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			Dedication

			To my wonderful family

		

		
			Epigraph

			I sometimes wonder what was disappeared first – among all the things that have vanished from the island.

			The Memory Police by Yoko Ogawa

		

		
			PART I

			STEPHANIE AND CHRISTOBAL

		

		
			Chapter 1

			Of all the everyday, occasionally comforting lies we tell ourselves and others, the idea of a ‘first memory’ is perhaps one of the most powerful. It’s a nice enough thought. The first intrusions of consciousness and colour, the very first indications of being here, beyond the sensory oblivion of earliest childhood. I tend to find that the people I ask for theirs only want to admit to the resolutely banal and believable, though perhaps that is just the truth of the matter. First memories are such a uniquely personal, fractured thing. And just like our dreams, they lose so much of their individual power when dissected out loud and at the mercy of another person’s capacity for boredom. As I get older, I find myself more and more intrigued by what people are liable to recall. For some, those first flashes seem to prove something significant; perhaps even a portent of the life they’ve happened to live since. For others, they mean nothing at all outside of the accidents of memory.

			I’m still not quite sure where I sit between these two poles. It’s not that my first recollections are anything remotely special, far from it. If I close my eyes and cast back there’s the usual jumble, smoothed into neatness by many years of practice. And there I am, suddenly aware of earth and summer heat, sitting by the small cluster of trees at the end of a small concrete garden. Above me there is greenery mixed with sunlight and a few lengthening shadows. To my left, the shape of a door pointing to a shaded, tiled kitchen itself leading back into what I now understand as signifying home then, the shoddily converted bottom half of a crumbling Victorian house in Hither Green, in the seemingly endless and exasperated depths of south-east London. In place of any definite sound, there is an atmosphere, at once heavy and content, the unmistakable indolence of an afternoon in high summer. And there is the feeling of something, someone, else. A larger figure, tucked halfway out of sight, watching unobtrusively. Their presence is part of the scene’s security. It’s the shape of a slightly stooped young man, rake thin and verging on the edge of frailty. It is the outline of my father, Christobal Garcia-Ferrera, as he watches on from his vantage point on a plastic garden chair, content enough to let me roam, as long as I remain in his line of vision.

			There’s no way of saying with total precision when this fleeting domestic scene played out, but some rudimentary detective work tells me it must be around 1995. I was born three years earlier, less than a mile up the road at Lewisham Hospital, with the certificate signed by both Christobal and my mother, Stephanie Garcia-Ferrera. I arrived on the late afternoon of 13 July 1992. A newly born responsibility, to be tended to and doted on. Naturally, Mum had it hardest that day. I’d had to be cut from her, a caesarean delivery at the end of a relatively uncomplicated pregnancy spent mainly in the cocoon of the local area. The afternoon was backdropped by heavy rainfall, just one predictable hazard of any London summer. And yes, he was present – though not the whole way through. He could be excitable like that, it was just in his nature, the need to fidget and pace like a slightly unruly child.

			My gran – my mother’s mother – used to tell me the story with a still disbelieving chuckle, many years later. Christobal (Chris, as he’d always been known here) couldn’t quite stick with the protracted drama of the labour hours and had headed out into the car park and the nearby streets to pace and pirouette, a ball of anguish and coiled up excitement. But when the all-clear came, how he rushed back in to be by Mum’s side and take me up in his arms. For some never quite explained reason, it was my hands he was most taken with, at least that’s how Gran told it. ‘My son,’ he was said to have shouted, grabbing any nurse and passer-by who would listen, ‘has the most incredible hands!’ Gran always did love to tell that story, needing only the very slightest excuse to prompt a full recital. Were it possible, I’d like to tease Christobal about its veracity and that of all the other little narrative flourishes that day has since been wrapped in. But that has not been possible, for many years now.

