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    Dedication 
 
    To Maria, the other Frog in our crazy bubble of a box….the words below are not my own, they are a close enough reflection of how you make me feel. Yours are the words and the smiles that encourage and make my days better xx  
 
      
 
    A group of frogs was traveling through the woods and two of them fell into a deep pit. When the other frogs saw how deep the pit was, they told the two frogs that they were as good as dead. The two frogs ignored the comments and tried to jump up out of the pit with all their might. The other frogs kept telling them to stop, that they were as good as dead.  
 
    Finally, one of the frogs took heed to what the other frogs were saying and gave up. He fell down and died. 
 
    The other frog continued to jump as hard as he could. Once again, the crowd of frogs yelled at him to stop the pain and just die. He jumped even harder and finally made it out. When he got out, the other frogs said, “Did you not hear us?” The frog explained to them that he was deaf. He thought they were encouraging him the entire time. 
 
      
 
    Moral: There is power of life and death in the tongue. An encouraging word to someone who is down can lift them up and help them make it through the day. So be careful of what you say. Speak life to those who cross your path. The power of words is sometimes hard to understand. An encouraging word or a smile can go such a long way. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   
 
  

 Preface 
 
    What a difference a week makes.  
 
    Just seven days ago, I was standing in front of my colleagues feeling optimistic and excited at the prospect of closing my first cold-case as lead detective. How is it that just one week later, I find myself handcuffed on the wrong side of the desk facing the distinct possibility of spending the rest of my life in prison for the murder of my own prime suspect?  
 
    If I didn’t know better, it would be all too easy to fool myself into believing that this was a part of one of my dreams. However, this is no dream and the custody sergeant in front of me and the armed officers at my sides are as real as they come. I have never felt as isolated and alone as I do now and, to make matters worse, I have no idea who to turn to for help. 
 
    My partner has admitted to working against me, my boss has me pegged as a murderer, and the head of the serious crimes squad has demonstrated beyond all doubt the lengths he will go to in order to protect himself and the rest of his crooked network. From this point on, or until proven otherwise, I need to assume that Morgan and every other copper on the force are also part of Clive Douglas’ secret network.  
 
    This is a not an easy thought to stomach, but it was partly my trust in Catherine that got me into this mess. Like it or not, for now I am entirely on my own and if I don’t come up with a plan quickly, one of my next stops will be the very prison cell that I was threatening Terry Fletcher with.  
 
    Unfortunately, my head feels like it is about to explode and my guts feel like they are on fire. This has nothing to do with the shock of my arrest and everything to do with the half bottle of absinthe I knocked back as a stimulant before my last trip.  
 
    Regardless of the reason, a banging head and dodgy guts are hardly conducive to formulating a good enough plan to save myself. To say that I am feeling utterly helpless would be an understatement. Nevertheless, my hangover will soon pass — and when it does, all of these corrupt fuckers had better buckle up tight. 
 
      
 
    Sean McMillan
   14th February 2018 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    One Hour Earlier – Present Day - Wednesday, 14th February 2018 
 
    The light in my eyes is so powerful that I am temporarily blinded. I consider for a moment that perhaps I am still dreaming. The voice is very real, though, and the barked order leaves me in no doubt as to what is happening. 
 
    “Stand up and keep your hands where I can see them — do it now!” 
 
    Before I can react, I am manhandled from the bed and pushed facedown to the floor by at least two assailants. A knee presses down hard into the small of my back and my arms are viciously jerked behind me. It is only when the cuffs snap shut on my wrists that I realize what is happening and when the main lights go on, I am surprised to see Catherine standing in front of me. Sergeant Huntley is standing to the left of her and they are accompanied by four heavily armed firearms officers. The senior officer tells the guy with his knee in my back to stand me up; then he turns to Catherine. 
 
    “Is this him, DC Swain?” 
 
    “Yes, it is. This is Detective Constable Sean McMillan.” 
 
    I am about to speak, but Catherine moves towards me and speaks first. 
 
    “Detective Constable McMillan, I am arresting you on suspicion of murder. You do not have to say anything, but it may harm your defense 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?” 
 
    “Cath, no. This is fucking crazy! You can’t believe this. It was Douglas. Please, Cath.” 
 
    She looks embarrassed and is going to say something but is distracted when Sergeant Bellmarsh enters the bedroom. He is wearing search gloves and is holding a bloodstained hunting knife in his left hand. 
 
    “This was in one of the kitchen drawers; the blood on it still looks fresh.” 
 
    Despite my protests of innocence, I am dragged out of my apartment and into the lift. Catherine can barely make eye contact with me as we descend to the ground floor. The road outside is filled with police vehicles and DCI Morgan and DS Douglas are standing next to the back of a police transit van. I try to speak to Morgan, but he stops me. 
 
    “Save it, Sean. Don’t say something you might regret.” 
 
    Then he speaks to my escort, “Go on, get him out of my sight.” 
 
    The look of disappointment and disgust on his face says it all, but as the rear door slams shut, I refuse to accept that this is the end. Far from it — this is just the beginning. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Present Day – Wednesday, 14th February 2018 
 
    Normal practice when arresting a serving police officer is to take them into a neutral police station to limit any potential interference during processing and interview.  
 
    It is also done to limit any embarrassment to the officer or their colleagues. I can only assume then that I have been taken into my own station at the specific request of Detective Chief Inspector Morgan.  
 
    Only time will tell if this is a good or a bad thing, but for now it looks like I might at least get the opportunity to explain myself to the boss face-to-face. 
 
    It is noticeable that, apart from the custody sergeant and my armed escort, the reception area is far busier with other police officers than it should be at 8.40 in the evening. 
 
     It’s hardly surprising, though; it’s not every day that they get to see one of their own colleagues being hauled in for murder. Word of my arrest has clearly done the rounds of the station and as the number of onlookers increases, so does the volume of the whispers, until finally the station senior officer, Chief Inspector Moore, orders all non-essential personnel to return to their duties. 
 
    This leaves the custody sergeant, the armed officers, my former partner Detective Constable Catherine Swain, Chief Inspector Moore and, of course, myself. I don’t know this particular custody sergeant and if he knows or recognizes me, he certainly doesn’t show it, but as Catherine explains the nature of my arrest and hands me over to his custody, his eyes remain firmly focused in my direction. My eyes, however, remain firmly on Catherine. I can’t decide whether she is avoiding looking at me out of embarrassment or shame. By rights, it should be equal measures of both. 
 
     Whatever it is, she is clearly in a hurry to leave and with her part of the booking-in formalities complete, she turns quickly away and walks towards the lift. She may have betrayed me, but she was my partner and I refuse to accept that she believes I am capable of murder. Knowing that I may not get another opportunity, I call out to her as she leaves. 
 
    “I didn’t do it, Cath. You know I didn’t. Please speak to Kevin Morgan before it’s too late.” 
 
    My plea for help causes her to stop and for a second it looks like she might turn around to answer me. I can hear her take a deep intake of breath; but in the end, she continues walking without looking back. When the lift door opens, she steps in without saying a word and I am still staring at the doors when the custody sergeant addresses me. 
 
    “Detective Constable McMillan, no doubt you are well aware of the process from here on, but please listen anyway.” 
 
    I turn to face him and nod my agreement. He carries on, “My name is Sergeant Alex Cummins. Do you understand the reason for your arrest?” 
 
    I understand very well the reason for my arrest, but now is not the time or the place to discuss it. Cummins is not here to form or express an opinion on whether I am guilty or innocent. His job is simply to process me ready for interview. I nod again and he instructs my escort to remove the handcuffs. 
 
    “Okay, please state your full name, date of birth and occupation.” 
 
    “Sean Arthur McMillan, 4th June 1988, police officer.” 
 
    “Marital status?” 
 
    “Single.” 
 
    Over the next few minutes, I provide further details including my address, phone number and car registration, and when Cummins has all the information he needs, he stands up and tells me to empty the contents of my pockets onto the counter. The items themselves are unremarkable, but one particular item is conspicuous by its absence.  
 
    Until now, I had completely forgotten about the digital voice recorder. I can only assume from its absence that by now it is either destroyed or firmly in the hands of DS Douglas. It had been bothering me how my colleagues had been able to get into my apartment without waking me when I had locked and dead-bolted the door prior to my last trip. The answer to this is irrelevant now, but they were obviously in my apartment long enough for someone to search through my pockets, take the recorder, and plant the knife in the kitchen before waking me. However they did it, I am resigned to the fact that the voice recorder and any hope of my using it to prove my innocence is long gone.  
 
    One of the escorting officers pats me down to ensure my pockets are empty and to confirm that I don’t have anything else concealed on my body. Satisfied, he nods to Cummins to carry on. Cummins checks and records each of my items in his property log. 
 
    “One silver color iPhone 7, One Vodaphone SIM card, One silver color Tag Heuer gent’s wristwatch, two pounds and fifty-three pence in coins, one black leather wallet, and one key ring with one car key and three other keys. Inside the wallet are fifty-five pounds in banknotes, one Barclays Bank debit card and one Barclays Bank credit card, both in the name of Sean McMillan. One driving license in the name of Sean Arthur McMillan, one police identity card and one warrant card, also in the name of Sean Arthur McMillan.” 
 
    My wallet has a side pocket where I tend to keep the less important items. Cummins unzips it and takes out the items inside. 
 
    “One membership card for Blockbuster Video, one Tesco loyalty card, one Starbucks loyalty card, various assorted credit card slips, and finally one Lloyds Bank debit card.”  
 
    There is a pause for a second, then he holds out the debit card for us all to see before speaking again. “One Lloyds Bank debit card in the name of Mr. Paul Donovan.” 
 
    To say that I have been fitted up would be an understatement and, despite knowing that I am wasting my breath, I refuse to just stand here quietly accepting my fate. They have taken the voice recorder, planted the knife in my kitchen drawer, and planted this card in my wallet. God only knows what other surprises they have planned for me. 
 
    “This is total fucking bollocks! I have never even seen that card before.” 
 
    Chief Inspector Moore takes the card from Cummins for a closer look, and then hands it back to him before speaking to me. “I strongly suggest, Sean, that you keep your thoughts and emotions in check. You have been arrested on suspicion of murder and the way things are looking right now, you are going to be spending the night with us and possibly longer. It would be in your own best interests to use the time tonight to consider what you are going to say during your interview tomorrow.” 
 
    When I don’t respond to his statement, he tells Sergeant Cummins to carry on, and then he leaves me in the reception area with Cummins and the armed response officers. Over the next hour or so, my fingerprints and mugshots are taken, swabs are taken from my hands and the inside of my mouth and the police doctor carries out a basic medical examination to check that I am fit to be interviewed. It’s a completely familiar routine, but I would never have imagined that I would ever be going through it myself. Finally, I am taken to one of the station holding cells and Cummins hands me a set of white disposable overalls and shoes. 
 
     “I need you to strip off fully and place all of your clothing and shoes into this black bag. Put these on and we will arrange to get you some proper clothes as soon as possible.” 
 
    Before Cummins leaves, he tells me to sit down and to make myself comfortable. “You’re going to be held overnight, Sean. I don’t expect that anything is going to happen tonight, so I suggest you take Chief Inspector Moore’s advice and use the time to think about what you are going to say tomorrow. The Police Federation have been informed of your arrest and they are arranging for one of the reps to come and meet you tomorrow morning. In the meantime, you are entitled to make a phone call. Would you like me to arrange that for you?” 
 
    The total area of this cell is no more than five square meters and its contents consist of a stone bench with a hard rubber mattress with a single blanket and a stainless-steel toilet cum sink unit in one corner. Making myself comfortable is a bit of a non-starter and there is not a single person I can think of to call who could possibly make a difference. I decline the offer of a call and ask Cummins what the time is. 
 
    “It’s twelve minutes past ten. You will be locked in now until tomorrow morning. There is a call button on the wall next to the door, but I guess you know that already.” And then he adds, “It’s only for emergency purposes, understood?”  
 
    As the cell door slams shut, I remain standing until I hear the door at the end of the corridor closing. Then the lights go out and I am left in total darkness. I need to travel urgently to dig myself out of this mess, but with a lack of any dream trigger or stimulus, it is not going to be easy. Two hours ago, I was still suffering the effects of drinking half a bottle of absinthe, but being arrested by my former colleagues on suspicion of murder has a surprisingly sobering effect and now I am wide awake. In fact, I am more than just awake; I am hyperactive. Even if I could travel, I can’t decide where to go.  
 
    My previous trips were all about gathering evidence on Paul Donovan and Clive Douglas or about protecting Maria and Ben; but, more often than not, these trips had unexpected and unwanted consequences. With Donovan dead and Maria and Ben safe for now, why risk putting them back in the firing line for the sake of trying to save myself? The obvious thing would be to go back to the very start to undo all of my previous mistakes. But why bother going to all that trouble when my prime suspect is already out of the picture? I may not have convicted him, but in my eyes his victims have got an appropriate justice and besides, I’m not in this cell because of a murder by Paul Donovan in 1994. He may have started out as my primary focus, but ultimately, I am here because of something and someone much bigger; Donovan was just the sideshow. Detective Superintendent Clive Douglas is the main event and I fully intend to get myself a front-row seat for his final performance.  
 
    With my mind made up, I spend the next thirty minutes exercising as hard as I possibly can in a five-square-meter darkened cell, and then I lie down on the bench and close my eyes. I only have a slim chance of success, but with nothing to lose I focus hard on the image of Clive Douglas’ face and start my chant. Perhaps it’s desperation or perhaps it’s just luck, but in the end, I have worried for nothing — the travel comes easily and my body is consumed in a blinding flash of light.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The Past — Sunday, 24th December 1989 
 
    It’s the middle of winter, it’s pissing it down and I am standing in the middle of Luton High Street in a white disposable suit and shoes. I could hardly describe myself as being inconspicuous and this is not exactly my best thought-out plan, but I am confident that there is some method in my madness.  
 
    In 1989, Clive Douglas was still a Detective Sergeant based at Luton Station. By choosing the Christmas period, I am hoping to catch up with him somewhere outside of work. If I had to guess, I would say that it is probably around two or three o’clock in the afternoon and judging by how busy it is with people carrying shopping bags, I am fairly confident that it is either Saturday or Sunday, as I had hoped. My plan is to track down Clive, but before I can even think about that, I need to find myself some shoes and clothes before I bloody freeze to death. 
 
    Conscious that my outfit is starting to draw some bemused looks, I scan the high street and spot a branch of Intersports a few doors down from where I am standing. When I step inside, it is like being in a scene from the football hooligan movie ‘The Firm’. The radio is belting out ‘Madchester Rave On’ by ‘The Happy Mondays’ and the store is packed with teenagers and guys in their mid to late twenties sifting through racks of Sergio Tacchini tracksuits, Lyle and Scott V-neck jumpers, Fila roll-neck shirts and Stone Island jackets. This truly is the age of the soccer casual; but before I can get any further into the shop, I am stopped in my tracks by the sweaty hand of a security guard. 
 
    “Not so fast, mate, you sure you’re in the right place? The fancy-dress shop is at the other end of town.” 
 
    The whole point in coming inside was to lessen the attention, but it actually seems that I might have made things worse.  
 
    His comment was made intentionally loud for the benefit of everyone else in the store and now a small group of guys have gathered around, which gives him the confidence to throw out another comment. 
 
    “So what the fuck are you meant to be — a bloody snowman or something?” 
 
    He might have a fair point, but before I can answer, a tough-looking young guy pushes the security guard to one side and steps forward to speak. He looks to be in his late teens or early twenties and is tall and slim with a wedge-cut side parting. There is a vicious-looking scar running from below his right ear to just below his chin. It is an obvious mark of a football hooligan and I have no doubt at all that he probably has a Stanley knife tucked away in the pocket of his tracksuit. 
 
    He steps forward, then points down towards my groin and says, “Never mind a fucking snowman, are you some kind of fucking pervert? Have you got anything on under that outfit? You can see your fucking nuts dangling!” 
 
    The rain has made my overalls extremely clingy and partially transparent, and although the rest of the crowd burst out laughing at his comment, it has attracted more shoppers, including some families with kids. The security guard is starting to look agitated and is about to radio for assistance. I am currently in a cell in real life for murder; the last thing I need now is to end up in a cell in my dreams for indecent exposure. 
 
    Without responding to the hooligan’s comment, I brazen it out by pushing past him towards the security guard.  
 
    “Don’t panic, Columbo, I was out for my birthday and my mates thought it would be fun to strip me off and dress me up as a snowman. Then the wankers fucking drove off and left me out in the rain.” 
 
    The thought that he was right makes him smile and he noticeably relaxes and lowers his radio. The hard case is less convinced and he leaves me with a warning before moving off and continuing his shopping. 
 
    “I’ve got my fucking eye on you, mate, just watch your fucking step. Get yourself covered up, for fuck’s sake.” 
 
    Getting myself covered up is exactly the reason that I came in here in the first place, so with the security guard watching me like a hawk I move around the store and pick out some clothes and a pair of shoes. The gear I pick out looks expensive, but I don’t bother checking the prices. I don’t have any money and I’m not intending to pay anyway. Inside the changing room, I strip off the wet overalls and dress in the new clothes, taking a moment to check myself out in the mirror. Apart from my hairstyle being completely wrong, I think I could fit in well with the soccer casuals. I have chosen a red Sergio Tacchini tracksuit with a white stripe, a blue and white Fila roll-neck top and a pair of Blue Adidas Gazelle trainers, which also have a white stripe. With the addition of a beige Stone Island casual jacket to keep out the winter cold, the only thing I am missing is the Stanley knife, but otherwise I am good to go.  
 
    Outside the changing rooms, the security guy looks me up and down with suspicion and then he follows me towards the checkout area at the back of the store and stands close behind me as I hand over the labels to the young girl operating the register. He is in his mid to late forties, with a good size belly and he doesn’t look like he can run too fast. If he does manage to grab me, though, I could be in trouble, so as she scans each of the items, I make a pretense of looking for my wallet in the various pockets of the tracksuit and the jacket. As she rings up the last item and tells me the price, I turn to face the guard. 
 
    “I think I might have left my wallet in the changing room, I won’t be a minute.” 
 
    Without waiting for a response, I push past him and face back towards the entrance. He is still within grabbing distance of me, but it’s now or never and I make my move, pointing and shouting over to where the hard case is stuffing a couple of shirts inside his jacket. 
 
    “Oy, ya fucking thieving bastard!” 
 
    I am already running before the guard, torn between his suspicion of me and actually witnessing a theft in progress, realizes what is going on. As I draw level with the hard case, he smiles at me, then he looks back towards the guard and flicks him the middle finger. We reach the front door at the same time and split right and left down the high street. The fat fuck security guard has no chance of catching either one of us, but I don’t take any chances and keep running through the center of town for another half mile until I am sure that the danger has passed. 
 
    The rain has stopped, but the exertion of the run has me sweating like a nun in a cucumber patch. Thankfully, my next stop isn’t far away, but I don’t know how much time I have, so I keep up a brisk walking pace until I am interrupted by the sound of a car horn. I turn just as a souped-up Austin Metro draws level with me and my eyes are immediately drawn to the added rear spoiler, go-faster stripes, and highly polished chrome wheels. I can’t see him through the heavily tinted windows, but I know already who it is before he even rolls down the window. 
 
    “Oy, mate, you want a fucking lift?” 
 
    There is no hint of aggression in his voice and he doesn’t appear to be at all bothered that I fingered him to the security guard, so I nod and accept the offer. Chances are it’s going to rain again soon anyway and it’s never a bad thing to have a potential ally.  
 
    I don’t know when the term ‘Chav’ was first used, but this guy must surely qualify as one. His casuals outfit looks good, but the fake leopard-skin seat covers and the furry dice hanging from the rear-view mirror are a definite fail. As trends go, these ones are best left in the eighties, but I don’t intend to upset my newfound friend by pointing this out.  
 
    “Nice car, mate, and thanks for the lift. I’m not sure why you’re doing this, though — not after what I did in the shop.” 
 
    He laughs and slaps me on the arm. “Nah, what are you fucking talking about? It’s all cool, son. I thought you were some kind of pervert, but what you did back there was fucking legendary. I go in there at least once a week and pinch two or three bits and pieces, but I have never seen someone walk in there dressed as a fucking snowman and run out in a completely new fucking outfit. That clobber must be worth at least five-hundred quid. Fucking legendary, mate! How about a fucking pint? I want you to meet the lads.” 
 
    A nice cold pint would actually go down nicely, but it will have to wait; there are other things I need to do first, so I push my luck and ask him for a favor. “A pint sounds fucking great, but I need to stop off at a couple of other places first, if that’s alright with you?” 
 
    “Fuck me, you’re a fucking cheeky twat, aren’t you? Does this look like a fucking taxi to you? I don’t even fucking know your name.” 
 
    It’s all said in good humor and as I reach over to shake his hand, he is smiling and calls me a cheeky twat again. 
 
    “It’s Sean Smith, good to meet you — sorry again about ratting you out to the security guard.”  
 
    “I said before, don’t fucking worry about it, Sean. Even if I do go back in there, that fat cunt is too fucking scared of me to do anything. My name’s Darren by the way, Darren Philips, but my mates call me Daz. So where is it you need to go?” 
 
    This can go one of two ways, so I brace myself for his reaction before I blurt out, “Well actually, I need to drop into Luton Police Station.” 
 
    If I hadn’t been ready for it, I would probably have gone through the windscreen when he slams on the brakes. The car behind just manages to avoid ploughing into the back of us and the extremely pissed-off driver lets his feelings be known as he passes. 
 
    “Fucking arsehole, where did you fucking learn to drive!”  
 
    My focus, though, is on Daz. His hand is in his right-hand pocket and the earlier aggression is back. He doesn’t bring it out, but at least I know now where he keeps his knife. 
 
     “Are you having a fucking laugh, mate? Who the fuck are you? Are you a fucking cop?” 
 
    “Don’t be a fucking bell end, Daz. How many pigs do you know that go shoplifting in Intersport? I just need to check in as part of my parole.” 
 
    The mood instantly lightens and I am relieved when he takes his hand out of his pocket and releases the handbrake. 
 
    “For fuck’s sake, Sean, I nearly fucking shit myself! So you were inside, then — what did you do?” 
 
    The look on his face tells me that my credibility is rising by the minute and I am happy to play along. 
 
    “I got eighteen months for aggravated burglary.” 
 
    “Aggravated burglary — so you gave someone a few digs?” 
 
    “Yep, I was doing a place over in Croydon. Some posh twat woke up as I was leaving and tried to play the hero. He was a big fucker and I had to stick the nut on him a couple of times before he went down. His blood made a right fucking mess of my best Lyle & Scott jumper.” 
 
    He is hanging off my every word as I continue to embellish the story of my arrest and imprisonment and soon, we pull into a parking space around the corner from the station. 
 
    “Sorry I can’t get any closer; this car is not exactly legal, if you know what I mean.” Then with a laugh, “A bit of a mix up with the tax and insurance — it got lost in the post.” 
 
    I smile and tell him that I won’t be long, adding, “If I’m not back out in ten minutes, don’t wait for me. The fuckers will probably have pulled me for the bank robbery last year.” 
 
    Understandably, he is unsure if I am serious or taking the piss now, but as I walk away, he opts to go with belief and shouts through the window. 
 
    “Fucking legendary, mate!” 
 
    The clock on the wall behind the reception counter is one of the very early digital types with clumsy-looking red letters. The time is showing 4.22 pm and the date is 24th December, Christmas Eve, which probably goes some way to explaining why the duty sergeant is looking so pissed off. The rest of his mates are no doubt either in the pub already or at home with their feet up in front of the TV with a beer in their hands.  
 
    As I approach the counter, he looks at me as if he is hoping that I might change my mind and leave him to get back to his crossword, but when I move closer, he lets out a sigh and straightens up in his seat. 
 
    “Yes, sir, what can I help you with?” 
 
    I am taking a huge risk coming here but knowing what I know about Clive Douglas I am confident that there is only a slim chance he will be working today. If by some miracle he is working on Christmas Eve, I will need to make a swift exit and come up with another plan. 
 
    “I’m looking for Detective Sergeant Douglas. He asked me to come down to speak with him.” 
 
    My request doesn’t go down well and as he slumps back in his chair again, he doesn’t even make a pretense of being polite. “He’s not on shift today. Come back after Christmas.” Then he looks back down to his newspaper and carries on with his crossword. 
 
    “Do you mind checking, please? He literally just called me thirty minutes ago and asked me to come in straightaway. He said it was urgent.” 
 
    Reluctantly, he lifts up the desk phone and makes a call, presumably to the office that Douglas works in. My luck holds. When he doesn’t get an answer, he stands up and comes out into the main reception area. 
 
    “I don’t get paid extra for this, you know. Wait here while I go and check if he is here.” 
 
    He points to a scruffy-looking bench and I turn to sit down, but as he walks towards the door leading to the back area, I am close enough to see him punch in the code to the access lock. Even by the security standards of the 1980s, having 9999 as the access code in a police station is dumb, but what do I care? I have work to do and as soon as he is gone, I am up on my feet and letting myself into the restricted area. 
 
    I probably have a few minutes at the most before Sergeant Charisma comes back down; but, as expected, the station is all but deserted and I find the locker room quickly. On Christmas Eve, the station will be running on a skeleton crew, with probably just the duty sergeant, a few guys out on the beat and maybe one or two constables on standby. The rest will be kicking it back at home or in a pub somewhere. 
 
    This locker room is no different from locker rooms in any other station in the UK, then or now. The room is long and straight with a row of tall steel lockers either side, and a crappy-looking wooden bench in the middle of the floor. The door at the end of the room probably leads off into a shower and bathroom area and the whole place has the aroma of old socks, stale sweat, and cheap cologne, lending it an air of familiarity. I ignore the lockers with padlocks and go to work on the rest. The first three come up empty, but on the fourth I hit the jackpot. I quickly stuff the wallet and other items into my back pocket. 
 
    I sit back down on the bench in the reception area with just seconds to spare. When the duty sergeant comes through the door, he looks even more pissed off than before. 
 
    “Like I said, he’s not here — come back after Christmas, preferably when someone else is on duty.” 
 
    Faking puzzlement at my apparent error, I apologize for wasting his time and then calmly walk towards the door and step out into the street. In my back pocket, the watch is digging into my ass, so I take it out and put it on. I feel a bit guilty for taking it, but perhaps the unlucky victim might learn a valuable lesson about securing his locker in the future. 
 
    Despite his wish to remain out of sight, Daz is doing a really shitty job of remaining inconspicuous. Even though I was only gone for around five minutes, he obviously gets bored easily. He is leaning back on the bonnet of his car flirting with two teenage girls with his stereo pumping out ‘Homely Girl’ by ‘UB40’. When he sees me coming, he smiles and points me out to the girls. 
 
    “This is my mate Sean I was telling you about. Sean, this is Sarah and this is Karen. How about we take these two lovelies off to the pub for a few bevvies?” 
 
    They both look to be around eighteen or nineteen and as rough as a bear’s arse. I assume that they are not the lads he wanted me to meet, but why not, the more the merrier. 
 
    “Sure, why not? I need to make one last stop, though, before the pub; it’s not too far.” 
 
    Daz is about to protest, but he stops when I pull out the wallet and flash a twenty-pound note at him and say, “For petrol, this fucking beast must guzzle the juice.” My compliment works and after I give him the address, we head off with the two girls giggling away on the back seat.  
 
    As he drives, Daz gives me a sideways knowing smile and then loudly says, “I think after a couple of drinks, Karen might want to suck you off, me old mucker.” 
 
    Darren and Sarah burst out laughing and Karen makes a half-hearted show of protesting, “Fuck off, Daz, I ain’t no fucking slag, you know!” 
 
    I suspect that Darren is probably right and whether she thinks it or not, both Karen and Sarah are probably the proverbial ‘right old pair of slappers’. Mercifully and before the conversation deteriorates any further, we arrive in Clive Douglas’ street and I tell Darren to park a few doors down from his house. The rain has started again and I ask Daz to turn on the rear windscreen wiper so that I can see Clive’s front door. The girls are getting restless in the back of the car and so is Daz. 
 
    “So, are we here for a fucking reason, Sean? There is a pint with my name on it and it’s not gonna fucking drink itself.”  
 
    “Yeh, Sean. What the fuck are we doing here?” Karen chips in. 
 
     Then Sarah adds, “Have you come to visit your Nan or something? Don’t you like blowjobs? Ignore what Karen said — she’s had more cock ends than weekends, haven’t you Karen?”  
 
    While they all piss themselves over Sarah’s comment, I keep watching the door. A few seconds later I am rewarded when I see it open and Clive Douglas steps out onto the doorstep. He turns to kiss his wife on the cheek, then he gets into a Red Vauxhall Cavalier and pulls out into the street. When I tell Daz to follow him, he throws me that same earlier look of suspicion and aggression. 
 
    “It’s all good, Daz, just scoping this fella out for a job I’m planning. Play your cards right and I might cut you in on the job — if it’s not too heavy for you, that is?” 
 
    At first he looks offended, then he looks defiant as he puffs himself up. “Nah, not too heavy, mate, count me in.” He turns back to face the girls. “What did I tell you? He’s a fucking legend.” 
 
    While the girls giggle away in the back seat, I keep Daz focused on making sure that he doesn’t lose sight of Douglas. I have no idea where he might be going or what I am going to do when we get there, but I pride myself on my ability to think on my feet, so I don’t worry too much. Five minutes after leaving his street, we are back on Luton High Street and much to Darren’s excitement, shortly afterwards Clive turns into the car park of the White Hart pub. 
 
    “Well then, Sean, it looks like it’s time for that fucking pint after all. Come on, girls, let’s get fucking slaughtered.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    The pub is absolutely packed, as you would expect on Christmas Eve, but Daz is obviously well known and he pushes his way through the drinkers easily and makes a space near the bar for us. Most of the punters are well oiled already and are singing along to ‘A Fairy Tale of New York’, which is belting out from the speakers. It is a miracle that the barman can hear anything, but he nods his understanding when Daz places the order. 
 
    “Two pints of Budweiser and two double Southern Comfort and lemonade for these two, John.” 
 
    As John starts to pull the pints, it is clear that Daz has no intention of putting his hand in his pocket to pay, so I pull another twenty-pound note out of the wallet and hand it over. While I wait for the change, Karen moves closer and puts her hand on my ass. Much as I enjoy blowjobs, I tell her that I need a piss and I push my way through the crowd to look for Douglas. At the back of the pub, there are some partially screened booths and one of them is occupied by Douglas and two other guys. It’s too noisy to hear what they are saying and I don’t want to risk moving any closer, but it’s clear from the body language that this is more than just a friendly Christmas drink. 
 
    It doesn’t matter now, though. I already have my final move for this trip planned and I can’t risk staying too much longer. I turn and head back towards the front door to find the guy that I had spotted on the way in. As I fight my way through the crowd, Daz spots me and calls out, “Sean, mate, we’re over here.”  
 
    When I shout back that I won’t be long, he shrugs his shoulders and resumes sucking the face off Sarah. My target is standing to the right-hand side of the entrance and I wait until he has finished talking with a young black guy until I approach him. If he is nervous or suspicious, he certainly doesn’t show it and the presence of the bouncers just a few feet away doesn’t seem to bother him in the least. 
 
    “What do you want, pal?” 
 
    “Weed or Ecstasy,” I reply. “Do you have any?” 
 
    He lets out a small laugh and says, “Well, what is it you want — weed or Ecstasy? Make your mind up, mate.” 
 
    “Weed, but not here. I want four ounces — can you manage that?” 
 
    My request for four ounces of weed takes him by surprise and he looks nervous, but greed gets the better of him and he tells me to meet him in the gents in ten minutes. 
 
    “It’s 800 quid for four ounces. You had better have the money and you better not be fucking me around, pal.” 
 
    As he disappears outside, I check my watch. It is just before five o-clock and for the last part of my plan, I need the help of my old mate Daz. Back at the bar, he has already started on my drink and the girls are on their second double Southern Comfort. 
 
    “Sorry, mate, I wasn’t sure if you were coming back and your drink was getting warm. John, get my fucking mate another pint of Bud.” 
 
    Karen seems particularly pleased that I am back, but I push her to one side before she can touch my ass again. 
 
    “Darren, I need you to do something for me.” 
 
    When I explain what it is, he smiles and picks up his drink. “This is part of the job you’re planning, yeh?” 
 
    “It is, mate,” I reply. “He is over in one of the booths in the back. Wait until I give you the nod, though.” 
 
    At just before ten past five, Darren gets into position next to Douglas’ booth and I indicate for him to make his move. He’s not going to win an Oscar for his acting, but as he stumbles into the booth, he plays the part of a drunk exactly as I asked him to.  
 
    The contents of his pint glass land perfectly on Clive’s shirt and trousers and as I head to the bathroom, I can hear Clive’s voice above the sound of the music as he angrily pushes Daz away and calls him a clumsy cunt. 
 
    When I get to the bathroom, the drug dealer looks me up and down with suspicion, but he waits for a young guy to finish taking a piss at the urinals before he says anything. 
 
    “Well then, have you got the money? Let’s fucking get on with it.” 
 
    “How about you let me see what I’m buying first? Eight-hundred quid is a lot of money — I want to make sure I’m not getting garbage.” 
 
    He looks like I have insulted his professional integrity as a reputable drug dealer and mutters “for fuck’s sake” under his breath. Then he reaches into the front of his jeans, lifts out a clear Ziploc bag full of weed, and holds it up for my inspection. 
 
    “Right, now show me the color of your fucking money!” 
 
    The timing is absolutely perfect and as Douglas storms into the washroom to dry himself, I pull the warrant card out of my back pocket and slam the dealer against the back wall with my other hand. 
 
    “Undercover police! You’re fucking nicked, mate.” 
 
    I push the warrant card in the dealer’s face just long enough for Douglas to see it, but not so long that he can see the name on it or get any other details, then I turn my head and tell him to stay back. 
 
    “Just hold on there, please, sir, nothing to worry about. Just police business.” 
 
    The dealer is swearing and protesting that I have set him up, but it is Clive Douglas that I am interested in and, as expected, he keeps moving forward and offers his assistance. 
 
    “Actually, I’m also in the job – Detective Sergeant Douglas from Luton Station. You sure you don’t need any help?” 
 
    “Thanks, but it’s all under control. Thanks for the offer, though.” 
 
    Douglas is itching to get involved, but when I turn back to the junkie and start patting him down, he moves towards the towel dispenser to dry himself and I continue with the last part of the act. I know full well that Clive is watching us in the mirror and no doubt, he is smiling to himself when I stuff the bag of weed and the dealer’s roll of cash into my jacket pocket. 
 
    “It’s your lucky day, fuckhead. I’m going to let you off with a warning this time. Consider it a Christmas present from the drugs squad. Now fuck off before I change my mind!” 
 
    The dealer has a mixture of confusion and relief on his face, and then it sinks in that he is free to go and he runs out of the door, clearly worried that I might be joking or might change my mind. Douglas carries on watching me as I wash my hands, but he doesn’t say anything until I turn to leave. 
 
    “I take it that you will be booking in that cash and weed as evidence?” 
 
    He is clearly testing me, but I don’t want to play the bent copper too obviously, so I give him a half smile and tell him that of course I would be booking it in, and then I turn back towards the door hoping that he has taken the bait. 
 
    “Hang on for a second; I didn’t get your name? Detective ...?” 
 
    “Detective Smith, Sean Smith.” 
 
    He knows I am lying about my name, but the chance to get another bent copper on his team is too much of a temptation and he reaches out to shake my hand. 
 
    “Nice to meet you, Detective Smith. You said you were on the drugs squad, is that right?” 
 
    “Did I say that? No offence, DS Douglas, but I don’t know you and if it’s okay, I need to be getting on my way.” 
 
    “Sure, no problem, Sean. Take my card, though; I think we might be able to work together for our mutual benefit on a few things. I like a man of action. Give me a call if you are at a loose end on Boxing Day. I’m having a few friends over who would be very interested to meet you. Oh, and no need for the formality —call me Clive.” 
 
    The business card and the invitation are a welcome and unexpected bonus. I had been wondering about how to execute my next move and these now make it so much easier. I give the card a cursory inspection before stuffing it in my pocket and nodding my head towards Douglas. 
 
    “Thanks, I might just do that. Merry Christmas, Clive.” 
 
    When I get back to the bar, Darren is regaling the girls with the story of his drunken act and how ‘he fucking soaked the poor old wanker’. 
 
    “I swear to God, the old fucker looked like he was about to cry — the look on his face was fucking priceless! Tell them, Sean, how did I do?” 
 
    “You did great, Daz,” I reply, and then I pull out the roll of banknotes and peel off two hundred in twenties and hand them to him. “Play your cards right and there will be plenty more where that came from. Now, get these lovely young ladies another drink. There is somewhere I need to be, but I will be in touch soon.” 
 
    I actually have no idea if I will be getting in touch with him again, but there is no harm in keeping my options open. As for him, he doesn’t give a shit one way or the other right now.  
 
    As I leave, he is already starting on his next pint and probably intends to carry on until he has burned his way through the entire two-hundred quid. Karen feigns disappointment that she is not going to be sucking me off tonight, but she quickly gets over it when Darren hands her another double. 
 
    Outside the pub, it is already dark and I am conscious that I have pushed my luck staying as long as I have. I need to find a way home quickly, before the lights come on or I am disturbed in my cell, but I need to do something else first. Behind the pub car park there is a small area of wasteland occupied by the usual inner-city crap, including a few abandoned shopping trolleys and a long-ago burnt-out car. I can’t go back with the wallet and other items, so I stuff everything into the Ziploc bag of weed and conceal it in a space underneath the car. Then I head out onto the high street. 
 
    Luton High Street is packed with shoppers and people on the way home from work and the music and lights in the street and in the shops give the place a wonderful festive atmosphere. As I move through the crowd, I am just another anonymous face and I wonder if any of them might care enough to stop me if they knew what I was about to do.  
 
    Ahead of me, I spot a narrow and poorly lit alleyway between a butcher’s and a newsagent’s shop and I make my way to the end to be sure that I won’t be seen. Then I take Darren’s Stanley knife out of my pocket. 
 
    In the morning as he is nursing his hangover, he will probably just think that he dropped it somewhere. Maybe he will have enough of the two-hundred quid left to buy another one.  
 
    I doubt that it will occur to him for a second that his new mate Sean took it and used it to slash his own throat. However, that is exactly what will have happened and after a deep breath to ready myself, I push the point of the blade into the side of my neck and then pull it across my throat as hard as I can. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Present Day – Thursday, 15th February 2018 
 
    I am back in the deckchair in DS Douglas’ garage and Paul Donovan has his hands around my throat. Unlike my previous trip to Douglas’ house, I am not gaffer-taped into the chair and my hands are completely free, so I can’t understand why I don’t try to fight back. He is squeezing as hard as he can and shouting at me to wake up, but this makes no sense. Paul Donovan is dead and I am awake.  
 
    “Wake up, McMillan, come on fucking wake up, you bastard!” 
 
    The harshness of the light hurts my eyes and I hold them closed until a hand slaps me hard across my cheek. Suddenly, it makes sense. I am back from my dream travel and I was in the midst of a normal dream. 
 
    “I said wake up, ya fucking murdering bastard! I have a message for you from the boss.” 
 
    Sergeant Huntley is standing over me and is holding what looks like a fresh set of clothes. When he sees that I am already dressed, he throws them onto the end of the bench and screws up his face at my outfit. 
 
    “The clothes are courtesy of Detective Constable Swain. I would have told her not to bother if I had known someone was bringing you some shit in from a charity shop. What the fuck have you got on?” 
 
    This is not Huntley’s station, so he must have pulled some strings to get access to my cell, or someone else here must be on Douglas’ payroll. 
 
    “Never mind that, Huntley, you said you had a message for me? Why don’t you get on with delivering the message and then fuck off!” 
 
    “It’s Sergeant Huntley to you, boy, and I suggest you be a little more respectful or things are going to get pretty fucking unpleasant for you.” 
 
    “Seriously, Huntley, I am currently sitting in a jail cell facing a charge of premeditated murder. I’m puzzled — just how much more unpleasant can it get?” I say sarcastically. 
 
    “Shut the fuck up and listen, McMillan! You are going to be interviewed this morning and Clive wants to make sure that you play ball. Keep your mouth shut about him and anything else you know or think you know about us and he promises to find a way to prove your innocence for killing Paul Donovan.” 
 
    “You mean he will fit up some other poor bastard?” 
 
    “What do you fucking care, McMillan? It’s a dog-eat-dog world.” 
 
    “And if I decide not to play ball?” 
 
    He smiles and moves closer to me. “I seriously hope you’re not that fucking stupid. Prison is a particularly unpleasant place for an ex-copper, but then you already know that, don’t you, Sean? I would also advise you to consider Maria Pinto and Carol Baker as well. Try to picture them without a face — acid is fucking horrible when it gets onto the skin and don’t even get me started on what might happen to Ben.” 
 
    I have heard more than enough from this asshole and I push him aside and move to the sink to wash my face. 
 
    “Tell Clive I will think about his offer — now fuck off and rustle me up a bacon sandwich and a cup of tea with one sugar, and not that Lipton’s shit either. I want a proper cup of tea.” 
 
    He leaves and ten minutes later I am still sitting on the bed weighing up my options when the door opens and, to my great surprise, a young constable comes in with a plate full of bacon sandwiches and a steaming mug of strong tea, which he places on the end of the bench. The breakfast is obviously a sweetener from Douglas or Huntley and they must be expecting me to play ball.  
 
    Whatever the reason, I am not complaining. My hangover has well and truly gone and I am bloody starving. I thank the constable and start on a bacon sandwich as he turns to leave.  
 
    “Knock on the door when you are finished,” he says. “There is a rep from the Police Federation waiting to speak to you in one of the interview rooms.”  
 
    At just after 8.30 am, I am taken into one of the interview rooms to meet with Marcus Willoughby from the Police Federation. When I enter the room, he is as puzzled by my outfit as Huntley was, but he doesn’t say anything and moves straight on with the business at hand.  
 
    “Good morning, DC McMillan, please take a seat. My name is Sergeant Marcus Willoughby and I have been appointed by the Police Federation to represent and support you during the initial phases of the inquiry into the allegations made against you. I must inform you, though, that if it is decided to charge you for any crime, it would be my advice to appoint yourself legal representation as soon as possible. Do you understand, Sean?” 
 
    Paying the Police Federation subscription is like owning a fire extinguisher or having a burglar alarm on your house — we all hope we will never need them, but it’s comforting to know they are there if anything does ever happen. In my case, I have paid my subscription religiously every month for the eight years that I have been a copper; with the benefit of hindsight, I should have held onto the money.  
 
    My hangover is gone, my belly is full and I know exactly what I need to do now for the best. 
 
    “Sorry, Marcus, but you have had a wasted trip. The only think I need you to do for me today is to contact the duty solicitor, Jean Monroe, and ask if she would be willing to represent me.” 
 
    He looks shell-shocked and rightly so. “Sean, I would really advise against this course of action so soon. If you move straight to legal representation without giving me the opportunity to fight your corner, I won’t be able to represent you if you change your mind later.” 
 
    If I was asked to guess I would say that Marcus Willoughby is in his late fifties and has taken the job of Federation Rep to pass the time while he counts down to his retirement and sergeant’s pension. His intentions are no doubt well placed, but he needs a serious reality check. 
 
