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			About two years before

			‘Forgive me’

			Meiling sits alone at the large centrepiece table in an impressively opulent banquet hall. She’s bored and unimpressed by the grandeur, but she’s enjoying the sultry solo jazz performer on the stage and her fourth glass of champagne of the night.

			From her seat, she can see across the palatial hall, and it seems everyone but her husband is staring at her. They don’t smile or look away when she locks eyes with them either. She could easily pretend to be having a good time because she’s good at pretending. She once had a burgeoning career as an actress, but she quit. Dreams are for little girls, she told herself.

			Her husband has been working the crowd for half an hour and hasn’t looked in her direction once. She turns away from the stage to search for him again in the lively room. All the men look almost identical in black tuxedos, but she easily spots him. She watches him, and he looks alien to her in a tuxedo, but it handsomely fits his tall and lean frame. She sighs; she knows the worst is over as the dinner will finish soon. But just before she turns back to the stage, her husband catches her eye with a smile.

			At fifty-one, age has been good to him. He has the vigour of a younger man and still has all his jet-black hair. He walks towards her, and a plump man follows him closely. She wears a well-practised smile and stands as they approach. In her high heels, she is the same height as her husband and almost a foot taller than the other man.

			‘Monica, my beautiful wife,’ Meiling’s husband says to the other man.

			‘Frank Robert, Hampstead and Kilburn MP,’ the man introduces himself with pride.

			‘Nice to meet you, Frank,’ she says, and shakes his outstretched hand. He stands on his toes to kiss her on both cheeks. ‘Forgive my husband, call me Meiling; only my gran calls me Monica.’

			‘Very well, Meiling,’ Frank says. ‘Your husband speaks highly of you, says you organised this all by yourself.’

			‘Yes, she did,’ her husband interjects. ‘The Camden ­Children Together charity is very dear to her heart. Her father, you know, they took care of him as a boy.’

			He turns to Meiling for confirmation, and she nods.

			‘You’ve done a wonderful job,’ Frank says. ‘I thank you on behalf of Hampstead and Kilburn.’

			‘My pleasure,’ she says and glances at her husband with a subtle but peculiar expression that only he will recognise – her simmering annoyance.

			‘Go on, Frank,’ he says. ‘Enjoy yourself. I’ll see you soon, we’ll finish our chat.’

			‘Sure,’ Frank says.

			Frank politely smiles at Meiling, and she smiles back. Meiling continues to smile as she watches Frank walk away, and soon as Frank rejoins the crowd, she glares at her husband. But he’s oblivious to her glare because he’s watching the room.

			He turns to her and genuinely smiles as he admires her.

			‘Monica?’ she asks.

			He shrugs. ‘Forgive me,’ he says. ‘But . . .’

			‘But what?’ she asks and shakes her head in disgust. ‘Meiling is not good enough for your new friends? And no one else can hear you, so just talk normally.’

			‘Ah, fuck,’ he mutters. ‘What’s wrong now?’ he asks in his true coarse London accent, which has a faint hint of Irish in it.

			‘Nothing,’ she snaps. ‘I don’t like this place. These people look at me like trash.’

			‘Who did?’

			She chuckles. ‘What are you going to do about it?’ she asks. ‘Tell Frank?’

			‘What?’

			‘This isn’t you. You don’t belong here, and these stuck-up fucks know it. They know who you are. Everybody in London knows.’

			‘I’m not hiding it, am I?’ he retorts. ‘This lot think I’m a changed man with more money than sense. That’s what matters here. Plus, they came, didn’t they? And there are press and paps in here and no one’s shying away from taking a photo with me . . . enjoying my booze, my food. If this comes off, I’m sweet with this lot. Even get Frank’s job in a few years. You’ll live the life, and you’ll enjoy it. For now, all you need to do is smile, okay?’

			She shakes her head, and this angers him.

			‘Stop that shit,’ he commands. ‘There are people fucking watching. And smile, for fuck’s sake.’

			His tone stuns her, and she glares at him, but he looks away. She snatches a customised cigarette case from the table.

			‘What are you doing?’ he asks.

			‘Going outside for a fag. What does it look like?’

			‘You’re going to leave the bag?’ he says, and gestures to a large handbag on the table.

			‘Yes, it’s fucking heavy, you know that.’

			‘I know, and that’s why you’ll take it with you. I can’t be watching it, and we can’t leave that amount of cash lying around these vultures.’

