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Stolen Moments

AJ Estelliam


Prologue
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We made it to Mulloynes, who was busily speaking in hushed tones to other officers.  As we approached, he saw us and immediately beckoned us over.

‘Mulloynes?’ I greeted him.

‘Detectives,’ he said, quietly.  ‘Please do not respond visually or verbally to what I’m about to tell you...’

I nodded, glancing at Snow, whose frown was set.  

‘She’s been found,’ Mulloynes said, quietly.

I felt my mouth open a little, in surprise.  

‘Dead...’ he added.

‘No...’ I hissed, conscious that I do not respond.  ‘Where? How?’

‘You’re not going to believe this,’ he said, shaking his head and looking angry.  

‘Go on?’

‘Dacre’s End.  She’s been left in the grave where Tilly Miles was discovered.’

This time my jaw really did hit the floor.  ‘You’re not serious?’

‘I wish I wasn’t.  A dog walker found her this morning...we need to get across there as soon as possible.  Doctor May and her team are going to meet us there.’

‘Okay,’ I agreed.  ‘We’ll head straight over,’ I told him. ‘But sir...David Swanson...’

‘Emerson, we need to deal with the discovery of the body first. If you have reasons to suspect Swanson, we’ll discuss that after the retrieval of the corpse.’

‘But sir...’ I objected.

‘I’m sorry, Emerson, but I’m getting a call.  Head over to Dacre’s End, please,’ he requested.

‘I...’ I tried again, but he was gone.

Turning to Snow, I stared up at her in frustration.  ‘He needs to be taken in!’

‘What we have though, Ally, is a few small pieces of the puzzle.  When you think about it, what so we have that is concrete?’

‘Nothing,’ I muttered.

‘But if we’re right...if it is him...the blood will match.  The semen will match,’ she pointed out, taking my arm.  ‘Now come on.  Let’s get out of there and see what was done to Millie Swanson.’

I nodded, falling into step beside her. ‘I knew she was dead, Snow,’ I said, quietly, as we walked to our car.

‘I suspected too...but didn’t want to give up on the small chance that she may be alive.’

I sighed, unlocking the car and getting Ziggy in the back.  ‘I tell you what will be interesting...’

‘What’s that?’

‘Seeing what was done to Millie Swanson. With Tilly, all that was left was bones, so we know about some facts, but not what she went through.  How she was murdered with all of the information.’

‘Yes, that’s true.  Well, prepare to find out,’ she murmured, ‘Because I think this is going to be somewhat harder than being faced with the bones of a dead girl,’ she sighed.

I started the car. ‘If this is him, the sick, fucking bastard,’ I commented.

‘It doesn’t even bear thinking about,’ she replied, as I backed out of the car parking space.

‘I wonder if he’s watched her growing up over the years, having these murderous thoughts about her?’ I murmured.

‘And sexual...don’t forget the sexual element,’ she pointed out.

I sighed.  ‘Poor girl.  She didn’t deserve this...had so much ahead of her...’

‘Just like Tilly Miles did, Ally,’ she replied.

‘Did you see his face when we started going for him, Snow?’ I questioned.  ‘He seemed shocked we were focused on him.’

‘Well, he’s an arrogant bastard, isn’t he? Almost above himself in some ways,’ Snow commented.

‘Definitely! Horrible man! Disgusting, old fashioned attitude and judgemental, sneering disposition...’

‘You can almost picture how it played out,’ Snow then said.

‘How? What are you imagining?’ I wondered, as I drove towards Dacre’s End.

‘Well, Millie was upset, right? Crying about her argument with Casey.  She arranged to go and meet Danny Forbes in the woods by the grill, but somehow...along the way...from her house to the woods, she was intercepted.  Stopped.  Perhaps she saw her grandfather and he saw she was crying and that’s how he managed to get a hold of her.  He probably sympathised with her, to gain her trust and keep her with him, and then maybe got annoyed when he found out she was heading to meet a boy.  We know he doesn’t approve of sexual relations for her, that he thinks she’s too young.  Maybe he got angry? Assumed she was doing things with Danny or wanting to do things? You can see how a man like him might react to the idea of them meeting in the woods.  Then, perhaps he teaches her a lesson? Hurts her and then rapes her.  When that’s done, he can’t let her live! She’ll tell everyone! It’ll be public knowledge that he’s a paedophile!  He has to kill her, to hide what he’s done.  He’s left with her body, and nowhere to put it, so he stashes her in the boot of Mike Williams car. He’s a convenient scapegoat for this. With Millie there, we all start searching for her, unaware she’s right under our noses.  First chance he gets, he takes the car and drives her over to Dacre’s End, to dump her in the grave where Tilly Miles once lay.  It’s almost poetic! At least to him! Full circle.  He’s done what he planned to do.  He’s managed to kill again before we catch him and put him away.’

