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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.







ONE


THE YOUNG black security guard came out of the booth, took the card from my hand, turned it the right way around, and swiped it through the reader. When the barrier started to rise she said, “There you go, Mister Bishop,” and handed it back.


“Thanks,” I said. My voice sounded scratchy.


The smile that she gave me was professional and courteous. No editorial content in it at all. If my appearance startled her, she didn’t show it. If my minute of dumb persistence with the card had aroused her curiosity, she didn’t show that either. She went back into the security hut and I drove on into the parking lot.


Macdonald-Stern. The company I’d spent three years helping to set up.


The plant stood in a recently re-zoned piece of open countryside to the south of the airport, out beyond the Vietnamese church. Six years ago, there had been nothing here but woodland. Four years ago the state had put in roads and basic services. All over the USA they built these research parks like cargo cultists laying out airstrips on the beach, hoping to attract the spirits of prosperity. In some areas it didn’t work, and you’d see some road named Technology Drive running off into nowhere with nothing along it but weeds and broken fences. Here it was different. Here they laid out the roads and the money came down out of the sky.


I cruised the Lexus around the parking lot. We had parking for a thousand cars in two secure areas. The lots were surrounded by woodland and had video surveillance around the clock. The plant was a short walk away; you could glimpse it from here, looking like a Mayan temple buried deep in the jungle. From the roads outside you couldn’t see anything of it at all.


We were a contract house offering analytical service to North Carolina’s medical industries. They’d create the interesting-looking molecules and we’d tell them what, if anything, each new substance might be good for. The Mayan temple was one big state-of-the-art lab facility sitting on top of The Spirit Box, an enormous climate-controlled underground vault. In the vault were the test materials belonging to our various clients, kept under conditions of rigid security. Apart from the need to avoid cross-contamination, we based our procedures on the assumption that any one of those client substances might turn out to be the cure for cancer.


Something registered in the corner of my eye, and I felt a sudden shock. Christ, was that me? I’d caught sight of myself in the rear view mirror as I was backing into a vacant space. I managed to brake about an inch short of the Taurus in the next slot.


Then I had to take a moment.


When I’d locked the car I walked along the campus-style pathway to the admin building. There I went through the double doors into our entrance hall, and approached the desk.


“Hi,” I said to the Security Man behind it.


He said, “Good morning, Mister Bishop.”


I looked down at myself. I’d been wearing casual clothes to begin with, and now they were creased and rumpled from a day and a night’s wear. There’s casual, and there’s casual.


I said, “You have to excuse me. I didn’t get time to change.”


“You look fine to me, sir,” the Security Man said. “Can I get you anything?”


“Isn’t there somewhere I can get hold of a razor and stuff?”


“You can tell me what you need and I’ll have it brought to your office. Or there’s a vendor in the second-floor men’s room in the west building.”


“What kind of things does it have?”


“Razors, toothpaste, shoeshine … everything you need except the alibi.”


“Thanks,” I said. “And while I’m taking care of that, can you call Mickey Cheung in the Spirit Box and tell him I’ll be with him in ten minutes?”


He reached for his phone.


“I’ll do that,” he said.


I said, “Thank you,” and set off toward the west building.


I knew I looked bad and I probably looked as if I was hung-over. I caught myself walking unsteadily, and I wouldn’t have blamed anyone for thinking I was drunk. But it was sheer physical tiredness. I’d gone around twenty-six hours without sleep and I wasn’t about to stop.


I went through the connecting hall and into the west building, where I took the glass elevator up to the second floor. Four other people were along for the ride and not one of them betrayed any sign of having noticed me. They studied the floor, their wristwatches, the view outside.


In the men’s room, to the sound of running water, I stood by the washbasins and emptied all of the money out of my pockets and onto the marble. I was able to scrape together enough change for a little vendor pack containing a toothbrush, a comb, floss, breath mints, a sachet of cologne, and a tube of toothpaste that was sized for a doll to use. The men’s room lighting was discreet and the mirrors had that gold-tinted glass that makes you look tanned and better than you’ve any right to, but to my own eyes I still looked like a wreck. I shaved in hot water, washed in cold, combed my hair, cleaned my teeth, did whatever I could to tidy myself up. Someone came in and vanished into one of the toilet cubicles. I never saw who it was. He was still inside there when I left.


Everyone was going about their lives as if nothing remarkable had happened.


Heading back toward the management block, I did my best to walk straight and look steady. The cold water had done something for me. It had dragged me through the sleep barrier and into the new day. Not that the new day was a place I had any great wish to be.


From behind me, I heard, “John!”


I stopped and turned. I saw the boyish figure of Rose Macready. I’d just walked past her.


“Sorry,” I said.


“You were walking along in a daze.” Then she took a moment to study me more closely. “What happened?”


I wasn’t sure what to say, so I just said a lame-sounding, “I had a bad night.”


“You should have called me. I could have made it a better one.”


“Rose …” I began, half-wanting her to be the first one I’d tell, but not even wanting to approach the moment where I told anyone at all.


“I’m teasing you, John,” she said. “Come on. What’s the order of the day?”


