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			1

			Day 1, Monday

			Sweat was soaking through the back of Detective Inspector Matt Lockyer’s shirt. Beside him, DC Gemma Broad was fanning herself with the case file. It was half past nine in the morning, getting hotter by the minute, and it’d been an uphill walk to the lonely burial site on Salisbury Plain.

			They were standing where steep banks on three sides formed a miniature valley. Back in February – one of the wettest on record – it had flooded. Torrential rain, sluicing down from the saturated hills, had broken the ground in places, carving impromptu banks as it ran away. It had uncovered large chunks of flint, unidentified military junk and the skeleton of a man.

			Out there, miles from anyone else, Lockyer and Broad had taken off the face masks they were supposed to wear at all times.

			‘About here?’ Broad said.

			She was standing beside a gnarled hawthorn tree where the ground had washed away. After that drenched February had come the sunniest May on record. Now, in July, England was in the grip of a heat-­wave. It had put highlights in Broad’s fair hair – the wispy curls at her temples were almost white. Freckles had come out across her nose, and her cheeks were flushed.

			Lockyer nodded. ‘He had hawthorn leaves and berries caught up in his clothes, which must have come from that tree and gone into the grave with him.’

			‘Can’t have been much of a grave.’

			Beneath the thin soil the ground soon hit chalk, which you’d need a mattock and a lot of muscle to dig into, not a spade and a hurry. It was much the same all over Salisbury Plain.

			Lockyer shuffled the crime-­scene photographs until he found the headshot. A man’s skull with gaping eye sockets, wearing a macabre grin of crooked, tannin-­stained teeth.

			Possibly the grin of a murderer.

			‘Chalk’s very alkaline,’ he said. ‘A body can decompose up to three times slower in alkaline soil than in acid, depending on the conditions. Pathologist’s best guess is he’s been here anywhere between five years and whenever he was last seen.’

			There were still strands of hair on the dead man’s head, along with the leathery memory of a nose, and other bits and pieces – some of clothing, some of flesh. Scraps of cartilage held his bottom jaw in place.

			‘And he was last seen . . .’ Broad flipped a couple of pages of a stapled sheaf ‘. . . on the eighteenth of November 2011. So, he died sometime between 2011 and five years ago? 2015? That’s a four-­year window, potentially. I guess we should keep that in mind, and not assume it happened in 2011.’

			Broad was clipped, focused. This was the big one she’d been hoping for, a case their colleagues on the Wiltshire force would be following. The MCIT – Major Crime Investigation Team – had begun an investigation back in March when the body was found by a dirt-­bike rider. And even with the various police teams physically isolated from each other in the wake of the pandemic, Lockyer had picked up the buzz when the body was identified. The significance of this man, Lee Geary, being found where he was.

			He remembered the case clearly. He’d gone straight to Detective Superintendent Considine to argue that the discovery of the body should be treated as new evidence in the shelved 2011 case, and assigned to him and Broad as a cold case. There’d been some debate higher up, but with the MCIT as stretched as ever with live cases, Considine – with reservations – had agreed with him.

			Crouching, he ran his fingers across the broken soil by the hawthorn tree. It was parched now, set into hard clods. He broke some off and crumbled it, but there was no hint of a breeze to carry the dust away. Not there, in that sheltered dip of land. It was eerily quiet, and very private. Small wonder the body had lain undiscovered for years.

			As Lockyer stood up, something colourful caught his eye. Knotted around one of the hawthorn branches was a scrap of yellow tape. He reached up. Not tape, something much softer. Ribbon, perhaps even silk.

			With small beads of sweat along her hairline, Broad was now squinting at a close-­up of Lee’s skull.

			‘You can’t make out the head wound very well from this,’ she said, as the sun dazzled from the glossy paper.

			‘No,’ Lockyer said. ‘We need to go and see him.’

			‘Really?’ She sounded surprised.

			‘Right now he’s our only witness.’

			‘I just thought . . . we’ve got the post-­mortem report as part of the MCIT file.’

			‘It’s always worth actually talking to the pathologist, Gem. They’re often more willing to speculate verbally than on paper.’

			‘Okay. Great.’

			‘Did you notice the rocks?’ he said.

			Here and there throughout the hollow the ground had spat up large chunks of chalk and flint. Some had sharp corners and jagged edges, but some, quite naturally, were rounded and bulbous in shape. There was one right at the base of the hawthorn tree. Big and round, perfectly capable of fracturing a skull.

			‘You don’t reckon that’s the murder weapon?’ Broad said.

			‘Or it’s where he hit his head, having stumbled down the slope,’ Lockyer said. ‘There’s a chance this wasn’t murder, since we’re keeping open minds.’

			‘I suppose it’s steep enough, if you tripped. But really? Given what happened to the others? And if he just fell, who buried him?’

			They’d both read the PM report, and heard the station gossip about one particularly dark detail: the presence of debris in the remains of the victim’s airways. It raised the chilling possibility that he’d been buried alive.

			‘Let’s go,’ Lockyer said. ‘It’s roasting down here.’

			They climbed to where the view stretched for miles in either direction, to a hazy horizon. Steep ridges climbed up to the high plateau, like the petrified waves of some ancient green sea.

			The distant bleating of sheep reminded Lockyer of home. He needed to go to Westdene, his family’s farm, straight after work. Needed to check what the hell was happening, if the hospital had called, if his father was coping okay. Or at all.

			He made himself focus. Broad turned a full circle, shading her eyes with both hands. A few isolated farms were visible, and the handful of houses of the village of Everleigh to the north.

			‘He’s a long way off the footpath,’ she said. ‘Could he have been hiking? With a mate? He fell and hit his head, or there was an argument. Either way, the mate panics, conceals the body.’

			‘But why panic if he just fell?’ Lockyer said. ‘Why not call an ambulance? Plus there are enough warning signs around here about staying on the path, and not digging.’

			They were well into one of the Ministry of Defence’s training areas, where past live-­fire exercises meant that any stray object you happened across might be unexploded ordnance that could take your leg off. Or worse.

			‘Plus you’d need a shovel, even for a shallow grave,’ he added.

			‘Metal detectorists?’ Broad said. ‘They get everywhere, and they’ve always got spades with them.’

			‘It’s a thought.’

			‘Something ritualistic?’ she tried. ‘Aren’t hawthorn trees sacred? To, like, druids?’

			‘I think that’s mistletoe.’

			Lockyer didn’t give the thought much credence, but there was something compelling about the grassy hollow with the single gnarled hawthorn tree at its heart. Why not the scrub of blackthorn and bramble that usually grew in such places? It was almost as though it’d been cleared, the tree revealed. Chosen, for some reason, or deliberately planted there.

			Skylarks fluttered high above their heads, singing almost manically, as though the heat were getting to them, too. Lockyer looked at the crime-­scene photo again. The skull was large, with jutting brow ridges and a heavy, square jaw. He’d been an enormous man. The PM and the original missing-­person report had put him at six feet nine inches tall. The bones of his thighs and arms were massive. It was hard to imagine he’d been easy to kill. You’d need to have been completely determined, and not hesitated for a second.

			‘But are we really thinking this was an accident?’ Broad said. ‘Got to be linked to Holly Gilbert, hasn’t it?’

			‘Well, it’s up to us to prove that, Gem,’ Lockyer said. ‘Come on.’

			He slowed his pace so that Broad wouldn’t have to jog to keep up. His legs were the longer by far.

			 

			The air-­conditioning in his old Volvo hadn’t worked for years, and after an hour parked in the sun it was like an oven inside, the leather seats scorching. Broad rubbed a tissue across her sweaty forehead, and Lockyer set off too fast, before he’d even got his seatbelt done up, just to get some air in through the windows. The racket made it hard to talk.

			‘I don’t suppose you’ll remember when it happened,’ Lockyer shouted. ‘Holly Gilbert, I mean. You’d have been . . . what? Thirteen?’

			‘Fifteen, guv,’ Broad said. ‘And, actually, I went to the vigil.’

