



[image: cover]











David Leigh is an award-winning British investigative journalist and author living and working out of Miami. He is a member of the UK Crime Writers’ Association. Before moving to Florida to work as Senior News Director for a celebrated news and photographic agency, Leigh worked for British newspapers, including the Daily Mirror, where during his twelve-year tenure he worked as a Senior Reporter, News Editor and Foreign Editor covering news stories across the world. He then spent three years as Assistant Editor (Head of News) at the Daily Express, where he oversaw coverage of stories including the 9/11 terrorist atrocities, the Second Gulf War and the fall of Saddam Hussein.


He won two prestigious awards, the National Association of News Agencies’ News Story of the Year and the London Press Club’s Scoop of the Year, for his reporting on the incredible ‘John Darwin; Canoe Man’ story. He later ghost wrote a book for Darwin’s wife Anne, Out of My Depth.


 


Tony Hutchinson – Months after completing his ‘A’ Levels in 1978, he was pounding the streets of Hartlepool wearing a police uniform and dreaming of being a detective. By the time John ‘Canoe Man’ Darwin walked into a London police station in December 2007 and uttered the immortal words, ‘I think I am a missing person’, Tony had gone from a fresh-faced ‘bobby on the beat’ to Head of Cleveland Police’s Murder Team. Thirty years of hunting thieves, killers and every type of criminal in between, nothing catapulted him in front of the worldwide media like John and Anne Darwin. Now retired, he has had four novels published in his Dark Tides thriller series.










The Thief, His Wife and The Canoe


 


 


David Leigh


with Tony Hutchinson


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


[image: TitlePg_2Line_logo]


 


www.hodder.co.uk










First published in Great Britain in 2022 by Hodder & Stoughton


An Hachette UK company


 


Copyright © David Leigh 2022


 


The right of David Leigh to be identified as the Author of the Work has been asserted by him in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.


 


All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means without the prior written permission of the publisher, nor be otherwise circulated in any form of binding or cover other than that in which it is published and without a similar condition being imposed on the subsequent purchaser.


 


A CIP catalogue record for this title is available from the British Library


 


eBook ISBN 9781529395174 


Paperback ISBN 9781529395167 


 


Hodder & Stoughton Ltd


Carmelite House


50 Victoria Embankment


London EC4Y 0DZ


 


www.hodder.co.uk










Prologue


April 2003


The balding, middle-aged man with a rounded face and a slight paunch is standing in the bay window of the second-floor bedroom of his imposing sea-front home in the north-east of England, watching the waves roll ashore.


It’s a bone-chilling morning in early April. Spring has yet to arrive in Seaton Carew. It’s often late. Old Big ’Ead Brian Clough described it as the coldest place in England when he became manager of the then Hartlepools (sic) United in 1965 and discovered the beach was the training ground.


Occasional passers-by are hunched over, heads bowed into the biting wind, hands buried deep in their pockets, oblivious to the heavily bearded face of a man in the big Victorian house across the street contemptuously staring out to sea as if he had conquered the world.


The sea looks cold and grey that morning, much as it always does at this time of year. The good old North Sea. He has plenty to thank it for.


He’s stood next to an old brass spyglass, pointed seawards. His hands are planted on his hips. And he’s stark-bollock naked.


Dripping in arrogance and vanity, he throws his head back and laughs. I bloody well did it, he congratulates himself.


This is John Ronald Darwin in all his glory. A dreamer and schemer feeling as pleased as punch with himself, having twelve months earlier pulled off something truly outrageous. In the years to come, it will bestow upon his shoulders a notoriety he will accept with glowing pride.










FOUR YEARS LATER
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‘I Think I’m a Missing Person’


‘Sorry sarge, there’s some crackpot in the front office. Says he’s a missing person.’


The young cop shrugs his shoulders, an apologetic look on his face.


Sergeant Craig Clark-Darby averts his eyes from the rookie officer standing at his desk and looks at the white plastic clock on the station wall. It’s been on a go-slow all day. The time is now 5.40 p.m., Saturday 1 December 2007. Twenty minutes until he’s due to go home after a dull twelve-hour shift.


‘For fuck’s sake,’ he mutters as he begrudgingly heads out to see who it is who has wandered off the street with the sole intent of ruining his Saturday evening.


‘Yes sir, how can I help you?’ he asks with minimum enthusiasm.


‘Ah, good evening officer. As I just told your young colleague there, I think I’m a missing person.’


Clark-Darby looks dubiously into the eyes of the strangely sun-tanned man standing across the counter.


He takes a deep breath, puffs out his cheeks and slowly exhales.


Right, he thinks to himself. And I’m the Lone bloody Ranger . . .


He just wants to go home.


‘What exactly makes you think you’re a missing person, sir?’ he asks courteously.


‘Well if I knew that I don’t think I’d be here now, would I?’ is the smug response.


‘Right,’ says the officer, hoping the false smile hides his irritation. The last thing he needs right now is a smart arse.


Another deep breath.


‘Don’t think I caught the name, sir?’


‘Darwin. John . . . Ronald . . . Darwin.’


He speaks slowly. North-easterners have a tendency to speak fast and outsiders can struggle to keep up. In case there’s any doubt, the man spells out the letters of his surname ‘D . . . A . . . R . . . W . . . I . . . N. From up north . . . Seaton Carew. Hartlepool.’


He smiles, delighted with his delivery. Not even a hint of the Hartlepudlian tendency to h-drop. Locals stay in ’otels and turn up the ’eating when it gets cold.


A second, longer sigh from Clark-Darby. This oddball has been here five minutes, but the uniformed section sergeant at London’s West End Central police station is already weary. There’s something extremely annoying about the man.


