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Kim Delaney was alone when her waters broke. Alone in the sense that the baby’s father wasn’t there to bear the pain with her. But then he’d disappeared pretty much as soon as she’d told him she was pregnant, so it was no big loss. And there were plenty of onlookers to keep her company, it being a Monday and the favoured day for all the harassed mothers in the area to do their weekly Netto run.

Kim was on the last aisle when it happened, and had just spotted an empty till up ahead. Her basket was only a fraction as full as the trolleys being pushed around by the rest of the women who were dashing about grabbing bargains, but she was a month early so she hadn’t expected to be stocking up on nappies and baby milk just yet. Quickening her pace, determined not to let anyone get to the till before her, she’d just reached down for a tin of deodorant off the bottom shelf when the hot liquid gushed out from between her fat thighs. Jerking upright, she crossed her legs to stem the flow. But there was no stopping nature.

Peering at the puddle around her feet, she cursed under her breath. She should have known something was wrong when she’d woken up with backache that morning. But she’d thought it was constipation, so she’d glugged some syrup of figs and downed a couple of paracetamol, then set off to do her shopping, thinking she had plenty of time to get everything done before the laxatives took effect.

She gasped when the first contraction seized her belly in its iron grip and fell against one of the open-topped freezer cabinets, her face just inches from the frozen chips and peas.

Just as the pain began to subside, a small boy wandered around the corner. Eyes almost popping out of his head when he saw the mess at her feet, he yelled, ‘Maaaam... the lady’s pissed herself!’

Kim tried to distance herself from the shameful pool that was spreading out across the tiled floor, but the second contraction slammed home before she’d taken two steps, and she sank to her knees.

The nosy boy’s mother came hurtling around the corner just then. Skidding to a halt when she realised what was happening, she wrenched her son out of the way and shouted, ‘Someone call an ambulance! There’s a girl having a baby round here!’

That was all it took to fetch everyone and their mothers around into the last aisle, some dragging their loaded trolleys with them as they battled to get a better viewing position, others completely abandoning theirs.

Squatting now and panting like an animal as the pain tore through her, Kim squeezed her eyes tight shut, wishing that the gawpers would all just go away and give her a bit of privacy.

‘Ambulance is on its way,’ the store manager trilled, his voice squeaky with panic despite his desperate attempt to sound authoritative and calm. He clicked his fingers at one of his staff. ‘You, fetch a mop before someone slips on...’ Trailing off, his cheeks flared as he searched for words to describe the disgusting mess on the floor. ‘The, um, the wetness,’ he managed at last. Then, flapping his hands at the crowd, ‘And can we all back off and give her some room, please?’

‘She don’t need room,’ a gruff voice informed him knowingly. ‘She needs a good big slug of gin, so bugger off ordering folk about and fetch a bottle. And get me some whisky while you’re at it,’ the speaker added, giving him a dig in his skinny ribs with her fat old cat-piss-stinking elbow.

‘You tell him, Queenie!’ one of the women in the crowd chuckled. ‘But never mind whisky, shouldn’t we be cracking champagne for a new babby?’

‘Oh, now, I don’t think we should be encouraging her to drink alcohol,’ an elderly lady piped up disapprovingly. ‘She doesn’t look old enough.’

‘Behave!’ Queenie scoffed. ‘She was old enough to open her legs, so she’s old enough for a slug of the hard stuff.’

‘For God’s sake, will you all just get lost!’ Kim grunted, her face turning an unnatural shade of puce as the pain intensified. She had an awful feeling that the laxatives were about to kick in, and the last thing she needed was to do a number two in front of this lot. It was bad enough that they’d already seen her piss herself – or as good as.

‘Calm down, love,’ a woman said soothingly. ‘It’ll all be over soon.’ Squatting down beside Kim, she reached for her hand. ‘There you go. You just squeeze on that if it helps.’

Kim was about to tell her to go to hell, but the next wave of pain washed over her like a tidal wave.

‘OOOWWW!’ the woman yelped, struggling to wrench her hand free as Kim squeezed it with all her might. ‘Let go, you stupid cow! You’re breaking my fingers!’

An ambulance pulled up outside. Ambling into the store as if they had all the time in the world, one of the male attendants proceeded to push the crowd back while the other went over to Kim.

‘All right, sweetheart, cavalry’s here,’ he quipped, taking a quick feel of her stomach. ‘What’s your name?’

She opened her mouth to answer, but all that came out was a low, guttural moan of agony.

‘I don’t know her name,’ someone in the crowd offered. ‘But she lives near me on Claremont Road, if that’s any help.’

‘It’s Kim,’ she growled, twisting her head to see which of her neighbours was witnessing her humiliation. Then, feeling a cold draught on her thighs as the ambulance man tried to yank her legs apart, she clamped her knees together and shoved her skirt back down to cover her soiled knickers. ‘Not here! Take me to hospital.’

‘Doubt we’ll have time for that,’ he told her, pulling on a pair of latex gloves. ‘I reckon this little one’s well on its way.’

