

CHAPTER ONE

There was a time when James Walker was rarely sober on New Year’s Eve. Like millions of other revellers, he would shed his inhibitions and enter into the spirit of the occasion with great gusto.

But that was when he was single and living in London. Back then, he and his mates in the Met had used it as an excuse to de-stress after another difficult twelve months policing the capital. 

Things changed when he met and married Annie. End of year celebrations became quiet, intimate affairs, usually spent at home or at the homes of close family members.

This year was the quietest yet because they had their new daughter to consider. 

Annie had given birth to Bella six months ago after years of trying to conceive, and the little darling had become the centre of their world. Right now, she was on the sofa being breastfed by her mother and James was staring at them from across the room while reflecting on just how lucky he was. 

He’d been unsure about their move to Cumbria just over two years ago, fearing the quiet life wouldn’t suit him. But despite a difficult start he’d settled well into his role as a detective inspector at police HQ in Kendal. And since coming here he’d headed up two of the biggest investigations of his career. The first was the hunt for the serial killer who had struck in Kirkby Abbey. This was followed by the murders of an entire family on a nearby farm a year later.

Both atrocities were carried out during the Christmas periods and attracted worldwide attention. Thankfully, this Christmas had passed without any bloodshed, which had come as a huge relief to James and his colleagues.

He was now hoping that tonight would also pass off just as peacefully as he was the on-call detective and would have to respond to any major crime or serious incident that was called in. Sitting here with his family, that was the last thing he wanted to do but with just over four hours to go until midnight experience had taught him that there was still a chance that the phone would ring.

He’d drawn the short straw because most of the other senior detectives either had commitments or were on a break, including his boss, Detective Chief Inspector Jeff Tanner, who wasn’t due back from his annual winter holiday in Scotland until late tomorrow.

‘Is watching me feed the baby really more interesting than the film?’ Annie said with a smile as her eyes remained fixed on the television.

James smiled back. ‘Actually, it is. This film was your choice, remember? I wanted the other one.’

Now she turned towards him and her smile widened. ‘No way was I going to spend New Year’s Eve watching gormless gangsters killing each other. This film is all about lifting the spirits rather than chilling the blood. And if you really can’t get into it, how about making us some more coffee? Then when I’ve finished feeding you can wind her.’

It was an offer James couldn’t refuse, but before heading to the kitchen he crossed the room and kissed his wife and daughter on their foreheads. 

‘Do you want me to open the box of chocolates I bought for us?’ he said.

Annie looked up and winked at him. ‘I thought you’d never ask.’

She wasn’t wearing make-up and there were dark circles beneath her eyes but to James she was still as beautiful as she had always been, with her soft facial features and bright blue eyes. 

The challenges of early motherhood had taken their toll, however. She’d lost weight along with some of her hair and she’d been having difficulty sleeping. But despite that she was clearly enjoying her new role.

She’d already decided not to return to work as a teacher at the village primary school at the end of her maternity leave as she was determined to make the most of being a mum and was already wondering if they should try to provide Bella with a brother or sister. 

James was keen to have more than one child, but he was also worried that they would be subjecting themselves to another long, drawn-out ordeal with no guarantee that things would turn out well.

He went into the kitchen and put the kettle on. While waiting for it to boil he picked up the box of chocolates he’d left on the worktop and placed it on a tray along with their coffee mugs.

He was reaching for the milk in the fridge when his phone rang, prompting him to exhale a loud expletive. 

He closed the fridge and fished the phone out of his trouser pocket, frowning when he saw that the caller was Detective Constable Abbott. Wasn’t she supposed to be at the wedding of some wealthy businessman at a plush lakeside hotel? James wondered if she was ringing to wish him a Happy New Year.

‘I’m really sorry to bother you, guv,’ she said when he answered, and the sombre tone of her voice sent a tremor of unease rippling through him.

‘It’s no problem, Jessica,’ he replied. ‘Aren’t you and Sean at a wedding?’

‘We are, but something has happened and I had to call it in. The team members who are on duty are otherwise engaged and so the controllers were going to ring you and I said I’d do it for them.’

‘What’s up? It sounds serious.’

‘It is, guv, and I think you’re going to want to come here. A young woman who happens to be the bride’s sister and maid-of-honour suddenly disappeared in strange circumstances soon after the actual marriage ceremony. She was supposed to make a speech at the sit-down meal but was nowhere to be found. As she’s been missing for almost two hours guests and staff are searching for her as we speak, but I fear that something bad might have happened to her.’

