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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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