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‘Don’t make me go in there. Please don’t make me go in there!’


The terrified boy is trying to get away from the crimson door with its cracked, peeling paint. He plants his feet, glancing anxiously over his shoulder at a menace he can only imagine. His mind fills with a wild, fluttering panic. ‘I won’t do it! I won’t! Please don’t be mean. There’s something down there.’


He’s never heard the sound of darkness before but he can hear it now. Behind the deep red door there’s the thing in the dark with its shadowy breath. It’s waiting for him. He tries to fight back against his brother. He’s seven years old. The brother he’s always called Red Man, or Red for short, because he liked everything to be red, is eight (nearly nine as he keeps telling everybody). A year makes a lot of difference at that age.


I won’t go.


You can’t make me.


But there’s fear in his voice and fear takes all the fight out of you. Weakness creeps in and strength leaks out. He tries to tell his older brother he won’t play. It’s a stupid game. But instead he ends up pleading tearfully not to be sent down there, into the cellar, where the darkness is waiting for him. He tries to shove past but he isn’t strong enough. Fear is a blade that cuts your muscles like strings.


‘Oh, stop being such a baby,’ Red says. He gives his brother a rough shove, propelling him towards the door. ‘Baby!’


The baby is starting to think Red’s enjoying the game too much. He’s always looked up to his brother but today he’s being horrible.


‘Don’t call me that,’ the baby cries, unable to stop himself being forced ever closer to the door. ‘I hate it. Please, Red. It’s dark in there. Something’s moving.’


Red laughs at him. ‘What are you afraid of the cellar for? I’m not. I don’t mind going in, do I? I don’t mind sitting in the dark, all on my own. Remember last time? I was down there ages. I didn’t cry. I wasn’t scared. I wasn’t a baby … Baby!’


It’s true. Red’s always up for a dare. He just opens the door and shuts it behind him, as if he’s been shutting himself in dark, dusty cellars all his life. Red doesn’t mind the dark. Maybe it’s because he’s older.


‘You’re just a scaredy cat,’ Red chuckles. ‘You’re just a stupid little scaredy cat.’ He sees his brother’s chin wobble and laughs again. ‘Now you’re crying. Cry baby! Cry baby!’


The younger boy fights back the tears. He doesn’t want to cry in front of his big brother. But he can’t help himself. Hot tears start spilling down his cheeks. Soon he’s knuckling his eyes. It’s true. He is scared. Who wouldn’t be, stuck in here with the stifling, snuffling darkness? His chest is heaving. He’s never been so frightened. They played the game once before and the things he saw down there made his flesh crawl. The dark felt bad. It smelled bad. It was alive, so alive it could brush right against you.


‘Go on. Go through the door. I dare you.’


No, this time it’s different. I won’t play.


Even as he tries to resist Red starts shoving and pushing him back, blocking his escape route. He can sense the clawing darkness behind him, just beyond the door.


‘What’s the matter with you?’ Red demands. ‘It’s only a stupid cellar. It won’t hurt you.’


‘Stop it!’ he yells. ‘I’m telling Nana on you.’


‘Go on then, baby,’ Red retorts. ‘Shout to her. She can’t hear you. The telly’s on too loud.’


The baby fights and shouts. He wriggles and twists, trying to fight his way out of Red’s grip but it’s a losing battle. Red is bigger and stronger than he is. He feels his shoes scuffing against the floor, struggling for purchase. For all his efforts, he’s being pushed backwards, protesting and sobbing.


‘Don’t make me go, Red. I’m so scared.’


But there’s no sympathy in his brother’s eyes. They’re hard and cruel. Red gets like this sometimes, especially when he doesn’t get his way. ‘We’re playing jail,’ he says. ‘You’ve been wicked. You’re going to jail.’


A scream of utter horror explodes from the baby’s throat. ‘No!’


He hears footsteps from the floor above. Somebody’s heard his cries. They’re going to save him from the things in the dark.


‘Nana!’ he starts to shout but Red covers his mouth, muffling his pleas for help.


Red’s hand is sweaty and strong. There’s nothing he can do now. He hears the door open, the rusty hinges squealing, then he’s stumbling, pitching into the dark, staggering down the stairs and skinning his shins along the way. Here comes the dark, rushing up to grab him.


‘No!’


Even as this final howl of terror bursts from his lungs, the door slams shut behind him.


‘Red! Red!’


He’s alone with the darkness, alone with its creeping terrors. He stands there blinking against the thick, musty darkness of the cellar. He knows his eyes will adjust to the dark. But that doesn’t make him feel better. He tries to struggle back up the stairs to argue with his brother. Then the dark splits open. There’s only a low, distant rumble at first. Soon the blackness parts and hot air rushes through the room. It’s like somebody’s opened an oven door.


‘Let me out! Let me out! Red, it’s coming.’


