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			1

			Day 1, Monday

			DI Matt Lockyer rang the bell of a neat, terraced house in Keynsham, near Bristol. DC Gemma Broad was at his side, and he could tell she was tense. They both knew this wasn’t going to be easy.

			The door was opened by a woman in her sixties, with faded auburn hair and a polite smile.

			‘Hello,’ she said, peering to see their faces behind the visors they were required to wear.

			‘Mrs Kirmani?’

			‘Yes?’

			They showed their ID, and her smile vanished.

			‘I’m Detective Inspector Lockyer, and this is Detective Constable Broad,’ Lockyer said.

			She swallowed. ‘Have you found her?’

			‘No. I understood a colleague of ours had called to—’

			‘Yes, of course,’ she said. ‘I just thought— Sorry. Come in. I’ll fetch my husband.’

			
			

			She led them through to a sitting room, the decor dated but comfortable. A shelf above the gas fire held photographs of grinning kids and wedding anniversaries, the framed portrait of a girl with flawless skin and beautiful dark brown eyes, wearing a graduation cap and clutching a scroll. Lockyer had seen it before: one of many the Kirmanis had provided when their daughter disappeared. As though more photos made it more likely she’d be found. In every one, a silver necklace hung around the girl’s neck. A locket, engraved with tiny stars. Lockyer stared at it.

			When Mrs Kirmani returned she kept her distance, judiciously opening a window to let the cold, damp air pour in. The November sky was flat grey, and drizzle blurred the view of identical houses outside.

			‘Do sit down,’ she said, as her husband followed her into the room.

			He looked a little older than her, and of Asian heritage. A small man, taking short steps. The stoop of his shoulders spoke of a burden he’d carried for a very long time. His eyes were sunken, tinged with grey; there were deep brackets in his cheeks either side of his mouth. If he’d ever had any hope of seeing his daughter again, Lockyer suspected it had died some time ago.

			‘How may we help you?’ he said, in a solemn, courteous way.

			‘Mr Kirmani, thank you for seeing us,’ Lockyer said. ‘As you know, a bag we believe may have belonged to your daughter has recently been found in the River Kennet, a few miles east of Marlborough.’

			
			

			The older man nodded, but said: ‘I do not think it belonged to Nazma.’

			‘Some children found it, we were told?’ Mrs Kirmani said.

			‘That’s right. They realized it could be important and showed it to their parents.’

			‘They shouldn’t have been playing by a river,’ she murmured. ‘It must be deep at this time of year.’

			Mr Kirmani patted her clasped hands, though whether to comfort or forestall her, Lockyer couldn’t tell.

			‘I agree, but in this instance, I’m glad they were,’ Lockyer said. ‘Mr Kirmani, what makes you think the bag didn’t belong to your daughter?’

			‘I never saw Nazma with this bag. It looks like a man’s bag. The clothes could have belonged to any person – it’s impossible to say what they looked like, originally.’

			He was right. Twenty-­one years in the muddy bank of the River Kennet had rotted the garments to shreds. But four half-­moons of rusty wire remained, proving that at least two bras had been inside. Lockyer chose not to mention them just then.

			‘And the money,’ Mr Kirmani went on, ‘why should she have money like that? Cash, rolled up, like a . . . criminal?’

			‘Her passport and rail card could have been stolen,’ Mrs Kirmani added. ‘That’s more likely, isn’t it? That somebody stole them – and the money – then tried to get rid of it all. Or lost it.’

			No one would deliberately ditch a hundred and seventy pounds in cash, least of all a thief, but Lockyer understood why the Kirmanis didn’t want the Nike duffel bag to have been their daughter’s. Clothes, cash, railcard, passport: it was obviously an escape bag.

			
			

			Lockyer gave Broad a slight nod, and she cleared her throat quietly. ‘We found something else in the bag, and were hoping you might be able to identify it for us?’

			She brought out a small plastic evidence bag. Inside it, metal gleamed dully through a layer of tarnish. A locket, engraved with tiny stars, on a silver chain. Broad set it on the coffee-­table and retreated, and Mrs Kirmani reached for it.

			‘Oh . . .’ she whispered, grasping her husband’s arm.

			Mr Kirmani took it, his brows drawing down. He sagged a little more as he fumbled the plastic in his fingers.

			‘Please don’t open the bag,’ Broad said. ‘I’m sorry. It’s unlikely that we’ll retrieve any forensic evidence after so long in the water, but we can try.’

			Mr Kirmani nodded. ‘But you have opened the necklace? You have looked inside?’

			‘We have,’ Lockyer said.

			The older man shut his eyes for a moment, taking a deep breath.

			‘A small plait of hair, and a photograph?’

			‘Yes.’

			Just a few rotted strands of hair in fact, and the photograph had all but vanished. Only a tiny, colourless scrap remained. The passport, cash and student rail card had been in a plastic Ziploc wallet, which had accidentally preserved them, but the necklace had been found in the side pocket of the duffel bag. Not packed away carefully, just dropped in, like an afterthought. Or as though someone had been in a hurry.

			
			

			There was a hung moment. The evidence bag trembled in Mr Kirmani’s fingers, and tears welled in his wife’s eyes.

			‘Is this your daughter’s necklace?’ Broad asked them quietly.

			‘Yes,’ Mrs Kirmani said, when her husband didn’t speak. ‘It’s Nazma’s and her mother’s hair plaited together . . . Hari’s first wife, Amrit. She died when Nazma was only little. They made the locket together so that Nazma would always have her mother near. The photograph was of her – of Amrit.’

			Lockyer heard no trace of bitterness in Mrs Kirmani’s voice. Only sadness.

			‘So this necklace was dear to Nazma?’ he said.

			‘She never took it off. Well – only to go swimming or to shower. She wouldn’t have lost it. Or left it anywhere.’

			‘It seems unlikely to me that three items we know belonged to Nazma would be in a bag if that bag hadn’t belonged to her,’ Lockyer said carefully.

			‘But . . . I said,’ Mr Kirmani began, after a sudden snatched breath. ‘I said from the very start, she did not run away! My Nazma would not do such a thing to us, to her family!’

			‘You were close?’

			‘Of course we were close!’

			‘Hari,’ Mrs Kirmani said softly, ‘they have to ask.’

			‘They ask, but they do not listen! Twenty-­one years ago they asked, “Why would she run away? What reason would she have? Were you a close family?” And I said, “She would not!” I said, “She had no reason! There was no bad blood between us.” But they did not listen.’

			
			

			‘We’re very sorry,’ Broad said. ‘There seemed to be good reasons to believe that Nazma had simply . . . started over, somewhere new.’

			‘But this is nonsense,’ Mr Kirmani said. He held up the locket. ‘This shows it is nonsense. She packed this bag, you say. She ran away, you say. Why then was it in the river, all these years? And her most precious possession. Why would she throw it away?’

			‘She wouldn’t,’ Lockyer agreed quietly.

