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Chapter 1

I only wanted a bunch of bananas. I was on my way to the shop to buy them when I saw a bunch of kids circling and yowling like hyenas. They chanted,

‘Dirty Dawn

Stinks like a prawn.

She lost her bra

In a punter’s car

And she don’t know where her knickers are.’

Dawn is trouble. She’s a mess and a waste of space. She’s always on the piss. I crossed over to the other side of the road. If she saw me she’d expect me to get rid of the kids and wheel her home in a barrow. I ducked into Hanif’s shop instead.

I took my time behind the shelves. If I stayed there long enough Dawn would pull herself together and shamble off without my help. Helping people always ends in tears. And helping drunks is a total waste of time. They’re never grateful, they don’t pay their debts and they’ve got rotten memories. What’s the point in being nice to someone who can’t remember how nice you’ve been? Tell me that. The only point in doing someone a favour is if they remember and do you a favour back.

Besides, angry wasps are better-natured than the kids in this part of London. Take a tip from me – if you like a quiet life don’t ever get yourself outnumbered by kids. I was a kid once myself so I know how evil they can be once they get into a pack. Normal rules don’t apply to a pack, and a little kid who wouldn’t do hokey-cokey on his own becomes Conan the Barbarian in a bunch. Come to think of it, that’s true of grown-ups as well.

I know about crowds. I should do, I’m a wrestler.

That’s right. Me. I’m Eva Wylie, the London Lassassin. Maybe you heard of me, maybe you haven’t, but I’m getting myself a reputation as one of the meanest, toughest villains in the business. So don’t you tell me about crowds – just shut your mouth and give your ears a chance. You think all you have to do is cram a load of people together and what you got is a crowd? Wrong. A crowd is not just a lot of people. It’s an animal. It’s an animal which roars. It can be stroked quiet. It can be goaded. It can be tweaked and revved-up. It can be kind, but mostly it’s cruel. People who wouldn’t dare insult me eyeball to eyeball if they met me on the street call me dreadful names when they know all they have to do is duck back into the body of a crowd.

I don’t care. I can take it. It’s what I get paid for.

I do not get paid for taking on a bunch of nasty, dirty-minded kids. And besides, I don’t owe Dawn anything. The opposite, in fact.

I used to know Dawn’s little sister, Crystal – we dossed together sometimes and went on the same collection routes. That was in the days before my luck turned, when I was still on the streets. And before Crystal’s luck turned and she got a stall on the market. At the time it was Dawn who was doing all right, and Crystal and me who were hanging on by half a fingernail.

Here’s what happened. It was one hard cold night, so cold that the damp in your coat freezes and your chilblains split, and Crystal and me had made a nest in a condemned house in Hammersmith. We thought it was safe and we’d just settled when we got rousted by a family of crusties and their dogs. Eight crusties and three dogs.

I might have managed some of the crusties because even in those days I was a big girl who could be a bit useful. But eight of them! And three dogs. I could do it now – they wouldn’t know what hit ’em. But then, I hadn’t realised my full potential. And besides, Crystal was such a little thing – knee-high to a piss-pot, she was. And we hadn’t managed to scrounge any supper so we weren’t at our best.

Anyway, the crusties tossed us out and there we were back on the street with nowhere to go. And Crystal says, ‘Maybe we could go over to Paddington and see if my sister will lend us a bit of floor.’

I was dead surprised. I never knew she had a sister, and as we slogged along the empty streets to Paddington I wondered why, if her sister had a room, Crystal was always so down and out.

I found out why when we got there.

‘Piss off, Crystal,’ Dawn said. It was the first thing she said when she opened the door. Looking past her, I saw a warm room, all painted pink. But Dawn barred the door.

‘If you think I’m letting you in here,’ Dawn said, ‘you’ve got another think coming. You smell like the corporation tip, and who’s that you got with you – the Incredible Hulk?’

‘That’s Eva,’ Crystal said.

‘Well, she can piss off too,’ Dawn said. She was all made up with pink cheeks and black eye shadow at three in the morning. Which meant only one thing to me. And I wasn’t wrong.

‘You’re costing me money,’ Dawn said. ‘Stood here on my landing like this was some dosshouse.’

‘Just a warm-up, Dawn,’ Crystal said. ‘We won’t stop long. It’s perishing outside.’

I hated to see her beg. She was only little but she had grit.

‘I know your warm-ups,’ Dawn said. ‘Last time you was in here I scratched for days. I had to douse me bed with flea spray. Now sling yer hook.’ And she slammed the door in our faces, but not before I saw a huge box of chocolates spread out on her bed, and comics, and heated hair rollers. Everything a whore needs to occupy her mind between sessions.

And there we were, out in the grinding cold.

‘So much for family feeling,’ I said. Because my sister would never’ve chucked us out. If I’d known where to find her. My sister would’ve had us in for a cup of tea and a kip on her bed. She’d of given us a whole handful of chocolates, and a bath.

‘Well, where is your sister then?’ Crystal said. Because she could be quite spiteful when she was hungry, and she knew I hadn’t seen her for years. I was looking, but I never found her.

So that was the first time I saw Dawn and I haven’t forgotten. Forgiving and forgetting’s for those who can afford it. Not me. I can hold a grudge forever if I want to.

But it wasn’t worthwhile holding a grudge against Dawn. She was her own worst enemy. She had no guts. Crystal had all the guts in that family. So now Crystal has a place to live and a bric-a-brac stall in the Mandala Street Market, but Dawn stands on street corners and gets in blokes’ cars. And then she pisses all her takings away in the pub. How stupid can you get?

She only moved down here, south of the river, so she could leech off Crystal. She used to have a bloke to look after her, but he went the way all blokes go when they’re through with a woman – onwards and upwards. And Dawn went the way all gutless women go when there’s no one to look after them – backwards and downwards.

That’s what happens when you depend on other people. Take it from me. You got to depend on yourself in this world. Crystal did. I did. We made our own luck.

