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To Lukasz and Liola with love
Both still too young to read my books but I hope
one day you will enjoy them xx






‘Be yourself; everyone else is already taken.’


Oscar Wilde







This is what happened the day my brother went missing. It’s all I can remember.


Me and our Sam went down Bulwell Bogs. We weren’t doing much, just messing about and stuff.


This bloke walked by. He had a beard and looked a bit scruffy. He wore a checked shirt and his trousers were tucked in those wide-topped tan-coloured boots, like a builder. He looked at us, but he didn’t say anything, and then he disappeared.


That’s the only person I remember seeing that day.


I was sitting on top of the climbing frame, balancing on the two thinnest bits, when I saw our Sam talking near the swings.


At first, I thought he was just talking to himself; he does that a lot. But then I saw he was kind of talking into the bushes, like there was someone hiding there.


‘Sam,’ I called down to him. ‘Come here. NOW.’ But he ignored me, just carried on talking to the bushes.


I shouted again and this time he glanced up at me, and I saw the bushes rustle and move like there was someone in there, watching us.


I yelled, loud as I could, ‘Hey! What you up to over there?’


Our Sam is only eight years old and I’m not being rotten, but he isn’t the sharpest knife in the drawer, if you know what I mean, and I was supposed to be looking after him.


But my brother didn’t even turn round – he just stared into the bushes like a zombie.


And . . . and that’s all I can remember. I don’t remember seeing anyone, but there was this awful dread flooding through me, like I knew something terrible was about to happen to him. 


That’s when everything turned upside down, including Sam and the bushes. 


I stretched my arms out to try to break my fall, but they just reached up towards the sky. I fell on my back and I think my head must’ve hit something hard because everything went black.


When I woke up, I was in hospital.


A nurse and a copper stood by my bed, and Mum was there too.


Her face was tear-stained and her hair looked all thin and greasy like it does when she hasn’t washed it for a few days.  Mum’s best friend, Augustine, had her arm around her shoulders.


Charlie, Augustine’s boyfriend, walked in and looked at me, and his mouth twisted up into a tight little knot, but he didn’t say anything.


‘What happened? Where’s Sam?’ I whispered to my mum.


‘We think you must have fallen off the climbing frame in the playground, Ed,’ Mum said, wiping her eyes. ‘And Sam’s gone missing. The police can’t find him anywhere. Did you see anyone with him, Ed?’ 


None of them believed me. Not Mum, not Charlie. Nobody believed I really couldn’t remember what had happened to my brother.


It felt like an army of ants was marching from my toes to my face and back again. The nurse told me to stop scratching; my skin was getting raw.


I wanted to cry like a baby, scream at them to listen, to believe me.


Because, for the first time in a long, long time, I was actually telling the truth.
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It’s the day after my brother went missing, and I am alone in a small white room.


My heartbeat is thumping in my throat and I feel sick and tired.


I can’t hear the usual hospital-type noises or the hushed pad of soft shoes as the nurses dash about. Instead, there’s a hum of frantic voices growing steadily louder outside the closed door. Someone shouts and then there’s a scuffling noise.


A thump on the door makes my heartbeat blip. It sounds like someone just fell against it. I don’t move.


I’m facing away from the door and lying on my right-hand side because it hurts to keep turning my neck. I think I must have twisted it when I fell. From here, I can stare out of the small window to the bushes beyond.


I’ve seen those kinds of bushes before; there are purple flowers on them that attract butterflies. We learned about plants in Biology during the spring term, but I can’t remember the name of this one. Instead, I focus on trying to remember all the chemical symbols and the important dates in our history project, but all the facts feel chewed up together in my mind.


Still, it’s better than thinking about why I’m here in the hospital. About what happened yesterday afternoon . . . Anything is better than that.


The noise outside dies down and then the door opens. I squeeze my eyes shut and pretend to be asleep.


‘Ahh, admiring our lovely buddleia, I see.’ I hear Dr Wood walk around to the bottom of the bed. ‘You’ve got the best room here, you know. Best view, anyhow.’


