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      ‘Fuck me!’ Opening his eyes, Michael Byrne gasped for air, exhausted, as the young girl straddling him peeled herself away from his perspiring body, satisfied that she’d successfully tended to his needs.

      Standing next to the bed, completely stark bollock naked – clearly confident with her young firm figure – she lit a fag and smiled down at him with glee.

      ‘Well, I wasn’t expecting that!’ She’d just given grandad the fuck of his life and had been pleasantly surprised at his stamina. The man was at least fifty, but there was clearly life in the old goat yet, as the bugger had really made her work for her money tonight. ‘You’re not bad for an old boy!’

      Grinning at the compliment, Michael Byrne could see that the girl meant it too. He was glad he still had it in him, if he was honest. Being married to Joanie, he was amazed his dick hadn’t completely wilted away and lost all its purpose for the amount of use his frigid wife ever got out of it.

      Michael wrinkled his nose in distaste as the stale smell of cigarette smoke began to fill the room. Joanie would go ballistic if she found out someone was smoking in her precious house. Panicking for a second, he almost asked the girl to put it out.

      What was he thinking? He chuckled to himself as he watched the girl bend over, leaning down to flick the ash from her fag into one of Joanie’s tacky-looking trinket boxes. Cigarette smoke? Fuck me. That would be the least of his worries if Joanie walked in here now. He could just see his stuck-up wife’s horrified expression at the thought of her husband and this young tart writhing around in their marital bed.

      That only made him smile all the more.

      By rights, he should have a guilty conscience. He’d wronged Joanie over the years – a lot – but bringing a tom back here to their home, to their bed that they both slept in, was an all-time low. He didn’t feel so much as a pang of remorse for his actions though; in fact, if anything, he felt bloody fantastic. Every thrust, every shudder with Lorna had only been enhanced and heightened by the fact that if his wife Joanie had known what he was up to, she would have done her nut. Just the thought of pissing his wife off had been all he needed to get his todger up and get himself going. In fact, he’d thought about Joanie the entire time.

      The stuck-up cow. Parading around in her silk dressing gown, with a face full of fancy creams and potions that clearly didn’t bloody work. Joanie was far too precious about herself to ever think about loosening up and having a bit of fun.

      Still, she had her uses. Just the thought of her had enabled him to put on the best performance of his life tonight, and he felt amazing for it.

      ‘What are you looking so smug about?’ Lorna asked, glad to see such a satisfied customer. She was hoping that she’d get a tip for her services.

      ‘That, my girl, was something else altogether. I could do it all over again.’ Grabbing at her waist as he pulled her back on to the bed, Michael tried his luck for an encore performance.

      ‘Bloody hell, Casanova! Slow down,’ Lorna said, resisting his pull and wagging her finger at him playfully. ‘I need a wee. You be a good boy while I’m gone, okay, then maybe I’ll think about it.’

      Michael enjoyed the spectacular view of Lorna’s tiny pert buttocks as she strutted out of the bedroom in all her naked glory. Listening out as she took a piss in the bathroom, he heard her turn on the shower. At least she was hygienic. It made a change from the usual prostitutes that he picked up. Filthy most of them. Physically and morally. Though that was often what attracted him to them in the first place. He liked women who didn’t have any objections with his explicit demands in bed. He could be as rough and as dirty as he liked and the girls not only let him, but they enjoyed it too. Or at least they acted as if they did.

      Lorna being one of them. The girl certainly wasn’t fussy, but then again, neither was he. He couldn’t afford to be anymore. The older he was getting, combined with his lack of funds, meant that these days he took whatever was on offer, and Lorna tonight had been the pick of the bunch.

      Still, she was bloody good at her job.

      Hearing a loud crash in the bathroom, some toiletries crashing to the floor, Michael imagined the girl rummaging through the bathroom cabinet, helping herself to some of Joanie’s expensive perfumes.

      Fill your fucking boots, love! he thought jovially.

      When his wife finally bothered to grace him with her company again, Michael would just make out that she must have taken her belongings with her, either that or he’d imply that she must be getting on a bit. Losing her memory.

      She hated it, did Joanie: being reminded that she was getting on now too. That would teach her for just upping and abandoning him yet again to go and pander to their precious son. Cleaning his flat and cooking his meals as if the lad was some kind of an imbecile and couldn’t do it all himself. The woman did his nut in running around for the man, just because he was ‘busy working’.

      Working. If that’s what you called pimping out girls and being a general thug.

      The next almighty crash from the bathroom made Michael jump: the bang too loud to be Lorna just rooting around, being nosey. ‘You all right in there, Lorna?’ he shouted, wondering if he should perhaps muster up the energy to get out of bed and check on her.

      Fuck it!

      Throwing the blankets back from his naked body, about to go and investigate, he heard Lorna coming back along the corridor towards the bedroom.

      Relaxing back down onto the bed, he wondered if he could get another erection. Fully exposed now, he began rubbing his cock vigorously, so that Lorna would be under no illusions about what he wanted from her when she returned.

      Only when the bedroom door burst open, it wasn’t the lovely Lorna that caught sight of his flaccid penis.

      ‘Oh put it away, for fuck’s sake!’ Jimmy Byrne spat, his huge frame almost blocking the entire doorway as he looked down at Michael with an expression of pure disgust.

      Mortified at being caught red-handed, Michael pulled the cover over him, as he realised Jimmy wasn’t alone. His sidekick, Alex Costa, stood behind him in the hallway. He seized Lorna roughly by her arm, before Jimmy caught hold of the naked girl and launched her back into the room, throwing her down into a heap on the bed.

      Realising the severity of the situation, Lorna spoke up then.

      ‘I wasn’t stealing anything, Jimmy. Honest. I was just looking,’ Lorna cried, unaware of what the fuck was going on here. The last thing she’d expected tonight was her boss to burst in on her while she’d been helping herself to some of the expensive-looking perfumes in the bathroom of some punter’s house.

