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Enter the SF Gateway …


In the last years of the twentieth century (as Wells might have put it), Gollancz, Britain’s oldest and most distinguished science fiction imprint, created the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series. Dedicated to re-publishing the English language’s finest works of SF and Fantasy, most of which were languishing out of print at the time, they were – and remain – landmark lists, consummately fulfilling the original mission statement:




‘SF MASTERWORKS is a library of the greatest SF ever written, chosen with the help of today’s leading SF writers and editors. These books show that genuinely innovative SF is as exciting today as when it was first written.’





Now, as we move inexorably into the twenty-first century, we are delighted to be widening our remit even more. The realities of commercial publishing are such that vast troves of classic SF & Fantasy are almost certainly destined never again to see print. Until very recently, this meant that anyone interested in reading any of these books would have been confined to scouring second-hand bookshops. The advent of digital publishing has changed that paradigm for ever.


The technology now exists to enable us to make available, for the first time, the entire backlists of an incredibly wide range of classic and modern SF and fantasy authors. Our plan is, at its simplest, to use this technology to build on the success of the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series and to go even further.


Welcome to the new home of Science Fiction & Fantasy. Welcome to the most comprehensive electronic library of classic SFF titles ever assembled.


Welcome to the SF Gateway.








PART ONE



DEATH AND THE MAIDEN (1)
OCTOBER 1986




ONE


THE FIRST time that he saw her was across the parking lot of a motorway service area. It was about a quarter to midnight, and it had been raining. He could see that she was tired and cold and that she’d probably been on her feet for some time. She didn’t look much more than sixteen, although he knew that she was older. She shifted from one foot to the other, waiting with her awkward bundle of papers under her arm like some census-taker worn down by a few too many rebuffs. He saw her walk up and down under the forecourt’s dripping canopy, watching her for about fifteen minutes as she killed time and waited for new arrivals; and then, after she’d covered the same piece of ground more often than he could count, he saw her turn and go back inside.


He got out of his car, and followed.


At the glass doors, he hesitated; now she’d stopped a lone driver at the foot of the overpass stairway, and although the sound didn’t reach him at this distance he was able to supply his own dialogue track as she fumbled out her well-worn photograph and made her familiar pitch.


“Excuse me. I wonder if you can help me … “


She’d been opening with the same line every time, trying not to catch them too much off-guard but still making them wary of some imminent request for money, or a lift, or worse. They’d look at her suspiciously, and the suspicion wouldn’t entirely clear until they’d heard her through and were able to back away, shrugging and shaking their heads. After which she’d repack her papers, stuff the bundle under her arm again, and carry on.


He knew how to observe without being seen. On the outside there were plenty of shadows but inside, and at this hour, there was no crowd to hide him, and so he waited before pushing through the glass doors to follow. She’d gone ahead into the cafeteria, a long gallery of blond wood and oatmeal-coloured tile at the far side of the concourse; from here to there was mostly dead space at night-time, the Game Zone and the magazine shop darkened behind roll-down chain metal shutters. His footsteps echoed in emptiness as he crossed the vinyl floor.


Once inside the cafeteria, its windows a long gallery of darkness overlooking the motorway, he made sure that he kept his distance from her. There were two or three dozen people already inside, most of them late-night, tired-looking, and slow. The haulage drivers were grouped together, spinning out their supper breaks; the rest were bleary tourists in twos and threes, huddled over trays of Danish and tall paper cups of Coke. He was the only one who sat alone.


From a corner table, he watched. When she moved, he would move after.


Two hours of this. It might even have been more.


THERE WAS a pattern to what she was doing. For a while she’d stand out front as she had before, walking the length of the building and looking over the cabs of the lorries pulled nose-in toward it, and then as her energies and her attention flagged she’d go inside and sit for a while, and instead of cabs she’d scan faces, and edge nearer to lorry drivers’ conversations as if in the hope of picking up something useful. Some of them knew her, some of them seemed to know her well. Sometimes she’d sit with a group of them although never, in any sense, did she seem to get close to anyone.


He studied her. From every angle, at every distance apart from close-to. A mousy little kid with a self-administered peroxide job that had almost grown out, weary and driven and dressed in cast-offs like some refugee from an earthquake zone. He saw her tackling strangers, he saw her with her guard down at a corner table when she thought she was unobserved. There, she had the look of a child; some distance travelled, some illusions still intact. But then there would be a new influx of late-running haulage drivers, ambling in and bantering and sometimes tousling each other’s hair, and she’d rise to the occasion with a face that read business as usual.


It grew late. Then it grew later. By now most of the tourists had moved out and even the professionals were beginning to disperse, some back to the road and others to sleep in their cabs. He knew that she’d noticed him a while ago; nothing special, just one new face in a night when there were plenty of new faces mixed in amongst the regulars, but it placed a limit on how long he could continue to stick around without making her suspicious.


