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It was a damp, dark evening in downtown Victoria, British Columbia, on November 28th, 2012. At 7.11pm, in a restaurant across the street from The Empress Hotel, a man called the police to report a 26 year old woman standing outside the hotel, barefoot and in severe distress, then sat observing her until the authorities arrived. Assuming the woman was safe in the care of Victoria Police Department’s officers, the man left the restaurant and returned home. The police officers spoke to the woman for 30-45 minutes and, determining that she was neither a threat to herself or others, left her where they had found her, still barefoot in the cold, at about 8pm. Emma Fillipoff was never seen again. 

Born on January 6th, 1986, Emma Fillipoff grew up surrounded by her family in Perth, Ontario. She was known for spending hours exploring outdoors and loved nature. She enjoyed long walks and regularly visited the library, carefully browsing for new books to read. She loved photography and was a prolific journal keeper, with her words regularly being described by friends and family as both poetic and cryptic. She was known to be shy, private, and sensitive, but also intensely loyal and independent with a great sense of humour. As she grew into her young adult life, she began to become detached from her home in Perth. Emma spent time teaching English in China, gained a diploma in photography in Ontario, and, in 2008, Emma moved to Campbell River to study culinary arts at North Island College. Upon completing her course, she returned to her family home in Perth. But it wasn’t long until Emma felt out of place, unable to slot back into her family’s everyday life, noting in her journal, “Home. The only place I don’t know how to be.” Consequently, Emma decided to return to the West Coast, setting her sights on Victoria as her new home.

Leaving Perth behind once more, Emma began her journey to Victoria in the fall of 2011 with no plans in place for her arrival, confident she would find work when she got there. Indeed, Emma landed on her feet and found a job at seafood restaurant, Red Fish Blue Fish, located in Victoria’s Inner Harbour. She made friends easily, attracting people to her with her magnetic personality, and although she didn’t yet have a home of her own, she always found a place to stay, becoming a well-known face around the Inner Harbour, Fisherman’s Wharf, and Central Library. Emma was well known for flitting around during her time in Victoria and would stay with friends in their apartments or boats, and she was even occasionally known to sleep alone in the woods or in trees. From February 2012, unbeknownst to her family, she also regularly claimed a bed at Sandy Merriman House women’s shelter. 

In the summer of 2012, Emma purchased a red Mazda MPV ’93 van, which she had envisioned using for both living in and travelling. However, the investment proved to be more of a burden, needing constant costly repairs, with reports of Emma asking around town for reliable mechanics. Emma consequently used her van as storage, putting her travel dreams on hold. She was thought to be very happy staying in Victoria, but there were signs that she was interested in returning home. Asked to move her van from its parking space, Emma hired a tow-truck driver to move her Mazda to Chateau Victoria’s parking lot. During this journey, she had told the driver she was planning to return to Ontario to surprise her family. Following her disappearance on November 28th, the police believed this theory to be true after discovering a horde of personal belongings in the Mazda, including some clothes, a pillow, her laptop, digital camera, passport, library card, and some recently borrowed books.

Emma’s move to Victoria wasn’t the adventure she had hoped, and friends and family have retrospectively noticed warning signs about Emma’s state of mind. Upon arrival in Victoria, Emma initially stayed with her childhood friend, Mika, who, despite already knowing her to be a reserved person, noticed Emma’s increasing need for privacy. Emma removed her social media presence and began spending more time alone. Mika ultimately suspected this was Emma taking time and space to really get to discover her true self in the midst of her parent’s divorce. Emma was known for her magnetic personality, and her father, James, believes it may have been this trait that drew trouble to her. Speaking on the Fifth Estate documentary, Finding Emma, “[She was] very giving. Too giving at times. [James is worried Emma was] taken advantage of by her good nature. People would step into her life and not want to leave.” However, a number of her journal entries suggested that Emma felt increasingly isolated and depressed, which would only prove ever more troubling following her disappearance.

Worrying behaviour began to show in the days leading up to November 28th. Security footage from Victoria’s YMCA shows Emma entering the building on Friday November 23rd. It appears she went intended to sign up for membership. Despite initially appearing unremarkable, the footage clearly shows Emma exiting and re-entering the YMCA six times in quick succession, suggesting she might have been trying to avoid someone. That same evening, Emma called her mother, Shelley, asking through tears if she could come to see her. The next morning, however, Emma called again telling her mother that she had changed her mind, claiming she would work things out on her own. Hesitantly, Shelley accepted her daughter’s decision and cancelled the flight she had booked the previous night. But that evening, Shelley received another distressed phone call from Emma, asking if she could come home, and if her mother could fly to Victoria to help her pack her belongings. Shelley reassured her daughter that the family home was always open to her, and once again purchased a ticket, preparing to fly to Victoria the following day. Sure enough, the next morning, Emma called again, telling her not to come. This pattern continued to repeat itself until Tuesday 27th November when Shelley dialled the number Emma had called from the previous evening, believing Sandy Merriman to be the name of a friend her daughter had met in Victoria. The news that her daughter had been living in a shelter shocked Shelley, and she made immediate arrangements to travel from Ontario to Victoria to see her daughter.

