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I have called you Rob in this book to give you some anonymity, but you deserve a special place here because you changed my life, for the better. You gave me a new purpose to improve things for those who go missing and their families. I hope my work has been beneficial and diminished the myth of ‘just another misper’.



[image: image]



contents

Dedication

Title Page

Glossary

Prologue

Introduction: Keep Calm and Carry On

Chapter 1: On the Beat

Chapter 2: What’s Next?

Chapter 3: Case One

Chapter 4: Unknown

Chapter 5: Trafficked

Chapter 6: Searching

Chapter 7: Exploited

Chapter 8: Abducted

Chapter 9: Doing Nothing Is Not an Option

Chapter 10: County Lines

Chapter 11: International Borders

Chapter 12: Cold Case

Conclusion

Afterword

Acknowledgements

Further Reading

About the Author

Copyright



glossary of key terms

ACPO – Association of Chief Police Officers

CEOP – Child Exploitation and Online Protection

CSE – Child Sexual Exploitation

ICMEC – International Centre for Missing & Exploited Children

Misper – Police term for ‘missing person’

MPB – Missing Persons Bureau, now the Missing Persons Unit (MPU)

MPIH – Missing Persons Information Hub

NCMEC – US National Center for Missing and Exploited Children

NCOF – National Crime and Operations Faculty

NCPE – National Centre for Policing Excellence

NPIA – National Policing Improvement Agency

PEN-MP – Police Expert Network on Missing Persons

PolSA – Police Search Advisor

PRAS – Police Research Award Scheme

SAR – Search and Rescue

SOCA – Serious Organised Crime Agency

TVP – Thames Valley Police



prologue

Every year in the UK, there are on average 350,000 missing incidents reported to the police.

One every ninety seconds.

Why a person has gone missing is unclear when they are first reported, but that is where the case begins.

Who are they and what’s going on in their life? When were they last seen and how did they seem? Is there anything that makes them particularly vulnerable? Does their age, a mental or physical health condition, or something else put them at risk? What sort of environment are they in? Have they had any problems recently, or are there any relationship issues that might have led to this point?

I look at the time of day they went missing and consider the weather and terrain and ask myself more vital questions.

What are the immediate and obvious reasons for their disappearance?

Have they chosen to go missing?

Has a third party been involved?

As a picture begins to unfold, it’s my job to work out the best way to find the missing. Often, the hairs might stand up on the back of my neck as I anticipate a challenging case, or a shiver runs down my spine as I spot something that could lead us to the missing person. Or, I fear the worst, and my heart sinks as I think of the impact on the missing’s family and friends.

This isn’t going to end well is an all-too-familiar phrase that lodges itself in my head as the investigation continues.

In difficult terrain or poor weather conditions, I fear that they may have come to harm as a result of an accident, and mobilise search teams to scour the area. Where there’s evidence of mental distress, I worry that they may harm themselves and hope that we find them in time. Where there’s an indication of a serious crime my concerns increase, and we explore ways to not only return the person, but also to end the criminal exploitation.

I anxiously review how long the person has been missing. Are we still in the ‘golden hour’, when witness memories are fresh, and vital evidence is more likely to be found; or has that opportunity been missed and we’re on the back foot?

Either way, speed is of the essence. I begin to join the dots, developing a number of hypotheses which change, are added to, or deleted, as information and evidence grows.

This person – any person – deserves the best response possible from investigators, but that response must be appropriate and proportionate. Do we need a search plan, media appeal or criminal investigation?

Searching for the missing is never a tick-list exercise. No two cases are ever the same, even if there are similarities. The right action must be taken at the correct time; there’s no sense throwing resources at something just to check a box and be seen to be doing something.

As the hours tick by, you hope beyond hope for a swift resolution, constantly reviewing and reassessing the information and investigation approach as the situation shifts with every passing minute. Looking from every angle, considering every opportunity, and trying to solve the puzzle.

