
[image: Cover Missing]


Contents

Also by Mandasue Heller

About the Author

Title Page

Copyright

Dedication

Prologue

Part 1

Chapter 1

Chapter 2

Chapter 3

Chapter 4

Chapter 5

Chapter 6

Chapter 7

Chapter 8

Chapter 9

Chapter 10

Chapter 11

Chapter 12

Chapter 13

Chapter 14

Chapter 15

Chapter 16

Chapter 17

Chapter 18

Part 2

Chapter 19

Chapter 20

Chapter 21

Chapter 22

Chapter 23

Chapter 24

Chapter 25

Chapter 26

Chapter 27

Chapter 28

Chapter 29

Chapter 30

Chapter 31

Chapter 32

Chapter 33

Chapter 34

Chapter 35

Chapter 36

Chapter 37

Chapter 38

Chapter 39

Chapter 40

Epilogue


Also by Mandasue Heller

The Front

Forget Me Not

Tainted Lives

The Game

The Charmer

The Club

Shafted

Snatched

Two-Faced

The Driver


About the Author

Mandasue Heller was born in Cheshire and moved to Manchester in 1982. She spent ten years living in the notorious Hulme Crescents which have since become the background to her novels. Not only is she a talented writer, but she has also sung in cabaret and rock groups, seventies soul cover bands and blues jam bands.


LOST ANGEL

Mandasue Heller

[image: Image Missing]

www.hodder.co.uk


First published in Great Britain in 2012 by Hodder & Stoughton

An Hachette UK company

Copyright © Mandasue Heller 2012

The right of Mandasue Heller to be identified as the Author of the Work has been asserted by her in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means without the prior written permission of the publisher, nor be otherwise circulated in any form of binding or cover other than that in which it is published and without a similar condition being imposed on the subsequent purchaser.

All characters in this publication are fictitious and any resemblance to real persons, living or dead is purely coincidental.

A CIP catalogue record for this title is available from the British Library

Ebook ISBN 978 1 444 71295 7

Trade paperback ISBN 978 0 340 96010 3

Hardback ISBN 978 0 340 96009 7

Hodder & Stoughton Ltd

338 Euston Road

London NW1 3BH

www.hodder.co.uk


For Margaret Jobey

With joy to have known you, and sorrow to have lost you


With much love to Wingrove, my mum Jean, Michael, Andrew, Azzura (and Michael), Marissa, Lariah, Antonio, Ava, Amber, Martin, Jade, Reece, Kyro, Diaz, Auntie Doreen, Peter, Lorna, Cliff, Chris, Glen – and the rest of my lovely family both here and abroad, past and present. Also Joseph and Mavis Ward, Jascinth, Donna, Valerie, Natalie, Dan, Toni, children, uncles and aunts.

Love to good friends, Liz, Norman, Betty and Ronnie, Martina, Kimberley and Wayne.

Special thanks to my editor, Carolyn Caughey, for her patience and advice; and to the rest of the guys at Hodder – Lucy, Emma, Phil, Francine etc . . .

Thanks, as always, to Cat Ledger and Nick Austin.

Also to Asda and Waterstones, and all of the other stores who have got behind me in such a great way – and, of course, you, the buyers and readers of my work.

And, lastly, thanks to my Facebook friends who played the game to find a title for my next book, especially Phil Martin and Alison Reeder, who both suggested the one that was ultimately chosen.

Oh, and not forgetting those who have been buying our and Azzura’s music – thank you!


1

Johnny Conroy woke with a start to find Elvis standing over him.

‘Jeezus!’ he squawked, the sheet gathering in a roll beneath his heels as he scrabbled to sit up. ‘What’s going on?’

‘That’s what I wanna know.’ The man’s dark eyes scanned the messy room. ‘I take it you know why I’m here?’

Johnny swallowed nervously and shook his head. Frankie Hynes had the most unnatural shade of jet-black hair he’d ever seen, and his denim jeans and jacket – and shoestring tie complete with silver guitar clip – looked so ridiculous on a man of his age that Johnny would have pissed himself laughing if it had been anyone else wearing them.

But no one laughed at Frankie Hynes – not if they wanted to live.

‘Is that perfume I can smell?’ Frankie’s nostrils twitched like those of a dog scenting drugs.

Johnny’s blood froze when he remembered the girl he’d brought home from the club last night. He flicked a furtive glance at the other side of the bed – and thanked God when he saw that it was empty. He hadn’t heard the girl leave, so she must have sneaked out while he was asleep – and he could only hope that she hadn’t taken anything with her, like the contents of his wallet – or his weed.

Frankie’s man-mountain of a mate, Big Pat O’Callaghan, had Johnny’s flatmate Dave pinned up against the wall over by the door. He raised his head and gave a loud, exaggerated sniff.

‘Yeah, I can smell perfume, an’ all.’

‘It’s aftershave,’ Johnny blurted out.

Frankie snapped his head around and peered down at him. ‘And why would you be needing aftershave, son? I know you wasn’t with our Ruth last night, so who was you trying to impress?’

Johnny’s mouth flapped open but nothing came out. Had someone seen him with the girl and reported him to Frankie? If so, he was already dead and Frankie was just toying with him.

‘It was my birthday yesterday,’ Dave piped up – praying as he said it that Frankie wouldn’t demand proof. ‘We just went out for a couple of pints with the lads, that’s— Aargh!’

‘Speak when you’re spoken to, dickhead.’

Johnny winced when Big Pat punched Dave in the gut, but he had a feeling that worse was to come. He licked his lips nervously.

‘Is – is something wrong, Frankie?’

‘First off, it’s Mr Hynes to you,’ Frankie said sharply. ‘And I’d say so, yeah. But I thought I’d hear what you had to say for yourself before I decide what to do about it.’

Johnny was confused, and it showed on his face. Frankie leaned over him and bared his tobacco-stained teeth.

‘Don’t try and mug me off, son, ’cos you know exactly what I’m talking about. Your idea to get her to tell me, was it?’

Spittle dotted Johnny’s face, but he didn’t dare wipe it off. ‘I swear I don’t know what you’re talking about,’ he bleated truthfully.

‘Let me spell it out for you, then,’ spat Frankie, his eyes flashing fire. ‘She’s pregnant . . . you’re gonna be a daddy.’

‘No way.’ Johnny’s mouth had gone dry. ‘It’s not mine.’

The last words slipped out before he had a chance to stop them, and the punch landed like a sledgehammer, splitting his lip and sending a spray of blood up into the air. And then Frankie was on top of him, his hands around his throat.

