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Weep, weep, O Walsingham,

Whose dayes are nights,

Blessings turned to blasphemies,

Holy deeds to despites.

Sinne is where Our Ladye sate,

Heaven turned is to helle;

Satan sitthe where Our Lord did swaye,

Walsingham, O farewell!



 


—Ballad of Walsingham, anonymous, sixteenth century




Prologue


  19th February 2014


 

Cathbad and the cat look at each other. They have been drawing up the battle-lines all day and this is their Waterloo. The cat has the advantage: this is his home and he knows the terrain. But Cathbad has his druidical powers and what he believes is a modest gift with animals, a legacy from his Irish mother who used to talk to seagulls (and receive messages back). He has a companion animal himself, a bull-terrier called Thing, and has always enjoyed a psychic rapport with Ruth’s cat, Flint.

This cat, whose name is Chesterton, is a different proposition altogether. Whereas Flint is a large and lazy ginger Tom whose main ambition is to convince Ruth that he is starving at all times, Chesterton is a lithe and sinuous black creature, given to perching on top of cupboards and staring at Cathbad out of disconcertingly round, yellow eyes. This is Cathbad’s third day of house- and cat-sitting, and so far Chesterton has ignored all blandishments. He has even ignored the food that Cathbad carefully weighed out according to Justin’s instructions. He might be living on mice, but Chesterton does not look like an animal who is governed by his appetites. He’s an ascetic, if Cathbad ever saw one.

But Justin’s sternest admonition, written in capitals and underlined in red, was: DO NOT LET CHESTERTON OUT AT NIGHT. And now, here they are, at nine o’clock on a February evening with Chesterton staring at the door and Cathbad barring the way with his fiery sword. The biblical reference comes to hand because the house is part of an ancient pilgrimage site and is decorated with etchings from the Old Testament. Justin, a custodian of the site, is on a fact-finding trip to Knock, something Cathbad finds extremely funny. He has left the fifteenth-century cottage—and the accompanying cat—under Cathbad’s protection.

Chesterton meows once, commandingly.

‘I’m sorry,’ says Cathbad. ‘I can’t.’

Chesterton gives him a pitying look, jumps onto a cupboard and manages to slide out through a partially opened window. So that’s why he has been on hunger strike.

‘Chesterton!’ Cathbad lifts the heavy latch and opens the door. Cold air rushes in. ‘Chesterton! Come back!’

The cottage is attached to the church, with a passageway through it at ground-floor level forming a kind of lych-gate. Worshippers have to pass underneath the main bedroom in order to get to St Simeon’s. There’s even a handy recess in the wall of the passage so that pall-bearers can rest their coffins there. The back door of the cottage opens directly onto the churchyard. ‘But you won’t mind that,’ said Justin, ‘it’s right up your street.’ And it’s true that Cathbad does like burial grounds, and all places of communal worship but, even so, there’s something about St Simeon’s Cottage, Walsingham, that he doesn’t quite like. It’s not the presence of the cat, or the creaks and groans of the old house at night; it’s more a sort of sadness about the place, a feeling so oppressive that, during his first evening, Cathbad was compelled to call upon a circle of protection and to ring his partner Judy several times.

He’s not scared now, just worried about the cat. He walks along the church path, the frost crunching under his feet, calling the animal’s name.

And then he sees it. A tombstone near the far wall, glowing white in the moonlight, and a woman standing beside it. A woman in white robes and a flowing blue cloak. As Cathbad approaches, she looks at him, and her face, illuminated by something stronger than natural light, seems at once so beautiful and so sad that Cathbad crosses himself.

‘Can I help you?’ he calls. His voice echoes against stone and darkness. The woman smiles—such a sad, sweet smile—shakes her head and starts to walk away, moving very fast through the gravestones towards the far gate.

Cathbad goes to follow her, but is floored, neatly and completely, by Chesterton, who must have been lurking behind a yew tree for this very purpose.
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DCI Harry Nelson hears the news as he is driving to work. ‘Woman’s body found in a ditch outside Walsingham. SCU request attend.’ As he does a handbrake turn in the road, he is conscious of a range of conflicting emotions. He’s sorry that someone’s dead, of course he is, but he can’t help feeling something else, a slight frisson of excitement, and a relief that he’s been spared that morning’s meeting with Superintendent Gerald Whitcliffe and their discussion of the previous month’s targets. Nelson is in charge of the SCU, the Serious Crimes Unit, but the truth is that serious crime is often thin on the ground in King’s Lynn and the surrounding areas. That’s a good thing—Nelson acknowledges this as he puts on his siren and speeds through the morning traffic—but it does make for rather dull work. Not that Nelson hasn’t had his share of serious crime in his career—only a few months ago he was shot at and might have died if his sergeant hadn’t shot back—but there’s also a fair amount of petty theft, minor drugs stuff and people complaining because their stolen bicycle wasn’t featured on Crimewatch.

 


He calls his sergeants, Dave Clough and Tim Heathfield, and tells them to meet him at the scene. Though they both just say ‘Yes, boss’, he can hear the excitement in their voices too. If Sergeant Judy Johnson were there, she would remind them that they were dealing with a human tragedy, but Judy is on maternity leave and so the atmosphere in the station is rather testosterone heavy.

He sees the flashing lights as he turns the corner. The body was found on the Fakenham Road, about a mile outside Walsingham. It’s a narrow road with high hedges on both sides, made narrower by the two squad cars and the coroner’s van. As soon as Nelson steps out of his car he feels claustrophobic, something that often happens when he’s in the countryside. The high green walls of foliage make him feel as if he’s in the bottom of a well and the grey sky seems to be pushing down on top of him. Give him pavements and street lighting any day.

