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  Cameron Sextons finger hovered over the standby button on the television remote control. He thought about calling upstairs to see if his wife was almost ready but
  figured if he kept quiet he might at least be able to watch the kick-off before having to leave the house.


  He glanced at the teenager fidgeting nervously in the armchair across the room.


  Are you all right, Ollie? Cameron asked.


  The young man looked up from the television, nodding a little too enthusiastically. Yes, Mr Sexton, he said. Thanks for calling me.


  Its Cameron and thank you. Its always nice to have a reliable babysitter. How are your mum and dad doing?


  Oliver nodded, offering a vague all right, which Cameron thought could mean either theyre absolutely wonderful, never been better, or theyve
  split up and are living at opposite ends of the country, depending on which way the teenagers hormones were raging.


  The sound of a whistle and an overly excited commentator took Camerons eyes back towards the television screen. If he had remembered that the football was on, he would have suggested a
  different night to go out for a meal with his wife.


  Cameron leant back into his seat as the commentators voice plus the oohs and aahs of the crowd broke the uneasy silence between him and Oliver. He tried to focus on the screen, resisting
  the urge to tug his suit trousers into a more comfortable position. They were feeling a little tight around his waist, although he tried to tell himself it was because they must have shrunk
  slightly at the cleaners, as opposed to his forty-something stomach being less forgiving nowadays.


  The match was dull and Cameron felt his mind wandering. It was strange to be leaving your child at home in the hands of someone else, especially a person you didnt know that well and who
  wasnt technically an adult. Using Oliver had been his wifes idea. Eleanor knew his mother and, because he was about as polite and sensible as a teenager could be, they had asked him
  to look after Lara for an evening a few months ago while they went to the pub around the corner for a meal.


  That had now become a monthly event that was both enjoyable and tentative. If anything, Cameron would have thought his wife would be the one nervous about leaving Lara  but she kept
  saying they were going to have to get used to it, which was true but also a bit of a shame.


  Cameron squinted so he could read the match time in the top left corner of the screen and was surprised to see the game had already been going for five minutes. He stifled a sigh before standing
  and reaching across to hand the remote to Oliver.


  Here, you take this. We should be off out any minute. Well, whenever Eleanor is ready. Youve got all this to come with girls and the like . . .


  Oliver took the control, shuffling in his seat, clearly uncomfortable with the topic. Cameron didnt know if the teenager had a girlfriend, or possibly even a boyfriend. The young man
  didnt seem overly confident but Cameron knew from his own experiences of being that age that very few seventeen-year-old lads had the bravado to talk to girls first. The ones that did were
  usually the biggest prats going, covered in gel and too much deodorant, not realising they were a couple of years away from ending up in some dead-end job for the rest of their lives.


  Wondering when exactly hed stopped knowing how to talk to the younger generation, Cameron offered a weak-sounding you can watch what you want, before adding:
  Ill go see where she is.


  He headed out of the room, moving quietly up the stairs until he saw his wife standing in the doorway of their daughters room, her outline silhouetted by the night light from inside.
  Cameron stepped towards her, placing his hands on her hips and pulling her tightly as she gave a yelp of surprise.


  You scared me, Eleanor said with a smile, playfully slapping his chest.


  Cameron waggled his fingers in her face. Oooh, yes, Im really scary.


  Eleanor giggled and turned around, pressing her back into him and resting her head on his breastbone. They stood silently in the doorway, watching their daughters chest rise and fall, her
  eyelids twitching. Cameron found himself breathing in time with the young girl before his wife spoke softly.


  Shes okay, isnt she? Eleanor said.


  Well, she has got my genes. Lets just hope she ends up with my looks, intelligence, charm and charisma.


  Eleanor suppressed a laugh, spinning around, snaking an arm around her husbands waist and butting his shoulder gently with her head. As long as she doesnt have your head
  size.


  Cameron hugged his wife with one arm, using the other to pull the bedroom door until it was almost closed. And are you okay? he asked.


  I cant believe she starts school in September. It only seems like yesterday we were in the hospital. Tomorrow shell be dyeing her hair black and refusing to speak to
  us.


  As he smoothed down his wifes hair, Cameron tried not to laugh. Is that what you were like as a teenager?


  I never dyed my hair but basically, yes.


  At least well know where she gets it from then. Cameron loosened his grip, kissing his wife on the top of the head. Come on, lets get going, or well
  never leave.


  Eleanor peered up at him wearily. She looked as tired as Cameron felt. When they had talked about having a regular date night, theyd agreed that regardless of his job, or
  how exhausted either of them felt, they would ensure they had one night a month for each other.


  Is Ollie all right? Eleanor asked.


  I left him in charge of the TV and he knows where everything is. I made sure the baby monitor was working earlier, so hes all set. I even put a pizza in the oven for
  him.


  Wow, my hero, she mocked with a grin. Lets hope Lara grows up to have your culinary skills as well as your giant head.


  Cameron glanced at his watch as discreetly as he could, not wanting to let on that he was in any way concerned about the time.


  How long ago did we order? Eleanor asked.


  Realising he had been caught, Cameron tried to reply in a way that didnt betray how annoyed he was. Around forty-five minutes, he replied, knowing it was over an hour.