So then he went outside, and waited to see what she’d do next.


He stood under the awning, as she’d stood some time before. Even at this hour, there was activity; freight and haulage vehicles had moved in and taken over the daytime car parking area, and their sounds were a backdrop to the night. The engines of static lorries beating time, the occasional hiss and release of air brakes, chains rattling and shackles crashing as furtive uncouplings took place in the distant darkness. Way out beyond the trees there were even more of them, all crowded in together like sleeping cattle; and as he looked, his eyes was caught by the movement of a police Range Rover taking a slow cruise along one of the aisles.


Another world, he thought. Another life, lived by another people. She moved among them, and they seemed to treat her like a mascot.


He wondered if she knew how dangerous this might turn out to be.


A big United Transport wagon, its cab backlit like a dark-faced Jack O’Lantern, was moving into one of the few empty spaces alongside the main building. Its lights were a smeared trail on wet asphalt; the rain was so faint that it was barely perceptible apart from where it showed up directly under the floodlights, but it was a presence that couldn’t be ignored. Many of the nearby drivers had their engines running and their heaters on, their windshields steamy and streaked on the inside.


He decided to go over and wait in the car.


Sitting with his window half-open and the radio playing low, his attention was caught by the police Rover again. It was now beyond the diesel island, its lights snapping on after a prowl along the perimeter road without them, and he half-smiled in the darkness. When the night was long and at its lowest, perhaps it could take a little more than patience to get the boys through.


Night games, he thought, just night games, and as the Rover passed behind his car he glanced in his mirror. He could just about make out the white blurs of the faces of its occupants, and the distinct yellow slash of the reflective bands that they wore over their uniforms.


And then, as they moved on, he returned his attention to the night game that was his own.


She came out only a couple of minutes later. Same spot, essentially the same routine. Jesus, did she never grow tired of it? He switched off the radio and leaned well back, but she wasn’t even looking his way. She was sorting through her papers, looking at them, checking, compiling, rearranging as if for the thousandth time. He felt his heart go out to her as it might to some noble thing reduced to the indignities of a zoo where it could only repeat the same futile pattern of behaviour again and again.


Someone came out through the glass doors behind her, catching her by surprise.




TWO


“EXCUSE ME,” she began, but the man was ready.


“No, sorry,” he said.


He was a youngish man with a towel over his shoulder and a soap bag in his hand, his hair in dark spikes from a coldwater splash and a vigorous rub; he wore what had to be one of his oldest sweaters, out at the elbows, and he carried under his arm a two-litre Pepsi bottle that he’d filled at one of the washroom basins. He’d seen her through the glass, had probably decided that at the very least she had to be tapping people for spare change, and had taken the furthest of the doors with the intention of putting himself beyond her range as quickly as possible. He didn’t even pause, or meet her eyes.


“You don’t even know what I was going to ask you!” she called after him as he hurried out and onto the tarmac.


Perhaps it was the indignation in her voice. Or perhaps it was some streak of common decency, that faulty defence mechanism that forces people to sit through a sales pitch for something they know they don’t want, and which sometimes even persuades them to buy. But he stopped, and he turned.


“I’m sorry,” he said, flinching a little under the faint, needling touch of the rain. “But I can’t give lifts. It’s a company rule.”


“I’m not looking for a lift.”


“Then it’s money.”


“No.”


“What, then?”


“I just want you to look at a picture of somebody.”


The driver looked at her warily, as if to say And you mean that’s all? But she’d already extracted the photograph from her bundle and was holding it up to show him.


He peered at it. They were about a dozen yards apart, and he’d have needed the eyes of a spy satellite to make it out with any clarity. With an air that he was somehow going to be sorry for this, he came back under the awning and out of the rain.


She didn’t let him take the photograph but held it up before him, and he made a show of looking. An ordinary snapshot, postcard sized, lousy exposure.


“Very nice,” he said without any particular feeling. “Who is she?”


“My sister.”


He took another look, with some interest this time; becoming involved in spite of himself, his wariness already dimmed a little by curiosity, and after glancing at the picture and then again at the face of the girl who was holding it, he said, “I reckon she is, at that.”


“Did you ever see her before?”


“No, but I wouldn’t turn down the chance.”


“She’s dead,” the girl said flatly, and returned the photograph to join her other papers. The young haulage driver stood rumpled and nonplussed as the girl went on, “She died about a year ago. She was hitching up from London. I’m looking for the driver who dropped her off. All I know is that his lorry had some kind of a cross on the front.”


“What, a Jesus-type cross?”


“No, a … ” she didn’t have the exact word, but she raised her forefinger and made an X in the air between them.


The young man said, “I don’t get it. This is what, last year?”


“Yes.”


“And you’re still looking?”


She seemed to be avoiding his eyes, running through her papers again as if in search of something else. “Yes.”


“What about the police?”