‘Why is that?’

‘Well, her purse and broken glasses have been found on the hotel’s private jetty at the bottom of the garden.’

‘Are you thinking she might have fallen into the lake?’

‘That’s a possibility, for sure. But it might not be as straightforward as that. You see, her glasses are smeared with what looks like blood.’

James felt his stomach twist in an anxious knot.

‘In that case, remind me which hotel it is and I’ll head straight there,’ he said. 

‘It’s The Fells on Lake Windermere.’

‘Okay, I know it. With luck I can be there in about forty minutes. Meanwhile, you need to lock the place down as best you can and call for uniformed backup.’

‘Units are already on their way along with a forensics team. And I’ve enlisted the help of the hotel’s staff and security officers who are making sure guests don’t leave and no new arrivals are allowed in.’

‘Good work. I suggest you also alert a diving team. From the sound of it we may well need them.’

‘I’ll get right onto it,’ Abbott said.

‘And before I hang up tell me who the woman is.’

‘Her name is Rachel Elliott. She’s twenty-five and the younger sister of the bride, Libby Elliott.’

‘And the groom?’

‘Greg Murphy. You’ve probably heard of him. He’s a prominent businessman and CEO of a chain of hotels across Cumbria, including The Fells. His father died earlier this year and left him the business and a substantial amount of money, by all accounts.’

‘And are you there because you’re a close friend of either family?’

‘No. Sean and Greg belong to the same golf club so we got an invite.’

‘It’s safe to say you’re not emotionally involved then?’

‘That’s right, guv. Obviously, it’s still quite shocking, but I’m confident I can remain impartial. To be honest, I’m just praying that Rachel turns up and that there’s an innocent explanation for why she can’t be found.’

‘Well, keep looking and hopefully you’ll call me with some good news before I get there so I can turn around and come back home.’




CHAPTER TWO

Annie wasn’t at all surprised when James told her he was being called out.

‘It’s what I’ve been expecting, to be honest,’ she said, as she moved Bella from one breast to the other. ‘Just make sure that next year you put in an early request for leave over Christmas and New Year’s Eve.’

He grinned. ‘Consider it done. Will you be okay?’

‘Of course. I’m used it, after all. Is it a bad one?’

‘Not sure yet, but it could be. A woman attending a wedding over at Lake Windermere has gone missing and the circumstances appear somewhat suspicious.’

‘That’s awful. I do hope that no harm has come to her. Could it be she’s simply wandered off or passed out after drinking too much?’

‘Anything is possible, but there’s evidence to suggest that she might have fallen or been pushed into the lake.’

‘My God, I hope not.’

James glanced at his watch. ‘I have to go. I’m really sorry.’

‘Don’t worry about it. I’ll give Bella a kiss from you on the stroke of midnight.’

James hurried upstairs to change into a suit. When he came back down, he slipped on an overcoat and then stepped back into the living room to kiss his wife and daughter goodbye.

As he turned to leave, one of the framed photos on the mantlepiece caught his eye. It had been taken on their own wedding day at a hotel in Kent. They were standing either side of the cake and smiling at the camera.

He remembered how happy they were and how much fun all the guests had had. It made his heart go out to Greg Murphy and Libby Elliott whose special day had been wrecked, their memories of the occasion forever tarnished.

Kirkby Abbey, a village with a population of around seven hundred, was located on the eastern side of the county and was surrounded by spectacular peaks and sprawling moors. 

James headed west out of the village in his Audi along a familiar route that would take him through Sedbergh and Kendal and then beyond to Lake Windermere, a journey of just under forty miles.

He had never been inside The Fells Hotel but had driven past it on numerous occasions. It was situated on the lake’s eastern shore between the towns of Bowness and Ambleside.

The lake itself had always been one of Cumbria’s most popular tourist attractions and weddings took place at venues around it throughout the year.

James had read somewhere that more and more couples were choosing to get married on New Year’s Eve rather than during spring and summer. It didn’t surprise him since it gave guests two good reasons to celebrate. However, it also increased the likelihood that excessive drinking by some could cause problems.

He wondered if that was what had happened to Rachel Elliott. Had she become involved in a nasty altercation fuelled by booze? 

James was only too aware of the statistics in that respect. They showed that almost half the violent crimes in the UK each year – including rapes, sexual assaults and robberies – were committed by offenders under the influence of alcohol.

When he’d worked in London, call-outs to pubs, clubs and parties were a nightly occurrence. He lost count a long time ago of the number of stabbings he investigated where the assailant was pissed. 

