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‘I Think I’m a Missing Person’

‘Sorry sarge, there’s some crackpot in the front office. Says he’s a missing person.’

The young cop shrugs his shoulders, an apologetic look on his face.

Sergeant Craig Clark-Darby averts his eyes from the rookie officer standing at his desk and looks at the white plastic clock on the station wall. It’s been on a go-slow all day. The time is now 5.40 p.m., Saturday 1 December 2007. Twenty minutes until he’s due to go home after a dull twelve-hour shift.

‘For fuck’s sake,’ he mutters as he begrudgingly heads out to see who it is who has wandered off the street with the sole intent of ruining his Saturday evening.

‘Yes sir, how can I help you?’ he asks with minimum enthusiasm.

‘Ah, good evening officer. As I just told your young colleague there, I think I’m a missing person.’

Clark-Darby looks dubiously into the eyes of the strangely sun-tanned man standing across the counter.

He takes a deep breath, puffs out his cheeks and slowly exhales.

Right, he thinks to himself. And I’m the Lone bloody Ranger . . .

He just wants to go home.

‘What exactly makes you think you’re a missing person, sir?’ he asks courteously.

‘Well if I knew that I don’t think I’d be here now, would I?’ is the smug response.

‘Right,’ says the officer, hoping the false smile hides his irritation. The last thing he needs right now is a smart arse.

Another deep breath.

‘Don’t think I caught the name, sir?’

‘Darwin. John . . . Ronald . . . Darwin.’

He speaks slowly. North-easterners have a tendency to speak fast and outsiders can struggle to keep up. In case there’s any doubt, the man spells out the letters of his surname ‘D . . . A . . . R . . . W . . . I . . . N. From up north . . . Seaton Carew. Hartlepool.’

He smiles, delighted with his delivery. Not even a hint of the Hartlepudlian tendency to h-drop. Locals stay in ’otels and turn up the ’eating when it gets cold.

A second, longer sigh from Clark-Darby. This oddball has been here five minutes, but the uniformed section sergeant at London’s West End Central police station is already weary. There’s something extremely annoying about the man.

He looks to be in his fifties and is wearing walking boots; dark blue, ill-fitting cargo trousers; a blue shirt, still showing the manufacturer’s packing creases; an off-white, crew-neck cricket jumper; and what looks like a fake leather jacket. Some of the clothing still have the Asda labels showing. Maybe he’s a shoplifter . . . but not a very smart one.

The man claims he isn’t quite sure where he came from or even how he arrived at the police station.

Fifteen minutes earlier he had been found wandering ‘dazed and confused’ around a Top Shop in Oxford Street, telling a store assistant he’d mislaid his wife, children and Rottweiler dogs. The baffled girl had called a security guard, who somewhat reluctantly, given the icy weather, walked him around the corner to the drab, grey-stone police station at 27 Savile Row, W1.

‘I was wondering, why are all the Christmas lights on when it’s only June?’ he asks.

‘Wait there one moment please,’ says the sergeant, avoiding the question and returning to the back office.

Maybe he’s on drugs; they often are.

‘Right oh,’ the man cheerily responds, peering through the Perspex screen and shifting awkwardly from side to side.

He looks around, examining his surroundings. The walls are decorated with tinsel, though it looks tired and has lost most of its sparkle. John shakes his head, appearing bemused at the faded festive trimmings.

‘Keep a close eye on that one while I make some checks,’ Clark-Darby instructs his young colleague. ‘And don’t let him leave.’

The sergeant is in for a surprise.

On checking missing persons records he quickly discovers there is indeed a John Darwin who disappeared off the Cleveland coast a little under six years earlier in the spring of 2002.

But he isn’t missing – he’s dead.

Strangely, there’s no photograph attached to the file, so there’s no way of knowing if it’s the same man. He picks up the phone and calls Hartlepool police station to see if anyone there can throw any light on the curious case he’s found himself dealing with three weeks before Christmas.

‘We’ve got a right one here,’ he tells the officer at the other end of the line. ‘Either this guy has lost the plot or we have a Christmas miracle on our hands and he’s come back from the dead! Says his name is John Darwin and claims he remembers nothing since a holiday in Norway in 2000. Claims to think it’s still June and asked why all the Christmas decorations are up.’

The sergeant has already established ‘John Darwin’ has no form of identification on him, simply a brown leather folding wallet containing £140, comprising eight crisp notes, six twenties, and two tens, and a key-ring with several keys attached. He claims not to know what any of the keys are for.

‘Blimey,’ says the cop at the other end of the line. ‘I remember that job very well. The bloke disappeared in a canoe off the coast of Seaton Carew. Caused a right hoo-ha. There was a massive search but I don’t think a body was ever found. Let me see if I can contact a member of the family for you.’

Clark-Darby is perplexed. He’s not buying this back-from-the-dead story for a second. The mysterious stranger is guilty of something, he’s just not sure what. He returns to the front counter and advises the man that he is being arrested under section 136 of the Mental Health Act for his own safety. With no evidence to suggest any wrongdoing – as yet – he doesn’t want to let the self-styled missing person disappear into the night. Bang goes Clark-Darby’s evening.

