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ABOUT THE BOOK

This book is a story of redemption. It is not intended in any way to endorse or promote the use of violence. Reference to criminal activity is included only for context, as part of the story, both for educational purposes and in the public interest. The crime for which the author was convicted is not the focus nor the essence of the book. Recollections of certain events may vary, but the author recounts matters to the best of his knowledge and belief and with no intention to cause distress to any other person.


PROLOGUE:

London Bridge

It was my first day out of prison in fourteen and a half years.

As if to show me what I’d been missing all this time, the sky was a fierce blue and the sun shone brightly across London. The city was buzzing. People moved briskly about their day, just as I once had, taking for granted a fundamental right it’s easy to forget we even have – until it is taken away.

I had Learning Together, a Cambridge University initiative that offers education opportunities for prisoners, to thank for my new-found, albeit temporary freedom. I had been invited to a conference to celebrate their five-year anniversary at Fishmongers’ Hall in London Bridge. And while my ‘plus one’ was my escorting officer Adam, it was still an incredible feeling to be outside and in the real world. It was a privilege to see the people who had helped me so enormously during the later stages of my sentence outside of the prison setting.

So the last thing I expected, just a matter of hours later, was to find myself holding, of all things, a narwhal tusk as a makeshift weapon and going toe to toe with a knife-wielding terrorist wearing an explosive belt. After fourteen and a half years in prison and having taken a vow to renounce violence, I would never have believed that I’d be forced to resort to using it on my first day out.

The high-pitched screams had first got our attention while we were in the banqueting hall upstairs at Fishmongers’ Hall. I was given orders by Adam to stay put while he went off to investigate. But when the screams persisted and confusion and concern spread like wildfire around the room, I had to go down and find out what was going on.

It was chaos. Two young women lay on the floor at the bottom of the stairs. Adam was kneeling over one of them, trying desperately to stem the heavy flow of blood from her neck. The other lay in a pool of her own blood. People were hiding or running scared. Screams echoed around the illustrious surroundings.

So here I was, face to face with Usman Khan, another guest of the Learning Together event, but one who had so cruelly betrayed the trust shown in him. He had a razor-sharp, eight-inch blade taped to each wrist and an explosive vest around his body; I had a narwhal tusk, one of a pair that I’d seen earlier in the day attached to the wall as part of a display. I didn’t hesitate. My plan was to slow him down or stop him by any means possible. He’d already demonstrated the lengths to which he was prepared to go. I tried to stay on my toes, light-footed, while wielding the narwhal tusk like a lance in a jousting match.

Usman came first, swinging his knives towards me, but I took advantage of my extra reach to thrust the tusk straight into his chest. I hit him hard – but it seemed to have little effect. We both backed off. I was surprised the blow hadn’t been more effective, but there was no time to dwell on it as we moved back and forth, jostling for a better striking position. I struck out, missing by a whisker . . . His knives came close . . . and then, Crunch! I managed to hit him hard across the shoulder, snapping the narwhal tusk in the process. I backed off quickly.

When Usman burst out of the door of Fishmongers’ Hall onto the street, I went after him. It was bright out there. The streets were busy, the traffic on the far side of the road almost at a standstill. Usman was heading towards London Bridge. I could see several women walking directly towards him, oblivious.

‘Get back!’ I shouted, while waving my arms to draw their attention. ‘It’s a terrorist!’

Alerted to the danger, they turned and swiftly backed away. Other guests followed me out of Fishmongers’ Hall and began shouting too.

As I reached the pavement at the bottom of the stone steps outside Fishmongers’ Hall, Usman turned to face me. I struck him again with the broken narwhal tusk but somehow he managed to grab it and rip it from my hands. I backed off towards the steps as he threw it at me.

I felt a cold sensation on my arm. It was the spray from a fire extinguisher, fired haphazardly towards Usman by another pursuer. Usman turned and suddenly began running towards the bridge. Another man carrying the other narwhal tusk joined the chase and raced ahead of me. I followed suit.

It felt like time had slowed down. My blood was loaded with adrenaline, enhancing my reaction time.

