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Prologue


She shivered when the moon disappeared behind a thick bank of clouds, plunging them into inky darkness. Rain began to spatter the windscreen as the car tyres bounced slowly over the cobbles, and the sudden swish of the automatic wipers made her jump. Hugging herself, she gazed up at the rear windows of the derelict row of shops to her left and the uninhabited terraced houses to the right. Most were concealed behind metal sheeting or smashed, and they were all as dark as the alleyway they were driving into, which told her that there was no one around to help her.


He eased to a stop alongside a padlocked gate halfway along the alley and cut the engine before jumping out and walking quickly around to her side. An icy blast of wind whipped her cheeks when he opened her door, and her legs felt like jelly as she unhooked her seat belt and climbed out.


‘Don’t even think about it,’ he warned, gripping her tightly by the arm when he caught her casting a surreptitious glance back down the alley in search of an escape route. ‘I don’t want to hurt you, but I will if I have to.’


‘You already are,’ she replied shakily, wincing at the pain of his fingertips digging into her flesh.


He let go after a moment, and she rubbed at the sore spot as he turned and slotted a key into the padlock. The gate opened on to a rubble-filled yard at the rear of an empty shop unit, and he waved for her to go in ahead of him.


‘I can’t,’ she croaked, taking a stumbling step back. ‘It’s too dark. There could be rats.’


A squeal of fear escaped her lips when he seized her by the wrist and hauled her into the yard, and tears flooded her eyes when her ankle twisted painfully as he marched her across the debris. He stopped at the steel back door and unlocked it with a mortice key before shoving her into a tiny, pitch-dark hallway. A steep flight of stairs faced them, at the top of which was another door.


The hallway reeked of mildew and rotten food, but when they reached the top of the stairs and he opened the door, an even fouler smell hit her in the face. Covering her nose with her hand, she stumbled over the threshold into the flat above the shop.


The front room was dark, but the moon had emerged from behind the clouds and tiny pinpricks of light were leaking in through the holes in the metal covering the window. As her eyes began to adjust, she was able to make out the outlines of a sofa, a single bed, a cluttered coffee table, and what appeared to be an upturned cardboard box holding a portable TV.


Behind her, he locked the door and then slid his hand along the wall in search of the light switch. Squinting in the unexpected brightness, she inhaled sharply when her gaze landed on the origin of the putrid smell.


‘Oh, my God!’ she cried, staring in horror at the battered body sprawled on the floor between the sofa and the window. ‘Is she . . .’


‘Dead?’ he finished for her. ‘I’d say so, judging by the stench she’s giving off. Not that she was too bothered about hygiene when she was alive,’ he went on, a glint of disgust flaring in his eyes as he gazed down at the body. ‘And she actually thought I’d be interested in a skank like her. What a joke!’


‘I don’t understand.’ She stared at him as if she’d never seen him before. ‘What did she do to deserve this?’


‘She couldn’t keep her big mouth shut,’ he replied, gazing coolly back at her. ‘And the other one’s lucky she was out when I called round there, or she’d have got the same.’


‘Is that why you’ve brought me here?’ she asked. ‘Are you going to kill me, too?’


He opened his mouth to speak, but the sound of a brick knocking against another in the yard below made him snap his head around.


‘What are you doing?’ she gasped, her voice rising to a squeak when he yanked a gun out of his pocket.


‘Shut your mouth!’ he hissed, pushing her out of the way and rushing over to the window. Straddling the body, he pressed his face up against the glass and peered through a hole in the metal sheeting. Several shadowy figures were moving through the darkness below, heading towards the door. A bright light suddenly flared, causing him to wince as it hit his eyes.


‘Armed police . . .’ a voice boomed. ‘Come out with your hands in the air!’


‘We’ve got to do as they say,’ she sobbed, her legs shaking wildly as she backed towards the door. ‘They’ll shoot us both if you make them come in! Please . . . I’m begging you!’


The vibration of a battering ram being repeatedly smashed into the steel door shook the floor beneath their feet, and she almost wet herself with terror when, seconds later, footsteps began to thunder up the stairs.




PART ONE




1


Manny’s nightclub had been a dive when Leanne Riley and Chrissie O’Brien used to go there in their teens, but it had changed beyond recognition. The tacky carpets, graffiti-covered walls, and ever-present stench of puke and piss were all gone; as was the filthy red-velvet bench seat where Leanne had shared her very first snog with some boy whose name she had long ago forgotten. Now ultra-chic and buzzing with pretty young things, the club had a completely different vibe – and Leanne wasn’t sure she liked it.


‘Not quite what I expected,’ Chrissie remarked as she gazed around. ‘Bit posh, isn’t it?’


‘And we’re a bit old,’ said Leanne. ‘I feel like a teacher at the school disco.’


‘Oh, well, we’re here now, so we might as well stay for a drink,’ Chrissie said, pushing Leanne towards the empty table she’d just spotted between the stage and the gents’ toilets. ‘Grab those seats while I go to the bar.’


Leanne quickly made her way to the table. Glad that it was tucked away in the corner because she felt so out of place, she pulled her phone out of her bag to check the time as she sat down. Nine o’clock. If Chrissie hadn’t bullied her into coming out tonight she’d be safely tucked up in bed watching TV by now. And she knew where she’d rather be.


Glancing up when a shadow fell over her a couple of minutes later, she assumed that the man who was smiling down at her was about to ask if he could take the empty chair.


‘Sorry, it’s taken,’ she said, quickly placing her hand on it. ‘My friend’s sitting here.’


Instead of walking away as she’d expected, the man’s smile widened. ‘It is you! I thought so, but your hair’s longer than I remembered, so I wasn’t sure. But there’s no mistaking those eyes.’


Intrigued, Leanne peered at his face. He was very good-looking, with short black hair, soft brown eyes, and a sexy smile; and his tight shirt showed off his muscular arms to such great effect she almost wished she did know him. But she was sure she’d never seen him before.


