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Tom Read is a pseudonym for Charles ‘Nish’ Bruce. Born in 1956, Nish spent fifteen years as a soldier in the British Army. He was a member of the Second Battalion, Parachute Regiment (2 Para), The Red Devils Parachute Display Team and 22nd Special Air Service Regiment (22 SAS). He served in the Falklands, throughout Central America and in Northern Ireland in the early 1980s, where he was awarded the Queen’s Gallantry Medal for acts of ‘exemplary bravery’.

Nish was also a renowned skydiver with a love for crosswords and everything airborne. He died in 2002, aged forty-five. For the new edition of Freefall, his son, Jason Bruce, has penned a new Foreword and Afterword in tribute.
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Foreword

My pa and I played chess and went cross-country running and fishing together, but he left me with few ‘normal’ childhood memories. Our time together mostly involved him teaching me how to jump out of planes, or me helping him land them without electrics, stuff like that. My most treasured moments all had to be shoe-horned into just twenty-three years, but I am blessed to have had so many – enough, in fact, to last a lifetime.

One I will never forget. We walked to the summit of Cleeve Hill, Cheltenham, in the summer of 1999, and got slightly tipsy on white wine when he formally presented me with his Queen’s Gallantry Medal as a gift for my forthcoming twenty-first birthday. I can still hear his rich, mellow voice catching in the wind as he regaled me – not for the first time – with the details of the action for which it had been awarded. Perfect.

My favourite, though, will always be of the days we spent at Hinton. Our very first jump together, we waited in line to skydive our two-way. The plane was running in at 12,000 feet. As the door to the skies slid open, he stared at me intently, grinning from ear to ear. ‘Jase!’ he yelled, to make himself heard above the roar of the engine and the wind. ‘Me, jumping with my boy! This is my heaven. Love you, son!’

Jason Bruce

June 2021




BOOK ONE




1

Thirty-four years ago, in the time before I went mad, a man looked down from the edge of space. Joe Kittinger Jr, a US Air Force captain, pulled himself upright, shuffled forwards and stepped from a balloon gondola 102,800 feet above New Mexico.

He looked like an over-stuffed teddy bear in his life-support suit, but without it, in the upper limits of our atmosphere, his blood would have boiled and his organs exploded. Thirty seconds after exiting the gondola he reached a speed of 614 mph – nine-tenths of the speed of sound at that altitude. He fell for another four minutes before his canopy opened – the longest freefall parachute descent in history.

Good old Joe. He’s a colonel now – retired, of course. He doesn’t seem to mind that I’m going to break his record; he actually wants it to happen. I’ve made that jump a thousand times in my mind. I’ve been there, more than twenty miles above the Earth, three and a half times higher than Mount Everest, twice as high as Concorde can fly, in that beautiful, quiet, near-vacuum stillness. I’ve stepped from that gondola in my dreams, and as I fall, dropping into silence – because there can be no sound in a vacuum – I open my arms, as if ready to embrace the entire planet.

Even now, as I gaze up at the snow-capped Alps from the window of my room, feeling the cold numbing my cheeks, I imagine every little manoeuvre that I’ll make to keep myself from tumbling out of control. Arched back, with my arms and legs acting like rudders, I accelerate to Mach 1.2, faster than the speed of sound.

The dream is always the same; I can hear the oxygen pulsing through my suit and see the swirls of abstract colour that stretch out beneath me for 700 miles in every direction. But something happens to break my concentration and trespass on my dream – I hear the clatter of trolleys in the corridor, or one of the loonies screaming in the garden. I can hear them now, babbling in French.

The garden is criss-crossed by gravel pathways and dotted with winter flowers. Maria is running up and down the paths with her arms outstretched and dressing-gown trailing in her slipstream. She thinks she’s an aeroplane, a bomber, and makes all the sound effects – ‘Rrrrrrrrrrrrrrrr’ for the engines and ‘Kaboom! Kaboom!’ for the bombs.

If she’s not outside, then she’s flying along the corridors inside and dropping bombs in the dining-room. At night, when the others are trying to watch television in the TV room, she flies in and out between the chairs so that people have to look around her to see the screen. Some of them start screaming and cursing and others keep staring as if they can see right through her. Maybe they can. Here she comes again, making another raid, scattering gravel with her slippers. ‘Rrrrrrrr. Kaboom!’

I flick a burning cigarette stub on to the grass as she flies by. It lands nowhere near her but she goes absolutely crazy anyway.

‘Merde! Merde! Dangerous! Dangerous!’ she screams, shaking her fists at me. ‘I have bombs and petrol, bombs and petrol. Idiot!’

There’s nothing I can say to her; I don’t speak French. All I can do is smile apologetically as Maria gives me the ‘evil eye’ before setting off through the garden again. ‘Rrrrrrrrrrrr. Kaboom! Kaboom!’

It depresses me when I look at the loonies. They’re not really mad, you know; they’ve been planted in this place to get close to me, just like the orderlies and the doctors and the canteen staff. Most of them don’t even realise they’re being controlled. I’m a pawn too, but the difference is that I’m the only person who knows it. My destiny is being steered by fate.

Who’s steering me, though? Ask a religious person and he’ll say it’s God; ask an actor and he’ll say it’s the director; ask a soldier and he’ll say it’s the general. Go on dreaming.

It gets cold with the window open, but I won’t go inside. I don’t want to shut myself off. I like to smoke and look at the mountains. I don’t know exactly where I am – somewhere near Chamonix, I guess, because that’s where I stabbed Anna.

