TWO YEARS AS a research fieldwoi-
ker, working primarily in north Lon-
don, has brought me into direct contact
with several hundred regular drug us-
ers. | have talked with them, eaten with
them. drunk and smoked with them,
and even waited for hours on end at
street corners for ‘the man’.

Some have had no knowledge or
experience of the helping services;
others have been doing the rounds for
years. Some are long-term users, living
in the nostalgic cocoon of the 1960s,
constantly referring to the old "Dilly
scene, with its copious supply of drugs.
love and camaraderie. Others, more
recent users, arc the products of
Thatcher’s Britain, whose adult experi-
ence is often coloured by unemploy-
ment, homelessness and no forseeable
future.

Although some I've met have had
stable jobs and settled lives, most have
been unemployed. Nonetheless, the di-
versity of backgrounds has been as wide
as society itself. Even though I have yet
to ‘snowball’” into a high-court judge,
there is no doubt that heavy illicit drug
use permeates all the social strata.

So when asked to write an account of
a typical drug user’s day, I was aware of
the need to avoid caricature or
stereotype. To me, they, like the rest of
us, are just trying to make some sense
out of their lives. They have responsibi-
lities. decisions and choices to make.
What differentiates and marginalises
them from the rest of society, is the fact
that they illicitly consume (and often in

large and extremely expensive quanti-.
q

ties) controlled drugs.

What I wish to convey in this “peep
behind the curtain’ is the combination
of ordinariness and uniqueness of a life
in which illegal drug use has a central
place. The only way to do this and to
maintain a verisimilitude is by present-
ing a ‘corporate body’. ‘Janet’, our
fictitious heroin user, is an amalgam of
individuals, incidents, anecdotes, and
observations, but most of all, realities,
witnessed during the past two years of
fieldwork.

IT'S MONDAY, 7.45am, Janet shares
her second-storey housing association
flat in inner north London with her two
children, Beth, 12, and Jesse, 6. The
rooms are furnished and clean. There’s
food in the fridge and the remnants of a
birthday party on the kitchen table.
Janet has yet to admit to her children
that she’s a drug user, but knows she’ll
have to talk to Beth soon. Janet's
account of the day starts as the aiarm on
the bedside clock rings.

The author is a research officer at the
Drug Indicators Project based at Birk-
beck College. His responsibilities in-
clude fieldwork in the London area.
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LIVING

WITH DRUGS:
A STRATEGY

FOR

SURVIVAL

Telescoped here into a single fictional day are events typical of the lives of
many on the fringes of drug-centred subcultures, maintaining a life of their
own despite regular drug use. Not totally immersed in the hustling scene of
London’s West End, so far, ‘Janet’ is managing to keep it together.

Robert Power

Okay. okay. I'll just give myself
another five minutes and then I'll call
the kids.

“Mum, wake up, mum.” Beth standing
over me.

“What? What time is it?” [ look at the
clock; it's twenty past eight. “Sorry darl-
ing, I've overslept a bit. You get Jesse
dressed and I'll get your breakfast.™

I'm dying for a hit, but I always make
sure to get the kids off to school first. “Be
good, and be sure to take Jesse right into
the playground.,” I say to Beth on the
doorstep, “and be straight back after
school.™

I lock and bolt the door, go into the
bedroom and have the first hit of the day.
I'd saved a third of the quarter I scored
yesterday. I'm quite good like that; |
nearly always manage to keep a bit stashed
for the morning. A friend of mine posts a
fiver's worth to himself each day, so as not
to be tempted to use his morning’s hit in
the middle of the night. I've lost too many
giros in the post to trust to that, so I hide
my little bit of gear behind the sugar jar.

Dring, dring . . . dring, dring . .. I'm
not answering the phone at the moment.
You see, | was dealing up until recently —
just enough to support my own habit —
and 1 get all sorts of people ringing up
asking me if “Hilary’s™ around. 1 stopped
dealing a month or so back. Things were
getting too heavy, what with ‘rip-offs’ and
police busts around this way. I was terrified
that, if I got caught, they'd take my kids
away. It’s funny, being a drug user and a
mother; you feel you have to be a super-
parent just to prove to yourself that you're

doing okay.

That little bit of gear’s taken the edge off
things and I can get on with the day. I get
dressed, have a cup of tea, a slice of toast,
and set off for work.

"Work™ is a local packaging tirm where
I'm supervisor for the morning shift. The
conditions are bad, there’s no union, but
it’s cash in hand, so I can still draw my giro.
No one has any idea | use, so I can keep my
work life totally separate from the drug
scene. | even go for an occasional drink
with work friends. I don’t bother with
alcohol much, and they're always on to me
to *have a good drink’. But I go off to the
loo and have a little hit, and they're none
the wiser.

I've always been meticulous with
ncedles, ever since my husband (we split
up three years ago) got hepatitis from
sharing dirty works. Now with all this
AIDS business, there’s no way I'd use
someone else’s works. It they want to use
minc, that’s their business. On average, |
have three or four hits a day, and use
different veins each time. People can hard-
ly sce the marks.

I like my work. It keeps me in touch with
‘normal’ people, fits in well with the kids’
schooling, and gives me a purpose to the
day. I get £80 a week, and with my giro,
this covers household expenses, clothes
and toys for the kids. Beth's getting into
‘designer’ labels which cost a fortune — 1
never shoplift the kids’ clothes.

So, what with all the ordinary expenses,
I still need to find money for my drugs. I've
always — touch wood — managed to stay
clear of the law; but since 1 stopped




dealing, I've started shoplifting. When
things got really desperate a couple of
months ago, 1 did go to the drug clinic. But
they said I'd have to come back the
following week, and then the week after
that, before [ even got a snift of a
prescription. Anyway, even though [ gave
a false name, [ was paranoid about the
kids, so I didn't go back.