			They had first met in Spain. At the very southern tip of Andalusia, where Europe dissolves into Morocco and the rest of North Africa. In La Línea de la Concepción, a small and perpetually troubled coastal city of fewer than 70,000 people, not far from the geographic and territorial oddity of Gibraltar. Christobal’s hometown and almost all he knew before his new life in London. For as long as anyone can remember, it had been a city of smugglers and bandits; a frontier town founded as a bulwark against English conquest and only given formal recognition by the Spanish state in the late nineteenth century. What can I say about his family there other than the fragments that I’ve come to know, over the years. A sprawling, working-class clan, with many siblings and cousins, most of whom lived and worked in the city or its periphery. Perhaps that’s one of the things that appealed to Mum, on their first meetings. She was a Londoner, whose adulthood had grown to be marked by an increasingly intense love affair with all things Iberian. It had stemmed from a trip to Granada with her eldest sister, some years before, in the late 1980s. There’s a photo that still lives in my aunt’s house from that first trip. Mum, sitting in the window of a cloister, sheltered from the dazzling afternoon light outside. With one hand resting under her chin, her eyes pointed out to an invisible horizon, a scene of almost religious contemplation and tranquillity, like something from a Rossetti print.

			From that first visit, it’s said that she knew the country to be more like home than anything she’d known before. It had something to do with the vibrancy of colour, the subtle grades of light. These weren’t things you found too often in Catford or Forest Hill, or whichever part of London she found herself living in during those long years before. But it usually takes more than just a different quality of light to fall properly in love. Mum was a middle child and a quiet, sometimes painfully shy young woman, having struggled with eating disorders and self-confidence in her peripatetic teenage years dotting between London council flats with Gran and her youngest sister. Perhaps as a consequence, she possessed a well-developed gift for secrecy, her life subdivided into tight self-contained compartments, sometimes kept hidden from even the family and friends she was closest to. Yet there were also the passions that she couldn’t help but wear on her sleeve. Poetry and travel, mythology and the idiosyncratic patterns of Romani history. For many years she had herself lived with one leg in a local traveller community, growing her light-brown hair past her waist and immersing herself in their ways of life. There is talk of another man from that time, though few, if any, from our family ever had the chance to meet him and, in truth, no one now can even quite be sure of his name. He was just another silent part of her life. The same aunt who first took her to Spain once described her to me as having an invisible layer of skin missing; as a young girl she would often burn the poetry and stories she had written, the shame of them being seen by any other living eye being something too much to bear.

			This is not to say Mum lacked resilience. You don’t tend to leave alone for a foreign country as a woman in your early thirties without it, which is precisely what she managed after saving for a few months from her job as an admin assistant at Lambeth Council, from right after that first holiday. And an hour of Spanish every night, like clockwork, in preparation to realise the dream of a new existence. She made it real, soon enough after. It’s here that the timeline falters slightly, at least in my telling of it. It must have been in the last years of the eighties when they met. Christobal was considerably younger than Mum, almost by a decade. Perhaps she was his first serious love and catalyst to a kind of adulthood he’d barely known to be possible. He was young, but his looks were never exactly boyish. Heavy browed, with serious features, you could say he almost looked older than his years, despite his slight frame and height, at little over five foot seven. And perhaps she fell in love with the strength of his enthusiasms, of which there were many. Flamenco music and dance, as well as the Spanish guitar and amateur boxing. Then, of course, there was his capacity for a good time and late nights, a specially refined talent for carefree joy and spontaneity. No one has ever disputed the happiness of those first few months in Spain, right back at the root of their beginnings as a couple. As they passed, someone must have made a decision: it was time to return to London, only this time together, as a unit and, soon enough, as man and wife. I suppose I could spend many words trying to analyse their motives from my seat here, as a 27-year-old man, writing in my flat in one of those same drab south London neighbourhoods, but it wouldn’t really do either of them justice. For him, there was the same promise of adventure and opportunity that his new wife must have felt coming to Spain for the first time. For her, the security of family and a stable enough income. For them both, the idea of perhaps trying for something they both wanted even more than each other: a child.