Someone is missing. How do we find them?



introduction

Keep Calm and Carry On

I did not intend to forge a career around missing persons. If you had told me that I’d end up travelling the world to discuss the topic and be instrumental in developing national and even international policies and frameworks, I’d probably have told you that you were mad. The more I have thought about this, the more I have realised that my upbringing and experiences in life were instrumental in enabling me to achieve what I have.

I was born in Reading, Berkshire in 1953. My mum and dad already had three girls, my older sisters; Annette or ‘AJ’ being the eldest, Maureen or ‘Mimi’ in the middle, and Susan or ‘Sue’ who, despite being the youngest girl, was still thirteen years older than me.

Throughout her life, Mum would tell anyone who wished to listen that when she found out she was pregnant with me after such a long gap, she would go to church and cry because she didn’t want to go through it all again. This anecdote never made me feel insecure though, as I never had any reason to doubt the love of either of my parents. Our family unit was tight; how lucky was I?

Following the tradition of altering names, I morphed from Charles to Charlie, as my given name seemed a little formal. Mum and Dad were older parents to me, but they were very happy to have added a boy to their brood. The large age gap between my sisters and me meant that they were already adults by the time my earliest memories started to develop. When I was four years old, AJ went to live in Australia, and Mimi followed a year later. With a long sea voyage, only letters for communication, no mobile phones and certainly no video calls, the move was a much bigger step back then than it is now. With both sisters moving away and Sue being thirteen years older, I grew up very much as an only child. I didn’t want for love nor company, but I did learn to be comfortable on my own. I could entertain myself alone for hours on end and use my initiative to complete tasks that I might have leant on my older siblings to help me with, had they been around, a skill that certainly became useful in later life.

My sisters had grown up through the war years, but I was fortunate enough to come shortly after rationing had ended. As the country emerged from the war, opportunities grew and my parents were able to enjoy the fruits of their hard work, something they instilled in me as essential if I wanted to succeed. My dad was self-employed for most of his life, running a range of businesses in Reading: a hotel during the war, then a butcher’s then two fish and chip shops. Mum’s working life began in childcare, before taking some time out to raise the family, eventually returning to the workplace to support Dad in his business of the moment. It was only much later in life that she had a job in her own right, firstly running a school canteen and then in a haberdashery shop, followed by the childrenswear department at Heelas – now John Lewis – in Reading. She adored children and I still remember how her eyes would light up with joy when surrounded by them.

While my father was very independent, he was also very aware of the social divide, as was the fashion at that time. Growing up I saw him as being quite deferential to ‘important’ people and those in senior positions, something that made me feel that elevation was not possible. In some ways, this inhibited my ambition until, as I matured, I learned otherwise. Later on in life, as my work saw me argue and negotiate with senior government officials, speak in the European Parliament, meet prime ministers and even Queen Elizabeth II, I came to understand that they were all just people.

My childhood took place in a time with many more freedoms and fewer concerns about safety, enabling me to roam freely and do things that parents of children today might never allow. Gaining my own sense of independence and being allowed to find my own way was always encouraged.

My grandparents on my dad’s side lived in a village about two and a half miles away and, from a young age, I was allowed to cycle by myself to visit them. I’d fly down country lanes, taking deviations as suited my whim, enjoying the beauty and vastness of the countryside as I went. Nature was a big part of all our lives.

It wasn’t just that things were safer back then, or that I was particularly fearless, but my confidence exploring the world outside came from the way my mum and grandmother talked about nature to me as a child. They always made me aware of its importance and how everything was connected to it. When Mum talked about the wind and sun, she spoke of how they felt, giving a real sense of their part in my world, and mine in theirs, so that I always felt comfortable and embraced the outdoors.

My parents actively encouraged my independence and I was allowed to walk the half-mile to my local primary school, Earley St. Peter’s, on my own, as was the norm in those days. I was brought up to think that when faced with anything, getting the job done was the primary goal and giving up was not an option. This was mainly derived from Dad, as he was a very practical person, doing lots of jobs around the house and garden, finding solutions to problems and always completing the task, no matter how difficult it was.

