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            Chapter  1

         

         Craig lay motionless as his breathing and heart rate began to slow, perspiration covering his body. With his head buried in the pillow he could feel Lucy’s long dark hair on his cheek as she breathed deeply onto his shoulder. After a minute he pulled himself up gently, he kissed her and climbed off the bed. As he got up, Lucy immediately closed her knees together and pulled the sheet over her naked body. He looked back in perfect time to have another glance at her breasts and crossed the bedroom towards the door. Lucy watched him walk away and admired his toned tattooed body and noticed the fresh scratches on is back and butt cheeks. She let out a sigh and rolled her eyes thinking about the great sex they had just had and after a few seconds remembered the text message she received but had not opened. She reached for her handbag on the floor, revealing a floral tattoo on her lower back, picked out her phone and opened the text message. The bliss instantly turned to guilt as she read the message.

         By the time Craig had freshened up, Lucy was fully clothed. He entered the bedroom naked, and she hugged him and ran her hands from his upper legs up to his lean shoulders grasping his butt cheeks on the way. ‘Got to go love,’ she said gently before kissing his lips repeatedly.

         The walk of shame was just under a mile. Whilst walking, looking uncomfortable in high heels, short leather skirt and crop top, she opened her purse and put on the engagement ring which she had removed at the start of the night before. Feeling anxious as she entered the road where she lived with her fiancé, she took a deep breath. It was near 10 am and people were out washing their cars, cutting their grass and children were playing. She approached the block of apartments and pressed the button on the intercom. There was no answer, so she walked around the back and saw that Tyrone was cleaning out his pride and joy 4- wheel drive truck. He was six feet tall, keen bodybuilder and rugby player with a mohawk hair style. He wore a tight vest to show as much muscle as possible and had a perfectly trimmed beard.

         She sheepishly approached the truck and caught a glance of herself in the side mirror. Oh fuck! She thought, as she noticed a love bite on her neck. She tapped Tyrone on the back, and immediately turned to the side to prevent him from seeing that side of her neck.

         ‘What time do you call this?’ he asked loudly with a look of anger on his face, staring her in the eye.

         ‘Sorry love I had too much to drink. Not like you never do it! I told you I was staying at Sarah’s house anyway!’ she turned away and entered the door, which was wedged open, up the stairs and into the flat. She went straight into the bathroom and into the shower, trying to think of a plan. As she was washing her hair, she did not notice the bathroom door opening. Tyrone stood and looked at her. At first, he was hoping to make the peace and join her in the shower. As he was stood admiring her sexy naked body, he noticed. His face changed to a grim, angry expression and a deep frown etched his forehead. He shouted, ‘What the fuck is that on your neck?’ Who have you been shagging you fucking slapper!’

         She spun round firstly alarmed and then trying to dilute the situation. ‘Shut up! It was Sarah fucking about! Don’t you ever call me a slapper!’

         He raised his hand and slapped her hard across her right cheek with such force that she fell against the wall and landed in a heap on the floor of the cubicle, almost unconscious moaning in pain. He then grabbed her wet hair in a tight grip of his left hand and lifted her off the floor as she screamed in pain. He punched her in the side of her jaw with his right fist instantly breaking it and threw her onto the bed. She cried hysterically as her hair was almost ripped out with the strength of his grip. He pushed her over onto her back, grabbed her throat with his left hand and raised his right fist which could easily end her life if he hit her again with his strength. ‘Who was it?’ he asked through his gritting teeth.

         She could hardly put words together and tried to deny it as her jaw had been broken. Her eyes were vacant, and she was taking quick shallow breaths as terror and extreme pain set in. She was shaking all over and was still wet, cold, and naked. He calmed slightly but had a cold stare. He released his grip on her neck and unbuttoned his jeans. As he began to have sex with her, she was falling unconscious, but he had no interest in how she felt as he had his way, and when he had finished, he left the room abruptly, slamming the door.

         The V8 truck drove out of the courtyard at speed and Tyrone drove straight to the gym. He had a change of clothes, shower gel and towel with him and had no intention of returning to the flat until extremely late. He trained hard and following a shower admired the results of his work as he dried himself in front of the mirror. There were other muscular men in the changing area, but he was the biggest, and most men were cautious around him. Particularly today as his facial expression was far more menacing than usual and his actions were erratic. No one dared get near him.

         After Lucy left, Craig put shorts and a t- shirt on and watched television. The usual Saturday morning programmes were on which he found boring, so he watched a Jason Bourne movie for the fifth time. He ate cold baked beans straight from the tin with a spoon and not bothering to take the empty tin to the bin, left it beside the sofa. Even when he got up and went into the kitchen to make a coffee, he left the tin, along with last night’s pizza box in the lounge.

         He was hoping for a text from Lucy at some point because although he had different women regularly in his flat, he enjoyed Lucy’s company and really enjoyed the sex they had. The message alert came, he picked up his mobile and it was his mate from MMA, Sam. 

         ‘How was the shag you dirty fucker?’

