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About the Book

Donna Stewart is a star pupil. Hardworking and good at everything, her future holds much promise. She is leggy with long dark hair and sparkling blue eyes, but she’s always been too busy studying to pay much attention to boys. But when she goes out to celebrate her exam results, she meets Danny Lester. He’s ten years older than her and as a man of the world, he impresses her with plenty of money to splash around – a far cry from her own humble upbringing. She finds him exciting to be with, even enjoys his slight air of danger. Danny sweeps her off her feet.

Her family are worried. Her friends drop hints. They think Danny might be bad news. But Donna quickly falls deeply in love, and comes to believe that this is the man she will marry and live with happily ever after. But it gradually emerges that Danny has some criminal connections. When Donna questions him, he hits her. Danny, it turns out, is a sadist who gets his kicks by terrifying her.

Donna realizes she has fallen in love with a very bad man, but is it too late to escape? The longer she leaves it, the harder it gets, and the violence escalates.
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Introduction

The content of this book is both shocking and explicit and makes for tough reading. Those of you who have read my previous books will know that I tell my stories from the heart and describe events which I know have really happened. As a writer, I take these facts and weave them into fiction. But to do justice to these truths, the horrors must be described in bald detail. There is no point my dressing up horror in fancy language, just as pulling my punches would in no way make the stories less gruesome.

It is an uncomfortable truth that in January 2008 alone reported cases of domestic abuse were up 28 per cent on the previous year. The key word here is ‘reported’ because it is an acknowledged fact that most domestic abuse is never recorded. Little wonder when over half the women who are raped are victims not just of people they have known, but people they have loved and cared for. My critics may accuse me of leaving little to the imagination but it is my express intention that such abuse should be shown in its true colours, namely as the worst kind of betrayal of trust that can be visited upon a human being.

I cannot write any less explicitly, for to do so would be to dishonour the victims’ experience – these are people fighting for sheer physical survival, leaving aside the mental torture they endure. But I have seen, felt and retain tremendous hope that humans can not only survive but triumph over such circumstances. It strikes me as common sense that the most expedient way of achieving this is to name it for what it is and not sweep it under the carpet, as we are so squeamishly inclined to do.

In a recent interview I was stunned by a conversation I had with a high-profile media figure who shall remain nameless. He accused me of blowing the scale of such abuse out of all proportion, and sensationalising its horrors. I told him, in no uncertain terms, to talk to the victims and their families and see if he still felt the same way after he’d heard their stories of heartbreak and tragedy. Also to look at the figures. On average, two women a week are killed by a current or former partner, and a quarter of all violent crime is domestic, with one incident reported every minute. He remains convinced that I overstate such issues for the sake of grabbing the public’s attention, but might it not be instead that such media notables live in gilded cages and have very little idea of what happens when you mix together vulnerable people and poverty? There is still a lot of prejudice out there, especially among the chattering classes, and I believe that my quest is not yet complete.

There is in this novel, I hope, a very definite warning about the use of drugs and how easy it is to get into them. This story starts back in 1986, over twenty years ago, when mainstream drug use escalated with the introduction of ecstasy and the advent of the rave scene. The drug trade today is as healthy as it ever was, and all the time there are profits to be made there will be plenty of drugs available. This is not likely to change in the foreseeable future. I would urge all parents to be watchful and users to beware. We never think it is ourselves who will get hooked but that it’s something that always happens to somebody else. Except it isn’t. My message is, say no.

Finally, love. It is an emotion felt by all of us, in one way or another, and has a profound effect on people in a multitude of ways. We love our lovers, families and friends, our neighbours and pets, we can even love a hobby, work or life itself. But what happens when the love we feel takes a turn for the worse? What about the love that turns to envy, jealousy or hate, obsession, control, fear and dependency? It happens, and sometimes without the parties concerned even noticing. The power of love is immense in the way it changes people. I have seen love in many forms and experienced the wonderful feeling of being loved. Now in my life it comes unconditionally. This is how it should be; being loved for yourself is the greatest gift, and one that I personally treasure. It hasn’t always been this way. I have deep and disturbing memories of being loved in the wrong way many times in my past.

My daughter’s father loved me at first in a healthy, natural way. For our first few months as a couple we were blissfully happy. Slowly, as time went on, his love turned to obsession and I found myself allowing it to happen, feeling powerless to stop the situation I had put myself in. Love for me at that time was blind. I should have seen the warning signs early on, but I was young and totally caught up in it. Despite a cruel and often violent relationship, I would be drawn back into his arms time after time, until my life was no longer mine but his. My every waking moment was spent in dread and fear. I was almost robotic in my behaviour. Whatever he asked of me, I did. It was while drawing on these memories, and the stories of other women who have had the same experience, that I wrote this book.