			Here we arrive, on more solid ground. Where the facts start to become clearer and the narrative more precisely traced. It is here that I can almost begin to rely on official documents and the memories of others as a source, however unreliable they might occasionally be. The new start in London did not herald the beginning of a gilded fairy tale, not that either of them had really expected it would. They arrived back to precisely what she’d left behind – a London both greyscale and chaotic, at the fag end of the Thatcher years. Whatever kind of giddily nauseous boom had been birthed by the deregulatory ‘Big Bang’ in the financial hubs of the old City had not blown south into her orbit. Life moved along steady lines, built around the hubs of home, work and a steady network of family, friends and neighbours. South London really was different then, a slightly ragged outpost set against the arrogance and noise of the city proper. When the streets felt that bit wider and the distance to escape that bit longer. The land of the rock-solid nowherevilles of Lewisham High Street and Rushey Green. It could be magical, if you knew an inroad to its hidden charms, as she did. There were some good times in store for Mum and Christobal in those first few years in the city. Life still had that last slight tinge of weightlessness, of relative freedom and at least most of the opportunities that the circumstances of their class and lack of money permitted. Many weekends were spent whittling away the nights in drink and raucous song; Christobal, Mum, my aunt and her close friends, in whoever’s flat seemed to be the best fit for the evening in hand. Sometimes they would be joined by a few of his relatives from back home, including his favourite cousin, Marie Pelle, who would provide accompaniment on the guitar.

			But enjoying the nights had never been his problem. Soon it was clear that the days brought other things, the first onset of trouble and failure. Christobal’s English was always ok, if occasionally broken. It was fine when Mum was there to translate and smooth over any difficulties and anyway, most people were understanding enough of a young man trying to give his best. But his best was not always enough, poised against the obstinacy or spite of others. He worked as a painter and decorator, a willing pair of hands in the unregulated world of odd jobs and off-the-books construction projects, a world wrapped in its own tightly knit machismo and networks of favouritism and obscure patronage. There were some good bosses, and many bad ones. Anyone with an eye for weakness would have seen him coming and had his number at first glance. There were many light envelopes to come and promises of work to be pulled from under his feet. The kind of everyday exploitation that forms the backdrop to so many immigrant lives, then as now. Was this what he thought things would look like, in his new life? Perhaps this is when his drinking started to escalate, from a weekend ritual to something more obviously problematic. Just one time-worn method of dulling some of the shame of inadequacy and smoothing down the rougher edges of his new reality.

			After all, work is one thing; to be endured rather than enjoyed. But home was also a challenge. Those early years before my arrival meant instability and a constant, sometimes grinding precarity. It was hard, for both of them. The constant flitting between Gran’s cramped one-bedroom flat on Faversham Road and the homes of other friends and family in the vicinity who could offer shelter for as long as their means or generosity could manage. An existence that still falls under the bureaucratic banner of ‘legal homelessness’, as it would have done then. My arrival changed all that in the summer of 1992. It’s a strange, uniquely gratifying feeling to locate yourself at the heart of your own family’s origin story. So much has changed since that it already seems to carry the texture of a childish fable. Almost immediately, Lewisham Council came up with the flat in Hither Green, site of my first hazy recollections and a long hoped-for stable base for my parents to climb clear of their increasingly strained beginnings in the city. The conditions they had dreamed of for so long; a home that could be really theirs, with a new family unit to be grown and nurtured inside it.

			And those few years gave them exactly that, or so the most reliable available sources would have it. More coherent thoughts start to surface around this time. Still sporadic, but so often colourful. Clambering over the sofa to sit between them as they watched TV in companionable silence, enjoying devising endlessly convoluted games in the solitude of my room and bringing them out to bear in the safety of the garden, if the weather permitted. The first proper sequence of events I can remember with real precision must have taken place in the autumn of 1996, my first day of nursery in Catford, just a few minutes from home. It’s still so vivid, a real electric shock of animation. For the first few minutes, it seemed like the most brilliant adventure; a new space with cheerful, welcoming faces and hand-painted pictures dotting the battered plaster walls of a tumbledown old Victorian house on Rushey Green, the main artery that runs through the area and connects it to the body of Lewisham proper.

