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I’d like to dedicate this book to all the consultants and staff of Luton & Dunstable University Hospital who cared for me, and still do, since I had taken ill in early 2023. Save the NHS and may they all receive a generous pay packet!




My name is Jonah Hani, and I live on the second floor of Priestley House in South Crongton. My life is kinda stressed right now since my pops got booted out of his job. My parents have been flinging insults at each other like grime artists having a beef.

I don’t wanna get tangled up in the kitchen or the front-room war zone, so I spend most of my time in my room.

My parents moved to the UK in 2001. They wanted to live in London but were offered a flat in South Crongton.

Pops worked for several years at the housing department in Crongton Town Hall. Stress licked his forehead every other day. Mum worked part-time shifts in a bakery near Crongton Broadway. Our stomachs were well blessed. She’d come home with Victoria sponges, apple pies, rum, raisin and carrot cakes.

Life was sweet.

I always owned the latest mobile-phone upgrades, any trainers that tickled my fancy, and I got my hair trimmed at Raymond’s Neat Clips barber salon whenever I wanted.

Then, Pops got made redundant. Money worries was all my parents talked about in the evening. In the middle of the night, my seventeen-year-old sister, Heather, had to intervene to kill their screaming and hollering.

I’d normally be taken out for a restaurant treat on my birthday. Not any more. Mum forever told me to switch off lights I wasn’t using. Shopping trips to buy name-brand garms in Crongton Broadway were a thing of the past.

In recent months, my friends and I had our own dramas.

We got caught up in the North Crong–South Crong war. We just about escaped by the skin of a school-dinner gravy.

You can’t help but bump into gang lords and their followers in and around our estate. In North Crongton you have Major Worries. Some peeps say that if you stare at him for too long, he’ll carve your throat with a hard look. Here in the dirty south, peeps still whisper about Manjaro. He hasn’t been seen for the longest time. The feds are hunting him and peeps who live in the ends hush their voices when they say his name.

In the far north of Notre Dame reigns G-Gore. His kingdom is branded the Land of Never. Never cos any outsider who steps into that cursed land never returns.

My friends and I call ourselves the Crongton Knights. I can’t remember who came up with the name. It might have been McKay cos he’s always loved up castles, body armour, long swords, chopped heads and shit.

There has not been so many gangland shankings in recent weeks. Things have gone quiet. We’ve felt more at ease stepping around South Crong. We haven’t ventured on any kinda mission outside the ends.

But the murmurs persist. North Crong graffiti is sprayed on South Crong slabs. South Crong Gs go missing. Nobody dares to step to the north side of Crongton Park. Young South Crong peeps make sure they don’t stay too long after dark on Crongton Broadway.

McKay, one of my best friends, is fretting about his older brother, Nesta, who is always getting himself in trouble.

The last thing I want in my life is a perilous new mission. But it’s coming . . .
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Food Bank

My calf muscles proper ached when I reached my gates. A lion that had suffered an asthma attack couldn’t have had its chest heave more than mine. My track coach, Mr Smallwood, had gone all SAS survival course on me. I just wanted to dip in the bath, listen to some grime and sink into my sleep zone.

As soon as I opened my front door, I heard them. Miss Crow, the ancient half-deaf widow who lived on the ground floor, probably caught my parents’ tones too.

Well embarrassing.

‘Gabriel!’ my mum shouted at my pops. ‘Gazing at your feet isn’t going to pay the rent! We’re broke. Are you going to go down to the food bank or not?’

I stepped quietly along the hallway and reached the kitchen. I stood under the doorframe. The plain black-and-white clock tick-tocked above my head. My heart kicked into third gear, as Mr Smallwood would call it.

Dad was parked at the table. He held his forehead with his left palm and stared at the floor. Mum stood over him with her arms crossed. Her eyes laser-holed into Dad’s cheeks. She hadn’t noticed that I had arrived home.

‘Don’t tell me I went to see the doctor for nothing,’ Mum went on. ‘I told her about my high blood pressure and our money issues. She gave me a prescription and a voucher for the food bank. Don’t expect me, with all that I’ve got on, to go down to Crongton Broadway.’

‘I wouldn’t expect you to walk to the Broadway and carry stuff home from there,’ Dad replied.

‘Are you going to use the voucher?’ Mum wanted to know.

Dad lifted his head. He wiped sweat off his cheek. He spotted me. He tried to raise a smile, but stress smacked it down. ‘Jonah,’ he greeted me. ‘How your running go today?’

I had joined the athletic club at school. Mr Smallwood said that if I worked hard, I had the skills to compete at the highest level.

