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  1985

  



  The convoy of crudely painted wagons and worn-out rides rolled onto the common. Men walked alongside them, barking orders and slapping the metal bars and wooden sidings of the sideshow hoardings, steering them into place. It was a hive of activity. Everyone knew their job.


  It didn’t matter to us how tired they were, or how badly their paintjobs had flaked. They were a magical sight. The funfair had come to town.


  Spider saw them first.


  He was always the first.


  We had been expecting the funfair for weeks. We knew it was coming. Just not when. So we’d sent look-outs. That day it was Spider’s turn. He had shinned up the big, old sycamore tree where our den perched in the midst of the spinney. You know what a spinney is, right? It’s a clump of maybe twenty trees huddled together in the middle of a stretch of farmland. Spider was the only one of our motley crew who could shin up the big tree without the aid of a rope, hence being called Spider. I’d watched him do it a hundred times, his skinny arms and legs reaching and grasping for footholds and fingers finding boles and knots instinctively. I couldn’t do it. The best I could do was sketch him as he scrambled up the almost sheer trunk. In truth, his movements were so quick that each time I looked up from the paper he had moved on and up, higher and higher, so I had to make up most of the drawing.


  From his vantage point, Spider could see beyond the trees and hedges at the bottom of the field, and out over the row of cottages that lay beyond. The only time you’d be able to get a better view would be from the top of the Big Wheel, and that came once a year, for a week, with the funfair. From the top of the ride, the whole of Ashthorpe stretched out like a model village, each house standing with its own small garden to the rear, all of them neat and tidy with only a single exception, and somehow the wheel never faced in that direction.


  The weather had been hot and dry for days and the grass on the common had been mown by Big Red, the caretaker’s tractor, as if in readiness. The grass wasn’t green, it was more like a light brown stubble, with the dirt dry and cracked with thirst. It hadn’t rained for weeks. It didn’t take a genius to know it was going to be hard work for the fair people, but we all knew, and with absolute certainty, that the rides would be up and running the next day. It was the Law of the Funfair. They came in late in the day, sometimes even under the cover of dark, and come morning had transformed a barren strip of land into something magical.


  This was summer. This was what it was all about back then.


  It was 1985 and like most people our age, knew by heart how old we would be when the year 2000 came around. It seemed so far away and we were young. A day lasted at least a week and a week could drag on for an entire month if we were listening to old Mr. Mendes trying to educate us. But this week, the week the fair came to town, was always over like that, in a heartbeat. After us it would head on to Nottingham and become part of the Goose Fair. And every year we thought about making the trip there. We talked about pooling our money together so we could hire a minibus. Not that we could drive it, but a couple of us had older brothers who could. We’d hatch mad plans to rope them in. But when it came right down to it, it was just talk. We could all talk the talk, sure, but actually doing it, putting our collective money where our mouths were? Nah. Secretly I think we all knew our parents would not let us go until we were older, so we never pushed it. It was better to keep talking about a dream than it was to know there was no hope of it ever happening. Sad but true.


  “We could go and see if they need any help,” Ferret suggested, his freckle-covered face and close-cropped ginger hair made him look as though he were in a state of perpetual meltdown. Even his Live Aid T-shirt couldn’t make him look cool. The heat wasn’t kind to any of us, but poor old Ferret just looked worse than the rest of us. The curse of being a ginge, I guess. “We might be able to earn a few quid.”


  “Give us all yer bloody money,” Gazza said, trying to sound like Bob Geldof. It was a woeful impersonation. Rory Bremner he wasn’t.


  A few others voices joined in, making me realize just how many of us were now squeezing into the den. It wasn’t a big place. It had felt like it was huge when we built it but every year we grew and it didn’t. In the middle of it all, Scotty Nichols sat silently, just staring at his hands. Scotty was one of those kids, blessed. I am sure he didn’t realize these were the best days of his life. Why would he?


  We all looked toward Scotty for his thoughts.


  We were his gang.


  But instead of answering, he turned to me.


  “What do you think, Drew?”


  There was a sudden hushed silence. Boys are pack creatures, especially at our age, so his deferring to me here, even though it was little more than a question, lifted me up the pecking order in the eyes of the others. Suddenly I was somebody. Suddenly I was Scotty Nichols’s go-to guy. I shrugged, but felt I needed to say something. I mean this was a big moment, simply shrugging would slide me straight back down to the bottom of the heap.


  “Do you remember the first time you went to the fair at night?” I offered, thinking carefully about the images I wanted to plant in their minds. I wanted them to go along with me, after all, which meant making them all just as hungry for it as I was. “The smell of hot dogs and candy floss; the loud music, and girls screaming?” I looked around to see that everyone was nodding. They would all have slightly different memories, of course, but the essence would be the same. For me it was Rachel Corcoran, a couple of years older than we were, not the prettiest in her year but the most alive. She owned my heart even then. I remember watching her walk through the rides, candy floss in hand, arms linked with another girl from her class. They were laughing and giggling, the funfair lights transforming them into these heavenly creatures while the music on the dodgems blared out another love song. I don’t remember the words but I remember exactly how she looked. And I knew they’d all have their own Rachels in mind now. “And then do you remember how when you went again the next time, during the day, it wasn’t the same?”


  I glanced at one or two of the faces and saw that even Scotty was nodding. It made sense. When you knew how the magician performed his tricks, there was no fun left in watching his act. “The whole thing would lose its magic if we saw how everything was put together. What’s the fun in that? We know the rides are held together by nuts and bolts and the inside of the ghost train is painted plywood, but we can forget all that because we’ve never seen it with our own eyes. But watch it being done, nothing will be the same again. It’d be like being five and seeing your dad getting dressed up as Father Christmas.” And that was about as wise as I ever got. I looked at their faces in turn and knew they understood what I was trying to say.


  A couple of the guys looked at Spider. His old man always played Santa for the kids’ party and for months afterward there would be jokes about it. Some people never seemed to know when a joke had run its course.


  “If we want to earn a few quid, I’d rather clean cars or something,” Spider said.


  “Good call,” said Scotty and that was pretty much the end of the discussion. There was no argument. It was decided and we all went with it. Scotty divided up the village to ensure every street was covered. It was a hot day, like so many days before. The tarmac underfoot was soft, spongy, and I’m pretty sure you could have cracked an egg on the pavement and fried it. It was that kind of day.


  So, any way you look at it, this was a better way of raising money than sweating away with the folk from the fair.


  For the rest of the day and most of the next we worked, all of us, including Scotty. And we worked hard. Where cars did not need cleaning, we were given the chance of cutting the grass or cleaning windows. We walked dogs and ran errands. Whatever the offer, we performed the deed with a smile, and not a one of us turned our noses up at any of it. We knew we would only be doing it for a couple of days, but those couple of days were going to pay for all of us, for a week, at the fair. All the rides we could ride, all the toffee apples and candy floss we could stomach, the darts games and the hook-a-duck and ring tosses, all of it. And that made it all worth smiling for.

  



  * * *

  



  By the afternoon of the second day we were all exhausted. Every car in the village was shining and every lawn that needed cutting had been cut. With one exception.


  Old Man Harrison’s house stood close to the common. Its overgrown back garden separated from the slowly assembling fairground by a fence that had been patched up over the years and was now no more than a hodgepodge of panels and strips of wood. His car stood on the drive at the side of his house, unwashed and unloved. I’m not sure I ever saw the car leave the drive. I had never understood why he kept it. Maybe no one wanted to buy it off him? It would probably have cost more than it was worth to have it towed away.


  “So who’s going to knock on Harrison’s door?” Scotty asked. He already knew no one would volunteer. He waited, allowing the seconds to pass, inviting someone else to fill the silence.


  “He’s only going to say no,” Gazza said, picking bits of grass from his jeans and trying to avoid making eye contact. It was not unusual for him to be the first to speak out, and he’d been involved in plenty of arguments with Scotty, most of which had led to him storming off and avoiding us for a few days before coming back with his tail between his legs and trying to make out like nothing had happened. I half-expected Scotty to dare him to do it, but he didn’t. Instead he got to his feet and looked at the rest of us in turn.


  “Well there’s only one way to find out, isn’t there?”


  At first no one else moved, but then slowly we all realized what he was planning to do. We couldn’t let him do it alone, so, in silence, we followed him along the edge of the field from the den and out onto the road, all of us keen to see what was going to happen. Scotty did not look back. Not even once.


  The road took us along one edge of the common where a cluster of caravans had been parked up by the fair people. Clotheslines had already been strung up and a haggard old woman with too many layers of clothing—shirt on top of shirt on top of grubby shirt, and on top of all of those shirts a green heavy-knit cardigan—was hanging out sheets. She looked at us for a moment, then spat at the ground and turned her back. A vicious-looking Alsatian growled as we walked closer, then rose up to bark at us, straining on the piece of rope securing it to the caravan steps.


  I took a step closer to the road only to have a car’s horn blare at me as I stumbled into the gutter. A bright red Ford thundered by, going far too fast for such a narrow road.


  A large trailer had already been positioned close to Harrison’s dilapidated fence, and I recognized the cheesy-spooky decorations adorning the front of the ghost train.


  On the other side of the road there was a stretch of scrubby wasteland known locally as the Batters. It separated Ashthorpe and Goseley, the next village over. Ashthorpe and Goseley were, for all intents and purposes, the same: the same kinds of houses, the same kinds of people, with the same kinds of problems. But Goseley didn’t have a fair, and in a couple of days they would make their way over the Batters to us. People would come from another three or four villages in other directions.


  My dad reckoned the fair attracted the best part of a thousand people from miles around every night when he was younger, and even though it was now probably less than half of that number, it was obviously still worth the fair people’s while to come at the end of summer every year.


  I never knew how the Batters had come to be called that, but my dad had told me a coal mine had once stood there. It had always been the Batters, though. Now it was more like a postapocalyptic wasteland, like something out of Mad Max. It wasn’t hard to find the last vestiges of fallen buildings or scraps of twisted iron, and, underground, the whole area was riddled with mine workings that joined up to a much larger colliery a few miles away.


  Old Man Harrison’s home had once been the mine manager’s residence.


  I had expected Scotty to at least pause when he reached the rutted lane that led to Harrison’s house; to take a breath, gather his courage, hell, to at least look around and check on the size of his audience given what he was about to do, but he didn’t. He just cut across the grass verge and into the short lane while we gathered together on the pavement and waited. Had it been Gazza ahead of us, he would have exaggerated his stagger as he approached the door, but not Scotty. He walked straight down the garden path to the blue door, and knocked.


  We couldn’t see the door open. We hadn’t dared go close enough. Then he disappeared inside. I couldn’t quite believe what I had just seen. Scotty had gone inside Old Man Harrison’s house. We looked at one another but no one spoke.


  We just stood there in silence and waited for Scotty to come out.


  And waited.

  



  * * *

  



  Old Man Harrison is the archetypal creepy old hermit kids transform into vampires and cannibal child-eaters in their imaginations. It doesn’t take a lot of imagining in his case. He’s got a face like a shar-pei. He keeps to himself most of the time.


  His place isn’t like most of the others in the village either.


  It has clapboard sidings from halfway up to the roof, brick down below. The paint is curling away from the boards to expose the rotting wood beneath. I’m sure it’d look less Amityville if the clapboards were pulled off and the bare stone was given space to breathe. Like I said, it used to be part of the mining company’s property. Old Man H. keeps the curtains drawn even when it’s full sunlight, like maybe the bright light will burn his eyes if he happens to be exposed to it. Who knows, maybe it will?


  His place is a derelict hovel, and, let’s be brutally honest about this, it stinks.


  There’s a reason it stinks, of course—the cats.


  They say he has over a hundred cats.


  I’m not sure I believe that, but we’re not talking one or two either. His place is a sanctuary for all of the lost moggies in Ashthorpe. We’re talking Catvarna. It can’t be hygienic.


  I tried to count them while we waited for Scotty, ticking them off as they crept through long grass, and climbed on and off the car. Some of the less adventurous ones simply basked in sunlight, stretched out on the tarmac of the lane. I counted nineteen before another lorry rumbled up onto the common, towing a caravan. The driver leapt out, jumping down, slammed the door, and barked something at his passenger through the closed door. I couldn’t hear what. I didn’t need to. It was all very theatrical. The sudden noise had most of the cats scampering every which way just so long as it was away from the noise.


  Fifteen minutes. Scotty was still inside.


  The cats began to retake their positions. The ginger tom on the bonnet of his beaten-up old Ford Cortina in the drive was the first to settle. It gave me the evil eye from its warm perch, then closed its eyes contemptuously.


  “What do you think he does with the dead ones?” Gazza asked, suddenly. It was a typical Gazza question. You really had to wonder how his mind worked—assuming it worked at all. There were a few mumbles of misunderstanding and suddenly all eyes were on him. “The cats,” he said defensively. “What do you think he does with them when they die? They don’t live forever, do they? And seeing as he’s got so many, surely they’ve got to be popping their, er, paws fairly regularly.”


  “Probably buries them in the back garden,” I suggested, but Gazza was quick to nix that idea.


  “Nah, think about it, if Old Man H. was burying them in the garden, it wouldn’t be a bloody jungle back there, would it?”


  He was right, of course. Percy Thrower this guy was not. Of course, I’d never given the dead-cat-disposal a second thought, but now it was going to gnaw away at me until I came up with a decent explanation for the logistics of it.


  “Maybe he has them all stuffed,” Spider suggested helpfully. “Think about it, all of those dead cats all over the house, their marble eyes watching you all the time. Would explain why he’s flipped.” Spider pulled a face. “Reckon he does it himself?”


  “We can ask Scotty when he comes out,” I suggested, not really wanting to think about dead cats any more than I had to.


  “Yeah, that’ll be my first question, how many of the old bastard’s cats are dead and how many of them are still alive,” Spider said with something approaching glee. He was one weird kid.


  “I think I know what he does with them,” a voice said.


  I looked around to see Spider’s younger brother, Mikey. He was only ten and tried to tag along with us all the time. We sent him away so many times I’d lost count, but he was one persistent kid. And poor old Spider got grief from his mother because of it, but not once did he try to convince us to let Mikey stay. I guess he didn’t want him around any more than the rest of us did.


  “Oh yeah? Come on then, Mikey, what does he do with them? Boil them in a big cauldron and make soup? No,” Spider said. “I’ve got it! He sells them to the Chinese takeaway, doesn’t he?”


  Mikey shook his head, then pointed across the road to the Batters.


  “What, he just dumps them out there?” I asked. I don’t know. For some reason I couldn’t believe a guy who loved his cats when they were alive would just leave them out to be eaten by birds or whatever when they were dead. It didn’t seem right. But I saw that Mikey was shaking his head.


  “No, there’s an old air shaft.”


  “Yeah, we know,” said Spider. “But it’s all padlocked up. No way in. We tried to open it once.” He shrugged.


  “Harrison’s got the key.” He held his hand apart to show it must have measured a foot or more. “I saw him open it up and drop a cat down.”


  “And when did you see him do that?” Spider asked, sounding every bit like his disapproving big brother.


  “I was taking Tinker out for a walk last week,” Mikey said.


  “You know you’re not supposed to take him over there,” said Spider and I knew he was right. I had heard their mother giving them a hard time for letting the little terrier run off over the Batters. The dog was every bit as inquisitive as the rest of his family. He’d get his nose into some hole or other, and over there they were more likely to be the dens of rats than they were rabbits, and Tinker’d come home covered in muck, or worse.


  Mikey shrugged. “Still saw him open the vent and drop the cat down there,” he said, defiantly.


  “Are you sure it was a cat?”


  Mikey sniffed. “’Course I am. After he’d gone, me and Tinker went to have a look. We couldn’t see anything, but Tinker was sniffing at the grass around the grate and going crazy. Harrison had put the cat down while he opened the vent and Tinker could still smell it.” He looked at Spider for support. “You know that sound he makes when he can small a cat’s been in the garden?”


  Spider nodded. “Yeah.”


  “Where would Harrison have gotten a key from?” asked Gazza.


  “Well, his house was the old mine manger’s place,” I said. “Maybe they left it behind.”


  Gazza shrugged. “He was born in there, wasn’t he?” That’s what we’d heard, but stories had a way of becoming more detailed the more creative they got. “Maybe his father was the manager?”


  “He’s lived there all his life?” Mikey asked, trying to wrap his head around the idea.


  “Guess so.”


  “Then how many cats do you think he has dropped down there?”


  I’m sure there’s some kind of mathematical formula for working something like that out, like the inverse proportional rule, or something, where you factor in how old Harrison is against how many cats he had, converting fatalities into something like compound interest. Of course that kinda fudged a lot of stuff, like whether Old Man H. had always run Catvarna, and just how many kitties actually found their heaven here?


  There were only two ways of finding out.


  We could ask Harrison himself, which, let’s face it, no one was going to do.


  Or…


  We could open the grate over the vent and take a look down there.


  Not that I thought we’d ever get as far as that.


  But once it was out there, all sorts of plans were being hatched, taking into account the practicalities like how many torches we’d need, when was the best time to do it, how long a piece of rope we’d need, and the big one, just how in hell we were going to open the grate without Old Man H.’s key.


  But before we had any concrete plans, we saw the door open and realized Scotty was coming out.


  “What’s the deal, Scotty?” Gazza asked before he was halfway down the drive. “Wax on, wax off?” He did his best Karate Kid impression. We all laughed at him. It was only then that I realized that where there should have been wheels there were none. The car was jacked up on bricks.


  “He said we could tidy up his front garden if we liked.”