‘It shouldn’t be,’ she groaned, her teeth clenched like a vice as a fresh contraction flared. ‘I’ve got a month to go yet.’

‘And you haven’t had any pains before this? No signs that it might be coming early?’

‘No! I mean, yes, this morning... bit of backache.’ Remembering again about the laxatives, Kim clutched at his hand. ‘Please, you’ve got to get me out of here. You don’t understa— aaagghhh!’

Blood spurted out, soaking right through Kim’s skirt and spreading out on the floor beneath her.

‘Sorry, lovey, but you’re going to have to let me take a look,’ the ambulance man said, forcing her rigid knees apart. Pulling a pair of scissors from his breast pocket, he snipped straight through the seams of her knickers.

Kim wanted to shrivel up and die, but the pain outweighed the embarrassment, and she squeezed her eyes shut and held her breath when she felt an overwhelming urge to push.

Barking at her to stop it, the ambulance man waved his mate over. ‘Head’s engaged, but I don’t think she’s fully dilated yet.’

His worried tone alerted the watching crowd to drama, causing them to crane their necks to see what was happening between Kim’s legs.

‘I’ll put a call out,’ the second man said, heading for the door. ‘See if there’s a doctor nearby.’

‘Monday’s child, fair of face,’ Queenie intoned, lounging against the freezer cabinet and munching toothlessly on a chocolate biscuit she’d just liberated from a packet on the shelf behind her. ‘Least it’s not gonna take after its mum, eh, Kim.’

‘Don’t be tight,’ someone scolded, with a snigger.

But Kim was beyond caring. This was her first baby, and the pain was worse than anything she’d ever experienced before in her life. And it wasn’t just confined to her privates, which felt as if they were being ripped to shreds from the inside out; it was everywhere.

‘It’s moving,’ someone yelped disgustedly as the slippery, blood-soaked head began to slide out. ‘Oh my God, that is revolting!’

Just as the baby’s shoulders began to slither into view, a doctor from the local surgery rushed in, along with a midwife who had been in the clinic at the time the call had been put out for assistance. Pushing the ambulance crew aside, she took control.

‘It’s a girl!’ she announced seconds later, bringing cries of ‘Aaahhh!’ from the crowd as she helped the squirming newborn into the light and gave it a quick look-over.

Kim’s pain had momentarily eased, but when it started up again, even more intense than before, she screamed.

‘It’s only the placenta,’ the midwife informed her matter-of-factly – scaring the hell out of her, because she hadn’t been to any of her antenatal classes and hadn’t known that you gave birth to that as well.

‘I don’t think it is,’ the ambulance man murmured, gesturing with a nod towards Kim’s vagina. ‘It looks like another one to me.’

Another gasp from the crowd – another excuse to stare at Kim’s gaping hole. And there, amidst the blood and gore, was the unmistakable fluff of a second head of hair.

‘Ooh, twins.’ Queenie sucked an ominous breath in through her gums. ‘You’ll have double trouble now, eh, Kim?’

Kim wanted to tell her to shut the hell up, and to stop calling her by her name as if she knew her when she didn’t. And she wanted to tell the ambulance man he’d made a mistake; that there couldn’t possibly be two babies. But the words wouldn’t come. Then, mercifully, the gawping faces began to dissolve as darkness descended.

Feeling herself drifting away, she caught snatches of words floating to her through the fog.

Haemorrhage...

Emergency...

State of all that blood...

Dead for sure...

But the screaming voice coming from inside her own head drowned them all out.

It couldn’t be twins – it just couldn’t! She wasn’t even ready for one, so how the hell was she going to manage two?


PART ONE


1

‘I need a fiver,’ Mia said, hurtling through the living-room door and clicking her fingers expectantly.

‘Yeah, and I need a rich man,’ Kim replied, squinting at herself in the mirror through the smoke curling up from the cigarette clamped between her teeth. ‘But I ain’t getting one.’

‘Mum, please.’ Mia flapped her hands in exasperation. ‘Me and Laura are going to the youthy; I need it.’

‘It only costs fifty pence,’ Kim reminded her, frowning at a fresh batch of grey hairs. Twirling one around her finger, she yanked it out – although she didn’t know why she bothered, because it would only come back tomorrow with friends in tow.

‘I can’t go with fifty pence,’ Mia scowled. ‘Everyone will think I’m a right pauper. What about drinks?’

‘I haven’t got it,’ Kim told her, reaching for her lipstick. ‘Not enough to give you both a fiver, anyhow.’

‘Who said anything about her?’ Mia flicked a dismissive glance at her sister, Michelle, who was curled up on the chair by the window, reading. ‘She’s not even going.’

‘If you are, so’s she,’ Kim informed her, stubbing her cigarette out and picking up the hairbrush. ‘I’m off to bingo.’

‘Aw, mum. I don’t want her to come. No one even likes her.’

