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About the Authors

Anthony Summers is the award-winning author of eight bestselling non-fiction books. As a BBC journalist, he covered events in the United States and wars in Vietnam and the Middle East for Panorama. His most recent book The Eleventh Day, co-authored with Robbyn Swan, was a Finalist for the 2012 Pulitzer Prize for History. It also won the Crime Writer’s Association’s Gold Dagger award for best non-fiction – which the first edition of this book also won. Summers is the only author to have won two Gold Dagger awards for non-fiction.

Robbyn Swan has worked some of the biggest stories of this century and the last – from the rise of the American Mafia, to the Hiss spy case, to the assassination of John F. Kennedy. She’s delivered scoops on FBI Director Hoover’s sexuality, Richard Nixon’s White House pill-popping, and Frank Sinatra’s links to Lucky Luciano.



Praise for Looking for Madeleine: 

‘EXPLOSIVE’ Sun

‘COMPELLING’ Daily Telegraph

‘Genuinely frightening . . . forensically detailed’ Judy Finnigan

‘Delves beneath the hysterical newspaper headlines to tell the real story of this heart-breaking mystery’ Choice Magazine


About the Book

Looking for Madeleine is the must-read account that the online haters tried to silence. Its award-winning authors, Anthony Summers & Robbyn Swan, feature in the NETFLIX series ‘The Disappearance of Madeleine McCann’ and soon on Investigation Discovery.

The 2007 disappearance of three-year-old Madeleine McCann from her bed in Portugal has touched millions around the world, and has aroused sometimes dark controversy. The years pass, but this most emotive of cases still makes headlines worldwide.

Award-winning authors Anthony Summers and Robbyn Swan have written the first reliable, independent account – drawing on in-depth interviews and rigorous analysis of both the Portuguese and British police investigations.

Are we closer now to the truth about Madeleine’s disappearance? Was the child abducted, or did something else happen?

A senior officer on the continuing British police probe told the authors after the first edition of this book was published: ‘The case is solvable’.


For Max, who will soon be one year old


Authors’ Note 

The authors wish to make clear at the outset that, after more than two years studying this controversial case, they saw not a shred of evidence to indicate that Gerry and Kate McCann, any member of their holiday group, or Robert Murat, were at any stage – in May 2007 or subsequently – guilty of malfeasance of any kind in connection with Madeleine McCann’s disappearance or the repercussions that followed.

Allegations or innuendos about their role made or published by others, when referenced in the text of this book, are published only in the interests of reporting the history of the case – and to demonstrate the very point that such allegations are based on no factual evidence or are simply egregious.

This book has been researched and written independently of Gerry and Kate McCann.


A night in 2007. A seaside resort in Europe, just north of where the Atlantic meets the Mediterranean. Spring, but early spring, and the breeze from the north – two hours after sunset – is chilly. On the beach, named after Our Lady of Light, the tide has sucked the water to its lowest point.

Four hundred yards inland, a swimming pool. Palm trees, sun loungers tidied away for the night. Dinner tables and waiters. The clink of glasses. The sound of laughter, English voices.

Across the water, a sixty-second walk away, a five-storey apartment block.

There is movement in the darkness, undetected movement.

Is it a child, wandering alone into the night? Is it a person, male or female, furtively making away with a child?

Moments later, a man is seen walking purposefully nearby, carrying something in his arms. The something appears to be a small child, warm from its slumber, still in nightclothes.

A child will go missing this night, May 3rd 2007, a child who has since become enduringly famous for an absence that has lasted years. As circulated by Interpol at the request of Portugal’s Polícia Judiciária, the disappearance is that of a little girl:


File No: 2007123403

Present Family Name: McCann

Forenames: Madeleine Beth.
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‘There she was, perfect,’ Kate McCann would recall of Madeleine’s birth in May 2003 at Leicester’s Royal Infirmary. ‘We were just so happy . . . She was lovely.’ For her and her husband, Gerry, this was no cliché. Kate had wanted to have a large family, as many as ‘six or seven’ children.

It had seemed possible, though, that she would not be able to have even one baby. The couple had resorted to in vitro fertilisation, and the process had been difficult. Not least for that reason, Kate would say, they both had ‘the most incredible bond’ with Madeleine.

Gerry and Kate McCann were both doctors in their mid-thirties. He, a Scot, had moved south to take up a post in cardiology in the Midlands. Though Kate’s speciality had been anaesthetics, she had switched to work as a GP – hoping that the schedule would prove less disruptive to family life than a hospital post.

Books on the origin of names say that ‘Madeleine’ means ‘tower of strength’ – probably from the Aramaic word signifying ‘tower’, ‘elevated’ or ‘magnificent’. It is a variant of Magdalene, the Mary Magdalene who – the Gospels say – bravely stood by Jesus to the last. It is perhaps no coincidence that Madeleine McCann’s mother is a devout Catholic.

By Kate’s account, the new baby demanded patience worthy of a saint. She suffered badly from colic, cried incessantly, and had to be carried around almost all the time. She slept astonishingly little. Kate would recall her big blue-green eyes as seemingly ever open – one of them, the right eye, bearing a rare blemish in the iris. The mark, known as a coloboma, would one day receive worldwide publicity.