I open my eyes again. Outside, the butterflies flit around, showing off like they know we’re admiring them. I spot a couple of red speckled woods and a brimstone. And I’m sure there was a red admiral out there, just before I closed my eyes.


What does it matter?


‘I’m sorry about the disturbance,’ Dr Wood says briskly. ‘Somehow the press got on to the ward. Very resourceful, they are. Turn up at visiting time, you see, and slip in with the genuine families.’


‘Is Mum OK?’ I ask.


When the two reporters and a cameraman had appeared at the door fifteen minutes ago, Mum had dashed out of the room, pale and panicky.


‘We’re from the Nottingham Post,’ one of them blurted out urgently. ‘Can you tell us what happened at the park yesterday, Ed? Do you often take your brother out alone?’


‘Get out!’ Mum had screeched. ‘Isn’t there any security in this place?’


Charlie pushed the photographer, who had said the F-word about ten times when his lens had slipped out of his hand and smashed on the floor.


Nurses and doctors had come running, and the quiet space had suddenly seemed very crowded and noisy. Through it all, the woman kept shouting questions at me. Then two policemen appeared and escorted the reporters out.


I pulled the sheet up over my head and waited until the sickly feeling passed.


Dr Wood stops moving and looks at me. ‘Your mum is fine, Ed. The family liaison worker is with her right now, but she’ll be back soon. Did you want me to call your neighbour Charlie in?’


‘No,’ I say quickly.


Dr Wood turns and plucks the clipboard from the bottom of my bed.


‘I don’t remember what happened at the park,’ I say for about the hundredth time, my eyes prickling. I’m saying it as much to myself as to him. ‘Honest, I don’t.’


‘You probably will regain your memory.’ The doctor looks up from studying the paperwork. ‘Sadly, it can’t be rushed. It’ll come back when it’s good and ready and—’


‘But what about our Sam? What if he’s –’ My voice cracks as I interrupt him and a tear traces down my cheek. I hope it gets absorbed into the pillow before Dr Wood notices.


‘I know the police are going to be talking to you, trying to help you to remember, and that’s important. Then you’ll be in the best possible position to help your brother.’


I sniff.


‘Good news. Your readings are nice and stable now.’ He scribbles something on a sheet of paper and hooks the clipboard back on the bed rail. ‘In fact, we can probably get you home later today.’


‘Home?’ I try to swallow down the lump that’s just appeared in my throat, but it doesn’t budge.


‘There’s no sense in you lying here bored out of your mind now we’ve checked you out. And I bet you’d much rather be comfy back at home on your Xbox, eh?’


He grins and winks, and somehow I manage a weak smile.


I think about our cold house, with its peeling wallpaper and draughty windows.


I think about how we’ve never had an Xbox.


I think about how we hardly ever even get to watch a full programme on the TV because the electric usually runs out before the end.
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Jill, who’s our family liaison officer, takes me and Mum home in an unmarked police car. Augustine has already gone back to the house so she can sort everything out there for our arrival.


Charlie left the hospital earlier to see his friend at the pub for a business meeting, he’d said. Seems he hasn’t got the same worries about Sam as the rest of us, otherwise he’d be out there looking for him.


‘My job is to take care of you and your mum,’ Jill had told me when she first came to the hospital. ‘You can talk to me about anything, but I won’t be questioning you like the other officers. It’s easiest just to think of me as a family friend.’


When she went to get Mum a cup of coffee, Charlie said we shouldn’t trust her.


‘Just keep quiet when she’s around. D’ya hear me?’


But didn’t the police need to know everything? How could they possibly find Sam if we didn’t tell them all the facts?


I looked at Mum, waited for her to say something to Charlie, but she just stared at her hands again, chafing her sore index finger with a thumbnail.


At first, it was a bit weird, Jill being around at the hospital all the time, but after a while I forgot she was there. She’s nice and friendly and she sort of melts into the background.


My head feels fuzzy with a dull ache that doesn’t seem to get any better or worse. I only started taking the tablets Dr Wood prescribed me earlier today, though, and he said they’d take a while to kick in. It doesn’t feel great, but I can put up with it. At least the sharp pains that felt like my skull was splitting in two have stopped.