‘I didn’t mean it!’ Johnny squealed, choking as his lip ballooned and blood trickled down his throat. ‘I swear to God!’

Frankie tightened his grip, overcome by a sudden urge to put an end to this right here and now. Ruth deserved better than this piece of shit. But she was adamant that she loved Johnny, so what was a father to do?

‘I trusted you,’ he snarled. ‘You came down to my yard and asked if you could take my girl out, and I thought, now there’s a boy who knows the meaning of respect. And you swore you’d keep your dirty little hands to yourself. But I should’ve known you were lying, you little shit.’

‘I’m sorry,’ Johnny gasped, his face turning purple with the pressure. ‘Honest to God, Fra— Mr Hynes, I never meant for it to happen. It just—’

‘If I had my way,’ Frankie cut him off, ‘I’d be slinging you off a bridge minus your fuckin’ head right about now. But, lucky for you, Ruth’s made me promise not to hurt you. So, here’s what’s going to happen . . . You’re going to get your arse round to my place at seven tonight, and then you, me and her are going to sit down and work out where we go from here. Okay?’

‘Okay!’ Johnny squeaked.

Frankie let go and pushed himself up off the bed. ‘Seven o’clock,’ he repeated, wiping his hands on the quilt. ‘And just in case you get any stupid ideas about doing a runner – don’t. ’Cos I’ll hunt you down and skin you alive, and then I’ll feed you to my dogs piece by fucking piece. Understand?’

‘I’ll b-be there,’ Johnny stuttered, his lip throbbing painfully.

Frankie gave him one last fierce look and then stalked out. Big Pat dropped Dave and followed, slamming the front door so hard that it sent the unopened mail wafting up the hall.

Dave untied his dressing gown and gingerly examined his ribs. The punch had hurt like hell, and he could have sworn he’d heard a crack, so he was surprised to see no obvious signs of damage. He covered himself back up and gave Johnny an accusing look.

‘Hope you’re pleased with yourself, you knob. You nearly got us fucking killed just then.’

‘Don’t blame me,’ Johnny gasped, rubbing at his throat. ‘Blame Ruth. She’s the one who—’

‘Shut up!’ Dave gestured frantically towards the door. ‘They might still be out there.’

White as a sheet, Johnny cocked his head to one side and listened for sounds of movement. Hearing nothing after a moment, he eased the quilt off his legs and tiptoed to the window. A couple of minutes later, Frankie and Big Pat emerged from the stairwell and strolled towards the parking lot. Relieved when they climbed into Frankie’s big red Cadillac and drove away, Johnny exhaled loudly and turned back to Dave.

‘Don’t ever do that to me again, man.’

‘Me?’ Dave’s eyebrows shot up. ‘What did I do?’

‘You let them in,’ Johnny reminded him accusingly. ‘You must have known it’d be trouble when you saw who it was.’

‘Oh, yeah, ’cos they really gave me a chance to look. You might be able to sleep through a plane crash, but the sound of my front door getting booted in tends to put me in a bit of a fuckin’ spin – know what I mean?’

Annoyed that Johnny was trying to make out like this was Dave’s fault when he was the one who’d been shagging the man’s daughter rigid for the last six months and got her up the duff, Dave kicked a path through the clothes littering the floor and snatched Johnny’s cigarettes off the bedside table. About to light up, he jumped when he heard a muffled cough from under the bed.

‘Who the fuck’s that?’ He lifted the edge of the quilt and peeked in.

A naked girl was lying on top of the rubbish that had piled up under the bed. ‘Room service?’ she quipped, grinning at him.

Already shocked, Dave’s eyes widened further when she wriggled out, and his gaze slid like melting wax from her face to her tits to her pussy.

‘I thought you’d gone!’ Johnny gasped, dreading to think what would have happened if it had been Frankie who’d found her.

‘Nah, I was hiding.’ The girl reached for her T-shirt and tugged it over her head. She pulled her hair free and grimaced at Johnny’s split lip. ‘That looks nasty. You’d best put some ice on it before it splits even more.’

‘Never mind that,’ he snapped. ‘If you had time to hide you must have heard them coming in, so how come you didn’t warn me?’

‘I thought it was dibble, and my mum would go mental if I got arrested again, so I didn’t stop to think. Sorry.’ She crawled across the bed and retrieved her knickers from beneath the pillow. ‘Haven’t seen my bra, have you?’

‘Never mind your fucking bra,’ Johnny said angrily. ‘This is your fault, this. If you’d warned me, I’d have had a chance to talk my way out of it.’

The girl gave a derisive snort. ‘After what I just heard, I reckon you deserved everything you got, mate. But while we’re on that tip, how come you didn’t warn me that you had a girlfriend before you ripped my knickers off last night? I don’t do sloppy seconds. You could have given me a disease, for all I know.’

‘Best get yourself round to the clinic, then, hadn’t you?’ Johnny said nastily, wondering what had possessed him to bring a bitch like her back to the flat in the first place. He must have been even more bladdered than he’d thought last night.

The girl gave him a contemptuous look and pulled on her jeans before snatching her jacket off the floor.

‘I won’t say it was a pleasure, ’cos you were shit,’ she sniped, heading for the door. ‘And I hope the baby doesn’t take after you or it’ll be a right little mong.’

‘Fuck off!’ Furious now, Johnny looked around for something to throw at her.

She stuck up two fingers and sauntered out, her hips swaying sexily.

‘Wow, man, she’s hot,’ Dave murmured, leaning back to watch.

‘Go after her if you’re that desperate,’ Johnny snapped.

‘Aw, quit sulking,’ Dave chided, turning back to him when she’d gone. ‘It ain’t her fault you’ve got yourself in Frankie’s bad books. Anyhow, considering what he could have done, I reckon you got off pretty lightly.’

‘You what?’ Johnny screwed up his face. ‘Ruth’s pregnant, and she’s pinning it on me. How’s that getting off lightly?’

‘I did warn you,’ Dave reminded him unsympathetically. ‘I told you to steer clear of her from the start.’

‘No, you didn’t.’

‘Mate, I so did. There were tons of birds at the club that night, and you could have had your pick of ’em. But, no . . . you had to go and prove what a stud you are by bedding Frankie Hynes’s girl.’

‘Yeah, well, it’s not all me,’ Johnny grumbled. ‘She’s like a leech. Frankie doesn’t know the half of it.’

‘Neither do I by the sounds of it,’ Dave drawled. He lit his cigarette and blew out a smoke ring. ‘Never told me you went down to his yard and asked his permission to take her out. What kind of arse-licking bollocks is that?’

