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      Dedicated to Heather Thomas, 

      a beautiful spirit, too good to be forgotten.
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      My mum told me I was named after her Scottish granddad, Danny McKay. Apparently, once a year, he served food to the best golfers in the world in some top-ranking hotel by the sea. I don’t love golf but Mum was proper proud of her grandpops. She wanted to keep his surname so I was branded McKay Medgar Tambo. It’s not the coolest of names but it smacks the insults out of the Gateau Kid, Slop Bag and Dumpling-Butt which I had to put up with in primary school.

      My maths teacher, Ms Riddlesworth, reckons I’m fourteen and fifteen–sixteenths years old. I dunno how she worked that one out. I live in Dickens House, South Crongton estate, with my seventeen-year-old brother, Nesta, and my dad. Mum died a few years ago. Pops works the twilight zone in a biscuit factory. He drives a forklift truck in the warehouse. Going by his curses, he hates his boss.

      My bredrens are Lemar ‘Liccle Bit’ Jackson and Jonah ‘Rapid’ Hani. I’ve known them long before anyone called me a nickname.

      Six months ago, Liccle Bit had some serious drama with the top G of our estate, Manjaro. He couldn’t quite keep out of Manjaro’s way cos the crime duke is the daddy to the baby of Bit’s sis, Elaine – a bonkers situation. Bit made things a trailer-load worse for himself when Manjaro manipulated him to hide a gun. It was a time when beef between North and South Crong exploded with the merkings of at least three bruvs.

      Bit was ordered to return Manjaro’s gun. My bredren finally came to his senses and put up resistance. Him and his gran got a beat-down for his trouble but, since that day, Manjaro went all fugitive. The feds hunted him high and searched for him low. They couldn’t find him. Graffiti in South Crong shouted ‘Manjaro woz ’ere’ and ‘Manjaro woz there’. The feds and the social services offered Bit’s fam a flat in Ashburton – they turned it down. Bit explained it was on the eleventh floor and in that tiny castle you couldn’t swing a baby’s dummy.

      We all lived on a red alert. Feds patrolled around the tall slabs and the quiet alleyways. Teachers checked our lockers once a week. Security guards followed your steps in phone shops. Only two kids were allowed inside the Footcave store at one time. The local council wanted to open a new youth club in Crongton Broadway but the residents all signed a five-hundred plus petition. Even the popping of bubblegum made us jump. Most of our parents banned any missions out of the ends after dark. After a few nerve-jangling months the graffiti began to disappear. We stopped looking over our shoulders. Things were getting on the level once more. Bruvs and sisters started to chill again, soccer games booted off in the park, summer jams pumped out of ghetto blasters. A-class chicks rolled by in their sexy denim cut-downs, big boots and check shirts – wannabe players had to smile away their put-downs. Gs spent their time smoking rockets in parked cars, balling in open-air basketball courts and counting their notes from dragon hip sales. But just a few weeks ago, a North Crong soldier got carved in the Crongton Movieworld car park. General Madoo was his name. Sixteen years old. His fam leaked tears on the 6 p.m. news. My dad and Bit’s mum joined the ‘Knives Take Young Lives’ march to Crongton Town Hall. The mayor gave the world’s most boring speech. Manjaro’s name was whispered again. In North Crong, Major Worries, the King G in those ends, stirred up his crew. We became even more careful of our movements. Man! Living in Crongton has never been easy. I had no idea things were gonna get a world more dangerous…

    

  
    
      
        
          
            1
          

          
            
              
              Uninvited Guest
            

          

        

      

      ‘Don’t answer the door!’ barked Dad from the kitchen, the washing-up suds popping on his grimy white vest.

      ‘Mr Tambo!’ a voice boomed from outside. It was deep. I imagined the owner of that tone strutting in the park with a rhino on a leash. ‘We know you’re in there! Let’s be adult about this, Mr Tambo. Let us in so we can sit down and talk about your repayments. This is not going to go away.’

      I breathed in a dose of pure fear. Why are we in so much deep debt? Dad’s working. Why won’t he give me the full score on what’s going on? Dad dried his hands on the dishcloth and then draped it over his shoulder. He looked at my older brother, Nesta, who was standing in the hallway only a couple of metres from our drawbridge. Dad beckoned him to retreat. Nesta shook his head. I put my fork down on my plate. Suddenly, I didn’t love my pasta and mince even though I had grated some cheese on top to nice it up. The letter box crashed again. My heart rumbled. ‘Mr Tambo!’

