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  Dedication

To my daughters,

Skye Piper, Jade Piper, and 

Mia Piper

_____________________

This book is as much yours as it is mine. Your unwavering encouragement was the heartbeat behind every page, and your belief in me turned a dream into a reality.

Thank you for being my greatest inspiration and for reminding me why stories matter. I hope this work makes you as proud of me as I am to be your father.







  
    
      


“When I was a child, I talked, felt, and thought like a child. But when I grew up, I left those childish ways behind. Right now, it’s like we’re looking into a foggy mirror, seeing only a blurry reflection. But one day, we will see everything clearly, face to face.”


    

    
      Corinthians 13:11-12:
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  Foreword



I have known Gary Piper for over fifteen years, and I have a profound admiration for the man he is today. Gary is a man of true substance, defined by genuine respect and a rare, ironclad loyalty that is hard to find in this world.

Growing up in the raw poverty of the East End of London, Gary learned to survive a world of shadows, eventually walking among figures like the Kray twins and John Palmer. But as the Scripture says, when we grow up, we must put away childish things. Gary traded the “dim mirrors” of the underworld for the clarity of fatherhood, finding his greatest redemption in his daughters.

What follows is a truly shocking account of a life lived on the edge—a raw, uncompromising journey that will leave you breathless. This is a story you don’t just read; you feel. Prepare yourself

Christian Anderson.







  Preface



They say hindsight is 20/20, but at 55 years old, I’ve realised it’s more like a landscape seen from a mountain peak. When I was in the thick of working for the Kray twins I was too busy running to notice the direction of the wind. Now, with a few more grey hairs and a lot more silence in my days, the patterns have finally revealed themselves.

Writing this book at this stage of my life wasn’t just an exercise in memory; it was a reckoning. I wanted to capture the electricity of those years before the sparks faded entirely. This isn’t just a history of a movement—it’s the story of what it felt like to be alive when the world shifted on its axis.

I’ve written this for those who were there, those who wish they were, and mostly, for my daughters, so they know the man I was before I became the father they see today.

— Gary Piper
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To a special person. 




“To my daughter, Skye Piper. From the early mornings when I took you to school as a young girl to the incredible woman you’ve become, we have grown up together, shoulder to shoulder. You are so much more than my daughter—you are my absolute best friend. Thank you for being there. The one to pick me up every time I was down, and for the countless times we’ve laughed and cried until we couldn’t anymore. You have been there through thick and thin, through every high and every low, and I am so lucky and blessed to have had you by my side through it all. 

I couldn’t of wrote this book without you. 

I know where ever you are there will be light.

Your proud father.
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The shadows of the East End hadn’t vanished; they had just learned to dress in Armani and hide behind the heavy bass of the nineties. While the world thought the Krays were relics of a bygone era, Gary Piper knew the truth. He was the bridge between the old guard and the new breed—a trusted hand in London who could navigate the backstreets of Bethnal Green as easily as the boardrooms of the West End.

In London, Gary was more than just an associate; he was Reggie’s eyes and ears on the ground. When the word came down from the “Governor,” it was Gary who ensured the Kray influence remained absolute, even as the city’s underworld began to fracture under the weight of the death of Leah Betts and the Essex Boys murders in 1995.

Working the capital required a specific kind of grit. Gary’s role in the Smoke was the engine room of the operation:

Coordinating the supply chain of drugs that fed the North West  prisons,  London was the hub; Gary ensured the product was secured and the couriers were ready for the long hauls up the motorway.

Operating out of Diamonds night club , he balanced the club’s books for Peter Pedro while maintaining a neutral ground where the London firm could meet without drawing heat.

 In London, the name “Kray” still carried a heavy silence. Gary handled the delicate business of “Old School” debt collection—resolving disputes with a handshake that felt like a threat and a smile that never reached his eyes. Reggie didn’t trust easily, but Gary was the exception. Whether he was walking the cobblestones of the East End or overseeing the chaos of a Friday night at the club, he was the living proof that the Krays hadn’t gone anywhere. They had simply evolved from behind bars.



