			‘Why don’t you—’

			‘Don’t argue.’

			He reaches into the bag and picks out a platinum security bracelet that’s attached to it. He grabs her wrist and locks the security bracelet above an exquisite diamond bracelet, which deftly disguises it.

			‘Fuck this,’ she says, and grabs the bag.

			She attempts to strut past him, but he places a hand on her belly to stop her.

			‘Let one of the boys know you are outside,’ he softly says. ‘Don’t want you out there alone looking this ravishing.’

			She forces a smile, and he smiles back. She walks across the busy hall to a fire exit and barges out. The night is quiet and sparsely lit. She scans the street, and it’s desolate. She walks a few steps to an area of the pavement not lit up by the streetlights, and with every step her stiletto heel produces a sharp sound that echoes into the night.

			She places a cigarette between her lips and takes her time to light it. She takes a long drag and savours it before she slowly exhales.

			The chill of the April night seeps through her thin dress, and she shivers. She could have gotten her jacket, but she didn’t leave through the main entrance, past the cloakroom, because she didn’t want one of her husband’s boys guarding the entrance to follow her. She’s grown tired of their constant presence in her life.

			From the moment she started dating her husband – while he was still in his first marriage – her life became one of constant paranoia. Not hers, but his. He has her followed and guarded every minute of the day. He’s without a doubt a jealous man, which has something to do with it, but he has a justified fear that she’s a prime target for the vast collection of enemies he’s amassed through his infamously violent decades in the London underworld.

			She takes a last drag and tosses the stub to the ground. She snaps open the cigarette case.

			‘Gimme the bag!’ someone says from behind her.

			She turns around to two men wearing full head masks. The taller weedy man wears a Tony Blair mask, and the shorter stocky man wears a Gordon Brown mask. Tony Blair holds a sawed-off shotgun to her face, but Gordon Brown is unarmed.

			‘Gimme the bag!’ Tony Blair repeats in the most assertive voice he can muster in a whisper.

			She takes a moment to study both men and grins before she blows the smoke in her mouth from her last drag towards Tony Blair.

			‘What?’ Tony Blair asks. ‘You want to die?’

			She doesn’t respond, and Tony Blair turns to Gordon Brown.

			‘Why doesn’t anyone listen to me?’ Tony Blair asks.

			Gordon Brown grunts and doesn’t take his eyes off her. Tony Blair shrugs and turns back to her.

			‘Maybe cos you whine like a bitch,’ she says.

			He’s surprised by her defiance and forces a chuckle. ‘Gimme the fucking bag now, or—’

			‘Do you know who my husband is?’ she interrupts.

			‘I don’t give a shit.’

			She nods. She opens her mouth to speak but decides not to. She doesn’t want to indulge any further.

			‘Please, talk, let’s hear it,’ Tony Blair says.

			‘Just to make me happy,’ she says. ‘My husband will cut you both to pieces and feed you to his dogs. He loves those dogs. I don’t much care for them, but they’ve got to be fed.’

			‘Believe me,’ Tony Blair says. ‘If not for the masks you’d see the horror in our faces.’ He chuckles. ‘Give me the fucking bag.’

			‘No.’

			Tony Blair shakes his head in frustration, and she smiles.

			‘You expected me to be overwhelmed with fear and just hand you the bag,’ she says. ‘But I’m not, and now you’re fucked. Because you know who I am, you know who my husband is, and you can’t touch me. Plus, I don’t suppose you were just walking past on the prowl . . . wearing these ludicrous masks. Someone sent you for the bag. Someone on the inside.’

			She shakes her head in disgust, and Tony Blair attempts to speak.

			‘No,’ she commands. ‘You’re done. But I’ll give you five seconds’ head start before I scream, and my husband’s boys come running. And you can tell whoever sent you that you couldn’t have gotten the bag anyway.’

			She extends her left arm to show that the bag is secured to her wrist, but Tony Blair is captivated by the glistening diamond bracelet.

			‘No . . .’ she says.

			In one sudden motion, Gordon Brown pulls a cleaver from his jacket and swings with full force clean through her wrist. The bag falls to the ground with her hand still attached, and before she can react, he hurls a fist onto the side of her head, and she collapses, unconscious.

			‘Suka,’ Gordon Brown mutters in a deep, mature voice.

			Tony Blair is stunned. ‘Ah, shit! Holy fucking shit!’ he says. ‘Why the fuck did you do that?’

			Gordon Brown ignores him and picks up the bag and the attached hand.