‘Wow...’ I murmured, staring straight ahead. ‘We’ve got him.  It all fits, right? When you say it like that, it all works.’

‘It does,’ she agreed.  ‘We’ve got him, Ally.  We just need to prove it now.’

I nodded.  ‘Well, as soon as we’ve assisted with this scene, let’s insist he is arrested.  We’ve got enough to at least question him further.  As soon as the blood comparison happens, too, we’ve got or evidence.’

She sighed.  ‘And then this case can be put to bed.’

‘At last! After twenty-eight long years,’ I murmured.

‘And with a final murder.  God, how will the family ever deal with the truth that’s going to come out? With Millie’s death?’

I shook my head. ‘I can’t even imagine how hard it’s going to be for them.’

‘Lily especially.  Very, very hard,’ Snow murmured.

We reached Dacre’s End and drove along the driveway to the cabin area.  It was strange to be there now, after being away, because it felt like it had been so long since we’d attempted to enjoy a lovely holiday break in the area.  It had turned sour so quickly that I couldn’t quite remember the positive start we’d enjoyed.

‘It’s so weird...being back here,’ I commented, parking in the driveway, where several other cars already were.

‘I know.  Doesn’t it seem like so long ago that we came out here to enjoy our own little rural holiday! Tucked away in the sticks-miles from anywhere!’

‘I know,’ I sighed. ‘That didn’t last long.  Neither did our lack of involvement.  We seem deeply entrenched in all of this at this point!’

‘Perhaps,’ she conceded.  ‘But if we help them to put all the pieces together, then we can step back while it’s all wrapped up, right? Finally get back to some time together.’

I nodded, ‘Yeah. I’d like that.’

‘We deserve to have a break, Ally.  We need it too.  It’s been horrific lately.  We didn’t need a new investigation right now.’

‘No-but we got one.  You’re right.  Let’s get this sewn up and then we should leave.  Get away from it all.’

‘I’m in complete agreement,’ Snow nodded. 

‘Okay. Let’s get to the crime scene then.’ 

Snow and I got Ziggy out, and he was immediately tense, his body alert as he began to pull on the lead.  

‘Ah! Looks like he’s got a scent already,’ I commented.

‘It does. How about you let him lead us to the scene?’

‘But he wants to go this way? Not down the path?’ I said, ‘The way I know to where Tilly Miles’ grave is followed the path to the lake and then right.’

‘Maybe there’s a shortcut,’ Snow suggested.

‘I guess maybe there is?’

‘Let him lead us.  It’ll show us the route the killer took with Millie.’

‘Good call,’ I said, letting Ziggy lead me into the trees.

Ziggy dragged rather than walked us in the direction he wanted to go.  He seemed absolutely set and focused on the route he was taking, and didn’t deviate or stop, unsure, at any given time.

We followed him diligently, and when we saw crime scene tape up ahead, I knew he’d got it right.  Approaching, I saw only two officers, standing at the edge of the tape.  Further back, there was a woman with a dog, turned the other way, speaking on her phone.

‘Hello,’ I said, approaching, recognising the officers, as the youthful two, we’d met back in the beginning.  ‘Remember us?’ I asked Officer Ellie Driver and her partner, Officer Simon Roberts.

‘Hello detectives,’ Simon nodded.  

I approached closer and then stopped, almost reeling in shock at the sight of the girl in the grave.  ‘Oh fuck...’

‘Pretty horrific sight, Detectives,’ Simon Roberts commented, as I moved closer to survey the damage done to the young teen.

‘Jeez,’ Snow breathed, beside me.  ‘He did a number on her, didn’t he?’ she muttered.

