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Leaning on the guard rail of the motorway bridge, Michael watched the M25 traffic hurtling past underneath him. For once there were no holdups, although that could be something to do with the fact that it was close on midnight and he was out somewhere in Surrey – he wasn’t exactly sure where. The lorry he’d hitched a ride with had dropped him off some distance back at a garage on the A-something-or-other and he’d walked the rest of the way. He hadn’t yet stopped to consider how he was going to get home, but right now he didn’t much care.

The wind funnelled through the cutting and he shoved his hands deeper inside the pockets of the leather jacket he’d got for Christmas two months ago. He was still cold. The sharp night air was making his nose run and he sniffed loudly. It was only the wind.

Today was his eighteenth birthday.

He’d been all right that morning. Which was surprising in itself really, as he’d been dreading the day ever since he’d got Christmas out of the way, watching the calendar as if he could stop the progression of time by thought alone. The family had gone to the other extreme, trying to give him a day to remember with presents and cards. It was certainly a day he’d never forget. February. His eighteenth birthday; a coming of age. Except Michael had grown up a long time ago. It was exactly a year since his life had changed forever; a chance meeting in a London club and nothing could ever be the way it was before.

His parents had bought him a car – a cherry-red third-hand Fiesta in excellent condition – and he’d been genuinely pleased when Kate had driven it round from her friend Rachel’s garage. He wondered if it was their way of acknowledging his independence. His sister’s present had been to book him a course of driving lessons and her friend Rachel supplied a set of L plates wrapped around a bottle of champagne. They’d all done their best, in their own way, to help him forget the past and he couldn’t blame them for not understanding that he didn’t want to forget. He needed to remember. It was the only way he could make any sense out of it all. Not that sense was a very good word really, as most of the last six months had passed in a blur of alcohol. Oh, he’d known it wouldn’t be easy – they’d told him that much – but what the endless stream of counsellors hadn’t prepared him for was the achingly numb cold that seemed to freeze him solid at times, an icy grip on his mind that crushed all the warmth, all the colour out of life and left nothing in its place. An awfully big black nothing.

There was a noise behind him, a car approaching and slowing as it came over the bridge. He could see the headlights reflected in the metal guard rail as the car pulled up and the engine cut out. Michael didn’t look round. There was very little he was afraid of these days. He heard the door slam and footsteps on the pavement.

‘It’s a cold night to be out so late.’

He kept staring at the cars below him, watching the way the lights shone on the wet tarmac. It had stopped raining hours ago, but the sky was still heavy with storm clouds and there would be thunder before dawn. But dawn was hours away and there was still the rest of the night to get through. 

For the first time in several months, he felt the need for a fix. He’d been clean since the police had caught them, since the first dose of methadone while he’d been unconscious in hospital after the car had hit him. And while his emergency supply of the heroin substitute was just a phone call away, he hadn’t actually used it since the new year. It hadn’t been easy. With the tracks on his arms a constant reminder of the life he’d lived with Joss and Eddie, they also reminded him more painfully of Lee and how he’d died.

Michael sniffed again and realised the man was still standing next to him, leaning on the railings with leather-gloved hands.

‘Quiet out here, isn’t it?’ 

Michael sneaked a sideways glance at the uniform. Great – the Old Bill. Just what I need right now. ‘I like it this way,’ he said pointedly, wishing they’d leave him alone. It was bad enough with Kate’s tame DI who was forever round at the house and although Derek had made a point of never mixing his job with his private life, Michael found the situation horrendously embarrassing. He tried to be out whenever the man came to see Kate, but it wasn’t always possible and on several occasions he’d caught Derek glancing at him, a strange look in his eyes. His sister had been seeing the man since last year – since the DI had co-ordinated Michael’s rescue, nicked Eddie, been instrumental in Joss’ death and found out all the gory, glorious details.

The man next to him yawned and glanced at his watch. ‘Well, I’ll be ...’ He paused, frowning as he looked at Michael more closely. ‘I know you from somewhere, don’t I? You’re—’

‘Michael Redford,’ Michael finished for him. ‘I expect half the country knows me. And – before you ask – yes, I’m all right and yes, it’s all true.’ Now fuck off and leave me alone.

There was a long silence and he turned, catching the man’s face in the lights from below. He seemed too young for the sergeant’s stripes and Michael wondered what he’d done to move up the ranks so fast. It was a decent car too; a big white saloon, although it was unmarked and could easily be the man’s own.

‘So what are you doing out here then, Michael?’

Gimme a break! ‘You want to buy tickets?’

‘There’s no need for sarcasm. I thought you might want to talk.’