  
  
  Introduction

  
  




The Kray twins were the undisputed kings of British gangland. Throughout the late 1950s until their fall in 1968, Ronnie and Reggie Kray ruled the East End of London through a calculated regime of terror. They were more than just gangsters; they were icons of the underworld, immortalised by fear and elevated to a perverted kind of celebrity status. They were, for a time, truly untouchable.

But prominence in the shadows comes at a lethal price. That heartless reign ended abruptly on March 8, 1969, at the Old Bailey. Mr. Justice Melford Stevenson famously remarked that the public had “earned a rest” from their activities. He handed down life sentences with a minimum recommendation of 30 years—a crushing blow for a litany of crimes including murder, fraud, protection rackets, blackmail, and extreme violence. It was the British Establishment’s way of declaring that the era of the “celebrity gangster” was over. Had capital punishment not been abolished just months prior, they would have likely met their end at the end of a rope.

The Reality Behind the Myth

Ronald Kray, a certified psychopath, ended his days in Broadmoor. I remember the morning of March 17, 1995, when Sky News broke the bulletin: Ronnie had suffered a massive heart attack. He was gone.

His funeral on March 29 was a spectacle of old-school East End theatrics. I was in car number seven of a thirty-limousine cortège, following six black horses pulling the carriage. The police escort struggled to clear a path through the 50,000 people lining the streets. The BBC and ITN compared the turnout to the funeral of Winston Churchill. But behind the pomp, the truth was far uglier. Ronnie was a man broken by schizophrenia, spending much of his life in a chemical haze because he loathed the anti-psychotic medication that made him feel “ill.”

Reggie Kray survived his brother by five years, serving nearly three decades in England’s harshest Category A prisons. He was finally released on compassionate grounds in August 2000, only to die of bowel cancer five weeks later in a Norfolk hotel. He was buried in a double grave alongside Ronnie at Chingford Mount.

The Underworld I Knew

Many people view the Krays as “Robin Hood” figures, fuelled by movies and books written by authors who never looked them in the eye. I can assure you: they don’t know the half of it. Most accounts are sanitised fantasies. The story you are about to read is my account of the London underworld in the 1990s—a time when I worked closely for both Reggie and Ronnie. I wasn’t an observer; I was there. I knew the “Old School” firm and the new breed of monsters who followed.

I promised myself that if I ever put pen to paper, it would be the truth. I will expose the “wannabe” gangsters—names like Dave Courtney and Steve Wraith—who have spent years spinning far-fetched fantasies to look hard. I will show you who they really are.

My journey began in April 1994. I was 23 years old, visiting a friend in HMP Maidstone, when I saw Reggie Kray in the visiting room for the first time. That day, my life changed forever. It is a day I now look back on and wish had never happened.

From London Smog to Tenerife Sun

I grew up fast in West Ham. By sixteen, I had been arrested for kidnap and GBH. I was young, violent, and protected by a family that helped me evade justice at every turn. But by 1999, the walls were closing in. The London underworld was changing, and the air in the UK felt heavy with the fallout from the Rettendon murders and “Operation Century.”

I needed a break, so I headed to Tenerife. But I wasn’t there for a holiday. I traded the grey streets of the East End to work for a man whose name carried as much weight as the Krays: John “Goldfinger” Palmer.

Palmer was a legend, famous for his acquittal in the Brink’s-Mat gold bullion robbery. In Tenerife, he had built a multi-million-pound empire fuelled by the timeshare fraud industry. If the Krays represented the old-school “business of fear,” Palmer represented the new-age “business of greed.” I went from smuggling Class A drugs into prisons for a dying Reggie Kray to being part of a corporate-style criminal enterprise that raked in millions every week.

This book is a truthful rendition of how it really was. No bullshit to make myself look good—just the raw truth. From the tragedy of Leah Betts to the internal mechanisms of the timeshare market. And the shadows of my own father’s links to the IRA. 

