Chapter One

The Princess Louise is one of the must-visit historical pubs in London. Situated in High Holborn, it is remarkable both for its sumptuous late Victorian work and an amazing modern restoration. It’s 5.30 pm. and I’m sitting in the back bar sipping a pint of Samuel Smith’s Old Brewery Bitter at 4.0%. I’m watching a group of office workers who are celebrating a colleague’s birthday. They are the usual shiny suit brigade and librarian looking women. But one girl stands out, early thirties, dressed immaculately in a beige Reiss two piece suit. She stands about five foot seven in heels, her shoulder length blonde hair expensively cut and her eyes are deep china blue. She notices me and gives a little smile. In my hand I have a group photo which contains many of the crowd in front of me. My target has a red ring around his face; I spot him immediately. He wouldn’t have been difficult to spot even with just a basic description. Slimier than Cristiano Ronaldo, and a pair of hands that seemed to be attracted to every female bottom on view. I had to wait about 30 minutes before I made my move; by that time he had downed three pints of some tasteless lager; what a philistine. I followed him downstairs to the gent’s toilet, which I must say are a piece of lavatorial magnificence only exceeded in the Philharmonic pub in Liverpool and are proudly signed by their makers, J Tylor and Sons of London and Sydney. I waited until he was in mid-flow, then I walked past and gave him a little nudge in the back causing him to pee on his shoes.
‘Watch it mate,’ he yelled at me.

‘Why, what are you going to do?’ I replied sarcastically.
‘I’m going to knock your block off.’
‘Well before you try, you better put that poor excuse for a dick away.’
He quickly zipped himself up then swung a fist at me which was easily avoided. I stepped in and hit him straight in the stomach. As he started to double up I grabbed his head and slammed it into my rising knee. Shit I thought, I’ve got blood on my new Levi’s. I grabbed his collar and dragged him into a cubicle. Stuck his head in the toilet bowl and gave it a flush. I pulled his head out, bent down, looked him in the eyes and said ‘Now listen sonny I hear you’re been annoying the girls in your office, and that’s not very nice. So it stops here and if I hear anything to the contrary, I’ll be back and next time I won’t be so nice.’
  He mumbled some sort of reply. I noticed that his nose was still bleeding so I shoved his head down the toilet again and gave it another flush.

I returned to the bar, picked up my glass and finished my beer. The blonde girl looked at me and raised her eyebrows; I looked back and gave a little nod. She smiled and mouthed the words ‘thank you,’ 

I left the pub and took the short walk to Holborn tube station; two stops later I arrived at St Pancras International. From there I picked up the next train to St. Albans. I just got comfortable when I received a text message on my mobile. It just said ‘thanks dad x.’ 

The slimy git had been sexually harassing, among others my daughter at work. She should have reported him to the HR department, but as a family we do not trust anyone from Human Resources. We think they lie somewhere between Estate Agents and Pedophiles on the evolutionary scale. She had discussed it with her husband Arnold (Arnie to his friends) who could and would have sorted this mess out but unfortunately he works for the same firm, but at another branch. There was a good chance that he would have been recognized; so I was given the task. I had no problem with that; after all it’s a dad’s job to look after his daughter.  

Chapter Two

I arrived at the Mermaid public house at about 7:00 pm; it was an unusually warm evening for late October and I could see that most of the punters were drinking in the beer garden. Blind Bill sat alone at the bar contemplating his beer whilst his guide dog Cadbury slept on the floor. I needed to walk quietly pass them so I could order my beer and disappear to the garden. But once again I forgot that loose floorboard; it gave a small creek. Cadbury opened one eye, recognized me and within a split second he had got to his feet and leapt at me, dragging his master off his stool and landing him in a heap on the floor. 

‘Cadbury,’ shouted Bill. 

‘Sorry Bil,l’ I said sheepishly.

‘Oh hello Nick,’ he said with a sigh.
I quickly moved to help him up.

‘You got any of those dog chews on you,’ he asked.
‘You’re not going to feed him after he’s just pulled you off your stool?’
‘No, I just want to know which end his head is so I can kick him the nuts.

I produced a small bone that I’d bought on the market for £1.25; it’ll keep Cadbury quiet for about 30 minutes. Money well spent. I had a quick chat with Bill, discussing the chances of Spurs finishing in the top six this season before venturing into the beer garden.
But first I ordered a pint of Belhaven 80 Shilling Scottish Ale. I’ve grown quite fond of Scottish beers since Ken brewed his award winning Black Angus. 80 Shilling is a classic and is renowned for its luscious tart gooseberry fruit aroma and palate, balanced by toasted malts and spicy hops.

There seemed to be some sort of celebration going on and Rodney was the centre of attraction. He spotted me and shouted ‘Hi Nick, come and join us.’
‘You look happy,’ I replied. ‘What’s going on?’
‘I’ve got a job.’
‘Fantastic,’ I said. Rodney has been out of work for nearly a year.

‘Tell me all about it.’
‘Well it’s with HSBC, in their Human Resource department, pensions.’
I took a sharp intake of breath, ‘Human Resources.’
‘Oh come on Nick, your just prejudiced.’
‘Only joking, I’m really pleased for you, when do you start?’ 

