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Prologue

12 July

The body isn’t found for eight days. Or at least this is the conclusion Inspector Santos Melo and his team come to. They estimate she has been lying in the undergrowth for over a week, although probably not as long as two. And all because no one had been looking for her.

Melo shakes his head in dismay, pulling back and straightening up. Beside him, on the roadside, the new young lad whose name he can’t remember looks pale, as if he is about to throw up at any moment. He’s been thrown in at the deep end on his first day, much like Melo had been twenty-odd years back. This will be a case the youngster won’t forget in a hurry, and Melo wonders how he will process it. Whether this young woman’s face will claw its way into the boy’s head at night so that she’s the last thing he sees before he closes his eyes.

Melo walks away. He can’t think of the lad right now, he has his own nightmares to consider. He’ll have to answer how she’s been here all this time, right under their noses.

He glances around at the tape that is being strung up, cordoning off the area into a crime scene. It makes the job easier when they are on a track like this that barely attracts any traffic or passers-by. Not one other vehicle has passed since they got here, even though they are only a stone’s throw from the bustle of Lisbon’s centre. But, then again, this is also the reason she hadn’t been found sooner.

In other circumstances he’d think it most likely the job of someone who knows the area, a local, someone they might even already have on their list. But not today. His mind is racing ahead to what they have missed, what he had missed.

‘Achas que ela foi movida?’ he asks. Do you think she has been moved?

‘Sim. Talvez não muito longe.’ Yes. Maybe not far though.

So she had likely been killed nearby, possibly dragged into the hedgerow, hidden under foliage that wasn’t completely covering her. He isn’t sure whether time gradually destroyed a shallow grave or if she was dumped here in a hurry.

Melo pulls his phone out of his pocket and taps onto his recent calls, pausing when he comes to the English woman he had last spoken to the day before and each one before that since she walked into his station in Lisbon’s city centre last week.

He pulls in a tight breath and hesitates before pressing on her number. It rings twice before she answers. He can tell by the way she speaks, by the crack in her voice as she says Hello? that she knows it is him on the other end of the line. She’s probably programmed his number in. She’s been waiting for this call. For the inevitable.

An image of his own teenage daughter flashes in Melo’s head. His sweet Ana. As soon as he comes off this call, he is going to ring her, check she is okay and that she is where she’s supposed to be, at her friend’s house. His heart strains at the thought of Ana’s eyes, blue and alive, the way she’d laughed at breakfast as she read him a joke someone had sent her. They had lit up in the starkest of contrasts to those of the young dead girl lying only feet from him, whose glassy stare is still visible.

He does not want to have this conversation with the English woman who had been pestering him to find her daughter only a week ago. He saw her pain the moment he met her, it was so palpably raw. She had lived through loss already, her daughter was her life – or at least these were the things he surmised.

Now he cannot bear to consider how he brushed off her worries and told her she had nothing to be concerned about. Where had his head been at? Because it certainly was not on his job. If he had been doing it properly, he would have started a search seven days ago.

People’s lives can change, flick out like a light in an instant. He has seen it too many times to count in his line of work he thinks as he reluctantly starts the conversation. ‘Mrs Adams …?’ he begins.

GONE: true crime podcast

Lucy Hawes

EPISODE 105: THE SUDDEN DISAPPEARANCE OF ISSIE ADAMS AND DYLAN WHITING

PART ONE

Hi, listeners, I’m Lucy Hawes. Welcome to another session of GONE, my true crime podcast.

Today’s episode is a little different, for reasons that will become clear. I don’t usually delve into cases that are so recent, but this is the story of the two British teenagers who disappeared while travelling in Europe at the beginning of this summer, less than two months ago.

There are a number of reasons why I’ve chosen to cover the disappearance of Issie Adams and Dylan Whiting. These range from the strange circumstances in which they vanished, to the police’s handling of the case, and, as we’ll come onto, how the teenagers’ mothers dealt with the situation.

The couple’s disappearance generated very little media attention when they were first reported missing. That, in itself, felt strange. These are two British, good-looking, young people who went off for a summer of travelling and then simply disappeared.

But maybe not so unlikely when we consider the fact that, in the UK alone, someone is reported missing every ninety seconds. Pretty astonishing, isn’t it? That, in the time it takes to listen to my podcast, around forty new missing person cases will have been reported.

It’s probably heartening to point out that many of these people will be found alive, and pretty quickly. But there are more than six hundred people from around the world who vanish every day without trace. Who aren’t found. Whose loved ones might never know what happened to them.

Let’s take a look at what happened to Issie and Dylan. From the day Issie was reported missing to where we are now, it is a case that has thrown out twist after twist, and will leave you asking: what actually happened in Portugal this summer?

On the fifteenth of June, seventeen-year-old Issie Adams and her boyfriend of ten months, Dylan Whiting, aged nineteen, took a flight from London Gatwick to Madrid. The couple set off on their adventure with a vague itinerary but no concrete plans of where they were heading, or for how long, evident by the fact they had no return flights or hotels pre-booked.

Over the next three weeks they travelled west towards the coast of Spain, before heading south through Vigo, and making their way into Portugal, where they stopped briefly in Porto, finally arriving in Lisbon on the third of July.

