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The mysterious case of
‘The Man Who Buried Himself’

PC Brian Wilkinson CBE

For Clara

Brian Wilkinson had been a serving police officer for his entire life until he 
retired in 2010 at the age of sixty-five. Brian, a keen amateur military enthusiast, 
wrote his first novel in 2006 which was called ‘Please Take Care of Bethany’. 
It’s a voyage of discovery; a journey of romance, patriotism and espionage that 
was written about a forgotten hero of World War II. This was his father Brian 
‘Bull’s-Eye’ Wilkinson. ‘Bull’s-Eye’ was not only the best rear gunner in the 
sky but a hero who had saved the world. It is a deeply moving story, a personal 
quest for the truth about a father who he had never known.

However, here, he now tells us quite a different story. Beyond his famed 
notoriety within the Gabriel Investigation, ‘Meat: Memoirs of a Psychopath’, for 
which he was awarded a CBE (Commander of The British Empire), here Brian 
now tells us about a most peculiar case. For it was during a BBC press interview 
(Scotland Yard, 2014) that Brian was asked: “What is the most unusual case you 
have  ever  encountered?”  Brian  replied  to  the  reporter,  “Well,  the  hunt  for 
Gabriel is certainly the most disturbing, but if I am asked unusual, then it has to 
be the case of the man who buried himself.”  After  listening to Brian’s brief 
synopsis  of the story, the enquiring News Night journalist  joked,  “Then you 
must write a new novel about this too, and tell us all about it.” This year, 2015, 
Brian Wilkinson finished that novel and here it is.

Police Constable 5427 Wilkinson was born on Merseyside in 1945. Brian 
and his wife Doreen both grew up together as post-war children in Liverpool in 
the  north-west  of  England,  where  they  married  as  childhood  sweethearts  in 
1963.  Sadly  following  Doreen’s  prolonged  illness  and  battle  against  cancer, 
Brian was widowed in 2004.

Introduction

A missing person is one who has disappeared, and as their fate cannot be 
determined, we cannot confirm that they are alive or dead. But in most cases we 
have an identity, and somebody close to them believes they have disappeared. 
When someone is missing it creates uncertainties.  There is a lack of closure, 
painful and long lasting for those who love and seek them. For those who are 
never found, there is no funeral or farewell, no goodbye for family and friends.

There  may  have  been  an  accident,  a  crime  or  a  death  in  an  unknown 
location,  perhaps  out  at  sea  or  underground.  But  often  people  are  missing 
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because of their own decisions. Decisions they make inform the choices they 
take and many wish never to be found. 

When a child goes missing, it’s different. We investigate, as it is our duty to 
protect  them.  Criminal  abduction  is  common  we  believe,  but  not  so.  Crime 
accounts for less than 5% of such disappearances. There are many organisations 
today who seek to share information and pictures of them, to find and reunite the 
children with parents and siblings. Millions of children go missing, worldwide 
every year. 

But why do adults  disappear;  the ones who never  reappear,  particularly? 
‘Vanishing Point’, a press release recently suggested ‘4,432,880 missing persons 
have  vanished  without  trace  in  the  last  twenty  years’.  To  escape  domestic 
violence perhaps? Or physical, emotional or sexual abuse from a spouse? Do 
they hide away somewhere else under a new identity for some other reason, or 
have they been the victim of a kidnapping? Perhaps some have been seized by 
dark forces operating beyond the due process of law, or have they merely run 
away to commit suicide, under an assumed name at a remote location, to spare 
loved ones at home the pain of discovery. These are the ones to be declared dead 
later, in absentia.

Have they been murdered? Are they mentally ill? Are they victims of crime, 
abduction, slavery, sexual servitude or are they the criminals, hiding to avoid 
apprehension? Could they have joined a religious cult? Or are they suffering 
with a confusing debilitating illness that leads to their loss, such as Alzheimer’s 
disease. I wonder if many of the disappeared have gone out that day and simply 
forgotten where they live. It’s possible that they have now died in an accident, or 
of a natural cause, a long way from home and unidentified.

You can go mad thinking about it,  looking for  them, turning over every 
stone. But what do you do when the disappeared themselves never existed? Not 
only the person has disappeared but  their entire existence,  everything, wiped 
away like a classroom whiteboard cleaned by the teacher at the end of the lesson 
– gone, as if they were never here.



“Mrs Stinchcombe”

I was first introduced to Mrs Stinchcombe the day she barged into my office. 
With two plastic carrier bags almost bursting at the seams, she had charged in, 
quite unannounced, and shouted at me, “He’s gone! That was it.  “He’s gone…”

“Who’s gone?” I replied. “Him, the Vicar, Walton, he’s gone,” to which she 
volunteered no more.

I sat startled, looking out across my desk at the rather plump, ageing woman, 
quite bemused by the whole thing, and asked astonishingly, “Is that it? Is there 
anything else you wish to add?” And that was my big mistake. For over a four 
hour period, way into the late afternoon, she told me this most incredible story. 
So intriguing it was, I quite forgot to take lunch.

She was a retired nurse, and had moved up north to the village of Stretton 
three years ago. She had arrived to care for an elderly man, apparently a retired 
Vicar, Reverend Jeremy Walton.  He was described as being in his mid-sixties, 
of very good health and stamina, but possessed of the disorder agoraphobia, a 
fear of open spaces which, sometimes, looked as if he had a fear of meeting 
people simply because he never left the house. How strange I thought, but there 
it  was.  The  Vicar  had  lived,  during  the  complete  employment  of  Mrs 
Stinchcombe, inside a single bedroom. She had never met or seen him.

“Madam, I don’t wish to appear rude, but you are telling me that a man 
you’ve never met,  or even seen before who you say has employed you as a 
private nurse for three years, has now disappeared?” “Yes, and it’s about bloody 
time someone started listening to me,” her anguished reply. The tormented lady 
began to sob. 

WPC, Karen Kneed soon assisted with tissues and a good cup of tea, served 
with a cup and saucer as demanded and two sugars.  “My dear, why have you 
travelled all this way to Merseyside to tell me this when you could have easily 
gone directly to Stretton Village police station and saved yourself all this bother 
- you’ve travelled quite a distance haven’t you?” “Yes, indeed Mr Wilkinson, 
but they refuse to listen to me, and I saw you in the paper, all about that Bethany 
thing, clearly you are the only man who can help.”

I began to listen more closely to her words. She seemed believable, adamant, 
asserting herself and backing up what she was saying with stories that were not 
possible  to  make  up  in  such  an  impromptu  way.  Above  all,  she  appeared 
credible.

Today’s date was 26th August 2008. Having left London three years earlier, 
in January 2005, following her successful application for the post of Personal 
Carer, she had now left Kent. She was widowed, had committed her entire life to 
nursing and had no children or family of her own to speak of: just one sister, 
Anne, who had died many years ago at a tender young age. This had been a 
wonderful opportunity for her and she was very keen to move to Cheshire, a 



small village known locally as Stretton, with a pond, a pub and a post office. 
The Police Station was much as you would expect to find, located in the front 
room of the local officer’s house. But none-the-less, it was always available to 
her. 

Stretton’s full title was Stretton Bank Willowfields. I telephoned the local 
station, keen to get to the bottom of this story. My call was promptly answered. 
“Good afternoon,  4452 Totwell  here,  how may I  help you?” I  explained the 
problem.

I held the phone as close as I could to my ear to protect Mrs Stinchcombe 
from hearing what was now being said, this in between bouts of uncontrolled 
folly and laughter.  “That bloody old fool,” Totwell added. “I must  apologise 
Brian. I made a joke and clearly she has taken it seriously. She’s been in and out 
of my office countless times over the last ten days, stating that her employer has 
disappeared  without  trace.  I  merely  suggested,  given  your  reputation  as  the 
British Columbo, that maybe you could solve this mystery for her, just like the 
one in your book. I didn’t think for a minute she would seriously go all that way 
to find you.”  I  accepted the apology and engaged further.  “Has she got  two 
plastic shopping bags with her Brian?” “Yes,” I said, “and apparently they are 
quite full.” “Okay, here it is,” and he continued…

“The  Vicar  has  never  been  identified,  traced  or  even  any  confirmation 
offered that confirms that he ever lived in that house… All I have is the nurse’s 
word for it, and as convincing as she is, that’s it! How can I possibly investigate 
the disappearance of a man who never existed in the first place? I would be the 
laughing stock Mr Wilkinson, you do understand don’t you?” “Of course,” I 
agreed. The call ended politely.

“Mrs Stinchcombe, may I please address you by your first name?”  “If you 
must,” she abruptly replied. “It’s Clara, and you’re about to patronise me aren’t 
you?” I had no intention of doing so, and genuinely felt quite sorry for this silly 
old bugger, but what could I do? “Stop it right there Brian!” And without further 
ado, she tipped out the entire contents of both plastic bags onto my desk.

 The  first  bag  had  contained  all  of  her  medical  notes  and  a  journal  of 
activity, her log, in various bound forms, and as eccentric as it all appeared, very 
well written and informative. The second bag contained his notes; the Vicars 
rantings as she put it.  These were all loose scattered papers with no apparent 
order. “He used to slip them under the door to me when I left his food,” she 
added.  “This  all  began about a  year  ago.  He was always odd,  don’t  get  me 
wrong, but he’d never been mad that I was aware of.”

“Brian, I’ve read your book ‘Please Take Care of Bethany’. Did anybody 
ever believe you at first? Well no, of course they didn’t. This is what happens 
isn’t it. They convince  you that you’re mad, don’t they? Well, you’ve got the 
reputation as quite the sleuth now, and I damn well suggest you’ve earned it!” 
And with that she stood up, turned around and stormed out.



It  was 1 am the following morning before  I  had finally  finished reading 
through  the  contents  of  both  piles  of  paperwork.  She  was  obviously  well 
organised and highly professional in her dealings with Walton.

“Tuesday 14th March”

Have been here for three months and have never set eyes on my employer.  
All dirty linen is left in a pile, weekly, outside his door. His room has apparently  
been fitted with an en-suite. I do hear the noise of running and flushing water in  
the pipework from time to time. Notes with my instructions are still left daily, as 
ever, with his dirty plates and cutlery etc. after dinner, as usual outside of the  
same bedroom door.

I  read  on.  Everything  was  there,  a  very  accurate  account  of  her  daily 
practical  encounters covering the entire period of her employment.  But there 
was no description of the Vicar or any evidence of any personal interaction. On 
the whole a most professional relationship between nurse and patient had taken 
place although it was entirely through a locked door. She obviously believed he 
existed.  There  had  been  no  sightings,  but  there  had  been  countless  active 
conversations. 

“One Journal entry of May, 2006, read:”

I  told  him that  the  internet  connection  was  very  slow this  morning.  He  
assured  me  he  had  emailed  the  company  directly  and  they’d  increased  the 
bandwidth.  There  has  not  been  a  problem  with  the  connection  since.  He 
sounded very tired and I suggested he sleep. I apologised for my knock having 
woken him.”

It became apparent that her salary had always been paid directly into her 
bank account by BACs transfer. I noted a sum of one thousand and eighty six  
pounds was  paid  in  every  four  weeks;  in  fact  on  the  15th of  every  month, 
regularly, like clockwork without fail. Curiosity got the better of me. After a 
good night’s sleep, I asked the appropriate colleague, Sheila (from CID) who 
held security clearance to telephone the Cooperative Bank’s local branch in the 
town  of  Morton.  After  her  initial  enquiries  on  my  behalf,  Sheila  told  me 
something even more intriguing. The manager had been most  helpful to her. 
This sum had been paid into Clara’s account for three years without fail, until 
quite  recently  that  was.  It  had  now stopped following a  huge sum that  was 
finally and inexplicably transferred -  Two hundred and seventy four thousand 
pounds, twenty six pence.

Further; there was no record of a Vicar or Reverend Jeremy Walton ever 
making these transfers.  Strangely, there was no explanation at all.  The funds 



were in her account as demonstrated, and the address of the account holder was 
Mrs C. M Stinchcombe.  She was indeed a resident at the address given; The 
Old Bore Hole, 14 Willow Rd, Stretton Bank Willowfields, Cheshire.

So what was she up to? What on earth did she think she had been playing at? 
I didn’t want to accuse her of wasting my time or of dishonesty. Perhaps she was 
ill?  She was evidently  aged and it  could,  after  all,  just  be a  simple  case  of 
Alzheimer’s. I needed further evidence before I telephoned her and confronted 
her with my findings.



“A Day Trip”

Something didn’t add up. Totwell had told me she was barking mad, and 
completely  off  her  trolley.  Okay,  I  understood  this,  and  as  much  as  I  had 
warmed to her, the evidence was suggesting she had some kind of personal issue 
going on. But how had she managed, if this was the case, to find me? To read 
the  newspapers,  and  to  travel  to  Liverpool  quite  unassisted  in  tracking  me 
down… All that paperwork.  Had she really falsified an entire three years of 
correspondence? What would be the point?

Had  she  murdered  him?  I  mean,  he  suddenly  disappears  following  the 
transfer of a large sum of cash into her personal account. But why would she be 
so insistent for me to investigate his disappearance if she had? After all, Jeremy 
doesn’t  exist  as  far  as  we,  the  police,  are  officially  concerned.  If  she  had 
murdered him, then she had most certainly got away with it.

No; it was more complicated than that somewhere but where? A day trip was 
required. I decided I must travel down to Cheshire and visit her. This all had to 
make perfect sense somehow. Before I left, I entered her postcode to find details 
of the ownership of the The Old Bore Hole property and looked up the land 
registry  on  the  net.  To  my  absolute  surprise,  it  was  hers.  The  house  was 
registered  to  Mrs  C.  M  Stinchcombe.  So,  more  telephone  calls  were  now 
urgently required.

Sheila again reported back to me. Interestingly the property had only very 
recently  changed  hands  but  there  was  absolutely  no  record  of  who  had 
previously owned it, a complete mystery the man at land registry had tried to 
explain. He had said, “A computer glitch, that’s all it could be. A bug in the 
system.”

Clara had purchased the property only two weeks ago on the very same day 
that the Vicar had reportedly disappeared. The value of the The Old Bore Hole 
was three quarters of a million,  confirmed as accurate by the local  authority 
housing offices. 

