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PROLOGUE

‘Get the fuck out of my house, you stinking, cheating, lying bastard! Go on … fuck off – and don’t come back!’

‘Shut your mouth, you crazy bitch.’

‘Why? Scared the kids’ll wake up and find out what a loser you are? Well, they’re my fucking kids, not yours, so don’t you be worrying about them!’

‘You’d best quit pushin’ me!’

‘Or what …? You gonna whack me again? Go on, then – if you dare!’

The words were followed by a loud smashing sound, and Chantelle Booth shivered in her bed on the other side of the wall. She was frequently woken in the middle of the night by the sound of her mum and Jase shouting at each other, and she usually covered her ears and tried to ignore it. But tonight’s argument sounded nastier than usual and she was scared to go back to sleep in case something really bad happened.

Jase hadn’t long moved in but he was already messing her mum around; staying out for days on end, then walking back in as if nothing had happened. And the silly cow usually welcomed him back with open arms – but not tonight, by the sound of it.

Chantelle was glad about that, because she didn’t like Jase. He acted nice, but she had seen through him the instant she first clapped eyes on him. And she had enough experience to know the difference between real nice and fake nice, given how many men her mum had brought into their lives since her little brother Leon’s dad had walked out on them. The real nice ones didn’t tend to stick around too long, but the fake ones, like Jase, hung around like bad smells, making her mum cry and spending her money on drugs and drink so she couldn’t afford to buy food or pay the bills.

A heavy thud on the wall rattled Chantelle’s headboard. She sat up and bit her lip when she heard the creak of her brother’s bed springs through the wall on the other side. She hoped he wasn’t about to wake up. He was only eight, and slightly built for his age, but his handsome baby-face disguised a man-sized temper, and he was bound to fly off the handle if he saw Jase hurting his mum – which would only make everything ten times worse.

Unable to bear it any longer when her mum let out a piercing scream, Chantelle leapt from her bed and rushed into the hall – just as her mother hurtled out of her own room with Jase on her heels.

‘Stop it!’ she cried when Jase slammed her mother up against the wall and put his hands around her throat. ‘Leave her alone!’

‘Now see what you’ve done,’ Mary Booth hissed, using the interruption to regain her footing and push Jase away. ‘Happy now, are you?’

Jase flapped a dismissive hand in Chantelle’s direction. ‘Go back to bed – everything’s cool.’

‘No, it’s not,’ Chantelle sobbed, taking in the bleeding gouges in his cheek which she guessed her mum had raked with her nails, and the bruise that was starting to darken her mum’s eye. ‘You’re always hurting my mum, and I don’t like it. I don’t like you.’

Jase narrowed his eyes and stared angrily back at her. ‘Who the fuck do you think you’re talking to, you black bitch?’

‘Oi! Don’t talk to my daughter like that!’ Mary protested, smacking him on the side of his head. ‘And she ain’t black, she’s mixed-race, you ignorant bastard, so get your facts right!’

Jase clenched his fist and went to punch her, but hesitated at the sound of someone hammering on the wall that divided Mary’s flat from the one next door. ‘You know what? Fuck this,’ he sneered. ‘I’ve had it with you and your dramas.’

‘Where d’y’ think you’re going?’ Mary demanded when he turned and walked back into the bedroom. ‘Don’t think you’re crawling back into my bed like everything’s okay, ’cos it ain’t happening. I want you out.’

‘Don’t worry, I’m gone.’ Jase sat down on the edge of the bed and dragged on his jeans. ‘I can’t hack this shit no more. You’re doing my head in.’

‘Yeah, well, now you know how I feel,’ spat Mary.

Jase stood up, pulled his jumper over his head, shoved his feet into his trainers and, pushing past Mary, strode back out into the hall.

‘Where you planning to go at this time of night?’ she asked, shaking now because she’d realised that he really was going to leave. ‘I’m telling you now, if I find out you’ve been anywhere near that slag Wendy Thompson I’ll throw her right over the fucking balcony – and you right after her! Is that where you’re going? Is it …?’

‘None o’ your business.’ Jase grabbed his jacket off the hook behind the front door and shoved his arms into the sleeves. He cast a quick glance back at Chantelle who was still standing there in her nightdress, tears streaking her pretty face, legs shaking visibly. Then, sucking his teeth, he walked out, slamming the door behind him.

Infuriated, Mary yanked it open again, screaming, ‘Don’t you fucking dare go to that bitch! I’m warning you, Jase – I’ll kill the pair of you!’

‘Let him go,’ Chantelle pleaded, grabbing her mum’s arm to stop her from going after him. ‘Please, Mum. We’ve got each other, we don’t need him.’

Mary shook her off angrily and stumbled out onto the landing. She’d been sure that Jase would be heading to Wendy’s flat eight doors down but the walkway was deserted. Standing there, with the wind lashing her cheeks and whistling down her ears, she picked up the faint slap of footsteps going quickly down the communal stairs and rushed to the balcony.

‘Where you going?’ she yelled over the rail when Jase emerged onto the path a few seconds later. ‘Got some other tart lined up already, have you? Some bitch who don’t care that you’ve already got a woman?’

Jase walked on without responding.

‘Go on, then!’ Mary shrieked at his back. ‘Go to your whore – see if I care! But don’t come crawling back to me when she gets tired of your useless arse and kicks you out, ’cos you’ve fucked me about for the last time! D’ya hear me, you dirty piece of shit? We’re finished!’

‘Mum, stop it,’ Chantelle pleaded, her bare feet freezing on the icy concrete as she tried to drag her mother away from the balcony edge. ‘You’re gonna fall!’

Chest heaving with fury and pain as Jase strolled around the corner and out of view, Mary clenched her fists and pummelled the iron railing. Then the tears came, and she sank to her knees and wailed.