Yeah, right. It was amazing the number of people who’d become his friends over the past year. All of a sudden people wanted to talk to him. At first he hadn’t understood what it was all about, until the Union card fell out from the guy’s jacket in the pub. He’d been clever, that one, hadn’t even mentioned Michael’s experiences until their third or fourth meeting, by which time Michael was beginning to drop his guard and loosen up. The journalist had been no more than a kid, anyway; the older strangers he’d spoken to were more interested in pleasure rather than scandal. Sex or a story was all they wanted of him, and in some cases both.

Fucking perverts. Michael swallowed and turned it into a cough. All he wanted was to be left alone. Was it really too much to ask?

‘Can I give you a lift somewhere?’

‘No, thanks.’ Michael shook his head. There was nowhere he wanted to go. His parents had suggested a party to celebrate his birthday and had mentioned hiring a room at the local pub, but Michael found the very idea horrifying. It wasn’t even as if he had anyone to invite. Most of his friends had drifted away over the past six months, largely due to his attitude, if he was honest with himself. It was difficult to differentiate between polite concern and perverse fascination and the protective barrier he’d erected to hold the paparazzi at bay was a more than adequate defence against friends and family. 

And it wasn’t over yet. It would never be over. Even when the case eventually came to court and the whole mess once again became front page news, it would still not be the end. Michael knew he’d be forever looking over his shoulder, always wondering if there would be somebody waiting for him, wanting vengeance for wrecking their drugs supply. With Joss dead, the whole set-up had crumbled and who knew what people were prowling the streets now, dealers with no suppliers and users with no dealers. Never mind the punters who’d only been there for the sex.

It wasn’t fair! How could the end have turned out to be only the beginning? And how could he think about his life with some no-doubt well-meaning copper standing next to him? 

Michael sighed, turned to the police sergeant and forced a smile. ‘I’m fine. Honestly I am. If I was going to jump, don’t you think I’d have done it before you got here?’ 

There was a brief silence. ‘That bad, huh?’

Shit, the wind was getting strong now, stinging his eyes. He pulled the collar of his jacket up to his ears and watched the traffic below. Jumping off a motorway bridge was a fucking stupid way of killing yourself, anyway. Far too messy, not to mention rather inconsiderate to the poor bastard who got to drive over the body on the road afterwards. No, if he was going to do it, he could at least do it in private. An overdose of paracetamol or something – now that really was a killer; even if they caught you in time, the drug had already done irreparable damage to your liver, so you died anyway. A real suicide drug, paracetamol – not just an attention-grabber. And the last thing Michael wanted was attention.

‘Want a cigarette?’ The sergeant was offering him an open packet and he took one gratefully, accepting a light as well.

‘Thanks.’ Don’t suppose you’ve got any smack, then? God, he needed a fix. Even a joint would help. Anything to take his mind off reality. 

There was another long silence as they both smoked and watched the traffic. 

‘You getting some help? I’m Mark, by the way. Mark Fletcher.’

Michael nodded.

‘Doesn’t make much difference, though, does it?’

‘Not really.’ He frowned. This copper was altogether too switched on and Michael was curious now. He was still seeing counsellors twice a week, but more from habit than necessity; sometime in the last six months he’d all but talked himself out and now it was up to his subconscious to do the rest. It would take a long time, they’d told him, and he believed them. Standing in the cemetery at Lee’s funeral, he’d wondered if he’d ever feel normal again. 

Michael gripped the guard rail tightly. Perhaps it wouldn’t be so bad jumping off. Did he really give a shit about the feelings of the drivers below? It would be like flying again, being high on the crest of a hit. Tasting the air as he soared above reality. And it was such a long, long way down to the tarmac below.

He was leaning right over the rail and there were arms pulling him back. He tried to twist away, but they wouldn’t let go.

‘Hey, come on now, Michael. That isn’t the answer.’

‘It’s my life. What do you care?’

‘Because I don’t want to have to scrape you up off the road. It’s after midnight and I don’t want the paperwork. Because it’s not fair on the poor guys down there.’ He hesitated. ‘And because I do understand.’

Michael stopped struggling for a moment and caught his look. ‘Why?’ 

The sergeant stepped backwards, keeping a firm grip on Michael’s arm. ‘My wife killed herself three years ago.’

No, I don’t want this. Sympathy was furthest from his mind. ‘So?’

The man’s eyes clouded. ‘So I know how much it hurts.’

‘No, you don’t. You have no idea how I feel. You haven’t had every pervert in London asking for a fuck, have you? You haven’t lost all your mates because they feel sorry for you and can’t even look you in the eye. You don’t have to walk down the street and know everybody’s laughing at you.’ Michael wrenched himself free. The sergeant moved forwards and he backed away.

‘Come on, Michael. Let me take you home.’