Rose Macready was only one step down from the top job in People Resources. In the old days it would have been called Personnel. She was single, around thirty-five years old, and was the only woman other than Sophie that I’d slept with since I’d been married. Rose and I had agreed to forget it. But I’d found that you don’t.


The order of the day?


“I don’t know yet,” I said.


“Want to meet me for lunch?”


“I think I’ll be out,” I said.


“Okay,” she said, and then as she was turning to walk on, she added, “Talk to me later if you change your mind.”




TWO


THE ELEVATOR reached the bottom of the shaft, and I stepped out into the Spirit Box.


Actually, what I entered was the foyer to the vault’s Master Control Suite, a subterranean room with the lighting plan of a flight deck and more processing power than a NASA mission. From where I stood I could see into the suite through three walls of glass that were variously angled like the facets on a diamond.


These places always look the same to me. It doesn’t matter what they’re controlling—a theme park, an Imax cinema, a couple of hundred channels of cable TV—they always have the same hardware, the same feel, the same one guy sitting in the middle of it all reading a newspaper.


Except that today, Mickey Cheung was already on his feet and waiting to buzz me through.


I don’t know if it was his black-rimmed glasses or the fact that he spent so much of his working day underground, but almost everything about Mickey made me think of a mole. I reckon that nature had it in mind for him to be small and round, but a twice-weekly workout kept him slim-waisted and chunky like a little Stretch Armstrong.


The doors slid open and as soon as I was through them I said, “You left a message on my service last night. eYou played me a recording of a girl crying. I didn’t imagine that, did I? Yes or no?”


But he was staring at me.


“What happened to you?” he said.


“Never mind that. You did leave me a message?”


“Only after I spent most of the evening trying to get hold of you.”


“Well, I’m here now. What was it all about?”


“Security got an anonymous tip-off,” he said. “The caller said, if you want to know who’s been stealing client samples out of the Spirit Box, take a close look at an employee name of Don Farrow. I checked on Farrow, he’s just one of the kids, basically a janitor. I got a master key and looked in his locker. His phone was inside. He had a dozen missed calls and a voicemail waiting. That was the message I played out to you.”


“It was a girl’s voice.”


“I noticed that.”


“It sounded like my daughter,” I said. “Did you notice that?”


He looked at me strangely. “Not to me, it didn’t,” he said.


“Where’s this Don Farrow?” I said. “I want to talk to him.”


“Nobody’s seen him since the weekend,” Mickey said.


“How much substance is there in this?”


“Let me show you.”


One of Mickey’s assistants took over in the control suite, and I followed him through to the vault itself. The connecting tunnel was narrow-sided and round-ceilinged, and it was lit with an orange-white glow from stripes recessed into the walls. Walking behind Mickey, I found myself looking down at a pale scar on the crown of his head. It made a white L-shaped mark where the hair didn’t grow. Mickey’s hair was cut short, and it was dark like velvet.


Just like a mole’s, in fact.


There was nothing supernatural behind the Vault’s nickname. A spirit box was the lockable case in which a Southern gentleman kept his expensive liquor. Once the name had caught on there were one or two attempts to attach urban legends to it—like a story of a construction worker killed and left buried down there during the excavations, completely untrue—but the name mainly stuck because of the vault’s tight security.


It was a clean area with a filtered air supply, just like the environment where they make microchips. Everyone in there had to wear paper suits and masks. A thumbprint reader checked our authorisation and then lasered each of us a wrist tag like a new baby’s, barcoded and single-use. We pulled on thin latex gloves and then clipped the tags on over them.


Once through the airlock, we’d have to show our tags for scanning at all the automatic doorways. Otherwise they wouldn’t let

us through. All movements in the vault were logged on a hard drive and observed by video. Try to cheat the procedure and you’d start a lockdown and a big alert.


We came into the central hub of the vault, a wide corridor with a tight curve to it, and here we moved aside to let one of the suited assistants pass. Her heavy trolley had an electric motor assist. It moved on gray rubber tires and the motor clicked on and off as she maneuvered it.


“Morning, Lucy,” Mickey said.


“Hey, Mickey,” she said.


She sounded young, and she was a slight figure. I glanced after her as she pulled the logged-out samples toward the lab exit. Seventy-five percent of the people in Mickey’s department were the sons and daughters of company employees or contractors. For many of them, it was a first job. For the company it was an unofficial family-friendly policy. For all that this was a high-tech environment theirs was essentially low-grade work, barely a cut above stacking the shelves in a Wal-Mart.


We passed on. In the white light and spacesuits we might have been in some slow-moving science fiction Art Movie. The storage galleries were off to our left, radiating from the corridor like spokes from the hub. There were five levels, all but one of them exactly like this one. We were heading for an internal elevator bank that would take us down to the lowest.


How was I feeling? In turmoil, to be honest with you. On the outside I was moving normally while my gut and all the way up into my chest felt like a tight bag of snakes. Part of me knew beyond all logic that it was Gilly’s voice I’d heard in that message. Logic suggested otherwise.