As we reached Usman on London Bridge, he turned to face us again. He lunged and began swinging his knives towards one of the pursuers.

Just grab him, I told myself. Take him to the ground. I made a lunge for his jacket with both hands and we went down.

‘Grab his hands!’ I shouted to the other two.

The chap with the narwhal tusk jumped in to take hold of Usman while passers-by began helping too. Some people jumped out of their cars to assist us.

One of the guests from Fishmongers’ Hall came running up. ‘Give him a kicking!’ he screamed.

‘No! Don’t hit him!’ I shouted back. We had to retain control. He still held his knives and could detonate his explosives. Then, somehow, Usman managed to get back to his feet. In the confusion that followed it was impossible to tell who had control, but then a gap opened for a moment, offering me an unobstructed view of his face. I punched him hard in the jaw. Crack! And another: Crack! This time, when he went down under us all, he remained there.

As I walked away from Usman Khan after the armed police had arrived and his body had been filled with bullets, a whirlwind of thoughts went round my head, my adrenaline beginning to come down from its intoxicating peak. Did that really just happen?

My previous act of violence had cost someone their life, shattered many others in the process and landed me a murder conviction in 2005, a life sentence with a minimum tariff of 17 years.

Shocked and confused, yet struck by a sudden moment of clarity, I turned to the chap with the narwhal tusk and said, ‘That was my first act of violence in fourteen and a half years.’

I’d broken my vow.


PART I

The Start of the Road


CHAPTER 1

City of Culture

The detectives were in no doubt. Whoever attacked Ms Ives had intended to kill her. She had no recollection of the incident but the pathologist who examined her injuries was able to establish that she had been forcefully struck to the ground and repeatedly stamped on until every bone in her face was broken, including her eye sockets. After beating her face to a pulp, her attacker had then picked her up like a rag doll and thrown her into a skip, leaving her to her fate. If it were not for her discovery by a man foraging for scrap metal on that quiet Sunday morning, Ms Ives, who by then had spent around ten hours under the cold November rain, would have been dead. Her body temperature was just 25 degrees, half a degree from death.

Like most big cities, Hull has its fair share of violent incidents, but there were some unusual features about this one. The woman they’d discovered at the rear of Staples Superstore in the city centre in 2002 was a 63-year-old bingo-loving pensioner who would pay occasional visits to Hull’s red-light district. And the person arrested for attempting to kill her was employed as a fireman, stationed a few blocks away. It was big news at the time. I was working on a building site near Hull’s KC stadium and I recall chatting with my colleagues about the alleged perpetrator, someone we sort of knew. But it was the kind of story that would gradually have dissipated from the city’s consciousness if it had not been for the events that followed. Sitting on a pile of bricks while resting over lunch, I couldn’t possibly have imagined how the story of that woman’s ordeal would go on to resurface throughout my life.

A city-village that rests on the north side of the River Humber in East Yorkshire, Hull is isolated from other major cities, a feature that led to the development of a rather quirky but insular culture. Bred mostly on blue-collar industries and working-class ideals, of the type that expect you to work hard for a living but leave you equally uninspired by lack of promotion prospects, its people are a tough-minded bunch, yet few visitors leave the city without noting its friendliness.

With its docks and ferry port visible at the mouth of the River Humber, Hull also offers access to the European continent and its treasures. But the ideological currents that flow inwards through this river have never really impressed Hull’s working class. When the fishing industry collapsed, an event that was attributed to Britain’s flirtation with the European Union and the Icelandic Cod Wars, the damage it caused to Hull’s economy left deep scars in the psychology of its people. Over the years, Hull did recover lost ground, but not enough to insulate it from the 2008 financial crash, which exposed its industrial limitations and opened up opportunities to immigrants willing to trade their skills at a more competitive rate. Again, ‘because of Europe!’ the people of Hull were out of pocket. So when a Conservative referendum in 2016 brought the opportunity to depart the largest trading block in the world and set sail in a different direction, Hull voted overwhelmingly to leave.

