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About the Book

‘Is it too late to get help?’ he asked me.

‘It’s gone beyond that,’ I told him bluntly.

He was quiet then, taking that in.

And then said, ‘Do you want another one?’

On the evening of Saturday, 19 March 2011, Detective Superintendent Stephen Fulcher received a life-changing call that thrust him into a race against time to save a missing 22-year-old girl. What followed was an intense investigation and a cat-and-mouse pursuit that led Steve to the discovery of two bodies.

Catching a Serial Killer is a thrilling and devastating look at a real-life murder case and potentially one of the UK’s most prolific serial killers.


About the Author

Stephen Fulcher was born and bred in Coventry. He joined the police force in 1986 and rose through the ranks to become a detective superintendent, working for Sussex CID, Special Branch at Gatwick and the Force Intelligence Bureau before joining Wiltshire Police in 2003. During his time in the force he helped solve countless major crime cases, leading many as the senior investigating officer, and received three crown court commendations and one chief constable’s commendation. He holds a master’s degree in applied criminology and police management from Cambridge University.

Having now left the police force, Steve works with UK government agencies, training local police officers in political hotspots such as Libya and Somalia.

This is his first book.
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To Sian and Becky,

and the girls who haven’t been found





‘Rules are for the guidance of wise men

and the obedience of fools.’

Harry Day,

Royal Flying Corps fighter pilot (1898–1977)



Prologue

Friday, 3 January 2003

The steady thrum of music from the Destiny & Desire nightclub could be heard even on the street outside. It seemed to pound through the pavement, pound in time with the girls’ heartbeats as they stood there chatting, their noses nipped by the cold night air.

As the two young women waited on the street, a car’s engine joined the cacophony: another noise to add to those irking the residents who lived nearby, who complained that the nightspot was the bane of their lives. Yet the engine’s purr soon faded as the car pulled up smoothly next to the kerb. The driver, unseen in the shadows, beckoned one of the young women to his side.

She went, somewhat unwillingly, and was clearly not interested in whatever it was he had to say. She returned quickly to her friend, perhaps with a toss of her bright blonde hair, leaving the man to his own devices. The new hope of the New Year was still tangible in those first few days of January 2003 – and auld acquaintances, in some cases, were best forgotten, after all.

But the driver disagreed. The silver Volvo stayed unmoving at the side of the street, so the young woman once again went to speak with the man behind the wheel.

At 20 years of age, she was a gentle character, yet she also had a reputation for being feisty when she needed to stand her ground. Her petite frame – she was only four foot eleven – belied her strength of character. It wasn’t long before a row erupted: raised voices disturbing the sleep of those beleaguered neighbours who had been disturbed too many times before to bother looking out of their windows to spy the source of this latest commotion. They didn’t see the girl shouting through the Volvo’s window or storming back to her friend – or the way the car remained, despite all this, by the side of the road, its presence commanding and insistent, its driver unswayed by the wishes of the woman.

She had said no once. She had said no twice. But, the third time, she told her friend she was leaving, shrugged her shoulders in a huff and slipped hurriedly inside the rear of the vehicle, slamming the door shut behind her.

It closed with a decisive click: a punctuation point to mark the end. The car pulled swiftly away, its tail lights glowing red in the dark. With a final burst of acceleration, it rounded the corner and vanished from sight.



PART 1

Cat and Mouse
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Friday, 18 March 2011

‘Night, guv’nor.’

Looking up from my desk, I raised a hand in farewell as my colleague ducked back out of my office and went whistling away down the corridor, the jauntiness of the melody signalling his delight at getting out of the nick relatively early on a mild spring Friday night.

I turned back to my computer with a sigh: there would be no such early doors exit for me. As director of intelligence for Wiltshire Police, I had my work cut out – I was responsible for all intelligence across the entire force, with a particular remit for fighting organised crime. I was often the last one out of Wiltshire Police HQ on a Friday evening.

As I settled into my work, however, I found the time passed quickly. Much as I often narked on about the constant cuts or the tedious politics of modern-day policing, the truth was I loved my job. I’d been a copper since 1986, starting out as a bobby on the beat in a big hat and boots; Yvonne, then my girlfriend, had told me I’d have to become a detective as I looked utterly ridiculous in the uniform. But I didn’t need any urging: almost from the moment I joined the force I wanted to deal with proper crime and make a real difference. I liked serving the public and trying to do my best for them, and I felt best placed to do that in CID, where I earned my stripes as a young detective from the age of 23.

The funny thing about policing is that it starts out as a job like any other: you’re working to live. Somehow, though, over the years – particularly for detectives, I think – that equation turns on its head and you live to work: the job becomes the life. Being part of the police force in some ways is like being part of a family, and I relished the teamwork and the camaraderie, that sense of pulling together to bring in a result. Even though there seemed to be more and more bureaucracy the higher I climbed – moving first from constable to sergeant, then to inspector, and finally, in 2007, to the heady heights of detective superintendent – I still lived for the cut and thrust of operational policing. Detective superintendent was the highest rank for that and now, aged 44, I wasn’t sure I had the appetite or the inclination to climb any higher, for it would mean leaving the real job behind. In addition to my role as director of intelligence, I headed up major crime enquiries as an SIO (senior investigating officer). That involved the intellectual challenge and down-and-dirty work of solving crimes and bringing offenders to justice – and those aspects of the job motivated me like nothing else.

Sat at my desk in HQ, I yawned widely and checked my watch: nearly 7 p.m. I smiled wryly to myself; our chief constable, Brian Moore, had a well-worn catchphrase – ‘There are two seven o’clocks in every day and I expect you there for both of them’ – and it seemed I was destined to fulfil his mandate once again. I gazed around my office as my ancient computer started its laborious process of shutting down for the night.

