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AUTHOR'S NOTE

This is a work of fiction that was conceived and drafted before the tragedy in Grenfell Tower. While I did my best to ensure that this remained a work of fiction, the awful events that happened in 2017 loomed large in my consciousness. I hope the residents of Grenfell get justice soon and the government takes their plight seriously.
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11.42 p.m.

Sim stares at his laptop screen. He can’t quite believe what he’s watching. It’s definitely Mr Johnson. And him. That man. With the angry voice. Unmistakeable. Sim can’t focus on the words he’s shouting at Mr Johnson, he’s too surprised to see the man there. The blows to Mr Johnson’s face, his chest, sound painful. Sim winces. He wants to look away but he can’t.

He feels tears froth in his eyes.

He rubs at his newly shorn head and feels the bristles against his fingertips. He lets the tears come. How could that man do this to his mentor? That man from NextGen Properties was beating on Mr Johnson. Then, into frame comes another face Sim recognises. A copper. Inspector Blakemore.

Sim looks around the top deck of the bus that’s taking him back to his neighbourhood. No one is there. Not at this time of night. Sim’s head is all over the place.

This NextGen guy’s supposed to be a businessman, Sim thinks. This violence. It’s just … it’s too much.

But it proves Mr Johnson is innocent.

Sim feels an angry burn in his chest as the bus nears his stop. He ejects the USB stick containing the video files and buries it in the pocket of his long puffa coat. He stands up, steadying himself on the back of the seat in front of him. His knees feel weak.

NextGen, Sim thinks.

He steps off the bus and looks over at Firestone House, his home since the day he was born. He hears the low murmur of people across the road. He nods when he sees it’s CJ and one of his guys. Sim walks towards Firestone House, unsteady, trying to process what he’s just seen. The video. He was surprised enough to hear from the sender, but never in a million years did he expect this. What does it mean? And how did the sender come across it in the first place?

And what in god’s name should he do next? He has to confront Patterson, surely. Give the man an opportunity to come clean before he’s exposed. Get Mr Johnson free.

Sim approaches the entrance to his tower block, looks up the fourteen floors to the top and blows a kiss, like he always does when he comes home.

‘You’re late,’ he hears.

He spots Taran, in the shadows, leaning against a wall. She smiles and readjusts the cap on her head. She walks up to him, arms outstretched for a hug.

Sim accepts the hug, linking his fingers around Taran’s back. As she rests her cheek on his chest, he stares at the ground over her shoulder, unsure what to do now, knowing that what he has just seen on the screen of his laptop is going to change everything.
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5.40 p.m.

However it starts, it has to be loud.

Taran whispers this to herself as she pushes the door leading to the roof wide open. The door swings back on its hinges as she stomps through and then bangs shut behind her. Like a kick drum.

Whatever happens, it has to happen big. Big start, maximum repetition for effect, slow build, big chorus … No – scratch that – an unbelievably big anthem-like chorus and, at the centre of it, her bars.

Because she’s not messing about. This is her year. Her time to shine. She’s done the odd verse on the odd mixtape here and there. And there’s been the odd bit of heat. And people keep telling her they’re waiting. Now it’s time to release things. It’s all she can think about, recording. Every day, that’s all she wants to do. Record bars.

Producer? Check my microphone levels, run the beat, let me loose.

Give me the stage. In fact, why am I even going to that gig tonight when I could own any of the rappers on that stage?

Except Rage. No one is as good as Rage.

Taran is going by ‘Riot’ now. She’s settled. That’s her MC name. Riot. It’s because every bar is the soundtrack to a riot, every syllable is dissent and every rhyme is an exploding grenade. Riot. The more she says it to herself, the more she loves it. She hasn’t told the guys yet.

She’s keeping it close in her heart. Like that Warren Zevon song her dad used to play over and over again – ‘Keep Me in Your Heart’. Damn, just thinking about that song hurts. She asked Cody to sample it but when he played her the beat she just ran out of the studio cos she couldn’t breathe.

Anyway, ‘Run’. That tune, the one she was working on today, it’s called ‘Run’. ‘Run’ by Riot. Sick.

Her cap is pulled down low over her eyes so she doesn’t see Anna stood in front of her, staring out into the middle distance. The first sign she has of her best friend’s presence is when Anna says, ‘Can you see that?’

