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1


  12 February 2016



DCI Nelson,

Well, here we are again. Truly our end is our beginning. That corpse you buried in your garden, has it begun to sprout? Will it bloom this year? You must have wondered whether I, too, was buried deep in the earth. Oh ye of little faith. You must have known that I would rise again.

You have grown older, Harry. There is grey in your hair and you have known sadness. Joy too but that also can bring anguish. The dark nights of the soul. You could not save Scarlet but you could save the innocent who lies within the stone circle. Believe me, Harry, I want to help.

The year is turning. The shoots rise from the grass. Imbolc is here and we dance under the stars.

Go to the stone circle.

In peace.




DCI Harry Nelson pushes the letter away from him and lets out something that sounds like a groan. The other people in the briefing room—Superintendent Jo Archer, DS Dave Clough, DS Judy Johnson and DS Tanya Fuller—look at him with expressions ranging from concern to ill-concealed excitement.

‘He’s back,’ says Clough.

‘Bollocks,’ says Nelson. ‘He’s dead.’

‘Excuse me,’ says Jo Archer, Super Jo to her admirers. ‘Would someone mind putting me in the picture?’ Jo Archer has only been at King’s Lynn for a year, taking over from smooth, perma-tanned Gerald Whitcliffe. At first she seemed the embodiment of all Nelson’s worst nightmares—holding meetings where everyone is supposed to talk about their feelings, instigating something unspeakable called a ‘group huddle’—but recently he has come to view her with a grudging respect. But he doesn’t relish the prospect of explaining the significance of the letter to his boss. She’ll be far too interested, for one thing.

But no one else seems prepared to speak so Nelson says, in his flattest and most unemotional voice, ‘It must have been twenty years ago now. A child went missing. Lucy Downey. And I started to get letters like this. Full of stuff about Gods and the seasons and mystical crap. Then, ten years on, we found a child’s bones on the Saltmarsh. I wasn’t sure how old they were so I asked Ruth—Dr Ruth Galloway—to examine them. Those bones were nothing to do with the case, they were Iron Age or something, but I got Ruth to look at the letters. She thought they might be from someone with archaeological knowledge. Anyway, as you know, we found Lucy but another child died. The killer was drowned on the marshes. The letter writer was a Norwegian professor called Erik Anderssen. He died that night too. And this,’ he points at the letter on the table, ‘reads like one of his.’

‘It sounds like someone who knows you,’ says Judy.
 
‘Because it goes on about me being grey and sad?’ says Nelson. ‘Thanks a lot.’

No one says anything. The joys and sorrows of the last few years are imprinted on all of them, even Jo.

After a few seconds, Jo says, ‘What’s this about a stone circle?’

‘God knows,’ says Nelson. ‘I’ve never heard of anything like that. There was that henge thing they found years ago but that was made of wood.’

‘Wasn’t the henge thing where you found the murdered child last time?’ says Jo, revealing slightly more knowledge than she has hitherto admitted to.

‘Yes,’ says Nelson. ‘It was on the beach near the Saltmarsh. Nothing’s left of it now. All the timbers and suchlike are in the museum.’

‘Cathbad says they should have been left where they were,’ says Judy.

Judy’s partner, Cathbad, is a druid who first came to the attention of the police when he protested about the removal of the henge timbers. Everyone in the room knows Cathbad so no one thinks this is worth commenting on, although Clough mutters ‘of course he does’.


‘This is probably nothing,’ says Jo, gesturing at the letter which still lies, becalmed, in the centre of the table. ‘But we should check up the stone circle thing. Nelson, can you ask Ruth if she knows anything about it?’

Once again everyone avoids Nelson’s eye as he takes the letter and puts it in his pocket.

‘I’ll give her a ring later,’ he says.



‘How did you know about the stone circle?’ says Ruth.

Nelson is taken aback. He has retreated into his office and shut the door for this phone call and now he stands up and starts to pace the room.

‘What do you mean?’

‘A team from UCL were digging at the original henge site just before Christmas. They think they’ve found a second circle.’

‘Is this one made of stone?’

‘No,’ says Ruth and he hears her switching into a cautious, academic tone. ‘This is wood too. Bog oak like the other one. But they’re calling it the stone circle because a stone cist was found in the centre.’

‘What’s a cist when it’s at home?’

‘A grave, a coffin.’

Nelson stops pacing. ‘A coffin? What was inside?’

‘Human skeletal matter,’ says Ruth. ‘Bones. We’re waiting for carbon-14 results.’

Nelson knows that carbon-14 results, which tests the level of carbon left in human remains, are useful for dating but are only accurate within a range of about a hundred years. He doesn’t want to give Ruth the chance to explain this again.

‘Why this sudden interest in the Bronze Age?’ says Ruth.

‘I’ve had a letter,’ says Nelson.

There’s a silence. Then Ruth says, her voice changing again, ‘What sort of letter?’

‘A bit like the ones I had before. About Lucy and Scarlet. It had some of the same stuff in it.’

‘What do you mean “the same stuff”?’

‘About corpses sprouting, shoots rising from the earth. Imbolc. The sort of stuff that was in Erik’s letters.’

‘But . . .’ Nelson can hear the same reactions he witnessed in his colleagues earlier: disbelief, anger, fear. ‘Erik’s dead.’

‘He certainly looked dead to me when we hauled him out of the water.’

‘I went to his funeral. They burned his body on a Viking boat.’