Unfortunately, no one speaks any English except for Dr Beirut. I don’t know his real name, but I think he’s Lebanese. He’s either a psychiatrist or a drug pusher. So far he just pumps me full of stuff and I sleep most of the time. I’m waiting for him to give me one of those ink-blot tests where everything looks like a butterfly but you’re supposed to say it looks like a vagina. Or better still, the word-association game – ‘What’s the first thing that comes into your head when I say “artichoke”?’ – you know the sort of thing. Maybe that only happens in the movies.

The truth is, Dr Beirut doesn’t seem that interested, and just goes through the motions with me. I think he’s hoping someone will take me away, back to England, and I’ll be someone else’s problem. It would suit us both.

I don’t know how long I’ve been here – it could be days or weeks. I’ve hardly had a conversation that stretched past ‘Bonjour, comment allezvous?’

‘Ça va. Et vous?’

‘Très bon, merci.’

Et cetera, et cetera …

I can’t even use the toilet or go to the dining-room without a chaperon. There’s someone outside my room now because I’m regarded as such a dangerous loony. It’s either Christian or Christiana, they take it in turns. I know their names because I’ve asked them, but my French couldn’t stretch the conversation any further. It doesn’t matter, of course, because they don’t seem very interested in talking to me and I’m even less interested in talking to them. Never trust the enemy. Remember the ‘big four’ – name, rank, serial number and date of birth – that’s all a prisoner of war can be compelled to give, according to the Geneva Convention.

My best mate Harry is coming to get me out – the SAS never leaves a man behind. We joined the Regiment together in 1981 and went to the Falklands. I took Harry on his first freefall and we were in Africa together and on the Everest expedition. I’ve never doubted you, Harry.

He and his wife Cath are the only two people who know I’m here. They were with me when I tried to kill Anna in Chamonix. I can’t recall a great deal of what happened after the stabbing, it only comes back in brief flashes. By contrast, the build-up is amazingly vivid. I have a tape in my head of every hour of those last eight days – the dark days – and I can replay them at will. I lie awake at night going over the details and thinking about all the things I’ve done in my life and the people I’ve met. Was it all preordained, I wonder, this game between good and evil? Go on dreaming.

I have this memory of lying on the floor with people holding my arms and someone sitting on my back. I can hear Harry’s voice, saying, ‘It’s all right, Tom. It’s okay. Don’t fight it.’

‘Yeah. Okay, I’m calm,’ I try to tell him.

The floor feels cold against my cheek and I can smell the polish and disinfectant. It’s the same smell as the corridors and toilets at Depot Para I used to scrub as a raw army recruit until they gleamed.

Anna has gone, thank God – the evil has passed – but I can see the trail of blood on the white tiles where they dragged her away. Her ski shoes made two snaking red tracks that grow fainter as they reach the door. I can hear people running outside and the clatter of trolley wheels.

‘I ca … ca … can’t breathe, Harry.’

He doesn’t hear me.

When the needle pierces my buttock, I flinch and strong hands squeeze tighter on my arms, pressing me into the floor. The sedative rushes through me and everything slips into soft focus. I feel drunk, people float, voices trail off and the blood slick shimmers like a river at sunset. My eyelids are so heavy. Please let me sleep … and then I’m falling …

Bug-eyed and thrilled to my toes, I dive out the door of the Cessna with my arms and legs stretched out. The ground is coming up to meet me.

It’s my first pull of a live rip-cord. Until now, I’ve only done the standard military static-line jumps from 800 feet, where the parachute deploys automatically on exit and you drift down like a sack of spuds with no way of steering. Now I’m three times that high, with my velocity doubling every second. The slipstream of the Cessna gives me a kick and I start counting.

‘Thousand and one. Thousand and two. Thousand and three.’

Four fingers grip the rip-cord. Pull! It locks and my hand rips off the handle. The pin isn’t out of the cone – the chute won’t open. Sixteen hundred feet and accelerating. The handle floats in the slipstream. Grab it! For God’s sake, grab it!

My fingers close around the cable. I try again. Nothing. The fucking thing won’t move.

One thousand feet, terminal velocity, five seconds to impact. My body position has broken and I’m on my back in a reverse arch, kicking and cursing. Grabbing the floating cable with my right hand, I slide it along to the handle. I can’t get my fingers into the rip-cord handle; no leverage.

Bringing my left hand across, I smash it against my right fist. The pin rips out and the canopy flies up beneath my armpit. It blossoms above me and I’m gently rocking in the sky, 800 feet above Sibson Airfield near Peterborough.

The landing strip, hangars and trees are easily identified. On the edge of the drop zone I see my jump instructor, John Meacock, watching me through the telemeters – high-powered binoculars mounted on a tripod. He’s a lovely old boy, who walks with a limp because one of his legs is shorter than the other after an accident years ago. Back in the 1960s he used to be a national parachute champion.

I come in to land – feet together, into the wind. The parachute flutters down and I start gathering the billowing cloth, cursing myself. The 400-yard walk seems much longer as I trudge towards John. At least my heart has stopped racing.

‘What do you think you were doing up there?’

‘Stiff pull,’ I tell him.

‘And what should you have done?’

‘Pulled my reserve.’

‘Damn right you should have pulled your reserve. That chute should have opened at two thousand feet.’

‘Yeah. I’m sorry.’

