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Chapter 1
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Jerome Barrett opened his eyes with a groan. Last night had been a scorcher, and his mouth felt like the backend of a camel: not that he’d ever tasted one! Groaning again, he swung his legs from under the duvet and sat up on the edge of the bed, his head thumping, his eyes slowly catching up with the sudden movement. Someone squirmed behind him. He turned, squinting through half-closed eyes. It took him a few moments to remember who he’d spent the night with.

“Hey, come on Carey. I’ve got to leave in forty-five minutes.” Receiving no response, he gave the duvet a hard slap.

“What time is it?” a muffled voice protested from deep under the covers.

“Six o’clock. Come on, move it. I don’t want to be late.”

Grinning at the muffled curses, Jerome pushed himself upright and shuffled into the large en-suite, turning the power shower to its highest setting. Standing with his hands braced against the wall, he let the stinging jets ease the aches and pains from his muscles. Then, once the cascade of water had done its job, he turned down the pressure to a more pleasurable level.

Stepping out of the spray, he soaped himself, smiling as the lather rekindled memories of last night’s lovemaking. Glancing at his reflection in the mirrored wall, he gave a soft grunt at the half-formed erection the recollections had caused. No time for that now.

He’d need to buy Carey some nice jewellery as a thank you. She liked expensive things, and after their fun last night, she deserved it. Of the select group of girls Jerome entertained when visiting his large house in Poole, Carey was his favourite. He had no steady girlfriend, just a few close female friends. Since his return from managing his father’s business in Iraq, he had shied away from any long-term relationships.

Jerome’s new house overlooked a prime spot in one of the UK’s most exclusive resorts; Sandbanks, a place renowned as Britain’s Palm Beach. The view from Jerome’s new house, overlooking Poole Harbour with Brownsea Island as a backdrop, offered a well-placed spot to take in the wonderful scene on a sunny summer’s day. Unfortunately, since his arrival four days ago, it had done nothing but rain.

Turning side-on to the mirror, Jerome studied his reflection again, pulling in his stomach, emphasising his six-pack. At thirty-seven, he still looked pretty good; testament to the hours he put in at the gym and the various outdoor sports he undertook when time allowed. Back under the jets, he rinsed himself off, grabbed a large towel from the heated rail, and draped it around his shoulders. He was reaching for his razor when Carey entered the wet room, playfully slapping his bare buttocks in passing.

“Ouch, stingy slap,” he protested, squirming to one side as she raised her hand for a second strike.

“Say sorry like a nice boy,” she chided, chuckling at his wounded expression.

Dropping the towel from his shoulders, Jerome tightened it around his waist and blew her a kiss in the mirror. “How about I take you out to Antonio’s next week instead?”

“Aw, do I have to wait so long before I see you again?”

“I’ve planned to go caving for a week with some mates of mine. Hey, why don’t you come too?”

Carey gave one of her delightful laughs. “Can you really see me down a bloody great hole in the ground? Do me a favour, Jerry.”

“Yeah, you’ve got a point there, I suppose. So next week then? When I get back?”

“Sounds like a plan,” Carey shouted over the noise of the shower. “Call me when you finally dig yourself out.”

Finished, Jerome slapped on some aftershave and poked his head around the shower screen. The pert bottom presented to him was too good to miss. Slipping off his towel, he gave it a sharp flick, chuckling at Carey’s high-pitched squeal.

She spun around, eyes sparkling with mischief. “You’re going to pay for that, Mr Barrett.”

“Oh, am I now?” Jerome retorted, grinning as he backed away.

Carey advanced, her playful demeanour not masking the genuine warmth in her eyes. “Yes, you are. But later. Right now, you’d better get ready, or you really will be late.”

Jerome laughed, shaking his head as he reached for his razor once more. “Alright, alright. You win this time.”

As he shaved, he couldn’t help but feel a pang of regret. For all his aversion to long-term commitments, moments like these made him wonder if he was missing out on something deeper. But those thoughts could wait. For now, he had a busy day ahead, and he couldn’t afford to be distracted.

After getting dressed, Jerome quickly kissed Carey goodbye and left, enjoying the refreshing morning air that helped clear his mind. As he drove away, he glanced back at his house in Sandbanks, a small smile playing on his lips. Life might be complicated, but at least it was never dull.

* * *
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Jerome adjusted a blood-red tie over a soft-grey striped shirt. He chose his dark grey Brioni suit and a pair of black Dover Split Toe shoes, which he had ordered last year from Edward Green. The plan was to change into his potholing gear when he met up with the rest of the gang at their hotel near Cheddar.