‘Next Monday, they need me right away.’
‘Where will you be based?’
‘Bricket Wood, where Ambassador College used to be.’
‘I know it; there’s a Sports Centre there, I’ve played football there a few times. Nice setting.’ 
At that point Kate, the pub alcoholic, staggered passed. She took out her mobile and made a call.

‘Hello…….yeh I would like to order a pizza………..to the Mermaid pub……..yeh, that’s right……….12 inch Hawaiian……… 6 or 12 slices? errrm, 6, I couldn’t eat 12 slices…………30 minutes, okay, thanks….. its Kate.’
I looked at Rodney and we both laughed out loud.

‘Wos up wiv you two?’ Kate asked, giving us a dirty look.
‘Nothing” said Rodney. ‘Hope you enjoy your pizza’.

We went over and joined Angus and Tristan. Tristan is a chef at a local comprehensive school, mid-thirties six feet tall and very lean, some might say wiry.

‘How’s you half-term going Tristan?’ I enquired.       

‘Not bad mate, needed a few days off. I’m working tomorrow though, doing a stock check; how’s yours?’
‘Just relaxing, nothing much planned.’
‘Nick, interrupted Angus. ‘I believe you have a birthday coming up soon’.
‘That’s right, all the fives, 14th December. Same day as Michael Owen, Chris Waddle, George 6th and Nostradamus; oh, I nearly forgot Jane Birkin’  
‘Did I really need to know that?’
‘Just thought you might be interested.’

‘Anyway what I was thinking was that we should do something special; it’ll give you something to occupy your mind.’
‘Does my mind need occupying?’
‘Let me think, you’re a widower who still grieving, you hate your job and you are too old to play football. Yes.’
‘When you put it like that. What do you have in mind?’
‘Nothing really.’
‘Bollocks, just tell me.’
‘A pub treasure hunt.’
‘Go on,’ I sighed.
‘There will be teams say……three or four people. You set the clues and they have to find the pub, I don’t know. Then they get other clues that lead them to the treasure. Something like that. And Tristan can do a barbeque and cook a cake with 55 candles and we can all celebrate your birthday.’ He was now getting really excited.
‘Anything else?
‘And then you and I will meet two fantastic women who will be overcome by our wit and charm and we’ll whisk them off to a hotel and we won’t see the sun rise for three days.’
‘What ARE you drinking?’
‘I’ll have a pint of Stella, thanks.’
‘Unbelievable.’
‘Sounds like a good idea,’ said Rodney

‘I’m up for it,’ said Tristan.

I thought for a little while before saying, ‘Okay, it could be good. We’ll have it on the Saturday nearest my birthday’. 

Angus was right, it will give me something to do, and I’m still feeling a bit shell-shocked after recent events. It’s a year now since my wife Jane passed away and I’m having trouble moving on. Also I’m on a final warning from work which means I have to keep my nose clean for a year and stay away from all those involved in my hearing. By Monday morning I was feeling really depressed, I phoned in sick and went back to bed, but I couldn’t sleep. I know it’s safer to stay at home when I’m in this mood. I feel angry, bitter and I know that I would explode if I went to work. When I eventually rose I made some coffee and started looking at old photo albums. My anger changed to sadness as I waded through my wedding album then all the photos of my two girls growing up, the holiday photos and so on. By the time I’d finished my eyes were red and my face sopping wet from the tears I had been shedding.  I spent the next two hours with a bottle of Jack Daniels; I don’t know where the rest of the day went. Tuesday I felt much the same, I phoned work again and told them them my back was still bad and I wouldn’t be in until next Monday at the earliest. On Wednesday I phoned my friend Don Patrick to arrange our usual Thursday night out, but he informed me that he was unavailable as his wife has organized a theatre outing with some friends. Out of frustration I phoned my daughter Sarah, who lives near Bromley, to see if I could stay there for a few days. She said she would love me to stay, so I showered and was on the M25 within the hour.

Chapter Three
I felt much better as I drove back to St. Albans Sunday evening. Sarah and Arnie really looked after me. Arnie plays rugby for a local club and I went to watch him play on Saturday afternoon. Arnie is thirty five, five foot nine tall and nearly as wide; perfect physique for a rugby player. I don’t know that much about rugby but Arnie put himself about a bit and his team won.  I was impressed by some of the tackles he made although his opponents were less than pleased. Arnie is also a great Real Ale fan and we enjoyed an excellent evening in his favourite London pub, the Harp in Covent Garden. It used to be called the Welsh Harp until an Irish couple took it over. It has six real ales including Timothy Taylor’s Landlord, Black Sheep and Harvey’s Best. 
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Monday came and I felt well enough to go back to work. In the evening I started putting together the Pub crawl. First I made some posters for the pub; I needed to have some idea of numbers. Then I spent time on sorting out a theme and clues.  If all went well it should be a day to remember. By Thursday, with most things sorted I decided to go for a drink at the Mermaid and put up the posters. Don was again unavailable again due to some work function. The pub was relatively quiet for a Thursday evening and when I entered, only Angus from my crowd was there propping up the bar. He looked pleased to see me.

‘Well hello stranger,’ he said. ‘Where the hell have ye been?’ 

