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PROLOGUE











The clock was driving Jane crazy – tick-tick-ticking a relentless tattoo into her pounding head, mocking her: It’s only twelve o’clock... It’s only twelve o’clock... It’s only—

Struggling to her feet, she winced as a knife-slash of pain sliced across her eyes. She had a terrible headache, and the unbearable tension wasn’t helping.

Looking at the drawn faces of her friends as they stared at the floor, contemplating their own versions of the hell they’d found themselves in tonight, Jane was swamped by guilt. She should never have involved them in this. It was nothing to do with them – not really. It was all her stupid fault. Why could she never leave things be?

‘Anyone want a brew?’ she asked, her voice too loud in the clock-ticking silence.

No one answered and for a moment she wondered if she’d actually spoken the words or only thought them. Given how messed up everything was right now, she couldn’t be sure. She wasn’t sure about anything.

Hobbling into the kitchen, she filled the kettle and set about finding cups amongst the mountain of dirty dishes heaped in the sink. Sensing movement at the window, she froze, the fine hairs rising on the back of her neck. Heart in mouth, she turned her head and stared at the thin curtains. There was definitely somebody out there: she could see the shadow shifting slowly along.

When the knock came, Mike crept up to the kitchen doorway and pressed a finger to his lips before moving on to the front door.

‘Yeah?’

‘It’s me,’ the shadow whispered. ‘Let us in.’

‘It’s a bit late for a visit,’ Mike said, breathing an audible sigh of relief that it was only speed-freak Roy. ‘What’s up, mate?’

‘Aw, come on,’ Roy wheedled. ‘I’ve been here later than this before. Open up, man. I’ve got something to tell you.’

‘No way!’ Pete hissed from where he was perched on the edge of the couch. ‘Don’t let him in.’

‘Er, not now, Roy,’ Mike said. ‘It’s a bit... inconvenient.’

‘Jane there?’ Roy asked.

As she stood in the kitchen doorway, Jane’s heart gave another painful lurch. Bringing her hand to her mouth, she bit down hard on her knuckles to stop herself crying out.

Half-turning, Mike raised a reassuring hand. ‘No, she’s not,’ he lied. ‘Why?’

‘Oh, something and nothing.’ Roy lowered his voice to a sly whisper. ‘It’s just that we had a little chat about evil the other night, and I wanted to tell her I was right.’

‘What d’y’ mean, mate?’

‘Aw, look, just open the door,’ Roy persisted. ‘This is dead important.’

‘Sorry, man, no can do. I’m, er, not dressed.’

‘Entertaining?’

‘Yeah, that’s right. So, hurry up and tell us what you want, eh?’

‘All right, I’m going. But do us a favour, yeah?’

‘Sure.’

‘When you do see Jane –’ Roy sounded muffled now, as if he had his lips pressed close to the wood ‘– just tell her I saw the Devil today. Tell her he was looking for her, but she’s not to worry ’cos I didn’t tell him where to find her. Later, yeah?’

Going back to the others when Roy’s footsteps had died away, Mike slumped down on the couch beside Pete.

‘Oh, fuck,’ he muttered, sounding as freaked as they all felt. ‘That’s all we need. What we gonna do now?’

‘We know what we’ve got to do.’ Pete sighed wearily. ‘Only now we’ll have to do it sooner rather than later, ’cos if Butler’s gripped shit-for-brains, there’s no telling what he’s let slip.’

‘You don’t think Roy would say anything, do you?’ Jane asked, nervously wringing her hands.

Looking up at her as she wandered fully into the room, Pete nodded grimly. ‘Probably, yeah. You know what he’s like.’

‘This is doing my head in,’ Tina snarled, bringing her fist down hard on the arm of her chair.

‘Yeah, well, it’s not exactly fun for any of us,’ Pete snapped, flicking her an impatient glance. It was the first time she’d opened her mouth in an hour, but the sound of her complaining voice was enough to raise a dead dog’s hackles. He wanted this over with – now. Pulling his sleeve back, he checked his watch and frowned. ‘Shit. We’ve got hours yet.’

‘God, this is awful,’ Jane moaned, swiping at a tear as it trickled slowly down her cheek. ‘I don’t think I can take much more.’

‘Don’t you dare start snivelling,’ Tina warned her unsympathetically. ‘You’re not the only one who’s suffering, you know. My back’s killing me, and I’ve got a—’

‘Why don’t you do everyone a favour and piss off to Mimi’s if you’re not up to this?’ Pete cut in coldly.

‘What for?’ she demanded.

‘To give us all a bit of fucking peace.’ He was openly glaring at Tina now, his dislike of the overweight, overbearing bitch intensifying by the second. ‘And don’t start kicking off, ’cos we’re in enough shit as it is without you making things worse.’

