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One


Several people see the men in the green Rover, but only one discovers they are armed. His name is Ian Moore. He is fourteen years old. He doesn’t know about them yet, but in just a few minutes he will. Their sudden arrival on his doorstep will change his life forever.


It’s different for Annie McDermott. Gun or no gun, her life will stay pretty much the same. She will carry on doing the same job, come home every evening to the same welcoming smile, settle down in the same armchair. But she will never forget that she was a witness to this day’s events. Annie is on her way to work. She doesn’t know that before the next sunrise one of the people in this street will lie dead.


She crosses the road just in front of the green Rover and notices the two men sitting inside. There is something about their appearance that immediately puts her on edge, as if she has seen blood seeping from an old sack, or a dog cowering, drawing its tail just a little too tightly into its hind legs. The feeling is one of a spring being coiled, of horror just out of sight. The gaunt-looking man in his black leather bomber jacket catches her attention. Lean, hungry – that’s how Annie sees him. A wolfman. She gives an involuntary shudder of unease, then immediately tells herself off for being a silly old goose.


The morning of Monday 5 December is drizzly and overcast. The whole town is fading to grey in the mist. And here are two men with nothing better to do than sit around in a car. Annie frowns and carries on to number nineteen, Rochester Avenue. It is a quarter past eleven and old Mrs Poole will be needing her shopping if she is to get the dinner on before her favourite show starts on daytime TV.


Moments later Father Thomas O’Leary pauses to look the car over. He too wonders what this odd couple of silent, unsmiling, middle-aged men are doing there. Father O’Leary has a feeling they’re on surveillance of some kind. They might be police, he guesses, or maybe social security investigators. A couple of the houses in this road are privately rented – targets for benefit fraud perhaps. Still, there’s no time for idle speculation. He is already late for his appointment.


Finally, postwoman Jenny Clarke is cycling back from her round when she almost collides with a schoolboy. He has stepped out in front of her without looking. Typical teenager! Not a thought in the world and not a care for anybody else. Plus, what’s he doing out of school? As Jenny turns at the T-junction she looks back and glimpses two men getting out of the car and walking briskly towards the boy. Though she can’t help wonder about it for a moment or two she soon puts it to the back of her mind. Little does she know that, within moments of that near-miss, the teenager will be running for his life.


Ian Moore belatedly tries to apologise to the postie, but she has already turned left and is pedalling towards the depot and a hot mug of tea. He sighs. Getting knocked on his backside by a stupid bike would just about round off a less than triumphant morning.


The reason he is back home at this time is because he was clowning around at school, trying to impress the girls in general and Vicky Shaw in particular. He was jumping down from a wall in the school grounds when he heard the seam rip. That’s right – he’s only split his pants, and right in front of the one girl in the whole of Year 9 he really fancies. Imagine if that postie really had knocked him over! Ian can just see himself lying flat on his back with his boxers showing through the split seam. Still, no harm done. A quick change and he will be back at school in time for French.


‘So why am I in such an all-fired hurry?’ he says out loud, his mind conjuring up the joys of Les Magasins de Beauville.


Could it be because Vicky is in the same set for French? That was the first lesson he plucked up courage to sit next to her. Guess what – she didn’t even try to protest. He isn’t mistaken. She really did keep edging gradually closer to him during the lesson, didn’t she? She had to be aware that her bare forearm was touching his. It was an unforgettable moment for him. All the time her cool skin was touching his he was holding his breath, wanting the sensation to last forever. He smiles. The best-looking girl in the whole year and she likes him! Life is good. After all the years of moving from town to town he is settled. All those flats and rented houses and now he has somewhere he can call home. He is enjoying the luxury of having lived in the same house for three years. He has mates. He is doing well at school. Now it looks like he has a girlfriend too. Good? Life is great!


Swinging the front gate open, Ian walks up the garden path to the door. Still smiling at the thought of Vicky, he rummages in his pocket for his key. He comes across the crumpled authorisation slip from school, then a two-day-old newsletter he forgot to hand to Dad, before finally finding the front door key. That’s when he notices the two men. They’re heading his way. For some reason he can’t fathom, the hairs on the back of his neck start to prickle. He senses danger just out of sight.


