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Those who pursue me taking a twisting lane


To find themselves immediately alone


With savage water or unfeeling stone,


In labyrinths where they must entertain


Confusion, cripples, tigers, thunder, pain.





W. H. AUDEN: For the Time Being
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A Note on the Author


TONY PARKER


1923–1996





‘Oral history’ is what we call works made by a writer who conducts extensive in-depth interviews with a subject or subjects; then edits, structures and refines the verbatim transcripts so as to produce a seamless account of the subject(s) in their own words. Oral historians absent themselves from the texts they make, though their personal interests and skills will tend to shine through. At its best, oral history possesses unique qualities of immediacy and narrativity; and there has been no more admired practitioner of the form in English than Tony Parker.


Parker’s reputation is founded upon eighteen discrete works of oral history which he published across a professional writing career that began in 1962 and ended with his death in 1996 (though one further work, a study of his great American counterpart Studs Terkel, appeared posthumously). Obituaries for Parker served a powerful reminder of the high esteem in which he was held by colleagues and contemporaries, both for his qualities as a man and for his incredible dexterity as an interviewer and editor. Colin Ward wrote in the Independent, ‘His triumphs were the result of his gentleness and modesty, which led the most taciturn or suspicious of people to open up with confidences they would not dream of revealing to more self-assertive questioners.’ ‘The power of his silence’, Roger Graef noted in the Guardian, ‘created a vacuum which invited others to fill it.’ More than one elegist cited the famous words of Parker’s close friend the psychologist Anthony Storr: ‘Tony Parker’s ears are a national treasure.’


Parker excelled as a silent witness, a man who listened with care; but he was also a man of strong personal and political conviction, rooted in the left. Oral history has no inherent caste or complexion but it is probably fair to say that Parker was especially moved by examples of injustice, inequality and unfairness in our society, and was driven to give a voice to people otherwise neglected or marginalised. His work doesn’t sit in any traditional academic canon of sociology, ethnography or criminology. But for anyone who read Parker’s matchlessly intimate portraits of these marginal figures – from convicted murderers to homeless people and unmarried mothers – the effect was to transform our perceptions of the human society and systems that we share.


Tony Parker was born in Stockport on 25 June 1923, the son of a bookseller. His mother died when he was four. He began to write poems and plays in his late teens. Called up to military service early in the Second World War he declared himself a conscientious objector and, in lieu, was sent to work at a coal-mine in the North East, where he observed conditions and met people who influenced him hugely. After the war he began to work as a publisher’s representative and, voluntarily, as a prison visitor – the latter another important stimulus to his subsequent writings. It is believed that Parker was especially galvanised, too, by the infamous case of Christopher Craig and Derek Bentley, in which nineteen-year-old Bentley (illiterate, epileptic and judged by his national service examiner to be ‘mentally substandard’) was hanged for the murder of a police officer, though the fatal shot had been fired by sixteen-year-old Craig.


After Parker happened to make the acquaintance of BBC radio producer Paul Stephenson, and imparted his growing interest in the lives, opinions and self-perceptions of the prisoners he had met, he was given by Stephenson the opportunity to record an interview with a particular convict for broadcast on the BBC. The text of the interview was printed in the Listener, and spotted by the publishers Hutchinson as promising material for a book. This duly emerged as The Courage of His Convictions (1962), for which Parker and the career criminal ‘Robert Allerton’ (a pseudonym) were jointly credited as authors. In the coherence of the book’s organisation; in the candour and insight elicited from the subject; in the very human quality of pawky humour; and in the discernible intent to challenge prejudices and illuminate neglected or hidden aspects of our society – the book exhibits all of the virtues that were to make Tony Parker’s body of work so vital and cherishable.


So much of Parker’s oeuvre has been out of print for so long that Faber Finds is hugely pleased and proud to be returning a dozen of his titles to availability in 2013. These are The Courage Of His Convictions (1962), The Unknown Citizen (1963), The Plough Boy (1965), Five Women (1965), A Man Of Good Abilities (1967), People of the Streets (1968), The Twisting Lane: Some Sex Offenders (1969), The Frying Pan: A Prison and its Prisoners (1970), In No Man’s Land: Some Unmarried Mothers (1972), The People of Providence: A Housing Estate and Some of Its Inhabitants (1983), Soldier, Soldier (1985) and Red Hill: A Mining Community (1986). As such, Parker’s vital invitation to all of us to think, and think again, has been renewed: readers old and new are warmly commended to take up the challenge.





Richard T Kelly


Editor, Faber Finds


March 2013



















Introductory Note





The material in this book consists of edited transcriptions of tape-recordings made over a period of eighteen months with eight people, each of whom has been convicted for sexual offences of a different kind. Real names and place names and a few minor details have been altered to protect anonymity.


None of them is representative of a type, only of himself. These are personal statements made at unknown cost and with inestimable bravery and to try adequately to thank those who made them by allowing themselves to be subjected to persistent questioning is beyond my power; I can only state my respect and admiration for their courage and dignity. There are no insights or interpretations offered other than theirs. I am not competent to make any of my own.


I have omitted most of my questions and allowed what they said to stand in the way that they said it, hoping it will convey at least something of who and what and how they are.





T.P.






















This Other Life


Russell George





The forty-one miles of motorway featureless, a hard swathe of white concrete unreeling endlessly over the rain-drenched December countryside, and the angry afternoon gale-wind lashing and buffeting south-west to north-east at right-angles straight across it. The car at sixty persistently gliding out of the fast lane, across the middle, veering into the slow, then lunging violently back towards the fast in the temporary haven of cuttings through hills, and bursting out once more at the end of them back into the noise and shove of the wind. Mud spray from the mumbling clusters of overtaken lorries straggling up the long climbs, wipers steadily whirring and clicking, sweeping the windscreen clear, obscured, clear. Flash of headlights from behind caught in the mirror, a hooting black Jaguar swamping past, ripping importantly on into the distance through its own accompanying cascade. Direction signs huge as posters, white on blue, chronographers of distance and of time: Brompton thirty-five miles, twenty-six miles, fifteen miles, nine.


Eventually at last the count-down markers before the junction: three hundred yards ahead, two hundred, one. A sharp swing off the wide carriageway, round and down through the group of artificially landscaped hillocks and into the trunk road, the swishing stream of traffic overhead high on the motorway fading away at the back with the recession of the embankment. A pleasantly quiet road now, the wind less difficult and the rain blowing in light curtains across the ribbed brown earth of the bare winter fields.


Slowly through small villages, past an old country church and a derelict wooden barn. On past two petrol pumps deserted in front of a combined grocer’s and off-licence and post-office. Right at the next cross-roads, then left in two hundred yards at the wooden finger-post pointing to Fardale. Half a mile further on, and left again into an unmarked by-road almost concealed with high hedges: unmetalled, wide enough most of the time for one vehicle only, winding falling rising for four miles like a piece of string dropped over the undulations of the land. Foliage overgrowing both sides, an unbroken thicket of hawthorn, brambles, wild privet, ivy, willow bushes, holly, pollarded stunted limes, rotten paling fencing held together by rusting strands of barbed wire. A tiny meadow on a hairpin bend at the bottom of a hill, a lightning-struck tree naked in the middle of it, bare branches against the black-clouded sky, an arthritic hand. Steep rises and bends, puddles and potholes, mud and loose gravel at dank corners unpenetrated by the pale daylight….


