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Prologue

April 2003

The balding, middle-aged man with a rounded face and a slight paunch is standing in the bay window of the second-floor bedroom of his imposing sea-front home in the north-east of England, watching the waves roll ashore.

It’s a bone-chilling morning in early April. Spring has yet to arrive in Seaton Carew. It’s often late. Old Big ’Ead Brian Clough described it as the coldest place in England when he became manager of the then Hartlepools (sic) United in 1965 and discovered the beach was the training ground.

Occasional passers-by are hunched over, heads bowed into the biting wind, hands buried deep in their pockets, oblivious to the heavily bearded face of a man in the big Victorian house across the street contemptuously staring out to sea as if he had conquered the world.

The sea looks cold and grey that morning, much as it always does at this time of year. The good old North Sea. He has plenty to thank it for.

He’s stood next to an old brass spyglass, pointed seawards. His hands are planted on his hips. And he’s stark-bollock naked.

Dripping in arrogance and vanity, he throws his head back and laughs. I bloody well did it, he congratulates himself.

This is John Ronald Darwin in all his glory. A dreamer and schemer feeling as pleased as punch with himself, having twelve months earlier pulled off something truly outrageous. In the years to come, it will bestow upon his shoulders a notoriety he will accept with glowing pride.





FOUR YEARS LATER
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‘I Think I’m a Missing Person’

‘Sorry sarge, there’s some crackpot in the front office. Says he’s a missing person.’

The young cop shrugs his shoulders, an apologetic look on his face.

Sergeant Craig Clark-Darby averts his eyes from the rookie officer standing at his desk and looks at the white plastic clock on the station wall. It’s been on a go-slow all day. The time is now 5.40 p.m., Saturday 1 December 2007. Twenty minutes until he’s due to go home after a dull twelve-hour shift.

‘For fuck’s sake,’ he mutters as he begrudgingly heads out to see who it is who has wandered off the street with the sole intent of ruining his Saturday evening.

‘Yes sir, how can I help you?’ he asks with minimum enthusiasm.

‘Ah, good evening officer. As I just told your young colleague there, I think I’m a missing person.’

Clark-Darby looks dubiously into the eyes of the strangely sun-tanned man standing across the counter.

He takes a deep breath, puffs out his cheeks and slowly exhales.

Right, he thinks to himself. And I’m the Lone bloody Ranger . . .

He just wants to go home.

‘What exactly makes you think you’re a missing person, sir?’ he asks courteously.

‘Well if I knew that I don’t think I’d be here now, would I?’ is the smug response.

‘Right,’ says the officer, hoping the false smile hides his irritation. The last thing he needs right now is a smart arse.

Another deep breath.

‘Don’t think I caught the name, sir?’

‘Darwin. John . . . Ronald . . . Darwin.’

He speaks slowly. North-easterners have a tendency to speak fast and outsiders can struggle to keep up. In case there’s any doubt, the man spells out the letters of his surname ‘D . . . A . . . R . . . W . . . I . . . N. From up north . . . Seaton Carew. Hartlepool.’

He smiles, delighted with his delivery. Not even a hint of the Hartlepudlian tendency to h-drop. Locals stay in ’otels and turn up the ’eating when it gets cold.

A second, longer sigh from Clark-Darby. This oddball has been here five minutes, but the uniformed section sergeant at London’s West End Central police station is already weary. There’s something extremely annoying about the man.

He looks to be in his fifties and is wearing walking boots; dark blue, ill-fitting cargo trousers; a blue shirt, still showing the manufacturer’s packing creases; an off-white, crew-neck cricket jumper; and what looks like a fake leather jacket. Some of the clothing still have the Asda labels showing. Maybe he’s a shoplifter . . . but not a very smart one.

The man claims he isn’t quite sure where he came from or even how he arrived at the police station.