He shakes his head. ‘I’ve half a mind to put you back on the static line. You’ll do it all again tomorrow. Same drill – a three-second pull. Don’t mess it up.’ He limps off and I follow him.

Later, in the shade of the Cessna, my jump-master Joe Foster jots down his remarks in my BPA (British Parachute Association) Log Book: ‘Good exit and release. Counted and pulled but let go of the handle which floated. Looked for and pulled main r/cord with both hands and recovered position. A good jump done with presence of mind and determination.’

Washed out and waking again, I’m alone and crying. I see the double doors at the end of the corridor swinging open and shut. Outside is an ambulance loading bay. Red flashing lights illuminate the plastic doors. I’m lying on a hospital trolley, face-down with my chin hanging over the edge. The handcuffs are too tight, I can feel them cutting off the circulation to my fingers. Please, I want to go back to sleep. Why me? Why me? What is it they want to know?

I can’t see Harry but I hear his voice. Cath is stroking my brow and running her fingers through my hair. She’s a good girl – she’s not evil. Harry leans closer. ‘Tom,’ he says. ‘Do you realise what’s happened? Do you know what you’ve done?’

He persuades a French gendarme to loosen the handcuffs. As the trolley starts to move, I hear their voices getting further away. I want to tell Harry, ‘Don’t leave me, mate. Make sure Anna is dead – she’s evil. Believe me, Harry, the bitch has got to bleed.’

The trolley clatters through the doors and down a concrete ramp.

‘Lift!’

‘Push!’

The wheels fold beneath me. The ambulance has a clear narrow window above me, and as we start to move I can see stars or maybe street lights. All my military training tells me that I should get away now. The best chance of escape is to flee the moment you’ve been captured. If you wait, then every link in the chain as you are handed further back from the front line is stronger than the last. The first vehicle may have two guards, but then they take you somewhere that has six guards, and eventually you arrive at a top-security prison with dozens of guards and watchtowers and stuff, and then it’s too late.

‘Go now!’ says a voice inside my head. Make a run for it, and hope the gendarmes miss when they open fire. They’ll need time to organise a recapturing force.

‘But I have no money …’

‘Go now!’

‘… no passport …’

‘Go now!’

‘… I’m in a strange country …’

Only Harry and Cath can help me, and this ambulance is taking me away from them. Anna is with them, she created all this. Harry doesn’t realise that she’s evil and controlling his mind. Please, God, let him be safe.

‘Go now!’

No, please, I just want to sleep. I need to get my strength back if I’m going to fight the demons.

*

I’m fourteen and a half years old, living in the country near a small village called Holsworthy Beacon in north Devon. I take a car and go for a joy-ride with a mate of mine, Billy Peters. We don’t steal the Mini; ‘taking a vehicle without the owner’s consent’ is what the police call it. It’s sitting in a car-park near the town centre with the door open, the internal light on and the keys in the ignition.

First up I do the driving because I’ve had more experience. My dad taught me to drive when I was about ten years old, when we were living on the Isle of Wight. He was a great believer in his children starting young, and it suited him because I could then chauffeur him back from the local pub when he’d had a few too many.

Billy and I head off along the back roads towards the Cornish coast, ten minutes away. I’m quite careful as we weave through the narrow lanes and B-roads in darkness. A few miles out of town, I get out and Billy has a turn. He kangaroo-hops for the first few hundred yards and then builds up a little speed.

‘Let’s turn round now,’ I say. ‘We can leave it back in the car-park.’

‘Nah, c’mon – this is brilliant,’ declares Billy, hunched up over the wheel.

‘But we have to go back.’

‘Just a bit further.’

‘Turn left now, Billy. Take me back.’

‘Not yet.’

‘Go left!’

‘Right.’

He goes straight ahead and puts the Mini through a hedge and into a grassy bank. His head hits the steering wheel, knocking him senseless and opening a gash on his brow. I shatter a kneecap and six teeth (three up and three down) when my chin hits my knees.

Crawling out of the door, I smell the petrol fumes and turn off the ignition. Then I drag Billy on to the grass and leave him sitting there while I go for help.

There’s a house nearby, but for some reason I don’t knock on the door. Instead, I keep walking along the road for about a mile, spitting out blood and pieces of broken tooth. I find another house and raise the alarm. A farmer and his wife take me inside and look after me until the police arrive. I look a real state with my blood-soaked shirt and swollen face.

In the back of the patrol car, I tell the police everything – I don’t have the wherewithal to lie.

‘What’s your name, son?’

‘Tom Read.’

‘Where do you live?’

‘In Holsworthy Beacon.’ He’s taking notes.

Billy is still sitting on the grass beside the Mini, holding his head to stop the bleeding. The police help him into the back seat and drive us to Plymouth Hospital. We say nothing to each other on the journey – we just contemplate silently the punishments that await us. As I slide out of the car the pain from my broken kneecap arrives in a screaming rush and I collapse.

The nurses patch me up and sit me up in bed. I look at the doorway, running my tongue over jagged half-teeth. ‘Don’t worry, your parents will be here soon,’ a nurse says. It’s not what I want to hear. I’ve been wondering how to keep my cracked kneecap and gappy mouth a secret from Dad; he can scare the hell out of me sometimes.

He’s a huge, intimidating man who was a fighter pilot during the Second World War, flying Spitfires in 92 Squadron as well as other aircraft. He got shot down twice, and once had to bail out over the Mediterranean and paddle his dinghy for seventeen hours before being rescued.