			There was fury as well as grief in the old man’s eyes. ‘Had she disappointed me, they asked. Had she offended our religion? I said, would they ask that of a white family? Hm? Or only of a Pakistani family?’

			Lockyer didn’t reply. But he felt the shame of it.

			‘I told them: “We are just a normal family. She was happy and cared for. Always smiling . . .”’ His voice broke. ‘She loved her job, and she came at the weekends to see us, and her brother. She did not “resent her stepmother”, and she loved Andrew. That she should just go, and never tell us . . .’ He shook his head emphatically. ‘She would never do that. She would not.’ He jabbed one index finger into the palm of his other hand for emphasis.

			‘Mr Kirmani—’

			‘And where was her face in the papers? Where was her name on the Crimewatch programme on the telly? It was not there. Because she is a Pakistani girl with brown skin, not a white girl with pretty blonde hair. No “reconstructions of last movements” for Nazma, no rewards, no appeals.’ Mr Kirmani’s face was ravaged. ‘My daughter was taken, and it was simply . . . allowed to happen.’

			
			

			In the chasm after these words, his uneven breathing was the only sound.

			Lockyer tried to imagine all those years of pain, of not knowing, of believing the worst and not being heard. Of having so little information that you were forced to speculate on the final moments of the missing – and there being no limit to the horrors the mind might suggest to fill that void. He could barely comprehend how hard it must be to endure.

			He also felt the terrible significance of a potential police failure of that scale.

			He glanced at Broad. Time to go. They got to their feet.

			Nazma’s father looked up. ‘So, what will you do?’

			‘We will review every last piece of evidence into Nazma’s disappearance,’ Lockyer said evenly. ‘And we will do whatever we can to discover what happened to her.’

			‘Thank you,’ Mrs Kirmani said.

			Her husband managed only to nod, turning his face away. Men of his generation were often ashamed to show their feelings, but not this man. Pain had pushed him past any such pride.

			‘Can we keep her necklace?’

			‘I’m sorry, Mrs Kirmani. It will be returned to you, but not while the investigation is ongoing. Thank you for talking to us. We’ll see ourselves out.’

			 

			
			

			They hurried out to Lockyer’s solid old Volvo, heads bowed against the rain. Sat for a moment listening to it patter on the roof. My daughter was taken. It happened all too often: women and girls vanished on their way home from work, or from the shops or the pub. While they were out jogging or walking the dog. Grainy CCTV images of them appeared in the press. Eyewitness statements gave conflicting accounts of their movements, their demeanour, who they were with. Then nothing. Silence. The case going cold, sometimes permanently. The failure – of the victim, of their family – was a heavy load to carry, and this one had just been handed to Lockyer and Broad. Wiltshire Police’s two-­person Major Crime Review team. But along with it, just maybe, came the chance to catch a hidden killer.

			‘Do you think he’s right?’ Broad asked. ‘Do you think her disappearance wasn’t given as much attention because she wasn’t white?’

			‘It still happens now, Gem. You can bet your life it happened back then.’

			‘And less of an effort made to investigate? Because of her race?’

			Lockyer considered it. ‘However much I hate it, it’s likely. But there were good reasons for the investigation to conclude she’d run away. And we need to scrutinize every one of those reasons.’

			‘So you believe the Kirmanis – that she wouldn’t have left without a word?’

			‘She was planning on going somewhere, the escape bag tells us that. But even if she made good on that plan, how the hell did that bag – containing her passport and her most treasured possession – end up dumped in the river just a few miles from where she was last seen?’ He squinted out at the drizzle as he started the car. ‘And, yes, I did believe them.’

			
			

			‘Yeah. Me too.’

			They spoke little on the drive back to Devizes. Broad had been quieter of late, generally, and definitely since the announcement of another impending lockdown. Lockyer had asked before, but he asked again now: ‘Everything okay, Gem?’

			She looked across with a tiny start, as though he’d pulled her from deep thought. ‘Yep, course,’ she said.

			She was a useless liar, but Lockyer didn’t push her. He’d always firmly believed that if someone wanted to talk about something they’d do so of their own accord. Still, he wished he knew a way to reach out that wouldn’t just embarrass them both.

			‘How’s Hedy? And the bump?’ Broad asked, changing the subject to one Lockyer absolutely did not wish to discuss.

			‘Fine,’ he said.

			It was the second of November. In three days’ time, the whole country was going back into lockdown, as Covid-­19 infection rates surged, and hospitals teetered on the edge of overwhelm. Lockyer knew that the final few weeks of Hedy’s pregnancy were going to be fractious. Her blood pressure was high and she’d been told to rest when, increasingly, all he sensed in her was restlessness. An impatience that went beyond simply having to stay at home. It made him think he was kidding himself about their future together.

			
			

			Broad knew him well enough not to push on this topic, either.

			‘Mr Kirmani was actually brought in for questioning,’ she said, reading from the file.

			‘As a suspect?’

			‘Person of interest. They didn’t go that hard on him but, clearly, the theory was that it could’ve been some kind of honour killing, or that they’d been planning to ship her back to Pakistan for an arranged marriage, and Nazma had run away instead.’

			‘An arranged marriage? When Mr Kirmani chose a white British woman as his own second wife?’

			‘Yeah. The theory fell apart when Mr Kirmani pointed out that he isn’t even Muslim.’ Broad looked across at him. ‘He’s Anglican. Been going to Sunday services at St John’s in Keynsham for decades – as the vicar was more than happy to confirm.’

			‘Christ’s sake,’ Lockyer muttered, staring out at the road. ‘So he can hardly be blamed for claiming that the police saw a Pakistani first and a worried father second.’

			‘Seems that way,’ Broad said gravely. ‘I mean, they ditched the honour-­killing theory pretty quickly, but still. Damage done, I imagine.’

			‘How long has Kirmani been in the UK?’

			Broad turned back a few pages. ‘Hari and Amrit moved here as newlyweds in 1973, from Lahore. Nazma was born in 1975. Then there was another little girl, who died shortly after she was born. Amrit died from a congenital heart condition in 1982, when Nazma was seven years old. Two years later Hari Kirmani married Liz, née Stokes, and their son Andrew – Nazma’s half-­brother – was born in 1985. Apparently Andrew and Nazma were very close, in spite of the age gap. Nazma had just turned twenty-­four when she disappeared. Same age as me. Andrew was fourteen.’

			
			

			‘Was the brother ever brought in? Questioned?’

			‘No. Nor Liz,’ Broad said. ‘They were checked, but there was nothing to suggest any of the family was involved. But, then, it wasn’t long before Nazma came off the misper list altogether.’

			‘Right.’

			If Nazma had been taken against her will, Lockyer wondered at what point the perpetrator had started to relax. How long had it been before they’d realized the police weren’t coming for them?

			‘We’re coming for you now,’ he muttered under his breath.