‘Tough. She’s not stopping in by herself – not with that peeping Tom still hanging about.’

‘Like anyone’s going to perv over a minger like her.’

‘Do I have to go?’ Michelle chipped in quietly, wishing they’d stop talking about her as if she wasn’t even there.

‘For God’s sake!’ Kim barked, slamming the brush down on the ledge. ‘You’re either both going, or you can both stop in – and that’s that!’

Muttering a curse under her breath, Mia stomped out of the room.

‘You’d better not have said what I think you just said, lady!’ Kim bellowed after her, the threat in her voice diluted by the fact that she made no move to follow.

Tutting when a door slammed above, she lit another cigarette and glared at Michelle. ‘Why are you still here?’

Reluctantly closing her book, Michelle made one last plea to be allowed to stay at home. Kim’s reply was a warning stare; the kind that said if you don’t get your arse out of here right this minute...

Heeding it, Michelle ran upstairs.

The house was a small run-down end-of-terrace in one of the few remaining streets in Moss Side which hadn’t yet been earmarked for renovation. There were two bedrooms, one marginally larger than the other, but Kim had claimed that one for herself, so the girls had to share the remaining shoebox. And the older they got, the harder it became to manage the tiny space – although it wasn’t from lack of trying on Michelle’s part. She was constantly cleaning up after Mia, who was the complete opposite, and scattered her things around as if Michelle had no right to expect a share of the wardrobe, the drawers, or even the floor.

Coming into the room now and seeing Mia’s clothes strewn about, and wads of dirty cotton-wool balls and unlidded tubes of make-up littering the dressing table, Michelle sighed.

‘That better not have been aimed at me,’ Mia warned, her eyes flashing spitefully in the mirror as she applied another coat of mascara.

Michelle knew that her sister was just looking for an excuse to start a fight so she kept her mouth shut and reached into the wardrobe for a cardigan.

Watching as she pulled the misshapen woolly on over the equally baggy jumper she was already wearing, Mia said, ‘Er, I don’t think so! You’re not coming out in public dressed like that with me.’

‘It’s cold,’ Michelle murmured, and climbed up onto her bunk, hoping to snatch a few more minutes of reading time before their mum turfed them out.

‘I don’t give a shit,’ Mia retorted icily. ‘Get changed, or you’re dead.’

Ignoring her, Michelle propped her head on her hand and flipped the book open. But she hadn’t read a word before Mia leapt up and set about her, tugging at her hair with one hand and punching her with the other.

‘Why do you always have to go everywhere I go? You’re like a smelly fucking dog I can’t get rid of!’

‘It’s not my fault mum won’t let me stay in,’ Michelle protested. ‘I don’t even want to go.’

‘She’d have let you stay if you weren’t such a little mardy arse!’

‘Stop it!’ Michelle cried, her cheek stinging from a sharp slap.

‘Or what? You’ll burst into tears and get me wet?’

‘I’ll tell mum!’

‘And what’s she gonna do? She hates you as much as I do, you stupid bitch. Everyone does, or haven’t you figured that out yet?’

Struggling to contain the tears, Michelle squeezed her eyes shut. There was no point arguing when Mia was in this kind of mood; she’d only get nastier.

Satisfied that her words had pierced the bubble of niceness that Michelle floated around in, Mia dropped back down to the floor. She despised her sister; resented that she was forced to share a bedroom with her, never mind a face.

Not that Michelle was anywhere near as pretty, because she wasn’t. And that wasn’t just Mia’s opinion, all of her friends thought so, too. They were supposed to be identical, but having the same features didn’t make you look the same. It was what you did with those features that made the difference, and Michelle didn’t have a clue how to apply make-up or straighten her hair properly. Still, that was her lookout. If she spent more time reading fashion magazines instead of the soppy novels she borrowed from the library, she’d know that this was the twenty-first century, not the nineteenth. And these days, girls didn’t sit around waiting for Mr Right to sweep them off their feet – they got their faces on and went out hunting for Mr Wrong, because that was the only way they were guaranteed to have a bit of fun. But with all the personality of a damp dishcloth, it wouldn’t matter what Michelle looked like. She was never going to be as popular as Mia, and no boy was ever going to want her.

Downstairs, the doorbell rang, and their mum’s voice floated up to them as she let the next-door neighbour in.

‘All right, Pam, love; I’m just waiting on the girls.’

‘They’re not gonna be long are they?’ Pam replied in her usual bellow, which echoed off the walls in the small hallway like a foghorn. ‘Only the bus’ll be here in five, and I don’t want to miss getting me card for the national.’

‘You hear that?’ Kim yelled up. ‘There’s two thousand quid riding on this, so get moving!’

Smoothing her hair down as best she could with her hands, because Mia was using the brush and there was no way she would hand it over while she was being awkward, Michelle climbed off the bed and headed for the door.

‘Er, where do you think you’re going?’ Mia demanded, stepping in front of her. ‘I thought I told you to get something decent on.’