The local policemen stand aside for him. Chris Stephenson, the police pathologist, is in the ditch with the body. He looks up and grins at Nelson as if it’s the most charming meeting place in the world.

‘Well, if it isn’t Admiral Nelson himself!’

‘Hallo, Chris. What’s the situation?’

‘Woman, probably in her early to mid-twenties, looks like she’s been strangled. Rigor mortis has set in, but then it was a cold night. I’d say she’s been here about eight to ten hours.’

‘What’s she wearing?’ From Nelson’s vantage point it looks like fancy dress, a long white robe and some sort of blue cloak. For a moment he thinks of Cathbad, whose favourite attire is a druid’s cloak. ‘It’s both spiritual and practical,’ he’d once told Nelson.

‘Nightdress and dressing gown,’ says Stephenson. ‘Not exactly the thing for a February night, eh?’

‘Has she got slippers on?’ Nelson can see a glimpse of bare leg, ending in something white.

‘Yes, the kind you get free in spas and the like,’ says Stephenson, who probably knows a lot about such places. ‘Again, not exactly the thing for tramping over the fields.’

‘If her slippers are still on, she must have been placed in the ditch and not thrown.’

‘You’re right, chief. I’d say the body was placed here with some care.’ Stephenson holds out an object in a plastic bag. ‘This was on her chest.’

‘What is it? A necklace?’

Stephenson laughs. ‘I thought you were a left-footer, Admiral. It’s a rosary.’

A rosary. Nelson’s mother has a wooden rosary from Lourdes and she prays a decade every night. Nelson’s sisters, Grainne and Maeve, were given rosaries for their First Holy Communions. Nelson didn’t get one because he was a boy.

‘Bag it,’ he says, although the rosary is already sealed in a plastic evidence bag. ‘It’s important evidence.’

‘If you say so, chief.’

Nelson straightens up. He has heard a car approaching and guesses that it’s Clough and Tim. Besides, he’s had enough of Chris Stephenson and his breezy good humour.

His sergeants come towards him. Both are tall and dark and have been described (though not by Nelson) as handsome, but there the resemblance ends. Clough is white and Tim is black, but there’s much more to it than that. Clough is heavily built, wearing jeans and skiing jacket. He’s looking around with something like excitement and there’s a half-eaten bagel in his hand. Tim is taller and slimmer, he’s wearing a long dark coat and knotted scarf and could be a politician visiting a factory. His face gives nothing away.

Nelson briefs them quickly. He calls over the local officer, who explains that the body was found by an early morning dog-walker. ‘Her little dog actually got into the ditch and was . . . well . . . shaking the deceased.’

‘If she’s in nightclothes,’ says Tim, ‘she could be a patient at the Sanctuary.’

The same thought has occurred to Nelson. It was the waffle-patterned slippers that first gave him the idea. The Sanctuary is a private hospital specialising in drug rehabilitation. Because a lot of the patients are famous (though not to Nelson), the place exists in an atmosphere of high walls, secrecy and rumours of drug-fuelled orgies. It is quite near here, about a mile across the fields.

‘Good thinking,’ he says. ‘You and Cloughie can go over there in a minute and ask if any patients are missing.’

‘Foxy O’Hara’s meant to be there at the moment,’ says Clough, swallowing the last of his bagel.

‘Who?’

‘You must have heard of her. She was on I’m a Celebrity before Christmas.’

‘You’re jabbering, Cloughie.’ Nelson turns to Chris Stephenson, who has emerged from the ditch and is taking off his coveralls. ‘Anything else for us, Chris? No handy nametapes on the dressing gown?’

‘No, but it’s a good one. Pricy. From John Lewis.’

‘Costs a bit to stay in the Sanctuary,’ says Nelson. ‘I think that’s our best bet.’

‘Excuse me, sir.’ It’s one of the local policemen, nervous and respectful. ‘But there’s a man asking to see you. Looks a bit of a nutter, but he says he knows you.’

‘Cathbad,’ says Clough, without looking round.

Clough is right. Nelson sees Cathbad standing beyond the police tape, wearing his trademark cloak. How strange, and slightly unsettling, that Nelson was thinking about him only a few moments before. He strides over.

‘Cathbad. What are you doing here?’

‘I’m house-sitting in Walsingham.’

‘What about Judy? Have you left her alone with a newborn baby?’

‘Miranda’s ten weeks old and she’s an old soul. No, Judy’s taken the children to visit her parents.’

‘That doesn’t explain why you’re here, at a crime scene.’

‘The woman you’ve found,’ says Cathbad. ‘Was she wearing a blue cloak?’

Nelson takes a step back. ‘Who says we’ve found a woman?’

He half-expects Cathbad to say something about spiritual energies and cosmic vibrations, but instead he says, ‘I heard the milkman talking about it. Useful people, milkmen. They’re up and about early, they notice things.’

‘And what did you mean about a cloak? I’m sure the bloody milkman didn’t see that.’


Cathbad exhales. ‘So it is her.’

‘What are you talking about?’

‘The cottage where I’m staying, it overlooks the graveyard.’ That figures, thinks Nelson. ‘Well, last night, I saw a woman standing there, a woman wearing a white robe and a blue cloak.’

‘What time was that?’

‘About nine.’

Nelson lifts the tape. ‘You’d better come through.’

The scene-of-the-crime team have arrived. In their paper suits and masks they look like aliens taking over a sleepy Norfolk village. As Nelson and Cathbad watch, the dead woman’s body is slowly winched out of the ditch. The corpse is covered with a sheet, but as the stretcher passes them they both see a length of muddy blue material hanging down. Cathbad crosses himself and Nelson has to stop himself following suit.

