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Chapter 1


The Van Driver’s Assistant
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I certainly would not recommend the taking of cannabis to persons of a nervous disposition. In fact, I would not recommend this substance to anyone. But back in the early seventies we were all at it and, thinking back, I can now remember spending a great deal of my spare time searching for the stuff. Where to score? That was the problem. In the early days I had several connections but none of them was on the phone, why, I don’t know. This meant that unless one was tipped off that so and so had something one simply had to take pot-luck. I remember spending entire evenings traipsing around various parts of London on foot and by bus and would consider myself lucky to finish the evening with anything that even remotely resembled the real thing - and to hell with the cost. This state of affairs was eventually remedied as we shall see.

One of the principal reasons that cannabis remains illegal is the range of the strength of the stuff. The effects of a few puffs of a joint can vary from one of mild euphoria to that of being wildly out of control. One time, I must have been about nineteen at the time, I was working as a van-driver’s assistant. This was an easy, undemanding sort of job that consisted of myself accompanying the driver on his daily route throughout the Greater London area delivering office furniture. One day, I took a pre-rolled joint to work with me and was looking for an opportunity to smoke it. I certainly didn’t want the driver to know about this as I had not gotten to know the guy on account of the fact that he kept strictly to himself and rarely spoke a word.

The first thing on the agenda that morning was, as usual, breakfast in one of those ubiquitous ‘working man’s’ cafes. Feeling slightly nauseous that morning I abstained from eating whilst the driver silently worked his way through a full English breakfast. It occurred to me to smoke the joint outside but I thought it was a bit early and decided to wait for another opportunity. This occurred shortly after we had gone to the warehouse on the North Circular Road to collect our deliveries for the day. We had just finished loading up the van when the driver was caught short and disappeared to the bathroom. Whether he suffered from some sort of ailment in this department I shall never know, for, as I said, this man never said anything unless he was absolutely forced to out of sheer necessity. Realising that I probably would have enough time to smoke the joint I remained in my seat in the cab and waited for him to disappear. Now, the amount of hashish in this joint was tiny – no bigger than a match head so I was not expecting to get too stoned despite the fact that the friend who had given me the stuff had warned me that it was extra strong. The effect was dramatic to say the least. How anyone can say that people take cannabis to ‘escape’ I do not know. What it does is accentuate whatever your experience happens to be at the time – for lovers it is an aphrodisiac, for the music lover new heights of appreciation can be attained... and so on. But, sitting in the Ford Transit that morning, totally out of my head, was one of the most terrifying experiences of my life.

Suddenly I became aware of an overwhelming sense of reality of my situation. The cab itself seemed hostile; the plastic and metal of the interior horribly real and menacing. When I looked at the outside I didn’t recognise where I was even though I’d been coming to this warehouse and this same parking area for months. Even the sky was threatening me with its gloomy black clouds and promises of further miseries. My biggest fear was that the driver would recognise that I was stoned. Supposing he would cart me back to the offices and the police would be called in? My only consolation was that there was no evidence. I had nothing at home and when I finished the joint I tore the roach up and threw the pieces out the window.  

‘You’re quiet this morning,’ said the driver as he climbed into the driving seat. Oh, my God! he knows! was my first thought. What to say? Normally I was a talkative sort of chap and rarely felt the need to think before opening my trap but on this occasion umpteen replies occurred to me and I felt confounded by the choices. How I wanted to tell the truth and confess that I was completely out of my mind! But I couldn’t. Should I say that I had a headache? Or, how about that I had had a bad night and wasn’t feeling quite myself? Or, how about that I felt I was coming down with something? I vaguely remember deciding to say something along the lines of the last choice mentioned when, on opening my mouth, I realised that I had completely lost the power of speech. My throat was as dry as a bone!  ‘Gone deaf as well?’ asked the van driver who had miraculously become talkative all of a sudden.

‘Err...err...err...’ I spluttered, feeling totally panic-stricken, ‘I’ve got a terrible sore throat, I think I must be coming down with something.

‘Well, keep it to yourself,’ replied the driver jovially, ‘I don’t want to catch it, ha ha ha.’

