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Trish Elliott ran her hand across her stomach for the hundredth time since she’d left the doctor’s surgery. It didn’t feel as if there was a new life growing inside her – it was far too early for any movement or kicks, for the baby to make its presence felt. But Trish had known straight away this time, after years of trying, she was pregnant. The third pregnancy test had confirmed what her body had been telling her.


She hadn’t said anything to her husband and she’d left it another month before seeing her doctor, but now there was no doubt. ‘Pregnant’. She whispered the word to herself as she parked the car at the side of the road, relishing the sound of it. ‘I’m pregnant,’ she said softly. ‘I am having a baby.’ She wanted to run down the street and tell everybody, shout it to the sky, phone every friend and relative she had. But she also enjoyed having such a delicious secret. She knew. The doctor knew. And that was all. For a while, at least, the baby belonged solely to her.


She switched off the engine and shuffled across to sit in the passenger seat. Her husband loved to drive. It wasn’t a macho thing, or that he didn’t trust her at the wheel, it was just that he enjoyed it so much that she was happy to let him do it. Trish thought that she was probably the better driver. She took more care, followed the Highway Code religiously, checked her mirrors constantly, and was always happy to let other motorists get ahead of her. Jonathon – well, Jonathon drove like a man, there was no getting away from it. She sat in the passenger seat and waited for him to leave the office.


That was something else that would change, she thought, with a smile. Jonathon had promised that when they had a family he’d get a desk job. No more late nights, no more weeks away from home, no more putting his life on the line. He’d take a regular job, with regular hours, and he’d be there for her when she needed him. Someone else could take the risks and have the glory. He’d be a husband and father. A family man. He’d promised, and she would keep him to it.


She saw her husband walking along the pavement towards the car and waved. Jonathon got in and kissed her cheek. Trish slipped her hand round his neck and pressed her lips to his, kissing him deeply. He kissed her back, with passion, and slid his hand down to cup her breast. ‘That was nice,’ he said, as she released him.


‘You deserve it,’ she said.


‘For what?’ He started the engine and revved the accelerator, as he always did, boy-racer style.


‘For being such a good husband.’ She stroked his thigh. She wasn’t going to tell him yet, not until the time was absolutely right. The food was in the boot, all the ingredients for his favourite meal, and a bottle of wine. She’d only have a sip to celebrate and that would be the last alcohol she’d touch until the baby was born. She wasn’t going to do anything that might remotely jeopardise the health of her child. Their child. The child they’d been waiting for for almost three years. Their doctor had insisted there was no medical reason for her inability to conceive. She was fine. Jonathon was fine. There was no need yet for intervention, they just had to keep trying. They were young, fit and healthy. Jonathon’s job meant he was under a lot of stress, but other than that all they needed was lots of sex and a bit of luck. They’d had lots of sex, all right, thought Trish, with a smile. It had always been great, from the very beginning.


‘What are you smiling at?’ asked Jonathon, putting the car in gear and driving away from the kerb. He pushed his way into the traffic without indicating, and waved a careless thanks to a BMW that had had to brake sharply to let him in.


‘Nothing,’ she said. She wanted to tell him there and then, but she wanted it to be perfect. She wanted it to be a moment they’d both remember for ever.


‘Come on, come on,’ muttered Jonathon. There was a set of traffic lights ahead. Jonathon groaned as they turned red. ‘See that?’ he said. ‘Now we’re stuck here.’


‘There’s no rush,’ she said. She looked across at him. He was so good-looking. Tall, broad-shouldered, with a mop of black hair that kept falling across his face. Perfect teeth – a toothpaste-advert smile.


He grinned at her, the grin of a mischievous schoolboy who had never grown up. ‘What is it?’ he asked.


‘What?’


‘You. You’re smiling like the cat that got the cream.’


She wanted to tell him. She wanted to grab him and kiss him and hug him and tell him he was going to be a father. But she shook her head. ‘Nothing,’ she said.


A large black motorcycle pulled up next to them. The pillion passenger leaned down so that he could look into the car. For a moment Trish thought he wanted to ask directions. Then she saw the gun, and frowned. It was so unexpected that for a few seconds it didn’t register. Then time seemed to stop and she saw everything clearly. The gun was a dull grey automatic in a brown-gloved hand. The pillion passenger wore a bright red full-face helmet with a black visor. The driver had a black helmet, his visor also impenetrable. Men without faces. The driver revved the engine. The passenger held the gun with both hands.


Jonathon turned to follow her gaze. As he moved, the gun kicked, the window exploded and cubes of glass splattered across Trish’s face.


The explosion was so loud that it deafened her and she felt rather than heard the next two shots. Her face was wet and she thought she’d been cut, but then she realised it wasn’t her blood: her face and chest were soaked with her husband’s and she screamed as he toppled forward on to the steering wheel.


There were eight of them in the minibus, all wearing blue overalls, training shoes and baseball caps with the logo of the pest-control company above the peak. As the minibus stopped at the gate a bored security guard with a clipboard waited until the driver wound down the window, then peered at the plastic ID card clipped to his overall pocket. He did a head count and made a note.


‘No one off sick tonight, then?’ On a bad night there’d only be four in the squad. Eight was a full complement and, with the company barely paying above minimum wage, they were usually at least one man short. No women. The work was unpleasant and physically demanding, and while sex-discrimination laws meant that women couldn’t be refused a job, few made it beyond the first night.


‘New blood,’ said the driver. ‘Still keen.’


The security guard shrugged. ‘Yeah, I remember keen,’ he said wearily. He was in his late twenties but looked older, with hair greying at the temples and a spreading waistline. ‘Okay, gentlemen, hold your ID cards where I can see them, please.’


The men did as they were asked and the security guard shone his torch at the cards one by one. He was too far away to check that the faces of the men matched those on the cards, but even if he had studied them he would have seen nothing wrong. Time had been taken to ensure that the ID cards were faultless. The van was genuine, as were the overalls and baseball caps, but its original occupants were in their underwear in a disused factory in east London, gagged, bound and guarded by another member of the gang. He would stay with them until he was told that the job was done.


The faces that looked back at the security guard showed the bored resignation of men about to start eight hours of tedious night work. Three were West Indian, including the driver. The rest were white, all aged under forty. One of the youngest yawned, showing a mouthful of bad teeth.


The security guard stepped back from the minibus. He waved across at his colleague and the white pole barrier with its STOP sign rose. Two uniformed policemen, wearing bullet-proof vests and cradling black Heckler and Koch automatics, were standing at the gatehouse. They watched the minibus drive by, their fingers inside the trigger-guards of their weapons. The driver gave them a friendly wave and drove towards the warehouses. Overhead, a British Airways 747 swooped low, its landing gear down, wheels ready to bite into the runway, engines roaring in the night sky.


The man with bad teeth ducked involuntarily and one of the West Indians laughed and slapped him on the back.


‘Don’t fuck around,’ said the man sitting next to the driver. He was wide-shouldered, in his late thirties, with sandy brown hair cropped close to his skull. He scanned the darkness between the warehouses. He wasn’t expecting trouble: virtually all the security was at the perimeter of the airport.


In the rear of the minibus, the men were pulling sports bags from under their seats.


‘Right, final name check,’ said the front-seat passenger. His name was Ted Verity and he’d been planning the robbery for the best part of three months. ‘Archie,’ he said. He opened the glove compartment, took out a portable scanner, switched it on and clipped it to his belt.


‘Bert,’ said the man directly behind him. His real name was Jeff Owen and he’d worked with Verity on more than a dozen robberies. Owen pulled a Fairy Liquid bottle out of his sports bag. He sniffed the top and wrinkled his twice-broken nose.


Verity took a second scanner from the glove compartment, switched it on and placed it on the dashboard.


