
 3: Viper’s Green 

 

 

 I had walked the route so often that I could get myself home on autopilot. My 

mum didn't approve of school runs, and said she preferred me to get some exercise, 

but I knew she was embarrassed about driving her crappy old Vauxhall past the other 

parents in their SUVs. I made the walk without thinking; out of the school entrance, 

across the road, left turn, go to the end, don't look in the second-hand videogame store 

in case you see something you can't afford, another left, cross over, first right onto the 

High Street, past the Hen Hut and on to Torrington Avenue. But that day it was 

raining hard. The best protection was to walk underneath the dank branches of the 

trees in Viper's Green. They spread out above the railings like giant umbrellas. In 

summer they leaked sinister sticky sap that attracted flies. In the autumn they dropped 

conkers as hard as golf-balls. In winter the dead branches clattered like old-fashioned 

football rattles. They never let you forget they’re alive. 

 I was approaching the tall closed gates with its upright centre-spear when I 

saw a bony, pale boy hunched over at the base of them. He was doing something that 

made a chunking metallic noise. I slowed down, knowing that I had to get around the 

guy, but I didn’t want to leave the shelter of the trees.  

 The soaked stranger wasn't wearing a jacket, and it was really cold. He looked 

up suddenly, suspicion and alarm on his face. He had intense dark eyes, a pointed 

nose and spiked black hair with longer clumps on top, like he’d cut it himself. He 

reminded me of a rat that had been fished out of a canal. He looked like the kind of 

kid who never walked into a shop without working out what to steal. When he took a 

good look at me he seemed relieved, almost glad to see me. My early warning system 

went off; I was always careful to avoid anyone who looked like trouble, and this guy 

had an air of trouble floating all around him like pond-scum. But when I tried to step 

into the road to go past, he blocked my path. 

 ‘What you looking at?’ 

‘Nothing.’ 

 'Give us a hand then. I can do it by myself but it’s easier with two.' 

 ‘What’s easier?’ 

 ‘It’ll only take a second.’ 

 ‘I don’t know.’ Whatever the kid was up to, it didn’t look legal. 



 ‘Then don’t. I don’t care.’ 

 'What are you doing?' I asked. 

 'What does it look like?' He was holding a long blue-steel chisel and a 

hammer. 'I'm trying to get the padlock off. I need a pair of bolt-cutters. You haven’t 

got some, have you?’  

 ‘Yes, that’s the sort of thing I usually carry around with me.’ 

 ‘At home is what I mean. You got any at home? You live round here?’ 

 The gate had two locks. One was built into the metalwork, and had already 

been forced. The other was a padlock at the end of a rusted chain that had been passed 

back and forth through the railings. 

 'The council closed the park years ago,’ I explained. ‘Nobody goes in there. 

You’re not supposed to.' I was suddenly aware of how stuck-up I sounded, and fell 

silent. 

 'Yeh, well that would explain the chain, wouldn’t it.’ The kid’s eyes kept 

darting around. He swore lavishly. 'Keep a look out for us at least, you can do that 

can’t you? Just say someone coming is all you have to do.' 

 I looked back. The rainswept street was empty. There weren't even any cars. 

'No. There’s a van in the distance but I think it’s turning - ' 

 'Yeh, well don’t give me no details or nothing, just say if it’s coming up here. 

Hold this.' He thrust the handle of the chisel into my hands and pushed the sharp end 

into the chain links holding the lock. 'Hold it hard otherwise I could take your hand 

off. They can sew fingers back on but you don’t want to do that because your nerve 

endings go and you never feel anything again.' 

 The rat-faced boy raised his hammer and slammed it onto the chisel handle. I 

felt the vibration in my bones. The hammer was raised a second time, and fell even 

harder. My fingers were very near the impact point, but I didn’t like to take my hand 

away. One link of the chain cracked open, and the lock fell onto the pavement with a 

clunk that could probably have been heard across the street. The boy pushed on the 

gate and slipped through the gap. The hinges whined in pain as the gate opened. 

 'Well, you coming or what, ‘cause I’m gonna shut it again.' He stood waiting 

with an angry look on his face. 