“The police aren’t interested now.” She pulled out a well-worn, handwritten list. “Absolutely the last question. Do you ever get around any of these places? They’re all lorry parks and service areas.”


This time, she let him take the paper. He ran his eye down the list and said, “Some of them.”


“Can you keep your eyes open for anything that could be a cross on the front of a cab? It might be painted or a trademark, I just don’t know.”


Some kind of cab design in the form of a St. Andrew’s Cross? Such a feature might not be quite as common as a set of wheels and a tailpipe, but it wasn’t exactly a rarity either, especially not here on one of the main southbound routes coming down out of Scotland and the north. Shivering a little as the night’s cool touch began to seep into him, the driver said, “Well, it’s a bit vague … ”


“I know. Somebody saw her being picked up, but that’s the only thing about it they can remember. She was dropped off less than an hour from home, and that’s when someone ran her down.”


“In a truck?”


“It could have been a truck or a car, nobody’s sure. The police reckon it was hit and run, that’s why they’re not so interested now. They said it was probably joyriders.”


“They could be right.”


“I’d still like to know.”


He handed back the list and said, “Suppose I see something. How do I get in touch?”


“Here,” she said, taking the paper, “or any of these other places. I’m always around.”


“Every night?”


“Just about.”


He shifted the Pepsi bottle from where he’d tucked it under his arm. It was the clear plastic kind, no weight at all when it was empty and as awkward as anything to carry when full. The girl was reassembling her bundle again; each of them was about as well-organised as the other. At the photograph of her sister, she stopped and looked at it as if some once-hidden detail had now been identified for her.


“You really think there’s a resemblance?” she said.


“Absolutely. What’s your name?”


“Lucy Ashdown. My sister was called Chrissie.”


He shifted the bottle again. “Listen,” he said, “I was going to doss down in the cab for a couple of hours. But if you like, I could take you around a few places that you haven’t covered.”


She looked up from the picture.


“No, thanks,” she said.


Maybe he’d sounded too eager, changing his tune too quickly. Or maybe it was simply that she could read him better than he thought; their eyes met and hers were firm and steady while in his could be seen the realisation that, near-child or not, this kid was pretty well bullshit-proof.


He shrugged, and gave her a smile.


Her expression didn’t change.


So then he turned and walked away, back through the rain toward the shelter of his cab.




THREE


SHE WATCHED him go.


Lucy Ashdown, just a couple of months shy of her eighteenth birthday. She knew that she looked younger, that was why some of them tried it on. Probably assumed that a kid out so late had to be a lost cause already, so what the hell? Most of the men that she spoke to reacted to her in some way or another, but she’d quickly learned to distinguish the would-be protectors from the would-be seducers, and to get some idea of all the shadings in between. It hadn’t been easy knowledge to acquire, and a couple of times she’d come close to paying heavily for it. Each time, it had been exactly like this—somebody who’d think himself ordinary, probably no history, reading in just a little more than her questions could justify. What might follow, if she was stupid enough to let it, could be the first step toward a doorway that would open for him onto an awesome and exhilarating darkness with the realisation that the question Why Not? didn’t necessarily have any answer. To such men she was just an open wallet on the ground, with no name attached and no-one to observe; and whilst this wasn’t true of everyone, she could see its potential in more than a few.


Lucy had learned to spot this some time back near the beginning.


But for her sister Christine, the lesson seemed to have come too late and at the end.


She looked at her watch. It tended to run slow and the date display never worked at all, so it was only a rough guide at its best. Almost two a.m., and a diminishing likelihood of action between now and the first of the breakfast arrivals around five. There would be a steady drip of possibilities, night-freight drivers on their midway breaks, but no more than that.


What the hell. A quick check over the acreage of parked vehicles, and then she could retreat back inside to keep warm for a while. There was a new night manager—new to her, anyway—so she might have to try to stay out of sight a little more than usual, but once he understood the score with regard to his main clientele she’d probably be okay. She didn’t try to fool herself that she had any influence, but out of the through-flow of regulars she certainly had some friends.


After stowing her papers in a carrier bag which she then tucked under her arm, she set out for a circuit of the parking lot.


The rain could be seen more than it could be felt, a continuous spattering of light-rings on the surfaces of puddles. She didn’t mind it, much; not when didn’t soak her or drive her off the job, as she tended to think of it. The rain reminded her of something that Chrissie had once said to her. They’d never talked much, never even been particularly close in the way that sisters sometimes could be; in a perverse kind of way, Lucy felt closer to Chrissie now than she ever had when she’d been alive. Alive, Chrissie had mostly seemed to ignore her. Now, with the last traces of her fading from notice elsewhere in the world, it was almost as if she belonged to Lucy alone.


“Hello, kid,” she said out loud, because now she’d reached the spot where it had happened.