I paid for the bunch of bananas and went out. Dawn was still there. The kids had got her down and one of them was trying to lift her skirt with a stick.

‘Dawn’s a whore,’ they were screeching, ‘she’s so poor, she does it up against the lavvy door.’

I turned away to go home, when all of a sudden Crystal burst out from the alleyway opposite. She grabbed the stick and started laying about her like a homicidal midget. She’s not much bigger than a ten-year-old kid herself, but she cleared a space round Dawn in no time at all. She looked so funny I just stood there splitting my sides.

Big mistake. She saw me.

‘Eva,’ she yelled. ‘Give us a hand.’

‘Get stuffed,’ I yelled back. ‘I got work to do.’

But then one of the kids pointed and said to his mates, ‘Ain’t that Bucket Nut?’

Bucket Nut is one of the more civil things I get called when I’m fighting. And I was so chuffed the kid recognised me I strolled over, all casual like. I took my jacket off as I went so everyone could see the size of my arms. I’m proud of my arms. A lot of time and trouble went into them. I’m not so proud of my belly but I wasn’t going to show it off to anyone, was I? Not in the middle of the road, I wasn’t. Not without getting paid.

‘Give us a hand, Eva,’ Crystal said again.

‘You really Bucket Nut?’ one of the kids asked.

‘What you think?’ I said. ‘And watch yer mouth or I’ll show yer.’

‘My dad says wrestling’s all an act.’

‘Yeah?’ I said, taking just one pace forwards. I could tell the kid was impressed. He took two paces backwards.

I was chuffed to buggery. This time last year no one knew me. Now I get recognised in the street. It goes to show I’m on my way.

‘My dad says wrestlers are about as much use as jelly doorknockers,’ the kid said. ‘When it comes to real fighting …’

‘Tell you what,’ I said, ‘you give me your dad’s name and address, if you know it, and I’ll see what he says when I push you through his letter box.’

Crystal said, ‘Why don’t you stop posing and help me?’

She’d got Dawn sat up and she’d wiped her off a bit, but it would’ve taken an engine hoist to get her on her feet. She didn’t have any bones in her legs. I’ve seen my ma in that state, and there’s only one thing for it – the good old-fashioned fireman’s lift. Which is what I did. Not for Dawn, mark you. She could go rotten in the road for all I cared. But Crystal and me have a history. We aren’t mates – we never were, exactly, but we were in the same boat once or twice, and if she never did me any favours, she never did me any damage either. And that’s as close as I get to having friends.

Crystal’s room looked a lot like her stall. She didn’t have furniture, it was more like her stock-room with a mattress in the middle. We laid Dawn out to snore and then Crystal went back to the market, and I went off to the yard.

That’s where I live – a breaker’s yard. And if you think that’s funny, ask yourself, do you get paid to live where you live? If you’re the one with a landlord or a mortgage don’t you sneer at me. I get my accommodation free. It goes with the job. Because that’s the other thing I do besides the wrestling – I mind the yard at night. So if you fancy a few spares or plant, and if you don’t fancy paying for it, it’s me and my dogs you have to deal with. You won’t find it easy, let me tell you. Me and Ramses and Lineker have practically a clean sheet where thieving is concerned. We may not be pretty, but we’re bleeding effective, and between us we can pack a lot of muscle and make a lot of noise.

So that night, after all the men had gone home, I locked up the yard, as always, and I let out the dogs, and we did a tour of the property. I’m supposed to be there all night, but sometimes there are other things to do. It depends who pays best. But so long as I’m back in time to feed the dogs and open up, who’s to know?

Tonight I was going to see The Enemy. She thinks she’s so sharp and in control and she’s just waiting to catch me at it. At what? Who bleeding knows? There are some people like that, and they’re all polizei of one breed or another.

That’s right, The Enemy is a lady cop. She says she isn’t any more, but I say, once a copper always a copper. You can’t clean it off like shit on your shoes.

The sign on the door says ‘Lee-Schiller’. Lee is The Enemy, Mr Schiller is her partner. He’s an old geezer, and the secretary is an old bird. The Enemy runs a day-care centre for wrinklies. Which is why she needs me for stuff that can’t be done by someone in a walking frame.

I opened the door and a bell rang. The secretary-bird was at her desk writing things in a big book.

She said, ‘Hello Eva, come for your money?’

‘What you think?’ I said.

She gave me an envelope. I tore it open and counted the dosh. It was all there.

‘Got anything else for me?’ I asked.

‘Anna’s out at the moment,’ she said. As if I didn’t know. If she’s in, The Enemy pops up whenever she hears that door bell ring. Nosy cow – always got to know what’s happening. Even when it doesn’t concern her. Typical polizei.

‘If there is anything new she knows where to find you,’ the old secretary-bird said. Which narked me off. That’s why I go to see The Enemy regular. I don’t much like her ‘knowing where to find me’. If there’s one thing you should know about me, it’s this – Eva Wylie was not put on this earth to make life easy for the polizei.

And The Enemy wasn’t making life easy for me. No extra work, no extra scratch. Well, sod her.


Chapter 2

The very next day I heard that Dawn was dead.

I got up as usual at about 3pm and had my breakfast of tea, bananas and bread and jam. Then I went down Sam’s Gym for the weights and the shower. Sam’s Gym is where the mob from Deeds Promotions hang out. Some of us train properly – like Harsh and me. The others just mong about flexing their dangly bits and gossiping. Either way that’s where I go to keep myself big and strong, and to pick up word of where I’m fighting next. I also pick up my purse from my last fight.

There aren’t many people in this world who pay you cash on the nail the way they ought. You do the business but you have to wait for the readies. The boss-class have got it all sorted to their own advantage. I mean, the folk who watch me fight got to pay or they don’t get in. That’s dosh in the cash box. So how come I got to wait for mine? Eh? Tell me that. How come Mr Deeds of Deeds Promotions, who does bugger all but sit on his fat arse all day, gets his first? And me, who takes all the bruises and abuses, gets mine last?