			‘You fucked me,’ Tony Blair says. ‘You fucking fucked me, man. Fucking hell!’

			‘Shut up. Let’s go!’ Gordon Brown says with a pronounced Russian accent.

			‘Fuck no!’ Tony Blair says, and runs away.

			Gordon Brown grunts and runs off in the opposite direction.

		


		
			06:45

			‘You got any candy for me, big man?’

			The muffled funk beats of ‘Super Freak’ begin; it’s finally 06:45. Yes, it’s 2012 and ‘Super Freak’ is my alarm tone, and in case you’re wondering, no, I wasn’t born when the song was released, I’ve just always loved the song – although I’ve never cared much for Rick James. But the alarm doesn’t wake me because I’m not asleep; I couldn’t sleep. I pull my phone from underneath the pillow to stop the alarm and step off the bed. I carefully stretch every limb and then begin my morning workout.

			Eighty squats later, I walk around the small second-rate hotel room to relax my legs. I stop at the window and part the curtains to look outside. It’s bright and sunny for a spring day, just as the forecast said. Good start. I drop to the floor for a hundred push-ups, turn over for a hundred sit-ups, and then stretch for another five minutes to finish. I’ve kept up the same routine for almost a decade. Some days I add more exercises, but that’s an arbitrary decision; my days haven’t exactly been busy for a while now.

			I walk to the sink in the tiny bathroom and immediately spot my anxiety in the mirror over the sink. I look away and brush my teeth without even a glance back at the mirror. I’ve hardly slept the past forty-eight hours, so for a moment I try to convince myself that tiredness is what I saw in the mirror, but no, it was anxiety. I try to enjoy a hot shower, but my mind can’t help going over what’s ahead today. I’ve done my best to plan and plan and plan again, but with me, things rarely work out as planned. Today, good luck, or maybe even just average luck, is crucial.

			I dry myself with a towel and walk to a chair beside the bed. My jeans and t-shirt are folded on the chair, my duffel bag and trainers are underneath, and my leather jacket hangs over the back. I dress, wear my watch, and slot my phone into a jacket pocket. I sling the duffel bag across my back and put the towel and toothbrush into a plastic bag.

			I walk out of the cheap hotel just minutes away from Waterloo station and head towards the McDonald’s I’d seen on my way from the station last night. I toss the plastic bag into a half-full skip I’d also seen last night.

			The McDonald’s is busy, but I make sure to sit at the table closest to the only way in and out. I observe the restaurant as I eat, and there’s nothing out of the ordinary. I check my watch; it’s 07:54. It’s time. I take a moment to enjoy the last piece of my double bacon and sausage bagel, which tastes much better than I remember, before I make the call. The call rings once before it’s answered, but no one speaks on the other end.

			‘Topper?’ I say.

			‘Yeah, who the fuck wants to know?’ the voice on the other end says with a thick Caribbean accent.

			‘I’m sure I’m the only one left that calls you Topper, Topper.’

			‘Shit, you, brother,’ Topper excitedly says.

			‘What’s the closest station to yours?’

			‘Station? What, you mean train station?’

			‘Yeah.’

			‘Nah, brother! You don’t move shit like that using the fucking tube.’

			‘It’s okay,’ I say, and glance at the duffel bag between my feet. ‘I’ll worry about that.’

			‘Get a cab, I’ll pay.’

			I smile. ‘I’m not broke, Topper.’

			‘Aright, man,’ he says, and laughs. ‘You just get to Kilburn station. I’ll send someone pick you up.’

			‘All right. I’ll be there in about twenty minutes.’

			‘Aright, my youth will be there, still.’

			‘Okay.’

			I end the call.

			 

			Tyrone is the rather overweight man sitting in the back seat of a speeding Audi A6 Saloon. He oozes the aura befitting his station – that of a successful man in a cutthroat business. The business is selling drugs, and not pharmaceuticals either, but if the price is right, Tyrone will sell you those too. A handful of people call him Topper, a name he adopted in his early teenage years as a bad grime rapper – bad as in awful. He’s third-generation British Jamaican, and although he’s never been to Jamaica, he sure acts like a yardie. And like most untrained actors, his performance is exaggerated, but so is his propensity for violence. His fuse is beyond short, and the resulting violence is always dramatic, but that keeps the doubters quiet.

			Tyrone tosses his phone onto the seat and turns to the light-skinned black man with long dreadlocks in the passenger seat.

