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QUOTES

“The greatest gift our parents ever gave us was each other.”

Unknown

––––––––
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“Brothers and sisters are as close as hands and feet”

Vietnamese Proverb

––––––––
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Main characters

Richard Spires but known to all as Ritchie, is tall, muscular and very handsome.  Sadly his personality doesn’t match and he is always out for what he can get and cares little for the pain and suffering it causes others. Ritchie uses and discards women with no thought for their feelings until the day he gets caught by a scheming young woman and for him, there is no way out.

Michael Spires, known as Molly, is nothing like his older brother but what he lacks in good looks, he more than makes up for with his kind and caring personality. Whereas Ritchie has a different woman every weekend, Michael is holding out for the one and very rarely asks a girl out. He is even more particular about where he dips his wick and the thought of having sex with the kind of slappers his brother sleeps with appals him. Times were tough and the way the boys lived throughout their childhood was almost Dickensian. Leaving home as soon as they could, Ritchie and Michael found lodgings in a local pub and never looked back. The landlady had taken a shine to the boys, aware of the hardships they had endured she had taken them under her maternal wing.

Mavis McAllister and her husband Burt had run the Lamb public house in Holloway for more years than they cared to mention. Mavis was kind, the sort of woman who always wore an apron and who always had a big pot of stew on the stove out back for anyone she felt needed a hearty meal. A rotund, rosy-cheeked woman, Mavis was also able to hold her own and never needed Burt's assistance when it came to throwing out drunks. Burt was well known for running a good pub and adored his wife, anything Mavis wanted Mavis got, sadly the only thing he hadn't been able to give her was a child.

Sue Nelson was a nasty, greedy and spiteful young woman who took all that she could get without so much as a thank you, especially from her best friend Ellie who was as gentle as a lamb and would do anything not to upset her friend. The two women always went out on either Friday or Saturday nights and had recently started to drink in the pubs and clubs of Camden. Everything was fine until the night they met the Spires brothers, from then on nothing would be the same for any of them!

Ellie Evans was kind, caring and the polar opposite of her best friend Sue. She was also a natural beauty, much to her best friend's disgust. Sweet and kind to others she was liked by everyone but going out at weekends was often a chore. Ellie was on her feet all day at work and sometimes all she wanted was to go home and slob in front of the television but to even suggest such a thing would see her friend fly off the handle. Ellie hated confrontation of any kind so would never say anything to upset Sue just to keep the peace. Not looking for a relationship, Ellie was happy to accompany her friend who was desperate for a man and would go to any lengths to get one. Ellie wouldn't realise until years later just what a bully her so-called friend had been.
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PROLOGUE
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It was only eleven o'clock, but Michael Spires was already propping up the bar in the Lamb public house. Lately, he had started to drink alone, and the volume had begun to increase. He knew he had to get a grip or it would end up taking over, and in his line of work, that would be suicide. He was comfortably off, or at least he was financially, but he had started to wonder what it was all for.  He was forty-three years of age but felt like he was eighty, and it wasn't down to the amount of work he did but the emotional pain he was suffering, without any chance of making things right. Looking at his glass and seeing that it was almost empty, he was about to get another drink when the front door opened and in she walked, the only woman he had ever loved and she was as beautiful now as she'd been on the day they had met over twenty years earlier. Oh, there were a few more lines under her eyes, and when she was tired, the dark circles would begin to appear, but to Michael, she would always be the most beautiful girl in the world.

"Hi, love, get everything you needed?"

"No, not everything, I swear that place does it on purpose."

Eyeing his drink, her brow furrowed, and he knew she wasn't happy.

"You're starting early again."

"Don't kick off again, babe, I just felt like one, okay?"

"Michael, I'm not kicking off, as you put it, but you seem to be spending more time sitting at the bar than you do in the house. I know you miss her; don't you think it's the same for me? If I went down the same road as you, we'd be bankrupt in a few months. Some days I struggle to even get out of bed, but if I stayed there, what good would it do? We have a life, darling, and with or without her, we have to make that life as happy as we can. Now pull yourself together, for God's sake. No one knows if they will ever come back, but if they do, would you want her to find out that her dad has turned into a pisshead?"

She could see the pool of tears in his eyes and the hurt her words had caused, and suddenly she embraced him and clung on as if she was never going to let go. He didn't know what he'd done to deserve her, but he was one lucky man.

"Changing the subject, can you go and pick me mum up later from the bingo, only her old legs are playing her up, and I don't want her trying to get the bus at her age."

"Will do, I'll make this my last."

Draining his glass, he stepped from the stool and picked up her shopping bags.

"Come on, let's get this lot put away."

