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      This book is dedicated to my sons,

      Daniel, Stephen and Edward, and to the memory of

      Annie Rose Bennett

      

      ‘I am the resurrection and the life; he who believes in me,

      though he die, yet shall he live.’

      Jesus of Nazareth
    

  


  
    FOREWORD
In my experience, very few people know of the enormous impact brought to bear upon us earth dwellers from those outside influences often referred to cumulatively as ‘the spirit world’. During the course of our busy lives, few of us pause for very long to dwell on the notion of eternity. It’s a difficult concept to get our heads round; not least because it involves envisaging a time when we won't exist and marrying it up with a time before we came into being. But part of us is timeless; our spirit has travelled infinite miles before finding our bodies and will carry on along its eternal quest long after our physical being ceases to exist. The spirit is as wise as it is immortal.

    During my life, which has spanned the last 49 years, I have had many encounters with this ‘other side’, and you will read about these on the forthcoming pages. It is my opinion that the spirit should not be taken lightly. We are all here on Earth for a reason and we all have a time frame within which to find the right path for us to travel, and to get in touch with our own spiritual self.

    Much of this time, however, is taken up by surface reading. We judge people by their looks and what they have gained materialistically but what you surface-see is only that person's overcoat. Look deeper and you will find the real spirit. Only then should you feel free to pass judgment on what you find.

    As a child I was taught that the eyes were the windows to your spirit and soul. As I grew older and met many people along my path, I have tended to agree with this. The eyes show love, kindness, pain, sorrow, sadness, evil and horror even. You may stand before me as the ‘perfect’ size eight with long blonde hair, or be as bald as a coot with a jelly belly hanging over your waistband. Your body is just an overcoat; the real person before me lies inside looking out.

    Similarly, the survival of the spirit after the death of the body is not dependent on whether you have been good or bad. Universal law dictates that all spirits survive the death of their host. When you buy a coat in a shop it fits nicely, however, after many years of use it becomes old and baggy and thus time to discard it and buy a new coat. The same principle exists with the spirit. The physical body is capable of lasting only a certain time. Once worn, the spirit moves on to another body in order to carry on its journey.

    One of the most fascinating things that happens daily on this planet is the spirit world guiding us towards the right path and helping us along our journey. It goes largely unnoticed, however; we tend to put things down to coincidence or fate or just plain old-fashioned good luck. There is a well-known saying that says spectators see more of the game than the players. As the players in a universal game, it is we humans who are being watched by those in the spirit world. But they are far-seeing, observing not just the beginning, middle and the end of the game, but before and after also. They have already experienced all that we are going through now, and have a desire to help us. They must not interfere, giving only guidance.

    Many people talk about communicating with the dead, but dead infers the extinction of a life. The spirits who once occupied a worn-out body are very much alive but occupying a different realm. There is nothing frightening about the spirit world. They are here to guide us through our journey. Now let me tell you about my journey and the spirits I encountered on that journey…

  


  
    CHAPTER ONE
As a young child I had many encounters with the ‘other side’. I was a rebellious youngster and very unhappy; my father was a violent man who took out his aggression on me with regular beatings and blame for everything that went wrong. I had two brothers and sisters and they appeared to get away with blue murder. I never felt loved by my parents; I can‘t ever remember being shown, and I was never told by either that they loved me. I can only remember their hatred. Consequently, this fuelled my rebellion and as I grew up I found it hard to trust anyone. Not knowing what love is and what to do with that precious feeling has followed me through my life. Today I still feel that I have missed something special and not being able to give something that I never received from my parents ultimately destroyed my marriage.

    Nanny Bennett, or Rosie as she was known, was probably the only person in my family who could have shown me what love was all about. Unfortunately, she was never around me long enough; my father hated her with a vengeance and banned her from the house, which upset me greatly. She always stood up for me and paid the price. But I will talk more about my nan later on.

    Let’s go back to a cold November evening when I was eleven years old.

    As was his usual custom every night, my father had forced me to sit and study after school for three hours. This made me very unhappy. All my friends were out playing, enjoying their free time. I was only allowed to enjoy playing on Saturdays and Sundays. Each night, my father would shove Look and Learn books under my nose to study, but as was often the case, my mind was elsewhere; dreaming about playing football with my mates. I just flipped the pages of my books and made out I was reading. This, however, was just one of many mistakes I was going to make in my life. After three hours of daydreaming and fantasising, to my horror my father picked up the book and began asking questions. I froze with fear, knowing what was coming. It didn’t take long for him to twig that I hadn’t even read the title. He gave me a good hiding and sent me to my room for the night. I was not even allowed to leave for toilet breaks. That night, it all started.

    I was sound asleep when I suddenly jerked awake. Turning over, I lay on my back trying to focus my eyes in the dark. I was very aware of a presence in the room. Once my eyes were accustomed to the dark, I could see a transparent apparition of a man silhouetted against the foot of my bed. I could only just about make out what he was wearing. It was evident that he was talking to me, but I could not hear a word. This vision lasted a few moments before vanishing. What I recall most about this encounter was that I wasn’t scared at all; in fact I felt quite warm and peaceful inside. I snuggled back under my blankets and promptly fell back to sleep.

    The following morning I awoke to a horrible smell. As I slid out of bed, it was quite obvious that I had pissed myself during the night and this did not go down too well with my parents. I remember my father slapping me around the face calling me a filthy little bastard.

    After a vigorous wash down in the tin bath with cold water, I got dressed for school and went to have my breakfast. Sitting down to eat my powdered scrambled egg, I mentioned to my mother what had happened during the night. Within an instant she screamed at me, telling me off for lying. This did not sit very well with me, because I wasn’t lying. I described what I had seen and what the man had been wearing and to my complete astonishment my mother started to cry, babbling on about why he had chosen me and not her. I later discovered that I had described to her exactly what her father was wearing when he departed this life. This was not going to be the last time I encountered William Charles Bennett; his spirit would visit me again.

    Entering my teenage years did nothing to halt the weird things that had started that night several years earlier. But at the time, I did not comprehend the significance of those events. When I was thirteen, I went scrumping with my friends, Brian and Tony. I remember that afternoon like it was yesterday; it was during a very hot summer in August 1969. We climbed onto some garages and pulled each other up onto a wall that had broken bottles cemented upside down with barbed wire eighteen inches high on top. We all stood on the wall balancing on our toes twenty feet above a concrete car park. The apple and pear trees were full of fruit and we were filling our holdalls like there was no tomorrow. My friend Brian jumped onto a branch and then climbed down. The garden was at least 100 feet long. He shouted out that there were strawberries everywhere and he started to help himself, cramming his holdall full. What we hadn’t noticed, however, was that there was a vicious dog on guard. We must have disturbed it because the next thing I remember was hearing a loud howling and snarling. I stood and watched in horror as this mad dog ran up the garden baring its teeth. I shit myself, so God knows how Brian felt as he legged it up the tree. It was at this point that I lost my footing on the wall and fell backwards towards the concrete car park. It happened so quickly I never even had time to think. Just before impact, a strange feeling came over me. I felt cold and my body was tingling, but not with fear, only excitement. When my body made contact with the ground, at that moment I could have sworn that I had landed on a soft bed; the softest bed you could imagine. I lay there for a few moments, dazed and confused. Tony was staring at me in silent horror but as I stood up, a smile appeared on his face. He shouted to Brian, who was still climbing up the tree, that I was OK.

    After the pair of them climbed down to the car park, I tried to explain what had happened; well what I thought had happened anyway. I told them that, just as I hit the ground, it felt like I was being lowered to the floor and placed very gently on a soft surface. As a thirteen year old, I had no comprehension of what had just taken place. Looking back now, however, I am convinced angels or some presence had just helped me from the spirit world. Nobody believed me, even though I had Tony and Brian as witnesses. Everyone I told was convinced that we had made the whole story up. It was so frustrating; absolutely no one would listen or take me seriously.

    That weekend my nan turned up out of the blue. My father told her she wasn’t welcome at the house and I remember how we all protested vigorously. I recall saying to my mother, “How can you let him turn your own mum away, when I love her so much?”

    After a heated confrontation between my parents, Nan left the house, dejected. I followed her outside and we strolled towards the park where we spent a few hours together just chatting before Nan got the next train back to Margate. While we sat on the park bench enjoying each other’s company, Nan started to tell me things about William Charles Bennett, her late husband; how he made my father marry his daughter because she was pregnant with me.

    “So that’s why he hates me, because he had to marry her?” I said to my Nan. She looked at me and nodded.

    After a brief silence, I asked her whether she believed in angels, to which she replied, “Of course I do Eddie, why do you ask?” So I told her everything that had happened when I was scrumping. She believed me, saying that I was a special boy and that she would always love me no matter what happened. I wasn’t sure what she meant by special and I still don’t.

    Nan said they will always look after you; I assumed she meant angels. I went on to tell her about the visit from William Charles Bennett. She told me that her husband was thrilled to bits that their daughter was having a child. However, during her pregnancy he sadly died and never got to see his grandchild.

    “Eddie, do you know where we get the cleft in our lips from?” Nan asked me, smiling.

    “Not really, Nan,” I replied.

    “When we are in our mothers’ bellies as little babies, an angel comes to us, pressing our lips with their finger blowing us a kiss, telling us a secret! The secret of where we come from. The memory of our entry back to the living world is erased.”

    Amazing story, I must admit.

    “I must go now, or I will miss my train,” Nan said.

    She gave me a big hug, kissing my cheek. Nan always smelt of lavender and jasmine. To this day, I am obsessed with the smell of lavender and jasmine, and I always have their beautiful calming fragrance engulfing every room of my home. As she waved goodbye, I didn’t realise that it would be nearly a year before I would see her again.

    

    Three weeks passed and we were at it again; Tony, Brian and I were on a mission. There was this large spooky house at the top of Talford Road; the owner was a weird-looking guy. There was an alleyway at the back of the house with a ten-foot wall. All my friends reckoned the owner of this house was something to do with the Devil, and that the house was haunted. This made nicking his apples even more appealing. The only problem I envisaged was the barbed wire on top of the wall.

    “Tony, how the hell are we going to get up there?” Brian moaned.

    “Have a look over there,” Tony said, pointing behind me excitedly.

    I looked around and noticed a long scaffold board lying on top of some old tyres. Well, you can imagine the rest; Tony footed the board and Brian shimmied up, making it look so bloody easy.

    “Come on, Eddie,” Brian chuckled.

    “You must be joking,” came my uneasy response.

    Tony looked at me and smiled. “Lost your bottle, Eddie boy?”

    With that barbed remark I started shimmying up the scaffold board. On reaching the top, I was slightly alarmed by the position of the board, resting on top of the barbed wire. I looked down and shouted for Tony not to move and to keep the board footed.

    “Don’t worry, me old China,” he said reassuringly.

    Straightening up, I joined Brian. We were both balancing with one foot on the board and one foot on top of the barbed wire. I was holding on to a branch with my left hand and picking apples with my right. Anyhow, the inevitable happened and I felt sure that this was going to be one of the most painful experiences I would ever encounter.

    “Oi,” came a loud shout. “What the fuck are you doing on my wall?”

    The ever-reliable Tony legged it, the board slipped down the wall and Brian jumped with a loud scream. As the board fell, my leg went straight through the barbed wire and down the outside of the wall. All I can remember is spinning round, hanging upside down with the wire wrapped around my thigh. It was while I was bobbing up and down screaming in agony, that I could hear Brian shouting, “Fuck, we’ve got to get Eddie down.”

    Suddenly, the wire gave way and I crashed to the floor, landing on my right shoulder. Riddled with pain and fear, I untangled my leg, got up and legged it down Talford Road, raging at Tony. At the end of the road, we stopped. I felt sick and I was visibly shaking; my right leg felt wet. I glanced down at my thigh and, to my horror, I could see streams of blood running through the tear in my jeans. My lovely white pumps were red. “Mum is going to kill me,” I said to myself. Slight exaggeration, I know. The one good thing about my mother was that she was good at patching me up. Being a state registered nurse had its advantages.

    Well, here I am in the kitchen feeling like shit, while she cuts my jeans in half. I wondered if she would buy me a new pair; the thought came and went as she started to push all the tissues back inside my leg. She stuck a bowl between my legs.

    “Don’t look,” she shouted. “Look up at the ceiling.” So I stared at the ceiling. What a dismal sight; it hadn’t been painted in years. Curiosity then got the better of me; I looked down, which was a very stupid thing to do. I missed the bowl completely and threw up all over the kitchen floor. “Right, that will do. I’ve stopped the bleeding and we’re now going up the hospital,” she said.

    “What for?” I cried, panicking.

    “Stitches,” she replied. “Come on.”

    I am now on my way up to St Giles’s Hospital, being pushed in a bloody pram!

    “You look choice,” Tony said, jokingly. The pair of them helped my mother push me in the direction of the hospital. Two hundred stitches inside and out; the pain was unbelievable. That was the last time I ever went scrumping!

  


  
    CHAPTER TWO
My favourite pastime was playing football in the sand pit with all my mates. In this case, the sand pit was a large disused area that the council were going to change into a car park but never did. A four-foot brick wall with a gate surrounded it, so we painted goals at each end. I have many happy memories of the years I spent playing in the pit. One night in particular stands out. It was a warm summer’s evening at about 7:30 p.m. and we were all playing football. When I say all, I mean there were six of us playing three-a-side! Tony jumped over the wall and called Brian and me over. Tony never played football; in fact, he was the only one of my mates that didn’t enjoy the game.

    “You both gonna play that stupid game all night?” he whispered, not wanting the others to hear him slagging off the game.

    “Yeah,” I replied, “unless you’ve got something better for us to do?”

    “As it happens,” Tony said, “I have.”

    While we were chatting, the other guys decided to call it a day, packed up and went home, leaving the three of us deep in conversation.

    “Well,” Brian said, “what you got in mind, Tony?”

    “Yeah it better be good,” I said sarcastically. “Our match is over.”

    “Have you ever heard of the Brockley Jack?” Tony asked.

    “Yeah, I have. Why?” I asked curiously.

    “So have I,” said Brian.

    “Well, there’s a story in the local paper that some kind of devil worshipping is going on there, with some sort of sacrifices,” Tony reckoned raising his eyebrows and smiling. (For the record, Brockley Jack is a graveyard in Nunhead, South London, and was notorious for black-magic worshippers in the late sixties.)

    “Really!” Brian exclaimed. “That’s interesting. I suppose you want to check it out?” he asked with a twinkle in his eye.

    “Yeah why not, it’ll be a laugh.” chuckled Tony.

    “What do you think, Eddie?” Brian asked me.

    “I’m up for it.” I replied enthusiastically.

    “Ok.” Tony said. “Let’s meet back here in an hour.”

    And so later that evening we all met up at the sand pit. It was a little after 9 p.m., just as it was starting to get dark.

    I was late, and Tony, Brian and little Tommy Young were already waiting for me. I gave them my apologies and muttered something about getting grief about coming back out. What I didn’t tell them was that I had to wash up the dishes and clean my room.

    “So you’re coming along as well, Tom?” I said, trying to hide my disappointment.

    “Yeah,” he replied. “Should be fun.”

    I looked at him and thought, what the fuck was Tony playing at bringing that plum along, but didn’t say it. “Fine,” I replied.

    “OK, let’s make tracks,” ordered Tony.

    We were following Tony like lost sheep and had been walking for at least 45 minutes. I was wondering how much further there was to go when suddenly Brian pointed out the large iron gates up ahead.

    “There it is, just up there,” he shouted.

    What a sight; dark and gloomy, sending shivers down my spine. The cemetery was surrounded by thick dense woodland with a path running uphill, alongside it. The boundary was a York-stone wall with an iron fence around it.

    “Did the Romans build this place ’cos it looks quite ancient?” I asked. Before Brian could reply, Tommy jumped in.

    “Yeah they did. Don’t you know your history, Eddie?”

    I stood there with this vision of my hands around that plonker’s neck.

    “Obviously not,” I replied. “Anyway lads, how do we get in?”

    “Up the pathway there’s a hole in the fence,” Tony whispered. “All we got to do is give each other a bunk-up onto the wall.”

    “How do you know there’s a hole in the fence?” Tommy asked.

    “I was up here yesterday having a look around.”

    “Did you get inside?” I asked.

    “No, there were too many people about,” Tony said.

    As we slowly walked up the pathway, my mind was suddenly elsewhere
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      Brockley Jack cemetery: the long passage way

      that leads up one side of the cemetery
    



    
      ***
    


    “Did you break your sister’s bike, you little shit?” my father screamed at me.

    “No, I’ve been playing football in the pit all afternoon with my friends.”

    My sister was sitting on the sofa sobbing her eyes out; both my brothers sat there with blank, innocent expressions. Here we go again. Blame me. Apparently one of us had broken the padlock and chain and rode the bike around the estate, buckling the front wheel.

    “It wasn’t us, Dad, honest,” my two brothers pleaded innocently.

    He looked at me with coldness and hatred flickering behind his eyes. He stood up swinging the chain. He smashed the chain over my head, and then grabbed me by the throat.

    “You little bastard,” he shouted. I felt a trickle run down my check and under my chin. He let go his grasp, knowing there were witnesses watching. I slumped to the floor. Quickly jumping up, I ran out of the house. It was only when I was outside that I felt the pain. Funny thing fear, it renders you useless and, of course, I pissed myself again. My father struck so much fear into me that I often wet myself during a beating.


    
      ***
    


    I was jerked back to the present with the sound of Tommy moaning and Brian bellowing.

    “Go on, Tony. Pull him up.”

    I looked up to see Tommy dangling, trying to get a foothold on the wall. I ran over and pushed Tommy’s heels up.

    “Put some effort into it,” I said. “For fuck’s sake, Tom.”

    Tony managed to pull him onto the top of the wall and Tommy jumped through the gap in the fence.

    “Arghhh,” Tommy yelled out. “I’ve landed in a load of bloody nettles.”

    “Come on Ed. Let’s have ya.” Tony held out his hand and pulled me up, no probs. Once on the wall I dropped into the cemetery. Brian and Tony followed. All of a sudden we were in total darkness; there were no lights anywhere, not even the street lamps shone past the wall. I had a very uneasy feeling in my gut.

    “Nothing but bloody trees,” whispered Brian.

    “Come on,” Tony gestured, waving his hand. “This way.”

    As we clambered through the thick trees and bushes, an eerie silence fell and I must admit to feeling a bit spooked. We came into a clearing and I realised we were standing amongst hundreds of tombstones. I could just about see a few paces in front of me and the moon was casting an unearthly glow. Suddenly, a shaft of thin light appeared. As I stood staring at its point of origin, it went dark again.

    “Better save the batteries,” Tony said. “Anyone else bring a torch?” he asked.

    “I’ve got a lighter and a packet of fags,” I told him.

    “Shit,” whispered Brian. “I forgot my torch!”

    Tommy stood there motionless without saying a word. We ventured deeper.

    “This place is massive,” Tony whispered.

    “Yeah, you’re not kidding,” I said uneasily.

    “Easy to get lost in here, especially in the dark,” Tony laughed.

    No fear, that bloke, none at all.

    “Fuck me, what’s this?” Brian shrieked. “Someone’s opened up this grave. Look!” I walked over to where Brian was standing and saw that the coffin had been smashed open. The earth was thrown all over the place.

    “Looks like whoever did this was in a big hurry,” I muttered, shocked. Tommy said he felt sick and wanted to go home.

    “Don’t be a tart,” barked Brian. “You’re here now and that’s it, right?”

    “But I want to go home,” he sighed.

    “OK, let him go,” Tony said, “but don’t tell anyone we were in here, otherwise I’ll thump ya”.

    “I’m not going on my own. You coming, Ed?” he pleaded. “It’s too dark to see where I’m going.” He looked completely distraught.

    “No chance,” I replied. “You wanted to come with us and we’re not going yet.” Tommy reluctantly backed down, agreeing to stay.

    “Who do you reckon could have done this to the grave?” Brian asked.

    “Don’t know,” Tony replied nervously. “Could have been grave robbers or some sort of devil worshippers.”

    Tony’s remark didn’t sit too well with me. I wondered what would happen if the people who had done this to the grave were still in the cemetery. What chance did we have of getting away? I mean, we only had a torch and a bloody lighter.

    “I didn’t think they existed,” said Brian.

    “They don’t; only in horror films,” Tom reckoned, trying to convince himself.

    “You should read the papers. They exist all right,” Tony said. “OK, let’s keep going.”

    After a while we came upon a locked iron gate. A large chain and padlock hung around it, fixed to a clasp on the wall. It looked like the entrance went underground.

    “This chain and padlock looks new,” Tony observed.

    “What’s this for, Ed?” asked Tommy.

    “Well, I think this leads to the crypt, where they keep the coffins.”

    “If that’s the case, there must be some sort of church in the grounds somewhere,” Brian suggested.

    “Come on then, let’s investigate. Let’s see if we can find the other end of this tunnel,” Tony said excitedly.

    As we searched the cemetery, we completely lost track of the time
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      Entrance in the middle of the cemetery, which leads to the underground

      tunnel and straight to the vault and crypt below the chapel

      of rest, where the coffins are stored
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      Hundreds of tombstones damaged by vandals,

      grave robbers and Mother Nature
    


    

    “What’s that noise?” Tommy yelled as a loud sound rang out through the still night.

    “It’s a bloody church bell, it’s midnight!” Tony screeched.

    We stood there is total silence for what seemed like an eternity. Midnight. God, I’m in trouble again. I’ll have to climb in the bathroom window to get in the house. It’s a good job I left the clasp undone. He will never know, as his shift doesn’t end until 7 a.m. and by then I’ll be tucked up in bed. Or so I thought.


    
      ***
    


    I remembered the last time I did that; I went to a party at Billy Middleton’s house at the top of Denman Road. His parents were in Spain on holiday. What a night that was. That’s when I first met Anne. Gorgeous she was, I mean, top draw. However, I didn’t know my old man would come home from his shift at 1 a.m. instead of 7 a.m. Apparently he felt unwell. He caught me climbing through the window in the early hours of the morning. He really laid into me that night, hitting me like I was a punch bag. He threw me all around the bathroom. He punched me in the nose so hard my nose exploded everywhere. Then the nutter grabbed me from behind, pushing my arms up my back, dragging me over the bath. He then started ducking me under the half-filled bath, trying to drown me. I was screaming; swallowing bath water as I went under. Only the intervention of my mother, opening the bathroom door to see what all the commotion was about, saved me!


    
      ***
    


    “Over there,” shouted Brian. “Look, it’s a church.”

    In the shadow of the moonlight I could just about see a building.

    “Not very big,” I remarked. I’d imagined it to be vast, but it was only about the size of a very large house. As we got closer, it became clearer. It was a strange-looking church, if it was a church at all. The walls were made of the same bricks as the wall around the cemetery. The windows were narrow and oblong, like a castle. There were these large solid oak double doors at the side, with big black iron fittings and iron studs were embedded all over the doors.

    “This is definitely ancient,” I said to everyone. The walls were filthy, with cobwebs everywhere. Tony shone his torch up the face of the building.

    “Look,” he said. “Some sort of flat roof.” I looked up. It was like a parapet wall extending out from the building, about twelve feet high.

    “If we can get up there, we can get in,” Tony said excitedly.

    “We need a rope,” I said. “It’s the only way to get up there.”

    “Where are we going to get a rope from?” Tommy asked sheepishly.

    “Let’s have a look around and see what we can find,” I said.

    As we looked around the building, it became quite clear to me that this place hadn’t been used in years; completely derelict.

    “Nothing,” Tony said. “I can’t believe there’s sod all here to use. My dad’s got a rope in the garage. I could go home and get it. If I run I could be back here in an hour. What do ya think, lads?”

    “It’s half past twelve, Tony,” I said.

    “Let’s go home and come back tomorrow,” Tommy pleaded.

    “I’ll wait for ya, Tony,” said Brian.

    “OK, Tony, get going,” I agreed reluctantly. “I’ll wait till half past one.”

    With that assurance, Tony legged it immediately, disappearing into the dense woodland.

    “Wait for me,” Tommy shouted. But it was too late. There’s one thing about Tony; he can shift when he has to. Tommy was seriously stressed. “I wanted to go home,” he said.

    “Look, just be patient,” I told him. “This is something we need to do, OK, mate?” I said, glaring at him.

    “Fine,” was his reply.

    All three of us sat on a tombstone and waited for Tony. I lit up a fag, filling my lungs with smoke. Sitting there quietly, I drifted off into deep thoughts
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      The dense 52 acres of woodland surrounding the cemetery,

      is quite an amazing sight
    


    


    
      ***
    


    “Hurry up, Ed. We’re going to miss the coach,” Danny moaned. “OK, I’m coming. Just give me a tick.”

    We both legged it up the street to the school gates. The coach was half full. Mums and dads were seeing their kids off. I’d never been on a school holiday before, what an adventure! Tony and Brian were already on the coach, peering out of the window laughing at Danny and me.

    “Didn’t think you were going to make it,” Tony laughed as we both boarded the coach and sat down.

    “Neither did I,” Danny blurted out. “Ed was still packing his bags at 8:30.” He laughed. The coach started to pull away. I was looking out of the window to see if my mum or dad had bothered to come and see me off but they hadn’t.

    “Well,” Brian said, “this is it. Sayers Croft, here we come.”

    Mr. Parkin stood up and started to lecture us on how to behave when we arrived, laying down his own set of rules.

    “How much money you got to spend, Brian?” Tony asked.

    “My dad gave me a tenner,” he replied.

    God, I thought. He’s rich. I only had two ten bob notes to my name.

    “What about you, Dan?”

    “Seven pounds my nan gave me.” Danny’s parents divorced and he now lived with his nan in the same street as me.

    “What about you, Tony?” Brian asked.

    “Twenty pounds,” was his reply.

    You’re having a laugh. Mind you, his dad was a black cab driver and they always had money and holidays abroad. “How about you, Ed?”

    “Not a lot,” I sighed. “They’re supposed to post me some money during the week,” I said, unconvincingly.

    How could they do this to me; a bloody pound to last two weeks?


    
      ***
    


    There was a loud crack and rustling in the bushes. I jumped up and saw Tony moving towards us, carrying his dad’s tow rope around his neck.

    “That was quick,” I said, all surprised.

    “Yeah, found a shortcut on the way back. Come on then, let’s get up there and try this rope out.” Tony started to put a big knot in the end of the rope. Several attempts later, the knot finally settled between the gaps in the crenulations on top of the wall. He put one foot on the wall and gave a large tug on the rope. “Sound,” he said, “who’s first?” Brian walked over, grabbed the rope, gave it a tug and pulled himself up.

    “Come on, Ed,” he whispered. “It’s easy.” I started to pull myself up, noticing that the brickwork was uneven. It really was easy; just like climbing a ladder. Within a minute, all four of us were on the flat roof. We stood there for a few seconds looking over the cemetery. This is scary stuff. So dark and not a sound to hear, apart from Tommy’s heavy breathing as he struggled to get up. Tommy started to pull the rope up when suddenly there was a loud scream. It came from the woods in front of the church. I froze with fear. Straining my eyes into the shadows, I caught a glimpse of the bushes moving rapidly. A tall figure came running out into the clearing towards the church. A lump rose in my throat that almost choked me. It was at this point that Tommy dropped the rope, but no one noticed.

    

    We were all crouched down behind the parapet wall peering through the gaps, dreading what we would see. No one said a word. We watched this figure dressed in a black hooded cloak approach the wall where we had climbed up. Suddenly he, or it, was out of view. I realised he must be up against the wall. At the time we didn’t know it, but it was a good job Tommy dropped the rope. Otherwise it would have been seen hanging there and we would have been rumbled. All of a sudden we heard voices below. Shit, there’s more than one. What have I got myself into? I looked at Tony and his expression, and that of the others, was a look of abject terror. I tried to make out what was being said below but it was all mumbled. I could only pick out a couple words. “Sacrifice,” one voice said. “The rules,” said the other. I felt a shiver run down my spine and I started to feel light-headed. Suddenly, the talking stopped and it fell silent again. After a few minutes I knew they had gone.

    “Now what?” I whispered to Tony.

    “We must get out of here,” Brian said. Tony nodded his head in agreement; his eyes were wild with shock. Tommy, ashen-faced and trembling, said nothing.

    I pointed out that Tommy dropped the bloody rope.

    “Bloody great,” Tony said sarcastically.

    “We’ve got no choice; we have to climb into the church and look for a way out,” Brian suggested, reluctantly.

    While crossing the flat roof I noticed that two of the windows were broken. I pointed this out to the others. Tony stuck his head through one and shone his torch into the darkness below.

    “Yeah, there’s a bookcase just below the window. We can climb down onto it and lower ourselves to the ground.” Within seconds he was in and standing on the top of this old bookcase. “Very sturdy, this is,” he assured us. “Come on, it’s a piece of cake.” So I climbed in through the window, my mind full of misgivings. “Climb down, Ed, we can’t get all of us on here.”

    “OK, let me get my bearings first,” I replied.

    I dropped to the side of the bookcase and then I was hanging there, reluctant to let go. I had no idea how high I was, or if anything was underneath me. I closed my eyes and dropped. Why I closed my eyes I haven’t got a clue; I couldn’t see anyway. I landed on my feet and sighed with relief. “OK I’m in,” I whispered. One by one they dropped down. Tony shone his torch around. There were a few rows of pews and at the far end was a funny shaped altar. To the left and right were identical arch-shaped doors. Opposite, on the right of the pews, stood two large entrance doors.

    “That’s the way out,” Tommy yelled excitedly.

    “Not so bloody loud, you knob,” Brian barked.

    We started to move towards the large doors when suddenly the torch went out.

    “Oh no, the bloody batteries have died,” Tony gasped.

    We stood there in silence, listening to Tony shaking and banging the torch on the palm of his hand.

    “It’s not going to have it,” he informed us. Now this is what I call bang in the shit.

    “Ed’s got a lighter,” Brian muttered in a low voice.

    As he was saying it, I was already rummaging around in my pockets, feeling for my lighter. There was a click and a sudden surge of light appeared; much brighter than a candle. Pukka lighters these petrol ones.

    “Blimey, that’s nice and bright,” said Tony.

    “Yeah,” I said, all cocky and feeling proud of myself. “And it’s full up.” I put a fag into the flame and took a large drag, blowing a cloud of smoke in their direction. “Right, let’s see if we can budge these doors,” I said, pointing the lighter.

    “Not a chance, they must be six inches thick,” Brian remarked, disappointedly.

    “Yeah, you’re right mate. There must be another way out,” Tony said.

    “Let’s try one of those doors over by the altar,” I suggested.

    As we moved towards the door on the left, there was a horrible and loud howling noise that stopped us dead in our tracks.

    “Fuck! What was that?” Brian said, trembling.

    “Quiet will you, otherwise every motherfucker will know we’re in here,” Tony hissed aggressively with facial expressions to match. We stood there in total silence in front of the door. There was a dragging sound coming from the other side of the chapel. In fact, it sounded like it was outside the main entrance door. I flipped the lid on my lighter shut plunging us into darkness. I whispered in Tony’s ear, “Someone’s coming!” Suddenly, there were a lot of jangling noises and pushing; something was trying to open the main doors and it was obvious they were having trouble getting them open. I thought there must be a few of them. God help us. I reached out in the darkness, frantically feeling for the door handle. Eventually, my hand felt metal and I pushed it down. Realising the door was stiff, I leant on it with my shoulder. The door creaked as it opened slowly. “Come on, follow me,” I whispered. “Quickly.”

    Once inside, I shut the door tight and lit my lighter. We were standing on a small stone floor, with steps spiralling down. As we moved towards the stone stairs there was a thud.

    “Arghhh!” Tommy cried, as he fell to the ground.

    “Quiet!” Brian shushed.

    I pointed my lighter in the direction of the noise; Tommy was sitting on the floor holding his foot.

    “That bloody hurt,” he said. “I tripped over that lump of iron lying on the floor.”

    On the floor by Tommy’s feet lay a four-foot long iron pole, about two inches round, and completely rusty.

    “Great. Let’s prop it up against the door,” Tony said quietly. He picked it up and wedged it in a mortar joint in the floor, pushing the pole under the cross beam on the door.

    No one’s getting through that door, I thought gleefully.

    “Come on. Let’s get down those stairs,” Tony ordered. “You first, Ed; you’ve got the lighter.”

    I was just about to put my foot on the first step when we heard all the commotion coming from inside the church. I flipped my lighter shut and once again we were in total darkness.

    “They’re inside the church,” Brian informed us. He was pretty good at stating the bloody obvious. All four of us stood rigid on the spot, five feet from the propped-shut door. I could see a faint light coming through the cracks in the doorframe. It sounded like there was a large gathering on the other side. We could hear feet shuffling and a lot of whispering but couldn’t understand what was being said. Then came that howling noise again, followed by a series of chants. The hairs on my neck and arms stood up like a hairbrush and I felt all hot and clammy.

    “What’s happening?” Tommy beseeched.

    “It’s obvious; satanic worshippers. I told you, didn’t I?” Tony whispered. With that, I struck my lighter and moved a bit lively down the stairs with the rest following at the same speed.

    “How far down does this bloody go?” I gasped.

    “It must lead underground,” Tony reckoned. “Where we saw those iron gates in the cemetery, Ed.”

    “Of course, that’s how we’ll get out.”

    “Do you mean we’ll have to go through the crypt to get out?” Tommy asked, now visibly trembling.

    “Unfortunately we have to, Tom,” I sighed.

    “Bloody hell,” raged Brian. “What have we got ourselves into?”

    As we continued our descent, I noticed how cold and damp the air was. There was a strange musky smell and the stairs seem to get narrower. I found it difficult to balance. Must be near the bottom. I stopped for a second and held my arm out straight. My lighter was flickering.

    “There’s a draught coming in from somewhere,” I whispered.

    As I turned round to face the others, I slipped and dropped the lighter, plunging us into darkness again. I panicked.

    “Don’t move, none of you. I’ll find it,” I reassured them. I leant on the wall to get my balance. “Oh my God! What’s this?” I screamed. My hand sank into the wall; it felt like I had put my hand into a bowl of custard. Pulling my hand away from the wall, I knelt down on the stone stairs wiping my hand on the treads in a desperate attempt to remove the stuff.

    “What’s happening, Ed?” Brian asked in a trembling voice.

    “Nothing, I put my hand in something.”

    While cleaning the stuff off my hands I hit the lighter. My God, if ever there was a time for a miracle this was it.

    “Found it,” I said. The stairs lit up. I looked at my hand; it was covered in this white stuff, like some sort of fungi. At last, we were at the bottom of the stairs. I waved the lighter around and noticed an archway to the right of me. Cobwebs hung everywhere and on one of the cobwebs I noticed a large spider with its eyes upon us, as if watching our every move. This is it; the way out, I hoped. But something strange happened; the lighter stopped flickering.

    We continued through the archway and a feeling of dread came all over me. I can’t explain why, but it felt like we were not the only ones down there. The whole place reeked of evil. We walked into a large basement vault and stood there, motionless. Stacked around the walls were coffins and in the middle of the room was a massive uneven black marble table with stained large metal bowls and used black candles at one end. To the right was a small lectern with an open book. In the far corner was a small iron gate, ajar.

    “What the hell is this place?” Brian asked.

    “It’s some sort of sacrificial temple,” Tony guessed.

    Tommy was shaking with terror, a look of disbelief in his eyes.

    “I want to go home,” he cried.

    “Look at these bowls,” I pointed the lighter so they could see. “Dried blood with hair stuck to it and this chalice is half full with some sort of dark liquid.”

    “Sacrifices or not, we’ve got to get the fuck out of here a bit rapid, otherwise we’re going to be in deep shit,” Brian said.

    For once, I totally agreed with him. I moved towards the iron gate and my lighter started to flicker again. I knew this gate led to the cemetery via the tunnel.

    “Come on. Let’s get out of here.” I pulled the gate open and we found ourselves in some sort of tunnel, very narrow and low. Tony and I had to crook our necks so we didn’t bash our heads on the jagged ceiling. Being six foot plus had its advantages, but not now. We moved slowly and I could hear faint voices all around me. Suddenly a fierce icy cold wind penetrated my body. The hairs on my body were tingling and standing to attention and it was only then that I noticed how cold I was. I turned round to the others.

    “Did you hear and feel that?”

    They looked at me, shaking their heads and indicating that they never. My mind was doing overtime now. That’s just how I felt when William Charles Bennett visited me. As we ventured deeper, it occurred to me that those in the church might use this tunnel. I stopped dead in my tracks.

    “What’s wrong, Ed?” the three of them asked simultaneously.

    “I feel uneasy. Suppose they are going to use the basement tonight and can’t get down because we blocked the door?”

    “So?” Tony barked. “That’s their problem.”

    “Wrong, Tony, it’s our problem if they decide to use this fucking tunnel to get into the basement.”

    “Oh shit!” screamed Brian. “We’ve got to go back and remove the iron bar from the door.”

    “You must be joking,” Tommy cried, looking at Brian in amazement.

    “Yeah, and we can use the bar to break open the gates to the cemetery,” I said, all excited.

    “Come on, let’s go for it, Ed.” Brian agreed, equally excited.

    We started back up the tunnel but as we approached the gate, there was this disgusting smell that hadn’t been there earlier.

    “What on earth is that pong?” Brian whispered.

    “I don’t know,” I said. “It smells like rotten meat.”

    “Right, it only needs one of us to get the bar. You got the lighter, Ed, so you go,” pleaded Tommy.

    I looked at Brian and Tony but I could tell from their expressions that I wasn’t going to get a volunteer out of them!

    “Great,” I moaned. “Looks like I haven’t got a choice, does it?”

    I walked back through the basement and crossed the floor to the archway. As I turned and looked behind me, there was something different about the room. I couldn’t place what it was right away but then it dawned on me; there was a coffin standing upright against the wall. Maybe we never noticed it when we came through. I turned round and crept up the stone stairs, dismissing what I’d just seen. As I reached the top, I flipped the lid on my lighter shut. Bloody hell, it’s dark. I could still see a faint ray of light coming through the doorframe. I crept up to the door, shaking uncontrollably and sweating. I reached out for the iron bar and, as I put my hand around the bar, there was a faint sound coming from the other side. I pressed my ear against the door, listening. A muffled voice whispered, “It’s nearly time, tell the others.”

    I gently lifted the bar away from the door. I was absolutely petrified about making a noise. I crept back down the stone stairs to the basement vault and stood in the archway, staring at the upright coffin, my arm outstretched, shining the lighter around. I quickly moved around the marble table towards the gate with one eye on the coffin. I pulled open the gate, shining my lighter into the tunnel and the flame started to flicker again, but this time there was no draught. I moved my arm around and noticed all three of them sitting on the tunnel floor.

    “You lot all right? I got the bar.” I said, all cockily.

    “Just about,” Tony sighed in relief.

    I shoved the bar towards Brian. “Take hold of that mate, your job is to smash us out,” I said, feeling confident that Brian was up for the task. “And come and look at this,” I motioned them towards the basement room. “Did any of you see that when we came in here earlier?” I pointed towards the coffin. No, was the unanimous reply.

    “Let’s have a look, shall we?” Brian said.

    Having the bar had obviously given Brian a great deal of courage. While we stood in front of the coffin, I told them what I had heard behind the door.

    “I think we should go now,” Tommy cried.

    “Shall we open it up, Tony?” Brian asked, ignoring him.

    “Why not? There’s probably nothing in it anyway,” I said unconvincingly.

    Brian grabbed the coffin lid and pulled it off. What came next was the biggest shock I’ve ever encountered in my life. There, right in front of my very eyes and lying in an upright position, consumed with rigor mortis, was the decaying body of a man.

    “Bloody hell,” Brian gasped.

    Tommy stood there; his eyes were staring, his face contorted with fear.

    “Can’t hurt you. He’s brown bread,” Tony grinned confidently.

    I think Tony laughed out of fear. I looked the body up and down and noticed that he had pyjamas on, his top was blood-stained.

    “Put the lid back,” Tommy pleaded.

    Brian obeyed, putting the lid back in place. Tony reckoned he must have been murdered and dumped down here. I must admit, I agreed with his conclusion. “Let’s get out of here and tell the old bill,” I said.

    We walked towards the gate, noting that the horrible smell had gone. That’s strange. As we walked back down the tunnel, we could hear noises behind us.

    “They’re in the basement,” I whispered. “Let’s get going a bit lively.”

    After what seemed like an age, we finally came across the iron gate that led into the cemetery. I stood in front of the gate and smiled to myself, as I knew we could get out.

    “It’s just a padlock and chain,” I laughed. “Go on, Brian. Smash it off.”

    He raised the iron bar and with his full force he hit the padlock. The heavy blow smashed the padlock open and we were out.

    We moved silently and quickly, trudging across the cemetery, looking for the way out and eventually came across a clearing.

    “I don’t believe this,” I shouted. “We’ve come back to the bloody church.”

    We dived back into the bushes, peering at the gloomy sight in front of us.

    “We must have got in from over there, Tony.”

    “I’m not so sure, Ed,” he replied.

    “You mean we’ve got to get round the church to get out?” Tommy said, horrified.

    “Yeah, it looks that way,” Brian sighed.

    This gets worse. No torch and the lighter was no good either, as it was now far too windy.

    “Let’s lay low till morning. It can’t be long now till it’s light,” Tony suggested.

    This sounded a good idea to me, so we all plotted up in the bushes and waited for daybreak.

    I lay there, puffing my Park Drive fag. It then occurred to me that we hadn’t heard the chiming of the bell since midnight. In fact, where was the bell? It wasn’t in the church we were in. And what about those voices and the feeling of an icy presence? Well, I knew in my heart were they came from.

    

    “Ed, come on. Let’s go.”

    Tony was shaking my arm as I had dozed off. I opened my eyes and the early summer sun was straining through the thick woodland onto my face. I knew it was over. We never did tell the police. In fact, we told no one what happened that night, because Tony reckoned we could have been arrested for trespassing, so we kept schtum.

    

    It was a few months later when Tony showed me the local newspaper.

    “Read this, Ed,” he cried, stuffing the paper under my nose. I sat down and started to read a story about how police had launched a murder hunt following a call to a South London cemetery. They had uncovered a satanic group practising black magic rituals in the crypt of a derelict church inside the grounds. In the crypt police discovered the body of a middle-aged man who had been severely dismembered. Human parts had also been found in metal bowls around a marble altar and the police had also discovered two dogs with their throats cut. A shiver went down my spine; the howling noise we heard must have been the dogs being killed. I put the paper down and stared at Tony.

    “We had a lucky escape, you know.”

    “Yeah,” he said, shaking his head in disbelief

    

    I’ve had a few lucky escapes in my time. Well, I used to think I was lucky, but I know different now. I went to Stamford Bridge with Brian and his elder brother David to watch my beloved Queens Park Rangers play against Chelsea. There was a very large crowd of about 38,000 and we were at the Chelsea end, or The Shed as it was called. It was only the second time I had seen Rangers since I first started to follow them; the last time was in 1967 at Wembley, with Brian and David. I was only eleven and QPR won the League Cup against West Bromwich Albion 3-2. If I had a fiver for every game I’ve seen since then, I would have a few quid in the bank now and be a lot less stressed.

    We stood on the terraces in The Shed, cheering our teams on respectively. We were about ten rows from the front and I was standing in front of the metal barriers resting my elbows on the top bar. Weird things; all over the terraces, like small goals. Out of the blue, Rodney Marsh scored a corker and half the stadium erupted with cheers and applause. The singing and chanting was electric; just like a tribal war song. I felt elated and started jumping up and down waving my arms. After a few seconds, however, I realised that I was the only one cheering. Not knowing the unwritten law of football proved to be a hard lesson to learn. A hand grabbed my shirt collar and tried to drag me over the barrier.

    “Fucking Rangers supporter,” he screamed. Brian’s brother, David, grabbed the guy’s hand.

    “Let him go, you prat,” he shouted. “He’s only a kid.”

    David was in his twenties and a bit of a lad; what happened next should have put me off going to football forever, but it never did. Straight from the kick off, Peter Osgood equalised and the guy let go of my shirt collar. The whole of The Shed erupted. Everyone was singing ‘Spirit in the Sky’, thousands of them; and then it happened. From the back of The Shed came a massive surge downwards; it was like a tidal wave of human bodies. I slipped and fell under the barrier. I was sitting on my backside, huddled up in a ball. I was so scared that I couldn’t move. I looked up and to my horror there were three guys and a girl pinned to the bars. I can still hear the screams to this day. Hundreds of supporters spilled onto the pitch. The referee stopped the game and all the players stood in the centre circle. There were bodies everywhere. I am still amazed that no one got killed. What astonished me even more was that, after everything settled down and a few supporters were treated for minor injuries and two were stretchered off to the hospital, the referee re-started the game. It ended in a one-all draw. Thank God for all-seater stadiums now. On reflection, I still haven’t got a clue why I slipped that afternoon. If I hadn’t, I probably would have been crushed to death. What comes to mind is karma, or my guardian angel, perhaps. They can see the whole picture.
  


  
    CHAPTER THREE
“Any post for me, Mr. Parkin?” I asked, excitedly.

    “Not today, son,” he replied.

    My excitement turned to gloom; this always happens to me.

    “Everything OK, Ed? You look miserable,” Tony asked, concerned.

    “No, not really,” I sighed. “My parents haven’t sent me any money again.”

    “Don’t worry. It’ll come tomorrow. Let’s go and play in the woods. Brian and Danny are waiting for us.”

    Half-heartedly I agreed and followed Tony out of the dormitory. As we approached the edge of the woods, Brian and Danny were gesturing us over.

    “Alright, Ed?” Danny asked while he swung to and fro inside a rubber tyre that hung on a thick rope attached to a branch at the top of the tree.

    “Yeah, I suppose so,” I sighed. Brian was sitting on the grass, legs stretched out, leaning back against the tree trunk.

    “I do like Sayers Croft; this is so cool, isn’t it Ed?” he said with a big grin on his face.

    Glad someone’s happy.

    “Yeah, it’s OK,” I said dejectedly.

    “Where is everyone, Danny?” Tony asked.

    “They’ve all gone to the local village fete,” he told him.

    “We might as well go and check it out,” Tony suggested.

    After a few deliberations, we agreed. Most of the objections came from me. I mean, I was skint; how boring was this going to be? As we approached the village green, I noticed Stephanie standing with Prince Charming, Nigel bloody Moorcroft! I remember the day I first met Stephanie at school, my God, what a beauty. I’d been in love with her ever since.

    “Alright, you bunch of losers?” smirked Nigel.

    How I hated that guy. What the hell Steph saw in him was beyond me. We just ignored him and walked into the fete.

    There were rows upon rows of stalls; all types of bric-a-brac, food and games like a mini fairground. It actually looked fun.

    “Come on! Let’s try and beat the keeper!” Brian yelled excitedly. As we approached the stall, I noticed a board displaying that it was 1’6 a go. Tony looked at me and winked; his out-stretched hand contained a ten bob note.

    “Go on, show ’em how it’s done, Ed,” he smiled.

    “Cheers, Tony, you’re a real pal.” At the time I didn’t know it, but this was going to be the highlight of my holiday. I turned round, waving the ten bob note at the stallholder and shouted, “I’ll have a go, mate!”

    Nigel pushed his way past everyone to the front of the queue.

    “Come on, Steph. I’ll show you who’s the best at football in this school,” he boasted loudly.

    I bet the stall holder thought Christmas had come early. The battle of Oliver Goldsmith Junior School got under way. Well, two boys’ pride and passion for the same girl, at least. Although, I was not quite sure the pride and passion was reciprocated; I knew she wouldn’t look twice at me. Mind you, she did take all the presents I bought her with my dinner money every day at school.

    “Four shots ya get,” snapped the stallholder. “Beat the keeper four times and you win this great big teddy bear.”

    Nigel smiled at her and yelled out loud, as cocky as you like, so that everyone in earshot heard his boast, “Good as yours, Steph, trust me, babe.”

    Big-headed sod. Unfortunately for Nigel, the keeper was mustard; he saved all four shots. I was really impressed with his agility.

    “I want another go,” he grunted.

    He handed over his money and proceeded to try his luck again, bang-bang-bang, all three in the net. He stood there with his hands on his hips looking round smiling as if waiting for applause. I looked at him and thought you really are a flash bastard. He put the ball on the grass and took two steps back and pulled the trigger. What a save!! The keeper got his fingertips on the ball and pushed it onto the post.

    “Oops!” Tony said, smiling.

    “Brilliant!” everyone shouted.

    “He moved,” screamed Nigel. “He bloody moved.”

    “Next,” gestured the stall handler.

    “Go on, Ed,” Tony whispered, “now’s your chance.”

    I walked up and handed the money to the stallholder. As I waited for my change, the keeper kept looking at me as though he knew me. But I’d never seen him before in my life. He winked while grinning at me.

    “Here you are son.” The stallholder pushed the change into the palm of my hand.

    I bent down, placing the ball on the ground. I thumped the ball with extreme venom. Unfortunately, I kicked the ground and the poxy ball at the same time. To my astonishment, I sent the keeper the wrong way and the ball trickled into the net. The second and third shots found the net as well. One shot from glory. I was actually shaking with anticipation. Putting the ball down, I glanced up and noticed that Nigel had his arm around Steph. The look in his eyes was frightening; the hatred directed towards me was unbelievable and it made me shiver even more. I was in such a two ’n’ eight that I just spanked the ball in hope. I was convinced I’d blown it. The ball appeared to be going wide and then suddenly it swerved violently, hitting the upright and rebounding into the net. All hell broke loose; everybody started jumping on me. It was fantastic! The stallholder came over with this rather large teddy bear.

    “Well done,” he said, handing me my prize.

    Tony chuckled. “That was some fluke, that last goal!”

    “Cor blimey, you’re not wrong there, Tony,” I laughed.

    Brian and Danny came rushing over; their faces creased with laughter.

    “Top quality, Ed. Did you see old Moorcroft’s face? What a sight! I wish I had a camera,” Danny shouted.

    As we walked back to the dormitory, I was carrying my prize over my shoulders when I heard Stephanie’s voice saying, “Lovely teddy, Ed’. Glancing over my shoulder, I could see her strolling behind us, all alone.

    “I can’t see Prince Charming anywhere,” I ventured.

    “He’s sulking. I left him at the fete with his mates,” she said, disappointedly.

    “Never mind, Steph. Tomorrow is another day,” Danny beamed.

    “What you doing with the teddy?” she asked, looking straight into my eyes. Those beautiful blue eyes were so inviting. I started to melt and my mouth went bone dry. For a second, just a second, I nearly gave her the teddy, and then I snapped out of it. “Danny’s sister,” I informed her. Danny’s sister, Lyn, is wheelchair-bound and a really sweet human being.

    “Oh,” she sort of sighed, looking dejected.

    The following week flew by uneventfully and we were soon on our way home. As the coach left Sayers Croft, everyone was tired and sat in silence. I sat on the coach and, shutting my eyes, I drifted off into a deep sleep.

    

    When I was fourteen, I was sick and tired of never having any money to go out with my friends. My parents never gave me any pocket money; whatever I wanted, I had to get myself. This had been the case ever since I can remember. Bob a job, washing cars, you name it, I did it.

    

    One Saturday morning I was strolling up Talford Road, knocking on all the doors. “Bob a job,” I yelled, as the occupants opened their doors. “No thanks,” was the unanimous reply. I approached the top of Talford Road feeling rather despondent. Last door, I said to myself. I looked around and saw a large house on the other side of the street. Looks a bit eerie. There were large trees and bushes obscuring the front door. Approaching the house, I noticed all the walls were covered in some sort of creeping plant. Opening the gate, I walked up the path to the front door and, even though it was a sunny day, I was standing in semi-darkness. All the trees and large ferns had blocked the daylight out. Creepy. I noticed there was no knocker, just some round thing sticking out of the door. I grabbed it and then pulled on it. Nothing happened so I twisted it to the right. It rang twice. I let go and took four paces back. The door slowly opened with a creak.

    I sheepishly muttered, “Bob a job?”

    The door flung open and standing there, smiling, was this really sweet old lady.

    “I’ve been waiting for you, young man,” she said.

    I was taken back a bit. Waiting for me?

    “What do you mean?” I asked.

    “It’s all right, sonny,” she said, with a smile. “I’ve been watching you knocking on the street doors and wondered if you would come to mine. I need my garden tidying up. Do you do gardens?” she asked, still smiling at me in a really friendly manner.

    “Of course I do, lady. I can turn my hand to anything within reason.” I remarked confidently.

    “Well, what’s your name?” she asked and I told her. “Well, Eddie, my name is Rose. Come in and I’ll show you the garden.”

    “OK, Rose that’s cool,” I replied. Following her into the house, there was this strange smell; not a nasty smell, in fact it was really nice and fragrant.

    As I followed Rose into the living room, the smell grew stronger and made my nostrils sting a bit. As I surveyed my surroundings, I noticed the room was full of candles and some funny oblong sort of sticks were smouldering everywhere.

    “What are those?” I enquired.

    “Incense sticks. Lovely smell, don’t you think Eddie?” she asked.

    “Yeah, not bad, not bad at all,” I said, agreeing with her. Looking around the room, I noticed that, in the corner by the French doors, there was a small, round table covered in a green cloth and two small chairs were neatly tucked under the table. Placed in the middle was a crystal ball and funny shaped cards. All the furniture in the room looked antique. The settee and armchairs were covered with multi-coloured cushions and throws. On the walls were strange-looking tribal masks. On the floor next to the open fire was a statue of a large Buddhist monk sitting with his arms crossed. The bookcase was rammed full with hundreds of books. As I looked around, I felt an inner peace settling inside. I can’t explain how great I felt just then. What a spectacular room. I just loved it.

    “Here we are,” Rose said, pushing open the French doors. I stood in amazement; the garden was huge. She tapped me on the shoulder and said quietly: “Don’t worry. I don’t expect you to do it all in one day.”

    Phew! Thank God for that. I was just beginning to wonder what the hell I had let myself in for.

    “All the tools are in the shed,” she said, handing me a key.

    I grafted all afternoon, cutting hedges and grass; the sweat was dripping off my brow like water from a tap. I felt completely knackered. I was weeding the top section of the garden near the shed when I noticed a large black cat, sitting under a bush, peering at me. As I got closer, the cat started to hiss and spit at me.

    “Don’t worry about Prince,” Rose’s voice came behind me. “He doesn’t like strangers. He’ll get used to you, though.” She smiled reassuringly. “Come on inside,” she gestured, “I’ve made some tea and sandwiches. You’ve done well today, Eddie.”

    “Thank you very much, Rose,” I said, feeling proud of my achievements. I sat down, munching on Rose’s delicious salmon and cucumber sarnies.

    “We should call it a day; you look tired, Eddie,” she said, in a concerned voice. She handed me a pound note. I was gobsmacked!

    “Thanks, Rose!” I said, cheerfully.

    “You’ve earned it.”

    I’ve never known anyone who smiled so much; she really was a nice lady.

    “Are you free tomorrow, Eddie?” she asked.

    “Yeah, absolutely,” I informed her.

    “Good. I’ll see you in the morning about nine. Is that OK?”

    “That’s fine with me. I’ll see you tomorrow then.”

    I left Rose’s and made my way home. The following day, I woke very early; the sun was shining through the window onto my face. How I loved the sun, and I leapt up, all excited. I couldn’t wait till nine. I got dressed and ran downstairs to the toilet.

    “Who’s up this bloody early?” came a growl from the bathroom.

    “It’s only me,” I informed my old man.

    “It’s Sunday morning,” he shouted. “What are you doing up so early?”

    I had to think calmly and quickly, knowing that the wrong answer would mean curtains for me. “Erm, I’m playing in a football tournament for the boys club.” It just came out. I tried to stop myself from mentioning the word football, but it was too late. I’d bloody gone and shot myself in the foot.

    “What have I told you about playing football, you little shit?” he screamed at me.

    The bathroom door came flying open; he stood there in his vest, half his face covered in shaving foam, waving his razor, his eyes glaring with rage.

    “Get back upstairs. You’re going nowhere,” he snarled.

    “But Dad, I promised.”

    The next thing I remember was a painful spank on the side of my face. I fell backwards, hitting my head on the door and landing on the floor. I looked up at him in terror. He stood over me and kicked my leg viciously.

    “Get up,” he shouted. “Get up or I’ll kick your fucking head in.”

    I lay their motionless, too scared to move. He pressed his foot onto my hand, squashing my fingers into the lino. I cried out in agony, begging him to stop.

    “Well, fucking get up then, you asshole,” he screamed in anger. “Get up, now!”

    I somehow raised myself up. He grabbed my ear, dragged me upstairs and opening my bedroom door, threw me in and to the floor. I was shaking like a leaf and I felt wet. He glared at me and then slammed the door shut. I lay there for quite a while sobbing. I felt disgusted with myself. I’d bloody done it again. I took my trousers and pants off and put them on the end of my bed. It was already nine o’clock and I was seriously depressed. I looked in the wardrobe mirror at my face, the bright red impression of his handprint glowing furiously. My cheekbone and my jaw were also very painful. I heard the sound of an engine starting up. I peered out of the window, watching him speed off on his moped. I quickly put on a clean pair of pants and jeans. Opening the bedroom door, I legged it down the stairs. Putting my hand on the front door handle, I was just about to leave the house.

    “Where do you think you’re going?” My mother.

    “Out,” I replied.

    “He’ll come looking for you if you’re not here when he gets back,” she informed me, reliably.

    “What time will he be back?”

    “About three for dinner.”

    “OK, I’ll be back by then,” I promised.

    I opened the front door and ran down the steps.

    “You’d better be,” she shouted after me. “Otherwise you’re for the high jump.”

    

    I was running like a mad dog up Talford Road.

    “Excuse me, you got the time, please?” I asked a woman as she walked towards me.

    She pointed to her watch. “Half past nine,” came her reply.

    “Cheers,” I muttered, running past her. Must get myself a watch one day. I opened Rose’s gate and stood on the pathway, catching my breath. I was just about to ring the doorbell when the front door slowly creaked open.

    “Morning, Eddie, oversleep, did we?” Rose asked, with a twinkle in her eye.

    “Yeah, sort of,” I replied.

    “Come in. I’ve just made a fresh pot.”

    We sat in the living room, sipping tea. She handed me a plate full of biscuits. “Take a couple,” she insisted.

    I gently picked up three chocolate biscuits, gulping them down.

    “Hungry, are you?” she said, putting the plate on the table in front of me. “Help yourself, Eddie.”

    I ate another couple of biscuits. The side of my face was still hurting; it was an effort chewing on the biscuits and it was obvious to Rose that I was in some discomfort.

    “You OK, Eddie?”

    “Yeah, just a bit sore.” I didn’t elaborate further.

    She looked at me, slightly concerned. I got up and walked into the garden, dismissing her concern. I stood on the patio staring down the garden. I noticed this figure bending down by the shed. She’s got someone else. I was only half an hour late. I turned round and mentioned the fact to Rose. She went as white as a sheet.

    “You can see him?” she gasped. “My God, Eddie, who are you?”

    “What do you mean, who am I? And yes, I can see him. I’m not blind,” I snapped, indicating to the guy near the shed.

    “Come inside, Eddie, and sit down,” she insisted.

    I walked into the house, glancing round the garden. Whoever he was had gone; vanished into thin air.

    “Where has he gone, Rose?” I asked, feeling quite unnerved by his sudden disappearance. I sat down on the sofa looking at Rose for an explanation.

    Now the conversation that followed should have been pretty heavy for a fourteen year old, but not this teenager.

    “Do you believe in ghosts?” Rose asked.

    “Not in ghosts actually, more like spirits or souls of the departed.” I replied.

    My answer shocked her; I could see that in her eyes. They never lie, the eyes.

    “Good grief!” she gasped. “Where did you learn that?”

    “My experiences and my nan,” I said, looking her in the eyes.

    “Do you know what a medium is?” she asked.

    “Not really,” I replied, shrugging my shoulders. “I’ve heard the word mentioned, but I don’t know what it means.”

    “Someone who can communicate with the dead,” she said. “Getting in touch with the other side.”

    Rose had my complete and utter attention.

    “Are you interested in spiritualism?” she asked, looking straight into my eyes, a twinkle still in her own.

    “Yeah, I suppose so. Why do you ask?” I was trying not to give away my fascination with the subject of the afterlife.

    “Because I am a medium. What you saw in the garden was a spirit of someone who died in this house years ago. He’s been visiting me on a regular basis and you are the only other one who has seen him. You must be susceptible to the spirit world, Eddie. Come over here and sit down.”

    She gestured to the small green table in the corner of the room. I duly obliged; how fascinating this all was. I plonked myself down on one of the small chairs, full of anticipation.

    “Don’t be frightened,” she said comfortingly. “There’s nothing to fear from the other side,”

    She sat there with her hands cupped around the crystal ball in some sort of trance. While I was interested in the subject matter, crystal balls were a bit alien to me. This is gonna be a right laugh, I thought, struggling to keep a straight face.

    “I call upon my spirit guardian, Red Cloud,” she commanded, staring into the crystal ball. The room was engulfed in eerie silence. Suddenly, she confirmed quietly and calmly, “I can feel him in the room.”

    This is better than digging the garden. My eyes were scanning the room, looking for something. What, I didn’t know.

    “Give me a sign, Red Cloud,” she ordered. The eerie silence was broken by the sound of Rose’s clock chiming twelve times. No way was it midday.

    “He’s here,” she insisted , “I can feel his presence.”

    I started to feel cold; the hairs on my arms stood up to attention and my flesh was covered in goose pimples. I instantly knew that something was in the room with us. The candles on the mantelpiece started flickering wildly, but I couldn’t feel a draught anywhere. The feeling I had then was one I had encountered many, many times before.

    “I’ve got a message for you, Eddie,” Rose said quietly. “He says don’t worry. You’ll be all right. Be positive and brave and everything will come to you in time. No matter where you are, he’ll be there to guide you till it’s your time.”

    “Who?” I asked, puzzled.

    The words from her lips were an immense shock.

    “William Charles Bennett,” she said softly, a gleam in her eyes.

    “What?” I gasped.

    “Yes Eddie, He’s your spirit guardian. He’s been watching over you since your childhood and will continue to do so into adulthood.”

    Even though you could have knocked me down with a feather, I think that deep in my heart I knew that anyway.

    

    My relationship with Rose lasted quiet a few years. I used to do odd jobs for her on a regular basis and on many occasions, we just sat and talked. I learned so much from that lady. We lost touch when she moved from London to the South coast due to ill health.
  


  
    CHAPTER FOUR
It was around the time of my fifteenth birthday when my friends and I started to hang out at a café in Maxted Road. Inside, there was a jukebox, pinball table and, the major attraction, a football table. It was brilliant! We used to try and meet every night from school but sometimes that was impossible for me. I always seemed to be doing something that would result in my father preventing me from going out. On one occasion, I was walking home from school carrying my school report. Not a good read, I’m afraid. He’s going to kill me. I’d never seen so much red ink. How on earth was I going to get out of this one? There was no way he was going to let me out tonight, if ever again. The rain was lashing down and I was getting soaked. There were puddles everywhere. That’s when it came to me. I’ll pretend I fell over and my report got ruined in the wet. I was rushing up to the house when I noticed Auntie Joyce on the other side of the street. She was not a relative of mine; she was Brian’s mum. This was my chance. If ever I deserved an Oscar, this was it. Just as she waved to me from under her brolly, I went flying. I hit the pavement, clutching my school report, which soon disintegrated in the puddles I landed in. However, I over-did the act a little and ended up breaking my wrist and spraining my ankle. Well, it was worth a try. Although I couldn’t play football on or off the table for two months, the report did get totally ruined. You know the saying what goes around comes around? Well believe me, it does. Not only did it go around, but it came back around and bit me on the arse!

    

    It was a bitter cold November night. I left the house to go up to the café to meet my friends. As I turned into Lyndhurst Way and crossed the street, I decided to walk up the side of the local girls’ school. There wasn’t a soul about and I thought that it was a bit strange not to see anyone walking the streets. I neared half way when I had a feeling that there was somebody behind me. Quickly glancing over my shoulder to reassure myself that no one was there, I carried on walking. The feeling wouldn’t go away though, and I felt very uneasy. Turning around and straining my eyes in the dark murky night for the umpteenth time, I caught a glimpse of a figure in a dark hat and long overcoat. He just stood there watching me. Uneasily, I turned and carried on walking towards a telephone box. I decided to stop and turn round again, this time lighting up a fag as I did. The figure was still there, but a hell of a lot closer than before. He just stood there, looking in my direction, his face hidden from view by the darkness and shadow of his hat. It was at this point I lost the plot.

    “Why are you following me?” I shouted at the top of my voice. He just stood there, motionless. I turned and moved quickly up the street, all I could hear were my footsteps and heavy breathing. I stopped dead in my tracks when I heard my name being called.

    “Eddieeeeee.”

    I felt a sudden icy breeze rush through me and a tingle all over my body. The sensation lasted for about sixty seconds. Looking over my shoulder, I realised he’d gone. I tried to convince myself that I’d been hallucinating. Then, approaching the café, I noticed a figure standing by another phone box, looking in the direction of the café. I pushed the door open and, out of the corner of my eye, I noticed that the phone box was empty. He must be waiting for a call, I tried to rationalise. In the late sixties, not everyone had a telephone, so we used to phone friends for a penny and they would ring us back. I entered the café and the usual crowd were inside: Danny, Tony, Brian, Lyn, Karen and Spud Murphy. Spud was the king on the football table and I was the knight. We both had many battles to gain superiority and, if I’m honest, he just about shaded it. And I do mean just!!

    I ordered a coke and a rock cake and sat down with my friends.

    “Ann’s been looking for you, Eddie,” Karen whispered in my ear.

    “Really? What for?” I asked excitedly.

    “She’s having a party Saturday night.”

    “Great!! Am I invited?”

    “Of course you are,” she smiled.

    I’d been trying so hard to date Ann. I knew she liked me, however, I’d got some serious competition from a boy at her school, and I felt I had no chance.

    “Is what’s-his-name going?” I asked.

    “Don’t think so. He’s on holiday with his parents,” Karen said. That’s a touch, I thought.

    “How’s the scoring going, Dan?” I asked, knowing I was behind anyway.

    “Spud’s six points clear at the moment, but you’ve got three games in hand, Eddie, and you got to play him twice this week,” he grinned.

    I got up and walked towards the window, peering out into darkness.

    “Who you looking for?” Karen asked.

    He was gone.

    “Oh, no one,” I muttered, shrugging my shoulders. “Six points, eh, Dan?” I grinned.

    “Yeah, that’s right, Ed,” Spud confirmed, confidence high after just beating Brian to go eight points clear. We’d been playing this league since the football season started and there was a long way to go yet. I was lying in second spot and had been there since the beginning. There are fourteen of us and we all chose our own teams, so West Ham were top and QPR were second. That, unfortunately, was the end result; such is life!

    After a couple hours of chatting and playing the jukebox, we called it a day and said our goodbyes. Turning into Lyndhurst Way, I was singing a record in my head that I had heard about ten times in the café, ‘My Sweet Lord’ by George Harrison. Halfway down Lyndhurst Way, I heard rapidly approaching footsteps behind me.

    “Eddie, wait up!” I stopped and turned round.

    “Hi, Al. haven’t seen you in ages, mate.”

    “Had a few probs to sort,” he said with a wink. “Know what I mean, Ed?”

    “Yeah, I suppose so.”

    Al was my cousin and about seven years older than me. He was also the local villain. I didn’t know it at the time, but my association with him over the next few years was going to land me in some serious trouble with the police, not to mention a spell in prison, although that path had yet to be taken.

    “Where you going?” he asked me.

    “Home,” I said, nervously.

    “OK, I’ll catch up with ya later, Ed.”

    He and a couple of other guys jumped over the girls’ school gate and vanished. I got home, went straight up to my bedroom and slid into bed with my clothes on, trying to keep warm. I lay in bed, thinking of Ann. I couldn’t wait until Saturday, even though deep in my heart I knew I never had a snowball’s chance in hell with her. Closing my eyes, I drifted off into my deep dark world…


    
      ***
    


    I was running flat out; I couldn’t run fast enough. I sped through the streets, zigzagging in and out of the houses. My heart was pounding and my lungs were ready to burst. I screamed for help but there was no one, nothing except darkness. He was gaining on me effortlessly; the sweat was rolling down my face, and my breathing was erratic. I approached a garden fence. I needed to stop and get my breath, but the fear kept me going. I was trembling as I climbed over the garden fence and ran up to the house. I noticed the lights were on and I shouted out for help but no one heard. I banged on the windows, screaming in blind panic but not a sound came from within. Then I saw his reflection in the windowpane. He was in the garden coming towards me. I turned and ran to a side gate. I pulled back the bolt and carried on running. I neared the end of the street and noticed an alleyway that ran up the back of all the gardens. I headed in the direction of the alleyway, legging it to the top. Approaching the last house, there was another fence. I jumped, straddling the fence; on the other side was a road. I turned and looked down the alleyway. In the darkness I could see him closing in on me. I was sure he was floating. And then came the hideous laugh. I was petrified. Shaking violently, I slipped and fell to the ground. Jumping up, I ran as fast as my legs could carry me. Glancing over my shoulder, I could practically feel his hot breath on my neck. Oh God, he’s going to get me, I cried. Gotta keep going; he mustn’t get me. I lost all sense of direction. I didn’t know where I was going. I just kept running like a hunted rabbit. My brain was bursting; my eyes were stinging as I tried to wipe the sweat away. I rounded the corner, and to my utmost horror, it was a dead end. I stopped in front of a row of garages; my face pressed up against the cold metal doors. Panting franticly, I tried to get my breath back. My chest was thumping hard and fast and I felt weak and sick. I stood there, fearing the worst, but not a sound came from behind me; just an eerie silence. After a few minutes had lapsed, my breathing and heart rate returned to normal. A sense of triumph came over me. He’s gone, I thought. I’ve outrun him. Turning to face the road, I froze with fear, for there he stood, with no face under his hood, only two glaring eyes peering out from the shadows. I found myself gazing deep into his mesmerising glare. I tried to speak. My throat closed up. I could only stare in horror. I tried to run but I was rooted to the spot. He raised his right arm and with long and pointed fingers his outstretched hand grabbed my throat and squeezed tightly…


    
      ***
    


    I jerked upright like a puppet being pulled by its strings. It was dark, very dark, and I was shaking and sweating profusely. As my eyes started to get accustomed to the darkness, I could just make out a figure in the corner of my room. I jumped up and switched on the light; flooded in brightness, I could clearly see my wardrobe, positioned in the corner of my room, where it always is. Yet another nightmare. I sat huddled on my bed till daylight, too petrified to go back to sleep in case he was waiting, waiting for me again…

    

    It was a damp and chilly Saturday morning; the sky was full of grey clouds. Rain later. Approaching Rose’s house, I noticed the front door was open.

    “Hi Eddie,” a voice spoke softly from behind the rhododendron bushes. “You OK, boy?”

    “Yes thanks, Rose, Do you need a hand?” I asked.

    “No, it’s OK. I’ve just about finished.” Rose stood up and gasped. “Getting a bit long in the tooth for weeding on my knees,” she laughed. “Come on in. I’ll put the kettle on.”

    On entering the house, I noticed Prince curled up asleep on the top tread of the stairs. He lifted his head, gave me a glance and went back to sleep.

    “Sit down.” Rose motioned toward the settee, as she disappeared into the kitchen. I sat there staring out of the French windows into the garden deep in thought.


    
      ***
    


    I was lying in bed feeling a bit groggy.

    “Sit up, Eddie. You’ve got visitors,” the nurse whispered as she puffed up my pillows. My aunts and uncles came into the ward and started to make a fuss over me. Why are they here? They had never shown any interest in me before and, to be quite honest, I didn’t even know their names. This was extremely bizarre. The only consolation was that they filled up a jug with a lot of half crowns. Blimey, I’m rich. There must be at least seven pounds in the jug. After boring the life out of me they left, waving goodbye.

    “Who were that lot?” the nurse asked.

    “Well, I think they’re my aunts and uncles. I only see them at Christmas and that’s just for half an hour,” I replied with a shrug.

    Having your tonsils out is very profitable, it would seem. I left hospital, arriving home by cab with my mother. Not one of my brothers or sisters was pleased to see me. I was in the front room unpacking my bag when I dropped the jug. Frantically, I gathered all the coins and put them back.

    I was trying to hide my stash when all of a sudden I heard, “What you got there boy?” My heart sank so deep, I felt like crying.

    “My present for being in hospital,” I replied, knowing what was coming next.

    “I’ll take that,” and the jug was wrenched out of my grasp. “You’ll lose it,” he said. “I’ll look after this for you.”

    My brothers and sisters laughed as he left the room with my money. I sat there, depressed and miserable, tears in my eyes. I never did see my seven pounds again. How I hated that man. I wanted to run away and never come back.


    
      ***
    


    Rose entered the front room carrying a tray.

    “Here we are, Eddie. Nice cup of tea,” she smiled. “You look worried and tired, my boy. What’s wrong, problems at home?”

    “Well err, yes and no. I mean, there’s always problems at home, but that’s not the reason why I’m worried. You see, it’s this bloke who’s been following me and the nightmares.” I sighed.

    “Start at the beginning and tell me everything,” Rose said.

    So I explained about the figure in the dark overcoat and the nightmares. Then I told her how I felt towards my family. “I don’t belong with them. I am completely the opposite to all of them. I don’t like any of them. I feel as if, somewhere, a big mistake has happened and that I was meant to be elsewhere. I just don’t understand this feeling I have deep inside that I’ve made a terrible mistake and I can’t wait to escape.”

    Rose just stared at me with her mouth open, looking shocked. “The last time you were here you had a message from Red Cloud.”

    “Yeah, that’s right. From William Charles Bennett,” I replied.

    “Something else happened that day; something I never told you. In the room was another presence, one that was very angry and full of hatred. He was looking for you. Does the name Terry mean anything to you, Eddie?”

    “No, not at all, In fact, I don’t know anyone with that name.”

    “I got the impression he’s been looking for you for a long time,” Rose said.