The slump in Hull’s economy was just as likely to do with domestic politics and the advance of globalisation, but that’s how modern political campaigns appear to operate: someone spreads a myth and it festers, until enough people rush outside with a pitchfork and someone gets it.

I was born in 1977 in Hull and had lived there all my life. Although my father left the family home when I was three years old, my older brother and I would still spend time with him, at his flat. A good-natured and calm man, ‘no violence’ was his mantra. But he did like practical jokes. Once, when I was around five years old, he bought us an Atari games console.

‘Boys, I’m nipping t’ shops. If owt goes wrong with the TV screen, get out the house quick as you can,’ he warned us. ‘It’s very dangerous and could explode!’

After Dad popped out, we shrugged our shoulders and continued playing. Around five minutes later, the TV screen suddenly went fuzzy. With Dad’s words ringing in our ears, we tried to leave the flat but the living-room door was locked. While keeping a desperate eye on the TV, we pulled at the handle until we worked ourselves into a frenzy, screaming in terror. Of course, Dad was standing behind the door, laughing his head off.

The 1980s were a pretty tough period for my mother to be raising us. We lived on council estates in East Hull, a part of the country where the effects of a recession lingered a little longer than elsewhere and, in my neighbourhood, packs of feral dogs invaded the playground to chase the kids. I recall it vividly, along with the social deprivation. Unhappy with life on Bransholme estate, one of Europe’s largest, my mother moved us on to Longhill estate and to a different school. But after I was sent home for kicking someone in my new playground, it was clear that self-discipline was not going to be one of my fortes. Incapable of gaining the approval of my schoolteachers, I naturally drifted towards like-minded kids.

Violence and aggression were always present throughout my youth. As a child, I was quite skinny and weak, which left me vulnerable to assault from other kids, even friends. And if I wasn’t the target of domestic violence from my stepfather, a rugby player who grew way too fond of knocking the shit out of me for minor house-rule infringements, there was often an older bully waiting on the pavement to give me a slap or force me to say the Lord’s Prayer backwards. Resilience being the gift of every child, I shrugged it off. But the conditioning had begun.

My only respite was when my grandmother would take us on adventures to the Lake District or the countryside where she lived. She was a storyteller, ghosts and war being her usual subjects. And, as far as I was concerned, she had mystical powers.

‘Read my tea leaves,’ I would pester.

‘Hmm, let’s see,’ she would say, glancing into the bottom of my cup to read my fortune.

She had lived through the German bombing raids across Hull during the Second World War, which began on her fourteenth birthday, and had known hardship as a child, so she tried to create for us kids what she had lacked in her own childhood. She understood more than anyone that a certain type of wisdom could only be attained through overcoming adversity. One such arduous adventure my grandma took us on saw me standing on the summit of Harrison Stickle, a 736-metre peak in the Lake District which we climbed when I was seven. The experience of gazing at the valley below and reflecting on the journey instilled in me a profound appreciation for the power of patience and perseverance in the face of tough challenges.

But though these lessons remained in the depths of my mind, they were vastly overshadowed by the culture that had already seeped into my bones. I received my first visit from the police when I was ten years old. And by the age of seventeen, during which time I’d acquired four more siblings, I’d finalised my education at a school for naughty kids, left with no qualifications and had racked up a large number of convictions for fighting and petty offences, culminating in an eight-month prison sentence. There was nothing too serious among those crimes, but they were enough to hinder my job prospects and prevent me from joining the army.

My only real discipline came from rugby. Having two top-flight teams, Hull KR and Hull FC, meant rugby league was the main choice of sport for kids across Hull. But those rugby pitches could be unforgiving places. Dirty play was customary and, in a region exposed to North Sea winds, the grass could freeze over like glass during the winter months. Still, you were expected to shrug it off, so we did, with a smile. If Hull’s culture encompasses values like resilience, solidarity and the audacity to be different, it’s partly because of the wet and muddy rugby pitches scattered throughout its landscape.

