to Jay and Maura’s house, putting on her denim jacket and gazing at the stars. She wasn’t in a hurry, and doubted the party would be finishing in the next couple of hours anyway. As she walked, she noticed that the wind had picked up from earlier in the day, which could mean the rain would be hitting the town sooner than they had thought. That was both good and bad. She started to feel a little cooler, so she put her hands in her jacket pockets and pulled the denim in closer.

She thought back about the day. In some ways it was routine: she was given work, food, and shelter. In other ways it felt odd...no, not odd, just deliberately different. It was like they were going out of their way to ensure she had a positive experience here. That was good, wasn’t it?

She had been in towns before where parties and celebrations were going on, but Road Techs didn’t usually get invited. It wasn’t a class thing, because Road Techs were prized, they were looked up to, they understood things a lot of townsfolk didn’t. But they were still almost like drifters. They were looked up to for their abilities, but that was all. Road Techs were never regarded as townsfolk, but today that’s what she was made to feel like. So why did it feel weird? Why did it almost feel uncomfortable, or overbearing?

Maybe the tiredness and a couple of glasses of homemade whiskey were making her overthink things. Should she just accept what was in front of her without question? Not just the hospitality, but the connection, or whatever it was, with Lucie.

She reminded herself that Road Techs didn’t have time for relationships, they got in the way and stopped you from being on the road. She just had to be logical about it. Although, when Lucie had leaned in to smell her perfume, she had felt the warmth of Lucie’s face beside hers, and some strands of her hair had tripped gently across her cheek.

‘No', she said aloud, scolding herself. She had to clear her mind. She started running back to the house, picking up speed as she got closer. Running didn’t come naturally to her, but she kept going, getting more and more breathless, running until she slapped the gatepost at the front of the house with her outstretched hand. Then she stopped, bending forward with her hands on her knees, breathing hard and fast. Feeling like she was gasping for life itself.

After about a minute, Rosie straightened up and went into the house, still breathing a bit fast. Even though she knew no one was home, she went to the bedroom, not wanting to be somewhere other people might come in. She locked the door behind her and threw her two bags noisily against the wall and kicked off her trainers. She felt angry, not against anything, maybe just angry at herself and how she’d reacted to things, or how she’d handled things.

Knowing there was no one else in the house, she took a deep breath, raised her head, and screamed as loud and as long as she possibly could, pulling the air out of every fibre of her being right down to her toes. She sat on the bed, weakened by the night and its events. Why couldn’t things be simpler?

Rosie lay on her side on the bed diagonally, using the extra length it afforded. She wasn’t used to double beds; some nights she didn’t even have the use of a bed at all.

––––––––
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