			‘Colin,’ Tyrone says. ‘Call Nori n tell im go Kilburn station to pick up the product we expecting.’

			Tyrone takes his time to relight a spliff, and Colin watches with complete attention.

			‘He bring the man with the product to the castle,’ Tyrone says, and takes a long drag of the spliff. ‘I don’t want Nori chatting to my man, yeah? Nori chats too fucking much. And you tell Nori to best be careful with my man, cos man’s a pure killer.’

			‘Sure thing, boss,’ Colin says.

			‘Blizzard coming for the northwest, you get me,’ Tyrone says, excited.

			Colin nods, and Tyrone takes another long drag. Tyrone laughs to himself and turns to the driver.

			‘Stop at Mickey Dees, yeah,’ Tyrone says. ‘Man wants a fucking bagel. Man wants two fucking bagels, you know.’

			Tyrone laughs, and Colin forces a smile. Colin considers reminding Tyrone of his diet – he ought to be on a strict diet recently imposed by a nutritionist to contain his diabetes – but thinks better of it and turns away.

			 

			I haven’t thought about the London Underground in years, so I had no idea I’d missed it so much. The platform is congested, but as always, no one seems aware of the next person. It’s even more peculiar on the train because my carriage is crammed and it’s obvious that everyone is avoiding eye contact, which is fine with me. It’s amusing to watch, but anxiety and thoughts of what’s ahead in the coming hours soon bury the pleasure.

			The train moves overground at Finchley Road station, two stops from Kilburn, and I consider calling Topper but decide to wait till I get to Kilburn. A few minutes later, the train arrives at Kilburn station, and I step off with about fifty other people. I shuffle along amid the crowd, which moves slowly down the stairs to the barriers. I look through the crowd for what is causing the slow pace and call Topper.

			He instantly answers. ‘Feds at the station, brother, and they got sniffers,’ he frantically says, and I see the police officers at the barriers with two keen dogs.

			‘Oh, I’m sorry, Auntie,’ I calmly say. ‘I thought you meant Kilburn station. I’ll be on my way to Kilburn Park now.’

			‘What the—’ he says.

			‘I know, Auntie, I’m sorry,’ I interrupt and chuckle. ‘Okay . . . all right, I’ll hurry. See you soon.’

			‘Aright, aright.’

			I end the call and turn around to walk back up the stairs. I wade through the crowd and smile politely at everyone I brush past. I get to the top of the stairs, and there is no train at either platform. If the police noticed me turn around, I’m fucked.

			I walk to the southbound platform and mix in with the people dotted along it. I’m on edge but try to appear as calm as possible. I focus on the details of my trainers, trying to hide my face and stop my urge to look around. I can’t stop myself; I turn to the stairs.

			I watch people walk up the steps and disperse onto the platforms, and I relax, but then a police officer marches up the steps. I turn to the tracks and see a southbound train approaching. I take a deep breath, and another, and then glance at the stairs, but the police officer is nowhere in sight.

			The train stops at the platform, and I join the queue waiting at the closest carriage door. I search for the police officer as people get off the train, and I see him a couple steps away, approaching. My heart rate erupts, and I instinctively clench my fists as I study the officer. We seem the same age, but that’s where our similarities end. I’m bigger, stronger, and without doubt, I will be meaner than he could ever be. He has no firearm, just a Taser and a baton. I will hurt him, bad. But then he smiles at me, and my fight instinct disappears. I smile back, a genuine smile too, and I don’t know where it came from. I look away and realise the queue ahead has entered the train and the train doors are about to close. I hop in.

			The train doors close and I watch the police officer continue down the platform. The train departs, and I relax. That was close, or was it? There are no empty seats, so I wipe my sweaty palms on my jeans and grab a support pole in the middle of the carriage. I call Topper, and it rings once before he answers.

			‘You aright, brother?’ he asks.

			‘I’m on my way to Kilburn Park.’

			‘Bless, brother. My youth will be there. Why you hide your number though? Was trying to ring you . . .’

			‘It’s okay, Topper. I’ll call when we need to talk.’

			‘Aright, brother. My youth name Noriega. He’s wearing a black Adidas jumper and a black cap. Dark-skinned boy. Got a scar on the face . . . big ugly thing, you can’t miss it. He’ll be waiting for you.’

			‘Okay,’ I say, and end the call.