‘Not been to well,’ I replied. ‘But feeling better now. What’s new with you?’
‘Well laddie not a lot.’
‘How’s Rodney getting on with his new job?’
‘That’s an interesting question, something’s up with the wee lad, but I cannae put my finger on it.’
‘Well it must be stressful for him; he’s been unemployed for ages.’
‘Nae, he hasn’t been in much since he started the job and when he does it’s like he somebody else.’
‘Explain.’
‘He seems more confident in himself, which is not a bad thing, but he has an air of arrogance about him. He’s got some new mates which he always talks about. You know, John said this and Edward said that. It just gets on me nerves.’
‘I think it’s good that he’s made new friends.’
‘But that’s not all. He’s joined a club.’
‘Joined a club?’
‘That’s what I said, some sort of men’s club; sounds a bit poofy to me.’
‘I expect he’s just trying to fit in. I bet in a few weeks time he’ll be back to his old self and in here every night moaning about work like the rest of us.’
‘Aye laddie, let’s hope your right.’
‘So what else is new?’
‘Not a lot, but your favourite local band is playing here on Saturday night.’
I looked at the posters on the wall.
‘MacLaren Wall, excellent; are you coming?’
‘Wouldn’t miss it for the world.’
‘In that case, you and I mate, the MacLaren Wall groupies’.

Chapter Four
MacLaren Wall are a duo comprising of Mac MacLaren and Melaine Wall, they perform melodic pop/rock covers. I’ve always had a soft spot for Melaine. They have a good following and the pub was heaving when I arrived on Saturday evening. Angus was already there and had secured a good position by the bar. I acknowledged a few friends and ordered a pint of Coniston Bluebird bitter. It was CAMRA’s champion beer in 1998 and at 3.6% it’s a nice pale bronze beer to start the evening with.  
‘I’m looking forward to this,’ I said, taking a long sip of my beer.

‘Aye laddie so am I,’ Angus replied

‘I heard a good joke today; would you like to hear it?’

‘Go on I could do with a good laugh.’

‘Right here goes - Two Scots, Archie and Jock, are sitting in the pub discussing Jock's forthcoming wedding. 
'Och, it's all going to be grand", says Jock. "I've everything organised already, the flowers, the church, the cards, the reception, the rings, the minister, even ma stag night". 
Archie nods approvingly. 
’Havens, I've even bought a kilt to be married in,’ continued Jock. 
’A kilt?’ exclaims Archie. ‘That's braw, you'll look pure deed smart in that!’ 
’And what's the tartan?’ Archie then enquires. 
’Och,’  says Jock. ‘I'd imagine she'll be in white .."
‘Not bad’ said Angus, not sounding too impressed

‘It’s the way I tell ‘em’ I replied in my best Irish accent.

The duo was half way through their first set when Angus nudged me and said ‘I think we might be alright tonight, those two lassies have been giving us the eye all evening.’
I looked to the end of the bar and sure enough there were two very attractive women. One was brunette the other blonde, both early forties with good figures.

‘Are you sure they are looking at us?’ I asked

‘Trust me laddie, if we play our cards right it could be their lucky night.’
I smiled to myself, ‘So what’s your plan then Romeo?
‘It’s a bit crowded at the moment’ he whispered ‘so we’ll wait until the break, and then make our move.’
‘And what happens then, we just walk up to them and start talking. It’s a long time since I chatted up any women. I’m a bit out of practice.’
‘Leave it to me laddie, just watch and learn. With my Scottish charm and some great chat-up lines they’ll be putty in our hands.’
‘Right’ I said suppressing a laugh ‘can I hear a few?’
‘Okay, try this - There must be something wrong with my eyes, I can't take them off you,’

I said nothing.

 
‘Or - Do you believe in love at first sight, or should I walk by again?’
‘Any more?’
‘Hundreds, how about - Tonight's sky must be empty, because all of the stars are sparkling in your eyes,-  or - If you could put a price tag on beauty you'd be worth more than Fort Knox.’
I just stared. As luck would have it at that moment Rodney walked in.
‘Rodney, perfect timing, what do you want?’
‘Carling top please’ he replied

‘New jacket?’ I asked

Rodney was sporting a very nice, expensive looking black leather jacket. 

‘Like it? Bought it today, had a nice little win on gee-gees. £10 double, 4/1 and 5/1. £300, not a bad day’s work.’
‘I thought you had given up gambling. Does Fiona know?’
Fiona is Rodney’s long term partner.

‘It’s not gambling it was an investment. Anyway Fiona’s away for the weekend, gone to a jazz festival with a friend.’  

‘So how is the new job going?’ I asked inquisitively. 
‘Great, the work’s interesting and I’ve met some new friends; couldn’t be better.’
‘And I hear you’ve joined a men’s club.’
‘It’s not a men’s club, there are a few women; Its just a few like-minded people who meet after work, have a few drinks and help each other. We discuss financial matters and relationship problems. It’s a sort of self-help group.’ 

‘And they give you racing tips.’
‘Occasionally, but mostly they give advice on investments and stocks and shares. Anyway enough about me what where you two taking about?’
‘Well,’ said Angus. ‘We were just thinking about chatting up those two beauties over there.’
‘No chance’ said Rodney turning around and looking at them ‘Out of your league.’
Melaine had just announced that this would be their last song before the break, the song ‘Everyday is a winding road’.

As the song finished I noticed that Rodney had disappeared.