Sadly, even cosy Cumbria had seen drink-related crimes soar in recent years. Since moving here he had been directly involved in two serious cases. In the first, a man was shot and wounded on a farm by his inebriated partner. In the second, a young woman was badly beaten at her own birthday bash by a youth who was off his head on various spirits. In both cases the offenders claimed they didn’t know what they were doing.

James could tell from the amount of traffic on the roads that it was going to be a busy night. No doubt the relatively calm weather had encouraged plenty of people to venture out. But it wasn’t expected to last. Forecasters were already warning of heavy snow and high winds in the days ahead.

He drove across the M6 onto the A684. When he reached Kendal, he joined the A591, which would take him all the way to his destination.

He radioed Control to tell them that he was on his way and they informed him that a forensics team had already arrived at the scene. 

The Fells Hotel was in a part of the county that attracted hordes of tourists during the summer months. Windermere was the largest natural lake in England and was surrounded by historical buildings and attractions such as The World of Beatrix Potter and the National Park Visitor Centre.

It prided itself on being a safe and scenic environment, and James knew that if something bad had indeed happened to Rachel Elliott then it was going to cause quite a stir among the local residents and business owners.




CHAPTER THREE

A police patrol car was parked at the entrance to the driveway that led from the main road to the hotel. Its emergency light was flashing and the uniformed officer standing next to it waved James through when he wound down his window and identified himself.

The driveway was lined with trees and the gardens on either side were consumed by darkness. The hotel, by contrast, was brightly lit and James could see that two more patrol cars and a forensic van were parked in front of it.

He pulled to a stop, switched off the engine, and took a few moments to make a mental note of the scene. 

The building ahead of him was a three-storey Edwardian structure with steps leading up to the entrance and lots of windows. Off to the left was the guest car park, which looked to be full, and to the right a white-framed conservatory that appeared to house a swimming pool. It was much like many of the hotels in this part of the world – classy yet traditional, and designed to appeal to people with deep pockets.

James took out his phone and called DC Abbott to let her know that he had arrived.

‘I’ll meet you in reception, guv,’ she said when she answered.

The reception area was smaller than he’d expected it to be and it was crammed with people and a large glittering Christmas tree. Uniformed police officers and staff members were doing their best to address the concerns of the smartly attired guests who all looked anxious and confused. James wondered how much they knew. Were they aware that items belonging to the missing maid-of-honour had been found on the hotel’s private jetty? And that it was now highly unlikely that she would be found safe and well?

He looked around for Abbott as he moved slowly towards the reception desk, at the same time taking in his surroundings. 

There was a wide, open staircase and a high-beamed ceiling from which hung glowing decorations. Framed paintings of Lake Windermere adorned the walls and through an arched doorway James could see a large lounge with armchairs, sofas and low tables. 

The place had been decked out to a high standard for the wedding and New Year’s Eve celebrations, but the joyous atmosphere that it would have conjured up had been well and truly trashed.

As James approached the reception desk, he felt someone tug at his arm and turned to see DC Abbott standing at his side.

‘I’m glad you managed to get here so quickly, guv,’ she said. ‘This is not an easy situation to control.’

Abbott was one of the best officers on the team. She was smart, savvy and easy to work with, and he realised that this was the first time he’d seen her appear even slightly rattled. Her features were taut and her voice stretched with shock.

It was also the first time he’d seen her in anything other than a work suit, or casual clothes. She was wearing a low-cut red dress beneath a black overcoat that hung open, and like all the other wedding guests, had clearly been hoping to have a fun time.

‘I’m afraid things haven’t changed,’ she said. ‘Rachel still hasn’t turned up and it’s a mystery as to what might have happened to her. Meanwhile, word has got around that something belonging to her has been found down by the lake and everyone is jumping to the conclusion that she’s drowned.’

It was difficult to hear what she was saying above the chatter around them so James suggested they go somewhere quiet.

‘You can put me in the picture and then give me a quick tour of the place,’ he said.

‘I’ve been using the manager’s office,’ Abbott replied. ‘Follow me.’

The office was at the end of a corridor off the reception area. The door was closed and a female staff member was standing outside. She greeted Abbott with a nervous smile and said, ‘Miss Cornwall has gone back out into the garden to be with Mr Murphy. Do you want me to ask her to come back in?’

‘No, it’s fine,’ Abbott told her. ‘This is Detective Inspector Walker. He and I need to use the office for a few minutes. We’ll talk to Miss Cornwall afterwards.’

