
  
    [image: The Promise]
  


  
    
      The Promise

      A gripping thriller you won’t be able to put down

    

    
      
        Casey Kelleher

      

    

    
      
        [image: Bookouture]
      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Prologue

          

        

      

    

    
      Standing in the middle of the room, she began to sway.

      Her legs suddenly weakened as the room began to spin violently, twisting her around and around until she felt as if she could barely stand.

      She felt dizzy. Sick.

      How had this happened?

      How had she let this happen?

      Her body started to tremble as it threatened to give way and collapse on the bedroom floor.

      She was determined to stay upright, to stay focused.

      She had to, even though her heart was pounding wildly. It echoed inside her head. Whooshing. The noise deafening.

      The shouting stopped.

      Now, a blood-curdling, terrifying screech.

      Suddenly, she realised…

      It was her!

      She was screaming.

      Pouring out of her uncontrollably.

      It was as if she was outside her own body. Floating in mid-air.

      She could see the looks of shock and horror on their faces. The tears in their eyes.

      She looked down – saw what they could see…

      A jagged spray of deep red splattered across the front of her clothes.

      A flash of silver held in her hand, knuckles white, fingers still gripping the weapon’s handle…

      A pool of dark liquid around her feet.

      Blood.

      So much blood.
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      ‘See, I told you that Gary would come up trumps for us, didn’t I!’

      Ashleen Jacobs smiled at Javine Turner as the two girls made their way up the front steps of Mayfair’s most exclusive nightclub – Liberties. Entering through the main doors, they pushed their way through the throng and headed towards the bar.

      ‘Wow, this place is heaving tonight,’ Ashleen shouted above the shrill music that screeched out across the club as she ordered them both a glass of wine. She was still beaming from the fact that she’d managed to get them in tonight, pleased that Gary, the doorman, had kept his word and put them both on the guest list. Of course, he’d only agreed to do it after he managed to blag himself a blow job for his efforts, though Ashleen decided to keep that little nugget of information to herself. She’d got them through the club doors and that was all that mattered. The five minutes of jaw ache had been worth every second judging by the grin adorning Javine Turner’s face. Now she just hoped the rest of her little plan paid off tonight too.

      ‘Yeah, it’s all right, isn’t it?’ Javine said, nodding her head approvingly, for a change, as she scanned the nightclub. The place was packed out. The atmosphere electric, buzzing. ‘Mayfair is the place to be. It feels a thousand miles away from the clubs in Brixton, that’s for sure.’

      Ashleen was right. It was heaving, and it certainly seemed to cater for a wealthy calibre of club goers; the only problem was: Javine couldn’t help but notice that it seemed to be mainly female bodies in here tonight. Wall to wall girls, all in little packs. Probably all here for the same reason she was. To bag themselves someone rich and famous.

      Up until Gary had lifted up the red ropes outside the club’s main doors and ushered the two girls inside as if they were VIPs, Javine had been convinced that Ashleen had just been spinning her another one of her many lines. Since moving into Ashleen’s tiny flat in Brixton a few weeks ago, Javine was learning fast that every other word out of Ashleen’s mouth seemed to be either an outright fib, or far-fetched exaggeration. Her new flatmate just couldn’t help herself. Either she was just eager to impress Javine, or the girl was a compulsive liar ‒ Javine had no idea which. Tonight, however, Ashleen had come up smelling of roses, so Javine had to give credit where credit was due.

      Though, looking around the place, it seemed Ashleen had been wrong about the club’s clientele.

      ‘Where are all the Premier League football players? There doesn’t seem to be much in the way of decent talent.’ Screwing her face up as she scanned the club in search of Ashleen’s promise that it would be swarming with mega-rich footballers and wealthy Eastern Europeans, Javine couldn’t help but feel more than a bit disappointed. She’d taken the girl on her word that they could scout for decent men here. Men with money. Real money. She’d been depending on it, in fact, having just spent her last two hundred pounds on having her hair and nails done especially for the occasion. She’d figured tonight would be a good investment, and she was counting on it paying off. Big time. Only, now they were here, apart from the doormen and bar staff, the only other men were a bunch of old blokes in suits with about as much money in their wallets as they had sex appeal.

      Seeing Javine’s sudden flicker of disappointment, Ashleen rolled her eyes.

      There really was no pleasing some people.

      ‘It’s still early, Javine, here get this down you.’ Handing Javine a glass of Chardonnay, Ashleen hoped her flatmate would lighten up a little.

      Liberties was one of the best clubs this side of the river: far more upmarket than the usual haunts that girls their age normally frequented. This place was exclusive, kitted out with purple leather booths, LED dance floor and one of London’s top DJs.

      Javine didn’t know it yet, but Ashleen had just the right guy lined up for her to get her newly manicured greedy little claws into; all they had to do was wait. In the meantime, Ashleen intended to make the most of their night out.

      ‘If you fancy a little starter before the main course arrives, we could always blag a few drinks off those guys?’ Ashleen said, pointing over to where three men were sitting in the main VIP booth. She was just as skint as Javine; the two glasses of wine she’d just bought had taken the last of her cash. Until later tonight, anyway. ‘They might not stretch to a bottle of Cristal, but I bet we could wangle a bottle of Dom at least.’

      ‘Who? Those three middle-aged suits?’ Javine followed Ashleen’s gaze, wrinkling her nose at her friend’s suggestion. ‘We’re skint, babe, not desperate.’

      ‘I think you’ll find that they are one and the same, babe.’ Ashleen grinned as she and Javine watched a gaggle of bikini-clad waitresses strutting over to the VIP booth laden with jeroboams of champagne, and bottles of vodka lit with sparklers, as a crowd of girls all danced around in front of their booth. ‘If we don’t make a play for them, they ain’t going to be short on offers. Beggars can’t be choosers, huh? Besides, look how many bottles of booze they’ve just ordered. They’ve clearly got some money.’

      ‘Nah, they ain’t got real money.’ Javine shook her head, cringing as she watched the men jump up on the seats. Throwing themselves about as they danced without rhythm, they drunkenly passed the champagne around, each taking their turn to glug it straight from the bottle.

      They were lapping up all the interest from the hordes of scantily clad desperados gyrating in front of them.

      ‘How did you work that one out?’ Ashleen said, wondering what Javine could see that she was clearly missing.

