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In loving memory of Alvin Reid, who planted the seed of righteousness in my heart and inspired me to stand tall – strong in spirit and grounded in my roots. We miss you deeply, Daddy. If only you could see the tears still flowing from the family you left behind. This is for you, with all my love and gratitude. One love, always.




Author’s Note

This story is based on an account of my experiences growing up in and around the London estate I call Northville, the pseudonym I have given the neighbourhood to protect the men I grew up with. It also incorporates some of the research I conducted over thirteen years ago with full respect for anonymity and confidentiality of those who feature in these pages. In crafting this story, I have intentionally merged some real-life people, changed the names of people and places, and in some instances have blurred the details of events to maintain privacy and anonymity. It is of course shaped by my own memory and interpretation. I have endeavoured to tell these experiences with care and respect.




Introduction

The year was 1997, and the summer holidays had just begun. I was in secondary school and was thrilled to put another school year behind me and start some fun adventures kicking around my estate. As a child growing up in an inner-city neighbourhood, summer meant the same thing it did for kids across the country: complete freedom. There were no alarm clocks, packed schedules or homework for at least six weeks. It was also a time filled with eager anticipation as I looked forward to reuniting with my friends Lorrie, Jacks, Neva and Cory at our usual hangout spot, the basketball cage. I had planned to meet everyone at noon, but I was running late. As I hurried to get dressed and fix my hair, the sound of my doorbell ringing startled me. I stumbled down the stairs, accidentally tripping over my cat, Ziggy, on the way. I looked up from the floor to see Lorrie’s brown eyes peeking through my letterbox.

‘Ebs, hurry up! We’re going to be late!’ she shouted, her voice rising above the sound of Maxwell’s track ‘Ascension’ blaring in the background.

Every year, on 5 August, Lorrie’s energy would skyrocket. It was the day of the annual basketball tournament, a fierce competition between Northville and a local team. Year on year, winning this intense match had become her ultimate obsession. We were all basketball enthusiasts, talking about the Chicago Bulls and the Los Angeles Lakers all the time, but Lorrie’s love for the game was unmatched. She had aspirations of playing professionally and becoming the best female basketball player in history. Her height, athletic build and strength were clear indicators of her potential. Lorrie’s ability to dunk like Michael Jordan and outshine even the most seasoned players in the community was a sight to see.

‘Lorrie, are you mad? Why are you screaming through the door?’ I burst into laughter, scrambling up off the cold marble floor. Despite landing on my hands and knees right next to Ziggy’s food bowl, I couldn’t bring myself to scold her. Lorrie’s positive energy was like a contagion, spreading joy and laughter even in the most unexpected situations. It was a trait she’d had since our first day at nursery school, a quality that made her endearing. After wiping the muck from my cat’s litter tray off my new Nike Air Max 93s, I quickly grabbed a slice of toast from the kitchen and stepped out into the sticky summer day. Lorrie was ahead of me, walking eagerly towards the cage when I closed my front door. I turned to follow her when someone unexpectedly grabbed my shoulder.

‘What’s up, Ebs? You good?’

It was Jacks. He was two years older than us, but we had bonded quickly. While other girls admired his good looks – his silky-soft cornrowed hair and bright smile – I was drawn to his soul. I loved his playful personality and how he always looked out for me.

As we navigated the rollercoaster of our teenage years, Jacks became my go-to source of calm whenever I felt self-doubt creep in. Our conversations were a fun mix of silly jokes and deeper discussions, almost as if we had our own secret language. Jacks just got me; he knew instinctively when I needed quiet or when I just wanted him nearby without any words. He listened so intently, making me feel as if every word I said mattered to him. In those moments, it was as though the rest of the world faded away, leaving just the two of us in our little bubble. What we had was special – different from my other friendships. It was a unique blend of trust and closeness, an inexplicable intimacy reminiscent of young love, even though we never dared to use the ‘L’ word or share a kiss. All I knew was that there was this strong invisible thread connecting us, an unspoken pact that we’d always have each other’s backs, no matter what.