Fifteen minutes earlier he had been found wandering ‘dazed and confused’ around a Top Shop in Oxford Street, telling a store assistant he’d mislaid his wife, children and Rottweiler dogs. The baffled girl had called a security guard, who somewhat reluctantly, given the icy weather, walked him around the corner to the drab, grey-stone police station at 27 Savile Row, W1.

‘I was wondering, why are all the Christmas lights on when it’s only June?’ he asks.

‘Wait there one moment please,’ says the sergeant, avoiding the question and returning to the back office.

Maybe he’s on drugs; they often are.

‘Right oh,’ the man cheerily responds, peering through the Perspex screen and shifting awkwardly from side to side.

He looks around, examining his surroundings. The walls are decorated with tinsel, though it looks tired and has lost most of its sparkle. John shakes his head, appearing bemused at the faded festive trimmings.

‘Keep a close eye on that one while I make some checks,’ Clark-Darby instructs his young colleague. ‘And don’t let him leave.’

The sergeant is in for a surprise.

On checking missing persons records he quickly discovers there is indeed a John Darwin who disappeared off the Cleveland coast a little under six years earlier in the spring of 2002.

But he isn’t missing – he’s dead.

Strangely, there’s no photograph attached to the file, so there’s no way of knowing if it’s the same man. He picks up the phone and calls Hartlepool police station to see if anyone there can throw any light on the curious case he’s found himself dealing with three weeks before Christmas.

‘We’ve got a right one here,’ he tells the officer at the other end of the line. ‘Either this guy has lost the plot or we have a Christmas miracle on our hands and he’s come back from the dead! Says his name is John Darwin and claims he remembers nothing since a holiday in Norway in 2000. Claims to think it’s still June and asked why all the Christmas decorations are up.’

The sergeant has already established ‘John Darwin’ has no form of identification on him, simply a brown leather folding wallet containing £140, comprising eight crisp notes, six twenties, and two tens, and a key-ring with several keys attached. He claims not to know what any of the keys are for.

‘Blimey,’ says the cop at the other end of the line. ‘I remember that job very well. The bloke disappeared in a canoe off the coast of Seaton Carew. Caused a right hoo-ha. There was a massive search but I don’t think a body was ever found. Let me see if I can contact a member of the family for you.’

Clark-Darby is perplexed. He’s not buying this back-from-the-dead story for a second. The mysterious stranger is guilty of something, he’s just not sure what. He returns to the front counter and advises the man that he is being arrested under section 136 of the Mental Health Act for his own safety. With no evidence to suggest any wrongdoing – as yet – he doesn’t want to let the self-styled missing person disappear into the night. Bang goes Clark-Darby’s evening.

‘If you could come this way sir,’ he says, escorting the man, who raises no objections, to a small detention room, similar to a cell, off the main corridor.

There’s a concrete bed with a mattress, sheet and a pillow, all tear-proof, for obvious reasons, and in the corner a toilet without a seat. The once-white paint is yellow and peeling, walls permeated with the stench of body odour and urine from the visits of countless past miscreants.

‘Have a seat and we’ll see if we can contact someone for you.’

The man claiming to be John Darwin accepts the offer of a cup of tea to warm him up. It’s close to freezing outside.

He sits on the bed, alone with his thoughts.
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‘But . . . Me Dad’s Dead’

Mark Darwin is partying at a friend’s wedding blessing in Balham, south London, when his mobile rings. It’s just gone 9 p.m. and the function is in full swing, making it difficult to hear over the beat of the music. He can just about make out that the woman is a police officer from Hartlepool, close to his mam’s home. He anxiously moves outside.

‘I’m sorry to surprise you like this,’ says duty inspector Helen Eustace. ‘I got your number from your grandmother. I know this will come as quite a shock, but we have someone in custody saying he’s your dad.’

Mark is bewildered. Did he hear correctly? An icy shiver runs down his spine.

‘But . . . but . . . me dad’s dead,’ he stutters. ‘He died five years ago.’

‘Well, he’s pretty adamant,’ the inspector continues. ‘He turned up at the West End Central police station in London. Appears to be suffering from amnesia. Anyway, you can make your way there love to see for yourself.’