         He replied, ‘Not bad, coming out tonight?’

         ‘Yep, about 7.00.’

         ‘OK cheers dick head.’

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter 2

         

         Saturday night, mid- June. Jack had finished work at midday for the premium rates overtime and had showered, watched Final Score and was ready to meet up with Pete. They met in a bar in the centre of Bristol and were preparing for a long night of drinking. It was 7 pm and the bars in the city centre were quiet with a few seasoned day- time drinkers, half- way through their last pints of cloudy cider before staggering home.

         Jack had been working in the engineering workshop since he left school and had served his apprenticeship there. He was a regular at the gym but was not a body builder, he just liked to keep his fitness level up. He was no good at football or rugby, although he enjoyed watching sport. He recently split with a girl his own age, 22, following a turbulent and manipulative relationship. He was not bitter or saddened by the split, more relieved it was over.

         Pete was a carpenter and was athletically built but had bad acne when he was a teenager, and the scars were prominent. They had been friends for a couple of years and went out every other week when both were available. Pete had never had a long-term relationship but had a good sense of humour and was never short of female attention. Jack was now single, so he was a regular at the pubs and clubs in town. He only went out on weekends and always had the company of work mates or other friends. He was enjoying single life and the benefits of freedom, although back living with his Mum had brought its limitations. Pete had his own apartment, and it was a short taxi ride from the town centre, as was Jack’s Mum’s house.

         So, where shall we go then?’ asked Jack and downed the final third of his lager in one take.

         ‘King Street? There is always plenty to look at down there, my mate Craig pulled in there last night. He’s a scaffolder I work with occasionally.’

         They made their way through the old part of the town, along the river where a floating restaurant was preparing for a busy night and turned right into King Street. They entered the first pub and ordered a couple of pints and some vodka chasers. They lent with their elbows resting on the bar and commented on women of all shapes and sizes passing by. Then faced the bar, counted to three and both downed their chasers and slammed the glasses down almost simultaneously. They turned to each other, laughed, and carried on sipping their pints and admiring the view of a group of well- dressed attractive ladies who had just entered the bar loudly.

         Meanwhile, Craig and Sam met in a bar on king Street bang on seven, dressed up in designer gear. Slightly rough looking but they were both good looking and super fit. They had a few drinks and chatted up as many girls as they could. Some more guys entered the bar, and they all knew each other from previous nights out.

         Tyrone had been out all afternoon after his training session, not wanting to go back to the apartment where he left Lucy barely alive. He chose to put her in the back of his mind as he downed pints of cider with two guys from his rugby team. Every bar he approached, the door security would move to one side, and he would walk past unchallenged. He had a reputation for taking them out of the game for refusing entry. He walked into a lively bar, bought a round of drinks, and stood with his mates, chatting about the rugby. The time was 9.30pm and the bar was lively. Sam shouted over to Craig. ‘Tell us about that bird last night then!’

         ‘Juicy Lucy mate. Dark hair, nice tits, a tattoo above her ass, good shag. What more do you want to know?’

         Tyrone heard him describing his fiancé. Every muscle in his body tensed up and he did not hesitate. He walked straight over to Craig and slammed his hammer like fist into his left cheek. Craig did not see it coming. The punch sent him across the bar, and he hit the floor hard. Years of military and martial arts training kicked in and he got straight to his feet and launched himself at the big guy, kicking him clean in the nuts and following up with several fast punches to the head and body, one of which broke his nose and sent blood shooting across both their clothes. They continued to fight for a minute or two, Craig at this point still had no idea why he was targeted. He ducked out of the way of another hefty awkward punch and as he prepared for a counter punch the leg of a barstool struck him hard, at full swing across the right side of his head. At that instant he saw a white flash, then darkness.

         Jack and Pete were chatting with the drunken ladies at the bar and although Jack was the better looking of the two, it was Pete, with his way with words who was receiving most of the attention. Jack looked like a young Eric Cantona with a chiselled face and deep hypnotic eyes. He was a thinker and could hold a good conversation with anyone, but Pete seemed to have the ability to make anyone laugh.

         They left the bar after an hour and the ladies took turns kissing them before wandering off in the opposite direction to the guys. ‘There’s a music venue down here, that should be good.’ Pete said as he stumbled down the step onto the cobbled street. As they approached the bar, less than 50 yards from the previous one, there were screams and shouts as a fight was just starting. From the outside it looked as if the entire bar was fighting but it was only six to eight men, some heavily built and some smaller, faster. The guys walked quickly on and made their way to the next bar.

         It was busy, but not too busy to get served quickly. They stood at the bar and looked around for talent and both were quite drunk by then. As Jack glanced round, he noticed a girl he went to primary school with and had not seen since. She was fair haired and looked after her appearance. She was naturally beautiful and very well dressed. His initial thought was ‘no chance.’ Pete noticed that he had looked over at her several times and suggested that he goes over. As Jack denied it, Shelley looked across and recognised Jack. She dismissed the over- dressed man with the fake smile who had been chatting her up for the last half hour with cheesy jokes and made her way through the crowd. ‘Is it Jack?’ she said nervously.

