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			The Beginning

		

	Saturday
4 November 2017 – 1.03 p.m.
The end may justify the means, as long as there is something that justifies the end – Leon Trotsky
God is but a thought biologically predestined. 
I couldn’t let the line go that my boss had whispered, when I said I’d pray for something good to happen. Like his Holiness had not planned everything since the beginning. 
On the first day, God said, ‘Let there be light,’ and there was.
‘Let there be light,’ I whispered to myself under the warm blankets as I reluctantly crawled out of my cocoon. I didn’t even dare to hope for a few rays of sunshine, because it was always overcast in London. 
I opened the curtains and looked out of the dirty window at the ashen skyline that surrounded my view of Camberwell. I sighed and shook my head.
I expect nothing and still I’m let down.
A couple of young lads were playing football on the pavement as the busy people of London made their way about town. The sun was already halfway across its arc, trying hard to stay hidden behind thick layers of grey cloud. 
Lately I’d been sleeping like crazy because of some new medication my shrink had given me: antidepressants that also help you fall asleep. I was against taking them, but lately it had been hard to even get out of bed or take proper care of myself, and I’d struggled with insomnia because of the nightmares and the pressures of work. I knew I’d break soon but I couldn’t stop, I was certain something big was about to happen, but I couldn’t quite work out how I knew. 
Eight months ago, one of my dad’s old best friends, Michael Green, had contacted me. I’d always known he was a policeman, but it turns out that after my dad had died he’d risen up through the ranks to the top and was now police commissioner. He needed someone he could trust, and so he’d asked me to help him with some off-the-books investigation. I’d gone undercover to help catch a few Irish lads who’d been shipping mostly guns and were now trying to break into the cocaine market, but we hadn’t got enough evidence yet to pin it on them. 
My dad passed away when I was just a boy, leaving me with mum and a desire to become a man true and proper, just like he’d been. A silver cross that never left my neck and three Hail Marys was the way I’d make sure of a place in heaven so I could meet him up there, preferably with a grin on his face and a tear of pride. Before he went, he taught me to love. It sounds a bit odd perhaps, but he taught me to love everyone, to welcome every single human being with open arms. I tried to spread as much love and compassion as I could, smiling to all, no matter if they’re big or small, strong or weak, black or white, rich or poor, Muslim or atheist. My mum on the other hand had lost it when dad died, which meant I’d had to take care of myself since I was a kid, and already back then I found that prayer and belief in a force bigger than myself gave me purpose. In the last few weeks I’d felt like I was really starting to do good and that all that praying was now paying off. I’d lost a lot, a lot of myself as a person in my endeavour to clean up London, one criminal at a time. All the times the McFaddens had beaten up teenagers, sold weapons and drugs, that was what kept me going. That’s why I chose this work. To become a hero, to do good, and to bring nothing but valour and kindness to the world. I wanted to rid the world of its filth and cleanse it of evil minds consumed by greed. I’d always seen myself as the most righteous man in the room, and even when I was a kid I’d searched for justice and tried to live a life based on principles. I never found myself in a state of moral ambivalence, and I loved that about myself. When I was growing up and mum asked what I wanted to be, I’d smile like a kid who’s handed his first ice cream and answer, ‘A hero, just like dad.’ I wanted to be a saviour, a saint even if it meant dying for what I thought was right for the good of mankind. If it meant getting sent up north doing it, then so be it. And I’d marry a heroine and we’d have little hero babies too. Even though I hadn’t met her yet, I knew I would.
I walked into the bathroom for a morning shower before stopping for a second in front of the mirror. The years had taken their toll, but my blue eyes still sparkled and my blonde hair still made me look like a little sailor. I was thirty-four now, but I hadn’t even begun to peak. I was like a bloodhound for justice. I wiped the steam off the oval mirror. An old muscular Tintin, I thought, and smiled at the man looking back at me.