The office was small and neat but the two detectives didn’t bother wasting time making themselves comfortable. They stood in the middle of the room as Abbott began by explaining that Karen Cornwall was the manager and reported to the hotel owner, Greg Murphy, who also happened to be the groom. She then repeated what she’d told James earlier, that Rachel Elliott had disappeared during the champagne reception in the Garden Room that followed the formal exchange of vows.

‘Everyone was in high spirits as they drank, talked and helped themselves to the snacks that were provided,’ Abbott said. ‘The bride and groom posed for photographs in the various function rooms, and in the garden while it was still light outside. The garden is pretty big and leads down to the lake and the jetty, however, while all this was going on I bore witness to an incident involving Rachel and I think it might be relevant.’

Abbott filled James in on the scene she’d witnessed, starting with the unexpected collision with the bearded man, adding, ‘I haven’t had time yet to find out who he is, but he said sorry to me in Italian.’

‘Really? So, you speak the language?’

‘I spent a couple of years in Italy when I was younger and picked it up there.’

‘I had no idea. So, what happened after he ran into you?’

‘Rachel came out of the room and followed him along the corridor and down the stairs,’ she said. ‘She looked upset and I assumed they’d had an argument but when I saw her at the bar a little while later the man wasn’t with her. I was actually going to ask her if she was all right when her sister turned up. They started talking so I didn’t hang around.’

‘Have you had a chance to ask the sister what they talked about?’

She shook her head. ‘Not yet.’

‘Okay, so how long did the reception last?’

‘About an hour and a half, I reckon, and it was only when it came to the sit-down meal that we noticed that Rachel hadn’t taken her seat at the top table with the rest of the wedding party. It soon became evident that the others were concerned.’

‘And do the family members know about what was found on the jetty?’

‘They do. I made sure I was the one to break the news to Libby and their parents as soon as it was brought to my attention. Up to that point, they were assuming she’d just wandered off somewhere or got drunk and passed out, so it came as a terrible shock. Now they’re worried sick along with everyone else.’

Abbott had to pause there to catch her breath and James could see that she was feeling emotional. It didn’t surprise him. As one of the wedding guests it would be difficult for her to remain detached or to treat it like any other case. This was personal.

‘What have you done with Rachel’s belongings?’ James asked.

‘They’re with forensics. Unfortunately, the staff member who spotted them on the jetty picked them up so they’re contaminated.’

‘And is it definitely blood on the broken spectacles?’

‘We won’t know for sure until they get back to the lab, but I’ve seen them and I fear it could be.’

‘What about her phone? You said it was in her purse.’

‘It requires Rachel’s fingerprint to unlock it so it will have to go to the techies. In the meantime, I’ve asked the manager to provide us with access to the hotel’s surveillance system. There are cameras in the public areas, including the function rooms, the main entrance and some of the corridors. There are several in the garden, but unfortunately none of them covers the jetty, which can’t be seen from the hotel because of various neatly trimmed hedges and low trees.’

‘How many guests and staff are here?’ James asked.

‘Just over eighty guests and twenty staff. Guests include relatives, friends, colleagues of the bride and members of the hotel group’s board of directors. Another thirty odd guests were due to attend the evening bash but they’re either being contacted by the staff and told not to come or they’re being turned away as and when they arrive. Most of the guests, including me and Sean, have rooms here courtesy of Greg Murphy.’

James blew out a breath. ‘Then if Rachel does turn out to be a victim of foul play, we have an awful lot of suspects to choose from.’

Abbott nodded. ‘I haven’t managed to talk to many people yet, guv. In fact, all I’ve been able to do is respond to events. I’ve told the uniforms to try to encourage people to stay in the Garden Room so that we can talk to them, but a lot are insisting on taking part in the search. Others are too traumatised to do anything.’

‘What about the divers?’

‘I made the call and they’re on their way.’

‘Well, I think you’ve done all that could have been expected of you, Jessica,’ James said. ‘Do you need to get back to Sean or can you stay by my side for the time being?’

She managed a slight smile. ‘I’m with you, guv. Sean is very much involved in the search out in the grounds. As a paramedic he wants to make sure he’s on hand if Rachel is found and needs assistance.’

‘Then let’s get going,’ James said. ‘First take me to the jetty and then I’ll speak to the family and the hotel manager.’




