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EIGHT

No more room for bad girls

Sweetz and Tooth were both part of a crew known as 3G: Grams to Grands Gang. 3G got into a serious madness with a bunch of boys that used to go to our school, a rival crew who rolled under the name Mash Boys, so called because a mash man is a gunman and that’s what they dreamed of being. The Mash Boys and 3G would chase each other down with knives, axes, hammers, shotguns . . . anything that they could get hold of. The beef became so deep that every time someone from the Mash Boys laid eyes on Sweetz or Tooth, it escalated into a paid-up fight. 

Two of the Mash Boys bredrin were Joker, Malene’s boyfriend, and a boy by the name of Younger Shark, who I knew well. Roxy had gone primary school together with him. He had a hard face, didn’t dare let his guard down, a rack of gold teeth that could fill a jewellery counter and deep-black skin. Shark carried himself in a way that intimidated a lot of people at school. Part of that rep, I reckon, came from his brother, Older Shark, who was in a gang called the Mash Men, the kind of older version of the Mash Boys. Older Shark had a notorious rep, and Younger Shark took it upon himself to keep up the name. 

The rivalry between Mash Boys and 3G was intense. I’m talking repeated heated street fights, similar to our run-ins with the HBC. The whole world heard about the beef between them two. Hundreds of dubz from 3G and Mash Boys sprang up throughout our endz, each crew v’ing the other one out. 

One time Sweetz and his two cousins were waiting at the bus-stop. As the bus drew up to the stop, Sweetz clocked a bunch of Mash Boys onboard. Bare of them. Knowing that they were outnumbered and would get mashed in a dust-up, Sweetz and his cousins legged it. But one of his cousins was over slow, and the Mash Boys caught up with him and sank an axe into his back. 

The cousin ended up in hospital for long. 

Eventually Sweetz and Younger Shark decided to have it out in a fight and rocked it out at the back of the cemetery lining our route home from school. The graveyard splits into two at the middle point, with a gated alley in between, and a big crowd of us went along to watch. Sweetz and Younger Shark bucked up, with bare of us girls looking on, as well as their olders in Year 11. The rules for the fight were one-on-one, which meant no one was allowed to jump in. No weapons, no tools, just the two boys slugging it out. 

One-on-ones hardly ever stayed that way, regardless of what had been agreed before the fight. The same for us girls. If Roxy, Styles or Pasha was in a scrap and the girl she was up against was licking her, the rest of us would soon jump in to lend a hand. But in the knock-up between Sweetz and Shark, they stuck to the one-on-one rule across three brutal rounds, both boys going at it heavily. They finished with no clear winner, both of them wounded, their faces bruised, their noses snorting cherry-red blood, their lips inflated purple, like bicycle inner tubes. 

Younger Shark didn’t come back to school after that, but I’d get to know his brother, Older Shark, a lot better in a few years’ time. 

In later years, their lives were to turn gash. Straight after they quit school, the same year as me, Sweetz and Tooth got sucked into all the stuff that they lectured us against. Another boy Sweetz was close to also got shot up. Sweetz took it really bad. Sweetz, who’d never touched a spliff before in his life, took to smoking weed hard. Later, he went jail for robbing loads of travel agents up and down London roads. One event is enough to make a person change, shift into rage mode and seek out the street life. His good friend Tooth went down for armed robbery. But that all came later. 

A couple of weeks later, Fierce called me out of the blue. The operator asked me would I accept a reverse-charge call from the girl. I said yes, wondering why she’d rung my house line rather than my mobile. I caught the sound of cars rushing past, the beeps of car horns and distant boydem sirens. 

‘Where are you?’

‘At my nan’s,’ Fierce said. 

‘What’s all that noise?’

‘Got the window open, innit.’

‘Why you reverse-charging these calls?’

‘My nan ain’t paid the bill. Listen, can I cotch with you for a while?’

‘Sure,’ I said.

Fierce stayed in my house that night. One night became two. Two became a week, and before I knew it, Fierce had slept at my house for a fortnight. All the time I didn’t question her about why she wasn’t going home. I figured that she had some trouble; maybe she’d been kicked out and was sleeping rough. It didn’t seem right to stick my nose in and add to her grief. My mum and me welcomed Fierce into the household and gave her time to get her head straight. 

‘You can stay with us for as long as you like,’ my mum said to Fierce. 

I’m cool. It’s all gravy to me. I was happy for my mum to let Fierce into my home. She was my friend and part of the fam, and we’re rolling anyways on roads. 

My family treated her like a sister. She was given money to buy new trainers, trousers and bras. Had herself a nice TV in her bedroom. But as she made herself comfortable, I started to realize that Fierce was taking the piss out of my mum. These times she’d link with Roxy, be on her period and not come back home of an evening. My mum ran a disciplined ship, and if Fierce didn’t show, she’d wait up past midnight for her. Finally, two days later, she returned at midnight to the flat bustin’ in bloody trousers and knickers and I thought, Rah, I’m not really feeling her living at my house. 

One day, I caught her wearing my dirty knickers. That got me vexed. I had to allow her. She’d not grown up in a normal family and didn’t know them nasty tings you shouldn’t be doing. Street rats, they don’t follow the normal rules of life. Eventually, tensions got a bit much between us and Fierce left to go and live somewhere else. 

She was a scatty girl, Fierce, but although she made me vexed, I didn’t blame her for the tings she did. Like, she didn’t have no mummy and daddy to say to her, ‘Rah, do this and don’t do that.’ But the hype split us up. Me and Fierce didn’t talk to each other, and she didn’t roll with the rest of N2L as much as before. When we cotched together, I had nothing to say to her. 