			‘Yeah? How come?’ Lockyer had seen it on the local news. Candles in jam jars, and an air of collective outrage that was almost like hunger. Holly’s pretty face turned into a talisman.

			‘I think my mum thought it’d help. We were stuck in the traffic jam that morning, you see. Sat in it for hours. In the end they closed the road further back and turned us all around to get us clear. I was supposed to be going on an end-­of-­year trip to Alton Towers, catching a minibus from Tidworth at ridiculous o’clock in the morning. When I found out what had caused the hold-­up,’ Broad shook her head, ‘I got a bit obsessed, I suppose. Had some bad dreams. All that time I’d been moaning about missing the bus, ­Holly’d been lying there, a few hundred metres away. Dying.’

			Lockyer glanced at her. ‘And did it help? The vigil?’

			‘Not really. There were loads of people there, wearing T-­shirts with Holly’s face on, and sending up those paper lanterns that kill wildlife. The press were going around asking people who’d never even met Holly what she’d meant to them. Some action group made a speech about ending violence against women and girls. I suppose I felt I had no right to be there, in the end. Like none of us did, really.’

			Lockyer drove on in silence. He remembered it from the local papers. The excited baying when arrests were made, the damning profiles of the suspects, then the disappointment when it all fell apart. Petering out, as news stories do when there’s nothing new to add. Largely forgotten after a year or two, except by those who’d loved the victim.

			 

			They had an appointment to talk to Lee Geary’s sister in the afternoon, so there was time to cool down at the station first, to reread the misper report and the MCIT file. As the Wiltshire force’s two-­person Major Crime Review team, Lockyer and Broad were based at the county police headquarters, a sprawling 1960s brick building on the edge of the market town of Devizes. Heat shimmered over the car park as they pulled up.

			‘Bit like Miami Vice, isn’t it?’ Broad said drily, folding her shades into her chest pocket as a large, uniformed officer crossed towards the building, adjusting his belt beneath his beer gut, the armpits of his shirt sopping with sweat.

			The station was air-­conditioned, apart from the tiny third-­floor office Lockyer and Broad shared. No matter how much they peered through the vents, pressed the buttons or thumped it, nothing but warm air ever poured from the unit. Lockyer had put in a request for repair, because Broad was clearly suffering, but in truth he hated air-­con. Using electricity to cool the air when the use of electricity was making the world hotter.

			He dialled his mother’s bedside line in Salisbury District Hospital, gripping the phone tightly, willing Trudy to pick up. He let it ring twenty times or more, sinking inside. He told himself she was probably just asleep, or that the nurses had left the phone, on its retractable arm, out of reach. That her not answering didn’t necessarily mean she was worse again.

			They were out of the tightest lockdown measures, but the hospital was still very strict about visitors. One per day, per patient, for a maximum of an hour, by appointment. Ironic, given that Trudy had caught Covid-­19 in hospital. For several weeks, they hadn’t been permitted to see her at all.

			Next he rang his father. John was at home alone for the first time ever, and the thought of him all by himself, with his wife in hospital, made Lockyer profoundly uneasy. Like seeing a glass teetering, and knowing he’d never catch it if it fell. John had promised to carry his mobile with him at all times, but he didn’t answer. Frustrated, Lockyer gave up. He opened the file on the man whose makeshift grave they’d just been to see.

			Lee Geary had been twenty-­seven years old when he’d disappeared, nine years previously, in 2011. Last seen on the morning of 18 November by his sister, Karen, at her flat in Salisbury. In Lee’s mugshot there were blue eyes beneath those glowering, Neanderthal brows, dark circles under them, and a gaze that was unfocused rather than glaring or aggressive. Stoned, perhaps. He was pale and spotty, with ingrown hairs along his jaw, his scalp shaved to a gingery stubble. The entire right side of his head was covered by a tattoo of a spider’s web with a grinning skull at its centre. The irony of that was not lost on Lockyer.

			Put plainly, Lee Geary looked like a thug. Not a man you’d want to meet in a dark alley, or an isolated spot on Salisbury Plain. And if you were planning on hitting him over the head, you’d better make damn sure you only had to do it once. Preferably before he saw you coming.

			There’d been no form of ID on the body. If he’d had a wallet or anything else in his pockets on the day he died, they’d vanished since. Karen had handed in his toothbrush and razor when he’d gone missing, to provide DNA for identification should he ever turn up in an unrecognizable state. But she needn’t have bothered. Lee had been arrested repeatedly from his early teens onwards, before he’d ever met Holly Gilbert or been linked to her terrible death. His DNA was already on the database.

			Karen had also provided the Salisbury force with a list of Lee’s known associates and hang-­outs, all within Salisbury. His hobbies did not include hiking, metal detecting or archaeology. He’d been wearing Nike trainers with no socks when he was killed, synthetic tracksuit bottoms, a grey hoodie and a gold ring in his left ear. He was a townie. Whatever he’d been doing out on the plain, Lockyer doubted he’d been out walking for his recreation. So perhaps he hadn’t gone there. Perhaps he’d been taken there. The hollow with the hawthorn tree was a quiet, secluded place for illicit activity. Or an execution.

			Lockyer put the two photos side by side – Lee’s face in life, and his skull as it was now. Teeth that had been hidden behind chapped lips were now bared; the spider’s web tattoo had decomposed completely. Nine years was a long time for his death to have gone undetected. A long time for anyone to be left to rot like that, no matter what they’d done in life. A long time for whoever had killed him to think they’d got away with it. And if Lee Geary had been buried alive, that hinted at an incredible rage. The deliberate infliction of suffering and terror. An urge to enact the worst kind of revenge.

		

	
		
			2

			Karen Wilkins, née Geary, lived in a 1990s brick box of a house in Bulford. Once a rural village, it was now sandwiched between two military camps, and the busy A303 roared past a hundred metres or so to the south. The background noise, as Lockyer and Broad got out of the car, was of constant traffic.

			Karen’s front lawn was parched and almost completely bald. A toddler’s pink bicycle lay abandoned on its side; plastic windmills were stuck in a pot of thirsty petunias. Broad rang the doorbell, and looked pained at the answering shriek from inside. She’d carefully removed the expression by the time the door opened.

			‘You’re the police? Come in,’ Karen said, without waiting for an answer or asking to see their ID. She was wiry, and wore very little makeup; had a toddler clamped on one hip, and a harried expression – hardly surprising for a woman with two young children, after months of home schooling, when even the nurseries had been shut. The toddler gazed at them suspiciously: more strangers in masks.

			Karen led them through to the back of the house, where a kitchen-­diner had been extended out over a garden that had already been small. Bi-­fold doors were wide open, letting in the heat, and a girl of about five was sitting disconsolately in her paddling pool, every scrap of skin covered by a lurid, sun-­proof suit. The kitchen floor was littered with toys, the space next to the sink piled with plastic crockery and Emma Bridgewater spotty mugs.

			‘Tea? Coffee?’ Karen said, as Lockyer and Broad showed their warrant cards.

			‘Thanks, but we’d better not,’ Broad said.

			‘Oh, right. Covid.’

			She ushered them onto a grubby red sofa, deposited the small child on the floor, and perched herself on a stool at the breakfast bar.

			‘So, you’re investigating now? About Lee?’

			‘That’s right,’ Lockyer said. ‘We’re from Major Crime Review.’

			‘Review? Like, cold cases? Does that mean the other lot’s given up already?’

			She didn’t sound particularly angry, or even surprised. Just flat.

			‘Well, not exactly,’ Lockyer said. ‘We’ve yet to determine exactly how your brother lost his life, whether anybody else was involved, or whether it links to any other cases. DC Broad and I are taking over to see if we can advance the investigation.’

			‘How he lost his life?’ Karen echoed. ‘Hit over the head, I was told.’

			‘Well, that appears to have been the cause of death. But he may simply have fallen.’

			‘Out in the middle of nowhere? What’s he supposed to have been doing there?’

			‘We were hoping you might be able to help us there,’ Broad said, with a smile to which Karen didn’t respond. ‘Do you mind answering a few questions about Lee?’