‘I think you’re mistaking me for someone else,’ she said, trying not to sound too disappointed.


‘No, I’m not.’ He shook his head. ‘I never forget a beautiful face. It’s Leanne, isn’t it?’ Amused when she gave a cautious nod, he said, ‘It’s Jake . . . Jake Pearce? We were at school together.’


Leanne tried to place his name, but she didn’t remember any lads at school called Jake – or any who had been anywhere near as gorgeous as him.


‘Maybe this will help.’ He placed his glass on the table, squatted down beside her, and cleared his throat before saying in a high-pitched voice, ‘Leanne . . . will you go t’ pictures wiv us?’


‘Oh, my God!’ She clapped a hand over her mouth when a long-forgotten memory leapt into her mind. ‘Pissy Pearce?’


‘Ouch!’ Jake winced. ‘Cheers for remembering that. It took me years to shake that one off.’


‘Sorry,’ she apologized, staring at him in wonder. ‘But you’ve changed so much.’


‘Well, it has been twenty-odd years,’ he pointed out, resting his elbow on the edge of her seat. ‘I must have only been thirteen last time I saw you.’


Shivering when the heat from his arm warmed her thigh, Leanne shyly crossed her legs and stared at him again. Pissy Pearce, as they had all called him back then, had been a skinny boy with a scruffy uniform and wild hair that everyone had said was crawling with nits. The other kids had bullied him mercilessly, but Leanne had never joined in because she’d secretly felt a bit sorry for him – which was probably why he had taken a shine to her and asked her out that time. To her shame, instead of taking him aside to turn him down gently, she had told him to get lost in front of the whole school.


‘I’m so sorry about what happened,’ she said guiltily. ‘I felt really bad about it and wanted to apologize, but you moved before I—’


‘Forget it.’ Jake gave her a forgiving smile. ‘It was only kids’ stuff. Anyway, it was my own fault for thinking I stood a chance with someone like you.’


‘Don’t be daft.’ Leanne blushed, still struggling to believe that this handsome, self-assured man had once been that boy.


Jake suddenly reached for her left hand and raised an eyebrow when he saw that her ring finger was bare. ‘Not married?’


Already flustered, Leanne shook her head and slipped her hand free.


‘Still young, free and single, like me, eh?’ Jake grinned.


Secretly pleased to hear that there was no Mrs Pearce, Leanne said, ‘So, have you moved back to England now, or is this just a visit?’


‘Moved back?’ Jake gave her a questioning look. ‘I never left.’


‘Really? I heard you’d emigrated to Australia.’


‘Nah, we only went to Liverpool. My old man took off a couple of months after we got there, and my mum wasn’t coping too well, so we . . .’ Jake tailed off and shrugged, before adding, ‘Let’s just say we didn’t stay in one place too long after that. What about you?’ He smoothly changed the subject. ‘Where are you living these days?’


‘Not too far from where I used to live,’ Leanne said evasively, hoping that he wouldn’t ask for her address. He was clearly doing okay for himself if his expensive-looking watch and clothes were anything to go by, and she would be ashamed to let him see the state of the bedsit she’d been living in since splitting up with her ex, Dean, the previous year.


‘Are you okay?’ Jake asked when he saw a frown flicker across her brow.


‘Yeah, I’m fine,’ she lied, determinedly pushing Dean out of her mind. ‘I’ve just got a bit of a headache.’


‘This music can’t be helping.’ Jake cast a pained glance at the DJ’s booth. ‘I’ve been here for an hour, and I haven’t recognized a single tune yet. The joys of getting old, eh?’ He grinned. ‘I bet our folks used to say the exact same thing about the music we listened to.’


‘Mine definitely did,’ Leanne agreed, smiling at the memory of her dad plugging his ears with cotton wool whenever she played her Oasis CDs, because he claimed Liam Gallagher’s voice made him feel suicidal.


‘Ours was way better than the shit they were into,’ said Jake. ‘I mean, come on . . . Elvis?’


‘I quite liked Elvis,’ Leanne admitted. ‘It was Status Quo I couldn’t stand, but my dad was mad about them.’


‘Yeah, my old man used to rave about them, too. And my mum was into Robson and Jerome.’ Jake shook his head and reached for his glass to take a swig of beer. Narrowing his eyes when he spotted a familiar face on the crowded dance floor, he nudged Leanne’s leg with his elbow. ‘Is that Carl Bates?’


Leanne followed his gaze. ‘No, it’s his son.’


‘Seriously?’ Jake was shocked. ‘Christ, Carl was half that kid’s size last time I saw him.’


‘Well, like you said, it’s been a long time,’ Leanne reminded him, amused. ‘A lot’s changed round here since then.’


‘You’re telling me,’ Jake agreed. ‘I didn’t recognize the place when I moved back a couple of months ago. I knew they’d demolished the old flats, but I hadn’t expected the new estate to be so big. I nearly got lost when I took a walk round there.’


‘Terrible, isn’t it?’ Leanne laughed softly. ‘We call it the maze, it’s that bad.’


Jake had been staring at her as she spoke. He smiled when she noticed and gave him a curious look, and said, ‘I’m glad to see some things haven’t changed. You’re still as gorgeous as ever, and I’d recognize that laugh anywhere.’


Leanne shyly dipped her gaze when a thrill of excitement rippled through her body. What the hell was happening to her? She had sworn off men for life after catching Dean in bed with another woman, and had refused to entertain the idea of ‘putting herself back on the market’ – Chrissie’s words, not hers. Yet here she was, getting all hot and bothered about a man she hadn’t seen in twenty-odd years. And not just any man, but the one she had cruelly humiliated the last time she’d seen him.