‘Go on, count it,’ he said, like he was doing me a favour. ‘It’s all there, but you go on and count it anyway. You always do.’

And I did. I’d be a fool not to. In that last fight, I was with a woman called Gypsy Jo and when I took her down by the knees in the last round she got one leg out of my grip and hammered my elbow with her boot. My elbow’s been sore for days, and if Mr Deeds thinks a sore elbow’s not worth a few quid he’s a bigger twat than even his wife thinks he is.

‘You have swelling there,’ Harsh said. He was getting paid too. ‘Treat it with hot and cold. Rest it.’

‘I’ll work it off,’ I said, because Mr Deeds was listening.

‘You on the injured list?’ he said. Arse like an elephant, ears like a rabbit, brain like a dust ball.

‘Not me,’ I said. If I’m injured he won’t find a bout for me. No bout, no purse.

Harsh said, ‘Then you will hurt yourself more than Gypsy Jo did.’

I didn’t know whether to be chuffed or choked. It’s brilliant when Harsh takes an interest, but like as not, when he does, he says something I don’t want to hear. He was wearing grey sweat bottoms and an old black singlet, and his deltoids were shining wet from the exercise.

‘There was someone here looking for you,’ he said.

‘Who?’

‘She didn’t say. A kid.’

‘When?’

‘Earlier.’

‘I don’t want no strangers in here,’ Mr Deeds said. He thinks if people know what we do when we train they won’t believe in the fights anymore.

‘She came to the entrance,’ Harsh said. ‘I saw her there.’ He’s the soul of patience, is Harsh. It wasn’t any of Mr Deeds’ business earwigging other people’s conversations.

‘She was very cold,’ Harsh said, ‘so she came in only for a minute. She said, “Tell Eva …”’

‘Over here,’ I said, jerking my chin. Harsh may be a lovely wrestler but he’s as thick as potato pie when it comes to keeping his lip buttoned in front of someone who doesn’t like me.

‘What did she say?’ I asked, when we were alone by the window.

‘She said, “Tell Eva that Dawn’s dead.” She wants to see you.’

That was the message. Harsh didn’t know anything else.

Dawn was dead. No how or why or where. No reason why Crystal wanted to see me.

That was the mystery – what would Crystal want with me?

Dawn being dead wasn’t much of a puzzle. You knew something bad would happen to Dawn every time you looked at her. She did sex for money and she wasn’t choosy. You could see her pissed any hour of the day or night. Out of her skull. She couldn’t look after herself. And if you can’t look after yourself you’re done. Simple as that.

‘I’m sorry,’ Harsh said. ‘Was Dawn a friend of yours?’

‘No, she bleeding wasn’t,’ I said. ‘She was just around – near where I live.’

‘All the same,’ Harsh said.

‘All the same nothing,’ I said, and I went off and warmed up. Then I started on the machines. I could imagine Dawn sprawled out on a hospital meat tray. For some reason I thought she drowned. What did it matter how she went? She was half fucking dead when she was alive. Fucked. Fucked up. Dead drunk. Dead.

I was on that machine which works your inner thighs. You pull a roller with one ankle so your leg snaps closed. And that’s how I was counting the repetitions – fucked, fucked up, dead drunk, dead, five, six, seven, eight. And so on, nice and rhythmical. Change legs, start again on the other side. I thought I’d give my legs and abdominals a real working over. Give me elbow a rest. Like Harsh said.

You think I’m a cold-hearted bitch, do you? Or maybe you don’t. Maybe you think I’m pretending to be a cold-hearted bitch to protect my image. Because the London Lassassin is a hard nut. She don’t care if you’re smaller or injured. She’ll smash your nose into the canvas whatever you are. And if the London Lassassin’s a stony-hearted bastard, Eva Wylie’s got to pretend to be one too. While, in fact, deep down inside she’s soft and warm and cuddly.

Don’t kid yourself. I do not give a wet fart for Dawn. What did Dawn ever do for me except kick me out into the cold one night. Who was the stony-hearted bitch then? Her with her chocolates and heated rollers, that’s who. Did she give a wet fart about me? She did not. She was young and pretty, and as fresh as you could be, leading the sort of life she led. That was her luck. But she never shared it, not even with her own kid sister.

She used to be young and pretty. When I saw her yesterday she was sort of bloated and shapeless. A blob on the pavement. Now she was a blob on a meat tray.

When I go, I want to go with a bang. I don’t want to be a blob everyone screwed and nobody knows. By the time I go, everyone’ll know my name. I’ll be someone. See if I’m not!

So don’t you talk to me about Dawn. I don’t want to know.

Which is why I didn’t go looking for Crystal. What does Crystal mean to me anyway? I sort of knew her when we were both down and out – a time I’m not too keen on remembering – and we both live in the same square mile in South London. Big deal. So do two million other erks. I don’t owe any of them dropsy either.

Later that night Crystal came to see me. I was sitting on the steps of my Static eating cold spaghetti hoops out of the tin. Lineker was nosing round even though he knows he doesn’t get scraps from me. He’s fed when he’s done his job and not one minute before. Why should he be different from any other working stiff? He’s not a bleeding pet.

All of a sudden we heard Ramses from the gate.

‘Ro-ro-ro,’ went Ramses. He barks like a bass guitar on full amp.

Lineker pricked up his ears and that was about all – which really narked me off.

‘Lineker,’ I said, ‘you’re a greedy, lazy know-nothing. And if I wasn’t so soft you’d be living in a tin of cat food – fifty tins of cat food, seeing as you’re so big.’

He didn’t like my tone of voice. Which was the first piece of sense he’d shown that night. I was serious. Lineker always takes the flabby way, and I don’t like it.

He ran off, going, ‘Yak-yak,’ and showing his big white fangs like he meant it. What a poser that dog is.

I picked up a wrench and a torch and went too. There’s a sign on the fence which says, ‘Armour Protection’. The sign’s pretty faded and I don’t know who Armour Protection were, or if they ever existed, but that’s what I call myself and Ramses and Lineker. It’s a good hard name.