Of course, Hull does have a softer side to it – a history of producing actors, writers and artistic movements, and it was the UK City of Culture in 2017. A phrase or two from one of Hull’s famous poets was never going to be part of my vernacular, however. When you spend your school days wondering where the next punch is coming from, the last thing that’s going to help is a quote from Philip Larkin.


CHAPTER 2

Growing Up

‘What you done?’ I asked Danny as he sat there on a beach towel, sulking while the other kids paddled in the sea.

‘Nowt,’ he replied with his arms folded, scowling at the teacher.

This was the first conversation I remember having with Danny. On a school trip to Hornsea, we’d each been ordered to go and sit away from our classmates for misbehaving. We were seven years old and it was the beginning of a long relationship that would end in disaster.

Fast forward to 1992 and Danny and I were still up for mischief, but it was the bars and nightclubs of Hull that were our playground now. House music had taken off in the city and some of the buildings and warehouses left over from Hull’s dock industry made ideal bars and clubs. Underaged and impressionable when Danny and I first discovered that world, we seamlessly picked up the habits of the town hard cases who had become our idols: speed, ecstasy, fighting.

Signing on and selling party drugs was never going to sustain such a lifestyle, so by the age of nineteen I began working. My group of friends had also begun to develop a reputation and Danny had become its natural leader. At six-foot-two, aggressive and with an air of arrogance, he was an obvious choice.

Back in East Hull, where territorial boundaries were more defined, the local pubs could be equally rough. One in particular was The Viking. To the casual observer, it was a dingy local that you wouldn’t be seen dead in. Scarfed in barbed wire and monitored by CCTV, it certainly looked the part. But it was the epicentre of our universe, a second home from where we launched our escapades into other territories and to which we retired to lick our wounds.

But not everyone agreed to our presence. Struggling to turn a profit at one time, the brewery settled on a new landlord who had a reputation for dealing with ‘troublemakers’. He began his tenure by banning me and my friends from the pub. Returning later that evening, Danny confronted the landlord in the crowded bar. With music blaring and the locals watching in anticipation, the landlord squared up to Danny with his large frame.

‘You letting me in or what?’ Danny demanded.

Out of nowhere, the landlord launched a heavy right hand that sent Danny flying across the room and crashing to the floor. This landlord was not up for compromise. Twenty seconds later, he was at the back of the pub trying to fend off ten lads with a speaker stand while others trashed the bar. Not long after, The Viking reopened with a new landlord.

It wasn’t always like that. We mostly worked for a living and tried to enjoy ourselves with minimal hassle. It was just accepted that if trouble arose, you stuck together. And if you were ever arrested or hospitalised, you kept your mouth shut. That’s how things remained, until, at the age of twenty-three, I decided to settle down – or at least, I tried.

It was her legs, while she ran for the bus one day, that first caught my eye. With long, dark curly hair, brown eyes and a beautiful smile, she was perfect. I’d seen her around – she was a waitress at a bar in the town centre. We had a few friends in common, some social overlap, but we’d never really spoken more than a few words to each other before.

We bumped into each other on the street one afternoon and hit it off straight away. Her name was Jayne.

‘I’ve got a fiver in my pocket,’ she said. ‘Wanna pop into The Viking for half?’

This was back in the days when a fiver would buy you three or four drinks.

‘Yeah, why not,’ I responded.

It was a whirlwind romance and it didn’t take long before we moved in together, in a flat on our estate, an arrangement that was unworkable unless I found a job and kept it. Nothing like a good kick up the arse, I thought. It was one that brought some stability to my life and culminated in me working as a gas engineer.

Jayne and I settled into a relationship but, despite her affection and the stability of a comfortable home, old habits die hard.

‘I’m going home. You coming or what?’ she would ask while holding the door open at a friend’s house after a night out.

‘Just one more, Jayne,’ I’d respond, as Danny and my friends lay sprawled out on the floor.

‘It’s four o’clock in the morning, Steve!’