      ‘They’re too flash. They’re trying too hard. Tonight’s just a novelty to them. Trust me, they haven’t got the kind of money that funds this lifestyle for longer than one night. I bet you anything you like that those blokes are going to wake up tomorrow crying into their economy box of cornflakes as they tot up how much money they pissed away while they were off their faces in here tonight,’ Javine said knowingly, pursing her lips. She might only be seventeen but if there were two things she was already an expert in, no thanks to her good-for-nothing ponce of a mother, it was how to read men and how to spot money. Real money. Her mother had been setting her up with so-called ‘sugar daddies’ from the age of thirteen. Pimping her out to rich older men while she just sat on her old fat arse and counted up all the money that her beautiful daughter made for her.

      Javine had made that bitch a fortune over the years, until she’d copped onto herself that her mother was just using Javine for her own gain.

      That’s why she had run away from home in the end.

      Angry at her mother, she’d decided that if she was going to have men paw at her for money, then she was going to be the only one earning out of it. She was going to keep every penny that she worked her arse off for. Fuck giving it all to her greedy mother.

      These men were nothing more than a farce. They didn’t fool her for a second, though their little charade seemed to be working on some of the other girls who didn’t look like they knew any better.

      It was all just a game. Pretty girls and greedy men.

      Well, Javine was ready to up her game. She was done with teasing and tantalising men for a few quid and the promise of a designer handbag. She wanted the real deal. Someone who would set her up for a good few years to come. Someone who was willing to pay the premium that she knew she was worth.

      That was the only way she’d make it on her own.

      She was completely skint. The little money she’d received from the last bloke she’d managed to snare had all but run out now. The cash was all gone.

      Ashleen had been more than understanding about Javine being behind on her rent, but it had been almost three weeks, and Javine still hadn’t managed to land on her feet yet. That’s why Ashleen had offered to bring her here tonight, so that she could help her meet someone decent, with real money.

      Shaking her head as she continued to watch the gaggle of girls in front of her with fascination, Javine couldn’t help but laugh. These girls were complete amateurs. Dancing around the men provocatively as they all fought to outdo each other. They all looked so obvious, so needy.

      ‘Well, at least if someone half decent does walk in here it won’t be much of a contest,’ Javine sneered, eyeing up the clones of girls with their dodgy bleached hair and their fake-looking breast implants and matching fake overfilled trout pouts. It was like a freak show.

      ‘Well, you may be skint but you’re certainly not lacking in self-confidence!’ Ashleen muttered under her breath.

      Ignoring Ashleen’s comment, Javine flicked her long, jet-black hair over her shoulders before pulling out her compact mirror and eyeing her reflection approvingly.

      Ashleen was just jealous. Most girls were. Javine was used to it. She was well aware how stunning she was. Of the effect that she had on men. The desire that they felt towards her. Women, on the other hand, normally despised her. They say beauty is a curse and a blessing, to Javine it was just a blessing. She didn’t give two shits what people thought about her.

      According to her mother, Javine owed her exquisite looks to her biological father, whoever he was. The man wasn’t stupid either, it seemed; he’d upped and legged it just before Javine was born, clearly making his escape while he still could. His only contribution to her life had been the inheritance of his strong Iranian gene pool. Javine was blessed with the typical Persian features of her father’s birth country. A smooth, tanned complexion and large cat-like, chocolate-brown eyes. She had his height too, apparently; six foot tall without heels, and a neat, perfect size eight figure.

      It was just as well she’d got something out of the man before he’d abandoned her; if she’d only had her mother’s traits to fall back on, she’d be nothing more than a fat, plain Jane with a humongous arse.

      The only physical trait that Javine seemed to have inherited from her mother had been the woman’s huge bosoms, which only added to Javine’s appeal. Of course, Javine always dressed to accentuate her incredible figure by wearing tiny, skin-tight dresses that emphasised her large full breasts and impossible tiny waistline.

      Her conniving mother had been more about her brains than her looks. She’d used her own child; pimped Javine out the minute she’d started puberty. The woman was heartless.

      Still, at least it hadn’t all been in vain. Javine was tough. She was going to be just fine. She’d make sure of it.

      Looking down at her empty glass, she saw she needed another drink. Maybe Ashleen was right. If nothing else, these men could be the warm-up act at least.

      ‘You know what, you’re right. We may as well go and ponce a few drinks while we’re waiting for someone better to come along,’ Javine said, plonking her glass down on the table next to them.

      Ashleen smiled, about to follow. Turning to walk over to where the men were sitting, Ashleen stopped, gripping Javine’s arm.

      ‘Hold your horses, girlie,’ she said with a grin, nodding over. The two girls watched as the club’s management approached the booth. Behind them, two men were standing. Judging by their stern expressions they were clearly annoyed that these men were in their seats.

      Javine viewed with interest as the management team asked the group of suits to vacate the booth. Insisting the men move to one further away, they started to collect the bottles from the table as the two men behind them stared. Their presence in the club was gaining them everyone’s attention.

      While they looked seriously pissed off at being asked to move, the suits looked like they knew not to argue about the fact either. They moved without another word, as if they were too scared to even dare dispute it.

      That alone spiked Javine’s interest.

      ‘What was that all about? Who are they?’ she asked, confused, as she eyed the two men who had now taken up residence in the empty booth. They were older, probably in their mid-thirties, she guessed. The shorter man was white, stocky. He glared. Nothing special about him. It was the taller black guy that had caught Javine’s eye. Dressed down, in trousers and a crisp white shirt teamed with an expensive-looking leather jacket, he looked sleek, understated. He had impeccable taste too, as, seconds later, he scanned the club and instantly locked eyes with her.

      ‘That, Javine Turner, is your golden ticket, mate.’ Ashleen smiled, glad that her work here was almost done. Three weeks she’d been lumbered with Miss Hoity-Toity; the girl had been seriously doing her head in. Well, in a few minutes she would be off her hands for good. Of course, despite how much the girl clearly rated herself, Javine Turner was too dumb to know any better.

      ‘That’s Delray Anderton. The bloke is minted. He owns an escort agency,’ Ashleen said, spinning the well-rehearsed line that she’d used a hundred times before on as many other brainless bimbos as she’d happened upon. ‘He’s bloody picky about who he takes on, though. The bloke makes an absolute fortune. If you want me to introduce you, I can, but there’s no guarantees that it will lead to anything.’ She could almost see the cogs turning inside Javine Turner’s tiny little brain.

