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‘You are what your deep, driving desire is. As your desire is, so is your will. As your will is, so is your deed. As your deed is, so is your destiny.’

– Brihadaranyaka Upanishad IV.4.5
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Prologue

I hear the scream and then I turn and run.

It’s pitch black in these woods. The moon was shining bright earlier but now clouds have covered the sky. I grab my mobile and use it as a torch, a fluorescent square that shows me the way. The mud is squelchy and I nearly slip; I seize hold of a trunk, panting for breath. Another scream and I freeze, torn – should I go back? My mind tells me to reverse but my body ignores the command. I’m running, running, leaves kissing my cheeks, twigs curling against my hair, shrubs brushing my jeans. A refrain from that poem we studied in English zigzags through my mind – ‘Whose woods these are I think I know. His house is in the village though . . . The woods are lovely, dark and deep, But I have promises to keep . . . and miles to go before I sleep . . . ’

An opening; light; civilisation. I burst out into the road, doubled over, my lungs raw with pain. My car is still there, where I left it. I stab my car key at the lock and only succeed in scratching off paint. Again I try, and again, and on the third go I hit the jackpot, slide into the driver’s seat and bang the door shut. I glance around, worried that someone might have seen me. But this is a quiet suburban street and there are no lights on in the houses.

I turn the engine on, startled as rock music blasts from the radio. I switch it off. I mustn’t panic, I mustn’t drive too fast. The woods are lovely, dark and deep . . . I gather myself, put the car in gear and drive away down the road, watching in my rear-view mirror as the woods shrink to silhouettes and disappear.


Chapter 1

Luke

The police come to get me on a regular Monday morning. It’s just before 9 a.m. and I should be in assembly singing boring hymns and listening to the deputy head speak about the importance of Living Responsibly and Thinking Of Others. Instead, I’m redecorating the Gents’ toilets with the help of Rob, my best mate.

I’m in pain. Rob has just shoved my head into the sink. Laughing, he spins the taps and cold water sluices over my hair, stinging icy in my ears. I’m wriggling but Rob is pressing hard on my shoulders. ‘So, Batman,’ he says, relishing the game, ‘you’re going downnn . . . ’ I laugh too and try to tell him he’s a bastard but all I manage is a splutter. A surge of fury gives me bonus energy points. I thrash about and throw Rob off and he staggers backwards.

A pause for breath. We both stare into the mirrors. We remember that we’re human, not animals. Sometimes when you’re fighting, you forget to think. You forget who you are. We look at our reflections, me with my wet hair pasted over my face and Rob with red smearing from his nose. I’m taller than Rob but he’s stockier than me. We’ve painted cuts and bruises on each other’s faces; my blood is on his shirt and his blood is on my skin. Maybe we’ve got just a little bit out of control . . .

Rob comes at me—

I spin around and knock him hard—

He falls to the floor.

Now’s my chance. I jump on top of him and grab a fistful of his hair. My anger pumps through me. I love fighting and I hate fighting. The pain lasts for days as your bruises turn all shades of blue, but there’s nothing like that moment, that exhilaration when the anger and adrenalin rush so hard and fast you feel like you’re on drugs. It’s a dangerous moment too, because you can’t say how far you’ll go, how much damage you’ll do, and that fear is part of the buzz.

To be honest, this isn’t 100 per cent play fighting. Rob wrote something on my Facebook wall yesterday about how sexy my girlfriend is and I’ve been feeling pissed off about it ever since.

‘So, Green Lantern —’ I cry, yanking up Rob’s head.

‘I’m not the Green Lantern, he’s a boring wimp,’ Rob protests in laughter. ‘I’m Spider-Man!’

‘Yeah, right. So, Green Lantern, inferior hero that you are – how do you like this?’ I bang his face down on the floor. I hear him cry out and inside my mum’s voice warns me – Don’t go too far, stop, stop—

Right then the door opens. Rob groans and spits blood onto the floor.

‘Luke Jones! Rob Pennington! What the hell are you doing!’

Mr Abdul is standing there.

Shame shrinks me. I stagger to my feet. Mr Abdul teaches Art at St Martin’s High. Most of the teachers in our school give me The Sneer, but Abdul’s different. He’s kind to me; he listens; he seems to really care.

‘Sorry.’ I wince.

‘Luke, what the hell is going on?’

I’ve not heard Abdul raise his voice like this in a long time. He’s normally very chilled.

Rob lies there, groaning as though he’s just fought for weeks in one of those ancient battles against Napoleon or something.

‘Rob, stop trying to play the sympathy card!’ I go to kick him for trying it on, when Mr Abdul cries: ‘Luke!’