Her friends would tell me I didn’t know how lucky I was to have her. But I did. She was devoted to me and faithful to the core. I just couldn’t settle. By the spring of 2005, we’d been together over five years but our relationship was being tested by my lifestyle. It was an odd choice, occupying the floor of my mother’s spare bedroom, rather than sharing a double bed with my partner. But that was me, very self-destructive.


CHAPTER 3

Lighting the Fuse

The clock had just gone midnight, on Saturday 16 April 2005, when two men and a woman climbed out of a car and quickly made their way towards a block of flats. As they approached the communal doorway, one of the men and the woman each began to cover their faces with a pair of tights, and the other man covered his with a balaclava. Once inside, they pulled out their weapons. For the man wearing the balaclava, this was a hammer. They meant business and their target was the occupant of 200 Atlantic Road. On reaching the front door of the flat, they could hear music and laughter coming from inside. Eager to go, the person holding the hammer assumed the lead position.

Inside the flat, Jayne was enjoying a few drinks with her friends, having not long returned from the local pub. She heard a knock at the door and, expecting more friends to arrive, hurried to see who was there. As she opened the door, Jayne saw the masked individuals bunched in the hallway. For a second, she thought someone was messing around, until she saw a white flash. She had been struck on the forehead with a hammer. Stunned from the blow, she fell backwards into the kitchen while the masked assailants pushed past her to enter the living room.

Jayne tried to compose herself as blood began to trickle down her forehead and onto the palm of her hand. Screams were now coming from the living room. Dazed and in shock, but fearing for her friends, Jayne plucked up the courage to go and see what was happening. As she entered, she saw Oliver, one of her guests, lying on the floor. Blood covered his face. He had approached the living-room door expecting to greet new arrivals but been struck with a blow to the head. By now, the three assailants were shouting, ‘Where’s the five grand? Where’s the drugs?’ while continuing to hit and threaten people.

Another friend of Jayne’s was struck over the head, opening up a deep gash. At one point, everyone was told to empty their pockets and hand over their possessions. Weapons were held to their faces while demands were made to reveal the whereabouts of the ‘scousers’. One of the attackers tried setting someone alight while another smashed the stereo to pieces.

Jayne pleaded with the aggressors: ‘What are you doing? Who are you?’ But her pleas were met with further threats of violence.

Oliver managed to crawl to a chair but again he was beaten over the head. To those huddled in the corner of the living room, it was clear who was in charge: the man wearing the balaclava. With the lights on, Jayne thought she recognised him.

‘Are you Bam Bam?’ she asked.

‘No,’ he replied. ‘Shut up!’

After what seemed like an eternity of torment, the man wearing the balaclava gave the order to his accomplices: ‘Take whatever you want. Come on, we’re off.’

The gang pocketed what they could. Before leaving, the man in charge turned to Jayne one last time: ‘You have one week to get out, or I’ll kill you.’

I was out drinking that night with my mates when I received a phone call saying Jayne had been attacked. I headed straight over.

By the time I arrived, the police had cordoned off the entrance and paramedics were inside the flat tending to the injured. Jayne and her friends were clearly in shock. Their faces were blank – but there was also a sense of relief that the ordeal was over.

My worry abated slightly when I realised Jayne was OK – to an extent. But my feelings swiftly turned to anger and confusion. Who would do such a thing?

And then, of course, there was another question: Why?

Jayne and I weren’t drug dealers; we both worked for a living. Why would anyone be looking for that kind of money or for drugs in our home? Was it a case of mistaken identity – they’d targeted the wrong flat? Or was something else at play here?

The man Jayne thought she’d recognised was Craig Peterson, a guy from a nearby council estate known locally as ‘Bam Bam’. While I’d been staying at my mother’s, Craig had been visiting a girl who’d recently moved into the flat next door to Jayne. Jayne had formed a cordial relationship with her new neighbour, or so she’d thought. But after believing she’d recognised Craig, she suspected her music may have been the cause of the attack. It sounded dubious, but Craig had form.