‘Good morning,’ says one of them.


Ian registers the thick Irish burr. The man sounds just like his dad.


‘You must be Ian.’


Ian frowns. This is one of those primal fears they instil in you back in primary school: stranger danger. Ian might be a level-headed fourteen year old and not given to paranoia, but the alarm bells are already ringing. He doesn’t recognise either the stocky, red-faced man approaching him or the taller, slightly balding man bringing up the rear. Instinctively Ian withdraws his key from the lock and squeezes it into his palm.


‘Who wants to know?’ he asks.


‘Oh, this has to be Ian all right,’ says the man closer to him. ‘He’s got his da’s lip.’ Ian doesn’t like his tone of voice. It is cold, the way a fish on a slab is cold. Yes, that’s just what Ian hears – a voice preserved in crushed ice. It is as if the man is being worked by a mechanism under the skin – clockwork menace.


‘You know him then?’ Ian asks, questions flashing through his mind. ‘You know my dad?’


The Irish accents give him food for thought. They really do sound like the old man. Same intonation and everything.


‘Oh, we know your da,’ says the first, stocky man. ‘Old acquaintances, that’s us.’ Shorty is leaning on the gates watching Ian and flicking the latch absent-mindedly. Click, click, click goes the cast iron fitting. The second man is standing just behind him, glancing occasionally up and down the road.


‘So when would you be expecting your da home?’


Ian shrugs. He is usually an open, chatty lad, but not this time. You can be too friendly for your own good. The conversation reminds him of a scene from a bad gangster movie. He is half-expecting the men to ask him to go for a walk with them or make him an offer he can’t refuse. Well, I rotten well will refuse, he thinks, you see if I don’t.


‘Will he be at work, do you think?’


Ian is feeling increasingly uneasy. Unease turns to anxiety when the questioner casually ups the ante:


‘It’s chilly out here,’ he says. ‘Maybe we could wait for him indoors.’


OK, that’s one step too far. Ian slips the key back in his pocket and leaves his hand in there, covering it. Something is wrong here. Two complete strangers are asking to come inside the house and they are starting to get pushy about it.


‘Who . . . who are you?’ he asks, the words seeming to unravel as they leave his lips. ‘Are you sure you know my dad?’


‘Us? Oh, we’re old friends of your daddy’s, all right. We go way back.’


Ian listens to that gruff Irish burr. Close his eyes and he might almost think it was Dad. But for the first time in his life he finds the accent threatening. News footage flickers through his thoughts – of men in masks and sunglasses, of explosions, of figures in olive green fatigues firing volleys over a freshly-dug grave. A doubt takes root. Is Ian mistaken or did Dad watch those items with unusual intensity? Worrying associations are made in the back alleys of his mind.


‘I don’t know you,’ he says.


The two men exchange glances.


‘No,’ says the shorter man, the one who is doing all the talking. ‘You don’t, but we know you. We were at your christening. Auld friends of the family, that’s us.’


At my christening! Ian’s eyes widen. Now he knows something is wrong. His early childhood is locked behind a series of doors, each one bolted and sealed against enquiry. The christening belongs to another life – a time his father skirts around, offering a minimum of information; a time that lies undisturbed behind the last of the locked and bolted doors, where hidden, unnamed demons dwell.


‘Look,’ Ian says, his voice reduced to a croak by the tightness in his throat. ‘I can’t let you in. I don’t know either of you at all.’


His eyes sweep the street, looking for an escape route.


‘If you want to see my dad you’d better call back.’


It is as if a thin cobweb of suspicion is being pulled over Ian’s face. Next time the stocky man speaks the cobweb suddenly pulls skin tight.


‘Now, we’d like to do that, Ian,’ he says, ‘we really would. But we’re in a wee bit of a hurry, you see. So if you’ll get that key out of your pocket and let us in we can all wait for Kenny boy together.’


Kenny. This time Ian’s senses swim. He hasn’t heard that name for years, not since he was a tiny boy bouncing on his daddy’s knee, not since he was the apple of his daddy’s eye, his poor dead mammy’s too.


‘I want you to go,’ says Ian, struggling to control the tremble in his voice, trying to push the horror out of sight.