Mark is rooted to the spot, his world grinding into slow motion. His heart is pumping. What the . . .? Dad? No . . . surely . . . it can’t possibly be true? Can it? His whole body is shaking.

His mind flashes back to the traumatic call he received from his uncle Michael five years earlier saying that his dad was missing at sea; to dashing north to comfort his heartbroken mother; to her sobbing uncontrollably as she greeted him at the drawing-room door. He shudders as he recalls her red-raw eyes, her running nose and her inconsolable grief.

Silence.

‘Are you okay love?’ asks the inspector.

‘Yes, yes, I err, think so,’ Mark finally responds. ‘I just don’t understand . . .’

Inspector Eustace asks a few questions about his father’s disappearance and all the painful memories come flooding back. Looking out of the window and seeing the flashing lights of the search-and-rescue helicopters in the distance and lifeboats trawling up and down the coast searching for his dad, who had vanished in his red canoe. Mark had closed the curtains to try and shelter his mam from the heart-breaking spectacle, their worlds shattered.

He keeps telling himself it can’t possibly be true.

Still on the phone, he rushes back inside and grabs his girlfriend Felicia, known to everyone as Flick, and tells her what’s happening. Flick calls her uncle, who drives them to the nearest station. By the time they get on the Tube, Mark is in tears. Flick hugs him tightly. It’s impossible to find the right words.

Inspector Eustace calls Anthony Darwin. She asks who he’s with and if he wants to sit down.

Mark’s younger brother, who’s at home with wife Louise, steels himself for the worst. Maybe one of his grandparents has died or there’s been a terrible accident. All sorts of dark thoughts are racing through his mind. He feels sick to the stomach.

But there is no death – quite the opposite.

The officer repeats the story she’s just told his brother. Anthony is dumbfounded and asks her to repeat what she’s just told him. It can’t be true. Who is this person purporting to be his dad and playing some sort of sick game with their lives? He tries calling Mark but he’s on the Tube and there’s no signal.

Anthony had been in Canada on the holiday of a lifetime and planning to propose to Louise when he received the call five years earlier. Mark had been the one who dialled his number, but he had been unable to get the words out, so had handed the phone to his Auntie Christine, Anne’s younger sister. Silly bugger, Anthony initially thought; Dad’s got himself washed down the coast. But then the seriousness of the situation had hit home and he and Louise had cancelled everything and flown back immediately.

When he arrived in Seaton Carew two days later, his mam was still shaking and sobbing. The house was a hive of activity for days as police, family, neighbours and his mother’s work colleagues came to show their support. They were all on tenterhooks waiting for news, their hearts stopping every time the phone rang. But there was no news. Dad had gone. Their hearts were broken.

As Mark and Flick hurriedly walk past the flickering blue Metropolitan Police lamp on the corner of Boyle Street and arrive at West End Central, Anthony is on the phone to an officer trying to get more information. Told that his brother is on the phone, Mark asks to speak to him.

‘I know this is all so crazy,’ says Mark.

He tells Anthony to stay put until he has seen the man purporting to be their father, to see if it really is him.

Mark and Flick are led into an interview room by Clark-Darby, who explains that the man has been arrested for his own safety. He tactfully chooses not to mention the fact that he doesn’t believe the man’s story for one second, or that he reminds him of a wooden actor from a 1970s sit-com.

‘He remembers your name and date of birth,’ the officer tells Mark. ‘He’s reasonably smartly dressed but seems to be suffering from amnesia of some kind.’

A psychiatrist who has been called to the police station to assess the man enters the room and tells Mark and Flick that in his opinion he is fine to leave. He doesn’t pose a danger to anyone as long as he has someone to look after him.

‘Would you like to see him?’ says Clark-Darby. Mark’s heart skips a beat. ‘Just go easy, as maybe he’s had a bump on his head or something. He seems a bit fragile.’