  “Seriously?” I’m pretty sure every one of us had expected Harrison to tell Scotty where to get off. I certainly hadn’t expected him to say yes.


  The garden was a mess.


  Not only was the grass overgrown with weeds, the hedge needed trimming and there were broken bottles, newspaper, pieces of cardboard and lengths of wood littering it.


  “How much?” asked Gazza, ever practical.


  “Nothing,” Scotty said, as if it was the most natural thing in the world.

  



  * * *

  



  A couple of us worked on Harrison’s garden.


  We didn’t have gloves, which made picking through the broken glass and other rubbish interesting. It was backbreaking work. And the sun didn’t help. After an hour, I was dying of thirst but Old Man H. didn’t materialize with a nice refreshing glass of lemonade, or ice-cold water, or a nice refreshing anything else. He pulled the curtains tighter so we couldn’t accidentally see inside.


  It was hardly surprising that the rest of the gang bitched and moaned at the idea of doing all that work for nothing. What was surprising was that Gazza stormed off after demanding his share of the kitty.


  There was no argument, no dispute over the money or how much he was owed. Scotty just handed him an equal share of the cash and that was it. It wasn’t even a fight. He just held his hand out and waited while Scotty counted out the cash. Then he put on the headphones from his fake Walkman and walked away.


  Actually, it was kind of ceremonial.


  While everyone else was watching him as he marched away, cutting across the Batters, I was looking at Scotty. Normally he would get angry when there was any kind of falling out, but not this time. Come to think of it, it was as though some of the fight in him was missing. That or he had simply accepted what had happened as an inevitability.


  Once Gazza was out of sight, no one mentioned his name again that day.


  And, weirdly, I think we all got more satisfaction from the job we were doing for the old man, despite the lack of cash, than we had from any of the other jobs we’d done that week. Those other jobs would have all got done anyway, eventually. More often than not, I think people were just finding work for us to do. Not Old Man H. With his garden we were putting something right and we knew he would never have done it.


  But there was still the question of the cats.


  Someone mentioned it to Scotty—Nate or Ferret, I think—not long after we had started work on the garden, and Mikey had taken him across the Batters to show him. The rest of us had watched from a safe distance while they crouched down and examined the grate. Scotty tugged at it as we had all done at one time or another, but it was like trying to pull the sword from the stone. He wasn’t the rightful king. None of us were. No one was saying anything, but it was pretty obvious we were all thinking the same thing: How the hell are we going to get this thing open?


  We worked on, laughing and joking as we cleared up the rubbish, either filling black plastic bags with the stuff or carrying it over the road to toss it onto to the ever-growing morass of debris littering the Batters. I felt like Stig of the Dump as I toiled away with the sun slowly moving across the sky. Not before time, it began to sink in the west. The sounds of metal on metal from the funfair and the shouts of obscenities as thumbs were caught by hammers and backs were strained under the heavy weights were intermingled with our own cries for very similar reasons. And for a few hours it was almost as though we were one with the people from the fair. Bonded in suffrage.


  By the time the sun was low in the sky, the sounds of machinery being assembled had been replaced by the loud bass of competing music as the rides whirred into life and the carnies began testing them.


  “I think we are done here,” said Scotty, taking a look at our handiwork. “I’ll go and let Harrison know we’ve finished. Who knows, maybe the old codger’ll come up with a tip after all.”


  “Yeah, it’s not like we don’t work for nothing every day of the week,” Spider grumbled halfheartedly. Ferret laughed at him, slapping Spider across the back. We all joined in, except Scotty. I remember that. Scotty remained strangely silent. Like he wasn’t part of the gang anymore.


  “Best if we meet up back here later, say seven o’clock?” We all knew it would still be light and that it would not be the best time to be at the fair, but we also knew our parents—most of them, anyway—would insist on us being home by nine, so at least seven gave us some time to spend our hard-earned cash.


  I watched as Scotty stepped through the doorway once more and caught a final glimpse of his eyes as he took a single glance over his shoulder, my way.


  He didn’t knock on the door. I remember that. He didn’t call out for Old Man Harrison either, he just stepped inside.


  At the time it didn’t feel particularly weird, just a little strange, something nagging away at me. Later, after everything that happened, it didn’t just seem weird, it seemed bloody weird.

  



  * * *

  



  It was a nagging feeling there was something wrong with the way Scotty went back into Old Man Harrison’s house that made me go back there. We had all headed off in ones and twos, each of us taking the shortest route home, whether that was across the Batters, skirting farmland or taking the path along the road.


  The fairground had fallen silent, the lull before the storm as the workers had all taken a break at the same time. The sight of Harrison’s garden as I approached surprised me. While we had been working on it I had not fully realized the significance of the improvements we were making. Once we had walked away, apart from the moment I looked into Scotty’s eyes, no one had looked back at our handiwork from a distance. The now-tidy garden had transformed the whole of the property, suddenly making it look more like a home than a semi-derelict house. As I drew closer though, I saw that Scotty was coming back out of the house. He did not see me at first and seemed intent on examining something in his hand. I guessed the hope Harrison might give us a tip had come true. The chances were if it had, Scotty was now examining a twenty-pence piece. Such riches…


  He looked up when I called his name and his fingers clasped suddenly around the object he held in his hand.


  “Nothin’,” he said, but as I reached him he held out his hand. The bravado that had previously been a constant part of his persona had melted away and his hand trembled slightly as his fingers relaxed and opened to reveal a key. Not a house key or one from a padlock, this one barely fit in his hand and looked heavy. I didn’t have to ask him—I knew somehow this was the key to the grille in the Batters.


  “And he just gave it to you?” I asked, but Scotty said nothing. He just slipped the key into his pocket and walked past me. At first I thought he was going to cross straight over to the Batters, but I was wrong. After only a few yards he stopped and turned back to me.


  “It can wait until tomorrow. If we are going to take a look down there, then we may as well leave it until daylight.”


  “We will need torches. We might even need a rope if we want to get down there. Are you sure the key will open it though?”


  “Only one way to find out, I suppose. What do you think?”


  There it was again, the turning to me for advice or at least affirmation that what he was thinking was right. This time at least it was just the two of us. I nodded and we headed off toward the Batters side-by-side in silence. The debris from Harrison’s garden had been tipped alongside countless other heaps of grass cuttings and hedge trimmings the council refused to collect. Farther in, the old prams and builders’ rubble created a more unsightly scar in the land.


  Scotty retrieved the key from his pocket and turned it over and over in his hand as if hoping to find something new on it. “I think there’s something down there,” he said.


  “Yeah, I know,” I said. “Dead cats.”


  He let out a single laugh, though it sounded nervous. “But why are there dead cats down there? Why did Harrison throw them down there? Were they already dead or still alive when he did it? I think he has been feeding something.”


  “You think he’s been throwing dead cats down there to feed some sort of pet?”


  Scotty shrugged. “Only one way to find out.”


  “Yeah, but not tonight though, and not when there’s just the two of us. We check to make sure that the key opens the grille, and then we lock it again. We tell the others and we come back tomorrow.”


  “Of course. I don’t want to say anything to the others until we are sure this will open it.” He handed me the key. I was reluctant to take it from him. It felt like an almost symbolic handing over of more than just a lump of metal.


  The sun was sinking fast, but I knew it would linger low in the sky for quite a while yet. There was enough time or us to go over there, open up the grille and if there was any kind of ladder, one of us could check it out. But we both knew that would be stupid. “Just check the lock, right?” I asked, and he nodded, saying nothing more.


  And that’s all we did, more or less. It took a couple of minutes to find the grille, the change in light seeming to play tricks with our sense of direction, but eventually we found it. Although the key was badly rusted, it was clear the business end had been cleaned and had the faint sheen of oil. It slipped easily into the lock and turned with very little effort, a spring clicking the mechanism open with a sudden snap after a full turn.


  I started to lift it, just to make sure it would, but Scotty stopped me, pressing down on the grille.


  “Lock it,” he said, and I’m sure I heard a sound coming from below; a sudden scraping and scurrying that sent a shiver up my spine.


  “Rats?” I suggested, but Scotty didn’t reply at first.


  “Come on. Let’s get out of this place—it stinks of dead things.”


  I couldn’t smell anything out of the ordinary but the thought of dead cats being feasted on by rats only feet below me was enough to make me turn the key back and pull it from the lock. I needed no incentive to scramble back to my feet and follow my friend. I couldn’t stop myself from imagining them when I was a safe distance away from the entrance to their lair where tiny feet scurried in the dark and sharp teeth tore at whatever it could find. I had to look back because I knew. In my heart of hearts I knew one of us would end up going down there. And as I looked at Scotty’s retreating back, I felt the guilt of the thought that had come into my mind. I hoped it wasn’t going to be me.
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  Present Day

  



  “Perhaps we should take it from the top,” said the policeman who sat across the table from me. He had offered me the opportunity for a lawyer, but I had declined, and now we had been talking for almost two hours without a break, going over the same questions again and again. I knew he was looking for inconsistencies in my story, tiny changes that would hint I was being economical with the truth. Or maybe that I was misremembering something. I had nothing to hide though, even if I was starting to feel he had already found me guilty and was gearing up to lock me up and throw away the key. Who needed the truth?


  “If you really want me to, sure, but I really don’t think there is much to say that I haven’t said five times already.”


  “So tell me about the house.”


  “The house?”


  “The house your friend lived in. Had he lived there long?”


  I didn’t know, I was a kid, it had been a long time ago, and told him so. He didn’t seem all that interested in believing me. I had been away for years. When I had left, he was still living with his folks, and Old Man Harrison’s place had been empty and falling into decay for years. I’d been surprised that Scotty, of all people, had bought it. Especially after what we had been though. If it had been up to me, I would have had the place torn down to make sure what we’d done back then had worked, and stayed done.


  “So when did you move away?”


  I blew out a breath. “Hard to say, exactly. I went to uni in Manchester when I was eighteen and I kept coming home but after my course finished I got a job, the trips home became less frequent. But for argument’s sake, let’s say 1989.”


  “And did you keep in touch with Mr. Nichols at all?”


  Nichols? It caught me out for a moment. I had almost forgotten Scotty’s last name. “I used to see him when I came home but we sort of drifted apart. I made new friends.”


  “He didn’t leave the area then?”


  “No. He went to the local technical college. Did a course in plumbing and went to work for his dad.”


  The policeman nodded but said nothing more. Instead, he turned pages in the file that lay on the desk in front of him.


  “So, why have you come back?”


  “To see my mother…” The annoyance I had felt at having to repeat myself over and over about having found Scotty’s body was starting to turn to anger. “Look, how much longer is this going to take? She’s going to be worried about me.” It seemed like a stupid thing to say.


  “Shouldn’t be too long now. Just crossing the i’s and dotting the t’s. Need to be sure we haven’t missed anything. I’m sure you can appreciate that. Murder is a serious matter.”


  “Murder!” I couldn’t keep the word in, it just sort of leapt onto my tongue and forced its way out of my mouth before I had the chance to stop it. “You never said anything about murder.”


  The policeman looked up from the papers he had been studying. “Didn’t I?” he asked, looking me straight in the eye.


  “Unusual death, you said. You didn’t say anything about murder. Is that why I’m here? Am I a suspect?”


  “You have to admit it’s all a little strange, isn’t it? You come home and visit your old friend for the first time in who knows how many years, and on that very same day he turns up dead.”


  I had not even thought of Scotty’s death in those terms. Murder. I hadn’t even tried to give a name to what had happened to him…Was I responsible? Not had I murdered him, was I responsible for his death? That was a different question and one that could take some contemplation. The only thing I knew for sure was if I hadn’t made the trip home this weekend, none of this would have happened.
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  Present Day

  



  Mum had called me a couple days ago. We spoke regularly, though often it was little more than a “How are you? I’m fine, how are you?” exchange before she told me about how someone I didn’t even know had died. She was at that age. Everyone she knew was dropping like flies. This call was different though; it came on the wrong evening. We only spoke on weekends and she insisted on us taking it in turns over who called whom. It was my turn to call her, and it was Thursday.


  “Everything okay, Mum?”


  “I’m fine,” she said, and I sensed the usual exchange starting up. My first thought was the dementia was getting worse and she didn’t realize what day it was. It wasn’t a happy thought.


  “So why the call?” I asked, instantly regretting it and half-expecting a retort along the lines of “Are you too busy to talk to your mother today?” or a sarcastic “Is it too much trouble?” Neither came. She paused for a moment as if unsure what to say or how to say it. I heard her take two deep breaths in the silence.


  “Mum?” I tried to hide the concern in my voice, but if she had been listening for it, it would have been unmistakable.


  “It’s one of your friends. I think he’s in some kind of trouble.”


  Friends? My friends were all here in Manchester. One or two of my old mates from uni had moved around the country, but most of them had made their homes in and around the city. Had she heard from someone who only had my old number?


  “It’s Scott,” she said, and I felt a sudden rush of ice-cold fear run the length of my spine. Scotty. I no longer thought of him as a friend—hell, I didn’t even seek him out when I went home to visit Mum. But once she mentioned his name, a whole host of memories came flooding back—most of them bad.


  “What’s the matter with him?”


  “Mrs. Johnson said she saw him last week, walking across the common in his bare feet, shouting at the top of his voice.”


  “We all do silly things when we’ve had a drink, Mum. That’s no cause for getting worried.”


  She didn’t seem to be listening to me. There were things she wanted to tell me and I knew there was no point in trying to stem her flow. She had to say what she wanted to say before I would really get the chance to add my own two pennies worth. “But then a couple of nights ago he was in the building site and got attacked by one of the guard dogs.”


  “Building site? What building site?”


  “The new one, you know? On that old waste ground opposite the common. You used to call it a funny name? The Pancakes?”


  I knew exactly where she meant. “The Batters?”


  “That’s it,” she said, almost with a smile in her voice. “The Batters. Told you it was a funny name. Pancake, batter.”


  “Is he all right though? You know after the dog?”


  “They took him to the hospital. They’ve kept him in for observation, but I don’t think it’s anything to do with the dog bites. Jenny Topliss called in to see me on the way home from work today. You know, Lisa’s mother?”


  She waited for my assurance that I knew whom she was talking about before she went on. She always did this; told me stories about relations of the parents of people I had been at school with. It wasn’t always easy to stop her, more often than not the best thing to do was just nod and let her get on with it.


  “Anyway, Jenny’s a nurse at the General. She’s on the psychiatric ward. She said she shouldn’t really tell me, but he’s on her ward, you see, and she knew you were close. He was asking for you.”


  “Me? Why would he ask for me? I haven’t talked to him in ten years.” Mum barely paused for a breath. She was already in the middle of a sentence I wasn’t listening to. She stopped talking, realizing I’d said something.


  “I don’t know,” she said. “But Jenny said he sounded desperate.”


  Desperate. That was never a word I thought I would hear being applied to Scotty. There were all sorts of ways he might have been described, but that was never one I would have chosen for the coolest kid in school. But desperate was exactly the right word to describe him; desperate.


  “Will you come and see him?”


  I hadn’t expected the question, and yet I replied without thinking. Of course I would. I tried to convince myself I would be going home to see Mum—after all, I hadn’t been home for a while, but in truth I would be doing it to see Scotty. “I’ll be there tomorrow night.”


  “And you’ll stay for the weekend?” She didn’t seem surprised I would be coming; in fact, she almost seemed prepared for it.
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  1985

  



  The sun had almost set by the time we started to gather together. My mother hadn’t wanted me to go out again, saying there were too many things she needed me to do around the house, but when I asked her to tell me what they were, she only came up with a couple of small jobs, including an errand to the corner shop, which I was only too happy to take care of straight away.


  She’d quizzed me on how I had got money to afford a night at the fair. She had known I had no money the day before as she had been with me when I spent the last few coins of my pocket money on a bottle of Coke. She spared me the lecture on how it was so much cheaper to buy a bottle of cordial and get a lot of drinks from it. I had heard it so many times I could have given the lecture for her and saved her from sounding like a broken record. Luckily I had learned to tune out her voice. It’s a skill all children need to learn if they’re going to make it through to adulthood. Even when people were stopping in the street to watch her as she gave me a hard time, I just let her words wash over me and figured the important stuff would seep into my brain while the rest of it sluiced off.


  I could have lied, I suppose, but why bother?


  We hadn’t begged for the money; she was against us doing ‘Penny for the Guy’ mainly because she was worried someone she knew might have seen us. That was Mum all over. Keeping up appearances. It was all about keeping up the good face for the neighbors and the thought of me—her flesh and blood—doing something one of her friends might turn their nose up at was a fate worse than death. I told her about the odd jobs my friends and I had been doing and she experienced a moment of pride when she learned we had been earning the money from the fruits of our own labor. I liked that. Sure, she had some doubts, she wouldn’t have been Mum without them, but she let them pass. And I was relieved she didn’t ask whom we had been doing the jobs for. She just left the unspoken message between us: if I had taken money without doing a job properly, then she would get to hear about it and there’d be hell to pay. There was always hell to pay.


  One by one we began to gather.


  Scotty was almost always one of the first to arrive. He was never big on grand entrances, but he made an exception today. He was late and the sky was bright orange where the sun had started to fall below the horizon. He appeared a little odd when we’d examined the grille on the Batters, but that was nothing next to how he was behaving now. We were supposed to be heading to the fair to have fun, but there was absolutely no joy in him. Worse, ever since the moment he walked into the camp he’d been leaching the excitement out of the rest of us like some sort of emotional parasite. There was a hollowness in his eyes and a paleness to his skin, like he was sick.


  “You okay?” I asked as the group stretched out in our walk to the fairground.