Jerome had been eagerly anticipating the chance to explore the new limestone caves recently discovered in the area. He had finally persuaded his father to allow him a couple of months off work. The prospect of reuniting with some of his ex-army buddies thrilled him. It had been a couple of years since they had gone caving together. He knew the brief break would come at a cost; his father ran the global company with a rod of iron. Jerome considered it a small price to pay for the chance to catch up on how his old regiment was doing. He still missed the easy familiarity and camaraderie of living so close to danger with men he could totally rely on.

Slipping on a Black Caviar watch, Jerome stood back to admire himself in the mirror. Deep blue eyes, set in an oblong face, stared back at him. A large flop of blond hair covered his prominent forehead. Tossing his head, he unsuccessfully tried to flip it back into place. At least it hid the scar running from his hairline to his eyebrow, a mark left by a hostile bullet when he had stuck his head up at the wrong moment. After his discharge from the army, Jerome had considered plastic surgery but ultimately decided against it. Now, whenever deep in thought, he would unconsciously rub the scar.

Picking up a small briefcase, he shouted to Casey to make sure she locked up on her way out. He then made his way downstairs to the hall, setting the alarm to rearm when the front door was closed. Scanning his morning post, he dropped it on the counter for later attention and proceeded through the large, modern kitchen into the garage, sliding into his yellow Bowler EXRS.

Jerome loved off-roading and, against the protests of his friends, had fitted the Bowler with a twelve-hundred-pound winch, which required a complete remodelling of the engine compartment and wings. This modification gave the car a unique, overshot profile, which Jerome adored. The car’s boot was full of climbing gear, so he tossed his briefcase onto the passenger seat and started the engine.

The drive to Cheddar would give him time to reflect. The bustling streets soon gave way to the rolling countryside, and Jerome felt a sense of freedom as he navigated the winding roads. The thought of reuniting with his friends and diving into the unknown depths of the new caves filled him with anticipation. The challenges ahead, both in the caves and upon his return to the corporate world, seemed distant as he embraced the moment.

* * *
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The M7 motorway was quiet, so Jerome put his foot down, luxuriating in the low growl of the Bowler’s engine. The rain suddenly eased, then stopped, and sunlight washed the countryside in broad bars. It was turning into a pleasant day. Flicking off the windscreen wipers, he pressed the play button on the CD, nodding his head along to Jessie J’s new single, Thunder Now. The beat matched the rhythm of the road, and he felt a surge of freedom as the miles flew by.

Upon reaching the M3, the traffic was busier than he had expected, slowing him to 75 mph. Impatiently flashing his headlights at any driver hogging the outside lane, Jerome glanced at the large rainbow dominating the sky and then switched to the local radio station. He listened to the traffic reports, worrying his bottom lip with his teeth when the broadcaster announced that the A20 turnoff was now snarled up with traffic. Taking a chance, he pressed the accelerator, hoping to get through the worst of it before the morning rush hour brought the traffic to its usual slow crawl.

As he eased off the M25 onto the A20, Jerome suddenly felt hungry. He hadn’t eaten all morning, and the two-hour drive was using up what little reserves he had. His stomach growled in protest, reminding him of the need for sustenance. He planned to have a cooked breakfast when he arrived at the hotel, but in the meantime, a thick chocolate bar would do the job nicely. Slowing the Bowler, he turned off the main road and began searching for a shop, finally spotting a small supermarket beside a dingy-looking laundrette.

Pulling in behind a scruffy Citroën, Jerome got out of the Bowler, clicking the locks closed. The Citroën’s engine was still running as he walked by. He glanced at it, frowning. The filler compartment door hung open, and there was no petrol cap. The driver had obviously forgotten to refit it after filling the tank. A large, tough-looking black youth lounged in the back, his expression guarded and suspicious. Jerome felt a twinge of unease but brushed it off.

As he approached the car, Jerome rapped on the window to get the youth’s attention. “Your petrol cap’s missing,” he shouted through the glass, pointing at the back of the car. The youth’s eyes narrowed, and for a moment, Jerome thought he might have made a mistake in trying to be helpful.

The youth mouthed, “Fuck off!” and flipped him the finger. Jerome stepped back, his face flushing with a mix of embarrassment and irritation. He shook his head and walked into the supermarket, determined not to let the encounter ruin his good mood.
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Chapter 2
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“Billy! Billy! Come on, we’ll be late!” June Hicks shouted up the stairs, her voice tinged with frustration. She turned on her heel and stalked back to the kitchen, cursing under her breath. “That boy’ll be the death of me,” she muttered, pouring cornflakes into a bowl and adding a generous splash of milk. “I really don’t know what’s got into him lately.”