We contacted the Royal College of Nursing in London. Their own records 
showed  she  was  professionally  registered  and  she  held  the  appropriate 
recognised nursing qualifications. She had a registration number and had never 
been any cause for professional concern to them. Clara had qualified over 36 
years  ago  and  had indeed  left  Kent  as  she  had  said.  They  read  out  a  most 
competent reference that had been supplied to an address in Cheshire, the same 
address and for the attention of Mr Jeremy Walton.

By  now I  was  intrigued.  This  was  evidence  that  she  believed  the  Vicar 
existed some three years previously; but it was still not evidence that he did. But 
the story had been going on over the entire three year period so was she quite 
obviously mad?



I had all I needed, and off I set to visit. It was an amazing house built next to 
the site of the former village well and obviously 19th century. Not a property one 
would  associate  with  a  nurses’  salary.  I  knocked  firmly  on  the  door.  She 
answered and was evidently delighted to see me. “Brian, thank you, thank you. I 
am so  pleased  you’ve  come.  Come  in.  I’ll  put  the  kettle  on.”  She  took me 
through to a downstairs bedsit  room with a small  kitchenette off to the side. 
“This is mine,” she said. “I live in this room, humble I know, but cosy enough 
just for one.” “How many rooms are in this house?” I asked her. Clara told me 
that  there  were  fourteen  if  you  included  the  conservatory  out  back.  As  she 
poured the tea I took note. There was a bed recently slept in, wardrobes and 
personal affects. She or somebody else evidently did live in this room.

“Why don’t  you use the whole house then?” I  was curious.  “The whole 
house Brian? But it isn’t mine. I just have this part. I live in as part of the job. I 
thought that was obvious…” “But you own this house Mrs Stinchcombe. It is 
yours, all of it.” “Don’t be so bloody ridiculous Brian,” came the reply. “This 
house is probably worth over a million. How on earth could I pay for that on a 
nurse’s salary? Anyway, I told you, he’s gone, so I won’t even get paid this 
month.  Such  a  worry  it  is.”  I  informed  her  that  she  had  over  two  hundred 
thousand pounds in her bank account, and that there was certainly no need to 
worry to which she laughed at me.

“Oh dear Brian, I don’t think you’re going to be much help are you? I’d be 
lucky to have two thousand in it. I give half of my salary away every month to 
charity, animals and children usually. Two hundred thousand indeed… silly old 
fool.”

I explained, and I’d even brought printouts of Sheila’s correspondence with 
me so I could confront her with hard evidence of her dishonesty. Although after 
the initial confusion it became clear to us both: Clara had no idea that she was 
the one who now owned the house and she could not even begin to explain the 
large cash transfer into her account.

She took me upstairs,  still  in disbelief  that  she had somehow,  overnight, 
become a millionaire - uttering at me under her breath believing that I couldn’t 
hear her “Bloody nonsense Brian.” We soon entered the Vicar’s room. “Have 
you ever been in here before?” I asked. “Only after he disappeared on me. I 
brought him his breakfast as I have done for three years, but this time I found his 
door open. I didn’t go in initially. I left the tray by the door as always. Later, 
when I came up with his lunch, it was still there, untouched. So then I did go in. 
I was worried about him you see.”

The room was left exactly as she found it two weeks ago though she had 
picked up some paperwork she had found thrown on the floor. She was aware 
that it was a crime scene. “I haven’t touched anything since!” she informed me. 
It  was  apparent  that  the  Vicar  was  something  of  an  artist  with  numerous 
drawings and sketches about the room, all dark in nature with a common theme 
that seemed to be holes or caves, even dungeons. “Did he ever go outside in all 



the time you were here, Clara?” “I think so, yes, he was scared of people but I 
think he did go out at night, especially recently. Last three months I would say.” 
“How do you know this if you have never seen him in person?”  The answer to 
my question came back without a second’s delay. “Mud, wet mud, all the way 
up the stairs.  It would take forever to clean it. It happened two or three times 
last few weeks: Wellingtons, size 9,” she said. “Definitely him!” 

At last, I thought I had her; tripped her up finally. “Wellingtons, size 9, and 
you know this how, Clara?” I asked. After all she had claimed that she had never 
met him. “Easy Brian. I bought them for him from the local shop. He told me to 
get them for him. I checked the prints against a new pair first time it happened, 
from the same shop and found them to be identical – there was no mistake there. 
Definitely the boots I had bought for him. Always gave me the money, mind, 
when I went shopping, never failed me there.”

That evening, I booked into the local pub The Talbot Arms, a nice room, and 
quite cosy enough for my needs. Two nights over the weekend, Saturday and 
Sunday night, as I would travel back to Merseyside on Monday, after lunch. By 
now I thought the best way to get to the bottom of all of this was to talk with, 
and mingle amongst the locals.

Saturday  evening  was,  as  you  would  imagine,  quite  lively.  An  array  of 
people from all walks of village life but I decided to start with the landlord first - 
Keith, a nice enough man from North Wales originally. He and his wife Cheryl 
had lived in the village for just two years having taken over the lease of the pub 
from the brewery. The pair knew Clara Stinchcombe very well. She was, by all 
accounts, a regular visitor for the darts evenings on Wednesdays and quiz nights 
on Thursday. They knew nothing of Reverend Walton adding only that this was 
understandable as Clara had explained to them on many an occasion that, he was 
an agoraphobic and consequently, never left the house.” They took no time at all 
in informing me that she was never any later than 10.30 PM in returning home. 
Whether it was quiz or darts, she would always leave the pub by 10.15, to allow 
time to walk the short distance back home to make Jeremy’s hot chocolate, his 
favourite night-cap.

The local  milk woman,  Jeanette,  who I  also met  that  evening in the bar 
confirmed she would leave two pints of milk on the door step every day, all 
except Sunday of course, one for Clara and the other for the Vicar. It wasn’t 
long,  however,  until  I  realised  she  too  had never  met  him.  Though Jeanette 
added, with the full  agreement of Keith and Cheryl, “She always spoke very 
fondly of him.” Mrs Stinchcombe would always exchange doorstep pleasantries 
with Jeanette, usually about 7.20 am, as the milk was delivered.

I did not let  on that  I  doubted the nurse’s story, quite the opposite,  as  I 
wanted people to  believe I  was investigating this  sudden disappearance,  and 
most interestingly, nobody ever doubted it. They had all found the nurse to be as 
utterly convincing as had I.



Jack the gardener, with whom I enjoyed two very good games of chess that 
evening, also confirmed he had been the groundsman at The Old Bore Hole, but 
it had always been Clara who instructed and paid him. “She did everything for 
him,” he stated most adamantly. “She was always the boss because she lived in 
at the house. He never came out of his room and I never saw him, couldn’t tell 
you what he looks like to be honest.” I duly noted one very interesting fact of 
the conversation; a spade had recently gone missing from the garage where he, 
Jack, would keep all manner of garden tools. “Most unusual,” he had said. “It 
was there one minute and gone the next. I know this as I wanted to plant a pear 
tree and couldn’t. I had to return home to fetch my own in the end as I simply 
couldn’t  find  it  anywhere.”  Was this  a  coincidence?  New Wellington boots, 
muddy  footprints  on the stair  carpet,  and now a missing  garden spade.  If  it 
wasn’t a coincidence, it was most certainly, very interesting.

It was the day after, Sunday, that proved to be most revealing. A local man 
known as Bob the Builder was seated for Sunday lunch with his family. He had 
shouted over to me as I enjoyed a real ale at the bar. “Are you that fella that is 
asking questions about the Bore Hole?” “Yes,” I replied. “I am a police officer 
from Liverpool. Can you help at all?” 

Bob went on to explain to me that he had renovated the property back in 
2004. “Spent most of the year doing it actually. It’s a listed one you see, a grade 
two. I was doing it up for a chap who bought it from an online auction site.” The 
builder had been hired, instructed and paid but he’d always considered it to be 
most strange as he soon informed me, “I never met the guy either.” He too, was 
paid by online bank transfer by this mysterious person known only to him as Mr 
Walton. “I would do the work and take photographs and email them to him. He 
always paid me well, upfront as necessary, never had a problem. When the job 
was done I left the keys, two sets as requested, hung on a hook in the porch, and 
that was it, job done.” It soon became evident that the work on the house was 
only completed a handful of days before Clara, the nurse, had moved in. He had 
finished off the guttering during the January of 2005.  Was Mrs Stinchcombe 
really the mysterious Mr Walton, I thought.

I had my lap-top with me and logged on to The Talbot Arms’ Wi-Fi system. 
“Can you log into your email for me Bob,” I asked. “Certainly,” he replied and 
this he soon did. I just wanted to check a few dates with him.

“That’s bloody weird. They’ve all gone, deleted, I didn’t do it… I would 
never delete a work email, legal reasons and all that, never know when you’re 
going to  need them.”  He easily  convinced  me  that  this  was  true  as  he  was 
completely paranoid about being sued for poor workmanship.

 He’d been stung by a contract once apparently, many years previously, and 
had lost a considerable amount of money on it. “I keep an exact record of what 
they ask for, how the job is to be done and the price, near as damn it, and I’ve 
never been ripped off since,” Bob informed me. “It’s like this. I keep a folder for 



each job, evidence of what is said and agreed upon, here look; there it is, The 
Old Bore Hole, see for yourself, nothing, all of the emails have gone.”

The land registry had no data available concerning the property’s previous 
owner, other than confirming the nurse had received the property just two weeks 
ago. This unexplained loss was put down to a computer glitch. The bank too had 
lost all records of financial transactions concerning her account, other than the 
ability to now confirm the amount deposited into it. Then today, I am confronted 
with a builder who has lost quite inexplicably all of his email correspondence 
regarding the renovations he had been contracted to undertake.

If Clara Stinchcombe was not mad, and was certainly not a murderer, then 
was  she  now  some  kind  of  computer  genius  with  the  ability  to  hack  into 
protected  data  systems?  Perhaps  she  was  a  spy  of  some  sort?  But  I  soon 
dismissed this nonsense for once again, why and what would be the point of it 
all?



“The Prescription”

I returned to Liverpool on Monday as planned arriving back with Winjin’ 
Pom just  after  2  o’clock.  Pom,  of  course,  is  my  old  faithful  British  Motor 
Corporation (BMC) camper van now as old as the hills like me.

I hadn’t managed to track down the local doctor. Jeremy must have been 
registered with a general practitioner somewhere nearby, especially given his 
odd disorder. I’d kept this from Stinchcombe for the time being. I thought if 
anybody would talk sense here it  would be someone in the know, a medical 
professional. 

The nearest surgery (based on the knowledge that the nurse no longer drove 
a car) had to be within easy walking distance of her home, and this was one 
called Willowfields,  a  well-established practice  with two GPs and a  practice 
nurse. The extremely helpful receptionist put me through to Dr Rebecca West 
who,  after  a  brief  explanation,  informed  me  that  she  was  aware  of  the 
disappearance and also of my presence in the village over the weekend and that 
she was most  keen to help. Jokingly she said, “Mr Wilkinson, this is a very 
small community. You can’t hide anything away here you know.”

We chatted for several minutes. The Vicar was registered with her and had 
accessed  medical  care  frequently.  Many  of  her  diary  entries  from  her 
appointments  book,  corresponded  exactly  with  the  dates  given  within 
Stinchcombe’s notes, the journal she had given me the previous week. It was a 
small  practice  and  only  detailed  medical  notes  and  prescription  issues  were 
uploaded onto the computer system. General enquiries and appointments were 
still entered into a traditional, paper-based hardback diary.

I soon discovered that the doctor had never met her patient, Jeremy Walton, 
in person either. This was rationally explained, “Well, his medical condition was 
such that he would not leave the house, and accordingly he stayed inside his 
bedroom. Never left I understand. It was pointless trying to get him to come into 
the surgery and pointless me going to visit him at home. He refused to allow me 
into  the  house  from  day  one.”  How  did  she  know  this  I  asked?  “Mrs 
Stinchcombe,  she  told  me,  when  she  first  arrived.  I  wanted  to  go  and  give 
Jeremy Walton a full registration medical, but he refused point blank to even 
talk with me over the telephone. I’m not in a position to force myself on him 
Brian, strange as that may appear. Clara his nurse is, after all, a highly qualified 
medical  practitioner.  I’ve never doubted anything she said.  She collected his 
prescriptions  and  that  was  that,  I’m  afraid.”  I  queried  why  she  hadn’t 
communicated with him directly by email, to which she replied, “I did try. I only 
ever  received  one  answer  in  return  and  that  was  to  confirm  that  Nurse 
Stinchcombe had his full authority.”

Rebecca could not tell me anymore about his condition. “Highly confidential 
that one. I’d like to help but without this being a formal enquiry, well I simply 



cannot.  Do  try  to  understand  that  the  confidential  nature  of  patient-doctor 
relationships  must  be  protected.  You’ll  need to  seek  clarification  for  that  at 
Clara’s end. She knows all about it, especially the very strange behaviour over 
the last few weeks - I had had to prescribe powdered pentobarbital for him. I 
wish I could help more,  but  you never know do you? He may suddenly re-
appear next week, explain to us that he has been away on holiday, and promptly 
get me struck-off for breach of confidentiality!” I too had to join the doctor in 
laughter at this stage. “Yes! – You do have a very good point,” I replied.

The doctor had already talked to the local officer, PC Totwell of Stretton, 
and all three of us now agreed on one point; none of us could prove that the 
Vicar  had  ever  existed  at  all.  It  was  no  longer  as  simple  as  branding 
Stinchcombe  the  local  looney,  but  more  of  a  split  personality.  as  she  both 
people, herself and Jeremy? Moving into the village three years ago and playing 
out some huge fanciful Shakespearean drama. But why?

Afterward, I telephoned the nurse, Clara Stinchcombe immediately. “Why 
on earth didn’t you tell  me that the Reverend had been prescribed powdered 
pentobarbital just before he disappeared?” “Why would I? That’s private that 
is,” she stated. “The doctor had no business telling you that. I came to you to 
report him missing, not dead Brian. If he found out that you knew this I’d lose 
my job straight away, and then where would I be? Homeless, that’s what!”

She still had no idea, or belief in the obvious fact, as I had previously told 
her, that she now owned the house. It was this single verbal exchange that now 
convinced me of her sincerity. She certainly was not a liar.

I remembered watching a BBC Two documentary titled “Choosing to Die.” 
An  Alzheimer's  disease  sufferer  guided  viewers  through  an  assisted  suicide 
which took place at the Dignitas facilities in Switzerland.