A number of girls in our fam faced exclusion from school. We had a troublemaking rep and the teachers picked up on it. They wanted us out of the school. Styles, Tantrum, Split, all them lot were sent packing. They shut Fierce out for a year, leaving me as the only one of the original N2L at school. Pasha and Smiles was around but in the year below me. The only reason I hadn’t been excluded was because my mum over appealed to the school’s board of directors when I fucked up. 

For virtually the whole of Year 10 I was on appeal. They dumped me in the Unit and from that day on I stopped caring about being excluded. In fact I went looking for it. I pulled my Eskimo hoodie tight over my head and the teachers shouted at me in front of the school. I’d bust in black Princess corduroy jeans to school, breaking the dress code and goading the teachers to send me home. The school, I reckoned, was looking for any little ting that might lead to my exclusion and I was only too happy to turn their wish into a reality. 

Fuck this, I thought, as I sat in front of my computer in information-technology class one morning. This is shit. None of my girls are here, I got another year of this crap to look forward to, and fuck these girls in my class. There’s bare jezzies coming into my school thinking that they’re hot. I worked myself up into rage mode. I’m not having this no more, I thought. I’m one of the top girls in school and suddenly I’m surrounded by new girls acting all bad. Top of the list was a girl called Leah. I told myself, This jezzy needs to understand that this is my school. I got a reputation already and there’s no space for more bad girls. Another girl, Stella, I didn’t like the bitch; she went on about how she was hot the whole time. On top of that, a couple of white girls kept banging on about how they was good-looking even though they was pure wastegash. 

But I couldn’t fight all them girls same time. Instead I wrote a letter, with a short paragraph dedicated to each jezzy. 

50 Cent had just stormed the charts with his G-Unit, so I came up with the idea of J-Unit: the Jezzies Unit. The letter read: 



THIS IS OUT TO ALL THE J-UNIT IN MY YEAR.

LEAH, YOU LOOK LIKE SOMEONE TAKEN OUT CIGARETTE BUTTS IN YOUR LEGS. TO THAT GIRL THAT WANTS TO SUCK DICK IN THE CORRIDOR FOR HALF AN HOUR, YOU KNOW WHO YOU ARE. TO THEM WHITE GIRLS THINK THEY’RE HOT, YOUR HAIR LOOKS LIKE SOMEONE YAKKED IN IT.



I rinsed them countless of times. I signed it at the end, YOU LOT JUST GOT BOYED OUT BY CHYNA. 

I printed out 2,000 copies, 1,000 apiece from two different printers, quit the classroom and dashed them literally from the top to the bottom of the school, in the corridors, outside the school, down the drive, in the fields. When that class bell rang, every boy and girl stumbled upon a print-out. By lunchtime, the whole school had read it, my dissing’s all around town, and I’m ready for the comeback. 

At two thirty the last bell sounded. School’s out. Still no one had moved to me. I thought, This is a bit fishy. Surely Leah or Stella should have confronted me by now. The whole reason for writing the letter was to see which one of them bad girls wanted it the most. At last I got a reaction. Leah decided she wants a bit. Out in the drive, she went fucking mental. ‘Who’s Chyna, reh, reh, reh? I’m gonna fuck her up, reh, reh, reh.’ Leah was new to the school and didn’t have a clue who Chyna was. 

I stepped in Leah’s face. ‘I’m Chyna. What about it?’

‘Rah, meet me in town centre,’ she replied. 

‘Cools.’ I went back home first to get changed. Stella meanwhile had got the letter and run back home to her mum, who promptly marched into Miss Fredericks’s office. I’d printed the letter at ten o’clock that morning. By six o’clock same night, I was told I weren’t welcome no more at Burnell. My mum went ballistic, but I didn’t stick around to catch the full brunt of her venom. I had a beef to settle. Leah rang my phone, told me to meet her outside McDonald’s. I rolled with my cousin Zara, expecting fifteen girls to confront me. 

By the time we arrived, though, Leah had breezed. 

Two weeks later, my mum had a meeting at school. Somehow she managed to get me reinstated. Leah called my mobile, offering me out. 

‘I hear you’re back at school next week.’

‘Worried I’ll write more letters?’

‘Fucking bring it,’ Leah said. 

Me and Roxy headed to Leah’s house and waited outside for her to show. She took long. Should’ve brought a weapon with me, I thought. Leah might come out of her house with a ting, and I ain’t got nothing but my fists. 

This called for a change of tactics. 

Normally in a fight, you’d let each other get ready before popping off shots with your fists, but I figured I was at a disadvantage, so I bent the rules. I heard the jangle of the key chain as Leah fiddled with it, and the click of the latch as she unlocked the front door. 

Here it comes, I thought. Best move fast, because if you fuck this up, you’re not gonna get no second chance. 

The door cracked open. 

I pounced. 

Leah had time to spot my fists flying towards her, but not enough to avoid me telling her what time of day it was. I didn’t give her a chance to catch her senses. Two clean fists, right then left, the bony edges of my knuckles bashing up against her jaw. ‘Urgh,’ she moaned, and fell on to her back as the door swung on its hinges. 

I’d dazed Leah. She weren’t about to give in that easily, though. I didn’t expect her to. You’re fighting to protect your rep, because someone dissed you, and if you lose, everyone on the endz will be gossiping about how so-and-so’s a soft touch. More people step to you, thinking, Rah, this girl’s a pushover. That’s why I fighted on the front foot, because you had good odds of winning with an aggressive style. 

Back on her feet, Leah swung at me. She caught me on the shoulder. My instinct was to shuffle out of range, but I knew I had to put her down again. Ignoring the pain, I put a rapid set of punches – one, two, three – in her face. She crumpled. 

I hoped the fight was over. Leah had four inches on me and long, stretched arms that could damage a girl’s face. My plan had been to sock it to Leah quick and mean, burning her before she had a chance to strike. 

For a second time, Leah pulled herself up. I noticed her left hand reach behind her. She whipped out a ten-inch kitchen knife from the back of her jeans. 