    “You do understand that I am being accused of murder and that the murder weapon was found in my apartment, don’t you? No offence, Marcus, but I don’t think there is much that you can do for me. Jean Monroe is one of our duty solicitors —please call her for me.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Two hours later, I am taken into a side room where Jean Monroe already has her legal pad and stationery neatly arranged on a small square table. Jean indicates for me to sit down opposite her in the only other chair, and then she asks my escort to leave us alone.  
 
    In front of her, there is a copy of my arrest sheet and as she reads through it, she occasionally looks up at me or makes a note in the pad. When she is finished, she pushes the pad to one side and starts. 
 
    “DC McMillan, two days ago you placed me in an extremely embarrassing and potentially compromising position during the interview of Terence Fletcher. What on earth would make you think that I would want to represent you? Right now, my paralegal is in the process of drafting a letter of complaint against you and Detective Constable Swain.” 
 
    If it were anyone else, I would not have wasted hers or my time bringing her here, but Jean Monroe is as straight as they come and I am relying on the fact that she has an unwavering moral compass to get me through this. 
 
    “I requested you, Jean, because of the very fact that you took offence to the way that I conducted the interview with Terry Fletcher.” 
 
    “’What does that mean exactly, DC McMillan? Did you really expect me to react in any other way?” 
 
    “It means that you know the difference between right and wrong and that you will uphold the letter of the law until your dying breath. The way I went about the interview with Terry was appalling and I can’t apologize enough for putting you in that position, but right now I need someone I can trust to do the right thing.” 
 
    She looks indignant, but also curious to know where this is going. “And so you think that I can be trusted to do the right thing? How very gracious of you.” 
 
    “You came because you live by a principle that says everyone deserves fair representation, regardless of whether you think they are innocent or guilty. So yes, I do think that you are that person.” 
 
    I don’t imagine she is taken in for a minute by my obvious attempt at flattery, but everything I have said is true and after a few seconds of silence to consider my request, she nods and agrees to represent me. 
 
    “Be under no illusions, DC McMillan, my representation comes with conditions. I expect you to tell me the truth at all times and to listen to my advice. I won’t tolerate any kind of games or withholding of information — is that understood?” 
 
    “Completely understood, thank you, Jean.” 
 
    “Good, then let’s proceed, we don’t have long. Oh, and I would prefer Ms. Monroe, if you don’t mind, DC McMillan.” 
 
    Over the next two hours, I take her through the entire chain of events of the last week, including my run-ins with DS Douglas and the other crooked cops, the attacks on Carol Baker and Maria Pinto’s homes and finally the murder of Paul Donovan. It’s an incredible story and when Jean finally finishes writing and puts down her pen, I am wondering if she might be regretting her decision to represent me.  
 
    “So just to be clear again for my own understanding, let me summarize, DC McMillan. You said that you were at Maria Pinto’s house waiting for Detective Superintendent Douglas and Paul Donovan to arrive, but you can’t explain how you knew they would be there. You then witnessed DS Douglas murder Paul Donovan in cold blood, assisted by two highly respected and long-serving sergeants. You also said that you made a voice recording but believe that the voice recorder has been taken by DS Douglas or one of his accomplices before you were arrested at home where the possible murder weapon was found in one of your kitchen drawers. Frankly, you need a miracle worker, not a solicitor. Have I missed anything, DC McMillan?” 
 
    “Oh yes, don’t forget Paul Donovan’s debit card that was found in my wallet.” 
 
    My humor doesn’t go down well with her and she reminds me of one of her conditions. “This is not a game, DC McMillan; please don’t forget my conditions for representing you. If there is anything else or any kind of hidden agenda, then I need to know. As things currently stand, you are looking at a possible life sentence, so if there is anything else that might help your case, please say so now.” 
 
    “That’s everything, Ms. Monroe, and I know that it doesn’t look good for me. I need to know, though, if you agree to the way that I want to handle this. If you don’t, please tell me and I will arrange for another solicitor.” 
 
    One of Jean’s very first questions at the start of our meeting had been to ask me if I had murdered Paul Donovan. I had, of course, denied murdering him, but I had then followed up my denial with the bombshell that I would not be fighting too hard to clear my name too quickly.  
 
    I had given her my reasons and we had argued this point for quite some time before eventually moving on without her saying whether she would support me.  
 
    In fairness, who would blame her? I should imagine that this is one of the strangest defense strategies or requests of her career to date.  
 
    The way I figure it, with me in prison, Douglas will have no reason to think that I am working to bring him down, which in turn means that Maria, Ben, and Carol will stay safe. 
 
    She looks like she was hoping that I wouldn’t ask again, but when she replies it is obvious that she has given my request some careful consideration. 
 
    “DC McMillan, even now, the weight of evidence against you seems to be overwhelming and it would be a tough job for even the very best solicitor to defend you.  
 
    “I do understand your reasoning, though, and whilst it is not a course of action I would recommend, if what you have told me is true, I will support your decision for now. I just hope that you fully appreciate what that means for you?” 
 
    It is a great relief to know that I have her support and I thank her and apologize for my earlier sarcasm before ending the meeting.  
 
    “I think I understand what it means and if there was any other way, believe me I would be taking it. Please just trust me for now and do what I asked you to do earlier.” 
 
    With the meeting over, Jean gathers up her papers and stands up to leave. “Okay, if there is nothing else for now, I will arrange for some lunch for you. Your interview is set for 2.15. Good luck, DC McMillan.” 
 
    The last time I was in Interview Suite One was just two days ago for my ill-fated interview with Terry Fletcher and it is hard to believe that my fortunes have taken such a dramatic downturn in such a short space of time.  
 
    Across the table, Detective Chief Inspector Morgan has the same look of disappointment on his face that he had when I was loaded into the back of the police van and Catherine has the same look of embarrassment as when I last saw her.  
 
    I am surprised to also see Detective Constable Mark Walker sitting opposite me nervously shuffling through a pile of papers. If you remember, this is the guy that was lobbying to take over the Glennister case from me. Obviously, Morgan has decided to give him his shot at the big time.  
 
    The biggest surprise of all, though, is the arrival into the room of Detective Superintendent Clive Douglas and his announcement that he personally will be leading the interview. He is addressing Jean Monroe but is staring right at me, and I am convinced that he is trying to gauge my reaction as he speaks. 
 
    “Given the extremely serious nature of the charges against Detective Constable McMillan, this investigation now falls under the jurisdiction of the Serious Crimes Squad.” 
 
    Despite our earlier agreement, Jean still wants to make sure the interview is conducted fairly and in accordance with the law and so she interrupts Douglas before he can carry on.  
 
    “And is it usual for a detective chief superintendent to be leading the interview of a detective constable, even given the serious nature of the alleged offence?” 
 
    Clive is well used to dealing with talented solicitors and is not fazed by her question. “I’m sure your client has already informed you of the personal interest that I was taking in the case he was investigating.  
 
    “During this time, I had the opportunity to get to know DC McMillan on a personal level and he came across as a talented and dedicated young detective. Regardless of what he has done, my only interest is in making sure that we get to the truth and that he is treated fairly. Isn’t that what we all want?” 
 
    I whisper to Jean that I have no objection to him leading and, with no further questions or comments, Morgan asks Catherine to lead off with the interview formalities, which she does after starting the tape. 
 
    “This interview is being recorded, and for the benefit of the tape, the time now is 2.22 pm and the date is Thursday, 15th February 2018. Present in the room are Detective Superintendent Douglas, Detective Chief Inspector Morgan, Detective Constable Catherine Swain, Detective Constable Mark Walker, Detective Constable Sean McMillan and Duty Solicitor Ms. Jean Monroe. DC McMillan, before we start the interview, I must caution you that you are still under arrest on suspicion of the murder of Paul Donovan on 14th February 2018. Do you understand?” 
 
    When I nod and verbally confirm for the tape, Douglas smiles and thanks Catherine.  
 
    “Very good — let’s begin then, shall we? DCI Morgan, if you could set the scene, please.” 
 
    Morgan has a single sheet of paper in front of him with a list of prepared questions that have no doubt had input from DS Douglas. He has that look of a disappointed parent again and I suspect that given the choice he would rather not be here today. I am one of his team, though, and despite the circumstances, he will want to satisfy himself fully as to my guilt or innocence before writing me off as a murderer. There is a short pause as he pours himself a glass of water, and then he straightens himself up and asks me where I was at around 4 pm yesterday afternoon. 
 
    There is absolutely no point in lying, Douglas and his bent sergeants will have already given statements placing me at Maria Pinto’s house and they may also have statements from any of the neighbors who might have seen me. 
 
    “I was at Maria Pinto’s house.” 
 
    Both Morgan and Cath seem disappointed at my answer, as if they were hoping for me to have some other answer or alibi to take me away from the murder scene and it causes Morgan to hesitate before his next question. Douglas’ expression doesn’t change, but he touches Morgan’s hand to continue. 
 
    “Why were you there without your partner, DC McMillan? We spoke just after yesterday’s team brief and I gave you permission to speak with Maria Pinto again. According to Detective Constable Swain, you visited Maria’s home at approximately 11.20 yesterday morning and were informed by Benjamin Pinto that Maria had gone shopping in London. Why did you go back and why did you go without Detective Constable Swain?” 
 
    My dream travel back to the argument with Catherine means that my later conversation never took place with Morgan, so he has no idea about her association with Douglas. Catherine looks terrified, though, and so she should. She is clearly expecting me to reveal what I know about her pay-as-you-go phone. I need allies, though, and have already discussed my response to this question with Jean Monroe. 
 
    “I was made aware of an imminent threat to the life of Ben Pinto. I wasn’t able to find DC Swain and I didn’t want to risk waiting to find her.” 
 
    “Did you try calling her, or calling for any other backup, DC McMillan?” 
 
    “Um yes, yes, of course I did.” 
 
    Cath sits forward in her chair. “I didn’t have any missed calls from DC McMillan all day, sir. In fact, I tried to call DC McMillan to find out where he was twelve times between 2.10 pm and 5.11 pm. 
 
    “And did you manage to locate him, DC Swain?” 
 
    “No, sir. His phone was switched off.” 
 
    DCI Morgan is about to speak again, but he is stopped by Douglas. “It wasn’t just switched off, was it, DC McMillan?” 
 
    DC Walker places two clear plastic evidence bags on the table and reads out the serial numbers, “I am showing DC McMillan exhibit Alpha Bravo 4986, one silver color iPhone 7 and exhibit Alpha Bravo 4987, one Vodaphone SIM Card. Both items are registered to Detective Constable Sean Arthur McMillan.” 
 
    Douglas doesn’t bother asking me to confirm if they are my items. We all know they are and he is keen to move on to more important questions. 
 
    “Why did you remove your SIM Card, DC McMillan? You didn’t want to be located, did you? Tell me about this imminent threat. Imminent threat from whom?” 
 
    This is the point where I can implicate Douglas or implicate myself. Both options leave me in a precarious position, but why have Clive Douglas as an enemy? I have work to do and it will be far easier if he thinks I am playing ball. 
 
    “An imminent threat from Paul Donovan.” I say. 
 
    “Paul Donovan? Really? The same Paul Donovan that you were investigating for a murder in 1994?” 
 
    “Yes, that’s correct.” 
 
    Douglas looks down at his notes for a second, then he whispers in Morgan’s ear and indicates for him to take over the questioning. But Morgan looks reluctant. 
 
    “DCI Morgan, is there a problem?” 
 
    “No, sir, of course not.” 
 
    “Carry on then, please.” Douglas says. 
 
    “DC McMillan, your investigation suffered a number of serious setbacks in the last 48 hours. That must have been quite a disappointment for you after all of your hard work. How would you describe your state of mind on Tuesday evening and yesterday?” 
 
    Before I can answer, Jean interrupts, “Hold on, Sean, don’t answer that question. Where is this leading, Chief Inspector?” 
 
    “Your client is an alcoholic, Ms. Monroe. Didn’t he tell you that?” Douglas is finally revealing his true colors and can’t hold himself back. “He was pulled in for drink-driving on Tuesday evening. I only wish we had charged and held him. Perhaps if we had, Paul Donovan might still be alive now.” 
 
    Morgan looks livid at the unprofessional behavior of Douglas and the obvious implication that I had murdered Donovan and he apologizes to Jean and takes back control of the interview. 
 
    “For the benefit of the tape, I apologize and wish for the last comment to be ignored. Sir, please allow me to continue?” 
 
    Douglas looks annoyed at being undermined by Morgan, but he reluctantly nods and leans back in his chair. 
 
    “Thank you, sir. DC McMillan, I asked about your state of mind.” 
 
    That dirty fucker has clearly told them about my trip to Tesco for whisky on Tuesday afternoon and I was drunk from the absinthe when I was arrested yesterday. I am confused about whether he is just playing along for the crowd and planning to pull something out of the bag later to rescue me. But, for now, I might as well play along. 
 
    “I was disappointed, sir. I had a few drinks on Tuesday evening. So what? We all have a drink every now and then, don’t we?” 
 
    “Did you go to Donovan’s builders yard yesterday morning?” 
 
    Cath is looking embarrassed. While I am hoping to get her back on side, I don’t see why she shouldn’t suffer a bit for what she has done. 
 
    “If DC Swain says we did, then we must have. What else did you say, Catherine?” I add sarcastically. 
 
    Morgan holds out his hand to stop Catherine answering, and then he addresses Jean, “Ms. Monroe, your client doesn’t appear to appreciate the gravity of the situation he is in. This is not a game.” 
 
    I actually feel guilty that I have annoyed DCI Morgan. He has supported me all the way and clearly, this whole scenario is difficult for him, so I apologize for my sarcasm. 
 
    My apology seems to satisfy him and he moves on. “Did you assault Paul Donovan yesterday morning?” 
 
    This makes me laugh slightly, which annoys Jean. 
 
    “If by assault you mean did I poke him in the chest, then yes, I assaulted him.” 
 
    “You must have been very annoyed with him, DC McMillan.” It is Douglas speaking again and it doesn’t take a genius to see where he is taking this.  
 
    “Yes, I was annoyed, Detective Superintendent Douglas. You know the man and you know what he has done.” 
 
    “That’s all well and good, DC McMillan, but it’s not Paul Douglas that is under investigation here. DC McMillan, were you annoyed enough to lure him to Maria Pinto’s house to kill him?” 
 
    You could hear a pin drop in the interview room and, judging by the expressions of my former colleagues, they were obviously not expecting such a direct question so soon. Jean points to a note on her pad and I nod my agreement. 
 
    “Detective Superintendent Douglas, on my advice my client will be exercising his right to silence and will not be answering any further questions. I request that you now either charge or release my client.” 
 
    Douglas can’t hide his obvious satisfaction with how things are going and is now definitely showboating for the benefit of the room.  
 
    “All in good time, Ms. Monroe. I haven’t finished yet. Did you lure Paul Donovan to Maria Pinto’s house, DC McMillan?” 
 
    “No comment.” 
 
    “You lured him to her house, you argued, and you stabbed him to death, didn’t you?” 
 
    “No comment.” 
 
    Morgan is looking heartbroken. “Sean, you need to speak up for yourself, lad. We can’t help you if you don’t tell us what happened.” His interruption has annoyed Douglas again and he throws him a look that tells him to keep quiet. 
 
    “Thank you, DCI Morgan, we all have the best interests of DC McMillan in mind, but he is entitled to exercise his right to silence. DC Walker, the next exhibit, please.” 
 
    “Yes, sir. I am showing DC McMillan exhibit Alpha Bravo 4992 — one hunting knife with a molded grey plastic handle and a six-inch blade with a serrated edge.” 
 
    “Do you recognize this item, DC McMillan?” 
 
    “No comment.” 
 
    “Is it yours?” 
 
    Catherine looks like she is close to tears as she waits for my reply. 
 
    “No, it’s not mine.” 
 
    Douglas picks up the exhibit bag and theatrically holds it up for everyone. “Really, DC McMillan? Take a closer look. Are you sure it’s not yours? It has your fingerprints on the handle and it was found in one of your kitchen drawers.” 
 
    Jesus Christ, that absinthe really did knock me out. It’s bad enough that they got into my locked apartment without waking me — they also managed to put the knife into my hand without waking me before planting it in my kitchen. If I wasn’t a dream traveler, I would be well and truly fucked. My stance is the same, though. 
 
    “Answer the question — is it your knife?” 
 
    “No comment.” 
 
    “One of Paul Donovan’s debit cards was recovered from your wallet after your arrest. How did it get into your wallet?” 
 
    “No comment.” 
 
    Whilst we had already agreed on our tactics, it is completely alien of Jean to sit quietly while one of her clients is being cross-examined without her speaking up and she has now had enough. 
 
    “DS Douglas, I would like to request a short break to confer with my client. Please suspend the interview.” 
 
    “No need, Ms. Monroe. We are nearly done here, I think. DC McMillan, did you murder Paul Donovan on or around 4 pm on 14th February 2018?” 
 
    As I consider my answer, Morgan’s words are playing over and over in my head: “Speak up for yourself, lad; speak up for yourself, lad.”  
 
    It is killing him and I hate myself for allowing him to think that I am a murderer, but for my plan to keep moving I don’t have any other choice. 
 
    “No comment.” 
 
    Douglas smiles and then closes his notebook and nods to Morgan, “Carry on, DCI Morgan.” 
 
    I can almost hear Morgan choking on his words and it is probably the hardest arrest his has ever had to make. 
 
    “Detective Constable McMillan, I am arresting you for the murder of Paul Donovan. You do not have to say anything, but it may harm your defense 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?” 
 
    I nod but don’t answer, so Morgan mentions my acknowledgement for the benefit of the tape and winds up the interview with, “You will now be taken back to your cell and we will be making a formal application to transfer you to prison. We will also be making an application to refuse any bail application on the grounds that you have the financial means and ability to abscond. DC Millan, Ms. Monroe, do you have anything else to say before we terminate this interview?” 
 
    His look is willing me to say something, but when I don’t, he reluctantly indicates to Catherine to stop the tape. 
 
    “For the benefit of the tape, the time now is 4.52 pm. This interview with Detective Constable Sean McMillan is now terminated.”  
 
    After completion of my interview things moved fast, even by normal standards. I was allowed to speak with Jean again for another hour before going back to the holding cell. I was then transferred to the Magistrates Court at 8.20 pm for the preliminary hearing and application to remand me in custody. Despite Jean’s best efforts to persuade me, I declined her offer to make a bail application or to speak on my behalf. Because of this, the result was a foregone conclusion and by 9.30 pm, the magistrate had approved the application to transfer me to prison pending my trial. When I am taken outside to the transfer van, Jean is standing off to the side looking completely drained and completely confused.  
 
    She is here, though, so she obviously hasn’t given up on me yet. I call out to her as they put me in the back of the van. 
 
    “Jean, don’t forget what I asked you to do earlier. Please trust me.” 
 
    Unsurprisingly, she doesn’t answer; this surely has to be one of the strangest days of her life. If she walked away and forgot about me, I wouldn’t blame her. She wouldn’t do that, though. She is a woman of principle and if nothing else, her curiosity for the unanswered questions would drive her mad. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Meerholt Prison is typical of many others in the UK. It was built over one hundred years ago, is hugely over-crowded, and is now managed and run by a private security company. Prioritizing profit over safety and security has led to a general decline in standards in the prisons run privately, but Meerholt stands out as a particularly bad example of this. It holds a mixture of Category A, B, and C prisoners, on two separate wings. Category A is the classification for the worst of the worst prisoners. It is for murderers or those who pose a high risk to the public, so I guess that must include me. ‘A’ wing is for those awaiting trial and ‘B’ wing is for those already convicted. Outside of lockup time, the two wings are able to mingle freely, so it is no wonder that crime levels and assaults inside the prison have spiraled since privatization.  
 
    My processing and kit issue takes less than half an hour and by 11 pm with my prison uniform on, two of the prison officers lead me into ‘A’ wing. 
 
    The duty officer stops me at the end of the first-floor landing. 
 
    “Are you sure you don’t want to go into isolation, McMillan? Word has already got round that you are coming. Cops are the lowest of the low as far as this lot are concerned. We won’t be able to get to you quickly if anyone makes a move on you.” 
 
    He seems genuinely concerned about my welfare, but I suspect that he might just be worried about dealing with the paperwork if there’s a death on his shift. 
 
    “A normal cell will be fine, thank you.” 
 
    “Fair enough — don’t say you weren’t warned, though. This is your cell here, put your stuff over there and get your bed made up. Lights out and lockup is at midnight.” 
 
    There is a young guy on the top bunk and he looks less than pleased at my arrival. 
 
    “For fuck’s sake, don’t put him in here, Mr. Bayliss. You know there’s going to be fucking trouble. Put him in with one of the fucking new guys. Nobody gives a shit about them.” 
 
    “Shut it, Billy, ya Brummie twat. He’s coming in here, so shut your fucking whining and get used to it. Move it, McMillan, get that bed made up.” 
 
    Both officers leave and Billy watches nervously as I make up the bed. When I finish and try to introduce myself, he turns to face the wall and ignores me. I have work to do, though, and don’t have time for niceties. 
 
    “Oy, don’t fucking ignore me, boy,” I snap. 
 
    This gets his attention and he turns back around to face me. “I already know your fucking name. You might be the big man on the outside, but in here you’re just a fucking target, copper!” 
 
    My punch hits him straight in the nose, but before he can cry out my hand is across his mouth and the other is around his throat. “Listen to me, Billy, I need to find someone. His name is Frank Butler — do you know him?” 
 
     I take my hand off his mouth and wipe a smear of blood from his nose onto his bed. 
 
    “Are you fucking crazy? Butler is a fucking psycho. He will kill me if he finds out I put you onto him. Wait until the morning — he will find you soon enough.”  
 
    I pull back my fist to punch him again and I laugh as he flinches waiting for the impact, and then I lower my arm. 
 
    “How about I ask someone else where he is and then I tell him that it was you that told me? A snitch is as bad as a cop in prison.”  
 
    The poor kid is completely shitting himself — either option leaves him facing the possibility of a beating. 
 
    “Ground-floor landing, cell number 14 — now, please just fuck off and leave me alone.” 
 
    With lights out and lockup at midnight, I don’t have long to find him and make my move. Thankfully, there are very few prisoners moving around at this time of night and apart from a few dirty looks and insults, I reach Butler’s cell relatively unmolested. As soon as I step inside, the difference with my own cell is obvious — Butler is clearly a prisoner of influence. There is a rug on the floor; he has a TV, a laptop computer and many other personal items that a regular prisoner would not be allowed. More importantly, he has the cell entirely to himself. Just like Paul Donovan, he is a big guy and while he is almost ten years younger, the physical resemblance to his cousin is obvious. 
 
    Naturally, my unannounced entrance into his cell is met with hostility, but he is so confident in himself that he remains lying back on his bed. 
 
    “Who the fuck are you and what the fuck do you want?” 
 
    But before he has even finished his own question, the answer comes to him and he jumps to his feet, brandishing a toothbrush with a razor blade secured into the end of it. 
 
    “You’ve got a fucking nerve, McMillan. What’s up? You couldn’t wait until tomorrow for me to carve you up?” 
 
    A hand shoves me further into the cell and I am conscious now that I am within striking distance of the blade. Two vicious-looking guys are blocking the doorway and I would have no chance of getting away even if I had wanted to. 
 
    “Just calm down a minute — I have a proposition for you, Butler.” 
 
    Butler laughs and looks over to his cronies in the doorway. “Did you hear that, lads? PC Pig has a proposition for me.”  
 
    Whether they get his joke or not, they both laugh and he tells them to shut it and then looks back at me. 
 
    “Well then, let’s hear your fucking proposition, McMillan. You killed my fucking cousin so it had better be fucking good. I made this beauty especially for you.” 
 
    “You’re right, your cousin is dead, but he had it coming and you will like what I have to offer.” 
 
    “Watch what you’re fucking saying, McMillan,” he growls. “Get to the point or I am going to cut out your fucking eyes and make you eat them.” 
 
     I have absolutely no doubt at all that this is no idle threat; Butler is inside for three murders and for the kidnap and torture of a bank manager. I take a deep breath and choose my words carefully.  
 
    “I need you to hold off on trying to get your revenge for one week and I also want your protection from the other prisoners.” 
 
    The blade is now inches from my face and he has the same insane smile that Donovan had when he was strangling me. The only difference is the flecks of spit in the corner of his mouth as he speaks, “You want me to wait a week before I carve you up and you want me to protect you from the other cons? How about you move into my cell and I share my dinner with you? Are you off your fucking rocker? What kind of fucking proposition is that from a man that killed my fucking cousin? Fucking hold him down, lads.” 
 
    I can feel the blade touching the corner of my eye and he is just about to start slicing. 
 
    “Wait, please! I haven’t finished. Please listen, I can make sure that you are the top dog in here.”  
 
    At the last second, he pulls away the blade and tells his boys to stand me up. 
 
    “I’m already the fucking top dog but go on then. You’ve got two fucking seconds, no more fucking chances, McMillan, what is it?” 
 
    I indicate for his boys to move out of earshot and he nods his agreement, “You two, wait outside and shut the door a bit. I’m warning you, McMillan, don’t even think about trying to fuck me over, or they will be right back in.” 
 
    As soon as they are gone, I get down to business and make my offer to Butler. He clearly thinks that I am talking out of my arse, but despite believing that I am responsible for Paul’s death, even he can see the logic in waiting 24 hours and he agrees to my request. 
 
    “One way or the other, I am going to be a very happy man by tomorrow morning. Either you deliver on your promise, or I get the pleasure of going Jack the Ripper on your face. That’s the kind of odds I like. Now if you don’t mind, get the fuck out of my cell before I change my mind.” 
 
    So far, so good, though I now need to deliver on my promise. If I don’t, I will be in the shit up to my neck and I may need to request that isolation cell. I am opening the door when Butler speaks again, “Hang on, McMillan, take one of these before you go.” 
 
    He is right behind me as I turn and his skull smashes into my nose and sends me flying into the door, which crashes into my arm as it is kicked open by one of his boys outside on the landing. 
 
    “I can’t have people thinking that I let you just walk in here without any kind of repercussions, Sean. Our deal still stands, though, you can think of that as a down payment on any non-delivery of your promise — now fuck off.” 
 
    Out on the landing, a burly-looking prison officer looks me up and down, but he doesn’t comment on the swelling around my eyes or the blood on my hoodie. “Move along, prisoner, get back to your cell, five minutes to lights out.” 
 
    Back inside my cell, Billy can barely hold back the smile when he sees the blood on my nose and hoodie. 
 
    “I see that you found Butler then. Glad I could help.”  
 
    Two minutes later the bolt is pulled across on the cell door and the lights go out. 
 
    I am bruised, bloody and tired. Sleep and travel should come easily tonight. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The Past – Tuesday, 26th December 1989 
 
    It might only be two days since I was last here, but Luton High Street has a completely different feel about it. The throngs of shoppers with overflowing bags have been replaced with Boxing Day revelers and, judging by the number of young men in the street proudly displaying their team colors and chanting their anthems, a football match has either just finished or will be starting shortly. Either way, the traditional Boxing Day match is a comforting reassurance that I have arrived on the right day. The afternoon is bright and sunny and after a short walk, I arrive at the wasteland behind the pub car park to retrieve the items that I had stashed underneath the burnt-out car. Thankfully, everything is exactly as I left it and with the bag of weed stuffed down the front of my sweat pants, I head inside the White Hart to get a drink. 
 
    Once again, the pub is absolutely rammed with drinkers, as you would expect for a public holiday, but this time there is no music playing. Instead, two large screens have been setup and they are now showing the highlights of the Boxing Day, London Derby. Tottenham have just beaten Millwall 3-1, so I suspect that it is unlikely that I will be seeing Darren anywhere around Luton today. We didn’t get as far as discussing his football allegiance, but almost certainly, he is a Spurs supporter. What else could he be when he is so well known in the White Hart Pub? Whichever team he supports, you can guarantee that he will be in the thick of it when the Millwall Bushwhackers go head-to-head with the Yid Army on the terraces at White Hart Lane. 
 
    I don’t really want a drink, but I need some change for the payphone so I order myself a pint of Budweiser and hand over a ten-pound note to the barman.  
 
    There is only twenty pounds left in the wallet, but I still have nearly six hundred in the roll that I took from the drug dealer. More than enough to keep me going for a few more days until I have what I need. I take my time over the pint; it’s only just before four o’clock and I don’t want to appear too keen, so I order myself a second pint and a packet of nuts.  
 
    The hand on my ass takes me by surprise and if I am in any doubt who it is, the screeching voice confirms it. 
 
    “What about a drink for me and Sarah then?” 
 
    I can’t be a hundred per cent sure, but I would swear that they are in the same clothes they were in when I left them two days ago and I wouldn’t be at all surprised if they had just applied fresh make-up over the old stuff. Bumping into them is not an ideal situation, but I need a contact number for Darren so I am happy to trade. 
 
    “Sure, why not? I need to get hold of Darren, though. Do you have a number for him?” 
 
    I order a couple of Double Southern Comfort and Lemonades as Sarah scribbles Darren’s number down on the back of Clive Douglas’ business card, and then I tuck it away in my pocket. After a few minutes of small talk and explaining where I had disappeared to on Christmas Eve, I excuse myself, much to Karen’s disappointment. 
 
    “Aw no, seriously? Are you going back to work?” 
 
    At first, I don’t pick up on her intimation. “Sorry, what?” 
 
    “Well, I hope that they are your work clothes. You look like a right dick head, doesn’t he, Sarah?” Then she suggestively adds, “It’s all the same to me, though, when the clothes are on my bedroom floor. Darren is up at White Hart Lane kicking fuck out of the Millwall lot. Why don’t we get a couple of bottles from the off- license and go back to my place? Have you ever had two girls, Sean?” 
 
    Offers like that don’t come along every day and thank God for that. I do my best to let them down gently, but in the end, I decide that it is better to be cruel to be kind.  
 
    “That really is a lovely offer, Karen, but to be honest, I think it would be better if you both get off home for a nice bath or a shower. Have a lovely day, girls.” 
 
    As I walk away, they are both looking perplexed and the last thing I hear as I open the door is Sarah saying, “Hang on a minute, was he trying to tell us we stink?” 
 
    The first phone box on the high street is vandalized, but the second one appears to be intact and I dial the handwritten number on the front of Clive Douglas’ business card. I assume that this is his home number and this is confirmed when a woman answers.  
 
    “Hello, Douglas residence, how can I help?” 
 
    Just for a second, I think that I might have called Buckingham Palace by mistake and I have an image in my head of a maid in a stately home answering a phone in a grand hallway.  
 
    I know that I have the right number, though — it’s just Clive’s wife with delusions of grandeur and acting all ‘Hyacinth Bouquet’ from the 1990s sitcom ‘Keeping Up Appearances’. 
 
    “Yes, hello, can I speak to Clive Douglas, please?” 
 
    “Certainly, and who shall I say is calling?” 
 
    “Tell him it’s Sean Smith — we are old friends.” 
 
    I can hear her calling out to him, but it is muffled and I imagine that she has her hand across the mouthpiece, “Clive, one of your friends on the phone. Someone called Sean.”  
 
    Then it sounds like she has placed the handset down on a table and I hear her high heels on the tiled floor as she walks away. For around a minute, I can hear music and laughter, but it is faint and must be in another room and then the phone is picked up. 
 
    “Clive speaking. Who is this, please?” 
 
    “Clive, it’s Sean Smith, we met in the White Hart on Christmas Eve. You mentioned something about a get-together.” 
 
    I doubt very much whether he has forgotten me already, but even so there is a short pause before he answers, “Sean, yes, of course. I wasn’t sure if I would be hearing from you today. I class myself as being a good judge of character, though, so I knew we would be speaking again eventually. The party has started already; you’re welcome to join us.” 
 
    He gives me his address, not that I need it, and I ask him if he would like me to bring anything. 
 
    “Just yourself, Sean. Be a little bit discrete, though, when you get here. A few of the guests are not part of the inner circle, if you get my meaning.” 
 
    This is music to my ears and I can hardly believe that he is bringing me in so soon. I may be able to finish this quicker than I had hoped for. 
 
    “Understood, Clive. Thanks, I will see you soon.” 
 
    Ten minutes later, my taxi drops me off a few doors down the street from Clive’s house and I spend another twenty minutes scoping the place out before making my way to the front door. It is obvious from the collection of Mercs, BMWs, and Jaguars parked up and down the street that his guests today are a different breed from the barbecue crowd I met in 1994 and the contrast between these cars and his own relatively basic Vauxhall Cavalier is startling. The choice of car and the detached house in Luton are entirely in keeping with the salary of a lowly detective sergeant in 1989, but it does make me wonder exactly who he has visiting today and where exactly he fits into this scenario. 
 
    After a short wait, Clive’s immaculately attired wife opens the door and she makes no attempt to hide her displeasure at my prison hoodie and sweat pants. 
 
    “Yes, can I help you with something?” 
 
    Thankfully, Clive is in the hallway and invites me in before things can get any more uncomfortable, “Sean, please come in. This is my wife Mary. Sorry, I should have explained that it was a formal gathering. I take it that you are undercover again today?” 
 
    At the mention of my being undercover, Mary visibly relaxes and she reaches out to shake my hand, “So sorry, Sean, I thought for a minute that you might be a gypsy or one of those awful tradesman types. Please help yourself to a glass of Champagne and a prawn vol-au-vent.”  
 
    I take a glass of Champagne, but as much as I enjoy a vol-au-vent, I politely decline her tray of eighties delicacies. With her hostess duties done, Mary disappears to fuss over the rest of her guests and Clive leads me into the main living room.  
 
    Apart from Mary and one other woman, all of the other guests are male and whilst all are formally dressed in jacket and tie, it is not hard to spot which of them are senior police officers. They all have that same air of superiority and belief in their own invincibility and, without exception, as Clive introduces me, they all look me up and down as if I am something nasty that needs to be scraped off their shoes.  
 
    Within fifteen minutes, I have been introduced to police officers ranging in rank from sergeant to chief inspector, a sitting Labour councilor, a member of parliament, and a local magistrate.  
 
    Clive’s guests are a veritable who’s who of exactly the kind of people that you would need for a successful corrupt network, but as I am about to discover the best is yet to come.  
 
    After another ten minutes of mingling, Clive excuses us from the main room, ushers me into his study, and locks the door behind us, leaving Mary to entertain the remaining guests. 
 
    Inside the study, there is an antique polished oak table laid out with decanters of whisky and brandy and a box of fine-looking cigars and the walls are lined with expensive-looking bookcases that give the room the feel of an exclusive gentlemen’s club. Four of the six occupants seated at the table have already been introduced to me earlier, but the remaining two are the biggest surprise of the day. 
 
    “Sean, please sit down, most of these gentlemen you have just met, but please let me introduce the remaining two members of today’s gathering.” 
 
    They might be thirty years younger than how I know them now, but they are both so well known to me that I have to hold myself back from allowing my face to show it. 
 
    “Firstly, let me introduce this gentleman sitting opposite us, our Senior Legal Counsel, Mr. Desmond Carter.” 
 
    In 1989, he would be in his late thirties or early forties, but he looks and dresses at least ten years older, in an attempt, I suspect, to give himself more of an authoritarian air. Judging by where he is sitting at the table next to the final guest, he clearly holds a senior and influential position within the organization and, although he is smiling, I know that as soon as he can he will be digging into my background and story. As it happens, he starts right away. 
 
    “Please, Clive, no need for the formality, we are all friends here. Very nice to meet you, Sean. Clive mentioned that you were with the drugs squad, is that correct?” 
 
    My cover story is flimsy at best, but if things go as planned, it won’t need to last for more than a couple of days anyway, so I reply with confidence, “Yes, that’s right, three years undercover up to now. It’s very nice to meet you, Mr. Carter.” 
 
    He keeps on smiling, but the suspicion is obvious in his eyes as he asks his next question, “I have a few old friends on the drugs squad, Sean. Who do you report to?”  
 
    I had actually been prepared for this kind of questioning and, like any good undercover cop, my plan is to share as little as possible until I absolutely need to. By adding an element of cockiness to my persona, I am hoping to win over the rest of the audience. 
 
    “With respect, Desmond, I only met you and the rest of these gentlemen a couple of minutes ago. In my line of business, I work on the assumption of trusting no one, particularly lawyers. Things tend to work better for me that way. No offence, of course.” 
 
    Now whenever somebody says no offence, it is generally because they either have caused or are about to cause offence. When the rest of the men in the room start to snigger at my comment, it is clear that Desmond Carter has taken offence, but before he can respond, the final guest in the room reaches across the table to shake my hand. 
 
    “Sean, take no notice of our bulldog. Desmond has the best interests of the group at heart, but I think that we can skip the Spanish Inquisition for now. There will be more than enough time for that later.” 
 
    As soon as he finishes speaking, he looks across to Clive and as if on cue, Clive formally introduces Chief Inspector Maurice Butterfield.  
 
    “Sean, Chief Inspector Butterfield is the Chairman of our group. After I bumped into you in the White Hart, I suggested to him that you might be an ideal fit. We are always on the lookout for fresh blood.” 
 
    The more I get into this, the more things are starting to make sense and as I look across the table at Chief Inspector Butterfield, my mind wanders back to what Morgan had said after our first encounter with Detective Superintendent Clive Douglas in 2018 when I was venting my frustration at his interference in my case.  
 
    “Listen, Sean, sometimes there are bigger issues at stake than the one or two cases that we may be handling. This has gone all the way up to the Assistant Chief Constable.”  
 
    In 2018, the Assistant Chief Constable of Bedfordshire Constabulary is none other than former Chief Inspector Maurice Butterfield!  
 
    Until now, I had thought that Clive Douglas was the main architect and builder of his corrupt little empire from when I first met him in 1994, but from what I am seeing now in 1989, it is already firmly established with Chief Inspector Butterfield at its head.  
 
    With all eyes and ears focused and waiting for my response, I am conscious that I need to give the performance of my life if I want to avoid a session of Clive’s world-famous garage torture. 
 
    “That’s very kind of you, Clive, but ideal fit for what exactly?” 
 
    My statement is the moment that Des Carter was waiting for to redeem himself and he takes it gladly, puffing himself up to speak, “Come now, Sean, I said before, we are all friends here. No need to be shy. We all know that the drugs and cash you confiscated on Christmas Eve never made it back to the evidence room. Perhaps you were just busy, what with it being Christmas and all, or perhaps we share a common understanding when it comes to application of the law. Is that it, Sean?” 
 
    I make a show of thinking over his question and then respond to Butterfield with my own question, deliberately ignoring Desmond Carter, “Clive introduced you as ‘The Chairman’. The Chairman of what exactly?”  
 
    The tension in the room is obvious and before he answers, Carter whispers in his ear and then pushes across a large black leather-bound ledger he has been writing in since I first arrived in the room. Butterfield opens up the ledger so that only he can see the notes, then he quickly closes it again and takes a puff on his cigar. 
 
    “Sean, I think it goes without saying that anything that is said in this room stays in this room. You are about to be given an opportunity that few others are given. We need to know, though, can we trust you?” 
 
    Once again, I make a show of confidence, looking slowly around the room at each of the others present before I reply. Including myself, six are police officers of varying ranks, one is a magistrate and the last one is the lawyer Desmond Carter. 
 
    “Yes, you can trust me. What exactly are you hoping to recruit me into, sir?” 
 
    Butterfield looks pleased at my response and after another long puff on his cigar, he leans it on the edge of an ornate silver ashtray and stands up to deliver his well-rehearsed recruitment speech. 
 
    “Detective Sergeant Douglas introduced me as the Chairman of our group. We don’t call ourselves ‘The Group’, though, do we, Clive?” It’s a rhetorical question, of course, so he doesn’t wait for a response before carrying on. “No, we don’t call ourselves The Group, Sean. Amongst ourselves, we prefer to refer to ourselves as ‘The Network’. A network of citizens concerned about the failure of modern policing to adequately deal with the rising tide of crime in our towns and cities. As police officers, lawyers, magistrates, and others in a position of influence, we feel that we have a duty to carry forward the lessons from the past in the way that we deal with criminals. Am I making sense so far, Sean?” 
 
    Basically, I am being told that old-style police corruption and collusion with mobsters is the way forward. It is what I have suspected all along, but by the way he is explaining it, it sounds almost as if they have a God-given right to break the law. I need him to carry on, though, so I nod to indicate my understanding. 
 
    “That’s good, Sean. The way we view things, it’s better to allow a few bad apples to remain free and working with us for the greater good than it is to throw them all into prison where they can spread the infection. We are, of course, tasked with upholding the law and we take this responsibility very seriously — we just prefer to use different methods when applying those laws. Rather like the way that you let that drug dealer off with a warning and held onto his property for safekeeping.” 
 
    My show with the drug dealer had been the bait to get Douglas on the line, but now I am feeling doubly smug with myself for hooking myself the biggest fish of all and it takes all my self-control to hold back my smile as he continues talking. 
 
    “Working alone, though, is not advisable, Sean. It’s also not acceptable when we find out that there is a lone operator working on our patch. Strength and security can only be found in numbers, Sean. Strength and security can only be found in my patch as part of the Network. Think of us as a cooperative. One benefits, we all benefit. Clive is a good judge of character and he thinks you could make a significant contribution to our cooperative. If you were to join us, it would open the doors to some significant professional and financial advantages.  
 
    We would, of course, need to assess your suitability further, but how does this sound to you so far?” 
 
    His speech is clever, and just like my own tactic, he is giving away only just enough for any potential recruit to understand exactly what is on offer, but nothing specific enough to implicate them in anything illegal.  
 
    “It actually sounds very appealing, sir. So, what now?” 
 
    Butterfield sits down and motions to Clive, “If you would be so kind as to explain the next steps, Mr. Deputy Chairman?” Okay, so now I know where Douglas sits in the pecking order and another piece of the jigsaw falls into place. 
 
    “Thank you, sir. Sean, the next step before we approve or reject your membership is to carry out a detailed background check. It’s nothing to worry about, but I’m sure a man in your position will understand the requirement for this. That’s okay with you, Sean?” 
 
    With any luck, I will be finished well before they start pulling my story apart, but what the hell — I don’t have any other choice. 
 
    “Of course, that’s perfectly fine and I wouldn’t have expected anything less.” 
 
    “Wonderful. We will, of course, need your real name and badge number.” 
 
    Fuck, this I was not expecting so soon. All I can do now is make up a name and number and bluff it out for a while longer, “Um, of course, it’s Se…” 
 
    Thankfully, before I can go any further, there is an unexpected but most welcome interruption from Desmond Carter, “Not here, Sean. Straight after the New Year, I would like you to come to my office and take me through your career and family history.” 
 
    He hands me his business card and asks me to give him a call on January second. “I will be taking a short golf break in Majorca from tomorrow but will be back by the afternoon of the second. Give me a call and we can arrange for something that week.” 
 
    This really could not have gone any better and the interruption from Carter allows my heartbeat to get back down to a relatively normal level as Butterfield takes charge again. 
 
    “Okay, so that’s settled then. If there are no further questions, Sean, we will ask you to leave us to carry on with our meeting. Gentlemen, any questions for Sean before he leaves us?” 
 
    The other four men in the room haven’t said a word since my arrival and, mercifully, they keep silent as I get up to leave and Clive walks me to the door. 
 