‘For God’s sake, stop that racket!’ a hoarse voice barked. ‘We’re trying to get some flaming sleep here. We haven’t all got the luxury of sitting on our backsides watching Jeremy bloody Kyle all day – some of us actually have to work for a living.’

‘Fuck off!’ Mary pulled herself together at the sound of her next-door neighbour’s voice and lurched back up to her feet. Swiping the tears from her cheeks, she glared at the man who was peering out at her. ‘Get back in your coffin with that corpse you call a wife before I knock you out, you fat bastard!’

‘I’m calling the police,’ he spluttered, quickly pulling his head in and slamming the door shut when Mary lunged towards him.

‘Go on, then – I dare you!’ Mary kicked his door. ‘But don’t blame me when all your windows get put through, ’cos everyone already hates you round here, so see what happens if you bring the pigs round, you dirty grass!’

‘Mum, come home.’ Chantelle tugged on her mother’s hand again, terrified that she was going to get herself arrested.

Exhausted by now, Mary’s shoulders suddenly slumped. She looked balefully out across the estate in the hope that Jase might have changed his mind and be on his way back, but the area was as deserted as the landing she was standing on.

Relieved when her mum walked back into their flat, Chantelle followed and closed the door on the biting cold. She was shivering wildly, but her fear changed to concern when her mum turned the kitchen light on and her injuries became clear. Her eye was so badly swollen that it was starting to close up, and there were livid red marks on her neck from where Jase had throttled her, and scratches and bruises on her bare arms and legs. It was the worst fight they’d had by far, and Chantelle prayed that it really was over this time.

‘Shall I make you a cup of tea?’ she offered.

‘I don’t want tea,’ Mary muttered, pulling the fridge open and taking out a can of Tennent’s Super. ‘Go back to bed.’

‘I want to stay with you,’ Chantelle insisted. ‘You’re hurt.’

‘For God’s sake, fuck off and leave me alone!’ Mary rounded on her. ‘You’re fourteen, not forty, so stop acting like me bleedin’ mother. Do as you’re told and go … to … bed!’

Chilled by the fierceness of her mother’s tone, Chantelle fled back to her room and climbed beneath the quilt, her heart heavy. Minutes earlier, her mum had been screaming that she never wanted to see Jase again, but Chantelle knew that she would now mope about like a lost soul until he showed up again – which, in turn, meant that Chantelle would be expected to look after Leon while Mary tried to drink and smoke herself to death. And Chantelle would have to do it, or her little brother would end up going to school dirty and hungry, and then the nosy teachers would tell the social worker and all sorts of trouble would break out again. And, even though it wasn’t Chantelle’s fault, she’d get the blame – just like she always did.

As Chantelle cried herself to sleep in her room, Mary flopped onto a chair at the kitchen table and ripped the tab off the beer can. Aware that it wouldn’t be anywhere near strong enough to drown her sorrows, she reached into a drawer and rooted through the junk until she found a strip of tramadol tablets. She’d have preferred temazepam, but she’d sold her last script and the next wasn’t due for another week, so the painkillers would have to do.

As the rush of adrenalin subsided and the pain of her injuries began to wash over her, Mary licked at the fresh tears of self-pity and popped two of the little capsules out of the foil strip. Then, thinking to hell with it, she pressed out the rest and threw them all into her mouth, quickly washing them down with beer before traipsing miserably back to her bedroom.

She’d never taken so many of the painkillers at one time before, and it crossed her mind as she lay down on the bed that she might overdose and die. But so what if she did? No one would care. They’d probably all be glad to see the back of her. Jase, the kids, her so-called mates … none of them gave a flying fuck about her, so it would serve the bastards right if she didn’t wake up.

As a drowsy sensation began to creep over her, Mary swallowed the last of her beer. Then, carefully arranging her hair so that it fanned out on the pillow around her head, she crossed her hands over her chest and closed her eyes.

Fuck only knew who would be the first to see her body in the morning, but if it was a fit young copper or ambulance man she was determined to look her best.
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It had just gone eight-thirty and Chantelle was in a rush. She and Leon would usually have left for school by now, but the shirt she’d washed the night before had fallen off the radiator so she’d had to try and dry it with her hairdryer. And now Leon was dragging his feet, so she ordered him to hurry up and brush his teeth while she went into the living room to comb her hair.

Surprised to find her mother in there, she drew her head back and gave her a questioning look. ‘How come you’re up so early?’

‘Not long got in,’ Mary admitted, clamping her lit cigarette between her teeth. ‘Haven’t seen my bank card, have you?’ she asked, her backside rearing up into the air as she knelt on the couch and rooted through the junk piled down the side of it. ‘Can’t find it anywhere.’

‘I hope you haven’t lost it again,’ Chantelle chided, walking over to the fireplace and taking her comb out from behind an ornament on the mantelpiece. ‘That’ll be the third time in a year, and they’ll start charging you if you’re not careful.’

‘All right, little miss know-it-all, I can do without a lecture, thank you very much!’ Mary straightened up and gave her daughter a dirty look as she teased her thick hair into shape. Chantelle had a beautiful face and a great figure, but it was completely wasted on her because she wasn’t interested in anything apart from school. Boring as fuck – just like her father.

Chantelle glanced out of the corner of her eye and frowned when she saw the way her mother was staring at her. ‘What’s up? Have I got dirt on the back of my skirt, or something?’

‘As if!’ Mary sneered, taking a last drag on her fag before stubbing it out in the ashtray.

Chantelle pursed her lips as she tied the scrunchie around her hair. Her mum acted like it was a crime to want to look presentable, and was forever making sniping remarks about OCD. But Chantelle would rather die than go out in public looking dirty – like her brother happily would if she’d let him.

Mary lit another cigarette and resumed her search for the missing bank card. Chantelle could wind her up on the best of days by just breathing, but with her nerves sparking like live wires – thanks to all the speed she’d done last night – anything the girl said or did today was guaranteed to infuriate her.