      Dad walked out of the kitchen and switched off the light in the front room. He gestured to Nesta again but Nesta took a step towards the door. I closed my eyes and willed for the men outside to go missing. I also prayed that Nesta wouldn’t let loose his temper.

      ‘Why are you scared of them pussies?’ spat Nesta, glaring at Dad like he wanted to go head-to-head with the debt brothers outside. Dad raised his palms, trying to calm Nesta down. I could hardly bear to watch.

      I strained my ears and could just about make out muffled conversations. Nesta took another stride forward. We all looked at each other. I sank half of my blackcurrant. When I placed the glass down I nearly knocked it over cos my hands were shaking. Kiss my knights! Will evenings like this ever stop?

      ‘They’re moving on,’ said Nesta. ‘Yeah, I can hear them bouncing down the stairs.’

      My heart put its brakes on. Dad closed his eyes and let out a mighty sigh.

      ‘Why do you let them chat to you like you’re a pussy?’ charged Nesta. He rolled towards Dad, taking his hands out of his pockets. I stood up from my chair and stepped between them. I didn’t want them to be warring again. ‘Stand up to them!’ raged Nesta. ‘Or go outside our gates and tell them to remove their grimy, money-sucking asses from our slab!’

      ‘Nesta,’ I called. ‘They’re gone now. Calm down, bro.’

      Dad picked up the dishcloth, turned and entered the kitchen. I sat back down and pushed my half-eaten dinner away.

      ‘It’s not as easy as that,’ said Dad, resuming the drying of dishes. ‘I owe them a whole heap of money. I can’t afford to get myself into any confrontations that might make tings worse. I have responsibilities.’

      ‘Why you owe so much money?’ I asked.

      Nesta and Dad glared at each other. They didn’t give me an answer.

      ‘Why don’t you two ever tell me a damn thing!’ I raised my voice.

      Dad stared at the floor.

      Nesta flicked me a warning look. He was simmering now. ‘They shouldn’t be shouting at you through the letter box like you’re some kind of mouse! Like you’re a boy or something. I swear, if they slap on our gates again, I’ll deal with them myself.’

      ‘No you won’t,’ replied Dad. ‘You’re only seventeen… it’s my problem.’

      ‘Then deal with your problem instead of pussying out!’

      I wished I could make them stop. They did this time after freaking time. I used to retreat to my dungeon and slam the door behind me but that made no difference. I was getting tired of them fighting and getting pissed with their stupid pact not to tell me what the freak was going on.

      ‘I’ll deal with it in my own way,’ said Dad. ‘I’m doing a lot more over time and —’

      ‘That ain’t gonna do zero nish!’ argued Nesta. ‘You need to tell ’em you’re not paying the interest they slapped on your bill! Tell them to ram their interest where the number two hides!’

      Dad took in another deep breath. He glanced at the ceiling as if he was asking God for some wise words. ‘I’m doing my best,’ he said.

      ‘Your best?’ Nesta repeated. ‘So hiding in the darkness like a freaking rodent is what you call your best? Man up! When are you gonna take your stance again?’

      ‘Nesta —’

      ‘I’m out of this damn place!’

      Hot-stepping to his dungeon, Nesta collected his faded denim jacket. He then pulled back the curtain in the front room, opened the balcony door and picked up his bike. He wheeled it towards the drawbridge. Dad’s eyes followed him but he didn’t say a squawk. Nesta turned to me before he disappeared. ‘McKay, don’t stay up too late – you got school in the morning.’

      ‘I won’t,’ I said.

      ‘If I come back at mad o’clock and I see you playing games, I’m gonna kuff you in your head-corner… Me gone.’

      ‘Nesta!’ Dad suddenly called. ‘The police are stopping and searching teenagers on the estate since that kid got killed. Don’t —’

      ‘You think I’m fretting about the feds?’ interrupted Nesta. ‘I’m more worried that my pops ain’t got no heart.’

      Dad had his faults but he didn’t deserve those lyrics.

      Nesta slammed the door shut. Dad smacked his right palm against his forehead. He might as well have stamped on my nerves. Nesta gone. Again. And to who knows where, on his lonesome at night – it’d never been safe round here, but since the latest merking it’d been mental.

      I picked up my plate and made for the kitchen.

      ‘Can you get your brother’s dirty plate from his room please?’ asked Dad.

      ‘Don’t worry, Dad, I’ll wash the rest of the tings up. You rest before you roll to work.’

      ‘No, you cooked.’

      ‘I’ll do it,’ I insisted. ‘And please, Dad. Just tell me what’s going on?’