    “As long as we don’t find anything untoward during the background check, everything should be fine, Sean. You won’t regret coming onboard with us. Mary will show you out.” 
 
    As he closes the door, I can hear them passing around the whisky decanter and chatting loudly amongst themselves. No doubt, they are comparing notes and giving their opinions on my suitability. Des Carter has already taken a dislike to me and the other four gave absolutely nothing away, but Douglas and Butterfield hold the views that count most.  
 
    Ignoring the fact that I have no chance of passing the background check, I think that otherwise it is likely that they would vote me in. It’s actually a shame that I don’t have enough time to build a better cover story. If I could infiltrate the ‘Network’ further, God only knows what surprises I could uncover. Perhaps that would be worth a trip when all of this is over. For now, I need to find a way back to my prison cell. 
 
    In the main living room, the party is still in full swing, but Mary is nowhere to be seen, so I open the front door and quietly leave. Outside it is already dark, and by the time, I get to the main road it is raining again. But only lightly, which is just as well as I don’t fancy trying to explain to young Billy how I went to sleep dry and woke up soaking wet.  
 
    I don’t particularly want to involve anyone else in finding my way home tonight, so as I turn the corner into a newly built housing estate, I smile when the perfect opportunity presents itself.  
 
    The last time I had tried to electrocute myself to death was in the back of the skinheads’ car and I had failed miserably, but as I climb over the barbed-wire topped steel railings into the electrical transformer compound, I am confident of success this time around. The warning sign on the side of the main transformer proclaims ‘High Voltage, Danger of Death’ in bold black letters and as I read it, I am hoping that it is not an idle boast.  
 
    Thankfully, safety standards in the 1980s were far less stringent than they are now, so I am quickly able to force open the flimsy aluminium door that covers the main cables and loosen some of the protective sheathing. The residents of the housing estate are going to be pissed off when the power goes out, but that’s not my concern. My job here is done and it is time for me to go.  
 
    My hands are already wet from the rain, but I wet them further in a small puddle on the floor just to be sure and then I take a deep breath and grab the exposed cables.  
 
    The high voltage electricity would probably have been enough to kill me if I had managed to hold on to the cables for long enough, but the explosion that threw me upwards and impaled me on the railings was the icing on the cake of my death. Within seconds, I bleed out with final memories of a steel railing protruding from my chest and of a housing estate plunged into darkness. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Present Day – Friday, 16th February 2018 
 
    By the time, I open my eyes, Billy is already standing by the cell door waiting for it to be unlocked, but he is looking in my direction and staring suspiciously at the watch on my wrist.  
 
    He is probably wondering either how I managed to smuggle it in or how much he could get for it on the prison black market. 
 
    “That’s a nice watch, McMillan; it would be a shame if the screws or some of the other cons found out about it.” 
 
    This might be a veiled threat, but it’s also a perfect opportunity to get Billy on side and after fumbling around under the covers I, hand over what I hope is enough of a sweetener. 
 
    “Go on, take it, no strings.” 
 
    He is tempted, but also confused. It’s not every day that you are offered twenty quid and a couple of marijuana joints by a complete stranger in prison. 
 
    “What’s the fucking catch, McMillan? I’m not fucking gay, if that’s what you’re after.” 
 
    “No, nothing like that, just a peace offering. We might be locked up in here together for a while so it’s better if we get along.” 
 
    Reluctantly, he takes the money and the joints and stuffs them down the front of his shorts, but he is still suspicious of my motives. 
 
    “I’m only taking this as payback for you twatting me last night. It doesn’t mean we are friends, though. You are still a fucking pig, so don’t think you can rely on me if you get into any shit.” 
 
    This is fine for now; his appetite has been whetted and with the amount of cash I have on me his principles will crumble easily if he thinks he can make some easy money. 
 
    “All good, and understood, Billy. As I said, it’s just a peace offering. Now, what’s the routine this morning?” 
 
    “Doors open in five minutes, slop out, ablutions, breakfast and then work for the convicted prisoners. For the rest of us, it’s back to the cells and count down the minutes until lunchtime. It might be different for you, though, McMillan.” 
 
   
 
  

 I know already what he is intimating, but I ask anyway, “Why different for me?” 
 
    “Use your fucking loaf, copper, you’re a fucking marked man. I doubt that you will even get through breakfast without a trip to the infirmary.” 
 
    As the bolt is pulled across on the cell door, he is laughing as he turns away from me. “I hope for your sake you have a shank or some other weapon hidden down your shorts. You’re fucked, mate.” 
 
    This is probably one of the most dangerous situations that I have ever put myself in; there is nowhere to run or hide and if I do get into trouble, I won’t be waking up without a scratch. I just hope that my chat with Frank Butler last night has bought me a bit of time. I guess I will find out soon enough, and with the prison officers screaming for everyone to get out of the cells, I conceal the watch, wallet, cash, and warrant card in my pillow case and step out onto the landing for my first real glimpse of the rest of the inmates. 
 
    Surprisingly, I am barely given a second look by any of the other prisoners and then I remember that I am in the remand wing. None of these guys are convicted yet, so most wouldn’t want to risk getting in trouble, even if it did mean that they could have a pop at a copper. The real trouble is going to come when we get to the canteen and start mixing with the convicted Category ‘A’ prisoners.  
 
    The ablutions pass off without incident, as I thought they would, and when we arrive at the canteen, it is already full of prisoners eating breakfast or queuing at the hotplate.  
 
    A quick scan of the room gives me an estimation of over one-hundred prisoners, compared to just six prison officers on duty. If I am jumped, I won’t be able to rely on any officer to come to my rescue and, unfortunately, I don’t have that shank or other weapon Billy was joking about. There has never been a better time than now to remember what I learned on the weapons improvisation course.  
 
    I join the line at the hotplate and very quickly get the distinct feeling that I might have leprosy or some other nasty disease. The other prisoners are keeping a safe distance from me in the obvious expectation that something is going to kick off and without even turning around I can feel all their eyes watching me. 
 
    When it does eventually come, I am at the front of the queue and have just picked up my tray. I am about to hand it to one of the young guys serving when his eyes give away the imminent danger and he pulls his hand back across the counter as the danger makes itself known behind me.  
 
    “You need to keep fucking moving, copper. There’s nothing here for you.” 
 
    The accent is deep and Scottish, so as I turn I am surprised to see a huge Chinese guy in front of me instead of a stereotypical pasty white guy. To his left and right are two equally huge henchman and, as expected, the prison officers have made themselves scarce.  
 
    It’s now or never and without answering I turn back towards the hotplate and hold out my tray to the same young guy. As soon as the Chinese guy’s hand is on my shoulder, I spin and slam the side of the steel tray down on the side of his head and he goes down hard on the floor with a gaping gash in his skull. The sight of their leader bleeding on the floor buys me precious seconds and I am halfway across the counter with a carving knife in my hand before the other thugs can react. With the knife in my hand, they are suddenly not so sure of themselves and I use the opportunity to show that I am no easy target by taunting them. 
 
    “What’s up, boys, not so fucking tough without fucking Bruce Lee, are you? Come on, you fucking pussies, what the fuck are you waiting for?” 
 
    They can’t lose face in front of the rest of the prisoners and are just waiting for the right moment, but before they can make a move, I am saved at the last minute when Butler pushes through the spectators and pushes them back. 
 
    “Back the fuck off, cunts, he’s out of bounds … for now.” 
 
    He then turns to face the rest of the prisoners and loudly asserts his authority. Listening to the way he speaks reminds me exactly of Paul Donovan. “All of you, fucking listen in. The copper is off limits until I say different. Anyone who has a fucking problem with this, you know my cell number, feel free to drop in for a chat. Now, get back to your fucking tables — and you, McMillan, put that fucking knife down.” 
 
    Slowly the mob move away without complaint or comment and once most of them are back at their tables, Butler orders the Chinaman’s cronies to take him to the medical room. The prison officers have reappeared, but they don’t intervene or make any comment and when Butler nods at the senior officer it is clear who is running this prison. As far as the screws are concerned, today’s breakfast service passed off without incident. 
 
     With service back to normal, Butler tells the servers to give me some breakfast before turning to join the rest of his crew. I know that he is only protecting his own interests, but I thank him anyway. 
 
    “Butler, thanks a lot, I appreciate your help.” 
 
    My comment causes him to stop and he turns back to face me. “I wouldn’t get too carried away with the thanks. I haven’t forgotten the details of your proposition last night. You have until midday today to make good on it, otherwise it’s going to be fucking open season on your ass.” Then he smiles and adds, “Enjoy your breakfast, McMillan.” 
 
    There is a free space at the table where Billy is sitting, so I take it without asking or waiting to be invited to sit down. I figure that I might as well use the time I have under Butler’s protection to my advantage and if things don’t go as planned, I need to make sure that the cons know that I am not afraid.  
 
    Letting me sit down, though, is one thing; being accepted is something else entirely. Within just two minutes the other cons have either changed tables or left the rest of their breakfast and gone back to their cells early, leaving me with just Billy at the table. Despite my earlier sweetener, he has no wish to be associated with me either and he stands up and excuses himself. 
 
    “If you don’t mind, I think I might be getting off as well, McMillan. No offence, but shit sticks, if you know what I mean.” 
 
    Thankful that nobody has pissed in my breakfast, I wolf down the eggs and toast and then get a mug of tea from an urn at the end of the breakfast counter and sit back down at the empty table to while away some time. The clock on the wall of the canteen is showing ten past eight, so I have just under four hours until I need to make good on my promise to Butler. I already have my end sorted, though, so barring any major incident, it shouldn’t be a problem. It does, however, suit me better to keep him waiting until the last minute and not have him thinking it was too easy.  
 
    I am also hoping to get a visit from Jean Monroe this morning, so I would rather wait to speak to her before seeing Butler, just in case she brings any unexpected news or surprises that might cause me to rethink my plan. 
 
    Within another ten minutes, most of the remaining prisoners have gone back to their cells or to their work placements in the prison workshops and there are now only two prison officers still in the canteen area. I was already aware that they had been watching me closely, but now they move up next to my table and the more senior of the two pokes me in the shoulder. 
 
    “You think you’re hot shit, don’t you, McMillan? Whatever you think you might have going on with Butler, fucking think again. He might think he runs this place, but he fucking reports to me and don’t you forget it.” 
 
    Great, now I have a bent screw on my case after hoping the rest of my morning was going to be uneventful. He looks to be in his late thirties and his bearing and thick moustache suggests that he may be ex-military. The second officer is much younger and is sporting a goatee on the end of his chin in an obvious attempt to look older. I don’t need any more trouble this morning, so I don’t respond to the Butler comment, instead preferring to play the pacifist. 
 
    “Just drinking my tea and minding my own business. I don’t want any trouble.” 
 
    “Really, McMillan? Try telling that to the fucking Chink that you just fucking walloped. I’ve got my eye on you, boy, and next time you speak to me, you address me as ‘sir’ or ‘Senior Officer Cartwright’ and you address my colleague as ‘sir’ or ‘Officer Taylor’. Is that understood, maggot?” 
 
    “Yes, Senior Officer Cartwright, it’s understood.” 
 
    “Good, just because you’re an ex-copper, it doesn’t give you any special fucking privileges. You’re just another scumbag con as far as I’m concerned.” 
 
    The mention of me as an ‘ex copper’ is the first time that I have thought about my situation in such a way and I find it inconceivable that my career might be over. I have a unique gift that allows me to set things straight regardless of how many times I fuck up. One way or the other, eventually things will come good for me and I refuse to believe otherwise. 
 
    “Actually, sir, as far as I know, I am still a serving police officer until such time as I am convicted of a crime.” 
 
    Cartwright turns to Officer Taylor and reaches over for the newspaper he is carrying, and then throws it down on the table in front of me. “I wouldn’t make any bets on being found innocent, McMillan, you’re the top story in all the main papers today and every one of them already has you pegged as guilty. Happy reading.” 
 
    As they walk away, I am left staring at the headline ‘London Detective Held for Knife Murder’ and a picture of me, pulled from my Facebook page, splashed across the front page of today’s Daily Mail. Although I didn’t do it, the story still makes me nauseous and it is no surprise that this kind of sensationalist journalism is now called ‘trial by media’. This particular journalist has gone to great lengths to describe how I lured Paul Donovan into a trap and then set about butchering him in gangland fashion. There is even a quote from bloody Arnold Davies, the caretaker from my apartment building, about how he always thought there was something ‘not quite right’ about me. That cheeky fucker is going to be feeling my boot up his arse when I get out of here and possibly a whole lot more if I end up being evicted from my apartment.  
 
    The comment in the article that bothers me most, though, is from the guy that put me in here. 
 
     The Senior Police office leading this investigation, Detective Superintendent Clive Douglas of the Serious Crimes Squad, is quoted as saying, ‘A particularly vicious crime has been perpetrated and it is only through the fast action and professionalism of my team that we were able to apprehend the suspect so quickly. The fact that our suspect is a police officer has no bearing on the way in which we intend to prosecute this case. If in due course he is found guilty, we will be pushing for the maximum sentence permissible under law.” 
 
    If only people really knew what a two-faced fucker Douglas is. While assuring the public of his determination to send me down for life, he is sending a message to me through Sergeant Huntley offering to find a way to prove my innocence. I finish reading the article and then screw the paper into a ball and drop it in a dustbin on my way out of the canteen. When I get back to my cell, Billy is on his bed reading a comic book and Officer Bayliss is straightening his tie in the mirror on the cell wall. 
 
    “Ah, McMillan, I was looking for you, your solicitor is here to see you. Follow me.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Jean is looking as prim and proper as ever and after going through the formalities of wishing me good morning and checking on my well-being, she ignores my fresh injuries and gets straight down to business. 
 
    “Detective Constable McMillan, I did what you asked and spoke with Sergeant Brydon.” 
 
    Addressing me so formally given the current circumstances makes me blush and I correct her before she can continue. “I think we can drop the title for now, Ms. Monroe. It’s probably not appropriate considering where I am sitting right now.” 
 
    “Yes, of course, whatever you wish, Sean. Now, as I was saying, last night I met Sergeant Robert Brydon for a coffee and I asked him about the circumstances in which you were brought into Leeson Street Police station in the early hours of Wednesday morning.” 
 
    Despite Jean agreeing to represent me, I know that she still has major doubts as to my honesty and so I have pinned my hopes on Rob Brydon giving me some much-needed credibility. 
 
    “That’s great, Jean, and what did he say?” 
 
    “Well, luckily for you, Sean, he fully corroborated your version of events. He won’t put anything down in writing for fear of incriminating himself for not following correct procedure, but he did confirm the presence of sergeants Huntley and Bellmarsh and the intervention of Detective Superintendent Douglas. He also made it clear that he felt there was more to it than simply a case of police officers helping out a colleague.” 
 
    Hearing this news puts a huge smile on my face and keeps my plan on track. If Brydon hadn’t backed me, it would have been highly unlikely that Jean would continue to play along in such an unorthodox manner, so I am extremely grateful to her.  
 
    “Jean, thank you so much — that is great news. Does this mean that you believe me now when I say I am innocent?” 
 
    “I wouldn’t quite go that far yet,” she replies, “but it does cast some doubt over the integrity of the mentioned officers. So, what would you like me to do now, Sean? It’s unlikely that you will be interviewed again for at least another few days. Your former colleagues will need at least that long to put together a solid case and accurately collate any evidence — so until then, please tell me how I can help.” 
 
    For now, there is nothing she can do, but wait. Until then it’s all down to me. 
 
    “Just wait for my call, please, Ms. Monroe. There are one or two things that I need to arrange and then I will call you. Thanks again for everything and for your support, Jean.” 
 
    With the meeting over, she knocks on the door for the prison officer to let her out of the interview room and then politely wishes me a good day as she leaves. I am escorted back onto the wing by Officer Bayliss.  
 
    Back in my cell, Billy is still reading his comic book and doesn’t even bother to look up or acknowledge me as I come inside. It doesn’t matter, though; I’m not in the mood to talk to anyone. Instead, I lie quietly on my bed to wait for midday. 
 
    At exactly noon, I leave my cell and head to ‘B’ wing for my confrontation with Frank Butler. Arriving a few minutes late is a deliberate ploy to try to show him that he doesn’t intimidate me, but in reality, I am scared of what could happen if things go badly. His cell door is open, but the entry is barred by the same two thugs from last night and one with a distinct Scouse accent steps forward to meet me. 
 
    “You’re fucking six minutes late, McMillan. We were just about to come looking for you.” 
 
    Butler can obviously hear what is going on and he shouts for them to bring me in, so they both step to the side and the Scouser pushes me through the door where Butler is waiting with a steel shank in his right hand. 
 
    “Well, if it isn’t fucking Pablo Escobar. I sincerely hope that you’ve got a fucking delivery for me, boy?” 
 
    I nod and confidently say that of course I have, “Why else would I be here?” 
 
    “Don’t get fucking cocky, McMillan. I thought that perhaps you might be here to appeal to my better nature. It’s just as well that you’re not, because I don’t fucking have a better nature.” He looks past me and orders the Scouser and his mate out of the cell, “Shut the door and keep a look-out — nobody comes in until we’re done.” 
 
    With the door shut, we are left alone and Butler gets straight to the point. 
 
    “Get the fuck on with it then, pig! Let’s fucking see it.”  
 
    When I put my hand down the front of my sweat pants he panics and grabs me by the throat with his free hand and presses the tip of the shank against the side of my face.  
 
    “Fucking go slowly there, McMillan, unless you want all six inches of this in your fucking skull.”  
 
    The warning isn’t necessary, but I carry on more cautiously and as I lift it out, the sight of the Ziploc bag full of four ounces of the finest weed emerging from my pants is mesmerizing to him. He doesn’t quite believe what he is seeing at first, but as he gradually registers that I have actually delivered on my promise he releases his grip on me and snatches the bag from my hand. The greed in his eyes is obvious, Whatever the weed is currently worth on the outside, it is worth at least ten times that on the inside. Four ounces of weed in here is enough to make him even more powerful than he is already. 
 
    “Fucking hell, McMillan, I seriously thought you were just playing for time. I never thought for a minute that you would actually deliver. We need to speak some time about how you did it, but for now, you’ve just bought yourself a week. After that it’s fucking game on and I’m looking forward to slicing you up before I hand you over to the fucking chinky jock. Go on then, fuck off out of my cell!” 
 
    The cell door opens and I leave without being asked twice. I hadn’t noticed before but I am sweating heavily, despite the obvious chill on the landing. Risking my life in a dream is one thing, risking it in real life is something else entirely and looking back at how close I had been to having a shank in the skull sends a shiver down my spine.  
 
    Lunch is at 12.30 pm, but the same nausea I had from reading the newspaper earlier is back again and I don’t think I can stomach any more prison slop right now, so I crash back down on my bunk again to figure out my next move.  
 
    I don’t know how long I have been asleep, but the pungent smell of marijuana on his breath alerts me to the person leaning over me and before I have opened my eyes fully my hands are around his throat.  
 
    “What the fuck, McMillan? It’s me, Billy! You’ve got a fucking visitor. Get your fucking hands off me, ya fucking psycho!”  
 
    I release my grip on him and apologize, and then I lecture him on the perils of sneaking up on me, “Never, ever lean over me when I am sleeping, Billy. That kind of behavior will get you fucking hurt. Now what were you saying about a visitor? Who is it?” 
 
    “How the fuck should I know? I’m not your fucking secretary. The guard just said it was some posh black bird. A right good sort apparently. You better get a fucking move on before somebody else gets dibs on her.”  
 
    I cast him a shitty look for his last comment and he sheepishly points me in the direction of the visitation area. After a quick pat down for contraband at the entrance, I am ushered into the hall, thankful that I offloaded the weed earlier. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Catherine’s usual polished appearance sets her apart instantly from the rest of the visitors, but it is her nervous demeanor that is most obvious. She is clearly feeling very uncomfortable and when she looks up from the table and sees me standing in front of her, she noticeably stiffens up even more. 
 
    “Hi, Catherine, I didn’t expect to be seeing you here. Is this an official visit or were you just missing me?” 
 
    “Please sit down, Sean,” she replies meekly. “The boss doesn’t know I am here today. I had to pull in a few favors to get a visitation order so quickly.” 
 
     “And which of your bosses are we talking about, Cath, the one that pays your wage or the one that pulls your strings?” As soon as I said that, I instantly regretted it and Catherine remaining calm and composed in her reply makes me feel even worse. 
 
    “Okay, I guess I deserved that, but we need to speak. Please sit down, Sean.” 
 
    I sit down opposite her, but before we can speak, one of the trustee prisoners on duty places two cups of tea in flimsy plastic cups on our table along with a small plate of biscuits and I try to lighten the mood a little. 
 
    “One of the perks of getting a visitor, I guess, a shitty cup of tea and a couple of Hobnobs. You should come more often, Cath.” 
 
    She is in no mood for sarcasm or my humor and although she also notices the new bruising on my face, she isn’t here for small talk either and doesn’t mention it. 
 
    “Listen, Sean, I don’t have much time and if you want to waste it on jokes and sarcasm, then go ahead, be my guest. That’s not why I am here, though. I know you don’t believe it, but I care about you, Sean. You are my partner and my friend, so please drop the I-couldn’t-give-a-shit act and talk to me. You are in a massive bloody hole that is getting deeper by the day. I think that you need all the friends that you can get.” 
 
    Catherine has always been an expert at making me feel like a total shit and today is no exception. I reach forward to take her hand and I apologize for being such an asshole. 
 
    “Thanks for coming, Catherine, I do appreciate it. I know it can’t have been easy for you to come here. You can probably understand my skepticism, though. For God’s sake, Cath, you were feeding information to Douglas about my every move.” 
 
    She looks thoroughly ashamed of herself, but she nods her acknowledgement. 
 
    “If I could turn back time I would, Sean, but you didn’t give me any other choice. Douglas had me convinced that you were fabricating evidence and even now, I still don’t know who to believe. I know I should have been more insistent in confronting you about it, but would that have made a difference? You were keeping me in the dark about everything and look where we are now, Sean. There is a mountain of evidence against you for killing Paul Donovan and you didn’t even make an effort to defend yourself yesterday. What am I meant to think?” 
 
    “It’s complicated, Cath. I wish I could tell you, but I can’t. You just need to trust me.” 
 
    The mention of the word trust is enough to light the fuse in Cath and the earlier nervousness changes in an instant to anger as she pulls her hand away. 
 
    “Bloody trust you! Are you fucking serious, Sean? You’re like a broken record. How many times did we have that conversation over the last couple of weeks and all I got from you was, ‘trust me, Cath’? Well, look where it has got you, Sean.” 
 
    Her outburst has attracted the attention of one of the prison officers and he shouts across the room at us, “Is there a problem, McMillan?” 
 
    I look to Cath and whisper another apology and she calms down. I turn to face the officer, “No, sorry, sir, all good, just a misunderstanding, that’s all.” 
 
    “Good, just keep the noise down. I get enough domestic strife at home, and I don’t bloody need it at work as well.” 
 
    With the situation calm again, I quietly take Catherine through as much as I can of the real account of the last few days including the attack on Carol Baker’s house and the murder of Donovan by DS Douglas. Her expression is of utter disbelief and she listens in complete silence until I finish. 
 
    “I really don’t know what to say, Sean. I know that Douglas is a bit shady, but I can’t believe that he is capable of murder.” 
 
    “And what about me, Cath? Do you think I am? Do you think I’m capable of murder?” 
 
    “Sean, that’s not fair. This is all so fucked up. How can you even ask me that?” 
 
    “It’s a simple enough question. Do you think that I killed Paul Donovan, Cath? I need to know whether you think I am a cold-blooded murderer?” 
 
    For a second, she is silent, and then she mirrors my own earlier gesture and takes my hand. 
 
    “As a detective, everything is telling me that you did it, Sean, but as your partner and friend, I refuse to believe it. That’s not who you are and deep down I know that. You need to give me something I can work with though, Sean. I can’t help you if you don’t let me.” 
 
    I obviously hadn’t been expecting to see Catherine, so I am not ready to ask for her help, but now I have the opportunity to find out if I can trust her and I ask if she has a pen and a piece of paper. She tears a sheet from a notepad in her handbag and hands it over with a ballpoint pen and I scribble down what I need from her and hand it back. 
 
    “What the hell, Sean? How is this going to help you and how is this supposed to convince me that Douglas is a crook?” 
 
    At the risk of setting her off, I ask her to trust me again, but with a little more subtlety this time. 
 
    “It’s not asking much, Catherine. Please just humor me for now. Just get what I want and pass it on to Jean Monroe; she will make sure it gets to me. In a week’s time, I will either be out of here fully exonerated or Douglas will have beaten me and you can move on. Please, Cath, I need your help.” 
 
    “You’re absolutely crazy, Sean. But if that’s what you want, fine. I will make sure that she gets it as soon as I can. You seriously need to start speaking up, though, Sean. Nobody else is going to believe or support you if you don’t speak up and say what happened.” 
 
    The duty prison officer is on his feet and making his rounds of the tables, reminding everyone of the time. 
 
    “Five more minutes McMillan, finish up and say goodbye to your wife.” 
 
    Catherine gets up to leave, but I pull her hand to sit back down and say, “Is there something that you still want to ask me, Cath?” 
 
    She knows exactly what I mean, but is afraid to ask. “Um, sorry, what do you mean?” 
 
    “In the interview yesterday, I was so close to telling Morgan about how you were ratting me out to Douglas, but when I saw you yesterday, I just couldn’t do it. Do you know why I couldn’t do it, Cath?” 
 
    She looks as embarrassed as I have ever seen her and I answer my own question to save her from further embarrassment, “I couldn’t do it, because I know that he manipulated you. You said as much yourself when I confronted you. I won’t let that bastard drag you down with him, Cath. Please think about that when I ask you for help or to trust me in the future.” 
 
    The prison officer is on his feet again and calls an end to visitation, “Alright, all visitors, visiting time is over; please make your way to the exits. Inmates, please remain seated until all visitors have left.” 
 
    Catherine is already back on her feet to leave as the officer gets to our table. 
 
    “I may not be able to visit again for a while, so if you need me, pass a message through Jean Monroe. Take care of yourself, Sean.” And then, gesturing to my bruises, she adds, “I told you before, you’re not bulletproof.” 
 
    I know that only too well and I know that time is running out fast for me. One week will be gone in the blink of an eye and if I haven’t managed to get myself out of this by then, I am as good as dead. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Inside our cell, Billy is still lying down on his bunk reading his comics, but he sits up and asks me about my visit as soon as I get back. 
 
    “So was that your girlfriend then?” 
 
    “Excuse me?” 
 
    “The black girl — was she your girlfriend?” 
 
    The question is a leading one and I am in no mood for playing games with him. 
 
    “It’s none of your fucking business, Billy — go back to reading your comics.” 
 
    “Yeh, I suppose you’re right,” he says. “Just like all that cash and the other bits stuffed in your pillow are none of my business. It would be a proper shame if it became everyone else’s business, though, wouldn’t it?” 
 
    My look of shock betrays me as a first-timer in prison and Billy laughs. 
 
    “What, you seriously thought I wouldn’t have a look? Get a fucking grip, mate, this is prison — it’s full of fucking thieves.” 
 
    I grab for my pillowcase and tip the contents out onto my bunk. Everything seems to be as I left it, but I look back at Billy for some reassurance. 
 
    “Don’t shit a brick, McMillan, I didn’t take anything. I reckon you fucking owe me now, though.” 
 
    The little fucker has me at a disadvantage and he knows it. No point giving in too easily, though. 
 
    “Oh yeh, what makes you think that then, Billy Boy? How about I smash the shit out of you? How does that sound?” 
 
    “Oh, I don’t know, how about that fucking stolen wallet and that warrant card in somebody else’s name? Remind me again who Constable Walker is? Punch me all you like, McMillan, but it is you that will be fucked if I start singing about your little treasure trove.” 
 
    I was going to use him for a job today anyway, but this sudden surprise has now undoubtedly upped the price for his services. 
 
    “Okay, whatever, Billy. How about we start things over? We don’t need to be friends, but you’ve probably worked out already that I can get things in and out of this place. How was that joint you had earlier? Good stuff, yeh? There’s plenty more where that came from and lots more cash as well. Play ball with me and I can make your stay here very comfortable.” 
 
    The greed in his eyes is obvious, but for a criminal, even a stupid one like Billy, it’s a moral dilemma to be cooperating with a copper, so I need to give him some further reason to work with me. 
 
    “Listen, Billy. I’m not a copper anymore and, to be honest, I was never really a proper one. I’m a criminal just like you. Why do you think I am in here? Do a few little jobs for me, nothing heavy, just a bit of fetching and carrying and I will make sure that nobody in here knows about our arrangement. What do you say?” 
 
    The thought of unlimited weed and cash is too much for him to resist and he agrees, but he is still concerned about our arrangement. 
 
    “What’s gonna happen when your week runs out?” 
 
    “What, how the fuck do you know about that, Billy?” 
 
    “Everyone fucking knows about it. Butler was putting it about in the canteen at lunchtime. He was saying that by lunchtime on Friday next week, it’s open season after he finishes with you. That Chinese bloke you laid out is already making plans to fuck you up.” 
 
    “Okay, well thanks for the warning, Billy.” 
 
    “It wasn’t a warning, McMillan; I don’t give a shit about you. I just don’t want to get dragged into whatever you have going on with Butler once your time is up.” 
 
    His complete lack of loyalty is staggering, but understandable under the circumstances. Loyalty in here only lasts as long as the perks keep flowing. After that, it’s every man for himself. 
 
    “I wouldn’t worry too much for now, Billy; a lot can happen in a week. Are you in or not?” 
 
    He smiles and nods towards the pile of cash on my bunk. “That all depends on what you want me to do and how much it’s worth to you.” 
 
    I explain what I need and, finally relieved that we have an agreement, I hand him three twenty-pound notes and stuff the rest of the items back in my pillowcase and then stress again the importance of the job. 
 
    “Now, you understand that it needs to be today and that I can’t get involved, Billy — any fuck up and it’s on you?” 
 
    “Yeh, yeh, stop fucking stressing. It’s a piece of fucking cake. I’ve been doing this kind of shit since I was twelve years old.” 
 
      
 
    By 5.40 pm, the canteen is already full of prisoners eating or queuing again at the hotplate and whilst there is no obvious hostility towards me from anyone, a few make no attempt at hiding their excitement at my imminent demise and throw a few insults and colorful suggestions about what awaits me. The Chinese thug is four or five places behind me in the queue and to get my attention he launches a handful of chips at the back of my head, much to the amusement of the rest of the prisoners and the prison officer managing the queue. I can’t let them think I am afraid, though, so I turn to face him. 
 
    “Thanks, but no chips for me today, fat boy, I’m trying to lose a bit of weight. You should try it yourself, you might be able to move a bit faster next time if you do.” Then, pointing to his bandages, “How’s your head doing? That really looks nasty.” 
 
    My comment winds him up, but he abides by Butler’s warning and keeps calm. “Enjoy it while ya can, McMillan. I can wait.” Then he loudly laughs and mimics the hands of a clock for his audience, “Tickety fuckin tock, the coppers on the fucking chopping block.” 
 
    Conscious of the growing tension, the officer by the hotplate finally intervenes, “Alright, that’s enough, Chan, wind your fucking neck in. Come on, McMillan, get a fucking move on and sit down.” 
 
    With a liberal portion of prison slop on my tray, I take a seat at a table where I can clearly see Billy and his target and I give him the nod for the two-minute countdown. The agreed plan is pretty much the same scenario that we had with Daz and DS Douglas, but with a couple of small variations. Firstly, I can’t have anything tipped over the victim as this would arouse too much suspicion and probably drop Billy in the shit. He might be a thieving idiot, but I need him and I have caused him enough problems already.  
 
    Secondly, this needs to be done in such a way that the victim doesn’t even realize he’s a victim. It’s a big ask, but if Billy is as good as he says he is, it should in his words, ‘Be a piece of cake.’ 
 
    I nod again and, as planned, Billy gets up from the table with his mug and walks towards where Senior Officer Cartwright is standing next to the tea urn. I smile when I see that he has undone one of his shoelaces to add some authenticity to his performance and I wonder if I might have underestimated him. Cartwright hasn’t noticed, but his sidekick Taylor has and he points it out to Billy. 
 
    “Oy, McGuigan, sort your fucking lace out, ya fucking scruffy bastard.” 
 
    The warning comes too late to stop the performance and before Taylor has a chance to move or react, Billy theatrically trips over his own feet and crashes head first into Cartwright’s chest. As he falls to the floor, he pulls Cartwright down on top of him and the whole canteen erupts with laughter. By the time Cartwright gets back to his feet, he is absolutely furious and it is all he can do to hold himself back from throttling Billy, who is still lying on the floor holding on to Cartwright’s clip-on tie. 
 
    “You fucking clumsy son of a bitch, Brummie fucking moron. Get the fuck up off my canteen floor now and give me my fucking tie! I should fucking throw you in isolation for assault.” 
 
    Billy is shaking as he hands over the tie, but I know that Cartwright won’t follow through on his threat. It would look like Billy had got one over on him and that would be bad for his reputation. Cartwright obviously knows this as well and after putting his tie back on and straightening himself up he tells Billy to fucking sort himself out. 
 
    “Get that fucking lace tied up, and then piss off back to your cell before I change my mind. Count yourself lucky that it’s nearly the weekend and I’m in a good mood.” 
 
    It looks like Billy has kept up his end of the bargain. Nothing was spilled and Cartwright seems to be none the wiser. I won’t be sure, though, until I get back to the cell. But for now, there is no immediate hurry to find out. It’s still nearly six hours until lights out and, after missing lunch today, I am bloody starving, so I take my time over the slop and a cup of tea before heading back to find Billy. 
 
    Billy is perched on the end of his bunk looking like he has just taken Gold in the Olympic Marathon. 
 
    “Well, what did I tell you, McMillan? A fucking piece of cake. The stupid fucker had no idea what I was up to.” 
 
    Obviously, the plan has worked, but I can’t see where my prize is. 
 
    “Yeh, good job, Billy. World-class performance — now, hand it over.” I hold out my hand to him, but he pulls away and I know straightaway what is coming next. 
 
    “Not so fast, I think I deserve a bit extra. It’s a premium item and once Cartwright realizes it’s gone, he’s going to be all over me. More than likely I will end up in isolation after a good fucking kicking. Another fifty quid should do it.” 
 
    In fairness, he has a point, but a deal is a deal and I can’t appear to be weak. I fake a swing at him again and as he ducks, I reach into the pillowcase and throw another twenty at him.  
 
    “Don’t fucking piss me off, Billy. The extra twenty is a bonus for not fucking up. Now fucking hand it over or you will be getting that kicking sooner than you think.” 
 
    He reluctantly passes it over and as I examine it, he asks me what I need it for anyway, “You planning on impersonating a screw and breaking out or something? What do you need his ID badge for?” 
 
    Considering Billy’s low IQ, I could probably tell him that I am going to use it tonight as my dream trigger without having to worry about any repercussions. But it’s not worth the effort of trying to answer the inevitable questions that it would raise and I just give him a look to tell him to mind his own business and then I ask him about Cartwright, “You said he lives in Hounslow right?” 
 
    “Yeh, I heard him talking to Officer Taylor once about his fancy new house in some place called Westvale Park.” 
 
    “And you’re sure it was Westvale Park?” 
 
    “Yeh, I’m sure. He had a fancy brochure and he left it in the canteen. A few of the lads were fighting over it.” 
 
    I am looking confused at his last comment and he puts me straight, “It had a few fit-looking birds in it, you know, MILF types with big tits posing in posh kitchens and with a Pina Colada in the garden. Anything to get the imagination going is gold dust in here. It’s probably still doing the rounds in ‘B’ wing. The Westvale Park Wank Mag is a prison classic.  
 
    I could probably pull a few strings and get you a lend of it, if you want. It’s probably a bit sticky by now, though.” 
 
    He laughs at his own joke and I politely decline his tempting offer and lie down on my bunk. I have everything I need for my travels tonight, apart from a clear plan of what I need to achieve. It’s just as well I have nearly six hours to figure it out.  
 
    Just before lights out, Billy asks me again about why I need the badge and why I am so interested in where Cartwright lives, “Are you trying to dig some shit up on him or something? Haven’t you got enough shit on your plate already with Butler and Chan?” 
 
    I don’t have the information I have requested from Cath yet, so Cartwright is just a stopover tonight to see if I can pick up anything of interest for future use if needed. He may be a bit dodgy, or it may be a complete dead end, but he is definitely worth a quick visit, just to be sure.  
 
    “I don’t know what you mean, Billy. I’m just gonna pop round for a nice cup of tea. Who knows, I might get lucky and bump into one of those MILFS you were telling me about.” This comment hits the spot with his Brummie humor and for the first time, he actually sounds happy to be talking with me. 
 
    “Yeh right, in your fucking dreams, mate. The only thing that will be wrapping itself round your dick tonight is your hand.” 
 
    If he knew just how accurate the first part of that statement was, he would fall off his bunk in shock, but I definitely feel that he is warming to me. Deep down he is probably a decent lad that has just got himself into a mess. If things go as planned, once I am out, I might ask Jean Monroe to look into his case to see if anything can be done to help him. In the meantime, I need him to keep quiet so that I can concentrate on Cartwright’s ID picture in readiness to travel. 
 
    “Thanks, Billy, now shut the fuck up and go to sleep.” 
 
    “Yeh, yeh. Sleep tight, McMillan, happy wanking!” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The Past – Friday, 7th September 2017  
 
    Using the words posh and Hounslow in the same sentence would have been unheard of a few years ago, but similar to many UK towns and cities, Hounslow has seen a big influx of new cash and foreign investment in recent years. As a result, many of the old run-down council estates have been bulldozed to make way for new privately funded developments.  
 
    The Westvale Park estate stands out as a shining example of this, but in my opinion it’s a little bit too shiny as far as Senior Officer Phillip Cartwright is concerned. I should imagine that a senior officer in the prison service would be earning roughly the same as a police sergeant, which is nowhere near enough to be able to afford one of the grand-looking detached houses in Westvale Park without some other form of income.  
 
    He may be a crook, of course, but he may also be married to a high earner or have been the beneficiary of a significant inheritance or other windfall. It’s too early to say yet, but my gut feeling and his reference to Butler reporting to him is edging me towards a second income that is less than legal.  
 
    As a dream trigger, Cartwright’s ID picture had worked amazingly well. My fallback plan if it had not worked had been to swallow a rolled-up ball of weed that I had held back from the stash that I gave to Butler, but that would have left me spaced out and probably vomiting for the next couple of days. Thankfully, such drastic action was not required and after getting my bearings, it had turned out that I was just a ten-minute drive from the Westvale Park estate. That had been more than two hours ago and since then I have bought myself a new shirt to cover my prison issue white t-shirt and ‘borrowed’ a pizza     delivery boy’s moped and helmet 
 
    For the last hour or so, I have been driving around the estate trying to spot any clues as to which house might be Cartwright’s. However, other than different colored front doors, the houses are pretty much a copy and paste of each other, so now I am parked up opposite the main entrance to the estate to try to spot him on the way home from work. 
 
    I know already that, as a senior officer, Cartwright never works a night shift and rarely works weekends, so I am relying on him getting home soon. It’s a quarter past six on a Friday evening and he doesn’t strike me as the kind that hits the pub straight after work.  
 
    In the end, I watch for more than an hour as a steady stream of cars enter and leave the estate. Without exception, the quality of the cars speaks volumes about the status and financial standing of the estate’s residents and no doubt Westvale Park has a disproportionate number of doctors, lawyers, bankers and city traders.  
 
    Billy was also right about the MILFS. The number of well-heeled yummy mummies in the obligatory Range Rover or other urban 4 x 4 is both staggering and distracting. I am concentrating so hard on one particularly attractive MILF leaving the estate in a Black Mercedes G Wagon that I nearly miss a silver 2017 model Jaguar XJ coming through the gate. 
 
    Cartwright is instantly recognizable, though, and so is his sidekick Officer Taylor in the passenger seat. As they pass, I pull out of my parking spot and keep a safe distance behind as they weave their way through the estate and then pull onto the driveway of a detached house at the very end of a cul-de-sac.  
 
    I watch as they get out of the car. Judging by the body language, it is clear that they must be friends outside of work. Taylor is carrying some kind of holdall or overnight bag and Cartwright takes a suit carrier out of the boot of the car before they head inside the house.  
 
    I don’t see any other car on the driveway, but it’s only 7.20 pm, so if he does have a wife, she could feasibly still be at work if she is a doctor, lawyer or some other kind of well-paid professional.  
 
    Another possibility is that he shares the house with Taylor; between them they might just have enough of a salary to cover the mortgage — but why then the overnight bag?  
 
    I dismiss that possibility and continue to watch the house from a safe distance but move off for a lap around the estate every ten minutes so that I don’t attract too much attention. It’s been more than three hours since I ‘borrowed’ the moped and the longer I keep it, the higher the risk of being spotted by a police patrol.  
 
    The Barry’s Beautiful Pizza branding on the helmet and the moped top-box is hardly inconspicuous, but I need to be able to follow them if they head out and waiting around for a taxi is not an option. They would be long gone by the time I managed to find one. 
 
    By 9.45 I am starting to think that I have wasted my time and that they may be staying in for the night, but then a taxi passes me and pulls up on the road outside Cartwright’s house. Two minutes later the lights go on at the front of the house and Cartwright is first out of the door, closely followed by Officer Taylor.  
 
    It’s dark, but the street is very well lit and even from where I am parked, I can see them clearly. To say that I am seeing a completely different side of them would be a massive understatement and, for a second, I think that I may be mistaken. 
 
     Cartwright is wearing a long rain mac, but the bottom of his tight black-leather trousers and his highly polished black Cuban heels are still visible. His moustache has been oiled and shaped in the style of the ringmaster from ‘Moulin Rouge’ and my first inclination is to assume that they are heading off to a fancy-dress party, but Taylor’s outfit completely dispels that thought.  
 
    I would say that normally Taylor is around five feet ten inches tall, but in stiletto heels he is well over six feet. The biggest shockers, though, are the fishnet stockings underneath the tight leather shorts, the fishnet sleeveless top, and the studded dog collar around his neck.  
 
    Having a homosexual relationship with a fellow officer is not a crime, but after this revelation, I wonder what else they might have lurking in the closet. 
 
    I follow them as the taxi leaves the estate. We drive for around fifteen minutes, and then the taxi pulls up outside Lulu’s nightclub in Heston. I wait to make sure that they get out and then I park the bike in a nearby alley, put the helmet into the top-box, and join the queue to get into the club. 
 
     Cartwright and Taylor don’t need to bother with such trivialities as queuing as they are greeted by the bouncer like old friends. After a couple of minutes of small talk, the bouncer removes one of the ropes and ushers them into the club. It takes me another thirty minutes to get to the front of the queue and when I do, the huge but obviously gay bouncer looks me up and down suspiciously. 
 
    “You do know that this is a gay club, don’t you?” 
 
    I hadn’t been a hundred per cent sure, but I knew it was likely to be. 
 
    “Yes, of course I do. Is there a problem?” 
 
    He points to a poster on the door that says, Back to the Eighties. “It’s an eighties theme night — you could have made more of an effort with your outfit.” 
 