‘Stay away from me. I don’t need you or anybody else. You people are all the fucking same.’ He saw the look of shock on the man’s face, but he couldn’t stop himself now. The tap was open and he was in full flow. ‘Maybe that’s why she killed herself, eh? You like young boys, do you?’ Shut up, Redford! ‘Well, I’m probably too old for you, then. I’m eighteen now.’ What am I saying? Somebody else was controlling his mouth, because he couldn’t possibly be coming out with this stuff.

The man had frozen where he stood, but the uniform won through the sudden pain on his face. ‘Get into the car, Michael. I’m taking you home.’ His voice was tight and clipped.

‘Like fuck. I’m not going anywhere with you.’ He was up on the railing in seconds, trainers gripping the smooth surface and arms out to either side like a tightrope walker.

‘Shit. Come down.’

‘Make me.’ He was watching the policeman and walking backwards, one foot behind the other, the sudden rush of adrenaline giving him balance. The air seemed clearer up here and the sergeant looked comical as he tried a step forwards. ‘I’ll jump,’ Michael warned. ‘I will, you know. I’m not scared.’

He took another couple of steps backwards and wobbled slightly, regaining his balance by waving his arms frantically for a few seconds. The sergeant breathed a sigh of relief as Michael grinned at him. ‘Had you worried for a moment, did I?’

‘Look, if you want to kill yourself, I’m not about to stop you.’ He was losing patience. ‘Just don’t do it on my patch.’ He took another pace forward and Michael backed up, glancing behind him to see how far he had to go. He was over the inside lane now, much further and there wouldn’t be road underneath him and he’d have lost the game.

He turned through three hundred and sixty degrees, delicately placing his feet like a dancer. ‘Why don’t you just piss off?’

‘You know I can’t do that. Please get down, Michael. Let me take you home. Or somewhere else, if you don’t want to go home.’

‘Fuck you.’ He took another step backwards and abruptly the adrenaline drained away. Redford, you can be such a prat. But he couldn’t back down now. If he did, the man would take him away and he couldn’t face another police station. Not tonight. ‘Hey,’ he said after a moment. ‘Mark? I’m sorry. For what I said before. I didn’t mean it.’

‘I know. Apology accepted. Now come down and let’s go and have a drink. There must be somewhere open. I’m sure you need one as much as I do.’

Michael was almost tempted. He was being offered a way out, but was it really going to solve anything? The last thing he needed was a ride home in a police car and it wouldn’t be the first time it had happened. Then, he’d been caught trying to break into a car down on Chiswick High Road; he hadn’t intended to steal it, he only wanted to see if he could do it without damaging the paintwork. He’d almost done it, too, before they’d got him. The second time, he’d got more than he’d anticipated when he’d been buying some resin off a guy in the local pub. How the fuck was he supposed to know the two guys at the next table were off-duty police? Still, he’d about used up the tolerance at home and he didn’t think they’d take much more. Not now their precious son had a formal warning on record. Well, screw them. It’s my life.

‘No, I don’t think so. Thanks all the same,’ he added graciously.

The sergeant looked at the traffic for a second. ‘You don’t think I can walk away from this, do you?’

‘Why not? It’s not your problem.’

‘You’re making it my problem.’

‘Oh, go to hell.’ All he’d wanted was to be left alone, but no, the guy had to back him into a corner where there was no room for manoeuvre. Except he wasn’t really in a corner was he? More out on a limb. He looked down and wondered how far it was to the road. Would it really hurt so very much to jump?

The man was coming towards him again and he backed up hurriedly, not wanting to lose the advantage.

‘Michael?’

His foot trod on a patch of bird shit and the trainer lost its grip momentarily. He waved his arms wildly for a second, trying to regain his balance, but the other foot was losing it now. The road below suddenly seemed miles away as he tried to throw his weight forwards, missing the sergeant’s grip by inches as he hit the side of his head on the railing and fell over the edge.
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Landing awkwardly, Michael managed to get both feet underneath him and he slithered down the bank to the hard shoulder of the motorway. The grass was wet and muddy and he skidded to a stop at the edge of the tarmac, feet embedded in gravel. He closed his eyes for a moment, amazed he was still in one piece with nothing apparently broken. Fortunately, he hadn’t hit the motorway itself and he shuddered to think what might have happened if he’d slipped as soon as he’d got up onto the railing; it was one thing to consider jumping, but quite another to contemplate the landing he would have had on tarmac or under the wheels of a car.

‘Hey!’ The voice above him made him open his eyes and he looked up to see Fletcher at the edge of the bridge, silhouetted against the night sky. ‘Are you hurt?’

Michael didn’t answer. Instead he moved his right leg, bending and stretching it, wincing as the knee joint popped into place. He did the same with the left, then shook his arms. His head was aching from where he’d hit it, but other than a few bruises, he seemed to be more or less intact. Scrambling to his feet, he realised he’d ripped the sleeve of the new leather jacket from wrist to elbow.