Bristling, Tina said, ‘Don’t tell me what to do! I’m sick to death of you and your orders. You think you’re a right hard knock, but you’re not. You’re just a—’

‘Pack it in!’ Mike interrupted sharply. ‘Pete’s right. You should go – both of you.’

‘No way,’ Jane protested. ‘I’m not leaving you to take the flak if it comes on top.’

‘We’ll be fine,’ Mike assured her, his pale face belying his words. ‘It’s you they’re looking for, don’t forget. They don’t know me and Pete. If they come and you’re not here, they’ll probably just leave it.’

‘Yeah, course they will,’ Jane snorted sarcastically. They all knew that Butler would stop at nothing to get what he wanted. Folding her arms, she shook her head determinedly. ‘No, I’m staying, and that’s that.’

‘Me too.’ Tina shot Pete a defiant glare.

‘Suit yourself.’ Holding his hands up in a gesture of resignation, Mike got up and went to the bathroom, his slumped shoulders clearly displaying his unhappiness.

The room fell quiet when he’d gone, and Jane felt the sound of the clock worming its way into her frazzled mind again.

Tick... tick... tick...

‘Aw, this is fuckin’ crazy!’ Pete barked suddenly, slapping a hand down on his thigh like a whip-crack. ‘Are you sure you didn’t find out where that gear’s stashed, Jane? This would all be over if we could just get it back to Butler.’

Jane’s mouth flapped open with disbelief. ‘Are you mad? How’s it going to be over? Someone’s dead, in case you’ve forgotten.’

‘Yeah, and I don’t want to be next!’ Leaping angrily to his feet, Pete paced to the window and eased the edge of the curtain back to peer out at the road down below. ‘Shit, man, I can’t see a thing. They could be watching us right now for all we know.’

‘Losing your bottle?’ Tina gave a scornful sneer.

‘Fuck off!’

‘Hate to say it,’ Mike said, coming back with a worried frown creasing his brow. ‘But there’s an awful smell coming from the bedroom.’

Glancing at the wall-mounted thermostat, Pete tutted when he saw that it was pushed up to its highest mark.

‘Great. We forgot to turn the heating off. There’ll be maggots and all sorts by now.’

‘Don’t,’ Jane groaned.

‘No point turning it off now,’ Tina grunted, giving an exaggerated shiver. ‘I’m already freezing.’

‘Stop thinking about yourself for just one flaming minute, will you!’ Pete bellowed at her. Then, turning to the others, his face completely drained of colour, he said, ‘Right, I’ve had enough of this. Let’s get moving.’

‘What, now?’ Jane gasped.

‘Yes, now. And seeing as you two are so dead set on staying, you can get your arses in there with us. MOVE IT!’

Gulping down the grapefruit-sized lump that was forming in her throat at the thought of the gruesome task that lay ahead, Jane helped Tina up and clutched at her arm as they followed Pete and Mike to the bedroom.


PART ONE


1

Hiding behind the stinking metal bins lining the wall beneath the grimy kitchen windows, Mary James buried her nose in her skirt to block out the stench of boiling cabbages wafting out through the clattery old air vents. Shifting a couple of inches to the left when a stream of hot grey water spewed out of the drainpipe and gurgled down the grid, she scowled at a burst of raucous dinner-lady laughter. She didn’t know what they had to laugh about. It was a shit school, and they had to be thick as shit to want to work here.

The morning bell began to clang out its warning. Staying where she was, Mary listened to the thunderous roar of footsteps as her fellow pupils ran through the scarred black doors. More thick shits, she thought with a sneer. Running along to boring assembly like their lives depended on it. God, she couldn’t wait to be free of this dump.

Reaching into her pocket for the fag that she’d dimped on her way in that morning, she was just about to light it when she heard hushed voices at the far end of the bins. Thinking it was the wag squad, she shuffled deeper into the shadows and held her breath.

But it wasn’t the nuns on the prowl, it was the so-called cock-of-the-first-year Jeanette Craig, and her sidekicks, Susan Murray and Sally-Ann Corbett.

Dipping her head, Mary peered through the gap between the bin’s wheels. She could only see the group’s feet as they gathered in the corner at the far end, but it was enough to wind her up. If they thought they were going to skip assembly out here, they had another think coming. The last thing she needed was for those dozy bitches to draw attention to her. Anyway, she was in second year and that gave her seniority. They could just piss off and find themselves another hiding place.

Pushing herself to her feet, Mary was just about to go and send them packing when she caught the nasty tone in Jeanette’s voice and realised that they were up to no good. Hesitating, she cocked her head and listened.

‘Where d’y’ think you’re going?’ Jeanette hissed.

‘The bell’s gone,’ another girl mumbled. ‘I’m g-going to assembly.’