A twisting lane, long, unused, and nearly unusable, going nowhere.


But suddenly over the crest of a small hill it widens and comes out into the open past a line of tall copper beeches, running straight on to the narrow gravel path that neatly fringes Ambergrove Green. An unexpected community of twenty houses and a shack for the village store. Total population thirty-four. A scattering of dwellings irregularly grouped round half an acre of smooth grass, some of them visible only as smoking chimneys behind wattle fences and wooden gates, a few more with flat roofs, plate-glass picture windows and well-kept open lawns set with miniature spruces and standard roses, with white-washed rocks as frontage marks. In the summer a modest beauty spot, not quite worth a special visit, but known to a few off-track wanderers. Here and there a house to let in August perhaps for someone wanting a quiet simple holiday. But through the winter the inhabitants mostly keep themselves to themselves. Elderly people nearly all: a retired headmaster and headmistress in ‘White Gables’ with their retired schoolmistress daughter, a lady in the big red brick bungalow called ‘Flanders’ with only eleven Schipperkes as companions.


Unnoticed at first along the east side of the green a brief terrace of two-roomed cottages, farm-labourers’ homes once, with low front doors opening straight into the downstairs room. Sitting in a fireside chair in Number Five, prodding the logs in the grate with a poker to bring up a blaze, a man turning his face sometimes to glance out of the window at the dark blue rainfull sky, the glitter of the flames catching his glasses at an opaque angle then and giving him two huge round crimson eyes. An aquiline nose, thin lips, the age-lines carved deeply down his cheeks from temple to chin; a high domed bald head fringed with a fluff of grey hair round the back and sides. Straight-backed and upright, a wiry body in a roll-necked canary yellow pullover, long-legged whipcord trousers, soft brown leather casual shoes.


Speaking quietly, from time to time lapsing into silence and staring motionless into the fire. A former area manager of the National Coal Board, and after a lifetime’s work now pensioned and retired. Russell George, expatriate Lancastrian in a strange southern county, a widower living alone and keeping himself to himself mostly: now seventy years of age.


*


—It doesn’t look like it’s going to stop raining this side of Christmas does it? And they say the south has better weather than t’north! Well, I don’t know, ever since I’ve come down here it’s been bloody awful it has. Like ruddy Manchester all the time it is, winter and summer, rain rain rain, I’ve never seen nothing like it, seems to do nowt else. Well I suppose it’s got to leave off sometime though, hasn’t it? Have you finished your tea, will you have another cup? A biscuit then?


All right I’m ready to make a start if you are. See how far we get, shall we? You’ll not want to stop too long each time, I know, you’ve a long journey back haven’t you? If I ramble too much you must stop me, because there’s not a lot of people you can talk to down here.


Well I was born in 1898 in Lanarkshire. But I’m not Scottish, my parents were English people, my father was working up there in one of the mines. I was the fifth child, there was a brother and then four sisters before me; Malcolm, Elizabeth, Joan, Mary and Eileen – though for some reason she was never called anything else but ‘Lena’. There was about two years between each of us, more or less: and then four years after me there was two more girls again, Dora and Barbara, but that wasn’t till later, after we’d moved down into England, I’ll be coming to that of course at the time.


I don’t remember anything much before I was about five. My father had quite a decent job for those days, he was a mechanical engineer, what used to be called the ‘engine-wright’. I know in Scotland we used to live in a sort of big block, more or less a tenement place it was, up on the fourth or fifth floor, with only three rooms if I remember, and an outside washplace at the end of the stone landing. And then there was this wide spiral staircase with like an iron balustrade round a courtyard in the centre of the block. You had to go out on the landing to the wash-house when you got up in the mornings and at night before you went to bed: in the open it was, not protected from the weather or anything, and very cold in the winter. Not much else I can recollect about it I don’t think – oh yes I remember the bed, my mother’s and father’s, one of those sort you fold up into a recess like, in the wall of the living-room during the day.


Chiefly I remember things more clearly from when I was five or six onwards, when we’d come down to live in Northumberland where my father had got a new job. They were all privately owned, the coalmines in those days of course: and he went to work for a man who owned the mine in one of the little villages in those parts. He not only owned the mine but all the houses as well, there’d only be about twelve of them, little cottages in a terrace very much like this, grey stone with slate roofs, then the mine-shaft a few yards away up at the top of the street. And then, at the end the other way, three bigger houses standing on their own; one for the owner, a smaller one for the pit-manager, and then a smaller one still for the chief engineer, which was my father.


Mind you, it was quite a big house for those days you know, four rooms downstairs and the same again on top. I don’t suppose what my father earned would sound much to people now, I expect it couldn’t have been above five pounds a week – but with the house thrown in rent free and a new suit every year from the company and things like that, he’d be considered well off. He was a strange sort of man my father, at least I always found him so; very remote and austere, never had much time for people outside, and never much to say for himself at home either. When he was younger, he’d had some kind of an accident, fallen getting off a moving tram in Glasgow and banged a nerve in his head or something, and it’d left him with a very bad speech impediment. Perhaps that’s why he never talked much, because it was difficult to him.


My mother she was more or less the same sort of person too as he was, another very quiet one. A rather gaunt, sallow-complexioned woman, sewing or dress-making in the evenings, one bottle of stout with her supper on Saturday nights, and that was about all she had in the way of excitement. A strange pair altogether when I think back on them: one thing for instance, when you went to bed no one ever came up and tucked you in or gave you a kiss, it was just ‘Off you go to bed now, Russell, mind you wash’ and that was it. And then you lay in the dark until you went to sleep. Right up at the top of the house I was, in a little kind of an attic with a sloping roof.


Russell? Well that was after one of my uncles, my mother’s brother. I can remember him coming to see us once, he was a soldier in a red jacket with white trimming on it and a big helmet. It must have been during the Boer War, he was just going out to South Africa; I think he got killed there, anyway I don’t remember ever seeing or hearing of him again.


A lonely little boy I’d say, always very lonely: my memories of that house are of a big cold place with dark wallpaper, dim candle lights, never any laughter or fun in it, and sitting nearly every evening at the table doing my sums from school. But school I liked, I was quite good at it, especially arithmetic; right from being very young, I’d always enjoyed that. I have done all my life, mathematics, taken a real pleasure in it. I enjoyed drawing too – not art-drawing, but diagrams of how things worked, what different pieces of machinery looked like, and I wasn’t satisfied until I’d drawn them very very precisely and accurate, and exactly as they were. I suppose it was what they call technical drawing nowadays. I must have been quite bright I think, because when I was about ten I was sent to another school in the town which must have been at least twelve or thirteen miles away. There was no buses in those days so I had to walk about three miles every morning to the station to catch the train, and then walk the same back again at night.


I never had any friends when I was a little boy: I’ve never had any since for that matter, but living so far away from the school there was never any question of making friends with any of the boys there because it was too far for them to come home with me to play. And going to the town school I got to know none of the village children either. We weren’t let play with them much anyway, since they were mostly the mine-workers’ children and we were the family of one of the bosses. My father went to work in a suit and a bowler hat, so that made him a different class of person, you see – and I was brought up to look at it that way too; that was the start of it, of my snobbishness which I’ve had ever since. I’ve always had the tendency to think myself a cut above other people, based on absolutely nothing. A right snob I’ve been all my life.