CHAPTER FOUR

As soon as James stepped out onto the rear terrace, he realised why The Fells Hotel was such a popular venue for weddings. It provided an idyllic romantic backdrop for couples who wanted their day to be really special.

The landscaped gardens sloped gently towards the shoreline and the parts of the lake that he could see shimmered beneath a star-studded sky. Solar lanterns were spread among colourful herbaceous borders and along the pathways that criss-crossed the frost-covered lawns, lending an ethereal glow to the scene. 

‘There’s a rear entrance to the grounds through the perimeter fence beyond that line of trees,’ Abbott said, pointing to the right of them. ‘It provides access to the hotel from a field that’s used as an overflow car park on occasions when the place is really busy, such as now. The manager told me that it isn’t covered by CCTV, but it is manned by a member of staff.’

‘Then we need to establish whether or not it was left unattended at any point during the reception,’ James said. ‘Are there any other entry points?’

‘Only via the lake and the shoreline,’ Abbott replied. ‘Guests occasionally arrive by boat and disembark at the jetty.’

The hotel was positioned about two hundred yards back from the lake and a raw wind whipped at their faces as they walked towards it. Ahead of them and to either side, shadowy figures moved around, shining torches at the ground and into bushes.

‘Rachel’s friends and family are refusing to give up hope,’ Abbott said. ‘That’s why they’re determined to carry on with the search. But it does make it difficult for us to talk to them.’

‘Do you know her well yourself?’ James asked.

Abbott shook her head. ‘I was expecting to meet her for the first time today, but I didn’t get the chance.’ 

‘Where does she live?’

‘In Bowness with her parents. The family used to live in Kirkby Abbey apparently.’

‘I’ve never heard their names mentioned.’

‘I’m guessing it was quite a long time ago.’

‘What about Libby and Greg?’

‘Greg has a large house in Burnside. He was married once before, when he was in his twenties, but it only lasted a few years. According to Sean, Libby moved in with him about six months ago. Before that she lived in a rented flat in Kendal. And they’ve been together just over a year.’

‘Tell me about Greg.’

Abbott shrugged. ‘I’d never met him before today and he struck me as quite pleasant when we were introduced. He has a fearsome reputation as a hard-nosed businessman and boss, but Sean reckons that a lot of what he says and does is just for show. Greg’s late father apparently drummed it into him that to be successful he needed to be ruthless.’

‘Do we know what Rachel does for work?’

‘I’ve been told she works at a café in Ambleside.’

‘What about Libby?’

‘She’s MD of a property management company in Kendal. That was how she met Greg. He owns some cottages dotted about Cumbria that are let out to holidaymakers and Libby’s firm looks after them.’

‘Do you have any idea how wealthy the guy is?’

‘I don’t, but I gather his dad left him a couple of million in cash as well as the hotels and other properties.’

James was about to ask another question but got distracted as the path veered between two large bushes and more of the lake came into view.

The jetty lay directly in front of them beyond a small group of people that included two uniformed officers. It stretched about twenty yards out into the lake and looked to be eight or nine feet wide. It was supported by thick posts that poked up six or so inches through the wooden decking. Two forensic officers in white protective suits were on their knees examining one of the posts. James could see the scene clearly because a portable lamp had been set up on a stand to shed light on it for the forensics team. 

James stopped walking and looked around to get his bearings. He saw that the shoreline here was low down and tucked behind a few trees and high mounds of shrubbery. It was why he hadn’t seen the jetty before reaching this point, and it meant that if Rachel had got into trouble while standing on it the other guests wouldn’t necessarily have seen or heard anything. 

He noted that more police officers were searching the shoreline on both sides of the jetty, some shining torches out onto the surface of the lake, looking for a floating body or any more of Rachel’s belongings. They were keeping their voices low but that did nothing to mask the sense of urgency in their hushed tones.

‘This is almost surreal,’ James commented. ‘What a way for a wedding to end.’

‘I keep thinking she’ll appear out of nowhere and accuse us all of overreacting,’ Abbott responded. ‘But in my heart, I know that’s not going to happen.’

Gut instinct told James that she was right. Things were not looking good. And the questions were already piling up. Did Rachel have an accident or was she attacked? Did she come down to the jetty by herself or with someone? Did any of the wedding guests know what had happened to her but weren’t saying? And was it possible that she would never turn up either dead or alive?

He started walking again, heading towards the jetty, and was glad to see someone had strung police tape between the first two posts to prevent unauthorised entry. Abbott stayed by his side and he couldn’t help but feel sorry for her. This wasn’t how she had envisaged the day panning out and he suspected that this might be a difficult case given she’d likely met – maybe even started to like – most of the guests who were now suspects. He would have to be mindful of the fact during the ongoing investigation.

