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			In March 2020, as the coronavirus spread and the country prepared for lockdown, Ella Bailey, a sex worker in Sheffield, became Michael Godley’s third victim. She was twenty-­two years old. Godley had previously killed two other sex workers, one in Bradford, one in Wakefield, first bludgeoning them with a hammer then strangling them. All three were Black. In each city, Godley was known to prostitutes as an unusually brutal man, repeatedly terrorising and even injuring them, and, although Ella’s body was never recovered, the police investigation collected more than enough evidence to conclude that Godley had killed and disposed of her. He was found guilty of all three murders and sentenced to a whole life term in prison, of which, it turned out, he served only a single year before being diagnosed with leukaemia. On his deathbed he made a full confession, describing how he had first bludgeoned then choked Ella Bailey to death with the strap of her own bag in an alley in the St Vincent’s Quarter of Sheffield’s inner city.

			

			Five years later, the owner of a café in St Vincent’s, arriving at half past seven to open up, found a lady’s bag hanging neatly on his door handles. It was the bag Ella Bailey had been carrying when she was murdered; like her body, it had never been recovered. Coincidentally, later that morning, a vagrant being booked in the nearby Brocco Street police station casually mentioned that he’d seen Ella Bailey ‘just now,’ sitting on a bench in a local graveyard. The remark was treated with scepticism but the reappearance of the bag was not so easily explained. A day later, South Yorkshire police got in touch with me, and a day after that, on an August afternoon, I arrived in the city.
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			Around 170,000 people go missing in the UK every year. Within days almost all have returned or been found, though not always alive. Some – currently 5,000 or so – remain missing. They have escaped or been rescued. They have been captured, they have fled. Some have died, some have been killed. Others, perhaps, are simply lost, to themselves as much as to others. Many suffer from mental health problems, though not all. Some are presumed dead, who are not.

			I’m a finder, a specialist, the result of my experiences, first in Paris, then London, where I developed certain skills, or perhaps sympathies, useful to the process of finding people. Perhaps it is mainly a question of temperament: most of the missing are found in the memories and imaginations of those who knew them. There, the reasons for their disappearance may first be detected, and it is simply by listening that the greater part of my work is done. In this way, I have been employed all over the country: police departments call me in for short, focused periods when they have a difficult or unusual case or their departmental budget is squeezed. Perhaps I am myself a sort of missing person, arriving and departing, appearing and disappearing. But, gradually, I have built up a reputation. I have become my work. My name is Talib but people call me ‘Finder’.

			

			 

			Sheffield is a large and battered place, rising and falling across hills, sometimes a picturesque city, sometimes a threadbare one, crossed by rivers winding through pretty parks or channelled through aqueducts and culverts, the dirty brick remains of the heavy industry for which it is famous. In hot, bright weather I arrived at the rail station and took a taxi to the city centre to find my Airbnb, which was situated in a renovated historic building with a newly elegant foyer, gym and even cinema, now surrounded by clean new tower blocks, mostly for student accommodation but only a few hundred metres from desolate Upper Allen Street, where Ella had last been seen five years earlier. Stowing most of my things – I had brought with me only a small suitcase of clothes and toiletries and a copy of Jane Austen’s Persuasion – I went out into the streets to get my bearings.

			

			St Vincent’s Quarter was once densely packed with factor-ies, workshops and warehouses, the dark satanic mills of industry. Some of these remained, blackened and derelict, standing here and there in weed-­choked lots, but whole blocks had been demolished and were now wastelands of rubble, out of which new buildings were slowly rising, smart student accommodation and smarter still luxury apartments for ‘inner city living’. Many were still unfinished; as yet, they seemed like a few shiny parts of an unbuilt toy scattered across the broken-­up ground. In general, the area was a start­ling mix of past and future, dead and living, lost and found.

