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Anybody who sets out to turn the world upside down has no right to complain if he gets caught in its gears.

Frederik Pohl and C. M. Kornbluth, The Space Merchants
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1     Operation Julie

26 March 1977

 

I WOKE WITH A START. The light of a torch lanced the darkness and settled on my face. I raised my hand to shield my eyes and was pinned to the bed by an octopus, hands everywhere.

‘Got him!’ a voice yelled triumphantly.

‘Give us some fucking light! Let’s have a look at what we’ve caught.’

The light came on. Through the spread fingers over my face, I could see I was being held down by several men.

‘What are you doing?’ This was my worst nightmare come true. I tried to turn my head to see what was happening to Mary, but my hair was gripped tightly and I couldn’t move an inch. ‘Let go!’ I yelled.

‘Shut up, cunt,’ someone hissed in my ear. ‘Right then, lads. Let’s be having him.’

They hauled me from the bed and stood me on my feet. Only two were holding me now. The other three stood in front of me, bristling. One of them had drawn a gun. Mary was hiding below the duvet. A grim-looking woman stood at her side of the bed. The stink of sweat and adrenalin hung heavy in the air. The guy on the left, a big unshaven bruiser in a red sweater and jeans, stared hard at me. Triumph and loathing struggled for the upper hand in his expression. Van Gogh’s Sunflowers peeked incongruously over his shoulder. Without taking his eyes from mine, red sweater barked, ‘Get him his fucking pants and take him below!’

My arms were released so I could take the Y-fronts that were thrust at me. When I’d put them on, I was grabbed and frogmarched out of the room and down the stairs.

We were in Mid-Wales, spending the weekend with our friends, Russ and Jan. A dozen men in sweaters and jeans were engaged in ransacking their house. Several uniformed police stood around watching. A scruffy longhair with a gun guarded the door. I was pushed in front of an older man in a sheepskin coat who stood apart. He cautioned me and asked if I had anything to say.

I stood, fur-tongued and thick-headed. It was dark outside. I looked at the clock on the mantelpiece. Just after five. We’d gone to bed three hours before, full of curry and wine. My head was pounding. I felt as though I might throw up at any moment. Suddenly I desperately needed a shit.

‘I’ve got to go to the toilet.’

‘All right.’ The boss turned to my escort. ‘Watch him! Don’t let him close the door. Don’t take your eyes off him for one moment.’

I lingered on the pan, trying to get my broken brain to work. Three days ago I’d laid a hundred and twelve thousand hits of LSD on Russ. He was supposed to be passing it straight on. Had he moved it all? Were we stuffed or might we have a chance to get clear?

‘Hurry up! There’s another one here needs the crapper.’

I washed my hands and splashed cold water on my face, trying to wake myself up. Please let this be a nightmare, I implored the god of events. But it wasn’t a dream, it had the stink of reality. As I left the toilet, Russ stumbled in. He looked as bad as I felt. I was handed my clothes and glasses and sent to join Mary, who was dressed, sitting on the sofa and looking at the floor.

‘I’m so sorry, honey,’ I said, pulling on my trousers.

‘Shut up!’ my guard shouted. ‘No talking.’

Mary’s long blonde hair was falling over her face, hiding her expression. I sat down and took her hand. Soon we were joined by Russ and Jan. Two uniformed police were detailed to watch us.

‘What’s going on, Megan?’ Jan asked the policewoman.

‘I can’t say, Jan,’ Megan replied, in a strong Welsh accent. ‘Sorry love, but we’re under instructions. You’re not allowed to talk.’

The searchers were swarming all over the house, emptying drawers and cupboards, dismantling anything that came apart. The absence of speech was eerie. Everything was being put into tagged plastic bags. My heart sank as I watched them methodically gut Russ’s home.

‘What are you doing?’ Jan shouted across to the man in the sheepskin coat. She was close to hysteria. ‘You can’t treat us like this! I’m expecting a baby…’

While Megan and the constable were trying to calm Jan down, I whispered to Russ.

‘You clean?’

He nodded.

‘Good. Say nothing. We’ll be fine.’

‘Hey!’ the armed hippie on the door screamed at our guards. ‘Stop those buggers talking. Keep them quiet or you’ll be left out in the rain! Got it?’

‘Yessir,’ muttered the local bobby.

I sat on the sofa, my arm around Mary’s shoulder, feeling worse by the minute. Attempting to ward off the sense of hopelessness that was washing over me was like trying to stop the tide. As the plain-clothes men systematically took apart Russ and Jan’s home, I felt my life disintegrating. The police ignored us completely. ‘We’ve got you,’ their silence shouted. ‘Now we’re just collecting the evidence.’

Jan started to cry. Megan began weeping too. The policewoman’s tears completely undermined me; I wanted to join in.

‘Fielding!’

I looked up at the sound of my name. Two coppers led me to the kitchen. Red sweater put a handcuff on my left wrist and tightened it with a series of clicks. He attached the other end to his right hand.

‘Come on. Let’s go,’ he said, tugging at the cuffs. Metal handcuffs cutting at the wrist bone; that’s the feel of being a prisoner.

‘What’s going on?’ I asked red sweater as we drove south towards Carmarthen. It was as if I hadn’t spoken. I tried again. ‘Where are we heading?’

Neither he nor the driver would reply to my questions. I gave up and looked out the window at the early signs of the spring – a spring I suddenly realised I was going to miss. The thought stung like acid thrown in my face. My eyes were smarting, but I didn’t want them to see me cry.

In silence we crossed the Severn Bridge and headed east down the M4. I looked sightlessly out of the window while a crowd of questions assailed my mind. How long would they hold Mary for? What could I possibly say the next time I saw her? When would that be? Then I began worrying about how Russ was going to cope with the questioning. And how would I manage? Why had I been taken off alone? Had they got any of the others? I clung to the hope that they hadn’t.

It hit me that this was going to be a terrible blow to my dad. Though retired from the army, he was still working in Whitehall. I’d embarrassed him several times before, but nothing to compare with this. He thought my wild hippy days were in the past, now that I’d settled down with a lovely girl. I had a respectable livelihood running a health-food business and spent my spare time in the garden with my vegetables, chickens and bees. That was all true, but it was only part of it.