Taran looks up and sees Anna is pointing. She follows the arm to the finger to the nail to the skyline across the city.

‘We can see the weather approaching from here,’ Taran’s twin brother Hari often says. ‘We know what’s coming and what’s gone. We’re the present.’

Hari doesn’t say much. He likes to be the strong silent type. But every now and then he’ll go all poetic and say abstract shit like that. Like he’s competing with his rapper sister. He wrote a sonnet for Jamal to give to Anna one time for Valentine’s Day, and now he thinks he’s a big man of letters, like a Shakespeare or even an Akala or something. Really, Taran’s the poet. Hari’s the fighter. The funny thing is, Jamal never even gave Anna the poem cos it was so bad.

Anna is pointing at a helicopter. It’s approaching fast. Cutting through blankets of invisible air like its blades are a scythe.

‘Where’s it heading?’ Taran asks.

‘It’s either the news or some weird security shit. You know the park is gonna be rammed. It’s probably paparazzi. Now he’s finally coming home, they probably wanna get aerial shots of all of us coming out to support. Cos they know everyone is gonna be there.’

‘Someone is always watching,’ Taran says. ‘Anyway, where are those fools Hari and Jamal? We need to go. It’s gonna be busy already.’

‘No idea.’

Pause.

‘How was your day?’ Anna asks.

‘Good. Been in the studio since ten. Working on some heat,’ Taran says, grinning. She knows Anna’s gonna be annoyed she wasn’t at college today. Not that anyone else notices.

‘I figured. Your absence was noted. The teachers sent their TAs down to the park to make sure no one was bunking to wait by the stage. But anyway, of all the people who bunked today, your absence was noted.’

‘Not by any of our teachers, I bet.’

‘Nope, don’t be silly. By me. I’ve been on my own all day.’

‘What about my brother? He said he was going in today. And Jamal?’

‘Ain’t seen either of them all day,’ Anna says, shaking her head.

Much as Taran rinses Anna for being a square, she knows Anna gets pissed off by always being the conscientious one. She knows Anna just wants her fam to take their futures as seriously as she takes hers.

‘Probably just cotching in the park, innit,’ Taran says. ‘You know what those boys are like. Rage is Jamal’s idol. I bet Jam’s found us a nice spot down the front and everyone is getting irritated with him while he protects it. Hari’s being all pushy and aggressive while Jamal’s being all nice about it.’

Anna laughs.

‘Don’t pretend Rage ain’t your favourite rapper,’ she says.

‘I know, I know,’ Taran says. ‘I just have to be cool about it now cos Rage’s good mates with Sim, innit.’

‘What?’ Anna says.

Taran nods. ‘Yeah, same year at school.’

‘That’s so cool,’ Anna says. ‘Anyway, where are those idiots?’ She says it like they’re naughty boys and she’s their scolding 1950s mummy, resplendent in a floral dress and apron.

Taran hardens her hand into a stiff judo chop and swings at the air like she’s slicing the rotary blade off the helicopter. She closes her eyes and imagines it falling from the sky.

She opens them again as Anna walks to the edge of the roof and leans on the railings. Looking down to the ground, Taran feels a little unsteady and grips a bit harder.

‘Today was long. Longer-than-a-marathon long,’ Anna says.

‘Longer than a Long Island Iced Tea?’

‘Longer than Long John Silver’s long book about some long mission to find some treasure.’

‘What was so long about it?’ Taran asks, smashing out her judo-chop hand in the opposite direction, like she’s now attacking an unseen enemy.

‘You try going to college, pretending to learn stuff, eating by yourself, spending your entire day imagining your mates are having a better time than you.’

‘You try going to the studio, watching your engineer get blazed on your time and money, recording the best bars of your life, then realising he forgot to press record,’ Taran says. ‘Well, that wasn’t today. But it’s happened. Trust.’

‘It’s a hard life, Taran.’

‘It’s a long life.’

‘Long, not that long.’

Those words suck the breath from Taran.

Her father used to say that: ‘Life is long, it’s not that long.’ Or, in other words, time is short and you have to deal with crap that keeps you from enjoying it, so remember life isn’t long and take the time. He was filled with pidgin-English immigrant wisdom.

Taran watches as the helicopter passes over their heads. She closes her eyes again.