  He stopped and looked at me for a moment without speaking, though his lips moved. It was as though he was trying to form the words he wanted to speak but couldn’t. It was like he was trapped inside his own head and couldn’t break free long enough to tell me he was a prisoner in there. “I don’t know,” he said eventually. “I really don’t know.”


  “Is it the…” I didn’t know what to call it, but he knew exactly what I meant. Worse, he nodded. He had a better idea of what lay down there than I did; I knew that. He’d gone back alone. And he was afraid of what he’d seen.


  “Tomorrow,” he said. “We have to go down there tomorrow. Do it properly. You’ll come down with me, won’t you?”


  “Of course.” I nodded, not sure what I was getting myself into, but knowing I couldn’t back out now. Not when Scotty needed me.


  “The others can’t know,” he said. “Just the two of us.” And then the five words I’d known he was going to say, and really, really, hoped he wouldn’t. “We have to kill it.”


  I still had no idea what he really meant, but I knew without any shadow of a doubt I’d stand side-by-side with him. Whatever it was we had to kill, why we had to kill, it didn’t matter. He needed me. We were friends. Friends didn’t leave each other when things got tough. I’d find out what we were up against tomorrow. That was soon enough.

  



  * * *

  



  The evening passed with little incident, but for me the excitement I had felt earlier in the day had long since disappeared. We went on a couple of rides, lost a few coins on the slot machines and won no more than a bag of sweets on the rifle range between us. But it was fun. We were all together. The ping of metal bullets hitting the six-inch-high targets in the shape of men standing to attention was almost drowned out by the music blasting out from the waltzer and the dodgems, and the laughter growing around us.


  Spider spent most of his time trying to chat up a couple of girls by the carousel, but it was obvious they weren’t interested in him, even when he paid for their rides. Duran Duran and Mr. Mister filled the air. Scotty and I wandered from one stall to the next, watching people lose their money with a smile while we stood around with almost empty pockets.


  Boys in white baggies and fluorescent socks and fluorescent fingerless gloves tried to be Howard Jones and Nik Kershaw with spiky haircuts, while floppy-haired boys went for the George Michael look in their CHOOSE LIFE T-shirts and the girls all wanted to be Ally Sheedy or Madonna with their bangles and hair.


  We hadn’t said anything for a couple of minutes before we realized the others had drifted away. Spider had followed the two girls to the dodgems, but they were now deep in conversation with an older boy I recognized from the fifth form, and doing their best to ignore him. He didn’t stand a chance. Through the crowd I saw Ferret walking back toward us with a sheepish grin on his face and holding a coconut in one hand and a plastic bag with a goldfish in it in the other.


  “I got fed up of trying to win a coconut for Mum,” he said. “I ended up buying one from the guy on the stall.”


  “Ha!


  “He said I wasn’t the first and wouldn’t be the last.”


  “And the fish?” I asked.


  “For my sister. I win one for her every year, but they always seem to die after a few days—normally the same time the fair moves on.”


  “Maybe this one will last a little longer?” I offered helpfully. I looked at the poor creature trapped inside the plastic. I doubted it’d see the night out, never mind the week. “Or maybe you should just tell your mum to get the chips on and save your sis a world of pain?” I said, trying to raise the mood a little. I wasn’t a natural comedian. Absolute zero comic timing. I caught Scotty looking in the direction of Old Man Harrison’s house and began to wonder if he’d seen something in there.


  “Look, I’m heading home,” Scotty said. He turned to me. “You coming?”


  “I’ll hang around a little longer,” Ferret said, even though he hadn’t been the one asked. “I said I’d walk back with Spider.”


  “Looks like pretty boy’s otherwise engaged,” I said, but as I looked toward him he was making his way back down the steps from a ride, crestfallen. His bubble had been well and truly popped, and not in the good way. The two girls were getting into one of the waltzers’ cabins with Fifth Former settled in the middle with an arm around each of them, claiming his prize. He might as well have peed all over Spider’s legs to mark his territory. Poor sod.


  “Never mind,” Ferret said. “Plenty more fish in the sea.”


  “Or in the plastic bag,” I joked. I thought it was funny. No one else seemed to.


  Scotty had already turned and taken a few steps away before I had realized. Spider mumbled something about Scotty being in a shitty mood, but I ignored him.


  “See you tomorrow,” I said and started after Scotty. The others nodded and said their good-byes. A few moments later they’d already disappeared back into the crowd in pursuit of fun.


  Scotty waited for me at the edge of the common.


  To the left stood Old Man Harrison’s house, the start of the Batters lay directly opposite us, and our way home was off to the right. For a moment I thought he was going to cross over to the Batters again, but with the only light coming from the streetlights and the glare of spotlights that illuminated the fair people’s caravans that would have been a really dumb idea. I’m all for dumb ideas at the right time, don’t get me wrong. But this wasn’t the time for doing something dumb.


  “Nothin’ we can do now,” I said. “If you want, we can meet in the morning and we can do whatever you think we need to do.”


  “I don’t think anything, mate. We have to kill it,” he said. “Before it comes for the rest of us.”
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  Present Day

  



  I saw Scotty before he saw me.


  I didn’t realize I actually had though, because I didn’t recognize him.


  He looked a lot older than I had expected. A lot. We were only a couple of years apart, but he could have been twenty years older than me. He sat in an armchair in the corner of the room, well away from the sunlight that was doing its best to melt the French windows.


  “Thank you ever so much for coming, Drew,” Mrs. Topliss said, placing a hand in the middle of my back as she did, as though I needed pushing the last few feet. Maybe she was determined I wouldn’t get away now that I was here? “I don’t think he has anyone else.”


  “What about his mum and dad?” I asked, and then I remembered Nate. “His brother?”


  She pressed her lips together, making a moue, and shook her head. She didn’t have to say anything. I understood. And I knew why he had turned to me.


  She shrugged. It was an incredibly eloquent gesture given the circumstances. “The only thing he’s said since he got here has been your name, so to be honest we’re all rather hoping you might be able to get through to him. He’s still in there somewhere, we just have to find him.”


  I didn’t like the sound of that.


  I looked around the room properly. He wasn’t the only one sitting alone in the lounge. Some of the residents were reading old magazines they’d probably read a dozen times in the last month already. Most of them were staring out of the window into some unseen space in the middle distance. They were lost like Scotty, off away in in their own little world. I hoped it was a better one than this.


  “Scott?” she said, leaning down beside him. “You’ve got a visitor, love.” She stood again and moved a chair to position for me to sit opposite him. Scotty showed no sign of having heard her, never mind her words having gotten through, but she crouched down beside him again and placed a reassuring hand on his arm. His eyes flicked in her direction at the contact, but no more than that.


  “I’ll leave you to it,” she said. “How about a nice cup of coffee?”


  I didn’t know if she was talking to me or Scotty, and I really wasn’t in the mood for anything, but by accepting I would have to stay until I had finished it, even if Scotty showed no sign of recognizing me. She was good, this nurse.


  “Hey, Scotty. Long time, matey. How’re you doing?” I sat in the chair and leaned forward, speaking softly. I didn’t want my voice to carry. I was uncomfortable with the idea of keeping up a one-way conversation, but more important than overcoming embarrassment, I wanted to be the only one to hear if he had something to say. Especially if it was about what had happened to him—or what had happened to us all those years ago.


  I was searching for words to say. Blather to fill the silence. I was never very good at small talk. My ex could do that just fine. She could extemporize for England, if you know what I mean? Me? Tall, dark and broody…well, more like average height, mousey-blond going bald, and sulky, but you get the idea.


  His eyes moved slowly toward me.


  I could not tell if he was actually seeing me.


  Maybe he was following the sound of my voice rather than trying to see who was speaking?


  After a moment something changed in them and instead of being flat and dead they became alive.


  “Drew?” he said. It sounded as though it had been a month since he’d said a word. His voice was brittle.


  “Yeah, Scotty, it’s me.”


  Without warning his hand shot out like a cobra. He grabbed my arm, fingernails digging in as he gripped it far too tightly for comfort. I could feel the bones of his fingers through my jacket. It was like being in a vise. An ever-tightening vise.


  “I’ve seen him again, Drew,” he said. “After all this time, I’ve seen him again.” He looked around, his eyes suddenly wild as he checked to see if there was anyone else watching us. I couldn’t help myself, I glanced over my shoulder too. No one was taking the least bit of notice of what we had to say.


  I had come here expecting this to be about the thing we had found in the tunnel, but he’d never have called that thing “him.”


  There was only one “him” he could be talking about.
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  1985

  



  I didn’t sleep that night.


  I had no idea what was really living down there, but Scotty was so sure. He kept insisting we had to go down there and deal with it. I couldn’t think in terms of killing it. I mean, I was all for leaving it down there to die if it wasn’t fed. A kind of passive murder at best. No dirty hands. I was still awake when the sun rose. I knew there was no point in trying to fall asleep then. It would be better to get up and do whatever Scotty wanted us to do rather than lie there worrying about it. Everything I could imagine had to be worse, didn’t it?

  



  * * *

  



  Scotty was already waiting for me when I started down the street.


  We hadn’t arranged a time or place and yet there we were. I was humming Prince Charming. It had been on the radio when I woke up and it wouldn’t get out of my head. Ridicule is nothing to be scared of. Right, I guess he was never a fourteen-year-old boy asking a fourteen-year-old girl out. Ridicule was everything to be scared of normally. Just not today. Today I had plenty of other stuff to be scared of. I carried a metal bar Dad had used to break up the ground when he put some fence posts up last month. Scotty had his older brother’s air rifle.


  “You ready?” he asked.


  “Don’t you think we should get some of the others?”


  Scotty shook his head. “Nah, better if it’s just the two of us,” he said, like he was sure. “They wouldn’t understand. Besides, the more of us that go down there, the less room there will be to operate. This way, just the two of us, we just go down, do what we have to do, and we never mention it to anyone. Agreed?”


  I’m not sure why I went along with it, there’s no single good reason for it, that’s for sure, especially as there was a chance we could get in trouble down there. If no one knew where we were, how would anyone know where to look if we went missing?


  But Scotty was prepared. He had a gun, a rope and a flashlight.


  We didn’t need the rope to get down there in the end.


  When Scotty opened the grille, we realized there were a series of iron rungs set into the shaft like a ladder.


  Scotty shone the torch down first, to make sure the rungs ran all the way to the bottom, and when he was sure there was a bottom, dropped the rope down ahead of us.


  There was no sign of movement down there; no scratching or scurrying in the darkness, so we went down one rung at a time.


  Rust flaked from the old ladder, digging into my hand as I descended.


  I reached the bottom and moved away from the ladder so Scotty could climb down.


  Old bones crunched under my feet.


  Dead cats.


  My heart raced. I wanted to scrabble back up those iron handholds as fast as I could and climb back out through the small oblong of light—which seemed so far above my head now it wasn’t funny, but Scotty insisted we push on and I couldn’t say no, because ridicule was something to be scared of.


  It only took a few steps for us to disappear into darkness. We left that shaft of light behind and everything was black. Just like that.


  Scotty pointed his flashlight ahead of us.


  It speared into the darkness, revealing more bones, and a soggy mulch of leaves and then, beyond that a series of lights fixed at the top of the tunnel. We had to crouch slightly to walk along. Every footstep sounded so loud, echoing in the cramped tunnel. There was no sign of how we could switch the lights on, or if they even worked. I mean, why would they? Surely no one was paying the electricity bill for the old mine still?


  More than once I glanced back for reassurance that the patch of light in the ceiling was still pointing the way out. The farther we ventured from it, the less reassuring it became. I could hear water dripping in the distance. It sounded incredibly loud—loud enough to fill the entire tunnel with its reverberations.


  We were going to have to rely on the flashlight to lead our way.


  I listened, trying to hear beyond the water, to hear whatever was waiting down here.


  Nothing.


  When the tunnel turned to take us farther beneath the Batters, the light from the shaft finally disappeared.


  Now we really were on our own.


  In a heartbeat it became harder to breathe. I didn’t know if it was because the air was becoming stale or if it was down to my own panic. My mind raced. Who was the last person to breathe this air? How long had it been since anyone had? I wanted to get this over with. I wanted to get out of there. I took a tighter grip on the steel bar. I was so caught up with my own fear I almost failed to notice Scotty had stopped in his tracks.


  “What is it?” I whispered, moving up close behind him. We couldn’t stand side by side.


  He said nothing.


  He didn’t need to.


  He played the light ahead of us.


  The tunnel opened out into a larger space.


  I had assumed it would lead to mine workings; some long-abandoned machine or maybe a dead end where a shaft had collapsed in on itself.


  I was wrong.


  It was hard to be sure what the place had been used for; it was brick-lined and great lintels stretched across the stone ceiling to support it.


  The flashlight revealed electric cables like swags of Christmas tinsel running around the room.


  Electric bulbs hung dull and dusty in their sockets.


  Scotty followed the cables with the flashlight until it played upon an array of switches and dials. It looked like something out of Blake’s 7. I wanted to go and fiddle with the dials. Maybe we could throw some real light onto the place, but we couldn’t afford to let ourselves get distracted.


  And because of that, it seemed to call to us.


  There was no sign of any creature large or small lurking in the shadows. And from what I could see, no trace of its presence on the floor.


  I was beginning to think Scotty was full of shit, not that I would have ever said so aloud.


  “What do you think this place was?”


  “Pumping station, maybe,” Scotty said. “To pump water out of the workings deeper down. Or maybe it used to pump air down there. I bet Old Man Harrison would know.”


  The very mention of his name sent a shiver up my spine as though someone had dropped an ice cube down the back of my shirt.


  I had tried to forget about what Scotty might or might not have seen inside Old Man Harrison’s house, mainly because there was only room for one set of worries inside my head, and right now they were all about what we were going to find down there in the tunnels. But just mentioning Harrison’s name welcomed a whole new—old—set of worries back into my mind.


  Scotty kept the light focussed on a big iron-banded door that stood open in the corner.


  It was the only way out of the room.


  If what we were looking for was down here—and if it was at this end of the tunnel—then it had to be through that door. That was a lot of ifs. If it wasn’t, it meant that we’d turned the wrong way when we had come through the grille and down the airshaft. Or it didn’t exist at all and Scotty was playing silly buggers trying to scare me to death.


  It was working.


  And it became a whole lot more effective when I heard something moving toward us.


  Scotty dropped the torch as he tried to take hold of the air rifle and pointed it in the direction of the doorway. Something darker than the blackness swelled within the doorway, writhing and lashing wildly; then it burst through the door and shadows swelled all around the room because Scotty kicked the flashlight as he scrambled instinctively away from the thing.


  He fired at it.


  The sound of the gunshot was so much louder than I’d ever thought it could be.


  There was a howl of pain right after the initial boom, but it didn’t stop the creature—I couldn’t tell you what it was, what it looked like, because I couldn’t focus on it in the darkness, it was just a thing—taking hold of Scotty and hurling him toward the far wall. He slammed into it and slumped to the ground. The air rifle hit the wall. I lurched back, bringing my foot down on the head of the flashlight and plunging the room into darkness.


  I screamed then.


  I swung the metal bar wildly, lashing out at the darkness again and again. I couldn’t see anything. But that didn’t stop me. I slashed and hacked and slashed again, whipping myself into a desperate frenzy, and then felt the sudden shocking jar all the way along my arm as it struck something. Flesh and bone? I don’t know. I didn’t stop swinging to find out. I just kept swinging and swinging, battering the damned thing over and over, feeling each shocking impact all the way through my body, and I was screaming as I hit the thing. Screaming and screaming. Howling. Roaring. And inside all that noise, yelling, “Die! Die! Die!” until the thing lay wet with blood and lifeless on top of Scotty.


  I dropped the pipe and pulled him free.


  Neither of us said a word. Neither of us wanted to look at what that thing had been. It was dead. We’d done what we came here to do. Now all we wanted to do was get the hell out of that place, breathe fresh air, and pretend we’d never opened the grille and gone into the horrible dark world beneath the Batters.


  Scotty grabbed my arm and we stumbled back the way we’d come. The tunnel felt so incredibly claustrophobic now, and all I could smell was blood.


  It felt like it took forever before we found our way back into the tunnel again without the flashlight to guide us. We edged a few inches unsteadily forward, groping out blindly, thinking we were in space only to hit a wall, thinking we were following the line of a wall only to stumble into space and almost go sprawling. But eventually we saw the beacon of light in the ceiling calling us to safety.


  Battered and bloody, we reached the surface.


  It was only when we were back up on the Batters, hands on knees, gasping panicked breaths, we realized we’d left Scotty’s brother’s air rifle down there, along with my dad’s pipe and the broken flashlight, but neither of us intended to return to recover that stuff. We were never going down there again. And we were never going to talk about what had happened down there. Not ever.


  We locked the grille and Scotty hurled the key into the Batters.


  I prayed no one would ever find it again.
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  Present Day

  



  “Why don’t you tell us about your meeting with Mr. Nichols?” The detective said, leaning forward, elbows on the table between us. The tape was whirring in the background. I could smell the harsh ammoniac of disinfectant in the interrogation room. It couldn’t cover up the smell of vomit.


  “There’s not much to tell,” I said, not quite honestly. There was the truth, the whole truth and nothing but the truth, and then there was this. “I wasn’t going to stay long, but we got chatting. Old times. Better days. You know how it is. Back to the glory days of our youth, computer games, the funfair on the Batters, dancing to Madness and Aha and trying to be oh so cool when we both fancied the same girls at school. You know, that language of youth. We both spoke it. We had a shared history. We had in-jokes only we knew. Stuff that only made sense to us.”