It isn’t known why they chose to take this route. It isn’t necessarily a natural trek for backpackers through Europe, and, because they hadn’t laid out any plans, no one knows where they were intending to go after Lisbon.

But Issie had promised to let her mother, Jess Adams, know every time they arrived in a new place, and had been doing so up until the point this story begins. At six fifteen on the evening of the third of July, Issie Adams messaged her mum to say they had arrived in Lisbon and intended to spend a few nights there.

That afternoon, she posted a handful of pictures on her Instagram account, commenting that she and Dylan were having a wonderful time. Her final post showed them standing in front of the Belém Tower, on the bank of the Tagus River. Issie wrote: Here in Lisbon. Beautiful city with my gorgeous boyfriend. So lucky. Can’t wait to celebrate my eighteenth birthday with him the day after tomorrow … eek!

A happy moment in time captured on social media before the pair seemingly vanished into thin air, and her earlier message to her mother was to be the last time Jess Adams heard from her daughter.

After this Jess was unable to make contact with Issie, despite a series of texts and phone calls, making her instantly concerned when, as Issie had stated in her post, she turned eighteen two days later. Despite numerous attempts to make contact with Issie on the fifth of July to wish her a happy birthday, she was unable to. And, it appeared, neither could anyone else. Issie’s phone was switched off.

With Issie not responding to any birthday texts or calls, Jess Adams understood something had to be gravely wrong. And as the next forty-eight hours unfolded, things were only set to worsen.




Part One




Jess

CHAPTER ONE

4 July

Issie’s birthday – 5 July – had always fallen in the school term, or at least it had when it wasn’t a year of GCSEs or A levels. We used to joke when she was younger that if she lived in the States where her dad was from, everyone would be celebrating the eve of her birthday with fireworks and parties. The joke didn’t last. After Scott, her father, moved back there, I never brought it up again. That was the year Issie turned ten. It’s hard to believe it has been eight years since Scott left us but then it’s even harder to remember a time when we lived together.

Once he had gone I avoided conversations that involved America, which was no mean feat when Issie’s television viewing mostly centred around American high schools and she dropped in words like ‘trash’ and ‘sidewalk’ like they were the norm.

The year she turned sixteen and had taken her GCSEs she wasn’t in school for her birthday and so Issie and I had flown to Crete for a week in the sun to celebrate. We made it back home the day before so she could spend it with friends. That was perfect. We were happy, tanned, and full of expectation for the long, lazy days of summer ahead of us.

Every year they were changing – the holidays never stayed the same as Issie grew older. I’d feared the teenage years and yet ended up loving them. Picnics, and buckets and spades, had been swapped for bodyboards. Digging holes in the sand soon made way for shivering in cold water up to my thighs as she attempted to stand on a surfboard. I was the mother who did everything with her because there was no other option. Scott had chosen to live the other side of the Atlantic, there was no one else. So I dived into it head first, soaking up the memories. Not regretting a single moment of being there for her.

The summer she turned fifteen I fretted I was losing Issie to her friends. Knowing I needed to let her go didn’t make it easier. I told myself I was grateful I’d held onto her for as long as I had. But, again, my worries didn’t come to fruition. We still hung out together, we still chatted and laughed and watched movies together.

People always told me how lucky I was that Issie and I were so close. ‘It must be lovely, just the two of you,’ someone once said. ‘My house is so full, I’ll never have that with my daughter.’

Lucky? Could anyone really think that? Did this woman standing in front of me in a queue at parents evening, who I barely knew, really believe I was fortunate my husband walked out on us to live another life in America? She had no clue that every decision I made had to be second-guessed because I had no one to run it by, or that feelings of inadequacy rippled through my everyday life.

The questions burned into me: why wasn’t I enough? Why wasn’t Issie enough? Scott’s betrayal sat in my core in ways I couldn’t comprehend for a long time.

I could replay the moment he told me he was leaving in slow motion, unwinding it in all its technicolour horror. It was a bleak, dark Monday evening in January when he walked in the door from work announcing he had something to tell me. I barely looked up from the steaks I was searing on the hob, his words had been so bland. When I eventually turned to him, I noticed there was a contorted expression on his face I couldn’t read. I switched the hob off and faced him, my mind running over what might be coming.

He hadn’t been happy at work lately. He was angry with colleagues, furious with a boss who had apparently thrown him under a bus. Scott had worked his way up to a high position. He complained he wasn’t going to get the next promotion anytime soon. He was back and forth to Boston a lot too, to where he grew up, and I knew it was taking a toll on him.

‘Sit down, Jess,’ he’d said, dropping his jacket over the back of a chair as he pulled out a seat for himself, though he didn’t sit on it.

I had thought it was going to be one of two things: he wanted to leave his job without having found another, and we would have to cut back for a while; or he wanted us to move to Boston. I hoped it would be the first option. That I could cope with. I was enjoying the nice holidays we’d been having but I didn’t need them. I could easily cut back on spending. It was only lately I’d started treating myself to designer bags and a camel coat that cost more than my first wage. But please not America. This was my home, here in England. I didn’t want to uproot our family.