I looked at him and saw how happy he was with his little joke. What was so funny about me coming down with something? I suddenly found myself speculating about all sorts of things regarding the human condition and rather wishing that I had not read all those heavy books by the likes of Nietzsche and Dostoyevsky. My mind went on the rampage and at the same time my space-time continuum (as William Burroughs would have called it) seemed to have metamorphosed into something resembling an old sepia-tinted black and white film. It was a ghastly experience and just when I managed to get a grip on things the driver pulled a fast one on me by coming to a halt outside an office building somewhere in Central London.  

‘Come on, get a move on,’ said the driver who, in my opinion, had undergone a rather sudden character change since I’d smoked the joint. ‘No, not that one, this one,’ he admonished as I stumbled about in the back of the van picking up what was, apparently, the wrong flat-pack. Finally, we got the flat-packs into the office and I was told to assemble the desk while the driver disappeared, presumably to the bathroom again. Now, I had assembled these desks time and time again. True, they never seemed to be the same but I’d never had the slightest difficulty in assembling them. It was like a simple jigsaw puzzle and usually only took about twenty minutes or so.  

I was in the middle of a rather large office and was convinced that everyone was looking at me. But, whenever I looked up to check up on them, they all seemed to be engrossed in their work. I stared at the horribly real square metal tubes, the screws, the grotesquely fake-looking veneered panels, I gazed at the diagram but I simply couldn’t make head nor tail of it. To confound me even further this desk was definitely different from the others I had done and was even from a different manufacturer. I can’t describe the sense of panic I felt. It seemed like a totally unsolvable problem.  

‘I thought you’d be finished that by now!’ exclaimed the van driver obviously aware of my difficulty. He took a quick look at the diagram and then pointed at this and that saying, ‘You put that there and that there, and this goes there...’ With that he said he was going back to the van to have a cigarette and told me to hurry up. To confound things even further, as he walked away, I caught him exchanging a knowing look with the office manager who shook his head from side to side with a frown on his face. This was all I needed under the circumstances, I can tell you.

‘You having problems with that, son?’ asked the manager leaning over as I scrabbled around on the floor, ‘Need any help?’

‘Err, it’s just that this desk is different from the one’s I’m used to, that’s all. I’ll have it finished in no time at all...’ I surprised myself with how ‘normal’ that sounded and it is one of the mysteries of the paranoid delusional state that cannabis is capable of inducing, that one can, if one makes the effort, appear perfectly normal, and even, as in this case, take control of a situation. In this case it was anger that spurred me into action. Anger at the van driver for his patronising attitude and anger at the manager for calling me ‘son.’ Making a mental note that I would never behave in this way to people of my age when I was older I determined to assemble the desk and surprised myself by how quickly it all came together. Nevertheless, I felt a tremendous sense of relief as I left the office and joined my companion in the van.

‘Finished it alright then?’ asked the driver in a sort of high-pitched wheedling tone of voice.

‘Yes, I, err, had a bit of a problem, it was a different sort of desk and I err...can’t seem to think straight today. I think I’m coming down with the flu...’

‘Hnnn...hnnnn...hnnnnn,’ he sniggered, ‘stay away from me then.’ I have to say that I’d come down a bit from the cannabis high at this point and although I still had the feeling that I was in a black and white film, I was on a lower level of panic now and growing more confident in my ability to handle things, especially after the success of putting the desk together. At the same time I felt a sense of dread as to what might be coming up next since it was not yet lunch-time. I prayed that the effect of the drug would soon wear off. Unfortunately, as is the case with very strong cannabis, the first time it wears off is frequently a false alarm. After a short spell (perhaps a minute or two) of relative normality it surges back to the same dizzying heights and this was exactly what happened to me after the driver said that he wanted to call in at his home for some reason and asked me, (somewhat inexplicably in my opinion,) if I minded. Just as I assured him that I did not I felt the second wave surge through me and felt as mind-bogglingly out of  my mind as I had done earlier. As we sped along the highway I realised that I had not got a clue where I was. A car whooshed past us and it seemed as if it were something I had seen in a comic book years before as a child – it was like a huge old fashioned racing car like a Bugatti or a Bentley but futuristic-looking with a rocket on the back instead of an engine. At this point I realised I was hallucinating. Nothing seemed real.  