			Getting to Kilburn Park station doesn’t take as much time as I expected and, in contrast to Kilburn station, it’s not busy. Soon as I step off the escalator, I see Noriega leaning on the wall beyond the barriers and spot the scar across his face that cuts through his lips. He nonchalantly watches me step through the barriers and approach him.

			‘Noriega?’ I ask.

			‘Yeah, bruv, you?’ Noriega asks, with a squeaky voice reminiscent of the Chipmunks.

			The voice startles me, and I have to fight back a smile. ‘Where’s the car?’ I ask.

			‘Outside.’

			I wait for him to lead the way, but he doesn’t move; he just stares at my bag.

			‘Noriega,’ I say, somewhat sternly. ‘Let’s get to the car, yeah?’

			He looks up from my bag and stares at me for a couple more seconds before he cracks a peculiar smile. ‘All right,’ he says, and bounces off the wall.

			He leads out of the station, and I wear my sunglasses as we walk across the road to a line of cars parked along the street. He pushes a button on a key fob, and a fresh Mercedes CLK parked ahead unlocks. This surprises me, and I study the car before I turn to him, and he smirks as he walks around to the driver side. I step into the passenger seat, and the car still has that new car smell. I look through the interior as he steps into the driver’s seat, and it’s pristine. He continues to smirk as he starts the car and drives.

			Noriega drives at considerable speed through the busy high road. We narrowly beat a red traffic light, and I worry about being stopped. Ordinarily, a person of Noriega’s age, race,  and appearance driving such an expensive car arouses suspicion, and to add to that, he’s driving like a mad man. For all I know, the car could be stolen too . . . fuck! I need to stop my mind going deeper down this hole.

			‘I see Topper’s doing very well for himself,’ I say.

			‘Who Topper?’ he asks.

			‘Tyrone.’

			‘Who’s Tyrone?’

			My paranoia resurfaces, but I fight to remain calm. ‘Your boss,’ I say.

			‘Snowman? Nobody calls him Topper or Tyrone. We call him Snowman,’ he says and grins. ‘Bossman controls the snow in northwest, you get me.’

			Snowman, really? But then I’m not surprised, it is Tyrone. Plus, Noriega’s amusing voice isn’t helping. We stop at a traffic light, and he turns to me.

			‘The fuck-up now, yeah, is what we selling is weak, bruv, and mandem in South got some power ting,’ he says, and glances at the traffic light. ‘Snowman try get mandem connect, yeah, but mandem acting all tight and that. We’re going have to get active with mandem soon, you know.’

			I nod, but I’m struggling with what he said. Not that I think it’s a lie, although I’m sure there is a fair bit of embellishment. But why is this kid telling me? I didn’t even ask, and even if I did, he ought to know not to tell. This isn’t a good look for Topper’s operation.

			‘How old are you?’ I ask.

			‘Twenty-one.’

			I nod. I thought Noriega was young, but he looks older than twenty-one. Maybe because of the scar across the lips. He stops at an intersection and turns to me with his peculiar smile.

			‘Got this Merc last week . . . part of a promotion package.’

			I nod. It’s obvious Noriega wants me to ask about his promotion, but I don’t indulge. As I expect, he tells me anyway.

			‘Me and my brethren were the top boys round these ends for a long time,’ he says. ‘Now, I’m the top man.’

			‘That’s . . . nice.’

			He makes a sharp turn into a street and parks in front of a dishevelled house. He switches off the car, and I scan the near-dilapidated houses on both sides of the street for as far as the eye can see.

			‘Are we here?’ I ask.

			‘Nah, bruv, just checking my food,’ he says with that smirk, and steps out the car.

			This fucking idiot has taken me on a detour just to show his spot . . . where he’s the ‘top boy’.

			‘You coming, bruv?’ he asks. ‘I don’t think you want to wait in the car. The kids out here are wildings.’

			I nod and step out of the car. The street is full of kids from about seven years old to mid-teens. More boys, but then a lot more girls than I expected. Most of the kids are dressed identically. Hoodies with jeans or track bottoms that sag at the hips and reveal underwear or another pair of track bottoms. And expensive trainers, mostly Air Jordans it appears from a quick glance. Did I dress like this at their age? I don’t think so, but then I can’t be sure.

			Most of the kids just loiter, but a group of the older kids excitedly provoke a large Pitbull Mastiff, which is being held back with a chain leash by an equally large kid. I think this is a school day . . . well, maybe not . . . I really don’t know. But regardless, I suppose this is where these kids learn the tools they think they need to thrive. And to their credit, here they are bright and early, dressed in uniform, ready to learn.

