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Dacre’s End

AJ Estelliam


Prologue
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We made our way back through the forest, but when we approached the cabin, I saw that another car was parked behind ours.

‘Snow, look...we have company,’ I pointed out.

‘Oh yeah! Maybe the police have taken this seriously! Turned up already to check it out,’ she said, as we got closer.

‘Not a police car though,’ I commented.

‘No, it’s not,’ she frowned.  ‘And it’s not Roberts and Driver...’ she said, as we grew closer.

‘Hello!’ a woman called, as we approached.

‘Hello,’ I replied, walking towards her car as she got out.

‘I was knocking, and was just about to leave, but I’m glad I didn’t,’ she said, coming around the car to get closer to us.

‘Who are you?’ I asked.

‘Oh, I’m sorry...my name is Lily Swanson,’ she introduced herself.

The name jarred me, as I realised it was a name I had read about earlier. The best friend of the missing girl-Tilly Miles. ‘Nice to meet you, Ms Swanson.  I’m Detective Ally Emerson and this is my partner, Detective Kate Snow.’

‘You’re detectives?’ she gasped, eyes widening.

‘Yes...but we’re not actually in the area on police business.  We were holidaying here,’ I said, indicating the cabin.

‘Oh...’ she frowned. ‘So, you’re...hang on,’ she said, looking confused.  ‘You’re detectives, but you’re not here about police work? You’re just here on a holiday?’

‘That’s right,’ I agreed.  

‘Can I ask why you’re here?’ Snow interrupted, frowning at the woman. ‘This is a private cabin area.’

‘Oh, I know...I’m so sorry for intruding,’ she said, looking pained.  ‘It’s just, I heard on the grapevine that something might have been found out here...that you might have seen some bones in the area?’ she asked, wide eyed.

‘On the grapevine?’ Snow questioned, taking my usual bitchy role.  

I glanced at her, realising she was pissed off because we were already getting drawn into this, and she was intent on protecting our holiday.

‘Yes,’ she nodded. ‘I heard from Ellie Driver’s mother’s sister that perhaps some bones had been found? And some items which might have belonged to a friend of mine?’

‘What friend?’ I questioned.

She released the breath she was holding.  ‘I’m sorry...I’m nervous and worried,’ she said, clearly flustered.  ‘And I’m clearly not doing this right.  I’ve got a friend who is missing...has been missing...for twenty-eight years, actually.  She’s been a missing person for such a long time, it feels like a lifetime ago, but we were best friends, you see.  Sorry, I’m rambling...I apologise...I’m sorry for being here like this...’

‘No, it’s fine.  Why don’t you come up to the deck and have a seat.  We can talk,’ I offered.

‘Ally,’ Snow said, in low-warning tones, besides me.

‘What?’ I responded. ‘It’s just a conversation,’ I said, quietly.

‘I’m so sorry for interrupting your holiday.’

‘It’s fine.  Come and sit with us for a moment.’

We all walked up to the decking, and I pulled the seats from the other side over so that we could all sit in a small gathering.

‘So, you were saying?’ I prompted.

‘Yes.  Let’s see if I can do this in a more coherent way.  Twenty-eight years ago, my best friend, Tilly, went missing near here.  She’s never been found, despite many of us looking ever since.  I heard that there might have been some finds out here, which is why I’ve come calling.  I have no intention of interrupting your holiday or disturbing you, but she was my best friend,’ she said, emotionally. ‘I loved her...’

‘I’ve looked up the missing person case,’ I told Swanson.  ‘Obviously, we’re not here on police business.  This is a holiday, but we have a cadaver dog with us...Ziggy!’ I called, making him trot over to us.

‘Cadaver dog?’ she asked, alarmed.

‘Again-not connected.  He’s our dog-but he’s a very talented boy, and in past cases, has found bodies, bones, items related to victims and so on...so he’s the one who found the items we gave to police.’

‘Kira said there were bones?’ Swanson asked, looking teary.

‘Who is Kira?’ I asked.

‘Ellie Driver’s mother’s sister.’

‘Ah! The one who gave you the ‘gossip’ she heard?’ I questioned.