The intelligence team resided in the bowels of Wiltshire Police HQ: hot-water pipes ran all through the department, a less-than-glamorous backdrop to the filing cabinets and whiteboards of our trade. As my screen flickered to black, I found my gaze resting on the noticeboard beside my desk. It was where I kept bits and pieces from old cases – personal items that wouldn’t end up in the official files, such as notecards or thank-you letters – and my eye was caught by a woman’s smiling face on an order of service. She was a murder victim; one of the more recent cases that I’d solved. I’d attended her funeral and pinned the booklet to the board afterwards; I couldn’t tell you why, really, other than that it never seemed right simply to chuck them away. I guess her presence there, by my side every day, was a worthy reminder of why I did the job.

There were no pictures of my own family: my wife of nearly 23 years now, Yvonne, and my two teenage daughters, Elsie and Jennifer. My whole career, I’d never brought family photos into work; I had always compartmentalised and kept the two very separate. In fact, my desk was entirely bare; not even an in-tray on it. Such was the sensitive nature of my intelligence role that I always kept a clear desk and locked files away in the secure cabinets that lined the room.

I stretched and shrugged on my grey herringbone coat, hastening now to get out of the office and back to my girls. I knew I was lucky to have them; divorce is endemic in the police force. Yvonne was really easy-going, however, and – perhaps more importantly – a black belt in karate, so she had always managed to keep me in check. The anti-social aspects of police work – the late nights and the cancellations of long-scheduled events – had become a way of life for us both by now. Mercifully, ours remained a supportive, egalitarian marriage.

As I locked the office door behind me, I felt the weight of work lifting – but only so far. I patted my pocket deliberately: yes, the force-issued standard Nokia mobile was safely ensconced in there. I couldn’t leave work without it because I had volunteered to be the on-call SIO for the coming weekend.

There were about three or four of us qualified to do that job in the force – we’d be on call once every three or four weekends, on rotation. It wasn’t actually due to be my call, but one of the other SIOs, a good mate of mine named Bob who ran the major crime team, was deep in preparing for an upcoming rape trial and was swamped by paperwork. He’d asked if I’d mind swapping and I’d said I’d be happy to help out.

The Nokia phone weighed next to nothing in my pocket as I made my way outside to my car – and the responsibility across my shoulders felt about the same. There was nothing to suggest it should be a fraught weekend ahead. In fact, with Yvonne and the girls planning to visit her parents from tomorrow morning onwards, I was rather looking forward to a quiet few days at home.

What’s that saying again?

Famous last words.
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Saturday, 19 March 2011

The roar of jubilant Ireland fans discharged from the TV and I tutted in disgust. I usually watched the Six Nations rugby with Bob down the pub, nursing a few pints of Wadworth’s 6X as we put the world to rights, but as you can’t drink alcohol when on call, for this all-important England–Ireland match I was at home alone instead – with a sensible mug of tea. I sat back on the sofa in abject despair as half-time came and went; we were losing 17–3 and England showed no signs of improvement.

Other than the execrable display from my team, that Saturday, 19 March, had been just as I’d planned: a bracing walk with my wire fox terrier, Pippa, on the Bratton Downs in the morning, then after I’d waved the girls off to the in-laws I’d chilled out with the newspapers. Being on call meant I couldn’t leave the county, which was why I hadn’t gone with them; instead, I was a somewhat willing prisoner in my own home, with column inches for company.

With it now being early evening, I was on pretty safe territory that I wouldn’t get a call from the nick. If a job happens, you tend to get called in on a Saturday or Sunday morning. But my day had been undisturbed, and I knew from experience it would be an unusual time to get a call at 18.45.

So it was unexpected when the Nokia sprang suddenly to life with its incongruously cheerful ringtone – incongruous because, whatever news awaited me on the other end of the line, it was never good. I muted the TV and sat forwards on the sofa, immediately attuned to whatever crisis needed my help.

It was the control room of Wiltshire Police on the line, connecting me with the duty detective sergeant at Swindon CID.

‘DSI Fulcher?’ she asked. It wasn’t an officer I knew well; I only knew the Swindon team in passing professional terms, being based at HQ in Devizes myself.

‘How can I help?’ I said.

She outlined the reason for her call. At 09.49 that morning, the force had received a report of a missing person. Sian O’Callaghan, aged 22, hadn’t come home the night before. She’d gone clubbing in Swindon’s Old Town on the Friday night with some friends, but become separated from them at 01.30. It was her boyfriend, Kevin Reape – with whom she lived, just half a mile away from the nightclub she’d frequented – who had raised the alarm. He’d last heard from Sian by text at 01.24 that Saturday morning: ‘Where are you?’ He’d been asleep, in bed, and replied to that effect when he woke to find her still not home at 03.24.

But she didn’t reply to that text, nor to the second message he sent at 04.40 which simply read: ‘Worried X’. Kevin and other members of her family had been ringing her all day – until her phone battery had died at 14.36 – but had received no response. Her behaviour was completely out of character.

Reports of people going missing are not an unusual occurrence. The police receive more than 300,000 missing-person calls a year and most cases are resolved swiftly, with most people returning home within 24 to 48 hours. Perhaps because of that, there are some schools of thought within the force that dismiss all such calls as uniform jobs: go check the hospitals and ask them to phone again in 24 hours. But I was not a subscriber. Each case needed to be assessed on its merits to gauge the level of investigation required and, where necessary, I felt an active rather than passive approach was essential to prevent harm.