Never mind that it’s fiction, I relate totally to the characters and their experiences on their journey to eventual escape. Some women and men are not so lucky. They never escape an unhealthy, violent relationship. When asked why I decided to get out when I did, again the answer is love – not for my partner, but the deeper, more intense love I felt for my child. In amongst all the chaos and suffering, she was the innocent one who needed me to break free so I could give her what she needed more than anything: a stable, loving home to grow up in, even if it was with just one parent. It’s difficult to explain what drew me back time and time again and what finally forced me to make the break. Why then and not before? I don’t really have the answer, but something just clicked in my mind that made the choice for me, and once I knew I had to get away, escape became my obsession and need.

I didn’t do it completely alone, I don’t think anyone can, but it’s amazing the strength you can absorb from those who deeply love you, faults and all. Friends and family did their best to help and I will always be grateful to them and to the One Parent Families organisation, the Police and the Samaritans.

There is help available out there, and I urge anyone in a similar situation reading this book never to give up. The human spirit burns so much brighter than we can ever imagine, and help is always at hand. There is no need to continue suffering. The longest journey starts with a tiny step, but the steps get bigger and bigger until eventually you return to the person that you once were, and you are running!

Don’t suffer in silence, talk to someone.


Prologue

THE GIRL IN the bed lies quiet and still. Gradually, her eyes flutter open. It’s difficult at first, they seem to be thick with a sticky substance like Vaseline, but gently she wills them open, blinking to try and make out where she is. She finds herself staring at a white ceiling. It’s painful to move her head, and the room is dimly lit, but she can see the white blanket stretched across her body and the metal rail at the end of her bed. To one side there is a window with the blinds down, but she sees there is sunshine behind them, and to the other side of the room there is a door. She tries to move her arms but her hands are attached to tubes and drips, and by the edge of her bed she can hear a monitor, bleeping softly. Her face feels enclosed in something, and her cheeks seem to be squashed, causing her lips to pucker tightly together. They feel cracked and dry.

The effort of taking in all this has been too much. Her eyes flutter closed once more and she falls back into a painless sleep.

Outside the door of the private room sits a female police officer on a plastic chair. Her head is buried in a book to help pass the time until she is relieved by a colleague. Down the corridor in the small waiting room a few people are gathered together with two uniformed officers and a plainclothes policeman. By the window stands a tall, attractive woman, head bowed low and silently sobbing, being comforted by another woman, much younger and very beautiful. A man holds a young boy close to him, shaking with anger and fear which he tries to hide from the child seeking comfort. The family are traumatised by the violent assault that has left their daughter close to death. The policemen are doing their best to piece together the events that led up to the crime.

Once again the girl struggles to open her eyes. Something is touching her cheek, something familiar, soft and safe. Out of the corner of her eye, she spots a pink, furry shape. It’s Pookie, the ragged cloth rabbit she’s had since childhood. A tear forms in the corner of her eye and she starts to remember things: her family, her home, and her young life shattered. Then there is overwhelming shame and pain. It’s too much for her to bear. She feels she wants to die rather than face whatever lies ahead and closes her eyes again, desperate for sleep, not wanting to remember anything. Not wanting to wake up again. Sleep is her only escape. Awake, the memories are all too vivid, and far too much for her to cope with.

Down in the waiting room, a new arrival comes charging in to join the family, her face frantic with worry and exhaustion. Her long blonde curly hair is tangled and matted, make-up is smeared down her face. She looks worn out. She’s wearing some kind of fancy dress costume underneath the large man’s overcoat which is keeping her warm. She heads immediately for the mother and sister of her friend, desperate for news of the girl who lies critically ill nearby even though she has clearly been through some kind of recent ordeal herself. They speak in quiet, muffled tones. The girl leaves the waiting room, despite being informed that the police want to question her, and walks briskly down the hospital corridor towards the side room, a million thoughts racing through her head. The girl in the hospital bed, her best friend, has sustained injuries so severe that the doctors have warned her family she may not make it. Her best friend needs to see her, though, to let her know that she is with her and always has been.

