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The man that hath no music in himself,
Nor is not moved with concord of sweet sounds,
Is fit for treasons, stratagems and spoils. The Bard.
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25th October 2002.He was a black sheep who threw a long shadow and now the bastard was back! He knew what they would be thinking and saying. God, he had a nerve. After many years roaming the world in self imposed exile he dared show his face around South London again; what was that about? He had to be thick in the head to do that. Maybe he was thinking he had outlived his adversaries and it was now safe for him to come out from under his stone?  How wrong can you get? No chance. People don’t forget that easily. There were still a few skeletons remaining in a few cupboards that were always ready to rattle at the sound of his name and now it looked to be show time. Show your face around here and the knives will come out and the axes made ready to grind. In this early evening of his twilight years he could still be sent packing with his well worn tail between his legs.

How little they knew. Malicious tongues in those days were always ready to believe everything, to criticise and condemn without fear of the truth influencing well seasoned gossip; and there lay the answer to the standard question and one of the reasons he left the snake pit of poisoned tongues in the first place to follow his own ideals and allow mental wounds to heal; just one of the reasons, but not the reason. The piles of stones built from the framework of broken trust and stacked outside their glass houses may have dwindled over the years, but the muscle tone of the potent throwing arms remained strong; he was prepared for that. So what to do? Go looking or wait for them to come to him?

He’d had long enough to think about it and about all that had driven him away; his grief, his childhood, his up-bringing, his domestic grounding, but knowing what he knew now he had ceased to blame his mum and dad for anything. He had to admit he had been wrong there, but it was much too late now to fix those fences. He had forgiven, but it hadn’t worked two ways. The books of life through whose pages he had lived called it understanding. Who was he to judge when he knew it had been bad enough for them to emerge from the depression of the 1930s and be sucked into the Second World War that was to end all wars? That in itself was a joke. Anyone with sense and feeling would give credit, because of the pressures of life brought on by that and in hindsight, in a changing world, it was easy to pass judgement. The bitterest blow for him was to discover how much it was he loved England, something of which he wasn’t aware until he had departed its shores and the heritage he had chosen to forsake.

Nonetheless he was back, Lawrence Davidson was back and the one reason for his return had grown into many on his train trip down from The Smoke to Sittingbourne Kent as the unfamiliarity of transformed towns and skylines defied his memory with the challenge of a potpourri of ethnic origins doing little to convince him he was in England. In his thinking there was but one person responsible for that; Queen Victoria who in her passion to conquer and rule the world had built an empire. This was not without its problems. Despite her sixty four years on the throne Her Royal Majesty had not stuck around long enough to see that empire disintegrate and cause an influx of ethnicity as British foreign subjects flooded to their homeland, as of right. Empress of India!  She could have been that without the services of Disraeli if she had stood on the platforms of Victoria Station today with an interpreter. As had Laurie this morning; minus the interpreter.  At the same time she could have saved herself a few bob on pressed gangs of nautical pioneers anxious to please their Queen with new discoveries made in a brave new  world.

Yes, Laurie Davidson the bastard was back and as of right. Through twenty years of self imposed exile he had retained his British passport for times like this and from the moment his feet had settled on terra firma at HeathRow the day before he had felt the bonding. He wasn’t just back, he was home. This was his thinking as his train slowed and glided into its first stop since London Bridge. Familiar station signs flashed by his vision as his ride slowed to a halt, but in a different format to his memory of his younger years; Dartford, Dartford, Dartford. Dartford station he knew well. An android type voice announced the name over a secreted public address system and carriage doors opened, travellers disembarked, travellers boarded, the doors closed, the train moved out with hardly time to pray.

Wasn’t that what you did before battle, pray? Henry V did it when passing through Dartford in 1415 with his army bound for Agincourt. He made the Church of the Holy Trinity on the River Fleet  his number one stop over before moving on to France for his historic confrontation with the French army on St Crispin’s Day when his experts in toxophily reduced the French army to shreds. Then and there had been the king’s time to pray and time to prepare for battle in some far corner of a foreign field. It appeared Henry’s prayers fell on mildly deaf ears for the Church of the Holy Trinity was soon to become a more permanent resting place for the head that wore the crown. It was there seven years later the Bishop of Exeter Edmund Lacey performed a regal funeral ceremony on behalf of the royal Henry; so much for the power of prayer.

St Crispin’s Day, 25th October 1415 had fallen on a Friday; interesting.  Today was Friday and today was the 25th of October. Was that a good omen or any kind of omen come to think of it? Laurie didn’t believe in signs and omens, nor coincidence and as his train moved on to Gravesend he rejected all thoughts of praying and concentrated on his pending battle with Nicholas Pyke who wallowed on his patch in the council house he had occupied for thirty years. Did that suggest Nicholas wasn’t a progressive person? If it did it would be the wrong assumption. Nicholas was the one who had labelled him bastard and dragged others along for the ride with his vicious tongue and pen. Nick was one large skeleton that continued to rattle wherever in the world Laurie was. Dartford was twenty minutes from London and it was a further forty miles to Laurie’s destination, his old patch of Rainham, Sittingbourne and Gillingham, off which he had been warned on occasion over the years. A battle was imminent  although it was the last thing he wanted and while he deemed it unnecessary he was prepared, even though it might well be only a battle of wits. Let he who is without sin, and all that stuff.

‘This is my patch. Stay away you bastard!’

Such brave words had been easy to write at the height of emotion, producing faded lines on equally faded paper, but how would the writer perform on a physical one to one when it was time for the truth to come out? It was within the realms of probability he had forgotten he had written them, but no, that man’s blood was thicker than water, just. Nick Pyke had always been the type of person who derived great pleasure from a borne grudge. At the time there had been plenty of people to judge Laurie and despise him and on the evidence they couldn’t have been blamed and he knew on the face of things he would probably have made the same decisions and formed the same opinions. Most of those who had loved him were now dead, but some who loved him still lived. As yet they were unaware he was back. They would know, but first things first.

