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PART ONE










1


Bored with the book her English teacher had ordered the class to read, Lexi James tossed it aside and flopped back against her pillows. She didn’t know why the stupid cow thought any teenager in this day and age would be remotely interested in a load of plum-in-gob Victorian women whose lives revolved around pleasing their controlling, womanizing husbands, but she refused to waste one more second of her life on it. And if Ms Matthews threw one of her spot-tests later in the week, well . . . that’s what Google was for.


Suddenly aware it was getting dark outside, she glanced at the alarm clock on her bedside table and shuffled off the bed to draw her curtains when she saw that it was almost 7 p.m. She’d started on her homework as soon as she got home and hadn’t even changed out of her school uniform yet, never mind eaten.


Belly rumbling at the thought of food, she headed into the kitchen to heat a bowl of stew from the pan her mum had left on the stove before setting off for work that afternoon. The air in there was icy, and she hugged herself when goosebumps sprang up all over her body as she waited for the microwave to ping. Seconds before it did, she heard a key scraping the lock of the front door, and her heart sank when her stepdad, Tony Lawson, stumbled inside muttering drunken curses under his breath. He didn’t usually leave the pub until last orders, so he must have run out of money – or run into someone he owed money to. Either way, her plan to eat dinner in front of the TV was wrecked, because there was no way she was going to sit in the front room playing happy families with that fat pig.


‘Beth?’ Tony called out as he staggered up the hallway. ‘Where are ya? I need some dosh.’ He fell against the kitchen door frame in a fug of booze fumes, BO and stale smoke, and narrowed his glazed eyes when he spotted Lexi. ‘Where’s your mam?’


‘Work,’ Lexi said, eyeing him warily. She didn’t like being alone with him at the best of times, but she especially didn’t like being anywhere near him when he was pissed. Changing her mind about the stew, she tried to edge around him, but he put his hand on the door frame to prevent her from getting past.


‘Not rushing off and leaving me on me own, are you?’


‘I need to revise for my exams,’ she lied, folding her arms when his gaze slid down to her breasts, which were straining against the buttons of her too-tight school shirt.


‘Why bother with all that shit when you can lie back and let a man take care of you?’ he said, grinning as he lowered his face to within inches of hers. ‘You’re a pretty girl and you need someone to show you the ropes before the lads start sniffin’ round – know what I mean?’


Nauseated by his boozy breath and the leery glint in his eyes, Lexi jerked her head back when he tried to stroke her cheek with a nicotine-stained finger.


‘Like that, is it?’ he chuckled. ‘Gonna make me work for it, are ya?’


‘Get lost!’ she hissed, ducking under his arm and running to her room.


‘Cock teaser,’ Tony called after her.


Heart pounding, Lexi closed her door and pressed her ear to the wood, praying that he wouldn’t follow and try to force his way in. He’d never done so before. But then he’d never looked at her like that before, either; and that remark he’d made about teaching her the ropes had totally creeped her out.


Relieved to hear the TV go on in the living room a few seconds later, Lexi pulled her jacket on and stuffed her feet into her trainers, then slid the window with the broken catch open and climbed out onto the communal landing outside, quietly sliding the window shut again.


It was dark and raining and she cursed Tony for coming home early and chasing her out as she jogged along the landing and down the stairs. The wind was howling through a broken windowpane when she reached the bottom of the stairwell, and she paused to zip her jacket and pull up her hood before pushing out through the heavy door. Hurrying up the path, she hesitated when she heard her name being called, and looked round to see little Jamie Holland from the second floor waving to her from the concrete play-area in the centre of the estate. Alone, as usual, wearing pants that were a good inch too short and a Christmas-patterned jumper that had seen far better days, the boy scooped up the half-flat football he’d been kicking against the wall and ran over to her.


‘Where y’off?’ he asked, his nose a bright red button in the middle of his pasty face.


‘To my mate’s,’ she said, trying not to grimace at the odour of stale piss that always emanated from him. ‘What you doing out in the rain without a coat?’


‘Some lads chucked it in the canal after school,’ he told her. ‘Said it were covered in fleas and they needed to drown ’em.’


Incensed that he was being bullied because of the crappy clothes his junkie mother made him wear, Lexi said, ‘Who were they? I’ll chuck the little shits in and make them get it back for you.’


‘Dunno.’ Jamie shrugged. ‘They was from the big school. But it don’t matter; me jumper’s warm.’


‘It’s soaked,’ Lexi countered. ‘And you’ll catch your death if you stay out too much longer, so why don’t you go home and dry off?’


‘Can’t,’ he sniffed, wiping his nose on his sleeve. ‘Me mam and her fella was scrapping over a wrap of gear, and she told me not to come back till she called for me.’


Lexi shook her head in disgust. He was only ten, and he ought to be safe and warm at home, not left out here to get soaked while his mother and her latest shag got high. But he was a tough nut who knew no different, so her pity was wasted on him.


‘That your dad?’ Jamie jerked his chin up at the flats behind her.


Lexi followed his gaze up to the fourth floor and clenched her teeth when she saw Tony standing on the landing, the tip of his roll-up glowing red in the dark. Skin crawling when she realized he must have gone into her room and seen that she had sneaked out, she muttered, ‘No it ain’t. It’s just the fat, useless dickhead my mum married.’


‘Want me to do ’im in?’ Jamie offered. ‘I’ve been learning karate from a book I nicked out the library, and I’m dead good. Look . . .’


Trying not to laugh when he dropped the ball and started chopping and kicking at the air with a deadly serious expression on his thin face, Lexi said, ‘Pack it in before you slip on the mud and break your neck. And no, I don’t want you to do him in – he’ll only sit on you and squash you to death.’


‘I’ll get our Mark to shoot ’im then.’


‘I thought he was in prison?’


‘Yeah, he is. But he’s got mates on the outside who’ll do it if he tells ’em.’


Touched that he wanted to help her, Lexi smiled and shook her head. He might look a mess and stink to high heaven, but he was a good kid and she had a real soft spot for him.


‘I’ve got to go,’ she said, reaching out to ruffle his wet hair. ‘Don’t stay out too long. And if those big lads bother you again, karate chop their balls. OK?’


Jamie wiped his nose on his sleeve again as he watched Lexi walk away. He wished he was older so she could be his girlfriend, because no one ever spoke to him as nice as she did. Everyone else treated him like shit – even his mam, who was more interested in drugs and men than she was in him. But Lexi acted like she really cared about him, and he loved her for that.


As Lexi disappeared into the shadows of the alleyway leading off the estate, Jamie heard angry shouts coming from the flats and turned his head in time to see his mother’s boyfriend stumble out onto the landing and puke over the balcony. Seconds later Jamie’s mam came out and started punching him. Guessing that the man must have necked the wrap of smack they’d been fighting over, Jamie scooped his sodden football up off the grass and went back to his solitary game.