      ‘I don’t want you fretting about it,’ Dad replied. ‘Just concentrate on your schoolwork.’

      ‘But I’m nearly fifteen!’

      ‘McKay! I don’t need this now.’

      Anger surged through me. I had to step off.

      Nesta’s dungeon was beside the bathroom. A bare-chested Tupac Shakur, the old-school hip-hop legend, overlooked his single bed. My brother had copied a tattoo on to his chest that Tupac had written on his back.

      Only God Can Judge Me 

      His dirty plate was on the bedside cabinet beside his boom box – some phone-in show was broadcasting on a low volume. I switched it off. His wardrobe doors were open. Every time I saw Mum’s clothes hanging up in there, something icy cold-footed through my veins. Dad wanted to give Mum’s clothes to charity when she passed, but Nesta switched big-time when he heard that. That was one mother of an argument. By the time the bad lyrics between them were over, a window in Dad’s room was blitzed and his clock radio was kissing the concrete ground far below. But Nesta got his way so here there they were, Mum’s nice blouses and skirts alongside his own garms.

      There was a framed picture of Mum on his dressing table, angled in such a way that it was the first thing Nesta saw when he woke up. He asked me once if I wanted one, but no – it was hard enough trying to deal with Mum not being here let alone having her by my bed watching my every flex.

      When I returned to the kitchen, Dad was staring into the sink as if he might find the meaning of life floating in the soap suds. ‘I’ll do the rest, Dad,’ I offered once more. ‘You get ready for work.’

      Dad moved aside to give me room. He then turned around and forced a smile, the kinda messed-up smile that parents use to hide what’s really going on behind the eyes. Whatever it was, I knew it was bad. The logs were about to spill over the toilet seat.

      ‘I’m still gonna get you someting for your birthday,’ Dad insisted. ‘I promise that to the fullest!’

      I started washing Nesta’s plate, satnavving my frustration with a scouring pad. ‘You don’t have to —’

      ‘I do have to!’ Dad raised his voice. ‘I’ll find a liccle someting from somewhere and get you a present.’

      ‘Dad, please —’

      His expression switched. His eyes narrowed and his eyebrows turned into a V shape. ‘What you saying? That I can’t provide a birthday present for my youngest son for his fifteenth? You think I’m that useless? Huh? Do you?’

      ‘No… I didn’t mean that, Dad.’

      ‘I hope not.’

      Dad gave me a hard look and then glanced up at the ceiling again. ‘I hope Nesta’ll be all right out there,’ he said after a while. ‘There’s too much badness on the estate nowadays. The feds still haven’t found Manjaro, you know. The brother’s wanted for not one but two murders and nobody’ll say a ting. Someone must know what’s become of him…’

      A few weeks before Manjaro disappeared undercover, I’d seen him banging fists with Nesta in the park. When I asked Nesta about it he told me to seal my lips. I concentrated on the soapy water.

      ‘What time did your brother come home last night?’

      ‘I… I don’t know.’

      ‘I don’t like him going out all hours, but if I put my foot down it’ll only make tings worse. He doesn’t listen to me anymore, McKay. You know how he is.’

      Dad wasn’t wrong. I knew how Nesta was.

      I placed the plate on the drying rack. Dad looked at me again. This time there was a messed-up sadness in his eyes, like he just didn’t know what to do any more. ‘I’m gonna have a shower and take an hour’s nap before I go to work,’ he said. ‘Don’t stay up too late.’

      ‘All right, Dad.’

      ‘You got credit on your phone?’

      ‘Yeah.’

      ‘Remember, any liccle ting, just call me, OK. Or text. Don’t kill out all your credit chatting to your school friends.’

      ‘Yes, Dad, I know the deal.’

       

      An hour later, Dad was gone. I didn’t go to bed. I parked at the kitchen table for a while and thought about Mum. If she were around she would’ve banged Dad and Nesta’s heads together until they kissed and made up – but she wasn’t and I was gonna have to face up to another night home alone cos Dad had to work and Nesta was hot-pedalling around the estate in a rage.

      I didn’t like to admit it to anyone but being left alone in our castle at night freaked the living kidneys out of me, especially with all the slayings going on in our ends. I was thinking of dinging Liccle Bit and Jonah just to hear a voice but I wanted to save my credit. Instead I played FIFA 14 on my PS4.

      Tiredness must’ve licked me at some point cos something woke me at half three in the morning. My game was on pause but the TV was humming. It was shadowy. I heard footsteps.

      ‘McKay! What’s a matter with you?’