  Im tempted just to say sod it and get a burger on the way home.


  Cameron failed to suppress a grin. Classy.


  Eleanor was trying to stop herself smiling too. Youre the one checking the time.


  I was checking out the back of my hand actually.


  She rolled her eyes. Theyre still hairy and clumsy, if thats what youre worried about.


  Before Cameron could respond, a waiter appeared over his wifes shoulder. Risotto? he asked, before placing the plate in front of Eleanor and offering the steak to Cameron.
  Any sauces?


  Cameron couldnt avoid his wifes disapproving stare. No, fine, thanks, he said, before waiting for the man to walk away. What? he added innocently,
  looking at her, even though he knew exactly what she was thinking.


  You dont ask for ketchup in a restaurant, Eleanor said.


  I didnt.


  No but you were thinking about it.


  Cameron shook his head but could not stop himself smiling. What are you, the thought police?


  When it comes to you, yes.


  Cameron cut into the meat, feeling his stomach rumble as a small amount of juice oozed onto the plate. Despite the time it had taken, he did have to admit the steak looked perfectly cooked and
  he had no doubt the thick, chunky, skin-on chips would be excellent too.


  Is it nice? he asked his wife, nodding towards her bowl.


  Eleanor chewed with her mouth tightly shut but nodded.


  Worth the wait? Cameron added as he put a forkful of meat into his mouth.


  She swallowed, taking a sip from her glass. Maybe.


  What is a risotto anyway?


  He looked up to see Eleanor narrowing her eyes in the way that made the top of her nose crinkle. A strand of blonde hair fell across her face. Cameron thought she looked as gorgeous as ever as
  she moved it away. How old are you? she asked.


  Forty . . . ish. Whats that got to do with anything?


  Eleanor swallowed another mouthful. Its a rice dish. How can you not know that?


  I dont know, Ive never had it. Cameron picked up a slice of steak with his fork and held it in the air. I eat man food.


  His wife smirked. Is that why your trousers are too tight?


  Cameron pulled a face of mock indignation, trying to think of something funny to respond with.


  Forty . . . ish, Eleanor reminded him.


  As they ate and chatted, Cameron risked another glance at his watch. They werent running late as such but neither he nor his wife wanted to stay out any longer than they had to. He
  remembered the first time they had left Lara with Oliver, they had wolfed down a main course and then rushed home barely an hour later to find their daughter sleeping peacefully and the babysitter
  watching a film.


  They had stayed out progressively longer on each subsequent date night. Somewhere at the back of his mind, Cameron expected to arrive home each time with the house a mess and Lara nowhere to be
  seen. It wasnt that he distrusted Oliver in any way, just that the irrational voice in his head always seemed to have more prominence than it should. They never went to the cinema because
  neither of them wanted to have their mobile phones on silent just in case they missed something. Even when they went to have something to eat, Cameron would make sure there was good phone reception
  and ensure Oliver had the restaurants landline number just in case. He knew it was overdoing it but nothing would stop that little niggle that told him he should not leave his daughter.


  He drifted back to the present as Eleanor put her fork down, picking up her napkin before starting to dab at her mouth. Are you okay? she asked, apparently noticing his
  distraction.


  Fine, just thinking about dessert.


  Eleanor clearly wasnt taken in. Shell be fine.


  I know.


  She tilted her head to one side, smiling widely. It was the exact expression that had made Cameron fall in love with her. She had a way of both grinning and chiding at the same time, one eye
  twinkling, the other attentive. Ill go phone the house while you look at the puddings, she said, standing up. Im not letting your trousers out for next time
  though.


  Cameron watched her walk away, her hips swaying, wondering if she would still be awake by the time he had managed to give Oliver a lift home. With those thoughts in mind, he was considering if
  dessert was a good idea after all. It wasnt often he saw his wife dressed up nowadays; the months of maternity wear, sensible shoes and breast pumps had become a necessary  albeit not
  too appealing  part of their lives.


  As he took a cursory glance at the back of the menu, Cameron kept an eye fixed on the direction Eleanor had gone in. He had expected her to be barely a minute or two but began to feel something
  building in his stomach completely unrelated to what he had just eaten. Putting down the menu, Cameron watched the doorway. After a few minutes more, Eleanor finally emerged but he could see
  immediately that something was wrong. The smile from a few minutes before had disappeared as she walked quickly, the sway absent from her stride as she stared at her mobile phone. She didnt
  sit as she arrived back at the table.


  Whats wrong? Cameron asked, standing himself.


  No ones answering.


  Did you try the house phone?


  Of course.


  What about Olivers mobile?


  That too  no answer.


  Cameron started patting his pockets, wondering which one he had put his car keys in. Shall we call the neighbours?


  Eleanor spoke with a forced calmness. No, lets just go. Im sure everything is fine.


  The wait to pay was excruciating and Cameron could barely tolerate the silence during the car journey home. Each red traffic light and delay to give way at a roundabout seemed to occur in slow
  motion. He cursed any driver in front of him who was not going at least 10 m.p.h. over the speed limit. He could sense Eleanor in the passenger seat holding her breath as she tried to call the
  house. Each time, he could hear the phone ringing without being answered until his wife would hang up before trying again.