      She had dangled the carrot, and Javine was ready to take a bite. Fuck, sometimes Ashleen just loved her job. She’d already sent Delray a few screenshots of Javine, and he was keen to meet her. Apparently Javine was just what he was looking for.

      ‘You wanna come and say hi?’ Ashleen said, knowing full well what the answer was going to be.

      ‘Er, yeah. You bet,’ Javine said, as she stuck her chest out and plastered the biggest smile on her face, keen to make a lasting first impression.

      Ashleen led her across to the booth where Delray was waiting for his next delivery.

      Javine Turner thought that she was up for playing ball with the big boys; well, now was her chance to put her money where her mouth was. The poor bitch was so taken with the idea of being introduced to a successful, wealthy man like Delray Anderton that she didn’t even realise how much this was all going to cost her.

      And it would cost her.

      Delray Anderton was a ruthless, nasty bastard and Javine Turner was about to be taught one of life’s most valuable lessons. The girl was about to do a deal with the devil himself.

      Nothing in this life came free. In fact, knowing Delray, Javine Turner was about to find out first-hand that some things could cost very dearly indeed.
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      She squeezed her eyes shut tight, but it was no use. Georgie Parker couldn’t sleep.

      Not with her younger sister, Marnie, pressed up against her, jabbing her sharp elbows and knees into Georgie’s ribs as she wriggled about fretfully in her sleep.

      Georgie lifted up her sister’s arm from where Marnie had draped it over her chest, and placed it back down at her sister’s side. In doing so, she felt the clamminess of her sister’s skin. Wet, sticky to the touch.

      Full of dread, Georgie screwed up her mouth, becoming apprehensive as she reached down and felt around the mattress they were lying on, relieved to feel that it was dry and her sister hadn’t wet herself again. There was nothing worse than realising that she’d been sleeping in a pool of her sister’s wee, and the last thing she wanted to do right now was strip the bed and her sister bare.

      Last time, not wanting to wake their mother for fear of getting told off, they’d ended up having to sleep on the damp mattress with no covers.

      Marnie rarely slept in her own bed any more; plagued with night terrors, she preferred to sleep with Georgie.

      Georgie didn’t really mind, if she was honest. Especially on the nights that their mother hadn’t been able to afford to top up the Gas Card, and the house was freezing cold.

      She and Marnie would both snuggle up together under the covers, and take comfort in each other’s body heat as they lay in the darkness together telling silly stories.

      The only downside was Marnie’s bed-wetting.

      Still, Georgie was grateful that tonight that wasn’t the case. Her sister was just hot; burning up, her perspiring skin sticking to Georgie’s. Georgie wondered if perhaps she was coming down with something.

      Throwing the covers off them in a bid to try to cool Marnie down a bit, she twisted herself away from her sister’s tangled limbs towards the edge of the bed.

      She stared over at Marnie’s empty bed. Just a few feet away, abandoned.

      She could try to sneak into it, but she knew Marnie would wake almost instantly, be distraught that Georgie had left her.

      Closing her eyes once again, hoping that sleep would soon come, Georgie counted to fifty.

      It didn’t work.

      She was wide awake now, forced to listen to the sound of her mother’s bed as it continued to bang rhythmically against the bedroom wall. Over and over again. Georgie pulled the bed sheets up over her ears in an attempt to try to block out the noise, but it was no use.

      Her mother’s loud, exaggerated moans were making Georgie feel physically sick but as she flinched, her movement woke Marnie.

      Sitting up in the bed next to her sister, Marnie wiped her eyes as she stared around the room. Still sleepy.

      ‘Is it morning time?’ she mumbled, her eyes seeking out the thin slither of a streetlight that crept in through the tiny gap in the curtains and reflected brightly on the bedroom wall.

      Outside, it was still dark. Marnie hated the dark.

      ‘I don’t want to get up yet; I’m still tired.’

      ‘Good, lie back down. It’s still night-time,’ Georgie whispered, pushing back the strands of hair that were stuck to the side of her sister’s face, encased with dried snot. ‘Go back to sleep.’

      Lying back down obediently, Marnie did what she was told, and Georgie pulled the covers back up around them.

      They were both wide awake now, lying side by side in the darkness. Both forced to listen to the noises: the bed butting against the wall; the grunts from their mother; the groans from one of their mother’s ‘friends’.

      ‘Are they doing the sexing again, Georgie?’ Marnie whispered, her voice tinged with fear as she slipped her hand into Georgie’s.

      Georgie bristled.

      Marnie was only five.

      She knew just how scared her sister was. Georgie had been that way too once. She was older now, twelve. She understood more, but that didn’t make it any better. She hated that this was their reality. That their mother had to do those things with men in order for them to have any money.

      Most of the time, Georgie tried to ignore her mother’s chosen vocation. She tried to block out the sound of her mother’s so-called ‘friends’, i.e. the men that frequented the house at night, but Marnie was getting older now. She was starting to ask questions about it ‒ and just hearing her little sister say the words out loud made Georgie feel hot with shame.

      ‘Cover your ears, it will be over soon.’ Unable to keep the irritation out of her voice, Georgie just wanted it to stop too.

      Those noises brought forth images of her mother doing disgusting things with the men her and ‘Auntie Mandy’ brought back here.

      ‘Sexing doesn’t sound very nice. Does it, Georgie? It sounds like Mummy’s friend is hurted himself?’ Squeezing Georgie’s hand tightly, Marnie’s voice sounded quiet, faint. She was clearly as uncomfortable with the noises as Georgie. ‘Is he trying to put his seed in her again?’

      ‘Who told you about seeds?’ Georgie turned to her younger sister, shocked that she would know about such things. She was seven years older than Marnie, and when she’d been Marnie’s age she’d been oblivious to everything around her.

      ‘Some of the other kids at school told me. They said about their mums and dads sexing each other so they can have a baby brother or a sister. Does Mummy want one of her friends to give us a brother or a sister?’

      ‘No,’ Georgie said, tensing up. ‘You didn’t tell them anything, did you? About our mother?’ she asked.

      Marnie shook her head firmly. She wasn’t really sure what she wasn’t allowed to tell people, but she hadn’t told anyone anything. ‘I just listened, Georgie. I didn’t tell, I promise.’

      ‘Good. The other kids wouldn’t understand, Marnie. They’ll just say nasty things and Mummy will get in big trouble.’

      ‘Do you want a brother, Georgie?’