It was years before the first letter had caught up with Laurie on his travels. It had followed him, half a pace behind, through the States and then the Southern Hemisphere to his lodgings in Broken Hill New South Wales and after consideration he had kept it, having retrieved it from the rubbish bin where he had dumped it with disgust. Maybe one day he could change the writer’s thinking if they were to meet. That was fifteen years ago and the one day was now. The wheel was in spin and Laurie Davidson and Nicholas Pyke were on a collision course.  

Laurie was back, but not because of that letter, but another and it was now Laurie found he could deal with those two birds with one stone. A legal firm in Rainham Kent had been pursuing him for three years according to the dated postmark on the first letter:- ‘please contact the writer with a strong degree of urgency.’ Someone else wanted a piece of him, thought Laurie.  It had taken a year for the letter to reach him and it had gone the way of all unwanted mail. Straight in the bin unopened. The second letter from the same source had taken the same Hansel and Gretal route and fallen into his PO Box 1417 St Luke’s Post Office New Zealand twelve weeks back. ‘It is imperative you make contact with our office with time of the essence.’ Bin!  The last mail received had more recent origins and was more precise:- ‘something to your advantage!’  What was this, a trap?

Laurie had paralysing memories of Sittingbourne station and today he found the place to be much the same as he remembered it from twenty five years ago. The same entrance, the same three electrified tracks and passenger over-bridge. It was on this station his real troubles had begun, but today ticket vending machines and turnstiles had replaced personal service allowing the two way surge of travellers to continue on their way with the growing apathy that became more pronounced as they sought written intercourse with faceless companions in tune with their Wi-Fi palm pilots. Wires dangled from muted ears and thumbs worked furiously upon miniature text keyboards as unfocussed eyes sought to communicate with kindred spirits whilst ignoring the reality of human companionship around them.

‘Don’t people talk to each other these days?’ Laurie asked of himself as he escaped from the madding crowd to emerge onto the station forecourt and dump his one suitcase and guitar case on the footpath by the empty taxi rank. The much travelled guitar was plastered with more destination stickers than a backdrop for a Sky TV Sports interview. Hard to beat.  He was wearing the denim Stetson hat he’d bought in Venice California the day before on his stopover and along with his matching shirt denim and jeans it looked as much out of place in Sittingbourne as did a side of bacon in a mosque. In Heath Row it had looked fine, but one step out the door and things changed. He looked around as a half dozen cars collecting passengers gradually dispersed from the station yard until he was alone on the empty rank, his suitcase, his guitar and seeping rain on cue to drip down his neck. Alone? Not quite.  Twenty yards away in the lee of the station approach wall two youths were wrestling with the motor of an early model Ford, bonnet up, arses up, heads down, profanities flowing. Laurie judged it to be the ’67 model he knew so well and marvelled that such a thing could still be on the road. As he watched he saw backs straighten and two loud mouthed beings emerge to immediately take note of the stranger with the stupid hat who stood in the rain.

‘Hey Hank, where’s your horse?’ shouted one and dissolved in a spasm of nervous laughter. His associate joined in the fun. ‘You look a right prairie fairy.’

It was easy for Laurie to ignore them, but he chose not to and lifted his baggage and walked over to respond to the conversation.

‘These guys will do,’ he told himself. He placed his belongings on the cobbles next to the car and eyeballed the two youngsters, aged maybe twenty, twenty two, going on fourteen. ‘What could you possibly think is so funny?’ asked Laurie. ‘I’m surprised your mothers let you out on your own. Shouldn’t you be back at the house doing homework, or something?’

The more venturesome of the two chose to answer, though with an air of caution in his voice as he braced his frame and gestured with the twelve inch crescent spanner he was holding.

‘Don’t push your luck old man. It’s that stupid hat. If you knew what a pratt you look in that you’d laugh too. Who do you think you are, John Wayne?’

Laurie was unmoved and ready with a calculated reply.

‘You guys have the nerve to laugh at me, yet here you are stranded with this heap of shit that should have been in the wrecking yard twenty years ago. Let me tell you something, that’s a right laugh and I purchased this hat in LA twenty four hours ago. It probably cost more than a half dozen of those stupid jam jars you are struggling with.  Where I’ve been people find other things to laugh at, like this shitty old scrap heap you are stuck with for instance.’ Neither man spoke. Laurie looked around thinking a magical taxi might appear and change his direction then continued talking in a slightly menacing, but reassuring manner as none did. ‘I’ll tell you what I’ll do for you. We can all be friends, I’ll get your motor started, slip you a couple of quid and then you can take me where I want to go.’

‘Are you mad or something? Stark raving mad?’

‘And I’ll let you keep your teeth. How does that sound?’

Both men had lost their confidence and shifting eyes were seeking each other out, making decisions. This guy was serious and they had overstepped the mark by inviting trouble, but the smaller of the two moved forward brandishing his spanner.

‘Now I know you’re mad, old man, why don’t you move on? Go and look for your ’orse, or something.’

‘Old man! Now that’s interesting,’ said Laurie. ‘Older maybe, but yes, a man and one not too old to kick the backside of a smart arse infant like yourself.  Now how do you want it?’

In light rain he unbuttoned his coat, stood with legs spread and placed both hands on his belt buckle. At this point the second of the duo moved forward and placed a hand on his mate’s shoulder.

‘Ease off a bit ‘ere Tom. You would do well to reconsider.’  He fronted up to Laurie wiping his greased hands on his greasier jeans. ‘What are you saying, guv’ner? You know motors then?’

‘I know this one,’ said Laurie, tapping the raised bonnet. ‘It’s a 1967 Ford Corsair V4 Deluxe, low compression, but not too Deluxe now by the look of it; rear wheel drive and four speed manual gearbox. What’s your problem? Why did it stop?’

