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To Carolyn Caughey and Betty Schwartz Courageous, inspirational ladies – may you both continue to be blessed by the angels


All of the usual love to my partner Wingrove; mum Jean; children Michael, Andrew, and Azzura (& Michael); grandchildren Marissa, Lariah & Antonio; sister Ava; Amber & Kyro, Martin, Jade, Reece; Auntie Doreen, Pete, Lorna, Cliff, Chris, Glen; Joseph, Mavis, Jascinth, Donna, Valerie, Natalie, Dan, Toni – and children.

And to the rest of our kinfolk – here and abroad, past and present.

Hello to the good friends who have been there from the start, and those we’ve re-connected with along the way. And never forgetting those we have loved and sadly lost.

Also, Liz, Norman, Ronnie, Wayne, Martina, and Jessie Keane.

Thanks to Cat Ledger, Nick Austin, and everyone at Hodder – Jamie, Lucy, Emma, Auriol, Aslan, Francine – to name but a few of the wonderful team.

And, lastly, as ever, immense gratitude to the readers, buyers, sellers, and lenders of my books – without whom none of this would be happening.
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Shivering in the doorway, Katya gazed miserably out at the rain bouncing off the puddles. It had been lashing down all night, the wind driving it every which way so no matter where you tried to hide you still got soaked.


No wonder it’s been so slow, she thought, pushing her chin deeper into her collar to let her breath heat her face. Only an idiot would come out on a night like this.

An idiot, or a beast – intent on having his way without paying, safe in the knowledge that nobody was around to stop him. Like that last punter. The ugly pig had lured her into his car by paying up front, then he’d driven her to a car park and forced her to do things that she would never have agreed to before taking the money back, headbutting her and kicking her out while the car was still moving. That had really hurt. Her cheekbone was grazed and swollen, and her shoulder was throbbing from the impact.

But at least he hadn’t found her other money, or she’d really be in trouble.

A sliver of silvery-grey light began to slice through the darkness. Stamping her feet to wake her frozen legs, Katya gritted her teeth when the burning pain rushed through her. Her friend Elena thought it might be herpes and had told her to get it sorted before it got really bad. But how could she go to the clinic when she wasn’t allowed out in the daylight? And she couldn’t risk going to one of the night drop-in centres because Eddie would go mad if he caught her taking time off from the street and losing him money.


His money – her body, his money.

What a sick joke that was. But there was nothing she could do about it because he’d already warned them what would happen if they tried to escape. And, even if they had the courage to try, where would they go? They knew nobody in this country. And they definitely couldn’t ask the authorities for help because they all knew what would happen if they got hold of them.

A thin-sounding whistle floated up from the other end of the road: Elena’s signal that it was time to go. Katya’s stomach cramped. Horrendous as it was standing out here in the freezing cold, doing disgusting things to nasty men, it was almost preferable to going back to that prison.

Elena’s mouth fell open when Katya joined her at the corner. ‘What happened?’ she demanded, turning her friend to face the dim street lamp so that she could see the damage more clearly. ‘Who did this to you?’

‘Red car,’ Katya said, wincing when Elena touched her shoulder. ‘Don’t. It’s really sore.’

‘He didn’t get your money, did he?’

‘Only his own.’

‘How much have you got left?’

‘One-sixty. You?’

‘Two-forty. But don’t worry – Hanna’s bound to have done worse than you.’

‘Hope so.’ Katya felt guilty for even thinking it but they all knew that the one who went home with the least was the one who would get the worst beating.

Elena saw the guilt and pursed her lips. ‘Don’t waste your pity on her. She’s in the same boat as the rest of us but you don’t hear us crying and going on about killing ourselves all the time. It’s like she thinks she’s—’

‘Sshhh!’ Katya hissed, nudging her friend when she spotted Hanna coming around the corner.

The girl looked awful. Her eyes were dark-ringed and dull and she was getting skinnier by the day. If Katya didn’t know better she’d swear that Hanna was on drugs. But that was one luxury none of them could afford. Their money wasn’t their own, and they all knew better than to risk trying to keep any back.

‘I’ve only had one all night,’ Hanna said when she reached them, her eyes already wide with the fear of what would happen when she got home. ‘A few stopped, but Tasha kept jumping out and stealing them. She’s such a bitch.’

‘Maybe so,’ Elena agreed unsympathetically. ‘But it’s your own fault for letting her do it.’

Hanna looked wounded. ‘What am I supposed to do?’

‘Stop being such a pushover and stand up for yourself,’ Elena snapped, sickened by the pathetic whining.

‘How?’ Hanna’s eyes were swimming with tears. ‘I’m not like her; I don’t want to fight.’

‘None of us wants to,’ said Katya, trying to calm the waters before the dam burst. ‘But sometimes you have to. It’s the only way.’

Before Hanna could reply to this Tasha yelled, ‘Police!’ And, seconds later, stiletto heels clipping furiously on the pavement, she hurtled around the corner, screaming, ‘Run, you stupid bitches!’

‘I can’t!’ Hanna wailed as Katya and Elena set off after Tasha. ‘I’m scared!’

Turning back, the girls grabbed Hanna by the arms and hauled her along. Given a choice they would have left her there but they both knew that she would tell the police everything if she was picked up. And the consequences would be terrible for them all.
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At just gone six a.m. the sky had brightened enough to show the Grange estate up for exactly what it was: a run-down dump consisting of four shabby high-rise blocks of flats, each one identical to the next apart from the faded painted panels beneath the windows: one block red, one blue, one yellow, one green.