‘Do not run riot in your own home!’ Dad would shout at her and Hari when they wrestled with each other, bending and contorting the other’s limbs until one shouted for mercy.

That’s where her MC name comes from. It’s a nod to him.

Their dad constantly made them be quiet. Whatever they were doing, they had to be quiet. If they were playing computer games, the volume had to be off. If they were roasting or rinsing each other, it had to be whispered. If they wrestled or play-fought, no one could yell for mercy. The home was a hive of quiet activity. And then, randomly, Hari got moved to the sofa and Taran stayed in their bedroom.

Both were confused. It had come out of nowhere. And when they’d asked their parents why, it had been met with an impenetrable, ‘You’re too old to share now …’

She remembers the conversation with Hari after. ‘It’s because I have periods and breasts now so Mum and Dad have banished me to my own bedroom. To hide my shame. I am unclean. Unclean women can’t be near the pure-bred heirs to the throne.’

Hari’s reply: ‘It’s probably because Mum thinks I’ll be playing with myself all the time and you don’t need that kind of hassle in your life.’

They might sleep in different rooms now, but Mum still struggles to separate them sometimes, calling them ‘Taran-Hari’.

Taran looks round at her city. Occasionally, when you stand on the roof, you can feel the whole building vibrate. Like it’s shaking its head at you in disgust. Occasionally, the building feels alive. And judgmental.

She breathes in the thick acrid pollution, the gaseous exhausts of cars and industry and the sighs of people whose tired feet keep them sleepwalking to and from jobs they don’t care about. She breathes in the light from the cars on the motorway a mile or so away. She breathes in the recycled air conditioning seeping out of nearby concrete office buildings. She breathes in the steely tang of the cranes that loom like mechanised giraffes further out.

Dad said this place used to have such a bad reputation in the 1980s, she thinks. A comedian had joked that the pages for this area in any street-map book had a ‘POLICE LINE DO NOT CROSS’ sticker across them. Bad stuff still happens. Whenever the local news needs shots of urban environments with high crime rates, it’s her high street that appears on TV.

She breathes in the bits they never show: the happy kids riding bikes through their estates, the old grannies and nonnies and bas sitting at bus stops with their shopping bags talking about the day, the rising damp starch of rice cooking on hundreds of stoves, the music erupting from car stereos that make passers-by shout for a wheel-up as they drive past. Nope, all they want to film is the threatening yoots with their hoods up.

She breathes in the sweet cloud of skunk and the disappointment and the dust and the pollen and the sadness and the tears and the anger and the fear, and in all those scents she tries to breathe in her mother. She knows Mum is out there, working another fourteen-hour shift, maybe an eighteen-hour if she’s unlucky.

A ninety-minute commute each way to the only hospital that was employing nurses, to be racially abused on a daily basis by Leave voters who can’t bear the thought of a South Asian nurse touching them to insert an IV or take their temperature or hold their hand as they spasm in pain.

‘Why don’t you move into her bedroom then? She’s never there,’ Taran had said to Hari once, knowing Mum was drinking tea in the kitchen and could hear every word. Taran’s face stings thinking of the cheap shot, still to this day.

‘But that’s her room, innit,’ he’d replied.

Mum had appeared at that moment, quietly walking into her bedroom and closing the door on them. Hari had shot a look of daggers at Taran, so deep it’d felt like she’d been jolted backwards.

‘Where you at, T?’ Anna asks.

‘Here. Stuck here,’ Taran says, shaking off her daydream. ‘I wanna go to the concert. I am so hyped to see Rage.’

‘Look, shall we just go? They’re probably already there.’

‘Along with ninety-five per cent of this entire building.’

‘Even my mum wants us to go,’ Anna says. ‘And she hates Rage.’

‘No she doesn’t,’ Taran says. ‘She loves him. She was bumping “Family Anthem” the other day in her new car when she drove past. Head bopping, fingers gunned, shouting the chorus. Made me laugh so much.’

Anna cringes and goes red, which makes Taran laugh.

She walks to the opposite edge and looks out east, to where the weather is headed, to where the helicopter is circling.

She points. ‘Look,’ she says.

Anna follows Taran’s gaze. The helicopter is circling in a pattern, over a spot roughly a mile away – where the big park is, where the Rage concert is happening. Taran imagines that if the helicopter wasn’t there, she’d be able to hear the bass bins throbbing out raps and beats for people arriving for the show.