Like many living in Hull during that time, I was aware of his reputation and recent encounters with the law. We’d also gone to the same senior school but we’d never spoken to each other. He was slightly older than me and I found him intimidating, so I kept my distance. But that’s only my recollection. He was said to have a good side to his nature and seemed popular with some associates on his estate. He’d also once served in the armed forces and later joined the fire brigade, an occupation in which he undoubtedly placed himself at great risk to help others.

But it was while Craig was working as a fireman that he had been arrested and tried for the attempted murder of Carol Ives, the 63-year-old lady who was discovered in a skip in Hull town centre, three years earlier. Craig was eventually acquitted for that crime but immediately afterwards he was sentenced to two years for punching unconscious and breaking the jaw of 43-year-old Rosalina Cappell, who had tried to call the police while Craig was attacking his elderly father. Due to his conviction and the extensive coverage of his trial in the Hull Daily Mail, as well as a statement from Humberside Police stating they weren’t looking for anyone else in relation to the attempted murder of Carol Ives, many in the city believed Craig had narrowly escaped a far heavier sentence, a notion reinforced by Detective Superintendent Paul Davison when he warned the public that Craig Peterson was ‘a very violent and dangerous man’.

Despite all this, I still believed Jayne was mistaken about his possible involvement. The attack was too excessive for a bit of music and the girl next door hadn’t complained. On the face of it, it looked like a gang of violent drug addicts had got the wrong address. Jayne’s suspicions fell on deaf ears – mine, to be precise. I just couldn’t see it. The name of Jacob Clifton came up – a crackhead who’d also been recognised under the tights he’d worn to conceal his identity – and I was confident this seemed the more likely explanation.

My feelings when I arrived on the scene, once I knew Jayne would be OK, had been anger. I was initially angry at myself: why wasn’t I there to protect Jayne? I felt guilty. If I’d been there would this have happened at all? There’s no way I would have just stood by while someone hit my girlfriend over the head with a hammer. But the more I thought about it, the more I realised that if I’d been there I might have ended up escalating things further, perhaps even risking my own life. The perpetrators had been armed and were clearly dangerous, and didn’t care who they hit, so who knows how things might have ended. Despite my initial instincts, it might have been for the best that I wasn’t there. Though that didn’t make me any less determined to get to the bottom of what had happened here.

The next day, Jayne and I returned to the flat to clean up the mess. By chance, Craig was also heading towards the same block of flats with his partner. To Jayne’s surprise, I waited for them to reach us and asked if they had seen anything the previous night.

‘I heard noises,’ replied his partner, ‘but I didn’t dare look outside.’

‘I arrived later but the police on the door wouldn’t let me in,’ Craig said. ‘If you have any more trouble, just give me a shout.’

‘Nice one, mate,’ I replied, before walking off.

As soon as the door shut behind us in the flat, Jayne’s eyes widened. ‘It was him,’ she said. Seeing him in the flesh reaffirmed her belief that he was responsible.

I shook my head. ‘It’s not him,’ I replied. His calm response had made me doubt her even more.

I took some pictures of the damage before comforting Jayne. She was still shaking, the claw-hammer mark on her forehead testament to the ordeal she and her friends had endured. Whoever had carried out that act, I thought to myself, was cowardly and cruel. Jayne and her friends were hard-working, law-abiding people. And this was my home. I could feel the anger beginning to rise through me. I told her I would find who’d done it. It was mostly wishful thinking, my way of trying to placate my sense of guilt over my absence, but Jayne was concerned.

‘Don’t do anything, Steve,’ she said categorically.

I gave her a hug.

Later that day, Jayne was interviewed by a police officer and given assurances that Craig would be arrested, as he was currently on bail for other offences and was being monitored under public protection arrangements. Although Jayne was offered police protection if charges were brought, she never returned to the flat again.

The next day, I was in The Sailors Arms with Jayne when a female associate of Craig’s walked in. She pulled us to one side and lowered her voice as she began to speak. What she revealed ended my doubts about Craig’s involvement. A friend of hers had been with Craig at another pub before the attack and she’d heard him mention Jayne’s name and say, ‘If she doesn’t turn that music down, I’m gonna go in there and fucking sort her out.’