‘Now, is that any way to talk to two of your da’s oldest friends?’ says the stocky man, his hand restlessly working the latch. Click, click, click.


The sleeve of his jacket slips back. Ian notices something – a patch of discoloured skin on his forearm. He is still staring when he sees the gun. The man’s tight, greasy jacket is only fastened by one button and it gapes as he leans forward. The film of suspicion is transformed into a thin line of fright. It slices through Ian’s flesh like cheesewire. The revolver is tucked into the man’s waistband, pushed up against his paunch.


Ian is done talking now. He makes a break for it, vaulting over the wall between his house and the next door neighbour’s. On his way over he raps his shin, but he keeps going. Barely keeping his balance, he half runs, half staggers to the road. By the time the two men react he has hit the pavement and is pounding towards the top of the road. As he skids round the corner he hears the stocky man’s voice whipcrack through the air.


‘Get after the wee–’


Then it’s lost in the squeal of a lorry’s airbrakes. For the second time that morning Ian Moore has stepped out into the road without looking. This time he has good cause, certainly better than a pair of torn pants or the memory of Vicky Shaw’s cool skin. He is being chased by armed men. Now he isn’t just a wee whatever-the-man-had-said, he is also a young idiot to boot. At least, that’s according to the lorry driver.


From the window of Mrs Poole’s living room, Annie McDermott sees it all, two grown men after a young boy. The fabric of normal life has just torn open. Menace has come spilling out. She phones the police.


‘The things you read in the newspapers,’ Annie says, by way of explanation, ‘I can’t just let this go.’


While Annie is telling the 999 operator what she has seen, Ian is racing down the main road towards the dual carriageway. His torn pants are forgotten. Fright is lodged in his throat like a plug of unswallowed food. He has somehow stepped out of his everyday world of torn pants and stolen looks at Vicky Shaw and into this other place where he knows neither the players nor the rules. He remembers movies in which fugitives run out into busy traffic, making horns blow and tyres squeal. Now he knows why they do it.


‘Come back here!’ shouts the taller of the two men, the wolfman. He has outpaced his shorter, more heavily-built partner and he is gaining on Ian.


‘We only want to talk to you.’


You wanted to do a lot more than talk back there, Ian thinks. You wanted to invite yourself into my house. He concentrates on his stride. Keep it long, he tells himself. Don’t let it shorten.


If I can just get among the traffic I’ve got a chance.


He sprints across two lanes and vaults over the railing on the central reservation. Terrified as he is, part of him, maybe only a tiny part, is exhilarated, living off every breathless, driving moment of the chase.


Ian is in luck. He arrives at the dual carriageway just as there is a break in the traffic. His pursuers aren’t so fortunate. They are forced to stand, jumping about and peering between the speeding cars and lorries.


Ian makes for the subway under the flyover. Once through the subway he pounds up the escalator in the shopping centre, wincing at the way the metallic ring echoes through the shopping mall. At the top he scans the flyover and the roadway for signs of the men. He is in the clear. He almost vomits. His heartbeat slowly begins to return to normal. He forces the sour taste out of his mouth. Instinct starts to loosen its grip and the thinking part of him takes over.


‘I’ve got to phone Dad,’ he pants.


Punching in the number of Dad’s mobile, he holds the set to his head.


Kenny. They called him Kenny.


It’s engaged. Shoving the phone irritably in his pocket, Ian looks around, half-expecting to see the men walking towards him. There is no sign of them. The midday shoppers are thin on the ground so it won’t be difficult to spot them. Then the thought strikes him. They’ve got a car. You idiot! He wants to yell. You saw them getting out of it.


What make of car was it? Think!


It’s big, maybe a two-litre job – he remembers that much – and it’s green. What do they call that colour? Yes, racing green, that’s it. Ian watches the traffic on the dual carriageway and on the flyover. Nothing. No, he’s wrong. There, pulling up at the entrance to the high-rise car park, is a racing green saloon. Ian sees the wolfman getting out and shrinks back. His heart kicks in his chest. The plug of vomit rises. ‘They’re coming!’


What do these men want with his dad? Is his old fella in some kind of trouble? All the old doubts resurface. Why were they always on the move? Why was there no family to speak of? Why did they never put down roots? Ian runs the film of his childhood through his mind and he knows he can’t go running to the police.


