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This book is a collection of stories – some are true as I remember them, and some are entirely false, made up, total fiction.

I first wrote these stories as part of a series on my blog. Some of the stories had questions put forward in the comments. 

Your mission, should you choose to accept it, is to decide which is true and which is not. 

Of course, you may read the stories as stories and not bother with the guessing game. The enjoyment, I hope, will be the same. If you do choose to play along, the answers will be given at the end of the book, like all good puzzle books.

The people mentioned in this book are ALL made up, except for my immediate family – Trev, Dani and Haydn.

I hope you enjoy this little snippet of my writing. I enjoyed remembering and/or making it all up.
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When I was around twelve years old or so, we played with the kids on the street and the streets close-by – around twenty kids at full-strength. Sometimes, the games were SO easy to organise. They just fell together, and everyone had fun without getting into too much trouble.

Other times, it wasn’t so good. If the older kids came to influence the games, sometimes it could get a little... dark.

We lived close to an old house, with high, stone walls surrounding it. We could see the chimneys over the wall and if we were feeling a little adventurous, we’d boost each other up so we could see the gardens.

Up the little lane, onto our street, if I turned left instead of going straight on, I could see my great-grandma’s home. She lived in a bungalow in a small collection of other bungalows built for the elderly.

She lived at the bottom of that particular road, but I’m not going that far in this tale.

Two bungalows along from the little lane, there lived an old couple. Both died within months of each other, and for once, the bungalow stood empty for more than a few weeks.

Summer holidays had just started. The full collective of the kids gathered on the park, and the older kids, full of excitement because of the summer holidays, decided it was time for an initiation ceremony.

We were all for it of course! It sounded like a great time...

We got rid of the smaller kids and those with limited athletic ability, and it ended up that I was one of the youngest. Only three others were younger than me, but all three had their older sibling to guide them. I’m the oldest in my family and my younger brother and sister were persuaded to leave that particular adventure and go off with the other younger kids.

I can’t imagine what it looked like when perhaps twelve of us snuck into the back garden of the empty bungalow. We must have been spotted; we were not cat-burglars by any stretch.

Without a word, the three biggest lads and one brother younger than me started climbing the old stone wall that surrounded the old house. It was easy-going, the stones made a great climbing surface, plenty of hand and footholds.

Two sat on top of the wall to help anyone to the top and over. They had torches with them, and in the gloom of twilight, the lights helped as we dropped over the wall. It may have crossed my mind that the idea may not have been as spontaneous as we’d first thought – why were they carrying torches if the idea had only just occurred to them?

Two others stood at the bottom, on the other side, to catch us as we dropped.

What we didn’t see at the time, was the wall on the other side was smooth and neat – no hand or footholds.

When everyone had made it to the ground, we split into three groups – one of the big lads headed each team – and went off in separate directions.

The group I was part of headed for the outbuildings.

One faded blue door hung off its hinges, and we could see right inside. An old car stood off to one side of the massive garage. Covered in dust and droppings, the paintwork burgundy and cream, the headlamps pitted with rust, and I thought that car was beautiful.

We couldn’t hang around to look at it though, and we certainly could NOT touch it! Off we went to the next outbuilding.

We could hear hushed whispers and excited voices. Then other voices calling out harsh instructions to be quiet.

We came upon one of the other groups at the opposite end of the outbuildings, and two of the girls in the group were crying. We didn’t know what had happened.

The very oldest lad, the one that had suggested we all go on this adventure, came out of the barn. His face glowed bright in the moonlight, he had gone that pale.

“We’ve got to get out of here,” he said. He pushed his younger brother before him as he went. The brother, full of bravado because he’d been chosen as stand-in for one older lad that hadn’t made it that evening, jinked sideways and dodged his brother’s guiding hand.

He slipped into the barn, flicked on the torch and a couple of us slipped past the older lad to follow the youngest of our group. His older brother had gone quiet, and usually, he would have reacted with a cuff round the ear for his little brother when he disobeyed instructions, but not this time.

Danny was easy to follow; his torchlight shone in the gathering darkness. When it finally stopped and trained on something in the corner of the barn, we scrambled forward to see what he’d found.