He looks to be in his fifties and is wearing walking boots; dark blue, ill-fitting cargo trousers; a blue shirt, still showing the manufacturer’s packing creases; an off-white, crew-neck cricket jumper; and what looks like a fake leather jacket. Some of the clothing still have the Asda labels showing. Maybe he’s a shoplifter . . . but not a very smart one.


The man claims he isn’t quite sure where he came from or even how he arrived at the police station.


Fifteen minutes earlier he had been found wandering ‘dazed and confused’ around a Top Shop in Oxford Street, telling a store assistant he’d mislaid his wife, children and Rottweiler dogs. The baffled girl had called a security guard, who somewhat reluctantly, given the icy weather, walked him around the corner to the drab, grey-stone police station at 27 Savile Row, W1.


‘I was wondering, why are all the Christmas lights on when it’s only June?’ he asks.


‘Wait there one moment please,’ says the sergeant, avoiding the question and returning to the back office.


Maybe he’s on drugs; they often are.


‘Right oh,’ the man cheerily responds, peering through the Perspex screen and shifting awkwardly from side to side.


He looks around, examining his surroundings. The walls are decorated with tinsel, though it looks tired and has lost most of its sparkle. John shakes his head, appearing bemused at the faded festive trimmings.


‘Keep a close eye on that one while I make some checks,’ Clark-Darby instructs his young colleague. ‘And don’t let him leave.’


The sergeant is in for a surprise.


On checking missing persons records he quickly discovers there is indeed a John Darwin who disappeared off the Cleveland coast a little under six years earlier in the spring of 2002.


But he isn’t missing – he’s dead.


Strangely, there’s no photograph attached to the file, so there’s no way of knowing if it’s the same man. He picks up the phone and calls Hartlepool police station to see if anyone there can throw any light on the curious case he’s found himself dealing with three weeks before Christmas.


‘We’ve got a right one here,’ he tells the officer at the other end of the line. ‘Either this guy has lost the plot or we have a Christmas miracle on our hands and he’s come back from the dead! Says his name is John Darwin and claims he remembers nothing since a holiday in Norway in 2000. Claims to think it’s still June and asked why all the Christmas decorations are up.’


The sergeant has already established ‘John Darwin’ has no form of identification on him, simply a brown leather folding wallet containing £140, comprising eight crisp notes, six twenties, and two tens, and a key-ring with several keys attached. He claims not to know what any of the keys are for.


‘Blimey,’ says the cop at the other end of the line. ‘I remember that job very well. The bloke disappeared in a canoe off the coast of Seaton Carew. Caused a right hoo-ha. There was a massive search but I don’t think a body was ever found. Let me see if I can contact a member of the family for you.’


Clark-Darby is perplexed. He’s not buying this back-from-the-dead story for a second. The mysterious stranger is guilty of something, he’s just not sure what. He returns to the front counter and advises the man that he is being arrested under section 136 of the Mental Health Act for his own safety. With no evidence to suggest any wrongdoing – as yet – he doesn’t want to let the self-styled missing person disappear into the night. Bang goes Clark-Darby’s evening.


‘If you could come this way sir,’ he says, escorting the man, who raises no objections, to a small detention room, similar to a cell, off the main corridor.


There’s a concrete bed with a mattress, sheet and a pillow, all tear-proof, for obvious reasons, and in the corner a toilet without a seat. The once-white paint is yellow and peeling, walls permeated with the stench of body odour and urine from the visits of countless past miscreants.


‘Have a seat and we’ll see if we can contact someone for you.’


The man claiming to be John Darwin accepts the offer of a cup of tea to warm him up. It’s close to freezing outside.


He sits on the bed, alone with his thoughts.
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‘But . . . Me Dad’s Dead’


Mark Darwin is partying at a friend’s wedding blessing in Balham, south London, when his mobile rings. It’s just gone 9 p.m. and the function is in full swing, making it difficult to hear over the beat of the music. He can just about make out that the woman is a police officer from Hartlepool, close to his mam’s home. He anxiously moves outside.


‘I’m sorry to surprise you like this,’ says duty inspector Helen Eustace. ‘I got your number from your grandmother. I know this will come as quite a shock, but we have someone in custody saying he’s your dad.’


Mark is bewildered. Did he hear correctly? An icy shiver runs down his spine.


‘But . . . but . . . me dad’s dead,’ he stutters. ‘He died five years ago.’


‘Well, he’s pretty adamant,’ the inspector continues. ‘He turned up at the West End Central police station in London. Appears to be suffering from amnesia. Anyway, you can make your way there love to see for yourself.’


Mark is rooted to the spot, his world grinding into slow motion. His heart is pumping. What the . . .? Dad? No . . . surely . . . it can’t possibly be true? Can it? His whole body is shaking.


His mind flashes back to the traumatic call he received from his uncle Michael five years earlier saying that his dad was missing at sea; to dashing north to comfort his heartbroken mother; to her sobbing uncontrollably as she greeted him at the drawing-room door. He shudders as he recalls her red-raw eyes, her running nose and her inconsolable grief.


Silence.


‘Are you okay love?’ asks the inspector.


‘Yes, yes, I err, think so,’ Mark finally responds. ‘I just don’t understand . . .’


Inspector Eustace asks a few questions about his father’s disappearance and all the painful memories come flooding back. Looking out of the window and seeing the flashing lights of the search-and-rescue helicopters in the distance and lifeboats trawling up and down the coast searching for his dad, who had vanished in his red canoe. Mark had closed the curtains to try and shelter his mam from the heart-breaking spectacle, their worlds shattered.


He keeps telling himself it can’t possibly be true.


Still on the phone, he rushes back inside and grabs his girlfriend Felicia, known to everyone as Flick, and tells her what’s happening. Flick calls her uncle, who drives them to the nearest station. By the time they get on the Tube, Mark is in tears. Flick hugs him tightly. It’s impossible to find the right words.