‘There’s a job for me in Boston,’ he started, as a slow sinking feeling crept dread-like into my gut. ‘And I’m taking it,’ Scott was saying. ‘I’m moving back there—’ He had broken off and was staring at me with a look in his eyes that I couldn’t immediately place, but that felt like panic mixed with something else: determination.

‘I don’t understand,’ I said, eventually. ‘How have you already made that decision? We haven’t even discussed it.’ But even then I knew there was more, something not right. Something he hadn’t yet told me, but was about to.

‘I’m sorry, Jess.’ Scott was shaking his head, and he did look very sorry in that moment. ‘I’m moving in with Rita.’

‘Rita?’ The name sucked the air from the room, like it always did whenever I heard it. Rita: my husband’s first wife, the woman who came before me. The woman I would still have been jealous of at that point if we didn’t live three thousand miles apart, because I always knew deep, deep in my heart that Scott had never stopped loving her.

Scott and Rita had split up six months before we met, when I was working as a marketing assistant at a large investment company, and he’d been flown in as a trouble-shooting operations director at a young age of thirty. He was only four years older than me, but a lifetime away on the career ladder.

I’d known that, despite his denial, he was still raw from the break-up and that possibly I shouldn’t be barrelling into a relationship with a man I was clearly falling for. But I couldn’t help myself, and time had proven Rita wasn’t a threat. She was moving on, meeting someone else. Soon they’d had a daughter together.

On the other side of the Atlantic Scott proposed to me after a year, we were making wedding plans and getting married and then having our own daughter. I left my job to become a full-time mum.

Of course Rita wasn’t a problem, we were happy. Scott and I still laughed every day, and planned trips together, and we had a child we both adored. Not for one moment did I think none of that was enough for him and that he would be able to give it all up so easily.

‘No.’ I shook my head, refusing to believe him. It was impossible. ‘How—’

You love me, I wanted to say. We’d been so happy over Christmas. We’d got drunk together, we’d had sex more than once over the holidays. This truly was not something I’d seen coming.

‘I still love you, Jess,’ he had told me.

I laughed at that. ‘You can’t still love me.’

‘I do. It’s just—’ He flapped an arm in the air. ‘It’s just that it’s Rita.’

And clearly I was never going to compare with her.

He was gone within the month. Everything already lined up: his job; Rita’s home that her ex had already left. ‘I’m sorry,’ he said a number of times over those four weeks. ‘Rita and I, we’re …’

‘Soul mates? Childhood sweethearts?’ I’d asked bitterly. ‘You should never have married me, Scott. I think you always knew one day you were going to hurt me.’

It tore my world apart. The kind of destruction that took me four years to slowly rebuild. Eight years on and I don’t love him any more. I don’t feel anything when I see him on Issie’s odd FaceTime call. But then there are times, when things aren’t so good, that his absence hits me most. Those are the times when I start questioning how his neglect might have affected us. Because it must have, surely? Issie can’t sail through life without feeling the impact of his abandonment. I am certain it is this that led her to choose a man like Dylan.

I flick my eyes over the swathes of fabric covering my desk. I need to arrange them onto a mood board for a new client, Polly, who I am seeing in two days’ time. I pick up some swatches of green velvet and attach them to the corner of the board.

Polly briefed me that she likes gold and greens. She showed me photos on Pinterest and then the antique chairs she wants upholstered for her boutique shop. She found me after reading my interview in a local home magazine, all about how I started my small business Coastal Design two years ago, and liked what she saw.

I was honest in the interview, about how hard it was studying again at the age of forty-six, but that a year of evening classes in Textiles meant I could start getting paid for doing what I love. Coastal Designs evolved from a project a friend of a friend had asked for help with and now I’m working almost full-time, upcycling furniture for clients and delivering small interior design briefs.

The intention was to give me something to focus on by the time Issie left home, but today my mind isn’t on it. With Issie’s eighteenth birthday tomorrow, I find myself reliving my daughter’s past birthdays. Her seventeenth feels like nothing more than weeks ago. I can so easily hear her shriek with laughter as I stuck my head around the door at 7.30 a.m., seventeen candles miraculously ablaze on top of a jam doughnut. Even if she were here this year, I know I wouldn’t get the same reaction.

My breath tugs as I inhale tightly. I hate that she is celebrating her eighteenth in another country, with no one but Dylan. In my head I’d been preparing for her leaving in September. She has wanted to go to Central St Martins to study art for as long as I can remember, and I was thrilled when she was offered an unconditional place. Even in Year 12, her report from the grammar school she attended said it was no surprise.

Issie was predicted two As and a B. She got 8s and 9s in all her GCSEs. I think she could have done anything she put her mind to, but it was only ever about art.

I was so proud of Issie. She might have got her creative streak from me but had easily surpassed any talent I had. ‘We’re lucky,’ I would often tell her. ‘To be able to do something you’re passionate about is unique. Hold on to that, Iz.’ I always felt the need to ensure she knew how lucky she was. She didn’t have the same upbringing as I had because she’d never had to watch her parents worry over money. I needed her to appreciate this and never take it for granted.

My phone rings, breaking me from my thoughts. I glance over at it, my best friend’s name is flashing on the screen. ‘Hey, Lois,’ I say, pressing loudspeaker.