‘So it can’t be him,’ says Nelson. ‘It’s some nutter. What worries me is that it’s a nutter who knows a bit about me. The letter mentions a stone circle. That’s why I rang.’

‘It can’t be this circle. I mean, no one knows about it.’

‘Except your archaeologist pals.’

‘Actually, they’ve got funding for a new dig,’ says Ruth. ‘It’s starting on Monday. I was planning to drop in for a few hours in the morning.’

It’s Friday now. Nelson should be getting ready to go home for the weekend. He says, ‘I might drop by myself if I’m not too busy. And I’d like to show you the letter because, well, you saw the others.’


There’s another tiny sliver of silence and Ruth says, ‘Isn’t the baby due any day now?’

‘Yes,’ says Nelson. ‘That might change my plans.’

‘Give Michelle my best,’ says Ruth.

‘I will,’ says Nelson. He wants to say more but Ruth has gone.
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Ruth reruns this conversation on a loop as she drives to collect her daughter from Sandra, her childminder. She has deliberately been keeping her interactions with Nelson to the minimum. She sees him every other Saturday when he takes Kate out for the morning but she manages to keep their conversation general and upbeat; they sound like two breakfast TV presenters handing over to the weather forecast. ‘How are you?’ ‘Fine. Getting sick of this weather.’ ‘Yes, when’s the sun going to come out?’ But this latest development takes her back to a time that still feels dangerous and disturbing: her first meeting with Nelson, the discovery of the bones on the marsh, the hunt for the missing children, her last encounter with Erik. Over the last ten years she has, by and large, dealt with these memories by ignoring them but the discovery of the new henge in December, and now Nelson’s mention of the letter, has brought everything back. She can still feel the wind on her face as she ran across the uncertain ground, half-land half-sea, knowing that a murderer was on her trail. She can hear Lucy’s voice calling from deep underground. She can see the police helicopter, like a great misshapen bird, stirring the waters of the tidal pool that had taken a man’s life.

Corpses sprouting, shoots rising from the earth. That’s what Nelson had said, the words sounding strange in his careful policeman’s voice, the vowels still recognisably Lancastrian even after more than twenty years down south. It had to be a coincidence and yet Ruth does not trust coincidences. One of the few opinions that she shares with Nelson.

Kate, her seven-year-old daughter, is drawing at Sandra’s kitchen table and acknowledges Ruth with a friendly, yet dismissive, wave.

‘I’m doing a Valentine’s card,’ she says.

Ruth’s heart sinks. She has managed to forget that it is Valentine’s Day on Sunday (VD she calls it in her head). In her opinion, the whole thing is an abomination: the explosion of bleeding hearts in the shops, the sentimental songs on the radio, the suggestion that, if you are not in possession of a single red rose by midnight, you will die alone and be eaten by your pet cat. Ruth has had her share of Valentines in the past but this doesn’t lessen her distaste for the whole business. She’s never had a card from Nelson; their relationship is too complicated and clandestine. Roses are red, violets are blue. You’ve had my baby but I can’t be with you. She tries not to think about Nelson presenting his heavily pregnant wife with a vast bouquet (he will go for something obvious from a florist, red roses tied in ribbon and encased in cellophane). She wonders who is the intended recipient of Kate’s artwork.


Ruth doesn’t ask though and Kate doesn’t tell her. She puts the card, which seems to show a large cat on a wall, in her school bag and goes to put her coat on. Ruth thanks Sandra and has the obligatory chat about ‘thank goodness it’s Friday, let’s hope the rain holds off’. Then she is driving off with her daughter, away from the suburbs towards the coast.

It’s dark by the time that they get home. When they get out of the car they can hear the sea breaking against the sandbar and the air smells brackish which means that the tide is coming in. Ruth’s cottage is one of three at the very edge of the marshes. Her only neighbours are an itinerant Indigenous Australian poet and a London family who only visit for the occasional weekend. The road is often flooded in winter and, when it snows, you can be cut off for days. The Saltmarsh is a bird sanctuary and, in the autumn, you can see great flocks of geese coming in to hibernate, their wings pink in the sunlight as they wheel and turn. Now, in February, it’s a grey place even in daylight, grey-green marshes merging with grey sky and greyer sea. But there are signs that spring is coming, snowdrops growing along the footpaths and the occasional glimpse of bright yellow marsh marigolds. Ruth has lived here for twenty years and still loves it, despite the house’s increasing inconvenience for a single parent with a child whose social life now requires a separate diary.

It was on the beach at the edge of the marshes that the henge was first discovered. Ruth remembers Erik’s cry of joy as he knelt on the sand before the first sunken post, the sign that they had found the sacred circle itself. She remembers the frenzied days of excavation, working desperately to remove the timbers before the sea reclaimed them. She remembers the druids protesting, the bonfires, the burning brands. It was during one of the protests that she first met Cathbad, now one of her dearest friends. And now they have found a second circle. Ruth worked on the dig in December and performed the first examination on the bones found in the stone cist. Now, during this second excavation, a lithics expert will look more closely at the stones and archaeologists will try to date the wooden posts. Ruth is looking forward to visiting the site again. It will never be the same as that first discovery though, that day, almost twenty years ago now, when the henge seemed to rise from the sea.

‘Hurry up, Mum,’ says Kate, becoming bored by her mother staring out to sea. ‘Flint will be waiting for us.’

And, when Ruth opens the door, her large ginger cat is indeed waiting for them, managing to convey the impression that he has been doing this all day.