Inspector Eustace calls Anthony Darwin. She asks who he’s with and if he wants to sit down.


Mark’s younger brother, who’s at home with wife Louise, steels himself for the worst. Maybe one of his grandparents has died or there’s been a terrible accident. All sorts of dark thoughts are racing through his mind. He feels sick to the stomach.


But there is no death – quite the opposite.


The officer repeats the story she’s just told his brother. Anthony is dumbfounded and asks her to repeat what she’s just told him. It can’t be true. Who is this person purporting to be his dad and playing some sort of sick game with their lives? He tries calling Mark but he’s on the Tube and there’s no signal.


Anthony had been in Canada on the holiday of a lifetime and planning to propose to Louise when he received the call five years earlier. Mark had been the one who dialled his number, but he had been unable to get the words out, so had handed the phone to his Auntie Christine, Anne’s younger sister. Silly bugger, Anthony initially thought; Dad’s got himself washed down the coast. But then the seriousness of the situation had hit home and he and Louise had cancelled everything and flown back immediately.


When he arrived in Seaton Carew two days later, his mam was still shaking and sobbing. The house was a hive of activity for days as police, family, neighbours and his mother’s work colleagues came to show their support. They were all on tenterhooks waiting for news, their hearts stopping every time the phone rang. But there was no news. Dad had gone. Their hearts were broken.


As Mark and Flick hurriedly walk past the flickering blue Metropolitan Police lamp on the corner of Boyle Street and arrive at West End Central, Anthony is on the phone to an officer trying to get more information. Told that his brother is on the phone, Mark asks to speak to him.


‘I know this is all so crazy,’ says Mark.


He tells Anthony to stay put until he has seen the man purporting to be their father, to see if it really is him.


Mark and Flick are led into an interview room by Clark-Darby, who explains that the man has been arrested for his own safety. He tactfully chooses not to mention the fact that he doesn’t believe the man’s story for one second, or that he reminds him of a wooden actor from a 1970s sit-com.


‘He remembers your name and date of birth,’ the officer tells Mark. ‘He’s reasonably smartly dressed but seems to be suffering from amnesia of some kind.’


A psychiatrist who has been called to the police station to assess the man enters the room and tells Mark and Flick that in his opinion he is fine to leave. He doesn’t pose a danger to anyone as long as he has someone to look after him.


‘Would you like to see him?’ says Clark-Darby. Mark’s heart skips a beat. ‘Just go easy, as maybe he’s had a bump on his head or something. He seems a bit fragile.’


Mark, lean and clean-cut, with short, slightly spiked black hair, takes a deep breath and braces himself. He is gulping down water but his throat is still dry. His heart is pounding, such is his terror that this will turn out to be a cruel hoax or that the man has simply assumed his father’s identity.


But neither is the case.


The man led into the room and standing there in front of him looks older, thinner and with a little less hair than he remembers, but it’s his dad all right: the man who was so cruelly snatched from his life more than five years earlier.


‘Oh my God, Dad!’ he exclaims, his voice trembling, tears welling in his eyes. He feels numb.


‘Oh, hello son,’ John says casually. ‘I can’t find your mam and the dogs anywhere.’


The two men hug. Mark doesn’t want to let go. He is overwrought – euphoria and disbelief combining. The last time he saw his father was at his parents’ sea-front house in Seaton Carew in February 2002, three weeks before his life was shattered irrevocably when he vanished into thin air.


Now here he is – very much alive.


Mark is bewildered, a million questions racing through his mind. But the officer has advised him to tread carefully, so the conversation is a little stifled. Sipping water from a polystyrene cup, he can’t believe what’s happening. He explains that Zena and Meg, the beloved Rottweilers, are dead.


‘They were good, loyal dogs,’ John responds rather vacantly.


He looks at Flick, a pretty, bespectacled girl with her auburn hair tied back in a ponytail. She is beaming from ear to ear at her boyfriend’s happiness.


‘I don’t know you, love,’ he says.


A little belatedly, given the extraordinary circumstances, Mark introduces her.


‘I’ve missed you so much, Dad,’ he says, unable to take his eyes off his father as the latter formally shakes hands with his girlfriend.


His dad is clean-shaven and tanned. He looks a picture of health. Mark wonders where on earth he has been. For all he knows he could have a new life with a new family. He is thrilled beyond belief but feels totally disorientated. So many questions. But now’s not the time. He calls Anthony, who has been anxiously pacing around his house for nearly half an hour, and tells him that, yes, incredibly, the man is indeed their long-lost dad.


‘It’s Dad . . . but I don’t know what to tell you,’ says Mark. ‘You’d best get here as quickly as you can.’


Anthony and Louise jump in their car and head towards the city. But the younger Darwin brother is in such a state that he gets lost in central London. He ends up having to call the police and, after explaining his predicament, is given an escort to the station.


Anthony is as stunned as his brother when he first sets eyes on his father. They too embrace.


‘I can’t believe you’re here, Dad,’ says Anthony.


‘It’s good to see you, son,’ says John, as if he hasn’t seen him for a month or two.


Anthony, an inch or two taller than his brother but with the same dark hair and intense eyes, sits down and stares at his father in disbelief. It’s beyond spooky.


The boys know they need to share the amazing news with Mam. She is going to find it hard to believe.


But their dad is also in for quite a shock.


Six weeks earlier, after selling up in Seaton, Anne Darwin stunned everyone by leaving the UK to start a new life in, of all places, Panama, Central America. She was fifty-five and known as a homely, family woman who had never shown any great desire to travel abroad, let alone to some far-flung place on the other side of the world. And why Panama, a somewhat intriguing country that gave its name to hats, cocktails, spy books and a very famous canal. Anne didn’t even speak Spanish, though she had bought half a dozen teach-yourself books.