‘Any idea who she was?’ asks Cathbad.

‘She was in nightclothes,’ said Nelson. ‘Your “cloak” was a dressing gown. I’m sending Clough and Heathfield to the Sanctuary.’

‘Do you think she was a patient there?’

‘It’s a line of enquiry.’

The aliens have now erected a tent-like structure over the ditch. The atmosphere has somehow stopped being that of an emergency and has become calm and purposeful.

‘Look, Cathbad,’ says Nelson. ‘I’m going to brief the boys and finish up here. Then I’ll come and talk to you about what you saw last night. Where’s this place you’re staying?’

‘St Simeon’s Cottage. Next to the church.’


‘I won’t be long.’

‘Time,’ says Cathbad grandly, ‘is of no consequence.’ But he is talking to the empty air.

 

Ruth Galloway doesn’t hear about the body in the ditch until she’s at work. She did listen to the radio in the car, but what with the hassle of getting her five-year-old daughter, Kate, to school in time, it all became rather a blur. ‘Have you got your book bag?’ . . . Here’s Gary with the sports news . . . ‘Can you see a parking space?’ . . . Thought for the Day with the Revd . . . ‘Quick, there’s Mrs Mannion waiting for you. Love you. See you later.’ . . . Icy winds, particularly on the east coast . . . If the dead woman did make it on to the Today programme, Ruth missed it altogether. It wasn’t until she was at her desk, trying to catch up on emails before her first tutorial, that her head of department, Phil Trent, wandered—uninvited—into her office and asked if she’d heard ‘the latest drama’.

‘No. What?’

‘A woman found dead in a ditch out Walsingham way. It was on Look East.’

‘I must have missed it.’

‘I thought you had a hotline to the boys in blue.’

Phil is jealous of Ruth’s role as a special advisor to the police and sometimes she likes to tease him, dropping hints of high-level meetings and top-secret memos, but this morning she doesn’t have the energy.

‘I doubt it will have anything to do with me. Not unless there’s an Iron Age skeleton in the ditch as well.’

‘I suppose not.’


Ruth turns back to her screen, and though Phil hovers in the doorway for a few minutes, eventually he drifts away, leaving her to concentrate on her emails. They are the usual collection of advertisements from academic publishers, departmental memos and requests from her students for extra time to finish their essays. Ruth deletes the first and the second and is settling down to answer the third when she sees a new category of email. The subject is ‘Long time no see’. This is either intriguing or worrying, depending on your mood. Ruth is probably fifty-fifty on that. She clicks it open.

 


  Hi, Ruth,




  Do you remember me, Hilary Smithson, from Southampton? Where have the years gone? I understand that you’re in Norfolk, doing very well for yourself. I’m coming to Norfolk next week, for a conference in Walsingham, and I wondered if we could meet up? I’d like to ask your advice on a rather tricky matter. And I’d love to see you of course.




  Looking forward to hearing from you.




  All best,




  Hilary



 

Ruth stares at the screen. It’s the second time that Walsingham has been mentioned that morning and, as Nelson always says, there’s no such thing as coincidence.
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The Sanctuary is an imposing Victorian edifice, more suited to a sooty city centre than the Norfolk countryside. Even softened by trees and gently rolling hills, it looks like a town hall or a railway station that has somehow planted itself in the middle of a field.

Clough, though, is impressed. ‘Look at this place. It’s like a stately home.’

‘Looks more like a prison,’ says Tim.

They have stopped at the electronic gates but, before Tim can speak into the intercom, they open soundlessly.

‘Not very good security for a prison,’ says Clough.

Tim says nothing. In fact, both have brothers who have been in prison, but they are not in the habit of discussing their families. Tim puts the car into gear and they approach the house via a sweeping gravel drive. Wide steps lead to the front door and, facing them, there’s a perfect ring of grass with a stone fountain in the middle. There is not a soul to be seen.

They ignore signs to the visitors’ car park and leave the car at the foot of the steps. Tim presses the bell and, this time, a voice answers. He has hardly finished saying the word ‘Police’ when the double doors open.

Inside it’s definitely more like a hotel than a prison—a baronial hall with a monstrous stone fireplace and a round table bearing an arrangement of waxy-looking flowers. A grandfather clock ticks ponderously, and gloomy oil paintings look down from the walls. There’s even a reception desk where a woman is flashing her teeth at them.

‘How can I help you?’

Tim shows his warrant card. ‘Can I speak to whoever’s in charge?’ They agreed in the car that he should take the lead in the interview. Clough hovers supportively at his shoulder.

The receptionist looks at them nervously. ‘That’s Doctor McAllister.’

‘Can I speak to him then?’ asks Tim.

‘I’ll see if she’s free.’ The receptionist picks up a phone and Clough murmurs, ‘You’ve got to watch these sexist assumptions, Tim.’

‘Bugger off,’ says Tim without moving his lips.

 

Doctor McAllister arrives very quickly. She’s an attractive middle-aged woman with short brown hair and narrow intimidating glasses. She ushers them to a leather sofa in front of the fireplace. Tim was going to suggest somewhere more private but as—apart from the receptionist who seems oblivious—the lobby is as empty as the grounds, he subsides.

‘What’s all this about, officer?’ The doctor takes charge immediately, smoothing her white coat and adjusting her glasses.

‘We were wondering if any of your patients were missing?’ asks Tim.

‘What do you mean, “missing”?’

‘It’s a simple enough question,’ says Clough. ‘Are any of your inmates missing?’

‘They’re not inmates, officer, they’re patients,’ says Doctor McAllister.

‘And are any of your patients missing?’ asks Tim.

‘Our patients are free to come and go. They sign themselves in for treatment.’

‘Did anyone sign themselves out yesterday?’