‘If you could come this way sir,’ he says, escorting the man, who raises no objections, to a small detention room, similar to a cell, off the main corridor.

There’s a concrete bed with a mattress, sheet and a pillow, all tear-proof, for obvious reasons, and in the corner a toilet without a seat. The once-white paint is yellow and peeling, walls permeated with the stench of body odour and urine from the visits of countless past miscreants.

‘Have a seat and we’ll see if we can contact someone for you.’

The man claiming to be John Darwin accepts the offer of a cup of tea to warm him up. It’s close to freezing outside.

He sits on the bed, alone with his thoughts.
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A Picture from Panama

That evening, urgency bolts into the police investigation due to the existence of a quite extraordinary photograph. Hutch’s instructions for his team to take things slowly and methodically fly out the window.

He’s at home working on tomorrow’s press conference when his mobile rings. It’s just after 7 p.m. It’s one of the detectives from the HOLMES room and he knows from the tone in his voice that something is up.

‘Hutch, you need to look at this website,’ says the officer, struggling to get the words out quickly enough.

Hutch inputs the web address into his laptop and sees a jaw-dropping photograph of a smiling John and Anne Darwin together in Panama, standing alongside a real-estate agent. The photo is embedded with the date it was taken on: 14 July 2006 – four years after John disappeared and eighteen months before he came back from the dead.

It is emphatic proof that the Darwins’ fanciful story is a pack of lies. It is a truly astonishing find.

Just as former neighbours had suspected, John Darwin had indeed done a Reggie Perrin, faked his own death and buggered off to Panama.

Hutch bursts out laughing.

‘Stupid bastards!’ he exhales, knowing everything is about to go into overdrive. ‘Not that clever are you.’

Still staring at his computer screen, he asks how the photo has been found.

‘Some woman rang it in,’ he’s told. ‘Wouldn’t give her name. Described herself as a bit of a geek.’

Turns out a young, single mum who had been following developments on the story with interest was highly dubious about lots of things, just like the police and the media. She had then used the wonders of the worldwide web to blow John and Anne Darwins’ story to smithereens.

It was simple but brilliant.

While researching the story online, she entered the words ‘John, Anne and Panama’ into Google and hit ‘images’. She pressed the return key and, in the blink of an eye, up popped the astonishing picture. Its existence has exploded the story into a whole new level of drama. Talk about a grenade being tossed into the room. Hutch knows they have to act quickly.

‘If this woman has told us,’ he says, ‘we have to work on the premise she’s told the media. That photograph will be on the front pages tomorrow. And in London, the papers are on the streets in the early hours. We need to arrest Darwin now before he does another runner.’

Today there would be an immediate inquiry into why the police had not discovered the damning photograph themselves. But the way people connected in 2007 was very different to how it is now. Interrogating the Internet was not at the time a go-to investigative strand of the CID armoury.

The iPhone was the new kid on a block dominated by Nokia, Blackberry, Motorola and Sony. Facebook and Twitter were just taking off and our lives were not stored on hand-held computers capable of making phone calls. ‘It’s all about contextualisation,’ Hutch says. ‘It’s rather neatly summed up in the opening line of L.P. Hartley’s 1953 novel, The Go Between: “The past is a foreign country: they do things differently there.” ’

Hutch was right. Four hours after informing the police, the woman calls the paper she takes, the Daily Mirror.

It’s 11 p.m. and Stewart Maclean, three months into his first staff job on a national newspaper, is on the hated ‘dog watch’ as late-duty reporter. He has another four hours before his shift ends at 3 a.m. It’s rare for anything even remotely exciting to happen so late at night.

When the news desk phone rings, he answers, expecting it to be the usual late-night crank call. It isn’t. It’s the sleuth, who explains how she has just discovered the mind-boggling picture from Panama. Maclean listens intently and puts the same three words into Google, hits images and is equally as astonished.

‘Gosh, you’re right,’ he tells the woman. ‘This is incredible!’

‘Yes, I just blinked – and there they were,’ the woman, who asks to remain anonymous, tells him. ‘I’ve always been a sceptic. Nobody can simply vanish in this day and age. I knew there had to be something, some sign.’

Maclean clicks on the image of Darwin, wearing a burgundy short-sleeved shirt, and his wife, sporting a white vest top and giving a toothy grin. It takes him to a Panama relocation website, MoveToPanama.com. There’s a number for the owner, Mario Vilar, who is also in the picture.

Thrilled at a massive story falling into his lap, he instructs the woman not to tell other papers in order to protect his scoop. He then calls Vilar, who answers the phone and confirms the story about the ‘nice English woman Anne’ and ‘her friend John’ looking to buy property in Panama.