This is my story.
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  Born into chaos

  
  







The Devil’s Architecture




I was born in 1971, not just into a city, but into a specific kind of wound. The East End of my childhood was a place where the Second World War hadn’t ended; it had just settled into the brickwork. It was a landscape defined by gaps—patchworks of rubble where houses used to be, now overgrown with weeds that seemed to thrive on the soot. We lived just around the corner from Valence Road, a name that carried a weight most people couldn’t understand unless they were breathing that same air. Being that close to the Krays’ territory meant we weren’t just living in a neighbourhood; we were living inside a mythology. The legends of the twins weren’t stories you read in the papers; they were the invisible architecture of the streets. You felt them in the way men stood outside the pubs and the way the police moved in pairs, always looking over their shoulders.

The air I first inhaled wasn’t the clean oxygen of the suburbs. It was a thick, perpetual soup. It was the smell of coal smoke from a thousand chimneys, the heavy, cloying scent of frying grease from the local cafes, and that unmistakable, brackish rot of the nearby docks. When the wind blew right, the Thames brought the smell of wet, decaying wood and ancient mud right to our doorstep. It felt like the city was breathing on you—a hot, stagnant breath that stayed in your clothes and under your fingernails.

Our home was a standard terrace, part of a long, grey spine of identical houses. The construction was a joke, a testament to post-war haste. The walls were so thin they functioned more like curtains. If Mrs. O’Malley next door was having a row with her husband, we heard every curse, every plate that shattered. If Mr. Davies three doors down stood up too fast, the rhythmic creak of his knees echoed through the floorboards. We lived in a state of forced intimacy with the entire street, yet inside our four walls, we were more isolated than anyone knew.

My dad used to talk about the exterior decay of the East End as “poverty,” but he was a hypocrite. He wasn’t a victim of the slums; he was a predator within them. He wasn’t scraping for pennies; he was taking them from anyone too weak to hold onto them. He was a gangster, plain and simple, running a small, tight crew that specialised in the kind of casual brutality that keeps a neighbourhood quiet.

He was the devil. I don’t say that for dramatic effect; I say it because I sat at the table and watched the light in his eyes. He was an absolute, unimaginably evil man—a psychological psychopath who operated with a terrifying zero-feeling. Have you ever looked into the eyes of a shark? There is no flicker of recognition, no warmth, no humanity. That was my father. His eyes were cold, piercing, and terrifyingly unmoving. In my 54 years on this earth, through all the villains and hard cases I’ve met, I have never encountered another soul like his. He didn’t just lack empathy; he seemed to find the concept of it offensive.

He moved in the same circles as the Kray twins. He wasn’t their equal, but he was a recognised face. He’d nod to them in the pub, a silent acknowledgment between men who spoke the same language of violence. He ran his own crew, but he took “contracts” or small jobs from the twins when they needed someone who wouldn’t blink at a messy task. He brought that energy home with him. He didn’t leave the gangster at the front door; he brought the devil right to the dinner

My mother was the primary witness to his darkness. She was a quiet, worn-down woman, a ghost in her own kitchen. She bore the constant, vibrating strain of living with a man who used violence as his primary form of communication. He used to beat her often—not as a loss of control, but as a ritual. It was a domestic hell that made the dangerous streets outside look like a playground. He’d do it when he was sober just as readily as when he was drunk, proving that the cruelty wasn’t a side effect of the booze; it was the core of his engine.

I wasn’t the first to suffer. Before me were six sisters—six quiet casualties. By the time I was old enough to notice, they had already been hollowed out by his rage. They had endured years of physical violence and the even more damaging psychological trauma of never knowing when the next blow would land. We were all living in a state of permanent siege, watching the man at the head of the table for any sign of a shift in the weather.

My father’s criminal enterprise didn’t stop at the doorstep; he viewed his children as assets to be exploited. He would send two of my older sisters out with fake cancer charity boxes. It was a brilliant, disgusting scam. He’d dress them up to look presentable and send them door-to-door, preying on the few scraps of kindness left in the East End.