The darkness roars. Bright lights stutter, then they flicker and die. He can feel the ground rumbling beneath his feet. It jolts and judders into every joint and socket, rattling right into the marrow of his bones. The vibrations shudder up his spine, crashing in his skull. The dust and litter of the cellar floor start to fly, a spinning, swirling maelstrom of stinging debris. Objects are disappearing into a howling, dark tunnel. They dance wildly, boxes, rusty tools, broken pieces of furniture, then they’re gone in a cloud of dust. It’s as if hundreds of tiny demons have taken to the air. But this is only the beginning. The real nightmare will take hold when the roaring stops.


There’s a moment’s silence before another sound comes, a monotonous, electronic ticking like some monstrous clock. Tick, tick, tickety tick. Then the footsteps begin. They’re heavy and deliberate. They go on and on, thumping up from the bowels of the earth, treading an unseen spiral staircase. There’s somebody there, the bogeyman, the terror man, the breathe-on-the-back-of-your-neck man.


The intruder is rising. He’s coming closer. He’s reaching out. Soon he’ll be striding into the cellar. Soon he’ll be there, the big, bad, night-walking man. Nobody can imagine how many nights the baby has lain on his side, never daring to roll over in case he sees him, the terror man.


‘Red!’


He dreads the weight of the walker’s hand on his shoulder.


‘Please, Red. Open the door. He’s after me.’ His voice rises to a shrill scream. ‘He’s here!’


But something’s preventing the walker going any further. He’s reaching out but he can’t quite touch. He wants to hold the little boy, to take him into his dark realm, but he can’t. The baby can sense the terror man’s frustration. Hopeful thoughts swarm through his mind.


You’re swallowing up everything else, but you can’t get me.


Run, run, as fast as you can …


You can’t catch me …


The terror man starts to thresh and twist and turn but he can’t close his huge shadowy hands around the little boy. That’s it, the baby thinks. You’re the one who’s in jail and you can’t drag me into your cell. No more than a few metres away, just about visible in the fog of flying debris, there’s something imprisoned, and that something is the walker, the terror man.


Knowing he is safe from the clawing hands that scratch uselessly in the dark, the little boy’s heart leaps. He can just about hear the walker. He’s very close; almost close enough to grab his hand. The terror man snarls and roars as he tries to free himself. His foul, hot breath is on the boy’s neck. He’s there, in the gloom, clawing and grasping, but he doesn’t come any closer.


The walker can’t reach me.


‘I want to get out now, Red,’ he whimpers, calling up the stairs. But Red doesn’t answer. So he shouts louder. ‘You’ve got to let me out! Nana will shout at you for keeping me here. She’ll tell Mum and Dad.’


But the door stays locked. The game is going on much longer than it did last time. The footsteps have stopped but the walker is still there. That’s him breathing, temporarily exhausted by his efforts. Then there’s something new. A silvery glow strobes through the cellar. I won’t look, he tells himself, but he can’t help himself. Far, far below there’s a bright, swirling light. It silhouettes the terrible figure of the walker.


One more push and he’ll have me.


For the first time, when he calls his brother, he drops the family nickname. He calls his brother’s real name. But that only makes Red angry.


‘Call me Red!’ his brother shouts back, furious that the rules are being broken. ‘When we’re playing I’m Red. Do it, baby, or I’ll never let you out. I’ll leave you down there for ever and ever.’


The baby doesn’t like the sound of that. He obeys the order. He reverts to the nickname. In a thin, trembling voice he tries again. ‘Don’t leave me here, Red. Please.’


It isn’t going to do him any good. Finally, from the bowels of the tunnel, something starts to emerge, the object that is casting the glow. The walker looks back over his shoulder. He welcomes the coming of the bright light. A huge building is rising. It’s a church, a temple maybe. But the sounds that come from its walls aren’t church sounds. They’re terrible, unearthly shrieks and moans. The walls are brilliant white. The glowing chapel fills the tunnel. The little boy, panting, choking with fright, looks into the light and sees strange shapes rippling there like shoals of fish. This is even worse than the terror man. The white church fills him with dread. Its brilliant, unnatural light splits the dark, lancing across the murk of the cellar. He stares at the dagger-like spire, the buttresses that cling to the walls the way fingers clutch the face of a lost soul. The whole building is rising noiselessly, floating towards him on a cloud of black night.


‘Get back!’ he cries, his heart throwing itself against his rib cage like a panicky bird.


Then he hears Red’s mocking laughter on the other side of the door.


‘I can hear you, scaredy cat,’ Red says. ‘Is that you going meow?’ He starts to sing. ‘Scaredy cat, scaredy cat, pees his pants when he sees a rat.’


The younger boy, trapped in the underground room, can’t believe Red’s doing this. Suddenly he hates his brother.


I won’t let the walker have me. He’s not going to take me to the white church. You hear me, Red Man!


A scarlet rage fills him, pounding in his temples, screaming through his veins, clawing at the inside of his skull. The pressure builds and builds. Fury chokes him. The pulse of it throbs in his throat until he can’t breathe.


I won’t give in. I won’t go.


He squeezes his hands into fists.


‘Do you hear me!’


Then the fear takes over and the tide of fury ebbs for a second.