 ‘I’m not going in there.’ 

 ‘It’s just a park. I’m not going to mug you for your phone or nothing.’ 



 ‘No, I don’t think I should.’ That’s me, I caught myself thinking, Mr Sensible, 

always saying no to be on the safe side. 

 And before I even realised what was happening, the boy had pulled me 

through into the park and pushed the gate back in place. Perhaps a part of me wanted 

to be told what to do, or perhaps it was just time to take a chance. Either way, I was 

in.  

 Inside, the air smelled even worse. It was thick and earthy with the stench of 

mildew and toadstools and dead stuff. The dense hawthorn bushes and plane trees 

masked the sound of traffic from the road. Beneath the heavy cover of hornbeams and 

oaks it was as dark as night. 

 'I asked if you live round here,' the rat-faced boy repeated. 

 'Yes, just over the road. We're really not supposed to be in here.' 

 'You always do what you're told, then? That must really work for you.' 

 'No. Of course I don’t.' 

 'Then what's the problem?' 

 'They put the lock there to keep people out on purpose,' I reasoned. 'Maybe it's 

dangerous.' 

 'Look at the place, it’s not exactly the Amazon jungle, yeh? How dangerous 

can it be?' He turned to the pockmarked path and started to walk away. ‘The council 

shuts things all the time. They don’t want no-one doing nothing they can’t control.’ 

 'There are a lot of negatives in that sentence. Wait, where are you going?' 

 'There's something I’m going to see. Come with me and I'll show you. Or 

don’t, I don’t care.' 

 'You know this place, then?' I hovered, undecided about what to do. There was 

still time to get back to the gate. But it was kind of cool to be inside. I’d always 

wondered about the place. 

 'I know about it, yeh. Come on or let yourself back out. Look, I really really 

don’t care, it’s not like I know you or nothing. If you got out of a crashed car and was 

on fire running down the street in a ball of flame I wouldn’t be obligated to put you 

out ‘cause I wouldn’t know you, would I, so just make up your mind. And don’t start 

about me having an attitude ‘cause I don’t, I just can’t be bothered with wasting time.' 

 'OK, I'm coming.' I ran after the boy, who was already vanishing into the deep 

green shadows beneath the trees. He had long legs, and was striding ahead. I struggled 

to keep up. 'So, who are you?' I asked. 



  ‘Max.’  

‘Why do you want to get in here?’ 

‘I want to explore, yeh.’ 

‘What, like an anthropologist.' I was starting to get the feeling that any 

information I got from Max would have to be pulled out of him with pliers.  

 ‘Don’t think we’re gonna find a missing tribe of North Londoners in here,' he 

said sarcastically. 

 ‘It’s something I’d like to study. It's what my father wanted to do, but he 

ended up going into business. You have to know where you’re going and stick with it, 

he says, or else you get sidetracked.' 

 ‘He sounds like a bundle of laughs.’ 

 ‘My teacher always tells me – ‘ 

 ‘Your teachers don’t care about you, actually, because there’ll be another class 

after you next year and they won’t even remember your name no more.’ 

 ‘That’s unfair.’ 

 ‘Yeh well, life’s unfair, get over it, and that’s what my old man always told 

me. So help yourself or get walked over.’ 

 ‘That’s not a good attitude.’ 

 ‘He also told me life is like a shark. Every now and again it swims up silently 

behind you and takes a bite out of your arse.’ 

 I laughed. See, I came from a long line of people who always did what they 

were told. Max was exactly the kind of kid I was warned away from. It should have 

made me turn and leave the park. But there was something about him that made me 

curious enough to stick around. 

 ‘I’m Red Hellion,’ I said. It didn’t look as if Max was going to bother asking 

my name, so I volunteered it.  

 Let me explain about the name. I said I have a lot of others, and it’s true.  

 My uncle Don calls me Squizzer, which is short for Squirrel, because I have 

one tuft of reddish hair that sticks up in the front like a squirrel’s tale.  

 My mum calls me Alfie-Jai-Hellion whenever I’ve done something bad, like 

the time I nearly burned the shed down giving my hamster a Viking funeral.  

