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Chapter One


It was a Saturday, around 7 p.m. It was the twenty-seventh of August, and the eve of Notting Hill Carnival. The day had been sunny, and it wasn’t getting dark any time soon. London was bristling with summer. The people, the trees, the sounds, they were all alive in a way that only summer can create. Summer gives life to things the other seasons can’t fully nourish.


To begin our story, it makes sense to tell you who we’re going to be following. A few years ago, two crews were formed. A crew of girls, led by Sapphire Light, who called themselves the Red Roses, and a crew of boys, led by Den Gold, who dubbed themselves the Gold Teeth.


The Red Roses were so named because they were, simply, Sapphire’s flower of choice. The Gold Teeth were given their name because, simply, Den – Gold by name and nature – went to the dentist and was given three gold teeth at the age of fourteen. He thought it was pretty notable that every time he smiled he’d dazzle anyone looking his way.


Sapphire and Den were both fourteen years old, and in Year Nine at Brixton Park Manor. It was kind of a rough school where the teachers were too scared of the pupils to discipline them. Because they’d been there for a couple of years, they were both settled enough to think they had the run of the place.


At the beginning, they liked each other just fine. They wouldn’t call themselves friends. But they definitely said, ‘Y’alright, yeah?’ to each other between classes, and if they happened to be in the same part of the playground at lunchtime.


One September day, though, the new Year Sevens, with their giant uniforms and even bigger rucksacks, came trotting into the school gates. Den and his friends (who weren’t yet a crew) pointed at Kyla, a scruffy new starter whose whole uniform looked like one giant hand-me-down. The uniform was indeed a hand-me-down, from the blazer to the tights. They laughed at her hard enough that she felt her face turn hot. Instead of crying, she went to find her older sister, Sapphire. Kyla told Sapphire about the group of boys who had ruined her first morning, and went on with her day.


Sapphire, who was very, very protective, gathered the rest of her girls: Pinky, a tall, curvy girl with a huge smile; Katrina, as short as she was smart (very); Dee, whose name might have indeed been Dee or something longer (she never told anyone); and Charlotte, a hot-headed redhead.


They made their way over to Den, who was surrounded by his boys: Leon, stocky and with a pretty face, Zora Balvin (an honorary girl member because her twin brother, Apollo, who went to another school, was friends with Den) and Ricky, gangly and blonde, with a bad immune system. Francis was also present. He was Zora’s boyfriend, completely devoted to her but had to pretend he wasn’t in front of the boys. What Sapphire expected was a quick explanation from her and a quick apology from Den. But, this is how the conversation went:


Sapphire: You see that Year Seven you were rude to?


Den: Nah.


Sapphire: What d’you mean, ‘nah’?


Den: I said what I said.


Sapphire: You know who I’m talking about.


Den: I’ve already told you I don’t, man.


Zora: He already told you he doesn’t.


Charlotte: You his puppet?


Zora: Who are you talking to?


Charlotte: You, I’m chatting to you.


Sapphire: Look, all I’m saying is that Year Seven is my little sister. Don’t trouble her.


Den: I’ll trouble who I want.


Sapphire: Why are you trying to look big and bad? Who you trying to impress?


Zora: He doesn’t need to impress anyone.


Sapphire: Seems like he does. Anyway, we’re gone. Remember what I said. You don’t want no smoke, Den.


The girls walked away, ready to go to class. But then, Den shouted something at their backs that started something he could quite literally never finish:


Den: You think I’m going to listen to some ugly bitches?


Sapphire and the rest of the girls turned on their heels and walked back towards him.


Sapphire: I don’t mind being called ugly, you know. What’s ugly to you is beautiful to someone else. And I know we’re all beautiful. But why you calling us bitches for? Why you on some beef tip? Nobody came here to fight you. You’ve got it now, though.


And from that point on, Brixton Park Manor became a sort of teenage verbal war zone for both crews, and any other pupil who got caught in the middle.


Fights, big and small, happened over the years, with only one ending in some real tragedy, but more about that a little later. The hate between both groups grew and grew, and turned into something much nastier than its origins. It’s fair to say that nobody could really remember what happened at the beginning. But when you throw hormones and the stress of school and peer pressure into the mix, fiction becomes fact. Rumours and gossip become truths.


So, back to our story. As time went on, they got older. That’s how time works, after all. Now that the Red Roses and the Gold Teeth didn’t have school, and the few brave teachers who would step in to calm things down, their fight for power spilled out onto the streets of Brixton pretty much every other day. If it wasn’t an argument on the corner by McDonald’s, it was a scrap on the green by Windrush Square. They didn’t care about passers-by, either. It was pretty much every person for themselves.