Nothing could have prepared her for what she sees. The once beautiful girl in the bed is swathed in bandages, her face unrecognisable. Her friend takes a deep breath and slowly approaches. She pulls up a chair and sits by the bedside, resting her head on the crisp, white sheet and blanket covering the broken body. She cannot fight back the tears, but as her friend stirs she wipes her eyes and paints on a smile.

‘Hey, babe, it’s me. Don’t try to speak, everything will be all right, but you have to promise me that you’re gonna fight, mate? I need you and miss you, and I’m here.’

The girl in the bed looks at her friend as she starts to open her eyes. ‘Where am I? What’s happened to me?’

Tears flow freely down her face, wetting the bandages that are holding her face together. The friend feels ashamed and useless.

‘I’m sorry, mate, he found you. But don’t be afraid, the old bill will get him this time, and he’ll be out of your life forever. I’ll always be here for you. Together we will get you better, and the memory of all this will fade away in time.’

The girl in the bed manages a thin smile, acknowledging her friend, and as the years roll back in her mind she remembers all too well every moment of her short life.

‘Don’t you dare give up, Donna, stay with me, mate,’ her friend implores. But Donna has closed her eyes again and slid far away, back to the beginning.


Chapter One

THE SUN STREAMED through the window and lit up the pink bedroom, casting its warmth over the crumpled bed. Young Donna Stewart stretched out her long limbs and smiled to herself. This was the day she had been waiting for. She giggled to herself with a mixture of nerves and anticipation, hoping she would be able to achieve what she had worked for so hard. She looked at Pookie, her scruffy pink cloth rabbit, grabbed him and kissed him on top of his head, stirring up the safe, familiar smell of her childhood.

She had worked hard to get good grades in her A levels, but the nagging doubt that she had maybe bitten off a little more than she could chew blunted the edge of her excitement. Four difficult subjects were all necessary to satisfy her conditional offer from Sussex University to study Sports Science and Donna felt slightly apprehensive. She got herself out of bed and went to the window to greet the day. Taking a deep breath, she decided that what would be, would be. She was sure she had done her best.

After a long shower, Donna towelled herself dry and slipped into her jeans and a T-shirt before she brushed her long, thick, dark hair. There was no doubting the fact that Donna was a real beauty in every respect. She had not only a sweet and winning personality, but a slender yet curving figure, naturally olive skin, large blue eyes, and a pouting full-lipped mouth with beautiful straight white teeth. Her mother Joyce and her never-ending nagging about health and hygiene was partly responsible for Donna’s looks. Maybe this was why she was so keen to enter the world of health and fitness.

Donna checked her light make-up in the mirror and made her way downstairs to join the rest of her family. As usual Joyce was getting breakfast ready, and Brandon, Donna’s young brother, had his nose deep in a football magazine, loudly complaining about Argentina’s victory in the World Cup that summer. ‘Hand of God, my arse,’ he mumbled. ‘Lady in Red’ was playing on the radio and Joyce was singing along tunelessly.

‘Morning, Mum. Morning, monster,’ said Donna as she ruffled Brandon’s curly mop of dark hair.

He grunted at his big sister and Joyce greeted her back by saying, ‘Big day for you today, babe. Your dad had to go early but he’s left you a card, and Jane has called already, wanting to know if you’ve any news. I told her she was too early, but you know your sister. She never did have much patience.’

Donna took her usual seat at the kitchen table and, pushing aside Brandon’s pile of West Ham magazines, opened her card. ‘Good luck to our beautiful princess,’ it read in Dad’s writing, with love from him, Mum, Jane and Brandon. She had always been called ‘princess’ by her dad, Ian. He was so proud of both of his girls. They had always been clever at school, and with Jane already away studying Economics and Languages at university, he hoped that Donna would follow in her footsteps.

Not many families in the East End waved kids off to higher education, and to have two of them in the same family was no small source of pride to the Stewarts. Brandon wasn’t as academic as his sisters, but he was a sporty boy and very popular. They were proud of all three of their children. It wasn’t unusual for kids in the neighbourhood to be brought home regularly in a squad car, but the Stewarts had always made sure that their kids worked hard at school and kept their noses clean. They led by example. Ian had worked himself up to a managerial position in the local council, and Joyce had taught at a local primary for over twenty years. They constantly stressed the importance of hard work and honesty, drilling this into their children. By any standards, they had done a good job.

‘What time are you going down to the school?’ Joyce asked Donna. ‘Make sure you eat your breakfast before you go.’