    “You’re frightening me, Rose. I don’t understand why someone I don’t know wishes me harm, especially a spirit.”

    “I’m sorry, I don’t mean to scare you, but I must explain what I think is going on, Eddie. I know you’re young, but your soul is not. You have many lives under your belt. You really are an old head on a young body, so to speak. That’s why you’re susceptible to visits from the spirit realm, especially during sleep. Somewhere in a past life you knew this Terry. You might have caused him great harm or prevented him from achieving something. I believe that through you he can manifest himself, hence the figure following you, Eddie. The same applies to your nightmares. He’s waiting for your soul to get lost and enter the wrong plane while it’s astral travelling, which I’m glad to say doesn’t happen that often. And the feeling you have about your family could well be that your soul picked the wrong host by mistake upon his return to the material world.”

    I sat there in silence, thinking over what Rose had just told me. It was a lot to take in but even though I was not yet fifteen, I knew in my heart that she was somewhere near the truth.

    “Eddie, I will find out who this Terry is and what he wants from you, but not today. Tomorrow will be a good day to get in touch with him.”

    “Shall I come tomorrow, Rose?” I asked nervously.

    “No, it would be best if you were not present. Come and see me on Monday afternoon, Eddie,” Rose said, with a comforting smile.

    “OK, Rose, I’ll see you on Monday.”

    

    I left Rose’s and headed down Talford Road. Nearing the bottom, something hit me between my shoulders. I turned round rather sharpish and noticed a football bouncing up and down close by. It eventually ended up under a Ford Zodiac. I stood there, scanning the street, but there wasn’t anyone about. Nobody came along to claim the ball. It must have come over from one of the gardens, I reasoned. I waited a few minutes to see if anyone came looking for his or her ball. I lit a fag and waited a little longer, nothing happened, so I knelt down and looked under the car. I was shocked to find that the ball had vanished! I checked under all the parked cars and there was no trace of it anywhere. I looked up at the dark murky sky, registering the thought that I needed to hurry before it rained. Suddenly, the clouds opened up and it started bucketing it down. All traces of the ball in my mind vanished as I started to run towards where I lived. I hated the rain with a vengeance. Squish squash came the sound from my pumps as I approached the back gate. Bloody feet are soaked again, I muttered to myself. I opened the gate and entered the garden, running towards the back door. Once inside, I quickly removed my pumps. I was squeezing the water out of them when the bloody lino from inside the shoes fell out into the sink.

    “Look what Mum and Dad bought us,” I heard from behind me. I turned round to see them showing off their new pumps. My brothers and sisters had this horrible smirk on their faces.

    “Couldn’t get your size,” my mother shouted from the living room. “I’ll have to cut some more lino for yours,” she bellowed, like it was a major chore.

    I walked into the living room, sticking my pumps and socks in front of the open fire. “Can I put the telly on?” I asked.

    “No you can’t. Your father will be home soon.”

    I sat and watched the steam rise from my pumps; the fire was spitting loads of charcoal all over them. Then it hit me; Ann’s party was tonight and I had completely forgotten. How could I? I jumped up and ran upstairs to my bedroom. I had just started to rummage through my wardrobe to see what I could wear when I heard him pull up on his moped. I heard the key turn in the lock and then he was in. I stopped what I was doing and sat on the bed in silence, listening.

    “Where is he?” came a thunderous scream from downstairs.

    I was shaking and tried to wrack my brains for what I could have done wrong this time. But I couldn’t think of anything. I heard heavy footsteps bounding up the stairs. Suddenly the door flung open so fast that it nearly came off its hinges.

    “How many times have I told you not to put your bloody footwear in front of the fire?” With that, he threw my pumps straight into my face. The force of the impact knocked me off the bed and I clutched my face as I lay on the floor.

    “Get up,” he blasted. “Get up now, do you hear me, boy?”

    I slowly raised myself to my feet. My legs were shaking violently. I glanced in the wardrobe mirror and saw that my nose was bleeding; it had run under my chin and onto my shirt. I also had a small cut under my left eye.

    As he advanced towards me in silence, I put both my hands up and covered my face while cowering in the corner.

    “Put your hands down and take it like a man,” he shouted.

    I couldn’t move. I was petrified. I actually froze solid with fear and I started to pee myself. I tried so hard not to do it again, but I couldn’t stop myself.

    “You pathetic, dirty excuse for a man,” he yelled. “You’re no fucking son of mine.” He punched my head and his blow landed on my fingers. The pain shot into my wrist. “Just looking at you makes me physically sick. You disgust me.” He turned around and slammed the bedroom door shut.

    As I slowly regained my senses, the fear started to leave my body. My hand was throbbing and I couldn’t move my little finger. I must get to the bathroom. On opening my bedroom door I heard giggling and laughing on the landing outside. I pulled the door open quickly to see who was there. I heard footsteps running downstairs, followed by more giggling. I walked across the landing, down a short flight of stairs to the bathroom and locked myself in.

    

    While running a bath, I stood in front of the mirror cleaning the blood off my nose and face. The mirror’s grim reflection returned my questioning gaze; my face was miserable and wracked with hatred. This can’t go on. They all hate me. The first opportunity I get, I’m out of here. I didn’t know it at the time, but that day was not very far away. I climbed into the bath and lay there soaking as the smell of pee disappeared. Ever since I could remember, he’d hated me. Nan was right about what she told me. He only needed the slightest reason to thrash me. I remembered what he did to my hamster.


    
      ***
    


    When I think back to that horrible day it makes me feel sick. I used to let him out of the cage for some exercise in the kitchen. I was in the garden playing when I heard my mother and father arguing. He came out into the garden waving his vest.

    “Your bloody mouse has done a crap on your mother’s ironing,” he shouted. He went back inside and a few moments later he emerged, carrying my hamster cage. He walked into the middle of the garden and emptied the contents on the floor. Hammy legged it around the garden, while I stood there, shocked. What happened next was horrendous. Next door’s cat jumped off the wall and chased Hammy around the garden, digging his claws into him. I picked up stones and threw them at the cat, but the sod wouldn’t leave Hammy alone. After a while, Hammy stopped running and just lay there. The cat was moving his body from paw to paw but then, seconds later, the cat gave up and left Hammy alone. I walked over to my hamster, crying and in a state of shock. Hammy was covered in cuts, but he was still breathing.

    “He’s still alive!” I cried. “Someone help him, please,” I begged.

    My father walked over to us, swearing. He picked Hammy up by the tail and then, to my horror, he flushed him down the outside toilet.

    “That’s the fucking last pet you have. Do you understand, boy?” he snarled.


    
      ***
    


    I climbed out the bath and put a towel around me. That’s better. I’ve cleaned him off me. I brushed my teeth, dried myself down and went back to my bedroom; I sat on the bed reading my Shoot! Magazine. There were stories on Brazil, with a big write-up on why they were favourites for this year’s World Cup. Fantastic team. How can you lose with players like Pele, Jairzinho, Rivelino and Carlos Alberto in your team? Even World Cup winners England had no chance!!! As I turned to the next page, there was an article on my heroes Stan Bowles and Rodney Marsh. I had just started to read the article when there was a crack on my bedroom window. I jumped up and, peering through the pane, I saw Tony and Brian across the street. I pulled up the bottom sash and hung out the window.

    “We’re meeting in an hour, Ed,” Tony said.

    “OK, I’ll see you at the café,” I said in a low voice. I promptly shut the window and tucked my magazine under my mattress, out of sight. What shall I wear? Well, it was a toss up between my Levis and my cream ‘stay-pressed’. That’s all I possessed and I only had one decent shirt; my pink Ben Sherman. I bought those items of clothing with my earnings from doing bob-a-job work during the summer. I decided on my Levis and half-inch braces, with the Ben Sherman shirt. I got dressed and covered myself in Brut aftershave and then stood rooted to the spot as my face beamed like a red tomato. After a few seconds, the stinging abated. In my excitement, I had forgotten about the cut on my face, Man that brought tears to my eyes.

    Right, soggy pumps or school shoes? Either way, they both had lino in them, but at least my shoes were dry. I wished I had a pair of squires or brogues like all my mates had. I must get a Saturday job as soon as possible, I said to myself. Now all that remained to be done was to get out of the house, although this was easier said than done. I crept down the stairs to the front door. I could hear the noise of the telly coming up through the floor. They were all watching Morecambe and Wise. I opened the front door and closed it very gently, so as not to make a sound. I was walking down the stairs to the street when the curtain was drawn back. Bloody hell. He’s like a security guard.

    “Where you going?” he shouted, tapping the window. I pointed across the street. “I’m just going to see Brian, OK, Dad?” I cringed when I said that word ‘dad’!

    “I want you in by ten,” he shouted. “If you’re five minutes late, I’ll string you up.”

    “Yeah, alright,” I said half-heartedly. I strolled in the direction of Brian’s house and, as soon I was out of sight, I doubled back and headed towards the café. As I got halfway, I turned round and looked down Lyndhurst Way. He’s not there. Great! As I carried on walking, my feet were starting to get damp. Even though it had stopped raining, the floor was still wet. The surface rain was seeping through the lino into the soles of my shoes. I approached the café, and could just make out a few figures standing about outside. When I got closer I realised it was Tony, Brian, Karen and Lyn.

    “The café’s shut,” Tony yelled to me, pointing at the sign on the door.

    “Alright, Karen?” I smiled, as I reached the group.

    “Yeah, fine thanks, Ed,” she replied.

    “Anyone got two pence on them so I can phone Anne?” Karen asked.

    I put my hand in my pocket and handed Karen four pence.

    “Cheers, Ed. I’ll just go and give her a bell.” She crossed the street and entered the phone box.

    “How’s your day been, Eddie?” asked Lyn.

    You wouldn’t believe me even if I told you.

    “OK. Nothing interesting though, bit boring as it happens,” I lied.

    Karen emerged from the phone box. “Party’s off, guys,” she sighed. “Ann’s mum is unwell and she’s not going to the theatre tonight. She’s meeting us in the Wimpy in twenty minutes. Is that OK?”

    “Yeah,” Tony said. “That’s cool.”

    “I fancy Wimpy and chips,” Brian beamed.

    “Sounds good to me,” I said, with a broad grin on my mush.

    As we walked down Rye Lane, towards the Wimpy, I noticed this figure standing under the railway bridge on the other side of the street, lurking in the shadows. Oh God. It’s him. He just stood there, like a statue, staring at me, I felt an icy chill go right through me and I started to shiver.

    “Tony?” I asked nervously. “Do you know that geezer standing under the bridge over there?”

    “Oh, very funny, Eddie,” he chuckled.

    “What’s so funny?” I asked.

    “Leave it out, Ed. There’s nobody there!”

    My heart sank. I could see him but no one else could. I rubbed my eyes and looked again. He was gone. As we entered the Wimpy, Ann was already sitting down drinking coffee.

    “Hi guys,” she shrieked. Leaning over the table, she put her arms around my neck and gave me a big kiss on the cheek. Oh man, that felt beautiful. We all sat down and ordered coffee with our Wimpy and chips. Well, except for me. I just had coffee.

    “Not eating, Ed?” they asked.

    “No. Not hungry as it happens,” I muttered.

    No money was more like it. Bloody starving, I was. I’d had no dinner due to that bloke giving me a beating over a pair of wet pumps.

    

    We sat in the Wimpy, chatting away, laughing and giggling, telling each other jokes. I was so happy and thrilled to be with my friends. All my troubles just vanished to the back of my mind and were temporarily buried.

    “How did you cut your eye? Looks a bit sore, Eddie” Ann asked, all concerned, as she leant over and gently kissed me below my left eye. That’s the second time Ann has kissed me tonight. Keep it up girl.

    “Oh, I got hit in the face by a branch when I was gardening at Rose’s.” I hated lying to Ann, but I couldn’t tell her the truth about my family life. All of them had great parents; kind, caring and loving. I didn’t want to be the odd one out. If the truth was known, I was really jealous!

    “What time is it, Tony?” asked Karen.

    He looked at his watch. “Half nine,” came his reply.

    “I’ve got to be in at ten, guys.”

    “So have I,” Ann said.

    “Yeah, and me,” Lyn sighed.

    After a short debate between the lads and me, we decided to call it a night, much to my relief. We all got up and headed towards the exit. Outside, I asked Ann if she would like me to walk her home. She smiled.

    “That would be nice, Ed,” she said.

    We all said our farewells and walked in the opposite directions. I had half an hour to walk Ann home and get in myself. It was going to be tight but I should just about do it. The two of us strolled down Rye Lane and crossed into Park Road. As we walked past the back entrance to Rye Lane market, Ann linked arms with me. We walked down Park Road, arm in arm in a comfortable silence. I felt ten feet tall and so proud; my heart was pounding and the feeling I had in my stomach was something I had never ever experienced before. A bead of sweat ran down my temple. What’s happening to me? My mouth was dry and I started to tremble with excitement.

    “Nearly there,” Ann said. She stopped dead in her tracks and turned to face me; her eyes sparkling in the moonlight. She broke the link and put her arms around my neck. Then it happened; my first kiss was seconds away. Ann gently tilted her head and kissed me. I responded passionately and we stood embraced for what seemed like an eternity. She put her tongue into my mouth. Her kisses sent a chill down my spine and absolutely bloody blew me away. This is heaven. She pulled away gently and gave me a peck on my cheek.

    “You smell gorgeous, Eddie,” she whispered. I took a deep breath before responding.

    “And so do you, Ann,” I said, feeling light-headed.

    “See you later, Ed. I must go now. I promised I wouldn’t be late.” She blew me a kiss and turned to run to her house. I stood there, shell-shocked, and watched her disappear into her front garden. My mind was buzzing and I had a grin as big as a Cheshire cat on my mush. Shit! What was the time? I started to run towards Lyndhurst Way. Come on, faster, I goaded myself on. I was flat out when I reached my turning. As I ran round the front of the house, I could see that there were no lights on. Oh shit! On reaching the back gate, I noticed a glimmer of light in the kitchen. Thank God someone’s up. I put my hand on the back door handle and turned it. To my utmost relief, it opened. My mother was sitting by a candle, watching a pot boil on the gas stove.

    “You’re late again. Every time you go out, you’re always bloody late.”

    “Sorry, I missed the bus, Mum.”

    “I saved you a bit of dinner. It’s in the fridge.”

    “Cheers,” I said.

    “Lock the door, will you?” she muttered.

    I locked the back door and, while I was sliding the top bolt across, I heard him walk into the kitchen.

    “Still not on, is it? Bloody third power cut this month. I see you managed to get home,” he barked aggressively.

    “Yeah,” I replied quietly. I opened the fridge door and reached in for the dinner plate that was covered with salad and a boiled egg. I groaned to myself and promptly sat down and scoffed the lot.

    After I washed and dried my plate, I asked for a candle but was reliably informed that there were none spare. I bet that lot upstairs have got candles, I thought to myself, as I climbed the stairs in total darkness. My arms were outstretched while I blindly felt my way up towards the top of the house. Halfway up the second flight, I noticed that there were faint lights coming from under both the bedroom doors. I bloody knew it! Tiptoeing past their bedrooms, I could hear whispering and faint noises and then one of the doors opened and a head appeared.

    “What are you creeping about for?” she snapped, peering through the gap in the door. My sister was a complete plum.

    “Are you serious, you bloody idiot! I can’t see fuck all. That’s why I’m creeping about, you dickhead.”

    With that response she shut the door and I was plunged into darkness again. Halfway up the third flight, I tripped up the step and went flying forwards and my chin smashed down onto the banister handrail. Sod this. I’ll have to take a chance. I reached into my pocket and retrieved my petrol lighter. In an instant, the stairs were flooded with light. I quickly ran up to my bedroom. Once inside and sitting on my bed I snapped the lighter shut. He’s like a bloodhound. If he smells the petrol lighter, I’ve seriously had it. I cringed at the thought. I sat there freezing my nuts off! Only one fire in the house and that was downstairs in the living room; everywhere else was at the mercy of Jack Frost! I climbed into bed with my clothes on and drifted off to sleep, thinking of Ann.

    

    I suddenly awoke to a rustling noise in my bedroom. I was trying to focus my eyes on the direction of the noise, as I was aware of a presence in the room. Without warning, an immense pressure was put upon my chest.

    “Where is it, you bastard?” my dad screamed, maniacally.

    He put his hand around my throat and pressed down on my chest with his knee.

    “Whhhhat?” I cried.

    “You know very well what.”

    “I don’t, honest,” I gasped.

    “I can smell petrol on the stairs, you fucking liar.”

    His grip around my throat tightened and his breath stunk of booze as he dribbled onto my face. He’s been at the whisky again. God help me!

    “Tell me where it is,” he shouted angrily.

    He shook my neck violently. I couldn’t breathe properly, let alone answer him.

    “Answer me, you little shit or I’ll kill you, do ya hear me?”

    I was just about to pass out when my bedroom door flung open. All I could see were four candles sparkling in the dark.

    “What are you doing, Dad?” I heard and he let go his grip to turn around.

    “Nothing for you lot to worry about,” he said, in a soft caring voice. He pushed himself upright and walked towards the door. A sudden surge of air hit my lungs and I sat bolt upright coughing and spluttering, struggling to get my breath. I felt light-headed and sick. He ushered my brothers and sisters out of the room, shutting my bedroom door. That was the closest he’s come to killing me. I had to get away from him and this house before he did. I sat there crying and shaking; my throat was dry and sore. I curled up into a ball and lay there until morning. I must have dropped off to sleep at some stage because the church bells ringing in the distance awoke me. As I sat up and peered through the windowpane, I noticed the ground was white and icy and the cars were covered in snow. More wet feet. This just gets better by the day. I sighed. I crept down to the bathroom, had a wash and brushed my teeth. As I was looking in the mirror, I noticed the bruises on my throat. I must cover them up or everyone will know. I went back to my room and started to look for something to wear. This will have to do. I had no choice, as I pulled over my head the hideous white Val Doonican roll-neck jumper with orange and yellow zigzags. I looked like a piece of seaside rock. I finished dressing and picked up my pumps. Dry, at last. I quietly descended the stairs to the kitchen. No one’s up yet? Thank God! I opened the drawer and took out two plastic carrier bags. I put one on each foot, tucked them into my socks and quickly put my pumps on. I opened the bread bin and took out two slices of bread. Then I opened the fridge and broke off a lump of cheese and stuffed the lot in my pocket. I put my hand on the back door handle, whilst with the other I turned the key in the lock. Nothing happened and then I realised it was already unlocked. I froze with fear. Someone was up and in the garden. As I opened the back door, there was a thud and splosh as a snowball hit the door.

    “Nearly got you,” he laughed. “Are you OK, Eddie?” he asked me.

    My younger brother was playing in the snow. He had actually built a snowman and it was pretty good.

    “Yeah, not too bad.”

    “Did he hurt you a lot?” he asked.

    “Yeah, I suppose so. Have you seen my tennis ball?”

    “It’s over there, Ed,” he pointed.

    “Cheers. See you later,” I closed the gate behind me. I was strolling around the streets in the snow. I glanced at the church clock. It’s only half past eight; no one will be out yet. I headed towards the sandpit, entering through the gate. There was not a soul in sight. I cleared the snow and sat on the wall, eating my bread and cheese, thinking that I didn’t care if I was alone. At least I’m safe from him, that’s all that matters. After I had finished my grub, I lit a fag up, even though all my fags were squashed from last night’s attack. I should have taken them out of my jeans pocket before I jumped in bed. I sat there, rolling the fag gently between my fingers trying to straighten it out as I smoked it. The silence was broken by a large van spluttering along as it tried to cope with the damp, cold weather. The van ground to a halt outside the sandpit gates and out jumped this guy wearing a cap and a green coat with a roll-up hanging from his lip. He walked to the back of the van and pulled the shutters up and, as he did so, he glanced over and winked at me. I smiled back.

    “Wanna earn a few shillings, lad?” he shouted.

    “Doing what?” I asked.

    “Come over here and I’ll show you.”

    I didn’t know it at the time, but this guy was going to be my saviour.

    “My name’s Laurie,” he smiled.

    “Eddie’s my name,” I said.

    I looked into the back of the van. There were rows and rows of basket-type shelves, with apples, oranges, pears and every vegetable you could think of, along with sacks and sacks of potatoes.

    “I deliver fruit and veg on Sundays. I start at nine and finish about lunchtime. Do you wanna give me a hand?”

    “Yeah, I’d love to, Laurie.”

    “Great. Sack of spuds to number nine, then.”

    I picked up a bag and delivered it to number nine, along with some carrots, cabbages, onions and parsnips. This went on all morning, until the van was empty.

    “Bloody good grafter, you are son,” he remarked as he handed me two one-pound notes. “What do you do on Saturdays, Eddie boy?”

    “Play football with my friends. Why?”

    “I could do with a lad of your calibre. Do you fancy a Saturday job?”

    I didn’t even hesitate; my reply was a resounding yes.

    “Good lad! My fruit and veg shop is in Rye Lane market. Be there Saturday at six in the morning, OK?”

    “Absolutely,” I said, all excited.

    Laurie dropped me off in Lyndhurst Way. It was half past one. After school tomorrow I’m going to buy myself a watch before I go round to see Rose. I’m going to need one now, I grinned to myself.

    

    I don’t mention much about my school days; they’re best forgotten really. I hated school. My reports were bad, well, I really mean atrocious. I would get marked down in everything except religious education, wood-metal work and physical education. Everything else was a red-inked E-grade! I wanted to tell someone, anyone, how my violent father beat and abused me, but I was too scared. I couldn’t concentrate on my lessons. To be honest, all I was interested in was survival. Ever since I can remember, it was me against the world. Even to this day, I have nobody to turn to when in need. The words you’re big enough and ugly enough to sort your own problems out still echo in my ears from when I was a young boy.

    

    As I approached the back gate, I could hear his drunken ravings in the kitchen. I was tired and hungry. I stood there for a few moments and then decided not to go in. Instead, I walked round the front and headed towards Brian’s house. As I knocked on the front door, I could hear Match of the Day on their television. The power-cut must be over, I thought. Auntie Joyce opened the door.

    “Hello, Eddie,” she smiled. “Come in. They’re watching the football. Brian, it’s Ed,” she shouted over the roar of the match. As I walked in the front room, the pair of them were stretched out on the sofa.

    “All right, son? Sit down.” Dave pointed to the chair.

    “Just started, Ed. Chelsea v West Ham,” Brian informed me.

    “Great,” I said. I disappeared into the sofa. So soft and comfortable. Joyce walked in.

    “Ten minutes,” she beamed. “Then I’ll dish up. Do ya want a bit of dinner, Eddie?” she asked with a smile. “There’s plenty to go round.”

    “Of course he will, Mum,” was the response from the both of them.

    “Yes please, Auntie Joyce. If that’s OK,” I replied eagerly.

    “Where the hell did you get that jumper from, Eddie?” Dave laughed hysterically, shaking his head in disbelief.

    “And what’s that sticking out of your socks?” he roared.

    “It’s all I’ve got to keep me warm. The plastic bags keep my feet dry.” With that remark, Dave got up and pulled my pumps off. “Bloody hell, Ed. How long have you been walking about in those?” he asked sympathetically.

    “About a year, maybe more,” I mumbled in total embarrassment.

    “Take them off, Ed,” Dave ordered.

    I did what I was told and took the bags off my feet. I must admit to really liking David. Good as gold, that guy; always looked out for me.

    “Mum, can you bring in that bag of clothes under the stairs, please?” David asked. Brian stared at me, quite shocked; his eyes were full of sadness. He didn’t say a word. He just sat there watching the show. Joyce entered the room carrying a large bag.

    “Have a look at this, Mum,” Dave held my pumps aloft with his fingertips.

    “Good God. Lino over the holes?” she looked at me with a tear in her eye as she opened the bag. Dave stuck his hand in the bag and pulled out a pair of pumps.

    “Try these on, Ed,” he handed me the pumps. I slipped my feet into them. “Blimey, they fit,” I said, all excited. “Thanks, Dave.” Meanwhile, Dave proceeded to pull out three jumpers and two Ben Sherman’s.

    I gasped. “Are these for me as well, Dave?”

    “I’ve got something else you can have as well, Ed.”

    He ran upstairs and came straight back down with an overcoat. “I’ve just bought a new one and a lot of other new clothes. Mum was going to give them to the Oxfam shop in Rye Lane,” he said with a caring smile. “Stand up then, Eddie. Let’s see if it fits,” Dave beamed. “That’s my good deed done for today.” I looked over at Brian; he had a smile on his face as he winked at me.

    “Right, Ed, All you need to do now is to get rid of that gross jumper,” Dave said. He handed me a black Lacoste jumper with a crocodile motif on the front. In my excitement and eagerness, I completely forgot about my throat. I pulled my jumper over my head and it wasn’t until I was pulling my arms through the jumper that I realised my mistake. Dave and his mum stood staring at me with their mouths open.

    “Who the hell did that to you?” David blasted angrily.

    “Put your jumper back on, Ed, Auntie Joyce demanded. “This one wouldn’t hide that.”

    Brian got up and had a look at my throat.

    “Your old man did that, didn’t he, Ed? The cut on your eye, and your swollen face, that wasn’t done in Rose’s garden, was it? And all the other times over the years? The split nose and stitches to the head? What’s going on, Eddie?”

    “How long has this been going on,” David said. He screwed his face in anger and disbelief. I stood there in silence, all confused. I can’t tell them anything. The consequences would be catastrophic.

    “My brother jumped on my back. I was mucking about, giving him a piggyback and he squeezed his arms too tight around my neck. That’s all, honest!” I said. I shrugged my shoulders and sat back down, staring at the telly. Joyce left the room and returned with some cutlery and plates and laid them on the table.

    “Sit down, boys. Dinner’s ready.” We sat there, waiting in silence. You could have cut the atmosphere with a knife.

    “Sorry for what I said about your old man,” Brian said.

    “That’s OK, Brian. Forget it.”

    “Yeah, we got a bit paranoid for a minute,” Dave laughed.

    “Sorry about the match on telly,” I said, apologetically.

    “Didn’t miss much, anyway. I was at Stamford Bridge yesterday and the Hammers beat us 1-0,” Dave said in disgust.

    Was I glad that was over? I must be more careful in the future.

    

    Joyce brought in the Sunday roast with all the trimmings and thick gravy. We all started to tuck in. I was starving and emptied my plate before you could say Jack Robinson. During dinner, I told them about my new Saturday job in the market.

    “I know Laurie,” Joyce mentioned. “Nice fella, he is. You’ll be alright working there.” She then looked at Brian and pointed out that maybe I could get him in there later on. He didn’t look too enthusiastic about the idea as he raised his eyebrows and nodded his head.

    

    After dinner, which I must hasten to add included suet pudding and custard, we sat stuffed watching The Golden Shot with Bob Monkhouse and the sexy Ann Aston on the box. Halfway through the show, I felt my eyelids getting heavier and heavier and then I was gone. I wanted to stay awake to see Bull’s Eye but to no avail. I was awoken by the sound of barking. The next door neighbour’s dog was in the garden having a go at a cat sitting on the fence. I looked round and saw Brian, Dave and Auntie Joyce all in the land of nod. They were obviously used to the dog next door. I got up and put my crombie on and picked up my bag of clothes. I leant over Brian and gave him a gentle shake. He opened his eyes.

    “I’m off now. Can you thank your mum and brother from me?”

    “OK, Ed. I’ll see you in school tomorrow,” he said sleepily and promptly fell back to kip.

    I left Brian’s and walked home, carrying my goodies. The snow had melted and left behind a dirty grey slush everywhere. The street lamps shone in the darkness, casting shadows in every direction as I approached the back gate to the house. All of a sudden I heard my name being whispered in the distance. I glanced over my shoulder, thinking it was one of my friends but I couldn’t see anyone. I turned round in the direction of Lyndhurst Way and, to my horror, he was standing there staring at me. I dropped my bag in the wet slush and froze with fear. He stood there motionless; his large hat casting a shadow over his face. What did he want with me and why the silence? Say something, anything, so I can deal with it. But nothing! Not even a movement. For a few moments, we both just stood there, staring at each other. A car skidding as it turned into my street broke the silence. I watched the car skid in the icy slush and hit the kerb at high speed. There was a loud bang as the tyre exploded on impact with the kerb and the car came to a grinding halt. Two men jumped out, swearing like mad and ran off, leaving the car abandoned. My eyes went straight back to where he was standing, but he had vanished again.

    “What is going on?” I said, out loud. I picked up my bag and opened the gate. I walked up to the back door and entered the kitchen. I noticed that it was only eight forty, according to the clock on the wall.

    “You’ve decided to come home, have you? Come in here, boy,” my mother ordered. I sat down in the living room and got the third degree. After explaining about Laurie, my new job on Saturdays and the clothes Dave gave me, she remarked, “Good, that’ll save us a few bob if you can pay your way. Have you eaten?” she asked.

    “Yeah, I had dinner round Brian’s.”

    “OK you’d better get yourself ready for bed. You’ve got school in the morning, and be quiet. Your father’s asleep. He’s on early shifts this week,” she reminded me. I crept quietly up the stairs to my bedroom and sat on the bed admiring my new jumpers. I was well pleased. When I get my wages next week, I’ll treat Dave and Joyce, I thought to myself. I reached under my mattress and pulled out my Shoot! Magazine. I propped myself up on the pillows and started to read. I was in the middle of reading last week’s report on Chelsea v Leeds when I had a sudden urge to have a fag. I put the magazine down and jumped up. I switched the light off and gently opened the bottom sash window. The freezing cold wind came hurtling into my room. I quickly put a fag in my mouth and hung out the window; the cold air stung my cheeks and made my eyes water. My lighter clicked and my fag was alight. I rested my elbows on the sill and proceeded to puff away, staring into oblivion. I wondered what Ann was doing right now? I doubt if I’ll see her much this week; she’ll be revising for her exams. Why the hell didn’t I go to the same school as Ann, I fumed. My train of thought stopped abruptly at the sound of raised voices across the square. A man and a woman arm in arm were staggering across the street. They were very drunk and extremely loud. I flicked my butt away and pulled the sash down. I hid my lighter and fags then climbed into bed and soon drifted off to sleep.


    
      ***
    


    “Over here.”

    “Where?”

    “I’m over here, you idiot!”

    “I can’t see you. I know you’re there but I can’t see you. Show yourself to me.”

    “I’m right behind you, Eddieeeeee.”

    I spun around but I still couldn’t see anything.

    “Where are you?”

    “Right here next to you.”

    “No you’re not. Where are you? Stop hiding and stop playing games with me.”

    “This is no game,” the voice said, angrily. “Over here, I’m over here, look you fool!!”

    Eyes wide with fright, my head twisted frantically left and right trying to see some invisible horror stalking me.

    “Have you no eyes? Can’t you see me? Look! Look deep into your soul. Then and only then will you see and know who I am,” the voice cried.

    “I still can’t see you. Who are you and what do you want with me? If you don’t tell me, I’m going home.”

    “Ha! Ha! Ha! Ha! You aren’t going anywhere.”

    His laugh sent shivers down my spine. It was so dark, I just couldn’t see him, however I could smell him now. A disgusting stink engulfed my nostrils.

    “You’re in my domain now and I’ve got you, do you understand?”

    “No I don’t. Show yourself, you coward!”

    “Coward! Who are you calling a coward, you little prick! Come and find me, I’m just over here.”

    I looked over my right shoulder and in the distance I saw some sort of large lizard or snake curled up with its head upright, looking at me. It had fangs like a vampire and a hideous grin.

    “Can you see me now?” it said as it rose up out of its curled-up body, spitting. It started to change its form. All of a sudden it had a large hat on and the body was covered in a long overcoat. The reptile had transformed itself into him, right before my very eyes.

    “I’ve been looking for you for a very long time,” he screamed. He advanced incredibly fast to where I stood rigid to the spot. His face was full of sores; maggots and worms wriggled out of his nose, eyes and mouth. His skin was wrinkled and bloodstained and when he pressed his face against mine his breath stunk; I felt nauseated. He opened his mouth to expose a large set of fangs. His eyes were black and lifeless. I screamed and sat bolt upright in my bed, sweating and shaking. My heart was pounding so fast that I couldn’t breathe properly. Was it a dream or was it reality? I wasn’t completely sure.


    
      ***
    


    I swung my legs out of the bed and sat there with my hands cupped over my face. After a few moments, I stood up and rubbed my eyes. Still shocked and distressed, I drew the curtains and the morning light entered my room and filled me with a false sense of security. I clumsily staggered towards the bathroom. I was sitting on the bog when the door handle started turning vigorously.

    “Who’s in there?” my sister shouted through the keyhole.

    “I’ll be out in a minute. I’m just having a crap,” I shouted back.

    “Charming! Hurry up, will you? You’re not the only one who’s got to get ready for school,” she said sarcastically.

    I quickly washed and brushed my teeth and unlocked the bathroom door.

    “Cheers!” she said, charging past me like a rocket and then slamming the door shut. Girls, I thought. She’d be in there for half an hour, that’s for sure. I went back to my bedroom and changed into my school uniform. I headed downstairs to the kitchen.

    “There’s toast on the table and a boiled egg in the bowl. Take only one piece of toast and one egg, Eddie,” my mother ordered.

    “OK, Mum,” I said disappointedly.

    I folded the toast in half and cut the egg up to form half a sandwich. I sat there munching, taking my time over it. I knew I wouldn’t be eating anything else till one o’clock. After I had finished, I got up and had a glass of water. As I put my glass on the drainer, there was a loud knock on the back door. I reached over, opening the door.

    “You ready yet, or what?” beamed Tony.

    “Yeah, give me a second,” I turned round and grabbed my blazer that was hanging over a chair and shouted out to my mother. “I’m off. See you later.”

    “Your father wants you in straight from school,” my mother informed me.

    “What for?” I moaned.

    “He just does, so make sure you’re home.”
  


  
    CHAPTER FIVE
The assembly hall was full to the brim with every pupil sitting cross-legged on the floor. I pointed out to Tony that there was room at the back of the hall and we shuffled through the mass of kids and plonked ourselves down on the floor. I sat there with my arms cupped around my legs. I was the only one who didn’t cross their legs. I couldn’t. If I did, everyone would see the holes in my shoes and I would be the laughing stock of the school. The teachers stood on the stage, waffling on about exams and the dos and don’ts of the tests. The Headmaster had just started to recite his daily sermon when a loud bang sounded behind me. The noise made quite a few pupils jump, including me. A vast cloud of smoke circled above my head and the smell of sulphur consumed the hall.

    “You!” The Head shouted, pointing with a ruler in his hand towards me.

    I looked round and everyone was looking at me. Why were they all eyeballing me?

    “You! Stand up!” he cried. I pointed to my chest, indicating whether he meant me or not.

    He motioned his ruler up and down, so I stood up.

    “I didn’t do anything,” I pleaded.

    “Shut up, boy. What’s your name?” he blasted.

    “Eddie Aaahhh” I didn’t get a chance to finish my reply. Out of the blue, a teacher appeared, grabbed my ear and pulled me towards the corridor and along to the Head’s study.

    “I didn’t do anything, sir. Honest!” I begged.

    “Shut up and get in here, lad,” he demanded.

    He flung open the door and threw me in by my ear, slamming the door shut. I stood in front of his desk without moving a muscle. “Empty your pockets, lad,” the teacher shouted.

    “Why? I haven’t done anything.”

    With that statement, he grabbed my jacket collar and pulled me over the desk. He started riffling in my pockets.

    “What’s this?” he said in a sharp voice. Oh shit!! Condemned because I smoke. “Fags and a bloody lighter?” he shouted. “You know the rules, son,” he said, jerking me upright. “This will get you suspended.”

    Every cloud has a silver lining, I thought. The study door opened and in walked Mr. Wilson.

    “Well, Mr. Harris, What’s he got to say for himself?” he asked.

    “He denies it, sir, but I found these in his possession.” He held aloft my fags and lighter.

    “Right, leave him to me Mr. Harris, Your class is waiting.”

    “OK,” he said, as he left the study.

    I’m gonna get caned for something I haven’t even done and I’ve lost my fags and lighter. This is just so unfair.

    “Right, lad, you are in serious trouble for that prank you pulled in assembly. Apart from the caning I am going to give you, the school will write to your parents and explain why you have been suspended, Do you understand me, boy?”

    “Yes sir,” I sighed.

    He walked over to his coat stand and pulled out a long stick made of bamboo. He held both ends and was testing its flexibility.

    “This is going to hurt me more than you,” he reckoned.

    I don’t bloody think so.

    “Bend over and touch your toes,” he demanded.

    He walked behind me and lifted my jacket tails up my back. I braced myself for the onslaught and gritted my teeth. There was a swift whooshing noise as the cane whacked my backside; the pain and stinging that immediately followed after contact cannot be described in any way, shape or form. I didn’t flinch, though. I was not going to give him the satisfaction of knowing that he had hurt me. Five more followed; each one harder than the last. I could sense his frustration as I refused to make even a murmur.

    “Stand up, boy,” he insisted. “And put your hands out,” I stood there, my arms outstretched with my palms facing up. I couldn’t speak I was in so much pain. I just stared at him with hatred in my eyes. I had a sharp pain running down my leg and into my calf muscle. Now this is a different ball game, getting caned across your fingertips. This is going to kill me.

    “Think you’re hard boy, do you?” he smirked. “Well, we will see about that, laddie.”

    He lifted his arm to its highest point. I closed my eyes as the cane came thundering down at great speed and smashed across the fingertips on my left hand. He hit me with such force that the back of my hand collided with my knee; a sharp, searing pain, followed by aching numbness shooting up to my elbow and into my shoulder. My fingertips were throbbing and stinging; the pain was immense. As I raised my arms up ready for the next blow, my eyes were streaming with tears that ran down my cheeks. I still never made any sound; his face was distorted and red with rage. He let fly with the second attack. The bastard! Went for the same hand again. In his eagerness to get some sort of reaction from me, he missed my fingertips. There was a loud crack as his power struck and broke my thumb. I screamed so loud the whole school must have heard me. I fell to my knees with my thumb all bent and bleeding.

    “You bloody idiot. You moved. I told you not to move!” he screamed in a panic. He rushed me to the first aid room. “Where is she?” he stormed.

    “She’ll be back in minute,” said the cleaner.

    “Sit there, boy, and wait for her,” he said quietly.

    “Are you all right, son? Your hand looks a mess. What happened?” the cleaner asked. I was just about to tell her when the first aid lady appeared.

    “What have we here, then?” I held my hand up.

    “Oh my! That’s nasty, boy. Come on; let’s have a look at it. How did this happen?” she asked, as she was cleaning the cut with antiseptic.

    “Mr. Wilson caned me.”

    “Been a naughty boy, have we?” she said sarcastically.

    “Yeah, I suppose so.” I couldn’t be bothered to plead my innocence. No one would listen anyway. Funny thing, accusations; all my life I’ve been accused and blamed for stuff I never did. She put splints and a bandage on my thumb. My bum was stinging as I sat there.

    “Is it broken?” I asked.

    “No, just dislocated, you’ll be fine in a few days.”

    Thank God for that. I’ve got work on Saturday.

    “Right, go up and see Mr. Wilson. I’ve finished with you now.”

    I trudged along the corridor to his study, holding my hand up and feeling sorry for myself. I knocked on his door.

    “Sit and wait a minute,” he shouted.

    I sat down waiting, my bum still sore from his assault. I started to get emotional and tears slowly trickled down my face. What had I done to deserve this horrible existence? Everybody is against me. Why? What have I done? If Nan was right, where was my guardian angel when I needed help? Why did my angel let me get punished for something I never did?

    Mr. Harris opened the study door. “Ah Eddie, you OK, son?” he said, with what appeared to be genuine concern. “Come in, Mr. Wilson wishes to speak to you.”

    Mr. Harris sat on a chair next to Wilson’s desk twiddling his fingers; their attitude had completely changed.

    “Eddie, it takes a big man to admit he’s made a mistake. I am truly sorry for the punishment I dealt you. I was completely wrong in my accusations against you. The real culprit was caught fifteen minutes ago by a senior prefect in the toilets. He had a pocket full of bangers and was attempting to light one when apprehended,” he revealed. He handed me back my lighter and fags. “Don’t bring these into school again, OK?” I shook my head in agreement. “How’s your hand, son?”

    “Very sore, sir,” I sighed.

    “Shall we forget about the whole incident today?”

    “Yeah, I suppose so,” I said, thinking I’d like to throttle the wanker.

    “Good! You can have the rest of the week off to recuperate, then!”

    “What shall I tell my parents?”

    “That you had a fall in the gym during P.E. I will confirm that fact if she calls the school. Is that OK?”

    “Yeah, fine,” I said. Well, I had no choice really, did I?

    “Once again, son, I am truly sorry about this incident,” he said.

    

    I walked out of the school gates and headed up the high street. The freezing cold wind went through me like a sharp blade, cutting me to the bone. It was cold enough to freeze the balls off a brass monkey. It was nearly December and by the time I go back to school next week, it’ll be three weeks till Christmas. Yeah! I approached the jeweller’s and peered through the glass pane, so many to choose from and quite a few in my price range. I bent down, retrieving my two-pound notes from inside my sock and walked into the shop.

    “Can I help you, young man?” came the pleasant voice from behind the counter. An old grey-haired man with tiny spectacles resting on his nose was speaking.

    “Yes please. I’m looking for a watch,” I said excitedly.

     I explained I had two pounds to spend.

    “Really?” he smiled. He peered over the top of his spectacles “Present, or for yourself?” he asked, pulling a tray from under the counter.

    “For me, sir.”

    “Have a look at these ones, son, tell me which one catches your eye.”

    I was scanning the tray, picking up watches and checking them out when he asked me how I hurt my hand. I told him what had happened at school. Why I told him is beyond me; I just felt compelled to tell him. In any case, he was a nice old fella.

    “I like this one. How much?” I asked curiously.

    “It’s your lucky day, son,” he reckoned. Blimey! If this is a lucky day, you can shove it, I thought.

    “Why is that?”

    “It’s in the sale. Half price, in fact,” he said. “Just one pound to you son.”

    “I’ll take it, sir,” I said, feeling chuffed. I handed him a pound, asking him if he would be so kind as to put the watch on my wrist for me. Due to my current incapacity with regards to my hands, he duly obliged and I thanked him for his kindness.

    “Don’t worry, son, everything will come to you in time. Just be patient, you’ve got a long hard slog ahead, but just stay focused. You will see the light, maybe not for many years to come, but believe me son you will. Take care of yourself.” he said smiling, as if he knew something I didn’t.

    

    I left the shop confused. What did he mean, a long hard slog? A bit cryptic for my liking. I looked at my watch it was eleven forty-five. I felt hungry and there was no school dinner today. I couldn’t go home, there was no one in and I was never allowed a key to the house. I did ask once but that request fell on deaf ears. Right, Wimpy it is then. I walked up the high street towards the Wimpy. Most of the shops had Christmas decorations hanging in their windows. I stood at the pedestrian crossing waiting for the lights to turn red and as I glanced across the road, I noticed Ann coming out of Blueberry’s gift shop hand in hand with this blonde guy. They were laughing and joking together; my heart sank and I felt physically sick. I stood and watched them disappear into the crowd of shoppers who were marching up the high street. As the lights changed to red, I forced myself to cross the road, feeling very stressed and angry. Why did she hold my hand? She kissed me so gently and beautifully. Is this some sort of game girls play? Maybe it’s a power thing. Maybe Ann does this all the time. I felt betrayed, hurt and totally confused. I entered the Wimpy bar and sat down. My mind was still buzzing. The thought of Ann kissing him was unthinkable. Maybe he was just a friend or a relative and the thought filled me with hope. Of course! I’ve held hands with Karen and Lyn before now and we’re just mates. I convinced myself that was the case. I ordered a brunch and a bottle of Fanta. My backside was still sore and my thumb and fingers were throbbing like mad. The waiter plonked my plate and Fanta down in front of me.

    “Here you are, sir. Enjoy your brunch,” he said in broken English.

    “Thanks, mate,” I replied.

    The food didn’t even touch the sides; I was ravenous. After I had drunk my Fanta, I gave a loud burp and left the Wimpy. I started to walk down the high street and glanced at my watch. Half past twelve; I should get to Rose’s by one, I thought to myself.

    

    I opened the gate and walked up the pathway to Rose’s front door and twisted the doorbell. I waited a few seconds, gazing at the stained glass window as I waited. I noticed a shadow approach and open the door. Ashen-faced and looking distraught, Rose just gestured me inside. I followed her silently into the lounge. She plonked herself down on the sofa with a big sigh.

    “What happened to your hand?” she asked, looking concerned. She motioned me to sit down. “Tell me what happened, Eddie?”

    “It happened at school,” I explained. I decided to tell Rose the whole story, including what the old man in the jeweller’s said to me.

    “Well, Eddie, you sure are going through a rough patch at the moment,” she sighed.

    “He keeps following me, Rose, and last night he nearly got me during the night. What can I do?” I asked, feeling despondent.

    “What? He came last night? The bloody liar told me that he would leave you alone for a while,” Rose said angrily.

    “You spoke to him?” I gasped.

    “Yes, last night,” Rose stormed. “His spirit is alarmingly strong. He was a very powerful and evil man when he was on our physical plane. He has had many life times on Earth and refuses to accept the universal law. That’s why he’s in limbo at present. He is being tormented and punished for the acts he committed while on Earth. He roams the deep void, searching for souls who get lost when they astral travel. He’s not the only one either; there are many demons in the deep void, Eddie. He uses susceptible children and teenagers to come through. The fact that he can manifest himself through you when you are awake is utterly fascinating. You’re his magnet from the deep void. Why do you let him in, Eddie?”

    “I don’t, and even if I did, I have no recollection of it.” I answered, all confused.

    “I don’t understand how he’s manifesting himself through you. Your home life is happy isn’t it, Eddie? I mean, you have a loving family, don’t you?”

    I’d never told Rose about my family. I had a feeling that was all about to change.

    “Well,” I sighed, “it’s like this; it started when I was ten and gradually he became more and more violent to the point were he’s nearly killed me before.” I continued telling Rose all about my father and what he had done to me, both physically and mentally. Rose looked at me in horror and was visibly shaken by my statement.

    “My God! You poor boy, that’s how he comes through. He uses your pain and sorrow and most of all your feeling of unworthiness. Oh, Eddie! I’m so sorry.” She stood up and gave me a big hug; a small teardrop rolled down my cheek.

    “You’ve got to get away,” she said. “As soon as possible.”

    I knew what Rose had said was right. I had to escape somehow. She put her arm around my shoulders and guided me into the kitchen.

    “Come on. Let’s have a cup of tea,” she said in a soft, caring voice. She put the kettle on the stove and lit the gas.

    “I tell you what, Eddie, let’s be naughty, shall we?” she laughed, obviously trying to cheer me up. She bent down to the cupboard and brought out this gorgeous-looking chocolate cake. My face lit up.

    “That looks lovely,” I said, wiping the tears from my eyes.

    “I was saving it for Christmas, but what the heck! I’ll get another one,” she laughed.

    While Rose made the tea, I put the cake and plates on the lounge table.

    “Come and get this knife for the cake, Eddie, while I bring in the tea,” Rose asked politely.

    We sat there in total silence drinking our tea and eating this unbelievably delicious chocolate sponge cake. Rose was so kind and caring. I wished with all my heart that my parents could be like her, but I knew that was impossible. It would never ever happen. After tea, I offered to wash up as a token of my thanks. Rose duly agreed, saying with a grin that she’d dry the dishes. When we finished the washing up, we sat back down in the lounge.

    “When’s your birthday, Eddie?” Rose asked.

    “Fifteenth of February.”

    “Ah, an Aquarian, That explains a lot about you.”

    “Really? In what way, Rose?” I asked.

    “Well, they say the Age of Aquarius will soon be upon us.”

    “What does that mean, Rose?”

    “It’s when most Aquarians receive enlightenment and spirituality. They are the way forward for the human race, the saviours of the planet! Most are caring, kind, friendly, non-aggressive, sensitive humanitarians who derive great pleasure from helping others. It’s said that Aquarians are artistic and a bit eccentric, however, they are way ahead of their time. A lot of great leaders, physic mediums, inventers and philosophers were Aquarians. I don’t think I’ve ever read of an Aquarian warmonger.”

    Interesting.

    “Do you know about birth signs, Eddie’? she asked.

    “No, not really. Why do you ask?”

    “There are certain groups of humans who believe our souls return to the physical plane twelve times to gain knowledge and wisdom. The Greeks believed that the stars surrounding our planet held all the mysteries of the universe; that the stars are an integral part of our existence, Aries being the first-born and Pisces the last.”

    Rose was the most fascinating person I had ever met. Her beliefs mirror exactly how I feel today, although I think mine may go a little deeper. I think Rose missed out on quite a lot, in my opinion but, nevertheless, she was absolutely on the right path and a top class medium.

    “Do you believe in God, Eddie?” she asked, with a twinkle in her eyes.

    That question was like asking me how long a piece of string was or which came first the chicken or the egg?

    “Not sure, Rose. I know there’s something out there but I couldn’t categorically say what it is. I mean, if there is a God, why does He let me have all the grief and heartache in my life?” I asked, looking pensive.

    “It’s not God’s fault, Eddie. You chose the life you’ve got now, even if you made a mistake! There’s a reason why you made the wrong choice; maybe there’s something you have to learn in this life, Eddie. But that won’t unfold for many years to come yet. Even then, there’s no guarantee that you’ll learn. I have a feeling you will, though. You’re a young man, Eddie, with an old head on your shoulders. Do you ever feel different from the others?” Rose asked.

    “Yes, I do all the time. Sometimes I feel totally alone even when my friends surround me. They’re just not on the same wavelength as me, but I never say anything. I just go with the flow, blocking it out of my mind.”

    “Who gave you the Cross and St. Christopher hanging around your neck, Eddie?” Rose asked.

    “My nan, She said it would protect me through my life and on my travels, but only if I truly believed in my heart.”

    “Do you believe, Eddie?”

    “Absolutely!” I said, a big smile on my face.

    “Do you believe in Jesus, Eddie?”

    “Yes! I don’t even have an ounce of doubt in my mind about his existence.”

    “Then you must believe in God!” she exclaimed.

    “Not necessarily. As I said before, there’s something there but not an old man with a white beard sitting on his throne high up in the clouds who, when he’s angry claps his hands to release thunder and lightning. That’s what they teach you as a kid. Total rubbish,” I said, with some certainty.

    Rose looked shocked and bewildered. “You really are a remarkable young man, Eddie,” she stated, grinning.

    I glanced at my watch and was shocked to see how the time had flown.

    “Blimey, it’s three thirty. I have to go Rose. He wants me in at four.”

    Rose looked at me all seriously and with a sharp tone she implored, “You must try and stop him coming through, Eddie, otherwise he’ll make your life hell.”

    “How can I stop him? I pleaded.

    “When you go to bed, imagine you’ve covered yourself in a white light, like a sleeping bag, and pull it over your head. Ask your guardian angel to protect you during the night. And most of all think happy thoughts.”

    “OK, Rose. I’ll do that tonight.” She sounded just like my nan then.

    “Promise me, Eddie,” she begged.

    “I promise, Rose. Thanks for the tea and the lovely cake. I will see you later.” As I left the house, she blew me a kiss and waved goodbye.

    “Take care of yourself, Eddie.”

    I disappeared down Talford Road, heading towards hell. That’s where I unfortunately lived, and suffered in silence.
  


  
    CHAPTER SIX
Trrring! Trrring! I awoke instantly, fumbling in the dark, trying to shut the alarm clock off. Bloody noise it made. I was sure it would wake the whole house up. I switched the bedroom light on: five o’clock on the dot. Good job my mother let me borrow her alarm clock. I would never have got up otherwise. I got dressed and quietly headed towards the bathroom. After a quick scrub-up, I went downstairs and opened the front door. It was dark outside, with a ground frost, and extremely cold. I started walking towards Lyndhurst Way, but just as I reached the end of the road, I heard a noise behind me. The sound of screeching and jangling filled the still morning air. The sound grew closer and then went past me. It was a milk float. The poor milkman was dressed to the hilt with a scarf wrapped around his face.

    No doors on that float. He must be freezing, the poor sod.

    I eventually arrived at the market. Inside was a hive of activity. Stallholders and shops were busy getting prepared for the day. I hunted round for Laurie’s fruit and veg shop. I could hear music from several radios and not one was on the same station as the other. It was a bizarre jumble of noise. I eventually found and stood in front of Laurie’s shop. Glancing around the stall, trying to catch a glimpse of him, I stood listening to Jim Reeves, T-rex, Dean Martin and the Beatles all at the same time.

    Absolutely mental.

    “Eddie! You’re nice and early,” came a shout from Laurie.

    I turned round and saw he was pulling a trolley up the walkway. I glanced at my watch. Blimey, it’s only five forty. Boxes of bananas, sacks of spuds and endless trays of tomatoes were stacked high on the trolley. Laurie pulled the trolley around the back of the shop.

    “Give me a hand, Ed. Stack the spuds over there by the cabbages please, mate.” I unloaded all the spuds and put the trays of tomatoes on display.

    “Here you are,” Laurie handed me a few bunches of parsley and dill. “Sprinkle theses around the edges, it makes the toms look delicious!”

    One thing about Laurie; he certainly knew how to sell his fruit and veg. His displays were spectacular and full of colour. After finishing the banana display, Laurie showed me how to weigh the fruit and veg, rather simple; you just used different cast-iron weights to determine what was what. I was already really enjoying my new job. I felt so comfortable in his company.

    “You need a cap, Ed,” Laurie reckoned.

    “Why?” I asked.

    “Goes with the job description. Here you are, try this on.”

    He handed me a checked flat cap and gestured me to put it on.

    “There you go, lovely fit!” he chuckled.

    I then picked up a broom and swept the mess from the floor, putting all the empty bags and boxes on the trolley.

    “If you go down to the end of the market, there’s a lot of large bins,” Laurie said, pointing the way. “Oh, and Eddie, squash all the boxes up, will you?” he asked.

    “OK, boss!” I said with a smile.

    “On your way back, Ed, can you get three bacon rolls and three teas from the café please?” he handed me a ten bob note.

    “Any sugar?” I asked.

    “No thanks, not unless you take it, mate.”

    I pulled the trolley up the walkway to the rear of the market. I noticed the café as I walked past, towards the bins. After disposing of all the rubbish, I parked my wheels outside the café and walked in.

    “Morning,” I said, cheerfully. I ordered the teas and bacon rolls and after a few minutes, they appeared on the counter.

    “That’ll be three and six, son.”

    I glanced in the direction of the till. A white-haired old lady with a hair net on was perched on a small stool, Her head was just about visible from the counter. I handed her the note and she struggled to reach over and give me my change. I put the teas and rolls on my wagon and, with a slight yank, we were rolling slowly towards the shop. As I neared the shop, I stopped dead in my tracks, absolutely gobsmacked. With my own eyes, I saw a vision of complete beauty; a girl with long blonde hair and wearing a grey cap was serving a customer. My God, she’s beautiful, I thought. As I got closer, I noticed she had a denim mini-skirt and brown, thigh-length, lace-up boots with a white roll-neck jumper. Why couldn’t I look as good as that in my roll-neck, I laughed to myself. I dragged the trolley round the back and entered the shop, carrying the teas and rolls.

    “Good lad! I’m gasping!” Laurie said, while he rolled a fag.

    “Eddie, this is my daughter, Candy.”

    “Hi, Ed,” she said with this spectacular smile. Her eyes were large and bright blue with long lashes.

    My God. She could pass as a model. She’s absolutely gorgeous.

    “Pleased to meet you, Candy,” I muttered as I handed each of them a cup of tea and a bacon roll.

    The morning flew by; I served six customers and short-changed two. Candy thought it was hilarious.

    “Don’t worry. I did the same thing for a week when I first started working with Dad,” she laughed.

    Just like her dad; a bloody diamond.

    “You can take your lunch break now, Ed,” said Laurie.

    “How long shall I take, Laurie?” I asked politely.

    “Forty-five minutes, alright, Eddie?”

    “Yeah, that’s fine.”

    I spent nearly every lunch break browsing in the market shops. Fascinating place. You could buy practically everything from furniture to fruit and veg. One particular shop had me totally fascinated; I couldn’t keep away. I was absolutely mesmerised by its contents. The smell of jasmine filled my nostrils as I entered the shop. I noticed quite a few joss sticks burning in different types of holders and in the background I could hear peaceful music. The sound of the ocean accompanied by whales singing filled my ears with joy. Wind chimes hung from the ceiling and on the walls were various African and Egyptian masks looking very glum. On display were birthstones, tarot cards, candles, lucky charms and bracelets and in the far corner were a variety of books on psychic help and spiritual awareness.

    “Can I help you, young man?” said a lady who was sitting in some sort of rocking chair, puffing a cigarette. She had a ring of daisies nestled in her dark hair and she wore a multi-coloured floor length gown. Around her neck and wrists were several trinkets and in the middle of all this was a large, beautiful cross and chain which sparkled in the light.

    “I’m just looking, if that’s OK?” I said quietly.

    “You are more than welcome, young man,” she said with a broad smile. On the floor was a large Buddhist monk sitting with his legs crossed. I smiled as I touched its head and ran my fingers down its arms. So this is where Rose bought her monk, I thought, with a large grin.

    “Do you like that statue?” she asked.

    “Yeah I do. My friend Rose has got the very same one,” I said smiling.

    “Ah, you know Rose the medium from Talford Road?” she asked.

    “Yeah, I do. She’s a fantastic and loving lady,” I remarked.

    “Rose often comes in my shop for a chat. You must be Eddie?”

    “That’s right! How do you know?” I said, slightly concerned.

    “Before we go any further with this conversation, Eddie, my name is Clare, Rose and I go back a long way. She told me that she had employed a local lad to help around the house and garden and mentioned your name. Rose speaks very highly of you and any friend of Rose’s is a friend of mine,” she said, smiling

    I looked at my watch and realised my lunch break was nearly over.

    “Do you work in the market, Eddie?” Clare asked.

    “Yeah, I started today in Laurie’s fruit and veg shop. I only work on Saturdays at the moment.”

    “Well, I suppose I’ll be seeing quite a lot of you, then,” Clare smiled.

    “If you don’t mind? I just love your shop, Clare.”

    “As I said, you’re always welcome.”

    I waved goodbye and made my way back to the shop. I passed a hardware shop and glanced in the window. Blimey, they are still selling fireworks. I remembered firework night; I sat on my bed, watching through the window. All the neighbours in the street had firework parties. I asked my father if we could have some fireworks, but he just shouted at me and slapped my face for asking. I didn’t even get a sparkler.

    “Excuse me son? You going to stand there all day,” came a voice behind me. I turned round as an old lady pushed passed me and entered the shop muttering something about youngsters of today. I made my way back to work. As I walked through the back of the shop, Candy was standing with her coat on.

    “Good, on time,” she smiled. “My turn, See you later.”

    She left the shop in a hurry and disappeared down the walkway. Now, Candy being Candy, and Laurie’s daughter, she always had well over an hour for lunch and most of the time she would be forty-five minutes late. According to Laurie, Candy could sell sand to the Arabs, and Laurie never questioned her time-keeping. That’s where I come in, I thought. I started to fill up the trays that were half empty. Tomatoes, bananas, spuds, avocados, cucumbers, greens and beans, ready for the afternoon.

    “My parsnips not selling well at the moment?” Laurie sighed, scratching his head and looking confused.

    My first day’s work was nearly done. Fortunately, my thumb held up OK and no one was any the wiser. Laurie’s parsnips sold out in the afternoon, much to his delight, and Candy was electric, buzzing about and singing to Terry Dactyl and the Dinosaurs’ ‘Seaside Shuffle’ every time it was played on the radio. My God, what a mover. No wonder all the old guys wanted her to serve them, much to the distress of their wives. I’ve never seen so many young guys buying fruit, either. Mind you, if I were seven years older I’d probably do the same. I mean Candy was tasty, but the only problem was that she knew it! And boy, did she play on it. I looked at my watch. It was five o’clock and the market was still full of shoppers, running in and out of shops. The butcher’s had a queue ten deep.

    “What time does the market shut?” I asked Candy.

    “Oh about six, Eddie, not long now,” she winked. “What are you up to tonight?”

    “Not much, I’m not allowed out till Sunday daytime.” I sighed.

    “You’re joking? After a hard day’s graft, you’ve got to go out and chill,” she insisted.

    “Not me, he won’t let me out by the time I get home.” I told her.

    “Who’s he?” Candy asked.

    “My old man, he’s a proper head-case and the less I do to upset him the safer I am.”

    “My God,” she gasped, covering her mouth with her hand.

    “Yeah, my God,” I said. “You should count your blessings. Laurie’s a lovely guy.”

    “I know, I’m really lucky,” she said with a smile.

    

    “Right then, let’s be ’avin’ ya. Time to call it a day,” Laurie yelled. “Pull the trolley in the shop, Eddie, while Candy and me pull down the shutters.”

    I did as I was asked and dragged in my partner. Laurie winked at me, “Good day’s graft, Ed. Well done. Here you are.” He handed me a brown envelope with my wages in. My first wage packet: I was really excited. I carefully opened it and pulled out a five-pound note, followed by two one-pound notes. Blimey, seven pounds! I’m loaded!

    “Cheers, Laurie,” I said, waving the envelope in his direction.

    “You earned it, boy. Listen. Can you make four o’clock next Saturday?”

    “Yeah, why?” I asked enquiringly.

    “Me old back is giving me jip and I need help loading up at the wholesalers. I’ll pick you up at Lyndhurst Way, is that OK?”

    “Yeah, that’s fine Laurie.”

    “Great! Have a good week, son.” Laurie said smiling.

    I left the market and started to walk home, feeling very proud of myself. After a couple of minutes I heard a loud beep behind me, I glanced over my shoulder, noticing Candy waving at me from her car.

    “Want a lift, Eddie?” she shouted through the car window.

    I ran across to the other side of the road. “If you don’t mind?” I said.

    “If I minded, I wouldn’t have offered,” she laughed.

    The passenger door flung open. The next ten minutes were very, how should I say, interesting, and alarming at the same time!! I jumped in the passenger seat of this old Triumph Herald. If it were anyone other than Candy, I would have walked. As I shut the door, the wing mirror fell off and smashed on the floor.

    “Don’t worry about that, Ed. There’s always something falling off this motor,” she laughed.

    She crunched into first gear, pulling away so fast that my head nearly shot off. She was hurtling down the street like a Grand Prix driver trying to get pole position on the grid. My eyes were fixed firmly ahead, watching in disbelief while holding my breath. Suddenly there was this nasty smell and my eyes started watering and stinging. The inside of the car was engulfed in bluish-grey fumes. I looked down and noticed that to my horror! There was a hole in the passenger side floor. Bloody hell! I’m inhaling exhaust fumes, I thought. I rolled down the window and a gush of freezing air filled the car, sucking out the fumes. My nostrils and eyes were stinging. I breathed in the night’s cold air gasping.

    Blimey, that was close.

    What troubled me was the fact that Candy hadn’t even noticed. The car was flat out as we approached the junction at the end of the road and the quick drop in speed I anticipated never happened. My God, she’s not going to stop. She must stop. All of a sudden, she slammed on the brakes, realising she wasn’t going to make it. The dopey cow yanked on the hand brake and the car shot across the junction, spinning round like a Catherine Wheel. By some miracle, there weren’t any cars coming in either direction and we came to a grinding halt halfway up the street on the other side of the junction, pointing in the opposite direction. Candy looked at me, laughing.

    “That’s the second time this week I’ve done that.”

    I sat there, wide-eyed and speechless. She crunched into reverse, quickly spinning the car around and she sped down Lyndhurst Way like nothing had happened.

    “Just here will be fine, Candy,” I said, begging her to pull over. The car screeched to a halt. Thank God, I thought. I jumped out, shut the door and thanked her through the open window.

    “No probs! See you next week, Ed,” she said with a glint in her eyes. With that, the car disappeared in a cloud of exhaust smoke. I walked up my street, still shaken from the experience. As I approached the back gate, I saw Tony and Brian walking towards me.

    “Alright, Eddie, Just finished?” Brian asked.

    “Yeah, Bloody hard graft, I’m knackered.”

    “We’re going round the café for a couple of hours, fancy it?”

    “Not tonight, I’ve been up since five. I need some grub and sleep. What you doing tomorrow?” I asked, yawning.

    “We’re all meeting at the pit at ten,” Tony said.

    “OK, I’ll see you in the morning.”

    I shook hands with the both of them and went through the gate. I opened the back door and on the table was a half-drunk bottle of whisky. Oh no, not now. I shut the door and took a deep breath. I stood there in silence, my eyes and ears monitoring every sound and movement. I slowly walked across the kitchen floor. I looked around to see if any dinner had been left for me; nothing was visible. My instinct told me to get out of the house, but I never listened. I heard a grunting noise from the living room and then all of a sudden he came staggering out of the living room and down the hallway, finding it hard to keep his balance. He fell against the wall while holding an empty glass. He spotted me and glared. I froze rigid to the spot.

    “Oh, you’re in, you little shit,” he slurred.

    “Yeah, I’ve just finished work. Where is every one?” I asked.

    “Your mother, brothers and sisters are out for the night.”

    “Oh really? Where have they gone?” I asked quietly.

    “None of your business,” he screamed. He walked over to the table and poured himself a large glass of whisky. He was staring at me with eyes that were bloodshot and wild with anger. He gulped down the whisky like it was water. I stood there in silence, not moving a muscle, for I knew that the slightest thing would set him off. I could feel the fear consuming my body. He staggered to where I was standing and, putting his arm around my shoulder, he grabbed my collar. I felt his grip tighten as he crunched my collar into his fist.

    “Come on, then. Tell me about your job,” he muttered while he dragged me towards the living room, clasping the bottle and glass in one hand. He pushed me on to the sofa and slumped into the chair. I looked around the room and noticed the table lamp was smashed on the floor. There were broken china pieces around the hearth and the fire was still smouldering from the lack of coal. They must have had another fight. Keep your mouth shut, Eddie boy, and say nothing, I told myself. I sat there motionless, but the expression on my face must have given me away.

    “Get paid, did you?” he said, with a nasty smirk. He struggled to pull himself up out of the chair.

    “Well? Answer me, boy!” he shouted.

    “Yeah, I did. It was hard work and a very long day.”

    “How much did you get?” he growled.

     If I lied, he would search me, the thought of him touching me made me cringe. I didn’t want to antagonise him or give him an excuse to hurt me.

    “Seven pounds,” I whispered.

    He was now standing over me swaying; his wild, staring eyes reflected the hatred that he felt towards me.

    “Show me,” he said, waving his arms aggressively.

    I tried to stand up but he was in the way so I slid along the sofa, stood up and put my hand in my jeans pocket. He grabbed my wrist.

    “I’ll do that!” he screamed, yanking my hand out and stuffing his own into my pocket. I felt him grab the envelope. By this point, he was swaying all over the place and suddenly he lost his balance. He fell backwards and my pocket was separated from my jeans as he landed on the coffee table with an almighty crash. The weight of his body snapped the legs in half. He looked up screaming at me.

    “You fucking bastard! How dare you push me!”

    He struggled to get to his feet and slipped over on the debris. Still clutching my envelope, he hit the floor again but this time he released my wages from his grip. I acted quickly; I lunged forward and grabbed my money, with two choices on my mind. Do I go up the stairs and out the front door, or through the kitchen? I opted for the stairs; my heart was pounding as I reached them.

    “I’m gonna fucking kill you when I get hold of you,” he screamed at the top of his voice.

    I legged it up the stairs, but as I reached the top, I felt something smash against the back of my head. The force sent me sprawling into the passage. I jumped up and ran towards the front door. My head was spinning like mad; my head and neck was ringing wet. I was shaking; if he caught me, I was finished. I put my hand on the latch, shaking uncontrollably. He reached the top of the stairs, laughing like a mad man. I had seconds to get out. I turned the latch but nothing happened. Oh my God! It’s locked! I turned round to face him. He stood there, breathing heavily, swaying from side to side. In his right hand was a broken table leg. I froze in terror, anticipating what was coming next. He staggered towards me.

    “Can’t escape now,” he said with an evil grin. I backed up against the door, trembling from head to toe. I couldn’t think straight. He raised his arm and smashed the table leg down on my shoulder. The pain shot up my neck and down my arm. He was getting ready for a second blow when there was a loud knock on the front door. I turned and pressed my face against the door, I was just about to scream for help when he grabbed my throat.

    “Quiet!” he whispered in a menacing tone. He dragged me away from the door. I could hear faint voices on the other side of the door. There were three loud rapid knocks. He squeezed my throat so tight that I couldn’t breathe properly. Then it happened; the letterbox opened and a shaft of light lit the passage up.

    “I know you’re in there. I can see you,” a voice blasted through the letterbox. “Now open up, it’s the police!”

    He released my throat and dropped the table leg. I struggled to get air and started to take deep breaths.

    “Get to your bedroom, now!” he whispered, “or I’ll make you suffer all night, do you understand me boy?”

    I crept up to my bedroom and leant over the banisters to listen. After a few moments, I heard the front door unlock.

    “We have received a complaint of a loud disturbance,” the police officer confirmed.

    “There must be some mistake, officer. I’m just repairing the table down stairs.”

    “Anybody else at home?” the officer asked.

    “No, just me, they’re all out for the evening.”

    “Well, keep the noise down, OK?”

    “Sorry, officer, it won’t happen again.”

    Is that it? Bloody useless the old Bill.

    I walked down to the bathroom and flicked the light on; my hands were covered in blood. I peered in the mirror but I couldn’t see anything. Glancing over my shoulder, I noticed there was blood running down the back of my head onto my neck. My ears pricked to attention at the sound of him descending the stairs noisily. Still shaking, I washed my hands and started to dab the flannel on my head and neck. I rinsed out the flannel in the washbasin and the blood splashed everywhere. After a while, the bleeding stopped. I cleaned up the mess and walked out of the bathroom. I stood on the landing, listening, but not a sound came from downstairs. I wondered where my mum was. She might have gone to her sister’s in Camberwell. She’s got a big house. If I can get out, I’m going there, I thought. I crept downstairs and still no sound. I walked up to the front door, quietly turning the latch. It was bloody locked. I turned round, slowly moving towards the top of the stairs. I peered down into the darkness. I heard snoring coming from the direction of the living room. He’s asleep, I thought. I stepped on the tread and there was a loud crunching noise. I froze, standing on the broken whisky bottle. I waited in silence, but nothing, so I moved slowly down the stairs, his snoring getting increasingly loud. I moved past the living room and into the kitchen. I put my hand on the back door handle. I was shaking; beads of sweat were running down my face. I turned the handle and pulled. The door opened a bit, but sprung back shut with a loud clattering noise.

    “What the bloody hell’s going on?” he screamed angrily.

    I quickly slid under the kitchen table, shaking uncontrollably. I held my breath and pulled my knees up into my chest, curling up like a ball. He staggered through the kitchen cursing and he stood there in the dark. The only sound I could hear was his heavy breathing. The stink of whisky filled the kitchen air. After a brief spell, he left the kitchen and stood at the foot of the stairs.

    “You in your bedroom?” he shouted. When he didn’t get a reply, he screamed, “Answer me, boy, or else, you little bastard.” I rolled out from under the table, panic-stricken. I stood in front of the back door in silence, listening with my hand on the handle, as he screamed out.

    “Where the fuck are you, booooooy?”

    I pulled the door but it sprang back again. It took a few seconds for it to sink in that the bloody top bolt was on. I threw the bolt back and ran out the door. I ran so fast down the street I nearly fell over. The blood was pumping round my body so quick my head started bleeding again. When I was a safe distance from the house, I stopped running. I felt cold and exhausted. I stood at the bus stop waiting for the number twelve to Camberwell, deep in thought


    
      ***
    


    “Keep still, young man!” the dentist cried. The nurse held me down as the dentist grabbed hold of my molar; the whole of his hand was practically in my mouth. He pulled and twisted my tooth with what I can only describe as pliers. The pain was unbelievable; as he pulled, I went with him. To and fro, we went.

    “Listen, sonny, Do you want this tooth out or what?” the dentist said impatiently. I couldn’t answer him as my gob was stuffed with wedges and swabs, plus he had his hand down my neck!

    “He isn’t completely numb,” the nurse mentioned.

    He pulled again but harder this time.

    “Got it!” he said, ecstatically. He held aloft the pliers, looking at the tooth. Well, half of it anyway. “Blast!” he said. “It’s broken off.” He looked into my mouth and pulled the wedges out. “Hospital for you, son, they’ll have to cut this one out. I’ll give you a letter for the dental department at King’s College Hospital.”

    I sat up and rinsed my mouth out, still in agony. I left the surgery and sat down in the waiting room. After a few minutes, the receptionist came over and handed me a letter for the hospital.

    “You must be accompanied by an adult, otherwise they won’t attend to you.” she informed me kindly.

    The following day, I arrived at King’s with my mother. I was pumped up, feeling dopey and groggy with my mother’s own painkillers. We made our way down the corridor towards the dental department. She handed in my letter to the receptionist and we were told to take a seat and wait for our name to be called. We sat there for two hours in total silence. My face was swollen; the whole right side of my jaw was throbbing uncontrollably. Then it happened; my name was called. We both stood up and entered this small room that the receptionist pointed at. There were plastic covered foam benches all around the walls with a door at the end. We sat down and immediately the door opened. Standing in front of me was a guy dressed in a white robe and wearing a mask. Behind him were two female nurses.

    “Come this way, son. Mum can wait here for you,” he said in a low muffled voice.

    I walked into the room and immediately saw the dentist chair. There was a black cylinder and mask by the side. My pulse rate quickened and I felt scared.

    “OK, son, hop onto the chair, there’s a good fellow.”

    Both the nurses helped me on the chair, putting a bib around my neck.

    “Comfortable, are we?” asked the short blonde nurse.

    I just nodded my head in shock.

    “Open your mouth, please,” said the tall dark-haired nurse.

    My eyes were following every movement in front of me. She propped open my mouth with rubber wedges and she then proceeded to cover my face with this hideous-smelling rubber mask.

