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Prologue

She looked at her watch and decided to make a move. At four in the morning it was highly unlikely that there’d be any more passing trade. Just in case, she stepped forward into the dim pool of light at the pavement’s edge and checked up and down the Lane one last time. It was dead. Silent. No cars passing by at either end, and no drunken stragglers to tempt out of their last tenner. Still, she had the thirty quid she needed for her morning hit and a bag of nappies for the nipper. There was no reason to stand here freezing her tits off any longer.

Turning, she climbed over the trodden-down section of fence into the field. She didn’t usually take the short cut alone but as there was no one about she figured she’d be safe enough. It only took five minutes to cut across to Stanley Road this way, whereas walking around took at least twenty. No contest.

Little more than fifteen feet in she was plunged into pitch darkness, the street lamp she’d left behind too weak to cast even a glimmer of light into the tall grass she was wading through. The sensation of blindness unnerved her and for a moment she was tempted to turn back. But tiredness won out and she carried on, stumbling in the numerous small pits and rabbit holes that seemed to have sprung up all around her.

Halfway across, her heel caught in the mangled wheel of a long-abandoned bicycle. Cursing as her ankle twisted painfully, she wrenched her foot free of her shoe, then dipped down to wrestle the heel clear. That was when she heard a rustling in the bushes behind her. Her heart leaped into her throat. Was it the breeze? A startled rabbit?

A rat?

Ripping the shoe clear, mindless now of the new patent leather, she rammed it back onto her aching foot, all the time peering fearfully around in the darkness. If it was a rat, it would be from the sewers at the far end of the field. It would be big and dirty – and hungry.

Seeing nothing, she half hopped, half trotted on, dreading with every step the sharp yellow poisoned rat-teeth sinking into the back of her legs.

And she had no doubt it had seen her – whatever it was. She could feel its eyes following her. And the more she was aware of this, the more she panicked, sure it would smell her fear and know exactly where she was – exactly where to bite.

And it was definitely following her. She could hear it rustling through the grass. Stalking her.

‘Saaandraaa.’

She stopped dead, not breathing, unsure if she’d actually heard the voice or only imagined it. Straining to hear above the whooshing of her own blood rushing through her ears, she heard the breeze whispering through the undergrowth, and the distant rumble of traffic on the Mancunian Way. But nothing more.

‘Stupid cow!’ she muttered to herself, trying to stop the shaking in her legs by chiding herself. ‘Freaked out by the bleedin’ wind! Get a grip, girl!’

Pulling her jacket tighter around herself she set off once more. She hadn’t taken three steps when she heard it again.

‘Saaandraaa.’

There was no mistaking it this time. It had whispered her name. Its tone was low – male. Mocking. Hissing through a smile. She could hear it in the sing-song inflection.

‘Who is it?’ she called out, peering blindly into the pitch dark. ‘I know you’re there, I can hear you!’

‘Remember me, Sandra?’ The voice was close behind her now.

She spun around but there was no one there. Then, behind her again, a twig snapped and she was sure she heard a tiny laugh. Whoever it was, he knew her name, she thought, slightly relieved. It was probably one of her regulars, playing games.

‘Who is it?’ she called again, her voice stronger now. ‘You can stop messin’ about ’cos I––’

He moved so quickly that she saw nothing but a blur in the darkness. She was too surprised to defend herself as his arms enveloped her in a vicelike embrace, his breath hot and heavy on her face. And then she was flung around so that her back was against his chest, her arms pinned to her sides by his grip.

She had just about recovered her wits and begun to struggle when she felt the tip of a blade piercing her stomach. Icy fear mixed with scorching, searing pain as he wrenched it upwards, slicing easily through the material of her jacket, her dress and the flesh beneath.

As her flesh gaped and her guts began to spill from her abdomen, she gave way to unconsciousness, only vaguely aware of the knife withdrawing, then re-entering – cutting horizontally now.

Then nothing at all.

Jeff was ten minutes late, as per. Mike lit another roll-up and shifted his heavy work-bag onto his other shoulder. He wished he’d stuck to nights now. It was a pain in the arse leaving the house at half-five in the morning. Especially on days like this – struggling to dawn and ball-numbingly cold.

‘Oi! That you, you tosser?’

Mike turned in the direction of the voice. In the half-light, he could just about make Jeff out.

‘’Bout bleedin’ time!’ he called back. ‘I’ve been waitin’ ages.’

Jeff laughed. ‘Aw, shaddup! You’re worse than Yvonne for naggin’! Subject of,’ he went on, coming alongside and giving Mike a playful punch on the arm. ‘Should have seen the gob on it last night!’