Mark, lean and clean-cut, with short, slightly spiked black hair, takes a deep breath and braces himself. He is gulping down water but his throat is still dry. His heart is pounding, such is his terror that this will turn out to be a cruel hoax or that the man has simply assumed his father’s identity.

But neither is the case.

The man led into the room and standing there in front of him looks older, thinner and with a little less hair than he remembers, but it’s his dad all right: the man who was so cruelly snatched from his life more than five years earlier.

‘Oh my God, Dad!’ he exclaims, his voice trembling, tears welling in his eyes. He feels numb.

‘Oh, hello son,’ John says casually. ‘I can’t find your mam and the dogs anywhere.’

The two men hug. Mark doesn’t want to let go. He is overwrought – euphoria and disbelief combining. The last time he saw his father was at his parents’ sea-front house in Seaton Carew in February 2002, three weeks before his life was shattered irrevocably when he vanished into thin air.

Now here he is – very much alive.

Mark is bewildered, a million questions racing through his mind. But the officer has advised him to tread carefully, so the conversation is a little stifled. Sipping water from a polystyrene cup, he can’t believe what’s happening. He explains that Zena and Meg, the beloved Rottweilers, are dead.

‘They were good, loyal dogs,’ John responds rather vacantly.

He looks at Flick, a pretty, bespectacled girl with her auburn hair tied back in a ponytail. She is beaming from ear to ear at her boyfriend’s happiness.

‘I don’t know you, love,’ he says.

A little belatedly, given the extraordinary circumstances, Mark introduces her.

‘I’ve missed you so much, Dad,’ he says, unable to take his eyes off his father as the latter formally shakes hands with his girlfriend.

His dad is clean-shaven and tanned. He looks a picture of health. Mark wonders where on earth he has been. For all he knows he could have a new life with a new family. He is thrilled beyond belief but feels totally disorientated. So many questions. But now’s not the time. He calls Anthony, who has been anxiously pacing around his house for nearly half an hour, and tells him that, yes, incredibly, the man is indeed their long-lost dad.

‘It’s Dad . . . but I don’t know what to tell you,’ says Mark. ‘You’d best get here as quickly as you can.’

Anthony and Louise jump in their car and head towards the city. But the younger Darwin brother is in such a state that he gets lost in central London. He ends up having to call the police and, after explaining his predicament, is given an escort to the station.

Anthony is as stunned as his brother when he first sets eyes on his father. They too embrace.

‘I can’t believe you’re here, Dad,’ says Anthony.

‘It’s good to see you, son,’ says John, as if he hasn’t seen him for a month or two.

Anthony, an inch or two taller than his brother but with the same dark hair and intense eyes, sits down and stares at his father in disbelief. It’s beyond spooky.

The boys know they need to share the amazing news with Mam. She is going to find it hard to believe.

But their dad is also in for quite a shock.

Six weeks earlier, after selling up in Seaton, Anne Darwin stunned everyone by leaving the UK to start a new life in, of all places, Panama, Central America. She was fifty-five and known as a homely, family woman who had never shown any great desire to travel abroad, let alone to some far-flung place on the other side of the world. And why Panama, a somewhat intriguing country that gave its name to hats, cocktails, spy books and a very famous canal. Anne didn’t even speak Spanish, though she had bought half a dozen teach-yourself books.

She told her nearest and dearest that the family home held too many unhappy memories, and each day she would find herself vacantly gazing out of the living-room’s bay window towards the spot from which John had set out to sea on his ill-fated canoe outing. With that and the wet and miserable north-east weather, she was constantly depressed and had decided, after several holidays in Panama, to sell up and make a new life for herself in the sun.

Although greatly concerned and wondering if their mother had lost her marbles, the boys had agreed that if that was what she really wanted, she had their full support. They were desperate for her to be happy again and would visit her as soon as they could. Now they would have to explain that little bombshell to their dad.