			I scan the street, and litter and graffiti are everywhere. I appreciate art, but there was no attempt to make the graffiti art. I suppose neither Banksy nor a street sweeper would venture this way. You can feel the lost hope and angst in the air. I recognise the feeling anywhere because I was raised in the depths of it, somewhere not too far from here.

			Noriega acknowledges a few of the kids with a nod and leads me to the door. We approach the house, and I recognise its distinctive repugnant odour. A mixture of dried sweat, faeces, piss, vomit, and other things your mind doesn’t want or need to comprehend – it’s the eclectic odour of a crack house. ­Noriega knocks the sturdy front door twice and gestures a middle finger at the peephole.

			‘A lot of brethren lost their lives or in pen for this here,’ Noriega says, somewhat poignantly, but then he smirks. ‘But better them than me, you get me?’

			I don’t care. I have no business here, but I nod and take off my sunglasses. Let’s just get this over with. There is a thud from a heavy latch, and a kid no older than sixteen pulls the door open. The kid is exhausted and flinches at the daylight. He raises his hands to cover his eyes, and I see a converted handgun tucked in his track bottoms. Noriega shoves the kid aside and leads me into the hallway with several lifeless junkies sprawled across the floor.

			The kid shuts the door, and the hallway becomes dark. I sidestep the bodies as we walk through the hallway, but Noriega shows no such grace; he walks on the bodies and deliberately steps on their heads. The junkies don’t seem to mind because they can’t get any worse for wear. I step on a syringe, and it crushes underneath my trainers. Oh, fuck!

			‘Don’t walk on the floor, bruv. You don’t know what’s there. Use the human carpet,’ Noriega says and laughs. ‘And don’t touch the walls.’

			I want to charge at him and cut his throat with a piece of the shattered syringe, but I take a moment to calm myself. I tiptoe around the bodies into what ought to be the living room. Soon as we step into the room, a petite teenage girl runs to Noriega and attempts to speak, but he shoves her, and she crashes to the floor.

			‘Wait here, yeah? I’ll go check the food quick,’ Noriega says to me. ‘And best hold your cock, bruv.’

			He laughs and walks towards a door across the room. I scan the room, and it’s filled with junkies; most are women, only two men. Most of the junkies are lifeless, but in a corner of the room, a woman kneels at the feet of a man, and he has a hand full of her hair as she sucks his cock. I can’t tell if he’s enjoying it because he just looks crazed. Across the room, the other man urinates on the wall. In the centre of the room, a thick naked woman rummages through the carpet for crack rocks.

			Noriega unlocks the door with a key and quietly opens it. He steps through the door into the kitchen and slams it shut behind him. This wakes all the junkies, and they gather at the door like zombies. The petite teenage girl tries to fight her way to the front, but she can’t. She turns and runs to me.

			‘You got any candy for me, big man?’ she pleads.

			I don’t respond and stare at her, and it’s easy to see that she was once pretty because she still has her defined cheekbones and alluring green eyes.

			‘I’ll suck you off, big man,’ she says, and reaches for my crotch.

			I parry her hand, and then I notice her belly. I focus on it to be sure, and yes, she’s pregnant. I feel for the unborn child, but not for her. She reaches for my crotch again, but I step out of her reach, and this infuriates her.

			‘Fuck off, you fucking faggot!’ she screams.

			I lock eyes with her and look down to her belly, but she doesn’t acknowledge. I attempt to speak, but the kitchen door opens, and she rushes towards the door. Noriega keeps his hands in his pockets as he walks past the junkies, and they reach for him like a messiah. You can tell he loves it. Suddenly, he pulls out his hands and tosses crack rocks to the centre of the room. The junkies race to the rocks. They dive, scratch, claw, and fight to get to them. A woman shoves the pregnant girl, and she crashes onto the floor, but she fights to her feet and runs to Noriega. She attempts to beg, but he shoves her onto the floor.

			‘I look like Santa fucking Claus to you, bitch?’ Noriega scolds.

			He steps over her and walks to me, and I do my best to hide the rage bubbling inside of me.

			‘Let’s go, bruv. Plenty food, still,’ he says, and walks out of the living room.

			I turn towards the pregnant girl, and she stares at me. I reach for my wallet, but I stop and walk out of the room.

