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Prologue
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England, 1971

‘Mummy, why don’t I have a daddy to play with me on the beach?’

The little girl with a mop of Shirley Temple hair was crouched on the damp sand at the water’s edge flapping her hands wildly to make waves. Kneeling alongside the serious-faced child was her mother, laughing as the water splattered over her.

‘Because you’ve got me, sweetheart, and also you’ve got Grandad to play with you. Look – here he comes now on sandcastle duty, and I can see he means business.’

The five-year-old child looked up and waved happily at the man in the distance trudging towards them, but still continued her childlike interrogation of her mother.

‘I know that,’ she stated with childish exasperation, ‘I can see him, but why haven’t I got a daddy as well? Julie’s got a daddy and he goes on holiday with her and they all eat dinner together every night.’ Wide-eyed she looked up at her mother, waiting for an answer.

‘Look, he’s here, Jess,’ her mother said, grateful for the distraction. ‘Grandad’s here.’

As her grandfather swept her up high in the air and pretended to throw her out into the chilly North Sea, Jess screamed with delight and instantly forgot all about her unanswered question.

Nobody could have disputed that Sara and Jessica Wells were mother and daughter. Bright red curly hair erupted from both heads, and the summer sun had caused a blossoming of pale brown freckles on every speck of bare skin it could reach.

Jess didn’t bother to ask about her father again for several years; she hadn’t forgotten, it was just that there never seemed to be a right time and, because she was happy, she only wondered about him occasionally. It wasn’t a big issue because she was, and always had been, a well-balanced and mature child for her age with a unique bond with her mother, a bond that existed between a single mother and her only child.

It wasn’t as if she missed having a father, but all her friends seemed to have two parents and she was interested to know why she didn’t. All she knew was that her daddy had gone away when she was very small and had not come back. She didn’t know any of the details. However, when she was eleven she once again broached the subject in a no-nonsense, direct approach that left her mother with no alternative.

‘Mummy, tell me about my father. I really want to know. I mean, why doesn’t he ever come and see me?’

The question was so perfectly phrased that Sara Wells knew the time had arrived.

‘Do you really want me to tell you all about it?’ she asked, knowing exactly what the answer would be.

‘Mmm, everything. I’m old enough now, aren’t I?’ Jess replied as she waited impatiently.

‘Yes, you are, darling.’ Sara sat alongside her daughter and gently stroked her hair. ‘Well, here goes. As you know, your father’s name was, is, Micky Wells, and I loved him madly. When we got married I knew he was a free spirit but he said he wanted to settle down, so we did. Then you were born and we both really loved and wanted you, but Micky couldn’t cope with being tied down.’

‘Why?’

‘He found it hard not being able to go off and do whatever he wanted.’

‘Why couldn’t he?’

‘Because we had no money, and I certainly didn’t want to put you in a backpack and take off to India or wherever, so he went off on his own. He just never came back. In fact, I never heard from him again.’

‘Where is he now?’ Jess’s expression was deadly serious and she stared into her mother’s eyes as if daring her to even try and lie about it.

But Sara had no need to lie. She never had lied to her daughter, other than by omission.

‘Australia maybe, that’s the last I heard, but I don’t know for sure. Micky had no family that I know of – in fact, thinking back over it, I actually knew very little about him. I just loved him and knew instantly that he was the love of my life.’

‘Is that why you only had me?’

‘’Fraid so, darling. Despite the fact that he was a pretty useless husband and father, I’ve never met anyone else who could make me feel the same way.’

‘When I get married I’m going to be really careful who I choose and then I’m going to have lots of children so they won’t be lonely. I hate not having any sisters or brothers.’

Sara smiled sadly. ‘I always wanted to have lots of children too, but circumstances made it otherwise – but I’ve got no regrets. I’ve got you!’ Sara planted a kiss on her daughter’s head. ‘I hope you get what you want, darling, but it’s not as easy as it sounds. Best thing you can do is work hard at school and get your qualifications, then you’ll always be able to keep yourself. Like I did.’

‘I don’t need to do that. I’m going to marry someone rich enough to look after me and all my children.’

‘Really?’

‘Yep. I’m going to marry someone who isn’t a free spirit and we’ll have five children, maybe six.’

‘Okay, if that’s what you want.’ Sara smiled affectionately at her daughter.

‘It is,’ Jess stated categorically.

And Jessica Wells kept to it, waiting until she was thirty before she found the right man who would be safe and reliable. The man she was convinced would always stay with her and her children and keep them all secure.

She was sure, as soon as Sheldon Patterson came into her life and swept her off her feet, that he was the one she had been waiting for.



Chapter One
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England, September 2001

Looking down at her watch, Jess focused hard on the hands, willing them to turn back instead of relentlessly sweeping on. She didn’t need to work out the time that had elapsed, she knew exactly because it was only two minutes since she had last checked and it was also twenty-two hours and nine minutes past the agreed time.

The time that Sheldon, her husband, and CJ, her son, were due to have returned to their Cambridge home after a short holiday.

But they weren’t back and Jess wondered if he was doing it deliberately to make the point that he was capable of being in sole charge of their son. Once again she peered through the window towards the end of the driveway praying that Sheldon’s distinctive silver Mercedes would swing into view. Praying also they would both return safe and well, her fears of an accident unfounded.

Rubbing her eyes that were red and dry from lack of sleep she tried to drag her brain back over the day they had left five days before, the last time she saw her husband and son. The clearest thing in her mind was how happy CJ was to be going off on an adventure with his father, so happy that he was completely oblivious to the tension between his parents.

‘I’ve already told you a dozen times, we’ll be back at around one o’clock depending on the ferry times,’ Sheldon had sighed dramatically when she had asked as they left, using the same falsely parental tone that was usually reserved for CJ. ‘That leaves more than enough time for CJ to get ready for school. Now stop the fussing. I am able to look after my son on my own, you know – it is allowed.’

‘Our son, Sheldon, he is our son,’ Jess had replied angrily.

Standing in the porch she had waved them off, smiling happily, but as soon as the car, with CJ’s excited little face pressed against the window, had disappeared from view she burst into tears.