At 7am on Wednesday 28th November 2012, having been asked to move her Mazda from their parking lot, Emma Fillipoff entered Chateau Victoria to beg staff to allow her one more day. The staff agreed, and Emma went on her way. From there, Emma’s activity would become increasingly concerning. At 8.23am, Emma visited a 7-Eleven store on Government Street, purchasing a pre-paid credit card for $200. She returned to the same store at 5.54pm to purchase a cell phone, the first one she had ever owned. The store CCTV footage of Emma making this purchase proved to be troubling, showing her loitering at the door, peering uneasily through the glass. Although what may have been outside is unclear, it is evident that Emma was in no rush to leave the safety of the store. 

At 6pm, Emma reportedly returned to Sandy Merriman House to discover that her mother was coming to visit. Witnesses claim that Emma became nervous and emotional, storming back out of the shelter, with one pursuing resident quickly losing track of her. Just ten minutes later, Emma got in an ABC Taxi at the Harbour Air Terminal asking to be taken to the airport. The driver obliged and set off, quoting $60 for the trip. This proved to be too expensive for Emma, and she asked to be dropped off where the driver had originally picked her up. This was another act of odd behaviour, as Emma had bought the $200 credit card earlier in the day and was believed to have $2000 - $3000 in one of her bank accounts. As requested, the driver returned Emma to the initial pick-up point, where she asked if she could sit for a while. The driver later reported that Emma reacted negatively to the cab radio as they sat, asking about the noises it was making, adding to the now growing list of concerning behaviours.

Emma was eventually asked to leave the taxi and found herself standing barefoot and alone on the curb for the first time that evening. It was at this point Dennis Quay spotted Emma and approached her to check if she was okay. Emma and Dennis originally met in Central Library, bonding over their mutual interest in Japan. Although their meeting was brief, it was long enough to leave a lasting impression on Dennis who immediately recognised something was amiss with her character and wanted to ensure she was alright. Dennis stayed with Emma for roughly half an hour, walking with her at her request, eventually reaching The Empress Hotel. He noted Emma was relatively unresponsive to his questions but continued to accompany her regardless. As they strolled along together, they approached a roofed walkway, created as cause of construction outside of The Empress. Dennis noticed that Emma was distressed by this, seeming spooked by the enclosed space. Agreeing that they didn’t have to walk through it, Dennis remained with her, trying to calm her with conversation. As Emma became increasingly unresponsive, Dennis decided to take action. Certain Emma’s state wasn’t brought on by drug use, he entered a restaurant across the street and called the police.  

Dennis watched from the restaurant until two police officers arrived on the scene. Assuming she would be safe in their care, he moved on. Emma was then questioned by the officers, trying to determine her state of mind and whether she was under the influence of drink or drugs. Victoria Police Sergeant Jamie McRae, the leading officer involved in the case of Emma’s disappearance, claimed nothing caused concern when the officers questioned Emma, who reportedly told the officers, “I’m working through some things right now. I’m going for a walk, then I’m going to a friend’s house.” Deeming Emma was neither a threat to herself or society, the police left her once again standing barefoot in the cold, dark winter evening, an act her mother describes as “unforgivable”. 

Shelley Fillipoff arrived at Sandy Merriman House that night – tragically just three hours too late – to discover her daughter hadn’t booked a bed for the evening, news which was initially unsurprising given Emma’s reputation for bouncing around and staying with different friends. But upon hearing unsettling stories regarding Emma’s recent behaviour, Shelley called the police, and Emma was officially listed a missing person by midnight. Fortunately, the shelter was located across the street from a hotel. In the small hours of the 29th, Shelley checked in, requesting a room overlooking Sandy Merriman House. She spent the rest of the night sitting at the end of her bed, watching the shelter’s front door in desperate hope her daughter might show up. Shelley then started searching Emma’s favourite locations, regularly walking to areas Emma was known to visit, all the while assembling a loyal search party of volunteers willing to help her. The search eventually reached further than the city of Victoria itself, stretching to areas of Vancouver Island, mainland Canada, and even the Gulf Islands, unfortunately to no avail.  