Always with Madeleine at bedtime was a soft toy named Cuddle Cat. Another favourite was a toy lamb that, if squeezed, played the words of ‘You Are My Sunshine’.

The McCanns waited hardly at all before trying for another baby – again by IVF – and promptly succeeded. Their reward this time was the birth of twins in early 2005, a boy they named Sean and a girl, Amelie. Madeleine for her part seemed to enjoy her role as elder sister. On the other hand – she had been walking for some time by now – she would run up and down screaming for more attention. With walking came nocturnal expeditions. If she woke in the night, she would find her way to her parents’ bed and spend the rest of the night there.

As the months passed, and after a move to a larger house in the Leicestershire village of Rothley, Madeleine’s parents got their firstborn under better control. She would be awarded stars for sleeping all night long. The stars mounted up, stuck on the refrigerator door in the kitchen for all to see, and earned her presents. In the bedroom she had to herself now, Madeleine would lie back, blonde hair spread on the pillow, and say ‘Lie with me, Mummy. Lie with me.’ Kate was beguiled.

The McCann family were popular. Karen McCalman, a family friend and a mother herself, thought Gerry and Kate exemplary parents, and Madeleine, whom she cared for on occasion, ‘fun-loving, smart . . . [She] expressed herself with ease . . . like she was an adult.’ Hayley Plummer, who taught at Madeleine’s nursery school, remembered her as polite and affectionate, sometimes shy, but good at making friends. She liked dancing and dressing up.

At three, and talking, Madeleine would come out with, ‘Oh, I love your earrings, Mummy,’ or – out shopping with her mother – ‘Oh Mummy, I like that top.’ Her parents were both keen on sport – Gerry the cardiologist had long been a runner – and she would ask if she could go jogging. She liked swimming and had a go at tennis.

‘You forget,’ Kate was to reflect, ‘how precious life is – until something awful happens . . .’

On Christmas Day 2006, camera phone in hand, Gerry McCann filmed Madeleine as she ripped the paper from one of her presents. ‘Oh wow!’ Gerry is heard to exclaim as the package turns out to contain a small pink roll-along bag. Just a week later, on New Year’s Day, the McCanns began planning a spring holiday.

It was their friends David and Fiona Payne who had come up with the idea. A week’s break with the children at a resort in Portugal, they thought, would be just the thing. They themselves had spent time the previous year in Greece, at one of a chain of resorts run by a British tour operator named Mark Warner Ltd. This year, they suggested, they could try another of the company’s resorts – the Ocean Club, in the Algarve region of Portugal.

It sounded like the sort of holiday the McCanns favoured. The Ocean Club offered good amenities, sporting activities for the grown-ups and crèche facilities for young children. There would be other couples they knew – Matt and Rachael Oldfield, Russell O’Brien and Jane Tanner – and Fiona Payne’s mother, Dianne Webster. Six of the adults were doctors by profession. The couples had eight small children between them.

Though she was won over by the enthusiasm of everyone else, Kate McCann was initially hesitant about the trip. She has explained this by saying she had concerns about what it would cost, and all the trouble and organisation involved in getting three small children to Portugal and back for just a few days. Fiona Payne would remember her friend’s hesitation a little differently. ‘I don’t know why,’ she recalled Kate saying on the phone, ‘I’ve just got an uneasy feeling about it.’

Come April, with the trip only a week away, the three-year-old daughter of Jane Tanner and her partner Russ O’Brien came down with a foot infection. Their decision to travel was made only at the last minute. ‘It was all a bit weird,’ Rachael Oldfield was to reflect, ‘almost like the holiday should never have happened in the first place.’

Madeleine was very excited about the trip. She chattered on about it at her nursery school, to teachers and children alike. Early on April 28th, the day of departure, the McCanns and the Paynes piled into a people carrier and headed for East Midlands Airport. As she clambered up the steps to board their flight, Madeleine had a mishap. With the Paynes’ two-year-old clutching her by one hand and with a bag in the other – the one she had been given for Christmas – she slipped and grazed her shin. ‘She started crying but stopped almost immediately,’ her father would recall. ‘She was really brave.’

Camera-phone footage taken on the airport bus – after the families’ arrival in Faro – shows the children seated in a row, Madeleine in shocking-pink pants. Her father has a frazzled look on his face, prompting Payne to exclaim, ‘Cheer up, Gerry! We’re on holiday!’

They reached the Ocean Club, an hour’s drive away, by mid-afternoon. The remainder of the party had flown in earlier from Gatwick, and everyone got together by the swimming pool. The weather was chilly, the water cold, but Madeleine insisted on going for a dip. She was, by general agreement, irrepressible.

Essential baggage for the trip had included the children’s picture books. Madeleine loved books. While her parents were packing, she had proudly regaled an aunt with the words of one of them, a story about a bear hunt with the chorus:


What a beautiful day!

We’re not scared.



The Ocean Club sprawls across what is left of a centuries-old fishing village named Praia da Luz – praia is Portuguese for ‘beach’ and luz means ‘light’ – though it has only had the name since tourism overwhelmed the fishing industry. Foreigners pounced on the place, bought up the fields where once wheat and barley grew and – as elsewhere along the coast – built the villas and apartment blocks that lure visitors to this part of Portugal. Half of the approximately three-thousand-strong population is now said to be made up of British, Dutch or German expatriates. Many thousands more live in or own properties in the region.