She told her nearest and dearest that the family home held too many unhappy memories, and each day she would find herself vacantly gazing out of the living-room’s bay window towards the spot from which John had set out to sea on his ill-fated canoe outing. With that and the wet and miserable north-east weather, she was constantly depressed and had decided, after several holidays in Panama, to sell up and make a new life for herself in the sun.


Although greatly concerned and wondering if their mother had lost her marbles, the boys had agreed that if that was what she really wanted, she had their full support. They were desperate for her to be happy again and would visit her as soon as they could. Now they would have to explain that little bombshell to their dad.


Clark-Darby leads them all to an upstairs room where there’s a telephone. It’s early afternoon in Panama, five hours behind the UK. Mark’s fingers shake as he punches in the numbers. He doesn’t have to wait long.


‘Is everything okay?’ says his mother as she picks up the phone after several rings and hears her son’s voice.


She glances at her watch. It’s 5.15 p.m. and getting late back home.


‘Don’t panic, Mam, I have no bad news, everybody is all right,’ says Mark.


There’s no easy way to say this.


‘Mam, brace yourself . . . you’re not going to believe this . . . but I’m sitting here with Dad!’


Silence.


‘What on earth do you mean?’ his mother eventually responds.


Mark is shaking like a leaf in a hurricane.


‘He’s . . . turned up in London . . . he’s okay . . . he’s alive, Mam.’


‘Oh my God,’ his mother responds and starts sobbing.


Mark asks if she’s all right and if she’d like to speak to him.


‘Of course I would,’ she says, and he hands the phone to his dad.


‘Hello love, is that really you?’ says John. ‘I’m confused. I was in a shop and I didn’t know where you and the boys and dogs were.’


It’s all totally surreal. The pair chat for a couple of minutes and then his dad passes the phone back to Mark.


‘I’ll call you later, Mam,’ Mark says.


He can hear his mother sobbing down the phone as he ends the call.


The police say they have no good grounds to detain John, so he’s free to go. They’ll be in touch the next day, Clark-Darby tells them, advising the boys to keep a very close eye on their father. The two of them leave West End Central protectively walking either side of him. Neither can quite believe this is happening.


It’s quickly decided that John should stay with Anthony and Louise, as they have more room than Mark at their three-bed-semi, so all five head to Hampshire in Anthony’s car. When they arrive, they sit chatting in the living room looking at old family photographs until the early hours, hoping something will jog John’s memory. Anthony shows his dad photos of his wedding to Louise the year after he disappeared. Initially they’d been forced to postpone it – because it coincided with his inquest – but Anthony doesn’t mention that.


‘I so wish you could have been there, Dad,’ he says.


Louise’s father had even made a poignant toast to absent friends.


John’s recollections are strange to say the least. He recalls working as a teacher (a job he’d left many years earlier), owning a yellow sports car and hunting rabbits, but he can’t seem to remember a lot more than that.


Anthony takes a photograph of his dad sitting on the sofa, looking slightly dishevelled, and emails it to his mother. She replies saying, ‘Dad has lost a lot of hair and looks older’, and sends back a picture taken, she says, a few weeks earlier, of herself riding a horse in Costa Rica. The boys assume the photograph must have been taken by a fellow holidaymaker. Mark and Flick decide to stay over and John is shown to the spare room.


No one gets much sleep that night. Questions whirr through the brothers’ minds. Where on earth has their dad been these last five years and what’s he been doing? Neither can quite believe it to be true that he’s back with them.


Early the next morning, after breakfast, Anthony drives his dad to the nearby Asda supermarket. There is a brief moment of panic when Anthony turns around and can’t see John, who has wandered off into another aisle. Terrified he has disappeared again, Anthony runs from aisle to aisle until, mightily relieved, he finds him.


‘Dad . . . please . . . you need to stay close to me!’ says Anthony.


He buys his dad jeans, several t-shirts, three pairs of underpants and some socks. John insists he wants to pay, but Anthony won’t hear of it.


Later that day, Mark and Flick return to London, as Mark, who’s thirty-one, is starting a new job as a software engineer the following morning. It’s left to Anthony and Louise to continue gently trying to coax information from John. Bizarrely, he says he doesn’t know what baked beans are and can’t recall whether he takes sugar in his coffee, yet he remembers Mark and Anthony’s dates of birth. He again speaks to Anne, and this time they chat for longer.


Anthony, who’s twenty-nine, speaks to his mam and is puzzled when she says she can’t return straight away because she is sorting out some problems with her visa. But, surprising though it is, he doesn’t push her.


He’s just thrilled to have his dad back.
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‘Amnesia? Bollocks More Like!’


As word of John Darwin’s reincarnation spreads like wildfire throughout Cleveland Police, Detective Superintendent Tony Hutchinson is enjoying a Sunday at home in the picturesque North Yorkshire village of Osmotherley when he receives a ‘you’ll never guess what?’ phone call from Detective Sergeant Iain Henderson. The men have been friends since working together at Hartlepool in the early 1990s. It’s the first Hutchinson has heard of Darwin’s incredible reappearance and he’s taken aback by the news. Two thoughts race through his mind: shit-storm . . . and con artist.


Hutchinson, or ‘Hutch’ as he’s known to everyone, is a formidable 6-foot 5-inch giant of a man. Head of Cleveland Police’s murder squad, he’s a plain-speaking, old-fashioned cop who has risen through the ranks and, by reputation, is respected by everyone, friend and foe alike. Bald, with inquisitive blue eyes, he’s a tough, no-nonsense larger-than-life detective, known for his great sense of humour and not someone to be messed with. He looks like he could have been a heavyweight boxer.


Back in March 2002, when John Darwin was ‘lost at sea’, Hutch had just finished one murder trial, was finalising the case file for another murder that occurred in January and was preparing for an impending trial. A busy man, he hadn’t been concerned with the missing canoeist. At least not from a policing point of view.