‘What are you up to? Are you working?’ Her toddler, Teddy, is crying in the background. Lois’s third child, all of them are under nine. Our friendship spans forty-five years next month, though we are now in such different life stages.

‘I’m working on the project for that lovely boutique in the New Forest,’ I tell her.

‘Shame. I was heading out to the garden centre. I wondered if you wanted to come with. I’m bored. I want company,’ she groans.

‘You have company, you’ve got Teddy.’

‘Adult company – you know what I mean. And I want your advice on what I can plant in my tubs that I’m not going to kill.’

I laugh. ‘You’ll kill whatever you plant,’ I joke. ‘But I can’t, I’m sorry. I’d love to, but I have to get on with this. I’m seeing the client in two days’ time.’ I stand up and wander to the open doors of my little office that I had built at the end of my garden. ‘I’ll come with you if you go later?’ I say, but I already know she won’t. Lois’s days don’t run like mine. She has school pick-up at three, and her evenings are taken up with her children’s clubs, and mum’s taxi service, and making lots of different meals. She doesn’t have the luxury of time, as she tells me, though she knows I would swap places in a heartbeat to have those days back.

‘Gavin’s having the kids tomorrow,’ she says, seemingly ignoring me. ‘He’s leaving work early and I am coming over at five o’clock sharp. Does that still work for you?’

‘It does.’

‘Do you want to do anything? I was thinking we could get a boat up the river, take a bottle of wine with us. We could have dinner on the beach at the other end,’ she suggests.

‘That sounds perfect.’

‘Then let’s do it. I’ll make the booking.’

‘Thanks, Lois.’

‘Of course.’ She pauses. ‘How are you doing? Are you okay?’

‘Yeah. I’m fine, I just miss her. I wish to God she wasn’t away on her eighteenth.’

‘I know. It’s crap.’

Tears unexpectedly prick at my eyes. It is crap. I am forty-nine, I have been single for eight years and it feels like my only child has already left home. I have never felt more lonely, but I am so grateful Lois is spending Issie’s birthday evening with me. I would have hated being on my own.

When I hang up the call, I wander across the garden and into the house to make a coffee. It’s amazing how it takes so little for me to procrastinate. As the coffee machine kicks into action I scroll through Instagram, as I’m doing more often of late, flicking open Issie’s account, though there are no new posts since the one she added yesterday: Issie and Dylan with Lisbon’s Belém Tower in the background.

I stare at the pictures of them, their faces squished up close to the camera in one of them. ‘Are you really that happy, Iz?’ I murmur as I look at her eyes and that fixed smile. I cannot tell any more, not like I once could. The last ten months, since she met Dylan, my daughter has changed so much that sometimes it feels like I am looking at a stranger instead of my girl.

I take my coffee and head back to my office, stopping in the doorway to take a photo of the garden, blurring the back of my house so I can post it on my own business Instagram account. This view never fails to inspire me, I caption it, pulling a face as I do so. It all feels so fake and yet I upload it anyway.

Issie told me eighteen months ago I needed to do more to promote myself. ‘People like looking at pretty pictures,’ she’d said, poring over others’ social media accounts. ‘Look, see, like this. I can do it for you, if you like?’

‘You’d do that?’

‘Of course I would, Mum!’ she’d laughed. But I also signed up for a Social Media for Business course, just to see what she meant and if she was right. Issie lost interest in helping at some point over the last year, so I was lucky I did; but she was right about people wanting to see beautiful pictures. The course taught me they want to live in my creative shoes – whatever the hell that’s supposed to mean – if only for the two or three seconds it takes before they move on to the next post.

It still jars with me but I snap another photo of the inside of my office, pinboards and colour everywhere, figuring I’ll use that one tomorrow.

‘You really are living the dream, aren’t you?’ an old school friend said to me a few months back when I bumped into her after years of no contact. She’d seen the same interview Polly had and then apparently trawled through my posts. ‘Lovely big house, a garden like something out of a magazine, and a job you’re passionate about.’

Yeah, living the dream, I think as I toss my phone to the side and sip my too-hot coffee. Maybe I would have reminded her you couldn’t believe everything you saw on Instagram if I hadn’t disliked her so much all those years ago. Let her think I am living it, isn’t that what it’s all about anyway?

By five o’clock I am done. I literally cannot think straight any more. I close my laptop and lock up the office, noticing the branches of the apple tree are hanging precariously low over its roof and wondering if I should get them cut back.

Scott had once threatened to take the tree down because it soaked up so much of the evening sun, but I couldn’t bear to think of getting rid of it. It wasn’t as if we didn’t have plenty of places to sit of an evening, we were hardly short of space, despite the extension I’d finally got round to having built three years ago. But that was Scott, he always wanted more of everything.

If he were here now he’d be chopping the branches off himself, making a hash of it. I could never tell him he didn’t know what he was doing. No one could tell Scott he didn’t excel at everything he put his hand to, though that wasn’t the man I married. He became something else over the fifteen years we were together, someone I didn’t recognise, only it happened so stealthily that I didn’t spot it.