It was the first time Jess and CJ had been apart for more than a day since his birth nearly five years before, and although she hadn’t wanted it, Sheldon had said it was time for her to cut the invisible cord. He was insistent that their son should learn how to be more independent of his doting mother, insistent on taking him away without her.

His words echoed over and over in her head. ‘Jessica, CJ is a boy. He shouldn’t be hanging off his mom’s skirt like a girl; he needs toughening up and as his father I’m the one to do it. Boys need their fathers, they need to learn how to become men.’

Scared of blocking the main phone-line, Jess went into her husband’s study and picked up the other phone, quickly tapping in a number. Listening impatiently to the ringing at the other end, her over-active brain called up questions that had never crossed her mind before.

Suddenly they were jumping about in front of her.

Why had he been so positive that he didn’t want her to go on the trip? Why were the arrangements so vague? Why hadn’t she insisted that he give her an itinerary with contact numbers? Why had she even let CJ go in the first place?

Jess shook her head from side to side, as if to rid herself of the thoughts. Sheldon loved her, she loved him and they both adored their only child. There couldn’t be anything worrying in their late return. They were just late.

It seemed forever before the phone was picked up the other end.

‘Mum? They’re still not back and I’m starting to panic. I have really bad vibes about this. I just know something has happened to them …’

Her mother’s soothing voice wafted gently down the line, reassuring her, trying to calm her, and of course it all sounded so reasonable. Her mother was right. Sheldon was probably just making the point again that he was as much a parent to CJ as she was.

The same subject had been causing rows between the two of them recently, but it was something they were trying to resolve. Sheldon thought that Jess was babying CJ, Jess thought Sheldon was trying to make their son grow up too quickly. The bickering went back and forth and the compromise had eventually been that Sheldon would take CJ away for a few days without Jess for some quality father/son time together.

Jess listened carefully, desperately wanting to take on board all the things her mother was saying, wanting to believe that she was worrying unnecessarily. They were the same things that she herself had thought the day before, before her mind had gone into overdrive.

Maybe he had lost track of time, maybe they had broken down in the back of beyond, maybe they had missed the ferry back, maybe his phone didn’t work abroad … maybe, maybe.

Jess licked her lips nervously and tried to keep the tremor out of her voice. ‘Can you come over, Mum? I badly need someone here. I know you probably think I’m being neurotic but I wonder if I ought to call the police?’

She paused a moment, then continued at breakneck speed, ‘I don’t know what else to do. Supposing there’s been an accident? What if they’re lying in a ditch somewhere and no one can see them? It happens. Remember that piece on the news a few weeks ago? That woman was there for three days, hidden in the undergrowth; she nearly died.’

As she was speaking and trying to keep the rising hysteria out of her voice, Jessica Patterson found her eyes drawn to the familiar framed photographs carefully placed on the desk and shelves all around the room that was her husband’s inner sanctum. Although there were formal photos of the couple on their wedding day and at CJ’s christening, the majority, she noticed, didn’t include herself. There were holiday snaps of Sheldon with CJ, birthday snaps of Sheldon with CJ. It seemed that everywhere Jess looked there were colour images jumping out at her of her husband and son, together.

Just the two of them. Always just the two of them, father and son. It was as if she didn’t exist.

After putting the receiver down she stood with her arms folded tightly around herself and her head on one side, studying the photos. Although they had always been there, and Jess herself had taken many of them, it was as if she was looking at them for the first time.

Her eyes flickered around at them all, aware that there was something she had not noticed before but now, with her senses heightened by trepidation, she tried to figure it out. Snatching down several frames, she took them into the light-filled kitchen, standing them side by side on the table to study them closely. She was still focused on them when the doorbell rang loudly, making her jump. Leaving them, she rushed to the door and flung it open.

It was her mother.

‘Oh.’ The disappointment in her voice was obvious. ‘I thought it might have been them. I thought Sheldon might have left his key behind.’

‘Oh, Jess, Jess – just look at the state of you.’ The woman took Jess in her arms and hugged her close. ‘Okay, now I’m sure there isn’t a problem, not really, but just start at the beginning and tell me everything. That way we can work out if we really have cause to worry.’

Smiling tearfully, Jess walked ahead of her mother to the kitchen. ‘There’s nothing specific, but I just know something isn’t right. It’s a feeling, an instinct, you must know what I mean. A mother’s instinct.’ She looked at her own mother, her eyes wide, pleading silently for reassurance. ‘For God’s sake, they were only going to France,’ she snapped in frustration, her eyes darting nervously around the room. ‘Disneyland is hardly a danger zone on the other side of the world, is it?’

‘No, it isn’t, so stop panicking.’ Sara Wells’s tone to her daughter was sympathetically firm but Jess continued as if she hadn’t heard.

‘Like I told you earlier, he said they would be back at around lunchtime yesterday. CJ is starting school tomorrow. It’s his first day at big school and he’s really looking forward to it. All his friends will be there, he’s got to be there too – Sheldon knows that.’ Her voice was getting higher as the words tumbled rapidly out, and her hands were waving about as if she was trying to communicate in sign language.

‘Have you tried calling Sheldon again?’ Her mother’s voice was gentle.

‘Of course I’ve tried bloody calling him! I’ve tried constantly, but his mobile is off or not connecting or something, which would happen if they were upside down in a ditch. God, they could be there for days. They could both be dead and no one would know.’

Sara Wells looked at her daughter for a moment before speaking. ‘Okay,’ she said, ‘perhaps we ought to call the police, just to see what they have to say and check that there haven’t been any accidents. Not that I think there’s anything to worry about, but just to put your mind at rest.’ Her smile and tone were reassuring. ‘Sheldon and CJ will probably be back through the door before the police even get here.’

‘Can you do it, please? You’ll be far more coherent than me and they might take more notice.’

Sara put an arm around her daughter’s shoulders. ‘Of course I will. Now you go and have a quick wash and brush-up while I put the kettle on. Go and cool down, it’ll make you feel better.’

Jess automatically reached her hand up to her hair and grimaced as she pushed it away from her face.

‘What you mean is that I look a complete wreck and should go and smarten myself up in case the police think they’re dealing with a madwoman?’

Sara shook her head and smiled. ‘No, that’s not what I meant at all and you know it, although maybe you do look a bit wild and woolly. But then I shouldn’t say that, considering that you got your hair and colouring from me, you poor girl!’