         ‘Shelley! I was wondering if it was you! How are you?’

         Pete backed himself away as he knew Jack was keen, and they already knew each other. Within minutes, Pete had Shelley’s friends in stitches of laughter and one girl was showing interest.

         Jack and Shelley were getting on very well and remembering old friends from primary school. ‘Did you hear about Geoff Taylor?’ Jack said with a serious look on his face.

         ‘No? What about him?’ she asked curiously.

         ‘He was at his army base in Germany and was found dead in his bunk. He had got pissed and swallowed his tongue in his sleep.’

         ‘Oh my god that’s terrible!’ Shelley said. ‘My brother came out of the army last year. Can you remember Craig?’

         ‘Yes, vaguely, wasn’t he always in trouble in school? I thought he was hilarious with his messing around.’

         ‘That’s him, he hasn’t changed a bit. He’s a scaffolder now and likes mixed martial arts. Still lovely but a bit crazy as you can imagine.

         Lucy came to her senses an hour after Tyrone had left. She was freezing cold and naked on the bed, and in excruciating pain. Her head was pumping, and her jaw would not move. She slowly raised herself off the bed and got dressed. Taking a glance into the mirror, her face was swollen, and the bruising was beginning to show. She was trying to suppress her emotions and had made up her mind. She stood on a chair and reached above the wardrobe to pull down the suitcase. When she raised one foot and the chair tipped sending her crashing to the ground. She was unhurt and got straight up, back on the chair and carefully pulled the suitcase until it bypassed her and landed loudly on the bed.

         Coughing after inhaling some dust from the top of the suit-case, she unzipped and removed the bikini, swim shorts and European plug adapter and throwing them on the floor. She grabbed all her clothes and hanging clothes from the wardrobe and crudely shoved them into the case, then into the bathroom where she grabbed all her toiletries and again shoved them into the case. Passport, driving license, a few family pictures were shoved into a back-pack. She paused and remembered a secret stash of money which Tyrone tried to hide from her under the bed side cabinet. A thousand pounds, minus roughly 50 she had previously stolen. She thought he would return home any minute, so she was growing increasingly anxious. Although mid-June, she put on a big winter coat and pulled the collars up so to hide her bruised, swollen face. Wearing large sun- glasses she left the apartment, down the stairs and straight to her car with her head down. She remembered the previous day filling the Mini Cooper with petrol, so she didn’t have to do it over the weekend. After placing the suit-case and back-pack onto the back seat she drove off at speed.

         Her parent’s house was not an option. Lucy hated to be proved wrong and her parents had warned her about Tyrone and his history of womanising and violence. Shane, her dad, was a member of the same rugby club and saw first-hand how arrogant he was. Lucy decided to drive to Exeter to her auntie and uncle’s house. They were the people she could talk to about anything and would not pass judgement. After her grandmother died, she stayed there for a week and was distressed when she had to leave. That was two years previously and she longed to go back but was dating Tyrone by then who was proving to be controlling.

         She entered the M5 at Avonmouth and the traffic was at a stand-still. There was an accident near Clevedon and down to one lane this had a tail back up to Cribbs causeway, where she entered the M5. Still suppressing her emotions, she started feeling faint, as she had not eaten all day and it was approaching 4pm. The shock of the physical trauma was beginning to affect her, and she was shaking. She took the left-hand lane and exited the motorway at the next junction and into the services. Driving into the petrol filling station she picked up a bar of chocolate, bottled water, and a large coffee from the machine. The attendant looked at her as she paid by card and asked if she was ok. ‘I’m fine thanks’ she replied, without being able to move her jaw, turned away and exited the shop. She stumbled slightly as she crossed the forecourt and into the car. She opened the chocolate bar wrapping but could not eat it, so she took a sip of coffee which spilt onto her chin and scolded her mouth. She swore and started crying with her head in her hands to try to shield her face from the people filling their cars and vans up, but one guy noticed and gently knocked on the window ‘Are you ok love?’

         She lifted her head, stared straight ahead, and drove off at speed.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter 3

         

         Jack and Shelley left the bar together, both trying hard to act slightly more sober than they were. It was around 11.30 and the city centre was busy with groups of drunken women staggering home, a stag party carrying the stag with vomit dripping from his chin, men urinating in office doorways and the odd couple arguing loudly, but not making much sense. After walking for five- minutes they reached the taxi rank. Jack said how good it was to see her again and she said similar. They exchanged numbers on their mobiles and Jack being the gentleman offered the first taxi to her. As he did Shelley heard her message alert. Her face dropped, and her facial colour seemed to fade. Looking vacant with anxiety she said to Jack ‘Craig has been rushed to hospital!’ She looked around whilst thinking of what to do. She looked at Jack and said, ‘I need to get to the hospital!’ Her breathing was deep and fast, and she was stroking her hair. The taxi driver at this point was becoming impatient. She apologised and climbed into the back and said, ‘Bristol Royal Infirmary please.’ She briefly waved at Jack and the taxi pulled away.

