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In memory of Jessica O’Keeffe (1981-2021)

And for Rory and Ottilie

We move forward with hope and courage





The love I shared with her and the companionship we shared was the realest thing I ever did.

Former police officer Mark Kennedy, on a relationship he had while living undercover as activist ‘Mark Stone’

 

 

If he was fictional, what did that make me, now?

‘Alison’, the long-term partner of ‘Mark Jenner’, a.k.a. Undercover Officer Mark Cassidy




Author’s Note 

Skylark is inspired by historical events. The Special Demonstration Squad’s Tradecraft Manual (1995) is a real document, and was published by the Undercover Policing Inquiry in March 2018. It can be read in full (albeit with redactions) on the Inquiry’s website: www.ucpi.org.uk.

The characters and organisations in this book are, however, entirely fictional. 




 

 

 
   

	DI Wells:
	Name?


	UCO122:
	Daniel Greene.


	DI Wells:
	Spell it.


	UCO122:
	With an e. Greene with an e.


	DI Wells:
	Where were you born, Daniel Greene?


	UCO122:
	Barnsley, South Yorkshire, 14 October 1969.


	DI Wells:
	Parents?


	UCO122:
	Dorothy and Sidney Greene.


	DI Wells:
	Dorothy’s maiden name?


	UCO122:
	Ellis. Dorothy Ellis.


	DI Wells:
	Describe your parents.


	UCO122:
	My mother Dorothy died when I was young. I was brought up by a stepmum, Diane, and by my dad. He worked down the pit at Woolley Colliery until it shut down. After he lost his job he hit the skids.


	DI Wells:
	And how has that experience left its mark?


	UCO122:
	I hate the Tory government for what it did to my dad and my community. And I’ve generally reacted against authority. Went off the rails as a teenager, ran away from home and went out to Spain working for some dodgy types. Ended up in prison there, briefly. Came out a couple of years ago, politicised. I’ve decided to put my energy into fighting the system.


	DI Wells:
	Okay. That all hangs together. And your current employment?


	UCO122:
	Aerial access.


	DI Wells:
	Which is?


	UCO122:
	I work on ropes, in building sites. Freelance. Which means I travel all over the country, change locations regularly, and spend periods of each week away from home.


	DI Wells:
	You’re something of a rolling stone.


	UCO122:
	Very much so, yes. A restless character.


	DI Wells:
	You’ll fit right in. And your address?


	UCO122:
	My current address? Er, Manor Road, Hackney.


	DI Wells:
	Number and postcode?


	[PAUSE]


	
	No hesitations, Daniel.


	UCO122:
	142. Postcode. You got me. Okay – N16 4DX.


	DI Wells:
	Right. Well done. Just make sure you have all those details properly memorised, in case anyone asks. You’ve already got all the tax records, birth certificate … There’s just one final thing.


	UCO122:
	What’s that?


	DI Wells:
	Your warrant card.


	UCO122:
	Of course, I won’t be needing that. Here you are, sir.


	DI Wells:
	Thank you. And less of the sir. You’re not a bobby on the beat now. Call me Martin. That’s how we do it in this unit. We don’t stand on formality.


	UCO122:
	Right – thank you, Martin. 


	DI Wells:
	And remember: ‘by any means necessary’.







I.

1996


3. PREPARATION

3.1 NAME

3.1.1. By tradition, the aspiring SDS officer’s first major task on joining the back office was to spend hours and hours at St Catherine’s House leafing through death registers in search of a name he could call his own. On finding a suitable ex-person, usually a deceased child or young person with a fairly anonymous name, the circumstances of his (or her) untimely demise was investigated. If the death was natural or otherwise unspectacular, and therefore unlikely to be findable in newspapers or other public records, the SDS officer would apply for a copy of the dead person’s birth certificate. Further research would follow to establish the respiratory status of the dead person’s family, if any, and, if they were still breathing, where they were living. If all was suitably obscure and there was little chance of the SDS officer or, more importantly, one of the wearies running into the dead person’s parents/siblings, etc., the SDS officer would assume squatters’ rights over the unfortunate’s identity for the next four years. 

Special Demonstration Squad, 
Tradecraft Manual






1.