The fact was I’d been so affected by my first LSD trip that it had altered the whole course of my existence. I’d been turning people on to acid for ten years.

The driver took the Swindon exit and pulled up outside the police station. My tenants, a blameless young couple who rented the flat above my wholefoods shop, were leaving the building. Why on earth were they here? I was able to delay my departure from the car so I emerged just as they passed.

‘What happened?’ I asked.

They didn’t have a chance to reply; the moment I spoke the two policemen ran me inside. At the desk, I was booked by a sergeant. He added my name to the list of cell occupants on the blackboard. I recognised Henry and Brian immediately. The flickering flame of hope I’d been nursing was blown out. They’d got us.

‘Give me your glasses and belt,’ the sergeant said.

‘What? Why?’ I asked.

‘Stop you trying to kill yourself with them.’

The cell door slammed shut behind me. My connection to the rest of the world was instantly severed. I was alone, in the hands of my enemies. Until now I’d been trying to convince myself that I was somehow going to slide out of this situation, but in a cell it’s almost impossible to think positively.

The brightly lit cube was small enough for me to see well, even without my specs. The walls were glossy and bare. There was a toilet, a concrete bed and nothing else. A small window, made of glass bricks, admitted a dim underwater light. I stood on the bed and put my face to the glass. I couldn’t see anything clearly.

The air was rank with the sour smell of fear. Was that me? I sniffed my armpit. I stank. Smelling my body made me aware of the cell’s ghosts, all the frightened people who’d been locked up in this cramped space. Needing to move, I walked three paces up, turned, took three paces back, turned… After a while I sat on the bed. Before long I was lying down, crying helplessly. I cried for Mary and for my friends in the adjoining cells, but mostly I cried for myself. What a mess. What a horrible bloody mess!

Eventually I cried myself out and lay, clothed in the rags of despair, dreading the interrogation that must be coming. The leaden minutes sank out of sight, one by one. Finally, the key turned and the door opened. I clenched my fists and stood to face my questioners.

‘Come and sign for your property,’ the copper told me.

I followed him into the corridor.

‘Say nothing!’ came a shout from another of the cells. I recognised Henry’s voice.

Back in the cell, I tried to read the novel I’d picked up from the desk, but I couldn’t concentrate. My mind kept looping round and round the approaching ordeal. I couldn’t stop thinking how helpless I was.

We’d known all along about the possible consequences of our actions. Brian, Henry and I had talked about what to do if we were ever arrested. All that theorising seemed irrelevant now that the police had us at their mercy. They could do anything they wanted. My stomach turned when the door burst open. It was only my lunch on a tray. I had no appetite. An hour later, the door opened again. They’d come for me.

I had no idea what was going to happen, but expected the worst. The two men led me upstairs. ‘Upstairs is good,’ the shrunken, but not entirely silent, hope-for-the-best part of my mind noted. ‘Beatings take place in the basement.’

‘Movie cliché,’ a darker corner replied. ‘Nothing to do with reality. Who are these guys anyway?’

They looked like bedraggled acid freaks at the end of a long festival, but they weren’t. They were undercover cops. They took me to a stripped-down office with a desk, three chairs, a filing cabinet and a calendar on the wall.

I was offered a seat and a cigarette and accepted both. Round one to the police. They introduced themselves: Detective Sergeant Pritchard and Detective Constable Bentley – Martyn and Steve. Unshaven and untidy, they looked more like hippies than I did. They sat behind the desk and looked at me for a while.

‘I think you know why you’re here.’ Pritchard broke the silence. He was stocky, cocky, had long greasy blond hair and the look of a fairground tough.

‘Where’s my wife?’ I asked. My voice came out firm and clear, suggesting a strength that wasn’t there.

‘We’re holding her in police custody, pending further enquiries.’

‘She’s not involved in anything,’ I said. ‘You can let her go.’

‘Oh yeah? What is it that she’s not involved with?’ Pritchard stroked his beard and smiled.

I’d resolved not to say anything at all, but I had to get Mary out of the firing line.

‘The hash on the mantelpiece was mine. It’s nothing to do with her. She doesn’t smoke.’

‘Listen, Leaf,’ Pritchard said, ‘the hash is neither here nor there. You’re in a lot more trouble than possession of a bit of dope. You’ve got big problems, man… big problems.’ He looked at me with something akin to sympathy. ‘How did you get into such a fix?’

I’d been asking myself the same question.

‘I probably know more about you than your parents do,’ he continued. ‘You’ve been under observation for months. You haven’t gone anywhere, met anyone or made a phone call without my knowledge.’

Surely he was bluffing. I hadn’t said anything on the phone, had I? What about my last visit to the stash near Fleet and the helicopter that had hung interminably in the sky? I’d told myself it was the traffic police, monitoring the M3. Had they been watching me? How much did they know?

Pritchard picked up a bulging folder and slammed it down on the desk. ‘That’s your personal file, Leaf. You’re nicked. There’s no way you’re going to wriggle out of this. We know you occupy a key position in the gang. The only thing we need to establish is just how important you are. Are you a prime mover or are you one of their tools?’

‘I haven’t a clue what you’re on about! What gang? What tools?’

‘Look, you’re not doing yourself any favours, fooling around like this. Anyway, that’s enough for the moment. We’ve been up for thirty-six hours and we need to sleep.’ He rose to his feet. ‘You and I will have a proper chat tomorrow. I think you’ll be ready to cooperate… if you’ve got any sense, that is. Tonight I want you to think about three special letters. You know the ones I mean.’ He leant forward, until his nose was virtually touching mine, and spat the letters in my face. ‘L… S… D!’

I’ve bedded down in all kinds of strange and uncomfortable places in my time, but that first night in the police cells was one of the most miserable of my entire life. Doors slammed, boots clumped up and down the corridor, voices shouted. At intervals the spy-hole in my cell door opened and an eye looked in at me. I got no sleep, but lay on the concrete bed with my thoughts ricocheting round the walls.