I listened as the officer told me more about Sian’s disappearance, the hairs on my neck lifting slightly: copper’s instinct assessing the probability of there being a criminal component to this incident. On the face of it, it could be entirely innocent. She could have met an acquaintance and stayed the night with them. Perhaps she’d got lost, gone the wrong way in a drunken fug of confusion, even though the club was so very close to home. Maybe her phone had been stolen and that was why she hadn’t answered any of her family’s increasingly desperate calls. She could have been knocked over by a car and bowled into some bushes, rendered incapable of calling for help.

Or maybe, just maybe, something more sinister had happened.

The guys at Swindon are very good; in fact, the standard of frontline police officers generally is excellent. Swindon was a busy town with a diverse population and as a consequence the team was switched on. They’d spent the day since the call had come in doing all the obvious things: searching the route from the Old Town to Sian’s house as well as the house itself, phoning hospitals and taking statements from her friends. As the day had drawn on and there was still no sign of the missing woman, they had grown progressively more concerned, first elevating the enquiry to a Level 1 Missing Person and then escalating the case to a more senior officer. That was where I came in.

Notwithstanding my belief that every missing-person enquiry needs serious attention – after all, when your loved one vanishes, it is serious – it is an approach that requires some skill. If an officer’s starting point is to think major crime at every report of a misper, that ups the ante. It places the responsibility on senior officers to assess the situation, otherwise the force would be setting up a major crime enquiry for every repeat misper from a care home, which would be nonsensical. And, as I listened to the DS, I made that assessment now.

It’s hard to describe what it is that tells you when something is off: that this girl hadn’t just failed to come home, but that her disappearance had criminal characteristics. It smelt wrong to me. The character of Sian herself and her propensity for doing this kind of thing was key. Being a detective in part is about reading people: by all accounts she was a sensible, family loving girl and she had just vanished into thin air. I requested that, if it hadn’t been already, the CCTV from the club be located and that cell-site analysis on Sian’s phone should begin: the telephony team should be able to pinpoint its last known location from the ‘pings’ that every phone emits when it periodically checks in with the nearest mast. And I told the officer something else, too.

‘I’ll be with you shortly,’ I said. ‘I’m coming down to Gablecross nick.’
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I changed hurriedly, throwing off my scruffy jeans and yanking one of my typical navy CID suits out of the wardrobe. You never quite knew what you were going to encounter in this job, so my MO was always to be prepared. It was a matter of minutes before I was locking up the empty house and slipping into my beloved Alfa Romeo GT Spider, a gunmetal-grey beauty with a red leather interior that was my pride and joy.

I pulled away from our house on the hill in Bratton and set off for the nick. The bare facts I knew to date had me so concerned that the only option was to attend in person to progress the case. I was acutely aware of the ‘golden hour’ principles around serious investigations: the more time that passes following an offence, the more likely it is that evidence is going to be lost, compromised or destroyed, so pace is of the essence when it comes to investigating any crime. Detectives call it the ‘golden hour’ as traditionally it’s the first 60 minutes after an offence has occurred that are crucial – but I went beyond that and applied it to the first 96 hours of a major crime enquiry. Whenever you had a live job come in, you had to get on the back of it swiftly, get the parameters of investigation set and get people out there on the ground trapping your evidence. If an SIO failed to get a grip, enquiries lasted months or even years rather than days, and oftentimes those long-running cases ultimately went unsolved.

In my experience, if you moved fast, you got a result. It meant working like stink for those first four days – giving up on admittedly rubbish rugby games to spend your Saturday night in the nick, for example – but if you nailed the case, if you helped the victims, then all the hard work was worth it.

As I drove, I let the facts of the case so far percolate through my mind. As it stood, I had no way yet of knowing if Sian O’Callaghan’s disappearance was criminal in nature. But, if it turned out to be, we were potentially looking at a kidnap case here: a crime in action.

I had dealt with lots of kidnappings over the years – but they tended to be kidnap-and-extortion cases, based on the notion that the offender has taken a hostage in order to gain a financial advantage. If you received an extortion demand alongside your report of a missing person, then you had a pretty reasonable chance of getting the victim back safely. That end result, as per the force’s official kidnap manual – and basic humanity – is always the number-one priority in any kidnap case, above all other considerations.

As I pulled off the M4 motorway towards Swindon, I wondered if extortion could be the reason for Sian’s disappearance. Yet I knew that extortion demands traditionally came in soon after the abduction; at times, they could be the first signal you had that the person was missing. It was now more than nine hours since Kevin Reape had dialled 999 to report his girlfriend’s disappearance and no such message – requesting money in exchange for the safe return of Sian O’Callaghan – had been sent.

It was close to 19.30 by the time I made the turning into the nick, which was based on the outskirts of Swindon. It was a three-storey red-brick building set beside a busy A-road.

As soon as I’d parked the Spider in the front lot, I made my way inside to locate the detective sergeant who’d called me earlier. We caught up in a CID office so she could brief me fully. I was struck by how busy it was: normally there is a lull at the weekend and at that sort of time on a Saturday night the nick would be relatively quiet, but there was a bit of a buzz about the place: the team had clearly recognised the potential seriousness of Sian’s case. Good.

The DS slid a photograph across the desk towards me: this was the girl we were trying to find. The woman in the picture was smiling: a very fresh-faced, attractive young lady with dark-brown hair cut into a sharp asymmetric style. She was white, with sparkling green eyes that were full of personality. I couldn’t help clocking how young she looked, just 22 years old; she was only a couple of years older than my own daughters.