This isn’t fair. You’re my brother. Why won’t you let me out?


At that point the taunting resumes: ‘Scaredy cat, scaredy cat, pees his pants when he sees a rat.’


‘Stop it, Red!’ he shrieks. ‘Why are you being so mean?’


The answer comes straight back at him. ‘Because I can, scaredy cat. Because I want to, you smelly little pees-his-pants. You know something, baby, I like things the way they are. I don’t think I’ll ever let you out.’


The fury swells once more.


‘I hate you, Red!’


Red doesn’t care.


‘Scaredy cat, scaredy cat …’


All the hate and fear boil up inside the baby, more powerfully than before, producing a single, searing, unstoppable jet of fury.


‘You little cry baby.’


At that moment the world catches fire, turning the darkness to ash. The captive flames break their bonds and rush up the stairs.


‘I’m not a baby!’ he yells with all his might, hurling the insult back at Red.


A hot, swirling tide of hate and fright fills the cellar and blows the door off its hinges, sweeping his older brother off his feet and pinning him to the floor. Red lies there screaming, wriggling under the weight of the door. But he is being crushed by something more than wood. Tiny flames, forged into blazing nails, penetrate the panels and sear his flesh, pinning the door to him, crucifying him against the floor.


Released from his noxious, stifling prison, the baby-no-more races up the stairs. He’s free. He looks down at the struggling boy. He doesn’t see his brother, he sees his jailer instead. He loathes Red for forcing him to go down there in that terrible, clinging dark. Red sees his terrible, rage-filled eyes. They scorch his flesh. Suddenly the roles are reversed.


‘I didn’t mean it,’ Red shrieks, ‘didn’t mean it …’


Flames coat the door, engulfing the trapped child beneath. The older boy feels his flesh catch fire. The Red Man screams until his throat burns. He looks scared to death. And he is …


… scared …


… to death.


Red chokes. Liquid fire seeps into his ears, his nostrils, his mouth. Pain bubbles and burns and boils in every tortured atom of his being. His eyes roll back in his head. He writhes in agony, kicking his feet and pounding his fists.


‘P … lease!’


Spittle bubbles on his lips. The flames are reducing him to ash. Then the drumming feet fall still. The pounding fists slip limply to the floor. He has stopped struggling for breath. A thin, wormlike trail of blood spills from his right ear and hisses on the blackened flesh. Finally, it is over.


Released from the dark, the baby-no-more stumbles over to a space under the stairs. He is numb, barely conscious. He is oblivious to the still, ashen form lying motionless by the cellar door. He can hear Nana coming. She’ll make things better. She’ll give him a cuddle and get him milk and biscuits. His eyelids droop and his head lolls against the wall. While he waits for her, the dying embers inside him burn down, destroying all memory of this day. Miraculously, just a few metres across the hallway, all evidence of the fire has vanished. The Red Man is whole again. His skin looks untouched by flame. He looks so peaceful he could be asleep. But he is as dead as if he had been condemned to the furnace. His brother succumbs to sleep, unaware of what he has done. The incident has been seared from his memory.


It will be eight years before he remembers what happened here.







Part One
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REDMAN











One
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The symptoms were distressingly familiar. Paul Rector was making his way home on the Underground; Mile End was the next stop. The attack started with the telltale rush of warm air. Soon it was beginning to throb behind his eyes. It felt as if there were fingers inside his skull trying to push them out of their sockets. His mouth filled with a sour taste. Sweat glued his shirt to his back and dripped into his eyes, blurring his vision. He groaned out loud. Not this. You have the best night yet with the gorgeous Netty Carney then it all has to go pear-shaped. Thank you, world, thanks a bunch.


Another of his turns. Was he going mad? It had happened before on the Underground. The nagging sense that something was wrong just wouldn’t let go of him. But there was no reason for it, nothing he could pin down for certain. He was on a train, in London, among people. What could be safer than that? But, no matter how he tried, he couldn’t clear his mind of the haunting shadows. The shapes fluttered around him like ash dancing over a bonfire. They were too fast to be seen, too nimble to be caught. Trying to focus on his surroundings, he fought the dizziness. He pinched the bridge of his nose and sucked in a couple of deep breaths. The doctor had told him that might help.


That’s when something happened to make him forget all about the attack. In the double-glazed window he caught sight of his own reflection. The face he saw there seemed to fracture. Behind his own features those of another boy, about his own age, floated in the darkness of the tunnel. For a moment Paul had the strangest urge to shove his own reflection aside and examine this hidden second self. That hazy other self, half cloaked in darkness, seemed to be watching him with such insistent menace, such calculated malevolence, that he just wanted to challenge the being that was crawling over him. What are you looking at? But that was crazy. There’s nobody there, you wuss. With a sigh, Paul slumped back in his seat, allowing the sickly tiredness to envelop him. It wasn’t a nice feeling but it was better than trying to fight it.


He’d had his eyes shut for a few minutes, waiting for the attack to pass, when he noticed the train slowing down. At last. He was at Mile End. Just a ten minute walk home from there. He heard that strange combination of bumps, clattering and exhaling brakes that announces an Underground train pulling in at the next stop. He forced his eyelids open and did a double take.


