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      The television host leaned forward. Manicured nails and polished teeth glittered under studio lights which made Slim’s head ache as badly as any hangover he could remember. He stared at her, concentrating on her eyes, the placid disinterest hidden inside decreasing circles of makeup.

      ‘It’s not the first time you’ve done what no one thought could be done, is it?’

      Slim knew he would be sweating if the mentholated talcum powder pasted on to his face would have allowed it. As it was, only a single trickle ran down his back.

      Not for the first time wishing he’d broken three straight weeks of sobriety with a drink at the bar across the street, Slim shrugged.

      ‘I guess I asked questions that hadn’t been asked before. The answers were just waiting there to be found.’

      The host smiled a stunningly fake smile, more for the cameras than for Slim. ‘Well, that takes nothing away from what you’ve achieved.’ She turned to the audience, invisible beyond the glaring spotlights that angled in from left and right, leaving the space in between a haze of colour residue. ‘Ladies and gentlemen, I give you, one more time, John “Slim” Hardy, private detective extraordinaire.’ Then with another smirk, as though it would be the biggest scoop in the world, she added in a conspiratorial tone, as though it would stay between the two of them, and not be shared by however many were watching at home, ‘Are you sure you won’t tell us why they call you Slim?’

      Including once backstage, it was the third time she had asked. Slim made the same reaction as he had to the other two: an awkward smile and a glance at the floor, followed by a stumbling, ‘I wouldn’t want to bore you. It’s not a story worth telling.’

      Then, apparently credits were rolling, applause that sounded recorded came from all around, and someone covered in microphones and wires had rushed forward to usher him off the studio stage. The host gave him a brief translucent smile, her gaze already far beyond this moment, thinking of next week’s guests perhaps, and then he was surrounded finally by backstage gloom. People still buzzed around him, but he was able to make his way through the milling crowd of technicians, props people and other backroom staff, out into service corridors and back to a changing room where he was finally allowed a moment to himself.

      He took a deep breath. If this was fame, he could do without it.

      He was required to sign out at the TV company’s front reception desk, but that was his only required interaction with anyone as he headed on foot back to the modest hotel the TV company had booked for him. The downstairs bar beckoned him like a forgiving ex-lover, but he managed to avoid its lure and head up to bed. Late at night was always the hardest, when the demons that were rarely far from his mind came out to play, but if he could get into bed without a drink he knew he would feel better in the morning.

      His head still buzzed from the terror and thrill of the TV experience, but he was also exhausted after the studio had required his attendance from early this morning for screen testing, dress rehearsals, makeup, and other preparation. All that for a twenty-minute interview on his last case which he had mostly glossed over, reluctant to talk too much about events from which he had taken some months to recover.

      The fame it had brought—as well as a decent court settlement which would keep him off the streets for a while—had provided its own form of reward. Now he was in demand, his old Nokia 3310, a near indestructible lump of basic phone technology, was ringing at all hours. Unsure who had been giving out his phone number, after some searching he had remembered the old website he’d started setting up and never finished.

      Now he was renting a small office space in a pretty Staffordshire town, and had even employed an elderly lady called Kim to work as a secretary.

      For the first time he was enjoying a level of success, but everything felt hollow. Even when he should have been chasing up a fraudulent insurance claim or rooting out an extramarital affair, oftentimes he’d find himself wandering aimlessly, unsure quite where he was heading or what he was doing, as though the success he had found wasn’t really what he’d been searching for after all.

      As he lay down to sleep he put the phone down on the table beside him but noticed a small box in the corner indicating a new voicemail.

      Since changing his number, apart from a few old friends only Kim could reach him directly, so he picked up the phone and opened the message.

      ‘Mr. Hardy, I hope the trip went well. I got an interesting call this evening, for a case I thought might be right up your street….’

      Despite their high price tags, many of Slim’s recent offers of business suggested a level of peril or trauma he was keen to do without. Families of murdered relatives wanting justice against acquitted killers, child abductions, gang hits gone wrong. He knew he wasn’t helping his budding reputation as a man for the people by taking on only highly paid but safe fraud or infidelity cases, but it was doing his sanity a world of good.

      However, as he listened to Kim’s gentle monologue, he found himself intrigued. A historical missing persons case, dating back to the late seventies. Someone was looking for their mother, but unlike other cases he had been offered which he knew instinctively he would be unable to solve, there was something about the circumstances surrounding the disappearance that was different. It wasn’t that it sounded easy—far from it—actually it sounded nigh on impossible. A literal case of vanished without trace.

      As Slim wrote down the telephone number to call back in the morning, he knew now that he would struggle to sleep. The voicemail had already begun to fire within him the nervous excitement which made a case—for better or worse—hard to resist.
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      Holdergate was a quiet town set in a wide, flat valley between two sets of hills in the middle of the Derbyshire Peak District. Getting off a bus a few stops outside the town, Slim walked the rest of the way through gentle, rolling farmland punctuated by attractive houses set at the end of long driveways and down meandering farm lanes.

      Slim reached his lodgings, a guesthouse in a seventies-era building where the quietly spoken owner Wendy seemed surprised he had arrived without a car. His room had a view over the road, a left-facing one-way street lined by sycamores on both sides, the leafy branches obscuring a row of terraced houses and a single commercial property—a chip shop—half visible at the end. The bed was springy, the digital TV worked, the en suite bathroom was clean, and there were enough coffee sachets in a welcome tray for him to make one decent-strength cup.

      He paid for a week in advance, thinking that the calm and isolation of the place might be nice even if he decided not to take on the case. He took a walk around outside, soaking up the quiet residential streets that slowly gave way to a few touristy shops and businesses clustered around a quaint church. The churchyard was well-mown and tidy, even the older graves clean and quite legible, offering no surprises. Across a street were a line of temporary stalls aimed at tourists; a burger van was sandwiched between an ice-cream seller and one selling local books and postcards.