      Only now it was slowly dawning on her that this wasn’t just some punter’s house at all.

      Jimmy knew Michael.

      The old man was her only hope to smooth things over for her.

      ‘Tell him, Michael, I wasn’t stealing anything, was I? I was just looking…’ Lorna pleaded, looking at Michael for some reassurance.

      ‘Get dressed,’ Michael muttered. Sitting upright in the bed, he pushed the naked girl away from him.

      Pulling the covers up around him as if they were some form of a shield, concealing his nakedness, as a sickly sensation of dread twisted around inside his stomach, he braced himself for what he knew was coming.

      Lorna nodded, confused as she registered the fear that was now spread across the older man’s face.

      Jimmy wasn’t here for her, she realised. He was here for him. The old man. And judging by the tension in the room, Michael was in a world of shit.

      Watching as Lorna pulled on her skimpy, cheap lace knickers, Jimmy shook his head impatiently.

      ‘Get your fucking things, and leave, before I launch your scrawny, dirty arse out the fucking window!’ he bellowed.

      Lorna was lucky she didn’t get a clump too after he’d just found her thumbing her way through the things in the bathroom.

      Petrified, running around the bedroom gathering up the clothes from where they’d been strewn all across the bedroom floor, Lorna didn’t need to be told twice.

      Jimmy stood in silence and waited.

      Looking at her now, her body on show, he couldn’t help turning his nose up in distaste as he eyed the telltale track marks that trailed their way up the insides of her forearms, dotted with scabs and small purple bruises. The insides of her pasty white thighs bruised too.

      ‘I’ll be dealing with you later,’ he warned, and he meant it too. Lorna was a skag head, and Jimmy couldn’t abide that in the girls that worked for him. It was one of his rules. They stayed clean.

      Lorna was out now. The girl wouldn’t work again anywhere this side of the river, he’d make sure of that.

      But first of all he needed to deal with this useless excuse of a man.

      About to pull her tights on, to cover some of her modesty, Jimmy roared at the girl.

      ‘Get the fuck out! NOW!’

      Naked, she ran. Legging it past Jimmy Byrne as fast as her feet would carry her. Whatever Michael Byrne was in the shit for wasn’t her problem and she certainly wasn’t sticking around to find out the details. She didn’t even care that she hadn’t got her money, well aware that she was lucky to be leaving unscathed at all.

      ‘I’ll see her out,’ Alex Costa said, before following the bird down the stairs, knowing that Jimmy would want to ensure that the light-fingered little mare didn’t try and rob anything else on her way out. Not that she’d have the balls to do that now that Jimmy was here.

      [image: ]

      The two men were alone. The room completely silent as Jimmy stared down at Michael, a deranged look in his eye.

      ‘I was right to have one of my men keep an eye on you. I knew it would only be a matter of time before you were up to your old tricks again. Only, I have to say, I never factored on even you being stupid enough to bring some swanky little whore back here.’ Jimmy was seething, trying to contain the anger that was threatening to explode out of him.

      That’s when the fear really crept in for Michael. He was alone with his psychotic monster of a son.

      ‘To my mother’s fucking bed!’

      ‘It’s not what it looks like, son,’ Michael said, wincing as the barefaced lie shot out of his mouth – feeding his son’s temper.

      Jimmy’s angry expression turned thunderous. ‘Bollocks! This is exactly what it looks like. What did you do? Lower your standards to match your morals?’ He glared at Michael. ‘And to add insult to injury, you brought one of my girls back here? What the fuck do you think you’re playing at?’

      Jimmy could feel the vein throbbing in the side of his head, the tightness of his jaw as he ground his teeth in pure annoyance. If his mother had come back here, for any reason, and caught that girl, it would have broken her heart. Let alone if she found out that he was making money from his own father getting his nuts in with one of his girls.

      His mother didn’t suffer fools gladly, but she’d put up with his father’s philandering for way too long. The sight of Lorna would have tipped her over the edge. His mother would have had to burn the bed, and fumigate all the carpets to get rid of any contamination from the little skank. This really was the ultimate fucking insult, and one which Jimmy was intent on making his father pay for dearly.

      ‘I’m sorry, Jimmy. I know you won’t understand, son,’ Michael said, his voice quivering as he spoke, as he tried to justify his actions. ‘But me and your mother, well, we don’t have sex anymore. We haven’t done for years. She doesn’t like it, son. Never has.’ Michael was almost crying, well aware of how pathetic he sounded as he desperately tried to talk himself out of this awkward situation.

      ‘She’s so caught up pandering, I mean, looking out for you, I just get neglected, son. I know it’s hard for you to realise that.’

      Joanie wouldn’t give two shits, not really; the woman was too busy catering to Jimmy’s every need to care what her husband was up to. What did she expect him to do? Live like a bleeding monk?

      ‘That girl meant nothing to me, Jimmy. She’s a means to an end, that’s all. Nothing.’

      ‘She worked for me!’ Jimmy shook his head. ‘Talk about shitting on your own doorstep.’ One of his girls being brought back here and used to humiliate his own mother certainly didn’t mean just ‘nothing’.

      ‘You’re a cunt, Dad! You always have been and you always will be,’ Jimmy sneered, staring down at the man as if he was seeing him for the very first time. Old and pathetic. He’d spent a lifetime despising the way he treated his mother while he was growing up. For not being the father that Jimmy had wanted him to be.

      All Michael had ever cared about was himself. Every month on payday it had been the same. The man would go missing for days on the trot, spending all his hard-earned cash on booze and loose women. Leaving Jimmy and his mother at home to fend for themselves.

      Nothing ever changed. He was still humiliating Joanie, shaming the family name. If anything, the man was only getting worse.