The centre of Praia da Luz today makes little pretence at being Portuguese. It looks and feels like what it is, a holiday development simulating a developer’s idea of what a quaint but up-to-date seaside village should look like. It has everything such a place requires: windsurfing and diving schools, discos, restaurants, shops and, inevitably, ‘British’ pubs with names like The Bull and The Duke Bar.

The Ocean Club is advertised as comprising ‘purpose-built, self-catering cottages and low-rise apartments . . . attractively designed reflecting traditional Portuguese and Moorish styles and set among beautifully landscaped gardens.’ It boasts four pools, five tennis courts, a restaurant and two snack bars. Because the Club consists of four separate areas in the village, anyone can wander freely from one to another.

Many of the apartments were not owned by the Club but rented out under an arrangement with the owners. The apartment allocated to the McCanns was owned by a British woman – no relation – named Ruth McCann. It was a ground-floor apartment, number 5A, positioned on the corner of a five-storey block overlooking one of the Club’s swimming pools. The block had been built on a hill at the point where one street, Rua Dr Francisco Gentil Martins, rises to form a T-junction with another, the Rua Dr Agostinho da Silva (see street plan in photo section).

There was access to Apartment 5A at two points: from Rua Dr Gentil Martins via a small wrought-iron gate and steps up to a veranda and sliding patio doors; and – on the opposite side of the building – via the main entrance door, which opened on to a walled parking area on the Rua Dr Agostinho da Silva.

Inside, the apartment was roomier than the McCanns had expected. The patio doors on the pool side gave access to a sizeable lounge and a dining area adjoining the kitchen. Off the lounge, and to the left, was a door to a bedroom with a window on to the veranda. This was the bedroom Gerry and Kate chose to use – they pushed together the two single beds it contained.

Opposite this first bedroom, and beyond a bathroom, was a second bedroom for the children. The McCanns decided that Sean and Amelie would sleep in travel cots in the middle of the room, while Madeleine was assigned a bed just inside the door. A second bed, allocated to no one, was positioned beneath the window that looked on to the parking area. Inside, that window had curtains. On the outside there were shutters, which could be opened or closed by pulling a cord inside the bedroom. According to the McCanns, they closed both the curtains and the shutters soon after their arrival – and left them closed.

Given what was going to happen to Madeleine, and given the heated aspersions that would later be cast on her parents, an observation is needed here. It is that the authors will in this chapter relate events very neutrally and – wherever possible – as corroborated by others.

The McCann family would enjoy five days of ordinary holiday, uncomplicated days. From the first of those days, life took on what was to be the basic routine. All the parents planned to take advantage of the Ocean Club’s facilities to have time to themselves. They would deliver their children each morning to the Club’s crèche, pick them up at lunchtime, then usually return them to the care of the nannies until late afternoon.

The arrangement seemed to suit the whole McCann family. A cleaning woman who saw them on the first day of the holiday was charmed by the sight of Kate heading out of the apartment with her brood. The three children were wearing trainers that flashed with every step, each was carrying a slice of bread on a plate, and Madeleine led the way. Having a break from the children meant rare down time for Kate and Gerry – a chance, above all, for open-air activity. They signed up for tennis lessons and on occasion went running.

At the crèche, Madeleine joined the Mini Club for tots aged three to five, while the twins were cared for at the Toddler Club, for infants aged one to two. The Mini Club was divided in turn into two groups, the Lobsters and the Sharks. Madeleine was a Lobster.

Madeleine thrived at the crèche. Catriona Baker, the experienced English nanny who spent most time with Madeleine, would remember her as having been a little shy at first, but then ‘active, sociable’. Another nanny, Amy Tierney, thought her ‘very intelligent for her age’. Some nannies would remember her as ‘Maddy’, a shortening of her name that the media would adopt with relish in the months to come. ‘She hated it when we called her “Maddy”,’ her mother would remember. ‘She’d say, “My name is Madeleine,” with an indignant look on her face.’ At the Mini Club, she seems not to have objected.

The consensus among the parents, too, was that this was a bright, pretty little girl who was enjoying herself. David Payne thought her ‘almost unique-looking . . . doll-like . . . good fun’. Russ O’Brien, who had not seen much of Madeleine before the holiday, thought her ‘full of beans’ and – importantly for him – that she was getting on especially well with his daughter Ella. The two girls, his partner Jane Tanner thought, were having ‘a whale of a time’.

The time the adults and children saw most of each other as a group was generally in the early evening. Madeleine was bubbly, cheery, Rachael Oldfield said, ‘sort of caring, very good with smaller children. I remember Grace falling over and Madeleine going to pick her up and help.’ ‘It was all, you know, fun,’ Rachael’s husband Matt was to say later, ‘the children running around. They’d all jump on Dave or jump on Gerry. And the awful thing was that Madeleine always used to say, “Oh come on, be a monster! Chase me!” It was all pretend at that point, but of course not – as it turned out. The fact she said that was . . .’ His voice trailed off.

How to spend the evenings had posed a problem even before the families left England, and the solution they found would bring down lasting opprobrium on Kate and Gerry McCann. It concerned how to combine appropriate care for their children with getting together to dine and socialise.