			The adults were talking in hushed conspiratorial tones, while I slouch in a slightly too big chair, processing all the unfamiliarity and trying to keep my legs from squirming too much, in case I run the risk of a light telling-off from Mum, who is looking more stressed than I can remember seeing her before. I feel myself getting restless, letting my eyes streak about the room, over the same blobs of colour and cracked plaster. It must be home time soon. I want to get back home, to the insanely patterned carpet and treasure trove of cheap plastic toys. But something’s wrong. I know when he takes up my hands and says something about being brave. He pulls his eyes to my level, to the point where I can see the brown of them swimming in a sea of yellow. His breath is heavy as he tells me I have to be brave now, because we’re coming back this afternoon. But you have to stay here for now, with all the new friends you’ll make, he says. Things are blurred after this, but I’ve no illusions about what it must have looked like; a pathetic scene, full of noisy crying: me, Mum and Christobal. I remember the feeling of helplessness and the dim awareness of a new world I had no choice in joining and being part of, outside the narrow confines of home. The other adult, the teacher, has seen it all a thousand times before and doles out a few professional sympathies. The goodbyes take an age, until the hysteria finally bleeds out, ready for the new day to begin. The last thing I recall from that day is his hands pressed to the window glass from the outside, preparing to turn with a wink and a goofy thumbs up, as his free hand stays clasped in Mum’s.

			It wasn’t long after this that he disappeared from our lives for the first time. It happened just like that. One day he was there, the next day he wasn’t, or at least that’s how it seemed to me, protected from the context of his vanishing by Mum and the other adults in our life. It was only much later that I grew to understand the reality of what our lives must have been then, outside what I picked up at the time. Something had been wrong and it’s possible I felt it even if I can’t quite recall all that much of it. But children are perceptive creatures, alert to any changes in atmosphere. I had dimly begun to understand that it wasn’t normal; that other dads didn’t stay out until the nightmare hours, coming home to be diverted into another room to sleep off the night’s excesses. I knew that not all adults carried with them the same almost constant glaze and that they didn’t slur their words in the mid-afternoon.

			How did it get to the point when the work finally dried up to nothing? How many failures had it taken to make his life feel intolerable? There is no one I know of who can really answer that question yet. Whatever the complex reasons underpinning his decline, everyone agrees on its rapidity. Soon, he was out all night, almost every night. There were arguments and tears, between him and Mum, most often in Spanish, a language I have never been able to speak or understand, despite the heritage my full name implies. Where did he go, on those lost nights? Where did he go, when he vanished that first time? It was only for a few weeks, but I imagine it must have felt like eternity for mum and my extended family. Or perhaps it didn’t. She could have been relieved for the respite, from the twin cares of a troublesome husband and a small child. From life lived in a flat that already seemed too small, too tainted by disappointment and tarnished new beginnings.

			It was around this time that he’d also run up against the law, over some accusation of now long forgotten petty criminality. It still seems almost inexplicable, that vulnerable, drunken fool thrown into the lion’s den against any possible sense of proportion or compassion. But when has either quality been a feature in the life of the poor in this country? Like the stories of so many other people who are continually slipping in and out of sight of their loved ones, there were the moments that must have felt like rock bottom. After a few weeks, he was back, though no one seems to remember exactly how long he was away for. And just a few weeks after that, he was on the move again, fleeing back to Spain. As with so many others that go repeatedly missing, it wasn’t the fact that something had changed in his life that caused him to go: it was the fact that nothing had changed at all.

			Life carried on. In the spring of 1997, me and Mum moved a few miles up the road to a basement flat in Forest Hill and the start of a temporarily blissful new chapter, marked by a larger back garden and a bedroom I took to be a cavern on first viewing. It didn’t matter that there were bars on the windows or the walls were yellowed from second-hand smoke. This was heaven. Just me and Mum tucked in against the roar of the South Circular, only yards from the vast Victorian absurdity of the Horniman Museum. Six months after disappearing to Spain, he returned. Without an explanation or conciliatory words, swaying unsteadily on the doorstep to the flat with a fistful of emaciated plastic flowers, though I don’t remember much else aside from a few increasingly vicious rows in Spanish. He looked bad and almost frightening. His black hair matted with grease, his eyes puffy and red, his skin gaunt from lack of sun; a young man rapidly aged and crumpled before his time. I didn’t want to look at him for longer than I could avoid. The spell had broken on his return, even if he rarely spent the night at the new flat. Mum was getting ill. Stress, maybe. You couldn’t blame her if that was the case. And people talked; you couldn’t expect them to do anything else.