As if to pacify the situation the rain eased to a nothing drizzle. The young man shrugged his shoulders to indicate no knowledge and looked bewildered.

‘How do I know? It just stopped. It shuddered to a stop.’

‘And the battery is okay?’

‘Full of life, but winding down.’

Laurie put his head under the bonnet, but remained wary of the two louts.

‘I can smell petrol. It’s flooded,’ he said. ‘What do you expect to do with a 12 inch crescent?’

‘I dunno. I don’t know cars.’ Another shrug of the shoulders. ‘I’ve had it a month and it’s been nothing but trouble.’

Laurie looked at a thirty five year old memory.

‘I’m not surprised,’ he said. He’d owned one of these and replaced it when he took possession of the Rover.

Laurie made the decision and reached out a hand. ‘Give me a screwdriver and give me two minutes.’ A rattle of tools in the boot produced an oversize screwdriver that resembled a weapon. ‘Not that; a Phillips, a small one, really small.’ It took a minute for them to find what he wanted. It took slightly more than another minute for him to fiddle with the carburettor and call from beneath the bonnet. ‘Turn the key. Don’t touch the throttle,’

Doubting Thomas had been observing from the driver’s seat. With a distrusting sneer he turned the ignition key and with a roar the motor  fired into life delighting two of the three involved.

‘Far out!’ exclaimed the nameless one. ‘You really know cars. Jump in. Where are we going?’

Laurie was quiet until he, his guitar and his suitcase were on the back seat. Doubting Thomas had surrendered the wheel to his friend who was identified as Matthew Charnley.

‘My friends call me Matt,’ he said.

‘And do I qualify as a friend?’ asked Laurie.

‘Bloody hell yes,’ said Matt. ‘You’re a magician. How did you do that? We’ve been here for yonks.’

‘I worked for Ford Dagenham in the sixties. I used to make these things. Your butterfly choke was stuck. It happens with these. You’re running without a choke now, but these things don’t need them. They run on an oily rag.’ Laurie had been listening to the engine running. ‘Sounds sweet enough but your tappets could do with resetting and you need an oil change.’

‘Where to?’ said Matt again, glowing and obviously impressed.

‘Hayfield House, do you know it?’

‘You betcha. That’s one swank joint. My aunt works there. Is that where you are staying?’

‘Why else would I want to go there?’

‘It’s ten minutes away. Less. I know it well.’

‘And you need a new muffler double quick,’ said Laurie as he slipped Matt ten quid.  They were parked on the forecourt of Hayfield House and as he paused to thank his escorts the tired Ford Corsair stationed between a Merc and BMW looked as out of place as that same side of bacon in the same mosque.  Before he entered the grandeur of the foyer he knew he had chosen the right place to stay. He had booked on-line being attracted to the idea of a three storey Victorian homestead on four acres of ground, a taste of the old England of his youth. He wasn’t to be disappointed because the atmosphere in and out was warm and inviting. He waved farewell to his newly made friends who had genuinely declined the offer of the £10 note, but eventually they accepted.

‘And we’ll keep our teeth, if that’s alright with you,’ chirped Tom, demonstrating his sense of humour.

In his room at the swank joint, to use Matt’s term, Laurie removed his damp clothing, showered  and wrapped himself in the cosiness of the towelled robe supplied by management and lay on the bed to contemplate his situation. There was no heed for haste, no pressure, he only needed to think it out once again and do it right. He was so close now, but it was still not too late to pull out, turn around and renege on the commitment he had made to himself. He needed to meet a lawyer; he knew not why. He had the letter and Nick Pyke’s time was nigh, time for him to know a truth hidden too long. A late October day announced dusk outside and he had noted the restaurant was open for business which had freshened his taste buds. His one change of clothes in his suitcase would suffice until his planned visit to the stores the next day. He always travelled light and retained no personal attachment to items of clothing that needed laundry or washing. He rarely carried dirty baggage with him; dirty baggage was his prime reason for his return to Kent.

He dozed in a half slumber as he considered once again his reason for leaving England and more so the questions any traveller is called upon to answer when crossing a border to disembark into a country of which he isn’t a citizen. It is standard practice for people travelling abroad to complete a passenger arrival card, to tick the boxes. Please tick yes or no to the following questions: are you carrying, fruit, vegetables, alcohol, tobacco, wooden items, or explosive materials? No, no, no, no, no, no. Do you have any criminal convictions? Yes! And then would the misery start as led by an immigration officer into an interview room he would be forced to explain the four years he served in Maidstone prison as a guest of Her Majesty. He soon learned that the more acceptable answer was no. Now his replies were always standard and with patience and practice, simple in execution, ignoring his spent conviction, for it was never possible to explain the truth. Caught in the act in front of an empty safe with a hold-all containing £48,000 at his feet, a security officer unconscious and bleeding in an alleyway; there could be little argument. It’s a fair cop, guv’ner. None the less the presiding justice failed to be impressed by his plea of ‘Not Guilty, m’lud’ and was further disturbed by his lack of remorse when handing down a sentence of 5 years embellished by an order of reparation of £3,000 to compensate for the skull fracture and permanent loss of vision in one eye enforced upon the security guard. The fact that it was proven it was Laurie who had summoned assistance for the injured man did little to influence the judge’s findings.