The resort offered what it described as ‘an evening service for the younger children, enabling you to have a relaxing dinner . . . from 7.30 p.m. until 11.30 p.m. and allows you to drop off your children at our crèche where they will be entertained with films or games or – if they can – go to sleep in a designated quiet area.’

The crèche did not appeal to the McCanns and their friends. For Kate, using the facility would have disrupted the children’s usual 7 p.m. bedtime. ‘We did what we thought was best in the kids’ routines . . . the whole bath, bed, story, type thing.’ Their friends had similar concerns. Matt Oldfield worried that his eighteen-month-old daughter Grace ‘wouldn’t go to sleep particularly well with, sort of, strangers – in a room where people would be coming in and out to collect their children.’

David Payne, who had the principal role in organising the holiday, had initially thought there would be an alternative to the crèche. He had expected the resort to offer ‘a listening service. What that involves is that . . . the parents can go and have their evening meal . . . and they [the Club staff] will go and listen outside the room, of each of the rooms, just to check whether the baby’s crying or there seem to be any problems.’

The Ocean Club, however, had no baby-listening service. It seemed to the McCanns and the other couples, though, that they could do the job themselves. There was a restaurant at which they could eat, they discovered, without even leaving the Ocean Club. This was the Club’s own Tapas restaurant, a small, canopied addition to a bar of the same name that was pleasantly located beside a large swimming pool. The apartment block in which the group were staying was some sixty yards away, on the other side of the pool from the restaurant. On foot, going around the pool and a short distance uphill on the public road to the patio doors, it was ninety yards – less than a minute’s walk away.

Going across to the Tapas for dinner seemed to the group to offer a satisfactory solution. ‘We ate there and enjoyed it,’ Russ O’Brien was to say, ‘thought it was going to be convenient for us and the children. In relation to the childcare issues, it was a collective decision.’ Rachael Oldfield recalled: ‘We just thought we’d do our own sort of baby-listening. Basically we just thought we’d go and have dinner and run back, you know, every fifteen, twenty minutes and have a listen at the door and make sure nobody’s screaming their head off . . . It was so quiet, you know, the beginning of the season . . . just like dead . . . which is why we kind of [felt] comfortable in leaving the children and going back and checking them . . . If it had been really busy we wouldn’t have done that.’

It was Rachael who, on Monday, April 30th, arranged with the Tapas that the party would eat there for the remainder of their stay. The booking was for 8.30 p.m., and they gathered there that evening and the three evenings that followed.

For Kate and Gerry McCann, and for the other parents who had left their offspring with the nannies, the end of the day was marked by what the nannies called the children’s high tea. Madeleine and her fellow Mini Club members would be ushered into the swimming-pool area in single file, holding on to coloured rings on a long rope known as ‘Sammy Snake’. After playing a while longer, the McCann children would then be taken back to the apartment to get into their pyjamas, drink a glass of milk and listen to stories. Kate and Gerry would then get cleaned up and have a first glass of wine before heading over to the Tapas restaurant.

Interviewed later, the staff at the Tapas restaurant would have only good things to say about the British party. Jeronimo Salcedas, who worked in the bar and waited tables, thought them a polite group, always courteous to the staff. In the weeks that followed, some would suggest that the party drank excessively. Salcedas – and other staff – described them as moderate drinkers.

Svetlana Vitorino would remember them as a ‘very happy’ crowd, and the diners themselves do not disagree. Given the number of doctors in the party, there was a good deal of medical shop talk – and ribaldry. ‘A bit rude, this,’ Jane Tanner would recall of the night she innocently told the friends she was heading back to the apartment to relieve her partner Russ, who was minding their sick daughter. Her use of the word ‘relieve’ led to chuckles and – when she came out with the phrase on another occasion – knowing cries of, ‘Oh, Jane’s off to relieve Russ again . . .’

Gerry McCann’s addiction to tennis and running could be off-putting. Matt Oldfield would remember the night he avoided sitting next to Gerry because ‘he’d bored the pants off me yesterday when we were talking about his sports.’ However, he could also be entertaining. He was noticeable, waiter Salcedas thought, because he ‘told many jokes’.

On Wednesday night, May 2nd, the jollity went on later than on any previous night. Instead of leaving before midnight – Salcedas and a colleague named Ricardo Oliveira would recall – some members of the party stayed on until 12.20 a.m. or later. Some of them drank almond bitters – the nearest thing the bar stocked to Amaretto – then moved into the bar. ‘I think it was midnight that night,’ Jane Tanner was to say. ‘We went into the bar area for, you know, a nightcap . . . definitely much later than any of the other nights we’d been there.’

Though they were apparently not amongst the last to leave, the night did not end well for Kate and Gerry McCann. Shortly before midnight, according to Kate, Gerry abruptly declared that he was off to bed. Kate followed soon afterward, feeling slighted, and got back to find her husband already asleep and snoring. She decided not to join him, and spent the night on the unused bed in the children’s room.

On the Thursday morning when the family got up, no more was said about the incident. It was something Madeleine said at breakfast, according to Kate, that got her attention. Why had her mother not come the previous night, the little girl wanted to know, ‘when me and Sean were crying’? Perplexed, her mother asked when she and her brother had cried – early the previous evening or later? Madeleine did not answer. Her attention had turned to something else.