Embarrassed to be caught out as a creep, Johnny’s cheeks reddened. ‘Just thought it was the right thing to do. It didn’t mean anything.’

‘You were trying to get in with him through Ruth,’ Dave corrected him knowingly. ‘Don’t try and shit a shitter, matey.’

‘Yeah, well, that was before I realised what she was like.’

‘So why didn’t you finish with her before it got to this?’

‘I’ve tried. But it’s like she knows what I’m going to say and goes all emotional on me before I can get it out – crying, and going on about how she’ll kill herself if she ever loses me. And who do you reckon Frankie’d blame if anything happened to her?’

Dave sighed. ‘Well, it’s too late to get rid of her now. Looks like you’re gonna be stuck with her for life.’

‘Don’t be stupid.’ Johnny frowned. ‘They can’t force me to stay with her.’

‘And you’re gonna tell Frankie that, are you?’ Dave raised an eyebrow. ‘You’re gonna go round there tonight and say sorry, mate, but your Ruth was nowt but a shag, and I don’t want a kid with her?’

‘If that’s what it takes, yeah.’

Johnny turned his back, and Dave watched as he examined his lip in the dressing-table mirror with a self-pitying look on his face. He could talk big now that Frankie and Big Pat had gone, but they both knew he’d bottle it when he went round to the Hyneses’ place later. Just like they both knew that Dave had warned him off Ruth. But, as usual, Johnny’s ego had turned him deaf. As soon as he’d realised who her dad was, he’d gone all out to get off with her.

Well, he’d succeeded, but Dave doubted whether he’d bargained for any of this when he’d bagged his prize.

‘What am I going to do?’ Johnny moaned, dropping his head into his hands.

Dave took another drag on his smoke and shrugged.

‘No point asking me, ’cos you never listen to anything I’ve got to say. If you did, you’d have worn a joey when you shagged her – like I told you. And I wouldn’t even mind, but they’re free at the clinic. You’re just too lazy to get your arse round there.’

Johnny mumbled something about being allergic to rubber but, in truth, he just didn’t see why he should have to suffer numb-cock sex when it was the girl’s responsibility to make sure she didn’t get pregnant. None of the others had ever been stupid enough to get caught. If they had, they’d obviously done the sensible thing and dealt with it without bothering him. They certainly hadn’t sent their psycho dads round to tell him about it.

Dave knew he was struggling and felt sorry for him.

‘Look, it’s a bit late for shoulda woulda couldas,’ he said. ‘But if it was me – which it wouldn’t be, ’cos I’m not that stupid – I’d act like a total twat when I went round there.’

‘How’s that supposed to help?’ Johnny frowned up at him.

‘Well, we both know you’re a waste of space,’ Dave explained. ‘So all you’ve got to do is convince Frankie of that and you’ll be laughing.’

‘Waste of space?’ Johnny’s frown deepened.

‘The way I see it,’ Dave went on, undeterred, ‘Ruth’s way more into you than you are with her, so she’s never going to give up on you if everything stays the same. But if you change, it’ll throw her off balance.’

‘How am I supposed to change before seven?’ Johnny asked. ‘Put on a load of weight so she thinks I’m too fat for her? Or how about I grow a beard? Yeah, she hates beards, that should do it.’

‘I’m not talking physical changes,’ Dave told him patiently. ‘I’m talking attitude. Mind you, you could start with a physical,’ he added, wrinkling his nose. ‘Go round there stinking like this and she’ll boot you right back out.’

‘I don’t stink,’ Johnny protested.

‘Mate, you smell like a badger,’ Dave told him truthfully, picking up on the mingled odours of sweaty socks, unwashed sheets and sex. ‘But that’s good if it stops Ruth from wanting to get too close. And you should turn up late so her folks think you’re unreliable. And call her by the wrong name – that proper flips birds out, that.’ He gave Johnny a sly grin. ‘Do it my way, and I guarantee they won’t want you anywhere near her or the kid.’

Johnny thought about it. It would be a hell of a risk to act so disrespectfully in Frankie’s house, but even if it earned him the beating of his life wasn’t that better than being tied to Ruth for the next sixteen years or more?

‘All right, I’ll give it a shot,’ he said. Then, taking a surreptitious sniff of his armpit: ‘Do I really stink?’

The look Dave gave him was answer enough.
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Ruth was in her bedroom when Johnny arrived, but she didn’t hear the bell because of the music blasting up through the floor from the parlour below. Her mum had hit the whisky straight after her dad had gone out this morning, and the more she drank, the louder she played her music. The Slim Whitman album had been on repeat-play for the last few hours, and it was at max volume now, so the house was literally rattling around them.

Ruth had escaped before the booze had had a chance to take control of her mum’s tongue as well as her ears, because she was vicious when she got started, and Ruth always got the brunt of it – whether she deserved it or not. But while she usually didn’t, she couldn’t deny that she’d brought it on herself today. Her dad had been furious, and her mum still was.

But it was Johnny’s reaction she was dreading the most.

He was going to be so pissed off at her for sending her dad round to tell him about the baby. But she’d been too scared to do it herself – terrified that he would tell her to get rid of it, and then finish with her to make sure it didn’t happen again. That was why she’d decided to tell her dad, because she’d known that once he got his head around it he would insist on telling Johnny ‘man to man’, and then Johnny wouldn’t dare turn his back on her.

It was one of the rare occasions when Ruth was glad to have Frankie Hynes for a father, but it hadn’t always been such a blessing. The neighbours had banned their kids from playing with her when she was growing up, scared that she would taint them by association. And the local lads had given her a very wide berth, terrified of what her dad would do if he caught them sniffing around her. That was why she’d fallen so hard for Johnny when he’d approached her at that club. He’d said he didn’t give a toss who her dad was, he liked her and wanted to get to know who she was. Those words had melted her heart – and it hadn’t hurt that he was the most gorgeous lad she’d ever seen, with beautiful blue eyes, thick chocolate-brown hair, and a cheeky, sexy grin that still, six months down the line now, made her go weak at the knees.

Johnny was the first lad she’d ever gone all the way with, and she’d known as soon as it happened that he’d be her last, so it had almost killed her when her cousin Lisa had come to her a couple of weeks later and told her that he’d been seen with another girl. Ruth had cried her eyes out over that, heartbroken to think that her man would even think about cheating on her. And he was her man. She’d given herself to him heart and soul, and no bitch was ever going to steal him away from her.