The van then pulled up outside a modern-looking block of flats. The driver indicated that he wanted me to go with him which, under the circumstances, I really did not want to do but I felt that I couldn’t say no. I followed the driver into his flat. He introduced me to his wife and I could see that he was expecting me to be impressed by his place of abode which I wasn’t as it seemed to me nothing out of the ordinary. The place was clean and tidy but what did strike me was that the driver’s wife looked frightened. Now, in my present state of mind, fear, coming from an outside source was just about the last thing I needed. Not surprisingly my paranoia reached record levels and my mind went into overdrive wondering about the van-driver’s private life with his apparently terrified wife.

There appeared to be no real reason for this sojourn and I suspected that the only purpose for the visit had been solely for the edification of the van driver so that he could impress me with his flat and terrify his wife at the same time with an unexpected visit.

Anyway, experiences such as this may explain why cannabis remains illegal 
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Chapter 2


The Hippy Book Shop
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Ten years after the little story just mentioned, I was living in a small flat in Hackney, East London, with my girlfriend, Heather. Things had changed quite a bit. For a start, I was no longer a van driver’s assistant, I was now the van driver. The previous driver left about a year after the aforementioned incident and I was simply the obvious choice for the job. The only difference was that I did not have an assistant because it was no longer necessary to have one – previously some of the desks we delivered were pre-assembled and thus required two people to manoeuvre them. In fact, when I noticed that these pre-assembled desks no longer appeared I had feared that I would lose my job. However, this was not to be the case because, as I said, the driver left.

In addition, I no longer squandered my time searching high and low for cannabis supplies. I had solved the problem by becoming a dealer. Only on a small scale though, and it was not the money that motivated me but the convenience of having a steadier supply. I had made some good contacts and what with the fact that everybody was now on the telephone things ran as smooth as clockwork. I would usually buy a quarter or half a pound of the stuff and then split it into quantities of say, one ounce, half an ounce or a quarter of an ounce or even an eighth of an ounce to accommodate impoverished customers. 

To begin with, these customers had been friends but, recently, things seemed to have taken a rather different sort of a turn. Looking back on it with the benefit of hindsight, I realise that it was all to do with Heather. The truth was that while things had been great to start with I found myself getting bored – with Heather, I mean. She was good in bed, no doubt about that. But, even that can get boring. When you know exactly what they’re going to do it kills the excitement, it really does. The other thing was that Heather was not a particularly good house-keeper and she had no excuse since she didn’t have a job, not even a part-time one.

Gradually, I realised that she was annoying me. All kinds of things started to piss me off about her. For example, she had an irritating habit of leaving bits of food all over the place; like leaving a half-eaten apple on the radiator or a half-eaten sandwich on the window-sill. Another thing that got on my nerves was that she would contaminate the butter with other products such as marmite or jam! When I’d confront her with these shortcomings she would say, “Oh, yeah, sorry,” but she would just carry on doing it!

But what really pissed me off was the visitors to the flat. The original visitors had been my personal friends and just the odd one or two of Heather’s who had been quite the type of people that were welcome. Over time, and I had been with Heather some two years now, these visitors had dwindled away as their own personal situations had metamorphosed into different scenarios. Recently, all kinds of people seemed to be turning up and they were not the kind of people I liked.

What was really the last straw was when I got up one morning getting ready to go to work, I found some scruffy-looking teenager lying on the sofa in the living-room. Not only had I never seen him before, this guy confounded me by asking for a cup of tea! When he saw how surprised I looked he said it was all right because he was quite willing to make it himself!

That same day, when I came home from work, I had a big argument with Heather. I wanted to know who that guy was that morning on the sofa, I wanted to know why the place was untidy, I wanted to know why there was an apple core on the radiator, (it had been there for three days now) then I dragged her into the kitchen where I demonstrated that she was still defiling the butter with marmite...I won’t go on. Heather became very sullen and refused to say anything. This was normal practise for Heather, to go into a sulk. Later that night, without a word, she went into the bedroom and made a show of firmly shutting the door behind her which meant I was to sleep on the couch. As if I had any other intention!

What surprised me though, was that when I came home from work the next day, Heather had gone. She’d taken all her things and all that remained to remind me of her existence was a half-eaten sandwich on top of my hi-fi amplifier and a newly opened pat of butter in the butter dish already contaminated with blackcurrant jam. Needless to say she hadn’t bothered to clean the butter dish before putting in the new pat of butter. I wondered what my grandmother would have thought of this behaviour. “Good Heavens!” she would have said.  