‘Jeez, Dad, what have you got yourself into here?’


Ian’s mind is racing to find a way out of the shopping centre. He settles on Trafalgar Way and starts to jog in that direction. By now the wolfman will be making his way into the main concourse. The stocky one will be parking the car and heading for the stairs. Ian can hear his own breathing, snatched and irregular.


‘It’s now or never.’


He reaches the top of the escalator and his legs turn to water. There at the bottom stands the wolfman. Hard eyes fix him. He spins on his heel and sprints in the opposite direction. His heart is banging, a heat rash sweeping up his back and over his neck.


This can’t be happening!


An hour ago it was an ordinary school day. All he had to think about was French and Vicky and pizza from the school canteen. Now he’s a hunted animal.


He is at the corner of Nelson Walk when he looks back. The wolfman is stepping off the escalator. He doesn’t run. He is content to keep Ian in sight. He’s walking towards the boy, quickly enough to stay in touch but not quickly enough to draw attention to himself.


Soon Ian will be trapped. His eyes drift from the wolfman and cast about, desperate to find an escape route. Then he hears a loud clang behind him. A delivery man has just wheeled a trolley out of a service lift and is pushing it into the rear entrance of one of the shops. He is in mid-delivery and there are two more loads still to move. There is a concertina gate and the delivery man has left it open. It is all the invitation Ian needs. He almost flies to the lift.


‘Wait!’


The wolfman loses his composure and makes a grab for Ian. In response, Ian wrenches back the concertina gate. To his horror, it sticks. He tugs again. Still jammed.


‘You’re coming with me,’ the wolfman says, reaching through after Ian, while Ian bats at the invading hand. ‘Don’t be stupid, son. It’s just a word we want.’


With a defiant jut of his jaw Ian gives one last, desperate yank at the concertina gates. Wolfie snatches his hand back just in time to avoid it being trapped.


‘Ow!’


A charge like electricity runs the length of Ian’s arm. In his hurry to get the lift door shut, he has pinched his right hand in the concertina mechanism and gouged a lump out of the fleshy part of his palm. Drops of dark blood are falling on the floor. Sickened by the pain but still determined to get away, he thumps the Down button and leaves the wolfman behind.


Looking around, Ian’s eyes light on the pallets. They’re loaded with jeans. He checks the labels. It’s the new DNA label everybody’s gone crazy about. Decent enough jeans but what’s with all the dangly bits? They have this silver double helix hanging from the belt. DNA – get it? Plus, they trade on this scally image, with a steel comb attached to the back pocket. The TV ad has caused a big fuss about glamorising yob culture with the line: ‘Wear DNAs with your DMs.’ Ian shakes his head: naffissimo. The top pair is a couple of sizes too big but he doesn’t have time to go through them.


‘Close enough,’ he decides. ‘It isn’t as if I’ve got much choice. They’ll have to do.’ He doesn’t like taking them but beggars can’t be choosers. I’m being chased by armed men, he thinks. Normal rules no longer apply.


Binding his right hand with his handkerchief, Ian throws his torn trousers into a corner of the lift and tucks his tie and blazer in a hastily rolled-up bundle under his arm. He is wriggling into the jeans when something sticks into the small of his back – the steel comb has a particularly sharp handle.


‘What a stupid thing to carry,’ he says. ‘You could do yourself a mischief.’


The lift stops and Ian finds himself in a basement loading bay that smells of oil and petrol. Fortunately for him, it’s deserted. There are only the distant echoes of men’s voices to tell him he isn’t completely alone. Whether there are witnesses to his passage through the loading bay or not, Ian is able to walk unchallenged up the ramp to street level. Darting glances out until he is satisfied that he isn’t being followed, he joins the office workers who are now thronging the sandwich bars. His watch tells him it is midday.


He finds a discarded plastic bag in an ornamental flower bed and uses it to carry his uniform. That done, he makes his way to the bus stops. He takes the first bus that comes.


The destination doesn’t matter just so long as he is able to put some distance between himself and the men – the two armed men.