‘Fortunately, you didn’t injure your head seriously when you fell off the climbing equipment,’ Dr Wood told me. ‘But stress and trauma can be responsible for very bad headaches. The pains should fade very soon.’


The ache in my heart when I think about my brother is harder to ignore. And it hurts far more.


When we’re about halfway home from the hospital, I doze off in the back seat of the car. I’m dreaming of being on the climbing frame in the park again, with Sam.


This time, I don’t fall and bang my head. Best of all, Sam doesn’t go anywhere near the bushes.


‘Bloody hell, what the—’ Mum cries out.


I snap awake and nearly jump out of my skin.


‘What’s wrong?’ I gasp.


The car slows right down and stops, and my mouth drops open when I see the street outside our house. It looks like a music festival is taking place. A great crowd of people rush forward when they see the car.


The men and women at the front have notepads and microphones and cameras. Behind them, I spot some of our neighbours, craning their necks to get a better look.


‘Welcome to the circus,’ Jill says, and then speaks into the radio, calling for a response.


I squeeze Mum’s shoulder from behind, but she doesn’t look round.


‘Lorraine, Ed, don’t get out of the car until the officers open the doors.’ Jill flicks her seat belt off and twists round to face me in her seat. ‘Ed, don’t answer any questions they direct at you, love. At this stage, you shouldn’t comment. Keep your eyes looking down and just allow the officer to help you inside. OK?’


I nod and glance at Mum. I’m not sure she’s taking in what Jill is saying.


She’s just staring out of the window at the flashing cameras, the desperate faces. They’re all shouting at once, so it’s impossible to catch anything they’re saying.


Two police officers appear and the crowd falls back. One reaches for Mum’s door handle, and another for mine. They open them at the same time and noise floods into the car like a tsunami of sound.


People clap and yell. Everybody usually ignores us around here. Now they all want to talk to us.


A strong hand grips my upper arm. The officer smiles and says something, but I can’t hear what. He pulls gently, placing a flat hand on my head until I’m safely out and can stand up.


I press my hands to my ears as the splitting pains I thought had gone begin again, shooting from behind my eyes, ricocheting inside my skull like red-hot laser beams.


Jill said to keep my eyes down, and I try, but it’s hard to do. There are too many faces staring. Puzzled, angry, sympathetic. I’ve never seen most of these people before, but they all seem to recognize me.


‘Ed . . . Ed . . . Ed,’ all the different voices call out.


As we inch closer to our small, wooden front gate, I spot our neighbours Marg and Arthur. Their faces are lined with concern and Marg has tears in her eyes. Arthur gives me a thumbs-up, but he doesn’t smile.


I see a flash of another one of our neighbours, Sylvester, and I wish I could talk to him, but then someone steps in front of him and he’s suddenly lost in a sea of bodies.


‘Ed . . . Ed . . . Ed!’ All these strangers know my name.


‘What did you see?’


‘Why didn’t you stop him?’


‘Where exactly were you when Sam went missing?’


I don’t answer, don’t react, but it doesn’t stop me feeling something spiky and sharp scraping the pit of my stomach.


They’re asking the exact same questions as Mum  and the police already have. I didn’t have any answers then, and I don’t have any now.


A screech from the back of the crowd draws my gaze and I see a piece of card held up above all the heads. Written in thick, black ink are the words:
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They’re blaming Mum, even though she wasn’t at the park with us. How can that be fair?


‘Where were your parents while you were at the park?’ a woman yells from somewhere at the back of the crowd.


I’ve been so busy trying to think what might have happened to Sam that I’ve lost sight of the real issue. My eight-year-old brother was in my care.


He’s still at primary school and I’ll be fifteen next month.


My job was to look after him – that’s all I had to do.


Other people in my year look after their kid brother or sister all the time, so how could I have blown it so completely?


‘Edward, do you think someone abducted your brother?’ A woman thrusts a microphone at me and for a couple of seconds I freeze and stare into her face. She wears a concerned expression, but her glinting eyes look hungry, like a wolf’s.