      The train station was a pretty stone building down a straight, slightly downhill road behind the church, lined on one side by a row of traditional stone houses. The road, straightened in the last forty years, continued over a level crossing; Holdergate Station itself was off to the right, set at the back of a small square bookended by a newsagent and a local branch of HSBC. The station front, with a stopping area for buses and taxis, was almost invisible through the trees of a leafy park which took up most of the area between it and the church.

      Slim followed the road and climbed a set of steps to the station entrance. He bought a platform ticket for ten pence from a clerk who assumed he was a trainspotter, informing him that the next train wasn’t due for another half hour. Slim told the man he just liked the atmosphere and took a seat on a wooden bench at the far end of the southbound platform. From here he had a view between a row of houses and a small village museum to the low hills of the Derbyshire Peak District. Holdergate was a sleepy place, one he found it hard to believe hid any dark secrets. Yet it was here on Saturday, January 15th, 1977, during a week of terrible blizzards, that a twin-carriage commuter train heading from Manchester Piccadilly to Sheffield had been delayed to a complete stop due to snow piled on the line, and a woman called Jennifer Evans had disappeared into thin air.

      Slim looked at his watch. Just after a quarter to three. It was time.

      He stood up, walked back along the platform, and went to meet the woman who had sent him an email, desperately begging for help.
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      ‘Mr. Hardy, it’s very gracious of you to meet me,’ said the pepper-grey-haired lady who had introduced herself as Elena Trent. ‘I didn’t expect a return call.’

      ‘I was intrigued by your case,’ Slim said. ‘I’ve never heard anything quite like it.’

      They took seats across a table in a pretty cafe-restaurant called Porter Lounge, set in an old storehouse behind the church. The window looked up a gently curving main street with the hills of the Peak District just visible above the rooftops. Slim ordered a triple espresso—requesting one be specially made—and a cheddar cheese sandwich. Elena ordered a tomato soup.

      ‘I’ve maintained all these years that she was abducted and most likely murdered,’ Elena said, putting chubby hands on the tabletop and fidgeting her fingers as though struggling to control her nerves. ‘I mean, it’s always officially been treated as a missing persons case, but I don’t think it ever was.’

      ‘How old were you when your mother went missing?’

      ‘I’d just turned twelve.’

      Slim quickly estimated her as fifty-three, only six years older than he, although he had initially guessed her to be in her sixties. He watched as Elena’s eyes dropped and her lower lip trembled. As she began to cry, Slim gave the server an awkward smile. The girl put the food trays down then hastily retreated.

      ‘I sat up all night waiting for her to come home,’ Elena said. ‘But she never did.’

      ‘Tell me in your own words what you remember of that night. I’ve read the files you sent me, but I’d like to hear it from you.’

      Elena nodded, composing herself. ‘My mother, Jennifer Evans, was on the eight-thirty commuter train back from Manchester after finishing work. She was a ward nurse at the Manchester Royal Infirmary. It had been snowing heavily all that day, and had continued into the evening. It was windy too, and the snow had drifted onto the line so badly that the train was held up at Holdergate Station. At that time we lived in Wentwood, the next stop up the line. There was set to be a delay of several hours, so she told me she was thinking of walking. It was only a few miles, and there was a footpath alongside the line in those days—an old bridleway—which was open enough for her to feel safe. She called me from a phone box outside the station and told me she was on her way. That’s how I knew.’ Elena wiped her eyes. ‘But she never came home.’

      ‘And no trace of her was ever found?’

      ‘There was an investigation, but it came up with nothing. Her bag was found lying in a patch of grass a short distance along the footpath, but it wasn’t discovered until three days later, once the snow had melted. The only other clue was the photograph of the footprints.’

      Slim nodded. ‘I remember you mentioned it in one of your files and attached a copy.’

      ‘Another passenger on the same train had wanted a photograph of the street outside blanketed in snow. He went to the waiting room window and lined up his shot. He told police that at the very moment he prepared to take his photo, a woman came into view. She walked a few steps up toward the park, then abruptly stopped and appeared to fall into the snow. The way the witness described it to police was that the woman scrabbled backward before immediately climbing to her feet, turning and running away in the direction of the footpath.’

      ‘And he took the photo anyway?’

      ‘Yes. He took the shot of the street showing my mother’s tracks. He took the picture from inside the station building but told police he then went outside to look for her. The tracks, however, disappeared after reaching an overhang outside the station, and he figured she’d gone back onto the platform to wait. He thought nothing more of it until he saw a missing persons poster a couple of weeks later and recognised my mother as the woman he had seen.’

      Slim frowned and scratched his chin. He had recently begun growing a little stubble to see what effect it had on clients, but had been dismayed to find most of it coming out as grey. He was only forty-seven but people told him he looked ten years older.

      ‘So what do you think happened? Why the abrupt running off?’

      Elena leaned forward. ‘I think she saw someone watching her, and whoever it was scared her. She tried to get away, but later that same night she was abducted and murdered, and whoever killed her then disposed of her body.’
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      It was fair enough that Elena thought her mother had been murdered, but the few historic newspaper reports that Slim could find in the reference section of the local library were less sensational. There was a missing persons case, it seemed, but with no evidence at all beyond the bizarre behaviour witnessed by another passenger, the general consensus had been of an elopement with a secret lover. Sources close to the family claimed marital problems but didn’t go into any details. He wrote down every name he could find and added any details of their relationship to Jennifer Evans, then gave each of them a rating out of five for how likely they were to A, talk, and B, offer any valuable insights. For a case nearly forty-two years old it was likely many of the witnesses and interviewees had died, and those alive today would have had their memories dogged by time.

      It would be tough. Elena, controlled by emotions, would be unreliable, but she was still the closest person to the case barring the mysterious photographer who had taken the picture. His name was given nowhere in any news reports, and while Slim assumed it was a he, he realised there was no reference either to whether the photographer was even male or female, suggesting the information had been kept from the press.