The trial had lasted but four days and it took the jury one hour and fifteen minutes to deliver its verdict. Laurie chose to remain silent through the entire hearing as interesting facts emerged to create supposition among those involved; press, public and jurors alike. The injured guard was Nicholas Pyke and Pyke had been married to Pamela Davidson for three years before the relationship had been mutually dissolved. Pamela Davidson was Laurie’s sister, older than him by four years. Pamela had a history of a solid relationship with Norman Pyke, elder brother of Nicholas before the marriage. Laurie and Pamela were now strangers. There had not been a word from her in all his time away. Why would there be? He had been disowned.
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A  black London type taxi cab stopped at the main gates of Upchurch cemetery, its diesel motor allowed to idle long enough and loud enough to offend the sacred still air while the cabbie collected his dues from his lone fare. As on cue, the rain began to descend in a fine mist; a great day for a funeral thought Laurie as he raised his collar and delved deep for some folding money.

‘You’re sure you don’t want me to wait, boss?’ asked the driver as he obeyed instructions and kept the change. From beneath his black turban clear white dentures flashed against dark skin and his darting eyes gleamed at the prospect of an extended fare.

‘No, thank you.’

‘I can return. What time would you like for me to return? Please give me a time.’

‘No. I’m fine. It’s taken me more than twenty  years  to get here and I’m in no hurry to leave. This will take a while.’

Laurie turned away and moved into the cemetery grounds to merge with the straggling line of pedestrians moving towards the distant chapel. A great day for a funeral he observed again and surely enough there was a queue. The car park was full with parking at a premium as mourners turned out in reasonable force to farewell loved ones. As he approached the swell of organ music from within the chapel increased and an expired congregation erupted with a controlled reverence to escort the star of the show in oaken coffin to his last resting place; six carrying, many crying.  As one hearse moved away from the chapel another took its place and the procedure was reversed; a busy agenda for the presiding celebrant who stood to greet next of kin, relatives and guests of the next cab off the rank. Sympathetic nods and handshakes, strained smiles of acceptance were exchanged and the show kicked off with Amazing Grace at the top of its hit parade as they filed into the chapel in the wake of another casket of finely crafted mahogany.  

Laurie was not to be part of any of this. His was a totally different agenda and he moved with a purpose through the drizzle along an avenue of stark oak trees to the northern boundary of the burial ground. He knew where he was going. His Mum and Dad had been laid to rest in 1975 and he was back again after twenty-five years to see them. They had been married thirty five years.  Rebecca was a war bride and Gordon one of the rare breed, an infantryman in the Scots Guards who survived the perils of Dunkirk.  They died together in the fire that had destroyed their home, Laurie’s home, while he was paying his penance in Maidstone prison. He had never been given the opportunity to say goodbye although his father had made a few things clear to his son when Laurie was sentenced. He’d told him he was ashamed of him, disowned him for what he had done and wanted never to see him again. ‘Just don’t come near, ever again, right?’ What had this errant son done? He’d broken his mother’s heart among other things when she should have, and would have been proud of him had she known the truth.

It seemed the weather was determined not to rain today as the late autumn skies cleared and filtered sunlight fell across the dual graves of Gordon and Rebecca Davidson, ‘With their maker now 7 June 1975.’  Laurie endured the wave of shame that invaded his body as he cleared the neglected graves of the preponderance of soggy oak leaves that covered his kin and plastered their headstone.  Long grass, weeds and green algae; his folks deserved better than that. He was remorseful and ashamed as though it were yesterday this had happened; gone with no farewell and with no one to care; except Pamela. Where was she?  It was obvious she had been nowhere near for a while and that needed thinking about. It didn‘t make too much sense for she had cared so much for her Mum and Dad. It had to be something drastic for her to allow the graves to reach this condition; unless of course she had moved from the area. That had to be it.

Laurie spent a half hour tidying the graves as well as he could with his bare hands, talking to his mother and father the whole time, vowing to return the next day with the right tools to clean up and honour their resting place.  His discarded clothing from the previous day had gone to room service and he was down to jeans, sweat shirt and sweater and he was a muddy mess long before he was done. In an open air confessional he explained his life to them, his years in the colonies and the reason he was there; and the true reason for his imprisonment, but he also asked questions of the dead, the main one being:- ‘Where’s my sister, Dad? I must go look for her. I need to talk to her. I need to forgive her for not forgiving me.’

It was a rhetorical question for which he couldn’t expect an answer. He would soon find Pamela if she wanted to be found. Twenty-five years would not have affected the grapevine and at the worst Nick Pyke would know, but like a bolt of lightning the answer was presented to him immediately. Laurie’s pile of leaves and weeds was commendable and he looked around for a discreet place to dispose of them. A small branch had fallen from an overhanging tree and was resting against the headstone of an adjacent equally neglected grave and he shifted it and placed it on his pile, exposing the name engraved in marble.  

This was drastic.  ‘Pamela Pyke 25 January 1945 - 29 September 2000 - taken too soon - free from pain now.’

Laurie staggered and felt the bile rise in his throat. His sister dead, four years; this was a nightmare. He became demented as he fell to his knees by her grave, frantically brushing debris from the headstone, pleading to God to not let it be so. But it was so. At fifty five years of age Pamela Pyke had left this world. In a far corner of a Kentish graveyard Laurie Davidson, case hardened world traveller, convicted criminal cried openly in despair of what he had learned. Composure was too long in returning for Laurie as he remained graveside and grieved for his loved ones, but gradually he regained control and cursed himself savagely for the tragedy that had descended upon his family. He saw the blame for that as being all his. He should have been around to take care of them and he identified his prison sentence as the focal point for all this misery. The lawyer’s letters started to make sense now as he assumed their purpose had been to inform him of the situation here in Kent; maybe. Laurie felt distraught. If ever he had considered himself to be alone in the world this put the seal upon it. Always in the heart of his heart he had retained a gleaming hope that one day he could return and become reunited with Pamela to make her understand and seek her forgiveness. Now he was satisfied that all his kin had gone to their graves with hate in their hearts for him and that was hard to accept; soul destroying.