Jess nearly smiled back before taking off like a startled rabbit, terrified that she might miss the vital call. After splashing cold water on her face she tried in vain to drag a brush through the tangle of auburn curls that was splayed out around her neckline. Naturally shocking red, the colour had long been artificially toned down to russet, but the curls remained as uncontrollable as ever. Now, after not having seen a brush for nearly a day, it was completely wild.

With not enough time to tame it Jess clipped it up on her head with a couple of big combs and then half-heartedly brushed a layer of loose powder over her freckled nose and forehead.

Instinctively she looked at herself every which way in the unforgiving mirrors that Sheldon had tactlessly installed over and down both sides of the hand basin. Silently she bemoaned her wide hips and chunky thighs that seemed all the more obvious in the carelessly thrown on joggers and vest. ‘A typical British pear-shaped body’ she always described it whenever Sheldon commented on her widening bottom half. She wondered if she ought to change into something more flattering before Sheldon got back and made yet another remark about her increasing cellulite. But as soon as she thought it she felt ashamed. How could she possibly be looking in the mirror and thinking about her hated fat thighs when her husband and son were missing? Christ, she needed a drink.

Jess hurried back to the kitchen where her mother was busy making sandwiches and struggling with the top-of-the-range cappuccino machine that Sheldon had bought as an anniversary present.

From the back Sara Wells looked like a clone of her daughter, same hair although hers had faded with age and same pear-shaped body. Sara looked, dressed and acted considerably younger than her true age that was nudging slowly but surely towards sixty.

‘Did you call them? What did they say?’ Jess looked at the back of her mother’s head.

‘I’m afraid they want to leave it a little longer. They suggested you contact the hotel where they were staying. There have been no accidents reported locally, and if it had been anywhere else … well, they both had passports and Sheldon was in his own car.’ Chewing her bottom lip Sara turned to face her daughter. ‘I think they’re right, you know. No news is good news.’

‘But how can I phone when I don’t know where they were bloody well staying?’ Jess raised her voice, her tone defensive. ‘Sheldon said they were going to book in somewhere when they got there, another part of the great adventure. He promised to phone, and when he didn’t I was angry but just assumed it was Sheldon being his usual awkward self, just making a point about his ridiculous bonding session.’

The words tumbled out madly and when she stopped for breath Sara jumped in.

‘That could still be the case. Maybe it’s best to just wait and see. You know what Sheldon can be like, how intransigent he can be when the mood takes him.’ Sara paused; it was obvious she was trying to find the kindest way to phrase her words. ‘We both know that Sheldon can be a little self-important sometimes. He probably hasn’t even realised the worry he’s causing you.’

Sara turned and held out her arms to Jess. ‘Come here, sweetheart – it’ll all be okay, I’m sure. Sheldon is a good dad, he won’t have done anything to put CJ at risk. They’re probably having the time of their lives and decided to stay on an extra day, completely oblivious to the fact that you’re worrying yourself silly.’

Tearfully, Jess unclamped her hands from the tight fists she had made and walked straight into her mother’s outstretched arms, the way she used to as a child.

Mother and daughter were very alike, and CJ was following in their footsteps. The dominant genes of red hair, green eyes and porcelain skin that freckled up at just a hint of sun had passed from mother to daughter to son.

However, looks were one thing, but Sara was all too aware that her daughter had inherited her personality as well. Both bounced happily along, ready to see the best in everyone, only to be surprised and get incredibly hurt when things went wrong.

Sometimes, she knew, they both set themselves up for falls.

Sara had done it with her own husband many years ago. She had fallen for a charming and handsome man who had seemed the answer to a girl’s dream. But she could remember only too well her devastation when, without warning, he had announced he was leaving.

Still in her early twenties with a toddler to look after, Sara was left to scrape by while Micky Wells decided he had to ‘find himself ’ and disappeared off on the hippy trail to India. He was never seen by either of them again. Micky. Baby Jessica’s father. Tall and personable with his engaging smile, a happy nature and no sense of responsibility whatsoever.

Because she had no choice, Sara had metaphorically shrugged her shoulders and got on with making a new life for herself and her daughter; and from then on it had been just the two of them.

Sara hated the expression ‘just like sisters’ that was often thrown at them because of their similarities, but she relished the fact that they were very close and always on good terms. Sara sometimes regretted not having met someone else but after Micky who, despite his all too apparent failings, had remained the love of her life, her guard had stayed well and truly up.

When Jess first introduced her to the similarly handsome and personable American guy whom she had met on holiday in Mexico, Sara’s heart had sunk down into her boots. It was Micky Wells all over again, except that Sheldon certainly wasn’t broke; in fact he seemed to be considerably wealthy.

Visually, apart from the fact that Micky was a hippy and Sheldon was conservative, Sheldon could have been a clone of her own husband when she had first met him. But despite her reservations, and also because she had promised herself never to question her daughter’s judgement and choices, Sara had crossed her fingers and done her best to welcome him.

Sara was soon won over.

On the face of it, Sheldon Patterson had seemed to be the ideal partner for Jessica. Full of life, full of dreams and financially secure, he had promised Jess the moon and as many children as she wanted, while at the same time confidently assuring Sara that he would never in a million years do anything to hurt her daughter.

Sara, like Jess, had believed in him completely. Now she wondered if her initial judgement had been correct.

Sara physically jumped out of her reverie as Jess sprang into life, banging the flat of her hand on the table.

‘I know! I haven’t contacted Carla! You know who I mean – her son Ben plays with CJ. She may know something, know where they were going to stay; her husband Toby is Sheldon’s only real friend over here. If he’s told anyone, it would be him.’

Jess pounced on the phone and then, hand outstretched, hesitated. ‘No, I’ll use the other line. If this one rings, you answer it and give me a shout.’

She disappeared into the study to make the call but was shortly back, looking even more bewildered than ever.

‘This is really strange, Mum,’ she frowned. ‘Neither Carla nor Toby know anything. Apparently, they didn’t even know Sheldon was taking CJ to France, which is fair enough, I suppose, but there’s something not right.’

Sara leaned back against the doorframe. ‘Go on.’