There was a sloping grass bank over on this far side of the perimeter road, topped by a line of bushes that screened the main service area from a business motel on a spur. The motel had an all-car clientele, vehicles lined up outside their doors like a row of sleeping puppies, somehow giving the impression of being both a safe haven and a soft option. The police had traced most of those who’d been registered on the night of Chrissie’s death, and not one of them had seen or heard a thing. Chrissie had been discovered in the bushes, thrown more than twenty feet by the impact of her collision with some unknown vehicle. Her hand luggage had been found on the roof of a removal van. She was a mess. She hadn’t died straight away, but she was dead by the time that she’d been found.


Looking down at the spot, Lucy felt almost nothing. It was no more than a stretch of oil and rain-streaked boundary road, right out on the edge of the lighted zone. No ghost walked here. The only lingering charge from the event wasn’t material, but emotional. And Lucy carried that with her wherever she might be.


If anything, she reckoned as she turned to re-cross the perimeter road, she’d grown to like it around here.


Let’s face it, she thought, the place had become almost like home. She’d discovered a great and unsuspected sense of mystery in this world, this transient network in which she’d been searching for most of a year; it was a way station outside of reality where no-one else lived and where everyone was just passing through. Where the great powered beasts were the dim intelligences and the rumpled, out-of-shape men that they carried merely their passengers. As she stepped down from the bank and onto the tarmac, she could see a number of them that had grown familiar to her; Road Trains, sixteen-wheelers, five-axle artics, ferry freightliners, semi-trailers, Strato tractors, tankers, tippers.


These weren’t just individual vehicles to her. Each had a place somewhere in her network; she could match faces to many, and routes to a few. The process of discovery had been an eye-opener for her. She’d come to realise that she’d spent almost seventeen years of her life without any real purpose to it, and without any real sense of a place where she belonged; whereas now, thanks to her obsession, she seemed to have both.


As she took a zigzag path to return through the maze of vehicles, only one caught her attention as a total novelty and this was a motorised horse transporter, interior lights on and its side-door open to allow the animals some air; she could glimpse their heads nodding and the moving flanks of live horseflesh as they turned in their stalls. She went around to the front of the blacked-out cab but there was no hint of an X-shaped design of any kind, just a bumper sticker that read God Made the Scots a Wee Bit Better. She thought about taking a note of the number, reckoned that it was probably on a once-only run, a race event maybe, and decided against.


Wearily, and with the dampness finally getting in to make itself felt around the shoulder seams in her coat, she headed back for the bright lights of the main building.


There was a spot down by the Game Zone where she knew she could settle for a while, out of everybody’s way and with enough floor space to check through her documentation. She had more than just a photograph and some lists in her bundle. She had maps of the motorway network, notes on drivers seen and leads suggested, names of drivers who might have mentioned seeing an accident around the time and whom she’d yet to track down. She had all the cuttings from the time of Chrissie’s death, and the brief coverage of her funeral from the local newspaper.


She had a photograph of their father. He knew something about what she did at nights, and didn’t approve. She hadn’t told him everything. And she’d never told him that she carried his picture, either.


She sat cross-legged in the alcove off the main concourse, her papers spread before her and her coat drying out by a warm-air vent at floor level. It had been a slow night and there was little to add, but there was always something to reorganise. Sometimes this gave her satisfaction, sometimes not. Sometimes, when she looked at the vast and disconnected amount of information and thought about the haphazard manner of its gathering, she felt a surge of something dangerously close to despair. In the arcade on the other side of the shutter, the Thunderblade game machine ticked ominously through the night with a pulsing sound that was unsettlingly close to a heartbeat.


Someone tapped her, none too politely, on the shoulder.


“Miss … ” he said firmly, as she looked up.


It was the night manager, the new man. He wore a caramel-coloured uniform jacket that only a blind man would have sported out of choice. As he stood over her, he said, “I want you to pick up your stuff and leave. Right now, please.”


Oh, damn, she thought.


“I’m not causing any trouble,” she said.


“If you want to move through and buy something, fine. But you can’t just hang around the premises all night.”


“I can’t buy anything. I haven’t got any money.” Which was true. Until her next Giro came through, she’d be surviving on goodwill and pennies and maybe a little light shoplifting when she really got close to rock bottom.


“Then there’s nothing here for you. Come on. Out.”


What was needed here was some sharp reply, something that would dumbfound him and destroy his authority and send him away humiliated. But damn it, as usual, the words just seemed to escape her. Wasn’t that always the way? And so instead, flushed with reluctant embarrassment, she regrouped all her papers and took her coat from the vent and clambered to her feet.


She winced a little as she put her coat back on. There had barely been time for it to dry out at all. She wondered if it was worth trying to explain about Chrissie, but decided from the look of him that there probably wasn’t. He looked the kind who could probably suck up honey and shit a pickle. She gave him a quick, tentative smile as she fastened her toggles, and it was deflected like spit from a propeller.