After hearing this, everything clicked. The only item that had been purposefully targeted in the flat was the sound system. And while the attackers had demanded drugs and money, not once did they make the effort to search the property. In any case, if they’d entered the flat purely to steal drugs and money, why would the man wearing the balaclava say to Jayne, ‘You have one week to get out or I’ll kill you!’

Ideally, this information should have been passed to the police but the person who told us this asked not to be identified for fear of reprisals. She had children. We had no choice but to respect that.

News travels fast and it wasn’t long before our whole community was aware of who was the likely perpetrator of the aggravated burglary. Over the following days, more claims surfaced, one of them linking Craig to Jacob Clifton, the other suspect. Word on the street was that Craig had paid him and a woman £20 each to join him. And we later learned that, around thirty minutes before the attack on Jayne, Craig, in a sudden hurry, had got up and left his drinking associates after his partner had called him to complain about some music.

Although the allegations against Craig had not been proven in a court of law, in my mind he was responsible for the attack. And that meant if I saw him, there was a high chance my approach would be a touch different to our last encounter.


CHAPTER 4

One More Won’t Hurt

It was a Sunday just like any other. After enjoying the weekend in the city centre bars and clubs, I spent the afternoon of 24 April 2005 in the local pubs with Danny and a group of friends, slowly coming round from a cocktail of drink and drugs while listening to tacky jukebox music. Nine days had passed since the aggravated burglary and, though we’d heard nothing from the police, I’d been warned that Craig was looking for me. I had to watch my back now, but as we never drank in the same pubs the chances of bumping into him again remained slim.

By around eight o’clock that evening, our group had dwindled, the last few of us heading to The Swiss Cottage pub. In the car park outside, a friend of mine was drunk and acting a nuisance with a CS canister, pretending to spray people in the face, so I took it off him before entering the pub. Danny and the others didn’t last much longer, leaving me on my own, so I joined Tony, another friend.

‘Fancy Sailors for last orders?’ he asked.

I was about to go home. ‘One more won’t hurt,’ I said.

Ten minutes later, we arrived at The Sailors Arms, the sound of karaoke playing loudly from within. As we entered the pub forecourt, I saw Rory, another friend of mine, in the doorway, looking agitated.

‘Just been trying to call you,’ he said, with his phone in hand. ‘He’s in there!’

My anger surged. ‘What the fuck’s he doing here?’ I replied, bouncing up and down.

Tony disappeared into the pub and I looked through a side window. It was steamed up but I could see that the bar was crowded. The local football team had won their league. If I entered, it would be chaos. Full of alcohol and too blinded by my emotions to think of anything else but confronting Craig, I decided to wait by the side of the derelict bingo hall opposite the pub, where it was dark.

Craig had company, so Rory did the rounds and it wasn’t long before Danny arrived in his van. My other mates, John, Frankie and Ted, showed up too. They entered the pub to keep an eye on Craig. My plan was to confront Craig on my own. It was between me and him.

I climbed into the passenger side of Danny’s van. ‘In case his mates jump in, watch my back,’ I said – not that I needed to.

A hyped-up friend from inside the pub called my phone several times: ‘Kick his fucking head in!’

Danny shouted across to Rory, ‘Fucking get him out!’

At one point, Craig came rushing out of the pub with a broken pool cue in his hand, looking in all directions. He glanced towards the van, then, for some reason, went back inside.

Knowing that he was armed, I took the CS spray from my pocket, climbed out of the van and waited in a bush. Full of toxins, fuming over Jayne and encouraged by the presence of my mates, there was nothing to constrain my thoughts as my attention remained fixed on the pub doorway.

Suddenly, I saw Craig backing out of the pub while dragging someone by their feet and attacking them. Then, seconds later, a local called Jake intervened by punching Craig in the face and sending him stumbling onto the pub forecourt.

At that moment, I shot out of the bush and raced towards him. At the same time, drinkers began spilling from the pub, following the commotion that had just erupted inside.