‘Sorry,’ Jake apologized, thinking that he’d embarrassed her by coming on too strong. ‘I wasn’t trying to hit on you, I just meant . . .’ Unsure what else to say, he gave a guilty smile. ‘Well, I suppose I’d best leave you in peace and get back to the lads before they think I’ve done a runner.’


Dismayed, because she hadn’t meant to make him feel bad, Leanne was about to tell him that he hadn’t upset her when Chrissie arrived with their drinks.


‘Oi, Casanova, shift,’ Chrissie barked, nudging Jake with her knee. ‘You’re in my way, and she ain’t interested, so do one.’


A sly smile came on to Jake’s lips as he stood up and turned to face her. ‘Well, well, if it isn’t Christine O’Brien . . . Larger than life, and twice as bolshie.’


‘You what?’ Chrissie flashed him a withering look as she flopped into her seat.


Still grinning, Jake turned to Leanne and winked at her. ‘It was really nice to see you again, Lee. Take care.’


‘You too,’ she replied quietly, wishing that Chrissie hadn’t come back so soon.


‘Who the hell was that?’ Chrissie demanded when he turned and walked away.


‘Jake Pearce,’ Leanne said, sighing as she watched him go.


Chrissie’s expression was as blank as Leanne’s had been when Jake had first introduced himself. But then her eyes widened, and she said, ‘You don’t mean Pissy Pearce?’


‘Yep.’


‘But he’s drop-dead gorgeous! How the hell did that happen?’


‘I guess he grew up.’ Leanne reached for her wine.


‘Wow.’ Chrissie shook her head. ‘Who’d have guessed he’d turn out like that? How did you even know it was him? I wouldn’t have recognized him in a million years.’


‘I didn’t,’ Leanne admitted. ‘He recognized me and came over. I didn’t have a clue who he was until he reminded me about that time when he asked me out and I told him to get lost.’


‘Oh, yeah, I remember that. I thought it was hilarious at the time, but I suppose it was a bit brutal really, wasn’t it?’


‘More than a bit. I can’t believe I was such a bitch.’


‘Ah, you weren’t that bad. And, to be fair, he should have known you wouldn’t give him the time of day back then. You were the prettiest girl in school and he was an ugly little sod.’


‘He’s not ugly now, though, is he?’ Leanne murmured, shivering as she recalled the intensity of Jake’s gaze.


‘He certainly isn’t,’ Chrissie agreed. ‘Although, I can’t say I was too impressed by that larger-than-life crack he came out with. If that was his roundabout way of calling me fat, I’ll give him what for, next time I see him.’


‘He was obviously talking about your personality, or he wouldn’t have mentioned you being bolshie,’ Leanne assured her.


‘Suppose not,’ Chrissie conceded, sniffing huffily. ‘Although, that’s just as bad.’


‘But true.’ Leanne grinned.


Unable to deny this, Chrissie took a sip of her wine before asking, ‘So what’s he doing here? I thought he’d emigrated?’


‘So did I, but they’d only gone to Liverpool,’ Leanne told her. ‘Apparently, his dad walked out on them not long after they got there, so him and his mum moved around for a while. But he’s back in Manchester now.’ Pausing when Chrissie gave her a knowing look, she frowned. ‘What?’


‘Nothing.’ Chrissie smirked. ‘Just, somebody seems to know an awful lot about somebody, considering they haven’t seen them in years. And I’m betting they wouldn’t be so quick to say no if that somebody were to ask them out again.’


‘Don’t be ridiculous!’ Leanne spluttered. ‘We were only talking.’


‘Jakey and Lee-Lee sitting in a tree,’ Chrissie teased. ‘K-I-S-S—’


Conscious that the young girls on the next table could hear every word, Leanne hissed, ‘It wasn’t like that. Anyway, he’s obviously not interested in me.’ She nodded towards the bar where she’d spotted Jake talking to a blonde in a red dress. ‘Look who he’s with.’


Chrissie glanced over and rolled her eyes in disgust. ‘Trust her to get her hooks into him!’


‘Do you know her?’ Leanne asked, watching as the woman pressed her breasts up against Jake’s chest and whispered into his ear.


‘We both do,’ said Chrissie. ‘It’s Sally Walker.’


‘Really?’ Leanne narrowed her eyes and peered at the woman’s face. ‘Didn’t she used to have brown hair?’


‘Yeah, and tiny tits,’ Chrissie sniped. ‘Wonder who paid for those bazookas, ’cos she sure as hell hasn’t done a day’s work in her pampered little life.’


Leanne sighed as an uncomfortable feeling of envy settled over her. She hadn’t run in the same circles as Sally when they were younger, so she’d never actually spoken to her, but she remembered seeing her around and thinking that her parents must be mega-rich, because she always had the latest trainers and the trendiest clothes. In stark contrast, Leanne’s mum and dad had worked their backsides off just to keep a roof over their heads, so she’d had to make do with whatever they could afford. And twenty years on, she was no better off.


‘Well, Pissy might look hot, but he’s obviously a bit thick if he prefers her over you,’ Chrissie said loyally. ‘But sack him. We can still have a good time, so drink up and I’ll get another round in.’


‘To be honest, I’d rather go home,’ Leanne admitted. ‘The music’s awful and, apart from us and them,’ she nodded in Jake and Sally’s direction, ‘everyone looks about twelve.’


‘Oi, we’ll have less of that,’ Chrissie scolded. ‘It’s not healthy to stay locked away in your room all the time. You’ve not been out in ages, so you’re bound to feel a bit weird, but you’ve got to let go of the past and start thinking about the future.’


‘What future?’ Leanne asked dejectedly. ‘I’m thirty-three and I live in a shithole. I’ve got no job, no money, and the man I thought I was going to spend the rest of my life with cheated on me and ripped me off. How am I supposed to come back from that?’