‘What you done now?’ Mike grinned, following him through the gap in the fence into the field.

‘Wouldn’t go to bleedin’ bed, would she?’ Jeff flipped back over his shoulder. ‘Thought we was gonna get all cosy-cosy on the sofa. But I soon sorted that little game out.’

‘Yeah?’

‘Yeah. Shoved the bluey on, didn’t I? Does the trick every time, that. She gets well narky.’

‘You’re a right wind-up merchant.’

‘S’right, though, innit? Should have heard her kicking off. I said don’t bleedin’ watch it, then, if you don’t like it! Jeezus! It ain’t like I got it for her benefit, the dozy bitch! Like I’d splash out forty quid to look at her pulling her mush!’

Mike laughed at his friend’s indignant expression. ‘So what’s she say?’

Jeff gave him a lopsided grin. ‘Exactly what I knew she would. Told me to go fuck meself, then pissed off to bed with two sleepers. Well sorted! Snuck that little Hannah one in the back door and shagged her rigid.’ He yawned exaggeratedly. ‘Didn’t get a wink of kip all night.’

Mike shook his head. ‘I don’t know how you keep it up, mate. I’m too knackered to give Sharon one half the time, never mind taking on another one.’

‘The secret’s in variety,’ Jeff told him quite seriously. ‘You get bored with the same old same old. I mean, I’ve been with Yvonne for – what – six years? I’d get less for bleedin’ murder!’

Mike laughed. ‘You want to watch yourself, mate, or it’ll be you getting murdered!’

Jeff opened his mouth to answer, then let out a howl of surprise as he tripped. Mike laughed as his friend fell flat on his face in the rubbish-strewn grass, but he soon stopped when Jeff immediately leaped to his feet, his face white with shock.

‘What is it, mate? What’s up?’

Jeff pointed to a bush. ‘That! Shit … Shit!’

Mike peered down to where Jeff was pointing and felt the blood leave his own face as he made out the shape of a foot sticking out from beneath a bush. It was wearing a shoe – a patent-leather stiletto, half on, half off, its gleam dulled by streaks of dried blood.

‘What is it?’ Mike muttered stupidly.

‘It’s a bird,’ Jeff croaked. ‘Oh my God, Mike! It’s a bird, and she’s dead to fuck!’ Turning away, he threw up violently.

Mike watched Jeff’s heaving shoulders for a moment. Then, overtaken by a sudden morbid urge, he dipped his head to take a look for himself.

He immediately wished he hadn’t.

‘Better call the dibble,’ Jeff said when he had recovered. He dry heaved as Mike emptied his stomach beside him. ‘Make sure you don’t splash none of that on … on the shoe, mate.’

Digging his mobile out of his pocket with wildly shaking hands, it took Jeff four attempts to tap in the three digits.

Detective Inspector Seddon closed his notepad and looked down at the two men huddled together on the tree stump. Big and scrappy as they looked, he pitied them. They were shocked now, but there was worse to come. Nightmares. Flashbacks. They would never forget what they had seen beneath that bush. Seddon himself found it hard enough to shake off the brutal images of death and destruction he saw day after day, but a case like this stayed in the minds of even the most hardened operators for the longest time. And these men, who right now looked more like frightened little boys, weren’t equipped to deal with it at all.

‘Look, lads, the café’s open down the end of the Lane,’ he told them kindly. ‘Why don’t you go and get yourselves a cup of tea, eh? I’ve got your details, so I’ll contact you later to make a full statement at the station. Okay?’

‘Yeah, sure. Thanks.’

Getting to their feet, Mike and Jeff picked up their work-bags and headed for the gap in the fence, grateful to be escaping the now-crowded field.

Seddon watched them go, then walked back into the field to the bush. Dipping beneath the scene-of-crime tape posted all around it, he sidestepped the white-suited forensics team and made his way over to the attending pathologist, Lynne Wilde, who was on her knees beside the body, making notes.

‘The same?’ he asked, knowing full well what the answer would be.

She peered up at him and nodded, saying quietly, ‘Neater. Look.’

Seddon crouched beside her, shifting slightly to make way for the official photographer. The flash of the camera in the dawn light accentuated the blood that seemed to have drenched every inch of the area. It also highlighted perfectly the vertical and horizontal slashes to the victim’s stomach that Lynne was pointing out to him. He saw immediately what she meant.

This was the fourth killing of its kind in the past two months, but these incisions were almost professional in comparison with the jagged, frenzied cuts that Lynne and Seddon had first encountered.