			Noriega is in high spirits as he drives to Topper’s, but I stare out the window to watch the streets. It’s not that Noriega isn’t talking – he hasn’t stopped, and he probably won’t – I’m just not paying any attention. He parks in front of a large detached house on a quiet suburban street about five minutes away from his spot. The house looks abandoned, so do the neighbouring houses, and the street is empty. Noriega pulls out a burner phone and makes a call.

			‘We’re here,’ he says and ends the call. He puts the phone away and turns to the house. ‘Snowman calls it the castle. It’s a fortress, bruv. Fucking reinforced doors, windows, walls, all that, yeah. Nobody can get in, not even feds.’ He laughs and points to the front door. ‘Unless they open the door for you.’

			I nod and watch the door for what seems like an eternity as we wait for it to open. I check the time on my watch; it’s 09:32. And when I turn back to the door, it opens. I step out, but Noriega doesn’t, so I turn back to him.

			‘Snowman don’t need me,’ he says. ‘And I got food, still. No need for re-up, you get me.’

			I nod.

			‘You know the spot, bruv,’ he says. ‘I’ll be there all day today pressing them boys. Make sure we ready for the new product and that. Come through when you done with bossman. Anything you want on the house, yeah.’

			‘Thanks,’ I say, and turn to walk towards the house.

			For his sake, I hope we don’t meet again.

		


		
			09:33

			‘The game never changes, brother, 
it just gets more fierce’
‘Welcome to the castle’

			I approach the open door, but I can’t see anything beyond it, just darkness. I step through the door, and two muscular arms from either side of the door immediately reach across to stop me. Two large men stand at either side of the door. The taller man closes the door behind me, and the shorter man steps closer to frisk me. I remain calm but fasten my arm around my bag as his hands approach it. He stops and looks at me with a smirk. I don’t acknowledge it, but I’m distracted by how good he smells – as if he bathed in perfume.

			‘Don’t worry, I’m not checking the bag,’ he says. ‘Just want to know if you have anything in there you want to tell us about . . . before it’s too late, you know.’

			They both snigger, and I’d love to crack their heads in, but the reality is they’ll do a lot more damage to me than I’ll ever do to them, unarmed as I am now.

			‘You got anything, man?’ the taller man demands.

			‘No,’ I calmly answer.

			‘Okay, down the hall to the right, he’s waiting for you,’ the shorter man says, and steps aside.

			I take a step past them into a long dark hallway, and the good smell intensifies. I walk through the hallway and study my surroundings, evaluating the threat level and my chance to survive and escape if it comes to that. I’ve become good and quick at the study because I’ve done it every day for years. Without doubt I’m paranoid, but it’s saved me on occasion. I peek through an ajar door to my left and spot at least five naked women chatting in the centre of what looks like a kitchen, and then two armed men standing guard in separate corners of the room.

			At the end of the hallway, a thick light-skinned black man stands in front of a closed door. His long dreadlocks flow past his waist and slightly conceal a large handgun tucked in the waistband of his baggy jeans. I approach him and attempt to speak, but he steps aside and opens the door.

			I step into the room, and Topper is sitting behind a rather ostentatious desk. The room, or office if you want to call it that, is extravagantly furnished and decorated with garish portraits of fictional gangsters and Tupac Shakur. An artful painting of Tony Montana sitting on his throne hangs suggestively behind Topper. The room also smells just as good as the hallway.

			‘Welcome to the castle,’ Topper proudly says, and smiles.

			He seems genuinely happy to see me. I force a smile back and walk to the desk. Topper slowly stands, and his lavish chair looks almost identical to Tony Montana’s throne in the painting. He limps around the desk and embraces me. He squeezes for longer than I appreciate before he releases the embrace.

			‘Sit, brother,’ he says, and gestures to a chair in front of his desk.

			I nod. I sit and place my bag on the desk, and he limps back to his throne.

			‘Hope my boys weren’t too rough, frisking you and that . . . but, you understand,’ he says.

			‘It’s okay,’ I say. ‘I see you’re doing very well for yourself.’

			‘Yeah, man, I’m blessed.’

			‘Good for you,’ I say, with more than a hint of sarcasm.

			‘Fuck you,’ he says, and we laugh. ‘Truly, brother, it’s all God.’

			‘God? Okay, whatever you say, Topper. I hear you go by Snowman now?’

			‘Yeah, brother, I keep the streets as cold as December every fucking day.’

			‘Really?’ I say, oozing sarcasm.

			‘What, you hear something different?’ he asks, suddenly furious. ‘That youth Noriega running—’

			‘No,’ I interrupt, and raise a hand to calm him. ‘Noriega said nothing.’