‘That’s right, yes,’ she nodded. ‘I’m sorry, but in small places like this...nothing stays quiet.  News like this travels like wildfire!’

‘It clearly does,’ I replied.

‘Please tell me what you found? Kira said the police had to come out!’

‘We did call the police,’ I told her. 

‘What was it? She seemed to think there was bones!’ she said.  ‘I’m so scared, but excited at the same time,’ she said, looking bewildered.  ‘It’s been such a long time, and at this point, we just want to bring her home and give her a proper burial.’

‘You don’t think she’s alive?’ I questioned.

‘No,’ she said, forlornly.  ‘If Tilly was still alive, she’d have found a way to come back to us all.  She wasn’t a teen who wanted to run away.  She had a good life here.  She was happy! We were happy! The only explanation is that something happened to her.  I know it...I can feel that she’s not here on earth anymore.’

‘Well, I don’t know what we found, quite frankly.  At first, I thought my dog was just bringing forest lost property back to me, so I thought nothing of it.  Then he brought me a sock...and inside it was bones.  Human, toe bones.’

‘Oh my God!’ she exclaimed, her hand flying to her mouth.

‘I also then realised the hat, glove and purse I’d been brought by Ziggy was probably-or possibly related.’

‘Oh no...Tilly...’ she cried.

‘We don’t know who they belong to, but we’ve looked at the pictures of the clothes from the night she disappeared, and I have to say, the hat looks similar to the photo.’

‘Where is it now?’ she questioned.

‘I gave it to the local police,’ I told her.

‘No!’ she exclaimed.  ‘They’re useless, detective! Absolutely useless!’

‘They are?’ I asked, curious as to why she’d say that.

‘Oh, don’t get me started!’ she complained.  ‘I have called the police, constantly.  For twenty-eight years, I have been a nuisance, detective! I have called and called.  Officers and detectives have come and gone.  The case became cold.  But year after year, I just kept calling,’ she told me, her frown set.

‘I bet they loved you!’ I smirked, having dealt with similar overzealous family members whose loved ones were missing.

‘I made a habit of it, detective.  I called every, damn Monday morning,’ she told me. ‘Without fail, at ten o clock, every Monday, I called whichever police official I could and demanded to know what they were doing about Tilly’s disappearance.  They’ve fobbed me off for years,’ she muttered.  ‘And quite frankly, I have no trust in them whatsoever.  They’ve lost hope...but I haven’t.’

‘What are you hoping for though, Ms Swanson? Because you said you believe she’s dead?’ I questioned.

‘Oh, I know I’m not likely to get her back alive after all these years, but we’ve never even been able to put her to rest. Her parents are elderly now, still heartbroken from her disappearance.  It would just be nice to find her...to know what happened that night.  Detective, I carry so much guilt!’

‘Why?’ I frowned.

‘Because I was the last person to see her! And I let her leave, walk home that night!’ she told me.

‘Was that not a usual occurrence then?’ I wondered.

‘Well, it was...I mean, we did it all the time...but maybe I shouldn’t have, you know?  Maybe, if I had walked with her, she would still be with us.’

‘You can’t think like that.  I bet you walked home from each other’s house a million times before that night,’ I supposed.

‘We did,’ she agreed. ‘But you still feel guilty, you know...hindsight does that to a person.’

‘Oh, I know,’ I murmured.  

‘So, what did the police say? Are they going to search? Is your dog able to find the rest of the remains?’ she asked, her questions running off quickly.

‘I’m sorry, Ms Swanson, but like I told you, we’re actually here on a holiday.  We’re taking a break from police work.  The finds were accidental...finding remains is a fun day out for Ziggy, and he thinks he’s being a good boy.  Obviously if he finds anything else, we’ll call it in, but we’ve passed it on to Dacre’s End Police.’

‘There are two babies working that station!’ she exclaimed, hotly.  ‘They won’t be able to do anything!’

‘I’m sorry, but although we’re experienced and could do a lot here, we’re not local,’ I apologised.  ‘We aren’t able to take over and make something of this.’

‘No, I know...but it’s just fascinating that you’ve found this around here.  I’ll organise my own search! We’ve had enough of them over the years!’