‘No comment!’ Jill snaps from behind me, and I feel her hand on my back, gently urging me to move forward.


My stomach contracts into a big, hard knot and it’s then that the truth hits me.


Sam going missing is all my fault.
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‘Stand back, please,’ says the leading police officer as he forges his way authoritatively through the crowd.


We walk down the short front path that’s overgrown with weeds. Mum keeps saying she’s going to do a bit of gardening to neaten up the front. She even said it the day before yesterday. When life was still normal. When I’d felt hard done by because there was no food in for supper . . .


I’d been irritated because we’d had to go up to our room early. There was nothing to do downstairs and Mum said she needed space.


I felt like there was rock music playing at top volume in my head. I paced up and down the tiny aisle in the middle of our beds. I just couldn’t sit still at all.


Mum’s not the only one. I’d like some space – probably Sam would too. But space is hard to come by when you’re all cramped together in one room because the heating is off everywhere else.


I know Mum meant she needs space in her head to try and get the sad thoughts to quieten down. She’s always like that when she’s taken her tablets before bed. We try to be quiet and tiptoe around her, but sometimes she just wants us out of the way.


‘Ed,’ Sam said in his whiney voice, and I knew what was coming. ‘I’m hungry.’


‘You should be used to it by now,’ I snapped.


Sam isn’t as good at dealing with it as I am. He still thinks things will change if he whines enough, like food might magically appear in the cupboards.


‘Ed,’ Sam said again.


‘Sam, just shut it, will you? There’s nothing to eat. Live with it.’ I felt the guilt, like a curl of smoke, unfurling inside me.


‘Fine. I just wanted to talk – that’s all.’ He picked up his pillow and slammed it back down again before lying down and turning his back.


‘Talk about what?’ I sighed, still sorry for snapping at him. After pacing around, I suddenly felt like I could sleep for a week.


‘I wanted to tell you about a secret. But it doesn’t matter now. I don’t want to talk to you.’


Sam and his silly secret that didn’t exist. He was always babbling on about it lately, but he’d never actually said what it might be.


‘Please yourself,’ I said, and lay down on my own bed, staring up at a cobweb in the corner of the ceiling.


Sam fell fast asleep. I lay awake for ages on my own, shivering under the thin quilt and listening to my stomach rumbling.


Our short path seems like the longest walk in the world, but, finally, I get to the front door.


The copper stands aside as the door swings open and Augustine ushers us all inside.


I walk down the hallway, a little apart from the others, and stand staring at the white wall in front of me. There are dirty fingerprints and scuffmarks on there. Sam always leans on the wall to put his trainers on.


The last police officer closes the door behind her as she steps inside the house, halving the volume of the shouting outside.


Augustine shakes her head. ‘An hour ago there was nobody out there.’


‘They’ll have had a tip-off from someone at the hospital.’ The taller officer frowns. ‘No way of telling who it might be.’


‘I’m Lorraine’s best friend,’ Augustine says to Jill and the two officers. ‘Me and my boyfriend, Charlie, thought it’d be best for me to come round, to be here for them.’


‘Thanks, Augustine,’ says Jill. ‘I think that’s a good idea.’


Augustine and Mum look at each other. Mum’s face is pinched tight, as if she’s trying to stop any words from getting in or out of her mouth.


‘They’ll find him.’ Augustine gathers Mum into her big, soft arms. ‘It’ll all be fine, you’ll see.’


I scuff my toe on the wooden floor.


Augustine turns to me. ‘How are you, love?’


‘The doctor says his memory should come back,’ Mum says in a small voice. ‘If Ed can just remember everything that happened, then . . . we might . . . oh!’


Mum seems to collapse inwards like all her insides have melted away. She leans against Augustine and starts to wail, a horrible sound like she’s being strangled.


‘Where’s my Sam? Where’s my baby boy?’


She won’t stop. She keeps crying out the same words, again and again.


My hands clamp on to my ears as a moving picture of Sam, walking towards the bushes at the park, replays in my head.