      ‘No, I don’t,’ Georgie replied; then, not wanting to continue the conversation, added: ‘Shh now, Marnie, just go back to sleep, yeah?’

      There was silence. Until another loud series of moans echoed through the walls.

      ‘He sounds like a big grunty pig.’ Marnie giggled nervously.

      Georgie giggled too.

      Marnie was right.

      ‘He does, doesn’t he? A grunty fat pig like this.’ Nuzzling her nose into her sister’s neck, Georgie tried to make light of the situation. ‘Oink, Oink.’

      Her efforts caused Marnie to burst out laughing.

      ‘Here!’ Georgie said, quickly grabbing the corner of the duvet. ‘Stick that in your gob, so they can’t hear us.’

      Pushing the material into their mouths, the girls stifled their laughter as they heard one final loud groan. The loudest one of all.

      Then, silence once more.

      Georgie waited, still unable to completely relax. She knew how quickly the mood could change in their house. Especially with her mother’s friends here.

      Sometimes Georgie would hear her mother roar with laughter and chat noisily, then the bed squeaking would start all over again. Other times, her mother would fight and argue.

      Tonight, much to Georgie’s despair, it was the latter.

      Her mother started squawking. Bellowing loudly, she was shouting at the man she was with.

      The girls winced as they heard the thud of something heavy being flung at the wall. Her mother had clearly missed her target as the man roared with laughter. The sound was nasty, mocking.

      The bedroom door was launched open. Their mum and the man were both out on the landing now, right outside Georgie and Marnie’s bedroom door.

      ‘You’re a piss-taking bastard, Benny. Next week? I can’t wait until then for the money,’ their mother screeched indignantly as she tried to drag Benny back up the stairs so he couldn’t leave.

      The girls could hear the scuffle.

      ‘Why are they fighting?’ Marnie whispered, confused at how quickly the atmosphere had changed.

      Georgie didn’t answer. Instead, she wrapped her arm around her sister, again pulling the covers up around them both, just as their bedroom door suddenly burst open. The girls screamed with fright.

      The sight of a half-naked man stumbling into the room and landing in a heap in the middle of their bedroom floor caused both Georgie and Marnie to scoot backwards, pressing themselves up against the wall behind them.

      ‘For fuck sake, Jos, you nearly took my head clean off,’ the man bellowed.

      Taking one look at his black silhouette lit up by the yellow hallway light behind him, Marnie became hysterical.

      ‘The Bogeyman, Georgie. It’s the Bogeyman.’

      Marnie was up on her feet, scurrying to seek refuge behind her sister in a complete blind panic. She began crying inconsolably.

      The man on the floor clambered to his feet, looking shocked at the realisation there were children in the house.

      ‘Who the fuck are these?’ Benny Taylor looked incredulously at Georgie and Marnie, then back to where their mother stood in the doorway wrapping her dressing gown around her naked body.

      ‘You’ve got kids?’

      Benny’s face was twisted, contorted with both confusion and disgust as he took in the two little faces staring back at him.

      Seeing the obvious judgement in his eyes, Josie Parker immediately got on the defensive.

      ‘My kids are none of your fucking business. You got what you came for; now pay me what you owe me and do one, Benny.’

      Josie was riled. The cheek of some men. Morals of a bleeding alley cat, yet they couldn’t help but look down their nose at her. Benny had already outstayed his welcome here, anyway, by trying to pull a fast one. There was no way she was going to let him get away with bad-mouthing her as well.

      ‘Oh, I’m going, don’t you worry,’ Benny said, turning back to look at the girls once more. The shock on their faces, their eyes wide with fear, it was like a slap in the face for him. Dragging his T-shirt on hurriedly, trying to at least cover himself up a little, he felt suddenly very dirty.

      He couldn’t even bear to think about what he and Josie had just been up to in the very next bedroom. The things he’d made her do, all the noises they’d been making, and the entire time these two kids had been in the very next room?

      ‘What sort of a mother carries on like that with her kids just a few feet away?’ Benny sneered.

      ‘Oh, do me a favour, Benny. Like you give two shits.’ Josie rolled her eyes, bored with Benny’s antics. ‘First, you try to underpay me; now you’re trying to make out that you’re some kind of holier than thou fucking saint. I didn’t hear you complaining five minutes ago though, did I?’

      ‘Five minutes ago, I didn’t know there were two little kids listening to us. You should be fucking ashamed of yourself. You’re fucking sick in the head. I ain’t paying you shit, Josie.’

      ‘You’ll pay me what I’m owed,’ Josie screeched, still fuelled with alcohol from earlier in the evening; her temper finally getting the better of her. Benny was using the girls as his get-out clause. Well, Josie wasn’t having that. Launching herself at the man, she didn’t seem to know or care that her dressing gown had come undone, exposing her bare breast as she lumped Benny repeatedly around the head with her closed fists.

      He did his best to put his arms up above his head in a bid to protect himself, but he soon realised that he was no match for Josie Parker. The woman was a first-class lunatic. As mad as they came.

      Raining punches at him, she caught him with a sharp hook in the eye.

      Benny stepped back, clenching his face, anger surging within him now at the woman’s attack.

      ‘You are a fucking nutter, Josie. How the fuck am I going to explain a black eye to my wife?’ he bellowed.

      Up until this day, Benny had never laid his hands on a woman but, right now, he could happily wrap his hands around Josie Parker’s throat and cheerfully throttle the woman.

      ‘Mummy?’ Marnie’s voice called out, wrenching Benny’s seething mind back down to reality.

      Turning to look at the two little girls in the bed again, he shook his head, as he allowed his gaze to sweep across the filthy room that the two children were sleeping in.

      His eyes resting on the greasy chip papers that lay discarded, scrunched at his feet on the floor. Strips of wallpaper hung from the damp, mouldy bedroom walls. Small chunks torn off in places. Probably by the girls. Something to do locked away in here, bored out of their minds while their mother entertained strange men in the next room.

      The acrid smell that lingered in the air was what hit him the hardest. His eyes watering at the bitter stench of piss, like that of a public urinal.

      Benny thought about his own two children, tucked away, safe, at home in their beds. The sudden pang of guilt consuming him as he thought about his wife. She did his head in, his old girl, but one thing he couldn’t dispute was that she was a good mother, his missus. She lived for their kids. Forever fussing over them both, making sure they had nice clean clothes to wear, a decent bit of food in their bellies.