He took a nearby seat, still damp from rain, not caring as he sat and studied the graves of his family with no incentive to do anything. This was indeed a lonely place, with little activity, just distant movement of a huddle of mourners as a commitment was completed. He was alone in the world and this was a good place to be alone. There were worse things, but at this time he knew not what. He said again, this was his fault. His actions had destroyed the entire family. After an hour of penance the mild October sunshine had removed some of the dampness from his clothes, but he was a disgrace with mud on his jeans and trainers. He needed to do something about that and finally he found the strength to say a feeble goodbye to his dead kin and he left the cemetery.

Rainham and its shops were less than a mile away and it suited him to walk, but the rain was there again as he trudged along Horsham Lane with his dismal thoughts. A car speeded by and with a screech of brakes came to a halt fifty yards ahead, then with a reversing fury backed up and stopped by his side. The Ford Corsair he recognised from the day before and its driver Matt who wound down the window and leaned across to speak.

‘Jump in, old fella,’ he said with a keen smile. ‘You’ll catch your death out there. Does your mother know you’re out?’

Laurie climbed in the passenger side with a matching smile and an equally sarcastic remark.

‘You shouldn’t take this heap out in the rain. It’ll rust away on you.’

‘Where have you been to get messed up like that?’ asked the young man and without waiting for a reply, ‘where are we going?’ Matt planted his boot and the Ford leapt away from the curb.

‘I’ve been visiting family,’ Laurie replied, being glad of light conversation to lift him from his depression, ‘and I’m going shopping.’ The Ford skidded to a halt at an intersection then leapt forward with spinning wheels; a young man in a hurry going nowhere thought Laurie. ‘When do you go for your driving licence Matt?’

‘What do you mean?’  A sideways look of surprise from Matt. ‘I’ve got one. I passed first time.’

Wheels screeched on a corner.

‘So when are you going to learn to drive?’

‘What do you mean?’

‘How long have you been driving?’

‘What’s this, twenty questions, brain of Britain stuff? Six months since I got my licence. Easter.’

‘And I’ve only been driving forty years,’ said Laurie as the car jerked to a halt in Rainham High Street. ‘This will do me here, but let me tell you something that will make you money; that’s if you are interested.’

‘I’m always interested in making money,’ said Matt, switching of his engine. ‘You speak my language.’

‘Every time you put the pedal to the metal it increases revs, uses gas and costs money. Every time you apply the brakes it wastes that energy and shortens the life of your brake pads. I reckon it cost you a couple of quid at that last set of lights the way you rev your engine. Not to mention the extra wear on your tyres. You must have more money than I have. Thanks for the ride. I owe you.’

Matt drove away bemused with something to think about. Laurie stood on the footpath and studied his surroundings. He wasn’t short of money and never had been and his cuckoo’s nests had become well feathered on his tour abroad. Long it was since he had forsaken his skills as motor mechanic and automotive technician and resorted to his lifelong dream of busking troubadour which had proven to be ten times more rewarding than the trade to which he had served apprenticeship for seven years. At the sound of a good country song and the twang of his guitar, purses had opened readily in all market places and parks where people gathered and his face and voice were accepted and had become well known throughout Australia and New Zealand. When performing around the ports of Auckland and Circular Quay Sydney $100 an hour was an expected minimum from tourists, an amount which easily doubled when the big liners were in. Discretely he had never found reason to bother the taxman, but as with everything change was ahead. With the introduction of credit cards, EFTPOS and plastic-electronic money it became a fact of life that people carried less cash; pockets no longer jingled and his rewards were less. Nonetheless here he was, just past his halfway in time with more than sufficient assets to cruise to that Grand Ole Opry in the sky whether or not he kept to the same formula. The money was never his anyway and was soon passed on. Marriage had long since ceased to be a consideration. He’d been there once for six months a lifetime before, but never again he had vowed. That couldn’t happen again, although he had been all around the edges since then, he allowed.

Right at this minute he needed fresh clothes and he looked around for a gent’s outfitters which proved to be hard to sight from where he was standing and the block of ten shops with its bank, dry cleaners, land agent, internet cafes and four Asian takeaway outlets and eating houses offered no solution to his problem. The answer was there, however, and he made the decision to enter the double fronted OXFAM shop whose doors stood wide issuing the sweet tones of Jim Reeves. He would find there what he needed to relieve himself of his plight; he was sure in the rows and rows of used clothing strung in racks between the array of second hand furniture, electrical goods, china, and libraries of faded books.

It was after 4pm by his precious Rolex on this miserable Saturday and the store had no customers. He could see the lone sales attendant making closing signals as she checked her till before securing one of the double entrance doors. Her bag was on the counter and he knew she would be ready to leave when he was. This wouldn’t take long.

‘This won’t take long,’ he called to the lady and skipped down an aisle to a rack labelled men’s wear and in a trice selected a pair of smart looking denim boat slacks from the forty inch range and a sports shirt he knew would fit and dragged them back to the counter where he was greeted with the sweetest smile that cast sunshine on his gloomy day.

‘Please take your time,’ said the smartest looking female he had set eyes on for a while; blonde, beautiful, well preserved and anything from thirty-eight to forty five. ‘These have all been laundered and pressed. Would you like a bag?’

Laurie took discreet interest in the name badge pinned to her rounded bosom and allowed his eyes to dally into referee’s time as he imbibed the name Karen Carr.

‘They’ll be fine as they are thanks, Karen, but what I would really like is the use of your changing room, if that wouldn’t impose.’

‘At the rear and to your right and take your time,’ she said as she completed the sale, accepted his £20 note and thanked him for his donation of the change.

In a few minutes he emerged from the changing room and reappeared at the counter holding a leather jacket that had taken his fancy.

‘And this as well Karen and I will have a bag for my old stuff, thank you.’ Laurie looked smart and shipshape in his new OXFAM deck jeans and was beginning to feel better than he had all day. ‘Sorry to keep you.’