Mary gritted her teeth. So, that was their game, was it? They were ganging up on someone.

There was a dull thud as Jeanette slammed the girl back against the wall.

‘No, you’re not,’ she snarled. ‘We ain’t said you can go nowhere.’

‘Yeah,’ Susan sneered nastily. ‘We ain’t give you permission.’

‘We’ll get in trouble.’ The girl almost crying now. ‘We’ll get the cane.’

Jeanette and the others laughed. They could see that she was crapping herself and it gave them a kick. They’d been planning this all weekend, and they weren’t going to let a little thing like being late for assembly stop them. Anyway, it was only Sister Ferdinand on duty on a Monday morning, and she was a wimp compared to the other nuns. If they didn’t do it now, they mightn’t get another chance for ages.

Whimpering as they closed in some more, the girl said, ‘Why are you picking on me? What have I done?’

Jeanette gave a nasty bark of a laugh. ‘It wants to know what it’s done, girls. Shall we tell it?’

‘Yeah,’ Susan hissed, her mean little down-turned mouth forming a perfect arch around her pointy chin. ‘Tell it we hate it ’cos it’s a filthy doggy bitch.’

‘I’ll tell you what you’ve done.’ Jeanette poked the girl’s skinny chest with a rigid finger. ‘Your mam’s a scrubber, that’s what.’

‘A proper slag,’ Susan chipped in. ‘And your dad’s a pervy old wanker.’

‘And you stink.’

‘Of piss and shit.’

‘And mouldy old bread. Haven’t you got no better clothes, you tramp?’

‘State of you. You look like you’ve been rooting in the bins. Can’t your mammy get no decent punters now she’s such an old scrubber?’

‘Get lost!’ The girl was crying now, tears of fear and humiliation streaming freely down her cheeks. ‘She’s not a scrubber!’

‘That’s not what my mam says.’ Jeanette shoulder-barged her into the bins. ‘You calling her a liar, or something?’

‘No! I’ve never even met her. How am I gonna—’

Slapping the sobbing girl hard across the face, leaving a stinging red palm print, Jeanette said, ‘Shut your bleedin’ mouth, you. No one calls my mam a liar and gets away with it.’

‘You’ve had it now,’ Susan crowed. ‘She’s gonna kick your face in for that.’

‘Nits!’ Sally-Ann squawked suddenly. ‘She’s got nits!’

‘You what?’ Jeanette jerked back.

‘There!’ Sally-Ann pointed. ‘I seen something move.’

‘Oooer, yeah,’ Susan yelped. ‘I seen it an’ all! Look, they’ve got a nest.’

‘You manky little cow.’ Lunging forward, Jeanette grabbed at the girl’s hair with both hands. Crying out when a bloated louse scuttled across her finger, she jerked back and wiped her fingers on her skirt. ‘Right, that’s it,’ she declared. ‘We’ll have to cut it off.’

‘I’ve got them scissors I nicked from art,’ Susan volunteered gleefully.

‘Giz ’em ’ere, then,’ Jeanette demanded, seizing the girl by the neck of her jumper – careful not to let the stringy hair fall onto her hand again. ‘And hurry up before someone comes.’

As Susan fished about in her satchel, Jeanette and Sally-Ann flicked furtive glances around the yard for approaching nuns. Finally, Susan pulled the scissors out and handed them over.

‘Grab her,’ Jeanette ordered. ‘Keep her still.’

‘Don’t!’ the girl cried as Jeanette snapped the scissor blades together just inches from her nose. ‘I’ll tell.’

‘And I’ll cut your bleedin’ throat,’ Jeanette warned.

Incensed by what she was hearing, Mary burst out of her hiding place and marched around to where the gang had the girl up against the wall.

‘What the fuck is going on here?’ she demanded, putting her fists on her hips.

Jumping, the girls turned around and blanched when they saw who it was. Mary James catching them at it was worse than all of the nuns put together. She would kick the shit out of the lot of them if she felt like it.

‘Nothing,’ Jeanette said, all trace of cockiness gone now.

‘Don’t look like nothing to me,’ Mary snapped. ‘It looks like you lot are causing trouble.’

‘We wasn’t doing no harm,’ Susan ventured nervously. ‘We was only gonna cut the nits’ nest out.’

‘Nest?’ Mary repeated scornfully. ‘They don’t have nests, you thick bitch. Anyhow, didn’t I see Nitty Nora dragging you out of assembly last week?’

Blushing furiously, Susan looked down at her feet.

‘We wasn’t gonna do nothing,’ Jeanette murmured. ‘We was only messing.’

Fixing her with a fierce stare, Mary said, ‘That right, is it? Well, you’d best not let me catch you messing with her again or you’ll have me to deal with. Got it?’