Had they really been watching us for months, or was Pritchard just saying that to demoralise me? The more I thought about it, the more ominous it seemed. Russ’s house had been swarming with coppers, others would have been at Brian’s and Henry’s. They’d even gone to my shop and arrested my tenants. That more than anything convinced me of the size of the operation they must have mounted against us. It looked like we’d had it.

So, if there was no escape, then surely the best course was to admit my guilt. But if I kept my mouth shut, maybe I’d get off… Where was the evidence against me? Why hadn’t I thought to ask for a solicitor? How much did the police really know? Were they going to get heavy? How well would I handle it? I spent all night raising questions I couldn’t possibly answer. I wondered where Mary was and hoped she was OK. I missed her terribly.

Morning came with a jangling of keys and a copper holding a mug of tea and a plate of greasy eggs. He put my breakfast on the floor and slammed the cell door shut. Hearing Brian’s distinctive Brummie accent in the corridor, I put my ear to the door and listened to my old friend being led away. I paced up and down, then lay on the bed, then began pacing again. I was dying for a fag, dying for it all to be over.

Hours slowly bled to death, one after another. When the cell door finally opened, I braced myself for round two with my inquisitors.

‘Exercise!’ A uniformed copper stood in the doorway.

Exercise was a handcuffed walk in the underground car park. Lit by dull yellow spotlights, stained concrete columns bulged under the enormous weight of the police station above. Our footsteps echoed hollowly. Water dripped from low ceilings and splashed into black pools.

‘Quite a criminal mastermind then, aren’t you?’ the copper said, breaking into my sad thoughts about the life I’d just left.

‘What?’

‘Oh yeah. You’re all famous now. The BBC extended the news by fifteen minutes last night for you lot. Operation Julie – that’s what they’re calling it. Eight hundred police officers involved and over a hundred people arrested. It’s the biggest drugs operation ever, in fact I think it may be the biggest ever criminal operation.’

He spoke as though he were just a simpleton making conversation, but I felt he was trying to undermine me before the next round of questioning. I acted as if I hadn’t heard him. We walked on in silence until he said, ‘OK, that’s enough.’

As we left, Pritchard appeared from behind a column. He took the other end of the cuffs and led me upstairs.

Pritchard and Bentley were in clean clothes, freshly washed and shaved. Somehow it made them seem less menacing. Yesterday Pritchard had done the talking. Now, working as a double act, they told me about our conspiracy. A few of the things they said were wide of the mark but most of it was depressingly accurate. How did they know so much? We must have been under observation, as they’d claimed yesterday. Or someone had been talking.

‘So, you can see we’re not bluffing. We do know the score. Now, are you going to come clean?’ Pritchard looked at me enquiringly.

‘I think you must have me confused with someone else. I don’t have the first idea what you’re on about.’

‘Listen, Leaf,’ he warned me, ‘please don’t fuck us about. It’s not going to help you at all. There’s no question about your involvement. None. We know everything about the whole chain. I won’t pretend we’ve got every tiny detail, but the few gaps are being filled in fast. Everybody’s talking. You’re one of the few grey areas. My guv’nor is convinced you’re in it up to your neck. Steve and I think maybe they were using you. We want to give you the chance to tell it for yourself. Things will go a lot better for you if you play ball. If you don’t… well, you’re going to look like one of the ringleaders.’

I inspected my feet and said nothing.

‘Don’t be a mug,’ he urged. ‘You think I’m feeding you a line and doing the same to the others to turn you against each other?’

Of course I did. I’d watched loads of cops and robbers movies. He gave me a hard stare which I returned.

‘You really don’t believe me, do you? What a mug! Stay there. I’ll be right back. I’m going to show you what your friend Russ has to say about you.’ He stood, came round the desk, whispered in my ear, ‘Just you wait!’ and left the room.

Bentley gave me a cigarette and a light. He stuck his long legs on the desk, leant back, blew out a long plume of smoke and said, ‘I’ve been in your shop a couple of times. As a customer. Cool place, good vibe. Nice business you’ve got there.’

‘I want to see a solicitor,’ I announced, remembering at last.

‘Relax,’ he replied. ‘This is all off the record. We can say what we like. It doesn’t count unless there are two officers present. Yeah, if only you’d stuck to your health foods, Leaf.’

I’d been thinking that on the exercise walk. Into the lengthening silence, Bentley said, ‘A few months ago, I was in a room with a bunch of heads. Smashed out of our skulls on good Afghani. Listening to the Floyd. All sitting on mattresses on the floor. A few joints were going round. You know the scene…’

I nodded. I knew.

‘Well, as I passed a joint to my neighbour, burning bits of dope fell on to his sweater. Brushing them off, he spilled tea over the chick sitting next to him. Scalded, she jerked away and banged into the record player, making the needle skid across the album. A guy on the other side of the room leapt to his feet to rescue the record, but slipped on a rug, hit the light and broke the bulb…’

The chaos snowballed until the whole room was in an uproar. Bentley told the story well. It was difficult not to laugh.

‘Then, just as things were settling down,’ he continued, ‘the door opened—’

Pritchard burst back in. ‘You won’t believe this,’ he said. ‘I was going to bring you Russ’s statement… but he’s still writing it! Ten pages so far and a lot of it is about you.’

‘Look, I’m not saying anything until I’ve spoken to a solicitor.’

‘As you like.’ He sounded disappointed, as if I’d let him down somehow. ‘You’ve had it, you know. You’re only hurting yourself by not holding your hands up. Refusal to cooperate doesn’t go down well at sentencing time. Anyway, that’ll do for the present. Take him down, Steve.’

As I was leaving, he added, ‘Next time I’ll show you what Russ said about you. By the way, I’ve spoken to your wife. We’re satisfied she’s not involved in your acid ring and we let her go home.’

[image: image]

They called me again in the evening. Pritchard had some papers in front of him; Russ’s statement, he claimed. He went through it, sheet by sheet, skimming quickly through the early part, speaking word for word when he came to sections that concerned me. I listened in appalled silence as he read out Russ’s account of how we met and the things we’d done together. The closing part of the statement described our final handover. It included the words: ‘last Tuesday I went to stay at Leaf’s house in Binfield Heath. The following morning I received a hundred and twelve thousand microdots from him.’