‘Really?’ I questioned, curiously.

‘Yes.  Over the years, all of us have searched every area possible around these parts.  We’ve held vigils, memorials, candlelight meetings as well as searches in all the possible places we thought she might have ended up.  All have brought back nothing...until now.  I need to see that evidence.’

‘I’m sorry, but like I said, I handed it over to the police. All I have left is a few pictures.’

She gasped.  ‘Pictures?’ she questioned.

‘I took a few photos-because I wanted to check if the bones were human by sending them to a forensic examiner I work with,’ I explained.

‘Please can I see the photos?’ she begged.  ‘My last memory of her that night is saying goodbye to me in that beany hat of hers.  It’s ingrained in my memory, detective. Please?’

I glanced at Snow, who shrugged, as if to say it were my decision.  Drawing out my phone, I pulled up the photo of the items and handed it to Swanson.  ‘There...’

She took the phone from me and gasped, freezing in place.  ‘Oh my God!’

‘Are they hers?’ I questioned.

She nodded, clasping a shaking hand to her mouth.

‘I’m sorry,’ I murmured, quietly.

She met my eyes, as they swelled with tears.  ‘These are all Tilly’s!’ she told me, tremulously. 

‘Are you sure?’

‘I’m absolutely certain,’ she said, nodding jerkily.  ‘These were found near here?’  

‘Near, I’m sure,’ I replied.  ‘Within running distance for Ziggy, for sure.’

She nodded, her face set in a determined expression.  ‘If the police don’t begin a search, I tell you, I will,’ she said, resolutely.

‘I don’t blame you,’ I murmured. ‘I’m sorry we can’t help you...’

‘No, I understand.  You’re not here on official business...I understand that this has just landed on you unexpectedly. What a talented dog you have there,’ she murmured, staring at him.

‘He is pretty special,’ I murmured, looking at him, fondly.

She sighed.  ‘Yes...well, while you’re in town, please come and have a free meal at my restaurant.  The Fenleigh Grill.  We have a lovely memorial for Tilly there, too, which I’d love you to see.’

‘Thank you, Ms Swanson.  We’d like that,’ I told her, intrigued by the woman before me.  She seemed like a force to be reckoned with. 

‘I’d love to welcome you for a meal, when you can make it.  Please come while you’re in town-so we can talk again...and can I give you my number, in case you have any more discoveries while you’re here?’ she asked.

‘Sure,’ I asked, pulling out my phone.

We exchanged numbers, and then she stood, preparing to leave.

‘Right! First stop-the police station,’ she said.

‘Are you actually going there?’ I questioned.

‘I’m going to go and hassle whoever it takes to get this search and rescue party moving.  I’m sorry if it disturbs your holiday but I’m more than determined to find my best friend at last,’ she told me.

I nodded.  ‘Well...good luck.’

‘And come for dinner, sometime.’

I doubted we would, but I nodded, nonetheless.  ‘Thanks.  That would be lovely.’

‘I’ll leave you to it.  Thank you so much for your time.’

‘You’re welcome,’ I told her, seeing her off.

I watched as she left, backing out of the driveway and then heading off, wheels squealing as she drove away.

‘Well...’ I murmured, turning to Snow.

‘You entertained her more than I expected you to.’

‘I feel for her.  She wants to find her best friend.’

‘I heard a lot of guilt in her story.  I reckon she has a guilty conscience,’ she muttered.

‘What’s with the attitude, Snow?’ I questioned. ‘Why do you have a problem with her? You sound suspicious?’

‘I’m suspicious of everyone at the beginning of a case.  And I haven’t got an attitude...aside from getting increasingly pissed off that I am losing this holiday with you with each passing second.’

‘You have so got an attitude! That was reversal of roles there, completely! I’m usually the one being shitty while you talk calmly,’ I commented. ‘Chill out, Snow.  You heard me, I’m not planning on getting involved with all of this.’

‘Well, I did hear you say that, but then I also didn’t hear you saying ‘no’ when she invited us to her place for dinner,’ she added.

‘It’s a free meal, Snow! And it’s interesting, right? We can sit back while the police to do their thing.  Watch from afar with this one.  We can enjoy the drama while not being a part of it, right?’ I questioned.