Michelle gritted her teeth, pushed her sister out of the way and trotted down the stairs. She didn’t see why Mia was so bothered about what she was wearing, anyway. It wasn’t like they’d be seen together. Mia would disappear with her friends as soon as they got through the door.

‘Mum, you’d best tell her!’ Mia said, marching after her with her hands on her hips.

‘Tell her what?’ Kim asked, gathering up her keys and cigarettes and putting them into her handbag.

‘That she’s not coming out with me looking like that! She’s a tramp!’

Glancing from Mia, with her immaculate make-up, short skirt, midriff-exposing top and stiletto heels, to Michelle, in her jumper, cardi, jeans and trainers, without so much as a hint of lip-gloss to brighten her pale face, Kim gave a little twist of her lip. ‘You do look a bit of a mess, Shell.’

‘Oh, leave her alone, there’s nowt wrong with her,’ Pam chipped in, sick of the way Mia and Kim always sided against Michelle. Gazing steadily back when Mia flashed a hateful look her way, she shrugged. ‘Well, she’s the double of you, so if she’s a mess, what does that make you?’

‘She looks nothing like me, and only an idiot would think she does,’ Mia spat, giving Pam a dirty look before turning back to her mum. ‘Make her get changed, or she’s not coming.’

‘Sorry, love, it’s too late,’ Kim said, pulling her coat on. ‘I’m already pushing it.’

Making a strangled screaming sound, Mia stamped her foot. ‘Why are you doing this to me? You’re ruining my life!’

Kim ignored her and ushered them both out, saying, ‘Don’t bother coming back before ten, ’cos me and Pam are off into town after bingo. And Eric’s got a job on, so he’ll be a bit late.’

‘Oh, right, so I’ve got to hang around in the cold like a dickhead,’ Mia complained. ‘Don’t you think it’s about time I had my own key?’

‘When you’re fifty, not fifteen,’ Kim called back, already heading off towards the bus stop.

‘What about my money?’ Mia yelled after her.

Sighing, Kim stopped walking and took three pound coins out of her purse.

‘What am I supposed to do with that?’ Mia grumbled, snatching them. ‘God, you’re so tight.’

‘Oi! Quit talking to your mam like that,’ Pam scolded. ‘And think yourself lucky, ’cos you’d get nowt but a slap if you were one of mine giving me that kind of lip.’

‘It’s got nothing to do with you,’ Mia informed her tartly.

‘Don’t be trying your nonsense with me,’ Pam warned. ‘You might get away with it with your mam, but you ain’t treating me like a divvy.’

Irritated with Pam for interfering, Kim took another pound out of her purse and pushed it into Mia’s hand. ‘There, now go.’

‘Ooh, she’s spoilt rotten, that one,’ Pam chided, incensed by the sly grin that Mia flicked her as she walked away. ‘And you wouldn’t let the other one get away with it, so why do you put up with it from her?’

‘Do I tell you how to bring your kids up?’ Kim shot back huffily, setting off for the bus stop again.

‘You’re a born fool,’ Pam grumbled, catching up with her just as the bus came around the corner. ‘And you’ll have no one but yourself to blame when she turns round and bites you in the arse.’

Drawling, ‘Yeah, whatever,’ Kim stuck her hand out.

Mia’s friend Laura was waiting at the end of the road. Tutting when she saw Michelle, she said, ‘What you bringing her for?’

‘Had no choice,’ Mia muttered, linking arms with her. ‘But don’t worry, she knows what she’ll get if she doesn’t stay out of my way.’

Michelle wrapped the cardigan tighter around herself and followed as they set off down the road. Hearing them whispering and sniggering, she guessed they were bitching about her – as usual. And she knew she shouldn’t let it get to her, but it was hard not to sometimes. Identical twins were supposed to share some kind of supernatural bond, but she and Mia couldn’t be more divided if they’d been born on different planets.

Still, you couldn’t change who you were, and Michelle had long ago accepted that she was never going to be as beautiful or bubbly as her sister, so she got on with her own life as best she could, and left Mia to hers.

The youth club was already full when they got there, and distorted rap music was blasting out through the open doors. Spotting their friends on the far side of the hall, Mia and Laura quickly disappeared into the crowd. Knowing without having to check that none of her friends would be here, Michelle edged her way into a secluded corner.

Mia and Laura greeted their friends with hugs and air-kisses, then scanned the room for fit lads – the only reason any of them ever came here.

Clocking the group of lads to their left, Laura nudged Mia, whispering excitedly, ‘Wow! Check who’s here.’

Mia turned to look and inhaled sharply when she saw Darren Mitchell. He was absolutely gorgeous, and she’d fancied him for ages, but since he’d left school some months earlier he and his mate Stu hardly ever showed up here. Not that his being here made any difference, though, because she had no intention of going anywhere near him. Not when his psycho girlfriend, Sandra Bishop, was probably close by, waiting to knife any girl who so much as looked at him.