Well, as I said, I was good at school and well behaved and quiet at home and well behaved there too since we children were always kept in our place by our parents. My brother of course he was a lot older than me; by the time I started at the town school he’d gone off working in the Midlands somewhere. He began with a horse and cart, and he finished up a big draper with six or seven shops of his own. He took my sisters into his business looking after the shops for him, one by one as they got old enough; they all worked for him right through until they retired, and none of them ever got married.


The only person I had as a playmate as a child was the older sister next to me, Lena; I liked her, I got on very well with her indeed. We had quite an understanding of each other, at night sometimes she’d come upstairs into the attic and get into my bed, or we’d run about chasing each other in the dark. There was nothing sexual in it, in fact I never knew anything whatsoever about sex until I was seventeen and a half – but that’s running on a bit, so I’ll leave that subject till later. But there was something about Lena that I really loved when I was a kid; the quiet way she talked, but always with a bit of a twinkle in her eye, the way she moved – she was very neat and graceful. Sometimes when we were romping around in the bed with the light still on I’d catch sight of different parts of her body, and I did, I liked the way she was made. In fact I often used to wish I was a girl, like her, instead of a boy. I had the idea my mother favoured all the girls more than she did me, and it must be because there was something wrong with the way I was made myself, ungainly and awkward, and not like Lena at all.


I wished very often at that age I could be a girl. It used to take me in some funny ways. I’d never urinate standing up for instance, I always had to sit down and do it like a girl did. And when she was a schoolgirl Lena started taking a great interest in dressmaking, and I’d ask her to let me try the clothes on that she’d made so that she could study what they looked like and see if there were any alterations needed making. Coats, dresses, underclothes, everything: I enjoyed parading about for her in them, until one day all of a sudden she burst out giggling and said I looked daft; after that I never did it again.


The word I used about my father – ‘austere’ – that was the word that summed up the whole of my childhood, really, I think. I don’t know what other people’s was like of course so it’s difficult to compare, but certainly I always knew I was missing something. I felt life ought to have more in it somehow than just school and going home and sitting quietly reading until it was time for bed. I know what it was all right, though I wasn’t conscious so much at the time what it was that I was short of: it was love. I was never ill as a child, so there was no occasion that I was ever petted or made a fuss of: though I doubt if there would have been even if I had, since the whole family never went in for demonstrations of affection of any sort. For instance I never saw my father and mother kiss each other or put their arms round each other, nothing of that kind at all.


There was just once I think, out of my whole childhood, one incident I look back on when anyone ever mentions the subject of love: about the only time I ever had any idea at all what it meant. I must have been about eleven or twelve I suppose. One of my aunties, one of my mother’s sisters, had come to stay with us for a few days. In the evening everyone was sitting round quiet as usual and I was reading a book in the corner on my own; and I suddenly felt very lonely and miserable and I started to cry – about nothing, of course, as it seemed to everyone else. My mother didn’t like that sort of thing at all, and she told me very sharp it was past my bedtime, to get on upstairs and get to sleep. ‘Off you go now, mind you wash, good night.’ I went up to bed like I was told, and not long after I’d put my light out my auntie came up to me. She didn’t say anything, just sat on the side of the bed in the dark, and then suddenly she wrapped her arms round me and cuddled me against her breast. She opened her blouse and took out her breast right out for me, and rocked me against her until I dropped off to sleep. She never said a single word the whole time and neither did I; it was as if she knew what I wanted and decided for once to give it to me – a few moments’ mothering so that at least I’d have had the experience of it, I suppose. That isolated incident, that was it: that was the first and only time I’ve ever known what it was like. Years ago, sixty years nearly, and I can still feel the warmth and softness of her breast now.


Well then it came to what, when I was thirteen I should think; that was the next thing, leaving school. In those days that was the leaving age, and I started work when I was thirteen years and one day old, in the machine repair-shop at the pit-head. Seventy-five per cent of the haulage underground was done by ponies, but there were a few machines to be attended to, for ventilation and that sort of thing. I’ll say this for my father, he gave me a very good training, he was always taking me along to the pit even when I was still at school and showing me how the different engines worked; how to operate the screwing and drilling machines and so on, so that by the time I actually started work I could do lathe-work and all that, and I was a good deal further-on than most boys of my age. He had one of the very early motor-cars too, a Stanley Steam Car it was, and he taught me all the ins and outs of that as well.


He was keen I should follow after him and one day get a job like his; he was very proud of having risen to it by his own efforts and without much education. About the only books we ever had in our house were ones to do with mining-engineering, and I used to study them and try to follow them even before I could hardly understand the words. I was always mechanically-minded, right from being very young.


That and my natural aptitude paid off and soon he was able to leave me more or less in charge of the repair shop on the surface while he looked after things underground, even though I was only a lad. I kept on with my studies at night school after I’d started work, I used to go three evenings a week to college in the town. It was hard though, keeping up schooling after a hard working day, walking to the railway station for the train, and not getting back before ten or half past at night, and then having to be up again at six the next morning for work. There was some certificate or other I took, I think it was City & Guilds or whatever the equivalent was in those times: I know it was a four-year course combining engineering, mechanics and heat; and anyway eventually I passed it.


But by then the war was on, and so after a time I was called-up into the Army. I didn’t mind about going, I don’t think I gave it much thought one way or the other, I wasn’t very patriotic or anything like that. It was inevitable, when you got to a certain age you went like everyone else did, and that was all there was to it. But I was one of the lucky ones, I didn’t get put in the infantry, because of the specialized knowledge I had. They gave me a trade test and I was sent down to London to be an instructor in the Royal Army Service Corps, teaching men how to maintain vehicles. After six months I was put up to sergeant, and then I was sent to France to a big Army car depot in Paris. I was in Etaples and Amiens too, but I never saw any of the fighting; I was always miles behind the front except when the Germans made that last big push which nearly won the war for them, but the guns in the distance was about all I ever heard.


When it came to the Armistice, the officer I worked for asked me did I want to get out of the Army and go home, but I said I didn’t mind stopping-on for a bit. I liked the life, the independence it brought, and being able to spend all my time with machinery and cars and things. I was in Paris right through the Peace Conference of 1919, in charge of the servicing of all the vehicles for the different diplomats who came there for it. One of them was Paderewski, he was the Polish Prime Minister leading the Polish delegation. He gave a concert once while he was there. It was a great experience to see him and hear him; he played the Moonlight Sonata of Beethoven, that was the first time I ever heard it, and it was what started me off on the liking for classical music that I’ve had ever since.


It was while I was in Paris during the war that I had my first sexual experience: somehow I’d got to seventeen and a half without having anything happen to me of that kind and never even giving it a thought. I used to go a lot to a kind of club for Allied soldiers, and there was a Frenchwoman there, one of the volunteer helpers, and I think she rather took a fancy to me. I wasn’t a bad-looking young chap, and tall for my age, five foot ten and a half. She was a widow, a lot older than me, thirty-nine or forty perhaps she must have been, and one day she asked me round to her flat for tea. When I went there was a big chasse-lounge thing by the window, and I hadn’t been there more than ten minutes before she’d got me on to it and was egging me on to take her clothes off. I was a rotten lover I can tell you that, totally inexperienced, really green; and what’s more I couldn’t get any kind of an erection at all, I was completely impotent. She did her best, but it was just useless, an absolute fiasco all round.