‘Well, Carla sounded more distressed by this than I would have expected. She’s on her way round now – says there’s something she thinks I should know.’

Jess’s sharp green eyes opened wide as she stared at Sara. ‘Mum, I’m frightened.’



Chapter Two
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Carla Barton’s mind was in a whirl as she bustled about gathering up her handbag and jacket while at the same time reassuring her two young children that she wouldn’t be long. At the same time Toby was chugging about in her wake trying to dissuade his wife from going to see Jess.

‘This isn’t a good idea, you know. It’s really none of our business and we don’t know anything for sure. You know the old saying about two and two making five. You could be making the situation worse for Jess.’

While running his fingers through his hair with one hand he grabbed her hand with the other, trying to slow her down.

‘Listen to me, darling.’ His voice was urgent. ‘If you’ve got this all arse about face then Sheldon will never forgive us. Nor will Jess. It could be the end of the friendship for all of us.’

Carla hesitated for a moment then purposefully snatched up her keys from the dresser. Her voice was low so that the children wouldn’t hear but at the same time it was determined.

‘Toby, I’m not sure what to think, but I do know I should have said something to poor Jess before this. God, I’m such a coward. If it was me, I’d want someone to tell me. Now just keep an eye on the children and their homework. Bloody nannies.’ The vitriol in that one word made both children look up.

Toby lowered his voice to a whisper. ‘Don’t do this! It’s all speculation and it’ll backfire. No good ever comes out of interfering in other people’s marriages, not to mention how it will affect my business dealings with Sheldon. His business is important to the company.’

Carla stared angrily at her husband as she interrupted him. ‘Is that all you can think of? No, I have to go and see her. She’s in a terrible state, imagining all sorts of horrors. All I’m going to do is tell Jess exactly what we know, or rather what we think, then it’s up to her how she handles the information. Her child is missing, for God’s sake! Imagine if it was one of ours.’

The hurt expression on Toby’s face suddenly softened her anger.

‘I’m sorry, sweetheart, I know none of this is your fault. If anything I’m angry with myself and, if I’m wrong, I’ll take all the blame. You can tell Sheldon that if or when he reappears. It’s all my fault, mea culpa and all that. I’ll kiss his arse,’ she paused and smiled, ‘metaphorically speaking, of course.’

As she went over to kiss him on the cheek, Toby took hold of her hand. ‘Take it easy on her.’

‘Of course I will! Wish me luck, I think I’m going to need it. This certainly isn’t going to be the easiest thing I’ve ever done.’

Carla drove the short distance to the Pattersons’ house and, after hesitating briefly at the entrance to take a deep breath, she pulled into the curved driveway and carefully parked her car in front of the house alongside Sara’s.

She didn’t have to ring the doorbell. Jess was already there waiting on the doorstep moving rhythmically from foot to foot with her mother just a step behind her looking nervously over Jess’s shoulder.

‘You’d better come in.’

Jess didn’t bother with the pleasantries she normally exchanged with the svelte and elegant woman in front of her, and as Carla moved forward to kiss her, Jess took a step backwards out of reach.

No matter what, Carla always looked cool and calm, Jess thought almost enviously. Not for her the bright red face and damp corkscrewed hair. Carla’s hair hung glamorously straight and styled, just like her body!

‘What’s this all about, Carla?’ Jess leaned her head on one side and looked quizzically at her friend. ‘What is it you want to talk to me about? I need to know. I’m worried sick about Sheldon and CJ and if you know something, anything …’

‘I know, and I’m afraid that’s why I’m here.’ Carla’s tone was ominously neutral as she smiled sympathetically at mother and daughter.

Jess and Sara stepped to one side in unison to let her pass into the wide entrance hall of the modern house. Despite the circumstances of her visit, Carla couldn’t help but notice the expensive new wallpaper and the cloying smell of fresh paint.

‘Have you been decorating again, Jess? It looks lovely. You’ve got such a good eye for colour,’ Carla murmured, making a half-hearted attempt at small talk as she slid out of her coat and handed it to Sara.

‘Yes. I wanted to get it done before Sheldon and CJ got back. It was meant to be a surprise. I’ve had all the downstairs done
– they didn’t know …’ Jess’s voice tailed off as she tried hard to keep her emotions in check. She desperately wanted to know what Carla had to say but, knowing instinctively that it wasn’t going to be good, she also wanted to delay it.

Painfully aware of her daughter’s dilemma, Sara quickly moved in front of Jess and took charge.

‘We haven’t met before. I’m Sara – Jess’s mother as you’ve probably guessed. Come through to the sitting room. I understand there’s something you think you know about Sheldon and CJ’s disappearance.’

Sara led the way with Carla close behind and although Jess knew she had to follow, her legs suddenly became leaden and she couldn’t bring herself to move. Hesitating in the doorway, all her childhood superstitions were tumbling around in her brain.

Don’t walk on the cracks, turn around three times and cross fingers, close eyes tight and wish but don’t tell anyone …

‘Jess? Are you coming through?’

Sara’s voice brought her sharply back to reality.

‘Yes, of course.’ Feigning a confidence she didn’t feel, and forcing her legs to function, Jess stepped towards her neighbour and friend. ‘Well, Carla? What is it you want to tell me?’

The pleading in Jess’s voice made Carla want to flee the house but she just turned away, then, looking for refuge, walked over to the furthest sofa and perched herself awkwardly on the arm.

‘Look, Jess, perhaps I should have told you this before, but I still don’t know if it’s right or relevant. I just know you won’t want to hear it.’ She paused for several seconds and looked from Jess to Sara. ‘Well, Sofia up and left without giving any notice just under a week ago.’

‘Who’s Sofia?’ Sara, the frownlines between her eyebrows deepening, looked puzzled.

‘You know Sofia, Mum. She’s Carla’s nanny – the Spanish girl who babysits sometimes for CJ.’ Jess looked back to Carla. ‘I’m sorry about your nanny, Carla, but right now your nanny problems aren’t high on my list of concerns. I’m off my head with worry about CJ; they’re so late getting back, I’m terrified there might have been an accident.’

‘No, Jess, you don’t understand. What I’m trying to say is that Sheldon must have left at the same time as Sofia.’