Another of the young interns went by with a trolley of samples for the labs upstairs. Most of them were bright kids, in my limited experience. They were straight enough, but I wouldn’t have called any of them committed. Push the wagon, pull the wagon. What kind of a career would you call that?


We rode the elevator down to sub-level five. The elevator car was an odd shape, with a bumper rail at knee height. I could feel a pressure in my head. I don’t know if it was real or imagined, but it wasn’t pleasant.


This level wasn’t quite like the others. It wasn’t as bright, it wasn’t as stark. It didn’t have the same feel as the rest of them, either. When they’d dug right down into the red Carolina dirt they’d taken it all the way to the bedrock, and the bedrock they’d reached wasn’t even. So the lowest level of the underground structure was fitted in with the contours of the substrate, which meant that there was less available space and its layout was eccentric. The main corridor wasn’t a circle, it was a snake.


The levels above us were like a space station. This was more like a space station’s crypt. Bare concrete, sealed. Bulkhead lighting. A painted floor. Of all the levels, this was the least-used. There was almost nothing down here but the old Russian stuff.


Lights flickered on as we stepped out of the elevator. They’d sensed our presence, and they’d power-down after we’d quit the area. Mickey knew where he was going, and led me around a couple of turns and into the second of three parallel galleries.


“Something here you need to see,” he said.


The ceiling was low and the walls had a slight kink to them, so that the far end of the chamber ran on just out of sight. There had to be a thousand or more client samples on the shelves in this one gallery. They were all in packaging that was basic and low-tech. I saw a varied selection of scruffy boxes and jars, each item placed on its weight-sensitive pedestal and underlit like installation art. I could see at least one brown-paper parcel that had been vacuum-sealed into a thick plastic envelope, string and address labels and all.


“You’re looking at the Soviet fire sale collection,” Mickey Cheung said. “When it came to us, it arrived in fifty crates without a scrap of documentation. Our deal with the client is that we work on it at cheap rate when there’s slack time in the labs. Barely two per cent’s been touched, and nothing in that’s been useful.”


We walked down the gallery, and Mickey said, “Each individual sample is logged with a number and stands on a pressure pad recording its mass. The theory is that if any part of any sample gets removed without authorisation, it shows up. I’ve got five samples down here that defied the laws of physics and got bigger. We got variations of up to half a gram over recorded weight. That’s too much of an increase for either oxidation or moisture to account for.”


We stopped before the samples. There were five different jars, all with screw-on lids, and I could see that each had been topped up with a white powder that didn’t quite match the contents of any of them. Something had spilled. I wiped a gloved finger across the shelf by the base of the nearest jar, and it left a clean mark.


“Talcum powder?” I said.


“At a guess,” Mickey said.


“Anything here that’s high-value?”


“The chemicals are probably worth less than the talcum powder,” He said. “You’d hear rumors about the kind of things the Russians were working on, but we’ve yet to find anything startling to back them up. I reckon it was mostly just Cold War propaganda. Bear in mind that all this stuff came from the labs that couldn’t hack it in the free market. All the promising research found commercial sponsors.”


“So the chances of pulling out a golden ticket are pretty slim.”


“I’m not saying there’s no possible chance of finding the chemical basis of a brand-new zillion-dollar product somewhere in here. The problem is that you’re looking at everything from bug spray to voodoo juice, and nobody knows which is which.”


“Voodoo juice?”


“Zombie cucumber from the parapsychology labs in Krasnodar. Imagine anyone being prepared to shell out a quarter of a mill for that.”


“So why pick on these to steal?”


“Because if you look around, you can see that this is the only area the cameras don’t cover.”


We were finished, here. He’d made his point and there was nothing more of use that we could do. I was glad to get out.


As we were going back up in the elevator, I said to Mickey, “How would Don Farrow get the stuff out of the vault?”


“He wouldn’t. Don Farrow’s never had access down here. So we’re probably talking about a team.”


“That still leaves the problem of getting the stuff through the searches.”


He sucked in and blew out a faintly exasperated breath, and the sides of his mask moved with the pressure.


“Well,” he said, “you’ve seen the procedure. You strip to walk in, you strip to walk out. My guess is that ingestion or body cavity would be the only ways to go.”


“You mean, swallow it?”


“Or stick it where the sun don’t often shine. Personally, I’d swallow it. I wouldn’t care to have a workmate stroll around the corner and find me in mid-insertion. There’s no easy quip for an occasion such as that.”


There was nothing more to see or say, so we returned to the surface. I was finding it hard to get my breath so I pulled my mask off in the elevator. I was aware of Mickey watching me. Studying me, even. I didn’t look up or meet his eyes.


“Rough night last night?” he said after a while.


“May you never know,” I said.




THREE


LET ME just take you back to the day before.


With luck it’ll explain everything. Why I was in the state that I was in, and why I went on to do what I did.


She stood at the top of the stairs and called down to me, “Daddy, I’ve done something stupid.”


And that really was the beginning of it.