As it happened, Sandra was staying at her dad’s new place in Wales that weekend, so Darren and Stu were heading into town to check out a strip club that had just opened. They’d only dropped in here so that Stu could give his cousin some weed, but the cousin hadn’t arrived yet. Darren had been on the verge of telling Stu to sack it off, but he’d changed his mind when Mia had walked in.

Unlike the other tarts who’d been batting their eyelashes at him since he’d arrived, she was acting as if she hadn’t even noticed him. And if there was one thing Darren liked, it was a challenge. Giving her a slow half-smile now, he pushed his mates out of the way and leaned against the wall beside her.

‘So, where’s your man?’ he asked, giving her the full force of his baby blues.

‘Haven’t got one,’ she replied, forcing herself to stay cool despite the butterflies dancing in her stomach. ‘And I don’t want one,’ she added, letting him know that his charms weren’t going to work on her.

‘I don’t believe you,’ he drawled, taking a sip from his Coke can. ‘No way would a gorgeous girl like you be single. Bet he hasn’t got a car, though – whoever he is.’

Paranoid that Sandra might be watching, Mia folded her arms and gazed out at the dancers. ‘No, but I suppose you have?’

‘Too right,’ Darren boasted. ‘I’ll take you for a drive sometime, if you want.’

Feigning lack of interest, she said, ‘No, thanks,’ although her heart was already racing at the thought of being seen in his car with him. None of her friends had boyfriends who owned their own cars. She’d be the envy of the entire area if she got off with him, never mind the school.

Not that she was going to get off with him, obviously.

‘Bet you wouldn’t say that if you saw it,’ Darren said confidently. ‘It was a bit of a shed when I first got it, but it looks mint since I put the alloys and fin on it. Only cost a grand so far, but it’ll be worth about three by now.’

‘Wow!’ Mia exclaimed in a mocking tone designed to let him know that she wasn’t impressed in the slightest. She actually didn’t have a clue what alloys and fins were, but a grand was a hell of a lot of money, and she definitely was impressed by that.

‘It’s in the garage at the moment,’ Darren was telling her now. ‘I’ve just ordered a new exhaust, but it’s custom-made so I’ve got to wait for it to get shipped over from the States. It’ll be well worth it, though, ’cos it’ll be faster than a Subaru once it’s fitted.’

Sensing that he was losing her when her eyes began to glaze over, Darren glanced at his watch and decided to speed things along. Taking another sip of his drink, he said, ‘So, you planning to go into modelling when you leave school, then?’

Her coolness faltering at the mention of her favourite subject – her looks – Mia glanced coyly up at him. ‘What makes you say that?’

‘It’s obvious.’ Shrugging, he peered down into her eyes. ‘You’re hardly going to waste yourself stacking shelves in some shitty shop when you look like Kate Moss, are you?’

‘I don’t look like her,’ Mia scoffed, struggling to sound modest while her eyes gleamed with delight.

‘Yeah, you do. Only when she was younger, obviously, ’cos she’s a bit past it now. But you well remind me of her.’

Twiddling with the ends of her hair now, Mia pouted her glossy lips and fluttered her eyelashes. ‘You really think so?’

‘Wouldn’t have said it if I didn’t.’ Darren gave her a sincere smile and offered her the can. ‘Want some?’

Grateful, because she’d wanted to keep the rest of the money her mum had given her to buy cigarettes on the way home, Mia took a sip. Grimacing when it hit the back of her throat, she spluttered, ‘Jeezus! What’s that?’

‘Vodka. Don’t you like it?’

‘Prefer whisky,’ she lied, wiping her mouth on the back of her hand – and wishing she could wipe her tongue as well, to get rid of the bitter taste of almost neat alcohol.

‘You’re in luck,’ Darren said smoothly. ‘There’s a full bottle of JD back at Stu’s place. Fancy coming back for one?’

Thrilled that he’d invited her, but still wary of Sandra, Mia shook her head. ‘Thanks, but I don’t think that’s a very good idea.’

‘Course it is,’ he insisted, grinning sexily. ‘Unless you’ve got something better to do – which I doubt.’

Amused that he seemed to think he was such a catch – which he was, but she wasn’t about to let him know that she thought so – Mia said, ‘Don’t think Sandra would be too happy if she could hear this, do you?’

‘Aw, what you talking about her for?’ Darren groaned, pulling a face.

‘Er, ’cos she’s your girlfriend.’

‘No, she ain’t.’

‘Not what I heard.’

‘Shouldn’t believe everything you hear, then, should you?’

‘Even if it’s from the horse’s mouth?’ Mia looked him in the eye. ‘Only I heard her in the loos at school today telling her mate about some necklace you gave her last night.’

‘That was nothing,’ Darren said dismissively. ‘Just some piece of shit I found in the park.’

‘Well, she seemed pretty chuffed with it. And why give it to her if you’re not with her any more?’

Shrugging, Darren twisted his lip. ‘Sort of like a finishing present, I suppose.’