      Slim bought a coffee from a machine, then headed for a study area where he could use a computer with an internet connection. After a few minutes of searching, he uncovered the names of a couple of journalists who had covered the case. Further investigation came up with an obituary for one, but remarkably, the other was still active and working at a local publication called The Peak District Chronicle as sub-editor.

      The Chronicle’s offices were a few miles east in Jennifer’s hometown of Wentwood. Slim wrote down the address and then caught a little Peak District hopper bus from a stop outside the library.

      The journey took less than half an hour. Slim, one of only three passengers—the other two an elderly lady and a teenage boy holding a skateboard across his knees—leaned against the window and stared out at the picturesque countryside as they bumped along country lanes, through rolling hills and open moorland, past pretty lakes and forested valleys. While it was certainly beautiful in a windswept, rugged way, Slim’s detective mind couldn’t think past it being a great place to hide a body.

      Wentwood was of a similar size to Holdergate but a little more modern. Its high street had more cosmopolitan shops than its neighbour, but there were some pretty buildings around the quiet town square where Slim got off the bus. A clock high on the wall of a bank read just after three o’clock as he made his way up to the Chronicle’s offices. He had thought about calling ahead but wanted to have a better look around the local area, and he had also found that people were more likely to talk to him when you showed up in person. A phone call was far easier to refuse.

      A receptionist took his request and headed off into a back room. Slim stared at pictures on the walls—a collection of nature-themed covers of the magazine, all depicting pretty landscapes of rolling hills. The subheadings on the covers were things like Best Peak District Rivers for Swimming, The lost farming practices of the Iron Age, and Composting In 10 Easy Steps. It looked like a peaceful line of work, one far removed from the supposedly crime-riddled wasteland of the surrounding industrial heartlands of Manchester and Sheffield.

      ‘Mr. Hardy?’

      Slim looked up at a grey-haired man in overlarge spectacles leaning through the doorway. He had a kindly face and wore a slightly tatty tweed jacket with a turned-up collar which made him look like he had just come in from a garden. His cheeks were rosy, his hair ruffled. He resembled a vet or a market gardener; it was hard to imagine him as a young twenty-something reporter covering a mysterious disappearance.

      ‘Yes? Are you Mark Buckle? Thank you for your time. Please call me Slim.’

      He felt awkward as he handed Buckle a business card with his name and contact details on one side and PRIVATE DETECTIVE written on the other. Kim had insisted he needed one, printing them off the computer on large sheets so they still had perforations along the sides. So far he had only given out three: two at the TV company and one to a police officer in the park across the street from his current flat in order to prove he wasn’t homeless after the P.C. asked him to move on.

      ‘I’m a private investigator looking into the disappearance of a lady by the name of Jennifer Evans, way back in 1977. I was researching the case and came across a newspaper article you wrote. I know it was a long time ago, but I’d love to talk to you about it.’

      Buckle frowned. ‘Wow. Well, that was a long time ago. I’ve got to finish a few things up, but if you’d like to get a coffee after?’

      Slim nodded. ‘Sure.’

      Buckle told him of a place where they could meet. Slim didn’t feel like sitting alone while he waited, so he wandered up and down Wentwood’s high street. A handful of cramped but modern chain stores rubbed shoulders with souvenir shops and local cafes. Slim peered in the doors of a tiny single-screen cinema, saw the film they were showing had been out six months already, and found himself smiling. If you were planning to disappear, the area was a good place to do it.

      Mark Buckle was waiting at a table inside the window when he returned to the cafe.

      ‘I thought you’d stood me up,’ he said, standing up to shake Slim’s hand. ‘I quite often stop by here on the way home anyway, so I got in a doughnut.’

      Unsure if Buckle was making a joke or not, Slim gave a noncommittal chuckle and sat down.

      ‘I must apologise for the abruptness of my visit,’ Slim said.

      ‘Not at all. We’re not exactly run off our feet over at the Chronicle.’ He pushed the glasses up his nose as he gazed off into space, remembering old adventures, perhaps. ‘So, it’s Jennifer Evans you want to know about, is it?’

      ‘Anything you remember. I was contacted by her daughter, Elena Trent. She wondered if I might be able to uncover what happened to her mother.’

      ‘After all these years?’

      Slim felt his cheeks redden. ‘Mrs. Trent saw me on a, um, TV show. Contacted me on a whim, I think.’

      ‘You’re one of those TV detectives, are you?’ Buckle said with a smile. ‘Taking on impossible cases?’

      ‘It’s not like that,’ Slim said. ‘My last case was a little high profile, that’s all.’

      ‘Well, I’m not sure how much I can help you,’ Buckle said. ‘I do remember the case, though. I was a junior on my first contract and it was quite exciting to be asked to write about it. I’d never gone on location, interviewed witnesses, anything like that. For a time it felt like an adventure.’

      ‘For a time?’

      Buckle sighed. ‘I lost my taste for it fairly quickly,’ he said. ‘I don’t mean journalism, I mean crime reporting. In 1980 I got a chance to transfer to the rural affairs department and I’ve never looked back.’

      ‘The Evans case turned you?’

      Buckle laughed. ‘Oh, that was nothing. No, a year later I had to cover the Strangler. I was done after that.’
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      Jeremy Bettelman. The Peak District Strangler. Sentenced in March 1979 for the murders of four women whose bodies were found in the Peak District between January and April of 1978. Slim found himself in the kind of discussion he’d hoped to avoid by taking this case, about women found in ditches and shallow graves, strangled so violently that two of the four had had their necks broken. Bettelman had maintained his innocence throughout the trial, despite overwhelming evidence against him. Still maintaining his innocence, he had committed suicide in his prison cell in January 1984, taking whatever secrets he had to his grave.