As they drew closer to the group in front of the jetty, Abbott said, ‘I’ve just realised that the tall guy in the winter coat who’s talking to the two uniforms is Greg Murphy. The woman next to him is Miss Cornwall, the hotel manager.’

Murphy towered above the others and he was the one doing the talking, his voice loud and strident as he complained about there not being enough officers. When he suddenly spotted Abbott approaching, he stopped speaking and jabbed an accusing finger at her. 

‘You told me that Rachel’s disappearance would be taken seriously,’ he said. ‘But if that’s the case, then why are there so few of you here?’

Abbott was about to respond but James beat her to it.

‘More patrols are on their way, Mr Murphy, and I can assure you that we are taking this extremely seriously,’ he said. ‘I promise we’ll do everything in our power to find your sister-in-law.’

Murphy broke away from the group and stood in front of James.

‘And who might you be?’ he asked. 

‘I’m Detective Inspector James Walker and I’ll be the senior investigating officer on this case. I’ve just arrived and DC Abbott has been explaining to me what has happened. I can appreciate you’re anxious and worried, but it takes time for a full-scale search to be organised.’

Murphy squeezed his lips together and dragged in a sharp breath.

‘But she’s already been missing for almost three hours,’ he replied, and James noticed a trace of a Scottish accent tugging at his vowels. ‘It seems bloody obvious that she’s fallen into the lake, which, given the state she was in, is hardly a surprise. You probably need to bring in boats and divers, not just a few plods to traipse around the grounds.’

‘A search and rescue team will be here shortly, Mr Murphy,’ James said. ‘And we won’t stop looking until we find her. For now, could you clarify what you meant about Rachel being “in a state” before she went missing?’

‘I assumed you knew that she’d had a lot to drink, even for her. It’s why she stormed out of the reception after Libby confronted her about it. We didn’t want her to get drunk because as maid-of-honour she was supposed to make a speech and offer up a toast.’

James recalled what Abbott had said about seeing the two sisters having a conversation at the bar not long after the incident in the corridor involving Rachel and the bearded man.

‘I know that Rachel is single, Mr Murphy,’ James said. ‘But she was seen coming out of her room with a man at some point during the reception. He spoke Italian and has a beard. Can you tell me who he is? We’d like to talk to him.’

Murphy shook his head. ‘Your colleague there has already asked me that. As far as I know Rachel didn’t invite any blokes and there were no bearded Italians on the seating plan. But you should ask Libby. She might know who he is. And check with Erika Chan. She’s our wedding coordinator and was responsible for arranging everything.’

‘I intend to speak to them when I go back into the hotel,’ James said. ‘I assume that’s where they are?’

Karen Cornwall stepped up beside her boss and answered for him.

‘Libby and her parents are together in the bridal suite,’ she said. ‘We thought it best if they waited for news there. I’ll take you there if you like, Inspector. I’m the manager, Karen Cornwall.’

She was an attractive middle-aged woman with delicate features and black hair tied up in a bun.

‘That’s kind of you, Miss Cornwall,’ James said. ‘But first I need to spend a few minutes here assessing the situation. And I really think it would be best if you, Mr Murphy and the guests in the grounds return to the hotel so that it will be easier for my officers to carry out our interviews.’

James expected Murphy to object, but he didn’t. Instead, he gave a resigned nod and said, ‘I suppose that makes sense. It’s time I got everyone together and brought them up to date. Karen can stay here to answer any questions you have and she can show you up to the bridal suite when you’re ready.’

He strode off then with his hands thrust deep into his coat pockets.

‘Mr Murphy is finding it hard to come to terms with what’s going on,’ Miss Cornwall said. ‘This really shouldn’t be happening on his wedding day and in his own hotel. It’s a complete nightmare for him and everyone else.’

‘Do you have any idea what might have happened to Rachel?’ James asked her. 

A shake of the head. ‘I can only think that perhaps she came down here to sober up after being confronted by her sister. It’s a pretty secluded spot and on cold nights like this you can be guaranteed some privacy.’

‘Did you happen to see her during the reception?’

‘No I did not. As the manager it’s my job to make sure that things run smoothly while remaining in the background. I spent most of the afternoon in my office and in the reception area.’