         On arrival to the emergency department reception, Shelley said ‘Craig Mercer was taken in earlier. He’s my brother.’ The receptionist typed for a few seconds and said ‘He’s still being assessed by the surgeon down the corridor, room B24 on the left. The waiting room for relatives will be open.’

         She walked quickly down the corridor and entered the waiting room. She saw Sam sat in the corner with a black eye and lacerated knuckles. ‘What happened? Where is he?’ with a tear falling from her eye. Sam explained that he had been attacked by some bloke, was fighting with him and one of his mates smashed a stool over his head.

         Craig remained unconscious and the doctors were examining an MRI scan which had been taken. There was bleeding on the brain and pressure was building. The doctors and surgeons on duty all agreed to carry out emergency surgery and was arranging the theatre by phone. The porters wheeled him in and within minutes they began surgery. One of the nurses walked into the waiting room. Sam stood up and patted Shelley on the shoulder. She stood up and introduced herself as Craig’s sister. The nurse raised her eye- brows and said, ‘He has a fracture to his skull, and there is bleeding on the brain. He is having emergency surgery at the moment. That’s all I can tell you at this stage. I will keep you informed and come and see you after the surgery.’ Shelley could barely hold back the tears. She reached for her phone and called her mum. It was late; therefore, the call went straight to answer phone. She waited patiently and after the tone said ‘Mum, call me back as soon as you get this! Craig is in hospital, it’s serious!’

         An hour passed and Shelley had been in tears for the whole time, asking Sam questions about the person who did the damage and why he thinks Craig was targeted. The nurse entered the waiting room with pursed lips. Shelley and Sam stood up. The nurse said, ‘The surgery had successfully removed the swelling and haemorrhage and he is in recovery’.

         Shelley asked, ‘He will recover, won’t he?’

         ‘He has been incredibly lucky, and the next few days are critical. He will remain in a medically-induced coma until the doctors are satisfied that he is stable enough to regain consciousness. We are doing all we can, but he may or may not be the same person when he regains consciousness.’

         Tyrone and his mates left the bar as soon as the barstool incident ended the fight. They walked together and commented on how good a fighter Craig had been, and that if Terry hadn’t hit him from behind with the stool, Tyrone would have been in trouble. Tyrone dismissed this and said he was in control. He knew that this was not the case and felt relieved that Terry had ended the fight and affectively saved him from humiliation. He would never admit that.

         They walked together and at the end of the road went their separate ways. Tyrone was dreading going home as he was beginning to physically relax and come to terms with the day and night he had. He was feeling low and almost guilty at what he had done to Lucy and seeing Craig unconscious on the floor with blood dripping from his ear. He felt stressed and wondered if there would be consequences but knew the security and was sure that the CCTV would be tampered with before the police arrived.

         This was not the case, and the police arrived at the same time as the paramedics. They asked around for witnesses, but no-one was coming up in fear of Tyrone and his mates finding out. Sam gave a vague statement but was carrying out first aid on Craig at the time so just gave his details. The police officer went into the back office and caught the main security guard scrolling back over the footage in a view to delete the start of the fight. He turned and saw the officer and stopped in his tracks. He knew it would be seen as perverting the course of justice if caught tampering with potential evidence. The officer, PC Paul Johnston, examined the footage and saw Tyrone walk briskly across the bar and punch Craig. He examined the full fight to the moment when the stool struck Craig. The person who swung the stool had his back to the camera and his identity was not obtainable. Johnston recognised Tyrone and asked security if they knew him. They all denied ever seeing him before, but Johnston knew they were hiding the truth in fear of reprisal.

         Tyrone was approaching home. He felt ready to try and make it work with Lucy, apologise for hitting her and put the events of the last couple of days behind them. He opened the door to the apartment and walked in. He glanced around and headed into the bedroom, expecting Lucy to be asleep, he was going to hug her and say sorry. The bedroom was dark and there were clothes on the floor and the adjoining bathroom door was left open letting a faint beam of light into the bedroom. He could see the bed was empty so went into the lounge and turned on the light. He then realised that Lucy had gone. He stood, staring at the empty sofa feeling anxious, saddened, and heavy with guilt. He went back into the bedroom, switched on the light, revealing the wardrobe doors open, the suit-case gone and all her clothes rails and shelves empty. He held his head and sat on the bed. Moving his hands down to his face and noticing blood all over his shirt, wincing as he touched his broken nose. He laid down on the bed with all his clothes and shoes on and closed his eyes.

         PC Johnston had organised a warrant for Tyrone’s arrest and within an hour a group of ten officers surrounded the apartment block. Silently, Johnston in standard uniform including a stab vest and two officers in full riot gear went up the stairs to the apartment door. Johnston whispered to the others to stand out of site as he rang the doorbell. Tyrone woke and initially thought Lucy had returned home. He walked to the door but slowed down as he approached. He felt something was wrong. Lucy has a key to the apartment, so she would just walk in. Who could this be at this time of night? He silently approached the door and peered through the spy hole where a tall stern looking police officer wearing a flat hat stood listening intently. Whilst Tyrone was looking, the officer banged hard on the door and shouted ‘Open up! Police!’