      His wife was twice the woman Josie Parker was.

      What the fuck was he doing here?

      ‘Fuck this!’ he said at last.

      Grabbing the twenty pound note from his pocket, he launched the money at her.

      ‘Here, fucking have it,’ he spat. ‘That’s all you’re getting from me. Buy your kids something nice with it. They deserve that and a lot more with you as their mother, poor little fuckers.’

      Benny shot Josie one final look of contempt before he stormed out of the room, slamming the front door so hard as he left that he nearly took it off its hinges.

      The house was silent then, but going by the thunderous look on their mother’s face, the drama wasn’t over yet.

      Josie was still seething; angry with Benny for taking the royal piss out of her, and angry that the girls had just cost her most of a night’s earn.

      ‘Why aren’t you two asleep?’ she screeched. ‘Can’t you, for just once, do as you’re bloody told? Why do you feel the need to make my life so bloody difficult?’

      ‘Sorry,’ Georgie said, meekly, though she wasn’t sorry one bit.

      It was all Josie’s noise-making that had kept them both awake in the first place; only, Georgie knew it was pointless to argue with her mother when she was in one of her moods.

      The best thing to do was simply apologise, even if she didn’t mean it.

      Their mother had been worse than usual lately with her mood swings, and Georgie knew why.

      She was using again.

      Georgie had walked in on her mother sticking a needle in her arm just a few days earlier. Not only that, but she was drinking heavily too. Georgie had been praying it was just a one-off, a mistake, but she knew the signs well. She’d lived through it once before.

      Her mother had been clean for months. She’d been keeping on top of the housework, and getting Marnie to school on time. Things had been better. But now that she was using again, it would be all downhill. Georgie knew it.

      ‘Sorry?’ Josie was incredulous, the sarcasm evident in her voice as she slurred her words. She was drunk. Unreasonable. There was no arguing with the woman. ‘Oh well, that’s okay then, isn’t it? If you're sorry. Makes it all all right that. Never mind that you both cost me most of my money tonight.’

      Josie was stopped mid-sentence by a loud ping as the house was suddenly plunged into complete darkness.

      ‘Oh that’s just fucking great. Now we’ve got no lekky either,’ Josie wailed, fighting the urge to cry at the electricity cutting out. The emergency funds on the electric key had barely lasted them two days.

      ‘Can anything else go wrong tonight?’ Shoving the twenty pound note into her dressing-gown pocket, she was beyond pissed off. She’d been counting on Benny’s money tonight so that she could go see Billy Stackhouse tomorrow. Just thinking about scoring some gear from Billy tomorrow had been the only thing that had been keeping her going.

      Josie needed a hit. Something stronger than just a drink to tide her over for a while.

      Though she wouldn’t be getting that now.

      She’d have to sort out the bloody electricity.

      ‘Go to bloody sleep,’ she screeched. Tears stinging her eyes. She slammed the girls’ bedroom door shut and stomped back off to her bedroom to cry herself to sleep.

      Marnie started crying then too. Big, racking sobs that made her whole body shake.

      She was scared, and rightly so. They’d both seen this before. Their mother in her moods.

      She was getting sick again. Just like last time.

      Georgie knew the signs well. The mood swings, the crying. Her mother was spiralling out of control again.

      Pulling her sister in close to her, Georgie cradled her protectively in her arms.

      ‘It’s okay, Marnie, don’t cry. Please,’ she soothed. ‘Whatever happens, I’m going to look after you, Marnie. It’s going to be all right.’

      ‘Promise, Georgie?’ Marnie said, her crying subsiding at the reassurance of her sister’s words.

      ‘I promise,’ she whispered as she felt Marnie relax, as Marnie nestled into her. Her breathing slower now, calm, as she started to fall asleep.

      Georgie kissed her sister on the top of her head.

      She meant what she said.

      She was going to look after Marnie no matter what.
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      ‘Mummy! I need a wee!’ Hopping up and down as they walked around the Co-op, Marnie’s constant whining was really starting to get right on Josie’s nerves.

      ‘I told you to go before we came out, didn’t I? You’re just going to have to wait now, Marnie. It’s tough luck!’

      Eyeing the bottles of wine that lined the shelf, Josie grabbed the cheapest one there and shoved it in her shopping basket.

      Walking around to the cereal aisle, she knew she was close to losing it.

      Her head was pounding.

      She’d stupidly thought that she was on top of it all, that she could handle a few hits again without getting addicted ‒ but her body was craving another fix. She was clucking.

      Josie remembered the signs well, how her body reacted when the heroin left her system.

      She was annoyed at herself for getting sucked in once again. She’d been clean for almost two months. Two fucking long, tedious months.

      She’d only wanted the occasional hit. Something to take her mind off all the mundane shit that she had to deal with in her life, but the heroin had somehow managed to get its unforgiving claws into her.

      Today’s comedown only clarified that; it was brutal. Every inch of her ached; the pain excruciating.

      She’d woken up shivering this morning, covered in a veil of sweat.

      It didn’t help that she was completely skint either.

      She knew she needed something to take the edge off or she’d never last the day, and for now that something was going to have to be a bottle of Lambrusco. Hopefully, she could stretch to a packet of fags too, because, for now, that was all she could afford.

      Turning the corner, Josie scanned the boxes of breakfast cereal, looking for Weetabix, knowing full well that Marnie would refuse to eat anything else.

      ‘Mummy, I’m going to wee myself,’ Marnie squawked, cupping her hand over the crotch of her leggings.

      ‘Five more minutes, Marn. Just hang on,’ Josie promised.

      ‘But I can’t hold it!’ Marnie cried, her face going bright red.

      ‘Well, you’re going to have to.’ Holding Marnie roughly by the wrist, Josie rolled her eyes as she made her way over to the young lad behind the till.

      ‘You haven’t got a toilet this one can use, have you?’ Josie asked, distracted, as she looked over the young boy’s shoulder and tried to work out which cigarettes she could afford.

      ‘We have, yes, but I’m afraid members of the public are not allowed to use it. We don’t allow anyone out the back. Health and Safety,’ the boy said giving a look of sympathy to the child that was hopping from one foot to the other.

      ‘Can’t you just make an exception? She’s desperate,’ Josie said, irritated.

      ‘Sorry, it’s strictly off limits. There’s the public toilets at the other end of the parade?’ he suggested.

      Josie looked down at her daughter.