When I got to the gate, Ramses was standing with his shoulders up and his head thrust out and Lineker was running up and down the wire. He was still yak-yak-yakking, but Ramses had this steady phlegmy roar going in the back of his throat. It’s a lovely scary sound. Sometimes, when you’re up close you can’t tell the difference between him and a 1000cc Harley.

I whacked the metal gate with my wrench and yelled, ‘Who’s there?’ I thought it was kids, but it was Crystal.

She said, ‘Eva, it’s me. Can you come out a minute?’

‘No,’ I said. ‘I’m on duty.’

‘Then can you do something about the dogs and let me in?’

‘They’re on duty too,’ I said. It was embarrassing talking to someone with a sister on a meat tray and I wanted to get back to my spaghetti hoops. Besides, Crystal had someone with her, and if you think I’m letting strangers into my yard you’re even stupider than I thought.

‘Didn’t that bloke give you my message?’

‘What bloke?’

‘At the gym,’ she said. ‘I gave him a message.’

‘Oh, the gym,’ I said. ‘I didn’t go in today. I went to see my ma.’

Which, as you well know, was a total pork pie. I should have gone to see my ma. I thought about going to see my ma, but I didn’t want to hear her troubles any more than I wanted to hear Crystal’s.

‘You’ve not heard, then?’ Crystal said. ‘Dawn’s dead.’

‘Shit,’ I said. I was trying to sound sympathetic. A sister’s a sister after all even if she does shag for shillings.

‘They beat her up in the alley behind the Full Moon,’ Crystal said. So Dawn didn’t drown. I don’t know what made me think she did. Perhaps it was that bloated look.

‘We left her safe in bed,’ I said. I didn’t want to be associated. ‘She was all right when we left her.’

‘She must’ve got thirsty or something,’ Crystal said. ‘She was gone when I got back from the market. She never come home all night. They came and told me in the morning. I had to identify her. Eva?’

‘What?’

‘I hardly knew her, Eva. They marked her up so bad.’

There’s not a lot you can say to that.

‘Shut up, Ramses,’ I growled. Ramses gave me his I-eat-babies look.

The stranger hadn’t opened her trap so far, but now she said, ‘I was in the Full Moon last night. I think she went out with two men.’

‘Stupid mare,’ I said.

‘She was drunk.’

‘Same difference.’

‘Look Crys,’ the stranger said, ‘I thought you told me she was sympathetic.’

‘I never,’ Crystal said. ‘I told you she could help. I never said she was sympathetic.’

‘What sort of crap is this?’ I asked.

‘Some women,’ Crystal said. ‘They do business out of the Full Moon on and off. They want to learn how to do karate or something.’

‘Ha ha,’ I said. ‘Those slags?’

‘Ha ha, yes,’ the stranger said. ‘Us “slags”.’

Crystal said, ‘See, Eva, Dawn wasn’t the first round here.’

‘And she won’t be the last,’ the stranger said, ‘unless we organise.’

‘You lot organise?’ I had to laugh. ‘What you going to do, set up a slags’ neighbourhood watch?’ I was falling about, it was so funny.

The stranger drew herself up as tall as she could, which wasn’t very tall, and said, ‘We were going to start by getting you to learn us self-defence. But if you ain’t interested we’ll take our money elsewhere.’

I stopped laughing. I said to Crystal, ‘Is she serious? And what’s it got to do with you, anyway?’

‘Nothing really,’ Crystal said. ‘Only I had to go to the Full Moon. See, Eva, the police don’t tell you anything. And when it’s, y’know, someone like poor Dawnie they don’t really care. They think, y’know, she was asking for it. So I had to go to the Full Moon to find out if anyone seen her.’

‘And some of “us slags” was in there,’ the stranger said. ‘Having a confab. Because there was that kid from Leeds last year. And then another one in March. And now Dawn. That’s three of us dead.’

‘I can count,’ I said.

‘The cops can’t,’ the stranger said. ‘Three “slags” do not equal one “respectable” woman. We won’t get no protection there. So we got to look after ourselves.’

‘Yes,’ Crystal said. ‘When they were talking about it I was wishing and wishing Dawn could of known how to look after herself. She was always getting knocked about. So I thought, y’know, you and your wrestling. You could teach them self-defence.’

I was gawping at them through the gate. I didn’t know what to say, it was such a silly idea. Me, teach them?

‘They’ve got money,’ Crystal said. ‘They can pay.’

Well, of course they got money. I just couldn’t see them parting with it for anything sensible. And another thing, women who earn their living on their backs, believe it or not, aren’t very physical.

‘Well?’ the stranger said.

‘Shut up. I’m thinking about it.’

‘Don’t take all night.’

‘Who the fuck are you anyway?’ I said.

‘You can call me Bella,’ she said. ‘And if you must know, I got a little boy and a grandfather to support, and I can’t make much of a job of it hanging around outside your gate while you scratch your great thick head.’

‘Yeah, t’rific,’ I said, grinning at her. ‘Well, off you go then. Go on. Go and get your fanny warmed up and while you’re at it get your thick head bashed in.’

‘You in then?’ Bella said. ‘Never mind. Look, I’ll make it easy for you, ’cos I can see thinking don’t come natural. If you’re in, come to the Full Moon dinner time tomorrow. If you’re out, get knotted. All right?’

And she turned round and walked off looking exactly like what she was. And I thought, how can I teach someone who can hardly walk in that little skirt and those shoes how to fight?

‘Self-defence?’ I said to Crystal. ‘She can’t hardly walk. What’s the point me learning her how to punch and kick, if she dresses like that?’

Both Crystal and me watched Bella teetering from the light of one street lamp to the next until she disappeared round the corner into the bottom of Mandala Street.

Crystal sighed. She was wearing jeans and a T-shirt. Sensible, like me. But then Crystal wouldn’t attract no horny punters either. She’s got a face like a monkey and she doesn’t wear make-up.

She said, ‘Eva, can I come in? I’ve only got my room to go to, and it still smells like Dawn.’