Maclean, now Deputy Editor of the BBC’s flagship current affairs programme Newsnight, recalled: ‘I couldn’t really believe my eyes at first. Mario told me how John and Anne had been looking to buy property in Panama. It was a slam dunk. It proved the Darwins’ story was a complete fabrication.’

The handful of journalists still left in the Mirror newsroom on the twenty-second floor of the fifty-floor pyramid-topped skyscraper Canary Wharf, in the heart of London’s Docklands, go into overdrive. How I would have loved to have been there that night. There’s no greater thrill for a national newspaper journalist than when a big story breaks late at night and the paper, carefully crafted over the course of the day, is ripped up and redrawn at breakneck speed for a late-breaking story. The cry that used to go up is ‘Hold the front page!’

It’s approaching midnight. Night news editor Martin Newman has a quick discussion with the late-night sub-editor, Bryan McComb, who calls his immediate boss, Jon Clark, who has left the office to drive home to Hertfordshire.

‘Are you absolutely positive the picture is genuine?’ asks Clark, excited by the story but nervy about making major changes to the front page so late at night.

If he gets it wrong, his head will be on the block. If he does nothing, the story will no doubt be everywhere the following day and he will have missed a golden opportunity to get the paper some great exposure for breaking a sensational exclusive story.

He is told that the Panama estate agent had confirmed the story and the date is embedded in the photograph. Everything checks out.

‘Right, let’s go for it,’ says Clark, who, as night editor, is in overall charge of production that night.

He takes the brave decision to rip up the front page and replace it with a new ‘slip’ edition – getting as many copies as possible printed with the dramatic picture and an exclusive story revealing that John and Anne Darwins’ charade is over.

CANOE’S THIS IN PANAMA? is the eye-catching and hilarious new front-page headline, alongside the incredible photograph. A smaller sub-deck reads: ‘Dead’ Darwin with his wife in July 2006.

Next day the Mirror’s front page will be shown on all the major television networks – publicity newspapers just can’t buy. Clark, who today is Editor-in-Chief of the Daily Star, gets big pats on the back as he arrives for work.

While the Mirror is making final changes to its front page, the police have been in overdrive. Cleveland detectives had alerted their colleagues hundreds of miles away in Hampshire, where Darwin is staying with his son Anthony.

Officers from Basingstoke dash to his address and at about 11.50 p.m., ring the doorbell. Anthony opens the door and is stunned to see three officers standing there. He’s politely told it may be better to speak inside as there are journalists within earshot. He shows them to the lounge and is asked if his dad is in the house. Told he’s upstairs in the spare room, two officers bring John down and arrest him on suspicion of fraud. Anthony can’t believe what is happening.

His dad has been back from the dead just three days.

‘Dad had just been on the phone to Mam in the lounge,’ Anthony would later recall. ‘He looked blank; I couldn’t work out what was going on. They asked me to get Dad’s possessions.

‘I couldn’t work out why they were taking him away so soon after I’d just got him back.

‘We hugged and cried as they took him out. I really didn’t have a clue what was going on.’

As his father is driven away, along with his few worldly belongings, Anthony calls Mark and tells him what’s happening. The brothers are dumbfounded. Neither can quite believe it. Surely their lives are not about to be ripped apart once again? Are they?

The decision to arrest Darwin immediately puts the investigation under the custody time constraints of the Police and Criminal Evidence Act. He can’t be held for ever: the maximum is ninety-six hours, but generally it is twenty-four. Interviews need planning, the gathering of evidence needs ramping up, the press conference needs rethinking. The inquiry has been turbo-charged. The luxury of slow burn has gone.

Hutch decides to appoint a Tier 5 Interview Advisor, at the time a relatively new specialism designed to professionalise the investigative process within the UK police. The role of such advisors is to provide advice to the SIO as to the best way an interview should be conducted, in the same way that a Firearm Tactical Advisor provides options to a Firearms Commander. Hutch is a big supporter of the idea. Earlier that year he had written an academic ‘paper’ describing the benefits of Tier 5 Interview Advisors, which was published in the Homicide Journal.

DS Iain Henderson has been appointed as the advisor. He will help prepare the interviews and be the conduit between the interviewers and the SIO. While the interview team is holed up in an office with Henderson, two detectives are dispatched south to pick up Darwin from the custody of Hampshire Police.

It’s all systems go, ensuring all bases are covered. It’s going to be a long night. Darwin will be back in Cleveland tomorrow and Hutch’s team will get the opportunity to question him for the first time.

Hutch knows the following morning’s planned press conference will now be packed to overflowing.
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‘The Game’s Up’

Back in Panama, I am totally oblivious to the development that is causing such a massive stir back home. Halfway through dinner with Anne my phone rings. It’s a warm, pleasant evening; good food, good wine. I could easily be on my holidays. The stars above are shining brightly and the high-pitched chorus from the vibrating throats of thousands of tiny tree frogs fills the night air. I often say that this job beats working for a living. It’s Martin Newman, from the Mirror, and he sounds pretty anxious. I excuse myself and move away from the patio table so as not to be in earshot.