‘Charlie,’ said the man next to Owen. He was Bob Macdonald, a former squaddie who’d been kicked out of the army for bullying. Verity didn’t know Macdonald well, but Owen had vouched for him and Verity trusted Owen with his life. Macdonald pulled a sawn-off shotgun from his holdall and slotted a red cartridge into the breech.


‘Doug,’ said the man next to Macdonald. He shoved a clip into the butt of a handgun and pulled back the slider. He was the youngest of the West Indians, a career criminal who’d graduated from car theft and protection rackets to armed robbery after a six-month stretch in Brixton prison. That was where Verity had met him and spotted his potential.


The alphabetical roll-call continued. A to H. The young guy with the bad teeth was Eddie. He had a revolver in his right gloved hand and a stun gun in the left. He pressed the trigger of the stun gun and blue sparks crackled between two metal prongs. The high voltage charge was enough to disable a man without causing permanent injury. The tall, lanky West Indian next to Eddie was Fred. He had a twin-barrelled sawn-off shotgun. A thirty-something Glaswegian, with a shaved head and football tattoos hidden under his overall sleeves, was sitting on his own in the back cradling a pump-action shotgun. He was George and he had an annoying habit of cracking his knuckles.


The West Indian driver was Harry. Verity didn’t know Harry’s real name. Over five years he’d worked with him on a dozen jobs but had only ever known him by his initials, PJ. He was one of the best drivers in London and claimed to have been Elton John’s personal chauffeur. Verity nodded at PJ, who brought the minibus to a halt.


‘Anyone uses any name other than the ones you’ve been given and I’ll personally blow their head off,’ said Verity, turning in his seat.


‘Right, Ted,’ called George, then slapped his forehead theatrically. ‘Shit, I forgot already.’


‘Very funny,’ said Verity. He pulled a sawn-off shotgun out of his bag and flicked off the safety. ‘Remember, we go in hard – hearts and minds. Don’t give them time to think. They sound the alarm and we’ve got less than six minutes before the blues and twos arrive and we’re up to our arses in Hecklers. Everybody set?’


The six men in the back nodded.


‘Masks on,’ said Verity.


They took off their baseball caps and pulled on black ski masks with holes for eyes and mouths. Verity nodded at PJ and the West Indian drove forward. Verity’s heart raced. No matter how many jobs he did, no matter how many times he’d piled in with a gun, the fear and excitement always coursed through him like electricity. Nothing compared with the high of an armed robbery. Not even sex. All his senses were intensified as if his whole body had gone into overdrive. Verity pulled on his mask. He connected an earphone to the scanner, then slipped it on under his mask. Just static.


PJ turned sharply to the right and pulled up in front of the warehouse. Verity swung open the door and jumped down, keeping the sawn-off close to his body. His earpiece buzzed. A suspicious passenger in the arrivals terminal. An IC6 male. An Arab. Good, thought Verity. Anything that drew attention away from the commercial area of the airport was a Godsend.


Owen pulled back the side door and jumped out. He had stuck a revolver into the belt of his overalls. The rest of the team piled out and rushed over to the warehouse entrance. There was a large loading area with space for three trucks but the metal shutters were down. To the right of the loading bay there was a metal door. The men stood at either side of it, weapons at the ready.


Verity walked up to the door and put his gloved hand on the handle. It was never locked, even at night: there were men working in the warehouse twenty-four hours a day, but only a skeleton staff at night. Four men at most. Two fork-lift truck drivers, a security guard and a warehouseman. Four unarmed men in charge of a warehouse containing the best part of twenty million pounds’ worth of goods. Verity smiled to himself. Like taking candy from a baby.


Verity pulled open the door and rushed in, holding his shotgun high. To the right of the door he saw a small office containing three desks and wall-to-wall shelving filled with cardboard files. A uniformed security officer was sitting at one of the desks, reading a newspaper. Verity levelled his shotgun and motioned with it for him to stand up. Eddie rushed past and pressed the prongs of the stun gun to the guard’s neck and squeezed the trigger. The man went into spasm and slumped to the floor. Eddie dragged him behind the office door. He took a roll of duct tape from his overall pocket and used it to bind the man’s hands and feet as the rest of the gang fanned out, moving through the warehouse. It was about half the size of a football pitch with cartons of cardboard boxes piled high on wooden pallets. Most were marked ‘Fragile’ and came from the Far East. Japan. Korea. Hong Kong.


An orange fork-lift truck reversed round a stack of boxes. Doug ran up to it and jammed his pistol against the neck of the operator, a middle-aged man in white overalls. He grabbed his collar and pulled him off the vehicle, then clubbed him across the head with the gun.


Verity could hear the second fork-lift whining in the distance and pointed in the direction of the sound. Fred and the Glaswegian ran off, their trainers making dull thuds on the concrete floor.


Doug rolled the fork-lift driver on to his front and wound duct tape round his mouth, then bound his arms.


Verity motioned at Macdonald and Owen to start moving through the stacked pallets. They were looking for the warehouseman, weapons at the ready. Macdonald looked at his watch. ‘Plenty of time,’ whispered Verity. ‘Radio’s quiet.’


The second fork-lift truck stopped, and there was a bump as if something soft had hit the ground hard. Then silence.


The three men stopped and listened. Off to their right they heard a soft whistle. Verity pointed and they headed towards it.


The warehouseman was in his early thirties with receding hair and wire-framed glasses. He was holding a palm computer and making notes with a small stylus as he whistled. He was so engrossed in it that he didn’t see the three masked men until they were almost upon him. His jaw dropped and he took half a step backwards, but Verity jammed his gun into the man’s stomach. ‘Don’t say a word,’ hissed Verity. ‘Do as you’re told and we’ll be out of here in a few minutes.’


He grabbed the man’s collar with his left hand, swung him round so that he was facing in the direction of the office, then frogmarched him towards it with the gun pressed into the base of his spine. ‘There’s no m-m-money here,’ the man stammered.


‘I said, don’t talk,’ said Verity. He rammed the barrel into the man’s back for emphasis.


When they reached the office the two fork-lift drivers were lying on the ground outside the door, gagged and bound. Owen was standing over them, his gun in one hand, the Fairy Liquid bottle in the other.


Verity pushed the warehouseman to the floor next to them. He rolled on to his back and his glasses fell off, clattering on the concrete. Verity pointed his gun at him. ‘The Intel chips,’ he said, through gritted teeth. ‘The ones that came in from the States this morning.’ Voices buzzed in his earpiece. A Police National Computer check on the Arab, name, date of birth, nationality. Iraqi. ‘Bastard ragheads,’ muttered Verity.


‘What?’ said the warehouseman, confused. He groped for his spectacles with his right hand.


Verity nodded at Owen, who sprayed the contents of the Fairy Liquid bottle over the three men. Macdonald frowned as he recognised the smell. Petrol. The fork-lift drivers bucked and kicked, but the warehouseman lay still in shock, clutching his spectacles.


Owen emptied the plastic bottle, then tossed it to the side. He took a gunmetal Zippo from the pocket of his overalls and flicked it open. ‘You heard what the man said, now where are the chips?’ He spun the wheel of the lighter with his thumb and waved a two-inch smoky flame over the three men.


‘Archie, what the hell’s going on?’ shouted Macdonald. He took a step towards Verity. ‘No one said we were going to set fire to anyone.’


‘You’ve got a shotgun in your hands, this is no different.’


‘Have you seen what third-degree burns look like?’


Verity levelled his weapon at Macdonald’s legs. ‘Have you seen what a kneecapping looks like?’


