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FIGHTING BACK

Welcome to the Big Beast. Welcome to Hell.

Check around you, Bigeyes. Early morning, Nov-
ember sun. Cute little street, cute little school, cute lit-
tle kiddies trigging through the gate. The great capital
waking up around us. Plum place, yeah?

Think again.

Cos it's all wrong. It's zipping you over. Everything
you see, everything you feel. Come closer, Bigeyes, and
listen good. This is big new grime. It's not like the old
city, the one we just escaped from.
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This is the Beast.

And I'll tell you something about him.

Something you got to know.

Makes no difference how much sun there is, how
many dinky kids or spiced up people you can see wak-
ing and shaking their lives into gear. The Beast's not
what you think. Not what anyone thinks.

| know what I'm talking about. | was born here. |
grew up here. If you can call it growing up. But never
mind that. | know the Beast, right? | know him like |
know my own body. If you think | was brained up on
the old city, that's nothing to what | know about the
Beast.

You probably heard about the taxi drivers. How
they know every single street in the city. They learn
it, road by road, and they get tested on it. Like it's
a qualification. Yeah, right. Is that meant to impress
me?

Well, it doesnt. | knew all that gump by the time |
was seven. Every lane, every street, every dronky little
mews. All the places too. Hotels, clubs, theatres, cine-
mas, brothels, you name it. All the bollocky monu-
ments. | got so bored knowing everything about the
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Beast | made up my own names for all the different
places.

| got that kind of memory. | remember everything
| want to remember. People, places, stories, numbers,
whatever. You wouldn't believe the stuff | can remem-
ber. That's one of the things that's got me in trouble.
But here’s what's weird about the Beast.

| learnt all these things about him, then | found |
was wrong. | didn't really know the Beast at all. Not
like 1 thought I did. | just knew the names, and the
places to hide. | know him better now. You bet | do.
And you got to get cracked on him too, Bigeyes.

Cos there's stuff about the Beast you got to learn
fast.

First up, he’s not like the old city. The one we just
left. She was big, yeah, but she’s nothing to this guy.
Second, the Beast's not even a city, not even a capital.
Yeah, yeah, he’s called both. In the tourist books.

He's got all the bung they blab about. Stations,
parks, banks, businesses, stores, sights, all that shit.
But he's got something else too. Something you won't
find in the tourist books.

Another city.
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And another, and another, and another.

Cos here’s what most nebs don't know. We're not
in a city. We're in ten cities rolled into one. More than
ten. The Beast's a country all his own. And I'm not just
talking about size, Bigeyes, how far he spreads out.
I'm talking about layers. Cities within cities, lives
within lives.

That's where the darkness comes from.

The cities you don't see.

The lives you don't see.

Trust me. | know.

But never mind that now. Cop a glint over the kids.
Most of ‘em in the playground but some still ripping in
through the gate. Keep back, well back, and watch
cute. Stay behind this van and peep round the edge.

OK, Bigeyes, got the kids? Got the main gate?
Right, now check out the car parked down on the left,
the flash grey one. And the guy sitting at the wheel.
Smooth gobbo, shiny suit, sharp eyes.

See ‘em moving? Can't, can you? That's cos he's
cute and you're a dimp. Look again, Bigeyes. Look bet-
ter. Got ‘em now? The eyes? Still missing ‘em, aren't
you? Dungpot.
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Never mind. Take it from me. They're moving. |
know. How do | know? Cos he's like me. He knows
how to watch. So we got to stay fizzed. For one very
good reason.

The bastards know I'm here.

Back at the Beast, | mean. I'm not talking about
this little street, or this gobbo. Jesus, if he knew
what's going on, | might as well flip over now. But
he doesn’t. He's smart and he watches good, but he
hasn't slammed me. And he won't, unless | dunk it
big time.

He's like all the other grinks. Does what he’s told,
gets paid, goes home. Asks no questions. No, I'm not
talking about him. I'm talking about the scumbos who
tell him what to do, and the slimeheads above them.
They're the ones who'll know I'm back at the Beast.

It's a simple equation.

They got Jaz and they know I'll come for her. Cos
they know | care. Xennie slung that one when she
blotched on me and Bex. So they'll know | won’t wig
it out of here and all they got to do is wait till | show.

And they're right. I've come back for Jaz. She’s all
[ want. | don't give two bells what happens to me long
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as she gets away safe. But I'll tell you something,
Bigeyes. If she's dead, there's something else I'll have.

My revenge.

That's right, Bigeyes.

I'm fighting back.

Only problem is what to do about Bex. | can't
leave her and she's clogged onto me. She’s still mad at
me. When the police turned up at the old prof's house,
she was splitting my ear so bad we nearly didn't get
away.

But | got her down the stairs and out the back
door, and we made it over the fields to the motorway.
Don't ask me how we didn't get caught. It's been a
day and a night of hitching and hiding.

But here we are.

Still together. She's locked onto me, Bigeyes, and |
can't drop her. She wants Jaz back as bad as | do.
Problem is, | work better on my own. If Bex chokes
up—which she could do easy—she’ll shunt us both.

Check over my shoulder.