‘Where’s Rodney’ I asked Angus.
Angus looked round ‘The cheeky beggar, he’s talking to those two lassies’.
Sure enough Rodney was engaged in deep conversation with the two girls. We stood there stunned, the girls were laughing and gigging and hanging onto every word Rodney was saying. The next minute the girls had grabbed their coats and were following Rodney out of the door. Angus turned to me with a shocked look on his face. 

‘Didn’t really fancy them did you?’ he asked, looking downhearted
‘No, of course not; mutton dressed as lamb. Would you like a single malt?’
‘How very civil of you, that would be very nice.
‘Ken, two single malts please, large ones’ 

Chapter Five
I decided to try and cut back on my drinking and only go to the pub at weekends (which included Fridays); and Thursdays if Don was available. He was this week, so we decided to visit a few different pubs, which would also help me write clues for the pub crawl.  We decided to explore Bar 62. Ten years ago, when it was known as the Pineapple, if you ventured in there wearing a suit or similar it was assumed that you were either CID or from the DHSS; but now it’s a trendy wine bar. It consists of one large bar with an eating area to the right. Each table is neatly laid and has a nice slender vase with an exotic flower. The menu looked good but a bit pricey. One starter – a seafood platter – cost £12.20. There was a lack of Real Ales so we both ordered a pint of London Pride.
The second pub we visited was the Boot. This pub has always been a favourite haunt of the ‘in-crowd’ and looks exactly the same as it did forty years ago when I first visited it. Its low ceiling and exposed beams and a great selection of Real Ales make it the ideal pub. As a bonus 60s music was being played by a DJ in the corner of the bar. The DJ, who looked a lot like Nigel from Eastenders (round face, chubby, curly perm) had the volume at the right level so conversation could take place.  I ordered a pint of Triple Hop whilst Don settled for a pint of Adnams. I sat there totally relaxed and remembered the halcyon days of the 60s when St Albans rocked to the sound of the Zombies, Cortinas and the Bluetones and Donovan paraded down the High Street with his guitar strapped to his back. That was it; we’re staying here for the rest of the night.
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On Friday I was feeling really good, the depression had gone (for the moment) so after work I went home showered had something to eat and got ready for a night out. I had a feeling that something exciting was going to happen tonight so I took extra time in my preparation. I ordered a taxi and arrived at the Mermaid at about eight. It was a cold crisp evening, dry, clear sky and a full moon.

Angus was in his usual position propping up the bar. I ordered a pint of Bateman XXXB at 4.8%. Angus looked at me and nodded towards Rodney who was sitting at a table with a face as long as a kite. Now Rodney hardly ever sits down when drinking so we knew something was wrong. We sat down either side of him.
‘What’s up Rodney,’ I asked.
‘Nothing,’ he replied.
‘Come on mate, you can tell us.’

But before he had chance to reply we were joined by two men. They were both about mid-forties, neat hair cuts, dressed all in black. Looked like undertakers. 

‘Are you ready Edgar?’ one of the men said aggressively. 
‘Aren’t you going to introduce them Rodney?’
‘Yeh, right,’ said Rodney nervously. ‘Nick, Angus, this is John Dee and Edward Kelley.’
‘Pleased to meet you,’ I said standing and offering my hand. 

There was no response so I sat down.

Angus moved so Rodney could get out. As the two men escorted Rodney out he turned to us and said to Angus, ‘I’ll give you that Beatles film back tomorrow’ and then he looked at me and said, ‘you’re right the third Harry Potter film is the best.’
With that they were gone. There was a short pause before Angus said ‘What the hell was that all about?’ 

‘No idea,’ I replied

‘I’ve never lent him a Beatles film; I don’t think I’ve ever seen a Beatles film.’
‘And he has never seen a Harry Potter film, he can’t stand Harry Potter.’
‘And why did he call him Edgar?’
‘I think he was trying to give us a message.’
‘Not again, is this the start of another adventure.’
‘I sure think so,’ I said in my best American accent.

‘Okay, but where do we start?’

‘Right, name all the Beatles films’
‘No idea.’
‘Okay, leave it to me as usual. There was a Hard Days Night, Yellow Submarine and Help.’
‘We can assume he meant Help.’
‘Obviously and the third Harry Potter film was The Prisoner of Azkaban.’
‘What does that tell us?’
‘Well the Harry Potter films are about witches. So I think he’s been taken by witches and he wants us to rescue him.’
‘It all seems a bit far-fetched to me.’
‘Let us look at the facts. He starts a new job in Bricket Wood. Bricket Wood is famous for having a witch’s coven. He joins this group and his luck changes.’
‘Still not convinced,’ he said shaking his head.
‘And those women preferred him to us.’
‘You’re right, they were definitely bewitched. So what do we do, where do we start and where are they taking him?’
‘No idea.’ 