‘He’s hungry,’ says Kate, picking the cat up. There was a time when he seemed almost bigger than her; even now on his hind legs he reaches up to her waist.

‘There’s food in his bowl,’ says Ruth. But, nevertheless, she removes the perfectly edible cat food and replaces it with a fresh offering. Flint sniffs at it once and then walks away. He isn’t really hungry—he has just consumed a tasty vole—but he does like to keep his human minders on their toes.

Kate switches on the television, a habit that never ceases to annoy Ruth but she doesn’t say anything. She starts to cook macaroni cheese for supper, one of her stock of boring but acceptable dishes. She tries to read the Guardian at the same time, propped up behind the pots which should contain tea and coffee but are actually full of mysterious objects like old raffle tickets and tiny toolkits from Christmas crackers.

She has left her phone in her bag by the front door but Kate calls to tell her it is ringing. She manages to catch the call in time. Frank.

‘Hi,’ he says. ‘How was your day?’

‘OK. Phil is more megalomaniacal than ever. I’m expecting him to make his horse a senator at any minute.’ Phil is Ruth’s boss at the University of North Norfolk. He adores publicity and is very jealous of the fact that Ruth occasionally appears on television.

‘Same here.’ Frank is teaching at Cambridge. ‘Geoff now continually refers to himself in the third person. “Geoff is disappointed with student outcomes”, “Geoff has some important news about funding”.’

Ruth laughs and takes the phone into the kitchen.

‘Frank was wondering if you wanted to go out for dinner tomorrow.’

‘Ruth doesn’t know if she can get a babysitter. Shall we stop this now?’

‘I think we should. I could come over and cook?’ Frank, a single father for many years, has his own small store of recipes but at least they are different from Ruth’s.

‘That would be nice.’ Please don’t let him mention VD.


‘I’ll come to you for seven-ish. Is that OK?’

‘Great. Kate would like to see you before she goes to bed.’ Which, on a Saturday, is becoming later and later. Ruth will have to bribe her with an audio book.

‘See you then.’ Frank rings off but seconds later she receives a text:


  Are you pleased I didn’t mention Valentine’s?


Ruth doesn’t know whether to be pleased or slightly irritated.



Ruth is glad that she has the evening to look forward to because the shadow of VD looms over Saturday. It’s not one of Nelson’s Saturdays so Ruth takes Kate swimming in King’s Lynn and even at the pool there are red balloons and exhortations to ‘Treat yourself to a Valentine’s Day Spa’. At least she has arranged to meet Cathbad and his son, Michael, and, after their swim, the children play in the circle of hell known as the Soft Play Area and the adults drink something frothy which may or may not contain coffee.

‘Are you taking Judy out for Valentine’s Day?’ asks Ruth, dispiritedly eating the chocolate from the top of her ‘cappuccino’.

‘No, but I’ll cook us something special,’ says Cathbad. In jeans and jumper with his long wet hair tied back in a ponytail, Cathbad looks like any ageing hipster dad. He still wears his cloak sometimes but Ruth has noticed that more and more, when he’s with his children, especially Michael whose embarrassment threshold is low, Cathbad mimes a slightly offbeat version of conventionality. Apart from running a few evening classes in meditation and past life regression, he’s the full-time carer for Michael, six, and Miranda, three, and seems to enjoy the role. Ruth often ponders on the fact that this apparently makes Judy a ‘working mother’ and Cathbad a ‘stay-at-home father’ as if mothers never have jobs outside the home and caring for children isn’t work. Nelson is, presumably, a ‘working father’ though no one would ever label him in this way. Ruth’s mother often used to describe her, rather apologetically, as a ‘career woman’ but Nelson, who is consumed by his job, will never be described as a ‘career man’. Will Michelle go back to work as a hairdresser after this new baby is born?

Time to stop thinking about that.

‘Valentine’s is crap though, isn’t it?’ she says.

‘I don’t mind it,’ says Cathbad, waving to Michael who is about to descend the tubular slide. ‘I like ritual and saints’ days. And it’s another way of marking the coming of spring. Like Ash Wednesday and Imbolc.’

Nelson had mentioned Imbolc, Ruth remembers. But she doesn’t want to tell Cathbad about the new letter.

‘When is Imbolc?’ she asks. ‘Beginning of February?’

‘It’s flexible,’ says Cathbad, ‘but usually the first or second of February. It used to be a feast dedicated to Bridgid, the goddess of fertility, but then it got taken over by Christianity and Bridgid became St Bridget. In Ireland children still make rush crosses for St Bridget’s Day.’

Cathbad grew up in Ireland and was raised as a Catholic but, like the feast day, he is flexible, incorporating both pagan and Christian traditions into his belief system. Ruth sometimes thinks that what he really likes is any excuse for a party.

‘Are you seeing Frank this weekend?’ asks Cathbad.

‘He’s coming over tonight to cook me a meal.’

‘That’s nice,’ says Cathbad. His expression is bland but Ruth thinks she knows what he’s thinking.

She takes pity on him. ‘It’s going well with Frank. We’ve got a lot in common.’

‘He’s a good person,’ says Cathbad. ‘He has a very serene energy.’

There’s a brief silence during which Ruth knows that they are thinking of someone who could never be described as serene. She says, ‘Michelle’s baby is due any day now.’

‘I know. Judy says Nelson is worse tempered than ever at work. It must be the worry.’

‘Or maybe it’s just bad temper.’

‘No, he has a good heart really.’