They looked as if they had been flung up in the 1970s and left to get on with it, never to see the bristles of a paintbrush or the lick of a window cleaner’s rag again. And there were bin bags littered around the pathways with rotten food spewing out of them, and empty beer cans dotted around the sparse grass like home-made daisies.

Driving slowly in through the gap where the gates should have been, Joe Weeks wondered if the high fence encircling the blocks and isolating them from the surrounding area had been designed to keep trespassers out or residents in.

Deciding that it was probably the latter, he pulled up to the front of the green block and gazed up at the grim façade.

Welcome to your new home, kiddo.

Shaking off the feeling of gloom that had begun to settle over him, Joe reversed up to the door and propped it open with one of the numerous bricks that were littered about. Unloading his stuff, he stacked the first boxes outside the lift at the end of the corridor. Hearing footsteps when he went back for the next lot he glanced around and saw four young girls hurrying towards him through the rain.

‘Morning.’ He flashed them a friendly smile.

Shielding their faces with their hoods they rushed past without acknowledging that they had heard him.

‘Sorry about that lot,’ he called after them. ‘Give me a sec and I’ll shift it so you can get in the lift.’

Bypassing the lift, one of the girls tugged open the door to the stairwell and they all disappeared through it.


Odd, Joe thought, wiping the sweat off his brow with the back of his hand. Most clubs stayed open until at least four in the morning these days so it wasn’t that unusual to see a group of scantily dressed girls on the streets at this time. But, in his experience, girls who’d been out on the lash were usually at their flirtatious best if they came across a lone man on their way home and they hadn’t so much as glanced at him.

But then, he was hardly looking his best right now, he supposed, and his old Vauxhall estate couldn’t exactly be described as a babe magnet. In fact, compared to the Beemer and Audi parked up behind him it was a heap of old shit.

Those cars intrigued Joe because they just didn’t fit in with the general air of neglect on the estate. He guessed that there had to be a couple of serious moneymakers living here – and with any luck it wouldn’t take long for a friendly guy like him to meet them.

A few feet away, Cheryl Clark was checking Joe out through the nets of her living-room window while her two-year-old son Frankie sat cross-legged on the couch behind her, watching Ben 10 and noisily gobbling his Sugar Puffs.

He was the reason that Cheryl was up so early today – the reason she was up so early every day while her friends had the luxury of sleeping in till noon and beyond. Much as she adored him, she wished the little bugger would stay in bed of a morning instead of always dashing into her room and bouncing up and down on her belly demanding breakfast. But she could have kissed him for waking her today because if he hadn’t she’d have missed the arrival of the new tenant.

Cheryl watched him closely now as he took his things out of the car, and she guessed that he was in his mid to late twenties. Dark-haired and handsome, he was of average height and build but he had good strong thighs, which told her that he obviously took good care of himself. And he had an absolutely gorgeous smile – which he’d just wasted on the ignorant bitches from upstairs.

Impulsively snatching up her keys when he went to park up, Cheryl ran into the kitchen and yanked the half-full bag out of the bin.

‘What doin’?’ Frankie asked, a look of alarm on his little face as she rushed past the couch heading for the door.

‘Stay there,’ she told him firmly. ‘Mummy’s just putting the rubbish out. Look . . .’ She pointed at the TV to distract him. ‘Dora the Explorer’s coming on.’

Peeping through the spyhole, Cheryl waited until the man came into the corridor. Then, smoothing her hair into place, she casually stepped out – feigning shock when she bumped right into him.

‘Oh my God! You scared the life out of me.’

‘Sorry,’ Joe apologised. ‘Didn’t think anyone would be up yet. Didn’t wake you, did I?’ he added, taking in the dressing gown and unbrushed hair.

Cursing herself for not thinking to get dressed before rushing out, Cheryl shook her head. ‘No, you’re all right – I’ve been up for ages. I was just taking this out.’ Showing him the bag of rubbish, she caught a whiff of the week-old curry she’d only remembered to throw away last night and quickly switched it to her other hand. ‘You moving in, then?’

‘How did you guess?’ Joe quipped, dropping his stuff and pushing it toward the lift with his foot.

‘I suppose it was a bit obvious, wasn’t it?’ Cheryl rolled her eyes. ‘What do you make of it so far? Bit grotty, isn’t it?’

‘It’s not that bad,’ Joe lied. ‘Mind you, I haven’t seen the flat yet so I might change my mind in a minute.’

‘Didn’t you come and see it before you signed for it?’ Cheryl asked. ‘They won’t give you anything else now you’ve accepted it, you know.’

‘It’ll be fine,’ Joe said more confidently than he felt. ‘And if it’s not, it’s my own fault for winding my girlfriend up and getting kicked out. Ex-girlfriend,’ he corrected himself quickly. ‘Got to stop calling her that.’

Cheryl bit her lip, wondering if he’d said that to let her know that he was single. She kind of doubted it, considering what a sight she looked, but she could always dream.

Joe glanced at his watch. ‘Well, it was nice meeting you but I’d best get this lot upstairs before the van gets here.’

‘Sorry, didn’t mean to hold you up.’ Smiling, Cheryl walked backwards towards the door as he summoned the lift. ‘Hope you like the flat, and you know where I am if you need any cleaning stuff. Oh, and I’m Cheryl, by the way.’