Our life wasn’t supposed to arc in the way it has, but then I guess that’s the thing with life, it rarely pans out as you expect it to. I soon learned to accept that change is inevitable and often out of our hands.

I remember looking at Issie one day as she sat curled up on the sofa next to me. She had resorted to sucking her thumb again at the age of eleven and I blamed it on Scott’s rejection, as I did most things, but knew, with a defiance I didn’t realise myself capable of, that I would do whatever it took to make sure she didn’t suffer from his leaving. I would show her how to be strong and resilient, and that nothing needed to keep us down. We would take back control of what had been done to us.

I sigh as I let myself into the house. Control is something I haven’t felt in a long while, especially when my seventeen-year-old daughter is travelling around Europe with a man I do not trust.




CHAPTER TWO

5 July

It is true I do not trust Dylan and neither do I like him. My daughter knows this, though I’ve tried not to admit it out loud to her. Dylan knows it too, though he looks at me with the same contempt I have for him.

This, however, is not the first thing I think of as I wake today, although it does run a close second. Instead, it is the realisation it is my daughter’s eighteenth birthday and she is not here, and that the best I can hope for is to speak to her on the phone. Despising Dylan is my second thought, because he is to blame for her absence.

I leave it until 9 a.m. to ring her. They are in Lisbon, and have been for two days. There is no time difference between Portugal and the UK, but still I know it is early and so I am not surprised when her phone goes straight to answerphone.

I leave her a message: ‘Happy birthday, darling, I hope you’re having a lovely morning. I’ll try you again later.’ I send her a WhatsApp saying the same thing, littering it with birthday cake emojis and hearts.

By 11 a.m. I still haven’t heard back from her and so I try once more. The phone is still switched off and so I leave another voicemail. ‘Hey, just trying you again. Did you have a big night out? Maybe you’re sleeping? I’ll call again later. Happy birthday, honey.’

I have finished the mood boards for Polly and so I plan to spend the rest of the day until Lois comes at five doing some accounts. It’s the job I hate most, but having something to look forward to at the end of it helps.

At midday Issie still hasn’t called or messaged me back. I check WhatsApp. The message I sent this morning has one grey tick next to it, meaning she hasn’t even turned her phone on. I call again anyway but, as I expected, the phone rings out. I hang up this time without speaking.

Another hour ticks by and I am checking my phone every five or so minutes to see if she has read my message, though the grey tick remains stubbornly apparent. I open up her Instagram but it hasn’t been updated since her last post two days ago.

Still, there is nothing to worry about, I remind myself, because teenagers sleep in, it’s what they do. Only not Issie, she never has been one to lie in; even after a late night she has always woken early. And it’s her birthday, she must be wanting to check her phone to see who has messaged her. At home she is never off it.

I think back again to how she was on her birthday last year. Issie had blown out the candles on her doughnut and eaten it in bed. Half an hour later her best friend, Carla, had turned up with two silver metallic balloons in the shapes of a one and a seven.

Issie had bounded into the kitchen, almost tripping in her excitement. ‘Mum, look!’ she’d laughed as she struggled in with the balloons.

I’d smiled at the girls, listening to them chatter and take selfies as I heated croissants for breakfast. Issie always did have a good appetite. We sat outside to eat before they left for school together and Issie had stopped at the end of the driveaway. ‘Thanks for my presents, Mum,’ she’d yelled behind her. ‘Love ’oo!’

‘I love you too, Iz,’ I’d called back, smiling at her lack of embarrassment in front of Carla, or any of her friends for that matter.

That night the others came over too: Katia and Leah – the four of them had been inseparable for the last year. They had watched a movie together and eaten pizza. It was almost the party of a thirteen-year-old and yet it was all Issie had wanted to do on her actual birthday. I had been part of it, hovering on the sidelines, not wanting to intrude, and yet the girls all told me I needed to join them for pizza. ‘You’re not going to sit out in the kitchen on your own, Jess,’ Carla had scolded me.

That was before Dylan. Seven weeks before Dylan, to be precise. He came into our lives last year in the third week of August and never left.

At 1.30 p.m. I try again but hear nothing. At 2 p.m. I try once more.

‘Lois, I can’t get hold of Issie,’ I say, ringing her when I still can’t get through to my daughter’s phone.

There is a fluttering of panic I can’t ignore now, though my head keeps telling me there is nothing to worry about. It feels like a flapping of tiny wings in the pit of my belly, but I can still breathe through it if I choose to. I’m still able to talk away the concern Issie hasn’t answered any of my calls with a number of reasons.

But as I wait for Lois to respond, I notice how the flapping won’t go away and it’s making my heart faintly heavier as it beats, which shortens my breath. The whole physiological cycle means any rational explanations seem to fizzle out before they can take hold. And if I let them do that I am left with nothing but a deep pitted dread.

‘What do you mean you can’t get hold of her?’ Lois asks calmly.

I try shaking every negative feeling out of my body by telling myself I am being stupid and paranoid. ‘I tried calling to wish her a happy birthday but I can’t get through. I’ve rung loads of times already and her phone is switched off.’

‘Jess,’ Lois replies, ‘you know what teenagers are like.’