 My dad calls me Cowboy, because when I was small I used to ride the dog. 

 My grand-dad Herbert doesn't call me anything because he can never 

remember my name.  



 And my sister Lucy calls me The Creature because she’s sixteen and spends 

all her time whispering on her sequin-studded neon-pink mobile and obviously hates 

me. My Dad’s half-Indian (on his Mum’s side), my Mum’s half-English, half-Don’t 

Know, my rellies are all sorts from New Zealand to French, but I’m just a Londoner, 

which can mean anything. 

 Just to be different, Mr Hassam, my chemistry teacher, calls me Haps, which 

is short for Hydrated Aluminium Potassium Sulphate, because Hellion sounds like 

Alum, which is a chemical compound he seems especially fond of. Teachers are 

always coming up with toss like that because they like to turn everything into a 

lesson. 

 So I make sure everyone else calls me Red, shortened from ‘Alfred’, because 

it’s cooler. 

 I’m small for my age and look younger than I am. I’m a bit on the puny side 

but I’m a good cross-country runner. I’ve no idea what I’m going to do when I leave 

school. My teachers are still trying to understand who I really am. I told them I’d let 

them know as soon as I had some idea myself. 

 ‘Know why this place is called Viper’s Green?’ asked Max. 

 ‘It’s always been called that. But it’s really Torrington Park.’ 

 ‘Nope, other way around. It was Viper’s Green for hundreds of years. It got 

renamed back near the start of the 20th century, after the last attack.’ Max didn’t look 

like the kind of kid who memorized dates.  

 ‘Attack? What attack?’ 

 ‘Some old man was walking across the green and got mugged by a snake. It 

was in the long grass and he stood on it. It wrapped itself around his leg and bit him 

over thirty times. His throat swelled up, and then his whole body went black and they 

had to cut off both his legs without using a whatsit – ‘ 

 ‘Anaesthetic.’ 

 ‘This was all open land. Vipers are native to England. They live in nests, yeh, 

and there was more of ‘em on this spot than anywhere else in the country. They’re 

venomous and can kill you, so I guess he was pretty lucky he got one without much 

poison in it. If you can call getting your legs sawed off lucky.’ 

 ‘But they wouldn’t be around here now, would they? I mean, we’re in the 

city.’ 



 ‘You get ‘em all over the Southern half of England, wherever there’s woods, 

but don’t worry – they don’t attack unless you like, stand on one or something. 

They’re hard to see on forest floors. They got zigzagged stripes on their backs and an 

X or V pattern on their heads, so they blend in with leaves and stuff. People think 

they’re bigger than they are, ‘cause of the markings. Oh yeh, and they’re protected by 

law – it’s illegal to kill them.’ He reached into his backpack and threw over a bashed-

up paperback: The Guide To British Snakes & Reptiles. 

 ‘How come you know so much about it? I thought you -’ 

 ‘What, you thought I was stupid ‘cause I don’t talk like you?’ 

 ‘No,’ I said, knowing I had just been caught out. 

 ‘My old man told me, yeh.’ 

‘So what are you looking for?’ 

‘Tell you when I find it, won’t I.’ 

 A huge old oak tree had fallen across the path ahead, and had grown over with 

sharp briars. Shiny-backed beetles swarmed over its rotted roots. Max hopped up onto 

the decayed trunk, stamping the thorny branches flat. ‘If you don’t keep up you’ll get 

left behind. I won’t come back for you.’  

‘How much further is it?’ I was sure that Viper’s Green wasn’t a big park, not 

like Hampstead Heath or Hyde Park, but the paths all seemed to twist back on 

themselves.  

‘It’s easy to get lost in here, so the place seems bigger.’ 

 ‘How do you know that if you’ve never been inside?’ 

 ‘My old man worked for the council. He was a builder but he had a lot of 

different jobs. He was hired to clear the paths, and then they cancelled his work. But 

not before he saw what was inside.’ 

 ‘What is inside?’ 

 ‘Don’t know why you keep asking, we’re almost there.’ Max was virtually 

invisible in the shadows of the overhanging canopy of leaves. 