      ‘Do you hear that, Marnie. This boy’s got a toilet but he won’t let you use it.’ She spoke tartly. ‘What a jobsworth!’

      Not sure how to reply, the boy looked mortified as he began scanning the contents of Josie’s basket.

      ‘Oh, here we go!’ Josie said as a new customer walked in.

      Of all the people for her to bump into at this early hour of the morning, Javine Turner was the last person she wanted to see.

      Javine hadn’t lived around these parts very long, but already she’d managed to get most of the local girls’ backs up, Josie included. Strutting around the place like she was God’s gift to mankind as she looked down her nose at them.

      Everyone around here seemed to know the smug little cow’s fate better than she did. Swanning around, thinking she was Delray Anderton’s new girl. Hanging off the man as if she was surgically attached to him. Javine Turner had no idea what she’d signed up for. Delray was just using her like he did with all of them.

      Josie knew it herself, first-hand.

      Javine might be flavour of the month for now, but it wouldn’t last. Delray would soon have her out on the earn just like the rest of his girls.

      Watching as Javine tottered over towards the magazine stand, Josie felt suddenly self-conscious. Javine looked like a million dollars, dressed up in a tiny mini-dress, her ample boobs spilling out of her top.

      Josie looked a right state in comparison; she hadn’t even bothered to brush her hair since she’d rolled out of bed this morning. She was still wearing yesterday’s clothes too: a pair of tatty-looking skinny jeans and a baggy old T-shirt. Instantly irritated that she hadn’t made more of an effort, Josie pursed her lips as she watched Javine bend over to get a magazine from the rack.

      At least she had her dignity, unlike Javine, who was now displaying everything she had on offer to anyone who cared to look.

      The girl was the epitome of everything that Josie hated about young girls of today.

      Walking about half-naked, they were classless.

      Tacky.

      Turning back to the boy behind the counter, who was clearly enjoying copping an eyeful, Josie said, harshly: ‘What do you reckon then, eggs and bacon, or muesli?’

      He blushed, not understanding the question, clearly embarrassed that he’d been caught staring at one of the customers.

      ‘Oh, sorry, I thought you were trying to catch a glimpse of what that skank had for breakfast?’ Josie said sarcastically, enjoying the discomfort she was causing him. ‘I wouldn’t bet on it being much. The girl looks like an anorexic whippet.’

      ‘I’m sorry. Do I know you?’ Javine interrupted with a fake smile as she joined the queue behind Josie.

      ‘No, love, but I know all about you. You’re Delray’s new girl.’ Josie wrinkled her nose, pretending to look uninterested in Javine’s small talk. ‘I’ve heard all about you.’

      ‘Is that so? Well, whoever you think you are, there’s no chance of anyone ever mistaking you for being an anorexic whippet, is there? Though you look like you might have eaten a few.’ Javine shot the older woman a smug grin; then, scanning the contents of Josie’s basket she added: ‘Ooh, Lambrusco and Weetabix. Breakfast of champions!’

      ‘Why don’t you just fuck off!’ Josie muttered under her breath. She wasn’t in the mood for this shit today. The way that she was feeling, it wasn’t going to take much to start World War Three.

      Delray had surpassed himself this time with this one. Javine really did think that she was something else altogether. Strutting around Brixton as if she had two fannies or something.

      Josie was more than capable of wiping the floor with the likes of Javine Turner. The girl needed to watch her mouth.

      Ignoring the threat in Josie’s tone, Javine smirked.

      ‘What’s so funny?’ Josie glared at her.

      ‘I’ve seen you around, haven’t I?’ Javine shot Josie a smug grin as she realised who this woman was. ‘Delray pointed you out to me.’

      Javine smirked, remembering the afternoon they’d driven past Josie. Delray had told her that Josie Parker was some old tart that he used to know. Javine remembered feeling shocked that someone like Delray would even contemplate being associated with a woman of Josie’s calibre. As Delray had said, though, everyone was capable of making mistakes, and now Javine had the pleasure of meeting Josie first hand, she couldn’t agree with the man more.

      ‘I bet he did.’ Turning back to the boy at the counter, Josie ignored the girl. The last thing she wanted to do was start discussing Delray. He wasn’t worth the oxygen.

      ‘Can I get you anything else?’ the boy behind the counter asked.

      Josie guessed he was sensing the building tension between his only two customers.

      ‘Can you stick a fiver on the electric key, and I’ll have a pack of Benson’s too. Just ten.’ She needed a fag now more than ever.

      ‘That will be £16.10, please.’

      Josie nodded. Reaching into her pocket, she felt around for her money.

      Nothing. Checking both pockets, she started to panic.

      It wasn’t there.

      She searched the floor around her, just in case it had fallen out.

      ‘Sorry, I had a twenty pound note, I must have dropped it somewhere,’ she said as she dug around desperately in the bottom of her handbag, totting up the loose change she found, well aware that the smug bitch behind her would be loving this.

      ‘Mummy, I can’t hold it in any more.’ Marnie was still harping on at her. Jumping up and down on the spot.

      ‘Cross your legs,’ Josie said gritting her teeth. She wasn’t in the mood for all this shit today; she just wanted to get out of here, get home and have a large glass of wine and smoke herself stupid.

      Trying to steady her now shaking hand as she counted the pile of loose change in her palm under the scrutiny of the shopkeeper and Javine, Josie could see that she didn’t have enough.

      Mortified, she realised she was going to have to put something back.

      She wasn’t going to forfeit her wine.

      ‘Forget about the fags.’ Josie stared at the boy behind the counter.

      Keeping his expression neutral, the boy refunded the cigarettes.

      ‘Actually, you’ll have to refund the electric too,’ Josie said, her face burning with humiliation as the boy behind the counter made a song and dance over the fact that he had to issue a refund on the electricity key.

      Another night without any electric was going to be a royal pain in the arse, but right now, Josie couldn’t bear to think about anything other than the intense yearning for something to take the edge off. It was consuming her entire mind and body. She’d just have to light some candles tonight, she justified to herself. The girls could have Weetabix for dinner again. That’s all the girls bloody wanted to eat half the time anyway.

      Sighing loudly, the boy behind the counter continued tapping in some numbers to his machine before pushing the bag containing the wine and cereal towards her.

      ‘That will be £6.10 then, please.’

      Looking down at her hand, eyeing four pound coins and a few silvers, the rest were all coppers.