When Leon walked in just then, holding his mud-caked football boots out in front of him, Mary snapped, ‘Don’t be fetching them in here. They look like they’ve been dipped in shit. Get ’em out in the hall.’

‘They’re knackered,’ Leon told her, as surprised as Chantelle had been to see their mother not only up at this time of the morning but dressed as well. ‘I need some new ones. Can I have thirty quid?’

‘Can you hell! They’re not even a year old yet, them. You wanna start looking after your stuff if you want it to last.’

‘It ain’t my fault. And my teacher said—’

‘Do I look like I give a flying fuck what your teacher says?’ Mary rounded on her son furiously. ‘He can have his say when he’s the one putting food in your greedy gob, but till then he’d better keep his trap shut, or I’ll come down there and put my fist in it!’

‘All right, Mum, there’s no need to jump down his throat.’ Chantelle leapt to her brother’s defence.

‘Oh, I wondered how long it’d take for you to stick your beak in.’ Mary switched the glare onto her daughter. ‘You know what, I’m sick to death of the pair of you. Give me this, buy me that … it’s all I ever fuckin’ hear round here, and it’s doing my head in!’

‘Pardon us for being born,’ said Chantelle, pushing Leon out into the hall.

‘Yeah, well, I wish you hadn’t been,’ Mary yelled after them. ‘The trouble you two have caused me, you’d have been better off leaving me to die that time!’

Chantelle looked back and gave a disapproving shake of her head before following her brother out of the room.

‘’S up with her?’ Leon whined, stuffing his boots into his school bag.

‘The usual,’ Chantelle muttered. She’d already guessed that her mum was on a speed comedown, because she was always vicious after a heavy session and it always culminated in her saying that she wished they had let her die when she’d taken the overdose a year and a half earlier – even though both she and Chantelle knew that it hadn’t been a serious suicide attempt. Given the amount of alcohol she regularly drank, and the cocktail of illegal drugs she’d been feeding into her body for as long as Chantelle could remember, it would have taken a damn sight more than a few poxy painkillers to bring Mary Booth down.

‘What am I supposed to tell my teacher?’ Leon grumbled when Chantelle hustled him out through the front door. ‘He says he’ll kick me off the team if I don’t get me boots sorted.’

‘You’re the best player; there’s no way he’ll get rid of you,’ Chantelle assured him. ‘But if he says it again, tell him I’m going to make sure you get some new ones.’

‘BITCH!’ Mary yelled as the front door slammed shut behind them. It pissed her off that Chantelle had gone over her head and promised Leon new boots. But good luck to her if she thought muggins was paying for them, because hell would have to freeze over before Mary dipped her hand in her purse now.

Still fuming, Mary flopped down on the couch and took a deep drag on her cigarette. Almost choking on it when a vibration rattled the back of her head, she grabbed the jacket that was draped behind her and pulled her mobile phone out of its pocket. ‘That you, Trace?’

‘No, it fuckin’ ain’t.’

Mary winced at the sound of her dealer’s angry voice. ‘All right, Ricky. Wasn’t expecting you.’

‘No, I bet you wasn’t,’ spat Ricky. ‘Where’s my money, you thieving bitch?’

‘I meant to come round,’ Mary lied. ‘But things keep cropping up. I’ll get it to you as soon as I can, I promise. But it’s not easy when you’ve got kids, you know.’

‘I don’t give a fuck about your kids,’ Ricky bellowed, forcing her to jerk the phone away from her ear. ‘I just want my bastard money. You’ve got an hour – and if I don’t see you, I’m gonna come looking for you. You’ve been warned!’

Mary bit her lip when the line went dead. Shit! Now what was she supposed to do? There was no way she could get her hands on two hundred quid in an hour. But if she didn’t, he would kill her.

Almost jumping out of her skin when someone knocked at the front door, she crept over to the window – praying with every tiptoed step that it wasn’t Ricky, because she wouldn’t put it past him to have been outside the whole time. A man wearing a jacket bearing the E.ON logo was standing on the step. Relieved that it wasn’t Ricky, Mary went back to the couch and stubbed out the burned-down cigarette before lighting a fresh one.

The man knocked again, and then raised the flap of the letter box. ‘Mrs Booth? I need to speak to you about your electricity arrears.’

Mary gritted her teeth and stuck two fingers up at the door. Cheeky bastard, shouting out her business for the whole world to hear.

The man tried one last time before shoving something through the letter box and walking away, his heels thudding dully on the concrete landing. Mary went out into the hall, snatched up the letter, and curled her lip when she read that they intended to take her to court if she didn’t contact them to make arrangements to pay her arrears. She tossed it onto the hall table along with the rest of her unpaid bills and marched into the kitchen in search of alcohol to soothe her nerves.

They were a load of fucking vultures, expecting her to conjure money out of thin air to pay their extortionate charges. They ought to be chasing the benefits people, not her, seeing as they were the ones who had messed up her claim and made her get into debt in the first place.

‘We have strong evidence to suggest that you are living with someone whilst claiming as a single parent,’ the woman from the benefit fraud squad had said when they called her into the office that day, ‘and we’ll be suspending your claim pending further investigations.’

Strong evidence, her arse! More like word of malicious mouth. But that was the trouble with living in a place like this: it was chock-full of nosy bastards who had nothing better to do than stick their beaks into things that didn’t concern them. Mary wouldn’t have minded so much if she and Jimmy had even been serious, but it had only ever been a fling. And, all right, so maybe he had more or less moved in – but that was her business. She’d kicked him out as soon as it came on top, so that should have been that. But it had taken ages for the stupid bastards to reinstate her benefits, and now, because of their incompetence, everyone wanted a piece of her.

Fuck them, she thought, slamming the fridge shut when she saw that there were no beers to be had. They could form a queue to peck the flesh off her bones when she was dead and buried, but until then they could all go to hell.