What happens is that change occurs so gradually that you simply get used to things. Over the next couple of weeks I realised that all these people who had been coming round had been Heather’s customers. It had been hectic, socially, for the past few years. It was normal to get of your brains and to go to endless parties all over London – I can even remember going to parties with little or no idea who was throwing them or why I was there. It became normal to go home and find several people there lolling about getting stoned and listening to music or watching television. I had a few remaining friends as customers but they rarely came over to my place as I had evolved into providing a delivery service which not only suited my friends it also suited me because I could get out of the flat and have my own private social life.

I had left Heather to sell as much cannabis as she wanted and in this department she had done very well – not giving too much away by means of free samples and weighing the stuff up properly and keeping good accounts. Satisfied with the way she dealt with things I shared the profits equally with her and in this fashion she made a contribution to the household expenses plus some money for personal spending.

There was a knock at the door.

‘Is Heather there?’ asked some spotty little herbert that I’d never seen before.

‘What for?’ I replied.

‘Someone down the Kings Head told me I could score some dope here,’ he replied.

‘Oh they did, did they?’ I said, ‘well, you’ve been misinformed, mate! There’s no-one by that name here and there’s no dope-dealing either, so fucking piss off!’

‘Oh, sorry,’ came the reply, and the poor guy looked utterly dismayed. Then it occurred to me that I had been rude to the guy but I refrained from saying anything. Jesus! My flat was now known in public places as somewhere to score! I decided there and then to pack it all in and after a few weeks of turning all and sundry away from my door, they finally stopped coming.

At first I felt sad that Heather had gone. I was truly alone and worse, I felt lonely. I missed her yet I knew that the situation had to end especially now that my flat was publicly known as a place to score. Luckily, cannabis is an easy drug to give up. My friends were disappointed when I told them but I had to do it. To cope with the loneliness I began to drink. Not that this was for the first time, after all, alcohol had always been part of my life. But now it became a regular thing. Sometimes I would go down the pub of an evening and socialise with a few of the regulars. I even played darts and was invited to play for the pub team which I graciously declined not wishing to get involved too much. Back at home I would have a few more beers and before I knew it I was helping the beers along with spirits and, finally, I didn’t bother with the beer anymore and went straight for the hard stuff.

I settled in to this new routine. My job was so easy I felt I could do it blindfold, the guys down the pub were a friendly bunch and occasionally one or two of my friends would come over for a drink and if they produced some cannabis then I would partake of it but I never bought any. Then, one day, I realised that I was getting bored. A year had passed since Heather had gone. I never met anyone to replace her and I felt no real desire to do so. I stopped going to parties and, really, looking back on it my life had simply turned into one of work, going down the pub, drinking and watching television. Perhaps I was getting old! But twenty-eight is not old – I simply could not be bothered; all I really wanted was a quiet life. Soon, something was to happen that would change the course of my life forever...but I had no idea of it at the time.  William Burroughs had a theory that every cell in the body remembers every substance it ever comes into contact with. Well, I was beginning to realise the truth of this observation. I had not had any cannabis for at least three months when, one evening, bored with the film I was watching on the television, I put a record on. I was definitely a bit sloshed and I quickly got bored with the music so I turned that off as well, preferring, as I usually do under such circumstances, to just think or remember things. I looked at the bottle of whisky I had started on that evening and, to my surprise, I had drunk about three quarters of the bottle and I still felt the need for more! Right away I felt a sudden unexpected craving for cannabis and at the same time I realised just what folly it would be to smoke the stuff after so much alcohol.

Next day, nursing a hangover, I happened to be in Camden Town where I had just made a delivery. Seeing a bookshop that I hadn’t been to before I went in to have a look around. It interested me because it was what I suppose would be called a “counter- culture” place because it was full of books on left-wing politics, astrology, buddhism and yoga etc. Leary was there, so was Burroughs, Ginsburg, Chairman Mao and lots of books about drugs. I was especially interested when I found a book that explained how to grow your own marijuana indoors. Now there was an idea! If I could grow my own in secret at home and if I didn’t tell anyone, why, I’d be able to get stoned whenever I liked and without fear of getting caught!