			‘Of course I don’t. I’ve been waiting nine years for someone to give enough of a shit to come and ask questions about him— Poppy, I’ve warned you twice!’ she suddenly shouted at the kid in the paddling pool, who’d been about to dump a fistful of soil into the water. ‘Sorry,’ Karen said to them. ‘We’re going out of our heads in this heat.’

			‘I know exactly how you feel,’ Broad murmured.

			‘Can you tell us about your brother? What was he like?’ Lockyer asked.

			Karen thought about it for a moment, then gave a cynical little smile. ‘You’ve seen his police record, I suppose. That picture of him with a skinhead and that God-­awful tattoo. The one that was all over the papers? Well, he wasn’t like that at all.’

			‘No?’

			‘Look, Lee was . . .’ Karen searched for the right words. ‘Let me just spell it out, right? He was as thick as two short planks. But he was a sweet guy. All that stuff – the tattoo, the drugs . . . He was just really easily led. We grew up on a shitty estate and it was way too easy for him to fall in with the wrong crowd. They always wanted to have Lee along if things looked likely to kick off – all he had to do was loom.’

			Lockyer and Broad exchanged a look, and Karen bridled. ‘You don’t believe me? You must have access to his school records, and all that? They had him assessed. He had a non-­syndromic ID – an intellectual disability. Well, borderline. His IQ was seventy-­four and the threshold is seventy, but basically, yeah. He was a sweetheart, though. A gentle giant.’

			‘So other people got him into trouble?’

			‘Exactly.’ Karen’s eyes glittered. ‘We got bugger-­all help from the state since what Lee had wasn’t anything with a name. He had a classroom assistant, who did her best, but he left school without a single GCSE. We tried to get him a job he could stick at – he worked at the big Waitrose for a while, rounding up all the trolleys – but nothing lasted. His so-­called mates were always taking him off places when he should have been at work, and in the end he’d get fired. He’d have been all right if they’d just left him alone.’

			‘So, the things he was charged with . . .’ Lockyer checked his notes ‘. . . possession of class-­C drugs, anti-­social behaviour, vandalism, and the conviction for burglary?’

			‘Yeah, well. He did those things, I suppose.’ The weariness was back. ‘It was just small-­town kid’s stuff. If we’d been well-­off and lived in a nice area, and if he’d looked less like an ogre, he’d have held down a basic job and had a little flat somewhere, eaten cheese toasties for every meal, watched TV and been happy. But we didn’t, so he didn’t. We lived on a rough estate and he stood out like a sore thumb to all the wrong people.’ She thought back. ‘That tattoo wasn’t even his idea.’

			‘No?’

			‘No. A mate of his, Badger – Nigel Badgely – got him pissed one day and took him to get it done. Probably thought it’d be funny. Twat. But Lee wouldn’t hurt a fly. Not ever. That’s the God’s honest truth. He looked like a brute but he wasn’t. Nothing upset him more than violence, or even just shouting. Confrontation, you know.’

			‘I’m sorry to hear it was difficult for him,’ Lockyer said, struggling to fit the simple soul Karen was describing into the physical body of the man in the photograph. But he’d noticed the softness in Lee’s eyes straight away, in spite of the face they looked out from. He’d put it down to drugs, written him off as a thug. Like everyone else, by the sound of it.

			Red patches flared on Karen’s cheeks, as though she couldn’t stand the least hint of pity. ‘He did all right. He understood how money worked and . . .’ she waved a hand ‘. . . life stuff. But he was gullible. He believed whatever he was told. And he had no initiative. He always looked to other people to tell him what to do.’

			She got up, wrenched open a drawer and riffled through it until she found what she was after. ‘Here.’

			She handed Lockyer a photograph of herself and Lee, sitting at a plastic table in what looked like a branch of Burger King. She had her arms around his massive shoulders – they wouldn’t reach all the way. Lee’s hair was tufty rather than shorn. He looked younger than he did in his mugshot, and was laughing. Holding a chip as though pretending to smoke it, between fingers like sausages.

			‘That was my big brother,’ Karen said, with a catch in her voice. ‘All Lee wanted out of life was a plate of food, and for everyone to be happy.’

			‘Do you mind if I take a copy of this?’ Lockyer said.

			Karen shook her head, so he took a picture with his phone.

			‘That’s how I know he didn’t have anything to do with that girl’s death. He’d never have hurt her – or anyone else.’

			‘Not even if someone told him to?’

			‘No. Not even then.’ She was adamant. ‘Anyway, he was released without charge. All three of them were.’

			‘Did he ever talk to you about Holly Gilbert? Or what happened that night?’

			‘Not much. I asked him, of course. He said he didn’t know anything about it, and I believed him. He was always a rubbish liar – didn’t have the imagination for it.’

			‘You were both living in Salisbury at the time, so it’s a good twenty miles to where Lee was found. Did he drive?’

			‘No, he never wanted to learn. Probably for the best.’

			‘So how did he get about?’ Lockyer asked.

			‘People drove him. He hated being in a car, though. He preferred taking the bus – more room, you see. And walking. He wouldn’t think twice about walking somewhere.’

			‘But not twenty miles? To Everleigh?’

			‘No,’ Karen said.

			‘Did he know anybody there? Any friends?’ Lockyer trod carefully: he wasn’t sure how much Karen knew, and didn’t want to seed information.

			She frowned. ‘Not that I know of, but he wasn’t in my pocket, you know? I tried to keep my eye on him, but I had my own life, too.’

			‘How did Lee come to be homeless?’ Broad asked.

			‘He wasn’t homeless – not like that makes it sound.’

			The toddler on the rug screamed with sudden ferocity. Karen bent down and hoisted her up, kissing her sticky forehead until she settled.

			‘Our mum’d died that winter – she had a heart attack out of nowhere. Lee was devastated. It was really hard for him to get to grips with. He’d just got a little bedsit of his own off the social, after waiting a year and a half, but he got done for anti-­social behaviour after Mum died, and the council chucked him out. I appealed, but he never showed up for the interview.’ She looked angry. ‘I expect one of his mates had a hand in that. They didn’t want him to be independent. They wanted him on a leash, like a dog. Bastards.’

			‘B’studs,’ the little girl muttered.

			‘Shh, don’t say that word,’ Karen said. ‘Least of all in front of Daddy,’ she added, for Lockyer and Broad’s benefit.

			‘So Lee was staying with you?’

			‘Yeah, off and on. He sofa-­surfed a few places – not that he fitted on a sofa.’

			Lockyer sympathized. He never slept well on a sofa, and he was only a couple of inches over six feet, and lean rather than meaty.

			‘I hadn’t met my husband then,’ Karen went on. ‘I was living with another boyfriend and we only had one bedroom. But I was hardly going to turn my own brother out, was I? I did my best.’ She searched about on the worktop, found half a banana and gave it to the toddler. ‘I tried to help him, but . . . maybe I didn’t do a very good job.’

			‘Lee was twenty-­seven, Mrs Wilkins,’ Lockyer said. ‘He was an adult.’

			‘Yeah, but he was vulnerable,’ she said tersely, and Lockyer abandoned any thought of consoling her.

			He knew all about self-­recrimination. The dark lure of blame, of replaying events, over and over, wishing you’d done things differently. He could have been with his own brother, Christopher, on the night he was killed. Instead he’d chosen to be elsewhere. Knowing he couldn’t change that didn’t stop him revisiting the decision over and over again.

			‘And you heard nothing from Lee after you saw him on the morning of November the eighteenth?’ he said. ‘No phone calls, or texts, nothing like that?’

			‘No.’

			‘But he did have a phone?’

			‘Yeah. Just a really basic one – you know those ones they make for old people?’

			‘Okay.’ Lockyer made a note. ‘After such a long time, it might be hard for us to establish exactly when your brother died, but—’

			‘He died that same day,’ Karen interrupted.

			‘What makes you so sure?’

			‘He went off that morning and didn’t come back. He didn’t text or call, and he didn’t answer when I called.’

			‘And that was unusual?’

			‘Unheard of. He was always texting me to say he was on the bus, or eating his lunch, or whatever. Always. Every day.’