I didn’t want her image to end up on my noticeboard at HQ.

To my practised eye, although I had never met Sian personally, the snapshot seemed to be quite an accurate reflection of her – of who she was. Her friends had described her as a bubbly, instantly likeable person and the smiling girl before me had that character. That was good: for policing purposes, we wanted this image to engender sightings, to remind people if they had seen her. The DS told me that the picture had already been released to the media, and the on-duty chief inspector had done a piece to camera at 19.00 hours to appeal for Sian or any witnesses to come forward. At this stage in the enquiry, we needed all the help we could get.

Sian seemed to have disappeared off the face of the planet. She had made no cash withdrawals since 18 March; her last Facebook entry was on the Friday morning. The DS gave me the names and statements of the friends she’d been out with the night before and, with a lurch, I realised that one of them was the daughter of a colleague. It made us all appreciate how very close to home this was.

Sian had been out with a handful of good friends after finishing work that Friday; she was employed as a personal assistant in an office. They’d had a meal at the Harvester before moving on to Suju, a popular nightclub on the High Street. It was a very typical nightspot, without a rough reputation. Sian, clearly, had not felt worried: she was a sociable girl who regularly went out and she usually walked home: it was just a 15-minute stroll to the house she shared with Kevin.

Sian had become separated from her friends at 01.30 on the Saturday morning. She was last seen in the toilets with a white woman of about five foot four – just an inch taller than Sian herself – who was in her early twenties and wearing a khaki-green jacket. Less than 45 minutes later, Sian’s friends had left the club without her at 02.12.

I scribbled the timings in my daybook. The CCTV from Suju showed Sian O’Callaghan departing alone at 02.52, picking her way down the internal staircase with careful steps, having had a few drinks, but she was easily able to manage them: she wasn’t falling down drunk. What had happened after that was anyone’s guess.

But we did have one clue to help us: the cell-site telephony. And here the puzzle became yet more complex. Sian’s phone was pinging in Swindon’s Old Town for most of the evening, just as I would have expected. But at 03.24 – half an hour after she left Suju – her phone came to life to receive the text message that her worried boyfriend had sent her, having woken alone in their bed. And at that moment, as Kevin Reape messaged her to express his concern for her safety, her phone signal had bounced off the Cadley mast, some 14 miles away in rural Wiltshire.

Why was Sian there?
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The primary role of the SIO on a major crime enquiry is to devise lines of enquiry for your team to follow. It’s a heck of a responsibility: make the wrong call, and you send everybody haring off in the wrong direction. It’s crucial to assess the evidence before you and, on the basis of it, devise sensible hypotheses to fit the circumstances that can then be tested, confirmed or dismissed on the basis of further investigation.

Looking at the evidence before me, I concluded that there were three hypotheses about what had happened to Sian. All we knew was that she’d left the club at 02.52 and at 03.24 her phone had pinged off the Cadley mast. What could have happened? One: she could have met an acquaintance and voluntarily gone there with them; she had subsequently failed to make contact with friends and family for unknown reasons, but was nonetheless safe and well. Two: she could have become separated from her phone, which was taken by persons unknown to the Cadley area, and Sian herself had met with an accident in Swindon’s Old Town following her exit from the club. Or, three: she could have been abducted with her phone, perhaps enticed into a vehicle and driven into the countryside, and there rendered incapacitated.

Perhaps she was still there now, just waiting for us to find her.

For all that the SIO role is something of an autocratic one, because you’re the one calling the shots, if you have any sense at all you get good people around you. Immediately following the briefing from the DS I summoned the on-duty officer from the major crime team, knowing that for this kind of enquiry their professional expertise would be essential.

I was pleased to find that the on-duty officer was DS Sarah Bilston, an excellent detective with roughly eight years in the job with whom I had worked many times. Sarah was an up-and-coming star: an exceptionally bright woman in her late twenties.

With Sarah and the original DS by my side, I called an immediate formal briefing on Sian’s case in the conference room on the top floor of Gablecross, pulling together the small team of detectives and on-duty uniform colleagues who had been conducting enquiries throughout the day. We gathered at 20.00, the 25-odd officers finding seats around the large conference table that furnished the functional meeting room. I wanted first-hand knowledge of precisely what had been done to date and by whom, so I could start formulating immediate strategies for the night ahead. If Sian had been snatched off the street and was even now lying bound and gagged somewhere, she deserved for us to be working every minute of the coming hours to bring her home. There wasn’t a moment to lose.

From my seat at the head of the table, I began by discussing the significance and repercussions of Sian’s phone pinging off the Cadley mast. These days, telephony is the first recourse in any missing-person enquiry because, generally speaking, everybody has a phone now. That element of investigation, what we call passive data – the traces left behind by people’s mobile phones, Sat-Navs, on CCTV and similar – has changed policing beyond all recognition. In circumstances like this, where there was an immediate threat to life, we had the ability to get a live trace on Sian’s phone through her telecoms provider and the data from her mobile was a crucial lead.

With Sian’s friends and family having spent the morning desperately phoning her, it had been many hours now since the missing girl’s phone had registered any sign of life; her battery had long since burnt out and, currently, there was no signal. But we knew that, since that initial 03.24 ping off the Cadley mast, her phone had consistently bounced off the same mast until the signal vanished at 14.36. If both Sian and her phone had made it out of Swindon, chances were they were still in the same location now.

Usually in telephony, you can use several masts to pinpoint a phone’s position and easily narrow down the search area, sometimes to within a single metre. But in this case, as is Sod’s Law, the remote Cadley mast was located on its own, in the heart of the Savernake Forest – an area which comprised not only your typically hard-to-search woodland, but also villages and towns, such as Marlborough and Ramsbury. Now, I was told, the signal from Sian’s phone did give us a defined search area, but a defined search area that had a radius of 6.7 miles.