It was a two-mile, half-hour walk to her best friend Nicole Harvey’s house, and Lexi was soaked to the bone by the time she got there. When she and Nic had first started hanging round together, the Harveys had lived on the next block along from her on the Kingston estate, so neither of them had had to walk too far to meet up. But since Nic’s dad, Danny, had got rich and bought them this big house on the much posher Riverside estate, it was a slog and a half to reach her; hence she preferred to meet up at the park or the indoor market outside of school hours.


Shivering now, her teeth chattering loudly, Lexi rang the bell and stamped her frozen feet as she waited for an answer. The porch light came on a few seconds later and Nicole peered out at her.


‘Oh, it’s you,’ Nicole said, a tinge of disappointment in her voice as she glanced over Lexi’s shoulder and did a quick scan of the road. ‘I was hoping it might be Ryan.’


‘Are you expecting him?’ Lexi asked, praying that her friend would say no, because they wouldn’t want her hanging around if he came over, and she had nowhere else to go.


‘He said he’d try to call round if he got the chance, but he must be busy,’ Nicole said, sighing when she saw that the road was deserted. ‘What you doing here at this time, anyway? I don’t usually see you for dust after dark.’


‘Dickhead came home early and started acting weird, so I had to get out of there,’ Lexi told her. ‘Can I stop here till my mum finishes work?’


‘Can’t you wait for her at the pub?’ Nicole asked, glancing back over her shoulder and lowering her voice, before adding, ‘Mine’s in a bit of a funny one today.’


‘Kids aren’t allowed in there at night,’ Lexi reminded her. ‘Please, Nic. I’m freezing.’


Nicole chewed on her lip for a moment. Then, nodding, she said, ‘OK. But you can’t stay long, and you’ll have to be quiet. And take them off.’ She nodded at Lexi’s soaked trainers. ‘The cleaner was in today and my mum’ll lose her shit if you get the floor dirty.’


Lexi gratefully stepped inside and took off her trainers. As she was standing them in the corner, the living room door opened and Nicole’s mum, Rachel, appeared. She was the same age as Lexi’s mum, but the Botox, breast implants and hair extensions made her look closer to Nicole and Lexi’s age. She dressed young, too, and Lexi thought she’d be beautiful if it wasn’t for the permanent I can smell shit expression on her otherwise perfect face.


‘What’s going on?’ Rachel asked, flashing a disapproving glance at the puddle of rainwater that had formed on the laminate flooring around Lexi’s sodden socks.


‘Lex needs some notes for a science project we’re working on,’ Nicole lied. ‘I meant to give them to her after school this afternoon, but I forgot.’


‘And it couldn’t have waited till morning?’ Rachel almost managed to raise an eyebrow. ‘You’re supposed to be doing your homework.’


‘I did it when I got home, and this has got to be handed in first thing,’ said Nicole. ‘Don’t worry, it won’t take long.’


‘Make sure it doesn’t. And clean that up.’ Rachel pointed at the puddle and gave Lexi a withering look before flouncing back into the living room.


‘I’d best go,’ Lexi whispered as Nicole spread the water around with the bottom of her slipper to make it look as if she’d wiped it.


‘Don’t be daft, you’re here now,’ Nicole said, gesturing for her to come upstairs. ‘I told you she was in a funny one, so don’t take it personal. She’s been biting everyone’s heads off since I got home. My aunt reckons it’s the menopause, but the vain bitch’d rather die than admit she’s old enough for that.’


Lexi nodded, but deep down she knew it was personal. She didn’t know why, because she’d always been polite and respectful, but the woman had made it quite clear that she didn’t like her. Even before she’d had money, Rachel had acted like her shit didn’t stink; and now she’d gone up in the world and could afford to wear proper designer gear instead of the snide stuff everyone wore on the estate, she was a thousand times worse.


‘Put your jacket on the radiator so you don’t wet my duvet,’ Nicole ordered when they entered her bedroom a few seconds later.


Doing as she was told, Lexi looked around and felt a twinge of envy in her gut. It was a while since she’d been in there and she’d forgotten how nice it was. Her own room was small, messy, and always cold, even in summer; but this was a warm, spacious haven of girly pinks that any girl would be proud to call her own. The lacquered furniture matched, as did the bedding; and a flat-screen TV that was bigger than the one in Lexi’s living room was attached to the wall opposite the bed, on the screen of which a Netflix movie was currently paused.


‘So what’s Dickhead been up to this time?’ Nicole asked, settling on the bed and stretching out her legs.


‘He was pissed and he trapped me in the kitchen,’ Lexi said, flopping down beside her. ‘Reckons I need someone to show me the ropes before the lads start sniffing round.’ She mimicked the last bit while making quote marks in the air with her fingers.


‘Dirty bastard,’ Nicole scowled. ‘He didn’t touch you, did he?’


‘No, I didn’t give him the chance. I told him to get lost and did a runner.’


‘Are you gonna tell your mum?’


‘What’s the point? Everything goes in one ear and straight out the other where he’s concerned.’


‘Maybe he’s got a massive dick,’ Nicole mused.


‘Ewww!’ Lexi grimaced. ‘Why would you even think something like that?’


‘Well there’s got to be something special about him to make her stick with him this long,’ Nicole laughed. ‘And it sure ain’t his looks or his charming personality.’


‘You’re sick,’ Lexi muttered, shaking the unwelcome images out of her head as she plucked a chocolate out of a box she’d spied under a magazine on the bedside table.


‘Oi!’ Nicole protested. ‘They were really expensive and I’ve only got a few left.’


‘I haven’t had my tea yet,’ Lexi said, popping the chocolate into her mouth before Nicole could demand she put it back. ‘And I’m sure your dad’ll get you some more if you ask nicely. You know he can never say no to his little princess.’


‘That ain’t the point,’ Nicole grumbled, leaning over to grab the box to stop Lexi from taking any more of them. After putting it down on her own side, she glanced at the door to make sure it was shut before saying quietly, ‘Subject of me dad, it’s their anniversary on Saturday and he’s taking bitch-face to Paris for the weekend.’


‘Nice,’ Lexi said, wishing her mum had married someone like Danny Harvey instead of getting stuck with a loser like Tony. The only holiday she’d ever had was a week in a caravan in Wales when she was four or five – which she didn’t even remember. And, these days, they’d be lucky to afford a day trip to Blackpool, never mind a weekend in Paris.


‘Yeah, it is nice, ’cos we’re having a party,’ Nicole whispered. ‘Our Adam’s been organizing it in secret all week.’


‘Really?’ Lexi perked up at the thought of a party. ‘What time’s it starting?’


‘Oh, sorry, babe, you’re not invited,’ Nicole said, instantly bursting her bubble. ‘It’s Adam’s party, not mine, so it’s gonna be all his mates. But it wouldn’t be your kind of thing, anyway, ’cos there’ll be loads of booze and weed, and you’re more of a jelly and balloons sort of girl, aren’t you?’