‘I’ll just have a quick cuppa now and get something later. I’m off to meet up with Shaz and Nic and then we’ll go to the sixth form. They’re posting the results there this morning. After ten, they said.’ Donna smiled at her mum, a look of apprehension briefly crossing her pretty face.

‘You’re going to be fine, darling,’ Joyce said as she put Donna’s tea down in front of her. ‘Your dad and me will be proud of you, no matter what happens. But don’t think you’re leaving this house with just a cup of tea inside you. Try and eat something.’

Glancing at the kitchen clock, Donna gulped down the last of her tea. ‘I can’t eat, Mum, not now, I feel a bit sick, but I promise I’ll grab something on the way. Gotta dash, don’t want to keep the girls waiting. Have a good day at school, Brandon. You too, Mum, keep the little brats in check. I’ll call and leave a message in the staff room for you.’ She kissed her mum on the cheek, and made her way to get her jumper off the banister in the hall, leaving Joyce muttering something about nothing good happening to anyone on an empty stomach.

As a teacher at the local infants’ school, she had strong feelings about kids receiving regular meals. Theirs was a poor area and many of her pupils came from homes where good food was hard to come by. She was convinced that failure to learn in some kids came down to something as simple as not having a good breakfast inside them before school. Still, the opportunities to learn were there and she was pleased to be part of an education system that offered even these kids a chance to get on.

Jokingly tapping Brandon around the head, Joyce told him to get a move on for school or he would be late. Drying her hands on a tea towel, she paused for a moment to gather her thoughts. She remembered when they had first moved into this house, how they had managed to become home-owners through the local right-to-buy scheme. She remembered the girls as toddlers then, and how for a few years afterwards they had struggled, but onwards and upwards was Joyce’s motto. She would repeatedly tell her girls how important their schooling was. All that nagging and encouragement had paid off and now she allowed a wave of pride engulf her. It was 1986 and they had come a long way. With a lot of hard work and a drop of luck, they had done better than they could ever have imagined when they first started their married life, living in the spare room at Ian’s mum’s. Joyce felt profoundly grateful for her life today, and the chances given to all her family.

Suddenly snapping out of her thoughts, she reprimanded herself for daydreaming. She too would be late if she didn’t get a move on.

As Donna made her way down the road, there was a slight skip in her step. It was a beautiful day and the sun shone high and bright. The roads were as busy as ever, with cars, lorries and buses all crawling in the morning rush-hour. As she reached the pelican crossing, she could see Shaz and Nicola waiting for her on the opposite side of the road, outside the local sweetshop. Donna sighed to herself. She knew this was so that Nicola could buy her cigarettes. Donna wished she wouldn’t but it was her friend’s choice. Donna and Shaz had tried to talk her out of it, but Nicola was now hooked. She needed her fags. Donna hated the smell of stale tobacco, but the more she nagged Nicola, the more defiant she became.

Nicola had always been the live wire in their group, ever since they’d first met and became friends at infants’ school. Their early friendship had lasted and together they had shared the formative experiences of growing up. Nicola had grown into the real party animal of the three of them, always the first to try something new. Donna was hardly an innocent, she had smoked a few joints and had a few lines of speed in her time, but Nicola could really let her hair down in ways Donna didn’t always approve of. But, as her best friend, she knew it was not her place to judge, merely to support and always be there for her.

Nicola’s brother Freddie had followed the predictable path of falling in with local gangs and doing their bidding in order to finance his habit for hard drugs. Her parents were finally about to embark on a divorce, but it had come too late for Nicola. She had had to fight hard all her life to make any headway, and whenever she seemed to be getting anywhere, memories from childhood which told her she was worthless and would never amount to anything would always return to trip her up.

Shaz was totally different from both Donna and Nicola. Of mixed race, she was very petite. Too petite, she would say. She was eighteen but still had trouble making people believe she was old enough to drink, to get into clubs or watch an X-rated film. Shaz had grown used to carrying identification around with her, but secretly longed for the day when her breasts would develop and her legs would lengthen. With Shaz standing just five feet tall, Donna and Nicola towered above her.

‘Come on, Donna, hurry up!’ Nicola shouted across the busy road. Donna pressed the button and waited for the green man to appear, to allow her to cross. Nicola and Shaz always teased her for being such a goody-goody, perfectly adept themselves at dodging in and out of moving traffic, but Joyce liked to quote accident statistics to her kids and, despite sometimes wanting to be more like her friends, Donna was too much of a conformist at heart. Safely across and united with them, she giggled and laughed with her friends, each nervous about the A-level results. As the one who struggled the most with her academic work, Nicola smoked three cigarettes on the short walk to the sixth-form college. As they reached the gates, the three girls linked arms and then raced into the grounds, cheering and shouting.

