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			To my mum, Joyce, who lives in a retirement community which is almost nothing like Janus Lodge. Almost.

		

	
		
			

			1

			‘Four and two, forty-two… Seven and nine, seventy-nine…’

			Sylvia Abercrombie gave a deep sigh and spun her wheelchair expertly around to face the door. She couldn’t bear to be in that sad room with its game of Death Bingo a moment longer. The little squares of dancing brightness from the huge glitterball in the middle of the ceiling and the cheery sunshine yellow of the walls did nothing to lift her mood. Besides, if she had to watch Effie McCallum in her winceyette goonie and curlers prancing up to the front to pick up yet another prize, she wouldn’t be able to hold her tongue. The woman had the luck of the Devil. Sylvia tucked her own turquoise fleece dressing gown more closely around herself and started to wheel herself over to the door.

			‘Legs… eleven.’ The lugubrious voice of Archie Stark was drowned out by a chorus of half-hearted whistles. Sylvia smacked the big metal button that opened the automatic doors to Janus Lodge’s function suite. ‘Two and three, twenty-three.’

			‘House!’

			Even if Sylvia hadn’t recognised the cackling voice, the accusatory whispers around the room would have given it away. Archie’s voice held a hint of disapproval. ‘Well done yet again, Effie, hen. That’s a wee tin of gravy granules for Effie, there. Now, we’re on the pink card, ladies and gents. Eyes down, look in. Individual sachet of custard powder for a line; jar of mint sauce for a full house.’

			The doors closed smoothly behind Sylvia and she set her chair to top speed. She didn’t need to worry about bumping into anyone as she made her way through the chicane of walkers and mobility scooters that lined the corridor to the front door. It was three in the morning, after all, and the few residents who weren’t asleep were in the function suite playing Death Bingo. In her twelve years at Janus Lodge, Sylvia had never quite understood the desire to play a game of bingo following the death of a resident. She didn’t even know how most of them knew there had been a death. Her own apartment was on the side nearest the driveway and she was a light sleeper, so she always heard the sirens out on the main road. Out of courtesy, the ambulances generally switched them off when they turned into the long driveway, but she heard them as they came to a screeching halt outside. Then the doors of the ambulance slammed, followed by the clatter of the paramedics as they barged through the front doors. 

			

			Sylvia was surprised that some of the residents heard anything with their hearing aids out and over their own rumbling snores. Yet most of them managed to emerge from their apartments – rubbing sleep from their eyes and putting their teeth in – and wander dozily and unsteadily to the function room, looking like a band of decrepit quilted zombies walking through the hallways of the damned in a nightmarish Damart advert. Somehow, their finely tuned senses could feel the approach of death. Janus Lodge was death’s waiting room, after all, and none of its residents were very far away from being called in for that final appointment.

			The front door was propped open and delicate fingers of mist made their way over the threshold, only to be swallowed up by the heat blasting from the radiators that lined the walls. Lydia Wheelan, Janus Lodge’s live-in manager, listener, lightbulb-changer and referee, hopped from foot to foot on the wide driveway, shivering in the early morning cold. She had wrapped her arms around herself and, at first glance, it looked as though she was being hugged by someone wearing an identical green and purple tartan suit to the one she had on. No matter what time of the day or night, Lydia was always impeccably turned out in her official Janus Lodge uniform. Sylvia took a detour into Lydia’s office and plucked a multicoloured, woollen shawl from the back of the door, placing it on her lap as she wheeled herself outside into the chilly air.

			She stopped for a moment to take in the scene. The Douglas firs which lined the driveway swayed gently and, in the distance, a band of mist separated the snow-capped hills from the heather and bracken which clung to the hillside. The ground frost sparkled in the glow of the ambulance’s slowly turning blue light. If it wasn’t for the ambulance and the body on the stretcher being loaded gently into it by two paramedics, the scene was peaceful and reassuring. Sylvia could almost imagine a lone piper appearing out of nowhere to treat them to a mournful rendition of ‘Amazing Grace’.

			

			She wheeled herself over to Lydia and handed her the shawl, squeezing her arm as she did so. Lydia looked down at her, her face strained and tear-streaked. ‘Thanks, Sylvia.’ She wrapped the shawl around herself, further dislodging the bun which had once been neat and smooth but which was now hanging in wispy strands over her face. She stroked the soft wool and her lip trembled. She nodded her head towards the ambulance. ‘It was Jessie who made this for me, you know.’