‘Time is of little consequence,’ commented Karen as she accepted his £10 for the jacket and completed the sale, ‘as long as everyone is happy.’

‘I’m really happy, thank you Karen,’ said Laurie as her smile overrode his sadness. He slipped into the jacket which immediately felt like an old friend and danced a Gene Kelly style pirouette before her, ending with arms spread wide.

‘Da-da, how do I look?’ he asked.

‘Who’s a smart boy then?’ she quipped. ‘Mummy will be pleased.’

Laurie wandered in an aimless manner along Rainham High St pacified by his OXFAM experience and made a mental note to revisit very soon. Karen Carr scrubbed up very nicely and the existence of two gold rings and a solitaire diamond on the third finger left hand was not a deterrent. Such things had never bothered him and his experience told him, widow with deceased husband’s wedding ring retained. This thought prompted him to examine his own third finger left hand with its double band of gold. He had a strong feeling about Karen Carr. He liked her, but as he moved on the thoughts of her were brushed aside by the staggering reality of his sister’s demise. On impulse he turned about and took the turn down Otterham Quay Lane and walked the familiar route to the local garage and petrol station. Today had been a testing day for him and for his encounter with Nick Pyke he needed to be fresh and clear in his mind with no distractions. At the last intersection in the lane he stopped by the traffic lights where traffic lights had not existed on his last visit and looked across the road to the Shell petrol pumps that occupied the entire corner, dominant with their yellow and white signage. They too, were new to Laurie and long gone were the original proprietor’s hoardings and trade identification. They were not gone from Laurie’s mind however and were as clear there now as in the black and white print he had in his wallet taken from the same spot on which he stood. He mimed the words as he remembered them: Keep going well, keep going Shell - G&R Davidson – petrol – oil – service – Here to serve – Workshop at the rear.
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Chapter 3
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Saturday April 8 1967.

There was much to celebrate on Laurie’s behalf on his seventeenth birthday for his mid course results for the second year of his automotive apprenticeship with Ford Dagenham had landed on the doormat courtesy of Postman Pat that morning. He should have been delighted, but was just pleased as the news sank in, for with three As, one A+ and two Bs he was slightly disappointed. While he had done his best his dad’s words always echoed in his ear at a time like that; better is the enemy of best. He should have done better. The availability of an apprenticeship to Ford’s Motors had been seized upon eagerly by Laurie when leaving school, inspiring him to follow in his father’s footsteps and continue the family tradition. The impediment of a sixty minute journey between home and work was soon overcome when he was offered lodgings with his mother’s sister Janie Harding who lived close to Ford in Dagenham which incurred five nights away from home, but weekends with his immediate family in Rainham. It was a great arrangement which allowed him to work a few hours on the petrol pumps on Saturday mornings, pouring gas, checking oils, and cleaning windscreens. Anything cars was a joy to him; he was a boy growing into a man and he was doing the things he wanted to do. The few extra quid he made was good for bus fare, train fare. The regular customers came to know him well and tipping strengthened the pot.  

It was a special Saturday, Grand National Day and Laurie was on the pumps with the public radiating with its usual buzz of excitement as the prospect of the nation’s longest horse racing steeplechase dominated the atmosphere. He took one more read of his motor trade results and  tucked the letter into his shirt pocket as a smooth late model green Rover rolled onto the forecourt and a man he was starting to know well rolled down his window, nodded, winked and smiled with a ‘thumbs up’. That meant, fill her up. The oil and water never needed checking on this 67 Rover V8. There was no need to raise the bonnet.  It was serviced by Gordon Davidson under warranty. Norman Pyke was a local character. A  twenty-one year old spiv, wide-boy, bookie’s runner who seemed never to be short of money and was one  always keen to splash it around. His six foot frame was solid muscle from spending as much time in the local gym as he did at his place of employment, Johnson’s Turf Accountants in Sittingbourne. His reputation was one of seam and he was a Venus Fly Trap for the girls. He could charm the hide off a rhino and while sailing close to the wind he always managed to stay one step ahead of the law. He had taken a shine to Laurie, always with a smile and a good remark and he was a generous tipper.

Laurie enjoyed his time on the pumps and learned quickly. He knew the Rover tank took twenty-five gallons and he learned always to stop the fill at £4, which meant that with a quick check of the tyres, a deft wash of the windscreen and a polish of the chrome Norman would slide him a fiver and say, ‘keep the change, old china.’ It never failed, but in this way Norman Pyke became a bad influence and a dangerous role model. Today was no different to any other except it was Grand National Day. The £5 pounds changed hands in the normal way and Big Norman started the motor ready to cruise off.

‘Are you having a bet today, Laurie?’

‘I don’t bet. I’m not lucky.’

‘Well get lucky, old son. It’s a big day today. Everybody bets today. It’s the National.’

‘What does that mean? I’m too young, underage, it’s not legal.’

‘It  means what you want it to mean.’ Norman's face spread into a leering, knowing smile. ‘What’s legal? As you get older you will understand anything is legal if you get away with it.’ He eased the car into gear and whispered, ‘Fionavon will win the big one, can’t lose. Nine years old and carrying only ten stone. Do yourself a favour. I’ll write it down for you.’ He passed Laurie a Johnson’s Turf Accountant betting slip on which he had scrawled the horse’s name then with a purr the Rover was gone. Laurie’s constant admiration of the car always had him feeling he wanted to own it. At the counter it was sister Pamela on the till who had been gazing through the glass at the Rover and its owner. Laurie passed her the £5 note and he pocketed the £1 tip. Pamela took a deep breath and sighed.

‘He is one hell of a dream boat,’ she said. ‘I wouldn’t mind him taking me for a ride it that thing.’

‘Bite your tongue, sis,’ said Laurie. ‘You can do better than that. I can sense trouble in that direction for a sweet lass like you.’

‘He’s a hunk.’

‘He’s trouble.’