‘So you finished with her last night, did you? After you gave her the necklace.’

‘Jeezus, don’t you ever quit?’ he muttered, glancing at his watch again. ‘Anyway, shut up about her; she’s history. Are you coming for that drink, or what? ’Cos if you’re not, stop wasting my time.’

Mia bit her lip and mulled it over. Sandra was usually stuck to him like superglue, so the fact that she wasn’t here tonight could mean that he was telling the truth. And even if he hadn’t done it yet, he was obviously intending to end it, or he wouldn’t be out on the pull – which Sandra could hardly blame Mia for.

‘Can Laura come?’ she asked. ‘’Cos I don’t go anywhere without her.’

‘I think she’s already been invited,’ Darren chuckled, nodding towards their friends, who had moved into a corner and looked deep in flirtatious conversation.

Mia watched as Laura did that funny flicky thing she always did with her fringe when she was trying to act shy and tutted softly under her breath. She wouldn’t have minded, but Stu was a right ugly sod. Well, he was compared to Darren, who was big and muscly, with dark blond hair and sexy blue eyes.

And a car.

‘All right,’ she said, making it sound like she was doing him a favour. ‘I suppose one drink won’t hurt.’

‘Cool.’ Grinning, Darren drank the last of the vodka and dropped the can on the floor. ‘Come on, then.’

‘What, now?’ Mia gasped. ‘We’ve only just got here. And what about them?’ She looked back at their friends who were kissing now.

Whistling through his teeth to attract Stu’s attention, Darren jerked his head in a summoning gesture.

‘Always get your own way, do you?’ Mia teased when Stu immediately obeyed.

Winking at her, Darren planted his hand on the small of her back and pushed her on ahead of him.

Still in her corner, Michelle spotted Mia heading out of the door. Frowning when she saw who she was with, she followed them out into the entrance hall.

‘Mia, wait! Where are you going?’

Mia groaned because she’d forgotten all about her stupid sister and told Darren to wait outside.

‘Go home,’ she hissed, dragging Michelle out of earshot. ‘And if mum gets back before me, tell her I’ve gone round to Laura’s to pick something up.’

‘Where are you really going?’ Michelle asked, casting a wary glance at Darren. She wasn’t happy about Mia going off with him, because he was a troublemaker who had always been getting suspended for fighting when he’d still been at school. But it was his girlfriend who most worried Michelle. Gobby as Mia was, she was no match for Sandra Bishop.

‘Mind your own business,’ Mia snapped. ‘And don’t even think about trying to follow us.’

‘We’re supposed to stay together,’ Michelle reminded her.

‘Says who?’ Mia retorted tartly. ‘Mum only said you weren’t allowed to stay in the house by yourself. She didn’t say anything about me babysitting you.’

‘What about Eric?’ Michelle called when Mia flounced back to the waiting group.

‘What about him?’ Mia flipped back coldly. ‘He’s hardly going to try anything on with you, is he?’

Peering back at Michelle, Darren said, ‘Who’s that?’

‘Her twin sister,’ Laura informed him. ‘Not that you’d think it to look at them, ’cos Mia’s well prettier.’

‘You’re telling me,’ he sneered. ‘Beauty and the beast, or what!’

Tears of humiliation stinging her eyes when people started looking to see if he was right, Michelle put her head down and ran outside. It was already dark, and patches of ice were beginning to glisten in the puddles dotting the road. Shivering, she huddled deeper into her cardigan and headed for home – although she wasn’t looking forward to being alone with her mum’s boyfriend when she got there.

Eric had never actually done anything to her, but she just didn’t like him. At six feet he towered over her mum, who was quite short. And where her mum was chubby, he was stick-thin, with a long miserable face and beady little rats’ eyes. Appearances aside, what really pissed Michelle off was the fact that he had a key to their house when he didn’t even live there. Well, not officially, anyway; he just stayed the night – most nights. And their mum might have told him only to use the key when it was dark in case someone reported her to the DSS, but he still shouldn’t have it – and that was one of the rare things Michelle and Mia were in definite agreement about.

Not that their mum cared what they thought. If they complained, she just said it was her house, and if they didn’t like it they knew what they could do – which was basically nothing, because they weren’t old enough to leave. And they’d only met their real father once, so they couldn’t go running to him. Mia had threatened to on more than a few occasions when she’d been sulking about something or other, but their mum had just laughed and told her to go for it, knowing full well that she wouldn’t know where to start looking.

Still, creepy as Eric was, at least he wasn’t violent like a few of her mum’s exes had been. And he didn’t spy on her and Mia, or barge into their bedroom in the hopes of catching them getting undressed, like the last one. So Michelle supposed she could tolerate him.

As long as he stayed away from her.

She reached Alexandra Road a few minutes later and was about to cross over to walk past the park when she spotted a gang of older girls from the estate hanging around at the gates. Knowing from experience that they would have a go at her if she walked past, she decided to go through the park instead. It might take twice as long, but it was better than getting her head kicked in.