I shook my head in disbelief and concern. A traffic cop, also attending the briefing, piped up to inform me that the forest’s roads were closed off at night, meaning you couldn’t drive a car all the way through. It was helpful local knowledge – the kind you wanted the guys on the ground to be sharing – because it at least gave us some specific entry and exit points to this vast area to start our search. I ordered that a 200-metre radius of all entry and exit points to Savernake Forest should be conducted immediately using search dogs – and then I upped the ante and requested that the force helicopter be utilised to scan the entire 6.7-mile radius with heat-seeking equipment to see if Sian could be located from overhead.

There was a ripple of reaction around the room. Using the helicopter was no small decision – it cost £1,500 just to get it in the air – but obviously we had to use it when it might save someone’s life. It was a decision that would ultimately be green-lit by officers above my head, however – I might be the SIO, but I didn’t hold the purse-strings when it came to that kind of expenditure – yet I knew it was something we must and would do for Sian.

The telephony data had given us a big area to search – but there was an easier place to look for the missing girl: her home. My attention next turned to those uniformed officers who had searched Sian’s house and the surrounding area. They were both young policemen, keen thrusting types just starting out in the job. I tried never to let myself forget what it was like to be in their shoes, doing thankless tasks and getting ripped to shreds by ungrateful guv’nors back at the nick. So I attempted to be understanding as I grilled them on the outcome and thoroughness of that search: ‘Would you bank your careers on the fact she isn’t there?’

I didn’t ask it lightly: there’d been a couple of recent cases where searchers had missed bodies later found in the vicinity of the victim’s home. I was mindful of that, and didn’t want it to occur in this case: we needed to be sure that Sian wasn’t in an outbuilding, a loft or garden shed.

‘I’m not criticising you,’ I said, more gently. ‘Just go back and do it again.’

To their credit, they immediately – and amenably – acquiesced. It was a good attitude, and one reflected in the whole team: let’s do everything methodically and get this right.

Despite my request to the young lads, I was still struck by the telephony results. Why was Sian’s phone in the Savernake Forest area? One of the most striking things about the data was the speed at which Sian – if she was with her phone – must have travelled from Swindon. I asked for a test to be conducted that night to see how long it would take to get from the High Street, Old Town, where Sian had left the nightclub, to Savernake Forest. Perhaps that would help us to pin down with more accuracy the potential timing of any accident, assault or abduction that may have occurred, as well as giving us a possible route to search for further clues.

It was plain to me that I needed to designate two areas of focus: Savernake Forest, where Sian’s phone had pinged at 03.24, and the High Street, where she had last been seen leaving Suju at 02.52. I couldn’t ignore the fact that she might still be in Swindon somewhere, so those lines of enquiry had to run simultaneously. I tasked the team with collecting CCTV from the commercial premises on the High Street, a job to be combined with house-to-house enquiries along the parameters of Suju to Sian’s house. We needed to get as many people as possible involved in sightings of her.

And we had an idea as to how we could make that happen. The chief inspector who’d done the media briefing earlier had already managed to get some flyers printed with Sian’s photo on – and we determined to hand these out widely in the High Street throughout that Saturday night. By going back to the same area in which she was last sighted, especially to those pubs and clubs where some revellers may have returned for a second night in a row, we were hoping to prompt a witness to come forward who could explain this young woman’s troubling disappearance.

We were still talking through the flyer campaign when a cheery ringtone broke the intensity of the discussion around the table.

‘Excuse me,’ I said after a moment, glancing down at the battered screen of the Nokia handset and responding instantly to the name it showed, ‘I have to take this call.’
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Brian Moore, the chief constable of Wiltshire Police, was on the line.

‘Evening, Steve,’ he said when I answered, then dispensed with the pleasantries as he asked to be brought up to speed on all I’d done so far to find Sian.

I wasn’t surprised he was calling. He was a remarkably hands-on CC and was, quite rightly in this case, taking an interest because it was the biggest incident occurring at that moment in time for Wiltshire Police. Brian had a bit of a reputation as a Tartar – he famously kept a big brass crocodile on his desk at HQ, perhaps a symbol to say to any subordinate officers summoned there, ‘You’re here to get chewed’ – but I’d always got on reasonably well with him. Despite his ascension into the highest echelons of British policing, he still saw himself as a detective by trade, so he and I were cut from the same cloth in that regard. Brian had wavy ginger hair and sharp features set into a thin face. He was extremely fit: he used to run to work and back every day, a direct contrast to my own more lackadaisical approach to exercise. He was a man of the people: he went out on patrol a lot and naturally the guys on the frontline thought that was fantastic; actually, for a CC, it was unheard of.

I quickly filled Brian in on the case so far. It was plain from the number and scale of lines of enquiry that I outlined to him that I was putting considerable resources into the search for Sian – which came, of course, with considerable costs attached. It wasn’t just the use of the helicopter: if Sian remained missing, the amount of officers needed to fully investigate her disappearance would be significant: you could easily spend ten grand an hour just on people. Of course, I needed the right officers to be working on this, those personnel with the relevant expertise. My attitude was that you couldn’t put a price on a girl’s life.