The sixth-form common room was packed and the air inside fairly crackled with tension. The students milled around, chatting amongst themselves, all nervously casting occasional glances at the clock, waiting for the seconds and minutes to tick by to ten a.m. As the big hand approached the hour, the room fell into an uneasy silence until Mary, the senior prefect, said, ‘OK, everyone, it’s time.’

After filing into the main hall, the students formed a queue and waited in line while the staff laid out boxes of brown envelopes on the wooden table. As each student approached and gave their name, an envelope would be passed over. Donna edged her way forward in the queue. She could feel her palms getting sweaty and her heart thumping loudly. Falteringly, she gave her full name and an envelope was pressed into her hand. Looking up, she caught the reassuring smile of her science teacher and allowed herself a moment’s hope. With the envelope gripped tightly in her hand, Donna made her way over to a quiet corner and tore it open with her eyes closed, praying to God she had passed.

Three As and one B! With her mouth hanging open but no sound coming out, Donna ran from the room and made her way down the stairs and out into the grounds. Suddenly a scream erupted from her mouth and she danced on the spot with delight. Within minutes Shaz and Nicola had joined her and they hugged each other and cried. All three of them had passed, Shaz with two Bs and a C, and Nicola three Cs – not what she’d been hoping for but enough to get her on to a top-flight training programme at the Savoy Hotel, with day release to catering college. The girls were ecstatic, exchanging kisses and congratulations and promises to meet up later. Donna made her excuses to them and said she needed to call her family. Before parting they arranged a time to meet up later, to go to a local nightclub to celebrate their news.

With her envelope gripped tightly in her hand, Donna walked jauntily along the familiar road home, thoughts and dreams of university racing through her head. She was a picture of radiant youth, a girl on the crest of a great future, with the sun making her long dark hair gleam and joy and beauty shining from within.

In her excitement, she fumbled her keys and dropped them twice before finally crashing through the door where she dumped her bag and jumper in the hall. With trembling hands Donna picked up the phone to call Mum and Jane. She saved Dad until last. When she heard his familiar voice at the other end of the line, she said, ‘Hi, Dad, it’s me. Your princess did well.’


Chapter Two

THE FAMILY HAD gathered around the dinner table in a jubilant mood. Joyce had persuaded Donna’s sister Jane to take the coach down from Manchester as a special surprise, and now together with Nicola, whom Donna had had the foresight to invite, knowing there would be no special celebrations in her own home, the three girls shrieked and giggled as they talked about future plans.

Joyce was having a hot flush in the kitchen as she laboured over the pots and pans, pushing her blonde fringe off her forehead with the back of her hand. She had thickened with age and wore clothes two sizes larger than she would have preferred to, but she was still pretty for forty-five, with deep dimples to either side of her smiling mouth.

Jane was a strikingly attractive girl, just like her younger sister. Her trademark long dark hair was pinned up to reveal a lovely oval face with huge almond-shaped blue eyes, a petite nose, high cheekbones and pouting lips that always stayed red. With her height, long legs, and trim but womanly curves, she made a striking figure that turned many heads. The Stewarts had been blessed with three gorgeous-looking kids. Not only did Jane have beauty, she had brains too. She desperately wanted to recommend Manchester University to Donna, if only because the club scene in the city was so up and coming.

‘There’s this place called the Hacienda . . . it’s completely mental, you could lose days in there!’

‘You’re supposed to be studying, young lady, not dancing the night away,’ chided Ian with a wry smile. ‘Anyway, never mind university, help your mother and lay the table.

Ian Stewart was still a very handsome man. The children had taken their dark colouring and piercing blue eyes from him. Despite going slightly grey at his hairline, at over six foot two and with a great physique due to regular visits to the gym, he was an impressive figure but a naturally gentle man, who loved his family and his home life.

‘Yeah, but Dad, we work hard and then we play hard – fair’s fair,’ Jane pleaded.

Ian just shook his head and said to her, ‘Have you seen this?’ pointing to the TV. ‘Honestly, no girl’s safe out there any more.’ The report about missing estate agent Suzy Lamplugh had really affected him.

Joyce, who hadn’t been able to stop smiling in the three days since the A-level results were announced, instantly sided with her daughter.