‘Let’s go fr-fr-front … l-l-line before we g-go cage,’ Jacks stuttered, frantically scratching the eczema on his hands and ears. Back then, Jacks tended to get tongue-tied and pick at his skin whenever he felt anxious.

‘Are you okay, Jacks?’ I could smell the unmistakable odour of weed that drenched his white Champion T-shirt and overpowered his Issey Miyake cologne.

I leaned in for a hug and rested my head against his chest. ‘It’s b-been one of those days. Just follow me Frontline r-real quick nah.’ Or, in other words, ‘I need to find Frankie and get another draw, so I don’t lose my shit.’

When Jacks didn’t bun weed, he was depressed and impatient. Frankie, a well-known drug dealer and Jacks’s cousin on his dad’s side, was happy to accommodate his habit. Since they were family, Jacks got a discount and would buy a small draw of weed for £10 every day. Back then, he got high daily. This type of escapism was common among many kids coming of age in our neighbourhood of Northville. Like many impoverished council-managed public housing developments in the nineties, drugs weren’t hard to come by. The drug trade was everywhere. Drugs and dealers were part of daily life; they were there, on every corner, deck and concrete stairway, peddling drugs twenty-four hours a day. Despite their prevalence, the Frontline was the epicentre. On a hot day like this one, you’d be sure to find Frankie there, as, like most street hustlers, he was a creature of habit.

The Frontline wasn’t my favourite place to visit because of the people that usually hung out there, but going for walks with Jacks always felt like an adventure. He knew our neighbourhood like the back of his hand, effortlessly guiding us through the streets. With every turn, he would show me a hidden gem or a surprising spot in Northville, which I had never noticed before. Whenever we paused, he shared fascinating stories about the history of the area and the old Gs he admired. His words brought ordinary spots to life, creating vivid pictures of life in our community. Jacks had a special way of seeing the world around him, and his ability to showcase the charm of Northville was a skill I would hold on to as I got older.

Our walk to the Frontline took us along Sasha Street, crossing a flat stretch of open grass sprinkled with big trees until we reached K Park. It blended effortlessly into its surroundings, looking perfectly at home, as if it had always belonged there. K Park wasn’t large, you could walk across it in under a minute, but it had everything we needed: two old swings that squeaked when you played on them, a climbing frame that was missing some important parts, and a brown slide that could scorch your legs on a sunny day.

But what made the park special wasn’t the equipment; it was the people. It was always lively, filled mostly with local single mothers keeping an eye on their toddlers while sharing the latest neighbourhood news. K Park had become the go-to spot for gossip. You couldn’t walk through it without overhearing stories about whose man had left, who was dating whom or who had beef and why. Just spending ten minutes there, you’d leave knowing more than you probably should.

We paused for a moment to watch one of our favourite characters, Stacey-Ann, who lived next door to Jacks. We affectionately called her the ‘cartwheel queen’. Stacey-Ann, in her late fifties, could be found every day outside K Park, practising her cartwheels in her nightdress as if no one was watching. As Jacks and I strolled by, we marvelled at her acrobatic performances, cheering her on, making her face light up joyfully as she tumbled down the hill again and again. I loved seeing her beautiful brown, almond-shaped eyes shine happily whenever we encouraged her. Yet, outside of these moments, when she roamed the estate aimlessly, her eyes looked sad and filled with pain.

After we passed K Park, we strolled down a gentle slope. It wasn’t steep, but it was just the right length for kids to race down on their skateboards. A few of them were at the top, ready to go. Jacks and I watched as one kid sped past and narrowly avoided crashing into a tree, only to enthusiastically rush back up for another turn. At the bottom, we reached Silver Street, a long, winding road that seemed to go in circles, even though we knew where it led. Lining the street were identical houses, all sharing the same colour and design. Their driveways varied. Some had cars parked neatly, while others were cluttered with wheelie bins left out from the night before.