She hadn’t dared to confront him in case he admitted that it was true, so, instead, she’d convinced herself that Lisa was lying. And that was feasible enough, since it had been obvious from the start that Lisa had wanted Johnny for herself. She’d slept with his best mate, Dave, that night, but Ruth had seen the way she’d looked at Johnny when she thought no one was watching – like she was just dying to get her lips around his thing. And then there was all that stuff she’d said about him when they’d been walking back to hers the next morning; calling him a pretty boy, and a poser, and telling Ruth that she was fooling herself if she thought she was ever going to see him again, because boys like him were only after one thing – and now he’d got it he wouldn’t want to know.

Well, Johnny had proved Lisa wrong about that. And now Ruth would prove her wrong about everything else. Whatever Johnny might or might not have done behind her back in the past, now that he knew she was carrying his baby he would put his partying ways behind him and step up to the mark and support her.

But she was still dreading having to face him, and she sighed now as she gazed at her reflection. She was a pretty girl, with thick black hair, Bambi brown eyes, and plump pink lips that would have been described as kissable if they weren’t always pursed in disapproval. But, right now, she looked a mess from all the crying she’d done today. Her eyes were puffy, and her nose was an ugly, shiny red blob.

But she’d already reapplied her make-up several times over to no avail, so there was nothing more she could do. She just hoped that Johnny would be too wrapped up in thoughts of being a dad to notice.

Outside on the doorstep, Johnny rang the bell for a second time – although he didn’t see how anyone on the inside expected to hear it over the God-awful country music they were blasting out.

This was the first time he’d ever been to the house. Ruth had invited him round loads of times, but always when Frankie was out of town. And since it was Frankie he’d been desperate to get in with, Johnny hadn’t seen the point. Now that he was actually here, it was nothing like he’d imagined. He’d thought it would be some kind of mansion, with stone lions on the gateposts and a fancy fountain on the manicured lawn – because that was the kind of place he’d have bought if he was as loaded as Frankie was supposed to be. But this was just a semi – and a shabby one at that, even by Johnny’s standards, which were pretty low considering the squalor of the flats he’d grown up in and now lived in by choice. There were chunks of plasterwork missing off the walls, and the fence was falling to pieces, while the garden was little more than a mud-pit dumping ground for all the knackered old motors that were parked up on it. The way Ruth acted, he wouldn’t have been surprised to learn that the Hyneses were related to the Queen. But now he knew that they were no better than him, he felt a bit easier about being here.

Johnny pushed the bell for a third time, and added a couple of sharp raps on the knocker for good measure. That did the trick. The music stopped abruptly and, seconds later, the door opened and a gaunt-featured skinnier version of Ruth stared out at him. Guessing it to be her mother, he held out his hand and gave her one his most charming smiles.

‘Mrs Hynes? Hi, I’m Johnny . . . Ruth’s friend.’

Rita Hynes’s thin lips arched down in a contemptuous sneer.

‘Is that what you call it these days? Not boyfriend, or lover? Or how about father of the illegitimate child she shouldn’t be carrying?’

Engulfed by a waft of sour whisky-breath, Johnny drew his head back and stuffed his hands into his pockets. So much for the charm offensive. There was no need to guess how bad this was going to be, because Rita Hynes wasn’t even bothering to pretend it would be pleasant.

‘You might as well come in now you’re here,’ Rita ordered, drink sloshing over the rim of the glass she was holding as she stepped aside to let him in. She slammed the door shut behind him. ‘Frankie’s running late, so you’ll have to make do with me till he gets here. And her,’ she added, glancing back when she heard footsteps on the staircase.

Ruth’s cheeks were crimson when she reached the foot of the stairs.

‘Why don’t you go and sit down?’ she suggested quietly to her mother. ‘I’ll let you know when Dad gets home.’

Rita stayed put stubbornly and raised the glass to her lips. She took a long, slow drink and raked her gaze from Johnny’s face to his feet and back again. Then, sniffing as if she couldn’t understand what all the fuss was about, she walked unsteadily down the hall and disappeared into her parlour.

Ruth turned to Johnny when she’d gone, all set to apologise. But the words died on her tongue when she saw his face.

‘Oh, please don’t tell me my dad did that? He swore he wouldn’t hurt you.’

‘He didn’t,’ Johnny lied, guessing that Frankie wouldn’t be too happy if he told her the truth, considering he obviously hadn’t. ‘I, er, got a bit roughed up playing footie with the lads.’

‘Footie?’

A frown of disapproval replaced the concern as Ruth wondered how he could even think about playing games after receiving such life-changing news. And then she noticed how dirty his clothes were, and saw a bit of sock peeping out through a hole in the toe of his scuffed trainers, and the frown deepened.

‘You could have got changed before you came round,’ she scolded. ‘You must know how important it is to make a good impression – tonight of all nights.’

‘Didn’t have time,’ Johnny replied, shrugging as if he didn’t see the problem – although he was secretly pleased that Dave’s plan seemed to be working already.

He’d been nowhere near a football pitch, as it happened, he just hadn’t bothered washing today. He also hadn’t brushed his teeth, and had spent the last few hours chain-smoking to ensure that his breath smelled rank. And, to complete the picture of shameless neglect, he’d pulled the dirtiest clothes he could find from the bottom of the pile on his bedroom floor.

Ruth wasn’t impressed, but she bit her tongue, reminding herself that it maybe wasn’t too smart to criticise him when she was the one who was trying to put their relationship on a firmer footing.

‘Sorry.’ She dropped the scowl and gave him an apologetic smile. ‘Didn’t mean to be so tetchy, but it’s been a bit tense round here today. Anyway, let me get you a drink while we wait for my dad. Do you want a brew, or something stronger?’

‘Tea,’ Johnny murmured, disappointed that she hadn’t reacted more strongly, because he’d put a lot of effort into making it look like he’d made none. And he could have murdered a beer, but he had a feeling he was going to need a clear head for when Frankie got home.

Ruth led him into the kitchen and waved for him to take a seat at the table while she got on with preparing the drinks. If she’d been nervous before, she was even more so now. Johnny hadn’t kissed her – although that was hardly surprising, because her mum’s presence was enough to put anyone off. But he also hadn’t hugged her. And his face was giving absolutely nothing away, so she had no clue how he was feeling.

When everything had been done that could be done, and all that was left was to wait for the kettle to boil, Ruth turned around and leaned back against the ledge. Even with his battered face and dirty clothes, Johnny was still heart-wrenchingly handsome, and she longed to feel his arms around her, to hear him say that everything was going to be okay. But there was an invisible wall between them, and she wasn’t brave enough to scale it on her own.

