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For Kate


‘The aim is to live lucidly in a world where dispersion is the rule.’

Albert Camus


PROLOGUE

He needed a refuge, a sanctuary, a place to save himself from himself. Things had become desperate. For months he had been looking for a way to escape his hellish existence. He came across it purely by chance, on the tube one night, on his way back to Bethnal Green from Ealing Broadway, a journey he sometimes had to make in times of drought. He noticed the pamphlet on the vacant seat next to him. Bored, he picked it up. It had ten or so poorly printed pages, loosely stapled. He scan-read the first page. Its contents were so depressing he scrunched the pamphlet into a ball and dropped it on the floor. The tube pulled into Bethnal Green station. Before getting off, he picked up the ball of paper and stuffed it into the pocket of his grubby jeans.

Two days later, sitting on a bench in Downs Park, he fished the pamphlet from his pocket. He unfolded it very carefully, taking time to smooth out the creases as best he could. He had forgotten how poorly printed it was. Here was his way out, he thought, when he had finished reading it, here was his chance at salvation. He had been thrown a lifeline. He had to grab hold of it. Fuck what Jeff thought. Or Brick and Gunhawk for that matter. Fuck what anyone else thought. He could not care less if he was seen as weak, as not being able to cope with the rigours of ghetto life. So what if he was seen as a victim, as a casualty, as someone needing, heaven forbid, help. He needed help, all right, and was no longer ashamed to admit it. Help that might have come from his family had they not washed their hands of him. In the eyes of his long-suffering mother and older brothers he may as well have been dead. This caused him no end of heartache – even junkies feel hurt when their own flesh and blood pretend not to notice them in the street.

Yet he was not dead. Somewhere beneath the rags and the grime and the stench, beneath the sack of brittle bones and the rotting skin, beneath the lies, the deceit and the self-loathing, somewhere beneath all of that his heart was still beating: faintly, erratically at times, but beating nonetheless. He was not quite in his grave yet. He wanted to live for some time to come, truth be told. All he needed to do was get away and fix himself, then come back as good as new, like a broken down TV returned from the menders.

The pamphlet listed various drug rehabilitation centres the length and breadth of the country. It gave addresses and telephone numbers. He ignored the ones outside London.

London it was, then. But which bit? He could not go south. He had ripped off too many dealers that side of the river. North London was out of the question for the same reason. So, since he lived in east London, he made the only decision he could: he upped sticks and headed west.
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