She scoffed.  ‘I seriously doubt that.’

‘What are you doubting?’

‘You...not getting involved...I know you, Ally! You’ll be involved by tomorrow!’ she exclaimed.

‘Bullcrap.  I’m staying out, mark my words.  We’ve got a holiday to finish...and simple pleasures to enjoy, right?’

‘I’m quickly forgetting about those with my head being pulled back into work,’ she frowned.

‘No, don’t do that.  This isn’t ‘work’ Snow.  This is just an unexpected discovery of remains.  Don’t be shitty,’ I said, moving closer, into her arms.  ‘We’re good...we’re still holidaying, okay? I promise.’

She sighed.  ‘I just feel like every time we try and get away from it all for a while, something gets in our way.’

‘That’s our life, Snow! Unfortunately, as police detectives, we’re going to come across crime wherever we go.  Think about Scotland! That went south, quickly, right?’

‘I know it did,’ she agreed, ‘Which was why I was hoping we could pass this over and say we’re really not going to get involved.’

‘Snow, relax.  If I was getting myself into this, mark my words, I’d already be out there with Ziggy, getting him to show me where the remains are,’ I told her.

She nodded, slowly.  ‘You would, actually, wouldn’t you.’

‘And I’d already be down at the local police station, bossing them about...then ordering support to come in from the larger town nearby...Fenleigh, was it?’ I questioned.

‘Fenleigh,’ she agreed.  ‘That’s right.’

‘Well, see! I’m not doing all that-although it’s tempting.  Relax, okay? I’m all yours.’

She smiled, gathering me close. ‘Okay.’

‘Okay,’ I said, holding her to me. ‘Why don’t we go and relax?’

She nodded.  ‘Sounds like another good plan.’

The rest of the day passed quietly, and although we did all the simple pleasures the space had to offer, in the back of my mind, thoughts still lingered of the missing person, Tilly Miles. She was on my mind, whether I wanted her to be or not, and leaving my phone on the side and ignoring I was becoming increasingly hard.

I didn’t touch it, as I had made a promise to Snow, but the truth was, I did want to get involved.  Old cold cases like this intrigued me.  The teenager had been missing since 1998, for twenty-eight years now.  It was extremely sad to think that a family had been looking for her for almost double the number of years that she had lived for.  Bringing them closure, I knew, would be intensely satisfying.

Sighing to myself, I heard my phone ring again, as early evening beckoned.

‘You going to answer that?’ Snow asked.

‘Nope,’ I replied.

‘That’s the third time it’s rung,’ she told me.

‘Yeah, well, I promised.  We agreed.  We’re staying out of it, right?’ I questioned.

‘Right,’ she smiled, although the smile didn’t quite reach her eyes.

‘Why don’t we go for an evening walk?’ Snow asked then.  ‘We could take a stroll to the lake and then watch the sunset before coming back to make dinner.’

‘Sounds lovely,’ I agreed.

When we headed out with Ziggy, a car could be heard approaching.

‘Oh, what now?’ Snow complained, pausing on the decking.

‘Police,’ I murmured, seeing Roberts and Driver from earlier.  Waiting as they got out of their car; I headed down the decking.

‘Hello,’ I nodded.

‘Hello detective,’ Roberts said.

‘What are you doing back here?’ I questioned.

‘We thought we’d have a little mosey around.  Check the surrounding area.  Don’t mind us, we’re just checking the perimeter.’

‘You two...’ I murmured.  ‘In a vast, huge forest, where she could be absolutely anywhere?’ I asked, dubiously.

The two officers glanced at each other, and I knew they were hugely out of their depth.  ‘Well, uh...’ Roberts began.

‘Leave them to it,’ Snow told me. ‘Not our case, remember?’ 

‘True, true...’ I said, realising I was upsetting Snow. ‘I’m not getting involved.  Not our case, I apologise,’ I said, physically backing off.  ‘We’re just out walking our dog, so we’ll be around,’ I told them.

‘No problem,’ he agreed.

Snow and I headed down the track then, unleashing Ziggy so that he could run off and enjoy the freedom of the forest.  