‘SO I think we’re agreed,’ said Rev, ‘that it’s high time we put on the biggest illegal street party this city has ever seen.’

Heads nodded around the circle. Skylark had counted ten. It was never many more, in those days, before the thing took off. Rev presided, perched on the stack of blue pallets they called the Throne, skinny, pale and hairless in a black boiler suit. Then the other usual suspects: Bendy Aoife, who was practising her splits on the floor; Mouse, his ankle-length dreads wound into a giant tam; Big Moll, in her flouncy floral dress and bovver boots. They were the core crew, the veterans, who had lived so entangled with one another in the tree-houses, benders and squats of the anti-roads campaigns that they could recognise each other by armpit odour alone. (Yes, they’d tried it.)

But as this Tuesday night was an open meeting, advertised in Loot and on a hand-scrawled notice pinned up in the anarchist bookshop, a few randoms had turned up, too: two old Socialist Worker-types with beards and flat caps, who had introduced themselves as Ken and Len; a keen-eyed student with braces and rainbow-striped trousers; a moody-looking guy in combats. 

Rev wasn’t keen on the open-meeting idea, would have preferred to keep the world-changing group small and closed, but Skylark had insisted: This is not just about people like us! The better world has to be for everyone – it’s that, or it’s nothing.

‘We’re ready to move up a gear,’ Rev went on. ‘Having tested our tactics and techniques twice now, first in Camden Lock, then on City Road, we know how to take a street and hold it. We know, more importantly, that our parties perform their function, that they give people a glimpse of a looking-glass world, a free world …’

Ken – or was it Len? – raised his hand, exposing the worn leather patch on the elbow of his donkey jacket. ‘Excuse me, and apologies if I’ve misunderstood’ – he frowned beardily – ‘but I thought this was a meeting about a political protest. About bringing down capitalism.’ 

‘Oh, absolutely,’ said Rev, breezily. ‘That’s what we are all about.’

‘So,’ Ken/Len looked perturbed, concerned, ‘why are we talking about parties?’

‘A party is a portal,’ Mouse responded solemnly. ‘A flaming arrow of hope and life, fired into the heart of our dying city.’

Mouse was the world-changing group’s spiritual guru, and when he spoke, which was rarely, he struck each word powerfully, like a gong.

Silence briefly fell. Ken and Len bowed their heads together and scratched their beards.

‘To be clear: we are not about old, dull, dusty politics,’ said Rev. ‘We don’t do placards, slogan-shouting, manifestos, minutes, clauses or sub-clauses. I mean good luck with all that, if it’s your bag. We just happen to think that changing the world should be a laugh.’

‘A serious laugh,’ added Big Moll. In the camps Moll had run kitchens, magicking heaps of mouldering swede into warming nutritious soups and curries, through mud, hail and snow. Once, during a long cold winter on Dolcup Hill, all the food in the kitchen had frozen solid, and she’d spent days hacking up vegetables with a machete. There was no messing around with Moll. ‘No point lecturing people about how to change things,’ she said, blunt as a spoon. ‘We just get on and do it, and they can see for themselves.’ 

The rainbow-trousered student put up his hand. He looked very young, and his foot was jiggling nervously. ‘I’m Jez. I, er, went to the party on City Road,’ he said. ‘It blew me away. It was magic. Really. I’m studying sociology, and I’d really like to know a little bit more about the theoretical underpinning …’

‘Theo-what?’ said Moll. ‘It’s a party, that’s all.’

‘Oh, okay. Thank you.’ Jez seemed a little crestfallen, although his eyes still shone with eager idealism. But Ken and Len were not convinced. Len – or possibly Ken – now raised his hand. ‘So the aim of your street parties is to stop the traffic?’ 

‘The aim of our street parties,’ said Bendy Aoife, in her soft Irish lilt, ‘is to change the world.’ As she spoke, her body arced over her left leg in an elegant, muscular curve. Aoife was training for the circus, which was as close to a career plan as any of them had got. Gazing for a moment at her goddess-like form, at the shining cascade of her red hair, both Ken and Len seemed to forget any worries they might have had, about anything, really. ‘Cars are just a symbol,’ Aoife singsonged, arcing now to the right, ‘of everything that is wrong. They pollute, they divide people. They dominate our public space.’ 