  Neither of them spoke.


  When they first moved in, Cameron had spent months struggling to reverse his car onto their driveway each time he arrived home. The thick brick pillars on either side seemed to have been placed
  deliberately to make life difficult and Eleanor would make jokes about his parking ability. Without even thinking, he drove in front first and switched off the engine, opening the door in one fluid
  movement. Eleanor was out of the car before it had stopped, heels clip-clopping across the tarmac as Cameron watched her climb the steps two at a time to their front door. He reached the bottom as
  she got to the top, a small cry escaping her lips.


  What? Cameron asked, louder than he intended.


  Eleanor was standing still as he joined her on the top step. She didnt have to say anything because he could see it himself  the front door was unlocked and open. Cameron looked at
  the fear in his wifes eyes. He was too scared to speak, in case saying it out loud would make it more real.


  Gently, he eased the front door open, not knowing what he would see on the other side. Cameron realised he had been holding his breath and exhaled loudly as he stared into the hallway to see
  everything exactly as it should be. Eleanors bright pink coat, which he so hated, was still hanging from the row of hooks on the right-hand wall. Laras wellington boots and trainers
  were neatly placed on the floor underneath.


  Cameron felt Eleanor pushing past him, heading for the stairs. Laras bedroom was the natural place to visit first but, for some reason, he felt drawn to the living room. As he heard his
  wifes shoes ascending the wooden steps, Cameron slowly opened the front-room door, peering around it.


  The room was bathed in a bluish haze with the glow from the television creeping into the darkened corners. Cameron stood for a few moments, staring at the screen, before remembering where he
  was. He blinked rapidly, glancing around the empty room which was, apart from the absence of Oliver, exactly as he had left it. Cameron noticed the house phone undisturbed on the side table, before
  he picked up the remote control and switched the set off, allowing darkness to engulf him.


  He turned to walk back into the hallway but his foot brushed across the top of something hard. He bent down and picked up a mobile phone, examined it and put it in his pocket, stepping into the
  hallway. Cameron felt his stomach gurgling uncomfortably as he rested one hand on the banister at the bottom of the stairs. His house had a different aura about it in a way that was difficult to
  describe. He remembered when the new-born Lara was first brought home, and Eleanor spent the best part of two days sleeping. Owning a property wasnt about the bricks and tiles, it was about
  those memories, and now they suddenly seemed tarnished.


  Cameron held on to the banister, eyes tightly closed as he slowly started climbing the stairs. He winced at every creak, listening out for the scream of anguish he knew would soon be coming from
  above.


  As he neared the top, Cameron opened his eyes one at a time. He fully expected to see his daughters bedroom door flung open with a pile of clothes or toys on the floor. Instead, Eleanor
  was standing in the doorframe staring inwards, illuminated by the night light in an almost identical fashion to a few hours previously.


  Ellie? he said softly.


  His words echoed around the hallway, unanswered. Cameron stepped closer to his wife until he was standing directly behind her. He peered over her shoulder until he could see the room clearly. He
  blinked rapidly, wanting his eyes to confirm it was true.


  Even from the doorway, he could see Laras chest rising and falling as she slept soundlessly.


  Shes okay, Eleanor said gently as Cameron pressed into her back. He felt his wife push into him before relaxing her muscles so he was supporting her weight. I thought
  . . .


  I know.


  They stood in silence watching their daughter breathe. Cameron would have been happy standing there for the rest of the night but his wife turned and nestled her head into his shoulder.
  Wheres Oliver? she asked.


  I dont know. Hes not downstairs.


  He wouldnt have just gone home . . . would he?


  Cameron rubbed the bottom of the womans back soothingly. His mobile phone was on the floor.


  Eleanor pulled away and met her husbands eyes for the first time since they had left the restaurant. She asked the question they were both thinking. So where is he?
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  Detective Sergeant Jessica Daniel finished chewing the chip she was eating and scowled at her friend across the canteen table in disapproval.


  Im not rising to it, she said.


  Detective Constable Isobel Diamond laughed. You always rise to it. Theres no way youre going to let it go.


  Jessica picked up another chip and put it in her mouth, shaking her head. Im a changed woman.


  Izzy laughed again. Not that changed if youre still talking with your mouth full.


  Jessica swallowed. That was just a treat for you. Anyway, Im not rising to it.


  Im just asking if youre ever going to take Adams last name.


  Yes but youre not really asking, are you? Youre stirring.


  Izzy giggled further. I am a bit, yeah.


  Jessica looked across the canteen table at Detective Constable David Rowlands. Whats up with you anyway? Nothing funny to say?


  The constable had been swishing his cup of tea with a teaspoon absent-mindedly for around five minutes. Jessica Compton would make you sound like a farmers daughter, he
  concluded, not looking up from his mug.


  Jessica raised her eyebrows and met Izzys surprised stare. Thats a bit rude, Izzy replied.


  Dave shrugged, picking up his tea and downing what was left. He offered a half-smirk as he raised his gaze to their eyes. It does sound a bit farmy though, doesnt it?
  Its like you should be working somewhere in Alabama throwing hay bales around.