‘Maybe that’s how he’s entering!’ Taran says. ‘Arriving by helicopter. Now that’d be sick.’

‘No way. See if anyone’s chatting about it.’

‘Check Twitter or something.’

‘I ain’t got credit. You got credit?’

Taran reaches into her pocket and throws her phone to Anna, who catches it. Just. She swipes and types and swipes and scrolls.

‘Nothing on Twitter. Or Facebook. Cody’s tried to FaceTime you three times though.’

‘He can wait,’ Taran says. ‘Cody probably doesn’t even remember I was in the studio today. He’s probably listening back to my bars and wondering how a ghost recorded two songs as me this afternoon.’

Anna joins Taran at the eastern edge, looking out towards the blocks where blue flashing lights bounce off the walls like a light show at a rave.

 

The faster you run, the harder they’ll come.

 

The song’s still in Taran’s head. The final one she recorded before she left for the day. Before Cody chucked her out, saying he had to record some rich boy’s vanity EP and didn’t want her hanging around such mediocrity dressed in badness.

He keeps telling her, as does Sim, that what she’s recording now is like Nas’s first album – it talks of a time and a place. It tells the stories of the people all around her, the ones who walk up and down the stairs and along the corridors, the ones who say hello as she walks home, the ones who screw up their faces as she nods at them – she is building a history of this block and this area and these people, the ones who you never see or read about or hear from.

She tries not to let it go to her head. She loves Nas. Sim saying she’s making things that are as important as his first album is basically saying she’s as good as a lot of people’s favourite music of all time. How can anyone ever be that good?

Taran smiles. The tune she did today still sounds big. And loud. However it starts, it has to be loud.

 

Run, you better run now.

Full force, cos the chase is on.

5.54 p.m.

Taran jumps as the fire door bangs open and Hari and Jamal spill out on to the roof, out of breath, unable to talk.

Jamal is gasping, short grunting breaths, his asthma playing up. Hari looks pale.

Jamal flops on to his front, breaking the fall with his knuckles, wincing as the coarse concrete cuts into his skin. He grimaces. Drool trails down from his mouth to the floor, a long sticky trail.

Anna rushes over and hands him the spare inhaler she keeps in her bag. He breathes in the medicine, trying to slow his panicked breaths.

‘Jamal, you OK?’ Taran asks. ‘Where you been? We thought you were saving us space at Rage.’

‘No time,’ Hari barks.

‘Are you in trouble?’ Anna asks.

Jamal flashes her a look that seems to say, Please don’t get on my case now.

He slowly stands up. He takes in a deep breath as if to calm himself.

‘Bro, what’s the matter?’ Taran asks.

Hari looks at his sister. ‘We came … back for you … man. We g-gotta go,’ he stammers.

‘Yeah, to the park – we know, we’ve been waiting long enough,’ Taran says.

‘No, no. We need to run.’

‘What?’

Hari looks directly at his twin. ‘Because they’re coming for us,’ he says.

‘Who?’ Anna asks.

‘We have to go,’ Jamal pleads.

‘We’re not going anywhere till you tell us what’s—’ Anna stops as Hari grabs her hand. He shakes his head.

‘Now,’ Hari says. ‘Now.’

Taran squares up to him. He’s taller than her but she’s hencher. Their dad’s weights ended up in her room.

‘What’s going on?’ she says. ‘We’re not moving. What’s this drama?’

‘Please, T. We ain’t got time. We’ve gotta go.’

A siren bursts out in the distance, startling Hari.

‘Why?’ Taran says, as the siren fades away into the distance.

‘You know Sim Francis? He’s been killed.’

Taran flinches, stumbles back. She suddenly feels like she’s floating. The rest of the conversation is happening in front of her body. But she’s not there. She’s somewhere else, lost, behind a wall of ice, screaming.

Jamal and Hari look at her like they’re thinking, What? Since when did she care about Sim?

‘Two people killed him. Police. He was unarmed,’ pants Hari. ‘Unarmed, and this five-oh just kicked him to death, like a dog, in the street. They both kept kicking and kicking until …’

Hari stops talking, as if lost in the horrific memory of what he saw.