‘No I’m not,’ Lexi pouted. ‘I hate jelly.’


Laughing at her expression, Nicole said, ‘I’m joking, you idiot. Course you can come. But don’t be telling Dawn and Hannah, ’cos they’re definitely not invited.’


‘How come?’ Lexi asked, surprised to hear that, because those were the girls they hung out with at school.


‘They’re too pretty and I don’t want Ryan getting his head turned,’ Nicole said. ‘You’re all right, ’cos I know he’d never look twice at you, but I’m not having those two flaunting themselves in front of him.’


Lexi raised an eyebrow, offended to hear that Nicole didn’t consider her pretty enough to be a threat. In truth, she knew she wasn’t, because she was positively mousy compared to Nicole with her big green eyes and her long blond hair. But still . . . there was no need for her to be so blunt about it.


‘Hey, why don’t you ask your mum if you can stay over?’ Nicole suggested. ‘You’ll have to kip on the sofa if Ryan decides to stay as well. Or you could always bunk up with our Adam.’ She gave a sly grin. ‘I know you’ve always fancied him.’


‘No I haven’t,’ Lexi argued, cursing herself for immediately blushing, because she knew her friend would take that as a sign that she did fancy him – which she didn’t. Not anymore, anyway. He might be as handsome as his sister was pretty, but he didn’t half know it, and she always felt like he was taking the piss out of her – if he bothered to speak to her at all.


‘Whatever,’ Nicole smirked, convinced that her friend did fancy her brother – along with every other bitch in Manchester.


Eager to change the subject, Lexi said, ‘What you wearing for the party?’


‘I haven’t decided yet, but you can help me choose while you’re here,’ Nicole said, jumping up off the bed and going over to her huge built-in wardrobe. ‘I was thinking about this . . .’ She pulled out a pink minidress and held it up against herself. ‘What d’ya think?’


‘Jelly and balloons,’ Lexi said, thinking it looked like something a twelve-year-old would wear.


‘Yeah, you’re right,’ Nicole agreed, tossing it onto the bed and pulling out a long green jersey dress. ‘What about this?’


‘I like that,’ Lexi said. ‘It’s classy.’


‘Classy?’ Nicole screwed up her face. ‘I need sexy, not classy.’ She threw that dress aside and pulled out another, and another, until there was a heap on the bed. Staring down at it in despair, she moaned, ‘I’ve literally got nothing to wear.’


‘Come off it, you haven’t even worn some of these,’ Lexi said when she noticed that some of the garments still had tags attached. ‘How about this?’ She picked out a lilac blouse. ‘I bet it’d look great with those grey pants you got for your birthday.’


‘Are you taking the piss?’ Nicole scowled. ‘They made my arse look huge so I binned them.’


‘If your arse is huge, mine must be the size of a bleedin’ bus,’ Lexi laughed.


‘It’s all right for you; you don’t care what you look like,’ Nicole said, scooping the clothes up off the bed.


‘Wow, cheers, Nic. Nice to know what you really think of me.’


‘Don’t get your knickers in a twist. I only meant you’re not obsessed with yourself, like Dawn and Hannah.’


And you, Lexi thought as she watched her friend toss the bundle into the bottom of the wardrobe – no doubt leaving them for the cleaner to re-hang. As much as she liked Nicole, there were times when she could cheerfully strangle her for the insensitive comments she threw out.


‘Right, I’ll have to get some money off my dad and go shopping,’ Nicole declared, sitting down again. ‘We’ll catch the bus into town after school on Friday and you can help me choose something hot to blow Ryan’s mind.’


Unsure if she could stomach watching her friend spend a fortune on clothes she didn’t need, while she herself would have to plump for whatever was cleanest out of her own shitty wardrobe, Lexi said, ‘I don’t know if my mum’s going to let me stay yet. But even if she does, I’ll need to go home and get my stuff, so I’m probably best meeting you back here.’


‘I’m not going shopping on my own,’ Nicole protested. Then, shrugging, she said, ‘Oh, well, if you don’t want to come, I’m sure Sarah Green would be happy to take your place. But then I’d have to invite her to stay over, and there isn’t room for both of you, so . . .’


She left the rest unsaid, but Lexi got the message loud and clear: if she refused to go shopping, she could kiss goodbye to the party and the sleepover. Unwilling to miss out on the rare chance to escape the flat – and Tony – for a night, she forced a smile, and said, ‘Course I’ll come, stupid. But only if I can have another chocolate.’


‘Don’t push it,’ Nicole grunted. Then, tutting when Lexi pushed out her bottom lip and batted her eyelashes, she selected a chocolate from the box and tossed it to her, saying, ‘Here, have the coffee one. I hate them.’


‘My favourites,’ Lexi grinned, stuffing it into her mouth.


‘Nicole?’ Rachel’s voice drifted up the stairs.


‘What?’ Nicole called back, rolling her eyes at Lexi.


‘Don’t what me,’ Rachel snapped. ‘Come here.’


‘Fuck’s sake,’ Nicole muttered, sliding off the bed and walking out of the room.


Stomping back in a couple of minutes later, she said, ‘Sorry, Lex, you’ve got to go. She says we’re being too loud.’


‘Eh?’ Lexi was confused. ‘But we’ve been dead quiet.’


‘I know, but she reckons she’s getting one of her migraines,’ Nicole sneered. ‘Stupid fucking bitch. I hope it’s a brain tumour.’


‘Don’t say that,’ Lexi chided, getting up and reaching for her jacket. ‘You’d never forgive yourself if it was that.’


‘Wanna bet?’ Nicole shot back. Then, chuckling at the look of disapproval on Lexi’s face, she said, ‘Chill out, I was joking.’


‘Not funny,’ Lexi said, following her out onto the landing and down the stairs.


‘See you in the morning,’ Nicole said as she showed her out. ‘And don’t forget – not a word to Dawn and Hannah about the party. If they find out, I’ll know who to blame.’


‘I won’t say anything,’ Lexi promised.


‘Make sure you don’t, or you’ll be off the list,’ Nicole warned.


She closed the door at that, leaving Lexi in darkness when the porch light went out. It had stopped raining by then, but the wind was getting stronger, and Lexi pulled up her hood and stuffed her hands into her pockets before setting off.
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Behind the bar at the Dog and Duck pub, Beth Lawson covered a yawn with her hand and glanced up at the clock that was hanging at an angle next to the ancient TV in the corner. It had been a busy place when she’d first started working there four years earlier, but the elderly regulars had been steadily popping their clogs ever since, and the youngsters in the area wouldn’t be caught dead in the dump, so it had got really quiet in there of late.