Chantelle was exhausted when she arrived home from school that afternoon. The walk took fifteen minutes on a good day, but when she felt as lousy as she did today it seemed to take hours. And the weather wasn’t helping. It was supposed to be the beginning of summer, but there had been no sign of it yet and the chill air was exacerbating the headache that had started during her last lesson. Her head was pounding, and her neck and shoulders were killing her from the weight of the books she’d been lugging around in her bag all day. All she wanted to do was climb into bed and sleep for a week. But her exams were starting on Monday, and if she were to stand any chance of passing them she was going to have to spend the whole weekend revising.

Inside the flat it was even colder and darker than it was outside, and Chantelle shivered as she dropped her bag on the hall floor. ‘It’s me,’ she called as she slipped out of her blazer and looped it over the peg.

When no answer came, she popped her head around her mum’s bedroom door. Surprised to see that the bed was empty – her mum usually slept for a couple of days after a heavy binge – she wandered into the kitchen to see if Mary had done the shopping before going out.

‘Great!’ she muttered when she saw that the cupboards were still bare. ‘So, that’s me revising on an empty stomach – again. Cheers, Mum.’

Chantelle went into the living room and drew the curtains to hide the depressing sight of heavy clouds gathering over the roof of the flats across the way. Then, switching the lamp on, she went back out into the hall to fetch her books.

It was only when she came back that she noticed the note propped on the mantelpiece, and she frowned when she reached for it and a £ note fluttered to the floor at her feet. No wonder her mum hadn’t bothered to do the shopping: she obviously expected her little lackey to do it for her – like Chantelle didn’t have better things to do.

Going to a party with Trace, the note read, so you’ll have to get our Leon’s tea. Don’t wait up ’cos I don’t know when I’ll be back. Mum xxx

Furious that her mother had gone out on the lash and dumped Leon on her knowing full well that she needed to revise, Chantelle yanked her mobile phone out of her bag and rang her mum’s number.

‘Hey there,’ the answerphone message trilled, in the phony American accent that her mum seemed to think was sexy. ‘I can’t take your call right now, but if you leave your name, number, and cock size, I’ll get right back to you …’

Nose wrinkled in disgust, Chantelle waited for the filthy chuckle at the end of the message. Then, keeping as even a tone as she could manage, she said, ‘Call me back as soon as you get this. I know you’ve probably forgotten, but my exams are starting on Monday and I need to get my head down, so I could really do without having to watch our Leon. Call me.’

She’d just finished the message when the door opened behind her. Sure that it was her mum, because Leon didn’t have a key, she turned around, saying, ‘Oh, good, you’re back. I just left you a mes—’ She trailed off when she saw her brother and frowned. ‘How did you get in?’

Leon held up her keys and rattled them. ‘You left them in the lock.’

‘You’re joking!’ Chantelle gasped. ‘God, what an idiot.’

‘You said it.’ Leon smirked, tossing the keys onto the table. ‘Mum still in bed?’

‘No, she’s gone out.’ Chantelle followed as he wandered into the kitchen. ‘And she hasn’t been shopping, so don’t bother rooting.’

Leon looked in the fridge anyway, and then slammed the door when he saw that she was telling the truth. ‘When’s she coming back? I’m starving.’

‘No idea. But she’s left some money, so I’ll go to the shops in a bit.’

‘You’re not cooking, are you?’ Leon pulled a face. ‘Can’t we have chippy?’

‘I suppose so,’ Chantelle conceded. ‘But then I’ve got to revise, so I hope you’re going to be quiet.’

‘I won’t be here,’ Leon told her, walking back out into the hall. ‘I only came back for something to eat. I’m off to Kermit’s.’

‘I want you to stay in now you’re here,’ Chantelle told him.

‘Get stuffed,’ Leon grunted, still heading for the door. ‘It’s not even five yet; Mum lets me stay out till seven.’

‘Yeah, but she’s not here, so I’m in charge,’ said Chantelle. ‘And I’ve got too much to do, so I want you where I can see you.’

‘I’ll have a sausage when you go to the chippy,’ Leon said over his shoulder, already opening the door. ‘And gravy.’

‘Leon!’ Chantelle rushed up the hall when he stepped outside and pulled the door shut. ‘Come back here!’ She followed him out onto the landing and gritted her teeth when she saw him legging it for the stairs. ‘Right, fine, go then,’ she called after him. ‘But I’ll be coming for you on my way back from the chippy, so make sure you’re ready ’cos I’m not hanging round like an idiot if it starts raining!’

Leon raised his hand before disappearing into the stairwell. Chantelle was starting to feel sick by now, and her head was throbbing. Praying that the headache didn’t turn into a full-blown migraine, she went back into the flat and swallowed a couple of paracetamol. Then, with an hour still to go before the chippy opened, she lay down on the couch and pulled a cushion over her eyes.
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The Richmond Estate, on the border between Hulme and Old Trafford, was mainly populated by single mothers and their offspring. There was a play area in the centre of the estate, which no child dared go near for fear of getting battered by the hoody boys who hung out there to smoke weed and sniff glue. There was also a car park and a set of garages, which none of the residents ever used, because they knew their cars would get broken into or set on fire as soon as their backs were turned. Of the parade of shops, only two of the original six were still occupied. The owners of the other units had long ago given up on trying to run a business in a place where the majority of their customers had perfected the art of paying for one item whilst walking out with three.

The two units that were still in business sat side by side at the end of the parade. Abdul’s General Store had just closed when Chantelle got there at six, but Jimmy’s Chippy had just opened. The heat from the fryers smacked her in the face when she walked in, and the delicious scents of vinegar and freshly cooked chips made her stomach growl. The owner, Jimmy, a tiny Chinese man who could barely see over the counter, beamed when he saw her.

‘Ah … long time, no see, missy. You had babba now?’

Chantelle smiled when he mimed rocking a baby in his arms, and shook her head. ‘You must be thinking of someone else. Can I get two lots of sausage and chips and a small tub of gravy, please?’