‘Hard,’ I replied. ‘Mr Smallwood had us running through the wilderness up in Crongton Heath. Trust me, there are some strange flies up in those ends. Smallwood said it’ll build up my stamina.’

Mum turned round and looked at me. ‘Did you shower after your running?’ she asked.

‘Er, no,’ I replied. ‘Gonna soak in the bath now.’

‘Take a quick shower,’ Mum insisted. ‘You’ll use less water. Even hot water is expensive these days.’

She turned her attention back to Dad, who looked at his raggedy brown slippers and shook his head.

I made my way to my room and flopped on to my bed. I closed my eyes. I knew my parents were about to boot off for the second half. There was always a second half. I could hear everything cos the walls and doors were skinny in my house.

‘How are we going to manage?’ Mum started up again. ‘At the end of the month we must find money for gas, electric and everything else. And you’ve been out of work for what . . . ?’

‘Seven months,’ said Dad. ‘I’ve been trying. You know I’ve been trying.’

‘Not hard enough,’ Mum snapped. ‘I don’t know why you won’t take a job riding those little motorbikes delivering pizzas.’

‘Because it’s humiliating,’ Dad cut in. ‘I used to work in an office at the town hall. I had a good position.’

‘If you don’t do something soon,’ Mum yelled, ‘the next position you’ll be in is under a bridge in a sleeping bag!’

‘It won’t get as bad as that,’ said Dad.

I soft-toed back into the kitchen. I wanted a glass of water.

Mum gave Dad one of her brutal eye passes as I turned on the cold tap. ‘Are you going to pick up the voucher and go to the food bank?’ she asked. ‘If not, you can take that damn pride of yours, pack it in a suitcase and get out!’

Silence.

Did I just hear that? Mum just told Dad to get out!

I filled my glass and made my way back to my room. I sank half of it and crashed on my bed again. I picked up my pillow and covered the back of my head with it in case they went into extra time. My heartbeat shot into fourth gear. For a moment I imagined Dad sitting near the entrance of a supermarket with a skinny, smelly dog begging people for loose change. My forehead felt as if you could sizzle a strip of bacon on it. Can fifteen-year-olds suffer from stress or heart attacks? I wish I had the funds to pay off our debts.

Usually when my parents booted off, I’d play a game on my Nintendo and slap my headphones on. But I was too tired to reach up to my shelf for them.

I opened my eyes.

Looking down at me from a poster was Usain Bolt in sprint pose wearing the yellow, green and black of Jamaica.

One day maybe I’ll be styling South African or British colours as I step into my blocks for the Olympic final of the four hundred metres. Yes, that’s a dream and a half. If it did happen, Mum and Dad could scope me from opposite ends of the stadium. I don’t want them warring when I’m burning around the track.

There was a knock on my door.

I didn’t know why my family bothered, cos they never wait for an answer. They just bounce in.

Sure enough, Dad stepped in. He carried his head so low I could see his bald patch – I’d never noticed it before he lost his job. He shuffled forward half a stride. Suddenly he looked older. ‘When you’ve showered you can follow me to the food bank. I’m going to need some help carrying the stuff home.’

‘But I’m seriously tired, Dad,’ I said. ‘Have you seen those hills on Crongton Heath? Well-fit mountain goats and Sherpas would have untold trouble climbing those peaks.’

‘If you can run up hills for Mr Smallwood,’ Dad replied, ‘then you can follow your old man to the food bank.’

He lowered his head, turned around and left my room.

I hoped no one at school would see me in the food bank zone. I grabbed my biggest hoodie and pulled it over my eyebrows. If I had a Black Panther mask, I’d wear that.

I glanced at Usain Bolt. Bet you didn’t have to fret about any food bank mission.

As Dad and I left our flat, I spotted Liccle Bit bouncing up the steps of our slab. I had told him after school that I’d be home about seven. It was quarter to eight.

‘Thought I’d drop down and play a couple of games with you,’ Bit said. ‘Where are you going with your pops?’

I waited until Dad stepped down two flights of stairs before I replied. ‘Doing a bit of shopping,’ I lied.

‘Shopping?’ Bit repeated. ‘I thought your mum and your sis do all the shopping in your yard? About time you take a turn. I’ve been stepping to the supermarket for the longest time.’

‘Mum’s not feeling too good and Heather’s out at some save-the-youth-club-building meeting.’

‘Jonah!’ Dad bellowed from below. ‘I haven’t got all night!’

‘Gotta move,’ I said.

‘See you in the morning,’ said Bit. ‘And say a big hello to Heather.’