That day, Thursday, May 3rd, the prospects for the rest of the holiday seemed to be looking up. The weather had so far been disappointingly chilly, with rain. Now it turned dry and warm, which was what British people hope for in spring in Portugal. More than usual, the day called for activity outdoors.

As Ocean Club coach Georgina Jackson was to recall, Kate and Gerry were on the tennis courts in both the morning and the afternoon. At one point, while Kate and others in the party watched from the sidelines, there was an odd little episode – one that would later come to haunt them. A fellow guest with a video camera, who was filming his three-year-old daughter as she tried wielding a tennis racket, made a remark none of them would forget.

‘He said something like,’ Russ O’Brien remembered, ‘“the way things are these days, you feel like a criminal or a dirty old man taking a photo of your own kid.” I don’t know if he used the word “perv”, but the conversation went . . . you know, that society can make normal parents feel uncomfortable about what ten, twenty, thirty years ago would have been considered a completely innocent thing like taking a photograph . . . We kind of said, “It’s ridiculous, isn’t it?”’

During the morning that day, over at the Mini Club, nanny Cat Baker decided to take her charges out on the water. With Baker heading their ‘snake’, the line of children trooped down to the beach for an outing on a boat. As it was launched, Baker recalled, Madeleine ‘was fearful, and cried on my lap, “I’m scared.”’ She soon got over it, though. When some of the other children returned to shore, she stayed on board. After that, there was swimming.

When handed over to Kate that evening, her mother was to recall, Madeleine seemed ‘really tired, very very tired’. She asked her mother to carry her back to the apartment.

‘Mummy,’ Madeleine confided, ‘I’ve had the best day ever. I’m having lots of fun.’ The next day, when the children were due to perform a dance they had been rehearsing, was also going to be exciting.

After the children’s bathtime that evening, the weary Madeleine sat on Kate’s lap. She was allowed to try on her mother’s engagement ring, something she often asked to do. In the bedroom, everyone settled down on Madeleine’s bed for one last story. It featured a veritable menagerie of animals, with the children joining in the chorus:


If you’re happy and you know it,

And you really want to show it,

If you’re happy and you know it,

SHOUT!



At the end, the song called for everyone to holler really loudly, ‘WE ARE!’ By that time, however, Madeleine was already almost asleep.

By about 7.15 p.m., according to Kate, she was putting on make-up and her husband – who had got back from a last game of tennis in time to join in the bedtime kisses – was taking a shower. Then they sat and talked over a drink for a while. Forgotten, long since, was a notion that they might keep the children up and take them along to dinner for once. Now, around 8.30 p.m., they headed out, down the hill and around the pool to the Tapas restaurant. Gradually, their friends joined them.

David and Fiona Payne were last to arrive – they always were. David, who had stopped by the McCanns’ apartment earlier, said as he sat down that Madeleine and the twins had ‘looked like perfect children . . . all clean in their pyjamas, having a story.’ Over dinner, however, in conversation with Fiona and Jane Tanner, Kate McCann told them how Madeleine had asked that morning where her parents had been the previous night, when she and her little brother ‘woke up’.

‘You could see,’ Fiona would recall, ‘she was just a bit sort of concerned . . . It was just sort of like, “I wonder if she did wake up.” I think she thought Madeleine was just saying it . . . So I think Kate was more worried that night, you know, whether leaving them was the right thing – so to speak.’

Members of the group would say later that, while all the parents checked on their children at regular intervals that week, the McCanns – as Russ O’Brien put it – did their checks ‘by the clock’. ‘Out of everybody,’ Tanner thought, ‘Kate and Gerry were the most strict on that . . . We almost took them as the lead for when we checked, because they were definitely every half an hour.’

Just before 9.00 that Thursday evening, on his way back to the restaurant after a check on his own child, Matt Oldfield paused for a moment outside the window of the McCann apartment, ‘had a listen’ and told Gerry minutes later that all was quiet.

At 9.05 p.m., nevertheless, Gerry returned to Apartment 5A to check for himself for the first time. Madeleine, he would recall, was lying in her bed as she had been when he left. ‘I had one of those really proud father moments,’ he said, ‘I just thought, “You’re absolutely beautiful and I love you . . .”’

At about 9.25, the friends would later agree, Kate, Matt Oldfield and Russ O’Brien were about to leave the table – all at the same time – to go and make sure their children were all right. When Oldfield offered to stop at 5A and check for her, Kate accepted the favour. He entered the McCann apartment, peered into the children’s room without going in, then returned to say all was quiet.

Half an hour later, at 10 p.m., Kate rose from the table to go and check yet again. Then she came running, shouting from the entrance to the pool complex, panic in her voice. What she shouted, repeated, was: ‘Madeleine’s gone.’

Gerry’s first reaction was, ‘She can’t be gone.’ He raced towards Kate, their friends at his heels. Long minutes later, still in the restaurant, waiter Jeronimo Salcedas heard what he would come to assume had been Kate screaming.

‘Never in my life,’ he would tell the police later, ‘had I heard a cry like that . . .’
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Even before the friends got back to Apartment 5A, David Payne was to say, Kate McCann’s ‘Madeleine’s gone’ had changed to ‘They’ve taken her!’ According to a woman in an apartment on a higher floor, Susan Moyes, that would shortly become, ‘The fucking bastard’s taken her!’ or ‘The fucking bastards have taken her!’