    He’s right: prison-issue sweat pants, shoes, and a plain blue shirt is a bit of a letdown compared to everyone else I have seen tonight. He would have every right to refuse me entry, but before he can turn me away, I am saved by an unexpected fan club. 
 
    “Oooh, don’t send him away, Duncan, he’s cute, and we need a bit of new talent in here. We’re getting bored of the same old queens week after week.” 
 
    “Oh yeh, look at the buns on him. I spotted him first, bitch,” another voice adds. 
 
    There is an explosion of laughter behind me and, as I turn, there are two extremely camp-looking guys in there fifties and sixties checking me out. I don’t know whether to be embarrassed or flattered, but in the end I am grateful for the attention when Duncan pulls back the rope and lets me in. 
 
    “It’s lucky you’re cute, but next time make more of a fucking effort.” 
 
    As you would expect for a Friday night, the club is absolutely packed, but as a stranger to gay clubs, I find Lulu’s an assault on my senses. The Communards ‘Don’t leave me this way’ is pumping out of the speakers and the dance floor is filled with lookalikes of Boy George, Jimmy Somerville, and George Michael enthusiastically throwing themselves around to the beat of eighties classics. Cartwright and Taylor are in the thick of the action and now that Cartwright has removed his rain mac, I can see that he is wearing the same kind of fishnet top as Taylor. 
 
     Unlike Taylor, who still has a young man’s toned body, Cartwright is carrying a few extra pounds and as he dances the tight-fitting top resembles a fishing net dangerously overfilled with fish in their final death throes. This doesn’t seem to bother Taylor, though, who is quite happy for Cartwright to lead him around the dance floor on the end of a dog lead.  
 
    They are obviously not going anywhere for a while, so I find myself a place at the bar where I can keep any eye on them and order myself a beer, much to the disgust of the overtly transgender barman. 
 
    “Oh no, that’s far too masculine. Why don’t you have one of our lovely cocktails, my love? The Pina Coladas and the Cosmopolitans are on a two-for-one special tonight.” 
 
    Before I can answer, the two old queens who were eyeing me up outside sit down next to me and one of them interrupts the conversation to answer the barman. 
 
    “Two on one, did you say, Alice? That sounds perfect, we like those kind of odds, particularly when they are as cute as this one.” They both piss themselves laughing again and I find myself blushing like mad.  
 
    The second queen squeezes my knee and smiles as he says to his friend, “Aww, you’ve embarrassed him now.” Then, turning back to the barman, “Alice, get us two Cosmos and a beer for our new friend, please.”  
 
    I don’t always plan to meet other people on my trips, but when it does happen, it usually helps to make me less conspicuous, so I am happy to make conversation with my two unexpected benefactors. When Alice places a beer on the bar in front of me, I thank the two guys for the beer, “There really was no need, guys, but thanks anyway.” 
 
    We chat for around twenty minutes and as I keep my eyes on Cartwright and Butler, I introduce myself simply as Sean and the guys introduce themselves as Benny and George. Both are divorced bankers and have been together for ten years after finally admitting to themselves that they were gay. When Benny tells me that they are looking to introduce a bit of extra spice into their relationship, I know exactly where the conversation is leading and my face shows it.  
 
    “I don’t think he is fully out of the closet yet, George. Is that it — are you still a bit confused, Sean? Well, don’t worry, George and I are experts, we can show you the way. Nothing heavy on the first date. George is a bit of a spooge stooge and it would be nice to have someone extra to join in the fun.” 
 
    Now, I count myself as being broadminded and a man of the world, but I have no idea what a ‘spooge stooge’ is, so rather than making an exit right away, I ask the question and they both start laughing again. Benny calls Alice over. 
 
    “Alice dear, would you be so kind as to explain to our new friend what a ‘spooge stooge’ is?” 
 
    Alice chuckles and leans over to whisper in my ear, “A spooge stooge is a man or a woman who loves to have copious amounts of jizz plastered all over their body or face.”  
 
    As he moves back down the bar to serve another customer, my embarrassment has reached an all-time record level and the expectant looks from Benny and George are not helping. I am so embarrassed that I don’t spot that Cartwright and Butler have left the dance floor until they are nearly disappearing through a door into the back-of-house area. I get up quickly from my seat to follow them.  
 
    Benny tries to take hold of my hand to pull me back, but I pull away and call back to them as I head for the door. 
 
    “Um, sorry guys, it’s a lovely offer, but I need to get going.” 
 
    “Okay, next time, Sean. Enjoy your night, hot stuff.” 
 
    I never imagined myself as being the object of lust for a couple of old gay guys and I make a mental note to do something with my look as soon as I can. It’s flattering, but clearly, there is something about me that they find attractive that worries me slightly. Maybe, though, I am just being sensitive or overthinking it and as I step through the door to find my targets, I put it out of my mind and concentrate on the job at hand.  
 
    In front of me, there is a short corridor with two doors either side, a staircase leading to an upper level to the right and a fire exit door at the end. If I am caught back here, I am planning to say that I got lost looking for the bathroom.  
 
    The rooms either side of the corridor turn out to be storerooms and offices, but the first three are deserted. The fourth room is also an office. The door is open and I can clearly see Cartwright and Butler reflected in a mirror on the wall opposite the office door. The view from the mirror means that I don’t need to risk looking directly into the office, but it also means that they will be able to see me if they turn around, so I carefully move to the edge of the door so that I can hear what is being said inside the office.  
 
    My targets are sitting opposite a shady-looking guy in his late forties who reminds me a lot of Al Pacino’s character, Tony Montana, in the film ‘Scarface’. His look is more Mediterranean, though, perhaps Turkish or Greek Cypriot, and unlike Cartwright and Butler, I doubt very much if this guy is homosexual.  
 
    His look says professional thug and the conversation I am hearing has nothing to do with any kind of homosexual tryst and everything to do with the supply of drugs and other contraband. I have to strain to hear, but I hear enough to know that Scarface and Cartwright are running some kind of smuggling operation into Meerholt Prison.  
 
    Over the course of ten minutes, I hear them discussing and agreeing on price, quantity, and methods for getting pills, cocaine, heroin, alcohol, mobile phones, and tobacco into Meerholt. It’s hardly earth-shattering stuff as this kind of thing is rampant across UK prisons, but it might just be enough information to give me an advantage over Cartwright if I get into any kind of trouble with him.  
 
    Satisfied that I am not going to find out anything else of interest, I turn to leave, but I have been so engrossed in listening to the conversation that I am taken completely by surprise when I see Benny and George standing behind me. I fall back slightly and Benny grabs hold of my hand to steady me. 
 
    “Oooh, didn’t mean to scare you, Sean. So is voyeurism your thing? We saw you follow the gimps into here and we didn’t want to miss out on the fun.” 
 
    He said it so loudly that it would have been impossible for the guys in the office not to know we were outside and I am pushing Benny to one side and running for the door before Cartwright, Taylor, or Scarface can get a look at me.  
 
    As I reach the door, I can hear the queens arguing with Scarface about why they are there, but Cartwright is past them and calling for me to stop. 
 
    “Oy, fucking stop! I just want to talk to you.” 
 
    Yeh right, of course, you just want to talk to me, talk to me with your fists no doubt. I ignore him completely and barrel through the door, straight into the arms of one of the bouncers, who tells me to slow down and then asks what I was doing in the back-of-house area.  
 
    His hand is on my shoulder to stop me from running and by the time I have blurted out my story about looking for the bathroom, Cartwright is through the door and shouts to the bouncer to keep hold of me. He is no more than three feet away and as he looks me up and down, he gets a good look at my face and is about to ask me something, but then he freezes and I know instantly why. 
 
    “What the fuck, those shoes and sweats are prison issue!” 
 
    Cartwright’s comment is enough to distract the bouncer’s attention, who is not quick enough to dodge me as I slam the heel of my shoe down on his toes as hard as I can. No matter how tough you are, a well-placed toe stamp is fucking excruciating even for the hardest of men. This guy is no exception and as he cries out, he releases his grip on me and I run through the club towards the exit. Duncan is still busy managing the queue and has his back to me as I crash through the main door and back out onto the street with two other bouncers in pursuit. Cartwright is not with them, but that is hardly surprising given the fact that he is wearing Cuban heels, leather trousers, and a fishnet top.  
 
    I quickly reach the alley and turn down it to retrieve the moped, confident that I am losing my pursuers, only to be met with my next surprise. Three police officers are standing next to the moped making notes. Before I can turn away, they spot me and tell me to stop where I am.  
 
    As I start to run again, two of them chase me back out onto the main street where the bouncers are waiting for me. I am now caught between the cops to the right, the bouncers to the left, and a main road bustling with Friday night traffic in front of me. It’s an obvious and easy choice, but as I step into the street to begin my trip back to prison, I do feel a bit guilty at the driver’s look of horror as I disappear under the wheels of his number 14 bus. 
 
    My chest and my skull are crushed completely under the weight of the massive wheels, but as I die I console myself in the knowledge that by the time anyone looks under the bus for my body I will already be gone. There will, of course, be an investigation, but eventually the driver will be exonerated and the whole incident will be put down to an unexplained near miss. 
 
      
 
    Present Day – Saturday, 17th February 2018 
 
    “McMillan … hey, McMillan, stop with the fucking mumbling. Oy! McMillan, give it a fucking rest, will ya? It’s still the middle of the fucking night!”  
 
    It takes me a few seconds to register that it is Billy talking to me. 
 
    “Sorry, what did you say?” 
 
    “I said shut your fucking pie hole! You were talking in your fucking sleep. Something about mobile phones and tobacco and some other shit that I couldn’t understand. You were making a right bleeding racket.” 
 
    It’s still dark but the hands on the watch are luminous and I can see that the time is around 4.40 in the morning.  
 
    Cartwright recognizing my prison uniform could be a big problem, but it was five months ago and he literally only saw my face for a couple of seconds. I may be okay, but it’s bothering me enough to know that I won’t be able to sleep again tonight. 
 
    “Yeh, sorry, Billy. I was having a bad dream. Go back to sleep,” I tell him. 
 
    “Okay, well try and keep the noise down. It’s the weekend and we get a better breakfast on a Saturday. I want to enjoy it, not fall asleep in it.” 
 
    I apologize again and I hear Billy roll over above me to get himself comfortable. Then I hear him roll the other way again and his face appears over the side of his bunk. 
 
    “What’s a ‘spooge stooge’?” 
 
    “Billy, you really don’t want to know. Now go back to sleep and dream of your breakfast.” 
 
    A few minutes later, I can hear Billy snoring, and it’s almost as if he is doing it deliberately to get back at me for my night-time mumblings. I can’t sleep anyway and It’s just as well that I have my next move to plan; I would have no chance of sleeping with Billy doing his best impression of a dying walrus. 
 
    Straight after slop-out and a shower, I head to the canteen where the atmosphere seems better than I have experienced on my previous visits. I think perhaps that Billy was right about the weekend breakfast. This nicer atmosphere won’t last, though. The number of options and the food quality seem vastly better than anything I have had so far, but as soon as Cartwright spots Billy, the party will be over. With this in mind, I change my routine and make my trip to fill my mug before taking a seat.  
 
    Cartwright and Taylor are in their usual spot next to the tea urn and whilst they seem to look at me longer than would normally be warranted, they also seem distracted and don’t notice as I drop the ID badge behind the table holding the urn. 
 
    After collecting his food, Billy takes a seat at a table next to the one I am sitting at. Taylor sees him first, but the Saturday breakfast has his full attention and he is completely oblivious as Cartwright charges across the room and drags him backwards off his chair. I could have called out to warn him, but that would call unnecessary attention to myself, which is not part of the plan that I had shared with Billy before breakfast. It suits me better for him to be caught off guard. Genuine fear and surprise is far better than play-acting. 
 
    “I fucking knew you were up to something, you thieving Brummie twat!” Cartwright shouts. 
 
    Billy looks absolutely terrified and as he is pulled to his feet, he is most definitely not acting. The tears building up in the corner of his eyes are all too real as Cartwright strikes him across the face with the back of his hand.  
 
    “Where the fuck is it? You had better not have sold it or fucking lost it.” 
 
    Obviously, apart from Officer Taylor, Billy and me, nobody else in the canteen has the slightest idea what Cartwright is talking about. If it’s going to go wrong, now is the time, but Billy plays a blinder and acts completely dumb. 
 
    “What? I don’t know what the fuck you are talking about, you bloody maniac! Get the fuck off me!” 
 
    Cartwright loses it completely and punches Billy with his full force in the stomach. Billy goes down on the floor clutching his stomach and a few of the prisoners shout out their disapproval, causing Cartwright to turn on them with his baton drawn. 
 
    “Shut the fuck up, you maggots! Anyone else who makes a fucking comment can come and join him. Get back to your fucking breakfast!” 
 
    None of them wants to challenge Cartwright and they all turn away, but the rumblings continue at a much lower volume. 
 
    Billy is back on his feet and he takes a few steps backwards so that he is closer to the tea urn. Cartwright follows and grabs him around the throat. “Where the fuck do you think you’re going, Billy boy?” He isn’t choking him, but I can see that Billy is in pain. Despite the fact that I will be paying him again for this, he has done more than enough already to earn my respect and future help. I just pray that he can keep the act going and finishes this before Cartwright beats him unconscious or knocks him out. 
 
    “Now, I’m going to ask you one last time. Where the fuck is it, McGuigan?” 
 
    The baton is back in its holster but Cartwright’s fist is clenched ready to strike again. “You’ve got two fucking seconds to answer me, McGuigan.” 
 
    Billy knows that another punch is coming, but he keeps up the pretense. 
 
    “Really, please — I don’t know what you’re talking about, Mr. Cartwright.” 
 
    “My badge, my fucking badge, you fucking thieving little bastard!” 
 
    “Whaa, what badge?” 
 
    As planned, Billy pulls away at exactly the right moment and spins so that he is directly facing the tea urn. Cartwright’s fist slams into his shoulder sending Billy crashing to the floor in front of the table. 
 
    “I’m gonna fucking kill you, McGuigan!”  
 
    Cartwright has hold of Billy’s legs and is pulling him backwards when Billy calls out and points underneath the table. 
 
    “Wait! Look — by the wall! There’s something by the wall.” 
 
    Cartwright motions to Taylor who drops to his knees and climbs under the table. A few seconds later he emerges and hands over the ID badge to Cartwright. 
 
    “It must have come off when McGuigan bumped into you, boss.” 
 
    Cartwright looks at the badge and then back down at Billy on the floor. He knows that something stinks, but he can’t prove anything and now the rumblings from the rest of the prisoners have started again. He is in danger of losing face massively, so for now he accepts that the loss of his badge could have been an accident. 
 
    “Fucking stand up, McGuigan.” 
 
    Billy is shaking, but apart from the slap to his cheek and the punch to the stomach, he is otherwise unscathed and soon he will be another forty quid better off. 
 
    “Really sorry, sir. It must have come off when I fell in to you.” 
 
    Cartwright is still angry and is in no mood for any more of Billy’s bullshit. “Get back to your fucking table, boy. I’ve got my fucking eye on you.” 
 
    When Billy gets back to his table, he laps up the attention and applause from the rest of the cons. We seem to have gotten away with it for now and he did well, so it is nice to see him enjoying a few minutes of prison notoriety and fame.  
 
    The rest of the breakfast service passes off without incident and, as agreed, Billy doesn’t try to get my attention, which is just as well because Cartwright doesn’t take his eyes off him until he leaves to go back to our cell. I follow a few minutes later and find him sitting on my bunk waiting for me. 
 
    “How are you, Billy? That slap looked fucking painful.” 
 
    He rubs the side of his face and then says with a shrug, “Ah, it was nothing really. The punch in the guts was worse. I think it worked. What do you think, Sean?” 
 
    I smile and tell him to move over, “You did a great job, Billy. Shift over so that I can get your money.” 
 
    He grabs my hand to stop me and says, “I don’t want the money, Sean.” 
 
    This takes me by surprise and I sit down next to him. “What do you mean you don’t want it? You bloody earned every penny of it. Move over, ya silly bastard, let me get your cash.” 
 
    This time when he grabs my hand, he is more insistent, “Sean, please, no. I don’t want cash, I want something else instead.” 
 
    I think that perhaps he might ask for more weed or other drugs, but as I look at him, his face grows redder and redder with embarrassment.  
 
    “What is it, Billy. Why are you blushing?” 
 
    For a second, he doesn’t say anything and then he leans forward and quietly tells me what he wants instead of the cash. When he finishes, he still looks embarrassed, but relieved to have got it off his chest. His request is a surprise, but I can understand why he would want it. 
 
     “Wow, Billy! I wasn’t expecting that. That’s not going to be easy to sort out.” 
 
    “After you gave me the weed and the cash the first time, you said that you could sort stuff out and get things. Well, I have done everything you asked me to; now I want you to sort this out for me. If you don’t, then don’t ask me for anything else, Sean.” 
 
    “And if I do sort it out, Billy?” 
 
    He smiles and says, “If by some miracle you do manage to sort it out for me, I will be in your debt again. What’s fair is fair, Sean.”  
 
    I nod my agreement and mouth the words, what’s fair is fair. “So, is that it, Billy, any other miracles while I’m at it?” 
 
    “Yep, there is as a matter of fact.” 
 
    He tells me what the second request is and I laugh. “Sure, why not? If the first request doesn’t work out, they might soften the blow.” 
 
    With the matter settled, Billy shakes my hand to seal the deal and then he climbs up onto his bunk to sleep off his breakfast. With nothing else to do until lunch, I lie down on my own bunk to rest until I am disturbed an hour later by Officer Bayliss barging into the cell to tell me that I have a visitor again. 
 
    “McMillan, on your feet, lad. Your solicitor is here to see you.” 
 
    Given that it’s a Saturday morning, I am hoping that Cath has managed to get the information that I asked her for and passed it on to Jean. I can’t imagine that she would be here at the weekend otherwise. 
 
    Unlike on previous occasions, I can see already that Jean is not expecting this to be a long meeting. If it were, her legal pad, pen, and voice recorder would be out on the table. Today, she is dressed as formally as ever, but her briefcase is on the floor beside her and I can see that it is locked. There is a white A4 envelope on the table in front of her and she asks me to sit down and then asks my escort to give us some privacy. As soon as he is gone, she slides the envelope across to me and turns it over so that I can see my name in Catherine’s handwriting. 
 
    “This is from Detective Constable Swain and I have to say, Sean, that I find this whole thing very irregular. Particularly after what you told me on Thursday about DC Swain. Are you sure that you can trust her?” 
 
    This is another one of those questions that I really don’t know the answer to and a lot will depend on the contents of the envelope. “Yes, Ms. Monroe. I think I can trust her. She came to see me yesterday and I asked her to pass this on to you. She could have walked away and said no, but she didn’t.” 
 
    Jean is less emotionally attached to Catherine than I am and she looks doubtful. 
 
    “You haven’t seen what’s in the envelope yet, Sean.”  
 
    I mistakenly take this comment to mean that Jean has seen the contents and that it is bad news for me. 
 
    “Why do you say that? Have you already seen what’s in the envelope?” 
 
    “Please don’t offend me, Sean. The envelope is addressed to you and even if it wasn’t, I rather suspect that it’s probably for the best if I don’t know what is inside. I think, though, that you should open it, just in case it’s not what you were expecting.” 
 
    I catch Jean’s eye and tell her that she might want to look away. “You have my word that it’s nothing illegal, Jean, but you’re right, it’s perhaps better if you don’t get too involved.” 
 
    Instead of looking away, she reaches down to her briefcase and takes out a newspaper. “You have five minutes before I bill today’s session, Sean,” she says and starts to read the newspaper. 
 
    I tear open the envelope and lay out its contents in front of me. Catherine has been as good as her word and got me everything I asked for, including the two recent photographs and address details of my next targets. Without these, my next trips would have been extremely difficult, if not impossible. She is not fully vindicated yet, but this gift from Cath has done a lot to restore my faith in her. I carefully place each of the items back in the envelope and then, to Jean’s astonishment, I stuff the envelope down the front of my sweat pants. 
 
    “Just a precaution, Jean. I don’t want to lose it after the effort you and Catherine have gone to just to get it to me.” 
 
    “Yes, quite. Well, with regard to your case, nothing new has come to light since we met yesterday, so if there is nothing else, I will bid you good day.” 
 
    In my excitement at having the items from Catherine, I nearly forget to ask her about Billy’s first request until she is at the door. 
 
    “Sorry, Ms. Monroe. I nearly forgot. I need something else from you. It’s a strange one, but it’s important.” 
 
    She sits back down and listens as I take her through the details of the request. If I had asked for this a week ago, she would probably have turned me down flat immediately, but with each passing meeting, she is now getting more and more used to bizarre or unorthodox requests from me and she agrees to look into it. 
 
    “If it’s a problem, Jean. Please speak with DCI Morgan. I’m sure that deep down he doesn’t believe that I am guilty. If you have to, tell him that I am working on my case from in here, but if he can help out with this request, it will really help me.” 
 
    She nods her agreement, but she is already on her feet again to leave. 
 
    “This really is the most bizarre case that I have ever been involved in, Sean.” Underneath her professional exterior, I am sure that I can detect a smile and her last words before leaving confirm it, “It’s also one of the most exciting cases — have a good day, Sean.” 
 
    When I get back to the cell, Billy is exactly where I left him and snoring even more loudly than he was last night. I can’t resist having a bit of fun. I climb up, lean over him, and shout in his ear, “Fire! fire! fire!”  
 
    The rude awakening scares the life out of him. Whilst he doesn’t actually shit himself, he does let out a massive and foul-smelling fart. 
 
    “Aw, Jesus, Billy, that fucking stinks,” 
 
    He is laughing so hard that he can hardly speak. When he does, his thick Brummie accent is even more unintelligible than it is normally. 
 
    “Serves you fucking right, McMillan. Go on, get a good lungful of that. Fucking hell, it’s lucky those sausages tasted better than they fucking smell. You scared me half to bloody death. I fucking nearly followed through on that one.”  
 
    When he finally calms down and stops laughing, he asks how my visit went. “Any progress on your case, Sean?” 
 
    I pull the envelope out of my sweats and stash it away with my other items and say, “Yep, you could say that, Billy.” 
 
    Billy sees the envelope, but he doesn’t ask about it, instead lying back down again. I tell him about the end of my meeting with Jean.  
 
    “I asked my solicitor to make some enquiries about your request.”  
 
    Hearing this gets his attention again and he sits back up. 
 
     “Really, what did he say? Does he think it’s possible?” 
 
    “It’s a she, Billy.” 
 
    “What’s a she?” 
 
    “My solicitor is a woman and yes she thinks that it might be possible. Don’t get too excited, though, until I speak to her again.” 
 
    As far as Billy is concerned it’s already a done deal. “Nah, it’s gonna happen, I know it. I trust you. Sean.” 
 
    I am about to say more, but he has already rolled back over to go back to sleep. Within seconds, his breathing becomes heavy and the snoring starts again. I don’t know how he manages it, but I hope that he is dreaming of the treat to come. God knows, he deserves it. 
 
    In the end, he sleeps so soundly that I have to wake him up for lunch. He tells me that he is not hungry but, after reminding him that dinner is not for another five hours, he rubs his eyes and gets out of bed. On the way to the canteen, I keep a discrete distance behind him so that we don’t attract the attention of Taylor and Cartwright.  
 
      
 
    Taylor is standing next to the urns, but for once Cartwright is not with him. I think that perhaps he has finished early for the day or is on duty in another part of the prison, but then I freeze when I see him chatting with Butler next to the hotplate. Maybe I’m being paranoid, but twice they stop talking and look in my direction, before Cartwright moves away and takes up his normal position next to Taylor. Billy is in good spirits and is laughing and joking with some of the other cons at his table, but despite his earlier run in with Cartwright this morning, I am convinced that every time I turn around Cartwright is watching me and not Billy. Halfway through my meal, I make up my mind to test my theory and I walk over to the urn to get a cup of tea.  
 
    Cartwright follows me with his eyes the whole time and, as I go to fill my cup, he puts his hand in front of the tap. 
 
    “Not so fast, McMillan.” 
 
    “Sorry, Mr. Cartwright, I just want to get a cup of tea.” 
 
    He looks me up and down as if he is trying to place me somewhere and then he asks about Billy. 
 
    “You share a cell with McGuigan, don’t you?”  
 
    Taylor answers before I can, “They share a cell on the first floor of ‘A’ wing, boss.” 
 
    Cartwright would have known the answer already, but he smiles as if he has just answered correctly the final question in ‘Who wants to be a millionaire’. He nods towards the urn and then he pushes down the tap to fill my mug. 
 
    “Go on then, fuck off and drink your tea, McMillan. It’s been nice chatting, let’s do it again soon.” 
 
    He is definitely onto me and his final statement is a warning, not a pleasantry — the only question is, what is he on to? Either he recognizes me from Lulu’s or Butler has told him about the weed. Somehow, I think that my afternoon is going to be interesting.  
 
    Straight after lunch, Billy asks me if I want to go to the TV room, but I decline and lie down on my bunk to wait for Cartwright. I am hoping that he comes while Billy is out, but no such luck.  
 
    Three hours pass without any sign of him and eventually Billy gets bored of daytime television and comes back into the cell with a pack of playing cards. I can’t concentrate properly on the game, but I humor him and play poker for matchsticks, until finally Cartwright appears at the cell door at just after four o’clock.  
 
    Taylor is with him, but he waits outside as Cartwright steps inside.  
 
    Naturally, Billy thinks that Cartwright is here for him and he once again starts to protest his innocence before Cartwright shuts him up. 
 
    “Shut it, McGuigan. I’m not here for you, this time. Why don’t you go down to the TV room for a while? I need to have a little chat with your buddy.” 
 
    “But I just came from there, Mr. Cartwright,” Billy replies. 
 
    Cartwright steps forward to grab Billy, but Billy dodges him easily and darts for the door. Taylor pulls the door closed leaving me alone with Cartwright and he sits down in Billy’s seat and puts his baton on the table in front of us. 
 
    “This morning when I saw you in the canteen, I thought that you looked familiar, but I couldn’t quite work out where I might have seen you before, so I assumed that I must be wrong. Then my curiosity got the better of me and I pulled your file and saw that you were sharing this little palace with McGuigan. The same thieving little bastard who tried to steal my name badge.  
 
    “So then I thought to myself, maybe it’s just a coincidence, but I don’t fucking believe in coincidences, McMillan. They don’t fucking happen in prison. Every fucking con is up to something and you’re no fucking exception. So I did a bit more digging and what do you think I found out? Go on, have a guess.” 
 
    He was talking to Butler at lunch so I guess it has to be the drugs, but I don’t answer. 
 
    “Don’t act so fucking innocent. You know what I found out, don’t you? I found out that Prisoner McMillan is fucking smuggling drugs into my fucking prison. But if that wasn’t enough, then came the icing on the fucking cake. Guess what else I know about you? Go on, McMillan, what do you think it is?” 
 
    I shrug my shoulders in ignorance and he stands up and reaches for his baton. “Fucking stand up, McMillan.” 
 
    He is no more than two feet away from me holding his baton menacingly in his right hand, but I need to brazen this out and I stand up as confidently as I can. My show of confidence seems to faze him for a second, but then he raises the baton slightly to emphasize his next statement. 
 
    “Not only do I find out that you are smuggling drugs into my prison, but I also have a fucking epiphany, don’t I? You’re the bastard that was fucking spying on us a few months back in Lulu’s.” 
 
    The look on my face confirms his suspicions and he has me completely banged to rights. Any second now, I am expecting him to attack me with his baton, but just as I think he might go for me, the look of aggression changes to concern and he puts away his baton and tells me to sit back down. 
 
    “I don’t know what your fucking game is, McMillan, but we seem to have ourselves a bit of a stalemate, don’t we?” 
 
    I have no bloody idea where he is going with this, but I do have the distinct feeling that he is feeling vulnerable. 
 
    “Mr. Cartwright, I have no idea what you’re talking about.” 
 
    “Let’s not fuck around, McMillan. Am I under investigation by the police?” 
 
    This conversation could not have gone any better. He isn’t here to beat me to death with his baton; he is here to try to save himself. But now I need to think on my feet. I can’t try to bluff him that my murder charge is just a cover story because that would leave too much to chance, but equally I can’t miss out on the opportunity to leave him thinking he is vulnerable. 
 
    “Not just you, Cartwright, your lapdog Taylor as well. Don’t worry, though, you’re safe for now. However, if anything happens to me, the cops will be all over you. If I put in a good word, you and Gimp Boy might be able to share a cell.” 
 
    He looks worried and confused at the same time. “What do you mean, safe for now? Am I under investigation or not?” 
 
    “You were under investigation, but my own run in with the law put that on hold for now.” 
 
    “So, the murder case is real and not just some cover story?” His tone is getting confident again and it is clear that he thinks the odds are swinging back in his favor. 
 
    “The murder case is real enough, but don’t get any ideas that you’re in the clear, Cartwright. Copies of all my case files are safely with one of my colleagues and with my solicitor with clear instructions to take action if anything untoward happens to me. There is more than enough in there to blow your little smuggling racket wide open.” 
 
    His mind is working overtime trying to work out if I am bluffing, but I am confident that he won’t try anything and risk getting fucked over. 
 
    “Did you arrange for McGuigan to steal my badge? 
 
    “No, no, that was a genuine accident. He’s a clumsy little fucker, that boy” 
 
    He is not convinced, but he doesn’t want to push me too far. “What about that night in Lulu’s and the prison sweats and how did you know about us? Did somebody grass me up?” 
 
    “I’m a detective, that’s all you need to know,” I say arrogantly. He looks like he wants to ask more, but my look tells him to mind his own business. “Just keep out of my hair, Cartwright, and I will make sure that your file never sees the light of day. The same goes for Billy as well — steer clear of him for now.” 
 
    “You seem very sure of yourself for a guy facing a murder charge. What assurance do I have that you won’t just turn me in for a lighter sentence if you get found guilty?” 
 
    “Don’t push it, Cartwright. You don’t have any assurance at all and it suits me to leave it like that.” 
 
    “What about all that weed you smuggled in? If the murder case is real, you are as guilty as I am of smuggling contraband. I think that means that I do have an assurance after all, McMillan.” 
 
    Using my surname at the end of his last point is an indicator that he thinks we are level again and he might be right. I still have one other ace up my sleeve, though.  
 
    “Like I said, just steer clear of me and Billy and your case file stays buried. But that thing that you and Taylor have going on — well, that’s a whole different ball game.” 
 
    He knows exactly what I mean and he now looks terrified at the thought of me revealing their secret. 
 
    “Don’t panic, Cartwright. That’s another secret that is safe with me for now. If you and Taylor want to play dress-up together, that’s none of my business. Live and let live, I say. Let’s just hope that none of the less understanding lads in here find out. Now I think we are done here, apart from one other item.” 
 
    My final request is an easy one for a man in his position, and he looks relieved that it wasn’t anything more difficult.  
 
    “Okay, I will get them tonight and get them to you tomorrow morning.” 
 
    “No, send Taylor out for them now. I need them tonight.” 
 
    I don’t need them tonight, but I feel that it’s important to show who has the upper hand. Begrudgingly, he agrees and he leaves the cell after promising to deliver after dinner. Once he has gone, I have a chance to reflect on what has just happened. It may appear that I have Cartwright in my pocket for now, but I am under no illusion that he won’t be trying to find a way to extract himself from this situation. He obviously has a nice thing going for himself here and if it were me, there is no way I would allow some cocky ex-copper to hold me to ransom.  
 
    My time is ticking away with Butler, though, and if I am not out of here by midday next Friday, I may need to ramp it up a notch with Cartwright. 
 
    Twenty minutes later, a sheepish-looking Billy pokes his head around the door and enquires, “So is it safe to come in, Sean?” 
 
    “Don’t be a fucking dipstick all your life, Billy, of course it’s safe.” 
 
    He takes his seat at the table and asks me what Cartwright wanted. “I passed him on the way back up here and he barely even looked at me. What went down in here? I was expecting to find you in the sickbay the way he came barging in and told me to fuck off out.” 
 
    I laugh and tell him that everything is okay, “He just wanted a chat about my case and asked me if I knew anyone who could help him out with a couple of speeding tickets.  
 
    Nothing to worry about, Billy. Oh, and he asked me to pass on his apologies for his mistake over his ID badge.” 
 
    “But it wasn’t a mistake, Sean. I nicked it.” 
 
    “No, Billy, it was a mistake and he is really sorry, you get me?” 
 
    The penny drops, or it looks like it does, and he gives me a knowing look. “Oh right, yeh. It was a mistake. Good one, Sean. But did he really apologize? That’s not like Mr. Cartwright.” 
 
    “Seriously, he said he was really sorry for the misunderstanding and he was wondering if you could be friends again.” 
 
    “Aww, Sean, now I know you’re pulling my pisser. Anyway let’s get a move on — it’s fish and chips for dinner on a Saturday.” 
 
    Although we are on friendly terms now, I still sit apart from Billy in the canteen. The success of my plans is far from guaranteed, so it is better the other cons don’t assume any association between us. I am happy to accept my own fate if it comes to it, but I don’t want to drag Billy down with me.  
 
    For Billy, this suits him just fine and once he has his fish and chips, he is happy to sit absolutely anywhere. I choose to sit on a table with a few of the older cons. None of them makes any attempt to speak to me, but neither do they act with any hostility, so it’s a win-win as far as I am concerned.  
 
    Taylor is in his usual place next to the tea urns, but there is no sign of Cartwright anywhere in the canteen. I assume that he must be on duty in another part of the prison, but then I remember that it’s the weekend and he has probably already finished his shift for the day. A few times during the course of the dinner service, I look over towards Taylor, but he doesn’t make eye contact with me until right at the end.  
 
    I am emptying the remains of my dinner into the bin when he leaves his position and comes across to speak to me. 
 
    “Come with me, McMillan. I have something for you.” 
 
    I follow him out of the canteen assuming that he has my delivery, but he surprises me when he keeps on walking towards the visitation area and then stops outside the interview room where I had my meeting with Jean earlier today. Since leaving the canteen, he hasn’t said a word to me, so I am suspicious when he points to the door and tells me to go inside. 
 
    “What is this, Taylor? Is there a little surprise waiting for me inside? Cartwright and a couple of his boys maybe?” 
 
    Taylor clearly isn’t interested one way or the other and he simply shrugs his shoulders and says, “Whatever, McMillan, go inside or don’t go inside. It’s all the same to me. I’ve got better things to be doing than running errands for you and babysitting your last-minute visitors.” 
 
    He pushes the door open and I can see Cath sitting at the table with two other visitors. Taylor looks back at me again and says, “Well, are you going in or what?” 
 
    I push my way past and ignore him as he tells me that I only have ten minutes before I need to go back to the wing. As soon as the door is closed, Cath stands up and excuses herself, “I won’t stay, Sean. I only came to make sure that they got in okay. It took a lot of string-pulling again, but I thought it might cheer you up. Anyway, you don’t have long, so I will leave you to it.” 
 
    I thank Cath and sit down opposite Maria and Ben as Taylor lets her out of the room. Of all the surprises lately, seeing Maria and Ben here is one of the biggest, but before I can say anything, Maria leans across the table and takes my hand. 
 
    “I hope that you don’t mind us coming here, Sean? I needed to see you, though.  
 
    Well, what I mean is, we needed to see you. To thank you for everything you have done for us. I know that you didn’t murder Paul Donovan or, even if you did, it must have been self-defense. You’re a good man, Sean. I refuse to believe what it says in the papers about you.” 
 
    Her faith in me is touching and I find myself blushing slightly at her words and the feel of her hand on mine. She is in two minds as to whether I killed Donovan, but it doesn’t seem to matter to her. 
 
    “Thank you, Maria. I really appreciate your support, but you really shouldn’t have come here. I don’t want to get either of you involved in my mess.” 
 
    “It was my mess a long time before it was yours, Sean. I know what you did for Ben and I really cannot thank you enough. My son is my entire world, Sean.” 
 
    Ben looks embarrassed, but he also looks like he is itching to ask me something and after an uncomfortable few seconds of silence he does. 
 
    “Was Paul Donovan coming for me or my mum, DC McMillan? Is that why he was in our house? Did you know that he was coming and was that why you made me leave?” 
 
    Suddenly my mouth and throat are incredibly dry and I reach for a small bottle of water in front of Maria. 
 
    “Sorry, but may I, Maria?” 
 
    She pushes the bottle across the table and I take a long swig and then place it back down. 
 
    “I had an idea that he was coming, Ben. I wasn’t a hundred per cent sure, but I couldn’t take any chances. It was better for him to find me there instead of you or your mum.” 
 
    “And what happened when he found you instead of me? Did you fight?” 
 
    “I’m sorry, Ben. I really can’t discuss this with you,” I reply. 
 
    “Did you kill Paul Donovan, Sean?” Maria asks. “Don’t get me wrong, I’m glad he is dead. He destroyed the best part of my life and he deserved a lot worse than a quick death, but I need to know that if you did kill him, that it was in self-defense. I need to know for Ben’s sake that a good man was fighting for us.” 
 
    In a few minutes, Taylor will be barging in to take me back to my cell and I have no idea if I will ever see Maria or Ben again. There is no way that I am going to let their last memory of me be one of doubt and suspicion.  
 
    “I didn’t kill him, Maria. Part of me wishes that I had killed him for what he put you and a lot of other people through, but it wasn’t me. Sorry, but that’s all I can tell you.” 
 
    She looks relieved and even slightly happy at my response. “Thank you, Sean. It was important for us to know. Your colleague Catherine wouldn’t tell us anything about your case, but if you didn’t do it, that’s good and you should be out of here soon.” 
 
    Her last words are as much a question as a statement and she is looking at me now to confirm it.  
 
    “I have a good solicitor and good friends, Maria. I’m sure this will all be cleared up soon.” 
 
    She smiles at my reassurance. 
 
    A few seconds later, Taylor steps into the room to tell me my time is up. As they go to leave, Ben shakes my hand, but Maria hugs me and kisses me on the cheek. Seeing this display of affection gives Taylor a chance to try to humiliate me and before they can leave, he blocks the way to the door and hands me a small package wrapped in brown paper. 
 
    “That’s the wank mags you asked for, McMillan. Sorry, but the newsagent was out of Russian MILFS and Farm Animals Monthly, so I got you some extra Fat Grannies stuff. I hope that’s okay?” 
 
    He thinks he is being funny, but he is the only one that is laughing. Maria and Ben both look embarrassed, but I already have a killer comeback ready to shoot him down with. 
 
    “Perfectly okay, Mr. Taylor, as long as there is none of that faggoty gay shit in there. I can’t stand seeing blokes dressed up as girls. I’m sure a masculine guy like you probably feels the same?” 
 
    My jibe hits the spot. With a flush of embarrassment, he turns and opens the door, barking at me, “Alright, McMillan, back to your cell. Come on, get a move on.” 
 
    His embarrassment is my turn to be amused and before I leave, I turn back to Maria and Ben and give them a knowing look and a wink, “Thanks so much for coming. Take care of yourselves.” 
 
    Outside in the corridor, Taylor is impatient to get me back, but he is also annoyed at me for embarrassing him and he stops me at the entrance to ‘A’ wing. 
 
    “You might think that you have the upper hand now, McMillan, but make the most of it. You will be surprised how fucking quickly all your so-called friends drop you when you get convicted for murder. You won’t be so fucking high and mighty then.” 
 
    The sad part about this is that he is right. If I don’t get things sorted out, I will be well and truly thrown to the wolves. Dreamtime might be my salvation, but it will mean nothing if I can’t protect myself during the waking hours. I might put on a show of arrogance and invincibility at times, but inside I am afraid of what might happen when my week is up. 
 
    “Thanks for the words of wisdom, Brendan. They’re duly noted. Now why don’t you scuttle away and get yourself ready for tonight?” 
 
    “Sorry, what’s happening tonight?” he replies, with a look of confusion on his face. 
 
    “Don’t act all innocent, it’s Saturday, it’s a Lulu’s night. You need to get a move on and help Phillip into his leather thong.” 
 
    His hand is on his baton and I have no doubt that he would love to smash me over the head with it, but for now he keeps his cool.  
 
    “Go fuck yourself, McMillan. I can wait a week.”  
 
    He walks away, and I go inside my cell and sit down on my bunk to prepare for tonight by studying the photographs and documents from Cath. A couple of hours later, Billy shows up and spots the package on his bunk. 
 
    “Fucking hell, Sean, is that what I think it is?” 
 
    “I told you, Billy, look after me and I will look after you. That little lot should keep you going until I can sort the other thing out.”  
 
    Reading the dirty little fucker’s mind, I add, “And Billy, before you say anything else, the answer is no.” 
 
    “No, what?” he asks with an innocent look on his face. 
 
    “No, you can’t fucking jack off in the cell, not while I’m in here anyway. Take them to the bogs if you’re that bloody desperate.” 
 
    “I never had you down as the shy type, McMillan,” he laughs. “Right then, if I’m not back before lights out, send out a search party to look for a guy with a huge right arm.”  
 
    With that, he is out of the door with a roll of toilet paper in his left hand and the package clutched tightly in his right hand. It’s just after nine o’clock and I am likely to have the cell to myself for at least the next couple of hours, so I push the door shut and spend ninety minutes exercising to aid tonight’s travel.  
 
    Billy is as good as his word and gets back to the cell ten minutes before lights out looking utterly exhausted.  
 
    “Have you seriously been wanking all this time, Billy?” 
 
    “No, don’t be stupid, I was reading some of the articles as well.” 
 
    “Really?” 
 
    “Nah, just joking you, Sean. I can’t read that well. I wanted it to last, so I kept taking myself to the edge and then at the last second, I would change over to the mag with grannies. It’s fucking great for killing the moment.” 
 
    “Thanks for that, Billy, that’s a lovely image in my head now. Good night, Billy.” 
 
    He doesn’t reply and a few seconds later, I hear him snoring. I expect after all the exertion he will sleep the entire night regardless of any noise that I might make. I’m not expecting trouble tonight, but then I never do. I put on the blue shirt over my t-shirt and retrieve the watch and other items from my pillow case. The bolt on the cell door is slammed across and a few minutes later the lights go out.  
 
    Tonight I am going to visit an old friend to ask for a favor. It’s been a long time and he will have changed a lot, but the picture from Cath was taken recently and is clear in my head.  
 
    My trip tonight is probably one of my most important ever and will lay the foundation for everything else from here on. With one final check that I have everything I need, I lie down, close my eyes, and chant my way back to the past. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The Past – Tuesday, 26th December 2017 
 
    The last time I had seen Darren ‘Daz’ Phillips was on Christmas Eve in 1989, when I had left him at the bar in the White Hart pub drinking his way through the wedge of cash I had given him for soaking Clive Douglas.  
 
    As you would expect then, finding or recognizing him after nearly 30 years would have been nearly impossible without some help, given that I’m currently banged up at Her Majesty’s pleasure in HM Prison Meerholt.  
 
    Thanks to Catherine, though, I not only have an up-to-date address for him and a photograph, but I also have a pretty good idea of where I can find him on Boxing Day 2017. Along with the other items in the envelope provided to Jean was a copy of the 2017–2018 fixture list for Tottenham Hotspur.  
 
    Whatever else may have changed with Darren since 1989, you can be absolutely certain that he will have remained a diehard Spurs supporter and will be at the match today against Southampton. Any other day is leaving too much to chance, but this particular day is also close enough to the present when I need Darren to do something for me and is also before my run ins with Douglas started.  
 