‘I understand my colleague has told you that we’d like to see the footage from all the CCTV cameras,’ James said. ‘And we’ll need to talk to the staff and get guests to let us see photos they’ve taken on their mobile phones.’

‘I’m sure that everyone will be happy to cooperate, Inspector. And I’ll do my best to provide whatever information and assistance you need.’

‘Your boss mentioned the wedding coordinator, Erika Chan. I’d like to speak to her as well.’

‘That can certainly be arranged.’

As she was speaking, a white-suited figure walking towards them seized his attention. He could see that it was Tony Coppell, the chief forensic officer, and realised Tony had been one of the pair who’d been kneeling on the jetty. 

James thanked the hotel manager and then quickly stepped around her.

‘I was about to come and look for you, Tony,’ he said as Coppell approached. ‘Have you got anything for me?’

‘Indeed, I have,’ Coppell replied. ‘But it’s not something you’re going to want to hear.’




CHAPTER FIVE

Tony Coppell was one of Cumbria’s most respected forensic officers. He was in his mid-fifties and had been doing the job for over twenty years.

He’d once told James that he relished the challenge that faced him at the scene of virtually every crime or serious incident he attended. No doubt that was why he excelled at what he did.

‘This is a strange one,’ he said as he led James and Abbott down towards the jetty. ‘Granted, we haven’t been here very long, but it’s already obvious to me that it’s not going to be straightforward.’

They stopped in front of the tape that stretched between the two posts at the start of the jetty.

‘I’d rather you didn’t step onto it,’ Coppell said. ‘There’s already been too much contamination. First, there was the staff member who found and picked up the poor woman’s purse and broken glasses. Then God only knows how many more people trampled on pieces of potential evidence before we got here.’

‘What can you tell us, Tony?’ James asked.

‘Well, to begin with, there’s no sign of the woman, but I very much fear that she’s in the water,’ he replied. ‘You probably know that it’s not uncommon for people to fall or be pushed from jetties such as these and when the water is as cold as it is now the shock to the system can be deadly in itself. Bodies can then get snagged on rocks and timber supports if they don’t drift away from the shore. I’ve dealt with numerous similar cases all over the Lake District.’

‘Have you come up with a theory as to what might have happened here?’ This from Abbott.

Coppell shook his head. ‘Like I said, it isn’t straightforward, so let me explain.’ He pointed to a spot about ten feet along the jetty. ‘That’s roughly where the purse and glasses were found, according to the staffer who spotted them. And having examined the glasses myself I do believe that there are traces of blood on the cracked lens and one of the temples.’

He then pointed towards the far end of the jetty where his colleague was still on all fours examining the decking. ‘A few minutes ago, we discovered a significant amount of blood on top of the last post on the right and there are several drops on the wooden slats around it.’

‘So do you think she could have fallen on it?’ James said.

‘I do. It has a sharp, splintered top and if it was her head that struck it, then it might have been hard enough to have rendered her unconscious or even killed her outright.’

Now James couldn’t help but think the worst. From where he stood the jetty posts looked like thick black spikes jutting up through the decking. It was easy to imagine that falling on one could prove fatal.

‘But if that’s what happened then why were her glasses so far away from there?’ Abbott asked. 

Coppell nodded. ‘That’s a good point. One possible explanation is that she suffered a blow to the face or head before she hit the post. If so, the question is how did she get from this end of the jetty to the other? Was it under her own steam or was she dragged there and pushed onto the post before being shoved into the water?’

James felt the blood stir inside him, a hot flush through his veins. The more he learned about this case the more unsettling it became. And that was before they’d even drawn up a list of potential suspects.

‘If our victim is in the water then she might well have sunk to the bottom by now,’ Coppell said. ‘But the lake is quite shallow at this point so it shouldn’t take the divers long to locate her. However, I expect she would have floated for a while and could have drifted out or some way along the shoreline. The sooner a proper search can get under way the better.’

‘Well, keep me posted on any further developments,’ James told him. ‘I need to go and talk to the sister and parents and try to get to the bottom of why she came down here during the reception and who might have been with her.’

As Coppell stepped back over the police tape onto the jetty, James asked Abbott to check on the progress of the search and rescue team and to find out if more officers could be sent to the hotel.

‘I expect Control will tell you that resources are already being stretched to breaking point,’ he added. ‘It is New Year’s Eve, after all, and we’re not far off midnight.’

Abbott took out her phone and started tapping at the screen as she followed James back to where the hotel manager was waiting.