Anna steps in closer to Taran, looking like she’s seen a ghost. She’s trembling.

‘How do you know?’ Anna says, her mouth dry. She flashes Taran a look.

‘We saw it,’ Jamal says. ‘We have to go,’ he says, urgently.

Anna pulls Taran towards the door. Taran’s body is on autopilot. She feels like she’s having an out-of-body experience, watching the whole thing. Hari pulls the door open.

They run.

6.12 p.m.

Hari takes three steps at a time, Taran and Anna take two. Jamal, still out of breath, clutches the bannister and takes each one on its own terms, bringing up the rear. They make it down the first flight of stairs to the floor below the roof.

Taran stumbles, grabs the bannister and stops. Just for a second, to close her eyes. She puts her forehead on the window at the top of the stairwell in front of her and slowly opens her eyes. Looking down on to the courtyard, she sees something.

‘Wait,’ she says, slowly. ‘Wait, look.’

She points towards the street, down fourteen flights of stairs to ground level. There is a police van arriving, screeching up outside the front of the block. Three men jump out and stride towards the main entrance.

‘Hari, wait!’ Anna calls. ‘What now?’

She hears Hari’s footsteps stop on the stairs, then climb back up towards her.

‘Let’s go. Don’t think. Let’s just go. We can think later,’ Hari says, puffing out his chest.

‘But where are we going, Hari?’ Jamal wheezes.

‘I don’t know, man,’ he says. ‘I’m making this up as we go. Don’t stress me.’

‘Tell me a place. I need to know where I’m going,’ Jamal says.

He has a thin film of cold sweat on his top lip, hanging off the hairs of his scruffy beard. Jamal is jittery, needing to bust loose, get out of here.

Jamal hates confrontation, Taran thinks, still gazing down at the courtyard. He will want to hide till all this blows over.

They push on down the stairs.

At the next floor, floor thirteen, Hari stops and looks down the middle of the swirl of stairs. The clank-clank of ambient noise from lower floors, the flicker-flicker pulse of the lights all around them, the concrete dull thud of the floor beneath their kicks.

‘No,’ he says. ‘We can’t just run down the stairs, that’s dumb.’

‘But isn’t this the quickest way out?’ Anna asks.

‘Man, listen,’ Hari says. ‘We know this block. These guys don’t. Let’s go out the back entrance, right? Away from that van.’

‘Look, if you’re in trouble,’ Anna continues, ‘we should go to the park. We can lose whoever in the Rage crowd.’

Hari looks at his sister. Anna looks at her too, for approval. Usually, she’s the one who takes the lead; they always turn to her for direction.

‘Taran,’ Hari says.

Taran meets his eye, confused. She is removed; she is somewhere else. She’s still behind that wall of ice, screaming.

‘Hari’s right,’ Jamal says. ‘Let’s get away from these stairs. They came in through the front, so we should head to the back.’

He looks at Taran. Taran shrugs.

‘Come on,’ Anna says.

They all run in unison down the thirteenth-floor corridor, thick rubber soles pounding on concrete.

Every tremor shudders through Taran’s calves, making her feel more and more tired. She just wants to lie down. In her room. Alone.

Even thoughts feel far away, behind her wall of ice. She can hear herself breathing, hard. You can hear every little noise in this building. You can hear iPhone alarms three floors down, kettles boiling, arguments, people coming home drunk or worse at all hours.

Yeah, and the guy who runs a Tollywood cinema out of his front room cos he’s got a sick Sonos. And the kids shouting out Stormzy lyrics as they scooter up and down the corridors.

That dull thud of kick drums from the flats that double as music studios.

The seventeen languages, forty different television programmes and five guffaws of laughter at any given point.

Sim’s got a big laugh. The way he throws his shoulders back and his head cocks to one side, with each ‘ha’ loud and singular and filled with joy. Sim.

Taran emerges from the wall of ice.

She runs harder, catches up with Hari.

‘You need to tell me,’ she pants. ‘What happened?’

‘Not now, T,’ Hari says.

‘How do you know Sim is dead? I need proof. Where is the body?’

Hari stops.

‘Can you just go with me? Things are dangerous out there. I’m not making you do this cos it’s jokes. We need to move.’

‘Seen,’ Taran says.