Coincidentally, he was living in Seaton Carew at the time of the disappearance.


Seaton, as it is commonly known, is a typical northern seaside town; its beach is a three-mile arc of sand, sheltered to the north by Hartlepool’s headland and to the south by Coatham Sands. At the end of the sea front, before the town peters out into the sand dunes, offering up a hazy vista of the belching chemical plants and the power station, the dull metallic sea is blocked from view by the flat slab of the bus station, clock tower and public toilets. The symmetrical Grade 2-listed Art Deco building opened in 1938 and was the first building ever to use curved concrete. It’s quite something.


Like many English seaside towns, it has a history to be proud of. Its grander cousin Scarborough, further down the coast, might be able to boast of its spa, but Seaton’s heyday was no less fondly remembered.


Originally a fishing village, it was adopted by the wealthy Quakers of Darlington as their seaside resort, and a regular coach service between Stockton and Seaton Carew began in 1783 with ‘The Diligence’, as the coach was called, operating on Tuesdays and Fridays in the summer months.


In the decades after the war, the intoxicating excitement of the town and its myriad attractions like the wooden helter-skelter proved an irresistible magnet for workers and their families from the surrounding pit communities and the crowded terraced streets of Stockton, Middlesbrough and Hartlepool.


Hutch’s parents met in the town on August Bank Holiday 1953 on a day trip from Newcastle organised by his maternal grandmother. He often joked that Lizzie Casey had a lot to answer for!


On the morning after the disappearance, as discarded carrier bags whipped against the railings and the waves boomed on the ugly black rocks that prevented the sea from sucking the road into oblivion, the talk across every fence, in the bars of The Staincliffe, The Marine and The Seaton Hotel, and in the fish-and-chip shops and the sea-front stores selling candy floss and brightly coloured sticks of rock, was about the man who had mysteriously vanished at sea.


‘Any news on that bloke who went out in his canoe?’ was all anyone was asking.


Even the members of Seaton Carew Golf Club, the tenth oldest in England, temporarily forget about their handicaps. Coastal communities have always spoken about those lost at sea.


Now, five years on, the good folk of Seaton are amazed at the news of the back-from-the-dead canoeist. Everyone knows Hutch – man mountains tend to leave a marked impression – and they expect him to have the ‘inside track’. He does not. But it’s occupying his thoughts.


Although on the surface of it, John Darwin’s re-emergence appears to be a heart-warming, if baffling, turn of events, Hutch already knows that this strange canoe-man caper is far from the medical mystery it’s being billed as. Cops, like journalists, are cynical creatures at the best of times.


He remembers the huge search operation . . . and the mutterings of how calm the sea had been that day. Questions will be asked of the original investigation, so he bounces around some of his own. As a detective, you never switch off.


He has vague recollections of Darwin being spotted sitting on the beach with his canoe before paddling out. Was he enjoying the view, or was he there to be noticed? How had he been lost in reasonable sea conditions? Why was he not seen once out at sea? How experienced a canoeist was he? Were the Darwins’ finances thoroughly examined? And where the hell had he been for five and a half years before walking into that London police station?


Amnesia, thinks Hutch. Bollocks more like!


Then he remembers Darwin had two sons. If this turns out to be the crime he already suspects it to be, surely they must have been involved? If they weren’t, how could any father do that to his own children? Could there be anything more despicable than lying to your own sons about your ‘death’? All these thoughts and more are rushing through his mind.


But he shrugs his shoulders. Not my problem. The investigation will be undertaken by the CID at Hartlepool, not by the murder team. Shame really. It would be an interesting inquiry, probably his last before retirement and a nice one to go out on. He had joined Cleveland Constabulary in 1978, and next year his thirty years were up. After more than forty murder investigations, cases of serial sex offenders, abductions and arsons it was time for something new.


***


That evening, Simon Walton, crime reporter on the Evening Gazette in Middlesbrough, is making one last round of calls to his local police force, checking for any late-breaking stories before finishing his shift. Regular calls to the police, fire and ambulance services are part of a local reporter’s daily routine.


The duty inspector at Cleveland Police mentions she has something that may be of interest.


‘Does the name John Darwin mean anything to you?’ she asks.


The name rattles around Walton’s brain.


‘Canoeist. Seaton Carew,’ continues the inspector.


‘Ahhh, yes, of course, I remember,’ replies Walton.


‘Well he’s turned up in London, alive and well but suffering from memory loss,’ he’s told.


‘Bloody hell, you’re joking!’ says Walton, who nearly drops the phone in amazement, knowing he has a front-page story on his hands.


There is going to be an announcement in the morning, but as he’s called, the inspector decided to give him the scoop. More than five years earlier he had been a cub reporter on the Hartlepool Mail and covered the story of John Darwin’s disappearance. He remembers his stomach being in knots after being sent on a dreaded ‘death knock’ to try and speak to the man’s wife, only to be told that she and her two sons were far too upset to talk to a journalist. It’s about the toughest assignment that can be asked of a young reporter. You either get the door slammed in your face or, very occasionally, are invited in by a grieving relative grateful for someone to talk to. The foreboding of the knock never leaves you.


Sure enough, the astonishing tale is the ‘splash’, the lead front-page story as journalists call it, in the following day’s paper. It isn’t long before it is being followed up by just about every news organisation in the country. Journalists are desperate to unravel the mystery of where John Darwin has been for the last five years. And vitally, where are his wife and family?
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‘The Sea Was as Smooth as a Millpond’


By Monday morning, Anthony already has several reporters and photographers camped on his doorstep, all desperate to discover more about the incredible story. As far as the press is concerned, this is the story of the day. What’s the truth here, everyone is asking? There has to be more to it than meets the eye.