Like a lot of blokes of that generation, he never really got over the war. He lost some good mates and there were some tough times, but they were also the greatest years of his life. He always refers to 1945 as the year ‘when peace broke out’, and I get the impression that he regretted when the fighting was over.

He met my mother, Penny, after he demobbed, and they married in the early 1950s. Because he injured his back in one of the bail-outs, Dad was eligible for a pension. Before the war he’d been an engineer in Canada, and afterwards he began inventing things, coming up with designs and asking local tradesmen to make prototypes for him. One of them is a particular type of pump that Sir Francis Chichester used on the Gipsy Moth when he sailed single-handed around the world.

I was born in the War Memorial Hospital in Chipping Norton on 8 August 1956, the middle of three brothers. Vince is eighteen months older and Andrew eighteen months younger. Growing up, we lived all over the place – in London for a while and then the Isle of Wight – but in between each move we always seemed to gravitate back to Cheltenham, where my grandmother (my father’s mother) had a large house that could accommodate the whole family.

I didn’t stay at any school long enough to sit exams or get a decent education, and I can’t remember ever doing homework because I tried to stay away from the house as much as possible. Dad could be an enormously charming, polite and creative man, but as soon as I saw the bottle of whisky open on the kitchen table, I headed back into the woods. He had the verbal skills of a top-class advocate, and when I got in trouble he could use words to crush my defence and prove himself right – even when he was wrong. Fearful and humiliated, I just had to hold myself together, face against face, and show no sign of weakness. Years later I used to joke that I learned my E & E (‘escape and evasion’) skills well before I joined the SAS.

I hear his booming voice outside in the hospital corridor. He greets one of the doctors: ‘Oh, how do you do, old chap. Awfully nice to meet you.’ Then he walks through the door wearing his trademark ten-gallon hat. He’s worn one ever since I can remember.

‘Well, you bloody fool. I can see I wasted my time teaching you how to drive. All you can bloody do is wreck a car,’ he says.

‘I wasn’t driving, Dad.’

‘Oh! Well, ah, well …’ He actually seems relieved.

Then Mum wades in. ‘You stupid, stupid boy. Don’t you realise that could have been a doctor’s car? He could have been on an emergency call. Someone could have been taking their pregnant wife to hospital …’

She’s in full flow when Dad turns round and says, ‘That’s enough, Pen.’

It surprises me. Of the two of them, I expected that he’d come down hardest, but he’s a very practical and sensible man and can see that I’ve already been punished enough. I feel desperately sorry for having made Mum cry. She is the glue that binds my family together, and is totally devoted to us. She creates the harmony and keeps the peace in a household full of boys.

The police charge me, and for the next few weeks I stay at home with my kneecap in plaster. My friends come to visit and sign my cast, including Sheila Huggins, a girl I quite fancy who’s a year or two older. My school-yard fame doesn’t last, of course, and is quickly tempered by weekly visits to the dentist to have my shattered teeth removed, one at a time. Just as I’m getting over the pain in my mouth, and the inconvenience of having to eat nothing but boiled-egg sandwiches, Wednesday rolls round again and I’m back in the dentist’s chair for another session.

My aunt, who has money, actually offers to send me up to London to have them capped, but she and my father are not on speaking terms so I’m stuck with the five-thumbed local dentist and false teeth that take ages to arrive.

A few months later I appear in the local Magistrates’ Court and plead guilty to unlawfully taking a motor vehicle without the owner’s consent. The prosecutor warns me that I might be sent to remand school, which may be a hollow threat but it certainly puts the fear of God into me.

Outside, my court-appointed solicitor has a heart-to-heart with me.

‘Have you ever thought about a career in the army?’ he asks.

‘No.’

‘Well, think about it now.’

Three elderly stalwarts of the community sit in judgement, peering down at me in my school uniform. The solicitor explains how I fell victim to a moment of madness – one which I wish had never happened. ‘He has never been in trouble with the law,’ he opines, ‘and comes from a very fine upstanding family who are extremely upset by his actions and determined to make sure they are never repeated. The young lad is deeply remorseful and is hoping that this one foolish indiscretion will not jeopardise his future career in the army.’

Two years’ probation is a good result, but it means I can’t enlist until that time has elapsed. In the meantime, I leave home and work at a string of jobs on building sites and farms, earning good money. On my seventeenth birthday, 8 August 1973, I summon all my courage and walk into the Army Recruiting Office at Cheltenham.

‘So you want to be a paratrooper? Sign on the dotted line. Son, we can make a man out of you. Welcome to Depot Para.’

*

When you fall asleep around the enemy, they strap you down with thick leather belts and buckles. I’m lying on my back in a trolley bed, with my arms pinned to my sides. A bottle of clear fluid hangs from a hook on a metal stand, and the snaking plastic tail is taped to the back of my hand.

I know the drill. I’ve seen men collapse from dehydration on punishing marches, their eyes rolling back into their heads. The patrol medic will arrive and slide a needle into their arm. Then the bag of fluid is attached and gently squeezed until the liquid begins to flow.

I’m at the centre of a room painted white that looks almost like an ice-cave except for a small window high up on a wall. I can see a snow-capped mountain. There’s a shelf with a single book – an English–French dictionary. Although they’ve left me alone, I know they’re watching me; they’ll have spy-holes, or two-way mirrors.

There’s a bubble suspended in the fluid inside the plastic tube. I wonder if I have the power to stop that drip going in? All I have to do is make my body pressure higher than the pressure in that bottle. Yes, I think I can do that, but I don’t want them to know that I can.