‘Let’s hope the baby isn’t born on Sunday,’ says Ruth, ‘or he’ll have to call it Valentine.’

‘I like the name Valentine,’ says Cathbad. ‘It’s got a certain power.’ His children, though, all have names beginning with M, for reasons that are not entirely clear to anyone, even him. He also has a twenty-four-year-old daughter called Madeleine from a previous relationship.

‘Valentine Nelson,’ says Ruth. ‘I can’t see it.’

‘Of course 2016 is a leap year,’ says Cathbad. ‘There’s a certain power in being born on 29th February. Funnily enough, in Ireland leap years are associated with St Bridget. She’s said to have struck a deal with St Patrick to allow women to propose to men on one day of the year.’

‘Bully for her,’ says Ruth. ‘I’m sure Michelle doesn’t want to wait until the 29th to have her baby.’

She thinks about this conversation intermittently over the rest of the day. She doesn’t envy Cathbad and Judy their relationship, or even Nelson and Michelle. By and large, she is happy with her life in her little cottage on the edge of the marshes with her daughter and her cat. If she has ever dreamed of a life with Nelson, the dream ended after the rapturous love-making and hasn’t encompassed life in a confined space with a man who takes up too much room, literally and metaphorically. It’s just that, on days like this, she does wonder if she’ll ever have a romantic relationship again. But, at seven o’clock, there is Frank, bearing chocolates, wine and two steaks in a rather bloody bag. Kate has already had her supper but she insists on showing Frank her collection of Sylvanian animals and all her spelling/maths/ reading certificates (this takes some time as Kate seems to win a new award every week). Eventually, though, Kate is tucked up in bed listening to Stephen Fry reading Harry Potter and Ruth and Frank have their meal.

It’s a nice evening. They talk about work and the idiocies of their relative bosses. They talk about Kate and about Frank’s children in America. Even Flint sits next to Frank and purrs at him loudly with his eyes closed. But, at eleven o’clock, Frank picks up his car keys and sets off home. They kiss on the doorstep, both cheeks like acquaintances at a smart party. Ruth locks the door, turns off the lights and goes upstairs, followed by Flint. What is happening with Frank? They had once had a proper relationship, complete with extremely good sex. Is Frank now just a friend who cooks her meals and takes her out sometimes? Is he seeing someone else, a stunning classicist from Christ’s or an economist from Girton with a PhD and a thigh gap?

But, as Ruth is about to turn out the light, she sees that she is not in bed alone. On her pillow is a card showing a fat ginger cat on a wall.

‘Happy Vallentines Day Mum,’ it says.



Nelson is woken by a knock on the door. Three knocks actually. Staccato and self-important. Bruno, the German shepherd, barks in response. Is it the postman? But it’s Sunday and—Nelson looks at the clock radio—6.30 a.m. Michelle is asleep, lying on her back, her stomach a mound under the bedclothes. She is finding it increasingly difficult to sleep in these last days of her pregnancy and Nelson doesn’t want to wake her. His daughter Laura, living at home while she studies to become a teacher, was out late last night and will be dead to the world. Nelson gets up as quietly as he can and pads downstairs in pyjama bottoms and a ‘No. 1 Dad’ T-shirt, a bit embarrassing but all he could find to wear last night.

‘Coming,’ he mutters irritably. Bruno is standing in the hallway staring at the door. He’s actually not much of a barker; he prefers to assess situations and then act accordingly. Nelson thinks this could be because he came from a litter destined to be police dogs. ‘Good boy,’ says Nelson. He opens the door. There’s no one there. Nelson looks up and down the street but the cul-de-sac is still asleep, no movement except for a ginger cat walking very slowly along a wall. The cat reminds Nelson of Ruth. He turns to go back into the house and it’s only then that he notices the brown paper bag on the step.

In the kitchen, watched intently by Bruno, Nelson tips the bag upside down on the table. Inside is a stone with a hole through the middle and a note, black writing on red paper.

‘Greetings,’ it says, ‘from Jack Valentine.’


3

‘It’s an old Norfolk tradition,’ says Tom Henty, the desk sergeant who has been at the station for as long as anyone can remember. ‘Three knocks on the door and, when you go to answer it, there’s nobody there but Jack Valentine has left a present, usually in a brown paper bag.’

‘I’ve never heard of that tradition,’ says Clough, halfway through his second breakfast of the day, ‘and I was born and brought up in Norfolk.’

‘It’s an east Norfolk thing,’ says Tom. ‘I was born in Yarmouth.’

By now Nelson is used to the local belief that Norfolk is a vast place where the north, south, east and west regions are separated by massive, immovable barriers. As for Suffolk, it might as well be on a different planet.

‘Whoever left me this is from east Norfolk then,’ he says, pointing to the stone and the note on the briefing room table. Judy picks up the stone and looks through the hole.

‘Cathbad would say that this is a witch stone. Stones with holes in are meant to be magical.’


Clough laughs and chokes on his Egg McMuffin but Nelson has learnt to listen to Cathbad’s pronouncements.

‘In what way?’ he says.

‘I’ll ask him,’ says Judy. ‘I think they’re meant to ward against evil.’

‘I’ll ask Ruth,’ says Nelson, not meeting anyone’s eyes. ‘I’m going to drop in on the dig in Holme later. Just to follow up on that stone circle thing.’

Tom’s thoughts are as slow and deliberate as his speech. ‘Then there’s Snatch Valentine,’ he says now.