I could hear the old Gs before I saw them, the roar of Kawasaki Ninjas, Yamahas, and Suzukis slicing through the air as they zoomed up and down Silver Street as if it was their own private racetrack. The late nineties were all about the superbikes. They grabbed everyone’s attention with their loud exhausts and vibrant colours shimmering in the sunlight. The smell of burning rubber filled our nostrils, and a group of stylishly dressed women stood nearby, their outfits looking beautiful next to the sleek superbikes. With playful smiles, they exchanged glances, each hoping to be the next ‘hot gal’ to ride on the back of those legendary bikes.

Jacks teased me, ‘That’ll b-be you next year – hot gal, Ebs!’

I laughed and jumped on his back, saying, ‘Hell no!’

We carried on at pace, until we reached Vinnie’s, our local corner shop. You couldn’t miss it as it was right on the corner, with a bright yellow sign that had seen better days – half the letters were missing, and the metal shutters sometimes got stuck halfway up. The shop was about the size of a small bedroom, but stocked all kinds of items you might need, from canned foods and cereals to light bulbs, lottery scratch cards and a freezer full of ice lollies, burgers, fish fingers and frozen chips. More than just a shop, it was a place where people gathered, and Vinnie, the owner, knew everyone by name. Even waiting in line for your 10p packet of Space Raiders often turned into a friendly chat with neighbours.

Right outside Vinnie’s, the Q Block and Z Block towered above us, their worn structures and broken windows telling stories of the lives that had once filled them. For several decades, these tower blocks had defined Northville’s skyline, but, as urban regeneration efforts began, they were reduced to empty shells, reminding us of the past and the uncertainty of what changes lay ahead.

Urban regeneration in Northville was a significant part of a larger initiative to revitalize social housing across London. The goal was to breathe new life into some of the city’s most struggling inner-city areas and build infrastructure to address the complex social and economic challenges faced by communities that had suffered years of neglect.

For many of us, urban regeneration was a memorable moment from our childhoods. The council promised our parents that this ambitious project would transform the area into a vibrant community filled with modern, stylish homes. We were told that these changes would create job opportunities for locals, improve access to services, reduce crime and enhance the overall quality of life for everyone who called Northville home. It was a hopeful narrative, one that promised to usher us into a new era of prosperity for our community. At least, that’s what we were told.

Beneath that hopeful facade lay a deep sense of unrest within the community. The impending demolition of our old estate sparked considerable concern, as many residents felt their roots were being pulled up. I still recall the lively discussions during town-hall meetings, where passionate voices filled with frustration urged the community to hold on to our shared history. As teenagers, we might not have fully understood the deeper implications of these changes, but we certainly felt the weight of what was being lost. Places like the basketball cage and K Park, which shaped our lives and held our memories, were slipping away. We found ourselves powerless to stop the transformation that was altering the landscape of Northville and reshaping what home meant to us.

As we walked past the demolition site, we saw Mr Ali, who hailed from Afghanistan, reciting verses from the Holy Quran. We were spoilt with a diverse mix of cultures and ethnicities in Northville, from Irish to West African, Vietnamese and Bangladeshi families, although to many in the elder community Northville was also dubbed ‘the Little West Indies’ because of its large Caribbean population. We embraced our cultural differences and loved together peacefully and as one in Northville. Every Friday evening, Mr Ali’s wife would share her food with her neighbours, creating a sense of community. Mr Chung was often skanking – a distinctive dance from Jamaica associated with ska and reggae – while chanting ‘Jah Rastafari’, alongside Samson, the local Rastafarian, during the annual Northville street parties.

I held Jacks’s hand tightly as we approached the point that would bring us to the Frontline. It took us about fifteen minutes to get there, especially with all the pauses we made along the way, but every time I reached this spot an uncomfortable feeling settled into my stomach. Even though the Frontline was just a short walk from Vinnie’s, it felt as if we were stepping into an entirely new world. The atmosphere shifted so dramatically that it seemed like the ground itself was warning us not to cross an invisible line. Our trainers crunched broken crack pipes beneath our feet. Strung-out addicts slumped in phone boxes. Sex workers waved down regular customers. People looking to buy drugs arrived by car or on foot. These were stark reminders that we had entered a different kind of place – somewhere we really shouldn’t be.