‘Yeah.’

‘Good. Now, give me them and piss off.’ Snatching the scissors, Mary used them to motion the bullies away. ‘Go on – get moving before I change me mind and give you lot a haircut.’

Turning to their victim when they had fled across the yard, Mary looked her over and immediately knew why they had targeted her. She was a newcomer, for one thing, and she was skinny and scruffy, and smelled musty – like stale biscuits dunked in hot wee. The poor cow was asking for it.

‘Who are you, then?’ she asked.

‘J-Jane Bates,’ the girl stammered, peering up at her fearfully.

‘So, you’ve got nits then, have you, Jane?’

‘N-no. I don’t think so.’ It was a lie, but Jane wasn’t about to admit it to this tough girl and get her head kicked in.

‘What d’y’ mean, you don’t think so?’ Mary tutted. ‘You must know if you’ve got them or not. Let’s have a look.’

‘Don’t!’ Jane covered her head with her hands as Mary came towards her. ‘Please don’t.’

‘Stop whining,’ Mary scolded. ‘It’s no big deal. Shit, I’ve had ’em enough times myself. Even had to have me head shaved once.’

‘Yeah?’ Lowering her hands, Jane looked up at her cautiously.

‘Straight up.’ Mary grinned, showing surprisingly even white teeth. ‘I looked like I was on day release from Borstal.’

‘Did it grow back?’

‘You taking the piss?’ Frowning now, Mary waggled the end of her thick auburn plait. ‘This look like a wig, or something?’

‘No.’ Jane’s chin began to wobble. ‘I – I just...’

‘God, I’m only messing. Can’t you take a joke?’

‘S-sorry. I just thought...’

‘Aw, forget it. And quit snivelling or you’re really gonna piss me off.’

Sniffing loudly, Jane wiped her nose on the back of her sleeve. Pulling a used tissue from her pocket, Mary handed it to her.

‘I’m Mary James. You live round here?’

‘Yeah.’ Jane blew her nose. ‘We’ve just moved to Charles Barry Crescent.’

‘Eh, that’s where I live,’ Mary said. ‘What number?’

‘One-twelve.’

‘No shit? That’s just down the landing from me. I used to go in yours all the time when old Eileen had it.’ Pausing, Mary gave a sly grin. ‘Here, I hope you decorated when you moved in. She kept it a right pigsty, her.’

‘Not yet,’ Jane admitted, blushing deeply. ‘My mum’s waiting for the grant.’

‘She’ll be lucky.’ Mary snorted. ‘My mam’s still waiting, and we’ve been here donkey’s. Where’d you come from?’

‘Rusholme,’ Jane told her, sighing at the memory of the lovely house they had left behind: the big old Victorian terrace, with its whitewashed walls and ornate bay windows.

‘Rusholme?’ Mary raised an impressed eyebrow. ‘It’s dead nice round there. How come you ended up in this dump?’

‘We, er, sort of lost our house,’ Jane admitted shamefacedly. ‘The council said we had to come here or Wythenshawe.’

‘Ah well, owt’s better than Wythy, eh?’

‘Suppose so. But I still wish we hadn’t had to move.’

‘Missing your mates, eh?’ Mary nodded sagely. ‘Well, never mind, you’ll soon make more. So long as you stay away from bitches like Jeanette Craig and her lot. They’re nowt but trouble, them.’

‘I was trying to stay away from them,’ Jane muttered. ‘They’ve been picking on me all week.’

‘Yeah, well, you’ve just got to learn how to stand up to them. Anyhow, what was all that shit they were going on with about your mam?’

Blushing again, Jane looked down at her feet. ‘They called her a scrubber, and when I said she’s not Jeanette got mad and said I was calling her mum a liar.’

‘Typical.’ Mary rolled her eyes. ‘Can’t just have a decent scrap without making up some poxy excuse. So, is she one, or what?’

‘Who?’

‘Your mam.’

‘No!’ Jane’s head shot up in protest, but she immediately lowered her gaze when Mary stared back at her. God, why couldn’t she ever keep her big mouth shut? She’d land herself in worse trouble than she’d just been saved from at this rate.

Mary felt a bubble of amusement rise into her throat. Jane might be a scrawny little cow, but at least she had a bit of bottle – which was more than could be said for Jeanette’s lot. Those yellow bitches were happy enough picking on the helpless kids, but they shit themselves when someone harder had a go at them. You could call their mams and dads all the names under the sun and they wouldn’t say a word.

‘You don’t want to be letting them get to you,’ she advised now. ‘They’re all mouth, that lot.’

‘Easy for you to say,’ Jane murmured miserably. ‘I bet they wouldn’t dare try and cut your hair off.’