We sat for a few minutes thinking, and then I said, ‘We need a computer, and we need to do some research,’
Angus thought, then said ‘I think Ken has a lap top.’
‘Okay, sort it, as quick as possible.’
Within five minutes the lap top was in front of us and we had internet access. Ken insisted that he worked the lap top as he didn’t like other people using it.
‘Right,’ I said. ‘First look up John Dee.’
Ken did as he was told.
‘He we are’ said Ken enthusiastically ‘John Dee was a sixteenth century mathematician, astronomer, astrologer, occultist, navigator, imperialist, and consultant to Queen Elizabeth I. He devoted much of his life to the study of alchemy, divination, and Hermetic philosophy.’
‘Just as I thought they have taken the names of famous wizards. Now look up Bricket Wood witches.’
‘Got it,’ said Ken ‘The Bricket Wood coven, or Hertfordshire coven was a coven of Gardnerian Witches founded in the 1940s by Gerald Gardner. It was notable for being the first coven in the Gardnerian line, though having its origins in the pre-Gardnerian New Forest coven. The coven formed after Gardner bought the Fiveacres Country Club, a Naturist club in the town of Bricket Wood, Hertfordshire, southern England, and met within the club's grounds. It played a significant part in the history of the neopagan religion of Wicca.’’ 

‘Do you know where Fiveacres is?’ Enquired Angus.

‘Obviously I’ve heard of it but I’ve never been there, but I have an idea where it is. Ken do a google search on maps for Fiveacres, Bricket Wood.’
Ken obliged.

‘There it is, Five Acres Country Club, Five Acres Avenue.’
‘Good, now hit the Satelite button.’
‘Will do.’
‘What can you see?’
‘Lots of trees, a swimming pool and a few building, it’s not all that clear”

‘Well if we go there I don’t think they will be walking about outside. So we’ll look for a building with some lights on.’
‘Then what will we do?’ asked Angus

‘Not sure yet, just a minute I’ve just remembered something. My daughter Sarah and her husband Arnie are staying the weekend with  their friends, Martin and Paige, in Bricket Wood and their garden backs on to Fiveacres. We could climb over their fence and make our approach from there. So we need to book a taxi there a.s.a.p’.
Chapter Six
We arrived at Paige and Martin’s at about nine, and quickly explained the situation. They live in a large house in a quiet cul-del-sac in Bricket Wood. Sarah and Paige have been friends since they were children and are devoted to each.  Arnie and Martin insisted on coming with us but I told Martin that he should wait by the fence to help us back over. Martin found a couple of flash lights and a small maglight. We climbed over the fence and made our way through the trees to where we hoped the buildings were. Our search was made easier by the full moon and we soon stumbled on an old cottage and we could hear sounds of music coming from within. All the low level windows were curtained  off, but one high level window had light shining through it.



‘We need to see what’s going on,’ I whispered to Angus and Arnie.
‘I’ll climb on your shoulders and give you a full report,’ said Angus.
‘Thanks for that,’ I replied.
‘Don’t be a big Jessie, come on bend down and help me up.’
I crouched down and Angus climbed on my shoulders. I stood up slowly allowing Angus a perfect view through the window.

‘What can you see?’ I asked.
They’re all naked, except for something tied round their waist and they’re wearing masks.’ 

‘What are they doing and how many are there? Can you see Rodney?’  ‘Just a minute; I can see eleven, three women and eight men. One is just sitting on a high chair, looks like the leader. He’s wearing a big goat’s head, the rest are just dancing around.’
‘There should be thirteen; with Rodney that’ll make twelve, can you see anyone else?’ 
‘I can see the Rodney in the corner, he’s with another girl’
‘Are they naked?’
‘No they’re wearing white robes.’
‘That’s good; it means the ritual hasn’t begun yet.’
‘What ritual?’ asked Arnie

‘I think they are selling their souls to the devil.’
‘Bloody hell.’
‘Exactly, what else can you see Angus?
‘One of the women is from Essex.’
‘How can you tell?’
‘She’s not a true blonde.’
‘What?’
‘Top and tails don’t match.’
‘ANGUS concentrate.’
‘Sorry, not much else going on; oh you don’t see that very often.’
‘What’s that?’
‘A ginger bush.’
‘I’ve never seen one of those,’ said Arnie, innocently. ‘Can I have a look?’
‘For god’s sake, we’re not here to ogle pubic hair, what else can you see?
‘The third woman has a Brazilian.’
‘For Christ sake, get down.’ I crouched down and Angus fell off and rolled in the leaves laughing.
‘Come over here,’ I went into the trees. ‘Right now listen; we need to create a distraction.’
‘What have you got in mind.’ asked Arnie

‘I have cunning plan,’ I said. ‘We’ll start a series of small fires. We don’t want to cause a lot of damage so we’ll use the dead leaves. It should make lots of smoke. Then we’ll call the fire brigade, the witches will panic, run out and we’ll grab Rodney.’
‘Good plan,’ said Arnie.
‘Right, Angus you start gathering the leaves and dead twigs and make piles around the cottage. Arnie nip back to the house and bring back some old newspapers, matches and anything else that might be useful.’
Arnie disappeared and I helped Angus with the leaves. 

‘Have you never seen a ginger bush before?’ I asked

‘No’ he relied. ‘Have you?’
‘No.’
After about ten minutes we had four big piles around the front of the cottage. Arnie returned with a pile of newspapers which we rolled up and stuffed in the leaves. He also had some firelighters, which were left over from the barbeque season. But best of all Martin had found a box of fireworks which he had forgotten to use on Guy Fawkes Night.