One winter’s morning, when I was about nine years old, I set off on my usual walk to school. Ice coated the ground, but trousers were not allowed, so I braved the chilly conditions in bare legs, wearing my regulation school shorts. I’d only travelled about fifty metres when I lost my footing and fell to the ground cutting a large wound in my knee. Turning round and returning home didn’t even cross my mind. I just carried on. By the time I arrived at school, blood was running down my leg and squelching in my shoe. Even then, it wasn’t me that alerted my teachers to my bloody leg, it was a girl in my class. Wound promptly cleaned and dressed, I remained in school for the rest of the day.

It was an early indication of what was to become core to my work ethic, and I still have the scar on my knee as a reminder today. Everything my parents instilled in me and everything they did was aimed to give me the best chance in life. After leaving Earley St. Peter’s, my parents had me join a public school, the Reading Blue Coat School. As determined as I was, I quickly discovered that I was not really an academic. The strictures of school life and being cooped up in a classroom did not suit me, and I spent much of my time longing to be able to be outside, roaming free. Each year there would be an end of year service for those who were leaving – or as I saw it, escaping. I still remember my confusion at the first such service that I attended, when I witnessed a boy crying with sadness at leaving. It wasn’t the crying that baffled me, it was that they were tears of sadness. I was already certain that any tears I would shed when my time to leave came would be those of joy as I escaped the monotony and routine of school life.

Over my years at school, I learned lots of things about life and relationships but did not fare well at exams, struggling to get five ‘O’ levels, even having to stay on an additional year to do that. I was far more interested in activities such as rowing, canoeing and cycling, the latter two being hobbies I shared with my best friend, Simon. We enjoyed many adventures together. At fourteen years of age, our slightly eccentric history teacher suggested that six of us go on a cycle tour for several days, starting from our school at Sonning on the Thames, passing through the Chiltern Hills and then continuing to Houghton Mill in Huntingdon, returning on another route through the Chilterns, staying in youth hostels along the way. On the day of departure, we were all geared up and ready to go, apart from our teacher, who was having problems with his old upright, ‘sit up and beg’ bicycle.

‘You boys go ahead. I’ll catch you at the first youth hostel,’ he’d said.

Of course, we agreed. What freedom to be rolling through the hills, unsupervised, at that age! When we arrived at the hostel several hours later, our teacher was still nowhere to be found. It emerged that he’d set off, covered a short distance, then fallen off his bike, leaving it severely damaged and himself injured. Although not serious, the injury meant he would no longer be able to accompany us on the trip. Without teacher supervision, you’d expect that to be the end of our fun, but it was a different time then. We decided together that we had to get the job done and would continue alone, so we did. Following the planned route, it was just us, the road – and some concerned questioning at each of the youth hostels about how we were being supervised.

The independence that my parents had encouraged in me served me well, despite my lack of academic success. I had a weekend and holiday job from the age of fourteen, starting in a local grocery store, and when it came to leaving school, I set my mind on a career that would combine the hobbies that I enjoyed with earning a living. Our family holidays involved camping, hiking and educational things like visiting famous buildings and churches. The latter was not my favourite, but as we conquered Snowdon, Helvellyn, Cader Idris and many others, walking became a great love. It was not without the odd temper tantrum and complaint about the length or steepness of the chosen walk, but I soon began to understand that was the challenge you had to navigate to earn the exhilaration of reaching a peak, soaking in the views, and looking back at what you’d achieved.

When I left school at seventeen, I intended to train to be a surveyor for the Ordnance Survey, making maps. I knew I didn’t want to be doing anything academic, or to be chained to a desk. I wanted my work to combine elements of being outdoors, undertaking practical tasks such as drawing and amending maps, so the OS seemed like a good opportunity. I was getting on with my training and enjoying my first venture away from home, when one night Mum and Dad rang the family that I was staying with and asked them to tell me that they were coming to visit me.

‘We’ll come down and we can go to a local pub,’ was the message that was passed on by my landlady.

‘OK, I’ll see them later,’ I said, puzzled.