Whitechapel. What am I doing here?


Hadn’t he passed this very station ten minutes earlier? Instinctively, he glanced over his shoulder to see if anyone else had noticed this strange phenomenon, a train that goes back on itself. People always exchanged glances when something went wrong. It was about the only time they spoke to each other on the tube. But the carriage was empty. He could have sworn there were people before the attack started. Now there wasn’t a single soul on board.


The train stopped. The doors slid open. Paul watched expectantly but nobody got on, which was odd for 10.30 on a Saturday night. It should be heaving with people. For a couple of minutes or so he wasn’t overly concerned. Maybe he’d got mixed up. Maybe it was because he’d had one of his turns. At least, from here, he could still make it home in good time and save himself the inevitable ten minutes’ aggravation from Mum, as long as the train started off soon. So he sat, doing his best to be patient. But it wasn’t long before he was thumping the seat with frustration. ‘Oh, for God’s sake!’


He stood up and looked down the compartment. Through the glass panel in the door he could see into the next carriage. There was nobody there either. He walked the opposite way and checked. That one was empty too. He saw a movie once, about this guy who wakes up in his hospital bed and there’s nobody about. The whole world’s gone AWOL. It was just like this.


He went to the compartment door and looked out, right and left, along the platform. Not only was there nobody waiting, nobody sitting on the green plastic seats, but also the platform indicators were quite dead. There were no destinations and no times. By now Paul was starting to get jittery. A horrible thought struck him: I had my eyes shut. What if he’d been asleep for hours? What if he’d been up and down the line between Upminster and Hammersmith half a dozen times? Was that possible? He glanced at his watch and stared. It still said half past ten.


Oh great, my watch has stopped.


He was going to get in trouble and it wasn’t his fault. He wished Netty was here. Mum liked Netty. She was a good influence. If Netty said they were held up on the train, Mum was bound to believe it. But Netty had had to leave straight after the film finished. She was spending the weekend at her dad’s out in Essex. Paul cursed. Mum was never going to swallow his story of halted trains and deserted stations. He pulled out his mobile. Strange, there was no time there either. He hit ‘Home’ and ‘Call’. The little phone icon flashed but he didn’t get a connection. He tried again. There was still nothing, no message, and no interference, not even white noise. Nothing. The screen had gone blank. That’s exactly what he had. Nothing.


The minutes crawled by. It felt like the end of the world, London after the Four Horsemen of the Apocalypse rode by. Paul hovered uncertainly. In situations like this he started imagining what might happen if he went looking for someone. What if he got off and the doors shut behind him, leaving him stranded as the train pulled out?


What gives? Has there been some kind of Armageddon? Maybe there’s been a global meltdown and nobody’s thought to tell me?


That’s when he heard footsteps. His heart leapt. About time! He was finally going to get an explanation. If there was something wrong with the line, maybe they would lay a bus on. He spun round, hoping to see somebody in uniform, a guy with a walkie-talkie and information or a smiling, middle-aged woman who’d mother him with helpful advice. But it was a teenage boy, about his own age, maybe a year or so older.


‘Any idea what’s going on?’ Paul asked.


The boy shrugged. ‘How do you mean?’


Did he have to state the blindingly obvious? ‘There’s no trains.’


‘The trains are off,’ the boy said, ‘but the buses and taxis are running. There’s no need to panic. You’ll still get home.’


‘No, you don’t under—’ Paul turned to point out the unnaturally empty streets but all of a sudden they weren’t empty. He felt a cold eddy in his stomach. Everything was back the way it should be. The streets and pavements were buzzing with life. There were cars and buses clogging the road. People of every size and age and background were swarming over the bustling pavements. There were kids in designer trackies, women in veil and headscarf, men with gelled hair and others in skull caps. There were city types making their way to Brick Lane for a glass of wine and a curry. There were guys asking for money to get them to a home they didn’t have. People were drinking from cans, stuffing their faces with kebabs, hailing taxis. There was the noise of drunken talk, car horns, the distant wail of an ambulance and, grumbling round the street sounds, the all-pervading buzz of London.


Paul looked right and left, trying to make sense of the sudden transformation. He was about to attempt some kind of stuttering explanation when the boy interrupted him.


‘You’re Paul Rector, aren’t you?’


‘Yes. Do I know you?’


The newcomer hesitated for just the slightest moment. ‘I must have seen you around,’ he said. ‘I’m John. Just call me Redman.’


‘Your surname, right?’ The boy shrugged.


‘If you’re called John, you need another name. I mean, how many Johns are there in London?’ Yes, how many, Paul wondered. He once had a brother called John.


Oblivious to Paul’s thoughts, Redman just carried on talking. ‘Johns, there’ve got to be about sixteen zillion. I’ve been thinking I should change my name to Zebedee Zzzypt so I can come last in the phone directory.’