No sign of her, thank Christ. Been blamming my
head over the thought of her standing in the middle of
the road, tramping my gig for everyone to see. Took all
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my licky to persuade her to stay out of sight while |
sniff out this patch.

But she's done it. Can't say she hasn't. Just hope
she’s where | left her. Cos there’s no betting she will
be. OK, we better shift before those gobbos clap us.

Yeah, Bigeyes, you heard right. | said gobbos.
Didn't see the second guy, did you? Over to the right,
further down. Got him now? Beefcake, grey suit, lean-
ing against the outside wall of the playground.

Let's get out of here.

Back down the street, keeping behind the parked cars.
Check about you, Bigeyes, check good. Cos every-
where we go now, we got to keep out of sight and
watch cute. We got to see the shit before the shit sees
us.

There's more dangers in the Beast than in the old
city. She was bad but this bastard’s got eyes every-
where. Down to the bottom of the street, check round,
check again, through the park, past the tube, into the
alleyway.

Stop, check the street behind. All clear. Down the
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alleyway, follow the bend round, up to the wall at the
end.

And there’s Bex.

Slumped on the ground behind the big dustbin.
Just where | left her. | breathe slowly out. Thought she
might have wigged it. And that'd be bad, Bigeyes. The
grinks'd chew her up in five minutes if she cut off on
her own.

She looks up, accusing.

‘Didn’t think you'd come back," she sulks.

I told you | would.’

‘Yeah." She sniffs. "You done.’

‘Meaning what?’

‘Meaning your word ain’t worth shit.’

‘I've stuck with you. All the way here. | could have
cleared off any time | wanted.’

‘Whatever.'

She looks away, looks back.

‘Ain’t only me, is it?" she gripes. ‘Not trusting.’

‘| don't know what you're talking about.’

| do, Bigeyes. But never mind that.

You don't trust me neither,' she goes on. ‘'l can
see it in your face. | watched you coming down
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the alleyway. You was thinking | bet that slag’s pissed
off.

‘| don’t think you're a slag.’

‘But you was thinking I'd pissed off.’

| shrug.

‘Whatever.

She bursts into tears. First time she’s blubbed since
we scraped it out the old prof's house. She was all
tears in there, and | don’t blame her. Dig murdered, Jaz
taken, all the grime. But since we got away she's gone
quiet. She's still blazing at me—I can feel that—but
it's from the inside. Like a weird, silent anger. No
words, no frowns, no punches or slaps.

And no tears.

Till now. But maybe that's best. She's got a lot of
stuff inside her.

Like me.

Only difference is I'm not crying. And you know
why, Bigeyes? Cos | won't let myself. I've told myself
no tears till | get Jaz back. | got to be strong for that
kid.

Bex goes on blubbing.

| sit down next to her, let her bawl. She takes no
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notice of me. It's a few minutes before she's quiet
again. Just sits there, wet eyes, half-open. She’s gone
into herself again. Then suddenly she turns her head,
fixes me.

"You got to talk,’ she says.

| look at her. She's not just angry now. She’s close
to breaking up. | can see it in her face. And there's
something else, Bigeyes. She's right. | owe her some
words.

And anyway, she needs to know a bit.

Not all of it. Not sure I can tell all of it. But some
of it. If only so she knows how dangerous things are.
But | guess she's clapped that already.

‘That guy in the house,” she mutters. ‘The one what
said tell Blade if he wants the little girl back, he knows
where to come.’

‘What about him?’

‘Was he right?’

‘Maybe.'

‘Maybe?’ She grabs me by the collar, thrusts her
face close. ‘Maybe?’

‘Bex—'

‘Was he right, yes or no?’
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‘He was right.’

"You shit!’

She pushes me away.

‘Bex—'

‘Shut it!’

‘Bex—'

| said shut it!’

I'm thinking hard, Bigeyes. How to do this. She
wants me to talk but she's too angry to listen. | got to
get her back on my side or we're spiked. | jump up,
reach out a hand.

‘Come here, Bex.’

She looks up at me like | got a disease.

‘| don't need your frigging hand to get up.’

She climbs to her feet by herself. She's swaying,
still bombed, still choked.

‘So what you got for me now?’ she grumps. ‘More
lies?’

‘| want to show you something.’

| don't wait for her, just walk back down the alley-
way. | can hear her following. More of a waddle than
a walk but she’s coming. Round the bend, on to the
end of the alleyway, stop, check round into the street.

1
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Looks cute. But I'm wary.

Bex catches up, stops by my shoulder.

‘Where we going?’ she mutters.

‘Nowhere.’

‘So what you wasting my time for?’

‘Look over the road.’

She's quiet for a moment. | don't check if she's
watching. | know she is. | can feel it.

‘What's so special?’ she says suddenly.

‘Tell me what you see. Over the road.’

‘Houses.’

‘Look again. Left to right. Tell me what you
see.’

She gives a sigh.

‘Go on,’ | say.

‘House, house, house, house,’ she goes, bored
voice, ‘house, empty space, house—'

‘Stop.’

‘What?'

‘Look at the empty space.’