‘I don’t think so,’ she admits.

‘So everyone is where they should be?’

‘Well, we haven’t done the rounds of the rooms yet, so I can’t be a hundred per cent sure.’

‘The thing is,’ Tim says, and leans forward confidentially, ‘a body has been found.’

‘A body?’

‘The body of a woman in her nightclothes. We wondered if she was one of your patients.’

‘But that’s impossible.’

‘I thought people were free to come and go,’ says Clough.

‘Yes,’ says Doctor McAllister and shoots him an unfriendly look. ‘But we wouldn’t sign anyone out just wearing their nightclothes. And, as I say . . .’

The pocket of her white coat starts to vibrate: they can see a red light flashing under the fabric.


‘I think someone wants you,’ says Tim.

Doctor McAllister pulls out her phone and has a brief monosyllabic conversation. Then she gets to her feet, saying, ‘Excuse me, gentlemen.’

Clough and Tim exchange glances, then get up and follow her.

There’s a grand staircase to the right of the fireplace. Doctor McAllister takes the stairs two at a time, with the policemen following her. On the landing she opens a door and immediately the country-house hotel vanishes and they enter a world that is altogether more institutional: numbered doors, hand-gel dispensers; even the carpet looks different. Two men in white coats (nurses? doctors? orderlies?) stand by one of the doors. Doctor McAllister hurries forward to speak to them and Tim hears the word ‘missing’. He holds out his warrant card and asks, ‘Is somebody missing?’

The doctor shoots him an irritated look, but says, ‘Apparently, one of our patients isn’t in her room.’

A white-coated man pushes open door number 12. It’s a pleasant but functional room: single bed, table, wardrobe, armchair and a beautiful sash window that is slightly too big for the space.

‘The patient’s name?’ asks Clough briskly.

Doctor McAllister confers. ‘Jenkins. Chloe Jenkins.’

‘And when was Miss Jenkins last seen?’

One of the white coats replies, ‘Last night, at about eight, when I took supper round.’


A covered plate lies on the bedside table. Clough lifts the lid, revealing uneaten shepherd’s pie congealing at the edges.

‘And after that?’

‘No. She didn’t ring her bell.’

Tim has opened the wardrobe. ‘What would Miss Jenkins have been wearing?’

The orderly replies nervously, ‘She was in her nightclothes and a dressing gown.’

‘What colour?’

‘Blue.’

Tim turns to Doctor McAllister. ‘I think you’d better come with us.’

 

What with one thing and another, it’s nearly eleven o’clock when Nelson knocks on the hobbit-sized front door of St Simeon’s Cottage. The door is opened immediately, but is held ajar, with only Cathbad’s face showing through.

‘Quickly,’ he says. ‘I don’t want to let the cat out.’

‘Trust you to be looking after a mad cat,’ says Nelson, squeezing through the aperture.

‘He’s not mad,’ says Cathbad, showing Nelson into a low-ceilinged sitting room. ‘He’s disconcertingly sane.’

The slim black cat is sitting by the wood-burning stove. He gets up, shoots Nelson a look of contempt and stalks out of the room.

‘Friendly creature,’ says Nelson.

‘I think he’s the reincarnation of my old Latin teacher,’ says Cathbad. ‘He looks at me with exactly the same expression of disappointment.’


Nelson laughs and then realises that this might not be a joke.

‘Why’s he not allowed out?’ he asks.

‘He’s allowed out in the day, but not at night,’ says Cathbad. ‘But I’ve got twitchy about letting him out of the front door. I keep thinking that he’ll get run over just to spite me.’

‘When’s the owner of the house back?’

‘Tomorrow. Thank the gods.’

‘It’s an interesting place,’ says Nelson, though privately he thinks that all those beams and uneven floorboards would get him down after a while. There doesn’t seem to be a straight line in the whole place. To his surprise, though, Cathbad shudders. ‘It’s got bad energies,’ he says. ‘Oppressive. Can’t you feel it? I’ve had a headache all the time I’ve been here.’

‘It’s probably just because you keep hitting your head on doorposts.’

Cathbad laughs. ‘Probably.’

‘So, tell me about this woman you saw last night.’

‘I’ll show you.’

Cathbad leads Nelson through a door and into a narrow stone passageway. The cat is waiting by the door at the end of it.

‘I’ll let you out, Chesterton,’ says Cathbad, ‘if you promise to come back.’

The cat ignores him.

The back door opens directly onto the graveyard. Some of the stones are almost as big as the low house; others lean towards it in a rather threatening way.


‘Blimey.’ Nelson follows Cathbad along the path through the graves, saying, ‘Talk about dead centre of town.’

‘It’s a very old church,’ says Cathbad. ‘Anglo-Saxon. It’s older than the priory.’

The word ‘Anglo-Saxon’ reminds Nelson of Ruth, who is fond of throwing around historical eras as if she is unaware of the fact that Nelson has never worked out whether Bronze Age comes before the Iron Age or who the hell Homo Heidelbergensis is. The Anglo-Saxons he thinks came after the Romans, but that’s as far as he’s prepared to go.

‘Where did you see the woman?’

‘Here. By this white tombstone.’

Nelson looks at the grass around the stone. It’s slightly flattened, but there are no footprints or any signs of a struggle. ‘What time was this?’

‘About nine. I’d just rung Judy and I try to do that before nine because she goes to bed early these days.’

‘What happened next?’

‘She smiled at me. Honest to God, Nelson, she had such a beautiful smile, like an angel. I thought . . .’

‘What did you think?’

‘Walsingham is a shrine to the Virgin Mary. And she was wearing a blue cloak. Well, I thought it was a cloak at the time.’