			‘It’s possible that his phone was lost or stolen.’

			‘He’d have found a way to call me. He’d have come home, if he could.’

			‘And you don’t think he might have just set off for a walk, out in the countryside?’

			‘By himself? No way.’

			‘You’re sure?’

			‘A hundred per cent. He knew Salisbury – it was his comfort zone. New places were daunting for him, let alone big empty fields with no shops or signs, no landmarks he would know. No. If he went there, it was because someone told him to, or took him.’

			She pressed her lips to her daughter’s forehead again.

			‘He . . . he had been out and about more, that last year,’ she said. ‘Stopping out. Those new mates of his, Ridgeway and the others. They took him to raves, all-­nighters, that kind of thing.’

			‘Is that how he met Holly?’

			‘I suppose.’ Karen chewed her lip. ‘I always asked where he was going, what he was doing. Trouble was, he’d figured out by then that I didn’t think much of them. I’d made him wary of telling me things . . . He hated it when I got cross with him.’

			‘Do you remember any other names on the scene? Besides Ridgeway and Holly Gilbert?’

			‘No. I’ve tried, but I’m not even sure Lee told me. There was that girl who was also arrested, but I suppose you know about her. And some guy did come to the flat one day, asking for Lee. He seemed all right, I suppose. Polite. But he never told me his name.’

			‘And how did Lee seem, before he left on the eighteenth?’

			‘Upset.’

			‘Like, angry?’ Broad asked. ‘Or . . .’

			‘Nervous. That’s a better word. He was twitchy. Had been for a while.’

			‘And you don’t know why? He didn’t say where he was going?’

			‘No.’ Karen’s eyes gleamed. ‘I was in a rush. I needed to get to work. I wish I’d made him tell me! All he said was “I have to tell them”, or something like that.’

			‘“I have to tell them”? You’re sure about that?’ Lockyer said.

			‘It was something like. I wasn’t paying much attention. There I was, trying to dry my hair, and he was pacing about, muttering to himself – can you imagine a bloke his size stomping about a tiny flat? So I – I snapped at him. Told him to calm down, and not make me late. But it was something like “I’ve got to say something”, or “I’m going to tell them.”’

			She stared into the past. ‘I wanted him out from under my feet, so I just said “Good idea. Off you go.”’

			‘It wasn’t your fault,’ Broad said.

			‘I know that,’ Karen snapped. ‘I just wish I’d paid more attention. Made him tell me where he was going, and who with. But then,’ she sighed sharply, ‘it probably wouldn’t have made any difference. Except you might have found him sooner. His . . . body.’

			In the pause, the little girl stared solemnly at Lockyer. He stood up and handed Karen his card.

			‘You’ve been a great help, Mrs Wilkins. Thank you. If you think of anything else, particularly any names, please call us.’

			She took the card. ‘Probably never going to know, am I?’

			‘We’re going to do—’

			‘Your best. Yeah. But you have to say that, don’t you?’

			‘We mean it,’ Broad said.

			‘What’s one more dead druggie ASBO, right? That’s what they thought when he went missing – I could see it on their faces. No appeals for information about him on the TV news. After what happened to that girl they all thought he had it coming. But Lee was just a big softie. He didn’t deserve to get hurt. I just hope—’

			Karen broke off, her face clenched by a sudden spasm of anguish.

			‘I hope they didn’t frighten him,’ she whispered.

			Lockyer thought of the debris the pathologist had found in Lee’s airways. The possibility of him being buried alive. If it was true, he hoped Karen would never find out.

			 

			‘What did you think?’ Lockyer asked, as he and Broad drove north, back towards Devizes, along a road flanked by fields of wheat and barley. In the distance, a combine harvester crawled along in a cloud of dust. Rooks sat disconsolately along the telegraph wires, roasting in the sun.

			‘Well, lockdown was bad enough when it was just me and Pete,’ Broad said. ‘If I’d been stuck indoors with two little kids like that, I’d have gone completely mental.’

			‘You’re not a fan?’ Lockyer said.

			Broad gave a little shudder. ‘All that mess. And the constant need for attention . . .’

			‘Oh, I don’t know. The kid in the pool seemed pretty relaxed.’

			‘Probably had heat stroke,’ she said, and Lockyer laughed. ‘I suppose it’s different when they’re your own. My cousin always hated kids. She hated going round anyone’s house once they’d had babies because they got so boring, and because everything was sticky and she said you knew there was either spit, puke or poo all over it. Then she had hers, and now . . .’

			‘Now her whole house is sticky?’

			Broad grinned. ‘Spit, puke or poo.’ She fell serious, considering. ‘Pete wants kids sooner rather than later, he says. But right now I just get this feeling like, I don’t know, claustrophobia, whenever the subject comes up.’

			Lockyer pulled a face. ‘You’re, what? Twenty-­three?’

			‘Twenty-­four.’

			‘Well, then, you don’t need to be even thinking about it yet, let alone doing it. Take it from someone old enough to be your dad.’

			‘You’re not old enough to be my dad.’

			‘Technically I am.’

			‘Well, I don’t think of you that way.’

			A pause followed, in which Broad pursed her lips and looked away. ‘Did you not want to have kids, guv?’ she said.

			Lockyer didn’t answer at once. The way she said it made it sound as though it was too late, but he was only forty-­two. Claustrophobia. But it wasn’t that, exactly. The idea of being a father was simply alien to him. It seemed like something other people did. All that responsibility. Broad had never been to his place, but if she had she might have noticed he didn’t even have a pot plant. He’d had a younger brother, though. A brother who’d tried to persuade Lockyer to go out with him on the night he was murdered.

			The silence had grown strained.

			‘The situation hasn’t arisen,’ Lockyer said.

			Broad dropped it. Besides his mother, she alone knew of his feelings for Hedy Lambert, who’d carved a place in his heart and then left, early in the spring, without saying where she was going or for how long. And hadn’t been in touch since – until now.

			‘Anyway,’ he said. ‘I meant what did you think of Karen’s version of Lee?’

			‘Oh, right,’ Broad said. ‘Well, it’s bound to be rose-­tinted, isn’t it? She obviously adored him. But isn’t that what relatives always say? That it was their mates that made them do it?’

			‘Sometimes. But there’s no arguing with that IQ of his.’

			‘Doesn’t mean he was never violent, though,’ Broad said. ‘Maybe he got sick of being pushed around at times.’

			‘And snapped?’

			‘Exactly. That photo she gave us, though – he was massive. Like, properly massive. I can’t see how anyone could’ve carried him up to that hollow if he was unconscious. Or dead.’

			‘No, you’re right. And it’s too steep for a four-­by-­four, even.’

			‘So either there was a whole bunch of people and they each took a limb, or he walked there,’ Broad said. ‘I guess there’s a chance he went there by himself. If he wasn’t out for a stroll, maybe he was running away from someone. That hollow would be a good place to hide. He fell and hit his head, then whoever was after him tried to bury him.’

			Lockyer nodded. ‘We might know more once we’ve spoken to the pathologist.’

			‘Karen said Lee was anxious, and had something he wanted to tell someone,’ Broad said. ‘Maybe whoever it was didn’t like what they heard.’

			‘She thinks he went there to meet someone,’ Lockyer said. ‘And I think she’s right.’

			‘But she didn’t connect where he was found to Holly Gilbert.’

			‘No, and let’s keep it that way for now.’

			Lockyer thought about Karen’s parting comment: I hope they didn’t frighten him. He wondered if she knew who they were – if Lee had known his killer. Because three people had been arrested following the death of Holly Gilbert, and now, with the discovery of Lee’s remains, all three were confirmed to have died within a few months of Holly. It seemed too much of a coincidence to be anything of the sort. Salisbury Police, who’d led the original investigation into Holly’s death, had worked that angle, but found no hard evidence. It had been NFA’d – no further action.

			 

			At the end of the day, Lockyer went straight to Westdene Farm. Their flock of sheep and small herd of beef cattle were out to pasture, so the yard was deserted. Nettles and docks were pushing up between cracks in the concrete; a heat haze wobbled above the black tin roofs of the barns, and sunlight bloomed gold across the dusty windows of the house.