I was aware that the Dignitas clinics use the following procedure. First, they 
administer  an oral dose of  an anti-emetic  drug, a drug that  is  most  effective 
against  vomiting  and  nausea.  An  hour  later  they  follow  this  with  a  lethal 
overdose of powdered pentobarbital. It can be easily dissolved in water or fruit 
juice. Pentobarbital  depresses the central nervous system, causing drowsiness 
and sleep within 5 minutes of taking it. Respiratory arrest and death, following a 
brief coma, occurs within 30 minutes. 

“Brian, I’m sorry if you felt that I should have told you, but if you find him, 
well, at the end of the day I am still his personal carer, and must respect his 
confidence.” Clara most definitely believed that Jeremy was simply a missing 
person and not a figment of her own imagination. I decided to confront her. “I’m 
not  sure  he ever  existed,  Clara.  I  think the Vicar  is  a  creation of  your  own 
mind….and…” Then slam, the telephone was put down most abruptly on me.

About twenty minutes passed and then my mobile rang. I’d given my private 
number to the doctor, trying to keep the general office out of the loop on this 
one. I was starting to get a sense that Totwell’s approach was the correct one; 



laughing stock and all that. I most certainly did not want her to leave a message 
at the station for me. 

Rebecca West went on to tell me that, “It’s the strangest thing ever Brian. 
Everything’s  gone,  all  of  the  data,  the  computer  files,  gone…” “You mean 
somebody  has  deleted  your  files  too?”  I  asked,  most  surprised.  “No,  they 
haven’t been deleted. They don’t exist at all. Gone, like they were never ever 
written at all. I know damn well they were because I wrote them myself…” she 
continued. “Brian, it’s like he was never registered here, that he was never my 
patient. Every record I had of Jeremy Walton is gone I tell you.” Okay, it was 
clearly time to take the matter upstairs. I thanked the doctor most profusely, and 
told her I would keep her informed. Stinchcombe being a dual personality, a 
nice version of psycho Norman Bates was one possibility, this was true, but a 
highly skilled computer hacker? I thought not!

I  went  to  speak  with  my  senior,  Detective  Inspector  Andrea  Johnson.  It 
wasn’t quite the outcome I had hoped for but I did genuinely understand her 
concerns, and those of budget constraints. “Brian, I believe you, I do, sincerely, 
but  Stretton  don’t.  It  is  their  patch  and  their  problem.  I  do  not  have  any 
jurisdiction to take this enquiry over if they do not wish us to pursue it. This is a 
Cheshire issue. How can I justify spending Merseyside funds on a man who may 
never have existed?” 

Johnson opened up an incident log sheet from her desktop computer. It was 
titled “Fund allocation (Merseyside 08) Major Incidents.” “Brian, please look: 
missing – Thomas Totes, aged 7, taken from a local park last week. Here: arson, 
three  dead in  the same house,  outstanding inquiry  from three  months  ago – 
unsolved. Gun crime: Get guns of the estates, priority for this year, pre-election 
government campaign. If we ignore that one we all lose our jobs. I know I don’t 
make the budgets Brian, but when I assign officers to a case I have to justify the 
costs, and in this case Brian, as much as I want to help you, I will not do it.”

DI Andrea Johnson also pointed out something obvious that I had failed to 
consider. The nurse, Stinchcombe, had been employed to do a job. She was the 
primary carer. Had a confused and unwell Jeremy, her charge, left the house of 
his own volition late one night and got lost in the woods somewhere?  Well fact 
was, she has to take ultimate responsibility for failing in her professional duties 
toward him. I again, had to agree. If Jeremy did exist and had died whilst lost 
and confused,  his body would soon be discovered. The inquest would whole 
heartedly agree with Johnson’s statement of fact.

But a corpse had not been discovered and it had now been over two weeks 
since  the  disappearance.  If  it  had  not  been  for  the  inexplicable  data 
disappearances, the doctor’s, land registry and bank (all far too coincidental to 
this most mysterious case), I would have agreed and, of course, not forgetting 
the missing builder’s emails. But everything told me that the Vicar wasn’t dead, 
and I no longer thought for a second that this would somehow now develop into 
a murder enquiry. Indeed, nor did anyone else. 



I  took the time to prepare my apology in words and telephoned old Mrs 
Stinchcombe back. Though still somewhat cross with me, she understood and 
accepted. I assured her that I would return to the paperwork she had left with 
me, and examine it most thoroughly; the documents that she had left the first 
time  we had met  in  Liverpool.  In  particular,  I  would  focus  my  scrutiny  on 
Jeremy’s rantings.

I left  the conversation with one final question. “What did Jeremy Walton 
actually do for a living?” I asked. After all, she must know this having lived 
under the same roof for three years, even if it was a relationship divided by a 
door at all  times.  “He never really  said.  I  just  assumed that  because he was 
called the Vicar, that’s what he was, but he must have been retired, mustn’t he? 
He never left the house to go to Church that I’m aware of.”

“There  must  be  something  else  Clara,”  I  probed.  “Well,  he  was  always 
writing I suppose. I could hear him tapping away at his computer all hours of the 
day and night.” “Of course,” I blurted out, “the computer, what sort is it?” “I’ve 
no idea have I?  I’ve never seen it…” the curt but obvious reply. I assured her 
that a local officer, probably Totwell, would be around to find and collect it.

She had never used a personal  computer  herself,  other  than of  course to 
request the increase in bandwidth whilst living there. Her use of the internet, as 
she put it,  was for Coronation Street in high definition, followed by a list of 
many other programmes too long to mention. I remarked that this was one thing 
that she and my wife had in common together. It was a brave man indeed who 
dared to interrupt her Corrie. “That’s why he’d upgraded the bandwidth for me 
Brian, he knew how much I liked my soaps. You can get very lonely living here 
alone downstairs, and with only a voice behind the door. Sometimes the only 
person I would see all day was Jeanette, the milk woman, and she was always in 
such a hurry to get off to do her round; well it was just pleasantries really.”

Other than the milk woman and gardener, the postman was the only daily 
caller. Could he or she offer anything new to the mystery I wondered? “No,” 
said Clara. “Jeremy never had a single letter delivered in all the time I’ve been 
here,  not  once.  It’s  like  nobody  knew he  existed.”  Then  what  did  the  post 
bring?” I  asked.  “Nothing really,”  she  replied.  ”Junk  mail  most  of  it,  put  it 
straight in the bin, and of course things for me such as my copy of  Nursing 
Times once a month, and bank statements and suchlike.”



“Hackers”

A laptop computer from Stretton soon arrived. PC Totwell had found it in a 
bedroom cupboard drawer and sent it straight up to Liverpool the following day. 
I rushed it down to the lab but it was soon found to be blank, nothing… 

“Surely we can recover the data that was there?” I asked. I knew very well 
that data cannot be deleted. It would just be hidden from the laptop’s file index. 
“I like to think that was possible in most cases,” Abby, the technician of the day 
informed me. “But not this one I’m afraid. Whoever owned this did a very good 
job on it. Do you see these codes? There’s some kind of over-write program 
going on here.  It’s continually rewriting over the entire capacity  of the hard 
drive. It’s all just gobbledygook now... Nothing I can do for you. It may as well 
have  a  new hard  drive  in  it.  Useless  lead  I’m afraid  Brian.  He  didn’t  want 
anyone to know what he’d been up to, that’s for sure,” she continued.

“I  recommended  you  take  this  to  Professor  Ivan  Grossman  over  at  the 
university. He may be able to help you but I can’t promise anything. I’ll ring 
him in advance if that helps?” 

This I did. The following day I met up with the professor who was most 
keen to assist. “Oh yes, nothing like a good hacker’s story to get my interest 
officer. I’m always looking for new substance for my lessons, keeps the class 
interested you know. Especially if it’s local and contemporary,” he told me.

It was soon confirmed; the laptop was quite useless in assisting further with 
my enquiries. “I don’t get it, Brian. The knowledge required to do this, well, it’s 
not what you expect of the local Vicar is it?” - “Isn’t it? Do tell,” I insisted.  “It’s 
a very complex program that has self-destructed, but before doing so it’s filled 
the  hard  drive  with  nonsense  and  to  overcapacity  several  hundred  thousand 
times. It must have been running for at least a fortnight to achieve this degree of 
data destruction.” Grossman went on to explain the principles of overwriting and 
the degree of skill required to do so. “I understand that this man has disappeared, 
but he obviously realised someone was going to look for him afterward… He 
wanted to disappear without trace. Either that, or your little old nurse is quite the 
genius. If I thought she could have done this, I’d be giving her a job tomorrow!”

“After Abby, your tech at central phoned me yesterday, I spent the evening 
looking into this so-called Reverend Jeremy Walton. He doesn’t exist does he?” 
I then explained the story from the beginning, blow by blow. “Data cannot just 
disappear,”  he  explained,  which  I  already  knew.  “If  it  has  it  is  because 
somebody  wanted  it  to.  All  of  these  leads  of  yours,  the  ones  that  have 
inexplicably  lost  their  records,  absolutely  not  possible  unless  someone  had 
wished it to happen and set the wheels in motion.” He fully understood that the 
mad old lady theory, the split personality disorder, was plausible. But not the 
rest of it. “There are too many people involved now. Are we suggesting a whole 
village-wide  cover-up?  That  the  bank,  the  doctor,  land registry  (God knows 



what would be in it for them, they’re not even within fifty miles of Stretton) and 
the builder, and Lord knows who else, are they all in cohorts with the nurse? No 
– I don’t buy that for a second – but you’re the police officer, not me.”

I agreed. I asserted again that I believed that this man did exist, and that the 
nurse,  Stinchcombe’s  version  of  events,  was  truth,  and  that  somehow  he, 
Jeremy, had been taken. “Well it’s not space aliens; of that I’m certain,” laughed 
the professor. “Maybe it’s the Illuminati he added before laughing.

“Mr Wilkinson, with your consent of course, I’d like to hand this one over to 
my hackers.” “Hackers?” I asked… “Is it legal?”  “Yes of course it is. They are 
my group of high flyers. Most of them want to work for governments and spy 
agencies and the like. They are brilliant! Finishing off the PhDs before they fly 
the nest so to speak. If anyone can crack this case, it’ll be them, I promise you.” 
We left it there. The hackers would hack away whilst I studied the rantings.

A week  soon  passed.  The  paperwork  I  was  reading  was  slowly  coming 
together. It became apparent that it was not so much born of madness, but more 
a thought-through book synopsis. Most of it didn’t link and huge parts made no 
sense  at  all,  but  there was a common narrative amongst  it.  As a  Freemason 
myself, I had long known of literary codecs that could easily be hidden away 
within a much wider text, remaining quite unnoticed to the untrained eye. Clara, 
having found the room to be still  open at  lunch time,  had instinctively,  and 
without thinking, tidied up. It was only after a few days, the natural passage of 
time, did she really start to consider the possibility that the bedroom could be a 
crime scene, as she had put it.

She had picked up all  of this loose paperwork from the floor,  crumpled, 
scrunched and ripped,  torn and apparently  tossed away, collecting it  all  in a 
single supermarket plastic bag. She didn’t throw it in the bin ‘just in case’ and 
had left the carrier bag hung on Jeremy’s brass bed frame. Much was missing, 
this was clear, and I had noticed during my visit that paper had been burnt in the 
fireplace inside the room quite recently. However, the significance of this find 
was now giving me a firm insight into Jeremy’s state of mind. He was clearly 
very disturbed.

The first question I had to ask myself was, “Is this really the Vicar’s own 
handwriting?” After all, Clara could have written these words herself. But the 
medical notes and journal, from the pile of the first bag, was most definitely not 
of the same hand of the second.

Jeremy  Walton,  if  he  had  written  these  notes,  was  a  very  disturbed 
individual. But equally, these essays may not have been personal memoirs. They 
could have been the start of something fictitious – a novel or something else, 
who knows? The ‘story’ if I may call it that, centred on a man who wanted to 
disappear. A lonely isolated tragic figure who had said in one paragraph - “I 
want to just step off the planet. I feel like Arat trapped in a corner, unable to 
escape.”



Suicide was a common thread. Though, it was also apparent that a painless, 
peaceful  death was sought.  Various methods were highlighted,  often literally 
with a coloured marker pen, but they too were soon discredited as unfeasible. 
Whoever had written these words had considered suicide very carefully. They 
had referred to drinking household bleach, to self-immolation using petrol, and 
to asphyxiation by hanging; they were all particularly unpleasant ways to go. 

Interestingly, suicide did not seem to be the answer for the author. There was 
a need to erase all traces of himself completely beyond the grave. He had a need 
not only to dispose of his life but also of his mortal remains, all in one.

One particular page struck home:

“Acid, acid in a bath tub that would do the job. But would it leave traces? 
Haigh was not so much caught by the personal absence of his victims but by the 
substantial forensic evidence.” I knew who this referred to immediately. It was a 
direct  reference to the serial  killer  John George Haigh who was executed in 
1949. He was known as the Acid Bath Murderer, and convicted of six murders, 
though  at  his  trial  he  claimed  to  have  killed  nine.  I’d  studied  him  during 
criminology lessons at college. All police officers study Haigh at some point. He 
used acid as he believed it was a fool proof method for disposing of the bodies. 
It was concentrated sulphuric acid. It became apparent that Haigh misunderstood 
the  meaning  of  the  term  corpus  delicti.  He believed that  without  a  body,  a 
murder conviction was not possible. 

Walton wrote on: “Fire:  Always a good way.  Enough heat and you can 
incinerate anything – but who will tend to the fire? I’d need the retort to be  
filled with heat resistant bricks or an insulation material such as mineral wool 
to ensure the heat is maintained. This cremation would be delivery only, a West  
Chapel  job,  it  needs to be a temperature of  760 to 1150 °C to vaporise my 
organs and soft tissues. At that temperature I’d be gone in about 90 minutes.  
But then I will still leave dry fragments - I cannot pulverise myself without a 
Cremulator. As much as I desire my scattered 4 pounds of ash, I cannot do this  
myself.” He had then added later to his text;

“I could always jump off the back of a cross channel ferry with a large  
weight tied to my ankle, on the way to the Isle of Man, but what if I were seen?  
There are over 1.85 million CCTV cameras in the UK today. Here, in Cheshire,  
on a typical day you can be seen on average by 70 cameras. I live in a country  
where there is one camera for every 32 people. No, I cannot let anybody witness  
such a  death  as  that  would  render  it  all  pointless.  They  would  know I  had  
existed – I would be a Joe Bloggs, a John Doe, no, death does not suffice, I need  
my existence to die along with me. And I want to die as peacefully as possible.  
This is not about suffering. There must be no remains of a body left behind.  
Regardless, I cannot bear the thought of being outside with them.”  I believed 
this last sentence to refer to people generally.