‘Oh, Ian, stop worrying. They’ve got good heads on their shoulders and their feet on the ground, they’ll be fine.’ She drained some potatoes through a colander and the steam rose up, enveloping her. ‘None of our kids has ever come home in a police car or got mixed up with drugs . . . we should thank our lucky stars.’

Nicola and Donna widened their eyes at each other at this comment as Nicola had managed to get hold of a bit of speed for their special night out tonight. They weren’t druggies, but they liked a good time. Ian just mumbled something under his breath about kids having it easy these days and went off to the front room to get some bottles of cream soda and lemonade out of the cocktail cabinet.

After dinner the girls had planned to meet up with Shaz and go for a night out, dancing and celebrating, at a local night spot called the Limelight Club. It was a bit scruffy and could have done with a refurb but the dance floor was huge, the music excellent and the bar stayed open till one. Officially it had an over twenty-ones-only door policy, but Nicola knew the bouncers and the girls never had any trouble getting in. They hadn’t made it out as planned on the night of the results as Ian had insisted that Donna stay home, it being a week night. She may already be eighteen, but all the time she was under Joyce and Ian’s roof there were rules and a code of conduct they expected her to comply with. Donna’s protests that school was finished now fell on deaf ears. Her dad made her stay put and have a quiet night in with her parents and Brandon. She hadn’t minded much, truth be told. Donna was a home-loving creature at heart and had happily whiled the evening away with her mum, watching an episode of Dynasty which they’d recorded the previous Saturday, with Joyce sighing and saying, ‘Isn’t Blake Carrington gorgeous?’ and Ian and Brandon rolling their eyes at each other as they played a few rounds of three card brag and pontoon.

Life in the Stewart household had always been tranquil and happy, apart from the usual sibling arguments. Donna dreamed of one day meeting somebody and recreating it for kids of her own but first there was so much she wanted to do, so much she wanted to experience. Settling down could wait. For now, Donna was determined to pursue her immediate plans – a gap year in which she’d work and save some money, followed by university. There was the additional matter of her netball which she played every weekend with Shaz – Mile End Ladies had scooped the regional cup three years running. They knew they were the best and practised hard to maintain their position at the top of the East London District League.

But for now there was fun to be had. After they had all complimented Joyce on her chicken and mushroom pie and mucked in with the washing up, Donna and Nicola headed for Donna’s bedroom upstairs, leaving Mum, Jane, Dad and Brandon watching the TV. Saturday nights were always good for telly, and the four Stewarts who weren’t preparing for a night on the tiles settled down happily with a large bar of Fruit and Nut for the new episode of Dynasty.

Up in Donna’s bedroom the two girls giggled with excitement. They had the stereo on full blast. Nicola danced round the room to James Brown’s ‘Living in America’.

‘God, I love this tune, Don, it makes me all fired up and right in the mood for a good dance. Can’t wait to get out tonight and let me hair down.’

When that record had finished playing, Donna put on Madonna’s ‘Papa Don’t Preach’ and the girls sang along loudly and tunelessly until Ian bellowed up the stairs for them to keep the noise down.

Nicola started to unravel the rollers from her long blonde hair. It fell well past her shoulders, glimmering in the evening sunlight. There was no doubt that she was a striking young woman. Her beautiful green eyes held sadness, though, and for all their high spirits Donna knew her best friend was facing some harsh realities in her own home.

‘Things any better at yours, Nic?’ she asked.

‘Nah, the usual shit, I can’t wait to get out of there. I start at the Savoy on the twelfth of September and it hasn’t come a moment too soon. I get accommodation and day release for Westminster College so I won’t have to see them at all if I don’t want to.’

Donna’s face fell slightly. Catching this, Nicola quickly followed up with, ‘But I’ll be coming back all the time to see you and Shaz.’ She paused while she ran her fingers through her curls, arranging them around her shoulders, and tactfully moved the conversation on. ‘Your grades were fucking fantastic though, Don, I can’t believe you’re gonna wait a year to go to uni.’

They had hotly debated this topic many times. Ian had always provided well for his family, but also felt it was important for the kids to sweat a bit and earn for themselves. It had been drummed into Donna that she had to make some money of her own. And, besides, she liked the challenge. Donna was adamant that she was sick of studying and just wanted to work and save some money for a year before she went on to do her Sports Science degree. Nicola was keen for them both to move away at the same time, progressing their lives in tandem. She thought someone as bright as Donna was mad to want to hang around the East End, taking any old job, just to save money for a year.