‘Overkill or what?’ I said, quietly.  ‘Nothing has been touched?’ I questioned.

‘No...it was called in by a dog walker.  She’s over there, calling her husband to come and escort her home.  She didn’t touch anything, just immediately called the police.  She’s in shock, I’m sure.’

‘And I’ve been sick,’ Ellie spoke up, unnecessarily.

‘Well, that’s nothing to be ashamed of.  These scenes are hard to deal with...very difficult.  Mulloynes is on his way, along with the forensic experts as well.’

‘Good, good,’ Simon nodded. ‘I feel quite unwell myself.  This is the first murder we’ve had in these parts.’

‘Second,’ I pointed out.

He frowned at me.  

‘Tilly Miles,’ I indicated.

‘Oh, yes...sorry, I meant like current murder.  Finding a body like this is a bit different to finding bones. It’s quite difficult to cope with, actually. I’ll be glad when the forensic team gets here and moves her.’

‘That will likely take hours,’ I warned him.

‘Oh, it will?’ he said, forlornly.

‘Yes-but don’t worry...as soon as they’re here, you can step back and not have to deal with this part,’ I assured him, sensing his unease.  I’d been unfair to these two officers.  They were young, green and ill-equipped to deal with this level of crime.  ‘Why don’t you two comfort the dog walker until her husband gets here?’ I suggested.  ‘We’ll monitor the scene until forensics arrive.’

‘Okay, thanks,’ Simon said, gratefully.  ‘I’d appreciate that.’

As they backed off, eager to move away, I moved closer to the tape so look into the grave.

‘How sad,’ Snow said quietly, beside me.

‘Sad?’ I responded, hotly.  ‘It’s fucking tragic, Snow! Look at the poor girl! What the fuck did he do to her?’

‘Messed her up good and proper, that’s for damn sure,’ she sighed.

‘I’ll say! It’s hard to see with that amount of blood, but definite head trauma, due to the caking of the blood on that side and all down her face.  Rape, for sure...look at the blood on her thighs and the bruising all around her upper legs.  There’s also so much blood on her torso...where’s that coming from?’ I asked, trying to peer closer.

‘I’d say her neck.  At the angle her head is, it’s difficult to see if her neck has been cut but I’ve seen victims of throat slashings and the blood pattern is similar to this...I’d say he cut her as well.’

‘Evil, fucking bastard! Whoever this is-David Swanson or different-what an evil, twisted bastard!’ I repeated.

Snow was quiet beside me, staring down at how Millie Swanson had been left.

‘We need to get him arrested, Snow.  Before it’s too late.  Before anyone else is hurt. This is disgusting.  We can’t allow this man to ever walk the streets ever again,’ I insisted.

‘Agreed...but we need solid evidence, and until we have bloods checked, we don’t have it.’

I sighed.  ‘I’m going to get May on it...rushed as fast as possible,’ I added.  ‘I think there’s little point checking and interviewing Mike Williams.  We’ve got our main suspect, and he’s free as fuck right now! I’m going to hassle Mulloynes until he takes the bastard in.’

Snow nodded. ‘I think you’re right.  Anyone who can do this needs to be put away for life.’

‘Fucking bastard,’ I muttered, shaking my head.  ‘Poor Lily Swanson.  She lost her best friend as a child, spent a lifetime looking for her, and the second she finally had the chance at some closure, her own daughter suffers the same fate.  Can you even imagine what this is going to do to her?’ I questioned.

‘I don’t know how she will ever recover,’ Snow replied, sombrely.  ‘It’s terrifying to think how this could effect the rest of her days.’

‘And if her own father is responsible for both crimes?’ I posed.

Snow shook her head.  ‘It literally doesn’t bear thinking about.’

‘She’ll need a mass of support,’ I murmured, thinking ahead.

‘But from whom?’ Snow questioned.  ‘Her husband was taken in for the murder, so there’s broken trust there.  She was also arguing with him over how he’d lied to her, so that’s going to make things harder.  Also, her mother has unknowingly been harbouring and caring for a killer-so the bond might be difficult to maintain there.  Who is she left with? An ex-husband and a son, I guess?’