			‘Now that’s a fucking lie.’

			I smile, and he laughs.

			‘Fucking youth just runs his mouth. But he does well for me . . . and he’s my first cousin.’

			I nod.

			‘Snowman?’ I ask. ‘C’mon, Topper, that’s just stealing Young Jeezy’s identity.’

			He laughs loudly.

			‘Nah, not like that,’ he says. ‘I like Young Jeezy, no lie. But the name true to me, you know. I keep the streets steady cold with that caine.’

			‘Fair enough.’

			‘Thought rap was not your thing though.’

			‘Nothing’s my thing, really. I enjoy good music. Speaking of, what happened to you rapping?’

			He laughs and leans into his chair. ‘Look around you, brother. I’m living the life these broke motherfucking rappers only dream about.’

			I nod. That is true.

			‘Anyway, I’m on the clock, let’s do this,’ I say.

			‘Aright, I been watching your bag too.’

			‘That’s okay, but I don’t see any money.’

			‘I know you too well,’ he says, and laughs. ‘You see nothing till I see the bricks.’

			‘Okay, not like I have a choice.’

			He shrugs. I unzip the bag and stack the cocaine on the desk, and he grins, revealing several gold teeth. He looks past me to the dreadlocked man at the door, and the man shouts a name I can’t quite make out.

			A moment later, a young woman carrying a large but light equipment case strides past me to Topper and places the case on the desk. She opens the case, but I can’t see what’s inside because the top blocks my view.

			She picks out three test tubes and chooses a random brick. She pierces the brick with a penknife and scoops out a small amount of cocaine. She pours the cocaine as evenly as she can into the test tubes. She picks out three dropper bottles from the case – one bottle is amber so I can’t discern the liquid’s colour, but the other two have clear liquids in them.

			She adds a drop from each bottle into one test tube, and the cocaine in one test tube immediately turns blue. There is no change in the other test tubes, and I watch them with increasing apprehension, mainly because I don’t know what to expect. Then I begin to question if it’s just a fucking ruse.

			‘Brother,’ Topper says, interrupting my thought. ‘You’ve got big balls carrying this shit across town on the fucking Tube.’

			‘I suppose.’

			‘Respect, brother.’

			I nod. I’m not interested in conversation, and Topper recognises this. We both return our focus to the test tubes. Nothing happens for what seems like an eternity, and my attention soon drifts to the scientist.

			It’s clear she takes care of herself because her arms are muscular, her belly is toned, her legs are well built, and she’s had work done on her breasts. She also strikes me as self-­confident, which leads me to wonder what drew her into this line of work. Suddenly, she winks at me, and I realise I’ve been staring at her. I politely smile, and she smiles back. She turns to Topper and nods approvingly.

			‘What that mean, Nicole?’ he asks.

			‘Pure. A1 Grade.’

			‘You’re fucking with me?’

			‘No, boss, I don’t make mistakes.’

			I turn to the test tubes and the powder in one of the other test tubes is dark brown and frothing, but there is no change in the last test tube; good for me, it seems. Topper grabs the already open brick and directs Nicole to a chest of drawers beside her. She turns to it, and he gestures for the top drawer. She opens the drawer, and there’s a .44 Magnum revolver, a pack of cartridges, and knife inside.

			‘The knife,’ Topper says.

			She picks the knife, shuts the drawer, and hands Topper the knife. He drives the knife into the brick and then licks the tip of the blade. He jolts and shuts his eyes. He smacks his forehead repeatedly, and I’m worried, but Nicole is unconcerned.

			A few seconds later, he stops smacking his forehead and opens his eyes. His pupils have dilated, and he’s excited.

			‘Get the girls ready to start the cook!’ he says to Nicole. ‘The first two batches you make fucking top quality, yeah?’

			She nods and packs up her equipment.

			‘Step on the rest,’ he says, and gestures to the bricks on the table. ‘We need to make this last.’

			‘Sure.’

			She winks at me as she leaves, and I can’t help but smile.

			‘Colin, bring it!’ Topper barks.

			Colin, the dreadlocked man at the door, hurries to the desk. He turns over a black bin bag, and bundles of crisp twenty-pound notes fall onto the desk. I scan the bundles, and they don’t add up to the negotiated price.

			‘Take the bricks to the girls,’ Topper says to Colin.

			Colin nods and puts the bricks into
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