It was an unusual occurrence for them to spring a surprise visit on me, especially as Romsey was more than an hour’s drive from home, but I didn’t think too much about it.

I noticed they seemed very sombre. We sat down with a drink and Dad looked at me.

‘Charles, I’m afraid we have some bad news,’ Dad said. ‘Simon had an accident on his motorbike and is dead.’

I could barely comprehend what I was hearing, as my parents explained that Simon had been found on a country road next to his motorcycle.

My best friend? My companion in so many adventures? This couldn’t be right.

I was the reckless one who got into scrapes. I was the one who had the more powerful motorbike and crashed it. He had a little Honda 50 and was always careful.

Simon had always been the one who tapped me on the shoulder and told me that it was not sensible to do whatever new thing that I had just dreamt up.

It was so unfair, and I was devastated.

The scene was investigated, but there was no explanation for what had happened. As I came to terms with his death, we were all left with so many questions. Did he lose control of his vehicle? Was it an accident involving a third party who had left the scene?

Our questions were left unanswered. All that we knew for certain was that Simon was gone. I was close to his parents, who had also taught me so much as I grew up, and his older brother, John. We bore the loss together and remained friends for many years. It was a heartbreaking time, but sharing our grief meant that it was easier to deal with, knowing that we were not alone. In our still relatively short lives, we had shared so much and were very close. His loss was a great sadness to me and one I carried as my life continued. But his death also taught me an extremely important lesson about pain and grief that followed me into my work, helping me to understand others receiving devastating news or experiencing loss.

It was hard to do, but I carried on, doing the best that I could. I felt that I was progressing well and was enjoying the job, but after a few months, I had a personal interview with my director.

‘How do you think you’re getting on?’ he asked.

‘I think everything is going fine,’ I replied.

‘I am sorry, but I don’t agree,’ he said. ‘You don’t have what we call an “eye for the ground”. You cannot interpret what you see and transpose it on to the map.’

‘Oh,’ I replied, unsure of what else to say.

‘Take the weekend to consider if you should perhaps resign,’ he said.

As I figured out my next steps, I realised that I really had no idea what I wanted to do, beyond not wanting to be constrained by routine. When I shared this limited information with an advisor at the local career advice centre, I expected to be probed further. Instead, she looked at me and said: ‘My dad was in the police and that seemed to be an interesting job.’

Interesting was good enough for me, and without too much thought, my new career was decided. My early life had unknowingly steered me towards the path I would take. Joining the police seemed like a good idea, but I never imagined just where it would take me or that it would be a turning point not just in my career, but in my whole life.



chapter 1

On the Beat

I applied to join Thames Valley Police as a police cadet, because at eighteen years old, I was not old enough to be a constable. My lack of consideration about my new career was immediately evident, as I found myself disappointed that I was not able to do a ‘proper’ policeman’s job, investigating crimes, arresting people, and dealing with incidents, rather than just being an observer. My early days in the force involved me in community work that I found gave me a much greater understanding of other people’s difficulties and disabilities, and how that might affect their behaviour or make them more vulnerable.

My first posting in the regular force was to Cowley, a sub-division of Oxford, and my first boss was an inspector named John McKeown. He was strict but fair, was always at the forefront of any difficult or dangerous incident, would never socialise with his team nor allow anyone to admonish them. That was for him to do, and he considered any failing to be his responsibility as leader.

He did not speak directly to new probationers for the first two or three months, until he thought they were ‘OK’. His instructions came to us via the two sergeants, who took it in turn to be responsible for either the patrol staff or the paperwork. A third sergeant, the station sergeant, who was not part of our shift but worked alongside us, oversaw the running of the police station and custody suite.

It was a highly disciplined operation, covering twenty-four hours a day with four shifts, with one team being on a rest day while the other three worked. The skills I had developed in community work proved useful as a new constable. Being a visible presence and getting to know the local people helped to build trust and gave you contacts that you could call on.

