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Without warning, the car veered off the tarmac, crunching over gravel, then sliding to a halt by the side of the road.

‘Why have you stopped?’ Sitting in the back seat, Lucy Bridge peered into the darkness. Trees lined either side of the two-lane blacktop. She let out a little groan. Nature wasn’t her thing: the countryside was far too messy and you could never get a decent coffee.

By the look of things they were in the middle of a forest. Not that far out of London, but a pretty good approximation of the middle of nowhere. They hadn’t seen another car in the last half-hour.

‘Where the fuck are we?’

Flexing his jaw, Curtis Otten kept his hands on the steering wheel in the ten-to-two position as he contemplated the middle distance.

‘What are you playing at?’ Bridge was irritated rather than concerned. She was wearily familiar with the boys and their games.

Otten waited a beat, then glared at her in the rear-view mirror. ‘Get out.’

‘What?’

‘You heard him, Luce.’ In the front passenger seat, Ryan Grant offered an apologetic shrug. ‘You need to get out.’

‘That’s not funny.’ Clasping her tote to her chest, Bridge made no effort to move.

Grant was playing his usual role, the good cop to Otten’s bad. ‘We’re not joking,’ he said quietly.

‘I want to go home,’ Bridge blurted. ‘Stop messing about. This isn’t funny any more.’

Taking one hand from the wheel, Otten released his seatbelt. ‘Don’t make me drag you out.’ He scowled. ‘I’m pissed off enough as it is. I should’ve been at the Lane tonight.’

‘We’re doing you a favour,’ Grant joked, alluding to the fact that Spurs were currently two down to a bunch of no-hopers from somewhere in Eastern Europe. ‘You should be thanking us.’

‘Shut your face.’ Muttering something about club boss Daniel Levy’s parentage, Otten rocked forward as if he was about to headbutt the steering wheel.

Why did I ever get in the car with these idiots? Pulling out her phone, Bridge was relieved to see a couple of bars of network coverage. At least she’d be able to call a cab.

As she started googling ‘local taxi’, Otten snatched the phone from her hand. ‘I’ll take that.’

‘Hey. Give it back.’

‘No phones.’ He pulled open the glove compartment and shoved it inside.

Bridge caught a glimpse of his service-issue Glock. You shouldn’t have that off duty, she thought.

Otten shoved the compartment door shut. ‘You’ll get it back tomorrow.’

‘What is this? A kidnapping?’

‘Just get out the fucking car.’

‘I suppose I can take my coat?’ she asked sarcastically.

Otten thought about it. ‘Sure.’

‘We’re not savages,’ Grant announced.

‘No, just morons. Just wait till Tony hears about this.’

‘Whose idea d’you think this was?’ Otten sneered.

What? Bridge tried to process the idea that her boyfriend would have sanctioned her being dumped in the middle of nowhere.

‘Tony’s not happy with you, Luce,’ Grant advised. ‘You’ve been giving him a hard time recently.’

‘I’ll kill the bastard when I get hold of him.’

‘I think that’s what he’s hoping.’ Otten chortled. ‘He likes a bit of slap and tickle, our Tone.’

‘That’s Chief Inspector Tone, to you, son,’ Grant giggled, giving their boss his proper title.

Otten scratched his nose. ‘Does Chief Inspector Brown make you dress up?’

‘What?’ It could hard to keep up with these two: their thought processes were always going off in random directions, like six-year-olds fuelled with litre bottles of Coke.

‘Does he like to do it when you’ve got your uniform on, like one of those … thingies?’

‘Strippergrams,’ Grant offered.

‘Thank you.’

‘You know, like those birds we got for Dean’s stag do.’ A dreamy look crossed Grant’s face. ‘Remember that blonde girl? The one who gave hand-jobs in the bogs for twenty quid a pop?’

‘Yes, all right, you berk, I’ve got it.’ Otten leered at the gagging Bridge. ‘Well? Do you have to get dressed up for Tone to get it up?’

‘Mind your own business, you dirty little bastard.’

‘You know where he is at the moment, don’t you?’ Otten sneered. ‘He’s off in Venice on a mini-break. Banging his missus while thinking of you.’

‘Verona,’ Grant corrected him.

‘What?’

‘They went to Verona. It’s not the same as Venice.’

‘Whatever,’ Otten muttered. ‘It’s in Italy, right?’

This isn’t happening. Bridge took a deep breath and tried to reassert her position as the designated adult. Despite being a couple of years younger than her abductors, she was the only one of them who could make a reasonable claim to being a grown-up. ‘When I report this, you pair are going to be in right trouble.’

‘If you were to try to report this,’ Otten countered, ‘you’d be out on your arse.’

‘Are you kidding? Have you boys never heard of #MeToo?’

‘Don’t be fucking stupid.’ Otten chuckled. ‘This is the Met we’re talking about. That kind of woke American bullshit doesn’t fly in Charing Cross nick.’

Bridge tried to ignore the truth of what he was saying. ‘You’ll get kicked out.’

‘No, we won’t,’ Otten asserted, ‘because you won’t say a peep.’

‘And why not?’