‘So? What’s that got to do with the price of fish?’ Jess’s voice was cold and detached. She could feel her frustration rising and she resented Carla for intruding in her personal life at a time of crisis for no apparent reason other than she was without a nanny. But, even as she was thinking it, a frisson of nervous apprehension ran through her.

‘Look, Jess.’ Carla hesitated and took a deep breath. ‘I’m sorry, but I won’t beat about the bush. It’s just that I had suspicions – have suspicions – that Sheldon has been having an affair with Sofia.’

Looking from one to the other she sighed. ‘There, I’ve said it. I’m sorry and I hope I’m wrong, but she’s gone off at the same time as Sheldon and CJ, and I can’t help but wonder if maybe they’re together somewhere. They may have sneaked off for an illicit long weekend.’

Jess’s hands flew up to her face. ‘That is an awful thing to say and it’s just not true! How could you even think it? Sheldon would never do anything like that!’ Jess looked over at her mother. ‘Tell her, Mum. How dare she waltz in here and feed me a load of old bollocks like that? I’d have known if he was having an affair, wouldn’t I?’

As Carla silently looked down at her hands in embarrassment Jess felt an overwhelming urge to hit her, to lash out and stop her saying any more but Sara touched her on the arm.

‘Hear Carla out, darling. Even if it’s nothing, it’s best to know what she thinks.’ Turning to the other woman, Sara smiled grimly. ‘Go on, tell us what you think and why. We’re both so worried about them, they should have been back yesterday.’

Jess could hear what was being said but it all sounded distant and disjointed as if she were an eavesdropper on someone else’s conversation. She couldn’t understand how a virtual stranger could be saying things about her husband, things she never had any idea about, things that simply weren’t true.

‘I really am sorry.’ Carla’s voice took on a pleading quality. ‘If CJ wasn’t involved I probably wouldn’t have said anything. Toby told me not to, but as I said to him, I know how I would feel if my child were missing.’

‘I can understand that,’ Jess heard her mother saying, ‘but it’s all speculation, isn’t it? Couldn’t it just be coincidence?
I mean, your nanny must have given you a reason for leaving, given you notice.’

Frowning, Carla averted her dark eyes and furrowed her forehead before answering cautiously, ‘Well, no actually, she just packed her stuff and took off nearly a week ago. Oh, she made noises about a terminally sick brother but I just knew it was nonsense. I knew she was lying but I had to let her go. After all, who wants a nanny who isn’t committed? Anyway, it’s not only that. There were other things, but you know how it is, benefit of hindsight and all that.’

Carla stood up sharply and went over to Jess who was silently leaning against the fireplace deliberately not making eye-contact with either Carla or Sara.

‘Look, I may have got it all wrong, Jess, really I may, but I’ve known for months that Sofia had a secret boyfriend. All the signs were there. I mean, I’ve had a stream of nannies and au pairs so I have a nose for these things now, but it’s only recently that I’ve suspected it was Sheldon.’

Jess still wouldn’t speak or look at Carla so the woman changed her direction to Sara.

‘I don’t want to go into details at the moment and make things even worse for Jess but I’m ninety-nine per cent certain Sofia is with Sheldon. But that doesn’t mean that Sheldon has gone off with her, does it? He’s got to come back, hasn’t he? He’s got CJ with him as well.’

Carla’s rat-a-tat-tat voice tailed off as she saw the expression on Jess’s face change dramatically. Until that moment she had appeared detached, looking vacantly around the room, but suddenly her shoulders drooped and she shrank visibly.

‘Sofia! Of course,’ she murmured so quietly she could almost have been talking to herself. ‘Now I realise what was bothering me. Something wasn’t right and then I got side-tracked, but now I know what it is that I couldn’t quite put my finger on.’

Jess turned sharply and flew out of the door so quickly she tripped over the black Labrador that had taken up guard in his usual place just outside the door. ‘Bloody stupid animal, get out of my way!’ Pushing him away with her foot she disappeared back into the kitchen leaving Sara and Carla silent and bewildered. She was only gone a couple of minutes before she reappeared, holding aloft two of the photo frames she had taken from her husband’s office. ‘Look at these, just look at these and tell me! Look! Look!’ The hysteria in her voice rose with each word until she was nearly screaming at them.

Jess sat down on the sofa and patted her hand impatiently, indicating for Sara and Carla to join her. ‘Look, tell me what you see.’ She had one in each hand and held them up for Sara and Carla to see.

The delicately embossed silver frame contained a beautifully posed and close-up wedding photograph of Jess and Sheldon. The two of them were gazing at each other, clasping hands in such a way that the rings glistened new and shiny in the bright sunshine, their total adoration of each other captured perfectly in their eyes.

The second wooden frame showed Sheldon and CJ, snapped informally at their son’s fourth birthday party. CJ was on Sheldon’s lap, his smile wide as he looked up at his father. Sheldon’s expression was equally loving, a carbon copy expression of the one in the wedding photo.

Sara and Carla looked equally puzzled.

‘I don’t know what you mean, Jess. What’s the relevance of the photos?’ Sara screwed her face up as she concentrated.

Carla looked closer. ‘Oh Lord, Jess,’ she muttered, almost under her breath, ‘I can see what you’re getting at. Bugger, this is a mess. I was praying I was wrong, I really was, but now …’

Sara looked from one to the other. ‘I can’t see what you’re getting at.’

‘Look carefully.’ Carla pointed at the second photo. ‘Look at Sheldon’s face, his expression.’

‘Yes.’ Sara’s voice was puzzled. ‘He looks happy and so he should – it was CJ’s birthday. I know, I was there.’

‘Yes, but who is he looking at? It’s not CJ, is it? He’s actually gazing directly at Sofia in the background!’

The three women studied the photo silently. There were several people in the background but it was only too obvious that Sheldon was gazing besottedly at the young woman on the perimeter of the frame and her expression as, apparently oblivious to the probing camera lens, she gazed back at him, was equally adoring.

Jess felt as if she had been hit in the stomach.

The encapsulated look of love and intimacy on Sheldon’s face was the one that she had always thought was solely reserved for her.

‘I’m going up to my bedroom,’ Jess announced calmly. ‘I’m okay, I just need some time to think. I have to get all this straight in my head.’