  Have you ever been to Alabama? Jessica asked.


  No, you?


  Surprisingly no, but I doubt they throw hay bales around.


  Anyway, Izzy said. Are you changing your name or not?


  Instead of replying, Jessica picked up another chip and chewed it deliberately slowly. Its your first day back, Iz, she eventually said. Youve returned earlier
  than anyone expected. Havent you got more important things to be getting on with?


  Not really, no. Everyones being particularly nice and offering to carry stuff or take work off my hands. I might have a few more children if this is what everyones reaction
  is like.


  She raised her eyebrows in a silent suggestion.


  Dont even say it, Jessica replied. You either, she added, turning to Rowlands.


  Izzy snorted with laughter. Its going to happen, Jess. Youre married. Its kids, grandkids, great-grandkids, the lot from now on.


  My mums been dropping hints, Jessica confessed. After she got over us flying to Vegas, she started talking about us figuring out somewhere more permanent to live so
  we can sort out the spare room.


  Izzy giggled knowingly as Dave kept a straight face. Are you still living at your mates flat? he asked.


  The house Jessica had lived in with her boyfriend Adam had burned down and they had been staying in an apartment owned by Jessicas oldest friend. For now, she replied.
  Were looking for places but its bloody boring . . .


  . . . And you wouldnt know which name to write on the mortgage, Izzy interrupted.


  Jessica tried to stop herself smiling but Izzys mood was infectious. Theres nothing wrong with keeping your own name, she insisted.


  Adam could take yours, Dave suggested unhelpfully. Adam Daniel.


  I did mention that but it didnt go down well.


  Izzy swished her long red hair behind her and tied it tightly. Ive missed all of this.


  What, winding me up? Jessica said.


  Pretty much, yes.


  Jessica grinned. At least youre honest. How is Amber?


  Whether it was deliberate or not, Izzy shuffled in her seat until she was sitting up straighter. Her smile widened. Im missing her. I know her grandparents are looking after her
  fine but you get used to spending every day together.


  When I saw you last, it didnt look as if youd slept in a week, Jessica pointed out.


  Izzy shrugged. Ambers sleeping a bit better now and doesnt wake up so often in the night. You get used to it. She paused for a moment, before adding with a wink:
  Youll get used to it.


  Jessica ignored her. My mum reckons she used to give me a tiny amount of whisky on my dummy whenever I couldnt sleep. You should try that.


  Im not giving my baby alcohol to make her sleep.


  It didnt do me any harm.


  Aside from the chronic wine intake nowadays, you mean.


  Jessica ignored the dig. Are you sure its not just a massive scam to get extra presents? Not only do you get gifts for Christmas and birthdays, you now get Mothers Day stuff
  as well. Its one big cycle of getting free stuff.


  Yeah, youre right, Izzy replied sarcastically. That was my first thought when I found out I was pregnant.


  Jessica grinned. Youre quiet, she said to the other constable.


  Rowlands, who was fiddling with his empty mug, shrugged dismissively. As Jessica took another chip, he locked eyes with Izzy. There was an awkward silence as Jessica glanced up and caught
  them.


  What? she demanded, wondering what she was missing. Dave quickly looked back at the table. Are you two up to something? Jessica persisted, although neither of the
  constables replied.


  So are you going for Jasons job or not? Izzy asked.


  Jessica paused for a moment, wondering whether to let the obvious subject change go. After a very deliberate pause to let her friends know she was onto them, even though she wasnt,
  Jessica replied. Ive been asked to apply but I dont think its for me.


  Both constables groaned together. Jess, youd be perfect, Izzy said. You practically do the job already.


  Jessica shrugged dismissively, although she knew it was true. Ever since Detective Inspector Jason Reynolds had been suspended for leaking sensitive information to the media a few months
  earlier, his workload had been spread out among his colleagues  with Jessica and Detective Sergeant Louise Cornish taking the brunt.


  Their bosses had already been looking for an additional inspector but whoever got that position would end up doing it in place of DI Reynolds instead of alongside him. That was until the results
  of his disciplinary were through, which would be months, if not longer.


  Theyre interviewing over the next few weeks, Jessica said. But I dont want to end up sitting around here all day. Id rather be out there annoying
  people.


  You are very good at being annoying, Rowlands replied.


  Jessica wiped up the remaining brown sauce with her final chip and bit it in half. Thanks, Ill take that as a compliment.


  So youre definitely not going for it? Izzy continued.


  As she finished the final part of her lunch, Jessica pushed the plate away. Nope. Id be jealous if anyone else got to order Dave around. Thats my job.


  Its not because youre thinking about the pitter-patter of tiny feet, is it? Izzy asked with a smile.


  Jessica rolled her eyes. Youre not going to let it go, are you?


  Before Izzy could reply, Jessica saw Detective Chief Inspector Jack Cole striding into the canteen. He didnt need to speak before she was on her feet. Whats up? she
  asked.


  He was biting his bottom lip, unsure how to phrase his words. Im not sure, he finally admitted. All three officers were now standing. Its good to have you
  back, he added, turning towards DC Diamond.


  Thanks, Sir.