But it didn’t put her off though; she kept on asking me round to her flat, dressing herself up in a négligé and doing everything she could to get me going. But the fact of the matter was I simply didn’t want it or like it: the only time I got even a very small erection was once when she climbed on top of me and did everything herself. I couldn’t get over the feeling which I had all the time that it was somehow wrong way round, I ought to have been the woman and have things done to me. Anyway after a few weeks eventually she gave up, it must have been too frustrating for her. She didn’t ask me round to the flat no more. And I can’t say it worried me because it didn’t, I just hadn’t got any taste for it at all.


I stayed in Paris until 1920 I think it would be, and then I was demobilized and sent back home. Straight back to the village, straight back into my old job at the pit. And in a couple of years it seemed as though the war’d never happened and I’d never been away from home. Work and study again, that was my life, more or less all together; nothing changed, nothing changing and nothing ever going to change. I began to get quite a collection of diplomas and things for exams I’d passed, and by 1922 or so I was workshop foreman, and then assistant engineer underground. As I say, I liked the work – and so long as I was working with some kind of machinery I was happy.


The thing that appealed to me was that it was exact: you knew how it was going to behave, and if you studied it you could make it behave how you wanted to. All through my life I’ve had this knack of being able to look at a machine that was broken and being able to tell what was wrong with it even before I started to take it apart. I was completely at home with it, I understood it: so long as you got this right and that right and the other right, you knew exactly where you were. Precision, attention to detail – that was all that mattered: get everything in order and you were away. That’s always been me: I never do anything simple like even writing a letter asking the coalman to call without first drafting it out carefully beforehand.


Then it would be about 1926 that for the first time I started going out with a girl. She lived at one of the farms a mile or two further down the road, she was the farmer’s daughter, the youngest of about six. I can’t remember the exact circumstances I met her in, but I used to go to see her on my motor-bike and sidecar which I’d bought for myself second-hand. She led a hard-working life herself too. Sunday afternoons I’d go and talk to her in the dairy where she was milking the cows, and they had one of those big churns for making butter which she used to make me turn for her by hand while we chatted. I said to her one afternoon, ‘One day I’m going to electrify this damn thing for you!’, and I did, I got it fixed up with a motor and working on its own.


Her name was Margaret. She was a big strong girl, quite good looking, long hair down her back to her waist and blue eyes. She was like me, not very talkative, so we suited each other. She wasn’t very passionate or much interested in sex either, and that suited me too. In 1926 there was the strike and all the pits closed down. We weren’t off work of course, the maintenance staff, we had to try and keep things going, see to the ventilation plant, keep the haulage roads clear and so on. All the same, it did mean I had a good deal of free time, and she and I used to go out on the motor-bike together, exploring the countryside. Altogether we were courting for about two years I’d say, something like that.


Her sister had a boy-friend too, and sometimes the four of us would go out together, he had a motor-bike and a sidecar as well. We decided one week-end we’d go and have a few days in the Lake District, and when we got there we started looking round for somewhere to stay, and I think it was Keswick we ended up in. He went into this sort of boarding-house place to see if they’d got any rooms, and when he came out he said it was all right, they’d two double rooms and he’d booked them for us. He and Margaret’s sister kept giggling about it all the time, and it wasn’t till we got back to the place in the evening he told us what he’d fixed up. Of course I’d been expecting he and I would share one room and the girls the other, but what he’d done was booked us in as two married couples. Well, Margaret and I decided we’d just have to accept it; her sister and boy-friend were obviously determined they were going to sleep together, so we didn’t have much choice.


When we got into bed we made love together a bit, but it was still the same thing as before with me. I couldn’t do it, I was still impotent. I thought Margaret would give me up then, but she didn’t, it didn’t seem to bother her in the slightest. When we got back home I began to feel really awful about it. We’d slept together, and that was something to my way of thinking was quite wrong for people who weren’t married. So I asked her if she would marry me, because I thought it was only right we should. She agreed, and we went and asked her father’s permission: he said yes, he thought it’d be a very suitable match, and that was it, we got married in the autumn of that year. Quite a do the wedding was, we both had large families, everybody treated it as a big event. I can’t say I was madly in love with her, nothing of that kind; but I liked her well enough and she probably felt the same for me too. We had a bit of a honeymoon, I forget where it was, Whitley Bay I think – bed was no good there either – and then afterwards we went to live in a house of our own her father gave us on some of his land.


I carried on working just the same in the pit with my father. Then after two years we had our first baby, Donald; and a year or two after that we had our second son, Stephen. What sex-life there was between us was very rare, I was still impotent and used to ejaculate far too quickly, at least according to what you’re supposed to do that I’ve ever read about the subject. So the fact we managed to have two children was more a matter of good luck than good management. But that was one of the nice things about Margaret, she never complained, she was really as little interested in the subject as I was, and that kind of thing was never a problem between us at all.


By the time Stephen was born, which would be in the thirties, obviously I needed more money than I was ever going to be able to earn in a small job like the one I had with my father, and I started to look for something better. It didn’t take me long to find it either: I was very experienced, and very well qualified too, as I’ve told you. I moved into the Lancashire coal-field, and I got a job in a pit near Wigan at much better pay. We bought our own house there: things were a bit of a struggle at first, but we kept going, and I did well in my job and got the usual annual increases in salary, so we were improving all the time.


When the 1939 war came coal-mining was one of the most important industries there was, and I got given more and more responsibility. I was always widening my experience: with the result that after the war, when the Labour Government brought in the nationalization of the mines, I was in on the ground floor of it and able to take advantage of the big opportunities that there were available. I got into a good job with the Coal Board, and eventually I went right up to area manager, responsible for everything to do with the mechanical side of about half a dozen pits. I was earning very good money, I had a company house and a company car, the boys were at the best schools there were in the district, everything was just right for me. I was in a good pension scheme too – something else that I’d got in on at the beginning of nationalization – and I don’t think there was anything I wanted that I hadn’t got, or couldn’t get. Holidays abroad we had – Spain, Italy, France – and what I had I’d worked for, I’d earned it by my own ability and skill.


The only thing was, I’d no social life and no friends at all, and we’d quarrelled with all my wife’s family too by then. This was nobody’s fault but my own. I was a real cantankerous sort of person, always arguing with people and disagreeing with them; and the manner I had with it didn’t help either. At work I’d no idea of tact at all. At the Coal Board meetings of area managers for instance, I was perpetually criticizing other people’s ideas and suggestions, and telling them they were bloody fools. So they were, a lot of them; but it didn’t make folk like me any better when I told them they’d no idea how to do their jobs properly. I think I’d have got the sack many a time if I hadn’t been so good at my job.


Even when there was a chance of any social side, I never bothered to take advantage of it. Golf, for example, I used to play a lot of that; I liked the fresh air and the exercise, and the way you could think it out all very carefully, what would be the right club to use for each particular shot depending on the distance and the lie of the ball and all that sort of thing. I got my handicap down to twelve, which wasn’t bad for an amateur. But the thing was, you see, I’d never play with anybody else: I always used to go round the course on my own, I couldn’t stand to have anyone with me, we’d only play a few holes and then I’d start criticizing and telling them what they were doing wrong. Or I didn’t like the way they talked, or the way they dressed, I always thought they weren’t in my class: the snobbishness thing that I was telling you about before. So I just had no friends, not one. But I didn’t mind, I never made the faintest effort to get any, I wouldn’t put myself out to be civil or pleasant to anyone.