"Thanks. Oh, by the way, I'm thinking of booking a holiday, we haven't been away since, bloody hell, Michael, we haven't been on holiday since our honeymoon. If the hotel is still there, do you fancy seeing if we can go back to the same place? Try and rekindle a bit of the old romance?"

Smiling, he leaned in and planted a big kiss on her cheek.

"I like the sound of that, sweetheart, and yes, I would love to."
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CHAPTER ONE
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20 years earlier

Yet to be modernised, the Victoria Tavern or the Vic as all the locals referred to it and who would, when asked, describe it as a spit and sawdust kind of place, was a rough pub and one you didn't venture into unless you were a regular. A Public house since 1856, Marty Stone had been the landlord for the past five years, but he hadn't done much to the pub by way of decoration in that time. His only interest was making money, and often the bar wouldn't get cleaned for several days in a row, and, at times, even weeks. The beer pipes weren't regularly flushed, making the ale taste off more than it tasted good. The urinals stank to high heavens with dry excrement visible in all three toilet pans, so unless you were desperate, you avoided them like the plague. The pub was so bad that it put off anyone who wasn't a hardened drinker, and even if they had dared to cross the threshold, an act that, without knowing anyone or being invited inside, you took your life in your hands to do so.

Albie and Rita Spires belonged to the group of hardened drinkers, and though they were in the pub every night, Saturdays were known as bender days. After being on the lash from lunchtime opening on Saturday, by early evening, the couple were like a tinder box waiting to go up. It was a turbulent marriage at the best of times, but when heavy drinking and weekly domestic fights that no one dared to intervene in were added to the mix, Saturdays were by far the worst. For work, Albie held a dock job at Gainsborough Wharf, where he unloaded any cargo that came into port as well as helping himself to anything that would fit into his overcoat pockets. For beer and pin money, Rita did two days a week on a fruit and veg stall in Chapel Market. As with most marriages of that era, he paid the bills and she paid for some of the alcohol, but there was very little left over for luxuries, and food was thin on the ground, to say the least. Albie would regularly set about his wife with his fists, and it was usually Saturdays when the beatings occurred or were at their worst. Normally, he would wait until they got home, but if she really riled him, he was known to give her a swift backhander in front of everyone. Rita would retaliate as best she could and had been known to throw a glass at her husband on occasion, which always resulted in them being evicted from the premises, where the fighting would happily continue on the road outside. Marty Stone never barred them permanently; they spent too much money for that, but at times it even got too much for him. The following lunchtime, the couple would reappear as if nothing had happened, and the drinking would begin all over again.

With little more than two years between them and born in 1975 and 77, Richie and Michael Spires were as close as any two humans could be. Raised in a two-bedroom flat on the third floor of a converted Victorian terrace on Holloway Road, the brothers had sadly been born to Rita and Albie Spires. Neither of the adults was remotely interested in being a parent, but both times Rita had been too far along in her pregnancy before she attempted to seek out medical intervention and was instantly refused an abortion. Albie had even beaten his wife while she was pregnant with Ritchie.  In his sick mind, it had been his idea to force a miscarriage, but sadly for all concerned, it hadn't worked. On one occasion, when Ritchie was around six years old, his father, in a drunken stupor, had lashed out at Rita.  Richie had naïvely tried to protect his mother, but he only ever tried that once, as he ended up with a black eye, and his mother did nothing to protect him; in fact, Ritchie thought he saw her smiling. Rita's eyes were bruised so often that none of the stallholders even bothered to inquire or even comment any more. For the boys, it wouldn't have been so bad if their father was nice to them, but in truth, he was a horrible man who they quickly came to despise. Rita wasn't much better; she didn't care about her kids, and their clothes were often dirty when they went to school. Left to their own devices each night while their parents went to the Victoria, the boys would watch television when there was enough money in the meter or read the second-hand comics that Albie picked up from only God knew where. The only thing their father had ever given them without complaint was his looks, as both boys were handsome even as small children, though over the years, Michael seemed to have somewhat lost his compared to his brother. When Albie kicked off at his kids, it was legendary, and all Michael could do was stare at his father. The look of disgust from a small child would wind Albie up even more, and he would slap Michael hard around the face in an attempt to wipe away the look. It never worked, and over the years, Michael knew and accepted what was coming, but somehow, he couldn't stop giving that look of disgust. There was no parental guidance whatsoever, and in all honesty, it was Ritchie who raised his little brother and, from birth, had called him Molly as he'd struggled to pronounce Michael. Before he had even started school, Ritchie knew how to change a nappy and make up a bottle of formula. Social Services were never involved, as no one had reported their neglect; everyone turned a blind eye.  In the East End, you didn't get involved in other people's business, and it was something neither boy would ever forget. Hunger was a constant, and often Molly would cry only to be consoled by his big brother, who told him that one day things would be better, one day they would be out of this shithole and would never be hungry again.