Upstairs, the heavy thud of her thirteen-year-old son’s footsteps reverberated through the kitchen ceiling as he moved from his bedroom to the bathroom.

“Well, at least he’s up. That’s something, I suppose,” she grumbled, sinking into a chair and biting into the single unbuttered slice of toast she allowed herself each morning.

Her gaze flicked upwards as footsteps thumped along the upstairs hallway again.

“Have you cleaned your teeth?” she shouted at the ceiling, crumbs spraying from her mouth onto her jumper. As expected, June received no answer.

She ate her toast in the heavy silence, her mind wandering to Billy’s increasingly erratic behaviour over the past couple of years. Ever since his father had walked out on them, Billy’s moods had shifted from sullen to downright rebellious. He rarely talked to her these days and was always getting into trouble at school. Just last week, she had been called into the headteacher’s office yet again. She didn’t know how much more she could take.

The kitchen door slammed open, and Billy sauntered in. His appearance starkly contrasted with his behaviour—despite acting the hooligan, he looked more like an angel. His stocky frame filled out his school uniform, giving him a model’s look. His square face, with its Greek nose and dark brown eyes, tugged at June’s heart every time she looked at him. He was so much like his father.

June’s fifteen-year marriage had not been a happy one. Well, perhaps at first, she corrected herself; during the initial flush of love, when Derrick had shown her consideration, kindness, and affection. But that first flush had soured when she discovered her husband was an inveterate gambler, a secret he had kept well-hidden for the first four years of their marriage. Then came the fateful day when he lost his job, the car, and their house.

Billy blamed June for his father’s departure, seeing no further than the money his dad always lavished on him after a big win. She still squirmed, recalling how Derrick would drape himself around Billy’s shoulders, whispering in his ear, “We’re okay, aren’t we, son? Me and you. We’re okay. You know I love you, right? Just you and me against the world, right? Here, mate, get yourself a little something on me.”

Pushing such unpleasant thoughts aside, June sipped her tea, clearing her throat as she watched Billy eat his cornflakes. “I’ll be a bit late home from work tonight. Will you be okay getting yourself something to eat until I get in?”

“Suppose,” he replied, barely looking up.

“I’m sorry, Billy. I’ll try not to be too late. It’s just they want me to help with an op tonight because Delia’s on holiday. And it’ll give me a chance to show them what I can do.”

Billy scraped back his chair and grabbed his school backpack. “You let people treat you like a skivvy, you know that? I’ll wait out in the car.”

The kitchen door slammed shut behind him.

June wearily pushed back her own chair and took the dirty dishes to the sink. She’d be glad when she finally got her nursing degree from the Veterinary College. The long-distance learning course was tough, but she would have more money when she passed it. Perhaps she could get that game console Billy wanted for his birthday. In the meantime, she’d persevere at the local vet clinic, grateful she had some sort of job.

Thinking about it, perhaps Billy had a point. She did sometimes let people take advantage of her. Shrugging the thought away, she quickly tidied her hair. The sad face staring back at her from the mirror looked tired: tired and beaten. Putting on some lipstick, she gave a sigh and headed for the door.

* * *
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When June finally made it to the car, Billy was sitting in the passenger seat, earphones jammed in place, nodding his head along to some music. Probably one of those rappers he was so fond of. She hated the proliferation of misogynistic music that dominated the charts these days. The way they belittled women made her squirm, but there was little she could do to stop him from listening to it. She had tried explaining her feelings once, but Billy had just looked at her as though she were an alien, his expression a mix of confusion and dismissal.

Billy hadn’t bothered to take off his backpack and was sitting hunched over in the seat, his body language a fortress of teenage rebellion. June ignored him. If he wanted to make a point by being uncomfortable, so be it; she wasn’t in the mood for an argument right now. The morning had already started on a sour note, and she didn’t have the energy for another confrontation.

When she switched on the ignition and started the engine, a sharp beep sounded from the dashboard, followed by a bright yellow fuel icon flashing on the central console. Snatching open her handbag, she rummaged through the bottom, looking for loose change, and came up with a five-pound note. It would have to do until payday. If she did without lunch for the rest of the week, she should be able to stretch it out until then. The thought of another week of hunger pangs gnawed at her, but she pushed it aside. There were more pressing issues at hand.