‘Too right they wouldn’t. They know better than to mess with me. Anyhow, I’ve warned them now, so they should stay clear. If they hassle you again, just let me know and I’ll sort it.’

‘Thanks.’

‘’S all right.’ Shrugging, Mary squatted down in the shadows and pulled the dimped cigarette from her pocket. Striking a match on the wall, she lit it and inhaled deeply before offering it to Jane.

Casting a nervous glance around the yard, Jane said, ‘No, ta. I don’t smoke.’

‘You what?’ Mary squinted up at her. ‘How old are you?’

‘Eleven.’

‘And you don’t smoke?’ Mary shook her head in mock despair. ‘No wonder you get picked on. You wanna try it, it’ll make you look hard – ’specially if you can do rings. Look.’

Jane watched in awe as Mary jutted out her pretty chin and released a stream of perfect smoke Os. She did look hard, but then she was hard. Jane doubted that it’d have the same effect if she did it.

She was saved the embarrassment of having to try when the bell began to clang again, heralding the end of assembly.

Pushing herself to her feet, Mary dusted her skirt off and ground the cigarette out with her heel.

‘Best make a move before the penguins send out a search party. I’ve got maths first. What’ve you got?’

‘Games.’

‘Oh dear, Sister Let’s-be-friends.’ Mary chuckled. ‘Just don’t go in the showers, whatever you do. Say you’re on the rag or something.’ Laughing at Jane’s puzzled expression, she said, ‘You’ll learn.’ Then, linking her arm through Jane’s, she walked her across the yard.

Reaching the door, she pulled it open and poked her head inside to check for nuns. Seeing nothing but a mass of pupils spilling down the corridor, she slipped inside, pulling Jane with her.

‘I’m going this way,’ she yelled above the noise. ‘Meet me in the yard after school. You can come to mine and I’ll help you get rid of the crawlies.’

‘Really?’ Jane blushed again.

‘Said so, didn’t I?’ Waving, Mary rushed away.



Jane was late out at home time and Mary was irritated at having to wait around. She hated school, and if it hadn’t been for the fact that hanging about at home with her family was worse, she wouldn’t come at all. Still, if things worked out with her new friend, at least she’d have someone to wag it with now. There was nothing more boring than wandering about on your own all day.

Sitting on the wall separating the yard from the car park, she aimed rhythmic kicks at the Sisters’ convent-owned Citroen 2CV, smiling slyly when a dent appeared in the smooth paintwork. It served the bitches right; always preaching against the sin of pride when everyone knew that they’d kill for this shitty heap of metal.

Hurtling out of the doors a few minutes later, Jane glanced all around the yard. Spotting Mary, she ran across to her, gasping, ‘Sorry I’m late. Sister Henry made me stay behind to empty the bins.’

‘Sounds about right,’ Mary grunted, jumping down. ‘She’s a right lazy cow, her. Anyhow, let’s get out of here. I’ve had enough of this place for one day.’

Leading Jane to a gap in the dense bushes alongside the high school wall, she clambered through into the field beyond and held the branches back for the other girl to follow.

‘It’s dead quick this way,’ she said. ‘But don’t ever come without me or some pervert will get you.’

‘You’re joking?’ Jane gasped.

‘I’m bloody not,’ Mary intoned grimly. ‘A girl in my class got raped in here last month, and she never come back to school after. They reckon she’s gone a bit loony, but I suppose you would if a bloke did shit like that to you.’

Stepping into the field, Jane cast a nervous glance around, half expecting to see a rapist hiding in the tall grass. There was no one there – no one she could see, anyway – but she was spooked enough to stick close to Mary’s side as they made their way to the other side.

Emerging onto the main road a short while later, they crossed over and turned the corner. A feeling of dread washed over Jane as the four huge concrete Crescents with their network of connecting steel-railing walkways came into view. They were so big and dark: house upon house, each hemmed in above, below and beside by an exact replica of itself.

Her heart sank further still when they reached their block and climbed the pissy-smelling stairs to the first-floor landing. She’d have to tell her mum where she was going or there’d be hell to pay, but she didn’t want Mary to see the disgusting state of the house. Reaching her door, she hesitated.

‘Er, you’d best wait here a minute.’

‘Don’t be soft,’ Mary scoffed. ‘I know this place like the back of my hand – probably better than you. Anyhow, it’s rude to make your mates stand outside like a dog.’ Reaching past Jane, she pulled the handle down and shoved her inside.

Following her into the familiar front room, Mary felt a tug of nostalgia. She hadn’t been in here since Eileen had died, but before that she’d called in at least once a week – running errands in order to gain access to the sideboard where the silly old cow had kept her pension money stashed.