When it inevitably went wrong—when a neighbour got suspicious and the police brought them home—my father was a master of the “performance.” He would stand at the door, the image of the shocked, hard-working father. He’d look at the officers with a face full of shame and give my sisters a sharp clip around the ear right there on the pavement. “I’m so sorry, officers,” he’d say. “I don’t know where they get it from. I’ll see they’re disciplined.”

But the moment the door clicked shut and the police car pulled away, the mask dropped. The “discipline” they had seen on the street was a love tap compared to the horror that followed. He would give them a brutal, terrifying hiding in the hallway. His voice would drop to a low, venomous hiss: “Don’t get caught again. Now go back out there, fill those boxes up, and bring them back to me.” I had to sit on the stairs and watch this—a small boy absorbing every scream, every dull thud of his fist, soaking up the psychological terror like a sponge. That imposition of fear wasn’t just a memory; it became my DNA.

I would stand at the top of the stairs, even then, at the age of seven. That staircase wasn’t just a part of the house; it was my vantage point, my watchtower. From that elevated position, I could peer through the banisters and gauge the temperature of the hallway. I spent hours there, playing quietly with whatever scraps of toys I had, always with one ear cocked toward the front door. I was trying to stay away from him, trying to exist in the margins of the house where his cold, psychopathic shadow didn’t reach.

The house itself was a skeleton of the war. Like the rest of the terraced row, it felt devastated, even decades after the bombs had stopped falling. There was a thinness to the air, a sense of decay that seeped out from under the floorboards. But the physical decay was nothing compared to the atmospheric pressure. One afternoon, the geography of that house turned lethal.

I had just come out of the toilet at the top of the landing. The air in the house was already vibrating with that familiar, jagged energy—my father was screaming at my mother in the bedroom. It was an argument over nothing, or everything; with him, the cause didn’t matter, only the outlet. Suddenly, the bedroom door flew open. His eyes—those cold, fixed, evil eyes—locked onto me. There was no hesitation, no flicker of paternal instinct. He walked straight toward me with a terrifyingly calm purpose.

He didn’t yell at me. He didn’t even speak. He simply reached out and deliberately pushed me. I remember the sensation of gravity taking hold, the sickening rhythm of my body hitting each wooden step. I tumbled from the very top to the very bottom, a chaotic mess of limbs and terror. My sisters were screaming—a high, piercing sound that seemed to bounce off the thin walls. When I finally hit the linoleum at the bottom, the world went white with pain. My right arm was snapped, hanging at an angle that no seven-year-old should ever see.

They took me to the hospital, but the violence didn’t end with the injury; it continued with the “Script.” Before the doctors could even look at me, my mother, trembling and hollow-eyed, leaned into my ear. She had been forced to give me the lines. “You slipped, son. You were playing and you slipped.”

When the doctors and the social workers asked—their eyes searching my small, terrified face for the truth—I recited it perfectly. “I simply slipped.” We were child actors in a horror movie, rehearsing our lines until they became our reality. We protected him, not out of love, but out of the absolute certainty that if the truth came out, the next time I went down those stairs, I might not get up.

By December 1978, the winter was bitter, and the East End was wrapped in a freezing fog. I was seven years old, small for my age and skinny because eating felt like an intrusion in a house where your stomach was always knotted with dread. That was the year my father decided my small frame was a tool for his trade.

He took me out to a house in Bethnal Green. I remember the cold air hitting my face and the greasy smell of his car. He found a small window at the back of the property. He didn’t ask; he simply lifted me up and pushed me through into the pitch-black interior. My job was simple and terrifying: navigate the darkness of a stranger’s house, find the front door, and let him and his “crony gang” in.

I remember the silence of that house, broken only by the sound of my own shallow breathing. As I crept toward the hallway, I saw it—a Christmas tree, decorated and glowing in the dim light, with presents wrapped in bright paper underneath. In a moment of pure, childish impulse, I grabbed a box.

Once the “job” was done and the house was picked clean, my dad allowed me to take that one box home. I opened it in the front room, sitting as close to the fire as I could to get the damp chill out of my bones. It was a toy tank. I was playing with it on the rug when my mother walked in. She asked where it came from, and I told her the truth: “Dad took me out on a burglary.”