			Everything I can honestly write about that time is filtered through the unreliable eyes of childhood. Memories collapse into one another, making strange mosaics out of the vividly remembered and sometimes misremembered fragments. But I know that he was rarely there. There isn’t much concrete proof of where he was instead and I’m not even sure it matters too much now. I can know without it being said that it wasn’t a place to envy. His absence was one facet of our lives then. We were still real, the two of us, me and Mum, in the little flat with the bars on the windows and the threadbare brown carpet, stretched thin across the floor like dry skin does on bone. But childhood has its own clarity as well as confusions. I can remember the feeling that life was trending downwards into something that didn’t have a name yet. There were still plenty of fun, full days, but Mum’s face and arms were getting thinner, along with her hair. We still played our games and spent time with our stories, but Mum was tired. Soon enough, Gran would come to stay the night more often. The nights started to feel longer and darker. After a few months, the eyes of other adults began to reflect a horrible sympathy.

			And then it happened. Mum died in the autumn of 1999, a few months after my seventh birthday. Breast cancer, barely into her forties. I knew before the adults told me. If I close my eyes I can see it as clearly as if it happened last week, as I sat on the wall in the back garden, looking out into the trees. I just knew, a premonition I suppose. ‘Mum’s dead, isn’t she?’ were my first words, as I arrived into a living room full of my ashen-looking relatives. Things were dark for a while and the memories far less abundant.

			My new life started, living with Gran and my mum’s sister, who moved her life down from Glasgow to look after us both, very young and very old as we were, an arrangement which lasted through a move to Scotland for her work a few years later and ended when I went to university at 18. Christobal was nowhere to be seen. He had taken himself back to Spain, through grief or cowardice, it is impossible to say. This time, he was missing from my life and has remained so ever since, outside of a brief and disastrous visit to La Línea, in 2000. Then, only a long incoherent letter a few years later, posted from a monastery somewhere in northern Spain. He was sorry at the way things had turned out, for him and us. It was an awful thing, but life was messy, he wanted me to understand. It concluded with a few extra platitudes about time healing all things, or whatever. And it’s true, for many years I let him drift to the back of my mind, as I got on with all the million other things that got in the way. School, adolescence, house moves, first loves and other griefs. Then university, followed by the start of adulthood and independence. But there has always been the nagging thought that things would have been different, though not better, if he had been here instead of elsewhere. With Mum, I stand in certainty. She is dead, my relations with her frozen in amber. With him, it is different, uncertain, somewhere just out of reach. For many years it’s fair to say I didn’t really want to know. My life was happy and everything was new and to be explored for the first time. I’m not precisely sure what’s changed in the last few years, but something has. Perhaps it’s something as superficially arbitrary as an anniversary. The year 2019 was the 20th since Mum’s death, and 2020 witnessed the same milestone representing the last time I saw Christobal. It’s a strange feeling, though one I feel ready to face up to. After all, I am an adult now, about the same age he was when he took himself back to Spain all those years ago. The cost of not knowing just feels greater now than it used to.

			Of the endless unanswered questions that make up a life, there is one that the passing of the years has made the most pressing. It is not just asking who my father was, or perhaps still is. I can already draw a decently complex portrait of him from the remaining, incomplete evidence and the memories of both myself and others who knew him here. The frail young immigrant without the language or networks to express himself or feel comfort, exploited in work and half-drowned under responsibilities he had no idea of how to handle with any kind of success or grace. The irresponsible drunk and addict, as unapologetically selfish as he fancied allowing himself to be on any given day. The vulnerable remand prisoner trapped in a high security hell of killers and thieves. The occasionally present husband and father that wanted to put all the rest of it behind him, without the first clue or understanding of the struggle and sacrifices it would have to take, as well as being somebody else’s dysfunctional brother and son, in a place that is still both faraway and strange to me. There is a point to which I can appreciate the complexities of his existence, filtered through the lens of my adult understanding. This is the point at which the whole muddled tapestry can start to make a kind of sense.