Reporters want to know if they can talk to the man already dubbed ‘Canoe Man’ and what Anthony has to say about his dad’s reappearance. He’s totally overwhelmed and saying nothing. Where is your mother, they all ask? Anthony’s silence is not going to deter journalists. The race to find Anne Darwin is well and truly on.


TV crews start descending on Seaton Carew to report from the scene of the disappearance. Reporters are busy seeking out anyone who remembers the story, the huge air and sea search, and the poor wife left behind. It’s the lead story on local, then national news bulletins. The former prison officer is the talk of the town, just as he had been five years earlier when he vanished.


‘I always wondered about this fella,’ Tug Wilson, the now retired RNLI station controller for the watch station at the mouth of Hartlepool Dock, tells reporters.


In some quarters ‘this fella’ is already being described as the 2002 World Hide and Seek Champion. The jokes are coming thick and fast and it’s not long before the town is christened Seaton Canoe. Humour is a way of life in the north-east.


‘The sea was as smooth as a millpond that day, like glass,’ adds Wilson. ‘We always wondered whether there was maybe a little more to it than met the eye.’


Station mechanic and second coxswain, Gary Waugh, remembers being as baffled as anyone that there hadn’t been a single sighting of either the missing man or the wreckage from his canoe for days.


‘You couldn’t have picked a better night for searching,’ he says. ‘It was flat calm, lovely sky at night, excellent for searching. Conditions were perfect, you could see quite a way with normal eyesight. Basically, you couldn’t have picked a better night.’


He remembers the massive search being launched after the man’s wife returned to her home to discover that her husband, along with his pride-and-joy canoe, were both missing. In a total panic after calling the prison where he worked and discovering he hadn’t turned up for his shift, she had dialled 999 and reported him missing.


Police had quizzed neighbours and quickly established her husband had indeed been seen leaving his home earlier that morning, carrying his canoe and taking off from the shore in the direction of Teesmouth.


A full-scale search-and-rescue operation had sprung into operation. In all, some sixty-five RNLI volunteers were involved in one of the biggest rescue operations off the north-east coast of England in years. Ten rescue boats had used tried-and-tested search patterns, methodically criss-crossing 200 square miles of ocean for any trace of the local man last seen paddling out to sea in a red canoe.


Worryingly, he had apparently been heading towards the mouth of the River Tees – one of the busiest shipping channels in the United Kingdom. The possibility of a gruesome death, being sucked into a ship’s propellers, could not be ruled out. No one wanted to admit it, but they all knew that the outcome of the rescue mission was looking bleaker by the minute. The spotters screwed up their eyes in the vain hope it might help them see something. But there was nothing to be seen: nothing at all.


Everyone was puzzled. It had been a textbook operation in what the men considered ideal rescue conditions: only partly cloudy, with a ‘sea state’ of two to three, meaning only a gentle swell, with no hint of the mountainous waves or icy conditions they so often had to contend with. It was, they all agreed, the perfect day for a rescue. So, where was he?


The operation, coordinated by the Humber Coastguard, had grown steadily in scale throughout the day. Three aircraft had been called in to assist: a bright yellow Royal Air Force Sea King search-and-rescue helicopter, a small fixed-wing Cleveland Police spotter plane and an RAF Nimrod reconnaissance aircraft. Even a Royal Naval warship, HMS Explorer, which happened to be in the area on exercise, had joined the search, all surely adding, rescuers felt, to the chances of success. Dozens of RNLI and Coastguard shore teams were combing the coastline for debris . . . or worse. Nothing had been left to chance.


The following day, shortly after lunch, there was finally a breakthrough when a double-ended paddle, typically used by canoeists, was retrieved from the sea near North Gare, just a mile or two along the coast from where the missing man was seen paddling off the previous day. If, as feared, it was his, it could mean he had been left at the mercy of the sea and the notoriously strong tidal currents that could quickly have dragged him out towards the shipping lanes.


It wasn’t until four days after John’s disappearance, on Monday morning, 25 March, that coastguards terminated the search-and-rescue operation, admitting that the chances of the missing man being found alive had passed and he was presumed drowned at sea. Some of the lifeboat volunteers, who had by then spent eighty-five hours searching for him, spoke grimly among themselves that the next time anyone would likely see him was when his body was washed ashore.


For others, though, the niggling doubts had always remained. And now, learning of Darwin’s reappearance, it all comes flooding back to Waugh.


‘Finding the paddle was fishy, wasn’t it?’ he says. ‘It was the cat among the pigeons for us. We reckoned it to be a place where a person, or an object, would never get washed up, especially the paddle without the canoe. A million to one chance; it just didn’t add up at all. That’s when we thought there may be a bit more to this disappearance.


‘When I saw on the morning news that he had turned up, my first thought was good, that it was a life saved for us. It’s not someone missing.


‘Then it was . . . yeeaaahh, but bit of a sod like.


‘But we in the lifeboat fraternity tend not to criticise people, because you never want to deter someone from calling the lifeboat out of fear of being criticised later.


‘When something like this happens, thirty guys will always say, “Told you so, told you so.” But at the time you treat it like any other job, no matter what you’re thinking.’


John’s ninety-year-old father, Ronnie, is contacted by journalists at his home in the former pit village of Blackhall Colliery, six miles north of Hartlepool, in County Durham, and makes his feelings very clear. The pair had fallen out years ago, though no one was ever quite sure why.


‘I always said to the police that there might be more to this than it appeared at first,’ he says. ‘When his canoe was found but he wasn’t, it didn’t seem right.


‘He had ideas above his station. He had big dreams and ambitions, and I sometimes think he was in too much of a hurry to make money.’


John’s aunt Margaret Burns, eighty, is even more forthright.