‘I need to see what’s going on,’ I said

‘On my shoulders,’ said Arnie.
I climbed up and looked in. There was a pentagram painted on the floor and a black candle at each point. I could see Rodney and the other girl in the corner. They had disrobed and were being sponged down. I remember reading once that it is important to bath before any ritual could take place. We still have time I thought. I jumped down and said ‘this is it lads, light the fires.’
Angus and Arnie took the firelighters, placed them under the leaves and lit them. Soon the smoke started to fill the sky I phoned the fire brigade.
‘As soon as the fire brigade comes up the drive, we’ll smash the windows and throw the fireworks in.’ 

We waited about five minutes, and then we heard the sirens. As soon as we saw the headlights Arnie threw a large stone through the first window and Angus tossed in a firework. They repeated this with the other windows whilst I waited by the door. As the firemen jumped out of the cabin, the door of the cottage burst open and the naked witches started running out. The fireman just stood there, mouths open, unable to move looking totally bemused. As soon as I saw Rodney I grabbed him and dragged him towards the trees. Two of the witches chased after me but Angus and Arnie came to my aid. Arnie rugby tackled one of them and then knocked him out with a single punch to the jaw. Angus adopted the Scottish method of fighting, head-butted the other one, then gave him a good kicking. Once we were hidden by the trees we stopped and looked round. The last witch out was the one wearing the goats head. He slowly removed it and looked around. I recognized him as the one Rodney introduced as John Dee. 
Martin had heard the commotion and was leaning over the fence shining a lantern. We quickly scrambled over the fence, got Rodney inside, wrapped a blanket round him and collapsed on the sofa.    
Chapter Seven
The three of us sat on a large sofa panting, whilst Rodney, sat shamefacedly in an armchair. Martin poured four large Scotches which we quickly drunk. Then six pairs of eyes stared at Rodney.
He Angus was first to reply, ‘Buggar yer jacket you great Irish tosser, what the fuck do you think you were doing?’
There was a short silence before he replied, ‘I think it got a little out of hand.’
‘A little out of hand,’ I shouted. ’Don’t you know how dangerous it is messing with the occult?’
‘I thought it was just a bit of fun,’ he replied sheepishly.

Angus was just about to throw another barrage of abuse when Sarah stepped in and said, ‘Let’s all calm down, Rodney’s safe, you three have enjoyed yourselves playing heroes. We need to discuss what to do next.’
‘First’ said Paige ‘Rodney needs some clothes.’
‘We’ll wait a while then I’ll nip back to the cottage, hopefully the witches would have home.’ 

‘Good idea,’ said Arnie, hoping for a little more action. ‘I’ll come with you just in case.’
‘Thanks, and Angus can stay here and look after Rodney.’
‘But,’ said Rodney physically shaking. ‘He’ll just shout at me.’
‘Aye laddie, I have one or two more few things I need to get of my chest.’
We all laughed. 

‘So where did you leave your clothes Rodney?’ I asked.
‘In a small cupboard in the corner, near where they were washing us down.’
Paige gave Rodney a dressing gown and slippers to wear and Martin poured out some more drinks.

It was about eleven when Arnie and I climbed back over the fence. Martin waited with his lantern so we could find our way back and Angus, Sarah and Paige looked after Rodney who had now fallen asleep. 
We reached the cottage in no time, it was empty, the doors were unlocked, but it had an eerie feel to it. We had decided not to put on the lights, just in case, so we used the flashlights and we soon found the cupboard and Rodney’s clothes, including his precious new jacket. Before leaving I had a quick look around, there was nothing much to see. The black candles still flickered and I could smell the remains of the burnt out fireworks. But something caught my eye; it was a piece of parchment on the floor next to the leader’s chair. I picked it up, examined it and put it into my pocket, signaled to Arnie and we made our way back to the fence.

nce inside we woke Rodney up, he looked at us with a glazed expression. We gave him his clothes and he went upstairs to change.

‘Did everything go okay?’ enquired Sarah.
No problem, seems the witches have flown away.’

‘What was that you found, Nick?’ asked Arnie

‘Oh yes, I nearly forgot,’ I said, pulling out the piece of parchment. ‘This is what tonight was about.’ I showed them the parchment.
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‘Wow,’ said Sarah. ‘That’s really spooky.’
‘I know,’ I replied. ‘You have to read it out loud, then sign it in blood.’

‘That’s evil, do you think he’ll be alright.’
‘I think we need to keep an eye on him for a while.’
‘He can stay with me this week, Fiona’s visiting her mother and won’t be back until next Sunday.’ said Angus.

We called a taxi, said our goodbyes and thanked Paige and Martin for there hospitality and Sarah and Arnie for their help. The taxi dropped off Rodney and Angus at Angus’s bungalow and then me at my empty house. 
Chapter Eight
Rodney stayed with Angus during the week, he phoned HSBC to tell them that he wouldn’t be at work this due to a sudden illness. Each evening I stayed at home preparing for my ‘Birthday Pub Crawl’. I decided that my original ideas were a little to complicated, so I settled for an easier version.
The rules where simple (I hope)

Each team member must consume one alcoholic beverage at each of the listed St. Albans pubs.

· Blacksmiths Arms

· Boot

· Farmers Boy

· Farriers Arms

· Hare and Hounds

· Jolly Sailor

· Lower Red Lion

· Peacock

· Portland Arms

· Six Bells

· White Hart Tap

· White Lion

Each team must be present for a group photo outside each pub, for evidence of attending.