Why can’t I remember more? Why didn’t I stick with him, stay closer to him?


Invisible hands are choking me. I drag in air, but I’m still out of breath.


Jill rushes over, slides her arm round my shoulders. ‘You OK, Ed? Breathe . . . That’s it. Just breathe.’


One of the coppers gets me a drink of water and I gulp it down.


‘Thanks,’ I croak, handing him back the empty glass.


‘A couple of detectives will be here to speak to you soon,’ Jill says. ‘Nothing to worry about  – they just want a friendly chat. Why don’t you go and rest for a while?’


I turn away and walk into the living room to sit down. I can hear the adults talking in low voices in the kitchen at the back of the house. Now I’m in here alone, I let my mask fall away. My throat feels sore, but my breathing is normal again. My lips lose their pucker and I close my eyes and rest my head back against the cushions.


It feels like all the important information the police need to help my brother is trapped behind a locked steel door in my head that even I don’t have the key for.


If I try to remember the day leading up to that point, maybe there will be clues about who’s taken Sam? I have to do something.


I open my eyes and wipe them with the back of my hand.


The last time I was here, in this room, Sam was with me. We’d just got our coats on to leave for the park . . .
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Mum, Augustine and Charlie had been to the pub. I’d woken up in the early hours to their muffled laughter and stumbling about on the landing.


The next morning when I’d gone downstairs to make my and Sam’s breakfast, I’d forgotten we had nothing in. No milk, no cereal and no bread. I knew better than to wake Mum up, so we’d ended up sitting in the living room looking at an old comic and sharing a small bag of crisps I'd found in the bread bin.


An hour later, there’d still been no sign of life from Mum’s room, and Sam’s belly had been rumbling again. Loud enough to hear over the other side of the room. I’d have to think of something good to take his mind off it or he’d set off on one of his unstoppable tantrums. If he woke Mum up, it’d be all my fault. It always was.


‘Get dressed,’ I’d said. ‘We’ll go kind-fishing up Bulwell Hall Park.’


Sam really liked it at the park. He caught sticklebacks and minnows with his green net. He put them in a jar and then threw them back in before we left. He called it kind-fishing because the fish don’t get hurt. Sam has always been good at inventing new names for stuff.


‘I’m hungry,’ Sam had said when we reached the top of the hill that led down to the park.


My heart sank when I spotted the Flying Sausage, a food van that set up at weekends opposite Barker’s Wood. Each step had brought us closer to the delicious smell of fried onions.


Sam had tugged at my sleeve as we entered the park.


‘Ed, I’m hungry.’


‘Yeah, me too,’ I’d said, glancing at the food van. ‘But we’ve no money to buy a hot dog, Sam.’


‘What about a small burger?’


‘No money for that, either. Sorry.’


‘Arrgghh!’ He’d started doing his giant temper steps, stamping his feet down really hard with each stride.


Sam had been seeing a therapist at school who was supposed to be helping him with his frustrations. That’s how the head teacher had put it to Mum, anyway, when he’d called her into school for a meeting.


‘It’s just a fancy word for having a rotten temper,’ Mum fumed when she got home. ‘Have you ever heard such a ridiculous job title? Behaviour Management Therapist  .  .  . pfft! Flipping do-gooders, the lot of ’em. None of ’em has a clue what a hard life looks like.’


Sam pulled on my sleeve again.


‘Can you ask the lady, Ed?’ He looked up at me, his face pained. ‘Ask her if she’ll give us a free one. Or just half of one.’


Sam expected people to help him – he didn’t understand yet that some could be two-faced or mean. If people pretended to be nice, Sam just swallowed it, hook, line and sinker, like one of those sticklebacks in the lake.


I worried a lot about him getting bullied when he moved up to the comprehensive school and had to deal with people like Aidan Taylor.


We got level with the food van and I smiled tentatively at the lady cooking at the hot plate. She had an upside down, triangular face with sharp features that seemed to match the dangerous-looking pronged tool she stabbed the meat with.


‘Go on, ask her,’ Sam had whispered from behind his hand. His nostrils flared, dragging in the irresistible smell that had even started to get to me.