I caught up with Dad and we trekked to Crongton Broadway. He didn’t say a single word on the trod. Off the Broadway was a side road where the poshos worked out at the Crongton Fitness Suite – they had this purple lighting in the windows. Next door, they ate skinny pizzas and fat garlic bread at Luigi’s Bologna Bar. There was Hatty Daniels’ coffee shop too which sold little butterfly cakes and caramel shortbread for more than three notes. Mum said they were a con job. The food bank was at the end of the road. I’m glad it’s not the High Street cos I’d be bound to be scoped there by someone I know.

‘Follow me in,’ said Dad at the entrance.

I hesitated for half a second, but I did what I was told.

The aisles were narrow, but the shelves climbed high. There were no discount stickers, buy-two-get-one-free deals or any promotional displays. I had never seen so much tinned food. Carrots, beans, chopped tomatoes, pilchards, corn beef, spaghetti, tuna, ravioli, Spam, butter beans, tinned custard, fruit cocktails and more tuna.

There were untold boxes of digestive biscuits but none of them were chocolate.

Dad reached the counter and presented his voucher to a red-haired woman with long green fingernails and a gold stud in her nose. ‘Thank you,’ she said with a half-smile. ‘Happy to help.’

Dad didn’t say anything. He sort of grinned back. He collected a trolley and started to fill it with cereal, margarine and eggs. Cornflakes packets outnumbered every other cereal about ten to one. I couldn’t spot any Sugar Puffs, Frosties or Coco Pops. Damn.

I had never felt proper poor before but now I did.

As Pops wondered what to fling in the trolley, I kept my radar on the entrance, hoping I wouldn’t recognise anyone – especially a fit girl from my school. That would’ve been tragic.

We were inside the food bank for no more than ten minutes, but it felt like hours.

Dad gave me two plastic bags to carry home. It seemed as if I was lifting the whole North Sea catch of pilchards in one of them. Smallwood would’ve been well proud of me.

I stepped outside and nearly crashed into Morgan Stapleton riding a scooter. Oh shit! He was in my English and history classes. He had a weird-shaped Afro and frying-pan ears, but kids nicknamed him Sky because he spread news and gossip. He couldn’t help himself. Deep-cave explorers considered taking on Morgan’s mouth as their next expedition. He looked me up and down as if I had a dinosaur growing out of my left nostril.

‘Jonah!’ he said. ‘What you . . . What you . . . Did you go running with the track team today?’

‘Yeah,’ I replied. ‘Smallwood took us up to the wilderness.’

‘Crongton Heath?’ wondered Morgan.

‘Yeah,’ I replied.

He studied my bags as if they had a hot picture of a Love Island chick on them.

‘Smallwood’s real dream is to train army commandos,’ Morgan said. ‘That’s why I didn’t join the track team. If you don’t mash it up at the regional championships, he’ll probably go all horror movie on you.’

‘Yeah,’ I said. ‘I can’t lie. He can be intense.’

‘Playing ball in the park is enough for me,’ Morgan said. ‘Anyway, later will be greater.’

He glanced at my food bank bags one more time before he rolled away. I hoped I wouldn’t see him at school tomorrow.

‘Jonah!’ my dad called. ‘Stop loafing. Let’s get this food home.’

I wanted to step back to my ends the backstreet way, but Dad wasn’t feeling that. I pulled my hoodie over my eyes. I could hardly see where I trod.

When we reached home, we dumped the food in the kitchen. Mum inspected it as if she were a forensic fed at a murder scene. She put on her glasses to read the sell-by date.

‘No cooking oil?’ Mum asked. ‘Didn’t I tell you to get some cooking oil? You expect me to fry your eggs with my own saliva?’

I left the kitchen as my parents started round three.

I spotted Heather’s jacket hanging in the hallway. I knuckled her bedroom door.

‘Who is it?’ she asked.

‘Jonah.’

Silence.

‘Oh, all right,’ she finally said. ‘Come in, but I’m not in the mood for any of your whiny sulks.’

I entered. Heather sat in front of her dressing table mirror delicately taking off her eyelash extensions. It looked painful. My maths teacher, Mr Gorham, would’ve liked the neat curve of my sis’s Afro. I could’ve used it as a protractor. She was wearing her fave Black Lives Matter T-shirt.

‘Why do you wear those spidery things on your eyes?’ I asked. ‘You sure you can see in them? And I don’t sulk.’

‘None of your business why I wear my extensions and yes you do sulk. Big time!’

She put on a squeaky voice and imitated me. ‘I can’t get an upgrade or the new iPhone!’

I sat down on Heather’s bed. I sniffed whatever perfume she was wearing. Rihanna stared down above her dressing table. Heather’s uni books filled a shelf and her cuddly-toy tiger cubs watched me from a corner. I’d had plenty of dreams where the cubs grew into man-eaters and munched Heather alive. I half-grinned.