Clough chokes again.

‘Present on the doorstep with a string attached,’ says Tom. ‘Child goes to grab the parcel but the string moves it just out of reach. Child chases the present until it’s out of sight. Child is never seen again.’

There’s a brief silence.

‘Bloody hell,’ says Clough, dusting himself for crumbs. ‘That’s a cheerful little story.’

‘Where there’s light there’s dark,’ says Judy. ‘Some cultures believe that Father Christmas is accompanied by an evil imp who punishes bad children.’

‘It’s probably nothing,’ says Nelson, ‘but it worries me that it was delivered to the house. I haven’t said anything to Michelle. I don’t want to upset her. The baby’s due any day now.’

No one says anything. They all know that, in the summer, someone else found Nelson’s house, a man with a gun and a grudge against Nelson. Michelle and her daughter were both held at gunpoint and Tim, a police officer who had once been with King’s Lynn CID, was killed. They all understand why Nelson has not told his wife about this new development.

‘Do you think it’s got anything to do with the other letter?’ says Clough. ‘The one about the corpse sprouting?’

‘Don’t know,’ says Nelson. ‘The first letter was typed, of course, so we can’t get a handwriting match. But what are the odds of two nutters writing to me at the same time?’

‘Pretty high, I would think,’ says Clough.



Ruth drops Kate at school and drives back to the Saltmarsh, following the signs to the birdwatching trail. The car park, with its boarded-up ice-cream kiosk and notices about rare birds, reminds her irresistibly of the time when she first met Nelson. He had wanted her opinion about bones found on the marshes and they had driven here from the university—her first experience of Nelson’s driving—parked by the kiosk and walked to the shallow grave where she had seen the dull gleam of an Iron Age torque and had known that this corpse, at least, would not be bothering the tall, rather intimidating, man at her side. She remembers Clough following them, carrying a bag containing litter found on the path. How alien they had seemed to her then, these grimfaced policemen, concerned only with what they referred to as ‘the crime scene’. She knows more now, has attended many such scenes, but she knows that, in some ways, she’ll always be an outsider.

There are several other cars in the car park, mud-spattered vehicles that look as if they might belong to archaeologists.  Ruth gets her oldest anorak out of the boot and puts on her wellingtons. As she does so, she feels a faint stirring of excitement. This is a dig; a place where, unlike a crime scene, she will always feel at home. It’s a cold day, the air damp and grey, but it’s not actually raining and this, in England in February, is also a cause for celebration. As she sets off along the gravel path between the reeds, Ruth wonders if Michelle’s baby was born over the weekend. Would Nelson have let her know? The child will be Kate’s half-brother, after all. Or will it? Whilst Nelson knows that the baby is a boy he doesn’t—as far as Ruth can make out—know whether it’s his or Tim’s. If the latter, then the paternity will be obvious. Tim, as he was fond of pointing out, was one of the few black police officers in Norfolk.

The walk seems longer than it did nine years ago or maybe Ruth is even less fit. She glances at her wrist where a Fitbit, a Christmas present from her brother Simon and sister-in-law Cathy, sits smugly. She presses the button and it tells her that she has walked 2,007 steps since getting up (it tracks her sleep too). Surely it’s more than that? She sometimes suspects Cathy, at least, of less-than-charitable motives in giving this particular present, a sort of mini-Cathy that nags her all day about doing more exercise. Ruth fears that her relationship with the Fitbit is already an unhealthy one. She worries about its good opinion of her (otherwise why not take it off?) but she also resents its chirpy bullying. Almost there! You’ve nailed your step target for the day! Never trust anyone, or anything, that uses that many exclamation marks.


She must have been going uphill (why doesn’t the Fitbit give you more credit for this?) because suddenly she can see the sea, shallow waves breaking on the sand, seagulls flying low above the spray. The sun has come out and it sheds a hazy, Old-Testament beam of light on a small group of people standing just above the tide line. They are wearing hi-vis jackets and are grouped in a circle. Ruth walks towards them, stumbling over the sandy, grassy ground. She’s about to call out but something stops her. The people seem very still and one of them, a man with a long blond ponytail, raises his arms to the sky. As Ruth approaches, he turns and Ruth sees a weather-beaten face, strong nose and bright blue eyes, eyes that seem to see into her very soul. Seagulls call, high above, and a sudden wind whips sand into Ruth’s face.

‘Erik?’ she stammers.
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The man laughs and puts out a hand as if to steady her.

‘My name’s Leif Anderssen,’ he says. ‘I’m Erik’s son. You must be Ruth Galloway.’

Erik’s son. Ruth remembers that he had grown-up children, two girls and a boy. She’d kept in touch with Erik’s wife Magda for a little while but their relationship hadn’t been able to survive Erik’s death and the events leading up to it. She hasn’t heard from Magda in nearly five years and, besides, Magda wasn’t one for talking about her adult children. She hadn’t known that the son was an archaeologist but Leif Anderssen is very clearly in charge of this dig. He’s a professor at Oslo University, he tells her, but has been seconded by UCL because of his expertise with stone artefacts. When Ruth had first approached Leif had been greeting the nature spirits, as he always does at the start of an excavation. Oh, he’s Erik’s son, all right.

‘My father talked about you a lot,’ says Leif as they walk towards the first trench. ‘He always said you were his favourite pupil.’


Even after everything that has happened, Ruth can’t suppress a small glow of pleasure.