‘Yes,’ Paul said, starting to warm to Redman, ‘and I could be, oh, Algernon Aaaartex and come first.’


Redman chuckled. ‘Now that’s just plain silly.’


Paul laughed, then gave Redman an appraising look. ‘You do look familiar, you know. Do you go to St George’s?’


Redman shook his head. ‘I don’t do school.’


‘You mean you’ve left?’


Redman went all cryptic again. ‘No, I just don’t do school.’


Paul wondered what that was supposed to mean. ‘Maybe you live near me? Mile End.’


‘No, I don’t live anywhere near there.’ He didn’t seem to share much. ‘Maybe we can get a cab together later, Paul.’


That set Paul wondering. Why would he offer to share a cab when he didn’t live anywhere near Mile End? But Redman just went on talking as if it didn’t matter. He wrong-footed Paul with a question. ‘Do you want to do something tonight?’


‘Like what?’


Redman shrugged. ‘Like something.’


Redman’s tone was peppery with mischief. Paul knew instinctively that Redman was the kind of kid parents warn you about. He found himself curious and alarmed in equal measure.


‘No can do,’ he said. ‘My old lady’s expecting me.’ They’d fetched up outside McDonald’s. He was wondering whether to make his way back to the tube and see if the clock there had moved on. ‘Any idea what time it is?’


Redman started towards a middle-aged couple. ‘Let’s ask them.’


Paul looked back doubtfully towards the station. He had the oddest feeling Redman was trying to steer him away from it and he really was reluctant to give up on the trains. They had to be running again soon. Had to be.


‘Got the time?’ Redman asked the couple.


It was the man who answered. ‘Twenty-five to eleven.’


‘Are you sure?’ Paul asked, frowning. ‘I thought it was later.’


The woman checked her watch. ‘He’s right.’ She twisted her wrist so Paul could see for himself.


Paul smiled. He was grateful for the good news. ‘OK, thanks.’ He consulted his watch. It was working and, yes, it had just moved onto 10:36. Time was moving again. Paul and Redman left the station and stood in a patch of muggy heat. It was the warmest October for years.


‘So you think I should get a cab?’ Paul asked.


He heard himself and wondered why he was asking Redman’s advice. They’d only just met and he was letting Redman make his decisions for him.


‘Yes,’ Redman said, ‘but not just yet. It’s only half past ten.’


‘Twenty five to eleven,’ Paul said, correcting him.


‘OK, so it’s twenty five to eleven, Mr Picky.’ Redman sounded impatient. ‘Don’t be so boring, Paul. Only losers and mummy’s boys go in this early. We’re young, handsome and loaded. Let’s have some fun.’


Paul rolled his eyes. ‘You might be loaded. All I’ve got is a couple of fivers. That hardly makes me Bill Gates.’


Redman unzipped his jacket and flashed a wad of cash.


Paul’s eyes widened. ‘How much have you got there?’


Redman mimed drinking out of a can. ‘Enough to get completely rat-faced.’


Paul thought there was enough for the whole East End to get rat-faced.


‘Well, would you like to join me?’


Paul was tempted. Kids at school were always going on about how great it was to get drunk. Half of Year Ten managed to get hold of booze on a regular basis. Tyrone said it made you more confident with girls. You lost all your inhibitions. Paul would listen to the stories and feel like he was missing out. He didn’t seem to have done half the stuff his friends had. He was letting life pass him by.


‘I don’t know,’ he said doubtfully.


‘Are you for real?’ Redman said. ‘Don’t you ever bend the rules?’


Paul shifted his feet uneasily.


‘Do you want me to show you how it’s done?’ Redman asked.


That’s exactly what Paul wanted. Redman explained. Five minutes later, Paul was talking to Mum.


‘I’m round at Tyrone’s,’ he said, covering the phone with his hand in an attempt to block out the background noise on the street. ‘Do you think I could stay longer?’


Mum asked how much longer.


‘Midnight?’


She told him to make it half past eleven. Paul quit the call and smiled at Redman.


‘And at ten to midnight,’ Redman said, ‘you call and ask if you can have a sleep-over. It’s the salami tactic. You wear them down slice by slice.’


‘Do you think it will work?’ Paul asked.


This wasn’t like the times he’d stayed over at Tyrone’s or Moose’s. This meant taking a leap in the dark.


‘Never fails,’ Redman said, tipping him a wink. ‘Now let’s start spending this cash.’


Paul couldn’t help eyeing it suspiciously. ‘You didn’t steal it, did you?’


Redman’s expression didn’t change. ‘What if I did?’


Paul wasn’t sure what to say to that. Eventually he changed the subject altogether. ‘Have you got your own place?’


Redman shrugged. Not for the first time, he answered without giving away anything about himself.


Paul wondered for a moment whether Redman was homeless but that didn’t ring true. He was wearing expensive gear and he didn’t have that haunted, dishevelled look. In fact he looked smarter than Paul did, and Paul had been on a date. Then there was the money. Since when did somebody living in a cardboard box have a bundle of readies?


‘You want to house-train your mum, you do,’ Redman said. ‘She’s got you well under her thumb.’