When the boys got older and grew up, they both married early and set up homes of their own. Donald, he always took after me, he’d got the mechanical turn of mind too. When he was just over twenty, he got himself a good job with a big firm of civil engineering contractors; he took a degree which they paid for him to study, and he’s been with them ever since and doing very well he is, I wouldn’t be surprised if he didn’t eventually get a directorship one day. But Stephen, now he was completely different, just the opposite – always very artistic right from when he was young, and still is. I don’t know where he gets it from: but he’s done very well himself in the commercial art world. Now he does a lot of designing for television and that sort of thing. Fine boys both of them are, nice families of their own, good jobs, they’re well breeched, as they say, for the rest of their lives. What was I saying, yes about them moving away from home and getting married: well after that my wife and I, naturally we had to move into a smaller house; we got a nice bungalow on the outskirts of Preston.


We’re getting on now, this is bringing us up to about 1959, 1960. And it was then that I had my accident in the mine, entirely my own fault, there was no one else to blame but me, and being the sort of person I was. There was a very complicated new type of coal-cutting machine that was going to be installed for a trial in one of the pits I was in charge of, and it was my responsibility to check it thoroughly and make sure it was working as it should. On the surface – that was where it had to do with me, and after that, when it was installed, I had nothing else, no cause even to think about it. So I checked it through very carefully and passed it, and that should have been it.


But of course no, that wasn’t good enough for me. The next morning after it had been installed, a Saturday it was, I thought to myself ‘I’ll just go down and have a look at it, make sure the people underground know what they’re doing and have put it in right’ – so down I went, completely unofficially on my own, not telling anyone where I was going. I’d no right to go down there, no right at all. I had a look at the machine, I couldn’t find anything wrong or anything I could criticize: so finally just to make doubly certain I threw the switch and started it up.


And that was it: I was bending down watching it, and before I knew where I was it’d caught me, the flap of my jacket hanging open I suppose or something like that. That I wasn’t killed was just a sheer fluke, that’s all. I was lying there unconscious for something like two hours I believe, before anyone found me and got me out and I was taken to hospital. I had my shoulder smashed, my forearm broken, my upper arm broken in two places, my hip broken, my thigh broken, and my knee-cap as well. A right mess I was in. Over six months I was in hospital as a result of it, as a result of my own pig-headedness, nothing else. Lying in plaster all down this side almost from my head to my foot, and my leg up in one of those what do they call them, Thomas’s splints? Agony it was, real agony: not so much the physical pain, I was tough and I could stand that, but the mental agony of being helpless, having to lie there like a child all that time and knowing there was no one I could blame for it only myself. And up till then I’d never had a single day off work with illness my whole life. Sometimes I really thought I’d go mad I did. A terrible patient too, of course, always swearing and cursing at the doctors and nurses, telling them they didn’t know what they were doing, why weren’t they getting me back on my feet again, and all the rest of it.


Anyway, gradually, I did begin to get better. They used to send me along to the physiotherapy classes then to do exercises to help get my limbs and my muscles working again. I didn’t like any of the other patients there naturally; to my mind they weren’t making any real effort to get themselves right. I used to really despise them for the pathetic attempts they were making on those fixed-bicycle pedalling things, ladders for climbing and other bits of apparatus. I made up my mind I was going to get myself discharged before any of them, and I used to stick at the exercises, on and on, driving myself all the time however painful it was.


Well, eventually I did it, I got myself right – or as right as I ever will be. My hip’s pinned together still, and it could easily go again at any time, it’ll always be like that; and this leg’s two inches shorter than the other one, I have to wear this special built-up shoe. As a matter of fact I ought to wear a surgical boot on it, but I won’t. Because I’m too vain, I suppose – but I’d sooner put up with it and ignore it as much as I can. I’ve trained myself to walk without hardly a limp; I’m just not going to have anything as conspicuous as a boot whatever they say, I can get by. Stubborn, you see.


I got myself out of the hospital, and I insisted to the Coal Board I could go back to work. They wanted me to retire a few years early, I was sixty then, on medical grounds. But I knew if I did that it would mean a reduced pension for me, and anyway I wanted to hang on and retire at the proper age. I knew too that if I did take a medical retirement, I wouldn’t do very well on compensation. They have a sort of price-scale at the Coal Board, so much for the loss of an arm, so much for a leg and so on. I went into it, and I found out that my compensation would come out at something like £8,000 all together – but then it’d be assessed by an arbitration tribunal, and at very best I’d be held responsible at least 80 per cent myself, so I’d only get a very small sum at the finish.


I was lucky because nearly all my job by that time anyway was administrative, supervision, paper-work and so on, so what physical incapacity I had wasn’t going to prevent me working. I managed to hang on until the end of my time nearly, and I retired just a bit early in 1961.


We sold the bungalow at Preston, and bought ourselves a nice little bungalow up on the Fylde coast, a few miles out from Blackpool. I must say I found retirement very hard after fifty years: I just finished work on the Friday night as usual, and then on the Monday morning instead of going off to work all I had to do was sit and twiddle my thumbs. For someone like me, used all my life to being active and working, it was a real problem: and it took me a long time to settle down to it, especially as I’d no outside interests. I used to take the wife out for rides in the car, we’d sit somewhere quiet and secluded and look at the sea or read the papers, but it was very hard and boring, it really was. I felt absolutely lost. Her mother came to stay with us for a while, but she’d only been there a few months when she was taken into hospital: we’d go and visit her every day, but three months later she died.


Then the next thing that happened was that Margaret herself took ill, and then she had to go into hospital too. It wasn’t long before the doctors told me what it was, it was cancer and at the most they said she’d only got about three months herself to live. We’d arranged to go to Italy the next year for our holidays, so I had to go on pretending about it, talking to her about getting the tickets and so on. Suddenly she seemed to rally; they often do I’m told, and for a few days I really began to think she might be getting better. But that was the end of it, it was only about a week after that that she was dead. I was sixty-four then, so we’d had just over a year of my retirement, that’s all.


After she’d gone I lived for a while on my own in the same house; then eighteen months ago I sold up and came down to live in London with Stephen and his wife in their flat. I stopped with them until last August, then I came across this place, saw this cottage was going, so I took it and here I am. It’s just about my mark this is, it suits me perfect – very peaceful and out of the way, nice and small and easy to keep clean. In a few months the spring will be coming, then the summer after that. I should imagine it’ll be quite pretty round here in the summer, I’m looking forward to seeing it. I don’t suppose there can be all that many years left for me now.


But when you’re getting on you seem somehow to enjoy things more, because you know they aren’t going to last, and so that makes you appreciate them while you can. The birds in the trees, the sunrise on a frosty morning, all little things like that. They’re the things that matter, you feel you’re going to enjoy them while you’re still alive.


So there you are then, that’s it, that’s what you might call the biography of me I suppose – or at least the outward details of it, the events and mileposts and things that a stranger looking at it might see. Nothing very outstanding or spectacular, just a plain existence of an ordinary man. If you didn’t know any better.


But all the time as well, right through it all for forty years or more now, there’s been this other life.


*


—Six convictions altogether, for indecent assaults on little girls. Eventually I ended up in prison for it – and the only wonder was that it didn’t come much earlier than it did. The times I’ve done it and not even been reported, let alone caught for it and charged. It could easily have been sixty convictions; double that even, and that’s no exaggeration.