      ‘I’m sorry, son,’ Michael said, knowing that his words meant nothing. He’d gone too far this time. ‘I had too much to drink, son. I wasn’t thinking. I’m sorry.’

      Jimmy shook his head slowly.

      ‘I don’t know what else you want me to say. What else can I do?’

      ‘What I want you to do is to have a bit of respect for my mother. Your wife,’ Jimmy said, his voice surprisingly steady considering that he felt like he was about to implode. ‘What I want is for you not to bring toms back here to roll about in the bed that my mother sleeps in.’

      ‘I would have gone somewhere else, a hotel or something, only I’m skint.’ Michael gulped down the bile in the back of his throat. He wanted to say that he couldn’t afford it. Not now that Jimmy and Joanie were keeping his finances down to a minimum. Only he wasn’t a complete imbecile; he knew that right now wasn’t the time or the place to start arguing with Jimmy about money. The best thing for him to do was keep his mouth shut and not dig the hole he’d got himself into any deeper.

      So he shut up. But his silence wasn’t going to help him now either, it appeared.

      ‘Well, Dad. This time you’ve ran shit out of luck,’ Jimmy said, as he pulled out the metal baseball bat that he’d brought with him for this very occasion.

      There would be no more chances.

      ‘Please, son, don’t do this, yeah? Think of your mother.’ Michael squirmed as he scampered rapidly to the back of the bed, holding his arms out in front of him as if to shield the blows that were about to rain down upon him.

      His eyes flickered to the doorway behind Jimmy, then to the bedroom window as he searched for an escape route.

      Jimmy could read the man’s mind quicker than Michael could think. His dad wasn’t going anywhere. ‘That’s just the problem, Dad. I am thinking of my mother. It’s a fucking pity that you didn’t, though.’

      The last thing Michael Byrne saw was the look of hate pouring from his son’s eyes as Jimmy brought the baseball bat down upon his head. The last sound a sickening crack of steel connecting with his skull, a deafening ringing sound in his ears.

      Then nothing, only darkness, which, for Michael Byrne’s sake, was probably a good thing. He couldn’t contend with the wrath of his son, Jimmy.

      Not many men could.
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      ‘Is that you, Michael?’

      Drying her hands on a tea towel as she heard the front door close, Joanie Byrne rushed over towards the kitchen doorway, suddenly full of hope that her hapless excuse of a husband had finally returned home after almost a week on the missing list.

      Her head was pounding because of the man. She’d been worried sick about him and overthinking everything. It was typical really. The man didn’t even have to be in a fifty mile radius and yet he could still cause her no end of grief. Knowing Michael, he’d been holed up somewhere with some brash little tart, hungover from his alcohol infused bender. Joanie knew the score by now. She’d been married to the man for long enough. Thirty years. Michael would never change. She’d accepted that a long time ago, and for the sake of her Jimmy she’d chosen to turn a blind eye to their sham of a marriage and just put up with it.

      ‘It’s me, Mum,’ Jimmy called out as he walked towards his mother, sensing the disappointment on her face that he wasn’t his father.

      ‘Oh Jimmy, love, come through to the kitchen, son. I’ll do you a bit of dinner if you’ve got time to stick around for a bit?’

      Seeing the look of longing on his mother’s face, Jimmy couldn’t refuse her. Even though he was already going out for dinner later that night, he could sense that his mother was yearning for company.

      ‘Go on then, Mum. But I can’t stay for long,’ Jimmy said as he strode towards her, his arm laden with a bouquet of flowers, a huge shopping bag in the other.

      ‘You’d better not have been wasting your money again on me, Jimmy, son. You do a-bloody-nough around here as it is, my boy,’ Joanie said sternly; though truth be told, she loved her Jimmy making a fuss of her. For her it wasn’t about the money: the real prize was the fact that her son still made time for her. In fact, he doted on her. He was a diamond; especially given what he could have amounted to, with Michael Byrne as his father.

      If it wasn’t for her Jimmy, she wouldn’t even have a roof over her head. Her son had paid for the place for her outright. Buying it solely in her name too, much to his father’s dismay.

      Joanie was a homeowner. That had set the cat among the pigeons in the neighbourhood with all the curtain twitchers around here. The neighbours had been gossiping about them for months. Wondering where all the money had suddenly come from. The Byrne family were on the up and Joanie wanted to make sure that everyone knew about it.

      Jimmy was doing well for himself.

      He was a property developer now. An entrepreneur.

      She’d heard the rumours about the other stuff: the local gossip about the illegal activities her son was supposed to be involved in; though, of course, Joanie wouldn’t even entertain the idea of it. People around here were just jealous. Running their mouths off, trying to put her Jimmy down.

      The neighbours could think what they wanted. Joanie knew the truth. Her son was a businessman and he was doing well for himself. She was so proud of how he’d turned out, so handsome and clever, that she could burst.

      ‘I told you before, Mum, if I can’t spoil my old dear, who can I spoil, huh?’ Jimmy grinned, leaning down to plant a kiss on his mother’s cheek as he greeted her.

      Joanie thanked the Lord, as she did many times a day, that her one and only child hadn’t been cut from the same tainted cloth as his low life father. Jimmy had inherited her good Irish genes. A strapping lad just like her father and brothers had been. He looked nothing like Michael, thank God.

      Seeing the wary look on his mother’s face as she thought about her husband for the umpteenth time that day, Jimmy guessed what was on her mind.

      ‘Don’t tell me you still haven’t heard from him?’ he said, as Joanie shook her head.

      She’d thought she was doing a good job of playing down her fears, of acting normal, but her worry must have been written all over her face. Besides, nothing ever got past her Jimmy.

      The creased forehead, the look of concern in his eyes – he could read her like an open book.

      ‘I know he’ll show up eventually. He always does in the end.’ She shrugged, trying to hide her unease.