    “Right, when I tell you to, take a deep breath and then count to ten, OK?”

    I nodded, acknowledging her command. She turned the valve on the cylinder, prompting me to breath in. One, two, three. I was gone in the black abyss of sleep.

    I awoke flat out on the benches in the small room; my mouth was stuffed with blood-soaked swabs. I felt light-headed and extremely nauseous. My head was pounding and my pulse rate was unbelievable. I could feel it throbbing in every part of my body. I tried to stand up but my legs were like jelly. I fell and slumped back on the bench, totally out of it. The room was spinning round like I was on a fairground ride. My brain wasn’t functioning; it was completely numb. All my senses were gone. My mother dragged me out of the room and into the corridor, swaying to the exit. Once outside, the fresh air hit me like a sledgehammer. I dropped to my knees as they buckled under me. A passer-by helped my mum pick me up and they dragged me to the bus stop, plonking me down on a bench. We both sat there waiting. I slowly started to come around.

    “Here’s our bus. Come on, get up boy,” she shouted.

    I stood up swaying like a drunk; I put my hand on the centre pole, pulling myself onto the platform.

    “You’re not getting on my bus in that state, sonny Jim,” the bus conductor said, shaking his head in disgust. “I’ve got my passengers to think about. Sorry.”

    We both got off the bus; my mother was still cursing as she hailed a black cab. I was bundled into the back and promptly dozed off again. Once I got home, I slept for a further eight hours.


    
      ***
    


    My train of thought was broken by the sound of the bus pulling up. I looked up and saw that it was the number twelve to Camberwell. I fished in my pockets and retrieved two pence. As I jumped on the bus I heard a voice behind me call my name. I looked over my shoulder. It was Brian’s mum, Auntie Joyce. She was waving me over to where she was standing. I jumped off the bus and ran over to her.

    “You all right, Eddie?” she asked.

    “Not really, Joyce.”

    “Mrs. Young told me the police called earlier at your house, some sort of disturbance. She reckoned it sounded like someone was being murdered.”

    Mrs. Young was our next-door neighbour, and the local daily news.

    “Where’s your mother, Eddie? She’s not at home. I’ve just knocked. The house is in total darkness.”

    “He’s in the house asleep. Drunk again!” I said. “I haven’t a clue where my mum is. I was getting a bus to Camberwell to see if she’s at her sister’s.”

    She opened her handbag and handed me a scrap of paper.

    “This is our new phone number. If you can’t find your mum, ring me. You can stay at ours till you do.”

    “OK, Joyce, thanks a lot.” I returned to the bus stop to wait. I could see the headlights of another oncoming bus. Thank goodness, a number twelve. It screeched to a halt. I hopped onto the platform and sat down inside.

    The bus sped past St Giles’ Church. I had fond memories of the times I sang in the church choir on Sundays. My nan introduced me to the congregation when I was twelve, really nice people, very friendly. My kind of people, without a doubt! But, like everything in my life, the good times never lasted and were promptly followed by the bad; most of the time through no fault of my own.

    “Next stop Camberwell Green, folks,” the conductor reminded those who wanted to get off.

    I got up and jumped off the bus, slowly walking up Camberwell Grove towards my mum’s sister’s house. I turned right into George Square, looking for number thirty. These Victorian houses were massive and the artworks on the front entrances were breathtaking. Black and gold ornate railings with stone stairs and pillars leading up to front doors, which were covered by a concrete ornate balcony. The stonemasons and plasterers in those days were pure class. I stood in front of a large green front door and banged the black lion-shaped iron knocker. The sound echoed around the square. The door opened slowly and an elegantly dressed lady stood there peering at me.

    “Can I help you, young man?” she asked in a low posh tone. She looked down at me and screwed her face up. “Are you Margaret’s son, Edward?”

    “Eddie, actually,” I stated. “I’m looking for my mum. Is she here?” I asked

    “Absolutely not, why should she be?”

    “Oh, it doesn’t matter, Sorry for bothering you.” I turned round and started to walk down the steps,

    “Stop!” she shouted. “Your head is covered in blood. Come here, boy.”

    She pulled me into the hallway, surveying the damage to my head,

    “How did this happen?” she demanded. “Let’s have a closer look at your head in the kitchen.”

    I stood under the kitchen light as she swabbed my head and neck with warm salt water.

    “Well, are you going to tell me what is going on, Edward? And why would you assume your mother was here?”

    “My mum wasn’t at home so I thought she came to visit you. I tripped getting off the bus. That’s how I hurt my head.” She looked at me as if she knew I was lying.

    “Did your mum and dad have another fight, Edward? And will you please tell me the truth?”

    Reluctantly, I told her the truth. “Yeah, but this time I think she’s walked out, taking my brothers and sisters with her. She left me to face him when I got home from work, which I’m not happy about.”

    “Your head, did he do that to you?” she asked angrily.

    “Yeah, he threw an empty whisky bottle at me.”

    “My God, how long has this been going on?”

    “About four years, since I was eleven.”

    “What about before that, Edward?” she asked, as if she already knew.

    “Yeah, very nasty, He’s hated me ever since I was born. The serious violence only started when I was eleven, as I said.”

    “What are you going to do now?”

    “I’ve got to find out where they are, I can’t go back to the house, he will kill me.”

    “Have you any ideas about where to look for them?” she asked in a concerned voice.

    “No not really, the only other place is Nanny‘s but she’s in Margate. I really can’t see her going there, I mean Mum never stood up for Nan in front of him. He hates Nanny as much as me. He won’t even let her in the house.”

    “So I’ve heard! Listen, Edward, I spoke to my mother earlier. She hasn’t heard from your mum in four weeks, so she hasn’t gone there. Why don’t you stay here tonight? Things might look different tomorrow. The spare room is already made up.”

    I must admit I was absolutely cream-crackered and the thought of a good night’s kip swayed my decision.

    “I would love to, Auntie,” I said. “If that’s OK?”

    “Good! Up you go. It’s the first door on the right,” she said, pointing towards the stairs.

    I climbed the stairs to the landing and opened the door to my right. I flicked the light switch on, then entered the room. Blimey, a double bed. I quickly undressed to my boxers and put the lamp on, then switched the main light off. I slid between lovely clean, crisp sheets. The smell of lavender engulfed my senses. Immediately my head touched the pillow, my eyelids became like lead weights. All the horrors of the evening disappeared as I fell deeply into my dark world


    
      ***
    


    I wondered how far I had walked. It seemed like hours or even days. I didn’t even know where I was or where I was going. All around me was a vast barren wasteland. I could just about make out on the horizon a large cluster of mountains. I was hungry, thirsty and very hot, but still I kept walking in the same direction; towards the mountains. Why? What’s there? I asked myself. I just knew I had to make it at all costs. Just then, a rabbit ran past me.

    “You’re never going to make it,” it shouted, as it vanished in its own dust. I heard flapping noises in the distance getting louder by the second. I looked up at the sky. Coming towards me was this black mass. As it got closer, I realised it was thousands of bats. As they passed overhead, it went dark for a moment and then they were heading in the same direction as the rabbit. I heard laughing behind me. I turned around in the direction of the sound that had startled me.

    “Who you looking at, fella?” the chirpy voice asked.

    “Sorry for staring,” I said, shaking my head in disbelief at what I was hearing. “I’m a bit confused. What is happening?” I asked uneasily. “First a rabbit talks to me, now a magpie?”

    “You won’t make it by dark and then you’ve had it,” the magpie reckoned. He carried on circling around me, flapping his wings as he was chatting. “However, if by some miracle you do make it, look me up.”

    He flew off in the same direction. What did he mean, if I didn’t make it? I’ve had it. I carried on walking but my feet started to ache. I noticed the sun going down slowly above the mountains. I started to run. I was getting closer to my goal, but not close enough. All of a sudden it started to get dark very rapidly. I looked up at the sky and saw that the clouds were black. It turned cold. I felt the wind pick up and in the distance I saw flashes of forked lightning. What the hell was going on? I started to feel scared, all alone in this strange place. The soft rumble of thunder was barely audible at first. Gradually, the flashes became more brilliant and the sound of thunder increased. The wind was now howling and blowing in all directions. The crash of the thunder would follow only seconds after the lightning. I watched in both amazement and fear. There was no rain, not a single drop! In the distance, coming towards me, was a silhouetted figure in a black hooded cloak, riding a galloping white stallion. I could hear the thunder of the stallion’s hooves getting closer and louder as they approached. Behind the horse was a pack of silver-haired wolves snarling, trying to keep pace with the stallion. I started to run as fast as I could, heading in the direction of the mountain. My chest was thumping like a drum; sweat was pouring down my forehead.

    “This way, quick or he’ll get you.” I looked down. Running by my side was the rabbit, looking up at me.

    “Who is he?” I asked.

    “Tyzak,” the rabbit screeched, darting off to the right. “Follow me. You must get to the mountain.”

    “Who’s Tyzak?” I asked nervously.

    The rabbit never answered my question. “Just keep running. No time for questions. Save your breath. All will be revealed later.”

    I followed the rabbit, fully aware that he was gaining on me rapidly. Ahead of me, I could see a band of fog appearing from nowhere. The rabbit stopped and pointed into the fog.
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    “In there and be quick. Don’t stop till you get to the other side, and pray he’s not waiting there for you.”

    “Thanks for your help.”

    “He can’t see you in there. Now get going.”

    I ran into the fog. I could hear the stallion rear up behind me and the wolves were howling and snarling. I ran deeper into the dense fog, blindly trying to find my way. After a while I had to stop; my lungs were bursting. I stood surrounded in a blanket of fog, bending over getting my breath back. My heart was thumping; my limbs were exhausted, I was gasping for air. I had this feeling that I was not alone in the fog. My lungs filled with musty air, allowing me to think straight again. I carried on walking, thinking that if I ran I would be heard. I silently headed in the same direction, hoping I would find the way out. A long silent period lapsed when I heard faint voices ahead of me. I noticed the fog was getting thinner by the second and I could see the white stallion unaccompanied. My God, where is he, I thought, panicking. I glanced around; there was nothing to see but the stallion as clear as day and behind him, the mountain. I considered my options and decided to make a run for it.

    In a delirious state, I started heading towards the mountain. The speed of my actions made the stallion rear up startled. I ran past so fast that I didn’t notice the pack of wolves curled up on the floor, resting. After a few moments, I was at the base of the mountain. To the left was a narrow winding pathway up the side, leading to the summit. In front of me was a small entrance, leading to a cavern. I opted for the cavern. Behind me came the sound of howling and the rumble of hooves. I ran straight into the cavern, plunging myself into total darkness. He reached the entrance. The wolves were running around in circles, waiting for their instructions. The stallion reared its front legs, knowing he couldn’t get through the small entrance. I crouched down behind a large boulder, straining my eyes to peer at the faint light that was being reflected into the mouth of the cavern. I waited, silently staring ahead, when I heard a voice quietly stating the obvious.

    “There’s no escaping from me. I know you’re in here. You cannot get out. You’re trapped for eternity. I’ll leave you to face the guardian of this cavern. When he’s finished with you, I’ll have what’s left,” the voice said, laughing hysterically.

    I crept deeper into the cavern, blindly looking for another way out.

    I kept moving, slowly feeling my way. I looked over my shoulder and saw that the light from the entrance had vanished. I was in total darkness. I stopped and, peering into the blackness, my eye caught a flicker of firelight in the distance. A faint feeling of hope filled my body as I made my way towards it. Advancing a little more, it became very clear I was in serious trouble again.
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     In the middle of the fire was a salamander, its eyes were large and black and the body was like some sort of lizard-cum-reptile. It had extremely long fangs; I froze with fear; my eyes transfixed by its eyes. I was paralysed to the spot. My brain told me to run but my body ignored the command. I screamed for help yet nothing came past my lips. The salamander rose out of the fire and its wings opened, revealing large talons. It stood, looking down at me, hissing and licking its long, sharp, pointed tongue.

    “Why are you here?” the salamander asked, spitting out a short burst of fire and smoke. “Normally I wouldn’t ask. I’d just devour you. However, I’ve eaten today and I am curious as to why a little runt like you has dared to enter my domain. Not even Tyzak is brave enough to come face to face with me!”

    “I don’t know, I must have got lost, I am truly sorry.” I said, trembling with fear.

    The salamander moved swiftly towards me, bending its neck, shoving its head straight into my face. Its long tongue wrapped itself around my neck, squeezing the air out of my body.

    “I’ll have you later when I feel hungry,” it hissed. The creature opened its talons. I felt a sharp stabbing pain in my stomach as it ripped open my gut. I screamed in blind panic, begging for help


    
      ***
    


    The noise of the bedroom door flying open and slamming against the wall jerked me from my sleep.

    “Edward, are you alright?” my aunt cried.

    I sat up in bed, sweating and holding my throat while crying.

    “You poor boy, been having bad dreams?” she said, wiping the tears from my eyes with her handkerchief.

    “Yeah, he’s getting closer,” I said.

    “Who?” she asked looking puzzled.

    “Doesn’t matter, it was just a nightmare, Auntie.”

    “I’m not surprised, with what you’ve been through. Come here, Edward.”

    She sat on the bed, and gave me a kiss and a big hug.

    “Come downstairs when you’re ready. I’ll cook a nice breakfast for you.”

    “OK, thanks, Auntie.”

    She left the bedroom and headed to the kitchen. I sat there for a while, my mind shocked and disturbed at the ever-increasing nightmares. I lethargically climbed out of bed, glancing at my watch. It was ten past eight. While getting dressed, I remembered I had to meet Tony and Brian at ten in the sand pit. A warm feeling came over me; the thought of being with my friends filled me with joy. The smell of sizzling bacon engulfed the bedroom on opening the door. I made my way down to the kitchen, absolutely starving.

    “Sit down, Edward. I’ve got news of your mother. I’ve just finished speaking to her on the phone. She knows you’re here and you should go home at some point today.”

    “Where is she?”

    “They stayed at some sort of family shelter home last night. Apparently they’re going home a little later today. Come on, here’s your breakfast.” She handed me a plate with eggs, bacon, sausage and tomatoes on it. After eating my grub and washing it down with orange juice, I thanked her for the kindness and generosity she bestowed on me.

    “If you need me at anytime, don’t hesitate to come round Edward,” She kissed me on the cheek and waved me on my way.

    

    I arrived at the sand pit just before ten. There was no sign of Tony or Brian anywhere. The weather was perishing, even though the sun was shining. The crisp, cold air made me wonder why the sun bothered to come out at all. I sat on the wall, staring at my watch, waiting for someone to show up. This has happened so many times during my life; being let down has now become the norm. Unfortunately, these occurrences have turned me against relying on absolutely anyone!! It was ten-forty and the cold had now got to grips with my body. Sitting, shivering was not my idea of fun. After another half hour I got up and left the sand pit, disappointed with my absent friends.
  


  
    CHAPTER SEVEN
Christmas came and went with nothing out of the ordinary happening. Shortly after my fifteenth birthday I left school. None of the teachers or staff were particularly concerned about my non-attendance.

    The New Year brought many changes. I kept my Saturday job in the market until the end of the summer. I also had a full-time job working in a toy factory down the Old Kent Road. I obviously lied about my age to get the job, which really wasn’t a problem, considering the company employed illegal immigrants. The reason I knew that was that on paydays I got a pay packet, while certain staff got cash from the boss’s own pocket. They also didn’t have to clock in. As I said, a hell of a lot happened this year, so I think I’ll start from February.

    

    I was perched up in bed, reading the latest edition of Shoot. It was late and not a sound came from within the house, except the odd squeaking and expanding of the floorboards. My bedroom was freezing cold; my breathing delivered warm air into the coldness, creating pockets of steam. I put my magazine down, feeling heavy-eyed. I snuggled up under the bedclothes, reaching out to turn the bedside lamp off. I was tossing and turning, trying to get comfortable and eventually, after what seemed like hours, I finally dropped off to sleep. Suddenly I jerked awake. Something jumped on the bed. It felt heavy, like a large animal. I could hear heavy panting followed by vicious-sounding growls. I stayed buried beneath the bedclothes; tremors of nervous excitement and fear tingled through my body. The animal was getting heavier, the weight pinned my legs to the bed. What happened next sent a chill down my spine. Memories came flooding back as the howling grew to a menacing sinister scream. The animal advanced slowly over my body towards my buried head. I cringed with fear, waiting for its next move. Suddenly I heard a heavy thump on the floor. The pressure on me ceased, and the animal was now scampering around my room, yelping as if there was something else in the room it knew. Then, without warning came this deathly silence. I waited under the bedclothes, straining my ears. Nothing. After a while, I convinced myself that the coast was clear. I reluctantly pulled back the bedclothes and peered into the darkness. Sitting bolt upright, I found my eyes focused on the wardrobe in the corner of the room. As I gazed at it, to my horror the door opened, standing there in an unearthly light was Tyzak, his black gown billowing around him. His eyes glared at me with insane madness and his horrible evil laugh sounded like the death shrieks of a thousand ghouls.

    “You fool,” he bellowed. “You will never escape me.”

    I found myself gazing deep into his glare. His eyes were fierce, like red-hot glowing coals in a fire. Tyzak nonchalantly moved towards the foot of the bed, sneering. He crossed his arms and stood there like a monk dressed in robes, his head slightly bowed. My heart was pounding at a rate of knots. I gasped for air as the fear gripped my body. Suddenly, on the other side of my bedroom door came a voice, half speaking and half shouting from the landing. There were vigorous thumps on the door; the handle was being violently shaken whilst turning. Tyzak glanced towards the door, releasing me from his gaze. I leapt up, leaning over to switch the lamp on. The light consumed the darkness. Tyzak had vanished!! I jumped out of bed towards the door and opened it, as if expecting someone was on the other side, but nobody was there.

    There was absolutely no human explanation for what had occurred that evening; the experience I had undergone was extremely horrific. Rose was right, Tyzak could manifest himself at will. It was a very alarmed and puzzled boy who finally fell asleep in the early hours of the morning. I woke midway through Friday morning, still feeling tired. Sitting up in bed, I reflected on the night’s events. Still shocked and bewildered, I gently eased myself out of bed. I must see Rose at some point this weekend, I thought. I sat on my bed, gleefully remembering there was no school today. The heating packed up during Wednesday afternoon. All the pupils were reliably informed that the school would be shut until the system was fixed, much to everyone’s delight! I moved across the room to my wardrobe and hesitantly opened the door. I took a few steps back with my arm outstretched as if waiting for something to jump out. The door flung open exposing my clothes and I sighed with relief. I got dressed quickly, putting on my warmest jumper. Shutting the bedroom door behind me, I made my way down to the kitchen, knowing there was no one home. Everyone was either at work or school. I opened the fridge door and peered in. Not a great deal to choose from, so I pulled out a lump of cheese and made myself a sarnie. I sat down with a glass of orange, eating my cheese sarnie. After I finished, I let myself out of the back door, making sure it was locked properly. I headed towards the sand pit where I knew Martin, Brian and Danny were hanging out. All three of them, plus quite a few of my mates, went to the same school. As I approached the pit, I could hear loud shouting, the scuffling of feet and a football thumping off the wall. Tony was sitting on the wall watching, looking completely bored.

    “Goal,” shouted Brian. “That’s three nil.”

    “You’re having a laugh,” Martin yelled. “That was a bloody foul, weren’t it, Tony?” he said pleadingly.

    “Looked alright from here, Martin,” he said with authority.

    I jumped on the wall next to Tony, wondering if I’d get a game.

    “Good news about the school, Ed!” Tony grinned.

    “Cor, you’re not wrong. I heard it’s gonna take at least a week. Blinding, eh?”

    “You working tomorrow?”

    “Yeah, why?”

    “A few of us are going to have a pop at the drinks factory tomorrow night. Apparently it’s piss-easy getting in over the fence. The yard is full of crates of lemonade, Coke and Fanta. You up for it, Ed, or what?”

    “Depends what time I get away from work. If I’m not knackered, I’ll come.”

    A strange feeling of unease possessed me just like before… my thoughts wildly churning in my mind as I remembered the last time Tony had a brainwave!

    “Come on, Ed! You can play on our side. We’ve only got four men to their five,” Brian insisted. I slid off the wall and ran on the pitch.

    “Nice to see ya, Eddie boy,” Martin said, holding out his hand which I gladly shook.

    “Likewise, Martin, How you been?”

    “Fine, mate! You?

    “So-so, you know how it is.”

    “Yeah, tell me about it.”

    “OK, that’ll do you two. You can waffle after the game,” Danny said impatiently as he waved the game back into play. Tommy lumped the ball in the air, I rose above Martin, heading the ball down to Brian’s feet. He dragged the ball, laying it off for Danny, who chipped the ball into the box. I brought the ball down with my chest, turning and spanking the ball on the volley. Tommy had no chance. The ball thumped against the brick wall, just inside the painted goal post. I turned, jumping in the air and waving my right arm triumphantly.

    “Four fucking nil!” Martin screamed at Tommy. “You’re bloody useless in goal, you doughnut!”

    “I told you I was a shit goalie,” he said, shrugging his shoulders. “You should have listened to me when I told you.”

    Martin kicked the ball at Tommy in anger. Unfortunately, it caught him right in the nuts. He dropped to the floor screaming, holding his plums. His eyes were watering like a fountain as he wriggled in pain on the floor.

    “What did you do that for?” Tommy asked in a loud shrieking tone.

    “I’m so sorry; I didn’t mean to hurt you. I just lashed out at the ball in frustration, Tom.” Martin said, all apologetically.

    Tony fell off the wall in hysterics. I’d never seen him laugh so much. I looked at Brian. He had a big grin on his face, trying not to laugh out loud. Me? I just stood there in amazement, looking at this idiot rolling about the floor like he had been shot several times. Sometimes it was really embarrassing having Tom as a hanger-on. After twenty minutes, Tom declared himself fit to resume.

    

    We played football all afternoon; swapping each other round and forming different teams. By the time it was two o’clock, there were fifteen of us chopping and changing. We had such a laugh; pretending to play FA Cup finals and World Cup matches. Around three-thirty, the light started to diminish and with this came a horrendous drop in temperature. We all decided to call it a day and, saying our farewells, we went our separate ways.

    As I walked home, absolutely frozen, I tried to flick my lighter on to warm my hands but I couldn’t function my fingers. I started rubbing my hands together; blowing heavily into numb, cupped hands. It was useless; they were frozen, so I stuffed my hands into each jean pocket, rubbing vigorously trying to bring them back to life. I started thinking about meeting Tony, Brian and Danny after work tomorrow. I wasn’t sure if it was a good idea. However, I decided to cross that bridge later.

    

    I woke to the sound of my alarm clock. It was a cold, dark February morning. I switched the bedside lamp on and glanced at the clock: five-thirty. The things you have to do for some pocket money, I sighed. I could easily have dropped back into a heavy slumber. Come on Eddie boy get up! No money, no fun, I reminded myself. I leapt out of bed, shivering. My God, it’s freezing in this bloody room. I’m surprised I haven’t caught pneumonia yet. Quickly getting dressed, I drew open the curtains, peering out into the street. The street lamps were still burning, casting ghostly shadows all over the shining-white frosty roads and pavements. I made my way down to the front door, quietly leaving the house. Having Mickey Mouse breakfasts in this house was a thing of the past. Egg, bacon and tomatoes were the order of the day and every Saturday in the market café, I would enjoy my cooked grub. I quickly walked up Lyndhurst Way towards the market. I noticed that parked up on the other side of the road was Bob’s milk float. He appeared from the front garden of number twenty-six, carrying empty milk bottles.

    “Morning, Eddie, bit parky this morning, isn’t it, lad?” he informed me, as if I was totally oblivious to the poxy weather.

    “Yeah, it’s atrocious. Mind you, it could be worse,” I said conversationally.

    “You’re probably right there, Ed. I’ve finished in this street. Fancy a lift up to the market?”

    “Yeah, Cheers, Bob,” I said, tiptoeing across, trying not to slip on the icy road. I jumped into the milk float, thinking what a nice bloke Bob was; a totally inoffensive guy and always smiling.

    “Save your plates for the day ahead,” Bob said, while pulling away from the kerb and heading up Lyndhurst Way.

    Blimey! I could walk faster than this contraption.

    We slowly moved towards our destination. And I mean slowly!

    “Who you got today?” Bob asked.

    “Away to Swindon, Should stuff them,” I said confidently. “What about your lot, Bob?”

    “Carlisle at home. We haven’t won in fifteen games, so I don’t hold out much hope,” he said frowning.

    Now, for some unknown reason, Bob supported Bradford Park Avenue, the worst football team in the country. They would soon be relegated into oblivion. Why Bob followed them, I haven’t a clue; they were thrashed every week. Not like my super-hoops. QPR were lying second in Division Two, Nailed-on certs for promotion. The conversation on football dried up rapidly as we approached the market gates.

    “Thanks a lot, Bob, that was really kind of you, mate.”

    “No problem, son, don’t work too hard, will ya?” he said jokingly.

    “Not a chance, Bob,” I said, running into the market.

    “Morning, Toby,” I said as I strolled past the butcher’s.

    “And a good morning to you, young man,” he called, tipping his hat in my direction. I ran round the back of Laurie’s. My cap and coat were hanging on a nail. I quickly put my coat on and stuffed the cap on my nut.

    “Morning, Laurie,” I said, all cheerfully while walking through to the shop front.

    “Nice and early again, Ed. You do amaze me for a youngster.”

    “Why’s that, Laurie?”

    “Well, kids today don’t like getting out of bed. Mind you, you’re definitely an exception; you’ve never been late at all,” he smiled.

    After our short conversation, I started to arrange the fruit display, lining up cucumbers like torpedoes, filling up the tomato trays and emptying bags of King Edwards. After I finished, Laurie asked me to sweep the shop through, which I duly obliged.

    “Soon as Candy gets here, Ed, we’ll have breakfast.”

    “Yeah, that’s fine, Laurie.”

    I hoped she would hurry up. I was starving.

    Candy eventually turned up and Laurie and I went for breakfast down the market café. I enjoyed a hearty meal consisting of eggs, bacon, tomatoes and beans with two rounds of toast, followed by a large glass of Coke. I was stuffed and extremely satisfied with my breakfast.

    “That’ll keep us going for the rest of the day,” Laurie said happily, stroking his stomach with both hands in a circular fashion. We left the café and made our way back to the shop with a takeaway tea for Candy.

    

    During the morning, I was stacking crates of bananas in the rear of the shop when I noticed Laurie and Candy staring at me, watching my every move.

    “You didn’t think we would forget, Ed?” Candy mentioned, with a big grin on her face. Laurie was standing next to her smiling and holding a bag. I gazed blankly at both of them, wondering what the hell they were chatting about. My puzzled look startled them.

    “Well?” Candy said.

    “Well what?” I said, all confused.

    “Pass me that calendar, Candy,” Laurie asked, holding out his hand. He flipped the pages. “I wrote it down on here somewhere,” he reckoned. “Here we are, I knew I’d written it down, Look.” he shoved the calendar in front of Candy’s face.

    “That’s right, fifteenth of February,” she chimed. “Happy birthday, Eddie!”

    I was gobsmacked; fucking hell, I’d forgotten my own birthday!

    “Here you are Ed, Just a small token of our thanks,” he handed me a bag and inside was a card with a lovely written inscription. I then pulled out a present wrapped in blue paper, slowly unwrapping the paper until my eyes nearly popped at the sight of a blue and white hooped QPR top.

    I was flabbergasted, completely shell-shocked! I stood staring at the shirt in amazement.

    “Do you like it?” Laurie said smiling. “You can thank Candy. It was her suggestion to get you that. I was going to get something completely different.”

    I was absolutely speechless. I didn’t know what to say.

    “Lost your tongue, Eddie?” Candy said, laughing. “What do ya think of my choice of pressie?” She walked over and, putting her arms around my neck, she planted a kiss on my cheek. “Happy birthday,” she whispered in my ear. I felt my eyes well up and a large tear rolled down my cheek, splashing on the floor.

    “Thank you both, very much. That’s the best birthday present I’ve ever had.” I said, holding up my new top.

    The rest of the day flew by. It was five o’clock when the guy in the china shop opposite turned his radio up. I was filling up the spuds at the front of the shop, straining my ears listening to the radio.

    “Chelsea 3 Arsenal 2, Liverpool 1 Everton 1, Leeds United 2 West Ham 1…” The presenter started to read the results from Division Two. “Blackpool 0 Bolton 0, Millwall 2 Crystal Palace 1, Leicester City 1 Derby County 1, Swindon Town 0 QPR 4.”

    I jumped with joy, dropping potatoes all over the place. I was picking up the spuds when I faintly heard, “Carlisle United 5 Bradford Park Avenue 0.” Poor old Bob, I thought. I went to the rear of the shop, my face beaming.

    “Won again, have they?” Laurie asked, not looking all that surprised.

    “Yeah 4-0, Not bad, eh? Derby drew so we’re top now,” I boasted. “Do you mind if I go and see Clare for five minutes, Laurie?”

    “No, not at all, Eddie,” he assured me. I left the shop and quickly walked in the direction of Clare’s. The overhead doorbell jingled as I entered the shop.

    “Hello Eddie, We were just talking about you,” Clare said. She was sitting in the corner drinking tea with Rose.

    “How’s my favourite birthday boy, then?” Rose asked, grinning. She looked really well.

    “Surviving,” I smiled, thinking that this was not the time or the place to tell Rose about Tyzak or anything else.

    “Would you like some tea, Eddie?” Clare asked softly.

    “I’d love one, thanks.”

    The familiar burning smell of lavender and jasmine joss sticks will always remind me of Clare’s shop. The sheer ambience of the place filled me with inner peace. I took a deep breath as I sat next to Rose.

    “Here we are.” Clare handed me a mug of steaming tea. I stretched out, retrieving the mug.

    “Cheers, Clare,” I said, taking a sip of tea. The liquid slid down my throat, making me heave. I coughed loudly and I wanted the spit the rest out. I just couldn’t insult Clare’s kindness. It tasted vile but I can’t explain what the taste was, just that it was horrible!

    “How’s the tea, Eddie?” Rose asked. Well, if I told you it tasted awful, Clare would probably be offended, I thought to myself.

    “Different, what is it?” I asked trying not to give away my disgust with the wrong facial expressions.

    “Herbal. It’s good for your system, Eddie.”

    Really? I’d rather drink castor oil and, believe me, if I had the choice I would.

    “Yeah, it’s OK,” I said, forcing another mouthful down my neck, trying not to throw up. I took the final mouthful from the mug, sighing with relief that my ordeal was over. I must remind myself never to accept Clare’s offer of tea again. Lovely woman that she is, I just couldn’t face that crap again.

    “That was nice, cheers Clare,” I lied, cursing myself.

    “There’s more in the pot if you fancy another cup, Ed?” she asked.

    You’re having a laugh. The first cup nearly killed me and a second would definitely wipe me out for good.

    “No, thanks, I’ve got to get back to the shop soon. Thanks for the offer though.” I stood up browsing around the shop. I picked up this funny-shaped crystal, giving it the once over. “This is nice, Rose, What is it?”

    “An amethyst stone, believed to bring the holder good fortune. It’s actually your birthstone. Aquarians use it when meditating.”

    Really, I thought. Give me a barrow full; I need all the luck I can get at the moment.

    “How much is this, Clare?” I enquired.

    She walked over to a stand in the corner. “You can have this, Eddie.” She picked up an amethyst stone hanging on a thin leather neckband and placed it over my head.

    “Thanks very much Clare, It’s beautiful.” I said with a big smile.

    “You’re welcome. Call it your birthday present, Eddie.”

    Rose bent down, pulling a small parcel from under her chair. “This is for you, Eddie. I hope it serves you well, happy birthday!”

    She handed over the parcel and I slowly unwrapped it, full of anticipation and excitement.

    What could it be? I’d never seen anything like it before.

    Rose must have read my mind instantly. “It’s a North-American Indian dream-catcher, Eddie. Hang it on your headboard over your head. The American Indians are very spiritual; they believe all your bad dreams will be filtered through the dream-catcher, thus allowing only good dreams to penetrate the catcher. Indian shamans swear by them.”

    “That’s amazing, Rose, Will it stop him?”

    “Stop who?” Clare asked, intrigued.

    “Never you mind, Clare. I will explain later,” Rose glanced at me, looking uncertain. “It should restrict him,” she said hopefully.

    “What’s a shaman, Rose?” I asked curiously.

    “A witch doctor.”

    “Oh, I see. Like an Indian medicine man?”

    “Yeah, sort of,” Rose replied.

    “I must get back to the shop, Rose. Thanks for the present. I’ll see you soon. Bye, Clare. Cheers for the necklace. See you next week,” I said waving goodbye to both of them.

    I legged it back to the shop. Laurie was serving this couple as I entered the front of the shop. “That’ll be two and six, sir,” Laurie said, handing them their bag of vegetables.

    “Thanks! See you next week,” the customer replied after paying.

    “You can go early, Ed, seeing as it’s your birthday.”

    “Thanks, Laurie, see you Saturday.” I put my football top on under my jumper. I looked round the shop. No Candy, I thought. Wondering where she was, I left the market making my way home. The weather had deteriorated for the worst. The pavement and roads were already beginning to freeze over as the temperature plummeted drastically. My God, you could freeze to death in this, I thought, as I moved quickly down Lyndhurst Way. Halfway down the street, I noticed a car with its bonnet up under a street lamp. As I got closer, it was obvious whose wheels it was. Candy was bending over the engine looking distraught and puzzled, calling her car a wanker! She was dressed for summer, not a freezing cold February evening.

    She glanced across the road from under the bonnet towards the sound of my footsteps.

    “Eddie,” she cried, looking at me with those big blue eyes pleadingly. “Please help me,” she begged.

    Now, I’m a complete sucker when it comes to the opposite sex, especially long-legged gorgeous blondes. Well, I mean, she’s the damsel in distress and I’m her knight in shining armour! I can dream can’t I?

    “What’s the problem, Candy?” I asked, crossing the road, approaching her knackered car.

    “The bloody thing just died on me,” she said, all confused. I stood by her side staring at the engine. The street lamp was giving off a substantial amount of light. Seeing the engine wasn’t a problem, sussing out what was wrong was another story.

    “Do you know anything about cars, Eddie?” Candy looked at me, hoping my answer would be yes.

    “Well, as it happens I do a bit. I’ve helped my mate Tony’s dad a few times.” I was scanning the engine with eager eyes, hoping I could see where the problem was.

    “What do you think? Can you fix it?” she asked, shivering.

    “Sit in the car Candy while I have a look. Try and keep yourself warm, I’ll do my best to get it going for you.”

    Candy sat in the driver’s seat huddled up. I was twiddling about with wires and cables, looking for a sign. My hands were freezing. I started to rub my hands together, trying to bring back a bit of feeling to them when I noticed a cable hanging down. On further inspection, I realised the distributor lead had worked its way loose. What a touch! She’s going to think I’m a genius. I stood back from the car with my hands on my hips.

    “Got any tools in the boot, Candy?” I asked.

    Candy hung her head out the window. “Yeah, there’s a little box with bits in.”

    I opened the boot and retrieved the box of tools. Carrying them around to the front of the motor, I opened the toolbox and fished about inside. She wasn’t joking about bits. Bloody hell, what a load of crap! Good job I don’t need any. This will do. I fished out a roll of insulating tape and a small penknife. Bending under the bonnet, I pulled the cable up. Using the knife, I opened up the brass connectors on the end and, scraping all the shit off, I pushed the cable back into the distributor cap. What a nice tight fit it was. I then wrapped insulating tape around the end. I stood back, dropping the bonnet shut. Candy was peering out of the windscreen with a desperate but hopeful look on her face. I pulled out a fag, struggling to light it. On the tenth attempt it clicked into action.

    “Well, Eddie, any joy?” Candy asked softly, expecting bad news.

    I took a long hard drag on my fag thinking, this is it! Blowing out a cloud of smoke, I told her to turn the engine over. She turned the ignition, nothing. Again she tried and again nothing. Oh shit. I’ve made myself look a complete plum. I stood next to the driver’s window. I could smell petrol.

    “You’ve flooded it,” I said disappointingly.

    “What do you mean, Eddie?” she asked all worried.

    “Too much wellie on the accelerator, Candy.” I tried to explain to her that when you start a car you shouldn’t pump the accelerator so much because you over fill the carburettor with fuel.

    “What now?” she asked.

    “Leave it for a while.” I walked round the car and, opening the passenger door, I jumped in. “Give it a few minutes and try again, alright?”

    “Sorry, Ed,” she said. We both sat there freezing, my nose started to run, it was so cold. Candy looked at me with those beautiful eyes. “Thanks for being here, Eddie. I would have been really scared on my own.”

    “Don’t worry, Candy. It will start, I promise,” I said confidently.

    “I know it’s your birthday, Eddie. I will definitely make it up to you.”

    “No problem, Candy, Now give it whirl and don’t touch the accelerator.”

    She turned the key in the ignition. The engine span round, firing life into the old beast. Coughing and spluttering and kicking out smoke, she was somehow running. The sound of T-rex flooded the car from Candy’s eight-track cartridge.

    “You’re a bloody marvel, Eddie, I could kiss you to death.” she said, all excited.

    Don’t let me stop you!

    To my surprise she turned round and putting her arms around my neck she planted a lovely smacker on my lips, holding me very tight. For those few seconds, I was in heaven. I wanted this moment to last for eternity. Unfortunately, it couldn’t. She pulled her lips from mine, smiling. Her eyes were shining like a beacon. My God, she enjoyed that, I thought to myself. Nah, I must be imagining it. She’s twenty-two and I’m only fifteen. Candy looked at me, stroking my cheek with her hand.

    “You really are such a sweet guy, Eddie, Story of my life,” she said sighing. Now that statement had me totally confused. What did she mean story of my life. I wondered if I should ask her what she meant.

    The car started to warm up as the heater slowly started to blow warm air from the struggling engine. Candy was staring at me, trying to say something. I got the impression she wanted to speak but was having trouble saying what was on her mind. I felt nervous so I decided to break the silence.

    “Well, that’s you sorted out Candy. I must go now; I’m meeting a few friends soon. Don’t forget, go easy on the pedal,” I said smiling. I opened the passenger door, putting my left leg on the floor. I was just about to pull myself out of the car when Candy called my name. I turned round, looking into her eyes; I saw that she had a small tear forming.

    “What’s wrong, Candy?” I asked confused.

    “Nothing, Eddie, Thanks for being a star.” She leant over and kissed me again. “Take care and I’ll see you soon.” I pulled myself out of the car, waved goodbye and walked home. Candy sat there for a while before driving away. It wasn’t until years later that I found out that Candy had fallen in love with me while working at her dad’s shop. Our paths would cross one more time when I was in my twenties, as you will find out later.

    I turned off Lyndhurst Way to walk down my street. Walking towards me and waving were Karen, Lyn and Spud Murphy, looking absolutely frozen.

    “Bloody hell, Karen, I told you he wasn’t dead.” Spud said jokingly.

    “Where have you been, Eddie? Haven’t seen you in yonks,” Karen said, putting her arms around me and giving me a welcoming hug. I stood there explaining about my Saturday job, my old man and school. After I finished telling them everything, Karen asked me if I’d seen Ann lately.

    “The last time I saw her was a few weeks ago. She was with this blonde guy doing shopping up Rye Lane,” I told her.

    “So you obviously haven’t heard then?”

    “Heard what?” I asked, feeling a little uneasy about what she was going to tell me.

    “Ann’s run away from home with him. Her parents have informed the police and they’re looking for them.” Karen noticed the hurt in my eyes. “You’re better off out of it Eddie, She would only hurt you.”

    “Yeah, mate. Plenty more fish in the sea,” Spud said all seriously. “Anyway, what you up to tonight?”

    My mind was buzzing. He obviously wasn’t a bloody relative or friend. My first instincts were spot on. Fucking bitch!! I couldn’t even be bothered telling them it was my birthday.

    “Well, I’m supposed to meet Brian and Tony in a while, I don’t think I can be arsed at the moment though,” I told them, sounding really pissed off.

    Lyn was looking at me with pity in her eyes, then she said smiling, “I’ll tell you what. Why don’t we all go out later to the Lyceum? We haven’t been out to the disco for a while.”

    “That’s a blinding idea! What do you reckon, Ed?” Karen said all enthusiastically. “I could do with a good dance.”

    “As it happens, that sounds a really cool idea, Karen.” I said, forcing a smile on my face.

    “Good. We’ll meet outside at half past eight,” was Spud’s eager reply.

    “OK, I’ll catch up with you lot later, then.”

    We all separated, going home in different directions to get ready for the night’s entertainment. I remember the last time we all went to that club. We were all dancing to the Funky Chicken; what a pathetic dance, everybody acting like they were Norman Collier. Halfway though my routine, I split my Levi ‘stay-pressed’ strides. Not a pretty sight, the only thing holding them up was my half-inch braces. My multi-coloured boxers were picked out embarrassingly by the strobe lights.

    Unfortunately, a certain turn of events prevented me from meeting up with Spud, Lyn and Karen that night. I opened the back gate, making my way to the back door. I walked into the kitchen, scanning the place for my dinner.

    “You’re late from work,” my mum shouted from the living room.

    “Yeah, I had to help Candy with her car. It broke down in Lyndhurst Way and I fixed it!” I said proudly. I walked into the front room. Everybody was watching the telly. I sat down near the fire trying to get myself warm. After a while, the feelings in my body came back to life. I looked at them; their eyes were fixed on the box as if mesmerised.

    He was out. Thank God. The less I see of him, the better.

    “Any grub, Mum?” I asked politely.

    “There’s a plate in the oven. It’s probably cold now, but that’s what happens when you’re late,” she said sarcastically.

    I walked into the kitchen, opening the oven. Cold mashed spuds with one sausage and beans. I stood by the sink, looking into the garden and eating my cold dinner with a fork, my mind drifting off with each mouthful. Nobody had remembered my birthday, except the lovely Candy, Laurie, Clare and Rose. Not even my parents, brothers or sisters could be bothered to remember. After I finished my dinner, I washed up my plate and fork and decided to go up to my bedroom for a bit of solitude. I made my way upstairs, knowing my bedroom was going to be bloody freezing. I opened my bedroom door flicking on the light; walking over to my bed, I plonked myself down. I reached into my inside coat pocket pulling out my present from Rose. Leaning over the bed, I tied the dream catcher to the headboard, hoping that it would help restrain him from entering my world. I sat there in silence, my mind deep in thought, recalling past events…
  


  
    CHAPTER EIGHT
The bulldozers were hard at it, pulling down all the houses in every street. The dust, noise and total destruction of the neighbourhood was catastrophic. Even to this day and for the life of me, I just don’t understand why it happened. Hundreds of houses were demolished, streets were ripped up; all the places I used to play in as a kid were flattened to a pile of rubble. Absolutely bloody horrendous, and for what? To be replaced with a crime-consumed North Peckham estate. Even the postmen and milkmen refused to deliver there for fear of being mugged. Residents were subjected to the highest level of criminal damage and vandalism. Homes were constantly robbed, cars were burnt out, serious sexual assaults occurred regularly; there were gangs of youths running wild. At night, nobody would walk about or answer their doors for fear of these criminals. Anybody stupid enough to venture into the estate would more than likely get mugged or violently beaten up. Quite a few local drunks found this out when they used it as a short cut from the local pub. Drug dealers and gang-warfare would follow years later. And, after twenty-five years, the powers-that-be finally realised what a complete fuck-up they had made in deciding to pull it down and build new houses!!! Now, that’s what I call laughable progress.

    

    It was during the demolition stage that my mates and I decided to use one of these large derelict houses as a camp. It was set back from the street in large grounds. Why they left it to last I haven’t a clue, but they did. So we commandeered the house and no one knew. The house was completely boarded up. The crumbling walls were covered with tattered creepers and the garden was full of empty cans and filthy mattresses. While searching in the garden, we found a coal-cellar door obscured by bushes and overgrown brambles. It took us hours to dig the earth away so we could jimmy the door open. Inside, the coal-chute was empty. Getting into the house was now very easy; we had our own entrance and exit via the coal-chute. Tony, Brian and I climbed through the opening - I must admit to it being a tight squeeze but we managed to get in. Once inside, we stood straining our eyes, surveying the basement to the house. There were faint rays of light penetrating the boarded windows through the occasional gaps. This cast an unearthly and somewhat spooky light in certain areas of the house; the rest was in complete darkness. There was a smell like old cupboards and damp timber. It was surprisingly cold and I thought this was a little odd considering that it was a warm summer’s evening. I took a pace forward, stopping when I heard a loud crack under my feet. Most of the floorboards were rotten; we were going to find it a tricky job avoiding all the holes in the floor.

    “Be careful where you tread, lads. Otherwise, you’ll go straight through the floor,” I warned Tony and Brian. I wasn’t exactly scared but the feeling of unease consumed my body. Suddenly, there was a creaking noise above our heads from the room upstairs. We stood looking at each other with blank expressions, wondering what it could be. The creaking continued, as though there was someone walking about the room. Then it stopped and silence fell.

    “Old floorboards creaking, that happens all the time in old houses,” Tony said reassuringly.

    “It could be rats running around,” Brian muttered.

    Great, I thought, not my favourite rodents. Just the sight of a rat makes my skin crawl.

    Treading carefully, we made our way out of the basement, slowly climbing up the rickety stairs to the ground floor.

    “These stairs are a bit dodgy. They’re moving all over the place,” Brian said, alarmed. Just as I was thinking he was right, there came a loud snap and shout from behind me.

    “Fuck!” shouted Tony. “The bloody tread gave way! Lucky I was only on the second one.” He pulled his foot out slowly, making his way very gingerly to the top. We stood in a large oval hall. I couldn’t see any details because of the darkness. I moved carefully, fully aware that if I went through any floorboards, I’d end up back in the basement!

    “Let’s split up and explore the whole house. See if we can find a decent room to have as our base,” Tony suggested. “Brian and me will take the first and second floors; you can take this floor, Eddie. OK?”

    The pair of them disappeared up the stairs leaving me on my jack. I stood there for a second, listening to their mumbling voices getting fainter the higher they went. I scanned the hall, noticing four doors and moved towards the closest door to my right. I pushed it open and entered the room. The door swung to behind me, closing with a thud. Rays of light pinned the room in all directions, I carefully walked to the centre of the floor, the room was completely empty. Three rays of light hit an old fireplace to my left. I noticed an opened book in the hearth, lying face up. I moved towards the fireplace, picking up the book. I thought it was really weird that the only thing in this old rotten house was a book. Closing the book, I moved it about catching the thin rays of light so I could read the title: The Afterlife by Dr. Kelly Parker. Suddenly and for no apparent reason, I felt the temperature in the room drop drastically. I could see my breath in small clouds of freezing cold air. The hairs on my body stood on end. I knew instantly that I was not alone in the room; my heart started to pound rapidly, but not from fear, more like excitement. There’s nothing to be afraid of, I told myself. I looked round the room, straining my eyes, looking for any movement. Even though my heart was pumping like mad, I felt really calm and collected. The rays of light started flickering as if something invisible was moving rapidly around the room. I took a deep breath and carefully moved away from the fireplace. My attention focused on the far corner of the room. Standing in the dark shadows was a tall figure; I couldn’t make out what it was. The light didn’t reach that far across the room.

    “Who are you?” I whispered nervously.

    “Who am I? Who are you?” the voice asked. “What are you doing in my house?” she said calmly. The woman’s voice wasn’t angry or threatening, which made me feel at ease.

    “My name is Eddie and we were just being nosey, having a look round this old empty house,” I said innocently.

    “I am so pleased that you have come,” she said, just as if she had been expecting me. “It’s not often I get the chance to come back, but when I do there’s never any mortals around.” That statement took me aback.

    “Do you mean the other side, lady?” I asked.

    “My word, you’re clued up for a youngster. Are you not frightened of the unknown?” she sounded surprised.

    “No, not really, WellI mean, there’s good and bad spirits,” I said, sure of myself.

    “How do you know that I’m not a evil spirit?”

    “I don’t know, for sure. If you were I would get the same feeling I’ve had before,” I answered confidently.

    “Before, you say. You’ve met an evil spirit before, have you?”

    “Yes, I have on several occasions. He’s a nasty piece of work, is Tyzak.”

    “Tyzak! I’ve heard about him. He’s known as the gatherer of souls. He searches all the astral planes and the big void for the lost and bewildered.” She then changed the subject rather quickly.

    “That book you are holding, I need you to return it to its rightful owner. Will you do that for me?” she asked softly.

    “Yeah, no problem,” I assured her.

    “Good. Inside is the person’s name and address. Tell them I’m sorry it’s late coming back. They will understand.”

    “If they ask me who returned the book, what shall I say?”

    “My name is Mrs. Winters,” she informed me. The figure moved across the room, gliding towards the door, and I watched in amazement as she passed straight through the door into the hall. I stood there for a while expecting to wake up. Am I dreaming or did this really happen? I wasn’t sure, but then I felt the book in my hand and I knew it wasn’t a dream. I was so excited I ran to the door flinging it open, shouting out for Tony and Brian, clinging to the book like my life depended on it. I’ve got proof at last!! They were both standing in the hall at the foot of the stairs. Their eyes were wild; faces distorted with fear and disbelief, the thin rays of light running across their petrified faces.

    

    “You fucking saw her, didn’t you. Answer me, will you? You saw her?” I screamed at them.

    Tony sat on the stairs, putting his head in his hands.

    “Yes, she passed straight through us on the stairs,” he said quietly. Brian was standing there, white-faced, staring at me in shock.

    “I’ve just been talking to her in that room,” I informed them.

    “I know. We stood on the stairs listening to the voices coming from the room,” Brian said, shaking his head in disbelief.

    Tony looked up at me. “Aren’t you scared?” he asked.

    “Not at all, she gave me this book. I promised to return it to the person named inside.”

    “Are you going to?” Brian asked nervously.

    “Absolutely! Soon as we’re outside and I can see to read it, I’ll return it,” I said, all sincere.

    We made our way down to the basement, treading carefully on the rickety stairs. We approached the coal-chute in deadly silence and then it happened again. There was a loud thud followed by creaking footsteps above. Suddenly one of the doors opened and banged shut; heavy footsteps slowly trudged across the hall floor heading in the direction of the basement stairs. It’s not Mrs. Winters, I thought to myself. Suddenly I had a strange feeling of unease and dread possesses me. I felt cold and unsure of myself, fear gripping my body. The footsteps stopped at the top of the stairs, as if something was peering down into the darkness below. We stood huddled by the coal-chute, our eyes staring with horror at the top of the stairs. The silence was frightening; not a sound came from anywhere. The creaking of the top tread broke the silence. My heart started to thump uncontrollably and beads of sweat ran down my face. I looked at Brian; his face was frantic with fear. I could feel Tony shaking like a leaf. Then the second tread creaked. Whoever it was stood there in silence. I looked at Tony, shaking my head. I wanted to tell him that it must be human, otherwise the treads wouldn’t squeak but my throat had closed up solid with fear and nothing came out. I was straining my eyes into the darkness trying to see what was on the stairs, but there was nothing but darkness. The thin rays of light from the boarded windows vanished into the darkness and were not strong enough to penetrate any worthwhile distance. The next tread creaked with a slight crack. He’s too heavy. The stairs will cave in, he must know that, surely? I grabbed both their arms, trying to communicate my thoughts. I was ready to make my move, thinking that if he continued to descend the stairs, he would undoubtedly fall through them. The sound of heavy breathing engulfed the silence, followed by an almighty crashing sound with screams of pain coming from the centre of the stairs. I turned round to the pair of them.

    “Go! For fuck’s sake, get going!”

    They both took turns squeezing through the coal-chute. I was just about to climb into it too when I heard a voice. Clinging to the book, I turned round facing the stairs.

    “Help me please, boy,” the voice pleaded.

    “Who are you? What are you doing in this house?” I demanded, acting like I had every right to be there myself.

    “I’ve been sleeping in one of the rooms upstairs for the past few nights until I find somewhere to live,” he said, choking on the pain. “I heard voices and movement. I should have stayed where I was,” he said, his voice trembling.

    I slowly walked over to the stairs where he was trapped. I started to feel sorry for him. As I got closer, I could see this heavy thickset guy with a long greying beard, wearing filthy clothes, stinking of booze. His face was distorted in agony. I looked down at his legs. One was trapped between the treads, the other had a large shaped timber stake speared through the back of his calf and out through his shin.

    “Shit, you need an ambulance,” I cried hysterically.

    “Eddie, you all right? Where the fuck are you?” Tony screamed down the coal-chute, sounding worried.

    “I’ll be out in a second,” I assured him, my reply echoing up the chute. I turned round to the trapped man, telling him that I would get an ambulance for him. “How did you get in?” I asked all curiously.

    “The back door,” he said. “It’s unlocked. I just pulled the board and it popped open.”

    “Good, I’ll tell the ambulance men.”

    I climbed through to the other side. Tony grabbed my shoulders panicking, and pulled me out into the garden. I quickly explained what had happened to the guy inside the house.

    “Wait here for me. I’m going to get an ambulance for him,” I said, as I ran out of the garden, running up to Peckham Road where I knew there was an ambulance station opposite my old primary school. I explained everything to the guy who was manning the phones. I returned to the house where Tony and Brian were waiting, sitting on the garden wall. “They’re on the way. Should be here soon,” I said confidently. I ran over shouting down the coal-chute telling the guy what was going on. I heard a faint acknowledgement, followed by a thank you. I sat on the wall with both of them flicking through pages in the book.

    “What did she look like?” I asked Tony, referring to the apparition on the stairs.

    “Tall, slim with a wrinkled old face and wispy long grey hair,” he said quietly.

    “Didn’t you see her, Eddie?” Brian asked, looking surprised. “You was talking to her, weren’t you?”

    “No, I never. She stood in the shadows. All I could make out was that she was tall.”

    The conversation ceased immediately on hearing the sound of ambulance bells ringing. Two ambulance men came running up the garden, carrying a stretcher.

    “Where is he, son?” asked the short fat guy. I explained how to get in and where he was trapped.

    “Leave it to us. We’re professionals, we’ll get him out safe and sound,” said the lanky ambulance man. They disappeared round the back of the house.

    I continued to browse through the book, looking for the person who I was to give this book to. “Ah, found it’! I said, excitedly. “Pamela and Simon Goldsmith of seventy-seven Oakwell Drive, Camberwell, South East London. Do either of you know the whereabouts of Oakwell Drive?” I asked, hoping their answer would be yes. Unfortunately, I got a resounding no from both of them. Just then, the two ambulance men carrying the injured guy on the stretcher came struggling round from the back of the house.

    “Is he going to be all right?” I asked, showing concern.

    “Yeah, he’ll be fine in a few weeks,” said the fat one. The guy was out cold, obviously having been given some sort of drug to release him from the pain.

    “Do any of you know Oakwell Drive in Camberwell?” I asked with my fingers crossed.

    “Yeah, it runs parallel to the cemetery in Camberwell Grove,” the lanky one assured me.

    “Great, thanks,” I said.

    The two ambulance men disappeared down the garden and out to their vehicle.

    “Do you want us to come with you to Camberwell?” Tony asked me.

    “No not really, this is something I must do on my own, if you don’t mind,” I said, sounding very serious.

    “That’s cool Eddie, but be careful won’t you, mate,” Brian warned me.

    “I’ll catch up with you later,” I told them.

    Leaving them both sitting on the wall, I made my way to Camberwell Grove. After a thirty-minute walk, I arrived at Oakwell Drive, clutching the book and looking for number seventy-seven. I approached the door, churning over in my mind what I was going to say. I took a deep breath and rung the bell. The door slowly opened; standing in front of me was this tall bloke with cropped hair, wearing a blue shirt and black strides.

    “Can I help you?” he asked, staring at me.

    “I’m looking for Pamela or Simon Goldsmith,” I replied politely.

    “May I asked who you are and what you want?” he said abruptly.

    “My name is Eddie, and I’ve got something I have to return to them,” I said quietly.

    “What are you supposedly returning?” he asked, looking at me distrustfully.

    “Look, I was asked to return a book to them, so if you don’t mind I would like to talk to either of them,” I said sternly.

    “Who’s at the door, Simon?” came a woman’s voice from the top of the stairs. I glanced at him, raising my eyebrows as if to say the game’s up.

    “There’s someone here who reckons he is returning a book to us,” he blurted out in the direction of the stairs. All of a sudden, she came hurtling down the stairs like a rat out of an aqueduct.

    “What book? I haven’t loaned any books to anyone recently,” she said. “The last time I loaned a book was to” she stopped in mid-sentence, staring wildly at what I held in my hands. “Where the hell did you get that from?” she shouted hysterically. She leapt over and grabbed the book out of my hands. “Answer me,” she begged as she flipped through the pages. “My God, it’s the same bloody book. Look Simon, its impossible,” she cried. “Absolutely impossible.” She was delirious; waving the book around, trying to come to terms with what she had in her possession.

    “Well, are you going to tell us how you come to have this book?” he said sharply, looking extremely distraught.

    “Yeah, if you both calm down, I will,” I said quietly. They both stood in front of me, staring in disbelief as I told them about Mrs. Winters and the old derelict house and how she had wanted me to return the book to its rightful owner.

    “Mrs. Winters died five years ago,” Pamela said, crying. “She was my mother. While she was in hospital, I took the book for her to read. It was a source of comfort to her and, when she died, the book was buried with her.”

    I looked at her, asking if she had ever read the book herself. Her reply shocked me. Not only had she read it, she was the author. Dr. Kelly Parker was her alias!

    

    On many occasions throughout my life I have encountered unexplained phenomenon such as apparitions and visits from the spirit world. I strongly believe that certain paths I’ve taken in my life were subject to spiritual influences. As I look back, I am absolutely convinced I have been helped along the way. Taken off one path and being directed onto another. Why? I’m not sure. All the sudden changes, good or bad, were definitely out of my control. Anything good or gained, I had to give back in some way, as though I was being primed for something else. Maybe, as everyone tells me, including mediums, that the path I am on now is the end result of their interventions. So why write a book on my life, my experiences and beliefs? I ask myself. I’m just a cockney builder from South London who has no literary skills whatsoever. My father convinced me I was a dunce and my school days were a farce; my school reports were disgusting. I only learned how to write properly when I was forty-seven and how that came about was truly remarkable.


    
      ***
    


    I was dragged from my thoughts by the sound of my bedroom door being opened. My little brother entered the room and handed me a letter.

    “This came for you earlier today. I hid it in my room until you came home from work, just in case anyone opened it,” he whispered.

    “Thanks!” I said, taking the letter from his grasp.

    “Who’s it from?” he asked, looking at me, waiting for my answer.

    “Nan. She sent me a birthday card,” I informed him, smiling to myself.

    “I didn’t know it was your birthday, Eddie, No one told me, honest.” he said, all apologetically.

    “Don’t worry about it, it’s no big deal,” I reassured him.

    “How old are you today?” he enquired.

    “Fifteen,” I replied, yawning. I was getting bored.

    “What’s that hanging on your headboard?” he asked. Questions, bloody questions.

    “It’s a lucky charm,” I lied. Well, how do I explain to a little boy what its real use is for? “Haven’t you got nothing else to do except ask me questions?” I didn’t want to hurt his feelings, but, I mean there’s only so much conversation you can have with a seven year old. He left my room smiling, shutting the door behind him. I read my card from Nan, pleased she never forgot me. I was putting my cards in the wardrobe when there was a crack on the window. I peered through the windowpane. Tony and Brian were beckoning at me with hand gestures to come out. Why the fuck don’t you ever knock on the bloody door? One of these days they’ll smash my window. I opened the sash window, leaning out into the cold night, and I told them that I would be down in a little while. After a quick splash, I changed into something warmer and more suitable for the coming night’s activities. Is this really what I want? I asked myself. These childish pranks, breaking into the R Whites factory on a freezing cold night was not my idea of fun. I convinced myself, however, that there was nothing else better to do except freeze my nuts off in this bedroom. So, with a heavy heart, I met them outside, unaware that this was going to be a night I would never forget. Big time!

    

    The three of us made our way to the local pub with the sole intention of meeting Danny outside. It’s funny how nothing ever seems to pan out the way you plan, and this night was no exception. After a few minutes, a black Ford Zodiac screeched to a halt outside, quickly followed by two transit vans. Bundling out the back of the vans were at least twelve burly guys, carrying pickaxe handles and other implements of destruction. The four guys in the Zodiac joined them and they stood there in conversation for a few moments, looking over at us. Every one of them had long crombies and no hair. We stood there, wondering what the hell was going on, when all of a sudden the gang formed a straight line across the street blocking anyone’s attempt to escape from the pub. They were slapping pickaxe handles in their palms indicating their intent, slowly walking towards the pub and us. I wanted to try and explain why we were standing outside the pub, but my gut feeling was telling me it would be to no avail. In any case, they all looked pretty nasty and aggressive. Unfortunately, Tony and me were six-foot plus and looked five years older than we were. This problem occurred a few times during my teenage years. The three of us were about to get dragged into a private feud between two rival gangs. I looked at Brian and suggested to him that we should run into the pub for help. He agreed. The three of us legged it through the public bar telling everybody what was going on outside.

    “Fucking skinhead wankers,” came a voice in the corner.

    “Let’s have ’em then, lads!” shouted another.

    “Yeah, let’s show ’em who the governors are in this manor,” shouted this big guy. He pulled out a machete from inside his long overcoat and waved it about like he just won it in a raffle. Several house bricks came hurtling through the windows. Glass was flying everywhere; splinters and fragments of glass hit everyone in the pub. One guy took a full brick to the head, knocking him sparko; his head was spewing claret everywhere. Girls were screaming, running for cover. A tall brunette had a lump of glass embedded in her cheek and her face was distorted with fear, crying for help. The most amazing thing during the whole incident was that nobody called the police. They weren’t even mentioned. After a while, all the windows in the pub were smashed. I ran to the back of the pub seeking somewhere to hide from the madness. More smashing followed, but this time they were throwing petrol bombs through the unguarded pub windows. I could not believe my eyes as parts of the pub ignited. A petrol bomb hit the bar spraying this bloke with petrol. He lit up like a Christmas tree, spinning around and screaming in agony as the flames engulfed him. Two girls were splashed in their hair causing them severe burns to the head and face. Then the group from outside burst through the doors, wielding their pickaxe handles and hitting at everything that moved, including the girls. I picked up a small round table to protect myself from the inevitable onslaught I was going to get. I saw Tony drop to his knees, screaming in pain and holding his head after a blow from one of the skinheads. I caught sight of Brian jumping out the smashed widow in the snug with two skinheads hastily pursuing him. The big guy smashed a pint glass in the face of a skinhead. His screams sent a shiver down my spine. Everywhere my eyes looked there was mayhem. On the floor, a bloke was being kicked senseless by three skinheads, they were using his head like a football. I have never witnessed such a level of violence in my life and I hoped to God I would never do so again. I was standing at the back of the pub with two girls and another guy, when four skinheads came hurtling over towards us. The girls were screaming and cowered in the corner, covering their heads with their arms. One skinhead grabbed this blonde girl by her hair dragging her across the floor. She was screaming; kicking her legs in the air and begging him not to hurt her. Confronted by two nasty evil skinheads, I used the table to protect my head from their forceful blows. I was petrified; my heart was thumping like mad. The fear gripped my body as I fended off their attacks. Suddenly, I felt a blow to my head. I fell backwards, holding onto the table for dear life. As I lay on the floor trying to recover from the first blow, the second blow smashed down onto my kneecap. I lost my sight as everything went dark and, even though I couldn’t see, I felt a third blow to my head. After this blow, it went silent. I couldn’t hear or see anything. I was in a world of numbness and total darkness. All my senses had deserted me. I thought I was dead! I was swimming deeper and deeper into the black void, plummeting downwards towards my demise. Neither thoughts nor feelings entered my numbed body. Nothing but the journey of descent into oblivion or salvation

    

    I woke up two weeks later, to the astonishment of the doctors at King’s College Hospital. My head and body had taken a horrendously frenzied beating. My head and face were so swollen that visitors found it difficult to recognise me. The most damage sustained was to my kneecap, to the disbelief of everyone. The doctors reckoned my skull must have been made of steel, telling me that I was unbelievably lucky to survive such a beating. The police questioned me for weeks after the incident, trying to get me to testify against two skinheads who were caught at the scene. I looked at this officer thinking, do I look fucking stupid, mate? They know what manor I come from and at least sixteen of them had a good look at my mush. Not a chance! I just told the officer I couldn’t remember a thing. After six weeks, my face returned to normal, however, I suffered severe nosebleeds and headaches for years after the incident.

    I’ve had some shit birthdays but that ranks as the worst ever

    It was early April and the weather was warmer now, Well, when you’re used to freezing your nuts off in your own home, April is warm, believe me. I started a new job in a toy factory down the Old Kent Road. I never went back to school again. In fact, the last time was just before my birthday. So, at the age of fifteen I was working six days a week, earning good dough. I bought all the latest clothes; new Ben Sherman’s, squires and brogue shoes. My favourite acquisition was a two-tone suit. Green and blue, depending on which way you moved. It was absolutely blinding. Can you imagine wearing the suit with a pink Ben Sherman, red half-inch braces and a pair of brogues? Pure class!

    After work one Friday evening, I was waiting for the number 63 bus. The sky was cloudy and grey when it started spitting its contents out. Gradually the spitting turned into a torrential monsoon. Everyone at the bus stop tried to cram under the shelter. Unfortunately, I was one of the unlucky ones, along with quite a few others, not to make it under the shelter. I legged it to a nearby shop, standing under its canopy to survive the downpour. I was accompanied seconds later by what I can only describe as a very wet female; her hair was soaked and straggly with makeup running down her face. I was sure she was pretty under different circumstances; however, at the present she looked like an extra in a horror movie. She turned to me, shrugging her shoulders and blushing with embarrassment. I returned the look with a caring smile.

    “You OK?” I asked, wiping the rain from my own face.

    “Yes, thanks, Just a bit wet!” she replied, ringing rainwater out from her hair. “That was a bit sudden, wasn’t it?” she said, looking in her hand mirror and trying to clean the smudged makeup with a hanky.

    “Not half! Do you live round here?” I asked politely, thinking she would probably tell me to mind my own business.

    “No. I live in Peckham, just off Rye Lane,” she informed me, looking straight into my eyes and smiling. I started to notice a major improvement in her looks as she re-applied her makeup. My God, she’s lovely. I reckoned she must be at least seventeen. Thinking now or never, I asked what her name was. She looked me up and down, asking me why. Bloody hell. Why? Come on, Ed, why did you ask her name?

    “Err, I was just curious,” I said, thinking what a stupid reason that was.

    “It’s Jill, actually. Are you trying to chat me up?” she asked all seriously.

    “Well, Jill, Err, yes and no, I mean yes, sort of.”

    She started laughing before I could finish my cocked up answer. “Make your mind up! You are or you’re not! Anyway, what’s your name?”

    Man, it’s hard work trying to chat a bird up.

    “Eddie’s my name.” I cringed, thinking the worst. “Yes, I was trying to chat you up, in a round about way,” I said, with half a smile.

    We stood looking at each other in silence for a few seconds. Her face was dead straight like a poker player. I feared the worst. Then her poker face cracked into a large smile.

    “Fine! Where you taking me tonight, Eddie?” she asked, staring deep into my eyes and making me feel uncomfortable. Well, I didn’t know it at the time but this bird was a complete headcase. She was a very good-looking girl, but unfortunately slightly unhinged, as I soon found out for myself. My instincts told me not to turn up, although this wasn’t the first time I ignored them! We met that evening at seven thirty; we had arranged to meet outside the Crown Pub in Nunhead.

    “Come on, let’s go in here for a drink,” she demanded, walking straight into the saloon bar. I stood there for a second, wondering what to do. I’ve only been in a pub once and that wasn’t for a drink. I followed her in, thinking that this was going to be so embarrassing, especially when I got refused serving for being under age. I stood at the bar, lighting up a fag trying to blag it.

    “I’ll have a Bacardi ’n’ Coke,” she gestured to the barman. He looked at me. I thought, here we go, chucking-out time. To my surprise, he asked me what I was drinking. I quickly scanned the bar. “I’ll have aerrlight ale, please, mate,” I said nervously.

    “Bowl glass or half pint?” he asked. I didn’t know what he was talking about so I just said bowl. He returned with our drinks and, after paying the bill, we stood next to the jukebox listening to ‘Mother and Child Reunion’ by Paul Simon. Then one of my favourite records came on, ‘Standing in the Road’ by Blackfoot Sue, followed by Argents’ ‘Hold Your Head Up’. After a few light ales, I started to feel really strange, but it was a nice feeling. This was the beginning of my love affair with boozing and going out on the piss every weekend, making new mates and hanging around with the wrong people. I was soon to leave the path chosen for me, instead going down the wrong one.

    

    Jill started to get very loud. In fact, she got louder and louder the more she drank. I was stood at the bar ordering another round of drinks when Jill informed me she was going to the toilet. I was still leaning on the bar when she reappeared, swaying from side to side. Suddenly she bumped into another girl, swiftly getting covered in the girl’s vodka and orange. What followed next was totally uncalled for. Instead of apologising, Jill lost the plot. She grabbed the girl’s hair, screaming, “I’ll fucking kill you, bitch.” She started laying into her, just like a bloke would do to another bloke. During the struggle, tables were overturned, glasses were smashed and drinks spilt over customers. The pair of them were rolling about the floor, pulling lumps of hair out of each other, wailing like a couple of banshees. I stared in disbelief. They were like wild cats; scratching, biting and kicking the shit out of each other. I tried to act like I didn’t know her. Blimey! A few hours ago, I was in the company of this innocent wet girl under a canopy, or so I thought. Now look at the stupid prat; rolling about like a mud wrestler. Blokes were standing with their arms folded, laughing at the spectacle and cheering them both on, taking bets on who would win.

    After about ten minutes, the publican broke up the fight. He threw both the girls out, telling them they were barred. Outside the pub, Jill was still shouting and screaming at the poor girl. I walked out the pub very discreetly, trying not to draw attention to the fact that she came in with me. I tried to escape from her sight and I must have got fifty yards from the pub when I heard this loud yell.

    “Wait for me, Eddie!” she cried. She staggered towards me, hobbling on one shoe and looking completely wrecked and bedraggled. Now this is where I should have legged it but, being a soft touch, I never. She put her arm around my neck as we strolled down the street. She was hanging on to me, limping and trying to straighten her hair with her free hand.

    “How far do you live? I’ll walk you home,” I said to her quietly.

    “Not far, just around the next corner,” she said, sighing. For some insane reason, I started to feel sorry for her. She had completely calmed down and was behaving like the girl I had met a few hours ago. We arrived outside her front door. There weren’t any lights on and there were no signs of anyone being at home. She took her arm from around my neck, fumbling in her handbag. I assumed she was looking for the keys to the door. Jill opened the gate and limped up to the door. Putting the key in the lock, she turned round and looked at me with a frightening smile. Her eyes looked wild and menacing but I knew why. My old man had the same look when he was angry and completely intoxicated. Or so I mistakenly thought. That error in judgement would prove costly later.

    “Fancy a coffee, Eddie?” she asked, in a slurring voice. I should have said no but the truth was that I felt slightly drunk too. Her wild look also really excited me. There was something very horny about her at the time. She hung her head down, shaking her hair and quickly flicking it backwards in a vain attempt to straighten it out.

    “Well, yes or no?” she said, licking her lips as if trying to entice me.

    “Yeah, OK,” I said, accepting the offer of coffee as I entered the house. Following Jill into the kitchen, I sat down on a long wooden bench by the side of the kitchen table. She filled the kettle with water, plonking it on the gas ring. She leant against the sink giving me this funny look. Her eyes were all glassy. She licked her lips again, running her tongue along her front teeth. Now, I didn’t know the signs of lust, being a virgin at the time, so forgive me for not jumping up and giving her one over the sink. Standing in front of the sink, Jill put her hands on both hips, slightly parting her thighs. She stared impatiently at me. My mind was doing overtime. What should I do? Stay put, get up or what? I decided to stand up. Well, I tried but I was rooted to the bloody chair. She walked over, pulling me up from the chair. I felt my heart jump on the way up, like I was on a rollercoaster at the funfair. My body tingled from head to toe; the sensation I felt was indescribable. Sheer excitement was followed by nervous anticipation, all that before I even touch her. Fuck me! I thought as she dragged me violently down onto the floor. I didn’t know it at the time but I was just going to be raped. What followed next was one of the most bizarre sexual experiences I have ever encountered. She attacked me like a wild animal, ripping my clothes off and scratching, biting, licking and sucking every part of my body. I cursed myself for ignoring the warning signs and not listening to my inner voice. She attacked my throat like a ravaging vampire drawing blood on the first bite. It was such an onslaught that at one stage I thought she was going to kill me. This went on for hours until she decided when to stop. She got up and left the kitchen. I laid there in agony. My throat was bleeding and every part of my body ached. I struggled to stand up. My head was spinning and I felt physically sick and weak. Jill opened the front door, looking out into the street. It was obvious she wanted me out the house. Trying to compose myself, I walked towards the front door in shock. I walked out the house to the gate and, turning round, I looked at her with hatred in my eyes.

    “What’s that for, boy? Didn’t you enjoy it, because I bloody did,” she laughed, like a women possessed. “Next time, don’t tell porkies about your age, sonny,” she said, sniggering.

    My judgement on a person’s age was a bit crap in those days. I actually thought she looked seventeen instead of being in her late twenties. I started walking home thinking that my back was still very sore. She must have cut my flesh with her long fingernails. I hastily made my way down Lyndhurst Way towards my turning. I decided never to tell anyone about that night and I’ve kept that secret till now.