‘David, you’re not going to believe this,’ he says in a pretty dramatic opening statement – and he isn’t wrong.

I listen open-mouthed as he explains how a reader had found the sensational photograph of John and Anne in Panama. The picture, which he says he’s just emailed, proves beyond any doubt that my dinner companion is lying through her teeth and knew full well her husband was alive long before getting the late-night ‘back from the dead’ phone call from her son.

It is easily the most astonishing development in a story that’s getting more unreal by the day. And it went a long way in explaining why Anne appeared so frightened and preoccupied. She does, indeed, have plenty of other things on her mind . . .

Now I am put in an almost impossibly tricky position. Newman is asking for reaction from Anne but insisting I don’t breathe a word of the Mirror’s story to the Mail, who sent me to find her in the first place. If the Mail gets wind of the Mirror’s story, it too will quickly change its ‘splash’, meaning that tomorrow’s Mirror front-page scoop will no longer be exclusive.

Faced with the task of keeping both paymasters happy, I decide the only thing to do is stall until it’s too late for the Mirror to get any reaction from Anne in tomorrow’s edition of the paper. That way, I will have had no input or involvement in the new story and the Mail can’t accuse me of breaking my agreement to give both papers every word I filed.

It’s a fairly rare situation to be working ‘exclusively’ for two rival giants of the tabloid newspaper world, and this is by far the stickiest moment I have yet encountered. Anne, oblivious to the drama racing through my mind, smiles as I sit back down at the dinner table. I return the smile and make a remark about the papers never giving me a moment’s peace. I order an espresso while trying to work out my next move.

‘One of the papers has sent me something that I need you to have a quick look at before you turn in for the night,’ I say as casually as I can, not wanting to unduly alarm her.

‘Okay,’ she says and nods her head.

She has not the faintest idea of the Exocet missile heading her way.

By the time we get back to the room, Steve is already there, but he too has no idea of what the Mirror has unearthed. He quietly tells me he had shown Anne’s photograph to staff at the complex we had earlier turned away from, but it hadn’t rung any bells, so, for the moment, that remains a mystery. (Weeks later we discovered that the complex was, by an amazing stroke of coincidence, one that John and Anne had actually stayed at for a few days while looking for a place to buy in the area. Anne had obviously been terrified that someone would recognise her.)

Anne, a little baffled but not unduly concerned, sits down opposite me as I turn on my laptop and look for the email from the Mirror. Opening the attachment and seeing the dramatic picture of her and John smiling happily back at the camera, I feel the hairs on the back of my neck stand on end as the adrenalin starts to kick in. I have to warn Anne that she is in for one hell of a shock.

‘I’ve got something to show you Anne, a picture, and I’m afraid it’s not going to be very easy for you,’ I say.

The colour drains from her face even before I turn the laptop towards her and she focuses on the photograph, an unforgettable image that must have leapt out from the screen in front of her and smacked her between the eyes.

‘The game’s up, Anne, I’m sorry,’ I say. ‘We know you’ve been lying.’

As she sits staring at the screen, transfixed by the picture, I know we have to capture the moment on camera: it is just too powerful an image not to have. The atmosphere in the room is intense. What the hell do I do? I can’t ask Steve to stick his camera in Anne’s face. I hastily type out a text to him on my Blackberry and press send. Can you get any shots . . . discreetly?

Steve gets up and walks around, mind racing but movements nonchalant.

The curtains and nets are drawn. He quietly pulls back a small section of the curtain, then slips one of his Canon camera bodies and a 70-200mm lens into his jacket pocket.

‘I’ve left my wallet in the car,’ he says. ‘Just going to get it.’

I silently acknowledge Steve’s speed of thought. It’s doubtful, given what has just happened, that Anne even registers what he is saying, and he leaves the room unnoticed.

It is only a matter of three or four minutes before I hear the whirring of Steve’s camera outside our balcony window as he covertly captures what will become unforgettable and award-winning images of a distraught and broken Anne Darwin holding her head in her hands, then covering her eyes, the enormity of what the Panama photograph means slowly sinking in.

The room is quiet and the noise of the rapid-firing shutter – ‘spray and pray’ in photographer-speak – sounds to me like a Gatling gun going off. I raise my voice to an absurd level to try and drown out the noise. Steve, shooting through a net curtain into the dimly lit hotel room, is desperately trying to get some usable images. Obviously not able to use flash and alert Anne, he has opened the camera’s aperture as wide as possible, slowed the shutter speed and cranked up the ISO to make the images as light as possible. A final rat-a-tat from the camera and it all goes quiet. I can stop shouting.

It was obvious Anne would not be happy about the pictures, but this was a huge news story and that photograph proved she has been lying and is almost certainly guilty of some pretty serious crimes. Journalistically, it was just something that had to be done, as would be borne out by the next day’s Mirror and Mail, which again wiped out their front pages to carry the pictures alongside dramatic headlines. THE GAME IS UP is the Mirror’s, while the Mail goes with THE MOMENT THE LIES HAD TO STOP.