      ‘You know what he’s like. He’s probably just off on another bender of his. Pissed out of his face again in some squalor of a pub somewhere, doing his usual of annoying the arse out of anyone that shares the same airspace as him,’ Jimmy added, his tone curt.

      Joanie nodded, although this time she didn’t look convinced. ‘It’s been nearly a week now, son.’

      Jimmy sighed. He’d thought his mother would have been glad of the respite, but he could see that she was worried out of her mind. It angered him the way that his father could spend a lifetime treating his mother like she was nothing, and yet all his mother did was worry about the man.

      ‘Aren’t you glad of the peace and quiet with him gone?’ Jimmy said. He watched her gaze flicker towards the doorway as if she was willing his father to walk through it at any minute.

      Joanie looked sad. ‘Your father is the bane of my existence, Jimmy, but the old bugger is still my husband and, as much as I loathe him at times, he’s all I have. He’s company for me. Even if his offering of intelligent conversation only seems to stretch to talking about the football results and the price of a pint,’ she said, as if she was only just realising this herself. ‘He’s a bastard, Jimmy, I know that but when I took my vows I meant what I said. Until death do us part.’ Joanie was unable to stop the tears that glistened in her eyes.

      Jimmy shook his head, bewildered. All his mother ever did was moan about the old man, and since he’d been on the missing list, all she did was mope about, as if she’d lost an arm. Women. He’d never understand them.

      ‘Look, Mum, leave it with me, okay? I’ll put the word out. The daft bugger will turn up soon, you’ll see!’ Jimmy said with conviction; glad when he saw his mother visibly relax at his words.

      Bored with talking about his prick of a father, Jimmy changed the subject. ‘Something smells bloody delicious, what have you made?’

      ‘Chicken curry.’ Joanie beamed. ‘I’ve done it in the new microwave oven you bought me, Jimmy. I tell you what, son, that thing has changed my life. It cooks my dinner for me in just seven minutes. You just shove it in, press a few buttons and hey presto! Sandra from over the road almost went green with envy when I showed her. I’m the only one in the street that has one.’

      Jimmy laughed, as Joanie placed the plastic tray of food inside the microwave oven.

      ‘I don’t need a demo, Mum. I’ve got one at my own place! It’s dead handy, I’ll give you that.’ Jimmy was pleased that his mother was enjoying his new-found wealth. He wanted her to have the best of everything. ‘Here, before you finish whipping up a three course meal in a matter of minutes, why don’t you come and have a look at what I got for you,’ he said, showing her the huge bag he was holding.

      The start of a smile spread across his mother’s face, despite her protests.

      ‘Ahh. You shouldn’t have, Jimmy,’ Joanie said, with tears in her eyes. ‘You have to stop, Jimmy, you spoil me, boy.’

      ‘Just have a look, will ya!’ Jimmy grinned, knowing full well that once his mother clocked eyes on the new coat he’d bought her, she’d soon think twice about telling him to stop buying her things.

      ‘Oh Jimmy! You didn’t? This cost a bleeding arm and leg!’ Pulling out the fancy fur coat that she’d been eyeing up in the window of one of the fancy new boutiques just off Shaftesbury Avenue, Joanie knew that it was an expensive gift. ‘And flowers too? You’re a thoughtful boy, son. Thank you.’

      ‘You deserve it, Mum! I keep telling you. You did enough for me over the years. It’s payback. It’s my turn to spoil you now,’ Jimmy said raising a brow. ‘Besides, I’m celebrating, Mum. Me and Alex signed a big contract today. We’ve just invested in a huge development off Dean Street. It’s a load of run-down flats and shops at the moment, but by the time we’ve finished, they will be the most sought after flats in London,’ he said, still buzzing from the deal that he and his business partner, Alex Costa, had set up together.

      He and Alex were proving to be a good team. Jimmy had the kudos and the money to make the investments, and Alex Costa had the brains. The bloke was a clever fucker, and astute with it. They were set to make a killing if they carried on like this. His mother had no idea of the wealth that would soon be coming their way. If she thought that he was doing well at the moment, she hadn’t seen anything yet.

      ‘I’m doing good, Mum. Better than good! Besides, you better get used to that and a whole lot more. Now come on, get it on ya and give us a twirl!’ Jimmy laughed pulling the expensive coat around his mother’s shoulders, knowing full well that she couldn’t wait to put it on.

      ‘You’re like royalty, Mum!’

      ‘I feel it, son!’ Joanie laughed. ‘You’re a good boy, Jimmy. You know that, don’t you?’ she said removing the coat and hanging it over the back of the chair. Then hearing the microwave oven ping, she clapped her hands together. ‘Take a seat, I’ll grab your dinner.’

      In her element now, as she dished up a huge portion of food for Jimmy and a small plate for herself, Joanie made her way back over to the kitchen table. Placing the plates down on the mats, she took a seat opposite her son and watched as he took no time in tucking in.

      ‘See! It’s good, isn’t it?’

      Jimmy nodded.

      ‘It’s handsome, Mum! Really nice.’

      As Jimmy devoured his dinner, Joanie figured there was no time like the present to broach what was on her mind.

      ‘So where are you off to tonight, then? You’re not still seeing that young one, are you? What was her name again? Dominatrix or whatever it was?’ Joanie asked unable to keep the disapproval from her tone. Jimmy seemed to have a penchant for picking the wrong type of girl, but this last one was something else altogether. He had popped in with her the other night on his way out on a date, and Joanie hadn’t thought much of the girl. A proper stuck-up little madam, so she was. Waltzing about Joanie’s home as if she owned the place, when she’d only been through the door for less than five minutes.

      ‘It was Dominica, Mum!’ Jimmy said, choking back his mouthful of curry, snorting with laughter at his mother’s version of the name.