    I stood outside the back gate. My mind was in turmoil. What am I going to do now!! It’s four o’clock in the bloody morning. Everyone’s asleep and I can’t get in the house. Somehow I’ve got to get in so I can get changed for work. The thought of breaking in filled me with terror. If he catches me, I’m finished. I leant on the back wall, puffing my last fag, contemplating my next move. In any case, if he sees the state I’m in he’ll dig me out for sure. I stink of booze, my clothes are ripped and I look as if I’ve been in a fight. That in itself will condemn me to a hiding and, believe me, I’ve had enough for one night let alone the last five years. I had completely and utterly had enough, period. I glanced up at the house, looking at the bathroom window. It’s the only way in, I thought and the feeling of dread and fear came over my body. I stood staring at the window, thinking. I can’t, I really can’t, I’ll get caught, I bloody know I will. I took a deep breath. I opened the back gate, knowing somewhere in my mixed up head I was making a big mistake.

    Sneaking around the garden searching for the ladder, I tripped over my little brother’s bike and fell flat on my face. Fucking hell, I don’t believe this. I lay there in total darkness not making a sound, fearing the worst. Suddenly, half the garden lit up. I started to tremble. After a few minutes, it went dark again. Someone had used the toilet. Thank God. Then the garden lit up again. Bloody hell, they’re in the kitchen now! I heard the faint sound of the kitchen radio, followed by the whistle-blowing of the kettle. He must be on the early shift today. I crawled along the floor on my elbows like an army sniper, through the wet grass, and made it unseen to the garden wall. Jumping over the wall, I fell to the pavement, sighing with relief. I hid behind a parked car, soaking wet, waiting for him to leave. He eventually emerged from the house, unlocking his moped from the front railings. I watched in amusement while he tried several times to kick-start his pathetic mode of transport. Vroom-Vroom went his tin can as he sped past me, turning left down Lyndhurst Way. I gave him a few minutes before I jumped up, rushing through the back gate. It took me a matter of minutes to find and erect the ladder up to the bathroom window. Once in the bathroom, I quietly rushed down to the kitchen feeling pretty smug with myself. I dropped the ladder, putting it back and made my way up to the bathroom. Locking the door, I turned on the taps, filling the bath with welcoming warm water. I stripped off and looked in the mirror. Fucking hell. My throat was in a right state. It looked like it was bruised and my neck was red-raw, purple and black. I spun round and, glancing over my shoulder, I could see that my back was slashed to bits with claw marks running the whole length of my upper body. My penis was sore and covered in friction burns down both sides. I slipped into the bath, feeling pissed off. I quickly jumped up, nearly hitting the ceiling; every part of my body was stinging. I tried again, slowly submerging my aching and stinging body into the water while gritting my teeth. I lay soaking in the bath for half an hour, topping the bath up every so often with delicious hot water, trying to wash away the night’s sick events. After I finished in the bathroom, I made my way up to the bedroom to get dressed for the market. I left the house quietly, hastily rushing to work, not wanting to be late.

    

    I returned home after a hard day’s graft feeling pretty shitty. I sweated all day in my roll neck jumper just so no one saw my throat. I was totally cream crackered and very tired. He was waiting for me as I entered the kitchen looking really mad and ready to spit feathers.

    “What have you got to say for yourself this time?” he said, trying to keep his temper under control but looking at me with malice in his eyes.

    He must know about last night, I thought. I was racking my brain for the reason why. I didn’t break anything or wake anyone up.

    “About what?” I asked, shrugging my shoulders like I didn’t know what he was talking about. He stood up and advanced in my direction. My mother sat in the living room, not wanting to get involved, as she always did.

    “Where you been today? And don’t fucking lie to me,” he shouted in my face.

    “Why? What’s all this about?” I enquired, thinking that this is nothing to do with last night and something else must have happened. My leg started to twitch and I had this terrible feeling he was going to hit me again. He raised his hand. I flinched my head backwards to avoid contact with his fist.

    “Fucking coward,” he laughed, dropping his fist. His action gave me a false sense of security. With the speed of a greyhound, he head-butted me across the bridge of my nose. I cupped my hands around my face in agony. The blood was spurting everywhere, through my fingers and dripping onto the floor. As I hung over the sink, I felt a searing pain shoot up to my temple.

    “What was that for?” I cried, choking on the blood as it ran down the back of my throat.

    “You broke the spare room window kicking a ball about. I want you to pack your fucking clothes and get the hell out of my house. Do you understand? If you ever come back, I’ll kill you!” he screamed, shaking with anger. He grabbed me by the scruff of the neck and marched me out of the door. “In fact, you can piss off now. I’ll throw your shit out the fucking window, you little wanker!” he yelled, pushing me into the street. I stood at the front of the house, trying to stem the blood-flow from my nose. After a few minutes, the bleeding stopped, but my hands and face were smothered in blood. I heard my bedroom window open. Looking up, I saw the contents of my wardrobe being flung down into the street.

    “I’ve been at work all day since six o’clock this morning I never broke nothing,” I pleaded. My pleading fell on deaf ears. He hated me so much he only needed a minute excuse, regardless if I was innocent or not.

    “Your brothers and sisters reckoned it was you. That’s good enough for me,” he shouted through the window.

    I panicked. “Where am I supposed to go?”

    “Don’t give a fuck. Just piss off and never show your face around here ever again,” he said shutting the window. I gathered all my belongings, rolling them up in my Crombie, and sat on the kerb using one of my tee shirts to clean the blood from my hands and face. Alone again and no one to help me, that’s been the story of my life.
  


  
    CHAPTER NINE
The next few weeks were interesting, to say the least. I was sleeping in the back of a dumped Cortina car around the back of the garages on the estate. My only consolation was the fact it wasn’t winter and there were no more beatings from him. After a while, I lost my job at the toy factory through bad time-keeping. I just couldn’t get my body clock working properly while sleeping in that car. This was one of many low points in my life and, in fact, worse was still to come! I used all my resources to survive the situation I found myself in; getting baths from Rose, Brian, Tony and my aunt who lived in Camberwell. My Saturday job enabled me to feed myself. Even though I was homeless, the fear, stress and unhappiness that had engulfed my life had gone. I felt relieved and an overwhelming sense of freedom!

    

    During the early part of summer, I started hanging around with my cousin Allan, or Al for short, as everyone called him. Knowing I had nobody to answer to, I unfortunately lost the plot; going down the wrong path and getting mixed up with all the local villains. I was a regular drinker in all the local boozers. Fortunately, this phase only lasted four years, or so. It was during this time that I met Sue. She was walking her pet poodle in the park. We chatted for ages and then I asked her out. She accepted and, for many years, we were an item. I’ll go into that in more detail later.

    

    Al was well-known in the manor and well respected by all. He was renowned for his violent streak! I mean, this bloke could have a row. Nobody took Al on or crossed him; if they did, then God help them. In my defence I was easily led. Knowing I had Al as back-up gave me delusions of grandeur. However, there was one local villain, who hated Al; Slasher Barnes, and as his name suggests, he was a real hard case and very dangerous. This part of my book is difficult; I’ve now got to use fictitious names, as certain individuals, some of them rather infamous, might get really pissed off. I spent a lot of time in the company of notorious criminals, big and small. Most of them came from Peckham, Old Kent Road, Bermondsey, Deptford and East London. You must remember that these villains were young, in their early twenties, branching out into the criminal fraternity. I was a six foot three, fifteen-year-old who looked and acted a lot older. Although I grew older and I walked away, they never did. Some of them became publicly well-known for their notorious acts.

    I was having a light ale in a boozer in Bermondsey with Al and a couple of guys that I didn’t really know that well. They were talking about Slasher Barnes and how he was beginning to piss them off, and that someone called Mack was due for a slap.

    “He’s taking the piss, fucking big time,” the blonde guy reckoned.

    “Leave him to me. I’ll sort the mug out,” Al said, winking to the blonde guy. Apparently, this guy Mack was a mate of Slasher’s. He’d been putting it about, acting the big-un, slagging off Al and a few others. There are a few things you don’t do. One is grassing up fellow villains; the other is not to bad mouth anyone or intrude on their patch. Unfortunately for Mack, he broke one of the codes and was going to suffer the consequences very soon. On the other hand, Slasher was a different kettle of fish and his demise would have to be plotted carefully, so I heard from various sources. During the course of the evening Al was accompanied by other members of his clan and some of them looked really nasty. I just sat there drinking my light ale, listening to their aggressive conversations, most of which were directed at Mack and Slasher. Al got up and, moving slowly, he sat down with another group of guys who were drinking in the corner of the snug. They sat chatting for at least half an hour. There were a lot of hand expressions going on and they were obviously discussing something important.

    I didn’t know it at the time, but the main guy Al was talking to was one of the biggest villains in South London. He would, much later on in his life, get put down for many years. The old Bill took nearly twenty years to nab him! I spent nearly every weekend drinking with these guys in various pubs in South London, but I’m not going to name them because two and two makes four and, believe me, it would be obvious who I was chatting about. There were a couple of other guys involved with local villains that I met during my drinking sessions with Al. Today they are very wealthy and very much in the public eye! I know I am being elusive, but it’s for my own protection and the protection of others. There’s one thing I’ve learnt in my life and that’s never shoot your mouth off. I’ve witnessed much bigger men than me pay a terrible price for their big gobs and I have no intention of being one of them. I won’t even give any clues as to who they are or what they are doing today.

    

    Being homeless and living out the back of a car was becoming intolerable. My relationship with Sue was becoming very serious. She knew the type of guys I was knocking around with and it didn’t seem to bother her at all. But you must remember, we were both young and very impressionable. It wasn’t long before I moved into her parents’ home and Sue fell pregnant with my first son. For the first time in my life, I had a bit of stability. We were soon married, at the tender age of sixteen.

    

    Even though I was in the company of all the local villains, not once did I participate in any of their activities. Al, to his credit, kept me in the background, which I am grateful for. A couple of weeks went by and then I started hearing rumours on the street that Mack had been kneecapped so badly that he would never walk again. The shooting of Slasher Barnes shortly followed the news about Mack. I knew who the culprits were and why they did it. So it wasn’t long before the old Bill had me in for questioning for two days, apparently acting on information from a local scumbag. My experience at being banged up for twenty-four hours stood me in good stead for a tad later on. As I have always said, keep fucking schtum. Upon my release, I was inundated with handshakes and nods of approval. That evening I was treated to a slap-up meal and all I could drink at the local Greek restaurant. After twelve, the owner pulled down the blinds and dimmed the lights. The restaurant was chocker, with local revellers mixing it with big-time villains. All the years I ate there, the local police never intervened! Mind you, I’m not surprised. You’d have to be a bit dense to fuck with that lot. I’m not saying that the place was never watched, because it was; always. I suppose, in the old Bill’s eyes, if they were there, then nothing was going down elsewhere. I was sitting with Al and eight other guys who were discreetly discussing a certain job they had lined up for next week. I listened intently to their plans, not saying a word. I only spoke when I was spoken to. Big Ron reckoned it would be easy to stop the payroll van with the two Sherpa vans he had in his yard. He also informed the others that he had ringed two sets of wheels, one being a Jag the other a Princess Van de Plat. After a while, the talking stopped and the drinking got serious. They raised their glasses, toasting their success so far and to their future enterprises. I tried to keep up with the flow of booze and ended up totally blotto.

    

    The following week, I was having a quiet drink with Sue, Tony, Brian and a few mates in my local when I heard that my cousin was on the run and had gone into hiding. Apparently, the payroll job had gone pear-shaped. Well, I say pear-shaped. They actually got away with the dough, but three of them got caught. The driver of the payroll van was in intensive care, fighting for his life. It was down to the van driver that they were caught; during their escape, he flung himself in front of the Jag causing it to crash, nearly killing himself in the process. This enabled the Filth to apprehend half the gang. Al decided to lay low, just in case any of them grassed. However, none of them did so yet again he got away with it. Mind you, Al’s luck would soon run out. It was during the summer of ’71, June if I remember rightly, that Al got put down for GBH. He battered one of the local villains outside a boozer down the Old Kent Road. He spent the next twelve months in Pentonville Prison. With Al out the frame, every little toe-rag in the manor that had any grievances against him but never had the bottle to do anything about it, hunted me out. Seeing as I was his cousin, they tried to hurt me to get at him. The next twelve months were a fucking nightmare, what with having to avoid certain pubs, being vigilant where I went, and careful who I spoke to for fear of getting a pasting. I decided to keep a low profile, avoiding all my local haunts. I mentioned earlier that Sue fell pregnant when she was four months away from her sixteenth birthday. I was three months. We ended up getting married on the 22nd April, 1972. Sue was five months pregnant and, believe me, it showed. She was such a small, delicate girl that it looked like she had a football up her smock. We had just turned sixteen, and had to get written permission from our parents to get married. My old man shouted at me, “you made your fucking bed, you wanker, now fucking lie in it.” I would hasten to add that he signed the consent form gladly. I’ll never forget his words nor his past violence towards me and the fact I could never turn to either of them in times of trouble or hardship. From the age of eleven, it was me against the world. “You’re big enough and ugly enough to look after yourself,” echoes through my mind. Consequently, that’s how I lived my life, sticking my fingers up at authority and sorting my own problems out, right or wrong. I did it to survive and for the survival of my new family. Unfortunately, my actions were ultimately used against me to take away two of the three loves of my life. That pain I will take to my grave.

    

    After the birth of my first son, Daniel, my relationship with Sue’s parents was getting slightly strained to say the least. I wasn’t used to being cooped up in such a limited space. Me, Sue and the baby lived in the attic. The bedroom was so small that if you jumped out the bed too quick, you would fall down the bloody stairs. I was getting very frustrated and my tolerance level dropped dramatically during our time there. I would lose my temper very quickly, which ultimately ended in a fight with her father, something I regret to this day. Even though I appreciated their kindness, I didn’t show it too often. I had to find a way to get our own space and as soon as possible. It was Sue’s father who introduced me to gambling. One Saturday, he was going on about the ITV Seven, asking me if I fancied a bet in the big race. The race was the Irish sweeps hurdle at Leopardsdown. I never had a clue about racing. I looked at the runners, deciding on Steel Pulse, and gave Bill ten-bob to put on him. He reliably informed me I was backing a donkey, asking me if I wanted to change my selection. My answer was a resounding no. All my life I had been told what I should do. This time, I was in control of my own decisions, so I stuck with Steel Pulse. What happened that afternoon would have a resounding effect on the rest of my life, ultimately causing me major grief and heartache and getting me in and out of serious shit! If only, I ask myself. What would have happened if Steel Pulse had been beaten? Easy money, I thought. Bloody 20/1! Ten pounds, I won; a full week’s wages! That was it, hooked! My love affair with horse racing nearly destroyed my family and me. From that day, I had a bet every Saturday and then the disease rapidly spread to every day. Today, however, I have a little dabble at least twice a month on the dogs. I seem to crave that adrenaline rush a lot less now than I did ten years ago, thank God, but I still need it occasionally! I still bet every Saturday during the football season, spending a fiver on predicting results. These days it is more for fun, than gain.

    

    The following week, I was walking through the arches underneath Peckham train station with Tony and Brian. We were making our way to the café for a coffee, hoping to also meet this guy called Fred. He ran a local building firm. We heard he was looking for labourers for a site in New Cross. Coming out of the arches, I noticed a white Jag parked across the footpath we were on. I stopped and looked around, thinking there was no reason for that motor to be there. It was an unused cul-de-sac with waste-ground all around. Tony glanced at me.

    “You all right, Eddie?” he asked, looking concerned.

    “Not sure. Those wheels look familiar. I just can’t place them,” I said, sounding very mysterious.

     “I’ve seen that motor parked up outside Frank’s house,” Brian informed me.

    “Who’s Frank when he’s at home, Brian?” I asked.

    “A little runt who thinks he’s one of the chaps.”

    “Oh, I know who you mean,” Tony said. “Isn’t he the idiot that your cousin gave a good hiding to outside the boozer?” He was looking in my eyes, reading my mind. “Shit, fucking leg it!” he screamed.

    In a split second, the Jag came speeding up the path towards us. Out jumped these two burly guys, brandishing a sawn-off shotgun, pointing it towards me. I ran like a whippet, back under the arches towards the other end. I heard two loud short bangs echoing through the arches, followed by running footsteps and high-pitched screaming. I gave a quick glance over my shoulder as I turned out of the arches, nearly running straight into a lamp-post. Brian was lying on the floor, holding his leg. Tony had vanished into the train station, seeking help. The two assailants started to retreat to their Jag as people from the station poured out into the arches calling for the old Bill. I ran back to where Brian lay, fearing the worst. He looked up at me, his ashen face looked distraught with shock.

    “You was fucking dead lucky, Eddie boy,” he said, shaking his head in disbelief.

    “Never mind me, mate. What about you?” I bent down to give him a hand to his feet.

    “I think I’ve twisted my ankle. I bloody tripped up on that raised slab,” he said, cracking half a grin.

    “Why was I lucky?” I asked, puzzled.

    “The guy with the shooter was gaining on you. Just as he pulled the trigger, he fucking tripped, blasting the deck. The other guy got blasted in the foot and screamed his head off.”

    “What a pair of plonkers!”

    Tony came running out of the station, informing us that the old Bill would soon be here. We made our excuses to the onlookers and pissed off a bit lively.

    “You’ve got to keep out of the manor for a while, Ed, or at least till Al’s out of nick,” Brian warned me.

    “Yeah, you’re right. This is getting a bit dodgy now,” I said, agreeing with him. The three of us decided to drink elsewhere for the time being. Tony suggested the Magdala in Lordship Lane, Dulwich. He’d heard the music was good and the punters were sound as a pound. That Friday, I took Sue out for a drink with the lads to suss out the Magdala. What a blinding boozer. It was heavy metal night and the whole place was covered in dry ice. The pub was packed to the rafters with all types of people, listening to Led Zeppelin, Black Sabbath, Deep Purple and, one of my favourite bands, Pink Floyd. The only problem, according to Sue, was the fact you couldn’t have a conversation with anyone. Well, I must admit the sound system was extremely loud. But, as I tried to explain to her, you just can’t listen to rock music without feeling the sound penetrate your mind and body!

    

    Over the next couple of months, we became regulars at the Magdala, enjoying some really good nights. One notable exception is still crisp in my mind. After leaving the boozer slightly worse for wear, I said my farewells to everyone, expecting to reach my mother-in-law’s in forty minutes. Sue stayed at home this particular evening, nursing a bout of flu. I stood at the bus stop waiting patiently for the night bus. After waiting twenty-five minutes, my patience began to desert me. I decided to walk towards the next bus stop. Sod’s bloody law. Halfway there, the night bus sped past me. Looking on in vain as the back of the bus disappeared around the bend towards my destination, I stood staring into the darkness feeling as sick as a parrot. I carried on walking, glancing over my shoulder every now and then, hoping to catch sight of another bus. I glanced at my watch. Bloody hell, it’s 12:30, I thought. It never occurred to me that I might have missed the last bus. My walking started to increase into a slight jog as I began to sober up rather quickly. After half an hour, I slowed back down to walking pace, taking in deep breathes, filling my lungs with the night’s brisk air. I reached Peckham by 1:15, knowing that I still had at least another half an hour or more before reaching my mother-in-law’s. I suddenly became aware of the stillness and eerie silence of the night. Not a single person was about, nor any cars. It felt like I was the only person wandering about in the dark. It was getting late, so I opted for the short cut through the park. I approached the locked gates and, cocking my right leg on top of the railings, I catapulted myself over the gate, landing on my feet. I walked along the path, flanked both sides by tall oak trees and thick brambles with occasional park benches. Venturing deeper into the park, I realised there were no streetlights lit. I stopped and tried to get my bearings.

    Bloody hell, I can’t see anything, only trees and bushes.

    I knew there were four ways to get out of the park in daylight; however, not being able to see in the dark had its disadvantages. I decided to follow the path for a little while longer and then I would cut through the dense woodland on my right, hoping my instincts were on the ball. This was ridiculous; I had no idea where I was going. I stopped in the woodland, looking all around me, I was surrounded by tall trees and large prickly bushes. I just couldn’t suss out which way to go.

    Right, I’ve had enough of this. I’m going back to the gate.

    Turning around, I set off in the direction I thought I had come. My progress was halted by some kind of scuttling movement behind me. The scuttling changed to a distinctive rustling sound, like an animal padding through leaves.

    Probably a stray dog.

    The rustling grew nearer. I stood there, straining my eyes into the murky darkness trying to catch a glimpse of the perpetrator causing the noise. The wind blew through the trees, swiftly moving branches from side to side, interfering with my concentration on the rustling sound. The rustling was ahead of me now, and then it was to the right, then behind again, and then to the left. Whatever was out there was now circling me. I felt like I was being stalked, like I was some kind of prey. The sound of heavy panting echoed in my ears. The creature began to close the circle around me. Suddenly, the movement and panting stopped. My heart was racing and my mind churned over the last time he came for me.

    It can’t be him; I’m being completely paranoid.

    I stood in complete silence, listening for any movement, waiting for something to appear. I didn’t have to wait long. Staring out of the gloom, I could see two red eyes about three feet above the ground. Thinking it must be a large dog, such as an Alsatian, I really hoped I was going to see two floppy ears and a wet nose and nothing to do with him. The creature didn’t move a muscle, its eyes burning with malice. It was watching me, waiting, but for what? I took two steps backwards when the sound of vicious growling halted my progress.

    Oh shit! Now what am I going to do?

    My instinct told me to run and run like mad, but I was rooted to the spot, paralysed with uncontrollable fear. Through the trees in the distance, I could see four points of light flashing about and heading in my direction. I ripped myself from the fear, running like an Olympic sprinter through the brambles, with the creature growling in hot pursuit. I ran through thick dense bushes and brambles, hoping the terrain would slow down my pursuer. Prickly talons lashed my arms, face and legs as I ran blindly, consumed with utter fear. Behind me, the creature’s growling grew more menacing as it struggled to follow my path. I heard yelping, followed by the occasional whimper. Obviously, the creature was getting injured in its relentless pursuit through the thick, unwelcoming terrain. All of a sudden, I was running at full speed. Realising I’d run out into the park, I legged it towards the gate. Within seconds, the creature entered the clearing and was bearing down on me. I knew I had no chance of out-running the beast. The scampering of feet grew closer and then the creature pounced on my back, growling. The weight threw me to the deck and I instinctively raised my arms for protection. The dog grabbed my right arm, growling and shaking his head like I was a rag doll. Suddenly, the four points of light appeared to be moving at great speed to where I lay.

    The mad Alsatian had pinned me to the floor. I was trying to focus on the lights, praying it was the old Bill. Then I heard the magic word, “heel”. I sighed with relief as the dog released its grip. Four policemen flashing their torches in my mush surrounded me.

    “What are you doing in the park?” one officer asked, looking at me and shaking his head in anger.

    “I was taking a bloody short-cut home. Why, is there a law against it now?” I said, impertinently. The growling prompted me to stay on the deck. “This is ridiculous. Do you mind if I stand up?”

    “Get up slowly,” the officer warned me. “If you run, Bazza will have ya.”

    Apparently the park was under surveillance. The police had been trying to catch a rapist who had struck three times in the last month. The last assault was pretty violent. They had a good description of the rapist; fortunately, I was the wrong colour. After giving them my name and address and promising not to use the park at night again, they let me go. I arrived home at 3:45, much to Sue’s disgust. I was given the third degree for an hour, being forcefully told I was a liar. Well, I was covered in cuts, my shirt-sleeves were ripped and my shoes smothered in mud. I actually thought it was bloody obvious, however she never believed me. The next morning my in-laws questioned me on my whereabouts the previous evening. Needless to say, they didn’t believe me either. I decided it was time to move on, find a place of our own.

    

    It was a cold November afternoon and I’d been looking around Deptford for some work. I read in the local rag that a certain paper mill required workers. I decided to stop at this café for a coffee before going on to the paper mill, hoping I could warm myself up a bit. Being a very friendly person, I was soon engaged in conversation with a couple of customers. I was explaining my plight to this guy who was sitting next to me. To my surprise, he informed me that the café owner had empty rooms above his establishment. I decided not to pursue the matter until I’d secured a job at the mill. After drinking my coffee and feeling slightly warmer, I said my farewells and left the café for the paper mill. One hour later, I returned to the café, safe in the knowledge that I had a start on Monday. Ordering another coffee, I sat down with the café owner and asked him about the rooms he had for rent. After securing a deal with him on the amount of rent he required, I viewed the rooms on the first floor. Satisfied with what I saw, we both shook hands. I informed him my wife would have to look at the accommodation and assured him it would be a formality. Which it was! The only thing that played on my mind was the fact that the rest of the building was empty. Three floors of rooms with no tenants. Why? I asked myself.

    The following weekend, we moved in. A friend of mine who had a small van made a couple of trips from my mother-in-law’s to Deptford with our possessions. I also received news from my friend that Al was out on parole. I told him to let him know where I was now living. That evening, we had a Chinese takeaway meal, washed down with a couple of cans of beer. At last, we were living like a family. My son, Daniel, was fast asleep in his cot and we watched TV for a while before retiring to bed, feeling completely knackered after the day’s graft, moving in to our new home.

    

    Monday morning, I was up early, getting ready for my first day at the mill. I kissed Sue goodbye like I always did when I left for work. I spent the morning feeding a very large shredding machine with rolls and rolls of printed paper. What a laborious job, and the afternoon gave no respite to the boredom. I’ve never seen so much paper in my life. In the yard, rats would run to and fro from stacked bales of paper, unhindered. According to the supervisor, they were part and parcel of the trade. Well, they might be, but the sight of hundreds of rats scuttling around the yard and warehouse all day made my skin crawl. I wondered why the firm didn’t employ the services of Rentokil or some other pest control company. Maybe the cost had a lot to do with it. The sounding of the hooters at 5 o’clock ended my day, thank God. I quickly clocked out, leaving the mill to the rats.

    

    That evening after dinner, we were relaxing and watching the box, waiting for the 9 o’clock film to start. It was East of Eden, which starred Sue’s favourite actor, James Dean. We both agreed that his untimely death robbed the world of a great star. Just before the film started, there was a loud slamming of the front entrance door. I jumped up, turning the television right down.

    “Who the hell is that?” Sue asked, looking at me in a puzzled way.

    “I ain’t got a clue. Nobody else lives here and the landlord reckons we’re the only ones with a key.”

    I pressed my ear against the door, listening for any indication to who it might be. The stairs started to creak in an even motion, suggesting that someone was inside the building and slowly making their way up. I glanced around at Sue, shrugging my shoulders and shaking my head, indicating I didn’t know what was going on. I returned my ear to the door and the creaking became louder and louder as the person neared the top. Suddenly, it stopped. A weird sensation came over me. I can’t explain it, but I felt like I was being watched. It was as if whatever was out on the landing sensed I was behind the door. The deadly silence was broken by the sound of heavy trudging along the hall. I backed away from the door, indicating to Sue with hand movements that she should get into the bedroom. The sound of footsteps approached our front door. I braced myself, taking a deep breath and waiting for the confrontation. The sound of footsteps stopped for a few moments then carried on past the door, along the remainder of the hall. Creak, creak, creak went the stairs. They were now advancing up the second flight to the landing above. Sue crept out of the bedroom, cradling Daniel in her arms and looking distraught. We both stood there in silence, listening to the heavy trudging along the second floor hallway. The opening and slamming shut of a door confirmed to me that someone was now in a room at the top of the house.

    “Well? You going to have a look, or what?” she demanded in a low voice. I reluctantly opened the door, peering out into the darkness.

    “You know there’s no bloody lights in the house, apart from ours?” I reminded her. I didn’t fancy creeping about in the dark, looking for whoever was up there.

    “Take these with you and hurry up,” she whispered, handing me a small torch and a large bread knife. Fucking hell, you sure? I thought to myself. Not wanting to appear a bit of a lemon, I stepped out into the hallway, full of misgivings.

    “Make sure you search all the rooms before we go to bed,” she said pointing towards the hall like a general giving orders to his troops. She shut the door and plunged me into total darkness. I fumbled with the torch, trying to turn it on. When I eventually got the bloody thing to work, I sighed with relief. Tiptoeing along the hall to the foot of the stairs, I had my torch in one hand and bread knife in the other. I shone the light up the stairs, feeling very uncomfortable and extremely nervous. I quietly crept up the stairs to the second floor landing and stood in complete silence, straining my eyes and ears for any sound or movement. I waved the torch in every nook and cranny around me. Nothing, not a movement or a sound came from anywhere in the house. I checked all the rooms and every one was empty. The final staircase led to the top of the house where three rooms occupied the space. I heard shuffling noises in one of the rooms to my left and I froze to the spot.

    Bloody hell, there’s someone up here, I thought, feeling slightly edgy.

    Then I heard faint muffled voices, followed by more shuffling. A feeling of déjà vu consumed my body.

    I’ve been in this situation before.

    Creeping up the stairs, I stood in front of the door where the shuffling noises came from. My breathing was extremely heavy. I struggled to compose myself, not knowing who or what was waiting for me behind the door. Suddenly an icy chill consumed the landing and I started to shiver uncontrollably. My mind started churning with images of what may lie ahead. The feeling of being watched returned; something was watching or was close at hand, that I was sure of. I stood there, considering what course of action I should take, when it suddenly fell silent. Gritting my teeth in anticipation, I slowly opened the door. Shining the torch into the dark room, I fully expected to see at least two occupants inside. My mind wasn’t ready for what confronted me; there was absolutely nothing! The room was empty. Shining the torch around the room in desperation, I hoped that something human was hiding in a corner somewhere. I quietly moved across the floor towards the window. They were filthy; impossible to see out of. The panes obviously hadn’t been cleaned in years. Leaving the room, I stood on the landing wondering if I should investigate the other two rooms. That decision was made for me. The door on the right flung open, banging against the wall inside the room. I shone the torch through the opening.

    “All right, enough is enough. I’m armed with a blade, so come out and knock this bollocks on the head,” I said aggressively, trying to hide the fact that I was really spooked. Inside the room, two figures stood facing each other, waving their arms like they were having an argument. I shone the torch directly between both figures and the point of light hit the wall behind them. The two ghostly apparitions didn’t even acknowledge the light, continuing to argue with each other, both oblivious to my presence. I stood watching in disbelief, realising my torch had penetrated their transparent forms. Suddenly, the white ghostly figure of a woman floated out of the room towards the stairs in a desperate attempt to get away from her companion. I froze to the spot; my eyes fixed with terror upon the approaching figure. I felt an icy draft penetrate my body, sending all my senses into mayhem. I couldn’t believe that she passed straight through me towards the stairs. My whole body was consumed in static energy, the hair on my head actually stood on end. Standing in complete shock, the second apparition followed her into the hall and down the stairs, both vanishing before my very eyes!

    How am I going to explain this to Sue?

    I decided not to tell her the whole story, knowing she would freak out. I slowly returned downstairs to our bedsit; my mind going over what I was going to tell her. I stood knocking on the door, ready to explain what didn’t really happen and hoping she would believe me. Surprisingly, she believed my story about the wind that had banged an open window upstairs, along with my story of finding a big ginger tomcat running around the place looking for a way out. I actually cringed as I came out with all that bullshit. I must admit to feeling slightly guilty that Sue swallowed my story.

    

    The following day, returning home after work, I bumped into Al, who was waiting for me with his girlfriend outside the café.

    “All right sunshine! How’s your job at the mill?” he asked, grinning.

    “It’s not bad, but it’s not good. The place is full of bloody rats. The money’s OK, though. Mind you, I’ve only been there a few days. To be honest, it’s really boring.” I shrugged my shoulders disappointedly.

    “My God! I hate rats,” his girlfriend shrieked.

    “Yeah, I know, Sue’s just told me all about it,” Al said. “Listen, Ed, a few lads and me are going out earning at the weekend. Fancy coming along? It’s easy dough. You can earn more in one night than a month at that mill.” He sounded extremely convincing.

    “I’m not sure that’s a good idea, for me I mean. I’ve got Sue and Daniel to think about. Know what I mean, Al?” I was trying to get out of it.

    “Exactly, mate! You’d be able to buy them everything they need, no sweat! Don’t be a mug, give it a go,” he insisted.

    “OK, I’ll give it a bash.”

    He was going to badger me till I gave in anyway. And the thought of buying them anything they wanted, especially a new pram for Daniel, was too tempting not to say yes to.

    “Good! We’re on the case Saturday night, but before that Sue’s invited me and Jane round for dinner Friday night,” he informed me.

    “More like a Chinese takeaway. The poxy stove is fucked.”

    “We’ll all chip in for the food and the booze,” Al said happily.

    “That’s fine by me, Al. I’ll get a film out from the video shop,” I said, agreeing with the plans for Friday night.

    “See you Friday, Ed, about 7 o’clock,” Al said, boarding the bus.

    That evening, after dinner, we sat watching the box while drinking coffee.

    “Daniel’s a bit quiet. I’ll just go and check on him,” Sue said, getting up and walking towards the bedroom. I watched her open the bedroom door and enter quietly, not wanting to disturb him. Suddenly, she screamed hysterically shouting for my help. I leapt up out the chair in panic; my coffee cup went flying and splashed all over the television. Yanking the door open I saw Sue completely freaking out, pointing to the cot, crying. Rapidly approaching the cot I leaned over to where Daniel was fast asleep, oblivious to his mother’s screams. Fucking hell, hundreds of the bastards. I reached in and pulled Daniel out. The sudden jerk woke him up. His scream sent a shiver down my spine. He was covered in fucking cockroaches. I frantically brushed the aliens off my son, treading on the fuckers and squashing them into oblivion. The cot was riddled with them. I handed my boy to Sue and motioned her out of the room. I spent at least an hour killing them, chasing them around the bedroom. Fuck me, can they move? I thought. Eventually, all the cockroaches had either been killed or escaped. The room was now clear.

    “They’re coming up from the café,” I told Sue. “Don’t worry, I’ll get Rentokil here tomorrow to fumigate the whole house.”

    That evening, the three of us slept on the settee feeling very uneasy. We left all the lights on so they wouldn’t come back.

    

    The next day, I called in Rentokil, who fumigated the café and the rest of the building. We were told to make other arrangements for at least 24 hours. The landlord reluctantly shut the café and paid the bill. After spending two days at my mother-in-law’s, we returned to our flat hoping the extermination had worked. Sue spent the day cleaning everywhere, checking every corner for signs of the cockroaches. When she was satisfied they had gone, she took Daniel out shopping. I returned to work at the rat-infested paper mill. During the afternoon, the supervisor asked me and another worker to move all the reams of paper from the warehouse to the yard, ready for delivery.

    “Job and finish,” he informed us. We stacked hundreds of reams on pallets all over the yard, finally finishing and completely knackered at 4 o’clock, an hour early. I left the mill with my first pay packet, feeling pretty pleased with myself and looking forward to the weekend, especially tonight’s Chinese meal with Sue Al and Jane. As I let myself in the front door and ran up the stairs to our flat, I could hear Sue crying. The flat door was ajar and the sobbing grew louder as I neared the top flight. Quickly pushing the door open, I saw Sue sitting cradling Daniel in her arms sobbing. I stood scanning the room and noticed shopping bags unpacked with the contents spilled all over the floor. Our wedding photos were thrown all over the place and some had been ripped to smithereens. The bedroom door was wide open and Daniel’s cot looked like it had been ransacked.

    “What the fuck’s happened here, Sue?” I said frantically.

    “I’ve just got home from shopping and found this. Look at the state of the place, Ed,” she sobbed, her eyes red from crying and her face covered in runny mascara.

    “We been robbed or what?” I asked, shaking my head in disbelief. “How did they get in, girl, did you lock up properly?”

    “No! We ain’t been robbed and yes, I did bloody lock up properly!” she said confidently. “I only left the window open a bit to get some air in here. Maybe that bloody tomcat got in and ran amok?” She wiped her face with the sleeve of her blouse.

    I don’t think so, somehow; the bloody thing doesn’t exist.

    “Yeah, you’re probably right, Sue. Let’s clear this mess up anyway.” I suggested half-heartedly. My mind was churning over what had happened. It wasn’t the elusive cat, so who or what did this? I was thinking about the two apparitions I saw upstairs; maybe this was something to do with them. A strange feeling of unease consumed my body. I started to get wild thoughts of the flat being ripped up by poltergeists.

    If that’s the case, they’ll be back; that’s a certainty. Maybe I should have come clean about the other night, but it’s too late now. I’ll have to keep schtum and hope nothing else happens.

    After clearing up the mess, I plonked down on the settee, feeling stressed and worried.

    “You having a bath before they arrive?” Sue asked me.

    “Yeah, I think I will, Sue,” I replied, dragging myself up from the settee and entering the hallway. To the left of our front door was the communal bathroom. Seeing nobody human lived in the building, the bathroom was ours to use as we liked. I entered the bathroom, pulling the light on by a tatty old cord. Leaning over the bath, I turned the taps on, while sprinkling Radox into the gushing hot water. The cold bathroom was soon engulfed in thick steam. I stood wiping the cabinet mirror so I could see. I felt the stubble on my face, debating whether or not I could be bothered to shave. I decided to leave it till morning. Getting undressed, I submerged myself into the welcoming hot bath. Lying there soaking, I heard the bathroom door open, but glancing over the tub, I couldn’t see anything except steam.

    “This bath is gorgeous, Sue. Do you want me to save the water for you?” I asked her, waving my hand about, trying to move the steam from my vision. There was no reply. I knew she was in the bathroom, I could sense her presence. “Well, do ya, or don’t ya?” I stopped in mid-sentence. I jumped up, grabbing the towel out of the wash-hand basin and wrapped it around me. “Who’s there? I know someone’s there. Stop fucking about,” I shouted out loud. Suddenly, there were loud thumping sounds on the bathroom door.

    “You OK in there, Eddie?” Sue asked through the door.

    I stepped out the bath, “Er, I think so. Can you open the door for me?” I asked calmly. I could hear the handle turning frantically to and fro.

    “It’s stuck, Ed. It won’t budge.”

    The steam in the bathroom started to evaporate rather quickly. My overactive brain feared the worst, however, to my relief, there wasn’t anything in the room except me. I walked over to the door and then suddenly the waste pipe started gurgling as bath water was being pumped down the pipe. I spun round, noticing the plug and chain hanging over the tub.

    Bloody hell, something’s pulled the plug out. What the fuck is going on in this place?

    I turned the handle on the door and it opened with ease.

    “Bloody door got stuck. I must fix the latch in the morning,” I informed Sue, feeling agitated. Splashing aftershave over my body, I got dressed and left the bathroom door ajar, just in case it got stuck again. “How’s Daniel?” I asked, quietly concerned.

    “He’s fine. Fast asleep after his feed. I’m starving! What time are they coming?”

    “Should be here very soon. They reckoned about 7 o’clock,” I said, hoping they wouldn’t be late.

    

    Tap, tap, tap

    “Ed, there’s someone knocking on the front door glass,” Sue called.

    “Must be Al. I’ll go down and let them in,” I said, carefully descending the steep stairs to the front entrance door. I could see two figures standing in front of the Georgian wire glass, one a geezer, the other a female. I opened the door, inviting Al and Jane up to our flat. We all sat in the front room, deciding on what to order from the local Chinese.

    “I’ll have a number 24 and 16 with sweet ’n’ sour sauce,” Sue said, smacking her lips in anticipation. She always ordered chicken chow mein with prawn balls. She loved dipping prawn balls in the sauce.

    “Yeah, I think I’ll have the same as Sue,” Jane said, rubbing her hands together. “I’m bloody starving, haven’t eaten all day,” she added.

    “I’m going to have number 35 with 92,” Al said, scrutinising the China Jade menu. “No I won’t, I’ve changed my mind. Number 79 instead of 92, Ed!”

    I crossed out 92 on my list, thinking that I fancied a pint of lager soon!

    “What you having, Eddie?” Sue enquired.

    “Roast duck with cashew nuts in yellow bean sauce with egg fried rice.”

    “That sounds tasty. I think I’ll change my mind and have the same. Be nice to try something different,” Sue reckoned. The last time she tried a different dish, she didn’t like it at all and I ended up throwing it away!

    “Right, we all happy with what I’ve written down,” I said, reading out everyone’s order and making sure I’d got it right. “Good! Come on, Al. Let’s get going down the China Jade,” I said impatiently, wanting to grab a pint in the local first. “Right behind you, mate,” Al said, following me out of the flat down to the front door.

    “Won’t be long, Sue. I’ll get a bottle of wine for you and Jane,” I shouted up the stairs.

    “OK, that’ll be nice!” Sue yelled over the top banister rail. “See you in a bit. Oh, Ed! Don’t forget the film, The Devil Rides Again, you know the one,” she added.

    You’re having a bloody laugh. I’m not getting that film the mood I’m in. I’d rather watch Tom and Jerry and that’s a fact!

    We walked up to the Chinese and placed our order. Mr. Wang informed us it would be at least twenty-five minutes, due to the sudden rush of customers.

    “OK we’ll be back shortly,” I told him. “Come on, Al. Let’s have a pint in The Bull,” I suggested.

    “Good idea, Ed,” he said.

    The Bull was four shops down on the corner and within seconds we were standing at the bar ordering two pints. I took a large gulp and Al raised his glass, tapping mine.

    “Cheers mate! Not a bad pint in here,” he reckoned, swigging his lager. After a second pint, we left The Bull for the China Jade, carrying our takeaway booze from the pub’s off licence. Picking up our food, I couldn’t be bothered to walk down the High Street to the video shop so we made our way back to the flat. While we all tucked into our food, I lied and said that the video shop was chocker-block with customers.

    “If I had waited, our food would have been stone cold,” I said.

    Sue accepted my excuses, switching on the box convinced there was a hammer horror film on at ten. She was right; The Pit and the Pendulum with Vincent Price. Feeling stuffed and slightly pissed, we made ourselves comfortable.

    Halfway through the film I dozed off. I jerked awake to the sound of a long continuous beeping and crackling noise. My senses were on red alert. Rubbing my eyes, I noticed it was the telly making all the noise. Sighing with relief, I started rousing everyone from their slumber. I suggested that Al and Jane kip on the settee. Using the cushions as pillows, I threw a thick warm blanket over them. Wishing them goodnight, Sue and me then retired to bed.

    

    I woke in the early hours of the morning busting for a piss. Glancing over Sue’s peaceful body, I read the bedside clock that told me it was 3:30 a.m. I quietly slid out the bed, not wanting to put the light on for fear of waking everyone up. I fumbled blindly in the dark heading towards our front door. I was just about to open the door when I heard a whimpering, sniffling sound behind me.

    “Who’s there? Please answer me this time,” Jane begged sheepishly, sounding completely horrified.

    “It’s me, Eddie. I’m just going to the toilet,” I whispered very quietly. Within seconds, I felt her breath on my cheek. Jane put her arms around my neck, squeezing her face against mine and pressing her body tightly against me like if she let go, she would fall.

    “There’s someone in here. He’s been walking about the room, mumbling to himself,” she whispered, sobbing in my ear. “I tried to scream but nothing came out my mouth. I was petrified, rooted to the settee.” She was hysterical.

    Fuck, she mustn’t tell anyone, especially Sue. Otherwise, we’ll be back at her mother’s like a shot. The thought of living with them again filled me with dread.

    “You sure you wasn’t dreaming, Jane?” I said, condescendingly.

    “No, well, I don’t think I was. I mean, oh shit, Eddie, I am so confused, I’m not sure at all now,” she sobbed. I gently pushed her away and opened the door. She followed me into the hall. I switched the new hall light on, flooding the hallway and stairs in a bright light.

    “I must have a jimmy,” I informed her. I tiptoed into the bathroom to relieve myself. Whoosh! Went the cistern after pulling the chain.

    Bloody noisy thing; enough to wake the dead.

    Washing my hands, I returned to Jane, who was sitting on the stairs looking distraught. “Look, Jane, you more than likely had a nightmare. I’ve had bad dreams where I could have sworn they were real,” I reassured her sympathetically. I had to nip this in the bud; try and convince her she was dreaming. I knew, however, she didn’t have a nightmare. I also knew that this building held a terrible secret.

    “Yeah, I suppose so. Must have been the wine,” she sighed.

    Why didn’t I think of that? Of course, blame the booze.

    “I won’t be a sec,” she whispered, opening the door and creeping into the flat. She returned with a packet of fags and her lighter. We both sat on the stairs puffing our fags, filling the hallway with clouds of smoke.

    “How long you been going out with Al?” I asked, changing the subject a bit lively.

    “About ten days. He’s really not my cup of tea, actually. My brother arranged a blind date with him. I’ve ended up going with the flow at the moment, just to keep Paul happy,” she said, shrugging her shoulders.

    “Shall we go back and try to get some kip?” I suggested, yawning.

    “Can we just sit here for a while longer, please, Eddie?” she asked, looking into my eyes pleadingly. She was obviously still nervous.

     “Yeah, no problem, if you don’t mind me nicking your fags?” I said cracking a large smile.

    “Not at all,” she grinned. We sat there chatting for hours, talking about everything and anything. What an interesting bird she is, I thought. We eventually crept back inside, leaving the hallway stinking of stale tobacco smoke. Jane slipped under the blanket on the settee, crashing out. I stood in the bedroom, looking down at Daniel wondering what I should do and thinking it might be a good idea to look for somewhere else to live. I eased myself gently into bed; my mind unsettled by recent events. Tossing and turning, I eventually dropped off to sleep, feeling deeply concerned about our situation.

    

    The following evening I decided not to take up Al’s offer of a good earner, preferring to stay with Sue and Daniel. Explaining to Al about the entire weird goings on in the building was extremely hard work! To say it fell on deaf ears was an understatement. He doesn’t believe in the spirit world or religion. I had no plans to convince him otherwise. Over the next couple of weeks, certain personal effects kept disappearing, only to reappear days later. We would find Daniel’s fluffy toys in the bath and on the stairs; not a bad feat for a child who couldn’t walk yet. The most amazing incident happened one Thursday morning. I got up as usual for work and in the middle of the front room, lying on the carpet was a fob watch, surrounded by seven foreign coins. Where they came from, I couldn’t say. They just materialised overnight. Every day we heard a cacophony of sounds - rappings, rustlings and shuffling - coming from the stairs and rooms above. We found scribbling all over the white painted walls in the hall, which was near impossible to decipher. Sue wanted to move back to her mum’s and wait for the council to rehouse us; we’d been on the list since we got married. She was sure we would soon be made an offer; however, I convinced her to stay until we did get such an offer. Unfortunately, the worst was yet to come and ultimately forced the three of us to vacate the building rather sharpish.

    

    It all started on Friday 10th January, 1973. What happened on this date has stayed vivid in my mind ever since. I woke at 6:30 for work. Fumbling around in the darkness, I made my way to the front room. Shutting the bedroom door, I switched the light on. Straight away I noticed it was missing. I turned round to open the bedroom door to inform Sue, but then changed my mind, deciding to check the hall and bathroom first. The hall was clear so I entered the bathroom. What confronted me was an absolute shock!! My eyes couldn’t believe what they were seeing; standing in the tub on its side was our bloody television. I stood there for a moment shaking my head in disbelief, wondering what I should do. Picking the box up, I returned it back to its original place, thinking that I couldn’t tell her, as it would just make matters worse. Kissing Sue goodbye, I left for work at 7:40, but this time I caught a bus to Peckham, deciding to take the day off work. I needed answers and information quick, so I visited Rose. After a lengthy chat, I explained to her everything that’d been going on. Rose suggested visiting the local library to get more info. She reckoned her knowledge of poltergeist phenomenon was very limited. So I took her advice and visited the library.

    I borrowed two large books from aisle three called Demonic Spirits from the Afterlife and Poltergeists Phenomena and Paranormal Studies. I sat, reading excerpts from both books for hours, totally fascinated by the information at my fingertips.

    I was dragged from my reading by the sound of a bell. I looked up at the library clock. Blimey, it’s 3:55.

    “We shut in five minutes, young man,” the librarian informed me.

    “Thanks, I’ve read enough now,” I said closing the book. Returning the books to the shelf, I left.


    
      ***
    


    Looking back on my childhood and teenage years, I realise that I definitely behaved and felt a lot older than I was. Pushing seventeen but feeling ten years older; dealing with poltergeist phenomenon like I was an adult, I knew there was more to my existence than met my young eyes. If I didn’t know, I would make sure I found out by reading or asking questions. Everybody used to say I had an old head on a young body. Subsequently, it stood me in good stead for the trials and tribulations I was going to encounter on my journeys in life.


    
      ***
    


    After leaving the library, I boarded the bus home, with the sole intention to move us out of the flat. Arriving home, I encountered a hysterically happy Sue, waving a letter.

    “We’ve just been offered a house off the Old Kent Road!” she screamed, jumping up and down in the front room, frightening Daniel and making him cry. “We’ve got to view the house on Monday morning at 10 o’clock,” she cried, tears of joy running down her face.

    I was dumbstruck; I couldn’t believe that what I wished for a few hours ago had actually happened. We sat drinking coffee and making plans to move next week. We were both so excited; we couldn’t wait till Monday. That evening after dinner we retired to bed early, seeing as there was sod all on the box to watch, and lay chatting for a while before we finally dropped off to sleep.

    

    I jerked awake with a feeling like my leg had shaken me. Turning over, I lay on my back, focusing my tired eyes in the darkness. Suddenly, something jumped from the mantelpiece above, landing on my chest and diving under the bedcovers in the same movement. Trying to slide out of bed, I realised I was paralysed. My legs wouldn’t move, no matter how many times my brain instructed them to; they just refused. I glanced over to Sue shouting for help but my cries were not heard. It was as though nothing came from my lips, even though I could hear my own desperate cries. The silence was broken by voices whispering in the room. Peering into the darkness, I witnessed, standing at the foot of the bed the transparent apparition of a women dressed in white. She was talking to somebody else in the room; having a heated conversation, in fact. The apparition was looking in the direction of the bedroom door and, standing behind me in the corner, stood this tall figure wearing a long type of dark overcoat. His large, round, dark hat obscured his head and face. I watched in terror, my heart pounding and my mind in disarray. The apparition glided towards the woman; raising its arm in an aggressive manner. Suddenly, I felt extreme pressure on my right ankle. Whatever had jumped off the mantelpiece had grabbed me. Reaching under the covers, I ran my hand down to where the pressure was being applied. To my utmost horror, I felt a cold hand wrapped around my ankle. The hand started to pull me out of the bed. I tried to resist but it was futile. The entity was far too powerful. I screamed as the hand jerked me effortlessly out of the foot of the bed and onto the floor in a heap. Sue’s screaming soon followed mine; she sat bolt upright witnessing the phenomenon. She leapt out of bed, pointing towards the apparition in the dark hat and coat.

    “He’s got a fucking axe,” she screamed in blind panic. Daniel woke, crying hysterically and waving his little arms, seeking his mother for comfort. Sue flicked the bedside lamp on and dashed over to Daniel’s cot and picked him up. I looked about the room. It appeared that the phenomenon was over.

    “That’s it, Eddie boy. We’re out of here, NOW! Phone a cab,” she demanded.

    I jumped up, putting all the lights on in the building and gathering all our personal valuables. I was shaking from head to foot; my eyes were watching everywhere, expecting them to return. After getting everything we could carry, we ran out of the building into the street. I ran across the road to the phone box to dial the local cab office. I had to redial quite a few times because I couldn’t push the coin in due to my violent shaking.

    

    We arrived at my in-laws in the early hours of Saturday morning, looking somewhat bedraggled. The only bright spark was the letter from Southwark council. After a few hours of restless sleep, Sue told me that I had to collect our belongings from the flat. I phoned my mate Toby to see if he was available to shift our gear some time that afternoon. Toby informed me the van’s brakes were being renewed and should be ready about 2 o’clock. We made arrangements to meet outside my in-laws’ at around about two. Toby turned up forty minutes late, blaming the garage for his delay. Arriving at the flat, we quickly filled the van, knowing that we would have to make another trip. Upon our return, the cold winter’s light was fading rapidly. The thought of being in that flat during darkness filled me with dread. Entering the front door, I flicked the light switch. Nothing happened. I looked up the stairs into the gloom, thinking that the bulbs must have blown.

    “I’ve got a torch in the van. Won’t be a jiffy,” Toby said cheerfully. He knew nothing that had been going on. I chose not to tell him, for fear he wouldn’t agree to move our furniture. He returned, flashing his torch up the stairs.

    “Here you are, Ed,” he said, handing me the torch. “After you, mate.”

    I slowly crept up the creaking stairs, flashing the light all over the place.

    “Bloody spooky in the dark, this gaff, isn’t it,” he said in a quiet voice.

    You don’t know the half of it, my son, I thought to myself.

    Standing in the hall outside my flat, I shone the torch up the next flight of stairs.

    “What you looking for, Eddie?” Toby whispered.

    “Nothing just curious, I’ve heard there’s been a lot of squatters in the manor lately,” I informed him, sticking the key in the door. Suddenly there was a loud thump from inside the flat. My heart started racing rapidly. Pushing the door open, I flicked the light switch and again nothing happened.

    Oh shit! I thought, forcing myself to enter the front room.

    “Ed, what’s the matter with you? You’re making me nervous,” he whispered in my ear.

    “Long story, I’ll explain later. Right, let’s just take the stereo and records and piss off,” I said urgently.

    ThudThudCrashBang

    “Shit, what’s that? It’s coming from the bedroom. There’s someone in the room, Ed,” Toby said panicking.

    I shone the torch on the bedroom door. Suddenly, all hell broke loose. It sounded like a mass brawl was going on in the bedroom. High-pitched screaming sent a shiver down my spine. I stood, rooted to the spot, as the door started to shake violently. The handle was rigorously turning left and right. Something was trying to get out of the room. The screaming stopped and was followed by three loud thuds to the floor; I felt the vibrations of the blows under my feet.

    “What the fuck is going on, Ed?” Toby said, shaking my arm. Suddenly the front door slammed shut.

    “Forget the stereo. Let’s get out of here, quick.”

    I rushed over to the front door, turning the handle to open the door.

    “Shit!” I turned it right and pulled the door. “It’s locked or jammed stuck,” I shrieked, panicking.

    The temperature in the room plummeted. I started shivering, the hairs on my neck started to bristle. Toby took the torch from me while I tried in vain to prise open the door.

    “Look!! For fuck’s sake, Ed! Look over there,” he screamed uncontrollably.

    Glancing over my shoulder in the torchlight, to my horror, I could see a hand desperately trying to squeeze itself under the bedroom door. I returned my attention to the front door, kicking and punching, until the bottom panel split in half. Kicking the centre frantically, I heard a loud crack.

    “We’re out. Come on, Toby,” I shouted, while ripping the centre stile out the door.

    “Oh my God, look, Eddie,” Toby cried, pointing towards the bedroom door. It had started to open, slowly being pulled to and fro like there was something blocking its progress.

    “I’m off,” I said, squeezing through the door, with Toby hot on my heels. We both leapt down the stairs and onto the street.

    On our way back to my in-laws’, I tried to explain what had been happening. I don’t think he really grasped what I was telling him, but he saw everything that went on and was a reliable witness, which was good enough for me!

    After a few weeks’ research, I found out from the local police station that in 1934, a married couple lived in the building. Unfortunately for the wife, her husband was a paranoid schizophrenic. He actually mutilated her body in a frenzied attack, chopping her up into pieces with an axe, then disposing of her body. However, during the police investigation, they dug up her body, which had been buried in the back garden, with the exception of her right hand, which was never found!
  


  
    CHAPTER TEN
After viewing our new home, we moved in that same week. Not bad really: at seventeen we had our own two bedroomed house with a front garden and a very small back yard. However, there were a few major obstacles to get over, or should I say get used to. One was the lack of a bathroom, another was the outside toilet and also there was no hot water! Southwark Council told us that they would eventually modify our amenities so that we could have hot water and washing facilities. I think what really pissed me off was the lack of heating. In fact, there wasn’t any. We had electric fires and fan heaters in every room during the winter months, I used to stand and watch the wheel spin round on the electric meter, thinking that if it spun any faster, it would take off. So I decided to break the lead seal and stick a wedge of cardboard under the wheel to stop its momentum, which I did successfully for years without being sussed.

    

    It was during this period of my life that I succumbed to peer pressure, namely Al, and went out earning with his villainous friends. This was the start of my demise as I spiralled out of control, forcing all my spiritual feelings and beliefs to the back of my mind. It was also the end of my relationship with Brian, Tony and Danny, as we all took different paths in our lives. Rose moved to the south coast and eventually I lost touch with all the friends from my childhood. I was now going to be sucked into the seedy world of villains and crime, at the tender age of eighteen.

    It all started one Friday night. I was drinking with Al and a few of his cronies; they were discussing the night’s activities. The plan was to nick a set of wheels, preferably one with some ‘oomph’, just in case we had to outrun the Filth. I was reliably informed that that was my job, much to my displeasure. I’d never ever stolen a car before. In fact, I didn’t even know where to begin. I’d driven cars before and I’d like to think I was pretty neat behind a wheel. However, nicking one was a different story. I left the pub with strict instructions to be back within the hour with a fast set of wheels. I walked around the streets in a daze, looking at cars, thinking how the hell am I going to do this? After a while, I came across this large, underground car park beneath some flats, my attention was alerted by the sight of this white Rover 2000. The driver’s side window wasn’t fully wound up and there was enough room to squeeze my arm down and pull the door button up. Once inside, I searched the car, looking and feeling in every corner. What for, you might ask? Well, in the seventies, car owners would hide their spare key inside the motor. Why? I haven’t got a clue, but they did. Low and behold, I found the spare key, hidden under the passenger seat carpet. What a cretin, I thought to myself. Some people have the brains of a rocking horse. On further investigation, I realised the owner was a woman. In the glove compartment were perfume, lipstick, a hairbrush and a dental appointment card with the name ‘Jackie Rowland’. I stuck the key in the ignition and screeched out of the car park. I parked the car discreetly in a side alley round the back of the boozer. Entering the pub, I informed the guys of my success. Al looked at me in disbelief.

    “You actually nicked a motor? We were having bets that you would come back with nish,” he said, shaking his head.

    “Right then, let’s make a move lads,” Frank insisted. “Where’s the wheels?” he asked impatiently.

    “Follow me,” I said, feeling all pleased with myself.

    “You ever driven on the motorway, Ed?” Harry asked.

    “Err, not really. Why?” I responded.

    “Because that’s where we’re going, mate,” Frank said, all cocky. “I’ll drive, just to be on the safe side, otherwise we’ll get lost.”

    We all bundled into the Rover with Frank driving. I wasn’t very keen on Frank and Harry. The pair of them were a bit too aggressive for my liking; they made me feel uncomfortable and uncertain. I didn’t trust either of them.

    We sped down the motorway, towards Redhill in Surrey. Frank was caning the arse out the Rover, which made me feel very uneasy. He turned off the motorway, driving like a man possessed, speeding through narrow country lanes and sleepy villages. He eventually stopped outside the local petrol station. I didn’t really know the SP, but I soon twigged why we were here. Now, in the seventies, petrol stations shut at about eleven in the evening, leaving a hundred pound float in the till for the next day’s shift. This was before they invented under-floor safes. Frank drove onto the forecourt, turning the cars lights off. He reversed straight through the glass doors. Well, before I had time to blink, we were inside, loading holdalls with all the fags on display, and I mean thousands of them. Harry opened the till, taking the float. We were in and out in a matter of minutes. That night, we hit four petrol stations, earning one hundred quid each. I was flabbergasted at the ease with which we carried out the thefts. We drove back to London, dumping the car in a multi-storey car park near Wandsworth. We then boarded a train back to the Elephant and Castle. This went on for months

    

    One Friday night, we were all in the local Indian restaurant just off the “blue” in Bermondsey. When I say all, I mean Sue, Al, Jane, Frank, Harry, Jane’s brother, Paul, and myself, along with three others, who ended up very much in the public eye, for one reason and another, and for these reasons will remain nameless. Al’s relationship with Jane was rather strained, to say the least. After she had confided in me with regards to how she felt, I was surprised they were still seeing each other. Her brother Paul was a nasty piece of work. He’d been pals with my cousin for yonks. During the evening, I noticed loudmouth Frank giving Jane the eye. He obviously sensed that she wasn’t keen on Al. Unfortunately for Frank, I wasn’t the only one who noticed his intentions. Frank and Jane sat opposite each other at the table. When Al went to the toilet, Frank made his move. He stretched his arm across the table, touching her hand, and leant over whispering in her ear. Jane giggled, smiling at Frank. Paul looked at Frank, his eyes full of rage and malice.

    “What the fuck you playing at, pal?” Paul shouted, screwing his face up in anger. Everybody’s eyes in the restaurant focused on our table. I knew that wanker would cause trouble. Sue grabbed my hand under the table, squeezing hard in a downward motion, indicating for me to stay put. Not that I would get up anyway. I was way out of my league. At the end of the day, I was only interested in earning dough, not grief. Frank stood up, flexing his shoulders, while his chair toppled over onto the floor.

    “Who do you think your chatting to, mate?” he said giving it the big-un. Paul stood up, his fist clenched, ready to lay into him.

    “Sit the fuck down, you pair of plums or you’ll both answer to me. Get it?” one of the nameless quietly said. To my surprise, they both sat down, like children after being chastised by one of their parents. Al came back from the toilet, oblivious to what went on.

    “Bit quiet, isn’t it?” he said, looking around the table suspiciously.

    “Yeah, we was just deciding on whether we should order another couple bottles of wine or push the boat out and go for some Champagne,” Harry said, rolling his eyes smiling.

    “Yeah, why not? I fancy a drop of bubbly,” Al reckoned.

    Suddenly the table came to life, with everyone chatting and smiling, everything seemingly forgotten. I’d known Paul for eighteen months myself and, believe me, Frank’s card was well and truly marked, even though he never showed it during the rest of the evening. Frank was so up his own arse that he thought Paul had bottled it. At the end of the evening, Sue and I grabbed a cab home, leaving Jane and Al trying to sort out their differences. My son stayed the night round the in-laws’. Good as gold, Min and Bill were, they just loved baby-sitting their grandson. Sitting in the cab, feeling stuffed and half-pissed, my mind started thinking of my nan and wondering how she was doing. The last time I saw Nan, she wasn’t well. Now we had got our own place, she could come and stay with us for a while. I’ll write to her tomorrow, inviting her to stay.

    Nan’s mental health had deteriorated rapidly over the last couple of years. Since William Charles Bennett died in 1955, she’d lived on her own in Margate. God bless her, only the previous week had we received a parcel from her. The poor love sent a fresh chicken wrapped in paper. My eyes watered with sadness when I opened the parcel; the stink filled the house for hours. She really was a top class woman, even though she’d lost the plot. I will always love her with all my heart and I know deep inside my soul that we shall see each other again when my time comes.

    

    The following day, after posting a letter to my nan, Sue and Daniel and I spent the day shopping, buying household items and baby clothes from various shops at the Elephant and Castle centre. By the time we reached home, I was knackered. All that traipsing around shops takes it out of you. All I wanted to do was chill out in front of the box all night, with Sue. Unfortunately, my evening was already planned out for me; later that evening, I met up with Al and the boys in our usual boozer. Frank failed to show up, much to my relief. We didn’t know it at the time, but Frank had been pulled in for questioning. Apparently, his prints were found all over the Rover and he was in the process of being charged for robbery on ten counts. If only we knew we’d probably not have gone out earning that night. But, as it stands, we did. Al replaced Frank with Paul, who did the honours of nicking the wheels for the night’s exploits. Driving out of London, Al informed the three of us that we were going to do a job just outside Redhill. I pressed Al, asking him what kind of job he was referring to. His answer shocked me little.

    “There’s a local sub post office in a small village, near Redhill. Monday is pension day. There’ll be shitloads of dough inside the gaff. The old boy that runs the place lives above the shop on his jack. No problems. It’ll be a piece of cake,” he reckoned, smiling.

    Paul turned the Jag off the motorway towards Redhill, doing a steady sixty miles an hour, quite a contrast to Frank’s death wish antics. We quietly crawled through this picturesque sleepy village, passing a typical old village pub and convenience store, towards the far end of the village, where the post office was situated. Pulling up opposite, Paul turned the engine and lights off. We all sat there, screwing our intended target. I had a really bad feeling about this; my instincts told me that what we were about to do was far too risky. I mean it’s dead quiet; not a sound came from anywhere.

    “It’s too quiet, Al. We’ll get sussed if we make the least bit of noise,” Harry whispered, expressing his concerns.

    Well, I thought. I’m not the only one with reservations about the set-up.

    “What did you expect, a welcoming committee? It’s bloody two in the morning! Fuck me, Harry. Would you have felt better if there was a football match taking place on the village green?” Al said sarcastically, sliding out of the Jag.

    One after the other, we climbed out of the motor. Paul opened the boot, retrieving a crowbar and club hammer.

    “Come on, let’s do it. I haven’t driven all this way for jack shit!” he said. He moved towards the shop’s entrance door, ramming the splayed end of the crowbar between the edge of the door and the frame. Putting his whole weight against the bar, he pushed it back towards the wall. Suddenly, there was a loud crack, followed by a splitting ripping sound. Paul went flying as the door sprang open. He released his grip on the crowbar, dropping it onto the floor. It made a loud clanging noise. The sudden noise was followed by deathly silence. We all stood there, fearing the worst. Paul lay on the floor looking up at us with his finger pressed against his lips, indicating to us not to make a sound. After a few moments had lapsed and nothing seemed to happen, it was obvious our presence wasn’t detected. The old boy must be a heavy sleeper, I thought. Thank fuck for that! All four of us entered the post office, thinking we’d cracked it. Paul pushed the door to, pulling down the blind.

    At the back of the shop, the post office counter was encased in protective toughened shatterproof glass. Built into the counter and screen was a metal entrance door, with two large locks. Harry shone his torch on the door and screen.

    “Fucking hell, well prepared or what?” he gasped, shaking his head in disappointment. Al looked the door over with Paul, both agreeing that it wasn’t possible to open the door without waking the whole village during the process.

    “Why don’t I go upstairs and bring the old boy down to open up the door. If I shove this in his mush, he won’t refuse,” he said, pulling out a handgun from inside his jacket; I nearly collapsed with shock.

    You’re having a fucking laugh, I thought to myself and my jaw nearly hit the floor when Al nodded in agreement. Harry glanced over at me, widening his eyes, frowning.

    “Here we go, Ed. This is where the shit hits the fan, mate,” he said, anxiously.

    Paul crept up the stairs to the flat above, brandishing his bloody gun like Wyatt fucking Earp. Suddenly, we could hear voices and bumping noises above. I wanted to run away; this wasn’t exciting anymore. What have I got myself into? Paul appeared at the foot of the stairs with this guy in pyjamas; his nose was bleeding. His face was pure white with fear and his eyes were pleading, while Paul pressed the barrel into the old boy’s throat. I felt sick and ashamed that I was part of his nightmare. He was carrying a large bunch of keys. Al dragged him over to the door.

    “Open the door and you will live to tell the tale to your grandchildren. If you don’t, you’ll be pushing up daisies very soon, my old son,” he warned him aggressively.

    The poor sod was shaking so much he kept dropping the keys on the deck. Paul snapped; his patience stretched like an elastic band. He smashed the butt of the gun across his head. The old boy dropped to his knees, holding his head and screaming in pain.

    “Leave it out, Paul. There’s no fucking need to hurt him,” I shouted hysterically. He spun round, pointing the gun at me.

    “You speak to me like that again, boy, and I might just forget your Al’s cousin and fucking waste ya!” he screamed, menacingly. His words and glaring evil look sent a shiver down my spine. I put my hands up, expressing my apologies and trying not to took terrified. Paul turned his attention upon the old fella, who was looking at me while kneeling on the floor, his eyes begging mine for help. I shrugged my shoulders while rolling my eyes upwards, indicating that there was nothing I could do which would help him.

    “Which fucking key, pal?” Paul screamed, shoving the gun in his left cheek. The old boy fumbled about with the bunch of keys.

    “These two will open the door,” he said, shaking like a leaf. “It won’t do you any good though. The safe’s on a time lock,” he added sheepishly.

    Paul opened up the door, entering behind the counter. Al followed him; they both stood looking at the safe, swearing.

    “This’ll do, Paul. There’s got to be about two grand here,” Al reckoned, as he flicked through a bundle of notes he took from the till. Paul grabbed all the stamps and books containing tax discs. Harry was watching outside in the village, when he noticed in the distance four sets of headlights approaching.

    “We’ve got company. Must be the Filth! Quick, let’s get the fuck out of here!” Harry said, panicking.

    He yanked the door open and ran towards the car. We all followed, bundling into the Jag. Paul spun the motor round, screeching and doing wheel spins with smoke billowing out from the tyres. We raced through the village at high speed, blindly driving down narrow country roads. Paul turned the car’s lights off in a vain attempt not to be seen from the distance. Unfortunately, his idea backfired. Suddenly, the passenger side of the Jag dropped into a ditch, spinning the car over onto its roof. All four of us were sprawled about the car, trying to get out and kicking the doors until they opened. We eventually climbed free from the car. Standing in total darkness trying to grasp the situation we were now in, Paul announced it was every man for himself and promptly legged it. Harry and Al followed suit, disappearing into the woodland. I looked around, trying to ascertain my best options of escaping the old Bill. I could hear the others clambering through the woods, making enough noise to wake the dead. In the distance, I could see headlights coming down the country lane towards the crocked car. On the floor, I noticed a bag. Picking it up, I realised Al had dropped the cash from the post office. Stuffing the cash inside my bomber jacket, I ran in the opposite direction to the others. My survival instincts took over. I ran back through the woods in the general direction of the post office. After a few minutes, the area was flooded with old Bill. Police cars screeched to a halt, surrounding the dumped Jag. I jumped into a ditch, covering myself over with lumps of grass and broken talons from bushes and trees. All around the area were pinpoints of light from a vast number of torches. Then I heard barking in the distance as the police combed the woodland behind the Jag. I laid under my camouflage, listening to footsteps and faint voices, followed by the occasional shout. Then I heard this voice shout out loudly, “There they are, up the top of the hill.” One of the officers relayed to the others. Suddenly, there was a flurry of footsteps and cracking of twigs, followed by barking and more shouting. The police surged into the woodland with tracker dogs, leaving me to the bugs and ants. I decided not to move until daylight. Then I heard fast running footsteps approach where I lay. My instincts told me to get up and leg it. Then I heard really heavy breathing above my head. I froze solid, holding my breath.

    “You can’t escape, mate; there’s at least a hundred officers in the area looking for you. Come quietly, or I’ll set the dog on you,” the voice said confidently.

    “Bollocks, you wanker!” Paul screamed. “You come anywhere near me an’ I’ll blow your fucking brains out,” he warned the officer. He then turned and ran into the wooded area where I was hiding. I could hear his crunching footsteps disappear in the distance.

    “Bravo, Tango, Juliet, suspect is running northwards through woodland. Suspect is armed and extremely dangerous. Request back-up, over,” the officer said.

    “Area cars 56, 23 and 67 are already on their way to the other side of the woods. We’ve made two arrests already. According to the post office master, there were four perpetrators, over,” said the police radio controller. I lay there, listening to dozens of old Bill with dogs disappear in the direction to where Paul had legged it. I pulled myself from my weedy grave, noticing the woodland and fields basking in early morning sunshine. I took a deep breath, while brushing the crap of my clothes. I trudged through the fields, keeping myself out of sight until I reached more bloody woodland. Pushing my way through bushes and brambles, avoiding piles of dung, I suddenly heard the rushing sound of cars ahead. Peering over a fence, I saw a set of traffic lights on red with a long queue of cars and vans. When the lights turned green and the traffic began to flow evenly, I jumped over the fence. Looking around I noticed, to my delight, that I was in the middle of a town centre. On the other side of the road was a train station. I tried hard to contain my excitement while walking across the road towards the station entrance. I bought a ticket to Shoreham in Kent, deciding to double-back on myself. Upon my arrival in Shoreham, I decided to have some breakfast in a near by café, gorging myself on the biggest breakfast I’d ever eaten. Well, why not? I was loaded. Leaving the café completely stuffed, I boarded a train to New Cross Gate where I jumped on a bus to the Old Kent Road

    

    It took some explaining to Sue where I was all night. After giving her a handful of notes, she accepted I was telling the truth. I told her not to mention the money to anyone. I’ll never forget her answer.

    “Do I look bloody stupid,” she smiled. Loved a bit of dough, that girl did, and she didn’t give a fuck where it came from. The following day, I heard that Paul, Al and Harry had been charged with armed robbery and all three were appearing in court at the London sessions for committal proceedings. The case was adjourned for reports. Al and Harry were given bail, while Paul was remanded in custody. What I most expected never happened. I was cock sure one of them would grass me up, but they never did. That evening, we all went out for a drink. I was toying with the idea of telling them that I had picked up the cash, or at least some of it anyway. While we were drinking, Al asked me how I got away. I explained everything that happened and he shook his head laughing.

    “Fucking old Bill reckoned we nicked two and a half grand. I told them I dropped the dough while running away. You know they’re looking for you, Ed, don’t you? That fucking Muppet Paul dropped a clanger when he pointed the gun at you in the post office, shouting out that Al was your cousin,” he said angrily.

    “Oh fuck, you’re joking,” I said, feeling completely pissed off.

    “All they got is a vague description from the old boy. They don’t even know your name and, being a clever boy, you left no prints in the Jag, so don’t worry. They’ve got sod all to go on,” Al reassured me.

    “If the old Bill do pull you in, Ed, keep schtum. They haven’t got nish on ya,” Harry said, smiling.

    “The Filth might have my prints from the Jag, but seeing as I’ve never been nicked before they wouldn’t be on any records,” I said smiling cheerfully, feeling quite smug.

    “Of course, that’s why that CID bloke reckoned it’s only time before he nabs ya,” Harry stated, nodding his head in agreement.

    “I’m going down, anyway,” Al said. “It came as a complete surprised to me and my brief that I got bail!”

    “Same here, Al. I’ve got no chance of getting away with this,” Harry said, all dejectedly. The pair of them accepted their fate and decided to go out with a bang, arranging to do another job in Battersea for one of the top local villains. Apparently this guy owned a DIY shop for cover. He’s actually a fence for most of the villains in South London; you name it he got rid of it. However, he was getting a bit too big for his boots and had consequently upset a few lads with his greed. Our job, seeing as I had got roped into this as well, was to stage a robbery at his premises and give him a good kicking. That’s all I knew. Al, Harry and this guy Ron knew the finer details. My job was to drive them to Battersea and bring them back. For my services, I would be paid one hundred pounds on completion. I actually didn’t need the dough, but I couldn’t tell them that, otherwise I would have dropped myself in big shit!