I wish we hadn’t.

Danny fumbled with the torch, trying to click it off. Then he realised he could move the beam off the object, and he swung the light back the way we’d come. I think I was the only one of us that saw what Danny saw.

“Andy?” he said, calling for his brother. “Andy?”

I turned around to look back at the doorway of the barn. There seemed to be more light than when we came in.

“Get out! Quick! Someone’s coming, we’ve got to get away!”

We ran for the door, the sight of what Danny had found wiped from our minds for the moment.

Rather than heading back to the wall, the way we’d come in, we followed the leaders to the end of the drive. A gate hung askew, not quite as dilapidated as the garage door with that beautiful old car.

Why we’d not come in that way was anyone’s guess. I suppose they wanted to make it more exciting for us; but they weren’t anticipating the find at the end.

Things were subdued when we got out of the grounds and went back up the little lane to the safety of our street. Everyone dispersed. My mum shouted me in. She’d been looking for me for ages and was angry. I didn’t want to risk making her angrier by telling her where we’d been – or what we’d seen.

Andy’s best friend, also Danny, had overdosed. He’d died in the barn. Andy didn't come out very often after that night.
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Coming up to winter, nights drawing in earlier and the weather becoming increasingly damp and cold of an evening, you could imagine we’d be at home, next to the fire, watching television.

Not always so. We had just three channels to watch, and if my father was at home, he’d be watching sport (I’m not interested in sport) or wildlife documentaries.

Mostly, we’d congregate on the street and decide what mischief we’d be getting up to.

One evening, cold, probably damp and dark, we decided to go beyond the pear orchard.

Down the little lane next to the Old Hall I mentioned in the previous story, across the road and down the farm track, we’d go past an orchard of massive pear trees. The trees were untended and tall, the pears small, hard and wasp-eaten by the time we got to them.

Anyway, pear season had come and gone. We went on past the orchard, into the field beyond it.

A large, old tree stood on the edge of the field boundary. The boundary was an approximate guess to us, no fence, scrubby hedge and a house on either side, but quite a way off.

The tree shielded us from observation of passing pedestrians and cars, the houses had no windows overlooking the field where we were, so we could pretty much get up to whatever we liked.

That particular night, some of the older kids graced us with their presence – apparently, there really was nothing on the television.

Some of the older kids smoked – and therefore, they were beyond cool to us.

It’s really weird. My parents both smoked and I hated their habit – the kids a little older than me smoked and they were cool.

The older kids huddled around the base of the tree for a little shelter.

I had the bright idea of lighting a fire to keep warm.

I built a little fire at the base of the tree, in the crook of the roots. The debris on the ground wouldn’t burn, it was too damp, but with enough dry twigs, leaves etc, I could get a little fire going.

The fire didn’t last long, it went out for want of dry fuel, but it served its purpose for the time-being.

I made sure the fire was out before we all went home.

That was the start of a regular thing, it seemed. If the weather was cold, not too windy (because the tree wasn’t that great for keeping us protected if it was windy), we’d congregate at the base of the tree. Sometimes when I got there, a little fire was already lit.

I didn’t keep matches with me, I didn’t smoke, and I was scared to death that my parents would find either cigarettes and/or matches in my coat. The risk of a beating wasn’t worth it.

We’d crouch close to the tree base, huddled together for the slight warmth the little fire gave out. We would chat and joke, tell of adventures we’d heard (or made up), and it was good.

Until it got colder and the wind picked up.

We’d had a good run of it. The tree resisted the fires we lit; it never caught out of control – I suppose we’d been lucky.

One night, the wind must have been just right, the fire set a little too close to the tree and the ground drier than it had been.

The fire crept up the trunk, found its way past the protection of the bark and caught the inside of the trunk on fire.

We panicked!

Blowing on the fire did not help – use that wisdom for future reference if you like.

One of the lads finally had the brainstorm of peeing on the fire.

Success! The fire went out, and we’d learned a valuable lesson. 

We went home safe in the knowledge that we’d put out the fire.

On the night this story is about, I’m not entirely sure what happened. I wasn’t there that night (I promise faithfully).