But it wasn’t my call to make. I told Brian I was putting the balloon up on this one: I was designating the disappearance of Sian O’Callaghan as a category-A enquiry, which meant I suspected her life was at threat. It transformed the enquiry into a major investigation of significant concern – and meant that I expected all possible resources to be made available to me. To my mind, although one of my current hypotheses was that Sian could be safe and well and happily with an unknown party, with every minute that passed the likelihood of that hypothesis being right diminished. Everything I and my colleagues had discovered to date told me that Sian was either in difficulty or in danger: we needed to expend every effort to help her.

Brian, understandably, quizzed me on the basis of my concerns. It was in his power to overrule me – he could have said, ‘No, Steve, we’ll treat it as a misper and send out one PC to interview the family sometime tomorrow.’ Instead, he listened carefully as I made the case for Sian.

To my relief, Brian backed me all the way. What was gratifying was that, because I had a long-standing reputation for getting good results, I could articulate as little as this – ‘a girl’s been missing for less than 24 hours and these are the reasons why I personally am concerned’ – and he trusted my professional opinion and supported it.

His backing meant a lot because, at that time, all was not well for the Wiltshire Police hierarchy. In recent months Brian’s deputy, DCC Dave Ainsworth, had been removed from his post because of allegations of sexual harassment. Though some of his female colleagues loved working with him, he clearly made others feel distinctly uncomfortable and had been known to make inappropriate remarks that were laced with sexual innuendo – such as ‘Nice buttons’ to one woman who had worn a tailored blouse. I’d seen him just a few weeks ago, when he’d agreed to review my dissertation for me – I was currently studying for a masters in applied criminology and police management at Cambridge University. He’d appeared very much on edge, unshaven and dishevelled in the wake of his professional disgrace.

Because Brian was Brian, it wouldn’t have been his way to close the call without adding his own tuppence worth to the investigation. Detection ran through his blood and old habits died hard. He too had been struck by the timings of the pings of Sian’s phone and he had a solid theory as to how she might have been transported to the new location. And, perhaps, a suggestion for a cohort of possible offenders.

His voice sounded louder in my ear than I expected as he pressed his point home: ‘Make sure you consider the taxi drivers.’
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With Brian’s sage words ringing in my ears, I terminated the call and faced the 25 officers still sitting round the conference table. Ordinarily, of course, I wouldn’t have interrupted the briefing for love nor money, but when it’s the chief on the line you tend to break off.

I relayed what Brian had said and asked the teams heading out to the High Street to concentrate on cabbies with their enquiries, making sure to alert as many drivers as possible to Sian’s disappearance. Cabbies, after all, have by trade a nocturnal, rather anti-social lifestyle, and in terms of potential witnesses they were the one group of people that we knew would have been moving around at the times central to this case. Even if they didn’t pick up Sian, they may have seen her. Equally, a cabbie might well have taken her to Savernake Forest, or to another location thereafter, and we needed to know ASAP if that was the case. She may have requested such a fare – or, potentially, a taxi driver could be our kidnapper, if the young woman had indeed been abducted, as I increasingly feared.

Without wishing to malign an entire profession, taxi drivers can be quite strange people. Though some have no choice in their career, others actively seek it out, flourishing in the little kingdom of their car and revelling in their ownership of the roads after the rest of the world had retired to bed. Being out at such anti-social hours offers opportunity if nothing else to commit crime, while the nature of the job gives them intimate knowledge of the geography. They know their way around, cabbies; they know every back street, every random rural track, every nook and cranny and side street like the back of their hand. Useful knowledge, if you happen to harbour more nefarious predilections than simply outwitting the rush-hour traffic jams. The job also gives cover: no one thinks twice if a taxi is cruising the streets of Swindon late at night, they’ll simply assume the driver is looking for fares, when in fact they may be looking for targets, assessing each solo woman or inebriated man to see if they might become their next unwitting victim.

I was conscious of the time and wrapped things up quickly. I wanted officers sent out to Sian’s boyfriend, Kevin Reape, as a priority and an initial assessment made of him in the morning. If Sian’s case turned darker, and in time became a murder investigation, I knew from the stats that most murders were domestic in origin, about 70 per cent. Shockingly, two women a week on average are killed by a violent partner or ex-partner, which constitutes nearly 40 per cent of all female homicides. While in all likelihood Kevin was an innocent party, we couldn’t, for Sian’s sake, make that assumption.

My final directive of the evening briefing was that I wanted a major incident room (MIR) set up first thing in the morning and for the case to be given a HOLMES account. As I dismissed the various teams and set them to work on their overnight actions, it was coming up to 21.00 hours.

HOLMES stands for Home Office Large Major Enquiry System. It’s essentially a computer system that becomes the brain or memory of a major crime enquiry and captures the masses of information that can be generated by the multiple lines of enquiry, ensuring that nothing is lost.

As clever as the system is, though, to get it running well you need people who are skilled and use their minds. It relies on detectives thinking like detectives to get to the next line of enquiry – otherwise, like a drought-stricken pond, the ideas dry up and the cascade of clues abruptly ceases.

Consequently, as Sarah and I continued our work at Gablecross, our priority was to assemble a team for the enquiry who would be ready for action first thing the following day. We needed a specific HOLMES team – inputters and analysts – plus an exhibits officer to deal with any physical evidence, a disclosure officer and much more; not to mention a crack team of detectives who would be going out on the ground to search for Sian or at least those critical clues that might lead to her safe recovery.

While Sarah set about mobilising the troops, I made a few calls of my own. Though my deputy was soon appointed – a detective inspector called John Eldridge, whom I liked immensely and who confirmed he was able to attend the next day – perhaps my most important appeal for help went to Deborah Peach, a civilian employee of the force who was the PA of my boss and who also assisted me.