Hari is rarely this sure about anything, she thinks. He spends more time choosing what to eat for breakfast than eating it. He’s not a decisive man.

Jamal reaches them, Anna just behind.

‘Anna’s flat,’ Jamal puffs, with a wary look at Anna. He’s almost wincing. ‘It’s on this floor. Let’s go there, catch our breath, maybe work out exactly what we’re doing.’

‘What?’ Anna snaps. ‘You not gonna ask me first, Jamal?’

‘No time. Your mum home?’ Hari asks. Anna shakes her head.

‘Well, then,’ Hari replies. ‘That’s where we’re going.’

6.22 p.m.

Anna fumbles her keys in the lock, nervous. She’d hoped everyone would forget she lived on the thirteenth floor. They’re her best friends, but she still doesn’t want them coming in with her. Not if there’s trouble behind them. She just wants to dip into her yard, take herself out of the equation. Just go to her room and her studies and close the door and not get caught up in whatever this is. Especially now the police are involved.

‘Trouble follows those twins.’ That’s what her mum says. She’s right. Not that Anna would ever tell her mum that. Or Taran. None of them ever come here. Ever. Everything gravitates to Hari and Taran’s flat. Because it’s their flat, not their mum’s. Anna’s flat is off-limits because of her mum’s rules, her disapproving eye, her neatness. She wishes her mum were here now, to get rid of them without Anna having to feel guilty about it.

She can feel Hari’s and Jamal’s stress, urging her to hurry up, willing her to snap back the lock quicker. That only slows her down. She can’t perform under pressure – that’s another thing her mum always tells her. That’s why she got a B in her Physics exam, cos she panicked and couldn’t remember the equations in the right order. Or which hand you use to work out the flow of electricity currents.

Finally, Anna finds the right groove and slides her keys in. The door opens and they spill into her flat.

‘We never get invited round here,’ Hari says, bursting in and flopping on to the sofa.

‘That’s cos I live with my mum. Your mum is always at work. It’s always more fun at yours. Feet off the sofa, man.’

Anna watches as Taran enters tentatively. She looks shell-shocked. Anna smiles that she remembers her manners and slips off her Timberlands at the door.

‘Yeah, but your mum’s cooked food is nice,’ Hari says.

Anna brings Taran and Hari food in Tupperware whenever their mum is doing nights. Hari always refers to Anna as ‘Mum Two’, which she pretends irritates her.

Taran refused the food for months, so now Anna only brings it for Hari and his mum.

‘I don’t do charity,’ Taran says.

Don’t do cooking neither, Anna has always thought.

Hari and Taran’s mum is thankful for the food. She and Anna’s mum don’t always see eye to eye, but they are both part of the Firestone community. A community that looks after its own. The amount of people who came to Hari and Taran’s dad’s funeral from Firestone House who they knew by face and not by name was overwhelming for Taran. It made her feel at home, like she had never lived anywhere else.

‘Want something to eat?’ Anna asks.

Taran shakes her head. Jamal watches the corridor through the peephole. Hari is on the balcony, looking down on to the back of the block. It’s a mess of grass and wasteland leading down to the railway tracks.

‘What’s going on, Hari?’ Anna calls after him.

Taran sits down on the sofa and picks up a plump cushion, holding it under her chin like a comforter.

‘Careful with that,’ Anna replies, plucking the cushion from Taran’s arms and miming for Jamal to remove his trainers. She puffs the cushion out and places it back on the sofa.

Taran stands up. She seems back from wherever she had gone in her head.

‘Sim. What happened?’ Taran asks, trying not to seem too concerned – concerned, yes, but only for her brother, not for Sim. Anna can see the struggle in her friend’s face. She knows the truth, after all. She’s amazed Taran is holding it together.

Hari comes in from the balcony. The flat is at the back of the building so it’s shaded at this time of day, but he’s sweating. Anna shivers.

Hari sinks into the sofa, head in his hands.

‘Tell me about Sim,’ Taran begs. ‘Please, Hari. Just tell me what happened.’

Hari lifts his head, sighs deep and starts talking.

4.40 p.m.

Jamal’s waiting outside Shah’s Cash ’n’ Carry at the end of Hari’s shift.

Hari spots him as he emerges from the side entrance and throws a mango his friend’s way.