‘Joe,’ he said, waving as the lift opened behind him.

Cheryl wasn’t the only woman on the block to have noticed the arrival of the handsome newcomer. Molly Partridge had been tracking his every move from the vantage point of her tiny balcony up on the fourth floor. Sheltered from the rain by the umbrella her son had tied to the washing line as a sun-shield on one of his rare visits that summer, she’d sipped at her tea and watched him through her compact binoculars.

He was a bonny one, all right, with his sparkly eyes and cheeky Jack-the-lad smile. And he had a fabulous backside – all nice and firm like her Archie’s had been when they were courting. Forty-odd years they’d had together, and she hadn’t half missed the sex when he’d gone and died on her. Not that she was supposed to remember stuff like that at her age but, hell’s bells, she wasn’t in her coffin yet. Although some of the youngsters around here seemed to think she should be and made no bones about telling her so.

When the young man finished what he was doing, Molly popped the binoculars back into the hanging basket and pushed the cat off her knee. Shuffling inside with the arthritic creature weaving stiffly around her ankles she brewed herself a fresh cuppa, then went to get washed.

It was brunch and bingo down at the centre today and she wasn’t looking forward to it. The old biddies bored her and the young carers irritated the hell out of her with their patronising baby talk. But the nosy buggers would only come and bang the door down if she didn’t show her face, sure they were going to find her lying face down in a pool of her own piss.

Or, rather, hoping that was how they’d find her, if it was that Ruth who came, because she’d have her pockets filled and the bank account emptied before she bothered calling the doctor, her.

Eeh, there was no dignity in death these days.

Carl Finch woke with a start when his girlfriend elbowed him in the ribs. ‘Fuck was that for?’ he demanded, giving her a dirty look.

‘I heard a noise,’ she hissed, pushing him towards the edge of the bed.

‘What time is it?’

‘They’re at the door, Carl! What difference does it make what time it is?’

Knowing that she wouldn’t quit bugging him until he’d checked it out, Carl shoved the quilt off and reached for his baseball bat. He couldn’t blame her for panicking after those guys had booted the door in a few weeks back and ripped him off for two ounces of weed and near enough a grand in cash – and given him a good going-over while they were at it. But the bastards wouldn’t be catching him out like that again.

Morning glory leading the way, he padded quietly out into the hall and pressed his eye up against the spyhole. The door of the flat directly opposite was standing open and he could see a stack of boxes lined up in the hallway. Jumping when a man suddenly came into view carrying a load of bin bags, he smacked his knee on the door frame. Gritting his teeth in pain, he threw the bat down angrily and hopped back to the bedroom.

‘Who was it?’ Mel was sitting bolt upright in the bed, chewing on her nails.

‘No one,’ he snapped, climbing in and rolling over to nurse his knee in peace.

‘Can’t be no one,’ she argued, prodding him in the back. ‘You sure they weren’t hiding?’

Carl squirmed in disgust at the little wet spot her chewed fingertip left on his skin. ‘It’s just someone moving into Cynthia’s old place.’

‘Someone’s moving into Cynthia’s? Who? What do they look like? Have they got kids? Carl . . . ?’

‘How am I supposed to know? It’s just some random bloke – okay?’

‘Anyone we know?’ Mel persisted. ‘Is he from round here?’

‘For Christ’s sake, go and ask him if you’re that interested!’ Carl yelled, losing patience as the pain throbbed. ‘And quit eating yourself ’cos you’re making me fuckin’ heave!’

Joe had heard the noises behind the facing door and guessed that someone was checking him out. Conscious that he was disturbing people, he tiptoed the rest of his stuff in, glad that the lift was right beside his door so he didn’t have too far to drag the bigger boxes.

The short hallway was crammed once it was all in and he couldn’t close the door. Figuring that it would be easier to take the stuff out here and put it where he wanted it instead of clogging the other rooms up with packaging, he knelt down and started peeling the tape off the boxes.

Hearing a shuffling sound behind him a few minutes later, he snapped his head around. A middle-aged man wearing a tartan dressing gown and slippers and holding a steaming cup was staring in at him from the corridor outside.

‘Tea,’ the man said by way of explanation. Thought you could probably use one.’

Standing up, Joe dusted his hands on his jeans. ‘Cheers, mate. That’s really decent of you.’

‘My pleasure.’ The man turned the cup around and passed it to him. ‘I take it you’re the new tenant?’

‘Yeah.’ Joe extended his hand. ‘Joe.’

‘Phillip Kettler,’ the man replied formally. ‘I live next door. Thirty years now,’ he added, as if for some reason he thought that Joe would be interested.

‘That’s a long time,’ Joe said, taking a sip of the tea. It was weak and had no sugar in it – just the way he hated it.

‘Boy to man,’ Kettler affirmed proudly. ‘Lived here with my dad until he passed on last year, but now it’s just me. Not like it used to be, though.’

‘No?’ Joe peered at him questioningly over the rim of the cup.

‘Used to be a lot of families,’ Kettler told him, flicking a furtive glance along the landing before adding, ‘but it’s mainly singles now. Lot of foreigners.’

‘I see,’ Joe murmured non-committally. Then, deliberately changing the subject: ‘Any good pubs round here?’