‘God...poor woman,’ I murmured. ‘I don’t know if I can bear being there when they tell her...witnessing it.’

‘I know,’ Snow replied, sighing.  ‘Hopefully, as we’re on the periphery, that won’t be down to us.’

‘Who are you kidding, Snow? We’re not on the periphery! We’re right, slap-bang in the middle of this at this point.  It’s going to be horrific, the fallout from this.’

She sighed, beside me.  ‘Poor girl,’ she murmured, staring down at what was left of Millie Swanson.

‘Yeah,’ I murmured. ‘I’m not religious, Snow,’ I said then, very quietly, ‘But I like to think that maybe...after we die...we go somewhere nice where our family are waiting for us.’

‘Like heaven?’ she asked.

‘A version of heaven, yes.  I might say a quick prayer for Millie...I’m not religious,’ I repeated, ‘But this should never have happened to her.  She didn’t deserve this.  Did nothing to deserve being left like this, the poor girl,’ I said, very quietly.

Snow didn’t look at me but reached out and took my cold hand in hers.  Grateful for the support, I closed my eyes briefly and said a quick, heartfelt prayer for Millie Swanson.  When I opened my eyes, I felt a wave of emotion flood me and had to blink back the onset of potential tears.  Snow squeezed my hand, prompting me to look up at her.  

‘You okay?’ she asked, softly.

I nodded, sniffing once.  ‘Yeah.  You?’

She nodded, drawing in a heavy breath.  ‘I am.  But I tell you something, Ally.  He’s going to pay for this.’

I felt my body straighten, as her determination rubbed off on me.  ‘Damn, fucking right he is.’

When Mulloynes arrived, it was with the forensic team in tow.  They trudged towards us, equipment carried with them, as we stood sombrely by the outskirts of the grave, behind the taped off area.

I nodded as they arrived.  It wasn’t time for cheery greetings, and I saw by their reactions that they were as affected as we were by the discovery.  Mulloynes froze when he saw Millie’s lifeless body, and his eyes became flat.  Doctor May’s frown intensified, and then terse orders followed to her team, to erect a forensics tent and protect the body.

Moving around to Mulloynes, I reached his side.

‘Do they know?’ I asked, quietly. ‘The family? Have you informed them?’

‘Not yet, no.  I wanted to come out here and be sure.  To identify that it was her first,’ he replied.

I nodded.  ‘It’s clearly Millie Swanson,’ I told him.

‘It is indeed.  What a sad state of affairs.’

‘We’re assuming she was kept in the boot of Mike William’s car before being brought out here sometime yesterday,’ I commented.

‘That sounds accurate-because this area was searched, wasn’t it? On the very first day of the search!’

‘It was,’ I agreed.  ‘Snow and I came out here ourselves.’

‘We did.  There was nothing here,’ she said, clearly. ‘And we checked the entire forest with Ziggy.’

‘Yes, we did, didn’t we.  It wasn’t just this grave; we went all over!’ I told him.

He nodded. ‘So, we think Mike had her in the car and then dumped her here?’ he asked.

‘Not Mike, sir,’ I said, frowning at him.  ‘Please don’t make the assumption that this was done by Mike Williams just because it was his vehicle used.’

‘But we arrested him purely because of that fact,’ Mulloynes commented.

‘I know-and yes, in theory, Mike could be our perpetrator...’

‘But you’re not convinced?’ Mulloynes asked.

I shook my head.  ‘At this point, we’re far more focused on David Swanson and really feel that it’s integral to get him into the police station for further questioning.’

Mulloynes nodded.  ‘Okay then...I trust your judgement.  As soon as we get out of here, we’ll go and take him in.’

I breathed a sigh of relief.  ‘Thank you, sir.’

‘Well, you’re both experienced detectives and have ample experience in this field.  If you’re telling me that you have more on David Swanson, I welcome you to bring him in and prove it.’

‘Brilliant,’ I said, looking at Snow.  

She nodded, satisfied.

The next couple of hours were spent cold, damp and miserable in the wintry forest, waiting mainly.  While Doctor May worked diligently, our role was more sedentary.  Standing back, waiting and watching while forensics did their thing. 

When May did come to talk to us, she was flat, her expression grim.

‘What have we got?’ I asked, as she approached us.