			For a while, I wandered through the streets, looking around. On brick walls were the faded painted signs of vanished metal-­bashing occupations – Stampers, Piercers and Metalworkers – and the newer logos of current businesses squatting there now – uPVC Windows and Doors. Bulldozed streets were wide and glaring, others were narrow, steep and cobbled. From time to time I came across a corner store or fast food place. The people I encountered were notably friendly: the middle-­aged man in a newsagent’s where I stopped to buy a Sheffield Star addressed me several times as ‘lovey’ and, once, as ‘ducky’.

			

			After a while I became thirsty and stopped at a coffee shop on the corner of Edward Street and Scotland Street. Opposite was a massage parlour and, further down, a sauna; as I knew, at night the area was the red-­light district. Brothels – like street prostitutes – are illegal in the UK, but they often operate in flimsy disguise as saunas and massage parlours, tolerated, at least for a while, by the authorities, and so assume a degree of respectability denied the young women who work the streets. I sat with a lemonade under an awning outside, thinking about these things and watching people go by. There weren’t many: solitary students wearing backpacks, a few construction workers in hi-­vis jackets. The area felt deserted, though I noticed more police officers than usual. There was a reason for this. The appearance of Ella’s bag had coincided with the murder of another young woman. Like Ella Bailey, ‘Sly’ Stones had been a sex worker, soliciting on the surrounding streets, though her body had actually been found in the neighbouring university district, a quiet area of faculty buildings and plazas, peaceful and well-­lit, where young students milled about with their coffees or sat relaxing in St George’s Park at the end of Leavygreave Road; and the discovery of a body in the bushes there had given rise to a violent outcry against sex work, a campaign to ‘clean up the city’ and protect young people. Both the investigation into the unsolved murder and the passionate opinions about the issue filled the Sheffield Star, and the feeling on the streets of St Vincent’s seemed both fearful and agitated.

			

			I finished my lemonade and took a taxi out to police headquarters at Carbrook to meet my contact, DS Neeta Nunkoo.
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			DS Nunkoo briefed me in a meeting room on the fourth floor of the large smoked-­glass building on the Carbrook Road, a cool, in fact antiseptic, place. We hadn’t met before; she seemed very young, sleek and alert, her collar a little too tight, her eyes slightly bulging, but self-­possessed and calm, with a habit of pausing for a moment between sentences, as if listening to an echo of herself. Although she hadn’t been involved with the original investigation into Ella Bailey’s murder, she’d taken the time to become familiar with its details.

			She showed me two images. One was from an old newspaper cutting found inside the bag left hanging on the door handles a few days earlier. A frayed and softened scrap of print from an old Sheffield Star, it reported the triumph of fourteen-­year-­old Ella Bailey winning the 400-­metre race at the national schools’ championships, and the picture showed her crossing the finish line in full flow, strong and supple in victory, straining but smiling, almost laughing. It was a memento which Ella had carried with her always. The other photograph was a police image taken eight years later, just before she died. It showed a woman with a wasted face and weary, hate-­filled expression, her lips chapped, her eyes sunk and leaking. Something – a twig, an insect, clotted dirt? – was clinging to her hair, giving her the appearance of a rough sleeper. If it wasn’t for the pale birthmark on her forehead, it would be easy to assume the pictures were of two different people.

			

			DS Nunkoo also showed me photographs of the bag, which was decorated with fringes and a distinctively bold black-­and-­white check pattern. It had, of course, been tested for fingerprints but, curiously, there were none.

			Nunkoo summarised Ella’s criminal record. By the age of twenty-­two, she had been prosecuted twice for soliciting, three times for possession and, at the time of her death, had just been charged with the attempted armed robbery of a corner shop on Ecclesall Road. Although she had almost certainly been coerced into this by her boyfriend – a violent, feckless man called Caine Poynton-­Smith – the evidence against her was very strong. She was looking at five to ten years, Nunkoo said. But, of course, the case against her was closed when she was murdered on that March night in 2020.