Pursing his lips thoughtfully, Kettler said, ‘Well, I don’t personally drink, but Dad used to quite like The Crown. I wouldn’t recommend any of the others, though. Too many of them.’

Joe didn’t even need to guess what he meant by that.


Un-fucking-believable, he thought in disgust. Talk about laying your cards out from the off!

He forced himself to finish the tea and handed the cup back, eager to get rid of the man before anyone saw them talking and assumed they were friends. Then, stepping forward so that Kettler had no choice but to back up, he said, ‘Best get on. Removals van should be here in a minute.’

Still hovering, Kettler said, ‘Oh, right. I see. Well, give me a knock if you need any help. That’s me.’ He waved his hand to indicate the door to the left. ‘Just come round when you’re ready.’

‘Will do,’ Joe lied, wishing that Kettler would just piss off and stop staring at him like that. It was starting to creep him out.

‘Any time,’ Kettler persisted. ‘Any time at all. I’m always available.’

Joe’s mobile began to ring. Mentally thanking whoever it was for rescuing him, he glanced at the name on the screen and smiled. ‘Talk of the devil, that’s them now,’ he said, back-kicking an obstructing box up the hall and closing the door in Kettler’s face.

Rushing back into his own flat, Kettler put the empty cup down and snatched up a glass. Pressing it carefully up against the dividing wall, he held his breath and listened.

‘Not yet,’ Joe was saying, his voice just about audible. ‘But I’ve not long got here so you’re going to have to give me a bit of time to suss out what’s what.’ Laughing at something the other person must have said, he said, ‘Yeah, will do. Talk to you later.’

Frowning when his new neighbour stopped talking and started whistling, Kettler put the glass down and reached for his notepad. Flipping it open at a fresh page, he jotted down the date and time. Then:

New resident Number 312: Joe – no surname given. White. Approx 25–30. Occupation – not yet known, if any. To be watched.

Cheryl set off to take Frankie to the playgroup at nine. Tilting the pram back to pull it over the doorstep, she looked round to see who was coming out when the lift clanked to a noisy halt behind her. Seeing Molly struggling to get her walking frame over the lip where it hadn’t stopped quite level with the floor she closed her door and went to help her.

‘You are a good girl,’ Molly puffed, clutching at the door to haul her overweight body out into the corridor. ‘I don’t know how many times I’ve reported this to the council but they never do nothing about it. Be the flaming death of me, it will.’

‘They’re terrible, aren’t they,’ Cheryl agreed, going back for the pram to walk outside with her. ‘I’ve been telling them about the rats for ages but they’ve still not put traps down. It’s them idiots from upstairs chucking their rubbish down that’s doing it, but—’

‘I’m off to the centre for my weekly bingo fix,’ Molly cut her off. ‘Hope in hell’s chance of winning but they put a nice spread on, you’ve got to give them that. And it doesn’t cost me anything, so I can’t complain.’


Oh, sorry, was I boring you? Cheryl thought.

‘That’s nice,’ she said, pushing the pram out into the rain and holding the door.

‘Don’t like the look of that,’ Molly muttered as she stopped in the middle of the doorway and peered out. ‘It’ll proper mess me hair up, that.’

Wishing that she’d either hurry up and come out or go back in, Cheryl smiled when she caught a glimpse of Joe sheltering in the bin cupboard beside the door.

‘Not lost your keys already, have you?’ she called.

Leaning forward, Joe shook his head and blew on his icy hands. ‘Nah. Still waiting for the van. Should have been here ages ago, but that’s what you get for doing it on the cheap, eh?’

‘Who’s that?’ Clanging her walker against the door, Molly craned her neck to have a nosy.

‘New neighbour,’ Cheryl told her, introducing them as Joe leaned further out of his hole. ‘Joe, this is Molly. Molly, Joe.’

‘Ooh, hello, handsome,’ Molly cooed, holding out her hand. ‘Come here and let me get a better look at you.’

Joe gave Cheryl a hooded look as he approached, unsure whether the old lady was expecting him to kiss her hand or shake it. He opted for the shake.

‘I’m eighty-seven,’ Molly informed him flirtatiously. ‘But how old would you have thought I was if I hadn’t told you, eh?’

A little alarmed by the drawn-on eyebrows and poppy-red lipstick, Joe shrugged. ‘I’m, er, not sure. Sixty?’

‘You fibber!’ Cackling with delight, Molly gave him a playful slap on the shoulder.

Exchanging an amused look with Joe, Cheryl said, ‘Well, that’s her day made. You’ll have a friend for life now.’

A car turned into the parking lot just then. Spotting who was at the wheel as it pulled into a space, Molly nudged Cheryl and nodded towards it. Glancing over, the smile slid from Cheryl’s lips when she saw that it was Shay and his tart of a girlfriend.

‘I’m off,’ she muttered, stamping down on the pram brake to release it. ‘See you later, Molly. Bye, Joe.’

She started to walk away but it was too late. Shay was already out of the car and striding towards her, the girl tottering along behind on clippety heels.

‘What you playing at?’ Shay demanded. ‘It’s pouring down and you’ve got my son outside without a cover. Are you off your head, or what?’

Cheryl gritted her teeth and her eyes flashed with anger when Shay’s girlfriend squatted down to coo at Frankie. Jerking the pram away, she said, ‘I was about to put it over, actually.’ Then, yanking the plastic cover down, she stalked away with her nose in the air.