Perceptive words Laurie would regret not heeding in the years to come. Saturday afternoon for Laurie meant sport and sport for him meant the local recreation ground and him playing on the wing for his local fourth grade football side. As he always did he changed into his team strip at home and jogged the four hundred yards to the ground. His work clothes he left in a heap on the laundry floor and the contents of his pockets on the kitchen dresser. The contents of his pockets included a lone £1 note folded into the betting slip bearing the one name: ‘Fionavon - Grand National.’ A tidy, dutiful mother who loved a bet on the horses jumped to a wrong conclusion and on her visit to the local betting shop for her flutter misinterpreted her son’s wishes and placed the money as a win bet on a horse she was convinced would run last;  Fionavon.

There were three winners that day. Laurie’s Rainham side won by three goals to nil, the bookies who had a field day when most of the forty-four runners in the National failed to finish and again Laurie when Fionavon lumped its ten stone rider’s weight through the mud and  romped home by the length of the straight at odds of 100-1. There was much elation in the Davidson household that afternoon followed by confusion when Laurie arrived home from his football game none the wiser and totally unaware of this uncanny stroke of luck. He had completely forgotten about the race, but it was something he would remember for the rest of his life.

Three Saturdays passed before the Rover reappeared on the forecourt when Laurie was on hand. Laurie was almost nervous as Big Norm wound down his window and flashed the standard smile.

‘Fill her up, Laurie mate, and how are you?’

‘I’m fine.’

Laurie’s keen hands to the pump were shaking a tad and his smile was strong as he observed his favourite customer through the windscreen. He gave the glass that final polish and the usual £5 changed hands.

‘Keep the change, china,’ said Big Norm.

Laurie was grateful and excited and it showed.

‘I want to thank you for that horse, the tip. That was amazing.’

‘Did it win?’ asked Norm.

‘Win! You know it did. Didn’t you back it?’

A shake of the head from Big Norm.

‘I never touch ‘em. It’s a mug’s game.’

Laurie was puzzled.

‘But you’re a bookie. You told me to bet.’

‘That’s right, my old son, but I work for a bookie and I never bet and I make money out of those who do. Like I said, it’s a mug’s game.’

‘But that horse in the National, how did you know it would win?’

‘That was easy. I didn’t.’

‘But it won; at 100-1. I backed it.’

‘Well done son. So you made a quid’

Laurie was confused and amazed.

‘But you told me. How could that happen?’

Big Norm’s reply was a wry smile and a long forefinger tapped against his nose.

‘It’s the system son. I’ve got a system. Tell you what. Buy me a drink when I see you down the club. You’d be most welcome. Come on down and I’ll thrash you at snooker.’

‘I don’t drink and I don’t play snooker.’

‘You’ll learn.’

The Club! As Laurie moved through adolescence the local Working Men’s Club became an attraction to him with its social activity, darts and snooker, but mainly it was the music which stirred his pulse when the Country Music group swung into action. He’d bought a guitar and spent much of his time alone learning the basics and progressing through to more intricate chords and picking; much to the displeasure of his Aunt Jane whose raised eyebrows and shattered eardrums had her praying for the weekend. Laurie was a star apprentice at Ford Dagenham and he celebrated his 18th birthday by consuming what was supposedly his first pint of ale and playing back-up guitar for Dusty Groves the resident country lead singer; and he did learn to play snooker. Laurie easily accrued a regular circle of friends which included Norman Pyke. Laurie was never without a female companion and was popular with his peers, but not as popular with Big Norman on the night the two met in the final of the club snooker championship. Laurie took the cup eight frames to seven and in the process recorded the first break of 100 the club had seen. It was his name that was embossed in gold flake on the honours board; a proud moment of achievement.

The creeping cold of the 1968 winter did little to deter the most hardened of football supporters at the club and when League Division 3 Gillingham FC salvaged a draw against Leyton Orient in the first round of the FA Cup the whole town turned out in force on a Wednesday late in November to support the Gills in the replay at Priestfield Stadium, a little more than a stone’s throw from Rainham. Gillingham was just one train stop up the line and a matter of minutes away, but the carriages of British Rail Southern Line rocked and rolled as a capacity crowd demonstrated its allegiance to the Blue and White. A midweek cup replay meant a higher number of grandmothers’ funerals than was usual and Laurie was one of those mourners who took two days leave out of his apprenticeship hours to turn out with his whole family on that special cup day. A mass of controlled energy was unleashed when the Gill’s second goal ensured the 2-1 victory would carry them through to the second round, and that energy was not to be subdued. The return journey to Rainham was short, but long enough for a few serious yobboes to demonstrate their own brand of football hooliganism. Anything that would break, or was detachable in their carriage they broke and when the train arrived at Rainham Station the trouble overflowed onto the station platform. It was an unruly crowd that fought for the exits; and Laurie’s party which included Pamela was trapped in the middle of it all. As the train moved on scuffles erupted and developed into vicious altercations. The surge of the crowd became uncontrollable and in strong movement of bodies Laurie’s resistance was futile as he was shunted from the platform onto the railway track. He fell and  struck his head on the steel rail of the line  and lay still, unconscious, his head a foot from the electrified rail that conveyed the drive power to Southern Rail’s train locomotives.

What followed was related differently in a long sequence of statements presented at the official inquiry that followed. Laurie could say nothing. All he remembered was falling and Pamela’s scream of terror as he crashed onto the line; nothing more. The most reliable statement came from Pamela herself who was powerless to prevent Laurie’s plunge.