Rev nodded languidly. ‘We want to take things that have been sucked into the capitalist system, repurpose them, and give them back to people. We do it with streets, I do it with junk.’ He waved his long thin hands at the room around them, which was his studio, under the arches in King’s Cross. His sculptures, his machine beasts, peeped out from the walls and the nooks and crannies: small robots made from old oil cans; a spiny pterodactyl moulded from the insides of a grand piano. This was years before he got famous, but already Rev was making art from the things people threw away. 

‘It’s a plain fact,’ he went on, ‘that every road in this country has been commandeered by the car and oil industries. And people don’t even realise! They don’t question the fact that they can’t walk, or meet, or let their children play in a public place. They think this is normal … Until, that is, we put on a party, and show them what a street could be.’

Ken and Len hummed and nodded and seemed, at least temporarily, satisfied. 

‘So let’s see.’ Rev jumped up with the air of a man who momentarily wished he were mainstream enough to own a flip-chart. ‘Our first action, Camden Lock – Moll, how many punters did we get there?’

‘About five hundred, give or take.’

‘And in City Road?’

‘The cops said a thousand. I’d say three,’ said Moll.

‘So,’ Rev went on, pacing to and fro, ‘with a growth trajectory like that, if we play our cards right, next time we could be looking at a crowd of – what? – ten thousand?’

Aoife inhaled a whistle. ‘Okay,’ she said, ‘we’re going to need a big road.’ 

‘The biggest!’ cried Rev. ‘Which is where I hand over to my warrior queen, Skylark McCoy.’ 

Skylark stood up, smoothing her ragged ballgown over her intensely patterned leggings. Her energy was as springy and sprightly as the matted blonde hair that tumbled around her head. In her hand she held a battered black notebook, instantly recognisable to the veterans present. This same notebook, now held together with gaffer tape, had accompanied them all through years of anti-road actions, from the encampments of Oldbury to the tree-dwellings of Dolcup Hill and then to Harfield Road, the squatted east London street where they had resisted the construction of the M11. 

She looked young, had something girlish and innocent about her, but aged nearly twenty-one she had done her time, and earned her stripes. Her face was open, transparent almost, and her world-changing passion shone through it, pure and clear.

She flicked to a page at the back of the notebook. ‘The plan for this summer is,’ she said, ‘to take over the motorway. The M41, in Shepherd’s Bush.’ She produced from the notebook an enlarged photocopied page of the London A–Z, a thick section of road highlighted in yellow. ‘We’ve chosen this location for a number of reasons: less than five minutes’ walk from tube and train stations, so easy to get large numbers of people into and out of. As it’s a bridge, here’ – she pointed at the map – ‘there are only two points of entry and exit, which makes it easier for us to take and hold the space. Also, it’s highly disruptive. It leads to the Westway on one side and the Holland Park roundabout on the other. It was originally supposed to be part of a ring of major roads around the whole city, until – thanks to certain vigorous campaigns – the government quietly shelved its plans.’ 

‘The Mecca of the car,’ remarked Mouse, with a faraway smile.

‘Quite,’ said Skylark. ‘So … what do we think? What should this party look like? What do we need? Any ideas about strategy? Let’s throw everything into the pot now, get this thing cooking.’

‘A big fat sound-system,’ said Rev.

‘Obviously.’ Skylark nodded. ‘I’ve been talking to Carl about that.’ 

‘A sandpit,’ suggested Moll. ‘For the kids. A giant sandpit. Right across the central reservation.’

‘Yup,’ said Skylark, jotting now in the black book. ‘Let’s look into sand.’

‘For decor I was thinking of giant fluorescent alien heads,’ said Rev. ‘And perhaps some giant fabric sunflowers.’ 

‘We’ll need banners,’ said Ken/Len. 

‘Making the anti-capitalist nature of this event clear,’ added Len/Ken.

‘Of course,’ said Skylark. ‘That can be your area, Ken and Len. Anti-capitalist banner-making.’

Aoife, who had been in a headstand throughout this discussion, brought her feet down elegantly. ‘Maybe a dance troupe could depict the downfall of capitalism through expressive movement.’