“I’m not trying to be hard,” he said, and was clearly unconcerned whether she believed him or not. “But if any of the customers complains, it’ll be me who has to answer.”


He held out his arm, palm upward, to guide her toward the doors. Where she went beyond that, he didn’t seem to care. Lucy moved as directed, knowing that she had little choice; she survived as she did almost entirely on the goodwill of others and when the goodwill ran out, as it seemed to have here, then much of her buoyancy was lost. Barred from the main building, there would only be one place for her to go; down to the motorway slip road, to stand on the hard shoulder and wait out the night until a sympathetic ride decided to pull over and pick her up … and she hoped to God that it would be a sympathetic ride, and nobody like the nutter who’d stopped for her a couple of months back and then, after about ten minutes of apparent normality, begun a long and rambling confession while calling her by some other woman’s name.


But then, through the plate glass, she witnessed the impending arrival of the cavalry.


The cavalry took the form of three Aberdeen fleet drivers. One looked like a mountain, another looked like a mouse, the third looked like a regular human being but hardly ever spoke and when he did, his accent was so dense that Lucy had difficulty following it. They wore blue uniforms in a way that always made her think of some attic dressing-up chest, and drove spotless refrigerated trailers carrying beef and bacon for the big supermarket chains south of the border. They’d come down in convoy, take a breakfast break at this or some similarly unsociable hour, and then split three ways toward their various distribution centres.


The glass door bounced back before the mountain and the mountain said, “Lucy! How’re you doing, girl?”


And with a glance at the manager, Lucy said, “It looks like I’m leaving.”


The mountain understood her meaning immediately. His name was Wilfrid and he called himself Ted, although everyone knew him as Jock. He put a gentle hand on her shoulder and didn’t even appear to register the manager’s presence, just steered her around and away from his influence to leave him somewhat dazed and stranded in the concourse behind them.


“Not when we just got here, you don’t,” Jock told her, loudly and for the manager’s benefit. “We’re going to buy you some tea and a bap.”


And, amidst the safety of friends, she was borne back into the lighted haven of the cafeteria.


Well, she hadn’t been able to come up with any saving put-down. But this would do quite nicely.


They’d changed the counter display since she’d last been in here, resetting to be ready for breakfast. There was bowl after bowl with those farting little packets of cereal that she’d loved as a child and detested ever since, there were pastries, there were undercooked rolls. Over on the hot food counter there were the usual stews and pies and sausages getting dried out under the heat’n’light units. Jock sized her up and wanted to buy her the works, but she lied and told him that she’d already eaten. They sat her in amongst them like Goldilocks amidst the bears and, for the first time in what had been a long, long night, she allowed herself to unwind a little.


Someone brought her tea. Someone else, a bacon roll. The roll was too soft and the bacon was like somebody’s braces, but she put it away like a locust.


These men counted as friends. She’d see them twice, sometimes three times a month. They knew her and they knew her story, and they kept her informed; and if any of them had ever been tempted to suggest that her self-imposed mission was likely to prove both futile and dangerous, he’d at least managed to keep it to himself.


Until tonight.


They swapped tales, traded a few rumours. There was an owner-operator who’d called her a Road Slut about three weeks back, and the word was that two of the boys had finally caught up with him. His wagon had been spotted alongside the small public toilet by Stonehaven harbour, and they’d ambled in and stood either side of the urinal stall and introduced themselves as the Friends of Lucy Ashdown, Lothian Branch. Then they’d explained what they were considering doing to him and why, and then one of them had said, quite genially, “But finish your pee, first,” after which he’d tried to keep on going for so long that he could have written his autobiography with it in a field of fresh snow.


She told them of the progress she’d made since last she saw them which was, essentially, none.


And Jock, with all of the gentleness of which big men can be capable, said, “And say you find the man. What do you propose to do?”


“Talk to him,” she said. “Ask him what she said. And what he saw.”


“And this is going to bring your Chrissie back, is it?”


She looked at him, a little blankly. “What do you mean?”


“Dead’s dead, love. When it comes to the end of it, all your Perils of Pauline stuff is going to get you nowhere except hurt.”


“I can look after myself.”


“I’m not sure you can. Nobody can, not all the time. You’ve been lucky so far, that’s all. I wouldn’t like to see myself in some of the situations that you risk getting into.”


The Mouse tried to lighten the tone by saying, “Not much danger of that, is there, Jock?” But Jock ignored him, as if he hadn’t even spoken; as if he and Lucy were the only two people in the place, and that it was suddenly essential that he made himself understood.


“I’m serious,” he said. “What does your poor old dad think? I bet he doesn’t sleep at nights. One wee girl dead, and the other one out there asking for more of the same. The lads can’t always be on hand, you know.”


“I know,” Lucy said.


“But you still won’t give up.”


She shook her head.