‘Most of the family believe that the trauma of nearly drowning was enough to make him lose his memory, but I’m not so sure,’ she says. ‘I’m a cynic. To be honest, I don’t believe he ever got his feet wet.’


Someone else was in for an almighty shock that morning.


‘FUCKKK my old boots!’


Although he is the only one in the car, John Duffield begins talking, almost shouting, out loud. His mind is racing so fast he only narrowly avoids swerving off the road. For Christ’s sake man, get a grip, he tells himself.


The man who bought No. 3 The Cliff from Anne Darwin four months earlier is driving to work along the A19 towards Middlesbrough when he hears a news flash on BBC Radio Five Live about a canoeist from the north-east who has suddenly turned up after being missing for five years. Hardly believing what he is hearing, he pulls over to the hard shoulder and calls his girlfriend to see if she has heard the news. He knows it could only be one man: John Darwin.


When he arrives at work he starts telling everyone about the guy who used to live in his house coming back from the dead. A million things are racing through his mind. He is struggling to take it all in. He even wonders whether Darwin might have some claim on his house. His colleagues think it’s hilarious and are killing themselves laughing and cracking jokes about him being left up shit creek without a paddle. But Duffield isn’t sure it’s quite that funny. He can think of nothing else for the remainder of the day. He’s in total panic.


Early the following morning, as he’s getting ready for work, he starts receiving phone calls from reporters. And when he opens his front door there is a barrage of photographers and TV satellite vans already parked outside on the gravel driveway. The enormity of the story starts to dawn on him. He steps back inside to collect his thoughts.


Then he remembers there’s a pile of unopened mail for Mrs Darwin. He hadn’t been given a forwarding address, nor had his estate agent, so he had just stuck the post away in a drawer. There’s a letter from the Banco Nacional de Panamá and another from the HSBC, also in Panama. There is a letter that he had inadvertently opened; a shipping note giving a residential address for Mrs Darwin in Panama City.


Best ring the Bobbies he thinks. He calls and mentions that among the letters are some from banks and relocation companies in Panama. Within minutes several police cars pull into his drive like something out of The Sweeney. Among the mail are letters addressed to a Mr John Jones. No one is quite sure who he is.


‘I just stuck them away thinking sooner or later she would be in touch,’ Duffield tells detectives.


He was amazed how much stuff she had left behind.


‘There was a globe with white pins stuck in it, one showing Canada and the other Panama, although at the time I didn’t give it a second thought,’ he says.


‘I spotted a couple of teach-yourself-Spanish books lying on a desk and remember thinking to myself that perhaps she was emigrating to Spain.’


There were three double beds, five singles, lots of bedside tables, two television sets and two computers. Also, a multi-gym in the cellar and, in the downstairs front room, a dining table, wall unit and three-piece leather suite with a matching footstool. In the kitchen, she’d left a washing machine, tumble drier, a chest fridge and even a soda syphon, a relic from the 1970s.


‘I had to get three skips to get rid of all the junk,’ he says.


Cleveland Police issue a bland statement. Suspicions are running high but there’s still a lot of work to do here.


‘Mr Darwin is fit and well and relatives have been informed of his whereabouts,’ says the statement. ‘It is not known at this time where he has spent the last five and a half years.’


The police detail a short recap of his disappearance, saying the broken-up remains of Mr Darwin’s canoe were washed ashore at Blue Lagoon Sands at the mouth of the River Tees six weeks after he vanished.


Searchers found no trace of the man, who was fifty-one and worked at Holme House prison in Stockton.


He was missing, presumed dead.


Now, suddenly, here he is again. And Anne, his wife of thirty-three years, has recently sold her home to start a new life in Panama. Panama! A middle-aged woman from Seaton Carew selling up and starting a new life on the other side of the world is not normal in anyone’s book. Fishy, to use Gary Waugh’s words, doesn’t even go there.


Detectives are already checking if she applied for life insurance payouts after her husband’s disappearance. Which of course she would be perfectly entitled to . . . providing he was dead.


She had. With the Norwich Union and American International Group (AIG).


Things are getting interesting.
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‘I Suppose You’d Better Come In’


‘Morning mate, it’s Gerry.’


It’s just before 5 a.m. and I recognise the distinctive voice of Gerry Hunt, the Daily Mail’s respected and long-standing Foreign Editor. It’s 10 a.m. in London and, in truth, he’s already tried a couple of other journalists living in the United States but can’t raise them. It’s why I always sleep with my phone on.


‘Morning Gerry, what’s up?’


‘Sorry, I know it’s early David, but are you free to go to Panama for us? We’ll need a snapper too.’


‘Sure,’ I say, coming around from my slumber at my home in Coral Gables, a leafy residential suburb on the outskirts of Miami.


‘Panama Beach on the Florida Panhandle?’


‘No,’ Gerry responds. ‘Panama, Central America.’


My ears prick up.


‘Of course. What’s going on?’


Gerry quickly fills me in on what is so far known about the remarkable story making the morning headlines. Apparently, this ‘Canoe Man’ chap John Darwin has suddenly turned up five years after being reported missing, presumed dead, and everyone is chasing the story. Finding his wife Anne is the prime objective. She has only recently emigrated from her home in the north-east of England. It’s all very mysterious.


Gerry explains that details are sketchy at best and, despite reports that she’s been seen in places as far afield as Australia, Barbados and Jamaica, he’s pretty sure from the Mail’s sources that Panama is the right location. The Foreign Desk secretary has already checked and found there’s an American Airlines flight leaving Miami International Airport, twenty minutes from my home, at 11.15 a.m., giving me plenty of time to pack a bag and get to the airport.


‘All good – leave it with me Gerry,’ I respond.


Gerry cups his phone as he shouts over to the picture desk. ‘David Leigh’s going to Panama for us and has got a photographer who can go with him. Yep, . . . will be there early evening.’


Then back to me.


