
They sat down on the chairs in front of the Chief’s desk. Jess noticed that their guide, Steph, was 
still lounging in the doorway.

The Chief’s office was, Jess thought, very tidy. She’d somehow expected a mess. There was a 
recent model laptop on the desk, and two solid filing cabinets at one side of the room. A top of the 
range coffee maker sat on a counter to the other side.

The Chief herself was quite old, thought Jess. Fifty, maybe, she guessed, though she wasn’t good
at guessing ages. The Chief had well-developed shoulder muscles, and had tattoos along both of her
bare arms. Serpents. Her greying hair was pulled back in a tight ponytail. She had piercing blue 
eyes.”

“Hi, Ruby,” said the Chief. “We’ve met before, haven’t we? I guess it’s not about a box of spirits 
from Dubesky that somehow bypassed the Imports Bureau this time?”

“Hi, Chief. Er, no it’s not. My friends here need to get out of town in a hurry. Jess?”

Jess told the Chief the story, and the Chief nodded as she listened.

“So, you want me to hide, um, three fugitives, and take them, um, who knows where, just so that 
the boy there doesn’t lose his balls? Erm.”

“Lynda’s got room,” said Steph, from the doorway.

“Thank you, Steph.” The Chief glared at her, but it had no effect on the girl.

“Hmm, it might work to my advantage to help you out, and basically, I’ve not come across 
anyone who is in favour of that law. What I don’t understand is why you don’t change it. Oh well, a 
lot of what goes on in the cities, I don’t understand. Go and get Lynda, will you, please, Steph. 
We’ll meet you at her rig. We’re about due to leave anyway. Pick up your bags, folks, and come this
way.”

Steph shot off and the Chief led them out of the back of the building, through the lines of trucks, 
to one particular truck. It towered over them, gleaming mirror-like chrome, shiny yellow paintwork.
A large colourful butterfly was painted on the door.

“Lynda’s a neut. She’s been doing this for ten years now, but she’s originally a city-dweller. 
She’s not from Baklow City, and I can’t actually remember where she came from. Ah, here she is.”

Steph and another person walked from behind the next rig.

“Hi Chief. You’ve got a job for me?”

Lynda was a dark skinned, curly haired neut, with well-developed shoulder muscles. She had a 
tattoo of a lizard on her neck, its tail running up the left side of her face.”

“Yeah, you’ve got an empty cab, right? I’d like you to take these guys along with you, OK? 
They’re novices.”

“Sure, Chief. That’s all?”

“Yeah. Can you get them loaded?”

“Sure Chief.”

***



They said their goodbyes to Ruby, and Liz hugged her and cried. Then the Chief told Steph to escort
Ruby out of the Gypsy Camp.

“No funny business, Steph. And wait with her until her driver picks her up. You’re her 
bodyguard, right?”

“Sure Chief,” said Steph.

“I’ll see you guys on the road. Don’t worry about Ruby. Steph will look after her.”

The Chief strolled off.

“Right, let’s get on board,” said Lynda. “I’ll go up first and you can chuck your bags up to me.”

She ran up the ladder and opened the cab door, and they passed the bags up the two metres or so 
to Lynda, and then climbed up themselves. Pet had a little trouble, but Lynda helped him up the last 
bit.

“He’ll get used to it,” was her comment.

They squeezed past the driver’s seat into the passenger seats. There were three seats in the front 
row and a further three seats at the back. Behind a partition was a small galley with a small table 
and behind it, a vertical row of three narrow bunks or pods and behind them another row of three 
bunks. The only way into the bunks was to wriggle in from the end. There was a small toilet behind 
one wall.

“Room for all the family,” joked Lynda. “Dump your bags in the pods.”

“Mother, father, and, em, children?” said Jess, with a little bit of disbelief in her voice.

“Yeah. Oh, sorry. I forgot you are city folk. Anyway, make yourselves at home. What do you 
think?”

“It’s amazing,” said Liz. “Such a lot in such a small place.”

“Yeah. My first rig had two bunks, and no galley. Anyway we’d better get ready to roll.”

She sat down behind the wheel, and pressed a few buttons. The dashboard lit up, and Lynda 
pressed a few more buttons. A deep rumble shook the cab as the big motor started up.

“Lynda to Chief. Ready to roll.”

The Chief’s voice filled the cab. “Chief to Lynda. Roger.”

“There’s a talk switch on the steering wheel,” explained Lynda.

Pet who was sitting just behind her, reached out and touched her tattoo.

“Pet!” said Jess.

“That’s OK, Jess. It’s a lizard, Pet. Don’t touch when we are driving, right?”

Pet nodded, but Jess was unsure how much he understood. He never did touch a driver again 
though.

The truck in front of them sounded its horn and started to move forward, and Jess realized that 
she’d been hearing horns for a minute or two. Lynda pulled on a cord and their horn sounded. She 



flicked a switch on the steering wheel and pressed a big red button beside her seat. Then she put her
foot gently on the pedal and they started to roll forwards.