      Nesta! He was home and standing watching me in the darkness.

      ‘Don’t you do any frigging thing I tell you to?’ He sounded proper angry. He must’ve had a hard-lick night. His tone was fierce – it definitely woke me up.

      ‘Where’s your bike?’ I asked, sitting up.

      ‘Why aren’t you in bed? What did I tell you before I rolled out? You’re asking for a kuff in your freaking eardrums. Get your big ass to bed before I —’

      ‘Where’s your bike?’ I cut in again.

      I jumped up and switched on the front room light. Nesta flinched and squinted. His bottom lip had swollen to the size of a hovercraft’s bumper, blood was trickling down from his forehead and his left eye looked all mangled.

      ‘What happened to you?’ I asked.

      ‘You have good hearing, right?’ Nesta asked.

      ‘Er, of course,’ I replied.

      ‘Then you must’ve heard what I said. Get your butt into your bed. Now!’

      I didn’t bother packing my PlayStation away. I just scrambled to my dungeon and shut the door behind me. I lay on my bed fully clothed, quiet and still. I heard Nesta clattering about in the bathroom. I turned to face my poster of Usain Bolt. I’d pinned it right above my headboard. ‘Another crazy day in the Tambo castle, Usain,’ I said to him. ‘Not sure of how much more I can take.’

      I don’t know what time sleep finally caught up with me but it must’ve done because next thing I knew I was being woken up by someone rocking my shoulder. I tried to open my eyes but sleep was putting up a damn good fight. A heavy hand rolled me again. I forced my eyes open a fraction, enough so I could just make out Nesta. He had slapped a plaster on his forehead, his left eye was the size of a ping-pong ball and his bottom lip still looked like it could save refugees in a mad sea.

      ‘McKay! Wake up, bruv!’

      I sat up a little, wiped my eyes and checked my mobile on my bedside cabinet. Quarter to six.

      ‘What’s a matter with you, Nesta?’

      ‘Delete your noise and listen up,’ he ordered.

      He looked proper serious so I shut up.

      ‘I have to go missing,’ he said.

      ‘Why?’

      ‘I got caught up in a feud tonight and I don’t want Pops to see me like this. I wrapped untold ice cubes in my flannel but the damn swelling won’t go down. He’s gonna go all Question Time on me how my face got mashed up.’

      ‘Where you gonna go?’

      ‘You don’t have to know. But I have to keep a low profile. I got involved with one of Major Worries’ crew.’

      ‘Major Worries!’ I sat bolt straight. The hairs on my arms stood to attention. My heart started to pound. I glanced at Nesta’s right hand and I could see his knuckles were bloodied and grazed. ‘Spill the score!’

      ‘You don’t need to know the whole deal,’ said Nesta. ‘Just keep your backside in our ends and don’t tell Dad zero squat. I mean it. You hearing me?’

      ‘No one tells me sweet zero around here!’

      ‘McKay! I don’t need to stress about you as well! As I said, don’t spill a drop to Dad. I need your help on this one.’

      I stared at him hard but finally nodded. ‘So what do I tell him?’

      ‘Tell him…’ Nesta paused. ‘Tell him I’m staying with a chick.’

      ‘What chick?’ I wanted to know.

      ‘It doesn’t matter what chick!’

      ‘All right! Keep your plaster on.’

      ‘I’m missing again,’ Nesta said, turning around. ‘And I don’t know when you’ll see my ass next.’

      ‘Will you text or ding me so I know what’s going down with you?’

      Nesta offered me an angry look. ‘What am I? A rolling freaking news channel? You’ll hear from me when the time is good.’

      The time was never good with Nesta.

      He closed the door gently behind him, as if Dad were listening to his movements. I lay back. Home alone. Again.
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      I ejected myself out of bed at seven, flung away my BO in a long shower and, after I niced up my armpits, I dropped the bent frying pan on to the cooker. I fried myself some bacon, scrambled eggs, onions and a spin of pepper and ate it fast – and I left some in the oven for Dad to sink when he got home. Before I left my castle I tried to flick my afro out as far as it would stretch – if Liccle Bit wanted to see who’d got the sickest fro he was gonna get a dose of disappointment.

      As I stepped out, I fretted about seeing the debt brothers. Bless my armour! What would I say if I bumped into them bouncing down the stairs? Luckily enough they weren’t around. Man! Going to school was a relief – some kinda normality.