Pulling onto the main road, June headed for the nearest garage, which, of course, was in the opposite direction from the school. That meant she would definitely be late for work, but better that than being stuck in traffic with no petrol. Gritting her teeth, she tried to relax, hoping to keep at bay the headache threatening to break out at any moment. Driving one-handed, she dug around in her bag again, coming up with a paracetamol. She dry-swallowed the pill, wincing at the bitterness, and focused on the road ahead.

As June filled her car with petrol, taking extra care not to go over her five-pound limit, a dirty-looking, dark-red Citroën pulled up on the other side of the pump. A young boy, looking barely older than Billy, jumped out and stuck the fuel hose into the filler nozzle.

“How much, bro?” he called to the driver.

“Fill it up.”

“You sure?”

“What did I just say?” came the terse reply.

June spent a few more minutes trying to get the last drop of petrol out of the black hose, then went to pay. Taking her place in the queue, she fidgeted impatiently, constantly checking her watch. Each tick of the second hand felt like a hammer against her temples. Finally reaching the counter, she held out her five-pound note. “Pump two, please,” she said, glancing at her watch again. God, she was going to be so late. She’d have to work through her lunch break to make up for it.

“Bloody hell, did that twat just take off without paying for his petrol?” The shop assistant’s voice cut across June’s worries, snapping her back to the present.

Glancing through the window, she saw the red Citroën leaving the garage in a hurry, smoke pouring from the rear tyres as they spun on the tarmac. Her heart sank at the sight of the reckless escape.

“Look, I’m late. Can you take this for pump two, please?” she called, dropping the five-pound note on the counter before rushing outside. The shop assistant nodded distractedly, his eyes still on the fleeing car.

When June reached the pumps, she saw a petrol cap lying beside a long splash of petrol on the ground. The thieves had obviously left in such a hurry they’d forgotten to replace it. She picked up the cap and put it on the pump, shaking her head in disbelief.

“Hey Mum, did you see that? Those guys took off without paying.” Billy’s voice was a mix of awe and excitement, his earlier sullenness momentarily forgotten.

June settled herself behind the wheel and started the car. “I don’t know about guys,” she snorted. “One looked to be no older than you. Okay, let’s get going. I’m running late now, and I expect the traffic to back up all the way along the A20. Look, it’s nearly eight o’clock, and it’s started raining again.”

As they pulled out of the petrol station, the rain fell in earnest, fat droplets splattering against the windshield. June flicked on the wipers, the rhythmic swish doing little to soothe her frazzled nerves. She glanced at Billy, who had returned to his music, oblivious to the world outside. The road ahead was a blur of brake lights and rain, the morning rush hour in full swing.

Navigating the congested streets, June couldn’t help but reflect on the myriad of minor frustrations that seemed to pile up day after day. The constant struggle to make ends meet, the worry over Billy’s future, the never-ending juggle of work and home responsibilities. It all felt like a relentless grind. But as she took a deep breath and focused on the road, she reminded herself that she had no choice but to keep going, to keep pushing through the chaos, one day at a time.

* * *
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With a sigh of relief, June turned onto the A20. The traffic wasn’t so bad this morning, and if nothing else went wrong, she might make it in time. The first mile was stop and start, but then things got a little better; the traffic thinned out. Passing a bus picking up passengers, she checked her rearview mirror. Her turn was directly after the bus stop. She was a cautious driver, but this morning was pushing the car as hard as she dared, hunched over the steering wheel, knuckles white, as she studied the road ahead.

Without warning, the front of the car suddenly dropped away, making a horrible screeching noise. Thrown forward into the seatbelt, June felt the airbag explode against her face, slamming her back into the seat. The unexpected fright made her jam both feet down, flooring both the clutch and accelerator. The sudden roar of the accelerating engine disoriented her.

She glanced over at Billy. His wide eyes stared back from a white face. The passenger airbag hung from the dashboard onto his lap. He looked as stunned as she felt.

“You’re bleeding, Mum,” he said, touching his own nose with trembling fingers.

June was suddenly aware of the blood running down her chin: the pain in her nose, the hard beating in her chest. Looking through the windscreen, she gasped. The road had disappeared! Opening the door, she saw the front wheels were hanging over an enormous hole, deep enough to swallow the car. Gasping, she slammed the door shut.

“Mum! Take your foot off the accelerator!”

Billy’s shout brought her out of her daze. She switched off the engine, her sudden movement tipping the front of the car down. For one sickening moment, June thought they were going to plunge straight into the black maw beneath them. Forcing herself back in the seat as far as possible to rebalance the car, wetting dry lips when the front pivoted upward again.