It had been a particularly slow night tonight, and they were the ones that exhausted her the most. Not only was it boring to have nothing to do and no one to talk to, but standing in one spot for so long had made her ankles swell up like balloons. Desperate to get home and put her feet up, she made short work of shooing out the last three customers as soon as the clock hit eleven. Bolting the door behind them, she washed their dirty glasses and gave the tables a quick wipe, then bagged the money from the till and carried it through to the back room, where Maurice, the landlord, had, as usual, spent the night watching cricket on a portable TV.


‘Hundreds or thousands?’ Maurice joked, bouncing the feather-light bag in his hand as if it weighed a ton when she handed it over.


‘More like twenties or thirties,’ Beth said, hoping that tonight wouldn’t be the night he decided to face reality and admit it was time to sell up and move into the sheltered housing unit down the road. In his seventies now and riddled with arthritis, he had long ago given up any pretence of actually running the place; leaving Beth to single-handedly manage that side of things while he withered away in here. Her wages were crap, and she couldn’t remember the last time anyone had left her a tip. But Maurice was barely making enough to cover his overheads, so there was no way she could ask for a raise. And there were no vacancies at any of the other pubs or shops in the area, because she regularly checked, so this would be her lot for the foreseeable.


‘Here you go, love.’ Maurice handed her a couple of notes out of the bag before struggling up to his feet. ‘I’m off to bed so you’ll have to see yourself out,’ he wheezed, holding onto the back of the sofa to steady himself before hobbling out into the dingy hallway. ‘Don’t forget to lock up.’


‘I won’t,’ Beth said, watching as he hauled his old bones up the narrow staircase.


Relieved when he made it all the way to the top without falling back down, as she often feared he might, she wondered if she ought to force his hand by quitting. Nobody else would do what she’d been doing for the pittance she got paid, so he would have to throw in the towel if she wasn’t here to keep things ticking over.


Beth dismissed the idea as quickly as it had entered her mind, reminding herself that she needed every penny she could get while Tony was out of work and drinking her purse dry. She was pulling her coat on when she heard a noise in the back yard. Instantly wary, because several pubs in the area had recently been targeted by a gang who forced their way in after closing and trashed the place before robbing the till, she crept into the hallway and pressed her eye to the spyhole. Surprised to see her daughter on the other side, she opened up and waved her inside.


‘What are you doing here? Has something happened?’


Lexi shook her head and blew on her fingers. She’d been sheltering in the stinking outside toilet in the yard since leaving Nicole’s, which had saved her from the worst of the wind but not the cold, and she was absolutely freezing now.


‘Why are you out this late, then?’ Beth frowned. ‘You know I don’t like you walking around on your own at night. It’s not safe.’


It was on the tip of Lexi’s tongue to say that it was a damn sight safer than being stuck in the flat with Tony when he was drunk. But her mum would only demand to know what she meant by that, and she couldn’t be bothered with the argument it would cause. So, instead, she repeated the lie Nicole had told her mum about needing notes for a project they were working on.


‘You could have got them tomorrow,’ Beth chided, unwittingly repeating what Nicole’s mum had said as she picked up her handbag and looked around to make sure she hadn’t left anything.


‘It’s got to be handed in first thing,’ Lexi said. Then, stomach growling when she spied a stack of boxes standing against the wall beside the cellar door, she said, ‘Can I get a pack of crisps, Mum? I haven’t eaten since lunch.’


‘Why not? I left a pan of stew on the stove.’


‘Yeah, I know, but I wasn’t hungry then.’


‘Go on, then,’ Beth said. ‘But be quick,’ she urged, peering up the staircase to check that Maurice wasn’t eavesdropping. He was a soft touch in many ways, but not when it came to stock, and she could do without getting sacked over a stupid bag of crisps.


Ushering Lexi outside when the girl had got what she wanted, Beth locked the door and dropped the keys into her bag. ‘So where are your notes?’ she asked as they set off down the road.


‘Eh?’ Lexi gave her a blank look, too busy enjoying the crisps to remember the lie.


‘For your project.’


‘Oh, that . . . I, um, looked through them at Nic’s and saw what I needed to see.’


‘More like you made it up as an excuse to go over there,’ Beth said knowingly. Sighing when Lexi shook her head, she said, ‘I know you think I nag you for the sake of it, but I’m only trying to protect you, love. A girl got raped in the park the other night, and they still haven’t caught the bloke.’


‘I never go near the park on my own,’ Lexi lied, shuddering at the thought that she might have got attacked when she took a shortcut through there earlier.


‘Well, make sure you don’t, ’cos he might end up killing the next one,’ Beth said ominously. ‘Men like that want castrating,’ she went on huffily. ‘But it’s usually the girl who gets the blame. Shouldn’t have gone out on her own at night . . . shouldn’t have worn a short skirt . . . shouldn’t have had a drink—’


‘All right, Mum, I get it,’ Lexi interrupted. ‘I won’t go near the park on my own.’


Lips pursed, Beth nodded and walked on.


Matching her pace, Lexi said, ‘It’s Nic’s mum and dad’s anniversary this weekend and they’ve invited me to their party. They said I can stay over – if it’s OK with you?’


‘We’ll see,’ Beth said. ‘I’ll talk to Tony.’


‘What’s it got to do with him?’ Lexi scowled. ‘He’s not the boss.’


‘Don’t start, love. He’s my husband, so I have to run things past him.’


‘He doesn’t run anything past you. He does whatever he wants, him.’


‘That’s enough,’ Beth said wearily. ‘You know what he’s like, and I don’t need you stirring the pot, so drop it.’


Lexi tipped the last of the crisps into her mouth without answering before stuffing the empty bag into a hedge. She didn’t see what business it was of Tony’s if she went to a party, but as usual her mum was handing the power to him, so now she would have to wait to see if the idiot gave his permission.


They walked on in silence for a few minutes, but as they neared their block, Beth said, ‘If you really want to go to this party, it’s fine by me. But I’ll still need to run it past Tony.’


‘What if he says no?’ Lexi asked, refusing to get her hopes up just yet.


‘You leave him to me.’ Beth gave a conspiratorial smile. ‘I know you think I’m a pushover, but I can still get my own way when I need to. The trick is to make him think it was his decision. But don’t you dare tell him I said that.’


‘As if!’ Lexi said, grinning as she followed her in through the door. Now she’d had her mum’s blessing, she didn’t give a toss what Tony had to say about it. She was going to that party, whether he liked it or not.


Tony was slumped on the sofa snoring like a pig when Beth and Lexi entered the flat a few minutes later; a half-smoked roll-up in one hand, a can of beer in the other – some of which had spilled out onto his jogging bottoms, making it look as though he’d pissed himself.


‘Tone?’ Beth shook his shoulder after switching the main light on. ‘Tony. Wake up.’


‘Quit fuckin’ shaking me,’ he grunted, squinting up at her. ‘Time is it?’


‘Half eleven,’ she told him, slipping her coat off and draping it over the back of her chair.


‘Why you so late?’ he demanded, sitting up and rubbing at the stain on his crotch before peering into the can to check if there was any beer left in it.