    A couple of days later, we all meet up in J’s café, which was situated near Bermondsey Street. Al was the last to arrive at 3:30 p.m. Ron handed me a set of keys for the ringed Rover V8 that was parked outside the café. The wheels looked really tasty; jet-black with sparkling chrome arches. The rear and front bumpers were gleaming; good enough to have a shave in. The windows were all tinted glass. Inside was spotless; cream leather interior with beech panels. The lads carefully slid into the Rover. It was obvious to me that these wheels belonged to somebody tasty.

    “No smoking in the jam-jar, this motor has to be returned in pristine conditions, otherwise heads will definitely roll,” Ron informed us.

    I turned the ignition and the Rover fired up first time, purring like a cat. Giving the accelerator a couple of pumps I put it into drive and headed towards Tower Bridge. The feeling of power was unbelievable. This motor had some serious ‘oomph’. Leaning over, I switched the eight-track on play. The car was flooded in quality sound. Fuck me, he’s got good taste in music, as well. We listened to Roxy Music with Brian Ferry on vocals until we arrived in Battersea.

    “Park up over there, Eddie, and keep the engine running,” Harry instructed me.

    “Where’s the DIY shop, then?” I asked, looking around for an answer.

    “Just the other side of that railway arch,” Ron said. “This shouldn’t take long anyway. Keep your mince pies open all the time, Ed. You see anything out of the ordinary, hit the horn.”

    The three of them slid out and disappeared through the railway arch. I decided to spin the car around and reverse as close to the archway as possible. The position was better for my view; I could now see anything that came up the street. I used the interior mirror to keep an eye on the archway, which was for pedestrian use only. After waiting forty minutes or so, I felt slightly edgy and concerned that the lads hadn’t returned. I didn’t know what to do. I was told to stay put and wait, but supposing something went wrong. I could sit here all fucking night without knowing. I decided to have a butcher’s. I climbed out of the car, straining my ears, while I crept through the archway listening for any indication of the event on the other side. Nothing; not a sound penetrated my eardrums. I approached the end of the archway and, peering round the wall, I could see the shop. There were shadows moving about rapidly, flickering in the shop’s lights. I looked around the street; not a bloody soul to be seen. What a strange place to have a shop, I thought. Totally out the way of potential customers. Casually, I walked towards the shop’s entrance door. I still couldn’t hear a thing. The flickering shadows in the shop had ceased. I felt nervous; unaware of what I was going to walk into. I gently pushed the shop’s door open and walked in. What confronted me was sheer mayhem! I stood rooted to the floor next to the counter. My mind couldn’t believe what my eyes were showing me. Ron was sitting on the floor propped up against the wall and holding his side with his blood-soaked hands. His face was screwed up in agony and he was unable to move or even acknowledge I was there. On the floor, Al was on his back with this big motherfucker on top of him, both their hands locked together on each other’s wrists. The big guy was trying to push a blade into Al’s chest. In the corner on the floor, Harry was being strangled by this other guy with a piece of wire, Harry’s fingers were underneath in a vain attempt not to get garrotted. His free hand was in the guy’s mouth trying to rip his jaw down. On the floor was a shotgun and the barrel was still smoking after being used!!

    “Fucking do something, Ed! Quick!” Al screamed.

    The big guy glanced over at me; his eyes wild, like a mad man. I didn’t know what to do and in a blind panic I picked up a pointing trowel and rammed into the side of big guy’s face. The trowel passed straight through his cheek and out the other side, severing his tongue. He screamed in utter agony; blood spurted all over Al and me. I ran over to where Harry lay and kicked this guy straight in the head then stabbed him between the shoulder blades with the trowel. Two of Harry’s fingers lay on the floor, covered in claret. I was shaking uncontrollably, never in my life have I ever used such violence, in any way shape or form, and I never would again. Al jumped up, kicking the shit out of the big guy, while he lay screaming in agony, trying to hold his face together. Harry picked up his fingers from the floor, wrapping his hand in a decorator’s cloth, his neck still bleeding from the wire cut. Harry’s assailant was wriggling on the floor, his back covered in blood. Ron was shot in his side and was losing a lot of blood. We carried him quickly from the shop and down the archway to the Rover. I had to get Ron and Harry to hospital sharpish.

    I pulled up outside St Thomas’s hospital in Waterloo; my mind still churning with terrible thoughts. I felt sick and disgusted with myself. How the fuck did I get myself in such a position that I had to hurt people? Even if they were villains or not, I just couldn’t believe that a soft sod like me committed such acts. I decided to park the motor in the hospital car park. Harry jumped out, heading in the direction of the A&E. I helped Ron out of the car, putting his arm around my shoulder and carried him in the same direction.

    “You can’t go in there, Ed. You’ll get nicked. The doctors will call the old Bill,” Al shouted, frantically waving his arms and beckoning me back to the car.

    “I can’t just leave him, Al. I’ll have to take my chances. If I get nicked, so be it,” I said, still in shock over the whole incident.

    On entering A&E I was surrounded by doctors and nurses. Everybody was asking questions about how, when and where Ron got injured. I just shrugged my shoulders as if I didn’t know. They put him on a trolley and disappeared in the lift, going up to the operating theatre. Harry was already having surgery; the doctors were trying to stitch his fingers back on. I turned round, with the intention of leaving the hospital, when I felt a hand squeeze my right shoulder. I stopped my movement and looked back over my shoulder behind me.

    “Where do ya think you’re going, sunshine? We need to have a chat,” said this guy in a suit. He was accompanied by two uniformed police officers. “My name is DC Jackman. Do you mind explaining to me what the fuck’s been going on?” he asked, pulling my arm towards the waiting area. He pushed me onto a seat, indicating to everyone in the area to leave the room. He stood in front of me, flanked by the two uniformed officers.

    “Right, we’ll start with your name and address?” he said staring at me without any emotion on his mush.

    “Why? I haven’t done anything; I just helped that guy into the hospital. He said he’d been attacked by some geezers outside a boozer and seeing the state he was in, I obliged,” I said confidently.

    “What about the other guy?” DC Jackman asked.

    “What other guy you talking about?” I asked, looking confused.

    “Listen to me, pal; there are two guys in here. One with a gunshot wound, the other with two fingers cut off. If you don’t cooperate, I’ll take you down the local nick for questioning. So, once again, what’s your name? DC Jackman looked a bit agitated.

    “I’m afraid I can’t answer that. You have no right to question me like a criminal. All I did was help someone and this is how I get treated? In any case, if you intend to arrest me for something, I ain’t saying nothing until I have a solicitor,” I demanded, sitting there with my arms crossed, all smug with a grin on my face.

    “Fine, take him away and bang him up at Earlsfield police station,” DC Jackman instructed the uniformed officers. Well, that’s the old bill for ya. If they can’t get their own way, they bang you up.

    At Earlsfield police station, I stood in front of the desk sergeant emptying my pockets, fags matches, twenty quid, keys and my watch. The only thing they never took was my St. Christopher, cross and chain. Everything else went into a plastic bag and was sealed up. After giving the sergeant my name and address, he read my rights and then asked me to sign a form, confirming what he wrote down as my valuables. He then handed me back my fags, without the bloody matches.

    “If you want a light, just ask one of the duty officers,” he informed me. I was then led to this grey cell and banged up. The officer pulled down the flap and gave me a light for my fag. The cell was bloody freezing. Along the wall was a wooden boxed frame about three feet high. This contraption was the bed. An orange-coloured rubber mattress covered the length of the box and on top of this was a dark grey, hairy blanket. By the door was a toilet without a bog roll. The brick walls were painted with grey eggshell paint; the ceiling was at least sixteen feet high, with ten glass blocks, letting in minimal daylight. What a fucking depressing hole. I sat on the bed, puffing on my fag, waiting for that dickhead DC Jackman to interview me. If Ron and Harry kept schtum, I’ll be out in no time at all. I lost all concept of time; it seemed like I’d been in this cell for hours. Walking over to the cell door, I looked through the flap, I couldn’t see or hear anyone, so I pressed the button on the wall, hoping to get someone’s attention. There was no ringing of a bell, just the dropping sound of a metal flap outside the cell door. That’s a lot of fucking good, I thought to myself.

    “Hello? Is there anyone there? I’d like a light, please, for my fag,” I shouted through the flap in the door.

    Nothing, not a sound came from the corridor.

    “They won’t answer you, pal, fucking ignorant bastards! I’ve been here for two days with my flap down and I’m gagging for a smoke,” this voice shouted from the opposite cell.

    Suddenly I heard footsteps and the jangling of keys. The footsteps drew closer and the jangling became louder. Then it stopped, just as quickly as it started. The bastards were winding us up. The guy in the other cell started kicking the shit out of his cell door. The noise was deafening, echoing up and down the hollow corridor. I pushed my flap down and lay on the bed, covering myself with the hairy blanket and trying to keep warm. I closed my eyes and drifted off to sleep.

    

    I jerked from my sleep to the sound of jangling keys and my cell door being unlocked. Standing looking at me was DC Jackman, who was now accompanied by three uniformed officers.

    “Get up, Eddie. You’re coming with me,” he informed me.

    I asked one of the officers if I could have a light. The officer told me to wait until we were in the interview room.

    After taking my fingerprints and three mug shots, they took me to the interview room, where I sat smoking a fag waiting to be grilled.

    “Well, Eddie, It seems that your story is somewhat correct; the two guys in the hospital don’t seem to know you. However, I have a slight problem. I’ve also got another two guys in hospital in Battersea and both are in critical condition. Now, I know this was a gangland feud, but what I don’t understand is your involvement with these villains. So, Eddie, are you going to put me straight or what?” DC Jackman demanded.

    “I ain’t got a clue what you’re chatting about, Mr. Jackman,” I said, feeling pretty comfortable with my situation. “As I said before, all I did was help that guy into hospital. That’s all, honest.”

    “Somehow, I don’t believe you, Eddie,” he said, looking at me shaking his head.

    “That’s your problem, Mr. Jackman, not mine. Are you going to charge me for something, or not? If you are, I would like to see the duty solicitor. If not, I would like to go home, thank you,” I said in a confident tone. DC Jackman stood up, pushing his chair back with his calf muscles. It made a screeching noise along the vinyl floor.

    “OK, Eddie, We’ll have it your way for the time being, but rest assured, sunshine, you ain’t seen the last of me. Not by a long shot.” He smiled. “Let him go,” he instructed to the uniformed officers.

    Even though I was covered in blood, which I put down to carrying Ron into the hospital, DC Jackman had nothing to nick me for, especially as he came up against a wall of silence with neither of the pair wanting to talk for fear of more reprisals. Upon leaving the station, my mind was churning, thinking that I owed Ron and Harry big time. At least the old Bill bought the story, that they were attacked by a gang of yobs outside the boozer. Well, they had no choice. I decided that the life of crime was not for me. Getting out of this life was easier said than done, though, as I soon found out.

    

    I hailed a black cab near Westminster Bridge and asked to be taken to the Old Kent Road, arriving home at three in the morning. Stripping my clothes off and changing into shorts and tee shirt, I opened the yard door, throwing my gear into the metal bin. Squirting paint thinners over everything, I set light to the lot. I stood in front of the bin, gazing into the flames and feeling the warmth on my chilly body. My mind drifted off into deep distant thoughts.


    
      ***
    


    “Come on, you can do better than that, Eddie,” my mother said. I tried again, falling flat on my face. Tears were flooding down my cheeks. Dragging myself up from the floor via the sofa, I tried again. I balanced by holding the chair for support. I let go and took two paces forward, losing my balance instantly. I went flying and ended up in crumpled heap on the floor, again!

    “You’ve got to get used to these, Eddie. The doctors reckon you’ll have to wear them for at least four or five years,” she insisted, pointing at my shackles.

    “But, Mum, they hurt my ankles and legs,” I pleaded, sobbing uncontrollably.

    “Stop bloody whinging and walk in them, otherwise I’ll give you something to bloody whinge about,” my old man warned me.

    It took months of practice; however, I eventually started plodding around like a clown on stilts at the circus. Being five years old, I couldn’t get to grips with the fact that these leg braces would be my partners till I was nine. I slept in them and went to school in the bloody things. For years, I had the piss taken out of me. Young children can be so cruel; they called me Frankenstein and Pinocchio because my walk looked like I was made of wood.


    
      ***
    


    I was pulled from my thoughts when I heard the sound of the bedroom sash window opening.

    “What the hell are you doing, Eddie? Do ya know what bloody time it is?” Sue screeched. “You’re off your bloody trolley,” she added, pointing her finger to her temple. She slammed the window down in disgust. Done it again, I thought. I always manage to upset her in one way or another. I’ll never bloody learn. She’s like a time bomb waiting to explode and, unfortunately, I was definitely the fuse! After checking the contents of the bin and being satisfied that everything had been destroyed, I went indoors. Not to my surprise, I found a blanket and pillow at the foot of the stairs. Looks like I’m kipping on the settee again. Feeling exhausted, I curled up, covering myself with the blanket, promptly dropping off into deep slumber.


    
      ***
    


    It was a dark murky night; my car sped down country lanes looking for the way out of the maze. Driving slowly down zigzag roads, bending left, then right, up and down brows, I realised I hadn’t come across any villages in the past couple of hours. On both sides of the narrow road, or should I really say track, there was dense woodland. My headlights started playing tricks on my tired mind. I could have sworn I saw a twisted oak tree wink at me. Brushing the thought out my head, I slowed right down, driving in second gear while approaching a tight bend. Swinging round the bend, I could see a thick blanket of fog engulfing the road. Stopping the car rapidly, I watched in amazement as I disappeared slowly before my very own eyes. Sitting in the car in complete darkness, I couldn’t see anything; not even my hands. The car’s power failed. The battery was dead; there were no lights and no sound coming from my metal friend. I fumbled about, feeling for the door handle and, pushing the door open, I climbed out of the car. I tried to shake this terrible feeling of being tied up in a sack and choking.

    Suddenly, the fog started to lift and within seconds it had disappeared. I stood scratching my head. What my eyes were focusing on was unbelievable. It was daylight and the sky was ice blue, sunny and warm. The country roads and woodlands were now a vast barren wasteland. In the far distance on the horizon, I could just make out the faint outline of a mountain range, with large trees and a lake. Scattered about the wasteland were at least thirty rusty old cars. Feeling totally confused, I thought that I must have come off the road at some point whilst driving. I wondered where the hell daylight had come from. It had been pitch black five minutes ago. This was totally bizarre and unnatural. I stood there, trying to comprehend what my eyes were telling my brain. Suddenly, I caught a glimpse of a shadow darting into one of the rusty cars. My senses were now on red alert; something sinister is definitely going down here, I thought.

    Opening the boot of my car, I picked up a shotgun and a box of cartridges.

    “Where the fuck did these come from?” I asked myself. If I was confused before, I was even more bloody confused now! On cocking the barrel, I noticed it was already loaded. My God, what the fuck was going on? It’s like this situation had been planned for me.

    I walked in the direction of the dumped cars, feeling very nervous and uneasy, even with the loaded shotgun. While I started investigating the area, my attention was grabbed by the sight of a horse-drawn buggy on its side, followed by what I can only describe as a Roman chariot. Further on, I found a cart with wooden wheels. Lying next to the cart was a three-wheeled tricycle and a wagon from the Wild West, standing as if waiting for its horses to pull it away. Everything I observed were all forms of Man’s transport; it was like being in a massive open-air museum. Where the hell did this lot come from? I asked my over-taxed mind. Some of these are hundreds of years apart. Why are they here?

    I walked for what seemed liked miles. The mountains in the distance didn’t appear any closer. I came across a yellow taxi and its licence plate told me it belonged in the state of Pennsylvania in America. Suddenly, it hit me like a sledgehammer; I’m in another dimension. All the owners of these modes of transport must have come here, the same way as me! So what happened to them? Where are they? My God, the fog! The fog is the gateway to this world. The fog must be like the Bermuda triangle; go through it and you’re fucked.

    “Shit! Now what am I going to do?” I said out loud. My eyes started scanning everywhere in the vain attempt to find a solution to my very serious predicament. Suddenly, I heard running footsteps, followed by a loud bang. Spinning around, I noticed dust clouds hovering over the yellow taxi. Someone or something had just entered the taxi, slamming the door shut. Pointing the shotgun in front of me, I slowly moved towards the taxi; my mind churning over, with images of what might confront me. Standing by the passenger door, I pressed the barrel of the shotgun on the tinted glass window.

    “All right, I know you’re in there. I’ve got a loaded gun. Come out and show yourself,” I demanded, taking a few paces backwards and feeling very uneasy. I stared in disbelief as the taxi started rocking violently from side to side. The sound of growling and scratching filled me with terror. In a split second, the glass shattered. Diving out the window towards me was this hideous-looking old hag with long fangs. Its glaring eyes were bloodshot and its hair resembled that of Medusa’s: covered in wriggly worms, its flesh grey and wrinkly and full of open weeping sores. The smell was horrendous; like a thousand decaying bodies. I froze with fear, trying in vain to pull the trigger on my shotgun. The hag lunged at me, dripping phlegm and pus all over my face and body. It tore at my torso with long talons and the pain and fear rendered me useless. I gazed in horror as I watched the contents of my stomach spill out onto the floor. The hag sank its fangs into my throat, ripping and tearing at my flesh. I felt the life drain out of my body


    
      ***
    


    I jumped up to the sound of a vacuum cleaner ringing in my ears. I looked around the front room, sighing with relief, knowing it was another nightmare. Sue was doing her best to annoy me by waking me up. She never knew where she had just dragged me from. Sitting up and rubbing my weary eyes, I asked her if there was any breakfast.

    “Get it yourself. I’m busy,” she snapped. “Anyway, what was you burning in the bin last night, and where were you till four o’clock?” she asked, turning the vacuum off and looking really pissed off, waiting for my explanation. I was in the middle of telling her about last night’s escapades, when the front door bell chimed. Outside, Al stood in the drizzling rain holding the Sporting Life over his Barnet.

    “Come in, mate, I’m just about to cook breakfast, Do ya fancy an egg an’ bacon sarnie?” I asked him.

    “Nah, not really, Ed. We’ve got big problems,” he said looking distraught.

    “Why, what the fuck’s wrong now?”

    “Well it’s like this. After you took Ron into hospital, I drove the Rover back to the pub, but unfortunately I”

    Interrupting him in mid-sentence, I barked, “You can’t drive Al. How the fuck did you get the car back to the boozer, and why have I got problems?”

    “I’m trying to explain, Ed. I thought it would be a piece of piss driving an automatic motor. However, I pranged the fucking thing twice, both front wings are dented,” he said disappointedly.

    “You have got to be kidding me, mate. He’ll fucking kill me. That Rover was my responsibility. I was going to pick it up and return it today,” I spluttered angrily. “Where is it now, Al?”

    “It’s in the pub’s car park.”

    “Great!! Everyone can see the damage. In fact, he probably already knows,” I said shaking my head in disgust. “Where’s the keys?”

    He fished about in his pockets, handing me the car keys. “What you gonna do, Ed?” He looked worried.

    “I’m hoping he hasn’t seen or been told about his motor. If not, I’ll bring it round here to see if I can repair the damage.”

    The thought of breakfast disappeared rapidly from my mind. We both left the house, hurrying to the boozer’s car park. After a short walk, we approached the car park where there was a lot of activity going on. Hanging around, carrying holdalls, were a bunch of guys chatting and drinking takeaway teas. It suddenly dawned on me who they were. Every week, the pub team met in the car park before venturing off to their football match. However, what I didn’t know was that the team’s goalkeeper, Alan, worked for the Rover owner, who was already on his way to the boozer after being informed by him. We stood next to the Rover, surveying the damage, when this Mercedes screeched to a halt.

    “Get your arse over here, Eddie!” the driver shouted through the open car window.

    “I can explain about the Rover. I pranged it whilst rushing Ron and Harry to hospital last night. It was a matter of life or death that I got there pronto!” I told him.

    “I’m not bothered about the car; it’s just a bit of metal. Nothing that a panel-beater and some paint couldn’t put right,” he said smiling. Well, this was a turn up for the books, I thought to myself.

    “Apparently you saved my Ron’s neck last night, Eddie, and you kept schtum whilst bang up. Very commendable, young man,” he said, handing me a brown envelope. “I want to see the pair of you tonight, about nine o’clock, OK?”

    “Yeah, no problem, we’ll be there.” Al told him.

    “Good, I’ll see you later,” he said, spinning the car around and driving off. I quickly opened the envelope and pulled out a wad of tenners. Flicking through the notes and counting I informed Al that he’d given me at least a monkey.

    “You jammy sod, he ain’t give me nish yet,” he moaned. I decided to split the dough down the middle with Al. That’s the least I could do, considering I binned the dough from the post office job. “Cheers, mate, you’re a diamond,” he said patting me on the back. “Fancy going up the café for breakfast now, Ed?”

    “Absolutely! I’m starved. Let’s go to J’s,” I said feeling pretty good with myself.

    

    Later that evening, we were having a drink and waiting, as instructed, for the main man. We were joined by one of Ron’s brothers, Pat, who informed us that Ron was doing fine. He reckoned the gunshot wound wasn’t as serious as it looked. The doctor said that Ron was lucky; he never took the full blast, consequently only getting small amounts of pellets hitting his side. Pat also told us that Harry’s fingers had taken well to being stitched and grafted back on and he should make a full recovery. However, his fingers would not operate as they used to and he would have to undergo considerable physiotherapy.

    Dead on nine o’clock, he entered the boozer flanked by two burly guys.

    “Nice to see you’re good timekeepers,” he said, taking his overcoat off. He glanced around the pub, then pulled up a chair and sat down. “Right, let’s get down to business. I need the pair of you to do a small job for me. Any problems with that?” he asked, staring at Al, a slight malicious twinkle in his eye.

    “Er, no, not at all,” Al said.

    “What about you, Eddie boy. I need someone sensible behind the wheel, who knows how to keep his trap shut.” He smiled.

     “Yeah, I’m up for it. What’s the deal? I asked curiously.

    “There’s a consignment of goods coming in tomorrow night at Greenwich Wharf. All you got to do is pick it up and bring it back to my lock-up. Pick-up time is midnight; my man on the inside will be expecting you.” He handed me a sheet of paper with the lock-up address scribbled on, and a set of van keys.

    “The van’s outside the lock-up, Ed. My man knows what make of van will be there, so just sit and wait for the signal. I’ll sort you both out tomorrow night, when you get back.” He stood up and put his overcoat back on. “Oh, and keep your eyes peeled, Eddie. Any suspicious activities, dump the van and leg it,” he added.

    Now this sort of earner suited me down to the ground, no violence or weapons; just good, old-fashioned, bent gear! We both left the boozer, agreeing to meet up the following evening at ten-thirty. The next morning, I took Sue and Daniel out for the day; visiting London Zoo and having dinner on the way home at Manzies’ Pie ’n’ Mash in East Street. Sue just loved pie ’n’ mash with lashings of liquor accompanied with jellied eels. As it happens, so did I, especially when I’d had a few beers! I enjoyed treating Sue; well, she had to put up with a hell of a lot from me. I wasn’t the most reliable husband on this planet. In fact, I was a bit of a prat really, and that’s an understatement. All I was interested in was making money for my family and, unfortunately, while I tried to do just that, I neglected her big time, ultimately paying the price years later. Never mind, such is life. I did what I had to do in more ways than one, just so they never went without.

    

    Later that evening I met up with Al outside the lock-up.

    “What do ya reckon we’re picking up, Ed?” he asked, looking puzzled, as he climbed into the van.

    “Ain’t got a clue, mate. Whatever the load is, it’s not for us to know, otherwise he would have told us. This van’s not big, though, is it, Al? I expected a large tranny or something.”

    “Obviously the cargo is small, but valuable,” he reckoned.

    “Oh well, we’ll soon find out,” I said, jumping in the driver’s seat and slamming the door shut. Turning the ignition, the old beast fired up straight away. “Not bad, all his motors are well looked after.” I pulled out from the lock-up entrance. “Mind you, they have to be in his line of work,” I laughed, steering with one hand and lighting up a fag with the other.

    “Yeah, you’re dead right there, son,” Al said, leaning over and nicking one of my fags. “What time is it, Ed?” he asked, while cupping his hands trying to light his fag with a match.

    “Eleven twenty, plenty of time yet.”

    “How are you and Sue getting on?”

    “Don’t ask. I seem to do everything wrong at the moment. I just can’t please her at all. The only time she’s happy is when I bung her dough,” I said shaking my head, all despondent.

    “That’s birds for ya. Nothing but bloody grief,” he reckoned with a laugh.

    “Yeah, tell me about it,” I said.

    I turned into Greenwich Wharf, parking up in the loading bay. We sat there in the dark, watching a container swinging to and fro in the wind. It seemed to me that the crane was struggling with the container’s weight. I couldn’t help thinking how precarious it all looked. Underneath, three guys were trying to pull the container away from the barge with long ropes. The banksman was waving frantically, trying to get his orders to the driver of the crane. Al tapped me on the leg.

    “Fucking dodgy, that is,” he said. “They look like a right bunch of muppets.” He shook his head in disbelief. I opened my window, throwing out my fag butt, getting a welcoming gush of wind in my face. Suddenly, we heard a loud crack, followed by hysterical shouting. I watched in horror as two of the crane’s chains snapped; the container up-ended, smashing down onto the barge, the sudden jerk yanking the crane off its bearings. What followed next was absolutely mental; the crane and the container smashed down onto the barge and it started sinking fast. Within minutes, the barge had disappeared under the Thames’s murky water. The sound of wailing sirens and flashing floodlights overshadowed the noisy, panic-stricken workers, who were running around like headless chickens trying to restore some sort of order. Miraculously, nobody was killed, and the docks were now engulfed in flames. How and why I haven’t a clue; all I could see was this thick band of billowing smoke. Obviously, there must have been barrels of inflammable liquid stored near the crane, which ignited on impact.

    “Let’s get out of here, Ed, before the fire brigade and old Bill turn up,” Al said in an urgent tone.

    Starting the van up, I spun the beast round and headed out of the wharf towards the exit. “Oh shit, look! For fuck’s sake, I don’t believe this,” I screeched, staring at the blue and white flashing lights of two patrol cars blocking the exit. Three uniformed officers moved towards the van, beckoning us to get out.

    “Now what the fuck we gonna do? How do we explain why we’re bloody here,” I said quietly to Al.

    “Fuck knows,” was all he could say.

    “Leave it to me, Al. I’ll try and blag it. Let me do the talking,” I said as I slid out of the van. “Evening officer, Thank God you’ve arrived. The wharf is in total chaos. We came here on the off chance of looking for work. I was told they needed night workers on the docks, but instead we witnessed a bizarre accident. Luckily nobody got hurt,” I said, waving my arms pointing towards the wharf.

    “Can you tell me exactly what happened?” the tall ugly officer asked as he opened up his notebook. The other two officers started looking over the van, one peered through the back window. Thank fuck there was jack shit in the back.

    “Well, it was like this, officer” I then proceeded to explain everything that happened and what I thought caused the accident. “definitely struggled to lift the weight,” I finished, thinking I’ve blagged the arse off this mug!

    Rapid ringing fire engines could be heard approaching and one of the officers ran over to move the patrol car. After giving our names and addresses, the old Bill let us go, reminding us that they would get in touch regarding being possible witnesses. Driving back to the Old Kent Road, I couldn’t stop laughing.

    “What a triplet of incompetents they were! Bloody hell, no wonder this country is in such a state when you got plums like that in charge!” I laughed.

    Pulling into the lock-up, he was waiting, with both his minders sitting in his Mercedes. After explaining the whole scenario again, he informed us we should wait for a couple of days before going back. So we both left, making our separate ways home.

    I arrived home at two o’clock in the morning. Quietly tiptoeing around the house, I made myself a coffee and sat in the front room with my feet up. I was trying to chill out, while smoking a fag and sipping my coffee, when I heard a car pull up outside the house. Being in the relaxed zone, I dismissed the sound from my mind thinking that it was sod all to do with me. Unfortunately, I couldn’t have been more wrong. Suddenly, there was a loud knock on the front door. Getting up and peering through the front room window, I could see standing on the pathway two-uniformed old Bill with DC Jackman. Reluctantly, I opened the front door.

    “Well this is a nice surprise! Dropped round for coffee, Mr. Jackman? Unfortunately, there are no biscuits,” I said sarcastically.

    “Very funny, Eddie, I told you I’d see you again, sunshine, but this time you’re going nowhere,” he said, grinning. “I’m arresting you for armed robbery. Anything you do or say will be taken down and used as evidence against you. You have the right to remain silent, subject to your solicitor being present,” he informed me arrogantly. The two officers pushed me up against the passage wall, pulling my arms behind my back and handcuffing me. Sue came running down the stairs, shouting and screaming hysterically. Seeing me handcuffed she realised immediately that I’d had been arrested.

    “Phone me a brief in the morning, Sue, and don’t worry. I’ll be alright,” I told her as I was dragged from the house and bundled into the back of a patrol car.

    “We’re taking him to Earlsfield nick. He’ll be allowed a phone call in the morning,” DC Jackman informed Sue, who was looking very distraught and angry. “I’ll tell you one thing, love. You won’t be seeing him for a while,” he laughed.

    “Piss off, you wanker,” Sue screamed as she slammed the front door shut in DC Jackman’s face.

    

    I arrived at the station and after being charged and fingerprinted, DC Jackman explained why I’d been nicked. Apparently, my prints were found all over the Jag that we dumped in Redhill.

    “If you hadn’t been finger-printed the other day, you might have got away with it,” he said, looking pretty pleased with himself. “Well, Eddie, you’re definitely going down with the others for this robbery, so you might as well tell me what happened at Battersea. Kill two birds with one stone, so to speak. I guarantee you it’ll be taken into consideration.” He leaned back in the chair and put his hands behind his head, smirking.

    “Can I tell you something, Mr. Jackman? I think you’re a total dickhead and what’s more you haven’t got a fucking clue about fuck all,” I grinned, starring into his cold blue eyes.

    “Well, I know one thing. I’ll be having a beer later while, you’re banged up in here, mate. That’s a bloody certainty.” He laughed and left, slamming the cell door shut.

    The following morning, I appeared at Horseferry Road Magistrates’. After the brief hearing, I was remanded in custody, thanks to the old Bill objecting to my solicitor’s bail attempt. I spent the following week on remand at Brixton prison. I was up and down like a yoyo every seven days; this went on for nine weeks, until I finally got bail after the committal hearing. I had three weeks of freedom before my trial at the Old Bailey. During that time, my nan came and visited us, staying for the week. Paul got bail but got himself nicked for GBH after smashing the fuck out of cocky Frank outside our local. Al and I kept a low profile, changing our eating and drinking haunts. Sue had enough dough to take care of everything that she and Daniel needed. The three weeks flew by and before I knew it, we were all out in our favourite restaurant in Bermondsey on the eve of our trial, enjoying what turned out to be our last night of freedom.
  


  
    CHAPTER ELEVEN
On the morning of the trial, Sue cooked me a hearty breakfast, before we all left for the Old Bailey. Upon my arrival, I had to surrender my bail to the court officer. Not expecting to be banged up straight away, I felt very agitated and extremely annoyed when I was led down to the cells, being told that I had to wait until called by the court usher. Sue accompanied friends and family of all the defendants in the gallery, waiting for our case to be called.

    “Case number 32, M’Lord,” the clerk said, while reading out the charge sheet. Blah blah blah, armed robbery with intent to harm, blah blah blah. He prattled on for ages, reading out the charges and everyone’s previous convictions. The four of us stood in the dock with our hands secured behind our backs and our heads bowed, looking at the floor. I was churning over in my mind what my brief had told me. He recommended that I should plead guilty and throw myself on the mercy of the court. He also reckoned that I should expect at least five or seven years inside! The court clerk continued reading out previous convictions. Bloody hell! I thought. The others had loads of previous convictions. Then the clerk informed the court that this was my first offence. DC Jackman casually walked towards the stand glancing over his shoulder, eye-balling the four of us. After being sworn in, he took a deep breath.

    “Well M’Lord,” he said, reading out the events of that fateful night. He blabbered on about how we attempted to rob the post office whilst armed with a handgun and how the old boy was still seriously traumatised over the whole incident.

    “They got away with five thousand pounds and none of the money was recovered, M’Lord. Paul X viciously pressed the gun in the post office master’s face, trying to force him to open the safe, which thankfully was on a time lock. The safe contained at least ten thousand pounds, M’Lord.”

    DC Jackman continued to nail our coffins down, telling the court how they apprehended Paul, Harry and Al in woodlands near Redhill, after a massive police hunt. He went on to add the fact that Eddie had escaped and only during a routine inquiry into gangland violence, which resulted in him having had his prints taken at Earlsfield police station, were they later matched up to those found in the Jaguar car at the scene of the crime. He went on to tell the judge that, in his opinion, the four of us were extremely violent and dangerous criminals. Unfortunately, the judge was swayed by the considerable amount of previous violent convictions the other three had.

    After blabbering on for another twenty minutes or so, DC Jackman retired from the stand. I glanced over my shoulder in the direction of the gallery, Sue looked at me with daggers in her eyes, shaking her head in disgust at DC Jackman’s portrayal of her husband. The judge, resting his arms on the bench and peering over his glasses, started muttering something to the chief clerk. The court usher told the four of us to stand.

    “This is a serious charge you face, which carries a severe term of imprisonment. Never before have I had the displeasure of being confronted by the likes of you. Your contempt for the law is for all to see,” the judge barked at us. “Paul X, how do you plead? Guilty or not guilty?” he asked.

    “Guilty, Your Honour,” Paul replied with a smirk on his face.

    “Harry X, how do you plead?”

    “Guilty, Sir” he said looking at his bandaged fingers, hoping for a tad of sympathy.

    “Allan X, how do you plead? Guilty or not guilty?”

    “Guilty M’Lord,” Al said quietly, looking very pensive. Suddenly and without warning, I just burst out laughing. The whole affair was so stressful and frightening; laughing was the only way I could deal with the situation. Apparently when you are extremely nervous, laughing relives the tension.

    “I’m so sorry, Your Honour. I don’t know what came over me,” I said all apologetically.

    “OK, Eddie X, how do you plead? Guilty or not guilty?”

    “Well, Your Honour, it’s like this. I”

    “Just answer the call. You’ll get your say later,” the judge butted in.

    “Guilty, Sir,” I answered despondently.

    The usher ordered the court to rise; informing everyone the case would resume after lunch. We were led down to the cells and banged up until after lunch. During that time, I had a visit from my solicitor. He informed me that, of the four of us, I stood the best chance of getting a light sentence, seeing that I’d never been in trouble before and the fact that I was only eighteen. But, he added, I must be prepared to go to prison, as it was inevitable. The length of term was in the lap of the gods, he reckoned. Personally, I thought it was down to the judge. We sat chatting for half an hour and, during that time I managed to smoke at least ten fags, one after another, until I felt a bit sick. After my solicitor left my cell, I was given my lunch by this warden, who I might hasten to add was a very nice guy. Staring at my tray and wondering what the fuck it was, I decided to eat a little, and actually found that it tasted OK. I later found out that goulash would always be on the prison menu. My cell door opened and I was led back up to the court, where the four of us sat in the dock waiting for the judge.

    “All rise,” ordered the usher. The judge and chambers returned to the bench, sitting down and fidgeting with their gowns. The court was then told to sit by the usher. For the next hour Al, Paul and Harry’s solicitors badgered the judge with all the excuses under the sun as to why he shouldn’t impose a custodial sentence on them. However, all their endeavours fell on deaf ears, as the judge had already made his mind up about giving all of us custodial sentences. My solicitor got up, waffling on about being young, first offence, married with a young son, battered childhood, homeless at fifteen, living in a car, being dragged down the wrong path by circumstances out of his control. By the time he’d finished buttering everyone up, I was nearly in tears.

    “He’s a victim of circumstance, M’Lord and I beg the court to show leniency to my client,” my brief informed the judge. I looked on in amazement, thinking that this guy definitely deserved an Oscar! The judge looked at us, while fidgeting with his wig and then his glasses. He then rubbed his chin as if thinking he needed a shave. He beckoned us to stand.

    “Is there anything you would like to add to your defence before I start sentencing?” he asked us, sticking his finger in his ear indicating he would listen. Nobody responded to his request.

    “Paul X, the sentence I bestow upon you befits the terrible crime you committed, using violence and frightening behaviour with a firearm. I have no hesitation in imposing a seven year custodial term,” he said sternly.

    “Allan X, for your part in this armed robbery, again I have no hesitation in imposing a seven year custodial sentence.” Al looked at me, wide-eyed and shocked at his sentence.

    “Harry X, your previous convictions of theft, violence and fraud give me no reason whatsoever for being lenient towards you, even though you had a bit part in this robbery. It seems to me that you need to learn how to respect the law. With this in mind, I sentence you to a five year custodial term,” the judge said, glancing his eyes towards me.

    “Eddie X, I have taken into account what your solicitor has told the court. However, regardless of your circumstance, I feel that this court should nip it in the bud. You must realise and learn the difference between right and wrong. I therefore sentence you to between six months and two years Borstal training and I truly hope, young man, that this changes your attitude towards crime, because next time you will go down for years,” he warned me.

    The court usher led us out of the court and back down to the cells. That was the last time I saw Al and the boys for years; our paths didn’t even cross in prison. Al and Paul served their term in Parkhurst prison on the Isle of Wight, while Harry done his bird at Pentonville. I spent six weeks in Wormwood Scrubs, waiting to be re-allocated to Rochester Borstal in Kent. I mixed with rapists, murderers, and cop killers. I never spoke to anyone the whole time I was there, for fear of talking to the wrong nutter. The place was full of the most evil humans I had ever laid eyes on.

    The day I left Wormwood Scrubs for Rochester Borstal was not a day too soon, and I remember it like it was yesterday. It was a massive relief for me to board the prison sweatbox, heading to Kent and leaving behind what I can only describe as bitter, twisted and extremely violent institutionalised inmates. However, Rochester Borstal for young offenders wasn’t in the same league as the Scrubs; in some respects it was worse, with young villains trying to make a name for themselves, being hell-bent on breaking all the rules imaginable. Just like the Scrubs, each wing had its own chap and his sidekicks, running the wing for his own gain. This guy was undoubtedly the hardest of all the wing inmates. Even the screws left him alone, especially when dealing with other inmates who dared to undermine his authority.

    I’m a great believer that if you’ve done the crime and the time, you have paid your dues to society. Unfortunately, there are some do-gooders on the outside who don’t share my views; condemning ex-offenders upon their release thus making it virtually impossible to get work and go straight. Mind you, there are quite a few who will deliberately get themselves nicked on a regular basis just so they can go back to prison; these are the poor souls who need help, not condemnation. Being institutionalised, they don’t know any different. Not only do you lose your liberty and dignity, you have to be alert and on your guard the whole time you are inside. The experience is very stressful, saying or doing something wrong or having more tobacco than anyone else could lead to being given a slap, or being mugged for your smokes. These events happen on a regular basis, the beatings normally occur when you least expect it, like in the shower room or first thing in the morning during slop-out, while the wing was buzzing before breakfast.

    The worst thing that can happen is being sent down near the end of the week. Upon your arrival, every con knows you have a quarter of an ounce of tobacco and a box of matches. Most of them have run out days ago and are gagging desperately for a puff. Arriving at Rochester, I got talking to this guy in reception who was doing the same sentence as me. He informed me that this was his third spell in Rochester.

    “Keep your nose clean and you’ll be alright, and remember one thing, never bow down to anyone, otherwise you’ll be fucked for the rest of your term.” Rob reckoned. “If anyone wants a row, or picks on ya, give ’em a dig, even if you get done. If you set your stall out from the start, they’ll leave you alone. The first two weeks are shit. We’ll be called recepos and every fucking scumbag will try to nick your smokes. Stand firm, OK, Ed?” he added smiling.

    After going through the de-lousing and medical check, we were given a bundle of clothes. Two blue and white-striped shirts, one pair of jeans, one pair of grey itchy strides, two vests and pants and one pair of shoes. These items would be replaced every seven days! Unfortunately, Rob was sent to F Wing and I ended up in E Wing. Standing looking around at my new boxed home and feeling really miserable and depressed, I noticed I had a bed, a little wooden chair fit for fishing on the riverbank, a little dresser and slop-out pot. My depression soon turned to anger when this guy called Stepanovich waltzed into my cell, belligerently demanding my tobacco. He informed me he was the chap of the wing and if I knew what was good for me, I’d hand over the smokes. Remembering what Rob told me, I picked up the little chair and smashed it over his head, telling him to fuck off out of my cell otherwise I would kill him. He screamed, dropping to his knees. I picked him up by the scruff of the neck and threw him out onto the landing. Slamming my cell door shut, I sat on the bed trying to roll a fag. After a few attempts I gave up, due to the fact my hands were shaking so much.

    Rob was spot on with what he told me. During my sentence, I never had any grief from anyone after that incident, not even the real chap of the wing, Braddock. In fact, Rudi Braddock and me ended up being good friends, with both of us playing for the prison rugby team. We had some really hilarious encounters playing the screws’ team. The first few weeks of my sentence was spent scrubbing and polishing floors for a few shillings a week. It was during this time that I met the prison Chaplin, Bruce. Bruce was tall and gangly, with a short grey beard and gold-rimmed glasses; he was without doubt the person who got me through my first and last prison sentence. For a man of the cloth, he was just so laid back and cool; it was impossible not to like him. I spent ninety per cent of my recreational time sitting in his group, listening to his beliefs and wild stories. He would sit in his chair, smoking French cigarettes, Gitanes, while Mike Oldfield’s Tubular Bells played in the background and the smell of burning incense sticks filled the air with the scent of lavender. He was a male version of my great friend, Rose; his spiritual beliefs and knowledge of Buddhism had me enthralled for months on end. There were over one thousand inmates in Rochester Borstal, yet only five attended Bruce’s daily circle. His strong belief in the afterlife was on the same lines as mine. His knowledge, however, was greater than mine and I couldn’t wait to gain some of his wisdom. Three months passed and Sue and Daniel visited me twice a month. I was only allowed one VO a fortnight and two letters a week. During one visit, my nan came with Sue and Daniel. She started rowing with some of the prison officers, accusing them of starving me, because I’d lost so much weight. She actually hit an officer with her brolly and the whole visiting room roared with laughter.

    

    I had done everything Rob told me to do; keeping my nose clean whilst keeping a very low profile. This action became more difficult as time wore on. Living with 120 other cons sometimes brought about problems, which, gladly, I overcame. The prison governor promoted me from floor scrubber to kitchen orderly. Being a Red Band, I could move about the prison unaccompanied. I could also spend more time out of my cell than anyone else, have privileges such as showering every day instead of twice a week, not getting banged up till lights out at ten, when everyone else was banged up at seven, watching telly and listening to music in the recreation room, getting the daily papers first to see how QPR got on, more cash, selecting the best (if there were any) yellow peril every night and rock cake with my cocoa. There were, however, certain arseholes that used me as a carrier between cells and the only reason I obliged was to keep everyone sweet, otherwise I would get loads of grief and it just wasn’t worth it. I smuggled from cell-to-cell and even wing-to-wing everything imaginable, tobacco, drugs, sugar, chocolate, porno mags, matches and even pins to split their matches. Everyone would trade between themselves; the non-smokers invariably got the best deals. There were quite a few guys, me included, who traded food for tobacco, especially when your landing was first up for breakfasts and dinners. There were eight landings, four either side of the stairs, so if F landing went up first, the following day they would be second, the third day, third and so on until you were last again. The reason for the system was simple; all the decent grub like eggs, bacon, sausages, beans and toast only catered for two landings. After that you got goulash. So, if you were up first or second, you had great bargaining power. The non-smokers who were last would buy your breakfast for quarter ounce of tobacco. Being a kitchen orderly, I got first choice all the time. Not surprisingly, I never went without smokes or toiletries. Mind you, I lost a shitload of weight! One of my pet hates was morning parade where we had to march around the prison, like army cadets.

    “Left, left, left right left, about turn, right, right, right left right. Change your feet, laddie, keep in rhythm, left, left, left right left, swing those bloody arms with your feet,” the governor’s right hand man would scream at the top of his voice. In rain, snow and howling winds, he never let up, changing your lead from left to right whenever he felt like it, causing chaos in the ranks. Being in prison wasn’t easy. In fact, it was bloody hard and miserable. The only consolation I had was the fact that once out, I would never in a million years return.

    

    While playing for the rugby team, it was common practice to train three nights a week in the prison gym. Other cons used the gym’s facilities, which included snooker, table tennis, weights and five-a-side football. After training one evening, I witnessed a horrific gruesome attack on two inmates. Three guys carrying socks started scowling in anger, running over, smashing these guys across the head and body with their socks. I didn’t know it at the time but they were filled with snooker balls. I stood, gazing in horror, while these guys got seriously beaten. The blood spurted all over the gym floor. Nobody said or did fuck all to help those poor guys; they just acted like nothing was going on and that’s what prison is like. Because you’re in each other’s faces 24-7, you’re afraid to speak out, for fear of reprisals. Many a time I’ve even witnessed screws turning a blind eye when a nonce (sex offender) was being given a slap. Most nonces, after several beatings, ended up down the block, being banged up on a rule 42 for their own protection. Some of the inmates acted like fucking deranged animals, looking for any reason whatsoever to give you grief. The best form of defence while you’re in the nick is simply to keep a low profile and blend in without being noticed. If you draw attention to yourself, in any way, shape or form, on your head be it. During my sessions with Father Bruce, I found complete peace and serenity. Unfortunately that inner peace soon left me when I was back on the wing, surrounded by bitter aggressive cons.

    The next few weeks flew by and before I knew it, I had been inside for five months, knowing in eight or nine weeks I’d be eligible for parole, if I kept my nose clean. Father Bruce asked me if I would like to be baptised and confirmed at Rochester Cathedral in a couple of weeks’ time. I had no hesitation in accepting his kind offer. Being trustee, I now started escorting prison workers to the farm and eventually the women’s prison that was being built just on the outskirts of Rochester’s town centre. Mind you, all the prisoners I escorted were trustees and most of them were only two weeks away from being released. Consequently, I never had any problems on our journeys to and from the prison. I wish the same could be said of my escorts to and from the hospital wing. There was this one guy who was a complete and utter dipstick. I used to take him on a regular basis to see the prison doctor. On one particular occasion returning to the wing, the muppet legged it, heading towards the twenty foot wire fence. I watched in amazement while he scaled the fence. To give him credit, for a dickhead, he could climb. Within minutes, the prison sirens were wailing and the whole area was full of laughing screws. He reached somewhere near the top, crying out that he would top himself if challenged. What happened next came as a complete surprise to everyone. He flung himself off the fence, crashing down onto the exercise yard’s concrete floor. He spent the rest of his sentence in the hospital wing, after breaking both his legs and fracturing his right elbow and wrist. What a plum, I thought to myself.

    

    The following week, me and two other cons were baptised and confirmed in Rochester Cathedral. The ceremony was performed by the church’s bishop, Well, I think he was a bishop; he wore a tall pointed mauve headpiece. The ceremony was a beautiful occasion. There have only been a few occasions in my life that I felt so close to Jesus, and my confirmation was one.

    

    Bank holiday Monday, the day after Boxing Day, wow! What a battle; cons versus Lewes Prison’s screws. There was loads of hype going around, seeing as Rochester’s cons rugby team had beaten Pentonville last year. Apparently, this is a yearly event, but Rochester had only one victory marked up on the shield. Unfortunately, last year’s victory was a flash in the pan; a last minute fluke drop goal winning the game. However, this match wasn’t going to be decided in the final minute; more like the first forty-five! We were out-played, out-run and out-fought for the first half. Going in for tea, we were 38 points to nil down. Rudi got battered to fuck; we all did. The whole team limped off the field in disgust at the score line. Lewes’ screws were big strong motherfuckers; their average age was thirty-five plus, while ours was only nineteen.

    During the second half, Lewes had pushed their scrum down from one end to the other, easily bagging another try. Half an hour to go and 48 points behind, unbelievably, we started to get on top and run them ragged. There’s something to say about young legs. The Lewes team had started to flag rapidly as we pushed forward. One, two, three tries went over, followed by two successful kicks. The last ten minutes were very bruising; untold fouls and seriously late tackles stemmed our progress. Then, out the blue, Rudi was sent off for what I can only describe as an innocuous challenge. The referee, who was a screw, saw the incident as violent conduct, which he would, really, wouldn’t he? I mean, his mates were being battered in the final quarter of the game. In the dying moments, I slipped past two knackered screws, bearing down to convert a try. Suddenly from nowhere, I took a full blow from this screw’s elbow in my face; the impact made me drop the ball and I lay on the floor in a crumpled heap, holding my bleeding nose. This screw ran past collecting the ball and deliberately stamped on my bloody ankle. The referee then decided to blow the final whistle, ignoring the fact that I’d just been seriously fouled. We trudged off the field having been beaten 48 points to 26. That, I might hasten to add, was the last time I ever played bloody rugby.

    

    My time in prison was now coming to an end. Standing in front of the prison board, waiting to see if my application for parole was successful, I was over the moon to see that it was. The governor informed me that I would be returning to society in seven days. The euphoria I felt cannot be described; knowing my nightmare would soon be over. You know the old saying once bitten, twice shy.

    Friday morning at 7:30, I was standing with my back to the prison gates and my personal belongings under my arm. Sighing with relief and taking a deep breath of fresh morning air, I vowed that never again, would I ever put myself through such trauma, and I never did.

    My father-in-law arrived with Sue, to take me back to the Old Kent Road for one almighty big piss up. Three weeks down the line, after settling back into normality, I started work on a building site in Bermondsey. Not the best of jobs, labouring, but it put food on the table and paid the bills. I turned my back on all the guys I knew before getting put down; making a completely clean break. In fact, I got so wrapped up with my family that I never made any more close friends again. The reason was simple; everyone that I had held in high esteem would end up either getting me into trouble, hurting me or taking the piss out of me. So, my decision would be to stay alone; all my soul needed was my family. Unfortunately, my earlier decision would prove catastrophic when my marriage ended, and I was left totally alone to deal with the trauma of a divorce with no support from anyone. However, I’m a born survivor and that’s exactly what I did; I survived.

    

    Over the next two years, I kept flitting from one job to another in a vain attempt to better myself. Echoing in my ears over the years was my old man’s words, “You’re nothing; you’ll never amount to sod all, and you will always be a loser. You’re a poor excuse of a man.”

    I’ve never agreed with anything that he’s said or done to me. However, the way my life has panned out makes me think he was right.

    

    My second son, Stephen, was born. Even to this day, I believe God blessed me with my sons, regardless of the fact that they were to be taken from me years later, after a bitter divorce. Mind you, I ended up with the jewel in the crown in my Edward, my third son! It’s funny how you can be wrapped around people for years, not knowing that they hate you. Love really does make you blind. Anyway, as I said, I flitted from one job to another. The need to earn more money than I got from labouring was paramount. It was while labouring on a site that I met Leroy; he would prove instrumental in my future. Taking the time in lunchbreaks and Saturday mornings to teach me his trade, which was carpentry, eventually Leroy persuaded our boss that he needed a mate to help him fit kitchens and carry heavy fire-check doors up the stairs. So, for the next year, I ended up fitting kitchens and hanging doors for an extra twenty pounds per week. Leroy drummed it into me that in years to come nobody would just want chippies.

    “You must watch and learn other trades, Eddie. All builders in the near future will be looking for multi-traders; guys who can turn their hand to anything,” he kept reminding me daily.

    Leroy was a hundred percent right. During the early eighties, the term multi-trade was commonly used for guys with experience in all aspects of the building game. Having a family to look after, I decided to blag my way through the next few years masquerading as a carpenter multi-trade, getting hired and fired more times than I can truly remember. My love for horseracing started to get seriously out of hand and I would sometimes lose a whole week’s wages in one afternoon. I would then have to go home, lying that I never got paid. How the fuck did Sue ever put up with my gambling, my mood swings when I lost and the elation when I had it off, which was not very often, and sulking when I was skint? Bloody hell, how the fuck did I allow myself to get sucked into that sort of depressing life? I was always looking for a quick buck any way possible; chasing rainbows and dreams that would never materialise. That, I’m afraid, is Yours Truly - a dreamer!

    It was a hot summer’s day when our new neighbours moved in; Danny, Maureen and their six-year-old daughter Natasha. We all hit if off straight away, especially Danny and me. Sue and Maureen would go out drinking, while Danny and I baby-sat. We took it in turns baby-sitting for each other, which worked out really well. Twice a month on a Friday night, and sometimes more depending who was performing, Danny and I would go to the Marquee Club in Soho where up-and-coming rock bands performed live. Oh boy, we saw some tasty bands in that club! Bit cramped but definitely sublime.

    My taste in music is very diverse. It has been known for me to listen to Pink Floyd, Frank Sinatra, Dean Martin, Led Zeppelin, Pavarotti, José Carreras and Black Sabbath in the same evening. I just love music. My interests in life were vast; Danny’s, however, remained insular, preferring to get stoned and pissed, while listening to rock music. I moved on from that scene, leaving Danny boy’s head still hovering in the clouds. Don’t get me wrong; I had my fair share of wacky baccy during those three years, getting stoned more or less every weekend. Danny, though, smoked the shit every single day. I can’t remember in those three years, ever seeing him not being under the influence of marijuana, which was extremely sad.
  


  
    CHAPTER TWELVE
It was a freezing cold February evening and the boys were in bed, asleep. Sue and I were watching the box, both trying to hog the electric blow heater. Suddenly we heard a loud noise and screaming coming from the back yard. Jumping up, I moved swiftly to the back kitchen and wiped the condensation from the widow. I noticed Danny running about with a flashlight. Opening the back door and being hit by a bitter gust of wind, I shouted out, “Everything alright, Dan?” No reply came, so I called out again. This time Dan responded.

    “Maureen reckoned she saw this figure at Natasha’s bedroom window,” he informed me. By this time, I was in the yard looking around with Danny.

    “What did he look like, Dan?” I asked curiously, thinking she was probably pissed and him stoned.

    “Tall figure, wearing a black hat and cloak,” he said looking slightly puzzled.

    “What?” My blood ran cold at his description of the intruder. “Are you sure, Dan?” I asked nervously.

    “Maureen says it acted like it was looking for someone.”

    Oh shit, it can’t be. Why now? He’s left me alone for the last four years. No, it can’t be him. Impossible, I thought to myself.

    “Dan, did you see him, or what?”

    “No, not a sign, although” Dan hesitated. “I thought I saw a shadow glide over the back wall and when I say glide, I mean more like float,” he said, shaking his head, trying to make sense out of what he just said.

    I looked round. Sue was standing by the back door, wrapped in a blanket. Her face was expressionless as she listened to Danny’s remarks. Fuck me, this is all I need. Two bloody paranoid neighbours trying to convince me that Tyzak was on the prowl looking for me. Maureen appeared in the yard then, looking distraught.

    “Did you see him, Dan?” she asked, slurring. My God, she is pissed.

    “No, except, errnah, nothing at all, girl, you must have imagined it” he said, trying to convince her that she must have hallucinated. Mind you, Maureen did like her booze and Danny, well, need I say more? I’m surprised they didn’t see King Kong hanging from their bloody washing-line wearing pink pyjamas, considering the state they were in. Man, what a win-double.

    “I’m telling you, Dan. There was someone at the window, dressed in black, I swear. I know I’ve had a drink, but believe me, I know what I saw,” she said swaying and slurring even more.

    “OK, let’s have a look in the coach yard,” I said, trying to pacify her. Our yards backed onto the local hire company’s yard. So, like an idiot, I climbed the wall and started shining Danny’s flashlight across the roofs of five blue coaches.

    “Wait there, Ed. I’ve got another torch indoors. Won’t be a sec,” Danny informed me, disappearing down the yard and into his kitchen. Suddenly, in the freezing darkness, the eerie silence was broken by a thunderous crash, which made my heart jump up into my throat. At that point, Danny came running out of the house brandishing his torch, flooding the area where I was standing in light. Across the courtyard, on top of the last coach was, to my horror, this figure dressed in black. Fucking hell, she bloody did see someone, I thought to myself. Gazing in disbelief and pointing the flashlight at the figure, I was joined on the wall by Danny who, in turn, pointed his torch to where mine was trained. We both looked at each other in complete shock. The figure proceeded to leap from coach to coach, heading in our direction. The only consolation in my mind was the fact that it wasn’t Tyzak.

    “Stop right there, pal, otherwise I’ll bash the granny out of ya,” I said, trying to bluff him into stopping his approach.

    “Yeah, that makes two of us,” Dan blurted out. The figure stopped on the fourth coach, staring at us. All of a sudden we heard a whirring sound above and then the whole coach yard and surrounding houses were flooded in light.

    “Don’t move, you’re surrounded. Put your hands above your head and stay put.” The officer was shouting orders through his microphone while leaning out of the police helicopter. Within seconds, the whole area was swarming with old Bill. The guy turned and leapt back across the coaches towards the building, dropping down to the ground and disappearing from view. We heard glass being smashed frantically, followed by loud cracks and bangs; he was obviously determined to get into the building to escape the old Bill. Maureen had sobered up during the whole incident.

    “Told ya, didn’t I?” she blurted in Dan’s ear.

    “Yeah, yeah, I know,” Dan said, lighting up a fag. After a while, the old Bill apprehended their prey and the evening’s silence returned. Rubbing my hands together, I hoped the friction would warm them up. I started to blow into my cupped hands, trying in vain to bring some sort of life back to my numbed fingers. Feeling bloody cold and practically frostbitten, I decided to call it a day and bade my farewells to Dan and Maureen. Once inside, Sue and I went straight up to bed, feeling cold, tired and slightly traumatised. We both cuddled up, promptly falling fast asleep.

    

    I awoke suddenly to the sound of whispering in the bedroom. Focusing my eyes in the dark, I scanned the room, half asleep, trying to see where the faint whispers were coming from. After a few moments, I started to get a grip on my waking senses. The hairs on my arms stood on end, the bedroom freezing from the lack of heating. The whispers seemed to be in the corner of the room, yet I couldn’t see anything. I knew it wasn’t any of the boys, because the faint whispers sounded a bit hoarse. I slid out of the bed, shivering, and stood, peering towards the far corner. Suddenly, my attention was drawn to the sound of yet more faint whispers but this time coming from the landing outside the boys,’ bedroom. Slowly creeping around the bed, not wanting to wake Sue, I felt my way in the darkness. I stood on the landing, noticing that the faint whispers had ceased. Facing the boys’ bedroom door, I listened to their breathing, which I could hear easily, seeing as the door was slightly ajar. I turned round towards our bedroom, with the sole intention of slipping back into the warm bed, thinking I must have imagined the voices, when suddenly an icy breeze rushed up the stairs to where I stood. I shivered violently, trying to catch my breath. There was no fear in my body, only curiosity. Why are they visiting me? Then I heard faint voices in the boys’ room so, slowly and quietly, I pushed the door open and entered the room. The voices stopped immediately. Leaning over, I switched the boys’ night-light on. I gazed in horror, as lying across Daniel’s face was this fucking huge black tomcat. Screaming like a madman, I grabbed the cat by the throat, dangling it at arm’s length. Sue jumped out the bed and, when she realised what was happening, she ran hysterically into the boys’ room, grabbing Daniel and giving him a cuddle. Stephen sat bolt upright crying and sobbing. I ran down the stairs, opened the yard door and threw the cat like it was a tennis ball. The bloody cat had ripped my arm to bits. Standing over the kitchen sink and running water over my bleeding arm, I shouted up to Sue. “Daniel alright?”

    “Yeah, just a bit shaken,” she said, sounding relieved.

    “The bastard must have run in while we were out in the yard, earlier,” I said.

    “How the hell did you know, Eddie?” she asked, looking, more than a bit puzzled.

    “Well, it’s like this,” I paused, thinking she wouldn’t be able to handle the fact that I was warned by the spirit world. “I was busting for a jimmy and luckily I heard the bloody thing as I walked past their bedroom,” I lied most convincingly.

    “Come on, Ed, let’s get back to bed. The boys are freezing,” she said, while jumping into bed with them.

    “What a bizarre night this has been,” I said, slipping into bed, feeling thankful for their intervention. Leaning over, I kissed Sue, Daniel and Stephen goodnight. All four of us cuddled up to keep warm and fell blissfully asleep.

    

    The following morning, I slipped out of bed and peered through the bedroom window. While shivering there, I noticed that the whole street was covered in a blanket of snow, much to the kids’ delight. Bloody snow now. Ain’t it cold enough? I thought, trudging down the stairs half-heartedly. Sue was drinking tea, while watching the boys throw snowballs in the back yard.

    “Who made the snowman?” I asked yawning.

    “I did before they got up. It’s bloody perishing out there,” she said, cupping her hands around the hot mug of tea. The boys were wrapped up like little teddy bears, running around like loonies and laughing their heads off.

    “Here you are, Ed,” Sue stuffed a mug of piping hot tea into my hands. Thanking her, I sat down on the sofa, stretching my legs out, so my feet were in touching distance of the blow heater. Sunday; how I loved Sundays, I thought while sipping my tea. After we all had breakfast, Danny knocked on the front door. He told us that the guy the old Bill nicked last night was an escaped convict. He reckoned he heard all about it on the local radio station early this morning. Apparently, he’d been on the run from Brixton prison for five days.

    “Anyway Ed, that was last night. Today’s another day, you still coming down the boozer dinnertime?” he asked.

    Well, I’ve never missed a Sunday pint in years. There’s nothing like a few beers and then coming home to a mouth-watering Sunday roast and, of course, watching Match of the Day.

    “It’ll take more than snow to stop me going down the pub,” I said laughing. A couple of hours later, Danny and I were trudging through the snow on our way down the local. Inside, the open fire blasted out a welcoming heat.

    “Two pints of lager, please, love. Oh and two bags of nuts as well,” I said pointing a fiver in the barmaid’s direction. While waiting for my drinks, I caught a glimpse of this blonde woman, perched on a stall by the bar. She wore tight denim jeans, tucked into knee-high brown boots, with a matching brown jacket with tassels hanging from the arms. My attention was drawn back to the bar where my drinks were ready, however, I kept one eye trained on the beauty sitting at the bar.

    Cheers, Ed. Tasty, isn’t she?” Danny said, raising his eyebrows.

    “Yeah, not many! Mind you, Dan, she looks somewhat familiar. I’m sure I know her,” I said.

    “You wish! In your dreams, maybe?” Danny remarked sarcastically.

    I couldn’t keep my eyes off her; all I could see was the side of her face. Then it dawned on me who she was. My God, she’s still bloody gorgeous. She sat with her elbows on the bar, sipping her wine and looking into the mirror behind the bar. I glanced over at the mirror and our eyes made contact immediately. She spun round on the stool, looking directly into my eyes, just like she used to do and her smile told me it was her, after all these years. Danny looked completely gobsmacked and extremely jealous.

    “Candy! Blimey, you’re a sight for sore eyes,” I said, moving rapidly around the bar.

    “Eddie, oh my God, it’s really you!” she cried, putting her arms around my neck and planting a smacker on my lips. Everyone in the pub stood watching her actions, as she jumped up and down in excitement. She held me at arms length, looking me over.

    “Bloody hell, Ed. You’ve turned into a right tasty young man!” she said pulling me back towards her and giving me another large hug.

    “Candy,” I said, trying to control my excitement, “I’d like to introduce you to a mate of mine, Danny.” I’d nearly forgotten he was there.

    “Hi,” she said, and then continued directing her attention towards me. “How long has it been, Ed?” she asked.

    “About six years, or so,” I smiled, recalling the last time we saw each other. “You still got that old banger?” I said laughing.

    Her eyes sparkled as if my comment brought back loving memories. “Nah, that was crushed a few years ago,” she smiled, her beautiful eyes wide open and staring deep into my eyes with a loving look. Wow!! She really is an angel. My head started to spin, while my whole body tingled. Oh boy, what a beauty.

    To this day, I’ve never ever met anyone whose eyes made my whole body tingle like Candy’s. I often think of her, wondering if she was the one and I didn’t know it at the time. It wouldn’t surprise me if I had truly missed the boat with Candy. That, however, will never be known; not in this life anyway. Maybe we will meet again in another dimension. I truly hope so.

    

    We sat in the pub chatting and drinking for hours, with poor old Dan playing the gooseberry. I tried to bring him in on the conversations, but Candy kept cutting him short every time. Dan would stand up and declare, “My round, same again?” and we would both say yes and thank him. While he stood at the now packed bar waiting to be served, Candy came out with some startling revelations.

    “Eddie,” Candy said, pausing, “there’s something I’ve got to tell you, ever since you first started work in the market.” She paused again, sighed and lit a cigarette. “That night, when you sorted out my car, do you remember, Ed?” she asked, inhaling and blowing out a cloud of smoke.

    “Yeah, I’ll never forget that night; for more reasons than one!” I replied, smiling.

    “Well, it was then that I realised that” again she paused, looking deep into my eyes. “What I’m trying to say, Eddie, oh this is so difficult! Look, Ed, I am bloody crazy about you. Not a day has gone by without you crossing my mind; wondering where you were and if you were happy. I know it’s pathetic, but I can’t help the way I feel,” she said, her eyes starting to well up. Reaching into her handbag, she pulled out a hanky and promptly blew her nose and gently dabbed her eyes. “I couldn’t say nothing, believe me, Ed, when I tell you that I wanted to, but I just couldn’t. You were only fifteen. I used to lie in bed, wishing I was the same age as you and then everything would be alright.” Candy sighed, her eyes sparkling again. I didn’t know what to say. To be honest, I was completely shocked. Here, sitting in front of me, was the most beautiful woman I’ve ever met and she’s professing her undying love.

    “You should have bloody told me, Candy. I didn’t care that I was only fifteen. I felt and still do feel the same as you. But it’s too late; six bloody years too late,” I said, feeling completely pissed off.

    “If you love me like I love you, why is it too late?” Candy asked, shrugging her shoulders and looking puzzled.

    “Because I’m married with two sons now,” I sighed.

    “But you’re only twenty-one Eddie, When? Why?” she asked looking pale and distraught.

    “When I was sixteen and her name’s Sue,” I said, rolling my eyes up towards the pub’s ceiling.

    “Do you love her, Eddie?”

    “That’s neither here nor there. I love my sons and that’s all that matters to me,” I replied, with an air of certainty.

    “Bloody pub’s getting worse for service,” Dan moaned, putting down our drinks on the table. Candy sipped her wine, smiling at me. I returned the smile with a wink.

    “I’ve got to go soon, Ed,” Candy said. She fished about in her handbag, pulled out a pen and piece of paper, then scribbled down her phone number. “Please give me a call. We can have a drink together. There’s no reason why we can’t be friends forever,” she said sadly, looking into my eyes pleadingly.

    “OK, Candy, I’ll give you a ring in the week,” I lied. She got up, kissed me on the cheek and left the pub.

    “What was all that about, Ed? Dan asked.

    “Nothing. I knew Candy before I met Sue, but we were just mates, that’s all,” I lied yet again. I sat sipping my pint, thinking how much I really loved Candy and how things might have been different. However, I was a father now and my sons came first, regardless of whether I had married their mother to escape my father by getting Sue intentionally pregnant. I never mention Candy to anyone. I kept my love for her locked away in the back of my mind and heart. The hardest thing I ever did in my life, and there’s been quite a few, was to throw away Candy’s number when we left the pub. The pain it caused me was unbelievable. My stomach churned for days, knowing that deep inside a part of me had just been lost forever. I made that decision for my sons’ wellbeing, not mine. Ever since I was fifteen, I’ve searched high and low to find my soul mate, but to no avail. Maybe I had already found her and lost her. That, however, was my choice.

    Saturday 15th February, 1977 was my 21st birthday and not a memorable day. In fact, it was a bloody disaster. Sue and I agreed to hold a party at our house, sending out invites to all and sundry. After coming back from watching QPR beat Leeds United 2-0 with Stan Bowles and Don Givens getting on the score sheet, we went about emptying the front room. Sue made a lovely buffet, while I sorted out the music. Everyone was asked to arrive about eight. Unfortunately, I didn’t know at the time that there were three other parties going on. Consequently, not a soul turned up for my 21st, apart from Danny and Maureen and that’s because they lived next door! I’ve never been more embarrassed in my life.

    In the end, the four of us stuffed our faces and got blind drunk. I soon got over the disappointment of my attempted birthday bash by the following week. It was during this week that we were offered a newly built two bedroomed flat in New Cross, which we duly accepted without any hesitation. The first couple of years living in our new flat were very hard. I struggled to earn a living, moving from job to job in a vain attempt to bring in more money. Money was so tight I had to work as a pub DJ at weekends and during the week. I think the most soul-destroying job I ever had the misfortune to perform was early morning cleaning! My gambling was now totally out of control, causing major friction between Sue and myself.

    Then, one day I had a brain wave. Easy money, I thought. So I started my own video round, using the back of my van like a shop. Acquiring two videos and hundreds of blank VHS tapes, I spent weeks copying films and ending up with hundreds of films and quite a large round. Unfortunately, just when I thought about trying to rent a shop, the inevitable happened. Some bastard nicked my van, along with my livelihood. Just like every other dream I’ve had in my life, something or someone came along and screwed it up. So I carried on blagging my way through the building industry, picking up and applying certain skills that over the years, I had taught myself.

    Just as I was getting myself straight and enjoying providing for my family, fate dealt me another blow. Yeah, you guessed it, I lost my job, in fact everyone on site was laid off. The company I worked for went into liquidation and for six months I couldn’t find a bloody job anywhere. It was during this time that Al was released from Parkhurst prison. He actually learnt a trade while he was away, but now being a plasterer and an ex con, he couldn’t get a job for love nor money. So the pair of us found ourselves in the same boat. He promised me his life of crime was well and truly over. His promise was like music to my ears, however, he still went boozing with his dodgy pals at weekends. My relationship with Sue was nearing breaking point due to the lack of money. I was now getting increasingly desperate for money, looking everywhere for work. Whilst scanning the Evening Standard for work, I came across an advert for a company called Arincon Construction. They required overseas employees with construction knowledge for their site in Jeddah, Saudi Arabia. I showed Al the advert and he agreed that it was the only way to escape our predicament. So, after phoning the company’s personnel department, we arranged interviews for the following day. That evening, I explained to Sue what I had in mind and surprisingly she agreed.

    “If it gets us out of trouble, I’m all for it,” she said encouragingly. Well, once I got the green light, there was no stopping me. The following morning, Al phoned me to tell me that James fancied working abroad and was coming along to the interview with us. I’d known James for yonks; he was a really nice guy and the thought of him joining us on this venture pleased me immensely. So, the three of us had our successful interviews and, each signing twelve month contracts, we were now Arincon employees. The following week, we were on our way to Saudi Arabia.
  


  
    CHAPTER THIRTEEN
The flight from Heathrow to Bahrain took hours. It was the first time that I’d flown and I must admit to feeling slightly nervous. I considered myself lucky to get allocated the aisle seat. The thought of looking out of the window made my stomach turn over. During the flight, the stewardess brought round a rather welcome drinks trolley.

    “What can I get you, sir?” she asked, smiling.

    “Uh, I’ll have” pausing to survey the choices, “Southern Comfort ’n’ lemonade please, In fact, give me five miniature bottles. It’ll hopefully knock me out,” I said, laughing.

    “First time flying?” she asked, putting my bottles on the flap table.

    “Yeah. It’s a bit daunting,” I said nervously.

    “Don’t worry; it’s the safest mode of transport. I’ve done this trip hundreds of times,” she informed me.

    If I had a pound for every time somebody’s told me that flying is a doddle, I’d be rich, I thought. After a while, I started to feel a bit inebriated; my eyes slowly feeling like lead weights. Glancing across the aisle, I noticed that Al and James were already out for the count. I reclined my seat and drifted off to sleep.


    
      ***
    


    “The lift is broken,” the commissionaire informed me. “You’ll have to climb the stairs. What floor do you require?”

    “Top floor, I think. Well, I assume the eighteenth is the top?” I said, looking depressed.

    “Dead right. The stairwell door is over there. Good luck!” he chuckled pointing in the direction of the door. “Why don’t you come back tomorrow? The lift will be fixed by then,” he suggested, as I strolled over to the door.

    “I can’t. They’re expecting me. Tomorrow will be too late,” I moaned.

    “Well, you look fit enough for the task,” he said, walking away.

    The stairwell was surprisingly cold, considering the warmth of the foyer. I slowly began my ascent, trying to pace myself. First floor, second, third, fourth, fifth, sixth. I stopped to take in deep breaths. My legs started to feel heavy. It’s the bloody fags, I thought. Suddenly the stairwell was plunged into total darkness. Must be some sort of electrical fault; that’s probably why the lift wasn’t working, I thought to myself. I carried on climbing the stairs, occasionally tripping up on unseen treads. Further up the stairs, I heard faint whispering voices, followed by this booming voice coming down the stairwell.

    “Hurry up! They’re waiting. You don’t want to upset them, believe me,” the voice said.

    “I can’t go any faster. I can’t even see where I’m going,” I replied to the voice.

    “Excuses, excuses. Just hurry up, otherwise they’ll start to lose patience with you,” the voice said in an annoyed manner.

    “Am I near the top, yet?” I asked the voice.

    “No, so get your skates on,” it demanded.

    After what seemed like hours, I stopped again, taking deep breaths into my now-tired lungs. My calf muscles were aching and my right thigh felt bruised.

    “No time to rest, they’re waiting for you. If you don’t make it, they’ll send you back, you fool!” the voice said.

    “Back? What do you mean back? I can’t even remember where I came from, let alone go back.” I was confused. “Anyway, who the hell are you? I could be talking to myself, for all I know. I can’t see you and all I can hear is someone barking out bloody orders.”

