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. . . a wand’ring Fire . . .

Which oft, they say, some evil Spirit attends,

Hovering and blazing with delusive Light,

Misleads th’ amaz’d Night-wanderer from his way

To Boggs and Mires, and oft through Pond or Poole

There swallow’d up and lost . . .

 

—JOHN MILTON, Paradise Lost




Prologue


  10 July 2007


She has been walking for a long time. It’s funny but she hadn’t thought that there was so much space in England. The map, which she printed out in the library at school, seemed to show the youth hostel here, somewhere in this sea of green, but now that she’s walking, in her special shoes with her backpack on, there’s no sign of any buildings anywhere. Her phone is out of battery and she feels very alone. All she can do is keep walking.

Youth Hostel near Cambridge. The words evoked images of honey-coloured buildings, women in long dresses and men in bow ties, those boats that you row standing up. Images that, in the grey concrete of her home town, seemed as exotic as if they had been beamed from a distant star. But now, as the rain starts, easily finding its way through her supposedly rainproof cagoule, she wonders if it was all, in fact, imaginary. Did the England she pictured ever really exist? Is this what summer here is like? There is something oppressive about the landscape: fields, ditches, fences, the occasional blasted-looking tree. It’s as if she has claustrophobia and agoraphobia at the same time; she feels as if she’s crawling over the surface of the earth and at the same time hemmed in on all sides, unable to escape.

It’s getting dark now. Her parents were right. She should never have come interrailing on her own. She should have travelled with friends; even now they’d be drinking warm wine in a dormitory somewhere, laughing at the day’s adventures. But that’s just it. She wanted adventures, not just the same photographs to stick on the wall of whichever indifferent university she ended up gracing with her presence. But walking for miles across grey fields doesn’t seem especially adventurous, especially as her new walking shoes are pinching badly. She looks at her watch. Ten o’clock, just dark. Should she look for shelter somewhere? But the rain-washed landscape offers nothing, not even a hut or a generously branched tree. The rain falls as if its one aim is to make her miserable.

She sees the light first. That’s the thing about this road, you can see for miles. A car—no, a van—travelling quite fast, moving in her direction. Should she hitch a lift? Her father begged her not to do this but the alternative seems to be sleeping in a ditch. Yet something stops her. There’s something about the vehicle—she can see it quite clearly now, dark blue with blacked-out windows—that seems rather frightening, as if it is intent on some nefarious nighttime business. She stands back, pressing herself against the hedgerow, pulling her hood over her face.


But the van is slowing. It stops beside her and a window is lowered.

‘My poor child,’ says a voice that seems to come straight from her Cambridge fantasies, ‘you’re quite drenched. Jump in.’
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  18 May 2018


The last of the light is fading as Ruth sits on the terrace looking out over the fens. Her laptop is open in front of her and she has just typed the words ‘The End’. A bit silly and melodramatic, she’ll delete them before she sends the manuscript to her editor, but for the moment she likes to look at the screen and feel the satisfaction of having one thing in her life that is completed, finished, accomplished. She leans back in her basket chair and feels the dying rays of the sun on her face. The weather has been wonderful all through this week-long writing retreat, amazing weather for May in England.

‘How’s it going?’ Crissy has made one of her noiseless entrances, crossing the deck with a tray holding something that looks very like a gin and tonic.

‘Finished!’ Ruth turns to grin at her.

‘Fantastic.’ Crissy puts the tray on the table. ‘You deserve this then.’

She had thought that Crissy looked a little preoccupied earlier but now she is smiling at Ruth with such warmth that Ruth feels herself smiling back, almost grinning. So many things about this week have been surprising, thinks Ruth, as she takes a delicious, juniper-scented sip, but making a friend in such a short time is definitely one of the biggest surprises. Ruth has a few, carefully selected, friends: Alison from school, Caz and Roly from university, Shona from work, Judy and Cathbad from . . . well, Cathbad would say that they are gifts from the universe. And yet she has never felt such an immediate connection as she did with Crissy. They have nothing in common really. Crissy is slightly older than Ruth, she wasn’t even sure what a forensic archaeologist did until Ruth explained, and seems to have no interest in the haunted fenland landscape around her. As far as Ruth knows, Crissy has no partner and no children. But she is such a serene, kindly presence, drifting around in her flowing dresses, her greying blonde hair in a ponytail that reaches almost to her waist. It is Crissy who turns Grey Walls, the squat stone house in the middle of nowhere, into a real sanctuary, full of soft lights and delicious smells. Ruth has been able to finish her third book, about Neolithic stone circles, in record time and has been able, temporarily, to forget the other worries that dominate her life: her work at Cambridge, her relationships, her aging father. She has not forgotten Kate, her daughter, or Flint, her cat, but she hasn’t worried unduly about them either. This despite not being able to get a mobile phone signal unless she stands at the bottom of the garden.

Crissy sees her looking at her phone. ‘Your husband rang,’ she says. ‘He’s on his way to collect you now.’


The word gives Ruth a jolt. Should she say something? But Crissy is already drifting away. So Ruth sits on the terrace and drinks her gin until Frank’s car appears, visible for miles in the flat landscape.

 


DCI Harry Nelson is checking the news on his phone when DI Judy Johnson comes bursting into his office.

‘Guilty,’ she says. ‘On both charges.’

Nelson leans back in his chair and shuts his eyes for a moment. ‘Thank Christ,’ he says.

It was one of the worst moments in a police officer’s life: waiting for the verdict. Almost two years ago Nelson had arrested Ivor March, assembled a portfolio of evidence against him and handed the case over to the Crown Prosecution Service. Now, after several expensive weeks at the High Court, justice has been served. March has been found guilty of the murder of two women and, with any luck, will spend the rest of his days behind bars.

