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CHAPTER ONE

The ferocious and unexpected blow across her face had Diane Kirby shrieking out in pain and shock, reeling back to land hard against an unyielding brick wall.

‘I’ll ask you once more, and if yer don’t come clean, I’ll beat it out of yer. Now, is the woman me dad was going on about anything to do with you or not?’ her assailant demanded savagely.

Dee stared back at him. Her background could not have remained a secret forever, and she’d had every intention of telling him, only not yet, she’d thought. Maybe sometime in the future when their relationship was more settled, she’d told herself, and hopefully by then he’d feel enough for her that it wouldn’t matter to him.

She realised now she’d made a mistake. Kevin Coombs was a well-made man of twenty-six, fashionably dressed in tight blue denims, white tee-shirt and a leather jacket. He wore long pointed winkle-pickers on his feet, and his hair was stiffly Brylcreemed into a DA. He was not over tall at five foot nine, but his muscles were toned from working as a labourer in a builder’s yard. If the force of the slap he’d just delivered was anything to go by, she had a good idea what she’d be in for  when she responded to his question. But Kevin did not frighten Dee. She belonged to a world where violence in all its guises was part of everyday life. She had faced far more intimidating situations at the hands of worse bullyboys than Kevin, and lived to tell the tale. Sticking her chin in the air defiantly, she gave him his answer.

‘Yes, I am. She’s my mother.’

His handsome face twisting in disgust, Kevin spat incredulously, ‘Your mother? You’re the daughter of a filthy whore called Back Alley Sal!’ Slapping one hand to his forehead, he exclaimed furiously, ‘Jesus Christ, I can’t believe I’ve been associating with the daughter of a prossie. Me dad said she’s the lowest of the low, the sort that’d do ’ote with any bloke, anywhere, for a couple of coppers.’ A momentary expression of regret crossed his face. ‘You’re a good-looking bird, Dee, I can’t deny that. You’re different from the others I’ve been out with. I thought me luck was in when you agreed to go out with me, thought I’d found someone special in you. But if I’d have known who you really were, I wouldn’t have touched you with a barge pole.’ His eyes darkened then. ‘I just hope, for your sake, that none of me friends have found out what yer mam does for a living. You’ll be sorry if they have, believe me. Anyone at work either. I’d never live this down . . . never!’

Pacing back and forth, he continued, ‘I just thank God it was only me dad we bumped into the night before last, on his way to the Crow’s Nest. He talks a load of cobblers at the best of times, and pure bollocks when he’s had a skinful, but when I got home that night and he mentioned that you looked like a well-known prossie . . . well, at first I laughed at the very idea of it. Then later, in bed, it struck me that in the two weeks I’ve  been seeing yer as me girlfriend, I’ve never heard you mention yer family in any way whatsoever. And you never let me see you home either, always insisted you caught the bus even though I’ve got me motorbike. That got me wondering if me dad was talking drivel as usual or not.’ Kevin’s lip curled. ‘Well, seems for once he wasn’t.’

He paused and stared at her for several long moments then blurted out, ‘Follow in Mummy’s footsteps, do yer, Dee? Have yer been seeing me on yer nights off, or do you go to work after we say goodnight? Or maybe you thought I was the sort who wouldn’t turn a hair at having a prossie for a girlfriend . . . or a wife even, did yer?’ A sudden thought struck him. ‘Oh, was that yer plan then, Dee? Hoping I’d make an honest woman of you and then yer could give up selling yer body for a living.’ Shaking his fist at her, he hissed, ‘Well, yer plan failed, you dirty slag. Now you’d just better hope I never see you around these parts again ’cos if I do, I’ll make it me business to make you very sorry.’

He turned to storm off then but stopped abruptly and spun back to look at her, a lustful glint sparkling in his eyes. ‘How far do you go for a handful of coppers?’ Flashing a look up and down the alley they were in to make sure it was still deserted, Kevin shoved his hand into his pocket, pulling out a handful of loose change which he held towards her. ‘Seems a shame to waste the opportunity. This is the kind of place your sort do business in, ain’t it? What sort of a good time will you give me for this much?’

Then, before Dee knew what was happening, he’d replaced the money and launched himself on her. One hand was inside her coat, groping hard for her breast, the other wrenching up  her skirt. And all the time he was making disgusting suggestions in her ear.

Dee fought with all her might to push him from her but was no match for a strong man intent on having his way. There was only one avenue of escape open to her and she prayed it would work. Raising her knee, she thrust it as hard as she could into his groin.

He yelped in excruciating pain. Doubling over and clutching at his crotch, he screamed, ‘You fucking bitch!’ His face was tight with fury and pain. ‘Think you can make a monkey out of me, do yer? Well ...’

But before he could launch himself back at her, Dee had spun on her heel and sped off into the night.
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