Taking a deep breath, June did her best to keep her voice calm. “Okay, Billy, do exactly as I say, okay?” Not waiting for an answer, she hurried on. “Without leaning forward, reach down for the large knob on the left of your seat. Tell me when you’ve found it.”

“Okay, Mum.” Billy sounded frightened.

“Turn it so the back of your seat goes down as far as ... STOP!”

Billy had turned sideways, putting his centre of gravity further forward, tilting the front of the car down again. They both tensed as the car groaned, pivoting back and forth. For a few heart-stopping seconds, June was sure they were going over the edge. The creaking metal and the ominous sound of shifting gravel below filled the car with a sense of impending doom.

“It’s okay, Billy,” she soothed. “Sorry, I didn’t mean to shout like that. You’re doing really well. Just keep your weight as far back as you can. Okay, try it again.” Too frightened to move even her head, June followed Billy’s movements in her peripheral vision, eyes still fixed on the emptiness ahead of them.

“Okay, Mum.” Billy wound the seat back as low as it would go, his hands shaking.

“Now, wriggle your way onto the rear seat. Then I’ll do the same.” A few moments later, they were kneeling on the rear seat, hugging each other, hearts racing. “You okay, Billy?”

“Yes, Mum,” he said, reaching out towards the rear door handle.

“Whoa. We have to do this together, Billy. We’ve got to open both doors together, then when I give the word, we’ll jump out at the same time. You understand?”

“Sure, Mum. I understand.”

She could hear the tension in his voice. “Okay then, open your door. Slowly now.”

A flurry of rain swept into the car as June took a moment to compose herself, the cold droplets stinging her face.

“Okay, Billy, on my count of three, jump. One ...”

As June started the count, something slammed into the back of the car. She screamed when it scraped across the tarmac and tipped into the hole.

A blackness reached upward from beneath, swallowing them.
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Chapter 3
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Brendan Williams followed his wife, Gertrude, around the supermarket, his hands trembling on the handle of the shopping trolley. It wasn’t because he was old—far from it—but because of the shocking news he had received from his GP just yesterday. He was still trying to make sense of it all. The diagnosis had shaken him to his core.

Brendan stood tall, his frame as lean as ever. His sharp, lined face, often described as ferrety, usually wore a smile, but not today. Today, worry furrowed his brow, and he pressed his lips together in contemplation.

Turning to Gertrude, Brendan held up a can of baked beans. “Get fifteen,” he said, his voice unusually flat. “Look, they’re on sale. A pound for two. And chuck in a couple of those tinned peaches while you’re at it. I like those.”

Gertrude nodded and moved further up the aisle, scanning shelves for the items on their list. Brendan followed behind, pushing the trolley absentmindedly with one hand, while his other hand fiddled nervously at his bottom lip—a subconscious quirk that surfaced when he was anxious.

How was he going to tell her? What could he possibly say? Cancer was such a dirty word, carrying a finality that made people speak in hushed tones. The doctor had given him a grim prognosis—six months, if he was lucky; three, if he wasn’t. Brendan regretted going for the checkup now. He almost wished he had remained blissfully unaware, preferring to go peacefully in his sleep.

The doctor had offered a referral to the hospital for treatment, mentioning chemotherapy, but Brendan had quietly shaken his head. He wanted nothing to do with it. True, he didn’t have as much hair as he used to and what remained was now pure white, but it was his, and he was determined to keep every strand.

Death was inevitable; Brendan knew that. But not like this. Not with cancer gnawing away at his insides like some alien parasite. He gave himself a mental shake, forcing himself to focus on the mundane task at hand. He watched Gertrude pulling packets off the shelf, squinting as she tried to read the small print of the nutritional information.

He often teased her about needing an eye check-up, but she would only buy those cheap reading glasses from the corner shop. She glanced back at him with a sad smile, almost as if she could sense the turmoil inside him. The sight brought tears to his eyes.

I’m going to miss you, old girl. But I’ll wait for you. I’ll be ready when the Lord finally takes you to his bosom, and we can be together again.

“What do you fancy for dinner tonight, Brendan?” Gertrude’s voice broke through his reverie.

“Sorry, what?” Brendan blinked, momentarily lost in his thoughts.

“Dinner, tonight. What do you fancy?”

Brendan pulled his mind back to the present and smiled at his wife. “You know I like anything you cook, Gertie.”