Glancing up again, he saw the sergeant was climbing over the wooden fence at the end of the bridge. He groaned. It looked like the conversation wasn’t over yet.

‘I’m all right,’ he called up. ‘Leave me alone.’ Too late. There was no way the man was going to walk away now, not when Michael had almost succeeded in killing himself. The only way he’d get out of this was to be gone by the time the man got down here, otherwise he’d spend the next few weeks trying to convince a new batch of doctors that he didn’t really want to die – he just got careless sometimes. What was the point of life if it didn’t involve some element of risk?

On this side of the motorway were open fields with nowhere to hide and in any case going back up the bank would only be playing into the man’s hands. Along the carriageway was pointless too; even if the sergeant didn’t follow him, he’d radio in his position and there’d be a welcoming party at the next road bridge. No, Michael had to lose him completely and the only way he was going to achieve that would be in the woods on the other side of the motorway.

There wasn’t much traffic, but it was still a nerve-wracking experience crossing the first carriageway. There was a warning shout behind him, but it had the opposite effect, only making him more determined to get away. In the central reservation, Michael turned to see the man standing at the bottom of the bank, shaking his head in disbelief.

‘You’re crazy! Haven’t you had enough for one night?’

‘Go away,’ Michael yelled back, grinning now.

Fletcher watched the traffic and sprinted across the carriageway but by the time he’d got to the central reservation, Michael was on the other side, having forced a car to swerve out of his way. The adrenaline level was up again and he was ready for the chase. If he could lose the sergeant in the woods, he could double back to the car and drive himself home; he’d had half a dozen driving lessons in Kate’s car already and he was reasonably sure he could get himself near enough to home to abandon the car somewhere and walk the rest of the way.

He scrambled up the other bank, using his hands to grab clumps of wet grass. When he glanced back, the man was following, so as soon as he got to the top, Michael was over the fence and into the trees, ignoring the shout from behind. They were pines, tall and thin, only branching out from some distance up and so the going was easy and his trainers made little noise on the dry bed of needles.

God, the guy had a torch! Michael could see the beam behind him and although the woods were near pitch-dark, he had good night vision and the sergeant’s torch would do the man no favours. He wouldn’t be able to see further than the beam of light and that meant if Michael kept to one side of it, he should be safe.

‘Michael, this isn’t funny anymore.’

Who’s laughing? He crouched in a hollow, trying to keep his breathing shallow as the light came closer. It was dry and warm in here and he could play tag for hours if need be. It was the man’s own fault. If he’d stayed away and left well alone, he could be home by now, watching a late-night film maybe, but no – he had to interfere, had to push. They all had to push and pull him in all directions. Sometimes, Michael wondered why he hadn’t snapped long ago.

The torch beam passed him, moving deeper into the darkness and he stayed where he was for a few moments, cocooned by tree roots. He was completely alone in a world of pine forest; it reminded him of a time when he’d gone camping with the Scouts and two of them had slipped out and gone for a midnight walk. Back then, they’d pretended to be exploring an alien land, two lone adventurers skinny-dipping in the lake under a full moon. There was a certain kinship between people when you could be the only two left on the planet. Michael sighed. He’d once felt that way with Lee – just the two of them alone in a world that didn’t understand what you had to do to survive.

He missed Lee badly. Although they’d only known each other a few months, Michael knew he owed the fourteen year-old his life. And Lee was the only person who would ever understand; since he’d died, Michael had found it increasingly hard to cope with a world that seemed more bizarre every day. How could he have got to a stage where he was hiding from a policeman in Surrey woods in the middle of the night? It was mad, crazy – he was crazy. No wonder his parents had all but given up on him, resigning themselves to a son who far from carrying on the family name, was about to publicly drag it through the mud yet again. The court case, always the friggin’ court case hanging over him like a lead weight to squash him flat at any moment. Adjournments, psychiatric reports, legal technicalities which looked like they’d never end; letters through the post with dates he should attend, only to be cancelled a few days later with a new excuse. Eddie had got himself some good legal representation and the Crown Prosecution Service had already warned him about the mud that would be flying around when the case finally saw a courtroom.

He lit a cigarette, unconcerned about whether or not it would be seen. He didn’t care either way. The sergeant had been a diversion, nothing more – a means of taking out his frustration at the legal system and everything else they threw at him. Yes, he’d see it through, for Lee’s sake if nothing else, but the thought of coming face to face with Eddie again scared him shitless. 

‘Found you!’ 

The voice to one side made him jump. And as the torch beam flickered on, and the man came into view, Michael held out his cigarette packet.

The sergeant rolled his eyes. ‘Jesus.’

‘I’m Michael. Pleased to meet you.’

He shook his head and sat down on the edge of the overhanging tree roots, leaning forwards and taking a cigarette. ‘Did you hurt yourself?’

‘No.’

‘You were lucky.’