			Sylvia ran her fingers over the fringes of the shawl. ‘Aye, hen. She’ll be missed, eh?’

			‘She will indeed, Sylvia. She was a lovely wee woman, so she was.’

			‘Aye. Always had the kettle on the go. And never once, in all the years I’ve been here, did she fail to give ye a wee bit of her home-made shortbread when she had you round for a brew. Never would give me the recipe, though.’

			Lydia smiled and put a hand on Sylvia’s shoulder. ‘Yes, she was always so generous with that shortbread.’

			‘Not like some of these old bastards in here.’

			‘Sylvia!’

			‘Well, some of them wouldn’t even give ye a foosty old Rich Tea biscuit and a wee dunk of a week-old teabag.’

			Lydia shook her head and leaned down to give Sylvia an awkward hug. ‘You really are incorrigible.’

			Sylvia patted Lydia’s hand as it lay on the arm of her chair. ‘I’m right though, doll, eh? They are a miserable shower.’ They watched in silence as the ambulance slowly pulled away and drove down the long, winding drive. Halfway down, the blue light went off. Lydia sighed and drew the shawl more closely around her. Sylvia shivered. ‘Cold enough to freeze the balls off ye. You should get home, love, or at least get inside. I’m away back to the bingo. Somebody’s got to check on that Effie McCallum. I think she’s sold her soul to the Devil for a packet of blancmange and a jar of Lidl’s own-brand mint sauce.’

			

			‘I’ll be in in a minute, Sylvia.’ Lydia lifted her shoulders to her ears as though to ease off the tension and continued to stare after the disappearing ambulance. Sylvia spun her wheelchair to face the doors. Over the front of the building was a large gold and black sign, proclaiming it to be ‘Janus Lodge – Retirement Apartments for the Young at Heart’, with an accompanying image of a bearded Roman god with two faces looking in opposite directions. 

			‘Jeez-o.’ Sylvia stopped short and put a hand to her chest. Behind the familiar tattered posters with their peeling Sellotape – warning residents to be vigilant about strangers, bogus callers and speeding mobility scooters – a malevolent statue stared out at the two women. It could have been the immobile, stony face of Janus himself. Sylvia turned back to Lydia. ‘Bloody hell, doll. I don’t blame you for wanting to stay out here, despite the cold. Have you seen what’s waiting for you?’

			Lydia turned round and sighed when she saw the face at the window. ‘Oh dear. It’s Gregor. I wonder what he wants. He doesn’t look very happy, does he?’

			Sylvia snorted. ‘Never bloody does. Christ on a bike. I hope Jessie didnae see that face of his afore she died. She’d have thought it was the Grim Reaper come to personally escort her to the other side.’

			Lydia bit back a laugh. ‘Now, now, Sylvia. That’s no way to talk about him, is it?’

			‘How no’? After all, I was married to the old misery for forty-odd years. I think I earned the bloody right to talk about him however I like.’ She glowered at the unmoving Gregor. ‘Jeez-o. Look at him. Here’s the rest of us in our dressing gowns and slippers, and he’s suited and booted and wearing a freshly laundered shirt and black tie at three in the morning. He probably goes to bed in them, just in case one of us dies, the old ghoul. We should start calling him Nosferatu.’ She shook her head and turned back to Lydia. ‘Good luck, hen. You’ll need it, by the look of that sour face.’ With that, Sylvia wheeled herself through the door. As she reached Gregor he pointedly turned away, and she stuck her tongue out at his back before unlocking her apartment door. She couldn’t help childishness overtaking her whenever she saw him. Inside, she pushed the door to, but left it slightly ajar, cocking her head to catch the conversation outside her flat.

			

			She could hear Lydia sighing as she returned inside, the outside door closing softly behind her. ‘Did you want to see me, Mr Abercrombie? Are you off up to the bingo?’ Sylvia grinned. Gregor would love that one. 

			Gregor snorted. ‘Not bloody likely. Stupid idea. Playing bingo when someone dies.’

			‘Some of the residents find it… a comfort.’ Lydia’s voice was artificially bright.