When we arrived, the strong smell of alcohol and urine hit me immediately. Groups of men, both young and old, were gathered in loose circles on the Frontline, a large concrete area, surrounded by a few run-down shops. They leaned against the walls covered in graffiti, each mark telling a story of life in the hood, a record of those locked up or passed away too soon. Some men sat on the rusted metal railings, carefully watching everything around them. Dealers mingled quietly, exchanging subtle nods with people they recognized, while a constant stream of pedestrians hurried by, trying to stay unnoticed. The whole place felt charged, as if it was holding its breath in anticipation of something that was always bound to happen.

Gritting my teeth, I hurried past, feeling their curious stares on me. In the distance, I saw two plainclothes officers tussling with Jacks’s cousin Frankie. His pregnant girlfriend, Sharon, was screaming at them. Jacks and I watched wide-eyed as the police officers threw Frankie to the ground, pressing his face against the concrete and tying his bloodied hands in handcuffs behind his back.

As teenagers, we were witnessing things in our community that no child should ever have to see, and I wasn’t naïve. I knew I was growing up in a troubled neighbourhood. I would leave for school and return to people still in the same spot. I would hear about the robberies and other criminal activities from people around me. However, some parts of Northville felt different, almost insulated from the chaos that plagued places like the Frontline, and I came to understand the complexities of people’s lives as I grew older.

Police sirens blared as Frankie was taken away in the back of a police van. I felt an overwhelming urge to escape from here, and all thoughts of Jacks’s once-desired draw faded away. My heart pounded as we ran towards the more familiar part of our neighbourhood, Jacks holding my hand, comforting me, relief washing over us as we left the shadow world behind. We zipped past the church, laughter and soft hymns drifting from it as people dressed in white gathered outside. The old garage flashed by, its usual row of abandoned cars a blur as we turned on to Jill Avenue. Jacks didn’t even glance at his favourite spot, where the tall horse chestnut trees stood, their spiky green shells always crunching under our feet. We reached the basketball cage in record time, both of us breathless.

Outside the tall, fenced area that surrounded the cage, we saw the familiar sight of Neva and Cory arguing. Although they were cousins, they acted more like arch-enemies than relatives. Jacks and I avoided another of the cousins’ daily clashes and went straight to Lorrie, who was warming up for the upcoming match. Sweat dripped from her forehead as she moved through stretches and lay-ups. With a loud thump, the basketball bounced off the backboard and swished through the hoop. The net had been torn down during a previous game when Lorrie attempted to dunk and brought the whole thing down as she landed hard on the concrete court.

The cage sat proudly at the centre of our estate and was buzzing with energy, just as expected. This was where our lives intersected, where people of all ages found solace amid the chaos and crime that pervaded the Frontline. Kids came to play and have fun, teenagers showcased their skills and older folks gathered to watch and share stories from their own days. To me, it was the heartbeat of our community, a special spot where worries could be set aside, even if only for a moment.

Cory and Neva’s uncle Horris was blasting music through his mini sound system while some of his friends were drinking Courvoisier and bunning spliffs. I was practising shooting with Lorrie while winding Cory up about his greasy lips, which resembled those of the rapper LL Cool J, when out of nowhere Bailey, a slightly older teenager from our estate who we all respected, hurried over to us with a gun near his waist.

‘Run, get inside now and don’t come back out until I tell you to,’ he shouted. His eyes were nervous and darting between the basketball cage and the tower blocks. I held my breath, and in a split second five shots pierced the air in the distance, each bang slicing through the silence. I dropped to the ground, instinct kicking in, as a cold wave of fear flooded through me. Lorrie’s delayed reflexes caused her to freeze, so I pulled her down beside Jacks and me, not letting go of her hand.