			Back in their poky third-­floor office at Wiltshire Police HQ, in Devizes, Broad had stuck detailed photographs of the contents of the Nike bag on their white board. Lockyer studied the stained remnants of the clothing. The natural fibres had rotted away, leaving only bits and pieces behind: the nylon care labels; the wire from the bras; five brass buttons from a pair of Levi’s jeans. One T-­shirt, with a high polyester content, had fared slightly better than the rest. A section of the neckline and back had survived. Careful cleaning showed it had been yellow, originally, a size L, with a section of printed text that appeared to be a list of dates. Perhaps band tour merchandize. Nazma had been five foot two and under eight stone, but women often wore oversized T-­shirts to relax in.

			
			

			Broad selected Nazma’s graduation photo from the file and pinned it to the board alongside the others. She had a lovely smile. There was nothing cynical about it. She had a slight dimple in each cheek; long, lustrous black hair. She’d been graduating with a degree in archaeology and anthropology from Exeter University. Afterwards, she’d stayed on to do a master’s, and had just started a PhD when she vanished.

			‘So,’ Lockyer said, and, again, Broad gave that little start, ‘let’s go through the basics. As part of her PhD, Nazma had been working on an excavation at Avebury, with a group of archaeologists from . . . What was it?’

			‘Brittonic Archaeological Services,’ Broad said, checking it in the paperwork.

			‘Right. And it was quite a big deal – it was being filmed for the Dig Britain show, which aired on Channel 4. The excavation wound up at the end of September. On the evening of Saturday the second of October, Nazma went to the Marlborough Mop, with a group of colleagues, to celebrate. She left the others to find a toilet and never came back. Sent a text to one of the group saying she’d had enough and was getting a taxi home. Which was unexpected, apparently.’

			‘Police tried to trace the taxi driver?’

			‘Yep. Spoke to all the licensed cabbies in Marlborough. No joy. But it could have been unlicensed. Traffic-­camera coverage wasn’t great back then.’

			In silence, they stared at the smiling young woman in the photograph. Police Headquarters was quiet, half empty. Covid had forced the workforce to spread out as much as possible, into their own homes or reopened old police buildings, so the sprawling brick building they were in had an eerie hush.

			
			

			‘I’ve been to the Mop a couple of times,’ Broad said. ‘A group of us from the sixth form used to go, until my parents realized what it was like. I mean, it’s basically a massive drunken riot. There’s all the funfair rides and candy-­floss and whatever, but the pubs stay open all along the high street. I remember lot of pissed people – a lot of underage pissed people. And probably a lot of drugs changing hands – not that I had a clue about that at the time.’ She gave him a sideways glance. ‘I’m surprised you’ve never been, guv. Growing up nearby, and being such a party animal.’

			‘Ha-­ha.’ Lockyer pulled a face. He’d always hated crowds, especially drunken ones. ‘That was more my brother’s line,’ he murmured. His younger brother, Chris, had been to the Mop a few times and always come back the worse for wear. Even though he’d died the night it had actually become legal for him to drink.

			Broad nodded awkwardly, pulled up by any mention of Chris. One more unsolved murder case. One that Lockyer carried with him, each and every day.

			‘Which brings us to the single verified sighting of Nazma after that evening,’ Lockyer said. ‘The sighting that made the police stop looking for her.’

			Broad went back to her desk, found another photograph and put it up on the board. It was a grainy capture from security-­camera footage, taken at the front desk of Islington police station and faxed to the SIO in Wiltshire at the time. The camera was angled to give a good view of whoever was standing at the desk, but the young woman in the footage was wearing a cap, and kept her chin down. There was the long dark hair, the slight build. The angle of the jaw looked right, as did the gently rounded cheekbone, but the shadow of the cap hid her eyes and nose.

			
			

			‘That’s the best shot they could get?’ Lockyer said.

			‘Yeah. But the desk sergeant was satisfied that this was Nazma Kirmani. She presented a wallet containing her bank cards and driving licence as proof of ID. Said she’d come in because she’d heard the police were concerned for her well-­being. She said she was fine, and not in any trouble,’ Broad said.

			‘When was that?’

			‘Friday, the eighth of October. Six days after she was last seen in Marlborough.’

			‘So that, coupled with the text messages, shut the investigation down.’

			‘Understandable, I suppose,’ Broad said.

			It was. The precipitous way in which Nazma had left meant she’d been categorized as high risk to begin with, but it was pure luck – and most likely an oversight – that the scanty file hadn’t been binned since then. It contained the original form-­nine missing-­person report, which had been compiled by a DS Brodzki, giving details of where Nazma was last seen, what she’d been wearing, the places they’d checked, and who’d been spoken to regarding her whereabouts. There was a phoned-­in witness statement from a street vendor, who thought he’d seen her in Marlborough that night and, tantalizingly, an entry regarding a sample of soil from a shoe print collected from the barn at Trusloe Hall. No further details, so Lockyer supposed they hadn’t got as far as actually analysing it. Forensic work like that would have been done in-­house back then. Lockyer didn’t like their chances of ever finding the sample now.

			
			

			‘No record of the contents of her text messages,’ Lockyer murmured. ‘Or what she might have been running from.’

			‘No. Or to,’ Broad pointed out. ‘I mean, she might have been running towards something, as much as away. Something she didn’t think her family would approve of. Or understand.’

			‘True.’

			He reflected on Hari Kirmani’s terrible certainty that harm had come to his child, and that the police had given up far too easily. He was determined not to do the same thing.

			‘Then again,’ Broad said, ‘if she ran, why didn’t she take her emergency bag? And if she was fine and texting a friend, then why not text her parents? Or her brother?’

			‘Well, perhaps they were the problem. But it’s entirely possible that they just didn’t have mobiles in 1999,’ Lockyer said.

			Broad blinked – the mental gear-­shifting of someone her age imagining a time before mobile phones. ‘I’m guessing no tracking info was gathered from Nazma’s phone?’ she said.

			
			

			‘That was in its infancy, Gem. And, besides, why would they bother, after she’d texted a mate and presented herself at a police station?’

			‘If that is her in the picture.’

			‘It looks like her. And she had her wallet, her driving licence,’ Lockyer said.

			‘Is that what you think, then?’ The question was almost an accusation.

			Lockyer took his time to answer. No reconstructions of final movements. No appeals or rewards. ‘I don’t think anything yet.’ He tapped the photo from the CCTV. ‘But if that is her, and she did just leave, we can assume she’s still alive. She’d be in her mid-­forties now. Probably using an assumed name, if she really did want to disappear. So, let’s find her. We can start with the friend she texted in the days after she left Marlborough. Her flatmate. What’s her name?’

			Broad checked. ‘Emma Billingham.’

			‘See if you can track her down. I’m going to try to find out who was on the desk at Islington nick the day Nazma supposedly walked in.’

			He stared at the grainy picture – the woman in the cap, keeping her face down. Looked back and forth between that image and the smiling graduation portrait. The photos could be of the same person but it wasn’t conclusive. And if they weren’t, then the woman who’d gone to Islington police station was an unknown player. Someone who, for some reason, had wanted the police to stop looking for Nazma. And it had worked.