I looked up from the box that I was packing. She was at the top of the big open-plan stairway that came down from the bedroom level and right into the living area. It was a huge house, the kind they mean when they talk about a place to die for. And rented, of course. We’d been in it for most of the three years. Gillian was holding the handrail and looking scared.


“No kidding,” I said testily. “What now?”


There was a lot still to be done, and she hadn’t been of much help so far. She’d been moody and obstructive in the way that only a fifteen-year-old can. My immediate guess was that she’d been kicking at the doors or the furniture, taking out her resentment on the fabric of the place, and now she was worried because something had been damaged.


“Seriously,” she said.


I can’t tell you if she took a mis-step then or if her legs just gave out, but I could see her waver and then her foot missed the stair. Her heel clipped the riser and she sat down heavily, all at once. One hand was still holding the rail and she seemed to have no coordination. She slipped down onto the second stair and looked for a moment as if she might lose her grip and slide all the way.


I’ve no memory of laying down whatever I was holding, or of crossing the room. All I remember is that in an instant I was up there with her, steadying her onto the third step down. She let go of the handrail and she held onto my arm tightly.


“What have you done?” I said. A pallor had washed out her tan, and I could see the blue of the veins through her skin. Her touch was cold and very damp. Her hand on my arm seemed small.


“I took some pills,” she said.


“What pills?” I said. “Where?”


“The ones you told me to clear out of the bathroom cabinet.”


I tried to make it all compute. But it just wouldn’t go. Pills. Bathroom cabinet. She’d done what? I tried to grasp the sense of it, the scale. But I was utterly unprepared.


“Oh, Jesus,” I said.


I disengaged myself and left her there, and I went through the master bedroom to the bathroom. The bedroom had its own deck overlooking the lake, and a loft area which I’d been using as an office. The bathroom was carpeted, tiled, marbled, jacuzzied. The lighting alone would be enough to make you feel like you’d made it, that to live in a place like this you had to be up there with the rich. She’d left the lights switched on. The hidden fan was running.


The cabinet was directly above the basin. Its doors were wide open and the middle shelf had been swept clear of bottles and containers. As far as I could remember there should have been eight or a dozen of these, mostly over-the-counter remedies that had been bought as needed and then kept in case they’d ever be needed again.


All that remained on the shelf was the floss and the toothpaste, pushed over to one side. Most of the containers lay in the basin below, their childproof caps off. I sorted out odd ones at random, and shook them. Only one or two still had tablets inside. The rest were empty.


There were more medicines here than I could remember buying, and a few empty blister packs as well. Some we’d brought out with us from England. Others had the labels of various American drugstores. I’d never really kept track.


She surely couldn’t have taken all of them. Could she? But if she hadn’t, where were they?


I went back. She was still on the third stair down. She was hunched forward with her arms wrapped around her middle and her head almost on her knees.


I sat beside her and showed her the plastic bottle in my hand. It was a twenty-five capsule pack of painkillers and there was one lone caplet rattling around inside it.


“Where’s the rest of these?” I said.


“Don’t shout at me,” she said.


I wasn’t shouting. Or I didn’t think I was. But I needed her to feel some of the urgency that was beginning to overwhelm me. I was thinking that I wanted her to see it and remember it so that this would never, ever happen again.


I said, “I’m just trying to work out what you did.”


She wiped her eyes with her sleeve, and obviously not for the first time. They were teary and red and sore.


“I told you,” she said.


“You didn’t tell me how many.”


I waited.


“Oh, God,” I said. “You didn’t really take them all.”


“I’m sorry,” she said miserably.


Phone. Ambulance.


I tried to stand, and she clung onto me.


“No,” she said.


I was about to say something sharp when I realized that she wasn’t trying to prevent me from getting to a phone. She just didn’t want me to leave her alone on the stairs again. She wasn’t letting go.


“Come on,” I said. “Let’s get you downstairs. Stand up.”


“I can’t.”


“I’ll help you.”


She wasn’t exaggerating. I genuinely don’t think she had the strength to stand up unaided. I had to take most of her weight as I walked her down the stairs while she moved her legs like a puppet does, brushing the ground and not really walking at all. We couldn’t move anywhere near as fast as I would have liked.


“I want to go to a hospital,” she said.


“I know.”


“I want to go now.”


“I’ll call an ambulance.”


Down the stairs, one at a time, me taking the weight, both of us moving in slow motion.


“I feel awful,” she said.


“Well,” I said, “it was a stupid thing to do.”


I got her down to the living room couch, where she rolled onto her side and curled up like a sick animal.


“Try to bring some of them back, Gilly,” I said.


“No,” she moaned.


“Put your fingers down your throat. If you don’t do it, I’ll have to.”


First aid? I had no idea. Who does? They used to tell you to make a child drink salt water to trigger the vomit reflex. Now they say don’t, because of saline poisoning. Throwing up helps. Or makes it worse. It all depends.


There had never been any time in my life when I needed help more.


My phone was out in the car so I picked up the house phone, and it was dead.


Of course it was. I don’t know why I was surprised. I’d arranged disconnection myself, less than a week ago. They’d asked me to pick a time and I’d said, off the top of my head, Oh, why don’t we make it ten o’clock. I’d been assuming that we’d be done and out by then.