Chrissie saw the despair in her friend’s eyes and squeezed her hand. ‘I know it’s tough, but you will get past this. And you’re already halfway there,’ she added with a sly grin. ‘On the way here you reckoned you were never going to look at another bloke, and now look at you . . . getting all excited over Pissy Pearce.’


‘Don’t call him that,’ Leanne chided, still feeling guilty about the way she had treated him in the past.


‘Whatever you want to call him, it’s a good sign,’ said Chrissie. ‘Trust me, this time next year you’ll be all loved up with a new man who treats you like a princess, and all that shit you went through with Dean will feel like a bad dream.’


‘I doubt that very much,’ said Leanne. ‘But thanks for trying to cheer me up. I don’t know what I’d do without you sometimes.’


‘Ah, shut up before you have me in tears, you soppy mare,’ Chrissie scoffed. ‘And drink up, ’cos this music’s doing my head in.’


Leanne didn’t need telling twice. Downing her wine, she grabbed her handbag and jumped to her feet. As they made their way to the door, she cast one last sneaky glance in the direction of the bar. Sally seemed to be in mega-flirt mode, judging by the way she was pouting her glossy lips and flicking her platinum hair extensions around like some kind of animated Barbie doll. Jake’s back was turned, so Leanne couldn’t tell if he was enjoying the attention. But he was a man, so she figured it was a fair bet that he was.


Out on the pavement a few seconds later, Leanne thought about what had just happened as she and Chrissie made their way to the bus stop – and, more importantly, what it signified. She had built a massive wall around her heart after Dean, and no man had even come close to scaling it, so the fact that Jake had excited her was a definite sign that she was healing. And that was a welcome glimmer of light at the end of the long, dark tunnel she’d been stuck in all year.


*


Jake hadn’t seen Leanne leave, so he was disappointed when he stole a glance at her table only to see that she’d gone. Pissed off with himself for not thinking to ask for her number when he’d had the chance, he swallowed the rest of his pint and summoned the barman to order something stronger.


He’d never been to Manny’s before, and was only here now because it was the designated meeting point for the stag party he’d been invited to. The plan had been to have one drink here, and then go on a bar crawl around town. But the groom had already been pissed when they got here, and none of the other lads seemed in any hurry to leave, so it looked like they’d be staying put for the rest of the night.


‘So what do you think?’ Sally asked.


‘Eh?’ Frowning, because he hadn’t listened to a word she’d been saying for the last fifteen minutes, Jake gazed down at her. ‘About what?’


‘The party?’ She batted her false eyelashes at him – one of which, he noticed, was coming unstuck. ‘It’s not too far from here, so we could easily walk there. Unless you’d rather take a cab?’


‘Sorry, I can’t,’ he said. ‘I’m on a stag do.’


‘Aw, don’t say that,’ Sally moaned. ‘I told my friends to go on ahead because I’d be coming with you. Your mates could always come with us, if you don’t want to leave them,’ she persisted, determined not to lose her grip on him. ‘There’ll be loads of booze and sniff, so they’ll have a great time. But they’d have to ditch the bimbos first,’ she added with a hint of disapproval. ‘I don’t think my friend would be too happy if we turned up with a load of underage girls in tow.’


Jake glanced over at the tables in the corner where the lads were sitting, and saw that they had managed to persuade some girls to join them while he’d been away. A stick-thin redhead in a lime-green dress that consisted of little more than a few strategically placed straps was perched on Ben’s knee. When the girl turned her head at that exact moment and stared straight at him, he instinctively knew that she would ditch Ben and attach herself to him if he went back over there.


Sighing, he turned back to Sally. He’d have preferred to be taking Leanne home tonight, but that ship had already sailed, so he had two choices: go with Sally and have a bit of fun; or stay here and risk upsetting Ben if the redhead made a play for him.


Decided, he downed the double brandy the barman had just served him, and jerked his head at Sally. ‘Come on, then; let’s go check out this party of yours.’




2


Leanne and Chrissie had called in at the local pub on the way home. More at ease there than they had been at Manny’s, they’d had a few drinks and a sing-song with the old-timer regulars before staggering merrily back to Leanne’s house.


They had been laughing at the antics of one of the old men in the pub as they rounded the corner, but the laughter abruptly stopped when they reached Leanne’s front door and a foul smell hit them.


‘What the hell is that?’ Chrissie asked, wrinkling her nose in disgust.


‘The drain in the backyard must be blocked again,’ Leanne said as she slotted her key into the lock. ‘And it’ll be worse inside, so you’d best hold your breath.’


‘Actually, I think I’d best give that nightcap a miss,’ Chrissie said, wafting a hand in front of her face. ‘I didn’t realize it was so late, and I’ve got to go in early to open the shop in the morning, so I can’t risk sleeping through my alarm.’


Guessing that it was the smell rather than the time that had changed her friend’s mind, Leanne said, ‘Go on, then. Get yourself off home.’


‘I’ll call round for a brew after work tomorrow,’ Chrissie promised, taking a step back to distance herself from the stench when Leanne opened the door. ‘But I’ll be drinking it on the corner if that hasn’t been sorted by the time I get here,’ she added with a grimace. ‘When I think how you used to live before that swine—’


‘Don’t!’ Leanne held up a hand to silence her. ‘I’ll end up slitting my wrists if I let myself go there tonight. Anyway, the smell doesn’t really reach the top floor, so I hardly notice it.’


‘I suppose it can’t be any worse than shitty nappies,’ Chrissie grunted. ‘Dylan’s got diarrhoea again, and the house reeks of it. But our Tina doesn’t seem to think there’s a problem. Not that she’s seen much of him since she moved back in, mind; she just dumps him on my mum and pisses off out with whatever man is stupid enough to buy her drinks. If she wasn’t my sister I’d report her to social services, she gets me that mad. But my mum would never forgive me if they took Dylan away, so what can I do?’


‘There’s no point letting it get to you,’ Leanne counselled. ‘Just keep reminding yourself that she’ll have her own place soon.’