      Slim listened, wishing he had something harder to drink than coffee, as Buckle recounted the events of the long, terrible summer of 1978 from the point of view of a young journalist charged with covering an investigation for which he was far from qualified. Bettelman, arrested in June for one murder, had pleaded not guilty, even as first a second, then a third and fourth body were discovered over the next three months. Even as the trial began in August, Bettelman refused to cooperate and maintained his innocence, the struggle for clear and damning evidence eventually dragging the trial out for more than six months. The whole region could barely look away during the trial, partly because of the chance he might be acquitted, and partly because of the fear that he was telling the truth and that the real strangler still stalked the streets.

      ‘There was, of course, suspicion that Jennifer had been taken by the Strangler, but she fitted none of the victim profiles of the others. His victims had all been taken in the Greater Manchester area, had all been young prostitutes, killed locally and then dumped in the Peak District as though he was attempting to throw the police off the scent.’

      He had eventually been picked up after his car had been recognised by a girl working the street. On searching the vehicle, police found fibres matching the clothing worn by three of the girls at the time of their deaths. He had been convicted of the fourth based on a boot print found in mud along a path a few metres from where the victim’s body had been found.

      Bettelman’s defence had argued that the fabric could be explained by their client’s regular use of working girls—something he never denied—and the boot print by the fact that he was also a keen hiker around the Peak District in his spare time.

      In the end, his stated alibis had failed to add up and the jury had been convinced of his guilt. That there had been no such similar murders in the area in the four decades since suggested that the law had got its man, even though families of the victims hoping for a post-conviction confession had been left disappointed.

      Buckle gave the kind of strained account of a man haunted daily by what he had reported on, but remembered the events in vivid detail. Of the Evans case, unfortunately, he was less clear.

      ‘It was one of those things I thought more on in retrospect,’ he said. ‘I was at the police press conference a couple of days after Jennifer’s disappearance, and I did a little asking around of my own, as an eager young journalist was wont to do. There was really nothing concrete to go on. She never arrived home. Her bag was found lying alongside the old bridleway which followed the line between Holdergate and Wentwood. It wasn’t found until the snow melted a few days later, so it was assumed to have been dropped on the night she went missing.’

      ‘Wasn’t there a witness?’

      ‘Yes, that emerged a couple of weeks later. Someone had taken a photograph of tracks in the snow and apparently witnessed Jennifer running off in a supposedly panicked state.’

      Slim nodded. ‘There was no mention of a name in any of the reports I found. If I could speak to the witness directly, it would be a huge help.’

      Buckle shrugged. ‘I imagine you’ll have to track down the official police report for that. The name was never given out to journalists because the witness was allegedly a minor, a young boy, only six or seven years old. The camera was an old Polaroid, given to him as a birthday present. He apparently spotted a missing persons picture in a supermarket window a few days later, told his parents, and they in turn told the police. Any statement he gave would have been in the presence of his parents. Plus, considering his age, his reliability as a genuine witness was always in question, therefore little was read into it. Trusting the imaginative mind of a child was likely to lead the police off on a wild goose chase. Sure, they had the photograph, but here’s where the word “allegedly” takes centre stage. There’s no absolute proof the boy saw Jennifer running away. There’s no absolute proof he saw anyone at all.’
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      Mark Buckle left contact details, telling Slim to get back in touch if there was anything further he could do, but Slim felt like he had exhausted a good lead already.

      Despite the lack of any decent connection, the Peak District Strangler was worth a read-up, so the next morning Slim woke early and headed for Holdergate’s public library. He printed off a couple of web profiles and also checked out a couple of true crime books, even though he was sceptical of the sensationalist angle they usually took. Retiring to a study section, he looked over what material he had.

      Born in 1947, Jeremy Bettelman had been a delivery driver for a local Manchester bathroom fittings firm. The nature of his job often required trips to Sheffield, which had come up in the trial as circumstantial evidence, giving him an opportunity to dispose of the bodies. Handed into the care of social services at a young age, he had shown many of the common traits shown by other serial killers: cruelty to animals, trouble with the law during his teenage years, violence and suspected abuse during his years in care, alcohol problems, a preference for being solitary. After serving two years for mugging two elderly women a month apart, it had seemed he had turned over a new leaf. He had trained in prison as an installer and gotten a job as a delivery driver as part of a new government rehabilitation program.

      For six years, until being picked up and convicted as the Peak District Strangler, his record had been unblemished.

      There were some who still believed him wrongly convicted, and that the real Peak District Strangler has been spooked by Bettelman’s arrest and either gone to ground or relocated to continue his killing spree elsewhere, perhaps in a major metropolis like Birmingham or London where the deaths of a few women were more likely to pass unnoticed.

      It was a can of worms Slim wasn’t ready to open, but as Jennifer’s disappearance had predated the murders by a full year, there was a strong possibility her abduction could have been a serial killer’s prologue, a trial run, an attempt to understand himself, his desires, and his capabilities, before he settled into a routine which suited him best.

      His eyes sore from a morning spent staring at various forms of text, Slim took his loaned books and headed out into the warm sunshine. A river threaded through the centre of Holdergate with part of the riverside turned into an attractive park. At one end, the railway line appeared through trees before cutting away to the station. Slim looked up at a hazy sun and wondered again how the most pleasant places could hold the darkest secrets.

      He sat on a bench to have a sandwich and a coffee, pondering what ought to be his next move. He could follow up the possibility of Jennifer being an early victim of the Peak District Strangler, or he could consider other options.

      No trace of her had ever been found, so the official line—that she had run off—might be the correct one. People did it all the time. Sometimes it was for the sake of a lover, or to escape an abusive spouse. Other times it was financial, escaping from bad business decisions, prosecution, creditors both legitimate and street. Then there were those who suffered from mental health issues, who might run away to escape demons only they could see, or even be unaware they had run away.