Well, I couldn’t really tell her to fuck off, could I? Call me a sentimental fool, but I couldn’t just walk off and leave her looking pitiful by the gate.

‘You got to promise not to cry,’ I said, unlocking one of the padlocks. ‘I can’t abide people crying.’

‘I’m not crying,’ she said. ‘I’m angry.’

Which made it all right. So I let her in and took her to the Static for a brew.

Crystal is no more of a crier than me. But she did want to talk. I don’t mind that too much. I like stories.

‘You never took to Dawn,’ she said, when we’d got our hands wrapped around a couple of mugs of tea.

‘She never took to me,’ I reminded her. ‘If she’d of let us in that night it’d be a different story.’

‘You always remember the bad bits,’ she said.

Well, I’d be a fool not to, wouldn’t I? If you forget about the bad bits how you going to avoid them in the future? Besides I never did know any good bits about Dawn.

‘Dawn wasn’t always like that,’ she went on, dipping her upper lip in her tea. ‘Except she was always the pretty one. I used to think she was lucky, but when we got more grown up I reckoned she wasn’t. Everyone wants things off you if you’re pretty. Being pretty makes you a mark.’

Crystal knows about marks. That’s what makes her such a shrewd trader down the market. I never thought about it before – mark, market. Geddit?

She didn’t notice me sniggering, and she went on, ‘Even when she was very young, y’know, eleven or twelve, there’d be blokes coming up to Dawn, saying things like, “Hey, gorgeous. Fancy a drink, want to come dancing?” Stuff like that. And she used to go to pubs and things before she was old enough. And she thought the blokes were giving her a good time. She didn’t know they never give anything. There’s always a price. The first time she came home crying with blood on her legs and she said someone hurt her. That’s when she realised about the price. But, see, she didn’t learn from it ’cos she kept falling in love. She believed in love. She said it made her feel real.

‘There was this bloke. We used to see him on our way home from school sometimes. On the days we actually went to school. He had a big red car and he used to wear very flash suits. He collected the money from the arcade. That’s where we used to go after school – to the arcade. And I could tell he had his eye on Dawn. Because, even then, I used to try to watch out for her. She really needed a minder.

‘This flash bloke, he’d say to me, “Shove off, titch, you’re in the way. Three’s a crowd.”

‘And I’d say, “I’ll tell our mum. I know your sort.”

‘And he’d say, “You know bugger all.” And then he’d say to Dawn, “’Course, if you want your kid sister tagging along why don’t you go down the playground with the boys.”

‘And then she’d say, “Shove off, Crystal.” And if she said shove off, I had to shove off.

‘One time when I got really worried I did tell our mum. And she went and told her husband. And he gave Dawn and me the strap and locked us in our room at night. But Dawn was in love so she climbed out the window. And she wouldn’t talk to me for weeks. Which is why, when she started missing her monthlies, she never told me. And by the time she did she was already three months gone.’

‘I never knew Dawn had a baby,’ I said.

‘She didn’t,’ Crystal said. ‘She lost it. Well, she had it, but it was born blue and we couldn’t save it. See, what happened was, she told me about being up the spout and we decided to go and talk to this flash bloke together. She thought he loved her too. She thought he couldn’t wait to get married, and the only thing stopping him was her being underage.

‘But the first thing he said was, “How do I know it’s mine?” And the second thing he said was, “Get married? I think my wife might have something to say about that.” Turns out he has a wife and a couple of kids not much younger than Dawn.

‘Then he says, “Here’s some money for an abortion, but if you come round me whining again, the next time you look in the mirror you’ll think you’re looking at a butcher’s window.”

‘That’s what he said, word for word. That’s the type Dawn fell in love with.

‘There wasn’t much I could do. Of course I slashed his tyres with a carpet knife, and I lobbed a brick through the windscreen.’

‘’Course you did,’ I said. Crystal’s like me. She has a lot of self-respect.

‘But he didn’t change his mind,’ said Crystal. ‘And by the time Dawn plucked up enough courage to go to the doctor, and by the time the tests were done she was nearly five months gone, and no one would touch her. And then our mum noticed, and her husband threw Dawn out.’

‘I suppose you went too,’ I said, ‘to look after her.’ Because if had been my sister, I’d’ve done the exact same thing. Except my sister wouldn’t get into trouble that way. She’s much too smart, and she isn’t interested in men.

‘Yeah,’ Crystal said. ‘We came to London and hit the streets, and then one night Dawnie had these pains, and along came a little baby, all black and blue, like she’d been thumped, and we couldn’t make it breathe, so we buried it in the garden of one of those houses on Kipling Road before they knocked them all down.

‘It was my fault really. I hadn’t got the hang of things and I could never seem to scrounge enough to feed Dawn proper. It was just as well, though, about the baby. I’d never’ve managed with three of us, and Dawn would’ve got taken in care for sure. She never could’ve stood for social workers and things.

‘Anyway, it cured her of love, and the next bloke she met she made him pay. “Crystal,” she said, “it’s no different from doing it for love, but you eat better.”

‘And then, because she was still young and pretty, another bloke she met set her up in that room in Paddington. And he took care of her. And even though she gave him two-thirds of what she made she still lived better than she ever did before. Or since, for that matter.’

‘You said you wouldn’t cry,’ I said.

‘I’m not,’ she said. ‘I’m just bloody angry.’

So I lent her a T-shirt to blow her nose on.


Chapter 3

I said I like stories, but I didn’t like that one much. For one thing, I’ve heard it too many times before. Change the names, change the dialogue, and I bet you’ve heard it too.

Crystal dropped off to sleep on my couch so I went out to do my rounds with Ramses and Lineker.

‘Good thing you’re not female,’ I said to Lineker. ‘You’re just the type who’d fall pregnant to a married bloke.’ He was sleek and beautiful and dozy, and if he didn’t have Ramses and me to keep him up to the mark, people would take advantage right, left and centre.