‘Like that’s ever gonna happen,’ Chrissie snorted. ‘It’s been two months now, and she hasn’t even started looking yet. Still, I suppose it keeps Mum off my back, ’cos she’s too busy fussing over the baby to nag me about my weight.’


‘There’s nothing wrong with your weight,’ Leanne said loyally. ‘You always look gorgeous to me.’


‘I think someone needs new glasses,’ Chrissie chuckled as she started walking backwards. ‘See ya later, Specky.’


Leanne stuck two fingers up at her before heading inside. Plunged into darkness as soon as she’d closed the door, she flicked the light switch and tutted when nothing happened. Forced to feel her way down the narrow passageway, she cried out in pain when the pedal of a bicycle she hadn’t seen dug into her shin.


‘Damn it!’ she cursed, hopping back just in time to avoid being hit when the bike toppled over.


‘Oi, watch it!’ her neighbour, Speedy, barked, trotting down the stairs with a torch in his hand. ‘It’s worth a bomb, that.’


‘I’m guessing it’s not yours, then?’ She glared at him as she rubbed her injured leg. ‘Been out on the rob again, have you?’


‘I ain’t robbed nothing,’ Speedy retorted, his eyes glinting in the torchlight as he stood the bike up against the wall and examined it for signs of damage. ‘It’s me mate’s, if you must know.’


‘Then it definitely shouldn’t be here,’ Leanne said tartly. ‘It’s bad enough that I’m always tripping over your stuff without hurting myself on your mate’s stuff as well.’


‘Don’t you ever stop moaning, you?’ Speedy jeered. ‘You wanna buy a dildo and give y’self a seeing to, you uptight cunt.’


Leanne opened her mouth to give him a piece of her mind, but clamped it shut again when Mad Maggie, the old lady who lived in the ground-floor flat, yanked her door open and demanded to know what was going on.


‘Nothing.’ She pressed herself up against the wall to squeeze past Speedy. ‘Just him being his usual inconsiderate self.’


‘Least I don’t walk round with me nose in the air thinkin’ I’m better than every other bastard,’ he yelled after her as she set off up the stairs. ‘And it’s got nowt to do with you where I get my shit from, so stay out of my business in future!’


Leanne continued on up to the top floor without answering. Speedy couldn’t have been nicer when she’d first moved in, and she had been grateful for his help when he’d insisted on lugging her boxes up the two steep flights of stairs. But that was before she’d realized he was only ingratiating himself so he’d have an excuse to call round whenever he felt like it and help himself to whatever she’d been careless enough to leave on show. He’d acted so hurt when she had confronted him about some missing DVDs, she had actually felt guilty. Until she’d caught him passing them on to his dealer in exchange for drugs the next day. The atmosphere between them had been icy ever since, and she would happily move out if it meant never having to see his ugly face again. But she could barely afford this dump, so a move was totally out of the question.


It was even colder inside her bedsit than it had been outside, and Leanne shivered as she slipped out of her jacket and pulled off her boots. It had rained earlier in the day, and as she walked into the kitchenette she could hear water dripping into the pans she had positioned around the floor. Already depressed, her heart sank when she switched the light on and saw a soggy chunk of plaster sitting on the ledge.


‘Oh, that’s just bloody great,’ she muttered as she spotted a gaping hole in the ceiling above. ‘So much for light at the end of the flaming tunnel!’


Too fed up to be bothered clearing the mess tonight, she took the half bottle of white wine she’d been saving out of the fridge and, grabbing a mug off the drainer, carried them to bed.


*


Woken by the monotonous thud-thud-thud! of garage music blasting up through the floorboards the next morning, Leanne groaned when her head immediately began to pound in synch with the bass kick. Peeling an eye open, she squinted at the bedside clock and cursed Speedy under her breath when she saw that it was only 9 a.m. He never got up before noon, so he was either doing this to spite her for having a go at him about that stupid bike last night, or he was due up in court today. And she sincerely hoped it was the latter and that the judge would throw the book at him.


Disgusted to find that she was still dressed, she winced when the empty wine bottle rolled off the bed and hit the floor. Kicking it aside, she stumbled, shivering, to the bathroom.


Almost jumping out of her skin when someone pounded on the front door just seconds after she’d parked her backside on the icy toilet seat, she leapt to her feet and, yanking her jeans up, went to see who it was.


Her landlord, Roger, was standing on the landing, and her stomach churned when she picked up the scent of wet dog coming from the revolting sheepskin jacket he never seemed to take off.


‘Well?’ he demanded brusquely.


‘Well what?’ She was confused.


‘What’s the emergency? You rang me last night and left a message.’


‘Did I?’ Leanne frowned, unable to remember making any calls last night.


‘Yes, you did,’ Roger snapped. ‘And I don’t appreciate being disturbed in the middle of the night, so ring me in office hours in future.’


Irritated by his lecturing tone, her head still pounding, Leanne snapped back: ‘Well I don’t appreciate you hammering on my door at this time of the morning, so wait till afternoon in future. And you’re not supposed to just let yourself in, so ring the bell next time.’


‘This is my house,’ Roger reminded her. ‘And if there’s an emergency I have the right to enter at will. So what is it?’


Leanne had already had enough of him, and she didn’t want him stinking her flat out with his mangy coat. But she needed the roof to be fixed, and she knew from experience that she might not see him again for weeks if she let him go now.


‘In there.’ She stepped aside and jerked her head in the direction of the kitchenette.


Roger brushed past her and walked into the tiny room. When he saw the plaster on the ledge, and then the hole above it, he turned to Leanne with a furious look on his face.


‘Why the hell didn’t you tell me about this before it got this bad? It’s going to cost an absolute fortune to repair that.’


‘Don’t blame me,’ she protested. ‘I told you the roof was leaking ages ago, and you said you were going to send someone to look at it. It’s not my fault you couldn’t be bothered.’