‘See what happens if he gets a cold!’ Shay yelled after her. Sucking his teeth when she ignored him, he shouldered past Joe and pushed his girl in through the door.

Joe gave Molly a questioning look. ‘What was all that about?’

‘He’s Cheryl’s ex,’ she explained in a whisper. ‘She caught him having it away with the other one a few months back and kicked him out, so he upped and moved in with her.’

‘Here?’ Joe grimaced. ‘Bit cold, isn’t it?’

‘As ice,’ Molly agreed. ‘And now poor Cheryl’s got to put up with them swanning about like love’s young dream. Hardly ever visits his lad, neither,’ she added disapprovingly. ‘Unless you count the times he has a barney with her.’ She jerked her head back to indicate that she was referring to the new one. ‘Scuttles round fast enough then, all right. But I doubt he sees the lad while he’s there – if you know what I mean.’

Joe shook his head. He didn’t even know Cheryl but already he felt sorry for her.

‘Ooh, here’s my ride,’ said Molly, waving when she spotted the minibus turning in off the road. ‘Give us a hand, would you, luvvie?’

Joe helped her aboard and waved her off. But just as he was about to head back into the shelter of the bin cupboard the removals van turned up.

‘What time do you call this?’ he demanded, looking pointedly at his watch as he strode towards it.

‘Sorry, cocker, I ’ad a flat,’ the driver lied, wiping bacon-butty crumbs and ketchup off his chin. ‘You’ll have to guide us while I back it up to the door. Someone’s nicked me mirror.’

‘At the café?’ Joe asked. Shaking his head when the man gave him a blank look, he said, ‘Forget it. Just hurry up. I’ve got things to do.’
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Up on the fourth floor Katya stepped wearily down off the chair she had been standing on. She’d been watching the man who had smiled at them earlier, wondering what he, the girl with the pram and the old lady had been talking about. It was impossible to hear any of their words from up here, but whatever it had been about she envied them their freedom to chat so easily. It had been a long time since she had been free to talk to a stranger without it involving money or swear words.

They had all gone now and the car park was deserted, leaving Katya with nothing more to watch. Not that she had seen all that much anyway, because it was difficult to see detail through the metal grilles that Eddie had fitted to the insides of the windows. She didn’t know if he’d done this to keep anyone from seeing in or to stop the girls from flinging themselves out, but either way it really heightened the sensation of being in a prison. That, and the front door, which was so secure that it would be impossible for anyone to save them if there was a fire and Eddie wasn’t on hand to let them out.

Katya jumped when she heard a bang out in the corridor and rushed to put the chair back under the table, scared that it might be Eddie on his way in. If he realised what she’d been doing he’d be bound to think she had been signalling to somebody and then he would cover the windows completely, leaving them in absolute darkness.

She was nervous now, and when she was nervous she got clumsy. Banging into the corner of the table, she bit her lip to keep the cry of pain inside and lifted her skirt to examine her already bruised thigh. Eddie had kicked her so hard this morning he’d left the imprint of his trainer behind and the pattern of its tread stood out in white welts against the purpling background. It looked bad and felt worse, but at least he’d only kicked her. Poor Hanna had been kicked and punched for daring to come back with just forty pounds.

The other girls were in their beds in the next room. They had fallen asleep as easily as they always did, exhausted by the events of the night they had just survived – and in need of regeneration for the new one they would be facing in a few short hours. Katya envied them their ability to switch off so completely but her own eyes had refused to stay shut when she’d closed them. And while she would usually have lain there until sleep came, her mind was too unsettled today.

Giving up after a while, she’d got up to wander around the flat, her head full of thoughts that she didn’t want to think: fading memories of a better life in a better place that hurt almost as much as the reality she found herself in. Katya had tried to distract herself by watching people go about their business on the outside but that had made it worse, because they were free and she was not. She was a slave to the horrible man who had brought them here and put them to work on the streets, on the understanding that they could leave as soon as they had paid him back what they owed.

But how could they ever pay him back when half of whatever they earned went towards paying off the interest he’d heaped on, and the other half was classed as rent for this place?

Rent!

As if staying here was a voluntary arrangement; as if they were tenants, not prisoners, and Eddie was a landlord, not a vicious pimp.

This was not the life that she and the others had imagined they would be living when they came here, and she totally understood why Hanna was falling apart. And even, to a degree, why Tasha had allowed it to embitter her so. But Katya refused to allow her own spirit to be crushed. Her parents would be worried sick by now, wondering why she hadn’t been in touch. And if the price of eventually being free to see them again was to do things that made her feel dirty and ashamed, then she would just have to be strong and get on with it.
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The flat was smaller than Joe had initially thought so it felt cramped once all his stuff was in, even though he’d tried to keep things to a bare minimum. There was also a smell of damp that wouldn’t shift no matter how much bleach and air-freshener he used; and the single-glazed windows let all the heat out and all the noise in, so he couldn’t escape the thunder of traffic on the flyover.

Or the voices of anyone walking by down below . . . or the arguments that frequently kicked off in the surrounding flats . . . or the music that seemed to be blasting out from all sides day and night.

Joe didn’t actually mind the noise because at least it broke up the feeling of solitude that came with being the new kid on the block. It was taking far longer to meet anybody here than in any of the other places he’d lived. He’d hear the other residents chatting in the corridors and knocking at each other’s doors, but whenever he rushed out to introduce himself they had usually vanished. And those that he did manage to bump into were invariably rushing to or from somewhere, so he didn’t get a chance to say anything more than hello as they whizzed past.