			Lockyer found his father in front of the TV with a plate of fried eggs on toast. Their two brindled collies lay flat out on the clay tiles of the floor, too hot to bother getting up. Lockyer made himself a cup of tea, since there was no beer in the fridge – though there was fresh milk, which was surprising. In his mother’s absence, the uneasy displacement he felt in his childhood home was worse than ever. The farm – the family – had been crumbling at the edges for a long time, ever since his brother’s death. But now it felt as though he’d found wide cracks in the basement.

			He could hardly bring himself to confront the possibility of Trudy’s absence becoming permanent. Didn’t know how he or his father would ever get along without her. He reminded himself that she’d been improving, getting stronger.

			‘How was Mum today?’ he asked, once John had put aside his plate and the weather forecast had finished. More sun, no rain.

			‘Didn’t get in to see her in the end,’ John said, brushing crumbs from his shirt onto the floor. ‘Car wouldn’t start.’

			‘Dad, why didn’t you tell me? I could’ve gone. Or taken you.’

			‘You were at work. I’d missed our slot by the time I gave up. Rust on the terminals, but a bit of Vaseline sorted it. I’ll go tomorrow.’

			‘I was going tomorrow. I’ve booked in for five o’clock.’ It would mean leaving work early, but he usually put in more hours than he was supposed to, not fewer. ‘I can go on Wednesday, though, if you want to go tomorrow,’ he said.

			‘No, no. You go.’

			‘When did you last eat something other than eggs on toast?’

			‘Nothing wrong with eggs on toast.’

			It was hard to argue with that.

			‘How are you holding up?’ Lockyer asked instead.

			His father looked at him as though he didn’t quite understand the question. ‘Sheep still want foot-­bathing,’ he said eventually. ‘Lambs want worming before they go up on Long Ground. Looks like this dry spell’s setting in so I might as well start cutting the hay. Need to get that baler sorted out, mind you.’

			Lockyer couldn’t argue with this, either. There was work to do that couldn’t be put off. John could do nothing for his wife except wait for her to come home. If he missed her, if he was worried, he’d internalized it. Like he internalized everything. For the millionth time, Lockyer wished his brother was still there. Chris, with his indefatigable approach to life, his good humour, his knack of making them all feel better.

			‘You need some help,’ he murmured, also not for the first time. It had been a constant refrain since Trudy had been knocked over by a boisterous heifer back in early June. She’d fallen across the corner of a trough, cracked two ribs and suffered a contusion to the stomach wall. They’d kept her in for observation, supposedly for a night or two. Then someone on her ward had tested positive for Covid, and they’d all been quarantined together. Trudy had caught it. Two nights had become seven weeks, and counting. For three of those weeks, she’d been in intensive care. They’d nearly lost her.

			Frying eggs and making toast were the limits of John’s cooking abilities. Besides that, and apart from when Lockyer brought round a supply of ready meals, he seemed happy to subsist on tea and biscuits. Everything else in the fridge went off and wasn’t replaced, and the laundry had soon piled up. It was only when his father had begun to smell that Lockyer had realized how helpless he was without Trudy. He’d come and spent a whole weekend doing the washing.

			But the farm was a two-­person job, as a bare minimum, even in high summer when the workload on a livestock farm was relatively light. In an ideal world it would be a four-­person job. But John seemed to think Trudy would be back at any minute – he had from the moment she’d left. Any suggestion of finding temporary help had been dismissed out of hand.

			‘I should’ve booked more time off,’ Lockyer said. ‘I’ll see if I can. Even if it’s just a few days. Get that baler sorted.’

			But even as he said it Lockyer felt his own treacherous reluctance. He and Broad were due to see Lee Geary’s remains at the mortuary tomorrow, and talk to the pathologist.

			‘You’ve your own work to do,’ John said. ‘Besides, Jody says she knows a thing or two to try.’

			‘With what?’

			‘The baler.’

			Like everything else on the farm, it was held together by orange twine and habit.

			‘Hang on,’ Lockyer said. ‘Who the hell is Jody?’

			John gave him that vaguely puzzled look again. ‘Jody. I told you about her.’

			‘You one hundred per cent didn’t.’

			‘Well.’ He waved a hand. ‘You’ve been on about help. Your mother too.’

			Lockyer was astonished. ‘I never thought you’d actually listen.’

			‘Ah, well, just goes to show your old man’s not completely useless, doesn’t it?’ He arched his eyebrows wearily. ‘Then again, p’raps it shows I am.’

			‘You’re not. I’m just . . . Who is she? Where did you find her?’

			‘Oh, she just bowled up, heard I was on my own. Malcolm had her last year, for the shearing. Seems a useful sort. Filthy mouth, but she knows sheep.’

			‘She “just bowled up”?’ Lockyer didn’t like the sound of that. ‘And she’s going to help around the house, is she?’

			John looked sceptical. ‘Doubt it. Seems more the outdoors type.’

			‘Dad—’

			‘We’re lucky to get anyone at such short notice, Matt. And she’s taken Chris’s old room in lieu, so she won’t cost much.’

			‘She’s living in?’ A prickle of unease. ‘You mean . . . already? She’s here now?’ He looked around the room for any sign of a newcomer, then remembered the fresh milk in the fridge. ‘But you’ve checked her out, right? References?’

			‘I told you, Malcolm had her last year. Don’t worry about it.’ John was emphatic. ‘The dogs like her,’ he added, as though that ought to be enough of an endorsement for anybody.

			Lockyer subsided, still feeling the weird disquiet of not being alone in the house when he’d thought they were. ‘Well, where is she?’ he asked.

			‘Somewhere about,’ John said.

			Lockyer went looking, and found her out in the brick-­and-­flint machine shed, head and shoulders deep inside the Massey Fergusson baler they’d had since before he was born. All he could see was a pair of strong, tanned legs in scuffed rigger boots, and hips in denim shorts.

			‘Hello,’ he said.

			There was a clonk of bone on metal, and a muttered ‘Fuck,’ as she wriggled out.

			She was tall and athletic, with tattoos on her shoulders and arms. She wore a khaki vest top and looked fit, with the deep tan of someone who lived outdoors. Her hair was cropped short, black except for a longer fringe, which had been dyed cerulean blue. Lockyer guessed her age at thirty, or thereabouts. She had a thin silver ring in her nose, a strong jaw, and shrewd brown eyes that swept over him in quick appraisal. ‘You scared the shit out of me,’ she said, wiping her hands on a rag. ‘You must be Matt. The copper. Right?’

			‘You must be Jody.’

			‘That’s me.’

			‘So, er, you’ve come to work for my dad?’

			‘Yep.’

			‘Living in.’

			‘Yep again.’

			‘Right,’ Lockyer said. ‘Have you . . . Do you—’

			‘Can I interrupt you there?’ Jody said. ‘It might save us time if I just give you the potted history. I don’t really live anywhere, except with my gran, in Erlestoke, whenever the work dries up. Otherwise I go where there’s a job. No ties, and I like it that way. I’ve got one GCSE – Maths – and I’ve been on farms all my adult life. I keep myself to myself, I like the work, and I don’t make a mess. What else would you like to know?’

			‘I . . . uh . . .’ Lockyer was firmly on the back foot. ‘Can you cook?’

			Jody laughed. ‘A bit better than your dad. I offered to make him my speciality – beef rendang – but he declined.’

			Lockyer grunted. ‘He doesn’t hold with “foreign muck” for the most part.’

			‘I’ll make sure he doesn’t get scurvy, don’t you worry.’

			‘Where are you from?’

			‘Oh, all over the place.’ She waved an arm. ‘Gran’s always been in Erlestoke, though, so this is close to home.’

			‘Right.’ Lockyer was at a loss.

			Jody watched him for a while, unbothered. ‘I guess you came out to make sure I’m not dodgy, right?’ she said. ‘Not about to rob and murder your old man.’

			‘Something like that.’

			‘Well, you can relax. You’re lucky I was free, actually. I was supposed to be working at the Soul Tree Festival down in Dorset all this week, till fucking Covid knocked it on the head.’