‘I know.’ I have indeed been learning this over the last year. ‘But it’s two o’clock. Issie doesn’t sleep in, she never has. Even if she went to bed late last night, she’d be up by now for sure.’

‘She could be doing anything, they could be out for the day.’

‘But it’s her birthday. Her eighteenth birthday.’ And there it comes again, a flash of panic that sweeps over me without warning, like the hot flushes I have been starting to get. I can talk away the myriad reasons she hasn’t turned on her phone but the fact remains, whatever way I say it, Issie should have switched it on and answered by now. She will know how much I want to speak to her, she wouldn’t ignore that, and surely she wants to speak to me too.

‘I know. And I know you’re missing her,’ Lois is saying.

‘What if something’s happened to her?’ There. The thought is out in the open now.

‘Jess!’ Lois laughs. ‘Of course nothing’s happened to her. It’s barely gone lunchtime and you’re working yourself up over nothing. I mean, what time even is it in Lisbon?’

‘The same as here.’

‘Okay, but still … her phone is probably dead. She hasn’t charged it. She’s woken up with no battery, or signal or—’ Lois breaks off. ‘I promise you, Jess. You are worrying over nothing.’

‘Okay.’ I nod. ‘Okay, yes, maybe you’re right.’ I know I am, really. Issie is seventeen – eighteen now, I correct myself. She is capable of looking after herself. She isn’t the nine-year-old I lost in the park one time.

That particular memory still haunts me like it happened only yesterday. How I had suddenly realised I hadn’t seen her for a couple of minutes as I scanned the area for a flash of the orange T-shirt she was wearing. My body can still recall the fear, how it sliced through me like a knife. I spotted her little friend balancing on a log with her arms outstretched on the other side of the park, which made it worse because Issie wasn’t with her.

I’d rushed over to her, trying to stay calm, wanting to shake the girl who didn’t seem to care less that she didn’t know where Issie was.

Of course I found her. She was hiding inside a log, crying because her friend had been mean. She had been there all the time, only I couldn’t see her.

It makes me think now I should maybe call Dylan if I am really that worried about Issie. And if she was with anyone else, I probably already would have.

‘She’ll call back soon,’ Lois is saying. ‘When did you last hear from her?’

‘The day before yesterday. I had a message when they’d got to Lisbon.’

‘Well then you know she’s fine.’

Do I? I think. How does this mean she’s fine? That was two nights ago. Anything could have happened.

‘And that’s all that matters,’ Lois continues. ‘They’ll have likely done something to celebrate her birthday last night and she’s probably too hungover to even switch her phone on, or she’s out and busy and hasn’t even bothered checking it.’

‘Teenagers are always checking their phones,’ I mutter. ‘But I’m sure you’re right, honestly, don’t worry. I’m panicking. I’ve got nothing else to do,’ I joke.

‘You’re desperate to speak to her. I get it,’ Lois says. ‘It’s annoying, but it’s not anything to panic about.’

Lois arrives at 5 p.m. sharp. I open the door to find her on the doorstep, waving a chilled bottle of Sauvignon in the air. ‘What is it?’ she says when she sees me. ‘You’ve still not heard anything?’

I shake my head and Lois frowns. ‘Do you still want to go out?’ she asks.

‘Not really. I don’t see how I’ll enjoy it when I’m waiting for news.’

‘That’s fine. I can cancel the booking and we can order in and sit in your garden. We can get in the hot tub, is it on?’

I smile. ‘Sorry I stopped heating it when Issie left,’ I say as Lois follows me through to the kitchen. ‘It felt too sad to think of sitting in there on my own with the neighbours peering at me out their bedroom window. I tried calling her again but it keeps going straight to voicemail.’ I tap my fingers on the kitchen island as I stare at my blank phone screen. ‘I think maybe I should call Dylan.’

‘You should. Do it now while I pour this.’

‘No, I need the wine first.’

Lois smiles and waits for me to get two glasses and pour a healthy slug of wine into each.

Issie had given me Dylan’s number in the early weeks of their relationship, back when she didn’t question everything I said to her like I was her enemy, when she complied and didn’t argue the toss in every sentence.

I imagine his reaction when he sees my name appear on his phone. How his eyes will roll in disdain, and, if Issie is with him, what he might say to her when he shows her I am calling. Your mum is tracking you down, Issie. Can’t she even let us have some time together? She’s got issues. She’s too clingy.

I know he would say it, because he has said it about me before and Issie has parroted his words back to me. ‘You suffocate me,’ she threw at me one night a couple of months ago, when I was telling her she shouldn’t be going out late on a school night when her A levels were around the corner. I was worrying she hadn’t been revising as much as I expected her to, given the effort she put into her GCSEs. And yet she was telling me she had been studying at school. ‘Maybe you don’t have enough to do,’ she’d added.

I had glared at her, hurt. ‘That’s Dylan talking,’ I shot back.

‘No.’ She denied it, but there had been a beat that was long enough to tell me that this had come from him.

I did the wrong thing and retaliated. I should have kept silent like the books told me to, but the books aren’t written in the heat of the moment, they don’t account for the fury that springs from nowhere. ‘Can’t you even think for yourself now, Issie?’ I said. ‘Or do you just spout his words? Come on, what else does he say about me?’