Johnny was looking around, taking in the fact that the inside of the house was every bit as shabby as the outside. The floor was covered in the same type of lino as his nan’s – although this was way more scuffed and cracked; and the fridge and washing machine looked older than him, Ruth, and his nan combined. But it was pretty clean for all that, and somebody had tried to pretty it up by putting a vase of flowers in the middle of the table – although, if their sweet scent was supposed to mask the nasty smell that was hanging in the air, it wasn’t working. He’d caught a whiff of it out in the hall, but it was far stronger in here, and he guessed it was coming from the drains – or maybe from the bulging bin-bags he’d just noticed heaped up against the back door.

The kettle switched itself off with a loud click. Glancing around, Johnny was unnerved to find Ruth staring at him with a strange intensity in her eyes.

‘Are you all right?’ he asked.

Shaken from her thoughts by the sound of his voice, she blushed and placed her hands over her stomach.

‘Just feel a bit sick. It’s been coming and going for the last few days, but I’m hoping it won’t last as long as it did for my mum. She reckons it went on all the way through with me.’

Wishing he hadn’t asked, Johnny gave her a tight smile and gazed down at his hands. But Ruth wasn’t about to let him lapse back into silence. Now that the subject had been broached, she was determined to keep him talking.

‘I hope it wasn’t too much of a shock, my dad coming round like that?’ she asked. ‘I wanted to tell you myself but he insisted.’

‘It was a bit,’ Johnny admitted. ‘Can’t say it’s the best news I’ve ever heard.’

Tears sprang into Ruth’s eyes and she dug her nails into her palms to keep them at bay. She didn’t know what she’d expected him to say, but she’d hoped it would be more positive than that.

‘What’s up now?’ Johnny asked when he saw her glittering eyes. ‘Have I said something wrong?’

‘No.’ She folded her arms tightly as her chin started wobbling. ‘I just thought you might be a bit happier about it, that’s all.’

‘Are you kidding?’ Johnny screwed up his face and stared at her in disbelief. ‘What lad in their right mind would want to be a dad at my age?’

A tear escaped and trickled slowly down her cheek. Groaning when he saw it, he said, ‘Oh, don’t start, Ruth. That ain’t gonna help.’

‘I’m pregnant,’ she whined. ‘And you don’t care, so I think I’ve got a right to be upset.’

‘Course I care,’ he lied, wishing she’d keep it down before her mum heard her and came rushing in to see what was wrong. ‘But you must know this isn’t going to work.’

‘Why not?’

‘Because I’m only nineteen, and you’ve only just turned seventeen. How can we have a kid when we’re still kids ourselves? We’d be shit parents.’

‘Other people manage. And so will we.’

‘Oh, get real,’ Johnny moaned, slumping back in his seat. ‘I’m doing my best here, but you’re not making it easy.’

‘You think it’s easy for me?’ Ruth shot back tearfully. ‘I’m the one who’s carrying it – the one who’s being sick and getting fat.’ Her face crumpled now, and she wailed, ‘I’m going to be a big fat pig, and you won’t w-want me any moooore.’

I don’t even want you now! thought Johnny, grimacing when he saw the snot bubbling out of her nose. He didn’t know why girls thought that crying softened a man’s heart; it just turned his stomach and made him want to tell them how ugly they looked.

Her sobs were getting louder by the second. Desperate to shut her up, Johnny sat forward and said quietly, ‘Look, you’re not fat. But if it’s upsetting you this much just thinking about it, don’t you think that’s a good reason to put a stop to it before it gets that far?’

Ruth inhaled sharply as if he’d just punched her in the stomach.

‘You want me to kill our baby? Just to stop myself from getting fat?’

‘You’re the one who’s getting worked up about it,’ Johnny reminded her. ‘I’m only saying it would be better if we—’

‘Better if you what?’

Almost falling off his seat in shock, Johnny turned and gaped at Frankie standing behind him in the doorway.

‘I said, better if you what?’ Frankie repeated, walking fully into the room now and slamming his car keys down on the table. ‘Come on, big lad . . . you had enough to say when you thought it was just you and her.’

‘I – I was just saying I think we’re too young for a baby,’ Johnny croaked. ‘And it might be better if we – you know – think about stopping it before it goes too far.’

He cast a helpless look at Ruth, begging her with his eyes to help him out. But she raised her chin and shook her head.

‘I wouldn’t get rid of it even if I could,’ she said, a firmness in her voice that hadn’t been there moments earlier. ‘I’ve wanted it from the second I knew about it. It’s ours, and I already love it – just like I love you.’

She and Frankie both stared at Johnny now, and he started to feel physically sick. That was obviously his cue to say it back, but he didn’t feel that way, so he couldn’t.

Frankie hissed in disgust and looked at Ruth. Shaking his head when he saw the desperation in her eyes, he said, ‘I don’t know why you’re bothering, love. He obviously don’t feel the same. Know what he said when I told him about the baby? He said it ain’t his.’

‘You didn’t?’ Ruth gaped at Johnny in disbelief. ‘Why would you say something so horrible? You know you’re the only one I’ve ever been with.’

Ashamed of how pathetic he sounded, Johnny muttered, ‘I didn’t mean it like that. You know what I’m like. I don’t think before I speak, and shit just—’ He caught himself and gave Frankie a nervous look. ‘Sorry, stuff just jumps out of my mouth.’

Frankie leaned forward and slammed his fist down on the table, knocking the vase over.

‘It ain’t the stuff coming out of your mouth I’m bothered about, it’s the stuff you’ve been putting in her.’ He jabbed a finger in Ruth’s direction. Then, straightening up, he rolled his head on his neck until a loud crack echoed through the kitchen and said, ‘But the doctor says it’s too late to get rid, so we need to decide what we’re gonna do about it.’

Not daring to move as the spilled flower water poured down onto his trainers, Johnny cast a hooded glance of accusation at Ruth, silently cursing her for letting him go on about getting rid of the baby when she already knew it was too late.

‘Am I talking to my fucking self here?’ Frankie snapped. ‘I said what are we going to do about it?’

Johnny was well and truly trapped. He spread his palms in a gesture of surrender and said, ‘I’ll do whatever you want, Mr Hynes. I know it won’t be much after I’ve given my flatmate my share of the electric, and food, and that, but I’ll give you whatever’s left of my dole money. And I’ll do my share of babysitting, and make—’

‘Are you having a laugh?’ Frankie interrupted. ‘You think I’m gonna let you walk away and leave her to do all the dirty work? Not a chance, sunshine! You both had the fun of making it, so you’ll both have the grief of fetching it up.’

‘I’ve already said I’ll do my bit,’ Johnny mumbled. ‘Any time you want me to have it, just tell me and I’ll come and get it.’