I tried to stay in shape, and I didn’t drink or smoke. A lot of people were surprised by that, but I grew up in the countryside, where the local alcoholics had scared me off the cigarettes and alcohol for good. Seeing them look at their bottles with an unquenchable thirst, trying to drown their grief with cheap Scotch and beer had left its mark. 
It had always saddened me how society accepts us casting other people away like that. If we don’t know how to talk to them, we pour them a drink and tell them it’s going to be fine. The locals down at Paddy’s Pub – the main hideout for the three McFaddens who ran the gang I’d infiltrated – would sit around with their moping faces in an almost impressive state of denial. Paddy’s was owned by the three Irish brothers and was where we spent most of our time, taking care of whatever the trio commanded. I often had to remind myself that things could be worse.
I quickly prayed for the olden days, when I didn’t eat croissants and drink orange juice for breakfast. The times before long showers, eating ramen noodles for dinner and where the heels of my shoes had been worn down so much they’d be like sinkholes my socks would crawl into.
After I finished my shower and had washed away the artificial sleepiness, I knew where I had to go and how to start the day. I’d gotten a tip from a young lad named Bischoff – a reliable source of information whose best friend lived at the bottom of a bottle. He’d lost his way and the way of the Lord, but his heart was in the right place. He’d informed me of a drug addict at a crack house in south London who knew about a heroin distributor. I had to make my way out there, ask around, follow the lead if there really was one, and then head back for dinner with Michael. We always had to go places where there was no chance of us being seen together by one of the gang members.
I put on a pair of jeans that I couldn’t remember when I’d last washed, a plain white T-shirt, a black hoodie and a leather jacket. I made a cup of steaming black gold to get myself out of the door, but I couldn’t wait and decided to swallow it before it got cold. My throat burnt from the bitter black coffee, but I didn’t care, and two seconds later I laced up my Timberlands and gave myself a little slap on the face in the mirror to wake up before the cold November wind insisted on doing it for me. Breakfast would have to wait till I earned it.
I took the bus into town as I plugged in a couple of earbuds to kill the boredom. The Beatles were announcing ‘here comes the sun’ while I stared out through the wet, dirty bus windows. It passed a few homeless beggars and young roadmen trying their best to look intimidating in their oversized uniforms of Stone Island hoodies, Adidas waist bags, Nike down jackets and combat trousers or jogging bottoms. The bus stopped and a group of screaming kids got on, and then I remembered why people disliked public transport. I loved children – the biggest gift in the entire universe. If I ever had the power and money to make it happen I’d adopt all the orphans in the world and would be such a great foster dad that all the normal kids would wish they were orphans too, but today the level of noise they were making would have to be drowned out. I turned up the volume as I closed my eyes before dozing off on my way to West Norwood. The after-effects of the medication made me drowsy, and I fell asleep with my head on the shaking bus window.
I opened my eyes.
How long was I out for? No more than ten minutes was my guess. I was close to where I needed to get off. There was only one other person on the bus, an old woman who looked like she’d seen better days. With wrinkled, sallow skin, she looked like she smoked a couple of packs a day, but she smiled at me and I politely returned the gesture. 
As the bus pulled over I got off and started walking toward the address I’d been given: Rothschild Street, down in West Norwood.
Next to a tyre shop was an abandoned concrete jungle that opened up to something that looked part jungle hut and part construction site. It was a block of flats under reconstruction but had never been finished, so boards and planks were hammered up where the windows should have been. There were a couple of needles lying around on the wet concrete, doing the tango with a couple of joint buds and busted crack pipes. The door was below the fort of planks and plastic, guarded by a young homeless woman crying. Her clothes were worn out and she looked like she was panicking about not being able to get the fix her quivering arm commanded her to seek. I stepped over the poor soul and pushed the plastic that covered the entrance to one side – best not to be too sympathetic in this line of business. As I removed the plastic that had lost its transparency from the dirt and dust, a ray of sunlight beamed from the skies down onto the face of a junkie who wailed like a vampire as it hit his blood-cracked eyes. Before I could ask him if he’d heard of a Norman Gallagher, he returned to the safety of the shadows from where he’d come. Slowly backing away into the dark again, he rolled around on his side to avoid talking to me as I approached.