Rather interestingly, on one corner piece of evidently torn-off paper, I found 
the following, hurriedly, scribbled words;  “I like the words of Jonas Salk; “If  
all insects on Earth disappeared, within 50 years all life on Earth would end. If  
all humans disappeared from the Earth, within 50 years all forms of life would 
flourish.”



“The Asylum”

It was Friday afternoon and I was sat at my desk contemplating the week’s 
events, trying to balance my own increasing work load, and Mrs Stinchcombe’s 
request for help. My usual business had carried on as usual, and I had already 
given her as much time as I could this week. After all when said and done, I was 
a copper with a job to do locally. Cheshire really wasn’t my problem today; it 
was teenagers setting fire to wheelie bins on the Drover Estate, my local beat. 

The  phone  rang.  “Professor  Ivan  Grossman  here.  Is  that  you  Brian?” 
“Professor, how delightful to hear from you, how are the hackers getting on?” I 
politely asked. “All very interesting on that front, but that’s not the reason I rang 
actually. It’s a bit of a heads up on your nurse, Clara Stinchling…” I interrupted. 
“You mean  Stinchcombe.”  “Yes,  Stinchcombe,  so  sorry,  that’s  the  one,”  he 
continued rather cautiously.

“Something’s come up that’s very interesting, concerning her former life in 
Kent. Problem is it’s highly confidential, needs to be under the counter so to 
speak. My students feel the need to share something without the professional 
come-back - shall we agree? The thing is this; it’s her medical records. As you 
can imagine that’s quite dodgy ground to get into.” After a pause of significant 
silence I replied, “I thought all of this was legal and above board Grossman? 
What on earth are you hackers getting me in to?” The professor then continued. 
“Most interesting indeed Brian, you know how one thing leads to another and 
sometimes, well, off the record you just have to take a peep in don’t you?” The 
curiosity got the better of me and I agreed to meet up with him for an afternoon 
beer in the university’s Academic Staff’s Common Room at 4 pm. It was indeed 
to prove to be a most enlightening conversation. 

At this point I must remind readers to please duly note that I am now retired 
from the force and would never have put such a thing in writing previously. I’ve 
changed the professor’s name too! But this is the account of what he or she 
discovered.

Clara had had a nervous breakdown, following the death of her husband. She 
had taken the loss very painfully and failed to cope or adjust. It was recognised 
and written at the time; that “The patient is failing to grieve.” Evidently she 
could not move on.

Clara  had  started  to  behave  very  strangely  at  work.  Colleagues  initially 
reported to each other that she was continually talking to herself. But this “out of 
character” and “strange unexplained behaviour” soon escalated into complaints 
that she was being “followed and harassed” by her own hospitalised patients. 
Patients of the hospital, from a surgical ward, were apparently following her. 
Clara  was  making  up  stories,  unbelievable  ones,  but  in  a  most  believable 
fashion. Often, truth and fiction could not be separated. This was all starting to 
sound very, very familiar.



I wanted more detail about the stories but the info wasn’t available. In the 
print-outs I read was just medical references to them. Clara Stinchcombe had 
eventually  agreed to  commit  herself  into an asylum;  in  reality  she  had little 
choice in the matter. The medical notes made clear that should she not agree, 
then she would be committed under the Mental Health Act.

Clara was institutionalised for eight months. Upon release she had worked as 
a  locum  for  an  agency,  covering  staff  absences  and  illness.  As  she  had 
volunteered herself into hospital, no records were shared beyond her immediate 
care team. It was apparent that the Royal College of Nurses, who had given her 
such a glowing reference of employment, knew nothing of this event. This was a 
matter  purely  between  her  and  the  hospital.  Not  even  her  local  GP  was 
(according to the cross-referencing of the hackers) aware of her eight month 
sojourn.

“What date was this professor?” I enquired. “It all seems to go off the rails 
for her after her husband’s death in 2003. Her employment records (sorry; took a 
peep at them as well whilst we were at it) say she worked for Angels Health 
Care,  Kent,  until  January  2005,  as  a  supply  worker.  They  gave  her  a  good 
reference, addressed to a Mr. Jeremy Walton of Cheshire. The same request for 
an employment reference as equally given by the RCN.”

“So everything she says adds up, but we still do not know if Jeremy exists 
do we?”  “No,” was his reply. “And if  he did it  looks certain that he knew 
nothing of Clara’s recent illness.” It appeared to me now that, well, just as I had 
become convinced by her story about the Vicar’s disappearance, everything was 
now about to come crashing down around us. Ivan Grossman, upon seeing my 
despair in making quite the fool of myself, felt the need to rescue me. “That’s 
not all. She’s definitely no computer hacker, Wilkinson, far from it.” “And?” I 
asked desperately. “She’s never done a day’s computing in her life. Hates the 
things by all  accounts.  She’s a complete  technophobe! She couldn’t possibly 
have erased all that data.”

“Okay, so now we have a conspiracy do we? If she has a history of making 
up fantastical  stories  and she doesn’t  have the ability to hack into computer 
systems,  somebody she is  working with somewhere  else,  must.”  The logical 
conclusion drawn was apparent. “Is she paying someone to help her with this?” I 
asked. “But paying for what Brian? What has she got to gain from it? Zero!” 
“Unless,” I added, “what if she were in cohorts with the Vicar for some other 
reason - that this little merry-go-round farce somehow suited the both of them 
equally?” But the more I thought it over the less credible it became. There was 
still no reason for it. She had nothing to gain. If he had wanted to disappear he 
had already done a very good job of it. 

“That’s it.  I’m done for the weekend. I have a battle re-enactment to get 
ready for,  the local civil  war history group, and I’m now switching off until 
Monday!” This, I told the professor. But I also felt the need to ask just one final 
question, just so I could find some peace over the weekend. “Any good news on 



the Vicar at all then?” Unsurprisingly he replied, “None, sorry Brian, he doesn’t 
exist.”

I don’t know where I would be without the local civil war group, the Sealed 
Knot. We took our name from the originals, a secret association committed to 
the restoration of the monarchy. It’s just fun for us. Our group today has none of 
the  political  affiliations  of  its  historical  namesake.  Many  Police  officers  are 
members; it’s a way of winding down after work, and an excuse for a good night 
out afterward: an opportunity to escape that all Seeing Eye occasionally.

We have a huge membership and we are very high profile. I think it is safe 
to say, these days, we are the largest of all re-enactment and historical groups 
active in the UK. I do enjoy a good read of Orders of The Day, our bi-monthly 
magazine. We send copies to the British Libraries service and all of Liverpool’s 
police stations.

But  I  didn’t  find  any  peace,  and  on  the  Sunday  evening,  after  the  re-
enactment,  I  decided  again  to  take  the  following  day  (Monday)  off  work. 
Sunday evening I found myself once again, driving that short two hour journey, 
with my best mate, Winjin’ Pom, down to Stretton.

I didn’t tell Mrs Stinchcombe that I was back in the village that Monday. I 
felt that she had messed me about for long enough. News of my reappearance 
would soon get back to her via the village grapevine, and any pressure, a sense 
that I was actually now watching her, could yield a result.

If  Jeremy had been taken,  or  even worse killed as  part  of  a  conspiracy, 
where would he be now? I purchased an Ordnance Survey map of the area. I 
enjoyed a real ale as before, as I had on my last trip and overnight at the village 
watering hole; the Talbot Arms pub. The map was very interesting; 14 Willow 
Rd, Stretton Bank, Willowfields, where Jeremy Walton had disappeared from, 
was surrounded by a horseshoe lake. Over time the local river had eroded the 
soil away and had almost encircled the village and behind the property was a 
substantial river-crossing. This would prove hard for any man to undertake in 
the pitch black, let alone a nervous old man (despite how physically fit he may 
have been). I felt that he certainly hadn’t crossed the river that evening unless 
suicide was the intention, and his body was now floating in the Manchester Ship 
Canal, to turn up at some point downstream.

The only other choice he had would have been to walk straight through the 
centre of  the village to the main  road.  There were no buses  or  taxis  locally 
available at that time of night and the nearest service ran from Morton, sixteen 
miles away. Notably, services did not resume until 5.45 am in the morning. So 
where  could  an  older  agoraphobic  male,  with  his  medical  condition,  really 
wander off to in the dark? I realised; if he had, he was dead. The river had to be 
the only logical explanation. Other than that of course, that he never existed at 
all.

Then I recalled the conversation about the dirty footprints, the mud from a 
size nine Wellington boot on the stair carpet. Why would he go out and come 



back in during those last few weeks if he wasn’t able to do so? It did seem that 
he would not really be lost at all. The missing spade that the groundsman had 
spoken of; where was that?

Murder just didn’t add up, nor did suicide. His notes confirmed that he had 
no intention of suffering a painful death unless he had died peacefully by his 
own means, and somebody had assisted, by disposing of the body afterward. But 
who and why? It wasn’t the nurse, I was so certain of this. She had been far too 
persistent in her search for him and the same old, same old kept coming back. I 
felt certain; the Vicar, known as Jeremy Walton didn’t exist at all, so why go to 
all that trouble in reporting him missing? Case closed: Mrs Stinchcombe was 
mental.



“St Mary’s”

Looking back on the case I realise that I could appear somewhat insensitive, 
perhaps quite derogatory of this lady and her needs. But I was very busy, I had 
done all I could, and I was working this case alone and now in my own unpaid 
time.

I had no choice. I telephoned Totwell at Stretton and handed the case back. I 
could do no more for her. I faxed through all the associated documentation and 
told him, off the record of course and during the brief telephone call, all about 
the previous incident in London with regard to the asylum.

“We have little choice now Mr Wilkinson I feel. She has obviously managed 
to live this fictionist fantasy among us for three years. I feel now, the fact that 
her delusions have led to the other character’s disappearance, we must step in,” 
he said very calmly. I had to agree, but I couldn’t be the one to do this to her. 
This had to be his responsibility.

Dr West, PC Totwell, and the practice nurse arrived at The Old Bore Hole 
later  that  day,  after  tea,  around  6  pm.  Mrs  Stinchcombe,  oblivious  to  the 
developing seriousness of the situation, collapsed upon seeing them at the door. 
She  was  assisted  into  the  comfortable  seating  of  an  old  grey  armchair  by 
Totwell. “Clara, do you know who I am?” asked Rebecca. “Of course I do. I’m 
not stupid and I’m not bloody mad. I know what it means when a doctor and a 
nurse come to the door unannounced with a policeman.”  “I’ve telephoned for an 
ambulance for you. Nurse, can you make Clara a cuppa please?”

Dr Rebecca  West  telephoned me later  that  evening.  “It  was all  very sad 
Brian. She is absolutely convinced that Jeremy is real. I’ve never seen anything 
like it,  so plausible.”  “We did what we could,” I explained, as if to try and 
appease my own guilt in all this. “I know,” she in turn replied. “I managed to 
trace her records back to St Mary’s in Kent. She’s been admitted there again and 
is,  on  my  insistence,  under  the  care  of  the  same consultant  as  previously.  I 
thought that would be best,” the doctor went on to inform me.

I spoke directly by telephone to that consultant. As part of her terms and 
conditions  of  employment  with  Jeremy  she  had  been  provided  with  private 
medical insurance. “Yes, very good scheme too,” the consultant psychiatrist, Dr 
Henderson, informed me. “She’s got a room to herself, and in the private wing 
directly  under  my  care.  Do come and see  her  Brian.  She  is  asking  for  you 
continually. I think it will help with recovery”

I allowed a full month to pass. I felt she needed some time to settle in, get 
used to being in hospital, again, and to accept her problem and the care now 
offered although I wrote weekly. I knew she would worry about the house and 
the  Reverend  Walton,  so  after  checking  up  regularly  with  Totwell,  I  could 
honestly inform her that all was quite safe and well back at The Old Bore Hole. 
She asked me in one of her replies if I would kindly collect a few things for her. 



It had been my intention to take the fast train down to Kent from Merseyside, 
but I suppose I could drive to Cheshire and then take the rail journey on from 
Manchester,  quite  easily,  I  told  her.  Mrs  Stinchcombe  had  become  very 
withdrawn, quiet, not her assertive self at all. Not the lady I knew. I realised this 
by the tone of her letters, and the handful of telephone calls I made to her. She 
was very, very polite and accepting of her incarceration. I began to believe that 
she  had  accepted  that  the  Vicar  was,  after  all,  just  a  figment  of  her  own 
imagination.

It was Dr Henderson’s belief that, following her husband’s tragic death, she 
had created a new life for herself; one in which she became invaluable to others, 
needed and relied upon for everything. In her mind she had made a new nest, a 
new life  completely  removed  from the  old.  That  former  life,  memories  she 
simply could not deal with.

This was most interesting. She had never discussed her previous life in Kent 
with  me,  and  I  was  surprised  by  this.  Her  husband  was  a  librarian  by  all 
accounts, as Henderson now informed me. He was a former Dickensian scholar 
at a grammar school, private, not far from the family home. Clara had started her 
first nursing post at the very same school. That’s evidently how they met, and 
later they married. The old family home in Chasterton was sold after his death.

This  did,  in  many  ways,  answer  some  outstanding  questions.  “If 
Stinchcombe had purchased the Bore Hole, in Cheshire, personally with her own 
funds years previously… well, judging by the house prices in Kent, this is where 
the money certainly came from.” This I repeatedly assured myself. “And had she 
invested the money from this sale? This could also account for the unexplained 
deposit  of the Two  hundred  and  seventy  four  thousand  pounds,  twenty  six 
pence.”

It  all  started to make perfect  sense,  finally. But,  just like everything else 
connected with Clara if you scratch the surface you find underneath something 
quite extraordinary. I entered the address of the old family home in Kent into the 
search engine of my office computer to see if I could gauge its full financial 
value. “Still can’t leave it be, can you Brian?” remarked WPC Karen Kneed, as 
she dropped next weeks’ contacts log onto the desk in front of me.