			‘Not me. It’s no’ normal. Bunch of freaks.’

			Lydia sighed. ‘Anyway, can I do something to help you, Mr Abercrombie?’

			His voice was abrupt and to the point. ‘Was that Jessie McNish that they just took away in that ambulance?’

			Lydia’s voice trembled. ‘I’m afraid it was, yes.’

			‘Is she dead?’

			There was a pause before Lydia answered. ‘Sadly, yes.’

			‘So she’s definitely no’ coming back, then?’

			Lydia’s voice was sharper than Sylvia had ever heard it before. ‘No, Mr Abercrombie, she’s definitely not coming back. I’m aware that medical science has advanced, but not that much, I’m afraid.’ Then, obviously relenting, her voice softened. ‘I’m really sorry, I didn’t mean to be rude. This morning has been rather a strain for all of us, hasn’t it?’

			Sylvia knew what Gregor was going to say before the words were out of his mouth. ‘Has it?’

			Lydia, however, seemed taken aback by his response. ‘Well… yes. Jessie was… It’s very… Look, what is it that I can help you with, Mr Abercrombie?’

			

			‘I saw the ambulance men loading the stretcher and just wanted to see how Jessie was. I knew she wasn’t well, so I’ve been keeping an eye on her.’ Sylvia couldn’t believe what she was hearing. Gregor had never shown the slightest bit of care and concern for anyone. Not since… well, not since before… 

			It was best not to think about that. Sylvia gently opened the door a smidgeon more and positioned herself so she could see what was happening. Lydia looked as surprised as Sylvia felt. ‘You have? That was… nice of you. I’m so sorry; I didn’t realise that you and Jessie were close.’

			Gregor rocked back on his heels. ‘Close? What do you mean, close? I hardly knew the woman.’

			A look of confusion crossed Lydia’s face. ‘Then… I don’t… I’m afraid I don’t understand, Mr Abercrombie.’

			‘Her flat.’ He crossed his arms. Lydia shook her head, clearly confused. Sylvia, however, knew exactly what Gregor meant and had to stop herself from going out there and knocking him over with her wheelchair. ‘Her flat. For God’s sake, woman. It’s bigger than mine and I’m putting my name down for it before anyone else does. I knew she was ill, so I’ve been watching her, waiting for this opportunity.’

			‘Oppor…?’ Lydia gave him a disgusted look, turned on her heel and went into her office, shutting the door firmly behind her. 

			Sylvia slowly and quietly closed her own door as Gregor continued his conversation with the empty hallway. ‘I am first, right? Nobody else has claimed it yet, have they?’ His voice was gradually increasing in volume and annoyance. ‘I got in first, that apartment’s mine. My name’s been down for a bigger one since the day I moved in, Ms Wheelan, don’t you forget that. I’ve been waiting for a whole year for that flat.’ As Gregor stomped back up the corridor, Sylvia heard him kicking over the cheery gnome outside her neighbour’s door. ‘Hormones. Bloody women. I’d better get that flat or there’ll be trouble.’ Sylvia shook her head and wheeled herself into her living room. There was no chance of sleep, now. She’d watch Nightmare Alley. It was bleak, but it always cheered her up.
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			The silver Mercedes S-Class, its windows tinted to hide its occupants, purred into the car park and drove around before finally pulling into a space marked ‘CEO’. The space was directly at the front of the building – a shiny glass, brass and marble affair. Over the door was an elaborate sign saying ‘Prometheus Holdings’ in gold and red, with the image of a large flame behind it. 

			The front passenger door opened almost before the car had come to a halt and a short, skinny young man, his face covered in angry, red spots, jumped out of the car and ran around to the driver’s-side door. The legs of his blue and white tracksuit bottoms brushed together with a rustle of static as he scurried around the car. He opened the door and stepped back to let out a man in his fifties, wearing a smart cashmere coat and black leather gloves. The man was trim, with closely cropped grey hair and tanned, carefully moisturised skin. Had it not been for the rather nasty chib mark giving him a ragged smile from ear to chin, he would have looked like a particularly well-paid bank manager. Dennis ‘Grinder’ Mahoney was, indeed, well-paid, but more prone to robbing banks than managing them.