A few weeks later I opened a narrow cupboard next to the chimney breast. It was a peculiar cupboard about which I had never been able to fathom its precise intended purpose. Inside the narrow, featureless space stood my marijuana plant. It was a sorry-looking specimen that looked nothing like the examples in the book I had recently purchased. About two feet tall and very spindly-looking it was a pathetic-looking plant that seemed decidedly unworthy of the light bulb suspended above it that had been blazing away for eighteen hours a day for the past few weeks. I was disappointed because, according to the book, the plant should have made much better progress than it had done. I decided that I would have to consult the book again to see where I had gone wrong. In the meantime this particular plant was finished so, all that remained was to smoke it in some vain hope that I might get vaguely stoned from it. I removed all the leaves and then dried them by putting them under the grill. The leaves then easily crumbled. I didn’t bother weighing the paltry amount, (it could only have been a gram at the most). I felt disgusted with the result of my efforts. I stuck some cigarette papers together, added the tobacco from one cigarette and then pondered how much to put in. Twit! What was I thinking of? I needed to put in a lot of this stuff if I were to expect any kind of effect whatsoever so I removed half the tobacco and then added the same amount of marijuana.

I settled back on the sofa and sat there quite comfortable with the book on marijuana-growing in one hand and the lighted joint in the other and smoked as I read. By the time I had finished the joint I realised that I was reading without comprehending anything. Try as I might my concentration had completely evaporated. I was completely and utterly blasted! Suddenly I felt elated beyond belief. This stuff worked! I’d taken an overdose, obviously, but it worked! Shaking violently, I ran into the bathroom to wash my face. The cold water I splashed on my face helped but when I stared into the mirror the face that stared back seemed almost unrecognizable. I stared at myself quite unable to believe that the face looking at me was mine! I examined the features – not bad looking, good complexion, even features, a broad forehead topped by a full head of thick, albeit slightly greasy-looking red hair. Apart from a wild expression around the eyes I looked relatively normal but I certainly didn’t feel it! I turned away from the mirror and opened the bathroom window. It was dark and a full moon shone with a deep yellow tinted glow between some tall buildings. Seeing the heavenly body at its best at such a moment rooted me to the spot with amazement and admiration. As I gazed at the moon I felt as if I were a rocket about to lift off. Existence itself suddenly seemed unutterably profound. However, the erudite cannabis user is all too aware of experiences such as these and takes them in his or her stride. I’ve lost count of the number of regular cannabis users who had joined various religious cults as a direct result of their habit.

I was definitely in no condition to go out which was what I wanted to do. I sat down on the couch and realised that I was unbearably stoned. In fact, this was just as bad as  the scenario with the desk. At times my mind went to places I never knew existed and could not recollect afterwards. Every now and again I would pull out of it for a short while only to be plunged back into it moments later. I felt a sense of claustrophobia come over me and I desperately wanted to go outside for a walk but the idea was unthinkable. I could only imagine terrible things happening to me such as getting mugged or being stopped by the police. It was out of the question. 

What I needed was some kind of distraction. Shaking uncontrollably I leafed through my LP’s but I didn’t fancy listening to anything. I had some great stuff, for example Pink Floyd, The Nice, The Grateful Dead, The Yes...but I had listened to these albums so often that I was getting bored with them. And after this particular generation of musicians everything seemed to have deteriorated with one or two exceptions. Still, I didn’t fancy anything. The only stuff that I hadn’t listened to was a few jazz records that I’d bought second-hand from the market in Camden Town. I had always intended to listen to Charlie Parker and John Coltrane but had never gotten around to it so when I saw these records in perfect condition I didn’t hesitate to buy them. However, a few days previously I had attempted to listen to John Coltrane. I use the word “attempt” because all I heard was a lot of noise and I was disappointed that I had wasted my money. Now seemed like a good time to try again. I carefully placed the pristine condition record on the turntable and with a shaking hand nervously aimed the stylus at the groove. Making sure the volume was just right I sat back on the sofa which was the best place to sit in the room for music. I gave it my full attention. Within minutes I felt my eyes welling up with tears. This music was brilliant! It was the best thing I had ever heard! I could scarcely believe it. In addition, by the time the music had finished, the intensity of the high had diminished and I felt myself being surrounded by a warm glow. I was still high but pleasantly-so now.