The site is about a hundred metres west of the place where the henge was discovered almost twenty years ago. In December a team from UCL had discovered what seemed to be a second circle of wooden posts. Further excavation had uncovered the cist, a shallow rectangular pit lined with stones and containing a single urn and what looked like a fully articulated human skeleton.

‘Cists are usually Bronze Age, aren’t they?’ says Ruth, panting slightly in order to keep up with Leif who, like his father, is tall and rangy.

‘Yes,’ says Leif. ‘Later graves typically hold cremated remains. The fact that this one contained bones might mean that it’s early Bronze Age.’

‘Like the henge,’ says Ruth.

‘Yes, like my father’s henge.’

This is, in fact, how Ruth thinks of the henge but she knows that, to others, the description would sound like sacrilege. Cathbad, for one, is of the opinion that the wooden circle belonged only to the sea and sky.

‘It’s possible,’ says Leif, ‘that the first henge was built to mark the death of an individual, like a cenotaph. It could be that we have found the grave of this person.’ His English is near perfect; only the faint sing-song accent and the precision of his syntax mark him out as a non-native speaker.

‘Have you had the dendrochronology results?’ asks Ruth. Dendrochronology, the science of dating tree rings, was what gave them the date for the original henge.


‘We’re still waiting,’ says Leif, ‘but the wood looked similar: bog oak, intertwined with branches. Did you examine the bones?’

‘Yes,’ says Ruth. ‘They looked old but we won’t know for sure until we get the carbon-14 sample back.’ She notices how, despite all the science at their fingertips, both she and Leif have fallen back on intuition; the wood and the bones had both ‘looked’ right.

‘I heard that you thought that they might be female.’

‘I’m pretty sure they are. The pelvic bones were intact and the skull definitely looked female; the brow ridges weren’t developed, nor was the nuchal crest. From the size of the bones I’d say that it was a young woman, probably in her late teens.’ She doesn’t add that the skull has a particularly rounded and delicate chin which made her think that the owner had probably been rather beautiful.

They are at the trench now. Ruth can see the cist, solid slabs of stone interspersed with smaller pebbles, a dark void in the centre. A young archaeologist is kneeling down scraping away lichen but it looks almost as if he is in prayer.

‘The roof stone was a metre wide,’ says Leif. ‘Quite a substantial tomb. Particularly for a young woman.’

Does Leif mean that a woman couldn’t deserve an impressive memorial? Erik would never have implied such a thing. He knew that there are many prehistorical graves where women were buried with great care and ritual. And, even if some of these women had been killed as sacrifices to some cruel and faceless god, they were still important.

Ruth looks around her. The sand stretches away on either side, grey and blue, giving way to windswept grass and marshland. The henge must have been visible for miles, silhouetted against the sky. She thinks of Erik’s words: The landscape itself is important. This is a liminal zone, between land and water, sea and sky . . .

‘Cists are sometimes called flat cemeteries,’ says Leif, reading her mind in a way that she finds rather disturbing. ‘They often occur in environments like this, flat land on the edge of water. It could be that the water represented rebirth or renewal in some way.’

Ruth feels that, with the reincarnation of Erik standing in front of her, she should steer clear of the subjects of rebirth and renewal. ‘Have you looked at the grave goods?’ she says briskly. ‘There was an urn, wasn’t there?’

‘Yes,’ says Leif. ‘It contained seeds from wild fruit—blackberry, sloe and hazelnuts. Sustenance for the afterlife. There was something else though that I thought was significant.’

‘Oh,’ says Ruth, ‘what?’

‘A stone with a hole through the middle, found beside the urn. Such stones have powerful magical qualities.’

He smiles as he says this, reminding Ruth not of Erik, but of Cathbad.

‘Stones like that have been found in Neolithic sites,’ says Ruth. ‘I was reading about a causewayed enclosure in Whitehawk, near Brighton. There were bodies buried there alongside fossils called shepherds’ crowns, stones with holes through them too.’

‘Hag stones,’ says Leif. ‘Odin stones. Holy stones. They have lots of names. They are meant to guard against witches and all kinds of evil. Some stories say that if you look through the hole you will see the fairy folk.’

Once again, Ruth feels that they are wandering along a slightly dangerous path. She does not want to discuss the fairy folk—or Odin—with Erik’s son.

‘Was it just one stone?’ she asks.

‘Yes,’ says Leif. ‘That makes it more significant, no?’

‘Perhaps,’ says Ruth. ‘Could I look in the trench now? I’d like to see the layers.’



Ruth enjoys the chance—rare these days—of doing some actual excavation, the combination of heavy labour and precision, the feeling of working in the open air, the February sun surprisingly warm on her back even though her fingers and toes are soon frozen. She is just starting to work on an interesting section when a shadow falls over the neat line of soil and subsoil.

‘Found anything interesting?’

Ruth straightens up. ‘Hi, Nelson.’

He looms above her, blocking out the sun in his dark police jacket. Ruth tries to climb nimbly out of the trench but ends up having to take Nelson’s proffered hand. His grip is very strong. Ruth lets go as soon as she is on solid ground.

‘Is this the stone whatsit?’ he says.

‘The cist? Yes.’

‘It’s just a hole with some stones in it.’

It’s lucky that Nelson says annoying things like this sometimes. It stops Ruth fantasising about him.


‘It’s probably early Bronze Age,’ she says. ‘A very significant find.’

‘It’s near the other one, isn’t it?’