Kate jumped to that conclusion for good reason, the statement she would soon give to the Portuguese police suggests. When she entered the apartment to check on her children, she said, she had found the door to their bedroom ‘completely open’ – not ajar, as it had been left. Its window, which earlier had been closed, was also ‘open, the shutters raised and the curtains open’. Madeleine’s bed, where her husband had seen their daughter sleeping peacefully less than an hour earlier, was now empty, the coverlet ‘pulled back’.

Kate looked in her own room, thinking Madeleine might be there. Then it dawned on her. ‘I kind of looked and double-looked. There was twenty seconds of, you know: “She must be here . . .” Then there was panic, and fear . . . I was screaming her name. I ran to the group.’

By the time she came rushing back to the Tapas restaurant to raise the alarm, Payne recalled, the look on her face was one of ‘disbelief . . . grief . . . horror’. He reached the apartment with Kate, entered briefly, and stayed long enough to see that ‘with all the pandemonium and the shouting’ Madeleine’s baby brother and sister were still sound asleep. Wanting not to ‘run around like a headless chicken’, to be doing something useful, Payne then headed outside to join the first, frenzied, impromptu search.

Members of the group hoped against hope that Kate was wrong in thinking Madeleine had been snatched. ‘Surely,’ Matt Oldfield recalled thinking, ‘she must have just wandered off. And we’re just going to find her and she’s just going to be there.’ Even as everyone first rushed to respond to Kate’s call, Fiona Payne had told her mother Dianne to stay in the restaurant. ‘I said to Mum, “You stay put here just in case Madeleine comes down to the pool area.” Then, ‘Pretty much immediately, Dave, Matt, Russell and myself split up in four different directions just to do a search, you know, again assuming that she must have just wandered off.’

Fiona hunted around behind the apartments and the tennis courts, then cut down in front of the nearby Baptista supermarket. Her husband David checked on their own children, then ‘did a sweep of the pool and the area immediately around the Ocean Club, then met up with Matt and Russell. I remember saying, “Right. What’re we going to do?” And Matt was saying, “We’ve got to try and be systematic here . . .” I started venturing up towards the Millennium [another restaurant] . . . and it was just so quiet . . . Again I was just building up hope that she’d run off . . . I went down towards









































































Afterword

What lessons can be taken from the sad saga of Madeleine McCann? The man who for three decades headed America’s National Center for Missing and Exploited Children – NCMEC – Ernie Allen, believes so. The overall issue of missing children, he told the authors in 2014, really gets the attention of policy makers ‘when there is a human face attached to it. So much of our progress has come as a result of publicity about named children and their families. The story of Madeleine McCann has had that same kind of effect.’

NCMEC had been founded in 1984, following the abductions of two six-year-olds, Etan Patz from a New York City street, and Adam Walsh, from a Sears department store in Florida. Adam’s murdered and mutilated remains were found quite soon after his disappearance, and the indications are that Etan was killed. In both cases, parents were initially suspected but later cleared. More than three decades on, as mentioned earlier, the McCanns learned of Allen’s vast experience on the subject of missing children and hurried to consult him. Allen, who has moved on to run ICMEC, NCMEC’s international arm, took an immediate and lasting interest.

The ‘missing children problem,’ Allen explained, ‘is really at least five separate but related problems: runaways, lost children, family abductions, non-family abductions (committed by someone the child knows), and abductions by complete strangers. One of the greatest challenges is simply measuring how large the overall problem is. We simply don’t have the kind of comprehensive, scientific data that we need on a global basis’.

According to the most recent, 2002, estimate, some 800,000 children – from all age groups from infancy to mid to late teens – were reported missing in the United States in a single year. More recent data will soon be made public. In the UK in 2012, according to British police data, 96,341 children under eighteen went missing. In the same year in Portugal, where Madeleine vanished, national police figures indicate that 2,973 children went missing. The vast majority of the children represented by these totals were sooner or later recovered safe.

A look at the broader picture reveals implausible disparities between countries. ‘Exactly what are we counting?’ asks Allen, ‘Are there 2,973 missing children in Portugal each year? Are there some 43,000 in Germany yet just 5,513 in Italy or 383 in Greece? We doubt it . . . Every country is not counting the same things, and what you count, counts.’

A study conducted in the UK by PACT – Parents and Abducted Children Together – does appear to offer significant information. Forty-two per cent of all children under eighteen abducted in 2011, the study revealed, had been taken by a stranger.

Mercifully, according to American and British figures, kidnapping of children by a stranger is still a rare event. In the United States, as of the 2002 study, only some twenty children under the age of five – out of the total of 800,000 children who went missing in a year – were taken by strangers. In the UK in 2011, according to the PACT study, an estimated twenty-seven children under five – out of more than 96,000 children who went missing – were abducted by a stranger.

‘Younger children are at higher risk of being the victims of the most serious, most long term abductions,’ Ernie Allen told the authors. In the ‘taken by a stranger’ category, girls outnumber boys by 69 per cent to 31 per cent.