		

	
		
			
			

			2

			The track leading to the pair of isolated cottages where Lockyer lived was already pocked with muddy puddles, before winter had even started. A light was on in the front room of the left-­hand cottage, home to Iris Musprat, his elderly neighbour. Lockyer waited until he caught a glimpse of movement inside. At some point he couldn’t recall, he had begun to keep watch – that her lights were switched off and on, her curtains opened and closed, her goat let out of its rickety stall in the morning and put in again at night. If the TV didn’t come blaring through the party wall in the evening, he caught himself listening for other sounds of life.

			Iris was as much of a loner as Lockyer, and far more prickly. It had taken a long time for her to decide to trust him, so it’d come as a surprise how readily she’d taken to Hedy.

			‘Yours, is it?’ she’d said to him, when she first noticed the bump.

			‘Yes, mine,’ he’d replied. She’d given a single ambiguous nod, possibly of understanding and acceptance, possibly of disgruntlement. Since then, she’d called around more often, bringing strange mixtures and gifts for Hedy, or for the baby. And she told Lockyer, regularly, what he should and shouldn’t be doing.

			
			

			Yes, mine. It still jarred him every time he remembered. Every time he saw Hedy. Maybe it was fright. Disbelief, joy, anger. Hard to say. Neither Lockyer nor Hedy liked to raise their voice. Their fights were so quietly intense that they charged the air, like an incoming storm. These days, he opened the front door with a palpable tightening inside. Sometimes he missed the solitude of before.

			‘Hedy?’ he called. From somewhere inside came the chatter of a radio.

			‘Up here.’

			He found her in the spare room, kneeling on the floor, halfway through assembling a chest of drawers. Screwdriver in one hand, sheet of instructions in the other, a look of pure fury on her face.

			‘Don’t say a word,’ she warned him.

			The baby seemed to be stealing from her: as it grew, she got thinner. There were hollows beneath her cheekbones and collarbones; her arms were stick-­like, her eyes huge.

			She glared up at him. ‘I refuse for this to be beyond me.’

			Lockyer felt a stab of helpless love. ‘Hedy, flatpack furniture is designed to raise your blood pressure.’

			He held out his hands, and after a moment’s hesitation, she let him pull her to her feet, where she swayed, adjusting her balance. Her hands went to the bump as soon as she was steady, with the small frown he so often saw.

			
			

			‘Bastard thing,’ she muttered, chucking the instructions onto a pile of slats and bags of washers and bolts.

			‘I’ll finish it later,’ he said. ‘You’re supposed to be resting.’

			‘If I do much more resting, I’ll go completely mental,’ she said. ‘Can we please get a TV?’

			‘As soon as there’s a TV all you’ll want to do is watch it. I don’t even miss it any more.’

			‘You want to watch it because it’s entertaining. Seriously. This is worse than prison.’

			‘Won’t be too much longer,’ he said.

			‘You said that about my last sentence, too. But it feels like years.’

			With a sigh, she went to the window and peered out at the darkening evening, the sodden trees in their autumn brown. Again, he sensed her powerful need to escape. The one that made him nervous. The baby had about five weeks to go.

			‘Mrs Musprat came round earlier, with the most revolting concoction,’ she said. ‘Wouldn’t go until I’d drunk it.’

			‘Please tell me you didn’t?’

			She shrugged. ‘I think it was mostly castor oil. And we still don’t have a cot, by the way.’

			‘I told you I was taking care of that,’ he said.

			‘So mysterious.’

			‘Pot, kettle.’

			She’d always been hard to read; possessed of admirable self-­control, and a kind of stillness that often left him at a loss, unable to guess her thoughts. But he also remembered visiting her in prison before he’d managed to clear her name. How desperate she’d been to be free, to rebuild some kind of a life. To have a family of her own. He guessed an accidental pregnancy with the detective who’d put her away in the first place wasn’t exactly what she’d dreamt of. She wanted the baby: that much was completely clear. He just wasn’t sure she wanted him.

			
			

			‘You know this lockdown means you won’t be able to come in with me when I go in to labour?’ she said.

			‘Yes. I’d supposed as much.’

			‘I called the maternity unit this morning. You’ll be allowed into the delivery room while I’m actually pushing, but that’s it. You won’t be allowed onto the ward at all.’ She said it blandly. ‘I’d be grateful, if I were you. If I hear one more person call this kid “Baby” in a gooey voice, like it’s their name, I’ll scream.’

			She’d had her twenty-­week scan in France, just before returning to the UK; Lockyer had seen the grainy picture of the baby, sex still unknown. Hedy hadn’t wanted to know. She’d been assigned a midwife, whom Lockyer hadn’t met, and had been doing NCT classes online. Lockyer had played no part in her plans for the birth. No part in her decision to have the child in the first place. If she hadn’t chosen to come back, he wouldn’t even have known she was pregnant. His child might have been born and raised and gone out into the world without him knowing they existed. How could he not be angry about that?

			But she had come back.

			‘Still okay for dinner at the farm this evening?’ he said.

			Hedy glanced back over her shoulder, showing little enthusiasm for the idea.

			
			

			She nodded. ‘I suppose it’ll be our last chance for a while. Until Christmas.’

			‘By which time there’ll be three of us.’

			Hedy smiled faintly. They were heading into uncharted territory, and they both knew it.

			 

			The farmhouse where Lockyer had grown up was as windswept as ever, though it’d been a relatively dry month and their low-­lying fields weren’t yet underwater. Inside was the warm, familiar fug he knew and loved: the smell of sheep and dogs, cooking and old carpet. In spite of the absence of Lockyer’s younger brother, which haunted the house and the family alike, it still felt like home. Jody Upton, who’d arrived as a temporary farmhand in the summer and still hadn’t left, did a good job of banishing the shadows, as well as being a tireless worker. Lockyer was profoundly grateful to her for both.

			Trudy opened the door, wreathed in smiles, and Lockyer noted the careful way she steadied herself before letting go of her wooden crutch to hug Hedy. A serious reaction to the Covid virus, resulting in a long stay in hospital, had left her depleted; she tired easily, struggled with manual dexterity, and walked unsteadily. Her years of being able to help with the farm work were behind her.

			‘How are you, dear?’ Trudy asked Hedy.

			‘I feel like a tanker. And my back’s killing me.’

			‘You poor thing,’ Trudy said. ‘I remember it well. People kept telling me I looked “blooming” . . . blooming miserable was more like it. Come and sit by the fire, and I’ll get you a hot water bottle.’

			
			

			She grabbed her stick and turned gingerly, wary of her balance. Patted Lockyer’s shoulder as she passed him, and he bent to kiss her cheek.

			‘Where’s Jody?’ he asked.

			‘Finishing up on the yard,’ she said. ‘You could go and tell her to come in. Dinner will be on the table in about half an hour.’