‘It’s the same time I always get in,’ she replied as she flopped down and kicked off her shoes. ‘Make us a cuppa, love,’ she called to Lexi, who was taking off her jacket in the hallway. ‘It’s the first time I’ve sat down all day.’


‘Fetch me a beer while you’re at it,’ Tony ordered as he squashed the empty can and chucked it at the overflowing wastepaper bin.


Muttering, ‘Get your own beer, I’m not your slave,’ Lexi was about to head into the kitchen, but hesitated when she heard Tony say: ‘What the fuck are you wearing?’


‘What d’you mean?’ her mum replied warily.


‘That top,’ he snarled. ‘It shows everything you’ve fuckin’ got. You look like a right slag.’


‘What you on about? I’ve worn it loads of times and you’ve never said anything.’


‘Well, now I fuckin’ am! Think I like knowing my wife’s out there givin’ every cunt on the estate an eyeful, do ya?’


The living room door suddenly slammed shut, and Lexi held her breath as she strained to hear their now-muffled voices. Jumping at the sound of a slap, followed by a cry of pain, she rushed back to the living room and burst through the door. Infuriated to see that Tony had her mum pinned to the chair with one hand around her throat and the other, fisted, raised in the air above her, she ran at him, yelling, ‘Get off her you fat bastard!’


Staggering back when Lexi crashed into him, Tony let go of Beth and turned on her instead. ‘What did you say?’


‘You heard me,’ she hissed, darting behind the sofa when he made a lunge for her. ‘There’s nowt wrong with her top; she looks lovely. You’re just jealous ’cos you know she could do way better than you.’


‘You’d best shut that mouth of yours before I give you a wallop, an’ all,’ Tony warned.


‘Lay one finger on me and I’ll call the police.’ Lexi defiantly raised her chin. ‘She might let you get away with that shit, but I won’t.’


‘Lexi, that’s enough,’ Beth croaked, clutching her throat as she struggled to her feet. ‘This is between me and Tony, so don’t—’


‘You keep out of this!’ Tony pushed her roughly aside, his glare still fixed on Lexi.


‘Don’t you touch her,’ Lexi yelled, hatred burning in her eyes as she glared right back.


‘Or what? Think you’re a big woman now, do ya?’


‘No, but you obviously do. What was it you said earlier about teaching me the ropes?’


Tony faltered for a second, but quickly recovered. ‘What you on about, ya lyin’ cow? This is the first time I’ve seen you all day.’


‘You’re the liar, not me,’ Lexi spat. ‘You know exactly what you said.’


‘Lexi, go to bed,’ Beth interjected, pushing herself between them. ‘I’ll handle this.’


‘But you need to hear what he said,’ Lexi argued. ‘That’s why I really went to Nic’s, ’cos he—’


‘Alexis!’ Beth used her daughter’s full name as a warning to match the one in her eyes. ‘I said go to bed.’


Frustrated that her mum was refusing to hear her out, and furious that Tony was smirking at her behind her mum’s back, Lexi blinked back the tears that were welling in her eyes, and said, ‘Fine, I’ll go. But don’t come crying to me when he puts you in hospital, ’cos it’ll be your own fault!’


She marched out of the room at that, slamming the door as hard as she could behind her. She’d never hated anyone as much as she hated Tony, and she didn’t understand why her mum couldn’t see him for the fat, ugly bully he was. One beating would be enough for most women to come to their senses and kick him out, but not her mum. No matter how many times the bastard laid into her, the stupid cow always went back for more, and Lexi was sick of it.


Furious with her mum now as well as Tony, Lexi changed into her pyjamas, climbed into bed and pulled the pillow over her head to drown out the sound of her mum trying to placate Tony while the idiot blasted her for letting Lexi get away with disrespecting him.


‘Nine months,’ she whispered through clenched teeth. ‘Nine more months and I’m out of here for good!’


And she meant every word. In nine months, when she turned sixteen, she was going to get her own flat off the council and move the hell away from her pathetic mother and that lecherous, piss-taking wife-beating husband of hers.
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After a restless night, during which she woke several times convinced she’d heard her mum screaming, Lexi felt groggy when her alarm went off the following morning. As usual, her room was freezing, and goosebumps pimpled her arm when she reached out to silence the clock. Reluctant to leave the warmth of her bed, she grabbed her school shirt and pants off the floor where she’d dropped them and pulled them on under the quilt.


When she was dressed, she got up and shivered her way to the bathroom. The door was locked when she tried the handle and, guessing that it was her mum, because she could hear Tony’s rumbling snores coming from their room, she tapped on the wood.


‘Mum, are you gonna be long? I need to have a wash.’


The door opened a few seconds later and Beth shuffled out in her dressing gown. Still annoyed with her, Lexi was about to pass without speaking, but hesitated when she noticed the way her mum’s slippers were dragging across the lino, as if she didn’t have the energy to properly lift her feet. Following her into the kitchen, where she was able to see her face more clearly in the daylight coming through the window, she frowned when she saw the finger-shaped marks on her neck and the livid bruise around her swollen eye.


‘Are you OK?’ she asked, feeling guilty now for leaving her alone with Tony. ‘That looks really bad.’


‘I’m fine,’ Beth said, averting her face as she lifted the kettle off its stand and carried it to the sink.


‘You’re clearly not,’ Lexi argued. ‘Look at the state of you. He went for you again after I went to bed, didn’t he?’


‘No, he didn’t; this had nothing to do with him,’ Beth lied. ‘If you must know, I tripped over my shoes and fell onto the coffee table.’


‘Why are you lying?’ Lexi asked, frustrated that her mum was covering for him, as usual. ‘I’m not stupid. I know it was him, and you need to kick him out before he—’


‘What I need is for you to stop treating me like a child!’ Beth slammed the kettle onto its stand. ‘I know you’re upset about last night, but it wasn’t your business and you shouldn’t have interfered.’


‘But it is my business. You’re my mum and I hate seeing you like this.’


‘I told you I’m fine, so drop it. Now go to school, ’cos you’re giving me a headache.’


Before Lexi could point out that Tony was the one who’d caused her headache by beating the crap out of her, the door opened and the man himself lumbered in; hair on end, reeking of stale booze and sweat, and wearing the same grubby vest from the previous night along with an equally grubby pair of pyjama bottoms. Too busy rubbing the sleep from his eyes to notice Lexi behind the door, he walked over to Beth and wrapped his arms around her waist.


‘Mornin’, sexy.’


Conscious of Lexi watching, Beth wriggled free, saying, ‘I’m making a brew. Go back to bed; I’ll fetch it through in a minute.’


‘Make sure you fetch these, an’ all,’ Tony grunted, sliding his hands inside her dressing gown and groping her breasts.


‘Oh my God,’ Lexi muttered. ‘That’s so disgusting.’


Shocked, Tony snapped his head round and gaped at her. ‘What are you still doing here? Shouldn’t you be gone by now?’