‘Seems our friendly neighbourhood whore-slayer has honed his skills somewhat,’ Lynne said grimly. ‘Makes me wonder if there aren’t more we haven’t discovered yet.’

‘You don’t think it could be a different guy?’

Lynne shook her head, pursing her lips emphatically.

‘No chance. Everything’s identical. No panties. Exact method of cutting. The gift.’

Seddon leaned forward slightly and peered at the inner organs protruding from the ruined stomach. Lacerated beyond repair and drained of all blood, they reminded him of the chicken giblets his wife boiled for the cat. He quickly shook off the disturbing image and looked deeper.

And there it was, its delicate petals barely visible. The trade-mark forget-me-not, nestling innocently in the wreckage of Sandra Foggarty’s remains.

‘Why does he do it?’ he muttered, saddened by the incongruity of it all.

Lynne shrugged. ‘No good artist leaves his work unsigned.’

Finished with her examination, she stood and motioned Seddon aside as the team moved in to bag the body.

‘Raped?’ Seddon asked, lighting a cigarette and pulling on it hard, releasing a great stream of smoke from his nose, making his eyes water – his way of erasing from them the sight of the mutilated body.

‘Yep … and before you ask, no, there’s no semen deposit. This guy covers himself so well he could be one of my team.’

‘Don’t suppose you’ve any freaks with a fetish for cross-cuts and flowers?’ he asked then, jokingly.

Lynne smiled. ‘Not that I know of, but I’ll keep my eyes open.’ She checked her watch. ‘Look, I’ve got to go, Ken. I’ve four autos to get through before I’ll get a chance to look at Lady Bush. I’ll call you if I find anything, okay?’

‘But don’t hold my breath, yeah?’

‘Not unless you get a kick out of self-asphyxiation.’

Seddon grinned, then said seriously, ‘He’ll slip up sooner or later, Lynne. And when he does, I’ll be waiting for the bastard.’

‘Me too,’ she agreed. ‘Nice sharp scalpel in hand! Speak to you later.’

‘Yeah, bye.’

Seddon waved Lynne off, then turned to look back at the bush. He stared at it for a moment, then let his gaze wander over the surrounding area. It was fully light now and the field looked exactly what it was – a rubbish-strewn piece of wasteland, with next to no chance of it holding clues to this latest murder.

But he’d meant what he had said. He would find his man – hopefully sooner rather than later. Especially now that the bastard seemed to be getting so good. There was no telling what he’d turn his hand to once he’d perfected his art. This kind of killer rarely stayed satisfied for long. The ones who felt a compunction to sign their work craved recognition and would vary their style to achieve it.

Seddon just hoped that the fucker slipped up before he moved on to bigger and better things.





1

Pat Noone rolled over, sending her quilt sliding to the floor. An icy draught assaulted her exposed backside, waking her. Groping for the missing duck-down warmth, her groggy gaze fell on the bedside clock.

Ten past eight. She’d slept right through the seven-thirty alarm.

‘Oh, shit!’ Completely awake now, Pat leaped from the bed and grabbed her dressing gown from the back of the door. Dragging the gown on, she yanked the door open and rushed to the bathroom, banging on her daughter’s bedroom door as she passed, yelling: ‘Move it, Lisa! We’re late!’

Groaning, Lisa pulled her quilt up around her face. She’d been awake for a few minutes already, but she didn’t relish the thought of getting out of bed. It was too warm in here – and too cold out there, where the radiators didn’t work and you had to boil the kettle to have a wash. The council should have fixed the heating weeks ago but as usual they hadn’t shown their faces, and her mum had been too idle to chase them up.

Dragging herself from the bed when she heard her mum thundering down the stairs minutes later, Lisa threw on the clothes she’d been wearing for the past three days and shivered her way to the bathroom. Plonking herself down on the freezing-cold toilet seat, she thought it was a good job that piss was warm or there’d be icicles hanging down her legs by the time she’d finished.

In the messy living room below, Pat was trying to do everything at once: put on make-up, fasten her too-tight blouse, find her shoes, and light a cigarette.

Squinting at her mirror image through a blue haze of smoke, she misdirected the loaded eyeliner brush and let out a wail of despair at the resulting panda-eye. She looked like a raddled old slapper now – definitely not the right impression to give the magistrates.

Reminded of them, Pat rushed across to the TV and switched it on to check GMTV’s time-dog. She gasped when she saw that it was now almost eight twenty-five. She was due in court at nine, and she couldn’t afford to bollocks this one up. Three pulls in one year was taking the piss as it was, but turning up late would be a definite step too far.

‘Lisa!’ she screeched at the top of her voice, running back to the mirror to swipe at the smudged eye-liner with a spit-wet tissue. ‘Get a bloody move on, will you!’