‘One of your five-a-day,’ Hari says. ‘Or should that be year? Five-a-year. Underneath all that melanin, Jamal, you’re probably looking malnourished, you know?’

‘Man, what took you so long? Did you swipe this?’

‘Nah, man. Shah can’t pay me today. Cash-flow issues. So he threw me a mango and said he’ll sort me out later.’

‘Again? I don’t understand how they can afford to keep you on. No one shops there. They get in all this fresh produce that no one buys. And they employ you to keep filling the shelves. They pay you to incubate fruit flies.’

‘They don’t even really pay me. Except in going-off fruit,’ Hari says, laughing.

‘Exactly. Bro, I worry about you,’ Jamal says, putting a hand on Hari’s shoulder.

‘Well, at least it’s cash in hand.’

‘No, it ain’t,’ Jamal says quietly. ‘There is currently no cash in your hand.’

‘No. Just one mango.’

‘That’s jokes,’ Jamal says. ‘What would you have to do for a pineapple?’

‘Triple shift. On a weekend, probably.’

Hari notices Sim Francis standing against a wall across the road. He’s looking directly at them. Jamal nods, a curt up-nod, as if to say, What’s up? Sim points at them both with the gun fingers on his right hand, a cigarette burning away in between the index and middle finger. He winks. Sim’s only a couple of years older, he’s only nineteen, and yet Hari feels like Sim’s his old uncle or something.

Hari mouths, ‘What’s happening, Sim?’ and turns away.

Hari is wary of the man, doesn’t want to stay and chat too much in case he gets a rep just by association. Sim may have been helping to run the youth centre for the last couple of years, but Hari has heard all the stories about what Sim was like when he was sixteen. Sim’s brother too.

Jamal whispers, ‘We should go chat to him.’

‘Sim? No way. He’s a bad man.’

‘What are you talking about? He’s cool, Hari.’

‘I heard he beat up some kids who were dealing on his turf.’

‘From who? Anyway, that would have been years ago. My man’s changed.’

‘I don’t know, man. Do people change?’

‘Depends if they’re given a chance to. Hari, what do you know about him? He ain’t like that any more. What else have you heard?’

‘Nothing good. At least that’s the chat around the gym. He trains there. I seen him benching like, a lot. And people keep saying he’s still the same old Sim.’

‘You know he went school with Rage? Like, apparently they’re still tight.’

‘So?’

‘You ever chat to him?’

‘Nope.’

‘Exactly. All I know is, he paid our council tax bill for a year when my uncle got made redundant and he loves Anna’s mum’s omelettes so much he stops round to get some every Friday morning without fail.’

‘Yo, Jamal,’ Sim calls from across the road. He drops his cigarette on the floor and beckons for Jamal and Hari to come over to him.

Jamal runs across without hesitation. Hari follows, slower, watching the road. Jamal fist-bumps Sim and looks round at Hari.

‘You know Hari, right?’

‘Yeah, of course. Taran’s bro. You cool, Hari?’ Sim says, smiling.

He may be smiling, Hari thinks, but I can tell this guy’s stressed from that creased brow. Something isn’t right with Sim.

‘I’m fine,’ Hari says without looking directly at Sim, while wondering how he knows Taran.

‘But are you cool?’ Sim asks, again.

It makes Hari nervous. He knows his body language is getting jittery, and he’s looking around for passers-by, for police, for CCTV cameras, for anything that might incriminate him. Talking to a person with Sim’s reputation … Imagine if his mum found out. Either way, whatever Jamal says about Sim, the man has that reputation for a reason, and it’s not like his brother CJ doesn’t already give Hari trouble. Hari does not need any focus being thrown on to him or his sister, especially before her mixtape drops.

Also, they’re nearly done with school, and after that Hari can move away. One of his mates is moving to London for uni, and Hari was thinking of going with, finding a job in a trainer shop or something. Maybe even uni for him too. If he can decide what he wants to do. Something with business or sports, or both.

None of that gives Hari any space for hanging with Sim on the corner opposite his place of work.

‘You work in there?’ Sim asks Hari, pointing at the shop. ‘Shah’s?’

Hari nods.

‘That’s good, man. They are good community people, always willing to give a leg up to those round here who need it. I like those guys. You know what? They gave me my first ever job. I had to unload the delivery trucks every morning. Five a.m. starts, Monday to Friday, till seven-thirty. I went to school every morning smelling like meat and rotten fruit. That was a different time, back when they had customers.’