  What do you need? Jessica asked.


  The chief inspector cleared his throat. You know the usual policy on missing persons is to wait a day but weve had something this morning that is a little different . .
  .


  Jessica kept one eye on the road as she tried to glance sideways to see Izzys expression. Are you going to tell me? she asked.


  What?


  Whats going on with you and Dave? Or, more importantly, whats going on with Dave? Hes been moping around for ages now.


  Izzy sighed slightly. You should probably ask him.


  I have, he gives that blokey nothing reply, then carries on sulking.


  Its probably just the Chloe thing. Ever since he split up with her, he hasnt quite been himself.


  Dave had broken up with his girlfriend a few months previously but Jessica hadnt had much of a chance to talk to him about it because she had been dealing with her house fire at the same
  time. She flicked on the indicator and turned left, impressed by the fact she knew where she was going.


  Didnt he break up with her?


  Yes.


  So whats the problem?


  Izzy replied after a short pause. I dont know.


  Jessica didnt think it sounded too convincing but didnt want to push her friend so soon after her return from maternity leave. She manoeuvred her way through a selection of side
  streets, pulling up outside the address Cole had given her. With the absence of anywhere to park, she blocked in whoever was on the driveway and then, with Izzy a few steps behind, walked up the
  small set of steps before ringing the doorbell.


  Almost instantly, a man opened the door. He was tall, with slightly greying hair tucked behind his ears. He was attractive in the way some men were when they reached a certain age, his delicate
  wrinkles displaying a wisdom and kindness as he stood hesitantly on the top step. He pushed himself up onto tip-toes looking over the officers towards the road and then, eventually, inviting them
  in.


  Jessica had been on many call-outs with Izzy in the past and, given the womans bright red hair and good looks, she was almost always eyed  even briefly  by the men they
  visited. After confirming his identity as Cameron Sexton, Jessica knew instantly something strange had happened because he barely gave the constable a second glance. Instead, he invited them into
  the living room, pointing them towards the sofa and continuing to pace.


  Are you all right, Mr Sexton? Jessica asked.


  He was wearing a jumper over a shirt, which was half-untucked from his jeans. He fiddled with his sleeve for a moment before stopping and sitting in an armchair opposite, fixing Jessica with a
  stare. I dont know if we should be angry or worried, he said.


  Cameron went on to explain that he and his wife had come home from an evening out to find their front door open and the babysitter missing.


  I understand your child is fine? Jessica asked.


  Cameron nodded. She slept through it all last night. We took her to the hospital this morning, just in case, but everything is fine.


  How long have you been using Oliver Gordon as a babysitter? Jessica asked.


  Six or seven months? He would come over once a month or so and we would pop out for something to eat. It wasnt even necessarily for us to have an evening away, more so that Lara
  could get used to being with other people and also, I suppose, to get Eleanor used to not being with her all the time.


  Why Oliver? Izzy asked, before adding: I mean, why not a relative?


  Jessica wondered if the constable was thinking about her own child and how she had left Amber with her parents-in-law.


  Cameron continued to tug nervously at his clothes. No reason really. Ellies parents arent around any more and mine live quite a distance away. Oliver is the son of one of
  Ellies friends so weve known him a bit as hes grown up. It was just one of those things.


  Izzy nodded, apparently satisfied.


  Is it always Oliver that you use? Jessica asked.


  Cameron responded with another nod and then continued, We phoned his parents last night to see if he had gone home but obviously he hadnt. Thats when they called
  you.


  And you found Olivers mobile phone?


  Cameron stood and walked around to the doorway to show the two officers exactly where it had been left on the floor, then took the device out of a drawer underneath the television and handed it
  across before sitting back down. Jessica put it in a plastic bag just in case but the fact it had already been picked up and handled meant it was unlikely they would be able to get anything useful
  from it.


  I was really angry last night, Cameron said. At first we thought he had just left and gone home. Then, when we called his parents, we realised he wasnt there. They
  said to call his mobile but I had already found it here. Then they started panicking.


  Is he usually reliable? Jessica asked.


  Always. I mean, hes like most people that age; hes a bit quiet but thats just being a teenager, isnt it? He gets here early and there have never been any
  problems in the past. Plus Lara always liked him. She cant say his name properly and giggles about it. She calls him Dolly. We keep saying its Ollie but
  she cant seem to say the word without putting a D at the front.


  Jessica already had the briefest details of Olivers past but he had no record of anything, other than being born and attending a private school just outside the city.


  Have you spoken to his parents? Cameron added.


  Officers have been there, Jessica replied. Were heading there next. We wanted to visit you first to establish exactly what happened. What was the house like when you
  got home?


  Cameron shook his head, as if not wanting to remember. Its hard to describe. It looked normal but it didnt feel right. Have you ever walked into a room and thought,
  Somethings gone on here? It was like that. As soon as I got in the front door, I had this feeling.


  Jessica had an inkling of what he meant.


  Cameron shivered, perhaps recalling the moment, before continuing: After I saw Lara sleeping upstairs, I didnt know what to think. I was angry, then worried. Then I thought maybe
  someone had broken in.


  Did you check to see if anything was missing?