Already on her way down the stairs, Lisa ground her teeth in annoyance. Just who was doing who the favour here?

‘All right, I’m coming!’ she grumbled, pushing through the door, a scowl on her face.

Pat recoiled at the sight of her daughter: dirty blonde hair – dark with grease and not so much as licked by a brush; filthy socks sagging listlessly around her skinny, mottled ankles; scruffy coat inches too short at the sleeve, exposing her bony little wrists and accentuating her bitten-down nails.

‘What you staring at?’ Lisa demanded sulkily.

‘You!’ Pat snapped. ‘Put another coat on, will you? And sort your bloody hair out, for gawd’s sake! You look a right tramp.’

Pulling a face, Lisa snatched up a brush from the sideboard and raked it through her hair, muttering, ‘It don’t matter what I look like. It ain’t me getting done.’

‘Course it matters!’ Pat said, shrugging into her jacket and throwing her cigarettes and lighter into her handbag. ‘The judge is supposed to take pity on me, not you. He’ll do me for bleedin’ neglect if you turn up like that! Now shift your backside and sort yourself out or we’ll miss the twenty-to!’

Still muttering under her breath, Lisa swapped the coat for a not-much-better jacket. Buttoning it up, she suddenly remembered that she hadn’t told her best friend that she wouldn’t be walking to school with her today.

‘Oh, sugar!’ she muttered, popping her head around the door. ‘I forgot to tell Debbie where we’re going, Mum. D’y’ think I should knock on before we go?’

Rooting for her purse now beneath a mountain of discarded clothes strewn across the couch, Pat said, ‘No, you bloody well shouldn’t! It’s no other bugger’s business, this.’

‘I don’t mean tell her what f––’

‘You’ll tell her nowt!’

Finding the purse, Pat rammed it into her pocket. Then she reached for the half-bottle of vodka she’d brought home the night before. Unscrewing the cap, she slugged back a hefty mouthful and shuddered as the liquid burned its way into her stomach.

‘God, I needed that!’ she murmured, tipping the bottle up for a second shot.

Watching in dismay, Lisa said, ‘Mum, don’t! You can’t go to court drunk!’

‘Drunk?’ Pat snorted. ‘On that little drop? Do me a favour! That’ll just about take the edge off, that. Anyhow, stop fussing. I’ve got more to worry about than getting a bit pissed.’

‘You think they’ll let you out?’ Lisa asked quietly as her mum swiped on another layer of lipstick.

She didn’t know what she’d do if her mum was sent down. She’d never been away from her for any length of time before. And then there was the problem of who would take care of her while her mum was away. There was no one she could stay with, and she was too young to look after herself. But one thing was for sure – there was no way she was going into a children’s home. She’d run away before she’d let that happen. Where to, she’d deal with at the time.

Taking a deep breath, Pat gave her daughter a tiny nervous smile.

‘I honestly don’t know, pet. I’m just banking on you swaying the balance.’

Screwing the lid back on the bottle she slipped it into her bag, determinedly shrugging off the feeling of impending doom.

‘Anyhow, there’s no point looking on the bad side, eh? Let’s just go and show ’em how much we need each other.’

Then, with a grin that made her look far less nervous than she felt, Pat headed for the door, calling back over her shoulder: ‘Shove Monty in the kitchen, will you? He’ll only start eating me shoes if we leave him out.’

Lisa looked down at the cross-bred Alsatian with sympathy. He hated being locked in the kitchen, but there was no alternative. Left to his own devices he would cause havoc. Reaching for his collar, she hauled him up from his hiding place behind the couch and dragged him towards the door.

‘Sorry, boy. I’ll have to feed you when I get back,’ she said, herding him into the kitchen and closing the door on his mournful face.

Making their way to the back of the crowded bus minutes later, Pat ushered Lisa onto the seat next to the window. Plonking herself down beside her, she rooted through her bag for her cigarettes. Completely ignoring both the ‘No Smoking’ signs posted on every window and the disapproving stares of the other passengers, she lit up and settled back in her seat in a cloud of smoke.

Pat was dreading the outcome of today’s hearing, but she felt better now that they were actually on their way. They’d still have to run to get to the courts from Deansgate, but a few minutes late was better than the half-hour they would have been if they’d had to wait for the next bus.

Noticing how badly her mum’s fingers were shaking as she sucked the life out of her cigarette, Lisa nudged her and asked if she was all right.

Smiling, Pat pushed a stray strand of lank hair behind Lisa’s ear and said, ‘Course I am, pet. I just want to get this over and done, that’s all.’