    “Swearing is forbidden. They can hear you; everything you do or say they know about, so watch your tongue,” the voice reckoned. “Besides, it doesn’t matter who I am. Let’s just say that I’m your temporary guardian, so to speak.”

    “Temporary guardian! Well, I tell you what, Mr. Guardian, how about giving me some light so I can see were I’m going,” I demanded.

    “When you get to the top, you’ll see the light. Plenty of light, in fact, so get a move on,” the voice said calmly.

    Up, up, up I climbed. Suddenly, there were no more stairs. Feeling around blindly in the dark, my hand touched a door handle. At last, I thought. Turning the handle, I pushed the door open and entered what I thought would be a room or hallway. To my complete surprise, I found myself standing in a sun-drenched forest clearing. Rubbing my eyes in disbelief, I glanced over my shoulder, noticing to my horror that the door leading to the stairwell had vanished. This is not possible. How the hell did a forest end up at the top of a building? Tall, thick trees lined the grass clearing, with a river curling around the front of the forest. Across the river stood a beautifully ornate, arch-shaped timber bridge. I stood staring in the direction of the bridge, trying to decide what I should do, when suddenly, out of the forest, flew hundreds of silhouetted forms, darting in every direction, gracefully flying in and out of the forest and under the bridge. It seemed to me that they were playing, although I wasn’t sure what they were. Fairies maybe? Could be angels or even spirits. Then, out of the blue came this vivid white flash, followed by a loud cracking and booming noise. I covered my eyes from the flash that had practically blinded me. I stood listening for any noises, with my hands over my eyes.

    “Scared what you might see?” the voice said. “They have all gone now. They just wanted to see you.”

    “Where am I and who are you really?” I asked.

    “Well, that’d be telling, wouldn’t it? Mustn’t tell; more than my soul’s worth,” he said. “Gideon will explain everything.”

    “Who’s Gideon?”

    “This is his domain; he’s the one who summoned you here,” the voice said without answering my question. “I must go now. Gideon is coming, I can feel him in the forest.”

    I squinted through my fingers to see if the bright flashing light had gone. After convincing myself it was safe, I dropped my hands. My jaw sank upon seeing the bridge being consumed by bright yellow and orange flames. A tall transparent figure floated through the forest towards the burning bridge and crossed it, standing in the flames, with its arms opened; its gesticulating actions suggested that it was summoning something from beyond. Out of the depths of the river crawled these hideous-looking amphibians; black, slimy, grotesque creatures. As they emerged out on to the clearing, they dripped black liquid over the plush green grass. I stood horrified, watching these things slowly crawl to the front of the burning bridge. Hundreds of them stood huddled together. Facing the figure on the bridge, they silently waited to be addressed. Suddenly there was another loud crack, followed by rumbling thunder. From the figure’s outstretched arms came several bolts of forked lightning which simultaneously hit all the creatures that stood before it. I watched in amazement at this spectacular event. The black slimy creatures turned into floating transparent forms, just like the ones I had seen earlier.

    “He’s released them from purgatory. Every thousand years, Gideon frees the dammed,” the whispering voice explained.

    “So why am I here?” I asked nervously.

    “Your going into the pit with the rest,” he replied.

    “What? You must be joking. I’ve done nothing wrong, well, nothing to justify that sort of punishment,” I cried desperately.

    The figure on the bridge floated towards me, and the feeling of dread and uncontrollable fear ripped through my body. I tried to run but my legs wouldn’t listen to my brain’s command. The pungent whiff of stagnant water filled my nostrils, as I slowly submerged into the black slimy river. Beneath my feet, I could hear screams of agony. My lungs filled with murky filthy water; my life flashed before me! Sue, Candy, Anne and my sons, all in the same film. I spiralled down to the black, freezing cold depths of the river. My screams were going unheard, as I plunged downwards into the darkness.


    
      ***
    


    I jerked awake to the sound of the captain’s voice ordering everyone to do their seatbelts up and extinguish any cigarettes. I sighed with relief, looking around the plane at all the passengers.

    “You all right, sir? you look as if you’ve seen a ghost,” the stewardess asked me.

    “Yeah, I’m fine, Just a bad dream. How long before we arrive in Bahrain?”

    “Not long, about half an hour,” she smiled.

    The plane started circling around the gulf, waiting for clearance to land. After a while, it started its descent, slowly dropping towards the airport’s runway.

    “Not long now, Ed. Our feet will soon be on terra firma,” Al said, yawning.

    “Yeah, can’t wait, Al. This has been some long haul,” I said, rubbing my eyes and feeling tired from the effects of the Southern Comfort. The stewardess started handing out boiled sweets to all the passengers and then sat down, putting on her seatbelt. The sensation in my eardrums was unbelievable; my ears felt as if they were going to explode. Suddenly, the engine began to roar very loudly. The first bump was quickly followed by the second bump and a prolonged screeching noise. Whoopee, we’re down! Thank God, I thought to myself. The plane started taxiing around the runway then came to a halt. Everyone stood up, stretching their legs and pulling out their hand luggage from the overhead compartments. In an orderly fashion, one by one we descended the mobile stairs to the tarmac. My feet touched foreign soil for the first time in my life. I must admit, I wasn’t prepared at all for what confronted me. Firstly, the heat. Just three feet in front of me was this amazing heat haze, like a wobbly transparent jelly wall. Secondly, young teenage soldiers were all over the airport, strolling about with machine guns under their arms, some of them looking no older than fourteen. Thirdly, there were explosions and machine gun fire in the far distance. We were ushered into the airport lounge by a line of soldiers. Once inside, we were told not to leave the lounge until our plane had refuelled and was ready to depart for Jeddah. After a two hour wait, we returned to our plane and were soon airborne again, on our way to Jeddah.

    

    After landing at Jeddah airport and going through the usual rigmarole of getting through customs, the three of us left the airport. Standing outside, James and Al and I watched in amazement at the manic spectacle. Everyone was tearing about like the end of the world was coming; every car, taxi, van and lorry constantly sounded his or her horn. I’ve never heard such a racket in my life; bloody loonies, all of them. I noticed that nearly every vehicle that passed us had major damage; pranged wings and dented doors. Unbelievable. If this were London, the old Bill would have a field day; nicking every driver, left, right and centre.

    “Hey, Johnny! Carry your bags, Johnny? Ten riyals. Good price, Johnny,” screamed this kid as he grabbed my suitcase handle.

    “Oi! You let go of my bloody suitcase. We’re waiting for a coach, you dickhead,” I shouted angrily, pulling the little runt off my suitcase handle.

    “Please Johnny, no food for days, Johnny,” the skinny runt said pointing to his mouth. Being a soft touch, I gave the kid five riyals and sent him on his way.

    “Hey, Johnny! Carry your bags? Ten riyals. Cheap, Johnny, ehh?” said another bloody kid.

    “No thanks, I’m waiting for someone,” I said, gesturing for him to go away. This went on for at least an hour while we waited for our lift to the site. While I was fending off yet another beggar, this old blue and white filthy coach pulled up. The Arincon sign in the front windscreen confirmed it was our transport. Once on the coach we found ourselves in the company of guys from France, Germany, Spain, Wales, Scotland and the north and south of England. After a hair-raising journey, the coach arrived at Arincon’s construction site, which was situated smack-bang in the middle of the desert; about five or six miles from Jeddah. I noticed the heat haze was a lot thicker here than at the airport. It was so hot and humid; I actually found it slightly difficult to breathe.

    I glanced around the site; I could see at least a dozen portable billets and other large buildings, which I later found to be a canteen, reception, first aid room, recreation areas and company offices. All the facilities were only a short walking distance from the site. This was going to be our work place and home for the next two years. During our induction, we were told that we had three days to get acclimatised to the conditions. I sat reading the induction handouts. On no occasion should you venture into the sea without foot protection due to the increasing numbers of stonefish. Always take your salt tablets and drink plenty of fluids during the day. Alcohol is totally forbidden on and off the site and anybody found breaking this rule will be instantly sacked. Working hours are 5:30 a.m. to 2:00 p.m., due to the high temperatures in the afternoon. Working days will be Saturday till Thursday and rest day will be every Friday. While reading, I came across a page full of warnings regarding the rules in Arabia. If any person or persons are involved in a car incident and a citizen of Saudi Arabia is injured, you will be expected to support their family. I read on, subject to Saudi law if anyone is convicted of stealing or any violence, they will be dealt with severely. Do not attempt to converse with any Saudi womenblah blah blah.

    After the induction, we were shown our living quarters and the canteen, where we would have all our meals. Very impressive, I thought. Apparently, all the food came over in containers from Germany. The company’s chef refused to use or cook anything from Jeddah. He advised us to never eat anything from the souk, or local market, especially meat, otherwise you could end up with a severe bout of dysentery. He told us that the local kebabs were lethal and in some places in the souk, meat is left out for days in the heat to dry out and would then be riddled with extremely deadly bacteria. Food poisoning and dysentery were commonplace in Westerners over here in Saudi, he informed us. Unfortunately, not everyone heeded his warnings, with at least ten guys going down with dysentery in the first three months. He also advised us to look after ourselves and drink plenty of water, take our salt tablets and pray we didn’t fall ill.

    “The last place on this planet you would want to visit is the local Jeddah hospital. Believe me,” he said, shaking his head.

    After unpacking my clothes and washing utilities, the three of us strolled around the billets, introducing ourselves to fellow workers. I must admit that my initial impression of most of the guys we met was, to say the least, somewhat disturbing. I mean, they were very aggressive in their manner, which really bothered me; none more so than the site manager, Angus McNamara. What a complete nutter! All he did was talk out of his arse, going on about how long he’d been in Saudi and that he couldn’t wait to escape. Escape? Why don’t you just go home if you’ve had enough? However, it wasn’t as simple as that, because he’d signed a contract with the company that would delay his exit visa and it could take up to six months to get one. He reckoned the reason behind the delay was the shortage of managers wanting to work abroad and, being on a rolling contract, they had him by the balls. So his only alternative was to escape across the Red Sea to El Madia in Egypt, which was next to Aswan. Well, the guy’s definitely lost the plot, big time, I thought.

    

    The three days quickly passed and we started work on site in the blazing heat. I’ve never in my life been so bloody hot and by 2 o’clock each day I was fit to drop. I spent the first week trowelling and floating up concrete panels, working non-stop due to the heat setting the concrete rapidly. The site hooters sounded, indicating our wages were ready. Every Thursday, at 1 p.m. on the dot, we got paid. All the workers lined up in Indian file, signing the sheet and receiving their wages, which was paid in cash (Saudi riyals). Everyone was informed that they could exchange their riyals when they visited the souk later that day. Transport was laid on for all workers going into Jeddah after the evening meal at six o’clock. Surprisingly, only a few wanted to go into town, so three other guys, myself, Al and James boarded a minibus to the local souk.

    On arriving at the souk, I wasn’t prepared for or had a clue what to expect. Not in my wildest dreams did I imagine it would be the most magical place I’d ever been to in my life. Absolutely unbelievable; the souk’s mesmerising colours and exotic aromas hit your senses the moment you set foot in the place. Spectacular would be an understatement. Souks are the heartbeat of Saudi Arabia; their mystic aura has drawn in shoppers from all over the globe. Amid the maze of alleyways, you’ll find shops and stalls piled high with anything from soft leather shoes, wrought-iron lamps, embroidered multi-coloured kaftans to intricately carved cedarwood boxes and incense burners. Jewellery, watches, hubbly-bubbly pipes and sacks upon sacks overflowing with exotic spices. Strategically placed around the souk were several money-changers. Sitting cross-legged on the floor, these guys were surrounded by piles of different currency and chequebooks from every country you can imagine. The greatest thing I loved about souks was the way I’d haggle with every stallholder, bidding them down from, say ten riyals to five, and walking away with a bargain. Sometimes, however, even when successfully haggling, I had the gut feeling I’d just been done. After reluctantly parting with my money, the money-changer assured me that the cheque would be honoured.

    “Trust me, effendi. This time next week the funds will be in your bank. I’m not in the business of stealing, only earn a living,” he explained in broken English.

    True to his word, the following Thursday I phoned Sue and she confirmed that the cheque had cleared.

    One of the things that fascinated me during my visits to the souk was this old snake charmer. He would sit cross-legged and was dressed like Laurence of Arabia, playing a tune on some sort of flute to a wicker basket. Sensationally, this rather large snake would rise out of the basket, hypnotised and completely oblivious to its surroundings, and when the tune stopped the snake would return to the basket, coiling up inside; absolutely bloody amazing!

    One day, we were sitting around outside the local food and drink stall, sipping what we now call smoothies, when we noticed this young Arab boy being hounded out of the souk. Stall handlers chased and whipped him with bamboo sticks, shouting loudly and aggressively. I noticed he only had one hand. I felt extremely sorry for the young boy, who could only have been twelve or thirteen years old. It wasn’t until later that I found out that the young boy was a convicted thief; his punishment for thieving in my opinion was completely barbaric. Only in this part of the world would you have your hand chopped off for stealing! The following day on site, Angus called me over to his boiling hot container office. What came out of his mouth belonged up his arse.

    “Eddie,” he said looking deep into my eyes with a manic glare, “I need you to build me a raft so I can cross the Red Sea to Egypt. I can cover your absence from site easily. There’s two empty containers next to this one. That’s where you’ll work from,” he said, staring at me blankly.

    “You sure?” I asked sarcastically. “I mean, what you gonna do if, by some miracle, you actually do get to bloody Egypt. Walk home?”

    “Oh, very funny, Ed. I’ve got my passport and plenty of cash to get me anywhere I want,” he added confidently. “Well, you up for it or what?”

    “Yeah, I suppose so. Ain’t got fuck all to lose, have I,” I said, agreeing to his plan.

    “Good. You can start tomorrow morning,” he said, rubbing his hands together and smiling with anticipation.

    Well, in my opinion, Angus definitely left half his brain in Scotland. This guy actually believed he could sail across the Red Sea unnoticed. Mind you, that’s if my raft doesn’t sink. I’m no boat builder, although you don’t have to be a rocket scientist to suss out how to get something to float in water. So the next day I started gathering materials from all over the site, being asked on the odd occasion what I was building for Angus.

    For the next couple of weeks, I started to assemble what I thought was a pukka kontiki. My plan was to build two halves; one in each container. When finished, both halves would be bolted together. The only problem was the heat. The burning sun made it impossible to work in the container for long periods. Consequently, progress was very slow. It took me three weeks to build one half of the raft. Angus used to visit me on a daily basis, checking the raft’s progress; he gave me the impression that he was desperate, and he was extremely impatient.

    “One half done, Angus, and we need to test it to make sure I’m on the right path. We can see if she floats tonight. What do ya reckon?” I said, feeling proud of my achievement.

    “Absolutely. Can’t wait. Shall we say four o’clock, Ed? I’ll bring the jeep,” he smiled.

    “We’re gonna need help, Angus. The bloody thing is really heavy. Shall I bring Al and James to give us a hand?” I asked, hoping he would agree.

    “Yeah fine, make sure you tell them to keep their traps shut.”

    “Cool, I’ll see you at four. Oh, Angus, don’t forget to bring a long tow rope.”

    Just as our conversation ended, the site hooters sounded, signalling the end of yet another hot and sticky day. After explaining to Al and James what I’ve been doing for Angus, they just simply fell about the billet laughing.

    “You must be joking, Ed. I knew that sweaty sock was off his trolley,” Al laughed.

    “I’ll definitely give you a hand, Ed. I wouldn’t miss it for the world. Do ya reckon it’ll float, mate?” James asked, grinning.

    “Bloody hope so. If it doesn’t, Angus won’t be best pleased. Anyway, I’m confident my kontiki will float.” I crossed my fingers in hope.

    “Well, this will be a giggle, especially if it sinks with that dickhead on it,” Al said, laughing hysterically.

    After all the banter, the three of us made our way down to the container and waited for Angus to turn up with the company’s jeep. Dead on four, he pulled up, looking and acting like a kid on Christmas morning. The four of us dragged my masterpiece from the container and tied it on the back of the jeep.

    “Fucking hell, Eddie. It’s too heavy, this won’t bloody float,” Angus cried, shaking his head in disappointment.

    “Trust me Angus, it’ll float. Do ya know how heavy a real ship is? Tons and bloody tons and they still float. My only concern is how you are gonna steer the thing. I’ll have to make you some paddles,” I said, trying to convince him.

    Al and James stood there, shaking their heads grinning in disbelief.

    “OK, let’s give it a bash,” Angus said half-heartedly.

    So we made our way to the beach, which was only ten minutes away. We untied and dragged my raft to the edge of the Red Sea. Angus tied the rope to the back of the jeep and attached it to the raft. We then pushed the raft out to sea. I stood looking pensive, praying it wouldn’t sink. Angus waded into the water and climbed on the raft. He stood up, waving his arms in the air, shouting out, “You’re a bloody genius, Eddie boy. It floats, lad!”

    Phew, it actually does float.

    “Told ya, didn’t I, Angus? You just gotta have faith,” I said smugly.

    The rope was now at full stretch and Angus was at least a hundred feet out to sea. “Pull me in, lads, this is definitely not going to sink,” Angus shouted waving his arms and grinning like a big Cheshire cat.

    “I must admit, Ed, I’m very impressed with your raft, even though it looks like half a pie,” Al said, as we pulled Angus ashore. We tied the raft back onto the jeep and headed back to site. After placing the raft in the container, Angus gave me a hug and thanked me.

    The next day, I started to build the second half of my kontiki in the last empty container. It was late morning, I think about eleven thirty, and I was struggling with a long piece of ply, bending it around the raft and holding it in place, while trying to screw the bloody thing to the framework. Every time I got it into place, it would spring back. Getting extremely frustrated, I kept plugging away until finally I got it to stay put. Just as I achieved my goal, the site hooters started blasting out. It can’t be two o’clock, I thought. So, mistakenly I ignored the sound and carried on screwing the ply to the framework, not wanting to let go, and go through all that again.

    After securing the ply, I walked out the container and lit a fag up. Looking around the site, I noticed that everyone had gone. Blimey, it must be two. Doesn’t time fly when you’re having fun, I laughed to myself. I pushed the doors to and locked the container. I also noticed, for the first time since arriving in Saudi, that there was no sunshine. I glanced around, looking across the site again and realised why everyone had gone. Coming directly towards me was a huge whirlwind, like a tornado spitting sand everywhere. Fuck me, a sandstorm! I thought, quickly pulling my t-shirt off and wrapping it around my face. I legged it towards the billets. Unfortunately, I didn’t make it and was swept of my feet. In the few seconds that I was engulfed in howling gale force winds, I swear I could hear voices whispering in my ears. Suddenly the wind released its grip on me and dumped me in a heap about thirty yards away. I curled up into a ball and tried to cover every orifice in my body. I was literally buried alive in sand; luckily my breathing was not impaired, thanks to my t-shirt, which was wrapped around my face forming a mask. After what seemed like hours, I heard faint voices all around me. I jerked up out of my shallow sandy grave to the sound of someone screaming hysterically.

    “Fucking hell, it’s a mummy or even a bloody zombie!” the voice cried.

    OK, it’s quite possible that for a split second I could have resembled a mummy, being covered in sand with faceless features, but a zombie? Fuck me, you must be joking. I stood up, shaking and brushing sand off my body and pulled my t-shirt from my face, coughing and spitting on the floor.

    “You alright, Ed?” James asked, looking concerned.

    “Just about! Got right caught then, didn’t I, James?” I said looking pale-faced and shocked. “In hindsight, I should have stayed in the container,” I said shaking sand out of my hair.

    “You’re dead lucky, Eddie. You could have suffocated. Thank fuck you’re clued up, otherwise it could have been a different story,” Angus said, patting me on the back.

    Clued up? You must be joking. That was pure luck or something else. How strange was it that the whirlwind dropped me after a few seconds and the voices - maybe my guardian angel, helped me?

    The following day, after hunting around for more materials, I resumed building my kontiki for Angus. Over the next couple of weeks, I made steady progress and the end was near. During the time it took to build the raft, I lost a stone and half in weight. The heat in the container was just like working in a sauna and I sighed with relief at the completion of my task. The kontiki was now ready for its maiden voyage across the Red Sea. Over the next few days, Angus gathered supplies, storing them in the container. Finally, he declared he was ready to vamoose and urged us not to say anything to anyone, even after he’d gone. We arranged to meet him at the container at around five o’clock that evening. Me, Al and James stood waiting by the container for Angus to turn up.

    “Quarter past five. He’s bottled it, Ed,” reckoned Al.

    “Nah, he can’t. All that bloody graft for fuck all? There must be a reason why he’s late,” I said, trying to convince myself.

    In the distance, I could see his jeep tearing across the desert avoiding large sand dunes, trying not to get stuck. The dust cloud could be seen for miles. The advancing jeep looked like an army of Bedouins on horseback, charging forward. Talk about drawing attention to yourself, I thought, looking completely astonished as Angus ploughed through the sand, pushing the jeep to its limit. He finally skidded to a halt, covering the three of us in sand dust.

    “You fucking sure, Angus? I thought you didn’t want anyone knowing what was going down!” I said, surprised.

    “What? I was late, thought you might piss off,” he said smiling.

    I opened the container and the four of us started to drag the raft to the back of the jeep.

    “Piss off! Where the fuck do you think we could go? Haven’t you noticed, Angus, we’re in the middle of the desert,” I said, while we dragged half my raft towards the jeep.

    After two trips, both halves of the kontiki were placed together by the edge of the Red Sea. It took me an hour threading bolts and washers through both halves and tightening up the nuts before eventually declaring that she was ready. Angus filled the raft with all his supplies and accessories, including the two paddles I made out of three-quarter inch ply. I tied the rope to the jeep and raft then the four of us shoved the thing into the sea. I stood watching the kontiki drift out to sea, feeling relived when it never sank. Angus waded through the water and climbed aboard. Al and James held the rope, stopping it extending to its full length. Suddenly, Angus untied the rope from the kontiki and slowly drifted further out to sea. The three of us stood in amazement at this complete nutcase, Angus, as he and his raft and supplies vanished towards the horizon. That was the last time I ever saw or heard of him. In fact to this day, I don’t know if he made it or not.

    

    During the next few weeks, my chores on site included trowelling and floating helicopter ports. Nobody, and I mean nobody, seemed to care if Angus was around or not; even the management, and other office workers never questioned anyone about his disappearance, which I found completely strange. The guys on site assumed he’d gone back to Scotland.

    

    Now, for some unknown reason, the main bosses got the idea that I used to play semi-pro football. It’s funny really how chatting amongst guys on site and during recreation time about my football achievements suddenly resulted in my comments being completely taken out of context. All I said was that I’d played a couple of games for Dulwich Hamlet and Fisher Athletic; unofficially, if you get my drift. This distorted information fell on Sheik Mohammed Khalid’s ears. The sheik owned Arincon Construction lock, stock and barrel. He was a complete soccer fan and loved the English game; his knowledge on all the top sides was phenomenal, especially Chelsea and Liverpool. So, it was inevitable that Yours Truly got summoned to the sheik’s office after work, on a blistering hot Thursday afternoon. On entering the sheik’s air-conditioned office, I was beckoned to sit down. He leant back in his chair, stretching his arms and then cupping both hands around the back of his neck.

    “Ah, so you’re Eddie?” he said smiling and showing off his gold teeth.

    “Yes, sir, can I ask why you’ve sent for me?” I quietly asked.

    “Surely you must have an inkling as to why you’re here?” the sheik said in his rather pleasant accent.

    “Well vaguely, I think, but then I could be wrong,” I said, looking at him with a puzzled expression.

    “Would you like a cold drink before we begin. There’s lemonade or orange?” He released his arms from behind his head and lit up a King Corona cigar; taking a long drag, he blew out a large cloud of smoke.

    “Lemonade, please,” I said, trying not to choke on the heavy cigar smoke that filled my nostrils. The sheik stood up, with his cigar hanging from his lips, and opened a small drinks fridge. He pulled out two cans of Sprite and, offering me one, he sat back down.

    “Right, it’s like this, Eddie. Arincon is a well-established and very respected construction company here in Saudi Arabia. All over the country we have many projects on the go and my brothers and I own the lot. There are a lot of Arab-owned companies here and a lot of foreign-based firms and every single one of them have football teams who play in the Riyadh league, except Arincon. That’s where you come in, Eddie. I want you to form a team from our employees. You’ve got eight weeks before the season starts. Anything you want is yours; money is not the object here. The object is to produce a quality side to compete with the best in this country. If you agree to be Arincon’s football manager, you’ll never work on site again. In fact, I’ll pay you an extra five thousand riyals a week on top of your normal wage,” the sheik said, looking at me for a reaction.

    “Well, I’m flattered. How can I refuse?” I said smiling, thinking someone is definitely looking after me.

    “Is there anything you can think of right now that you’ll need to kick this off, Eddie? he asked.

    “Yeah, portable flood-lights, bibs and footballs, and the lads would have to train at night when it’s not so hot and humid,” I told him.

    “Give me forty-eight hours and your equipment will be here,” the sheik assured me.

    After leaving the office, I set about my plan to inform all the employees when training would start. I posted notices all around the canteen and billets, explaining where and when training would commence. True to his word, the equipment turned up just in time for our first training session on Sunday night. I stood wide-eyed in amazement. Right in front of me, jumping up and down on the spot, were at least sixty guys raring to go. Bloody hell, I’ve gotta whittle this lot down to at least fifteen, I thought. I decided the quickest way was get everyone in groups of seven so they could roll on and off every ten minutes. That way I could get an idea about what I had. The first pair of sevens kicked off. I stood staring in disbelief at the lack of ability and even brains that the first fourteen showed. This is gonna be a long night, I thought. The second set of sevens was just as bad, if not worse. I’ve never seen so many fouls committed in the space of ten minutes. There were guys with bleeding chins and kneecaps, guys limping off the pitch and near the end a massive brawl. I was beginning to feel despondent when the third group of sevens took to the field. To my surprise, there were at least five decent players and a really good keeper. At the end of training, I had eighteen names in my notebook. Over the next two weeks, we trained nearly every night. In my mind I had the first eleven selected. Now all I needed was for the sheik to arrange a friendly so I could see how the team would shape up. Upon entering his office, Sheik Mohammad looked at me with a glint in his eyes.

    “Well, how are they? Good or bad?” he asked, looking rather pensive. “I’ve heard some disturbing rumours that the lads are not very good. I’ve even been told that they couldn’t win a two-legged camel race,” he added with a sigh.

    “Well, Sheik Mohammad, I don’t know who your spies are, but they obviously don’t know anything about football. The team I’ve got look very useful. In fact we’re ready for our first friendly!” I said confidently. “That’s why I’m here, to ask you to arrange it for me.”

    “Are you serious, Eddie? All the teams around here are extremely good. Yours have only been together for a couple of weeks. Are you sure you are ready to take them on and do yourself justice?” His tone was disbelieving.

    “Absolutely. Bring ’em on! We’ll show you and the rest of the doubters how good we are,” I said nonchalantly. “You asked me to get a good team together, which I have, so please do me the honour of arranging a friendly for us.”

    “Fine. If you’re that confident, I can’t refuse. However, I still think it’s too soon, but nonetheless, I’ll get on to it today,” the sheik assured me.

    

    Later that day, Sheik Mohammad called me into his office to confirm Saturday’s friendly with FC Anaiza at their ground near Riyadh. He also arranged for a coach to take the players and ordered a yellow and blue football kit from Athens in Greece. Apparently this team, FC Anaiza, hadn’t lost a game at home in three years and won the Riyadh League last season by a record ten points. What I didn’t know was what the standard of football was like over here. So it came as a pleasant surprise when I did find out! Saturday came round quickly; we arrived at Anaiza an hour before kick-off. The ground was quite impressive and the changing room facilities were immaculate. The stands were full of Arabs, blowing whistles and hooters and waving red and white flags. The chanting and singing had to be heard to be believed. Ten minutes into the game, it was completely obvious who were the better team. Anaiza were being torn apart by Arincon’s two wingers and after fifteen minutes we deservedly took the lead from a twenty yard free kick. By half time, Arincon were 3-0 up and cruising. During the half-time break, Sheik Mohammad came into the dressing room, beaming.

    “Fantastic first-half performance, lads,” he said, while walking around the dressing room, patting all the players individually on their backs and congratulating the keeper on two brilliant one-handed saves.

    The second half started like the first, with Arincon dominating the play. During the opening ten minutes of the second half, Arincon rattled the post and bar before Yours Truly added the fourth goal: a superb, ten-yard strike in off the post. To their credit, Anaiza never gave up and pulled a goal back twenty minutes from the end. Arincon started to fade rapidly and were being over-run, as the heat started to take its toll. The fluent football had gone and the Arincon players, including myself, were dead on their feet. Anaiza scored again from a defensive slip-up and, with seven minutes to go, scored another from the penalty spot. Leading 4-3, we played out the last five minutes with our backs against the wall, defending stoutly and resolutely like mad men, unable to get out of our own half. When the final whistle blew, we all dropped to the floor, exhausted and dehydrated. The crowd actually applauded our performance and the opposition manager congratulated us on our victory.

    Arincon’s next four friendly games ended the same way; dominating and out-classing their opposition for over an hour, then running out of puff and holding on for victory. I would only use my substitutes in the last ten minutes of every game. Needless to say, they were always defenders or strong-minded midfield players. We were now unbeaten in five games.

    

    I recall one very hot and humid Friday morning, when I borrowed the site’s minibus and drove to Jeddah. Accompanying me were Al, James and six other guys. I was one of the few who the sheik would trust to drive Arincon’s vehicles. This privilege was gained through my exploits as team manager. I drove down the motorway, noticing the minibus was low on juice. Bloody hell, I’ll have to stop and fill up, I thought. I dreaded going into any petrol station in Saudi. The minibus bumped off the motorway tarmac, onto what I can only describe as a dirt track. This was common practice everywhere in Jeddah. Motorways and roads were unfinished, due to contractors going bust or falling out with the local authorities.

    After a few miles, I approached this dilapidated old petrol station. Pulling up on the opposite side of the road, the minibus was evacuated a bit lively by my passengers. As usual, I drove into the station on my jack, feeling extremely nervous and worried.

    “Fill it up, effendi,” I said, moving swiftly away from the vehicle. The young attendant splashed his way through six inches of petrol that covered the entire forecourt. He advanced to the back of the minibus, puffing on a large cigar and proceeded to fill it up. I stood, watching in total disbelief and horror; my mind stricken with images of being blown to oblivion.

    “That’ll do, effendi, that’ll do. You can’t get anymore in the tank,” I said panicking. He looked at me smiling, while at least a gallon or two of petrol spilled onto the forecourt.

    “No problem, Johnny. Twenty riyals.” he said standing in a pool of petrol, still puffing his cigar.

    I handed him twenty riyals, my eyes fixed on the lump of ash hanging from his cigar. The attendant thanked me, while rolling the cigar from one side of his mouth to the other. To my horror, I watched the ash part company with his cigar. I closed my eyes for a split-second, expecting to be incinerated. Obviously my demise wasn’t going to happen in a ball of flames in Saudi Arabia. I jumped in the minibus, stinking of petrol, taking a deep breath while closing my eyes yet again; I turned the ignition and slowly pulled out of the garage, sighing with relief.

    Arriving at Jeddah, my final obstacle was to get round the roundabout in one piece. Three sets of traffic lights were strategically placed on three separate junctions. However, there were four roads that lead onto the roundabout. The firm that fitted the lights had gone bust; consequently, the busiest approach road had no lights. Well, you can imagine the scene; the fourth road had a steady stream of traffic going around the roundabout. When the lights changed, cars and vans would attempt to outrun the oncoming traffic, causing mayhem. Then the inevitable would happen and two cars would prang each other and cause a gridlock. The second set of lights would then go green while the first set still remained on green. So you now had three lanes of traffic fighting tooth and nail to get around the roundabout. I actually witnessed drivers on the roundabout stopping their motors, and together they would roll broken down and crashed vehicles off the road out of their path. While this was going on, the third set of lights would turn green so, in the end, every approach road flooded the roundabout with oncoming vehicles. Every driver drove with one hand, while the other hand constantly held down the horn. Bloody mental aggressive drivers, the Arabs. It took me over an hour to get round without pranging the sheik’s minibus. I parked the up a narrow cobbled alleyway, opposite the Grand Hotel. Everyone split up, agreeing to meet in the souk at about 1 p.m. I crossed the road and entered the hotel, where I phoned Sue.

    “How are you and the boys getting on? Did you receive last week’s cheque?” I asked.

    “Yeah, we’re fine. The cheque came and all the bills are paid up to date,” she informed me.

    “Great. How much have we got saved in the bank now?” I asked, thinking it must be over a grand by now.

    “Fifteen hundred and eighty quid, Ed!” she said in chirpy voice.

    “Blinding! By the time I’m home we should have a few grand saved,” I said, feeling chuffed.

    “Ed, would ya mind if I bought a new fridge and toaster?” she asked. “The old one has started defrosting and only one side of the toaster works.”

    “Yeah, no problem, Tell you what, Sue, buy the boys a game each and tell them I love and miss them madly,” I said, thinking how I missed the pair of them; their laughter and loving smiles. “Listen Sue, I’ve gotta go now. I’ll ring you in a couple of days, alright, sweetheart,” I said, wishing I was home right now.

    “OK Ed, take care. Love you lots,” she said, choking back the tears.

    “Bye Sue, Speak to ya later,” I said, blowing her kisses down the phone before I hung up.

    I paid for my phone call, left the hotel and went straight to the souk. After buying fags and a couple of kaftans for Sue, I parked myself down outside my usual stall and ordered a banana and cinnamon shake, hoping the drink would quench my thirst and help cool me down a bit. While waiting, this tall dark-haired Egyptian guy came over to my table.

    “Can I join you, effendi?” he asked in a gentle low voice.

    “Help yourself, pal,” I said pointing to an empty chair.

    “My name’s Azziz, I’m from El Minya in Egypt,” he informed me.

    “Well, Azziz, nice to meet you, my name’s Eddie and I’m from London,” I said proudly.

    “Ah, London. I spent five years at Oxford, studying law and religion; very cold, but beautiful,” he smiled.

    “So you’re not selling anything, Azziz?” I asked.

    He laughed out loud. “No. Not at all, Eddie. I’m visiting family here in Jeddah.” He lit up a Marlboro cigarette.

    “Sorry. I’ve been badgered every time I come into Jeddah. To be quite honest, it has started to annoy me. I seem to tar everyone with the same brush,” I said apologetically.

    “That’s understandable. The locals do like selling their tat to anyone who passes within feet of them,” Azziz said, blowing out a cloud of smoke. “Why are you in Saudi, Eddie?”

    “I work for Sheik Mohammad, or should I say his company Arincon,” I informed him. “I’m on a two year contract, until Sheik Fahed’s palace is built,” I explained.

    “Oh, so you’re in construction then, Eddie?” he asked.

    “Yeah, sort of.”

    “Banana and cinnamon shake for you, effendi” said the stallholder. I jumped up and retrieved my drink from the stall. After paying, I sat back down with Azziz.

    “Do you fancy a drink, or something?” I asked him.

    “Yes please. I’ll have a coffee, thanks. You should try the coffee, Eddie. Its aroma and taste is totally different to western coffee.”

    Taking Azziz’s advice, I ordered two coffees and left my banana and cinnamon shake untouched on the table. We sat puffing Marlboro fags, whilst drinking seriously strong-smelling Arabic coffee. Our conversation ranged from football, cricket, to Azziz’s native country, Egypt. I must admit it sounded absolutely fascinating. The Nile and the Valley of the Kings intrigued me immensely. The thought of seeing the Great Pyramid in Giza with its guardian, the Sphinx, filled me with excitement. Azziz continued telling me about his country’s history.

    “Ever since Greek and Roman times, the land of the Nile has enjoyed an awesome reputation for holding the key to lost secrets. The compelling glamour of ancient Egypt comes from the immense antiquity of its civilization, the splendour of its temples and monuments, its tombs with their sinister mummies, the strange animal-headed gods, the mysterious hieroglyphs or sacred writing, and the divine aura of the Egyptian Pharaohs, who were believed to be gods on Earth,” Azziz paused looking at me, smiling. “Interesting, isn’t it, Eddie?”

    “Yeah not many. Please carry on, Azziz. I’m enthralled.” I lit yet another cigarette while he continued.

    “The Great Pyramid is one of the most remarkable constructions ever erected. Unfortunately, the tip of the pyramid is now missing. The Pyramid actually stood more than a hundred feet higher in its original form, higher than St Paul’s Cathedral in London. It contains well over two million blocks of limestone, weighing on average two and a half tons each and fitted together so tightly that you could hardly slip a cigarette paper between them.

    “Even more impressive than the size of the Great Pyramid is its geometrical perfection. All the pyramids were designed so that the base was as close as possible to a perfect square and the sides aligned to the cardinal points. Nobody builds a colossal monument like the Great Pyramid or other pyramids without a reason, however no Egyptian documents have survived, which I find amazing. The Egyptians preserved mummies and other artefacts to be found thousands of years later but couldn’t preserve documentation on how and why they built the pyramids. Maybe they weren’t permitted to leave such information for the rest of humanity. Inscriptions in temples at Denderah and Edfu, for example, show that the line of the walls was marked out after observation of the stars in Ursa Major, but the builders were not told why. The Egyptians built their astronomical and mathematical knowledge into their pyramids and temples, not once did they record on tablets or parchment their achievements, keeping everything secret amongst the priests and ruling classes.” Azziz paused and lit another Marlboro. “What do you think, Eddie?” he asked.

    “Well, I’m a great believer in ‘there’s no smoke without fire’. It’s quite possible that the Egyptians had help building their pyramids or at the very least they were shown. I’ve always believed we live in a parallel universe between the mortal world and the spirit realm. The spirit world could have manifested itself to help the Egyptians. Consequently, the Egyptians deemed them all to be gods. That’s why the secret was never known. Let’s take, for example, the human fascination with aliens or beings from another planet. It’s exactly the same principle; for some unknown reason, most humans refuse to believe in the afterlife, yet believe in little green men from Mars. Pathetic! If there is a higher, intelligent being out there in space, wouldn’t you think they would have shown themselves by now? I believe in Karma and the universal law. Angels or spirits could quite easily manifest into any shape or form and, just as the Egyptians saw them as gods, we see them as aliens.”

    Azziz looked at me smiling.

    “Interesting, Eddie, your theories are definitely interesting. You could be right. You and I actually think along the same lines. It’s quite refreshing to meet someone on the same wavelength,” he said flashing his two gold teeth as he smiled.

    I stood up and ordered two more coffees and, whilst standing at the stall, Al and James entered the souk, laden down with numerous bags of goods.

    “Get two more of those, Ed. We’re gasping,” James bellowed across the square. I informed the stallholder that I wanted four cups instead of two and sat down.

    “You’ve been busy. What you bought, Al?” I asked curiously, trying to guess what was in the bags.

    “Couple pairs of jeans and some shirts and this baby,” he said, pulling out a radio cassette player. “What do ya think, Ed. Not bad, eh? Only ten quid in English money,” he said in a chirpy voice. “Mind you, Ed, took some serious haggling,” he added.

    “Lads, this is Azziz,” I said gesturing in his direction. “Azziz, meet Al and James. They’re a couple of mates of mine,” I said introducing them both.

    “Pleased to meet you,” Al and James said, offering their hands in friendship.

    “Likewise,” Azziz said smiling. He leant over the table and individually shook their hands. After a short time, Azziz informed me that he had to get back to his brother’s house in Medina. Saying his farewells, we shook hands and planned to meet up next Friday at 1 p.m. for coffee. I must admit I found Azziz good company and looked forward to our next interesting meeting.

    The rest of the guys started to turn up in dribs and drabs and it wasn’t long before we headed back to the site. Arriving at the site, I noticed how overcast and cloudy it suddenly became and then without warning the heavens opened up and flooded the site in torrential, thunderous rain. I’ve never witnessed rain like it; it never let up for hours. The site ground was so sun-baked and rock hard that the rain couldn’t penetrate immediately, thus causing horrendous flooding everywhere. Even the billets ended up in twelve inches of rainwater. After about five or six hours, the rain eventually stopped and the sun came out. The site and surrounding area was at least two-feet under water and it actually took till the next morning for the ground to absorb the surface water. All that evening, we spent mopping out our billets and drying clothes that were placed on the bottom of every individual’s closets. Quite a few personal belongings got ruined and were chucked out into the site’s rubbish skips or bins.

    

    The following morning, I was summoned to Sheik Mohammad’s office. After squelching my way across the site to his office, he motioned for me to come in and sit down.

    “Morning, Eddie, I’ve got two points I’d like to discuss with you. Firstly, the site will shut down next Monday for one week. All employees have to take one week’s holiday leave. You can either go home for a week or tour the Middle East. I would personally like you and the players to stay here for your holidays. I can arrange for you to visit Egypt and Cairo and possibly Khartoum in the Sudan. I have strong contacts in Egypt; my brother Saheed has shares in two tour operators in Aswan, so getting you fixed up won’t be a problem. Secondly, I’ve entered the team in the Inter Emirates Cup in Qatar. The three day tournament starts the week after you are all back from holiday.”

    “Great. I’ll look forward to that and the offer of a tour to Egypt sounds absolutely tempting. In fact, if I can get some of the guys to go, I would definitely stay and have my break in this neck of the woods,” I said smiling, thinking about my conversations with Azziz.

    “That’s pleasing. Let me know the outcome and how many would like to stay so I can arrange everything with Saheed,” he said, holding out his hand. I shook his hand and left the office. During the afternoon and evening I persuaded eight guys to stay, including Al and James. I must admit the thought of doing two long hauls in a week put me off going back to Blighty, and visiting Cairo and seeing the Great Pyramids in Egypt along with the Valley of the Kings was a temptation I had to give in to. After informing Sheik Mohammad that eight of us were prepared to stay in the Middle East for our break, he started organising our trip through his brother, Saheed. The next few days flew by and my meeting with Azziz took place as arranged. He seemed well excited that we were going to his country for a week’s holiday. He agreed to meet up with us in Luxor and show us around all the major sights in Egypt and Cairo. He gave me his phone number and told me to ring him from our hotel upon arrival in Luxor. After receiving our documentation from Sheik Mohammad, he informed us that his brother had arranged for us to fly from Jeddah Airport to Marsa Alam, where we would board a coach and then a Nile boat to Luxor. The next day, we left Jeddah for Marsa Alam and then onto Luxor. We arrived at the hotel at about eight-thirty in the evening and I immediately phoned Azziz. We arranged an early start for the following morning. It was too late in the day to go sightseeing, so we just hung around the hotel having a few beers. I sat on the balcony staring across the sacred lake, my eyes transfixed on the temple of Amen-Ra in Karnak. There’s definitely something mystical and spiritual about Egypt. Why build such colossal monuments and what are their true purposes? I asked myself, feeling mesmerised by the whole experience. Me, Al and James sat there for another hour or so, and then decided to call it a day, seeing as we had an early start in the morning. Jumping into bed, feeling very excited and slightly inebriated, I fell sound asleep.

    

    The following morning, after a long drive, we arrived in Giza. We climbed to the top of the Great Pyramid of Egypt soon after dawn. Gasping in amazement at the sight my eyes were trying to take in, I took a deep breath. To our west, the monument’s shadow stretched out far into the desert, sharply defined as though the rod of a giant sundial had cast it. At the base of the pyramid to our east, I could see quite a few empty, diamond-shaped trenches carved out of bedrock. According to Azziz, they were ‘boat pits’, or ‘boat graves’, which long ago had contained ceremonial timber boats. On one side of the pyramid’s base was what I can only describe as an ‘eye sore’. There stood this modern structure known as the ‘boat museum’, which lunged up towards us. Lying inside the museum was a completely intact boat, which was found beside the pyramid. Aziz pointed towards the south of the temple and, hemmed in by two archaic megalithic temples, crouched the Great Sphinx, its front feet extended towards the horizon; the emblem of enigmatic antiquity. We all stood, gazing in wonderment across the desert.

    “My God, how beautiful this place is, I feel so privileged and honoured to be standing here,” I said to Al quietly. He looked at me, nodding his head in agreement. We could feel a cool breeze blowing steadily towards us from across the desert. We looked up and saw the crystal clear blue sky, dotted with early morning clouds curving above us like a kaleidoscope. Beneath our feet, the man-made pyramid tapered jaggedly upwards while the earth stretched away in all directions from its large base.

    “Absolutely fantastic, Azziz,” I said with a large smile, thinking that I would never forget this day for as long as I lived.

    “Tomorrow, we’ll go to the Valley of the Kings outside Luxor, then visit the temple of Amen-Ra at Karnak on the east bank of the sacred river Nile,” Azziz informed us, while we made our way down to the base. “But before that, we’re going into the pyramid to view the King and Queen’s burial chambers and the grand gallery.”

    As we entered the grand gallery, our Egyptian guide started to fill us in on its ancient history.

    “There can be no dispute that the equipped spirit was thought to master the land of the Duat with what he knew. But what exactly was this knowledge? The suggestion in the texts that it was used to ‘go down to any sky’ hints very strongly that astronomy might have been involved.” He paused, looking at his audience with a smile before carrying on. “Scholars from around the globe have, as yet, failed to consider the possibility that the pyramids and perhaps even the Sphinx of Giza could have been built as three-dimensional models of the “inner world” of the Duat, or Neverworld; places of preparation in which initiates may have been selected to immerse themselves, perhaps in total darkness, and perhaps even for days, in order to gain foreknowledge of the afterlife realm.”

    Bloody hell, I thought. This is totally fascinating stuff. I actually believe that the ancient Egyptians and the North American Indians had the afterlife sussed out yonks ago.

    “We already know that the ancient Egyptians’ Book of the Dead provides textual explanations and visual images of the Duat, with the explicit purpose of preparing the deceased for the afterlife journey.” The guide stopped talking as we walked out of the grand gallery, towards the King’s chambers. As we stood in the chambers, our tour guide continued his lecture.

    “All the pyramids in Egypt are believed to have been royal tombs of the time. This is certainly borne out by the inscriptions found in some of the later ones, which include prayers and magic spells to give the dead king immortal life. The ancient Egyptians thought it essential to preserve the physical body from decay if the soul was to live on after death. To achieve this, they mummified the corpses of kings and other important and wealthy citizens. The process was far too expensive for ordinary Egyptians. The hot, porous sands of the desert naturally disinfect and preserve corpses buried in them, which may have provided the impetus to the invention of more elaborate and efficient techniques. This amazing Great Pyramid was built for King Cheops in the 26th century BC, however, the king was never buried in this chamber. The odd thing is that no bodies have ever been found in any of the pyramids. Sarcophagi, or limestone coffins, have been found, apparently intended for the dead kings, but always empty.” The guide paused, taking a long deep breath.

    “The standard explanation is that grave-robbers broke in and stole the bodies, but this is not very convincing, especially as some of the empty sarcophagi seem not to have been opened or disturbed. An alternative explanation, which I may add is my belief,” he said, “is that the corridors and chambers that have been discovered and explored in the pyramids were blinds, meant to deceive robbers, and that bodies of kings are hidden in skilfully concealed compartments, where they still lie undiscovered to this very day.”

    The guide went on to explain that the tour was now over for today and showed us the way out.

    Later that evening, we travelled to Azziz’s hometown in El Minya, where we stayed the night in a cheap hotel near Azziz’s home. Next morning, we boarded a riverboat, or felucca, and cruised up the Nile towards to our hotel in Luxor. I gazed in awe as we slowly cruised past the silhouettes of great ochre-coloured temples and monuments rising up on the horizon. The river’s verdant banks overflowed with tall obelisks and ruined shrines from a bygone age. This famous river is the very lifeblood of Egypt; its fertile banks shaped Egyptian culture and inspired religious life in the first dynasty. The sacred Nile is like an open-air museum and I found myself being transported back in time to an opulent age of pharaohs, gods and glorious temples. I could see in the distance the temple of Amen-Ra in Karnak and knew we would shortly be back in our hotel.

    After eating a hearty meal in the hotel’s restaurant, we made our way to the Valley of the Kings, north of Luxor. Hidden away in a scorching canyon flanked by arid sands and soaring mountains lies the majestic valley. This desolate ravine plays host to the burial chambers and tombs of Egypt’s many pharaohs. It was here that Tutankhamun’s golden sarcophagus was unearthed, exposing the King’s glittering treasures of Egypt. After strolling about in awe of the valley and the mystical brace it holds over you, we entered burial chambers hidden away in the Theban hills. I stood gazing in excitement at the reliefs and murals that decorated most of the vaults. Built into the cliff-face, the temple of Queen Hatshepsut was built in honour of the only woman to ever reign over Egypt as pharaoh. The temple rises up in a series of monumental terraces and we were amazed by the elegant columns stretching into cloudless blue skies. I focused my attention on the magical hieroglyphic inscriptions, wondering what secrets were really hidden here. I thought this was truly the most spiritual experience ever!

    Well, I was wrong. My visit to Karnak would blow me away completely.

    After visiting the Valley, we all returned to our hotel feeling quite jaded and extremely tired; the Egyptian heat had taken its toll on our mere mortal bodies. While we sat drinking ice-cold lager in the hotel lounge bar trying to relax, an excited Aziz broke the silence.

    “You’ve just got to visit Karnak, Luxor temple and the temple of Horus in Edfu before you all go back to Jeddah. I’m still around for the rest of the week. I’d love to see your face, Ed, when you see Karnak.”

    “Sounds good to me, Aziz. Everyone else OK with that?” I asked, looking around the table smiling.

    “Yeah, no probs,” Al and James both said simultaneously. The other guys asked to be excluded from our remaining sightseeing plans, due to the very early starts and the constant heat.
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      Amen-Ra’s Temple in Karnak ancient city of Thebes now Luxor
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      Valley of the Kings, at the ancient city of Thebes, now Luxor.
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      Anubis, Guardian of the Dead
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      Amen-Ra, Egyptian Sun God
    


    The following day we set out for Karnak and, to say that I was spellbound would undoubtedly be an understatement. Comprising of three separate shrines, the temple is, quite simply, enormous. Standing, awestruck, I simply couldn’t understand why the Egyptians built such a huge monument in honour of Theban gods and the glory of the pharaohs. You just don’t build temples and shrines for no reason; somewhere back in time, the secret had been lost or deliberately hidden, I thought to myself. Our party walked around staring in utter disbelief at the vast labyrinth of towering stone pylons, obelisks, sanctuaries and monumental gateways. We entered the great hypostyle hall. Again, I was gobsmacked to the point of delirium. Before my very eyes stood well over a hundred soaring papyrus-shaped columns.

    “Well Ed, fantastic isn’t it?” Azziz whispered.

    “All this for gods, They knew something, something very important that modern man can’t or won’t comprehend,” I said.

    After spending most of the afternoon wandering around Karnak Temple in total awe of its enormity, we made our way back to our hotel for dinner. During dinner, my mind was in turmoil at the sights that I had seen this week. Everything the Egyptians built related to gods, astrology and the afterlife. Why were the pharaohs so obsessed with leaving their mark for all mankind? Was it because they knew the secret of life? Is there, somewhere in the pyramids and shrines, messages left for mankind that, to date, we have not found, or just simply missed? There’s definitely something we’ve missed and all this, hundreds of years before Jesus of Nazareth. I believe Jesus was sent to mankind from the universe to show us the way forward spiritually.

    Al annoyingly broke my train of thought.

    “Fancy another beer, Ed?” he asked, looking at me strangely.

    “Yeah, why not?”

    “You all right, Ed? You were miles away, mate,” he asked in a concerned voice.

    “Probably all that sun, eh, Ed,” James laughed.

    “I’m not surprised. It’s been the hottest day of the year. Well over a hundred degrees,” Azziz informed us.

    “Do ya mind if I crash out soon, guys?” I asked. “I feel totally knackered and my body needs to sleep, big time.” I yawned and stretched my arms towards the ceiling.

    “I feel tired myself,” James reckoned, yawning as well.

    “OK, a nice early night wouldn’t go amiss,” Al said.

    “Fine, no problem. Tomorrow we’ll visit the temple of Horus in Edfu and take in Luxor temple,” Azziz suggested.

    After a short while, the four of us departed to our rooms. I opened my balcony doors to let in the cool, welcoming breeze and lit my mosquito-repellent candles. Slipping into bed, feeling completely drained, I once again fell into a deep relaxing asleep.

    

    After breakfast the following morning, we left for the small town of Edfu, where again I must admit at being taken aback by the sheer size of the temple. Dedicated to the falcon-headed sky god Horus, this huge edifice is quite probably the best preserved of Egypt’s ancient shrines. Two giant black granite falcons stand guard over the colossal gateway. Beyond this, we entered an extensive maze of splendid colonnades, courtyards and sanctuaries, adorned with exquisitely detailed wall carvings. I wandered through the temple, trying to imagine how it looked in its heyday, during a ceremony or festival, covered in flowers and scented with the delightful smell of incense. The thought sent a tingling sensation down my spine.

    After leaving Horus’s temple, Azziz thought it would be a good idea for us to travel by boat to Luxor temple. We sailed down the sacred Nile, perpetually in awe of all the temples and monuments, I felt as sick-as-a-parrot that we were leaving for Jeddah tomorrow. On arriving at the temple, we wandered down an avenue of sphinxes to the shrine and discovered an elegant array of courtyards and chapels overlooking the sparkling waters of the Nile. I stood admiring the unbelievably massive stone statue of Ramesses II. We visited museums within the temple, which were exhibiting objects from Tutankhamun’s tomb, along with quite a few mummified exhibits unearthed in the temple. The guide brochure was fascinating, with its many mystical stories. It’s quite amazing to think that Luxor is built on top of the 4,000-year-old site of the ancient city of Thebes, City of the Living.

    As I glanced around at this awesome and majestic piece of Egyptian architecture, I knew these past few days would undoubtedly stay in my mind forever. Looking in my leaflet, which contained a map of all the temples, shrines and monuments in Egypt, I realised that a week was not enough to see everything.

    

    I’d love to visit my spiritual home once more before my journey to the afterlife. Unfortunately, my financial circumstances since then have prevented me from doing this, however, hopefully there is still time yet.

    

    The following day we left Luxor and returned to Jeddah, feeling completely shell-shocked at the marvels we had all witnessed. Azziz returned to El Minya, making arrangements with all of us to meet up in a couple of weeks’ time, in the souk on a Friday.

    Back on site in Jeddah, it took me a couple of days to get my head around the job in hand, which was preparing for the team’s forthcoming football tournament in Qatar.

    The lads trained very hard every night that week, and I must admit they looked really sharp and positive. Sixteen teams participated in the three day knockout tournament. Arincon were drawn against the local Italian side that were based in Qatar. Their reputation preceded them, as we were warned prior to arriving about their physical and dirty play. As the game started, the Italians made it perfectly clear as to their intentions, committing horrendous fouls every time an Arincon player had possession. The Algerian ref was abysmal, disallowing three perfectly good goals that Arincon scored. Just before half time, he gave a penalty to the Italians for an innocuous challenge on their centre forward, and what followed can only be described as mayhem. Four Arincon players surrounded the ref, protesting about his diabolical decision. He then promptly sent off two of our players for arguing. After order was restored, the Italian forward stepped up to take the penalty. He thumped the ball so hard and aggressively that it sailed over the bar, much to every Arincon player’s amusement.

    The second half started with Arincon down to nine men. I told the lads that we should defend, trying to hit them on the break; and halfway through the half, our chance came. We quickly broke down their attack and caught them flat-footed; my long through-ball found James unmarked and he sped down the wing onside and quickly rounded the advancing keeper and slotted the ball into an empty net. For the remainder of the game, we played with nine men behind the ball successfully. Sheik Mohammad, who was watching the game from his air-conditioned minibus, was absolutely fuming with rage. His comments to one of the officials could be heard from the other side of the pitch. Unfortunately, I didn’t understand Arabic so I never had a clue what he said. Mind you, judging by his actions and facial expressions, I didn’t need to understand Arabic, but Arincon were now in the last eight, waiting for the draw.

    

    The quarterfinal draw was made and Arincon were paired with a team from Anaiza. We were informed that kick-off would be at six, which left us five hours to recuperate after the bruising first game. The game itself was a complete cakewalk. Arincon ran out 5-0 winners, with all the goals coming in the first half. Sheik Mohammad was now dreaming of winning the trophy and his boyish attitude towards the game was quite refreshing. Unfortunately, a drastic turn of events later on would spell the end of my stay in Saudi.

    

    The following day, we thrashed Buraida 6-1 in the semi-final, much to the delight of Sheik Mohammad. The final took place on the Monday at 2 p.m. Our opponents, who were extremely aggressive, came from the other side of Qatar. The Moroccan-based company had plenty of support from the locals, which was quite worrying. Matters were made worse by the appointment of the Algerian referee, who made it perfectly clear in no uncertain terms that he was totally Anti-British. Unfortunately, this feeling was also felt by the entire Moroccan football team! At 2 p.m., the nightmare started with Arincon players being deliberately hacked down every time they had the ball. The number of fouls committed off the ball was unbelievable. Lunging tackles from behind and crunching body contact all went unseen by the ref. After twenty minutes, a Moroccan player put through his own net after immense pressure from the Arincon front line. The ref had no option but to let the goal stand. Five minutes before the break, I was clear on goal. I rifled my shot against the bar, just as the ball rebounded back to where I stood. I felt a sharp searing pain in my back and legs. Two Moroccan players lunged into my back, bringing me down in a crumpled heap in agony. The referee ignored my pleas and promptly blew for half-time. I must admit the lads behaved impeccably and during the half-time talk I decided that my ankle wouldn’t take any more punishment, substituting myself for Al, which ended up being a massive error.

    The second half was no different from the first; tempers frayed, as Arincon’s patience with the ref dwindled. Then it happened: James was viciously hacked down from behind with serious intent to harm. As he lay writhing in pain, another Moroccan player stamped on his ankle. Al being Al, and James’s pal, he legged it across the pitch and head-butted the Moroccan, knocking him to the ground. A pitch battle between two sets of players followed. Limping onto the pitch, waving my arms shouting for everyone to calm down, I was set about by this lanky Moroccan substitute who thumped me full in the face, causing my nose to spurt blood everywhere. Arincon’s subs then ran onto the pitch and started bashing the fuck out of everything that moved, including the opposition’s manager. The free-for-all lasted until most of the Moroccan team either ran away or were carried off in a pool of blood. The referee had a stand-up fight with Al, who, in turn, got seriously battered. As the fight drew to a close, the Saudi army arrived, dragging cuffed players away to the local police station. Sheik Mohammad disowned and sacked every single one of us. My dream had come to a bitter end, just like it always did. If only, I asked myself, if only I’d stayed on the pitch, things might have been different. One week later, all sixteen of us were released from prison and deported in disgrace back to England.
  


  
    CHAPTER FOURTEEN
My only regret at departing Saudi in such nasty circumstances was the fact that I lost contact with Azziz. We really got on well together and I must admit to being sad because of it. I wondered if Azziz turned up that Friday and waited in vain for me to show up. Unfortunately, I’ll never know and that makes me even more gutted. Anyway, the following year we lived off my earnings from Saudi. To be quite honest, I started to find life boring. All the excitement of the previous year left a hole inside I couldn’t fill, no matter how hard I tried. One minute I’m in Luxor or Jeddah, the next I’m sitting having a beer in bloody Leysdown on the Isle of Sheppey; good grief! No wonder I felt depressed. I think my state of mind and the feeling of unworthiness contributed to the one act I truly regret. I don’t really want to write about my affair, but it happened. How and why dumbfounds me to this day. I’ve made many mistakes in my life and this rates as the worst, I am not making excuses, I have no right to. All I know is that the affair broke Sue’s heart and for that I am truly sorry. Only once did I fuck up in that department and, believe me, once was enough. It just isn’t worth the pain and grief. There were rumours flying around that she was pregnant with my child and this I strenuously denied and still do to this day. After ending the affair, Sue and I gave our marriage another go for the boys’ sake. However, my actions were never forgiven and I had my affair rammed down my throat every time we disagreed on something. She was still slagging me off over the affair twelve years down the line. I always knew Sue would wreak her revenge. She waited and waited before she struck her fatal blow, just like a predator stalking its prey. The rest of that episode and our divorce will come later.

    

    Over the next couple of years, my relationship with Sue was somewhat strained to say the least, constantly bickering over the smallest of things. I bent over backwards to try and put things right, but it was too late. The damage was already done. During this time, I started work for a company based in Greenwich, blagging my way as a multi-trade operative. Surprisingly, I lasted a year with the same firm and learnt quite a lot about maintenance work. There was one particular job I’ll never forget. The firm were contracted to do some repair work to Phillip Mitchell’s stable in Newmarket. Well, you can imagine how I felt; the thought of working in a horseracing yard thrilled me to bits. Now, the only problem with this episode is getting the facts right. As far as I can recall, we worked in Epsom and Newmarket for three trainers, doing repair work to their stables. Anyway, during the course of our work we obviously got chatting to a few stable-hands. I remember being told that this particular horse called April, ridden by Jimmy Bleasdale, was a stone cold certainty for the Cessarawitch or the Cambridgeshire, which race I can’t recall. Everyone in the yard lumped on this horse big time, backing April anti-post at 5s for two weeks solid before the race.

    Well, seeing as I liked a flutter, my wages went astray for two weeks prior to the race, standing to win a couple of grand if he obliged. The day of the race, April was backed off the boards, ending up the shortest price favourite in the race’s history. The horse had won five races all ready, cruising up to the furlong pole on every occasion and pulling clear, winning emphatically by six or seven lengths. The race was live on the box and, sitting in the front room on my jack, I watched in anticipation. Three furlongs to go and the bloody horse was nowhere, then suddenly the commentator reckoned that April was cruising on the bridle towards the leaders. I watched in amazement as April threaded his way through the field. My heart was racing as fast as the bloody horse; the adrenaline rush I got was indescribable.

    In the final furlong, April drew alongside the leader and for a few seconds I’d had it off. I waited for Jimmy to press the button and go clear but when he did, nothing happened. April then stopped running and faded rapidly, finishing fifth. I jumped up, raging with disappointment, feeling completely gutted and robbed. What made matters worse, two weeks later April ran in a big race in France and pissed it at 50-1. Bloody hell, racing’s a nightmare! Mind you, I did the same thing weeks later, but this time I was spot on. I lumped all my cash for months before the Epsom Derby on the greatest punt I’ve ever had. 11/2 I got, bloody 11/2 for a cert and it was my own fancy. I couldn’t see this horse ever being beaten, telling everyone that would listen. The day of the race, Shergar was odds-on favourite for the Derby. There were no heart-stopping moments, no ifs, no buts. Walter Swinburn swept round Tattenham corner cruising, sprinting further and further away from the rest of the field. £3,000 in the bank and there were still three furlongs to go. Cushty, I thought. I must admit the elation at seeing your selection fighting out a finish and winning, coupled with the R’s scoring the winning goal at Loftus Road was better than sex and that’s a fact. Sex you can have any time, the rarity of winning or watching QPR win must take precedence. I’ve lost count of the amount of times I’ve been to Loftus Road and come home dejected and frustrated at yet another defeat; travelling home in the rain and freezing cold weather, trying to understand and come to terms with why I’ve supported them since I was eleven. One moment of glory followed by heartache and bitter disappointment; that seems to be my life’s pattern, without doubt!

    

    After finishing our contract in Newmarket, it was back to the mundane day-to-day maintenance work around South London. On one particular job, I was working in an occupied house, tiling the bathroom with this other guy, who was renewing floorboards in the hall. Suddenly I heard a loud shout from the hall followed by a gushing sound. Sticking my head around the bathroom door I saw, to my astonishment, the hallway saturated in water. From under the floorboards, water spurted up through the gaps, hitting the ceiling. The chippy started panicking, ripping up boards and swearing. He had actually banged a nail through two central heating pipes and the bloody mains water supply. The water cascaded through the banisters and down the stairs like a waterfall soaking all the walls in the process.

    “Don’t just stand there. Help me!” he bellowed.

    “What the fuck do ya want me to do about it, I’m not a plumber!” I laughed. “You put the nails through the bloody pipes, not me.”

    “Please, Eddie, just put your fingers over the holes to stem the flow, while I get some plumbing gear out the van.”

    Like a mug, I agreed, using both my hands to plug the holes, while he disappeared out the house. I wouldn’t blame you if you thought I was a sandwich short of a picnic, and on this occasion I most definitely was. While my fingers started to go numb, I heard his van start up and screech off down the road. Picture the scene; I’m bending down on both knees trying to stop the water spurting everywhere, when the occupants of the house return home. The downstairs carpet is floating like a barge on the Thames and the walls are soaking wet. They squelched their way to the foot of the stairs screaming, calling me a ‘fucking wanker’. I tried to explain it wasn’t down to me, but they just wouldn’t listen. I’ve never heard so much swearing and ranting in my life. The woman’s husband threatened to bash my brains out. I pointed out to him that if I let go of the pipes, it would be like Niagara Falls in here. His wife was furious, throwing derogatory remarks at me.

    “Have you phoned a plumber or what, dickhead?” she screamed.

    “Not since I’ve had my fingers plugging up these holes. As I said this is not my doing. I was tiling your bathroom when the chippy called me out and the tosser left me in the same position as you found me. If I get any more abuse I’ll let go and bloody go home,” I threatened.

    What a predicament. My hands were now white and strained, like I’d been on a white-knuckle ride at the fun fair. I’d lost all feeling in both my hands, I couldn’t feel if I was pressing or not; the woman phoned for an emergency plumber and then phoned my boss. The abuse she hurled down the phone at him made me cringe. Thank God I weren’t married to that, I thought. Anyway, after another hour the plumber turned up to relieve my achingly numb fingers; much to my delight. My boss was soon on the premises, squelching around and surveying the water damage. As you can imagine, I took the blame and was sacked on the spot. I didn’t even get paid my week-in-hand or that week’s dosh! His excuse was that someone had to pay for the damage caused, which unfortunately was me. The chippy, I found out later, reckoned it was me that banged the nails into the pipes causing the flood. Yet again, muggings took the can as per usual.

    I had the unenviable task of telling Sue I’d been tin-tacked again, and the next couple of weeks were traumatic, to say the least. Daniel started to get really bad headaches, feeling sick and was generally very unwell. We called the doctor out on several occasions and he prescribed certain tablets and tonics that really had no effect on Dan’s condition. I wasn’t happy with the level of care that was being administered to my son. My instinct told me to phone the hospital and seek advice. Well, I say me. In fact, Sue phoned them. The next thing I remember, Daniel was being rushed to hospital with suspected meningitis. My God, how I prayed that night, while Daniel was undergoing lumber-puncture treatment. I asked my guardian angel to visit and stay with Daniel until his ordeal was over and I believe my prayers were answered, because Daniel survived and made a full recovery. I started work yet again for another builder. This was going to be the shortest job I’ve ever had. After two days, I was sacked because I refused to go down into a sewer and unblock tons and tons of human waste that was backed up in the main sewer. The bastard was so tight; he wouldn’t call out a drain company to jet the blockage.

    

    My life comes in short bursts; bad times always followed the good, constantly swinging to and fro, not knowing how long I’d be on the up, before being plunged back into the bad. Unfortunately, these events show no sign at all of making a complete U-turn in my favour. I’ve therefore accepted that no matter how hard I try or want to change my life, this will always be the case. For some unknown reason, every time it goes pear-shaped, I’m helped through it, literally. So I’ve come to the conclusion that I am being tested or prepared for something that I’m not fully aware of at present. Maybe, just maybe, it’s for when I leave my mortal existence and enter the spirit realm.

    I received a phone call late one Saturday night in October from James, asking, or rather, begging me to play for his local Sunday football team in a semi-final game in Bermondsey. Their regular defender and midfield man had been taken ill and the team was short of players. After a persuasive chat and a bit of arm-bending from James, I agreed. He asked me to meet him outside Bermondsey South train station at nine-thirty the following morning. The reason I tried to get out of playing was simple. On Monday, I was to start a new job and wanted to feel fresh, not knackered. But that’s neither here nor there, because I agreed to play. I turned up as promised and met James at the station. While we made our way to the ground, which was a ten minute walk away, James told me what name I’d be playing under.

    “John Brown,” he informed me.

    As we sat in the dressing room getting changed, the team’s manager came in looking distraught. “It’s the same bloody ref, the one that sent off Brownie a couple of weeks ago. Eddie, whatever you do, don’t get booked or we’re fucked,” he said shaking his head in disgust.

    Bloody great, I thought. Can’t even get stuck in.

    “You’d better play me in midfield, then, otherwise I could be compromised into a tackle while defending,” I told him.

    He agreed, so I started the game on the right. Everything went according to plan; 3-0 up and cruising, with ten minutes to go. Then it all went tits up, well for me anyway. James’s long through-ball split the opposition’s back four. I sprinted down the left-hand side of the pitch, beating two defenders with ease. Approaching the byline at great speed, I screwed the ball back with the intention to whip over a cross to one of our unmarked strikers, when suddenly my right ankle snapped and I landed in a heap on the pitch, screaming in agony. My anklebone stuck out in one direction and my foot the other. After being carried off the pitch to the dressing room, the groundsman phoned for an ambulance. I was so upset; all I could think about was my new job. I knew that was now down the pan. The ambulance arrived and chauffeured me to Guy’s Hospital where my ankle was put back in place and covered in plaster. No one from the team came to the hospital with me and after leaving Guy’s, I had to make my own way home by bloody bus. I was told not to put my foot on the floor till the following day! So I hopped to the bus stop, balancing myself with one poxy crutch. Getting home was a serious mission; when I eventually arrived home, I was totally worn out and exhausted, with painful blisters on my right palm. I sat in the front room, with my foot up, falling asleep, listening to Sue slaughtering me for being a totally unreliable idiot, which I must agree was an accurate description. After she’d finished, I fell sound asleep on the sofa.


    
      ***
    


    “It must have been covered by brambles over the years,” the voice reckoned.

    “It’s all right telling me that now!” I spluttered indignantly. “You said there was a way out.”

    “I was mistaken,” the voice said.

    “Look for a large oak tree and carved in its bark is a cross,” the expressionless voice instructed. “To the right of the tree lays a tombstone, with the inscription ‘death comes to us all, death is only the beginning of our journey, so shall we live forever’.”

    “Tombstone? What bloody tombstone? There’s nothing, nothing but darkness. How will I see this tree and tombstone?”

    “Have faith, the light will return to guide you.”

    Fumbling blindly in the dark, I wandered on, looking for something I couldn’t see, feeling more and more distrusting of the unseen voice that stalked me.

    “There, see the light, not far now,” it whispered.

    Ahead of me in the distance I could see a faint light swinging to and fro like a lantern being swung by an invisible arm. Every time I drew closer, it swiftly retreated further ahead of me.

    I started to feel frustrated and angry, my patience wearing thin.

    “Why don’t you stay still? Do you want me to follow?” I cried.

    No response came from the direction of the swinging light. Then the eerie silence was broken by the sound of heavy footsteps behind me. I spun round to see yet another light swinging to and fro in the distance.

    What the hell is going on? Shall I go forward or back?

    Unfortunately, standing in eternal darkness I didn’t know if I was going forward or backwards.

    “Follow your instincts; choose what path to follow,” the voice said calmly.

    “Who are you? Why are you stalking me?” I asked frantically. “What do you want from me?”

    “Nothing. Nothing you’ve got I want. Except him. He wants you to choose. Only you can choose. No one else can.”

    “OK, fine. I’ll go towards the first light,” I said confidently.

    “You didn’t give that decision much thought, did you?” the voice said “Are you sure that’s what you want? You’ve still got to find the oak tree,” the voice added.

    “Yes. I’m sure, so are you going to tell me who ‘he’ is?” I asked curiously.

    “No, you’ll soon find out for yourself,” the voice said quietly. “Anyway, my time with you is up. You must continue your search for the oak tree. Don’t forget once you’re near the tombstone, all will be revealed.”

    I still didn’t trust what the voice told me; my gut feeling told me it was lying, or at the very least setting me up. I continued with utmost caution towards the first swinging light. I glanced over my shoulder. The second light was gaining on me quicker than I did the first. The footsteps behind me grew louder and louder, forcing me to move faster towards the first light. This time I started to rapidly gain on the apparition swinging in the darkness. As I drew nearer, my eyes gazed in horror at the hideous creatures lurking in the shadows of the swinging light. I stopped and became rooted to the spot. My left leg felt something tug at it and my right was being dragged down as if into an invisible abyss. I started to feel wet up to my waist; these little green, bald-headed, fetid, reptile-like foetuses were now consuming me; their sharp talons ripping at my clothes. The swinging light vanished as I sunk deeper and deeper, into what, I didn’t know. My entire body felt as if I’d been sucked into a large vacuum of a thick jelly-like substance and my eyes could not see past the blackness. A horrendous stench filled my nostrils, making me heave. I was now being dragged deeper into the substance by the creatures; my breathing became impaired and my movement restricted by the liquid. Suddenly, my descent stopped and the dragging pressure on my legs ceased. I felt light-headed and dizzy. I had this sensational feeling of being suspended, my arms outstretched like I was nailed to a cross, but without any pain. I started to hear faint muffled voices echoing in my ears, yet I could not ascertain what was being said.

    

    All of a sudden I could see a faint glimmer of light gaining in strength as if being turned up like a dimmer switch. I then realised, to my horror, that I was being suspended, naked, in a clear thick liquid inside a large glass container, which was standing in a forest clearing. My eyes frantically scanned around me, noticing tubes attached to every part of my body. My attention was drawn to the large oak tree with a cross carved in its bark. Glancing right of the tree, I could see the tombstone. Behind the tombstone, covered in a creeping vine stood a huge, arch-shaped door. I tried to move but I was paralysed, only my eyes could move. The rest of my body just hung there, motionless.

    “You chose the wrong path. If you had chosen the second light, you would have entered the door and returned back,” the voice laughed menacingly. “Now you’ll pay the price and stay here for Eternity.”

    I looked about the jar and screamed in a blind, despairing panic.


    
      ***
    


    I jerked violently awake and jumped up, forgetting about my foot. I fell flat on my face, just missing the coffee table. Sue came running in with the boys, looking at me in disgust as I lay on the floor shaking my head in disbelief.