‘Yes.’ Ruth knows that they are both thinking not of the wooden henge, but of the child’s body she found inside it. She remembers the moment with all her senses; the mist rising from the sea, the waterlogged ground under her feet, the seagulls calling high above, the little arm emerging from its shallow grave . . .

‘Who’s in charge?’ Nelson is saying. He is pawing the ground like a horse, a characteristically impatient gesture.

‘Well,’ says Ruth, ‘this might come as a bit of a shock . . .’

But it’s too late. Leif is walking towards them, smiling a welcome, teeth very white against his tanned skin.

‘Leif,’ says Ruth, ‘this is DCI Nelson from the King’s Lynn police. Nelson, this is Leif Anderssen, the archaeologist in charge of the dig. He’s Erik’s son.’

Leif continues to hold out his hand and, after a second’s hesitation, Nelson grasps it.

‘DCI Nelson,’ says Leif. ‘I’ve heard a lot about you.’

‘None of it good, I’m sure.’

‘Not at all, my father had a great respect for you.’ Ruth wonders how Leif can possibly know this, unless he was in closer contact with his father than she thought. Erik always used to say that he saw his children as ‘free, independent spirits’, which also seemed to be an excuse for rarely seeing them.

‘It’s all water under the bridge now,’ says Nelson, employing a rather unfortunate cliché, given Erik’s death from drowning. Erik’s body had been found in a marshy pool only a few hundred metres from where they stand now.

‘Indeed,’ says Leif. ‘The world turns and life continues. To what do we owe the honour, DCI Nelson?’

Ruth can see Nelson thinking as clearly as if there was a bubble over his head. She knows that he won’t want to tell Leif about the letter but how else to explain his presence?

‘I came to see Dr Galloway,’ he says at last. ‘I need her help on a police matter.’

‘I should be going anyway,’ says Ruth. ‘I’ve got a seminar at twelve. Do let me know when you get the test results.’

‘Of course,’ says Leif. ‘I hope to see you again.’

Ruth holds out her hand but Leif leans forward and kisses her on both cheeks. Even though he is standing behind her Ruth can tell that Nelson is glowering.



They sit in Nelson’s car, which is parked next to Ruth’s. Nelson drums his fingers on the steering wheel as Ruth reads the letter.

‘It’s very like the others,’ she says at last. ‘Even the quote from T. S. Eliot.’

‘Where’s that?’

‘“That corpse you buried in your garden, has it begun to sprout?” I think it’s from The Wasteland. Also the bit about our end being our beginning. That sounds like T. S. Eliot.’

‘Your friend Shona. She helped with the literary stuff last time, didn’t she?’

Ruth is silent for a moment. Shona Maclean, an English Literature lecturer at the university, did help Erik with the letters last time but, over the years, she has allowed herself to forget this. At the time she had felt betrayed but friends are too valuable to lose. Shona has a child now too and that has formed another bond. After a holiday in Italy last summer, Ruth and Shona are closer than ever.

‘Anyone can find quotes like this,’ she says.

‘Anyone who knew what the previous letters were like.’

‘Who would have known?’

‘We never made them public,’ says Nelson. ‘Didn’t want any copycats sending us their lunatic scribblings. But word always gets out. Everyone in the station must have known.’

And Shona knew, Ruth thinks. And Cathbad.

‘There are certainly similarities,’ she says. ‘The way he addresses you personally, the Biblical references. “Oh ye of little faith.”’

‘That’s Doubting Thomas, isn’t it?’ says Nelson. ‘The one who doesn’t believe that Jesus has come back from the dead.’

‘Full marks for religious knowledge.’

‘He’s one of my favourite characters. Always ask for evidence. Thomas would have made a good policeman.’

Ruth wonders whether Nelson is contemplating calling his son Thomas. Kate says the new baby will be called George but Ruth doesn’t know where she got this information. Ruth looks at the typed letter, in its plastic sleeve, on her lap. The year is turning. The shoots rise from the grass. What did Leif say just now? The world turns and life continues. It’s a fairly standard new-agey sort of phrase but there is an uncomfortable echo. Is it just a coincidence that Leif appeared at the same time as the letter?

‘Actually the phrase occurs a few times in the Old and New Testaments,’ she says. Her parents were evangelical Christians, fond of quoting the Bible. ‘But it’s nice to know that you’ve got a favourite saint.’

Nelson doesn’t rise to the bait. ‘There’s another thing,’ he says. ‘You know it was Valentine’s Day yesterday?’

‘No,’ says Ruth. ‘Was it?’ This is partly ironical (who could escape it?) but also she doesn’t want Nelson to think that she spent the whole day waiting in vain for a card that never came.

Nelson misses the sarcasm anyway. ‘Someone left a paper bag on my doorstep,’ he says. ‘There was a note with it. “Greetings from Jack Valentine.” Apparently it’s some sort of Norfolk tradition.’

‘What was in the bag?’

‘Just a stone.’

‘With a hole through it?’

Nelson stares at her. ‘How the hell did you know that?’

‘There was a stone with a hole in found inside the cist,’ says Ruth. ‘We think it dates back to the Bronze Age.’

‘So whoever sent me the letter might have known about the dig?’

‘Maybe,’ says Ruth, ‘but those stones are fairly common. There are lots of legends attached to them.’

‘I know,’ says Nelson. ‘Judy was telling me some of them. She gets it all from Cathbad. But it’s a coincidence and I don’t like coincidences.’