“We’re Tail End Charlie, so there’s no one behind us. My first rig had a massive long gear stick, 
and the handbrake was an equally massive lever. On this rig, the gear changing is done through the 
device on the steering wheel, but she mostly changes gear by herself. The red button is a brake and 
an interlock. Don’t worry, I’ll give you a proper tour later, but I’ll let you drive her before that.”

“Drive it? You want us to drive it?”

“Her, not it. Yeah later. You and Liz. You didn’t think that you were just going to be passengers, 
did you?”

“I’m game,” said Liz. “Aren’t you, Jess?”

“Sure. I was just surprised. You sure can see a lot up here, can’t you?”

“Yeah you can. Don’t worry about the driving,” said Lynda. “This beauty mostly drives herself.”

They threaded their way through the mass of other trucks, following the one in front, and Lynda 
swung them out onto the highway. The convoy gathered speed, and they dropped back a little as 
they settled into the journey.

“How many trucks are in this convoy, Lynda?” asked Liz.

“Eight, though two of them will turn off tomorrow. Then straight on to Beldamme. Six days.”

“Beldamme City? We learnt about that in Geography.”

“Just Beldamme. They don’t like the ‘City’ bit.”

“Oh, OK. What about all the other trucks? That place was such a maze!”

“Really? Oh, it all makes sense to us! There were about thirty rigs, I guess. The Chief will have 
scheduled them on the road. I doubt that any of them will be there tomorrow, but other rigs will be 
coming in.”

“Who schedules them when the Chief isn’t there?”

“Oh, one of her deputies. But the Chief is always in touch by radio.”

***
They rolled along, chatting about life in the city and on the road. They rolled through wooded areas 
and open grasslands. It didn’t look that wild, though they saw herds of deer. They climbed through a
range of small hills, following the truck in front.

Lynda pressed a button on the wheel.

“Lynda, Chief. I’m dropping out to give one of my newbies a turn at the wheel.”

“Chief, Lynda. OK. Keep us up to date.”

“Lynda, Chief. OK. Out.”

She smoothly brought the rig to a halt by the side of the road.

“Jess, you’re first up.”

They switched seats. Pet put his hand on her shoulder. How much did he understand?



“Right, flick the switch on the wheel to ‘D’ for ‘drive’. When you are ready press the red button. 
There will be a hiss. Check behind with the mirrors and press the right pedal. Steer her out onto the 
road. Brake to slow or stop. Don’t worry, there’s no one behind us.”

“Whoa! Wow!” said Jess as she steered the big rig onto the road.

The rig gathered speed, and Jess kept it on their side of the road.”

“Speed’s on that display there,” said Lynda, pointing. “Keep it below eighty.”

“I’m not at forty yet!”

Gradually, as she got used to driving the rig, she was able to relax and speed up. At one point a 
deer ran across the road and she eased up on the throttle. Lynda nodded her approval.

“Don’t brake if something runs out in front of you. That’s dangerous.”

Lynda pressed a button on the dash.

“Lynda, Chief. We’re rolling. Be with you in a few minutes.”

“Chief, Lynda. Roger.”

Jess relaxed into the job. She enjoyed the sensation of being in control of this huge machine. 
They pressed on, Occasionally a truck or a convoy would come the other way, and Jess got to sound
the horn. Once or twice they saw other vehicles, cars or small vans.

“Locals,” said Lynda. “People who live out here.”

“In the Wilds?” asked Liz.

“Yeah, there are some. More than you’d think, actually.”

They caught up with the tail of the convoy.

“Tell them that we are back in touch. Press that button, speak and let it go. The Chief should 
respond, and as long as that light is flashing we will hear her. If she’s busy, we’ll try later.”

“What shall I say?”

“Oh, something like ‘Jess, piloting Lynda’s rig, Chief. We’re back in touch.’ Always give your 
name first, then the person you want to talk to, then your message.”

Jess sent her message.”

“Chief. Jess, on Lynda’s rig. Well done, Jess. Roger.”

They travelled on, over rolling hills, and round sweeping curves. Lynda turned on the radio and 
they started singing along, even Pet, who didn’t know the words. Jess was pleased that he had such 
a nice singing voice, and he easily kept in tune. This trip was bringing out facets of her husband that
she had never guessed he had. 

Suddenly a light started to flash on the dashboard, and Lynda said “That’s the Chief. Just listen.”

“Chief, to all. Road works ahead. Prepare to slow down. Respond in order.”

“Wait for Julie’s response. She’s in front of us. Then press the talk button, and just say something
like ‘Jess, Chief, Roger’.”



Sure enough, the other rigs were responding with a ‘Roger’ and when Julie had responded, Jess 
sent her ‘Roger’. The trucks slowed and closed up as they approached the road works, with Lynda 
advising Jess on when to brake and how much distance to leave between the rigs. She seemed 
relaxed, so Jess was not concerned.