My eyes settled on the tip of the knife. I sorely regretted not boxing her head in more when she was flat out. I should’ve moved in for the kill, I thought. I was afraid of getting shanked, seen other girls get stabbed and it looked fucking painful. 

Leah charged me, slashing the knife towards my head. I almost froze with fear, then ducked at the last second. The blade swiped thin air. I had to finish this now, otherwise I’d be on the wrong end of that blade. Leah had a heavy swing, and as her arm went in an arc, I darted sideways and booted her in the chest. She crumbled. I booted her again. She stayed down. I grabbed the knife. Leah was out of it. I had her where I wanted her. 

I could’ve ended the fight there and then, but the rage I’d first felt when my dad boxed up my mum and when Styles got attacked outside the shubz, it sparked up, like my insides was catching fire, my belly and my hands and my heart. I stood over Leah and raised the knife. I wanted to paint her red. 

A hand gripped my wrist. A voice shouted for me to stop. 

Roxy. 

She disarmed me, saved me from stabbing the girl and hurting her real bad. Maybe worse. I’d like to say my rage mode vanished, but it didn’t. I still worked on Leah as she lay on the ground. Payback for spinning a dirty trick on me with the knife. She’d tried to attack me with a weapon, and she deserved an extra beating in return. 

‘And don’t you ever pull no knife on me again,’ I said to Leah as me and Roxy split. 

The school told me I wouldn’t never be coming back. Said they’d keep me registered at the school but I’d do my studies at a local college. I reckon they thought giving me the boot meant they’d wiped their hands of me. They probably didn’t know how happy I was when I learned the news. Now I got more time to tief, I thought, and cotch with my fam. 

Roxy began rolling with a girl called Paige, who she’d met at the all-girls’ school she’d been transferred to. She told me she was scared about changing to a new scene because they didn’t appreciate her status. But from the moment she sat in registration, all her stresses vanished. She recognized girls from the street, people she associated with on the roadside. She skived constantly, her and Paige. 

Paige had jezzy status. With her short, wavy hair and distinctive Jamaican patois, Paige stood out from the crowd. Her family adopted her at a young age and took her in, but they let her basically run riot. 

If Paige had a jezzy rep, I was known as a jezzy hater. I beated on jezzy girls, victimized slag-bags from school. If I spotted a slag in the park, I’d violate her. Take what she’s got and chief her up. There was no way I would ever roll with nasty girls who fucked someone else’s man, offering up their gash for anyone who wanted a quick pump. 

One time Paige slept with the boyfriend of a friend of mine called Jessica. The fam supported me when I said I intended to move to Paige and cave her in. We found her hanging at the Foot Locker in town centre. Roxy was next to her. While bare of my girls threatened Paige, Roxy approached and tried to defuse tings. 

‘Leave Paige alone, cuz,’ she said to me. ‘She’s my girl.’ Meaning she’d back her up. Even if it meant trading blows with her own fam. 

‘You don’t wanna be rolling with this slag,’ I told Roxy. ‘That girl holds the gold medal for sucking dick.’

‘She’s been good to me,’ Roxy protested. 

‘That bitch fucked Jessica’s man.’

‘Shit happens, Chyna. The boy don’t want Jessica and she’s done with him, so what’s the problem? Either way – Roxy, folding her arms – ‘I’m not letting you lot attack Paige.’ In Roxy’s eyes, boxing Paige was disrespecting Roxy. 

Before my girls could jump Paige, Roxy shoved her into the Superdrug opposite the Foot Locker. 

‘You lot come in here,’ she said, guarding the doorway, ‘you’re gonna have to fuck me up first.’ 

No way could we set hands on Roxy. She was inner-circle fam. We checked for each other, rolled and had bare walls dubbed with our names together in the N2L crew. Secretly I was relieved that we didn’t have to cause a major hype with Roxy, even though I had a desperate urge to lick Paige for what she did to Jessica. 

I tried to level with Roxy when we chilled away from the fam. 

‘That girl’s gonna bring down your rep, cuz,’ I said. 

‘Rah, the mandem know who I am, are you stupid?’ She paused. ‘You know what your problem is, Chyna? You and Paige are too alike.’

I frowned. ‘What d’you mean?’

‘You both think you’re on it, don’t you see? Look, she’s facey, you’re facey. She’s rude, you’re rude. She don’t give a fuck, you—’

‘This is some mind-game lark, cuz. Me and Paige is like chalk and cheese.’

‘Chalk and chalk, more like.’

I cooled off, thought about it some more and realized that me and Paige did have a few tings in common. In my teenage years I was hostile and hyped, aggressive and flip. Unless I fronted, people would take advantage of me. I worried they’d smell any sign of weakness from a mile off. 

I knew that in order to survive, I’d have to be on it 24/7, streetwise and tough. A lot of the girls understood this. Paige included. 





ELEVEN

Girls-in-crime

Life changed after the HBC beef. Going out and licking it became a lot harder. Mobiles were fixed with blocking systems that made them worthless. Bare CCTV cameras and security guards swarmed every retail park and shopping centre. And my mum discovered I’d been tiefing, asking me why all my jeans and tops had little holes in them – from popping the tags. I’d blank her or blame it on the washing machine, but I reckon she’d sussed it out. Mums are like that. She was angry, but also embarrassed that she had a daughter who was out licking it. 

Me and my girldem were shedding our tomboy phase. We ditched the Avirexes and wore tight jackets, trousers that showed off our figures. Out went the all-white Nike creps; in came pink Adidas kicks. I started dabbing on eye make-up and lipstick and did my hair in cornrows, slicking it back. We also busted handbags for the first time. Back in our tomboy days, everything was stashed in the pockets of our low jeans or tracksuit bottoms. 