She’d helped herself to a small fortune over the years, but she figured she’d earned it – not least for the trauma of finding the body. That had been horrible: Eileen scrunched up on the floor behind the door, her face all grey and blotchy, with flies crawling over her open see-nothingno-more eyes. And the stink had made Mary sick to her stomach – almost as sick as the sight of Eileen’s mad cats fighting over the bits of her that they’d managed to chew off in the week they’d been trapped with her corpse.

Yeah, she’d earned every penny of that stolen money.

The sideboard was gone now, as was the rest of Eileen’s dusty old furniture and cat-shit-encrusted carpet, but the wallpaper was the same tobacco-stained flowery crap. There were heaps of bulging bin-bags stacked in the corners now, and boxes littered the floor, their contents spilling out every which way.

Blushing scarlet as the stench of overflowing bin wafted out through the kitchen door, Jane scuttled into the dark hallway. She was just about to call up the stairs when the back-room door was suddenly wrenched open and her mother stepped out. Gazing up at the woman in horror, Jane wished the ground would open up and swallow her into its murkiest depths. Why, when her mum was always in bed when Jane got home from school, had she chosen today to get up? And why wasn’t she dressed yet? She looked awful.

Spotting the girl hovering about in the background, Alice Bates pulled her dressing-gown belt tighter and gave her daughter a furious look.

‘Who the hell is that?’

‘M-Mary,’ Jane stuttered, praying that Mary was too busy snooping to notice.

No such luck.

‘Hiya, Mrs Bates.’ Smiling, Mary stepped forward. ‘I’m Mary James from down the landing. Me and your Jane are mates from school.’ Stopping in the doorway, she raised an eyebrow. In her nightclothes, with her unbrushed frizz of hair standing on end, Jane’s mother was the spit of old Eileen. It gave Mary quite a turn.

‘I – I was just coming to ask if I could go to Mary’s for a bit,’ Jane said. ‘Is that all right?’

Alice’s nostrils flared. Ordinarily, she’d have refused, but right now she just wanted this scruffy, far-too-forward child out of her house. Telling Jane that she had an hour, she gave her a last warning glare and stalked up the stairs with her nose in the air.

‘Jeezus,’ Mary whispered when a door slammed up above. ‘What’s up with her?’

Shrugging, Jane dipped her gaze and rushed to the door, desperate to escape.

‘She always like that?’ Mary persisted, following her out.

‘No!’ Jane folded her arms defensively. It was one thing her seeing her mother in that state, but someone else seeing Alice Bates at her worst was utterly humiliating.

Grinning mischievously, Mary nudged her as they made their way around the landing.

‘Here, has Jeanette’s mam met her then, or what?’

‘No, why?’

‘Nowt. Only, if she had, you could see why she said that about her, can’t you? No offence, but she’s a right state.’

‘She’s still not a scrubber.’

‘I’m not saying she is, but you can’t blame no one for saying it if she goes about looking like that, can you? Christ, I thought mine was bad, but yours takes the biscuit.’

Jane’s eyes were brimming with tears. Mary was only voicing what anyone would think if they’d seen her mother like that, but she wasn’t always such a mess, she still got dressed up when she went outside. It was only at home she’d stopped making the effort – and that wasn’t her fault. Not all of it, anyway. Alice couldn’t help it if she was ill.

Seeing the turmoil on Jane’s pale face, Mary felt a rush of pity. It must be terrible to be so ashamed of the woman who’d brought you into the world. Mary’s own mother was a proper little battleaxe, but at least she kept herself clean. As Catholic as they came, Agnes James would rather flog herself in public than give anyone cause to question if her knickers were fresh.

‘Look, don’t get upset,’ Mary said, forcing Jane to unfold her rigid arms and linking her own through hers again. ‘Everyone thinks they’re better than everyone else round here, but they’re all the same behind the nets. See them, there.’ Lowering her voice, she pointed at the door they were passing. ‘They thought they was well posh when they moved in, just ’cos they were the first to get out of the old terraces. But when the rest of us moved over, they’d already stunk the place out. You have to hold your nose when you walk past in summer ’cos you can smell the piss all down the landing. So, like I said, there’s no point getting mardy about your mam. She’ll fit in a treat.’

‘Mmm,’ Jane murmured unhappily, not believing it for a minute. Her mother would rather die than ‘fit in’ in a place like this.

Reaching her own door, Mary eased it open and peeped inside before shooing Jane quickly up the stairs.

‘Sorry about that,’ she said when they were safely in her room. ‘But my lot can be a right load of funny bleeders when they want. You never know if they’re gonna say hello or tell you to piss off. Hope you’re Catholic, by the way?’

‘Yeah, why?’

‘’Cos me mam would kick my arse from here to Rome if she caught me bringing a Proddy home.’ Grinning, Mary shrugged her jacket off and tossed it onto the floor. ‘Sit down, then.’