Macdonald raised the barrel of his shotgun skywards. ‘Just wished I’d been fully briefed, that’s all.’ He shrugged. ‘You’re right. In for a penny…’


The warehouseman scrabbled on his back, away from Owen. Owen followed him, bending down to wave the flaming Zippo closer to his legs. The warehouseman backed against the wall of the office, his hands in front of his face. ‘I’m not sure how close I can get before you go up in flames,’ said Owen. ‘The Intel chips,’ he hissed. ‘Where are they?’


‘I’ll have to check the computer,’ stammered the warehouseman. A dark stain spread down his left trouser leg.


Owen clicked the Zippo shut, grabbed the man by the scruff of the neck and dragged him to the office door. Verity followed. The earpiece buzzed and crackled. There’d been a car crash outside the departures terminal. Two minicabs had collided and the drivers were fighting. Verity grinned under his mask. The more distractions, the better.


Owen threw the warehouseman into the office. ‘You’ve got ten seconds, then it’s barbecue time,’ he snarled. He pushed him down on to a swivel chair.


The man’s hands trembled over the keyboard. ‘I have to think,’ he said. ‘I’m only the n-n-night man.’


‘Remember this,’ said Owen, lighting the Zippo again and waving the flame close to the man’s face.


The warehouseman shrieked. ‘Okay, okay, wait!’ He stabbed at the keyboard. ‘I’ve got it.’ He wiped his sweating forehead with the arm of his coat. ‘Row G. Section Six. Twelve b-b-boxes.’


Verity turned to the office door. ‘Fred, Doug!’ he called. ‘Row G. Section Six.’ The earpiece buzzed. Despite the clean PNC check, the Arab was being taken into custody.


Owen closed the Zippo and used duct tape to tie the warehouseman to the chair. ‘I d-d-did what you wanted, d-d-didn’t I?’ asked the man fearfully. Owen slapped a piece of tape across his mouth.


Verity pointed at Owen. ‘Tell Harry to get the minibus ready,’ he said, then jogged towards Row G.


‘I’ll do it,’ said Macdonald.


Verity stopped in his tracks. He pointed a gloved finger at Macdonald. ‘I said him. If I’d wanted you to do it I’d have told you.’ He pointed at Owen. ‘Do it!’ he shouted. Then to Macdonald: ‘You stay with me where I can keep my eye on you.’ He jogged down the centre aisle, Macdonald and the Glaswegian following him while Owen ran towards the main door.


Doug was already sitting at the controls of a fork-lift truck. ‘Here they are.’ Fred gestured at a pallet loaded with cardboard boxes.


‘Come on, get them loaded and let’s get out of here!’ yelled Verity. The boxes contained the latest Pentium chips from the States. According to Verity’s man on the west coast, there were twenty-four boxes in the shipment worth almost a million pounds, wholesale.


In the distance, the metal door slammed. They all turned at the sound of running feet. Verity and Macdonald raced into the main aisle and saw Owen hurtling towards them. ‘Cops!’ yelled Owen. ‘There’s cops everywhere!’


Verity whirled round. ‘What?’


‘They’ve got PJ. There’s armed cops all over the place.’


Verity’s hand dropped towards his scanner. He checked the frequency and the volume. Everything was as it should be. ‘They can’t be,’ he said.


‘They must have hit a silent alarm!’ shouted Owen.


Verity ran towards the office, where Eddie was standing with both hands on his pistol. ‘What do we do?’ asked Eddie.


Verity gestured at the metal door. There were bolts top and bottom. ‘Lock it,’ he said. Eddie ran over, slid the bolts, then ducked away. There were no windows in the warehouse, no way of seeing what was going on outside. Owen was panting hard. Verity put a hand on his shoulder. ‘How many?’ he asked.


‘Shit, I don’t know. They were all over the minibus. Three unmarked cars. A dozen, maybe. I didn’t hang around to count.’


Verity rushed into the office, slapped the warehouseman across the face, then ripped the tape off his mouth. ‘Did you trip an alarm?’


The man was shaking. ‘How c-c-could I?’ he stammered. ‘You were w-w-watching me all the time. You know you were.’


‘What are we going to do?’ asked Eddie.


‘Shut the fuck up and let me think,’ said Verity.


‘There’s nothing we can do,’ said Macdonald. ‘If the cops are outside, it’s all over.’


Verity ignored him and turned to Owen. ‘You said they had PJ?’


‘He was bent over the bonnet of one of the cars and a cop was handcuffing him.’


‘Did they see you?’


Owen nodded.


‘The minibus was still there?’


Owen nodded again.


‘Okay,’ said Verity. If the cops knew they’d been seen then he and his men had only seconds. He gestured with his shotgun at the two on the floor. ‘Free their legs,’ he said. ‘And untie the twat in the chair. They’re our ticket out of here.’


Eddie rushed into the office. Fred and the Glaswegian bent down and ripped the tape off the fork-lift drivers’ legs.


Verity cradled his shotgun as he stared at the bolted metal door. If the cops knew they were armed, they wouldn’t come storming in. And if they went out with hostages, the police wouldn’t be able to shoot. Verity tried to visualise the geography around the warehouse. As far as he could recall, there were no vantage-points for snipers. It would all be up close and personal, and that meant the cops wouldn’t be able to fire without risking the hostages. But they had to move quickly. ‘Come on, come on!’ he shouted.


Eddie pushed the warehouseman out of the office. ‘The security guard’s still out cold,’ he said.


‘Three’s enough,’ said Verity.


‘Enough for what?’ asked Macdonald.


‘To get us out of here.’ Verity went over to the warehouseman. ‘Give me the duct tape.’ He held out his hand to Owen, who tossed him the roll. The warehouseman tried to speak but Verity pushed the barrel of the shotgun under his nose and told him to shut up. ‘George, come over here.’ The Glaswegian walked over to him. ‘Put your shotgun against the back of his neck.’ The Glaswegian did as he was told, and Verity wound duct tape round the weapon and the warehouseman’s neck.


‘You use him like that and it’s kidnapping,’ said Macdonald. ‘Shoot him and it’s cold-blooded murder.’


‘If the cops let us go, no one’ll get hurt,’ said Verity. He nodded at Fred. ‘Do the same with him.’ He gestured at one of the fork-lift drivers. The West Indian hauled the man to his feet and did as he was told.


‘They won’t let us walk out of here,’ said Macdonald. ‘Even with hostages.’


‘Armed robbery will get us twelve years, maybe fifteen,’ said Verity. ‘If a gun goes off and one of these sad fucks gets it, it’ll be manslaughter. Ten to twelve. We’ve got nothing to lose.’


‘Ted Verity, I know you can hear me,’ said a voice. Verity spun round, then realised that the voice had come through the scanner earpiece. It was being broadcast on the police frequency. ‘This is the police. It’s over, Ted, come out now before this gets out of hand.’


Verity roared and ran over to the fork-lift driver Fred was tying up. He slammed his shotgun against the man’s chin, then kicked him between the legs, hard. He fell back, and Verity hit him again as he went down.


Macdonald grabbed Verity’s arm. ‘What the hell’s got into you?’


Verity shook him off. The earpiece buzzed again. ‘There’s armed police out here, Ted. There’s nowhere for you to go. Leave your weapons where they are and come out with your hands in the air. If we have to come in and get you, people are going to get hurt.’


A telephone began to ring in the office.


‘Answer the phone, Ted,’ said the voice in Verity’s ear.


‘It’s the cops,’ said the Glaswegian. ‘They’ll be wanting to talk to us.’


Eddie hurried over to Verity.


‘They’ve already talked to us,’ said Verity. He slapped the scanner on his belt. ‘On the radio.’


‘How did they know we had a scanner?’ asked Eddie, his face just inches away from Verity’s.