“Eindhoven,” the third man said, his first word in the entire conversation, and the rest of them turned to look at him as they might at a potted plant which had suddenly asked if there was any chance of getting a drink.


“What about Eindhoven?” Jock said.


So the third man told them what he’d heard.


It wasn’t easy to follow, although only Lucy seemed to be having trouble; but it seemed that he’d been told of a driver who was rumoured to have applied for a route switch suddenly about a year before. Whether it was because he’d had some scare, or for whatever reason, the man couldn’t say for sure although this was the impression that he had. All he could supply was the name Billy, and that of a big electrical firm that had a regular Eindhoven run. Lucy wrote it all down, yet another item of intelligence to add to the others, and then squared it all away with the rest of her papers.


Jock pulled a TachTrak from his breast pocket, a calculator-sized device on which he could keep a log of his hours on and off the road; anything approaching a violation, and it would buzz to warn him well before the tachograph in the cab could record an infringement. Right now it was showing the time, and a meal break symbol; Jock said, “Well, wagons roll,” and the others dug out devices of their own and the Mouse said, “Oh, shit,” because he’d forgotten to reset his.


The three of them started to rise.


Lucy stayed where she was.


Jock said, “You look after yourself, girl. There’s people worry about you.”


“Thanks,” she said, and managed a smile. She heard stuff she didn’t want to hear all of the time, but from someone like Jock it could cut a little deeper. She knew that he meant well. She knew almost nothing else about him, what his house was like or who his children were, but she knew that. Somehow, his concern made it even harder to take.


Staring down at her empty cup after they’d gone, she was aware of somebody moving in alongside her table; and she remembered the new manager, and realised then that she should have gone along with one of them and at least picked up a safe ride to another of the night-venues on her list, because now they were gone and she was right back in the position she’d occupied when they’d arrived.


She looked up. It wasn’t the manager.


“May I see the photograph?” he said.




FOUR


HE STUDIED her in that first, frozen, rabbit-in-the-headlights moment, and wondered if she’d recognised him from sometime earlier in the evening; but then he decided that her reaction was one of simple, defensive surprise.


She recovered quickly. Her bundle was on the table before her and she rummaged through it until she found the photograph, and then she held it out for him. Now she was watching, waiting to see if he reacted to the image.


“Did you ever see her before?”


Instead of just looking, he took the picture from her hand. Held it up where the light was a little better. She’d parted with it reluctantly, but wasn’t making any big thing about it. From somewhere behind him came a clattering sound of dishes being cleared at another table.


He said, “May I sit down?”


She was still watching him, and now she half-smiled with more than a faint trace of cynicism. Her face was young, but those eyes … no, don’t be fooled, he told himself, because those eyes were something else.


“Don’t tell me,” she said. “You couldn’t help overhearing.”


“I was listening. I’d like to know more.”


She watched him for a moment longer; trying to read his thoughts, take a guess at his motives. Then she shrugged, making no objection—at least, nothing for the moment, but it was clear as he slid in along the bench on the opposite side of her table that it was tolerance, not trust, that he was getting here.


Well, what did he expect? At least it was a start.


Over the photograph, he said, “You seem pretty determined.”


“You mean it shows?”


He shook his head. “A hit and run. It’s a year old, there’s no evidence, and the only witness can’t be found. You realise that you’re probably wasting your time.”


“If I find him, it won’t be wasted.”


“And if you don’t?”


“I still think a person should have a purpose in life.”


She seemed serious, and he didn’t smile. He let the photograph drop onto the table and reached across for the list that lay next in order on top of her bundle, the handwritten rota of service areas, transport yards, truck stops, roadhouses, lorry parks. Some of them were just road or motorway junction numbers, with the word unofficial bracketed alongside.


Looking it over, he said, “How often do you get around these other places?”


“As often as I can,” she said, gathering the photograph in again. “It depends on when I can get the rides.”


He nodded, aware that someone was approaching their table. Someone in a jacket that would have been an embarrassment at a fancy dress ball, and he didn’t have to look up to know any more. He’d witnessed the scene out in the concourse by the Game Zone; he hadn’t planned to interfere, but he’d probably have waited for her out on the tarmac if the rescue party hadn’t come along in time.


He sensed it as Lucy flinched a little at the night manager’s arrival, and was aware of the man putting his hands on the table and leaning over the two of them. He didn’t look up. That uniform didn’t improve at a lesser distance; it still had all the tone and appeal of a bad case of diarrhoea.


Still without taking his eyes from the list, he said quietly, “Go away.”


Nothing happened for a moment.


So then he let his gaze travel upward to where the night manager waited, mouth hanging slightly open like a player piano with its roll suddenly gone adrift and its triphammers grabbing away at nothing. He locked onto the man’s eyes, saw weakness there, and knew that he’d done about as much as was going to be necessary.


And only a few moments later, the night manager was gone.


He looked at Lucy. Now he smiled, faintly.