‘Are you gonna stop working now?’

Pat snorted softly. ‘What do you think? You don’t reckon I want to go through this again, do you?’

‘And you’re not just saying that?’

‘No. Now stop going on with yourself and just keep your fingers crossed, eh?’

Satisfied, Lisa settled back in her seat and looked out of the window – the fingers of both hands firmly crossed between her thighs.

Michaela Dunne paced the entrance to the Magistrates’ Courts with a frown on her pretty face. Anxiously smoothing down her smart black skirt for the fiftieth time, she glanced back at the clock on the wall and tutted loudly. If Pat Noone didn’t get here soon the magistrates would take a very dim view of it – and the stupid woman had little enough going for her as it was.

Blowing out an agitated breath, she mentally cursed Malcolm Waverley for having dumped this case on her – and herself for accepting it without a fight. How pathetic was that?

She’d almost convinced herself that it was his status of senior partner at Waverley-Fitch Solicitors that had made her unable to refuse his ‘request’, but she knew it wasn’t really that. It was his year-round tan, his immaculate suits, and his perfect teeth. He was just too damned attractive to resist!

Clutching the social worker’s report tightly Michaela made her way outside, mentally rehearsing what she would say to both the magistrates and Malcolm should her client fail to appear – which was all too likely given Pat Noone’s apparent refusal to take the laws of the land seriously.

Five anxious minutes later, she breathed a sigh of relief as Pat hurtled around the corner with a child in tow. She was gratified to see that at least the foolish woman had the grace to run. Maybe she had finally realized the precariousness of her situation? Then again, Michaela very much doubted that Pat Noone had the intelligence to realize any such thing!

Seeing Michaela hovering like a crow at the top of the wide bank of steps fronting the courthouse, Pat felt a sinking in her stomach. She’d met her at the solicitors’ offices a couple of times and hadn’t been impressed by her snooty, disdainful attitude – or her obvious inexperience. She thought that she probably knew more about law than Michaela did – and, given how many times Pat had been to court, she was quite possibly right.

Fearing that her chances of escaping a custodial sentence would be next to nothing without the arrogant Malcolm Waverley to defend her, she hissed, ‘Shit!’ under her breath.

Running beside her mother, Lisa caught the underlying fear in her voice and looked up at her with concern.

‘What’s up, Mum? Have you forgotten something?’

With a sick smile that was intended to reassure, Pat said, ‘Oh, it’s nothing, really. I was expecting Mr Waverley, that’s all, but he’s sent his lackey instead.’

‘Is that bad?’

‘Well, the magpies don’t really like women briefs,’ Pat explained. ‘They might say women are equal nowadays, but it’s still an old farts’ club when it comes to law. Just wait till I see that bleedin’ Waverley!’

‘Can’t you just make them wait till your proper solicitor comes?’

Pat shook her head. ‘Nah. He can send anyone he wants, so long as they’re qualified. But never mind, eh? At least I’ve got you on my side.’

‘Too right,’ Lisa agreed, giving her mum’s hand a reassuring squeeze.

Smiling gratefully, Pat looked up at the young solicitor and sighed. It might not be who she wanted, but it was all she had so she’d better make the most of it.

‘Sorry we’re late, love,’ she called in a determinedly friendly voice. ‘Missed the bus.’

Resisting an urge to roll her eyes when she saw the dark roots screaming out from the approaching brassy blonde head, Michaela smiled tightly.

‘At least you made it,’ she called back, cringing inwardly at the cliché. ‘That’s what counts.’

Reaching the top of the steps, Pat pushed Lisa forward to where Michaela was now holding the door open for them.

‘This is my Lisa,’ she said. Then, nudging Lisa: ‘Say hello to Miss …?’

‘Dunne,’ Michaela said.

‘’Lo, Miss Dumb,’ Lisa muttered, slipping through the door.

Following them inside, Michaela gave the child a furtive once-over. She thought it a pity that the girl was so plain, and very much doubted that her scruffiness would engender much sympathy from the magistrates. But without her, the mother was surely doomed.

As Pat joined the queue for the metal-detector arch, Michaela cast a worried glance at Lisa who was standing to the side now, gazing around the busy reception area. There were things Michaela needed to go over with Pat before they went into court. Sensitive things of a sexual nature that Michaela felt awkward enough about already, without being responsible for traumatizing the child by discussing them in front of her if she were clueless.

Tapping Pat on the arm, she said quietly, ‘Lisa is aware of why you’re here, isn’t she?’