The explosion was instantaneous. My mother went mad at him—a rare moment of defiance that she would pay for in blood. I have never seen a human being beaten into a pulp the way he beat her that night. There was blood everywhere—on the walls, on the rug, near my toy tank. He didn’t even look tired afterward. He just looked at her and said, “Go and clean yourself up and get my dinner.”

Then came the most terrifying part: the calm. He walked into the kitchen, sat down, and started reading the newspaper. He was perfectly composed, his breathing regular, while my mother crawled away to wash the blood from her face. She came back down, her face bruising before our eyes, and started cooking. The silence in that kitchen was heavy, thick, and suffocating. That psychological impact—the realisation that a man could destroy a woman and then calmly read about the cricket—is a scar that never heals.

My real education didn’t happen at school; it happened in the “garden”—a square yard of cracked concrete and stubborn weeds. It was a place of utility for my mother, who hung the damp laundry, but for my father, it was a stage.

I remember him out there, sitting on a splintered wooden bench. He’d be wearing a suit, even on a Saturday afternoon, looking like he was waiting for a funeral. He didn’t play with me. He didn’t even look at me. He’d sit there sharpening a knife on a stone or counting stacks of money that had that greasy, metallic smell of the streets.

His presence didn’t fill the space; it sucked the air out of it. I used to watch him from behind the screen door, always keeping that thin mesh between us. I learned a vital lesson in that garden: even when he was perfectly still, he was a threat. He was like an apex predator in a zoo—even behind bars, you knew what he was capable of. The docks smelled of rot and the air smelled of coal, but the garden smelled of him: cold steel and old money.

By the time I was seven, I was sent to Wood Close Primary School in Bethnal Green. The name carried its own weight; it was the school the Kray twins had attended. Walking into those gates felt like moving from one prison to another. The mythology of the Krays was woven into the very brickwork. The teachers knew who my father was, and the other kids sensed the violence that hung around me like a shroud.

I was a scruffy kid, wearing clothes with holes in them, perpetually embarrassed. I’d sit at the back of the class, trying to shrink into the shadows. I didn’t want the teachers to notice me, and I certainly didn’t want the other children to ask about the bruises or the “accidents.”

Yet, for all the shame, those eight hours were my only sanctuary. Even with the “watchtower” mind I was developing—scanning the room for threats, jumpy at the sound of a closing door—I felt safer there than at home. But the dread was always there, a cold weight in the pit of my stomach, reminding me that the clock was ticking and eventually, I’d have to walk back through our front door.




The lessons of the “Devil’s Table” were impossible to leave at home. By seven, the violence was already leaking out of me. There was a boy, Alan Parker—a rich kid from a posh family who seemed to represent everything we weren’t. He picked on me, sensing the weakness of my scruffy clothes and my silence.

One day, he pushed too far. I didn’t just fight him; I exploded. All the repressed terror, all the sights of my mother being beaten, all the pain of my broken arm came rushing out in a single, violent burst. I hit him so hard he went down and didn’t get up. He was unconscious.

The school called my parents. I was suspended for a month. My father wasn’t angry; he was almost proud. He saw the violence in me as a successful “incorporation” of his own nature. I realised then that I was becoming the very thing I feared. I was learning that in a world of predators and prey, the only way to survive was to be the one who hit the hardest.




Our house wasn’t just a site of domestic terror; it was a contested territory. The police didn’t visit us like they visited other neighbours. There was no polite rapping on the door or “afternoon, Mrs. Piper.” When the coppers came, they arrived with the force of a raid. They would hammer on the front door until the glass shuddered in its frame, usually right around dinner time. The smell of Mum’s frying would be thick in the air, and suddenly the hallway would be filled with the heavy boots and dark uniforms of the law.

My dad was a legend to the local villains and a permanent headache for the local force. We were the only house on the street that received a minimum of two uniformed visits a week. Our private turmoil was frequently made public; we would end up in the Haringey Advertiser for one thing or another, our names tied to the crime reports of the East End.