Frankie inhaled deeply and clenched his fists. The boy was winding him up, and he was struggling to keep his hands off him. But he’d promised Ruth, so he had to try.

‘You still ain’t getting it,’ he said through gritted teeth. ‘My girl ain’t gonna be no single mother. And no grandchild of mine is coming into this world a bastard.’

It took a few seconds for the meaning of his words to sink in. When it did, Johnny’s eyes widened.

‘You’re not serious?’

Frankie’s patience snapped and he seized Johnny by the collar, barking, ‘Do I look like I’m fucking joking?’ as he slapped him hard around the face.

‘Dad, stop it!’ Ruth yelped, pushing herself away from the ledge and rushing over to drag him off. ‘Let go!’ She tugged on his arm. ‘Please, Dad . . . you promised.’

‘Stay out of this.’ Frankie shrugged her off. ‘This is between me and him.’

‘But it’s my baby,’ she protested.

‘And his,’ said Frankie, as if he needed to remind her. ‘And he ain’t worming his way out of it.’

‘I’m not trying to,’ Johnny spluttered, blood trickling from his nose. ‘And I swear to God I’ll do my bit. But you can’t seriously expect us to get married?’

‘That’s exactly what I expect,’ Frankie told him, his face so close that Johnny could almost taste the onions the man’d had on his lunchtime burger.

Ruth’s mouth flapped open in shock. She’d known when she started this that her dad would force Johnny to come round, and she’d hoped that he would make him promise to stand by her. But she hadn’t expected this. It was beyond her wildest dreams.

‘That’s what you want, isn’t it?’ Frankie glanced back at her. ‘’Cos if I’ve got it wrong, just say the word and I’ll sort it.’

All too aware that he meant he would sort Johnny out – once and for all – Ruth said, ‘Yes! Our baby needs him, and so do I.’

Frankie’s chest rose and fell as he battled to bring his temper under control. The boy didn’t deserve his daughter, but Ruth would never forgive him if he didn’t give her the chance to find that out for herself. Anyway, as he’d already said, she would be left holding the baby if he allowed the cunt to walk away – or, rather, he and Rita would, and there was no way he was having that.

‘All right, you win,’ he conceded, releasing Johnny and holding up his hands. ‘I won’t say I’m happy about it, ’cos I’m not. But if this is what you want, you’ve got my blessing.’

‘Really?’ Ruth’s eyes flooded with tears again, but of joy this time, not pain. ‘Oh, thank you, Daddy, thank you!’

‘What’s all the noise?’ Rita demanded, lumbering through the door, glass in hand.

‘I’m getting married!’ Ruth announced, her face glowing with happiness.

‘Well, halle-flamin’-lujah for that!’ Rita muttered. ‘And there was me thinking we were going to have to hide the little bastard under the stairs when it pops out.’

Frankie could smell the alcohol on his wife’s breath from all the way across the room. Pushing his daughter aside, he said, ‘How much have you had?’

‘Not nearly enough if I can still hear you,’ Rita drawled, giving him a dirty look as she lurched over to the table and flopped into a chair. ‘See how he talks to me?’ She swivelled her glassy gaze onto Johnny. ‘Always trying to tell me what to do and when to do it, like I haven’t got a mind of my own. You know what he is, Jimmy? He’s a . . . a . . .’ She trailed off and pushed out her lips in search of a cutting enough word to describe her husband.

Frankie had heard enough. He clicked his fingers at Ruth. ‘Get her upstairs and sort her out.’

Rita snapped her head around and fixed her daughter with a fierce glare. ‘Touch me and I’ll claw your bleedin’ eyes out,’ she warned, her posh accent slipping momentarily into the gutter.

Ruth knew better than to mess with her mum when she was in this kind of mood, so she held up her hands and backed off.

Rita turned back to her husband. ‘And you ever dare talk to me like that in front of company again, Frankie Hynes, and so help me I’ll . . .’

She didn’t finish the sentence, but the unspoken words hung heavy in the air as she and Frankie locked stares across the table, and Johnny held his breath, waiting for all hell to break loose. To his relief, the phone started ringing out in the hall, and Frankie broke the stare to go and answer it.

‘I’ve got to go,’ he said when he came back a couple of minutes later.

‘Where to now?’ Rita demanded.

‘Never you mind,’ he muttered, snatching his keys off the table.

‘That’s right, you run out and leave us to do all the work, as usual,’ Rita snarled, her eyes flashing with fury. ‘In out, in out – that’s you all over, that. And never mind that we’ve got a flaming wedding to arrange.’

‘That’s your department, not mine,’ Frankie retorted smoothly. ‘Just send me the bill when you’ve finished. And don’t leave it too late, ’cos I’m not having her walk up the aisle in a fuckin’ tent and have people say that’s why she’s doing it. We’ll wait till a few weeks after the wedding, then tell ’em she got caught first time.’

‘Don’t you think they might get a bit suspicious when it arrives a few months early?’ Rita pointed out.

‘They can think what they like, so long as they keep their gobs shut around me,’ said Frankie. He turned to leave now, but hesitated when he saw Johnny’s miserable expression. ‘You’re not looking too happy there, son. Hope you haven’t forgotten what I said about the dogs?’

Johnny shook his head and gazed down at his sodden feet. He felt like he was about to pass out – wished that he could. But he wasn’t that lucky.

‘What are you talking about?’ Ruth asked, looking from Johnny to her dad.

‘Nothing that concerns you,’ Frankie said sharply. Then, ‘But that reminds me . . . now we know what you’ve been getting up to behind our backs, you don’t go near him again between now and the wedding unless me or your mam is with you. Got that?’

Ruth opened her mouth to argue, but quickly closed it again. It would be awful not being able to see Johnny but she knew better than to disobey her dad. And, anyway, it wouldn’t be for long. When they were married, she’d be able to see him as often as she liked.

Frankie left at last. Waiting until she’d heard the front door close behind him, Ruth took a pack of tissues out of a drawer and carried them over to Johnny.

‘Sorry that got so heavy,’ she apologised, wiping the drying blood from his nose. ‘He said he wanted to talk, but I had no idea he was going to spring that on you.’

Her words brought Johnny’s head up with a snap. Of course! This wedding was Frankie’s idea, but he couldn’t make it happen if they both refused to go along with it.

‘Tell him you won’t do it,’ he blurted out.

‘I can’t!’ Ruth gasped, a look of horror leaping into her eyes.

‘Please,’ Johnny pleaded, clutching at her hand. ‘I’m begging you.’

‘No,’ Ruth said firmly. ‘You heard him. He doesn’t want the baby to be born a bastard. And neither do I.’