Now we was obsessed with getting the latest DKNY, Juicy Couture and Warehouse handbags and purses. Just as important as the kit we added was the stuff we ditched. Gold went out. I lost the sovereign rings from each finger. Dropped the big chops. The only bit of gold I kept was a ring that covered three fingers and said, ‘BITCH,’ along the front. 

Bustin’ our new look, we attracted bare attention from the mandem. We enjoyed the smiles and compliments, but we weren’t changing it up for the sake of the boys. On the roads, we matured more quick than the good girls at school who went home to Mummy and Daddy each night, revised for their GCSEs and planned to go university and blushed when some boy so much as looked at them across the street. You had to grow up over fast in order to live our lifestyle. With our new styles and garmz, we made a big impression. Now every boy wanted to be with us. It was a case of push out the old girls, here come the new girls. 

These times I welcomed a new girl to the fam. Her name was Candice, and she was a crazy-in-the-head mixed-race girl who fought bare man due to her heavy build, with arms like steel cables and broad shoulders stolen from Deebo in Friday. Candice was very loud and very rude. I was very loud and very rude. We clicked, shared the same interests in music and garmz. She was the sister I never had. 

In the daytime, Candice had to go to the YOT, Youth Offending Team, to do her community service. She was on probation for this, that and the other, but she didn’t give a shit. Same as me. We were a couple of bad girls, although Candice was bigger than me, and she probably held the upper hand when it came to intimidating people. We’d call each other our girl-in-crime. And we pushed each other to do more badder and badder tings. 

I introduced Candice to Rips, Stocks, Wallace, Safon and Nugz, and she soon began clicking with Safon. I linked with Wallace. Styles hooked up with Rips.

Wallace had his attractions. His mum was from Barbados; his dad came from America but walked out on the family before Wallace could even walk. Twenty years old, he was only a little bit taller than me at five foot seven, but what he lacked in height he made up for with strength. Wallace had a barrel chest and powerful arms, but he also had class. He owned neat rims and a ped, and had his own little movements and money. When he asked me out, I blushed.

I knew of Wallace’s rep. He’s what the girls call a gyalies. A playa, in other words. Word on the roads was that he still linked up with his ex, a girl by the name of Breelyn. I’d heard of this girl, didn’t really fucking know her or anything, and although I can tolerate a lot in a boy, having another girl on the radar ain’t happening. Before we got together, I had a sit-down conversation with him where I told him, ‘Look, I know you got this previous with Breelyn. Truly I don’t give a shit about her. Just don’t fuck me about. Don’t hurt me.’ He gave it all the talk, said those days of chasing the girldem were behind him. And I believed him. 

Way I saw it, Wallace represented a nice change from Kendrick. But we had a problem: Wallace shotted for Kendrick. As his basic boss, Kendrick treated Wallace and the mandem like shit. He’d call up his friends and get them to rob his own shotters. 

Although I’d kept my distance from Kendrick, he didn’t take too kindly to me and Wallace linking. Wallace wasn’t worried about dating a girl who’d been with his deela – his basic boss – but I had major fears. After all, I’d been close to Kendrick, and I knew what he was capable of. 

When he learned I was close to Wallace, Kendrick took action. He started randomly beating Wallace and robbing him of his food and money. He nicked his car and parked it on double yellow lines so it’d be towed. Then he’d ring me up and brag about what he’d done. I wasn’t impressed, and told him what I thought of his stunts. 

In Kendrick’s eyes, he still believed he had ownership of me. One day, me, Candice and Bigs were in Wallace’s Beemer. We arrived at Rips’s house and Safon, Wallace and Rips told us to wait in the car while they retrieved something from the house. As we waited, four long, sleek cars speeded down the road towards us. The cars stopped outside Rips’s house. My Nokia buzzed. Wallace. 

‘Drive my car,’ he said. ‘Get the fuck out of there and whatever happens, don’t open the windows or unlock the doors. You feel me?’

‘What’s going on, Wallace?’

‘No questions, Chyna. Now go.’

Wallace’s tone was urgent and he weren’t one to panic without a good reason. I did what Wallace asked, revving the engine and shifting the Beemer into first gear. My foot was suspended above the accelerator when I heard a distinct tap, tap, tap against the window, like hailstones. 

The Beemer’s windows were dark-tinted. Three shapes I took to be men presented. They were dark outlines, the faces of two of them obscured by the man in front, pressing his face against the window. 

Kendrick. 

He gripped a gun in his right hand. Tapped the window with the barrel of his ting – tap, tap, tap – quicker now, impatient, aggressive. I gripped the steering wheel with both hands, faced forward, knowing that Kendrick wouldn’t be able to see me through the tint. 

‘If you don’t open this door,’ his voice carried, ‘I’m gonna put a shot through the glass.’

I was petrified, didn’t want to disobey Wallace, but same time, no way was I gonna get duppied because of some stupidness. I pressed the selector. As the window lowered, I seen the barrel of the gun, the endless dark hole at the end six inches from my face. The static, menacing look on Kendrick’s face departed when he laid eyes on me. He smirked. 

‘What you doing in Wallace’s car?’

Kendrick had been planning on tiefing Wallace’s rims. Looking beyond Kendrick, I spotted the other four cars were taken by Kendrick’s mandem. The Beemer was the last motor on the road. The front door of Rips’s house was busted off its hinges. His mum screamed from inside as bare boys stormed the house. 

‘This ain’t Wallace’s no more,’ I said, inventing a lie on the spot. ‘He sold it to my mum and I’ve taken it out without her knowing about it.’

‘Truth?’

‘Cross my heart.’

‘And hope to die.’ He blinked. His moon eyes seemed to swell up. ‘That’s how it goes, ain’t it?’

I didn’t answer. 

Kendrick turned his attention to Bigs in the back seat.