‘Yeah, innit,’ Hari says, absently.

‘This area’s changing, you know that, right?’ Sim says. ‘Soon, there won’t be no place for people like Mr Shah. Not unless he’s a one-man Tesco brand, you know? You know they’re opening a supermarket across the road from here?’

‘For real?’

‘Yep, selling all the same stuff he does.’

‘That’s not fair,’ Jamal says, looking back at Mr Shah’s.

‘That’s city life,’ Sim says, exhaling slowly.

Hari nods.

Jamal turns back to Sim. ‘What’s happening?’ Jamal says, excitedly. ‘You cool? Just hanging? You going out to the Rage concert later? You must be. You know him, right? Went to school together? What’s he like? Can we get backstage? Come on, bro. Hook us up.’

Sim smiles at Jamal. He bursts out laughing.

Hari grits his teeth at Sim, as if to say, Back off, my friend.

‘Nah, man,’ Sim says. ‘I’m not going. There’s too much work around here to be done.’

‘So that’s a no to those backstage passes?’ Jamal says.

Sim laughs again, the gap in his front two teeth glistening with saliva. Then he stops and there’s a moment of silence so loaded Hari just wants to cut and run. He can tell Sim only called them over so he could ask something.

‘Listen,’ Sim says. ‘I need a favour—’

Hari cuts him off. ‘Nah, we’re busy, Sim. We’re cool. Thanks, man, but no.’

‘What, Hari, my brother? You don’t know what I’m about to say,’ Sim replies. ‘I’m not going to ask you to move a dead body or nothing.’

‘What is it?’ Jamal asks. ‘We’re cool.’ He looks at Hari and repeats himself. ‘We’re cool.’

‘I’m just intrigued,’ Sim says. ‘What does my man think I’m about to ask him?’

Hari sighs slowly as Sim and Jamal both look at him.

‘Nothing,’ Hari mumbles.

‘Look, it doesn’t matter, man. I know what people round here tend to think and say without knowing anything. It’s cool. I understand that’s how the world works. Listen, don’t believe everything you hear. Especially tonight. Tonight, something’s going to change.’

Sim looks around.

‘Yeah, man,’ Jamal says, like Sim is a prophet. ‘Innit, same shit different day.’

‘You think I’m some big boy around here. But the truth is worse than that.’ Sim looks at Hari. ‘I’m a troublemaker for the powers that be. And I’m going to bring the system down.’

Hari snorts and Sim laughs out the side of his mouth. Hari goes serious. He doesn’t like Sim laughing at him, trying to show Hari he’s one of them or something. It feels fake.

'Whatever, man,' Hari says, looking at his feet.

‘What favour do you need, Sim?’ Jamal asks.

‘I need you both to be documentarians. You know what that is?’ Jamal shakes his head. ‘A documentarian is a person who records life, and shows it back, holds it up as a mirror to society to say, “This is your story.” I need you to record my life and show it back to me, to people. You see that underpass there?’ Sim points. ‘In about five minutes’ time, I am going to walk into that underpass and I am going to chat to some people. And I need you both to be my documentarians. You know what the most important role of a documentarian is? You do not ever get involved in your subject. Can you do that?’

‘Yeah, man, of course,’ Jamal says, and smiles at Hari, quickly, smoothing over the fact that the decision has already been made.

Hari sucks his teeth, like Anna taught him to. Usually, they’d all just laugh at the dry air passing over his dehydrated tongue, but today the meaning’s clear. He hates when anyone makes his decisions for him. He needs to have a choice. There is no backing out once he commits; he just wants to be the one to decide to commit.

‘And you, my man?’ Sim says, looking at Hari, smiling at him with the side of his mouth. Almost cocky. Almost like he knows you’re gonna say yes. That sort of smile always winds Hari up.

‘Whatever, man, just make it quick.’

‘It’ll be quick. You got cameras on your phones, right?’ Jamal nods keenly but Hari stays silent. ‘Good, that’s good. And charged batteries, right?’ Jamal winks at Sim this time. Hari wants to cringe. ‘Wicked, wicked. OK, so I need you to not be seen. Documentarians, not intervening – not seen, seen? Yeah? Go.’
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