‘Oh, yeah, we’ve no secrets, us,’ Pat replied airily. ‘So, who’ve I got?’ she asked then, holding up her arms in the hope of being frisked by the well-built security guard.

Ignoring her obvious desire for the hands-on approach, the guard waved her through the arch into the bag-searching bay.

Sidestepping a second guard with a flash of her official pass, Michaela said, ‘Bennett, I believe. But they haven’t posted all of the allocations yet, so I’ll have to check.’

Grinning flirtatiously now at the unimpressed guard as she relinquished her handbag, Pat said, ‘Yes! I was hoping I’d get him!’

Michaela raised a neatly pencilled eyebrow. ‘I hope he’s as pleased to see you, Mrs Noone,’ she muttered, without adding that she very much doubted he would be. Justice Bennett’s reputation for leniency was fast disappearing of late. The recent ‘three-strikes-and-you’re-out’ campaign had seen many a seemingly mild magistrate’s attitude harden beyond recognition.

Pat didn’t hear Michaela’s last remark. She was too busy trying to stop the guard from confiscating the bottle of vodka he’d found in her handbag.

‘Aw, just give us a quick swig, luv,’ she pleaded, watching with hungry eyes as he stashed it out of sight in the official ‘bin’. ‘It’s nearly finished anyhow. I won’t tell if you don’t!’

The guard shook his head firmly. ‘Sorry, no can do.’

Michaela grimaced, wishing with all her heart that the ground would open up and swallow Patricia – common tart – Noone whole.

‘We’ll sit there, shall we?’ she said through clenched teeth, motioning towards a row of empty chairs lining the wall beside Courtroom Three. Turning on her heel, she marched on ahead.

‘Snotty bitch!’ Pat muttered conspiratorially, linking her arm through Lisa’s. Giggling together like a pair of schoolgirls, they followed Michaela to the seats.

Michaela had the report folder open on her knee.

‘Now, I just need to go through this quickly with you,’ she said as Pat and Lisa sat down. Rifling through the contents, she handed a couple of pages to Pat. ‘If you could just read through from subsection seven, paragraph three …’

Blah, blah, blah, blah, thought Lisa, as Michaela droned on in words she couldn’t understand. Folding her arms, she let a loud breath vibrate out through her lips. God, this was boring! She wished she hadn’t agreed to come now. She’d much rather still be in bed dreaming about Jamie Butterworth. Or at school, snatching the odd glimpse of him at break.

Sighing heavily, she closed her eyes and lapsed into one of her increasingly frequent daydreams.

Within seconds she was in the Head’s office at school, being told – in a most gratifyingly grovelling way – that the school secretary had just discovered a mistake in her records.

‘It seems,’ Mr Lennox was saying, ‘that your stupid mother made a bit of a cock-up when she registered you here, Lisa. She gave us the wrong year of birth for you, so all this time we’ve been thinking you were twelve going on thirteen you were actually thirteen going on fourteen and should be in year nine already! I can’t apologize enough, Lisa. Can you ever forgive me?’

‘Can I get you a cup of tea, Lisa?’ Sheila, the secretary, asked then. ‘And how about some biscuits from Mr Lennox’s special stash?’

‘Yes, you must have some,’ Mr Lennox insisted, patting Sheila’s fat bum – making Lisa want to laugh out loud because everyone in school thought the Head and his secretary were shagging, and now she knew it for a fact!

‘Get her the choccy ones, Sheila,’ he went on. ‘In fact, give her anything she wants, to make up for this awful mistake.

‘I blame myself, you know?’ he said to Lisa then. ‘I really should have sussed that you were older ’cos you’re so mature, and that.’

‘Yes,’ Sheila chipped in, ‘but we just thought you were really brainy … Didn’t we, Lenny?’

‘Indeed we did,’ the Head agreed, slipping his hand up Sheila’s skirt to stroke the backs of her orange-peel thighs.

‘Anyhow,’ he went on. ‘Now that we know, we can put it right, can’t we? So, Lisa, I’m sending you straight to year nine! In fact, you’ll be going into Jamie Butterworth’s class, because he’s asked for you to be placed with him, and––’

‘Oi!’

Lisa’s dream dissolved as a sharp nudge jerked her back to the here and now.

‘What was that for?’ she demanded, glaring at her mum, who was in turn frowning at her.

‘Here!’ Pat said, shoving the fifty-pence piece she’d scrounged off Michaela into Lisa’s hand. ‘Go and get yourself a drink if you’re bored. I can’t concentrate with you sighing all over the place. You’re doing me head in!’

‘Fine!’ Lisa grunted, snatching the money. ‘But you didn’t have to break me ribs!’