  “Indeed. So, what were you chatting about?”


  “Like I said, nothing much. We did talk about a few of the old gang; people I’d lost touch with after moving away, that kind of thing.”


  “Anyone in particular?”


  I shrugged. The problem with a lie is the more detail you try to add the harder it is to maintain it. Cracks start to show. “God. Names. Loads of them, everyone from school. I’d forgotten half of them and was struggling to remember them even when Scotty described them to me. I guess some people don’t make a big impression, others do. You can’t legislate for the effect someone has on your soul, right? Like Rachel…I’d never forget her. Never, ever. First kiss,” I said, when he looked at me.


  He referred to a notebook for a moment, flipping through the pages until he found what he was looking for. He looked up from the notebook to his colleague, a rather striking woman, the kind you’d really want to be your first kiss if you could actually pick and choose such things. You’d probably want her to be your last too, if it came to that. “According to staff at the hospital, Mr. Nichols had barely spoken a word before your visit?”


  “If you say so.”


  “For days, according to doctors and orderlies, the only thing he would say was your name. Now, you’re telling me you turn up and you can’t stop him chatting about the good old days?”


  “It is what it is,” I said.


  “And what it is, is a little strange, don’t you think? I mean after not seeing him for all those years?”


  “He didn’t seem very happy even when we were talking, if that helps? I guess he thought they were happier times, for him at least.”


  “But not for you?”


  “Sorry?”


  “It wasn’t a happier time for you then? That seems to be the implication.”


  “I don’t understand.”


  “You said that they were happier times, for him at least. I take it that means they weren’t happier for you?”


  “There are two kinds of people in the world, Detective: those that shine at school, and can genuinely say they were the best days of their lives, when they were the golden child and everything they touched turned to, well, gold. Then there are others who weren’t so blessed. They were awkward when it came to sports. They weren’t the teacher’s pet. They didn’t quite fit into their own skin, never mind school life, and they had to grow into who they were. I’m one of those. I’ve managed to do a lot of things in my life since then. A lot of good things that have made me what I am now. So yes, what were better days for him weren’t the best days of my life. But I’m not unhappy with how it turned out. Life’s pretty good right now.”


  The detective held my gaze but said nothing.


  The silence said more than any question, but I wasn’t going to fall into that trap. I knew he wanted me to talk. It was basic psychology. Leave me to fill in the silences. I would answer their questions, but I wasn’t about to volunteer anything.


  “These people from his golden days that you talked about, did they happen to include Simon Morrissey?”


  I felt like someone had kicked me in the nuts. It was as simple and as effective as that. One name was all it took and I was snatched back to that night.


  The last night we’d all been together.


  If there was a single night of my life that could possibly have blocked out what we had seen in the tunnel—what we had done to try to make the world a safer place—it was that night. But because the two events had come so close together they had become part of the same memory, blurring together.


  That was the night Spider disappeared.
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  1985

  



  I hadn’t wanted to go back to the fair.


  Scotty had insisted we carry on as normal. He’d been adamant we behave like nothing had ever happened. It was almost pathological. If we pretended nothing had happened, then maybe nothing had happened.


  What it came down to was if we’d decided not to go after all the work the gang had put in, people would be pissed off, which would mean they’d start hassling us about it, and for now we just wanted the world to forgot about us.


  And the best way for that to happen was for everyone to see us doing exactly what they expected us to be doing.


  Nothing more, nothing less.


  And that meant having fun, hitting the rides, eating sticky toffee and candy floss and trying to chat up girls who wouldn’t look twice at us.


  That didn’t mean I could pretend to be enthusiastic about it, no matter how much I tried, it was all just going through the motions, faking the emotions.


  Anyone who knew me would have been able to tell something wasn’t right.


  The other guys were mumbling about something or other as we made our way over the hill and skirted the rough ground alongside the Batters, but Scotty and I walked in silence.


  I kept slowing down. I couldn’t help it. I dragged my feet. I kicked stones. I just wanted to walk a little separately. I didn’t want to draw comments from the others, not if I didn’t have an answer for them, and I didn’t have a lot of answers so the odds were I wouldn’t. We just stuck together, like a new dynamic was developing between us. We were a group within the group.


  “You can’t be serious?” someone in the crowd said.


  I had no idea who it was, and I was trying hard not to look in the direction of the waste ground knowing what lay in the tunnels a few feet beneath it.


  “You’d better bloody believe it,” said Spider. His voice was unmistakable among the other voices.


  “What’s that?” I asked.


  Scotty showed no sign of having heard me. He was lost in his own thoughts.


  Spider heard me though. He was quick to say, “Nothing,” sheepishly.


  “The idiot’s got a stunt planned,” Ferret said.


  “Oh, has he now? So, what’s the plan, Stan?”


  “Secret,” said Spider, shaking his head. He was grinning. “It’ll be more effective if you don’t know what’s coming. Believe me.”


  It certainly proved to be more effective, but it also took away any chance of me or Scotty stopping him.


  If he’d told us, then maybe he might not have died that night.

  



  * * *

  



  Few of us were big fans of the Big Wheel, but we decided that as we had more than enough cash to splash on every ride, then we had to go on every ride. It was a matter of principle. We’d do it together. One for all and all for one.


  The ride operator insisted on separating us so there were no more than two people on each bench seat before slamming the bar down and dropping the pin into place. He tested it to make sure it couldn’t spring open by accident; then, satisfied we were locked in place, moved on to the next carriage. That didn’t mean the safety bar couldn’t be undone by someone determined enough to do something stupid.


  Spider was both stupid enough and determined enough to think circumventing it was a good idea.


  Scotty and I were the last to clamber into our seats.


  Spider and Ferret were a couple of swinging carriages ahead of us.


  As the wheel turned they were behind us when the commotion began. We saw the people on the ground looking up; we heard them shouting and we felt an unnerving rocking sensation in the whole of the ride but we couldn’t see what the problem was. It took me a second to realize someone was yelling, “Get back into your seat!” and someone else was shouting for the carnies to turn the ride off, but no one was actually doing anything.


  The wheel continued to turn slowly, our seat swaying as it cranked around another notch on the circle. I turned in the plank seat, trying to see what was going on behind us, but the bar across my lap was keeping me pinned in place. I heard the sudden siren whir, an alarm going off, and it sounded like it was right above my head, and suddenly the wheel came to a juddering stop. Our plank chair continued to sway.


  The seat Spider and Ferret had been in was one person short. I could see Ferret clinging onto the support pole for dear life, and I could see the safety bar hung free.


  I felt sick. I’d never been afraid of heights until that moment, but right there, right then, I couldn’t think of a single more terrifying thing—even the creature down under the Batters didn’t count because it was dead.


  “Where’s Spider?” I shouted.


  Ferret didn’t answer me.


  He was completely and utterly gripped by the fear of falling. There was no way his voice could work through that mental block.


  Scotty wasn’t looking; his gaze was firmly fixed on the view across the Batters. He looked like he’d seen a ghost. Then I saw what he was staring at: scrambling through the network of metal that supported the wheel, Spider was being a prick and doing another stupid daredevil stunt but this one was more dangerous than any climbing he did in the spinney.


  “Get back in your seat, you pilchard!” I yelled.


  The carney was shouting pretty much the same, though his insult of choice was more profane.


  Spider reached the next chair.


  I saw two girls in it. They looked vaguely familiar, but fear had changed their faces. One was crying, and the other shouting at him to get off because he was making their seat rock wildly. Spider didn’t care. He leaned forward and kissed the shouter on the lips in triumph.


  He looked across the gap between us, at me.


  He grinned like the biggest bloody idiot on the planet.


  He’d done it.


  No one would forget this one.


  He’d gone from a nobody to a somebody.


  Everyone would be talking about it when we got back to school.


  I can remember the sheer joy in his expression.


  He was immortal in that moment.


  And then he fell.
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  Present Day

  



  “Well?” The detective was waiting; clearly patience wasn’t a virtue in his walk of life.


  “Not that I recall.”


  “Really? Let me get this straight, Simon Morrissey was one of your closest friends when you were growing up together, wasn’t he? Surely you can’t have that many friends who would pull a stunt like faking a fall from a fairground ride before they ran away from home. That strikes me as something you would talk about during your wander down memory lane.”


  “It wasn’t a stunt,” I said.


  “Then how come his body wasn’t found?”


  “I don’t know,” I said.


  “You don’t know. But you were there, weren’t you? You were on the ride when he disappeared. I’ve read the statement you gave the next day. You said you saw him fall. And yet there was no body at the bottom. And his parents never saw him again. So I repeat, you can’t have had that many friends who would have faked a fall from a fairground ride before they ran away from home, so how come you didn’t talk about Simon?”


  “Yes, I was there.” I could feel a bead of sweat start to form on my forehead. I couldn’t wipe it away because I didn’t want them to see it. If the policemen saw I was tense, they’d push harder and harder until they got the answers they wanted to hear.


  It didn’t matter that they weren’t the truth.


  They were answers they could understand.


  “Right. You were there, and so was your friend Scott. It’s hard to believe you get together after all this time to talk about the old days and yet you don’t talk about what must have been the most traumatic moment in either of your lives, so forgive me if I’m skeptical.”


  I shrugged.


  It wasn’t the most traumatic, but he didn’t know that.


  The stuff that happened down in the tunnel under the Batters would always hold that particular scratch on my soul.


  But that wasn’t something I wanted to talk about.


  We’d made a pact. We didn’t want to talk about it then. Nothing had happened since that day to change my mind or make me want to break my word.


  “We just wanted to forget what happened. Who wouldn’t? Like you said, it was traumatic. He was our friend.”


  “What would you say if I told you we had found Spider’s body?”


  I hadn’t expected that. “Where?” I said before I could stop myself. “I mean how?” I shook my head. “I don’t understand. What happened to him?”


  The detective looked inordinately pleased with himself. He leaned back in his chair and took a moment, fishing inside his jacket pocket for a battered packet of Embassy Regal, and sparked up. He inhaled deeply, blowing out a corkscrew of smoke. He didn’t ask me if I wanted one. He tapped off the ash, and finally said, “That’s what we’re hoping you’ll be able to help us with.”


  “Me?” I said. “Why should I know anything?”


  The detective looked me in the eye, holding my gaze for a moment, like we were fourteen playing a game of Blink. I flinched first. He smiled. It wasn’t a warm smile. There was no friendliness in it. No camaraderie. No sense of “we’re in this together.” He moved in for the kill. “Because of where we found him.”


  I couldn’t help myself. I had to know. “Where?”


  “That’s the interesting thing. He was found in part of the old mine workings near the common. You know the place?”


  “The Batters.”


  “Right, the Batters. So, do you want to tell me how he got there?”


  “I’ve no idea.”


  “For some reason I’m finding that more and more difficult to believe. You have been down there, haven’t you? You and Scott. We know you have because of certain items that were recovered from the crime scene. There was an air rifle, stop me if you know where this is going, won’t you? The air rifle, it turns out, is a match for one that was lost by Nathan Nichols, Scott’s older brother. Now, would you like to tell me anything, Drew? I might be your only friend left in the world. The last person who can help you. But you have to talk to me.”


  “Nothing.” The palms of my hands were sweaty. I tried to dry them on my jeans without being obvious. They didn’t know anything, they couldn’t know anything. And if I didn’t tell them, it would stay that way.


  But how did Spider end up down there?


  He didn’t disappear until after we’d been down there. After we’d killed the creature. After we’d thrown the key away.


  There was no way someone could have found it so quickly. And even if they had, it would have taken them ages to work out what it opened.


  The thing is, part of me had always thought Spider had to be alive.


  If the fall had killed him, then his body would have been found.


  So the policeman was right when he reasoned it had to have been a trick. That’s the same conclusion I’d come to. I just couldn’t work out why Spider would have run away from home and not told us.


  “We found some other things down there too.” I didn’t have to hear him speak the words, I could remember only too well the things we had left down there in our panic to get out. “A broken flashlight, a piece of lead piping, a length of rope. The pipe was still covered in blood, even after all these years.”


  “And Spider?”


  “And Spider. Yes. There was not much of him left after being down there for so long with the rats to feed on him, but his body showed signs of a particular savage beating being administered premortem. He had been beaten to death.”


  No, that couldn’t be right.


  We didn’t kill Spider.


  He wasn’t down there with us. It was only me and Scotty down there. We’d seen Spider afterward, clowning about on the Big Wheel.


  But suddenly this nagging doubt was there: I didn’t see the creature that had burst through the doorway. I lashed out at it. I beat it to death. No. I knew it wasn’t Spider.


  I knew it.


  Because he’d been with us later when we had gone to the fair, when he had fallen from the Big Wheel, hadn’t he?


  But then how could he have got down there?


  “Are you sure it’s him?”


  The detective nodded. “We’ve got a positive ID from a number of things recovered from the body, not least of which was his school bus pass in a wallet in his back pocket, or rather what remained of his back pocket. Or are you going to suggest he might have lost it?”


  It was a trap. I knew it was.


  He was trying to lure me into telling a lie; to make it look like I was clutching at any straw that might be within reach.


  I shook my head.


  He leaned forward over the desk. It was a calculated move, using the proximity to appear more menacing.


  “The thing is,” he said, slowly. “You don’t seem particularly surprised.”


  I looked at him. Held his gaze. And asked, “I’m not sure I understand what you’re driving at?”


  “Well, let me make it simple for you: he was found with his school bus pass on him. He was wearing the same clothes he was last seen in at the funfair. So, that would suggest his body was put there straight after the fall, would it not?”


  “Put there?”


  “Well it didn’t walk there, now did it? The coroner’s report suggests the injuries are consistent with a fall, including impacts with the metal supports on the way down. Our thinking is that someone managed to get his body away from the fairground. Is that what happened?”


  I didn’t understand. One minute he seemed to be saying I was involved in killing Spider—that I’d beaten him to death with the pipe, even—and the next that he had died as a result of the fall and I carried him to his final resting place, somehow getting him past all the eyes in the fair. But why would I have done that? Why would anyone?


  I shook my head, even though I didn’t really know what I was denying. “What about all of those people who saw him on the Big Wheel? Who watched him fall to the ground? He couldn’t just become invisible. If he’d hit the ground, then they’d have all seen him lying there, wouldn’t they? If someone had spirited him away, they’d have seen it. If he’d walked away himself, they would have seen it. This doesn’t make sense, none of it does. It never did.”


  I could still remember the screams.
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  1985

  



  Spider seemed to fall in slow motion.


  Maybe the world just slowed down.


  Maybe it stopped, for just a moment.


  The girl had instinctively tried to push him away to stop him from kissing her, and then realized where they were but by then it was too late. He was falling from the moment he kissed her.


  He hit the seat below, then bounced off it, arms and legs pinwheeling almost comically even though there was nothing remotely funny about it. The girls in both seats screamed. They could have been competing against each other to see who could shatter every piece of glass in the fair first. The air was filled with noise.


  But the rest of the fair was eerily normal.


  Everyone else was just carrying on.


  They were oblivious to one of my best friends dying.


  The scratchy sound system on the waltzers was playing Bruce Willis’s cover of Under the Boardwalk in competition with the dodgems pumping out Howard Jones’s New Song and the traditional chimes of the carousel. It was noise everywhere, which only made Spider’s fall seem to take so much longer.


  But finally the whole world stood still.


  We were suspended in the air for hours. Stranded. Helpless. People below milled around. They looked like ants to us, but there was no sense of order. Where ants would have moved in patterns and lines, following the silent commands of the nest, these people just drifted around. Mr. Sagar had taught us about Brownium random motion in physics last term, and here we were watching it firsthand.


  We waited up there.


  The night grew colder.


  No one showed any signs of trying to get us down.


  Spider must have fallen somewhere bad. Maybe his body was blocking the mechanism or preventing them from getting to it so they couldn’t get us back to the ground. I didn’t want to think about it. He was my friend. There was no way he could have survived the fall. It was too far.


  I hadn’t realized I was crying until a bubble of snot burst from my nose and I sucked in a huge ragged breath. Scotty just stared out over the Batters like he didn’t care. That was worse. The girls were more upset than he was, and he was supposed to be one of Spider’s best friends.


  By the time I heard the sirens approaching, the blue flashing lights were already well over the hill. People weren’t screaming anymore. The screams had turned to sobs. Panic had turned to grief and fear for everyone else’s safety. The music was still playing. Freddie Mercury’s voice drowned out Haircut One Hundred.


  Ferret had managed to lift the safety bar back into place so he didn’t have to cling onto the strut like his life depended on it. But he didn’t look any more relaxed.


  We waited. People moved around beneath us. One of the carnies seemed to be showing the police officers the guts of the machine. There was lots of back-and-forth between them. Then the ambulance men came with a stretcher. I assumed it was to take Spider away, but they didn’t, or at least not that I could see. Before I could get a better look, the wheel juddered back into life and we started moving again, working our way around the circuit until we were lowered to the ground and two-by-two, clambered out of our chairs so the next pair could come down.


  We were shepherded away from the ride the moment we were back on the ground, but no one was allowed to leave until the police had taken statements.


  “Could I have your name and address, love?” the policewoman who’d taken me to one side asked. “And your date of birth?”


  I gave it, though wondered why they needed to know when I was born. I mean, it was just a terrible accident. I hadn’t even been next to Spider when he had climbed out of the chair. I’d been too wrapped up in my own problems to even really think about what he was doing until it was too late to stop him, but that didn’t make it my fault.


  “Great. Can you tell me who else you were here with tonight?”