Verity could smell garlic on his breath. ‘They knew everything,’ he said. ‘We’ve been set up.’ He swore, then pushed Eddie in the chest. ‘Get the fuck away from me!’ he said.


‘It’s over,’ said Macdonald. He turned to the Glaswegian, looking for his support. The Glaswegian shrugged, but said nothing. ‘If we go out with hostages, they’ll throw away the key,’ said Macdonald. The Glaswegian’s finger was on the trigger of the shotgun. Most of the barrel was covered with duct tape, binding it to the warehouseman’s neck. The man was trembling and the tape across his mouth pulsed in and out as he breathed.


‘They’ll throw away the key for me, anyway,’ said the Glaswegian. ‘One look at my record.’ He jabbed the shotgun against the warehouseman’s neck. ‘Let’s just do what we’ve got to do.’


Macdonald groaned. ‘Jeff,’ he said to Owen, ‘help me out. This mad bastard’s gonna get us all killed.’


‘No names!’ screamed Verity, brandishing his shotgun. ‘No fucking names!’


‘Ted,’ said Macdonald calmly, ‘them knowing who we are is the least of our problems.’


‘He’s right,’ said Doug. ‘If the cops are outside it’s thank you and good night.’ He gestured at the door with his handgun. ‘This pea-shooter’s gonna do me no good against pigs with heavy artillery.’


‘We’re not gonna shoot at them,’ shouted Verity. ‘All we’re gonna do is tell them if they try to stop us the hostages get it. Look, the minibus is out there. PJ’s there. If we move now, we can still get out of here. If we keep yapping they’ll be firing tear gas and God knows what else in here.’


The phone stopped ringing. Fred went to stand by Doug. The Glaswegian pulled the warehouseman back so that he was closer to Verity. Battle lines were being drawn. Owen cursed and moved over to Verity, his sawn-off shotgun at the ready. He gestured with his chin for Macdonald to join him but Macdonald shook his head.


‘Eddie,’ said Verity, ‘get the hell over here.’


Eddie looked across at the two West Indians, then at Verity. ‘I didn’t sign up for a shoot-out,’ he said. ‘In and out, you said.’


‘Eddie, get over here or I’ll shoot you myself.’ Eddie gritted his teeth. Verity levelled his shotgun at Eddie’s groin. ‘I swear to God,’ said Verity. ‘Get your fucking arse over here.’


Tears welled in Eddie’s eyes but he did as he was told.


‘Answer the phone, Ted,’ said the voice in Verity’s ear. ‘What we’ve got to say is better said over a secure line, right? Don’t you agree?’


Verity ripped off the earpiece and pointed at the fork-lift truck driver on the floor. ‘Get a shotgun taped to his neck, now,’ he shouted to Owen, keeping his own weapon aimed at the West Indians.


Owen grabbed the duct tape and pulled the injured man to his feet. ‘Give me a hand,’ he said to Eddie.


‘If you’re going to go through with this, I’m out of here,’ said Doug.


‘You’re not going anywhere,’ said Verity.


‘This ain’t no Three Musketeers thing,’ said Doug. ‘You do what you’ve got to do, but I’m walking out now.’


‘I’m with him,’ said Fred, shifting his weight from foot to foot.


The telephone rang again.


‘We’re going out together,’ said Verity.


Eddie was winding tape round the fork-lift truck driver’s neck.


‘They’re not going to let you drive away,’ said Macdonald.


‘They won’t have a choice,’ said Verity. ‘What are they going to do? Shoot at us while we’ve got these guys by the short and curlies?’


‘And what are you going to do when they say there’s no deal?’ said Macdonald. ‘Blow the heads off civilians?’


‘They’ll deal,’ said Verity.


‘If that’s what you think you don’t know the cops.’


‘Do you?’ yelled Verity. ‘Is that how they knew we were here? Did you grass us up?’


‘Screw you, Verity,’ said Macdonald. ‘I don’t need this shit.’


Verity pointed his shotgun at Macdonald’s midriff, his finger on the trigger. Macdonald swung his own shotgun up so that it was levelled at Verity.


‘Guys, for fuck’s sake!’ shouted Owen. ‘We’re on the same side here!’


‘We’re in this together,’ said Verity. ‘If we split up now, it’s over.’


‘It’s over anyway!’ roared Macdonald. ‘You just don’t see it.’


‘Bob, we’re damned if we do and damned if we don’t,’ said Owen.


Macdonald snarled at Owen, though he kept his weapon on Verity. ‘You told me this was a straight robbery,’ he said. ‘In and out before anyone was the wiser, you said. Now we’re taking hostages.’


‘The cops are going to say we took hostages anyway,’ said Owen calmly. ‘Soon as we tied them up we were holding them against their will. Look, I brought you in on this because you were a cool head. Don’t let me down now.’


The phone stopped ringing. Outside the warehouse they heard rapid footsteps. Then silence.


Macdonald lowered his weapon. ‘Okay,’ he said.


Verity stared at him, then nodded curtly, acknowledging Macdonald’s change of heart. ‘Check the door,’ Verity said. ‘Don’t open it, just listen.’


Macdonald walked towards it. As he passed Verity, he turned suddenly and slammed the cut-down stock of his shotgun into the man’s stomach. The breath exploded from Verity’s lungs and he doubled over. Macdonald brought the stock crashing down on the back of Verity’s head and Verity dropped like a dead weight.


Owen stared at Macdonald in amazement. Doug and Fred cheered. The Glaswegian tried to rip his shotgun away from the warehouseman’s neck but the duct tape held firm and he cursed. Macdonald swung his gun towards him. ‘Don’t even think about it, Jock,’ he said.


‘You’re dead,’ said Owen. ‘When he gets hold of you, you’ll be wearing your balls around your neck.’


‘If we go out there tooled up, we’re dead anyway,’ said Macdonald. He backed away from Owen. The Glaswegian ripped his shotgun free with a roar. He aimed it at Macdonald as the warehouseman slumped to his knees.


Macdonald kept backing away. ‘I’ve no problem with you, Jock,’ he said, ‘or you, Jeff. I just want out of here.’


There was a loud bang at the entrance and they all jumped. As the Glaswegian turned to look at the metal door, Macdonald sprinted down the warehouse. He ducked between two towering stacks of pallets, then zigzagged right, left and right again. He dropped the shotgun and kicked it under a pallet, then sprinted towards the rear of the warehouse. Behind him he heard the metal door crash open, then the staccato shouts of men who were used to their orders being obeyed. ‘Armed police! Down on the floor, now! Down, down, down!’


Macdonald zigzagged again, and reached the warehouse wall. The emergency exit was at the mid-point and he ran towards it. From the front of the warehouse he heard a single shotgun blast, a burst of automatic fire, then more shouts. He wondered who had fired. Owen was too much of a pro to shoot at armed police. It was probably the Glaswegian. Macdonald hoped he hadn’t hit anybody and that the police had been firing warning shots. A pump-action shotgun against half a dozen Hecklers was no contest.


Macdonald kicked the metal bar in the middle of the door, which sprang open. An alarm sounded in the distance. The door bounced back and he shouldered his way through.


‘Armed police!’ shouted a Cockney accent. ‘Drop your weapon!’


Macdonald stopped dead and raised his hands in the air. ‘I’m not carrying a weapon, dipshit!’ he shouted, then stood where he was, breathing heavily.


‘Down on the ground, keep your hands where we can see them!’ shouted the officer. He was in his mid-twenties, dressed all in black with a Kevlar vest and a black baseball cap with POLICE written across it in white capital letters. His Heckler was aimed at Macdonald’s chest. Two more armed officers stood behind him, their guns aimed at Macdonald.


‘Can we all just relax here?’ said Macdonald. He took off his ski mask and stared sullenly at the three policemen. ‘Okay now?’ he said. They looked at him grimly.