Perching on the edge of the bed, Jane peered around the room as Mary set about rooting through a small set of drawers. There were clothes, shoes, magazines and comics everywhere, and the dressing table was barely visible beneath a mess of make-up, nail-varnish bottles, tissues and lotions. Jane could take every single thing she owned out of her drawers and throw it around, and it wouldn’t cover the bed – never mind the bed and the floor.

‘How come you’ve got so much stuff ?’ she asked enviously. ‘Is your family rich, or something?’

‘Do me a favour,’ Mary grunted, slamming the drawer shut when she found the fine-tooth comb she was looking for. ‘Even if they were, they wouldn’t buy me nothing. Everything I’ve got, I’ve nicked for myself.’

‘Nicked?’ Jane repeated incredulously.

‘Yeah. What’s up with that? Don’t tell me you’ve never done it?’

‘No.’

‘God, you really are a baby, aren’t you? Don’t smoke, don’t nick. Bet you’ve never been pissed, either?’

Jane shook her head.

‘Christ!’ Mary gave her a mocking grin. ‘I can see I’m gonna have to teach you loads. But let’s get this sorted first. Sit on the floor so I can get at you.’

Doing as she was told, Jane winced when Mary set about wrenching the comb through her hair.

‘Don’t you get scared?’ she asked. ‘Nicking stuff, and that.’

‘Nah, it’s easy. I hardly ever get caught.’

‘What happens when you do?’

‘I leg it. But if I can’t, I either give ’em a good kick, or bawl me head off. Either way, they have to let me go ’cos I’m too young to go to court. Anyhow, never mind all that. Tell me what’s going on with your mam.’

When Jane didn’t answer, Mary gave her a sharp prod in the shoulder.

‘Oi, I’m talking to you. Don’t you trust me, or something?’

‘Yeah, course. It’s just...’

‘Just nothing. You either do, or you don’t.’

Noting the hint of belligerence, Jane said, ‘All right, I’ll tell you. But you’ve got to promise you won’t hate me.’

‘Don’t be stupid,’ Mary chided. ‘I’ve seen her, don’t forget. There’s nowt you can say that’ll shock me.’

‘Suppose not,’ Jane muttered. Then, taking a deep breath, she said, ‘It’s just that... well, she’s not been too well, lately, and she’s always in a bad mood.’

‘About what?’

‘I don’t know.’ Jane gave a miserable little shrug. ‘I think she’s still mad at my dad for walking out.’

‘Is that all?’ Mary cut in. ‘Bloody hell, I thought you was gonna say something really terrible. It’s no big deal if they’ve split up, you know. My mam and dad are about the only ones still together round here – and that’s only ’cos he’s too lazy to go.’

‘They haven’t split up,’ Jane insisted. ‘Well, not really. They kind of did, but he came back.’ Pausing, she bit down hard on her lip. Why was she running off at the mouth like this? Her parents would kill her if they knew she was telling a stranger their private business.

‘And?’ Mary prompted impatiently. ‘He’s back, so what’s her problem?’

‘Nothing, really,’ Jane said. Then, trying to change the subject: ‘So, have you got loads of friends round here, then?’

‘More than you’ll ever have if you treat everyone like your enemy,’ Mary told her huffily. ‘I’m talking about your mam and you’re trying to fob me off. You said you trust me, so why don’t you just tell me what her problem is?’

Squeezing her eyes shut, Jane said, ‘Honest, it’s nothing. Just... well, my dad reckons she drinks too much.’

‘No kidding?’ Mary murmured dryly.

‘He doesn’t like it,’ Jane went on guiltily. ‘He says it’s not good for her so soon after the baby.’

‘What baby?’

‘The one she lost.’

‘Where?’

‘What?’ Confused, Jane looked up at her.

Gripping her head firmly, Mary turned it back around.

‘I meant where did she lose it, stupid. At the shops, or something? It was a joke.’

‘Oh.’ Jane frowned, wondering how anyone could find something so bad amusing. ‘No, it wasn’t like that. She fell down the stairs.’

‘Pissed?’

‘How d’y’ mean?’

Tutting irritably, Mary said, ‘I mean was she off her head, like she was at yours just now? Are you thick, you, or what?’

‘No, I just didn’t get you.’ Jane was getting upset again. Grimacing at yet another hard tug on her hair, she said, ‘Ow! That really hurts. Do you have to be so rough?’

‘If you weren’t acting so dumb I wouldn’t be getting mad,’ Mary retorted, digging the comb in even harder.

‘I’m not acting dumb,’ Jane protested, struggling to her feet. ‘You wanted me to tell you about my mum and I was, but you’re just being horrible. I’m going home.’

Rolling her eyes when Jane made for the door, Mary said, ‘Get back here, you narky mare. I’m only trying to make you feel better.’