         Tyrone jumped back at the loud banging and realised he had no choice. He opened the door and Johnston stared at him. ‘Tyrone O’Mally?’

         ‘Yes, can I help you?’ Tyrone asked, planning his escape.

         ‘I am arresting you on suspicion of assault. You have the right to remain’ Tyrone landed his fist hard into Johnston’s stomach, following through with a devastating punch to the face. The two officers in full riot gear suddenly appeared and blasted him with pepper spray, wrestled him to the ground and cuffed his hands together behind his back. One held his head down whilst sitting on his legs to prevent him from attempting to run off, the other attended the injured PC Johnston and pressed his radio button. ‘Officer down, requiring urgent medical assistance! All officers move in, suspect restrained.’

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter 4

         

         Lucy arrived at the farm at 10pm. There was a car outside which she didn’t recognise. She could see her Auntie Theresa through the kitchen window holding a wine glass chatting to another lady curiously as she saw the headlights approaching up the drive. Lucy’s emotions were over-boiling and the pain had grown more intense as she turned off the car engine. As she opened the car door and climbed out, the front door of the house swung open and Uncle Chris was standing there, looking intensely at the person standing at the car, crying her heart out. He instantly realised it was his Niece and walked at speed over to her saying ’Lucy! What is the matter?’

         She stumbled and fell into his arms as she cried ‘He hit me.’

         Chris supported her and took her indoors, sitting her on a chair in the kitchen. Her auntie Theresa took one look at her face and gasped. ‘Oh, Lucy darling! What happened? You need to get to hospital!’

         Their friends appeared at the kitchen door ‘everything alright?’ Patrick said, knowing that it was a silly question.

         It was clear that the social get-together was over, so they called a cab. ‘Is there anything we can do Chris?’ Patrick asked as he downed the last of the scotch from his glass.

         ‘No mate, sorry about this, Lucy, our niece has got into a bit of trouble again. I will call you tomorrow mate.’

         Within 5 minutes Patrick and his wife had gone. Lucy told her auntie everything apart from sleeping with Craig, cheating on Tyrone, and steeling the money, practically lying about everything apart from Tyrone abusing her. Chris’s eyes were growing more furious with every comment. Theresa and Chris were in their mid-fifties and were well spoken with a successful business running their organic farm. They had no children, as their daughter died at the age of 8 from meningitis 15 years ago. Kelly would have been 23, two years older than Lucy. Lucy had many memories of Kelly and still often thought about her. They were not close as Lucy always lived in Bristol and Kelly and her parents near Exeter. But when they were together, they always enjoyed each other’s company. Chris and Theresa loved Lucy unconditionally, which they were both aware that the loss of their daughter was the real reason. Lucy could never replace Kelly but could offer some distraction and they were able to offload some love and attention.

         ‘In the morning I will take you to hospital. Your jaw looks broken love.’ Chris demanded. ‘In the meantime, get some rest. The spare room is always ready for you, I will call your Mum in the morning.’

         ‘No. please don’t tell her! She will hate the fact that I came here instead of there! I will call her tomorrow and tell her I’m fine and staying with Sarah.’

         ‘OK, love, don’t worry. Come on, I’ll take you up,’ Theresa helped her off the chair and up to the spare room.

         Chris couldn’t sleep. The spare room door was slightly open, and he walked past silently and paused to glance at Lucy, checking she was ok. He was tall and muscular but a gentleman and very loving towards his family, particularly Lucy who looked like his late daughter. His sister would be furious at the thought of her daughter going there instead of to her, Lucy was right. Chris was thinking all night what to do as revenge for hurting is beloved Niece. Drinking far too much scotch he paced the floor, walked up stairs, checked on Lucy, back down, upstairs again, all night. He eventually fell asleep at 3.30am in a chair and woke at 6.30am with a dry mouth, thumping headache, nausea, and tinnitus driving him mad. Rubbing his bloodshot, blue eyes and his cropped, sore head, he immediately went up the stairs and saw that Lucy was sound asleep still, looking comfortable. This was enough to put his mind at ease and he went down the stairs and took some pain-killers and a large glass of water. He went into his office and opened his emails. He ignored all the items in the inbox and clicked on the compose icon.

         
      ‘Jim, Tyrone has done it again. Been a naughty boy and hurt Lucy. She doesn’t want anyone to know as she’s scared. Really pissed off with this prick mate, can you call me?
    

         
      All the best,
    

         
      Chris.’
    

         Jim was a police sergeant based in Bristol and a close friend to Chris. They get together a few times each year with a group of university friends in each-other’s towns. They all help each other out and have international links, and there are many different backgrounds between the individuals including police, solicitors, construction consultants, doctors and MP-s. The ball was in motion, just a waiting game now.