‘Sorry – but – he’s fine! We were just messing around.’

‘Luke jumped me,’ Rob groans again.

‘Hey, that’s not true!’

I suddenly become aware that Mr Abdul isn’t alone.

Police officers. Two of them, a bloke and a woman. They step forward.

‘Rob, for God’s sake, get up!’ Mr Abdul says irritably.

The police are watching us closely. I’m conscious of the little differences between me and Rob. Rob wears smart black shoes, whilst I’m in non-regulation grey trainers with holes in them; one of my laces has broken so I’ve replaced it with an elastic band. Rob’s dark hair is neat and spruce; my brown fringe is swinging over my forehead cos I meant to cut it last night but I hadn’t been able to find the scissors in the chaos of our kitchen. Rob is one of those fake rebels who swagger about and boast that they’ll do anything, but the moment an adult shows they’re all smiles and thankyous and posh accents. Now he gets to his feet, smoothing down his hair, looking contrite and shooting me a glance as though I’m some thug he met in an alley.

The female police officer looks at Rob as though she wants to mother him. The man is watching me, though. He has spruce hair flecked with grey and dark, dark eyes. I realise that he looks familiar and then it comes to me.

He once arrested me for reckless driving. I can’t remember his name. He seemed like one of those guys who enjoy being on a power trip. Still, that was months ago, so why are they here now?

‘Luke, this is Detective Inspector Jackson and Detective Sergeant Hutton,’ Mr Abdul introduces them.

Jackson. That’s him. I step forwards, thinking I ought to shake their hands, but Jackson merely raises an eyebrow, so I shove my hand in my pocket. I’m never good with this sort of thing. I see the female detective staring at my shirt and I glance down, noticing the tear.

‘They’ve been given permission from your mother to take you to the station,’ Mr Abdul goes on.

‘Do I have to go?’ Rob cries in disbelief.

‘No, just Luke.’

Rob lets out a little cheer and Mr Abdul gives him a stern glance.

‘What’s it about?’ I ask, even though I already know. Somehow they’ve found out how much I drank at the party last Friday. I drove home oh-so-slowly, at about ten miles an hour all the way. But they must have seen me on CCTV.

‘They’re—’ Mr Abdul begins.

‘We want to speak to you in connection with the disappearance of Eva Pieachowski,’ Detective Jackson says.

Shit. My last memory of Friday evening: Eva’s face, shadowed by the woods, streaked by moonlight, her mouth an ‘O’ as she yelled abuse at me. She was so upset that night. I hope she didn’t go and do anything crazy.

Rob gives me a shocked glance, then quickly looks away. I almost feel like shouting that Rob was there on Friday night too – it was his party. But no. There’s something too familiar about this set-up. Rob politely asks for permission to leave the toilets. While he gets to go back to class scot-free, I’m walking down the corridor in between two police officers, with that sharp, twisting feeling in my stomach that tells me this is just the start of trouble. Of course, with spectacular timing, assembly has just finished. Kids are streaming out and they all get a good look at me; a couple even take pics on their phones, until Mr Abdul tuts at them. This is bloody typical. I’m the outsider in this posh fee-paying school, here on a scholarship, not courtesy of Mummy and Daddy’s millions. I’m always in the wrong place at the wrong time. Why does this always happen to me?

Then we’re out in the playground. It’s cold and I want to ask if I can run back in and get my coat. A panda car is waiting. Its blue lights whirl and flash, incongruous and alien in the daylight.

Mr Abdul leans in and whispers: ‘Tuck your shirt in.’

I hastily shove it into my trousers, feeling the safety pin which is holding up my belt. His voice is tender with concern; when I look into his eyes I see fear. For one weird moment I think he’s going to hug me. Mr Abdul was once a scholarship boy from a family on a low income. He’s told me he sees his younger self in me.

‘Be honest,’ he says. ‘That’s all you need to do. Just tell the truth.’

I want to ask him to come with me, but when I open my mouth to say it, I worry that I sound childish and pathetic. He has classes to teach. I’ve let him down. I don’t deserve his help.

So I shove my hands in my pockets and give him a casual smile, as though I don’t really care that any of this is going on. The walk to that police car is a long and lonely one. What’s happened to Eva? Is this another one of her Dares? What do they want with me?


Chapter 2

Anonymous

The Big Bad Blog ~ Monday 26 September

There’s an empty chair in Form 4, Year 13 today.

The news has spread like wildfire: Eva Pieachowski is missing.

Our school is in shock.