      Then there were those who might quite literally have fallen down a hole.

      Slim unfolded a map of the local area across his knees. The urbanised area had changed a lot, but the railway line and much of its surrounds remained unchanged.

      Heading east from Holdergate to Wentwood, it made a gradual northward arc, curving around a small hillock called Parnell’s Hill. Wentwood spread out around its northern edge, and Slim had marked with an X the location of the Evans’ home, at the end of a long, straight street leading north from the station.

      Officially, the distance from Holdergate to Wentwood was 3.2 miles along the bridleway that ran alongside, station to station. The Evans’ house was another half a mile from the station, but Jennifer could have saved that by going off-road, cutting around the eastern edge of Parnell’s Hill.

      Crisscrossed by hiking trails according to the map, in the snow they might have been hard to follow, and in any case there was a far greater hazard than simply getting lost.

      Parnell’s Hill was quarry country.
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      Wind unnoticeable in the town had made itself far more apparent as Slim stood at the top of Parnell’s Hill, gasping for breath from a strenuous climb to the lookout point. Figuring that a six-mile round trip was still a single digit number and therefore easily manageable during a warm afternoon, he had already decided to cut his losses and get the evening train back from Wentwood, the town’s outer urban areas spread around the foot of the hill.

      From here, as well as a panoramic visual feast of the Peak District, he could see the exact route Jennifer might have taken, following a signposted hiking trail that intersected with the bridleway and curved around Parnell’s Hill’s base.

      He had taken that route himself, turning off halfway to climb to the summit. A pleasant, grassy trail had become a strenuous climb, but even on the lower path the danger was apparent. Winding amongst the remains of quarrying operations now reclaimed by local vegetation, there were dozens of rocky slopes, gullies, and crags.

      Fun climbing for adventurous teenagers it might be, but what about a final resting place for a woman who had tried to walk home in the snow and taken a wrong step at the precise wrong point?

      Pausing on a bench to catch his breath, Slim pulled a sheet of paper out of his pocket and read the information he’d printed off from a historical weather records website. The snow on the day of Jennifer’s disappearance had been forecast but come on heavier than expected. While it was likely, as a local person familiar with the area’s weather, that Jennifer had been prepared for such weather conditions, she may have been keen to get home as quickly as possible. She might have been moving quickly, running even, increasing the risk of a deadly fall.

      Slim climbed back down to the main path and spent some time peering into the gullies and cracks alongside the path. Some were marked only by a knee-high rope fence, one that would have been easy to miss in the estimated twenty centimetres of snow that had fallen that night.

      A couple of times Slim even clambered carefully down over rocks the size of cars to reach grassy hollows hidden from the path, peering into shadowy spaces, pulling back shrubs and brambles in the search for cavities large enough to hold a body.

      It wasn’t that he hoped to find something, but he was examining the possibility that a body could have remained undiscovered.

      According to the news reports, a series of searches for Jennifer had been undertaken over the following days. Even though they had found nothing except her bag, several major searches of the countryside, often involving hundreds of volunteers, had been undertaken while the Strangler was active. Two of the bodies had been found buried in shallow graves a couple of hundred metres from a major road.

      Slim frowned and shook his head. It wasn’t impossible that Jennifer’s body had fallen somewhere and lain undiscovered for over forty years, but with no animal capable of dragging off a human corpse, it was highly unlikely.

      Slim stood up and stared off into the distance. The tumbling slope flattened out, becoming an earthy chaos of slag heaps buried in bracken and brambles before the moorland took over once again.

      Of course, she might have fallen but not died. She could have dragged herself through the snow, disorientated, her strength giving out far from the path.

      Again, he shook his head. He couldn’t rule it out, but there were definitely other possibilities which were far more likely.

      With a shrug, he began the arduous climb back up to the hiking trail, leaving whatever secrets the old quarries held behind him.
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      ‘Thanks for agreeing to meet with me.’

      The old man leaned on his stick and flapped his spare hand as though to swat a fly. ‘Not a problem. Come on in. Excuse the mess. The home help doesn’t come until tomorrow.’ With a wink, he added, ‘She just sits around drinking tea unless I leave her work to do.’

      Slim followed the hobbling old man into a cluttered living room. Police memorabilia lined the shelves and hung from the walls. Slim noticed a couple of bravery awards and recognitions for exemplary service.

      The old man offered Slim a chair then sat down in a special recliner, groaning as he slowly lowered himself into the seat, his cheeks reddening with the exertion.

      ‘I’m afraid there’s not much left of me these days,’ he said.

      Slim nodded at the nearest shelf, on which stood a couple of framed black and white photos of a young man in a police uniform, alongside a constable’s helmet in a glass case, and a couple of mounted medals.

      ‘Looks like you gave yourself to the Force,’ he said.

      ‘I was as dedicated as they come for nearly fifty years,’ said the retired former Chief Inspector Charles Bosworth. ‘It was everything to me.’ He gave a phlegmy chuckle. ‘The Force was my life. That’s why I never married. She was my mistress.’

      ‘It must have been hard to give it up.’

      ‘They had to drag me out of that office,’ Bosworth said with that same laugh. ‘I stayed on in part as a consultant. And after that dried up, there was still the occasional visit by someone such as yourself wanting to know about a specific case. Jennifer Evans, wasn’t it?’

      ‘That’s right,’ Slim said. ‘I’m a private investigator. My last couple of cases were somewhat … troublesome. Jennifer’s case sounded a lot less dangerous, if you understand where I’m coming from. A forty-year-old mystery. No danger involved, and no risk, right? If no one’s figured it out by now, there’s little chance I could do any harm.’ Slim looked down at his hands. ‘I’ve found out the hard way that some mysteries should stay buried.’

      Bosworth harrumphed, leaving Slim unsure whether he agreed or not, but he picked a couple of folders off a table beside him and handed them across.

