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For Nicola and Karen – rest in peace
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We feel this is an important story to be told, because it shows how one of the nastiest and slipperiest child-killers in UK criminal history so very nearly escaped justice.













PROLOGUE


On the evening of 9 October 1986, as the worldwide smash hit musical Phantom of the Opera opened in London, two nine-year-old girls full of excitement, with their lives ahead of them, were about to encounter someone infinitely more terrifying than the blockbuster’s haunting namesake.


Thousands of children, like them, would have been clutching at the few remaining light evenings of the year, making up for the washout of a summer they had just endured.


It should have been a day that they would never need to remember, melding into similar laughter-filled times that would have defined their carefree childhood. Instead they innocently stumbled upon a real-life monster, someone they knew and should have been able to trust. Someone whose depravity and utter evil could never have been imagined, let alone predicted.


Crossing one road too many trapped them in his clutches and what happened next would shatter two families, a community and a police force forever. It would take a third of a century for the truth of those few heinous minutes to be exposed.


Justice delayed is always justice denied.










PART ONE
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On the northern fringe of Brighton sits a council estate that has lurked under a murderously dark shadow for a generation. The very mention of Moulsecoomb evokes conflicting reactions depending on how you view the world.


If you are sucked in by cheap sound bites and feed off scandal-ridden rumours, you may think of it as a dumping ground for Brighton and Hove’s low life; a cauldron of depravation and malevolence into which no outsider dare venture.


If, on the other hand, you can look beyond the provocative headlines and tired brickwork, you will appreciate it as a place that is certainly neglected but is home to a warm and caring community of 9,000, where kids play in the street and everyone looks out for each other.


Its labyrinth of small, tatty semis, crammed higgledy-piggledy along its narrow streets, line one side of the main Brighton to Lewes trunk road. Originally it was built to house returning war heroes in an attractive environment.


Despite the council’s lacklustre efforts to spruce up the two and a half square miles of rabbit warren, arguably to fuel the mid-1990s ‘Right to Buy’ market, the shoddy gardens and perfunctory street lighting gives the estate a dingy feel that its cheek-by-jowl design only accentuates.


Although at the time I was posted to Gatwick Airport, prior to joining the CID in 1990 and the start of my climb to every rank in the city, Moulsecoomb was my patch. In the dedicated response car, my partner PC Dave Leeney and I would constantly be called upon to quell warring families or arrest career criminals. Rarely were we thanked for our efforts and the prospect of returning to find our police car jacked up on bricks, with the wheels missing, was very real.


Like every other officer charged with keeping the estate safe, I saw through this animosity to appreciate a proud and cohesive community where families remained for generations.


The local nature reserve, Wild Park, served Moulsecoomb well. It spills down from the Iron Age site of Hollingbury Hill Fort to the foot of the estate. Its dense woodland and vast grassland provide the perfect relief from the cramped conditions just across the busy road.


Despite its beauty and the affection the locals have for it, nowadays it is synonymous with the horror that unfolded on a single day in October 1986.


I remember it well. My role at the time was to patrol Gatwick Airport’s sole terminal building, a Smith and Wesson .357 revolver stuffed in my trouser pocket. It was the most tedious detail I endured in all my thirty years’ service.


I had been posted there in 1985 from Bognor Regis, at the end of my two-year probationary period. Sussex Police had a frustrating policy of waiting until its single officers had been certified as efficient and effective before sending them to Gatwick; a place where millions passed through, but few lingered long enough to commit a crime. Standing watching perfectly ordinary people embark and disembark from certain Irish and Israeli flights and then hot-footing it to security to seize cans of Mace from American tourists who did not know our laws was not why I joined the police. Terrorism, while an underlying threat, had not reached today’s levels, so airport policing was more about catching low-level criminals and reassuring the public than being the combat-ready warriors we see today.


The proliferation of single officers made for a great social life though. Most of us lived at the majestic Slaugham Manor, a former country house hotel converted into police accommodation. Its en-suite bedrooms, restaurant (well, canteen), two bars, gym and swimming pool not only made up for the tedious day job but also served as a great party venue, to which we would invite scores of airline and airport staff.


When news broke of the dark events occurring in Moulsecoomb, I was transfixed and desperate to join the hordes of cops drafted in, but I was soon to be disappointed. Apparently my eighteen rounds of ammunition and I were too critical to national security for me to be released. I grumpily resigned myself to watch the events from afar.


At Slaugham Manor, we all held our breath as the details began to emerge.
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Best friends Nicola Fellows and Karen Hadaway popped out to play before tea late one early October afternoon.


Nicola, a happy, cheeky and plucky dark-haired cherub of a girl, was the apple of her father’s eye. She made friends easily and was well-liked at school and in her neighbourhood. The precocious exuberance the outside world saw belied the cuddly home-loving girl she really was though. She knew her own mind, and the boundaries. Her mother, Susan, recalled that after rows Nicola would pack her little bag and storm off, saying she was running away. Moments later she would return. When asked what had happened to her plans, she would solemnly remind her parents that she could not go very far, as she was not allowed to cross the road alone.


Barrie Fellows, Nicola’s dad, had a tough-guy image which hid the soft-hearted devotion of a family man who lived for his children. An in-your-face Londoner, he moved to Brighton in the 1960s where his brash ways were not everyone’s cup of tea. His rugged good looks and stocky frame were well known around the estate and he enjoyed his standing as one of the go-to fixers. None of this could prevent his life being ripped apart that day, when he was just thirty-seven.


He and Susan had been married for sixteen years and they lived with Nicola, her brother Jonathan and Susan’s mother in Newick Road, a run of houses that sits back from the main Lewes Road but just in view of Wild Park. Susan was meeker than Barrie and loved nothing more than being surrounded by her family, of all generations.


Both speak fondly of Nicola’s steadfast ambition to become a nurse. Hers was often the first face Barrie saw when he came round from an epileptic fit. When Susan was in hospital, she remembers Nicola grilling the nurses on all that their job entailed, cheekily trying their hats on for size. Susan hoped that one day Nicola would go to university, but worried about the cost.