Next day I had a very definite marijuana hangover but I was pleased that my attempt at growing marijuana had not been a complete failure. I resolved to study the book again and have another go but this time on a more elaborate scale. Later that evening I played the John Coltrane record again and it sounded like...a lot of noise.
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Chapter 3


A Change of Fortune
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About a year later my circumstances had changed significantly. For a start I had lost my van-driving job on account of the company going out of business. I bought a motor-cycle (a 250cc Honda Dream) and started work as a freelance motorcycle messenger. I liked this job because it offered a lot of freedom – I was out in the open air, there was no-one on my back, no more long spells in stuffy offices sticking their furniture together for them and every day was different. I never knew what was going to happen on any given day. Sometimes I would spend the entire day in London but more often I would be in and out of the city. I’d go to Heathrow Airport, hospitals, film studios, television studios, advertising agencies and even private residences. Until...I had an accident. I was overtaking traffic on the Edgeware Road in the Shepherds Bush area when the car in front of me, a dark green Morris Minor, decided to suddenly turn right without looking or indicating. I found myself in a heap in the middle of the road tangled up with my bike. I sat up and saw the Morris Minor stop in the road it had turned into. I was in the process of memorising the registration number when several people crowded around me to kindly offer their assistance. Within moments I was standing on the pavement, my bike was on its stand by the side of the road, the crowd had vanished, the Morris Minor had vanished and I had forgotten the registration number. I didn’t seem to be hurt and luckily the damage to the bike was superficial: the usual mixture of bent footrest, broken wing mirror, cracked indicator lens plus a bent clutch lever. More importantly, I did not appear to be hurt (or so I thought at the time). Apart from a slight pain in the back all I felt was a decided feeling of disorientation. I was in a state of shock. I radioed the office and was told to go home which I did.

Next day I had a terrible pain in the back and my doctor sent me to the hospital for an x-ray. I had a hairline fracture and was told that it was not serious but that it might take a long time to heal. Well, that was good news but the pain was terrible. Months later it had eased up but it still caused problems. I was conscious of it all the time and had to be careful how I sat, how I walked and even how I turned over in bed. I packed in the motorcycle job and applied for income support.

There was a plus side to this though. For a start I was able to devote more time to my marijuana plants. By this time I had converted the spare bedroom into a sort of hothouse. I had covered the walls and ceiling with silver foil, blacked out the window, covered the floor with large pots of marijuana plants and the whole room was ablaze with lamps that shone from the walls and ceiling. My idea was to grow marijuana of sufficiently high quality in order to be able to sell it. At the time ‘home grown’ had a (quite deservedly) poor reputation. People were growing it in their back gardens, mixing dud male plants with female ones, that sort of thing so I suppose I must have been part of the first wave of people who had begun to do things properly. Even so, there was a lot of waste. Half the plants turned out to be male and therefore useless and some plants died. Also, I was running up a high electricity bill. But, it was worth it. My friends were buying the stuff in preference to what was on offer elsewhere and I was able to sell the stuff at a lower price which also helped. 

Despite my success with the marijuana enterprise my situation in life was not all that good. I no longer saw any future prospects for myself. I had the bad back which I was totally aware could go on for years, I couldn’t take a job under the circumstances and the cottage industry I had created could not go on indefinitely. Now that I was doing this on a larger scale, a new level of paranoia began to creep in. The blacked out window might arouse suspicion and supposing the owner of my flat decided to pay an unexpected visit to look the place over? What if the Electricity Board noticed my unusually large electricity bill and alerted the police?

Funnily enough I rarely smoked the stuff. In fact, I usually only smoked it in order to test it - either to see if it was ready for harvesting or else to simply be able to describe the quality of it to my customers. One night, I was testing a plant and I smoked too much and got totally blasted. I found myself thinking about my situation in life and got totally freaked out. What I saw was a lonely old cripple totally alone except for his marijuana plants that had actually enslaved this prematurely aging man into ensuring their own survival. This vision was followed by a startling image of the police kicking my front door down and rushing into the bedroom where they systematically began to tear down my plants to be used as evidence against me.

I really was all alone in the world. All my family was dead, the ones I cared about at any rate. The biggest blow had come when I had first met Heather – my parents were killed in a car crash. In fact, Heather had been a big help to me at this time as I was deeply affected by it. To make matters worse I had been expecting to inherit my parents’ estate as they had told me that I would be the sole beneficiary. But, my parents had been in the process of expanding their wholesale pharmaceuticals business and by the time the dust had settled there was no money left.  On top of this the driver of the other car that had been responsible for the accident had not had any insurance and was broke. 