‘Over my dead body,’ Rita chipped in indignantly. ‘And have everyone looking down their noses at me? I don’t think so. This wedding is on, and that’s final!’ She slapped her hand down on the table to emphasise her words, completely forgetting about the glass she was holding.

‘Oh, Mum, look what you’ve done!’ Ruth cried when it shattered and blood spilled onto the lino at her feet.

Johnny jumped up and backed away from the table. ‘Should I call an ambulance?’

‘No!’ Ruth shook her head and grabbed a tea towel to try and stem the flow. ‘She’s had too much to drink; she’ll only fight with them. But you can drive us, if you want. Take those keys.’ She nodded at a set hanging on a hook behind the door. ‘There’s a Merc down the side of the house. Go and start it up.’

Too anaesthetised by the whisky she’d consumed to feel the pain, Rita slapped her daughter’s hands away.

‘Stop fussing, stupid. It’s only a scratch.’

‘It needs looking at,’ Ruth insisted.

‘Your head needs looking at,’ Rita retorted nastily. ‘Little Miss Perfect’s really gone and done it this time, hasn’t she? Daddy’s precious little girl ain’t so special now he knows she’s nothing but a common little slut.’

Ruth dipped her head and let her hair fall over her face to hide her blushes. She was used to her mum’s tongue, but it was humiliating to have Johnny witness it in action.

‘Let me see your hand,’ she ordered through gritted teeth.

Rita gave her a dirty look, but did as she’d been told and thrust out her hand. Ruth dabbed at it with the tea towel. The bleeding seemed to be slowing down, and she decided that maybe it wasn’t as bad as it had looked initially.

‘Okay, I’ll clean it up and put a bandage on it for now. But if it’s not healed by morning I’m calling the doctor.’

‘Yakity yak,’ mocked Rita, making a chatterbox gesture with her uninjured hand as Ruth walked out into the hall to get the things she needed from the first-aid box.

She got up when Ruth had gone and lumbered across to the cupboard. Taking out a glass and a fresh bottle of whisky, she eyed Johnny as she poured herself a shot.

‘Why are you still standing there like a spare part? We’ve got stuff to talk about, so you’d best just sit yourself back down.’

Johnny didn’t want to spend one more second with the obnoxious bitch. His head was already throbbing from the shrillness of her voice. And as pissed off as he was with Ruth for putting him in this position, now that he’d seen how badly she was treated he actually felt sorry for her.

‘I should get going,’ he muttered. ‘I said I’d give someone a hand with—’

‘Like dates,’ Rita spoke over him as she carried her drink back to the table. ‘The thirteenth of next month is good for me, because that’s when my dad passed away. But I might compromise if you’ve got a special date of your own in mind.’

Johnny’s head started to swim. She had to be fucking joking. That was less than three weeks away.

Rita looked up at him expectantly. When he didn’t answer and made no move to sit, she narrowed her eyes and made a barking sound to remind him of her husband’s warning. And when his face paled all over again, she let out a cackling laugh.

‘What’s the joke?’ Ruth asked, returning with a bandage, some plasters, and a pair of scissors and laying them all on the table.

‘You are,’ Rita sneered, swiping the items onto the floor with the back of her hand. Smirking when Ruth bent down to pick them up, she drained her glass and held it out to Johnny. ‘Here . . . make yourself useful and get me another one. Then piss off.’

‘Mum, don’t be so rude!’ Ruth protested. ‘And why are you sending him home when you’ve only just told him to stay?’

‘I’m sick of looking at him,’ spat Rita, giving Johnny a dirty look as he went to refill her glass. ‘Anyhow, men are fucking useless when it comes to weddings. You only have to look at your toerag of a father to know that.’

Ruth’s heart sank. Her mum only ever swore like this when she’d reached the point of no return alcohol-wise. And, much as Ruth didn’t want Johnny to leave – because she didn’t know when she’d get the chance to see him again before the wedding – she knew that it would probably be safer if he did.

Johnny was already on it. Handing Rita’s fresh drink to her, he said, ‘Right, I’ll get out of your way. Nice meeting you, Mrs Hynes. I’ll see myself out. Bye.’

‘Thanks,’ Ruth hissed, flashing her mum a sulky look before darting after him.

Johnny yanked the front door open and almost fell over the step in his haste to get out. Close on his heels, Ruth pulled the door to and gazed sadly up at him.

‘I’m going to miss you so much,’ she said, shivering as the cold night air bit into her. ‘Are you going to miss me?’

‘Mmm,’ Johnny murmured, taking a couple of backward steps onto the path.

‘I’m sorry I won’t be able to see you before the wedding,’ Ruth went on regretfully. ‘But it won’t be for long. And I suppose we’ll have plenty to keep us occupied till we’re together again.’ Smiling now, she added, ‘I can’t wait to tell Lisa. She’s going to be so jealous. What do you think Dave will say?’

That I’m the biggest idiot walking, thought Johnny.

‘I, er, don’t know,’ he said, stumbling back towards the gate. ‘See you later.’

Sighing wistfully when he turned and walked away, Ruth wrapped her arms around herself and watched until he’d faded into the darkness at the end of the avenue. When she could no longer see him, she went back into the house, picked up the phone and dialled a number.

‘Hello, Lisa? You’re not going to believe what’s just happened . . .’

Dave was lying on the couch watching a video when Johnny walked in. He jumped up, switched the TV off and gave his flatmate a quizzical look.

‘Well?’

‘Not now.’ Johnny shrugged out of his jacket and tossed it over the back of the couch. ‘My head’s mashed. I just need a spliff, then I’m hitting the sack.’

Dave reached for his stash tin and started rolling, looking at Johnny out of the corner of his eye as he did it.

‘Well, you haven’t got any new bruises, so I’m guessing it didn’t kick off. And you’re back, so Frankie didn’t lock you up and throw away the key. All pretty positive so far.’

‘You couldn’t be more wrong if you tried,’ muttered Johnny, flopping into his chair.

‘Why, what happened?’ Dave pounced. ‘Come on, you might as well tell me now you’ve started. You know you want to.’

Johnny groaned and ran a hand over his eyes. He really didn’t want to discuss this until he’d got his own head around it, but he knew that Dave wouldn’t let up until he’d heard every little detail. So, sighing, he said, ‘He wants us to get married.’

Dave had finished rolling by now and was leaning forward to get his lighter off the coffee table. Pausing mid-stretch, he gaped at his friend.

‘You’re shitting me?’

‘Wish I was.’ Johnny rested his head on the back of the chair and stared miserably up at the ceiling.