Yeah, right. Dead lucky. Dead or lucky? Michael wasn’t sure which option was the more attractive.

‘Is it the trial? Opening too many old wounds?’

Only scratching at the surface. But how could he voice his fears, when letting anyone else into his world was the very thing he was afraid of? It was the one thing he’d not turned inside out with the counsellors, the only secret that was his and Lee’s alone. Apart from Eddie, with his suspicions and his dirty mind.

‘When does it start?’

Michael shrugged. ‘Fucking postponements.’ He hesitated. ‘I don’t think I can do it.’

There was a silence. ‘Why not?’ the man asked quietly. There was no curiosity in his voice, not like the majority of people who quizzed him about events, the ones who were only after some cheap sensationalism in the sordid details. This guy sounded like he really did care what was going on in Michael’s mind.

‘Because of Lee.’

‘He died, didn’t he?’

Michael nodded. ‘Overdosed.’ He remembered Lee sitting backwards on the chair when he’d come to visit Michael in hospital after the accident; Lee’s expression when the police had burst into the flat that morning; Lee on the sofa, cut and bruised and eyes mirror-shiny with heroin. I tried to get help. I really did.

He stubbed the cigarette out on the tree trunk, tossed the butt on the ground and stood up abruptly. ‘I have to go.’

‘I’ll give you a lift home.’

‘No – but thanks for the offer,’ he added, not wanting to aggravate the matter further.

‘Your parents will be worried.’

‘Then tell them I’m all right, if you want.’

‘And are you?’

‘What?’

‘Are you all right? Come on, Michael – at least let me give you a lift back to civilisation. This is the middle of nowhere.’

‘Suits me fine. Look, thanks for the analysis, but I don’t need this shit.’

‘Maybe you do.’

For fuck’s sake, what do you want? You want me to tell it to you like it really was? What would you say, if I told you I can’t get him out of my head even now? He knew the look of concern would vanish, replaced by disgust. The same way everyone in the court, the newspapers and the rest of the country would feel when Eddie stood up there and told the world what had happened.

‘Michael?’

He realised what he must look like, standing there with his fists clenched and mouth open. And he knew he had to get away, that if he stayed, he’d end up telling the man everything. Here and now, in the woods in the middle of a February night.

‘No.’ He turned away, an idea beginning to form in the back of his mind. ‘Take me home, then, if you must.’

Fletcher smiled, the relief showing. ‘Come on. We’ll keep tonight between ourselves.’

Don’t do me any favours. Michael tried to smile in return, but couldn’t quite manage it. He wasn’t cut out for this kind of game and he’d always been a lousy actor, so he lit another cigarette and followed the sergeant back to the edge of the motorway and along the fence to the bridge. 

The car was still there, alone on the deserted road. Plain white, with no markings. He doubted the man would have been so stupid as to leave the keys in the ignition, so making a run for it was out of the question; no, he’d have to play this one out and hope the guy was as genuine as he seemed. Michael felt slightly guilty at what he intended to do, but it passed quickly – if there was one thing he had learned over the past year, it was how to ignore his conscience.

As they crossed the bridge, he reached into his pocket, tipped the cigarettes out with one hand and removed the empty packet, covertly dropping it on the pavement behind him. Reaching the car, the sergeant opened the passenger door for him and he scrambled in, saying nothing. He’d been right in that the keys weren’t there – the doors had been locked – but as the policeman walked around the front of the car to the driver’s side, Michael was glancing in the wing mirror, checking that the cigarette packet was in place on the edge of the pavement behind them. There was a mobile phone on the dashboard and he snatched it quickly, dropping it on the floor by his feet. Then he waited until the man had got in, put the keys in the ignition and was about to start the engine, before he spoke while rummaging through his pockets distractedly.

‘Hang on a second, Mark. I think I must’ve dropped my fags.’ He reached for the door handle.

‘What?’ The sergeant looked up, putting one hand on his arm as if he expected Michael to leap out and run. ‘Leave them.’

‘I can’t. I need a smoke.’ He chewed a fingernail. ‘I won’t be a minute.’

‘No. I’ll get them.’

‘I’m not about to do a runner, you know,’ said Michael indignantly. Running was the last thing he wanted to do with a nice fast car within his grasp.

The man fell for it. ‘Stay here.’ He opened the door and Michael brought his knees up to his chest, swinging his legs over into the driver’s well. By the time he’d transferred himself to the other seat, the sergeant had reached the cigarette packet and as he made to come back, Michael pulled the door closed, turned the ignition and floored the accelerator.