‘You spreading lies that I raped you?’ he said.

‘Nah, man, you got it wrong’ – Bigs shifting in her seat. A week ago, she’d claimed Kendrick raped her. In our endz there’s lots of rumours running about, and it’s hard to work out who’s lying and who ain’t. Kendrick, though, looked so outraged I figured he was telling the truth. 

‘Everyone on the endz saying I fucking raped you.’

‘I swear, Kendrick, I didn’t say nothing.’

‘Step outside so I can box you up.’ The way Kendrick said it, he almost made it sound inviting. 

‘Stop hassling Bigs,’ I said.

He ran his tongue around his mouth. Looked at his shoes. Laughed at them, as if a joke was stickered to the toes. Tucked away his gun. ‘You saved Wallace’s bacon today, you know that?’

Kendrick left me and the girls to it. His mandem breezed out, my hands clinging to the steering wheel like I’d die if I let go of it. My head was in pieces. 

‘Bruv, you’ve got to get that man out of your life, because, you know . . .’ Candice said. 

Otherwise I’m gonna end up killed, I thought. The headache for me was how to lose someone as vicious as Kendrick without him retaliating and making my life hell. 

In the end, the boydem did me a favour by arresting him for armed robbery. I changed my mobile number. Moved on.


With Kendrick out of the picture, me, Wallace, Candice and Safon had good times together; driving to Southend and hitting the rides at the fairground. Sometimes we smoked draw in Candice’s room. We’d hear her mum’s footsteps on the stairs and the boys hided under the bed, Diane banging on the door and shouting, asking who was in there, us swearing blind no one. 

It was Candice who introduced me to the world of motors. She taught me how to drive. We’d tief her mum’s car at night. Diane was a scheduled person, had dinner at seven, bath at eight, in bed by ten o’clock on the dot. So we knew that at ten thirty Diane would be out for the count. Candice nicked the keys from her mum’s purse and off we went, racing around the endz in a silver Jeep, me getting a crash course in steering and braking. 

If Diane’s Jeep weren’t available, we’d hotwire rims. Candice had the skills to speedwire. I remember reading somewhere that a good car tief can jack a motor in thirty seconds or thereabouts. Candice was good to go in twenty. This girl’s fingers worked in fast-forward. 

Candice taught me what cars to look for – old standard-shape Rover 100s and Fiestas and XR2s. Banger cars, we called them. You could break into these ones simple – they didn’t have built-in alarms or immobilizers. Your brand-spanking-new Benzes and Beemers aren’t worth the time of day to a car-jacker. You need to have the key fob because it’s all about computer chips these days and the engine won’t ignite without the chip present at the wheel. No fob, no drive. But older models, now, these have potential. 

I had the role of lookout, scouting for boydem while Candice forced open the door by slipping a knife into the actual lock itself, or smashing the window in, her hoodie wrapped round her fist. Once inside, she’d pop the case from under the steering wheel, strip the wires, do the right ting in the right order, and rev the engine. 

We’d cut loose from the yard in our jacked motor and ping it far, Candice driving like an F1 racer, down to Southend or Brighton, where we’d get piss-drunk on the pier and sleep on the pebbled beach. Drive home next morning. Neither of us had a licence, and neither of us gave a fuck, although Candice was the madder driver. She had her own Volkswagen V5 with blacked-out windows. Her rims were listed on the boydem computers as a runner: a car that’s on record as out-running the boydem. Candice got a thrill from gunning the boydem as a sort of hobby. They’d chase her; she’d skid her V5 round sudden corners and accelerate down busy thoroughfares, winding left and right, left again, until she shook the cars tailing her. 

Another bit of fun we had with motors was to join the boys at a ting called the Cruise. 

Once a week, a text message is sent to all the people in the Cruise network, telling them to meet at such-and-such a road on the Saturday night at eleven o’clock. Cruises weren’t open to anybody; you had to already be ‘in’ with associates before they’d admit you, in case you were undercover boydem. Cruises are a white tradition. All the white boy-racers attend, girlfriends by their sides. You get the top, top drivers from the area competing with each other for cash prizes. 

The road had to be far from Central and boydem patrols, and at least a mile in length. The dual carriageways connected to the M25 hosted majority Cruises. First time we attended, the Cruise resembled a scene out of The Fast and the Furious. A hundred BMW coupés, Audis, Jaguars, Ferrari F335s, Porsche 911s blinged up and revving their engines, raring to go rip up this length of tarmac. Some boys rode on bikes, Ducati Monsters and Aprilia Tuonos, performing wheelies, stoppies, street skis and flips where they’d stand on the bike while doing fifty, sixty per and lift one leg up behind them. 

If anyone wants evidence of how talented some boys on the endz are, they should check out the Cruises. Many drivers was highly skilled and polished behind the wheel, doing tings that could get them Lewis Hamilton p’s with the right guidance. 

We rolled to the Cruises with Stocks, Kevin, Nugz and Safon. They put in for a race each week. For them, it was a chance to show off their rims and driving abilities, especially Safon, who had mad skills he learned on the streets when jacking rims and out-racing the boydem. The races ran on through the night until five o’clock in the morning, or when the boydem interrupted it, whichever happened first. They were great fun, but they could also be really dangerous. I saw four people die at the Cruises. One biker boy tried











































































EIGHTEEN

The street mentality

Pepper was a Yardie man and a big-time playa who never worked directly with shotters. I didn’t really know him well. Had just seen him about the roads a couple of times. He never crossed my mind as someone I could do business with. 

Out of the blue, Pepper called me up. 

‘Eveling, dawta,’ he said, as if we was bestest best friends. I could hear dancehall reggae music in the background, Yellowman’s voice echoing out, ‘Them a mad over me.’ 

‘Mi got two keys, good Jamaican toot,’ he said. ‘And me need a couple of di galdem to go deliver it off to dis man. Yu waan fi do it?’