      I jogged across the green to Liccle Bit and Jonah’s slab wondering how I was gonna get away with not having done my history homework. I wasn’t gonna tell Mr Lockton no excuse about being stressed out by the debt brothers or Nesta getting grief on his night-ride. I thought about asking Bit and Jonah to copy theirs, but I bet neither of them had done it either. I’d just tell him I forgot. If I got a detention, then hey-ho.

      I climbed up the steps to Liccle Bit’s floor and smacked his letter box. Bit opened his door and I noticed two things straightaway: one, he wasn’t smiling (strange); and two, his fro wasn’t looking as neat as mine (good!).

      ‘What’s wrong with you, bruv?’ he said. ‘How many times have you called for me at my yard in the last four months?’

      ‘I don’t count,’ I replied.

      ‘Over a hundred times,’ Liccle Bit raged. ‘And you still can’t press the freaking doorbell? Use the damn ting! When you slap our gates like that it makes us all think you’re the feds, or worse, that it’s Manjaro coming back to Voldemort us! My fam is giving me nuff grief about it.’

      ‘Stop going on all Hollywood, bruv,’ I said. ‘Isn’t it about time you stopped sweating about Manjaro anyway? No one’s even seen his bald head in six months. Now get your short self in motion and let’s step to school.’

      Man! Ever since Bit had been trying to sample a touch of loving from Venetia, he got touchy about any small ting. Frustration was chewing his sad ass.

      Bit said bye to his fam and we jumped down three flights before calling for Jonah. Jonah came out in a rush but Bit and I overheard some cussing going down in his castle. His parents were raging at each other. Something about money. Bit and I swapped glances. Jonah didn’t say diddly about it so we rolled on.

      ‘Have you linked up with Venetia yet to ask her about that new chick?’ Jonah asked Bit.

      ‘What new chick?’ I wanted to know.

      ‘Some fit new girl,’ smiled Jonah. ‘I think she’s Indian or someting.’

      ‘Her mum’s Turkish,’ said Bit. ‘I think she’s only been in this country for three or four years.’

      We stepped downhill along a pathway between two slabs. We all heard a distant siren. There was new graffiti on the side of Shaka House. In big orange letters it read:

      
         

        STOPPING AND SEARCHING US ALL IS WRONG, JUST COS WE’RE YOUNG AND LIVE IN SOUTH CRONG.

      

      I thought of Nesta who had been stopped by the feds untold times. Where is he?

      ‘Haven’t you seen her yet, McKay?’ Jonah asked, getting all excited. ‘She’s prettier than any chick in a Bollywood film. She has a sweet front display and her legs are begging for my strokes. Trust me! I’m gonna be on it in a rush if Bit sets me up neatly!’

      ‘The only thing you’re gonna be on,’ I said, ‘is a detention for stalking this ripe chick. So you’d better not go on like a hound when you see her.’

      ‘Her name is Saira,’ said Bit. ‘Saira Aslan. Her fam used to live in Ashburton and before that they were in some kinda refugee place. Venetia says she’s had one hard tough-lick life. And, Jonah, you’re my bredren and I got your back, but I’m not gonna introduce you to her, bruv. You always go on too hungry around fit girls.’

      ‘You’re not wrong,’ I agreed. ‘Jonah, you have to stop spilling drool when you’re around them, bruv. Or put some batty paper in your mouth when you’re near them to dry tings up.’

      ‘I don’t spill drool when I’m around ripe girls!’ Jonah protested.

      ‘Yes, you damn well do!’ I insisted. ‘What about that time Syreeta Davis sat beside you at the cinema? Your tongue was going on all lizard-like. Niagara Falls was spilling from your mouth. It’s embarrassing, bruv. You wanna keep that tongue on lockdown before the feds arrest your ass for perving.’

      As we hit the road that led us out of the estate, I noticed Jonah had been smacked with a bit of evil on his face. I thought it best to ease up on him – he could sulk longer than a red carpet full of divas.

      ‘After all the crap I’ve done for you,’ he said to Bit. ‘I borrow you games and you’ve been sampling my mum’s cupcakes forever. I even sold you my last phone on a Black Friday discount, bruv. And you can’t set me up with this Saira? You’re going on dark! Maybe it’s because you can’t get to second base with Venetia. I bet you haven’t even stroked her yet!’

      ‘Venetia’s got a man,’ replied Bit. ‘I’m just friends with her.’

      ‘But you want more than that,’ I said. ‘You wanna burst into the in-zone, slam a touchdown and take a mad lap of honour.’

      ‘At least I have a close chick friend!’ Bit suddenly got angry. ‘What girl do you chirp to? Not a damn freaking one! Even the B-class girls blank you.’