And when she smiled back, it was with less of the wariness that she’d shown him at first.


He said, “I’m doing nothing right now. Why don’t we drive around some of these places, and you can tell me more?”


“Why?”


“Because I’m interested.”


“I haven’t any money. So I can’t pay you for petrol.”


“That doesn’t matter.”


Her eyes narrowed, just a little. “I’m not offering anything else, either.”


“I don’t want anything from you. If you don’t even want to talk, that’s okay.”


She was studying his face again, trying to make some kind of an assessment. He could see that she was less than one hundred per cent sure of him.


But at least she was tempted.


HE HAD to admit it. She really knew some places.


After a while he wanted to suggest that with a little more organisation she could put the list into some kind of order and cover them all in half of the time, but he said nothing. She was working to some scale of priorities, but they were entirely her own and impossible to fathom. First a big commercial yard with its vehicles in neat floodlit ranks on the far side of a high wire fence, and then twenty miles down the motorway to a spot where no more than half a dozen lorries could be found hibernating in the darkness beneath a concrete overpass; and then, with no great logic, back to check on the waste ground behind a travellers’ hotel that stood less than five miles from their first stopover. It was now close to four a.m., an hour of night that belonged almost exclusively to travelling shift workers and beat-up minicabs, so at most of the places they had no-one to speak to and no reason to do much more than slow down and cruise on by. Sometimes she’d wind down her window and ask him to back up so that she could lean out and take a second look at something, but then moments later she’d be dropping back into her seat in disgust. Every now and again they’d graze the edge of town, but kept mostly out in the nearby countryside.


They cruised by just about every style and type of road haulage vehicle he could imagine along with a fair number of cars, vans, and old ambulances with home paint jobs. In between stopovers she’d fiddle around with his car radio, looking for music but usually finding talk shows. The phone-in callers seemed mostly to be shift workers and off-duty minicab drivers. He noted maybe half a dozen sleeping trucks which carried some kind of X-form decoration—lights, pennants, or whatever—but none of these seemed to hold any special interest for her.


“I know most of these,” she’d say.


“What, personally?”


“Most of them.”


After that first hour he told her that it was time to take a break. He could sense the return of her apprehension as he found a quiet spot and pulled in, but he said nothing. He didn’t want her to be scared, but it wouldn’t hurt for her to be a little edgy.


Nervous people tended to give more away.


They were on land behind one of her fringe-of-town stops, a Victorian commercial hotel that backed onto railway sidings. Between the hotel and the tracks there was a broad cobbled parking area broken only by the recessed plates of a disused weighbridge, but the hotel’s business was slow and the yard stood mostly empty. Sodium lights out over the tracks gave the area something of the feeling of an all-night handball court. He’d pulled in by the old weighmaster’s office, the face of its big scale just visible in the shadows beyond its kicked-in windows. Across the way, the hotel showed no lights at all.


He didn’t switch off the engine, but let it idle.


“You really get around, don’t you?” he said.


He wasn’t being entirely serious, but she took it as straight comment. “That’s the beauty of an area like this,” she said. “You get a lot of main routes all converging and passing through. You can meet a lot of drivers.”


“How far does that get you, though?”


“You never know. It’s not just a network, it’s like another world. Things happen in it that people outside never get to hear about. It’s got its own gossip and its own personalities.”


“Does that include you?”


He couldn’t see her too well, but he could sense her reaction. She was offended. Whether because he’d hit the bullseye or missed the target completely, it was impossible to say.


“That’s not why I do this,” she said.


“I know,” he said. “Don’t be so touchy.”


She looked down.


“Sorry,” she said.


It seemed unlikely that he’d get anything more from her right now, so they moved on.


Half an hour later they were on a long country lane that ran out from a motorway junction and carried on at least ten miles into nowhere; it was a nothing road with nothing but fields around it, but along one side there was a grass verge wide enough for a vehicle to get completely over the kerbing and off the carriageway. For long stretches the verge had become rutted with tyre tracks, the grass turned to mud, the hedgerow speckled with blown paper waste. About two miles out, a couple of dozen lorries stood in a silent convoy as the car rolled by them.


“These aren’t legal,” Lucy said as she scanned each one in turn. “Most of them are parked here to save on their overnight allowance. Some of them would get shot if their bosses found out they weren’t in a lockup yard. Can we go back?”


“Back home?”


“Back to the last one.”


He did as he’d been asked. This had happened so often now that he was hardly paying attention; he was looking up at the sky for any hint of the dawn, and seeing only stars. As the car reversed, she was winding her window as far down as it would go.


“Stop level with the cab,” she said, and he did.


He was wondering which was more deserving of respect, her dedication or her energy, when he realised that she’d clambered up to kneel on the seat beside him and was hanging right out of the window. Directly above her was the cab door of a red Bedford truck, its side-mirrors out on stalks like a bug’s eyes, and before he could speak she’d raised both of her fists and begun to hammer a drumroll on the panelling that was sudden and surprising and shockingly loud.