I heard a lot of girls’ stories when I was young. If you spend much time in reform schools and what they call ‘places of safety’ you hear just about everything bad that can happen to girls. And let me tell you, this love thing is fucking lethal. Because what’s love for the girls is just a poke for the blokes, only the girls don’t want to admit it. I’m glad I’ve got more moral fibre.

I bet you think I don’t know what I’m talking about. You take one look at me and you think, no one ever fancied her. So what does she know about sex?

Well, that just goes to show how ignorant you are.

I tried it once and I didn’t like it. So there.

Actually, I didn’t try it. Someone did it to me. But I still didn’t like it. And, tell you the truth, nor did he. ’Specially after I threw his trousers in the furnace. Because that’s where it happened – in the boiler room of one of those ‘special’ schools they kept sending me to. I used to bunk off lessons to the boiler room because it was the warmest place in the building, and one afternoon the maintenance man caught me there. He said he wouldn’t dob on me if I let him have a little feel. Ha ha. Well, he lost his trousers and I found out where a lot of the other girls got their sweets and cigarettes.

Place of safety? Don’t make me laugh!

’Course, what you don’t hear about in special schools is the girls who get to marry the flash-suited bloke in the big red car. I mean, someone married him, right? Or he wouldn’t’ve had a wife and kids. And maybe she thought she’d got it all. Maybe they’d go out together of a Saturday and choose wallpaper for the spare bedroom. Maybe she never knew about little Dawnie and her blue baby. Or maybe she did. Maybe she divorced him and cleaned him out. But maybe she’s still with him, cooking his tea at night and watching what he wants to watch on telly, because she can’t get at his money and she’d rather be miserable than poor.

Whoever has the pennies has the power, I always say. Which is why I intend to earn as many dolly-drops as I can. And when I’m rich and famous I won’t have to be polite to bobble-heads ever again.

When I got tired of watching Lineker chase rats I went back to the Static. Crystal had woken up and put the kettle on. Her little monkey face was a picture of woe, and I thought it was about time she went home. She was making a dent in my cheerful disposition.

But she said, ‘I wish I knew who did it, Eva. There was more than one of them. The girls said Dawn went out with two blokes, and she had punch marks and boot marks all over.’

‘If I do decide to teach self-defence,’ I said, ‘one of the first things I’ll say is, “Never take on two at a time.” That’s so dumb.’

‘Dawn wasn’t very clever,’ Crystal said.

‘Still, she was rat-arsed,’ I said, trying to be kind. ‘Could be she was seeing double and didn’t know the difference.’

‘She didn’t have any money on her,’ Crystal said. ‘So the bastards robbed her too.’

‘Maybe she drank it.’

‘No,’ Crystal said. ‘The girls say she bought her last drink out of a ten-pound note.’

‘That’s another thing,’ I said. ‘Always hide your stash. No point reeling round with tenners in your pocket, putting temptation in people’s way.’

‘I don’t think it was about money,’ Crystal said. ‘She didn’t have much. And y’know, she didn’t look like she had any, either. Not in the last year, anyhow. She looked, well, like no one cared.’

‘I know,’ I said. ‘I saw her.’ She’d been like something you see in the gutter. No self-respect.

‘But I cared,’ Crystal said. ‘She was my Dawnie. But I couldn’t stop her boozing, and I couldn’t stop her, y’know, going with blokes. Never could. Not even when we was young. And now, no one cares even less. The cops don’t care. They aren’t even looking for who killed her. They say it goes with the job, for someone like Dawn.’

‘They would,’ I said. I wouldn’t want anyone to catch me agreeing with the polizei, but they had a point.

‘So Eva,’ Crystal said. ‘If I find out who did it, will you help me kill them? Or something?’

What a question! Me. Kill someone over Dawn? Crystal had to be bonkers. When I thought about it I realised she was bonkers. And if it was my sister on a meat tray with boot marks all over I might be bonkers too. But I wasn’t going to put myself out over Dawn. No way.

‘Okay,’ I said. ‘You find ’em, I’ll kick ’em.’

Well, I had to, didn’t I? Crystal was demented, right? Always agree with a demented woman, because if you try to reason with her you’ll end up as demented as she is. In fact you’ll end up agreeing with her. So why not save yourself the bother of becoming demented and agree straight off?

Just for once in my life I’d said the right thing because Crystal finished her tea and dropped off to sleep again, although even in sleep she looked forlorn.

But she was in my way. I had to creep around in case she woke up with any more thoughts which would need a total brain bypass to understand.

I got through the night one way or another, and then I penned the dogs and went to bed.

’Course I had to dream about it, didn’t I? Other people’s griefs are infectious. You catch ’em like a case of the snivels. Or maybe you don’t. Maybe I’m just sensitive. Yeah. That’s it. But in dreams it all comes out churned up. Because while I don’t give a squashed turd about Crystal’s sister I do give one about mine. And in this dream I had a baby. Only it wasn’t a baby, it was my sister, Simone, and she was all black and blue. And she was dead. But the horrible part was that she kept sitting up and pushing her black and blue face into mine saying things like, ‘You shouldn’t have let them do it. You should have looked after me.’ And I’d say, ‘Do what? You’re only a baby.’ And, ‘I can’t have a baby. You’re my sister.’ And I wanted it to stop. I wanted to get away. But I couldn’t move.

I was really cheesed off, I can tell you. And it was all Crystal’s fault.

I was even more cheesed off when she woke me up at one o’clock. I hadn’t had enough kip.

‘You’re in a putrid mood, Eva,’ she said. ‘You better buck yourself up. We’re going down the Full Moon.’

‘Drink piss,’ I said. ‘I’m not going nowhere.’ I turned over and dragged my sleeping bag up round my ears. I’d forgotten, see. And anyway, I never said I would. I just said I’d think about it.

‘It’s not like you to turn down a paying gig,’ Crystal said. ‘Some of those women are loaded.’

I shut my eyes and said nothing.