      ‘I remember Jennifer Evans,’ he said. ‘A mystery like that never leaves you without a certain kind of feeling. I mean, she appeared to vanish into thin air.’

      ‘No one ever does that,’ Slim said, recalling a previous case. ‘They always go somewhere.’

      ‘But finding out where is the tough part, isn’t it?’

      Slim opened the top file and flicked through the contents. Much of it was the same as that provided by Elena, but there was some additional material. Some photos of Jennifer, one in her nurse’s uniform, another of her holding a young girl, a third with a man, he had never seen. She looked like a perfectly normal, happy mid-30s woman.

      There were also transcripts of interviews undertaken with other passengers. Most were short—a page or less—with the passengers asserting they did not know Jennifer, nor did they see anything suspicious. One noted that she was known as “that pretty nurse who sometimes takes the late train”, another that she “always had a smile”, and a third that “she seemed to have no care in the world.”

      ‘After you contacted me, I got in touch with an old friend at Derbyshire Constabulary and asked for a copy of the file,’ Bosworth said. ‘I still have enough sway that I got it without question. However, I’m afraid there’s not much to go on.’

      ‘The tiniest clue could be important,’ Slim said.

      ‘Oh, no doubt, but remember, this was in the days before DNA testing was used for everything. And Jennifer’s body has never been found. That’s a huge elephant in the room.’

      ‘May I ask what you thought happened to her? Off the record, if you like. Disregarding what the evidence might have suggested.’

      Bosworth frowned. ‘In the police we go on evidence only. I never had much use for idle speculation. Why don’t you tell me what you think happened?’ He smiled. ‘And then I’ll tell you why you’re likely wrong.’

      Slim rubbed his chin, tugging on a couple of days’ of stubble. ‘Well, she might have tried to get home on foot but wandered off the path.’

      ‘Her body would have been found. There are a few holes around here and there, but nothing deep enough to not be searched.’

      ‘Okay, perhaps she was abducted by the Peak District Strangler.’

      Bosworth shook his head and gave a sad smile as though he were talking with an amateur.

      ‘Of course we considered it, but Bettelman lived in Manchester. And even if he had been in Holdergate on a Saturday in January at that time of night, remember it was dumping with snow and had been for a couple of days before. Would he really have risked an abduction in those conditions? It would have been foolhardy in the extreme.’

      ‘Then she ran away. Abandoned her family. She had a lover, or perhaps her husband was a monster behind closed doors.’

      ‘Have you asked the daughter about that?’

      ‘Not yet.’

      ‘Well, I did, at the time. By all accounts they were a happy family. Her disappearance left her husband, Terry, distraught. He spent every weekend for months afterward combing the local area, convinced she had fallen on her way home. He found nothing, but the stress of it all took him to a nervous breakdown. He was in and out of hospitals, and Elena was shipped off to her grandparents in Leeds. He never did get over it, and died, something of a wreck, around 1990.’

      ‘It sounds like you kept in touch.’

      ‘In a professional capacity, yes. You see, the case was never officially closed until Jennifer was declared legally dead in 1997, twenty years after her disappearance. It was a case I kept open, always looking for new leads, but none ever came.’

      ‘So what do you think happened?’

      ‘I couldn’t tell you precisely, because I’m not sure what it is, but I can feel in my heart that she’s dead.’

      ‘Why?’

      ‘Because what woman planning to leave her family would call her daughter like that? Imagine the callousness required. This from a woman who worked as a nurse at Manchester Royal Infirmary. No, I’m certain something happened to her, but whatever it was happened after she had finished that final phone call.’

      ‘So,’ Slim said, ‘what that boy saw is key.’

      ‘I’m afraid so,’ Bosworth said. ‘We have nothing to go on but the memory of a six-year-old child and a single photograph of a few scuff marks in the snow.’
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      ‘Don?’

      ‘Hey, Slim, you’re sounding well,’ said Donald Lane, an old friend of Slim’s from the Armed Forces who now ran an intelligence consultancy in London. ‘What can I help you with?’

      ‘I need help tracking someone down.’

      ‘Okay, sure. Still alive?’

      ‘As far as I know.’

      ‘That’s a start. What else do you have?’

      ‘He would be in the 48-50 age range. Grew up in Sheffield. First name was Toby. Some sort of creative career. An artist, maybe.’

      ‘Well, I’ll have a go, Slim, but that’s a pretty vague outline.’

      ‘That’s all my contact could remember,’ Slim said. ‘As a boy he witnessed a possible crime, but as a man he sought to distance himself from it. That’s what I was told.’

      On the other end of the line, Don sighed. ‘Well, it’s not much, but I’ll do what I can.’

      ‘Thanks.’

      Slim hung up. Next he called Kim.

      ‘Good morning, Mr. Hardy. How is your investigation going?’

      ‘Pretty dead end as usual,’ Slim said. ‘I’m afraid I’ve got some drudge work for you.’

      ‘Well, that’s what I’m here for.’

      ‘I need you to dig up a staff list from Manchester Royal Infirmary circa 1977. I appreciate that some might be very old or passed on, but I’d like contact numbers for as many as possible.’

      ‘I’ll get to it.’

      ‘Great. Only if you have time—’

      Kim laughed. ‘Mr. Hardy, you’ve never been a boss before, have you? Of course I’ll have time. You pay me to have time.’

      Slim smiled. ‘It’s a new experience for me, for sure.’

      ‘I’ll get back to you tomorrow.’

      ‘Thanks.’

      He hung up. Grabbing his jacket off the back of a chair, he hurried to another arranged meeting with Elena, over fish n’ chips in a local restaurant. Elena had brought with her a box of mementoes belonging to her mother.

      ‘I’m not sure if anything in this box will be useful,’ Elena began. ‘She wasn’t one for material stuff. Neither was Dad. You know, we had furniture and things, pictures of family, but these were the only ornaments or other decorative items that I still have.’