Chapter Three
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In a few short, mindblowing moments, Jessica Patterson realised her life might just have changed for ever. When Sheldon came back she would have to confront him and if, as she feared, it was true, then she knew it would be almost impossible for the marriage to survive.

Infidelity was the one thing that Jess both feared and despised, and Sheldon not only knew that, but always professed to agree with her.

When they had first met, Sheldon was still suffering the fallout from the collapse of his first marriage to Kay. He told Jess all about it, how he had married Kay on the spur of the moment in Nevada, only to find that for her it was purely a marriage of convenience. The convenience being the crippling divorce settlement a few short years later, after which Kay went back to her previous boyfriend with enough cash to buy a house and set themselves up in business.

‘Never again,’ he used to say. ‘Divorce is out – marriage and the family is for life.’

Was it fair then, she wondered, to prejudge him on the strength of Carla’s speculation and one photograph, and at the same time undermine everything about her years with him?

Roaming the bedroom like a restless panther she nervously tried to piece it all together, but apart from what she had found out in the previous hour there was nothing she could find in her mind that she might have missed. No hints, no clues, there was nothing at all to suggest that Sheldon was playing away. But then, not being naturally suspicious and convinced their marriage was based on mutual trust, she certainly hadn’t been looking.

Jess had known for some time that there were a few problems in their marriage, but it had never crossed her mind that their difficulties were any more than other couples face after the initial heady romance fades and real life takes over.

Once again she looked at herself critically in the mirror and wondered if she had let herself go. As clear as if she was in the room with her, Jess could see Sofia posing in front of her. The lively and confident Sofia, with a sexy Spanish accent colouring her perfect English, who managed to look incredibly sexy in battered jeans, muddy trainers and not a scrap of make-up.

Sofia, Carla’s resident nanny.

Sofia, whom Jess had welcomed into her house to babysit regularly because CJ loved her.

Sofia, the young Spanish girl who was tall and slender to the point of being almost skinny with olive skin and thick dark hair. There was no getting away from it, Jess thought, the girl was attractive and confident as well as being very intelligent. Being a nanny, she had told Jess over a friendly cup of coffee, was a means of travelling, and she was saving as much as she could towards the day she would move to a new family in another country.

Jess in the meantime had been only too happy to pay well over the odds for the peace of mind that Sofia instilled in her. Momentarily mortified, she remembered the times she had given Sofia free access to the family home and maybe even free access to her husband.

She continued looking at herself critically. At about twenty pounds overweight, most of which was happily settled on her dimpled hips and thighs, Jess could see how in Sheldon’s eyes, she could be seen to have let herself go. She could also see how her husband would prefer the lovely Sofia, a much younger and much more attractive model.

CJ! His name jumped ferociously back into her mind.

For a few short moments she had been distracted away from her prime concern. Where the hell were they? And when they came back, what would happen? How could she possibly survive as a single mother if the marriage was over? But then, how could her marriage survive if Sheldon had been unfaithful?

It had been at Sheldon’s request that she had turned her back on her nursing career, albeit eagerly, and become a fulltime mother. It was because of this, and also because Sheldon spent a lot of time travelling, that Jess and CJ were inseparably close. Too close, according to Sheldon who had, from the beginning, resented the mother and son bond.

‘Jess?’ a voice called in the background. ‘Can I come in? I just wanted to check you’re okay. I know this has been a terrible shock.’

The sharp knock on the bedroom door, accompanied by her mother’s voice, brought her back to reality.

‘I’m fine, Mum, really. I’ll be down in just a minute. Is Carla still here?’

‘Yes. She’s very upset at hurting you, not to mention deeply embarrassed at the turn of events.’

‘Okay, I’ll be down. I want to know everything, and I mean everything, so you go and warn her. I don’t want her sparing my feelings.’

‘Open the door, please.’

Jess took a deep breath. ‘Mum, I’m okay, I’ll be down in a minute. Just go and pour us all a stiff drink.’

Jess knew there was no putting it off any longer; she had to go down and hear what she didn’t want to hear.

Not wanting to feel at even more of a disadvantage in front of the ever-elegant Carla, Jess quickly changed her clothes. Dumping the jogging bottoms straight in the rubbish bin in disgust, she pulled out a beige calflength skirt that skimmed her hips, and paired it with a jade-green cashmere sweater that matched her eyes and set off the red in her hair. She knew she was being irrational but couldn’t help herself.

Before going back down to face Carla, she picked up the phone in desperation and dialled Sheldon’s mobile once again. The ‘unable to connect’ message continued to echo in her head as she made her way determinedly back to the increasingly nervous Carla who was sitting on the edge of her seat. Twisting a mug in her hands, she was distractedly watching Sara pottering around plumping the cushions and re-stacking a pile of books and magazines on the side table. She looked quite sick when Jess walked back into the room.

‘Carla, I’ve been thinking about what you said earlier, and although I don’t want to put you on the spot, I do want you to tell me absolutely everything. I need to be prepared for when Sheldon gets back.’



Chapter Four
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Carla Barton’s mind was in a whirl. She had the distinct feeling that she was in the process of unleashing something that could never be recaptured. While Jess was upstairs she had tried to voice her concerns about it all with Sara, but the woman had been adamant that they should not discuss anything without Jess being present.

Sara had poured herself a large brandy and put another to one side for Jess but Carla declined the alcohol, opting instead for a strong black coffee. The silence in the room was deafening as they both waited for Jess to reappear, but it gave Carla some thinking time to mentally gather everything she knew, or thought she knew, and to rationalise it all.

As she waited, her eyes were drawn to the photo frames that were laid flat on the coffee table and she studied them surreptitiously. The wedding photo was a classic, the pose familiar from photographers’ shop windows everywhere, but it struck her that Jess and Sheldon were actually a fairly ordinary-looking couple behind the wedding glitz.

The bridegroom was taller than average with sun-bleached fair hair that stood to gel-assisted attention, and a Californian suntan. His smile was wide and genuine as he gazed down at the much shorter Jess, whose ivory wedding dress was perfectly cut to accentuate her narrow bust and shoulders, and detract from her noticeably wider hips.