‘Fi’ minutes,’ Jimmy said, his smiling eyes just slits in the deep wrinkles of his kindly face as he stirred his batch with vigour.

On the shelf behind him a portable TV sat between a pyramid of soda cans and a statue of a nodding, waving cat. Chantelle placed her cold hands up against the glass of the warming cabinet and glanced at the screen. It was tuned to the six o’clock news, and flickering images of what appeared to be a riot were flashing across the screen behind the sombre-faced reporter. The volume was too low for her to hear what he was saying, but the subtitles told her that there had, earlier that day in Bury, been a violent confrontation between a faction of the English Defence League and a group of Muslims protesting about a deportation.

‘Idiots.’ Jimmy gave a backward jerk of his head when he saw her watching it. ‘They need try t’ai chi.’ He raised a knee and both hands into the air to demonstrate. ‘Good for chase devil out here.’ He lowered his leg and patted his chest now, to indicate, Chantelle guessed, that he was referring to the heart. Then, pointing a gnarly old finger at her, he said, ‘You no have devil; your mama kep’ it for hersel’ when you born. But your brudda …’ He trailed off and sucked an ominous breath in through his wonky teeth.

Curious to know what he meant, Chantelle was about to ask when the door opened behind her and a gust of freezing air swirled around her legs.

‘It’s kicking right off out there,’ the woman who came in declared excitedly as she approached the counter. ‘That nonce has just walked round the corner bold as brass, and them black lads are having a right go at him. No offence,’ she added quickly for Chantelle’s benefit, ‘but there’s two lots of ’em what hang around outside here of a night, one black, one white.’

Chantelle bit her tongue and handed her money over to Jimmy when he placed her wrapped food on the counter.

‘Be careful,’ he cautioned as he pressed her change into her hand. ‘Go other way, and run run run.’

‘Don’t worry, I’ll be fine,’ Chantelle murmured, hugging the warm parcels to her chest and stepping back out into the cold.

Outside the burned-out TV repair shop at the other end of the row, several youths had formed a circle around the old man who was known locally as Paedo Bob. It was rumoured that he had once been arrested for flashing his bits at some kids in the park, and everyone on the estate hated him even though he’d never actually been charged. Whether or not it was true, Chantelle couldn’t help but feel sorry for him now as she watched him turn this way and that, trying to grab back the filthy multicoloured bobble-hat that the lads were tossing to each other over his head. They were all much younger, taller and stronger than him, and they might be laughing now, but Chantelle knew their mood could easily turn. One wrong word and Bob would be on the floor with a flurry of feet aiming at his head.

As she stood there, torn between minding her own business and intervening, Chantelle felt a prickle on the back of her neck as if someone was staring at her. She snapped her gaze to the left and was surprised to see Anton Davis leaning casually back against the wall, smoking a cigarette. A slow smile came onto his lips when their eyes met, and she felt a blush rise to her cheeks. She hadn’t seen him around in a while and had heard that he’d been sent down, although she didn’t know what for. He’d always been good-looking, and all the girls at school had fancied him. Loads of them had even fought over him, but Chantelle had always steered well clear – partly because of his reputation but mainly because she’d seen enough girls fall for boys like him to know that, whatever kick girls got out of being a bad boy’s bitch-of-the-moment, it was never worth the inevitable heartache. They either ended up hitting you, cheating on you, or getting you pregnant – none of which Chantelle was stupid enough to volunteer for.

When the old man suddenly let out a cry, Chantelle turned her attention back to the gang. They had stopped throwing the hat and were now pushing Bob around, and when she saw from their expressions that they were no longer playing, she yelled, ‘Oi! Pack it in, you lot. Leave him alone.’

They all turned and stared at her, and for an awful moment she thought they were going to start on her instead. But then Anton whistled softly between his teeth and, like a pack of dogs obeying a command, the lads backed away. Still smiling, Anton winked at her. Then, jerking his head at his mates, he turned and walked away.

‘Thanks, love,’ the old man gasped as he staggered towards Chantelle, his unshaven face grey, his bloodshot eyes bulging with fear and indignation. ‘I thought I’d had it there. They want bloody hanging!’

‘If anyone wants hanging round here, it’s you,’ bellowed the woman from the chip shop, who had just stepped out behind Chantelle. ‘Blokes like you want your dicks cutting off and rammin’ down your throats, if you ask me. Now, gercha, before I do it meself, y’ dirty auld bastard!’

She swung her bag at him and cackled with jubilation when he fled back the way he’d come. ‘I fuckin’ hate nonces, me,’ she told Chantelle when he’d gone. ‘If I had my way, they’d bang the whole filthy lot of ’em up in a cell and let ’em bugger each other senseless – see how they like it.’

Venom vented, she walked away, leaving Chantelle with a bitter taste in her mouth. She’d lived on this estate her entire life, and most of her neighbours were decent. But for every good one on the left, it seemed there was a replica of that nasty bitch on the right: gobby, bigoted, and ready to attack at the drop of a hat. At times like this, she couldn’t wait to leave school and get a good job so she could get the hell out of here.

‘Who was that girl back at the shops?’ Anton asked his mate, Shotz, when they had left the other lads and were heading up the stairs of their block.

‘Some mate of our Teshia’s from school,’ Shotz told him. ‘Think her name’s Chanel, or Chantelle, or something. Why?’

‘No reason,’ Anton said casually, although he was secretly disappointed to hear that she was still a schoolie because he’d thought she looked older. It explained why he hadn’t recognised her, though, because he’d never even looked at the younger girls when he’d still been at school; too busy working his way through the ones of his own age to bother.

‘Coming up to mine for a smoke?’ Shotz asked when they reached Anton’s floor.

‘In a bit,’ Anton told him. ‘Just need to jump in the bath and get changed first.’

‘Laters.’ Shotz touched fists with him before bouncing up the stairs to his place on the floor above.