I ask Anne if she is okay, if that really is her husband in the picture and if there is anything she wants to say. She takes a sharp intake of breath, shakes her head, then in a barely audible voice, while still staring at the screen, replies: ‘Well, I guess that picture answers a lot of questions. Yes, that’s John, that’s my husband.’

It was the dramatic moment her fantasy life came crashing down.

After a few minutes of silence, she tearfully continues, her voice in monotone.

‘My sons are never going to forgive me. It looks as if I am going to be left without a husband, a home or a family now. I’m not sure if there’s much more I can say.’

To all intents and purposes, the game is up. Her lies have been undone. Quite what her role is in the bigger picture is still not clear. But she has an awful lot of explaining to do. She again insists she initially believed her husband had died after paddling out into the North Sea and claims it was ‘quite some time’ before she discovered he was still alive, but she can’t, or won’t, specify when she found out. Why?

Choking back tears as she contemplates a seemingly bleak future, she adds: ‘Do I still love John? Yes, I do, and it’s probably that what’s got me in this situation. When you love someone, all you want to do is protect them.’

Asked if this is now the end of her dream of a new life in Panama, Anne says she is prepared to return to the UK to ‘face the music’.

‘I don’t want to live my life as a fugitive,’ she says. ‘But I guess my life, anywhere, is going to be pretty awkward now.’

It will indeed.

The woman who just six weeks earlier had quietly left her home and family behind to begin a new life in the sun, adds: ‘I will have to go back because I won’t have any life here. My family will be absolutely devastated by all this. My sons knew nothing. They thought he was dead. Now they are going to hate me.’

As a father of two myself it’s hard to fathom how the Darwins could have done this to their own children. Anne admits to not having slept in days because of the stress of the situation. Is it any wonder? She must have known this day was coming.

‘But that’s nothing,’ she adds. ‘My sons will be having dreadful nights for days and weeks and months to come. I will have to explain everything to them first, before anyone else. They will be devastated and probably want nothing to do with me ever again. I can’t see why they would want to stick by me now.’

Neither could I if I were being honest.

She adds, somewhat poignantly: ‘Maybe I just chose the wrong husband?’

Maybe indeed. But now, suddenly, everything is starting to make sense. Anne looks a broken woman. I gently press her on whether she is really this time telling the truth. She denies my accusation of being party to the disappearance from the outset. But again, she won’t say exactly when she discovered her husband was alive. Why? What exactly is she hiding?

‘It was years later,’ is all she will say.

She refuses to tell me how much money she received in insurance payouts after her husband’s ‘death’, only saying that it ‘wasn’t a fortune’. What’s a fortune, Anne? How much was it?

‘I suppose these are the questions police will want to ask me now,’ she adds.

Indeed, they will. I tell her there are reports that the police had been investigating possible sightings of her husband in Panama for the last three months, to which she responds, in a partial confession: ‘He has not been here all the time.’

She says she had no idea the police had apparently been closing in on her husband’s – or her – alleged deceit. And she can offer no explanation as to the puzzling question of exactly why he had walked into a London police station, claiming he was a missing person and suffering from amnesia.

‘I knew he was going back: he went back just before he turned himself in, but I didn’t know he was going to the police,’ she says. ‘But I don’t suppose the police will believe anything I tell them now. Yes, it looks pretty damning.’

It’s hard to disagree. She says it’s ‘possible’ her husband had suffered some kind of breakdown, but she couldn’t be sure. ‘John was under a lot of pressure,’ she says.

I sit in silence, allowing her to speak without interruption. It is more a monologue than an interview. It’s a form of confession with an in-built defence.

‘John had grown disillusioned with teaching. It wasn’t the job it used to be, the job he signed up for and the job he loved,’ Anne continues.

‘Then he went to the bank but he hated that. He couldn’t do the things he said they wanted him to do, such as selling products to people who didn’t really need them. That’s why he joined the Prison Service, but whether that had anything to do with all this, I couldn’t really say.’

The room falls silent.

After a minute or two I again ask whether she really believed her husband had died in the canoeing accident. I wasn’t at all convinced.

‘Yes I did,’ she insists. ‘And that was the nightmare I lived through.’

She refuses to say how or when her husband had made contact with her after his ‘disappearance’, but admits they had spent time together in Panama, including a number of short holidays there.

‘I did nothing wrong . . . in the beginning,’ she says. ‘Now I don’t even know how I can talk to my sons. They thought they had just got their dad back and now he’s been whisked away.’

And, in a massive understatement of a story that could be straight from the pages of a novel, she adds: ‘None of this seems real.’

You can say that again, Anne.
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Sons in the Frame

The next morning everything becomes crystal clear for Mark and Anthony Darwin.

After another sleepless night, the brothers see the damning photograph of their parents together in Panama on the morning TV news and plastered across the front page of the Mirror. The date clearly shows it had been taken eighteen months earlier, meaning, once again, they have been lied to in the most cruel and heartless way imaginable. Their father has been alive and well throughout the years they’ve mourned his loss. Their mother has cold-heartedly lied to them, not once, but a thousand times. And not what could ever be classified as little white lies. Truly stomach-churning, unforgivable lies.