      ‘Mummy.’ Marnie was crying now.

      ‘Fuck’s sake, Marnie, will you just wait,’ Josie said, totting up the money, irritated that she still didn’t have enough.

      ‘Mummy.’

      Trying to get her mother’s attention, Marnie grabbed at Josie’s hand, scattering the pile of coins.

      Josie was down on her hands and knees, grabbing at the money as it rolled across the shop floor.

      ‘Jesus! Delray said you were a mess!’ Javine’s voice boomed above her.

      Josie smarted. Got back up on her feet.

      ‘Oh, is that so? What else did your so-called boyfriend tell you?’ She could feel the shop assistant’s eyes on them as this jumped-up little trollop tried to get the better of her. But Josie wasn’t having it.

      ‘He’s told me loads, actually.’ Javine shrugged. She couldn’t help but feel sorry for the child with Josie as her mother. ‘You want to watch yourself, love.’

      Josie shook her head, annoyed at the girl’s blatant cockiness. ‘Oh yeah, and why’s that then?’

      Javine grinned. ‘Delray won’t be happy if he hears that you were talking to me like this, that’s all.’

      Javine was loving every moment as she stared at Josie insolently, trying to gauge her reaction. Knowing full well that she was winding her up.

      ‘Don’t think yourself so important, love. I’m sure Delray wouldn’t give two shits about the way people around here speak to you. He’ll be doing it himself before too long when the novelty has worn off,’ Josie spat, hoping to wipe the conceited look clean off the girl’s face.

      This was the kind of girl that Delray was employing these days for his so-called ‘escort’ business: bimbos who thought they were above everyone else around here.

      Well, Josie had been on Delray’s payroll from the beginning when he’d had his girls walk the street to earn their money. He was nothing more than a pimp, and Javine was nothing more than his next earn. Only, it seemed that Delray had managed to convince this stupid bitch that their relationship was something more than that.

      Josie couldn’t believe girls still fell for that kind of shit, but then, Javine wasn’t much more than a kid, really. Young and dumb: just Delray’s type.

      ‘Oh, I think you’ll find that Delray would be very interested indeed about how people treat me,’ Javine sneered.

      ‘Oh, whatever, Javine. You’re ten a penny, love. Just another young bird he’s shagging for now. He’ll have you out flashing your clout for him soon; you just wait and see.’

      ‘That’s where you’re wrong, Josie. Me and Delray are serious.’ Javine’s eyes gleamed triumphantly, and Josie couldn’t help but laugh.

      ‘’Course you are, love. What’s it been? Three weeks?’ she sneered knowingly. ‘What’s he done? Made space for your knickers in one of his drawers in that shitty flat of his? Though, judging by the state of what I just saw when you bent over, you won’t be needing much room – seeing as you don’t seem to own any.’

      ‘Oh, haven’t you heard? He’s just moved into one of those swanky apartments over at the Albert Embankment. You know, the posh ones overlooking the river.’ Watching the surprise on Josie’s face, Javine continued. ‘The place cost him a bomb. Twenty-four-hour concierge service. Security on the main door. The penthouse, of course. You know what he’s like. He insists on only the best. Well, at least these days he does.’ She knew she was treading a thin line discussing Delray’s business with the likes of her, especially as Delray had specifically told her not to discuss anything with anyone. He liked to keep his private life exactly that, but Javine just couldn’t help herself. Josie was talking down to her as if she was nothing, as if she was just some stupid little girl.

      Well, she was much more than that, and it was about time people around here realised it too.

      ‘I’ve moved in with him.’ Flashing the pile of interior design and home magazines that she’d just picked up off the news stand, Javine smirked.

      ‘Mummy! Mummy!’

      ‘What, Marnie?’ Josie shouted as she looked down to where Marnie stood, her daughter’s feet surrounded by a puddle of dark yellow piss. Her pink leggings soaked through.

      ‘For fuck sake, Marnie!’ Josie shut her eyes in despair.

      ‘Oh dear. Looks like someone’s had a little accident,’ Javine quipped as she stepped forward and tossed two twenty pound notes on the counter.

      Flashing the young shop assistant her most flirtatious smile, Javine was in her element. ‘Here! Take whatever she’s having out of that and let her keep the change. The old cow looks like she needs all the help she can get,’ she said as she tiptoed her pointy black stilettos around the puddle of urine and marched from the shop, victorious.

      Furious, Josie made a grab for the bag of shopping on the counter, shoving the bottle of wine that had been removed back inside.

      The look on the boy’s face behind the tills told her everything she needed to know.

      Javine Turner had just made Josie look like a prize prat.

      Desperate to restore at least some of her dignity, Josie held the boy’s gaze.

      ‘Here, seeing as you’re so shit-hot on your health and bloody safety, you can clean that piss up,’ she told him before grabbing Marnie tightly by her hand and marching out of the shop.

      The quicker she got home and poured herself a glass of wine the better.
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      ‘You’re going to end up rubbing a hole in those,’ Mandy Johnson quipped as she watched Davey Lewis continuing to wipe the imaginary dust from bottles on the optics behind him. ‘You do know that you’ve already cleaned that same bottle three times while I’ve been stood here like a lemon waiting for a drink?’ Mandy knew full well that Davey had seen her standing there; she’d clocked him looking at her in the mirror.

      He was avoiding her, secretly hoping that Rita the barmaid would serve her instead; only, his plan hadn’t worked. Rita had her head buried in a magazine at the opposite end of the bar, so Davey had been left with no choice but to finally acknowledge her.

      Pretending not to notice the frosty reception she was getting, Mandy persevered with the small talk. ‘You expecting a visit from bleeding royalty or something?’ Smiling as she leant up against the bar, Mandy stuck her chest out a little bit more, making sure that Davey copped an eyeful of her more than ample cleavage as he poured out the drinks.

      But Davey didn’t even glance in her direction.

      Now Mandy knew something wasn’t right. Normally the sight of her well-endowed chest was more than enough to put a smile on the man’s face; at least, it had done the last couple of nights. Tonight though, it seemed like a whole other story. Davey Lewis had barely acknowledged her existence.

      ‘Oh sorry, Mandy, didn’t see you standing there. I just thought I’d give the place a once-over, you know.’ Davey shrugged, still not meeting her eyes.