  We went all around the house. All the obvious stuff is here: the televisions, our stereo, things like that. Then we checked the drawers in our bedroom to see if any of Ellies
  jewellery had gone. None of it is expensive anyway but theres no reason for a burglar or someone else to know that. I cant say for certain nothings missing but, if it is, we
  dont know whats gone.


  Did you check his phone when you found it?


  Cameron tugged at his eyebrow guiltily. I . . .


  Youre not going to be in trouble if you did, Jessica assured him. She was hoping there might be an easy solution.


  I had a look, thats all, but I couldnt even get to the keypad bit because it had this lock screen thing. I thought he might have called someone or something like
  that.


  Jessica knew their experts would be able to check but it did seem strange that Oliver had left his phone behind when leaving the house.


  Does anyone else have a key for the property? she asked.


  Cameron shook his head. Just me and Ellie. We dont even keep a spare with the neighbours or hidden in the garden. I guess thats pretty stupid in some ways, if we ever were
  to lose ours. Were not that friendly with the neighbours but would be able to call them in an emergency. Its not that we dont get on, we just dont talk that much.
  He pointed to one side, then the other. They moved in about six months ago, while theyve been here for years. You wave to say hello but thats about it.


  Jessica knew it was pretty much the same everywhere. After she had moved into her old flat, her father had told her during one of their almost-regular phone conversations to go and meet the
  neighbours. He had then told her off when she admitted two weeks later that she hadnt bothered. Thats why the countrys going to the dogs, he insisted. Jessica
  didnt necessarily disagree but, dogs or not, she still couldnt be bothered with saying hello to complete strangers.


  After checking they had the correct details for all the timings, the officers said their goodbyes and indicated they would be in contact when they had news.


  Back in the car, any awkwardness had disappeared. What do you reckon? Izzy asked as Jessica drove.


  Jessica began to speak then stopped herself. You tell me. First day back, lets see how much youve forgotten.


  Izzy laughed. Well, I believe him for a start. He didnt look shifty as such, just uncomfortable.


  Theyve probably chopped him up and buried him under the patio, Jessica replied, joking.


  Izzy didnt laugh. Why send us? Why not uniform?


  I dont know but I can guess its the usual reason  covering our arses. Theres no point in sending a Scene of Crime team because, as far as we can tell, no crime
  has taken place. Nothings been taken, the child is still there. On the surface, its just a teenager who has disappeared  and hes not even been gone that long. The only
  problem is, if something major has happened and we hadnt looked into this stuff now, wed get huge stick in the future. If Oliver turns up tomorrow and hes just stormed out
  after an argument with his girlfriend, then no harm done.


  Is that what you think has happened?


  Jessica didnt speak for a moment, not because she didnt know her own mind, simply because saying it out loud made it seem more real.


  I think someones taken him.
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  Jessica had no firm reasons for thinking someone had taken Oliver but had worked on enough cases, and interviewed enough people, to recognise the high likelihood that something
  bad had happened. Without knowing much about the teenager, she could guess his type simply because of who Cameron and Eleanor were. They werent the sort of people who would dump their
  daughter with anyone, which meant Oliver must at least appear to be conscientious and mature. Still, some people probably thought that about her, so that in itself didnt prove much.


  When she had been younger, she could vaguely remember the daughter of their old next-door neighbours coming to keep an eye on her every now and then. Usually, it involved the babysitter letting
  her stay up slightly later as long as you dont tell your mum and dad and then, presumably, the girl sitting downstairs watching television and drinking copious amounts of
  alcohol before hiding the evidence. Regardless of the small amount of work involved, it was still a position of trust and, while some parents might be happy to leave their children unsupervised or
  with someone unsuitable, the Sextons certainly did not fall into that category.


  Olivers parents were everything Jessica expected them to be. Their semi-detached house was immaculately kept with a nearly new car on the driveway. Owen Gordon was dressed in almost
  identical clothes to Cameron and his wife Gabrielle was the epitome of middle-class with dyed hair, perfectly manicured nails and the vague air that she could be worked up into a moral outrage
  about pretty much anything.


  After the two officers were invited into the Gordons house, Jessica eyed the surroundings. She could guess from the walls that Oliver was an only child  and a spoiled one at that.
  There were photos of him at every age all over the hallway, with nothing of anyone else.


  In the living room, after confirming much of what she had already been told by Cameron, Jessica moved the topic from the events of the previous evening to Oliver himself. Both of his parents
  insisted he had been acting normally over the past few days.


  They were sitting closely together on the sofa, with Owen holding an arm around his wifes shoulders. She was close to tears. He clutched a tissue in one hand, nervously brushing at
  seemingly invisible flecks of dust on the armrest with the other.


  Has he ever not returned home in the past? Jessica asked.


  Never, Owen replied. He isnt late for anything.


  Jessica had expected as much. She had no reason to believe there was anything untoward from the response  but her parents never knew about the odd occasion she bunked off college with her
  friend Caroline when they were younger. Teenagers always kept some things back from their parents.


  Does he have many friends who might know where hes gone? she added.


  Olivers parents could only offer two names between them. We called them last night and this morning, Owen said. Ollie was always good about leaving details just in
  case.