‘You thought you’d seen a vision of Our Lady?’

‘Our Lady. You’re still such a Catholic, Nelson.’

‘Stop trying to wind me up. What happened next?’

‘She turned away and started walking towards the gate. I tried to follow but Chesterton jumped out and tripped me up.’


‘Chesterton, the cat?’

‘Yes. He’s like some malign sprite. I’m sure he did it deliberately. When I got back he was sitting by his bowl in the kitchen as if nothing had happened.’

‘Forget the cat for a minute. What happened to the woman?’

‘When I got up, she was gone. I went to the gate and looked down the lane but there was no sign of her.’

‘Show me.’

They walk through the churchyard. There are a few impressive tombs, with weeping angels and towering crosses, but most graves are simply marked by stones, their edges blurred by time and exposure to the elements. Some gravestones have fallen over and others are lined up against the low brick wall; a few are lying flat, sunk into the grass as if laid out for a macabre game of hopscotch. Nelson tries to avoid treading on them. The gate opens easily and leads into another narrow lane with high hedges. It’s a fairly straight road, though. The woman must have been walking fast, thinks Nelson, to have got out of sight so quickly.

He looks at Cathbad, who is examining the inscription on a stone angel. ‘You didn’t think to tell anyone about your vision?’

‘No. What was there to tell? The church and graveyard are free to everyone.’

‘Was the church open?’

‘No. It’s shut when they’re not having services there. I don’t approve. Churches should be open at all times.’

‘I suppose they’re worried about burglaries.’


‘Yes, but a church should be there for the people. A place of sanctuary. Afterwards I wondered if that’s what she was doing. Seeking sanctuary in the church.’

There’s not much else to see. Nelson walks the perimeter of the graveyard, still taking care not to step on the dead. Then he says goodbye to Cathbad who sidles into the cottage, careful not to let the cat out. When Nelson gets back to his car, he checks his phone. There’s a text from Tim saying that the dead woman has been formally identified as Chloe Jenkins, aged twenty-five, a patient at the Sanctuary.


3



 

 

‘What was she being treated for?’

‘Drink and drug dependency, apparently.’

‘Does she have any family?’

‘Parents live in Surrey. The local police are informing them now. Then they’ll be on their way here.’

‘Poor sods.’ Nelson, Tim and Clough are back at the station. The briefing room has already been prepared for a major incident. Tanya Fuller, an extremely keen Detective Constable (Acting Sergeant, as she tells everyone), has pinned up a map of Walsingham and the surrounding area. There are pads and pencils on every desk and extra phonelines are being put in.

Nelson puts a red pin at the spot where the body was found.

‘Have you got a photograph of the victim?’ he asks Tim.

‘The hospital gave us this.’ He offers a passport-sized photograph. Nelson squints at it; he really should get his eyes tested. The unsmiling head-and-shoulders shot gives nothing away.


‘But we Googled her,’ says Clough. ‘Look.’ He pushes an open laptop towards Nelson.

‘Bloody hell.’

The screen is full of images. A beautiful blonde woman stares out at him, replicated again and again, in swimwear, bridal gowns, prom dresses, gothic black and fishnet tights, covered in artistically placed leaves.

‘She was quite a well-known model,’ says Tim.

‘Bloody hell,’ says Nelson again.

‘I know,’ says Clough. ‘Looks a lot like your missus, doesn’t she?’

What had struck Nelson at first was that Chloe looked like his elder daughter, Laura. But, of course, Laura resembles her mother, and actually what is staring out at him from the myriad images is a younger Michelle. Nelson’s wife, a runner-up for Miss Blackpool 1988, was offered modelling work as a younger woman, but hadn’t been interested. ‘It was all car shows and strip clubs anyway,’ she says, ‘nothing glamorous’. Besides, Michelle, though aware of her own beauty, doesn’t like having her photograph taken.

‘Isn’t she the image of Mrs Nelson?’ Clough turns to Tim.

‘Maybe,’ says Tim. ‘I don’t know.’

‘The image of her,’ says Clough. ‘Twenty-odd years ago.’

‘Don’t let Michelle hear you say that,’ says Nelson. ‘She doesn’t admit to a day over thirty.’

He keeps his voice light, but he’s shaken. Resemblance is a funny thing. Michelle is always saying that the girls look like him but he can never see it. They’re girls, for one thing. But this likeness is shocking. Maybe in the flesh it wouldn’t be so striking—gestures and voice make up so much of what a person is—but here, pixellated on the screen, the similarity is almost frightening. Chloe Jenkins is looking at him out of a face that he has known and loved for more than twenty years.

‘What do we know about this girl?’ he asks.

‘She’s twenty-five,’ says Tim, ‘been modelling since she was sixteen. Two other sessions in rehab, one when she was just eighteen. Parents, Alan and Julie, live in Weybridge in Surrey. Father’s an airline pilot. Chloe lived in London and was in a relationship with an actor and model called Thom Novak. She entered the Sanctuary on 27th January and was apparently making good progress. Last seen last night at about eight when an orderly brought round the evening meal. Her body was identified by Doctor Fiona McAllister, the chief medical officer at the hospital.’

Nelson pulls a pad of paper towards him. ‘Well the first thing we need to know is Novak’s whereabouts last night.’

‘Checked,’ says Clough. ‘He’s in rehab too. In Switzerland.’

‘Jesus wept. What a set.’

‘Doctor McAllister said that it was impossible to leave the hospital without signing out,’ says Tim, ‘but from what Cloughie and I saw it would be easy enough. There are plenty of side doors and more than one way out.’

‘Any idea what she was doing in Walsingham?’

‘No. We don’t know if she was ever in the village. The road where she was found was on the way to the Slipper Chapel, the Catholic shrine.’