We were all terrified. None of us had ever seen a gun before and, in that moment, I disconnected completely, seeing Bailey, the gun, the chaos and myself lying on the ground with my friends from outside my body. I snapped myself out of my daze and began running so fast down the hill towards my house, bumping my head with Cory on the way. As I frantically tried to put the keys in my front door, I heard another round of gunshots, this time echoing loudly across the high-rise tower block flats nearby. I thought I heard Bailey shout for help, but my imagination was continuing to play tricks on me, as he stood composed in the centre of the basketball cage, loading his gun, needing no help whatsoever.

He stood still for a moment, surveying the tower blocks before taking off and disappearing behind the flats. As I stepped through the doorway, my parents were relaxing in the kitchen, but quickly noticed something was off. I launched into a frantic explanation of the nightmare I had just witnessed, and their concern grew as they listened.

That summer, unlike any I had experienced before, suddenly felt like a prison sentence since I was grounded from going to the basketball cage. Even Lorrie’s, Neva’s and Cory’s parents put a pause on their summer adventures. What used to be a carefree summer now felt more limiting.

This was my initiation to neighbourhood violence and the brewing tit-for-tat territorial feuds that would wreak havoc and bloodshed in our community. Bailey escaped the ambush from a rival estate that day, but the incident set the tone for the months and the years to come. That summer unfolded with several incidents of gun violence, and in the years that followed four men I knew all died violently. I couldn’t name it at the time, but I recognized that a disturbing phenomenon had gripped my community by the throat: a plague of murders among young Black men. The young men I’d grown up with were dropping like flies, killed by other local boys or men, most of whom would eventually suffer the same fate.

From my earliest memories, violence has overshadowed Northville, shaping its reputation as a dangerous and notorious gang area in London, particularly in the eyes of the police and local media, who often labelled it a high crime zone, reinforcing its image as a community plagued by problems. Yet Northville’s early history was not always defined by these grim associations.

In the past, Northville thrived as an affluent area featuring middle-class housing for merchants and professionals. The community remained largely rural until the mid-nineteenth century, when industrial development began to reshape its character. Since post-war regeneration, Northville has undergone deindustrialization, demographic shifts and gentrification, with most recent efforts focused on erasing the scars of its troubled past.

Today, the local council proudly claims that Northville has emerged as a symbol of successful urban renewal. It’s easy to see why this perception has arisen; the transformation is striking, with little public space reflecting its historical landscape. The towering high-rise blocks have been replaced by a completely new living environment, featuring modern architecture in various contemporary styles and increased green spaces. Only the street names hint at the past, whispering stories of a different era. The notorious Frontline no longer dominates the scene. Instead, local shops and businesses have flourished in its place. Even the tone and pace of the community have changed, mirroring a far more peaceful atmosphere than before. This is the updated Northville with fewer illegal links. Despite this so-called ambience, an unmistakable sense of ‘place sameness’ remains,1 but it has a different face.

Controversy surrounds the council’s promise of renewed public space among the long-term residents, who struggle to participate in the project’s regenerative framework, which appears to be designed for newcomers rather than the people who have lived in Northville for years.2 While there are busy shops and businesses, the jobs promised have not significantly benefited the original residents, raising questions about the council’s claims of inclusivity and promoting growth.

According to statistics from Trust for London, the borough where Northville is located remains deprived as of 2024.3 Crime statistics also paint a bleak picture, with violent crime remaining high. However, what those statistics don’t show is the reason why this is the case. What they fail to express is anything at all of the lives of people behind the statistics, and, as I grew older, it was the voices of the people in my community more than the reported statistics that told a clearer picture. The voices of young and adult men in Northville reveal their ongoing struggles: they remain in crisis as they confront the tough realities of their daily lives. As I write this, gunmen open fire outside a house party on the estate, fatally wounding two young boys. Currently, the streets in Northville are like a ghost town; the young boys and men on my estate are in a heightened state of anxiety, restricting themselves to short trips to the shops or friends’ houses because the threat of being the next target is very real.