She sighed.  ‘Poor child,’ was her first comment.

I nodded.  ‘Agreed.  It’s just unbelievable what one human can do to another, isn’t it?’

‘The abuse inflicted on the girl was horrific,’ she told us, quietly.

‘What can you tell us from a cursory look?’ I wondered.

‘I can tell you the basics-but obviously need to wait for autopsy to be able to give a full account.’

‘That’s fine.  What can you tell us, May?’

‘She was raped,’ May began.  ‘She fought back, as well.  There are defensive wounds and what looks like skin and tissue under her fingernails.’

‘Good...gouge the fucking bastard, I say!’ I muttered.

‘She has a blow to the head,’ May continued. ‘And her throat was slit too.  In addition, there’s a great deal of bruising and some cut marks-most notably to her breasts and thighs.’

I screwed my face up.  ‘Breasts and thighs?’

May nodded.  ‘So probably as part of the rape...’ she sighed.

‘Jesus Christ,’ I complained.  ‘This is just awful.’

‘It actually is quite interesting for me to see what was done to her,’ May said then, surprising me.

‘Why?’ I asked, horrified.

‘Because it gives an indication about what Tilly Miles likely suffered too,’ she revealed.

‘Oh yes!’ I nodded. ‘Very true! And is what happened to Millie consistent with what you found by just looking at the bones of Tilly Miles.’

‘It very well could be.  Obviously, we don’t have the luxury of having the entire body to find all the answers with Tilly.  If this is the same killer though, it’s likely an insight into what he did to his first victim-Tilly Miles.’

‘It is the same killer, May.  We’re sure of it.  We think we know who it is now as well.’

‘Really? I heard Mike Williams was arrested? Are you thinking it was him?’ she questioned.

‘No, actually.  We have more reason to believe that it may well have been David Swanson, Millie’s grandfather.’

‘No!’ May exclaimed.  ‘Seriously?’

‘Sick, but yes...I’m afraid so. We think it could well be him.’

‘Wow...well, you’ll have to explain the ins and outs to me later.  Right now, I’m going to work on getting her out of here and down to their morgue.’

I nodded. ‘You go ahead.  We’ll check in with you when we can,’ I assured her.

When May left us, Mulloynes returned.

‘Detectives...’ he said, frowning deeply.

‘Yes?’ I questioned, noting he was looking at me quite intently.

‘We need to inform the family before they hear this through other means...’ he began.

I felt a sickening feeling run through me. This was something I had wanted to avoid.

‘I know you both have experience with these kind of cases.  Right now, I either send Roberts and Driver...or you two,’ he said, frowning.  ‘I hate to ask, as I know this is difficult, but would you be willing to impart the news?’ he asked, tentatively.

I drew in a deep breath.  ‘Yes, that’s fine,’ I nodded, before I could bottle out.  The last thing I wanted to do was tell Lily and her family that Millie was lying dead in Tilly’s grave, but it looked like that was my next task.

‘We’ll get it done,’ Snow assured him.

‘Thank you both.  I just feel that the other officers are too young and inexperienced to deal with it with the tact and delicateness it requires.  Plus, you’ve spent the most time with Lily and the family since Millie went missing, so it might be best coming from you.’

‘Just try and get the body back to the morgue asap,’ I told him, ‘Because as soon as they hear, they’re going to want to come out here and see...and you can’t allow them to see her...not after the state she’s been left in.’

‘Agreed.  Tell them she’s at the morgue, even if we’re still finishing up here.  I’ll encourage forensics to get her out of this space before family or press can get close.’

I nodded. ‘Okay...well, we’ll head back then. Do you want us to stay with the family until further notice?’

‘Yes please...and obviously, try and keep them in one place-at the home.  You can’t stop them leaving if they choose too but at least try and encourage them to stay there.’

I nodded. ‘We will.’

‘Thank you, detectives. You’ve been invaluable since being here,’ he told us.

I nodded. ‘No worries.  Who needs a holiday anyway?’ I quipped.

Snow and I walked back to the car, quiet and sombre.  Backing out of the drive, I finally spoke.

‘Trust us to get the worst job imaginable,’ I muttered, angrily.

‘I’ll do it if you want...’ Snow offered.