    All perfect as far as it goes and, after checking in a newsagent and confirming that I have arrived on the right day, I am now standing in front of the huge construction site that was once White Hart lane football ground.  
 
    My plan had been to hang around outside for the match to finish and then, hopefully, follow Darren home or to the pub. I have his current home address and the White Hart pub in Luton is still operating, so even if I had missed him leaving the match it would have been fairly good odds that he would be heading to one or the other.  
 
    Now, though, I feel like an absolute fucking tit for not remembering that White Hart Lane closed for redevelopment at the end of the 2016–2017 season and until the new grounds are ready all Tottenham home games are being played at Wembley Stadium.  
 
    The time is already 2.10 pm and whilst it’s only five or six miles away, kick off time was at 12.30, so by the time I get there the game will almost certainly be done and my chances of catching Darren leaving will be slim. Without wasting any more time, I jump in a passing cab and ask the driver to take me to Wembley as fast as he can.  
 
    As we pull away the driver looks over his shoulder and mutters something in deep and nearly unintelligible Cockney. 
 
    “Sorry, what was that you said?” 
 
    “I said you’ve got no chance of catching the game, it’s nearly over. The spurs are already 5–2 up and there’s only a couple of minutes of normal play left. Harry Kane banged in two in the first half and got his hat trick on the 67th minute. Southampton have probably already caught the bus home,” he adds with a laugh. 
 
    “Oh right, thanks — take me there anyway, please.” 
 
    “Sure thing, guvnor, the roads around Wembley will be fucking crazy now, though, with the game ending. Is there somewhere particular that you want to be dropped off?” 
 
    The news of Tottenham’s imminent victory is good news and the driver is right. Southampton would need an absolute miracle to win now, so knowing that Daz will be in a good mood, I expect that he will be wanting a celebratory drink or three. 
 
    “What’s the most popular post-match pub close to Wembley? I’m trying to meet up with a mate, but I lost his number and I can’t remember the name of the pub where he told me to meet him.” 
 
    “Popular pubs, you say? That would most likely be either the Torch or the Corner House. Is he a real fan or a poncy city boy that changes allegiance depending on the season?” 
 
    “Oh, he’s a die-hard gooner he’s been following Spurs all his life.” 
 
    “Okay, more likely the Corner House then, the Torch has gone all upmarket like Weatherspoons. The Corner House is a real football pub. I’ll drop you there.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Despite the fact that it is a cold December afternoon, the beer garden at the rear of the pub and the entrance at the front are both crowded with Spurs and Southampton fans smoking and drinking.  
 
    Flushed with success, the Spurs fans seem to be in the majority but the mood is light-hearted with no hint of aggression in the air as the opposing fans openly mingle and exchange banter. Thirty years ago, this would have been utterly inconceivable and being on the winning team would have made no difference at all to Darren and the rest of the Yid Army.  
 
    In 1989, for the gangs, the match itself was nothing more than the prelude to the post-match violence, but times have changed and most of the hooligan firms from the eighties and nineties have long since retired.  
 
    That’s probably just as well, because Southampton was one of the very few English clubs that didn’t have any notable gang associated with it, so they would most likely get absolutely battered if the Yid Army were still alive and kicking.  
 
    I can’t see Darren anywhere outside and I decide that if he is not inside, I will head to his home address to see if he is there. I know, though, that he is married now with two teenage kids and it won’t be as easy to corner him inside his own home, so I am praying that he is here.  
 
    Inside the pub, it is standing room only once again and after pushing my way through the crowd twice, I am just about ready to give up when I hear a familiar voice just a few feet away from me at the bar. 
 
    “Get me another Prosecco, Daz, and tell him to fucking fill it right up this time. The tight bastard gave me half a glass last time.” 
 
    She has put on a lot of weight since I last saw her, but thankfully, her make-up and overall look have improved dramatically over time.  
 
    At first sight, I thought that Darren had married Sarah, but on closer inspection, I realize that he has actually hooked up with my ass-groper Karen. They seem to be with a group of five or six others and, like Darren, the guys have the look of hardened street fighters, albeit street fighters now in their late forties and early fifties. 
 
     The flat cap on Darren’s head is possibly the reason I had not recognized him before now. It is pulled down low and conceals the fact that he is almost completely bald. Very little else has changed about his physical appearance, though, apart from being a little heavier as you would expect after thirty years.  
 
    The scar below his right ear is still obvious, but he also now has a few other smaller scars and his nose looks like it has been broken a few times. Clear evidence of his continued violent behavior and gang involvement long after our last meeting. I knew all this already, though; Catherine was able to provide me with a full summary of Darren’s criminal record, including various short terms of imprisonment and, most crucially, his current suspected activity.  
 
    I needed this to use as leverage with Darren if I am to have any chance of him playing ball, but with the pub so busy and his mates so close around him, I need to pick my moment carefully or risk ending my trip prematurely at the hands of the ex Yid Army. 
 
    By four o’clock, the crowd in the pub have started to thin out slightly and I hear Darren asking his mates if any of them want to go outside for a smoke. Two of the guys nod and follow him out towards the beer garden, leaving Karen inside talking to two other guys and another woman of about the same age.  
 
    A minute later, I head out myself and put my bottle of Corona down on the opposite end of the bench where Darren and the guys are sitting. They all look up towards me briefly, but as soon as I pick up my beer and turn away slightly, they look back down and carry on chatting.  
 
    The conversation is mostly about today’s match, but every so often, a comment is made that causes them to reminisce about the old days and fighting on the terraces. For the most part, it is nothing very interesting and certainly nothing worth getting your knickers in a twist over after so long, but ten minutes into the conversation, they lower their voices and I make the mistake of leaning too far over to hear and I catch their attention. 
 
    “Oy, is there something we can fucking help you with, pal?” 
 
    The question is not from Darren, but from one of his mates. They are all still sitting down, but there is a real danger of this escalating if I don’t calm the situation down. 
 
    “Sorry, I was just stretching my back. I didn’t mean anything by it.” 
 
    Darren is now on his feet with an empty beer glass in his hand and weighs in on the conversation, “You know what, I might actually swallow that shit if you were smoking out here, but a guy on his own freezing his fucking tits off in a beer garden without a smoke doesn’t fucking cut it with me. So what the fuck were you doing trying to listen in on our private conversation?” 
 
    His mates are now also on their feet and as they move towards me, I pull the wallet out of my pocket and flash them the warrant card. 
 
    “Back the fuck up unless you all want a ride to the station,” and then to Darren, “I just need a quick word, Darren, it won’t take long and then you can get back to your mates.” 
 
    My warning causes them to stop and they now look unsure what to do until Darren tells them to go inside, “Go on, lads, get me another pint — this shouldn’t take long. If I’m not back in five minutes, ask Karen to call my brief.” 
 
    As soon as they turn to go back inside, I sit down at the bench and gesture for Darren to do the same. 
 
    “Sit down, Darren, this really won’t take long if you don’t fuck me around.” 
 
    “What the fuck is that meant to mean and who the fuck are you? I haven’t been in trouble for years, so what the fuck is this about?” 
 
    I don’t know how much he saw on the warrant card, but I don’t intend to take any chances so I use the same name. 
 
    “My name is Detective Sergeant Walker, from the Serious Crimes Squad and I know all about you, Darren.” 
 
    “Fuck off, you don’t know shit about me, Walker, and by the way, that fucking badge said Constable Walker, so go fuck yourself. What is this, a fucking shake down?” He stands up to leave and as he passes, I push him back and make a pretense of going for a pair of cuffs. 
 
    “Don’t be a fucking idiot, Darren, do you seriously want me to take you in, or do you want to hear me out? I know all about your record for violence with your soccer gang, the shoplifting, your spells inside, and your recent arrest for a long list of burglaries going back more than three years. You were lucky to get out on bail, but once this goes to court you are looking at a minimum of five years inside. Play ball and I can get this reduced to community service. I just need a little favor from you in return. Just give me five minutes.” 
 
    My knowledge of his criminal history and the offer of community service seems to catch his attention and he sits back down. 
 
    “Okay, I’m listening; you’ve got five minutes before I walk. Tell me about this community service.” 
 
    “Good, now listen carefully, Darren, there can’t be any fuck ups or the deal is off.” 
 
    I pull out the sheet of paper from my pocket with the address of the target, the items that I think could be in the house, and details of what I need him to do with them. I then spend the next five minutes explaining the plan to him, much to his disbelief and amusement. 
 
    “So, let me get this fucking straight, in order to get me a reduced sentence for a string of burglaries, you want me to do a fucking burglary for you? Are you off your fucking rocker, mate? This is either a fucking wind-up or a fucking setup, isn’t it? Do I seriously look that fucking stupid?” 
 
    “Do I look like the kind of guy that makes jokes, Darren?” 
 
    “No, but if you really are a copper, and at the moment I have my fucking doubts, I wouldn’t put it past you to put me up to this just to catch me in the act. Whose house is it anyway and why do you want me to turn it over on 18th February next year? Why not now? I might already be in prison by then anyway.” 
 
    Although he doesn’t know it yet, he will be getting a letter in two weeks advising that his court date is set for the 14th March 2018. 
 
    “Don’t worry about prison, Darren, I’ve already arranged to push back your court appearance to sometime after the end of February. As for everything else, you don’t need to know any of that — just do the job exactly as I’ve told you and your kids won’t need to visit you in prison for the next five years.” 
 
    My assurances are flimsy at best, but the thought of community service instead of a custodial sentence is appealing to him. 
 
    “I’m not saying yes, and frankly I think you’re full of shit, Walker, but I will consider it over another pint. I guess this stuff you are asking me to get must be pretty important?” 
 
    “It is important, Darren. It’s of national importance and that’s why I can get you such a sweet deal if you agree to help.” 
 
    He shrugs and then stands up. “Like I said, you’re full of fucking shit, I’m going for another pint. Feel free to fuck off or stay out here while I think about it, your choice.” 
 
    It looks like it is about to rain, so in the end I do neither and instead follow him back into the pub and take a seat opposite the bar to watch him as he slowly finishes his fresh pint. He follows this up with a shot of Fireball Whisky and then, noticing my growing impatience, he turns towards the bathroom and indicates for me to follow. As I pass the bar, I warn his mates to stay where they are and, confident that they are no danger to me, follow him into the bathroom. 
 
    Inside, Darren is alone and standing with his back to the wall. There is a mop and bucket next to the line of urinals and, to limit the chances of his mates joining us, I push the door closed and wedge it with the handle of the mop to slow them or anyone else down, and then I move closer to speak to him. 
 
    “Well, did you make up your mind? It’s a good deal, Darren, one quick job and the last three years get pretty much wiped out.” 
 
    “You’re right, it does sound like a good deal,” he answers. “Too good a deal in fact, but thanks for wedging the door for me. Less likely for us to be disturbed this way.” 
 
    Too late to react quickly enough, I turn just as the two guys concealed in the cubicles push open the doors and step out behind me. The reason he was taking so long over his drink was to give this pair of fuckers the chance to get here and get in position and now they are between me and the door. One of them has a length of iron pipe and the other has a set of brass knuckles on his right hand. I’m a good fighter, but I know that I am no match for the three of them. 
 
    “Listen, Darren, don’t do anything fucking stupid. It’s a good deal, let’s talk about it some more.” 
 
    I realize that the negotiation is over when he pulls an empty beer glass from behind his back and smashes the end over the edge of one of the sinks. 
 
    “The time for talking is over, Walker, or whatever your real name is. You must think that I’m a right fucking mug if you think that you can fool me with that Mickey Mouse fucking badge.  
 
    “Do you know what a Chelsea smile is, Walker? The Chelsea Headhunters take credit for inventing it, but the Yid Army fucking perfected it. Fucking hold him, boys!” 
 
    I know exactly what a Chelsea smile is and dream travel or not, I have no intention of having my face slit from ear to ear or to take the risk of dying in front of them.  
 
    Before his boys can grab me, I lunge for the steel mop bucket and slam it into the face of the guy with the iron pipe and he crashes backwards into one of the cubicles, then I swing the bucket backwards and catch Darren a glancing blow on his shoulder.  
 
    Knuckle-duster guy smashes his fist into the side of my head and Darren follows this up and slashes at me wildly with the end of the broken glass. For a minute or so, I manage to keep them at bay with the help of the bucket and then it drops from my hand as my body reacts to the knife in my lower back. 
 
     The first strike is followed up quickly with a second and a third and as I drop to the floor, I see the first guy that I had struck with the bucket. The force of my blow must have initially knocked him out, but now his face is contorted with rage and he steps forward ready to stab me again until Darren stops him. 
 
    “Are you fucking mad? I said no fucking knives. What the fuck have you done? Is he dead?”  
 
    I’m not dead yet, but I can barely hear them talking and I know that death is close as Darren leans over and checks my wrist for a pulse, before being pulled away by the knifeman. 
 
    “Come on, Darren, fucking leave him, he’s fucked anyway. Let’s get the fuck out of here before anyone comes asking questions.” 
 
    I can now barely hear anything as they argue amongst themselves, but after a few more seconds I am relieved to hear them leave. I can’t be found here and it can only be a matter of minutes at the most before someone else comes in. With the last of my strength, I crawl across the floor and pick up a piece of the broken glass to finish myself off. It’s becoming a bit of a routine as far as scenarios involving Darren are concerned, but a firm slash of the glass across my throat does the trick nicely and with the last of my blood flooding onto the bathroom floor my journey back to prison comes quickly. 
 
   


 
  


 
    Present Day – Sunday, 18th February 2018 
 
    It’s only just after 6.45 am and Billy is still snoring away in the bunk above me. I’ve been awake, though, for more than two hours pondering what my next move should be. My trip back to see Darren was a disaster, to say the least, but now with the benefit of hindsight, I think I was being naïve to think that he would cooperate. Even if he had agreed to my request, the chances of him backing out over the following few months would have been high.  
 
    I was stupid to think that he would roll over so easily, but, ironically, because of the way he left me dying on the bathroom floor, I think I now know how to get Darren onside. Time is critical, though. My plan was for him to carry out the burglary today and that still needs to happen. My first inclination when I woke up was to call Catherine this morning to ask her to visit Darren at home and pressure him into it, but I quickly dismissed that idea. 
 
     My story and reasoning would have been so far-fetched and so far outside of the law that I would have been in danger of losing her support completely. I had then thought about calling him myself from a landline but the call message would tell him that I was an inmate calling from prison, so that was also a non-starter.  
 
    This leaves me with my last and only real option — ask Billy for help again. Unlock is in about an hour, but I won’t have long enough to talk to him before we are called out for ablutions if I wait until then. It needs to be now, so I stand up and poke him in the arm. 
 
    “Hey, Billy, I need to speak to you.” 
 
    He moves slightly and wipes a gob of dribble off the side of his face, but then drops his arm back down, smiles in his sleep, and resumes his snoring. 
 
    The dirty little bastard is probably having an X-rated dream about sexy MILFS and Grannies. I feel slightly guilty about breaking up the party for Billy, but my needs are more urgent than his right now. I grab hold of his arm and violently shake it and he wakes with a look of terror on his face. 
 
    “What the fuck, McMillan! I was having a lovely fucking dream, until I thought I was in a bloody earthquake. What the fuck do you want? It’s still fucking dark, ya maniac.” 
 
    “Yep, sorry, Billy, but I need your help again. This time it’s urgent.” 
 
    He is still only half-awake and after rubbing his eyes and stretching his arms, he sits up and shakes his head. “It’s always urgent with you, McMillan. What is it this time?” 
 
    “I need you to get me access to a mobile phone for thirty minutes … by nine o’clock this morning.”  
 
    My request makes him smile and after a delay of a few seconds, he nods and says, “Sure, no problem. What would you like, Apple or Samsung? How about the color, any preference on that? Give me a fucking break, Sean. You’ve got me mixed up with someone else — how the fuck am I gonna get my hands on a mobile phone by nine o’clock?” 
 
    Under normal circumstances, he would be right, but to speed things up I thrust fifty quid under his nose. “I need you to make it happen, Billy. Get me the phone and there will be another fifty waiting for you.”  
 
    My cash is running out fast, but I don’t have any other options and if everything goes well today, by tomorrow I should have more than enough evidence to get me out of here anyway. 
 
    “Why don’t you just use the payphones? You can use my calling card for a tenner. It’s a lot easier and a lot less risky than using a mobile.” 
 
    “I need to speak privately to someone, and I don’t need some fucking nosey screw listening in on me.” 
 
    “So why not just bribe someone yourself to borrow a phone?” 
 
    Sometimes Billy comes across as being reasonably intelligent — now is not one of those times. 
 
    “Get real, Billy, half of the cons in here wouldn’t piss on me if I was on fire and the other half would happily start the fire and keep it going with petrol.” 
 
    “Oh yeh, that’s right, I forgot for a moment that you’re a copper.” 
 
    “Ex-copper, Billy — now, do you want this money or not?” 
 
    His acceptance was never really in doubt — fifty quid in the nick is a King’s ransom and with the other fifty on delivery, he will probably clear at least seventy for himself after paying to borrow the phone. The questions and feigned reluctance are just part of the game for Billy. With the game over, he snatches the cash from my hand, tucks it under his pillow and rolls over in his bed to face the wall. 
 
    “I need it by nine, Billy, you understand that, yeh?” 
 
    “For fuck’s sake, yep, I got it,” he grumbles. “Now piss off and let me get back to my dream.” 
 
    Straight after the morning ablutions, I watch as Billy heads off to breakfast and two minutes later, I follow him. Breakfast is the only real opportunity to track down a phone before nine in the morning. The canteen is as busy as ever, but neither Cartwright nor Taylor appear to be on duty today. I was probably right about last night being a Lulu’s night and I smile remembering the image of Taylor in his mincy leather shorts.  
 
    Billy has already found a place at one of the tables and without making it too obvious, I join the queue at the hotplate and try to keep my eye on him to see if he is keeping his promise. 
 
    Although he seems to be chatting a lot with a few different cons, I have learned already that this means nothing with Billy. He is normally very chatty with whomever he is sitting next to in the canteen. As far as I can tell, though, he does appear to be more guarded with today’s conversations and occasionally one of the other cons seems to discretely nod or point in the direction of someone on one of the other tables.  
 
    However, knowing Billy as I do, he also might well just be describing the numerous wanks and the dreams he had last night. My hopes that he is actually working on tracking down a phone get a boost when he picks up his breakfast tray and makes a space for himself on another table. He immediately starts chatting with a black guy with long greying dreadlocks and two minutes later the nod of agreement between them is unmistakable and Billy once again picks up his tray and walks back across to his original table.  
 
    Unfortunately, though, he catches the attention of the duty Senior Officer. 
 
    “Oy, McGuigan, what’s with all the fucking table hopping? Are you up to something, boy?” 
 
    “Sorry, sir, I was just trying to get comfortable, that’s all.” 
 
    I don’t know this particular officer and I haven’t heard anything bad about him, but a prerequisite of being a screw is a sarcastic sense of humor and I can sense already that he is going to jump on Billy’s comment. 
 
    “Oh, well, I am fucking sorry that our benches are not comfortable enough for you. I didn’t realize that we had fucking Goldilocks staying here. How about your porridge, is that alright for you? What about your bed, can I get you an extra pillow or some satin sheets?” 
 
    If I didn’t suspect already that Billy’s comment was in danger of delaying the arrival of the phone, I would be laughing as hard as most of the other cons, but I need the phone as early as possible. I need Billy not to do or say anything else stupid now and, thankfully, he doesn’t.  
 
    “No, everything is alright, sir, thank you.” 
 
    This makes no difference to the outcome, though. The officer puffs himself up like the lead actor in a Shakespearean play about to deliver his finest lines, “Well, that’s just wonderful to hear. I’m so glad that our facilities meet your satisfaction, McGuigan. But I think you’re just being kind and I would hate to think that we were putting your peachy little arse through any discomfort. I think thirty minutes of bench polishing after breakfast should help soften them up a bit. How does that sound?” 
 
    “They really are okay, sir, they don’t need to be any softer.” 
 
    “Tough shit, McGuigan, I insist — report to the cleaning store straight after breakfast and get straight back here with a tin of polish and a cloth.” 
 
    With that, he walks away leaving Billy looking slightly dazed and more than a little confused over what has just happened.  
 
    It could have been a damn sight worse, though, and after a few minutes, I catch his eye and gesture for him to hurry up. Two minutes later, he is on his feet to empty his tray and he disappears out of the canteen, presumably to go to the cleaning store.  
 
    By eight-thirty he is back with the polish and cloth and gets to work on one the benches under the watchful eye of the senior screw. 
 
    Back in the cell, there is nothing else for me to do but wait for Billy to get back. Having a phone by nine o’clock is impossible now and I can only hope that he doesn’t run into anymore problems, but it’s out of my hands so I lie down on my bed and watch as the hands on my watch move at an accelerated rate past 9.15, 9.30, and 9.45. Finally, at 9.52 am, Billy appears at the door of the cell and pushes it closed behind him. 
 
    “No fucking time for sleeping, McMillan — I need to have this back by 10.15 or I’m gonna be eating my own fucking testicles for lunch.” 
 
    I am up off my bed like a shot and Billy hands me a small blue Nokia phone. 
 
    “I asked for thirty minutes, Billy.” 
 
    “Seriously, just take the fucking phone, Sean. You don’t have long.” 
 
    He’s right and I thank him and then, with a gesture to the door, I add, “I need you to wait outside and guard the door.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Billy, come on, fucking move it, times ticking and you only get the other fifty quid if I get to make my call.” 
 
    Reluctantly, he leaves and I retrieve the paper with Darren’s details from the hiding place. Along with his home address, Cath was also able to provide me with his mobile number and his home number. 
 
    There is a good chance that if I call the home number, his wife or one of his kids will answer so I dial the mobile number and take a deep breath waiting for the call to be answered.  
 
    The first time it rings for a long time and then the connection drops. I consider trying the landline number but instead I hit redial and try the mobile again. This time my call is answered quickly, by a grumpy and annoyed Darren. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    I’m certain that it is him, but I ask anyway, “Good morning, am I speaking to Darren Phillips?”  
 
    My voice obviously means nothing to him and now his manner is aggressive. “Yes it fucking is, and this had better be fucking good for you to be calling me at ten on a Sunday morning.” 
 
    “Aww don’t be like that, Darren. Not to an old friend. Even if you did leave me dying on the floor in the bathroom of the Corner House on Boxing Day.” 
 
    I imagine that my comment has knocked the wind out of him and he is probably going to cut me off in a few seconds. 
 
    “I guess you didn’t expect to ever hear from me again, did you? But don’t even think about hanging up, Darren. You will be in prison so fast your feet won’t touch the fucking ground and I will make sure that your missus Karen joins you. Your kids will get fostered out to nice Arab families and by the time you both get out of prison, they will be praying five times a day towards Mecca and spitting on infidels.” 
 
    He doesn’t respond, but I can hear his breathing and I change my tone to something more reasonable. 
 
    “There is another way, though, Darren, the same deal is still on the table — community service instead of a custodial sentence. That was a good deal in December, it’s an even better deal now in February.” 
 
    “Why is it a better deal now?” he responds. 
 
    “Don’t play the fool, Darren. You’re now facing a charge of attempted murder; that’s fucking why it’s a better deal. You and your mates left me dying in a pool of my own blood, and it’s taken me all of this time to recover. By rights I could have you in prison already, but I still need you to do the job I asked you to do. One burglary and you get to walk away with a couple of years of community service and signing on at your local station. In my book, that’s the fucking deal of the century.” 
 
    There is another delay of a few seconds and then he speaks again, “What did you say your name was again?” 
 
    “It’s Sergeant Walker, Darren.” 
 
    “Oh yeh, that’s right, Sergeant Walker from the Serious Crimes Squad. I still think you’re talking a load of horse shit, but I really don’t have much of a choice, do I? Tell me what you need again.” 
 
    Happy that he appears to be onside, I relax a little and tell him to grab a pen and paper and then I take him through the plan again. As we go through the details, he mumbles his acknowledgement a few times and everything seems to be going well until I tell him when it needs to happen. 
 
    “No, you’re fucking mad. If I go blundering in there without properly scoping the place out, the risk of getting caught is bloody huge. I need at least two or three days.” 
 
    “You don’t have fucking three days, Darren. I told you before, this job is of national importance and it needs to happen today. Whatever you find in there needs to be delivered to the solicitor’s office I just told you about by ten tomorrow morning. If you’re not up to it, tell me now and I will find someone else and send the boys in blue round to pick you up.” 
 
    He knows that I am talking shit about finding someone else for the job. If there were anyone else, I would have found them already instead of waiting until the last minute to contact him again.  
 
    The attempted murder of me is no bluff, though, and I am confident that he won’t risk me having him arrested.  
 
    “Well, what’s it to be, Darren? Are you in or out?” 
 
    “I’m in, but I want a written guarantee about this arrangement for my protection.” 
 
    “Don’t push your luck, Darren, the only guarantee you’re getting from me is a guarantee that you will be old and fucking grey by the time you get out if you fuck this up or back out. Now get on with it, the clocks ticking. If the stuff is not delivered by ten tomorrow morning, you had better start running.” 
 
    Before he has the chance to argue or ask more questions, I cut off the call and turn off the phone. My hands are shaking, but I don’t know if it is through nerves or excitement at getting my plan back on track.  
 
    The next twenty-four hours will be crucial in deciding whether I walk out of here with my honor restored or will need another plan to save myself and to bring down the Network. Once again, my fate is in the hands of others, but that’s not Billy’s concern. As he pushes open the door to the cell, his only priority is keeping his testicles intact. 
 
    “Time’s up, McMillan, quick hand it over, I need to get it back before the Rastaman comes looking for me with his pliers.” 
 
    I hand Billy the phone and, without saying anything, he stuffs it down the front of his sweats and charges out of the cell.  
 
    It’s going to be the longest twenty-four hours ever, so to help pass the time, I borrow a moth-eaten copy of Papillon from the prison library and settle back down on my bunk for the day.  
 
      
 
    Papillon is a classic prison story set in a notorious penal colony on French Guyana and the storyline mirrors my own situation in many ways. The protagonist, Henri Charriere, played by Steve McQueen in the 1973 movie version, spent many years on numerous failed escape attempts before eventually succeeding. This is not French Guyana and I don’t have the same worries of passing time that Charriere had, but I still need to get out of here and Charriere’s refusal to give up gives me renewed confidence and inspiration. 
 
    Other than leaving my cell for lunch and dinner, the rest of the day is uneventful. My Chinese friend gave me a few dirty looks during the dinner service, but otherwise he kept his mouth shut. No doubt, each evening in his cell he is like a kid with an advent calendar counting down the days until Christmas. I’m almost sorry that I won’t be around to see the look of disappointment on his face when he realizes that there is jack shit under the tree for him this year.  
 
    Billy was his usual pain-in-the-arse self all day and was in and out of the cell and constantly asking about his request and other mindless questions. I have to say, though, that despite my first impression of him, he is a decent enough lad and, let’s face it, I couldn’t have gotten this far without him.  
 
    Just after lunch, Billy was in a particularly chatty mood and when it became clear that he had no intention of letting me get back to my book, I asked him what he had done to get himself in prison. As it turns out, he was arrested for shoplifting and possession of a small amount of marijuana. Due to his previous record for similar offences, he is looking at anywhere between eighteen months and five years inside if convicted. He is twenty-two years old, the same age as Ben Pinto, my son.  
 
    Wow, I still can’t get used to saying that and I guess it’s going to take some getting used to.  
 
    It’s been less than a week since I discovered that I had a son conceived as a result of my tryst with Maria Pinto in 1994. Finding out that you have a son just six or seven years younger than yourself would be enough to blow the mind of anyone and I haven’t managed to fully get my head around it yet. But when this is done and I am free again, I am determined to make things right for Ben and Maria.  
 
    I also want to help Billy, I am confident that Jean Monroe will be able to deliver on his request, but he deserves far more. If I walk out of here tomorrow, it will be in no small part due to the help that he has given me. Community service would be a far more fitting punishment for someone that has done so much to help me close my case. More prison time will only serve to harden Billy further and I won’t allow that. I will speak to Jean Monroe again as soon as I can to look into his case. 
 
    By seven o’clock, and despite my best efforts, I can’t concentrate on my book anymore and I start to stress again over Darren. It’s been nine hours since I spoke to him this morning and for all I know he could have packed a bag and skipped the country by now.  
 
    However, I don’t think he would do that. He has a wife and kids and even though my offer was too good to be true, I am convinced that he will go through with it. If my only leverage had been the burglaries, then perhaps not, but an attempted murder charge is something completely different.  
 
    I tell myself that he will do it and by ten tomorrow morning, the spoils of his raid should be on Jean Monroe’s desk. But what if I am wrong? What if he was right about needing more time to prepare? What if the spoils don’t exist or they are not where I think they are? My assumptions have been based completely on what I believe Detective Superintendent Douglas and Assistant Chief Constable Butterfield would do, but I have been outsmarted so many times before by Douglas. I continue to torment myself for another two hours about what might or might not happen until finally I manage to divert my focus away to something else more positive. I hadn’t been planning to travel tonight but now I have an idea to give Darren more of an advantage. At eleven thirty, after another brisk in-cell workout, I put on my prison-issue hoodie and retrieve the watch, wallet, and envelope from Catherine.  
 
    I have already used most of the information that she was able to provide for me, but the one significant item still to use is the photograph of tonight’s target. The picture is high resolution and was professionally taken just a few months ago. The image and address are clear in my mind and ten minutes after lights out, with Billy once again snoring like a walrus above me, I chant my way back to yesterday.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


 
  


 
    The Past – Saturday, 17th February 2018 
 
    Geographically, Cobham in Surrey is just seventeen miles south-west of London, but it is so far removed from the hustle and bustle of city life that it could well be in another country entirely. With an overall population of under ten thousand inhabitants, the leafy suburb of Cobham has a population density of just over three-thousand people per square mile compared to more than fourteen thousand in London.  
 
    Additionally, and in complete contrast to the eclectic mix of race, religion, nationality and political affiliation I might come across in London, Cobham seems to comprise almost entirely white, middle class, maybe Tory, voters. That’s certainly the way it seems anyway. I have been walking around the town for more than two hours now and have not seen a single person who could be described as black or from the sub-continent. I’m not saying there is anything wrong with that, of course, it’s just strange to see when I have spent almost the entirety of my life in and around multicultural London.  
 
    When I finally find Maurice Butterfield’s house, I am blown away by how absolutely stunning it is. It is clearly no older than perhaps ten years, but it has been constructed in a mock Tudor style to sit well amongst some of the older dwellings along the banks of the River Mole.  
 
    If I had to take a guess, I would say that I am looking at somewhere between two-and-a-half and three million pounds’ worth of real estate. This is a huge sum of money, even for an Assistant Chief Constable, but I’m not here to value his house or ponder on the source of his wealth. I am here to help Darren gain an advantage when he shows up to rob the place tomorrow night and, looking at the house now, he is going to need all of the help he can get. 
 
     The house is at the very end of a cul-de-sac, is fully detached, and entry from this side is controlled by an access gate facing the road. From the gate to the house, there is a graveled driveway of around 30 meters with beautifully manicured but, unfortunately, well-floodlit lawns to the left and to the right.  
 
    On either side of the house, I can see alarm boxes, which probably contain the bell mechanisms, and I can see at least two CCTV cameras covering the front of the house. Almost certainly, every door and window will have alarm contacts and I also wouldn’t put it past Butterfield to have pressure mats underneath the doormats and carpets at ground level. If I am right about what is inside the house, he will have every reason to want to have maximum protection in place.  
 
    Disappointed with what I have seen at the front of the house, I cross a bridge to the opposite bank of the river in the hope of finding a better opportunity. If I can find one, I am hoping that a professional burglar like Darren will also find it.  
 
    Butterfield’s house is seated directly opposite a recently restored red-brick eighteenth-century water mill, but the river is more than thirty-meters wide and at least seven or eight-meters deep, judging by the size of the barges and private yachts using it. The daylight is already fading. I can’t see as clearly as before, but the back of the house seems to have the same level of lights and cameras as the front.  
 
    The only possibility I can see is where the rear garden meets the edge of the river. There is a thick clump of reeds and small trees that could hide the approach of anyone attempting to access the garden from the river, but that would mean swimming or approaching by boat. I don’t know what Darren would choose to do, but I have no intention of waking up in bed and explaining to Billy why I am soaked to the skin.  
 
    The Cobham and District Rowing and Yacht Club is less than a mile further down the river. I am confident that I can steal a kayak and approach under cover of darkness, but I need to pick up a few supplies first. With just ten minutes to spare before closing time, I find a hardware store and quickly gather up the items I need.  
 
    The old fella behind the counter keeps a close eye on me as I move around the store. I can hardly blame him, though — my scruffy appearance is made worse by the fact that I haven’t shaved for nearly a week, and he only relaxes when I hand over the payment.  
 
    I set off for the short walk to the Yacht Club and arrive just after seven-thirty. By now, it is completely dark and any club activities have finished for the day. The car park is around half full and there is music coming from a clubhouse positioned around twenty meters from the edge of the river.  
 
    Beyond that, I can see the boat sheds, a small marina, and a row of floating pontoons. A few people are still mingling and packing away equipment for the day, but none of them gives me more than a cursory glance as I confidently enter one of the open-front boat sheds in search of a kayak.  
 
    If I have learned nothing else from my undercover work and dream travel, I have learned to act like I belong. And so far it seems to be working, despite my appearance. Inside the shed, the lights are off, but the lights from the car park outside are enough for me to be able to find the kayak storage area quickly. The kayaks are stacked neatly on ‘A’ frame racks and clearly Cobham must have a low crime rate because there are no padlocks and chains and most are so lightweight that one person can easily lift them off the racks. 
 
     I choose a small, single-seat kayak and select a lightweight paddle from a large selection stacked against the wall and I carry them to the front of the shed. There are now just two teenage boys and a middle-aged woman standing next to the pontoons chatting.  
 
    I don’t want to risk walking out whilst they are still there, but equally I don’t want to get caught inside the shed, so when they are still there after another fifteen minutes, I decide to brazen it out and I carry the kayak along the pontoons and carefully place it into the river. Then I awkwardly climb in with my bag of supplies and think to myself so far so good, until a female voice calls over to me. 
 
    “Hey, excuse me. You do know that it’s not permitted to be out on the river after dark? It’s not safe with all the boat traffic.” 
 
    As I turn, all three of them are walking towards me and I consider feigning ignorance until one of the boys pulls his companions back. 
 
    “Never mind that, Charlotte — that’s Paul Bailey’s kayak. He’s bloody stealing it!” 
 
    The woman shouts for the boys to go and call the police, and then she runs towards the water’s edge, shouting at me, “You, stop there, the police are on the way. You won’t get away with this.” 
 
    I won’t get away with it if I hang around to wait for the police and before she gets to the edge of the water, I am already paddling as hard as I can down the river towards Butterfield’s palace. The only way they will catch me now is if the river police are close by or one of the rowing team gives chase.  
 
    Both scenarios are highly unlikely and as soon as I am far enough away for the Yacht Club to disappear from view, I slow down to try to save my energy.  
 
      
 
    It’s now 8.15 pm and the rear of the house is illuminated by spotlights and the light from the moon. As anticipated, though, the height of the reeds and the low profile of the kayak means that it is virtually impossible for anyone to see me from the house and I edge the kayak silently through the water and into the thick cover.  
 
    Getting out is even more awkward than getting in and by the time I have made it to solid ground my shoes and the lower six inches of my sweats are soaked and covered in thick mud from the river. I’m never going to make it to the house without being picked up by the cameras, but I’m not so concerned about that.  
 
    I have a rock-solid alibi for where I am today. My main concern is not to leave any obvious traces of an intruder being here, so reluctantly I take off my shoes and leave them at the water’s edge to minimize any muddy footprints near to the house. A few lights are on, but I watch the house for nearly an hour without seeing any signs of movement.  
 
    This is a big house, so it doesn’t necessarily mean that no one is at home, but the lack of movement so far probably means that they are out. The longer I wait, the more likely they are to come home; so without waiting any longer, I dash across the garden and pull open the door to a large shed. Inside it is well laid out with garden tools, flowers pots, compost and a pristine-looking ride-on lawnmower. The item I am looking for is hanging horizontally on the wall at the back, and as quietly as I can, I lift the aluminium extension ladder off the retaining hooks. Without this, I would have been well and truly screwed. There is no way on earth I would have been able to reach the alarm boxes and cameras without it. 
 
    With the same brash confidence as before, I pull the hoodie down low over my face and carry the ladder purposely around to the front and then lean it up against the side of the house. I am hoping that if I am seen, the good folks of Cobham will assume that I am just a handyman carrying out repairs, instead of a murdering con up to no good.  
 
    Disabling the alarms and cameras is not my plan tonight; most modern systems come with a failsafe that would send an automatic message to a police station or monitoring center in the event of power failure or a system interruption. The best I can hope for tonight is to make it more difficult for Darren to be detected if he does trip any alarms or cameras.  
 
    To that end, I go to work on the cameras and spray the lenses lightly with a thin coating of acrylic glue. I don’t want to obscure the lenses completely and alert anyone to an immediate problem, so I spray just enough to distort the image and make it hazy. As an added measure, I adjust the angle of the cameras very slightly so that they are not facing directly onto the garden. My next trick is to squirt expanding foam into the alarm bell boxes. This will set as hard as concrete in a few hours. It won’t stop the alarms from being tripped, but it will stop the bell from ringing and alerting the neighbors.  
 
    With the front of the house complete, I repeat the process for the back and then I return the ladder to the shed and retrieve my shoes. I don’t know if I have done enough to guarantee success, but I feel better knowing that I have improved Darren’s chances a little. Everything else is up to him and based on his prolific criminal career and experience, I am more than hopeful of a positive outcome. One way or another, within five or six hours of waking up, my world is going to change again. 
 
    With one last look back at the house, I make my way back through the mud and the reeds and after two failed and clumsy attempts, I am back in the kayak and steering myself towards the bridge across the river.  
 
    Drowning myself or steering into the path of one of the larger vessels on the river would have been an obvious choice as a stimulus for getting home tonight, but watching the expanding foam in action has given me a far more interesting idea. Safely under the bridge and out of site, I drop the paddle into the water and retrieve the can of foam from the bag.  
 
    Even after just fifteen minutes, the residue on the nozzle is already hardening and it takes me a few minutes to clear it sufficiently. I have no idea how this is going to go, but if this doesn’t kill me, the river will most certainly finish me off. I squirt a small amount of foam into the river to check the flow and then I push the nozzle as far into my nostril as I can and press down hard on the trigger. 
 
    The chemical reaction when the stored foam leaves the can is instantaneous and my brain begins to be starved of oxygen within seconds. The foam expands into every corner of my nose, mouth, and throat and my vision blurs. I hold on as long as I can, but unable to hold out any longer, I roll the kayak to the left and my head cracks against one of the bridge columns, and I disappear into the blackness of the river. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


 
  


 
    Present Day – Monday, 19th February 2018 
 
    “Jesus Christ, Sean, do you ever bloody sleep the whole night? It’s not as if we have anything exciting to get up for, and what the fuck are you doing anyway?” 
 
    When I woke up, it was just after five in the morning and, after getting my bearings, I had remembered the mud on my shoes and sweats. There was also mud all over the bottom of my bed sheets, so as quietly as possible I stripped the bed and attempted to rinse everything off in the small steel sink in the corner of our cell without waking Billy up. I was doing quite well until I slipped on the wet floor and knocked over our table, sending Billy’s tea mug and various other items scattering across the floor. 
 
    “Sorry, Billy, I had a bit of an accident and was washing my sheets, then I slipped. Sorry, go back to sleep.” 
 
    My mention of an accident has piqued his curiosity, and he has no intention of going back to sleep yet. 
 
    “What kind of accident? Did you piss the bed?” 
 
    Annoyed and in no mood for a conversation, I ignore the question. “Just go back to sleep, Billy.” 
 
    “Oh my God, you did, didn’t you? You bloody well pissed your bed — that is fucking classic! How old are you, Sean? That’s got to be worth a few quid to buy my silence.” 
 
    I’m glad that it’s still dark and he can’t see the color of my sheets or he would really lose his shit, but now I am really annoyed, and I snap at him.  
 
    “Yes, Billy, I fucking pissed my bed and unless you want me to rub your nose in it, I suggest you roll over and go back to sleep.” 
 
    “Alright, Sean, calm your tits there, it’s nothing to be ashamed of. I used to piss my bed regularly … until I was nine,” he adds sarcastically. 
 
     I give him one of those if-looks-could-kill stares and he rolls back over to face the wall sniggering to himself. 
 
    I get back to the scrubbing and finish just before unlock. When Billy wakes up, he has momentarily forgotten our early morning conversation but is reminded when he sees my sheets hanging over the edge of the sink. His face breaks out in a huge smirk. 
 
    “Don’t even think about it, Billy.” 
 
    “What? I wasn’t going to say anything.” 
 
    “Good, don’t, this never happened, do you understand?” 
 
    “Of course, it never happened. You didn’t piss your bed last night and you won’t be known as the swamp rat from now on.” 
 
    Despite my earlier annoyance, I know if the shoe were on the other foot, I would be having as much fun with him as he is with me. I laugh and call him a cheeky fuck and then we head off to the bathrooms to start the day. 
 
    It’s Monday morning, so during breakfast Cartwright and Taylor are back in their usual position next to the tea urns. The food is barely palatable at the best of times, but with so much on my mind today, my appetite has gone completely and after just a few mouthfuls I push my tray to one side and get up to fill my mug with tea.  
 
    If all has gone to plan with Darren, Jean should be here within a couple of hours of the planned drop-off to her office. My mind is filled completely with what my next steps should be and, clearly, the stress is showing on my face as I approach the urn. 
 
    “What’s wrong with you, McMillan? You’ve got a face like a slapped arse. What’s up, didn’t you have a nice weekend at the Hotel Meerholt?” 
 
    Taylor laughs at his boss’ joke and, given the last conversations I had with this pair of clowns, I am surprised at their attitude, but I don’t rise to it.  
 
    Whatever I have over them in private, I can’t expect them to show me any special consideration in front of the rest of the prisoners. Equally, I can’t afford to push my luck. Butler’s deadline is fast approaching and I don’t want to do anything to rock the boat when I am this close to getting what I need. 
 
    “Just a bit tired, sir. I couldn’t sleep last night.” 
 
    Cartwright almost looks disappointed that I didn’t give him any back chat, so he turns on the sarcasm again to assert his authority over me. 
 
    “Aww, did you hear that, Officer Taylor? Prisoner McMillan didn’t have a good night’s sleep. Well, tough titties, McMillan. Get your fucking tea and move along!” 
 
    I am only too happy to oblige and I return to my table and sip on my tea to delay the return to my cell for as long as possible. While I have been up at the tea urn, someone with a stronger stomach than mine has finished off my breakfast. When I look around all I see is innocent faces, but I don’t give a shit, they are welcome to it. My plan is coming together and I won’t have to eat much more of this garbage anyway. 
 
    Even after less than a week inside, it is already feeling like ground-hog day. When I get back to the cell, Billy is back on his bunk reading his comic books and will probably be fully engrossed in them until lunchtime. After that, he will probably go for a wank and then sleep until dinnertime.  
 