In my uniform days responding to 999 calls, I was often called to Newick Road. One of the city’s most prolific car thieves lived there and he never served tea and biscuits when we came knocking. Aside from him, the road seemed to have more wanted criminals and domestic incidents than any other in Brighton. But I was never dispatched to the Fellows or Hadaway households..


Barrie’s close friend was Dougie Judd, a much younger man, who shared Barrie’s passion for Citizens Band – or CB – radio, the social media of the day. CB radio ‘hams’ would spend hours at home or in their cars parked in remote locations, willowy aerials swaying from their roofs, chatting inanely to total strangers under pseudonyms, or ‘handles’, that gave no clue as to their real identity. One of Judd’s handles was ‘Pain Killer’ and Fellows went by the name of ‘Basil Brush’. Looking back, it is strange to think how we regarded this new-fangled communication craze as such a threat to our operations. It was unthinkable that people could now organize themselves without land-line telephones and chats in the pub. Life was so much simpler then.


Dougie had fallen out with his mother, not uncommon for a twenty-one-year-old living at home, prompting him to beg a room from Barrie. When he moved in, a year before the girls went missing, the already-cramped three-bedroomed household became even more congested. Nicola was forced to double up with her grandmother, freeing the downstairs room for Dougie.


His and Barrie’s close friendship would soon come under the spotlight and would vex the police throughout the next thirty years.


Karen, like Nicola, was absolutely cherished by her parents. She had a beautiful, beaming smile and fair hair and freckles. She shared a love for life and adventure – providing it was within the rules. By their own admission, her mother and father slightly over-protected her. They drummed in to her time and time again the hidden dangers lurking on the streets around them, warning her never to go off with strangers. She flourished and, as far as her parents were aware, never broke their rules.


Michelle and Lee Hadaway’s early married life saw them forever moving around Brighton through a string of poor council and other social houses and flats. It was not until Karen was born in 1977 that they finally settled in Moulsecoomb.


By October 1986, the Hadaways’ house, like the Fellows’, was bursting at the seams. Not only were there the parents and three children, but Michelle’s recently widowed mother had also moved in and Michelle was pregnant with her fourth child. Aside from the diminishing floor space, this suited the Hadaways to a tee, especially Karen, who was particularly attached to her siblings. This kind of overcrowding was commonplace in these tiny three- and four-bedroom houses, but in those days families were close and liked to stay close, even if that meant turning every spare corner into a sleeping space.


Lee and Michelle lived for their children. Lee’s job as a builders’ labourer took him away from home so much that, in 1985, he quit. With three children and one on the way, that made life a struggle. He was forced to take casual work where he could find it – but only if that meant not leaving his family for too long. He made great efforts to set up a window-cleaning round and would sometimes act as driver’s mate to Dougie Judd’s brother, Stephen. It was this job that led him to be miles away and helpless on the day his and Michelle’s quiet life changed forever.
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Karen and Nicola went to separate primary schools; Karen to Coldean and Nicola to Moulsecoomb, both just a stone’s throw from their estate. After school on 9 October 1986, Karen and three friends had been so busy horsing around that she missed her usual bus. She eventually arrived home later than normal, just after 4 p.m. Nicola was late home too, having walked the short distance home after choir practice. As soon as she got indoors, she went upstairs to change.


Not long after, Nicola answered a knock on the door. A twenty-year-old local man, Russell Bishop, dressed in a pale sweatshirt with a white diagonal stripe, was standing there with two teenage girls: his girlfriend, Marion Stevenson, and her pal, Tracey Cox.


You could pass Bishop in a crowd. His five-foot-five, ten-and-a-half-stone frame gave him an air of weakness, and his drab, limp, straight fair hair did little to counter that. A caterpillar effort of a moustache aged him a little but his bearing still revealed him as an insignificant post-teenager. When he asked if Dougie Judd was in, Nicola was curt beyond her years. She, much like the rest of North Brighton, knew and disapproved of Bishop’s infidelity towards his common-law wife, Jenny Johnson. Marion was his bit on the side who followed him everywhere. Nicola snapped that Judd was not at home then slammed the door in his face, shouting ‘slag’ after them. Karen’s mother, Michelle, by coincidence, was at the Fellows’ house when Bishop called and she heard the exchange from the kitchen. She was another who disliked Bishop and had forbidden Karen from spending time with him.


When Karen got home, her growing excitement about the following day’s school disco was evident. Almost at once, she took herself off to a nearby sweetshop, returning around twenty minutes later. When she left she was still wearing her school uniform: a green long-sleeved sweatshirt, a T-shirt, a kilt-type skirt, white knickers and school shoes.


By the time Karen came in from the shop that afternoon, Michelle noticed she had discarded her school jacket and had changed her school shoes for pink trainers. Karen then announced she was going outside to play. Michelle called after her, telling her not to be long as she had just put a chicken pie in the oven for tea.


At 5 p.m, Karen, her sister Lindsey, Nicola and some other children were playing in and around the front gardens of Newick Road. It was that sort of place, a playground where kids could safely mess about, wind up the grown-ups and just be kids. Every now and then, Susan looked out of her window and could see Nicola playing. By now the girl was wearing red shoes, a brown and white chequered skirt and a pink and brown V–neck sweatshirt, but no socks or coat.


A short while later, Karen and Nicola broke off from the rest of the group and ran, laughing and joking, towards Barcombe Road, which runs parallel to Newick Road opposite Wild Park. Karen rarely missed her tea, but the draw of hanging out with her friend proved too strong. At various times over the next hour or so they were seen playing around the area, as kids do. They did not have a care in the world, although they probably knew they would be in trouble for staying out longer than they should but, when you are young, the world is an exciting place and grown-ups soon get over their grumpy moods.


At 5.15 p.m., park constable PC Roy Dadswell saw them swinging on a tree in Wild Park. He stopped to warn them to come down as they might get hurt. He was with Albert Barnes, an elderly gent who was just passing through. The four of them chatted for a few moments, the girls giving them each a parting gift of a leaf which they playfully tucked in the men’s pockets. Mr Barnes left the park soon after and did not return that night.