Another silence. Again | don't check. Again | feel
her looking. At more than one thing too. Don't ask me
how | know. But | can feel it. She's looking at the

12
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empty space. And she’s looking at me too. | can feel
her eyes moving from one to the other.
But I'm just looking at one thing.
She speaks, spitty now.
"You going to tell me what this is about?’
‘It's not an empty space.’
‘What?'
| look round at her this time.
‘It's not an empty space.’
She glowers at me, stares back over the road,
shrugs.
‘All right, it's a car park. Only it's got no cars in it.
So it's an empty space. Far as I'm concerned.’
‘It's where | first lived.’
| got her attention now. She narrows her eyes.
"You lived in a car park?’
‘It wasn't a car park then.’
‘What was it?’

‘A home.
She leans out into the street to get a better look. |

yank her back into the alleyway.
‘Don't,’ | say.
‘There’s nobody watching.’

13
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‘There's always somebody watching.’

‘Let go of me," she snarls.

| let go. She stays where she is, flicks her eyes over
the road, fixes ‘em back on me.

‘What kind of a home?’ she says.

‘A shit home.’

[ look over the road. And you know what, Bigeyes?
It's weird. Like that other place is still there. Like it'll
always be there. Like you could smash away all the
houses, clear the rubble out, turn the whole effing
street into one great globby piece of nothing, and you
know what?

That part of it still won't be an empty space.

Cos ghosts don't leave that easy. And this one's
still there. | can feel it.

‘They found me outside the door," | murmur.

Bex is quiet. But | can feel her waiting.

‘I was in a box," | say. 'So they told me later.
Might all be lies. Just making up a story. Baby in a
box. Kind of romantic, yeah? Long as you're not
the bloody baby. But that's what they told me.
Said | got left there by whoever my parents were. Or
somebody else maybe. Christ knows. But they took

14
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me in, the people who worked there, gave me a
name.’

‘What was it?’

‘Never mind. And that's where | first lived.’

"How long for?’

‘Four years. Then | got moved on.’

‘You got moved on?

"Yeah.'

Bex is quiet again. But | know the question she’s
going to ask next. And here it comes, clipping into my
head.

‘What was it like, this home?’

| don't answer. | can't suddenly. | got flashbacks
hitting me again. Same ones | always get when | think
of this place. Memories without faces, memories with-
out shapes. Not even memories really. Just the feeling
of 'em, the fear of ‘em.

The pain.

| look at her. | can feel tears pushing up, spite of
what | said about not crying. | hold ‘em back, just,
but I'm struggling and Bex has picked it up. | can tell
from the way she’s fixing me. She bites her lip, looks
away.
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A car draws up in the street. We both pull back.
| check out. Dronky old motor turning into the car
park, ancient gobbo driving. Little kid on the front
seat. His grandson, I'm guessing. Same mouth and
nose.

They get out, gobbo buys a parking ticket, they
trig off down the street. Kid looks about four. Could
have been me all those years ago. Same colour hair
even.

Bex speaks again.

‘What happened to the home?’

| look round at her.

‘I burnt it down.’

‘Jesus!’ she says.

She sticks her head out again to get a better look.
| pull her back into the alleyway.

‘Stay out of sight.’

‘There's nobody,” she says. 'l just told you.’

‘Stay back.’

You too, Bigeyes. Cos there's something she hasn’t
seen, something you haven't seen. A car chunking

16
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down from the right. It's not the one those gobbos had
down by the school. It's a bigger one.

‘Can’t see nobody,” says Bex.

‘Stay back.’

‘Let go my arm.’

Didn't realize | was still holding her. | let go, but
I'm watching her cute, like I'm watching the street
cute. Can't see the car now. We're too far into the
alleyway. But | can feel it.

‘Keep back,’ | say.

Sound of voices coming close. Nothing to do with
the car. Women talking, loud and snappy. We'll see ‘em
in a moment and they'll see us. Just hope they don't
blotch us to the nebs in the car. Cos I'll tell you some-
thing, Bigeyes. It's not muffins in that thing.

Don’t ask me how | know.

Two dolls, twenties, triked up with lippy, naffing
their mouths off. They stop in the opening, see us, fall
quiet.

‘How you doing?’ | call.

‘Who the hell are you?' says one.

‘Man from the moon," says the other. ‘And his
bird.’

17
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Both snigger. But I'm watching the street past
their shoulders. Car's stopped. | can see the bonnet.
Black motor, engine snorting.

‘We got to go,’ | say.

‘Something we said?’ snipes the first woman.

She cackles and her mate joins in. Sound of a car
door, another. | grab Bex by the arm.

‘Come on.’

‘Blade—'

‘Come on!’

| pull her down the alleyway, but she’s holding
back.

‘Bex, come on!’

The women go on laughing.

‘Bex! We got to run! And we can’t go back to the
street!’

‘But this alleyway don't go nowhere. It's a dead
end.’

‘Just do what | do!’

Sound of hard, gruff voices. Now Bex starts to run.
More voices, the women arguing with the gobbos,
spluttering, squealing. Sound of a slap, screams, then
footsteps thundering after us.
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