Don’t think about it, Tom, just go along with it. No one is going to hurt you; you’re simply being used, like everybody else on this planet. Yes, but I know I’m being used.

For what purpose? Good must fight evil. What is good? Take nothing from ‘good’ and you have ‘god’. Go on dreaming. It has to be a game. Children learn by playing games. Anna played games. But what is it? It has to be chess. Black and white … good and bad … pawns in the game.

There’s an itch on my forehead that I can’t scratch. I try to think about something else, but the itch grows worse. It feels like a beetle crawling on my skin. Don’t think about it … mind over matter … it’s just an itch. The beetle has started burrowing into my head. My fingers curl into fists, tugging at the straps. I have to scratch it. I feel like screaming in frustration, but I won’t give them the satisfaction.

The door opens and I see Dr Beirut. He looks like a classic demon because he’s got one of those hairline peaks on his forehead created by hair receding faster on the outer edges than at the centre. Yes, he’s definitely one of them.

How are they going to extract information from me? I wonder. Mind probes? Hypnosis? Truth drugs? I know all about interrogation techniques. During Selection for the Regiment we had a Vietnam veteran tell us about how he’d been captured and tortured by the Viet Cong.

‘I don’t care how tough you think you are,’ he told us. ‘I don’t care how high your threshold is for pain. Believe me, it isn’t high enough.’

Just stories, I hear you saying. But if I could show you his eyes and let you hear the tremor in his voice, then you’d understand. There is no victory, only resistance and survival.

‘Have faith in captivity,’ he said. ‘Remember your cover story and hold on to the memory of those you love and want to see again.’

That’s what I’m doing now – resisting and surviving. These people want something from me but I don’t know what it could be. Maybe it’s some secret about the space-time continuum, or a formula for interstellar travel. Perhaps I’ve stumbled upon the answer without realising its significance. Think! Come on, think! What could it be?

Dr Beirut is pacing backwards and forwards beyond my head, where he knows I can’t see him. I hear his leather shoes squeaking on the polished floor, like the sound a kitten makes when its eyes are still closed to the world. I know that a part of him is actually frightened of me. He might have the power to manipulate minds, change records and control people, but I can recognise his evil. I have the knowledge to stop him, if only I can find the key.

Yet even in the grip of this battle, occasionally something tells me that it’s not quite right. It’s as though I’m clinging to a tiny piece of my sanity in a world where nothing is what it seems. It’s like flying in cloud – you must trust your instruments. Even though your body is telling you you’re in a tight left turn and diving towards the ground, you believe the gyro and altimeter. That’s how I hold on to reality – I trust my instruments. I have just enough sanity to realise that I’m insane; a tiny brain cell, still ticking over, going, ‘Tom, you mad bastard, this is not reality.’

Dr Beirut has stopped pacing. I can’t tell if he’s gone or if he’s still watching me.

‘How long have I been here?’ I ask.

There is no answer.

‘What is this place?’

Still silence.

I hear his shoes squeaking as he leaves.

At some point they move me to this room overlooking the garden. The drugs have wiped out entire days and nights. When I’m awake, I never once think about Anna with any sense of remorse or regret. I tried to kill her, I want her dead, and it worries me to know that she’s still alive. It doesn’t even enter my head that I’ve broken the law or jeopardised my future. None of it matters.

‘Rrrrrrrrrrr. Kaboom! Kaboom!’ Maria is bombing the corridor again, on her way to the dining-room.

I bring her in to land outside my room and smile my sweetest smile. She is willow-thin with untidy brown hair, hacked by careless scissors.

‘La bombe, bombe. Non, non, très mauvaise,’ I say, summoning up my best pidgin French.

‘Vous êtes très belle, très belle,’ I continue, stroking her face with my hands. She isn’t at all, she’s as ugly as sin.

‘Papillon. Vous êtes papillon.’ I know the French word for butterfly because I used to jump using an old Papillon parachute. ‘Non petrol, essence. Seulement le vent. Only the wind.’ I blow softly on to her cheek and eyelids. ‘Seulement le vent, only the wind. Avion sans moteur, without an engine, a glider.’

‘Oui, oui,’ she says, her eyes shining. ‘You think I am beautiful? You think so?’

‘Oui, très belle. Oui. Seulement le vent. Papillon.’

Maria smiles and kisses me on the cheek. Then she floats silently down the corridor, fluttering her arms like a beautiful soft butterfly. She glides into the dining-room and the TV room and then back again past my door, whispering all the time, ‘Seulement le vent …’

The egg yolks are runny again. I try to tell the orderly serving the food, but she doesn’t seem to care. ‘Je voudrais prendre un oeuf hard-boiled. Comprenez-vous? Not soft.’ I dab at the watery, uncooked yolk.

She keeps serving the line.

‘Hey, love, are you listening to me? Oeuf hard, not soft.’ This time I put the plate under her nose. I see Christian, my minder, begin to stir at the corner table. What does he think I’m going to do, strangle the waitress because of a runny yoke?

I sigh and grab half a baguette. It seems strange to be eating after days of surviving on cigarettes and alcohol. Maybe my appetite is coming back, or maybe it’s just the drugs they’re giving me.

The only conversation I hear is in French, and people seem to stop talking when I walk past their tables. These loonies are lousy at surveillance. I sit opposite Christian, whose uniform is shining white and carefully starched, without a single crease or stain except for a dribble of spilled food that runs down alongside his shirt buttons. It looks like egg yoke.