			

			A week went by before anyone reported her missing, Nunkoo went on, and at first the investigation made little progress. Ella had last been seen on a Thursday night soliciting on the neighbourhood streets, and from the start it was feared that she was dead – the recent murders of the sex workers in Bradford and Wakefield were in everyone’s minds – though, puzzlingly, no body was found, despite intensive, dog-­assisted searches through streets with very few places in which to remain concealed. Then, after a delay, GPS tracking data was obtained from Ella’s phone provider, which allowed the investigators to re-create her exact movements on the night of her disappearance.

			At first, they were bewildered. For a few hours Ella had moved up and down the streets, evidently working her beat as usual. This went on until just before midnight, when she came to an abrupt stop at a point on Upper Allen Street next to a balti house. Now she no longer moved at all. Here, it seemed, she must have been killed. But at 6.00 a.m., after six hours’ total inactivity, she’d unexpectedly set off again, this time going up and down the surrounding streets in a strange stop-­start fashion, before making her way to Netherthorpe Road and hurrying north, just as her phone signal died.

			

			The explanation for this strange behaviour was eventually provided by footage from a commercial CCTV camera outside a small paint supplies business in Upper Allen Street. It showed Ella at midnight standing at the entrance to a blind alley between the balti house and an abandoned brick shed. A man approaches and, after an exchange, disappears with Ella into the alley. Ten minutes later, disturbed by a passer-­by, the man emerges from the alley and walks away up the street. Ella does not emerge, though there was no other way to exit the alley, which is blocked at the back with a high concrete wall. Nothing happens for six hours. Then an early-­morning garbage truck appears. While it waits on the street, one of the refuse collectors goes into the alley to fetch the first of four wheelie bins, all of which are emptied in the usual way before the truck moves slowly on. Records subsequently acquired from the contractors showed that the movements of the truck – moving in stop-­start fashion through the streets, then speeding away up Netherthorpe Road – exactly matched the last tracking data of Ella’s phone. Moreover, the weight of the full load carried by the truck that morning was registered as above average – by about the weight of a human body. Together, the data seemed incontrovertible: Ella had been killed in the alley, dumped into one of the restaurant’s wheelie bins and, a few hours later, unwittingly taken with the rest of the rubbish to one of the landfill sites that surround the city, where, after a delay of nearly two weeks, search teams had little chance of finding her.

			

			Godley was arrested and in due course charged. Confronted with the CCTV evidence, he refused to accept it was him in the footage and denied being anywhere near Sheffield. Unfortunately for him, however, a speed camera had registered his car speeding at 12.20 a.m. that night less than a mile away. Furthermore, the passer-­by who had disturbed him, whose name was Dean Burton, testified that the man who had emerged from the alley when he called out to him was indeed Michael Godley. At Godley’s home in Wakefield the remains of clothing he was apparently wearing in the footage were found where he had tried to destroy them in a garden fire.

			Case closed. Then, five years later, Ella’s bag appeared. And a vagrant said he’d seen her sitting on a bench.

			The vagrant’s name was Flynn, though everyone called him Roof, because he’d once jumped off a local supermarket in the belief that he could fly and had broken both his legs. He was a notorious alcoholic who suffered delusions, and his statement about Ella Bailey had been prompted by overhearing two Brocco Street policemen talk about the discovery of Ella Bailey’s bag while he waited for them to book him. DS Nunkoo, who clearly took most things seriously, did not attach any importance to what he’d said, though she suggested I talk to him myself.