By the time Ritchie reached eighteen, things in the flat were almost at boiling point. Ritchie was working as a pot man at the Lamb public house situated at the other end of Holloway Road. The shifts were long and tiring, but getting any real sleep was almost impossible when his parents started one of their usual fights. The Lamb was run by Mavis and Burt McAllister. It was old school like the Vic, but that's where any similarity ended. Mavis was house proud and everything, from the bottles to the glasses, shone like a new pin. Burt's beer was known to be some of the best in the area, and although frequented by many locals, the couple wouldn't stand for any shenanigans and would regularly bar anyone who got too rowdy, and unlike the Victoria, it was a permanent barring. The couple had never been blessed with children, and Mavis in particular had taken an instant liking to Ritchie. She always provided him with a hot meal on shift and would turn a blind eye when he placed any leftovers into a plastic container, as she knew he was taking them home. Ritchie had shared his story with the woman early on in his employment, and knowing there was another hungry mouth to feed at home, she often overloaded Ritchie's plate on purpose.

Molly was still in school, but he hardly ever attended. It concerned his brother, but when the truancy officer had called at the flat, he'd been sent away with the threat of violence from Albie. The authorities never followed up on the absences; there was no point, as issuing a fine would just be ignored, and these kids almost always reverted to a life of crime, so there was little reason to waste time or resources. Albie and Rita had only dared to show up at the Lamb once in the hope of getting free drinks from their eldest. The embarrassment was evident on Ritchie's face, and Mavis was heartbroken for him. Telling him to fetch a box from the cellar so that he wouldn't hear what she was about to say, she served the pair with a drink on the house and then told them they were not welcome, and if they ever darkened her doorstep again, she wouldn't be responsible for her actions.  Well, that was the polite version. After finishing their drinks, there were a few choice words from Rita, but Albie just shrugged his shoulders and pulling on his wife's coat sleeve led her out of the front door.

Six months later, Molly finally completed his time in education. Unlike his brother, Michael didn't have a temper unless pushed to the extreme. A bright boy, he could have achieved a lot, but school had bored him senseless.  Eventually, Ritchie managed to get his younger brother a job running errands for one of the illegal bookmakers and loan sharks in the area, a bloke everyone called Porky Smith. The man regularly drank in the Lamb and was only too happy to help out, but it wasn't long before Molly began to loathe the work even though both brothers were bringing in a decent wage. They were now able to contribute to the home, and to start with, their parents took the majority of their son's earnings and began drinking down the Vic even more, if that was at all possible.  Four months later, the situation on Holloway Road changed overnight. It had been the usual Saturday bender day, and after closing, Albie and Rita had managed to stagger home. For the entire length of the road, they shouted and laughed loudly so as to wake and piss off as many of the other tenants in the buildings as possible. People could be heard calling out from the flats below and above to keep the noise down, but it didn't make a difference. As soon as the front door was closed, Rita started moaning about the state of the place, and Albie turned on her with such brutality that the punch he landed saw her feet lift off the ground, and she ended up on the other side of the small kitchen. Having only been home for a short while and now hauling himself out of bed, Ritchie winked at Michael, who had the sheet pulled up tightly around his neck.  He had a temper but loathed violence. There was just one problem: as it was happening in his own home, he couldn't do anything to get away from it. As much as Michael couldn't bear conflict and would never retaliate unless pushed to his limits, his brother was a different kettle of fish and would go in all guns blazing at the drop of a hat.

"I've had enough of those fuckers! Stay here, Molly; I'm going to sort them out once and for all."

Now Michael pulled the bedclothes over his head in an attempt to block out the heightened noise that he knew would begin at any second. Walking along the hallway, Ritchie stopped in the doorway of the kitchen just in time to see Albi standing over his wife with a knife in his hand. He was foaming at the mouth like a madman and was only seconds away from ending his wife's life, but it only took a couple of strides before Ritchie was beside his father and had knocked the knife out of his hand.

"Leave her alone, you old cunt!"

"Why, you little bastard!"

Albie lunged forward, but he was so drunk that when Ritchie quickly moved to one side, the old man fell flat on his face.

"Touch any of us again and I'll break your fucking skull, you cunt!"

Offering Rita his hand to help her to her feet, it was instantly slapped away as she moved over to her husband and began sobbing as she stroked his brow.

"What did you do that for, you little bastard, you've hurt him. Come on, Albie darlin', get up now."

"You'll never learn, Mum, will you? Both of you have been shit parents, all you've ever cared about is how much piss you could both get down your necks!"