‘What’s the catch?’ With Yardie men, there’s always a catch. 

‘Nuh catch,’ he said. ‘Jus give him da food and goes back to yu gates. Grand five hundred each.’

The deal sounded too good to be true. But still I wasn’t sure.

‘Mek up yu mind . . .’

‘I’ll do it,’ I said. I needed the money, and if it was a simple trade-off, p’s for coke, I didn’t see what the problem could be. ‘Tell me when and where.’

Pepper said he’d be in touch. He added that I’d need to find a second girl as I couldn’t be allowed to go by myself. ‘Fa security,’ he explained. I said I understood, knowing instantly which girl could be relied on for sound back-up. 

Pasha. 

She was up for it too, having not had much success on the endz lately, what with everything being so rodded. Me and her both needed the p’s big-time. When Rashid went into prison, I’d had to go on income support, £55 a week. I had a £100-a-week weed habit to feed! Either I got a job that just about covered my weed needs or I went for something that could double my money and sort me out for a while. Fifteen hundred each and I’d be bubblin’. 

The next day, Pepper called to explain the deal. He’d give us a lift in his car, taxi us to a meeting point and drop us off, where we’d exchange the food for the p’s with the deela man he was selling to. Then breeze out and hand over the phat coil to Pepper and pocket our sterling. Simple. 

‘Jus’ one ting,’ Pepper said. ‘Don’t let di man have more than a quick taste of di bulla. And don’t be stepping out from di mandem with di toot. He has one quick sample, den dun.’

Pepper picked me up at ten o’clock in the morning in a black sapphire BMW 7 Series. Leather trim, metallic paint, the works. The motor shook with the heavy riddims of Ninjaman’s ‘Murder Dem’ and the car had a sickly smell, fresh leather and chemical skunk mixing together. We said nothing the whole journey to Pasha’s house. 

I met Pasha in her room while Pepper waited outside in the Beemer. 

‘Ready to do this, fam?’ she asked. 

‘Yeah, yeah,’ I said, distracted. ‘Listen, I been thinking. Two keys is a lot of food.’ Pasha was tying up the laces on her Nike creps. ‘I mean, we’re talking bare grands.’

‘What you saying, cuz?’ – Pasha adjusting her hair. 

‘Here’s the deal: I call up Kazim, get the mandem to come to the place and rob us.’

‘So, we go to the car park in—’ 

‘Burger King.’ 

‘—and we get robbed.’

‘By the mandem.’

‘And then—’

‘Sell it on,’ I said. 

Pasha bit her upper lip with her teeth. ‘What if we get caught?’

‘This Yardie man Pepper, he don’t know who we’re affiliated with. He ain’t gonna suspect nothing, thinks we’re just a couple of naive girls who need some quick notes. Why else do you think he’s trusting us to do this delivery, instead of some boys he knows? Or even do it himself?’

Pasha kicked the heel of her left crep with the toes of her right. She wasn’t sure. 

‘Look at it this way,’ I said. ‘For carrying out the delivery, we’ll make a grand five hundred each. If we got the food and shifted it on to some deelas, minus the cut for the mandem, we’d be making a quarter of a mil.’

‘Shit,’ Pasha said, ‘when you put it like that . . .’ Her eyes narrowed. We’d been burned too many times before not to have tings play on our minds. I know, because I was thinking the same ting. 

‘Don’t worry about Pepper,’ I said. ‘Man’s ballin’. Quarter of a mil’s big p’s to us, but it ain’t nothing to him. He’s got his own fashion shops in Islington, got his own clubs, houses in Spain and Florida . . .’ I lit a Mayfair. ‘He’s got fucking over money, cuz.’

This is where my street mentality came into play. I’m thinking, Rah, if we tief this drugs, this is me now. Me and Pasha can start up our own line, shot it by ourselves until Rashid gets released from prison and he can take over. Sorted. 

‘Nothing will come back to us. He won’t never suspect a ting.’

‘Fuck it,’ she said. ‘I’m sick of being broke. Let’s do it.’

I rang Kazim and he arranged for him to come down with a baggamanz. Pepper honked his horn. Had to make it quick – he’d be wondering what was taking us long. I quickly sorted it out with the boys. Three of them would come and rob me and Pasha. We talked about the details, how they’d have to rough us up a little bit to make it look authentic. The one ting I didn’t know was which Burger King Pepper was driving us to. I said I’d call them back soon as we arrived at the restaurant. 

We clocked Pepper at the boot of his Beemer, ushering us over to have a look at the keys. Snug inside the boot, beside the spare wheel, was the package. It didn’t look like much – two packets, each one the size of a Martina Cole book, white as a block of sea salt and smothered in cling film. 

Pepper dropped us off at the Burger King, reminding us to only let the man have a small sample from the bag. I carried the two bricks into the restaurant, tucked inside a peach-coloured Furay tote slung over my shoulder. I ordered a Double Whopper meal, extra large, full-sugared Coke. Pasha went for an Ocean Catch bap, medium, Diet Coke. At eleven o’clock, the restaurant was more empty than not. We pulled up a pew at the window overlooking the car park. Every couple of minutes Pepper rang my phone, asking for an update. 

‘De mandem deh yet?’

‘No, he ain’t showed.’

‘He soon come.’

I put a call into Kazim and told him the location of the Burger King. The plan was set. 

I’d just polished off my burger when this Yardie boy entered and bolted over to us. Not a man, but a teenager. 

‘Yo, yu got de food? Gimme de food,’ he said. 

This boy can’t have been a day over eighteen. He had rough, rugged plaits that ain’t been done for long, bustin’ in navy-blue track trousers with a Nike top and white Nike trainers muddied smog-grey. I thought to myself, He didn’t look like no major deela who’d be buying a quart of a mil worth of pure. Pasha glanced at me. Same ting crossed her mind. 

