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To my
wife Anita.

Thanks
for putting up with the many late nights that I spent trying to
perfect the plot for this book.

The
words ‘Are you coming to bed, or are you going to stay on that
computer all night?’ were spoken many times.


1.

 Phil Blacklaw felt like he was the
luckiest man alive. He was thirty two years of age, and very
happily married to his wife Jane, whom he adored. They`d been
married for seven years, and he loved her just as much as on that
sunny day in June when they`d both said I do. He was a football
fan, and played in a five-a-side team at the local leisure centre,
every Thursday evening. He also supported Nottingham Forest, as had
his father before him, although he hadn`t been to quite so many
games in the last few years. These days he was happy to spend time
at home with Jane. The couple had not long discovered that Jane was
expecting their first child, which had just made everything even
more perfect. When they`d gone to hospital for the first scan,
they`d been told that the child was a boy, and Phil had spent
countless days converting the spare room into a nursery. He`d
painted the room a lovely shade of blue, and then spent hours
building a cot in the corner of the room. He`d made the cot out of
oak, and patiently shaped and sanded each piece until it was
perfect. He loved working with wood. His father had been a
carpenter, and had taught him all about carpentry, when he was
quite young. He still had all of his father’s tools too, and it was
with these that he`d made the cot. Jane had bought a mobile, which
she`d hung above the cot. There were half a dozen Disney
characters, in various bright colours, which hung from it, and she
thought that it finished off the nursery nicely.

Their
house was a small two bedroomed terraced property in Lansbury Road
Helperton. There was a tiny paved area at the front, and a very
small lawned garden at the back, with six slabs leading to a rotary
washing line, a shed in one corner and not much room for anything
else. Phil and Jane had talked about moving to a larger house after
their son was born, one with a bigger back garden so that he`d have
somewhere to play.

‘After
all, if he`s going to play for Forest one day, he`s going to need
somewhere to practice.’ Phil had jokingly told her, and he looked
forward to the time when he could watch his son kick his first
football.

Phil had
worked at Greens Rubber Mouldings for more than ten years, and
although it was far from exciting work, it was a steady job, and he
had some good mates there, so he was quite content. He was working
the 6-2 shift that week and when he arrived home at just after
twenty-past two in the afternoon, he found a note from Jane. It
said that she`d gone to the library and would then do a bit of
shopping in Helperton, but she should be back at about four, or
perhaps four-thirty at the latest.

‘I`ll
grab a quick sandwich, and then I should just have enough time to
watch that cup match that I recorded, before Jane gets back from
town.’ he said to himself, as he settled down in front of the
television.

After
he`d watched the match, Jane still wasn`t back so he thought he`d
tidy up the shed a bit. He`d been meaning to do this for some time,
but somehow just hadn`t got around to it. It was a lovely sunny
afternoon, and he soon had all sorts of tools and other bits and
bobs spread all over the ground. He`d taken so much stuff out of
the shed, that he could hardly see the small lawned area in his
back garden. First there were countless tins and jars, containing
nails, screws, nuts and bolts, drill bits and all sorts of other
paraphernalia. Then next there was a lawn mower, strimmer, spades,
forks, shears, brushes and a rake. There were also dozens of pots
of paint, all of different colours. Some of these were less than
half full, and several years old. He wondered whether he should
throw some of them away, but in the end he decided to keep
them.

‘They
might come in.’ he said to himself.

There
was all of his decorating kit too. A paste table, paint brushes,
and then of course all of his dad`s tools, which he would never
part with. When he saw all of it lying there in his back garden, he
wondered how it could possibly fit into the shed, but eventually it
was all put back, and Phil was quite happy that it was tidy at
last. As he walked back into the kitchen to wash his hands, he was
surprised to see that it was almost six o`clock.

Jane
still wasn`t home.

At this
point Phil started to get a little bit worried. This just wasn`t
like her. Jane was always very organised and punctual. He read the
note again and it definitely said that she`d be home by half-past
four at the latest, so where was she?

‘I`ll go
and ask Mrs Smith if she`s seen her.’ he said to
himself.

Molly
Smith lived next door at number 53. She was seventy years of age,
and they couldn`t have wished for a better neighbour. Unfortunately
her husband, Ted, had passed away some five years before, and
they`d never been blessed with any children, but Molly thought the
world of Jane and treated her rather like the daughter that she`d
never had. She`d been delighted when Jane had told her that she was
expecting a baby, and she had already bought something for the
child, a great big teddy bear with a blue ribbon around its neck.
She hadn`t given the present to Phil and Jane yet of course,
because that would be bad luck, but she looked forward to the day
when Jane brought the little boy home for the first time. Mrs Smith
told Phil that she`d seen Jane leave at about half-past one that
afternoon, and she`d waved to her, but hadn`t seen her since, so
couldn`t really help.

‘Don’t
worry Phil, I`m sure she`s just got talking somewhere, and she`ll
soon be home.’ she told him.

‘I`m
sure you`re right Molly.’ he replied, but when Jane still hadn`t
returned by seven, he decided to give her sister a ring.

Judith
was Jane`s elder sister, but although she was quite a bit older
than Jane, they got on really well and often went shopping
together, so Phil hoped that Jane was with her now. Unfortunately
Judith said that she hadn`t heard from her for a couple of
days.

‘If only
she carried a mobile phone.’ she said, but Jane had never owned
one. It was a mystery to them both how Jane had managed to run her
life without a phone for so long, and they had often laughed about
it. At times like these however, it would have been a
godsend.

Phil was
due to play five-a-side football at the leisure centre at eight
o`clock that evening, as he did every Thursday, but he was very
worried now, and rang his best mate Steve to say that he wouldn`t
be going
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