The engine screamed at him. So did the policeman, but by the time he’d got anywhere near the car, Michael had it in gear and was off, hunting for the headlights switch with one hand as he tried to keep the car on the road. He grinned, watching the sergeant in the mirror as the man stood in the middle of the road, waving at him frantically. Michael suppressed the urge to wave back. Then he found the headlights and the stereo lit up too, so he hit the CD button and turned up the volume. Jethro Tull. Old music, but the guy had taste, if supremely bad judgement of character. Michael laughed and lit another cigarette, changing up into fourth gear as if he’d been driving for years. It was amazing what you could do after only a few lessons.

There was a sign for the M25 and he made a hurried right turn, barely slowing down as he took the corner. The tyres squealed and the back end skidded on loose gravel at the side of the road. If he could get onto the motorway, he could lose any pursuit with ease, although with luck it would take a while for the guy to find another phone, by which time Michael intended to be a long way away – the south coast perhaps; he could get a ferry over to France. Get away from this shitty country for good. It was an idea and he wondered if he had enough money to get the car across too, before it occurred to him that as soon as the police had the car down as stolen, they’d pick both it and him up if he tried anything that dumb. 

Stolen. He’d actually stolen a car. For a minute he panicked and the car veered across the road, earning him an angry flash of headlights from an oncoming motorist. If they caught him now, it would be serious. No more cautions; this time he’d be charged for sure.

Who gives a toss? If he was going to get caught eventually, he might as well get some fun out of it first. Michael put his foot down and watched the speedometer climb. Fifty. Sixty. It wasn’t a dual carriageway and there were bends up ahead, but he could see the lights of the M25 now and he didn’t slow down. Round the bends, the car swerved; for a moment there was a sickening crunch of metal as the nearside wing clipped the edge of a marker post and then the road opened out into a roundabout at the motorway junction. Without stopping, he pulled straight out and took the first exit down the sliproad.

He joined the motorway doing about seventy-five. Awesome – and there was still plenty of power left in the car. He’d not yet got above forty with the lessons, and even then Kate’s car was nothing on this machine. This was easy, effortless, as the car cruised down the middle lane with hardly more than a soft purr from the engine. Michael sat back and wondered how long it would be before they caught up with him. He’d need petrol at some point soon; the gauge was below the quarter and he doubted he had anything like enough money to fill the tank on a car with this level of performance. 

Shit! He couldn’t even manage to get this right. Running out of petrol on the motorway was hardly an impressive way to end the night’s adventures. Having got this far, the least he’d wanted was a fast car chase – go out on a high, even if it wasn’t the kind of high he could use right now.

He stamped down hard on the accelerator again. At ninety-five, the car was still a smooth ride and he turned the music up. The motorway was quiet and he moved back to the inside lane. For a while, the world rushed past in a blur of motorway lights and Ian Anderson’s flute; it wasn’t until he saw the flash of blue in the mirror that he realised the game was almost over. Startled, he hit the brake and saw the traffic car behind him swerve to avoid a collision.

It pulled alongside him, somebody in the passenger seat making frantic gestures with his hands. Michael ignored him. He’d wanted a chase and in any case, he’d be out of petrol soon and they could have him then. Happy Birthday, Michael! He sped up again, but the other car kept pace with him for a moment before edging ahead. Michael frowned, wondering what it was doing, as it cut across in front of him without slowing. Who was supposed to be chasing who? The illuminated sign flashed on, ordering him to stop, but Michael ignored that too and put his foot down instead. The police car matched him, keeping the distance between them and he realised they were going to wait it out, knowing that sooner or later he’d have to stop. They were more concerned with making sure he didn’t cause an accident, protecting the other road users from a teenage maniac—

And then the brake lights went on. He bit his tongue in surprise, wrenching the steering wheel to the right to overtake, but there was another car there now, an unmarked blue saloon blocking his way and he was going to hit one of them – the only question was which one? He straightened up again, but mis-timed it and heard the snap of a wing mirror, followed by a crunch of metal. The impact threw him sideways and the car veered sharply to the left onto the hard shoulder. Trying to brake again, he felt the front wheels scatter gravel and then slide on the grass; the skid sent him back onto the road, rubber finally making contact and burning black stripes across the tarmac.

The car in front was slowing again, driving partly on the hard shoulder and blocking two lanes. Michael kept his foot on the brake, trying to hold the car steady. There was nowhere left to go. They’d deliberately boxed him in, forcing him to either drive straight into the back of the traffic car or slow down himself. Much as he would have preferred the former option, he didn’t have the guts to go through with it, so instead he reduced his speed with the car in front until all three came to a juddering halt on the hard shoulder, the blue saloon pulling in tight behind.

‘All right, son. Out of the car.’ The door was opened and there was a hand on his shoulder. Michael didn’t move, didn’t even unlock his hands from their grip on the steering wheel. Someone leaned in, switched off the engine and removed the keys. The music died too and he could hear his heartbeat in the sudden silence.

‘Come on, Michael. Don’t make this any worse.’

Michael? They knew who he was already. The sergeant had seemed so genuine, so concerned and yet he hadn’t wasted a moment before reporting what had happened.