‘What you smiling at?’ Heather wanted to know.

‘Oh, nothing.’

‘Hmmm.’

‘Do . . . do you think they will break up?’ I asked. ‘Mum was saying to Dad that if he doesn’t get a job quick-time he can get out.’

Heather thought about it. She stared into her mirror. She then turned around to look at me. ‘Three or four months ago I would’ve said no. But now . . .’

She shook her head.

‘What’s gonna happen?’ I asked. ‘You think . . . you think Dad will have to step? He’s sad times three these days.’

‘Close the door,’ she ordered.

I kicked the door shut.

‘Mum’s under serious stress,’ Heather explained. ‘Sometimes she says things she doesn’t mean. It’s just her wages we’re living on. She only does twenty hours a week at the bakery. They get housing benefit, but I don’t know how much.’

‘So why are we in rent arrears if we’re getting housing benefit?’ I asked.

‘It’s complicated,’ Heather replied. ‘Dad having to go back to South Africa to bury Grandma didn’t help. Don’t know how much that cost or if he took out a loan. He won’t tell me.’

‘I wanted to go.’

‘Me too,’ said Heather. ‘But you can’t have everything. Everyone’s gonna have to sacrifice something. I might have to look for a part-time job myself to help out.’

‘Where?’ I asked.

‘I dunno,’ Heather replied. ‘Maybe in a bar or a coffee shop.’

‘Get a job at the Cheesecake Lounge so me and my bredrens can get freeness,’ I laughed.

‘Hmmm.’

I’d seen my sis with her study lamp on in the bird-snore hours of the morning. She revised when we were sinking dinner. Heather didn’t have any time for a part-time job unless the day increased to thirty hours. I finally realised how serious our situation was.

‘So, Jonah,’ she said. ‘I don’t want you bitching in my ear corners about the latest iPhone upgrade or what brands you wanna style. For now, you’re gonna have to dump any luxury dreams to the back of your head.’

‘I don’t bitch,’ I argued.

Heather gave me one harsh side-eye. ‘Yes, you do! Times three.’

‘No, I don’t!’

‘I haven’t got time for this debate, Jonah. I’ve got revising to do so you’re gonna have to step. Stress and worries might be going on in my yard, but I can’t let it affect my uni work.’

I stood up and walked towards the door.

‘Oh, one more thing,’ said Heather. ‘I heard a rumour on the road that Manjaro’s back on the kerbs.’

‘Manjaro!’ I repeated. My shadow flinched. The heat in my forehead blazed like the after-burners of a moon rocket.

Some time back, Manjaro had manipulated Liccle Bit into hiding a gun. That had caused all kinds of nail-munching drama. Me and my bredrens didn’t wanna go back to that page again.

‘Jeez and creeps!’ I raised my voice. ‘How? Where? Did someone scope him? What are the road men saying?’

‘It’s just a rumour,’ Heather said. ‘I think . . .’

‘You think?’ I asked. ‘What do you mean, you think? You know he tried to delete Liccle Bit and his grandma, right? You know he’s a proper South Crong jackal? Man on kerb say he’s killed three North Crong youts. The feds have been hunting him for the longest time. FBI probably want to jail his behind too.’

‘Jonah, you don’t have to tell me about Manjaro. I went to school with him. Remember? He was in Year 11 when I started at South Crong High. His name came up in a meeting we had about the youth club. Apparently, he used to play table tennis there.’

‘What did someone say?’ I wanted to know.

‘That he was seen in a backseat of a car,’ Heather replied. ‘Stop fretting! People claim to see Manjaro every day. It’s nothing new.’

‘I’ll have to tell Liccle Bit.’

‘Don’t go freaking him out,’ warned Heather.

‘You just scared the ribs outta me,’ I said. ‘You didn’t care too much about that!’

‘Don’t tell Lemar sugar-nothing,’ Heather insisted. ‘His family have stressed out enough over that South Crong G.’

‘But he’s my best bredren,’ I said. ‘I have to clang the alarm. Some peeps on the road think Manjaro’s dead. Liccle Bit thinks he’s safe.’

‘He is safe,’ replied Heather. ‘Manjaro won’t terrorise him. If he wanted to, he would’ve come back a long time ago. Remember, Manjaro has a baby with Liccle Bit’s sis.’

‘But I have to say—’

‘No, you don’t have to say,’ Heather cut me off. ‘Say nothing. I mean it. I never should’ve spilled anything. Now remove your sulky bones from my room – I have revising to do.’
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