  After confirming the young man had no particular after-school interests and no part-time job, Jessica was left wondering what he actually did when he wasnt studying or in his bedroom.
  From what she had been able to gather, Oliver only had two close friends and rarely left the house. Her standard questions about whether he had ever run away before, or whether they had fallen out
  recently, were all met with firm denials.


  If everything was as claimed, Oliver had been an angelic child since birth who never got into trouble.


  Does he have a girlfriend? Jessica persisted, desperately trying to hear something she could work with.


  Hes focused on his studying, Gabrielle insisted, leaving Jessica to wonder if the woman remembered being a teenager herself. Admittedly Jessica hadnt been a young
  male but, from her recollection, seventeen-year-old boys usually only had one thing on their minds  and it certainly wasnt college work.


  Although it wasnt something she would usually push, Jessica wanted to see if she could get a reaction. Boyfriend? she asked, making sure she met both parents eyes.
  She saw a second or two of panic in Owens face before he stumbled over a reply.


  I dont think hes into that, he said, before clarifying quickly, not that it would be a problem.


  Im just trying to establish something that may have made him upset, Jessica said, trying to stay empathetic. Usually when teenagers disappear, it might be because
  theyve fallen out with someone, maybe a friend or a parent. Or perhaps they are worried about something?


  Both parents looked on blankly.


  Do you mind if we have a look around his room? Jessica asked. I know youve probably checked already. Were looking for anything that could help.


  Owen untangled his arm from his wife and stood, pointing towards the door, before leading them up a flight of stairs. More photos of Oliver lined the walls: there he was on the beach, in a park,
  in the garden. Always by himself, always smiling. As they reached the top, the man must have noticed Jessicas interest because he answered the question she hadnt asked.


  There were complications when he was born, Owen said. Gabby couldnt have any more children after Oliver. I know you probably think were a bit over-protective
  but hes our only child. He tailed off before adding: Hes all we have.


  Jessica felt Izzys hand touch her gently on the back. No one spoke for a few moments before Owen turned and pointed to a doorway.


  Its that room there, he said.


  The two officers entered and then waited until they had heard the man reach the bottom of the stairs.


  Are you all right? Jessica asked.


  Izzy pressed herself up against the back of the door. Its hard to describe. Its probably because Ive been off for so long but, before, it was easier to take a step
  back and see everything as a case. Now, everyone is someone elses child. She ran her hands through her hair and shook her head dismissively, as if telling herself not to be so stupid.
  What are we looking for?


  They both knew the question was rhetorical and Jessica didnt reply. Instead, she stood in the corner and took in the room.


  The walls were clear, except for two posters; one that seemed to relate to a video game, the other a print of a Salvador Dal painting. Oliver had a king-size bed to himself, which was
  facing a flatscreen television on top of a wide dresser with a games console next to it. A few hardback books were on a bookcase in the opposite corner with a small telescope, but it was mainly
  occupied by stacks of films as well as a few computer games.


  Tidy, isnt it? Izzy said.


  My personal hell, Jessica replied. I dont know what kind of person can put everything away neatly. Its unnatural.


  As if to emphasise the point, she slid back the door on a wardrobe to reveal orderly rows of shoes and trainers underneath lines of shirts that had been ironed and hung.


  Anything? Izzy asked as she poked through a drawer underneath the television.


  No  everythings on a computer or phone nowadays. If hes still missing in a day or two, well have to get the tech guys in.


  Were wasting our time, arent we?


  Jessica sat on the bed, almost bouncing because of the softness of the mattress. Maybe; at least weve got a good idea of what hes like. I reckon his mum still cleans his
  room, so I doubt hed leave anything dodgy around. Also, look at the movies, they all have safe age ratings. Theres the odd fifteen or eighteen, but they are mainly things which
  wouldnt offend. Jessica stopped to feel under the pillow and run her hand along the length of the mattress. I dont know the kid but it all seems a bit too
  homely.


  Izzy had turned around to face Jessica and was leaning against the dresser. Youre very cynical, she said. Whether it was deliberate or not, Jessica thought her
  friends tone sounded a little harsher than usual.


  Before she could reply, the constable apologised. I didnt mean it like that. I just thought that, maybe, its nothing to do with Oliver at all. Say he is a bit naive, maybe
  thats what attracts other people who might want to harm him? Or use him for something? We dont know if he left the Sextons house voluntarily, if he was taken, or if something
  else happened.


  Actually, thats exactly what I was thinking too.


  Really? I know what you said in the car but I thought that, with the questions downstairs, plus the room, it sounded like you were saying he couldnt be that sheltered. I
  thought you were hinting that Oliver was up to something?


  Jessica shrugged. Maybe he is but I doubt it. I think thats why Jack sent us out here.


  Izzy picked up a snow globe from next to the television and tipped it upside down, before turning it over. Adams changed you, she said with a smirk.


  Bollocks he has.


  The constable laughed. Before you wouldve been annoyed at Jack, wondering why he was sending you out to a missing persons case after less than a day. Then you would have been
  suspicious of Cameron, wondering if he or his wife had somehow killed Oliver  not just joking, really speculating about it. Or thinking it was a big set-up. Then you would have come here and
  kicked up a stink. Now you take a step back and absorb it all.