Shelley eventually checked out of her hotel after two months of relentless searching, urged home by her family. She had left her youngest son, Alexander, home alone, responsible for looking after himself and the house. Promising her family that she would return, Shelley set February 1st, 2013, as her final day in Victoria which was the date Emma had promised her co-workers she would return to Red Fish Blue Fish following her final shift in October 2012. When Emma didn’t show up to the restaurant, Shelley knew she had to return to Ontario, no matter how difficult it may be. Speaking to The Night Time Podcast, Shelley claims through tears, “I felt like I was leaving her behind.” 

In the years since Emma’s disappearance, there have been an abundance of false leads and theories. In the initial aftermath of the event, the police investigated over 200 potential leads, with very little information being collected. Over five years later, there are still no real clues or suspects, and all expert investigators have to rely on is Emma’s history. As criminologist Dr Mike Arntfield stated on Finding Emma, “Quite frankly, I can’t think of a case in recent history that has so many potential outcomes.” With this in mind, what might have happened to Emma?

One possibility is that Emma may have decided to drop off-grid and live a voluntarily transient lifestyle. As previously mentioned, Emma was notorious for staying with different people and moving regularly. She had no problem meeting people and making new friends, and also enjoyed speaking to the homeless. She regularly spoke with friends about making travel plans and had a long bucket list of ideas she was keen to explore, such as sailing on a boat to Mexico, moving elsewhere in British Columbia or even leaving for California or Costa Rica. She also made suggestion of travelling to see family, telling a friend she would like to visit an aunt in Lantzville, exploring the idea of visiting Japan with her father, or even just returning to her family home in Perth to surprise everyone. She also hinted at her desire to live in the woods. Given Emma’s love of nature and fondness of being outdoors, it’s entirely plausible that she fully developed the skills necessary for living a transient life off-grid. Shelley, however, doesn’t think this is possible. Emma had an incredibly close relationship with her younger brother, Alexander, and Shelley doesn’t think it is possible Emma would be cruel enough to put him through this deliberately. Similarly, Emma began to withdraw from spontaneous adventure plans, something that was completely out of character for her. She cancelled a trip to Mexico at the last minute, and she began to refuse invitations for new opportunities, rarely venturing further than her usual haunts.

A harder option to consider is that Emma may have fallen victim to foul play. A woman in an evidently vulnerable and shaken state with such a magnetic personality as Emma’s may have attracted negative attention. Both scenarios of murder and kidnapping have been investigated by the authorities, leading to no further clues. Judging by some of Emma’s journal entries, it is clear she was afraid of something, “There is the promise of flight. And I lay in fear. In fear somehow, somewhere, sometime, fear crept in. She’s missing. I am missing.” This cryptic entry seems to foreshadow Emma’s disappearance, certainly afraid of something, further cemented by her unusual behaviour leading up to her vanishing, repeatedly entering and exiting the YMCA building and loitering in the doorway of 7-Eleven as if fearful of somebody or something. A number of friends came forward to state that Emma had become increasingly stressed by a negative experience while studying at college in 2008. Another noted Emma would avoid staying in co-ed accommodation, whilst an ex-roommate found Emma wouldn’t put herself in social situations where she would need to interact with men, adding to the possibility that she felt in danger. However, in all of her extensive writings and journaling, there is no mention or indication of a potential stalker or identity of a person she was wary of.

Following Emma’s disappearance, two men caught the attention of the Fillipoff family, the public, and the police. In 2014, a man in a green shirt entered a store in Gastown, Vancouver, carrying a crumpled missing person’s reward poster. He had evidently recently ripped it down. Store owners, Joel and Lori Sellen, claim the man loudly stated that the girl photographed on the poster wasn’t missing, but instead was his girlfriend who ran away, blaming her parents. The couple immediately informed the police to inform them of the incident, but the police didn’t respond until the next day. Security footage of the man was widely shared but, to this day, he remains unnamed.

The second suspect was a young man named Julien Huard. In 2011, Julien moved to Perth to study, and met Emma at the Stewart Park music festival that summer. Their friendship would blossom over the next five weeks, with the pair meeting about fifteen times in total, mostly to go on walks through the night. Julien admired how spontaneous Emma was, with her even suggesting they go canoeing together the day after their first meeting, and he developed a crush on Emma and her free spirit. However, Julien insists that their relationship never became more than friendship. Eventually, the pair lost touch, but it wouldn’t be the last time they would encounter each other. In August 2012, Julien moved to Victoria. His motivation behind the move was to attend a concert by Irish band, Lunasa, and he claims he was unaware that Emma was also living in Victoria at that time. However, his reasoning raises suspicion in many who don’t believe it was a purely coincidental move. 

Emma and Julien first ran into each other in Victoria soon after he moved to the city. He claims Emma recognised him from across the street, and their reunion was very amicable. Despite wanting to, Julien never asked Emma for her address or where she was working in fear that he would give into temptation and stop by. Instead, he told her where he worked and knew she would track him down if she wanted to. Spurred on by their positive reunion, Julien decided to invite Emma to the upcoming concert. Without her information, he contacted her father via Facebook, sending a private message. He admitted that he was a little desperate, but asked James to pass on the invitation should she speak to Emma beforehand. There was no response. 