It's nearly 2pm now, and I always start to
feel a bit ‘sick” by the end of work.
Everyone thinks [ look rough because of
the strain of bringing up two small children
on my own, and, of course. I never let on
otherwise.

Straight after work [ get the bus to the
West End. Each day | need to make about
£25 for the quarter-gram habit I'm trying to
maintain at the moment. I concentrate on
about ten big stores, never going back to
the same one more than once a fortnight.
They're all large enough for you to be
anonymous, but you have to be really
careful these days, security is so hot.

It's important to look smart, as they can
spot a junkie a mile off. So I go to a local
pub, put on make-up, comb out my hair
and smooth my coat. [ sometimes wear a
wig or glasses, but I haven’t been to this
shop in a month, so no one's likely to
recognise me. | normally try to get one
item that will net the full £25. Today I'm
going for a leather skirt.

With the leather skirt under my dress, |
hold my breath and leave the store. No
heavy hand on my shoulder, no shouts
behind me as I walk briskly along Charing
Cross Road.

Ten minutes later I meet a man I was
introduced to by a friend. The man’s a
fence who operates out of a video shop in
Soho. I show him the skirt: he gives me
£30, although it’'s worth £120. “See you
tomorrow,” he says, staring at me as [
leave the room. He's offered me money for
sex before now. He thinks he's biding his
time until my habit gets bigger or [ get too
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sick. But oh npo, I draw the line at
prostitution.

Outside, it's a five-minute walk to the
amusement arcade where ‘the man’ should
be. I usually score nearer to home, but
there’s a drought on, so I've been forced to
come up West for the past week.

Walking along the street, it's like being
in two ditferent worlds at the same time.
The tourists and *straights’ meander along,
peering into the sex shops and cafes,
wondering what really goes on in there.
They treat the area as a mysterious and
slightly dangerous place. Then they're off
down the “tube’, or to the next guided tour.
They’re in their world, and we’re in ours.
To me, walking towards the arcade, the
streets are full of junkies, dealers, runners,
prostitutes, pimps, rent-boys, CID, DS,
and uniformed Old Bill. I see and recog-
nise them all.

In the faces of the junkies, you can read
the way the day’s going. Today there are
too many anxious and sick expressions; too
many police, too much movement. When |
get to the arcade, I recognise three others
who are waiting: “We’ve been here three
hours and there’s no sign of him.” It's
getting on for four, and I can’t wait much
longer. The kids expect me back by S5pm. I
wait until four-thirty. Still no man, and a
couple of uniforms have passed by giving
us long, hard looks.

“I'm going,” 1 say, and head off down
the road, feeling sicker by the step.

The thought of getting gear had staved
off the sickness, but now it flows through
me like a panic. 1 get to a phone that works
and takes coins, and call home. I've got a
special code with the kids — I don’t want
them to answer the phone to other drug
users. I let the phone ring three times,
replace the receiver, then ring again.

“Hello  darling, how's Jesse . ..
good . . . good girl . . . Look, I'm going to
be a little bit late. There’s some sausages
and frozen veg. in the fridge. Cook some

WHAT’S YOUR VIEW
ON ‘JANET’?

Send your comments and views on
‘Janet’ and the day’s events as soon
as possible for publication as a
‘Letter to the Editor’ in Druglink.

for Jesse and you. I'll be back soon, no
later than seven. Okay, my love? . . .
Don’t answer the door, and give your
brother a bath if I'm not back by six-
thirty . . . Bye for now.” | hate leaving the
kids on their own, though Beth's really
mature and responsible (she's had to be).
Still, it’s better for everyone that I'm not
sick in the evening.

It's murderous on the tube heading for
Earls Court and my second chance of a
score at a pub I know. It’s the rush hour
and I'm sweating and fecling really bad. |
look at the crowd of faces around me.
They're tense and drawn; they look as bad
as | feel. With any luck, I'll get my smack
soon and they’'ll get their gin and tonics.

Outside the station | head straight for
the pub. I order a vodka and tomato juice
and scan the bar. In the corner there’s a
woman | vaguely remember from the
pool-hall days. I sit down next to her, take
out my cigarettes and offer her one.

“Anything around?” I ask quietly and
hopefully.

“How much?” she says.

“A quarter,” | whisper.

“Twenty-two,” she replics.

She goes to the ladies and | follow her a
minute or two later.

Back on the street, with the packet
tucked into my sock, I make a quick call to
tell the kids I'm on my way home. I'll have
to wait for the hit until 1 get indoors. |
hardly ever carry works with me in case |
get pulled and charged (they can get you
just for the remains in the syringe). Still, [
feel a thousand times better for having
scored; I light up another cigarette and try
to relax into the journey.

It's seven-thirty by the time | get home.
The kids are watching TV and there are
two empty plates on the kitchen table.
“Good girl, Beth,” | say. “You just look
after Jesse for five more minutes and
mummy’ll bring you through some hot
milk and biscuits.™

I carefully split up the gear, wrap one
third in cling film and stash it on the shelf
for the morning. Half of what's left I inject
into my arm, and then sit for a minute
feeling the sickness recede. I'll use the rest
before 1 go to bed.

After a while, [ make up a tray of milk
and biscuits and go into the living room.
Jesse's tallen asleep on the sofa. | put down
the tray and carry him through to his bed.
The phone rings, I ignore it. When it stops,
I take the receiver off the hook. Back in
the living room I take a silver hairbrush
from the sideboard and sit behind Beth as
she watches TV. “One, two, three,” I
count softly, brushing her thick blonde
hair. “One day at a time, sweet Jesus, 9
one day at a time.
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