With that, Ritchie marched back to the bedroom and told his brother to pack, which didn't take but a few minutes as neither of them had much in the way of clothing or possessions. It was raining heavily, but it didn't bother either of them, and fifteen minutes later they were standing outside the back door of the Lamb. After knocking heavily on the door, the two lads waited for someone to come downstairs. Expecting to see Burt McAllister, they were shocked when Mavis opened up.

"Lord above! What are you two doing out this late at night and in this weather? Don't answer that, as I can hazard a good guess. Look at the state of you both; you're soaked to the skin. Well, don't let all the hot air out, come on inside."

Mavis led the boys through to the kitchen and placed the kettle on to boil. Sitting at the large scrubbed pine table, Ritchie and Michael sat in silence, but both were hoping with all they had that Mavis would at least give them a bed for the night.

"Here you go. A nice mug of cocoa will soon warm you up."

Joining them at the table, Mavis didn't engage again until the mugs were drained dry.

"You'll have to share as I only have one spare bed, but at least it's a double, and if I do say so myself, with its feather mattress it's far more comfy than my bed. In this trade, you don't get many visitors, so I suppose you're lucky I even have a spare. Come on then, let's get you both tucked in."

Just as they had been told, the bed was sumptuous and the brothers had never had such comfort or slept so well. When they woke to the smell of bacon frying, they were out of bed in seconds and scrambled to get dressed. Taking the stairs two at a time as they entered the kitchen, they came face to face with Burt sitting at the table reading his newspaper. Mavis was at the stove, and she turned and smiled warmly at her visitors.

"Take a seat, you two; it'll be ready in a minute."

She must have already had a conversation about them with her husband, as Burt McAllister never said a word, and they would soon learn that he loved her so deeply that he granted Mavis everything she asked for. Fresh bread had been sliced into thick doorstops, butter was in a dish, and when Mavis put a massive plate of crispy bacon onto the table, both boys were salivating and didn't need to be told twice to tuck in.

"Now, Burt and I have been talking, and as you work here, Ritchie and you have now left school, Michael, well, if you want to stay here, you are more than welcome. I will expect you to both pay a nominal rent, let's say twenty pounds a week each, but for that you will get two hot meals a day, a bed and your laundry will be done for you. So, what do you think?"

The boys beamed from ear to ear and nodded so hard she thought their heads would roll off at any moment. Little did they know that Mavis would save their rent money, and come the day that they eventually moved on, she would hand it all back. If the truth was told, the couple needed the youngsters as much as Ritchie and Michael needed them, but it wasn't anything to do with finances. Being childless was lonely, especially for Mavis and having two strapping lads to take care of was like a dream come true for the woman.

Back in their room as they dressed for work, Molly suddenly stopped and turned towards his brother.

"You was right, Ritchie."

"About what?"

"You said one day things would be better and we wouldn't ever be hungry again, and you were right."

"Yeah, I suppose I was. Come on, or you'll be late, and you know how Porky hates that."

By the time Ritchie reached twenty-two and Michael twenty, they had been living at the Lamb for the past four years, and it was now well and truly home. Although they didn't call the McAlister's mum and dad, for all intents and purposes, that's exactly what they were. Burt would always be Burt, but the boys now called Mavis Aunty, and it made her heart swell every time she heard it. It was a miracle, but Albie and Rita were still alive and still drinking and fighting. Their paths rarely crossed with those of their sons', but when it did happen, Ritchie and Michael would walk to the other side of the road rather than have to come face to face with their mother and father. It didn't have anything to do with fear; nothing could have been further from the truth.  The boys were embarrassed and ashamed that anyone should know that the sad pair was their parents. Rita only called again at the Lamb once in all the time that the boys had been living there. She wasn't missing the love of her children, but simply their rent money, and she was swiftly sent away with a flea in her ear by Mavis and never dared to go back again. Knowing that she had to tell Ritchie and Michael about the meeting, Mavis was worried about how her boys would react and if they would be upset with her, but all they did was laugh and then hold her close.

"Good on you, Aunty, hopefully the old bitch has finally got the message."
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CHAPTER TWO
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Ritchie worked the bar at lunchtime and in the evening for five days a week, but he was given every Saturday and Sunday off. Mavis knew that young people liked to socialise at the weekends, and as she and Burt were past any real socialising outside of the pub, the setup worked well. The regulars all liked Ritchie, he was polite, funny and good at his job, but after being a barman for over four years, he had started to get bored. Sharing his woes one lunchtime with a regular called Bunter Dennis, a man who was renowned for being hard and also a local gangster, Ritchie was shocked when, out of the blue, Bunter offered him a job. Luckily, Mavis wasn't within earshot, or she would have been devastated.

"I was thinking of branching out on me own, so what would working for you entail, Mr Dennis?"