How high are we above sea-level? I wonder. At sea-level it takes about four minutes ten seconds to cook a perfect boiled egg. You boil the water first, and when the bubbles start to form you slip in the egg and start the timer. However, if you were in Johannesburg, 5,000 feet above sea level, it would take a bit longer to cook the same egg. That’s because at sea level water boils at 100°C, but in Johannesburg it boils at about 96°C. If the water isn’t as hot, then it takes longer to cook your egg.

At 20,000 feet, water boils at 80°C, and by the time you get to 60,000 feet above the Earth, the outside temperature is -60°C but the blood will boil in your veins. It almost defies belief, doesn’t it?

Air pressure is the reason. At sea level all the weight of the atmosphere above imposes a pressure of 14.7 lb. per square inch on any object. At 18,000 feet, more than half the Earth’s atmosphere is beneath you, and the pressure per square inch is much less. At 102,000 feet, 99 per cent of the atmosphere lies below you, and the pressure is less than 0.2 lb. per square inch.

Now imagine boiling a saucepan of water on a beach, and having all that weight of atmosphere bearing down, trying to prevent those bubbles of water vapour breaking free. It takes a lot of heat for the vapour pressure inside the bubbles to equal the atmosphere pressure outside and make the bubbles burst forth. However, as you go higher, and the atmospheric pressure drops, it becomes easier for the bubbles to break free and the water boils at a lower temperature. Maybe that’s why they can’t cook a decent egg in this place. The chef doesn’t realise we’re in the bloody Alps.

I didn’t know much about atmospheric pressure until I started researching Joe Kittinger’s amazing leap. Now I’m an armchair expert on cosmic radiation, G-loads, rotational speeds, ballistic coefficients, Mach numbers at altitude and God knows what else. I know all about what it takes to sustain life in hostile skies on the edge of space.

Astronomers, astrophysicists and medics who specialise in aviation have debated for years about where outer space begins. Physiologically, it’s not very high at all. At just 10,000 feet – that’s less than the height of Mont Blanc – the amount of oxygen present and the pressure at which it enters the body is not enough to keep a climber operating at maximum efficiency. By 18,000 feet a condition known as hypoxia (lack of oxygen to the body) will render a person unconscious within thirty minutes. At 50,000 feet there is so little oxygen that human life cannot be sustained without supplementary supplies as well as a pressurised suit or cabin. At 63,000 feet the outside atmospheric pressure equals the vapour pressure of the human body, and bubbles of water and other gases begin to form as the body fluids begin to boil. At 80,000 feet an aircraft’s pressurisation system no longer functions economically, because the lack of oxygen and nitrogen means it cannot be compressed to protect the crew from the outside elements. The ozone layer has begun to form, a substance poisonous to the human body.

By 150,000 feet the only propulsion system that will function is a rocket that provides its own oxygen as well as fuel. At 330,000 feet (62 miles) the stars no longer shimmer, but are hard points of light; there is no sound of sonic booms or explosions and the velvet blackness of space engulfs all trespassers.

If all of these environments are so hostile to human beings, where does space begin?

Hubertus Strughold, a German scientist known as the ‘father of space medicine’, developed the concept of medical outer space, or ‘aeropause’. It began, he reasoned, as low as 80,000 feet above the Earth, because keeping a person alive at this altitude had the same logistical problems as keeping them alive at a height of 100 miles, or even 1,000 miles.

That’s why when Joe Kittinger stepped from the balloon gondola above New Mexico in August 1960, he wore a pressure suit that was almost identical to the one used by the astronaut Alan Shepard, nine months later, when he became the first American in space.

‘Non-fumeurs,’ says Christian, blinking slowly. He’s been looking at me all this time with his arms folded and fingers tucked under his armpits, with the thumbs pointing up to his shoulders. He’s got me tagged as a loony for sure.

‘Endroit pour non-fumeurs,’ he says again. ‘C’est interdit ici.’

‘What? This?’ I motion to the cigarette hanging from my lips.

‘Oui.’

I look closely at the offending item, rolling it between my yellowed fingertips. Then I tuck it behind my ear and smile at him. I’m going to be extra polite to people in here – then they might let me out.

The corridors are empty as I walk back to my room. The cleaners have just finished and they’ve done another lousy job.

*

The barracks at Depot Para in Aldershot are spotless and the air smells of floor wax and disinfectant. Windows are open the regulation number of inches; buckles and buttons gleam in the lockers; dress uniforms are immaculately pressed; shoes are like mirrors and my old-fashioned razor has been dismantled to show that the blade is immaculately clean. Shit, I haven’t even started to shave yet.

Thirteen of us are straight from civvy street, while another eighty recruits have come from Junior Para and already know the drills. We look like boy scouts – most of us aren’t old enough to vote or drink legally.

We’re all responsible for our bed space as well as having room jobs – groups of two or three have to clean the toilets or the corridors, going up and down until the whole block is immaculate. It seems like bullshit, but I enjoy it because we’re all in it together.

The platoon staff are absolute bastards. At the crack of dawn they start. We get beasted out of bed – sheets and grey army blankets neatly stacked in a perfect square at the end of the mattress – beasted into the shower, beasted to the cookhouse and then beasted on to the assault course. In a perverse sort of way I get used to being called a useless shit for the slightest mistake. It doesn’t worry me at all.