Once more, their lives have been shattered by their own parents. They feel betrayed, angry, heartbroken . . . and hatred. Hatred towards the two people in the world they are supposed to trust above all others.

And who can blame them?

When Anthony sees the picture of his parents together, he is mortified. He calls Cleveland Police, then his uncle Michael trying to make sense of what’s going on. He doesn’t want to believe it, convinced the picture must have been photo-shopped. But then he starts to grasp that his parents’ entire story has been a series of devastating and monstrous lies going back nearly six years.

‘I saw the date and knew my parents had been lying all that time,’ he later recalls.

‘I was really angry, I felt betrayed; knowing that my mother knew he was alive all along was hard to take.

‘They were the two people in the world who I was supposed to trust and believe, and yet they had put me through hell.’

Trying to live their normal lives is impossible. Anthony is in a terrible state: angered, heartbroken, confused beyond belief. His dad’s disappearance had nearly wrecked his relationship with Louise. It had ruined their planned engagement and they had been forced to postpone their wedding because it clashed with his inquest. Anthony had struggled to cope with his grief. He became withdrawn, refusing to discuss anything with anyone, including Louise, who he’d meet at an adventure camp in Pennsylvania in 1999. Three years into their relationship, they became strangers living separate lives. It had nearly driven them apart. Only Louise’s love, understanding and devotion had saved it.

And now this . . .

As their worlds fall apart, Mark calls Flick, sobbing, to tell her the sickening news.

‘I think we have been lied to,’ he says.

He would later admit that the ‘death’ of their father had crushed both him and Anthony. He had lost his dad; his best friend. Now their mother had left them devastated beyond belief for a second time.

And there’s another very real fear to contend with. What if the police think they were in on their parents’ deception? There were things they had done at their mother’s request, such as helping to transfer money abroad and being named as directors of a company she had set up. Do detectives think they knew about the vanishing act all along? Were they in the frame?

In truth, the police weren’t entirely sure. They certainly weren’t discounting it. Privately, some senior officers were convinced they were; so too were many journalists.

Questions are already being asked in the press about their possible involvement. Journalists have started looking into their backgrounds and personal circumstances. There are reports that they had planned to quit their jobs and start a new life in Panama with their parents. Does that not sound more plausible?

Papers are also reporting that when Anne left the UK for a new life in Panama she had made at least £455,000 from the sale of Nos 3 and 4 The Cliff, and had cashed in life insurance policies and made claims on John’s teacher and Prison Service pension contributions. She was loaded. It was a lot more than the ‘it wasn’t a fortune’ Anne described after she was shown that picture. It’s also revealed that, as well as the flat in Panama City, Anne has bought a large parcel of land in Escobal, a rural village two hours’ drive from the capital in the province of Colon, at the northern end of the Panama Canal.

Again, Anthony speaks to Cleveland Police to see what he can find out. But it is an active criminal investigation and there is little the cops can divulge. He is told detectives would like to speak to him. As a witness or a suspect? He isn’t sure. He’s panic-stricken.

In tears, he calls relatives, asking what he should do. He doesn’t want to stay at home, because journalists are camped outside, so he checks into a Reading hotel. He goes to work, where he is employed as a service advisor brokering insurance policies for large firms such as Monsoon and Heinz. He explains to his bosses that he’s finding it near impossible to work because of what is going on. They are sympathetic and tell him to go and get things straightened out.

But Anthony is struggling to cope with anything. His life has descended into a crazy blur in which nothing makes sense any more.

Mark hurriedly leaves the rented flat he moved into a month earlier in Finchley, north London, with all his belongings. He tells his flatmates to tell the press he’s moved out if they come knocking. He inadvertently leaves behind a notebook for Flick with strange instructions about only using phone boxes to make calls and not telling anyone your name. The notebook is recovered by the police. Is it to protect him and Flick from the press – or the police?

While the boys feel frightened and alone, everyone else is loving the rip-roaring saga. It’s captivated the country, even seeping into the top echelons of public life. During Prime Minister Gordon Brown’s weekly parliamentary grilling, Conservative leader David Cameron hammers the British leader for forgetting past promises: ‘He wants us to think he is like the man in the canoe – he hasn’t been around for the past five years.’

Laughter erupts in the House.

Everyone is beyond sceptical of John Darwin’s story. Nothing adds up.

Hutch walks onto the press conference stage in the Media Briefing Centre knowing he is live on the screens of the twenty-four-hour news channels. Flashguns fire, cameras roll, pens are poised. The media circus, national and international, is in town and Seaton Carew is about to be catapulted onto the world stage.