      ‘Dominica? Sounds made up if you ask me,’ Joanie said tartly, recalling the girl’s appearance in her head. All of five foot nothing, a tiny little frame with the most enormous breasts Joanie had ever seen. She could see what her instant appeal had been.

      ‘As it happens, no I ain’t still seeing her. It didn’t work out,’ Jimmy said, with a nonchalant shrug. To him, women were easy come, easy go. He was never short of offers. As far as he was concerned Dominica was nothing more than a bit of fun. She was a burlesque dancer in one of the little cabaret clubs down on Wardour Street. The girl was as saucy as she was mischievous and Jimmy had enjoyed her company for a while. A few dates here and there wasn’t any hardship, especially seeing as she was a real head turner. Everywhere Jimmy and Dominica had gone, he’d seen all eyes on his girl. The men drinking in her doll-like appearance.

      Her looks were about the only thing she had going for her though. The girl didn’t seem to have much going on between her ears, and Jimmy’d had Dominica’s card marked from the get-go. Used to spotting real faces in her line of work, she was a gold-digger. She was only after Jimmy for his money, as were most of the girls he dated. After only a handful of dates, the daft cow had managed to convince herself that Jimmy was ‘the one’.

      But all she’d ever been to him was a bit of arm candy. Someone to show off at all the important dinners and business events he attended. So Dominica followed the same fate as the rest of them.

      ‘She weren’t really my type,’ Jimmy concluded.

      ‘And what exactly is your type, son?’ Joanie said, her words loaded as Jimmy rolled his eyes, knowing exactly where the conversation was leading.

      Catching her son’s look of irritation Joanie shook her head.

      Jimmy was too strong-minded for his own good. Joanie had learned a long time ago that her son only ever went by his own decisions. Still, as his mother she had to try and help him make the right choices sometimes, even if Jimmy didn’t thank her for poking her nose in.

      ‘All I want is for you to settle down, son. With a nice girl. Have a family. You’re never going to do that all the time that you are surrounding yourself with nothing but cheap-looking tarts that are only out for your money,’ she said, with honesty. ‘It’s all well and good treating these girls like they are nothing more than conquests, trophies to flaunt in the faces of your peers, but you won’t be laughing when one of the little trollops deliberately gets themselves pregnant, will you?’ Joanie said, as Jimmy shovelled another large portion of curry into his mouth. ‘Her type would bleed you dry. She’d take you for all you have,’ she said shrewdly. ‘All those loose lips and even looser knicker elastic slappers that you keep going for are no good!’ Joanie knew that her breath was wasted. She’d had this conversation so many times with Jimmy yet he never listened. ‘You need a good girl, Jimmy. One that will give you a nice home.’

      ‘And a few grandkids too, yeah?’ Jimmy said raising his eyes knowingly. His mother was craving grandchildren and she made no bones about the fact. ‘Isn’t that what this is really about?’

      Joanie pursed her lips, unable to argue with him.

      ‘I’m serious, son,’ she said, almost brave enough to continue her conversation, but then deciding against it. ‘You can still have your fun, Jimmy, if you’re clever enough about it, but you need to think about settling down with someone who’ll give you a good home. A family. It’s what life’s all about.’ Joanie left the words hanging in the air between them.

      ‘I’ve got plenty of time for all that, Mum,’ Jimmy said as he finished his meal. ‘I’m young. I’ve got loads of time to think about settling down.’ While he spoke, he realised the truth was his mother had a point.

      Jimmy had been thinking about having a family more and more lately, what with how well the business was doing, how quickly he was building his little empire. It wouldn’t be such a bad idea to have someone to hand everything down to one day. An heir to the Byrne throne so to speak. He quite fancied the idea of having a son of his own.

      Maybe his mother was right. Only he wouldn’t tell her that: he’d never hear the end of it.

      ‘Besides, shouldn’t you be warning me off getting married with the amount of aggro that prat of a father seems to dish out to you?’ Jimmy said, doing his usual of making no disguise of the dislike he felt towards his old man.

      Joanie shrugged once more.

      ‘I guess so, but what can I say? I’m a glutton for punishment and if it wasn’t for that old prat, I would never have had you, son. Family is all we have,’ she said, feeling her tears threaten once more. ‘I know you think I’m being silly, Jimmy, but I just can’t shake the feeling that it is different this time. That your father is really in some kind of trouble. He’s never gone AWOL for nearly a week before. I think something bad’s happened to him.’

      Jimmy wrinkled his mouth, unconvinced.

      ‘Nah, that old git is like a bionic cat with one too many lives. I’m sure wherever he is, he’s just fine, so stop with your worrying, Mum. He’ll turn up,’ Jimmy said, then clocking the time on his watch he got up and kissed his mother on the forehead. ‘Listen, I hate to eat and run, but I’ve got to shoot off! I’ve got a bit of business to sort out tonight.’

      Joanie nodded, understanding. ‘Off you go, son!’

      She walked Jimmy to the front door to see him out. She wasn’t one to stand in the way of her son trying to make a good living for himself. She was grateful that he’d popped in for his dinner at all. ‘I was going to watch some of my programmes tonight anyway.’

      ‘You do that, and don’t you be worrying about Dad either. He’ll turn up soon. I’m sure of it.’ Jimmy grinned. ‘The man’s like a bad bleeding smell. Before you know it, he’ll be home and annoying the crap out of you again, whilst making the place look untidy.’

      ‘Yeah, you’re probably right,’ Joanie said, with more conviction than she actually felt. Jimmy was right. Michael could be back any minute and before the man’s arse would have hit the settee, he’d have found some way of winding her up.

      ‘I’ll see you later, son, thanks for stopping by, and thank you for my lovely coat.’

      ‘Catch you later, Mum!’ Jimmy called as he walked up the footpath, pulling his collar up around his neck to keep off the cold chill of the evening air.