‘Mi said hand over de food,’ the boy told us. A few customers looked over at the commotion. 

The instructions that Pepper had given us was that the deela would be a man in his forties and driving a white van. He didn’t say nothing about no fresh-faced Yardie boy decked out in tracksuit garmz and on foot. 

‘Nah, we ain’t got nothing,’ I said. The Furay bag was beside Pasha’s chair. I spotted her slyly nudging the bag under the table with her foot.

‘Yu tell a lie.’

‘We ain’t got shit,’ I firmed. 

‘Yeah’ – Pasha getting heated too – ‘we don’t know what the fuck you’re talking about.’

The boy shot us a screw-face. ‘Yu de two girldem meant to be linking up wit de food?’

His words rattled me. I kept my shock hidden and blagged it. How this boy had the inside track on the deal, I didn’t know. It smelled dodgy to me. Someone was trying to rob us, and this definitely weren’t one of Rashid’s mandem. 

‘Fuck yu, den, wutless gals.’ The boy stormed out of the Burger King and out of the car park. 

‘Oh shit,’ Pasha said. She had the view of the window, me with my back to it. 

‘What is it?’

‘Don’t look now, but that boy’s waiting outside the car park with two mandem.’ The fresh-faced Yardie boy and his friend stood on the corner of the road. The boy spoke into a mobile. His friend smoked weed and eyefucked us. They looked on edge. 

‘Our boys are gonna be here any minute,’ I said, my nerves tingling. ‘Soon as they arrive, those Yardie yutes are history.’ 

‘Tell them to put their foot down,’ Pasha said, ‘or the moment we step outside, them boys are gonna run us up.’

I nodded, distracted. Wondered over and over, how did these boys know we were supposed to be meeting for a deal? Then again, we were in fucking town centre of gangs. Word travels fast. Couple of young girls in town, with two keys of pure cocaine on them . . . 

Once one person knows, everyone knows. 

Pepper rang. 

‘De man’s deh ’bouts, jus’ round de corner,’ Pepper said. Hanged up. 

‘Where’s the mandem?’ Pasha asked. 

‘Gonna get here soon as, cuz.’ 

Two minutes later, a white van checked in at the car park. Me and Pasha went outside to meet the driver. I gripped the Furay bag tight. The Yardie boys had disappeared. I guessed maybe they were planning on jacking the van man after he left the Burger King with the food.

We went out, circling round to the rear of the van. The deela introduced himself as Quips. He prised open the doors to keep us out of sight. I offered him the teeny sample and gave him sight of the coke, letting him hold it and making sure we didn’t leave him alone with the food, as Pepper instructed. 

I was tense. Now Quips had arrived, I worried how fast we’d be forced to make the exchange, and the mandem’s opportunity to rob him would be lost. 

The deela rubbed the sample on his teeth to test its purity. No deela snorts the shit; you can’t tell the quality of it that way. The best method for testing coke is to get a tiny little bit, put it on your index finger and rub it into your gums. You should feel a tingle on your tongue, like a buzz of electricity. A tingle means the product is pure and no artificial crap’s been added to the mix. 

‘It’s good, yeah?’ I asked. 

‘All fruits ripe,’ Quips replied, nodding. ‘But I got naa coil on mi. De money be at mi flat.’

‘And where’s that?’

‘Not far,’ he replied, all evasive like. ‘Just around the corner.’

‘No,’ I said, Pasha shaking her head, ‘we ain’t leaving here.’ Quips had, by accident, tossed us a lifeline. I acted needled, said no way in the world would we accompany him to no flat. ‘You’d better go get the p’s, bring them to us.’

‘It not be working like dat, shorty.’

‘It be,’ I replied. ‘You’ve got your sample and you know the shit’s good. If you don’t want to do business, we’ll fucking find someone else to sell to. Call it how you want it, but we ain’t being messed around.’

My threat worked. The man acted tense and worried. He said he’d go to his flat and come back in twenty minutes. Enough of a time window, I hoped, for Rashid’s mandem to ‘rob’ us. 

The minutes tick-tocked. Kazim said they were stuck in traffic at Clapham Junction. Fuck me, I thought, we was up against the clock. I ordered another Coke. Pasha tapped her feet and nervously looked out over the car park. 

‘Where are you?’ I asked Kalim in my thousandth call to him. 

‘Traffic, sis.’

‘Get a move on, will you.’

That’s my basic luck, I thought, to plan a fake robbery on a day London was haemorrhaging traffic. 

Meantimes a black Volkswagen Golf nosed into the car park, resting at the exact same spot Quips’s van had occupied. No one got out. I was immediately suspicious about this Golf and made a mental note to keep tabs on it. After half an hour, these two men climbed out of the motor and entered the Burger King. Older Yardies, about the same age as Quips, early forties. 

One of them, rakishly skinny with a greying beard and a gold Jesus crucifix hanging from his neck, tilted his head at me. He planted a leather boot on the spare chair at our table. 

‘What’s going on? Quips said you’re supposed to go to his flat.’

I was nervous about Quips’s friends. They were aggressive and had a look in their eyes said they’d kill for food if the price was right. I figured Quips wasn’t good for the money but thought he might be able to steal the food off us by convincing us to go to his flat. 

‘Ain’t happening,’ I replied. ‘He wants to do business, he comes to our office here, innit?’

The man grinned. He had a gap between his two front teeth you could pass a thumb through. 

‘We’ll be waiting outside if you want to change your mind.’ 

They exited. 

Our suspicions that Quips was planning to rob us was confirmed. Now we had two different sets of robbers waiting outside. The two men in the tinted Golf and the three Yardie boys on the street corner. 

Still no sign of Kazim and the mandem. 