Dave lit the spliff and took a couple of quick tokes before handing it to his friend.

‘You didn’t agree to do it, did you?’

Johnny gave him a what do you think? look.

‘Did he actually say the M word?’ Dave persisted. ‘Or are you just assuming that’s what he meant? No offence, mate, but I know what you’re like for twisting thing around and hearing what you want to hear – or should I say don’t want to, in this case.’

‘Oh, he said it, all right,’ Johnny replied miserably. ‘And then he fucked off out and left me with Ruth and her alkie mother. Hope you’re free on the thirteenth of next month, by the way, ’cos that’s when Ruth’s grandad died, and her mum seems to think that’d be a good . . .’

He trailed off when he felt a sudden breeze around his ankles, and looked up in time to see Dave heading out into the hall.

‘I’m going to round up the lads,’ Dave called back over his shoulder. ‘This needs more heads. Won’t be a minute.’

‘No!’ Johnny shot up in his seat. ‘Frankie doesn’t want anyone to know about the baby.’

‘Bit late for that,’ Dave retorted bluntly. ‘She could be showing any minute, depending how far on she is, then they’ll all know anyway.’

‘Yeah, but he doesn’t want them finding out before the wedding,’ Johnny told him. ‘And I’m in enough shit without you and your big mouth making it worse, so just get back in here and sit down.’

Dave obeyed reluctantly. Putting his elbows on his knees, he pursed his lips thoughtfully and stared at the floor.

‘Right,’ he said, looking up after a few minutes. ‘The way I see it, there’s only one way out of this: you’re going to have to do one. And before you say you’re skint, I’ve got a bit of money saved. It’s not much, but it should see you right for a few days. And—’

‘I know you’re trying to help,’ Johnny interrupted, passing the spliff back to him. ‘But you heard what Frankie said this morning about hunting me down if I try to do a runner.’

‘Aw, that was just talk.’ Dave was dismissive. ‘Anyway, he’ll never find you if you get far enough away.’

‘Know anyone in Australia I can stay with, do you? ’Cos that’s how far I’d need to go. And, even then, I reckon he’d find me.’

Dave shrugged. ‘I don’t know what else to suggest, mate.’

‘No point thinking about it, ’cos it ain’t going to change anything,’ Johnny said philosophically. He gave a resigned sigh and got up. ‘See you in the morning.’

‘You can’t go to bed,’ Dave protested. ‘We need to talk about this.’

‘I’ve got a headache,’ Johnny reminded him.

‘More like you just don’t want to hear what I’ve got to say, ’cos you know I’m right,’ Dave argued.

‘Right about what?’ Johnny paused in the doorway and looked back at him with a look of strained patience on his face.

‘About not needing to be married to be a dad, for starters,’ said Dave. ‘Our mams and dads never got wed, and we did all right.’

‘This is different,’ Johnny told him. ‘The Hyneses are Catholics.’

‘So?’ Dave shrugged again. ‘Anyhow, have you ever thought this might be a wind-up?’

‘What are you talking about?’ Johnny asked, resting his aching head against the door frame.

‘I saw the way Frankie looked at you this morning, and there’s no way he wants you with Ruth,’ Dave told him knowingly. ‘And I reckon he knows it’s the last thing you want, an’ all. My bet is he’s doing this to punish you. Making you squirm before he kicks you out on your arse.’

‘Hope so,’ Johnny murmured. But he knew in his heart that it wasn’t true. Ruth was pregnant, and she wanted him involved – and, good daddy that Frankie was, he was going to see to it that she got what she wanted.
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Johnny stayed in bed for the next three days, struggling to get his head around everything that had happened. He was glad that Frankie had banned Ruth from coming round because he didn’t think he could handle seeing her just now. But he still had Dave to contend with, and his friend had been a proper pain, popping in and out every five minutes with spliffs and suggestions as to how Johnny could get out of the wedding – each of which was more implausible than the last, ranging from Johnny accidentally-with-a-little-help-from-Dave falling off the fifth-floor balcony and breaking every bone in his body so he couldn’t get to the church to him declaring that he was a secret tranny, and wondered if Frankie would mind if he and Ruth wore matching dresses on the big day.

Dave was trying to help, but he was wrong if he thought that Frankie was joking about the wedding. Frankie wouldn’t just get mad if Johnny tried to wriggle out of it, he’d get murderous – and Johnny didn’t even want to think about the pain he would suffer along the way.

It wasn’t that he disliked Ruth, or anything, because he actually thought she was quite sweet – in an overly adoring, wipe your feet on me kind of way. But if he’d been told to choose someone to spend the rest of his life with, it wouldn’t have been her in a million years. He liked girls who were up for a laugh – and didn’t need the joke to be explained word for word until it was no longer funny; girls who knew what they wanted in bed, and weren’t too shy to say it – unlike Ruth, who hid under the duvet if he so much as mentioned turning the light on. And, sex aside, it pissed him off that Ruth never wanted to go out when she came round. She just wanted to stay in his room and pretend that they were the only two people in the world. And that drove him insane, because he was a party boy. He liked getting pissed with his mates and making a total tit of himself, smoking too much shit and having mad, spaced-out sex with whichever like-minded girl happened to be around.

But those days were well and truly over. And, loath as he was to admit it, Johnny kind of understood why Frankie was forcing him to do the right thing by Ruth. He was every bit as responsible for this baby as she was, after all – more so, if he was honest, because he’d known before he set foot in that club that he would have a girl on his arm by the time he left and should have gone prepared. Ruth, on the other hand, had been a virgin, so protection had been the furthest thing from her mind. And she wasn’t to know that she would stray into Johnny the master-knicker-remover’s sights. But he’d lined her up and picked her off, so now he was going to have to face the consequences like a man.

Either that, or run. And even if he’d had anywhere to run to, which he didn’t, how could he go through life knowing that his child was out there somewhere – hating him for walking away, just like he’d hated his dad; pining for him as much as Johnny had pined for his.

By Sunday, Johnny had more or less resigned himself to the fact that he was getting married and was going to be a father. But one thing was still bugging him: whether or not to tell his mum.

He hadn’t seen her since he’d bumped into her in town five months earlier, and he’d been too pissed to have a sensible conversation at the time. He didn’t relish the thought of going round to her place now, because he hadn’t been near the flat since she’d kicked him out of his sixteenth birthday. But she was still his mum, and he did still love her, so he supposed he should tell her before someone else did.

Anyway, the kid was going to need at least one good grandma to compensate for the other one being a disgusting lush with a venomous tongue.

His mind made up, he got out of bed, had a wash and got dressed. Dave was lying
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