Debs had been employed by Wiltshire Police for nearly two decades. When I’d joined the force, I’d swiftly come to realise that she was the one who knew and observed everything. She was an incredibly efficient woman who played her role with a completely straight bat. Surrounded by senior officers and working in a tough environment, she didn’t suffer fools; and despite having a good sense of humour she was, at times, the harshest critic. One of her greatest assets was her ability to be blunt with me. Somewhat inevitably, in the heat of an enquiry, I would be so focused on the job in hand that I would forget to eat, sleep or drink – I’d developed a painful habit of getting kidney stones after major crime enquiries as a result – but Debs knew me well enough to make me have breakfast straight after the morning briefing, knowing that would carry me through the whole day. At the time we were colleagues, but she has since become a friend.

I wanted her to join the team as a scribe: an assistant who would follow my every move and attend every meeting to record the hypotheses, decisions and formal policy at every stage of the enquiry. Every major crime investigation has a policy book – an official record of the actions of the police team and in particular the SIO’s decision-making – and I needed a scribe to maintain it. Debs was always my first choice when she was available; we’d worked on six or seven enquiries together at that point and she was very, very good. The scribe is almost an aide-memoire to the SIO in some ways and there was no one I trusted more to help me than Deborah Peach.

To my relief, over the next few hours she made herself available and was able to attend the nick the following morning. I would need her by my side throughout the day – and beyond, if necessary, though we both hoped there would be no call for that.

I worked long into the night, commissioning an intel cell (intelligence team) to join the MIR the next day and making a brief first contact with Sian’s boyfriend Kevin by telephone to emphasise to him that, wherever Sian was, we would find her. After that, I waited fruitlessly for updates from the teams who were out there, right now, searching for Sian in the Savernake Forest and Old Town.

As I worked, I was always conscious of the young woman we were seeking. My fear was that Sian was injured somewhere, probably in the forest, and that there was, therefore, a race against time for us to discover her, using all the means available to us. The one advantage was the mild weather: if she was lying out on the ground incapacitated somewhere that was in our favour. I wanted to find Sian and find her alive, quickly, so I could return her safely to her family. Nothing else mattered.

I never forgot, on any of the enquiries that I worked on, that the people at the heart of those investigations were individuals: someone’s daughter, someone’s son. That was always foremost in my mind. Looking again at Sian’s picture, at that bright smile of that bubbly girl, I made a promise to her.

I would do whatever it took to bring her home.
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Sunday, 20 March 2011

A regular sleep pattern is the first thing to be abandoned when you’re leading a major crime enquiry. I got back to Bratton shortly before 02.00 and went through the motions of going to bed, but my mind was still on overdrive, turning over the evidence and trying to calculate the consequences of the police action taken so far. Where was Sian? Where would the next lead come from? Had I missed anything that might prove critical?

I was pleased, at least, that Yvonne and the girls were staying at her parents’; I never liked to disturb my wife when I was working late, and even though I found sleep hard to come by, at least I was resting in my own bed. I knew it was important to try to snatch at least a few hours’ kip, otherwise my ability to keep alert would diminish, and Sian needed me to be on top of my game.

I was dozing fitfully, therefore, when the Nokia trilled on my nightstand at 04.00. I’d drummed into the guys at the briefing how significant the pace of this enquiry was. The moment there was any news, no matter what it was, I wanted to be informed immediately.

It was the team who’d been tasked with timing the drive from Swindon Old Town to Savernake Forest. Their best estimate was that it could take no less than 25 minutes to complete the journey. That meant that, if Sian had been abducted with her phone, whatever had occurred had happened in the eight minutes between her leaving the nightclub at 02.52 and the Swindon Town Hall clock chiming three. By then, she would have had to be on her way to the forest. It dramatically narrowed the window of time, which was a very good start.

By 06.30, I was already on my way back to Gablecross. I knew the guys I’d summoned yesterday were going to start coming in around half-seven and I needed to be there for them. Nothing filled my brain but the search for Sian. It was just the way it was when you picked up a case – you wrote off everything else for the foreseeable future. Assuming Sian didn’t return safely today, that would go for my day job too. Everything got binned: being an SIO was a 24/7 commitment.

As I drove, I used the time to process my thoughts. It’s not a bad way to do it, to take some quiet time just to work through everything I knew about the case. At that stage, we really knew very little: today was all about getting cracking properly on the job, trying to work out precisely where Sian was and bringing the full pressure of the police force to bear.

Every job is different. Sometimes you go in and get an early lead and the whole thing’s tied up by lunchtime. Others, however, drag on, with no end point in sight. Only time would tell what would happen in Sian’s case.

I still stuck by the three hypotheses I’d generated the night before. If pressed, my gut feeling was that it was an abduction: for me, the most likely scenario had to be that there was a concerning reason why she had not made contact with her family. I didn’t like the implications of the telephony, either.

As an experienced SIO, I knew what the statistics said. The academic research on the subject indicates a depressing average of just six hours from abduction to murder. If a person was abducted and abandoned alive, the average person would be expected to survive for 72 hours without food or water. Yet statistics only tell you so much, and you can’t use them as a rule: you don’t want the exception to be the victim in your case, the one you failed to act on behalf of because you lazily assumed the worst. You have to work on the hope that the victim is alive – because, if you don’t, she will inevitably die as a consequence of your failure to act.

So I refused to think in terms of worst-case scenarios. Instead, as I steered the Spider into a parking spot and strode into the nick, I felt only hope and a familiar focus. When I got the bit between my teeth on a job, with a good team around me and an operation running like clockwork, I knew we could cover an enormous amount of ground. We had a lot to achieve today and I felt a professional eagerness to get started.