"Well, you start at the bottom running errands, and if you're any good, promotion will swiftly follow. I'm sixty-six this year, Ritchie, and to be honest, I'm fucked!  Me health ain't the best, and I ain't got anyone to take over after I'm gone, or at least no fucker of any worth. I've been watching you, son, and you're bright and steady, and if you're interested, I think you might have what it takes."

"Can I think about it?"

For a second, Bunter didn't reply, but the frown on his face spoke volumes.

"Certainly, but don't take too long, kid, a lot of the local wide boys would give their fuckin' back teeth for an opportunity like this."

"Just twenty-four hours, Mr Dennis, I need to have a word with Burt and Mavis. They have treated me and my brother like sons, and I don't want to upset them or leave them in the lurch."

"Loyalty, that's another trait I like. Okay, I'll pop in again tomorrow for a pint."

With that, Bunter downed the last of his drink and then left. For the rest of his shift, Ritchie couldn't stop smiling, but at the same time, he was worried about what Mavis and Burt would say. After closing up for a few hours, Ritchie went for a lie down in his room after deciding to discuss the offer with Molly before speaking to the McAlisters.

At around three that afternoon, Michael returned home, and just as always, he went straight up to the bedroom he and Ritchie shared. Opening the door, he was taken aback when he saw his brother lying on the bed.

"You okay, bro, ain't ill are you?"

Ritchie sat up and swung his legs over the side of the mattress.

"No, but I do need to have a talk with you. Bunter Dennis has offered me a job, but I don't want to let Mavis and Burt down."

"No worries, I can take your place. To be honest, I'm getting fed up with working for Porky. I do the same thing day in and day out, and there ain't any chance of a promotion. I quite fancy being a barman and talking to people. So, what do you say?"

Standing up, Ritchie walked over to his brother and hugged him.

"I say yes, come on, let's go and tell Aunty."

Just about to call her boys to the table, she smiled warmly as they both entered the kitchen. Burt was already seated and was puffing away on his pipe as he read the last few pages of his newspaper.

"You two look like the cats that got the cream.  What have you been up to?"

Taking their places, Mavis put down two large plates of mutton stew in front of them, but Ritchie didn't start as he wanted to break the news first.

"What's up, boy, you not hungry?"

"I have something to share with you, but hear me out before you both hit the roof. Bunter Dennis has offered me a job, and I want to take it, but at the same time, I don't want to let you two down. Anyway, I've talked it over with Molly, and he would like to take my place behind the bar instead of working for Porky. So, what do you say?"

Mavis and Burt looked at each other, and for a few seconds they didn't speak. She was hurt but wouldn't show it, and when she shrugged her shoulders, her husband knew what she meant. Strangely, it was Burt who spoke.

"I think you should take Bunter up on his offer and welcome aboard, Michael."

Smiles filled the room, and then everyone began to tuck into the delicious meal.

A month later, everything was going well. Michael had taken to working the bar like a duck to water; he loved the banter with customers, and the fact that most days he was left to his own devices made him feel important, as if he was in charge. Mavis and Burt were pleased and now took more and more time off from serving, and it suited Michael to be his own boss. Ritchie was enjoying the work with Bunter and, within three months, would become Bunter's right-hand man. To begin with, he was tasked with just errands, but was soon beside his boss during negotiations. Bunter was planning a robbery on the Wine House, a wholesale alcohol warehouse, and it excited Ritchie more than frightened him. Up until now, he hadn't shared any of his work details, not even with Molly, but Michael wasn't too bothered when his questions were met with a blank stare. The boys went out most weekends but were respectful of their home, and if one of them got lucky and picked up a girl, sex was back at her place or down some side alley. It soon became a competition, and due to Molly being shy and very choosy, Ritchie was winning hands down. The job Bunter was planning was arranged to take place the following Saturday, so there would be no socialising that weekend.

D day arrived, and when Ritchie told Molly that he wouldn't be going out that night, Molly knew something was in the pipeline.

"So, what's going down?"

Ritchie knew he shouldn't share any information, but Molly was the only person in the entire world he trusted, would trust him with his life if it came to it.

"Bunter's men are turning over the Wine House, so expect Mavis to be getting some cheap bottles pretty soon."

"What's your part?"

"I'm just the driver, being it's my first real job, but I can't wait to get started, Molly.  I'm going to take over that business one day."

"Course you are, and pigs will fucking fly."

"No, seriously, it came straight from Bunter's mouth. Seeing as he ain't got any kids, he said it might as well be me. We're going places, little bro, you mark my words."

"Well, I'll wait and see, but a driver? You ain't exactly got much experience, have you?"

"I passed my test."

"That was four years ago, and you ain't been behind a wheel since."