The look on her face was thunderous and I didn’t know what was going to come out next. ‘That you don’t want me to grow up,’ she said eventually. ‘You want me to stay your little girl forever.’ There were tears in her eyes by then, but they were angry ones she brushed away.

At the time I was too angry myself to think straight. What she was saying wasn’t true. A year ago, I had been the one wanting her to go out more. I thought it strange she and her friends hung around each other’s houses instead of going out, or that sometimes she wasn’t even fussed about seeing them at all. It wasn’t anything like the heady days of freedom I’d craved when I was her age. I’d even wanted Issie to find a boyfriend, only not the one she eventually brought home.

Her words were full of venom as she spat: ‘That Dad probably left because you didn’t have any time for him. Because you’re always so wrapped up in me.’ She reached a crescendo, almost out of breath when she finished.

My hand tingled at my side. How I wanted to do something I had never done and reach out and slap her. Make her take her words back. Dylan was twisting our past for his own benefit. He was taking the very things that had hurt us the most, and making her believe it was my doing.

Only I didn’t have anything in me. No words, no fight. She had left me empty and speechless and so I could only stand there and stare at her until eventually she turned and walked out of the room.

Dylan was distorting my relationship with my daughter. I realised then how envious he was of us. He hated the relationship I had with her. He was jealous, the same way I was jealous of him. We both wanted Issie. I wanted her to be the daughter I’d had for seventeen years, and he – well, he just wanted her.

I take a large gulp of the wine I have poured and stare at my phone, wondering if he would even tell Issie I am trying to get hold of her if I were to phone him now.

‘Go on, do it, Jess,’ Lois says. ‘You have no choice.’

I take a deep breath, hating how I have allowed a nineteen-year-old to make me feel this way. I have often wondered why Issie was drawn to a man like him, but maybe she is too similar to me in the kind of people we fall for.

Finally I force myself to press his number, waiting for it to connect. It rings and rings until it eventually cuts out, taking me to his voicemail. Lois nods at me to leave a message and so I do. ‘Hi, Dylan, it’s Jess.’ I clear my throat, which has dried up. ‘Umm. I’m trying to get hold of Issie, can you ask her to ring me as soon as possible, please?’

Lois smiles thinly as I hang up. ‘At least his phone was on,’ she says as she tops up my glass.

‘Yes,’ I say, though I feel no relief. I cannot shake the feeling that if something has happened to Issie and I have a right to be worried, the person I fear the most is the one I have just called.

GONE: true crime podcast

Lucy Hawes
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PART ONE

But was Issie Adams actually missing? This was a debate that would play out in the days that followed, because while Jess reported she was, she was about to come up against suggestions that maybe the teens had simply ‘gone off-grid’.

Jess was certain something had happened to her daughter. I’m not a mother myself, but I have friends who are, and they tell me that sometimes a mother just knows. They have an instinct, and can sense when a child’s behaviour is out of character.

From the outset Jess Adams pointed the finger at Dylan. As far as she was concerned, her daughter had disappeared and he was to blame.

Jess had noticed troubling changes in Issie’s behaviour in the months leading up to them travelling through Europe: Issie had started worrying over what she wore and whether she was exposing too much flesh, which she knew Dylan didn’t like. She became cautious over what she posted on social media, she stopped doing things she loved like going to the gym and seeing her friends.

But was he the evil manipulator Jess was making out? Or was Issie’s behaviour simply part of being a teenager infatuated with her first boyfriend?

Issie’s Instagram posts portrayed a picture of happiness. During their travels, she posted multiple times every day, various photos of European sights, and shots of her and Dylan smiling happily at the camera.

There was nothing to substantiate any of Jess’s claims. There was no history or experience of Dylan ever harming Issie, and he had no criminal record.

In fact the people Dylan worked with spoke very highly of him, saying he was a genuinely nice man, both reliable and fun. It seemed no one other than Jess thought him capable of doing anything to hurt his girlfriend.

So was Jess’s view of Dylan distorted because she simply didn’t like him? After all, it seemed her own relationship with Issie had changed in the last ten months since the teenagers had been dating. And there were things about Issie she didn’t know, which would only become apparent after her daughter’s disappearance.

Because, despite high hopes from teachers, and the fact Issie had always been a star student, Issie flunked her A levels – as her results that came out in August, one month after she disappeared, would show. This was a huge shock to both her parents and teachers who had expected much more from her.

Perhaps even more surprising was the news that two days before she left for Europe, Issie had rejected her place at Central St Martins. She hadn’t even deferred it, but categorically told the university she wouldn’t be enrolling, a decision she had kept hidden from both her parents and her art teachers.

So what made her change her mind about her future? And what was Issie planning to do instead when she was due to return from Europe at the end of the summer? Were they ever planning to return?




CHAPTER THREE

6 July

Light splinters the room at just gone 6 a.m. My mouth feels dry. Last night I drank more than I intended and it takes a moment for me to remember why, how the alcohol helped numb the fear that something was wrong, while the conversation with Lois tried to make sense of why my daughter still hadn’t called me back.

I sit up with a start now, heart beating rapidly as I reach for my phone, only to be faced with a blank screen. No messages, no missed calls. The one grey tick still sits beside my unread message from yesterday morning, as well as the others I sent last night.