‘Martin Campbell,’ Grant said quietly.

‘Who?’

‘The guy at the house party in King’s Cross,’ Grant reminded her, ‘with his pubes dyed green.’

‘The bloke who was dancing on the roof of a taxi wearing nothing but a pair of Homer Simpson socks?’ Bridge smiled at the memory. ‘It was a miracle he didn’t do himself an injury.’

‘He was lucky his girlfriend quietly handed over his ketamine,’ Otten said, ‘so no one got nicked.’

Bridge didn’t remember that part.

‘If the DPS were to get wind of the fact that you kept some Class A for your own personal use,’ Otten continued, ‘well …’ The Department of Professional Standards was the latest name for Internal Affairs.

‘Ketamine’s Class B.’ Bridge had learned the list off by heart: amphetamines, barbiturates, cannabis, codeine, Ritalin, synthetic cannabinoids, mephedrone and ketamine. Possession got you up to five years in prison; supply had a tariff of up to seven. ‘Anyway, I didn’t nick any drugs. I don’t use them, for fuck’s sake.’

‘Yeah, right.’ Otten snorted.

‘The evidence uncovered by the DPS might suggest otherwise.’ At least Grant looked vaguely apologetic for threatening to stitch her up.

‘The stuff was never logged into Evidence,’ Otten noted.

‘What happened to it?’

Grant started to say something but Otten shut him up. ‘Never you mind.’

‘This is stupid.’ Taking a deep breath, Bridge made one last attempt to assert some control over the situation. At the end of the day, they were both pretty stupid, easily led. If Tony wanted to take them in one direction, she could move them in another. ‘You’ve had your laugh; now let’s get back.’

Otten growled like an angry German Shepherd.

‘I’m not getting out.’

‘C’mon, Luce,’ Grant pleaded. ‘Be reasonable. We’ve got a long enough drive back as it is.’

‘D’you think we’re doing this for fun?’ Otten whined. ‘I’m missing the football for this bollocks.’

‘Oops.’ Consulting his phone, Grant let out a girlish giggle. ‘Looks like Red Star Whatnot have just got a third.’

Otten unleashed a howl of pain, as if he’d just been stabbed.

‘Oh, no, hold on. VAR. Offside, or something. Disallowed.’

‘Stop winding me up, you fucker, or I’ll leave you here, too.’

‘I’m just saying what’s happening, guy.’ Grant held up his hands in mock supplication. ‘It’s not my fault you support a totally crap team.’

Bridge waited for the stream of expletives to abate before appealing to the good cop. ‘Ry, come on.’

Grant avoided eye contact. ‘You’ve got to do what he says, Luce.’

‘But we’re in the middle of nowhere.’

‘That’s the idea.’

For the first time, she considered the possibility that the idiots might actually leave her here. ‘What am I supposed to do?’ She cranked up the irritation in her voice to peak levels. ‘How am I supposed to get back?’

‘Think of it as a kind of … initiative test.’ Otten’s ugly mug broke into a crooked grin.

‘Yeah, right. If there was ever a guy who’d fail an initiative test, it’s you.’

‘That’s good, Luce,’ Grant chortled. ‘Nice one.’

‘Shut up, idiot.’

‘C’mon, Curtis, it was just a joke.’

‘Moron.’ Reaching into the back of the car, Otten tried to grab Bridge’s leg but ended up squeezing her knee. ‘Just get out the fucking car.’

‘But why?’ she complained. ‘Why are you doing this?’

‘Why d’you think?’ He looked at her like she was stupid. ‘To teach you a fucking lesson, that’s why.’
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Dang Hieu watched the delivery guys sharing a joke outside the pizza restaurant across the road. Every so often, a waitress would come out and hand one of them a couple of pizzas to put into the box on the back of his scooter. Then the delivery guy would zoom off to deliver the food, returning fifteen or twenty minutes later to wait for the next delivery.

‘It’s the gig economy, mate,’ Si had explained.

Dang didn’t understand. His English was better than he let on – quite a bit better, in fact – but many words and phrases still passed him by.

‘The guys working in the gig economy, they get paid, like, per delivery. They’re the new wage slaves.’ Si laughed harshly. ‘Unlike you, of course, who’s just a slave.’

Despite his peculiar sense of humour, Si was okay. He wouldn’t let Dang leave the house, of course, but he checked on him regularly, made sure he was fed, and gave him some warm clothes. The clothes smelt funny but you got used to it.

They were about the same age. Si seemed a bit vacant and maybe a little lonely. He had even taught Dang some additional vocabulary, though Dang doubted whether words like ‘dickhead’ and ‘wanker’ would get him very far in the outside world, should he ever reach it.

After three months locked up in this decayed terraced house, Dang considered it home. The outside world consisted solely of what he could see from his window: the pizza restaurant, two clothes shops, a nail bar and a bus stop.

When Dang had first arrived, Si had given him a tour of the property, three floors of black plastic pots containing small plants.

‘Cannabis.’ Si mimed smoking a joint. ‘You know what cannabis is?’

Dang nodded.