			

			The reappearance of the bag, however, was an indisputable fact, to which she had already devoted a lot of thought. It was certainly the same bag Ella is seen carrying when she went into the alley with Godley. Never found in the original investigation, it was thought to have ended up in the wheelie bin with Ella’s body. Did its reappearance mean that she had somehow survived Godley’s attack? Nunkoo did not believe it. She had a different theory: that it had been taken as a trophy by Ella’s killer, who had chosen now to announce his reappearance. This was a radical thought. It would mean, among other things, that the original police investigation had got the wrong man, for the bag was never found among Godley’s possessions; nor, of course, was he still around to hang it on the café door handles. Nunkoo rehearsed her argument. The CCTV footage was dark and not high quality; the man emerging from the alley has his beanie pulled down low over his forehead, making it impossible to identify him with one hundred per cent accuracy. His clothing is generic. Dean Burton’s testimony was, of course, as fallible as any witness’s. I pointed out that Godley had confessed, though I knew, as Nunkoo did, that confessions, like witness testimonies, are often unreliable. In his final days, Nunkoo said, Godley had been on heavy doses of morphine, he was emotional, his thoughts weren’t clear; for instance, he had talked at length about episodes in his childhood that simply had not happened. Furthermore, she said, the bag found on the door handles had been carefully wiped of fingerprints: this was consistent with the idea of a trophy. If Ella had simply dropped it, obviously her fingerprints would be on it. She had yet another point to make, and showed me a photograph of a different ladies’ bag hanging on a street sign at the edge of St George’s Park. It belonged to Sly Stones, whose body had been found in bushes nearby. Sly’s fingerprints were on it, but this bag too, the profilers said, could be considered as a trophy. Like Godley’s other victims, and perhaps Ella as well, Sly had been both bludgeoned and choked. Taken together, Nunkoo said, the two bags might announce not so much the appearance of a new killer as the return of an old one.

			

			I asked how the investigation into Sly’s murder was progressing. Not well, Nunkoo told me. Information gathering was slow. It was thought that Sly had owed money to someone but they were still interviewing witnesses and reviewing available CCTV from all the obvious places – public spaces, private businesses, late-­night buses, cashpoint machines (street prostitution is strictly a cash economy). Her fellow sex workers were, as usual, uncooperative.

			

			I asked what they thought was going on.

			They all thought, as she did, that Ella’s actual killer had escaped justice five years earlier and had now returned to kill again, and, Nunkoo added, precisely because of their vulnerability, the girls’ instincts were usually excellent. Of course, she added, they fought viciously among themselves, as was well known, but that too was a function of their circumstances. This led to her final point. Although my official brief was to explore the idea that Ella might still be alive – it was this, after all, that had unlocked the budget to hire me – I should, from the beginning, consider the possibility that the girls on the street were right, that Ella had been murdered five years earlier – just not by Godley.

			The briefing was over. She provided me with all the log-­in details and access codes that I would need and asked me if I had any questions. I said only one. How many hours of CCTV of the alley entrance had the investigators reviewed? A full twenty-­four hours, she said, from 11.00 p.m. on the night of Ella’s disappearance to 11.00 p.m. the following night, although now, she added, it existed only in the form presented at the trial, a nine-­hour section from 11.00 p.m. to 8.00 a.m.

			

			She looked at her watch. She had arranged for Flynn to be available for interview at the Brocco Street station, and said that she would drive me there herself.
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			Brocco Street station, just round the corner from my Airbnb, was little more than a front desk and a few offices, one of which was used for interviews. It was here that Nunkoo and I met Flynn, a wild-­looking Black man with overgrown hair and beard nearly entirely grey and a wide, chaotic smile. He had been a fixture in St Vincent’s for twenty years, a well-­known sight, shuffling along the streets, fishing in bins or sleeping on benches. Like many homeless, he struggled with addiction and mental health issues and though he often spent nights in a local refuge, he had never managed to pass any of the eligibility tests to qualify for more permanent housing. Incredibly, he remained cheerful.

			I’d read the transcript of his statement, in which he said he’d come across Ella sitting on a bench in the graveyard of St George’s Church at about 10.00 a.m. two days earlier as he walked through the park towards Mappin Street. He described her as looking very well. She’d recognised him, he said, and greeted him as he passed by, but he didn’t stop because he’d been busy at just that moment; and when he looked back a few moments later she’d gone.