			He found her forking haylage along the feeding racks in the barn, where their small herd of beef cattle had just come in to overwinter. Wearing overalls, a woolly hat, and her perennial rigger boots, Jody had her AirPods in and didn’t hear him approach. The stink of slurry was strong. He put himself in her eye line, raising one hand.

			‘All right?’ she said, rubbing her nose on her cuff.

			‘Yep. You?’

			She gave a shrug, and gestured around at the drizzle and muck. ‘Living my best life.’

			‘Mum says dinner in half an hour.’

			‘I’m almost done. I wish she’d let me cook. It’d take me a tenth of the time it takes her.’

			‘It’s something she can still do.’

			‘I get it,’ Jody said. ‘I just don’t know how much more shepherd’s pie I can take.’

			‘Hedy’s here,’ Lockyer said neutrally.

			‘I saw.’

			‘Think you can be nice?’

			‘Doubt it,’ Jody said cheerfully.

			
			

			They were like oil and water, so it was no surprise they hadn’t taken to one another. But in Lockyer’s experience women usually found a way to rub along, if they had to. Not these two, not yet.

			‘She’s having a shit time,’ he said. ‘She’s uncomfortable, and . . . with everything so uncertain—’

			‘She’s having a baby, not a trial by fire. Women have been doing it since the dawn of time. I’ve been pregnant, don’t forget. It’s not half as hard as she’s making out.’ Jody jabbed a finger at the bullocks. ‘One of these buggers just stood on my foot, and I’m pretty sure it’s broken two of my toes. That’s uncomfortable.’

			‘Come on, Jody . . . Can’t you cut her some slack?’

			Jody rolled her eyes. ‘Fine. I’ll make an extra special effort to be nice to Lady Hedy, the Duchess of Hedyshire.’

			Lockyer grinned. ‘Can you hear yourself right now?’

			‘Sod off.’

			‘Do we need to go and get your foot looked at?’

			‘So I can sit for hours in Minor Injuries, waiting for them to wrap some tape around it? No, thanks.’

			‘Right, well, then, stop complaining. You’ve got time for a shower, and if you don’t mind me saying so, you need one.’

			‘I do mind, actually, office boy,’ she said, as he walked away.

			 

			She came to the table smelling fresh, with her cropped blue and black hair still damp. The meal was fish pie rather than shepherd’s, and began in the usual fashion, with Trudy chatting easily, and Lockyer’s father, John, murmuring the odd reply, Lockyer endeavouring to fill the gaps, and the two younger women pointedly ignoring one another.

			
			

			‘You ought to eat a bit more,’ Jody said, when Hedy didn’t finish her first helping. ‘You’re getting skinny as a scarecrow.’

			Jody’s robust, athletic physique highlighted how much weight Hedy had lost.

			Hedy levelled a cool gaze at her. ‘I’m fine, thanks.’

			‘I reckon it’s a boy, the way it’s sucking you dry,’ Jody went on.

			Hedy didn’t look away, and she didn’t blink. Jody smiled, unperturbed.

			‘Have the two of you thought of any names?’ Trudy asked.

			Lockyer and Hedy exchanged a glance. He supposed most couples probably would have done by now. But, then, he wasn’t sure they were a couple.

			‘Well,’ Hedy said, ‘my mum’s name is Pauline, but I’ve never been keen on that. And I’m not in touch with my dad, so no great inspiration there. My grandma’s name was Elise, which is lovely . . . Maybe Daniel, for a boy. I’ve always liked Danny.’

			Lockyer winced inwardly, and even Trudy studied her cutlery for a moment. That Hedy should choose that name for a boy, of all the thousands available, and that she should make no reference whatsoever to naming the baby after its other grandparents, the ones with whom she was currently sitting. She seemed to forget that the baby was going to be part of their family, too.

			Lockyer glanced at Hedy, and she flushed, as though realizing what she’d done. On the other side of the table, Jody took a sip of water and eyed Hedy appraisingly. Hedy couldn’t have had any idea that Danny had been the name of Jody’s son, who’d died at the age of three, but, with a sinking feeling, Lockyer braced himself for the fallout.

			
			

			‘Will your mother be able to come over again when the baby’s born?’ Trudy asked, with a hint of stiffness.

			‘I – I don’t think so,’ Hedy stammered. ‘Not without spending another fortnight in a quarantine hotel, which she hated the last time. And there are hardly any flights.’

			‘Ah. That’s a pity.’

			Jody cleared her throat. ‘Hedy, you know Matt’s been getting his knickers in a twist about us not getting along, right? Well, I’ve thought of something we have in common.’

			‘Jody—’ Lockyer tried to forestall her, but she brushed him off.

			‘No, it’s good – it’s pretty funny, actually. You and me were in the clink together. Eastwood Park, 2012. Course, I only did eighteen months, not fourteen years. But we were there at the same time.’

			The moment hung. Nobody spoke. Then John started to laugh – something Lockyer hadn’t heard for so long he’d all but forgotten the sound. It was unexpectedly boyish for such a sombre man, with a pronounced wheeze. ‘Jody!’ he gasped. ‘You’re a devil!’

			Jody grinned at him. ‘What? I’m just . . . finding common ground, that’s all.’

			‘John, really,’ Trudy said, when he had to stop laughing to cough and catch his breath.

			
			

			‘Hedy, pay her no mind, girl – she’s mischief, this one,’ John said, to which Hedy replied with a thin smile.

			‘Eighteen months barely even counts,’ she said calmly.

			‘Yeah, I was just passing through.’ Jody turned her lupine grin on Hedy. ‘I’m pretty sure I remember you, though. Tracey Grant used to pick on you, right? She was such a bitch. She always picked on the ones who wouldn’t fight back.’

			Hedy said nothing.

			‘She went for you in the canteen one day, but someone stuck a foot out and sent her flying instead. Rolling about on the floor, covered in oxtail soup, roaring like a moose . . . It was bloody hilarious. She thought it was Gwen, and all hell broke loose.’

			Hedy twitched. ‘I remember that.’

			Jody leant forwards. ‘It wasn’t Gwen.’

			The moment hung. Lockyer and his parents could only watch, and wait.

			‘Thanks,’ Hedy said eventually.

			‘Don’t mention it.’ Jody reached for the pie dish and shovelled an extra portion onto her own plate. ‘And my little boy was called Danny, in case you’re wondering why everyone went so weird a minute ago. He died when he was little. Don’t let that stop you choosing the name, though. It’s no skin off my nose.’

			Hedy made a tiny sound of distress, though her gaze never wavered. Soon afterwards, she said she was tired, and asked to go home.

			‘I don’t know why she has to be like that,’ she muttered, once they were in the car.

			
			

			‘She wasn’t— Look, I know she’s tactless, but, honestly, I think she was trying to make friends with you just then.’

			‘Oh, really? You think so?’ Hedy said scathingly.

			‘Hedy—’

			‘Why didn’t you tell me she’d lost a child?’