			It is when I start to try and consider what he is that the whole carefully woven construction starts to unravel to thread in my hands. He is my father; that much is certain. But what else? What more or less? When I think of the man responsible for my existence, I am also considering a ghost, with the proof of his life now little more than a series of yoked-together fragments, to be interpreted with as much generosity as I am capable of. Christobal Garcia-Ferrera has been missing from my life for almost as long as I can remember. To consider him as a missing person is the only thing that really makes any sense to me, though I have only recently begun to understand him in those terms. There will be those who know his fate, but they are missing from me too – my Spanish family, who might themselves have long ago forgotten my own existence.

			There’s something comforting in the realisation of how few accidents there really are in the patterns that make up one’s life. For the last 20 years I have spent many hours contemplating what might have become of Christobal, just as I have spent many weeks and months without him intruding on my thoughts at all. So much has happened, so much time has elapsed and made it all feel so strange, like the half-remembered dreams of another existence; as distant to now as the days before that very first memory from a long-gone summer past.

			But here I am, bound on a journey of discovery of his fate, which maybe has no definite, or even desired, conclusion. There is no certainty of what and who might be found. And far beyond my thoughts of him there is the whole shadow world of the missing that I have spent so much time trying to document and make sense of in my professional life as a journalist and writer.

			In March 2019, I wrote a long feature for VICE on the current missing persons crises in the UK, in all of its tortured complexity. Christobal was the catalyst that has brought me to the story, however much I initially wanted to believe it otherwise. In the past few years my work has further gravitated to the stories of those slipping out of view, including six months spent reporting on the strange, often poignant case of the still unidentified man calling himself Peter Bergmann, who washed up dead on a beach on the west coast of Ireland after deleting every possible trace of his ‘real’ identity. I have always tried to remember that the missing are not a homogeneous constituency. By definition, they are hidden from us somewhere just beyond the here and now. They deserve to be treated with dignity, their stories considered just as important as those who remain in sight, however tenuously.

			The missing, like the poor, are always with us. And right now we are living in a time and place where their numbers are substantial enough to be deemed a crisis. In the time it has taken you to read these words, more people will have slipped from view. Every year, over 180,000 people are reported missing in the UK, at a rate of one every 90 seconds, according to the most reliable figures compiled by police forces, academics and the dedicated charities working in the field. These are the known missing, the figures whose faces you might even half remember from homemade posters plastered on billboards, bus stops and phone boxes, or desperately shared across social media. Individuals recorded and reported to the police, with family and friends to represent their concerns. Of these missing, many come home, only to vanish again when it’s clear that nothing has changed, much like Christobal, all those years ago.

			Our culture is full of different representations of the missing, ranging from the high-profile cases that dominate media attention, to the prestige TV dramas that serve as glossy, high-class entertainment. There is the cottage industry of intrigue around certain unsolved cases, like Madeleine McCann or Suzy Lamplugh. Fodder for most macabre and voyeuristic tendencies as readers, viewers, consumers of grief and its mysteries. But these stories represent a tiny fraction of an incomplete picture. Most of the missing are left in silence, far away from the public eye; the many thousands of stories that go untold and are perhaps never even recorded, every year.