‘No, she hasn’t,’ Paul protested.


Redman grinned.


‘OK,’ Paul said, ‘so I let her think she’s the boss. But tonight that’s going to change.’


Redman clapped him on the back. ‘That’s more like it. This could be the start of a beautiful friendship.’


Paul knew the line came out of an old movie but he didn’t know which one. He liked the idea of a new friendship. Ty and Moose (whose real name was Mustapha – they’d shortened it to Moose when he was in primary school and it stuck) were great, but they did tend to hang around the same places all the time. This was different, just a little bit dangerous.


‘Do you know what I did last weekend?’ Redman asked.


Paul waited. ‘I’m sure you’re going to tell me.’


Redman liked that. ‘I hung around the foyer of this five-star hotel in the West End. It was late so hardly anybody was on duty. When the receptionist went to the toilet, I hopped over the counter and made myself a key card.’


Paul made a face. ‘Yes, sure you did.’


Redman seemed put out. ‘It’s all computerized. You’ve just got to be able to type.’ He started filling in the details. ‘I spent the night at the swankiest place in town. Just imagine it. You can get room service at three in the morning.’


Paul wondered what sort of kid said ‘swankiest’. He also wondered if Redman was spinning him a yarn. But he did have a fistful of money. He peeled off a few tenners from the wad.


‘I can’t take your money,’ Paul protested.


‘Of course you can,’ Redman said. ‘We’re friends, aren’t we?’


Paul thought that had happened kind of quickly but he didn’t say so. ‘Yes, we’re friends.’


‘That’s right,’ Redman said. ‘Mates.’


Paul did like the sound of that. Redman had this in-your-face attitude. Nothing seemed to faze him and he promised excitement.


‘You’d do the same for me if you had it,’ Redman said.


Would I? Paul wondered. He wasn’t so sure. Mum had brought him up cautious, Mile End’s own Captain Sensible. If he ever got his hands on any money he’d most probably buy a mortgage and get them out of their crappy council flat. He was tempted to go with Redman but what would Mum say? It was as if Redman had read his mind.


‘Stop worrying, man. I’ve got a pocketful of notes and I’m looking for somebody to help me spend it. Now, do you want to or not?’


Still Paul hesitated slightly. He’d been in his comfort zone too long not to get a bit of a chill when he stepped outside.


‘OK,’ he said, ‘you win. I’d better make that call to Mum. What do I say again?’


‘This Tyrone’s your alibi, right?’


‘Right.’


‘So make up a story. You must stay over at other people’s houses occasionally.’


‘Yes, sometimes.’ Paul thought for a minute. ‘I’ll do it.’ He checked he had a signal and made the call. ‘Mum, it’s me. Tyrone wants to know if I can stay over at his place.’


He heard Mum’s voice go flat. She didn’t like him springing stuff on her.


‘Yes,’ he said hurriedly, ‘he wants me to stay for an all-nighter. He’s found this new game on the Net.’


Redman gave him the thumbs up. Good cover story. He approved.


‘No,’ Paul told Mum, ‘I don’t mean we’re going to stay up all night. You know Ty’s mum.’ She didn’t know Tyrone’s mum at all in fact, only what he said about her. ‘She’s even stricter than you. We’ll stay up till about two, three at the latest. We’ll be in his house all the time. Call me if you like. Come on, Mum, it’s Sunday tomorrow. I can have a lie-in then.’


He saw Redman winking at him and felt guilty. It didn’t stop him spinning the lies.


‘What? Toothbrush? No problem, I left one over there last time. It’s in a bag with deodorant and a change of socks. You should know, you packed it for me. Don’t you remember?’ He wanted to laugh out loud. He was making it all up. But if you’re going to tell a lie, make it a big one. And Mum swallowed it all, hook, line and sinker. She actually remembered packing a bag he’d invented! Oh, the power of imagination. ‘Me and Moose stayed the night of the World Championship Boxing. We threw a fiver in each to buy in on Sky.’ The lies were coming thick and fast, getting easier all the time. ‘Yes, he’s got a sofa bed. I’ll be OK.’ He waited for an answer. When she hesitated he played his final card. ‘You can talk to Ty’s Mum if you like. She’s right here.’


Redman posed as Tyrone’s mum. The way he did it, bobbing an imaginary perm and wiggling his hips, he had Mrs Sharp to a tee and he’d never even met her. Fortunately, Mum didn’t call his bluff. She told him there was no need to disturb Mrs Sharp. He could stay over.


‘I can!’ he cried. Unbelievable. He’d done it. ‘Mum, you’re the best. I’ll see you tomorrow. What time? Oh, I’ll be home around noon, or just after. One o’clock at the latest. I’ve got some homework to finish. Thanks Mum.’ He rang off. ‘She bought it,’ he announced.


He exchanged glances with Redman. It was as if they read each other’s minds. Together they chorused their verdict on Paul’s Mum. ‘Sucker!’


Then they fell about laughing.


‘So, what are we going to do?’ Paul asked.