  Jessica felt defensive. Are you saying Ive lost my instinct?


  Izzy put the snow globe back down and paced across to the window. The opposite, actually. Im saying its better because, instead of barrelling in, youre a little more
  . . . refined.


  Arching her eyebrows, Jessica replied: Refined means boring.


  The constable laughed again. Only you could think that. Maybe you havent changed after all.


  Jessica patted the corners of the sheets back into the bed to ensure she hadnt made too much of a mess. She had a look underneath but there wasnt even a rogue pair of shoes, let
  alone a stack of animal porn or snuff videos. She didnt want to rummage too deeply through the teenagers possessions but a quick glance through the dresser and the rest of the
  wardrobe revealed nothing interesting, aside from the fact that he folded his boxer shorts too neatly.


  Izzy was in the process of checking each of the film cases individually when Jessica stopped her. We may as well go. Theres not much we can do here. Well have to talk to his
  friends and then check whatever CCTV we have from the streets near the other house to see if he was caught anywhere.


  His poor parents.


  Jessica let the words hang for a few moments. Whats it like being a mum? she asked.


  Izzy grinned, although her eyes looked tired. Its great. I never thought Id want kids, it was always Mal. But now, I cant think of a world without Amber.


  Why did you come back to work then?


  The constable pulled a face and, for a moment, Jessica thought her friend had taken offence. Because I dont want to be defined by it.


  It wasnt the first time Jessica felt as if someone else was the adult in the room as she somehow struggled to keep up.


  I love being a mum but I dont want to just be Izzy, the mother. I want to be Detective Constable Isobel Diamond, the police officer, Mrs Diamond,
  the wife  all those things and more. I love Amber and I love being with her but I didnt want to become someone who spends so long being at home that Im incapable of
  doing anything else.


  It was clear to Jessica her friend had been bottling up her speech for a while. Youll always be Izzy the wind-up merchant to me, she assured her.


  Isnt that why youre not taking Adams name? Because you dont just want to be Jessica Compton, the wife? You want to do your own thing?


  Jessica stared at her friend. There is another reason . . .


  Before she could say anything else, her mobile phone began to ring. She took it out of her jacket pocket, sighing for Izzys benefit as she saw the callers identity.


  Well, well, well, she answered. Look who it is.


  She was slightly dismayed to hear that Garry Ashfords voice did not waver as he replied. He was a journalist that she knew she could intimidate and certainly annoy. In the past they had
  helped each other with various things and, although shed never tell him, he was one of the few people she trusted.


  Hows married life? he shot back.


  Is that a tiny hint of jealousy?


  Jealous I didnt get to see you squirming in a dress. I heard you went to Vegas to avoid everyone?


  Well, if you will listen to Dave Rowlands as a source, then you will be fed misinformation. Anyway, if youve been caught flashing in a park again, then no, Im not going to
  ask about having the charges dropped.


  She heard the man suppressing what she assumed for the benefit of her own ego was a snigger. Have you got a few minutes to come to the office? he asked.


  Jessica swirled her hand in the air to apologise to Izzy for taking so long on the call. Cant you just tell me on the phone?


  Its serious.


  Youve not locked yourself in a toilet cubicle again, have you?


  Jess . . .


  Jessica changed her tone. All right, well come over but were supposed to be on the way back to the station, so youll have to give me something.


  Garry took a deep breath as if wondering how to phrase things. We took a call this morning from someone who said her son is missing.


  Jessica involuntarily let out a gasp, somehow knowing the woman sat in the living room below was the person who had made the call. She wondered why Olivers mother hadnt told them
  she had phoned the media. Garry didnt seem to notice as he continued. You know what missing persons cases are like  you wont do anything for a day or so and we
  dont run anything unless weve heard from you, otherwise wed be printing a new story every time someone had an argument and stormed out for the night.


  For a reason she wasnt sure of, Jessica didnt want to let on that she knew anything about Oliver Gordon, let alone that she was standing in his parents house. She gave a
  non-committal uh-huh.


  Anyway, we have this new guy who started two weeks ago. Hes straight out of uni and you know the type. Theyre keen but dont really have a clue what theyre
  doing. Weve been giving him the shit jobs to see what hes like . . .


  Wow, what a boss you are.


  Honestly, Jess, if I wind you up, just wait until you meet him, he . . . Garry sounded as if he was about to go off on a rant before he stopped himself mid-sentence. Either
  way, we put this call onto him just to shut him up for half an hour. Its not that were unsympathetic but you dont know if theres actually a story, or just some
  over-protective mum whos had a shouting match with her lad.


  What happened?


  We put this guy on the births, deaths and marriages page a few days ago. Its a lot of work for not much reward and everyone here is always dodging it. He did a decent job but
  noticed one thing after taking all the details down about the missing lad. Can I run a name past you?


  Who?


  Have you heard anything about an Oliver Gordon?


  Jessica felt a tingle run along her back, her suspicions confirmed. What about him?


  We had his mum phoning in this morning to say he went missing last night  but we already ran an obituary for him two days ago.
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