Always the same age group, six to eleven: no younger and no older, outside those limits it didn’t appeal to me at all. Playing about with them with my hands under their skirts, tickling their bottoms, getting them to let me take their knickers down. No more than that, I never tried to rape them or have intercourse with them: I couldn’t have done, I was impotent as I’ve told you. But I did get sexual satisfaction out of it: I’d sit them on my knee and play with them, and at the same time I was able to masturbate myself without using my hands. Five, ten minutes at the outside, then I got my ejaculation and that was it.


*


Outside, the winter afternoons nearly always windy and raining week after week, and over the green the reddening, deepening, darkening sky. Inside by the fire the old man talking, a voice sometimes soft and sometimes like gravel and sometimes trailing away, the towering pillars of his silences rising up like pylons into the scudding clouds.


*


A whole lifetime of work, my job, my position, my family, my home: all put in the balance over and over again, ready to be thrown away and lost for the sake of the ten minutes every now and then that I had to have, fumbling about with some little girl. Mad, I must have been mad. And you know I never even thought about it, about what I was doing, all the time I kept it right at the back of my mind. I didn’t take it seriously; I never expected anyone else to either. I didn’t worry about it so I didn’t think they should, I couldn’t even see it was any concern of theirs. It was just a little fault I had, nothing serious, not even worth talking about.


I lied to people, deceived them, said it wasn’t important and anyway I wouldn’t do it again – though I always knew perfectly well that I would. Nobody ever suggested to me I ought to try and do something about it, have treatment or something like that – but if they had, I wouldn’t have paid attention to them, I wasn’t prepared to discuss it even. My wife, Margaret, you know, she was a real Trojan about it. All those years it went on and she knew it, she knew it was happening, but she still stuck by me. I wish … well, it’s too late now, she’s gone.


It didn’t start until quite late on in my life really: a few years after we were married, when I’d be coming up to round about thirty. She had a large family, several brothers and sisters, and they were married too with families, most of them had small children. There used to be family parties and things, everyone getting together at Christmas, and when we went to them I used to find myself being more and more attracted to those that were little girls. I was always picking them up, giving them rides on my shoulders, talking to them, sitting them on my knee bouncing them up and down.


Everybody used to say it was because Margaret and I had two sons and I hadn’t got a daughter of my own; and perhaps it was that at the beginning. But as these little girls got older, my nieces and their friends, I got more and more keen on them, I used to look forward to the occasions when I’d have an excuse for being with them, and then when I got there I’d be spending nearly my entire time picking them up and carrying them about, and taking them into different rooms so I could have them for a few minutes on my own.


After a while it got so noticeable that their parents began to get a bit uneasy about it, and Margaret would say to me afterwards, ‘I don’t think you ought to do that so much, Russell, Annie and Joe are getting a bit worried about it’ or something like that. I’d just pass it off, laugh and make a joke out of it, saying it wasn’t doing any harm, I was just very fond of the kids, that was all.


It’s not easy for people in the same family of course to start making accusations, is it, about that sort of thing, about one of their own relatives? I was always very sly about it, I’d wait until I was on my own with the child and its parents were out of the room, and even then I never used to do very much in case it might say something afterwards.


But one Christmas I think it was, I did, I did go too far. It might have been because I’d had a bit too much to drink or something like that, but anyway I took one of my nieces who was about six and quite a big girl, I took her upstairs into one of the bedrooms and I was sitting with her on my knee and I had her knickers down. The door opened and her father came in. There it was, he’d caught me right at it, there was no chance of passing it off as a joke that time. He didn’t say anything at all, just took her up in his arms and carried her out without a word, went downstairs and told his wife to get her hat and coat on, they were going home.


After they’d gone there was a bit of an embarrassing scene, nobody really wanting to talk about it in front of the others, my wife very upset when she finally found out what had happened and all the rest of it. When we got home ourselves she tried to face me with it, ask me exactly what it was, why her brother-in-law and his wife had left like that in the middle of the celebrations – but I wouldn’t talk, I insisted it was a lot of fuss about nothing, he’d got hold of completely the wrong idea. Putting the blame on him in fact, though of course he’d been absolutely in the right and every reason to be angry about it.


Well, it went on that way for a good few years. All I ever did was with the children in the family whenever there was a get-together; and only with the little girls after they’d reached that certain age. Very irregular, perhaps no more than two or three times a year, just when the occasion arose. But naturally it got talked about in the family, first this child and then that, and their parents talking amongst each other I suppose. Anyway in the finish it got to where none of them would come to our house with their children; and then they wouldn’t go to each other’s houses if they knew beforehand I was going to be present. Or if they came unexpectedly and found I was there, they wouldn’t stop, they’d make some excuse and go home again.


I think my wife never did take it seriously, she let me convince her there was nothing in it for any reasonable person to worry over. That wasn’t her fault, because I was always so insistent about it myself. Absolutely adamant I was – and we never talked about that sort of thing much between us anyway, sex. I think she really did in her heart put it down to me missing having a daughter of my own, and she thought perhaps if we had one ourselves everything would be all right then. But we had sex between us very rarely: it wasn’t that we weren’t fond of each other, but neither of us had much interest in it and it was never very enjoyable. We didn’t use contraception ever but she conceived no more after the two boys.


By the time we were both fifty there was no more hope for another child for us anyway; and by then, too, things had got so bad with the families that I was getting no opportunities at all for what I wanted to do. If I wanted it, I’d have to go out and look for it – so in due course that was what I did. On Saturday afternoons I started going into the nearest town and hanging round the toy departments of the various stores, keeping my eyes open for little girls on their own or perhaps with a friend of their own age, then getting up behind them and feeling at their bottoms under their clothes.


A lot of them of course they didn’t like it and they’d move away. But there were some, a lot more than you’d expect in fact, who didn’t mind and would let you go on doing it. When I found one of that sort I’d start chatting to her, ask her where she lived and if she’d like me to take her home in my car, or perhaps come and have a ride round in it and I’d buy her some sweets. If she would, then I’d take her out of the town, off the road into the woods somewhere and play about with her for a bit, ask her if she’d let me look at her knickers and that sort of thing, were they very tight and could I pull them down and so on. Ten minutes perhaps at the outside before I’d ejaculate, and then immediately I lost interest: I’d drop her off near her home, give her a few sweets or a sixpence and that was the finish of it.


I’d never try and see her again or make any arrangements for meeting another time. The next week it’d be a different child, perhaps even a different town I’d go to round about the district, so as to make sure I wouldn’t get caught. I hadn’t a hope of avoiding it eventually, and I don’t know what made me think I had; but all the same I went on a fair number of years before I was. Then one little girl who’d seemed quite willing enough at the time, unknown to me she must have taken my car-number when I was driving away from her, and she told her parents who took it up with the police, and they traced me and took me to court over it. A lot of parents won’t bother, out of consideration for the feelings of their child, but these ones did. The police told me they’d had quite a few reports of the same thing going on in the town for a long while, but they couldn’t get any clear enough evidence against me. Either the parents didn’t want to rake it all up again in their child’s mind, or the children themselves weren’t too sure whether it was me or not after the passage of time. And of course I denied everything, I insisted this was the first and only time it had ever happened.


The outcome was I got away with a fine, I think it was £5, something like that. There was a bit got put into the local paper about it, but I just shrugged it off. If anyone at work read it, they certainly didn’t mention it, probably because they weren’t exactly on very good terms with me, as I’ve told you. Margaret of course was terribly upset, she said we’d have to leave the district and go and live somewhere else. And I said all right, if that was how she felt about it, if it’d make her any happier that’s what we’d do.