      Jumping in his motor, Jimmy turned the heating up full whack, before rubbing his hands together to try and generate a bit of heat.

      Catching sight of his mum standing at the door waving to him as he pulled away, he couldn’t help but notice how vulnerable she looked as she scanned the street in the vain hope that his father would magically appear.

      He was annoyed.

      He’d genuinely thought that his mother would be better off without his father knocking about. It was a good job he’d only given his father a bloody beating and he hadn’t murdered the treacherous cunt like he’d initially wanted to. Still, he’d taught the old bugger a harsh lesson that he wouldn’t be forgetting in a hurry. Not only had he beaten the living shit out of him, but he’d left him trussed up in some old abandoned squat in Hackney.

      It broke his heart that he’d have to go back and let the man go, it really did.

      Jimmy would have gladly left him there to rot, but his mother would be lost if anything happened to the old git and Jimmy Byrne couldn’t have anything upsetting his dear old mum.

      He just hoped that he hadn’t left it too late already, that his old man hadn’t gone and fucking snuffed it.
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      ‘Jesus, Edel, what on earth’s your Colleen doing up there? For such a slip of a girl, she sounds like a bleeding herd of elephants!’ Raising her eyes up to the ceiling as another almighty thud vibrated down through the floor above them, Nellie Erikson had thought at first the noise was Edel Walsh. Her friend had been out the back of the florist, in the little kitchenette, making them both a nice cup of tea. The sounds had been getting louder and louder, and had continued even though Edel was back now, standing in front of her.

      Nellie could only assume that the noise must be Edel’s daughter, Colleen, upstairs in the flat. Though, how she was making such a noise when Colleen probably weighed less than one of Nellie’s thighs, the woman thought enviously, she just couldn’t fathom.

      ‘What’s all that banging?’ Edel said, a frown on her puzzled face. ‘I thought that was you.’ Convinced her friend was having her on about there being someone upstairs in the flat, Edel placed the two mugs of hot tea down on the counter, just as another almighty thump boomed out from above them.

      ‘What in God’s name?’ Edel said, perplexed, as she stared suspiciously up at the light fitting as the lampshade started to sway. ‘My Colleen’s not even home. She’s gone to do the weekly shop for me.’

      ‘Well, someone’s up there and they certainly ain’t light on their feet, whoever it is,’ Nellie said, her eyes wide open with exaggerated concern. Though in truth, she loved a bit of a drama did Nellie.

      Only, the drama was a bit too much for her today, jumping with fright as the next thud was so loud that it immediately rendered both women speechless; the force of whatever it was, making the whole shop shake.

      Suddenly fearful for her life, Nellie let out a high-pitched, deafening screech.

      ‘EARTHQUAKE!’ she screamed as panic engulfed her, grabbing at her friend and pulling her down under the counter. ‘Jesus Christ, Edel. We need to stay low; get under cover. I’ve seen it on a documentary, stay low to the floor.’

      Crouching down on the cold cement floor of the florists, the two women huddled together in silence, as they waited for another tremor. But the banging and shaking had stopped now.

      The next noise they heard was the sound of male voices. Swearing and shouting at each other: loud, jovial banter.

      ‘Here, you old lush, you haven’t got a fella up there, have you?’ Nellie said, raising her eyes questioningly at her friend. ‘Some fancy man tucked away inside your wardrobe? Or a couple of them by the sounds of it?’

      ‘’Course I bleeding ain’t!’ Edel said, crawling back out from the shop counter indignantly, before wiping her dusty hands down the front of her trousers, purposely ignoring Nellie’s suspicious gaze as she made her way towards the back room where the staircase was. Unlike her friend here with her wild accusations, Edel wasn’t just going to stand around and do nothing.

      ‘Where are you going?’ Nellie asked.

      ‘Well, we’re not going to find out who’s up there by standing around down here playing guessing games with each other, are we? I’m going upstairs to investigate.’

      Nellie grabbed at Edel’s arm.

      ‘What if it’s burglars though, Edel? Or even worse, a poltergeist? You can’t go up there on your own.’

      The sound of someone shouting orders and the loud shrill of power tools interrupted their conversation, and suddenly the penny dropped.

      Workmen. The cheek of them.

      ‘Oh no they bloody don’t!’ Edel said firmly, as the realisation of what was going on suddenly became apparent. ‘Those bloody bastards!’ Incensed as she realised what the noise was, Edel grabbed the broom that she had propped up next to the back door. Holding it in front of her like a weapon, her face thunderous, she nodded to her friend.

      ‘You coming or you staying here?’ she said.

      Nellie shook her head, unsure what the right answer would be. She still didn’t have a clue who was upstairs, though apparently Edel had an inkling and by the look on her face she wasn’t one bit happy about it. ‘What are you planning on doing with that?’ Nellie asked, wondering what it was she was missing.

      ‘I tell you what I’m going to do with this: I’m going to go and beat someone over the head with it, that’s what I’m going to do,’ Edel said, her temper getting the better of her. ‘You know what the problem is with the world these days, Nellie? People think they can just bloody take whatever they want from you. That they can just swoop on in and snatch it away from you regardless. Well, they’ve picked on the wrong bloody gal this time, let me tell you!’

      Edel spat, reaching the stairwell. ‘You better stay put, this ain’t going to be pretty. I’m going to sort these obnoxious bastards out once and for all.’

      She stomped up the stairs like a woman possessed.

      Nellie had no intention of doing as she was told and staying put. Itching to find out what the hell was going on, and who the ‘obnoxious bastards’ were, Nellie decided to do the complete opposite of what Edel had told her, quickly following her friend up the stairs. The look on Edel’s face was murderous and knowing her friend as well as she did, if Edel Walsh was about to kick off then Nellie didn’t intend missing out on the show. Knowing just what a nutcase Edel could be when she lost the plot, Nellie Erikson was looking forward to a ringside seat.