      Davey, cleaning ‒ just for the sake of it? Who was the bloke kidding? The Old Bell pub was a typical South London boozer, slap bang in the heart of Brixton, complete with permanently sticky tabletops, beer sodden carpets and a pool table that was missing half its balls. As the pub’s landlord, Davey had never seemed to bother about the state of the place. Until now.

      ‘Two Chardonnays, was it?’ he asked, already turning his back on her to get fresh glasses.

      Mandy persevered. ‘Yeah, cheers. Think me and Jos will just have one more before we call it a night,’ she said, wondering if perhaps she was just being a bit paranoid. Maybe Davey just had things on his mind. He had mentioned to her numerous times over the past few weeks that the pub was haemorrhaging money left, right and centre. Maybe the man just had a lot on his plate.

      ‘Saturday night ain’t what it used to be, eh? This place is dead now thanks to all those fancy wine bars opening in the high street,’ Mandy said, clocking the small handful of locals dotted about the pub – most of them looking as thoroughly miserable as this place felt. If it wasn’t for the fact that she and Josie had already been barred from most of the pubs here in Brixton, they’d be at one of the wine bars too, in all honestly. Still, Mandy wasn’t going to voice that to Davey.

      Unlike all the other landlords around here, Davey had always turned a blind eye to the women’s business dealings. They could speak to and meet up with anyone they wanted; as long as they weren’t doing their business on his premises, Davey didn’t mind one bit. Especially seeing as he didn’t exactly have a stream of punters coming through the door.

      Besides, it wasn’t that bad, really, if you were partial to the shoddy selection of prawn cocktail crisps and old-man bitters.

      Realising that Davey still wasn’t engaging in conversation with her, Mandy decided to take the bull by the horns.

      ‘Are you sure you’re okay, Davey? Only, you really don’t seem yourself tonight, mate?’

      ‘Everything’s fine, Mandy,’ he said unconvincingly; his tone sharp, dismissive. He cursed as he placed the two glasses down on the bar in front of Mandy and one of them slipped from his grip. He caught it before it rolled on to the floor and smashed but soaked himself in the process.

      Something was definitely up.

      ‘I’m free later,’ Mandy said, hoping that, whatever it was, Davey would feel that he could confide in her. She and Davey had got themselves into a bit of a routine lately. If Mandy had a slow night, she’d come here for a nightcap and, nine times out of ten, she’d end up having a lock-in, just the two of them.

      She was starting to enjoy their little nightly ritual.

      Davey would pour them both a nice brandy and they’d sit and talk for hours, putting the world to rights, laughing and joking with the ease of lifelong friends.

      Tonight though, Davey was acting cagey, different somehow.

      ‘I can’t tonight, Mandy. I’m sorry.’

      ‘What about tomorrow then?’ Mandy said warily, testing him. Determined to get to the bottom of whatever was bothering her friend.

      ‘Tomorrow’s no good either, I’m afraid…’ His voice was thick with regret as he glanced out towards the back; his body language shifty, nervous.

      Mandy shook her head as the penny finally dropped.

      ‘She’s back, isn’t she?’

      The forlorn expression on Davey’s face confirmed what she already knew.

      Mel Lewis, Davey’s fruit loop of a wife had come skulking back to him with her tail between her legs, no doubt, and Davey, being the soft touch that he was, had taken her back.

      ‘Go on, then, what was her excuse this time? Let me guess: She realised that she’d made a mistake. She didn’t know what she had been thinking.’

      Mandy rolled her eyes as Davey flinched.

      Bingo.

      She should have known. Typical fucking Mel and her melodramatics as per usual. The silly old cow didn’t know she was born, walking out on a man like Davey. The woman treated him like a doormat that she could stomp all over whenever the fancy took her ‒ and the worst part about it all was that Davey seemed to let her. The number of times Mel had pulled a disappearing act on the bloke, Davey must have been blind, dumb and stupid to even consider giving her another chance.

      The latest one she’d buggered off with had been one of the Polish drivers that delivered the kegs of beer to the pub, a bloke half her age.

      ‘So what was it then? Love’s young dream just didn’t work out, eh? The grass wasn’t as green as she thought it was going to be? What did she do? Step in some dog shit while she was over there?’

      Davey baulked once again. Mandy was speaking the truth and they both knew it.

      ‘She just turned up here this morning, Mandy. She said she missed me. That she couldn’t be without me.’ Shaking his head in wonderment, he knew he sounded ridiculous as he repeated the clichés that Mel had come out with earlier. Somehow, they’d sounded so genuine. Or maybe he was only hearing what he wanted to hear. He still wasn’t sure himself if he was honest.

      ‘Maybe this time she’s finally seen sense, eh?’

      Mandy screwed up her mouth, wondering who Davey was trying to convince. She would bet her life on the fact that the only reason the gobby cow had come back was because the fella she’d shacked up with had finally cottoned on to what a psycho Mel was.

      It galled Mandy no end, but Davey had clearly made his choice – having taken Mel back again – so who was she to cause a drama?

      ‘Well, you know what, Davey, I really hope it all works out for you. I really do,’ she said, unable to hide the disappointment in her voice as she got her purse out of her handbag.

      ‘Look, I know you probably think I’m mad to even entertain the idea of giving her another chance, but I’ve got to give it a fair go, haven’t I? She is my wife—’

      ‘You don’t need to explain yourself to me.’ Holding her hand up, Mandy stopped Davey mid-sentence. She knew him well enough by now to know that, of course, he would give his wife another chance. Unlike most of the scumbags around here, Davey was a decent man, forgiving. Too fucking good for a woman of Mel’s type, that was for sure. Though Mandy decided to keep that little nugget to herself for now. ‘Your business is none of mine.’

      ‘Ah, I’m so glad that you’re okay about it. I thought that you might, well, you know. I thought it might cause a bit of aggro.’ Davey smiled, the relief written all over his face. ‘You and me, we’re just mates, aren’t we?’ he said, willing Mandy to go along with him, even though they both knew that wasn’t the truth.

      They had become much more than just friends the past few weeks. They cared about each other, or, at least, Mandy thought that they did.

      She could kick herself. She knew better than to let her guard down, better than to trust a man. This was a painful lesson. Mel Lewis had swanned back in here again, and within seconds Davey had dropped Mandy quicker than a hot turd.

      ‘Yeah, Davey. We’re just mates,’ she said, her head held high.

      Picking up the two glasses, Mandy turned on her heel and made her way back over to where Josie was sitting at the table waiting for her.
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