One way and another time went on, we looked at a few houses now and again but the price wasn’t right or they were too big or too small, I always found some objection to them. I didn’t honestly see why we should move just for what I thought was a trivial little reason like that. I didn’t care what the neighbours thought, it didn’t worry me at all; if they were going to think things, let them – that was my attitude, and the same for the people at work.


Incredibly, really, I don’t think it was more than three or four days after I’d been fined than I was at it again, back in the town hanging round the toy departments until I found another little girl who’d come in the car with me. But once more, I was never caught for a long time, and Margaret was probably of the opinion it’d just been a passing incident and it had died down. It’s true it did die down sometimes, maybe for up to six months at a stretch. I used to think myself that as I was getting older perhaps the desire for it was fading away. Then back it’d come again; and I’d give no thought to the consequences, off I’d go. And as for the children, the little girls, what it might be doing to them, it never entered my mind, not once.


The second time I was caught there’d been this quite long period since the previous occasion, and again there was the usual trouble for the police of trying to get children to come forward and make a positive identification. Once more all I got was a fine, I think it was £20 that time. The usual business, a paragraph in the local paper; but Margaret was really insistent then that we’d got to move, so I didn’t argue any more about it, I said all right we’d go somewhere else and I’d make a fresh start.


Being an area manager with the Coal Board it wasn’t essential for me to live in one particular town any more than in five or six others which would suit me equally as well, so there was no difficulty there. The boys were grown up and married by this time, so we took the house in Preston that I told you about.


For a few months there were no incidents, everything was going nicely, until about the summer I should think – and then it started all over again. We used to go at weekends over to the holiday places, Blackpool, Morecambe, Southport. There was ample opportunities there for me. I’d drop the wife off to do some shopping, and I’d go wandering round the pier and amusement arcades until I found a suitable little girl who was agreeable to me doing things to her. A lot of them were only there just that week for their holidays perhaps, so the chances of them reporting it and me getting caught were less than ever. The wife knew nothing of it, of course, in fact I don’t know that she even suspected.


There was one funny thing about it you see, that I suppose used to make her think it was all right and I was over it. It was that the little girls always had to be fully dressed with skirts and coats on. Sometimes if the weather was nice we’d be sitting out on the sands in deck-chairs, and perhaps some little girls in bathing-costumes or with those like little romper-pants on would come and start playing near us. Margaret would say, ‘Do you think we ought to go and sit somewhere else?’ And I’d say, ‘No, why should we, we’re all right here, nothing’s worrying me.’ It was true: a half-naked child or one in a bathing suit had no effect on me at all, I wasn’t the least bit interested, I wouldn’t have looked twice at one. Always this thing of having to get my hands under their clothing, secretive, feeling what they’d got on, that was it.


As I say, she could see it didn’t disturb me, and that must have helped her on towards believing what she wanted to believe all through her life, that what I did was no more than what I said it was. ‘An unfortunate little habit’ – that was one of my phrases whenever I referred to it, and she always persuaded herself it couldn’t be more than that.


What might have happened eventually then I don’t know. But anyway the next thing was the accident, and of course that put a stop to my activities for quite a long time, over a year or more. I even started to think myself that that was probably the finish of it too. But it wasn’t, in fact after I recovered and got back to work things went very rapidly then from bad to worse I was in more trouble, up in front of the court again. This time I had a solicitor. Living in a different place from where I’d been on the other occasions, for some reason they hadn’t got my previous convictions, and of course I didn’t say anything about them myself. The solicitor put forward a case based on my accident, that it’d upset me and made me forget myself; I think all they’d actually caught me for on this occasion was interfering with a little girl in a shop somewhere, and I’d been seen and reported by one of the assistants. Anyhow all that happened was that I was bound over.


Then in double quick time it happened again, I was caught once more, I’d been seen driving into the woods with a child, and the police came and caught me there. This time it was a £50 fine; and once again the way it took Margaret was that she thought the only thing to do was move. This tied in with the business over my retirement, it all came together more or less at once, so we moved over to the bungalow at Blackpool. I was really at a loose end, really desperate then, no work, nothing to occupy myself with, it was dreadful.


When Margaret’s mother came to live with us, it wasn’t long before she had to go into hospital. Every afternoon we used to go up and see her, and more times than not I’d started getting really fidgety and I’d say, ‘I’m just going out for a breath of air, I’ll be back in half an hour.’ And straight away I’d go out, get in the car, drive around the town while the children were coming out of school until I found one who agreed to come for a ride with me.


I’d take her down a lane somewhere, the usual business, ten minutes that’s all; then straight back to the hospital. Walk in completely unconcerned, pick up Margaret and take her back home. Every day it got to be, I’d lost all sense of proportion, all reasoning power, everything. It got to the stage too that I was behaving without any thought at all as to the consequences, not even bothering any more if anybody should see me while I was doing it. Side-roads that people were walking up and down, pub car-parks, I just didn’t bother to be careful any more. Once I picked up two little girls together, and that time I went further than I’d ever done: as well as playing about with both of them I exposed myself to them as well. They started giggling, and one of them said ‘Oh what a little one, I’ve seen much bigger ones than that’ – and that really upset me. I never did that again, because of course it confirmed what I’ve always thought myself, that I was exceptionally small made.


My wife’s mother died, then the wife herself took ill, and while that was going on the sexual needs that I had, they died down too, and I didn’t go out looking for girls or anything. Then she went, and a few months later back it came once more as bad as ever, even worse. Living on my own, nothing to do, nothing to think about, missing Margaret; and the only outlet I had of any kind, this thing. Caught again, I had to be, didn’t I, doing it so much and not caring where or who with or how.


A solicitor again, I wasn’t short of money; and the story this time was about how my wife had only recently died, it’d thrown me off my balance. Another fairy-tale. Well I got a big fine this time, and a real stiff warning from the magistrate with it: this was the very last chance, he said, and the next time it didn’t matter what the excuse was or my age or anything; it’d be prison.


And did it make any difference? Not the faintest. It can’t have been above a week I should think before I was back at it again. I was so well known round the district by then, I was, I was notorious, that’s the only word for it. About another three months, and then this time they’d really got me: one charge, and about another six or seven they were ready to prove right up to the hilt.


There was just nothing to be done then, I knew what was coming. And it did. I was tried, found guilty, and remanded into Strangeways for a month to await sentence.


And you know, that was the first time ever that it really came home to me, when I finally found I’d got myself put in prison. Oh, what a place, I’d never seen anything like it, you couldn’t believe such things existed. Dirty, old-fashioned, hot, packed with people: locked-up hours and hours on end, three to a cell, no toilets, you all had to use a bucket. Three beds in a space about this big, two of them bunks and I had the bottom one, and in the night the man above me kept urinating in his sleep and it all poured down all over my face … oh dear oh dear, oh dearie-me, I can’t describe it, I can’t find words for it, I really can’t.


I knew there was no question of sticking it out, I couldn’t do it at my age, it just wasn’t going to be possible. What was I going to get? Six months at the very least, perhaps nine months or even a year. I’ve always been the sort of person if he makes up his mind to something he’ll do it, and I thought, ‘Well this is the finish, there’s no point in it, there’s nothing to go on for, there’s no Margaret to go back to – so if they put me back in here I’ll set my mind to finding a way of ending it and polishing myself off.’ It wasn’t self-pity. I didn’t cry or anything like that: I just thought it out and decided that was the only logical thing to do.