         Three weeks passed, and Jack had not heard from Shelley. He assumed she was not interested but by the way the night ended that she had other concerns, and that relationships were the last thing on her mind. He was right.

         It was a Wednesday evening and he had just finished his dinner. Loading the dishwasher up as his mum sat to watch TV his mobile rang. He saw Shelley’s name appear on the screen and answered it with a surprised but gleeful ‘Hello!’

         ‘Hello Jack, how are you? Sorry I haven’t been in touch, just that Craig was in a bad way in hospital. How are you?’

         ‘Fine Shelley! Great to hear from you. How’s Craig?’

         ‘He’s on the mend, still in hospital but the doctors say he can go home in a week or so. He was badly done over in a bar on King Street. A barstool was smashed over his head, and it nearly killed him. They got the prick that did it though, apparently, he had a go at a copper as well. They refused him bail and remanded him in custody until the trial. Total prick.’

         They arranged to meet up and the following night they sat in a gastro pub in the centre of Bristol and had a long chat over a meal and a couple of bottles of wine. Jack tried hard not to get caught looking at her low-cut top revealing her cleavage. She looked sexy but not tarty. She made an effort, but she already looked good, her hair seemed to always fall into place with minimal input. Not much make-up and minimal jewellery as she had some items stolen in the past, so she only wore a single chain in town which didn’t mean much to her. Jack was also low-maintenance when came to appearance. He put on some jeans and a shirt with the first few buttons undone, gelled his hair up, and that was it. He piled on some after shave on this occasion which proved too much as Shelley was struggling with her sinuses with the strong, but nice smell of cologne. They talked for hours with no hint of embarrassing silence.

         Neither wanted the night to end. They were talking, laughing, and looking into each-other’s eyes. Shelley somehow forgot the stress of Craig’s injuries and the presentation she was doing in front of the directors in the morning. She rarely went out on a week- night but she was busy all weekend preparing the flat for Craig to return home. She had organised a carer and was planning to clean the place from top to bottom having visited after Craig’s incident and saw the state of the place.

         Jack suggested that they share a cab, and Shelley agreed. It was 10 pm and they both had work in the morning. From time to time, Shelley would remember that she had a busy day ahead and her face would sink. She was a Project Support Administrator for a construction company who were based in the city centre. She caught a bus every morning which took 20 minutes from her house which she rented, shared with two friends to keep the cost down.

         The cab arrived and Shelley greeted the driver and asked for Chessels, a trendy 1900’s housing estate two miles from the town centre. With a nod the driver pulled away. Jack looked pensive. How would he get into her place and finish the night off in style, without disrespecting her? Shelley said, ‘Just pull over here please.’ The cab went on ten metres where there was a gap in the parked cars and pulled in. Shelley reached for her purse, but Jack had already lurched forward and said to the driver ‘No worries mate I’ll get this when you drop me off.’ Shelley glanced at Jack and said to the driver ‘No need to wait thanks, here’s 20 quid, that should cover it.’ They exited the cab on the near side and Shelley took Jack’s hand and led him into the front door. As the door closed, she turned to Jack, took him lovingly in both arms, kissing him slowly and tenderly. Jack responded and could feel her body pressed against him. He was feeling more relaxed and enjoying it more than he thought he would. Shelley stopped, looked longingly into his eyes, and led him upstairs. They went into her room which was very tidy and still had lines on the carpet form the vacuum cleaner, which Jack noticed. She turned to Jack and said ‘Make yourself at home, I’ll be back in two-minutes. Do you want a night cap?’

         ‘Ok, whatever you’re having.’

         She left the room, and Jack was not sure what to do. He looked around and admired how organised it was and the bed which had been immaculately dressed like a high-class hotel. Five-minutes later he heard her coming back up the stairs. Checking his breath, he sat rather awkwardly on the bed as she entered the room with a bottle of white wine and two-glasses, dressed in a negligee and not much else. She smiled at him and said ‘When I said make yourself comfortable, I meant it. Relax.’ She poured the wine and left the glasses on the chest of drawers, sitting down on the bed, taking Jack with both arms around his shoulders and kissing him, laying him down on the bed. As she held him, he ran his right hand up her back slowly and onto the back of her neck as he slowly led backwards on to the bed, feet still on the floor. She raised one leg onto is thigh as she continued kissing and unbuttoning his shirt.

         The morning arrived far too soon. They both had no more than three-hours sleep and they couldn’t leave it any longer to get up. The bus to Jack’s house came on time and gave him enough time to quickly shower and head off to work. Shelley got to the office on time and set up the meeting room with projector and her lap-top and the day began. Shelley sat and went through the PowerPoint slides one last time before the board of directors, senior managers and commercial managers entered the room. The first to arrive was an arrogant project manager who always looked her up and down when he thought no-one was noticing. She wore a blue dress to the knees which was classy but not over-sexy so not to give the wrong impression. ‘Morning Dave,’ she politely said and lowered her eyes back to the screen.