‘She was seen in the village,’ says Nelson. He describes Cathbad’s sighting of Chloe Jenkins in the churchyard.


‘Typical bloody Cathbad,’ says Clough. ‘Trust him to think it was some religious vision and not contact the police.’

‘To be fair,’ says Nelson, ‘he had no reason to know that she was in danger. There are lots of odd people in Walsingham, pilgrims and the like.’

‘Should we go door to door in Walsingham,’ says Clough. ‘Check if anyone else saw her last night?’

‘Yes,’ says Nelson. ‘Let’s track the route she might have taken across the fields too. Get some dog-handlers on the scene. Tim, will you speak to the boyfriend in Switzerland?’

‘You should have a lot in common with a male model,’ says Clough.

‘It’s not a joking matter,’ says Nelson.

‘That wasn’t a joke.’

‘The parents will be here soon. They’ve lost a daughter, let’s not forget that. Tanya, will you look after them? I’ll speak to them too.’

‘Yes, boss.’ Nelson thinks that Tanya looks slightly disappointed to be left with the soft, family liaison role. But someone has to do it and he needs Tim and Clough elsewhere.

‘Clough, you organise the door-to-door. Appeal for witnesses on the road too. Tim, after you’ve spoken to the boyfriend, get on to Intel. We need to know if there’s anyone in Chloe’s background who might be a suspect.’

‘Yes, boss.’

Nelson is getting into gear now, feeling as if the inquiry is really starting. The first hours are the most important. If they can hit the ground running, they have a good chance of finding out who killed Chloe Jenkins. Nelson thinks of the little body in the nightdress and dressing gown and his resolve hardens.

‘Right, let’s get going.’

Then Leah, Nelson’s PA, puts her head round the door. ‘Superintendent Whitcliffe wants to see you.’

 

Whitcliffe, perma-tanned and smooth, is Nelson’s nemesis. He’s a local boy, a graduate who sees King’s Lynn CID as a stepping stone to greater things. He loves phrases like ‘twenty-first-century policing’ and ‘three-hundred-and-sixty-degree appraisal’. He’s passionate about community involvement as long as he doesn’t actually have to meet any members of the community. Nelson is a major thorn in his side. Nelson’s methods are frequently unorthodox and at heart he’s an old-school copper who prefers being out in the field to directing strategic operations (another of Whitcliffe’s favourite phrases). Whitcliffe would like to get rid of Nelson and bring in a smart young graduate, someone like Tim, perhaps. But Nelson’s team are loyal to him and he seems to get results. Whitcliffe lives in hope that Nelson will one day want to go back to the North, a place as remote and shadowy to Whitcliffe as the north side of the moon. But he prides himself on getting on with everyone, so he greets Nelson heartily.

‘Ah, Harry, sit down. Good of you to spare the time. Bad business about this young girl.’

‘Chloe Jenkins,’ says Nelson, remaining standing. ‘I’m in the middle of an investigation. The vital first seven hours.’

‘Of course. I gather that the dead girl, Chloe, was a well-known model?’


‘Yes.’

‘Well, you know what this will mean?’

Nelson says nothing, so Whitcliffe expands on his theme. ‘It will mean increased press interest. You know how it works, Harry. A good-looking victim and all the papers will be on it. We’ll have to call a press conference.’

‘But there’s nothing to tell them.’

‘It’s good PR, Harry. You know how important that is. And we can appeal for witnesses. Would you like Tim Heathfield to do it?’

‘No, I’ll do it,’ says Nelson. ‘When?’

‘Tomorrow, first thing.’

‘I’ll be there,’ says Nelson. ‘And now, if you’ll excuse me, I’m expecting Chloe’s parents.’

 

They arrive just after four in an unmarked police car. Watching them approach, Nelson thinks that Alan and Julie Jenkins don’t seem suited to tragedy. They’re a good-looking couple, probably in their early fifties, smartly dressed even on this occasion. But they are shrunken with grief; Julie has her arms wrapped tightly around her body, Alan—a man clearly born to command—looks lost and somewhat frightened.

Nelson greets them. ‘I’m so sorry for your loss.’ When did they all start saying that? The police used to say, ‘My condolences’. This recent phrase probably comes from American TV shows. At any rate, it doesn’t register with the bereaved parents.

‘Would you like to see her?’

‘Yes, please,’ says Julie.


‘Would you like me to come with you?’

‘No,’ says Alan, ‘we’ll be all right.’

‘I’ll wait here,’ says Nelson, relieved, but slightly ashamed of himself all the same. What can it be like, being asked to view your dead child’s body? Nelson tries not to think about his own daughters, but that’s impossible as he’s been thinking about them all day.

A few minutes later the Jenkins emerge, both crying. Nelson takes them into the quiet room, offers tea and coffee and asks a few simple questions. It’s too soon for a proper interview.

‘When did you last see Chloe?’

Julie takes a long, shuddering breath. ‘A week ago. You’re not allowed to see patients for their first few weeks at the Sanctuary. It’s meant to purge them of all outside influences, something like that. But Doctor McAllister—she’s the doctor in charge—said that we could visit last week.’

‘And how was Chloe when you saw her?’

‘She seemed well.’ Julie looks at her husband for corroboration, but he appears to have been struck dumb. ‘I mean, she hadn’t been there long, but I could already see a difference. When she went in she . . . she wasn’t taking care of herself and she was far too thin. When we saw her last week, well, she was still thin, but her hair was clean and her skin looked better. It was lovely, wasn’t it, Alan?’

‘We were so happy driving home,’ said Alan, his voice hoarse with misery. ‘We really thought that she was going to get better. And now . . .’ He buries his head in his hands.