  I reeled off a list of names, then realized that saying Ferret and Spider wasn’t really going to help the police, and I had to think twice, trying hard to remember their real first names, because Ferret was always Ferret and always would be.


  “Okay, Drew, I need to ask you this: Did you know Simon was going to climb out of his seat?” She looked up from her notebook to see my reaction to the question. She didn’t register any kind of disappointment when I shook my head, but I know it would have been easier for her if she’d thought we were all in on it.


  “No. He hadn’t said anything about it to me.”


  ”What about the others?”


  I spread my hands wide. How was I supposed to know that?


  “Do you know if he had said anything to any of the other boys you came here with?” she repeated. Obviously a shrug wasn’t a good enough answer for her so I shook my head again.


  “You’ll have to ask them,” I said. “But no one said anything to me.” I wanted to ask her something, but I didn’t want to hear the answer, because I know it had to be no. But still, I had to ask. “Is he all right?”


  She looked at me a little strangely. Like I ought to know the answer to that already. “Well, that’s the thing,” she said. “I’ve got no idea because he’s not here.”


  “I don’t follow?”


  “He’s nowhere to be found.”


  ”But… How? How can he have gone missing? I saw him fall,” I said, remembering. “I saw him hit one of the other chairs on the way down. I saw his arm hit the central column. I saw his head…” I shook my head, trying to dislodge the memory. “He couldn’t have just got up and walked away after that.” It wasn’t a question. I knew he couldn’t. “Someone must have seen him when he hit the ground.”


  “I don’t know,” she admitted. “It’s all a bit confusing, to be honest, but if he’s hurt, we need to find him. He needs to be checked out. He could have internal injuries. So if you know where he is, you have to tell us, Drew. You’re not helping him by keeping quiet.”


  “I don’t know where he is,” I repeated.


  “Okay, I believe you. We’ve got someone going to his house to see if he’s gone back there, but can you think of anywhere else he might go? Anywhere you guys hang out?”


  I told her about the hideout, and how to get there, but I couldn’t think of anywhere else.


  He wasn’t there.
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  Present Day

  



  When I left Scotty, he still looked absolutely terrified.


  He was talking again, but that wasn’t thanks to me. At least not directly.


  I left him alone with his fears.


  I had no idea how long they’d keep him in that place, but given what had just passed between us, there was no denying it was the best place for him—for the time being, at least. He needed looking after. There wasn’t anyone else around to do it, and these people were qualified to treat him, which is more than I was.


  “Will you come and see him again?” Mrs. Topliss asked as I walked past the reception desk on my way out.


  “I’ll try,” I said noncommittally. It was almost the truth. Well, it was more truthful than simply saying “of course” would have been.


  “I’m sure he’d like that.”


  I smiled and nodded as I pushed through the big plate-glass doors and headed toward my car.


  I made the mistake of looking back.


  Looking back is never a good thing.


  Ever.


  Scotty stood at the French doors. He was looking in my direction. I didn’t wave back, but instead slipped into the car so I didn’t have to look at him or the hospital.


  I needed to think about what he had said to me in there.


  I needed to decide if I believed him, or if he was telling me because he was crazy.


  Or if what he had seen had made him that way, in which case I had to believe him, didn’t I?


  I knew what we had been through down in the tunnels had pushed us both to the edge, but I had pulled back from the precipice. Had he? Maybe the difference between us was purely that I’d moved away and left this place—and the Batters—behind? Maybe that had helped me sever the connection. And if it had, then maybe that was why Scotty had been drawn closer to it? I couldn’t imagine having to look at that place every day of the year. Every day of my life. Even if he was right and really had seen it, then, shit, that only served to create another mystery, not solve one.


  I wasn’t ready to see Mum again yet.


  She’d be full of questions.


  She’d want to know what we had talked about.


  I wasn’t ready to share that with her yet.


  I needed time to think and maybe to face up to my demons.


  I hadn’t been back to the common since the day Spider had fallen from the Big Wheel. I hadn’t walked across the Batters either. It had always been there, lurking on the other side of the hill from our house, but I had managed to avoid going there for years. None of us had been left with much appetite for the funfair for the rest of its visit. And by the time it came back the next year things had changed. Ferret had gone back the year after that. He’d taken a girl with him. I remember seeing him walking along the road in his turned-up stonewashed jeans with ridiculous fluorescent pink socks on, his arm wrapped around a girl with Bananarama hair. I heard him bragging that he’d been on the Big Wheel on the night Spider had jumped into the air never to be seen again. He took a perverse kind of pride in it. I just felt the most unimaginable sorrow. There was a Spider-shaped hole in the last couple of years of my life and nothing could fill it.


  The carnies never erected the Big Wheel on the common again.


  I drove closer. I felt the sweat between the steering wheel and my hands. I reached down and put the radio on. It greeted me with the last few bars of Born to Run—the Frankie version, not the Springsteen one—and was followed by Holly Johnson promising to protect me from the Hooded Claw and keep the vampires from my door. How little he knew, and how easy it was to make promises he could never keep. It could have been 1985 all over again, with Frankie telling me to Relax.


  I drove on, even though I really didn’t want to.


  Lloyd Cole’s Rattlesnakes was next up.


  It was like the ’80s were haunting me. I half expected Aztec Camera and Blancmange to follow. Just as long as it wasn’t bloody Starship.


  And it didn’t matter that I didn’t want to do it, it was something I had to do. It was as simple as that.


  I’m not sure why—maybe because the music hadn’t changed—but I had expected things to be the same. In my mind it was obvious that time marched on, that things changed, and that open land was being gobbled up by developers to produce housing estates, but for some reason I’d never imagined they’d have built on the wasteland around our old house. The common was basically untouched, but out on the Batters there were dozens of houses in various stages of construction.


  Nothing was happening at the moment, though there was a cement mixer on one of the driveways churning round and around so someone had to be working somewhere.


  I drove into the would-be estate.


  As I reached the spot where the common and the Batters were closest together—where once upon a time Old Man Harrison had lived—I saw the house. It seemed the old place was doomed to neglect no matter who owned it.


  I could see strands of blue and white police tape cordoning off a quadrant of ground.


  The building work was set back quite a way from the police tape.


  I guessed the intention had been for an access road to run from this side of the common through the heart of the old Batters ground and the building process had turned up some relic of the old mine works.


  The whole area was riddled with tunnels and shafts and air vents and every other kind of mine works. There’d always been a rumor that back during the Second World War part of the tunnels had been used as air-raid shelters and the MoD had even gone so far as to convert some of the tunnels into a subterranean hospital just in case Jerry got the better of us.


  I’m sure all of the old tunnels were carefully mapped out on the building plans along with anything else the builders needed to know courtesy of the old Coal Authority surveys. They wouldn’t have broken ground without satisfying themselves that the land was suitable for building on.


  It still didn’t seem right that they should be building houses on a place like this. Not when I knew what had been living down there. It was like building on an ancient Indian burial ground: a bad idea.


  I slowed as I drove past, but no more than that.


  I wasn’t about to stop the car and get out.


  I kept on driving until I reached the first pub on the other side of the common and I swung straight into the car park without indicating. I’d almost forgotten The Rising Sun was there, and yet I knew if you’d have asked me, I’d have immediately been able to say it was where my granddad had used to go; retired miners still looking for the camaraderie they had lost when they had left the colliery gathered inside. It was a man’s pub. It was also where I’d snuck in with Scotty and Ferret and Gazza and had my first-ever beer. I needed a drink. I knew it was somewhere I’d be left in peace and quiet to think. And even though I’d had a history with the place there was next to no chance anyone in there would recognize me now.


  I went on in, knowing I was guaranteed the first, if not the second.


  The barmaid seemed vaguely familiar. She smiled as she pulled the pint of Spitfire and put it on the well-worn counter between us. I couldn’t put a name to the face. On a different day I might have asked.


  Even if I wasn’t in the mood for conversation, it seemed like she was.


  She looked at me, having a light bulb moment. Her face lit up like maybe I was the ghost of Christmas past…


  “My God, it’s Drew, isn’t it?”


  “It is,” I said, trying desperately to remember her name. Her voice was the clue. She might have changed, but her voice hadn’t. I only managed to bring her name back from the depths of the past a moment before she said it herself.


  “It’s Rachel,” she beamed, seeming to grow about two feet taller and fill with so much life as she spoke. “Rachel Corcoran. Well, Rachel Needham, now. You were a couple of years younger than me at school, I think.”


  “Of course,” I replied, wondering how the hell I could have forgotten the girl of my dreams? She’d been part of every teenage fantasy I’d ever had, and I’d completely forgotten her actual face. I shook my head. I couldn’t help but smile. Back then she never would have looked twice at someone like me.


  “Needham? As in Dean?” I asked, vaguely bringing a shape to mind. Dean had been one of those guys in school who was great at everything. It didn’t matter what sport he turned his hand to, he mastered it effortlessly. I could remember him stopping for a cigarette halfway through the cross-country run and still winning. He was that kind of kid. He was also the kind of kid the girls queued up for. He could do no wrong. Obviously I hated him. Not that he even knew who I was.


  I didn’t want to pry, but it looked like she was ready to talk and given the fact that the bar was pretty much empty, I was a captive audience. Funny to think my arrival might have brightened her day.


  “Hah! You remember him then?” There was a hint of sarcasm in her voice, but I didn’t think she meant anything by it.


  “Sorry?”


  “Don’t worry, love,” she said, briefly pressing a hand on my arm as it rested on the bar. “Let’s just say he’s not what he used to be.”


  “Who is?” I said, with what I hoped was a self-deprecating smile.


  “Then let’s just say I’ve opened my eyes.” I realized what she was saying, again about half a second before she said it. “I’m better off without him.”


  Of course, I’d stopped listening. She called me “love.” God, I’m pathetic sometimes. Rachel Corcoran, the girl of my dreams had called me love about twenty years after I’d stopped dreaming about her. I felt a flush of embarrassment thinking about how I might have reacted if she’d said that in 1985. I think I might have died and gone to heaven, even if it was just a common affectionate ending, like “mate” or “fella” or “honey.” I’d almost forgotten the way some things were back home.


  She waved my money away when I tried to pay. “On the house,” she said in a low voice, glancing around to make sure no one was listening, not that there was anyone to listen. The only other customers were an old guy reading a newspaper and the dog curled up at his feet.


  “Worried about the boss?”


  “Hah!” she laughed. “I am the boss, just don’t want anyone else getting ideas. Anyway, let’s talk about you. What brings you back to this neck of the woods? We all thought you’d escaped.”


  We chatted for a while about nothing in particular, and to be honest, it felt good. We talked about people we both knew and I had completely forgotten about, just like the conversation I’d pretended to have with Scotty. We talked about things that had gone on at school all those years ago. About discos and sports days and teachers. She talked about Dean and I talked about there not being anyone in my life. She broke off every now and again as customers came and went, but I didn’t feel for a moment she was keeping me company just because I was there on my own. And I admit it, it was a hell of a lot better than sitting around brooding.


  And it was Rachel Corcoran.


  If my fifteen-year-old self could have known that one day I’d be sitting in the snug of The Rising Sun flirting with the object of his obsession…well, such are the things wildest dreams are made of.


  She went over to the jukebox and slipped a pound coin in, selecting three songs. I wasn’t sure what to expect, but I wanted to think there’d be a subliminal message in them, though I’m not entirely sure what message Rolling in the Deep, Sympathy for the Devil and Up the Junction could possibly imply?


  “It’s not always this quiet,” she said, coming back to join me on this side of the bar. “When the building work was in full flow, we were usually flat out at lunchtime.”


  “I heard they’d found a body,” I said.


  She pursed her lips and nodded. I probably should have stuck with small talk. She went back around to the other side of the bar and started to polish the glasses as she took them out of the dishwasher beneath the counter. It wasn’t hard to tell I’d stamped my size eights down on a raw nerve. I figured I should change the subject, but I had the nagging feeling she was connected to the stuff that had happened back in 1985 and somehow I’d forgotten about it or deliberately put it out of my mind.


  The man with the dog folded his newspaper and drained the last of his pint, then got to his feet. The dog roused itself. As he left, I realized I was the last person in the bar.


  It was only when I glanced at the clock and saw it was mid-afternoon that I realized I’d drunk too much to get back behind the wheel for a while.


  She must have seen me looking at the clock and pulling a face as I tried to work out the units of alcohol and how quickly they’d leave my blood, because she smiled and asked, “Have you eaten?” saving me having to think about what to say next.


  I shook my head and reached for the simple laminated menu, but she stopped me before I could flip it open. “I’ve got something in the oven upstairs, and there’ll be far too much for one. Want to join me?”


  “What about the bar?” I asked, ever the one to look a gift-fantasy in the mouth.


  “Kenny can cover both,” she said. “It’s not like he’s going to be rushed off his feet.”


  I craned my neck to see where she was looking, not having realized there was a better-appointed lounge only a few steps around the far corner of the bar. Had I known I would probably have chosen to go in there, so sometimes not knowing something is best.
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  1985

  



  Mum and Dad didn’t seem to believe me any more than the police did, but it’s a lot more disturbing when it’s your own flesh and blood, believe me. I don’t blame the police for being skeptical—I would be in their place.


  But Mum and Dad?


  They’ve known me all my life.


  They ought to know me…


  Dynasty was just finishing. Bergerac was on next. Mum had made ham sandwiches and had a pack of prawn KP Skips on the plate beside them. She loved Saturday night television. Dad was in his den reading the latest Craig Thomas. He didn’t appreciate being dragged away from The Bear’s Tears. He loved his Craig Thomas but not half as much as Mum loved her Krystle and Alexis.


  They sat me down in the front room with that “we’re very disappointed in you” look on their faces.


  They were absolutely convinced this whole thing was some kind of prank, and given it had to be a prank, then I must have been in on it. I don’t know what bothered them more though; the fact that Spider had fallen from the Big Wheel because he’d been clowning about like an idiot, or the fact that I’d been brought home in a police car for all the neighbors to see.


  The television played silent images from the Miners’ Strike that had finished a few months ago. I could imagine the commentary about how villages like ours would never recover.


  To be honest, if the policewoman’s first words as they opened the door hadn’t been, “He’s not in any trouble,” who knows how they might have reacted. In Dad’s eyes, having the police call at the house was the only thing worse than me getting a girl pregnant. Not, I hasten to add, that that was likely to happen anytime this century. Girls were not interested in geeks like me. Mentioning you had worn out your keyboard playing Daley Thompson’s Decathlon or that you were really excited about Lords of Midnight wasn’t exactly what they wanted to hear—and not just because it sounded like a rather sad euphemism either.


  “So, what was that all about then, sunshine?” Dad asked as the policewoman left. She’d warned us they might need me to make a statement, but at the moment it looked like it was just some kind of stunt. She made me promise if I heard from Spider before they managed to find him, I’d call the station and let them know.


  “Like she said.” I shrugged, “We were on the Big Wheel and Spider climbed out of his chair. Then he fell.” I left out the bit about him kissing the girl; it would only complicate things.


  “Christ, then he’s one lucky sod. That’s a long way down. It’s amazing he managed to walk away from it,” Dad said.


  “I didn’t see him walk away, Dad. I saw him fall. Lots of people did. But no one saw him hit the ground.”


  “Well, he didn’t just disappear into thin air, did he? They do stuff like that on the telly all the time,” Dad said, like he’d just worked it out. “That American magician…Oliver Twist,” he said.


  “David Copperfield,” I corrected him. He was in full flow though.


  “Misdirection, they call it,” he explained. “It’s all about getting people to look where you want them to look, so in this case, making them look where they think he is going to land, not where he really lands. That’s how he does it. Mirrors and stuff.”


  “There were no mirrors, Dad. The police would have seen them, wouldn’t they? There was nothing like that.”


  But he wouldn’t be dissuaded. “They probably weren’t looking for them, were they? That’s all part of the trick.”


  I worried about Dad sometimes; he had a different grip on reality compared to the rest of us. Even if he had seen the thing in the tunnel, he would have denied the evidence of his own eyes. No doubt he would have concocted a reasonable explanation that was much more rational but nowhere near the truth. He’d probably have blamed it on Doctor Who. Maybe they’d have been filming an episode down beneath the Batters and it’d been a guy dressed as a Silurian? It wouldn’t have mattered that there was no sign of a BBC film crew or Colin Baker. You could always trust Dad to deny, deny, deny.


  That night I lay in bed replaying everything that had happened over and over in my head; going into the tunnels, killing the thing that lived down there, Spider falling from the Big Wheel.


  When I finally drifted off to sleep, I was the one who was falling and there was something waiting for me at the bottom.


  


  


  


  


  


  13


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  Present Day

  



  Rachel led me upstairs to a small sitting room and left me to my own devices for a moment while she checked on the oven.


  It was a nice homely place, though I suspected it still reflected the previous owner’s taste rather than her own. I didn’t quite see her as an anaglypta and nest-of-tables kind of girl in my mind.


  I settled myself into one of the two armchairs and waited for her to come back a few minutes later with two cups of good hot coffee.


  “Unless you’d rather have another beer?” she asked, putting the mug down on the table beside me. I shook my head. I felt cold inside and needed something to warm me up.


  “Coffee’s good, thanks,” I replied.


  “So do have any plans for the rest of the day? Catching up with more old friends? Visiting the folks?”


  “No. I’ve spent enough time with Mum to make it into her good books. If we are together much longer, we’ll start arguing about me not coming home often enough. It’s a delicate balance,” I chuckled, like it was the funniest thing in the world.


  “No old friends?”