Escaping before she earned herself a backhander, Lisa went to the vending machine and bought a can of cola. Ripping the tab off, she took a long drink, then wandered over to the large windows overlooking Crown Square. Pushing herself between two small, noisy children who were using the bench as a play area, she kneeled on the seat and peered out at the people milling about in the Square.

Directly opposite, a team of builders were well into their half-naked stride, shifting huge trays of bricks about as they catcalled to the pretty young secretaries making their way to and from the numerous office blocks surrounding the Square.

To their left, a ratty-headed old woman – complete with the obligatory Tesco trolley full of bulging plastic bags and filthy blankets – jealously held sole possession of her pigeon-surrounded bench by wildly waving her arms every time anyone walked by.

Lisa watched the nutty old bat for a few minutes, but quickly lost interest. Her gaze became unfocused – unseeing now, her thoughts were on Jamie once again.

Gorgeous, fit Jamie, with long, floppy blond hair, sexy blue eyes and kissable lips.

One day …

‘Lisa! Psst! Lisa!’

Disturbed yet again, Lisa turned around and saw her mum waving frantically from across the crowded room.

‘She’s just checking, but she reckons we’re up next,’ Pat whispered when Lisa joined her. ‘Now, I want to get it straight with you before we go in, yeah?’

‘Yeah, all right.’ Nodding, Lisa sipped at the cola.

‘Good girl,’ Pat said, reaching out to fiddle nervously first with Lisa’s hair, then her collar. ‘Right, it’s deffo Bennett,’ she went on, licking her thumb and rubbing at a spot of dirt on Lisa’s cheek, ‘so when I give you the nod, just do like I told you and we’ll be laughing. You listening?’

‘Aw, Mum!’ Lisa moaned, pulling her head back to escape the annoying ministrations. ‘I can’t do it just like that!’

Jerking her own head back, Pat gave her an incredulous look.

‘You do it quick enough when you’re set for a belting! Anyhow, you’d better if you want me home today. And make it nice and loud, and all. If there’s one thing Bennett hates, it’s skriking kids in his nice quiet court. Got that?’

‘Yeah.’

‘Patricia Anne Noone …’ the usher called. ‘Courtroom Three … Patricia Anne Noone … Courtroom Three.’

Pat blew out a nervous breath. ‘Here goes! Wish me luck, kid.’

Clutching at Lisa’s arm, she made her way into the court to answer for her sins.

The magistrates were taking for ever. Huddled together behind the high plinth, they reminded Pat of a coven of witches, and she wondered what they were cooking up for her.

Whatever it was, she had a horrible feeling she wasn’t going to like it. And glancing at Michaela sitting stiffly beside her, she felt no better at seeing such a grim expression on her brief’s face.

‘What they doing?’ she hissed from the corner of her mouth.

‘Reading through the social worker’s report,’ Michaela whispered back without looking at her.

‘But they already did that. What’s so interesting about it, anyway?’

‘Ssshhh!’ Michaela hissed, adding in a whisper: ‘It can only help. It must mean they’re undecided. Don’t annoy them by kicking up a fuss.’ With that, she resumed her study of the very interesting clock above the magistrates’ heads.

Ten forty-five. They’re certainly dragging this out.

Pat sighed heavily. Never mind not kicking up a fuss, she’d like to kick this patronizing bitch of a solicitor up the arse!

Turning her head as far as possible, she saw Lisa sitting near the back of the room. If ever there was a need for a bit of courtroom drama it was probably now. If the magistrates were undecided about the report it meant they were considering the best way to deal with Lisa’s welfare, and a good show of distress from that direction might just tip the scales.

Seeing Lisa staring blindly up at the ceiling, Pat glared at her across the rows of seats, willing her back down to Earth to get on with her part of the bargain. Lisa dreamed on obliviously.

Little cow! Pat seethed to herself, turning back around. If I get out of here today, I’ll give her a walloping she’ll never forget!

‘Please stand, Mrs Noone.’

Pat didn’t realize she had been addressed until the solicitor nudged her and motioned her to her feet.

‘Oh, sorry,’ she spluttered, jumping up. ‘I was just worrying about my––’

‘If we may proceed?’ Bennett cut her short coldly.

‘Yeah, sure … sorry.’ Pat gulped at the uncharacteristic harshness of his tone. This didn’t bode well at all.

‘Prostitution, Mrs Noone,’ Bennett intoned in a doom-and-gloom voice, ‘is a heinous offence for which, in our opinion, there is no legitimate excuse. In plying your nefarious trade, you and your ilk have made a mockery of the system by which those of us who are decent and lawful abide. And in doing so, you degrade and harm not only yourselves but all women in general. You have created an untenable situation, making it impossible for innocent females to go about their legitimate business without fear of approach or attack from the sick individuals who roam the streets looking for your sort.’