‘I’m so sorry,’ says Nelson, ‘but anything you tell me now might help me find the person who did this. Did Chloe say anything last week that might explain why she was in Walsingham last night?’

‘No,’ says Julie. ‘We didn’t think they were allowed out at night. We thought she’d be safe.’

Both of them are crying properly now. Nelson can’t bring himself to question them any more.

‘The car’s outside to take you home,’ he says. ‘Is it all right if I send an officer down to talk to you on Monday? Just to keep you up to date with the inquiry and to see if there’s anything you can add?’

He wishes he could send Judy, but it’ll have to be Tim. He’s good at this sort of thing too.

‘That’s OK,’ says Julie. ‘I can’t really think of the days ahead. We’ll have to start planning her funeral. Her sister’s still in the States. She’s coming home today.’

‘If there’s anything I can do to help,’ says Nelson, ‘you’ve got my number.’

‘She looked so beautiful,’ says Julie Jenkins. ‘She wouldn’t have suffered, would she?’

‘No,’ lies Nelson. ‘Death would have been almost instantaneous.’

‘We had our troubles with Chloe,’ says Alan, ‘but she was a good girl really.’ He looks at Nelson as if it is very important that he understands this.

‘I know she was,’ says Nelson. ‘We’ll catch the person who did this. I promise you.’


4



 

 

It’s nearly nine o’clock by the time that Nelson leaves the station. He races through the quiet streets, feeling tense and strung up, as he always does when involved in a murder investigation. The fact that, this time, the victim is a young girl—and, what’s more, a young girl who bears a striking resemblance to his oldest daughter—brings the whole thing closer to home. He thinks of Chloe’s parents, her father saying, ‘she was a good girl really’. His daughter Laura is a good girl. Well, both his daughters are, but Laura always seemed to lay special claim to this title. Laura is beautiful, clever (by his lights, anyway) and sporty. As a child she reminded Michelle of Beth in Little Women, sweet and domesticated, happy to help around the house. Not having read the book, Nelson was horrified when he saw the film of Little Women. Why had no one warned him that Beth actually dies? He had been forced to leave the room and blow his nose loudly in the hall. Afterwards, he had asked Michelle not to compare Laura to Beth any more. In any case, her late teenage years saw Laura become slightly less sweet and domesticated. She acquired a boyfriend and a penchant for short skirts and late nights. She still managed to get to university, studying marine biology at Plymouth, to Nelson and Michelle’s mingled bemusement and pride. Now she’s working as a holiday rep in Ibiza. ‘A three-year gap year’ is how Nelson’s younger daughter, Rebecca, describes it. It’s not quite what Nelson expected when he attended Laura’s degree ceremony in a wind-swept marquee on Plymouth Hoe, but it could be worse. Thinking of Chloe Jenkins, he concedes that it could be a lot worse.

Michelle’s car is in the drive when Nelson reaches the house. He’s pleased. Over the last few months Michelle has been working later and later at the salon. He knows that the hairdresser’s is expanding and that she is assuming a lot of responsibility but, deep down, he’s a northern man who likes his wife to be waiting for him at the end of the day. Sure enough, as he opens the front door he can smell cooking and hear the television (Masterchef, that’s the only downside).

‘Hi, love. I’m home.’

‘Harry.’ Michelle appears in the sitting-room doorway. ‘You’re late.’

‘I did text you. Got a big murder enquiry on. Did you see the news?’

‘No.’ Michelle’s not a great one for the news. When the news jingle comes on the radio she usually switches over to another station.

‘Young girl found dead just outside Walsingham.’

‘How awful.’


‘Yes.’ Nelson decides not to tell Michelle about the resemblance to Laura. She’ll know soon enough when Chloe’s picture is in the papers. In fact, in her TV-watching clothes of baggy jumper and leggings, Michelle herself looks hardly older than Chloe.

Nelson goes into the kitchen and gets a can of lager from the fridge. Michelle goes to the oven. ‘I’ve kept your steak warm. Do you want some salad with it?’

‘No thanks.’

‘Have you heard from the girls?’ he asks.

‘Rebecca sent me a text asking for a cupcake recipe.’ Rebecca is living in Brighton and working for a training company. It’s not very well paid, but at least it’s making use of her degree and Rebecca loves her adopted town. She’s sharing a flat with three other girls and has recently developed an interest in baking.

‘What about Laura?’

‘She’ll Skype us on Saturday.’

‘But have you heard anything today?’

Michelle looks surprised. ‘She put a picture on Facebook. She was in a club with Andre.’

Nelson breathes a sigh of relief. That was the way of the world now. You rely on Facebook to tell you that your daughter’s alive and well, even if she’s in the company of Andre, a public schoolboy who thinks he’s an American gangster DJ.

‘Are you OK, Harry?’

Nelson adds ketchup to his steak and chips. ‘I’m fine. It’s just this case.’

‘I hope you catch whoever did it,’ says Michelle, but she says it vaguely, as if she’s more interested in who won Masterchef. They’ve been married for twenty-five years; she’s used to murder.

 

Ruth is trying to write. Kate is in bed (after a seemingly endless reading from Josie Smith at School) and Ruth is at her desk with a brain-boosting packet of chocolate biscuits to hand. Three years ago she wrote a book called The Tomb of the Raven King about a dig in Lancashire. Rather to her surprise, she acquired a publisher, an editor and something called a ‘two-book deal’. Now she is desperately trying to write the second book, about a Bronze Age dig in Norfolk which became inextricably tangled up with the discovery of a body from the Second World War. The first book came easily, partly because no one was waiting to read it (Ruth dreads the cheery ‘Hi there’ emails from her editor, Javier), and partly because it was a story that ended with a satisfactorily juicy discovery. The new book, The Shadow Fields, is proving much more difficult, the story is fractured and complicated and the archaeologists involved are still some way off a final discovery. Ruth is trying to work on her book for an hour a night. If she writes a thousand words a day, she calculates, she will have the book finished in eighty or ninety days. So far she has written 15,000 words.