‘If anyone should be gone, it’s you,’ she replied icily.


‘Eh?’ He squinted at her, confusion in his eyes. ‘What you on about?’


‘That!’ She pointed at her mum’s bruised face. ‘Proud of yourself, are you?’


‘Go back to bed, love.’ Beth pushed Tony toward the door. ‘I’ll deal with this.’


Tony started to walk out, then stopped and peered down at Lexi. ‘I don’t know why you hate me so much. I know we’ve had our ups and downs, but all I’ve ever done is try to be a good dad to you.’


‘You ain’t my dad, and you never will be,’ she spat through clenched teeth.


Tony shook his head, as if he genuinely didn’t get what he’d done wrong, and then sloped out of the room.


‘Why did you have to go and do that?’ Beth hissed at Lexi as she pushed the door shut behind him. ‘I’d sorted everything out with him, and now you’ve gone and upset him again.’


‘Don’t blame me,’ Lexi protested. ‘He’s the one who beat you up.’


‘Look, I don’t expect you to understand at your age, but that was the drink, not him,’ said Beth. ‘We talked about it after you went to bed and he admitted he’s got a problem.’


‘And that makes it all right, does it?’


‘I’m not saying that, but him admitting he needs help was a big step. He’s promised to see the doctor as soon as he can get an appointment, but it’s not going to be easy and he’s going to need our support, so all this arguing has got to stop. Do you understand?’


Lexi opened her mouth to point out that she had every right to argue with the man considering the way he treated them both. But she could tell by the look on her mum’s face that she’d be wasting her breath, so she muttered, ‘Whatever,’ and turned to the door.


‘Hang on a minute,’ Beth said.


‘What?’ Lexi hesitated.


‘Here . . .’ Beth pulled one of the twenty-pound notes Maurice had given her out of her dressing gown pocket and held it out.


‘I haven’t got time,’ Lexi said, thinking that she wanted her to nip to the corner shop before heading to school.


‘No, it’s for you,’ Beth said. ‘You probably don’t deserve it after that little scene just now, but I – we – thought you might want to get yourself something nice to wear at the party. That’s if you still want to go?’


Conflicted, Lexi bit her lip. Still angry, she wanted to tell her mum to stick the money up her arse and then flounce out with her nose in the air. But it was ages since she’d had any new clothes. And she really, really wanted to stay at Nic’s. So, swallowing her pride, she reached for the note and murmured a grudging, ‘Thanks.’


‘I know you think I’m an idiot for letting Tony off the hook, but he needs me,’ Beth said quietly. ‘That doesn’t mean I love him more than I love you, though, ’cos you mean more to me than anything or anyone in the world. You know that, don’t you?’


Feeling suddenly emotional, Lexi shrugged and dropped her gaze when tears welled in her eyes.


‘Come here, you daft sod.’ Beth pulled her into a hug. ‘It’s going to get better, I promise. You just need to back off and give Tony a chance. Can you do that? For me?’


Lexi doubted that anything was ever going to change where he was concerned, but she didn’t want to make life more difficult for her mum, so she nodded her agreement.


‘Thanks, love.’ Beth squeezed her and kissed the top of her head before breaking the embrace. ‘You’d best get going before you end up on detention for being late. I’ll see you tonight. And try not to worry – OK?’


Nodding, Lexi sniffed back her tears and headed to the bathroom to finish getting ready. As much as she hated Tony, she loved her mum more, so she would honour her promise to quit arguing with him. But if he so much as looked at her mum in the wrong way again, all bets would be off.


Shoulders slumping when she heard the front door close behind Lexi a few minutes later, Beth listlessly stirred the teabags in the cups. She hadn’t lied when she’d said that Tony had agreed to get help for his drinking, but it was one of the promises he always made after a fight – none of which he had ever followed through on. In light of that, she hated that she had effectively bribed her daughter into laying off him when the girl had every right to be angry. Hell, Beth was angry, too – with herself as much as with him, for allowing him to treat her the way he did. But the die had been cast the first time he’d laid into her and she had accepted his apology instead of reporting him to the police. She should have kicked him out then – and wished she had the strength to do so now. But Tony wasn’t the kind of man to leave quietly, and she couldn’t face another beating so soon after the last one, so she was left with no option but to try to keep him happy while he was in a good mood – even if that meant lying to her daughter and sacrificing what little was left of her dignity.
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The rest of that week passed without further incident at home, and Lexi was excited when she set off for school on Friday morning with her pyjamas, her toothbrush, and the new leggings and top she’d bought with the money her mum had given her stuffed into her bag along with her books.


She’d never been particularly fond of school, but it dragged on to the point of feeling like torture that day, and she was out of her seat as if she had a rocket up her backside as soon as the home-time bell rang. As prearranged, in order to avoid Hannah and Dawn, who usually walked part of the way home with them, Nicole was waiting for her at the back of the gym block. Linking arms, they slipped out through the back gate and ran, giggling with excitement, all the way to the bus stop.


After a few hours spent traipsing from shop to shop in search of the perfect outfit for Nicole to wow Ryan with, Lexi was footsore, tired and hungry by the time Nic finally made a decision and bought the red satin dress and gold high-heeled sandals she’d tried on in the very first shop they had visited. Excitement well and truly waning, she felt like going home and climbing into bed. But she quickly perked up again when they arrived at Nicole’s house and found that they had the place to themselves.


Able to relax without Rachel Harvey tossing out dirty looks and making her feel like a rat that had crept in under the door, Lexi took a shower in the main bathroom while Nicole used the one in her parents’ en suite. There was only a bath with rusty taps and a deeply ingrained tidemark at the flat, so the shower was a rare luxury, and she took full advantage of the expensive body-scrubs, shampoos and conditioners on offer.


Dressed a short time later, and feeling a million dollars with her skin glowing, her usually dull brown hair hanging in glossy curls around her shoulders, and her face almost unrecognizable thanks to Nicole’s make-up skills, Lexi smiled when her friend twirled round in front of her and asked how she looked.


‘Gorgeous,’ she said, genuinely meaning it. Nic always looked good, but tonight, with the red dress clinging to her curves and the strappy shoes making her legs look like they went on forever, Lexi thought she looked like a film star.


‘I do, don’t I?’ Nicole agreed, preening in front of the mirror for a few seconds before heading for the door – without, Lexi noted, repaying the compliment.


Nicole’s brother, Adam, had come home from college while they were upstairs, and the previously clear countertops were now crammed with bottles of wine, spirits and mixers. As Nicole cracked open a bottle of red wine and started pouring two glasses, Adam strolled in from the garden carrying two cases of beers. Doing a comical double-take when he saw Lexi, he looked at his sister and said, ‘Who’s this beauty? I thought you said that funny-looking mate of yours was the only one you’d invited?’