About an hour later, a neighbour spotted the girls unwrapping a bag of chips outside the Barcombe Road fish shop, yards from both their homes and just across the Lewes Road from Wild Park.


Ten minutes later, another neighbour saw the girls back over by Wild Park, both holding what looked like chip bags. Nicola waved at the lady as they knew each other. This story ties in with a motorist who later told police that he saw two girls heading in that direction from near the chip shop around 6.30 p.m.


About the same time fourteen-year-old Michelle Tippett saw the girls in Barcombe Road. Nicola told her they were going back over to Wild Park. The older girl told them they should tell their mothers where they were going because they would get worried but the girls seemed too excited. She heard Nicola repeatedly urge Karen: ‘Come on, let’s go over the park.’ If only they had heeded the advice.
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Lee Hadaway, Karen’s father, should not have been out of town that day. Stephen Judd’s employers had specifically forbidden him from using anyone to assist him on his deliveries. However, he was not one for rules and Lee needed the money – so what Stephen’s bosses did not know would not hurt them.


By the time they reached their destination, some 200 miles away, at 10.15 p.m. the night before the girls disappeared, Stephen had to stop driving almost immediately as he was dangerously close to exceeding his permitted driving hours. This was one rule he had to obey as his tachograph – the device that records a driver’s hours – would not lie, thereby jeopardizing his heavy goods vehicle licence and his job. Having called it a day, they bedded down in the back of the lorry, intent on making an early start.


The first Lee knew of Karen going missing was when he phoned home just before 6 p.m. the following day. Michelle picked up the phone – she couldn’t find Karen. It had only been an hour since she had been last seen so, while her behaviour was unusual, there should have been no immediate cause for alarm. Regardless, they were both worried and Lee promised to call every half hour.


As the minutes ticked by, Michelle became increasingly anxious. She couldn’t see Karen playing in the front gardens and she had told her not to be long. She usually did as she was told. She walked the few steps to ask Susan Fellows if she had seen her. Lindsay, Karen’s younger sister, had told her mum that Karen had run off with Nicola so it was a reasonable assumption they were still playing together. When Susan said she had not seen them, Michelle asked around the children who were still playing, but no one could help.


She scouted the area and bumped into a boy who said he had seen both girls over the road in Wild Park talking to the park constable earlier. By now Michelle had been joined by Susan. Together they traversed the paths and fields of Wild Park, calling out the girls’ names. Dusk was falling and they struggled to see far but, ever confident that the girls had just lost track of time, they went back home in the hope that they’d sheepishly returned.


They hadn’t.


Barrie Fellows had last seen Nicola the morning of the day she went missing. Around 8 a.m. he had been standing by a bus stop waiting to go to work when she sauntered past him. He’d chivvied her along as, at that pace, she ran the risk of being late for school.


His tasks for that day involved cleaning out a swimming pool and doing some gardening at a house in Woodruff Avenue, nestled in an affluent quarter of Brighton’s neighbouring town Hove. He arrived around 8.45 a.m. but Dougie, who was due to be with him, only turned up at about 10 a.m., having first signed on at the Job Centre.


They worked all day until 5 p.m. when together they walked through the winding streets of Hove to catch the 49a bus back to Moulsecoomb. On the way, Barrie popped into a butcher’s shop to buy some ham for his tea, but they still caught the bus they had planned to and arrived on the estate just after 6 p.m.


Before going home the men called in to see Theresa Judd, Dougie’s sister-in-law, who lived close to the bus stop. While Dougie stayed only a few moments before going to visit his girlfriend, Barrie chatted with her for around fifteen to twenty minutes before his short walk back home.


When he arrived, Susan was not in but his mother-in-law Edna was. She told Barrie that Susan had gone out with Michelle Hadaway to look for Karen and Nicola. Barrie decided to have his tea and watch Top of the Pops before joining the search. Then he went back to see Theresa in case she had seen Nicola. Discovering she had not, he trawled the streets alone, growing increasingly worried as the night and a blanket of low mist drew in. Out of ideas and terrified, he made his way back home.


By now Susan and Michelle were back from searching and the Fellows’ house was starting to fill up with concerned friends and neighbours. The unspoken realization was growing that this was more than a couple of mischievous girls breaking a curfew.


The front room had become the community’s control centre. Theories of where they might be, what they might be doing, were advanced, weighed up, pounced on or dismissed. People scurried out with expectation then returned in despair.


As each option drew a blank, the more frantic the parents became.
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At 8.36 p.m., with all other avenues exhausted, Michelle called 999, the worry leaking through her every word. WPC Esther Winner, the operator, immediately sensed this was not a run-of-the-mill missing person’s call:




WPC Winner: Where were these children last seen?


Michelle: Over at the Coldean shops at the bottom of Coldean Lane. I thought my little ’un had gone up to her friend’s. When she didn’t come back when it started getting dark I phoned her friend and her friend’s mum said she hadn’t been up there.


WPC Winner: What time were they last seen?


Michelle: About half past five. It’s not like her to go too far away unless she’s going to a friend’s house.


WPC Winner: And who am I speaking to now? Mrs . . .


Michelle: Hadaway


WPC Winner: Who’s the other mother?


Michelle: Mrs Streeter. Sorry, Mrs Fellows.


WPC Winner: Right, and they’re two nine-year-old girls?


Michelle: Two nine-year-olds





After the operator had taken full descriptions she promised she would send officers but if the girls returned in the meantime, Michelle was to call back.


Miles from Brighton, Lee Hadaway was also growing increasingly agitated. With no more news from Michelle, he decided to phone the police for a first-hand update. They urged him to make his way straight back to Brighton, a request that placed Stephen Judd in a tricky position. As he was expressly forbidden to carry passengers and already late with his deliveries, it meant that doing anything other than continuing his drops would surely see him dismissed. On top of this Stephen was once again almost at the limit of his permitted hours, so could not head back to the south coast, even if he wanted to.