			The one closest to me tells of Christobal, the wiry spectre with jet black hair, never too far from a joke or nervous collapse. Many of the people that slip through the gaps might have lived in the chaos of dependency. Like him, addicted to drink and substances, or plagued by mental health problems. Many more are failed by structural forces, often far beyond individual control. The safety net that used to exist wasn’t perfect, but it has been emaciated down to a trapeze wire over the last decade. The long years of austerity that started with the Conservative/Lib Dem coalition in 2010 has meant less support for the already vulnerable and at risk; less rehab, less access to housing, less mental health treatment and a steep, shocking rise in homelessness. Child poverty rates have dramatically increased over the last decade, with one in four children across the UK living in poverty.1 None of this was inevitable. It was a choice, just like Christobal’s decision to leave was also a choice. Sometimes, the numbers of people reported missing can feel like an impossibility. How can it be true in what is often trumpeted as the most connected era in human history, for so many people to be so perilously at risk from falling out of view? Every day, we are monitored and tracked, our movements apparently mapped out with pinpoint precision by the phones and devices we rely on for so much of our everyday convenience. I don’t claim this as anything other than an obvious insight. It’s just another fact of the lives we lead in the here and now, one of the ambient absurdities of our time and place. The UK is one of the most surveilled countries in the world, with more surveillance cameras per citizen than anywhere outside of China. Our images are recorded hundreds of times every day, mostly without our consent or knowledge. London alone has around half a million cameras spread out over the city. Of course, they can help with the hunt for the missing. Yet this perpetual churn of recorded data is only so useful. The footage that picks up the last movements of the person on the cusp of disappearing is a guide to their past, not whatever future it is they have been caught heading into. It brings to mind my time spent with the story of Peter Bergmann and his careful movements on the way to his pre-planned death. Having been caught on the CCTV of the hotel he’d checked into in Sligo, he then scrupulously avoided every other camera in town over the subsequent days, the last of his life, while he ran whatever final errands he so desperately wanted to obscure.

			The reasons why someone becomes a missing person can be simple, or they can be fiendishly complex. Some will have been taken against their will and marked out for violence. They might have been abducted or killed, with no answers to their fate ever forthcoming. Many more will be alive somewhere, though equally lost. Instances of modern slavery have risen exponentially over the last decade, with over 5,000 cases reported every year though the true number is thought to be far higher. In early August 2020, the BBC reported on the story of Ricardas Puisys, from Wisbech, Cambridgeshire, who had been found alive hiding in the woods five years after he had disappeared at his workplace at a food production company called Nightlayer Leek Company in nearby Chatteris, on 26 September 2015. Police had feared the Lithuanian national had been murdered, even making arrests, though his body had never been located. Ricardas had worked as a casual land worker around Wisbech and lived pay cheque to pay cheque, often changing address at multi-occupancy rentals all around the county. He didn’t have a car, or many friends and no immediate family in the UK. His mother lived in Lithuania, his sister in Germany and there were a few cousins scattered about in Ireland. In November 2019, someone had set up a Facebook page in his name accompanied with apparently new images of Ricardas alive after years of silence. Following an extensive search, he had eventually been found in the woods, living heavily concealed in undergrowth. Ricardas had been there a long time, though no one could say exactly how long with any certainty. He had hidden himself carefully and deliberately and hadn’t had any human contact for the duration of his time there. Police suspected he had run away from his exploiters, whoever they were. He was being looked after while officers tried to piece together the last half decade, when he had been presumed murdered.

			What the dead and the living missing share is this: they are both mostly unknown and unknowable. They are nowhere to us, even if they must be somewhere. There are those that come back, just as there are those that choose to go missing. Most people who go missing or absent themselves don’t just do it once, as Christobal didn’t. They do it again and again, absconding from family homes and homeless shelters, care homes and mental health wards across the country. The most reliable figures say that up to eight in ten missing adults are living with mental illness, both diagnosed and undiagnosed. Children are more likely to be fleeing violence at home, while at least seven in every ten victims of child sexual exploitation will have also have been the subject of a missing persons report.

			The missing tell us about things about society, from their unique place neither quite inside nor outside of it. For many in the UK, life is hard and seems to be getting harder. The cracks are widening and falling between them is much easier than any of us would want to believe. I often think about what it would take, how much or how little it would really need, to slip out of vision. How many months would it take to burn through my own small savings? I am one of the lucky people with a network of friends and a small core of close family who would support me through the worst of any personal crises, at least until they couldn’t. It is not something to be taken for granted and who knows what damage the passing of years will do, as it does to so many others.