A hundred and twelve thousand wasn’t a figure to be plucked from the air. Russ had definitely been talking. With dumb misery, I ignored Pritchard’s exhortations to cough and clung to my hopeless silence as the pair of them fired questions at me.

Back in the cell, I kept thinking about Russ. I’d liked and admired the guy for years. He had a quip for every occasion and he’d stayed cool when we’d been in a tight spot in Morocco. What had they done to him? Had they convinced him his child would be born in prison unless he cooperated? Poor Russ. Frightened as I was, I knew I had to stick to the code of my youth: never grass up your mates. Never. Being up to your nostrils in shit is bad enough; it’s worse if you open your mouth.

‘Russ is blaming everything on you,’ Pritchard began, the next morning. ‘If you don’t give your side of the story, you’re going to look like his controller.’

‘I want to make a phone call. I want a solicitor,’ I said.

‘No calls. You’ll get a solicitor in due course. OK, you don’t want to make a statement, but while you’re here you may as well help us get down your antecedents for the court – or are you going to refuse to cooperate on that too?’

I agreed to talk about my previous history and gave them a highly censored version. They then talked about their pasts. Both of them had worked undercover for long periods and they knew a lot about the drug scene. Another of Bentley’s dope stories got me laughing. My guard was slipping. For the last fifty-odd hours I’d been alone with my fevered thoughts. I had no one to talk to but these guys.

The interrogations blurred one into another. Pritchard and Bentley kept telling me the others were piling all the blame on to me and that I had to set the record straight for my own protection. Being escorted up for another session, I bumped into Brian on his way down. When we drew level on the stairs, he muttered, ‘They got us in the lab. We’re fucked. I’ve admitted it. Say what you like about me. It doesn’t matter.’

Upstairs, Pritchard said that if I confessed my guilt I’d probably get off with a short sentence. If I maintained the pretence of being innocent and was found guilty, as I inevitably would be, I’d be in prison until I was an old man.

I had no more resistance and made a statement admitting supplying LSD.

The following day we were all remanded in custody at Swindon Magistrate’s Court. At the hearing I met the solicitor Mary had engaged for me. He confirmed what the copper had said in the car park: that on the night of Operation Julie, eight hundred police had participated in raids on eighty-seven homes. Over a hundred people had been arrested.

During the hearing, which took place amid considerable confusion, I had a chance to speak to some of my co-conspirators. Most had made statements. Only big Henry had said nothing.

At the next interrogation, Pritchard pressed me for more information. ‘We want details,’ he said, slamming his fist on the table. ‘Names, dates, places… and stashes.’

I refused to talk about anyone else, but I did agree to hand over the trips I’d left at Eric’s collection point. They were going to find them anyway. At the remand hearing, Eric had said he’d told the police about his pick-up arrangements and offered to show them the cache. He thought it was empty. The fact that it wasn’t was down to me.

Pritchard took me to Fleet in a police car. We were followed by a vanload of police officers. I showed him where to park, then led the group through the woods to the cache. Several of the policemen were armed. They fanned out among the trees to guard against a rescue attempt.

Their precautions were surreal. Who did they think was going to come and save me – the acid army? The police may have watched us for a while, but they didn’t have a clue who we really were. They’d come tooled up to take out the peace and love brigade. We didn’t have a gun between us. We were the last of the hippy activists, non-violent revolutionaries trying to transform the world through chemical enlightenment.

Shivering, I took my free hand from my pocket and pointed to the spot where the tabs lay hidden. The container was unearthed with great excitement. I was forgotten in the general jubilation and stood, handcuffed to my minder, with the horrible feeling that this was only going to make things much worse.

Pritchard came over with the container. ‘There’s a hundred thousand here, right?’

‘Mmm,’ I nodded.

‘Yes!’ he yelled, punching the air. ‘It’s the world record! Fellas, we’ve got the world record!’

The Operation Julie officers threw their hats in the air and capered around in a ring, stirring up the fallen leaves and cheering.

It began to rain, lightly at first, then with a persistence that suggested it would rain for a long time. Cold, wet and handcuffed, I stood there wondering how the bizarre course of my life had led me into this god-almighty mess.


2     The Abbey

1956

 

BOYS WERE CRYING in the junior dormitory on that first night in boarding school. At mid-morning break the next day, we were let out before the other classes. Uncomfortable in our scratchy new uniforms, we clustered around the milk crates like ducklings, talking among ourselves and looking around nervously. Another form noisily burst out of the school and headed towards us. Suddenly I was ringed by four bigger boys.

‘How old are you, kid?’

‘Nearly eight.’

‘What’s the matter with his ears?’

‘Ugly little bugger, isn’t he?’ The speaker flicked my earlobe. It was Bully Johnson. I’d been told about him at breakfast.

‘Stop it!’ I glared at my tormenters.

‘Don’t tell me what to do, you little runt! I’ll fight you. Take off your jacket,’ Bully Johnson shouted, ripping his off.

I couldn’t move until he hit me on the nose and jerked me out of my paralysis. Stung, I flew at him and got him on the ground. He soon turned me and pinned me to the gravel. I was choking on the blood pouring from my nose and the fight was over.

I lost the battle but won acceptance and even a certain respect for flooring Johnson. Boys who failed their initiation test were tormented until they were able to persuade their parents to take them away. Violence was part of life at the Abbey School.

A couple of days after the fight, the headmaster caught me using the front stairs and told me to wait outside his study after class. His door finally opened; the smell of dead tobacco crept out. With an orange-stained finger, the head beckoned me inside. I stood shivering in the book-lined room while he tested different canes from the rack, flexing them and practising his swing. He was smiling as he said, ‘Right, Fielding. The caning is not over until I tell you to stand up. You then say “Thank you, Sir” and leave. Now, bend over that chair.’ He stubbed out his fag and pointed to a dining chair in the middle of the study. ‘Grip the rungs under the seat and hold on.’