Lee was adamant. He needed to get home and as each hour ticked by his panic intensified. Eventually, they bit the bullet and called Brighton police again, this time for advice. They were told, given the gravity of the situation, to go to a local police station, and get a senior officer to endorse the lorry’s tachograph to say that Judd had permission to continue driving. They did just that and a petrified Lee Hadaway was, at last, on his way home.


Over the ensuing months and years, as neighbours scatter-gunned suspicion around, Barrie’s movements – particularly his timings – came under intense scrutiny.


To some, his account did not stack up. Questions would be asked about his journeys, how long it might or might not have taken him to walk from point A to point B. Why he took so long to join the search.


In my experience as a detective, I found it is often the simple details that become blurred yet cause the biggest problems. What can appear to be suspicious anomalies are nothing of the sort. But they are a headache when pored over in a Crown Court some twelve months – or thirty-two years – later. Not everyone’s life is governed by the clock. We do not all have a perfect memory of what we did, where, when and with whom. In fact, there were occasions when I became very suspicious of too great a recall of minutiae. Almost as if it had all been rehearsed.


The truth is, people make good, old-fashioned, honest mistakes. For many, life is routine, sometimes vague. Their recollections deserve some leeway, especially if they are anxious or traumatized.


In my detective days, I would try to overcome this haziness by getting people to make their evidence as accurate as possible by fixing it to known and certain events. For example, if someone said they were watching television when they received a phone call I would want to know what programme was on and what was happening at that moment.


Were the adverts on? If so which ones?


Was it the local or national news? What were they covering?


Armed with this information I could pinpoint the relevant time.


If a person reported seeing something on a road when a bus was passing, I would want to know the bus’s number, in which direction it was travelling, whether it was before or after the bus stop. Then the bus company could narrow down the time for me, almost to the second. But often these anchors just don’t exist and anomalies are simply down to incredibly worried people just getting it wrong.


This would not be the first inconsistency that would haunt the enquiry and each would take hours, and in some cases years, to resolve; many never were.
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Despite having been a police officer for six years, and a sergeant for one of those, strapping young graduate Pete Coll was Brighton Police’s new boy. In search of a better life, Pete took the brave step of transferring from the Metropolitan Police, accepting demotion to PC as part of the package.


He and his wife Julie had a one-year-old baby girl, Sarah. After great consideration they had decided the capital was no place to bring up a child and so took the financial and career hit and moved to Seaford, just along the coast from Brighton.


Four months in, Pete and his partner PC Paul Richardson crewed the Moulsecoomb response car, as I would do three years later. Brighton’s east and west divisions had merged so new bonds were being formed. Pete and Paul were picked for this detail because of their experience and common sense but, like any officer assigned a new beat, they needed to get to know their patch.


It had been a fairly standard Thursday 2 p.m. to 10 p.m. shift, with the usual hotchpotch of shoplifters, burglaries and minor car shunts. Even for October, the weather was gloomy. Wet and cold, a swirling low fog had descended over most of Brighton, the bars of mist giving the place an eerie feel.


Just over an hour before they were due to clock off, the call came that would change so many lives. The radio message contained little detail, just that Karen and Nicola had not come home after playing. The parents had searched the nearby area but had not yet found them.


Children often go missing, especially on estates like Moulsecoomb where the streets double up as extended play parks. Most return quickly and safely and suffer nothing more than a flea in the ear for their troubles. So, when they were dispatched, Pete and Paul were not unduly worried.


However, once they drove into Newick Road from the opposite end to the Fellows’ house, they quickly realized that this was anything but ordinary. As they approached, they were struck by the crowds milling around. On a night like this, most people would normally stay behind closed doors, but something had brought them out onto the streets.


All eyes turned to Pete and Paul as their car coasted to a halt and they took in the concerned faces and flurry of activity on the street. Neither had met Barrie Fellows before but they soon spotted that this swarthy, slightly scruffy man was who they had come to see.


He appeared in shock while his neighbours showed him a combination of deference and concern. Some people darted in and out through the Fellows’ open front door. Others marched to and from the Hadaways’ house where a similar, but smaller, worried crowd loitered.


Pete and Paul got out of the car and pushed their way towards Barrie. For once, their uniforms were respected. ‘Mr Fellows, can we go inside so we can understand what’s going on please?’ Pete asked, hoping others would respect his privacy.


‘Yes, come in,’ Barrie replied, leading the way.


Despite Pete and Paul’s attempts to isolate the three petrified parents, increasingly worried neighbours still dashed in and out of the house. Some seemed to defer to Barrie for their next instructions. As gently as possible, the officers slowly coaxed everyone out. This was not easy in a community who rarely saw the police as a force for good; many felt only their own could find the girls. But eventually there was some peace and quiet and the full story emerged.


Despite their fears, Pete and Paul still went through the list that kicks off any missing person enquiry. We call it ‘clearing the ground under your feet’, seeing what is immediately in front of you in the hope the answer is obvious. They set about capturing basic descriptions of the girls, securing recent photos, listing school friends, playmates and habits. Both houses were searched to check the children weren’t hiding somewhere. So many kids do. But tragically, like Tia Sharp who was murdered and dumped in her loft in 2012, others are killed then secreted in their own homes.


The parents’ trust in the officers grew as they saw their anxiety was shared. With a modicum of calm restored, Pete left Paul with the families while he drove around the area hoping to find the girls before night finally fell. Having checked the streets, where the community were still out in force, he made his way over the road to Wild Park.


With the car’s full-beam headlights sweeping the terrain, he inched up the narrow roadway that skirts the playing fields with his windows open in the vain hope of catching the girls’ chatter or giggles.


As he approached the park’s pavilion, a couple of hundred yards up from the main road, he stopped and got out. The damp, cloying fog chilled Pete’s throat. The temperature was dropping as his fear for the girls grew. He walked around the wooden shack, checking for any signs the girls could have sneaked inside. He checked underneath and, finding nothing, returned to Newick Road.


To this day, he needlessly beats himself up that had he searched just another fifty yards to his right, among the gorse and bracken, the results might have been very different.


Expectantly, Barrie, Susan and Michelle turned as Pete walked through the front door of the Fellows’ house. His worried face and the absence of any sheepish children scuppered their brief optimism.