			One of the back doors of the Mercedes slowly opened and the car dipped to one side. Mahoney nodded at the young man in the tracksuit who was now standing next to him, waiting expectantly. ‘PJ, help Declan out.’ PJ put his arm into the car and a meaty hand grabbed hold of it. After a few moments of struggle, a second tracksuited man stepped out. His tracksuit, however, fitted a little more snugly than PJ’s. Declan looked like a man who spent twenty-three hours a day down the gym – three of them working out and the other twenty taking steroids. He stood for a moment to catch his breath and Mahoney surveyed them both, a look of disgust on his face, before striding off towards the office building.

			PJ immediately ran after his boss and managed to arrive at the building’s doors just in time to open them for Mahoney, who entered without thanking his minion. PJ clearly didn’t expect any thanks. Declan lumbered slowly after them both, breathing loudly through his mouth, and turning sideways to fit through the door. 

			

			The reception area of Prometheus Holdings was entirely cold, sterile marble. A smartly dressed young man was sitting behind the wide marble reception desk that rose seamlessly out of the matching floor, a Bluetooth device flashing in his ear. He looked up and smiled professionally as Mahoney entered. The smile faltered a little as his eyes took in PJ and Declan behind their boss. ‘May I help you… gentlemen?’

			Mahoney simply kept walking towards the bank of lifts at the far end of the vast reception area, not even bothering to look at the young man as he answered. ‘Naw, pal, you’re alright. We’re here to see Fergus Lamont.’

			The receptionist stood up, looking puzzled. This wasn’t how things were done at Prometheus Holdings. He called after the three visitors. ‘Excuse me, sir. Is Mr Lamont expecting you?’

			The response was offhand. ‘He will be, pal, aye… when he sees me.’

			The receptionist looked after them, his mouth open, as they stepped into the lift. He picked up the phone and dialled a number as the doors shut.

			Mahoney, PJ and Declan stepped out of the lift at the top floor and into an office foyer that was smart, minimalist and empty apart from a desk holding a fancy flatscreen computer and a phone. The phone was buzzing tastefully but insistently. A name plate at the front of the desk read ‘Miss Jodie Wilde’. ‘Looks as though Miss Wilde has stepped away from her desk, lads.’ Mahoney flicked an invisible speck of dust off his cashmere coat. ‘You’d better answer that phone, PJ. Sounds important.’

			PJ nodded and picked up the receiver. He listened for a moment. ‘Aye, nae worries, wee man, we managed to find our own way up in the lift.’ He put the receiver back down. ‘That wee nyaff at reception. Sounds like he was worried about us.’ The phone started to buzz again. PJ picked it up with a sigh. ‘Naw, she’s still no’ here. An’ ah’m still no’ yer secretary.’ He put the receiver down on the desk and the faint bleating of a frantic voice echoed tinnily on the shiny desktop.

			

			Mahoney gestured to the closed walnut door that stood in front of them. PJ walked over and turned the shiny brass handle without knocking. As they entered the room, a voluptuous redhead rushed past them, looking slightly dishevelled and pulling down the hem of her short skirt. ‘That fanny down on reception was looking for ye,’ PJ told her helpfully, closing the door firmly behind her.

			The office was large and plush, clad in walnut and containing all the trappings of a successful business. A huge picture window looked out over the nearby loch and mountains. The glorious view, however, was wasted on the man who sat at his desk with his back to the window. Right now, he was red-faced and blinking as he adjusted the crotch of his trousers. His face paled when he saw Mahoney.

			Mahoney’s voice was pleasant. ‘Not busy, I hope, Fergus?’

			Fergus Lamont pouted. ‘Well, actually…’

			‘Good, good. Wouldn’t have liked to have interrupted you in the middle of something urgent.’

			‘We were… ah…’

			‘Dictation, it looked like, Fergus, if I’m not mistaken.’ Mahoney took off his coat and held it up between two fingers without looking round. PJ dashed over and took it from him, reverently, and hung it up on a coat stand in the corner of the room. Mahoney looked Fergus up and down and his nose wrinkled. ‘Nice suit, Fergus. I once saw similar on sale at Paddy’s Market.’

			Lamont bristled. ‘Actually, Grinder, it’s an Armani.’