      Slim glanced into the box. A porcelain model house, small enough to balance on his palm. A bronze war medal. A small brooch in the shape of a swan. A few other items, all of which had the impression of being family keepsakes. Likely, none had any value to an investigation, but it never hurt to make sure.

      ‘Can I borrow these?’

      ‘Of course. Just, you know, be careful. They might look like nothing, but they have great value to me.’

      ‘I understand.’

      ‘Thank you. Have you—I mean, have you made much headway?’

      Slim shook his head. ‘I won’t lie to you, Mrs. Trent. I don’t think that would serve much purpose. At this point, I haven’t the slightest clue what befell your mother.’ At Elena’s look of disappointment he added, ‘However, I’m only a couple of days into the investigation. I’ve made some good contacts, and I’m confident there’s a story to be uncovered.’

      ‘Well, it’s been forty-two years, so I suppose I can wait a few more days,’ Elena said.

      Slim forced a smile. He wanted to point out that the chances of finding her mother were remote, but he couldn’t bring himself to dash her hopes so soon. Not until he’d followed up every possible lead.

      ‘At the moment I’m just trying to cross off possibilities,’ Slim said. ‘The more I can eliminate, the more chance I have of discovering a lead which will reveal what happened.’ He paused, watching Elena as she ate, not looking up. ‘I’m sorry to have to ask this, but, as I say, I have to eliminate possibilities. Was there any reason why your mother might have wanted to run away?’

      Elena looked momentarily shocked. She gave a shake of her upper body as though struck by a sudden chill breeze, before finding her composure again. When she looked up, Slim could tell just from her eyes that it was a question she had often considered.

      ‘That I am aware of, there was no reason why my mother might have wanted to leave. We weren’t a “tabloid family”, if that’s the right way to put it. My parents didn’t have a perfect marriage, but it was pretty good by any standards. I was twelve, and aware of what was going on. There was tension when my dad got made redundant, some also when my mother took on extra shifts. But these were general things, and they sorted themselves out. My father got another job. My mother’s hours went back to normal. Day-to-day stuff. They rarely even argued. I’ve thought about this a lot, and I used to wonder if my mother had a lover she ran away with. We were close, though. Why abandon me? Why all these years without a word? My father … he barely had a temper. He was no secret tyrant. If she wanted to leave him, he couldn’t have done anything about it.’

      Slim nodded. He made shapes on a notepad with a pen, wondering if there was anything useful he could write. ‘Have you ever received unusual mail over the years?’ he asked. ‘Unsigned letters, Christmas cards, anything like that?’

      Elena shook her head. ‘I’ve always been suspicious of anything that I couldn’t identify. But in the end, I always figured out who sent it.’

      ‘Are there any … how could I say? Any shady characters in your family or your parents’ friends circle? An uncle, perhaps, a jealous neighbour? Anyone who might have taken an unhealthy interest in your mother?’

      Elena sighed. ‘No one I can think of. Believe me, I’ve spent years thinking about this.’

      ‘I can imagine. At this stage I don’t have any decent leads, but, as far as I can see it, there are three options. One: she got lost on the route home and perished from exposure. Two: she was abducted shortly after making the phone call. And three: she took the opportunity given to her by such freak weather conditions to run away and start a new life somewhere else.’

      ‘And which do you think is most likely?’

      ‘Well, in actual fact, all three can be written off,’ Slim said. ‘One, because her body or her remains would have certainly been found. Two, because the adverse weather would have made the risk factor too high, and three, because if that was her plan, why call you? And why wait until she was within walking distance of home? Why not just stay in Manchester after her shift, give herself a decent head start?’

      ‘Are there any other options?’

      Slim sighed. ‘None that I can see at this point. May I ask, just for interest’s sake, what do you think happened? What have you considered most likely all these years?’

      Elena took a deep breath. ‘All these years I’ve believed someone took her,’ she said. ‘She was born in Wentwood. She told me she used to play around the railway line, up and down Parnell’s Hill. There’s no way she could have got lost, even in the snow. And if she had left us for someone else, there’s no way that she would have been silent all these years.’ She gave a vehement shake of her head. ‘No way. Impossible.’

      Slim nodded. Elena had said it with such conviction he could almost believe it. But, like everything else, there was a lie to be found somewhere.

      He just needed to overturn the right stone to find it.
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      The phone box outside Holdergate Station actually still stood, a classical old-fashioned red phone box on a corner right beside a taxi rank. The phone inside, however, no longer worked, with a sign taped to the shelf inside stating that passengers wishing to make a call should use a newer payphone inside the station.

      Slim opened the door and went inside, trying to visualise how the street might have looked forty-two years ago. A turning circle outside the station could have sat four cars end to end. Three roads led off, a main road angling slightly uphill which was two lanes wide, then two smaller roads to the left and right. The left side road was a single lane which led along the tracks for a short distance, curving away into a residential cul-de-sac exactly where the bridleway began, while to the right the road was a dead end, ending at a steel gate that opened onto a goods yard, a sign beside the station indicating as such.

      The buildings to either side were 1960s-era, and while they now housed a couple of mini-marts and a travel agent, Slim had seen in old photographs that one had once been a bank, the other a greengrocer’s. Both would have been closed and shut up at the time the night train passed through on January 15th, 1977.

      Up a slight hill leading directly away from the station was Holdergate Park. In front of the park, the road jack-knifed, continuing alongside the park to the crossroads where the church stood. A railing fence separated the park from the street, a line of trees giving it a shadowy overhang. Billboards, one advertising a soap powder and another a newly released Japanese car model, shone from a bus stop a little to the left. The same photographs had shown Slim that the bus stop had previously been on the right-hand side, outside the bank.