‘Down on the floor!’ said the oldest of the three, gesturing with his Heckler.


‘Yeah, right,’ said Macdonald. ‘Look, I don’t have time for this.’ He moved to walk by them. The Cockney swore at him, raised his weapon and slammed the butt against the side of the Macdonald’s head. Macdonald went down without a sound.


Macdonald came to lying on his back, staring up at a man in a white mask wearing a dark green anorak, shining a small flashlight into his left eye. Macdonald groaned. He heard the wail of a siren and realised he was in an ambulance. He tried to sit up but the paramedic put a hand in the middle of his chest and pushed him down. ‘Lie still, you’ve had a nasty bang on the head.’


‘He hit me,’ said Macdonald. ‘Why the hell did he hit me?’


‘Because you were resisting arrest, you twat,’ said a Cockney voice.


Macdonald tried to sit up again.


‘Really, sir, I wouldn’t,’ said the paramedic. ‘There’s a good chance of concussion. We’re going to have to give you a scan.’


Macdonald tried to push away the paramedic but his arm wouldn’t move more than a few inches. He looked down. His wrist was handcuffed to the metal bar of the stretcher he was lying on. He tried to raise the other. That was cuffed, too. The cop who’d hit him was sitting next to him, the Heckler cradled in his lap. He had a long face with deep-set eyes and he’d turned the baseball cap round so that the peak was at the back. ‘I should have hit you harder,’ he said.


‘What the hell’s going on?’ asked Macdonald, groggily.


‘Your mate shot one of ours,’ said the cop. ‘You’re all going down for attempted murder on top of armed robbery.’


‘He’s okay?’


‘Your mate? Took one in the arm. He’ll live.’


‘Screw him, he almost got us killed. The cop who was shot, is he okay?’


‘Now you’re worried, aren’t you?’ The cop slapped his Kevlar vest. ‘Vest took most of the shot, bit of damage to his lower jaw. But the intent was there and you’re all in it together.’


Macdonald lay back and stared up at the roof of the ambulance. They were moving at speed, the siren still wailing, but he could tell he wasn’t badly hurt. He’d been hit before, by experts, and the butt of the Heckler hadn’t done any serious damage. What worried Macdonald was why the job had gone so wrong.


Macdonald was wheeled into a cubicle where an Indian doctor examined the head wound, shone another light in his eyes, tested his hearing and tapped the soles of his feet before pronouncing him in no need of a brain scan. ‘Frankly,’ he said to Macdonald, ‘the queue for the MRI is so long that if there was a problem you’d be dead long before we got you checked out.’


Macdonald wasn’t sure if he was joking or not. The doctor put antiseptic on the wound and told Macdonald he didn’t think it required stitching. ‘Any chance of me being kept in for a day or two?’ Macdonald asked. The longer he stayed out of a police station the better.


‘Even if you were at death’s door we’d have trouble finding you a bed,’ said the doctor, scribbling on a clipboard. He glanced at the paramedic. ‘You did the right thing bringing him in, but he’s fine.’


‘Told you I should have hit you harder,’ said the armed policeman, who was standing at the end of the trolley cradling his Heckler.


The paramedic looked across at the cop. ‘What do we do with him?’


‘I’ve been told to keep him here until the forensic boys give him the once-over.’


The doctor pointed at a curtained-off area on the opposite side of the emergency room. ‘You can put him in there unless we get busy,’ he said, and walked over to where an old man with shoulder-length grey hair and a stained raincoat was haranguing a young nurse.


The paramedic wheeled Macdonald across the room and pulled the pale green curtain round him. The armed cop dragged a chair over to the side of the bed and sat down, facing him.


‘Haven’t you got anything better to do?’ asked Macdonald.


‘I’m not to let you out of my sight,’ said the cop. ‘Not until CID get here.’


‘How about a coffee, then?’


‘Fuck you,’ said the cop.


‘Hey, I didn’t shoot anyone,’ said Macdonald.


‘You were carrying, and the intent was there. The fact that you didn’t pull the trigger doesn’t mean shit.’


Macdonald stared up at the ceiling.


‘I should have shot you when I had the chance,’ said the cop. Macdonald ignored him. The cop kicked the trolley. ‘You hear me?’ Macdonald closed his eyes.


Before he could say anything else, the curtain was pulled back. ‘Okay, lad, we’ll take it from here,’ said a voice.


Macdonald opened his eyes. Two men in suits were standing at the end of the bed. The older one was wearing the cheaper outfit, an off-the-peg blue pinstripe that had obviously been acquired when he’d been a few pounds lighter. He was in his early fifties and had the world-weary look of a policeman who’d carried out more than his fair share of interviews in A and E departments. His hair was receding and swept back, giving him the look of a bird of prey. He smiled at Macdonald. ‘I gather you’re fit to talk.’


The armed cop glared at Macdonald and walked away, muttering.


‘I’ve nothing to say,’ said Macdonald.


‘That’s how I like it,’ said the detective. ‘Short and sweet. I’m Detective Inspector Robin Kelly, Crawley CID.’ He nodded at the younger man. ‘This is Detective Constable Brendan O’Connor. Don’t let the Irish name fool you, young Brendan here is as English as they come. Product of the graduate-entry scheme he is, and sharp as a knife. Isn’t that right, Detective Constable?’


O’Connor sighed, clearly used to Kelly’s teasing. ‘Yes, sir. Sharp as a knife.’ His accent was pure Oxbridge – obviously destined for greater things than riding shotgun to a detective approaching retirement.


‘How about getting us a couple of coffees?’ said Kelly. ‘Mine’s black with two sugars. What about you?’


Macdonald turned to look at the detective constable. He was in his mid-twenties with jet black hair and piercing blue eyes that suggested there was more to his Irish heritage than his name. ‘White, no sugar.’


‘Sweet enough, as my grandmother always used to say,’ said Kelly. He sat down and crossed his ankles as the detective constable left them. ‘I hope I retire before he gets promoted above me.’ He sighed and rubbed the bridge of his nose. ‘I’m missing my beauty sleep, I can tell you that much. Still, no point in brandishing shotguns in broad daylight, is there?’


‘No comment,’ said Macdonald.


‘And if I was in your situation that’s what I’d be saying. No comment until you’re lawyered up and then it’s “No comment on my solicitor’s advice.” But unless you take the initiative here, you’re going to go down with the rest of the scum.’


‘No comment,’ said Macdonald.


‘You see, the civilians are saying that you were the best of a bad bunch. You tried to stop the flaming-kebabs routine. You said it would be better to call it a night and go out with your hands up. And, bugger me, you only went and poleaxed Ted Verity, gangster of this parish. For which you have the thanks of Sussex Constabulary.’


‘How is he?’ asked Macdonald.


‘Like a prick with a sore head,’ said Kelly. He chuckled. ‘He’s in a better state than you, actually. You didn’t do much in the way of damage.’


Macdonald stared up at the ceiling. ‘No comment.’


‘If I was you, and obviously I’m not because you’re the one with the handcuffs on, I’d be wanting to put as much distance between me and the rest of them as I could. A cop was shot. Prison isn’t particularly welcoming to people who take pot-shots at law-enforcement officials.’


‘I didn’t shoot anyone,’ said Macdonald.


‘Which is another point in your favour,’ said Kelly. ‘But it’s going to take more than that to keep you out of a Cat A establishment for the next twenty years.’


O’Connor returned with three plastic beakers on a cardboard tray. He handed the tray to Kelly, then unlocked the handcuff on Macdonald’s left wrist. Macdonald smiled at him gratefully, shook his hand to get the circulation going, then took his beaker of coffee and sipped it.


‘So what’s it to be?’ asked Kelly. ‘Can we bank on your co-operation? Or shall I book you a cell with Verity?’