Ritchie raised his eyebrows but didn't add anything further. Soon after, the boys entered the kitchen ready for their evening meal and as usual, they were both starving. With the food consumed, Ritchie pulled on his coat and headed out. Mavis frowned.  This was out of the ordinary, and she turned to face Michael.

"Are you not going with him, son?"

"Not tonight, Mavis, I think he's on a promise, so he doesn't want me tagging along. You want me to do the bar tonight?"

"That's kind of you, Michael, but a deal is a deal, and Saturday is your day off. Besides, Boysie Marsh is coming in later with some women's knock-off undies, and I don't think you're the best one to judge if they're any good or not."

Michael laughed, his landlady was right; he was only interested in getting knickers off, not what the quality was. After Ritchie set off, Michael switched on the television in the kitchen, but there wasn't anything that held his interest. Something in the back of his mind was nagging away, but he couldn't work out what it was. Feeling frustrated and a little anxious, he decided to call it a day and have an early night, but sleep wouldn't come easily.

Ritchie arrived at Bunter's lockup at the end of Biddeston Road and was greeted by Bezel and Dickie, two locals who carried out most of Bunter's jobs, plus they did the odd freelance blag for any other firms that were willing to pay.

"Hi there, Ritchie boy, how they hanging?"

"All good, thanks, Bezel. Are we all ready to go?"

"Sure are. Dickie, stop fucking about and get in the van, will you?"

Dickie Mason was a ditherer, but he was also a fighter and definitely someone you wanted by your side if things kicked off. Dickie gave Bezel a look of contempt but didn't say anything.  The two had come to blows on more than one occasion in the past, and tonight would go better if they weren't at each other's throats.

A few minutes later, and with Ritchie in the driver's seat, Bezel beside him and Dickie sitting in the rear on an old, uncomfortable cushion, the trio set off. The Wine House was situated on Biggerstaff Street in Finsbury Park, and at just under a mile away, the journey would only take a few minutes. The van was getting on in years, hadn't been well maintained, and as it chugged along, it threw out billowing black smoke, not to mention that Dickie was being thrown from one side to the other in the rear.

"Fuck me! You sure you can drive?"

"Of course, I can, but this is a piece of crap, I thought Bunter would have provided something fucking newer. The Old Bill could pull us over just for the fumes that this piece of shit is spewing out!"

There was no reply to the sarcasm, but Bezel was staring directly at Ritchie, making him feel uncomfortable and a tad embarrassed. Biggerstaff had properties on both sides of the street, and then it crossed Fonthill Road and ran into Pooles Park. In the centre was Clifton Court, a nineteen-storey block of flats and not the most private place to carry out a robbery. At the rear of the flats, surrounded by a wire fence, was a small brick unit. The building was unassuming and had no name to indicate what trade was carried out inside, so it was mostly forgotten about by the locals. As the van came around the corner, kangarooing and with gears crunching, it couldn't be said that the robbers were quiet. As soon as it came to a stop, Bezel jumped out with a pair of bolt croppers in his hand and began to snip away at the fence.  The plan was for Ritchie to drive inside once there was enough space. A single door sat beside a roller shutter, and with the promise of what was inside, they needed to be as close as possible to load up. In a ground-floor flat opposite the building, Gertrude Long was looking out of her front window. In her eighties, Gertie lived alone and would often spend her days just standing behind the net curtain looking for any life that wasn't as boring or as lonely as her own. At night, she could be even more nosy as she didn't turn the lights on, so she couldn't be seen. Hearing the van first, she watched and soon became suspicious, but as the vehicle was blocking her view and she couldn't see what Bezel was up to, Gertrude decided to call the police just in case the men were up to no good. Within a few minutes, a patrol car came screeching to a halt and blocked any hope of the van's escape.  Ritchie froze and just placed his hands on the steering wheel as he slowly began to shake his head from side to side. Dickie was screaming for Ritchie to let him out, but Ritchie didn't dare move and was frozen to his seat in fear. Bezel tried to run, but as he barged past the first policeman, he was tasered by the second and immediately dropped to the floor, groaning in pain. The first officer, PC Dermot, removed his own taser and baton before walking over to the van. He didn't give any order for Ritchie to get out in case the culprit was armed, and instead waited for the transport vehicle to arrive. When it did, Dickie and Ritchie were searched and then swiftly placed inside, but Bezel was taken separately to the station in the back of the patrol car. Dickie bent forward and began to whisper.

"Ritchie, when we get to the nick, keep your fucking trap shut! Bunter will know that the job has gone bad and he'll get his brief down to the station as soon as he can."

"Okay, okay, I ain't a fucking idiot, you know."

"I know you ain't son but you'd be surprised when they start questioning you how easy it is to fucking cave in."