      From the phone box, Jennifer would have been able to see as far as the park. Advancing up the street as far as the photograph of her footprints suggested would have allowed her to see farther into the park, and also a little up the road toward the church; however, as, according to police reports, it had been actively snowing at the time of her disappearance, not to mention dark, it was unrealistic that she could have seen farther than the park fence. Slim estimated that whatever she had seen to alarm her enough to change course had been within a semi-circle of about twenty metres.

      It wasn’t far, barely as far as the two buildings on either side of the square, or the park’s fence to the north.

      Slim frowned. Had she seen something through one of the windows? Something that had upset her enough to run off? Or perhaps she had seen someone in trouble and gone for help, only for an accident to befall her before she made it?

      He went into the train station and called Kim, using the new payphone rather than trusting the reception on his old Nokia.

      ‘Hello, Mr. Hardy. How can I help? I should have that list of staff from Manchester Royal Infirmary by the end of the day.’

      ‘Thanks, Kim, that’s great. I have something else for you to do. If I give you a couple of addresses, do you think you could hunt down the occupants of the properties from 1977? I mean, they were commercial properties, but these places often have rented flats on the upper floors, and, well, it could be possible someone had come down in the night….’

      He trailed off, aware of how clumsy and ridiculous his request sounded. Kim, however, didn’t even pause to show her frustration.

      ‘Read me the addresses to write down and I’ll see what I can find,’ she said. ‘Have you got a computer set up down there?’

      ‘Um, not yet. I’ll get something sorted.’

      ‘It would help a lot if you had an email I could use,’ Kim said.

      ‘Right. I’ll get to it.’ Slim felt awkward as he hung up. Kim had regularly insisted that he get a decent laptop with a roving WiFi signal. She had also wanted him to trade in the old Nokia for a decent smartphone, but he had stood firm on that.

      As he got a coffee and sat down at a table overlooking the street outside, he wondered what chance he had of unravelling the mystery. Right now, it felt less than zero. Jennifer Evans had gone without leaving a trace.

      Or had she?
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      ‘That’s right,’ Charles Bosworth said. ‘We did find her bag. It was dusted for fingerprints. However, the only ones found belonged to Jennifer herself. We were able to match them to those found on other personal items provided by her husband. The bag was open, and the clasp was broken. However, her purse was inside, untouched. The way the ice had frozen without affecting the contents made this clear. Quite high science for the time.’

      ‘I read nothing about it in the newspaper reports.’

      Charles Bosworth nodded. ‘That’s because, rightly or wrongly, we didn’t consider it of importance.’

      ‘But why not?’

      Bosworth smiled. ‘Let’s see if you can figure that out, young Slim.’

      ‘Are you testing me?’

      Bosworth smiled. ‘It might be interesting to see if you have the mettle for a case such as this. I’ve met a lot of private investigators over the years, and they were dilettantes, every last one. Here. Take a look. Tell me what happened.’

      He pulled the copy of the case file out from a shelf under his coffee table and withdrew a file of photographs showing Jennifer Evans’ bag and the items found inside.

      The bag, closed with a snap clasp, had been opened. Parts of the leather had been scratched, a semi-circle of small depressions around the clasp area, some deeper than others.

      Slim looked at the photographs of the contents. A small purse containing approximately seventeen pounds in used notes and coins. A hospital staff card. A local bus pass and a train commuter ticket. A lipstick and a pot of blusher. Half an opened pack of Wrigley’s spearmint chewing gum. A pack of Lucky Strikes, with three cigarettes remaining.

      And a torn piece of plastic wrap.

      ‘That was found a couple of metres to the left,’ Bosworth said. ‘But it matched a smaller piece still inside the purse. Figured it out yet? No footprints.’

      Slim looked up. ‘A sandwich wrapper, isn’t it?’

      Bosworth gave a slight nod. ‘The rest?’

      Slim pointed at the picture of the bag. ‘These depressions. They’re teeth marks.’

      Bosworth looked like the sun had just emerged from behind a cloud. ‘There’s something to you after all, Mr. Hardy. Tell me more.’

      ‘No tracks because the bag was taken by an animal. The snow would have covered animal tracks quicker than it would a person’s, particularly if a wind had been blowing. If the snow had blown into drifts deep enough to stop a train, it’s safe to assume that it was.’

      Bosworth nodded. ‘We found small traces of processed ham. The animal would have smelled it and likely ripped the bag open. It also means it could have been picked up anywhere around the station area, at any time on the night in question.’

      ‘Has the animal been identified?’

      Bosworth shook his head. ‘We believe it was a fox, and comparisons with a fox’s jaws backed us up. The marks are approximately the size of a fox’s jaw.’

      ‘But it could have been a dog?’

      Bosworth nodded. ‘A small stray, possibly.’

      Slim frowned. ‘Do villages like Holdergate have a lot of stray dogs?’

      ‘No, hence the belief that it was a fox.’ Bosworth sighed. ‘It was an interesting find, but unfortunately it came to nothing.’

      ‘Do you still have the bag?’

      Bosworth shook his head. ‘I’m afraid not. After Jennifer was declared legally dead, the physical evidence was destroyed. We have just these photographs left.’

      ‘A shame.’ Slim looked up. ‘I would really like to take a look at it.’

      ‘I’m sure you could learn nothing more. It was thoroughly examined.’

      Bosworth went to gather the photos, but Slim put a hand on the one showing the front of the bag. He looked up and their eyes met.

      ‘I was in the army for nine years,’ Slim said. ‘We always had some dogs on the bases, pretty vicious things if you didn’t know how to handle them.’ He pointed at the depressions on the photograph. ‘It’s impossible to be sure without seeing the bag itself, but from the way these marks seem heavier on the outer side rather than the inner, it seems that this fox or dog had quite a battle to claim this bag.’

      Bosworth rubbed his chin and frowned. He nodded slowly as he watched Slim, saying nothing.

      ‘See, how it appears to me, this bag was wrestled out of someone’s grip. I’m
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