Being a former sergeant, Pete was used to responding to critical incidents and he knew this was fast becoming just that. If he did not get some support now, all his colleagues would be going off duty and into their second pint before he knew it. A quick call to Sergeant Derek Oakenson was all it took. Having succinctly laid out his fears, Pete was assured that the late turn would be kept on duty and the night shift called in early. Derek reminded Pete to start an incident log, a document that would eventually swell to the size of a telephone directory.


Back at Brighton Police Station the cavalry was being rounded up. As well as uniform back-up, DS John Atkins had hoisted DCs Tony Baker and Ken Probert out of the bar. Knowing only that two nine-year-olds were missing, they grabbed a set of car keys from the detective sergeants’ office and made straight for Newick Road. Their own instincts and the subdued buzz of activity around the police station and across the radio told them they were in for a long night.


Unbeknown to them, the duty inspector had already alerted Superintendent Dave Tomlinson, the dapper senior officer responsible for operational policing across Brighton, and he was already back at his desk.


I was that officer some twenty years later so know that it has to be very serious for somebody that senior to come in so soon into an enquiry. Dave assessed it early: the age of the girls, the weather and the failing light all eliminated the possibility they were still out playing. From his point of view, it was an incident that required immediate action.


While Pete and Paul were busy scouring for new clues and Ken and Tony were making their way to Moulsecoomb, Dave was putting a structure around the search. As is often the way, the real workers, the constables and sergeants, have little idea, nor do they care, that they are working to a higher plan.


His calm-as-you-like persona hid a deeper, sensitive soul. He had a threefold plan; first was to interview close family, friends and others who might provide some snippet to suggest where Nicola and Karen had gone. That was where Ken and Tony came in. Second was to search throughout Moulsecoomb, checking any likely place where the children might be. That would soon be Pete and Paul’s brief. The third phase was to search the wider area, including other parks, the seafront and amusements.


As any good commander would, Dave was planning ahead. He would throw everything at this until at least 2 a.m. when, if nothing developed, he would reassess the position and possibly send officers home with orders to be back at first light.


DCs Probert and Baker arrived in refreshing haste and took over the investigation, freeing Pete, Paul and their initially reluctant shift-mates to gather under a railway bridge close to the Fellows’ house for a briefing.


As the mist thickened, made all the spookier by the low sodium lighting piercing its way through the gloom, Sergeant Derek Oakenson and Pete spelled out to the shivering officers their fears for the worst if they did not act quickly. While this was Moulsecoomb and girls went missing all the time, the gathered cops soon shared their concern. Among others, they inspired PC Nigel Smith, another new arrival at Brighton, with whom, a year or so earlier, I had sniffed out drug dealers at Gatwick. Nigel had originally been sceptical but as he listened to Derek and Pete beseeching them to think of their own children out on their own on this cold misty night, the gravity of the situation hit him.


As the superintendent had ordered, the two dozen or so officers searched the streets, gardens, parks and wasteland into the early hours, and many would have stayed longer if there had been the slightest chance of finding the girls. Barrie, Susan and Michelle were given places to look to keep them occupied and to help them feel they were doing something constructive. Given Karen’s love for the seaside, Michelle trudged along the beach calling out her daughter’s name and checking under the rows of upturned fishing boats stretching from the Palace Pier to Brighton Marina.


Back at the station, shift patterns for the following day were turned on their heads allowing Pete and Paul’s section to return early the next morning and focus on the search.


Shortly after 2 a.m., Pete and his team were stood down despite there still being no sign of the girls. As he drove home, he yearned for his fifteen-month-old daughter, Sarah, trying to put himself in the Fellows’ and Hadaways’ shoes.


His heart ached for them.


DC Ken Probert, the first detective deployed, knew he was in for a long night. I know Ken well. He was a detective superintendent around the time I was a DI and, during murder enquiries, his intellect, attention to detail and recall were second to none. Those qualities are born not bred and, even now, his recollection is impressive. He still remembers the frantic comings and goings, the snippets of information that emerged on that night almost by accident, like the fact that Karen had gone fishing a few weeks previously. With Russell Bishop and his teenaged girlfriend Marion Stevenson, it turned out.


Ken was conscious that, with Lee being away, Michelle’s distress was aggravated by her relative isolation. He was becoming more convinced that, despite all the police activity and the searching by neighbours, this was not going to end well. He worked until dawn, gently probing, checking Michelle’s recollections, just in case some deeply buried clue or even suspicion floated to the surface. Alas, his tenacity and resilience – physical and emotional – came to nothing and exhausted he headed home, hoping to wake to the unlikely news that the girls had turned up safe and well.
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While some police officers were being sent home to return refreshed the next day, the Moulsecoomb community was fully deployed. Everyone did anything they could. CB radio buff Yann Svenski corralled a group of friends to search the local area for the girls. They diligently scoured the nooks and crannies others might miss.


Nestled between the Moulsecoomb and Hollingdean estates, tucked behind what was Brighton Polytechnic’s Cockcroft Building, is Moulsecoomb railway station, at the time a recent addition to Brighton’s infrastructure. Nearby, a network of paths and an underpass link the two areas with the station and each other. At night the seclusion of this otherwise commonly used cut-through creates an eeriness that keeps many away.


In the small hours of Friday morning, Yann and his group were searching a patch of fenced-off land next to the footpath to Hollingdean, when one of their torches picked out something through the railings.


One of the nimbler searchers vaulted over the fence for a closer look. Slightly disheartened, he saw it was just an inside-out blue sweatshirt that looked as if it had been dumped. It seemed strangely dry given the moist grass on which it lay but as it bore no relevance to the two missing girls, he left it hanging on the fence.
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Back in his younger years you could have put Russell Bishop in front of a legion of forensic psychologists and not one of them would have predicted how evil he would become.


He was the youngest of five brothers and cut a pathetic figure. In the days when boys were supposed to be tough, Russell was, by any measure, stunted and puny, struggling to hold his own with the stronger lads in Moulsecoomb.