I was aware of him positioning himself, measuring the distance between us. My heart was thudding against my ribs. There was an intake of breath, a swish of air and my arse exploded in pain. Involuntarily, I stood.

‘Bend over, damn you!’

I bent and the next stroke followed immediately, biting into my stinging behind and bringing tears to my eyes. I had to chew my lip not to cry out. He hit me four times. It hurt abominably. I was trying not to blubber as I left his study.

The bloodhounds were waiting in the corridor.

‘How many strokes?’

‘Has he drawn blood?’

A dozen boys escorted me to the toilets to have a look.

‘No, you aren’t bleeding. He was going easy on you.’ Disappointed, the crowd drifted away.

Alone, with my pants around my ankles, I let the tears fall. It wasn’t fair! We’d been allowed to use those stairs on the first day. I was pulling up my shorts when my brother Roger appeared.

‘You all right?’ he asked.

My bottom was on fire, but I nodded and wiped my nose.

‘Well done,’ he said, punching me on my shoulder. ‘Listen, Nigs, you must stand up for yourself here, you know. I’m the only new boy in our class and everyone wants to fight me. I can’t do your scrapping for you as well. Listen, I’m afraid we can’t play together any more. Boys in our class never associate with the juniors. I’m sorry. You understand, don’t you?’

‘Yes,’ I answered miserably.

‘Buck up, then. It’s your birthday next week! Think of all the presents you might get.’

I doubted if I’d last another week. Roger squeezed my forearm and whispered, ‘Listen, if ever you’re feeling worse off than the others, remember this – we’ve got to be at boarding school because of our special family circumstances. Everyone else is here because their parents sent them away.’

The school round was marked by bells calling reveille, meals, lessons, breaks, games, post, tuck, homework, prayers, assembly and church. Everything happened at its appointed time. Our education and our basic physical needs were catered for, but our regimented life lacked any kind of warmth or kindness.

At the end of term, we took the bus to Nanna Fielding’s in Ipswich. Daddy had a few days leave from his regiment and joined us for Christmas. Our sister Judy came up from Auntie Con and Uncle Bob’s in Somerset. She brought up the presents she’d been given for her fifth birthday. It was wonderful for us to be together but, for the second time, the vast absence of our mummy overshadowed Christmas. I’m sure the others were remembering her too, though nobody brought up the subject.

Instead Roger and I told Daddy about our new school. There were already some things we couldn’t possibly say. As all boarders must, we had partitioned our minds, so we could switch back and forth between two completely separate realities.

Daddy was busy with the army and couldn’t make it for the school Speech Day. Aunt Joan and Uncle Norman Ballard, who lived near Woodbridge, came in his stead.

‘What does that say, Nigs?’ Uncle Norman asked, pointing at the blackboard in my classroom. I screwed up my eyes, but had to go closer to read it.

‘The Abbey welcomes—’

‘I thought so! You’re short-sighted. Don’t worry. We’ll fix you up with an eye test.’

My glasses didn’t arrive until the last week of term. Those final days inched past amid mounting fever. Even the staff got caught up in the delirium of the approaching long holidays. The great thing about The Abbey, I came to see in those strangely luminescent moments that closed the school calendar, was that it made us all the same – in term-time we were all without families.

Finally the holidays arrived. My brother and I packed our little suitcases for the seaside.

We slept in a dowdy bed and breakfast in Felixstowe. Roger and I had one room. Nanna shared the other with little Judy. Our daytime base was Nanna’s spick and span beach hut. Three huts down were our cousins, the Ballards. Several times in the last year we’d visited Aunt Joan and Uncle Norman’s. I loved those precious days, when we could enter the charmed circle of their family life. The twins, Annie and Judy, were two years older than me, Peter some months younger. In Felixstowe we were Roger’s little team. We swam, played and roamed all day, along the beach, up the cliff and in the abandoned pillboxes of Brackenbury Fort, but mostly we searched for treasure.

The tarry breakwaters of Felixstowe were hung with thick ribbons of bladderwrack. I had to be careful, as I clambered from bay to slippery bay, not to lose my new specs in the North Sea. At the base of the breakwater posts were pink bits of shell, crabs’ claws and brittle starfish. All the time our eyes were scanning the ever-shifting boundary between land and sea. The restless water dragged the pebbles from under our feet as we looked for the chunks of Baltic amber that were sometimes washed up on this coast.
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All too soon it was time to take the dismal bus-ride to Woodbridge. Roger and I picked up our cases and began our return journey into hell. With half an hour to metamorphise from children back into boarders, we didn’t say much to each other on the bus. We were busy putting our armour on, steeling ourselves. Then we got off the bus and walked up the long hill to The Abbey. My suitcase was pulling my arm out of its socket.

The Abbey boarders were all as hard as oak, or trying to be. World War Two wasn’t long past and the ethos in the school was fiercely militaristic and nationalistic. Hundreds of war comics circulated, most of our play involved war games and when we weren’t racing around outside shooting each other, we were indoors making model tanks, battleships and warplanes.

Behind the fighting front, I lived my interior life. Here I spun out long stories with impossibly happy endings: I would become the youngest cricketer to play for England… My mother would return as a national heroine after her long secret assignment behind the Iron Curtain…

I would have died rather than admit these reveries to anyone. There were other feelings too that I couldn’t talk about: the sense of immanence when, looking at the sky one crisp winter’s night, I saw the heavens – really saw them – for the very first time. I still had a childish belief in Bible stories and my skin felt the beat of angels’ wings in the services and carols that brought the Christmas term to an end.

Wise men and shepherds, the Iron Age, Romulus and Remus, Shrove Tuesday, long division, George and the dragon, dead legs and Chinese burns, silly mid off and a five-card trick… I was nine and trying to keep abreast of it all.

For five years Roger and I went to Ipswich in the holidays. Nanna was our rock, but she had very strict, old-fashioned ideas about what children are and aren’t permitted to do – and we were too young for almost everything.

When the weather was fine, we were allowed to roam Broomhill Park. On rainy or cold days we played endless games of cards, or else read the children’s classics Daddy had had when he was a boy. Roger and I may have been in a terraced house in Ipswich, but we were living amid clansmen, knights, legionnaires and pirates. Reading was my joy.