Anton was deep in thought as he walked on down the landing to his mum’s flat. He hadn’t long come home after serving eighteen months of his three-year sentence, and he was finding it hard to adjust. Not because anything had dramatically changed, but because it hadn’t. Everyone was acting the same as before he’d left, and they all seemed to think that he should be able to pick up where he’d left off without missing a beat. But he had changed, so it wasn’t that easy. All that shit back at the shops just now, for example. Back in the day, he’d probably have joined in with his mates’ game of piggy-in-the-middle with the old nonce, but he just couldn’t see the fun in it any more. All he could think about was the shit they could have landed him in if it had got out of hand, as it generally did with those guys. It wasn’t their fault that he’d changed, so he knew he shouldn’t be too hard on them. But they had to keep that shit away from him while he was on probation, because there was no way he was going back down for them – or anyone.

Just seconds after Anton had gone inside his mum’s flat and closed the door, Chantelle came up the stairs and walked to a flat five along from his.

Kermit’s mum, Linda, smiled when she answered the door. ‘All right, love … here for your Leon? They’re in our Kermit’s room playing that Reverend Evil – or whatever they call it. Come in while I fetch him.’

‘No, you’re all right, I’ll wait here. Need to get home before the chips go cold.’ Chantelle nodded down at the parcels in her arms to prove that she really did have chips and wasn’t just making excuses – although that was exactly what she was doing. The one and only time she had made the mistake of going inside, Kermit’s little brothers and sisters had leapt on her and by the time Linda had managed to prise them off her blazer had been smeared with snot, and the stench of dirty nappies had clung to her for days afterwards. So now, if she had to come round here, she always stayed out on the landing.

Leon was frowning when he came to the door. He’d been begging for a PlayStation for every Christmas and birthday for as long as he could remember, but his mum always said she couldn’t afford it so the only chance he ever got to play on one was when he came round here.

‘I’ve only just got here,’ he complained, staying put in the hall and talking to his sister through the crack in the door. ‘I’ll come back in a bit.’

Chantelle shook her head. ‘No, the chips will be freezing. Come on.’

‘I’m not hungry. Kermit made us some toast.’

‘You knew I was going to the chippy so you should have said no,’ Chantelle scolded. ‘Anyway, I told you I’d be coming for you, so stop messing about.’

‘Can’t I just finish my game?’

‘No, it’s too dark, so just do as you’re told – and hurry up.’

‘I hate you,’ Leon spat, turning on his heel and marching back to Kermit’s bedroom to get his jacket.

‘Watch it!’ Chantelle protested when he came out onto the landing a few seconds later and barged past her. But he stomped ahead without answering.

Leon snatched one of the parcels out of her hand when they got home and marched into his bedroom. ‘You forgot your gravy,’ Chantelle called after him, but he muttered, ‘Stick it up your arse’ and slammed the door in her face.

Seconds later, the monotonous Boom! Boom! Boom! of the anti-everything rap music that he had recently taken a liking to started blasting out. Chantelle squeezed her eyes shut when her head began to throb along to the beat. She felt like kicking the door open and tossing his cheap stereo out of the window – and him along with it. But she couldn’t take any more aggravation, so she bit down on the anger and went into the kitchen to eat her dinner. Then, taking her books into her own bedroom, she stuffed cotton wool into her ears and tried to get on with her revision.

She woke with a start some time later to the sound of someone hammering on the front door. Disoriented by the cotton wool in her ears, it took her a few moments to get her bearings. Then, jumping up, sending the books that had been on her lap flying onto the floor, she ran out into the hall. Leon’s music was still pumping out loudly from behind his door. Banging on it as she passed, she peered out through the spyhole and groaned when she saw the irate next-door neighbour standing there.

‘I know,’ she said apologetically when she opened the door, pre-empting the complaint that she knew was coming. ‘I’ll make him turn it off.’

‘Do you know what bloody time it is?’ Stuart Price barked, refusing to be placated before he’d had his say. The music had been booming through the wall since earlier that evening and he’d had a gutful of it. He and his wife were decent, hard-working people, and they shouldn’t have to put up with this kind of anti-social behaviour. He’d complained to the council – anonymously – on numerous occasions to no avail; and the police had been no better. This girl had given him a fair few dirty looks over the years but, unlike her mother and brother, at least she had never resorted to being outright abusive. It was the boy who was behind the noise, he was sure. The little bastard was a foul-mouthed, destructive, sly little thug-in-the-making who strutted around the estate as if he owned it. He needed a bloody good slap – and the mood Stuart was in right now, he’d have loved to be the one to administer it.

‘I’m sorry,’ Chantelle apologised again. ‘I was asleep.’

‘Lucky you!’ snapped Stuart. ‘Six hours we’ve been putting up with this racket – six … bloody … hours!’

‘I know,’ Chantelle repeated guiltily. ‘And I—’

‘Have you any idea what it’s doing to my poor wife?’ Stuart continued, gesturing angrily back towards his own flat. ‘She’s ill in there, and the doctor said she needs complete rest. But how the hell is she supposed to rest with this going on?’

‘I’ll sort it out,’ Chantelle assured him when he paused to draw breath.

‘You’d better,’ Stuart warned, ‘because I’m this close to calling the police.’ He held up his hand and squeezed his thumb and forefinger together, before adding, ‘And then I’ll report you to the council, because you’re making our lives a living bloody hell!’

His voice had risen in pitch and his face was so red that he looked like he was going to have a fit. Chantelle had never particularly cared for him, because he was such a miserable old git, but she genuinely felt sorry for him and his wife right now.

‘I’m really, really sorry,’ she told him sincerely. ‘I’ll make sure it goes off. And it won’t happen again – I promise.’