It  was  now a  children’s  home,  operated  by  a  national  charity  and  most 
interestingly it is was called Clara’s Place. “Strange,” I thought, “to buy a house 
and name it after the previous owner.” Maybe it was just coincidence; perhaps 
Clara was someone else? -  a  patron of the charity? I  had wanted to see the 
property whilst I was down south visiting her, Stinchcombe, in the hospital, so I 
telephoned and explained who I was. I made an appointment to look around. 
This would be on Sunday afternoon, before I went back north to Merseyside, via 
Cheshire.

I did as I  had promised and travelled south via Stretton. I didn’t take an 
overnight  room as  the  weather  was  quite  delightful,  so  Winjin’  Pom and  I 
camped  out  alongside  the  river,  to  the  rear  of  the  house  and  Doreen  was 



delighted. “Look, Brian, a Kingfisher… Isn’t that amazing?” she whispered so 
not to disturb it and frighten it away. We watched together for at least twenty 
minutes, sat on the river bank, sharing the binoculars, our hands clasped tightly 
until it had fed and flown away. Yes! I am aware that Doreen is deceased, but as 
I explained in ‘Bethany’, she is still always with me, at my side throughout.

Spring was well underway. The ploughed fields, the same ones that I had 
first viewed several weeks ago, were starting to burst into life. The dirt on my 
own shoes  reminded  me  of  what  the  nurse  had  said  when  I  was  first  here, 
concerning muddy footprints up the stairs. I laughed out aloud. Doreen chuckled 
too. In creating this fantasy, I thought, what on earth was she thinking of with 
the Wellingtons story? That was one for the corner shop in the morning.

I popped in, as it opened, at 7 am on this now, rather wonderful Saturday 
morning. Mrs Pilkington remembered Clara buying the Wellingtons. “No doubt 
about it.  We sell several pairs at this time of year,” she added. “Very muddy 
here with all this water about.” She went on to give me a full list of fishermen 
and dog walkers who had also purchased boots from her store. “I remember it 
well because she asked for a size nine but didn’t want to try them on first. She 
insisted it was for Mr Walton, who had told her he was definitely, no argument, 
always a nine.”

Back at the house, the doctor having loaned me the key she had for safe 
keeping, I took the opportunity to look around again. The Vicar’s room was odd. 
It was all self-contained and I could see that, given such a condition, you could 
comfortably live inside without coming out. Suggesting it had an en-suite was a 
bit  misleading.  It  was  not  really  a  room  but  a  flat  without  dividing  walls. 
Noticeably, it was much bigger than one would need for just a bedroom. But it 
was the artwork that disturbed me; those pencil and charcoal drawings of caves 
and dungeons. One in particular stood out.

It was of a hole, a perfect rectangle, about six feet in depth. To its right was 
a tube labelled ‘Cardboard such as large old carpet shop roll or similar’. It was 
obviously now I looked more closely at it, a plan or a sketch of something. I felt 
sure it was not just a drawing, but something more significant. Perhaps in his 
dark mind he held a fear of death? Then I realised; I too was doing it – starting 
to believe in a man who never existed, a pure fabrication. “Stop it, you silly old 
fool,” insisted Doreen. I collected Clara’s personals as I said I would, returned 
the key to Rebecca, and left for the railway station.



“Clara’s Place”

I  found Clara Stinchcombe to be in very good spirits  when I arrived on 
Saturday at 2 pm. She was delighted to see me. “Doctor’s coming to see you,” 
she informed in a most cocky arrogant manner. “He wants you to sign this too, 
feels silly asking you for himself” It was a copy of my book, ‘Please Take Care 
of Bethany’. “Still  talking to Doreen are you?” You could see she had been 
itching to get that one off her chest. “So here I am. I talk to a real man through a 
door and I get committed. You, on the other hand, talk to your dead wife and 
you’re a policeman!” I burst out laughing. “That’s a very good point Clara,” I 
chuckled. “It’s not me who should be in here, is it Brian?” she replied with a 
glowing smirk written all over her face.

Henderson soon arrived. “Hello Brian. How good of you to come for her.” 
“Come for  her?” I  replied.  “Yes;  you’re  here  to  pick  her  up aren’t  you?” I 
explained that actually it was just a courtesy visit, to see how she was to which 
Clara then interrupted, “And you can stop talking about me like I’m not here as 
well.”

Dr Henderson invited me to his office, a short walk down Fleming Wing’s 
adjoining corridor. “Tea, coffee?” he asked. “I don’t wish to be rude doctor but 
can we just get straight to the point? Why has she told you I am here to collect 
her?”  “Okay then, there’s nothing wrong with her. She’s as sane as you and I.” 
“WHAT!” I yelled. “Well, you can ‘WHAT’ all you like officer. I’m telling you 
she is completely sane and thus I’m discharging her. She can go whenever and 
wherever she wishes.”

Henderson went on to explain further. “Reasonable probability is this Brian. 
The Vicar, as we know him, I’m confident doesn’t exist at all. He never has 
existed anywhere else other than in her own mind.”  “Then how can you say 
there’s nothing wrong with her and discharge her back into the community so 
soon?”  I  demanded,  and  quite  rightly  asked  how  such  a  decision  could  be 
justified. “I am a psychiatrist Brian, not a psychologist. There is nothing wrong 
with her in the medical sense of the word. If you like it in layman’s terms,  she is 
definitely NOT mad! Now, she might believe in a fictitious employer, which she 
refers to as the Reverend Jeremy Walton, but frankly that’s her business, not 
ours.”   “But  if  he  doesn’t  exist,  she  has  to  be  mad.  What  other  possible 
explanation is there?” I asked.

 “Okay, let’s do it your way then Brian, shall we? Go out and fetch me all of 
the Christians, Jews and Muslims you know”  “Stop right there” I interrupted. 
“These are major world religions, not isolated cases of delusion. How can you 
make such a comparison doctor?”  “Okay Brian, so it’s about the numbers is it? 
Then  go  out  and  fetch  me  all  of  the  Seventh  Day  Adventists,  Jehovah’s 
Witnesses  and Mormons  then”   “That’s  ridiculous  as  well,”  I  replied.  “Is  it 
Brian? Then let’s go for those who believe in Fairies, Troggs, ghosts and Father 



Christmas. And don’t forget people who talk to their dead wife while we’re at 
it.”  I soon got his point.

“Mrs  Stinchcombe  may  well  have  a  delusional  disorder  routed  deep  in 
personality, but she isn’t  insane.  There is no medical  cure where there is  no 
illness.  She  may  need  counselling  or  even  therapy  from  a  behavioural 
psychologist, but I cannot help her. If I keep her any longer, she’ll threaten to 
sue me too”  “Sue you too?” I said. “Yes Brian. She’s threatening to sue you if 
you don’t take her home immediately. I thought you should know!” I laughed 
out loud again. “Then perhaps now is not the time to remind her that she is a 
millionairess then,” I joked. “Indeed,” he replied. “Tea or coffee officer?”

I arranged with Clara to collect her on my way home on Sunday evening. 
We would take the train up to Cheshire where I would collect my camper van 
from the village. “Now Brian, I don’t want to muddy the waters, but don’t you 
think  you  need  to  clear  the  air  between  us?”  She  was  clearly  gloating.  I 
apologised, but also let her know that it wasn’t me who’d made the decision to 
put her in there. “Maybe not,” she said, “but you were a very big part of it, 
weren’t you?”

 I spelt it out for her. “I AM VERY SORRY!  Do you really have to make 
me  feel  any  more  guilty  than  I  already  am Mrs  Stinchcombe?”  I  snapped, 
adding, “and talking about muddying the waters, why didn’t you tell me about 
the missing spade?”  “What missing spade?” she demanded to know. “The one 
from the garage. Jack the groundsman had to go home to fetch his so he could 
plant the pear tree”  “Don’t know anything about it. If I had, it would be Jack 
who would be paying for another. He’s responsible for the tools in the garage, 
not me. Bloody cheek keeping that quiet. I’ll be seeing 
him about that,” she snorted. “Just forget I ever mentioned it,” I infuriatingly 
muttered under my own breath. “Oh, I see, you can mutter away all you like. We 
only had one spade, what use is more than one to a man who never leaves the 
house?”  And  there  we  both  found  ourselves  all  over  again,  “Here  we  go. 
Another descent into the impossible,” I thought.

I had spent Sunday at Clara’s Place, the children’s home and the nurse’s 
former dwelling. The Officer in Charge, Nelly, was most helpful. The kids were 
happy, it was clean, and the staff a delightful, cheerful crowd. It was a good 
place to be. It didn’t have that stale urine smell I was so used to from the many I 
had been in during my career. There was no shortage of money for care here.

I  discussed  my  interest  in  the  former  owner,  without  giving  away  any 
confidential information. Nelly told me, “Oh, that’s our Clara.” “Your Clara?” 
“Yes,” she replied, evidently surprised that I didn’t already know this. “She gave 
the house to us, completely free of charge, ours to keep, and what’s more she 
sends us half of her salary every month to cover the bills too.” My head fell into 
my hands. “So she didn’t sell  this house to you?”  “No, of course not. This 
charity of ours could never afford to buy a place like this.”



Nelly produced a scrapbook from the cupboard drawer below her desk. “We 
use this to show the kids,” she said, “to explain why this is Clara’s Place.” The 
scrapbook was full of photographs and press cuttings. There were several of Mrs 
Stinchcombe with her husband. “He died of leukaemia. It was all very tragic. 
She’d already lost her sister, Anne, many years ago, and decided to give the 
house to us. Originally we were situated on a very poor estate, not so far from 
here, but look at this now. Without her, well, where would we be today?”

As we boarded the train that evening I noticed how threadbare her clothes 
were, and the sole of her right shoe, visible to me, a definite hole. I waited until 
the train was underway and north of the city, then seized the moment of this 
relaxed atmosphere. “Clara, may I ask you something?” “I suppose so if you 
must,  though I was rather enjoying the peace and quiet.” “I know, and I am 
sorry, yet again, but today I went to Clara’s Place. Why didn’t you tell me about 
it?

After a few moments of silence, and I could see she didn’t know how to 
answer, a reply was given. “I don’t go there anymore, not since Giles my hubby 
died  of  leukaemia,  upstairs  it  was,  in  our  bedroom,  4  am on  a  Wednesday 
morning.”  After  a few more  seconds of  silence,  she  continued.  “Giles  and I 
spent our lives working with fortunate kids, in a private school actually. We had 
always  said  that  we  would  give  back  to  the  poor  when  the  time  came. 
Unfortunately he went first, bless him. I was taken quite ill, but nobody knows 
about it.” Obviously I did, and all  about the school but respectfully kept my 
silence.

“Doctor Henderson looked after me then as well. He’s a good man. I’ve had 
quite the time actually when I think about it this month. A nice little holiday in 
some respects, I suppose. Many of the old nurses, my former colleagues, they 
still work at St Mary’s and came to see me, you know. It was very nice to see 
them all again. Anyway, I did as we had both discussed, and gave the house to 
the children. I had no need for it without Giles. I didn’t want to be there alone in 
such a big place so I left everything behind. I’ve never been back, but they do 
write to me, the children, and let me know how they are getting on.”

“You never told me about these letters,  Clara,  when we talked about the 
postal deliveries to The Old Bore Hole?” I reminded her that she had said just 
her copy of Nursing Times and bank statements and suchlike. “I didn’t see the 
point Brian. What’s the connection? You won’t find the Vicar there will you? If 
he’d gone there they’d have telephoned and told me wouldn’t they?”

Nothing had changed in her mind. Jeremy Walton was as real to her now as 
the day I had first met her. But Clara was now the great philanthropist. She had 
impoverished herself, giving away her entire estate, and subsequently half of her 
low salary to a children’s charity, all without telling a soul. She didn’t want any 
public praise and attention for this most generous, most selfless of human acts of 
kindness. She had done it purely because, for her, it felt like the right thing to 



do. She was definitely not an attention seeker: all this Vicar business, it was not 
for a need to be noticed.

I questioned her further. I pointed out how old and worn her own clothes 
were, did she not spend anything on herself? “Yes I did,” she said. “I bought 
myself a big telly to watch Corrie on. I had it delivered directly to Cheshire 
when I started. It’s the one I still have. Hi-Def, it hooks up through the internet.”

“How did you get the job, Clara?” I suddenly realised I had never asked her 
this. “In the bulletin it was. I hadn’t long come out of St Mary’s like I just told 
you. I worked for a supply company covering nurse sickness and annual leave. It 
was well paid and I didn’t find it too stressful. I couldn’t go back to full time on 
the wards you see. I felt silly having made up all those stories, like I just told 
you, about patients following me. I was very ill for a while Brian. Anyway, to 
the point. It was in the nursing bulletin, a vacancy release we got weekly from 
the NHS Trusts. It said something like “Vicar wants live-in carer, must have 
nursing experience and preferably qualified. Oh, and it was desirable to have 
mental health experience, and knowledge of a depressive illnesses. It was to live 
in, all expenses paid, food, electric, everything, and including my health care 
insurance.”  She  laughed  first,  and  I  soon  joined  her,  in  the  irony  of  it  all; 
together we agreed that the latter part was very humorous indeed.

“So how did you get to Stretton on your own then?” And again, without any 
need to pause to think, an answer that only a genuine reply could offer  was 
immediately forthcoming. “I thought that was obvious; didn’t I tell you this? He 
sent a van down for me. I’d given most of our old stuff away to animal charities 
and decided the rest was for the local kids. Except Giles’ rare books of course, 
the Dickens’ collection. I just couldn’t part with them. They are the ones you 
saw in my room.”  “And?” I prompted her to continue. “And what? I packed the 
van with personal stuff, clothes and bedding, my photo albums and ornaments 
and then I met the solicitor, signed over the house papers and left.” 

It had seemed like a hell of a risk to take, but she assured me she had spoken 
with Jeremy several  times  by phone,  and as  an assurance  he would pay her 
monthly  in  advance.  The  van hire  company  and driver  supplied  were  local, 
based in Kent. I didn’t confuse her by letting her know that the utility bills did 
not confirm her story. I’d checked these too. The only records available were for 
a  Mrs  C.M Stinchcombe.  Unsurprisingly  all  of  the  previous  occupier’s  data 
relating to telephone bills, internet service use and electricity consumption, etc. 
for The Old Bore Hole, were also without explanation, found to be deleted.

I could neither deny nor confirm that she had spoken several times by phone 
with the Vicar. But it was her final statement of this particular conversation that 
was most  enlightening. “He seemed like such a nice man, a Reverend of the 
church, why would I not  trust  him?” Clara asserted,  adding “He even said I 
could have the house if he died.”