In spite of this I dialed 911 anyway, and of course nothing happened, and so then like an idiot I dialed it again, and then I slammed down the receiver ran out to the Lexus.




FOUR


I’D MOVED the car off the driveway to make a clear space for the movers’ truck in case they turned up early. Gilly and I were supposed to be closing up the house in the morning and then checking into one of those suite hotels later on in the day. Her mother had gone back to England ahead of us and Gilly had a ticket to join her in a few days’ time, while I was to stay on and work out the last weeks of my contract.


It had been our first time living abroad. As far as Sophie and Gilly were concerned, it was supposed to have been understood from the beginning that I’d be working at a burnout pace and they wouldn’t get to see too much of me. I’d argued that I was doing it for all of us, but I think we all knew that this was really for me. My moment.


I had no illusions about it. Landing this job had felt like finally making it into a team for the Olympics. In a perfect world, I’d be ten or fifteen years younger and it might have been the start of something. But I’d been around for long enough to know that it’s never a perfect world. This was my high point, not my debut. At least I’d be able to say that I’d been there.


Afterwards, the plan was that we’d go home and I’d make it up to them. Not that there weren’t compensations right here. The lifestyle, for one. We’d never known anything like it. Gilly went to a fee-paying school where, one year when they’d needed a graduation day speaker, they’d hired Mikhail Gorbachev. She made some good friends and she even started to pick up an accent. Sophie got the Mercedes sports car she’d always wanted and it took her two weeks to raise the nerve to drive it. The times when we had a rare long weekend, we’d fly somewhere. I fixed Gilly up with a company job for five weeks of that last summer, and it had started her thinking seriously about some kind of a medical career.


I didn’t know the first thing about medicine. All I know is the medical business.


Which is ironic, when you think about it.


I got to the car. The sky was dark, and there was a feeling of rain in the air. Carolina’s one of those humid Southern states and when it rains, it really comes down. The signal was always best on the driveway so I sat in the car to make the call, but I didn’t close the door.


Our rented house was on Lake Wylie, west of the city. We weren’t a long way out, but the nearest hospital that I knew of was at least half an hour’s drive away. The house stood at the end of a lane, out on a small headland that we shared with four other properties, plus one still under construction on the last remaining waterfront lot. I thought of them as the Silent Mansions. Our private little area livened up at weekends and on holidays, but during the working week it was as if nothing moved.


So there was no point in me looking around for help. The only help was on the other end of this line.


“I need an ambulance,” I said when I got through. “My daughter’s taken an overdose. I need an ambulance for her right away.”


“Your name, sir?”


Whoever talked to me, she was good. I was panicking and couldn’t focus, and she anchored me and got all the details out of me without making me feel that time was being wasted.


She told me that a first responder unit would be with me ahead of the paramedics. This person would be a civilian volunteer from somewhere in the lake area. He or she would be carrying a jump kit of basic emergency gear and would be able to start an intervention. I was to co-operate and do whatever I was asked. I also had to get together all of the drugs containers and bring them along. The labels would help the trauma team to determine her treatment.


I went back into the house feeling reassured and even more scared, all at the same time. Help was on its way, but the danger had been given a new sense of scale and authority.


I imagined she could die. It could even come to that.


I don’t know whether she’d done as I’d told her, or whether it was just her body rebelling against the cocktail of medicines that she’d swallowed, but I found her stretched out and leaning forward to retch onto the carpet. She was heaving like a dog and making the same kind of noises but the only product of her efforts, as far as I could see, was a thin spattering of bile like a patch of poodle pee. When I crouched by her, she gave up and flopped back. She lay there, breathing hard and shallow.


“The ambulance is coming,” I said.


“When?”


“It’s on its way right now,” I told her. I was feeling her forehead; it was shiny with sweat but it was cold. I said, “Keep trying to be sick.”


“There’s nothing else to come.”


She turned her head away from my touch, as if the pressure was an added discomfort. I dropped my hand to her shoulder and squeezed it, unable to give up the contact.


I said, “When did you take them?”


She was making a face with her eyes screwed shut and she didn’t seem to register that, so I had to repeat it.


“About ten minutes after I went upstairs,” she said then.


“Gilly,” I said, “that was an hour ago. What were you doing?”


“Waiting for you to come and find me,” she said.


I had to tear myself away, because there were things I had to do. First I went to the front door and pinned it wide open. When help arrived, I didn’t want anything slowing it down.


As I was heading back across the living space toward the stairs, I called her name again. Her response was a faint groan. I couldn’t see her over the back of the couch. I didn’t want to leave her alone for any time at all, but I knew I had to.


The bathroom was as I’d left it. I hadn’t switched off the light or anything. If I’d been thinking straight, I might have taken along a bag to put the containers in. But I hadn’t, so I started loading them into my pockets.


I glanced at all the stuff as I was shoveling it away. None of it was anything I’d ever bought. Yeast tablets. Herbal things with the look and texture of dried rabbit pellets. Homeopathic remedies. Nothing here that seemed life-threatening. Then I came to some prescription antidepressants that Sophie had been on for at least half of our second year in the US. They might be a problem. And the painkillers were a worry.