I’m not particularly fit – too many cigarettes – but the Paras don’t expect you to arrive in shape. That’s why we spend the first month doing a long run every morning, as well as the bullshit like marching on the square and swab jobs. Then we go on to weapons, dry practising in the classroom first and then on to the range. I don’t fire a round for the first month. I’m quite a good shot because of the air rifles I owned as a kid. The first was a little .177 Diana with a bent barrel that had to be held together when I fired. Then I bought a .22 air rifle and used to go out target shooting in the woods when I was avoiding going home. I fantasised about being a sniper, and could make the tennis players hop about on the courts near my grandmother’s garden. I was a horrible little bastard back then.

One day my younger brother and I shot out all the windows in a derelict building that was about to be demolished. The police arrived at our house and forgot to close the front gate as they entered the yard. My father went off his head – ‘Get out! Get out!’ he screamed. ‘If you can’t close my front gate then you can’t come into my garden!’

He made such a fuss that the local police inspector came round and apologised. Suddenly, Dad became charming and polite. ‘Do come in, Inspector. Can I offer you a glass of something?’

‘No, thank you, Mr Read. I just want to say how sorry I am for my officers’ actions.’

‘Quite all right. They were young and a little zealous. Too young for the war, I suppose. What can I do for you?’

The inspector mentioned the broken windows and I knew we were in heaps of trouble. Andrew and I were crouching on the landing, listening to them talk in the sitting-room. Dad’s voice boomed loudly, and I could imagine his back growing even straighter in the chair.

‘Is the building derelict?’ he asked.

‘Yes.’

‘Will they be re-using the glass?’

‘No.’

Dad was simply establishing all the facts before making his decision. Afterwards, he confiscated my air gun and gave me an earful. Andrew, being younger, got the benefit of the doubt, but I should have known better.

Part of our training for the Paras is in the Welsh mountains, and basically it means digging holes in the freezing ground and tabbing up and down hills with full bergens. Paras don’t march, they ‘tab’ – only the Royal Marines ‘yomp’. There’s bugger-all difference, of course, but I did once hear a bloke on television say the difference between yomping and tabbing is that the Paras do it two miles an hour faster.

The weather is filthy, and after tabbing all day, we stop and dig defence trenches. The ground is all rock, so I never actually complete a trench – I just chip away all night long. In the meantime we have one hour on stag and two hours off. It’s cold – nearly October – and the wind bites into exposed skin. I lie behind a machine-gun with my fingers numb. If I move a muscle, one of the DS staff will take off my helmet and hit me with a rifle butt or lean close and bite my ear.

This is what being a paratrooper is all about, they tell us – parachuting in, digging defensive positions and then launching operations. All I can say is it’s bloody realistic – we’ve had ten lads go down with exposure and two with frostbite. At this rate, there’ll be no one left to engage the ‘enemy’.

If ‘Basic Wales’ is cold and miserable, then ‘Advanced Wales’ is ten times worse. January is always bitter in the Brecon Beacons. One night we collapse, near freezing, into old tin huts that look like pig-pens. There’s a stove in the middle of the room and bunk-beds down each side. About two in the morning, the DS comes in and starts screaming, ‘Get outta bed you shitheads! Up! Up! Up!’

He comes through the room, tipping up beds and swinging his boots at anyone who spends too long scrambling to their feet. I can tell he’s been drinking.

‘Five minutes! I want you all on the assault course!’

He shoves us outside and makes us go round the course twice. When I get to the pit of water covered with railway sleepers I start stepping across, trying not to fall, but he stops me.

‘You go under them!’ he screams.

The pool has frozen over and I think, ‘You must be bloody joking!’

He makes me head-butt the ice with my steel helmet and I go under the sleepers and come up in between them. It’s miserable, and for the first time I seriously think about jacking it in. A lot of the recruits have gone already, weeded out by the physical demands or the psychological abuse. I expect it to be hard; I want it to be hard. I’m not giving up.

About half-way through training, someone is silly enough to tell his parents about the beastings and his mother lodges a complaint. The newspapers have a field day, running headlines about army brutality and secret initiation ceremonies. The platoon staff start taking us out of camp on gentle jogs in nice clean fatigues because they know the press photographers are waiting. Once we’re out of sight, they pick up sticks and start hitting anyone who drops off the pace. Nothing ever changes.

The Board of Inquiry is a farce. Instead of having a few days off, recruits are confined to barracks in case we have to give evidence. None of us is called, and we’re pretty dirty on the lad who complained. He regrets it now, the poor bastard.

It’s been six months since we started and we’re building up to ‘P Company’, the final trial before we do parachute training. On the first day we line up in PT (physical training) kit, double march to the gymnasium (P Company runs everywhere) and are roughly matched up in terms of size and weight for some unarmed combat. If the DS is really sick, he puts a tiny lad with a man mountain.

I’ve done some boxing before, when I was a kid on the Isle of Wight, but this is a completely different ball-game. The army calls it ‘milling’, and basically you have one minute to beat the shit out of the other lad. These are the rules: if you win too easily, you go in again; if you lose too easily, you go in again; and if you back off or don’t hold your ground … you guessed it.

I’m hit loads of times but I don’t go down. I guess I must land a few punches because the bout is declared a tie. Thank God that’s over!

The second event is a ten-mile tab with a heavy bergen, and it’s a case of chin down, mind in neutral, thumb up arse and go for it. That’s the thing about the Parachute Regiment, regardless of whether you fall, or sprain an ankle, or your bergen strap breaks and you’re humping 70 lb. on one strap, you push on and keep going because there is no such thing as jacking it in. I’m neither particularly fit nor a great runner, but I have a good frame for tabbing – long legs and a light upper body. Put a weight on my back and point me at a mountain and I’ll reach the top. If there’s time I make a point of lighting up a cigarette, just to piss the others off.