Eva. The star girl at St Martin’s. She’s taking five A levels in English, Economics, History, Geography and Art, and she’s top in every subject, yet Eva’s no square – anyone who has ever partied with her knows that. With her long blonde hair and bewitching brown eyes, it’s no wonder that she was scouted by a modelling agency on a trip to Paris. She only did one contract – for Topshop – before dropping it in favour of her studies. She’s captain of the netball and tennis teams, tipped to be voted head girl in our elections next week, and at the end of Year 12 she was awarded the trophy for Star Pupil. The prom is still nine months away but it’s pretty obvious who will be chosen as queen.

She was last seen on Friday night at a party held at Rob Pennington’s house. Rob’s parties are notorious. So what happened? Did Eva run away? Is she lost? Is she playing a game? Or has something terrible happened to her? We all know that Eva’s recently started to hang out with the wrong crowd . . .

Hopefully all is well and Eva’s gone to stay with a friend and forgotten to tell her parents. Let’s hope that tomorrow her empty chair is filled.

COMMENTS (2)

Lisa – ‘with her blonde hair and bewitching eyes’ – what is this, a Mills & Boon? *cringe*.

Tristan – hey, I like this blog. I want to know what’s happened to Eva. Thnx for keeping us up to date.


Chapter 3

Luke

‘Tell me about you and Eva,’ DI Jackson says. ‘She’s your girlfriend?’

We’re sitting in a cramped interview room. A videocam squats in the corner, recording us. Jackson has the most intimidating stare. My hands itch for a pencil. If I was going to draw him, I’d capture his lizard eyes, which laser me for minutes at a time without blinking. Drawing always makes me feel better when I’m tense.

‘What’s happened to her?’ I ask.

‘Or maybe Eva was just a friend,’ he goes on, ignoring me. ‘A friend you have a crush on?’

‘Yes, she is my girlfriend,’ I assert, my cheeks warming. Why do people always assume a girl like her wouldn’t go for a guy like me? ‘It’s serious between us, we’ve been dating nearly nine months. We’re in love.’

‘Really?’ He looks surprised and I swear there’s a sarcastic flicker in his eyes, as if all teens ever do is play Spin the Bottle and snog and lack the depth to ever feel anything deeper than that. At least my anger smoothes away my stutter.

‘We have something really special.’

More surprise. His pen hovers above the page for about a minute, until I’m ready to grab it and fling it across the room. Then he writes something down. He’s left-handed and his handwriting is loopy and slanted; impossible to read.

‘Are you writing a greetings card?’ I ask.

‘I’m sorry?’

‘You’re writing down that we have something really special?’ Once I say the words, I know they sound bad. I have such a big mouth. Mum’s always warning me: ‘You always speak and then think and it’s too late once you’ve said it!’

‘Sorry,’ I say quickly.

Detective Jackson folds his arms.

‘You think this is funny?’

‘No! I don’t!’ My voice is too loud and I try to turn down the volume. My fists are clenched in my lap. ‘I just don’t get what’s going on. Where’s Eva?’

‘You tell me,’ he says.

‘I haven’t seen her all weekend,’ I say. ‘I last saw her on Friday night at a party and then I was helping my mum with family stuff on Saturday and on Sunday I went over to see Rob.’

‘Rob?’ His pen scratches another note. ‘The guy you were beating up in the toilets?’

‘We were play-fighting,’ I correct him. ‘We were just messing around! We were pretending to be superheroes. I was Batman and Rob was the Green Lantern – well, he wanted to be Spider-Man, but you know.’

‘I’m sorry?’

‘You know, the Green Lantern. He’s the lame hero nobody likes.’ I figure that Jackson isn’t the type to ever go to the movies; it would be far too much fun for him.

‘I see.’ Jackson makes another enigmatic note and I swallow. I wish I could be like Rob. He’d know just what to say. If he was here, he’d already know what Eva’s been up to, and would be shaking the policeman’s hand and arranging a game of bloody golf or something. I’m no good at dealing with adults, especially ones in positions of authority.

‘And you’ve had no contact with Miss Pieachowski since Friday?’

‘Well, I did call her but she didn’t pick up, so I figured she was mad at me.’

His eyes flicker. Oh. I shouldn’t have said that.

‘Can I have a drink of water?’ My tongue feels thick in my mouth.

‘In a minute. First, tell me why Eva would be angry with you.’

‘I . . . She . . . it was just . . . ’

‘Let’s begin with Friday. Did something happen that might make her angry with you?’

‘Well, a bit. Kind of. I mean, we were getting on really well to begin with. We went to Rob’s house as he was giving a party. He wanted me there cos we’re good friends.’

‘Except when you’re attempting to break his nose,’ DI Jackson says drily. Before I can defend myself, he goes on: ‘So, did Rob’s parents know about this soirée?’