On reaching Craig, I slowed to a stop, just in front of him. He turned to face me, a hammer in his hand. I pointed the CS spray towards his face and pressed it. He started to run. I grabbed a beer bottle that someone had left on the pub wall and chased after him. As I caught up, I tried to hit him with the bottle. I missed and dropped it.

By now, we were running down the centre of the road and Craig was beginning to create some distance between us. Out of the corner of my eye, I noticed the lights from a vehicle. It was Danny. He shot past me and drove his van straight into Craig, smashing him to the ground and knocking him unconscious. I landed on top of Craig while he was sprawled out, face up, and began punching him. Within seconds, Danny was out the van and kicking Craig in the head. I caught a couple of glancing blows, so I stood up and joined in.

I became aware of a gathering crowd and people running towards us from the pub. My mates were among them, but others were friends of Craig, and young locals eager to catch a glimpse of the violence. Danny and I continued kicking Craig while those in the crowd shouted and jostled for position.

One girl had seen enough, however.

‘You’ll kill him!’ she screamed.

‘Fuck off!’ I shouted back, before breaking off to retrieve Craig’s hammer from the road near the back of the van. Craig’s friends were lingering and I wanted to keep them at bay.

When I returned, Danny was still standing over Craig, giving him the odd boot and preventing the crowd from intervening. Pumped full of anger and adrenaline, I walked over to Craig and kicked his face several times. After I’d stopped, a collective silence fell on the scene. Enough was enough.

‘You two, fuck off. Now!’ Jake shouted.

Danny and I fled the scene in separate directions.

As my anger and adrenaline started to fade, I stopped. I couldn’t help it. I made my way back to The Sailors Arms and hid in a bush not far from the scene. By now, an ambulance had arrived and a handful of onlookers obscured my view. Then Tony came strolling past with his head down. I called him over.

‘It’s bad, Ste,’ said Tony, shaking his head. ‘It’s bad.’

‘Is he dead?’

‘I think so,’ he replied.

My world suddenly shrank. I felt exposed and alone, as if my exact location was known and the police were heading straight towards it.

But he doesn’t know he’s dead for certain, I told myself.

‘When the police question you, just tell ’em I left you before we reached The Sailors,’ I instructed.

Tony nodded and walked on.

I pulled myself out of the bush and wandered down a dark cul-de-sac behind some nearby houses. I lit a cigarette. While taking a long, desperate drag from it, I looked up at the clear night sky. In the eerie quietness of that moment, I contemplated my entire existence, wondering what type of storm was coming. Out of the darkness, a dog suddenly jumped up at the fence next to me and began barking wildly, snapping me out of my daze.

I made my way to Rory’s flat. To my relief, Rory insisted he wasn’t dead. ‘I swear down on me mam’s life!’ he said.

I made him repeat himself several times and questioned his logic, but he remained confident. I knew something wasn’t right but it was reassuring to hear Rory say Craig wasn’t dead. I breathed a sigh of relief and eventually fell asleep on Rory’s sofa.

The next day, Rory and I woke to a radio announcement confirming Craig’s death. To our disbelief, the news report also claimed that Craig had been killed with a hammer.

If I was meant to be hungover that morning, I certainly didn’t feel it. With the emerging daylight flooding in through the windows and my conscience dripping with blood, I was acutely aware that nothing would ever be the same again. For the first time in my life, the lethal effects of unrestrained violence had been made clear to me. How had our objective seemed so justified and unmet, but then so grossly overreached within the blink of an eye? I noticed my hands shaking as I began to put on my clothes. It was like jumping into the abyss and then regretting it seconds later. ‘Shit!’

But it was too late for thoughts like these. I needed to act – and act fast.

‘I’ll just say I wasn’t there,’ I told Rory, as if I’d just come up with a credible defence.

Rory could see the desperation on my face and simply agreed. He too must have been aware that over thirty witnesses had been present. After making a few frantic phone calls, we then set about disposing of the evidence and spent the rest of the morning trying to build an alibi.

This wasn’t criminal values at play; it was self-preservation at full tilt. Driven by the fear of going to prison for an extremely long
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