    It’s the same routine for him day after day and it doesn’t seem to bother him in the least.  
 
    He doesn’t have a watch and probably doesn’t have much concept of time, but for me the monotony is probably one of the worst parts of being in prison. Today is going to be particularly bad. I took as long as I could over breakfast and was one of the last to leave the canteen, but it is still only 8.40. I am around two-hundred pages into Papillon and I concentrate as hard as I can to take my mind off the wait, but the time goes painfully slowly, until Officer Bayliss comes into the cell at 11.45 and my heart skips a beat. 
 
    “On your feet lad, you’ve got a visitor.” 
 
    I knew that Darren would come through and I am on my feet and walking towards Bayliss full of hope. This is it; this is the beginning of the end for Butterfield and Douglas. When I see Jean, I am going to hug her whether she considers it appropriate or not.  
 
    My joy is short-lived. 
 
    “Not you, McMillan; the visitor is for young Billy.” 
 
    My heart sinks, but I am happy for Billy, who looks surprised to be getting a visitor, so this must mean that Jean has managed to get his request approved.  
 
    “I wasn’t expecting anyone, Mr. Bayliss — are you sure the visit is for me?” 
 
    “We don’t make mistakes, McGuigan, now get a move on, lad, or I might take this one for myself. I don’t know how you managed to swing it, but you don’t want to miss this visit.” 
 
    Billy swings his legs over the side of the bunk and follows Bayliss out of the cell.  
 
    I am disappointed, but it’s still early yet. There will be a lot for Jean to take in and, knowing her, she will want to be fully clear on what she has before she comes to see me.  
 
    I settle back down on my bunk and immerse myself in the world of Papillon again. Thirty minutes later, I am so deeply engrossed in reading about his latest spell in the world of solitary confinement and darkness called ‘Seclusion’ that I don’t notice Officer Bayliss standing in the doorway to my cell until he coughs.  
 
    “It looks like it’s a lucky day for both of you, McMillan. You must have some influential friends; this visit has been given top priority. Come on then, don’t keep them waiting, get a move on!” 
 
    I am shaking as I follow Bayliss out onto the landing, not through fear, but because of the gravity of what is about to happen. Jean wouldn’t have come so quickly if Darren hadn’t delivered something substantial.  
 
    This stopped being about Paul Donovan even before his untimely death at the hands of Detective Superintendent Clive Douglas and this was never really about me.  
 
    Whatever happens to me, as long as I stay alive in the real world, I will always have an opportunity to wind the clock back to save myself.  
 
    This is about something much bigger and if my hunch is right about what Darren would find at Butterfield’s house, public trust in policing, local government and the judiciary in England is about to take an out-of-control nosedive. 
 
    As we walk, I think back to the comment from Bayliss. He had said, ‘don’t keep them waiting’, so Jean must have brought somebody with her. The obvious choice would be Catherine, but perhaps she has taken the evidence straight to DCI Morgan. I will be happy whoever it is. I have decided already that I am forgetting protocol today and they are all getting hugs and maybe even a kiss. We pass the main visitation area and stop outside one of the interview rooms. Bayliss pushes open the door and gestures for me to step inside. 
 
    “Good luck, McMillan, I will be waiting outside when you are finished.” 
 
    Officer Bayliss actually seems like a decent guy and, whilst it is only a small gesture, his good wishes make me smile and I thank him. When I step through that door, a lot of lives are going to change for the worse — but for the ones that matter, well, they will change very much for the better.  
 
    With a final nod to Bayliss, I take a deep breath to calm my nerves and confidently step through the door. Two of my visitors are sitting at the table and both are smiling as I enter the room.  
 
    This is not the surprise I was hoping for this morning, though, and my look says it all. I turn back towards the door, but Sergeant Bellmarsh has already moved behind me to block the way and Detective Superintendent Douglas tells me to sit down. 
 
    “You don’t look very pleased to see us, Sean. If I was a more sensitive man, I might find that offensive, but luckily, I’m not. You must have been wondering, though, when I was going to visit you. You’ve been a good boy so far, so I thought I would drop by to show my appreciation.” 
 
    I could quite happily jump across this table and strangle this murdering fuck right here and right now, but Bellmarsh and Huntley would like nothing better than the opportunity to lay into me, so gratuitous violence will have to wait for some other time.  
 
    I need to play along and get Douglas out of here as soon as possible. If Jean turns up with the evidence while he is still here, I will have a much bigger issue than Douglas pissing me off by pretending to be my friend. 
 
    “Sorry, sir, it was just a surprise to see you all. What did you mean when you said I had been a good boy?” 
 
    “Oh come, come, Sean. There’s no need for the modesty. You kept quiet during your interview. Given the weight of the evidence against you, that took a lot of guts. That goes a long way in my book.” 
 
    Keeping quiet was nothing at all to do with protecting his miserable ass, and everything to do with protecting Maria, Ben, Carol and myself. Locked in here he has absolutely no way of knowing what I am up to, and by default there was no further reason for him to risk going after any of them. 
 
    “Thank you, sir. When Sergeant Huntley came to my cell, he said that you would be able to sort this out if I kept quiet about what I know. Is that true?” 
 
    “Yes, of course I can. We protect our own, Sean. As long as you keep cooperating, all of this will go away and you can get back to work.” 
 
    “But how long, sir? I need to get out of here.” 
 
    He hasn’t stopped smiling since I got here and I can’t work out if he is genuinely happy that I am playing the game or if he is just taunting me. 
 
    “All in good time, Sean. A few more days, five at most and then I have a sneaking suspicion that Sergeant Huntley and Sergeant Bellmarsh are going to be involved in a stop and search of a known violent criminal. No doubt there will be an altercation during which the suspect will unfortunately pass away and during the search of his vehicle certain items will be recovered that tie him in to the scene of Paul Donovan’s death. I’m sure you get the picture.” 
 
    So I was right about what I had said to Sergeant Huntley —they are going to fit up some other poor bastard for the murder. It’s even worse than I thought, though — they are going to kill him to ensure that he can’t defend himself in court. 
 
    “You look a bit upset about our plan, Sean. Don’t worry, the person we have in mind is long overdue for culling. Tell me now if you have a problem with it. The other option is to leave you here. How are you settling in, by the way?” 
 
    I could almost puke at the blasé way in which he talks about culling a human life as if it were a perfectly normal thing to do. It reminds me of the speech that Maurice Butterfield gave at Clive’s house when he had referred to ‘The Greater Good’. They have been doing this for so long that the lines between right and wrong have become so blurred as to be non-existent. As far as ‘The Network’ is concerned, they are Judge, Jury and Executioner and God help you if you get in their way. 
 
    “No, it’s no problem, sir. It just takes a bit of getting used to.” 
 
    He smiles again and then reaches across and pats my hand. “Good, now tell me about your accommodation, Sean. I heard that you had opted out of going into isolation. Is that a good idea?” 
 
    “It’s fine, sir, I’m doing okay.” 
 
    Behind me, Bellmarsh laughs and chips in his contribution to the conversation, “Some of those bruises on your face are new. Is that your definition of doing okay?” 
 
    “He has a point, Sean,” Douglas adds. “Why not move into isolation and keep yourself safe until I can get you out?” 
 
    The new bruises are from the headbutt delivered by Paul Donovan’s cousin, Frank Butler. Perhaps it is Butler that has told Douglas that I am on the wings and not in isolation. The connection to Donovan would make him an obvious candidate, but if it is him, then almost certainly Douglas will also know about our deal, which would mean that he is playing me.  
 
    I dodge the question and, still conscious that Jean could arrive at any time, ask Douglas what the time is. 
 
    “It’s nearly 12.30,” he replies. “Are you expecting someone else?” 
 
    I make light of it and smile. 
 
    “No, nobody coming that I am aware of. It’s lunch time soon and I’m bloody starving. The food is absolute crap, but it’s a long time until dinner.” 
 
    “Okay, well, if time is against us, we had better get on with it then,” Douglas says with a serious look on his face. He turns towards Sergeant Huntley. 
 
    “Sergeant Huntley, if you would be so kind.”  
 
    Huntley places a folder on the table and pushes it across so that it is in front of Douglas. Douglas stares at me for a few seconds to build up the suspense and then he breaks out in another huge smile. 
 
    “Sean, I have some good news for you. Despite what I said earlier, there has been a significant breakthrough in your case already.” He stares at my face for a few seconds to try to gauge my reaction, but when I don’t react, he leans forward in the way he always does when he wants to get a point across. 
 
    “You have no idea what I am talking about, do you, Sean?” 
 
    “Sorry, sir, no, I don’t.” 
 
    “Your case, Sean!” he says enthusiastically, and then he shakes his head and tells me to cheer up. “It’s fantastic news. We have a suspect in custody already. Look at him, we caught him red-handed trying to escape from the scene of a burglary last night.” 
 
    Douglas flips open the folder and pushes a picture of Darren across the table towards me and I feel my world falling apart again. I try to stand up, but Bellmarsh pushes me back down into the chair and Douglas verbally lays into me. 
 
    “You fucking idiot, McMillan, you could have had the world on your plate, but now all you are going to get is a world of fucking pain.” Douglas shakes his head again disapprovingly and adds, “I make you this promise, Sean. You are going to regret the day that you ever tried to cross me.” 
 
    I try to play dumb, but I know that he will have already made sure of his facts before coming here. 
 
    “I’m still lost, sir. Who is this? How is this guy connected to my case?” 
 
    Douglas looks up towards Bellmarsh and before I have a chance to react, Bellmarsh’s steel baton crashes down on my shoulder and I cry out with pain. Douglas nods again and Bellmarsh pulls back my head and puts his hand across my mouth to keep me quiet and then he tells Huntley to get up and watch the door. 
 
    “Do I look like a fucking idiot, Sean? Before the ambulance took him away, your friend gave us the name and a good description of who put him up to it. Unsurprisingly, the name was fake and the description meant nothing. Well, not at least until we played back the video feed for the past few days. To say I nearly fell of my chair when I saw who was sneaking around on the Assistant Chief Constable’s lawn at 8.15 pm on Saturday would be an understatement. How did you do it, Sean? Who are you working with in here? How the fuck did you manage to get out of here and back again without being noticed? According to the roll call you were counted at 7.30 and 9 pm and again before lights out on Saturday. How the fuck is that possible to get to Cobham and back between those times?” 
 
    My latest plan has clearly failed, but the one small consolation in all this is that Clive has no idea how I could possibly be in two places at once. Bellmarsh takes his hand off my mouth to let me reply and I allow myself the satisfaction of a smile. 
 
    “Go fuck yourself, Clive!” 
 
    Bellmarsh moves to strike me again, but Douglas stops him. “Hang on, Peter. We can’t send him back to the wing with a broken shoulder. Young Sean has pissed on his own chips now anyway. His little protection order is about to be revoked, the problem will sort itself out soon enough.” 
 
    So that answers my earlier question; he knows about my deal with Butler. The shit is getting deeper by the second, the only question is how deep it is going to get. He hasn’t mentioned if Darren managed to get into the house or to take anything, but he did mention an ambulance, so Darren must be hurt. I want to ask about him, but I don’t want to give Douglas the satisfaction. He reads my mind, though, and smiles. 
 
    “You picked him well, Sean. I think even without your help, Darren would have very nearly pulled it off; he is a very talented burglar. If he hadn’t been so noisy on his way out, he would probably have got away with the boss none the wiser until the next day. It’s a shame that his escape and evasion skills are not the same as his burglary skills. Maurice cornered him at the end of the garden and when the stupid fucker jumped into the reeds to get to the river the boss had no other choice and gave him both barrels.” 
 
    My face crumples again when I hear that Darren has been shot and Douglas jumps on my obvious despair. 
 
     “Aww, don’t look so upset, Sean. The bastard is still breathing; he should count himself fucking lucky that I wasn’t there.” 
 
    “So, that’s it then,” I say. “It’s over, you’ve won.” I try to stand again to leave and, ignoring the earlier instruction, Bellmarsh punches me as hard as he can in the side of my head knocking me sideways off the chair. 
 
    “It’s not over until we fucking say it’s over, shithead!” 
 
    “Thank you, Sergeant Bellmarsh, let’s control ourselves,” Douglas advises. “Now pick him up, please.” 
 
    My fall to the floor has been heard by Officer Bayliss in the corridor and he knocks on the door to check the reason for the noise.  
 
    Huntley holds him outside long enough for Bellmarsh to pull me up and, as Bayliss looks in, Douglas apologizes and explains that he was rocking on his chair and fell backwards. 
 
    “No damage done though, Officer. My skull is like a rhino’s.” 
 
    Satisfied with the explanation he leaves and Huntley resumes guarding the door. 
 
    For a few seconds, Douglas says nothing. He is obviously thinking what to say next and I can’t imagine what it might be. There is surely nothing much more that he can say to make things any worse than they already are. My protection from Butler has gone and my hopes of the cavalry arriving to save me in the form of Jean Monroe are over for now at least. What more could he possibly say to make things any worse for me? When he does finally speak, his next questions are not what I am expecting. 
 
    “What was he meant to do with it all, Sean? What did you tell him to do with it? Was somebody else with him last night? Where was he meant to take it?” 
 
    I shrug my shoulders and ask why it matters. 
 
    “It makes no difference now, Douglas. You have everything back. So, like I said, it’s over. You’ve won.” 
 
    He should be smiling at this statement. He should be dancing in celebration at his victory, but he’s not. This doesn’t make any sense and for a second I am confused as to what is happening. Then Douglas does something that I would never have expected from him in a million years — he lets his poker face slip and the realization hits me like a ton of bricks. Jesus fuck, they don’t have the stuff! Darren must have dropped it somewhere and they haven’t found it yet. 
 
    I can’t help smiling and Douglas knows why. 
 
    “Don’t celebrate too soon, McMillan. As soon as your buddy is out of surgery, my boys here are going to be paying him a visit. He will talk soon enough, believe me, he will fucking talk. Even if he doesn’t, you’ve got nastier bastards than me to worry about. Hunting season has just started as far as you are concerned.” 
 
    The thought of it is making me feel sick, and without Butler’s protection my chances of staying in one piece for more than a couple of days are slim to none. Another opportunity has just opened itself up to me, but staying alive to take that opportunity is far from certain. I stand up and this time Douglas tells Bellmarsh to let me go. Huntley opens the door and steps to the side to let me out.  
 
    Bayliss, who is completely unaware of what has just gone down, smiles and asks me if my visit went well. I am about to answer when another door opens at the end of the corridor and an excited Billy steps out like the cat who has just got the cream.  
 
    Bayliss calls him over and tells him that he can come back to the wing with us. Billy can barely contain his excitement and who could blame him? Normally, we are not allowed to talk whilst under escort, but on this occasion Officer Bayliss makes an exception and he happily chats with Billy. 
 
    “You look happy, McGuigan. I take it that your conjugal with your girlfriend went well?” 
 
    Billy has no idea what a conjugal is, but after thinking about it for a second, he smiles and innocently answers. 
 
    “It was brilliant, Mr. Bayliss, I got fucked!” And then, turning to me, “What about you, Sean? Did you get fucked as well?” 
 
    After everything that has just happened, this moment of unintentional humor is a welcome relief and I laugh. 
 
    “Yes, Billy, you could say that. I just got well and truly fucked!” We both laugh, and Billy high fives me. 
 
    Bayliss also laughs and then gets serious again.  
 
    “Okay, then, let’s get you pair back to the wings before you miss lunch completely.” 
 
    During the lunch service I sit apart from Billy as usual. Before this morning it was a case of what might happen if anything kicked off. Now it’s what might happen when it does kick off and I won’t risk Billy getting hurt after everything he has done for me. 
 
    On the way here, I had warned him to keep away from me completely unless we were alone in the cell. There should be no conversation, no gestures, and no acknowledgement of any kind, no matter how innocent it might appear.  
 
    Over the last few days I have grown to like Billy, and was touched by his reaction when I asked him to stay away from me. He had stopped me outside the canteen and told me that he didn’t care what others thought. It was only when I insisted that we shouldn’t be seen together that he had finally relented. 
 
    Now, with my meal in front of me, the atmosphere is no better or worse than ever. Senior Officer Cartwright catches my eye a few times, but no more than he does anyone else and a few times Butler appears to be looking in my direction, but there is no menace in his eyes and I start to feel like I might be paranoid.  
 
    This is until Officer Taylor walks over to my table. 
 
    “McMillan, don’t rush away after your lunch. We’re short-handed in the kitchen today. You can help with the washing up for an hour.” 
 
    There is no point even trying to protest this instruction, the shades of separation are obvious amongst all of the key players. Douglas was connected to Donovan, who was related to Butler, who is Senior Officer Cartwright’s partner in crime. Cartwright and Taylor obviously feel that they have nothing to worry about now that they have a direct link to DS Douglas.  
 
    I have to say that I didn’t expect it to be so soon, but I guess the kitchen with all its dangerous implements is as good a place as ever to meet my end. When the dinner service ends, the rest of the cons make their way back to their cells and Taylor points towards the kitchen. 
 
    “Go on then, McMillan, there is a pile of greasy pots in there with your name on them.” 
 
    This is the first time that I have been inside the kitchen, and my sudden arrival causes work to stop while the cons crowd round to look me up and down suspiciously.  
 
    I recognize most of the cons that work on the hotplate, but a few others are less familiar. I was expecting to see Butler or his henchman, or at the very least the Chinaman, but with their absence I start to relax until a huge guy with a square jaw and a greasy ponytail pushes his way through the crowd and walks towards me.  
 
    Instinctively, I lunge for the nearest thing at hand and I square up to him with a cast-iron frying pan. He stops and looks me up and down and then throws a scummy-looking pan scrubber in my direction.  
 
    “You can put the fucking frying pan down, lunch is over, dipshit!” Then, pointing to a sink full of pots and pans, “That’s your pile over there, I suggest you fucking get a move on if you don’t want to be here all afternoon.” 
 
    He turns away and tells the other cons to get back to work and then leaves me standing like an idiot holding a frying pan above my head and wondering why the hell I am here, because as sure as eggs are eggs, it’s not because they are shorthanded. 
 
    In the end it takes me just over an hour until the kitchen supervisor is satisfied with my efforts and allows me to leave. As I head back to my cell, I am still none the wiser as to what my stint of pot washing was all about, but it all becomes clear when I see the state of our cell. Billy is doing his best to tidy up, but it is obvious that the searchers have only just left. 
 
    “Really sorry, Sean, I was trying to get tidied up before you got back.” 
 
    I’m less worried about the state of the cell than I am about what they might have found, but the very fact that I am still standing here and not in solitary leaves me confused. I push the door shut and ask Billy what happened. 
 
    “The cell got turned over by Cartwright and Bayliss,” he replies. 
 
    “Yes, Billy, I can see that. I meant, did they find anything?” 
 
    He drops whatever he is holding on the floor and then smiles and raises his eyebrows to suggest that he is pleased with himself. 
 
    “They didn’t find fuck all, Sean.” 
 
    My bedding is all over the floor and my pillows have been ripped open. Sensing my confusion, Billy explains what happened. 
 
    “I know that you think I’m a bit slow sometimes, Sean. Well, maybe you are right, but I have been in and out of institutions all of my life, so I have a bit of an instinct for when things are going down.” 
 
    “Sorry, what are you talking about, Billy?” 
 
    “If you let me carry on, I will tell you what I am talking about,” he says, annoyed at the interruption. 
 
    “Sorry, Billy, please continue.” 
 
    “Well, as I was saying, I have a bit of an instinct for these things and when Taylor was taking you to the kitchen, Mr. Cartwright was holding a couple of pairs of search gloves. I didn’t know if they were coming to our cell, but I didn’t want to take any chances, so I legged it back here and got your stuff.” 
 
    Once again, Billy has saved my ass and I could absolutely kiss him. I need to travel again tonight and without my stuff it would be much harder. 
 
    “Billy, I don’t know what to say. Thank you so much, but what did you do with it, where is it now?” 
 
    He looks embarrassed at my gratitude and is blushing slightly. “It’s nothing, Sean. You might be a copper, but you’re my cellie and we’re meant to look out for each other. I left your stuff with one of my mates in the laundry. Don’t worry, I put it all in your envelope and he won’t open it. I’ll go and get it in a couple of hours.” 
 
     I know that I won’t relax until I get it back, but I am in no position to push Billy to get it back any quicker. I am once again in his debt and I need to count my blessings. 
 
    “Thanks again, Billy. Did they say anything when they came in or when they didn’t find anything?” 
 
    “No, not much. They found my wank mags and asked me if I had any other contraband, but it was obvious that they were more interested in your stuff. Most of my stuff just got chucked onto the floor, but they ripped open your pillows and really searched all your other stuff. 
 
    By other stuff, he means my spare clothes and wash kit; I don’t have anything else other than my book. Clearly annoyed at not finding what they were looking for, the spiteful bastards have emptied my toothpaste, shower gel, and shampoo all over the floor and have torn all the pages out of my book.  
 
    With my protection from Butler gone and with no further hold over Cartwright and Butler, my window of opportunity is closing fast. I need somehow to get through the next nine hours until lockup, and cleaning up will at least kill a couple of those hours. 
 
    “Come on then, Billy, let’s get this mess tidied up.” 
 
    By four-thirty, the cell is more or less back to the way it was before lunch, apart from my lack of pillows. Billy has retrieved my envelope and it is now stuffed in a narrow tear in the side of my mattress.  
 
    It’s not the most imaginative hiding place ever, but nor was my pillowcase. It will do for now, though, and hopefully I won’t be needing it for much longer anyway. I am lying on my bunk watching Billy sitting at the table cleaning smears of my toothpaste off some of his comic books when the cell door is pushed open and Butler’s Scouse henchman comes in and sits down opposite Billy. 
 
    “Oy McGuigan, fuck off!” 
 
    Under the table I can see that Billy has clenched his fist, and he turns to me almost looking for my blessing. The Scouser would demolish him, though, and even if we could take him, Butler and the rest of his boys would be all over us in minutes. 
 
    “Go on, Billy. It’s alright. Go on now.” 
 
    Reluctant to leave me alone, I have to ask him to leave again and then I take his chair opposite my visitor. 
 
    “Well, what do you want?” 
 
    “He doesn’t want anything; it’s me that wants you, McMillan.”  
 
    Butler has entered the cell and he doesn’t even try to hide the knife in his hand. Behind him I can see at least three other thugs, and all are holding various improvised weapons. My mind is racing in the search for a weapon and the best I can think of is the chair I am sitting on. If they make a move on me, I will try to smash it to use one of the legs as a cosh. 
 
    The Scouser gets up from his chair and walks past Butler and then pulls the cell door shut leaving just the two of us inside. Butler walks towards me with the knife in his hand, and then he surprises me by sitting down and placing the knife on the table in front of me. For a few seconds there is an uncomfortable silence as we stare at each other. And then he speaks. 
 
    “How was your visit earlier, McMillan?” 
 
    “Thanks for asking, it was great, thank you. What about yours?” I reply. 
 
    This makes him laugh slightly and his response confirms what I had already suspected. Before coming to see me, Douglas had met with Butler. This is how he knew about our deal and that I was not in isolation. 
 
    “So, you know already that our deal is off? 
 
    “Yes, your boss was good enough to give me that good news.” 
 
     I wasn’t deliberately trying to be sarcastic, but my response obviously comes across that way. 
 
    “Really, McMillan, you want to fucking play the hardman and give me fucking attitude. You fucking killed my cousin and those boys outside are itching to come in here to tear you apart. The only reason they are still outside right now is because I don’t fucking take orders from anyone. Paul might have been in Clive Douglas’ pocket, but with my record, it’s unlikely that I’m ever leaving prison. I do what I want, when I want. Douglas is not my fucking boss, have you got that?” 
 
    Yet again, I am confused, if the deal is off and he is not here to kill me, why is he here? 
 
    “So, what do you want then? You said the deal was off.” 
 
    “Yeh, I said that, but I also said, I do what I want, when I want. Douglas wants you dead today, but I’m nothing if not a man of my word.  
 
    “Let’s not think of our deal being off, let’s think of this more of a renegotiation. Sorry, scrub that thought — renegotiation would imply that you have an input into the terms, when you don’t. Think of this as me telling you what I want and you doing it without question. Comprende?” 
 
    When there is a knife on the table in front of me and a queue of cons outside waiting to batter me to death, I comprende very well. “Yes, understood. What is it you want?” 
 
    Pleased with the ease in which I have rolled over, he smiles and slouches back in the chair. “See that was easy, wasn’t it? Just a few bits and pieces — it should be easy enough for a man with your connections.” 
 
    He hands me a folded sheet of paper and then he stands up to leave. “Five pm tomorrow — make sure you get everything on that list.” 
 
    The list includes cigarettes, tobacco, alcohol, mobile phones, and just about every pharmaceutical known to man. It’s an impossible task with an impossible deadline, but he knows this already, and whether I succeed or fail, he wins either way. Even if I am able to get a fraction of it, it will be highly lucrative for him and if I don’t, he gets to go to town on my face.  
 
    From my side, I have no intention of even trying, but I still need to play along and I want to know what’s in it for me.  
 
    “Butler, If I get this for you, how much time does it buy me?” 
 
    “It buys you fuck all, McMillan. If by some miracle you do manage to get everything, your life expectancy stays the same as before. On Friday at midday, I’m going to fuck you up! This is purely a matter of professional pride for me, we made a deal and as far as the other cons are concerned, that deal is still in place for now. Its all about credibility, I’m sure you understand.” 
 
    Ten minutes after Butler has left, Billy comes charging into the cell, obviously expecting to find me kicked to shit on the floor. When he sees me sitting at the table playing patience he relaxes and joins me. 
 
    “Fucking hell, Sean, I thought you were done for to be sure. When I saw Butler and the other blokes coming into the wing, I thought that was it. I tried to get back to help you, Sean. Honestly, I did, but that big fucky chinky wouldn’t let me past. 
 
    “It’s okay, Billy, it’s all good. Butler just wanted a word. Thanks for trying, though.” 
 
    He’s not convinced by my assurance, but he trusts me and drops the subject. Today has been eventful but at least now I know I am safe for the rest of the day.  
 
    With the excitement over, Billy reverts to his usual routine of alternating between eating, reading his comics, and disappearing for a wank and I lie down to plan tonight’s trip. I need to watch Darren to try to find out what happened to the items he stole from Maurice Butterfield’s house.  
 
    If Douglas finds them before I do, it is game over. Just before lights out, I head to the bathrooms and spread the contents of the envelope on the floor in one of the cubicles.  
 
    The wallet, warrant card and most of the documents are not required any longer and, not wishing to risk the chance of them being found in another search, I flush them away.  
 
    The last items are the official photograph of Assistant Chief Constable Maurice Butterfield, the watch, a small ball of weed, and the last two-hundred quid from the drug dealer’s cash roll.  
 
    Just after lockup at 12.10 am, I close my eyes and picture Maurice Butterfield and his house in Cobham. I also try again at 12.15, 12.30 and 12.40, but no matter how hard I try, I can’t find the path that I need.  
 
    This is the first time in a while that I have struggled to travel, but time is against me and with no sign of a drinks cabinet and not wishing to wake Billy up by vigorously working out, I take the only option available to me and swallow the ball of weed. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The Past – Sunday, 18th February 2018 
 
    My lungs are at bursting point and my brain is screaming out for oxygen. All around me there is nothing but inky black darkness, but my body feels like it is floating. The natural reaction when you are drowning is to fight your way to safety and, after realizing that I am underwater, I kick and thrash wildly until my head breaks the surface.  
 
    The night air is cool and sweet, and I gulp it in as fast as I can, while I try to take in my surroundings. The red-brick water mill is around fifteen meters away, so Butterfield’s house must be behind me. I can’t risk going towards the house yet, so I swim towards the mill, pull myself up onto the bank, and head out towards the street.  
 
    Not the best start to a trip and I can only put it down to the effects of the weed. After swallowing the weed, I had been picturing Butterfield in my mind when I had been overcome by a massive feeling of nausea, followed by multiple images from my last trip to Cobham including my death in the river.  
 
    This must explain how I ended up in the river and am now standing in the middle of Cobham piss wet through. The watch still seems to be working, though, and is showing 10.10 pm, but the remainder of my cash is completely drenched, which throws the first part of my plan out of the window.  
 
    I had been hoping to buy a cheap camera or phone from a garage or convenience store before finding Darren, but now I have no way of paying. It’s just as well I am a resourceful kind of guy.  
 
    After half a mile I walk onto the forecourt of a petrol station and conceal myself in one of the two cubicles in the bathroom to wait for a target.  
 
    After nearly forty minutes, I finally hear somebody come in and close the door of the second cubicle and I leave my hiding place.  
 
    I have no idea who is using the bathroom, but I don’t have time to wait around for them to come out. It’s far better that I take them by surprise. With their trousers around their ankles, it’s not likely that they are going to give chase. The force of my foot on the door nearly takes it off its hinges and the young guy inside literally shits himself. 
 
    “Give me your fucking phone! Quick, fucking hand it over!” I scream. 
 
    He can’t hand it over quickly enough and as an unexpected bonus he also hands me his car keys. I grab both and, much to his relief, turn to leave, but then he recoils as I turn to face him again. 
 
    “Please don’t hurt me, I don’t have anything else.” 
 
    “What? Shut up! What’s the passcode for your phone?” I bark.” 
 
    “What, what … ummmm.” 
 
    “Your passcode, numbnuts, what is it?”  
 
    “Umm, it’s 5689.” 
 
    I smile and thank him, and then add “Don’t fucking move for at least twenty minutes, just stay there and enjoy the rest of your shit!”  
 
    No doubt that will be one of the more eventful shits of his life, but not really a story that you want to be telling your friends. I feel slightly guilty for scaring him, but not guilty enough to stop me filling up his car with petrol and then stealing it. It’s not so bad anyway; he will get over the fright and his car will be insured, so no harm done really. 
 
    I wait until the cashier in the station looks away and then I pull out onto the street and speed away towards the mill, parking down a nearby side street. I need to cross the river again and, whilst I am already wet, I need to keep the phone dry.  
 
    The back seat is crammed with diving gear, but amongst it the guy has left his lunchbox, which contains the remains of a sandwich in a Ziplock bag — perfect for the job. I make sure the bag is properly closed and then I stuff it in my pocket and make my way to the riverbank and slip into the water.  
 
    It’s just after 12.10 am on Monday and everything looks normal at the back of Butterfield’s house as I make my way as quietly as I can across the river and secrete myself at the far right of the reed bed to watch the house. By 2 am, the early morning temperature has dropped considerably, and I am in danger of going down with hypothermia if I hang around much longer.  
 
    I haven’t seen any sign of Darren and I am starting to think that I might have fucked up and come on the wrong day, when I hear the unmistakable sound of the shed door opening. He must have been hiding in there for hours, but now he is instantly recognizable as he silently moves across the garden to the rear of the house, confidently jemmys open a window and slips inside.  
 
    The external bells are clogged up with the expanding foam, but there is also no alarm from inside the house, so Darren must have found a way to silence it earlier.  
 
    He is inside for the best part of an hour and the only signs of anything happening from outside are occasional glimpses of a torch in a room on the upper level of the house. This must be the room, but why is he taking so long? Is he already caught and trussed up waiting for Douglas to arrive?  
 
    No, that can’t be right. Douglas said that Darren was shot when he was in the reeds. Maybe he is struggling to open a cabinet or a safe. At 2.52 I check my watch again and a few seconds later I get my answer when the alarm barks into life in the house and the back door flies open.  
 
    Darren bursts out of the door and runs down the lawn like a bat out of hell, clutching a blue and red sports bag. Maurice Butterfield is no more than ten meters behind him and is brandishing a shotgun. He ignores Butterfield’s warnings to stop and as Butterfield raises the weapon to fire, he disappears into the reeds just a few meters away from where I am hidden.  
 
    For a few seconds he tries to move forward through the gloopy mud but he knows that he is stuck. Then, in a stroke of genius, he drops the bag and stamps it down under the mud, then turns back and holds up his hands as Butterfield reaches the edge of the reeds. 
 
    Butterfield looks absolutely furious and, knowing what is about to come, I point the phone and flick the video on. 
 
    “I suggest that you hand over everything you have taken tonight right now! You obviously don’t know who you are dealing with.” 
 
    It’s too dark to see clearly, but knowing Darren he is smiling when he replies, “Sorry, guvnor, I’ve got no fucking idea what you are talking about. I was just out for a walk.” 
 
    For a second, Butterfield lowers his weapon, but then he raises it to his shoulder again. “Have it your way, don’t say I didn’t warn you.” 
 
    The blast is almost deafening and the force of both barrels in his chest sends Darren flying backwards into the mud. It’s a miracle that he has survived, and I am shaking with adrenaline, but I carry on filming as Butterfield edges his way out onto the mud to search for the bag. The callous bastard doesn’t even bother to check if Darren is dead or alive and after a few minutes he curses at not being able to find the bag and heads back to the house. 
 
    In minutes the police will be here so I move quickly from my hiding place and over to where Darren is. His legs are covering where he has concealed the bag, and after pushing his legs to one side and a short struggle against the suction, I pull it up through the mud.  
 
    I should leave now, but I need to know what he has found in the house. I unzip the bag and silently punch the air. Darren has hit the mother lode and, although he is unconscious, before I leave, I squeeze his hand and thank him. Then, with the sound of sirens approaching, I ease back into the river and swim across awkwardly with one arm holding the bag out of the water. 
 
    When I reach the car, it is already past 3 am and I still need to get the bag to Jean’s office in West Drayton. Thankfully, West Drayton is less than twenty miles down the M25 motorway and even keeping within the speed limit I am outside her office by 3.45.  
 
    On the way here, I had been pondering the problem of leaving the bag for her now. If she turns up to the prison with the bag on Monday, 19th February, as originally planned, there is a massive risk of distorting my current reality to the point that I won’t know what the hell is going on when I wake from my travel on the morning of Tuesday, February 20th.  
 
    I have already got safely through Monday, but my only option is to put Jean at risk by making sure she doesn’t come to the prison until Tuesday morning.  
 
    Douglas will already know that she is my solicitor and regardless if Darren talks between now and Tuesday morning, it’s a no brainer to come after her. I don’t have any other options, though. The contents of the bag are everything I could have hoped for and so much more.  
 
    With one final inspection, I stuff one of the items into my pocket, then I put everything back into the bag with the mobile phone and scribble down a note for Jean. 
 
    Dear Jean,  
 
    The contents of this bag are enough to prove corruption on a massive scale. I also have evidence to clear me of the murder of Paul Donovan. I need you to get yourself to a safe place immediately. Come to the prison on Tuesday as early as you can. Don’t come on Monday! I don’t have time to explain, but please trust me one more time. Check the phone for video. The passcode is 5689. 
 
    Sean McMillan 
 
    The note doesn’t say much, but the contents of the bag will speak volumes. With morning rapidly approaching, I fold up the note and zip up the bag with the note sticking out. The town is deserted, and I know that Jean is an early starter, so I leave the bag in the doorway and head back to the car.  
 
    I need to get going, but my escape plan is already firmly set in my mind. Stealing the guy’s phone was a necessity earlier, but the car was an unexpected and welcome surprise. As it turned out, it wasn’t the only welcome surprise. The guy doesn’t just enjoy diving, he also enjoys spear fishing.  
 
    It’s an awkward maneuver due to the length of the spear gun, but with the tip of the spear in my mouth, I stretch to pull the trigger and the compressed energy of the taut rubber band sends the barbed spear slamming upwards through my brain.  
 
      
 
    Present Day – Tuesday, 20th February 2018 
 
    For the second morning in a row, I wake up with wet clothes and a muddy bed. Today, though, I don’t waste my time trying to rinse anything out.  
 
    One way or the other, I’m not expecting to be in this cell by the end of the day. Options for my near future include complete freedom, a move to isolation for my safety, a trip to the infirmary or a trip to the morgue, and at the moment the odds on any of these options are about even.  
 
    Last night went well, but Douglas will be doing everything he possibly can to track down the items taken from Maurice Butterfield’s house. The Network have been untouchable for more than thirty years, but the contents of the sports bag holds the key to tearing it apart.  
 
    There is nothing that Douglas will not do to protect himself and I am worried about Jean, about Maria and Ben and anyone else that Douglas might perceive as a threat.  
 
    Until I can get the items in front of Morgan and a judge, there is nothing I can do to help them, so I am taking nothing for granted and have brought back one item that I am confident will improve my chances of surviving the day. I just need to play my hand at the right time. 
 
    By the time Billy wakes up, I have dressed in my spare clothes and dumped my wet clothes and bedding in the sink. He jumps down from his bunk and, after his usual routine of a stretch, a yawn, and a good scratch of his balls, he spots the mess and gets that mischievous look on his face again. I stop him before he can open his mouth. 
 
    “Billy! Don’t even go there, I’m not in the mood today.” 
 
    His face changes to one of pure innocence. “Alright, I wasn’t gonna say anything, what you do during the night is your business.” And then after a short pause, “But if I was you, I would get myself checked out — is that shit on your sheets?” 
 
    His cheeky humor is actually exactly what I needed to break the tension and I can’t help but smile. Today is going to be a long one and by the end it, I am probably going to be in need of something light-hearted. 
 
    “Thanks, Billy.” 
 
    “Thanks for what, Sean? 
 
    “Nothing in particular, Billy. I just wanted to say thank you for everything you have done for me.” 
 
    He obviously has no idea what I am talking about and asks me to explain. “You sound like you are going somewhere, Sean. You don’t need to thank me for anything. Like I said yesterday, we’re cellies; that’s the way it works in here. We look out for each other.” 
 
    “That’s what I mean, Billy. You’ve looked out for me and I won’t forget it. Anyway, enough of this gay shit, come on, let’s get cleaned up before breakfast. You go first and remember, Billy, you don’t know me.” 
 
    It may be the paranoia kicking in again, but as I walk into the canteen this morning the atmosphere is heavy with aggression and I am convinced that all eyes are on me. Cartwright and Taylor look me up and down with pure contempt but don’t say anything as I join the queue at the hotplate, but the taunting from the other cons is back with a vengeance.  
 
    Before the con behind the hotplate hands me back my tray, he spits a huge gob of sticky green phlegm onto my breakfast and the Chinaman stands up and loudly declares, “Dead man walking, dead man fucking walking!”  
 
    Cartwright and Taylor remain completely unmoved, but Butler stands up and calls for silence. The other officers on duty make themselves scarce but Cartwright and Taylor remain where they are as Butler points at me and delivers his message to the crowd. 
 
    “This fucking cowardly pig maggot murdered my cousin in cold blood and unless he is a miracle worker, today at 5 pm, I’m gonna be slicing his fucking face off.” 
 
    To emphasize his point, he reaches into his pocket and takes out the same razor blade mounted into a toothbrush that he threatened me with on my first night in here. “When I’m done, it’s open season and, just to make it more interesting, I will personally put up a case of whisky for the man that kills him.” 
 
    Butler is happy to carve me up, but he’s not an idiot. It suits him better for somebody else to kill me and, judging by the cheers at the announcement of a whisky bounty, there won’t be any shortage of takers for the job. 
 
    A few of the more enthusiastic ones, shout out suggestions for ways to kill me and Butler stands there lapping up the response and encouraging more suggestions, until eventually Cartwright brings it to an end. 
 
    “Alright, that’s enough. All of you shut the fuck up now and get back to your breakfast.”  
 
    Butler sits back down, but the weapon remains on the table as a sinister reminder throughout the rest of the breakfast service until eventually he heads back to his cell.  
 
    When most of the other cons have left, Cartwright walks over to me and points to the uneaten breakfast on my tray. 
 
    “Aww, what’s up, McMillan, no appetite today? That’s a shame when it looks so delicious. I really can’t abide food going to waste, can you, Officer Taylor?” 
 
    “No, boss, it’s disgusting when there are all those starving kids in Africa.” 
 
    I don’t rise to it, but it doesn’t take a genius to know what is coming next from Cartwright. 
 
    “I couldn’t agree more, Officer Taylor. Let’s hope that Prisoner McMillan has got his appetite back by lunchtime. Wrap his tray up and put it back in the kitchen with his name on. It should be nice and ripe by then. Is that okay for you, McMillan?” 
 
    I don’t answer, and Taylor slaps me around the back of my head. “You were asked a fucking question, McMillan.” 
 
    I can’t afford to rock the boat, so I reply with a look of defeat on my face, “Sorry, no objection at all, sir.” 
 
    Happy to have humiliated me, Cartwright smiles and sends me on my way. “Good, now fuck off out of my canteen, you’re giving it a bad smell.” 
 
    For the next two hours, I pace back and forth in my cell and even Billy’s attempts at humor do nothing to cheer me up or lighten the mood. As the morning gets later and later, I torment myself with all the possible scenarios for failure. What if Douglas has found Jean? What if Jean took the evidence to Catherine and she has betrayed me again? What if Jean took the evidence to DCI Morgan, but he is also working with Douglas? What if, what if, what if? Then at just after eleven, the cell door is barged open and Officer Taylor orders me to my feet. 
 
    “Get the fuck up, McMillan and follow me!” 
 
    I have no intention of following him blindly and I remain seated defiantly on my bunk. “Where are we going?” 
 
    Cartwright has been waiting outside, but noting that I am not going to come without an explanation, he joins Taylor inside the cell. “Just stop fucking around, McMillan. You have visitors.” 
 
    If this was Bayliss, I would already be on the way, but these two could be taking me absolutely anywhere and I need more convincing. 
 
    “What visitors? I’m not expecting anyone.” 
 
    Cartwright nods towards Taylor and he reads from a visitation order attached to a clip board. “Umm, Detective Chief Inspector Kevin Morgan, Detective Constable Catherine Swain, and Ms. Jean Monroe.” 
 
    As soon as I hear Morgan’s name, the sense of relief is overwhelming and I am on my feet before Taylor finishes the other names. Cartwright takes me by the arm and says, “Happy now, McMillan?”  
 
    “Yes, sir, very happy.” 
 
    We take the now familiar route down past the visiting area and towards the interview rooms where I see Morgan and Cath are waiting for me outside one of the rooms with huge smiles on their faces.  
 
    Not forgetting protocol completely, I shake Kevin Morgan’s hand, but when I try to hug Catherine, Cartwright tries to stop us until Morgan intervenes and he backs away, but still tries to assert his authority. 
 
    “Sorry, sir, but inside the prison, I have the final authority and freedom to implement the rules and regulations, including limitation of physical contact between inmates and visitors.” 
 
    Morgan doesn’t even dignify this with a reply and instead he ushers me inside the room and orders Cartwright and Taylor to wait further down the corridor.  
 
    Once he is sure that they have moved out of eavesdropping range, he joins us at the table and shakes my hand again. The mood in the room is utterly surreal, Catherine looks like she is about to burst into tears, Jean Monroe looks both confused and excited, and for the first time since I have known him, Kevin Morgan looks completely lost for words.  
 
    In the end, with everybody feeling distinctly uncomfortable, it is me that breaks the silence. 
 
    “I don’t suppose somebody brought tea or coffee?” 
 
    My words are a welcome distraction for Cath and her face brightens as she wipes her eyes with a tissue. 
 
    “Oh, I’m so sorry, Sean. I almost forgot with everything that is happening, I brought you a gift.” She reaches under the table and hands me a McDonald’s breakfast in a brown paper bag and a cup of coffee. 
 