‘Right, good stuff, keep in touch young man. The boss really loves this story – I’m sure you’ll crack it for us!’


The boss is Paul Dacre, Editor-in-Chief of Associated Newspapers, publisher of the Daily Mail, the Mail on Sunday, the Metro and the Mail Online website. Love him or hate him, and there’s plenty on either side of the divide, he is a brilliant no-nonsense journalist respected and feared in equal measures by everyone from government ministers to those working under him. And what Mr Dacre wants, he expects to get.


Just that little bit of extra pressure. Thanks Gerry.


I call Steve Dennett, the photographer who three years earlier had moved to Miami with me to open up a Florida bureau for an international news and photographic agency, Splash News & Pictures.


‘Morning Steven,’ I say as I wake him at his South Beach condo.


Tall and lean and a dead ringer for footballer Gareth Bale, Steve is twenty-seven (sixteen years my junior) and originally from Burgess Hill, West Sussex, where he cut his teeth working as a news photographer for a picture agency in Brighton. By complete coincidence, fifteen years earlier I had worked with his reporter dad Phil on the Brighton Evening Argus, where I’d spent three years before heading to town to try my luck in Fleet Street. Steve wanted to see the world so applied for the job in Miami: the bright lights of star-studded South Beach are not a bad life for a young British photographer wanting to make a name for himself.


‘Get your bags packed – we’re off to Panama. The Central American one. Flight’s at 11.15. See you at the airport.’


It’s common practice for reporters working on big news stories to travel with a photographer. Only two things matter when it comes to your travel companion; that they’re good at their job and fun to work with. Steve ticked both boxes.


I had lived in Miami since bailing out of Fleet Street and moving to the Florida sunshine with my wife and two young daughters after fifteen years working relentless hours on the news desks of national papers. I still missed the camaraderie and the electrifying buzz of a frantic news room when a big story broke. Working with amazing teams of journalists during both Gulf Wars, the 9/11 terrorist atrocities, the death of Princess Diana and every other major news story that happened during that period were experiences of a lifetime. As was being blown out of my chair as I sat at my desk on the twenty-second floor of the Daily Mirror’s Canary Wharf offices when the IRA decided to bomb London’s Docklands in 1996.


Living in the Sunshine State had its perks. It was the perfect base for jobs in the Caribbean and Central and South America. I’d travelled extensively, covering stories on most of the islands, and been sent on assignments in Colombia, Argentina, Chile, Mexico and Costa Rica. But never Panama. It sounded interesting, maybe slightly mysterious. Visiting new countries is always an adventure. And this story felt like it was going to be a fascinating one to work on. There was just the small matter of keeping Gerry and his very demanding boss happy.


I got up, made a cuppa, then went online to read up on the story making the morning headlines before calling a cab to the airport. Miami is just a two-hour, fifty-minute flight from Tocumen International Airport, fifteen miles outside the capital, Panama City, but I didn’t have an awful lot to go on in my quest to find a woman in a country covering 29,157 square miles, roughly the size of Scotland, and home to four million people. I hooked up with Steve at the airport and we spent much of the flight pondering what to do when we arrived, hopeful that more information would come to light while we were in the air. Unfortunately, that was not to be the case.


‘Anne Darwin’ and ‘Panama’ was literally all we had to go on.


Where the hell did we start?


***


Tocumen airport, like many of its Central and South American counterparts, is noisy and chaotic and we are in a seemingly never-ending, snaking queue to get through immigration when Brian Peters1 from the Mail’s night Foreign Desk, calls my mobile.


‘Have you found her yet?’ he asks, deadpan, and although I’m not entirely sure, I hope he’s joking.


‘Err, no Brian, I haven’t,’ I respond, trying not to sound too indignant.


‘I was hoping you were going to have some more info for us.


‘We’ve only just landed and Panama is quite a large country. Wouldn’t hold your breath if I were you. I haven’t exactly got much to go on.’


And that was a massive understatement.


‘Fucking idiot!’ I say to Steve as I end the call. ‘Wanted to know if we’d found her yet!’


Steve rolls his eyes.


In the back of my mind I keep thinking that surely if this woman was starting a new life in a foreign country she would be living in an attractive little coastal town. Not here in the heart of the capital city. And if her husband has just turned up after more than five years, surely she would already be on a flight home to be joyfully reunited with him? Regardless, we had to press on. Maybe there’d be a neighbour who might know something and could at least give us a bit of a story.


We discuss staying put and staking out likely flights to the UK. We are aware that Anne Darwin could easily already be somewhere over the Atlantic, but if she hasn’t yet left, it’s probable she would have to pass through Panama’s only international airport. We soon discover, though, that there are no direct flights to the UK, and to make matters even more difficult, there are many different possible routes home to England. What’s more, we don’t have a clue what Mrs Darwin looks like.


We decide to get a rental car and head towards the city centre. With zero information to go on, our friend Google provides us with a name and address of a British pub, The Londoner, in the heart of Panama City. A massive long shot, of course, but we figure it is bound to have ex-pat Brits as patrons and someone just might have heard of Anne Darwin. Bars are usually a mine of information and often a good starting point for journalists working overseas, especially when trying to find the proverbial needle in a haystack. A nice cold pint wasn’t a bad prospect either.


It’s already dark, lightly spitting with rain, and the traffic-choked roads, with vehicles seemingly coming at us from all angles, are chaotic to say the least. Like The Wacky Races on steroids. It’s also horribly hot and sticky, there’s no satellite navigation, and the large-scale map provided by the rental company is proving worse than useless. Even trying to work out which way we’re headed is a nightmare. Horns blare as we slow down, then miss a succession of turns. Steve turns towards me and grins inanely at the bedlam we’re adding to. He’s not one to get easily flustered; his unflappability helped make him the great photographer he is.
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