She paused for one second.


“POLICE!” she shouted. “VICE SQUAD! THIS IS A RAID!”


And then she started hammering again.


He made a fast takeoff spraying grit, his left hand clutching at the back of her coat to prevent her from pitching headfirst out of the window. She was dumped back into her seat like a sack. The last sounds that he’d heard before the revving of his own engine had been a muffled female shriek and a lower, louder roar that had something of the quality of an angry bear about it. A brief flash of naked flesh above them, and then they were gone. He didn’t care to stick around to see any more; in his mind he was seeing a figure like that of Bluto from the Popeye cartoons, only bigger and meaner, and the figure was down out of the cab and peeling back the top of his car without the benefit of a can opener.


“He’ll not catch us,” Lucy said confidently. “He was all boxed-in.”


He looked at her in disbelief. She was grinning happily in the reflected light of the dash.


“Just an old score,” she explained.


He shook his head, momentarily lost for words, and then he looked at her again. Her eyes shone, her face a deep-sea angel’s lined in green.


And damn it, he couldn’t help it, he started to grin as well.




FIVE


HE WAS beginning to like her.


And that could prove to be a mistake.


They’d covered a fair number of the places on her list, only a couple of locations left; she seemed relaxed, low in the seat with her knees up against the dashboard and a newly-opened bag of caramels in her lap. The radio was playing Blue Bayou and she was posting the used wrappers out of a half-inch gap at the top of the window, to be ripped away by the night and the wind.


The night would soon be coming to an end. The clear blue-black of the sky was taking on a certain opacity; soon it would give way to the first powder-grey mists of morning. He wanted to yawn, but he fought against it.


She’d told him that he could jack it in any time, drop her off somewhere, don’t worry, she was used to this and he wasn’t, but he’d told her that he’d stick to it as long as she did. By now he’d given up wondering how she managed to keep going, or why she felt so driven; but what he did find hard to understand was her apparent lack of curiosity toward him. She hadn’t asked his name, or anything about him, or even his reasons for what he was doing. He’d all the necessary answers ready, and no call to use them. Maybe she considered herself such a good judge of character that no answers were needed.


Not that it really made much difference. None of them would have been true, anyway.


As they were checking out an empty lay-by on the edge of some woodland, she pointed out a spot where she’d often seen a family of foxes come trooping out of the trees to rummage around in search of picnic rubbish.


“Always at the same time,” she said. “You wonder how they know.”


Then she offered him a caramel, and they sat in the car and watched the rubbish cage for a while, and nothing whatsoever happened.


And then he began to do some wondering of his own, since she’d protested that she’d no more than nine pence to her name and had been at least as stony-broke as this for the past two days; specifically, he wondered about the provenance of the confectionery.


“From by the cashpoint back at the services,” she explained when he’d asked her. “When the management wasn’t looking. Serves him right, for being such a bastard.”


He stared at her. She beamed.


They drove on into the dawn.


THEY CAME in over autumn moorland, the distant hills in layers of grey over a pale mirror of standing water. She checked her watch, and reckoned that it was around five-thirty; he looked at his own, and said that it was closer to six. They were on an old pack route, a minor-looking road that went up by forestry land and reservoir and which would be used mostly for local haulage to the northernmost parts of the county. It was a region of dye works, and paper works, and grim little villages; field walls were of low stone, their gates broken and patched with barbed wire, and on the roadside verges were deep and untrodden stands of nettles. This was an area for passing through, not for stopping; harsh-looking country, braced for the worst.


“Just along here,” she said. “Watch for the sign.”


It would have been easy to miss, a board with a handwritten legend that read TEAS, COFFEES, SNACKS, OPEN, and below that an arrow. It had been wired to a gatepost and had almost become overgrown, and it stood at the entrance to a narrow lane. He followed the sign, and found himself on a forest track with dense conifer woodlands blocking out the light to either side. The track was rutted, and seemed to be leading nowhere.


But there was life ahead.


They came into a clearing, a widened stretch of the track where a number of vehicles had already pulled over. Some way ahead the track wound onward and out to rejoin the main road, but right here the focus of attention was on a snack wagon that was puffing out steam into the early-morning chill.


He joined the line. She was opening the door and getting out almost before he’d come to a stop. He stayed in the car, and watched as she crossed the open space to where the wagon stood.


It was an old, square-sided caravan conversion with a lift-up flap braced to make an awning above the counter, and a two-man dining room at its end reached by a step that was actually a wooden fork-lift pallet. It was pretty run-down, and looked as if a good kick would probably make it spring apart at the seams. A portable generator was beating away somewhere around the back, powering a couple of lines of sixty-watt bulbs that had been strung, fairground-like, to adjacent pines. The entire setup seemed vaguely illegal, but more or less permanent.
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