Back down to the living area. That, too, was just as I’d left it. No one had arrived yet. Gillian wasn’t moving.


“Gilly?” I said, crouching before her and giving her a little shake. “Wake up. Don’t go to sleep. They’re nearly here.”


Someone was supposed to be here.


That was when I went outside again, once I’d had a response out of her. I half-expected to find somebody cruising uncertainly around the turning circle at the end of the lane, trying to work out which of these half-million-dollar houses they were supposed to be looking for, needing to be hailed and waved in.


But I saw no one.


I stood out there alone, the silent mansions at my back, the lake behind them, while ahead of me stretched the long and empty road that led inland.


“Fuck,” I said.




FIVE


I CAN’T TELL you what it felt like. All the experience of the past three years just fell away and suddenly I was aware of nothing other than that I was a long way from home in an alien land, helpless and uncertain and tongue-tied and useless. Whenever we’d needed a doctor, we’d had the use of the company’s on-site medical center. I’d never had to deal with a crisis. Certainly not alone. And however you looked at it, you couldn’t call this anything else.


I took out my phone to try calling again, and it rang in my hand. Some number I didn’t recognize. Rather than mess around with voicemail I swiped to answer and said, “I can’t talk right now. I have an emergency.”


A voice that wasn’t the same as the one I’d heard before said, “Mister Bishop, this is the ambulance control center. Our volunteer responder isn’t picking up. We’ll keep on trying him, but I’m checking to see if we can get a helicopter out to you. How’s your daughter now?”


There was more, but I didn’t hear it. I said something I don’t remember, but which I’m sure I’d regret if I did. I threw the phone down and started the Lexus and then backed it all the way up the driveway, slewing from side to side and braking so late that I almost hit the house.


Back inside, Gillian stirred a little when I got to her. When I gave her shoulder a shake she reacted, wincing like a newborn trying to turn its face from the hard light of day.


“Come on, Gilly,” I said. “We’ve got to go.”


“Sleepy,” she complained.


“No, Gilly, no. You mustn’t sleep. I’m going to drive us to the hospital. Come on, now.”


Trying to raise her from the couch was like trying to lift a sack. “You’ve got to help me,” I said, and after a few moments she started to comply, weakly.


I walked her to the door. Why had I wasted so much time? If I’d put her straight into the car and set off with her right at the beginning, we might have been within sight of an Emergency Room by now.


I maneuvered Gillian into the passenger seat and secured her with the belt. I turned the vents so that they were pointing at her face and then, once I’d started the engine, I boosted the air. It blew warm at first, but I knew that after a minute or less it would start to get fresher.


A minute was about the length of time it took me to reach the turnoff onto Rock Island Road, our first link to the rest of civilization.


Rock Island Road was a fast and narrow country lane, with its split-rail fences and its old-fashioned roadside mailboxes and with dead-ended tracks running off it every quarter-mile or so. It was straight enough as these roads go, but with enough kinks and bumps to betray the fact that the land over which it ran had never quite been tamed in the haste to get it down. There was a lot of new development out here, but almost all of it was hidden away. Where Rock Island Road turned onto Shopton, there was a cluster of realtors’ fingerpost signs pointing out toward the lake. They’d been hammered into the verge at the corner and they looked like the route markers for a bicycle race.


Shopton had a forty-five speed limit and just a few country homes along it. The verges were trimmed, the trees cut back, the roadside ditches kept clear. I looked across at Gillian. The cold air from the blowers seemed to have revived her a little. Her eyes were half-open, but she didn’t look fully awake. They were like a cat’s when it sleeps. She was breathing slowly, audibly.


I said, “Can you hear me?”


The sound of my voice seemed to raise her that last, short distance to the surface. I can’t tell you what the change was—it was a spark, something like that and no more—but the half-opened eyes seemed to take on life.


She gave a nod. It was so slight that it would have been easy for me to miss it.


I wanted to keep her engaged. I needed to keep her awake. Until I got her safely across the threshold of the Emergency Room and into the hands of a trauma team, I didn’t dare let up.


“Why, Gilly?” I said. “I’m not angry. Just tell me why.”


She took in a long, deep breath.


Then she said, “Nobody was listening to me.”


“About what?”


“Nothing.”


It was as if I’d had her for that brief moment but now she was turning away, slipping off again.


I said, “What, Gilly? Tell me.” And when she didn’t respond I said, “Gilly!” sharply, and sensed her coming back.


I didn’t have to look at her or even hear her. I was simply aware of her presence, of its levels, of its distinctive texture within my own existence. I can remember when she was ten years old, and she went on a trip away with her school for the first time. We’d looked forward to a weekend without her. But the house felt as if it had been robbed of something, and we just moved around it like ghosts until we got her back.


She said, “You never care what I think. You never want to hear what I’ve got to say. The moment you see an opening, you jump in with the same old stuff.”


“Now that’s not true,” I said.


“See?” she said. “You’re doing it now.”