The relationship between the police and public was different back then. There was greater compliance and more certainty of enforcement if you did find yourself on the wrong side of the law. There was also more respect for authority and greater trust too, which meant we were more deeply embedded in communities. On most of the foot beats we worked, there would be a pub and in most of those a pint of beer was left out by a private entrance to refresh the local police officer. We always knew of places to go for a cup of tea, especially on nights; the sewage pumping station, all-night factories and bakeries, to name a few. At one bakery I would make the tea for the bakers and was even given the job of putting the jam into doughnuts to help them out.

As we laughed and chatted, I discovered more about the people, their lives and their troubles, sometimes learning of things that helped in preventing or detecting crime. Even the criminals we dealt with were more respectful and gentlemanly! On one occasion, I stopped a suspicious vehicle on the Oxford ring road leading me to arrest the driver for fraudulent use of vehicle documents. He resisted and a short fight ensued before I put him in handcuffs.

We went to court a couple of days later. Outside the courtroom, he came up to me and shook me by the hand.

‘Sorry about the scrap, Mr Hedges,’ he said. ‘I was doing my job to escape, same as you were doing yours, no hard feelings?’

‘Not at all,’ I replied. ‘I won!’

My regular beat was the Blackbird Leys estate. It was a difficult area then, but nothing to its state today. In 2022 it was named the most dangerous small town in Oxfordshire, with 129 crimes per 1,000 people.1 At twenty years old, walking those streets, I thought I was being the archetypal local beat bobby, befriending and helping the people in his neighbourhood.

I encountered a man who lived in the area and seemed to have lots of personal problems, so I decided to do my best to help him and visited him quite regularly. One day I popped by, only to be told that he had taken his own life. It emerged that he had been building a gun in a locked room to prepare for this act.

I was shocked not only by the news, but by the realisation that he had been doing this after I had l left him in my self-righteous state. The job certainly made you grow up fast and this incident made me realise how wrong you could be in your assessment, what could be going on behind closed doors, about the impact of your actions, and how easy it was to miss important signs. It was an early lesson in thoroughly questioning everything you were told or thought you knew. Some things could only be learned through experience, not in the classroom or from a book.

After a couple of years on foot beat, I decided that the traffic department was the next step for me. As a man in my twenties, patrolling large areas of Oxfordshire in fast cars and attending exciting and glamorous-sounding incidents appealed to my sense of adventure and dislike of routine.

One selection process and an initial advanced driving course later I moved to a different office in the station and was allocated my first traffic patrol car – an ageing two-litre Ford Cortina. A second driving course followed, and I passed as a first-class advanced police driver.

Traffic officers worked in pairs, known as crew mates, one of whom was assigned to me as he joined the department. His name was Mike Rice, and we developed a special partnership. We knew how each other worked and thought and were often able to anticipate the other’s actions in difficult situations.

We spurred each other on to work hard. Drink-driving was so prolific at the time that we would often go out at night and have a relay of arrests between us. When one was in custody with a prisoner, the other would go out and arrest another drink-driver and while that one was being dealt with, the other would go out and arrest one more and so on throughout the night.

Although we worked brilliantly together, we were quite competitive too. When there was the potential for a good arrest there was a race to be the first out of the car, unless the driver had ‘accidentally’ parked it close to an obstruction, keeping his partner inside, or the passenger found himself handcuffed to the seat. It was something that wouldn’t be in line with health and safety today, but there was much less emphasis on such things at the time. It was just a little harmless fun to alleviate the stresses of a difficult job.

As well as healthy competition and great determination, the job often required us to find some ‘outside the box’ solutions. We had problems with a young prolific car thief who one night, at the age of 15, decided to steal a 52-seater coach. We located him and started to follow but it was too risky to try to overtake such a large vehicle and try to stop him. The pursuit, at a sedate speed of 40 mph, lasted for more than four hours, before a colleague persuaded a lorry driver to park across the road giving him nowhere to go. With no other option the teenager obliged by indicating left and pulling to the side of the road, where he was arrested.

It wasn’t all fun though. In fact, being a traffic police officer could be extremely traumatic, especially when attending the aftermath of bad driving and traffic accidents. I remember one particularly brutal period of several months when Mike and I were dealing with a fatal accident every month.