Hartlepool will find itself famous for something other than Andy Capp and hanging a ship’s monkey, washed ashore during the Napoleonic War, which locals believed to be a hairy French spy. (Two months after John Darwin went missing, H’Angus the Monkey, Hartlepool United’s mascot, became the directly elected Mayor of the town on a manifesto of giving all school children a banana every day.)

Despite having hundreds of press conferences under his belt, this is the first time Hutch has seen a TV crew from The Netherlands in Police HQ, Ladgate Lane, Middlesbrough. The story has gone global.

As he sits down behind the desk laden with microphones, the murder squad chief knows this conference is different. John Darwin hadn’t died, at least not for real.

The ‘Lazurus Conference’ is about to start.

Typically when someone has been arrested, the police do not name them. Hutch had decided that in this case it was futile. Everybody knew who had been arrested and he had no intention of denying it was John Darwin live on TV.

Besides, everybody had seen the ‘Canoe’s This in Panama?’ headline.

Hutch believed that identifying witnesses and uncovering information was much easier with the help of the media. He never belonged to the ‘tell them nothing brigade’ and always respected they had a job to do too. His honesty with the media would lead to reporters contacting him from around the world and sharing information on Darwin over the next few days.

He reads a prepared script, ending with his appeal.

‘There will be people out there who’ll know exactly where he has been, where he has been living and what he has been doing. My appeal today is that if there is anybody with any information whereby we can piece together what has happened over these last five years please contact us.

‘Without doubt, this is an unusual case.’

A damn sight more unusual after that photograph, he thinks, as cameras flash and questions are fired at him from all angles. Most of the time you can plan for the questions beforehand, but occasionally a curveball is thrown.

Hutch isn’t expecting the last one.

‘Was this a Christmas miracle?’

Amid much mirth from the journalists, he chooses his words carefully. He is live. He smiles.

‘I don’t know. I just deal in the facts.’

And the facts are coming in quick and fast.

There is already speculation from journalists that if Darwin is charged with fraud, a conviction could earn him up to ten years in jail. Hutch says police have not spoken to Anne Darwin since the inquest into her husband’s ‘death’, but they would now, of course, like to speak with her. He’s relaxed, knowing, through Jezza at the Mirror, that she is on her way back to the UK with me.

That morning, police are granted a further thirty-six hours to quiz Darwin about alleged fraud involving pensions, insurance payouts and property deals.

As the realisation that they have been lied to in the cruellest way possible begins to set in, and no doubt wanting to distance themselves from their parents’ alleged crimes, the Darwin boys issue a damning statement through Cleveland Police.

It reads:

 

Having seen the recent media speculation surrounding our parents ever since our dad was arrested, we are very much in an angry and confused state of mind. In the short space of time following our dad’s appearance in London on Saturday, we have gone through a rollercoaster of emotion.

From the height of elation at finding him to be alive to the depths of despair at the recent stories of fraud and these latest pictures. And the shock of being thrust into the media spotlight. If the papers’ allegations of a confession from our mam are true, then we very much feel that we have been the victims in a large scam. How could our mam continue to let us believe our dad had died when he was very much alive? We have not spoken to either of our parents since our dad’s arrest and at this present time we want no further contact with them.

Cleveland Police have asked for anyone with knowledge of our dad’s whereabouts over the last five years to come forward and we support this wholeheartedly. We too want to know where he has been and what he has been doing. We have been in constant contact with the police and will be helping them with their enquiries in any way we can. We hope that the public can appreciate our shock and frustration at this distressing time and again plead with the media to respect our privacy and allow us to deal with this in the best way we can.

 

Back in Panama, I then have to read their devastating words to Anne, who, more aware than anyone of the damage she has done, is distraught beyond belief. She holds her head in her hands as I break the news.

‘What sort of mother am I?’ she sobs.

Not a very good one, I think to myself. Not for the first time I wonder how any parent could do that.

Anne continues: ‘Who can blame them? How can they ever forgive me for what I’ve done to them?

‘They were overjoyed at getting their father back from the dead – then they discover he was alive the whole time.’

Her sentences are interspersed with silences. I make no effort to fill them.

‘And I lied to them, my own sons. They are totally innocent.’

She cannot look me in the eye; her hands are shaking.

‘They knew nothing,’ she says. ‘They thought their father was dead.’ She loves the boys dearly and prays they’ll forgive her, but she understands if they won’t.

The silence is long, the headshake slow.

‘I really am so sorry. Sorry to them and all my family and friends. How can anyone make sense of the foolish things I’ve done?’

Dazed and shell-shocked, she weeps openly. It is a pitiful sight. The pain is real.

But she and her husband are the only ones to blame. She knows that. Tears stream down her face as she shakes her head and keeps repeating: ‘What have I done? What have I done?’

She falls silent for a minute, maybe longer, then continues.

‘I hate lying. I am not a dishonest person.’

Sorry Anne, but many will disagree.

‘For twenty-two years I worked at a doctor’s surgery and I loved my job. When I left I got so many presents and people said so many kind things. And I’ve let them all down.’