The fire was lit like so many times before, and it got out of hand again.

This time, peeing on the fire didn’t work. The wind whipped the fire further up inside the tree, and they could see it glowing through the knotholes of long-gone branches. Once the fire reached higher than their heads, they knew it was a lost cause, and they made a run for it.

[image: ]

The trunk acted like a chimney, drawing up the fire, through the wood that had been slowly dried out and warmed over the nights we had been warming ourselves.

That night the tree died.

Fire engines were called long after we kids would be in bed, and I don’t recall hearing the sirens.

The tree remained upright for a few months after the fire, but one day, it had blown down and the devastation of the inside of that trunk was shameful to see.

I played my part in the slow murder of that magnificent tree, and I’ve always been ashamed of it.

You’ll be relieved to know that I didn’t turn into an arsonist. I think the charcoaled innards of that tree cured me of ever wanting to start fires for fun.
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When I was at school, at the start of term at the beginning of the fourth year, I was invited to join the Headmaster’s ‘elite’ – to become a Prefect.

Yeah, there was a certain amount of responsibility and work that came with the ‘position’ but there were also a few perks.

Staying indoors at break times (especially in winter) – patrolling the classrooms and hallways to ensure no unauthorised pupil roamed indoors, being looked-up to by the younger kids who still did as they were told, was another.

I told the Headmaster that I’d agree to being a Prefect but I didn’t like going to morning assembly – I never followed a religion, and it seemed like a waste of time. He agreed to put me on ‘Late Duty’ – catching kids coming into school late, taking their names and handing the list to the Secretary when I’d finished.

It wasn’t such a bad job, unless it was cold, or wet, of course.

One morning, a girl from my class came in through the gates around fifteen or twenty minutes late. It was too late to send her to join the assembly in the main hall, so I told her to go straight to her first lesson and wait there. The teacher should have already been there, so the door would be unlocked.

I followed a few minutes later, after I’d handed the list of names in at the office.

When I got to the first lesson, where the late girl should have been waiting, the classroom was silent. I was a little suspicious; not only should the teacher have been there, but she should have been there too.

Her bag sat on the floor at the side of the table where she usually sat, and her coat hung over the back of the chair.

Off to one side of the classroom stood a large stationery cupboard, more like a small room than a cupboard, if I’m honest. I heard a noise from the cupboard and went to investigate.

The cupboard door was always locked, but as I pressed down the handle, the door opened. Inside the small room, I saw the teacher, his back to the door. He turned his head and commanded me to, “Get out!” and I would normally have obeyed, but I saw something deeply disturbing beyond the teacher.

Trapped in a corner and almost out of sight, the late girl cowered in the corner.

She leaned to one side so that I could see her, and her eyes were wide and brimming with tears. She looked as scared as any person I’d seen to that point.

“Get! OUT!” the teacher barked at me again.

“Let her go,” I said. I sounded much more confident than I felt, and I have no idea what I’d have done if he’d refused.

The girl tried to take advantage of my distraction and slip out of the corner, but she appeared unable to push past the teacher.

After a moment of hesitation, I stepped forward and grabbed for her hand, pulling her past him. She seemed somehow pliant - easily manipulated, I suppose – unable to act for her own safety.

I faced the teacher and pushed her behind me, then we left the room together. She grabbed her coat and bag and left the room.

The teacher came out of the room and came towards me. I was just a skinny 15-year-old and would have been defenceless against a full-grown adult.

It then came my turn to be saved.

The rest of the class started filing in, and no more was said. I don’t think I made a friend of that teacher because of that incident, and the girl never spoke to me about it.

The rumour-mill of school gossips didn’t seem to get hold of the story, I certainly never told anyone about it - and the girl remained in school.

I can only assume that she was too scared to say a thing about the incident, to anyone, but I do wonder how she remembers that incident.

Thinking back on that moment, I can believe she was stricken like a ‘rabbit in headlights’, unable to move, her mind shut down, waiting for the predator to strike.

There were a few predatory teachers in school as I remember. A couple of sexual predators, and some that just liked to wield their ‘power’ over the kids.

I know a number
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