Child abduction is not new, and it is not only sex fiends who take children. Children were being taken – or traded – three centuries ago. Boys might be taken for their value as workers, girls as potential wives or for sale as prostitutes. In the first year of this century, a United Nations agency’s best global estimate was that a ‘stock’ of more than a million youngsters, mostly from the developing world, were trafficked. They might be used as workers in farms, sent down mines, or as beggars to pull in money for their adult controllers. Females could be destined for prostitution.

Allen cautions, though, that, ‘trafficking is a phenomenon that is happening in virtually every country, and it has been exacerbated by the Internet. Human trafficking has moved from the streets to the Internet . . . I do a lot of work in the battle against human trafficking, and particularly child sex trafficking . . . The first of the myths I cite is the “Somewhere Else” myth. Be in no doubt, it does not always happen somewhere else, on the other side of the world.’

Child pornography, ICMEC has reported, ‘has become a global crisis . . . It has become a lucrative worldwide industry, fuelled by the Internet. Its victims are becoming younger . . . 19 per cent of identified offenders had images of children younger than three; 39 per cent had images of children younger than six . . . Children have become a commodity in this insidious crime . . . According to the Internet Watch Foundation in the United Kingdom, there has been a 1,500 per cent increase in the number of child pornography images since 1997.’

There are no meaningful statistics for one category of child-snatcher, that of the childless woman or couple who steal a child to ‘fill a void’. Childlessness and the desperation it can bring know no economic boundaries. The traffic in children, it is said, can touch the cosy world of the European and American middle classes. There are well-to-do people who will not settle for the child on offer from an adoption agency and, caring nothing for the source, order to specification.

‘There is a huge demand for blond blue-eyed children,’ said Allen, who as a lawyer for years handled international adoption cases. ‘Most of the focus of such demand in recent years has been Eastern Europe.’

On the subject of the theft of children, there is ancient, Europewide prejudice against one particular social group – and recent events have shown that it is still prevalent. Most youngsters once grew up knowing the rhyme:


My mother said, I never should

Play with the Gypsies in the wood . . .



The world’s uncounted millions of Gypsies, or Romanis, remain alien creatures to settled folk, little understood, not respected, readily blamed for crimes ranging from petty theft to the drugs trade, to murder and child abduction. Professor Emeritus Thomas Acton, the pre-eminent British author on the subject, has said, however, that he does not know of a single documented case of Gypsies having stolen non-Gypsy children.

Whenever a child is taken, it is usual police practice first to look hard at the parents – and for good reason. Parent taking a child from parent, spouse from spouse, is common – and the subject of interminable wrangling, often across international borders. The same applies to the murder of children. In England and Wales, 2014 figures from the National Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Children show, a child is killed by a parent every ten days. In some 67 per cent of the killings of children, a parent is the principal suspect. The U.S. statistic is similar. In 60 per cent of cases where children under five had been murdered, a 2005 American study indicated, a parent was responsible.

To a father and mother agonising over the lasting disappearance of a child under five, with no evidence that the child has been killed, the American statistics offer optimism and pessimism in almost equal measure. The 2002 US figures, the only ones available, indicate that:


40 per cent are killed;

4 per cent are not returned and not located; and

56 per cent are recovered alive.



‘The likelihood of safe recovery,’ Ernie Allen told the authors in 2014, ‘is highest in the initial minutes, hours and days, and that likelihood declines as time passes. However, the data illustrate that most of those who abduct children are not taking them to kill them. They take children for a host of reasons, most of which do result in harm to the child. However, in most of these cases, the child is not killed. That is why, in cases like Madeleine McCann’s and many others, I continue to make the point that there is hope.’

On May 25th 2007, within weeks of Madeleine’s disappearance, Kate McCann attended a gathering in the Algarve to mark International Missing Children’s Day. In their distress after the loss of their daughter, and as they looked desperately for information that might help find her, she and her husband came to understand the scale of the overall problem of missing children. Kate thought it ‘terrifying’. ‘I have asked myself many times,’ she was to say, ‘“Why did I not know about this? Am I that naïve? Or is it the fact that the problem itself is not well publicised?”’

As the months and years passed, the McCanns became ever more involved not only in the hunt for Madeleine but in international efforts to improve the response of society when a child goes missing. They learned of Amber Alert, the emergency system that was long since developed in the United States. While the title is taken from the name of a little girl who was abducted and murdered in Texas, it is also a mnemonic that stands for America’s Missing: Broadcast Emergency Response.

An Amber Alert brings together police forces, broadcasters and others to ensure an immediate response by the whole community when a child is abducted. With others, Kate has campaigned for implementation and coordination of child rescue alert systems across Europe. Only two European nations had such a system in place at the time Madeleine vanished. That figure had risen to eleven by mid-2013, and included Portugal.

Kate is today an ambassador for the organisation Missing People. Early on, she and Gerry received help from the charity, which works to return missing children to their families and to assist those who have lost offspring in the struggle to cope. The organisation runs the UK end of the free hotline 116 000, which enables citizens across twenty-seven EU countries to report that a child has gone missing. In summer 2007, it displayed Madeleine’s picture, along with those of two other children, on London’s Marble Arch. The two other children were recovered alive.