			

			Nunkoo explained to Flynn that I wanted to ask him a few questions about this, and he nodded and gestured affably, though as soon as I started to talk he interrupted to say that he was busy and would have to leave very soon. I said I wouldn’t keep him long, and he found that funny.

			I asked him how well he knew Ella Bailey. They were friends, he told me. I asked if he’d been surprised to see her again after so long and he shook his head. People, he said, and grinned, showing gaps. He had more he wanted to say about people but I went on with my questions and he listened attentively. In his statement he’d said that Ella had looked well. What did he mean? Good, he said, she’d looked good. Happy, he added. All her troubles had gone away, he added. I asked him what he thought she’d been doing on the bench. He had no idea. Did she look as if she were waiting for someone? He hadn’t thought of that. What had she been wearing? The ‘usual’, he said. Nunkoo reminded him that he’d mentioned a short skirt and some sort of flimsy top, and he frowned. It was hard to remember, he’d never been much interested in clothes. He himself was wearing a soiled army jacket and torn grey sweatpants. A hat, he said suddenly. A big hat. Nunkoo pointed out that he hadn’t mentioned a hat before. I asked him what colour and he said with suspicious promptness, ‘Pink,’ and grinned. He was enjoying himself. I asked if he’d spoken to Ella. No, he hadn’t, but she’d spoken to him, he said. She greeted him, very friendly. ‘Hey, Walt.’ He nodded, remembering. They’d always been good friends. He didn’t say anything in reply, it was too early for talk, he said, but he’d nodded back and smiled and wiggled his fingers, and she’d sort of laughed. After he’d walked past her, he thought of something to say, which he couldn’t now remember, and he’d turned back, but she’d gone, so he’d just waved at the empty bench and gone on. He’d been busy, he said again.

			

			Nunkoo said, ‘Your name isn’t Walt.’

			He became perturbed.

			I asked if Ella had had her bag with her, and he brightened again. Yes, he told me, that was the thing he remembered best. She had it on her lap, a black-­and-­white bag with fringes. He described the bag in great detail.

			We thanked him then and left him, and went out together to the lobby. Nunkoo pointed out the obvious: that Flynn could not have seen Ella with her bag at ten in the morning when the café owner had already handed it in to the police. Clearly, she said, Flynn had heard the policemen talking about it at the station. It seemed likely. I asked Nunkoo if she thought it was curious that Flynn should think he saw Ella in St George’s Park, where Sly’s body had recently been found, and she replied that because the park had been in the news a lot it wasn’t surprising that someone like Flynn should associate it with another murdered prostitute. This was also true. Besides, she added, St George’s Park was where Flynn was generally to be found. Everything she said made sense, and I thanked her and, leaving her there, went out of the air-­conditioned chill of the station into the heat of the day, fierce now, and flagged down a taxi to take me to see Ella’s foster-­parents.
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			Knowle Lane was a tree-­shady road of trim green verges and impeccable hedges in middle-­class Ecclesall, and the house where Ted and Mary Bailey still lived – where Ella had grown up – was a solid semi-­detached villa with imposing bay windows behind a front garden laid out with stone ornaments around a tiny circular pond containing two silver carp, which rose obligingly to the surface as I arrived. The Baileys were in their early sixties, both white, Ted a little hunched with hollowed face, thick-­rimmed glasses and big, unsteady hands which he made efforts to keep in his lap, Mary slight and softened in a pale yellow summer dress and sensible shoes. They had already identified the newspaper cutting in the bag as Ella’s, but, telephoning ahead, I’d asked them if they might show me some more photographs of their foster-­daughter, and now Mary laid a selection before me in the front room where we sat. She had fetched them from a trunk upstairs, she said with a glance at Ted, they didn’t keep photos of their adopted daughter on display. Ted’s expression slid away from her stonily.