Pausing, Bennett reached for his glass of water and took a leisurely drink. Pat hardly dared to breathe, she was so sure they had decided to send her down this time. Digging her nails into her palms like miniature daggers, she watched as he replaced his glass on the bench with agonizing slowness.

‘As this is not the first but the third time you have been brought before this court on this charge,’ he went on at last, ‘we feel that it is quite within the bounds of reason to inflict a custodial sentence––’

‘No, you can’t!’ Pat interrupted with a squawk. ‘What about me––’

‘However,’ he cut across her protests sternly, ‘taking into account the somewhat favourable social report …’

Pausing again, he raised a shaggy grey eyebrow as though he couldn’t quite believe that the report had contained a single good word about the trollop standing before him.

‘We have reached the conclusion,’ Bennett continued after clearing his throat, ‘that this action would not be in the best interests of your child, and have therefore decided upon a suspended sentence, with––’

‘Oh thank you, your honour!’

‘With,’ he repeated, ‘a period of probation and a fine, which shall not exceed five hundred pounds.’

‘Oh, that’s fantastic!’

‘This is not for your benefit, Mrs Noone,’ Bennett told her frostily. ‘And please do not labour under the misapprehension that I will tolerate a single moment’s fall from grace.’

‘No, sir!’

‘Because I assure you I will not hesitate to invoke the full three-year sentence if you do!’

Rushing outside a little while later, the paperwork detailing the conditions of her probation screwed up in her hand, Pat grinned triumphantly.

‘Well, that was a doddle!’

Frowning disapprovingly, Michaela said, ‘I hope you took stock of what they said? Because I assure you the magistrates were serious. This really is your last chance.’

Sneering derisively, Pat popped open the top three buttons of her blouse and shrugged her ample cleavage into view.

‘They’ll have to catch me first, love. And I’ll tell you now, they don’t stand a cat in hell’s chance!’

‘They’ve managed it three times so far,’ Michaela replied tartly.

‘Yeah,’ Pat agreed, giving her a cold look. ‘Three times lucky! They caught me off guard, that’s all. They won’t get me so easy next time.’

‘Mum!’ Lisa frowned, her childish angst almost laughable in its intensity. ‘You promised you wasn’t gonna do it no more!’

‘I’m only joking, kid!’ Laughing, Pat threw an arm around Lisa’s shoulder and hugged her expansively – all thoughts of punching her lights out for drifting off at the crucial moment forgotten in the euphoria of being free.

‘Really?’ Lisa asked, not overly convinced by her mum’s display.

Planting a wet kiss on her cheek, Pat said, ‘Really!’

Michaela’s nose wrinkled with distaste at this common display of affection. Averting her gaze, she eased the cuff of her sleeve back to check the time, dismayed to see that it was now eleven thirty-five. As if she didn’t have better things to be getting on with!

‘Well, I’ve got to get back to the office now,’ she said. ‘So I’ll say goodbye.’ Without adding until next time, she gave Pat a curt nod and began to walk away.

‘Here, you can tell that boss of yours I’ll be having words with him,’ Pat called after her. ‘Standing me up in me hour of need! Just tell him I’ll be expecting preferential treatment next time or he’ll get you-know-what!’

Just as Pat had intended, Michaela bristled visibly at the implication behind the words. With shoulders as stiff as a Dynasty dress, she turned back, her nostrils twitching with indignation as she ground out between clenched teeth: ‘Let’s hope there isn’t a next time, shall we? Goodbye.’

‘Yeah, see ya!’ Sticking her fingers up at Michaela’s back, Pat turned to Lisa, grinning maliciously. ‘Stuck-up bitch! She’s well after getting a grip of Waverley, but she’s got more chance of farting “Edelweiss” in tune! Anyway, forget her. We’ve got a date.’

‘Who with?’ Lisa asked.

‘A pint of lager at The Hopscotch,’ Pat said, linking her arm through Lisa’s. ‘We’ve got some serious celebrating to do!’

Grinning widely as her mum propelled her towards the road, Lisa said, ‘You getting me a pint?’

Pat laughed out loud.

‘In yer dreams! You’ll have a Coke, and like it!’ Smiling at Lisa’s disappointment, she added: ‘But if you’re really, really good, I might let you have a puff of me fag.’

‘Honest?’

‘Behave!’ Pat snorted. ‘And let me catch you smoking before you’re sixteen and you’ll know about it, lady!’
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