			‘Is it, aye? Ah, well, it doesn’t suit you. You look like mutton dressed as Osso Bucco.’ Mahoney took off his leather gloves and placed them carefully on Fergus’s desk, before sitting down, equally carefully pulling up the legs of his trousers as he did so. He crossed his legs, resting one smart and highly polished shoe on the opposite knee. ‘Now, I have a wee business proposition for you, Fergus.’

			Fergus Lamont lost the grumpy look on his face and spread his arms, expansively. ‘Of course, Grinder, you know I’m always happy to do business with a man such as yourself. Which part of my empire can be of assistance this time?’

			

			‘Well, as it happens, Fergus, I’m thinking of opening a… shall we say… a high-class gentlemen’s club.’

			‘You mean a broth—?’

			Mahoney raised a warning hand. ‘Aye, Fergus, I mean a high-class gentlemen’s club, as I said.’

			‘Of course, of course. Branching out from bookies and bingo then, Grinder?’ His visitor stared pointedly at him and Lamont hurried on. ‘Anyway, how can I help you with this exactly?’

			Mahoney inspected his nails. ‘Well, you manage those bingo halls and bookies so well for me that I thought I’d offer you a wee partnership in this new venture.’ Lamont gave a self-satisfied smile and puffed out his chest. One side of Mahoney’s mouth twisted upwards, as though the idea of managing an entire smile was below him. The scar on his face whitened with the effort. ‘Besides, you have just the perfect spot of land on your books for the purpose.’

			Lamont looked puzzled. ‘I do?’

			‘Indeed. Slightly out of town, quiet setting… nowhere the neigh-bours are likely to complain. I’ve already managed to… persuade, shall we say… my contact on the City Council that this will go through planning without a hitch.’ He laughed, mirthlessly. ‘Not that he had much choice, eh, lads?’

			PJ grunted a sycophantic laugh. ‘Naw, boss, no’ really.’

			Mahoney removed his highly polished foot from his knee and leaned forward, his forearms resting on the table and his perfectly manicured hands clasped in front of him. ‘Mind you, Fergus, the Planning Department aren’t yet aware that they’ve already passed this one, so this is strictly hush-hush for the time being, if you don’t mind.’

			Lamont’s face still had its puzzled look. ‘I won’t say a word, Grinder. But… well, I think you’re mistaken.’ He tapped a few keys on his computer. ‘Aye, you must have got it wrong. I’ve got a couple of plots of land in the portfolio, but both of them are city centre locations, nothing out of town.’ He turned the screen towards Mahoney. ‘This one would have been perfect – it was that very profitable homeless hostel they made me pull down, but it’s already been earmarked for multistorey parking, so if that’s the one you’re thinking of, you’re too late, sadly.’ He twisted the screen back towards himself. ‘Not to say that there isn’t something suitable out there, though. I can always scout around for you on the quiet, if that would help? For a small finder’s fee, of course.’ He sat back in his chair and beamed at his visitor.

			

			Mahoney shook his head. ‘No need, Fergus. I told you, you’ve already got the perfect spot for it, something a wee bit more upmarket, in a nice quiet area with some space around it. Perfect for a high-class establishment like mine.’ He stood up and moved swiftly around the desk. He took the computer mouse out of Lamont’s hand, looked at the screen and smoothly navigated to the page he was looking for. ‘There. That’s the one I’m talking about.’ He straightened up and returned to his seat.

			Fergus stared at the screen and then looked back at Mahoney’s satisfied face, shaking his head. ‘But that’s—’

			‘I know what it is, Fergus. But I want to knock it down and build—’

			‘A brothel.’

			Mahoney sat forward and tapped a manicured fingernail on the desk. ‘A high-class gentlemen’s club.’

		

	
		
			

			3

			The communal lounge of Janus Lodge was large, bright and cheerful, with a comfortable, distinctly lived-in look. Light poured in through the large windows and the walls were hung with photographs and paintings. Some of the paintings were faded reproductions of Old Masters, others had been painted by the residents. The latter varied in quality but had been given pride of place. The room was an obstacle course of comfortable but unmatched chairs with high backs and sturdy arms, and strategically placed side tables.