Emma and Julien bumped into each other at the library soon afterwards. He noted this meeting was very different from their previous encounter, and found it unusual that Emma claimed he “seemed familiar” considering she recognised him just a few months before. But their third and final meeting was on November 28th, 2012. Julien was on the bus when he saw someone looking remarkably like Emma standing on the curb of Pandora Street near Alix Goolden Hall. He approached her, unsure if it really was Emma, as she was very unresponsive and her long hair, usually neatly kept, was like “a mane, very wild.” He stayed with her a while trying to determine if she was alright, but became frustrated with her unresponsive, distant attitude. He stormed off, leaving her on Pandora Street.

Julien became a key suspect on December 5th, 2012, when her parents uncovered the Facebook message he had sent, becoming particularly concerned at Julien’s choice of phrasing. In the message, he wrote, “The last thing I want to do is be stalking her like I did the last time.” Julien argues it was a poorly worded email, but he would send another message to Emma after her disappearance, offering to build her a house in the woods. Given Emma’s unusual behaviour prior to her disappearance and the suspicious circumstances that led Julien to Victoria, he quickly became a person of interest. On December 5th, Julien was called to Victoria Police Department to be questioned and polygraphed. The polygraph test took nearly three hours, and Julien was shocked to discover the questions focused primarily on murder rather than stalking. He passed the test and was released, no longer a suspect.

The final theory is that Emma suffered a severe mental breakdown. In the weeks leading up to her vanishing, witnesses have reported a series of unsettling changes in Emma’s behaviour. Emma had always reportedly been experimental with her diet, but following her move to Victoria, it became more extreme, with her going through stages of eating nothing but popcorn and olives, or primarily eating fish, suggesting she had developed an eating disorder. Friends and roommates also noticed she developed peculiar compulsive rituals, spending hours carefully arranging patterns with items such as rocks, shells, or food. Clear warning signs about Emma’s poor state of mental health were noted by the staff and residents at Sandy Merriman House. Although bound by privacy laws, the staff kindly disclosed some information to Shelley off the record, giving her some insight into what may have happened to her daughter. Shelley was initially shocked to hear that some of the staff had become afraid of Emma’s behaviour, “To be afraid of Emma is unheard of. It was such a startling comment.” However, the stories they shared were definitely unsettling. For instance, one staff member recalled that roughly two weeks before her disappearance, Emma was discovered moving the furniture out of her room, across the street, and leaving it on the curb. When asked, Emma claimed the items were being too loud and were talking to her, suggesting paranoia. Bound by privacy laws, the staff were unable to contact Emma’s family to report this odd behaviour. Instead, they reported it to the police, requesting a mental health check. The police didn’t come, instead advising staff to report any further unusual behaviour in the future.

The shelter staff also shared details of possible signs of depression, concerned Emma was planning suicide. She had started to sell and donate many of her belongings, and kept her curtains closed at all times. The suggestion Emma was depressed was further cemented by her numerous journal entries, with language experts even implying there were hints of Emma’s unstable mental health from as young as the age of eleven. One poem caused particular concern. It read:

“from dead Emma

hello

I figure someone will be on this computer at some point and will read this

okay, so I’m dead

floating about on energy or not

watching dying stars, reviving stars

and dreaming milky dreams and shadow dancing on your timelines or whatever

good luck everyheart

I love you

—Em”

At first, Shelley considered this to be a suicide note, but later changed her mind, thinking it more of a “last will and testament” than a goodbye. Language experts agree, saying that there is no evidence of plans for suicide in the poem, or any of the other journal entries. The Victoria Police Department arranged for a diving team to search the Inner Harbour waters three times, but nothing was found. In hopes of gaining more information about Emma’s mental state on the night of her disappearance, and some clues as to what she might have been planning, Shelley requested access to the report submitted by the officers who last saw Emma. Unfortunately, this Freedom of Information Act was denied, as any information in the report made public would be inadmissible in court. However, considering the police don’t currently suspect foul play, however, this leaves Shelley feeling frustrated and helpless.

Emma Fillipoff has now been missing for over five years. The pre-paid cell phone she purchased has never been activated, and her bank accounts never touched. The $200 credit card was used on December 5th, 2012, but it had been found by an alcoholic who used it to buy cigarettes and admits he cannot remember where he found the card. There is no evidence that Emma ever left Victoria. It’s entirely possible she remains there, hiding in plain sight. Shelley, suffering from post-traumatic stress, can no longer work, and devotes every day to finding Emma. She searches the homeless communities in Victoria, trying to find any
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