Two


There isn’t a moment of the journey when Ian isn’t flashing looks out of the window, imagining a racing green saloon car pulling alongside. A gun – a gun for crying out loud! How could this happen? In the whirling snowstorm of his thoughts, Ian has awarded the two men superpowers. You can run, he imagines them saying in classic hard man fashion, but you can’t hide.


No, that’s ridiculous. I have run and I’m hiding right now. They’re not so great. In the shopping centre I outpaced and outwitted the pair of them. Ian smiles as he remembers the clang of the concertina door. He remembers the look on the wolfman’s face as he snatches back his hand and pounds impotently while the lift descends. You’re not so superior.


Come to think of it, the short, fat guy is so slow he would be comic – but for the gun, of course. It all comes down to that, doesn’t it? The gun.


‘Excuse me,’ Ian asks the old lady in front, ‘isn’t the park up here somewhere?’


‘The park?’ she repeats. ‘Yes, it’s the next stop but one.’


‘Thanks.’


Ian rubs the condensation from the window and looks outside. The winter sun has broken through the banks of grey cloud and its watery light is gleaming on the wet road surface, transforming it into a mirror. He consults his watch. He has already missed French . . . and Vicky Shaw.


‘This is the park coming up now,’ the old lady tells him.


‘Cheers,’ says Ian, glad of some friendly human contact.


Once off the bus, he jogs into the park and sits down on the first bench. It is dedicated to Albert and Marjorie Halliday, whoever they are. Ian checks his hand. The bleeding has almost stopped. Wrapping the bloodstained handkerchief back round the wound, he pulls out his mobile and calls Dad.


‘Come on, come on!’ he murmurs.


What if Dad goes home? It’s possible. He’s self-employed, a mobile tradesman. He doesn’t have an office or a depot to return to so home will be his first destination if he finishes his jobs. What if he walks straight into Little and Large? Just when Ian is about to give up, Dad answers.


‘Dad, where are you?’


In the van. That’s good.


‘Listen, whatever you do, don’t go home. There were these two men at the house. What? No, I had to go home early. I split my pants.’


Oh, this is great! Dad has started quizzing him about his stupid trousers, of all things.


‘Look,’ says Ian, ‘shut up about the pants, will you? You’re not listening to me. There were two men at the house. What? Yes, two of them, heavy-looking characters.’


He’s finally got Dad’s attention.


‘They gave me the creeps, Dad, they really did. They wanted me to let them in the house. No, of course I didn’t. The point is they were getting really pushy so I did a runner on them. I couldn’t think of anything else to do.’


He pauses, wishing there was another way of putting this.


‘One of them had a gun.’


Ian has imagined all sorts of reactions but not this one. Dad is silent at the other end of the phone. No exclamation, no questions, no disbelief – he is just breathing low and tense into the phone. Ian starts wondering if he is still there.


‘Did you hear what I said?’


Still no answer.


‘Dad?’


‘I’m here.’


‘Then speak to me. Do you know what all this is in aid of?’


Dad answers with a simple, ‘I know.’


‘It isn’t the police, is it?’


‘No.’


‘But you do know what it’s about?’


‘Yes.’


Ian wants to scream down the phone.


What’s with the monosyllables? Speak to me. I’m your son.


‘Then don’t you think you should let me in on it? They scared me witless back there. I mean, are you in trouble or something?’


‘I’m not discussing this over the phone, Ian. I’ll come to meet you. Where are you?’


‘Queen’s Park. Tell you what, I’ll meet you at the bandstand.’


‘I’ll be there in ten minutes,’ says Dad. ‘Just sit tight.’


‘But what’s it all about?’


‘Ten minutes, Ian. Ten minutes.’


Back in Rochester Avenue, Annie McDermott opens the door to the police. She is agitated. Nothing like this has ever happened to her before. She’s fifty-two years old. She’s a home help. Once a week she goes line dancing with her husband. Twice a week she goes to the bingo with her sister. She is happy to potter along. It isn’t often the ugly side of life comes calling. Her idea of a crisis is the drains backing up or the Lottery machine at the newsagents going on the blink.


‘Well?’ she asks.


‘We couldn’t find anything,’ says the first officer. ‘There was no sign of the two men, or of the teenage boy. Can you put a name to any of them?’
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