When Michael woke up, he turned over expecting to come face to face with his brother, but the bed was empty. Moving the palm of his hand across the surface, he could feel the cold and knew that Ritchie hadn't come home last night. Fear began to build in the pit of his stomach, and getting out of bed, he quickly dressed and headed downstairs in the hope that Mavis or Burt would have some news.

Mavis was in her usual place in front of the cooker, frying up bacon, and turned when she heard the door open.

"Morning sunshine! Why darlin', you're as white as a ghost, whatever's the matter?"

"Ritchie didn't come home last night."

"Oh, you know him; he's probably getting his leg over somewhere. Don't worry; I'm sure he'll be back soon."

"You don't understand, Aunty; he was doing a job last night for Bunter."

Now it was Mavis's turn to worry, and carrying the plate of bacon over to the table, she took a seat and poured out three mugs of tea, and as if on cue, Burt, who had been in the lavatory, walked in holding his stomach.

"That's better! Let some out so I can get some in."

He laughed at his joke but stopped abruptly when he saw the look on his wife's and Michael's faces.

"What's up?"

"Ritchie didn't come home last night, Burt, and before you say it, I already have. He was on a job for Bunter. Oh, Burt, whatever's going on?"

"Now, calm down the pair of you. Let me have me breakfast and I'll go and see Bunter."

"Can't you get him on the blower?"

"You know better than that, darlin', you never know whose listening."

Even Burt McAllister knew that you didn't discuss jobs like Bunter carried out on the phone. True to his word, after filling his ever-expanding belly, he donned his trilby hat and set off for Bunter's warehouse on Biddestone Road. Lorraine Estate Community Centre was right next door, and the local youths would congregate outside, but no one dared to go anywhere near Bunter's place of business. Knocking on the wooden door, Burt waited to be invited inside. A few seconds later, a small wooden hatch slid open, and a pair of eyes stared back at him. It was Skinny Lane, and he'd been Bunter's right-hand henchman for as long as Burt could remember.

"Yeah?"

"It's Burt from the Lamb, I need to see Bunter."

The hatch slammed shut, and a few seconds later, the door opened just enough for Burt to pass through. Skinny looked menacing, and Burt knew his name was obviously a joke as the man stood over six feet tall and was at least three feet wide. No words were spoken, and as Skinny walked away, Burt took it upon himself to follow. Led through the building that was full of crates and boxes in all manner of sizes, the two stopped when they reached a small office situated at the back. Skinny knocked on the door and, after pushing it open slightly, turned and walked away.

"Hello, Burt, my old son. Bit of a change for you to be on my premises, but unlike you, I ain't earning any money from your visit."

Bunter Dennis started to laugh, a deep belly laugh that Burt didn't find in the least bit amusing.

"So what can I do for you?"

"I've come to see if you know where Ritchie is. Mavis is worried sick, and Molly isn't much better."

Suddenly, Bunter's face was solemn, and getting up from his chair, he walked around the desk and stopped when he was directly in front of Burt McAllister.

"Ain't you heard? The lads were doing a job for me last night, and it went tits up. The silly fuckers took the oldest van I have, and they all got nabbed by the Old Bill, but I wouldn't worry too much, it's Ritchie's first offence, so even though he's been remanded, I reckon he'll get off with some kind of work in the community. Go and calm down your old lady, and as soon as I have any news, I'll drop by the boozer and update you."

Burt thanked the man, though he didn't know what he was saying thank you for. Heading back to the Lamb, he felt a bundle of nerves; Mavis would do her nut when she found out what had occurred.
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It took three months for the case to come to court, and in that time, Michael visited his brother every week in prison. Ritchie tried to assure Molly that he was fine and it wasn't as bad inside as people made out, but Molly wasn't convinced. Ritchie looked gaunt, and he seemed to be on edge every time Michael visited. Finally, it was time for Ritchie to receive his punishment and standing in the dock along with Bezel and Dickie he assumed, as he'd been told by Bunter's brief, that it was just a formality. Doing as he'd been advised, Michael pleaded guilty and was expecting a community service order of some kind. Both Bezel and Dickie each received five-year sentences as they had several previous convictions, and after they were led away, pleading that they had been set up, the judge turned to Ritchie.

"Mr Spires, I am aware of your previous good character and that this is your first offence. However, that said, I need to send a message to any other young men thinking of taking the same path that you have chosen. A life of crime will only lead to heartache and many more years incarcerated at Her Majesty's pleasure, which you will soon find out if you continue down this path. Therefore, I sentence you to three years, take him down, officers."