			‘It just . . . it’s not the sort of thing that drops into a conversation. Least of all with—’ He broke off.

			‘With me?’

			‘With an expectant mother.’

			‘But you talk to Jody about me? Why do you need us to get along, Matt?’

			‘I don’t. But it would make life a lot easier of you could. Jody’s been great for the farm. If she left now we’d struggle to replace her, and my parents couldn’t cope on their own.’

			‘That’s not it,’ Hedy murmured. ‘She’s . . . territorial. Doesn’t want me anywhere near your parents – especially your dad. And she definitely doesn’t want me anywhere near you.’

			‘Hedy, that’s nonsense.’

			‘Is it? Have you slept with her?’

			Lockyer’s startled silence said it all. Hedy looked away. ‘I thought so.’

			‘Just once. We weren’t ever . . . together, or anything like that. It was just . . .’

			‘What?’

			‘I don’t know. One of those things,’ he said. ‘Look, you’d left. I had no idea if you were ever coming back. I certainly had no idea you were pregnant.’

			‘Just forget it, Matt.’

			
			

			‘Forget what?’

			He drove up the rutted track as gently as he could, so as not to jar her back, and pulled to a halt.

			‘Forget what, Hedy?’

			‘Trying to reassure me. You don’t need to.’ She shot a glance at him as she levered herself out of the car. ‘I don’t care.’

			They walked to the front door in silence.

			‘I might go for a walk,’ Lockyer said, before they went in.

			‘You do that.’

			She was used to his habit of walking after dark. It was his way of clearing his head, ordering his thoughts, making it more likely he’d manage to sleep. But it didn’t always work, and he didn’t think it was going to that night. They just weren’t ready to have a baby together. Hedy had been out of prison less than a year, and even though they’d known each other for a long time, they’d hardly had any contact during that time. He loved her, but he’d also got used to the idea that she’d left him, for good. Like he’d got used to the fact that fatherhood – a family life – was going to pass him by. He hadn’t necessarily been happy about it, but he’d accepted it.

			And now here they were. Reunited, but wholly untested, about to do the most stressful thing a couple could do, when they’d barely found ways to communicate to one another how they felt about any of it. Doesn’t really matter, though, does it? his old friend Kevin had said, when Lockyer had told him all of this. The kid’s coming, ready or not.

			He breathed in the damp night smells of Salisbury Plain, the slick, chalky mud and collapsed brown grasses, the clammy air that promised more rain. He tried to think about Nazma Kirmani instead. Whether she was alive somewhere or whether she was dead. Hari Kirmani’s certainty of foul play had got under his skin: he was already thinking of the woman in the Islington CCTV footage as a suspect, not as Nazma herself.

			
			

			But it was no good. His thoughts circled back, irresistibly, to his own situation. Could Hedy be right about Jody’s resentment? Or was she just a little bit jealous of Jody? He took some comfort from the thought, since it would indicate that she did care for him. Because there was an alternative to the rocky road ahead: the possibility that Hedy would take their child, once he or she was born, and disappear again. Try as he might, Lockyer couldn’t decide how that might make him feel. Because, though he’d silently denied it a thousand times, the truth was he felt trapped.
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			Day 2, Tuesday

			Emma Billingham, Nazma Kirmani’s former flatmate, was a teacher currently signed off work with stress. She lived in the top-­floor apartment of a grand Georgian building on one of the main roads into Bath. Her face was pinched and anxious. Her dark brown hair had a broad stripe of grey along the roots – a now common pandemic hairstyle. Her gaze roamed constantly, never holding eye contact for more than a second at a time. She took them through to a sitting room with a sloping ceiling, where Lockyer – at six foot two – had to duck slightly, then fetched a face mask and put it on.

			‘We can talk outside, if you’d be more comfortable?’ Broad said.

			Emma shook her head. ‘It’s fine. You said you wanted to talk about, um, Nazma?’

			Lockyer noticed the slight hesitation over her old flatmate’s name.

			
			

			‘Yes. We understand you were living with her at the time she disappeared. Was that here, in Bath?’

			‘Yeah – well, in Weston. A long way out, but that was all we could afford, back then.’

			‘How did the two of you meet?’

			‘At uni. Exeter. We were in halls together.’

			‘Were you close?’

			‘She was my best friend,’ Emma said, with a slight twitch of her face. Her hands were shaking visibly – Lockyer wondered if it was baseline anxiety, or having to talk to the police. ‘Have you found her?’ she said.

			Beside him, Lockyer felt Broad’s attention intensify. He shook his head. ‘No.’

			He hated the necessity of face masks: they made it so much harder to read people’s expressions. Emma dropped her head, brows drawing together.

			‘I thought . . . maybe you had. After all this time. I mean, there are ways to identify people, aren’t there? Even if there’s nothing but bones left. Or . . . teeth.’ She looked up, eyes wide. ‘Sorry. I didn’t mean—’ A shake of her head. ‘Go on.’

			‘We’re looking into Nazma’s disappearance in light of some new evidence,’ Lockyer said. ‘The original investigation concluded that she’d left of her own accord, so there isn’t much information on file. We’d like to ask you about her, particularly in the weeks and months leading up to her disappearance. And about the text messages you received from Nazma shortly after she disappeared on October second, 1999.’

			
			

			‘Okay.’

			‘Over what period did you continue to get messages from her?’

			‘A few days. Not long at all.’

			‘I don’t suppose you kept the phone, or recorded the texts somehow?’ Lockyer asked.

			‘No. Sorry. That phone went out with the Ark.’

			‘Do you remember what they said?’

			Emma didn’t answer at once. Lockyer felt his suspicion growing: something wasn’t right.

			‘Miss Billingham?’ Broad prompted her gently.

			‘Just what you’d expect. That she had to go away for a bit, and I probably knew the reason why. That she was fine, she’d see me soon, that sort of thing. But she said not to contact her, and not to tell anyone where she’d gone.’

			Tears shone in Emma’s eyes.

			‘It’s okay,’ Broad said. ‘Take your time.’

			‘I’m sorry. I can’t believe I’m getting upset after all this time.’

			‘She clearly meant a lot to you?’

			‘Yes. She was the best. You know those people you sometimes meet, who just . . . make you feel better about yourself? About life? That was Naz. And . . . I was really hurt when she just left like that.’

			Lockyer leant towards her a fraction. ‘Miss Billingham, please, be honest with us. Did you know why she’d gone?’

			‘Not exactly. I said at the time – she’d told me at some point that she might go up to London when the dig was over. Just for a couple of weeks, for a change of scene. That was it. It was just a vague plan. She had some cousins in London, I think, but—’ She broke off, tugging her mask down to blow her nose. ‘Sorry. I’m a mess. It’s just stress. All of it.’ She made a vague gesture with one hand.

			
			

			‘It’s all right. You told the police about this at the time, and about her texts to you. Is that correct?’