‘Sorry,’ I apologised, as we walked.

‘No need.  You didn’t get us involved, thank goodness.’

‘How ridiculous are they, though Snow? Honestly! Just the two of them coming out here-after everything we found and gave them!’ I exclaimed.

‘Yes, but they’re a small, understaffed and no doubt under budgeted station.  Perhaps that’s all they can do right now?’

‘It just doesn’t seem like enough,’ I sighed.  ‘When Tilly Miles has been missing for twenty-eight years and this looks like it could be the first sign of her! Honestly, just call for help!’

‘They might have...stop though.  You’re getting us involved again, and we don’t need to be.’

‘I’m sorry.  Force of habit,’ I replied.

‘Well, quit it...we’re still on holiday here, whether you’re remembering that or not.’

‘I am,’ I assured her.  ‘And I’m sorry.  I’ll try to ease up.’

We followed the path down to the lake and then sat on the rocks, watching the sunset. It was very pretty, and the water was calm and tranquil.

‘Snow?’ I murmured.

She turned to look at me. ‘Yes?’

‘Do you think we have a genuine shot at a future together?’ I questioned, my eyes on hers.

‘What’s brought this on?’ she asked, frowning at me.

‘I don’t know,’ I sighed.  ‘Sometimes, I just think...well, I think...that after everything we’ve been through, that we won’t make it to a happy ending.  Something is always trying to get in the way.  Problems always arise.  Trauma holds us back.’

Snow looked at me, before shifting closer on the rock, beside me.  ‘Ally, we’ve been through so much since knowing each other-and even before then.  Our individual lives have been filled with trauma as well.  We both know that.’

I stared at her, wondering where she was going with this.

‘Despite that, we’ve found each other, right? In the midst of a period of complete darkness, we met.’

I nodded, slowly, feeling the tension in the air which was emanating from her.

‘You ask if we’ve got a future, Ally...and all I can say to that is yes.  We have.  I love you, Ally, and I can’t imagine a future without you in it.  I don’t want to rush you with anything, but equally, say the word and I’m ready...house...commitment...anything else you want,’ she said, animatedly.  ‘I’m here and with you, every step of the way...and to, uh...I wasn’t sure when to, uh...to give this to you...but I want you to have this...’ she said, reaching into her pocket and drawing out a beautiful silver chain necklace, with an infinity symbol hanging prettily from the end.

‘Kate...’ I gasped.

‘It was my mothers,’ she said, softly, staring at me, fondly.  ‘My real mum, I mean...’

‘Oh, you can’t...’  I said, as she went about trying to fix it to my neck.

‘I didn’t want to present you with a ring, Ally...not yet...and not after the case that has happened recently. But what I did want to do is give you something which symbolises the love and commitment I want to share with you.’

‘Oh my God, Snow...it’s too much.  This is your mother’s!’ I said, fingers reaching for the pendant with my fingers, and feeling it’s weight around my neck, touching me deeply.  

‘It’s not too much, to me it’s perfect,’ she said.  ‘Do you like it?’

‘I love it!’ I exclaimed.  ‘But...’

‘No ‘buts’ Ally.  I want you to have it.  I want you to understand what you mean to me, and how much I love and care for you.  I didn’t mean to break your trust, but I hope I’m on the way to rebuilding it with each day that passes.’

I nodded, feeling emotional.  Moving closer, I hugged her warmly, holding her as the sun disappeared from the sky. The moment was poignant, and I felt deeply connected to her.  More than ever, in fact.  ‘I love you, Kate,’ I whispered, softly.

‘I love you too, Ally,’ she replied, squeezing me tighter.

Her sigh was heartfelt and when we drew back, her eyes were soft.

‘I feel better now...’

‘You do?’ I smiled.

‘I’ve been waiting to give that to you since we came out here, but I hadn’t found the right time yet.’

I chuckled. ‘I think you just did.’

She nodded.  ‘I think you’re right.’

‘Shall we go back to the cabin now then? Make some dinner?’ I suggested.

‘I have a better idea,’ she told me, standing.

‘You do?’ I frowned.