			‘Mind if I ask your full name?’

			‘So you can run me through the computer?’ She grinned. ‘Upton. Jody Ellen Upton. You’ll find a few things in my dim and distant, but nothing major.’

			‘Still. Just to be on the safe side,’ he said, with a smile. It was hard not to like her.

			‘Fair enough.’

			‘Have you figured out what’s wrong with the baler?’

			‘Nah. Well, the pick-­up keeps jamming. I’ve not got to the bottom of why just yet. Probably too late in the day for it now. I love these vintage square balers, though.’ She gave the faded red metal an affectionate thump with her fist. ‘Built to last. Warms the cockles of my heart to hear an old-­school baler banging away.’

			‘Don’t let Dad hear you calling it vintage.’

			‘Nice to find a farm that hasn’t made the move to big bales.’

			‘Oh, you’ll find a lack of progress something of a theme around here.’

			‘Not necessarily a bad thing. You sticking around? I’ll make the rendang, if you fancy it.’

			‘I’m vegetarian.’

			She laughed again, briefly. ‘Christ, you’re serious? And you a farmer’s son?’

			‘I should get home, anyway.’

			He was itching for a shower. Besides, with the smears of machine grease on her burnished skin, and the beginnings of crow’s feet at the corners of her eyes, Jody seemed to fit in there far better than he did. He felt strangely deficient.

			‘Sorry to hear about your mum, by the way,’ Jody said. ‘Poor thing. Hospital’s as bad as prison.’

			‘Thanks.’

			It sounded like she was speaking from experience. Lockyer decided not to ask. ‘Well, if you have any problems, or want to ask about anything . . .’

			He left a gap that Jody didn’t fill.

			‘I guess I’ll see you around, then.’

			‘Yep. Catch you later.’

			 

			After a cool shower and something to eat, Lockyer sat down with a beer and looked at Hedy’s postcard again. It had arrived on Saturday, and gave him no more information now than the first twenty times he’d read it. He read it again anyway. In the truest sense, freedom cannot be bestowed; it must be achieved. A quotation by Franklin D. Roosevelt – he’d had to look it up. It was written in black Biro, signed H, with a single kiss.

			She’d been to his place on just one occasion, but she’d spent a week with his parents on her release from prison, during which time they’d been on their one and only date. They’d had their first kiss, then come back to his to make love. That single letter H caused him snatches of vivid sensual recall. The fall of her hair across her collar bones and chest, the taste of her skin, her long legs locked around his hips. Then she’d left.

			The postmark and stamp were French, the picture a generic one of sunflowers. She must have got out of the country moments before lockdown hit, and was riding out the pandemic on the continent. She’d inherited a house in La Rochelle from Professor Roland Ferris, her old employer, so perhaps that was where she was now.

			Lockyer fixed the card to the fridge with a magnetic bottle opener in the shape of a sombrero that his mate Kevin had brought back from a holiday in Spain.

			Freedom cannot be bestowed. That was what Lockyer had done – what he thought he’d done, by finding the real killer of Mickey Brown. He’d given Hedy her freedom. So was she saying she needed time to accept it, after fourteen years of incarceration? Or to find freedom of a more profound sort before she could think of anything else? The kind of freedom that was nothing to do with locked doors or barred windows. Freedom from anger, bitterness, fear and regret.

			Either way, he read her loud and clear. The card was an acknowledgement of him, and of the fragile bond that had formed between them, in spite of the circumstances. It was perhaps an acknowledgement of the precipitous way in which she’d left. It told him she was safe and well. It was absolutely, positively, not an invitation for him to join her.
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			Day 2, Tuesday

			With a corpse as decomposed as Lee’s the only smell was a faint tang of earth, barely discernible through all the PPE they were wearing. Which was a relief.

			Lockyer had seen enough dead bodies in his career to know that unless there was a bullet hole or a knife sticking out, the exact cause of death was usually apparent only to the pathologist. But, with no hair or gore to hide it, the blow to the back of Lee’s head was plain to see. It had left a pronounced dent from which fissures spread outwards. Lockyer thought again of his tattoo: a skull in the centre of a spider web. The filthy remnants of Lee’s clothes had been removed and stored separately.

			‘Any theories about the weapon?’ Lockyer asked.

			The pathologist, Dr Middleton, tilted her head. ‘From the size of the depression, something big and round. Nothing with a sharp edge.’

			‘Baseball bat?’

			‘Bigger.’

			Lockyer thought again of the bulbous chunks of flint found all over the plain. ‘Would it have killed him instantly?’

			‘Possibly, but it’s hard to say. He’d have been unconscious very quickly. Dead within a maximum of one to two hours, I’d expect. An injury of this kind would almost certainly have caused a subdural haematoma and put pressure on the brain. Without treatment, he didn’t stand a chance.’

			‘But he might have survived? If he’d got to a hospital?’ Broad said.

			‘It’s possible.’

			‘And he . . . he might have been buried alive?’ she went on, sounding appalled.

			‘Again, it’s possible. But, if so, it might not have been deliberate,’ Middleton said. ‘If whoever buried him was in a hurry, they might not have noticed that he hadn’t actually died.’

			Broad leant closer to Lee’s face. It was the first time Lockyer had seen her inspect a corpse. In the bright artificial light of the forensic mortuary they all looked pale, but Broad didn’t seemed excessively so, behind her mask and visor. It was a suitably soulless room. The doors of a run of fridges filled one wall, and eight stainless-­steel tables ringed the room, each with a sink and drain at one end. The windows had obscured glass, and the air-­conditioning was working perfectly. It was blissfully cool in there.

			‘You reported finding nothing in any of his pockets,’ Lockyer said.

			‘Nothing at all,’ she confirmed. ‘In a fresher corpse that might be significant, but with one like this, his possessions could have disintegrated, or been washed away when the flood water moved him.’

			‘We know where he set off from on the last day he was seen, and we think we know where he might have been heading, but we don’t know how he ended up out on the plain,’ Lockyer said. ‘Are you able to throw any light on that at all?’

			‘No, but further investigation might. A full examination of his clothes might find pollen, or other palynomorphs. Fibres, mineral particles, that sort of thing. They might tell you where he went in the hours before his death. You could also try to get a sample from his turbinates.’

			‘I’m sorry, his what?’ Broad said.

			‘Turbinates – tiny frilly bony structures at the top of the nasal passages. They act as filters when we’re alive, keeping small particles out of the lungs and trachea. Those particles can sometimes be retrieved after death, even from a clean skull. It’s tricky, but it can be done.’

			‘Well, great.’

			Broad gave Lockyer an expectant glance, which he shot down at once.

			‘Come on, Gem. Forensics like that cost a lot of money. We’ll have a job getting the super to sign off on it. Unless we can come up with some concrete justification.’

			‘But the results might give us something concrete,’ she protested.

			They looked down at Lee’s skeleton. Even in his denuded state, he only just fitted on the table.

			‘Is his size normal?’ Lockyer asked Dr Middleton.

			‘On the borders of being not so, I would say,’ she replied. ‘Could’ve been a pituitary imbalance of some sort.’

			‘Could his low IQ be linked to his size?’

			Middleton shook her head. ‘Acromegaly isn’t associated with learning disabilities. He has got one hell of a brow ridge. Adult-­onset acromegaly might have caused the bones of his hands, feet and face to enlarge, gradually. But if there’s nothing in his medical records, my guess is that he was just a very large specimen. With not much between the ears,’ she said, not unkindly. ‘It would have been a hell of a job to bury him.’

			‘Definitely buried? Not gradually covered by natural means?’

			‘Hard to say for certain, given the disturbance to the site. But if he died nine years ago, then yes, I’d attribute his state of preservation to having been buried in chalk.’

			‘He was beneath a solitary hawthorn tree, in a grassy hollow,’ Broad said.

			‘Very folkloric,’ Middleton said. ‘Close to Stonehenge, by any chance?’

			‘Not that far away. North of there, near a village called Everleigh.’

			‘Everleigh . . . I believe there’s a site over that way called Giant’s Grave.’