“VICARS”

As soon as I returned to the Police Station, my first instinct was to track CID 
Sheila down immediately. “Something’s come up again regarding Stretton. Do 
you think we can keep this low key? I just need to trace a copy of a magazine.” 
“Of course,” she said, “for you Brian, anything.”  Though, I could not help but 
think that this was as much to do with sarcasm, as a genuine offer of assistance. 
“I know you’re busy. I am sorry Sheila, but upstairs are keeping it out of the 
budget – can we run it through as something else?”

Sheila said she would find and order me a copy of the NHS Trust’s vacancy 
bulletin for Kent, and I suggested she get a copy for November and December 
2004,  and January  2005 so  as  to  be certain.  It  was  delivered from Kent  by 
motorcycle courier the same day. I think she offset the cost to missing persons, 
and remembered too, most impressively, not to mention Cheshire.

I soon found the original ad that Clara had read. It was on the back page of 
the November issue, ‘Job Lines Kent’, miscellaneous vacancies. Why a post in 
Cheshire was advertised here, I had no idea, but that didn’t really matter. I could 
only assume that it was because any recruit who was hired from so far afield, 
then maybe they would prove to be more reliable.  At the very least,  friends 
would not come over every evening to chill and watch videos, disturbing the 
household. This was a position that required the successful applicant to move 
away and live in isolation. I was aware that hotels often recruited this way. It 
made it very difficult for staff to just quit and not show for work at the drop of a 
hat.

Everything  nurse  Stinchcombe  had  said  was,  considering  the  passage  of 
time,  very  accurate  except  one  thing.  It  didn’t  say  ‘Vicar  of  Stretton’  but 
‘VICARS of  Stretton’.  The  word  VICARS was  intentionally  in  upper  case, 
capitals  throughout.  This  was  starting  to  sound  more  like  a  public  limited 
company, than a man of the cloth.

Sheila couldn’t find anything on the company, locally or nationally. Perhaps 
Grossman could help. “What harm could a few hackers do?” I thought. As usual 
he was very excited by this discovery. “Rings a bell that Brian, definitely, I’ve 
come  across  that  name  somewhere.  I’ll  put  a  shout-out  on  the  dark  web 
straightaway for us, there’s a hacker somewhere who knows who that is, that’s 
for sure. Damn this failing memory of mine. Does let me down sometimes.”

A couple of days later, I remember it very well as I was watching the golf on 
TV, the professor rang me. “I knew that I knew that name Brian, wow, what a 
gem you’ve  turned up.  The  group have  been crunching away  non-stop,  and 
nothing,  absolutely  nothing  on  them,  zilch  my  lad.”  “Then  why  are  you 
sounding  so  excited  professor?   I  asked,  “I  sense  you  are  going  to  tell  me 
something,  Ivan?”  “It’s  a  beauty this  one Brian,  a  stonker,  a  true stonker.” 
“What’s a stonker?” I laughed, “That’s a new one for me.” “Oh don’t worry, 



Welsh word, means gorgeous or something like that, my students are always 
using it, anyway listen up!”

This  I  did most  intently.  Grossman went on to give me a blow by blow 
account  of  a  hacker  he  knew  from  the  city  (London,  not  Liverpool).  This 
operative worked in commercial banking. He had responded to the ad and had 
been most forthcoming with intel, the professor’s words not mine. “You’ve been 
watching far too much American television,” I thought at the time it was said. 
But one thing was sure; it was a stonker!’

This operative as he was called, was a hacker. His specialism was insider 
trading, selling financial secrets, and he had apparently made a very good living 
from it. He, and a second man, had created a programme that deleted its own 
footprints. It was used to access bank accounts but, and Grossman stressed this 
point,  it  was  never used to  steal  but  to  monitor  and evaluate  fluctuations  in 
financial chatter. If specific chatter was intercepted, for example, colleagues of 
the same company or of sister corporations suddenly all investing heavily on a 
non-public lead, they were the first to be aware. It was all highly illegal, as was 
insider trading generally. Merely tipping a colleague off about a good insider 
investment  could  lead  to  a  prison  sentence  or,  at  best,  massive  fines  being 
imposed by the governmental watch dogs; the Office of Fair Trading just for 
one. But hacking and monitoring of corporate accounts, well that meant eight 
years to life inside.

Understandably this man was not going to come forward anytime soon, but 
as a friend of the professor’s hackers, he had felt obliged to help. “VICARS of 
Stretton,”  said  Grossman  most  excitedly,  “was  the  company  set  up  by  his 
colleague.”

Was I missing something? Was that it? I waited for something bigger. I had 
expected by the manner of his excited tone for an answer to the mystery, but that 
was it. “Did you just hear what I said Wilkinson?” he shouted most anxiously 
down the phone. “Yes, but I don’t get it professor. So you know a man who 
knows a man who set up a company called Vicars in Stretton but I was already 
aware of that from the vacancy bulletin ad, and CID Sheila cannot find any trace 
of the company in existence today.” “Exactly!” he shouted again at me.

“I tell you what, I’m going to put the phone on loud speaker and open a 
bottle of wine. So do enlighten Grossman, what am I missing here?”

He  continued.  “That’s  it,  it’s  all  missing.  The  company  data,  records, 
registrations, all gone, doesn’t exist and never has. This guy, his name wasn’t 
Jeremy Walton by the way, well  he set  up the company  VICARS. It  was a 
software development company. Don’t you get it yet – he did it didn’t he?” I 
laughed. “What, he stole the spade?”

 “Brian,  you’re being silly.  He and Jeremy are the same person. He was 
building  on  top  of  the  existing  programme,  the  hacking  software  that  very 
successfully deleted its own footprints. He was a depressive, and wanted to die. 
He was so disillusioned with life following the bankruptcy of his own company, 



VICARS, he became a total recluse. Cut ties with everybody apparently, friends 
and  family,  colleagues,  everybody.”  “So  who  was  the  man  Clara  knew  as 
Jeremy then?”  “Who knows Brian, doesn’t exist does he?”

So here we were again, back at the beginning; going around in never ending 
circles to find out I had just spent thirty minutes discussing the existence of a 
non-existent man who I believed to exist who now no longer exists after all - 
and all over again. “Stone the crows, you finally got it Brian, well done!” “Got 
what  Grossman?   Now I’m really  confused,”  I  told  him.  “Well  that’s  what 
happens when you drink at this time of the day,” he retorted.

“Brian,  how many  people  do we give new identities  to?  Think about  it. 
Those in witness protection, informers and the innocent; we can reinvent them 
anywhere in the world. It is so easy these days to create a false identity. There’s 
no paper work anymore, it’s all data, number crunching on computers, and we 
are  all  merely  binary  codes.  The  technical  brilliance  required  already  exists 
today; barcodes. They can be inserted under our skin, a small chip, like you do 
to your dog at the vets should it ever get lost. It’s all there, our entire lives on 
one signal data chip. We are nothing more than a number. Though, I admit, we 
are  not  very  good  at  getting  the  systems  to  talk  to  each  other  yet,  linking 
everything up everywhere, worldwide, but the technology to do it is there.”

“Imagine Brian, you have a completely new identity created for you, very 
easily too, it’s standard, but what happens to your old one? Well you disappear 
without trace don’t you? One minute you live there, in that house whatever, and 
next, you and your family have gone, moved away without a word. When we 
hide people we don’t tell their friends or family about it. That would negate the 
whole purpose of witness protection, wouldn’t it?”

He continued: “Now enter into the equation a computer virus that can trace 
your entire life, using your national insurance, personal tax reference or driving 
licence number, your baptism or birth certificate, your passport, it’s endless… A 
virus that deletes your own existence and is so effective in doing so, it hides its 
own existence too – it’s brilliant!”

“So are we saying that Jeremy Walton, or whatever his real name was, did 
this, and in the process left his wealth and house to Clara?”  “Yes, that is what I 
am suggesting, but I can never prove it, nor can anyone else. He doesn’t exist 
anymore. But reason tells me that Clara’s Vicar of Stretton and the VICARS of 
Stretton Software Company are way too much of a coincidence to ignore. Up 
until now only Clara Stinchcombe had ever spoken with him, through the door, 
but now we have a second most credible witness who used to work with him. 
Surely you don’t doubt the connection?”  “I get the connection, as amazing and 
unbelievable as it seems Grossman, but
what did this guy, your hacker contact say Jeremy looked like? Surely we can 
now identify him in the system, pick up on his driving licence photograph or 
something with digital image matching?”  “No good I’m afraid Brian, it was all 
done online; over the dark net, the two men never met each other.”



We  chatted  through  the  different  scenarios  until  we  had  exhausted  the 
conversation and ourselves.  “Let’s  leave it  there  for  now, Brian,”  he ended. 
“Don’t forget you owe me a beer at the weekend!”



“A Spade’s a Spade”

It didn’t add up, I got it, but it just didn’t add up. The blatantly obvious still 
had  not  been  addressed.  So  a  hacker  in  pursuit  of  his  dream to  create  the 
ultimate virus now erases his own identity. Yes, that made sense, and it all tied 
in with Stinchcombe’s version of events too, if this was indeed the case. But 
Jeremy, let’s please just stick with that name for conveniences sake, now falls 
into a deep depression when his company goes bankrupt. I can go along with 
that scenario too. Nobody ever met him; I can go with that as well. He had a 
weird form of agoraphobia, and we know this. Why else would he go to all that 
trouble to employ a live-in carer?

If I had achieved my dream and created an extinction virus, I have to call it 
something for the sake of my notes, yes, I would test it first on my own personal 
data and records. It’s the safest thing to do. After all, you don’t need to worry 
about being sued if it goes wrong, do you? Or further still, worry about spending 
the rest of your life behind bars. But Professor Ivan Grossman is convinced that 
Jeremy succeeded. So why now disappear at all? He’d be rich! Where is he now 
– why hasn’t he come forward to claim his prize? Imagine for a second what 
that programme would be worth on the open market?

Consider further his rantings and disturbed state of mind. He succeeded in 
developing the extinction virus, but hasn’t come forward as he genuinely wants 
to now end his own life. His depression and despair are such that he is beyond 
saving. I can go along with that one as well. Until that is, the obvious. Where is 
the body?

The  penny  finally  dropped.  This  is  definitely  not  a  suicide,  nor  is  it  a 
murder. Equally; this is not a confused old man who had got himself lost in the 
dark and stumbled into the fierce underswell of the river, and Mrs Stinchcombe 
is, officially, now declared quite sane. I have that on expert authority. It was 
obvious. This was now a clear case of kidnapping. Yes! Jeremy had succeed in 
creating the virus, probably attempted to sell it on the black market, and as a 
result was taken, probably by MI5 or MI6 covertly. Case solved! Or was it?

Firstly; how was I going to convince anyone to investigate the kidnapping of 
a man who did not exist? Secondly, my star witness, Clara, had a history of 
mental  illness,  in particular a history of making stories up. Thirdly, my only 
credible source of information was an anonymous hacker who was, never in a 
month of Sundays, going to come forward to the police. Case solved and, now in 
the same sentence, case closed. If the Vicar was now spying for some kind of 
covert  governmental  operation,  I  was  not  going  to  get  myself  involved  any 
further!

I went to see DI Andrea Johnson again. It was a curt meeting. “Of course 
Brian. I’ll just summon the Chief Inspector down straightaway shall I? In fact 
I’ll pull him out of his meeting with the Home Secretary for you. I’m sure he’ll 



be delighted to hear how you have finally solved the case of a missing man 
YOU CAN’T prove ever BLOODY EXISTED!” “I get the feeling you being a 
little sarcastic with me ma’am,” I said, I didn’t think it was appropriate after all 
my hard work.  Especially  as  no-one else  was interested in  the case.  “Brian, 
please, I’m just trying to be honest with you. He’ll only have one question to 
ask. Do you know what it will be? Guess. Here it is for you: ‘Have you ever 
considered early retirement?’ Now get the hell out!”

There was only one option left. I had to convince Totwell down at Stretton. I 
wrote up my reports, faxed them down to him and copied DI Johnson in on the 
conversation. Neither replied, but at least it was now on record.

I telephoned the nurse and updated her. Well, most of it, suggesting to her 
that the investigation was still open. I didn’t want her rushing off to the local 
press or anything else that could jeopardise my position. “Good job you phoned 
Brian,” she said to me.” Frank came round today. He’s found the spade.”

 I asked her who Frank was, and found out he was the local farmer, the one 
who’d  ploughed  the  fields  to  the  rear  of  the  house.  The  river  had  recently 
flooded, and following both rotovating and a good raking, the tangled and badly 
damaged spade had been found. “I put a note in the shop window asking if 
anybody had found my spade. I described it and he, Frank, today after work, 
kindly returned it,” Clara explained. “Surely a spade’s a spade Clara? How do 
you know if this is the same one that went missing from the garage?”  “I know it 
is. It’s the one I bought from the shop for Jeremy.” “You bought it Clara?” I 
enquired. “Yes Brian. He asked me to the same day I bought the Wellingtons.”

 If I had not been separated by a telephone cable and countless miles, I think 
I would have strangled her there and then with my own bare hands. Why hadn’t 
she told me this? Wellingtons and muddy footprints were one thing, but a spade 
too? Jeremy had been digging, but what for? Or had he hidden something? “It’s 
a Williamson Shields, with a green handle, and a steel blade. Even now, it still 
has  its  life  time  quality  guarantee  sticker  on  the  back.  I  don’t  think  they’ll 
change it  for  me  now though,  not  after  the rotovator’s  been over  it.  Shame 
really. It cost the Vicar £29.99 – wasn’t a cheap one at all.”

I tried to elicit as much information as possible and insisted that the spade be 
put inside a sealed clear plastic bag and kept very safe in case it was needed as 
evidence later on. Perhaps we would find finger prints. A long shot after all this 
time outside I know, but you had to chance it sometimes. It was amazing how 
prints and DNA could be recovered in the lab these days.  But then, regardless 
of this find, his bedroom was full of prints and samples too if we needed them, 
but what was the point? If they were of any use to us, he had certainly deleted all 
of that data chain too. “Just hang onto it somewhere safe for now,” I requested.

“Where exactly did the farmer find it? Could he show me? Could he please, 
Clara, if I came down again next weekend?”  “I asked him that Brian, said we 
could drive a stake in to mark the spot. But he said “No.” He’d turned over the 
21 acres, the paddock and park fields and long bottom too, in all over 78 acres. 