			Knitted objects in a riot of colours covered every available surface, making the room look as though there had been an explosion in a wool factory. Every chair had a brightly coloured blanket thrown over it and its arms were protected by knitted armrests – sometimes matching, more often not. Every chair contained at least two fat, knitted cushions and crocheted doilies covered every available flat surface. Even the ancient organ in the corner had a knitted cover, and its legs were resplendent in multicoloured woollen legwarmers, in a show of Victorian prudery mixed with Kids from Fame exuberance.

			This morning, the large room only held three residents. Sylvia was sitting in her wheelchair in front of the fire, flanked, as usual, by two of her dearest friends, Francine Ure and Nettie Forbes. Francine was as unlike Sylvia as it was possible to get. Where Sylvia was tiny and round, with hair the colour of a ripe tomato, Francine was tall, slim and elegant. She always reminded Sylvia of Katherine Hepburn at her sternest. Nettie, slightly younger than Sylvia and Francine, in her late seventies, was soft and cushiony, with a matching face, as though its creator had been asked to draw the ideal grandma. Unlike the other two, Nettie was still in her nightclothes and a floor-length towelling dressing gown and slippers.

			The three women were knitting in companionable silence, surrounded by large bags full of balls of wool, needles and patterns. Sylvia was crocheting a large, delicate doily shaped like a butterfly, multicoloured and beautiful. From time to time, she held it up to check its progress. Each time she did, Nettie looked at it enviously; her own simple baby-blue blanket looked lumpy and amateurish beside the work of her friends. She sighed and continued knitting laboriously, her tongue poking out of the side of her mouth as she concentrated. Francine was working on a complicated Fair Isle sweater with at least ten different colours of wool and an intricate pattern. Her wool bag was spewing wool that, to the untrained eye – Sylvia glanced at Nettie – would look like a tangle of multicoloured spaghetti, but which quickly and effortlessly transformed itself into a work of art in Francine’s talented care. Sylvia had never said anything to her friends but even she envied Francine her knitting prowess.

			

			Occasionally, Francine and Nettie would pause to take a sip of tea from the delicate china cups sitting on the knitted doilies on the tables next to them. Other than that, the industrious clacking of needles was undisturbed until the sound of heavy footsteps and the rattling of buckles could be heard in the corridor outside. Sylvia looked at her watch and smiled happily. ‘Ooooh, here’s Jake.’ Nettie patted her hair in readiness and Francine put her knitting to one side. Sylvia’s grandson was a firm favourite with all of them. 

			Jake loped into the lounge, motorbike helmet in hand. His leather and tattoos looked out of place amidst the fluffy decor, but he obviously felt at home. ‘Mornin’, ladies. Called at your place, Gran, and when there was no answer, I knew I’d find you in here. Either here or down at Shawfield, losing my inheritance on the dogs.’ His voice was a Tom Waits growl. The three women nodded and smiled at him as he kissed Sylvia gently on the cheek. ‘Mornin’, Gran. You’re lookin’ lovely today. That colour hair suits you. I prefer it to the orange you did for Halloween.’

			Sylvia patted her fiery red hair, looking pleased with herself. ‘Morning, love. How’s it hanging?’ Francine raised her eyebrows at Nettie, who giggled behind her hand.

			

			Jake crossed to Francine and kissed the top of her head, and did the same with Nettie. Nettie giggled girlishly once again and Jake chucked her under the chin. ‘Good to see three of my favourite ladies looking so sprightly.’ He looked around the room. ‘Bit quiet in here today, isn’t it?’

			Francine smiled at him. ‘Second Tuesday in the month.’ Jake looked blankly at her. ‘It’s Tech Club.’

			Jake’s face was still blank. He shook his head. ‘What’s Tech Club?’

			Sylvia frowned down at her butterfly as her crochet needle flew. ‘Well, it’s Tech Club, isn’t it?’

			Jake’s eyebrows furrowed as he looked at his grandmother, then his face cleared. ‘Oh! I see!’ He tapped the side of his nose. ‘I presume that the first rule of Tech Club is that you don’t talk about Tech Club?’

			Sylvia finished her row and put her crochet aside. ‘What are you talking about, Jake?’

			As she looked up at him, he grinned down at her. ‘Treat me as though I’m five years old. What’s Tech Club?’