‘Can I ask you something?’
‘If you start asking questions I won’t be staying here for long,’ he answered abruptly as he huddled in the corner of the hallway.
‘Too bad you don’t really have a choice now do you, Mark Renton?’ I smiled as I sat down on a broken chair in the dark hallway.
‘Shut the fuck up, mate. You don’t know me. You don’t know what I’ve been through.’
He turned around with tears in his eyes, which was a surprise, since the miserable junkies around London didn’t show much emotion besides their sudden outbursts of rage.
‘I’m sorry, you’re right,’ I continued. ‘A friend of mine told me you had some information about the heroin market. I’ll pay you well. That is, of course, if you are the man I’m looking for?’
He seemed a bit more interested now, pulling up his dry and cracked bottom lip in persuasion.
‘Maybe I am, maybe I’m not. That depends. You’re looking for the Boondocks, aren’t you?’
His dark hair curled down in front of his eyes, which had a bewildered look in them, and his harsh-looking appearance was only made worse by a beard filled with crumbs of food and drool. He looked like a lost young man, and looking at the infected wound on his arm that could be seen through his tattered shirt and jacket that was no doubt true.
‘The Boondocks?’ I asked as I leaned in, focused.
Finally, something new. I need that location, I thought to myself.
He raised his eyebrows and smiled, revealing only one front tooth, with another half broken off.
It could only mean one thing, the same thing in every language, actually: Give me money and I’ll tell you.
I pulled a fifty pound note out of my jacket pocket and waved it at him.
He looked more infuriated than sad now.
‘Are you taking the fucking piss, mate? I’m risking my life by telling you this. And I may be homeless, but I’m worth more than fifty quid.’
‘Yeah, okay, relax. I’ll find you so–’
‘Mate, will you at least buy me dinner, light some scented candles and spread some rose petals on the ground. I like to be worked up before someone fucks me. I mean come on!’ he said, cutting me off.
I nodded. Fair enough, I thought.
I pulled out another fifty and he started smiling a little more, gesturing with his hands for me to keep going. Fifty quid was already way too much to be handing over to someone who would spend it all on narcotic ecstasies.
‘I know how much smack you can buy for a hundred quid and I doubt you’ll even survive the first needle, so I’ll make you another deal.’
The addict looked annoyed, leaning back on the wall, rolling his eyes and shaking his head.
‘What now?’
‘I’ll buy you new clothes and dinner for a week. But there’s no way I’m paying for the syringe that’s going to take your life, that’s not what God intended.’
He looked puzzled as he went through it in his head. He raised two dirty fingers as he used his other hand to fiddle with his dirty brown beard as if he was thinking it through.
‘Two weeks.’
‘Done deal,’ I finished off and shook his hand.
‘I’ll be back in twenty minutes,’ I said.
The Boondocks – I had to find out where he was talking about and what it was. It could be anywhere, I pondered to myself, unsatisfied, as I walked into an Aldi to buy him enough food to last him as long as possible.
I bought two sets of clothes, a couple of winter socks and a new jacket, thicker and without holes. After I’d bought him a warmer outfit to deal with the bitter cold of November, I focused on the food: five small loaves of barley bread, two smoked fish, vitamin pills, sandwiches, spreads, fruit, smoked meat, pastries, sausage rolls. I bought a lot more than two weeks’ worth, but my gut feeling told me he was going to need it. I took a deep breath when I saw the bill and threw the clothes over my shoulder. I grabbed the four carrier bags filled to the top with tins and jars and other food that didn’t need a refrigerator, even though the place he was staying in would probably be as cold as one at night.
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