This is not right. There is no getting away from it now. Yes, she is a teenager; yes, she is travelling, but her eighteenth birthday has come and gone, and I know my daughter. She would not ignore me, especially not on her birthday.

I get up and brush my teeth, the slow rhythmic motion of it calming me only slightly. I had gone to bed last night with Lois’s words ringing in my ears, that I was bound to have heard from Issie during the night. Only I haven’t. And I should have.

I jump in the shower, get dressed and go downstairs to make breakfast, forcing a slice of toast down.

I have four hours before I am due to meet Polly at eleven to discuss the designs I have for her boutique but I cannot concentrate on that.

She hasn’t called, I text Lois. She is always up early with Teddy and so I wait by my phone for her to reply.

Nothing at all? comes back.

Do I go to the police? I tap out. It seems ridiculous to be asking this question but the lines are so blurred. How many hours must pass before you report someone missing?

It isn’t like when they’re young and if they’re out of your sight for ten minutes, you know something is wrong. Or when they’re thirteen and haven’t come home from school when they should. If I go running to the police and then hear from Issie this afternoon, telling me her phone was dead, I will lose her a little bit more. I let her travel this summer, not only because I didn’t really have a choice, but because I was already losing my daughter and I wanted her to come back to me. If I had put my foot down she would not only leave the day she turned eighteen but her resentment towards me would build so high, I might never be able to break it down.

I hoped she might see Dylan for the person he really is. With enough time away from me, and just the two of them together, she might see what I see.

‘He’s too clever,’ I had hissed at Lois once. I didn’t mean academically. I meant that Dylan knew exactly what he was doing. He was moulding my daughter, sculpting her into what he wanted her to be, how he wanted her to think. Perhaps she was susceptible to it, like I had been. Could I blame her when I, a grown woman, hadn’t seen what Scott had become?

The first time I saw it with Dylan was in November last year, two months into their relationship. Issie was frowning as she examined a picture on her phone, enlarging it and studying it carefully.

‘What are you doing?’ I asked her.

‘Nothing,’ Issie said quickly, her thumb deftly swiping upwards, removing the picture from the screen.

‘Iz? What’s going on?’

She shrugged and then sighed. ‘Dylan’s upset over a photo I put on Instagram,’ she said eventually. ‘I was just looking at it.’ This was back in the days when she still told me things, when she let me into her world.

‘Show me,’ I said. Given the times we had spoken about posting online and how things could be misconstrued, I always considered it might only be a matter of time before something blew up and I was ready to help her navigate whatever she might have done to upset him.

Issie pulled up the picture on Instagram and handed me her phone, but the photo I was looking at was nothing like I expected. Issie was showing off her new trainers, and had written a caption next to it saying she’d bought a new pair of Nikes.

‘What’s he upset about?’ I asked, confused.

Issie enlarged it again and pointed to a jean-clad leg next to her. ‘That guy is sitting really close to me. I don’t even remember who it was, and I didn’t even realise he was there until Dylan pointed it out.’ Her words tripped over themselves.

‘He’s upset because you’re sitting next to a boy?’ I laughed.

‘Yes,’ she snapped and took the phone off me. ‘Don’t make fun of him. He’s got a right to ask me who I’m with, and I told him I didn’t know the guy, because I didn’t. He just happened to be next to me on the bench.’

‘Right. And Dylan must realise it’s nothing to worry about?’

She had shrugged again.

‘Issie?’

‘It doesn’t matter,’ she said.

‘It does if you’re upset.’

‘He doesn’t believe me, I guess,’ she replied. ‘He thinks I was with the guy or something.’

‘Oh, Issie, you’re joking, aren’t you? You know that’s ridiculous. It’s only a leg! How did he even see it, unless he’s scrutinising your pictures?’ I was enraged on her behalf. ‘Don’t stand for that,’ I began as she stood up and paced towards the door.

I wanted to remind Issie she shouldn’t let any man treat her in any way that wasn’t totally respectful. I needed her not to make the same mistakes I had.

The truth was I had lots of words lined up, all well meaning, all based on my own experiences for when the time was right. I hadn’t counted on her not wanting to listen to them.

‘And anyway, what about that ex-girlfriend you told me about?’ I pointed out instead.

‘What?’ she snapped, the look on her face almost venomous.

‘You said he’d been to see his ex-girlfriend, that girl called Hannah?’ I reminded her, although I immediately regretted bringing it up. It was something she’d confided in me a month earlier, how upset she was that he’d met up with his ex without her. ‘I’m only saying he doesn’t have the right …’ My words fizzled out.

‘Forget it, Mum,’ she’d yelled at me as she walked out of the room and the door slammed behind her, leaving me wondering what Dylan Whiting was really like.

Flashes of Scott came into my head. Lois had noticed how he had changed, even when I hadn’t. She told me after he left that, in the last couple of years, she hadn’t liked my husband one bit.

I’m scared, Lois, I type out now. I’m getting really bloody scared at the thought that something has happened to Issie. I never did find out for sure if anything happened with Dylan and his ex-girlfriend, Hannah. But the moment Issie told me about her was
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