      ‘I don’t wanna be friends with any B-class chick,’ I said. ‘I’m not into that first-base friend-zone crap. The only time I’m gonna be chirping and linking with any girl is when I’m touching fourth base with her and getting my strokes on. And she’s gonna be A-class. Believe it!’

      Jonah and Bit both started to laugh. ‘With your fat ass?’ Jonah remarked.

      ‘They’ll be too scared to link with you. You might wanna eat them for dinner!’ added Bit.

      I quickened my pace and left them behind. I always got pissed when Jonah and Bit spat lyrics about my weight and anyway I had better tings to worry about than linking with a chick. Nesta was still on my mind for one; no way was he with a chick today…

      They caught up with me just as I entered the school gates.

      ‘You better not flop, Jonah,’ Bit was stressing. ‘I’ll chat to Venetia at break and put in a good CV about you. But you have to promise to keep your damn phone in your pocket. No pics!’

      ‘That’s why chicks think you’re hungry, bruv,’ I put in.

      ‘I’m not gonna go on hungry, or take pics,’ said Jonah. ‘Just put in a neat word and I’ll run tings from there. Me and Saira are gonna be twined like barbed wire, trust me.’

      ‘OK,’ agreed Bit. ‘But don’t blame me if you get a big dose of disappointment.’

      ‘I won’t get a dose of anything but sweetness,’ returned Jonah.

      ‘And one more ting,’ said Bit. ‘When you chirp Saira please don’t leak anything about the Manjaro issue. She’d tell Venetia quick-time.’

      Bit had made us both swear that we wouldn’t spill anything to anyone about what happened with him and Manjaro. He didn’t want Venetia to find out – it would mash-up their relationship for good.

      ‘What do you take me for?’ challenged Jonah. ‘As if I would spill that! I wouldn’t do that to you. Ain’t I your bredren? Stop fretting! Why you even dragging this up again? I just wanna run around the bases with Saira and —’

      ‘Promise!’ Bit insisted.

      Jonah nodded. ‘All right! I promise. But it was months ago now, bruv, and you still fretting about it. Manjaro’s long gone. Someone probably blazed or burst him.’

      ‘Nah. Don’t believe the hype. He’s out there somewhere on a low profile tip. I can feel it,’ said Bit.

      ‘Are you a freaking Jedi now?’ I joked.

      No one laughed.

       

      We finally bounced into school with Jonah smiling like he had smoked something funky. ‘Did anybody do the history homework?’ I asked.

      ‘Yeah,’ Bit replied. ‘I did. My sis had me on lockdown until I finished it.’

      ‘Let me see what you’ve done.’

      Bit rolled his eyes but relief was surging through me – Mr Lockton had given me a final warning.

      Borrowing Bit’s books, I did my history catch-up in science class. I didn’t give a spit about physics, chemistry or slicing up frogs but I kinda liked the idea of kings riding on horses and having to fight for the land, castles and chicks they won.

      Bit had drama for the first two lessons of the day – he only optioned it cos Venetia did – so Jonah and I went to meet him at the drama studio at break time.

      When we arrived, Bit and Venetia were in a corner having some deep one-to-one. Venetia was looking well upset. She kept on rubbing her eyes. Another person who wasn’t singing the Happy Song was Ms Crawford, the drama teacher. She was parked on a chair in the middle of the room, nibbling an apple and staring into space. She always had this vibe of doom about her.

      ‘It’s a lovely day outside,’ she said all of a sudden, looking at us and a few others. ‘Why don’t you go out and enjoy the sunshine?’

      We all ignored her. I looked over at Venetia, now clearly leaking tears on Bit’s shoulder.

      ‘Man! The effect you have on chicks!’ I teased Jonah. ‘Bit’s told her you wanna link up with Saira and she doesn’t wanna give that news to a new friend. Look, bruv, she’s inconsolable!’

      Jonah slapped me on the back of the head and started hot-stepping over towards them. ‘Where’re you going?’ I hissed. ‘Stop going on so peckish! Can’t you see something deep is going on?’

      ‘But I wanna find out if Bit linked me up,’ said Jonah.

      ‘Get back here!’ I warned Jonah. ‘This is what I’m talking about. You ever heard of a word called patience? Learn to spell it and google it.’

      Jonah kissed his teeth and folded his arms. He would be sulking about this for the rest of the day.

      We had to wait five minutes while they finished their convo, and when Venetia rolled away – man could that girl roll – Bit came over to join us.

      ‘So who pissed in Venetia’s perfume spray?’ I asked.