‘The seedlings need to grow into big plants.’ Si mimed something that might have been a flower opening. ‘Five hundred plants. You take care of them.’ He showed Dang where the fuse box was, how to work the lighting and how to water the plants. A sheet of paper taped to the wall had written instructions – in Vietnamese – on when to turn the lights on, when to add plant food to the water and when to use some of the fertiliser from the sacks in a small room at the back.

There was a sleeping bag on the top-floor landing, a microwave and a freezer with enough food for a fortnight. Cables were everywhere – on the floor, sticking out of the walls, hanging from the rigging. ‘Don’t touch the wires – some of them are live.’ Si jerked a hand in the air and mimed receiving an electric shock.

‘Look after the plants, or there’ll be no more food.’ Si waved a large bunch of keys. ‘There are lots of locks, so don’t try to get out.’ He headed down the stairs. ‘I’ll be back later.’

The sound of footsteps died away. A door slammed. Dang sat down on the stairs, thinking of nothing.
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Lucy Bridge stood at the side of the road watching the car’s tail lights disappear round the bend.

‘Ten minutes,’ she told herself, ‘and they’ll be back.’

It wasn’t funny but she’d put up with worse. Like the time they’d suggested she should have sex with a sniffer dog from the drugs squad. Or the time she was ‘accidentally’ Tasered by a sergeant who got the hump when she wouldn’t go for a drink with him. Or the time someone left a massive turd in her locker. The list was endless.

This was small beer. When they came back, pissing themselves like silly schoolboys, she’d get into the back seat with a big grin and get stuck into the banter. If you wanted to survive in the Met, you had to be able to take a joke. Never show them they can wind you up – that only means they’ll keep doing it.

‘What kind of a date night d’you call this?’ Megan Hill was pissed. A hundred bucks for a babysitter and all Chad wanted to do was drive around, fast, get stoned, and have his dick sucked. That might have been a plan back when they were nineteen, but more than a decade later, with two kids to their names, it was lame in the extreme.

England wasn’t Texas, either. The weather was nowhere near good enough for al-fresco sex and the quality of weed was terrible. If Chad had been posted to a US base, there would have been no problem. Instead he was working as a ‘contractor’ at RAF Halton, possibly the most boring place on the entire planet. To score any blow, she’d had to head into Aylesbury and hand over the equivalent of almost fifty bucks to a spotty kid in the back of a bar called the Dead Duck. In exchange, she’d received a pitiful bag of possibly the worst pot she’d ever smoked in her life.

Megan knew it was crap just from looking at it. The stuff was dry, falling apart. ‘Where’s this from?’ she demanded.

‘Up the road.’ The kid pointed his roll-up in the direction of the back door of the bar. ‘Edison Road.’

‘Home-grown,’ Megan drawled, without enthusiasm.

‘I guess.’ The kid stuffed the cash into the pocket of his torn jeans. ‘The police raided it last week, so I might not have much more for a while.’

‘I’m not gonna be a repeat customer.’

‘Suit yourself.’ The kid put on a mocking American accent as he watched her leave. ‘Have a nice day.’

Eventually, Lucy Bridge had to accept that Otten and Grant were not coming back for her.

‘Wankers.’

She started walking back in the direction they had come. After what seemed like an eternity, headlights appeared in the distance.

‘Thank fuck.’

She stepped into the middle of the road and started waving her arms. ‘Hey!’ she shouted. ‘I need you guys to stop.’

Next week she would take the kids back to the States to see her parents in Amarillo. Chad would join them in a couple of months, once he’d finished his contract. Taking a drag on her tragically feeble joint, Megan exhaled through a crack in the window. ‘I’m serious, Chad, I’m not gonna blow you.’

‘C’mon, babe.’ Grinning, Chad took a hand from the wheel and unzipped his Levi’s. ‘You know it’s my thing.’

Megan wrinkled her nose at the smell emanating from his trousers. Mingling with the aroma of the dope it created a signature fragrance that made her want to gag. Lowering the window further, she took a gulp of air. ‘When did you wash last?’

By way of reply he gave his member a couple of quick tugs.

‘Just concentrate on the road.’

‘I can multi-task.’ Chad glanced down in admiration at his work.

Taking another toke, Megan tried to distract him with the joint. Putting the blunt between his lips, Chad stuck his free hand behind her neck and tried to push her head towards his crotch.

‘Yeuww … fuck off.’ Up close the smell was even worse. Keeping her mouth clamped shut, she tried to break his grasp but found herself wedged between his disappointingly expanded gut and the steering wheel.

‘C’mon …’ There was pleading in his voice, and more than a touch of malice. ‘What the actual fuck—’ He suddenly released his grip, jerking the wheel with both hands. There was a loud thud as the car hit something and sped on.

Megan sat up and tried to regain her composure as she ran a hand through her hair. ‘What the fuck was that?’

The rear-view mirror offered nothing but darkness. ‘No idea.’ Chad showed no inclination to go back and check. ‘An animal or something?’ He packed himself away. ‘Let’s get home before we have to pay the babysitter extra.’ The babysitter was called Haley, seventeen going on thirty-five. Chad would give her a ride home in the hope she might be more accommodating than his wife.
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