Stuart wanted to go on, but he sensed from the pained look in her eyes that the girl was as distressed as he and his wife were, and it pierced his bubble of anger. Exhaling wearily, he said, ‘Yes, well, just make sure it doesn’t. I know it’s not your fault, and I really don’t want to cause trouble, but this is unacceptable – you must see that?’

Chantelle nodded and, promising again that she would sort it out, closed the door. Then, gritting her teeth, she marched into Leon’s room. Furious to see that he had pulled his quilt up over his head and gone to sleep, leaving his CD on repeat play, she switched his hi-fi off and stood over him. The temptation to wake him and give him what-for was overwhelming, but she knew that would only end up in another row, which was the last thing she needed with Stuart already on the warpath. So, resisting the urge, she went back to her own room, telling herself that their mum could deal with him in the morning.
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When she woke the next morning, Chantelle wasn’t impressed to see that her mum still hadn’t come home or switched her phone back on. Determined not to have a repeat of yesterday when, thanks to Leon, she hadn’t been able to properly concentrate on her revision, she got dressed and pulled her coat on, all set to march round to Tracey’s and drag her mum back.

Before she went, she popped her head around Leon’s door and sighed when she saw him spreadeagled across the bed. As much as he’d been annoying her lately with his smart mouth and cocky attitude, he was still her baby brother and she loved him to bits. She always had – from the first time she’d ever clapped eyes on him when his dad, Glenroy King, had brought him and their mum home from hospital. He’d been a living, breathing dolly, and Chantelle had insisted on changing his nappies and feeding him his bottles – which had delighted their mum, because it had left her free to run after Glenroy. Not that it had worked, because he had walked out soon after.

A muscular bald-headed Jamaican with a dazzling smile, a husky voice and a smooth line in patter, Glenroy had spread his love freely around every willing female on the estate – Mary’s friends included. He’d also had a vicious temper and, as young as she’d been back then, Chantelle still remembered how scared her mum used to be when he’d get in a mood. His eyes would blaze as if there was a fire burning behind them, and his fists would fly with the slightest provocation. Unfortunately, Leon had inherited that temper along with the good looks, and Chantelle sometimes wondered how their mum was going to cope with him when he got bigger and started hitting out – and he would, she was sure, because it was in his genes.

But she didn’t want to think about that right now. So, quietly closing his door, she let herself out and walked quickly over to Tracey’s flat. After knocking several times and getting no answer, she gave up and headed over to the Saturday market in Moss Side to pick up a few cheap bits for dinner. But if her mum thought she was going to walk in later in the day and find a plateful waiting for her in the oven, she had another think coming. And God help her if she’d spent the rest of the benefit money on booze and whatever else she’d necked with Tracey last night, because then Chantelle would have her guts for garters.

Kermit was on the other side of the Princess Parkway when he spotted Chantelle heading into the market. His mum had made plans to take the younger kids to the carnival in Alexandra Park, but she was skint, so she’d sent Kermit to borrow twenty quid off his nan. He’d begged her to send their Jimmy instead, but she’d said Jimmy was too young to cross the road on his own. And, anyway, Kermit was his nan’s favourite so he had the best chance of making the old girl cough up.

Kermit didn’t like his nan. She had see-through skin, a sloppy, toothless mouth, and her room in the sheltered housing unit stank of cat piss even though there were no cats living there. She herself stank of human piss and talc, and she always made him sit next to her so she could stroke him and kiss him.

The feel of her flesh touching his made him gag, so he’d been in and out of there as fast as was humanly possible today – the £20 note for his mum in one pocket, the half-bottle of whisky he’d swiped off the dresser when his nan turned her back to get her purse in the other. His mum would go ape-shit if she found out, but he considered it payment for the disgusting trail of slime his nan had left on his cheek when she’d kissed him goodbye. Anyway, the old cow was so batty that she’d probably think she’d lost the whisky – if she even remembered she’d had it in the first place.

When Kermit saw Chantelle now, he grinned to himself. She was one of the most beautiful girls he’d ever seen, but she had a way of looking at him that made him wonder if she could read his thoughts and see the dirty things he sometimes thought about her when he was in the bath. He always avoided going round to their place if he knew there was a chance of bumping into her, but it was safe right now so he darted through the morning traffic and ran all the way home.

‘Where are you going?’ his mum asked when he barrelled through the door and chucked the money at her. ‘Aren’t you coming to the carny?’

‘Nah,’ he called back over his shoulder. ‘I’m going to see if Leon wants to come round and play on my game.’

‘Well, don’t make a mess,’ his mum yelled after him. ‘I’ve got that woman coming round from the council on Monday, and I don’t want to have to spend all day Sunday cleaning up after you.’

Kermit waved over his shoulder and slammed the door.

Leon was woken by the sound of someone knocking insistently on the front door. Too cosy to move, he pulled his quilt over his head and waited for his sister to answer it. When she didn’t, and the knocking continued, he reluctantly got up and stomped out into the hall in his underpants, all set to give the unwelcome caller a piece of his mind.

‘What you doing here so early?’ he complained, rubbing the sleep from his eyes when he saw Kermit on the step. ‘I was having a boss dream, and you’ve ruined it.’

‘Soz,’ Kermit apologised. ‘Me ma’s taking the brats to the carny, and I’ve just seen your Channy going in the market, so I thought you might wanna come round and get back on the game. I got to level four after you took off last night. It was well hard, but I proper smashed it.’

‘Why didn’t you wait for me?’ Leon protested, gesturing for his friend to come inside. ‘I’m gonna have loads of catching up to do now.’

‘Yeah, well, hurry up and get dressed,’ said Kermit, following him into his room. ‘I’ve got a surprise for ya.’

‘What?’ Leon pulled on a pair of jeans.

Kermit reached into his pocket and brought out the stolen bottle.

‘Where’d you get that?’ Leon’s eyes widened. ‘Giz it.’

‘Not here.’ Kermit stuffed it away again. ‘I just nicked it off me nan.’