One day, out of the blue, I got a letter from a solicitors’ office in Cornwall. I was informed that I had been nominated as the sole beneficiary in an uncle’s will and that I would be hearing from them shortly after they, the solicitors acting as executors of the will, had taken care of my uncle’s estate according to his instructions. I didn’t get too excited about this being only too aware of what it might mean. After all, my parents’ estate had amounted to nothing and I had no idea I was in my Uncle Edward’s thoughts. I was aware of his existence but I knew little or nothing about him or even how I was related to him. He certainly wasn’t a brother to either of my parents but he was my ‘uncle’ in the same way that various other people with equally vague family connections were ‘uncles’ that I had never met and had heard the odd reference to over the years.

Anyway, it turned out that my uncle Edward didn’t like anyone in his family and the only person he could think of to leave his money to was me! He had met me once when I was eight and remembered me as being very polite...Personally, polite though I have always been, I didn’t remember him! So, I think he made a mistake. Either way, I was suddenly, if not rich, then very well off.
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Chapter 4


Riverside Cottage
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Dear old Uncle Edward had left me the sum of sixty-five thousand pounds! I didn’t know what I was going to do. This was a life-changing amount of money at the time (It was nineteen eighty three) and the first thing I did was to dismantle the marijuana- growing enterprise. I cut down the plants putting all the leaves into a refuse sack, threw away the stalks, tore down the foil from the walls and ceiling and filled three refuse sacks with light bulbs and wiring. When the room was empty I covered the floor with refuse sacks and laid the leaves out to dry. Over the next few days I gradually got rid of the incriminating evidence by going out at night and dumping the stuff in various skips in the neighbourhood. The leaves soon dried out and I was left with about two pounds of the stuff – enough to send me to prison incidentally in the event I were to get caught. What I did was offer one and a half pounds of the stuff to three of my friends to sell or consume themselves and I gave it to them at a knock down price to be paid only when they had disposed of it. Not surprisingly, my offer was not refused.

I felt much more at ease when I had returned the bedroom to its original state and gotten rid of three quarters of the marijuana. I decided that the best thing to do would be to move to the countryside and to this effect I phoned an Estate Agency in Chelmsford, Essex and told them what I was looking for. I told the estate agent, a nice young girl called Helen Marsden, that what I wanted was a house with two bedrooms, ideally detached, in the countryside. Above all it had to be quiet and secluded, it had to be within walking distance of the shops, not too far away from a city and ideally near a river since I had decided that I would like to take up fishing – something I had enjoyed very much as a child.

I bought a second-hand dark grey Ford Granada in excellent condition and over the next few weeks visited a number of properties in Essex and Hertfordshire that Helen had selected for me. However, I was not particularly impressed with anything I had seen so far. One day, Helen phoned me and said she would like to show me a property in a higher price range. I told her I did not want to pay any more but she said that this property was special as it matched all the criteria I had give her. She said that it would at least help her to see if the vision she had in her own mind about what I was looking 

for was correct.

Well, this made sense. I met Helen on a dreary, rainy morning towards the end of April. As I pulled up outside Riverside Cottage in the Granada, I saw Helen waiting for me in her car. I looked at the house: it was a detached property standing in its own grounds. It was an old two storey building with a steep sloping roof and had plenty of character. The nearest houses were two hundred yards further down the road which, incidentally, was nothing more than a country road surrounded by fields.

Helen escorted me to the front door under her umbrella, and, as she unlocked the door, just standing there under the portico I already felt I was home. The inside was even better. Decent sized rooms, old oak beams everywhere, a beautiful bay window in the living room and French doors that gave on to a large, well maintained garden.

‘Well, what do you think?’ Helen asked as she beamed a smile at me.

‘I love it!’ I exclaimed. It’s better than anything I could imagine.’

‘You haven’t seen half of it yet,’ Helen said enthusiastically. She led the way upstairs where the dream continued. Everything about this place was spot on and I suddenly felt a deep pang of regret when I reminded myself that this property was outside my price range. However, the real killer was when Helen led me to the bottom of the back garden, for behind it, obscured by the garden hedges, was...a river! A small wooden gate opened onto a narrow earthen pathway and the bank of the river was right there. I guessed the river at this point to be some thirty feet wide. I stood there in the pouring rain under Helen’s small umbrella just taking it all in. On the far side of the river was a mature weeping willow and beyond was a field.  The river meandered in both directions some hundred yards or so before disappearing from sight. Realising that Helen was getting wet I suggested we go back inside.