The roadworks were manned by what looked like a military outfit, some of whom had guns.

“Central Government road crew,” commented Lynda. “There’re no city crews this far out.”

They waved to the women on the crew as they carefully rolled past. The rigs rocked a little as 
they passed over the temporary bypass, but Jess got them through. Lynda nodded her satisfaction 
with the way that Jess tackled it.

“Well done, Jess. I wasn’t expecting that roadworks. Well done.”

“Why do the road crew have guns?”

“Well, this is called ‘the Wild’, but actually it’s pretty safe around here. It’s not safe everywhere. 
But you’ll pick up that sort of stuff pretty quickly if you stay with us for long.”

Not long after that they reached their midday stop. There was a wide area of loose gravel, with a 
fuel station on one side, and a low building on the other. The only other vehicles were a line of four 
other rigs. One more rig was filling up at the fuel station. Lynda coached Jess to follow Julie’s rig. 
Someone dropped off the Chief’s rig, the convoy looped around the parking area, and the rigs drew 
up, still in line, where the woman from the Chief’s rig stood.

“Just far enough apart, so that a rig could leave the line to refuel if needed. I don’t think that 
anyone will. Let’s shut down the motor and go to the restaurant.”

Lynda took Jess through the shutdown procedure, which was pretty much just a check of the 
dials and then the press of a button. They strolled over to the low building.

“Will they take our city money,” worried Liz.

“Yeah, and Beldamme money. And our own Gypsy script, too. But money from further away 
might be a problem.”

The Chief came over.

“Well done, Jess. She coped with the roadworks OK?” she asked Lynda.

“Like a natural, Chief.”

The Chief nodded.

“We’re on the road at 14:00, so you have about ninety minutes.”

***
It was the sort of place she usually avoided with Pet. Deep fried everything. Pies. Strong coffee and 
teas. Great sugary deserts. She looked at him and he was grinning at her. She sighed, and heard Liz 
chuckle.

“Come on, then, my love,” she said to Pet.

They filled their trays, paid and found a table. Looking round, Jess could see that there were 
about thirty people on the trucks, an average of four per rig. There were older women and neuts, 



quite few in Jess and Liz’s age group, and a few men. There was a sprinkling of children, which 
made Jess a little queasy. She wondered how long it would be until she didn’t notice it.

Liz was laughing at her.

“Pet’s in heaven,” she said.

Pet heard his name, and smiled at Liz. He waved his chicken leg at her. Jess thought that at times
like this, he seemed almost as intelligent as a woman. At other times she despaired at some of the 
things he did, like when used a whole box of washing powder in the washing machine.

A girl of their age sat down next to Pet.

“Do you mind if I join you?” she said. “I’m Annie.”

“Hi Annie. I’m Liz, that’s Jess and that’s Pet.”

“Hmm, he’s nice.”

She rubbed Pet’s shoulder and Pet leant away from her.

“Hand’s off!” said Jess. “He’s my husband!”

The Chief appeared at her elbow.

“Steady, Jess. You’re no longer in the city. Your marriage certificate is just a bit of paper here. 
Sorry. Pet, what do you think?”

Pet looked confused at being asked a question, but he looked at Annie, and looked at Jess, and 
grabbed Jess’ hand.

Annie laughed.

“OK, Pet, I get the picture. Sorry, Jess. I was just making friends!”

“That’s OK, Annie. We’ve got a lot to learn. So, do you not marry?”

“Yes, we do, but our marriages are not recognized by the cities! We don’t require bits of paper!”

The Chief put her hand on Jess’ shoulder.

“I’ll leave you to it, Jess. Just remember, it’s different out here. OK?”

“OK, Chief. Sorry.”

They chatted to Annie until it was nearly time to leave.

“Keep your eye on Pet, Jess,” said Annie as she left. “He’s cute. I’ll spread the word that he’s 
taken, but there will still be tryers!”

Annie fist bumped with Pet and he laughed.

“Thanks, Annie.”

***
After the lunch break it was Liz’s turn in the driver’s seat. Lynda showed Liz how to startup the rig, 
and guided her as she drove the rig out on to the road.

“Left! Left! That’s it. Keep going. Straighten her up. Yeah, yeah, good, good. Nicely done!”



Soon they were rolling along in the wake of Julie’s rig.

“Yeehah!” said Pet, suddenly, and they all laughed.

“Do you want to drive some time, Pet?” asked Lynda.

She made driving motions, but Pet shook his head.

“Do you let men drive?” asked Jess, in some surprise.

“Yes, there are a few who drive. Most men don’t want to drive, but some do. The rigs are pretty 
good these days, and if a man drives, his woman co-driver keeps an eye on him. A hand on the 
wheel. We’ve never had any problems. You city dwellers underestimate your menfolk!”

Jess pondered that. Pet was an agreeable chap, happy to go along with her ideas and instructions.
She wondered if she had given enough thought to what he would like. She squeezed his hand. He 
grinned at her and squeezed it back. He was OK.

***