By the time Carla had met the couple Sheldon’s hair had darkened a little, the tan had faded and Jess was much more rounded, but until a few weeks before, Carla had thought they were a perfectly matched couple with everything going for them.

The impressive sprawling house they shared in the beautiful part of Cambridge en route for Grantchester, was tastefully furnished and decorated, and, a touch ostentatiously Carla had thought, they drove matching Mercedes in different colours. Sheldon worked from home but often commuted to Los Angeles, and occasionally Jess and CJ would go with him to visit Pearl, Jess’s mother-in-law.

Although in theory Sheldon worked in the family real-estate business, he appeared to spend a lot of time wheeling and dealing in the financial market, which was where Toby came in. The company her husband worked for managed Sheldon’s quite considerable portfolio of stocks and shares.

On the surface at least, it seemed a perfect lifestyle for a perfect couple with an almost perfect child.

To Carla, CJ came across as a well-balanced child who sometimes made her own two appear almost like hooligans by comparison. A touch too quiet and well behaved, she often commented to Toby, but she knew that might well be because she herself worked fulltime so when she was at home the pair vied rowdily for her attention.

CJ, of course, didn’t need to compete; he was an only child with his mother constantly on hand to provide all the attention he wanted.

In fact, Carla had, in the nicest way, envied Jess her carefree lifestyle.

Until now.

Jess sat down carefully on the edge of the chunky coffee table in front of her friend and deliberately made direct eye-contact. ‘Okay, Carla, I’m ready. I want to know everything, every last little detail. Please don’t try and spare me, I have CJ to think of here.’ Unblinking, she fixed her eyes on Carla. ‘If Sheldon has taken Sofia away with them then it means he’s deceived me on several fronts.’ Pausing, she shook her head. ‘That I can live with if I have to, but I want CJ back. I have to have him back, I can’t live without him, I can’t! CJ is my whole life.’

As Carla raised her hands in a gesture of defeat and sucked in her cheeks, Sara, watching silently from across the room, felt sorry for her. She wasn’t sure whether or not she would have had the courage to tell all if she was in that position.

‘Of course, that’s why I came over. I’ll tell you everything I know, but if it all turns out to be a load of old nonsense, I hope you’ll forgive me. I’d like us still to be friends regardless, and I also want you to know that I’ll be there for you if the worst comes to the worst.’

‘I know that and I appreciate it.’ Jess waited.

As Carla prevaricated by sipping her drink and flattening her skirt, Jess watched her through lowered eyelashes. Although her friend’s life was constantly hectic as she juggled career, home and husband she always looked groomed and relaxed and, despite the situation, her composure was still obvious.

‘You know what Sofia is like.’ Carla looked Jess in the eye. ‘She’s a lovely girl, probably the best nanny I’ve ever had; the children loved her and, until recently, I always knew I could go to work and trust her completely. But lately …’ She struggled to find the right words. ‘Lately she’s been distracted, her mind has been elsewhere. She suddenly acquired a top-of-the-range mobile phone, and a couple of times I found her whispering into it, almost slyly. She would cut off quickly when I appeared, which wasn’t necessary as I’ve always been easygoing with her, as you know.’

Jess smiled. ‘Yes, I always thought she had a good life, and job, with you.’

‘So did I,’ Carla responded grimly, ‘but she obviously didn’t think so. She started staying out late at night and asking for extra time off. When the children were at school, instead of coming back here to do a few chores, she would disappear for hours on end. It was obvious she was seeing someone and didn’t want me to know.’

As Jess screwed her face up in concentration trying to make sense of Carla’s words, Sara jumped into the conversation.

‘But whatever makes you think it’s Sheldon? It could be absolutely anyone, anyone at all. It could be a boy down the road.’

Carla moved her eyes sharply to Sara. ‘I know that,’ her tone was apologetic, ‘and for a while I have to admit that I didn’t have a clue, but with all the secrecy, I guessed it was someone who was married. What’s more, she kept appearing with bits of jewellery and clothes that I knew she couldn’t possibly afford herself.’

‘That could still be anyone,’ Sara intervened again.

‘Well, yes and no. Jess or CJ always told me when Sheldon was working away and, with hindsight of course, that was when Sofia would either want extra time off or be at home, moping around like a wet weekend, and actually getting under my feet.’

Carla took a deep breath and then sighed. ‘It was lots of little things, and all over a period of time, but the single deciding factor was when I went into her bedroom. I’d knocked to wake her up and then pushed the door open. On her dressing-table, with red glass hearts glued all round the large tacky frame, was a collage of photographs of Sheldon and CJ.’ Again she hesitated before continuing. ‘You weren’t in any of the photos, Jess.’

The sharp intake of breath from Jess interrupted her and she reached out for her cup. Sipping nervously she said, ‘Oh, I queried it but she said it was there because she was so fond of CJ. I knew that was ridiculous, but what could I say? She did babysit for you so it was almost feasible in a way, but I knew that it just wasn’t true. Her whole defensive demeanour when I mentioned it, told me otherwise.’

‘How can you be sure she’s not just gone back to Spain to see her brother?’ Again Sara spoke up, the desperate pleading in her voice all too obvious. ‘I mean, that’s just as feasible, isn’t it? This could all be making mountains out of molehills, couldn’t it? Two and two makes five?’

‘Yes, it could – you’re damned right it could – and I’m all too aware of it. That’s why I don’t want to be doing this!’ Carla’s tone was sharp to the point of anger. ‘Look, I’m not here to hang Sheldon out to dry, and I’m certainly not here to upset Jess. I’m here because her husband and son are missing and Jess phoned me. I’m trying to help, really I am.’

‘It’s okay, Mum,’ Jess intervened quietly. ‘Carla is right – I did phone her and I do need to know where CJ is. If Sheldon is with Sofia then there’s not a lot I can do about it, but CJ? That’s a whole different ballgame. Tell me, Carla, with the benefit of hindsight of course, how long do you think this thing has been going on?’

Carla’s eyes narrowed at the veiled sarcasm in Jess’s voice but her tone remained level. ‘At a guess, I would say that if it is Sheldon whom Sofia was seeing, then about six months – possibly more. Possibly not far short of the year that she’s been with us.’