Ritchie couldn't speak; he was too stunned, but he could hear Michael shouting out from the gallery that it wasn't fair, that his brother shouldn't be going to jail and with each word, it felt like a knot grew in the pit of Ritchie's stomach. He had always promised his little brother he would take care of him and would never leave him, but now he was doing just that, and his heart ached. Taken straight outside to the prison van, he was placed into a small caged area and could just make out Bezel and Dickie, who were in two separate cages at the far end of the van.

"You okay, Ritchie boy?"

Ritchie exhaled deeply, and at the same time, he could feel the stinging tears as they dropped onto his cheeks. Wiping his nose with the cuff of his jacket, he sniffed loudly.

"Yeah, I'm okay, Bezel; we'll be out before you know it, mate."

"You will at any rate, but me and old Dickie are season ticket holders, it ain't the first and no doubt it won't be the last time we'll be on our way to the pokey. Keep your chin up, mate, and take all the advice you can get from the seasoned veterans if it's offered."

After a short drive, Ritchie was taken out of the van, and as the doors closed behind him, he began to panic. Still reeling from the shock of his sentence, he was now feeling scared at the thought of not having the others as backup. After being handed his uniform of a t-shirt, sweat pants and a top, along with a pair of socks, the door to Ritchie's cell slammed shut. By three that afternoon, Ritchie was alone in a first-night single-holding cell in Wormwood Scrubs. Bezel and Dickie had been sent over to HMP Pentonville, but at least they were together. Thankful at least that he was allowed to wear his trainers, Ritchie changed and then lay down on the small bed. The noise was horrific, with men screaming and shouting, which continued long into the night. It was also cold, and the prison-issue blanket was rough and offered little comfort, so he stayed fully clothed. Eventually, after imagining being in the feather bed back at the Lamb, he finally drifted off. Woken at six by the sound of keys clanking in the locks and cell doors banging open, Ritchie stood up when his door opened. A burly officer, whom he would come to know as Banksy and who took no prisoners when it came to inmates, told Ritchie in a booming voice to go and take a shower. Nervously making his way along the landing, all kinds of horrific images were flashing through his mind as he stepped into the tiled area. A row of eight units that were at the moment mostly empty was situated along the back wall. There was no privacy, and a row of hooks to hang his towel on, along with a bench to place his clothes, were the only furnishings in the block. Right up until he was again dressed, he was on his guard, but he needn't have worried, as the shower passed without event. Next, he tried out the canteen, and in all honesty, the food wasn't that bad, but in no way was it a patch on the crispy bacon that Mavis served, but at least it was edible.

Mid-morning, when Ritchie was just lying on his bed staring up at the ceiling, wondering how he came to be in this mess, his door opened. It was Officer Banksy who informed him to get his possessions together as he was being moved to a shared cell on B Wing. As Ritchie walked down the steel staircase, he felt all eyes were on him, and he had never felt so small or intimidated in his life. It seemed to take forever to reach B Wing as they passed through gate after locked gate. Finally, Banksy stopped and opened a door. Ritchie stepped inside, and the grim reality of what his life was now going to be hit home like a bolt of lightning. A middle-aged man who lay on the bottom bunk and soon introduced himself as Wilko Lemon, freely gave the information that he was doing a two-stretch for street robbery. He seemed friendly enough, but Ritchie had been warned by Bunter to trust no one. The cell door had to remain open until lock up, so prisoners were passing by throughout the day, but when a man stepped inside, Wilko was on his feet in seconds.

"What the fuck do you want?"

The man who was around sixty years of age and who Ritchie would soon come to learn was the gofer for the wing ruler, one Archie Culver, held up his hands in a sign of surrender.

"Easy, pal! I'm only here with a message."

Wilko gave a look that said, 'Well then?'

"Not for you, Lemon, for him."

He pointed at Ritchie, and suddenly Ritchie's guts were in knots again. He hadn't been here long enough to piss anyone off, so who on earth wanted to speak to him?

"Guvnor wants a word. Top landing, cell six, ten minutes."

With that, the messenger turned and left, and Wilko stood with his mouth open for several seconds.

"What the fuck have you done!?"

"Done? I ain't done anything. Who's in cell six?"

"Only fucking Archie Culver. He rules this wing, can get anything you want for a price and will take out a bloke just for looking at him the wrong way. That little wanker is so far up Archie's arse and will sell you out in a second, so never let him hear you say anything, good or bad, about Culver."

"What if I don't go?"

"You ain't got a fucking option, kid, unless you want your face rearranged. When you get there, knock and wait, never go into a man's pad without an invite, okay?"

A few minutes later, and after sighing heavily, Ritchie left the cell and went up to the top landing. Doing as he was advised, he tapped on the door and waited until he heard a voice say, 'Enter!' Archie Culver was nothing like Ritchie had expected, and he did his best to hide his surprise. Standing only five feet six tall and not overly muscular, it was hard to see how he was such a hard man.
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