It seemed like Phillip Kettler was the only one who wanted to get to know him, and in the two weeks since Joe had moved in there hadn’t been a single day that he hadn’t come knocking with one excuse or another. But after the first couple of times Joe had stopped answering because the man made his skin crawl. And it wasn’t just the fact that he was a racist, which was bad enough, but his habit of staring you in the eye long after you’d stopped talking, when any normal person would have felt awkward and said their goodbyes. That was just plain weird and Joe couldn’t be doing with it.

Now that he’d explored all the local shops and checked out a couple of pubs, only to find that it was crap without someone to share a pint and a laugh with, the boredom was crashing in on Joe. So when Cheryl called round out of the blue one morning, panicking about a leak in her kitchen, he couldn’t get out of his door fast enough.

‘I’m sorry to bother you with this,’ she apologised, rushing down the stairs ahead of him because the lift had broken down. ‘But the council won’t touch it if it isn’t pipework, and there’s no way I can afford a plumber. I’d usually ask Fred next door but he’s at his daughter’s this week. And my friend Mel’s boyfriend got arrested last night, so he couldn’t do it. You’ve seen her, haven’t you?’ Pausing, Cheryl slotted the key into the lock and looked back at him over her shoulder. ‘Lives opposite you, long black hair? It was her who suggested I ask you, actually. Hope you don’t mind?’

‘Course not,’ Joe said, wondering how women managed to talk so fast without fainting. He was exhausted just listening to her.

‘You might not say that when you’ve seen it,’ Cheryl warned, leading him through the flat.

Smiling at Frankie, who was sitting in a playpen in front of the TV, pushing toy cars in and out of a shoebox garage, Joe raised his eyebrows when she pushed the kitchen door open to reveal the soaked towels spread out all over the sudsy floor.

‘Christ, you weren’t kidding, were you?’

‘It’s that stupid old thing,’ Cheryl grumbled, nodding towards the ancient washing machine that was sticking out at an angle from beneath a ledge. ‘I tried to pull it out to get at the pipes but I think I made it worse. Do you think you can do anything with it?’

Joe scratched his head. He didn’t have a clue about electrical things and had hoped that it would be something really simple, like a loose pipe that just needed tightening. But he couldn’t bring himself to admit that to Cheryl while she was standing there looking so helpless. So, rolling up his sleeves, he said, ‘Okay, let’s see what we can do.’

Cheryl bit her lip as he knelt down with the washing-up bowl to catch the water that spewed out of the machine when he opened the door. She hoped he could get it going again, even if only for long enough to finish this load. Frankie was going to a party this afternoon, and she’d been washing the City tracksuit that Shay had bought him for his birthday. She could see the sky-blue pants through the glass door now, sitting perilously close to her red bra, and she just knew that the tracksuit was going to come out pink. Which would definitely cause a row, because Shay would swear she’d done it on purpose.

After a good fifteen minutes of poking about, during which time he got absolutely soaked, Joe yanked a sodden balled-up pair of baby socks out of the drainage pipe.

‘I think that might have done the trick,’ he said, feigning nonchalance even though he was actually quite proud of himself. ‘Turn it back on; see what happens.’

There was an instant gurgling sound when Cheryl switched the machine back on and the water began to drain out properly. ‘Oh, that’s brilliant!’ she beamed. ‘Thank you so much! You’re a lifesaver.’

‘No problem,’ Joe said, wiping his hands on his jeans.

‘Here, use this.’ Cheryl handed him a tea towel. ‘And let me make you a brew for your trouble. Tea or coffee?’

‘Coffee. But only if you’re having one. I don’t want to put you out.’

‘Don’t be daft, it’s the least I can do. Sugar?’

‘Two, please.’ Putting the tea towel back on its hook, Joe looked around. ‘Is it just me, or is this place bigger than mine?’

‘Yours is a one-bed, this is a two,’ Cheryl told him, waving for him to sit at a tiny table tucked away in the corner beneath the window. ‘That’s why you’re supposed to have a look at it before you sign up for it – in case you don’t like it.’

‘Ah, well, it’s my own fault,’ Joe said, pulling out a stool from under the table.

‘For winding your girlfriend up and getting kicked out,’ Cheryl finished for him. ‘See, I do listen sometimes.’

‘Glad to hear it.’ Joe grinned. ‘I know I’m boring but it usually takes more than one meeting for people to realise it.’

Sincerely doubting that anyone would ever find him boring – any woman, at least – Cheryl carried the coffees to the table. After popping her head around the living-room door to check on Frankie she sat down.

‘So, what have you been up to?’ she asked. ‘Haven’t seen much of you since you moved in. Have you been working?’

Joe shook his head. ‘Nah. Seems there’s not much call for crap painters and decorators round here.’

Cheryl tried to envision him in paint-splattered overalls and decided that she’d much rather see him in gym gear, all pumped up and sweaty.

‘My last place went bust a couple of years back,’ Joe went on. ‘So I’ve been signing on ever since.’

‘Nothing wrong with that,’ Cheryl said kindly, sensing that he was a bit embarrassed about it. ‘No one works round here. Well, apart from that lot in the yellow block, but they seem to think that makes them better than the rest of us – snobby tossers.’