This reality is devastating and extends beyond the boundaries of Northville. The pervasive issue of street violence has become deeply entrenched, affecting communities across the UK. Major cities such as London, Liverpool and even Glasgow have grappled with high rates of violence for centuries. Glasgow was once infamously dubbed Europe’s ‘murder capital’, a grim title that reflects the city’s troubled history with crime.

Violence among young people has not remained static; it has experienced alarming cycles of surges and declines. The early 2000s marked a particularly dark period as incidents of street violence escalated dramatically. A defining moment during this time was the tragic stabbing of Damilola Taylor in 2000, which shocked the nation and highlighted the growing crisis of youth violence. Three years later, the gun-related murders of two young women in Birmingham sent ripples of fear and outrage throughout communities, prompting criminologists4 to assert that these incidents ignited a new era of media obsession with street violence, particularly that linked to gang activity.

The year 2017 witnessed a devastating turning point, recording the highest number of deaths among children and teenagers due to violence in nearly a decade. Home Office figures from that year reveal the heartbreaking statistic of thirty-five young lives cut short by knife-crime-related injuries across England and Wales.5

In the wake of the Covid-19 pandemic in 2020, the grim reality of knife crime has continued to rise, painting an even bleaker picture. Reports indicate that knife crime has risen each year since the pandemic began. According to data from the Office for National Statistics, there was a twenty-one per cent increase in knife crime incidents during the most recent recording period. Specifically, between July 2022 and June 2023, there were 13,503 incidents.6

The most recent figures released by the Office for National Statistics reveal a further escalation of knife-enabled crime in England and Wales, which increased by four per cent in the year ending March 2024. Police recorded an alarming total of 50,510 offences during this period.7 Over the past decade, the increase in knife crime has been striking, with an overall rise of seventy-eight per cent across the country.8 Compounding the urgency of the situation, a report commissioned by the Youth Endowment Fund Charitable Trust published in 2025 highlights a critical disparity within this epidemic: Black children are disproportionately at risk of being victims of violence compared to other ethnic groups.9

These figures reveal only the sharp tip of the iceberg. What the raw agony and destructive street violence does to communities is mostly invisible from the perspective of those affected. The consequences of this issue are only ever superficially discussed by experts, and real voices rarely make the headlines.

Witnessing society’s slow awareness and response to this grim reality is disheartening. There seems to be a collective numbness, as if the tragedies, a constant undercurrent of loss, have been normalized. It is chilling to consider the long-standing history of young and adult men from the inner city whose lives are cut short on street corners, in alleys, in local parks, outside nightclubs and within the very estates they proudly call home. Their stories echo through the inner city, yet for many residents in safer, more affluent neighbourhoods, these issues are distant concerns, almost too far removed to fully understand.

It is striking how entire communities can coexist while living in such starkly different realities. In places like Northville and other deprived inner-city neighbourhoods in London, people navigate their daily lives with a chronic sense of danger and fear, always aware of the threat of violence. In contrast, just a stone’s throw away, other neighbourhoods are thriving in a bubble of privilege and comfort, where residents seem to glide through life with an unsettling indifference. This juxtaposition can be quite jarring and almost surreal. At times, I have felt as if I am living within a news headline others read with curiosity over breakfast, casually skimming past the harsh reality of pain and suffering that shape our world.

Street violence cast a shadow over my childhood, with police sirens, hovering helicopters and crime scenes blocked off with tape becoming familiar sights. Witnessing the fragility of life in such raw and visceral ways undeniably shaped me and influenced the path I took into academia. This story of trying to understand Northville, its residents and the cycle of crime and violence in which they are embroiled began on that summer day in 1997, but it started to take shape when I entered academia. I carried those memories of the years of bloodshed with me and was eager to find some answers. The experiences of growing up in Northville found a voice in my BSc (Hons) and later in my Master’s dissertation, but it was during my PhD programme that I delved into a deeper exploration of my lived experiences. Writing turned out to be a powerful way for me to make sense of the world around me, and with the support of the mandem – many with whom I grew up or who were childhood friends or neighbours – I pieced together my thesis. I felt a strong obligation to create a space within the academic discourse for their stories, which are often overshadowed by stigma and misunderstanding from those who have not experienced similar circumstances. Each academic paper I have written since has been a tribute to the lives and struggles of those who grew up in Northville.