‘Just think, we may end up together one day, you with your sports and leisure complex and me with my very own café! I could do healthy foods actually, in the Sports Complex. What do you reckon?’

Donna started to laugh. ‘We’ll always be together, Nic, but I’m not sure where Shaz will fit in with her art and weird painting. Perhaps we can exhibit her work throughout the complex and offer painting and pottery classes?’ They fell about laughing at the thought.

Donna had already decided on her outfit for the night. It was a really short denim skirt with a lace frill all around the hem. A tight-fitting white bodice went with it perfectly, and blue strappy cork platform shoes set the outfit off to perfection. With large silver hoops in her ears and showing a bit of cleavage, she looked a knockout.

Nicola wore dark blue denim jeans with brown cowboy boots underneath, and a white boob tube with glitter all around the edges. Her pert bosom defied gravity, and with her blonde curls cascading over her shoulders, she too looked a million dollars.

‘Did you get the Thunderbird, babe?’ she asked.

‘Of course, silly. Get some cups from the kitchen and I’ll pop it open. Don’t worry, Mum and the others won’t hear you, they’re all too wrapped up in that new colour TV.’

Drinks were a bit steep in the Limelight Club, especially for unwaged teenage girls, so they cut the cost in time-honoured fashion by getting a few down them before they went out, to put them in the party mood. Nicola arrived back with three paper cups, knowing Shaz would arrive at any minute. Right on cue the doorbell rang and Donna opened it to find little Shaz jumping up and down on the spot with excitement. The three girls swallowed two bottles of Thunderbird wine, an experience not dissimilar to drinking vinegar, but the more they drank, the better it tasted. They danced around the bedroom as they added the finishing touches to their make-up. Shaz looked cute in her strappy summer dress patterned with blue flowers. Despite the make-up she still looked too young to be clubbing, but the three of them set off into the warm August evening, making their way to the Limelight.

The girls arrived early, around eight, to find the club pretty empty, just a few groups of people huddled at the bar, but it gave them the opportunity to bag a good table, right near the dance floor. The Limelight Club was definitely the best place to dance in East London. Its music was a mix of old and new, with the time-honoured tradition of the slow-dance records always being played at the end of the night. The walls were lined with wood-chip paper painted purple and lemon and hung with posters advertising various DJs who would be playing in the forthcoming months. The toilets were pretty grim, with only three loos in the Ladies, one of which was always out of order, but by arriving early the three girls had the chance to empty their bladders of cheap drink, touch up their make-up and put on a final squirt of perfume.

Slowly the other punters filed in and the club began to fill up. By pub closing time the whole place was heaving with people talking, dancing and drinking. Smoke hazed the air. People had to shout into one another’s ears to be heard. The whole club stank of stale perfume and sweat.

The girls threw themselves into dancing the night away, handbags piled up in the middle as they danced. With the help of a few more drinks, cheap lager and lime, and a few lines of the speed supplied by Nicola, they were flying and having the time of their lives! They were totally oblivious to the envious stares of other girls, as well as second glances from more than one man. Sitting directly opposite them was a group of men. Nicola spotted her brother Freddie among them. She smiled at him but made no attempt to go over because of the guys he was with. She hated his druggy crowd. Among them was a well-known face in the area, known as Lucky Danny Lester.

Nicola noticed that Danny Lester spent a lot of time gazing at her and her friends, and only just resisted the temptation to go over and ask, ‘What are you staring at?’ She couldn’t stand the guy, but thought it best to ignore him. Only gradually did she work out that it was Donna who had caught his eye. She saw him and Freddie pointing and talking and knew that her hopeless brother would be telling Danny everything he knew. Donna danced and laughed and twirled around and around, oblivious to Danny’s attempts to catch her eye. Nicola had to smile to herself. Danny Lester really fancied himself as a ladies’ man and usually had no problem getting a woman’s attention, but tonight Donna was so wrapped up in her friends and having fun with them that she failed to notice him at all.

The evening was drawing to a close when at last Donna sat down. The slow records had started to come on. The DJ kicked off with ‘Unchained Melody’ and it wasn’t long before tall, blond, very handsome Danny Lester was standing in front of her, his hand outstretched, asking her to dance. Without thinking, Donna found herself placing her hand in his. As he held her close, she could smell Kouros on his neck and found herself drifting away, her body pressed close to his. She had never been held this way, it felt safe somehow, and she was amazed that this man had chosen her when there were so many beautiful girls standing around, just waiting for the opportunity to pull a man. One slow dance gave way to another, and the two of them stayed locked together for half a dozen songs until the lights came up at 2 a.m. Donna found herself staring into his cornflower blue eyes then, waiting for something, anything.