He blinked a couple of times and turned his head to look at the man outside. There was another next to him and two more at the passenger door. He uncurled his fingers from the wheel, but still made no attempt to get out.

‘Michael Redford, I’m arresting you for theft of a police vehicle. You do not have to say anything. But it may harm your defence if you do not mention when questioned something which you later rely on in court. Anything you do say may be given in evidence. Do you understand that?’ The voice sharpened. ‘Now get out of the car.’

He reached for either side of the door frame to pull himself up, but they didn’t like that, knocking his hands back as if they expected him to make a run for it.

‘Slowly.’ 

He stood up, not meeting their eyes. 

‘Round the front. Hands on the bonnet.’

‘What for?’

‘Just do it.’

This was a different face of the police. No longer a victim, no longer entitled to special treatment, this time he was the guilty one. He walked round to the front of the car, turned and spread his hands on the car bonnet, while one of the men ran his fingers lightly over his body, searching his pockets. Michael shivered at the touch, but said nothing. Then they let him stand and gave him back the cigarettes they’d taken, although they held on to the matches, his mobile and the flick knife he always kept in the back pocket of his jeans.

‘You’ve been very lucky, Michael.’

Have I? He certainly didn’t feel lucky.

‘Most people who do crazy things like that end up in hospital or worse.’ The man paused. ‘Have you hurt yourself?’

He shook his head, standing uneasily by the car. The touch of the body search had upset him far more than anything else.

‘Mark Fletcher – the officer whose car you stole – said you fell from the bridge.’

So?

‘Don’t say much, do you? I guess we’d better get you back to the station and call your parents.’

‘I don’t want them involved. I’m eighteen.’

‘Fair enough. Now are you going to behave yourself, or do I need handcuffs?’

‘I’ll come quietly.’ Cliché! This wasn’t television. This was real.

‘I’m very pleased to hear it. You two sort Fletcher’s car out,’ he said to the driver of the blue saloon. ‘And get a message to the Met,’ he added in a low voice. ‘Let them know the score.’

What is this – a fucking football match? Michael shifted from foot to foot, wondering how he could get away. He’d never outrun four of them across the fields at the top of the cutting. At this rate, he’d be turning up for the trial in the same police van as Eddie.

They took him to the traffic car. ‘In the back, Michael. You can’t open the doors from the inside and if you’re stupid enough to try anything while I’m driving, I’ll have you restrained. Do I make myself clear?’

The implications were disturbingly familiar, bringing back memories he’d spent so long trying to bury. As the back door was opened, he felt a hand on his head, guiding him into the car. I’ll have you restrained – do I make myself clear? Yes, Joss. Past and present were confusingly entwined; perhaps he had hurt himself when he’d fallen. Joss was dead, wasn’t he? He tried to resist, but the hand didn’t let up and there was another, younger, voice behind him now.

‘Get in the car, Michael.’

Don’t touch me! He gave in, scrambling into the car and across the seat as far away as possible from the young constable who got in next to him. Doors slammed and the engine started. Michael stared out of the window.

At one o’clock in the morning, he’d finally succeeded in getting himself a criminal record for a birthday present.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

— Chapter 3 —
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The rear tyre blew at eighty-five miles per hour in the outside lane of the M25, just past junction eleven. Amanda didn’t hear it go, but she felt the steering wheel wrench from her grip as Mika launched into Grace Kelly on the car’s CD player. The screech of tyres didn’t improve the quality of the music as the car swerved towards the central reservation, and the scrape of metal against metal seemed perfectly timed to the song.

She pulled hard to the left, narrowly missing the Renault in the middle lane. The driver flashed his headlights several times in succession, overtook on the inside and accelerated away out of danger, making a crude gesture with his fingers as he passed her. Just like a man. Anything to avoid trouble. Never wants to get involved. The car skidded on the wet road and she hit the brake instinctively, only deepening the skid as all four tyres lost contact with the tarmac.

The world reduced to four wheels and an engine. Frantically, she tried to remember what they’d said on the advanced driving talk that the office had laid on for them all. Two winters ago, when five company cars had been written off in as many weeks, the firm had decided that a driving seminar was called for. At the time, all the staff had been concerned about was the fact that they were expected to come in for an evening without pay; right now, Amanda reckoned survival would be payment enough. She eased her foot off the brake and steered into the skid, thanking whatever Gods were listening that there were no other cars on the inside. The motorway was quiet and most sensible people would be at work, not speeding round the M25 with their life in ruins. 

Surprisingly enough, the car responded. She could feel the difference through the steering wheel as the remaining tyres began to grip the road. She touched the brake once, twice – cadence braking, like she’d been taught – and the car slowed and straightened as she eased it across to the inside lane and onto the hard shoulder. Coming to a standstill, she switched off the engine, cutting Mika off in his prime. The sudden silence was overwhelming, the smell of burning rubber filled the car and she wondered what she was going to do now. 