Ruth stares at the screen. Surely it wouldn’t hurt to check her emails. Maybe there will be one from Frank, the American academic with whom she had . . . What? An affair sounds too steamy, a fling too casual. But, for some weeks last year, she had almost believed that she and Frank might have a future together. Frank was going to come to England. He too was writing a book. They were going to write, go on dates, have sex, spend weekends together. Maybe they would even move in together . . . Frank could be a stepfather to Kate, who adored him. Only one thing had stopped them. Ruth, for some stupid reason, couldn’t get Nelson out of her head. Nelson with whom she has spent precisely two nights. Nelson, the father of her daughter. Nelson, who is married. It seemed that Ruth couldn’t embark on a future with Frank whilst Nelson remained in the background. That’s the trouble with Nelson, he never seems to stay in the background. He’s always there, annoying her, nagging her about Kate, yet making it impossible for her to contemplate life with another man. Ruth clicks to open up her emails.

The first word she sees is ‘Walsingham’. Flint jumps onto the desk and tries to sit on the keyboard. Ruth pushes him off. She is looking at another email from Hilary Smithson.

 


  Hi, Ruth!




  Wondered if you’d got my last email? I’m arriving in Walsingham on Sunday. Perhaps we could meet on Monday for a coffee at the Blue Lady? Say 11? I really would like to see you. Hilary x



 

What does she remember about Hilary, this woman who signs herself with a kiss? She was another graduate student at Southampton. Where had she studied before? Somewhere impressive like Oxford. Ruth’s first degree and her MA are from University College London, impressive enough, but somehow real life as opposed to ivory tower. Hilary had been earnest, she remembers, but with a surprisingly good sense of humour. Their PhD advisor had been the great Erik Anderson, a charismatic Norwegian archaeologist of whom Ruth was much in awe. Hilary, she remembered, admired Erik, but sometimes used to tease him in a daringly iconoclastic way. She remembers Erik talking about sacred landscape, how the same particular stretch of ground was important to different peoples over hundreds and thousands of years, and Hilary saying, ‘Or it could just be coincidence’. She can still see the dangerous flash of Erik’s light-blue eyes before he had answered, ‘And it could just be coincidence, Miss Smithson, which is another word for serendipity.’

Is this a coincidence, two mentions of Walsingham in one day? And isn’t Cathbad in Walsingham at the moment, house-sitting for one of his mad, religious friends? That’s three things and, as Cathbad is always saying, bad news comes in threes.

Despite living near the famous shrine, Ruth has never visited it. Religion is not her thing, probably the result of being brought up by evangelical Christian parents. Mind you, her parents view shrines and pilgrimages with extreme suspicion. Anything Catholic or Anglo-Catholic is almost worse than Satanism (although at least a Satanist will offer you a good fight, with the chance of talking in tongues and probably an exorcism too). But Ruth tries to avoid anything to do with churches. Kate goes to a secular primary school and though she had both pagan and Catholic christening ceremonies (to please her godfather, Cathbad, and her actual father, Nelson), Ruth is determined that her child will have no religious indoctrination whatsoever. Christmas is about presents, Easter is about chocolate and she’s hoping that birth, sex and death will wait a few years before rearing their ugly heads.

She Googles Walsingham (anything to avoid going back to the book), and finds that it was once two villages, Little Walsingham and Great Walsingham and that it is famed for its religious shrines in honour of the Virgin Mary. Confusingly, the bigger village that contains the ruined priory is actually Little Walsingham. Another site tells her that the 2001 census recorded a population of 864 in 397 households. She scrolls down, looking for references to archaeology and finds one to a dig in 1961 which excavated the site of the original holy house. The holy house, built on what is now the abbey grounds, was panelled in wood and contained a statue of the Virgin and—apparently—a phial of her breast milk. For years Walsingham was a centre of pilgrimage. Many kings, from Henry III onwards, trod the pilgrim path to Walsingham. Henry VIII paid a visit to celebrate the birth of a son to Catherine of Aragon, but the little prince died and eventually, of course, Henry destroyed the English monasteries. Walsingham Priory at first escaped the dissolution of the monasteries thanks to the abbot, Richard Vowell, doing some serious crawling to Thomas Cromwell. However, the sub-prior, Nicholas Milcham, protested against the destruction of the smaller monasteries and, in 1537, was executed for his pains. In 1538 the priory was dissolved and a private mansion built on its ruins. The abbey’s treasures were sent to London and the statue of the Virgin was burnt.


Ruth skips the next few hundred years and clicks on the link ‘Walsingham Now’. She learns that Walsingham is now a centre of both Anglican and Catholic worship. There’s the Anglican shrine in the village itself and the Roman Catholic Slipper Chapel a mile away. There’s even a Russian Orthodox chapel in an old railway-station booking office. Thousands of pilgrims come to the village every year and there’s a Passion Play in the abbey grounds at Easter.

Ruth remembers taking part in a dig near Walsingham a few years ago. They’d hoped to find the site of the original Roman shrine but, in the end, the land had yielded nothing apart from some rather dull pottery shards, some glass and a coin or two. What is this conference that Hilary is attending? Is she still an archaeologist? And what is this ‘tricky matter’ about which she needs some advice? A very Hilary word, ‘tricky’, she seems to recall. Ruth’s finger hovers over the mouse. Should she send a polite response, regretting that she’s not available next week
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