Holidays kept hurrying to an end. We shuttled between the school and Nanna’s. Judy sometimes came up from Auntie Con’s. Daddy called in when he could, which wasn’t often. His rare visits to Ipswich were times of meltdown intensity for us, desperate attempts to fuse our splintered family over a weekend or a Sunday afternoon.

One summer we had a wonderful fortnight with Daddy and the Ballards on the beach at Felixstowe. Then he was promoted to Major and posted to Hong Kong to command a battery of artillery. We saw him twice in the next three years.


3     Built on sand

 

IN SEPTEMBER 1960, aged eleven, I moved up from the Abbey to Woodbridge School, changing from short to long trousers, but staying in the same grey uniform.

‘The most important thing you’ll learn here…’ housemaster Basher Lewis told us new boys, in front of the house’s loaded trophy cabinet, ‘is team spirit. On your own, you’re nothing. As part of a Queen’s team, you’ll be invincible.’

We all had to go out and cheer each time Queen’s was playing. Every team member was required to give his all for the glory of the house. Basher was always there, limping along the touchline, waving his walking stick, outshouting the other housemasters, roaring his boys home. Our small house won almost every cup in sight. Other houses might value creativity or academic prowess, but in Queen’s the ability to kick, hit or catch a ball was prized above all else.

In our first year, we were shielded from the full blast of boarding-house life among the big boys. That changed the following year, in the Remove.

Boys in the Remove did all the menial tasks required to keep the boarding houses running. We cleaned the common rooms and changing rooms, kept the fires alight and acted as orderlies, bell ringers and prefects’ fags.

A fag was a servant whose duties included polishing boots, ironing shirts, making toast and tea and keeping his prefect’s study clean. I wasn’t called on at first, but had to step in to look after a prefect called Murdoch when his fag fell ill.

Murdoch was an absolute bastard. I could see exactly why his parents had sent him away to boarding school; I’d have done the same. Murdoch greased his hair and spent a lot of time combing it and practising his sneer in the mirror on the back of the study door.

I opened the door too quickly one day and banged his elbow.

‘Sorry, Murdoch.’

‘You little shit!’ he squeaked, ‘oh my God.’ He nursed his injured elbow then suddenly screamed, ‘Out, get out!’ and drove me from the room with kicks and slaps around the head. Five minutes later he sent for me.

‘I don’t like the way you do things, Fielding,’ he drawled. ‘And I don’t like your attitude. I’m going to teach you a lesson.’

I didn’t like the sound of that. Prefects were allowed to beat the smaller boys with a slipper or gym shoe. Murdoch enjoyed it so much he put a slab of lead in his plimsoll. He beat more boys than anyone else, and he always watched when other prefects were slippering someone.

There were endless numbers of trivial things you could be punished for in the school, especially if you were untidy and absent-minded, as I was. In the following weeks, Murdoch found a whole series of reasons to beat me.

I got a break from persecution after Daddy sent news from Hong Kong that he was getting married at the end of his Far East tour. Roger and I were given permission to attend his winter wedding on the Isle of Man. Judy was there already when we arrived at Nanna’s in Ipswich. We’d seen so little of her over the years that we had become more like cousins than siblings.

‘Isn’t it fantastic,’ I said excitedly. ‘We’re going to be a proper family again!’

‘No one can replace our mother.’

Roger’s response was a bomb that went straight through the bottom of the fragile boat I’d built to keep myself afloat.

How could I have forgotten? How could I possibly have forgotten my mother?

‘Who’s going to help me with breakfast?’ Daddy asked, flourishing the frying pan.

‘Me, me!’ My cry came slightly behind my brother’s.

‘Well, now that Roger’s nine, he can help with the frying.’ Daddy handed the big pan to my brother who sagged under its weight. ‘You’re in charge of bacon and black pudding. I’m counting on you. Now, what about you, Nigs – how old are you?’

‘Nearly seven,’ I replied crossly. He knew how old I was!

‘Six and a half.’

‘I’m not, Roger! I was six and a half ages ago.’

‘That’s enough.’ Daddy held up his hand. ‘Nigs, you can stir the beans and watch the coffee. Can you manage that?’

‘Of course.’

Daddy had two frying pans full of eggs, tomatoes, mushrooms and fried bread. The kitchen filled with the smell of cooking. When everything was ready, he carried a tray upstairs for Mummy’s Saturday treat, breakfast in bed. After we’d eaten our massive meal in the kitchen, Roger and I went upstairs to bring down Mummy’s empty tray.

‘Can we come back up to read, Mummy?’ I asked. She usually let us.

‘Yes, when you’ve helped Daddy clear up.’

She’d taught me to read before I went to school. My favourite time of all was when I was curled up in bed next to her, my head leaning into her side, her arm around my shoulder, while we slipped into the magic forest of words. This was the new world she’d given me. There was real life where you run around doing things, and there was this separate kingdom of writing with giant stories rolling out of little books.

After supper we had time for a game of hide-and-seek before bed. Mummy’s count receded as I tiptoed upstairs. Where could I hide? Roger had already bagged the bedroom. I crept into the airing cupboard. Hearing her on the stairs, I had to bite my lip not to give myself away by making a noise. Mummy came to the door of the cupboard.

‘Anyone in there?’ she asked.

‘No,’ I replied, realising as I spoke that I’d been tricked.

She swung open the door, swept me into her arms and covered my face with kisses. ‘Right,’ she laughed, tickling me as we headed towards the bedroom, ‘I wonder where your brother’s hiding…’

Not long afterwards, we were in the living room with the baby sitter, waiting for our parents to return. They’d been ages. When the bell went, I beat my brother to the door. Uncle Bob and Auntie Con stood on the threshold.

‘Where are Mummy and Daddy?’ I asked.

‘Oh, boys,’ Auntie Con said in a strange voice.

Thinking it was a game, I ran outside, expecting to find Mummy hiding behind the holly tree. She wasn’t there. I ran all the way round the house. When I came back to the front, Con was hugging Judy and crying all over her.

Something was terribly wrong.