For the third time that day, Amanda burst into tears. It hadn’t exactly been a spectacular success so far. She’d been on the move three hours now, ever since arriving at the nursery at lunchtime and discovering Paul had already picked up Chloe. At home, she found he’d taken a suitcase; some of his clothes were missing, and a stack of nappies had gone with some sleepsuits from Chloe’s room. And three hours later, where had she got to? Halfway across the country, with what seemed like days stuck in a motorway tailback on the M4, and no nearer finding her daughter than she had been when she’d set out with just her handbag, and only that because she knew it contained her credit cards and phone and the one thing she was going to need was money. Money for petrol and food, probably somewhere to stay the night and no doubt cash to bribe his family. Because that’s where he’d be, running home to mummy and that awful interfering family of his. Running home with Chloe.

Chloe. The thought made her cry even harder. How could he have taken their daughter with him? Aside from the fact that he knew next to nothing about caring for a nine-month old baby, Paul had never given any indication about the way he felt before. True, he’d never been a man of many emotions; that’s what she’d loved about him – his calm competence, easy acceptance of redundancy and the optimism with which he’d set about finding himself a new job, even when it had involved a move across the country. She’d gone willingly, six months pregnant and excited at the thought of a new life together. And then it had all started to fall apart.

Damn Bristol. She thumped the car horn loudly with her fist, wishing it was somebody’s head. Damn Carroll’s Limited; there was nothing limited about the liberties the directors were apparently prepared to take with their employees. And damn to hell and back Dave Cartland for taking her to the office end-of-financial-year party and then to his bed. She hadn’t meant it to happen, hadn’t set out with the idea of adultery in her mind, but Paul had been working late again, keen to impress his new boss and she’d been lonely in the new house. Dave had been so understanding when she’d had to take time off at short notice when Chloe was ill. She couldn’t refuse his invitation. She hadn’t wanted to. He was a nice guy in his own way, though not really her type. Besides, nobody else had asked her to accompany them to the dinner at a local hotel and as usual Paul had been too busy.

Stop making excuses, Amanda. You slept with your boss and your husband found out. End of story. Who could blame Paul for the way he’d reacted? But how could he run off like that, without giving her the chance to explain, to apologise and try to make up for what she’d done. It was as if he didn’t want to know anymore. Perhaps he would never be able to forgive her. Perhaps he’d never let her see Chloe again.

No! She’d find them. She knew where his mother lived. And they’d have to let her see her daughter. A mother had the right to see her own child, didn’t she? Amanda sniffed loudly and wondered if the spare tyre was where it should be in the boot. Not that she had the slightest idea how to change a tyre; car maintenance was always something she’d left to Paul. You do your job and I’ll do mine, he’d say, meaning she should stick to cooking, cleaning and looking after their daughter. But then he’d never approved of her working, not after Chloe had been born. The rows had been seemingly endless and in the end, she’d gone and got herself a job anyway, figuring he’d hardly be likely to physically stop her from leaving the house in the morning. She’d been right and he’d seemed to accept it after a while, glad of the extra money coming in, even if a large portion of it did go to the nursery – the younger they were, the more money they cost – and Paul said it was a waste of money to pay someone to do what she could do for free.

God, woman. Get a grip! There was time enough to worry about why things had happened. What was important now was to get moving again and get to her mother-in-law’s before the witch talked Paul into emigrating or worse. Amanda got out of the car to inspect the damage. It was worse than she expected – the stink of burning rubber still hung in the air and she could see why, as most of it seemed to be stuck to the road as far back as she could see.

The rear tyre was in ribbons and the wheel didn’t look too healthy either. She opened the car boot, which nearly started her off again. Stupid arsehole forgot to take the buggy! What else had he forgotten? Formula? Chloe’s favourite blue bunny? She wished she’d thought to look before racing out of the house.

No, changing the tyre was out of the question, so what next. Breakdown services? She couldn’t remember whether they’d renewed their membership last time around – Paul said it was a waste of money as the cars never broke down. God only knew how much it would cost to get a local garage out to the M25 and the Monday evening rush-hour would be in full flow imminently. But it was March and the evenings were getting lighter, despite the overcast sky. She’d be safe enough out of the car, although she had no idea where she was.

Shit. She didn’t even have a road atlas – unless a street map of Manchester counted. Why on earth do we have a street map of Manchester? Amanda grabbed the rather smart black wool coat Paul had bought her for Christmas, hoisted her enormous handbag onto her shoulder and locked the car doors. Which way was the nearest road bridge? There looked like something up ahead in the distance, although with the way her luck was heading today, it’d be a railway line.

It wasn’t. And even
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