But it wasn’t just the police. The Council wanted us gone. They viewed our family as a malignant growth on the street. Every month, stiff white envelopes filled with legal jargon and threats of arrears would stack up on the mantelpiece. They wanted to evict us, but they couldn’t. My father had a cunning, street-legal mind. He knew just enough about housing law to tie the bureaucrats in knots. He’d find a loophole, a technicality, or a reason to delay, buying us another week, another month, another stay of execution. It wasn’t charm that kept the bailiffs away; it was his sheer, bloody-minded refusal to be moved.

While the house was a nightmare, I found a different kind of survival through my sisters. Jackie and Carol were older, and at school, they were my shields. We attended the same school, sharing a public world that was physically separate from the horror behind our front door.

In the playground, Jackie and Carol were like my bodyguards. They were in the higher groups, but they’d keep a constant eye on me. If anyone tried to pick on the scruffy, skinny boy at the back of the class, my sisters were there in an instant, bullying away any threat. I loved them fiercely for that.

But even that bond was poisoned by what happened when we got home. I would have to watch my protectors become victims. I remember hiding behind the settee in the front room, my hands over my ears, trying to drown out the sound of my sisters screaming as my father beat them for no reason at all. The helplessness of those moments—being the little brother who couldn’t stop the monster—soaked into my brain like acid. It left a permanent scar, a sense that even love couldn’t protect you from the Devil.

One afternoon, the atmospheric pressure in the house finally exploded. My dad had come home from the pub, drunk and looking for a target. We sat there like statues, frozen in that perpetual fear we had mastered. My mum was in the kitchen, and something—a misplaced fork, a plate that wasn’t hot enough—triggered his rage. He beat her so badly she finally broke.

She didn’t stay to take it. She fled out the front door and ran all the way to Walthamstow to find her brother, Frank. When Uncle Frank saw her—his sister, bruised, bloodied, and devastated—something snapped in him. He was a stern man, built like a brick house, and he had no intention of calling the police.

Word travelled fast in the East End. Dad heard that Frank and his friends were coming over to Bethnal Green to smash him into pieces. And here was the great revelation of my childhood: when faced with a man who could actually hurt him, the “psychopath” was a coward. He didn’t stand his ground; he ran. He vanished for six weeks.

Those six weeks were the closest thing to heaven I had ever known. I played at home with a freedom I couldn’t articulate. We didn’t know when he would come back, but for forty-two days, the shadow was lifted. It proved once and for all that my father was nothing more than a bully who preys on the weak—his wife and his children. He couldn’t face a real man like Uncle Frank.

The violence was not always about fists; sometimes it was about the systematic destruction of innocence. We had very little to eat during those years under the Labour government. Money was tight, and opportunities were scarce. In the back garden, we had a small coal bunker where we kept chickens.

One of them was pure white, and to my sisters, she was a pet. They named her Snowy. One day, while my sisters were at school, Dad took me out into the garden. He grabbed Snowy, rang her neck, and prepared her right in front of my eyes.

When Jackie and Carol came home, the roast dinner on the table was their pet. I couldn’t keep the secret; the horror was too big for my seven-year-old heart. I told them what they were eating. They ran to the coal bunker, saw the empty space, and came back in tears, refusing to eat. My father went into a blind rage. He beat them until they sat back at the table, forcing them to eat the bird they had loved. Can you imagine the psychological torment of that meal? Sitting in a room thick with fear, forced to consume the only thing that brought you joy? That was the world he built for us.

It was during the tumultuous 1970s that my father’s life took a truly dark and political turn. He met Bridget Rose Dugdale. She was a woman of incredible contradiction—a millionaire heiress and debutante who had rejected her privilege to become a militant for the Provisional IRA.

My dad was having an affair with her, and everyone in the East End knew it, including my mother. He would bring this high-profile revolutionary into our home, even though he knew Scotland Yard was watching her every move. I remember the police raids that followed—officers tearing the house apart at 3:00 AM, ripping up floorboards in a desperate search for Semtex explosives they believed my dad was hiding for her.