‘How about we go the Fenleigh Grill for dinner?  I know you’re itching to know more about this cold case, and now I’ve said my piece and given you the necklace, I feel like I can calm down a bit.’

I smiled at her. ‘I’m not going to say no to that,’ I told her.

‘No? Shall we go then? Check it out?’ she asked.

I nodded.  ‘I’d love to.’

After getting back to the cabin, we both changed into slightly smarter clothes before heading out with Ziggy to Fenleigh.  The town was a twenty-five-minute drive, and the restaurant was found easily, because it was on the outskirts of town.

Heading in, we immediately saw Swanson behind the bar.  Gasping, she hurried over to us, eagerly.

‘Detectives!’ she exclaimed.  ‘You came! I didn’t think you would.’

‘Well, we’re out this way, right? We’re kind of intrigued, to be honest,’ I told her.

‘I’m so glad! We need people like you around, rather than the nonsense we’ve got going on in this town’s police department,’ she complained.  ‘Come and see the memorial wall we’ve got for Tilly.’

Lily Swanson took us over to a back wall, where there was a huge plaque with Tilly’s name on it.  There were hundreds of photos tacked up, messages, ribbons, flowers and sentimental pieces, making it quite emotive to see.

‘And over here, are all the more informative bits,’ she said, leading us to a bulletin board.  ‘The missing person posters we used over the years, the articles, the possible sightings, which led to nothing...it’s all here,’ she told us. ‘We’ve never given up.’

‘No, I can see that,’ I frowned, taking it all in.  ‘Do you mind if I take some photos to look at this all a little closer later?’ I asked her.

‘Oh, please do!’ she said, eagerly.

I lifted my phone from my pocket and took multiple photos, so that I could read the reems of information later on.

‘You said she still has family here in town?’ I questioned, when I was done.

‘Yes.  The Miles family still live down in town, in the same house as back when this happened.  They’ve never been quite the same since she disappeared.  Never been quite as alive as they once were.  They keep to themselves, you know...if we organise a search party, they come, but it’s like they’re shadows of their former selves...a little lost, you know?’ she sighed.

‘I guess you never get over losing a child.’

‘And that’s just it-they’ve never been able to even grieve properly because they don’t know if they have lost her for real or not.  What we all need is closure,’ she told me. ‘Closure so that we can all rest, knowing what happened to Tilly on that fateful night.’

I nodded.  ‘What’s all this?’ I said, pointing to the maps and equipment she had lined up on a table to one side.

‘Oh, I’m organising another search party,’ she told me, nonchalantly.

‘You’re what?’ I exclaimed.

‘The police won’t do it...do you know what they said when I turned up? A couple of officers will have a look!’ she exclaimed, animatedly.  ‘Are you kidding me? They’ll send those kids Roberts and Driver out there, who are younger than my own children, for goodness sake! What will that do?’ she questioned.  ‘The forest out there is vast! So, I’m co-ordinating a full search.  Larger in scale. It’s not like I haven’t done it before!’

‘You’ve arranged search parties?’

‘Everyone in town gathers to help, yes,’ she nodded.  ‘We’ve never had such a specific area before though, so I’m hopeful.  We’re all excited by these discoveries, detective, so I want you to know how much we appreciate your involvement.’

‘Well, we’re only here a week, but if we can support at all...’ I said, glancing at Snow, ‘We will.’

She nodded. ‘Of course we will.  I hope you can finally get some closure by finding your friend.’

The woman nodded, her eyes filling with tears. ‘That means so much...and this guy,’ she said, bending before Ziggy.  ‘Can I pet him?’

‘If you want him to love you forever, go ahead!’ I laughed.

‘Oh, I’m so grateful,’ she said to Ziggy, fussing over with him with abandon. ‘You’re such a good, clever boy finding those items, aren’t you?’ she gushed.

I smiled. He never failed to grab attention, no matter where we went.  People loved him, and that was more than clear.

‘Anyway, let me get you seated.  It’s all on the house tonight! Including Ziggy! I’m sure he’d love a steak of his own, right?’

‘He’s diabetic,’ I told her.  ‘So, we have to be a little careful with his diet, but I’m sure he’d love a small sample!’ I grinned.

‘Ah, bless him, the lovely
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