As a female criminologist from the hood, which is a rarity in the predominantly homogeneous field of academia, I feel privileged to bring a fresh perspective to the table. My focus on masculinity, a topic that is typically underexplored among female academics, offers a unique vantage point. The intricate dynamics of how the mandem care for me and how I care for them, along with the mutual respect between us, are a significant part of this story.

However, I must admit that navigating my dual identity can be quite a balancing act. I often feel as if I’m walking a tightrope between being an insider who understands my community and an outsider who analyses it academically. When I shift into my ‘academic mode’, the probing questions and observational techniques can create a momentary detachment from the authentic connections I have forged within my community. Although being affectionately dubbed ‘Dr Reid’ is a source of pride, it sometimes creates a subtle distance between me and the relationships I have built in Northville.

Research can unknowingly create invisible barriers, which can feel isolating. I often worry that my community sees me as an outsider, someone who doesn’t fully grasp urban life or the roots that have shaped me. It’s a paradox – my genuine desire to explore and write about the raw realities of a place I call home can unintentionally alienate me from the very people whose stories I wish to tell.

Being an outsider is not always an easy position to hold. There are moments when I feel like a tourist, watching the daily struggles unfold around me, caught between familiarity and a sense of distance. Although I recognize the privilege of this position, it also weighs heavily, especially when I confront the disparities in our lives. Yet clarity emerges when I tap into my insider identity, particularly in those moments when the mandem share their stories with me – stories that resonate deeply because I have witnessed their struggles first-hand, like the traumatic memory of Bailey’s attempted murder. It’s in the quiet hours spent writing this book, surrounded by the sound of police sirens and hushed whispers of potential retaliation circulating on the estate, that I feel grounded in my insider-ness. These experiences – both my own and those shared by the mandem – serve as powerful reminders of the environment that shaped me. This reality, one that I cannot easily shake off, fuels my commitment to honour the narratives of the mandem, including those we’ve lost over the years.

I’m still figuring out how to navigate my dual identity, one that blends my deep connection to my community with the insatiable thirst for knowledge that fuels my academic pursuits. I take immense pride in belonging to a community that recognizes and celebrates me as one of their own. At the same time, I embrace the role of a curious academic, dedicated to uncovering the layered stories and complexities that surround me. This unique balance has helped me find my voice, allowing me to share the mandem’s stories through both our perspectives, blending personal insights with analytical understanding in a heartfelt dance of meaning. As both an academic and a resident of Northville, I approach the topic with both lived experience and intellectual interest. I employ the lenses of both worlds to convey their voices on the page, letting the mandem define, in their own words, the reality in which they live – a reality they refer to as ‘trap life’.

By listening to mandem more attentively, their stories about trap life began to confirm and expand my own visceral understanding. They provided me with the language that I didn’t have as a teenager, and that the academy could not provide. Trap life stems from the popular word ‘trapping’, or a ‘trap house’, connected to the act of selling drugs. It is commonly used by young and adult men who are ‘on road’, a phrase linked to specific UK street culture. Trap life describes not just being ‘on road’ – actively engaged in the lifestyle – but the relentless experience of feeling stuck: broke, disillusioned and with an array of negative influences that hinder successful transitions into mainstream society. Although ‘trap life’ is not a term commonly used by news media, politicians, police or even academics discussing street violence, it is an important concept I want to define and bring into public consciousness by highlighting the struggles through which the mandem have lived and survived despite the odds being against them.