  “I went to see Scotty Nichols this morning. That’s why I came back.” I wasn’t laughing this time. Neither was she. The mention of his name seemed to have a strange effect on Rachel. She put her mug down on the table and sank into the chair beside me. She’d aged ten years in as many seconds.


  She closed her eyes. I wondered what she was remembering. “He’s not been the same since the day that kid fell from the Big Wheel. None of us have.” She opened her eyes, but it was so obvious she was lost in her own thoughts. Finally I realized what had been bugging me.


  “You were there.” It wasn’t a question, but she thought it was.


  Rachel nodded. I saw a tear start to form in the corner of her eye. “I tried to catch hold of him,” she said. “But he slipped. I keep trying to tell myself I should have done something…That I should have tried to hold on to him…at least until we were closer to the ground, but I couldn’t.”


  She chewed on her lower lip, then raised her head and looked at me.


  And I remembered it as clearly as if it had just happened.


  I saw Spider climb from his seat and monkey-swing his way over to the two girls in the next chair. I saw it rocking beneath him, and I saw him reach over and kiss one of the girls with that big idiot grin plastered on his face. It hadn’t registered at the time—and every time afterward that I’d thought about it—I’d never imagined it could have been her. But it was. The girl had been Rachel. And she might remember having tried to hold him, but me, I remembered her recoiling from his kiss and pushing him away.
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  1985

  



  Spider didn’t appear the next day or the next.


  I didn’t expect him to, no matter what everyone else said.


  There was an appeal in the local paper and then on the regional news a few days later, but the police were still convinced this was some kind of stunt to hide the fact that he had run away from home. Though why he’d run away, well that was anyone’s guess. He had been living alone with his father for as long as I had known him. I’d never thought to ask him where his mum was. A few kids’ parents were divorced. It wasn’t the kind of thing you just asked. And besides, we just accepted each other for who we were, meaning we didn’t care about each other’s circumstances.


  It was only after Spider went missing that any of us gave his home life any real thought. Before long there was talk in the village about how his father had knocked him about. The word “abuse” was never mentioned but we all knew what the gossips meant when they got together and said maybe it was understandable he’d gone. Hell, maybe it was even a good thing.


  As the days went by, the police came and went and finally Spider’s father was taken in for questioning. It was all anyone apart from Scotty and me could think of.


  We had other things on our minds.


  “We need to go back down there,” he said. It was almost a week after that day.


  “Go back? Are you mad?”


  “I’m serious. We have to go back down into the tunnels.”


  I shook my head. “No way. Besides, we don’t have the key. We threw it away. It’ll take forever to find it again.”


  “I need to get that gun,” he said. “One day someone is going to find it and they are going to know we were down there.”


  “Even if someone went down there, even if they happened to find the gun, how would they know it was ours?”


  “Because my idiot brother carved his name on the stock. If they find it, it won’t be long before the police come knocking on the door and start asking questions. Do you want to tell people what you did down there?”


  You. Not We.


  There was no way I was going back down there again. Not in this lifetime. I was happy to help Scotty look for the key, but once it came to opening the grille, I was out of there.


  I suggested we should get Ferret, Gazza, even Nate, after all it was his air rifle, I was sure he’d want to get it back. We could divide the area up into a grid and search properly, but Scotty wouldn’t even let us so much as mention it to the others. This was our secret and as far as he was concerned it was going to stay that way.


  We looked for days before I finally gave up.


  It wasn’t there.


  No matter how much I tried to get him to leave it, he could not stop looking. It was becoming an obsession for Scotty. In the end I left him to it.


  I didn’t see him very much after that.
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  Present Day

  



  “Okay, now we’re beginning to get somewhere. When did you next see Scott after visiting him in the hospital?”


  “What is this? Guantanamo?”


  The questioning was never ending.


  “Do I need a solicitor?”


  “Do you?” The detective asked, mirroring the question back at me. They would keep going with their asinine questions until I gave them the answers they wanted to hear. That wasn’t the truth. It was a version of events that would fit their framework. It was like assembling the pieces of a puzzle with the most important ones missing. They were putting square pegs into round theories, to torture a metaphor.


  Of course, if they’d just had the decency to tell me what they wanted to hear, maybe I could help them out. But no, that would have been too easy. Instead they just kept asking me variants of the same questions over and over again. It didn’t help that they were questions that didn’t make sense to me.


  “I haven’t seen him since.” The detective’s disbelief wasn’t exactly disguised. I would have loved to play poker with the guy. “It was a one-shot deal. I went to the hospital, we talked about old times for a while, and then I left. That’s it.”


  “Well whatever you talked about had a dramatic change on him.”


  “I have that effect on people,” I said. It wasn’t the best time to be making jokes. “Maybe he just needed to see a friendly face. It can’t be easy. You know.”


  “A friendly face? You said you hadn’t seen him for what, the best part of thirty years? That hardly makes you a friendly face. Frankly, I’m surprised he even recognized you.”


  “Surely this is the kind of thing you’d be better off asking him?”


  “Oh, believe me, Drew, we would if we could. But an hour after your visit your friend Scott got up and walked out. No one has seen him since.”


  “What do you mean he walked out?”


  “It’s a hospital not a prison. Mr. Nichols hadn’t been Sectioned under the Mental Health Act, he was there under his own free will. He had been quite happy to go in and be looked after. He might well have withdrawn from contact with others, preferring not to engage, but according to the nursing staff he was well aware what was going on around him. You changed all that.”


  “So he just got dressed and walked out?”


  “He didn’t even get dressed. He was wearing pajamas, a dressing gown and a pair of slippers. The nursing staff thought he’d just gone out onto the patio to get a little fresh air. A lot of the residents do that, apparently. They never go very far because they want to be there. But it seems that Mr. Nichols had other ideas. That’s why you’re here, Drew. I want to know what those ideas were. You were the last person to talk to him, and right after you do, he walks out. I’m not a big believer in coincidences. So how about we cut the crap and you tell me exactly what you talked about?”


  “I’ve already told you, we talked about nothing in particular. But surely it can’t be that hard to find someone walking the streets in a dressing gown? It’s not a big place. Someone must have seen him.”


  “So, let me just be clear on this, you’re saying you’ve not seen him since the moment you drove away from the hospital?”


  “That’s right.”


  There was a pause. The detective looked at me. His expression didn’t change in the slightest. I could have counted the pores one by one, or played join-the-dots, his complexion was that bad. He was waiting for me to say something else. To change my statement, convinced he had caught me in a lie.


  “Last chance to be straight with me, Drew.”


  “He was standing at the window when I left. That’s it. I haven’t seen him since. I’m telling you the truth.”


  The detective inclined his head ever so slightly. “And you’ve not been in touch with the hospital to see how he was? Not been back to see him again?”


  “Jesus Christ, seriously? Why would I? We’re not friends now. And you’ve already he said he wasn’t there, so even if I had been back, I wouldn’t have seen him, would I?”


  Now he smiled. Slow. Cunning. I didn’t like that smile. “But you didn’t know that, did you? You’ve already told me you didn’t know he’d left, so you must have assumed he was still there?”


  “I don’t know what you want me to say.”


  “I’m just trying to understand what happened. If I have it right, you came back for a rare visit to see someone you haven’t seen for thirty years, spent twenty minutes with him and that’s it? I’m just saying that in your place I would have wanted to see him again before I left. Twenty minutes doesn’t seem like enough.”


  “I came back because Mum asked me to. She said he had been asking for me. She thought it would be good for me to come back to see him.”


  “Good for who? Him? You? Both?”


  “For Scotty.”


  “So it wasn’t your idea then?”


  “No.”


  “If she hadn’t asked you to come, you wouldn’t have bothered?”


  “We’re going in bloody circles. If she hadn’t told me he was in there asking for me, how would I even have known he wanted to see me?”


  “An old-fashioned invention called the telephone, maybe?”


  “Then check my phone records if you don’t believe me.”


  “A letter.”


  “Ask my postman.”


  “Email.”


  “Check with my ISP. I’m not hiding anything from you. You asked me, and I’ve told you.”


  It was driving me nuts. I was telling them the truth, but they still didn’t believe me.


  Right at the outset I had said I hadn’t wanted a solicitor. I mean, why should I need one? I’d done nothing wrong. I wasn’t even “helping them with their inquiries.” This was all voluntary. The only thing I had done was visit an old friend I hadn’t seen for a long time. It wasn’t my fault we had lost touch. It wasn’t my fault we had said everything that had needed to be said in those twenty minutes when I’d met him in the hospital. That was just it. But it was like that damned “methinks the lady doth protest too much” the more I tried to make them believe nothing had happened, the more suspicious they became.


  “Look, like it or not there’s no law that says I owed him any more than those twenty minutes. There’s no ordinance that says I had to spend more time with him just because he was ill. I’d done duty. I’d paid him a visit for old time’s sake. That’s it. I’ve told you everything there is to tell. It’s not very exciting, I know, but sometimes the truth is boring. Now, I think we’re done here. I would like to leave now.”


  “Really? But I thought you wanted to help us, Drew?”


  “And I have. I’ve told you everything I know. There’s nothing else I can do to help.”


  “Are you sure about that?”


  “Of course I am.”


  “Okay, one last question, and then we’re done: where did you go after you left the hospital?”


  I looked at him. I hadn’t expected that. What did Rachel have to do with anything? He noticed my hesitation.


  “I don’t understand.”


  “It’s a simple enough question: where did you go after you left the hospital? It would be useful for us to know where you went. It helps us build a picture of both yours and Mr. Nichols’s movements. You might have seen something. And if you didn’t, then it might well help direct our search in a different direction. Humor me.”


  “Scotty was still at the hospital when I drove away,” I said. “You said he left an hour after me. I could have been nearly seventy miles away by then without breaking any laws. There’s no way he would have been able to catch me up if he was just wearing his slippers.”


  That smile again. “It sounds like you have something to hide. Do you have something to hide, Drew?”


  “Of course not.”


  “Then, like I said, humor me.”


  “I don’t know…I just drove around for a while. It was all a bit of a shock seeing Scotty like that.”


  “Talk us through it. Where did you go?”


  I took a deep breath and leaned back in my chair. There was no point in keeping anything from them—for a start there were enough speed cameras to track my progress around the town—even if they wanted to know what I had been doing for every minute of that day.


  I had nothing to hide.
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  Present Day

  



  It’s funny how life is sometimes.


  I woke in a strange bed, my head full of dreams that seemed to make sense of everything in the way that only dreams can. There were things I’d forgotten that had found their way back to the front of my mind. There were memories of events I’d thought were unconnected that started to fall into place, and they were anything but.


  The things Scotty had told me had given me what I needed to find the answer and I knew without a doubt where to find it: in the house on the edge of the common. Old Man Harrison’s place. The house Scotty had been living in for the last few years.


  My head throbbed with the deep groan of a hangover somewhere in the background. My tongue felt too large for my mouth. I needed a glass of water and something to dull the pain. I couldn’t remember the last time I’d been drunk.


  I stared at the ceiling, expecting to see the old-fashioned shade of my old room, but realized I wasn’t at Mum’s.


  The mattress shifted slightly.


  I remembered where I was.


  An afternoon of chatting while we ate and an evening with a bottle of wine in the sitting room above the pub while Rachel slipped in and out to make sure everything was okay downstairs had led almost inevitably to her bed. But even then, she’d insisted on me calling Mum to let her know I had drunk too much and was staying with a friend, before leading me through by the hand to her bedroom.


  I’m not the most experienced guy. I tend to fall in love and stay in love. A serial monogamist. I’d read something about the past being a dangerous place because it was so seductive, so perfect in our memories, that the danger was you’d want to get lost in it. I watched Rachel slip the shoulder of her dress down, and still didn’t understand just how seductive it really was. This was the woman I’d been so tongued-tied in the presence of when we were fifteen the best I could do was imagine her body beneath her school uniform and how it would feel to hold her—not that I’d ever held a girl, not like that, not back then. Aunts and mums and cousins don’t count.


  The second shoulder strap came off, and then she stood before me in her bra and skirt, and she was just a woman wanting to be told she was worth waiting for. I took my time. I looked at her. I wanted to remember this. There were four people in that room. The Rachel and me of today and the Rachel and me of twenty-five years ago, their ghosts so young, so frightened, so full of hope where we were older and bruised by life, divorced, carrying physical baggage and mental baggage. But for a moment standing there looking at her I didn’t see the cellulite and extra pounds, I saw the girl she must have been, and it was breathtaking.


  “We should listen to something,” she said, nervous.


  I nodded.


  She’d got a little speaker arrangement on the bedside table with an iPod plugged in. Still half-undressed she fumbled with the playlists, turning her back to me, and a moment later a song came on I hadn’t heard in forever. Jim Kerr implored me not to forget about him. How could I? The song was a staple of every school disco and slow dance of my youth.


  Rachel turned back to face me, and she looked beautiful and frightened, like she expected me to push her away.


  I held out my hand to her, then brought her close. I could feel her body up against mine, every curve. I could hardly think straight. I so desperately wanted everything to be perfect. Her breath hitched in her throat as I tangled my fingers in her hair.


  “There’s so much I wanted to say to you back then that I never could,” I told her. “I didn’t know how to.”


  “So tell me now,” Rachel told me.


  “You were always so perfect, so beautiful, so together.”


  She laughed at that. “Oh, how little you know. I always felt so alone back then, like I didn’t quite fit in my own skin. Like I didn’t belong here. I guess we all do, but we’re all too busy worrying about ourselves to realize everyone’s going through it.”


  “You carved your name on my heart, Rache. It’s hard to explain. There’s no way to legislate how much of an impact someone has on our souls, but I don’t think I could have become the man I am without you, even if there was no you and me…if that makes sense? I used to write you letters,” I admitted. “I’d never send them, I’d just pour my heart out into them.” I hadn’t thought about those letters in twenty-five years. To be honest, I’d put them out of my mind because they were a bit obsessive-stalkerish. “I’d copy out song lyrics from Aztec Camera or Love & Money or Lloyd Cole or Martin Stephenson and the Daintees and pretend they were my words, because these guys seemed to know so much about life and love and women and were so much wiser than I ever could be. I’d write these great long missives about nothing that would have scared you off if I’d ever posted them.”


  “You should have.”


  “Oh, believe me, I shouldn’t have,” I said, smiling.


  “So tell me what they said. Pretend it’s 1985 again, we’re at school and now’s your chance to tell me everything you ever want to tell me.”


  “No. I don’t want to talk anymore.”


  We shared a first kiss that was twenty-five years in the making.

  



  * * *

  



  “I wanted you to hold me when we got off the Big Wheel,” she said. She wasn’t looking at me. “You have no idea. I was so frightened. Lost. But you pushed me away.”


  I didn’t remember that. It’s funny how one person’s memories can differ so much from another’s. I can remember the music playing on the rides and the sugar rush of the candy floss cloying in my throat, and remember the fortune the robotic swami fortune-teller gave me, but I can’t remember the most beautiful girl in school reaching out wanting to hold me. “I must have been in shock,” I said, rolling over onto one elbow and leaning down to kiss her.


  I wanted to stop her talking.


  I didn’t want to think about Spider kissing her before he fell so I kissed her again, a little more forcefully this time, knowing that once we got out of bed the real world would return and more likely than not I’d never get to do this again. I wasn’t sure if I wanted that, but I did know I wanted to remember every single detail, every sensation, from the look in her eyes while I was inside her to the feel of her breath on my skin and our sweat cooling together between us, just in case.


  If it was going to have to last me a lifetime, I wanted to be able to remember it all. I wanted it to be perfect. No nerves this time. No “I can’t believe this is happening” flutters. No ghosts in the bed with us. No ’80s music to keep them alive in our minds. Just us, naked in so many ways. And maybe because of that there was something incredibly sad about it this time.


  Afterward we lay in silence, both of us knowing the other was lost for words, and not in a good way. We couldn’t go back to small talk and we couldn’t make plans. It was the time during a one-night stand when the smart move was slipping out the back door, but I couldn’t do that either.


  So I lay there and the awkward fifteen-year-old ghosts got back into bed with us.


  Rachel kept the duvet up around her neck to make sure I couldn’t catch a glimpse of stray skin.


  I thought about kissing her again, but even if I’d wanted to, I couldn’t have. It would have felt wrong. I felt vulnerable lying there in the tangled sheets. I wanted a shower but I wanted to keep her on my skin for a few more minutes too. I didn’t regret what had happened, but I was suddenly very conscious of the idea that some dreams shouldn’t come true.


  I was just beginning to realize that so much of our shared history was actually just my story—stuff that had happened to me, stuff that I’d thought about, stuff that had worried me, got me down, raised my hopes, stuff that had seemed so important and had seemed to have been all about the people around me was actually just all about me. That’s a hard thing to realize, that I might not have been as important to her youth as she was to mine. All those memories I had really were just my filter. My perceptions. My emotions. But then, it was my life, wasn’t it?


  “You okay?” I asked, hoping she wasn’t silently wrestling with regret. It’s not fun to think someone might regret sleeping with you.


  She turned to face me and I still couldn’t tell until she smiled.


  “Coffee?” she asked.


  I looked at the curtains, the vee of sunlight creeping in. “No rush.”


  “Got to make a start clearing up the bar,” Rachel said. “I told Kenny to make himself scarce last night. I couldn’t very well ask him to clean up as well as run the bar on his own. The peasants would revolt.”


  “I’ll give you a hand,” I volunteered.


  She snuggled into my chest. So maybe the only ghosts had been mine? I never could judge what was going on in the mind of a woman. “Have you got things you need to do today?”