    “Sorry, just had a terrible dream,” I said, dragging myself back over to the sofa. Daniel and Stephen sat flanking me, giving me a cuddle and Sue stuck on a video while she carried on cooking dinner. The three of us sat watching The Jungle Book. It was Dan and Steve’s favourite film. My foot was throbbing where I fell on it and my mind drifted back to the glass container in my dream.

    

    I was incapacitated for several weeks and being under Sue’s feet all day every day didn’t do our relationship any good. We were constantly arguing and bickering about the most trivial of things. The day the plaster came off was a huge relief for both of us! It took a few days for my joints to work properly and my walking and running returned to near normal. I started work for a local builder who was based in Deptford; the firm had just won a contract with Greenwich Council, refurbishing all their void properties in the area. Over the coming weeks, my life settled down again and I got on with my job as provider for the family, working six days a week. Every Friday, I would give Sue my wage packet and she would give me my pocket money, as I used to call it, for the week. Unfortunately, my wages were not enough to cover my van’s expenses like tax, MOT and insurance, so consequently most of my life I drove about with either bent documents or none at all. Seeing as I was never legal on the road, I couldn’t see the sense in passing my driving test, so I never bothered. Mind you, most of my Escort vans were beyond repair or needed shitloads of dosh to get them roadworthy, and this was well out of my league, financially. So I did what I had to do; it was either take the chance or starve, and I chose the former. What I didn’t know at the time was that my actions over these matters would be used years down the line to hurt me, which unfortunately it did immensely.

    

    I vividly remember the day Sue got mugged outside our own flat. New Cross was being pumped full of undesirables by the local council and these two guys robbed Sue of her jewellery and thumped her in the face; all this in front of my Stephen, who sat in his buggy, screaming; the bastards. She gave the police descriptions of her attackers and, after a lot of grief from other people in the manor, followed by threats, they were finally nicked and sent down. The doctor prescribed Sue anti-depressant tablets; she took the attack really badly and was a long time to getting over it. So we decided to move out of the area. Within weeks we were moved out to Kidbrooke, near Eltham, although we’d jumped out of the frying pan into the bloody fire.

    The Ferrier estate was rife with drugs and violent crimes; cars were nicked on a regular basis, shops robbed and set alight - absolutely mental. One morning, when I left for work, I saw a car embedded half in and out of the local supermarket. It was then that I decided to get out of the estate. The only way out was to either rent privately or buy our own house; private renting was out of our league so we started to look for a property local to the boys’ school. This took years.

    Even though we lived on the Ferrier for three years, we never stopped looking for somewhere else to live. It was during this time that an angel was born; our third edition to the family, my beloved son, Edward. As I mentioned earlier in the book, God blessed me with three fantastic sons and for that I will always be grateful. I watched all three of my sons being born, but only Edward’s birth alarmed and shocked me. Being six-to-eight weeks early, he resembled a drowned rat! He was so small and fragile that I was petrified to touch him in case he broke. Edward spent weeks in an incubator and it was touch and go if he would survive. If you look at him now, it’s hard to believe he didn’t even fill the palms of my hands. Amazing. Sue spent several weeks in Greenwich Hospital with Edward, and I looked after Dan and Steve, until they both came home from hospital. I must admit, regardless of how things have turned out now, I am somewhat proud of Sue’s achievements in the motherhood department!

    My job in Greenwich was no longer mine, having been sacked for taking too much time off work to look after the boys. When everything settled down and Edward started to fill out rapidly, I started work in Forest Hill, for an estate agent called Ron, refurbishing empty houses and flats for rent. I actually stayed with Ron for over two years. I even took Daniel and Stephen to work for him, doing external painting in the summer months. I recall their first job; Stephen got more paint on himself than he did on the wall. I just couldn’t stop laughing at the state of him. Bloody good days, they were.

    

    It was during a very bitterly cold March evening in 1985 that I got a phone call that devastated me; the news of my nan’s death knocked the stuffing out of me. I sat in the kitchen and cried for hours. She was gone and I couldn’t do anything about it. I tried to find out about funeral arrangements from my mother. She told me that she had no money to bury her and that the State would take care of it. I went absolutely ballistic, calling her all the names under the sun. How could she let her mother be cremated without anyone attending her funeral? Fucking bitch! I was powerless do anything so my lovely nan was cremated like a pauper in Ramsgate. To this day, I haven’t got a clue where Nan’s ashes ended up.

    

    I left Ron’s employment under somewhat of a cloud. This was due to the fact that I had started to get bored with the same old routine. Unfortunately, Ron had high hopes of me and when I left he was bitterly disappointed and extremely angry. I decided to try my luck at building my own business; putting adverts in all the local rags and even the Yellow Pages. Whatever savings I had were soon swallowed up by my advertising campaign. I spent three months running around pricing potential work and sending out estimates, all to no avail. Then it happened. Feeling very despondent and dejected, fate dealt me yet another hammer blow; I was sitting in the living room with Sue and the boys when the front door bell rang. Three firemen stood at the door, asking if I owned the blue Ford Escort van parked out the front. When I confirmed that the van was mine, they told me they’d just put it out. Apparently, the van caught fire and a passer-by phoned the fire brigade. Well, you can imagine, the van was a write-off and all my tools had perished in the blaze. I was now technically fucked; no job, no transport and no bloody tools; my livelihood taken away in blink of an eye.

    It was during these dark days of no money and no self-esteem that a small spark appeared at the end of the tunnel; well that’s what I thought anyway. The council offered us a three bed-roomed house in Eltham. After viewing the property, we moved in three weeks later. The house was small, compared to our flat in Kidbrooke, but, having said that, there were numerous plusses, such as front and back gardens, leaded windows and three average-sized bedrooms. Most important of all, though, were the friendly neighbours. During the first few weeks in our new home, I actually managed to get a two hundred and fifty pound loan from the local Provident agent, which helped me buy a second hand Ford Granada and a bag of tools. The car was a wreck, with no MOT or tax; hence the hundred pound price tag. The remainder of the loan went on certain tools and two weeks’ shopping.

    It wasn’t long before I was back in work, starting for Mick Lovett. He subbed all his work from Kier London who, in turn, had a two year contract with Southwark Council. Driving from Eltham to Bermondsey and vice versa everyday was, to say the least, hair-raising; the Granada was a serious death trap and on many occasions it either over-heated or simply just stopped dead.

    

    If it’s any consolation, being illegal made me a very careful driver, and in my defence, I had no choice but to take the chance. In all the time I drove illegally on the road I never had an accident or harmed anyone. I wasn’t a yob; I just had to feed my family and pay the bills, which I did to the best of my ability. If any vehicle of mine needed hundreds of pounds spent on it to pass its MOT, which unfortunately most of them did, I would have no option but to acquire a bent one for fifty notes. The same could be said of car tax and insurance cover notes. Cover notes were only bought to get road tax or producing at the local nick, if I was unlucky enough to get a tug.

    

    Well, now I’ve got that off my chest, which I must add I’m not proud of, I’ll continue with my story.

    

    Working for Mick Lovett in Southwark was very interesting; the work varied from fitting kitchens, plastering, repairing and renewing garden fences and the most distressing, code 1 which was forcing entry and renewing locks during evictions. Unfortunately, I was the quickest and the best at getting into homes, even the homes that were like fortresses. So, on every eviction, I would tag along with Council officials, bailiffs and the local police and wait. I only got the nod when everything else failed, which was nearly every eviction.

    I remember one particular eviction, which took place two weeks before Christmas. It was a bitterly cold Thursday afternoon. By 3 p.m., the temperature had plummeted to minus 2 degrees. If I’d known what was on the other side of the front door, I would have refused to do my job, however like most of the evictions, I didn’t see the occupants until the bailiffs dragged them out and started dumping their belongings in the street. It took a matter of moments before I had the front door open and what confronted me sent a shiver down my spine. Right before my eyes, huddled up on the floor was a woman with her two children; all three of them were screaming and crying hysterically. I noticed that they were trying to keep warm by cuddling each other under a blanket. In front of them were six or seven burning candles. My heart sank so deep I lost control of my senses; my eyes started to well up and I was very angry with myself.

    The bailiffs advanced to the front door and I instinctively barred their entry with my arm, and stood in the doorway with my hammer in one hand waving at them to retreat, which thankfully they did. The woman’s kids were only four or five years old, I just couldn’t stand by and do nothing, even if it meant getting the sack, I just couldn’t. So what followed next was a complete and heart-warming surprise. Standing with the council officials looking distraught at the events unfolding before her eyes, stood a smartly dressed lady called Ms. Jennings, who just happened to be the local social worker! After a lengthy debate with officials, she managed to get the authorities to back off until after Christmas, informing them that the social fund would help this particular case, which was music to my ears. Mind you, I did receive a verbal warning from the manager of Kier. Mick Lovell, though, to his credit, stood up for me saying that if the boot was on the other foot he would have acted in exactly the same way, which I thought was really decent of him.

    

    Lovett’s Christmas party would have to go down as the best firm’s ‘do’ I’ve ever had the pleasure to attend. We all met in a boozer on Blackfriars Bridge at around 7:30 p.m. and all the drinks were on the house. Sue and I started with white wine spritzers, which I must admit, went down really well. The evening was full of colourful characters, dancers and a couple of stand-up comedians. Around eleven o’clock, our party left the pub and made our way down to the pier, where we all boarded the awaiting disco-riverboat. Our trip up and down the Thames to the sound of Diana Ross’s Chain Reaction was absolutely magical and will always hold a special memory for me. Even the outrageous behaviour of Mick’s brother still makes me chuckle. He got so pissed, he tripped up and toppled over the rail into the Thames. If the crew wasn’t on the ball, I doubt he would have survived. I’ve never drunk or eaten so much in one night as I did that night, my hangover lasted two days. Now that’s what I call a Christmas party! Unfortunately it’s never been matched since and probably never will be.
  


  
    CHAPTER FIFTEEN
1988 was a landmark year for the family, and for myself. During this year Daniel, who was 16, started to play football for a local team. Sue started work for the first time, being employed part time by Marks & Spencer, which eventually ended up full time. Stephen started secondary school and Edward started junior school. As a family, we had our first holiday abroad, spending ten days in Puerto Del Carmen in Lanzarote. Daniel was being messed about by the team he played for and wasn’t very happy. After a serious chat with Daniel, I decided to form my own football team, called Eltham United, and my team would be built around Daniel. I advertised in the local rags for players and within two weeks I had twenty guys turning up for training every week. I then went about securing a home ground and entered the team in the London and Kent Border League. Being a newly formed club, we started in the bottom division, which was Junior Three. My ambition was to take Eltham United to the Premier Division and win it. The Premier Division was ten divisions higher than Junior Three, so I had my work cut out, or was I just simply living yet another dream? Only time would tell.

    

    I carried on working for Mickey Lovett in Southwark; my skills in evictions, or should I say forcing entry into homes, became well-known. However, the task of being an instigator in evictions was beginning to take its toll on my conscience. During the course of my work, I was asked to forcibly enter a dwelling and change the locks as the tenant had died leaving no contactable relatives. On arriving at the house, I noticed that most of the lights were on and, straining my ear through the letterbox, I could hear a radio playing in one of the rooms. So I rang the bell and banged on the front door knocker. After a while, when I got no response, I yelled through the letterbox. Again my actions didn’t produce a response from within. I stood there contemplating my next move; should I go back to the office or open the front door and change the locks? Something deep inside told me to carry on as usual, so I forced open the door, purposely making a noise, in the hope that if someone was there they would stir. The stink that wafted out of the hallway made me heave and hold my breath. I took a few paces backwards and lit up a fag in thought. What happens if there’s a dead body in there, or even a decaying animal? That smell was like rotting flesh. The thought soon disappeared from my mind when I realised what time it was.

    Bloody hell, it’s four o’clock. I’ve gotta change the locks and return the keys to the council offices.

    I swiftly moved towards the front door and started to fit a new Yale lock. Unfortunately, I had to stand in the hallway as the door opened inwards. The smell started to ease as the late afternoon brisk breeze filled the hallway. While kneeling down fitting the new mortice lock, I glanced towards the kitchen and my eye caught something glittering on the floor. Standing up to investigate, I noticed several pound coins lying on the floor tiles. Thinking what a touch, I started picking up the coins. After a few minutes, I’d picked up at least eighty pounds worth of coins. Putting the coins in a carrier bag and stuffing it in my tool bag, I finished fitting the lock. I was just about to leave and lock the house up, when I thought I’d have a gander in the front room. Well, I’m glad I did; scattered around the front room table were numerous brown envelopes containing money. On closer inspection, each envelope had the same amount of dosh in it: £55. On a small table, the radio was blasting out a tune from yonks ago, so I quickly pulled the plug out. My hands were shaking with excitement as I picked up all the envelopes. Thousands of pounds, just sitting there, waiting for me! What a result! I was in and out of the house like a rat out of an aqueduct; I didn’t even bother returning the keys to the council. My only thought was to get as far away from here pronto, and hide the dosh!

    For weeks after, I kept expecting to get pulled, but I never did. So, three and a half grand went straight into my bank account, lovely jubbly. I used most of the money financing my dream; Eltham United. The team was taking shape and we were ready for our first friendly. Daniel played in the back four and my late acquisitions of Antonio Gomez and Paul Cook played up front. Well what can I say? These three were outstanding in every department. I had the best strike force in the whole league. My God, their goal scoring was phenomenal. With Daniel’s aerial presence as well, I couldn’t go wrong. So my dream was up and running. Our first friendly was against a team four divisions higher than us and what happened that afternoon defies belief; ten bloody nil. Gomez hit four, Cookie hit four and Daniel bagged a brace. We played another five friendly games before the start of the season and never conceded a goal, winning every game by wide margins. Watching Daniel at sixteen, mugging up guys in their late twenties, filled me with so much pride I could have burst. The season got under way and, after ten games, Eltham United were unbeaten, strolling along at the top of Junior Three, where we stayed all season.

    

    My employment with Lovett’s continued until the day I was sent to do this particular job, renewing some guy’s front door. I will never forget that day for as long as I live. The appointment was made for nine o’clock in the morning, but on arriving I discovered the bloody lift had broken down. So, as usual, I had to carry a fire-check door up ten flights of stairs and then come down and back up again with my tools. By the time I rang this guy’s front door bell, I was half an hour late and bloody knackered. While I stood catching my breath, my chest thumping like a drum, the front door creaked open. The smell of dog shit spanked my nostrils so hard I had to turn my head away. As I backed away, I turned my gaze towards the front door. Lurking in the dark hallway stood this, how should I put it, six-foot-six demented weirdo in filthy, pinstriped pyjamas, his face obscured by the darkness. Stacked along the walls were mounds and mounds of cardboard boxes. I took a few paces forward and shoved my order sheet in his direction.

    “I’ve come to renew your front door, mate. Sorry I’m a bit late, the bloody lift doesn’t work,” I said apologetically.

    Not a word was said; he just stood there peering at me from the darkness.

    “Do you speak English?” I asked, trying to get some sort of communication going.

    “Yeah, I do,” came his muffled reply.

    “Good, so you understand why I’m here?” I said, feeling uneasy.

    “Yeah, I do,” he said.

    Bloody hell, I thought. I’ve got a right nutter here.

    “OK, I’ll get cracking then. Can you switch the light on for me, mate? So I can see what I’m doing,” I asked quietly.

    “Can’t, no bulbs,” he muttered.

    “Well, take one from another room for a while, otherwise I can’t fit your door, mate,” I said, peering into the darkness, trying to get a glimpse of his mush. He turned round and slowly trudged upstairs. His body movements reminded me of a bloody zombie. I quickly whipped the door off while he was upstairs, thinking that he could be some kind of psycho.

    Suddenly, the hallway was flooded in light and glancing around the floor, I noticed piles of dried-up shit and what looked like pools of dried blood. Even though I thought it was dog shit, there were no indications that a dog actually lived in the flat; no barking or scampering in the other rooms. I took a quick measurement and started to plane the door to size. As I hung the new front door, my mind started to wonder why there were pools of blood on the floor. Maybe it wasn’t blood; maybe it was just simply some sort of stain. Maybe my imagination had started to run away with me. I mean, he was definitely a bit dodgy and appeared weird; his mumbling answers and Lurch-like actions put my senses on full alert. I had no option but to stand in the hallway to fit the Yale lock, kicking lumps of shit out of my way. I closed the front door to, making sure the lock worked properly, opening and shutting the door, using the key to double-lock the door. I was satisfied everything worked correctly. I then proceeded to drill out for the mortice lock. While I was kneeling down chiselling out the remainder of the mortice, I was aware of a presence behind me. I swivelled around on my right knee. To my horror, he stood there in bloodstained pyjamas and in his right hand he held a blood-soaked Stanley knife, his feet and fingers dripping with blood. I watched the colour drain from his face, turning white as a sheet, his eyes glaring, wild with manic rage. I was rooted to the spot; hammer in one hand, chisel in the other. Part of me did actually feel sorry for him; however, he looked more dangerous than pitiful.

    “It’s the only way I can stop the headaches,” he sighed, as he stuck the edge of the knife into his left palm; the blood spurted over the cardboard boxes. In my shock, I backed up against the front door, slamming it shut.

    “Take it easy, pal, no one wants to hurt you. Your door’s done and I’m finished for the day,” I informed him, trying not to raise my voice.

    He stood there with tears running down his cheeks, looking totally distraught. “The pain is unbearable. Tablets they give me, no good. This only works,” he mumbled. I watched in horror as he bent down and sliced the top of his right toe.

    “Fuck me, you’re having a laugh, mate!” I yelled. “Do you want me to call someone, or what?” I asked in a shaky voice.

    “No! Call nobody. They don’t understand. The pain is horrendous; all they want to do is lock me up. I’m not having it anymore,” he shouted in an aggressive manner.

    I started to pick up my tools and put them in my bag. My only thought was to get out without any confrontations with this lunatic. I calmly opened the front door, half expecting him to stop me, but he never did, which I was totally relieved at. Once in the landing area, I felt more at ease, knowing I had several options to defend myself or escape if he completely lost the plot. He stood in the doorway with his arms outstretched, his fingers and toes seeping blood onto the floor.

    “See, I told you, the pain has gone,” he mumbled.

    “Good, I’m pleased to hear it, pal.” I said, while hastily making my way down the stairs.

    I reported the incident to the local social services department and jacked my job in. I’d had enough of working for council tenants. You just don’t know who’s behind the front doors you knock on. Believe me, there are council tenants and there are council tenants! Some good and some completely off their trolley, that’s a fact. I’ll give you an example; not so long ago, I nearly had the misfortune to fit a new sink, top and base unit in a flat in Southwark. The family were Vietnamese, which wasn’t unusual for Southwark. Every household received literature on the hazards of storing sacks and sacks of rice in their flats. Unfortunately, no one took any notice, or a more realistic reason was the fact that most of the tenants couldn’t speak English, let alone read it! Anyway, this little boy answered the door and invited me into the hallway. He took my sheet and disappeared into the front room and returned a few minutes later, gesturing me to come with him to the front room, which I did. Standing in the doorway, it came as no surprise to me the amount of people living in the flat. I tried my hardest to communicate with them, but it was useless. I made so many hand gestures; I felt like I was playing charades.

    While trying to explain the contents of my worksheet, I felt the carpet move underneath my feet. I stopped talking and started, looking around the floor. It’s funny really, even though no one understands what the hell you’re saying, you still keep blabbering on. Weird, don’t you think? The carpet, in my opinion was alive; the rippled movement convinced me that something was underneath it. Suddenly I saw one, and then two, three, four, five, shitloads of cockroaches started pouring from a cupboard in the front room and out the sofa, running over the unconcerned tenants as if they were their pets. I cringed and shook my head in disbelief; the occupants looked at me like I was slightly unhinged. I’ve never seen so many and so large. God, how I fucking hated cockroaches; they made my skin crawl. In the cupboard, stacked three high were ten 25-kilo bags of opened rice, right next to the hot-water cylinder and the central heating duct, which led to all the flats in the block - paradise if you’re a cockroach!

    Southwark was renowned for its cockroach infestation in quite a few blocks of flats in the borough, mostly occupied by other nationalities. They just wouldn’t listen; rice to a cockroach was like a bar of chocolate to someone on a starvation diet. I refused to do the job until the flat was fumigated. Even though the council spent loads of dosh fumigating flats, it was to no avail. The cockroaches would move from one flat to another via the heating ducts in the blocks.

    

    After leaving Lovett’s I decided to give my own business yet another bash. My ambition to improve the family kept me driving forward. So I advertised in the local rags and the Yellow Pages. This time I had some success, getting loads of work all over South London and Kent. My relationship with Sue started to steadily improve; all the arguments and bickering had finally stopped. My sons were the apples of my eyes and I think this period in my life was, without doubt, my happiest ever and that’s saying something. Sadly, it didn’t last that long. Mind you, nothing ever did.

    Eltham United went from strength to strength. Antonio, Cookie and Daniel were the main driving force during our first season. All three scored more goals than any other player in the whole league, which was some feat. Daniel’s goal scoring was all the more sensational, considering he was a centre half. It wouldn’t be long before Danny boy transformed into the best striker ever to grace the LKB league. Being voted player of the year, his power in the air was phenomenal, scoring goals like I smoked fags; sensational. The most frustrating player that joined us halfway through the season was Ian Austin, or Roots as he was known. Six-foot-four, built like a brick shithouse. Score goals, yes. Missed sitters, all the bloody time. Ian would score some seriously unbelievable goals and when it really mattered, he would miss from two yards or so. Nonetheless, Ian gave us quite a few years of loyal service.

    At the end of our first season we won our division, reached the quarter final of both cups and ended up losing only three games; not bad, if I say so myself. The following year we were promoted to the inter-section and we also changed our ground, playing our home games at Badgers Private Sports Club, in Eltham. My building business was ticking over slowly, earning me just enough dosh to keep the family afloat and finance the football team. During this year I was forced to buy another van, after some pissed dickhead drove into the side of my parked Granada, totally writing it off. Sue, in her infinite wisdom, decided to buy a Rottweiler, naming it Sammy. The dog was a complete nutcase and took over the house like it owned it, especially the sofa. Sammy attacked everything that came anywhere near the front garden gate, including the postman and neighbours who strolled past; the dog was more aggravation than it was worth. However, Sue and the kids adored him, so that was that, really.

    In between getting ready for our second season and trying to come to terms with the boys growing up so fast, we now needed a bigger house. I met Mr. Bradford, who was a property developer based in South London. He employed my services, doing repair work on his rented properties. However, unbeknown to me, the guy was priming me up for his own gain. Every Friday for six months, my dosh was in my hands by five o’clock, without fail. Then, out of the blue, he asked me to increase my work force and take on house conversions in and around London. He had three properties that needed converting into flats. I jumped at the chance, thinking this was my big break! I advertised in the local rag for more staff and asked Al if he would do the plastering for me, which he agreed to do. Mr. Bradford informed me that he would pay wages and material costs every month, so like a mug I went to see my bank manager and showed him the drawings and plans of the three conversions.

    After explaining how much I needed every week to pay wages and materials, he agreed to open a business account for me, allowing me to draw up to £10,000 per month. I then opened two accounts with local builders’ merchants. For the next five months, everything went according to plan; all three jobs were on schedule and within budget. The next phase was the most expensive and my budget was being stretched to its limit through ordering kitchens, boilers, bathroom suites, toilets and radiators. Halfway through the sixth month, my finances were in serious jeopardy; owing thousands, not only to the bank but also the builders’ merchants. So I borrowed more money from the bank so I could pay the wages. The rest I just fobbed off till the end of the month.

    Unfortunately, the end of the month never came, Mr. Bradford had vanished into thin air, and my calls were not answered. All three jobs were practically finished and I was in serious trouble, being hounded day and night by creditors. The three properties stood empty for months after. I continued my search for Mr. Bradford, but to no avail. His house was up for sale and nobody knew of his whereabouts. Then suddenly all the properties had tenants! After extensive questioning, I found out they paid their rent to the woman who was Mr. Bradford’s solicitor. After more enquires, I found out that all the houses were in somebody else’s name and Mr. Bradford had no connections, legally, with the properties. Yet again, I had paid the price for trying to better myself. I lost my bank account and was declared bankrupt.

    On a brighter note, Eltham United were on a massive, upward curve and won their division with ease yet again, being promoted to the Senior Section due to the team reaching the semi-final of the cup, only to be beaten 2-1 in extra-time by a Premiership team. Daniel now played up front with Cookie and Antonio in a 4-3-3 formation, which proved so deadly during our senior campaign that Eltham United stayed in the senior section for two seasons, before winning promotion to the Premier Division. My son Stephen made the right-back position solely his. Steve was a natural and played with so much vigour and passion, it was unbelievable. I used to compare him to David Bardsley of QPR: exceptional talent! To make my vision on winning the Premier Division happen, I knew I had to strengthen the side to have any chance whatsoever. So I set out my stall and poached players during the closed season; much to the annoyance of certain clubs in the league.

    Meanwhile, away from football, Sue was determined to move to a bigger house and had her mind set on moving to Grove Park. She’d seen a house that she reckoned would suit us all down to the ground. The gaff needed shitloads of work done to it, and I mean shitloads! Being polo-mint and out of work, I decided to flog my van and buy a cheap white Ford Sierra so I could earn a living as a mini-cab driver. I did shifts from six in the morning till six or seven in the evening; coming home completely knackered from hours of hassle and bloody traffic jams. Eight months I stood that, eight bloody months…then finally I got yet another break.

    Friday night it was, and I’d just picked up my final customer of the day. On my way to his destination he asked me how long I’d been cabbing. After briefly explaining my situation, he informed me he was looking for a multi-trade with carpenter experience. He handed me his business card he asked me to ring him on Monday morning at 8 o’clock, guaranteeing me a start for his construction company based in Blackheath.

    Anyway, it wasn’t long before I gave up mini-cabbing, sold the car and bought another van to go back on the tools. Thank God! For the next year all I did was first-fix on several extensions in and around Greenwich and Blackheath. First-fix is a term used for installing roof trusses, joists, studwork and floorboard. The dosh was good and the guys I worked with were cool. Meanwhile, the team started training at Christ the King College, using their gym during the week. Daniel was working for an estate agent in Forest Hill. I think after working with me in the building game, Dan found it hard to adjust to sitting on his arse all day. Eventually, he would leave and end up a very good painter and decorator, working with Steve who, in turn proved mustard at hanging wallpaper. I recall one club presentation night in Badgers. Bloody hell, what a night! Not that I can remember anything that went on. I’ll cut this short; basically I got pissed and stoned by eight o’clock and made myself look a complete prat. How it happened was simply like this: I stood on the door with four of my players from six till eight. All we did was drink brandy and smoke wacky baccy. Well, I recall dancing with a right horny bird that Dan invited from his office. She was all over me like a rash, whispering in my ears what she would like to do to me, blah blah blah. Being stoned, I was oblivious of anyone else. As we danced, I put my hands on both her hips and started rubbing up and down. Her flimsy dress started rising up and revealed her stockings and suspenders. Red rag to a bull, or what? Well, apparently we both ended up on the pool table, only to be saved from sheer disaster by Antonio, who dragged us apart laughing, trying to defuse the situation. All this was in front of Sue and the boys and my in-laws! Bloody hell, I cringe now when I recall that night. As you can imagine, I got slaughtered for weeks after. Sue reckoned that the girl’s arse resembled a badly-packed parachute and was extremely ugly and that if I was sober, I wouldn’t have gone anywhere near her, not even with a barge pole! So she forgave me and laughed, well I think she forgave me. I’m not so sure now, though.

    

    One of the most harrowing and horrific incidents, I’ve had to deal with, happened one night while the team were training in the gym. Gary Ware had recently joined the club and brought along a young fella called Simon to train with the lads. What happened that night would undoubtedly have a profound effect on my beliefs, and on the rest of my life. Unbeknown to me Simon, while he was training, had a large amount of chewing gum in his mouth. Simon was running about, getting involved in everything and his enthusiasm and fitness brought a smile to my face. Suddenly, out the blue he dropped to the floor wriggling about gasping for air. I ran across the gym and put Simon in the recovery position, watching in horror as the colour drained from his face. My heart was thumping, my mind in turmoil. I checked his pulse and his breathing and it was then that I realised Simon had stopped breathing and had passed out. I flipped him over on his back and started to administer mouth-to-mouth resuscitation. I screamed out for Antonio and demanded that he massaged his chest in between my attempt to get Simon breathing.

    While this was going on, a few of the lads ran and phoned for an ambulance. I carried on giving Simon mouth-to-mouth resuscitation for twenty odd minutes. I knew in my heart the poor soul had died, but I refused to give in. The taste of bile filled my mouth, making me feel nauseated, but still I would not stop. In my mind I asked God to spare him, but he never listened. At the time I didn’t understand why but today I do. It was Simon’s destiny; even though the body dies, we should not forget where we come from. To live is only for the pleasure of the soul. To die marks an end, and a new beginning. The universe has total control over all that dwell on Earth, everything that is born will die. Even though we don’t get to choose how or when we will depart this mortal life, we can only choose how we are going to live, now. From the smallest to the largest, God will decide when our time has come. This cycle will never ever change, it’s universal law this, I know now, but then I wasn’t sure. Simon was pronounced dead on arrival and my heart and thoughts go out to his family sincerely. After Simon’s death at the tender age of sixteen, my attitude towards everything and everyone changed dramatically, causing myself untold problems. What I needed was a kick up the arse. Thankfully, I got one a few years later, but unfortunately the kick I got was more devastating than I could ever imagine it to be.

    

    Several months later, we moved to Grove Park. The house itself was big enough for our growing family; however, the amount of work required was phenomenal. I would work all day and then work until midnight on the house. There were no doors, no kitchen, walls knocked down, no decent toilet facilities and endless plastering. The garden was a barren wasteland with not a plant nor blade of grass to be seen; even the wildlife avoided the garden. Bloody hell, what a task I had on my hands. Every room was a total disgrace and a bloody nightmare. It took me years to bring the house somewhere near respectable; the only reason I even contemplated doing the gaff up was solely for my family. Edward was now growing into a fantastic boy; my little Pike, I used to call him, after Pike in Dad’s Army. Everything I did and everywhere I went, my lovely little Pike was by my side. Edward would run onto the pitch alongside me, carrying the magic bucket and sponge during all the club’s matches.

    

    During this period, Sue’s father died suddenly. It came as quite a shock and Sue obviously took it badly. I wasn’t sure if I should add this sad time into my book, but I had to, because something really bizarre and wonderful happened, in my opinion, anyhow.

    After visiting Bill in the Chapel of Rest, Sue and I returned home, feeling extremely sad. That night I had a dream or a visit, probably more like a visit, from Bill telling me he was fine. He moaned that there were no fags and coffee where he was, but nonetheless he was OK. Why he chose me, I haven’t a clue. We weren’t even that close. I must admit that Bill was an extremely nice guy and a complete family man. When things were financially tight, he would say to me, “long as you got fags and coffee and a bit of grub you’ll survive”. Very humble man and even though I never showed it, I really did rate him as a human being. Anyway, Sue decided on one more visit to the Chapel of Rest before the funeral. I asked her to buy two roses before she went to the Chapel: one from us and one from her mum.

    “Put both the roses inside his coffin, so he’ll now it’s from us,” I urged her.

    The day of the funeral was a very sad occasion; all Sue’s family and friends had tears flowing down their cheeks. The flowers and sprays were beautiful, filling the air with many different fragrances. On arriving at the crematorium, I became aware of two guys who were standing like statues opposite the concrete stairs, the both of them motionless and expressionless. I noticed they both had their hands cupped together and, to my utmost shock and disbelief, they held a red rose each. As we emerged from the car, my eyes scanned the pair of them from head-to-toe. I stood at least ten feet from where they stood. I knew who they were and I also knew that I mustn’t ask who they were or even speak to them. Inside, my heart told me why they were here and nobody, and I mean nobody, should question their right to be at Bill’s funeral.

    Now I will describe what my eyes saw; the two guys were dressed in long, fawn-coloured trench coats. One guy was black, the other white and both had piercing blue eyes. Their skin was perfect and not a blemish or even a spot occupied their faces. Their hair was cropped and there was no sign whatsoever that either of them had ever shaved. Their skin told me that they had never been exposed to the elements on Earth. I looked at both their hands as they held the roses; their finger nails immaculate. The most amazing thing that struck me was their coats, not a crease or wrinkle could be seen. My initial thought was they must have just appeared from thin air. There’s no way that the pair of them travelled by train, car or bus to the cemetery. If they did, my eyes would have found the evidence.

    During the service, I glanced around, looking for the pair of them but they were nowhere to be seen. As we walked out of the crematorium, I noticed they had gone. All the cars then left and our car was the last to leave. We drove down to the gates and pulled away down the street. Suddenly I caught a glimpse of both of them standing in the same position under the archway. This time the roses had gone. I blinked and looked again, noticing they were gone! At least four of us saw them, but nobody else did. They were without doubt ‘angels’, sent to see Bill off.

    

    A year after Bill’s death, I started to take Daniel and Stephen to work with me and over the next couple of years they ended up quality decorators. My marriage was now seriously on the rocks; the grief returned with constant arguing and bickering. My days as a family man were numbered. However, before that fate would deal me several killer blows which would ultimately take away everything I had ever loved and cared about (except Pike). My arrogant and bigheaded attitude would finally seal my fate. I vividly recall one spring morning repairing a newsagent’s roof. In the middle of applying a cement fillet around the chimneystack, it started raining so I climbed down the ladder and entered the shop to get shelter from the downpour. Well, what happened next defies belief. Standing talking to the newsagent was this guy wearing a turban with some sort of jewel pinned to his forehead. He turned round and gazed at me, raising his arms in my direction. What followed was totally bizarre; he looked shocked to see me, like he knew me.

    “Hello, how are you getting on?” he asked.

    “Fine thanks, could do without the bloody rain,” I said, wondering why his arms were raised.

    “This is Gupta, Eddie. He’s visiting London from Bombay,” the newsagent informed me, smiling.

    “Really? Bet in ain’t raining there,” I said jokingly.

    “You’re probably right in that assumption, Eddie,” he reckoned with a grin. “I’m getting some serious vibes off you. Would you mind if I did you a reading?” he asked in a solemn voice.

    “What you chatting about, pal? What sort of reading?” I asked, trying not to laugh at him.

    “Don’t worry, Eddie,” the newsagent told me. “He’s a medium and extremely well known in Bombay, doing readings for stars and politicians.” I glanced over my shoulder, looking out the newsagent’s window. It was now pissing down and getting heavier.

    “OK, I’m up for it. What do ya want me to do?” I asked, feeling pensive.

    “Can we use your stockroom?” Gupta asked the newsagent. “I need total silence to concentrate.”

    The newsagent pointed to a door at the rear of the shop. “Help yourself,” he said. Within moments, I was standing in total darkness with Gupta, his hands feeling my scalp as if reading it like a book. My initial thoughts were that this guy was completely off his trolley and if he touched me ‘wrongly’ I would chin him. However, he never in fact, his hands felt soothing as he felt all around my head.

    “You’ve had a hard life and a lot of heartache, Eddie. Your childhood, especially your childhood, was terrifying, to say the least,” Gupta relayed to me. He then started telling me everything that had happened during my life; my father’s violence towards me, my nan, getting married at sixteen, my three sons and even my football team.

    How the hell does he know all this? I’ve never seen this guy before. It’s impossible.

    “Your future will be harrowing for a while. There’s still more bridges to pass which ultimately will bring you more heartache and sadness,” he said.

    Great! More shit to come my way, haven’t I had enough?

    “Over the next decade, you will be pushed to the limit. Your future doesn’t include the things and people that surround you now; they will all be taken from you,” he said confidently. “Your path has already been written and no matter how or if you could change it, it’s going to happen. Someone very close to you will fall very ill soon. I suggest when you go home, light a candle and say a prayer to the cosmos.”

    My mind started panicking. Did he mean Daniel, Stephen, Sue or Edward? Oh shit.

    “At the moment you run a sports team. Your success will become your failure; something you’ve always dreamed of will fall into your lap unexpectedly. This is written and it will be the downfall of everything that you now know and cherish, because there is someone who wishes to destroy you. He can take on many guises and will not rest until his mission is complete.”

    Well what could I say? Gupta’s remarks sent a chill down my spine. At the time I couldn’t comprehend the meaning of meeting this guy. If it hadn’t rained I wouldn’t have, that’s for sure.

    Gupta carried on, “Do not be angry or frustrated at what happens, Eddie. You will survive and become even stronger than you are now. You will reap the rewards later. Your time on earth is a long one and you will live into your eighties. You will also become very rich and end up a household name. That path is years from now.” He released his hands from my head.

    I walked out into the shop totally shell-shocked at what had just been said, my mind in complete disarray. I couldn’t help thinking that I’d just been given the kiss of death. What worried me was his revelation regarding my enemy. Was he referring to Tyzak, or what? And the illness of someone close to me? If it was Tyzak, then is he still trying to destroy me, even to this day? Maybe what Rose told me as a teenager all those years ago was spot on, and I shuddered with that thought.

    Over the next two years, I grafted like mad, trying to get the house in ship-shape condition, constantly short of cash. The arguing between Sue and me reached fever pitch and in my heart I knew the marriage was doomed, that it was just a matter of time before the straw broke the camel’s back! Eltham United were now becoming a formidable force, winning the Premier Division and the cups with utmost ease, going through the season unbeaten. Daniel was now playing out-of-his-skin with new strike partner, Oliver Sucko. Mark Nelson, our goalkeeper, along with Stephen, Gary Ware, Pat Palmer and Spencer Foster were undoubtedly the best back four the league had seen for many a year. Cameron Shire, Steve Hunt, Thomas Deloys, Jay Speller, Tony Bradshaw, Danny Wilson, Lloyd Colliard and the Barnes brothers, Roger and Andrew, were, without doubt Eltham United’s strongest squad, playing together for four consecutive seasons. In 1993, the club changed grounds and started the 93/94 season playing at the Butterfly Sports Ground in Eltham.

    My arrogant and cocky attitude at this time regarding my football club spilled over into my private life and brought me many enemies, including Sue. The main driving force behind my actions was my dream of having my own ground and taking Eltham United into non-league football, which the team was more than ready for. Four weeks from the end of the season, I recall working in Tulse Hill for a company based in Dulwich. I’d just finished installing a bathroom suite in a block of flats and fitting new doors on the water-tank room at the top of the block; the whole tank room was covered in pigeon shit, including the existing old doors. While I fitted the doors, I cut my hand twice and bled everywhere. I never gave it much thought and wrapped my hanky around the cut. When I finished, I returned to my van, where I proceeded to do the paperwork for the office. I sat there, day-dreaming and smiling to myself. My cuts that had stopped bleeding, so I stuck a couple of plasters over. I was looking forward to the Mary Wiltshire final at the Valley, Charlton Athletic’s ground; Eltham United had four league games left and were ten points clear at the top of the Premier Division. Sorted, can’t get caught, I thought, laughing.

    All of a sudden, I started to feel light-headed and queasy. My initial thought was that I was coming down with something, like a head cold or flu. My chest started to feel extremely tight, like someone was standing on it. A sharp, searing pain in my chest and through my shoulder blades followed this sensation. I must have blacked out, because the next thing I remember was looking at the clock in the dashboard and realising I’d been out for over an hour! I felt like shit; my chest was heavy and painful and my head was thumping. Believe it or not I drove home; when I got there I phoned the doctor and waited for him to turn up. The pain was unbelievable; I must have taken at least six Anadin in one hour, but the tablets didn’t even touch it.

    I sat waiting in the front room on my own; everyone was at work and Edward was still at school. The doctor eventually arrived and gave me the once over, advising me that I should go to the hospital now! He scribbled something on a piece of paper, stuffed it into an envelope and handed it to me, telling me to give it in, upon my arrival. After he left, I phoned Sue at work but couldn’t get through so I left a note on the kitchen table and drove to Lewisham Hospital A&E, where I was immediately put on a trolley and left in the corridor. Hours I laid there in total agony; one of the nurses stuck a sublingual glyceryl trinitrate tablet under my tongue, sending me to Venus and the far reaches of the universe. My God, what an experience. Another nurse wired me up to a cardiac machine; taking readings from my heart. It was now 8 p.m. and I’d been on the trolley since about 1 p.m.

    After another two trinitrate tablets, my heart rate understandably quickened, so the doctors decided I was having a heart attack. The next thing I remember was being rushed to the resuscitation room and pumped full of more drugs. I lay there, convinced I was going to die. My eyes were open, but I couldn’t see anything, only darkness. Now, what happened next can only be described as an out-of-body experience. I actually looked down on myself, noticing that there was someone else in the resuscitation room lying on a trolley next to me. Suddenly, I heard a girl’s voice scream to God, asking him angrily why he had taken her father from her.

    It was at this point that I realised my time hadn’t come yet and returned to my body. The next thing I remember is waking up on a bed in a rather crowded ward, my upper body covered in electronic leads attached to some sort of monitoring machine, with tubes sticking out of my arms and nose and my face covered with an oxygen mask. I looked around the ward, feeling shocked and distressed, my mind in turmoil. What the fuck had just happened to me? I actually felt like I had died and come back, however the reality was that I never. The pain in my chest was ever-present and just wouldn’t fuck off. My head buzzing and thumping, I could have quite easily given up and gone back to the dark void I came from, however I was made of sterner stuff. Never say die had always been my motto in life; along with the law of averages; if at first you don’t succeed try, try and try again, but never give up, never! I lay there, half asleep and half awake, in a daze; my body wanted to sleep but my brain wouldn’t let it. I needed answers to my thoughts; am I finished, or what and, most of all, what the hell was wrong with me? Incompetent doctors and a male nurse would answer those questions the following morning.

    After visiting time was over, Sue and the boys left me alone in a ward full of pensioners. Well, I was the youngest by thirty-plus bloody years. The ward smelt of old age and death, which I might hasten to add, depressed me even more.

    I was just dropping off to sleep when one of the night staff gently shook my shoulder.

    “It’s time for your tablets, and I must check your blood pressure,” she informed me. “You had a lucky escape, Eddie, at least you’re still here to count your blessings.” She smiled gently.

    “Lucky? In what way am I lucky?” I sighed.

    “Well, Eddie, not everyone survives a heart attack, you know,” she whispered while puffing up my pillows and gazing into my eyes as if looking to see if anyone’s at home.

    “Heart attack? What you talking about? I haven’t had a heart attack! There’s sod all wrong with my heart. There must be some sort of mistake,” I insisted.

    “Heart attack victims are often in denial for a while. The doctor will explain everything in the morning,” she assured me. She left my bedside to administer drugs to the old boy opposite. My eyes started to get heavy, the pain in my chest and back slowly getting blocked out by the morphine as I drifted off into a deep sleep…


    
      ***
    


    “Hello Eddie! Haven’t seen you in a while. What brings you here, my old friend?” the voice said cheerfully.

    “I’m looking for Candy, is she here?” I asked.

    “No, haven’t seen her for some time,” the voice reckoned.

    “She still comes here though, doesn’t she?”

    “Yes, Candy does and I should imagine she will pass by at some point on her travels,” the voice said confidently.

    “Can you tell her that I was looking for her, and tell her that I’m trying to find her.”

    “Of course,” the voice said. “The last time I saw her she spoke very highly of you, Eddie. She too has searched high and low for you, unfortunately your paths haven’t crossed yet, but I’m sure they will.”

    “I need to tell her I am sorry. I made a mistake many years ago. I let my head rule my heart and I am so, so sorry,” I said dejectedly.

    “Don’t worry. She knows and understands,” the voice assured me.

    “Even though you call me ‘old friend’, who are you?” I asked.

    “Ah, that would be telling, wouldn’t it, Eddie? Let’s just say I’ve got your best interests at heart and I will make sure you and Candy bump into each other and rekindle your love. However, this might take considerable time and planning, so it might not be during this mortal life,” the voice said. “Anyway Eddie, there is someone else here who wishes to speak to you. He’s over there, behind you.”

    I glanced over my shoulder to see a figure in the distance; his outstretched arm gesturing me over. “Who is it?” I asked.

    No response came my way. “Are you still with me?” I asked, nothing; not even a murmur. It was perfectly clear to me that the voice had gone.

    “Get over here, now!” another voice in the distance bellowed.

    “Why should I? Who the hell are you shouting at?” I said angrily.

    “If you don’t get your arse over here, I’ll come and fucking drag you over by your throat,” it screamed belligerently.

    I know that voice. Yes, it’s fucking him, the bastard.

    “Piss off! You can’t hurt me anymore; I’m nothing to do with you. It sickens me that I came from your evil loins,” I shouted at him.

    My father rushed over and grabbed my throat and punched me in the face. My nose split and started pouring with blood. He then kneed me in the stomach and, as I bent over in agony, his knee followed up into my face. My heart was thumping like mad, the fear had returned again. I fell to the floor, doubled up in agony.

    “Hope you fucking die, you bastard,” he screamed while he kicked me in the head.

    I felt this strange sensation, like someone was trying to pull something out of my body. I knew I had to wake up or I was done for. I used all my strength to pull myself back into the waking world. Whoever it was after me, was extremely strong and pulled me back, the battle lasted for ages. Just as I burst back into the waking world, I caught a glimpse of my assailant.

    Fucking hell.

    “Tyzak!” I screamed and jerked awake, shaking and sweating. I lay in the dark ward feeling sick, the pain in my chest had returned and my breathing was erratic and fast. Suddenly, a continuous bleeping sound filled the quiet ward. Two nurses came rushing over to my bedside, sighing with relief at the sight of my movements in the bed.

    “You OK, Eddie?” the blonde nurse asked.

    “Yeah, thanks, just had a nightmare that’s all. Sorry,” I said sheepishly. “My chest is killing me, though. Can I have some more tablets, please?”

    After taking my pills, I laid there till morning, too scared to go back to sleep. I wondered how the hell I was going to explain how a thirty-eight year old man had pissed himself during the night! Everyone had breakfast, except me; the sign nil-by-mouth really pissed me off. I was bloody starving. It was soon 9 a.m. and doctor’s round started. At the end of the ward, I could see three white-coated doctors and a guy in a black suit, who were accompanied by the ward sister; all five of them carried clipboards with their notes. While I waited for the doctors, my mind started asking questions again. Was Tyzak my father, or was my father Tyzak? And who the bloody hell is Terry? And why, after all these years, does Candy suddenly appear in my dreams to make me even unhappier. I know the mistake I made and that I’ll have to live with it, period.

    I was dragged from my thoughts by a very quiet low voice.

    “How are you feeling this morning, Eddie?” the doctor smiled.

    “Well, where shall I begin? My chest hurts and so does my back. My stomach thinks my throat’s been cut and my right leg is painful. I feel as if there’s something moving about my body, hurting strategic points as it travels around my system and to top it all I pissed myself last night.”

    “That was a bit graphic, Eddie!” the ward sister grinned.

    “I can understand your anger. It’s not nice when our bodies decide not to function properly,” Doctor Jackson said. He stood looking at my chart, scribbling down his recommendations on my treatment.

    “Well, Eddie, you’ve had a myocardial infarction and I suggest that you should have an echo-cardiogram so we can find out the extent of damage that your heart sustained during the attack,” he added.

    “Listen, Doc, I’m 38 and fit. Last week, for instance, I spent the whole week carrying cement bags on my shoulder up ladders three floors high. Now, I’m telling you I haven’t had a heart attack. It’s something else. I can feel something moving around my body, from my neck down to my legs, causing me grief.”

    “Play it my way first, Eddie. I want to do more tests on you so we can eliminate certain aspects,” Doctor Jackson said.

    Well, what could I say? He had me by the balls, so I reluctantly agreed to his demands. Over the next few days I had several blood tests and more bloody tablets. Three days! Three bloody days on nil-by-mouth. I could have eaten a bloody scabby horse I was so hungry! The next day my starvation was ended and, after lunch, I was wheeled down to have an echo-cardiogram. I lay on the bed next to a monitor screen, while Nurse Brown covered my chest in gel; she then started to move this object around my chest, which then sent images of my heart onto the screen.

    “Hmm, strange,” she said, slowly moving the sensor around my chest. “Nothing! Nothing to indicate that you’ve had a heart attack. In fact your heart is really strong, Eddie,” she said smiling. “This will keep you going for years, although there’s slight damage to your left ventricle, which could have been caused by a virus, but not a heart attack. The valve will repair itself after a while with constant exercise.”

    Afterwards, I was wheeled back to the ward, feeling totally confused with the whole situation. As I lay in bed, another nurse came over and informed me that after breakfast, well about mid-morning tomorrow, I had to do a fit test on a treadmill and a bike. My mind now started to think about Eltham United’s game on Sunday; this would be the first time in ten years that I actually missed a game. I used the ward’s pay phone and informed Antonio that he would be in charge of Sunday’s game. I then picked the team and gave him all the relevant information. The following morning, I went through the motions of the treadmill test and bike test, wired up to a rather complicated looking machine.

    “Nothing wrong with your heart, Eddie. In fact it’s in pretty good shape,” the nurse reckoned. Well, music to my ears, not that I didn’t know that anyway.

    When I left hospital I was told I couldn’t drive or even mow the lawn; the pain in my chest persisted and generally I felt like shit; the tablets Doctor Jackson prescribed had no effect whatsoever. It would be safe to say they made me worse. It was during this period that I finally realised Sue hated me, taking the piss out of me and calling me a hypochondriac. These attacks on me started to rub off on Daniel and Stephen and it wasn’t long before they started on me. The tablets and spray I was given created massive headaches. The only person who actually cared about me was my Edward, ‘love him’.

    Over the next two weeks, my condition deteriorated. I’ve never in my life felt so lifeless and tired all the time. I couldn’t even walk up the stairs without feeling like I was going to collapse. I didn’t know what was happening to me and I actually felt like I was slowly dying and nobody gave a fuck. My hand gestures at rubbing my chest were ridiculed by Sue and my two eldest sons. Two weeks before Eltham United’s cup final at the Valley, the team played their final league game at the Butterfly Club. Eltham were 3-0 up and cruising. I stood watching, but I didn’t even have the energy to shout or even cheer them on. Suddenly, I felt sick and dizzy and my feet were killing me. Roy ran into the clubhouse and brought me out a chair to sit on. While I sat there watching the match, I decided to take my trainers off to give my feet a rest. What happened next frightened the life out of me; both my feet blew up like massive balloons. I then threw up all over the side of the pitch. An ambulance was called and I found myself being rushed to Lewisham Hospital’s observation ward.

    It took nearly three days to drain the fluid from my heart and lungs. I’ll try and explain: the drugs I was on were for someone with a fucked heart, which mine wasn’t, and the tablets slowed my heart down so much it couldn’t pump the fluid around my body. Doctor Jackson came to visit me with a bunch of student doctors, declaring I now had fucking Dressler’s Syndrome. He went on to explain that it was rare and that he’s never come across it before. Well, if that’s the case, how the fuck did he know? He then went on to tell me that he was making arrangements with Guy’s Hospital so that I could have an angiogram and that I should stop taking the tablets. I then told him about the pains in my throat and chest. He reckoned it was my subconscious playing back the pain from the very first day it happened. What he said next made me so angry, I wanted to throttle him.

    “I’ve made you an appointment to see Doctor Evans in three weeks’ time. She’s a psychiatrist.”

    Fuck me, if I haven’t been through enough, I’ve now gotta see a bloody shrink. This is just not happening.
  


  
    CHAPTER SIXTEEN
Over the next few months, Eltham United won the final at the valley 4-2, Daniel scoring two great goals; his second was screened on TV’s Thames Sport, which was one of the highlights of my life, seeing my son on the box. My health slowly, very slowly, started to improve; however I still had major pain in my chest and throat, so I decided to get a second opinion and made an appointment to see a specialist at Blackheath private hospital. You can imagine the shock I got when I entered his consulting room. Sitting looking at me was none other than Dr. Jackson. Well, I just turned round and walked straight out of the hospital, feeling completely frustrated and pissed off.

    During the closed season, my appointment from Guy’s arrived and it wasn’t long before I was on my way to the hospital. I arrived at Guy’s at around 7 a.m. and was promptly shown to my bed, where I waited to have my angiogram. After a couple of hours of consultations and blood tests, I was wheeled into theatre. If only I knew that what I was just about to go through was for nothing, I would have gone home. I lay there surrounded by this large rotating machine; there were doctors and nurses all around me. Monitors and screens picked up everything. I lay and watched this doctor make an incision with a scalpel into my main artery at the top of my right leg and then insert a probe with a camera attached to it; remarkable. I watched in amazement as the camera sent images back to the monitor, which recorded everything. I could feel the probe enter my heart, which caused slight palpitations. Then, as I was told, the doctor flushed my arteries and heart with warm liquid; from my balls to my heart I felt a tingling warm sensation.

    The machine continued to rotate, taking images from all angles of my chest. After they had finished, the doctor retrieved the probe and pushed down hard on the incision; after fifteen minutes or so my blood started to knit the wound. I was then taken back to the ward and told that it was imperative not to move a muscle for quite a few hours, otherwise I could bleed to death. So I lay there for hours like a statue, waiting for the doctor to come back with the results. In the ward with me were five other patients, all in their sixties and seventies. We just stared at each other, occasionally managing a slight smile, faces fraught with fear and uncertainty over the results.

    At around five o’clock, a group of doctors in white coats entered the ward. I remembered the tall guy; he came from Greece - Athens, actually. He was the one who performed my angiogram, really nice bloke and extremely clever. They went from bed to bed explaining to individual patients the outcome of their angiograms. The guy opposite to me was informed that he’d have to have triple heart surgery in the next few days. I’ll never forget his hauntingly shocked expression as the doctors started to explain the procedure to him. His ashen face trying to come to terms with his plight, his eyes told me he wasn’t listening to a word.

    “Will I live?” he asked nervously.

    “There’s a 50-50 chance of success; it’s a delicate and tricky operation,” the doctor said honestly. I was straining my ears, listening to the remainder of the conversation, when they turned round and strolled over to my bed. One of the doctors pulled the curtains around me; I looked at him, thinking why. They never pulled the curtains on the other patients, so why me? Am I about to receive even more bad news than the rest of the patients?

    “Evening, Eddie, How you feeling?” the doctor asked.

    “Fine, I suppose. Still feel unwell; the pain in my chest and throat just won’t budge,” I answered apprehensively.

    “Well, the good news is there’s nothing wrong with your heart and all your arteries are normal. However, there is a foreign body in your blood. Now, first of all, Eddie, have you been in contact with pigeons over the last six months, or so?”

    “Yeah, the day all this happened to me. I vividly recall cutting both my hands while fitting doors in a tank room which was covered in pigeon crap,” I informed him.

    “Your blood test results show that you have contracted a bacterial infection caused by pigeon excrement. I’ll prescribe a course of antibiotics for you. Also, I am going to write to Lewisham Hospital recommending that you have a barium meal, followed by an endoscopy,” he said. After the doctor’s consultation the nurse informed me I could return home.

    

    Over the next few weeks, my relationship with Sue worsened; we were continually rowing over the silliest things. Her attitude towards me had changed dramatically, having my past thrown in my face at every opportunity. It was during these trying times that I buried myself into Eltham United Football Club. My only ambition now was to secure a new ground and push my dream forward. It was June 1994 when I got a break; I found a nice private ground to rent for the 94/95 season; the club was Castaways Sports in New Eltham. The place was in a serious state of disrepair, however, I loved the way the club was situated and spent a lot of my spare time repairing the dressing rooms and shower areas, at no cost to the club’s committee. What I didn’t know at the time was that it was on the verge of bankruptcy; owing back rent and other bills. The bar area in itself was horrendous. I don’t think the beer lines were cleaned once a month, let alone on a weekly basis; the glasses were filthy and hygiene never existed. Consequently, after games, the players, officials and supporters would go to the local boozer instead of staying.

    Anyway, before the season got underway I had my barium meal and endoscopy. Fourteen months down the line they actually found out what my problem was. My entire immune system was under attack from a deadly and painful bacteria ‘helicobacter pylori’. My lymph glands tried their hardest to withstand the onslaught, but failed miserably. I caught more chest and throat infections than I care to remember. My immune system was non-existent; it took years of antibiotics and antacids, along with skip-loads of bio-yoghurt, to get my system back to somewhere near normal.

    Meanwhile the 94/95 season got underway and Eltham United started where they had left off; completely dominating the Premier Division. Rumours were rife from various club secretaries and managers and even league officials that I was playing contracted players, who in turn signed up for me under false names. Well what can I say except ‘jealousy’?

    That’s all it boils down to, bloody jealousy, so nearly every game my club had had signature checks, bloody disgrace!! But that seems to be life at the top, and believe me my team were at the top, totally invincible during this period. Being fundraiser, secretary, kit-washer and team manager, I took the brunt of everyone’s accusations, which, I must hasten to add, were totally unfounded. Was it my fault that Eltham United thumped all the so-called top sides in the division? For five years, every team we played wanted to be the first to beat us, treating an ordinary league game like the FA Cup final, Sad really! Once they were 3 or 4 down they resorted to kicking lumps of shit out of every Eltham player on the pitch; wankers!

    I made more enemies in ten years running the club than at any other time in my life. Why? Because my team had to be the best, that’s why! And we were; I used to deliberately arrive five minutes late for all league meetings, nonchalantly strolling down the aisle, looking for a seat. I would feel hundreds of eyes scanning my every move, and then the whispers would start until I sat down, knowing every motherfucker in the hall hated my guts. What a fucking buzz! Mind you, the best was yet to come. The following season would prove unbelievable; breaking the league’s hundred year record.

    My arrogance and cocky attitude got totally out of hand. I used to phone up the opposition every week and tell them the kick-off time and who the ref was, et cetera. I could tell from their voice that they resented me, so I always ended the conversation with tongue-in-cheek remarks like, “Do ya know, after this week my team has gone nearly a year without being beaten?” or, “Be prepared for a mauling, we’re on fire!” I even once told this guy that his team would be better off getting lost on their way to our ground to avoid being humiliated. When I think now how I used to act, well to say I cringe would be a massive understatement. Anyway, near the end of the season with another Premier Division title sown up and reaching another Senior Cup final, Castaways committee called for an urgent AGM. There were only three football teams and a cricket team that played there. Being a new club member, I just sat listening to the committee, telling everyone the club needed to raise £1,500 otherwise bankruptcy was a foregone conclusion. The response I heard filled me with dread; no one was prepared to stick their hands in their pockets. Harry, who was the chairman, looked distraught. He’d been running Castaways for yonks and was desperate not to let the club get closed down; still feeling unwell and not fully recovered from my health ordeal, I felt compelled not to say anything. Then Harry looked at me and asked if I had any suggestions on how to save Castaways from extinction. I gazed at him, my face expressionless pondering on my reply.

    “Well Harry, uhh, I’m not surprised your club’s in the shit. Firstly, you only open on Saturday afternoons and Sunday mornings; secondly, the bar area is a joke! Even I wouldn’t have a pint in here! And thirdly, you’re too cheap on pitch prices. Greenwich Council’s Sutcliffe Park is dearer than here and that’s a shit-hole. You need to open seven days a week and encourage teams to train here. Also the bar area needs tarting up, so outsiders will hire the hall for functions.”

    “We’ve survived forty years as we are,” Harry sighed.

    “Yeah, that was then and this is now. Life is much more expensive now than it was forty years ago. You can’t operate on no takings, Harry,” I stated.

    The rest of the guys in the room nodded their heads in agreement with everything I said. Harry sat with his chin in the palms of his hands, looking seriously glum.

    “I’ll tell you what, Harry; my club will bail you out of trouble but only if you sign Castaways running over to me,” I said, expecting him to tell me where to get off. His response floored me completely.

    “OK,” he said, smiling. “If that’s how the club can survive, then it’s time to move forward. Fresh blood and enthusiasm could be the answer.” He put the idea to a vote and Yours Truly now had his own ground!

    Within weeks, Eltham United were legally in total control of everything to do with Castaways Sports and Social club, however I didn’t know it at the time, but this was the beginning of the end for me, big time! My dream had come true; now all I had to do was bring the club up to scratch and press forward with my plan for non-league football. Eltham had won the senior cup for the second year running and a third premier title. During the summer of ’95, the name Castaways was erased, signs taken down, being replaced with larger and better signs, stating that this social club had been renamed ‘Eltham United Football Club’. I couldn’t believe it, at long last!

    Over the summer, I had floodlights installed and joined Courage brewery. The bar and function room was revamped, with a new bar and furnishings, satellite TV and fruit machines, along with pool table and dart board. The punters flocked in seven days a week. Teams would train under floodlights till 9 p.m., then stay in the bar till closing time. We had weddings, Marks & Spencer quiz nights, birthdays, anniversaries and race nights - absolutely sublime. The more dosh the bar earned, the more was spent on the clubhouse and grounds.

    Edward was now pushing towards his twelfth birthday and started to play for a local kids’ team. After paying his membership and weekly subs, Edward found himself on the bench all the time; his non-appearance during games upset me greatly. He used to get upset and sometimes would cry out of frustration. So, in my infinite wisdom, I decided that Eltham United should have their own under-twelves. I advertised for players and a manager and introduced a junior pitch into the ground. I must admit we just squeezed it in. We were bombarded with youngsters who wanted to play football. I was utterly shocked at the amount of kids who wanted to play; they would turn up, with their parents, in their droves for training sessions. It wasn’t long before we had under-twelves and under-elevens. The club was seriously buzzing, and the future of Eltham United looked pukka!

    It was now August and the 95/96 season was only five weeks away. I had transformed the club from going bankrupt, into a viable concern. Unfortunately, my success with the club and the constant usage of the grounds brought about complaints from a couple of residents whose gardens backed on to the ground. One in particular, who I won’t name, made it his own mission to destroy me and get the club closed down. The bastard had powerful friends in extremely high places. I later found out that he was a ‘mason’ and in the clan were magistrates and old Bill, so you can imagine, I had no chance!

    The 95/96 season was nearly upon us; I sat on the veranda, drinking coffee alone, my mind buzzing with images, daydreaming of the future, non-league football, FA cup qualifying rounds. My thoughts quickly disappeared after noticing out the corner of my eye a figure standing watching me from the other side of the junior pitch. He was too far away to see who he was or even describe him; he just stood there, motionless. I felt a bit uneasy, and not sure of myself. Why I felt nervous I don’t know. I mean, it was broad daylight and sunny, even though I was alone in acres and acres of open ground, surrounded by tall trees. But for some weird reason, I was definitely on edge. I took a sip of my coffee taking my eye off the figure for a second, when I returned my gaze he’d gone from where he stood. To my horror he was now standing at the back of the main pitch under the trees. No fucking way did he cover that distance in a second, I thought, absolutely no way. He stood, staring in my direction, in the shadows of the trees. He then raised his arm, gesturing me to come over. It was at this point a car screeched into the car park. I glanced at the car and immediately back to the where the figure stood. He was gone! I kept staring at where he’d stood, my mind completely confused, asking me questions. Oh! Shit, it could have been…nah leave it out, Ed.

    I was dragged from my hideous thoughts by the sound of someone’s voice.

    “Hi, Eddie, I presume?” the guy asked.

    “You presume right, young man, what can I do for ya?” I asked him.

    “My name’s Ron White and I represent Queens Park Rangers Ladies Football club. We’ve been let down on a ground for this season and we’re desperate to find a base. I’ve been to every club in the area, you are our last hope. Have you by any chance got any room for another team?” he asked. He looked really stressed out.

    Well well, I thought, have I got room for my beloved QPR? The thought of seeing blue ’n’ white hoops running over my pitches swayed my answer.

    “It’s your lucky day, Ron. Come into the club for a coffee and we’ll discuss it,” I said, gesturing him towards the club’s entrance.

    Ron followed me into the clubhouse; I noticed the smile on his face as he approached the bar.

    “I don’t believe this, you’re an R’s supporter,” he chuckled with glee while he scanned the photos all around the bar. “Blimey, that’s an old photo of Stan Bowles and Rodney Marsh. Ahh, those were the days,” he smiled.

    While he played ‘name the player’, I made two mugs of coffee and returned to the bar, holding the club’s fixture diary.

    “How long have you supported QPR, Eddie?” he asked.

    “Since I was eleven. Long time for continuous punishment. Mind you, Ron, we all have our crosses to bear and QPR are mine, amongst other things,” I laughed.

    I sat down and flipped through the diary, picking dates and times for Ron’s ladies.

    “I can offer you fourteen dates, from September ’95 till May ’96. Would that be enough for your team?” I asked him.

    “Superb, Eddie. You’re a life saver, mate. I don’t suppose there’s any room during the week for training?”

    I glanced through the diary, pondering for a moment. After juggling round a few bits ’n’ bobs, I said to Ron, “I can fit you in Thursdays, from six till seven-thirty, if that helps?”

    “Fantastic. That’ll be just the ticket,” he beamed, feeling really chuffed with himself.

    So the deal was done and monies changed hands: QPR Ladies were now club members of Eltham United FC. Forgive me for feeling over the moon, but this was a serious feather in my cap and I felt elated. After Ron had left I wandered around the ground, taking in the sunshine, feeling pretty good with the way my life had finally started to pay some sort of dividends. This is just the tip of the iceberg, I thought.

    Well, the 95/96 seasons got underway and Sue took over the running of the bar while I looked after all the teams. Edward started his football career playing for the under-twelves, and Eltham United’s Senior side were unstoppable, literally. The club buzzed all week and every week, and as you can imagine, the kids and ladies teams were extremely noisy. This produced a string of letters, complaining about the high volume of noise, especially from the kids. I had meetings with residents and listened to their grievances, but what they wanted was beyond the distance that I would bend. I told them, there was no way I would kick the kids and ladies football teams out from the club, just to satisfy five miserable residents; I then informed them that I would do everything in my power to get the boys to lower their tone on and off the pitch. This was acceptable to four of them; the only exception was the muppet on the corner. He swore that he would bring the club to its knees and get the place shut down. He just wouldn’t listen to me at all; he made it perfectly clear that all he wanted was no activity whatsoever in the ground.

    Anyway, the complaints from him continued; he wrote to the council and the local newspapers, which backfired in his face. The local press ran the story of how certain individuals were trying to close down the club. The picture of a hundred kids from the age of ten to fourteen “looking glum” appeared in the rag with the article. The photo definitely swayed public opinion in our favour and we received letters of support from all and sundry. So, I mistakenly thought that the problem had gone. Unfortunately, I couldn’t have been more wrong. During ’95 he started a smear campaign against me personally, telling lies and giving certain individuals false information on the behaviour of club members and myself.

    November 5th, 1995: firework night at the club. I spent the whole day preparing for the kids’ barbeque, disco and firework display. The evening was a roaring success. So many happy faces, the kids just loved it. I worked hard all night, cooking food and doing the display. The club was heaving, full to the brim, the kids would scream and laugh at the fireworks, while mums and dads had a few drinks, enjoying the barbeque and friendly atmosphere. At the end of the evening after everyone had gone, I started to clear up the spent fireworks and bag up all the rubbish. When I finally finished it must have been close to midnight. After locking the club, I drove out to the front gates. Unbeknown to me, the guy on the corner had called the police and they lay in wait for me. I pulled out of the gates, turning right, but I only got a hundred yards before I got pulled over. I wasn’t worried at all; I only drank three or four halves of lager all night. They were bought for me while I stood cooking the barbeque. Anyway, I had to blow into this bag and the reading was low, so the young copper wanted to let me go. However, the older copper insisted I had to go to the local nick and blow into a certain machine.

    Now what happened next surprised me; instead of taking me to Eltham police station, which was five minutes away, they decided to take me to Orpington, which unbelievably took half an hour. By the time I’d gone through all the rigmarole at the station, I eventually blew into this machine a staggering one hour later. Consequently, the level in my blood stream had just gone over the legal limit and even then certain officers wanted to let me go, except the older guy. So I was nicked for drink-driving and amazingly, after I’d been charged, they let me go and gave me a lift back to the club where I jumped into my motor and drove home! The thought of being stitched up never occurred to me till much later. A few weeks after this, the guy on the corner was at it again. The thick wanker got the club raided by the police over the Christmas holidays; we were shut at the time! I got the call while me, Sue and the boys were at a family party. The guy was obsessed.

    During January 1996, I remember forking and sanding the goalmouths on the main pitch. It was absolutely perishing and my fingers were frozen, due to the icy wind blowing across the pitch. Out of the blue, I saw this guy walking towards me, smiling.

    “Morning. Ya doing a grand job. Mind you, it’s a bit parky for outside work,” he said with a large grin.

    “Yeah, it’s a bit nippy,” I replied.

    “You’ve done a fantastic job here, especially for the local youngsters, but I fear its to no avail,” he sighed, shaking his head.

    “Why’s that?” I asked. I stopped what I was doing and resting on my fork.

    “I think you know the answer to that question. Don’t you?” he turned round and opened up his arms. “All this space will eventually go to waste because of one man and one man only. His obsession with destroying you is formidable.” He said it like he knew the outcome of my battle with the guy on the corner. “Listen to me, Eddie, you’re one of the family and whatever happens, don’t lose sight of that,” he smiled.

    “How do ya know my name? I never told you,” I asked curiously.

    “I know everything, trust me. This is something you have got to go through. The course of events that follow cannot be altered in any way, shape or form. Let’s say, it’s already written.”

     “Who are you? And what do ya mean, ‘one of the family’?” I asked, feeling confused and suspicious.

    “Doesn’t matter who I am; just remember our meeting and keep the faith,” he said, slowly walking towards the car park.

    “Hold on a minute, mate. You can’t just stroll in and out of here, making wild assessments, and leaving me to ponder over everything you’ve just said, without any explanations!” I cried out, as he vanished down the clubs driveway.

    I dropped my fork and legged it towards the club’s entrance. I looked left and right down the street; nowhere to be seen, he simply just vanished into thin air. This has happened on a few occasions, where strangers have walked up to me, and shall we say, given me messages! Anyway, I carried on repairing and drying out the goalmouths, my mind, far, far away, with thoughts of angels visiting me from the spirit realm. The next few weeks flew by and my appearance at court for drink-driving came and went, being banned from driving for a year. The following week was my 40th birthday, which, I was reliably informed was where my life apparently begins. Well, if that’s the case, you can shove it. I’ve never heard such bullshit about turning forty in my life. But, as you do, I arranged a party to celebrate the fact that I was getting older. I actually filled the club up with so-called friends and Sue’s family; it’s amazing how many friends you’ve got when you throw a party, especially when the booze and grub are free!

    During the evening, it became perfectly clear that Sue’s affections lay elsewhere. I tried to keep tabs on the situation and on two occasions caught glimpses of her intended deceit. What really pissed me off was the fact that the prick was married with two kids, and his bloody wife was at my party, totally oblivious of his intentions, dozy cow. I kept schtum, not wanting to spoil the party or get the facts wrong, so I bided my time and waited for them to make a mistake, which I’m sad to say they did; I’m not going into too much detail, let’s just say I nipped it in the bud and warned him off.

    Meanwhile, Eltham United again had the Premier Division at their mercy; winning the title with four games left to play. The team were also in two cup finals. Daniel was voted player-of-the-year and Stephen young player-of-the-year, both had excellent seasons, as did the whole squad. Now, every year the league would enter the ‘Inter League Cup’ and every year since the league was formed, they got stuffed. The committee would pick a Premier Division manager to act as the league’s team manager; the individual’s task was to pick a squad of players, invariably Premier or Senior One players. However, this year would be different from others, because the committee in their infinite wisdom decided that Eltham United would represent the league. This didn’t go down too well with all the other member clubs, and the news was received with many objections. But the committee stood firm on their decision, secretly knowing if ever they had a chance of winning this prestigious tournament, now was the time. So Eltham United began what can only be described as a memorable and unprecedented end to the season. After securing three trophies, we took part in the Inter League Cup. Eltham United beat leagues from all over London, and only the Turkish Cypriot League stood between the team and the final.

    News of our semi-final place reached the league with mixed reactions. The committee were over the moon, however other clubs secretly prayed we’d get turned over. After a rousing and bitterly fought semi-final, Oliver Suckos’ 90th minute strike sent Eltham United into the final, beating the Turkish Cypriot League 2-1. The players limped off the pitch to rapturous applause and cheering. I must admit that the performance against the Turks was without doubt the greatest and most resilient performance ever by an Eltham United side and that’s saying something, because there’d been a few over the last ten years.

    

    May 26th, Barking Football Club’s Ground, North London:

    “Inter League Cup Final vs the Woolwich ’n’ District League.”

    

    Eltham started brightly, pinning their opponents in their own half for most of the first 45 minutes, restricting the Woolwich league to long-range hopeful efforts, Daniel’s fine effort hitting the bar, while Thomas Deloys was guilty of missing goal-scoring opportunities. Then a beautifully weighted 30 yard pass by Daniel found Oliver unmarked; his thunderous drive hit the back of the net, leaving the keeper stranded, only for the referee to rule the goal off-side. Five minutes later, Stephen’s long throw found Cameron unmarked, his cross found Oliver’s head, who glanced the ball into the net, and this one counted. By this stage, Eltham totally dominated the game. Cameron Shires well-struck volley hit the post and rebounded to Thomas, who hit the bar from six yards.

    One-way traffic till the end of the game. Eltham had secured an unprecedented four timer and remains the only team to achieve such an accolade. I was so proud of Daniel and Stephen’s achievements that it brought a lump to my throat. Unfortunately, my joy for them both turned to disappointment much later in my life.

    

    During the summer of 1996, the club staged various five-a-side competitions for seniors and kids, which went very well. The biggest tournament, ‘The Eltham Sevens’, attracted all the usual top teams in the surrounding boroughs, who were eager to win our very own tournament. Sadly for them and anyone else who had ideas of lowering Eltham United’s colours, they would have to dream on. The team cruised to victory in the sevens and then won the five-a-side championship. So, over a decade, Eltham United had won a staggering 18 trophies and boasted being unbeaten in their previous sixty-three league and cup games.