No one involved in the effort to ameliorate the missing children problem would say all these efforts are enough. Jim Gamble no longer runs the Child Exploitation and Online Protection Centre. He resigned in protest when the government decided to absorb CEOP into the National Crime Agency. The move, he said, was not in the best interests of children and young people.

Looking back, when he spoke with the authors in 2014, Gamble characterised the change as having been ‘political vandalism’. ‘Are we going to pretend,’ he said, ‘that CEOP is the centre we wanted it to be? Is there a 24-hour command hub there? No. Do they have their own communications team in there now? No. Do they have the ability to engage immediately with the social media networks? No. They’ve pulled out many of the staff we had that were young and vibrant, and some of the truly professional child protection officers with policing backgrounds.’

‘In the Scoping Review on the McCann case,’ he said, ‘one general recommendation we made was to change things so that mistakes made in UK policing right after Madeleine vanished – the lack of coherent leadership, the confusion of too many agencies getting involved, the failure to use technology to bring all the information together in one place – are not repeated. I don’t think this has been done. In fact I’m sure it hasn’t.

‘We need a UK national centre to coordinate child protection activity, a body that is at arm’s length from government. The key is to place all the lessons of the past in the context of the present. Technology should enable better communication and empower every motivated citizen to play a part in making children safer. Collaboration is key, and in Europe our efforts should be consolidated through Europol. The national centre I mention would provide a platform above petty national imperatives, which in my opinion did not serve Madeleine well.

‘If this were done, that would be something, a blueprint for ensuring that other parents would not have to experience the shortcomings the McCanns endured. It would be a legacy of sorts for the McCanns and for other parents of missing or murdered children.’

Ernie Allen of ICMEC, for his part, believes ‘you have to address these cases in a comprehensive way. We learned thirty years ago that these investigations are of necessity multi-jurisdictional. Most importantly, you reach out for help and overcome the natural tendencies to want to make this “your case”. Be prepared. Have a plan and a system in place. Train your people. Cooperate with everybody. Share information. Ask for help and work together.

‘Finally, I’ve said the same thing to so many officials. It doesn’t matter how hard you’ve worked, how many resources you expended or how hard you tried. The goal is to find the child. If you did not find the child, well, you failed.’

ICMEC’s Allen considers the McCanns’ ‘tenacity, and their commitment to their daughter, to be admirable, inspiring . . . A parent of another child, who had been abducted by a stranger and had been missing for months, once asked me, “Am I being foolish? I have other children. I need to be concerned about their wellbeing too. Should I come to grips with the reality that my child is probably dead and do the best I can to get on with my life?” My answer was, “No, continue to fight for your daughter. There are many scenarios under which your child could still be alive, still recoverable.”

‘That person’s child is alive and well today. And there have been so many others. We keep finding abducted children who have been missing for years.’

As recently as February 2015, a South African girl was found alive and well having been missing since her shortly after her birth in 1997 – seventeen long years ago. She had been snatched as she lay beside her sleeping mother in a hospital bed. Long after her baby’s disappearance, her mother had said, ‘I just hope one day someone will realise something and bring her back to us.’ The father, for his part, said he would, ‘never ever give up hope. I can feel it in my gut. My daughter is out there and she is going to come home.’ So it turned out, after fellow pupils at the missing girl’s school noticed a striking similarity between her and her biological sister, who was attending the same school. When DNA tests confirmed that she was indeed the lost child, a woman was arrested and charged with the abduction.

‘It is essential, I believe, to keep hope alive and not stop the search until we know with certainty what happened to him or her, or find them. No one has the right to take away a parent’s hope.’

In late 2018, Scotland Yard was granted a small sum –£150,000 – to cover investigators’ expenses for a further six months. They were, it had been said earlier, pursuing a “critical line of enquiry,” by one report, the “final” one. Then, as this edition of our book went to press, it was reported that the Yard had requested yet more funding – for another full year. Sky News’ crime correspondent Martin Brunt said the news might mean there was either “new confidence” in the possibility of a breakthrough. Or that the “final sensitive theory” was proving more complicated that anticipated.

The leads suggesting that Madeleine was taken by an intruder have long seemed strong. More recently, a senior source referred to active work on a theory that Madeleine managed to wander out on her own – a notion that Kate McCann has long rejected as highly improbable – and then been killed in a hit-and-run car accident.

Predominant, in 2018 reports, has been the notion that a possible guilty party in the case is not male but female. Scotland Yard have been focused, it is said, on a woman who now lives in an Eastern European country.

There is the sense that, one way or another, this is the endgame. Gerry and Kate McCann wisely say little, only that they are grateful that the police effort is continuing. Their world remains, as it has been for so long, a place of black imaginings – and flickering hope.


Footnotes

Chapter 5

1 The transcript of Tranmer’s later statement reads as though the person she saw acting suspiciously might have been at the gate of the apartment next to 5A, occupied that week by the McCanns’ friends the Oldfields. The Oldfields and their one-year-old daughter had gone out by late afternoon, to the beach or sailing. Neither they nor Tranmer could later recall specific times.

2 See images at photo 25. Left, based on Sillence’s description; centre, based on tourist’s description; right, based on Tranmer’s description.

Chapter 6

1 The BBC science fiction/police television series that had run until April 2007.

Chapter 22

1 See here.

Chapter 25

1 See Chapters 15 and 16.
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