Clark-Darby leads them all to an upstairs room where there’s a telephone. It’s early afternoon in Panama, five hours behind the UK. Mark’s fingers shake as he punches in the numbers. He doesn’t have to wait long.

‘Is everything okay?’ says his mother as she picks up the phone after several rings and hears her son’s voice.

She glances at her watch. It’s 5.15 p.m. and getting late back home.

‘Don’t panic, Mam, I have no bad news, everybody is all right,’ says Mark.

There’s no easy way to say this.

‘Mam, brace yourself . . . you’re not going to believe this . . . but I’m sitting here with Dad!’

Silence.

‘What on earth do you mean?’ his mother eventually responds.

Mark is shaking like a leaf in a hurricane.

‘He’s . . . turned up in London . . . he’s okay . . . he’s alive, Mam.’

‘Oh my God,’ his mother responds and starts sobbing.

Mark asks if she’s all right and if she’d like to speak to him.

‘Of course I would,’ she says, and he hands the phone to his dad.

‘Hello love, is that really you?’ says John. ‘I’m confused. I was in a shop and I didn’t know where you and the boys and dogs were.’

It’s all totally surreal. The pair chat for a couple of minutes and then his dad passes the phone back to Mark.

‘I’ll call you later, Mam,’ Mark says.

He can hear his mother sobbing down the phone as he ends the call.

The police say they have no good grounds to detain John, so he’s free to go. They’ll be in touch the next day, Clark-Darby tells them, advising the boys to keep a very close eye on their father. The two of them leave West End Central protectively walking either side of him. Neither can quite believe this is happening.

It’s quickly decided that John should stay with Anthony and Louise, as they have more room than Mark at their three-bed-semi, so all five head to Hampshire in Anthony’s car. When they arrive, they sit chatting in the living room looking at old family photographs until the early hours, hoping something will jog John’s memory. Anthony shows his dad photos of his wedding to Louise the year after he disappeared. Initially they’d been forced to postpone it – because it coincided with his inquest – but Anthony doesn’t mention that.

‘I so wish you could have been there, Dad,’ he says.

Louise’s father had even made a poignant toast to absent friends.

John’s recollections are strange to say the least. He recalls working as a teacher (a job he’d left many years earlier), owning a yellow sports car and hunting rabbits, but he can’t seem to remember a lot more than that.

Anthony takes a photograph of his dad sitting on the sofa, looking slightly dishevelled, and emails it to his mother. She replies saying, ‘Dad has lost a lot of hair and looks older’, and sends back a picture taken, she says, a few weeks earlier, of herself riding a horse in Costa Rica. The boys assume the photograph must have been taken by a fellow holidaymaker. Mark and Flick decide to stay over and John is shown to the spare room.

No one gets much sleep that night. Questions whirr through the brothers’ minds. Where on earth has their dad been these last five years and what’s he been doing? Neither can quite believe it to be true that he’s back with them.

Early the next morning, after breakfast, Anthony drives his dad to the nearby Asda supermarket. There is a brief moment of panic when Anthony turns around and can’t see John, who has wandered off into another aisle. Terrified he has disappeared again, Anthony runs from aisle to aisle until, mightily relieved, he finds him.

‘Dad . . . please . . . you need to stay close to me!’ says Anthony.

He buys his dad jeans, several t-shirts, three pairs of underpants and some socks. John insists he wants to pay, but Anthony won’t hear of it.

Later that day, Mark and Flick return to London, as Mark, who’s thirty-one, is starting a new job as a software engineer the following morning. It’s left to Anthony and Louise to continue gently trying to coax information from John. Bizarrely, he says he doesn’t know what baked beans are and can’t recall whether he takes sugar in his coffee, yet he remembers Mark and Anthony’s dates of birth. He again speaks to Anne, and this time they chat for longer.

Anthony, who’s twenty-nine, speaks to his mam and is puzzled when she says she can’t return straight away because she is sorting out some problems with her visa. But, surprising though it is, he doesn’t push her.

He’s just thrilled to have his dad back.
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