‘Like your style, bruv.’ Leon grinned his approval and pulled a jumper over his head. Then, stuffing his sockless feet into his trainers, he said, ‘Come on, let’s get out of here before our kid gets back. Me mum went out last night and our Chan was in a right one. Bitch is lucky I didn’t slit her throat, the way she’s been talking to me lately.’

‘Yeah, but she’s fit,’ Kermit said as he followed him out of the bedroom. ‘I’d slip her a stiff one.’

‘Shut your gob, y’ mong!’ Leon pulled a disgusted face and shoved his friend out onto the landing.

Chantelle assumed that Leon must still be sleeping when she got home a short time later. Glad of the peace, she decided not to disturb him and quietly put the shopping away, leaving out the two pieces of chicken she’d bought for tonight’s dinner. Leon claimed to hate her cooking, but he’d always loved her curried chicken and rice so she’d thought she would treat him to make up for their row yesterday. And if he was really good, she might make a batch of his favourite home-made macaroni cheese.

Confident that there would be no more trouble from Leon once he saw that she was making an effort, she made herself a cup of tea and went to her bedroom to resume the revision that she’d fallen asleep over the night before.

Leon had never tasted whisky in his life before. But he was a man, and men didn’t admit shit like that. So when Kermit – lying through his teeth and claiming to have done it loads of times – offered the bottle to him for first dibs, he fronted it out and took a big swig. His eyes watered when the sharp, bitter alcohol hit his tongue, and he almost choked when it went on to assault his throat. But he forced himself not to spit it straight back out and handed the bottle over to Kermit.

‘You all right?’ Kermit asked, eyeing him excitedly.

‘Yeah, course.’ Leon shrugged. ‘Go on – your turn.’

Kermit took a tentative sip and pulled a face.

‘Ah, you fuckin’ lightweight!’ Leon crowed, snapping his fingers in the air in a gesture of victory.

‘I’m gonna get some pop.’ Kermit jumped up and rushed out of the room.

Leon scraped at his tongue and coughed to clear the heat from his burning throat when his friend had gone. Composed by the time Kermit came back with a bottle of lemonade and two plastic cups, he gave a nonchalant shrug when Kermit asked if he wanted his next shot neat or mixed, and said, ‘Not bothered.’ Then, pursing his lips, he added, ‘But I suppose I’d best have a bit if you’re having it. Don’t wanna get pissed on me own while you’re having baby drinks, do I?’

Kermit ignored the jibe and sloshed two large helpings of lemonade over the inch of whisky he’d already poured into the cups. Handing Leon’s to him, he grinned. ‘You go first.’

Leon braced himself and downed his drink in one, then wiped his sleeve across his mouth and held out his cup for a refill. He might be the younger by two years, but he wasn’t about to let Kermit get one over on him.

Light-headed by the time they had finished their second drinks, the boys fired up the PlayStation. But it wasn’t long before they started squabbling.

‘I haven’t fuckin’ cheated,’ Kermit insisted when Leon accused him for the third time. ‘Ain’t my fault I’m better at it than you.’

‘Are you fuck!’ Leon argued. ‘I’m way better than you, and if I had my own console and was on it twenty-four-seven like you, I’d mash you the fuck up.’

‘I’m hardly ever on it when you’re not here,’ Kermit lied. ‘I’ve just got skills – and you’re just jealous, ’cos you know you can’t touch me.’

‘That right?’ Leon punched him in the arm. ‘Touched you then, though, didn’t I? So what you saying now, shithead? Eh? Eh? Not man enough to fight back?’

Infuriated when Leon started punching him repeatedly in the arm, Kermit threw down the control pad and jumped on him. They rolled around on the bed for several seconds before falling onto the floor in a tangled heap. Then, grunting and wheezing for breath, they grappled until they got themselves wedged between the end of the bed and the chest of drawers. Unable to move, they looked into each other’s eyes and burst out laughing.

‘Let’s have another drink?’ Kermit suggested when the laughter had subsided.

‘And a smoke,’ added Leon, pushing his friend towards the door. ‘Go grab some of your mam’s dimps.’

Kermit did as he’d been told, and came back with a packet of Rizla papers and a handful of crumpled, black-tipped dog-ends from his mum’s bedroom. It was the only room in the flat that she ever smoked in, because she didn’t want to pollute the younger kids’ lungs, and the place might as well have been a giant ashtray given how many dimps were lying around. Kermit wished she hadn’t switched to roll-ups, because he preferred the taste of the proper cigs she used to smoke. But she reckoned she couldn’t afford them any more, and beggars couldn’t be choosers, so he tore a couple of papers out of the pack, then carefully rolled a couple of fresh smokes from the ashy remnants.

‘That’s mingin’,’ Leon complained, spitting out a piece of blackened tobacco after lighting up. ‘It’d taste well better with weed.’

‘Yeah, I know,’ Kermit agreed, squinting as he tugged on his own smoke. ‘But we ain’t got any.’

‘So let’s go get some.’

‘How? We ain’t got no money.’

Leon shrugged and reached for the drink he’d poured when Kermit had gone dimp-hunting. ‘We could go down the canal and see if Damo and the lads are there?’

‘I don’t know.’ Kermit gave him an uncertain look. ‘I don’t think they like us.’

‘They might not like you, but they’re cool with me,’ Leon sneered. ‘That’s ’cos I’m not a wuss like you.’

Kermit’s heart sank as he watched Leon quickly down his drink. It was all right for him: he didn’t go to the same school as Damo and the other lads, so he’d never seen them when they were bullying the smaller kids. Kermit was shit-scared of the lot of them, but Leon thought they were ace and was always going out of his way to bump into them. Amazingly, even though they were all way older than him, they didn’t seem to mind; but Kermit had a suspicion that was because Leon was black. If he’d been white, they would probably have battered him by now for being such a pest. And it didn’t even matter that most of them were white themselves; they acted black, so that made them black in their eyes.
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