  “I was thinking of looking up a couple of old friends, see if I can find out what happened to Scotty.”


  “You want to have a word with Gary Shannon. He used to check in on him for a while, I think. I know he was the one who convinced him to check into the hospital.”


  “Gazza?” He had been at the fair that night, but after the whole thing with cleaning Old Man Harrison’s yard, he hadn’t been with us.


  I remembered him putting on his headphones as he stormed off. Funny the things that stay with you.


  “I don’t think Gary’s wife was too happy with him hanging around with him, but it’s difficult, you know, going to school together, being the ones that stay behind, you’re bonded. I can understand that.”


  “Do you know where he lives?”


  She gave me directions to a cottage near the village school.


  It meant driving close to Mum’s, and that meant dropping in to say hello. Otherwise the twitching curtain brigade would have told her I’d been by without saying hello, and life wouldn’t have been worth living.


  “You going to come back later?” Rachel asked.


  The million-pound question.


  I looked at her lying there on one elbow, looking up at me, the girl from twenty-five years ago, the woman from last night, and said, “Only if you want me to.”


  And realized that despite everything I really wanted her to.
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  Present Day

  



  I found Gazza working in his front garden.


  The cottage was small but immaculately kept unlike the next one along, which lay empty and needed a lot of TLC. A FOR SALE sign lay in long, untended grass.


  “I wondered how long it would take you to get to me,” he said, barely looking up from his work.


  “You knew I was back then?”


  “Ha! It’s not that often the Prodigal Son comes home, is it? Has your mum killed a fatted calf in your honor?”


  I hoped he was joking.


  He knew no more about my family life than I knew about his. Some families are harder to deal with than others. Mine was one of those. I really didn’t want to talk about it.


  “I came back to see Scotty.”


  He put down the strimmer he’d been using to clip the edge of his lawn, and leaned it against the fence. He straightened up and turned to face me. “Well, maybe if you’d come back to see him sooner, he might not be in the hospital.”


  “I didn’t put him there,” I said.


  “Maybe not, but you let him down. Least that’s the way he sees it.”


  “How do you make that out?”


  Gazza looked up and down the street. I realized he was checking to see if there was anyone else around. We were alone. There was the sound of laughter in the distance, but no one close enough to hear what we were saying.


  He didn’t answer my question.


  “Do you remember the day we did all those jobs to get some money together to go to the fair?”


  “Of course I do.”


  “And you remember I didn’t want us to go to Old Man Harrison’s house?”


  I didn’t remember it quite like that. I remembered him stomping off because it looked like we weren’t going to get paid for it, but I didn’t remember him putting up a big fight to stop us before that. That didn’t mean it didn’t happen that way, of course. At least for him. Sometimes we just remember things slightly differently, and with twenty-five years between then and now it was quite possible neither of our memories were 100%. Didn’t they say memory was unreliable at the best of times?


  He waited for me to answer.


  I nodded.


  “There was a reason I didn’t want to go there, but no one wanted to listen to what I had to say.”


  “You were just worried about us not getting paid. I remember that. And I guess you were right.”


  “It wasn’t about the money,” he said.


  He picked up the strimmer again and I thought for a moment that he wasn’t going to tell me what it was about then.


  Instead, he invited me inside.


  I followed him through the green painted door, along a narrow hallway and into a decent-sized kitchen-diner.


  He nodded to the table, inviting me to take a seat, and then opened the back door and put the strimmer down on some sheets of newspaper.


  It was all very domestic.


  I scraped the chair legs a little too heavily on the flag-stoned floor, earning a disapproving look from my old mate. He checked the kettle to make sure there was enough water in it before flicking the switch to turn it on. Like I said, domesticated.


  “So, are you going to tell me about Old Man Harrison?”


  Gazza pulled another chair back and sat down.


  He really had aged a lot since I’d last seen him, though not in the same way Scotty had. In the dimmer kitchen light I could see the lines around his eyes and the deeper creases along his forehead. This was the leathery face of a man who spent a lot of his time in the outdoors. He was in no hurry to talk even though we were very much on his territory now.


  “You never heard the stories about him?” he asked eventually.


  I shrugged. “I remember stuff about the cats. He was an odd ball. Bit of a miserable git; the sort of man who’d burst a football if it went into his garden and chase you with his walking stick if you tried to sneak in to get it back.”


  “He was a pervert,” Gazza said. He looked at me, properly, right in the eye. “He got me to go into the house once. I had to kick him in the nuts to get out.”


  I didn’t know what to say to him. I’d certainly had no idea the old man had been like that. “Did you tell anyone?”


  “Sure, I told my dad.” I remembered Gazza’s dad, a quiet man who never seemed to have anything to say. “He gave me a clip round the ear and accused me of making it up.”


  “Shit.”


  “Yeah, but maybe you can understand why I didn’t want to be anywhere near that place? I didn’t want Scotty to go into that house because I knew what the old man would do to him.”


  “Scotty could look after himself.”


  “Could he? Do you really think so? You’ve seen him. Does he look like a man who could look after himself?”


  “Well, not now,” I said.


  “Yeah, well you ask me we’ve all become what that summer made us.”


  The kettle finished boiling.


  He made a cup of instant coffee and put a mug in front of me without asking if I wanted milk or sugar.


  “You mean what happened to Spider and the Big Wheel?” I wondered if Scotty had told him anything about what had happened to us down in the tunnel under the Batters, but I wasn’t about to so much as hint about it until I was sure what he had and hadn’t been told.


  “Spider? That wasn’t Spider on the Big Wheel,” he said, shaking his head.


  “Of course it was. We even walked across the common to the fair with him when he cooked up his grand plan.”


  Gazza put his mug down on a beer mat he was using as a coaster. “You really have no idea, do you? Spider went back to Old Man Harrison’s house the next day to try to get him to cough up. He didn’t think Scotty had tried hard enough to get cash out of him and we’d worked our bollocks off. I tried to stop him, but he was having none of it. He was going to have it out with Harrison and that was that.” He lowered eyes to his mug and stared into the coffee. There were no grounds, so I couldn’t imagine him finding any answers down there. “I waited outside,” he said and I realized he was ashamed he had not gone in with him. I could understand that. “I’ve got no idea. I waited and waited, but he didn’t come out. Then I saw you and Scotty over on the Batters and didn’t want either of you to see me hanging around outside Old Man Harrison’s so I scarpered. I saw him again a few hours later and he never said a word about it. It was like he’d forgotten I’d been waiting for him. He wasn’t the same.”


  “How do you mean, not the same?”


  “Not the same as in different. Sure it looked like him, but it wasn’t him. He just wasn’t the same. Ask Scotty what he saw inside the house and he’ll tell you he’s not sure. Whatever it was kept changing.”


  “I don’t understand. Spider fell off the Big Wheel. He couldn’t change. He couldn’t have gone into Harrison’s and come out a new…what?”


  “I don’t know, but that’s why Scotty had to go back into those tunnels.”


  So he did know about it. “He told you what happened, then?”


  “Eventually. But he didn’t get down there again until after he’d bought that old house for himself. He found a way into the tunnels through the cellar. Didn’t he tell you all about it when you went to see him?”


  “How did you know I’d been to see him?”


  “Because, unlike some, I don’t leave it twenty-five years to see how he’s doing. I ring every day. Either talk to the nurses or to him.” It was basically an accusation. I suppose I deserved it. It was hard to argue differently. But part of me just wanted to say, look, I’ve come, isn’t that enough?


  “No,” I admitted. “He just kept saying that he’d seen him again.”


  “Seen who?” Now Gazza was suddenly alert. “Who did he tell you he had seen?”


  “That’s just it, he didn’t say. When we went down into the tunnels that time, we killed something. Did he tell you that?” I shook my head. “I don’t know what it was. It was dark. It came through a door at us. It just came. It happened so fast. So when he said he’d seen him, that’s what I thought he meant. Why else would he be asking for me?”


  “But he said ‘him,’ didn’t he? He didn’t say ‘it.’ So that must mean he’d seen a man.”


  “I guess.”


  “I’m not guessing. He’d seen Spider.”


  “Spider? But…” I shook my head again. “He’s not dead?”
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  Present Day

  



  The god of sons-not-wanting-to-talk-to-their-mothers smiled down on me.


  There was no one home.


  Mum had left a key under the plant pot. She always did and probably half the village knew it was there. It was the same with half the houses in the village. I’d never had a key of my own because they’d never trusted me not to lose it, but it was fine to just leave it lying in the street by the very door it was supposed to open? That’s the difference between villages and cities. I used to live in a part of Manchester when I was a student where they joked if you left your door open to walk to the corner shop for a paper and a Mars Bar you’d be cleaned out before you got back. And like every good joke there was more than a grain of truth in it.


  The kettle was still warm.


  She couldn’t have been gone long. But knowing Mum she wouldn’t be back for a while. She had her routines. I needed a little time on my own to think about everything I had been told over the last couple of days. It was hard to wrap my head around it all: what was the truth and what wasn’t. I wasn’t even sure I could trust myself to remember it all right.


  I needed a shower.


  Showers are good for the soul and my soul was in need of some TLC, for sure. I set it running, leaving it a few minutes to warm up while I stripped off and sorted out clean towels. Then stood under it for ten minutes as red-hot needles struck my skin, washing away the surface of memory that was blocking the way to the truth and the bathroom mirror steamed up. The water felt good. Pure. It was like some sort of cleansing ritual.


  I leaned forward, resting my arm against the ceramic tiles and let the water pour down over my head and reenacted yet again that visit down into the tunnels under the Batters.


  Had my recollection changed over time?


  Had I constructed a new memory to mask the horror of what we’d really done down there?


  I was beginning to believe we had.


  And it frightened me.


  Parts still refused to reveal themselves, but I was beginning to think I might remember something different, the same events but not quite. And they were different enough for me to know that Gazza might have been telling the truth about Spider and everything else.


  But…


  I don’t know why I even doubted myself. I already knew that just about anything was possible; if there was a creature like nothing we had seen before, a creature that had lived down there under the Batters all this time, then why shouldn’t it be able to change shape?


  Why couldn’t it appear as someone else?


  It was a dangerous thought and threatened so much I thought I knew.


  And then it struck me: how could I be sure Gazza wasn’t the creature? I dismissed that one quickly—after all, he was the one who had told me about it. But then it could have been a double bluff if he was the creature in human form, making me discount him?


  What if I had spent the night with that thing in the shape of Rachel? What if I’d been curled up in the bed with a monster beside me, its skin against my skin? What if I had been inside it? Could it drain something from me? Feed on me? I shuddered to think. The possibilities were jumbling over and over but they were all just panics. There was only one real candidate if there was something monstrous walking around pretending to be human: Scotty.
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  1985

  



  The thing burst through the door in a flash of movement in darkness; blackness in shadow. So fast. My heart hammered in my chest. Blood pounded in my ears. I was dizzy with fear.


  Scotty dropped the flashlight.


  It’d only given us the briefest of glimpse of itself.


  That was more than enough.


  That single moment was enough for me to see what had come through the door—or rather who—and even though I screamed at Scotty not to shoot, he fired blindly before being slammed to the ground.


  There was so much noise.


  Screaming.


  But even in that single moment I knew it wasn’t a creature coming through the door. It wasn’t a monster that survived on dead cats thrown down to it through the grille.


  It was Spider and he was fighting for his life.


  He had no more idea it was Scotty he was attacking than Scotty did that he’d just shot at Spider.


  Spider threw himself on top of Scotty and grabbed him by the throat as Scotty tried to fend him off—but fear made Spider strong and Scotty weak.


  I hit him with the metal bar I had gripped in my hand.


  The blow wasn’t hard enough to do any serious damage, but it made Spider relax the grip he had on Scotty’s throat.


  I dropped the bar as I pulled him off.


  “Stop it!” I screamed, but neither of them seemed to hear me.


  Something else was coming.


  I could hear it.


  We needed to get out of there fast.


  There wasn’t time to reload the air rifle.


  I scrabbled around on the floor. It was too dark to see. I failed about trying to find the metal bar, terrified how I was going to defend myself from the thing, but couldn’t.


  Scotty grabbed the flashlight.


  Its light did little to stave off the dark. It barely lit a small patch of wall close to the ground.


  As it danced around the room while he fought to control it, I caught sight of the bar on the ground and grabbed it.


  I expected him to point the light at Spider and realize who it was, or use it to show Spider who he was, but he did neither of those things. Instead, the light swung around the room wildly, over the disused machinery and the rusted cogs, and I saw something else emerge from the doorway.


  The real monster in our lives.


  I knew I would never be able to forget its face no matter how hard I tried.


  The light didn’t stay on his face long enough, even so it was too long. It slashed around the room, moving back and forth faster and faster until Scotty hit Spider with a sickening blow to the side of the head, breaking the flashlight and plunging the room into total blackness.


  I could sense the presence of the thing that had come through the doorway…


  I could smell its breath…


  I could feel its warmth…


  Hear its heartbeat louder than my own.


  I swung the bar hard and struck something. The impact was hard, the thing beneath the blow firm but yielding. I hit it again, so hard this time that the blow sent a shiver of pain up my arm and jarred my shoulder. I lashed out again and again, thrashing about blindly with the metal bar, each blow hammering home until the thing went down. And still I stood over it, swinging again and again despite the pain until I couldn’t hold on to the bar any longer because it was so slick with blood. It fell from my hand, echoing loudly on the ground as it hit.


  I couldn’t move.


  The thing was dead.


  The monster.


  The real monster in our lives.


  And I’d killed it.


  “Run!” Scotty cried, suddenly.


  I turned, trying to find my way out through the darkness, stumbling as I ran.


  “What about Spider?”


  “Spider? What the fuck’re you talking about, Nancy? Come on, we’ve got to get out of here!”


  Nancy. He called me that sometimes. Nancy Drew.


  Somehow we found our way out. I never thought I’d feel the air on my face again. I never thought it’d taste so good. I fell back on the grass, gasping and looking up at the moon. The music of the funfair drifted across the Batters toward us.


  “What about Spider?” I asked again. I could still see his face when I closed my eyes. I thought it would haunt me for the rest of my life.


  Scotty shook his head. “We did it,” he said. “We killed it.”


  It was a mixture of triumph and relief, but I knew there was nothing to celebrate.
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  Present Day

  



  “The hospital has been on,” said Gazza, standing on the doorstep. “It’s Scotty. He’s gone missing.” We’ve got to find him, was the implication.


  I hadn’t expected to see him again before I left, but there he was knocking on the door as I packed the last of my stuff, ready to throw it into the trunk of the car and drive and drive and never come back to this place.


  I wasn’t sure if I was going to go back to see Rachel before heading home. Maybe she’d be better off without saying good-bye to me, even if I hadn’t been sleeping next to a monster, I was beginning to believe she had.


  I didn’t want her to get drawn into the echo of what had happened back when we were all kids. I didn’t want to lie to her. I didn’t want her to look at me and ask that one question I was beginning to think I’d always known the answer to. But if I was going to avoid it, I would have to leave soon.


  Maybe it’s a male thing—almost but not quite getting involved, like Gazza when he had let Spider go into Old Man Harrison’s house on his own, or like me when I had left Scotty scouring the Batters for the key he had thrown away.


  Gazza’s arrival helped change my mind.


  “Is anyone looking for him?”


  “The police were alerted yesterday, but they haven’t found him yet.”


  “Yesterday?”


  He nodded. “Right after your visit.”


  “Shit.”


  “I’m guessing they will have been to the house, but they wouldn’t know where to look. We need to go to the house. I don’t want to go in on my own,” he said, sensing my apprehension.


  “Okay. I’ll follow in my car.”


  Mind made up. I wouldn’t be coming back this way. I locked up and put the key back under the stone. I threw my bag into the trunk and slammed it.


  A few minutes later I was following Gazza over the hill and driving alongside the Batters.


  I looked for the house. I wanted to be able to focus on those godforsaken walls whenever I took my eyes from the road rather than be tempted to look out over the stretch of land that still hid what we had done.


  Gazza led the way around to the back of the house.


  It seemed to be even more run-down and dilapidated than the front, like it was dying in stages. I had so many memories tied up with this place it was frightening. It was the monster’s house. Everything scary we kids ever imagined lived in there. In the dark places. In the shadows.


  It took him less time to find the spare key than it had taken me to get into my mother’s house.


  We stepped inside only to be greeted by the sight of piles and piles of newspapers—there must have been three or four years’ worth of broadsheets and redtops accumulated around the room—and a worktop covered with opened and unopened cartons of milk, and the all-pervading smell of cat.


  It could have been 1985.


  Catvarna.


  “It took us a long time to get rid of them all,” Gazza said, clearly able to read my mind. “And even when the last of them had been driven out, we couldn’t get rid of the smell, no matter how hard we tried. Scotty had been able to look after himself back then, but this place…” He shook his head, looking for the right words. Finally he settled on, “Changed him.”


  “Changed him.” The thought crept up on me again—the fundamentally simple idea that someone could not be what they seemed. Was this the same Gazza I had seen at his house, or was I here with another one who had lured me to its lair?


  I was really struggling.


  I didn’t know if I would be able to trust anyone again.


  But even if it wasn’t something as literal as a shape-shifting change, there were other kinds of changes.


  “Scotty?” Gazza called. “It’s only me, mate. Just called in to make sure you are okay.”


  There was no response, but, as we reached a hallway, Gazza stopped suddenly and pointed at a single abandoned slipper lying on the floor like something out of those disaster footage scenes on the news. The tragic human cost…reduced to a slipper amid the rubble.