‘I’m a busy man, you should have reminded me.’


‘I tried to, but you never answer your phone.’


‘You could have left a message.’


‘You don’t usually answer them either. I’m actually shocked that you’re here now, considering I only rang you last night.’


‘You should be ashamed of yourself, living like this at your age,’ Roger sniped, casting a disapproving look at the water-filled pans on the floor and the dirty crockery in the sink. ‘This flat was in perfect condition before you moved in, and now look at it.’


‘Excuse me?’ Leanne screwed up her face in disbelief. ‘It was an absolute dump when I moved in, and it’s been getting steadily worse because you refuse to spend money on it. You’re lucky I haven’t reported you to Environmental Health.’


‘Is that right?’ Roger narrowed his eyes.


‘Yes, it is,’ Leanne retorted, refusing to be intimidated. ‘And that hole’s just the latest thing I could complain about. Look at this . . .’ She turned on her heel, marched into the living area, and pointed at the corner above the window where the faded flock wallpaper had turned black and was peeling away from the wall. ‘That’s got to be a health hazard. And this.’ She yanked the thin curtain aside to reveal a puddle on the windowsill. ‘And don’t even get me started on that,’ she jabbed her finger in the direction of the ancient electric fire, ‘because it’s an absolute deathtrap!’


‘No one’s ever had any problems with it before.’


‘Well, I’m never going to use it, so feel free to take it with you when you leave. I’m sure you won’t mind letting your wife and kids use it if you think it’s that safe.’


‘Typical woman, blowing things out of proportion,’ Roger sneered as he walked into the room and prodded the fire with the toe of his boot. ‘It’s got years left in it, that.’


‘My dad was an electrician, so I think I know dangerous wiring when I see it,’ Leanne argued. ‘And while we’re on the subject of electrics, the hall light’s blown again and I nearly broke my neck tripping over something in the dark last night. Oh, and the drain’s blocked.’


‘And how would you know that? Daddy a plumber as well, was he?’


‘I can smell it,’ Leanne snarled. ‘And I’d hurry up and get it fixed if I was you, because the neighbours weren’t too happy about how long it took you last time.’


‘They’ll live,’ Roger said dismissively as he leaned down to retrieve the empty wine bottle he’d just spotted poking out from beneath the shabby armchair. Tipping it upside down, he arched an eyebrow. ‘Oh dear . . . Does someone have a little problem?’


‘How dare you!’ Infuriated, Leanne snatched it out of his hand and slammed it down on the bedside table. ‘It’s none of your business what I do in the privacy of my own room!’


‘It won’t be your room for much longer if you don’t get your rent arrears sorted,’ Roger drawled, giving her another blast of wet dog mingled with BO as he strolled out into the hall.


‘What are you talking about?’ Leanne demanded, following him to the front door. ‘My rent gets paid straight into your account, so I can’t be in arrears.’


‘This month’s payment hasn’t gone in,’ Roger informed her as he stepped out on to the landing. ‘You’ve got two weeks to get it sorted, then you’re out. And just so we’re clear’ – he wedged his foot in the door to prevent her from closing it – ‘if I do have to evict you, I won’t be bothering to go through the courts.’


‘Don’t threaten me,’ Leanne said indignantly. ‘You’ll get your money. Now move your foot before I call the police and have you arrested for harassment.’


Slamming the door shut when Roger withdrew his foot, Leanne rested her throbbing forehead against the wood as she listened to him make his way down the stairs. When the front door had opened and closed, she went back into her room and sank down on to the bed. This was the last thing she needed, but there was no point sitting here thinking about it. As disgusting as this place was, it was better than being out on the street – which was exactly where she’d end up if Roger had his way.




3


Jake heard his phone ringing and rolled over in bed to blindly grope for it. It stopped before he got to it, and his eyes snapped open when he heard an unfamiliar voice whisper: ‘Sorry, he’s asleep; you’ll have to try again later.’


Pushing himself up on his elbows, he squinted at the naked girl who was standing by the window with her back to him.


‘Oops, sorry!’ Sally gave a sheepish little grin when she turned round and saw him staring at her. ‘Didn’t mean to wake you.’


‘Who was it?’ Jake asked, averting his gaze from her breasts.


‘Someone called Ben.’ She walked around the bed and handed the phone to him before taking a short, black satin dressing gown off a hook on the door. Slipping it on, she leaned over and kissed Jake on the lips. ‘Stay right there, lover. I’ll only be a minute.’


Jake wiped his mouth on the back of his hand as soon as she’d left the room, and dialled Ben’s number as he jumped out of bed and looked around for his clothes. His cock wasn’t fussy where it ended up after a night on the bottle, but a repeat performance in the morning was determined by his eyes. And while Sally might have looked all right last night, now, with her make-up smeared and her hair extensions matted, she looked ropey as hell.


‘Well, good morning, Mister I’ve only been back in town a few weeks and I’ve already had more leg-overs than your average rock star,’ Ben teased when he answered. ‘Who’s the lucky lady this time?’


‘Sally Walker,’ Jake told him as he snatched his jeans off the chair by the window.


‘What, the Sally Walker?’ Ben sounded surprised. ‘The one who told Pete King you were spying on her in the leisure centre changing rooms that time and got him to kick ten shades of shit out of you?’


‘That’s the one,’ Jake muttered, quickly zipping his fly before reaching for his shirt. ‘I don’t think she’s realized who I am, and I’m not going to enlighten her. I just want out of here. Can you pick me up?’


‘What’s the rush?’ Ben asked slyly. ‘Now you’re there, you might as well stay for breakfast.’


‘I wouldn’t even be here if you hadn’t copped off with that little tart last night,’ Jake grunted as he fumbled with his shirt buttons. ‘So quit taking the piss and get moving.’


‘Keep your hair on, I’m only messing. Where are you?’