When purchasing your alcoholic drinks the landlord/bar person will issue with a number.

The number represents a letter in the pub’s name. i.e. Number 3 in Mermaid represents R.

Once you have collected all the letters rearrange them into the name of St Albans Pub that sadly no longer exists.

The winning team will be the first to present to me a team photo outside the shop that stands on the site of the mysterious pub.

The final beverage must be Champagne (or cheap sparkling alternative) to be consumed during the final photo shoot.

It was arranged that the teams would meet at the Mermaid at 12 noon. Teams would register and instructions given. The pub crawl would start at 12:30; allowing four pubs an hour plus finding the mysterious pub we decided to light the barbeque at 4:00 pm.

Each team consisted of 3 members all must be in fancy dress. I would marshal events along with Don Patrick, Sarah and Arnie. We decided to dress as super heroes. I chose an Austin Powers outfit which consisted of a Blue Velvet suit with a lacey cravat and cuffs and a pair of Chelsea Boots. Don’s choice was a Superman jumpsuit with attached boot tops and 3D muscle chest. Sarah looked fantastic in her Wonder Woman outfit complete with cape, boot tops, tiara and Gauntlets and finished off with a dark brown wig, Arnie thought he would look good as Buzz Light Year; his outfit came as a padded two-piece suit with detachable rocket wings, gloves and headpiece.

At 12:00 noon six teams, fully dressed in costumes had arrived and were enjoying a complimentary drink courtesy of Ken the landlord.
Team 1 (Mermaid regulars)
· Angus Gold

· Rodney Black            All dressed in traditional Highland regalia

· Colin Grande                           (Angus insisted)

  Team 2 (Mermaid regulars)
· Simon Prince (Mid-fifties, looks like Andrew Lloyd Webber) 
· Diana (Slim, blonde, attractive 60 year old)

· Blind Bill and Cadbury

Simon was dressed as The Phantom of the Opera whilst Diana came as Christine Daaé. Blind Bill chose a Sherlock Holmes costume with Cadbury sporting a pair of false ears to look like a Bloodhound.
Team 3 (Mermaid regulars)

· ‘Ronnie’ Barker (Mid-forties, real name Gordon)

· Dwayne (Mid-twenties, well-built)

· Peter (Mid-fifties, Dwayne’s dad)
All dressed as burglars, hooped jumpers, masks and SWAG bags

Team 4 (Art department, St Albans Regional College)

· Annie
· Polly                 All dressed as fairies

· Jenny
  Team 5 (Friends from Cricket Club, all go by their nicknames)
· Jock – 1920s Footballer
· Rookie – 1920s Golfer

· T.P.O. (The Platinum One) – 1920s cricketer

Team 6 (Friends from Cricket Club, all go by their nicknames)

· Tiny Tim

· Jonty                  All wearing Liverpool F.C. kit

· Wilks

‘What do you think?’ I asked Angus nervously
‘Not bad laddie, I was expecting a few more teams but it’s not a bad turn out’

‘Where are you going to start?’

‘I thought the Six Bells, it’s the furthest away, then the Lower Red, Portland, Farriers etc.’

‘Good plan.’ 

‘Yer wee lassie looks good in her outfit.’

‘Yes, takes after her mother. They both could look good in bin bags.’

‘I see Kate hasn’t made an appearance.’

‘Did she say she was coming?’ I replied, now getting worried

‘Aye, I’m afraid she did. But she’s most probably still sleeping off last night’s session’ 

At 12:30 pm on the dot all the teams left the Mermaid in different directions gasping for their second drink. I paired up with my daughter Sarah to marshal the north side of town whilst Don and Arnie took the South side. We would keep in contact by mobile phone in case of any trouble. Once the pub was empty Sarah and I popped across the road to the Peacock. Team 3 – the burglars – were in there and we joined them. We were in deep conversation when Kate appeared dressed as a Hawaiian girl wearing a long grass shirt, a shell bra and a four piece garland flower set.
‘Sorry I’m late,’ she said gasping for breath. ‘Can I join your team?’

‘As much as we would love to have you,’ said Dwayne sympathetically. ‘The rules say only three to a team; so I’m afraid the answer is NO.’

‘Oh you are such a tease Dwayne; so who’s going to by me a drink?’

I looked at Sarah, she nodded and I said, ‘Well we’ll leave you to it, other pubs to marshal’ and quickly made our exit.