Gertrude playfully pushed at his shoulder and gave a shy smile, her cheeks flushing. “Don’t be so silly, you old fool.”

Brendan could see the sparkle in her eyes, and it warmed his heart. “Tell you what,” he said, trying to lighten the mood. “How about I make us dinner tonight instead? I could do a stir-fry. You know what a wizard I am with the wok.”

“That’d be lovely. And then maybe we could sit and watch a DVD together?”

“Long as it isn’t one of your mushy rom-coms,” Brendan teased.

Gertrude slapped his arm lightly, giggling like a young girl. “Oh, go on with you. You know you secretly enjoy them just as much as I do.”

Brendan chuckled softly, grateful for these small moments of normalcy amidst the turmoil. Deep down, he acknowledged the limited time they had together, but he was determined to cherish every precious moment with his beloved Gertrude.

* * *
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Gertrude and Brendan pulled the two-wheeled trolley together, as they always did. The canvas bag, packed with their week’s shopping, was quite heavy. Gertrude was pleased she’d got some bargains, but the memory of the phone call she’d received that morning had offset her sense of achievement.

Brendan was still in bed. He always had a lie-in while she got breakfast ready. It was a routine they’d developed over their forty-six-year marriage, and now she couldn’t stand it if he got up at the same time as she did. He just got in her way.

The porridge was almost ready. She’d just poured a cup of tea for them when the phone rang. It was her friend May, from a few houses down the road. She worked at the local health centre as a receptionist. Gertrude knew most people thought May was an old busybody who could be most unpleasant when challenged, but Gertrude had been best friends with her since their schooldays. She found her a thoughtful person; once you got behind the wall she built around herself.

“Are you alright, Gertrude? It must have been such a shock. If there’s anything I can do, you know I’m here for you.”

Her friend’s concern took Gertrude by surprise. She wondered what on earth the matter was.

“What? Sorry May, but I don’t know what you’re talking about. Has something happened?”

“Gertrude dear, I realise what a shock this must be for you two, but you can’t just pretend it isn’t happening. I know Brendan has always been so healthy, but we are all getting older, aren’t​ we? And ... well, these things happen, don’t they?”

“Brendan? What about Brendan? What an earth are you talking about, May?”

There was a long pause on the line, and Gertrude could just make out May wetting her lips.

“May?”

“Well ... look, I’m sorry. Perhaps I shouldn’t have phoned you.”

Gertrude sat down and took a deep breath. “May Spooner, if you don’t spit it out right now, I’ll come around to that damned surgery and force it out of you!”

“I can’t, Gertrude. I’m really sorry, but if Doctor Morrison found out that I’d called you like this, I’d get the sack.”

“Well, Doctor Morrison can kiss my wrinkly old arse!”

Gertrude heard May take a sharp breath, imagining the frown on her face. She was a churchgoer who hated any sort of swearing.

“Look, Gertrude, I really thought Brendan would have already told you. I just didn’t think. Promise me you won’t tell Brendan that I told you.”

“Of course. I promise. Now what is it?”

“Brendan has cancer.”

The shock hit Gertrude like a punch in the stomach, and she collapsed into herself on the chair, tears stinging her eyes. She gulped, then gulped again, but her throat wouldn’t work properly. Finally, she got a long, shuddering breath.

“Gertrude are you there? Are you okay? Do you want me to come round?”

“No. No, I’m okay. What’s the prognosis? How long has he got?”

“I don’t know. I only found out because Doctor Morrison asked me to make an appointment for Brendan at the chemo department, even though Brendan refused to go. Doctor Morrison seems to think that he’ll be able to persuade Brendan to attend once he gets over the initial shock. I’m really sorry you found out this way, Gertrude. I really thought he would have told you.”

After the call, Gertrude sat for a long time, trying to take in what May’s news meant for them. Brendan was dying and refusing treatment. Why on earth would he do that?

They ate breakfast in a heavy silence, then walked to the supermarket to do some shopping. Even the early morning sunshine failed to lighten Gertrude’s mood. Pushing aside the memories and worries May’s call had raised in her mind, Gertrude looked across at Brendan as they later walked from the supermarket down the A20. He was obviously engaged in some internal struggle, his face twisted in a tight frown, his fingers plucking away at his lips.

“Bendy, are you alright?”

Feeling a hand on his shoulder, Brendan looked into the concerned face of his wife; the woman he’d shared so many years with. The grip tightened on his shoulder.

“Brendan?”

He patted her hand, smiling down at her.

“I’m fine, Gertie, just fine. Guess I’m a little tired, is all.”