His mother, Sylvia, was, and still is, an internationally renowned dog trainer and bestselling author on the subject. She boasts on her website of being one of the most popular individuals in the dog obedience world. His father, Roy, was a jobbing roofer who kept the family together in their Coldean Lane home while Sylvia was away on her travels living the life of a celebrity trainer.


Of the five boys, Russell gave them the most problems. His dyslexia led to a virtual inability to read or write, meaning he failed at every school he attended. Coldean School first identified his learning difficulties and he was sent to a special Catholic school in Worcester. When things did not improve there, he was dispatched to board at St Mary’s Special School near Heathfield, twenty-five miles east of Brighton. He was unable to settle and regularly ran away, hitchhiking back home only to be returned at the first opportunity. Eventually his exasperated parents took him out of school altogether and arranged home education.


That solved nothing and in adulthood he struggled to hold down regular employment. He hopped from one casual labouring job to another, sometimes describing himself as a roofer like his dad. But he was over-egging his skills. Dogsbody or skivvy would have been more accurate.


His brothers made their own way in life, something Russell could have done if he had applied himself, but he was too full of his own self-importance to knuckle down to adulthood. He fooled no one with his immature and compulsive lies. His boasts of being a prolific criminal hid a petty and insignificant offending history. His claim to numerous sexual conquests belied the truth that his affections were confined to young girls and his twenty-one-year-old common-law wife, Jenny Johnson. However, his voracious sexual appetite was something that the young Marion Stevenson seemed happy to satisfy, notwithstanding the whispers of being his bit on the side.


He supplemented his meagre wages the only way he knew how – through petty crime. Bishop was an unsuccessful serial car thief with convictions for minor dishonesty. He was also a small-time drug user with a monumentally inflated ego. Few saw him as a threat though. Ambulance man Michael Evans, who knew the family well, would later tell a court that he would trust Bishop with his own children. One of Bishop’s more outlandish claims, which seemed to have stemmed from knowing Michael, was that he too was in the ambulance service. Another friend would tell Brighton’s Evening Argus newspaper that ‘he used to babysit for me and never took any liberties around my house. He is just a nice lad, a soft kid.’


Others who knew him said he would always be telling harmless ‘porkies’ and that he came out with ‘a lot of rubbish that no one took any notice of’. All in all, the embarrassing son of a successful mother and hardworking father was dismissed as an irritating joke. There were no signs of the evil simmering away within.


While chasing down all sightings, police called at his ground-floor flat in Stephens Road, Hollingdean, around 2.30 a.m. It was a brisk stroll from the back of Wild Park, and a short hop over the railway line from Moulsecoomb.


His pregnant partner, Jenny, opened the door. They had cohabited for two years, flitting between a room in Bishop’s parents’ house to a bed and breakfast in Kemp Town, then out to the Hove border before settling in the flat where they were bringing up their toddler son. The officers asked to speak to Bishop so she showed them into the bedroom, where he was in bed. Bleary-eyed, he confirmed he had seen Nicola at the Fellows’ house and later both girls at the park while they were talking to the park constable. He maintained that was the last time he saw them.


Later, at 10 a.m. the same day, the police returned to interview him further. He was one of a number of people who had seen the girls just before they disappeared so it was routine for him to be spoken to again.


He explained how he knew the two girls, mainly through their fathers, and then expanded on the brief account he had given in the early hours. He told the officers his red Ford Escort’s engine had blown up earlier in the day in Ditchling Road and he had walked home. After speaking with the park constable, he crossed Lewes Road to buy an Evening Argus from the Barcombe Road newsagent. However, he said he discovered he had no money and so had to leave the shop empty-handed. He told the detectives he was embarrassed and the shop assistant would surely remember the incident. After this he walked home but could not remember what time he arrived, although he knew Jenny was still at work.


When asked what he had been wearing he said a blue top and jeans. Jenny produced a blue sweatshirt with a stripe across the chest which Bishop confirmed as the one.


When the officers walked away, satisfied they had interviewed just another witness, they had no idea how Bishop’s hastily concocted account would unravel over the coming days.
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Earlier that morning, PC Pete Coll had ridden his rickety East German MZ motorbike back along the A27 from Seaford to resume the search. He had already learned from the local radio that the girls were still missing and he wondered what the response would be. As Moulsecoomb police box, at the foot of Wild Park, came into view, he battled to stay on two wheels. Police vans stretched as far as the eye could see on both sides of the carriageway. Hundreds of police officers milled around waiting for their orders while others were already making their way across the road, no doubt to question the thousands of friends, family and neighbours of the missing girls.


As he parked up on the verge he saw Superintendent Dave Tomlinson clearly running the show, with less senior brass scurrying off at his every command. This military-style operation was in full swing not twelve hours after he had raised the alarm. The lump in his throat was a devil to swallow. How proud he was that, just like in the Metropolitan Police he had recently left, his new force knew how to respond when tiny lives were at stake.


The fog had lifted and it was turning into a balmy autumn day. Officers had shed their jackets but the bleak shadow of two young girls having vanished off the face of the earth hung heavy. Pete was not alone in quietly fearing the worst. None would voice their concerns but few police officers anticipated a happy ending.


Over the years I looked for, and commanded the search for, countless missing children. They all start with a dreadful foreboding followed by a deep, personal and not entirely irrational fear of ‘but for the grace of God this could be my kids’. After the heart-wrench of dealing with a tragedy, or near miss, involving a child, I was not the only cop who would sneak into their children’s bedrooms to hug them a little tighter than usual.


Superintendent Dave Tomlinson’s choice of the police box as his command post was obvious; the locals treated it as their police station, rather than the actual one in John Street. However, the squat, single-storey building had neither the space nor the infrastructure for what would be Sussex Police’s biggest operation since Patrick Magee had tried to blow up Brighton’s Grand Hotel, and with it the government, in 1984.


Tomlinson summoned the force’s Major Incident Van to be trundled down from the headquarters in Lewes. With a maximum speed of around forty miles per hour, these Bedford MK trucks were never part of Sussex Police’s rapid-response capability. Yet once in place and set up, with their plug-in telephone exchange, bullhorn radio transmitters and reams of paper message pads, they were state of the art in command and control.