Said the spade was jammed up inside the rotor blades; could have been there for 
hours, days even, without him realising it. Frank said he’d been rotovating all 
week. It was only when he came to grease up last night he saw it. Had to smash 
it free with a sledgehammer.” 

So now I was confronted with 78 acres of ploughed, rotovated and raked 
mud. It was impossible to locate where the spade had been left by Walton. A 
complete  nonstarter.  If  Jeremy’s  buried  treasure  or  something  else  he  was 
digging  up  was  still  out  there,  we  were  never  going  to  find  it.  That  fact  I 
reluctantly accepted.



“Agoraphobia”

“If you drink this, you will die” These were the words that were repeatedly 
stated to the patients  at  the Dignitas  clinics who, having been supplied with 
pentobarbital,  were  to  imminently  end  their  own  lives.   How could  Doctor 
Rebecca West prescribe such a lethal medication, one that could be so easily 
abused, without ever meeting her patient? And what form of agoraphobia would 
possibly warrant its use? 

Unsurprisingly,  perhaps  the  first  predictable  incident  within  the  whole 
investigation was that the doctor soon clammed up. She refused to talk unless 
through her medical union representative. He, her representative, wouldn’t talk 
to me either as “there was no case for Rebecca to answer.”  “Are you suggesting 
that Dr West was neglectful in prescribing a medicine for a man you cannot 
prove ever existed, officer?” He arrogantly continued; “If you wish to imply that 
our member’s  actions have led to the death of this man,  then I suggest  you 
produce the body.” That was the only telephone call I received from him, a man 
called Pearson who had taken the trouble to proactively contact me first.

It had all got rather out of hand. I had merely probed the doctor further for 
what I thought was legitimate information. I wasn’t making allegations against 
her. But she had obviously taken offence and overreacted. Rebecca closed all 
lines of inquiry, refusing to comment further, and we never spoke again.

Medical records were useless. They had all been deleted as the doctor had 
previously informed and this was soon confirmed by Ivan Grossman’s collective 
of hackers.  So I decided to inform myself using local  groups and the World 
Wide Web. Agoraphobia comes from Greek � γορά, which means ‘large public 
square or marketplace’, and φοβία, a phobia meaning fear. I thought that I, like 
most lay people, already held a good general understanding of what agoraphobia 
entails, but the learning curve was steep. I admit my priority, I wanted to find 
out why a convulsion suppressor,  such as pentobarbital  would be prescribed. 
Beyond  its  use  at  Dignitas,  it  was  after  all  the  major  ingredient  for  lethal 
injection into inmates of death rows overseas.

The body muscles contract  and release in spasms,  repeatedly and rapidly 
during  a  convulsion.  This  results  in  what  we  often  associate  with  epilepsy; 
uncontrolled seizures, often displayed as violent shaking. But interestingly, not 
all epileptics had these seizures and epilepsy was not the only cause of them. It’s 
common apparently for scuba divers who inhale improper enriched air, and for 
those who have had an electric shock. Such non-epileptic convulsions are known 
as paroxysmal events; mimicking epileptic convulsions but absent of abnormal 
rhythmic discharges of cortical neurons.

There is some difference between the two that the medical expert observes 
during diagnosis.  In a non-epileptic attack,  the patient often keeps their eyes 
firmly  closed,  and  they  rarely  cause  harm  to  themselves.  Misdiagnosis  for 



epilepsy is common apparently; convulsions can also be caused by head injury, 
toxin  overdose  including drugs,  and eclampsia.  The  list  was  not  exhaustive, 
which did surprise me, particularly as it included fainting and holding breath 
during  childhood.  However,  it  was  parasomnias  that  intrigued  me  most. 
Parasomnias are more commonly known as night terrors. It is estimated 20% of 
misdiagnosed epileptics have convulsions triggered by psychological problems.

Was it possible that Jeremy Walton was suffering convulsions due to his 
panic  disorder,  schizophrenia  or  other  depersonalisation  disorder,  a  panic 
disorder or other associated mental illness, which had been caused by childhood 
abuse or repressed memories? A commonality I understood was that patients 
often  have  multiple  vague  and  unexplained  medical  problems,  psychiatric 
conditions such as acute depression, major anxiety issues or bipolar disorder. It 
certainly sounded as if Jeremy, with his extreme form of agoraphobia, could 
have  quite  legitimately  been  prescribed  pentobarbital.  I  saw  no  reason  for 
malpractice  on  the  part  of  the  doctor,  Rebecca  West,  whilst  drawing  this 
conclusion. The local a-phobia friendship branch that I spoke to told me that 
research  shows that  non-epileptic  seizures  have  been  connected  to  abnormal 
personality  traits  or  personality  disorders.  Childhood  abuse  as  a  cause  kept 
resurfacing but also trauma in adulthood played a significant part. 

Sadly, positive outcomes for sufferers are relatively poor. In fact, what I read 
and  discussed  demonstrated  that  two  thirds  of  patients  who  suffered  from 
psychologically  triggered seizures (leading to uncontrolled convulsions)  were 
beyond  help.  Jeremy  Walton  was  probably  among  this  group,  accordingly 
choosing  to  incarcerate  himself,  to  remove  himself  from  public  interaction, 
seeking only to find a way to remove his existence. It wasn’t just the bankruptcy 
of his company that had caused this disorder, it was an already present and most 
serious psychological condition that had already sown the seeds of his downfall.

The agoraphobic suffers from severe anxiety attacks. They see and perceive 
extreme danger and are overcome with fear in what most of us take for granted; 
open spaces or crowded areas, including uncontrollable social situations. I tried 
to imagine  my life if  I  were unable to go to the supermarket,  catch a flight 
abroad or even drive Winjin’ Pom over a river bridge… to have such a panic 
disorder that meant I would do anything - absolutely anything, to avoid these 
environments. In Jeremy’s case, this meant locking himself away behind a door 
for at least three years. Was his condition so serious that he could never open the 
door to face another human being in person, even the nurse who he had hired? 
Tragically  many  agoraphobics  never  leave  their  own  homes  or  other  safe 
havens.

A-phobia, the Liverpool support group, told me that agoraphobia accounts 
for 60% of recognised phobias today. Of all the phobias I could think of, I had 
no idea that this one was the most popular or prevalent. It is more common in 
females and usually develops between the ages of 20 to 40 years.  Repressed 
memories and interrupted learning result from a traumatic event. Sufferers often 



disconnect from themselves – depersonalisation - and then disconnect from their 
surroundings - derealisation. ‘Social agoraphobia’ can then take hold; this is the 
fear of being seen to have a panic attack, leading to further isolation.

 I read of cases so severe that sufferers even refused to the leave their own 
homes during medical emergencies. Sufferers will go to great lengths to avoid 
being in  a  place  where  they  have  previously  had  an  attack.  They  are  often 
obsessive  compulsives  with  repressed  memories  due  to  post  traumatic  stress 
disorder. It is not unknown to suffer separation anxieties, the onset of an attack 
when someone else in the household leaves the home to go out. Perhaps this was 
the reason why Jeremy Walton recruited his live-in aid from such a distance - to 
ensure she could be relied upon to be in the house at most times. Patients have 
not only reported a fear of dying but also of losing control over emotions and 
behaviour.

But  whatever  our  own perceptions  or  experiences  of  the  condition,  it  is 
certainly a most debilitating one. The agoraphobic suffers sudden panic attacks 
which release large doses of natural epinephrine, triggering the bodies fight or 
flight response, lasting up to thirty minutes. It is brought on suddenly, without 
warning  and  peaks  around  fifteen  minutes  in.  Palpitations,  rapid  heartbeat, 
sweating and trembling, nausea, vomiting and dizziness are all present, followed 
by tightness of the throat and shortness of breath. Agoraphobia is certainly most 
unpleasant.

A common associative disorder of agoraphobia is thanatophobia, the fear of 
death, and with this in mind I again ruled out the feasibility of suicide. Anxiety 
often increases when dwelling upon their own inevitable deaths, which they may 
consciously or even subconsciously link with separation of soul from the safety 
of mortal body. 

Pentobarbital depresses the central nervous system; so was it now possible 
that  with it,  in  controlled dose,  that  he was  able  to  leave  the house  and go 
outside -  especially  whilst  dark so he could not  see to  focus  on the endless 
dimensions of his open surroundings? If the drug had been prescribed to control 
his seizures, perhaps this new freedom now discovered was a side effect
most  welcome?  And this  was  not  uncommon  I  believe;  The  science  fiction 
writer  H.L.Gold  (1914-1996)  suffered  with  agoraphobia  as  a  result  of  post-
traumatic stress disorder from warfare. As per Jeremy Walton, his condition was 
so severe that he did not leave his apartment for two decades, but toward the end 
if his life he did achieve some control over it.

Whatever the conclusion, being outside meant that he was now vulnerable. 
A vulnerability which I believe had most definitely led to his kidnapping.



“Loneliness”

Of course, people feel lonely for a number of reasons, but the main issue 
with  Mrs  Stinchcombe  wasn’t  social  isolation  but  her  new  found  social 
awkwardness. The days, the weeks and months started to pass. She had adapted 
to being alone in the house very well, or so I had thought, and would often ring 
me with her updates and news, but it was mostly village gossip. But in regard to 
the Reverend Jeremy Walton, we had nothing new to discuss these days. 

He  had  disappeared  without  trace,  and  no  ransom  note  had  ever  been 
forthcoming. This had destroyed my belief in a kidnap plot, but then again, dark 
establishment forces, the government, the military or police don’t leave ransom 
notes. It’s the person they want, not the cash rewards. What else could I do but 
assure her he would turn up, dead or alive, somewhere at some point? Until that 
day, worrying about things beyond her control, would only result in making her 
ill.

It was true to say there was awkwardness around the village. I certainly felt 
it during my last couple of trips down when I drove down to find out how Clara 
was getting on alone. She had changed doctors’ practice, and was now shunned 
by the proprietors of the local shop. “They think I killed him, Brian,” she had 
once said to me. “I know they’re talking about me behind my back. When I go 
in it all goes very quiet. I don’t think they want me here.” On one occasion a 
young man, in his late teens, had shouted across the street to her, “Do you need 
to borrow some boots and a spade to bury anybody else today? You silly old 
cow!” The local children too, the younger ones, they were now referring to her 
as the Village Witch. Clara had found this most upsetting and had resorted to 
staying in the house as much as possible. 

She had finally accepted that the house was hers, and the cash in her account 
too. Clara had wanted to sell it and leave, but couldn’t. A solicitor had advised 
her of the need to wait seven years for Jeremy to be ruled officially dead in 
absentia. I, on the other hand, advised her that she could, as officially Jeremy 
Walton had never existed. There was no official investigation taking place, and 
without any proof of existence, there never would be. I was worried that she 
would  stay  in  Stretton,  be  unhappy,  and  soon  fritter  away  her  funds 
unnecessarily.

I concentrated on getting her to overcome her loneliness and move on, to 
start valuing and comforting herself. I needed her to realise she wasn’t alone. 
That we all get lonely, and this is why I still talk to Doreen as if she were still 
alive. “It comforts me,” I explained. “That’s why I moved here, to deal with my 
husband’s death,” she told me. “Where has it got me? At best they call me ‘Mad 
Old Cow’ and at worst, ‘The Murderer’ – now.”

I would try to encourage her to find people from outside the village who 
shared similar interests; but she was never interested in socialising these days. 



She had not been to quiz night or darts evening at the village local for months. 
“You need to focus on new alternatives and paths for yourself,” I would say, but 
to no avail.

I  sent  her  a  leaflet,  archery  classes  with a  sports  league nearby,  but  she 
argued that her eyesight would never be good enough. I also asked the local 
conservationists’ group to get in touch with her. She could help plant trees and 
build bird boxes I thought, but she insisted they had never contacted her back. I 
offered to ring them again on her behalf but she said no. “If they don’t want 
anything to do with me then let them be, I don’t want to make a fool of myself 
by forcing myself on them. Perhaps they think too, that I only want to go in the 
woods to hide more bodies.” I was worried about her ever-increasing sense of 
social anxiety. I even thought she was becoming agoraphobic because of the 
trauma of Jeremy’s disappearance without closure for her.

There were many activities going on in the local area, and Clara had tried 
some of them out. One she was very fond of was Book Club, but it soon fizzled 
away. She would always go with the intention of making friends, and when she 
felt ignored, her confidence was knocked back in ever increasing degrees. I said, 
“Try going to social  activities without any expectations at  all  and just  enjoy 
yourself regardless of what happens,” but she would have none of it.  “When 
Doreen passed away, I joined the local military enthusiast groups, as many of 
them as I could and at first I felt uncomfortable, but by being myself, natural, I 
soon made friendships,” I said. “Perhaps you’re trying too hard Clara?” I tried to 
reinforce the positives of getting out and about. “Well those groups weren’t in 
‘Stuck-up Stretton’, were they, Brian?” was her reply. I suppose this was true. 
Stretton was a very wealthy conservative village. Clara would not get involved 
with any local political campaigns or the organised fundraisers of the parish’s 
church group. 

It was evident that she wanted to wallow in it, sit around the house all day 
persistently dwelling on Jeremy’s strange disappearance. At times I could see 
she got angry, “Why has he done this to me?” The nurse had done everything for 
him, given three years of her aged life to a man she had never seen. “Surely that 
was worth something?” she would often ask me. “Just a simple thank you and 
goodbye would have been better than this.”  All I could do was explain how ill 
Jeremy had obviously become. “You can’t expect normal things from a man 
who has no normality  in his life,”  and this would often lead to a controlled 
argument between us. “I’m not defending him. I’m merely suggesting it’s more 
complicated,” I would state as fact to her.

“Try new things,” I would urge. “Take a walk or buy a new bicycle. Write a 
book perhaps Clara? You’re never too old to try out new things.” I wanted her to 
keep busy, to throw herself back into work somewhere. I believed it was mulling 
around the house that always made her more and more depressed. 

Nurse Stinchcombe had managed to retain much of her previous sense of 
humour. It wasn’t all dark clouds. I explained that Doreen and I loved going out 



to the cinema together and afterward we would go for a meal. I explained that 
after  her  death,  I  dated  for  a  while.  I  was  then  Wilkinson  Billy  No-Mates! 
Always eating and watching films in the same places we had shared, the venues 
and restaurants we had visited together when she was alive. That’s why I still 
pretend  to  have  her  with  me  now.  “She  can’t  be  very  good  company  then, 
Brian,” Clara laughed out once. “Seeing as you obviously prefer to spend your 
day sitting here with me – perhaps I’ve murdered your wife too?”