One thirty in the afternoon and we’d been in Burger King for two and a half fucking hours. I picked at the ice cubes at the bottom of my Coke with the straw. Pasha chewed her fingernails. Time went slow, and we was scared shitless. We couldn’t even leave if we wanted to. Pasha drummed her fingers on the table. 

Eventually Pepper called me and asked the whereabouts of Quips. I told him he ain’t showed since he made off to his flat. 

‘Fuck ’im. Mi come down now.’

‘How long?’ 

This was all I needed. I couldn’t delay Pepper – after all, it was his food. 

‘Soon,’ was all Pepper said. 

I phoned Kazim. 

‘Just hold on a bit longer,’ he said. ‘We’re coming, don’t worry, cuz.’

Five minutes later, a gold tinted Ford Focus sped into the car park at fifty per, tyres screeching and drowning out the shitty pop playing in the restaurant. The Focus bust a U-turn and coughed up a yute. He burst into the Burger King. From the get-go I knew them in the Focus were English bad boys, not Jamaicans. It was all about the way they drove. Yardie drivers boom reggae music out at cruising speed. English bad boys go for the tinted-windows look, erratic driving skills and American gangsta rap music. The yute was dressed in a dark hoodie and batties. No bright colours or gold. Defo not a Yardie man. 

He didn’t fuck about. Bounded straight to our table. 

‘Oi, gimme de ting.’

‘What the fuck?’

‘Dere’s a bag here somewhere,’ the man said. He weren’t asking polite like. It was a straight-up robbery. I’m like, Rah, this has to be the mandem. Otherwise how would he know to go straight for the tote? But I’d never seen this boy before, and I hung out with the crew countless of times. And where was Kazim? 

Before me or Pasha could respond, the boy sweeped up the bag and scudded out the door, scooting into the Focus as its engine roared. From speeding in to breezing out, the job had taken forty seconds. The Focus was gone, and our food with it. 

‘Who the fuck just robbed us?’ Pasha asked, her mouth slack-jawed.

I reached out to Kazim. No answer. Voicemail. I left a message and told him to ring me back urgently. Five minutes later, the Golf abandoned the car park. I seen that the fresh-faced Yardie boy and his friend had fucked off. It was surface bait that we’d been robbed and there ain’t no point spying on a couple of teenage girls minus their food.

My phone buzzed. I answered in a daze. 

‘How is it?’ Pepper said. 

‘We got robbed,’ I replied. I told him what happened, said we were fucking sorry. 

‘Nah, dat’s cool,’ Pepper said. ‘Chill, dawta. Mi cool wid it.’

My mouth was so wide you could’ve popped an orange in there. I’m like, You’ve just lost a quarter of a mil and you’re cool? No way. Don’t matter how rich a man is, getting robbed is getting robbed. 

‘Quips di tief a tief mi food,’ Pepper said. ‘Mi see ’bout ’im.’

I joined Pasha outside for a cigarette. 

‘Pepper acted strange on the phone,’ I said. ‘He was chilled.’

Pasha nearly choked on her cigarette. ‘Chilled? After he just got robbed? Nah, man, that’s proper dodge.’

‘Some crazy shit going down’ – flicking ash on to the tarmac. ‘I can’t figure out what, though. We’re missing something here, cuz.’

The afternoon was bright and sharp and I’d underdressed in a tight Muu Baa vintage-wash leather jacket. I smoked and looked out on to the street, innocent cars racing past. Half an hour ago, there’d been bare boys ready to merk me and Pasha for a big bit of food. I was shocked out of my daydream by my phone: Kazim. 

‘Did you rob me?’

‘No,’ Kazim said. ‘What are you talking about? We haven’t even got to you yet.’

I closed my eyes. Quarter of a million gone. 

‘Do you know what, I just got robbed for it.’

Kazim listened to our story. When I’d finished, he said, ‘Tell me what the yute looked like. We know every single fucking yute in these endz. Wherever he is, we’ll find him and get the food back. And tell me the model of the car. This ain’t over.’

I gave him the description of the Focus. 

Half an hour later, Kazim and the rest of the mandem located the Focus. Forced the yutes to open up the car boot and hand them the food. He called me with the news. I bounced up and down with joy. The food was ours. Phat £ signs danced in front of my eyes. I thanked Kazim, told him I owed him big-time and—

‘Hang about, Chyna. You ain’t gonna believe this’ – Kazim cutting me short. 

‘What you talking about?’

‘It’s two bricks, cuz.’

I laughed. ‘’Course it is. I told you. Two keys.’

‘Nah, nah,’ he said. ‘You ain’t hearing me. It’s two bricks.’

‘What, like—’

‘Bricks.’ 

As in mortar. As in the bricks you build houses with. 

I felt giddy. I worked my way through a Mayfair in four heavy drags, trying to clear my head. The cigarette only made me extra dizzy. 

 Pepper had duped me and Pasha into conning this man Quips. He’d supplied us two real bricks, coated in flour and wrapped up again in cling film, with a small bag of real coke for us to use as a sample. Typical drug-deela tricks and cons. But I couldn’t understand why Pepper, with all his p’s, wanted to do one over Quips. 

‘He must’ve robbed his own link,’ Pasha said. ‘And then decided he’d con the next man down in the food chain. That way, he could sell his own food and get some extra money too. That’s why he gave us a separate sample in a little bag and told us not to let the man cut the bricks for a sample.’

‘Yeah, but shit, cuz. It’s still hard to take. Imagine if Quips had opened the bricks. He’d have reckoned that we were trying to rip him off.’

There’s nothing worse than being transaction virgins in the coke business. Because it’s the most lucrative drug in the game and you can cut it up countless of times and mix it with glucose and other junk to re-sell it, you get bare people trying to rob each other daily. Me and Pasha had a lucky escape. We agreed that next time we’d do tings properly.
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