 The passage through the trees became narrower and more overgrown, twisted 

with mossy tree roots and covered with dripping branches. Even this late in the year, 

the air was alive with small bugs. They were attracted to the ditches filled with 

stagnant, iridescent water that lay dotted between the bushes. Viper’s Green didn’t 

look like any park I had seen before. It was primitive. A wild piece of deep forest that 

had somehow survived the centuries as the town grew up around it.  



 The temperature had dropped. I could hear rain falling heavily on the upper 

branches of the canopy above my head. My nostrils were filled with the smell of 

rotting earth. I was wearing new white K-Swiss trainers, but they were now caked 

with thick brown mud. A wet tangle of brown earthworms dropped from a tree limb 

onto the path in front of me. They were knotted together. Whichever direction they 

pulled in, some of the worms pulled the other way, so the living knot remained in 

place on the path. It looked like a moving human brain. Max stamped on it as he 

passed. 

 I had a problem with things that wriggled and crawled. When I was seven, I 

had accidentally upturned my cousin’s reptile tank, releasing his pet grass snakes all 

over the bedroom. The memory of the serpents slithering under the bed still made me 

sweat. 

 ‘There, just ahead.’ Max was pointing to a dark brick building beyond the 

path. 

 ‘Wait for me.’  

The great grey church stood in a clearing at the heart of the park. The railings 

around it were almost buried in vines and bindweed. Part of the steep roof had fallen 

in, and several of the brick buttresses had collapsed. Its walls were streaked green. 

Half its windows boarded over with sheets of corrugated iron.  

 We made our way over shattered white stones toward the entrance. ‘This was 

the graveyard,’ said Max. ‘You’re walking over loads of rotting dead bodies. Look at 

the headstones.' 

 I stopped to read them as we passed. 'Alice Forthright - In Our Lady's Hands 

We Place Thee - Born 1894 Died 1918. Edward Beckett O'Malley - For The Light 

Shineth Bright In Heaven - Born 1867 Died from Influenza 1919. The great flu 

epidemic took a lot of people out,' I said. 

 'What?' 

 ‘There was a terrible flu epidemic just after the First World War. It killed 

millions of people. We covered it last year.' 

 'How far away from here do you live?’ 

 ‘Why?’ 

 ‘I’m gonna rob your house, why do you think. How far?’ 

 ‘We’re just across the road. My bedroom overlooks this park.’ 



 ‘And you never been inside it?’ Max shook his head in disbelief. ‘Can’t 

believe you live opposite and never even broke in here like once. That’s so lame. You 

must be really scared.’ 

 ‘I’m not scared, it’s just a crappy old park.’ 

 We stopped beside the broken railings, where a collapsed sign read: 

 St Patrick’s Catholic Church 

 Services 6pm Daily 

 Sundays 11:00am & 6:00pm 

 Parish Priest: Father Christopher Sharpe 

 A fat brown spider was picking its way over the vicar’s name. One of the 

church’s double doors had been smashed apart, and had fallen in. I looked up at the 

sky between the treetops and saw that the light was beginning to fade. ‘It’s getting 

dark. We won’t be able to see anything soon. We should come back when it’s – ‘ 

 ‘Go back then. We’re here now.’ Max ran into the church, leaving me to 

follow. 

 It took my eyes a few moments to adjust. I could make out a handful of 

overturned and broken pews. Someone had burned a fire against the wall of the nave, 

blackening it. There was no altar and no lectern. No candlesticks. No hymn-books. 

The building had obviously been derelict for years. Only two things reminded me that 

it had ever been a church; the great height and space of the interior, rising to the dark 

remains of the roof. Somewhere up there, rain dripped and pigeons rustled. And the 

single remaining stained-glass window. It depicted a green-robed figure with raised 

hands, standing barefoot on a dozen intertwined vipers. A saint blessing serpents. It 

had no face, though – that part had been smashed. 

 Max pulled a cheap plastic torch from his backpack and flicked it on, running 

the beam across the walls. ‘Do us a favour, look over here, I’ll take the other side.’ 

 ‘What am I looking for?’ I asked. 

 ‘Snakes, yeh.’ Max called back, throwing me a second torch. 

	  