    Scintillating stuff, eh? My dream of semi-pro football was still on course; having had visits from the FA and Kent League officials on the suitability of our ground. Certain aspects had to be addressed and introduced and rectified for the club to gain senior status. This wasn’t a major problem and could be easily achieved in the next six months, so I decided to stay with the London and Kent League for one more season, before taking the step up in football, which was planned for 97/98 season.

    Another season got underway, and the club’s rich vein of form continued into 96/97. I found it increasingly difficult getting about; the cost of cabs to and fro was mounting. This caused major rows with Sue; she demanded that I take the bus. So, during the week I reluctantly used public transport and cabbed it at weekends. On quite a few occasions at the weekend, I would order a cab for around midnight and, for some unknown reason, I would be left stranded and have to walk home in freezing cold temperatures. My marriage to Sue was all but over; she used to flirt all the time while working behind the bar and constantly flaunted it in my face, which caused untold arguments and shouting matches. During the month of October 1996, Sue and me had a serious bust-up. The argument started over constant phone calls during the evenings. Every time I answered the phone, the other party would hang up. Whenever she was in my company, she’d switch her mobile off. I knew what was going on, but I had no proof. So I decided to call her bluff by packing my suitcase.

    Big mistake, she even called me a cab. I had nowhere to go except the club, so I spent a few nights sleeping on the club’s benches. Well, the place was so damp during the night, the inevitable happened; I caught a bad chest infection. Sue felt sorry for me and let me back home, but I knew my life with her was coming to a close; I actually felt uncomfortable in my own home. I can understand that Sue had had enough and wanted to start a new life without me. I mean, I wasn’t the greatest husband ever to grace this planet. However, I did care for her and really loved my sons. But the way she went about ending our relationship was uncalled for and downright out of order.

    Near the end of October, Eltham United were playing away in cup games, so I wasn’t at the club. Sue, as usual, was running the bar and the club was busy, with three games going on. It was five to twelve when some guy walked into the club and asked for a pint of Guinness. Sue obliged. Unfortunately, this was a set-up. The guy was actually a licence officer from the local nick. He promptly shut the bar for serving alcohol outside the regulated times. Now, the bar was the lifeline of the club and without it we were finished. The guy on the corner finally got what he wanted or so he thought.

    After losing the club’s licence, I knew that if we didn’t pay the £1,000 per month bills, the club would automatically get shut down, so I chatted up the local publican and he agreed to get a temporary licence in his name for the club, naming Sue as bar manager. We meet at Greenwich magistrates and were granted a licence. Well, the guy on the corner went ballistic. He marched into the club in a frenzy under the influence of alcohol, swearing abuse at Sue and me. He shoved his face in mine and shouted belligerent remarks, but I stood my ground and kept schtum. With the help of others, we calmly ordered him off the premises. He screamed and shouted that he wasn’t finished with me, not by a long way yet. Somewhere deep inside I knew this guy would destroy my dream, I just knew it, and there was fuck all I could do to prevent him, and that sadly was the case!

    At the end of November 1996, the month’s licence had expired and yet again we had to go to court to get a further 28-day licence, which was granted by Greenwich magistrates. The club was barely keeping its head above water, due to the restrictions on our licence. Every time we applied for an extension, we got declined. Consequently, we had to shut at eleven and nobody would book the club for private functions. Then, in January our application was heard at Woolwich magistrates court for some reason, and the court decided not to renew it. Apparently, the reason given was that the publican who was doing the honours for us had some serious grief at his own boozer and they thought it was in the public’s best interest. What a load of bollocks! We were just a sports club who never had any aggro during or after the club’s opening times.

    I refused to give the club up and soldiered on until May 1997. For five months, I kept the club going on no income, watching teams leave directly after their games and constantly fobbing-off creditors. During the month of March, it constantly rained, causing all the pitches to become waterlogged. This was a hard time, as I had no dosh and the club was thousands in debt. So, early one Sunday morning, after borrowing a few quid, I took a chance and drove to B&Q and bought six bags of sand for the main pitches and goalmouths. Well, I only had three weeks left of my ban, but in hindsight, it was a stupid thing to do. All I did was load a certain person’s gun. I arrived with the sand at the club at around 9:15 p.m. Surprise, surprise! Waiting for me were three old Bill. They were given a tip-off that I would arrive at this time, so I got nicked for driving on a ban with no insurance. During April, my ban was up and I started back on the tools again, working for a company in Dulwich. I also appeared in court for driving on a ban. On arriving, my brief informed me that I would probably get a three year ban, or, at worst, 6 months inside.

    Great! I thought. I’d only just gone back to work; this just gets better and better. While I sat in the dock, my mind constantly churned over the fact that I knew Sue was having an affair. I felt totally alone and depressed. The judge who thankfully was in a good mood interrupted my thoughts.

    “Stand up, Eddie. I’ve listened to your solicitor and decided not to give you a further ban. Instead I’m ordering that you do 250 hours community service.”

    Blimey, I thought, a little bit of luck at last!

    Well, forgive me for not being over the moon, as my tad bit of luck didn’t last long. Over the next five weeks my whole world collapsed, with a run of devastating and catastrophic events.

    The last two weeks of May and the first three weeks of June 1997 started with the inevitable collapse of the club. After the electric was cut off, I had no choice but to accept that my dream was over. Then followed my marriage. Sue suggested that we had a trial separation and I reluctantly agreed. That was nearly nine years ago. So my life with Sue ended and the club now had so many debts that I had no choice but to disband it after ten years. I then found myself homeless and, to rub salt into the wound, QPR got relegated from the Premiership. All this in the space of five horrendous weeks!

    My marriage break-up was extremely bitter. To be honest, I can’t be arsed to trouble my brain with the shit that followed. All I will say is, lies, lies and even more lies followed. Unfortunately Daniel and Stephen believed every word. At the end of the day, they are grown adults, and it was their choice to disown me. Anyway, the council reckoned that if I signed over the house to Sue, they would re-house me, so I did exactly that. Within weeks, I was offered a bedsit, which I gleefully accepted. I recall my first night; I sat on my suitcase drinking wine while waiting for my takeaway to be delivered. My mind drifted back to Gupta. Bloody hell, everything he said had happened. Is it possible that another human being could read someone’s life, past, present and future, by just simply tapping into his or her mind? The knocking on my front door disturbed my thoughts. My takeaway had arrived and not before time; I was ravenous. While I sat munching on my pizza, I started asking myself questions.

    Where are they all now? My so-called friends and loyal players, nowhere that’s where, every last one of them disowned me.

    I must admit to feeling a bit scared. I felt like I was pulled from my goldfish bowl and dumped into the ocean. This was the first time since I was fifteen that I found myself alone, but this time it was different. I had no friends or family to help me through; it was just me against the world, a very daunting prospect!

    Over the next few months, to say I started to lose the plot would be an understatement. I drove to work in a van fit for the scrapyard, bent MOT, tax and insurance. Believe me when I say I had no choice. The van was unrepairable and it would never in a million years pass its MOT and I was not in a financial position to buy a new one. My bedsit had nothing but a single clapped-out bed, so my priorities lay elsewhere. My community service took up every Saturday and took me nearly a year to complete. Having said that, I must admit to really looking forward to every Saturday. I would stay in Friday nights so I was totally fresh and on the ball. Looking after disabled children filled me with different emotions - emotions that touched the very core of my soul. It was an unbelievably humbling and rewarding experience.

    Anyway getting back to that knackered van, I recall driving to work on a frosty November morning, when suddenly there was a loud bang and scraping sound coming from the rear. I pulled over and jumped out of the van. Rushing to the rear, I noticed to my horror the tail of the van had sunk, squashing the exhaust. I opened the rear doors and to my astonishment, both shock absorbers had smashed their way through both wheel arches and were poking up looking at me, as if to say, “fucked you now, son!”

    Well, it being a Friday morning and payday, I decided to bodge the van up, thinking that it’s imperative that this sack of shit gets me to work. I jacked up the van until the shock absorbers disappeared from inside. I then straightened out four jiffy hangers and, using my cordless, started drilling holes so I could bolt the lot together onto what was left of my arches. Forgive me for blowing my own trumpet, but I reckon I must have been an engineer in a previous life. I let the jack down, half expecting the lot to crash through, but it never. I jumped into the van and drove slowly to work. Now, if that had happened ten minutes earlier, I would have been stuck halfway through the Blackwall tunnel! I remember years earlier breaking down in yet another old banger in the middle of the Rotherhithe tunnel on my way to work. My God, what a fiasco! I caused a three mile tailback to bloody Deptford! Surprisingly, I never got nicked.

    Eventually I had both arches welded by a work colleague, bit of a bodge, but what do ya expect for a score? Anyway, the arches lasted longer than the bloody van.

    It was during this period that I made a few errors in judgement, and I mean big errors. I want to try and explain how I felt; it was like a bereavement, like something had died inside of me and I couldn’t accept it, half expecting to wake up and it never happened. The feelings I encountered were alien to my mind and heart, so the only way I could deal with it was to act like I didn’t give a toss, but in reality I was dying inside of a broken heart. But in true Eddie fashion, I buried it! To this day, I still refuse to show any feelings when someone hurts me and believe me, there’s been a few who have tried. However, I no longer have to carry on with the act and the true Eddie has emerged from all the heartache and disappointments.

    

    Daniel’s wedding, oh boy, why did I behave in such a childish manner? My only excuse was the way I was feeling, which at the time was completely alienated from everyone. So, in my infinite wisdom, I decided to be the centre of attention, which I hasten to add, didn’t go down too well with Daniel, or the other guests. To this day, I still beat myself up over my stupid actions. I mean, why I took a call on my mobile during the wedding reception speeches dumbfounds me. I think my actions stemmed from my experience at the church. I stood outside while the photos were being taken. Nobody spoke to me; it was like I was on parole for mass murder. I’ve never felt so stranded in a sea of guests. Everyone ignored me and even the brief conversations with Daniel and Stephen were strained. I couldn’t even buy them a wedding present, due to the fact I was so bloody skint.

    Anyway for what its worth, I’m truly sorry for that day. Over the next few weeks, I eventually found myself a job working in Southwark, refurbishing the council’s empty properties. At last, I started to get myself a bit straight; unfortunately, my elbows and wrist started to give me a lot of grief, ultimately ending up with cortisone injections every four months just so I could work free from pain. I recall taking the morning off work to have my injections and afterwards I visited the council offices in Grove Park, to see if there were any chances of me getting a flat. I explained to them that my bedsit was so small I couldn’t even get a fridge or cooker in the gaff and as for a washing machine, well let’s just say a yellow builder’s bucket was mine. The housing officer informed me that hell had more chance of freezing over than I did of getting a flat. No points, none at all, he told me. I left the offices totally dejected and seriously pissed off.

    On the plus side, my new job seemed to be going OK, thankfully, because I was spending a fortune on dry-cleaning and bloody takeaways. Edward would come and visit me nearly every evening and, on quite a few occasions, we went to the pictures or bowling. He was the only one, and I mean only one, who stood by me through all the lies and accusations. I think deep in his heart he knew the real truth, and never believed the lies that were started in a vain attempt to destroy me. Poor Edward; he had to sit on the fence and say nothing. He’s a good kid. When I think back to the day he was born, so tiny and fragile, who’d have thought that this little weenie bundle of joy would later in life kick his old man’s arse on the golf course? Brilliant, utterly brilliant! I won’t mention the badminton either, ha ha, too close to call.

    

    Over the next couple of months, I started dating a girl from the office at work. She was ten years younger than me, and really great fun to be around. To say she was vivacious would be an understatement. We just simply hit it off; she liked the things I liked and vice versa. It didn’t last a heartbeat, thanks to Sue, who thought it was OK for her to have a fella, but not for me to have a girlfriend. Unfortunately, my bedsit was on the ground floor and Jackie and I had just returned with a bottle of wine. We were sat on the floor, listening to music and chatting, when suddenly I heard screaming and swearing from outside, then to my horror the front room windows smashed, covering Jackie and the whole room in glass. She screamed and jumped up in shock. Sue was on the other side of the broken windows, hurling a torrent of abuse at me. I just looked at her, shaking my head in disbelief. Well, as you can imagine, Jackie didn’t take too kindly to what happened and a week later gave me the Ole Spanish-Archer routine, ‘El, Bow’. I don’t think she appreciated the fact I wouldn’t inform the old Bill. I just bought new glass and repaired the windows myself. The only reason I mentioned the window incident was because it has a bearing later on. Soon after, I decided enough was enough and started divorce proceedings with my solicitors for two acts of adultery. I must admit to being a bit reluctant to divorce Sue. I still found it hard to accept that there wasn’t a chance in hell of repairing our marriage. Well, when you’ve spent from the age of fifteen till forty-one with the same person, surely you can understand how much it hurt?
  


  
    CHAPTER SEVENTEEN
A few weeks later, I was working in a house in Bermondsey, when I got a call on my mobile.

    “Can I speak to Eddie Allen, please?” the voice asked.

    “Yeah, speaking. What can I do for ya?” I said. I didn’t recognise the guy’s voice.

    “My name is Mr. Sands. I work in the rehousing office in Grove Park. Something extraordinary has happened, Eddie. The computer has offered you a one bedroomed flat. Your name has been put forward for rehousing by the computer system, and seeing as everything that occurs in the council evolves around the system, I am legally bound to make you the offer.”

    I paused for a moment, thinking there must be some sort of mistake. “Are you sure you’ve got the right person?” I asked in an uncertain tone.

    “Absolutely,” he assured me. “When can you come and view the property?”

    My mind was buzzing with thoughts. My own flat? Bloody hell, what a touch but how and why? There’s gotta be a mistake surely?

    “I’ll be there in an hour, if that’s OK?” I said excitedly.

    “That’ll be fine. The quicker the better; the council don’t like leaving their properties empty for too long,” he said.

    After finishing the call, I stood near my van, feeling slightly dazed and confused. I bet you any money, Eddie boy, that you’ll leg it down there and find out it’s all been a big cock-up, I thought to myself. Thankfully I never listened and screeched down the road like a rally driver. I actually got from Bermondsey to Grove Park in half an hour; my poor old van just about made it. On arriving at the offices, I asked if I could just sign for the flat here and now. The housing officer explained that I had to view the flat first, and that he was coming with me. So we walked around the corner to view my flat, which was five minutes away. Well, you could have knocked me down with a feather; I just loved the place, so I did the honours and signed. I moved into my new home on the fifteenth of February - my forty-second birthday! How strange was that? Well, not really! That’s Karma, believe me. As I have said all the way through, the spirit world had guided me to where I am today for a reason, but that reason has not yet been disclosed to me…or has it? I had nothing, literally nothing; no cooker, fridge, freezer, washing machine, settee, bed, wardrobes, cutlery, linen - nothing. And do ya know what? I didn’t care.

    

    I’d only been in the flat a few weeks when I received a letter from the housing officer, asking me to drop by his office to see him. Well, you can imagine all manner of thoughts were going on in my head. Had they realised they’d made a mistake and decided to take the flat back? Thankfully not, however apparently, someone had phoned the town hall with rumours of corruption and that Yours Truly had bunged Mr. Sands £1,000 to get my flat. Well, what can I say except that same old fucking word, jealousy? But who? I had neither friends nor family, so who could have hated me that much that they wanted to see me in the gutter? Anyway, after explaining to the council that I never had a pot to piss in, let alone £1,000, the matter was dropped. A few weeks later, fate dealt me yet another blow; this time I lost my job. How many bloody times was I going to get laid off? It was during my visits to the job centre that I meet this guy Dave again. I knew him when I lived at my bedsit. He wasn’t a mate at the time, just an acquaintance, or, should I say, drinking partner. Well, if you think I’m a loser you should have met Dave. At least I had bundles of virtues; this guy had sod all.

    Over the next year or so he treated my flat like a hotel and I fed him and lent him money. Why? I hear you ask, simply for the company. Sad eh. Now, I must admit at being a bit naïve on certain issues. Dave always had the sniffles and a runny nose. To be honest, I thought he suffered from hayfever or some sort of allergy. It never occurred to me that he was a junkie. He was smart and always took pride in his appearance and his erratic behaviour I put down to wacky baccy - never had a clue he was bang on crack and cocaine. What a plum I can be sometimes. Anyway, these were desperate times. My van finally gave up the ghost and retired to the local scrapyard, so I was unemployed with no van and my tools were stuffed in the cupboards, waiting to come out and earn me some dosh. I walked for miles looking for work; my £46 a week jobseeker’s allowance lasted five minutes, so consequently I was always polo mint. I lost so much weight at one stage I was a tad thinner round the waist than Edward! Every time I phoned for a job from the local rags I was told it had gone, so I just left my name and number, hoping that I’d get a call if anything cropped up. Well, I did. Three months before Christmas, I got a call offering me a job as a multi-trade in Peckham, so I met this guy called Peter in a café off Rye Lane. He gave me a start and informed me I could use the firm’s old van for getting about in.

    The first four weeks went well; my money was on time every Friday and I was mobile. Then one Monday morning he informed me that I would now be paid on a monthly basis and seeing as it was the middle of November my next payday wouldn’t be until 19th December. I wasn’t happy about it, but at the end of the day I had no choice. So all I had was £200 to last me nearly five weeks. Anyway, I ordered Edward’s Christmas presents and paid a holding deposit until just before the big day. I seriously struggled to make ends meet; the last two weeks I smoked poxy roll-ups and ate sod all. I grafted like mad to finish the job in time for Christmas. Then, on the 20th December, Peter phoned me on my mobile, said he had difficulty getting to me and asked would I meet him in Sidcup, which I agreed to do. After work I left for Homebase’s car park in Sidcup, seriously stressed out. I wanted to bank the cheque that day so it cleared in time for Christmas. I arrived at 5:30 and Peter was already there waiting. He jumped out of his four-by-four with another guy. I started to feel a bit edgy, not sure what was actually happening. He came over smiling and handed me my cheque for £1,700. He then asked for the van’s keys and told me to empty my tools onto the car park’s tarmac. When I asked him why, he just said it’s my van and it’s going in for an MOT in the morning and if it passes I’ll get the van back. So why take my tools out? He reckoned that if it failed and needed lots of work done, it would have to wait until after the holidays. I couldn’t argue with that, so I asked him how I was going to get home with my tools, he just stuffed a score in my hand and told me to get a cab, which I did. The next morning I got a bus into Bromley and paid twelve quid to have my cheque expressed, being reassured by the bank teller that the funds would be there on the 22nd or 23rd. I left the bank sighing with relief.

    My relief lasted two days; the bloody cheque bounced and I was now totally fucked! I tried phoning Peter on his mobile and the office phone: nothing. His mobile just said the number was no longer in service and the office phone had been disconnected. I got a bus home and arrived at my flat at midday, I made myself a coffee and burst into tears, thinking that I’ve let Edward down for Christmas. I tried to get a grip of myself, wracking my brain as to where I could get some dosh, just to get Ed’s pressie. Then a ‘miracle’ happened and I don’t use the word ‘miracle’ lightly. My front doorbell rang at 1 p.m.; standing on my doorstep was this woman asking me if I needed some extra cash for Christmas. Extra cash I thought, I ain’t even got enough to buy a bloody chicken leg, let alone a turkey. I glanced at her clipboard thinking my God, she’s from the Provident, so I signed up and at 9 a.m. Christmas Eve she brings me £500 worth of vouchers. All day it took me. All bloody day, to find what Edward wanted. The shop where I ordered his stuff didn’t take vouchers, and to top it all I lost my deposit. However, I got Ed’s pressie and I bought a hamper and two turkeys from Dewhurst’s butchers. Both turkeys were for my neighbours, who in turn gave me cash, after I gave them a slight discount. So, even though I spent Christmas Eve and day on my own, I still had a beer and a bit of grub. Now that’s a miracle!

    After the New Year, I was again on the hunt for another job. It was during these seriously hard times that my divorce was finalised, after Sue signed an affidavit admitting adultery. Daniel and Stephen in their infinite wisdom decided to disown me, after believing the lies and accusations that flew in my direction from everywhere. Dave shacked up with some old slapper and consequently we only met up occasionally for a beer. I found a new job in Thamesmead, which came with a company van. So once again I started to get straight, Edward and me would go to watch most of QPR’s home games at Loftus Road. Life at last started to look a little bit rosy. I was keeping on top of my bills and started dating a gorgeous blonde called Vicky; my God what a horny bird, and only twenty-eight.

    The next few months were without doubt absolutely sublime! I recall going to a house on the outskirts of Thamesmead; my job sheet included new patio doors and two base units for the kitchen. It was a blazing hot July day as I pulled up outside the house; my mood was sky-high, and I felt really good and chirpy. After introducing myself and showing my ID to the young fella who answered the door, I was told his mother was out for a while, but not to worry just carry on with the work. So I unloaded the van and started on the kitchen’s back patio doors. It was around 11 o’clock when I decided to have my break. I sat in the garden, puffing a fag and drinking my stewed tea from my flask. I was staring up at the sun, getting beautiful hot rays on my mush, when I heard footsteps coming from the kitchen, followed by a quiet gentle voice.

    “Hi, I’m Helen. You’re obviously from the housing association?”

    “Yeah that’s right love, I’m Eddie,” I looked her up and down; very tall at least 6 foot, I thought. Her dress sense told me that years ago she was probably a hippy or a flower-power girl. Her long blonde hair glistened in the sunshine and her pale complexion gave her an angelic appearance, which I thought was quite sweet. I couldn’t hazard a guess at her age, but I reckon she was somewhere in her late forties.

    “Would you like a decent cup of tea? Those flasks always do tea an injustice,” she laughed.

    “Yes please. I’d love one, thanks, and you’re right, I made it at six this morning and it’s stewed already,” I smiled.

    After Helen made the tea, we sat in the sunshine chatting. She was an extremely very friendly lady; my type of person. When we both finished our tea, she disappeared into the house and I carried on with my work. By the end of the day, I’d fitted the patio doors, glazed thirty panels and fitted the locks. While I was packing up my tools, Helen came out and asked me if I fancied a sandwich, and another tea before I drove home. Well, I’ve never turned down a cuppa and today was no exception; so after loading my van I sat in the kitchen and took her up on the invitation. After I’d eaten a lovely ham and mustard sarnie and as we sat chatting, the conversation that followed intrigued me immensely. Helen told me that her house had an unwelcome visitor who came and went. When I asked whom she was referring to, her answer didn’t really shock me; more like surprised me. She reckoned that for the last five months a spirit had moved into the house, apparently it happened after one of her sittings. Now, for some unknown reason, I seem to be drawn to either clairvoyants or mediums during my life; why, I don’t know. Then she made a startling statement.

    “He’s here in the kitchen with us,” she claimed.

    This time it shocked me.

    “Bloody hell, he’s looking for you, Eddie. He’s been waiting for you to come to my house; he knew you would,” she gasped.

    The hairs on my body stood on end, the kitchen felt like I was sitting in a freezer. I instantly knew she wasn’t joking with me. My mind shot back years, thinking of him and his promise that he will never let me go until he had me. I glanced around the kitchen, looking for a sign - anything that would show who it was.

    “Eddie. He says he knows you. He wants you to remember why he will never let you go,” Helen quietly said. “Do you know anyone past or present called Terry?”

    Fucking hell, it’s Tyzak.

    “No, never heard of anyone called Terry,” I lied.

    “He’s laughing, can’t you hear him?” Helen asked.

    Again I lied. “No, not a sound,” but in truth I was now starting to feel slightly concerned about the faint hideous laugh I could hear.

    I stood up and asked Helen if I could use the toilet, explaining that the tea had gone straight through me. She looked at me, nodding her head and pointed to the toilet door in the hallway. I strolled over to the toilet, entered and shut the door. While I stood over the pan, peeing, I had this strange feeling that I wasn’t alone. Suddenly, the temperature in the toilet dropped to near freezing and my whole body started to tingle. The hairs on my arms bristled to attention as if touched by some unseen force. I felt a rush of icy cold air penetrate my body; all my senses were totally confused. My breath hung in misty balloons before my eyes. I could hear faint whispers in my ears, as if something were sitting inside my eardrums, the whispers were coming out from inside. I turned and reached for the toilet door, my outstretched arm refused to obey my order and open the door. I knew he was in here with me; my body began to tighten like it was held by a giant vice. Suddenly and to my relief the toilet door flung open. Helen stood staring at me, her face contorted with fear and horror.

    “I heard voices. He was in here with you, wasn’t he?” she asked frantically. The sensation left my body and the temperature returned to normal, I knew he’d gone.

    “Yes, he was and he’s still as powerful as ever,” I sighed.

    “So you really do know who he is, then?” she frowned.

    “Unfortunately, yeah. He’s been after me since I was a child,” I said nervously.

    I walked back into the kitchen and lit up a fag, puffing on it like my life depended on it. Helen sat next to me, looking white-faced, her eyes wild with excitement.

    “You say he’s been after you since childhood. Would you like to talk about it?” she asked pensively.

    “No not really, I don’t mean to be rude, Helen, but talking about it won’t change the facts. In any case, it’ll take all night to explain. Maybe another time.”

    Helen gazed into my eyes, “OK that’s fine,” she said.

    I glanced at my watch, realising the time and told her that I had to go. She walked to the front door with me smiling.

    “You know what, Eddie. I’ve been a clairvoyant for many, many years, but what happened just now cements in place everything I believe in.” She leant forward and gave me a peck on the cheek, “Take care, Eddie, I’ll see you tomorrow.”

    I jumped into my van and headed towards Vicky’s house. What I didn’t know was that when I left Helens house ‘he’ came with me!

    I arrived at Vicky’s at around 7:40, still in my work clothes. I explained I had to work late and it wasn’t worth going all the way home to bath and change; if I did I wouldn’t have got to her gaff till nine or even later. She agreed, and suggested that I could have a bath there if I wanted. Accepting her offer I ran a bath and slipped into the tub. Ahh that’s better, I thought. Vicky stuck her head round the door, smiling as she handed me a glass of wine.

    “You look stressed, Ed. Everything OK?”

    “Yeah fine. Just had a hard day at work.”

    “The wine will relax you, Ed. I’ve got a nice salmon fillet for our dinner with roasted vegetables,” she smiled.

    “Blinding. My favourite meal. Can you throw some garlic cloves in with the veg please, gorgeous?”

    “Already done it, babe,” she said, walking into the bathroom with the bottle of wine. She leant over the bath and planted a smacker on my lips and then topped up my glass. I lay there deep in thought, my mind going over earlier events. I started to doubt my sanity; maybe I’m losing my mind? Nah not a chance; this has been happening on and off since I was a kid; every time I think he’s bloody gone, he suddenly appears. Why? What does he want from me? I don’t suppose that question will ever be answered, until I leave this mortal existence and return to the spirit realm, unless he decides to inform me beforehand.

    My mind suddenly flashed back to when I was a kid. I could see myself walking up Peckham Road with at least fifty kids in school uniform. We were all going to Peckham Odeon, to watch The Lord of the Flies. What a fascinating film; for weeks after, I fantasised about being marooned on an island with all my mates, hunting wild boar to survive. My thoughts were interrupted by Vicky’s voice.

    “If you stay in there any longer, Ed, you’ll end up looking like a prune,” she laughed. I quickly jumped up and started soaping and scrubbing my body.

    “Be out in a sec, Vic.”

    I rinsed myself down and stepped out of the bath, wrapping a towel around me. After drying off, I strolled down to the kitchen diner.

    “There’s a t-shirt and a pair of your shorts on the end of the bed, Eddie,” Vicky informed me.

    After getting changed, we both sat chatting and drinking wine while waiting for the dinner to cook. After dinner and some seriously strenuous exercise, we both crashed out. I must remind you that Vicky was 28, fit and bloody horny! We ended up falling asleep in each other’s arms. It was around 3 a.m. when I jerked awake to the sound of Vicky screaming hysterically, blabbering on about an intruder in the house. I leapt out of the bed and swiftly moved to the landing, where she stood, ashen-faced and trembling.

    “There’s someone in the house. I came out of the toilet and saw him. He was in the bedroom leaning over you, Eddie!” she cried. “He moved so fast I couldn’t tell if he ran downstairs or,” Vicky paused for a second, “you’re going to think I’m mad, but he could have passed straight through the fucking bedroom wall,” she gasped.

    What could I say to that? Vicky begged me to search the house, so half-heartedly I agreed, knowing that the likelihood of him still being here was remote.

    After searching the whole house, I returned to the landing, where Vicky stood rooted to the spot.

    “Anything?” she asked quietly.

    “Nah, nothing. I checked everywhere; all the windows and doors, front and back, are still locked,” I reassured her.

    “Then he’s still in the house, Ed,” she said panicking.

    “Trust me, Vicky, there’s nobody in the house. I’ve looked. You must have had a bad dream or something.”

    “Eddie, I saw him leaning over you. Believe me when I tell you I was awake. I only wish it was a nightmare. Then I could deal with it in my own way,” she sighed.

    “If you’re adamant that you saw something, Vicky, where the hell is it now?” I asked, knowing the answer but hoping she didn’t.

    “I don’t know. All I do know is I’d swear on a stack of bibles that I saw him,” she insisted.

    I couldn’t tell her that I believed her; if I did, it would lead to numerous questions, questions that I wouldn’t answer truthfully, for fear of losing her. After spending the next hour pacifying Vicky, we returned to bed, and she insisted on leaving the landing and bedroom lights on. The following morning, after breakfast, I left for work.

    On arriving at the yard to pick up Helen’s base units, I was confronted by the scene of gloomy-looking workers. One of the guys came over and told me that ten of them had just been laid off; he reckoned the firm had lost the contract, due to some financial irregularities. My initial reaction was one of despair. Well, let’s cut to the chase; it’s fucking happened to me again! Just got straight and now no motor and no poxy job; yet again I found myself getting a cab home with my bloody tools.

    So my job search started all over again; looking in the local rags and visiting the job centre. My relationship with Vicky sadly petered out, due to the fact I was now polo mint and without transport. I’ll tell you what, I could easily have given up, considering how my life had twisted and turned against me since I was a little boy. Up and down like a bloody yoyo, the bad always outweighing the good. But for some strange reason, I kept going; hoping that one day the good would come and stay. Unfortunately, that day still hasn’t arrived!

    Over the next few months, I was in dire trouble with every creditor you could think of. It was during these dark days that Dave turned up on my doorstep, declaring himself homeless. He begged me to put him up till he could find a flat. Like the soft touch I am, I agreed and Dave moved in there and then. Stupid really, we were both unemployed and potless, which really was a recipe for disaster. After a few weeks, things started to disappear like DVDs and CDs and, when I returned home from a job-hunting stint, I found my flat had been ransacked and my dole money nicked. Dave had vanished into thin air. I never saw the tosser again, until recently; his picture was in the local rag. He’d just been convicted of attempted murder at the Old Bailey with another guy, and was awaiting sentencing. Anyway, that’s his problem not mine. What a total and utter wanker!

    I eventually found myself another start working in Beckenham, no transport though. Mind you, it was an easy bus ride to the site; all I had to do was get a cab the first day with my tools. My tools were then locked up every night in the container, which I thought was a right touch. The first two weeks were tough; I often walked to work while I completed my week in-hand, due to the lack of funds.

    After that I was on a roll for two years; working six days a week. I now started going out every week and drank in the local boozer. I had the serious hots for one of the barmaids. Trudy was her name and sexy-looking was her game. She was a really bubbly and lively young lady. Try as I did, I just couldn’t get her to come out with me. That first year I saved up and bought an old Ford Orion and had a holiday in Benidorm in Spain. What a holiday! Blinding! I went with two guys from work, Simon and John, and I must admit most of the holiday remains a blur. Sun, sea, booze and gorgeous girls; that’s how I remember Benidorm. After my holiday, I was back at work when tragedy struck; my right wrist and elbow seized up. The pain was unbelievable. I couldn’t use my right arm at all. My doctor sent me to hospital, where they gave me two cortisone injections and put my wrist in a plaster cast. I was told that I would be out of action for at least six weeks; being self-employed, I received no sick pay. So I had to sign-on to get £48 per-week off the State. Well, you can imagine how I felt, totally pissed off. Over the next few weeks, I started to get into debt again, but this time I knew it wouldn’t be for long. I started to panic though, my car’s MOT, insurance and tax were just about to run out and I was potless again.

    During my forced break, I unbelievably pulled Trudy. It happened out of the blue. I bumped into her in Bromley; she asked if I could help her put up a few blinds in her house. Well, I wasn’t going to refuse was I? Even with my wrist in plaster. So Yours Truly went to her house and fitted all her blinds, which, I hasten to add, took bloody ages, due to my wrist. Anyway, one thing led to another and we started a temporary lust-filled affair lasting two months. I returned back to work eight weeks after the incident and by that time, everything had run out on my car. I had to go through the same bloody rigmarole of doing a week in-hand again. So the inevitable happened. I was driving home from Swanley in Kent, after doing a small favour for my boss, when the old Bill tugged me. They threw the book at me, so to speak, nicking me for no insurance, no MOT, no tax, faulty brakes and two bald tyres. Technically, I was now fucked and expected to either do a bit of bird or get another ban; probably three years. The week before I had to appear in Maidstone magistrates court, I informed my firm that by Thursday, I would no longer be mobile and possibly not around for while. I made enquires with the local council to find out were I stood with my flat if I got sent down. What the council told me made me feel sick and completely depressed; they reckoned that their policy would mean repossessing my home! So the day before, I told Edward and explained the worst scenario. I gave him a set of keys and a phone number of a house clearance company, who would come in and clear the flat and give him the dosh. I must admit what I asked Edward to do was a bit heavy for a seventeen year-old. But I had no choice; there simply wasn’t anyone else. That night, I sat in my flat on my jack, drinking what I thought was going to be my last drop of wine for a while. I felt so alone and depressed, my mind going over everything that had happened in my life. As the tears started to flow down my cheeks, the house phone rang. I answered in a sad lethargic tone.

    “Hello?”

    “Hi, is this Eddie Allen?” the voice asked.

    “Yeah it is. What can I do for ya?” I asked quietly, wiping the tears from my eyes.

    “I’m the desk sergeant from Maidstone police station. You’re down to appear before the magistrates in the morning.”

    “That’s right. Ten o’clock ain’t it?” I asked.

    “Well, normally that would have been the case, however not for you,” he said.

    “Err, what do ya mean?” I asked totally confused.

    “Well let’s put it this way, Eddie, you must have a guardian angel or something. The station had a power cut earlier and it only took a second, if that, for the generators to kick in. During a blink of an eye, your name and records were erased from the computer. Consequently, I have to inform you that all charges against you have been dropped and a letter will be sent in the next few days confirming our conversation.”

    “Is this a joke, or what? I mean was it just my records, or were there loads?” I asked nervously.

    “No this is not a joke and there weren’t loads, just yours!’

    I put the receiver down, dumbfounded and in total shock. How, why and most importantly, who?

    True to his word, three days later I received a letter from the police confirming what he stated. I borrowed five hundred pounds off my boss and totally briefed my car up. A few weeks passed and a new guy started on site; he worked with John the electrician. All the other guys on the site reckoned he was a weirdo, just because he helped out at a spiritual church in Bromley. I couldn’t see sod all wrong with that, and after a few conversations with him, I was invited to come along, which I gladly accepted. On arriving at the church, I was introduced to the entire congregation. While we sat in a circle chatting, a latecomer arrived, covered from head to toe in a drenched rain-Mac with a hood. I was inexplicably drawn to the person. Underneath all the plastic emerged a very petite female with short wispy blonde hair, her completion pale. She walked over to the group. As she got closer I noticed her eyes were electric blue. The leader of the group introduced me to her.

    “Rona, this is Eddie,” he gestured in my direction.

    My eyes meet Rona’s for a second and a cold chill went down my spine. I felt as if I knew her from somewhere, but where, I just didn’t know. I held out my hand and offered it in friendship; she looked down to the floor and then offered me her left hand. We stood holding hands for what seemed ages; suddenly a surge of energy filled my entire body, making me shiver.

    “Hi, pleased to meet you, Eddie,” she said with a smile.

    “Likewise ,Rona,” I said while releasing my grip on her hand.

    As we both sat down, I noticed something strange about her right hand; it looked lifeless and stiff. I tried not to look at it, in case it made her feel uncomfortable. After an hour of meditation we had a coffee break, before the resident medium started her readings. I grabbed a coffee, stood in the entrance lobby and lit up a fag. I opened the door and blew my smoke out into the wet cold evening. As I stood there, facing out into the car park and puffing on my Silk Cut, I felt a presence behind me. The hairs on my neck stood up. This I put down to the cold air blowing in my face from outside. I turned round and Rona was standing there, watching me.

    “Hi. Did you enjoy the meditation?” she asked.

    I looked in amazement as the cold moonlight filtered through the stained glass windows, casting Rona into a sort of angelic appearance.

    “Yeah, very interesting. I normally meditate every night after work. I find it relaxes me,” I informed her.

    I threw my fag butt out of the door and then shut it. I moved slowly towards the hall with Rona by my side. As we both approached the stage, she looked down and sighed; her shoe tassels had come undone. She put her foot on a stall and tried to tie them back up, I noticed she was having serious difficulties in performing the task. It was then I noticed she had only one hand and the other one was false, I asked her to sit down. I then lifted her foot onto my knee and started tying her tassels; she gazed into my eyes smiling.

    Now Rona wasn’t my type; she didn’t drink or even smoke, hated football and any sort of gambling. So why was I compelled to ask her out? Anyway I did, and to my surprise she accepted; our relationship lasted five months or so. During that time we had holiday breaks in the Cotswolds, went to see Pavarotti at Earl’s Court and had numerous weekends away. Rona was and I suppose still is, the most loving, caring and beautiful human being I’ve ever had the pleasure to meet. She was so kind and extremely spiritual it defies belief. She taught me so much and for that I’ll always be grateful. She opened my mind back up to my beliefs. I think my mind was partially blocked due to all the crap it had to handle, but she made me realise that everything I’d been through was without doubt for a reason. Rona reckoned the true purpose of my life would be revealed in a mysterious way. I asked her to move into my flat with me, which turned out to be a massive mistake. A week after moving in, I started to feel unwell, constantly feeling sick and light-headed. I used to wake up all hours of the night, feeling dizzy. My sleep pattern shot to bits, I couldn’t understand why. I started to have regular nightmares; Tyzak was back on the scene and on three occasions, he nearly got me. After a long and in-depth chat with Rona, she revealed a startling fact. She knew her soul was draining mine during the night; she actually admitted gaining strength from my soul, which in her own words was how Tyzak got to me quicker than usual. She also admitted that she knew me in a previous life and needed to drain my soul’s knowledge. Fuck me, she’d have to go, I thought. Then it happened.

    This particular night I was sleeping rather badly. I woke in the night around two or three in the morning; I noticed Rona moving in and out of the bedroom, acting agitated as if looking for something. I wondered what the hell she was playing at. After the tenth bloody time she appeared in and then out of the room, I decided enough was definitely enough. I slipped out of bed and, to my utmost horror; I noticed she was fucking sound asleep next to me! I screamed in shock and woke her up. I then told her what was happening. She just looked at me, shrugged her shoulders and promptly fell back to sleep, acting like she’d been drugged. That was the last time she kipped in my flat. In the morning, I gave Rona the tintack rather rapidly. What worries me was the fact that she reckoned she knew me from a previous life. Having no right hand didn’t bother me at all; I’m not a shallow person! If what she says is true, was it her spirit I encountered all those years ago in Deptford? I mean the poltergeist there had her right hand missing as well. My God, what a frightening thought!

    A few weeks later I was having a beer with a couple of guys from work. This was normal practice every Friday after work, unless something else cropped up. I stood at the bar, ordering a round of drinks. The barmaid didn’t take a blind bit of notice of me. Her eyes wide open and wild with fear, she gazed in disbelief over my shoulder. Her mouth dropped in shock while she backed away from the bar. I glanced over my shoulder wondering what the fuck was wrong with the girl, and standing by the door I noticed four shady looking characters scanning the bar area, obviously looking for someone. Two of the guys were wielding hefty sticks. Suddenly there was loads of shouting and swearing; the four made a violent dash towards a group of guys sitting by the pool table. I looked on in shock, as all hell broke loose. I stood rooted to the spot as everyone in the pub joined in the fracas, and when I say everyone I mean everyone; even the guys from work got involved. Now, for some unknown reason I must have been invisible, no one came anywhere near me! I just stood watching guys getting bottled and bashed with broken table legs. All over the pub there were guys thumping and beating each other to a pulp; and me, well I was totally overlooked, as if I wasn’t there. After the incident, my workmates made a startling revelation; they reckoned I’d left the pub before it all kicked-off. When I told them everything I saw and that I was standing at the bar, their response was, “bollocks, you weren’t even in the pub.” To this day I don’t understand what happened; the whole incident left me confused to say the least. However, there’s one thing I know for certain, I was definitely in the boozer when it happened!

    I recall another amazing incident that happened a few years earlier. I was sent with four other guys to do some work on the GPO tower opposite New Scotland Yard. A hoist and gauge were erected up the side of the building and it was my job to tie netting around the gauge with zip-ties. Well as you do, you start from the top and work your way down. Three floors below, the guys were busy ripping up floorboards, getting the area ready for its refurbishment. Picture the scene: I’m twenty floors up on the inside of the gauge with no safety harness. I’ve tied and dropped three rolls of netting down the outside. While I’m zip-tying the netting, I lost my footing and slipped, falling down the inside of the gauge to certain death! The second I slipped, one of the guys three floors below decided to open the window and throw two scaffold boards across the window-sill and onto the gauge’s bar. I landed with a massive thud and bounced at least ten feet into the air. I then grabbed the side of the gauge, sighing with relief, hanging on for dear life. The guy stood, gobsmacked, staring in disbelief. Well, apart from a fractured wrist and a few bruises I was alright and to this day I am indebted to the young Polish labourer, who I might add didn’t know why he threw the boards out in the first place. Now that’s spooky! Or is it?

    

    Over the next few weeks, I started to take up badminton down the local gym in Beckenham, playing with Edward and his new girlfriend, Stephanie. Edward was nearing his seventeenth birthday and was proving to be a chip off the old block, which apparently didn’t go down too well with his mother for some strange reason. So, we played badminton in between going to watch QPR; our trips to Loftus Road were memorable, if somewhat frustrating. We’d have lunch, go down to Shepherd’s Bush market and then onto the game, where invariably the R’s lost. It was during this period that tragedy struck the hoops, relegation to division two. Gerry Francis jacked and the king of one-liners took over in the shape of Ian Holloway. Miracle worker would be an understatement: the club skint and in administration, Holloway guided the hoops back to somewhat respectability. Mind you, there were a few major embarrassments along the way, like being thrashed by Arsenal 6-1, getting turned over by part-timers Vauxhall motors in the FA cup, and worst of all being mauled by Cardiff at home 4-0, then a little later getting stuffed by Leeds United 6-1 after we scored bloody first. Those examples are just a few I’ve had to endure since our relegation from the Premiership. Gone are the days when we stuffed the likes of Man Utd, Chelsea, Arsenal and Liverpool. Why, oh why, can’t we find another Ferdy, Don Mason, Rodders or even the mercurial Stan Bowles to bring back the glory days, or at least someone who can score goals on a regular basis?

    I recall coming home from Rangers’ stadium after watching the lads beat Grimsby 1-0, only a wonder goal from Mikkel Beck separating both sides. After dropping Edward off, I returned to my flat around 7:15 p.m. As I opened the front door my nostrils were greeted by a weird smell inside. On entering the front room I noticed hanging in the air the whiff of extinguished candles, like they’d just been put out seconds earlier. Now the last time I lit candles was Tuesday evening, four days ago, and I know the smell wasn’t there when I left with Edward earlier. So where did the smell come from? Maybe a neighbour had been burning candles and the smell had penetrated my gaff. Curiosity got the better of me, so I knocked on my neighbours’ doors above and below me; nothing. None of them had candles to burn anyway, and José next door was on holiday, so the mystery remained.

    That night, I went to bed around eleven, after watching a film on Sky. I lay in bed, tossing and turning, until eventually I dropped off to sleep. I woke suddenly to the sensation that I was prodded on my shoulder, and glanced at the alarm clock: it was 3 a.m. I turned over and lay on my back, staring into the gloomy darkness of my bedroom. Then it happened, I started sniffing, my nostrils tingling with the smell of Jasmine and Lavender. I could have sworn I’d just woken up in a florist’s. I instantly knew it was my nan, letting me know she was there with me. I sat up in bed, smiling to myself, taking deep breaths, and wondering if the candle whiff was down to Nan as well. On quite a few occasions I’ve had visits of this nature; some have been slightly alarming, but not fearful. I decided to seek some advice from a clairvoyant or medium, which I did a week later. This particular medium came highly recommended, so I arranged for a sitting on a Thursday evening. I arrived in the picturesque village of Keston, Kent at 7:15 p.m. and walked around the village, until I came across Madame Tyrone’s quaint cottage. After several knocks on her door, she finally answered looking a bit perturbed. I had the distinct feeling I’d just disturbed her. Now there’s one thing I’ve learnt in my life and that’s not to judge a book by its cover, if you get my drift.

    Standing before me was a really tall young woman in her late twenties, very pale in completion, her eyes heavy from sleepless nights.

    “You must be Eddie?” she said forcing her face to crack a slight smile. “You’re early. I was just meditating when you knocked.”

    “Oh, I’m sorry, didn’t think,” I said apologetically.

    I looked her up and down, and instantly doubted her ability to communicate with the other side; what an awful assumption. She looked like she’d be more at home propping up the bar in a nightclub, I thought.

    “Come in, Eddie,” she beckoned, pointing towards the lounge area.

    I strolled in towards a large round table, a crystal ball and tarot cards were strategically placed in the centre. Either side two candles were flickering from the draught coming in from the front door.

    “Please sit down,” Ms. Tyrone suggested.

    She turned the room’s lights off and lit another two candles, and then sat opposite me; we sat in silence for a few moments. She just stared icily into my eyes, there was something about those grim, staring eyes that sparked doubt and suspicion in my mind; she looked sort of dodgy, like a victim of a ravaging vampire attack. I started to feel uneasy and uncertain in her company, although that feeling soon went, when she leant over and held both my hands. The warm and tingling sensation from her hands made me feel at ease, she stared at me and slowly tilted her head. I sat rigid, staring at her with the most elaborate poker face you’d ever seen. No way, I thought, that I would say or do sod all to give her any info, but as it turned out she didn’t need any. She started blabbering on about this, that and the other, when suddenly my ears pricked up to the name of Terry.

    “He won’t come through. I can feel him, he just refuses to join us, he knows you’re here, Eddie. Anger, so much anger. He hates you with a vengeance,” she whispered. “Is your father alive, Eddie?”

    “Yeah, why?” I said, thinking you’re the medium, you tell me!

    “I don’t know why. There’s something going on. It’s been going on for centuries. I feel, and I could be wrong, but I feel that they are one and the same. I mean, it seems they’re both feeding off each other with the sole purpose of getting to you!”

    During the brief silence that followed her amazing statement, my initial thoughts of Ms. Tyrone were blown to oblivion!

    “Tell me something I don’t know, Ms. Tyrone?” I asked.

    “The pattern of your life over the next few years will change dramatically. Your insight will grow stronger and stronger. The path you’re on now will change; this will be out of your hands. Something completely alien to you will fill the remainder of your term in the mortal realm. However, you still have some major hardships to overcome, until you reach your purpose in life. Having said that, ‘they’ will help and guide you even more now than before, because you’re nearly there!” She smiled, a gleam in her eye.

    I then went on to explain about all the strange smells I’d encountered over a period of time. She reckoned it was the spirit world letting me know that they were there, and that it could be my nan or my guardian angel, or even both. Well, I didn’t know what to make of her revelations, or that in a few years from now, something I would never dream of, would present itself. I left the cottage thinking that she was top quality; only time would tell regarding her statements. I walked through the village to where my car was parked, my mind asking all sorts of questions. Could there be some sort of spiritual war going on between Terry, my father and my guardians? Is that why bad follows good? If that was the case, then it’s happening all around the globe, a continuous unseen war between the mortal world and spirit realms! Food for thought, though, eh?

    

    Over the next few weeks, my right wrist and elbow started to give me more jip, and yet again I had more cortisone injections. This time, the mobility of my arm took longer to return and I found it very painful and extremely difficult using a hammer, let alone heavy plant. I knew that somewhere along the line I’d have to give up working in the construction industry. But what could I do? No qualifications and a total dumbo at school. Couldn’t write or spell properly and never had a clue how to operate a computer. So what chance did I have of earning a living outside the building game? None! So I soldiered on, using wrist and arm supports for work and playing badminton. The contract at Beckenham was nearly completed, so I made myself busy looking for alternative employment, not wanting to be left in the lurch again. I was successful securing myself a start for two months’ time at a pharmaceutical company in Beckenham; the job title of maintenance operative was ideal for my ailing arm.

    After Beckenham had finished, I started work for the pharmaceutical company. Well I thought I’d landed on my feet big time; the job and amenities for the staff were top drawer. The only annoying part was all the security regulations and over the top health and safety system, needing permits to do this and that, which actually slowed the work schedule. On site was a gym, catering for badminton, five-a-side football and fitness classes. There was also an amazing restaurant, which had an excellent menu. All the employees were great and friendly and never looked down on me because I was just a manual worker. The first four months were unbelievable and I actually thought I would stay with the company until retirement; that’s how much I enjoyed working there. Then, like everything else in my life, it all went pear-shaped. I recall arriving for work and signing in at the desk; as I glanced down the register I noticed that I’d already signed in. ‘Eddie Allen’ had signed in an hour earlier.

    Feeling somewhat confused, I asked the receptionist if she could clear up my confusion. What she told me threw me back a bit; apparently ‘Eddie Allen’ had worked on site for the past year; he was an electrician. When I asked what he looked like, she said she couldn’t remember. I thought it really strange that I’d never bumped into him, either at lunch on site, or anywhere else, in fact. I thought I knew all the trades on site. I mean, there weren’t that many, about a dozen or so. So where the hell was this guy who had my name and same bloody signature? All that week, I searched high and low for him without success. I even put a note on the noticeboard, asking him to give me a ring on my mobile, lying that I had an important electrical problem on site to sort out, but nothing. This made me even more intrigued and determined to get to the bottom of the mystery. After painstakingly searching for him and boring the arse off everyone I came into contact with during the day, I gave up; thinking he must be a ghost or something.

    The following Monday, I arrived for work as normal, signed in and scanned the register looking for him, nothing in the book. I then turned back pages, going back over the last week. He was here Saturday at 7:30, so was I at 8:15, and there were only five of us working on Saturday. I knew the other guys. What the fuck is going on? I asked myself, while leaving the security point and making my way to the changing facilities in the south block. While I was getting changed for work in the locker room with the other guys, the managing director walked into the area with this rather large, overweight, red-cheeked guy. His eyes were dark and cold with no signs of emotion, his hands small and plump. He was introduced to the guys and me as our new supervisor. As he met us one by one, he shook hands saying he hoped we could all work well as a team. He then scuttled over to my locker and asked my name. When I told him, he held out his hand for me to shake. He grabbed my hand and stared icily into my eyes, making me feel uneasy. His grip was like a vice. His body language told me that he instantly didn’t like what was in front of him. I tried to pull my hand from his grip but he wouldn’t let go. He just stared deep into my eyes with what I can only describe as hatred. Why? I haven’t got a clue. All I knew was that my days here were numbered.

    The next two weeks were horrendous. Gordon made it perfectly clear he was hellbent on getting rid of me, making my life at work as miserable as he could. To this day I don’t understand why. I must admit to feeling something deep within him that was pure nasty and evil, and just being in his company made my blood run cold. Anyway, he made my life intolerable; stopping my overtime and weekend work. He waited and waited for me to make an error in my work so he could fuck me off. He even timed me at lunch and docked me half an hour out of my wages for coming back 5 minutes late from lunch. Everyone knew what he was up to; his arrogant and aggressive attitude towards everyone was there to be seen. He started making enemies in high places within the company; he even insulted one of the female staff, yet nothing was done about it. I got the impression that certain top managers were scared of him, and refused to listen to the vast complaints.

    Then it happened. Gordon stitched me up big time. Out the blue one Friday, he started being polite towards me and then a bit later he asked me to work on Saturday. I should have said no, but Saturdays were worth £180 to me, so I agreed. I grafted like a Trojan, and at 4 p.m. Gordon suggested we’d call it a day. I was in the security section, ready to sign out at 4 p.m. when he came over and informed me that I could put down 6:30, seeing as I didn’t have a lunchbreak, so I did and left to go home. What I didn’t realise was that the security cameras showed me leaving the site at 4 p.m. Now, normally that wasn’t a problem unless someone wanted proof for some reason or another. So, on Monday morning I returned to work as normal, I signed in and immediately notice the electrician had just signed in four minutes earlier. So there, on Monday’s page were two entries in the same bloody name, but it was impossible. Why I say it’s impossible is the fact that I stood outside the building’s entrance finishing my fag, chatting to one of the guys, for at least ten minutes, and during that time no one entered! That mystery has never been solved. Anyway, at about 11:30 that morning, I tried to use my security pass to get into one of the buildings, I stood in shock as I activated the security alarm system. Within moments, I was surrounded by security guards and frog-marched to the main security office. As I was dragged across the grounds protesting my innocence, I noticed Gordon standing watching from his office window, his arms folded and his face beaming with a large smirk. He got me sacked and evicted from the grounds for falsifying my time sheet. Bastard!

    Over the next few weeks, during yet another job hunt, I met and started dating a local woman called Julie. Amazingly what started out as just a fling ended up a serious relationship, which I hasten to add, is still going on nearly six years down the line. Over the next two years, my arm got really bad and I was forced several times to rest five or six weeks after I’d had cortisone injections. Consequently, I found it very difficult holding down a permanent position. I was constantly in and out of work and always skint. Every job I started only lasted a matter of weeks before my arm would refuse to do a day’s graft. I’ve never felt so frustrated, and bitterly disappointed. At one stage, I had my wrist in plaster again - for three bloody months this time. The hospital specialist recommended that I should change my job ASAP, otherwise the damage to my ligaments would end up permanent. I couldn’t even brush my teeth or wipe my arse without getting searing pains from my wrist to my shoulder. So I spent a fair time unemployed on incapacity benefit, staying off work for ten months, in the vain hope my arm would right itself with the rest.

    Yet again I was dealt a blow that ultimately caused me such grief with credit card companies and the worst system ever: the council tax. For years, I paid card protection and repayment cover. What a con! Every time I tried to claim, I got a knockback from all the companies being told that my protection didn’t cover self-employed or yearly contracted workers. What a load of bollocks! You sign up to these wankers, fill the form in with your employment details and then they ask you if you want protection. So like a mug you do, just in case things go pear-shaped. So yes, I was ramped up to the eyeballs, with non-claimable insurances. The biggest stitch-up is the council tax system, where you pay monthly instalments from April till March. If you lose your job and you sign on in, let’s say September, by the time you’ve gone through all the rigmarole of filling out War and Peace and get your Mickey Mouse £56 bar a week the Government reckons you need to live on, you somehow end up owing council tax, because they never backdate it to the bloody day you lost your job.

    After a long rest, my arm and elbow seemed to be OK, so I signed off the dole after finding a job in Charlton. After a couple of months, I started to get reasonably straight, so Julie and I had a week’s holiday in Spain in November. Luckily Spain had an Indian summer, with temperatures hitting the 80s, which was totally unexpected. Anyway after the holiday, a new guy called Rob started on site, and his love of golf soon rubbed of on me. He gave me one of his old 7-irons and talked me into going three times a week to the local driving range. Well, at first I couldn’t even hit a barn door; it’s so difficult trying to hit and direct a golf ball, you just wouldn’t believe it. However, I refused to be beaten by this extremely hard sport and persevered during the winter. It was during this time that I met Phil in my local boozer. We had so much in common that we just hit it off and we’ve been pals ever since. Now my task was to get Edward and Phil into golf and, surprisingly, they were both up for it. So every week the three of us, and occasionally Rob, would spend hours down the range. Rob’s sudden lack of interest was down to his new bird and eventually he stopped coming, which was sad really.

    The three of us had quite a hectic schedule, playing badminton, golf and watching QPR. My life had turned around, so I thought. Then unexpectedly, I got laid off yet again. I was now seriously getting totally pissed off with my life; every time I thought I was on the right track, fate would deal me yet another hammer-blow. It took me two months to find another job; this time I started working for a firm in Catford. The first year was brilliant, I was informed I had a job till I retire. Well, I was ecstatic. At bloody last I thought. I decided to buy my flat from the council and get ramped up with a new Golf GTI. During that year, QPR reached the Division Two play-off final, so me, Edward and Phil booked our tickets for the Millennium Stadium showdown against Cardiff City in Cardiff!! What a day; we started at 6:30 in the morning, making sure we arrived at Loftus Road by 7:45. On arriving, we were told the coaches were being boarded in the BBC’s car park, which was a short walk from the ground. Anyway, by the time we arrived in Cardiff, it was eleven o’clock; four hours before kick-off! So we jazzed around, had lunch in BurgerKing and just stood in awe of all the blue and white hooped shirts mingling around the city centre. Every shop was full to the brim with QPR supporters, absolutely awesome sight!

    Now, if you love football you just got to go to Cardiff. The stadium is simply astonishing and breathtaking. The only downside is the way you get conned outside. Rangers’ supporters, including us, bought air-horns for £7 a throw, only for them to be confiscated when we entered the stadium. Apart from that and the result - Cardiff beat us 1-0 - it was an extremely entertaining experience, which I thoroughly recommend to any football fan.

    Near the end of the year, my problem with my arm recurred, but luckily it was not as severe as before. However, it still needed another cortisone injection, so I took two weeks holiday over the Christmas period, which gave my arm a month to right itself. When I went back to work I found the yard locked up. There was no answer from the office and all the company’s vans had vanished. I hung around for hours, not knowing what was happening or what to do. I sat in my car waiting. I mean, not only did I need my job, I also needed my month’s money to pay my bills. While staring through my windscreen at the locked gates, a small van pulled up and a rather smart guy dressed in a suit got out and unlocked the gates. He held a clipboard full of papers and started walking around the yard taking notes; it looked to me as if he was itemising everything. When I questioned him on what was going on, his answer floored me. The company had gone bankrupt and the Inland Revenue had seized everything for non-payment of taxes. I couldn’t believe it, not again, this just can’t keep happening to me. What the fuck is going on? My boss must have known and he just blagged everyone, including me.

    So yet again I’d taken ten paces forward and nine paces backward, ending up in the shit. So I did what I’ve always done since childhood; dust myself down, chin up and carry on. Three weeks later, I found another job; absolute pony firm, but I needed the dosh. What I was asked to do nearly killed me: laying concrete blocks all day, and tacking ceilings on my jack. It wasn’t long before my wrist and elbow were in such a state that I lived on painkillers for three months, until I had to jack the job. In August more cortisone injections followed, along with advice from my doctor to give the building game up before it killed my arm completely. It’s all right everyone telling me to give up the tools, but how the hell am I going to live? I remember sitting in my flat, feeling depressed and desperate. What am I going to do now? I asked myself. I need to take another direction, but where and with what. I’ve got nothing that a prospective employer would be interested in, no qualifications, and my age will definitely go against me; I’m no spring chicken anymore at forty-seven!

    Then, for some unknown reason, someone from somewhere put the unthinkable in my head; go to college and get a degree in construction management. What me? I thought, laughing to myself. You must be joking, Eddie boy. Mr. Thicko at school, can’t spell, can’t write and you want to go to college? So, like a plum, I phoned Bromley College to get some info on doing a course in construction management. Well, I was told the new term started in ten days and that only this morning a student dropped out, leaving a vacant space if I wanted it. Now I’m a great believer in Karma; in my mind this was meant to be. Why? I just don’t know. I accepted, and that afternoon enrolled with the college. The next ten days flew by and before I knew it, my two year course got underway.

    I recall the first day vividly. I stood outside the classroom feeling really nervous and unsure of myself. I had this gnawing feeling in my gut that I was going to make myself look a complete dumbo. On entering the classroom I glanced around and noticed I was the oldest by at least twenty-odd years. That in itself didn’t do my confidence any good at all. While we sat waiting for the class to begin, to my delight a guy called David rushed in and sat down next to me. He was in his early forties. Anyway, in walked George, our first tutor of the day. After introducing himself, he went on to explain about our course. He reckoned that over the next two years we would be completing twelve units, along with group projects and a serious amount of homework and essays each week.

    The first unit got underway and my brain couldn’t comprehend a thing; it was like trying to learn Chinese backwards. Analytical methods, which comprised of algebra, pie charts, plotting straight and curved graphs, square roots and cube roots, cumulative frequency curves, Pythagoras’ theorem, geometry and trigonometry, sin, cos and tan! They were just a mere tip of the iceberg. After three hours of that, my head was pounding. I’ve never had a stress headache like it. After my first day at college, I returned home completely disillusioned and dejected. I phoned Edward and told him that I didn’t think I could cut it, and that I was going to knock it on the head. He went ballistic, demanding that I should stick it out and that he would help me with the algebra; so the thicko from the Old Kent Road reluctantly carried on with the course and tried to get his head around analytical methods, which was easier said than done, believe me. During the first few months of college I realised I needed a computer as all the other students presented their work typed up with diagrams and pie charts done by their computer. Me, on the other hand, just wrote on notepaper and drew with a pencil. My writing was abominable; I’ve always printed when I write, ever since I was child. My spelling was pathetic and my presentation of homework was diabolical, but being unemployed I had no dosh to buy a computer, so I had to accept that I probably would fail the course. Then one Saturday morning, I received in the post a confirmation letter on my application for a credit card. They actually gave me £1,500 credit limit. I was gobsmacked. Why? I’d been blacklisted for years.

    That afternoon I bought a laptop from Dixons, with a printer, digital camera and floppy disc drive. Edward came round and set everything up for me and showed me the basic workings of the computer. Bloody amazing! The remainder of my first year in college proved successful, and I gradually learned how to format my essays and most important of all, my spelling and handwriting looked as if performed by someone else. During half term, Edward suggested I compile my CV and send it off to all the major building contractors in London and the southeast. So I did: forty-two, to be precise; my plan was to find a job as a site agent or assistant site manager. Over the next few weeks I started to do a few private jobs, fitting kitchens. My arm held up well because in between jobs, I had at least two or three weeks rest. Me, Edward and Phil played golf every weekend and started going to see QPR again, seeing as I could now afford to. We had a blinding golfing holiday, staying three days at the Selsdon Park Hotel Golf Club, something I would love one day to repeat; Edward and I are more like best mates rather than father and son. I just adore his company. Since my divorce he’s been a rock. It’s because of him that I kept going, enduring all the heartaches and disappointments that life has thrown at me. Mind you, I’ve tried not to tell him most of the crap I’ve had to deal with; he’s got his own life to worry about, so I keep schtum, not wanting to worry him.

    My relationship with Julie and her daughter Danielle was also moving in the right direction. Dan and I really get on well. I find her a complex soul with deep inner feelings she keeps buried. It took me years to get to know her; I think it was about three years before she opened the door; unbelievable! Having said that, what a ‘diamond’ - heart of gold, even if she’s got a short fuse! Doesn’t suffer fools gladly, that one, and whoever lands her has his work definitely cut out!

    My second year at college got under way, and analytical methods were done and dusted! I had no response whatsoever from all the CVs I sent, and I must admit to feeling very low and despondent as the term started. The workload we had during the second year was phenomenal. I spent hour upon hour sat in front of my computer, completing the high level of course work; sometimes I would study seven days a week just to finish certain projects. My private life was non-existent, which caused some friction between Julie and me. But by and large, she dealt with my studying quite well. I recall coming back to my flat on a Monday night, after spending the weekend at Julie’s. When I entered my flat I was confronted by that same smell I encountered a couple of years earlier, but this time to my astonishment not only did the flat smell of spent candles but on the coffee table lay a box of matches with three spent sticks on top. Was it a message or was I being told that I’d been visited yet again? Why? I knew the matches were nothing to do with me. I very rarely used them, preferring my lighter.

    My mind was buzzing, wondering what was going on when suddenly I heard a click and I was plunged into darkness. I lit my lighter, walked into the kitchen and opened the meter box, noticing the lighting switch was pointing in the off position. I flipped the switch up and flooded the flat in light, immediately the switched returned to the off position. While I was going through the same motion again, my house phone rang. I fumbled around in the dark, searching for my cordless phone. When I answered, it was Julie, asking if I was alright. While chatting, I walked back into the kitchen and switched the lights on again. In front of my very eyes, I saw the switch drop to the off position once again. I instantly had this strange sensation that I wasn’t alone in the flat. I can’t explain how I felt; it was just so weird, like I was being watched or something. So I ran round the flat, turning off everything to see if one of the lights was tripping the box. I returned to the meter box and went through the same procedure; this time I stood in the dark, pointing my lighter at the switch, and again the switch fell to the off position. Nothing could have tripped the switch, because sod all was on. While I continued my chat with Julie, I started to explain what was happening when I heard yet another loud click. I was now getting a bit pissed off with what was going on. So I stood in the front room in total darkness and shouted out, “OK, enough is enough, I know you’re here, so give it a bloody rest will ya and stop winding me up.” Julie must have thought I’d lost the plot. Then suddenly the lights came on and to this day it’s never happened again.

    The following Monday I got a call from a guy called Mike Fielding. He was the contracts manager for a company based in north London. Apparently, he’d had my CV for a few months and asked me if I was available for an interview regarding the position of site manager. The interview was arranged for the following day at one of their sites in Croydon. The interview was an unbelievable success; I got offered a contract, which I duly accepted and was told that I could carry on with my college course. This is it, at last. All the disappointments were for a reason; Karma. My life had now changed! £30K a year, paid holidays, mobile phone paid for and petrol allowance. I had to pinch myself, just in case I was dreaming!

    So Yours Truly started to run his own contract, from demolition till completion of six new-build flats in Penge, South London, and once a week I would go to college. I was now working flat out, during the day and evenings. My goal was to pass my higher national certificate and stay in the construction industry as a site manager. Everything at Penge fell into place, no hiccups and no delays. I got on with all the contractors from the piling crew, ground workers, bricklayers and carpenters. I had to deal with building control and NHBC inspectors, I just simply slotted into the role of manager as if I’d been doing it all my life - amazing! I kept records of daily events and ordered materials when needed. Everyone informed me that I was a ‘natural’ at management. Forgive me for thinking that the old skint days were well and truly over.

    I recall one afternoon when Edward came to site on his day off. I could see in his eyes how proud he felt. His dad, the boss, all trades coming to my office for advice and standing with me going over the drawings. Edward just grinned at me, winking. Fond memories.

    Halfway through the contract, me, Julie, Danielle and a few of her pals spent a long weekend in Prague, just before Christmas 2004. We tried to pack in as much as we could, but really four days wasn’t enough. However, this magical city left a lasting impression on me, and I vowed to come back for another holiday. The walk from the old town gallows to the speaking stones of the Charles Bridge was full of ancient buildings and monuments. A thousand years of history, Romanesque, gothic baroque, neo-classical, art nouveau. Appreciate Prague’s historical development and unique architectural heritage to the full; looking over Charles Bridge at the river Vltava gives you an immense spiritual feeling, especially when standing next to the statue of Christ in the moonlight. It’s breathtaking. In the old town, we stumbled through a web of surreptitious passages and infernal alleys extending on all sides, infiltrating it completely. The haunted streets and alleyways of the old town are like the film set for a medieval ghost or phantom play! We actually felt slightly spooked standing in the labyrinth of alleyways, with the moonlight casting eerie shadows in every nook and cranny. They say that Prague is the most haunted city in Europe; a rogue’s gallery of ghosts and phantoms. One of the most amazing sights is the astronomical clock in the town square; my first impression was Trumpton Town, don’t ask me why, I ain’t gotta clue. I’ve never seen so many concert and opera halls in one place, their buildings were scattered all around the city. Julie and I went to see a production of Bolero at the Klementinum mirror chapel. Electrifying.

    We also visited Prague Castle and the astonishing Gothic Cathedral ‘St. Vitus’. Now, if you ever want to encounter sensational spiritual vibes you’ve just got to visit Prague’s cathedral. It’s a must. Our penultimate day coincided with the opening of the Christmas market. Wow! This is the most magical and fascinating market I’ve seen for a long time. So, in my life I’ve visited a souk in Saudi and the Christmas market in Prague. Two totally different places but both equally magical and mysterious. Walking around, looking at all the stalls, I shook my head in disbelief at what you could buy; all your presents for Christmas were just a fingertip away, absolutely brilliant! The sight and aroma of whole pigs being roasted on spits, along with gigantic pork and herb sausages, continuously made you feel hungry. My fondest memory of Prague is strolling around the Christmas market with Julie, wrapped up to the nines, in bitter freezing cold winter conditions, getting slightly drunk on cups of mulled wine, and eating lashings of pork.

    

    After our magical break, it was business as usual. Night after night I studied to make sure my course was successful. The site in Penge was fast approaching the finishing stage and my two year college stint was a matter of two months from completion. Edward turned into a useful golfer, giving Phil and me some serious lessons on the golf course. Boy, could he spank a golf ball. It was now June and summer had finally arrived. Julie and I started to make plans for a two week break in Spain. We decided to shop around and book for the middle to end of September. The final week of college was now here and I sighed with relief as I handed in all my assignments, feeling like a large weight had been lifted off my shoulders. Now all I had to do was wait to see if I passed this gruelling course. I kept everything crossed and just hoped. The site in Penge completed six weeks early and I received £1,500 in bonuses. I then signed a three year contract and received a £4,000 per annum pay rise. I felt on top of the world; my thoughts returned to all the bad times and the thought that they were definitely long gone filled me with glee, maybe Tyzak had finally given up on destroying me?

    I started making plans for the future. In my mind, I wanted to move from my flat and buy a cottage in a small village somewhere in Kent. I recall returning home from work after a meeting with the company’s bosses and contract manager; it was late, about 10:30 p.m. As I pulled up outside my flat, for some strange reason, I glanced up to my front door. I was surprised to see someone standing facing my door as if they’d knocked and were waiting for the door to open. The figure just stood there, the tree out the front cast dark shadows over the door and I couldn’t make out who it was. One thing was for certain, I wasn’t expecting anyone, so I entered the building and slowly walked up the steps to my floor. My thoughts immediately reckoned it must be a burglar or someone out with intent to do harm. But why me, I’ve never hurt anyone? I ran to my door fearing the worst, but to my shock, the figure had vanished. How, where and why I don’t know, but he’d gone.

    

    The following week my whole world came crashing down. Firstly, my monthly salary cheque bounced and then the ultimate stab in the back; I got laid off. The company had lost several contracts and reluctantly had to let me go. I was devastated and inconsolable; I went to the boozer and got hammered. The following morning I woke to the sound of the postman ramming letters through the door. I sat up in bed with a massive hangover, feeling really depressed and tearful. I staggered into the kitchen and made myself a cup of tea and returned to my bed with the day’s post. I sat staring at the morning sunshine in deep thought. It’s happened again when I least expected it.

    Bloody hell, Eddie boy, you’re fucked again. Now what? I asked myself. I’ll tell you what Ed, you’re a good site manager; you’ll get a job anywhere, dust yourself down and move on, I said, trying to convince and motivate myself.

    I took a sip of tea and noticed that one of my envelopes in my mail was rather large, like a calendar. I picked it up and read the label: “handle and open with care”. I opened the A4 letter and retrieved its contents. I stared at the enclosed document and burst out laughing.

    What fucking good are you now? Was this all a big joke from the cosmos, more grief and punishment, you’re having a laugh.

    I was referring to my Higher National Certificate. I had actually passed my two year course with a bloody Merit, so I got what I set out to do, but now found myself unemployed yet again. I got up and printed off loads of copies of my CV and posted them to all the major firms I could think of. I think I sent somewhere in the region of 65.

    After five weeks, when I didn’t even receive one acknowledgment from any of the firms I wrote to, I decided to go back on the tools. I needed to earn a living; the bills were now mounting up like they always have done. Nothing; I couldn’t find a start anywhere, so I put an advert in the local rags for private work. Again, nothing. It was like I didn’t exist, totally invisible. What the hell was going on? My brain couldn’t handle what was being thrown at me. Every avenue was blocked. I even registered with ten agencies and applied for a warehouse job; again, nothing.

    Then, suddenly out of the blue, one morning I got up, switched my laptop on and started writing a book. Why? I haven’t got a clue. I mean, two years ago I was just your average thick builder and now I’ve done a two year college stint and I’m writing a bloody book. For what reason? I can’t for the life of me tell you! Everyone says that’s what ‘they’ want me to do. My neighbour, Sharon, is a medium and she adamantly stated I would not find another job, telling me to write my story. She reckoned the angels would look after me, because that’s what they wanted from me.

    Well, believe it or not that’s exactly what has happened, I’ve survived nine months living on the dole; every time I was skint, something miraculous happened. So, if its true then I shouldn’t have any problem having my book published, but I won’t hold my breath! Because as you’ve read, there’s definitely something out there from another dimension trying to destroy me. While writing this book, going back over the years I’ve had deep thoughts and feelings regarding a certain person, who over the years, has interfered with my life’s pattern and brought me nothing but grief. I believe that Tyzak exists in some dark realm somewhere between the mortal and spirit worlds, and uses people like myself to enter our world and wreak havoc, when and where he can.

    What my life has in store for me now is a complete mystery. I would love to write another book. This time I’ve got a really good fictional plot in my head, but unfortunately it can’t be written on peanuts. So nine months down the line, I am thousands in debt and still unemployed and my 50th birthday is seven days from now. But for some strange reason, I’ve written a book and I never, ever thought in my wildest dreams that I would, let alone could.
  


  
    About the Author
Born into a South London household, Eddie Allen grew up in Peckham and Old Kent Road during the 1960s, subjected to brutal beatings from his father, then homeless and thrown into fatherhood and marriage at the age of sixteen. His strong beliefs in spiritualism derive from his experiences during and since late childhood, beginning with a vision of his dead grandfather at the age of eleven. His journey is both unique and compelling - you will never read another story like his.
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