She is a woman who had lived an honest, hard-working life, whose one previous ‘offence’ was a solitary parking ticket. Then she had agreed to tell one whopping lie – a lie that led to an avalanche of deceit.

I tell her Cleveland Police are continuing to quiz John. She knows it will soon be her turn. She is patently aware that both she and her husband could go to jail if they are found to have committed fraud, which now seems very likely. The prospect terrifies her. You can see it in her eyes.

‘I really don’t think I could cope,’ she says. ‘I just don’t. I’m not strong enough.

‘And as for John, he’s a former prison officer. What would it be like for him? He’d have a terrible time.’

Anne regains her composure and admits she is now no longer sure they will spend the rest of their life together. She blames him, but of course knows she’s equally culpable.

‘It’s difficult to say,’ she says. ‘I love him and he says he loves me, but there’s a lot that’s happened.’

I suspect there’s a lot more of what happened still to be revealed.

Asked for a truthful explanation of why her husband had suddenly returned to England and walked into a police station, claiming amnesia, she responds: ‘Maybe he wanted his old life back, I don’t really know. I know he missed our sons tremendously.’

But is she really telling the truth? The whole truth? It seems unlikely.

She describes her sons as ‘great boys’, ones any mother would be proud of, adding: ‘They have both done well for themselves and never given me any trouble. And I go and do this to them. How could I?

‘I do blame John, yes. I should never have listened to him. I know that, but he can be very persuasive.

‘But, of course, I’m to blame too. I just wish I had told the boys when I found out. I’m sure they would have talked some sense into me.’

Was that because the boys already knew? How could they not have known? That’s what everyone is thinking. It’s a subject I need to return to.

Anne claims one lie led to the next and soon things were totally out of control. I can’t even imagine how she has pulled this off. If she is telling the truth about her boys not knowing, how could she have the coldness to tell such despicable lies to her own sons and family? Let alone the nerve to lie to the police, knowing full well she is aiding and abetting a serious crime. I ask, yet again, if she really believed her husband of twenty-eight years had died in the North Sea. But she is vague and unwilling to talk about exactly when she discovered he was still alive. I know she’s hiding something.

But she does admit the decision to start a new life in the Central American state of Panama was both of theirs – not made under any duress, something which would later prove to be very significant.

‘It was a joint decision,’ she says. ‘Well, it was John’s decision but I went along with it.’

She admits her husband had been living and waiting in Panama when she arrived after selling up and leaving her home in Seaton Carew six weeks ago. I feel like I’m being drip-fed the truth. She’s like the thief ‘caught red-handed’ hoping to admit as little as possible.

‘Yes, he was there, he had been living there and was waiting for me,’ she says. ‘And then he said he was going back. But I had no idea of what he was about to do.’

Anne knows her husband’s return from the dead is making news at home in England, but she doesn’t really grasp exactly how big a story it has become. She isn’t asking to see what the papers have published and, because she is now no longer in touch with anyone in the UK – if there was anyone there who would even talk to her – she isn’t aware her revelations are front-page news for the third day running and have been picked up by just about every newspaper, TV and radio station going.

Although, journalistically, things could not have gone better for me and Steve, and the lies Anne had told were truly shocking, I still felt a tremendous emotional attachment to the story. Anne is in my care and I need to make sure she is okay. I am honest with her and give her what advice I can. Tell the truth, I urge her. Say how sorry you are and take whatever punishment is coming your way. You have to stay strong, Anne; there are mitigating circumstances; you can get through this. It was John’s idea and you did what you were told. You didn’t tell the boys because you didn’t want to drag them into this sorry mess and make them accomplices to the crime. Whether she takes in what I am saying I have no idea. She just weeps.

The Mirror and Mail are, of course, delighted to be breaking such cracking news stories filling four or five pages every day. But rival papers aren’t, to put it mildly, quite so happy and are desperate to catch up and spoil the show.

Each night, as soon as the first edition of either the Mirror or Mail ‘drops’, chapter and verse of my story is being copied, ‘lifted’ is the journalistic term, and fed into later editions of other papers, as often happens on such a big story. They are basically stealing it all – running a coach and horses through English copyright laws. Sadly, today it has become the norm.

Opposition news and picture desks, getting kicked by their respective editors, are putting their teams on the ground under enormous pressure to find us and end my run of exclusive revelations. My reporters in Splash’s Miami bureau are even being offered thousands of pounds in kickbacks just to reveal where we are. I trusted them, of course, but such was the secrecy of the operation, I hadn’t told a soul, even the papers we were working for, exactly where we were hiding out: my thinking being that if no one knows where we are, no one can spill the beans.

I still needed more from Anne, but this isn’t the moment to push her any further. I am genuinely worried she might self-harm, and tell her that although her sons and family will of course be hurting a great deal, time is a great healer. Anne isn’t convinced. ‘I don’t deserve to be forgiven,’ she says. ‘I’ve ruined everything and lied to everyone I hold dear to me.’

But that night, whatever she has done, whatever lies she has told, she is a broken woman and my heart went out to her.
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