The depth of their association was chilling. My sisters still recall a plan conceived by Dugdale: the bombing of a Protestant school bus on Tottenham High Road. My father was asked to play a horrific role: he was to throw handfuls of money into the street as the bus passed. The idea was to create a massive crowd of people scrambling for cash, increasing the “collateral damage” when the bomb went off. He participated in this scheme. He stood there, ready to trade lives for money and chaos. By some miracle, the device failed to detonate. This close brush with mass murder defines the environment I was raised in—a world where life was cheap and the men in charge were devoid of a soul.

No one knows exactly how Rose Dugdale faded from our lives, but the darkness she represented didn’t leave with her. My father’s addiction to the high of the heist was too strong. Shortly after the failed bus bombing, he took part in a warehouse robbery. The police were on him almost immediately. They arrested him at our house the very next day, dragging him out into the street in front of the neighbours. He was remanded in Wandsworth Prison, and at his trial, he was found guilty and sentenced to three years.

To most children, having a father in prison is a mark of shame or a source of grief. To us, it was a reprieve. Those three years were, ironically and tragically, the most blissful years of my life.

My mother used this window of time to make a desperate move. She pleaded with the Council to get us out of the East End. We were living in a slum, surrounded by the ghosts of my father’s crimes and the constant threat of his associates. The Council, likely relieved to have the Piper name off their East End books while the patriarch was behind bars, agreed. They relocated us to North London, to Fairfax Road—on the “ladder” of Wightman Road in Haringey.

We moved into that house knowing we had a clock ticking. We knew he was doing three years, and we knew exactly when that time would be up. But for a young boy, three years feels like an eternity. I went to school with a lighter heart. I was still scruffy, still wore the poverty of my family on my sleeves, and I still hid at the back of the classroom out of a habit of invisibility, but the “Watchtower” in my mind had finally lowered its guard. I could come home without the paralyzing fear of who was behind the door. We played on the streets, racing our bikes through the alleys of the ladder, feeling a kind of “normal” we hadn’t known existed.




During this hiatus from the Devil, my mother met a man called Francis. She was having an affair with him—a secret she kept from the world, and certainly from the man sitting in Wandsworth. Francis was the antithesis of my father. He was a sweet man, gentle and soft-spoken. He came around every night, and for the first time, the atmosphere in our home wasn’t thick with the smell of sharpening steel and uncounted money.

On the weekends, Francis would take us out. We’d walk down the cobblestone streets of Haringey, heading to the park to feed the ducks. He would push us on the swings, lift us onto the slides, and take us to the corner shop to buy sweets. It was a role-play of a normal life. I have what I call a “fake memory” of that time—a vision of what childhood should have been, centred around this man who wasn’t our father but acted like one.

But Francis lived in a state of quiet terror himself. He knew who my father was. He knew about the violence, the Krays, and the reputation. He knew that this “normal” life had an expiration date. He never wanted to meet my father, and he knew that the moment the gates of Wandsworth opened, he had to vanish. And that is exactly what happened. As the three-year mark approached, the sweetness left the house, replaced by the old, familiar dread. Francis disappeared into the shadows of North London, leaving us to face the return of the monster alone.

When Dad was released, he didn’t return with the contrition of a reformed man. He seemed a little more sombre, perhaps a bit quieter, but it was the quiet of a predator waiting for its opening. He walked back into Fairfax Road and immediately the air curdled. The stillness returned, suffocating us.

I was ten or eleven years old now, and I had tasted peace. That made the return of the fear even harder to swallow. I would watch him from the window, tracking his movements as he walked through the gate. He was back to his old ways—robbing houses, staying out for days at a time, and bringing that jagged, psychopathic energy back to the dinner table.

The end came on an afternoon that started like any other. I was sitting on our orange plastic settee—that iconic, tacky furniture of the early 80s. An argument erupted between my parents. My mother stood up from her chair, a small act of defiance, and he punched her with the full force of a man who viewed her as property. She ran into the hallway, trying to reach the front door, but he was faster. He grabbed her and smashed her head through the glass of the front door.