And then, about ten days before I was due back up in court to hear my sentence, they came and said there was a visitor for me; it was my son Stephen. How he’d found out I was there I don’t know because I certainly hadn’t told him and I couldn’t think of any one else who could have. He said to me, ‘Well Dad, what are we going to do?’ I just shrugged: I knew what I was going to do, but there wasn’t any point in having a discussion about it. Anyway, then he went on and told me that he’d taken some legal advice down in London where he was living, he’d got a barrister who was prepared to come up to Manchester and take the case for me – and that if I’d have treatment from a psychiatrist, they thought there was a good chance of the court agreeing to it so long as I was under proper supervision.


To be honest, it just seemed to me to be utterly pointless; as far as I could see there was nothing a psychiatrist or anyone else could do for someone at my age, it was only going to be a big waste of money all round. But he wouldn’t give up, Stephen: he talked and talked to me, and eventually more to shut him up than anything else I said all right I’d give it a try – but I didn’t think the judge would listen to it as it was anyway.


But surprisingly, he did. Stephen’s counsel put it all to him, how there was a psychiatrist in London who’d said he’d take me on, either in hospital or as a private patient; and there was a probation officer willing to have me under his supervision as well. On top of that, Stephen and his wife were prepared to have me live with them in their home. Naturally the judge looked a bit sceptical first of all, but this barrister he really put everything he’d got into it, presented it like a whole neatly wrapped-up parcel – and the judge said eventually all right, perhaps it was worth taking a chance. But he made it quite plain at the same time he wasn’t going to have any back-slidings – one little incident, any suggestion I wasn’t going to co-operate in having the treatment or not do what the probation officer said, and that’d be the end of it and he wouldn’t listen to any excuses.


It was a marvellous thing, you know, was what Stephen and his wife did. She was his second wife, and they’d got two small children of their own, and one of them a little girl. My other boy Donald, his wife wouldn’t have me in her house not for the last twenty years, she’d never let me anywhere near her children; and she still won’t to this day. You can’t blame her: and you couldn’t have blamed Stephen’s wife if she’d felt the same. Anyway, there it was; they were prepared to have me, and they did.


I came down to London, the probation officer he was a nice young chap, very helpful; and the psychiatrist, well at first I didn’t know at all what to make of him. I’d never met one before, but I gather they’re all pretty much the same. They let you do all the talking and they just sit and listen. He said I could either go into a hospital he was connected with under the Health Service, and stop there for three or maybe four years; or I could go to him as a private patient more or less every day of the week, and in that case it’d take perhaps only eighteen months to two years.


I thought well I could afford it, I’d nothing else to spend my money on, both the boys had got enough of their own without having to bother about how much I was going to leave to them – and at my age, every month was worth almost like a year to everybody else. So I said that’s what I’d do, I’d pay for it and have it privately and get straight on with it.


To someone like myself, all that long life behind him, no friends and making a point deliberately of not being talkative with anyone, it wasn’t easy by God; it wasn’t easy at all. He just left me, you see, left me to do everything for about the first whole year, and himself he never said a word. I had to sit there in a chair and try to talk – about myself, with him out of sight behind me and me just looking at the wall. I had to sweat it out like that, on and on and on, time after time. There were days when I couldn’t get a word out, not a thing: I’d sit wriggling about in downright misery, not knowing why I’d come or what I was supposed to be doing or anything. So I’d just talk about that, tell him all about that, how confused I was and scared.


And I was scared. It’s a very painful experience to someone who’s not normally an introspective sort of person, believe me. Some afternoons I’d get as far as his front door and stretch my hand out to ring his bell and I couldn’t do it, I’d start shaking and sweating, and I’d have to walk away again down the street and smoke a cigarette, and then force myself to go back. That was the one time in life I think when this stubbornness, this obstinacy I have, really paid off. I’d say, ‘Well, I’ve started, and I’m going to go through with it, I’ve never started anything yet that I haven’t finished.’ And that’s how it was.


I did, I had some narrow escapes too. Going to a psychiatrist every day, even that’s not a full-time occupation, and I used to go down into Oxford Street into the big stores and start wandering round. Then after a bit I’d find myself in the toy department of course, watching a little girl, trying to pick out one who was on her own; and then seeing one and edging all the time a little bit nearer and nearer to her, until I was close enough to start stretching out my hand.


But somehow, right at the very last moment then I’d always manage to stop myself. I’d turn round and walk away, out of the department, out of the store, up into Hyde Park, anywhere, anywhere as far away as I could possibly get. And the reaction, I’d be exhausted with it, I could hardly stand up; I’d go straight back to Stephen’s flat then, I was finished for the day. But I always managed to bring myself to tell the doctor about it at the next session; I went over and over it in detail, talking it out of myself, talking it out all the time. Till eventually I got to the stage of not wanting to do it much at all, just wanting to talk about it instead; and that was how it went on then, and the worst was over.


After about a year he said I only needed to see him three times a week, so I did that for six months; and then he said it only needed to be twice a week. It wasn’t long after that I saw this cottage: it’s not impossible to get up and down to London from here in the car, and there was nothing else for me to do except a bit of gardening and pottering about. So I discussed it with him, with the psychiatrist; and with the probation officer, and no doubt they discussed it with each other – and anyway, they said it’d be all right. So I came here. Then it got down to once a week with the psychiatrist, then once a month: and then eventually at last he signed me off.


So there it is. There’s two little girls live next door, two more in that house over the other side of the green. It’s all gone, finished now, it doesn’t mean a thing. Don’t ask me to explain it, I couldn’t tell you; how something like that which can dominate your whole life can become at the finish so unimportant not only does it not worry you, you even begin to wonder how it ever could have – whether it was you, that person who spent so much of his time and thoughts on it, or whether it wasn’t perhaps somebody else you once read about somewhere, maybe in a book.


What a difference: what a difference it makes when it’s gone. It’s like a dream. In a way your life’s empty; mine is, it’s very empty since Margaret’s gone. It’s such a big regret to me she couldn’t have been with me now, she couldn’t have lived just that few years longer to share what I have, to get some kind of reward for all she went through – the peace of mind, perhaps, of knowing the settled state I’ve come to at the last. A Trojan you know, a real Trojan she was, a wonderful woman to put up with all that. But perhaps it’s as well in a way, because she’d have had to see the other part too, wouldn’t she, all that went before, and the imprisonment. That would have caused her such pain, and it was bad enough for me, but it would have been unbearable for her.


*


—What to say now … I don’t know, I really don’t, not where others who are like me are concerned. There’s no way of recognizing them is there? Homosexuals, I believe a lot of them can recognize each other and if they want to talk about it and discuss it they’re fairly sure the other one will understand. But this thing of mine: you can’t look at a man and say, ‘Oh yes, he’s another one the same as me.’ They don’t have badges, they don’t talk about it – in fact if they were like me, they’d deny it right up to the hilt even when you held the proof up for them right in front of their eyes. And the children too, the dreadful things it must do to them … and you never even give it a thought.


And yet if only it could be got over…. If only you could, you know, get them to see there is something the matter with them, but that it’s something there’s treatment for, that it can be cured. So they don’t have to go on all through their lives, bringing misery to those who are near and dear to them, and all the shame. It doesn’t have to be a complete waste for everyone, like my life was. They don’t have to end up at seventy like me, looking back knowing it was all thrown away and when they’re gone they’re gone, and there’s nothing anyone will ever remember them by. I do, I do wish somehow that that could be said. 
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