‘Don’t matter,’ Crystal said. ‘There’s loads of blokes who know kung-fu and all that stuff. Bella could get one of them. Easy. One of the big blokes from your gym. They’d prob’ly know more about it than you do anyway.’

I was half way up Mandala Street, with Crystal trotting along behind, before I remembered what she was like. Find your mark and milk it. That should be written on her tombstone. And she’ll have a tombstone sooner than she expects if she thinks she can twist me round her finger like she does with one of her punters up the market. Conniving little cow.

We went all the way up Mandala Street, through the market, to the pub. As we went, people called out to Crystal, ‘Sorry for your trouble, Littl’un,’ and ‘Give us the word about the funeral, Crys, I’ll let you have some flowers.’ Stuff like that. Everyone knew Crystal. No one said a dicky-bird to me, even though I get my name on posters.

The Full Moon was packed with everybody except Bella and her mates. Frigging typical. Those slags are so unreliable they can’t be bothered to turn up and learn something that might save their skins. I’d taken the trouble to show up so why couldn’t they?

Crystal went scurrying off to round them up, and I ordered meat pie and chips for my breakfast. Harsh says I ought to eat more vegetables. Well, chips is potato, right? And potato is vegetable. I don’t know why Harsh is so hard on chips.

Harsh also says I should drink fruit juice so I had a lager and lime instead of straight bitter, even though lager and lime is a poncy sort of drink. I was feeling quite virtuous. Having fruit and veg for breakfast meant I could eat what I liked for the rest of the day.

‘You come then,’ Bella said, when she showed up.

‘Quicker than you did,’ I said.

‘This here’s Eva Wylie,’ Bella said to the two women behind her.

‘And this here’s Stef and Mandy,’ she said to me.

Crystal said, ‘Kath and Lynn are down the dole office. They’ll come when they can.’

So I looked at Stef, Mandy and Bella, and, know what? Not one of them looked as if she’d be as good as a chocolate frying pan. Bella was only two inches taller than Crystal, Stef was a skinny little zombie and Mandy would have to go on a diet to fit in a circus tent. If they had one functioning muscle between the three of them I’d die of shock.

‘Poop on a pogo-stick,’ I said.

‘What?’ said Crystal.

‘The state of them,’ I said. ‘They don’t look very fit, do they?’ I was trying to be polite.

‘Fit fer what?’ Mandy said. ‘We don’t got to look like you, I hope.’

‘I wouldn’t do much business if I looked like her,’ Stef said. ‘Hey, Bella, we ain’t going to end up like her, are we?’

‘I don’t like muscly women,’ podge-ball Mandy said.

‘It ain’t feminine,’ said Stef.

‘A fine way to talk to your fairy fucking godmother,’ I said. I stood up. As far as I was concerned they could all get their arses booted from here to Cardiff and back. It was their own stupid doing.

‘If you think trolloping around like a kicking waiting to happen is fucking feminine,’ I said, ‘good bleeding luck to you. You’ll get exactly what you deserve.’

‘Don’t you fucking shout at us,’ Bella screamed. ‘I thought you’d understand. But you’re no better than a man – the way you go on about what we do.’

‘And you’re no better than a man – the way you go on about my looks,’ I said. ‘I know I’m no oil-painting, but nobody lays a finger on me ’less I’m paid for it.’

‘No one’d want to,’ said Mandy.

‘Shut up, shut up, shut up,’ bellowed Crystal. For a gnome she had a healthy pair of lungs. ‘Shut up and sit down, all of yer.’

Would you believe it? We all shut up and sat down. That Crystal. She looked like a mouse going nuclear. If they turned off the lights she’d glow in the dark.

‘What’s the matter with you all?’ she said. ‘Yer all mental. Dawnie died yesterday. Just a couple of yards away. And yesterday you was all in here going, “What’ll we do? What’ll we do? There’s a bleeding ripper about. There’s none of us safe.” Now look at you! Don’t none of you care about Dawn? Don’t none of you care about yourselves? If you’d been down the morgue, like me, and seen her all broken up, you’d care all right. You’d be frightened for more than twenty-four hours.’

‘I’m frightened all the time,’ Bella said. Which showed she had a brain or two hidden behind all that paint and hair. I’d be frightened too if I was her size and walked around in a skirt no bigger than a hair band. It wasn’t a skirt, it was a piece of string tying her thighs together so she couldn’t run away.

‘Don’t say it, Eva,’ Crystal said, like she could read my mind. ‘Don’t say nothing at all. Just shut up and listen to what’s been happening here. Bella, you been around longest, you tell her. Tell her what you was talking about yesterday.’

‘We were talking about three dead women,’ Bella said. ‘They all worked round here. They all used this pub. We think there’s someone out to get us.’

‘Or two of ’em together,’ Mandy said. ‘Dawn left here with two blokes.’

‘You said you didn’t see them,’ Crystal said. ‘You told the cops you didn’t see.’

‘Well, we saw them,’ Bella said. ‘But we didn’t see them. It was just another two blodgers who followed Dawn out. I wasn’t paying any attention. I only pay attention to the ones who pay attention to me. Sorry Crys.’

‘None of us saw,’ Stef said. ‘I wish we had, ’cos now there’s two killers out there and we don’t know who.’

‘They may not be out there,’ Mandy said. ‘They may be in here.’

‘Looking at us,’ Stef said.

‘Wondering which next,’ Mandy said.

‘Change pubs,’ I said.

They looked at me like I was stupid. But while they’d been nattering on, scaring themselves silly, I’d been watching the drinkers watching them. Normally I just see a load of people, faces. But this time I saw a load of men. There’s nothing like sitting in a busy pub with a bunch of business girls to make you see the men, and only the men.

‘This pub has advantages,’ Bella said.

‘What advantages?’

‘The market,’ Bella said. ‘Lots of people use the market and drink here.’

‘It’s open all day,’ Mandy said. ‘We got working hours to suit ourselves.’

‘The landlord don’t give us no aggro,’ Stef said.

‘We live round here,’ said Bella. ‘The kids know where to find us, and we can keep an eye on the kids.’