    “Sorry, it might be a bit cold. I bought it over an hour ago.” 
 
    Cold or not, it is the best thing I have eaten in over a week and because none of them want to interrupt me or get to the point while I eat, I wolf it down, while we make some awkward small talk about how my week has been.  
 
    The suspense is too much for Morgan, though, and as soon as the food is finished, he lifts the sports bag onto the table.  
 
    “Sean, before we start going through this little lot, I just wanted to say how sorry I am, well what I mean to say is, how sorry we all are. Not just me, the whole team, we should have done mo …” 
 
    I interrupt him in mid-flow, “Sir, it’s really not necessary, there was no way anyone could have known what was going on.” 
 
    “No, that’s not true, Sean. As your senior officer, I could have done more to protect you. Deep down, I knew something was going on with DS Douglas, but following the death of Paul Donovan, the weight of evidence against you was just so compelling that I put aside any doubts I had about DS Douglas. Police work is as much about instinct as it is about evidence and on this occasion, I let you down and for that I am sincerely sorry.” 
 
    I am embarrassed at the apology, but to save any further embarrassment I accept it and thank him for being here, then I turn to Jean. 
 
    “Sorry, if I put you to any trouble, Jean. I’m sure you must have a million and one questions for me.” 
 
    Her characteristic reserve was showing signs of wavering the last time we had met, but with Morgan and Cath in the room, she is once more the consummate professional. 
 
    “As I told you before, Detective Constable McMillan, this is certainly one of the most interesting cases I have ever been involved in, and I wouldn’t change that for the world. I must admit, though, when I found the bag on my doorstep yesterday morning with your warning, I was a little alarmed and the contents only made it worse. Detective Chief Inspector Morgan was kind enough to offer me sanctuary in his home yesterday. As for questions, I have more than a few, but knowing what I know about you already, I doubt very much whether you are going to answer them.” 
 
    The last statement was more a question and my smile confirms her assumption as she unzips the bag and places each of the items on the table.  
 
    Although Morgan will have seen all of the items already, he still looks astonished. There are three large black leather-bound ledgers, two envelopes full of photographs, the mobile phone that I stole from toilet guy, an envelope full of memory sticks, a portable hard drive and numerous check books and other items of banking paraphernalia.  
 
    Morgan asks Jean if that is everything and she nods to confirm, but before he can speak, I touch his arm. 
 
    “That’s not quite everything, sir, there is one more particularly important item.” Morgan looks incredulous that there could be anything else. 
 
    “Really, Sean, there is enough evidence on this table to bring down parliament. What else could there be?” 
 
    I nod my agreement. 
 
    “You’re right, sir, there is more than enough there to bring down Douglas and the rest of his network, but it won’t clear me of killing Paul Donovan. This will.”  
 
    I take the digital voice recorder from where I have hidden it in my sock and place it on the table. “I recorded this on February 14th. May I, sir?” Morgan nods his consent and you could hear a pin drop in the room as I press play and scroll ahead to when Paul Donovan and DS Douglas arrive and discover me in Maria Pinto’s house at just before 4 pm on 14th February.  
 
    The first voice we hear is slightly muffled as he calls out, but it is clearly DS Douglas and I explain that he is standing in the hallway.  
 
    “Hello, Ben. My name is Detective Chief Superintendent Douglas; I need to speak to you, please.”  
 
    Next is the unmistakable voice of Paul Donovan, when he discovers me waiting in the living room.  
 
    “What the fuck are you doing here? Clive, get in here, mate.”  
 
    Then there is a short pause as Douglas joins us in the living room.  
 
    “I take it from your presence here that we would be wasting our time searching the rest of the house for young Benjamin? It appears that I may have underestimated you, that’s okay though; all good things come to those who wait. The question now is what we do with you. I know what Paul would like to do with you, but that would be such a waste of your obvious talents.” 
 
    DCI Morgan is shaking his head and goes to ask a question, but I stop him. “Please, sir. Listen to the end and I think most of your questions will be answered.” Although the voices are well known to all in the room, Catherine is making notes, so for accuracy I confirm who it as at the end of each sentence. 
 
    “What the fuck are we going to do with him, Clive? The kid’s not here, but if we do this cunt, the case collapses and we get back to normal. There is no fucking way those bitches will testify if we get rid of this fucking piece of shit.” – Paul Donovan referring to Maria Pinto’s and Carol Baker’s statements and to killing me. 
 
    The next voice is mine and Morgan smiles when he hears me trying to lead Douglas into revealing why he is looking for Maria’s son, Ben.  
 
    “Why don’t you boys tell me what you are doing here? Clive, you said something about searching for Ben. Why exactly are you looking for him — and why are you looking for him with the main suspect in a murder case? If I didn’t know better, I might think that you were intending to hurt him.” 
 
    Next, DS Douglas ignores me and asks Donovan a question, “Are they on the way yet?” 
 
    Before Morgan can ask, I tell him who Douglas is asking about, “He’s referring to Sergeant Melvin Huntley and Sergeant Peter Bellmarsh, both are uniform based at Crompton Road.” 
 
    Morgan nods and confirms he knows them, “Yep, both of those bastards’ names are prominent in the ledger’s.” 
 
    Next, we hear Donovan again answering the question, “Five minutes away, Clive. What are we going to do to him? He knows too fucking much already.” 
 
    Douglas than makes a statement about the innocent reasons for his and Donovan’s presence in the area and asks me why I might think that they were there to harm Ben.  
 
    “Oh, I don’t know Clive, what about the gun in your jacket and the hunting knife in Paul’s pocket? Do you normally carry a weapon during routine investigations?” 
 
    Morgan smiles again and nods his satisfaction when both Douglas and Donovan confirm my statement.  
 
    “You see, Paul, he’s a smart lad. You would do well to pay attention, you might learn something.” – DS Douglas  
 
    “How the fuck did he know about my knife?” – Paul Donovan 
 
    The sound of boots in the hallway are heard and I confirm that Huntley and Bellmarsh have just arrived and then we hear Douglas asking Paul for his knife. On the recording it is clear that Paul is reluctant to hand it over, but Douglas insists and tells him to be quiet. The recording is then quiet for a few seconds.  
 
    “This is where it gets really interesting. Douglas is pointing the knife at me now,” I explain. “He is about to speak again.” 
 
    “We seem to have ourselves a bit of a dilemma, Sean. On the one hand, Paul here has been one of my best informants for more than a quarter of a century, but on the other hand, I know that you are not going to let this drop. Killing you would be the easy option, but the paperwork and the investigations into the death of a cop — even of a lowly detective constable — would bog me down for the rest of my career. I could, of course, let you take Paul in, but then I would be running the risk of him spilling his guts in exchange for a lighter sentence. I think we both know that I am not going to let that happen, so that just leaves me with one final option. I kill Paul! Think about it, Sean, the case goes away, the dirt on me disappears with him and you get to reconsider your options for a mutually beneficial partnership.” 
 
    Morgan can hardly contain himself and is cursing furiously under his breath, “Bastard, bastard, that fucking dirty bastard.” He only stops cursing Douglas when he hears Donovan protesting.  
 
    “What the fuck, Clive? Don’t put fucking ideas into his head, even if it is just a joke.” 
 
    Next, we hear as Douglas moves to the window and I explain that he has picked up a photograph of Maria and Ben from the windowsill. 
 
    “She is a fine-looking woman, Sean, I really don’t want to hurt her, or the boy, but you’re not leaving me with many options. Help me out, Sean. Which option would you choose?” 
 
    “You’re going to hear me next,” I explain. “This where I try to leave.” 
 
    “I’m leaving right now and don’t even think about trying to stop me.”  
 
    “It’s coming now,” I explain. “I thought he was going to kill me, but this is where DS Douglas kills Paul Donovan. Listen carefully.” 
 
    “You’re a stubborn young bastard, McMillan. Just remember that you brought this upon yourself.” 
 
    They can’t see it but Paul’s anguished cries as Douglas twists the knife in his guts paint a picture for all to see. Any remaining doubt is wiped away with Douglas’ final words before the recording ends. 
 
    “You knew this was the only option, Sean, you knew this was the only way I was going to let him spill his guts. You can go now — don’t go far, though. We need to talk soon.” 
 
    As the recording ends, Cath has tears in her eyes again and she takes my hand. “I am so sorry, Sean. I should never have trusted hi ..” 
 
    I know what she was going to say, and I squeeze her hand and stop her before she can incriminate herself. “It’s okay, Catherine, it really is. You’re here for me now and that’s what matters.” 
 
    Thankfully, DCI Morgan is so beside himself with anger that he doesn’t pick up on what Catherine was about to say and I quickly divert the attention back to the recording. 
 
    “So what now, sir?” 
 
    “I’ll tell you what now, Sean. The what now is that we are going to take down all of these murdering bastards! DS Douglas, Assistant Chief Constable Butterfield, Desmond bloody Carter, and anyone else named in these books that is still alive. These three are the kingpins, though, and my priority for now is the arrest of DS Douglas for the murder of Paul Donovan and the arrest of ACC Butterfield for attempted murder.”  
 
    Morgan has obviously seen the recording of Butterfield shooting Darren and will have read through the ledgers with Jean, but it’s unlikely that they will have been able to fully review everything in just twenty-four hours. I only had a brief opportunity to check everything myself before I had to make an exit, so I am curious to understand exactly what Darren managed to find in Butterfield’s house. 
 
    “Have you managed to go through everything yet, sir? What exactly do we have?” 
 
    Morgan and Jean both give me a look to suggest that I know exactly what we have already, and I shrug my shoulders and feign innocence. They have no idea how I have done this, but neither of them were born yesterday and Morgan politely reminds me of that. 
 
    “We can discuss your part in finding this evidence when we have more time, Sean, but lose the innocent look, lad. You probably know as well as we do what we have here and when all of this is done, you and I are going to sit down for a very long chat. Not least about a burglary at the ACC’s house in the early hours of Monday morning.” 
 
    My smile gives me away, but I am glad that he is not going to put me through the Spanish Inquisition now. 
 
    “Understood, sir, thank you.” 
 
    “Good, let’s get to work. Jean would you be so kind to take DC McMillan through what we know so far from this little lot?” 
 
    Jean called me Detective Constable McMillan earlier, but hearing Morgan call me DC again is worth so much more. A few hours ago I was Sean McMillan murder suspect, but now I am just hours away from full exoneration and reinstatement. It feels good and I relish the moment as Jean goes through her list. 
 
    “Well, the first and probably most important items we have are these three ledgers. They contain detailed information with names, illegal activities and payments stretching from 1983 until the present. To say that the names are a Who’s Who of the movers and shakers in the police, local government and the legal system would be an understatement.” 
 
    Morgan interjects, “That’s no exaggeration, Sean. In addition to DS Douglas, ACC Butterfield, and Desmond Carter, there are also listings for another sixty-seven public figures including the two sergeants from Crompton Road. Of these, thirty-two are still alive, fourteen are still in office, and one remains unidentified.” 
 
    “One unidentified, sir. So no name listed?” I ask. 
 
    “No, the name is listed,” Jean replies. “The entry is in the earliest journal and dates from 24th December 1989; it’s a Detective Sean Smith from the drugs squad. The entry records an initial meeting with the then Detective Sergeant Douglas in the White Hart Pub in Luton and then there is another entry recording a meeting at Douglas’ house on 26th December.  
 
    After that there are no further entries and the trail goes cold. DCI Morgan has also drawn a blank on the service database, so possibly DC Smith was a cover.” 
 
    I pretend to be disappointed at this news, and Morgan gives me a look of encouragement. 
 
    “It makes no difference, Sean. This one dead end is inconsequential compared to everything else we have. Along with the ledgers and video and voice recordings, we also have bank books, statements, letters, and photographs and we haven’t even started on the memory sticks or the hard-drive yet. God only knows what we are going to discover when we get those into the lab. I can’t believe the arrogance of these people to think that they could so blatantly record all of their activities in such a blasé fashion and expect that none of this would ever be found.” 
 
    Morgan might not be able to believe the arrogance, but I certainly can. I have seen first-hand the way in which they believe in their invincibility and God-given right to apply their own rules to the application of the law. As far as they were concerned, Butterfield’s house was untouchable. How very wrong they were. 
 
     During this part of the conversation, I notice that Catherine is looking worried, which is no great surprise given her own dealings with Clive Douglas. When Morgan flicks to the back of the most recent ledger, the color from her face drains completely. 
 
    “This is very strange, Jean. I hadn’t noticed before, but it looks like a couple of pages have been torn out at the back. Look, just here.” 
 
    Morgan points to where he thinks the pages have been removed and Jean takes the ledger from him. “Yes, it certainly looks like that. I wonder if we might be missing a name?” 
 
    Before they get the chance to discuss it, I take the opportunity to divert them away from looking any further by offering my own explanation. It’s also my chance to deal with another couple of crooks. 
 
    “Yes it definitely looks like there are two pages missing, sir. Obviously, I have no idea how they went missing, but I do have a good idea of the missing names.” 
 
    “You think it’s more than one name, DC McMillan?” Jean asks. 
 
    “Yes, I do, I believe the missing names are Senior Officer Phillip Cartwright and Officer Brendan Taylor.” 
 
    Morgan looks at me for an explanation. “Don’t tell me it’s the pair of clowns out in the corridor?” 
 
    “The very same, sir. They are running a smuggling racket into the prison and are in the pocket of Paul Donovan’s cousin, Frank Butler. I’ve had a few small run-ins with them while I have been here and I have reason to believe that in the last few days, they have made a connection to DS Douglas through Butler. That would explain why they would be at the back of this book.”  
 
    Jean and DCI Morgan accept my explanation and Cath seems to be noticeably more relaxed when I catch her eye. She knows that I have just covered for her, but like everything else in this case, she has no idea why. 
 
    “Jean, add these two fellas to the list. And DC Swain, take a look outside, please — make sure pinky and perky are still at the end of the corridor and not listening in.” 
 
    Catherine steps outside and I take the opportunity to find out about Darren. “Sir, while we wait for DC Swain to get back, you mentioned arresting ACC Butterfield for the attempted murder of the burglary suspect — what’s the current condition of the suspect?” 
 
    My question causes both DCI Morgan and Jean Monroe to raise their eyebrows and I realize straightaway that I have slipped up.  
 
    “That’s not what I said, Sean.”  
 
    “Sorry, sir?” I ask innocently. 
 
    “I didn’t say that, Sean. I didn’t say that I was going to arrest ACC Butterfield for the attempted murder of our burglary suspect. I didn’t say who it was for.” 
 
    “Oh, yes of course, I just meant, I mean, well I just assumed that was what you were referring to.” 
 
    Morgan shakes his head and frowns, “For one of my detectives, you’re a god-awful liar at times, Sean. Tell me that I won’t find your prints on this phone if I dust it down now?” 
 
    He has me there and there is nothing I can do but put on my best look of innocence again as Cath re-enters the room and picks up on the atmosphere. 
 
    “Did I miss something?” 
 
    “Nothing important, DC Swain,” Morgan replies. “Sean was just inquiring about the condition of our burglary suspect.” 
 
    Catherine pulls a piece of paper from a folder. “This is the latest update from the hospital. He’s doing okay now, Sean. He was on the critical list yesterday, but he recovered from surgery well. As soon as we made the connection with the footage on the phone, we had him moved to a more secure part of the hospital with twenty-four-hour armed protection. His name is Darren Phillips. He has a record as long as his arm. Do you know this guy, Sean?” 
 
    “Yes, you could say that, Cath. We go a long way back.”  
 
    In my alternative reality I have known Darren for nearly thirty years, but I have only met him twice. Without him, though, I could never have got this far and it would be wrong to deny knowing him.  
 
    “Look after him, please, sir. The burglary was my idea and Darren needs to be given credit for recovering everything you see on the table.” 
 
    Morgan gives me his standard frown and then reassures me, “Don’t worry, Sean, we will make sure he is looked after. When we get this lot in front of a judge, we will make sure that Mr. Philips’ part in this is given full credit.” 
 
    “Okay, well, while we are on the subject of giving credit, sir, I need someone else added to that list: my cellmate, Billy McGuigan. When I get out of here, he also needs to be released. You need to arrange for him to be bailed immediately. He has been helping me and he won’t last two minutes if he gets left behind.” 
 
    Morgan nods and jots Billy’s name down in his pocketbook. “Okay, you can give me more details later, but it shouldn’t be a problem. Now, is there anything else we need to know before we go, Sean?Judge McCarthy and the Chief Constable are already on standby and the quicker we can get this lot in front of them, the quicker we can get you out of here.” 
 
    “No, nothing at the moment, sir. What do you think will happen now?” I ask him. 
 
    “My hope first is to get arrest warrants for ACC Butterfield, DS Douglas, and Desmond Carter and an interim release order for you. After that, we work our way through the rest of the list and go fishing. You need to remain patient, though, Sean. In my opinion, the evidence we have is irrefutable, but the Chief Constable has only been given limited information so far. He may wish for us to take an entirely different approach, but I won’t know until we see him.” 
 
    “Okay, so I just wait for now?” 
 
    “’Yes, I know it’s not ideal, but that’s the way it needs to be. As soon as we get the release order, we will get you into court as soon as possible to make it official. Is that alright?” 
 
    I’ve come this far and I am confident that gaining my release shouldn’t take more than a couple of hours; I need to keep my insurance policy, though. 
 
    “That’s fine, sir, I need to keep hold of the voice recorder, though, until I am out of here. There is a bounty on my head after 5 pm today and this might just save my life.” 
 
    Morgan is not happy with this because it will make it harder to get the arrest warrant for Douglas and my release papers. 
 
    “Sean, I understand your concern, really I do, but this is one of the key pieces of evidence, and without it, it’s going to be harder to convince Judge McCarthy and the Chief Constable to release you. I can get you moved into segregation until we can get you out of here.” 
 
    With Cartwright in league with Butler and Douglas, going into segregation will make no difference. If they want to get to me, they will. Out on the wing I might at least have a chance of seeing it coming. 
 
    I decline the offer of segregation and then Catherine interrupts us with an obvious solution that keeps us both happy. 
 
    “I can make another recording on my iPhone. Play it again, Sean.” 
 
    I play the recording as we all listen again in silence, then Cath plays back the beginning to make sure the sound is clear. Satisfied with the quality, I stuff the recorder back in my sock and Morgan gets up to leave. 
 
    “Okay, let’s get this packed up and get you released, son.” 
 
    Morgan and Jean Monroe shake my hand and wish me luck and then they leave the room to let me say goodbye to Cath.  
 
    It’s been a stressful time for everyone, but it’s been particularly stressful for Cath, for reasons known only to us. 
 
    “I don’t deserve what you have done for me, Sean, but I’m sincerely grateful. I promise that we are going to get you out of here.” 
 
    “I know you will, Cath. I never doubted whose side you were on. That bastard worked you, but it’s over now.” 
 
    I pull her towards me for a hug, and then as she turns to leave, I reach into my pocket and press two folded sheets of paper with ragged edges into the palm of her hand — the pages I had torn from the ledger last night. 
 
    “Burn them, Cath. Without these, Douglas has no hold over you and it really will be over.  
 
    Her look says far more than any words can, and as she leaves the room, I am feeling better than I have felt in a longtime. I have just given Cath back her life and within a few hours I should get back my own.  
 
    As always, my moment of happiness doesn’t last long, though. Officer Taylor enters the interview room and I am reminded by his dulcet tones that I’m still Prisoner McMillan and am not home and free just yet. 
 
    “On your feet, McMillan, the party’s over. Come on, lunch is just about to start. I’m sure you don’t want to miss it.” 
 
    Cartwright is not in the corridor, but his absence doesn’t overly concern me. Taylor escorts me back to the wing in silence and into the canteen. As I join the queue for lunch, he leaves me to take up his position at the tea urn and Cartwright joins him a few minutes later. 
 
    Because of Cath’s gift of the McDonalds breakfast, I am not particularly hungry, which is just as well.  
 
    When I reach the front of the queue, the senior prisoner behind the hotplate slides this morning’s snot-covered breakfast tray across the counter.  
 
    “This is with the compliments of Senior Officer Cartwright.” Then he grins and adds, “You can thank the rest of the lads for the additional snot and toenails. We had a bit of a whip round.”  
 
    I push the tray back across the hotplate, but my tormentor is indifferent to my refusal. “Suit yourself, McMillan, but you’re getting nothing else.” 
 
    Nothing is preferable to eating this and I turn to walk away as the con tells one of the other lads to rewrap the tray. Cartwright is smiling and he nudges Taylor as I pass him on the way out of the canteen. 
 
    “Look, Officer Taylor, McMillan has lost his appetite again. He must be coming down with something. Is that it, McMillan? Are you coming down with something?” 
 
    I keep on walking and try to ignore them, but this just pisses Cartwright off and he pushes Taylor forward to stop me. 
 
    “The Senior Officer asked you a fucking question, inmate.” 
 
    The entire canteen has gone silent waiting for my response and I know that Cartwright would love for me to give some backchat, so that he has an excuse to punish me in some way. It’s not going to happen, though. I just need to stay out of trouble for a few more hours. 
 
    “Sorry, sir, no, I’m fine thank you. Just not hungry today.” 
 
    “That’s right, McMillan, your chums brought you a snack,” Cartwright says. “That was very thoughtful of them. Normally, it’s the responsibility of the prison to provide the condemned man with his last meal.” 
 
    Describing me as a condemned man gets under my skin and I wonder if he has either inadvertently or by design warned me of an imminent threat.  
 
    Cartwright tells Taylor to let me pass and I get back to my cell as fast as I can. The time is 12.55 pm and my colleagues only left me less than half an hour earlier. I have no idea how long it is going to be until I am picked up to be taken to court, but it surely can’t be more than a few hours. I’m not convinced that I have a few hours, though. The atmosphere in the canteen was as hostile as it has been since I got here and I am convinced that Cartwright was gloating over my imminent demise.  
 
    I need a weapon and I need it now. Billy has a lighter hidden in his bedding and I use it to melt and shape the end of my toothbrush into a point. I am returning the lighter to the hiding place when Billy comes flying into the cell. 
 
    “Sean, they’re coming for you. Get out of here now!” 
 
    The smell of burning plastic is still heavy in the air and he sees the toothbrush in my hand. “You’re going to need more than that — they are well fucking tooled up.” 
 
    “Who is it, Billy, who is coming?” I ask. 
 
    “What? Who the fuck do you think is coming? It’s fucking Butler and his crew. I overheard them in the canteen talking to Cartwright. It’s him that has put them up to it. Get the fuck out of here now, Sean!” 
 
    The sensible thing would be to take his advice and run, but what’s the point? At least ninety per cent of the cons in here want me dead or maimed. If Butler is coming for me now, then my five o’clock deadline must have been brought forward and open season declared on my ass. I won’t get fifty meters if I try to run. 
 
    “Sorry, Billy, I need to face him down — you better make yourself scarce before they get here.” 
 
    “No, no fucking way, Sean! There is no way I am leaving you on your own.” 
 
    “Billy, please, we don’t have time for this. I need you to go now.” 
 
    The pain on his face is evident, but he can’t be here. We argue for another few minutes and he is only convinced to leave when I tell him that I have something that Butler wants. 
 
    “Go on now. I promise I’ll be fine. Just stay away until you know that he has left.” 
 
    Billy has been gone less than two minutes when the advance party arrives to check that I am alone. The Scouser looks into my cell and, seeing that there is no one else, he nods to someone on the landing and Butler appears with two other heavies. As before, all four of them are armed and Butler chuckles to himself when he sees my makeshift toothbrush shank. 
 
    “What do you think you’re gonna do with the fucking toothpick, McMillan?” 
 
    I’m trembling slightly inside, but I refuse to allow this piece of shit to intimidate me. 
 
    “Why don’t you step forward and I’ll show you.” 
 
    “Nah, I think I’m good here, thank you. Any last requests before I cut your fucking eyes out, pig?”  
 
    “No request, just a question, what happened to my five o’clock deadline? I didn’t think you took orders from Cartwright.” 
 
    This makes him laugh again and shrug his shoulders. 
 
    “It’s not really an order when I’m going to get so much pleasure out it and, besides, a little bird tells me that you have been telling tales to your pig mates this morning. We can’t have that, so consider the deadline brought forward.” 
 
    “What if I told you that I have proof that I didn’t kill your cousin and that I can prove who did?” 
 
    “I would say that you’re a goddamn liar trying to save your own skin, McMillan.” 
 
    I go to speak again, but it is too late. Butler shouts at me to shut the fuck up and then nods to the Scouser, “Go on then Scouse, go on, all of you, fucking kill the bastard.” 
 
    A hard-looking Cockney, with a shaved head is the first to reach me, but he mis-times the swing of the length of steel pipe in his right hand, losing his balance. I take full advantage and jab the shank into the side of his neck.  
 
    The wound is not serious but blood spurts across the floor and he panics and runs from the cell, as the Scouser and a fat Jock wade into me with a length of chain and a sock filled with snooker balls. In the close confines of the cell it is impossible to dodge the attacks and without any serious way of defending myself, a crashing blow from the ball-filled sock slams into the back of my head and knocks me unconscious. 
 
    The next thing I am aware of is Butler’s voice and his weight crushing my chest as he straddles me on the floor. 
 
    “Wakey, wakey, McMillan, come on, it’s not nap time yet. We’re just getting to the fun part.” 
 
    My head is spinning, but I can see that Butler has his toothbrush weapon in his hand and is waving it back and forth in front of my face.  
 
    “Oh that’s better, you’re awake. Where should I start boys, his ears or his nose?” 
 
    I can barely focus, but I force the words out to save myself.  
 
    “Butler, wait, please! Look in my sock, please just check. DS Douglas killed Paul, not me.” 
 
    He stops waving the blade for a second, then he punches me in the face with his other hand. “It’s too fucking late, McMillan, orders are orders.” 
 
    “For God’s sake, Butler, those orders are from the man that killed your cousin. Just check my sock. If I’m lying, then you can kill me. Just check! You have nothing to lose.”  
 
    My last statement has left him unsure of whether I might just be telling the truth and after a second to think he nods to the Scouser. 
 
    “Mick, check his fucking socks.” 
 
    He moves towards my feet and pulls the legs of my sweats up to my knees and then pulls the digital recorder out of my left sock and hands it to Butler. 
 
    “What the hell is this, McMillan?” Butler asks. 
 
    “It’s the proof that Detective Superintendent Douglas murdered your cousin. It’s a digital recording. Just press play and scroll forward to 15.58 and listen.” 
 
    He is still straddling me and my head is banging from where the snooker balls smashed into my skull, but he won’t get off me until he knows that I am telling the truth, so I resign myself to lying there while he listens to the recording.  
 
    At the moment when Paul Donovan is dying, he almost looks like he is about to cry, but then his face changes quickly back to anger and he stands up and tells his thugs to leave. 
 
    “You two, get out and wait for me in my cell. Get up, McMillan, our business is done, but you need to do something for me now.” 
 
    I struggle to my feet and my head is still spinning, but I am hugely relieved to have got away relatively unscathed considering what could have happened.  
 
    “What is it you want?” 
 
    “We heard that you might be getting out today, and that’s why Douglas ordered Cartwright to have you taken out. With this you can finish Douglas.” Butler hands me the recorder. “Nail that fucker and make sure that he gets sent here.” 
 
    Even with everything that has happened, my conscience would not allow me to send Douglas deliberately to his death. Don’t get me wrong, he deserves the most painful death possible, but that would bring me down to his level.  
 
    The chances are, he would get remanded in custody here anyway. After that he is not my problem. For now, Butler’s focus is elsewhere, but that could change quickly if I don’t keep him happy, so I promise him that I will do my best. 
 
    “I’m sorry about, Paul. Nobody deserves to die like that. You have my word that I will nail Douglas. I want something in return, though. I want you to promise that when I am gone nobody touches Billy McGuigan.” 
 
    He is so wrapped up in thoughts of what he is going to do with Douglas that he agrees without hesitation. 
 
    “The kid is safe, you have my word — just get Douglas here.” Then he turns to leave and bumps into Cartwright coming into the cell. 
 
    “What the fuck is this, Butler? Why the hell is this piece of shit still breathing? Douglas is not going to be happy.” 
 
    The first Cartwright knows that it is coming is when Butler’s massive fist slams into his stomach and he doubles over. 
 
    “Stay the fuck out of my way, Cartwright, or I won’t be responsible for my actions.” 
 
    While Cartwright struggles to get his breath back, Butler leaves and then Taylor appears and drags his boss away and I sit down at the table to try to make sense of what has just happened.  
 
    Billy reappears a few minutes later and freezes when he sees the blood on the floor. 
 
    “Don’t panic, Billy, it’s not mine — well, not most of it anyway.”  
 
    In addition to a huge lump, the crack on the head from the snooker balls has also made a small gash in my scalp and Billy helps me clean the wound with a damp rag. After this he helps me to my bunk and gets to work wiping up the blood from the floor. 
 
    “So are you going to tell me what happened, Sean?” 
 
    “No, not really, Billy, the only thing you need to know is that there won’t be any more trouble from Butler or any of his crew.” 
 
    It’s 1.34 pm and by now Morgan will have briefed the Chief Constable and the Judge. It can’t be much longer now, but the fight has taken a lot out of me and I can barely keep my eyes open. Billy is still chatting away, but his voice is getting fainter and fainter. Unable to hold out any longer, I allow myself to sleep for a few minutes. 
 
    I actually sleep for just over an hour, but the throbbing in my head eventually wakes me up and I am unsteady on my feet when I cross the cell to wash my face in the sink. 
 
    “You sure you don’t want to get that checked out, Sean?” Billy asks. “That lump is the size of a fucking walnut. You might have one of those brain hemorrhoid thingies.” 
 
    “It’s a brain hemorrhage, Billy, not a brain hemorrhoid.” 
 
    “Oh right, so what’s a hemorrhoid, Sean?” 
 
    “Have you heard of piles, Billy? 
 
    He screws his face up and then laughs. 
 
    “Oh yeh, that’s gross, my grandad had piles, he told me it was like having a bunch of grapes dangling off his bum. So shouldn’t you get yourself checked out if you’ve got a brain hemorrhage — isn’t that serious?” 
 
    Conversations with Billy can be difficult at the best of times, but it is moments like this that I thank my good fortune for ending up in his cell. Even without trying, his innocent ignorance always puts a smile on my face. 
 
    “Billy, just by the very fact that I am managing to make sense of this mindless conversation would suggest to me that I don’t have a brain hemorrhage, but thanks for your concern. I’m sure that I’ll be fine.” 
 
    “Okay, no worries, Sean. Oh, I forgot to say, while you were asleep, Mr. Bayliss put his head in the door and said that you need to get ready for going to court. He thinks that you might be getting out.” 
 
    “Really? How long ago was that?” I ask. 
 
    “Just after you fell asleep, he said that you need to be ready to leave at three o’clock. 
 
    It’s now 2.58 pm and I give Billy a look of annoyance. 
 
    “So, I’m leaving in two minutes then? Jesus, Billy, why didn’t you wake me up?” 
 
    “Sorry, but you were sleeping and it’s not like I have a watch, is it?” 
 
    He’s right, he doesn’t have a watch and I doubt that he can tell the time anyway, but I have a watch and I won’t be needing it for much longer. My hope is for Billy to get bail within the next few days, but just in case he doesn’t, my watch will get him a good enough price on the prison black market to keep him in a few luxuries until he does get out. I take the watch from its hiding place and I hand it to Billy. 
 
    “Here, take it, it’s yours.” 
 
    A few days ago he would have snatched it from my hand without hesitation, but now he is reluctant. 
 
    “I can’t, Sean, it’s yours. You keep it.” 
 
    “So, what if I told you that it’s not mine, I actually nicked it out of a locker in another police station?” 
 
    He thinks it over for a second and then smiles and takes the watch. 
 
    “Well that’s okay then, as long as it’s not yours.” 
 
    So that’s everything gone, all I have now are the clothes that I am wearing and the digital voice recorder stuffed in my sock. There is a chance that I may get searched on my way out of prison, but I’m not too concerned. Even if does get found, they won’t stop me going to court and if it gets taken, Catherine has the second recording on her iPhone.  
 
    Plus if the Chief Constable and Judge McCarthy have gone with Morgan’s recommendation, Douglas and Butterfield will already be wanted men and my release should be a formality.  
 
    I can’t explain fully to Billy what is happening yet, but as Bayliss enters the cell to process me out, I shake Billy’s hand and then pull him in for a hug. I’ve been in prison for just six days, but it feels like I am leaving a lifelong friend. I am almost sorry to be leaving, but Butler has assured me of Billy’s safety. 
 
    “Keep your chin up, Billy, my solicitor is working on getting you bail. Just stay out of trouble.” 
 
    He looks like he is choking up a bit himself and he probably thinks that I am just blowing steam up his arse about getting him out, but he is gracious enough not to say so. 
 
    “Yeh, not sure that I can promise to stay out of trouble. Trouble has a habit of following me around, but I’ll do my best.”  
 
    Officer Bayliss is impatient to get going, but as I get up to follow him out of the cell, Billy takes me by my arm. 
 
    “Sean, I never thought I would ever say this to a copper, but thanks for everything and good luck.” 
 
    If my experience in prison has taught me nothing else, it has taught me not to be so judgmental. There is an element of good in almost everyone and Billy McGuigan is living proof of that.  
 
    On the way to the reception area the atmosphere is decidedly more relaxed than it has been on the previous occasions when I have been escorted to visitation or to meet Jean Monroe.  
 
    Bayliss is in a particularly good mood and is happy to make small talk about the weather and football. On two occasions he ignores normal protocol completely and addresses me by my first name. Whether or not he is fully aware of the reason for my court appearance, it looks like he has decided to believe in my innocence and this feeling of normality is a much-needed boost. 
 
     By the time we reach the reception area, I’m feeling good and am excited at the prospect of getting into court and telling my side of the story. I should have known that the feeling wouldn’t last. 
 
    As the reception duty officer finishes off my paperwork and hands me a pen to sign for my court transfer, Cartwright and Taylor arrive and take handover of me from Officer Bayliss. Taylor is holding a pair of handcuffs and Cartwright orders me to put my hands behind my back. As Taylor cuffs me, Cartwright leans over and whispers in my ear. 
 
    “You look surprised, McMillan. Nothing to worry about though. We’re your escort and just here to make sure that you don’t get lost on the way to court.” 
 
    I try to speak, but my protest is cut off when Taylor yanks hard on the cuffs and pulls me towards the exit door to the vehicle yard. Seeing this, Bayliss steps forward to protest, but Cartwright blocks his way and orders him back to work. 
 
    “We can take it from here, Officer Bayliss, now do yourself a favor, turnaround and go back to the wing.” 
 
    He knows that something is wrong, but Cartwright is the senior officer and, after considering his position for a few seconds, he reluctantly complies and walks away. The reception duty officer has been quiet throughout and continues to say nothing. He looks down at his paperwork as Cartwright and Taylor lead me out into the yard to the waiting police van. The engine is already running and as we approach it, the back doors open and I am pushed forward by Taylor. 
 
    If I was in any doubt before as to what was happening, the sight of Sergeant Huntley pointing a non-standard issue revolver at my chest is the final confirmation. I have no idea whether a real pickup has been arranged already, but it’s perhaps irrelevant now. Clearly, DS Douglas or one of the others has got wind of the plan and has got here first. Between the crooked cops and the crooked prison officers, they certainly had the means and the opportunity to arrange it. The only question now is what the hell I can do about it.  
 
    If I get into the van without alerting someone to the situation, I might as well let Huntley shoot me now. Huntley, though, is being careful to remain at the back of the van and out of sight of the cameras in the yard. To anyone monitoring the cameras, the current scene would look completely routine. No, I need to get Huntley out of the vehicle waving the weapon around or causing some other commotion. 
 
    Getting impatient, Huntley tells me to get in the back of the van. To help me along, Taylor punches me in my lower back which gives me the chance to make my move. The punch itself is not particularly hard, but I use it to my advantage, falling forward with my chest resting on the tailgate of the van. I pretend to be winded. Taylor moves in close behind me to pull me up and as he does, I thrust my hips backwards into his balls and then I jerk my head backwards and smash the back of my skull into his face. Taylor drops to the floor with blood pumping from his nose and lips and Cartwright is momentarily stunned by the sheer savagery of my assault. He is only brought back to reality by Huntley shouting at him to get me into the van. 
 
    “Don’t just fucking stand there, you stupid bastard, get him in here!” 
 
    I had hoped to get further away from the van, but Cartwright throws his full weight on me before I can get more than a few meters. The bastard knows just where to hit me for maximum effect and his fist slams into the lump on the back of my head four times before my body goes limp.  
 
    He drags me by the cuffs to the back of the van and in a final act of defiance and with the last of my energy, I use my legs to push against the tailgate to stop them getting me in. Huntley leans out of the van just far enough to be seen by the cameras as he pistol whips my legs with the butt of his revolver and then a second revolver is pushed against the back of my head.  
 
    I had been wondering where he was, but now Sergeant Bellmarsh leaves me in no doubt as to what is going to happen if I don’t get in. 
 
    “I suggest you stop fucking us around, McMillan — dead or alive, it’s all the same to us now.” 
 
    With no other choice than to comply, I relax my legs and Huntley drags me into the back of the van. Cartwright also tries to climb in with a dazed and bloodied Taylor, but Bellmarsh is having none of it and pushes them back. 
 
    “No, not you, our orders are just for, McMillan. Fucking hurry up and get the gates open for us before the cavalry arrives.” 
 
    Cartwright was clearly not expecting this and he starts to panic. 
 
    “No, please, we need to go with you. This is not what was agreed. Please you need to ta …” 
 
    His words are cut off by the revolver thrust in his face. “Get the fucking gates open, I won’t fucking ask again, Cartwright. And don’t even think of trying to fuck us over, or we will get to you.” 
 
    Bellmarsh slams shut the rear doors and gets back into the front of the van and then Huntley pushes the barrel of his revolver into my mouth as the vehicle moves forward towards the prison gates. 
 
    “Not a fucking sound, McMillan. I promise you that if you try to shout out, I will execute you without a second’s hesitation.” 
 
    I have absolutely no doubt that he is telling the truth. Warrants must already be out for many of the Network including Huntley and Bellmarsh. They have nothing to lose and killing me now is simply about making a point and getting payback.  
 
    I can’t see from inside the van, but we stop for a few seconds, presumably at the prison gates, and then we move forward and gradually pick up speed. When he is sure that we are clear of the prison, Huntley pulls me up off the floor and pushes me down onto a steel bench and trains his weapon on me again. He looks like he would gladly kill me right away, but he will have his instructions to follow so for now at least I know that I am safe. We drive for a few minutes in silence, but then he speaks. 
 
    “Twenty years, McMillan. I’ve served more than twenty fucking years and I have been a damn good copper. What gives you the fucking right to think that you know better than all of us?” 
 
    I choose my words carefully, but there is no sugar coating it. 
 
    “This is not about me, Huntley. You stopped being a copper when you turned your back on the law.  
 
    If it wasn’t me, it would have been somebody else eventually. You can stop this now, though. Speak to Sergeant Bellmarsh. Take me to court and agree to give evidence against ACC Butterfield and DS Douglas. It won’t save your careers, but it may just keep you out of prison or get you a greatly reduced sentence. Think about it. Do you seriously want to spend the rest of your life in prison? You have kids, don’t you?” 
 
    My mention of his kids is like a red rag to a bull and he jumps up and launches himself at me. With my hands cuffed behind my back, I am unable to protect myself and he lands two vicious punches in my face. 
 
    “Don’t you fucking dare mention my kids, McMillan! You could have had it all, but you just couldn’t keep quiet, could you? You’ve ruined everything and now you’re going to suffer. By the time we finish with you, you are going to be begging us to kill you.” 
 
    “And what happens then, Huntley? You kill me and spend the rest of your life in prison or on the run. They will never stop looking for you — you know that don’t you? What will happen to your family then?” 
 
    This time he uses the butt of the revolver and it causes a deep gash above my left eye as he slams it down. “I fucking warned you — you don’t ever talk about my family.” 
 
    Warm thick blood trickles down into my eye and I get the familiar metallic taste in my mouth when it reaches my lips. My beatings at the hands of Butler, Cartwright, and now Huntley are taking a toll on me, but I am still conscious enough to notice that the speed of the van has increased rapidly and it is now being driven way beyond the speed limits. Huntley stands up to shout to Bellmarsh through the grill. 
 
    “What’s going on, Pete? What’s with the driving?” 
 
    Bellmarsh shouts back, but it is hard to hear him, and Huntley asks him to repeat himself. This time he shouts much louder and his response gives me renewed hope. 
 
    “I think we might have company; a silver Audi has been following us for the last few miles. I can’t see who it is, but they’ve been deliberately keeping back. As soon as I increased my speed, they did the same. Hold on in the back, I’m gonna see if I can lose them.” 
 
    Huntley remains standing, but he moves to the back of the van to see if he can see the Audi. As the van gains speed he is forced to hold on to the mesh of the rear cage to keep himself from falling. 
 
    “It’s definitely following us, Pete,” Huntley shouts back to Bellmarsh. His voice has lost its usual calm tone and I can feel that panic is starting to set in. “Fuck, this is not what we fucking need — get off at the next junction and try to lose him in the City.” 
 
    Blood is in my eyes, making it difficult for me to see, but I can see well enough the sweat marks on Huntley’s normally crisp white shirt. 
 
     “It’s over, Huntley. If that’s a police vehicle, then they know where I am. It’s only a matter of time before they get a chopper up. You can’t win.” 
 
    He takes his eyes of the road behind and points his weapon back at me again. “Shut your fucking mouth, McMillan! This isn’t about winning or losing. We know the game is up for us. This is all about you now, but if anyone else gets in the way, then that’s their fucking problem.” 
 
    The van noticeably slows down but I struggle to stay on the bench as it takes a sharp corner. We must be off the motorway and into a suburban area, but Bellmarsh keeps his foot to the floor and only slows slightly for corners or junctions.  
 
    Huntley is focused again on the back window looking out for our pursuer, but he turns every few seconds to make sure that I have not moved. In my current state with my arms cuffed behind my back, I don’t think I could take him anyway, but the alternative to dying here is not even worth thinking about. 
 
    We are obviously on our way somewhere to meet DS Douglas and perhaps ACC Butterfield. A death at Douglas’ hands won’t be quick and it won’t be pleasant. If they get me to Douglas it’s game over. Slim chance or not, I resolve to try to take Huntley down at the first opportunity. I need a suitable distraction, though, to keep him occupied. 
 
    “It’s here, Huntley, I told you didn’t I? Now you’re totally fucking screwed.” 
 
    “What, what’s here? I told you to keep fucking quiet.” 
 
    “You need you ears tested, Melvin — it’s the chopper,” I taunt. “It’s getting closer.” 
 
    He knows that I am lying, but his panic sows a seed of doubt and he turns his head upwards to try to locate the sound of a chopper. 
 
    It’s the best chance I am going to get and while he is distracted trying to locate the fictitious helicopter, I push off from the bench and shoulder charge him with the last of my strength and he falls backwards against the rear cage.  
 
    The back of his head connects with one of the steel uprights and, while he is stunned, I kick as hard as I can against his knees and his shins until he drops to the ground. He still has the gun in his hand and before I can get to him again, he stands back up, takes aim at my chest and screams at me to get back. 
 
    “I fucking warned you, McMillan, you’ve ruined everything. It’s over.” 
 