  “He’s here—or at least has been. He was wearing that in the hospital,” Gazza said, quietly. He looked up the stairs and called again, but there was still no response.


  I wanted to help find Scotty and make sure he was safe, but there was something really bloody creepy about this place. Even now, after all this time. I just wanted to get out of here as fast as I could. If Scotty was here, we needed to find him before I choked to death on cat-smell.


  Gazza was about to go upstairs when we heard a noise—it sounded as though it was coming from behind the door of the cupboard beneath the stairs.
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  Present Day

  



  “Okay, you see, things still aren’t adding up for me, Drew. So why don’t you walk me through it slowly. Why did you go into Scott’s house if you thought he was still in the hospital?”


  The questions had switched from that light almost conversational tone to something approaching interrogation, but now they were back again and he was pretending to be my best mate.


  Sometimes it genuinely felt as though they were trying to help me make sense of it all, but most of the time I knew they were just trying to trap me. It was all about getting me to trip up and say something that would make it easy to charge me.


  The thing is, I wanted to get it all off my chest.


  I wanted to tell them everything that had happened. I wanted them to believe everything I had to say. But the problem was, I knew they wouldn’t. They’d only want to believe certain parts.


  I didn’t want anyone else caught up in the web. If they wanted to lock someone up for the murder, then it had to be me and only me.


  I didn’t want them to know about Gazza, and there was no way I could let them foist all of the blame onto Scotty, even if he was a convenient scapegoat, being dead. There was no one to speak for him.


  “Okay,” I said at last. “What if I tell you everything?”


  “That’s what we’ve been asking for from the start, Drew.”


  “My terms. From the beginning, no more piecemeal questions. No interruptions. I don’t know if it will make any more sense to you than it has to me for all these years, but I’m going to tell you what I thought then. What I believed. In those terms.”


  The detective turned to a fresh page in his notebook, even though the interview was being recorded. It was all psychological. I took a sip from the cup of water on the table, licked my lips and began to tell my story from start to finish.


  I told them how Spider had gone to try and get paid for the work we’d done on Old Man Harrison’s house and had been caught in there by the monster. I didn’t give the monster a name, even though I knew it now. I told them about how we’d been into the tunnels because we had thought there was some kind of creature down there. I told him how we had been confronted by something in the dark and that we had been attacked when we were down there. I told them I had hit the monster with a metal bar I had taken with us. Scotty had shot at it with his brother’s air rifle. And then we’d run away screaming. I confessed my greatest sin, that we’d run and left Spider down there with it.


  There was no change in the expression on the detective’s face, but I waited in case he had anything to say. He didn’t. He nodded. “Carry on.”


  Then I told them about Spider’s fall from the Big Wheel but how I became convinced it hadn’t actually been Spider but some kind of changeling from under the earth, and that he’d never escaped the tunnels under the Batters.


  The facts fit the story I wanted to tell.


  I was happy to confess to trying to kill the creature and admit to my own cowardice in not doing more to save Spider. I was fifteen. I wasn’t a hero. And I knew they wouldn’t believe me, not using the terms I was using. They’d think I was unreliable. Like Scotty. Changed by what had happened that day.


  I know how the creature did it now.


  “It could change shape,” I said. “It could change itself to look like anyone.” I was starting to feel panic rise as I struggled to hang on to the train of logic I’d established. I needed to hold it together in my mind. “I know that now. It could be either one of you. It could even be me. Maybe that’s it. Maybe I am the monster.”
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  Present Day

  



  The door opened out into the hallway.


  I stepped aside for Gazza to open it.


  My thinking was that if Scotty was on the other side of the door, it would be best if he saw a familiar face first rather than run the risk of him being surprised at the sight of mine. There was no telling the way the mind worked.


  He nodded once.


  I stepped back.


  He opened the door.


  There was no one on the other side.


  The noises came from below. From inside the darkness. Gazza reached inside and pulled on a cord to bring a naked bulb to life. There was a flight of stairs leading down. I knew where it went.


  “This is it,” Gazza said. “The other way in. He never found the key, but once he bought this place, he had full access down there.” He seemed to know what I was thinking. “He knew there was another way in. I always figured he’d been in here alone with Old Man Harrison more times than he let on.” I looked at my friend then, lit by the harsh bare bulb, and knew what he was implying. I didn’t want to think about that. I just wanted to get him out of there. He was in the lair of the monster.


  Gazza picked up a flashlight that stood on the floor inside the door. He flicked it on, flooding the flight of stairs with light. It was a serious flashlight, not just a little Mag-Lite. “The stairs lead down into a cellar that’s the same sort of size as the front half of the house. There’s an inspection hatch that leads down into the tunnels.”


  I wanted to ask him how he knew.


  But I didn’t want to know the answer.


  He went down. Each footstep louder on the creaking wooden stairs. There was no way we’d sneak up on Scotty, at least.


  I hesitated before following Gazza down. It might have been quarter of a century since I’d been in those tunnels, but that didn’t change a thing. I wanted some kind of weapon. Back then I’d thought the iron bar had been enough to kill that thing but real monsters never died, did they?


  Hiding beneath the coats hanging on the back of the door I found a long-handled axe. I couldn’t imagine Scotty spending the summers out in the yard splitting cords of wood for the heating, but anything was possible.


  “My idea,” Gazza said, reading my thoughts. “I know I probably shouldn’t have, but I thought it might make him feel a little safer.”


  I nodded, testing the balance of the axe in my hands. It felt comfortable. It felt right. I hadn’t handled an axe in easily twenty years, but Gran had had a coal fire and Dad and I used to take turns chopping wood for her until she died on my twenty-first birthday.


  “Scotty,” Gazza called again as we reached the bottom.


  There was no answer.


  The cellar had a low whitewashed ceiling. It stank of damp and mustiness. I had to bow my head slightly to avoid cracking it on overhead pipes.


  Gazza played the light all the way around the room, lighting every inch of the space; I could see a collection of junk and old tea chests that had probably been down there since the dawn of time.


  Scotty was hunkered down in the corner, his arms wrapped around his knees. He was rocking slightly to and fro, mumbling to himself. His dressing gown hung loose, and beneath it his pajamas were grubby from the long walk home.


  He had no idea we were there.


  “Scotty, it’s me,” said Gazza, moving the light away from him. I could see from the way he shied away from it, it was blinding him.


  He didn’t acknowledge us.


  The lights were on, but Scotty wasn’t home.


  Together, Gazza and I moved toward him, slowly. I was just glad we’d managed to find him without having to go through the door and down into the tunnels.


  I looked over at the door.


  I never wanted to go back there.


  “Come on, mate, let’s get out of here,” Gazza said, and almost too late I realized the door was unlocked, the big metal bolts had been drawn back and the padlock hung loose in the clasp.


  I grabbed hold of Gazza’s arm as he was about to reach out to Scotty.


  I pulled him back just as Scotty leapt toward him from his crouch, his hand snaking out. His fingernails were blackened, like he’d been grubbing around in the coal seams.


  I thought he was just panicked, not realizing he was safe, but then I saw he was wearing both of his slippers.


  It was such a small thing, but it was wrong. One of Scotty’s slippers lay on the floor above us where I thought it had been kicked off, but now realized it had fallen off.


  “Get back!” I yelled, yanking back on Gazza’s arm.


  He stumbled, barely out of its reach as the thing that wasn’t Scotty lashed out at him. Gazza brought the flashlight up in a panic and hit the creature with a full beam to the face.


  There was no mistake this time.


  The thing’s face flickered. I saw Spider in it. I saw Scotty in it. I saw Old Man Harrison’s death mask in it. I saw other faces I didn’t recognize. And then, I saw my own face looking back at me. It wasn’t perfect. It wouldn’t have fooled my mother, but it would have fooled most people. I froze. For just a second. It’s not easy to kill. Don’t ever think that. Not when you know that’s what you are doing. But to face something that looks like you, to stand toe-to-toe with yourself and steel yourself to swing…that’s something else. That’s hard.


  My grip tightened around the axe handle. I brought it up to hold with both hands. I was shaking like an idiot and only part of it was from fear.


  I took a single step forward to close the gap, gritting my teeth. Blood pumped furiously through my head. It pounded. It was all I could hear. “You are not me!” I screamed at it as I swung with everything I had. “You are not my friends! You never were!”


  The blade sliced through the stale air and slammed into the creature, biting deep. It cut into the meat until it hit bone beneath. I tore it free again even as the thing howled with pain.


  Memories of the last time I’d been down here flooded my brain, blurring with the here and now as the thing’s face twisted, the bones beneath it grinding as they began to break and reknit, remembering Spider.


  Spider.


  Spider, who had come down here trying to escape from Old Man Harrison and had run from one monster into the arms of another.


  Spider, who had been beaten to death not by the fall from the big wheel but from the metal bar in my hands, and been left down here to rot because we were too frightened to question what had happened on the wheel and just wanted to remember it as being anything other than our fault.


  Spider, my friend.


  I knew how it had happened now. The creature had come aboveground and walked with us across the common wearing Spider’s face. It had climbed the wheel and fallen…but when it hit the ground, it hadn’t been Spider, it had been someone else, some other victim, and it had just walked away. It had been playing with us, taunting us because we thought we’d walked into its lair and killed it like a pair of heroes.


  Well, I wasn’t playing.


  This was ending here, now.


  Another howl of pain filled the low space as I wrenched the axe head free from its shoulder.


  Layers of dust that had been undisturbed for years fell from the ceiling.


  The thing with so many faces thrashed about, eyes blazing with fear and hate in the bright beam of the flashlight.


  I swung again, trying to take its head clean off its shoulders, but it moved so quickly, closing the gap between us so the flat of the shaft cracked off its shoulder instead of the blade into its neck.


  It was on me, slashing, its nails full of coal and god knows what else scratched down the side of my face, tearing open three flaps of skin. I could feel the blood on my cheek. I tried to bring the axe up to defend myself, to fend it off, but it was too close. I could taste its foul breath as saliva dripped from its mouth onto my face. It tasted of coal.


  And then Gazza was on its back trying to pull it off me.


  He saved my life.


  No question about it.


  If he hadn’t thrown himself at the thing, it would have torn my throat out with its blackened teeth.


  The pair of them went sprawling in the dust and the dirt. The flashlight went spinning out of Gazza’s hand, throwing mad shadows against the walls.


  I scrambled back to my feet, raising the axe, but I couldn’t take a swing, not with Gazza under the thing.


  And he was so damned terrified of it he was clinging on for dear life.


  “Let go!” I yelled, but I don’t think he understood me. My words echoed around the cellar. We were both screaming. The creature was shrieking in pain from the axe wound in its shoulder. The light was still spinning, shadows writhing and twisting. My head reeled.


  I didn’t know what to do. You think it’s going to be so easy. Just give yourself over to the violence. But it wasn’t like that. Gazza clung to the thing and I just stood there staring as its face changed again, like some grotesque plasticine Morph.


  I could have sworn it was my father looking up at me.


  He was dead and had been for a long time.


  Had he known? Had he come down looking for the creature all those years ago?


  And then it opened its mouth and I saw inside the thing. I don’t know what it was. A black seam of coal? Isn’t that what we all are in some regard or other? Carbon-based life forms? Was this thing just like me in more ways than the surface, having stolen my face and worn it for a while? And then I wondered how many other times it had ventured aboveground since I’d tried to kill it, wearing my face for the world. What had it done? What had it made me do? And something inside snapped. I didn’t care that Gazza was under it. I swung, slamming the axe into the middle of its face.


  I wrenched the axe head free and slammed it down again, splitting its head wide open, and pulled the blade free again. This time the thing lolled sideways, head—or part of it—falling awkwardly on its shoulder. There was no blood. There was soot. Only soot. The stuff wept out of him.


  “MOVE!” I yelled again. Gazza didn’t need telling twice. He pushed the creature away as I swung again, taking the thing’s outstretched arm clean off.


  And then I started swinging wildly, not caring what I hit so long as the axe buried into something.


  I swung and swung and swung, panting, blind with sweat and soot in my eyes, and I swung again, each time slamming the axe into the thing as it struggled to hold on to a face.


  It chose Spider’s.


  The sight of him staring up at me, stuff weeping out of him, was enough to break what little resolve I had left.


  I couldn’t do it. I couldn’t kill him twice.


  I dropped the axe.


  It didn’t matter. It was too late for the thing anyway.


  I stood over it like some vengeful slayer, watching its death throes.


  After a minute it lay still.


  I kicked it with my foot.


  It didn’t move.


  I had to be sure it was dead. I couldn’t walk out of here unless I was certain.


  I bent down to retrieve the axe, then hacked at it until there was nothing remotely recognizable about the thing’s face, and even then I didn’t stop hacking until I’d taken its head off its shoulders and I fell back exhausted and covered in soot and coal dust.


  I was on my knees.


  Shaking.


  “Shit,” Gazza said from the doorway. “Shit, shit, shit.”


  I looked across at him. He shone the flashlight through the door. I could see the shadow on the floor. I knew what it meant. I didn’t want to go through the door. I really didn’t want to go through the door. I knew what was on the other side.


  I crawled across to the open door.


  I didn’t want to look but couldn’t stop myself.


  The first thing I saw was the second slipper on the floor.


  Then I saw his bare feet.


  I looked up.


  Scotty hung from one of the old beams supporting the roof of the mine workings.


  The monster had claimed another victim.


  “Help me get him down,” Gazza said. “We can’t let them find him like this.”


  It took us a few minutes. I held our friend around the waist while Gazza tried to undo the belt wrapped around the beam and Scotty’s neck. He was crying as he did it, making it almost impossible for him to see what he was doing, but eventually Scotty fell into my arms.


  “We can’t leave him here,” I said. “Not with that thing.” I looked over my shoulder. The creature hadn’t moved. There was no coming back for it, but I didn’t care. I wasn’t leaving him with it.


  I didn’t tell him what I had in mind. I don’t think he would have been able to cope with it.


  “We need to burn this place to the ground. No one is getting down here again.”


  He nodded. There were petrol cans against one wall along with all of the other junk. Gazza doused the creature’s remains and the stairs and splashed stuff against the walls and floor; then we carried Scotty up between us.


  He stood at the top of the stairs and tossed a match down into the darkness.


  There was a soft crump as it landed, and we closed the door as the cellar started to burn.


  We needed Scotty’s suicide to look like a suicide…but not here. We couldn’t leave him hanging here.
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  Present Day

  



  “Okay, I think we’re about done.”


  “You don’t understand. It’s all my fault.” He looked at me indulgently across the table. “I did it. I killed Spider.”


  “Guilt’s a terrible thing, but the fact is your friend Simon was still alive that night when you went on the second trip to the fair. We’ve got eyewitness reports filed with the officers on duty. So if you were guilty of anything, it’s helping him run away, but, that’s impossible because you were on the ride at the time. So you see, we’re left with pieces of the puzzle and we can only put them together one way.


  “He found his way into the tunnels after the fall. Maybe he intended to hide out there until trouble at home blew over, but he didn’t know quite how badly he had injured himself in the fall. Maybe it was internal bleeding? The coroner’s report says death is consistent with injuries sustained during the fall. That’s one unassailable fact.” I tried to interrupt him, but he was having none of it. “Now, the only other question is if he wasn’t already dead, then someone hid his body down there. And that couldn’t have been you either.”


  “But the gun. You found the gun down in the tunnels with his bones. Like I said.”


  “Yes, we did. But the thing is, all that confirms is that you found a way into the tunnels and went on a monster hunt with your friend Scotty. He was the one who was obsessed with the tunnels. And when you come back, he is the one who commits suicide by lying down in front of the goods train last night. I think that tells us all we need to know, don’t you? We’ve got Simon Morrissey’s accomplice right there. A guilty mind. He’s carried it all this time, it’s chipped away at him, he’s withdrawn more and more, unable to cope with what happened back then—what he did—and believe me, I’m sure Harrison was the real monster you allude to, even if you don’t realize it yourself. You turn him into a monster of the scary-story variety because it’s how your young mind processed it. But there are no monsters. Only men.


  “The fact that Nichols bought that old house and lived in it every day, that was nothing more than a punishment for not fighting back. He was in mourning for his childhood. I won’t say it’s classic behavior, but like you said, something in him changed when he went in that place.


  “The sad truth is there are some adults who are predators. It frightens me to think how long Harrison’s hold lasted over Nichols, and how much he must have suffered over the years with no one to turn to. So it’s understandable that he wanted to see you one last time, to unburden himself before ending it. You were friends back then. You deserved to know the truth. Maybe he thought only you could understand, or maybe he wanted to forgive you for not helping him back then when he needed it? So it was a reckoning. A settling of accounts. Maybe he wanted to tell you what Harrison did to him. There are all sorts of conversations you could have had. Maybe he wanted to confess to being Simon Morrissey’s accomplice? Warn you that we’d found his body? Or hell, maybe he told you how he killed Simon with Harrison? Because that’s possible. It’s possible Harrison had been grooming him. That’s how this works, isn’t it? So how do you untangle the twisted relationship of abuser and abused they had? But one thing I am certain of, you didn’t kill Simon Morrissey.”


  I didn’t know what to say. I couldn’t make him believe in monsters. He had the monster he wanted.


  The things we had gone through in those tunnels would stay with us for the rest of our lives.


  I had faced my demons though, and admitted my sins, so maybe now I could have the future I wanted? I didn’t have to live in fear of the Batters any longer.


  There was nothing else to say.


  The detective killed the tape.


  “You’re free to go.”


  I checked my watch as I walked back to my car and realized just how long I had been in there.


  It was still a few hours before closing time.


  I hoped I would still be welcome.
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