She climbed through the broken fence and walked quickly, keeping an eye on the bushes as she skirted the inky waters of the lake. Hearing the sound of footsteps behind her a few seconds later, she glanced back, her heart lurching when she saw the shadowy figure of a man running towards her. But before she could even think about moving out of his way he barged into her, knocking her flat on her back.

Reaching down to help her up, he said, ‘God, I’m sorry, love! I didn’t see you there. Are you all right?’

Shrinking from his touch, Michelle pushed herself shakily to her feet and stared up at him. He was breathing hard, his face flushed and sweaty from running, and there were wisps of steam rising from his dark hair. He had a soft Irish accent which made him sound non-threatening, but without being able to see his eyes she couldn’t be sure what he was thinking. All she knew was that she’d be powerless to defend herself if he went for her, because he was so much bigger than she was.

Fortunately for her, Liam Grant had never attacked a girl in his life – and he wasn’t about to start now. Sickened by the fear in her eyes, because he’d seen it so many times in the eyes of his own mother, he raised his hands and stepped back.

‘Don’t worry, I’m not going to touch you. But there’s plenty who would, so why the hell are you walking through here by yourself at this time of night? Don’t you know how dangerous it is round here?’

Wiping her muddy hands on her jeans, Michelle muttered, ‘I’ve lived here all my life, and nothing’s ever happened to me.’

‘Yet,’ Liam countered, frowning at her. ‘But you’re only a girl; you shouldn’t be out on your own in the dark.’

‘Only a girl,’ she repeated indignantly.

Tutting softly, he said, ‘You know what I meant. Anyhow, come on... I’ll walk you the rest of the way.’

Taken aback by the unexpected offer, Michelle stayed where she was when he began to walk on. Most of the lads round here didn’t have the slightest sense of protectiveness towards the girls in their lives. Darren Mitchell, for example: it probably wouldn’t even cross his mind to make sure that Mia got home safely from wherever he’d taken her tonight. He was the sort who would get what he wanted and then turf her out into the dark, forgetting all about her as soon as the door was shut. But here was a total stranger, showing genuine concern for a girl he’d never even met before.

‘Are you coming, or what?’

Snapped out of her thoughts at the sound of his voice, Michelle gazed at him. ‘Sorry?’

Walking backwards now, Liam flapped his hands. ‘I said come on. I haven’t got all night, you know.’

‘It isn’t really necessary,’ Michelle said, already walking towards him.

‘It’s no bother,’ Liam assured her, stuffing his hands into his pockets as she fell into step beside him. ‘I’m going your way anyhow.’

‘How do you know which way I’m going?’ Blushing as soon as the words were out of her mouth, because it had sounded flirtatious and she hadn’t intended it to, Michelle tried quickly to correct herself. ‘Well, obviously you know I’m going this way, because this is the way I was walking when you bumped into me. I just meant...’

Amused when she trailed off, Liam glanced at her out of the corner of his eye. He already liked her voice, which was less aggressive than that of most of the girls he’d met since moving to Manchester. And now that he could see her more clearly as they neared the lit main road, he thought she was really pretty, too. Her fair hair contrasted sharply with the darkness of her eyes, and she had a small, cute nose, and lips that curved up ever so slightly at the corners, as if she were smiling a secret little smile. He couldn’t make out much of her shape beneath the bulky cardigan, but her legs looked long and slim in her jeans, so he guessed she probably had a half-decent figure.

Unaware of his appraisal, Michelle walked on in silence. Relieved when they reached the road, she thanked him, and told him she’d be fine on her own from there.

‘Take care, then,’ he said. ‘And don’t let me catch you walking through there on your own in the dark again.’

Michelle pursed her lips when he followed this with a slow, teasing smile. ‘Don’t worry, you won’t,’ she muttered.

Darting across the Parkway now, she felt like a child as he followed her with his eyes. Because that was obviously what he thought she was: a silly little girl who didn’t realise how dangerous a world this was. And it didn’t help that he’d been so good-looking.

Not that that made any difference, because he obviously wasn’t interested in her. Although she had no doubt that it would have been a different story if it had been Mia he’d run into. He’d probably have insisted on walking her the rest of the way home.

As she turned the corner Michelle’s heart sank when she spotted Eric heading up the path. Her mum had said that he wouldn’t be back till ten, and she’d prepared herself for a cold couple of hours on the doorstep. But he was here now, so she supposed she might as well go in. It was either that or go and sit in the park until Mia got home – and there was no way she was doing that after what had just happened.

Eric was just slotting his key into the lock. Hearing the gate squeak behind him, he snapped his head round, afraid that he was about to get jumped. ‘Jeezus, Shell, you scared the shit out of me,’ he gasped when he saw her. ‘Where’s Mee?’

Irritated by his use of the shortened versions of their names that only their mum ever used, Michelle told him that Mia had gone to Laura’s and would be back soon.