    From such close range he can’t possibly miss and I close my eyes and brace for the impact of the bullets slamming into my chest.  
 
      
 
    They say that when you have a near-death experience one of two possible scenarios arise. Either your life flashes in front of your eyes or time slows down to the point that you can analyze every aspect of the experience in the minutest of detail. In this particular case and taking into account the multiple beatings I have had up to this point, I don’t think either of these scenarios apply, but the actual events are a little unclear. The only thing I know with complete certainty is that I am still alive and Sergeant Huntley is not.  
 
    Huntley definitely fired his weapon, there is absolutely no doubt of that. The sound of the revolver discharging in such a confined space was deafening, and I swear I could feel the vibrations from the bullet as it whistled past my ear and ricocheted off the steel-plated floor. What I am not so clear on is who rear-ended us at exactly the same moment as he pulled the trigger.  
 
    Whoever it was, the impact of the collision was enough to launch Sergeant Huntley forward with sufficient speed and force to break his neck against the steel grill at the back of the driver’s cab and to cause Sergeant Bellmarsh to lose control of the van, which is now resting on its side.  
 
      
 
    Even before the crash, my body was on the verge of giving up, but now Huntley’s body is pinning me to the floor and I don’t have the strength left in my legs to push him off.  
 
    I can only pray that my guardian angel gets to me before Bellmarsh does and for a brief moment the silence from the driver’s cab makes this a strong possibility.  
 
    Perhaps he wasn’t wearing his seatbelt and went flying through the windscreen, or perhaps the bastard has seen sense and done a runner.  
 
    In the end, my hope that he is dead, seriously injured, or gone comes to nothing and he calls out to Huntley. 
 
    “Melvin, are you okay back there? Mel, what’s going on?” 
 
    He sounds dazed and I hope that the bastard has broken his legs or something more serious, but I am disappointed again when I hear him kicking at the door and climbing out of the van. 
 
     A few seconds later, I hear someone pulling at the rear doors. It must be Bellmarsh. If it was anyone else, surely they would be calling out to me, but where then are my rescuers? It doesn’t make sense.  
 
    The impact of the crash must have buckled the frames and Bellmarsh struggles to get the doors open, but he eventually manages it and light floods into the back of the van.  
 
    A few seconds later he gets the inner cage open and climbs in. His head is bleeding badly and as he tries to pull Huntley off me, it is apparent that his left arm also seems to be injured.  
 
    His revolver is hanging limply in his left hand and he uses just his right arm to pull at Huntley’s belt until eventually he gets him off me just enough to expose my chest. Then he swaps the revolver into his right hand and pushes it under my chin. 
 
    “I bet you thought that you were going to be rescued, didn’t you? Well, you probably were until the stupid fuck chasing us thought it would be a good idea to ram us off the road and ended up crashing themselves.  
 
    “I didn’t get a close-up look, but whoever it is, they are slumped over the wheel ten meters down the road. Probably broke their fucking neck. So say your prayers, McMillan, this is the end.” 
 
    It has to be Morgan or Cath he is talking about, but he can’t be certain that the person is dead. He only saw a body slumped over a steering wheel from ten meters away. That isn’t confirmation and I refuse to believe it. And I refuse to lie here and let Bellmarsh kill me. 
 
    “Please, don’t do it, killing me achieves nothing,” I plead. 
 
    “No, you’re wrong,” he says, “killing you achieves everything. Because of you, I have nothing left and nothing to lose.” 
 
    “It doesn’t need to be like that. Help me and I promise that I will help you. You don’t need to lose everything.” 
 
    He stands up and points his weapon at me. “You’re wrong, McMillan. So, so wrong — this is the only way.” 
 
      
 
    His first shot slams into my right shoulder and smashes through my shoulder blade. The second shot goes through the fleshy part of my right leg. My state of consciousness is rapidly deteriorating and, at the rate I am losing blood, I will die if I don’t get to hospital quickly.  
 
    “How does it feel to know that you’re dying, McMillan? Ask me to kill you and we can end this right now. All you have to do is ask.”  
 
    Despite this offer, I know that he is toying with me and has every intention of making me suffer for as long as possible. I won’t give him the satisfaction now of either begging again for my life or begging him to end my life. 
 
    “Do whatever you want, Bellmarsh, just bloody get on with it.” 
 
    He is smiling as he raises the weapon again. “Yep, you’re right, enough of this shit. See you in hell, McMillan.” 
 
    The next shot covers me in a shower of blood and bone fragments and Sergeant Bellmarsh drops to his knees. His eyes are bulging and there is a huge exit wound in the right-hand side of his face. Unable to believe that he is already dead, he stays on his knees for a few seconds while his brain catches up with his heart.  
 
    When it does, he lets out a final gasp and the revolver falls from his right hand and he falls forward onto the body of Sergeant Huntley. 
 
    I am barely conscious and my eyes are caked with blood, but my rescuer is instantly recognizable as she climbs into the back of the van still holding her Glock pistol in front of her.  
 
    Her head is bleeding badly, though, and she is struggling to walk. She checks Huntley and Bellmarsh to make sure they are no further threat, then she pulls Huntley away and crouches down next to me.  
 
    The look on her face gives away just how bad my condition is, but she quickly composes herself and does her best to reassure me as she tries to stem the bleeding. 
 
    “Just hang in there, Sean. The paramedics are on the way. Just stay with me.”  
 
    I need desperately to touch her, but my arms are still cuffed behind my back. 
 
    “Please, my arms, Cath, can you get the cuffs off?” 
 
    My question upsets her and makes her feel helpless. 
 
    “Sean, I can’t move you, I don’t know how badly you are injured. It won’t be long, I promise.” 
 
    She is not crying, but it is obvious that she is holding back the tears. Desperate to stay conscious, I force myself to keep talking and to keep her focused. 
 
    “Cath, you saved my life, I would be dead already if it wasn’t for you. How did you know where to find me?” 
 
    My distraction works and Cath wipes her eyes and focuses again. 
 
    “I got a call from one of the prison officers, someone called Bayliss. He pulled my name and number from the visitation log and he told me what had gone down in the yard. I called it in and then got a fix on the vehicle GPS. Now, please keep quiet and save your breath.” 
 
    I can hear sirens getting closer and I can also hear the sound of an approaching helicopter. Cath smiles and confirms the same over her radio. 
 
    “Just a few more minutes, Sean, just hold on a little longer, help is on the way.” 
 
    Despite her assurances, Cath is also in pain and I assume her injuries are from the crash. 
 
    “You’re hurt, Cath. Are you okay?” 
 
    “Don’t even go there with the gentleman act, Sean.” She laughs through the pain. “You should see the state of yourself. Now, please do what I ask for once and be quiet.” 
 
    It’s not like I am in any condition or any position to argue with her, but the choice is taken out of my hands anyway by shouted orders from outside the van. 
 
    “Armed police, show yourselves! Come out with your hands above your heads!” 
 
    Cath squeezes my shoulder, then leans forward and kisses me on the cheek. “Hold on right there, partner, I’m coming right back. Then she turns and limps towards the rear doors and shouts out to identify herself. 
 
    “Detective Constable Catherine Swain, I’m coming out, hold your fire.” 
 
    After this everything goes hazy again. I vaguely remember the pain of a needle in my thigh and a strange sensation of floating, which I put down to the painkillers. I don’t remember being put into the back of the helicopter, but I do remember lots of voices. I couldn’t be sure exactly who they were, but the conversation was mostly around my chances of survival and which hospital they should take me to. My next memory is of being in the operating theatre and of bright lights shining in my eyes. 
 
    “Stay with us, Sean. Come on, Sean, you need to fight this.” 
 
    Then more needles and oxygen, lots of oxygen and more panicked voices. “We’re losing him, come on, Sean, fight it, son.” 
 
    Then the voice of a female, “His blood pressure is in free fall, we need to get more blood into him.” 
 
    “It’s not working, he’s losing it faster than we are getting it into him. Nurse, get more clotting agent onto his leg and increase the pressure. How the hell is this guy still conscious? Give him another shot and try to bring his heart rate down.” 
 
    Then a needle pierces my left thigh and I can no longer fight the feeling of fatigue. A nurse shines a torch in my eyes and a second later they close and I fall unconscious with some last words from the doctor to reflect on. 
 
    “Okay, nurse, that’s enough, he’s gone. The poor bastard didn’t deserve this.”


 
   
 
  



Present Day – Friday, 23rd February 2018 
 
    If this is death, I’m not impressed. Death is meant to be the end of pain and suffering, but my head is absolutely banging and my body feels like it has been trampled by a herd of elephants. And surely, I don’t need to get up if I don’t want to. Who the hell is this inconsiderate bastard trying to wake me up? 
 
    “I’m dead for fuck sake, piss off and let me sleep.” 
 
    I have no idea if I actually said that out loud, but now the bastard is laughing at me.  
 
    “I think that’s a bit dramatic, Sean. You’re not dead just yet. Now, come on, open your eyes, son.” 
 
    What the hell, is Morgan dead as well, or am I going mad?  
 
    “Come on, Sean, it’s time to wake up.” 
 
    The voice is female now, but it’s not Cath. A soft hand touches my shoulder and then there is a light in my eyes again. “Sean, can you hear me? Sean, open your eyes. Do you know where you are?” 
 
    Until now I had presumed that I was in either heaven or hell, but the feel of her hand on my skin and the soft reassuring tone of her voice leads me towards the former. I can’t be in heaven, though. I can’t believe that God would be spiteful enough to send my boss to torment me. I force myself to open my eyes and after a few seconds the owner of the soft hands comes into focus. She has a smile that is warm enough to melt the hardest heart and for a guy on the verge of death just a few days ago, she is as beautiful as any woman could be. 
 
    “Welcome back to the land of the living, Sean. Don’t try to move, please.” 
 
    I have a million questions to ask, but my lips and throat are as dry as Gandhi’s flip flops and I ask for a drink of water. 
 
    As she holds the glass to my lips, I can smell her perfume and I unintentionally breathe in the air and smile. After the stress of the last couple of weeks I am craving to hold on to someone, but I am embarrassed by my actions and I apologize to the nurse, but she just laughs and shrugs it off. 
 
    “That’s alright, please don’t worry about it. You’re quite the hero, Sean. I was hoping to be on duty when you woke up.” 
 
    Before I can say anything else, we are interrupted by a staged cough and then DCI Morgan leans over me and smiles. “Glad to see that you are feeling better, Sean. Nurse, could you give us some privacy, please?” 
 
    My Florence Nightingale smiles again and then squeezes my hand, before turning back to Morgan. “Okay, but not too long, please. He’s still very weak.” 
 
    She leaves and Morgan pulls up a chair and sits at the side of my bed. 
 
    “We thought we might have lost you for a while, Sean. Don’t ever bloody scare us like that again! How are you feeling, son?” 
 
    “I feel like I’ve been shot a couple of times and pistol whipped,” I reply sarcastically. “I’ve had better days, sir.” And then I ask about Catherine. “What about DC Swain, sir? Is she okay?” 
 
    “She’s doing fine, Sean,” he replies. “She was kept in hospital for a couple of days, but was released yesterday morning and is at home recovering now. She had a bad case of whiplash, concussion, a couple of broken ribs and a broken ankle. You make a fine pair, don’t you?” 
 
    Knowing that Cath is okay is a great relief, but how long have I been out? He said that she spent a couple of days recovering.  
 
    “What day is it, sir? How long was I unconscious for?” 
 
    “It’s Friday morning, Sean, you’ve been out of it for more than forty-eight hours. You were in surgery for nearly twelve hours, but the surgeon wanted to keep you under for a couple of days to aid your recovery.” 
 
    “She saved my life, sir. She risked her own life to save mine.” 
 
    “We know that, Sean. I’ve already put DC Swain forward for a commendation. There’s one for you as well, Sean. You’ve broken up one the biggest criminal conspiracies in English policing and judicial history. Those journals and recordings were just the tip of the iceberg. Once we got into the hard drive and memory sticks, the depth of the conspiracy was staggering. I also spoke to the Chief Constable yesterday and he gave me automatic approval for your promotion. Congratulations, Sergeant McMillan.” 
 
    The news of my promotion is great news, but there are more important things to worry about still. “Thank you, sir, I appreciate that — you’ll forgive me, though, if I don’t stand up to shake your hand. What about DS Douglas and ACC Butterfield, what happened to them?” 
 
    Morgan stands up and frowns as he says, “Don’t worry about them, Sean, they are no threat to anyone anymore. Get some rest now. I will be back in a few days to check up on you and give you a full update.” 
 
    I take his hand and pull him back down. “No, sir, please, I’m okay — I need to know that this was all worth it.” 
 
    “Alright, but just a few minutes more. I don’t want your number one fan coming in and ordering me out.” 
 
    “Tell me about Douglas and Butterfield, sir,” I ask. 
 
    “Warrants were issued for Douglas, Butterfield, Huntley, and Bellmarsh a couple of hours after we left you on Tuesday,” he explains. “I was actually in the process of arranging your transport to court when I got the call from DC Swain, so all resources were diverted to try to locate you.  
 
    “Six hours after you went into surgery, DS Douglas walked into a police station in Coventry and handed himself in. The bastard sang like a canary and is demanding immunity in return for his cooperation.” 
 
    “And where is he now, sir?” I ask. 
 
    “In an ironic twist of fate, he is being held in Meerholt Prison.” Morgan laughs. “Unlike you, though, he is being held in solitary. Word got around quickly that Frank Butler is after him for murdering Paul Donovan. He wouldn’t last two minutes around the other inmates. I wouldn’t be shedding any tears, though, if they did manage to get to him. It would be an entirely fitting ending for him.” 
 
    “You said he is asking for immunity, sir. Promise me that he won’t get it. He can’t walk free from this.” 
 
    Morgan pats me on the shoulder and does his best to allay my concerns. “There is no way that he is going to get any kind of immunity. With all the evidence we have, we don’t need anything from him. I promise you, Sean. He is going to spend the rest of his miserable life in solitary confinement.” 
 
    “Thank you, sir, and what about ACC Butterfield — is he also in custody?” 
 
    “Ah yes, ACC Maurice Butterfield, unfortunately we didn’t manage to get him into custody.” 
 
    “So, he’s on the run, sir? Have we circulated his picture to all the airports and ports? We can’t let him get away, he was the mastermind behind this.” My heart is racing at the thought that Butterfield could have slipped through the net and Morgan tells me to calm down. 
 
    “He didn’t get away, Sean. We found him at home in his study.” 
 
    “I don’t understand, sir, so where is he now?” 
 
    “He’s in the morgue. We sent an armed response team to his home to arrest him. Before they could get into the house, he took the coward’s way out and turned his shotgun on himself.” 
 
    I can’t say that this news bothers me, and it doesn’t seem to be concerning Morgan either. “Not the result we wanted, Sean, but he’s another one that I won’t be shedding tears over.” 
 
    “And what about Desmond Carter, what happened to him?” 
 
    Morgan shrugs and then tells me that Carter was able get out of the country. “That slippery bastard managed to get away to Spain before we could serve the warrant. Interpol are on to him, though, and it’s only a matter of time.” 
 
    The door opens, and the pretty young nurse comes back in. 
 
    “Okay, Mr. Morgan, that’s enough for now. Sean needs to rest again before his meds.” 
 
    Morgan stands up to leave again, but I’m not finished. “What about Darren Phillips, Billy McGuigan, and the rest of the names from the journals?” 
 
    “All under control, Sean. Phillips is out of intensive care and doing well and Mcguigan was released yesterday and we have him in a bail hostel. Jean Monroe is working on both of their cases and their part in this will be taken fully into account.” 
 
    The nurse interrupts us again and is more insistent this time. “Okay, that’s enough — please, you have to go now and let him rest.” 
 
    Morgan turns to leave, but adds, “Arrest warrants have been issued for all of the other suspects, four have already been taken into custody including the two chumps from Meerholt. We are working our way through the list, but rest assured, Sean, one way or another, we will get them all. The Network is finished. Now, do as this young lady asks and get some rest. Great work, Sergeant McMillan.” 
 
    As Morgan leaves, my nurse friend approaches my bed and adjusts my bed sheets. “Try and get some rest, Sean. I will be back in a couple of hours to top up your pain relief.” 
 
     It’s probably just her normal bedside manner, or it could be the effect of the drugs, but I’m certain that she is flirting with me. It would be bad form, though, to flirt back without knowing the name of this angel. 
 
    “You have me at a bit of a disadvantage, nurse. You know my name and have probably seen me in all my glory, so how about you even the score a bit?” 
 
    This makes her smile and she leans provocatively towards me and puts her hands across her chest and onto the buttons of her dress. For a second, she fiddles with the top button and then she smiles again and laughs, pointing to her name badge. 
 
    “Calm yourself down, Casanova, I don’t want your stiches tearing. It’s Nurse Samuels. Karen Samuels. Now rest, please. There is a call button next to the bed if you need anything.” 
 
    My smile gives away my thoughts and she raises her eyebrows. “I mean anything important, Sean, and by that, I mean anything medicinal.” 
 
    Over the next few days, I have a constant stream of visitors including colleagues, my family, and a succession of senior officers, all keen to congratulate me on a job well done. There are also requests from journalists for interviews, but Morgan keeps them all at bay and Nurse Samuels is ever present to make sure that nobody overstays.  
 
    By Monday morning I am strong enough to get out of bed and walk around and for the first time in nearly a week, I eat a solid meal in the hospital canteen to build up my strength for my next round of visitors. I have been following the developments of the case on the TV news and Morgan has been bringing me the newspapers, but the news I want most is to know that Cath is fully on the mend.  
 
    Morgan has been updating me on her status during his visits, but I am excited to be seeing her today. I finish my meal and, as if from nowhere, Nurse Samuels appears by my side with a wheelchair. 
 
    “Okay, back to bed, Sean, you’re not Superman. Get in, please.” 
 
    The reference to Superman reminds me of Maria and my promise to make things right for her and Ben. I haven’t decided yet how I am going to make things right, I just know that it’s something that I need to do. I reflect on this as Nurse Samuels wheels me back to my room and then I put the thought aside when I see Catherine waiting for me.  
 
    She is as glamorous as ever but, despite the makeup, her face is still swollen and the cast on her ankle is almost comical against the high heel on her other foot and she picks up on my smirk. 
 
    “Don’t you bloody dare, Sean McMillan! Sergeant or not, and incapacitated or not, I will kick your skinny white arse if you say anything even remotely sarcastic. I tried a pair of flats, but you know that’s not me.” 
 
    She reaches over to hug me, but then we both laugh as we simultaneously flinch in pain. 
 
    “Sorry, Cath, my shoulder is still giving me a bit of trouble.” 
 
    “Ditto, for my ribs,” she replies. “You look even worse than you do normally, Sean. I heard from the boss, though, that you have an admirer. Is she the one that just wheeled you in?” 
 
    “If by admirer you are referring to Nurse Samuels, then yes that was her. It’s purely a professional relationship, though, and shame on you for thinking anything else. Now sit down before you trip on those heels.” 
 
    “Hmm, whatever, Sean,” Cath replies. “I’m just happy to see that you are getting better. You’ve probably been following the news, but I kept hold of all of the papers for you anyway.” 
 
    She places a pile of newspapers on my bed and we both smile as I read through some of the bolder headlines including, ‘Murder Cop In Prison Escape Shoot out’, ‘Gun Toting Female Crimefighter Takes Out Kidnappers’, ‘Top Cop Takes His Own Life To Escape Justice’, and ‘Detective Duo Busts Ring Of Corruption Wide Open’. 
 
    “Some real winners there, Cath, I’m not sure which is my favorite, but I do like the Gun Toting Female Crimefighter — she sounds hot. Do you think I could get her number?” 
 
    We both laugh and then Catherine puts me back in my place. 
 
    “Dream on, Sean. I heard that she is well out of your league.” And then she adds, “Besides, she would never get past Nurse Bulldog. She seems to have staked a claim on you.”  
 
    We both laugh at her comment, but then her expression changes and her tone becomes more serious. 
 
    “I’m so sorry that I didn’t get to you sooner, Sean. I bloody knocked myself out in the crash. The shots woke me up and I got to you as quickly as I could. I don’t know what I would have done if he had killed you. I couldn’t have lived with myself.” 
 
    Her voice is breaking up and tears are welling in her eyes and I squeeze her hand. 
 
    “Cath, it’s okay, you did get to me and that’s all that matters. You saved me, Cath. Without you I wouldn’t be here now.  
 
    I will be forever grateful for what you did for me and I couldn’t ask for a better partner.” 
 
    Through her tears she smiles and asks me if I mean it. 
 
    “Really, Sean? I let you down. Do you really mean that?” 
 
    “Of course I mean it, Cath. The thing with DS Douglas meant nothing. There are plenty of cases waiting to be solved and when I get out of here, there is only one person I want to work with.” Then I add a bit of humor to lighten the mood, “Well actually, what I meant to say is that there is only one person that I want working for me. Now that I’m a sergeant, I mean.” 
 
    She lets go of my hand and feigns offence. 
 
    “Oh it’s like that now, is it? Don’t make me regret saving you, Sergeant McMillan.” 
 
    I pull her towards me and despite our shared pain, we hug again and share an unspoken moment that is only ended when Nurse Samuels comes in. 
 
    “Sorry to disturb you, Sean, you have two more visitors, if you are up to it? I can ask them to come back tomorrow if you need to rest.” 
 
    Cath stands up and I ask Nurse Samuels who the visitors are. I am not up to any more fawning from senior officers that I have never heard of and I tell her to send them away if it is anyone from the police. Before she can answer me, Maria and Ben appear in the doorway carrying flowers and a brown paper bag. Catherine hugs them both and asks how they are, and then she kisses me on the cheek and excuses herself. 
 
    “Take care of yourself, Sean. I will be back in a couple of days to check on you again. It was good to see you, boss.” 
 
    Maria takes Catherine’s place and Ben stands behind her holding the bag. 
 
    “That looks interesting, Ben. Grapes?” 
 
    Maria frowns and nudges Ben. 
 
    “Sorry, Sean, I told him that you wouldn’t be allowed it, but he insisted.” 
 
    I look to Ben and he lifts a cold can of Stella out of the bag. 
 
    “I thought you might need a cold one, I got you a four-pack, though, just to be sure.” 
 
    It hurts to laugh, but I can’t help it and I tell Ben to put them in the fridge. “Thanks, maybe in a couple more days. Put them at the back where they can’t be seen.” 
 
    While Ben goes to the fridge I stare at Maria and am reminded again just how stunningly beautiful this woman is.  
 
    She has changed, though. The last time I saw her she was still carrying the pain of the last twenty-four years on her shoulders, but somehow now she is different. The spark I saw in 1994 is back and she looks reborn. 
 
    “You look well, Maria. I’m sorry you had to go through all of this, but I hope now that you can start to rebuild your life.” 
 
    Her smile is enough to bring a corpse back from the dead and the touch of her hand on mine sends a jolt of electricity through me and I find myself blushing. 
 
    “Because of you, Sean, I already have my life back. For the first time since I can remember, I can get up in the morning without having to worry about Ben or myself. I can’t ever thank you enough for what you have done for us. Not just for us, but for my mum and dad as well. Mum didn’t live to see Dad’s killer brought to justice, but they can both rest in peace now.” 
 
    She leans in and gently touches the bandage on my forehead and then she kisses me on the cheek. “God bless you, Sean.” 
 
    I hadn’t noticed, but Ben is back and he looks embarrassed as she sits back down. He doesn’t say anything about the kiss, though. Instead he also thanks me.  
 
    “Thanks for everything, Detective McMillan, for me and for my mum.” 
 
    “It was nothing, Ben, just doing my job,” I reply. “Thanks again for the beers, it was very thoughtful. Is it that obvious that I’m a Stella kind of guy?” 
 
    For a second, he is embarrassed again and almost looks like I have asked a question to try to catch him out, but then he smiles and answers without any hint of emotion. 
 
    “Just a wild guess, most guys enjoy a Stella. So, how are you feeling?” 
 
    We chat for another fifteen minutes about the case, speculation in the newspapers, and how soon I expect to be released from hospital, and then Nurse Samuels once again appears and breaks up the party. 
 
    “Okay, folks, that’s enough for today. My patient needs to get some rest, so please finish up now.” 
 
    We say our goodbyes and Maria kisses me on the cheek again. My mind is working overtime and I feel ashamed as my body responds to her scent and the touch of her lips on my skin. 
 
     My returning libido is a clear indicator of my recovery and I know that whilst physically I am still far away from being the man I was, in my dreams partial disability is no barrier to holding Maria in my arms one last time.  
 
    I need the touch of a woman badly and it surely can’t hurt to replay a scene that has already happened? What’s the worst thing that can happen? 
 
    For the next few hours, I picture the first time I met Maria in my mind over and over again, until I can replay the entire scene perfectly.  
 
    I need a stimulant, though, and my current prescription won’t be enough.  
 
    Due to my progress, the doctors have been gradually reducing the dosage of my painkillers, so now I need to take advantage of Nurse Samuels’ obvious infatuation with me. 
 
    Just before my final medication of the day, I get out of bed and strip off my hospital gown and clean myself up. Morgan brought me a fresh set of clothes a few days ago along with my wallet and other belongings and I take them from the bedside locker and get dressed and then put the gown back on, before getting back in bed.  
 
    A few minutes later, Nurse Samuels appears and asks how I am feeling. 
 
    “Actually, Karen, I’m not so good, the pain relief doesn’t seem to be working today.” 
 
    She looks surprised and checks my pulse and blood pressure. “Your numbers are consistent with your progress, Sean. But if you are sure, I can increase your dosage a little and we can review it again in the morning.” 
 
    I nod and thank her. 
 
    The increase in dosage has an instant effect and I am worried that I might pass out before I am ready. Nurse Samuels leaves the room and as quickly as I can I remove the bandage from my head. The stitches over my eye were taken out a few days ago, and the doctors have done a good job to limit any long-term scarring, but the area around the wound from Huntley’s revolver butt is still red and bruised.  
 
    It’s still better, though, than walking around in 1994 looking like a car crash victim. I get back into bed and close my eyes and just for a moment I consider changing my mind about travelling.  
 
    I am worried what might happen if the Skinheads get the better of me on the train. If that happens, everything else will change.  
 
    I mull the options over in my head, but then the effect of the drugs and thoughts of making love to Maria gives me renewed confidence. 
 
    “Fuck those assholes, even like this they are no match for me.” 
 
    I close my eyes again and chant my way back to find Maria: 13th October 1994, 13th October 1994, 13th October 199… 
 
      
 
   


 
  


 
    The Past – Thursday, 13th October 1994 
 
    I pick up a copy of the Staines and Egham News and I smile when I see the story about the landing of the space shuttle Endeavour and then, after a quick glance at the date for confirmation, I turn to pay before the Boyzone lookalike behind the counter can give me any shit.  
 
    He looks me up and down suspiciously as I hand over payment for the newspaper and then points to my head as he hands over my change. 
 
    “That looks nasty, mate. You should be careful around here or you might get done in again.” 
 
    I know exactly what he is referring to, but I give him a look of innocence anyway and he looks at me as if I am stupid. 
 
    “Gay bashing, mate!” he exclaims. “With those fancy clothes and weird fucking haircut, you need to be careful. Is that what happened? You must be gay, am I right?” 
 
    I pretend to turn away, but then I turn back quickly and before he can react, I grab his collar and pull his head down onto the counter and pin him down with my elbow. 
 
    “You really should watch your mouth. If I wasn’t such a nice guy, I might just be tempted to break your greasy little neck.” 
 
    With his face squashed against the counter, he mouths an apology and I release my hold and lift him up. In a final insult to his ego, I pinch his cheeks and smile. 
 
    “Just messing with you, sweetie. Why would I want to ruin such a cute face? Have a nice day, Steven Gately.” 
 
    As I turn to leave for the station, he is once again left scratching his heavily gelled head in confusion at my Boyzone reference. 
 
    The wound in my leg is still giving me a lot of pain, but I need to catch the 6.19 train from Staines to keep myself on track.  
 
    Unlike my last trip, I know exactly where the station is now, so my lack of speed is made up by not having to think about where I am going and, a few minutes before it is due to arrive, I make it to platform two and listen in as the two teenage lovers discuss Forrest Gump and Lambrusco. 
 
    A couple of minutes later the train arrives and I make my way through until I find my skinhead friends and their pit bull in the third carriage.  
 
    I also see Maria. She is sitting a couple of rows further back and she smiles when she sees me looking at her. For a second, I am unsure of what to do next, but then I am brought back to earth in no uncertain fashion. 
 
    “Don’t even think about sitting down, fuckhead. That seat is for my boots — keep fucking moving.” 
 
    Maria looks down as if she knows what is about to happen and it is noticeable that everyone else in the carriage has stopped talking in anticipation of the coming trouble. I just hope that I can give them the show that they are all waiting for. I guess that there is only one way to find out. 
 
    “So, what’s this then?” I ask. “Are you and your sisters going to a fancy-dress party, or is there a freak show in town?” 
 
    As before, my insult hits home and instantly the pair of them are on their feet squaring up to me and I start to roll up my newspaper. 
 
    “What the fuck did you say, you fucking prick?” 
 
    The banter and insults go back and forth in as much detail as I can remember from my previous time here until we reach the point where I offer them my newspaper. 
 
    “Hang on, what about this — why don’t you read my paper? You can read, can’t you, lads?” 
 
    My obvious lack of fear throws them off balance, but inside I am praying that my confidence can be backed up with a similar level of action. They are lost for words as I stare them down, but eventually one of them puffs himself up and plays the big man again.  
 
    “Fuck off with your paper! What the fuck are you talking about?” 
 
    It’s almost like I am an actor reading my lines. This pair of dipshits have no idea what is coming to them. I take a deep breath and then I deliver my final lines with my newspaper tightly rolled at my side. 
 
    “So, what’s it to be, lads? Can we be friends?” 
 
    This time they are barely able to move before the compacted end of the rolled-up newspaper smashes into their faces. They both drop to the floor with blood pumping from their shattered noses and I reach across and pick up the pit bull by the collar.  
 
    I catch sight of Maria out of the corner of my eye and for a moment I consider putting the dog down, but it needs to play out exactly as before, so I hurl it through the open window of the train and make my sarcastic comment to the ticket inspector. 
 
    I then sit down opposite the defiant-looking fuckwits and do my best to psyche them out. In reality, though, the speed of my punches and the effort in lifting the heavy dog have left me in a lot of pain and I’m thankful that my last fighting action tonight will be in finding my way home.  
 
    It’s as much a relief to me as it is to them when we pull into Feltham Station and it is all I can do to return their insults and wave to them as they drive away in the battered-looking Ford Sierra with their Neanderthal friend. 
 
    I am in so much discomfort that I could quite happily leave now, but I have come here for a reason and Maria’s hand on my shoulder instantly raises my spirits. 
 
    “Excuse me, I saw what you did on the train, but you really should be careful. Those guys are nutters and have a bad reputation.” 
 
    When I turn to face her, I am instantly stunned once again by her beauty, but this time it is different. I can’t explain it, but knowing she is the mother of my child makes me feel a connection that goes far beyond our one-night stand.  
 
    We make the same small talk as before and it makes me smile when she calls me Superman. 
 
    “It’s Sean, but Superman also works for me. How about a quick drink before you go home? No strings attached, just a thank you for the advice. There is a pub just around the corner, the King George, do you know it?” 
 
    After this, everything else plays out exactly as it did before, up until the point that Paul Donovan and the Fletcher brothers arrive in the pub.  
 
    We watch as Donovan orders the young guys off the pool table and I go through the motions of asking Maria if she knows who the three guys are.  
 
    When Donovan slaps Terry for the comment about the pool cue being okay, Maria holds me back again and I keep my cool when Donovan refers to Maria as a slag and Mark Fletcher mimics a chicken.  
 
    We get up to leave and I lead Maria to the door as Donovan heads towards the bathroom but continues to loudly abuse Terry. 
 
    It’s nearly 9 pm, and the streets are as quiet as I remember they were, other than some kids hanging around outside of the chip shop and a couple of private taxis loitering for business. Maria apologizes about what happened in the pub and, as before, I reassure her that it doesn’t matter. I call Donovan and the Fletcher brother assholes and then I offer to take Maria home.  
 
    She points to her bus stop and I pour on the charm to persuade her to let me get a taxi.  
 
    I know already that I am taking her home and it almost feels underhand, but I console myself in the knowledge that if I don’t take her home everything in the future will be changed again for the worse. 
 
    “I really would feel better if I could take you home, Maria. This town seems to have more than its fair share of nutters and I could never forgive myself if anything happened to you, particularly after I made you come for drinks with me.”  
 
    “I’m not sure, Sean. I’m still trying to work you out, and I haven’t decided yet whether you are actually as charming as you make out, or whether it’s all a front to get in my knickers.” 
 
    For a second, we both go quiet and then we laugh. 
 
    Now, this is the point where we should be getting in a taxi to her place but this is my last opportunity to do something that I should have done a long time ago. I kiss Maria on the cheek and then I ask her to wait for me.  
 
     “Just give me a minute, beautiful. I think I might have left my car keys on the table. I won’t be long.” 
 
    Despite my earlier comment, I know that I am disturbing the timeline and previous chain of events, but before she can respond I go back into the pub and pick up an empty beer bottle off one the tables.  
 
    Mark and Terry are still at the pool table, so Donovan must still be in the bathroom. Hopefully, it is just a piss. His kicking is long overdue, but I don’t want him to see me and that would be a problem if he is one of the cubicles taking a dump. 
 
    I push open the washroom door and peer into the bathroom. Donovan is completely preoccupied with his piss and he doesn’t see it coming as I smash the beer bottle over his head.  
 
    He isn’t knocked out completely, but I soon remedy that with a swift kick in his teeth and a completely unnecessary kick in his bollocks for good measure. 
 
    “You had that coming asshole, take my word for it.” 
 
    With a huge feeling of satisfaction, I re-join Maria outside and she asks me if I found my keys.  
 
    “Yeh, funny story actually, Maria, as soon as I started looking, I remembered that I don’t have a car. That’s why I was on the train. Call it a blond moment.” 
 
    She looks at me like I am crazy and then laughs. “You are absolutely mad, Sean, and I must be mad for letting you take me home. Come on, let’s get a taxi before I change my mind.” 
 
    As we climb the stairs towards the upper level of her house, she reminds me to be quiet and I smile inside knowing that we have finally got justice for her mother. 
 
    Inside her bedroom, she tells me to sit down on her bed and I pick up the picture of her father as she heads to the bathroom to freshen up.  
 
    When she gets back, she tells me about the death of her father and I tell her to keep the faith. 
 
    “The police won’t give up on him, Maria, just don’t give up hope.” 
 
    “Thanks, Sean, I wish I had your confidence, but it’s hard to keep believing when there has been no progress in the last eighteen months. I do appreciate it, though, even if it is a precursor to getting me in bed.” 
 
    I laugh at her joke. “So, have you made your mind up about me yet?” 
 
    “I made my mind up about you after the second Bacardi and Coke. You’re most definitely a charmer and you’re also most definitely trying to get into my knickers. The only difference between you and the other guys is that you’re happy to buy me a drink first and I have a feeling that it’s not going to be a race to see who comes first.” 
 
    Even though I have heard this before, I am still lost for words and, sensing my hesitation, Maria takes the lead and pulls me down onto the bed.  
 
    “You can take that last part as a compliment, Mr. Charmer. I don’t do this very often, so let’s do it now before I come to my senses and change my mind.” 
 
    As I undress, Maria takes care not to touch the bandages on my shoulder and my leg and, despite my injuries, the sex is mind blowing again. 
 
    We climax together and then both collapse backwards onto the bed out of breath and sweating heavily. When she gets her breath back, Maria sits up and looks at me with a look of confusion on her face. 
 
    “Is everything okay, Maria? You look upset.” 
 
    “Not upset, Sean, that was amazing. I’ve never had sex like that before. It’s like you knew instinctively what to do to push my buttons.” 
 
    Her comments make me blush. To deflect the conversation, I rub the bandage on my leg. 
 
    “Oh, I hope I didn’t hurt you, Sean. How did you get those injuries?” 
 
    We are straying too far off track for my liking and, conscious of the time, I make up a story about a rock-climbing accident and then ask her if she can get me a glass of cold water.  
 
    By the time she gets back I am already nearly dressed and I apologize and tell her that I need to get going. 
 
    “That’s okay, Sean. It’s already past two in the morning and my mum is an early riser. Believe me, those skinheads have nothing on my mother. If you want to keep your balls intact, you had better get moving.” 
 
    The last thing I need to do before I leave to keep the time line unaltered is to make sure that she meets me again on Saturday. 
 
    “Can I see you again, Maria? This Saturday, let’s meet in the King George around 7.30 pm and then we can go on somewhere for dinner.” 
 
    “Wow, the King George, you are such a romantic. But okay — if it means I can get some sleep, then yes. Make sure you book somewhere nice for dinner. Now go on, get your shoes on.” 
 
      
 
    When she closes the front door behind me, I check my watch and smile when I see that it is nearly 2.45 am.  
 
    Everything is exactly as it was before and I have just enjoyed a much-needed evening with a stunningly beautiful woman.  
 
    I am also happy to know that I will be catching up with my skinhead buddies soon. In my current physical state, I won’t be able to put up much of a fight, but my beating at their hands will mark the end to my time in 1994 and send me back to 2018 to start the next chapter in my life.  
 
    Life is good right now and with one final look back to Maria’s bedroom window, I mouth the words, Don’t think too badly of me, Maria. Then I turn and walk confidently down the street to find my way home. 
 
    Thirty meters from Maria’s house, I pass someone with a grey hoodie pulled down low over their face waiting in a bus shelter.  
 
    I keep walking for another few meters but then I stop. This scene is all wrong. I don’t remember seeing anyone the last time I was here. I could be wrong, though — maybe I was in such a hurry to get home last time that I just didn’t notice them.  
 
    I start to walk again, conscious that I need to keep on track with the skinheads, but the doubts nag at me and I turn back and walk towards the shelter. 
 
    As I get close to the shelter, the person sitting inside drops their head lower. Something is definitely not right, and I call out to them, “Hey, are you okay?” 
 
    They completely ignore my question and I step inside the shelter and touch the top of the person’s head. 
 
    “I asked you a question, buddy. Who are you?” 
 
    This time there is a response. The voice is male and is vaguely familiar. “You know who I am, Sean.” 
 
    Now I am on the defensive. I step back out of striking range and demand, “Who the fuck are you? Stand up and show yourself.” 
 
    The mysterious male figure stands up, but for a couple of seconds the hoodie is still covering his face and then he drops it and smiles.  
 
    When I see who it is, my legs feel like they are going to buckle under me and he steps forward and takes hold of one of my arms to stop me falling. 
 
    “You look surprised to see me, Dad! Did you think you were the only one in the family that had the ability to dream travel?” 
 
    I am completely lost for words and Ben helps me to sit down on the bench in the shelter. When I do speak there are so many questions spinning around in my head that I don’t know where to start. 
 
    “Ben, it’s not what you think. How did you know? How did you get here?” 
 
    “Sean, stop the bullshit, please. It’s exactly what I think. I’ve been following you since you left the King George and you’ve just left my mums bedroom. Don’t even think about trying to deny it.” 
 
    “But how did you know?” I ask him. 
 
    “It wasn’t so hard to work out, Sean,” he replies. “I always knew the story Mum told me about my conception and about my dad,” and then with a smirk. “And how he likes a pint of Stella.” 
 
     “It was only when you came on the scene, though, that I started to think more about it. I started dream traveling just over a year ago, but I really didn’t understand too much about it until you showed up at our house, and then Mum told me about some polaroid pictures connected to my grandfather’s death that had turned up after twenty-five years. She also made a few comments about how you reminded her of my dad and this got me thinking. 
 
     “So when we visited you in prison, I took the bottle of water that you drank from and I did a home DNA test.” 
 
    The look on my face betrays me and he raises his eyebrows. “Don’t you dare give me that offended look, Sean. Not after everything you have put mum through. I needed to know if it was you and the test confirmed it to a 99.8 per cent probability.  
 
    “After that I questioned mum again about the exact date of my conception and when she mentioned it was two days before the murder in the King George all I had to do then was come along and check for myself.” 
 
    There is nothing I can say to deny any of this and there is no point anyway. DNA tests don’t lie and we are both here now on the night of Ben’s conception. 
 
    “And have you told your mother about this?” I ask. 
 
    “Of course not,” he laughs. “She would think I was on something.” 
 
    “Okay, fair enough, and what about the travel, Ben, are you managing the accuracy okay?” 
 
    “No, not exactly, this is my third time trying to get here. This time, I actually woke up on the outskirts of Glasgow at five o’clock this morning. I caught the train down and I’ve been hanging around since then waiting for you.” 
 
    “And where are you now in the real world?” I ask him. 
 
    “I’m at home. Mum is away at friends, so it’s no problem if I sleep through the day. 
 
    “Okay, so what now, Ben?” 
 
    Ben smiles and helps me to my feet. 
 
    “The what now, Dad, is that we walk up the road together and we get stuck into the gang of skinheads that are waiting for you.” 
 
    “No, I mean, what now for us, Ben? I am your dad, I don’t deny that, but look at me, back in 2018, I’m only a few years older than you. I don’t see me taking you to the park and pushing you on the swings.” 
 
    “Oh, yeh, the what now for us is that as soon as you’re well enough to leave hospital, you and I need to have a long talk about how we are going to work together going forward.” 
 
    I’m confused and I ask him what he means. “Work together, Ben?” 
 
    “Partners, Sean. Think about what you have achieved on your own, and then think about what you could achieve with a partner.” 
 
    “Not a chance, Ben. It’s too dangerous. I already have a partner and you have your studies to finish.” 
 
    “It’s not really open for discussion, Sean,” he snaps.  
 
    This is the most confident I have seen Ben so far and, before we are interrupted, he throws in some emotional and sarcastic blackmail. “Call it payback for all the missed birthdays and Christmases, Daddy!” 
 
    Before we can continue our conversation, we are disturbed by the sound of approaching footsteps. 
 
    The skinheads have grown bored of waiting on the main road for me and are now outside the bus shelter.  
 
    “Aww isn’t this nice, the hardman has found himself a boyfriend to call him Daddy,” one of them shouts. 
 
    They all burst out laughing and one of the skins from the train directs his own taunt to me, “Hey, fuckhead, I bet you didn’t expect to see us again so soon.” 
 
    I smile at Ben and nod, “So then, are you ready for this, Ben?” 
 
    He smiles back and takes a pair of brass knuckles from his pocket and slips them on, much to my amusement. 
 
    “Really, Ben?” 
 
    He shrugs his shoulders and smiles again and I turn back to the skins to deliver my line to light the fuse. 
 
     “Hey, ladies, love the matching plasters. What’s this all about? Did you not get the message earlier, or did you bring this gang of fuckwits for me to spank as well? 
 
    The skins pile in on us and, Ben goes down quickly under a flurry of punches and kicks. I fight as hard as I can, but the baseball bats and the Doc Marten boots slamming into my ribs and head take me down for the last time shortly after.  
 
    One of my skinhead friends straddles my body, pins down my arms with his legs, and takes out his Stanley Knife. I look across at the unconscious body of my son and, just before the skin slices open my face, I shout out, “See you on the other side, son!” 
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