         ‘Hi gorgeous’ he said walking past and making a point of looking at her cleavage with a smug, appreciative grin, raising his eye-brows at the sight. The meeting went well, and all thanked her for her input and professionalism in chairing the meeting for the first time. She felt pleased with herself and was finalising the meeting minutes as all the delegates left the board room. Dave came up and sat on the table next to her, uncomfortably close. ‘Really good presentation Shell. I must say you look nice today.’

         ‘Thanks Dave, see you soon,’ Shelley replied, not taking her eyes from her laptop screen on purpose, thinking, ‘You really don’t know who you’re messing with, you idiot!’

         He could see in her eyes that she was not interested so he faked a mobile phone call and left the room, pretending to speak to someone in an overconfident manner. Shelley glanced over the top of her lap-top, slowly shook her head and carried on working.

         She finished up and as she was posting her lap-top into the bag, the managing director re-entered the room. ‘Shelley, that was an excellent piece of work. We have a site visit for you next week. You’ll need some kit to take with you.’

         Shelley knew exactly what was required and nodded with pursed lips as she left the office and walked to the bus stop. As soon as she sat on the bus, she sent a text to Jack ‘How was your day? X’

         Within minutes Jack replied ‘Fine, bit tired. How was the presentation? X ‘

         The conversation went on for an hour and neither had eaten. Jack signed off saying ‘See you Saturday. X’

         Jack finished work early and drove straight home, had a snack and a shower. He was looking forward to seeing Shelley and having a few drinks. Mum was away so he made sure the house was clean, particularly his room with fresh bed linen, no dirty dishes, or clothes on the floor. The wardrobe was in a state of desperation and everything from the floor was rammed in, with the doors barely holding closed. Checking the football results and grooming himself again, he called a taxi which arrived within 15 minutes. 6.40. Perfect. He got out at the front door of Shelley’s house, and she quickly answered. She greeted him with a big smile and a gentle hug and kiss. She looked fantastic in a summer dress slightly off the shoulder and just above her knees. The taxi driver watched her walk down the path and found it hard to look away as she approached the cab. He looked away just in time before he was likely to be noticed as they climbed into the back.

         They arrived at the restaurant early so they sat at the bar and ordered some drinks. Jack was doing most of the talking but Shelley was responding and not making him feel awkward. Twenty-minutes later the waiter led them to their table and gave them both a menu and a drinks list. They ordered their meals five minutes later and decided to share a bottle of house white wine. Shelley said she was sorry for being quiet, as she had been cleaning out Craig’s flat all day and it was worse than she thought. She chose not to mention that she found some white powder in a plastic package which she was sure was cocaine or something harder. This was playing on her mind as the care worker was going to have access to all areas of the flat, so she took it home. This was new territory for her as she chose never to be involved with drugs. She was worried that someone would find them, the consequences, who would find them, was she being followed from Craig’s? All these thoughts were running through her head, and she was trying to enjoy a date with someone she really liked, almost loved. He was such a gentleman but also a lad, a football fan, someone she would like to be with. She was able to calm her thoughts down and after a couple of glasses of Sauvignon Blanc, started to relax and talk more. She was aware of every person who walked in the restaurant, and she was aware of her surroundings maybe much more than she should. She was certainly more intensely observant than most people, but she never let it show. She appeared to be focussed on Jack and hardly looked away. She noticed one of the bar staff slicing lemons, which was behind Jack and about ten-metres away. She shuddered at the same split second he cut deeply into his thumb. She felt it before he did and rubbed her left thumb onto her index finger in empathy but carried on talking to Jack about the presentation.

         Without appearing to move her eyes, she said ‘You’ll never guess who just walked in!’ in a loud whisper.

         ‘Who?’ Jack asked, wondering how she noticed, as she was looking at him or the wine the whole time.

         ‘The guy from that DIY series on TV. Nick something? He is over there at the bar,’ She discreetly pointed to her left.

         Jack slowly looked around and said ‘So it is! How did you see him? You hardly looked away from the table.’

         ‘I just notice things going on around me I suppose, some of my friends say that I’m ridiculously observant, I don’t notice it myself.’

         They finished the meal and Jack paid the bill. Shelley said, ‘Next time I’m buying.’

         Jack replied with ‘I don’t give to receive, don’t worry about it.’

         They went to a bar a few hundred meters away and sat on barstools. As they sipped their drinks, three guys walked in and stood next to them. They were all over six-feet tall and well built, toned, and fit looking. They were stood next to Shelley and Jack started looking uncomfortable as they checked her out. Shelley kept her eyes on Jack and that side of the bar as the guys grew ever closer and louder. One had a mohawk hair style and was particularly coarse with words, stating loudly that he was now single and up for it. He was fixing eyes on Jack now and again deliberately trying to intimidate. Jack was trying not to show that it was working and trying not to show Shelley that he was bothered by this guy who was very menacing, and had eyes all over Shelley, deliberately brushing up against her occasionally. Shelley was in full control of her emotions and confidently turned to this guy and said, ‘Touch me again and you will regret it.’