			

			All the photos showed a happy child, swooping towards the camera on a swing, riding a bicycle, sitting cross-­legged with a book on a lawn. There were no photos of her older than fourteen. Mary, following my eyes as I turned from one to another, told me that Ella had been easy to please when she was small. She was popular at her junior school, a girl who enjoyed life, who liked to laugh. Physical, outdoorsy, a bit of a dare-­devil: she used to say that when she grew up she wanted to be a stunt performer in the movies. But she was clever, too, a clever little girl. And of course determined. That came out later, in her athletics. For a while Mary reminisced about family holidays at Tudweiliog in Wales, Coverack in Cornwall. It was only later, she said after a pause, that there had been problems. Ted spoke. ‘Drugs,’ he said, and looked away through the window. Mary frowned. ‘Much later,’ she said. But it was true that once Ella had reached puberty, she became more dissatisfied, more headstrong. She had always been bold, always the first to meet a challenge, but now she became confrontational. It was hard to say why. From the beginning she’d known that she was fostered – obviously there was no hiding it – but, as she grew older, she seemed to find it increasingly difficult to accept. They agreed to support her in finding her biological mother, but her mother turned out to be having difficulties of her own – she was living in a hostel for recovering alcoholics – and refused to see Ella. After that, Ella started to devote herself to athletics, but she also became distrustful, prickly, as if she constantly felt people were disrespecting her. Those were difficult years, Mary said. Her teachers complained about Ella’s attitude. She was accused of stealing some sports equipment from the school gym and though the sports master later withdrew the accusation, the damage was done: Ella took it as a sign that no one trusted her. Finally, Mary said, there was a serious incident at school and she was asked to leave. ‘Expelled,’ Ted said, his hands moving restlessly in front of him. ‘Expelled then,’ Mary said. At any event, she moved to a new school where she never seemed to fit in or get on. Her new sports master seemed to regard her as a liability; she wouldn’t work with him and soon dropped her athletics altogether. She didn’t have any real friends anymore, only other disaffected pupils, most of them older than her. And then, when she was sixteen, she met Caine.

			

			Again Mary glanced at Ted, who was gripping his hands tightly together now. Caine was six years older than Ella, Mary said, twenty-­two when they met, and from the beginning the relationship was inappropriate. Not that either Mary or Ted ever properly met him; they would see him hanging about in the lane with his hood concealing his face or a woollen hat pulled down low, waiting for Ella to come out. At first he had a motorbike, then a derelict Toyota, then a Range Rover with blacked-­out windows. Ella wouldn’t talk about Caine to them because, she said, they were prejudiced. Once, Ted went out to confront him, but the young man just sneered at him. Ella began to stay out late, played truant from school. There were bitter arguments. When she was seventeen they found drugs in her room and when they tried to talk to her about them she reacted with fury. ‘Not respecting her privacy,’ Ted said from his chair, angrily addressing the far wall. ‘The usual claptrap.’ He was becoming angry. Mary sat quietly, as if trying to dissolve the memory. ‘Perhaps we were too harsh with her,’ she said at last. But, she went on, anyone who had experienced problems with teenagers, especially if there are drugs involved, would recognise the anguish of parents and the sheer difficulty, perhaps impossibility, of arriving at conclusions satisfactory to everyone. So their arguments continued, and when Ella was eighteen there was a decisive row and she left home. Ted spoke, this time at length but again addressing the wall. Ella claimed he kicked her out, he said, but he hadn’t, he wanted me to know that, she left them; she told them she never wanted to see them again and after that the only time they spoke to her was at the police station. Many times they went looking for her, at Jordanthorpe, where she was living with Caine, or in St Vincent’s, where they discovered she was ‘spending time’. They liaised with the police, with various departments of the social services, but because Ella was over eighteen by then, they had no influence and Ella refused to cooperate with any of the professionals who reached out to her. ‘We lost her,’ Ted said in a furious and desperate voice. ‘We lost her,’ Mary repeated quietly after a moment.
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