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      Nick Hancock 
and his brother, 
Jeremy, 
knew they were 
in trouble 
but what they couldn’t 
agree on was 
whose fault 
it was.
      

      
      Jeremy blamed Nick, of course. Nick blamed Jonathan Saunders. And they both knew that when they finally got home – if they
         ever got home – their dad would blame them. But whoever was guilty, the fact was that they were stuck in the middle of London.
         It was five minutes to midnight. And they should have been home twenty-five minutes ago.
      

      
      It was a Saturday night – and not just any Saturday night. This was October the 31st. Halloween. The two of them had been
         invited to a party in central London, just off Holborn. Even getting permission to go had been hard work. Nick was seventeen
         and was allowed out on his own. His younger brother, Jeremy, was just twelve although it was true that in another week he’d be a teenager
         himself. The party was being given by their cousin and that was what probably changed their parents’ minds. Anybody else’s
         party would be drugs, alcohol and vomit… at least, that was how they saw it. But this was family. How could they say no?
      

      
      John Hancock, the boys’ father, had finally agreed. ‘All right,’ he said. ‘The two of you can go. But I want you home by half
         eleven… no arguments! Has Jonathan been invited?’
      

      
      Jonathan Saunders lived just down the road. The three of them all went to the same school.

      
      ‘Fine. I’ll take the three of you. His mum or dad can bring you back. I’ll give them a call. And Nick – you look after your
         brother. I just hope I’m not going to regret this…’
      

      
      It had all gone horribly wrong. John Hancock had driven the three boys all the way into town. It was about a forty-minute
         journey from Richmond, where they all lived, out on the western edge of the city. John, who worked as a copywriter in one of the main advertising agencies, usually took the tube. But how could he take three
         boys across London on public transport when one of them was dressed up as a devil, one as a vampire and the last (Jonathan)
         as Frankenstein, complete with a bolt going through his neck?
      

      
      He had dropped them off at the house near Holborn and it had been a great party. The trouble came at the end of it, at eleven
         o’clock. Jonathan had said it was time to go. Nick and Jeremy had wanted to stay. And what with the noise of the music and
         the darkness and the crowds of other kids, they had somehow got their wires crossed.
      

      
      Jonathan had left without them.

      
      His mother, who had come to pick the three of them up, had cheerfully driven off into the night taking Jonathan but leaving
         the two other boys behind. Catherine Saunders was like that. She was a writer, a novelist who was always dreaming of her next
         plot. She was the sort of person who could drive to work only to find she’d forgotten the car. Scatty – that was her nickname. Maybe, at the end of the day, the blame was hers.
      

      
      And this was the end of the day. It was five to twelve and Nick, dressed as the devil, and Jeremy, as Count Dracula, were feeling very
         small and stupid as they walked together through Trafalgar Square in the heart of London.
      

      
      ‘We shouldn’t have left,’ Jeremy said, miserably.

      
      ‘We had to. If Uncle Colin had seen us, he’d have called Dad and you know what that would have meant. Grounded for a month.’

      
      ‘Instead of which we’ll be grounded for a year…’

      
      ‘We’ll get home…’

      
      ‘We should have been there twenty minutes ago!’

      
      They should, of course, have taken a taxi – but there were no free taxis around. They had thought about the tube train. But
         somehow they’d missed Holborn and Covent Garden tube stations and had found themselves in Trafalgar Square, in the shadow
         of Nelson’s Column, before they knew where they were. Surprisingly, there weren’t that many people around. Perhaps it was
         too late for the theatregoers, who would already be well on their way home, and too early for the clubbers who wouldn’t even think about home until dawn. A few people glanced in the boys’ direction as they
         made their way round the stone lions that guarded the square but quickly looked away. After all, what do you say to Dracula
         and the devil at five to twelve on a Saturday night?
      

      
      ‘What are we going to do?’ Jeremy complained. It felt like he’d been walking for ever. He was cold and his feet were aching.

      
      ‘The night bus!’ Nick spoke the words even as he saw the bus in question, parked at the far corner of the square, opposite
         the National Gallery.
      

      
      ‘Where?’

      
      ‘There!’

      
      Nick pointed and there it was, an old-fashioned red bus with a hop-on, hop-off platform at the back and the magical word RICHMOND
         printed in white letters on the panel above the driver’s cabin. The bus was the 227B. Its other destinations were printed
         underneath: ST MARK’S GROVE, PALLISER ROAD, FULHAM PALACE ROAD, LOWER MILL HILL ROAD and CLIFFORD AVENUE. At least two of
         the names were familiar to Nick. The bus was heading west. And they had enough money for the fare.
      

      
      ‘Come on!’ Jeremy had already broken into a run, his vampire cloak billowing behind him. Nick tightened his grip on his pitchfork
         and ran after his younger brother, at the same time clinging on to his horns which were slipping off his head.
      

      
      They reached the bus, climbed on, and took a seat about halfway along the lower deck. It was only when they were sitting down
         that Nick became aware that there were no lights on the bus, no other passengers, no driver and no conductor. With a sinking
         feeling he realised that this was one bus that wasn’t going anywhere – at least not in the near future. Next to him, Jeremy
         was sitting back panting with his eyes half-closed. He looked at his watch. Eleven fifty-nine and counting. Ten seconds to
         midnight. Maybe it would be better to try again for a taxi, he decided. A taxi would have to drive through Trafalgar Square
         sooner or later.
      

      
      ‘Jerry…’ he said.

      
      And, at the same moment, the lights came on, the engine rumbled into life, the bell rang and the bus lurched forward.
      

      
      Nick looked up, slightly alarmed. The bus had been empty a few seconds ago, he was sure of it. But now he could see the hunched-over
         shoulders and dark hair of a driver, sitting in the cabin. And there was a conductor on the platform, dressed in a crumpled
         grey uniform that looked at least ten years out of date, feeding a paper spool into his ticket machine.
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