‘Do what?’ Jess shrieked, standing so quickly she almost toppled over. ‘Six months? A year?’ The words were hurled aggressively across the room. ‘No way, I would have known! Don’t try and tell me that I’m so fucking stupid that I wouldn’t have noticed something was up.’

‘No one’s saying you were stupid, just that Sheldon was very, very clever. And devious.’

‘No, I won’t have that. He wouldn’t do that, he couldn’t do that …’

Sara and Carla remained silent as Jess ranted at both of them. Her previous self-control disappeared as the information sank in. Sheldon, her husband, had been having an affair for months and she had been totally oblivious to it. It was just too much to accept.

After a few more uncomfortable minutes Carla stood up to leave. ‘I really have to go now. I’m so sorry about it all – you will call me as soon as you hear anything? Any time, day or night. I’ve got the week off to get the children back to school and sort out a new nanny.’ As the words came out, her hand flew up to her mouth. ‘I’m so sorry, that was tactless in the extreme. I can imagine how you must be feeling.’

‘Oh, I doubt you can, Carla. Even I don’t know how I’m feeling.’

As Sara reached for her own coat as well, Jess panicked. ‘You’re not leaving, are you, Mum? You can’t! I was hoping you’d stay a bit longer. I don’t want to be on my own when he comes back.’

Sara reached out and stroked her daughter’s cheek. ‘I’m just nipping home to sort out someone to feed the cat and then I’ll grab a few things and come back. I’m staying here with you for as long as it takes. Just give me an hour or so.’

Closing the door gently behind them, Jess went into the lounge and picked up the heavy silver frame that contained the wedding photo. Raising her hand high above her head she threw it full force at the marble fireplace and watched as the glass shattered and flew through the air to settle in the carpet.

All she wanted to do was curl up in a ball and go to sleep until it was all over.

After another sleepless night when neither she nor her mother even bothered to go upstairs, Jess presented herself at the local police station determined to get some action. All fired up, she calmed a little when introduced to a sympathetic young policewoman who led her through into one of the utilitarian interview rooms where she was handed a well-intentioned but unpalatable polystyrene cup of weak coffee.

‘My name’s Judy Simmons,’ the WPC introduced herself. ‘Now I understand from my colleague that your husband and son haven’t come home from their holiday. I’m not sure exactly what we can do, Mrs Patterson, but just tell me everything and I’ll do my best.’

Jess went through it all, including the suspicions that Carla had voiced, but although the young woman made the right noises in the right places, she offered little practical help. Jess had known they were going away, she said, and had countenanced them going away. There were no court orders, no custody proceedings in place. Nothing illegal for them to work with.

‘But surely he can’t just take my son and disappear? That can’t be right. He can’t do that!’

‘I’m so sorry, Mrs Patterson, but Cameron is your husband’s son as well as yours. You both have equal rights. I wish I could be more encouraging, but as it stands at the moment, our hands are tied.’

‘But there must be something! Surely he can’t just—’

The policewoman interrupted, her voice sympathetic but firm. ‘I understand how you feel, I’m a mother myself, but your son is Mr Patterson’s son as well.’

‘Oh, come off it.’ Jess stood up abruptly. ‘Is that the best you can come up with?’

‘I can give you the names of organisations that could maybe give you some information and offer you some support. Other than that, unless or until a crime has been committed …’ The police officer shook her head and smiled before continuing. ‘You told me yourself you have no fears for your son’s safety with Mr Patterson. There’s little we can do at the moment.’

Jess felt her frustration start to rise but she tried to stay calm. ‘So what you’re telling me basically is that there is nothing you can do until a couple of bodies turn up?’

‘Be honest with yourself, Mrs Patterson. Do you really think there’s been an accident? Realistically, the most likely scenario is that your husband has gone off on a holiday somewhere with his alleged girlfriend and taken your son along as well as an alibi. I’m sorry to sound harsh, but I think from what you’ve told me, that’s the most viable explanation.’

WPC Judy Simmons leaned her elbows on the table and crossed her hands in front of her. ‘It happens all the time, I’m afraid. The accident theory is highly unlikely. We’d have heard something from somewhere by now, but I will double-check. I think you may have to accept that your husband has taken it into his head to go off somewhere on an illicit holiday.’

‘Ten out of ten to the detectives. I sussed that one out yesterday,’ Jess laughed dryly, ‘but what can I do about it?’

‘My advice is to phone everyone you know, here and, especially as he is a US citizen, in America. Check out everything you can think of and I’ll give you a call tomorrow to see how you’re getting on. Maybe you should also get some legal advice.’
The policewoman stood up and smiled. ‘I’ll just go and find you some information to take home with you. Please call me if you hear anything or if they turn up.’

Jess felt her chest start to palpitate as the panic rose. She banged her fist hard on the desk in front of her. ‘If that’s the best you can do then you can shove your information and your caring smile. All I want is my son back, and if you’re not prepared to help then I’m going to have to find him myself. I have to get my son back!’

She pushed her way past and slammed out of the office, tears of frustration pouring down her face. With no idea of where to turn next, Jess roared off in her car and drove halfway to London and back. Anything was better than going back home to a house without CJ.




Chapter Five
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While Jess was out at the police station, Sara was on guard over the phone and at the same time busying herself working her way systematically through Sheldon’s study. She was looking for anything that might provide a clue to his whereabouts, anything her daughter might have missed.


As more time had passed, her concerns had risen to the same level as Jess’s. It was two days since Sheldon should have returned with CJ, and it was also the day that CJ should have started his new school. Sara was beginning to think sinister thoughts, but she knew she had to try and disguise them for her daughter’s sake, and it helped to have something positive to do.


Despite scouring through Sheldon’s office she found nothing at all out of the ordinary. His large office address book that lay neatly on the desk at least gave them a list of contacts, but they were all work related; there was nothing personal written in it at all.


During the long night before, Jess had combed through the rest of the house and found no clues or pointers at all.


It was all very strange.


Nothing was missing other than those items that Sheldon would normally have taken with him for a few days away, and nothing extra was missing from CJ’s room.


The pair of them had allegedly gone away for a few days and then disappeared into thin air. The two burning questions both Jess and Sara repeated over and over again were, firstly, where were Sheldon and CJ? And secondly, did they go with or without Sofia?
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