			‘Is there?’ Broad’s eyes widened.

			The pathologist smiled at Broad’s dawning intrigue. ‘Bludgeoning was one of the ways ritual killing was carried out, historically speaking,’ she said. ‘Along with garrotting, or cutting the throat.’

			‘I very much doubt this was a ritual killing,’ Lockyer said. Then he remembered the scrap of yellow ribbon in the tree.

			‘No?’ Middleton said. ‘Bad luck, DC Broad. For a moment there it sounded quite interesting.’

			 

			The mortuary was in Flax Bourton, south-­west of Bristol. From there it took them over an hour to get to Warminster, to where Nigel ‘Badger’ Badgely worked at a branch of KwikFit Tyres.

			‘Bit of a coincidence there being a mystical site up that way called Giant’s Grave, isn’t it?’ Broad said, as they parked.

			‘There are loads of places with names like that,’ Lockyer said. ‘Prehistoric doesn’t mean mystical. And, anyway, that’s not where Lee was buried.’

			‘Way to spoil my fun, guv.’

			The sun glared from parked cars outside the garage. They were invited to wait in a stuffy reception cubicle, with the stink of rubber and the constant din of pneumatic tyre wrenches, but opted to wait outside in the shade of the corrugated wall.

			‘Could we grab a cold drink after this, guv?’ Broad said. ‘Just a Coke or something.’

			Lockyer glanced down at her flushed cheeks, her beleaguered expression. He pointed at a Tesco Express across the road.

			‘Go on,’ he said. ‘It’ll be like a fridge in there. Have as much cold Coke as you want. I’ll catch you up on anything interesting Mr Badgely has to say.’

			‘Thanks, guv.’

			Badger was a short, unhealthy-­looking man in his late thirties, with greasy hair, several days’ stubble on his chin, and the yellow stain of nicotine on two fingers of his left hand. He’d undone the top half of his overalls and knotted the arms around his waist, but the result was less calendar model, more exhausted pit-­miner.

			‘All right?’ he said amiably, by way of a greeting. ‘What can I do you for?’

			‘Mr Badgely, I’m Detective Inspector Lockyer, Wiltshire Police.’

			Lockyer showed his ID, and Badger paled.

			‘I’d like to ask you a few questions about Lee Geary.’

			Badger squinted up at Lockyer. ‘Mind if I smoke while we talk? Only I ain’t got long – we’re busy today.’

			‘Looks like hot work.’

			‘Roasting my bollocks off.’ He gave a grin. ‘My heart shot off like the clappers when you said who you was just then ’fore I remembered I ain’t done nothing wrong. Muscle memory, see.’

			‘Yes. It’s quite the record you have.’

			‘Just kids’ stuff.’ He took a long drag. ‘Clean as a whistle, these days.’

			‘How well did you know Mr Geary?’

			‘Since school. Lee was a good lad, thick as pig shit, but he’d do anything for a friend. Found ’im, have you?’

			‘Yes.’

			‘Not alive either, I’m guessing.’

			‘No. I’m afraid not. It looks as though he died some time in 2011. Did you spend much time with him that year?’

			‘Here and there, yeah. Can’t remember that far back, exactly.’

			‘His sister doesn’t seem to think you were a good influence on her brother.’

			‘Karen? Nah, not surprised she don’t think much of me. I got Lee into some scrapes, back in the day. But I always looked out for him. People can be evil fuckers when they smell weakness. They were always taking the piss, trying to rile him up and get him into fights and that. One time a bunch of ’em had a bet on how much vodka they could get down him before he passed out, fuck’s sake. I was the one in A and E with him afterwards, getting his stomach pumped.’

			‘I heard you got him drunk and took him to get that tattoo on his head. The skull in the spider’s web.’

			‘Well, yeah, I did do that. But only so he wouldn’t shit himself at the sight of the needle – he wasn’t drunk-­drunk. I thought if we made him look proper terrifying people would leave him alone.’ He took another drag. ‘Didn’t work.’

			‘I’m shocked,’ Lockyer said.

			Badger grinned again. ‘Never said it was a good idea, did I?’

			‘When did you last see Lee?’

			‘Christ, now you’re asking. Can’t remember exactly, but I reckon it was a good few weeks before Karen came round, saying he was missing. You’ve got to understand what it’s like when you’re on the dole and drinking a lot, up all night smoking stuff you shouldn’t . . . The days sort of blur into one. Back then I couldn’t ’ave told you if it was April or Tuesday, most days.’

			‘Lee’s body was found about twenty miles north of Salisbury. Do you have any idea why he might have travelled out there? Or who with?’

			‘What, like, onto the plain? Nah, sorry, I dunno.’

			Lockyer opened the MCIT’s brief report and handed a page to Badger. ‘This is the list we have of Lee’s known associates, from the time of his disappearance.’

			Badger scanned it briefly. One of the names was Acid. Another was Eggy.

			‘Anyone else you can think of?’ Lockyer asked. ‘Any surnames – or Christian names, for that matter? Anyone you can put us in touch with?’

			‘Nah. Sorry, mate. I mean, I think Eggy’s surname was Egton, or Egley, something like that. But a lot can happen in a decade. People move around, or get put away. I met the missus and went straight, and you can’t stay pals with the likes of Eggy once you’ve got kiddies to look after.’

			‘I can imagine.’

			‘I’m sorry about poor old Lee, though. He was never one of the bad ones, just caught up in it all, you know? No way out.’

			‘Did he have a girlfriend?’

			‘A girlfriend?’ Badger smirked. ‘No. I mean . . . he weren’t a virgin or nothing. There was always the odd girl who’d come along, take one look at him and think, Now, there’s a mountain I’d like to climb, if you get my meaning . . . But I guess it’s true what they say ’bout size not being everything, because they never stuck around afterwards. Just used him, they did,’ Badger said sadly. He brightened. ‘Still, at least he got his end away. More than I can say, back then. Grotty little scrote, I was.’

			‘Did you ever meet Ridgeway Kingsley-­Jones, or Stefanie Gould?’

			Badger’s eyes narrowed. ‘Those were the other two that got arrested when that girl was killed, right?’

			‘Holly Gilbert. Yes.’

			Badger took a final drag, right down to the filter, then ground the butt under his toe. ‘I don’t remember her. But him . . . He used to get shirty when people asked about his name. I only met him once or twice, at parties and that, but you could tell he was that type.’

			‘Ridgeway? Which type?’

			‘The type that likes an excuse to get shirty. I steered clear of ’im.’

			‘Do you know what he was involved in?’

			‘Bit more than the usual, I reckon. Maybe more on the supply side, yeah?’

			‘Did he get Lee involved in anything like that?’

			‘I dunno. And I’d tell you if I thought it’d get that wanker Ridgeway in trouble, swear to God. But, like I said, I steered clear.’ He stared down at his battered shoes. ‘Maybe I cocked up there. Maybe I should’ve tried to get Lee away from him.’ He shrugged. ‘Too bloody late now.’

			‘Was Lee ever violent? Did he ever lose his temper?’

			Badger was dismissive. ‘Lee didn’t have a temper to lose. That’s a fact. And I never believed he had anything to do with that girl getting killed. I said so at the time. Not that anyone took a blind bit of notice of the likes of me.’

			 

			‘I’ve been meaning to ask,’ Broad said loudly, over the racket of the open window as they drove back to the station. ‘How’s your mum doing?’

			Lockyer fought the urge to reply, Fine, and shut the conversation down. It was easier than watching people search for the right thing to say. He’d never known how to respond to sympathy. Beyond Broad and DSU Considine, he hadn’t told anyone at work about Trudy’s prolonged stay in hospital – and he’d only told them to explain his need to leave early at times, to comply with visiting hours. But Broad had a tendency to say the right thing, and it felt wrong to lie to her.

			‘I’m not sure,’ he said. ‘She’s not been picking up the phone these past couple of days. I’m going in to see her later.’

			‘Bet she’ll be happy to see you – I was bored to death when I was in for my appendix, and that was only three days.’