Realizing that he had no idea, Jake walked over to the window and peered out through the net curtain, but the road below held no clues.


‘No idea. I’ll have to ask her and text it to you. Now get in the car and be ready.’


As he ended the call, Sally came in carrying two cups of coffee. ‘You’re not going already, are you?’ she pouted, handing one of the cups to him. ‘My mum and dad have gone out, so we’ve got the house to ourselves. I thought we might spend the day in bed.’


‘I’ve got things to do,’ Jake muttered, placing the cup on the bedside table and sitting down to pull his shoes on.


‘Aw, don’t go,’ Sally moaned, perching beside him and resting her head on his shoulder. ‘I was really looking forward to picking up where we left off last night. Or should I say this morning,’ she corrected herself, giggling softly as she walked her fingers up his arm. ‘You’re a bit of a beast when you get going, aren’t you? I thought you were never going to stop.’


Jake was starting to feel queasy. There was a gaping hole in his memory between arriving at the party last night and waking up, and he was pissed off that he’d let himself get into such a state. Sally was obviously satisfied, so the booze clearly hadn’t affected his performance. But he didn’t remember a single thing about it. He only hoped she hadn’t given him a dose, because he could do without the hassle of having to book himself into an STI clinic.


Sighing when he didn’t answer, Sally said, ‘Okay, if you really have to go, I suppose I’ll let you – but only if you promise to take me out tonight. I thought we could go for a meal, then hit a couple of clubs. What do you think?’


‘I’ve got a lot on,’ Jake said off-handedly, standing up so abruptly she fell flat down on to the mattress. ‘What’s your address? I need to let my mate know where to pick me up.’


Sitting up, Sally sulkily told him the address and smoothed her hair as she watched him text it to Ben. ‘So when am I going to see you again?’ she demanded when he was done.


‘I’ll ring you,’ he lied, taking a swig of the hot coffee to ease the pounding in his head before snatching his jacket up off the chair and heading for the door. ‘Cheers for last night.’


‘Wait, you haven’t got my number.’ Sally jumped up and rushed to get her phone from the other side of the bed.


Jake had absolutely no intention of calling her, but he pretended to type her number into his phone to keep her quiet, and then tried again to leave. Sally pounced before he reached the door, and it was all he could do not to shove her off when she wrapped her arms around his waist and laid her head on his chest.


‘I’m so glad I met you,’ she purred, confirming his suspicions: she hadn’t recognized him. ‘I don’t usually bring men home on the first date – and, believe me, they always ask,’ she went on. ‘But I’m not that kind of girl. I only go with men who are really special – like you.’


Above her head, Jake’s eyebrows shot up. Who did she think she was kidding? Back in the day, she’d had a massive reputation for putting out at the drop of a hat, which was why Pete King and his idiot mates from the Year 10 footie team had sniffed around her like dogs on heat. So, unless she’d become some kind of born-again virgin since he’d left town, she was lying through her teeth.


‘You are going to ring, aren’t you?’ she asked now, her needy tone telling Jake that she probably didn’t get too many callbacks.


‘Yeah, course,’ he lied, quickly disentangling himself when he heard a car horn beeping outside. ‘That’ll be my mate. Best go.’


‘I’ll see you out,’ Sally offered, following him out on to the landing.


‘There’s no need,’ he said, quickly setting off down the stairs. ‘Go back to bed and finish your coffee.’


‘I want to wave you off,’ she insisted, sticking on his heel. ‘Anyway, I can’t let you go without a goodbye kiss.’


‘Probably best if we don’t,’ he mumbled. ‘I’ve got wicked morning breath.’


‘I don’t mind,’ she trilled.


No, but I do, he thought, wondering why tarts like her could never take a hint.


Determined not to let her lips come near his again, Jake yanked the front door open when they reached the foot of the stairs and lurched out on to the path, sure that she wouldn’t follow him out in that slip of a dressing gown. Nodding goodbye, he rushed to Ben’s car and leapt into the passenger seat.


Craning his neck to look Sally over when she came out on to the doorstep, Ben muttered, ‘Oh, my!’ when he saw her nipples jutting out through the thin satin.


‘They’re fake, like the rest of her,’ Jake said scathingly. ‘Now, if you’ve finished gawping, drive.’


‘Rough night?’ Ben asked, glancing round at him as he set off.


‘I wouldn’t know.’ Jake let out a weary breath and sank into his seat. ‘She took me to a party in the Moss, and I can’t remember a thing after that.’


‘Head fuck,’ Ben chuckled, guessing from the location that the party would have involved copious amounts of weed and over-proof Jamaican rum.


‘Headache,’ Jake muttered, lighting a couple of cigarettes and passing one to Ben. ‘How did you get on?’ he asked as he rolled his window down. ‘You looked like you were well on your way to a happy ending when I left the club.’


‘Well I didn’t get one,’ Ben admitted, squinting as he took a drag on his fag. ‘Some rugby-player types turned up, and I didn’t see her for dust. Probably just as well, though,’ he added philosophically. ‘I think she might have been a bit young.’


‘A bit?’ Jake snorted.


‘Yeah, well, I won’t be going back there in a hurry,’ Ben sighed. ‘Our Glen had a good time, though.’


‘Glen?’ Jake frowned.


‘My cousin,’ Ben reminded him. ‘The stag? Jesus, you’ve got a bad memory.’


‘Getting old.’ Jake shrugged.


‘Yeah, I know,’ Ben agreed with a smirk. ‘So old, you don’t even remember what you got up to last night. Sally Walker, though, eh?’ He shook his head. ‘Never saw that one coming.’


‘All right, drop it,’ Jake muttered, pulling his phone out of his pocket. ‘I’ve got more important things to think about.’


‘Like what?’ Ben asked.


‘This and that,’ Jake said evasively as he flicked through his emails. ‘Have you got a charger for this?’ he asked when the ‘low battery’ alert popped up on the screen.