‘Nah.’ I steered him wide of the van. ‘I’ve got something better we can do to make the hunger pangs go away.’


‘What?’ Sam scowled, unconvinced.


‘Easy-peasy.’ I grinned at his annoyed face. ‘We dream.’


‘Argghh!’ He stomped off in front, shouting, ‘I don’t want to dream! I just want to eat something.’


I remembered what the head teacher had said to Mum about distracting him before he had a tantrum.


‘Sam, wait! Do you want to be a policeman when you grow up?’


I knew he didn’t want to be a policeman, of course, but it got his attention.


He turned round and punched his hands on to his hips. ‘No!’


‘Remind me again, then: what do you want to be?’


‘A farmer,’ he said slowly, as if I’d find it difficult to understand. ‘A proper farmer with my own tractor.’


‘Oh, yes, I remember now,’ I said, picking up my pace to catch up with him as we passed the golf course on our right-hand side. ‘What colour will your tractor be?’


‘Red,’ he said without hesitation. ‘With massive tyres and a shiny black comfy seat where I’ll sit and nobody else is allowed.’


At home, Sam’s wall in our shared bedroom was covered in posters of farm machinery and vehicles.


‘What else will you have on your farm?’


‘A combine harvester. A yellow one.’ His eyes were bright now, looking ahead as if there was one right in front of us.


‘I always get confused, Sam.’ I played along. ‘Tell me again what a combine harvester does?’


‘You are so stupid.’


I’d heard Charlie calling him that when Mum and Augustine weren’t around.


‘We don’t use that word with each other,’ I said softly. ‘We’re the smartest kids on the block. Remember?’


‘You are stupid, though.’ Sam raised his voice. ‘I told


you before, Ed. A combine harvester collects up the crops. It reaps, threshes and winnows, and it combines them all into one.’


Sam’s last school report said he had trouble focusing properly and didn’t do well in his assessments because he found it difficult to retain information.


But I knew if they tested the whole school on farm machinery, Sam would come out top.


My thoughts are interrupted by sharp pains in my hands. When I look down, my fingernails are embedded in the soft flesh of my palms.


My whole body aches with wishing so hard that I could turn the clock back to Sunday morning and start over again.








[image: image]








I hear a phone ringing in another room. Jill’s head appears round the living-room door.


‘An officer outside just rang me, Ed. He says your friend Imran is in the crowd. He wants to come in for five minutes, if that’s OK?’


My mouth is instantly dry. Imran is my only friend at school and I go round to his house all the time. But he’s never been here, to my house.


I think back to last Friday at school when my biggest problem was staying out of Aidan Taylor’s way.


‘Ed!’ Imran had beamed at me when I got to school that morning. ‘All right?’


‘Yeah, I suppose.’ I shrugged.


‘Look, I brought cake.’ He opened a canvas bag and I caught a waft of sweet sugar. I’d had no breakfast. I had this crazy urge to snatch the bag and tear open all of the small, neat napkin-wrapped squares.
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NOTTINGHAM POST
LOCAL BOY MISSING

Communities join forces

Yesterday, police praised
Bulwell residents and the
surrounding communities for
their help in searching for
missing 8year-old local boy
Samuel Clayton.

The boy, known to friends
and family as Sam, went
missing late  on  Sunday
afternoon while visiting Bulwell
Hall Park with his 14-year-old
brother, Edward.

Due to an accident involving
Sam’s brother falling from play
equipment, police say it is still
not clear exactly how Sam
went missing.

Within hours of his disap-
pearance, community leaders
organized a local gathering
through social media, where

over 200 volunteers took part
in a three-hour fingertip search
of the park and nearby wood-
land.

Police would like to
question a bearded man of
dishevelled appearance with
lightbrown short hair who
was seen in the area shortly
before Sam’s disappearance.
He wore a checked shirt and
beige trousers tucked into tan-
coloured boots.

Door-to-door enquiries and
a wider search are expected to
take place today.

Anyone who saw Sam
at the park or who has any
further information can contact
Nottinghamshire Police.
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