Uncle Bob squatted down in front of Roger and me. His thick glasses made his eyes look enormous. With a heavy hand he gripped my upper arm. ‘You must be brave boys now. There’s been a car accident. Your Daddy’s in hospital. Mummy has gone to Jesus.’

‘No, it’s not true. It’s not true!’ I screamed and hit out at him. But my crying and thumping didn’t bring her back, nor did praying to God, pleading with him, or banging my head against the fireplace. Nothing I could do would bring her back. She was gone forever. I punched the floor with my fists. No! It just couldn’t be true.

Grandparents, aunts and uncles came and went, trailing clouds of misery. Auntie Con stayed on to look after us. Weeks later, Daddy arrived home with his head in bandages and the awful smell of whisky on his breath.
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After the death of my mother, when I was six, I retreated into myself. The early realisation that life is built on sand, that nothing is solid, changed me for all time.

We were kept away from the funeral. This enabled some part of me to deny her death. I clung to the slim hope that there were mysterious grown-up reasons why she’d had to go away and we couldn’t be told. I sat in the bay of Nanna’s front window, on the lookout. I didn’t like to interrupt my vigil for fear of missing her. I wanted to be waiting in the window when she returned, so she would know that I, at least, hadn’t given up.

It feels like I spent years in that bay window. I could be diverted, but I’d be scoured by guilt whenever I caught myself having a good time. What kind of boy could laugh and play when his mummy was missing? After a time I couldn’t bring her face into my mind’s eye and realised I was even losing the memory of her.

These recollections of my mother were looping round in my thirteen-year-old head as we flew to the Isle of Man for our father’s marriage to a woman we’d never met.

‘Golly, look at that!’

Roger nudged me. Glad of the distraction, I leant over him to peer through the little window at the dinky cars on ribbons of road. I thought I’d better lay my claim now.

‘Bags I the window seat on the way back.’

It was the first flight for all four of us. I could tell by Nanna’s thin lips that she wasn’t happy. When the aircraft dipped its wing as it came in to land on the island, Judy was sick.

Daddy met us off the plane and drove us to our hotel. Everyone was busy with wedding preparations and we were in the way wherever we went. We met Daddy’s bride-to-be amid a crisis over bridesmaids’ dresses. Katie wasn’t at all what I’d been expecting. I’d envisaged someone warm and kindly, but she looked like an armour-plated school matron, short and stocky with a large bosom and the hint of a moustache.

‘Oh, I’ve heard so much about you. How lovely to meet you finally,’ she exclaimed in a voice full of false notes. ‘I’ve brought you presents.’

I unwrapped mine. It was a metal beer mug with a glass bottom and a dragon engraved on the side.

‘Gosh, thanks,’ I said, echoing the others’ words.

‘Well, aren’t you going to give her a kiss?’ Daddy said a little testily, waving us forward.

‘Sorry, yes, of course.’ When it was my turn I kissed the proffered cheek. Her make-up tasted disgusting. Though desperate to wipe my lips clean, I knew it would be bad form and forced myself to be still. I couldn’t think of anything to say and nor could anyone else. We stood there awkwardly, with fake smiles plastered on our faces, until Daddy said, ‘Well, can’t hang about. Must get on. Lots to organise.’

‘Now you see what I mean,’ Roger said when we were back in our hotel room and I was washing my lips to rid myself of the vile cosmetic taste.

On the morning of the wedding, Roger and I squeezed into starched shirts. We knotted ties, donned suits and brylcreemed our hair. Nanna and Judy came out of their room in their best dresses. Off we went to the kirk for the ceremony, Nanna complaining all the way that her feet were killing her. After the speeches, Daddy and Katie left in a flurry of confetti. My brother and I went back to school.

Murdoch had a new torture for me. He gave me two weeks of changes for having dirty shoes. Four times a day, I had to report to him in a succession of outfits: army uniform, games kit, Sunday suit and PE kit. With each change of clothing, he would inspect me. If I wasn’t immaculate, he’d send me back to put it right.

‘Those boots are filthy, you worm. Go away and make them shine.’

Changes used up all my available time and made it impossible for me to function properly in house or school. In the mid-morning break I’d run full-pelt to Queen’s. With frantic haste, I’d start changing. If I passed all the inspections, I’d just about make it in time to my next class. But if I was sent back I’d be late and wouldn’t have had time to sort out the correct books. Punishments began to pile up, a five-hundred-word essay, a detention, a hundred lines: ‘I must be on time for class and I must bring all my books.’

But I didn’t have a moment to do any lines or essays. A hundred lines not handed in on time became two hundred; two hundred not done meant a caning. Getting caught doing lines during evening prep meant a slippering.

On the last day of my fortnight of changes, Murdoch surprised me doing lines in the toilet after lights out. He gave me another week. I was being run ragged. After my tormentor persuaded another prefect to join in the fun, I had three or four punishments on the go at any one time and was being beaten two or three times a week. I was swimming in a sea of pain, barely keeping my head above the waves.

Disillusionment was setting in. Fuck team spirit – and fuck the system that could let this sadism flourish. I didn’t know what I could do about my situation or how I could stop the persecution. I was smouldering with helpless resentment.

At Easter, we took the train to our new home, a married officers’ quarters on an army estate on the edge of Bushey. Judy was there already, looking rather woebegone. We gathered in the living room.

‘Now we’re all together,’ Dad began, ‘we’d better make it clear how this household operates. My job is to bring in the money to support the family. Your mother’s job is to run the house. At home you’ll do as she tells you.’

It was an ominous start.

‘Why is she so horrible?’ Judy asked us, the first time we were alone together. ‘I can’t do anything right.’

‘Judy!’ Katie’s imperious voice rang through the house. ‘Come here, girl, and clear up this mess.’

‘I don’t care whether you like me or not,’ Katie snapped, the first time we clashed, ‘but you will respect and obey me.’

She was a formidable woman with a will of steel. A newcomer to the world of service life, Katie went straight on the offensive, lording it over everyone she didn’t have to defer to. That included the wives of junior officers and our family.