‘We’re going to paint the town red,’ Redman declared.


Just down the road they found a Costcutter offlicence. Paul had been down here with Moose a couple of times. Moose had a lot of mates in Whitechapel. ‘Don’t go in there,’ he told Redman. ‘None of the offlicences round here will serve you.’ He pointed to a poster in the window. There was a Metropolitan Police campaign to stop shopkeepers selling booze to undereighteens. Undeterred, Redman started to enter.


‘Didn’t you hear what I said?’ Paul said. ‘He won’t serve you. He doesn’t sell booze to kids.’


Redman pulled a face. ‘He’ll sell to me. You’ve never seen the Red Man at work.’


Paul did a double take. What was that he said? A half-memory floated in the far reaches of his consciousness, of a name he hadn’t heard in such a long time. It was as fleeting as it was unsettling.


Redman winked. ‘I’ll get the booze. You see if I don’t.’


So Paul stood on the pavement and watched. Already he was forming an idea of how Redman’s mind worked. The booze was just the beginning. And where were they supposed to sleep? There were more questions than answers. Oh, cut it out, Paul told his inner voice. What’s the worst that can happen? Just as the possibilities started to form in his head, Paul saw Redman emerge triumphantly from the off-licence. He was armed with enough booze to drink a rugby club under the table.


‘You did it!’


‘You ain’t seen nothing yet, my friend.’





Two


[image: image]


An hour later Paul was sitting on a grassy mound in a park not far from Aldgate East tube with a bottle of booze in his hand. Redman had hooked up with a gang of kids and this was the one quiet spot they’d been able to find. All around there was the traffic, the petrol heat and neon of a London night in autumn. Paul was looking at the uplights shining on the flats behind them. There was something ghostly about the artificial illumination. Already, everything about this night was beginning to feel dreamlike.


Imagine what Mum would say if she saw where he was. But who cared? He was having fun. Redman was a natural, he just breezed in and took over. Everywhere he went, people deferred to him. He was never tonguetied and he had nobody nagging him, telling him what to do. Paul envied him. To think he’d been suspicious of Redman. What’s to be worried about, he wondered now, listening to the buzz of conversation. Redman made things happen. This beat sitting at home telling Mum about his date, then turning in at midnight like a schmuck. Why can’t I be more like Redman? Paul asked himself. Why can’t I just get hold of life and take control? He could remember how hard it was asking Netty out for the first time. He’d known her half his life and he’d still hovered around her for weeks, trying to pluck up courage to approach her. He only ended up making his move because that scumbag Sean O’Neill was showing an interest.


Paul had always wondered what London was like at this time of night. Mum talked about it as if it was the Hell mouth, all shadows and gangs and dark-hearted strangers. She always said the same thing: the crazies come out at night. But the world around him wasn’t scary at all. It was busy, bright and interesting. It throbbed with life.


‘Want another drink?’ Redman asked.


Paul shook his head. ‘I’m good.’


He held up his bottle and gave a crooked, tipsy smile.


The others laughed. Their little group had grown quickly. There must have been fifteen of them already. Some were local, others he knew by sight, though not to talk to. He tried to look sober. That made them laugh even louder.


I must look drunker than I feel.


He heard one of the girls sigh. ‘Oh, here we go.’


A police car had slowed. The copper in the passenger seat was eyeballing them.


‘We’d better clear off,’ one of the lads said. His name was Nahim. He was Bangladeshi. He didn’t touch the booze. ‘They’re only going to move us on.’


Redman was sitting next to a girl called Kelly. He’d had his eyes on her from the beginning. She had a suggestion: ‘Look, I know where we can go. There’s this trading estate on the way to Canary Wharf. My brother’s gone down there tonight. They have a bit of a meet. They show off their cars, race them sometimes. You up for it?’


There was general agreement. Before the police car could take another turn, the gang broke up into smaller groups. Some of the older kids had their own rides.


‘We’ll see who we can fit in,’ Nahim said.


They left the park and set off along the road. Paul noticed the sign at the entrance: Altab Ali Park.


‘Who’s this Altab Ali?’ he asked.


‘You can tell you’re not local,’ Nahim said. ‘Altab Ali found himself in the wrong place at the wrong time. Skinheads murdered him.’


‘When was this?’


‘Back in the Seventies sometime. I’d have to ask my dad.’


Paul was starting to see Whitechapel differently. There was blood under the pavement. As it turned out, there were too many people to fit in the cars. Redman, Paul and two of the girls would have to take a taxi. We’ll be lucky, Paul thought. But Redman surprised him by getting one straightaway. How did he do it?


No sooner had they bundled into the taxi than Redman’s girl was eating his face. Paul was paired off with a girl called Demi. He sat there feeling her bare thigh clammy against his leg. She looked at him expectantly. He managed a half-hearted snog. He couldn’t help thinking about Netty. The day she said she’d go out with him, he was the happiest kid this side of the Blackwall Tunnel.


You’re the one, Bernadette Marie Carney. You’re the only one.