One rainy night, working with a temporary crew mate, we were called to an accident involving two motorcycles, their drivers and one reported passenger in a very rural area on the perimeter of RAF Brize Norton. The scene was a dark country road with no road lighting and featured a bend on an incline over a bridge, with a T-junction in the middle of the bend.

Two motorcycles and three people were scattered across the road. We only had car headlights and some torches to provide light, but it was quickly apparent that two males were obviously dead and the third person, a girl, was in a very bad way.

She was clearly in pain, having breathing difficulties and had multiple injuries, the most obvious being that the sole of one foot was touching the back of her head. She needed immediate attention, so she had to be our priority.

Assistance was scarce, due to the usual weekend demand on resources, and being in such a remote area, there was a long wait for the nearest ambulance, and we were a long way away from anything else. Looking at the girl’s condition, we knew the outlook wasn’t good.

As we worked out what action we needed to take, a car suddenly appeared through the darkness and pulled up alongside us. A man emerged and told us he was an anaesthetist from the RAF base and had come out to assist.

By sheer coincidence and amazing good luck, he had been developing a device to solve issues with injured patients having breathing difficulties, identical to those the girl was suffering. We were able to leave him to look after her, still waiting for an ambulance as the rain fell steadily.

Clearly the bikes had collided head-on towards the middle of the bend and, judging by the scattered debris, the combined speed on impact had been considerable. There was simply not enough evidence for us to get all the answers to what had happened, something that had echoes of my childhood friend Simon’s accident and death.

Eventually an ambulance attended and miraculously, due to the wonderful coincidence of the anaesthetist’s skills and tools, the girl was expected to survive.

All that was left was to clear up the scene and make sure the road was safe for traffic. As I took a last look around the area, I looked over the bridge to a stream that passed under it and made a horrifying discovery. A fourth person was lying with his lower half in the stream, face down. I scrambled to the stream to help them, but on closer inspection, I realised that the casualty – a young male – was dead.

I was shocked and felt a sense of guilt. Had he drowned? We had arrived on the scene less than fifteen minutes after the accident happened. We had been there for three hours. If we had noticed him sooner, could we have saved him?

Had we failed to do everything we could?

The post-mortem showed that his death was due to the impact of being thrown from the motorcycle, not from drowning as I feared. It also transpired that the witnesses had been mistaken and both motorcycles had pillion passengers. Much later, I was fortunate enough to meet the young girl who was so horribly injured and saw that not only had she survived but she had made a good recovery.

There was no doubt that we saw and experienced many traumatic things, but I did not feel that I had much difficulty with the gory side of accidents – it was part of the job. I once attended a fatal road accident, put my hand into a bag just behind the driver’s seat of a crashed car to try and find some identification, only to find that his brains had fallen in there in the impact of the accident. When the casualty was alive and conscious though, it could be a different matter.

I recall interviewing a man who had been a front seat passenger in a car when it had turned right in front of another car. He’d remained conscious throughout and told me in graphic detail how he felt the floor pan buckle under impact and the pressure increase on his thigh until he eventually felt it snap. Even my strong stomach lurched at the thought, described as vividly as it was.

Experiencing situations like these were part of policing and there was little time in the thick of an incident to do anything else, or it would not be possible to do the job.

Did it give me nightmares? No. Did those thoughts linger with me? Yes, sometimes, and not for any specific reason. But, at the time, the ‘grin and bear it’ mentality got me through; there wasn’t really an alternative. I now know that wasn’t necessarily a helpful approach, and as the years have passed, I have felt more emotion from recalling these incidents from my memory than I did at the time.

Although I didn’t experience the difficult emotions there and then, in any situation like that accident, where something was missed or a mistake was made, I would always question myself as to whether I had done all I could.

I didn’t and still don’t see a way on from that, because to stop that critical reflection I would have to give up caring, something that I have never wanted – nor been able – to do.



1 www.crimerate.co.uk/oxfordshire/blackbird-leys
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