‘No comment,’ said Macdonald.


Kelly sighed and got to his feet. ‘That’s that, then,’ he said.


The curtain was pulled back and a young woman in a dark blue jacket looked expectantly at him. ‘Jennifer Peddler,’ she said. ‘I’m here for the forensics.’ She jerked her head at Macdonald. ‘This the shooter?’


‘I didn’t shoot anyone,’ said Macdonald.


‘Strictly speaking, that’s true,’ said Kelly. ‘He’s a blagger rather than a shooter.’


Peddler put a large case down on the floor, opened it, took out a pair of surgical gloves and put them on. She was a good-looking woman, with high cheekbones and long chestnut hair tied back in a ponytail.


Kelly chuckled. ‘Not going to give him the full monty, are you?’ he asked. ‘We don’t think he’s got a shotgun up his back passage. We found his weapon at the warehouse.’


The woman flashed Kelly a bored smile. ‘Contamination of evidence,’ she said. She pointed at the handcuff on Macdonald’s right wrist. ‘You’ll need to take that off so he can remove his clothes.’


‘What?’ said Macdonald.


‘Guns were fired, we need to examine your clothing for particles.’


‘I didn’t fire a gun,’ said Macdonald.


‘It’s procedure,’ she said. ‘As these gentlemen will tell you, I don’t need a warrant.’


‘It’s true,’ said O’Connor.


‘Then what am I supposed to wear?’


Kelly smiled. ‘Tell us your address and we’ll send round a car for a change of clothes.’


‘This is madness,’ Macdonald said, annoyed.


‘You can wear a hospital robe,’ said O’Connor.


‘I’m not going into a bloody cop-shop with my arse hanging out,’ said Macdonald.


‘I’ve a forensic suit you can wear,’ said Peddler. She leaned down and took a plastic-wrapped package from her case, tore it open and removed a one-piece suit made from white paper.


‘You’re joking,’ said Macdonald.


‘It’s that or the hospital gown.’


‘What about my human rights?’


‘What about the cop you shot?’ said O’Connor.


‘I didn’t shoot anyone,’ said Macdonald.


‘We’ll start with your footwear,’ said Peddler. She removed his trainers and socks, and placed them in individual brown paper bags with polythene windows. Then she helped him off with his jeans and put them into a bag. She took a marker pen from her jacket pocket. ‘Name?’ she said.


Macdonald said nothing.


‘He’s not saying,’ said Kelly. ‘But we’ll get the full story once we’ve run his prints through NAFIS.’


Macdonald took another sip of coffee. A check through the National Automated Fingerprint Information System wouldn’t help them identify him. His prints weren’t on record. Neither was his photograph. But there was no point in telling them that. There was no point in telling them anything.


Peddler scribbled on the bags, then put down her pen. She took off Macdonald’s leather gloves and bagged them, then O’Connor undid the cuff so that she could take his shirt and jacket. She put them in separate bags, sealed them, picked up her pen and scribbled on them. ‘You can keep the underwear,’ she said, handing him the paper suit.


Peddler swabbed his hands and put the swabs in separate plastic tubes, each of which she labelled. She also took his wristwatch. ‘You haven’t printed him, then?’ she asked Kelly.


‘He was brought straight here. We’ll scan him at the factory.’


‘I’ll take my own set now,’ said Peddler. ‘Give me a head start.’ She inked Macdonald’s fingers and took a set of his prints. Then she handed him a cloth to wipe off the surplus. ‘I need a DNA sample for comparison purposes,’ she said. ‘It’s a simple mouth swab. As you haven’t been charged, I need written permission from a superintendent before I can insist. You can give me a sample willingly now or I can catch up with you later.’


‘Take what you need,’ said Macdonald. His DNA wasn’t on file.


Peddler wiped a swab inside his mouth and sealed it in a plastic tube. ‘Right, that’s me finished,’ she said. She went off with the case in one hand and the bags of clothing in the other.


‘What happens now?’ asked Macdonald.


‘We take you back to Crawley for more questioning,’ said Kelly. ‘You’re charged, we bring you in front of a magistrate and then you’re banged up until trial, assuming you don’t get bail. And I think it’s pretty unlikely that any judge is going to let you back on the streets.’ Kelly stood up. ‘You finished your coffee?’


Macdonald drained his cup and the two detectives escorted him through A and E. Nurses, doctors and waiting patients craned their necks to get a glimpse of him, then quickly looked away. The paper suit rustled with every step and his bare feet slapped against the linoleum floor. Macdonald had a throbbing headache but he didn’t know if it was as a result of the blow to his head or the tension that had cramped the muscles at the back of his neck. Police, court, then prison. He smiled grimly. This was definitely not how he’d been planning to spend the next few days.


Macdonald was driven to the rear entrance of Crawley police station and taken into a reception area where a bored uniformed sergeant asked a series of questions to which Macdonald replied, ‘No comment.’


The sergeant, a big man with steel grey hair and horn-rimmed glasses, seemed unperturbed by Macdonald’s refusal to answer any questions. He asked Kelly if he was going to interview the prisoner immediately and Kelly said that they’d talk to him in the morning.


‘What about a solicitor?’ asked the sergeant. ‘Is there someone you want us to call?’


Macdonald shook his head.


‘Do you want to see the duty solicitor?’


‘No, thanks,’ said Macdonald. He knew that the sergeant wasn’t offering out of the goodness of his heart, simply following police procedure. Macdonald was in the system and everything that happened from now on would be covered by the Police and Criminal Evidence Act. They’d play it by the book, one hundred per cent.


A young constable removed Macdonald’s handcuffs and took him over to a desk where there was a machine like a small photocopier without a lid. The constable made him place his right hand on the screen and pressed a button. A pale green light scanned Macdonald’s palm and fingers. Then the constable scanned Macdonald’s left hand. The Livescan system would run his prints through NAFIS within minutes, but they would come back unmatched.


Then Macdonald was taken into another room where the constable took photographs, front and side profiles, and returned him to the reception desk. Kelly and O’Connor had gone.


The sergeant asked Macdonald if there was anyone he wanted to phone. Macdonald knew of at least half a dozen people he should call, but he shook his head.


‘You do understand why you’re here?’ said the sergeant.


Macdonald nodded.


‘You’re going to be charged with some serious offences,’ said the sergeant. ‘I don’t owe you any favours but you really should talk to a solicitor. The duty guy can advise you without knowing your name.’


‘Thanks,’ said Macdonald, ‘but no thanks.’


The sergeant shrugged. ‘I’ll need your watch and any jewellery.’


‘Forensics took my watch, and I don’t wear jewellery,’ he said. He’d taken off his wedding band two months earlier.


‘You were examined by a doctor?’


Macdonald inclined his head.


‘Did he say you needed any special attention, anything we should know about?’


‘No. But I could do with shoes.’


‘There’s a bell in the cell. If you feel bad – dizzy or sick or anything – ring it. We can get the duty doctor out to see you. Had a guy die a few years back after being hit on the head. Bleeding internally and nobody knew.’ He called the constable over. ‘Cell three,’ he said, handing him a card on which was written ‘NOT KNOWN, ARMED ROBBERY’ along with the date and time. ‘I’ll see what I can do about footwear,’ he said to Macdonald.


The constable took Macdonald down a corridor lined with grey cell doors. He unlocked one and stood aside to let Macdonald in. The room was two paces wide and three long with a glass block window at the far end, a seatless toilet to the right, and in the ceiling, protected by a sheet of Perspex, a single fluorescent light. There was a concrete bed base with a thin plastic mattress. Two folded blankets lay at the foot. The walls were painted pale green. Probably Apple White on the chart, thought Macdonald. The paint was peeling off the ceiling and dozens of names and dates had been scratched into the wall, along with graffiti, most of which was along the lines of ‘All coppers are bastards.’