Through these conversations, I began to grasp the various factors that blight their life chances and opportunities, and why young boys, trapped on the estate, particularly under threat of violence, often lose direction and feel hopeless. Places like Northville can be a nightmare for the human spirit. To survive, some of the mandem seek money and respect through illegal activities to overcome their socioeconomic disadvantages and status in life.

To say the lives and choices of young men growing up in the inner-city are limited is an understatement; the dysfunction runs deep. The realities of a lack of a good and consistent education and of limited employment opportunities, combined with the emotions that plague them – a sense of hopelessness, fatalism, sorrow and trauma – shape a daily battle often hidden from view. This complex lived experience rarely makes it into the public’s vocabulary when talking about street violence and the survival tactics the mandem use to cope with adversity.

I often compare trap life to a shimmering oasis in the desert, an enticing mirage that offers relief from the struggles of living on the margins. Many mandem are drawn to the roads, believing in the dream of success that it promises. However, the harsh reality is that true success is elusive, and often celebrated narratives of rising from rags to riches are quite rare. As the mandem chase more money, status and respect, the emotional toll can be devastating when they reach adulthood with nothing to show for themselves but an existential crisis.

Through my academic research and writing this book, it has become evident that trap life is deeply influenced by psychosocial trauma. This trauma stems from a mix of psychological and social factors, which include emotional experiences, wounds from both the past and present, as well as the broader social context, such as neighbourhood conditions, family dynamics and the various social pressures and challenges faced on road. All these factors together complicate the process of integrating into mainstream society.

At its core, trap life embodies a relentless struggle for psychosocial survival set against a backdrop of limited opportunities and oppressive environments, which further damage identities. I’ve written this book with the understanding that many mandem in urban environments carry significant traumas. It’s a mainstay in my academic research, which merges the subjective experiences of those affected by street violence with the objective realities of poverty and psychosocial trauma, and affects how I take you through this story.

The exploration of street violence through a psychosocial lens is relatively uncommon in criminology, despite its potential to provide valuable insights. While a few psychosocial criminologists, notably Gadd and Jefferson,10 have made significant contributions through case studies examining masculinities and violence in Northern English towns, this perspective remains underappreciated. They advocate for a deeper understanding of individual biography, as well as what they refer to as ‘psychic life’, alongside the broader social context, highlighting the intricate interplay between the two. However, many criminology experts often overlook this perspective, focusing instead on superficial aspects of street violence, such as criminality. This tendency neglects how socioeconomically marginalized men of colour interpret, react to and respond to their lived experiences. To enrich the discourse, it is essential to reframe the narrative, examining the deeper struggles and intricate realities that shape individual choices and identities.

In this story, set within the complex world of the mandem, I will introduce you to a diverse group of characters, each wrestling with their own struggles and hopes.

Among them, Aron stands out – a well-known ‘badman’ whose name carries weight across Northville. Hardened by the roads and the reputation that follows him everywhere, his tough exterior makes most people tread carefully. But beneath that armour is a sensitive soul – a poet who quietly wrestles with his emotions through verse. There’s a toughness and vulnerability in him, yet the roads keep his true self hidden.

By his side is Cassius, affectionately dubbed his ‘Dawg for Life’. He brings humour to the group, always quick to buss jokes and lift the mood, even in the midst of tragedy. But the laughter is a mask, a way to hide the trauma he’s been through and the pain he can’t show. His struggles run deep – silent and heavy – and no one ever sees them.

Then there’s Ash, another close friend of Aron. Quiet and unassuming, he moves through life caught in a relentless cycle of misfortune – always in the wrong place at the wrong time. He doesn’t seek the violence of the roads, but somehow it always finds him, dragging him back into a life that keeps taking more than it gives.

Another key member of the group is Andy, who was hesitant at first, but soon found himself pulled into drug dealing by the lure of quick cash. The reality, though, has been far more complicated than he expected. Every choice he makes carries consequences, and he’s been struggling with the weight of those decisions
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