After the ‘trainasium’ – an aerial obstacle course built from planks and scaffolding poles which can psych out any recruits who are afraid of heights – comes the log race, the worst part of P Company. We are divided into teams of eight, and each team has to carry a cut-down telegraph pole for six miles across country, keeping it off the ground with ropes wrapped around our wrists. If someone falls off, the rest just keep going, carrying more of the load.

My wrist is bleeding and someone is screaming in my ear to run harder. Don’t look up, just stay on the log. Push! Push! Each time I stumble my arm is nearly wrenched out of my shoulder socket. I can taste the blood in my mouth. Half a mile to go. Sprint!

I still have the blisters a week later, when I’m 800 feet above Oxfordshire, hanging on to the edge of a balloon and waiting to do my first parachute jump. The instructor seems to take a perverse pleasure out of seeing four seventeen-year-old recruits looking so scared they can still taste their breakfast.

We’ve done a week of PLFs (parachute landing falls), jumping off ramps and landing with our legs together and rolling to the side. They teach us about exits and emergency drills, although for a static-line jump from 800 feet the average paratrooper isn’t switched on enough to operate emergency procedures. The canopy doesn’t engage until 400 feet, and by the time you realise it hasn’t opened properly, there isn’t time to pull the reserve. The world is about to rise up and smite thee.

The instructor lifts up the metal bar and hangs out, looking at the people on the ground. Two lads who went up earlier refused to jump. What a waste of six months! I shuffle forwards and look over the edge.

‘You got butterflies, lad?’ he asks me.

‘Yes, Sergeant!’

‘You may never get rid of them, but you can teach them how to fly in formation.’

‘Yes, Sergeant!’

Then he shoves me out. There’s a dead drop of several seconds when gravity takes hold and affects everything except my heart, which shoots upwards and catches in my throat. The canopy opens and I look up and make sure the rigging hasn’t tangled.

Round parachutes drift with the breeze and can’t be steered. That’s why paratroopers are put out so low, because it means they can’t get into trouble. Imagine a classic ‘Crete’ landing, with the sky full of white blossoms: if the paratroopers could steer, there’d be people crashing into each other all over the place. It’s best that we’re baggage.

The next jump is from an Andover cargo plane, which is smaller than a C-130 Hercules. I’m jumping clean fatigue, with just a main chute, a reserve, a steel helmet and a Denison smock. The plane is noisy and stinks of aviation fuel and sweat.

Three minutes to go and we stand for an equipment check. I’m number one in line, so I face the jump-master and look down at my reserve parachute buckled on to a harness with a big box-release mechanism on my chest. The lad behind me checks my back and hits my shoulder. Thumbs up.

Two minutes to go. The door opens and air explodes inside as if filling a vacuum. It’s cold, loud and violent. I can see the ground whizzing by. I think it’s Salisbury Plain or Weston-on-the-Green in Oxfordshire. My heart is thumping.

‘Action stations!’

I turn and face the door, standing just inside with my left arm across my reserve for protection and my right arm on the door frame. I try not to look at the ground; instead I concentrate on the two tiny light-bulbs near the door, one red and one green.

The jump-master has his hand across the door to prevent me going too early. He’s watching the lights. The red bulb flashes on – we’re over the drop zone. My right arm comes down and goes over my left arm. Five seconds … green!

I drive out the door as if trying to reach the wing-tip, but instantly get thrown sideways by the slipstream. My chin is tucked into my chest to stop the whiplash from the back of the helmet. I get two or three seconds before I feel the canopy deploy, and in that short time the sense of flying is amazing. I feel the jolt and look up. The canopy has inflated, but the lines from my left and right shoulders have twisted and spiral half-way up the rigging lines. I kick out with my legs until they unwind and I’m floating freely. Looking around, I see other lads around me. Some of them look dumbstruck, while others have these huge look-I’m-alive! grins.

Nothing else comes close to those first few seconds after leaving the plane, because once you take that last step there is no going back. A racing driver or a skier or climber can pull over and stop, have a rest, but with parachuting, once you cross that threshold, you have to see it through.

The fickle breeze makes my chute oscillate and swing. I have to be ready to come in forwards, backwards, left or right. I reach up on the rigging lines, assess my drift and land with my knees together, chin on chest and elbows tucked to my sides.

*

Another cigarette butt arcs towards the garden, shooting out sparks as it bounces on the gravel pathway. The wind has kept most of the loonies indoors, but Maria is still fluttering quietly between the flower-beds, pollinating the stamens and being pushed sideways by each gust.

Rhaffi is moon-walking across the lawn, wearing headphones that are plugged into thin air. When he gets below my window I can hear him singing, something about it not mattering what colour you are: ‘Ooh, ooh, yea, yea, yea now … Ooh, ooh, yea, yea, yea now …’

I don’t think it’s meant to be sung in a French Algerian accent.

Rhaffi has broken teeth, black hair and a dark complexion. He looks a lot like a devil, or maybe I’m just into demons. He glances at me and then gives me an ankle-clicking, high-speed spin, striking a Michael Jackson pose in the gravel. Then he’s off again, dancing down the path.

‘It’s black, it’s white, whoo …’

And they think I’m crazy?
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