      

      ‘That’s it, lads. We’re in!’ Reggie Wilkins smiled with satisfaction at the large gaping hole he’d just knocked through into next door’s flat. ‘That’s another job well done, boys! We’re ahead of schedule, the boss will be happy.’

      Reggie was pleased as punch with the progress that his team of men were making with this project.

      ‘Does that mean we can knock off in a bit then?’ one of the workers, Jock, called out, trying his luck. They’d worked their arses off today to make good headway, now that they were in.

      Reggie rolled his eyes.

      ‘Sod off, Jock! You only had a tea break half an hour ago.’ Shaking his head, Reggie pretended to be disgusted at the suggestion. He was under strict instructions to get moving with this project, but Reggie knew better than anyone that if you looked after your workforce, they’d look after you. His men deserved a few beers after the effort they’d all put in today.

      ‘I tell you what, seeing that it’s Friday and I’m feeling generous, I’ll make a deal with you. If you clear up this mess and get the rest of this wall down then we’ll call it a day. Then the pints will be on me.’ Reggie grinned, seeing the genuine smiles plastered across his lads’ faces as they all nodded in agreement to his suggestion before getting to work with new-found motivation, clawing back the debris that had fallen around the entrance to the newly formed hole in the brickwork and loading it up into the wheelbarrows.

      The job would be done in no time, Reggie thought to himself as he eyed up his workmanship. The large gaping hole enabled him to see right through into the flat next door.

      ‘Here, whoever it was that lived there must have left in a hurry, they left their smalls behind.’

      Laughing at the selection of large granny knickers that were displayed in rows on the clothes airer above the bath, Reggie added, ‘Smalls being the operative word looking at these under crackers!’

      Eyeing the rest of the room, he noted the bathmat and towels still out on display, a pot of toothbrushes still neatly placed on the corner of the sink unit too. Bottles of lotions and potions lining the bathroom shelves – a thick film of brick dust covering everything.

      ‘I thought all the flats had been cleared out?’ Reggie said to no one in particular, irritated that this flat had clearly been overlooked. That would mean more work for them, and the last thing Reggie wanted to do today was to get his men to trawl through a flat full of abandoned personal junk that some lazy arsed tenant had left behind them. ‘This should have all been cleared before we got on site!’ Reggie said, wondering what else had been left in the flat.

      Reggie stepped closer to the hole to inspect the interior, a movement beneath the stack of fallen bricks suddenly catching his eye.

      ‘Hold up!’ he said, waving his arm frantically for the men to stop what they were doing.

      Narrowing his eyes so that he could get a better look, Reggie stepped in closer, his gaze resting on what he’d at first thought was a towel on the floor.

      Then he saw movement underneath the rubble.

      ‘What the fuck?’

      It was a cat.

      Dragging itself out from the pile of debris that had almost buried it, the bewildered cat’s fur stood on end, covered in brick dust. Reggie could only guess that the thing had probably been white and fluffy before the wall had gone down on top of the poor bugger.

      ‘That was a close one!’ he said, as the cat made a swift exit, racing across the dishevelled bathroom floor, and out onto the landing of the flat. Thankfully unscathed.

      Reggie shook his head. His instincts telling him that something wasn’t right.

      ‘Fucking hell, lads. I think someone’s still living in here?’

      Adjusting his hard hat, Reggie was about to climb through so that he could take a better look when he was suddenly stopped in his tracks as a little old lady flew at him, brandishing a wooden broom handle in his direction. A larger lady was standing behind her.

      ‘You bloody bastards, look what you’ve done to my home. Is this what you’re doing now? Using bullying tactics? Forcing me out against my will. You won’t get away with this.’ The smaller, feistier of the two women launched into her attack, bringing the broom she was holding down on Reggie’s head.

      Despite the wooden handle bouncing off his hard hat as his safety helmet took the brute force of her fury, Reggie stood there stunned. Surprised at the strength of the woman.

      ‘Jesus Christ, are you mental?’ he exclaimed, wondering if the old dear was all there in the head. ‘You nearly took my bleeding head off with that thing!’

      She was standing in front of him like a raving lunatic as she waved the broom around in front of her, screeching profanities at him. If it had been a bloke attacking him, Reggie would have had no qualms in taking the broom off the fucker and wrapping it around the assailant’s head, but as it stood, Reggie would never contemplate hitting a woman. He didn’t even like having to raise his voice at one. Especially an old girl like this one. He really didn’t know how to handle her. His only option was to try and calm the distraught woman down.

      ‘You shouldn’t be here, ma’am, it’s not safe,’ he tried to reason.

      ‘I could say the same thing to you!’ Edel said, about to hit the man with the broom for a second time; only this time Reggie was ready for the woman.

      Well prepared for another blow, he managed to catch the broom handle, gripping it with his hand before it had a chance at impacting on his hard hat once again, and snatching it from her grasp, though even that didn’t seem to deter the woman’s tirade of abuse.

      ‘I’m going to have you lot for this. How bloody dare you. Look at my lovely bathroom, it looks like bleeding Beirut,’ Edel screeched, staring in disbelief at her once immaculate bathroom, which was now covered completely in brick dust and debris. The hole in the wall was big enough for Nellie to fit through sideways, and that was saying something as Nellie was a big old girl. ‘This is criminal damage. You’ve destroyed my home.’

      Reggie pursed his lips. The woman was indeed a nutjob. Speaking slowly, trying to sound as calm and understanding as he could, he tried to appease her.

      ‘These have all been sold, ma’am. You shouldn’t be here. We’re just doing our job and clearing the area ready for construction. This is a building site. Technically it’s you that’s trespassing.’ Wondering if the old bat was a sandwich short of a picnic Reggie Wilkins spoke with authority, hoping that the woman would realise that there was some kind of a mix-up. ‘I’m afraid I’m going to have to ask you to leave, ma’am! This is a demolition job; the building is being stripped down.’