Finally, he said, ‘It’s too early to go home yet. Come with me for a drive around. My name’s Danny. And don’t worry, you’ll be safe with me.’ She knew instinctively that he was telling the truth; that this man she had never laid eyes on before tonight would take care of her. Nevertheless, she glanced over at Nicola and Shaz, a flicker of indecision on her face. ‘I’d love to, but let me tell my mates.’ As an afterthought she added, ‘I’m Donna, by the way.’

He held her gaze for a few seconds before answering, ‘I know,’ and she was secretly thrilled.

Nicola, wired on speed and feeling a bit snappish, was not happy to hear about it. ‘Don, I know about Danny Lester. He hangs out with Freddie and his loser mates. They’re all bad news. Let’s head home together. Besides, he’s too old for you. He’s about thirty!’

But Donna was still looking at Danny when she said, ‘Honestly, Nic, I’ll be all right. He’s so lovely, and just a drive won’t hurt.’

Nicola’s eyes pleaded with her to stay but Danny had quickly moved in and put his arm around Donna’s waist, leading her away. Looking back over her shoulder, she called to Nicola and Shaz, ‘I’ll call you first thing in the morning, honest.’

‘I don’t like this one bit,’ muttered Nicola to Shaz, biting her thumbnail.

Three hours in the car with Danny passed like minutes. Every time Donna caught his eye her stomach flipped over and her insides felt as if they would melt. His dirty-blond hair flopped sexily over his forehead, and he had the most intoxicating smile. In the early morning, some time around five, after they had spent the small hours driving round the East End, just cruising and chatting, Danny finally stopped the car to kiss Donna.

Parked outside her parents’ house, she felt she didn’t want to leave him. They had talked about everything: her life at school and hopes for university, her family, her friends. Danny had spoken softly to her about his own life, how he had virtually grown up on the streets, and he’d told her truthfully that he had never met anyone like her in his life before. He had no real family to speak of, his parents having split up when he was fourteen. His mother quickly met a man from Manchester, fell pregnant within months, and had relocated up North before the baby was born. She’d offered to take Danny with her but he was adamant that his life was in the East End and refused to go. The arguments raged for several weeks until finally one day she walked out, leaving only a twenty-pound note on the table, never to return.

Donna felt shocked and saddened by Danny’s story and they held tight to each other, she feeling strangely protective of this big, rugged man. She asked what had happened to his father but Danny answered dismissively that he’d died two years later, knifed in a pub brawl in South London. Donna, with her cosy, secure home, could not imagine the hardship this man must have suffered. Somehow he had managed to stay in the small pre-war flat his family had lived in by lying to the council about his mother’s absence and fending for himself. From such beginnings he had fashioned the basic philosophy that being able to look after himself, having respect and money, was all that counted. Donna gazed at him in wonder, awed and moved by his story. Danny was incredible.

He told Donna that she was everything a girl should be: pure, innocent and sweet. He whispered that he was totally taken with her beauty and freshness, how clean and unspoiled she was compared to the other girls he knew. He confessed he was no angel; that he had had to be a thief to survive. He could handle himself, too.

Far from putting Donna off, it only made Danny more fascinating to her. When he kissed her again, she melted in his arms. His tongue searched for hers, and he held her even tighter than before, desperate to go further but knowing he had to respect her youth and naivety a little longer.

‘You need to go in now, babe,’ he said finally. ‘I’m losing control here. I respect you, though, and want to see you again. Can we meet again later?’

Donna readily agreed. She kissed him again, this time even more intensely, holding on tightly. But he got out of the car, opened the passenger door and helped her out.

‘Let’s meet at the White Lion pub, seven-thirty sharp. Is that OK?’

Donna just nodded and looked at the ground, not wanting him to leave her. She watched him drive away and then made her way to the door, let herself in and crept up the stairs to her room. The sun was just coming up. In a dream-like state, she undressed and felt herself below. Her knickers were wet, and her whole body ached for the man she had just left. She had never had these kinds of feelings before. She lay under a single sheet in the warm morning and drifted off to sleep, images of losing her virginity to this wonderful man drifting in her mind. She had always known it would have to be someone special. Finally he had arrived.
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