Clara always missed the central issue. “Just don’t hold yourself back is what 
I’m trying to say to you.” Most of what I said was always dismissed as babble. 
“It’s  not  strange  to  be by  yourself  you know,” she  would say,  and I  would 
always reply, “No, but it is when you don’t want to be.”

I’ve lost count of the magazines, journals and books I had recommended she 
read  over  a  good  cup  of  tea  or  coffee.  I  had  always  found  reading  such  a 
comfort.  “Written  words  are  often  as  good as  company  if  you are  enjoying 
them,” I told her. “I know how to bloody read!” she would shout, “but there’s 
only so long you can sit in the café doing it before everybody else realises you 
have no friends.” Clara was just no good at accepting that me time had its place 
in replacing conversing time.

Eventually I gave up trying, and insisted she buy herself a new pet. “Don’t 
be ridiculous,” was her response to me. “The Vicar’s allergic to cats and dogs. 
Haven’t I told you that?” “No, actually that’s a new one Mrs Stinchcombe, but 
the relevance of it  here and now today is so what?” After  an uncomfortable 
pause she again addressed me sternly, “You’ve given up on him too, haven’t 
you?”  “No, Clara, I haven’t; and I’m not going to give up on you either.” I felt 
that if Clara listened more instead of talking at people, she’d probably make 
friends quite easily. But a pet, well, she couldn’t argue back at a dog could she? 
An old mutt would be ideal company for her. She could talk endlessly about 
herself and it would probably listen.

I challenged her to take up the initiative. Not to wait for a dog to turn up, but 
to go out and find one. If she didn’t, then the next one I found during my beat, 
dumped on the Drover, was hers for sure. I was not going to take no for an 
answer.



“Patch and The Pit”

Patch wasn’t quite what I had had in mind for Clara Stinchcombe, but they 
got on very well together. Following my last stay over in Stretton, she had left a 
message for me on my answer machine, by the time I had got home.  “Hello 
Brian. Clara Stinchcombe here. Yes, I’ll have a dog, thank you,. Let me know 
when you have found one for me. A proper dog mind, not a silly little thing.  
Hope to see you soon. Goodbye.”  I asked about the station and Patch was put 
forward as a good choice for her.

Patch  was  a  very  friendly  retired  police  dog,  specialist  trained  to  find 
cadavers - a bloodhound for odour-specific ID and the tracking of evidence. She, 
a bitch, had completed eight years in service, and despite still being more than 
able to perform her duties, was retired by her handler. There was a new younger 
mutt on the block. Patch was very lucky. Many of our dogs get killed in the line 
of duty but they receive full posthumous honours, as all fallen police officers do.

It was a match made in heaven. I was all too aware that Clara had fallen 
head over heels in love. I was joyed to see her so happy. I imagined her as a 
younger woman, married and working, a smile on her face, daily.

I told her all about Patch’s work history, and her delightful sense of humour 
soon engaged again. “Well if anyone can find him, the Vicar, I guess it’ll be her 
then,” she laughed. But in reality she wanted the cadaver search dog because, 
“They’ll have to believe I didn’t kill him now won’t they? Because if I had, this 
dog’s soon going to find him and dig him up, isn’t she?” And she had a point. I 
couldn’t help but think to myself, “If you have killed him Clara, I hope you’ve 
buried him very deep.”

Stinchcombe was adamant that Jeremy was still alive, and I too. I still held 
dear  to  the  kidnap  theory  as  the  most  plausible.  In  the  back  of  my  mind, 
however, there were a couple of nagging doubts that remained; had she killed 
him and did he ever really exist at all? I couldn’t help it. I did believe her, but 
something had never been quite right with this case and I still maintained an 
open focus on it.

I hoped she wasn’t a murderer. I’d preferred that he was a figment of her 
imagination in preference to that. Mrs Stinchcombe was not going to thrive well 
in prison, and at her age the thought of her dying inside, regardless of the crime, 
upset me deeply. Any outcome but killer bodes well with me.

Patch had retired with flying colours. She had just reached an age where 
retirement  was  mandatory.  She  had  started  out  in  narcotics  at  Manchester 
Airport, but side-stepped into homicide in Liverpool, this when her owner had 
transferred. Patch was a bloodhound with a very distinctive black patch over one 
eye,  the  right  eye,  whilst  the  rest  of  her  face  remained  brown tan.  When  I 
telephone the nurse to say the dog was available to her if she wanted it, that I 
had personally vouched for her as a most suitable new owner, I’m sure I had 



heard her jump up and down with joy. At this stage it wasn’t the dog that excited 
her so much but what the dog could do.

The bloodhound, as a distinct breed, was originally bred because of its large 
scale scent  ability,  and for hunting deer and wild boar.  It  had been used for 
hunting (in partnership with man), since the middle ages. Today in Britain, it is 
used primarily for locating drugs, explosives and human remains. Though, in 
many European countries, it remains to be a most effective hunting companion. 
The bloodhound line is said to be descended from the hounds of the Abbey of St 
Hubert in Belgium.

This dog is famed for an ability to detect specific human odours, often many 
days later and over considerable distance. This includes an ability to detect scent 
even across water. It has a strong and tenacious extraordinary tracking instinct 
and  is  used  by  law  enforcement  officials  across  the  globe  to  track  escaped 
prisoners, missing people, lost children and even lost pets.

She, Clara, now started to write a different diary. Clara logged every inch of 
soil to the rear of The Old Bore Hole and beyond. Mapping every inch of the 
area that the two of them, woman and hound, had now covered together.

A  year  had  soon  passed  and  the  first  anniversary  of  the  Vicar’s 
disappearance was upon us, and I was so glad that Patch had not found a body 
anywhere out back.

So  too  was  Mrs  Stinchcombe.  She  was  delighted  that  the  dog  had  not 
discovered  any  remains.  The  fact  that  somebody  would  most  certainly  have 
found one by now, after all this time, had it been there to begin with didn’t enter 
her head. I allowed her to believe in the strength of her search. The depression 
had lifted and she, and her dog, had a purpose in life again. What was the benefit 
in letting her know that her efforts were futile? Jeremy could not have buried 
himself! The best part of it all, however, was that all of this effort to find him 
did not go unnoticed. Many of the villagers now chose to join her, helping out 
where they could, amazed at this woman and her dog’s joint determination and 
commitment.

Whilst we enjoyed a cup of tea together in the garden one afternoon, Clara 
demonstrated to me that she felt the time to move on was upon her. “I know he’s 
alive Brian, I know it, I know it for certain now. His body has never been found 
and he can’t just have disappeared.” I listened intently to her as she continued. “I 
don’t want to rubbish your kidnap theory, believe me I don’t, but it is flawed 
isn’t it?”  “How?”  I asked her. “Well, he gave me his money and his house 
didn’t he? So am I to understand that he knew he was going to be kidnapped 
before it happened? Well, I cannot, that seems silly to me.” She had a very valid 
point and went on... “I’m going to be kidnapped next week so I’ll just give away 
everything I own to my nurse first,” didn’t sound very clever, I agreed but then 
that relies on the fact that he knew about it in advance. Maybe it was, after all, 
just coincidental?



“I think it’s like this,” Clara continued. “He wanted to disappear, to delete 
his own existence, but didn’t tell me because then I would know for sure what 
had happened to him, and that would render the whole thing useless. I would be 
able to tell people what had really happened, so in his mind, somebody would 
know that he had really existed.” “Yes, I get what you are saying Clara. Carry 
on.”  “Well, it’s like this, this way, even though I have told people all about him, 
I cannot prove it can I? And, still, most people think I am mad. If it hadn’t been 
for you there would be no investigation whatsoever. One day I would naturally 
discover that the house was mine, and that I had been given a lot of money that I 
couldn’t account for, but I do not believe that Jeremy thought I would look for 
him.  In a nutshell,  I  would never have found out about the extinction virus, 
would I?” “A very interesting new perspective Mrs Stinchcombe. To sum up 
you are saying what?” “I’m saying that he thought I would realise that the house 
was now mine eventually, that I was rich too, and that I would accordingly keep 
my mouth shut”

We  discussed  the  pro  and  cons  of  this  new  scenario,  and  it  was  very 
plausible. Perhaps he hadn’t said goodbye to her because he believed in his own 
mind by now, at this critical stage of his illness, that he no longer existed. Nurse 
Stinchcombe continued, “I think he successfully achieved what he had set out to 
do. By now he couldn’t prove he was telling the truth as everything was gone, 
his entire life record removed. So even if he tried to explain to others what he 
had done to himself, nobody was going to believe him, were they? Where’s his 
proof? If nobody believed me at first, who was going to believe an agoraphobic 
who hadn’t left his bedroom in years? Would you have believed him Brian?” 
“Actually, when you put it like that, so simplistically Clara, no I wouldn’t have. 
I’d  have  had  him  committed.”   “Yes  Brian,  we  know that  don’t  we?”  she 
effortlessly replied. It always seemed she had quite the knack to guilt trip at the 
perfect moment.

“I think he made the virus and sold it for many many millions of pounds, 
and is probably living in a mansion in South America somewhere, under a new 
identity he created for himself and is laughing his head off at us. He gave me the 
house and money to say thank you.  I’ve decided to keep it.  That’s  what  he 
wanted. After all, every reason to go is a reason to stay, and Patch likes it here.” 
What could I  say? Result!  The power and companionship  of  a  new pet  had 
worked wonders.

Clara decided she would pack up all of the old things from Jeremy’s room 
for  in  her  mind  he was  clearly  never  coming  back again,  and she  had now 
moved on. The worm had finally turned. She asked me if I would like anything 
to keep; to remember  all  of  this by,  and there was just  one thing. “Actually 
Clara, there is something I’d like to have. Do you remember that old charcoal 
and pencilled drawing of the pit? It was hung on the wall in Jeremy’s bedroom. 
I’d like that if I may?”  “You certainly can,” she keenly replied. “Looks like a 
grave to me. It’s creepy. I don’t like it at all.”  “I can’t say that I do either,” I 



replied, but if anything is going to remind me of this, this most bizarre of cases, 
it  was certainly going to be that very same picture, the one with the pit and 
labelled cardboard tube.

Now, back in Liverpool, I decided to re-frame it. As soon as I removed the 
back  I  realised  it  was  a  large  piece  of  paper  folded  over  multiple  times. 
Immediately I noted, that a torn off corner, missing, was the same shape as the 
triangle  piece found on the bedroom floor  a  year  before.  I  matched the two 
together and it was a perfect fit. Those original words of Jeremy’s now reunited 
with its original source; “I like the words of Jonas Salk; if all insects on Earth  
disappeared,  within  50  years  all  life  on  Earth  would  end.  If  all  humans 
disappeared from the Earth, within 50 years all forms of life would flourish.”

Whilst framed, it had only appeared to be about A4, but now its size had 
folded-out four fold to A2 size. It was covered in sketches, plans and many more 
mad rantings, the worst of which simply read; “to poison the food chain is also 
to poison the insects” I looked closer. Immediately the pit and cardboard carpet 
shop or similar tube became something much more sinister. To the rear of the 
sheet of paper, the drawing was much bigger, more detailed, with many more 
labelled parts. It was very clear for the reader to understand.

It was a grave that had been dug to traditional proportions, six feet in depth. 
Above it, but sunk about two feet below ground level, was a door with door 
frame, labelled to indicate it worked as a stage trap door or hangman’s gallows. 
It would with appropriately fitted mechanism, drop open.  The grave was empty 
of soil. It had been dug out, and then the soil re-shovelled back over the top of 
the door, in a large heap, but perfectly, centrally placed above the pit below. 
Also, opening up into a smaller chamber, just below ground level, was a wide 
cardboard tube that went down at a gradual angle from one end to the other until 



it entered the larger chamber.  Inside the raised and smaller chamber, at the outer 
end of the cardboard tube, I could clearly define the shape of a garden spade.

The  text  read;  “Having dug out  my  grave,  ensure  that  the  side  chamber 
allows entry to it by tube. Tube must be cardboard, this is critical, and allow for 
my entry into larger chamber below by sliding through. Pile dug out earth back 
on top of door. Enter through tube ensuring that afterward, using spade to prod, 
soil around entrance collapses and covers opening. Then push spade back up 
inside tube to farthest point away as possible. The metal blade must not be left 
inside the main chamber  with me.  Cord attached to trapdoor mechanism via 
wooden  leverage  rod  is  secured  to  my  neck.  Take  powdered  pentobarbital 
diluted in orange juice; enjoy last moments - max time left is 30 minutes but 
expect to be irrecoverably unconscious in 10. Take inside with me a candle and 
French cheese,  with a  good bottle  of  Australian  red  for  last  meal.  As I  fall 
backward into deep sleep, the trap will be triggered and soil will fill pit. I will 
know nothing of my painless death. Cardboard tube will soon collapse and start 
to rot at first rainfall. Wooden door frame and mechanism will also rot all in 
good time. I must ensure that all wood is sunken below plough depth so as not to 
be discovered beforehand.”

It was obvious now where Jeremy had gone. He had successfully deleted his 
own existence  and  apparently  buried  himself  without  trace.  He  had  died  as 
intended, in a painless, peaceful way, sealing himself for all eternity inside his 
own  tomb.  He  had  intended  for  the  spade  to  be  eventually  found,  found 
somewhere away from the location of his body. His worry must have been that 
at  some  future  point  in  time,  and  for  whatever  reason,  a  metal  detectorist, 
amateur of professional, could have located it; and this would have led to the 
certain uncovering of his mortal remains.

I never shared this discovery with her, with Nurse C.M Stinchcombe RCN. 
What would have been the point? I couldn’t prove it was true, but I certainly 
believed it to be so. Maybe in a few years when she has passed away, and at a 
point in time when people start  to believe the truth behind this story, maybe 
then, and only then will it be appropriate to start digging up the fields behind the 
house. Clara believes Jeremy to have been real and Clara believes him to be still 
alive today, somewhere.

Had the Reverend Jeremy Walton, the Vicar, actually achieved the absolute 
deletion  of  his  own  existence,  and  had  he  really  managed  to  bury  himself 
without trace? We will never know.

Because I can never prove he ever existed to begin with!

- END -
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