			‘Yes. I got the first one the evening after she’d gone missing, and another the next day. Then there was a gap, and I think it was, like, three or four days later that I got the last one. I mean, I’d sent lots more to her, and tried to call her – especially after Liz rang me.’

			‘Liz Kirmani?’

			‘Yeah. They were going out of their minds with worry. I told Naz to ring them, and when she didn’t, I asked why not. Several times.’

			‘Did she give any explanation for that?’

			‘No. She just said there were things I didn’t know about, or something like that. Which was news to me. We used to tell each other everything. At least, I thought we did.’ She took a deep breath. ‘We’d seen less of each other that summer. She spent so much time at Trusloe.’

			‘That was the dig she was working on?’

			‘Right. She was on a team excavating in the grounds of Trusloe Hall, which is this big old house over there. The woman who owned it let them camp in a barn – they turned it into a kind of dormitory. Naz stayed there all week, and came back to our place at the weekends. Well, some weekends.’

			‘Was she having a good time?’

			
			

			‘Time of her life.’ A shrug. ‘It was a really warm summer, she got on well with her team and she was basically being paid to do what she loved.’

			‘Sounds idyllic,’ Broad said.

			‘Yeah. But . . .’

			Emma looked from Broad to Lockyer then away, and suddenly Lockyer saw guilt. Guilt that would explain how upset about it she still was, two decades on.

			‘Something wasn’t right,’ she said.

			‘What makes you say that?’ Lockyer asked.

			‘I could just tell. She . . . she was in a relationship with one of the guys from Brittonic.’

			‘The archaeology company?’

			‘Right.’

			‘Can you tell us who?’

			‘The boss. Edward Chapman. Only she hadn’t told her parents, because he was much older than her, and he was married. With kids. Unhappily married, or so he told her.’ A cynical lift of her eyebrows. ‘We were so young back then. Naz really fell for him – she took everything he said as gospel.’

			‘Did you tell the police about this at the time?’

			‘No, but I knew they’d be talking to her colleagues, and I knew they all knew, and one of them was bound to say something. I just . . . I knew the Kirmanis really well – I didn’t want them to know I knew.’

			‘The relationship was common knowledge? You’re sure about that?’

			‘Naz said they all knew at work. She and Edward were really careful not to rub it in people’s faces – no public displays of affection, or whatever, especially since they were being filmed for that TV thing. Cameras everywhere. He was adamant his wife couldn’t find out until the time was right, because she was seriously ill or something, and Naz didn’t want to rock the boat.’

			
			

			Broad was scribbling intently in her notebook.

			‘How long had they been seeing each other?’ she asked.

			‘I think it started when Naz first went on placement with Brittonic. So, about a year.’

			‘And what made you think something wasn’t right with her?’ Lockyer said.

			‘Well . . . she’d stopped raving about him. Edward. She talked about him less, and smiled less when she did. I mean, she’d always defended him to the hilt with me, whenever I suggested she should end it, or that he wasn’t going to leave his wife, or whatever. She’d had boyfriends at uni, but he was her first serious relationship. When I asked if she’d gone off him she denied it, but . . . that was the impression I got. Plus she was distant. I’d be chatting away to her, then realize she was miles away. Not listening.’

			‘And she never said what was bothering her?’

			‘No. I mean, I started to think it was me, that I was getting on her nerves, and she was going to move out. When I pushed her on it she said it wasn’t that, just some stuff that’d been going on at work.’

			‘What sort of “stuff”?’

			‘She wouldn’t go into it, just said she was probably wrong, or being paranoid. I can’t remember exactly . . . She talked a lot about the woman who lived in the big house, and how amazing she was, what an amazing life she’d led, and all that. She reckoned her dad was Picasso, I remember that. I can’t think of her name, something European. So maybe they fell out? But I don’t know.’

			
			

			‘Were things all right between her and her family?’

			‘Yeah. I mean, as far as I know. Mr and Mrs Kirmani are lovely. Her brother Andy, too.’

			‘Yet Nazma didn’t tell them about an important relationship she was in?’ Broad said.

			‘Well, no. But that wasn’t because they weren’t close, or anything. We were in our early twenties. At that age your parents want to hear about nice young men you might go on to marry. Not married lovers twenty years older than you who already have a family. Not your boss.’

			‘Right. I see what you mean,’ Broad said.

			‘When we arrived today, you thought we might have found Nazma’s body,’ Lockyer said. ‘Was that because of the way she’d been behaving?’

			‘That, and I just . . . I could never completely believe she’d run away like that, and cut me off. And her family. I know people do just walk out on their lives, and it usually comes as a massive shock to the people they leave behind, and everyone says it’s so out of character . . . But with her, it really was. Utterly.’

			‘But she had texted you.’

			‘Yeah.’ Emma lingered over the word. ‘Except . . . did she, though? The texts were from Naz’s phone, but . . .’

			‘You’re not convinced she sent them?’

			
			

			Tears welled in Emma’s eyes again. ‘I’m not. I never was.’

			‘Why not?’

			‘Because I didn’t know why she’d gone away, really. And why wouldn’t she want anyone to know? And she called me Emma. In the texts.’ She registered their incomprehension. ‘Naz never called me that. She’d given me this stupid nickname in the first year of uni – Moonie – and it just stuck. She always, always called me Moonie.’

			‘So you think someone else had her phone, and used it to send those messages?’

			Emma nodded. ‘No facial recognition back then, no fingerprint ID; just a four-­digit code, and you were considered pretty paranoid if you bothered with that. I never locked my phone, and neither did Naz.’

			‘Did you tell this to the police at the time?’ Broad sounded tense.

			That guilt again, the self-­recrimination. ‘I didn’t notice right away. I thought it was weird that she wasn’t calling me back, and hadn’t called her family, but by the time I noticed the Moonie thing the police had told her parents she’d gone into a police station and was fine. Didn’t want to be contacted.’

			‘And you were reassured by that?’

			‘Well, I tried to accept it. It was hurtful. I thought she’d just ditched me, so I dropped it. Tried not to care. Her direct debit for the rent carried on for another three months, until the lease was up. I rang her one more time then, and she still didn’t answer. So I had to find a new flatmate. Shit.’

			She dropped her face into her hands.

			
			

			‘I went into the police station, the one here in Bath. I told them I was worried about her, she wasn’t answering her phone, emails, or anything. The woman wrote it down and said she’d make some enquiries, but I never heard anything else. And I’ve searched for her online, over and over. There’s never been anything and, honestly, I never expected there to be.’

			‘You thought something had happened to her?’

			A nod. Then Emma looked up with hollow eyes. ‘Strange, the way you can know something without ever really admitting it to yourself. But now you’re here, looking for her at last, and . . . She would never have walked out like that. Not willingly. Something happened to her.’

			Lockyer and Broad exchanged a long look.

			‘Thank you, Miss Billingham. You’ve been very helpful,’ Lockyer said.

			Emma shook her head. ‘I should’ve done something. Made more noise.’

			‘Could we contact you again, if we have more questions?’