‘The crowd had swelled and spread across the entire platform and was out of order. There was hardly room to move. People were drunk and fighting to get to the exit. A fight started right by us and we were shoved towards the edge of the platform. If it hadn’t been for Laurie it would have been me on the line, not him. It was panic stations; terrible. When I screamed it was like a signal for everyone to stop and suddenly there was space and I could see Laurie laying on the line. It appeared nobody knew what to do. He wasn’t moving. I thought he was dead and then I knew he wasn’t when his head started to move and his arms twitched. Then it all started again, people pushing and shoving, shouting and nobody doing anything and Laurie just lying there on the track and then suddenly out of nowhere he was there; Norman Pyke. It was unbelievable what he did. Somebody shouted, ‘there’s a train coming,’ and you could hear it, down the line, and we saw its lights coming into the station. Norman, he yelled out, ‘Laurie, don’t move, that rails electrified. You’ll fry if you move.’ The next second Norman was down on the line and he picked Laurie up like a sack of spuds and threw him onto the platform. It was touch and go, so close. Then the train was there and I really thought it had got Norman, but he had just stepped over onto the other track and climbed up onto the next platform as calm as you like. He’s a hero. He saved my brother’s life.’

Eight stitches in his scalp with twenty four hour observation in Medway Maritime Hospital for concussion constituted Laurie’s share of it. Big Norm’s exploits were celebrated throughout the town and publicised in the local press, but it was a deed he made little of himself.

‘He’s my mate. He would have done the same for me. Nothing more needs saying.’

Laurie however had plenty to say on the matter.

‘I would have died Norm if it weren’t for you. Died and fried. It could have been the two of us. I don’t know what to say.’

‘Then say nothing. It’s just something that happened. You are here. I am here. That’s all that matters. It’s done. Let’s get on with life.’

‘But I owe you. I owe you my life. I’ll never forget it; ever.’

‘So you owe me, so what. There might come a time when I remind you. Maybe I won’t allow you to forget it, maybe I will.’

Two men with a four year age difference who had been mates before were now cemented in a firm friendship. It was a natural progression for Laurie, still barely a boy and naive to be easily influenced by an older man who had been his idol since day one, but it was a relationship that at times generated an air of uneasiness for the younger of the two as it progressed. Big Norman Pyke was an irrepressible character, his own man who, despite his popularity among his peers, could boast of no close friends. To Laurie he grew closer than to anyone. Big Norm’s good looks and bright personality attracted the opposite sex like bees to honey and he was fun to be around and as Laurie had learned early before the relationship strengthened he was a generous free spender with an unusual sense of humour that few understood, but were pleased to tolerate.  

All this while love was in the air, but it was Pamela who was love struck with her hots for  Norm having cooled considerably after setting eyes on his big brother Nicholas. There had been no stopping the whirlwind romance that followed and it seemed it was a marriage made in heaven, but one which eventually was doomed to go to hell when three years down the track, as happens, brothers fell out with dire consequences.
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Chapter 4
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Gordon Davidson raved and he continued to rave. For Laurie his dad was once again tending to be the same pain in the butt. The name Pyke had been a match to his tinder again today, but it was futile Laurie saying he understood. Dad ruled here and you either went along with it, or you left. Today had been a mistake for Laurie and the moment he had opened his mouth he knew he had made an error.

‘I’m telling you boy, no matter what has happened, you stay away from that man and anything Pyke. They are bad news and will only bring more trouble to this household.’

‘But Norm’s alright dad. He’s a good guy.’

‘Good guy my arse and you know it. Why don’t you listen to me? You must disassociate with him. He’s going down some day and it won’t matter to him who he takes with him.’

‘He saved my life dad, and yet you ask me to turn my back on him?’

‘That was then, two years ago.  Do you think I need reminding, but that can’t be held over your head  forever? You need to find friends of your own age. Have nothing to do with him.’

‘I can’t work that out, dad. It is okay for you to service his cars though, isn’t it? You don’t mind that, do you?’

‘That’s something totally different.’ Gordon Davidson fluffed and stammered. ‘That’s business and business is business and has nothing to do with personalities. I do the job, they pay their bills. It’s as easy as that. You don’t look at all your customers and examine them for right and wrong. You couldn’t afford to. You’d have no bloody business.’

‘You’re just upset because of Pamela. Why can’t you get that out of your head and forgive her?  She seems very happy living with Nick.’

‘Upset! Too bloody right I’m upset! She might as well have married into the Kray family as to marry one of them Pykes. You mark my words son, the day will come when she will come running home to mum and that won’t be too distant, either.’

Ordinarily Laurie would have sided with his dad and gone along with his point of view, but this was different. This was Big Norman and Norman had saved his life. Undoubtedly he would have died had it not been for him. Yet the fact remained Laurie was no fool. He had heard the stories and it was difficult to avoid the gossip, but how was it morally possible for him to go against Norman when it was common knowledge death would have come knocking if it hadn’t been for his actions on the track that night? As Laurie and Norman had grown closer it became evident something not right was going on behind the scenes. As charming as he was, as generous as he was, the darker side of Big Norm’s character was thickening. Buying and selling? You wanted it, he could get it, no questions asked and at an attractive price, cash up front, yet when it came down to real business he was the hardest man to deal with when negotiating. He always had ready cash available at tight rates of interest, but he would take your teeth and come back for your gums when it came down to the bottom line. In that way he acquired a reputation of being the regular Arthur Daly of the Medway and maybe a little bit too handy with his fists.

‘I gotta make a living, don’t I?’

It was Country Night at the club that night and Laurie, having progressed well with his music, had cemented a spot in the five piece band that supported Dusty Groves.  He stepped down from the stage on a break and ran into Big Norm in the toilets. The two were alone and the man was all smiles and complemented Laurie on his playing.

‘I’ve been watching you, my old son. You are coming along well with that old guitar of yours.’ Before Laurie could respond he found himself cornered in a cubicle. ‘I need you to do something for me. Nothing too much, nothing dodgy, but something important to me.’

‘Name it, Norm. What’s the problem?’

The problem tested Laurie’s integrity and he listened in silence as Big
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