‘What’s wrong with your mate?’ Demi asked Redman. ‘He does like girls, doesn’t he?’


Redman gave Paul a pitying look that made his cheeks burn. ‘He doesn’t do this sort of thing, do you, Paul? You’re a good boy.’ He ruffled Paul’s hair.


For the first time, Paul lost his temper with Redman. He reacted angrily, snapping his head away. Without a word, he pulled Demi into a clinch.


‘That better?’ he asked when they came up for air. He was angry, with himself, with her. She didn’t notice.


Demi laughed. ‘Much.’


Redman winked across at Paul and Paul forgave him for the hair-ruffling. It was impossible to stay angry at the Red Man for long. Paul leaned back against the seat. Demi moved in close and he felt her head heavy on his shoulder. It might as well have been a football. He just wasn’t interested in her. He saw the taxi driver’s eyes in the rear-view mirror.


You must see it all. You’re the ears and eyes of London town.


He watched the East End flashing by. They were heading for the Isle of Dogs. The steel and glass colossus of Canary Wharf swam on an ocean of lights. It was Dockland’s giant obelisk. But the god round this part of the city was money, something Paul and Mum just didn’t have. The taxi pulled off the main carriageway and roared down a service road. The driver stopped and took Redman’s cash.


‘Keep the change,’ Redman said grandly.


The taxi driver gave him a cold stare and pulled away without a word. Paul wondered what he was thinking.


‘Did you see that driver’s face?’ Redman’s girl Kelly said.


Redman squeezed her shoulder. ‘Ignore him. He’s only jealous.’


The throaty growl of the cars drew them to a corner of the retail park. There were at least twenty cars and probably four times as many people milling around in excited, chattering groups. Some of the lads were revving their engines. Others were showing off the improvements they’d made to their vehicles. There were alloys. There were under-car neons that made their cars look like spaceships with skirts of bluish light. They lost Paul when they started talking about canards. Wasn’t it French for ducks? But it turned out it was some sort of fin you put on your vehicle. Paul didn’t stay interested for long. He was feeling slightly sick.


‘Are you OK?’ Redman asked.


Paul nodded.


‘You don’t look it. I’ve seen healthier corpses.’


Paul met Redman’s stare. ‘No, I’m fine.’ Something about Redman made him pause. ‘Hey, for somebody who says I’m a corpse, you don’t look too good yourself.’


Redman seemed suddenly pale. His veins showed through his skin like blue snakes. The change in his appearance had happened quite suddenly.


‘Are you part vampire, or something?’


‘Forget it,’ Redman said, instantly self-conscious. ‘It’s just the booze.’


Paul wondered why alcohol would make your skin turn quite that deathly shade of white. The kid was positively translucent. But Paul didn’t have much experience of drinking so he let it go. Kelly and Demi called to them that the races were about to start. Neither of them seemed put off by Redman’s appearance.


‘We’ll be over in a minute,’ Redman told them. ‘My friend here needs some air.’


Paul sat with his elbows on his knees and his head sagging forward. ‘I think I took it too fast. I’m going to throw up.’


‘It’ll pass,’ Redman said. ‘Here, take a swig of this.’


Paul accepted the bottle of Volvic and took a gulp.


‘It’s just you and Mum then?’ Redman asked.


‘Yes, we’ve got this two bedroom flat. It’s on the Lychgate Estate. Mum’s dying to get out but she only works in a scabby convenience store so there’s not much chance.’


‘Where’s your dad?’


‘Him?’ Paul pulled a face. ‘He cleared off when I was little.’


‘How come?’


Paul shrugged. ‘I don’t know. I’ve tried bringing it up once or twice but Mum gets really touchy. It’s got something to do with my brother. He died.’


‘What, cancer or something?’


Paul thought. ‘Dunno really. He wasn’t sick.’


‘What then?’ Redman asked. ‘Did he get run over?’ He tried to be funny. ‘Hit by low-flying teddy bears?’


Paul was starting to realise how little he knew about the incident. ‘It was some sort of freak accident. He got crushed, I think. I don’t really know the details. Anyway, Mum and Dad didn’t stay together long after that. Whatever happened, Mum blamed him, though I don’t know what he’s supposed to have done wrong.’ He saw Redman watching, really intent. ‘I don’t really remember anything else. I was only little, seven I think. Dad just went AWOL.’


‘Do you miss him?’


The truth? He did, terribly. When your dad’s around till your seven, there’s an attachment. You’ve still got some good times to remember. Paul didn’t tell Redman that. ‘Behave,’ he said. ‘I never knew him.’


Redman gave him a look that seemed to see right through him. ‘You sure about that?’


Paul wondered if he was safe opening up to Redman. After all, he’d only known him a few hours. ‘You’re going to think I’m really pathetic.’


‘Try me,’ Redman said. ‘You might get a surprise.’


‘It’s not unusual round here, growing up without a dad, but I always felt I missed out. You know, until I was seven it was Happy Families, Mum, Dad and two kids, the nuclear family.’


‘Then it exploded,’ Redman said. More jokes.
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