‘They sound like my ex,’ Joe said with a hint of bitterness. ‘It was all work work work, money money money with her. Makes me wonder how we lasted so long when I think about it, but you just get in the habit of someone being around, don’t you?’

‘I wouldn’t know,’ Cheryl replied, with a soft snort. ‘Even when I lived with Frankie’s dad he stayed out more than he stayed in. But at least I got to keep this place when we split, so it wasn’t as bad as it could have been. I take it you were living at her place?’

‘Yep. Her place, her mates – so she got to keep the lot.’

‘God, don’t you just hate all that taking-sides crap? That happened to me once, with this lad I was seeing a few years back. I got sick of him pushing me around and putting me down all the time, so I finished with him. Then he went and told all our mates he’d finished with me ’cos I’d been sleeping around behind his back, and they believed him and fell out with me.’

Guessing from her indignant expression that it still annoyed her, Joe said, ‘I know what you mean. Angie told ours all kinds of crap about me, but I moved straight back here so they didn’t get the chance to fall out with me.’

‘Moved back?’ Cheryl gave him a curious look. ‘Were you living abroad, or something?’

‘Nah, Angie’s from Birmingham. And she already had the flat when we met, so it made sense for me to move in with her down there.’

Cheryl’s expression told Joe exactly what she thought of that. ‘So you left your friends and family for her, then she just kicks you out when she’s had enough? Sounds like a right bitch.’

Amused that she’d already taken sides, despite professing to hate that, Joe smiled. ‘It wasn’t all her fault. Trust me, I’m no saint. But I suppose it helps having a couple of hundred miles between us ’cos I don’t think I could be as civil as you if I had to put up with seeing her and her new fella around all the time.’

Cheryl narrowed her eyes, wondering how he knew about her and Shay, because she definitely hadn’t told him anything about it. Then she remembered that Joe had seen Shay and Jayleen on the morning he was moving in – and the biggest gossip on the block had been right there to fill him in on all the gory details.

‘Molly,’ she said flatly.

Sensing that it might not have been something that she’d wanted him to know, Joe said, ‘I didn’t ask – honest. And she didn’t tell me much ’cos she got picked up practically as soon as you went.’

‘It’s okay,’ Cheryl assured him wearily. ‘It’s not exactly a big secret round here so you’d have heard about it sooner or later.’ Standing up, she reached for a pack of cigarettes off the shelf above their heads. ‘Truth is, I caught him cheating and kicked him out, so he moved in with her. But I’m dealing with it. Want one?’

Joe shook his head when she offered the pack to him. ‘No, you’re all right.’

‘Oh, sorry, I just assumed you’d be a smoker,’ Cheryl said, sounding surprised. ‘I’ll go outside if it bothers you.’

‘It’s your flat,’ Joe reminded her. ‘Anyway, it’s not that I don’t smoke,’ he went on cagily. ‘Just not like that.’

Cheryl was confused – but only for a second. ‘Ah, I get you.’ She gave him a knowing smile. ‘Me, too – but only when Frankie’s out of the way.’

‘Christ, am I glad to hear that,’ Joe exclaimed. ‘The way Angie went on when she caught me you’d have thought I was a raving junkie. Makes you a bit wary of mentioning it.’

‘This ex of yours sounds like a right stuck-up cow, if you ask me,’ Cheryl said bluntly.

‘Just a bit,’ Joe chuckled, liking that she didn’t censor herself before she spoke. ‘Do you mind me asking where you get yours from?’ he asked then. ‘Only I haven’t had any in ages. Most of my old mates moved on after I left and you can’t just walk up to someone on the street and ask for the local dealer, can you?’

‘Not unless you want your head caving in,’ Cheryl agreed. ‘They’re a bit suspicious of strangers around here – in case you hadn’t noticed.’

‘Oh, I’ve noticed all right,’ Joe told her. ‘I’ve had some proper bad looks.’

‘Ah, don’t worry about it, they’ll soon get used to you,’ Cheryl assured him unconcernedly. ‘But if you’re after something, I’ll get it for you. You should have just said.’

‘Yeah, right. And risk having you grass me up?’

‘No way are you saying I look like a grass?’ Cheryl spluttered.

‘If I knew what a grass looked like I’d be able to answer that,’ Joe teased, reaching into his pocket for his wallet. ‘But if you’re serious I wouldn’t mind a tenner bag.’

Promising to drop it round as soon as she’d got it, Cheryl took the money and slipped it into her jeans pocket. Leaning back to check on Frankie again and seeing that he was absorbed in Fifi and The Flowertots on the TV, she reached past Joe and opened the window an inch.

‘Don’t take this the wrong way,’ she said. ‘But can I ask how come you got a place so fast if you’ve only just moved back from Birmingham? Only you’ve usually got to be on the housing list for a good five years before they offer you anything.’

‘I actually got back a few months ago,’ Joe said, amused that, once again, Cheryl had come straight out with what was on her mind – although her face said that even she thought she was being nosy now. ‘I stopped at my mum’s for a bit, but we had a row about the fella she was seeing so she kicked me out and I had to go into the homeless. They sorted it.’

‘Ah, that’s why you ended up in this dump,’ Cheryl said, having heard from friends who’d been in homeless units that it was a case of take-it-or-piss-off when they offered you a place. ‘Bet you wish you’d stayed in Birmingham.’