			Sylvia waved a vague hand. ‘It’s Harriet’s baby. She started it a couple of months ago because people kept asking her questions. If people have problems with their… tech… then they take it along to Tech Club and Harriet sorts it out for them. You know…’ She waved her hand again, as if that explained everything. ‘If the messages aren’t getting through, or the… internet’s dead or something…’

			‘Like some sort of seance, you mean?’ Jake carried on hurriedly as Sylvia scowled at him. ‘Anyway, it sounds as though you could benefit from Tech Club. Why aren’t you there?’

			‘Don’t be ridiculous, Jake. I’m not like the rest of these old biddies in here.’ Francine and Nettie exchanged another look. ‘What do I want with Tech Club?’

			Jake gazed at her. ‘Well, last week when I came to see you, I had to close about three hundred open tabs on your iPad, and last time I video-called you on WhatsApp all I could see of you was the top of your head.’

			Sylvia snorted. ‘You know I don’t like that zipzap thing; I prefer it when you’re here in person.’ She patted the empty chair next to her. ‘Now, sit down and give us news of the outside world.’

			

			As he settled himself in their midst, Francine reached out a liver-spotted hand and stroked it against his rough skin. ‘Ooh, Jake, lovey, your face is so cold. You should have wrapped up better.’ Her diction was precise and perfectly modulated.

			Sylvia tucked her crochet away in her capacious home-made knitting bag. ‘Your da okay, son?’

			‘Aye, he’s fine – sends his love.’ Jake put his motorbike helmet on the table and rubbed his hands together, blowing on his fingers to warm them up. ‘It’s bloody freezin’ out. Lovely and warm in here, but.’

			‘Aye, of course it is. This place is on permanent Gobi Desert setting.’ It was one of Sylvia’s pet peeves. ‘If this lot did more than sit on their arses all day… sorry, Francine… it wouldn’t need to be up so high. These old fogies don’t give a toss about climate change.’

			Jake unzipped his leather jacket, revealing a bright, striped scarf. ‘Francine, this scarf you knitted for me is a stoater. How are you at knitting balaclavas? Be nice to have one for under my helmet, this time of year.’

			Francine beamed. ‘Of course, my dear boy. What colour do you want?’

			‘Eh… no’ sure… blue, mibbee? That be okay?’ She nodded happily and he leaned over and gave her another kiss. ‘You’re a gem, Frankie, doll.’

			Sylvia hid a smile. No one but Jake could get away with calling Francine ‘Frankie, doll’. She made a mental note to try it one day and see how she fared. 

			Francine made as if to stand. ‘Would you like a cup of tea, Jake?’

			He gestured her to sit back down, fluffing up the cushion behind her back as he did so. ‘Naw. Just dropped in to give Gran a message from Dad, and a wee pick-me-up.’

			Sylvia looked at him in anticipation at the comment and Jake turned to her, reaching into the pockets of his leather jacket. From each one he took a can of Guinness, which he put down on the little table next to Sylvia.

			

			She blew a kiss at him, opened one of the cans with a sigh of pleasure and took a long gulp. She smacked her lips and wiped her mouth on the sleeve of her thick hand-knitted cardigan. ‘Ah, that’s hit the spot. Nice and cold, too. That’s braw. Cheers, Jake. Now, what’s your dad saying?’

			‘He’s gonnae pick you up to go shopping on Thursday, Gran, as usual. An’ he says why don’t you leave that bloody mobile on. His words, no’ mine.’

			Sylvia took another swig and wiped more froth from her mouth. ‘Och, I don’t like they mobile phones; I read somewhere that they can irradiate you and make you impotent. Ah’m no’ wanting to be irradiated, and I’m definitely no’ wantin’ to be impotent. That would never do.’

			Francine rapped Sylvia’s knuckles with her knitting needles, an ineffectual move, since on Jake’s arrival Francine had stuck them into one of her enormous balls of wool.

			Jake snorted. ‘That’s really too much information, Gran. Christ, I feel sick now. Didn’t need to know that, I really didn’t.’

			Nettie shook her head, dropping several stitches as she did so but completely oblivious to the fact. ‘I swear, I’ve never met anyone who has such peculiar ideas as you, Sylvia. Where on earth do you get them from?’