By the time they re-entered the hotel, James had learned from Abbott that two additional patrols had already arrived and the search and rescue team were only minutes away. She was still waiting to hear if more officers could be made available.

It was less busy now in the reception area and one of the uniforms explained to them that most of the guests were gathered in the Garden Room where Greg Murphy was speaking to them.

‘You go and let them know that I’ll come and talk to them as soon as I’ve spoken to the family,’ he told Abbott. ‘I want to make it clear to them that we will need to speak to everyone individually and that as yet we’re not sure what we’re dealing with. They should be prepared to stay in the hotel until they’ve been granted permission to leave.’

He turned to Miss Cornwall. ‘After you’ve shown me to the bridal suite, I’d like you to print off the details of all the guests and every member of staff. Did the wedding photographer come as part of the package?’

‘Yes, he did. His name is Grant Fuller.’

‘Then please arrange for him to show us all of his photos from the moment he started taking them. I’m hoping that along with the CCTV footage they’ll help us to track Rachel Elliott’s movements.’

James then spotted Dale Thomas, a uniformed sergeant he’d worked with on many occasions. He called him over and told him in a hushed voice that the missing woman might well have been brutally attacked.

‘We’re dealing with a logistical nightmare here because there are so many people and some of them are likely to have consumed a fair amount of alcohol,’ he said. ‘It means that there’s a strong chance that mistakes will be made and clues will be overlooked. So, make sure our people are fully alert to the possibility that if Rachel was the victim of an assault, then her attacker could be walking around in plain sight. I want them to pounce on anyone behaving suspiciously, whether it be a guest or a member of staff.

‘I’m going to speak to Rachel’s immediate family and afterwards I intend to call a team briefing. We have to be on top of this before we’re forced to allow people to leave the hotel and go home,’ he added.

‘Leave it with me,’ the sergeant responded. ‘I’ll spread the word and get things organised.’

James turned back to Karen Cornwall and apologised for keeping her waiting.

‘Before we go up to the suite there are a couple of questions that I need to ask you. First, do you have any staff members who have a beard and could be Italian?’

She gave an emphatic shake of the head. ‘No, we don’t. We have one with a moustache but he’s not in today.’

‘Okay, now a second question. Do you happen to know the names of Rachel’s parents?’ 

She nodded. ‘Fraser and Denise Elliott.’

‘Thank you. Let’s go.’




CHAPTER SIX

James did his best to mentally prepare himself as he approached the hotel’s bridal suite on the top floor, but he wasn’t able to stop his stomach from churning with dread. 

He felt so sorry for Rachel Elliott’s sister and parents. This was supposed to have been one of the happiest days of their lives but instead they were bracing themselves for news that would break their hearts.

There was a smartly dressed man standing in the corridor outside the suite and Miss Cornwall introduced him as George Ross, the assistant manager.

‘Mr Murphy asked me to remain here until he returns,’ he explained. ‘He wants someone to be on hand to get them anything they might need.’

‘Is it just the three of them?’ James asked.

‘No. About ten minutes ago they were joined by an elderly lady who’s a close family friend.’

‘Aren’t there any police officers with them?’

‘There was to begin with, but they insisted he go and take part in the search.’

James told Miss Cornwall that he’d catch up with her when he was back downstairs and then knocked lightly on the door rather than ringing the bell. A voice from inside told him it wasn’t locked.

He stepped into an elegant lounge area with two sofas, a coffee table, large TV and a small cocktail bar.

A knot tightened in his throat as three pairs of eyes stared up at him expectantly.

‘I’m Detective Inspector
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KEEP READING …

If you’ve enjoyed The Winter Killer, then why not head back to DI James Walker’s first case?
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A serial killer is on the loose in Kirkby Abbey. And as the snow falls, the body count climbs …

Click here to find out more.




And DI James Walker’s second Christmas in Kirkby Abbey is no less eventful …
One farmhouse. Two murder cases. Three bodies.
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And he knows that to catch this killer, he needs to solve a case that has long since gone cold.

Click here to find out more.




This Christmas, the hunters become the hunted…
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As a snowstorm descends, three lives hang in the balance. But can the killer be caught before the trail goes cold?

Click here to find out more.




Chilling truths are buried in this snow…
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Time is ticking as James races to uncover the killer’s next victim, before they strike again. But can James find them before the snow washes away the evidence?

Click here to find out more.




Snow is falling. Murder is calling.
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With no witnesses and scant evidence, James races against time to uncover the truth. Can he uncover the mystery before the killer slips away?

Click here to find out more.
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