      Edel’s eyes flashed with fury then.

      ‘You’ll do no such bleeding thing!’ she screamed. ‘And I’m not “technically trespassing” as you so brazenly put it, this is my home. It’s mine, do you hear me. You bloody people! Thinking you can waltz around here flashing your cash and all us little folk just have to comply with your demands. Well, I told you lot months ago, I’m not going anywhere. I was born in this flat and the only way I’ll ever leave the place is in a box. Now if you don’t all piss off away from my property, I’m going to call the police and have you all removed. Each and every bloody one of you!’

      ‘You’ll have to call them then, ma’am, because we have permission to be here and to do the work,’ Reggie said, shrugging his shoulders dismissively as the woman and her friend stomped off to make a phone call.

      He turned to his men, raising his eyes to Jock and the other workers that were now standing around him.

      ‘You lot might as well knock off early after all,’ he said to the men. ‘There’s no point us all hanging around here like spare parts, while we wait for the cavalry to arrive and sort this nutjob out. Have a pint for me while you’re at it.’

      He had been well up for an easy day today, knocking off with the lads early to have a few pints and celebrate their first productive day on the project; only, thanks to this crazy old bat in here, Reggie Wilkins had a feeling that his easy day was just about to get a lot bloody harder.
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      ‘What? So you’re telling me that by the time you realised that the old girl was inside, you’d already knocked half her fucking flat down?’

      Reggie nodded. He knew how it sounded, but this wasn’t his fault and he wasn’t going to let Alex Costa pin the blame on him.

      ‘We’d tunnelled a hole into her bathroom wall big enough to get a mini through. How the fuck were we supposed to know she was still living there? You gave us the all-clear, Alex.’

      ‘You’re the fucking project manager. The groundsman. Didn’t you inspect the site before you and your men started knocking down walls?’ Alex Costa was pissed off.

      Reggie Wilkins had called an urgent meeting with him, only, as the conversation unravelled, it was becoming more apparent by the minute that it wasn’t a meeting at all. It was a circus and his men, it seemed, were nothing but fucking clowns.

      ‘Who the fuck is this Edel Walsh then?’ Alex Costa stared down at the paperwork that Reggie Wilkins had just presented him with, scanning the familiar architect’s drawings of the new development that he and Jimmy had just invested in. The plot they’d just bought out was set to make them both a fortune. As it stood now, though, it was nothing more than a shamble: a cluster of run-down shops and flats that stood like an eyesore slap bang in the middle of Soho’s Dean Street.

      Jimmy had come up with the initial idea. Soho was on the up now. Jimmy and Alex had heard it on good authority that Westminster Council was starting to invest some money into the area. The powers that be had decided that Soho would no longer be a place where every schoolboy’s dream came true. They were pulling rank. Clamping down on all the sex workers that flooded the area after dusk. The seedy backstreet sex shops and strip clubs were having their licences revoked. The illegal video shops were going too. A new era was coming. ‘The birth of the new romantics,’ as Jimmy liked to refer to it. Soho would soon be the place to be. A place filled with fancy little coffee shops, and quirky boutiques. There was already an influx in gay bars popping up in the area too. Classy places, not the sleazy jaunts that people had shoved down their throats up until now.

      The pink pound was already here and thriving in Soho and that’s what Jimmy and Alex were counting on cashing in on. They wanted to build the most exclusive, sought after apartments, right here in the heart of Soho.

      The new venture would be the perfect solution for them both to hide away money they had coming in from some of their other lucrative investments. Jimmy’s little sideline of running several brothels in the West End was creaming them in a fortune. They needed to stash the cash somewhere and ploughing the money into property was the perfect hiding place.

      Jimmy wanted no expense spared. He wanted every fixture and fitting, every item of furniture, to be the absolute best. They’d worked their bollocks off to get as far as they had with the project so quickly and Reggie standing here now telling him that there was a major setback, was not what Alex Costa wanted to hear.

      ‘This is her place, here. She owns unit number seven. The little florist with a flat above it,’ Reggie said, pointing to the sheet of paper sprawled out on the desk in front of them, tapping his finger on the only building on the plan with a bright red circle drawn around it.

      Typical, Alex thought. The one fucking flat that sat slap bang in the middle of Alex and Jimmy’s entire development.

      ‘So what? Some old geriatric’s having a senile moment and suddenly at the last minute she doesn’t want to leave her flat behind? Tough shit. Everything’s been signed. There’s no going back. Edel Walsh doesn’t have the luxury of changing her mind now. I don’t understand why you’ve called a meeting, Reggie. This is a headache, granted. But it’s nothing any half-competent site foreman can’t sort out surely?’ Alex said, rubbing his temples, frustrated. He had thought Reggie Wilkins would have everything in order, but now he was beginning to question the man’s capabilities – coming to him with such minor issues like this was an insult.

      ‘I’ve got a mega day on, Reggie, I could do without having to babysit you too, mate,’ Alex said, glad that Jimmy was currently off out dealing with some personal business right now on the other side of London. While Alex’s patience was already wearing thin, Jimmy would have lost his shit listening to this conversation.

      ‘Like I said, boss, the old girl’s refusing to leave the site and until we get her to leave we can’t carry on with the job. It’s a major hold up, boss,’ Reggie explained, as the age-old saying of shooting the messenger came to his mind as he recited the bad news to Alex Costa. There was no way that he was taking the flack for this.

      Someone had made a major fuck up and it wasn’t him.

      ‘It’s not rocket science. She shouldn’t be there, so get her removed. Physically, if you have to,’ Alex said, jabbing the side of his head as he stared at the few members of the workforce that had been brave enough to accompany Reggie to this farce of a meeting. ‘You’re all big enough and ugly enough to sort one old girl, aren’t you?’
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