The superintendent needed information fast. This was the ‘golden hour’ – the misnomer given to the immediate aftermath of discovering or suspecting a crime; the small window of opportunity to find forensic evidence, track down witnesses and get the truth out of people. Normally it’s closer to twenty-four hours but when searching for missing children this window of time is even more critical. The majority of abducted children are murdered within the first hour. For those who are not, with each tick of the clock, their chances ebb away. Only a tiny percentage survive more than a day, and that milestone was looming.


The temptation when young children go missing is for the public to arrive in droves to search anywhere and anyhow. While having ‘boots on the ground’ is important, frustrating as it may seem, only a methodical and logical approach works. Otherwise chaos reigns. Rendezvous points apply that control. This way commanders can prioritize areas based upon the likelihood of finding the child alive.


Nowadays, police search advisors determine search parameters. Their training and experience make them experts in finding missing children – always aware that time is the enemy. In the 1980s, things were not so structured. When I was deployed from Gatwick to Horsham around this time to look for a missing man, our team of twelve was given a huge forest to search and told not to come back until we had. No one gave us a search grid or a photo nor checked how thoroughly we had looked.


Back in Moulsecoomb, everyone was scouring Wild Park and beyond. All that was on anyone’s mind was finding the girls safe and sound. Despite the police’s best intentions, working out what had or had not been searched must have been a nightmare. Among the first who seemed very keen – almost too keen – to assist in any way he could with the search was Russell Bishop.


The Moulsecoomb kids were familiar with every inch of Wild Park’s woodland. Perfect for making dens, having a crafty smoke or even some sneaky sex, it was an obvious place to apply a little local knowledge. Behind the rickety wooden pavilion where Pete Coll had searched the night before runs a hidden path leading to the roadway, through the copse and on to the back of the Coldean estate.


Still desperate and having been out all night, Michelle could not settle – who could? So just before 1 p.m., she resumed searching with a neighbour.


On reaching the entrance to Wild Park she saw Russell Bishop, dressed in a brown V-neck jumper, grey trousers and matching shoes. Standing with him were Marion Stevenson, Kath Measor and Bishop’s dog Misty, a brown and white terrier cross-breed. Kath heard Bishop announce that he had seen the girls the night before and that he ‘regretted going out’. This seemed an odd comment.


About fifteen minutes later Michelle saw Bishop again, this time with Dougie Judd. Claiming his dog was a tracker, out of the blue, Bishop asked her for a piece of Karen’s clothing so Misty could pick up her scent. She told him to go to her house and ask the policeman there for her white coat. A short while later he returned with the garment in a Sainsbury’s carrier bag. Today, this would be unthinkable. Even with no identified suspects and no certainty a crime had even been committed, disturbing victims’ clothing would be regarded as catastrophic.


Then a man turned up in a car and she heard the driver, Judd and Bishop discussing going with the dog to 49 Acres Field, some way from Wild Park, in case Misty could pick up a scent there. Michelle went in the car with them but never saw Bishop give the coat to the dog to sniff.


Around three-quarters of an hour later, after what must have been the most perfunctory of searches, Bishop was back at the police box. PC Chris Markham, on instructions from his inspector, walked into the park with him, Judd and Misty to resume his tracking. As they approached the park entrance, Bishop ruffled the coat in front of the dog’s nose, proudly explaining it would now have Karen’s scent. Eventually they got to Jacob’s Ladder, the steps leading from the park entrance to Coldean, and the dog lost concentration. The officer felt it was all a ruse and, doubtful the dog had any tracking ability at all, suggested returning to the box to join an organized search.


Bishop agreed, then unprompted blurted out, ‘I’d hate to find the girls, especially if they had been messed up.’ This shocked Markham as all the other helpers he had spoken to were optimistic that the girls would be found safe and well, despite the fears held by many officers. He made a mental note of this bizarre comment, especially from one who had been so keen to ingratiate himself to the police.
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At about 4 p.m., Kevin Rowland, an eighteen-year-old hospital porter, and his friend Matthew Marchant joined the search. Being locals, they knew their way around the park and its hidden undergrowth. While they battled their way through the dense copse behind the pavilion, Kevin found an old kitchen knife, which he hung on to. They crossed the path near the top of Jacob’s Ladder and saw Bishop standing at the bottom.


‘Any luck yet?’ Bishop called up.


‘No,’ they replied before heading back into the woodland.


They trudged through the cobweb of brambles for a while before Kevin spotted a clearing guarded by broken branches, as if someone had crawled through.


‘Let’s go up there,’ he said to Matthew. As they inched through, Kevin leading the way, the clearing came into sharper focus. Although overhanging branches prevented an uninterrupted view, a flash of pink stood out against the murky greens and browns. Kevin readjusted his position and the glimpse of what was unmistakably the side of a face on the ground, about fifteen feet away, made him recoil.


‘Shit, I think we’ve found them,’ he shouted to Matthew.


Matthew scurried up and edged a few paces further and, peering to his left, confirmed what his friend had seen. A body. Neither dared move any closer.


‘Go and get the police,’ Kevin ordered Matthew.


PC Paul Smith, or ‘Smudge’, did not fit in police cars. Six foot eight and as broad and strong as a barge, he occasionally travelled in vans but his huge presence was best deployed as a one-man deterrent, walking the town centre.


He was a gifted musician, a talent I once saw him put to an unorthodox use. We were off duty in a pub when a group of lads at the bar were becoming raucous. I could see Smudge, who had just come from a band rehearsal, become irritated. He was not going to put up with much more.


‘Hold my pint,’ he told the chap standing next to him.


We winced.


To everyone’s surprise, instead of striding over to fling the unsuspecting troublemakers bodily from the pub, he reached down and took out his trombone.


The bar silenced to ‘The Last Post’ piercing the air. We all looked on incredulously as the mellow tones boomed out, pitch-perfect. As the last bars drifted away, Smudge fixed his granite stare on the would-be combatants and bellowed, ‘That means it’s time for bed, children.’ They scurried off as Smudge put the instrument away before reclaiming his beer as if nothing had happened.