When Eric opened the door, she rushed in and ran straight up to her room. Leaving the light off, she slipped her trainers and cardigan off and climbed up onto her bunk, pulling the quilt over herself and propping her chin on her arm to watch for Mia out of the window.

It was gone twelve when Mia and Laura left Stu’s house. As she gave Darren a kiss on the doorstep, Mia gazed up at him coyly. ‘Promise you’ll be there tomorrow?’

Smiling slyly, he slid his hand up under her top. ‘I’ve said I will, so I will.’

‘And you’re definitely going to tell Sandra as soon as she gets home?’

‘Definitely. Now go.’

‘Okay, I can take a hint,’ Mia snorted when he stopped groping her tit and gave her a little push. ‘But you’d best not let me down. And don’t forget to set up that meeting for me.’

‘I’ll get right onto it,’ Darren lied, jerking his head at Stu.

When the door closed and the porch light went out, Laura shivered and pressed the button to illuminate the face of her watch.

‘God, I’m in so much trouble. My mum’s going to freak out.’

‘Don’t worry about it,’ Mia flipped back breezily, heading off down the road. ‘Just tell her you were helping me with some homework.’

‘Like she’s going to believe that when she knows we’ve been to the youthy. And what if she smells the booze on my breath?’

‘How’s she going to get close enough to do that? Unless you’re planning on giving her a kiss goodnight – like an ickle-wickle baby?’

‘Don’t be disgusting! I haven’t done that for years.’

‘Chill out, then,’ Mia said, sticking two fingers up as a car drove past and a couple of men leaned out and asked them if they were on a fuck hunt.

‘Don’t!’ Laura hissed. ‘What if they come back?’

‘Let them. Darren would soon sort them out if they tried anything on.’

‘You think so?’

‘I know so.’ Smiling secretively, Mia walked on as if she didn’t have a care in the world.

Tottering along beside her on her too-high heels, Laura said, ‘You won’t tell anyone, will you?’

‘What, about you and Stu getting jiggy?’

‘We didn’t go that far.’

‘You went far enough, from what I heard,’ Mia snorted. ‘But don’t worry, I won’t say anything. As long as you don’t go blabbing about me and Darren, ’cos he doesn’t want anyone finding out until he’s finished with Sandra.’

‘God, no, I wouldn’t say a word,’ Laura agreed. ‘But do you really think he’ll do it?’

‘Yeah, course. He’s with me now, so why wouldn’t he?’

‘No reason,’ Laura murmured, slowing down as they turned onto their road.

Mia really thought that Darren was being honest, but Laura wasn’t so sure. There was something shady about the way he’d changed the subject whenever Mia had mentioned Sandra. And as for the so-called car he claimed was in the garage getting fixed up – Stu had backed him up in the end, but Laura was convinced that he hadn’t known what she was talking about when she’d first asked him about it.

They reached Laura’s house first. Mia said goodnight and walked on to her own house at the other end of the road. Throwing a stone at the bedroom window, she hissed, ‘It’s me’ when Michelle peered groggily out. ‘Hurry up and let me in – it’s bloody freezing out here.’

Almost falling off the bunk, Michelle staggered out onto the landing where the faint flickery glow of the portable TV was leaking out from under her mum’s door. Unsure of the time, or if their mum had already come home, she tiptoed down.

Mia barged in without thanking her and headed straight up to their room. Coming quietly in after her, Michelle asked what time it was.

‘Too late for you to be up,’ Mia said, slipping her skirt off and kicking it into the corner.

‘I was asleep.’

‘Ah, diddums,’ Mia drawled, turning her back to hide the lovebite on her breast. ‘God, no wonder you stink,’ she sniped when Michelle climbed back up onto her bunk. ‘Aren’t you even going to get undressed?’

Muttering ‘I don’t stink,’ Michelle covered herself with the quilt and unbuttoned her jeans to slip them off.

‘How come Laura asked why you don’t wear deodorant, then?’

Pulling her jumper off now, Michelle punched the pillow into place and lay down.

‘Oi, stinky,’ Mia whispered, prodding her in the back. ‘Guess who’s the only virgin left in Manchester?’

‘I hope you’re not saying what I think you’re saying?’

‘I hope you’re not saying what I think you’re saying.’

‘Why are you being such a bitch?’ Michelle asked. ‘It wasn’t my fault mum made me go out with you. I even covered for you when Eric asked where you were – even though I didn’t agree with what you were doing.’

‘Have you got any idea how pathetic you sound?’ Mia sneered. ‘Still, I don’t suppose you can help being jealous, ’cos it can’t be easy knowing that everybody loves me and hates you.’

Tears stinging her eyes, Michelle covered her ear with the quilt.

‘Aw, you’re not crying, are you?’ Mia crooned, patting her on the shoulder as if she cared. ‘Truth hurting, is it?’

Getting no response, she climbed into bed. Much as she enjoyed winding Michelle up, she had more important things to think about – things which, if Darren had been telling the truth, could send her life in an amazing new direction.
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