‘No way,’ Joe replied without hesitation. ‘I knew me and Angie were on the skids, so I’d been wanting to come home for ages. Just didn’t have the heart to walk out on her, so I had to wait till she’d had enough of me.’

Cheryl wondered if this ex of Joe’s had any idea what she’d lost when she’d kicked him out, because it was nigh on impossible to find a man who was both gorgeous and nice. Round here it was either one or the other: gorgeous, but guaranteed to be a bastard; or nice, but you wouldn’t want to be seen in public with them. Shay, for example: he was fit, but he didn’t half know it, so you could never let your guard down because you were always having to keep an eye on him to make sure he wasn’t slipping some other girl his number. Not that watching him had done her any good because he’d still screwed around behind her back. But at least he was now doing the same to Jayleen – ha!

Seeming to want to get it all off his chest now that he’d started, Joe said, ‘Angie was ashamed of me not working, so she told her mates I was a freelance computer something or other. Bit stupid considering I don’t know the first thing about computers and some of them know a lot,’ he added with a sly chuckle. ‘But it made for some interesting dinner parties – them quizzing me about RAMs and hard drives, and me talking shit ’cos I didn’t know what the hell they were going on about.’

‘Dinner parties?’

‘Hey, if you think that’s bad, you should have seen her wine and cheese parties.’

Cheryl pulled a face. ‘That’s so crap. You can’t just drink wine and eat cheese and call it a party.’

‘Oh, it’s not any old wine and cheese,’ Joe informed her with a straight face. ‘It’s got to be specially imported. And your guests have got to be really intellectual, so you can have amazing conversations about really, really interesting shit.’

Catching the glint of humour in his eyes, Cheryl narrowed her own. ‘You’re having me on, aren’t you?’

‘All right, so she didn’t actually import the cheese,’ Joe admitted. ‘But the rest is true – honest.’

‘Yeah, right.’ Shaking her head, Cheryl lit her cigarette and sucked on it thoughtfully. ‘You know, I can’t remember the last time I went to a party. You get so knackered when you’ve had a baby you end up making up excuses when your mates want to go out, so in the end they stop asking and go without you.’

‘Can’t be easy,’ Joe said sympathetically. ‘But you must be doing okay – your lad seems happy enough.’

‘Yeah, he’s a good boy.’ Cheryl smiled fondly. ‘What about you? Have you got kids?’

‘Me?’ Joe drew his head back in horror. ‘Christ, no.’

‘Not met the right girl yet?’ Cheryl ventured, wondering how he felt about girls who already had kids.

‘Just don’t want kids,’ said Joe emphatically. ‘Hard enough looking after myself, never mind a little ’un. Way too much responsibility for a selfish slob like me.’


Well, that’s me told, Cheryl thought disappointedly. Then, forcing herself to smile, she said, ‘You all say that but I bet you’ll end up doing it one day. Anyway, never mind that. Let’s talk about the party.’

‘Party?’ Joe wondered if he’d missed something.

‘The one I’ve just decided to have,’ Cheryl informed him excitedly. ‘I can’t believe I’ve never thought of it before, but it’s a great idea. And it’ll give you a chance to meet everyone – stop them giving you evils.’

‘That would be pretty good,’ Joe agreed. ‘When are you thinking of?’

‘Why? Need to check your diary to see if you’re free?’

‘Yeah, ’cos I’ve got such a busy life, me.’

They were both laughing when a hand snaked through the window and unlatched it all the way, letting a blast of cold air in. Glancing up in surprise, Cheryl felt a guilty blush spread across her face when Shay popped his head around the net curtain.

‘Shay!’ she squawked. ‘What the bloody hell are you playing at? You nearly gave me a heart attack, you stupid idiot!’

‘Aw, shut up moaning,’ he grunted, cocking his leg over the sill. ‘Least I’m here, aren’t I?’ Dropping down into the kitchen now, he started dusting his jeans down but stopped abruptly when he spotted Joe. ‘What’s this?’ he demanded, staring at Cheryl accusingly.

‘I’m having coffee with a friend,’ she told him, reminding herself that she’d done nothing wrong.

‘A friend?’ Shay looked Joe up and down with open suspicion. ‘That what you’re calling it these days, is it?’

Annoyed with him for having the cheek to have a go at her when he was the one who’d gone off with someone else, Cheryl said, ‘Don’t come round here trying to dictate who I can and can’t have in my own house. It’s got nothing to do with you any more. You moved out – remember?’

‘Is that right?’ Shay held her gaze, his expression giving little away.

Standing her ground, she folded her arms. ‘Yeah, it is. And if you don’t like it you know what you can do, don’t you?’

‘Yo, don’t be mouthing off just ’cos you’ve got an audience,’ Shay warned her.

‘I don’t need an audience,’ Cheryl retorted defiantly. ‘I’m just not having you telling me what I can and can’t do.’

‘Hey fool!’ Mr T’s distinctive voice suddenly boomed out. ‘Pick up the goddamn message, fool – and don’t make me have to tell you again!’

‘Sorry.’ Joe grimaced, pulling his phone out of his pocket. ‘It’s my text tone. Keep meaning to change it, but you know how it is.’ Glancing quickly at the screen, he said, ‘Oh, shit, gotta go.’ Standing up now, he smiled at Cheryl. ‘Got some mates coming round, didn’t realise it was so late. Thanks for the coffee.’
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