While Kevin and Matthew were searching for the girls in the woods, Smudge was into his seventh hour knocking on doors in Barcombe Road. The gravity of the task weighed heavily and he was keen for a distraction. As if on cue, a call crackled over the radio, asking for anyone free to investigate a sound, possibly of a child in pain, coming from some trees close to the front of Wild Park.


Smudge snapped his transmit button. ‘Charlie Bravo 152, I’ll take that,’ he snapped so no one else dare stake a claim on the job.


He crossed Lewes Road, searched the copse in question and, having found nothing, took the opportunity to stay under the cover of the trees for a quick puff on his pipe. As the first clouds billowed from his briar, a gruff voice made him start.


‘Oi, what are you doing?’


Smudge spun round, expecting to see a senior officer glaring, but instead it was Russell Bishop, smirking at having wound him up.


‘What you doing, Russ?’ asked Smudge, having regained his composure.


‘I’m searching. I’ve got my dog,’ he said, nodding to Misty at his side.


‘It doesn’t look much like a tracker to me,’ quipped Smudge as they made their way together out of the trees into the open parkland.


‘Do you think the kids are around here?’ Bishop asked.


‘I don’t know.’


‘I reckon they’ve either gone north or if they’re here they’re finished,’ Bishop replied.


‘Well, Brighton has some strange people in it,’ agreed Smudge, slightly taken aback at Bishop’s prognosis.


‘Oh, well, I’m giving up soon,’ said Bishop.


‘No, you can’t do that,’ replied Smudge, surprised at Bishop’s indolence. ‘We’ve got to keep going. We’ve got to find them and rush them to hospital so they can then go home to their parents.’


‘No, if I found them and they were dead I’d get nicked.’


Smudge stopped in his tracks. That was odd.


‘No you won’t,’ he replied. ‘You’ll have to make a statement but why would you get nicked?’


‘Cos I’ve got a criminal record,’ mumbled Bishop.


Smudge was about to argue when a cry stopped him.


‘We’ve found them, we’ve found them.’ A young man, looking terrified, was running towards them, having burst out of the trees about twenty yards away.


Bishop took off in his direction, followed by the much larger and slower Smudge.


‘If you get there before me, keep them away from the girls,’ Smudge called to Bishop.


Bishop reached Kevin first and followed him into the wood. They joined Matthew who was sitting close to the clearing. Bishop made to step over him as if to get nearer to the bodies, but Kevin blocked him, telling him to stay away.


As Smudge caught up he panted, ‘How are they, how are the girls?’


‘They’re fucking dead,’ replied Bishop, despite not having been into the clearing.


Kevin pointed, wordlessly indicating where the girls lay. Smudge stepped across to see more clearly. It was incredibly difficult to see through, but he could just make out a figure, wearing pink, lying in the clearing.


Despite his size, Smudge belly-crawled through the bracken to be sure of what he had seen and to check if both girls were there and if they could be saved. As he broke through the bushes, he saw a sight that would give him nightmares to this day.


Nicola was on her back with her legs up. The bruise to her face and frothy blood on her nostrils told him that she had died a violent death.


Karen was lying at a right angle to Nicola, with her head facing down on her friend’s lap, lying on her left arm. The girls’ hands were practically touching and both appeared to be sleeping. Smudge shuffled forward and felt each girls’ neck for a pulse. There was none and, feeling how cold they were, he knew they were dead.


A coded message had already been agreed should any officer find the girls. These are commonly benign requests or updates that carry great meaning to those in the know but pass almost unheard by those out of the loop. Like the press.


‘Charlie Bravo 152, can I have an RV with Superintendent Tomlinson in the woods by the pavilion,’ Smudge transmitted, knowing the state of alert that short message would have sparked.


He stayed put but gave his helmet to Matthew, telling him to rush down to the field and wave it like mad to show the approaching cavalry where he was. Hearing the message, officers dashed towards Smudge. Little did any of them know that being driven around that very area was Michelle Hadaway. She told the driver to stop then watched in horror at the explosion of activity, which could mean only one of two things. She became distraught but thankfully a nearby policeman dashed over to her and arranged for her to be taken straight home.


Having ordered the immediate vicinity to be sealed off and for the families to be prewarned, Dave Tomlinson made a beeline for the pavilion and, seeing the waving helmet, made his way up towards the trees.


He scrambled up the path until he came across Smudge, Kevin, and Bishop. Matthew followed on.


Tomlinson did not know any of them but was struck by how two of the young men seemed utterly devastated yet the third showed no reaction at all. He would later discover the impassive one to be Russell Bishop. Smudge pointed to where the bodies lay but, like him, Tomlinson could not see clearly. He dropped down the track, following its path in a semicircle before he could fully view the horrific scene. Both junior and senior officer hid their distress and arranged for the crime scene to be properly sealed and guarded, while they ushered away Bishop, Kevin and Matthew from the immediate area back to the park.


Barrie Fellows was walking down Newick Road towards the police box with his brother Kevin when he noticed the activity. His heart in his mouth, he stopped a passer-by.


‘Have they found them?’ he enquired desperately.


‘Yes,’ said the man, looking relieved.


‘Are they OK?’


‘Yes, they are cold and wet but OK.’


Barrie and Kevin picked up their pace to hopefully savour a reunion with Nicola at the police box. The inquisition could wait. As he stepped through the door, the hush hit him. Awkward looks. No sign of relief.


‘Mr Fellows, would you like to come through here?’ urged an officer, taking his arm to guide him into a small back office.


He did not need telling. The faces of the officers, struggling to find the words, told him all he had to know. A primal rage erupted in him and in sheer grief and despair he roared, his arms flailing at no one and everyone.


Kevin tried to grab him, restraining and comforting his brother in a loving bear hug, but Barrie was too strong, flinging him away and breaking his arm.


After the outburst of emotion, he calmed down, at least on the outside. His world had crashed around him and he still knew none of the details.
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