			Sylvia took another glug from the can of Guinness and carried on as if she hadn’t noticed the interruptions. ‘Mind you, might be an improvement, being irradiated. I hear it tightens the skin.’

			Jake laughed and kissed his gran again. ‘Right, I’d better get back. It’s alright for you ladies of leisure, but some of us have to work. See you three gorgeous dollybirds later.’

			Sylvia snorted. ‘Dollybirds? More like the three witches, ya cheeky wee sh—’

			‘Sylvia!’

			‘Whoops, sorry, Francine.’

			Jake left the room and they could hear his laugh ringing out as he walked down the corridor.

			Francine put the sweater she had been knitting to one side and rummaged in her knitting bag. ‘Oh dear – all these colours and I haven’t got any blue wool for Jake’s balaclava.’ She looked over at Nettie’s knitting bag lying on the floor next to her chair, spewing multiple balls of baby-blue wool.

			

			Nettie sighed and put down her own knitting. She groaned as she bent down and pushed the bag over towards Francine. ‘Here, have this. It’s better in your hands than mine, anyway. To be honest, I’m sick of the sight of the stuff; I’m never going to be rid of it all.’

			Sylvia looked at the little pile of badly knitted blue blankets on the floor next to Nettie, destined for the maternity unit at the hospital. ‘Why in holy hell are all your baby blankets pale blue, anyway? What if there’s a rush of wee girl babies born? They’re going to be fuc—’ Francine cleared her throat. ‘Sorry, doll. They’re going to be bloody freezing.’

			Nettie picked a piece of the offending wool off her lap. ‘It’s Sally, my daughter. I told her I liked this colour once and she keeps bringing me them from her shop. I haven’t got the heart to tell her I’ve still got two hundred balls of it in the wardrobe.’

		

	
		
			

			4

			Grinder Mahoney was smiling and his voice was pleasant, but there was menace not far beneath the surface. Fergus Lamont shivered; he’d seen the consequences of Grinder using that voice before. PJ and Declan moved a step closer, just to reinforce the message in case Lamont didn’t quite get it. Lamont shook his head. ‘But that’s where…’

			Mahoney gave his cold smile again. ‘I will, of course, make it worth your while, Fergus. I was thinking… two and a half million?’

			Lamont narrowed his eyes, calculating the potential benefits and drawbacks. ‘But that place is a nice little earner for me, Grinder. The rents are always paid on time and there’s never any trouble. Besides, I couldn’t let you have it anyway. It’s where my parents live, and my grandfather inserted a clause in the deeds to the place before he died… The miserable old bastard.’

			‘What sort of a clause?’

			Lamont pouted. ‘Some sort of Right of First Refusal or some such. By the time my grandfather died, Dad was already beginning to show signs of… well, odd behaviour. Let’s just say… he’s a bit senile, and my mother was happy just to go along with it. There was no way Dad could have taken over the business. So, grandfather had to leave it to me…’ He gazed thoughtfully at nothing for a few moments. ‘But he didn’t like me very much for some reason…’ Mahoney raised an eyebrow, as if to show that this revelation wasn’t a complete shock to him, and Lamont hurriedly continued. ‘Anyway, he put in a clause that says that my parents have to be looked after at Janus Lodge for as long as they live. And, even after they’re gone, the old farts who live there must be offered first refusal on any sale.’

			Mahoney nodded. ‘Look, I’m not ungenerous, Fergus. I want that land. Let’s just call it a nice round three million, shall we? I’m sure the… old farts… won’t be able to compete with that, will they?’

			

			A pitter-pattering started somewhere in Lamont’s chest. Three million? If Mahoney was happy to go up to three million so easily, then perhaps he could be persuaded even higher. There might be a way around the deed; he’d get his lawyer onto it. ‘Well…’

			‘Excellent.’ Mahoney stuck out his hand and Lamont took it automatically. ‘We have a deal, then. Now, let’s sort out a time to go and have a look at the place, and I’ll tell you my plans for it. It’s going to be really high-end.’ He slapped Lamont on the shoulder, all pally-pally now the business was done. ‘And once it’s built, there’ll be a lifetime membership in the place for you. I’m sure that’ll be right up your street, eh, Fergus?’

			Three million wasn’t to be sniffed at, but did Lamont really want
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