We made our way to the Blacksmiths Arms and once at the bar looked around to see if any of our teams were there. We noticed that Team 4 – the Fairies – seemed to be enjoying themselves, attracting the attention of some fit looking youths. Or so we thought; actually they were making some rather obscene remarks, which our fairies took offence to. The fairies then decided that enough was enough and threw their drinks over them. Sarah and I rushed over and managed to usher the fairies out before the unruly youths could cause any more trouble.
Don phoned and reported that Team 6 – Liverpool F.C - had reached the Hare and Hounds and Sky Sports were showing Arsenal v Liverpool. What started off as friendly banter with a group of Arsenal fans ended up as a free-for-all and the police where called in. The police also found that Tiny Tim’s rucksack contained numerous beer glasses. In his statement he stated he couldn’t help himself, it’s a generic condition that affects people born in Liverpool. 
I phoned Simon to see how Team 2 where doing and he reported that had reached the Jolly Sailor where the barmaid thought it was a good idea to give Cadbury a bowl of water, unfortunately some drinker kicked the bowl over so he replaced the water with his strong lager. Cadbury was last seen making amorous advantages to a rather attractive French poodle. 
Ronnie then phoned me to report Team 3’s progress; apparently eager to get rid of Kate, Dwayne suggested that they visit the White Hart Tap. But unfortunately she tagged along. Once they arrived and ordered their drinks Kate insisted they sat in the garden so that she could have a cigarette. She was just finishing her story of how Colonel Sanders, who used to be Elvis Presley’s manager, became one of the world’s richest men by putting an addictive chemical in his special recipe for Kentucky Fried Chicken to make us crave for more, when she accidentally set fire to her grass shirt with her cigarette. Without thinking, Dwayne, Peter and ‘Ronnie’, threw their pints over her to extinguish the fire. She was being treated for shock and minor burns to her legs at the local A & E.
By now I was getting a little worried and Sarah suggested that I try to contact the other teams just to make sure that they were okay. I managed to get hold of Rookie who informed me that Team 5 were progressing nicely and had reached the Six Bells. Then Jock then got word that Watford F.C. was victorious in their lunchtime kick-off and decided to celebrate by hitting the top shelf. Despite their best efforts he and T.P.O. could not drag him away and at the moment Jock was on a table singing his own version of ‘Watford the Brave’.         

It was about 3:00pm when I received a call on my mobile, it was Angus. 

‘Nick,’ he said. ‘I’m struggling a bit here. Was there a team of Death Eaters?’
‘No, why?’
‘Because there are three sitting in the pub.’
‘Do you recognize them?’
‘Of course not, they’re wearing masks, stupid.’

‘Calm down mate.’
‘Sorry Nick, too much to drink.’
‘Is Rodney okay?’
‘Yeh, just gone to the bog; hang on the Death Eaters are following him.’
‘The gents at the Farriers are outside,’ I shouted down the phone. ‘Angus, quickly follow them.’
I waited, thirty seconds later Angus called back

‘They’ve taken him.’
‘Get after them’ I shouted

‘I’m too drunk to run.’

‘Then get Colin to go after them.’
I phoned Don and Arnie and asked them their location, as luck would have it they were at the Boot. I told them to make their way to the Farriers Arms. Sarah and I were at the Lower Red Lion. Both pubs were in close proximity. Colin then phoned me to say he had spotted them going into the Maltings multi-storage car park which was between the two pubs. I phoned Don and told him to go to the car park and we would meet them there.  When Sarah and I arrived Arnie and Don were waiting at the exit. I phoned Colin and he informed us that the Death Eaters were on the second floor. They were driving a black BMW and were heading towards the exit. He also said the car would be easy to spot, the number plate was DEV 1L. We waited by the exit barrier out of sight. One of the Death Eaters, the driver had taken his mask off and I recognized him as John Dee. As soon as he stopped the car and wound his window down to insert his ticket, we pounced. Arnie reached in and grabbed him by the ears and tried to pull him through the window. Don and I went for the back doors; Don pulled out Rodney on one side whilst I grabbed the other Death Eater out of the other. When the Death Eater, in the front passenger seat, tried to open his door Sarah kicked it shut trapping his hand. John had managed to open his door which unbalanced Arnie and he fell back losing his grip on his ears. In a fit of rage the other Death Eater had managed to open his door and push his way passed Sarah. My opponent had scrambled to his feet and all three run off towards the market. I told Colin who now appeared, panting after running down the stairs, to take Rodney back to the Mermaid while the four of us pursued the Death Eaters. 
DEATH EATERS NO MATCH FOR SUPER HEROES 
Shoppers in St Albans Market came in for a surprise last Saturday when three male adults dressed as Death eaters (from the Harry Potter films) were pursued by four Super heroes. Local resident Sidney Hamilton, 66, described what happened “I was just buying my fruit and veg when someone pushed by me. I looked round and saw three death-eaters running through the market; they were being chased by Austin Powers, Superman. Buzz Light-Year and Wonder Woman. Buzz was in front and he rugby tackled a Death Eater and laid into him good and proper. The other two Death Eaters then turned round to help him but Wonder Women knocked out one with some fancy high kicking and the third didn’t stand a chance against Austin Powers and Superman. Then the police came and took the Death Eaters away.”
Detective Sergeant Kevin Blakley stated that three adult males had been arrested and charged with attempted kidnap. He added that Nick Allen aka Austin Powers was known to the police and had assisted them in solving previous cases.
It was about 6:00pm when the last team returned to the Mermaid. Tristan had provided a splendid barbeque and the teams, despite being a little fragile, tucked in to a hearty meal. Others had joined us and listened intensely as each team told stories of their adventures. The eventual winners were Team Three, Dwayne’s dad Peter easily re-arranged the letters to form The Painters Arms and remembered from his youth that it was situated at the top of the town. 
Rodney decided not to go back to HSBC at Bricket Wood and stated he would look for another job after Christmas. As for me, I’m now 55 years old now; perhaps I should look for another job. But as Rodney said, I’ll wait till after Christmas.
Nb: All characters in this novel are entirely fictitious and any similarity to actual people is purely coincidental.
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