I looked at her, seeing that she was completely serious.  ‘Thank you, Snow.  Seriously...thank you.  Maybe we can do it together?’

She nodded.  ‘Absolutely.  It’s going to be awful; we know that already.  But while they deal with the news, we need to be watching for reactions really-especially from David Swanson.’

‘True,’ I sighed.  ‘Snow, I’m so worried about Lily.  Can you even imagine?’

‘No...’ she muttered, sullenly.  ‘The woman spends her whole adult life advocating for her lost teenage friend and all along, it’s her father who caused all this.  She’s going to be broken.’

‘Utterly broken,’ I repeated.

‘She’s going to need so much support.’

‘She really is,’ I murmured.

We fell silent then as we drove the rest of the way back to The Fenleigh Grill.  As we neared, I felt my heartbeat accelerate and nerves skip through my stomach.  Breathing in a steadying breath, I prepared myself for this moment.  It was going to be horrific.  There was no way it couldn’t be.

‘You okay?’ Snow asked, as we parked.

‘No,’ I replied. ‘You?’

‘No,’ she answered, looking over at me.  ‘Do you want me to take the lead with the news?’

I sighed.  ‘No, actually.  I feel like I need to do it myself if that’s okay?’

She nodded.  ‘You’re the talker.’

‘I am...but this time, I wish I weren’t,’ I said, sombrely.

‘I’ll do it, Ally...I don’t mind.’

‘No, it’s fine, Snow.  You do what you do best-watch the reactions, observe.  While I’m explaining, you take it all in, because I will miss it during the emotional outburst.’

‘Okay,’ she murmured.  ‘Shall we go then?’

‘Give me a minute,’ I said, bending my head.  Closing my eyes, I mentally cajoled myself into telling myself I was strong, I could do this and I could witness their grief without breaking down.  Then, when I was ready, I raised my head and looked over at Snow.  ‘I’m ready.’

She nodded, her jaw set.  ‘Okay.’

Snow and I headed through the empty restaurant and out the back to the house.  Heading inside, we went past the lounge, which was empty and found Lily, Jonny and Steve in the kitchen.  Although I’d hoped to get the parents in the conversation as well, it looked like our first task was telling the core three people-Millie’s mother, father and brother.

‘Detectives!’ Lily gasped. ‘Where did you all go?’ she exclaimed, sitting up and turning to us.  ‘Is there any news?’ she asked, standing.

I approached the table.  ‘Take a seat, Lily,’ I welcomed, indicating the chair behind her.

‘What?’ she said, alarmed. ‘No! What? Why do I need to take a seat?’ she cried, her tone anguished.

‘Lily, sit down,’ Steve encouraged, coming behind her and guiding her to the seat.

I gathered my breath, because I couldn’t put this off a second longer.  It was agony. ‘I’m so sorry to inform you of this,’ I told them, as all of them hung on my every word.  ‘But Millie has been found dead at Dacre’s End forest,’ I said clearly.

The scream which came from Lily’s throat was unlike anything I’d ever heard before as she absolutely lost control.  Continuous, additional screams then sounded as she struggled to cope with the news.  It was Jonny, not Steve, who went to her side to try and comfort her, because Steve had turned, with a roar, and unleashed a mighty punch into the kitchen wall, before retracting his fist, cowering down in pain onto the floor and crying pitifully against the wall. 

Lily screamed and cried herself hoarse in the moments which followed.  Awful, horrifying, grief-stricken moments which I’d never wish to witness, and had me fighting back tears as Snow held onto my arm for support, backing me quietly, even when we couldn’t outwardly show our emotions.

It was Steve who recovered first, enough to ask the inevitable questions which I knew would follow.

‘What happened to her?’ he cried.

‘Millie was murdered, Steve,’ I said, as Lily let out another wail.

‘She’s been left in the open grave from where Tilly was found,’ I explained.

‘Oh no...’ Lily moaned, long and low, her voice agonised as she cried.

‘How? What did the fucking bastard do to her?’ Steve ranted, muscles bunching as he looked ready to fight.

‘Millie was...’ I gathered my strength in order to tell them this, ‘It appears that Millie was sexually assaulted and then hit...in the head.  It also appears that someone cut her throat.’

Lily’s screams
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