They’d almost reached the bus shelter where they’d catch the bus home, when Gertrude could stand the silence no longer. “You’re quiet today, Bendy”.

“Just thinking that the weather is about to break again. Felt a few spots of rain.”

Suddenly, the sky opened up, and they hurried into the bus shelter, laughing together as they brushed off their coats.

“Is this rain ever going to stop?” Gertrude said. “A few spots indeed.”

Settling down on the uncomfortable red plastic bar-seat, Brendan rolled the shopping trolley back and forth in front of him. Gertrude could see he was working himself up to tell her something, and she had an idea what that something would be.

Finally, he turned to her, taking her hand in his. “Gertie, old girl, you know how much I love you, right?” Not waiting for her answer, he squeezed her hand and pressed on. “We’ve been together a long time now and you’ve always been my love, my friend, my very existence.” He faltered, looking a little embarrassed.

Gertrude’s heart went out to him. She knew how difficult discussing emotions always was for him. “Go on,” she said, squeezing his hand back.

But before Brendan could tell her about his visit to the doctor, the ground trembled, rattling the metal structure of the bus shelter. They both looked about in confusion.

“Must have been that big lorry going by,” Gertrude said. “What was it you were going to tell me, Bendy?”

Brendon started pushing the trolley back and forth again, a serious look on his face.
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Chapter 4
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Martin Collier’s boot landed with a sickening thud on the back of the fallen man, followed by two brutal stomps to the head. Adrenaline and a cocktail of drugs surged through him, fuelling his laughter as he delivered the final blow. His eyes darted around the dimly lit alley, searching for his younger brother Floyd amidst the chaos.

As Martin turned, a skinny boy no older than fourteen charged at him, brandishing a knife. With practiced reflexes, Martin blocked the wild thrust and retaliated with a vicious headbutt. The boy crumpled to the ground, clutching a bloody nose. A swift stomp on his ankle ensured he posed no further threat.

Surveying the scene, Martin’s gaze fell upon the grinning faces of his gang members. Despite being outnumbered, the Badasses had decisively defeated the Bexley Boyz tonight. Martin nodded in grim satisfaction, his strategic cunning paying off. By staging a small initial engagement and keeping the bulk of his gang hidden until the fight escalated, he had caught their rivals off guard. The Bexley Boyz had rushed in recklessly, unaware of the impending onslaught.

Once the brawl erupted, Martin’s main force had charged in wielding an arsenal of weapons—iron bars, bicycle chains, Stanley knives, and steel-toed boots. The sheer ferocity of their assault sent the larger group staggering back, scrambling for escape routes as they realised they were outmatched.

Martin thrived on violence, seeking confrontations wherever he went—be it at football matches, concerts, or chance encounters in underground stations. His reputation preceded him, well-known to the local police, who also kept tabs on his younger brother, Floyd.

“Where’s Floyd?” Martin demanded of a stout youth standing nearby.

“Last I saw, he was over by that corner, getting into it with a couple of Asians,” the youth replied.

Grunting in response, Martin headed towards the indicated corner, his senses alert to the distant wail of approaching sirens that threatened to disrupt their victory celebration. Turning the corner, he found Floyd cornered by a large Greek youth, a pistol pressed menacingly against his cheek. His brother looked terrified, tears welling up in his eyes.

“You want some of this, punk? Huh? Come around here again, and I’ll blow your balls off!” the Greek taunted, pressing the gun harder against Floyd’s face.

Moving stealthily in his soft-soled trainers, Martin approached from behind without a sound. With swift efficiency, he slapped the gun aside and grabbed a fistful of the Greek’s oily hair, yanking his head back and smashing it against the brick wall. The Greek crumpled instantly, blood streaming from a deep gash on his forehead.

“Let’s go, Floyd. The cops are on their way. Move!”

As they hurried away, Martin felt a surge of relief mingled with annoyance when Roddy, his loyal second-in-command, appeared behind them.

“You two alright?” Roddy asked, his eyes narrowing as he took in Floyd’s tear-streaked face.

Martin cursed inwardly. The last thing he needed was for his gang members to witness Floyd, only sixteen, in such a vulnerable state.

“Anyone too banged up to walk?” Martin redirected, stepping to the side to shield Floyd from Roddy’s view.

“Nah,” Roddy replied tersely, glancing over Martin’s shoulder.

“Good. Get the rest of the boys out of here before the cops arrive. Meet me at the squat tomorrow morning. There’s a job I need you to handle. Be there by seven-thirty.”