I wasn’t giving her my full attention because I was trying to work out where to head for. I knew of a couple of smaller hospitals with Emergency Rooms on the Pineville road south of the city, but close to the uptown area there were three of those huge medical complexes that resemble self-contained medieval cities. State-of-the-art places with all the high-tech backup you can imagine. The distance I’d have to cover would be about the same once I got onto the ’77, but more importantly the Trauma Center exit was clearly signed and there would be less margin for error.


It was late in the morning. Traffic would be steady and it should be a straight run through.


I said, “Look, once we get you straightened out, we’ll discuss it properly. I promise you I’ll listen. If I don’t listen you can punch me.”


For a moment I thought she’d drifted again, and then she said, “But will it make any difference?”


“What do you mean?”


“We always do what you want to do. I never get a vote and I never have a choice.”


We’d just passed the sign for the Charlotte city limit. There was still greenery all around us, but there were also power lines overhead and radio towers on the skyline. The less lovely it got, the happier I felt. Within the next mile or so we’d be crossing the Arrowood Industrial Park, and on the far side of the park was the interstate ramp. On the interstate I could zip straight to the heart of the city. It was about a five, six mile run on a fast road with no interruptions.


Seeing it all before me like that, I felt some of the terror recede and a sense of control returning. I was beginning to feel that I could handle this.


I said, “Be fair, Gilly. I’ve done my best for you. If ever a girl had a charmed life, it’s you. You’ve never wanted for anything. Even coming here was the kind of adventure that most kids would kill for. Can’t you see what an experience it’s been? It’ll set you up for life.”


“You’re doing it again,” she said.


“What? Tell me what I’m doing.”


“I barely get two words out and you spend the next ten minutes telling me how wrong I am and why.”


We had to slow for a red light at York Road. It was the first major crossing I’d come to and some big tractor-trailer combinations were going through. There was nobody in the lane ahead of me and I started inching forward over the line, wondering if I dared run the light but seeing no opportunity to get through safely; then the lights changed anyway, and we took off and shot across into Arrowood.


“All right, then,” I said. “I’m listening. Tell me what’s wrong.”


“I shouldn’t have to,” she said.


That kind of thing always makes me want to climb right up the wall. Sophie used to do it to me, until she finally accepted that we were wired differently and it was never going to work.


I said, “Don’t punish me just because I fail to read your mind. If there’s something you want me to know, give it me in plain English.”


“I don’t want to go back,” she said.


“We’ve got to go back,” I said. “The job’s over.”


“You get to stay.”


“I explained that to you,” I told her. “I can’t leave until we clear up this business about the Spirit Box. It’s part of my contract.”


“I never signed any contract,” Gilly said.


“We’re British citizens,” I said. “It’s not like we had a … Ah, Jesus!”


“What?” she said, rising up in her seat so that her belt locked taut; my sudden curse had acted on her like a jab from a shock baton, and in an instant she was more awake than she’d been at any time since we’d left the house. She was looking around her like a startled sleepwalker.


What I’d seen was a helicopter, flying low and fast over the factory units to our left. I couldn’t see any markings on it from this distance. It could have been the Air Ambulance or it might just as easily have been a local TV news traffic watch. It was heading in the direction of the lake.


It was gone already, but I told her about it. I said it looked as if I’d jumped the gun and that maybe it would have been better if we’d stayed where we were.


She said, “I suppose that’s my fault, too,”


“No,” I said. “It’s mine.”


The road through Arrowood had the same kind of feel as an airport perimeter road, and there was a rusty single-track railway line running alongside it. The sprawling park was mostly tenanted by chemical refineries and long, low factory units that looked like parcel depots. There was the I77, right ahead, passing above this road on a flyover.


I swung over into the left-hand lane to pick up the northbound ramp, and as we passed into the deep shadows under the bridge I was almost blinded for a moment when my vision failed to adjust.


It got better after a second or two. We joined a line of vehicles and I could hear interstate traffic booming on the concrete overhead as I waited to make the turn.


“Where are we?” she said.


“We’ll be there in ten minutes,” I said. “Just stay awake until then.”


Her answer was a sleepy-sounding grunt.


“Do you want something to listen to?” I said. “You can listen to the radio. Do you hear me, Gilly? Stay awake.”


“I heard you the first time,” she murmured.


We were up and moving now, back into the daylight, putting on a burst of speed and joining the northbound flow. It was just as I’d expected. Traffic was steady, not too heavy. There were some tricky junctions up ahead, but I got into the middle lane and stayed there. The last thing I needed was to get sidelined into some turnoff that I didn’t want.


I realized with dismay that my hands were trembling on the wheel. I held it tighter, and the tremors subsided. When I relaxed my grip again, they didn’t return. But I felt queasy and guilty, the kind of guilt you feel when you know that any poise or skill you may seem to have is nothing more than blind luck, and that even if all turns out well in the end, you’ve been given a glimpse of the void that you’ll never forget.


“My stomach hurts,” she slurred, and I glanced across at her. She’d turned half-away and had the side of her face pressed into the seat.