         Tyrone smirked as he raised his left hand and went to place it on her shoulder as he said, ‘You going to get your boyfriend to beat me up love?’

         As his hand landed on her shoulder, she took his little finger and with a sharp hand movement cracked it outwards breaking the knuckle. As she did this, she hooked her ankle around the back of his calf and struck his chin with the palm of her left hand hard enough to force his teeth together, sending him crashing head- first into the corner of a hardwood clad column. She hardly left the barstool as she dealt with Tyrone and remained seated as she waited for a reaction from his friends. No one present was aware that Tyrone was one of the guys who nearly killed her brother recently. They looked at Tyrone on the floor and looked sheepishly at the gorgeous young lady who unbelievably did the damage, almost knocking Tyrone unconscious, hardly moving.

         Security came over and Tyrone stood up and shouted, ‘Fucking psycho bitch!’ as he nursed his broken finger and the back of his head which were both, equally as excruciating. He felt totally humiliated as he walked with his head down out of the bar and headed towards the hospital. He knew he couldn’t react as he had been granted bail that day and had to keep out of trouble. His friends walked behind and glanced back shaking their heads. Tyrone had grassed up Terry in a view to save himself from prosecution clearing his name for Craig’s injuries, but he was still facing trial for hitting a police officer and he knew he could be facing a jail sentence. He was barred from the rugby club as a result.

         The security guard stayed and watched the humiliated body builders leave and turned to Shelley. ‘Well played Shell! How are you doing?’

         Shelley replied ‘Great thanks, this is Jack. Jack, this is Neil. We train together.’

         Jack was still shocked at what he just witnessed. How could someone this beautiful do so much damage to a bloody big guy like that? He suddenly felt inadequate and slightly out of place as Shelley and Neil caught up, talking about instructors, dojos and tournaments. His thoughts were racing and not sure if he liked it. He felt the adrenaline drain from his body and slouched on his stool, leaning on the bar with a bad posture, his expression appeared lost and like a child being told off.

         In reality, Shelley was after a guy who would step up to the mark and take control. A guy who was not bothered or intimidated by her karate skills and would be able to take the lead in a relationship. She wanted normality in one part of her life, at least. Jack was perfect for this role as he was, in all the right ways, a lad. Someone who would be attentive and a good boyfriend but would go off with his friends now and again, get pissed and enjoy himself but always be there. She wanted normality above all the karate training and the expectation and reputation it brings. In the future, a real family.

         Jack was quiet. He hardly said a word following the incident. When he did, his voice was soft and deep. ‘Well, that was unexpected, where did you learn all that stuff?’

         ‘I’m the assistant instructor at a Shotokan karate club. I have been in karate since I was six. I achieved my 3rd Dan last year. But I don’t dwell on it, only when a prick like that pisses me off. Are you ok Jack? You seem a bit down. Shall we go back to yours?’

         ‘Yes OK, I’ll get a cab, No I’m fine, just a bit shocked.’

         The cab pulled up outside Jack’s house and drove off. They went inside and Jack was still thinking about the incident and still quite surprised that Shelley was a martial arts expert. Still not sure how he felt about it, for several reasons. But she was gorgeous and had a great personality, they had a lot in common and got on well. He decided to try and relax and enjoy her company and in the back of his mind wondered if it would last, hoping it would.

         Shelley sat on the sofa looking at Jack with pursed lips and a slight grin. Her eye-brows were raised and head slightly tilted. ‘Sorry Jack, I didn’t want you to be put off by this, I wish that jerk hadn’t been there tonight. I just want you to be yourself for me. It’s just a hobby you know, I’m not an alien or some mad fighter. I’m just the same as anyone else really.’

         Jack half smiled and sat next to her. ‘Just a bit shocked, that’s all, I’ve never done karate or anything like that before, I wouldn’t mind trying though. Look how flexible I am.’ He said as he got up and attempted to do the splits, with a painful look on his face.

         They both burst out laughing and the night continued. The sex was even better than the first time and they tried different positions. They fell sleep in each-other’s arms around 2am and had no intention of waking up early. They were both very tired and slept until 11am.

         Jack came up to the bedroom with two mugs of tea and said ‘good morning’ gently as he put Shelley’s tea down on the bedside cabinet next to her. She opened her eyes and smiled as she looked up at him. ‘Hi gorgeous,’ she said. She didn’t move and Jack walked to the other side of the bed and peeled the covers back revealing her beautiful curves and her perfect bum. He was almost instantly aroused once again and spooned her with his semi-erect penis touching her lower back. She liked the thought of him feeling horny so turned around and hugged him whilst gently rubbing her thigh up his. Within minutes they were having sex, and it felt better than ever. Shelley was very vocal and looked into his eyes as he reached climax. They were both falling deeply in love, and it was written all over their faces. But neither dare say anything in fear that it would scare the other one off.
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