I took the elevator from the back yard of the nick: a small steel box whose doors opened onto the third-floor corridor where the MIR was situated. As I stepped out onto the thin, bluey-grey industrial carpet, into the glare of the overhead strip lighting, I could already hear the low buzz of noise which meant a major crime enquiry was underway.

The whole of the top floor of Gablecross nick was given over to major incident room facilities. Such was the scale of this enquiry that we had staked a claim to two MIR rooms, as we had more people involved than could fit in one standard facility. And further rooms sprang off the corridor, which ran the full length of the building, all essential to our mission: a dedicated exhibits store lined with shelving to home any captured physical evidence; quarters for the intel cell; a conference room for mass briefings and press conferences; and an individual SIO’s office for me.

I headed straight for the primary MIR, keen to see what Sarah and her team had achieved overnight. She was already there, together with DS Neil Southcott, a heavyset bloke who was a fixture on the major crime team: the two of them would be running the rooms as there were too many things going on simultaneously for just one person to control. I could instantly see the fruits of their labours: on the four whiteboards that lined the walls they’d already entered the key lines of enquiry and the salient information of the case. Sian’s picture was pinned there too, smiling down on us all as we worked.

I murmured greetings as I moved through the room, pleased to see that the 20-odd computer terminals I had ordered for the HOLMES account were already in place. I slapped the back of our techie mastermind in gratitude as he sat tapping away at a terminal.

‘Tiny,’ I said in acknowledgement.

‘Alright, boss,’ he replied.

Tiny Rowland – obviously, as his name suggests – was a colossally huge bloke; and the friendliest guy you’ll ever meet. He essentially owned the HOLMES set-up for the force and took a lot of justified pride in his work. He was a really dedicated guy – always the first one in and the last one out – and true to form he’d got everything up and running in fast time.

Assured the MIR was running slickly, my next port of call was the intel cell. If HOLMES is the brains of the operation, the intel cell is the heart. It’s often from their work that you’ll get your new lines of enquiry pumping out: to say, for example, ‘This has popped up in the background of a person of interest and needs further investigation.’ Their priority that morning was victimology: we needed to know exactly who Sian was and what had been happening in her life in the run-up to her disappearance. They’d be accessing her financial information, phone records, looking at her past and current partners and her personal life. It sounds intrusive, and I suppose in some ways it is, but everything we did was in Sian’s best interests. If her case turned out to be a homicide, I knew most murderers were known to their victims. We needed to know if there was a jealous ex lurking about, or if Sian owed money to some dodgy dealers. She’d been described to us only in glowing terms, which is how most missing people are described, but we needed to dig down into that. Did she have a reason for running away? Did someone have a motive for hurting her?

‘Morning, Steve.’

‘Good morning, Jess.’

DI Jessica Ridgeway was running the intel cell. She was diminutive, with glasses and a brutally short haircut. She was very good at her job, a creative individual with unstoppable initiative, which is what you needed in a good intel officer. A forthright woman, she could very much hold her own and I found her an extremely useful person to have around on major crime enquiries.

Victimology wasn’t the only thing Jess’s team would be diminutive on. Following Brian’s call last night, I briefed Jess to spend some time first knockings looking into Swindon’s cabbies. At this stage it was one of the few positive things I could get the team working on: it gave us a definable cohort of roughly 60 people who were relatively easy to process and, potentially, eliminate. It was basic stuff to secure a list of drivers from each of the local firms and then the team could methodically run those names through the intelligence systems on the PNC (Police National Computer). If someone popped up with a proclivity for sexual offences, then we could go and find out where they were at 02.52 on Saturday 19 March.

In a similar vein, Jess’s team would be scouring recent prison releases on the MAPPA system (Multi-Agency Public Protection Arrangements), which holds details for anyone who has come to attention for committing serious crime. If someone had recently got out of jail who had previous for this kind of thing, I wanted to know about it. The enquiry in some ways was a blank sheet at the moment: we were looking for that lead that would give us a take-off point – and hopefully take us to Sian.

Jess’s team also covered telephony. I knew she would be prioritising the call list on Sian’s mobile. Did a particular number keep coming up that couldn’t be attributed to known friends and family? Who was the last person she had spoken to? Experience told me that you could get some very useful early leads from the simplest of investigative tools.

Just by dint of walking through the intel cell and the MIR, those sergeants and inspectors who were responsible for running the rooms and sub-departments gravitated towards me. A small group of us decided to grab a coffee in the canteen and have an informal briefing around 07.30. A formal briefing for all officers was scheduled for 09.00, but this informal chat would enable my investigative leads and me to get a head start.

We congregated in the canteen on the second floor of the nick, a huge open-plan room beneath harsh fluorescent lights. The canteen staff dished up cooked breakfasts and packaged sandwiches from a serving counter, and chocolate vending machines lined the pale walls, but I had no appetite. I simply grabbed a cappuccino from the self-service machine. I blew on the bit of froth that halfheartedly decorated the hot beverage, clasping my hands around the cardboard cup as the guys and I drew up chairs around a table.

Jess was with me, as well as Neil Southcott and some others. Debs had arrived too, clutching her favoured black tea. She was petite, with dark, shoulder-length wavy hair. True to form, straight away she got out her daybook to make notes.

And there were immediate updates to process. One of them came from the helicopter crew who had spent the night flying over Savernake Forest with heat-seeking equipment. Unexpectedly, as the chopper had soared noisily over the treetops, scanning the ground below for signs of life, the team had had a breakthrough.

A pair of live bodies had been picked up by the heat signature of the helicopter.

The only question was: was one of them Sian?
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