Martin noticed the surprise flicker across Roddy’s face. The Badasses did not have a reputation for early morning activities.

* * *
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Floyd Collier felt the sting of the slap on his face, but did his best to ignore it. He had already shown fear and distress, and displaying any more would only send his older brother into a frenzy.

“What have I told you, Floyd?” Martin hissed through clenched teeth.

Floyd pulled at his brother’s hands, trying to ease the pressure on his neck. “I’m sorry, Martin. I thought the bastard was going to shoot me.”

“You daft prat, he still had the safety on. He was trying to frighten you, and he succeeded, didn’t he? Look, you even pissed yourself. Christ, how do you think this’ll make me look to the rest of the boys?” Martin thrust his brother aside.

Floyd fell backwards onto his bed.

“Go get a shower,” Martin snarled. “You stink of piss.”

Floyd struggled to his feet. “What are we going to do, Martin?”

“Teach that Greek turd we’re not the bunch of pussies he obviously thinks we are. Now piss off out of my sight, you dumb bastard!”

Floyd took a quick shower, then pulled on his sweatshirt, pants, and jogging bottoms. His brother was waiting in the lounge, sitting on the sofa with his feet on a battered coffee table. They were living in an old squat off Bermondsey Road. It was pretty run down, but Martin had got the water and electrical services back on. The place also served as the Badasses’ meeting house.

With different fathers, sixteen-year-old Floyd and his twenty-one-year-old brother were dissimilar. Martin was tall and muscular; Floyd was short and chubby. He did his best to live up to the person his brother wanted him to be, but deep down wished he hadn’t moved out of the small family flat with his brother.

It had sounded so exciting when Martin suggested it. They could do as they wanted, party as much as they liked, have friends around—all night if they wanted. There’d be no one to complain. It seemed like a great idea, but in reality, the sordid little squat made Floyd feel dirty every time he walked into it. He’d much rather be back home with their mother.

He flopped down opposite Martin in a saggy armchair, watching him texting on his phone.

Martin glanced up, grunting a greeting before returning to the screen. Completing his text, his brother looked at him. “Have a guess who made you piss your pants.”

Floyd shrugged. “Don’t know. Never seen him before.”

“Name’s Andreas Michelakos. His family runs a small supermarket over in Bexley. And now, thanks to you, he’s probably spreading the word that we act like little babies when we’re cornered.”

Floyd stayed silent, his cheeks burning with shame, knowing there was nothing he could say to put it right. He’d let his brother down—again. Martin glared at him, and Floyd tensed. He’d seen that look before. The spark in his brother’s dark blue eyes when he was on the verge of launching an attack. But the look softened, and his brother smiled.

Floyd tried to slow his beating heart, licking dry lips.

“Okay, Floyd, you fucked up. No big deal, really. All we have to do is make it right. I’ve arranged for Roddy to pick us up at half-seven. That’s ...” Martin checked his phone, “... four hours from now. Better get your head down, kid.”

Floyd hated when his brother called him ‘kid’, because he only did it to make him feel small. “What are you going to do?”

Leaning forward, his brother gestured with one hand, pointing first at himself, then at Floyd.

“We,” he said. “You, me, and Roddy. We’re going to pay that supermarket a little visit when it opens and show Michelakos he can’t mess with the Badasses and get away with it. Now get some sleep. We’ve got a busy day tomorrow.”

Floyd shuffled off to the back room they shared. It was cluttered with worn-out mattresses and the faint smell of mould. He lay down, staring at the peeling paint on the ceiling, feeling the weight of his brother’s expectations pressing down on him. He tried to close his eyes, but the thought of what was to come kept them wide open. The fear of facing Andreas again gnawed at his insides. Floyd wished he had the courage to stand up to his brother or, even better, to leave and go back to their mum’s place. The allure of independence had faded, leaving only a harsh, unforgiving reality.

After what felt like an eternity, Floyd drifted into a restless sleep, haunted by dreams of confrontation and failure.

* * *
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Floyd started and opened his eyes when his brother shook his shoulder.

“Come on, kid, time to get moving. Roddy’ll be here in half an hour.”

Floyd groaned, pulling the duvet over his head. He felt tired enough to sleep for a week. “What time is it?”

“Seven. Now shift your arse out of bed.”

Hearing the bedroom door slam shut, Floyd sat up, rubbing his face. He hadn’t been up this early in months, so it surprised him that the sun was shining through the dirty window. It still felt like the middle of the night. After a quick wash, he sat down at the kitchen table they had rescued from a builder’s
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