      ‘It’s no joking matter, McKay,’ replied Bit. ‘She’s on a downer. She’s well upset.’

      ‘Did you put in a nice lyric about me?’ asked Jonah. ‘Where’s Saira?’

      ‘What’s a matter with you, Jonah?’ I cussed him. ‘Can’t you see how trauma is licking her?’

      ‘But she just smiled and waved right at me,’ said Jonah.

      ‘Yeah, but she’s faking it,’ said Bit. ‘She was crying lakes before the lesson.’

      ‘So who shat on her make-up mirror?’ I asked again.

      ‘Her boyfriend,’ answered Bit. ‘Or I should say her ex-boyfriend.’

      ‘Ex-boyfriend?’ I repeated. ‘That’s all good, isn’t it? Shouldn’t you be saying thanks and praises to Cupid and hanging up the flags in your bedroom? Isn’t that the best news you’ve had since your mum let you stay out till ten o’clock on a Friday night?’

      ‘I haven’t got a curfew time!’ argued Bit.

      ‘Yes you have!’ Jonah jumped in.

      ‘All right, all right!’ I said. ‘So, Sergio’s been sacked and put in a bin bag. Bit, this is your time, bruv. Your ass has been waiting for this chick for what? Six months and three-eighths? Maybe even more than that? There ain’t no bruvs ahead of you on the racetrack so crank up your charm, fling away that old cabbage smell in your armpits and conquer!’

      ‘It’s… it’s not as easy as that,’ said Bit. I couldn’t quite work out why he looked so stressed.

      ‘Why isn’t it easy?’ I asked.

      ‘If that was me I’d just rush in there,’ laughed Jonah.

      Bit sucked in a long breath. When he did that, I knew he had serious crap to spill.

      ‘When they were warring with each other,’ he explained, ‘Sergio jacked her iPhone. Venetia wants me to go with her to get it back. I was wondering if you bruvs would come with me?’
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      Jonah and I swapped worried glances. ‘How old is this Sergio?’ I wanted to know.

      ‘Eighteen,’ Bit replied.

      ‘Eighteen!’ Jonah repeated. ‘Venetia was linking with an eighteen-year-old! I saw him once, picking her up after school. He’s kinda crusty, isn’t he? His arms are thicker than my legs! I ain’t risking my looks on this mission. It’s not like Venetia’s showing me any loving. Bit, you haven’t even sampled a kiss, bruv, so why are we even debating this? She’s gonna have to deal with her phone-nap on her lonesome.’

      ‘Wait a minute!’ I said. ‘Why don’t Venetia get her dad to deal with this ex of hers… What’s his name again?’

      ‘Sergio,’ Bit helped me.

      ‘I’ve seen Venetia’s dad. And he’s not the kinda man you would fart next to in a packed lift. That man carries boilers under one arm! Believe it!’

      An image of V’s dad flashed through my mind. Mr King always had his sleeves rolled up to show off his superhero fists.

      ‘Yeah, he’s more massive than your dad, McKay.’ Bit nodded. ‘But she can’t tell him.’

      ‘Why not?’ asked Jonah.

      ‘Cos he doesn’t know sweet diddly about Venetia linking with an eighteen-year-old man,’ Bit reasoned. ‘If he did, he would let loose the Kraken.’

      ‘What’s the Kraken?’ Jonah wanted to know.

      ‘Didn’t you see Clash of the Titans?’ I asked. ‘The Kraken’s a giant sea monster. It tends to get mad and eats people for snacks.’

      ‘Sounds a bit like you,’ joked Bit.

      ‘Oh, I get it.’ Jonah nodded. ‘Venetia’s dad would switch to psycho mode if he found out an eighteen-year-old bruv was giving it to his daughter.’

      ‘Nice to know your hard drive’s working,’ I said.

      We all looked at each other. This was serious. Bit needed our help but Nesta had told me to keep my butt in the estate. If he saw me rolling on some mission just to return a chick’s phone he would bang me up worse than the Kraken could. I really wanted to help Bit but I had my own issues. I wanted to have Venetia’s back too – when she did chat to me she was always encouraging me to get my bake on and to take my cooking seriously. ‘Learn something positive and get out of these ends,’ she always said. I always had nuff respect for her.

      ‘This might sound cold, Bit,’ I said. ‘But can’t she just get herself a new iPhone? Or even a second-hand one?’

      ‘Yeah, why can’t she do that?’ Jonah agreed. ‘Kiran Cassidy’s always selling ’em. Don’t know where he gets them from.’