And I thought, silently but with an unexpected viciousness that surprised me, See what it feels like once they’ve done pumping it out.


We stayed there in the flow of the traffic, a buffalo herd of metal on its endless migration. We passed under bridges that swept with a dangerous grace overhead. This was going to be one big, wide run to the heart of town where I’d peel off on the south loop and be able to leave within a couple of blocks of the big hospitals.


And there it all was, even sooner than I’d dared to hope, ahead and to the right; rising up in the distance all blue-misted like a set of mountains in a fantasy landscape, the glass towers of Charlotte’s uptown district. One of the tallest of them seemed to wear a crown, like a crown of long thorns.


I took the ramp onto the 277 where it swept in around by the stadium, and that was where the traffic went solid.




SIX


IT WASN’T just slow-moving, it had stopped completely. Bumper-to-bumper, door-to-door, backed-up like debris in a narrow drain. It was too late for me to do anything other than join on to the end of the line.


Once we’d come to a halt, I opened my door and got out. It felt strange to stand out on the highway. It’s a place you instinctively feel you shouldn’t be, like a dry river bed or a Women’s Room. Looking ahead, it was as if I’d bobbed to the surface of a sea of car roofs, dotted with the reefs of jeeps and pickups.


I left the engine running and walked up to the car in front of me. It was an old Impala and its windows were down.


I said to the driver, “What’s happening, here?”


And he looked at me and said, “Like I should know?”


Then I heard someone calling to me, and when I turned toward it I saw a man about two cars away. He was dressed for the office but he was in his shirtsleeves. For a moment I thought he was a cop in a shoulder holster but then I realized that what he had on was an under-the-jacket phone pouch in the same kind of design. The phone was in his hand.


He said, “My wife heard on the radio that there’s a horse trailer turned over. The horse is alive but it’s upside down. They’ve got the fire service there trying to work out how to move it.”


Oh, great.


“Shit,” I said. “I mean, thanks.”


So we were all waiting for an upside-down horse. A couple of other cars had joined on either side, but there was no one in the jam behind me yet. I’d be boxed-in if I didn’t act quickly. I jumped back into the Lexus and put the automatic shift into reverse, and I did a screaming three-point-turn right there in the middle of the ramp and headed back down it the wrong way.


What else could I do? Walk a mile or more through backed-up traffic just to make myself known to the police at the head of the line?


My kid’s back there. No rush. She could be dying, is all.


I scared the hell out of the drivers of three vehicles coming up, but I managed to miss each one. I registered the disbelief on their faces. At the bottom of the ramp I was able to go against the flow of traffic by staying on the concrete shoulder, swerving only to dodge between the shelled husks of burst truck tires. Then I probably knocked seven kinds of shit out of the underside of the Lexus when I crossed a low divider and cheated my way back onto the last uptown exit that I’d passed.


I think that was when I started to believe that I had some kind of divine endorsement for my cause.


I forget which street I came in by. It was College, Tryon, one of those. I had my foot right down and I felt like a canyon-runner as the high base walls of the business district’s towers sped by. I knew where I was and I knew exactly where I needed to be. In a couple of blocks I’d need to make a right turn onto Trade Street, and Trade would take me straight down to Presbyterian Hospital.


In the seat beside me, Gillian gave a sudden, noisy shiver. She must have been taking a breath when it hit her, because she sucked in the air with a staccato gasp. I wanted to touch her but at this speed I didn’t dare take my hands off the wheel. I can’t really say whether I wanted to touch her for her own sake, or for mine.


The right onto Trade was a prohibited turn, but I made it anyway. The road dropped toward what I would have called a bus station, but which the locals called their Transit Mall. It was a huge and cavernous modern building, with an arched glass roof and a wide, open street entrance for the buses. I was passing the entrance when I heard the siren behind me.


I looked in the mirror and saw a white squad car of the Charlotte-Mecklenburg Police Department. I’ve never seen so many flashing lights on one vehicle. There were alternating blues and whites in the light bar on the roof, and another set in the grille that flashed in a different sequence. In the widescreen frame of the car’s windshield I saw an anonymous-looking lone officer, male. You see one of those coming up behind you at that kind of speed, and you don’t mistake its purpose.


I debated whether to stop.


Then I decided that if I’d been sent him, I was obviously intended to make use of him.


Just past the Transit Mall there were some parking bays with meters, most of them unoccupied. I pulled the car over, and he came in right behind me. I started to get out. This, he didn’t like.


“Get back in that car,” he called, halfway out of his own, “Get back in that car.” And so I got back into the Lexus and dropped the side-window and then sat with my hands resting in sight on the wheel.


When I looked in the door mirror, I could see him walking toward me. His uniform was a deep, midnight blue and his right hand was raised to his gun. Just touching it. Not quite going for it, just ready.


I guessed that by getting out I’d chosen the wrong move and I’d thrown him into high gear. My license and car registration were in the glove box, but I didn’t reach for them. For one thing, I didn’t want to get shot. I’d made him edgy enough already. Under circumstances like these, they don’t want to see initiative from you. They like you to follow directions.
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