Skylark scribbled in the book. ‘A dance troupe. Noted.’

There was a brief and thoughtful silence before Rev spoke again. ‘Our biggest problem,’ he said, ‘is transport. Obviously the last couple of times we’ve relied on Dave and Ali and their lorry. But they’ve gone off to Ireland now, return date unclear. We could hire vehicles, obviously, but it’s all money …’

He was interrupted by a soft cough. The moody guy in combats, who had until now been smoking a rollie and watching the proceedings in silence, was holding up his hand. He cleared his throat again. It struck Skylark that maybe he wasn’t so much moody as shy. ‘I might be able to help,’ he said.

He had a northern accent, buttery-soft rounded vowels. Something else struck her about him, too, a kind of familiarity. His eyes were dark, and so was his hair. He had on a neat checked shirt, short-sleeved, and she noticed in particular his arms, which were weightlifter strong. You didn’t often get arms like that on the world-changing scene: most males tended towards a scrawny vegetarian skinniness. She would have liked to spend a while looking at those arms, just taking them in. 

Rev raised a hairless brow. ‘Oh?’ 

‘I’m Dan, by the way,’ he said, took another tug and breathed out smoke long and slow. His eyes met hers and she looked quickly – too quickly, dammit – back into the depths of her notebook. 

‘And what brings you here, Dan?’ 

He shrugged. ‘I saw your ad in Loot, and it – intrigued me. Thought it was about time I changed the world.’ 

Skylark smiled at this; the others didn’t. Rev, despite the movement’s firm commitment to laughs, did not actually like to joke about this stuff. She could sense he was about to be arsey, as he sometimes was with newcomers, and she wanted to pre-empt it, not only because of the arms but also because Dan seemed not quite their usual type, not a hippie, more ordinary. They needed to make people like him feel welcome. 

‘Nice to have you here, Dan,’ she said quickly. ‘You were saying you could help?’

‘Yeah. I’m pretty handy,’ he said. ‘I can lift stuff, build stuff. And if you’re in need of transport, I have a van.’

With these words the atmosphere in the room relaxed. There was no better route to Rev’s affections than ownership of a functional van. He hated having to rely on Dave and Ali, Traveller mates of Moll’s, who had a habit of lunching out at crucial moments, leaving people and tat stranded all over London. A man with a van was most certainly not to be sneezed at.

‘Well, Dan,’ said Rev, his pale lashless eyes now sending out noticeable gleams of welcome and enthusiasm, ‘the pleasure is ours.’

Later, she wouldn’t remember exactly what they’d discussed that day. As well as the logistics for the M41 action, the one destined to put their world-changing group on the map, they might have touched on the grander philosophical picture. Topics such as: whether capitalism was compatible with fundamental human dignity (hell, no), whether mainstream feminism was compatible with true feminism (debatable), whether their movement was replicating the macho patriarchal norms of capitalist society (yes, according to the three women present, and acknowledged with varying degrees of reluctance by the male members of the group), whether there was some kind of inner vibration within rave music that led its listeners inevitably towards freedom, love and harmony (yes), and whether they should make a final decision about the location of the action planned for that summer by means of consulting their shamanic spirit animals (proposed by Mouse, and left undecided).

The thing she would remember was that at the end Dan waited for her by the door. ‘Hey,’ he said. ‘Thanks for helping me out back there. I’m not much of a talker.’ 

Her face was all sunshine and birdsong. ‘That’s okay,’ she said. ‘It can be scary, I know, when you’re new.’

‘It’s not just me, then.’ He looked down, with an odd slanty smile, at her fractal-print leggings, the crushed velvet ballgown, the unlaced boots. His smile revealed gappy front teeth, which she noted and approved. She shifted her weight, suddenly self-conscious, which she wasn’t usually. ‘I’m sure I’ll get used to it,’ he added.

‘So you’re coming back?’

‘If you’ll have me.’

‘Of course.’ This came out a bit too quickly, and maddeningly, she felt red rising up her cheeks. She stepped hurriedly past him, out into the street. Turned to wave as she walked away. ‘So, see you next week. Right?’

He smiled, raised his hand, and she wondered whether he was shy, or slyly arrogant, or both. ‘Right.’
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