‘They were away for the weekend, so . . . ’

‘What time did you get to the party?’

Time? I don’t own a watch. I use my mobile sometimes to check the time – and usually find that wherever I’m meant to be, I’m late.

‘I think I picked her up around eight-thirty.’ I don’t add that I had to collect Eva at the bottom of her road, so that her parents didn’t see me. That might sound odd. ‘So it would’ve been soon after that.’

‘Did you drink at the party?’

‘Ah, just a bit. I had a beer, maybe. I know you got me for reckless driving earlier this year, so of course, I was being careful. Eva drank more.’

‘I haven’t forgotten the reckless driving. So, you and Eva fell out? She got upset?’

‘I don’t know about that . . . anyhow, I left the party at, I don’t know, eleven – no, maybe ten thirty. I’m not sure about the time. I left before she did.’

‘You didn’t drive her home?’

‘No – she wanted to stay and I didn’t.’

‘And you weren’t worried about her?’

I stare at the desk, chewing on my lip, when there’s a knock at the door. The female sergeant is standing there. She gives me the strangest of looks – a kind of moon-eyed double take. Then she beckons Jackson over and whispers in his ear. Jackson nods. He turns to the camera, announces the time and says that the interview has been suspended, before switching it off. Then he tells me to wait here and leaves the room, slamming the door behind him so hard that the vibrations shiver and echo through my plastic chair.

‘Fuck,’ I say out loud.

I’m starting to worry that this is more serious than a silly Dare or one of Eva’s wind-ups. I wonder if I need a lawyer. Then I remind myself that me and the detective are basically on the same side, right? We both want to make sure that Eva is okay.

I resist the urge to fold my arms over the desk, bury my head in their nest and nap. I’m scared I’m still being watched through that glass window, even secretly recorded; I try to force an expression of calm neutrality.

It’s hard to think straight because I’m so bloody hungry. This morning I opened the bread bin to find a loaf so green with mould that I couldn’t face scraping it off. Matt and Freya, who are three and eight, started to cry for their breakfast. Mum was already at work, cleaning down at the church, so it was my turn to sort them out. I said they could have Coco Pops, but when I opened the packet, there was nothing but brown crumbs. They cried all the way to school, until I went into the newsagents and bought a Twix, making them swear to share. That was the last of my paper-round money, so I had nothing left to buy my own breakfast. Fighting Rob took the last of my energy.

Breakfast seems like it happened days ago, not hours. I should be in English right now, discussing Robert Frost’s poem about the silent woods. But here I am, in a police station, wondering what my girlfriend is playing at. Maybe it’s Eva’s idea of revenge. Recently her games have started getting more and more out of control, even cruel.

The door swings open. DI Jackson comes striding back in and sets my Nokia mobile down on the table.

‘On Friday night, you have ten missed calls from Eva, between eleven-thirty and one-thirty,’ he says sternly.

‘Ten? I didn’t think it was that many.’

‘She also left some messages which you haven’t listened to. I think you should listen to them now.’

What? How the hell has he got access to my messages? I know all you have to do on a Nokia is press 121, but surely that’s not even legal without a warrant?

I forget everything when I hear Eva’s voice, tinny on the loudspeaker, raw with rage: ‘I hope you’re happy now Luke. Thanks to you, I’m out here in the cold, again – not the first bloody time, is it? I need your help, please, please, help me, please . . . ’

I freeze in horror. And then DI Jackson plays the next. Eva’s voice is a shrill scream and it goes right through me: ‘Luke – you can’t do this to me! I have to get out of here! Please, please, stop hurting me, stop . . . Help, help me!’

Silence.

‘Oh my God! Did someone hurt her?’ I cry.

‘I don’t know, Luke, that’s why you’re here. Were you the one who hurt her? It’s not clear who she’s referring to. It sounds as though you’re the one she’s mad at.’

‘God no, it must’ve been someone else.’

‘Are you sure about that? Why didn’t you listen to these messages? Why didn’t you call her back?’

‘Like I said, I did call her!’ I protest. ‘You haven’t checked properly. I did call her – it was Saturday, or maybe Sunday morning. I – I felt bad and I called at some point. I can’t remember when. But it just went to voicemail and I – I didn’t want to listen to her messages because I couldn’t face them. She wanted to break up, okay? I thought she was just leaving them to tell me to f—, I mean, to go away.’

I stare at the phone again, Eva’s voice echoing inside me: Please, please, please . . .

‘I’m really worried,’ I say. ‘She sounds terrible – is she okay?’

But DI Jackson just looks at me as though I have all the answers.
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