The sound of the glass shattering was the sound of our family finally breaking beyond repair. Her eardrums were busted; her nose was fractured. The police were called, and this time, there was no “script.” The violence was too public, too bloody. Dad went on the run, a fugitive hiding from the assault charge. While he was hiding, he met a woman called Maureen and fled with her to Manchester. He was eventually caught and given six months, but the bridge was burned. He never came back. He stayed in Manchester with Maureen and her son, Paul, and the “Devil” finally found a new table to sit at.

Logically, the story should end there. The monster was gone. But you cannot spend seven years—from the age of five to twelve—being surgically dismantled by a psychopath and expect to walk away whole.

Even though he was in Manchester, I still lived in the “Perpetual State of Eviction” within my own mind. I would look through the window at Fairfax Road, fully expecting to see his bulk moving through the gate. Every click of the latch was him. Every heavy footstep on the pavement outside was him. He had implanted himself in my brain like a seed, and that seed grew into a forest of hyper-vigilance.

This is the “Acute Awareness Syndrome” I live with today. I don’t just remember being pushed down the stairs; I feel the weightlessness of the fall every time I’m stressed. I don’t just remember Snowy; I feel the sickening betrayal of that meal every time I try to trust someone. No psychiatrist can excise the damage he installed. It is a permanent, clinical part of my chemistry, requiring medication just to keep the “Watchtower” from screaming 24 hours a day.

I am not the only one. My six sisters and I all live with “scarred brains.” We have moved on, we have married, we have built lives, but the fragmentation is complete. We don’t see each other. After my mother died—a funeral attended almost exclusively by Carol—the family dissolved. The violence had destroyed the very possibility of us being a normal unit. We are like survivors of a plane crash who can’t stand to look at each other because the sight of one another brings back the smell of the smoke.

I carried this toxicity into my adult life. I lost my first wife while working for the Krays a devastating blow that added a new layer to the ruin. I left my second wife because I couldn’t stop the violence from leaking out of me; I had become the controller, the suspicious watcher, the man I hated. My children became collateral damage to my fear. I’d watch them out the window while they played, terrified they would suffer what I suffered, but in my terror, I smothered the very peace I wanted for them.

My mother stayed because it was the 1970s, because she was penniless, and because she fundamentally needed a man more than she needed to protect her children. That realisation is a bitter pill. She let the monsters in, and she let the blows fall. But my sister Denise was the exception. She was my sanctuary in Stoke Newington, the one who saw the angry twelve-year-old boy and didn’t try to break him. She gave me the protection my mother couldn’t.

I am 54 years old now. The East End of 1971 is gone, replaced by glass towers and coffee shops. But under the surface, the cobblestones are still there. And inside me, the boy is still standing at the top of the stairs, watching the door, waiting for the Devil to move. I drew my line in the sand at twelve, and I haven’t moved it since. No one tells me what to do. No one controls me. But the cost of that sovereignty is a life lived in the shadow of the permanent scar.
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I didn’t stop. I walked straight past the wrought-iron gates of Wood Green High School, feeling the cold, magnetic pull of the entrance try to drag me in. Every other Monday morning for the past year, my feet had moved on autopilot, shuffling me through the throng of noisy, oversized teenagers and up the concrete steps. But today, a quiet voice in my head had shouted over the terror. Fuck them.

I kept my gaze fixed straight ahead, hands shoved deep into the pockets of my regulation grey trousers. The worst part wasn’t the inevitable trouble I’d face for skipping class. The worst part was the way my body reacted, even now, simply by being near the place. My stomach felt like a knot of barbed wire, and the air wouldn’t quite reach my lungs.

The sound of the first bell, distant and metallic, sliced through the morning air behind me, signalling the start of the day. A wave of sick relief washed over me. He was out. I was safe. For now.

I turned onto a quiet side street lined with identical brick houses and started walking faster, heading for the familiar refuge of the Alexandra Adventure Playground. I remembered the last incident, just three days ago. That fear had a name: Eugene. Every time I went home after school, Eugene would be there, drunk on Guinness and Scotch, and his hands would create pure violence on me. This fact I kept buried beneath my
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