Blushing, Lexi self-consciously twiddled with one of her curls. On the rare occasions Adam bothered to speak to her, he usually made a sarcastic comment, so it was flattering that he’d complimented her for a change – even if he was only teasing.


‘Pack that in!’ Nicole slapped Lexi’s hand down. ‘It took me ages to get it looking decent, and I don’t want you messing it up with your sweaty paws.’


Embarrassed, Lexi reached for her glass and glugged a mouthful of wine.


‘Slow down,’ Nicole chided, dropping a straw into her own glass. ‘This ain’t cheap shite, and I don’t want you getting pissed before the party gets started and making a show of me.’


‘Don’t listen to her; you have as much as you want, darlin’,’ Adam said, winking at Lexi.


‘Hadn’t you best go and get a shower?’ Nicole sniped, wafting a hand in front of her nose. ‘You absolutely reek.’


‘I’ve got loads of time yet,’ he drawled, dropping the cases of beers onto the table.


Almost as soon as the words had left his mouth, the doorbell rang, and Nicole gave him a smug grin. ‘You were saying?’


‘Shit, they’re early,’ Adam said, glancing at his watch. ‘Go let ’em in while I get changed, Nic. And I’ll be seeing you later,’ he added, pointing his finger at Lexi as if it was a loaded gun.


‘He’s taking the piss, so don’t be getting your hopes up,’ Nicole sniffed when he rushed out of the room and thundered up the stairs. ‘And stop blushing every time he talks to you. It makes you look really desperate.’


‘Why are you being such a bitch?’ Lexi asked.


‘I’m not,’ Nicole said, dipping down to check her reflection in the glass of the microwave door. ‘I just don’t want you embarrassing me in front of Adam and his mates.’


‘Oh, so now I’m embarrassing?’ Lexi raised an eyebrow.


‘Grow up,’ Nicole tutted, flashing an irritated look at her before sashaying out of the room.


Lexi shook her head as she watched Nicole exaggeratedly swaying her hips. For someone who took the piss out of her own mother for dressing sexy and acting like God’s gift to men, the stupid cow was doing a mighty fine impression of her right now.


Nicole came back a few seconds later with two boys, and Lexi smiled when one of them nodded hello to her. Noticing, Nicole immediately linked her arm through his and, turning him away from Lexi, walked him to the far end of the counter, asking, ‘What can I get you to drink?’


Aware that her friend had deliberately diverted the boy’s attention in order to keep the spotlight firmly on herself, Lexi grabbed a bottle of wine and retreated to a chair in the corner, from where she watched as Nicole flicked her hair around and batted her eyelashes at the boy and his friend. It was having the desired effect, because they were both grinning like Cheshire cats, but they were in for a shock if they thought they were in with a chance, because Lexi knew that Nic would drop them like hot bricks as soon as Ryan King arrived.


Thinking about Ryan, Lexi released a wistful sigh and sipped her wine. He lived by the Kingston and hung out with some of the lads off her block, so she had seen him around well before Nicole ever laid eyes on him. Mixed-race, with sexy hazel eyes, she had always got butterflies in her stomach whenever he gave her that killer smile of his, but she’d been far too shy to do anything beyond nod hello to him in return. And then Nicole had set her sights on him, and that had been that. It still pissed her off that Nicole had made a play for him without first checking if Lexi liked him, as per the girl code. But that was Nicole all over: if she wanted something, she would trample over anyone to get it – best friend, or not.


The doorbell rang again and the house was soon buzzing with the sound of music and laughter. Everyone seemed to know each other, and Lexi felt out of place as the chatter grew louder and more raucous around her. It wouldn’t have been so bad if some of her own mates had been there to keep her company, but, apart from Nicole – who was flitting round playing hostess and seemed to have forgotten she was there – she didn’t know a single soul.


Beginning to regret her decision to stay over as the party went on around her, Lexi steadily worked her way through the bottle of wine. Light-headed after a while, she was about to head out into the garden for some fresh air when Adam appeared in front of her. It was the first time she’d seen him since he went upstairs to get changed earlier that evening, and he was now wearing a tight white T-shirt that enhanced his gym-toned biceps and a pair of ripped jeans that hugged his muscular rugby-player thighs.


‘Hey, sexy Lexi, why are you hiding over here?’ he asked, his eyes glittering brightly as he gazed down at her.


Surprised that he was wasting time on her when there were older and far better-looking girls he could be talking to, Lexi self-consciously reached up to touch her hair, but immediately dropped her hand back down into her lap when she remembered Nicole’s rebuke.


‘I don’t really know anyone,’ she admitted.


‘You know me,’ he said, winking at her for the second time that night. Laughing when she blushed, he grabbed her hand and pulled her to her feet, saying, ‘Come on. It’s time we got you livened up.’


‘Where are we going?’ she asked, feeling a bit unsteady on her feet as he led her through the crowded kitchen.


‘To get you in the party mood,’ Adam said, pulling her on into the living room.


The music was much louder in there, and the lights were turned down so low Lexi could barely make out the faces of the people who were dotted around. Three lads were kneeling on the floor around a low table by the window, and Lexi was shocked to see they were snorting coke off the glass top when Adam led her over to them.


‘Here,’ he said, picking up a rolled banknote off the table and offering it to her.


‘No, you’re all right.’ She shook her head.


‘Aw, come on,’ he wheedled. ‘One little line ain’t gonna hurt.’


‘Honest, I’m OK with this,’ she insisted, holding up her glass.


‘That shit’s for pussies,’ Adam scoffed, snatching it out of her hand and tipping the wine into a plant pot before putting his own glass into her hand. ‘If you won’t have a line, at least have a decent bevvy.’


‘What is it?’ Lexi sniffed the clear liquid cautiously.


‘Tequila,’ he said, pushing the glass toward her lips. ‘Try it.’


Lexi took a tiny sip and pulled a face. ‘Eww, that’s horrible.’


‘You’ll get used to it,’ he said, putting his hand over hers and guiding the glass back to her lips. ‘Come on . . . bottoms up.’


Spluttering when he tipped the glass and the liquid poured into her mouth, Lexi pushed his hand away when her throat started burning and her eyes began to water. ‘Why did you do that? I could have choked.’


‘Don’t be such a girl,’ Adam teased, sliding his arm around her waist and pulling her up against him. Grinning when she stiffened, he said, ‘What you looking so scared for? You’ve dressed all sexy for me, so I’m only showing my appreciation.’


Trapped when he pushed her into an alcove and pressed himself up against her, Lexi twisted her head when he tried to kiss her, so his lips landed on her cheek instead of her mouth. Totally out of her depth, she said, ‘Adam, stop it. I’m only fifteen.’


‘So?’ He licked her neck.


‘Pack it in!’ she squealed, trying to wriggle free. ‘I thought you had a girlfriend?’


‘She ain’t here, so fuck her,’ Adam said, grasping her chin in his hand to force her to keep her head still.