			Lockyer hoped his mother was well enough to be bored.

			‘Must be so hard not knowing exactly when she’s coming out,’ Broad said.

			‘I need to see her doctor, and get some answers. It’s impossible to talk to anyone on the phone.’

			‘I expect they’re still pretty busy . . .’ Broad trailed off.

			‘I know,’ he said. ‘But it’s not easy being patient when you’re being kept in the dark.’

			Broad changed the subject. ‘Never heard the name Ridgeway before. Mind you, I knew a bloke at college called Atlas.’

			‘Seriously?’

			‘Weediest kid you ever saw.’ She laughed.

			‘Sign of egotistical parents, I’ve always thought, really “out there” baby names,’ Lockyer said. ‘Not thinking of the child, just wanting to show the world how exceptional they are.’

			‘Maybe. Or they could just be besotted, and wanting to show that their kid is special and unique.’ She gave him a sideways glance. ‘You and I being the authority on parenting, of course.’

			‘Of course.’

			Back at the station, with a trace of guilt, Lockyer ran a search on Jody Ellen Upton. The station was quieter than it had ever been, pre-­pandemic. Those staff who could work from home were doing so, and the remaining teams were spread out in bubbles, some in old police buildings that hadn’t been in use for years. Now, in the heat-­wave, the station had a half-­empty, school-­holiday vibe that Lockyer quite liked. He hadn’t set eyes on Steve Saunders, the colleague who liked him least and aggravated him most, in weeks. But he was going to have to, sooner rather than later. Steve had started his career at Salisbury nick. He’d worked the Holly Gilbert case the first time around.

			Lockyer soon discovered that Jody had been speaking from experience when she’d compared hospital to prison. She’d served eighteen months for actual bodily harm and possession of a temporary-­class substance with intent to supply – probably a legal high of some kind. She’d been convicted in 2011 at the age of twenty-­five, which made her thirty-­four now, and had been clean ever since. Or, at least, hadn’t been caught for anything else. The ABH had been a fight with another woman, who’d ended up with a broken nose. Lockyer could well imagine Jody standing triumphant over a fallen enemy. She’d had the air of a person who didn’t back down.

			With a start, he noticed she’d been an inmate of HMP Eastwood Park in 2012. Hedy Lambert had been there at the same time. He’d visited her there more than once. At the time of her release his father’s depression had been bad and getting worse, but having Hedy around had seemed to help. Lockyer wasn’t sure whether Jody would have the same effect, but time would tell.

			‘Guv?’ Broad broke into his thoughts, swivelling her chair towards him. She’d found a desk fan, and her cheeks were a calmer colour than they had been. She’d been studying an OS map. ‘I’ve found that place, Giant’s Grave. It’s a long barrow, so, like, old, I guess.’

			‘A Stone Age burial chamber,’ Lockyer said. ‘Definitely old.’

			‘Anyway, it’s about three and a half miles north-­west of Everleigh. And about halfway between that and the village there’s another prehistoric site: Old Hat Barrow. I always wondered how the farm had got its name.’

			Lockyer sat forward. ‘How far is Old Hat Farm from where Lee’s body was found?’

			Broad checked. ‘About a mile. That has to be where Lee was headed that day, right?’

			‘MCIT officers already went to Old Hat Farm, and spoke to Holly’s family. They denied any knowledge of Lee’s death.’

			‘Well – to quote a quote – they would, wouldn’t they?’ Broad said.

			‘Have you got the file there? Remind me who exactly lives at the farm.’

			Broad checked. ‘Mr and Mrs McNeil. He was Holly Gilbert’s father. She’s no relation.’

			‘That’s it?’

			‘Apparently. Holly had been living with them for about six months when she died. Before that she lived with her mum. In Surrey, I think it was.’

			‘Right. Well, let’s get everything we can on Ridgeway Kingsley-­Jones and Stefanie Gould. If Lee’s death is linked to theirs, and if all three are linked to Holly Gilbert’s, we need as much detail as we can get.’

			‘Guv, you do know who worked the case originally? Back in 2011?’

			‘I know,’ Lockyer said, sensing trouble ahead. ‘I’ll talk to him. Just . . . not today.’

			 

			Trudy Lockyer was in a room of four beds attached to a high-dependency ward. It was a monochrome space – white walls, grey floor. The windows were open, and the warm air pushing in was the only soft thing in a room full of metal and plastic. Wearing a plastic apron, gloves and a mask, Lockyer was permitted to sit two metres from his mother. No touching, of course, no hug or kiss.

			‘How are you feeling, Mum?’

			‘Oh, not so bad.’ She smiled weakly. ‘Better than yesterday, I think.’

			He knew she was lying. She no longer had Covid and her blood oxygen was back to normal. They’d all assumed she was over the worst. Yet she barely had the strength to roll her head towards him, let alone sit up. His mother’s usually keen eyes were dull, her face slack and colourless.

			‘I’ve tried to call you a few times,’ he said.

			‘Have you? Sorry, love. I’m so dozy at the moment. It’s lovely to see you.’

			‘You look tired.’

			‘It’s very odd,’ she murmured. ‘I can’t seem to get up the steam to do very much at all.’

			‘I expect your body’s just recovering from the virus,’ Lockyer said hopefully.

			‘Yes, probably.’ She shifted her legs a little, and winced.

			‘Are you in pain?’

			‘Just these dratted pins and needles that won’t seem to go.’

			‘Has the doctor said anything about it?’

			‘Oh, they’re going to do some tests, I think,’ she said vaguely.

			‘Are you eating?’

			‘Matthew, dear, I’m doing everything I’m told. But I’m hardly working up an appetite just lying here.’

			‘But you need to keep your strength up,’ he said.

			‘Don’t worry about me. How’s your dad?’

			‘All right, I think. He misses you.’

			‘I miss him, too. And the dogs.’ She blinked slowly. ‘Can’t wait to be home.’

			‘He’s got this new girl started. Jody. She . . . seems a character. And she’s living in.’

			‘Good. Simpler that way, I suppose.’

			‘Did you know about it?’

			‘Well, I told him to ring around a couple of the neighbours to see if they could recommend someone. Every now and then he does as I say.’

			‘She’s got a record. Been in prison.’

			A tiny frown. ‘Recently?’

			‘No.’

			‘Well, then. I’m sure it’s nothing to worry about.’ Trudy shut her eyes for a moment. ‘You’ll keep an eye on them, won’t you?’

			‘Course I will, Mum.’

			‘Any word from Hedy?’

			She’d asked frequently in the beginning but not for ages. She’d liked Hedy; liked even better the idea that Lockyer might have found someone.

			‘Well . . .’ he said, looking out at the bright sky beyond the window. The ward was four storeys up. A row of speckled starlings were jostling and chattering along the dry guttering of the opposite wing. ‘. . . funny you should ask. She sent a postcard, actually. Doesn’t say much – doesn’t say where she is, even. But I guess she must be okay. It was sent from France, so . . .’ He trailed off, looked back and realised Trudy had fallen asleep. He wanted to reach out and take her hand. He wanted to straighten the sheet, which had got snarled around one of her feet. He wanted to shake her, because it scared him that she couldn’t stay awake even for the length of his visit. But he obeyed the rules, and did nothing.

			Lockyer spoke to the ward sister, and was told a doctor would come and speak to him, if he was prepared to wait. He found a chair in a lounge area on the other side of the corridor, and stared into space for several minutes, trying to shake the feeling that something was very wrong with his mother. Then took out his phone and Googled Holly Gilbert.

			Beneath all the LinkedIn, Facebook and Twitter suggestions, he found several local news pages, dating from June 2011.

			A303 Bridge Death Tragedy.

			A woman who was killed after being struck by a vehicle on the A303 in the early hours of Wednesday morning has been named as twenty-­year-­old Holly Gilbert, who lived near Everleigh. Miss Gilbert, a student, is thought to have fallen from the footbridge over the dual carriageway east of the Countess Services. Police have yet to confirm if they are looking for anybody else in connection with the incident. The A303 was closed for six hours while police carried out their investigation, causing long tailbacks in both directions.
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