‘Well,’ I said, once back inside the house, ‘it’s perfect but it’s out of my price range.’

‘I’m glad I showed it to you though,’ Helen replied, ‘because at least I know the direction you’d like to go in.’ She added, ‘If you should want to make an offer, I can tell you that the owner is highly motivated to sell and I wouldn’t be surprised if he would accept five thousand below the asking price...’

Now, the asking price was sixty-five thousand - by coincidence exactly the same amount of money that Uncle Edward had bequeathed me. Due to my inheritance I no longer qualified for income support and, at present, I was living on my own money which was why I had put a ceiling of forty-five thousand pounds on the purchase price so as to have enough money to live on for at least a few years until, hopefully, my back would have healed. I told Helen I would think about making an offer and drove home.

My flat in Hackney seemed positively dismal when I got back and instead of that curiously special feeling that I usually got after arriving back home after an excursion, I felt the reverse. This was not home - this was pitsville.

Later that evening all I could think about was Riverside Cottage. Suppose I did put in an offer for sixty thousand, I’d still have five thousand left wouldn’t I? I wondered what the moving expenses would be. If only I didn’t have my bad back! But the more I thought about it the more I knew that I could not let this opportunity pass me by and so I resolved to put an offer in the next day. Perhaps I could get some sort of non-taxing part-time job or even, if necessary, I could grow some plants – after all there was plenty of space at the cottage and I wouldn’t be so paranoid in such a secluded spot. 

Next day I phoned Helen first thing. She called me back in just five minutes to tell me that the owner had accepted my offer and wanted to know if I wanted his furniture and stuff – the only condition being that I had to take everything that he chose to leave behind. Apparently, the owner was selling up to go and live abroad. This was the icing on the cake because the furniture at the cottage was quality stuff, so, I would be able to save on moving costs and I could leave most of my stuff behind. And, this was exactly what happened. My landlord agreed to keep my furniture saying that he’d rent the flat out as furnished and a month later I drew up once more outside Riverside cottage, this time, though, to enter my new home.
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Chapter 5


Moving In
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It did not take long to unload the car. Apart from my clothes and personal effects the only bulky items I had brought with me was my television and hi-fi. However, right away something disastrous happened. I’d just unloaded the car and entered the kitchen to make a cup of tea when I saw, to my absolute horror, right there on the counter top was a mouse! Unfortunately I have a phobia for these animals so I wasn’t just frightened I was positively terrified! I ran out of the house, jumped in my car and zoomed off to the village which was only half a mile down the road. There I found a phone box where I called a pest control company in Chelmsford. Unfortunately they said that they would be unable to send someone that day so I arranged to leave the keys in the porch under the mat and they promised me faithfully that not only would they catch the creature(s) but would also find out how they had gotten in and deal with that as well.  I was disappointed that the problem could not be dealt with on the day but the pest control company sounded very confident so I felt reassured. Realising I was right outside a pub called The White Hart I went in and enquired if they provided lodgings. I booked into a room for the night, went back to the cottage, put the keys under the mat and then went back to the village. I had a nice pub lunch and then drove into Chelmsford to do some shopping, more to pass the time than for any other reason. I went to the cinema and then spent the evening at the pub in the village. It was a big place for such a small village and not particularly crowded. You could spot the regulars as you can in most pubs and there was the usual darts game going on as well as bar billiards. I deliberately avoided people though mainly on account of the fact that I had a strong presentiment that I would soon be making my part-time income by growing cannabis. It would therefore behove me to cut a low profile right from the start.  I found a quiet corner and sat down with a pint that lasted half the evening when I had another. I did not feel like getting drunk because I know that when I am drunk I will consider doing things that I might otherwise not do. I had bought some magazines and spent the rest of the evening in my room reading about fishing and motorcycles. I read an interesting article about T.E. Lawrence (Lawrence of Arabia) who used to ride a Brough Superior and, in fact, had owned several of these bikes.

My room was pleasant and I lay on the bed for an hour reading the vintage motorcycle magazine and I wondered whether this might be something for me to
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