Ben glanced at the phone, and then nodded at the glove compartment. ‘In there.’


Jake took out the charger and plugged one end into the cigarette lighter and the other into the phone, then settled back to finish his smoke.


When they pulled up outside Ben’s house a short time later, a figure at the other end of the road caught Jake’s eye, and he quickly unbuckled his seat belt.


‘What’s up?’ Ben asked when he leapt out of the car. ‘Do you need the loo, or something?’


‘Just someone I need to talk to,’ Jake called over his shoulder. ‘Go in and put the kettle on. I’ll be up in a minute.’


*


Deep in thought, Leanne had been staring at the ground as she made her way home. As if her day hadn’t started off badly enough with the visit from her obnoxious landlord, it had got a whole lot worse when she’d called into the job centre to ask why her rent hadn’t been paid, only to learn that her benefits had been stopped because she’d been placed on a six-week sanction for missing an appointment.


She hadn’t received either of the letters they claimed to have sent out: the first calling her in for the appointment, the second informing her of the sanction. But the woman she’d spoken to clearly hadn’t believed her – or cared – so she was now facing the prospect of trying to survive without money for the next six weeks.


Still reeling about her bad fortune, she muttered an apology when she bumped into somebody, and stepped aside to go around them. Irritated when they did the same and blocked her path, she looked up at last and was shocked to see Jake smiling down at her.


She hadn’t been able to see him clearly in the club, but he was even more handsome than she’d thought, and her stomach did a flip when she noticed the gold flecks in his chocolate-brown eyes.


‘Oh, hi,’ she murmured, acutely conscious of the fact that she was still wearing the same clothes she’d had on last night, and hadn’t even brushed her hair before rushing out of the bedsit this morning, never mind her teeth. ‘Sorry, I was miles away.’


‘No kidding.’ Jake grinned. ‘Anyway, I’m glad I bumped into you. I looked for you last night, but you’d already gone, so I didn’t get the chance to ask if you fancied meeting up sometime – for a coffee, or whatever?’


‘With or without Sally?’ The words slipped out before Leanne could stop them, and she gave herself a mental slap across the face as her cheeks burned.


‘Sally?’ Jake drew his head back and gave her a questioning look.


‘She’s your girlfriend, isn’t she?’ Leanne said uncertainly, wondering if she’d got the wrong end of the stick – hoping that she had.


‘No, she’s not!’ Jake exclaimed, as if the very thought disgusted him. Then, frowning when it occurred to him that she might actually be friends with Sally and could already have heard it from the horse’s mouth, he asked, ‘What made you think that?’


‘I just assumed you were together when I saw you with her last night,’ Leanne admitted, her blush deepening, because now she’d let him know that she had checked him out before leaving the club.


‘Well, we’re not,’ Jake said, smiling again as he added, ‘And now we’ve cleared that up, what are you doing tonight?’


As stupidly pleased as she was to hear that he and Sally weren’t an item, Leanne didn’t want to appear too eager, so she gave a nonchalant shrug. ‘Nothing much. Chrissie said she might call round for a brew on her way home from work, but that’s all I’ve got planned.’


‘How about we meet up after that, then?’ Jake suggested. ‘I’ve got some stuff to do this afternoon, but if you give me your number I’ll ring you when I’m done.’


‘Okay,’ Leanne agreed simply, still playing it cool.


‘Great!’ Jake grinned. ‘My phone’s in the car,’ he said then, taking a step back. ‘Wait there a sec while I—’


Before he could finish, Ben called his name, and he turned to see his friend waving his phone in the air.


‘It’s Sally. I told her to ring back, but she says it’s urgent.’


Furious, because he hadn’t given Sally his number and could only assume that she’d gone through his phone and copied it down before Ben rang this morning, Jake gritted his teeth before turning to Leanne.


‘I’m really sorry about this. Give me a minute to get rid of her and I’ll be right back.’


‘Don’t bother,’ Leanne said coolly.


‘Hey, wait!’ Jake spluttered when she turned and started walking hurriedly away in the direction she’d come from. ‘It’s not what you think. I can explain.’


Forced to stop when he caught up with her at the corner, Leanne raised her chin proudly. ‘I really haven’t got time for this, Jake. I’m busy, and your girlfriend’s waiting to talk to you, so let’s leave it at that, shall we?’


‘But she’s not my girlfriend,’ Jake insisted. ‘Last night was the first time I’ve seen her in years, and I didn’t even want to talk to her, but I couldn’t get rid of her.’


‘So why did you give her your number?’


‘I didn’t.’


Leanne released a weary breath. He looked and sounded sincere, and she really wished she could believe him. But she’d been down this road with Dean, who would argue that black was white and night was day, and she had no intention of being taken for a ride again – by Jake, or any man.


‘Mate, are you coming to take this?’ Ben shouted. ‘She’s getting impatient.’


Leanne looked at Jake with disappointment in her eyes, then shook her head and walked away.


Sensing that it would be futile to follow her again, Jake marched back to Ben and snatched the phone out of his hand.


‘What?’


‘I only wanted to say hello,’ Sally replied warily, thrown by his angry tone. ‘I know you said you were going to be busy, but I didn’t think you’d mind if I caught you before you got started. I really enjoyed last night, and I know you enjoyed it too, so I thought—’


‘Let me stop you right there,’ Jake interrupted sharply. ‘I’ve tried to be nice about it, but you obviously can’t take a hint, so let me spell it out for you. You’re not my type – never were, never will be – and last night was a mistake I won’t be repeating, so don’t ring me again. In fact, delete my number, ’cos if I’d wanted you to have it I’d have given it to you!’


Ben sucked in a sharp breath when Jake abruptly disconnected the call. ‘Bloody hell, man. I know they say revenge is best served cold, but that was pure ice.’
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