Lexi tried to push him off, but he was too strong for her, and she winced when he mashed his lips down on hers and started forcing his tongue into her mouth. Unlike Nicole, who had been with at least ten lads that Lexi knew of before hooking up with Ryan, Lexi had only ever been kissed a couple of times. She hadn’t particularly enjoyed either of them, but neither had been as sloppy as Adam’s was, and she feared she might throw up when his alcohol-laced saliva pooled in her mouth and she was forced to swallow.


On the verge of passing out from lack of air, Lexi sucked in a sharp breath when someone called Adam’s name from across the room and he pulled his head back to see who it was.


‘Stay there,’ he ordered when he spotted a mate waving to him from the doorway. ‘I’ll be back in a minute.’


Seizing the chance to escape when he left her, Lexi stumbled back into the kitchen. A rowdy group of lads had cleared the table in the middle of the room and were playing a noisy game that seemed to involve one of them lying on it while the others poured a variety of neat spirits down their throat. Already queasy from the wine and the tequila Adam had forced her to drink, Lexi felt her stomach churn when the latest victim rolled over and puked on the floor as she was passing. Quickly detouring into the hallway, she clamped a hand over her mouth when a thick cloud of smoke coming from a spliff another group were sharing by the open front door hit her in the face. Aware that she was about to throw up, she clambered over a couple who were having a full-on necking session at the bottom of the stairs and ran to the bathroom.


After emptying the booze out of her stomach, Lexi splashed cold water onto her face and patted it dry with one of the big fluffy towels she’d earlier admired. Instantly feeling guilty when she saw that some of her make-up had transferred onto it, she stuffed it into the laundry basket in the corner before going out onto the landing. Still feeling iffy, and in no mood to go back to the party, she went to Nicole’s room and tapped on the door to make sure no one was in there before opening it. About to go in when she got no reply, she cried out in alarm when someone crept up behind her and clamped a strong arm around her stomach.


‘Gotcha!’ a voice whispered into her ear.


‘Adam, put me down!’ she squawked, struggling to get free when he lifted off her feet and carried her into the bedroom, kicking the door shut behind him. ‘What are you doing?’


‘Finishing what we started,’ he said, tossing her face down onto the bed and falling heavily on top of her.


‘I can’t breathe!’ she wheezed.


‘Sshhh,’ he purred, his breath tickling her ear as he tugged at the waistband of her leggings. ‘You know you want it.’


‘I don’t!’ she cried, trying to wriggle out from under him when he slid a hand inside her top and squeezed her breast. ‘Stop it!’


‘Relax, my little virgin,’ he said huskily as he unzipped his fly. ‘I’ll be gentle, I promise.’


Lexi clamped her thighs together, but he easily forced them apart, and she cried out when he thrust his hand inside her knickers.


‘Shhhh!’ he hissed, using his free hand to push her face into the duvet.


Unable to move or breathe properly, Lexi let out a squeal of fear and pain when he jabbed the tip of his erect penis into her. Behind them, the door opened and a shaft of light filtered in from the hallway, and the weight was suddenly lifted off her.


OEBPS/xhtml/toc.xhtml






			Cover



			Title page



			Contents

	

			Dedication page



			Acknowledgements



			PART ONE



			1



			2



			3



			4



			5



			6



			7



			8



			9



			10









			PART TWO: Ten Years Later



			11



			12



			13



			14



			15



			16



			17



			18



			19



			20



			21



			22



			23



			24



			25



			26



			27



			28



			29



			30



			31



			32



			33



			34



			35



			36



			37



			38



			39



			40



			41



			42



			43



			44



			45



			46



			47



			48



			49









			Epilogue



		RUN



		SAVE ME



		BRUTAL



		WITNESS



		About the Author



		By Mandasue Heller



		Copyright page











Guide





			Cover



			Title page



			Contents













		iii



		v



		vii

   

		viii

   

		1



		3



		4



		5



		6



		7



		8



		9



		10



		11



		12



		13



		14



		15



		16



		17



		18



		19



		20



		21



		22



		23



		24



		25



		26



		27



		28



		29



		30



		31



		32



		33



		34



		35



		36



		37



		38



		39



		40



		41



		42



		43



		44



		45



		46



		47



		48



		49



		50



		51



		52



		53



		54



		55



		56



		57



		58



		59



		60



		61



		62



		63



		64



		65



		66



		67



		68



		69



		70



		71



		72



		73



		74



		75



		76



		77



		78



		79



		80



		81



		82



		83



		84



		85



		86



		87



		88



		89



		90



		91



		92



		93



		94



		95



		96



		97



		98



		99



		100



		101



		102



		103



		104



		105



		106



		107



		108



		109



		110



		111



		112



		113



		114



		115



		116



		117



		118



		119



		120



		121



		122



		123



		124



		125



		126



		127



		128



		129



		130



		131



		132



		133



		134



		135



		136



		137



		138



		139



		140



		141



		142



		143



		144



		145



		146



		147



		148



		149



		150



		151



		152



		153



		154



		155



		156



		157



		158



		159



		160



		161



		162



		163



		164



		165



		166



		167



		168



		169



		170



		171



		172



		173



		174



		175



		176



		177



		178



		179



		180



		181



		182



		183



		184



		185



		186



		187



		188



		189



		190



		191



		192



		193



		194



		195



		196



		197



		198



		199



		200



		201



		202



		203



		204



		205



		206



		207



		208



		209



		210



		211



		212



		213



		214



		215



		216



		217



		218



		219



		220



		221



		222



		223



		224



		225



		226



		227



		228



		229



		230



		231



		232



		233



		234



		235



		236



		237



		238



		239



		240



		241



		242



		243



		244



		245



		246



		247



		248



		249



		250



		251



		252



		253



		254



		255



		256



		257



		258



		259



		260



		261



		262



		263



		264



		265



		266



		267



		268



		269



		270



		271



		272



		273



		274



		275



		276



		277



		278



		279



		280



		281



		282



		283



		284



		285



		286



		287



		288



		289



		290



		291



		292



		293



		294



		295



		296



		297



		298



		299



		300



		301



		302



		303



		304



		305



		306



		307



		308



		309



		310



		311



		312



		313



		314



		315



		316



		317



		318



		319



		320



		321



		322



		323



		324



		325



		326



		327



		328



		329



		330



		331



		332



		333



		334



		335



		336



		337



		338



		339



		340



		341



		342



		343



		344



		345



		346



		347



		348



		349



		350



		351



		352



		353



		354



		355



		356



		357



		358



		359



		360



		361



		362



		363



		364



		365



		366



		367



		368



		369



		370



		371



		372



		373



		374



		375



		376



		377



		378



		379



		380



		381



		382



		383



		384



		385



		386



		387



		388



		389



		390



		391



		392



		393



		394



		395



		396



		397



		398



		399



		400



		401



		i



		ii



		iv











OEBPS/images/logo.jpg





OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
THE TOP TEN BESYVSELLER