			There are also those that want to leave the bonds of their own existence and claim another brighter one, just beyond the horizon of the here and now. Relationships break down, loved ones die, debts accumulate and deepen, you feel time slipping away, caught in a rut of yours and others making. To become somebody else is a common enough dream and there are those that take it past fantasy, to something concrete. It doesn’t always require the forensic attention to deceit you sometimes imagine. It isn’t just about shredding your passport or changing your name. It also takes luck, and something like commitment. I suppose Christobal was one of the lucky in his own way. His journey was done in reverse, from the griefs and responsibilities of his new life in London back to the more familiar discomforts of his previous life in Andalusia. It’s true that we could have ‘found’ him, though the possibility began to thin after those early years at the turn of the millennium, after my mother’s death. But I’ve long understood his vanishing as the action of a man who knew it was his only way of exerting control – if control it was – in his own tattered life.

			There are many different things that can happen when someone is reported missing. It all depends on who and where. It is often a confusing and sometimes shameful process. It may be that the loved ones of the person are ambivalent in doing so, not out of indifference or spite, but because they distrust authority, or don’t know if it’s the ‘right thing to do’. The charity Missing People define family as something wider than immediate blood ties. They might be anyone with a concern in the wellbeing of the missing person: partners, neighbours, colleagues or friends. To make a report means a degree of scrutiny into the lives of the left-behind. Opening yourself up to it might reveal things you’d rather keep hidden. Having others pour through the contents of your life can be a daunting thing, particularly in times of heightened vulnerability. Some people just want to leave without anything in the way of explanation, or even any clues as to why they’ve chosen to do what they’ve done. It made me think of a story I’d heard about before starting work on this book, originating in a Birmingham satellite town in the mid-2000s. A man called John had vanished, if that was even the right word for it. His sister and the extended family didn’t think about going to the police until several days after his disappearance and eventually decided against it. He might have deliberately gone, they felt, though they couldn’t precisely pinpoint why.

			John was always a bit of a local face. He was known in the pubs and social clubs of the town as one of those jovial guys who liked a drink and a flutter, who always had a bit of fresh bravado and liked to hint at the possibility of any new get-rich-quick scheme he and his mates had alighted on. He’d been in a bit of trouble when he was younger. Nothing serious, a few nights in the cells for some drunken scuffles, as well as the time he’d been caught out with some dodgy £20 notes, something he’d always pleaded ignorance about. Bad crowd, wrong place, wrong time. But that had been years ago, he’d been long past all that nonsense. And then one day, he’d stepped out of his house and that was it. He was gone and no one could say where or why. His sister told me that the family felt embarrassed to go to the local police; she knew how they’d pour over the past and use it for their theories. Perhaps he owed money to the wrong person, or had slipped into something deeper. You heard of these things happening. But John was an adult and there was no proof he’d been suicidal, or suffering from any explicit symptoms of crises. His sister told me that there had been a note a few weeks later, reassuring them of his safety and promising he’d be in touch again in due course. It didn’t offer much by way of explanation. The promised follow-up didn’t materialise and John has never become an open file. He is something else, one of the invisible missing not covered by the official figures or research.

			There are also the missing that are defined by their urgency. The cases that involve children or the elderly, or those known to be in acute crises. It might be someone known to be at risk of taking their own life, or a person suffering with dementia who can’t quite remember how to make it home safely. They might have wandered, agitated and scared even in what were once familiar settings. It’s a question of the risk involved in any particular incident. When they are perceived as high enough, the authorities will treat it with immediate seriousness. Reports will be filed and searches hastily organised. Most British police forces will tell you that this is what they do well. If there is a clear and demonstrable threat to life, the procedures are effective, running along well-worn grooves. These missing are statistically extremely likely to be found, in one form or another. But here, as everywhere, things are changing by necessity, forced by creaking public services and almost a decade’s worth of austerity. It’s why the conversation on what exactly constitutes a missing person has taken on new life among the professional bodies tasked with their search.

			When I started writing this book I wanted to understand some of what lay behind the numbers: the thousands of stories behind the crush of statistics. It didn’t seem enough to simply say that one in every 200 children
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