The constable slotted the card into a holder on the door. ‘Don’t put anything down the toilet that you shouldn’t,’ said the constable. ‘The sergeant gets really upset if it backs up. And if he gets upset, we get upset.’


‘Any chance of some grub?’ asked Macdonald.


The constable slammed the door without replying.


‘I guess not,’ said Macdonald. He picked up one of the blankets. It stank of stale vomit and he tossed it into the corner of the cell. He sat down on the bed. The floor was sticky and he swung his bare feet on to the mattress, then sat with his back against the wall. He’d slept in worse places. At least no one was shooting at him. The light went out and he sat in the darkness, considering his options. He didn’t have many. He was in the system now and all he could do was ride it out.


Without a watch, Macdonald quickly lost track of the time. Light was streaming in through the window when the door was unlocked and a constable, a different one from the previous night, handed him a plastic tray that contained a bacon sandwich and a paper cup of tea with the bag still in it.


‘Sarge said I was to ask what size your feet are,’ said the constable. He was in his late twenties, tall and thin with a slight stoop. He looked more like a librarian than a policeman.


‘Ten,’ said Macdonald.


The constable started to leave. ‘I could do with a shower and a shave,’ said Macdonald.


‘We don’t have any washing facilities,’ said the constable. He left, slamming the cell door.


Macdonald took a bite of the sandwich. The bread was stale and the bacon was fatty and cold but it was the first thing he’d eaten in twelve hours so he wolfed it down. The tea was lukewarm and sweet.


The next time the cell door opened a uniformed female sergeant came in, a thick-set woman with tightly permed hair. She was holding a pair of old training shoes. ‘These are elevens but they’re all we could find,’ she said.


Macdonald thanked her and tried them on. There were no laces so he had to shuffle as he walked, but they were better than nothing. He sat down on the bed but the woman jerked her thumb towards the corridor. ‘You’re to be interviewed,’ she said.


She escorted him across the reception area. Several uniformed officers stared at him with hard faces. Word must have got round that a cop had been shot. Macdonald looked straight ahead. The sergeant opened a door and gestured for him to go in.


Kelly and O’Connor were already seated at a table with notebooks in front of them. A tape-recording deck with spaces for two tapes stood on a shelf and in the corner of the room above Kelly’s shoulder there was a small CCTV camera.


‘Sit down,’ said O’Connor, pointing at a chair facing the camera.


Macdonald did as he was told. By now the detectives had probably discovered that neither his prints nor his photograph were on file. The DNA profile would take longer.


O’Connor switched on the recording machine and identified himself. He gave the date, looked at his wristwatch and said the time, then looked at his boss. Kelly seemed tired: there were dark patches under his eyes, and the shoulders of his suit were flecked with dandruff. Kelly spoke his name, then sat back to let O’Connor do the talking.


‘So, you’ve had a chance to sleep on it,’ said O’Connor. ‘Are you ready to be a bit more co-operative today?’


‘No comment,’ said Macdonald.


‘You were arrested leaving a warehouse at Gatwick airport late last night,’ said O’Connor. ‘Would you care to tell us what you were doing there?’


Macdonald knew he hadn’t been arrested, he’d been knocked unconscious, but maybe O’Connor was hoping for an argument over the facts that would lead Macdonald to incriminate himself. If that was his intention maybe he wasn’t destined for greater things.


‘No comment,’ he said.


‘At this point I’m asking you if you want to be legally represented,’ said O’Connor. ‘Either by a solicitor of your choosing or by the duty solicitor.’


‘I decline legal representation,’ said Macdonald, folding his arms across his chest.


‘Because?’


‘No comment.’


‘We understand that the raid was planned by Edward Verity.’


‘No comment.’


‘And that you were just a hired hand on the job.’


‘No comment.’


‘We understand that you hit Mr Verity before he could take actions that would have led to the hostages being hurt.’


‘No comment.’


‘If you explained why you did that, it might make things easier for you.’


‘No comment.’


‘We discovered a shotgun in the warehouse, close to the emergency exit you ran out of. Can you confirm that it was yours?’


‘No comment.’


O’Connor reached under the table and brought out an evidence bag containing a pair of leather gloves.


‘We removed this pair of gloves from you in hospital in the early hours of this morning.’ O’Connor read out the serial number on the bag for the benefit of the tape. ‘Can you confirm that you were wearing these gloves?’


‘No comment.’


O’Connor bent down and picked up a second evidence bag, this one containing a black ski mask. ‘You were wearing this mask when you broke out of the warehouse,’ he said.


‘No comment.’


‘And you were wearing the overalls belonging to the employee of the pest-control company you were impersonating. All of which leaves us in no doubt that you were a member of the gang who broke into the warehouse, assaulted the employees and later shot a policeman.’


‘No comment.’


‘Refusing to answer our questions isn’t going to get you anywhere,’ said O’Connor.


Macdonald shrugged.


‘The lad’s right,’ said Kelly. ‘This isn’t me playing good cop, bad cop either. You’re not on file but all that means is that you haven’t been caught before. You’re a pro, that’s as obvious as the wart on my arse. But just because it’s a first offence doesn’t mean you won’t go down for a long time. If the Crown Prosecution Service goes for attempted murder plus kidnapping you could get life.’


Macdonald shrugged again.


‘But if you throw in your lot with us, we could persuade the CPS to drop your case to attempted robbery. A few months behind bars. You might even get probation if you can come up with a few character witnesses and an invalid mother.’


‘No comment,’ said Macdonald.


Kelly leaned forward and placed his hands on the table, palms down, fingers splayed. ‘This is a once-only offer,’ he said.


‘I can’t help you,’ said Macdonald.


‘If you can’t, there’s others that will,’ said Kelly. ‘You know Conrad Wilkinson? Of course you do. He was wearing the same outfit as you.’


Macdonald said nothing.


‘Young Conrad’s scared shitless about going back to Brixton. Seems he left a debt behind when he got early release. Plus his record is minor – car theft and demanding money with menaces. It’s all we can do to shut him up. Trouble is, he doesn’t know anything.’


Macdonald remained silent.


‘Now Jeff Owen, he does know what time it is. All sorts of bells went off when we ran his prints through NAFIS. Owen wants to do a deal, but as he was the one splashing petrol about, the CPS isn’t happy about cutting him any slack. So I’m going to ask you one last time. Do you want to help us with our enquiries, or shall we get ready to throw away the key?’


Macdonald stared sullenly at the detective. Kelly stood up. ‘This interview is over,’ he said.


O’Connor read the time off his wristwatch, then switched off the recorder. He took out the two cassettes, signed his name on them, and fixed seals over them. ‘One of these is for you if you want it,’ he said to Macdonald.


‘No need,’ said Macdonald.


Kelly threw open the door to the interview room and walked out. ‘He’s all yours,’ he said, to the female sergeant. O’Connor hurried after the detective inspector.


The female sergeant took Macdonald back to his cell. On the way he asked if he could have some shoelaces because it was difficult to walk in the oversized trainers. She told him that he was a suicide risk so shoelaces and anything else he might use to kill himself were prohibited. Macdonald smiled to himself as she closed the cell door on him. Killing himself was the last thing he wanted to do.


Macdonald was interviewed three times over the rest of the day, but he didn’t see Kelly or his sidekick again. The questioning was handled by a detective chief inspector and a detective sergeant, two men with more than fifty years of police experience between them. They tried every trick they knew but Macdonald said only, ‘No comment.’