It’s important to say that the Red Roses and the Gold Teeth weren’t just about anger and small war. They were also friendship groups. They were about family. They were ride or die. More girls joined the Red Roses when others left, and more boys joined the Gold Teeth when others moved out of London. Each crew gained members, simply because there’s always power in numbers.


So. The Red Roses and the Gold Teeth had roughly ten members each. Sapphire, now twenty, left the Red Roses two years ago. The Sapphire we come to now is a fairly quiet girl. She lives in a studio flat off Brixton Hill, and keeps herself to herself, apart from when she goes back to the family home to see her mum and sister. She got a job at a café in Brixton Market run by a woman called Dawn who is something of a community leader. Dawn is a stern Jamaican woman who does not suffer fools gladly, but runs her café with love.


Let me tell you about that fight at school, the one that ended in real tragedy. Sapphire had got into it with Ricky, one of the original Gold Teeth. Sapphire’s sister Kyla was fifteen at this point. She was still wearing her sister’s hand-me-down uniform, and had started spending a lot of time with a girl in her class called Katrina. They’d hold hands in the playground and when they left school. Ricky took offence to that, for some reason.


One lunchtime, he shouted, ‘Are you two gay or something?’ across the playground when Kyla and Katrina had walked past. So Kyla had obviously gone to tell her sister rather than go and get lunch, which was the original plan.


By the time she found Sapphire, who was smoking behind the science block, the bell rang and it was time for class. Sapphire burst into three classrooms until she found Ricky in French. He was sitting at his desk and taking his textbook out of his bag. This is how the conversation went:


Sapphire: What’s this you said to my sister?


Ricky: What?


Sapphire: You heard me.


Ricky: I didn’t say nothing, man.


Sapphire: No, you did. You asked if she was gay.


Ricky: Well, so what if I did?


Sapphire: Well, so what if she is?


Ricky stayed quiet. None of his fellow Gold Teeth took French, so he had no backing.


Sapphire: I said, SO WHAT IF SHE IS, RICKY?


Ricky looked at the ceiling as the teacher backed out of the room to get help. She was a substitute teacher, so she definitely didn’t know how to handle this.


Sapphire: What you’ve done is try to draw attention to something. You wanted to make people think that whatever my sister is doing is wrong. She’s not doing anything wrong, Ricky. She’s happy, Ricky. Are you? I don’t think so, if you’re shouting at people across the playground at your big age.


Ricky: It is wrong. It’s weird.


Sapphire: Excuse you?


Ricky: I said it’s weird.


Very wrong move from Ricky here. Sapphire dragged him out of his seat so that he was standing. Sapphire could feel the red mist rising. She’d been sent to the school counsellor for her behaviour enough times to know she should do her breathing exercises. But she was already past that point.


Sapphire: Call my sister weird one more time.


Ricky went to sit back down but he heard someone across the room laugh, and knew he needed to protect the reputation of his crew. He opened his mouth to repeat what he’d said. But, before he even got the word ‘weird’ out, Sapphire had delivered a blow to his jaw. This would usually have caused a bruise and a weird clicking noise when he opened his mouth. But, when Sapphire had hit him, Ricky had fallen backwards and cracked his head on the desk behind him.


Sapphire had been pulled out of the classroom, still trying to hit him. The ambulance had come. As well as the bruise and the weird clicking noise when he opened his mouth, Ricky was also now blind in one eye.


If she’d been a year younger, Sapphire would have ended up in a young offenders’ unit for a year. But, because she’d turned eighteen by the time sentencing came around, she ended up in a women’s prison. It was the most terrifying time of her life and she would never speak about it to anyone at all. It changed her, is all everyone knew. The red mist never came again.


Sapphire had handed the reigns of the Red Roses over to Pinky. When she’d been released, she wanted nothing more to do with it. She only endured any chat about it because her sister Kyla refused to leave. That was fine by Pinky, who was still about that rough and ready life. And she was secretly jealous that Sapphire, following her stint in prison, had more props than her.


Sapphire knew she could never go back to prison. She was determined to stay on the straight and narrow.


The head of the Gold Teeth was still Den, who was, as he always had been, on some sort of power trip. Den was a nasty piece of work, and had only got nastier as he’d grown up. It really wasn’t his fault, though. As is so often the way, he’d grown up in a toxic household and didn’t know who to talk to, or how to express his emotions. The older he got, the angrier he got at life, and blamed everyone around him for it. By the time he was twenty, he still lived at home. He barely spoke to anyone in the house, and spent most of his time roaming the streets with the Gold Teeth. He didn’t have a job, though secretly he would have loved to work with animals. But nobody told him he could, so he didn’t bother trying. Instead, he put all of his energy into starting fights, trying to recruit more Gold Teeth and cleaning his trainers.
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