‘Yeah, well, you’re not.’

‘Sorry, I’m sure.’

It sounded sarcastic, but Mary actually meant it. It was ages since she’d had a real friend and she didn’t want to fall out with Jane at this early stage. Most of the girls round here either thought they were too good for Mary or they were just too scared to disagree with her – and that was mega boring. Anyway, she quite liked this moody little cow. There was something about her that brought out Mary’s protective instincts. Christ knew Jane needed someone to look out for her. Her parents were obviously doing bollocks all.

‘Look, I’m sorry,’ she said again, less aggressively. ‘Just let me get on with this before the eggs hatch and I’ve got to do it all again, eh?’

Inhaling deeply, Jane did as she was told and sat back down. She didn’t want to fall out either. Not only because Mary was the first friendly person she’d met since moving here, but also because she sensed that Mary would make a fearsome enemy.

‘Go on, then.’ Mary resumed her combing. ‘Tell me about the baby.’

Hugging her knees to her chest, Jane sighed heavily. She’d never told anyone about this before – didn’t know if she should be telling Mary now. But Mary would only get mad again if she didn’t.

‘I don’t think she wanted it,’ Jane admitted after a while. ‘She got dead angry when she found out she was pregnant and they used to argue about it at night when they thought I was asleep. My dad wanted it, but she reckoned it’d ruin everything.’ Pausing, she gave another deep sigh. ‘I think that’s when she started drinking.’

‘And he took off ?’

‘Yeah, but he came back a few weeks after.’

‘That’s stupid,’ Mary scoffed. ‘Why did he bother going in the first place?’

‘I don’t know.’ Jane shrugged. ‘We were supposed to go and see her when she went to hospital, but when he got home from work he said I’d have to go by myself ’cos he was going away for a bit. He gave me a fiver to get the bus and that, then he just went.’

‘Wow, I’d have had a great time on me tod with a fiver!’ Mary grinned. ‘Fags, booze, chips. I’d have stuffed myself stupid. So, did he go off with another woman, or what?’

Jane fell silent again. This was getting too close to the bone now, and she was regretting ever starting it.

‘I knew it!’ Mary declared gleefully. ‘I’m right, aren’t I? I can tell. So, who is she? Have you seen her? Does your mam know?’

‘It’s not like that. Anyway, I don’t want to talk about it.’

‘Just tell us who she was and I’ll never mention it again. Please.’

‘I don’t know anything.’ Jane gritted her teeth. ‘And I don’t want to, neither.’

‘Did your mam kick her head in?’ Mary persisted. ‘Mine would have. She’d have battered the pair of ’em. Is that how come you had to move?’

Blushing deeply, Jane shook her head. This was getting worse and worse. Mary would know every terrible thing about her family in a minute. It was so embarrassing.

‘My dad got sacked,’ she muttered. ‘And we lost the house ’cos we couldn’t afford it no more.’

‘Bloody hell!’ Mary exclaimed, laughing. ‘Talk about bad luck. He sounds like a right useless bastard.’

‘No, he’s not!’ Jane protested, jumping to her father’s defence. She loved him dearly, and would have given anything to be with him during those awful weeks when her mother came home from hospital. ‘He just gets fed up of my mum shouting all the time.’

‘Yeah, well, you would shout about something like that, wouldn’t you?’ Mary reasoned. ‘It’s no wonder she’s an alkie with all that shit to deal with.’

‘She’s not an alkie.’

‘Whatever!’ Shaking her head, Mary plucked the last wriggling louse from the comb and cracked it between her nails. Wiping it onto the tissue she’d been using, she shoved it proudly under Jane’s nose. ‘Look! There were loads, but I think I got them all. Is it still itching?’

‘No.’ Jane recoiled from the bloody little graveyard. ‘It feels tons better.’

‘Good.’ Balling the tissue, Mary threw it out of the window. ‘You can pay me later.’

‘Oh...’ Jane’s face fell. ‘I didn’t know you wanted...’

‘Joke.’ Mary rolled her eyes. ‘God, you’re hard work, you.’ Reaching under her mattress, she pulled out a crumpled pack of Number 6 cigarettes. Lighting two, she handed one to Jane. ‘Get sucking, dopey,’ she chuckled when Jane just stared at it. ‘It won’t kill you. Anyhow, we’ve got to do everything the same now we’re best mates, haven’t we?’

Gazing up at Mary’s pretty face, Jane felt a flush of warmth course through her body. She’d told her all of her family’s dirty secrets and she still wanted to be mates. Bringing the cigarette to her lips, she sucked on it like she’d seen Mary doing. She choked herself half to death, but she didn’t care. They were best mates, and that was all that mattered in the world.
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