He was fed once, in the early evening. A watery spaghetti Bolognese on a paper plate and a sickly treacle pudding with fluorescent yellow custard. Neither was especially appetising but Macdonald cleaned both plates with the same plastic fork, and washed down the food with another cup of sweet tea.


There was no sink in the cell but he was given a washing-up bowl of warm water and a towel. His request for a razor was refused.


He slept uneasily on the thin plastic mattress and had to drape one of the foul-smelling blankets over his head to blot out the light.


He was woken by the uniformed male sergeant who informed him that his case had been reviewed by a superintendent and the twenty-four-hour grace period had been extended by eight hours; before the eight hours were up he would be charged and taken to Crawley magistrates’ court.


Macdonald asked for some clothing and if he could shave before his court appearance. ‘If you give us the name of a relative, we can get them to bring some things in for you,’ the sergeant said. Macdonald knew there was no point in arguing with him. Besides, even if he appeared in court wearing an Armani suit and an MCC tie he wouldn’t be granted bail. A short while later he was given another bacon sandwich, this time with a congealed fried egg inside it, and a cup of instant coffee. He ate the sandwich hungrily and sipped the coffee slowly.


He sat on the bed until they came for him. He was handcuffed to two police officers and taken into a small room where the uniformed sergeant formally charged him on one count of armed robbery. It was a holding charge, Macdonald figured, until they had finished their investigation. Kelly had seemed serious when he’d said that the gang members were all going to be charged with attempted murder and kidnapping.


As he was led through the reception area he caught a glimpse of Jeff Owen through a half-open door. He was sitting at a table, talking quickly. Macdonald couldn’t see who was interviewing him but he had the feeling it was Kelly and O’Connor. Owen looked up and saw Macdonald. He said something to the interviewing officers and the door was closed.


The two police officers took Macdonald out through the rear entrance where a large white truck was waiting. A dark blue saloon car was parked behind it: four armed police officers were sitting in it wearing bullet-proof vests. Behind them two police motorcyclists were revving their engines.


The officers took Macdonald inside the van. There were separate stalls, each with its own door. They pushed him into one, attached one of his cuffs to a chrome rail and removed the other, then locked the door.


Macdonald sat down on the moulded plastic seat and stared out of a square window of reinforced glass. He heard more prisoners being brought into the truck, and doors slamming. Then the engine started and the truck edged out of the car park into the street. The two motorcycles roared round it and took the lead; the car of armed police followed behind.


Through the window, Macdonald saw mothers pushing prams, young men in suits striding along purposefully with briefcases, old people standing at bus stops. Normal people leading normal lives. Civilians. Several turned to stare at the truck as it rumbled along the road – wondering, no doubt, which hardened criminals were being taken to get the retribution they deserved. Rapists? Child molesters? Murderers? Only twenty-four hours earlier he’d been on the outside, leading a normal life. Macdonald smiled tightly. No, that was wrong. His life was far from normal. It had been a long time since his life had been anything other than extraordinary.


He saw a young couple embracing, kissing each other full on the lips, then parting and waving goodbye. His stomach lurched. He’d been trying not to think of his wife and son and how they’d be feeling, not knowing where he was or what was happening to him. But there was nothing he could do about that just now. There was no way he could contact them – not until he’d figured out what was going on and why his life had been turned upside-down.


The magistrate was a man in his fifties with unfashionably long hair that Macdonald felt was probably tied back in a ponytail when he wasn’t on the bench.


Macdonald sat in the dock, a uniformed policeman at each shoulder. He had no idea if anyone else from the gang had already appeared, or if anyone else would follow him. When he’d been taken out of the truck the doors to the rest of the stalls had been locked and there was no one else in the waiting room where he’d been kept for half an hour before his court appearance. Two armed policemen stood guard while he was in the waiting room and two more were in the court. The magistrate read a file through half-moon reading glasses, then looked over the top of them at Macdonald. ‘You’re refusing to give your name?’


‘Yes, sir,’ said Macdonald.


‘That’s a little pointless, isn’t it?’ He had the vestiges of a Scottish accent, as if he’d been born north of the border but had spent most of his life in London.


‘It’s my decision, sir,’ said Macdonald.


‘They’ll put you on Crimewatch,’ said the magistrate, and chuckled at his joke. ‘And you’re refusing legal representation?’


‘I am, sir.’


‘Equally pointless,’ said the magistrate. ‘Your case will be heard at the Crown Court, possibly the Old Bailey, and you will not be allowed to represent yourself there. Unless you have formal legal training.’ He smiled patronisingly at Macdonald. ‘Do you have any formal legal training?’


‘No, sir.’


‘Then I suggest you hire yourself a solicitor immediately and, in view of the charges, get yourself a decent barrister. From the look of the evidence against you, you’re going to need all the help you can get.’ The magistrate glanced at the two CPS lawyers who were sitting at a desk on the opposite side of the court. One was in his late forties, with a tan so perfect it could only have come from a sunbed or a bottle; the other was two decades younger, with an eager-to-please demeanour that suggested he hadn’t long been in the job. Behind the lawyers were the two detectives who had taken over Macdonald’s questioning. The younger CPS lawyer had done most of the talking while the older one had occasionally turned in his chair to whisper to the detectives. ‘Do we have any idea when the further charges you mentioned might be laid?’ the magistrate asked the lawyers.


The younger lawyer got to his feet. ‘Investigations are continuing, sir,’ he said. ‘Statements are being taken from employees of the pest-control company who were held prisoner and we would expect charges of kidnapping and assault to be filed shortly. We are awaiting the results of forensic tests before charging the defendant with grievous bodily harm and attempted murder.’


The magistrate looked back to Macdonald. ‘In view of the seriousness of the charges, compounded by your refusal to co-operate with the police, I have no alternative but to remand you in custody. And because of the nature of the crime and the fact that firearms were involved, you are to be held in a Category A facility.’


Macdonald stared stonily at the magistrate. It was what he had expected.


‘It seems to me that, these days, the criminal fraternity is all too keen to carry firearms in the pursuit of their activities, and I hope that the full weight of the law is brought against you when the case comes to court,’ the magistrate continued. Macdonald could see that the man was enjoying his moment of glory. He would spend most of his time dealing with motoring offences and shoplifters: the appearance of an armed robber and potential police-killer in his court would give him lots to talk about at his next dinner party. But the speech meant nothing: Macdonald hadn’t even applied for bail.


He was handcuffed again, taken to the van, put back into the stall and the door locked. A few minutes later, the vehicle drove out of the court car park, escorted by the two motorcyclists and the car of armed police.


Macdonald gazed out of the window, trying to work out where they were taking him. At some point they drove over the Thames, which meant they weren’t taking him to Belmarsh, but his restricted view meant that he had no clear idea of which direction they were heading.


Macdonald sensed they weren’t taking a direct route to the prison. That, and the armed escort, suggested the police believed he was an escape risk. He craned his neck and searched the sky for a helicopter, but saw nothing.


The sun was dropping towards the horizon so it must have been mid-afternoon when he saw the prison wall in the distance. There was no mistaking its nature: it was over thirty feet high and made of featureless brown concrete topped by a cylindrical structure like a large sewage pipe that ran its full length. There was no barbed wire, so presumably the cylinder was an anti-climbing device. If he was going to get out of the prison, Macdonald reflected, he wouldn’t be climbing over the wall.


The van slowed and Macdonald glimpsed a sign: HM Prison Shelton. Then it turned right and headed towards a gatehouse. A uniformed guard raised a barrier, and the van drove through, then stopped in front of a large gate. It rattled back and, a moment later, Macdonald saw three prison officers standing at a doorway, big men, with barrel chests and weight-lifters’ forearms, in short-sleeved white shirts with black epaulets. As the vehicle came to a stop another guard appeared, holding a large Alsatian on a tight leash.
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