			‘Yes, of course.’

			‘And there’s nothing else you can think of that might have had anything to do with her disappearance?’

			‘No.’

			The denial was equivocal. Lockyer and Broad both heard it, and halted in the act of turning for the door. Emma took a big breath then sighed it out.

			‘I don’t know, not for certain. So, I’ve never said anything to anyone, but . . . Naz had stopped drinking. The last month or so, I don’t remember when exactly. She’d always loved a big glass of wine, or several, on a Saturday night. Suddenly I noticed she kept saying she’d just have water because she was thirsty, or had a touch of cystitis and was sticking to cranberry juice. At some point, I twigged. She was off the booze, and that was out of character, too.’

			
			

			‘You think she was pregnant?’ Broad said, getting there faster than Lockyer.

			‘But I don’t know,’ Emma stressed. Her face fell. ‘That’s the kind of thing I’d have expected her to confide in me about.’

			 

			Broad’s phone pinged as they got into the car, and twice more as they started the drive back. She glanced at the screen, but ignored it.

			‘A married older man with no intention of leaving his family might have had a real problem with his girlfriend falling pregnant,’ she said instead. ‘I can’t imagine he’d have wanted her to keep it.’

			Lockyer didn’t reply at once. He couldn’t help thinking of Hedy. Whether, if she’d come back sooner, they’d have talked about terminating the pregnancy. He had no idea if he would have wanted that. But was that why she’d stayed away as long as she had – to take that possibility off the table altogether?

			He became aware of Broad’s expectant look.

			‘Yes. It could’ve caused trouble between them.’

			‘Shall we talk to him next?’

			‘We’ll talk to him, yes.’ Lockyer took a moment. ‘There are three possibilities here, as I see it. The first is that the original investigation got it right. For whatever reason, Nazma walked out on her old life, changed her name and started anew. She’d packed a bag, so something was going on. If she was pregnant, that could’ve been the trigger. She might be alive and well somewhere. Proving that, and finding her, will be very difficult.’

			
			

			‘Don’t you have to have a deed poll, or something, to change your name?’

			‘Only if you want a new passport. Otherwise you can call yourself anything you like.’

			‘So if that is Nazma at Islington nick, and she changed her name afterwards, then . . . she’s basically gone. But why would she ditch the escape bag, in that case?’ Broad said.

			‘No idea. Getting rid of ID that would prove who she used to be?’

			‘And a hundred and seventy quid? And a treasured keepsake—’

			‘That could readily be used to identify her.’

			‘The cash couldn’t,’ Broad said.

			‘True. And the only way to prove this scenario will be to find out why an apparently happy young woman with a supportive family, good friends and a job she loved would suddenly need to vanish.’

			‘Personally, I don’t buy scenario one, guv.’

			‘Me neither.’

			Broad’s phone pinged. She ignored it again. ‘What could she possibly have got caught up in that was that bad? And the bag could have been packed for a sneaky weekend in Paris as easily as for an emergency. Except for the cash, I suppose.’

			
			

			‘Maybe,’ Lockyer conceded. ‘The second scenario is that she was snatched from the Marlborough Mop by an opportunist predator, probably for sexual reasons. She could have been taken anywhere, and is probably dead. The strongest supporting evidence for that will be if she had the Nike bag with her in Marlborough that night, and the perp then ditched it.’

			‘Would a random predator take her phone, and try to pretend she was still alive?’

			‘It’s possible. That kind of sick bastard is sometimes deliberately cruel to both the victim and their family. But it’s rare.’

			He felt the queasy thrill of this possibility, a mixture of dread and longing. Serial sexual offenders usually lived in deep cover, lurking like the predators they were, surfacing only briefly, now and then, to transgress again. To destroy more lives. That flurry of movement when they struck – the police had only those brief windows in which to catch them, before they slunk back out of sight.

			‘So, who is the girl at Islington nick, with Nazma’s wallet, pretending to be her?’ Broad said.

			‘Right. Which brings us to scenario three.’

			‘Something along the lines of her packing the escape bag because trouble was coming, and it catching up with her before she could get away?’ Broad said sombrely.

			‘Trying to pretend she was still alive – sending texts to her best mate, and getting a decoy to present themselves at a police station . . . Those are the actions of someone who knew her. Someone close to her, who was keen to avoid suspicion falling on them,’ Lockyer said.

			
			

			Broad was quiet. Her phone starting ringing, and she abruptly switched it to silent.

			‘Someone clearly wants to talk to you,’ Lockyer said.

			Her cheeks mottled pink. ‘It’s just Pete. He knows I’m at work.’

			‘Could be important?’

			A small shake of her head, and she kept her eyes to the front. ‘It won’t be.’

			Lockyer dropped it. But he remembered Pete, Broad’s long-­term boyfriend, using mobile-­phone tracking to find her in a pub garden earlier that year, and basically extracting her. He’s just been a bit . . . twitchy, since the whole Covid thing, she’d said, in his defence. And they were about to go back into lockdown.

			She was fiddling with the kirby grips that kept her frizzy blonde curls in check.

			‘Gem, is . . .’ But Lockyer couldn’t think how to frame the question ‘. . . everything . . .’

			‘Yep. Everything’s fine, guv,’ she said, in a way that told him it really wasn’t.

			‘If you want to talk about it?’

			She looked at him then. A quick smile and a shake of her head.

			He made a stab at levity. ‘You know by now that I don’t mind bending the rules for a friend. If you ever need anyone kneecapped . . .’

			‘I’ll know where to come,’ she said, with a short laugh. ‘Honestly. It’s nothing.’

			
			

			‘Look, this is cheeky, but do you mind if we take a bit of a detour?’

			‘Course not. Where are we going?’

			‘Old Hat Farm. I need to check on something.’

			A startled pause. ‘Something to do with the case?’

			‘No.’

			They both stared straight ahead, and he sensed her reluctance. It wasn’t so much a detour as a fifteen-­mile overshoot.

			‘Okay,’ she said eventually.

			‘Great, thanks. I’ll shout you lunch afterwards.’

			Back in the summer, they’d worked a difficult case centred on Old Hat Farm, the upshot of which was that just one person lived there now, trying to carry on a life that had been beaten to pieces. The multiple crimes their investigation had uncovered weren’t Lockyer’s fault, but he’d been left with a lingering, misplaced guilt about the destruction that had followed. It was proving slow to dispel.

			The ramshackle farmyard was quiet and looked different. In summer the fields had been golden, drenched in a heat that had felt endless. Now the land had been left to go fallow, the yard mossy with neglect. Lights were on in the large workshop, though, warm and inviting.

			‘This’ll only take a minute,’ Lockyer said, as he pulled up. ‘Coming?’

			‘I— No, I’ll wait here. Maybe call Pete back,’ Broad said.

			‘Right,’ he said, vaguely disappointed.

			He knocked softly, and heard Jason McNeil inside – he’d kept the surname of his unofficial adoptive parents, in spite
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