‘You’re all right,’ Stef said. ‘You’ve got your granddad to babysit. The law went and took my Trevor.’

‘Her boyfriend,’ Bella said. ‘Living off immoral earnings, they said.’

‘They just locked up my babysitter,’ said Stef. ‘It’s not fair.’

‘Shit,’ I said. ‘You all got kids?’ And here was me thinking my ma was a slut.

‘Some of us,’ Bella said. ‘What you think? If you’re on the game you didn’t ought to have kids?’

‘She didn’t say nothing,’ Crystal said. ‘Don’t start. Stick to the point. The point is you need protection. Right?’

‘How can anyone protect them,’ I said to Crystal. ‘They got to be alone to do the business. They got to protect themselves.’

‘Show her the alley and the car park,’ Crystal said. ‘She don’t know what’s involved.’

‘You show her,’ Bella said. ‘She don’t want to keep company with us “slags”. She thinks she’s too good for us.’

What a laugh! Have you noticed – it’s the people who despise you who accuse you of thinking you’re too good for them? Go on, check it out next time it happens and you’ll see I’m right.

Those slags despised me! And all because I’m big and strong and not feminine enough for them. And I make an honest living. Well, nearly honest. Too good for them! I’ll say I’m too good!

‘What’s everyone drinking?’ Crystal said quickly. ‘C’mon Eva, we’ll get a round in. I’m buying.’

So we went to the bar. Which was a good thing because I couldn’t get away from that table fast enough. They were all such losers. They just couldn’t wait to climb on that meat tray and join Dawn. I fucking hate women who parade themselves around like they’re saying, ‘Here I am, come and have me, and if you fancy a bit of rough stuff you can do that too. Nothing I can do about it except whine.’ It gives us all a bad name.

I’m not like that. Never have been. Never will be. And I’m glad.

‘It’s a job,’ Crystal said. ‘It’s only a job, Eva.’

We were at the bar, waiting to be served.

‘It’s not the job,’ I said, although it was. ‘It’s the attitude.’

‘You mustn’t judge,’ she said. ‘I never judged Dawnie. I thought, one time, Dawn might save up and be a beautician. She was clever with her face. And she could’ve had her own salon, y’know. When she was earning a lot. But she wasn’t no good with money. She’d make it, and then she’d spend it. She never put anything by. It’s no good wishing people are what they’re not. Y’know, like clever or careful or strong.’

‘You can learn,’ I said.

‘No you can’t,’ Crystal said. ‘Well, you can learn some things. But I can’t learn to be tall or pretty. You can’t learn to be Einstein, and Dawn couldn’t learn to be a career woman to suit me. People are what they are.’

And then it was our turn. The landlord said, ‘What’s it to be, Crystal?’ And Crystal was about to give our order when the landlord’s wife came up and said, ‘This one’s on the house, Crystal. We were really sorry about your sister.’

Crystal said, ‘Thanks, but it’s my round and there are five of us.’

The landlady looked over to where Bella, Stef and Mandy were sitting. She said, ‘Oh well, just this once. I expect the girls are really shaken up.’

And she poured drinks for everybody, even me. I couldn’t help noticing how much credit Crystal had everywhere. Maybe no one else knew her like I did. I knew her when she was a little thief and a scrounger. She probably still is, for all I know. Where else would she come by all that junk she sells on her stall?

But, see, that’s how she survived when she was cold and hungry and never had a pot to piss in – thieving and scrounging and knowing the right mark to milk.

And I survived by being big and learning to be strong.

And Dawn? Well, Dawn didn’t survive, did she, so I can’t hold her up as an example, can I?

What I mean is, thinking makes my teeth ache. And toothache reminds me why I need gelt.

‘Where you going?’ Crystal said.

‘Dunno,’ I said. ‘I’m not going nowhere.’

I hate it when someone interrupts me thinking.

‘What’s it all about?’ the landlady said. ‘Council of war or what?’

‘Eva here’s going to do self-defence classes,’ Crystal said.

Which was a liberty.

‘Now that’s a good idea,’ the landlady said.

‘That’s a fucking awful idea,’ the landlord said. ‘Women learning how to beat up men! I don’t think I like that at all.’

‘You don’t learn how to beat up men,’ Crystal said. ‘You learn how to stop them beating you up.’

‘I never took you for butch, Crystal,’ the landlord said. ‘Your legs aren’t hairy enough and you’re far too small.’

‘Well, I think it’s a good idea,’ the landlady said. ‘The things that go on round here. A woman isn’t safe walking to the newsagent and back. Put me down for a couple of lessons, Crystal.’

‘What do you want self-defence for?’ the landlord said. ‘You’ve got me to defend you.’

‘Not all the time, I haven’t,’ she said. ‘And besides who’s going to defend me against you when you turn nasty?’

‘That’s enough!’ the landlord said. He pointed at Bella, Mandy and Stef, sitting at the table waiting for their drinks. ‘That’s who you’d be doing your lessons with, and I’m not having it. My wife isn’t going to socialise with that sort. Maybe they should learn to take better care of themselves – I don’t know and I don’t care. They aren’t my responsibility. But my wife is, and I’m not having my reputation ruined by you and your damn fool fads.’

The funny thing was, I could have grabbed the front of his shirt, hauled him across the bar, landed him a couple of easy ones on his knobbly little chin, had a sip of my drink, decked his wife and robbed his till – all in the time it took him to jibber out that load of gob-vomit. Him? He couldn’t defend a duck from a stale crust of bread! His precious reputation was kumquats as far as I was concerned.

‘Eva!’ Crystal said. ‘Take the drinks over, and shut up.’

It’s a good thing for that poxy landlord I’m into self-control and mental discipline.

I took the drinks over to our table, but I didn’t shut up.

‘I don’t give shit for your opinion,’ I told Bella. ‘I don’t give shit for your job, and I don’t give shit for you. But if you want to learn how to look after yourself, and if the money’s right, I’ll show you what’s what. Take it or leave it.’
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