Ruth is about to answer when she sees a figure running across the car park towards them. It’s the young archaeologist from the dig. Nelson winds down the window.

‘We need Dr Galloway,’ pants the archaeologist.

‘Why?’ says Ruth. But she already knows.

‘We’ve found some bones.’



Ruth and Nelson follow the man, whose name is Vikram, back along the gravel path towards the sand dunes. The brief burst of sunshine has gone and the day is grey and cold again. When they reach the site they find Leif in the trench with two other archaeologists, a man and a woman. They stand aside for Ruth.

The bones are about half a metre down, white against the sandy soil. Ruth can see an arm, possibly a radius or an ulna. Silently Leif hands her a trowel and a brush and, for a few minutes, Ruth works to expose the bones. She doesn’t want to excavate them yet because the context will be important. She can see already that there is a grave cut in the soil above. Someone has put this body in the ground deliberately. It takes about twenty minutes for Ruth to be sure of two things. One, there is a complete skeleton here. Two, it’s relatively recent.

‘How can you tell?’ says Nelson, leaning over her shoulder.

Ruth points her torch to where part of the skull is visible. A piece of metal glints back at them.

‘A filling,’ says Nelson.

‘Yes,’ says Ruth. ‘That will be useful for ageing. And there should be dental records too.’


There’s a third thing too. The rounded ends of long bones, the epiphyses, are still growing in children as new cartilage gets added. In late adolescence these fuse with the main part of the bone. The bones are slender too, fragile-looking. Ruth is pretty sure that she is looking at the bones of a child.
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‘We need to look at missing children from the last ten or twenty years,’ says Nelson. ‘Maybe even thirty. Ruth couldn’t be sure of the exact age of the bones without doing more tests but there was a filling, the old silver sort.’

‘They haven’t been used since the eighties, have they?’ says Judy. ‘It’s all white fillings now.’

‘I haven’t got any fillings,’ says Clough, grinning to show annoyingly perfect teeth.

‘That’s amazing,’ says Tanya seriously, ‘given the amount of sugar you eat.’

‘How old did Ruth think this child was?’ asks Judy, who is taking notes on her iPad.

‘She thought early teens, about twelve or thirteen. Apparently bones have end bits on them that disappear when children finish growing. Different bones fuse at different rates—I didn’t follow it all—but the humerus hadn’t fused and that usually happens at about fourteen. So we’re almost certainly looking at a prepubescent.’

‘Do we know if it’s a boy or a girl?’ asks Clough.


‘Ruth says that she might be able to tell from the pelvic bones when she does the full excavation but apparently it’s difficult with a prepubescent skeleton.’

‘Can she get DNA from the bones?’ asks Judy.

‘Possibly. But again that depends on all sorts of things. You know what these archaeologists are like. They never give you a straight answer.’

The team are used to Nelson’s impatience with all experts, including Ruth, but there is a palpable sense of anticipation in the briefing room. They have a body and there’s a chance that they will be able to close one of the cases that all police forces dread, when a child apparently vanishes into thin air.

‘If they’ve been missing for more than ten years we’ll have done a review,’ says Tanya, opening her laptop.

‘That’s true,’ says Nelson, ‘so we need to look at the neighbouring forces too. There can’t be that many cases that are still open. I’ll speak to my old sergeant Freddie Burnett. Who else was working here thirty years ago?’

‘Tom Henty,’ says Clough. ‘He’s been here for ever.’

‘And Marj Maccallum,’ says Judy. ‘She came in to see me last year. When I was acting DI,’ she can’t help adding. ‘Marj was a WPC here in the seventies and eighties, when such things existed.’

‘I remember Marj,’ says Nelson. ‘She was still here when I was first made DCI. She was a good cop, very sharp.’

‘I’ll ring her,’ says Judy.

‘Good idea,’ says Nelson, ‘but there’s something else I want you to do first. Clough and Fuller, you keep looking in the files.’


Both Clough and Tanya look briefly mutinous as Nelson ushers Judy into his office. Then Tanya turns back to her laptop and Clough finds a half-eaten Mars bar in his pocket and eats it thoughtfully.



Ruth is forced to cancel her seminar and so is met by Phil muttering about ‘client expectations’. ‘Now that people are paying nine grand a year they expect a better service.’

‘They’re not clients,’ says Ruth, unlocking her office. ‘They’re students. I’ll reschedule the seminar but I couldn’t really leave the site. They’d just found a dead body.’

She can see that Phil is torn between wanting to know about the dead body and wanting to lecture her about timekeeping. In the end curiosity wins.

‘Is the body modern?’ he says, sliding into her office as soon as the door is open.

Ruth’s office is so small that two people standing up make it feel crowded. Ruth sits behind her desk and, after some hesitation, Phil takes the visitors’ chair. Her poster of Indiana Jones looks down at him disapprovingly.

‘The bones don’t look that old,’ she says. ‘I’ll excavate tomorrow and send samples for carbon-14 and isotope analysis.’

‘Is it a murder case then?’ says Phil. Ruth knows that he is deeply envious of her links with the Serious Crimes Unit. Phil is also Shona’s partner, which means that he is up to date with the gossip.

‘Possibly,’ says Ruth. ‘DCI Nelson was actually at the site when the bones were uncovered.’ She hopes she isn’t blushing.

‘Was he? Why was that?’

‘Just checking up on the dig, I expect. Do you know who’s running it?’

‘Someone from UCL?’

‘Leif Anderssen. Erik’s son.’

Phil’s lips
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