Roger and I were still awake at the end of the first dinner party they gave. After the final guests left with cheery good-nights, Katie closed the door and tore straight into Dad.

‘How dare you!’ she screamed. ‘How bloody dare you!’

‘What’s the matter?’

‘I don’t have to put up with this.’ Her voice turned to ice. ‘I’ll go home to the island. Then what would you do, eh? What would you say to your precious friends?’

‘What are you talking about? What have I done?’

‘You contradicted me in front of the Eastmans, that’s what. I felt a complete idiot.’ She’d worked herself into a spitting, foot-stamping fury. ‘And don’t think I didn’t see you making eyes at that Anderson woman. It was disgusting the way you were carrying on.’

‘Wait a minute. You’ve got it wrong.’

‘There you are, contradicting me again. Everyone saw what was going on.’

‘My love, the Andersons are old friends. It’s a game we play. Nothing’s going on. I promise you.’

‘Don’t “my love” me, John Fielding! I won’t have it and that’s that. You try it on again and I’ll pack my bags and go. Don’t think I won’t!’

If only she had. Social occasions are an important part of an army officer’s life. After every single one, Katie would go mental and accuse Dad of belittling her in front of their subordinates, of flirting or getting drunk and making a fool of himself in any number of ways. After several fearsome rows, he seemed to accept there was no winning. She was prepared to go to extremes of rage from which he shrank. To our dismay, he capitulated. Katie came to direct the course of family life.

Roger and I had certain chores to do but we were able to get away from the house for much of the day. There was no such escape for Judy, who was endlessly criticised for the interminable work she was made to do. The worst of it was that Dad wouldn’t intervene.

‘Your mother’s in charge of the house,’ was all he’d say when we appealed to him.

‘She’s not our mother,’ we muttered.

In November, Katie gave birth to a daughter, Susan. Judy had more work added to her load, helping with nappies and washing, taking the baby for walks in the pram and babysitting. We knew it wasn’t Susi’s fault, but we felt angry about the difference between her pampered life and the labours of her Cinderella sister.

Roger and I ricocheted between the brutal boarding school and a home that was under enemy occupation. My only consolation was that Murdoch had left Woodbridge. He was gone forever. There was nothing else to feel good about. Almost everything in this bleak life was either compulsory or forbidden.

One visiting Sunday, in need of refuge, I rang the Ballards. ‘Hello, Aunt Joan. It’s Nigel. I wondered if I might come over for the day.’

‘Of course, Nigs. Always glad to see you.’ There was a weariness in my aunt’s voice. I saw, for the first time, that I was something of a burden to my kindly relatives.

I took the bus to Wickham Market, then began the long walk to their home in Easton. It was a beautiful February day, cold but clear. The bare trees were silhouetted against the pale winter sky. I realised that I was entirely on my own – a strange sensation. At first it felt odd, but after a while I began to enjoy it. My eye was caught by a single leaf, hanging from a tree. It alone had somehow clung on since the autumn. Under my gaze it detached itself, twisted to the ground and landed at my feet.

I was inexplicably moved. Something important had happened. But for me, this moment would have passed unnoticed. I was fifteen and going through many changes.

I’d stopped drinking from the team-spirit bottle. When I wasn’t on my own, I was likely to be hanging out with the rebels from the other houses, smoking cigarettes and talking sedition.

While I was rebelling, my brother was conforming. At the start of our schooldays we’d been almost everything to each other, but our paths had long been diverging. In ’64, Roger left school and joined the army.

I passed my O levels and became a sixth-former – the only one in our house who wasn’t a prefect. The new housemaster said he couldn’t rely on me. Quite right. I had no wish to help a regime I’d come to loathe. I didn’t want my crack of the whip, my opportunity to make life hell for some poor kid from the Remove. The cycle of violence has to be broken somewhere.

With none of the prefect’s tasks to perform, I had lots of free time, but little idea of what to do. Soon I was going to be a new-bug all over again, starting at the bottom of the job treadmill. It all seemed so unutterably depressing that I tried not to think about it and I spent my time listening to the pirate station, Radio Caroline, or going across to the school hall to watch my form mate Brinsley Schwartz and his pal Nick Lowe rehearse for the upcoming concert of their rock ’n’ roll band, The Democrats.

When I wasn’t studying or listening to music I was devouring books like a starving man. A good read could lift me away from the grim reality of school and transport me to another world. I hustled alongside Jack Kerouac in The Dharma Bums. George Orwell put me among the down and outs then magic-carpeted me to Catalonia and filled me with respect for the anarchists, whose fight for liberty perfectly expressed my longing to have some kind of say in my life. After discovering Orwell, I read everything I could find about the Spanish Civil War and started thinking more about politics. I understood that I’d turned against the authoritarian stamp of empire. My blood now raced with subversive foreign thoughts of liberty and equality.

In my final year at Woodbridge, I was mostly left to my own devices. The new housemaster wanted to isolate me so that my disaffection didn’t infect the junior boys. But I wasn’t trying to stir up a revolt, I just didn’t want to be fucked over any more.

Although I was counting the days until I could leave, I had no idea what to do after school other than go to university. On my application form, to say something different, I added fascism to the list of my more conventional interests.

I was called for an interview at Reading. The panel consisted of two Indians and a white guy.

‘Tell us about your interest in fascism,’ one of my interviewers said. ‘You regard yourself as a fascist, perhaps?’

‘Absolutely not,’ I replied. ‘Fascism is one of the great evils in the world. The defeat of the Axis in the war doesn’t mean the end of the problem, because the seeds of fascism lie within every society.’

I tried not to sound too rehearsed. I meant what I said, which helped. The atmosphere in the room lightened considerably. We talked about the dictatorships in Spain and Portugal, we discussed Orwell then moved on to literature in general. At the end, they asked me to wait outside, then called me back in almost immediately.

‘We’re going to offer you a place here, subject to your grades,’ the chairman began. ‘I have to say that meeting you has been a considerable surprise to us – in view of the information we had about you.’

‘I’m sorry?’

‘Your school report was the worst I’ve ever seen. In fact, your housemaster made you sound so appalling that we were curious to see you.’
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