      I knew where but I wasn’t going to tell Jonah – he couldn’t be relied upon to keep his beak sealed. The phones were being supplied by Pinchers. He was hustling tings in South Crongton now Manjaro was missing. Pinchers’ liccle bro got slayed by someone from Major Worries’ crew a few months ago, and Crongton had gone all Syria ever since.

      It was messed up to me that bruvs were deleting each other just because they had a SOUTH or a NORTH at the start of their address. The feds were para about anyone looking like a hood-rat. And bruvs like Nesta, who didn’t roll with a crew, were getting pissed at being body-searched by the feds at every corner. A crazy, never-ending cycle.

      Bit inhaled again. He switched his gaze from Jonah to me. ‘There’s something else,’ he said. ‘But if I drop this info you bruvs better keep it on lock.’

      ‘Spill, bruv,’ I urged.

      ‘I’m not joking,’ said Bit. ‘Don’t even tell your pillow, let alone your fam. Are you hearing me, Jonah, cos your tongue is looser than a baby with the runs.’

      ‘All right.’ Jonah nodded. ‘I’m hearing you. Nothing will vomit from my mouth. What is it?’

      Just then Ms Crawford stood up, looked at all of us and said in a voice just above a whisper. ‘Can you please leave the drama room? You’re not supposed to be in here at break time, you know that, boys.’

      We regrouped in the hallway.

      ‘Let me guess – Venetia’s pregnant?’ said Jonah.

      ‘She’s not pregnant,’ Bit replied quickly.

      ‘Then what?’ I asked again, getting impatient. ‘Drop the bomb or we’ll bang the afro off your head.’

      Bit checked along the hallway in case anyone was in earshot. ‘There’s some images on her phone.’

      ‘Images?’ Jonah repeated.

      Bit looked at the floor. The fog started to clear in my head but Jonah wasn’t up to speed. ‘What freaking images?’ he said, raising his voice.

      ‘She’s naked,’ said Bit. ‘Sergio took them on his phone when she was… when they were… anyway, he texted the pics to her.’

      ‘Man! That’s… that’s… sick,’ I said. ‘All wrong!’

      Jonah’s eyes widened.

      Naked pics on a phone of any girl in our school always went nuclear. Last year, this mixed-race chick, Sharon Goddard, had to leave cos she was so traumatised about embarrassing pics of her online. I could never understand why they’d allow themselves to be snapped like that in the first place. Venetia didn’t deserve this.

      Jonah would definitely want to check out what these nude graphics of Venetia looked like. I had to admit that I did, too – after all, Venetia was hotter than Miley Cyrus twerking against a bonfire. Bit though… Bit looked as if his world had been blitzed to pieces. He loved Venetia to the core.

      We had to come up with a plan, fast.

      ‘Hold on a sec,’ I said. ‘If Sergio texted those pics to Venetia that means we’ll have to jack his phone as well as get hers back.’

      Jonah had a dose of panic on his face. ‘I’m definitely missing from this mission,’ he said. ‘We can’t jack the man’s phone. He’ll terminate us.’

      ‘Bruv, how would you feel if you were Venetia? You know all of her family are in Team God, right? She’s not even supposed to have a boyfriend, let alone an eighteen-year-old perv! Say Sergio decides to forward these pics or upload them to the internet. If her fam finds out it’s gonna go off big time.’

      ‘People in Team God don’t fling out their kids to the kerb,’ Jonah said. ‘I think you’re being overdramatic.’

      ‘How’s she coping?’ I asked.

      It was a dumb question. Obviously Venetia was stressed to the max. Bit gave me a messed-up look and shook his head.

      ‘Where does this Sergio live?’ asked Jonah.

      ‘Notre Dame estate,’ answered Bit. ‘He’s got his own bedsit.’

      ‘Notre Dame!’ I repeated. ‘That’s the other side of North Crong. South Crong bruvs don’t step there. SWAT teams with night-vision goggles don’t tread there. It’s Major Worries’ kingdom.’

      ‘And this South Crong bruv is still not rolling there,’ insisted Jonah. ‘Too dangerous. We’ll all be jacked, sliced and minced.’

      ‘Then I’ll have to go with V – just the two of us,’ said Bit. He shrugged, turned and rolled away.

      Jonah and I watched him disappear down the hallway.

      ‘Is he nuts?’ Jonah said to me as the bell for class rang. ‘Crazy-ass Manjaro is out there, the estate’s swarming with feds and Bit wants to go on a mission to Notre Dame?’
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