Judy, who was Nelson’s second-in-command on the case, looks almost as relieved as he is.

‘I was sure it would be guilty at first,’ she says. ‘I mean, there was so much evidence. All those forensics. But when he just started denying everything, he sounded so plausible. I really thought they might believe him.’

‘Oh, he’s plausible all right,’ says Nelson.

He thinks of the moment when he read the charges to March. He’d wanted to do it himself, to see the look in March’s eyes, to say the words: ‘Ivor March, you are charged that you did murder two women, Jill Prendergast and Stacy Newman, contrary to common law.’ That last bit always seemed self-evident; it would be a pretty black day when murder wasn’t against the law. But March had just smiled and made a gesture, with palm outstretched, as if to say, ‘Over to you now.’ He’d been confident even then, Nelson realises, that he’d get off.

‘Phil Trent made a mess of the forensic archaeology,’ he says. ‘Ruth would have done it better.’

‘He was OK,’ says Judy. ‘Juries never like expert witnesses.’

‘He confused them with all that stuff about soil pH,’ says Nelson. ‘The point was that March killed the women and buried them in his girlfriend’s garden. His DNA was all over them and on the rope and on the plastic. There was hair from his cat, for God’s sake.’

‘I can’t believe the girlfriend is standing by him,’ says Judy.

‘There’s a certain sort of woman,’ says Nelson, ‘who’s attracted to a man like March. They think he’s an alpha male because he kills people.’

‘Be careful,’ says Judy. ‘You’re sounding like Madge.’

Nelson grins. Madge Hudson, criminal profiler, is known to King’s Lynn CID as ‘Queen of the Bleeding Obvious’. Superintendent Jo Archer, Nelson’s boss, is a fan though and insisted that Madge be involved with the March case. Madge gave it as her perceived wisdom that March ‘liked inflicting pain’.

‘Have you told the super?’ asks Nelson.

‘No,’ says Judy. ‘I came straight to you.’

Nelson grunts to hide his satisfaction. ‘You should tell her,’ he says. ‘You know how she likes to get a case ticked off her list.’


Judy looks at him. They have worked together for a long time and sometimes they don’t need words.

‘Is it ticked off though?’ she says at last.

‘No,’ says Nelson. ‘No, it isn’t.’

 


Kate comes running across the deck to meet her. ‘We went shopping,’ she says. ‘We bought steak and oven chips and really smelly cheese. You can smell it in the car.’

Ruth hugs her daughter. Kate is nine now, a restless sprite with long, dark hair. She has shot up in the last year and her head now only just fits under Ruth’s chin.

‘I love smelly cheese,’ she says.

‘That’s what Frank said. He bought wine too and chocolate brownies for me.’

‘Sounds like a successful shopping trip,’ says Crissy.

‘This is my daughter, Kate,’ says Ruth, trying not to sound too proud.

‘She looks like you,’ says Crissy.

‘I look like my dad,’ says Kate, which is true. Ruth has, rather to her surprise, confided in Crissy about Kate’s parentage. Crissy smiles at her now and waves at Frank, who is standing by the car. He has obviously held back to let Ruth have her moment with Kate. Ruth turns to Crissy. ‘Thank you so much. I had a wonderful time.’

Crissy envelops her in a hug that smells of patchouli and lemongrass.

‘I’m so glad,’ she says. ‘Come back soon.’

But Ruth doesn’t know when she’ll next be able to afford the luxury of a week on her own. The writing retreat had been Frank’s idea, put forward as a solution to the ever-present stress of Ruth’s looming deadline. ‘Take a week and just concentrate on writing,’ he said. ‘No students, no worrying about Kate and Flint. Or me,’ he had added as an afterthought, perhaps realising that, for Ruth, part of his charm lay in the fact that she never had to worry about him. Well, it had worked. Ruth had finished the book, tentatively entitled The Devil’s Circle, and she feels more relaxed than she has for a long time, ever since the move from Norfolk, in fact.

John, the gardener and handyman, appears with Ruth’s suitcase. He’s another one who knows how to make a silent entrance, but he’s a gentle soul who has told Ruth some very interesting things about local folklore. Ruth thanks him and offers her hand to say goodbye. After some hesitation, John shakes it heartily.

Frank comes forward and takes the case. Then he kisses Ruth. ‘Good stay?’

‘Great. I finished it.’

‘That’s fantastic, honey.’ He hugs her. It never ceases to please Ruth when Frank calls her ‘honey’. Goodness knows why because she usually hates those sort of endearments. Perhaps it’s because it sounds so American.

Frank puts the bag in the boot (or trunk, as he calls it). Kate jumps into the back seat. Ruth thanks Crissy again and they are off, bowling along the road that is the highest thing for miles around. The fenlands glide past them, purple with loosestrife, secret pools gleaming in the twilight.

‘How’s Flint?’ Ruth asks Kate.

‘He’s fine. He slept on my bed all week.’


Flint is the one who has taken the move to Cambridge hardest. At first Ruth was scared to let him out and he sat grumpily in the window of the townhouse, probably dreaming of his old life amongst the abundant wildlife of the Saltmarsh. Now he does go into the garden and has established himself as the alpha cat in the neighbourhood, but Ruth still imagines that he looks at her rather resentfully. And he never sleeps on Ruth’s bed now, probably because Frank is in it.

It’s nine o’clock by the time they get home but it’s still not quite dark. Not long until June and the longest day, thinks Ruth. The summer solstice. As ever, the idea of a pagan festival makes her think of Cathbad. She must ring Cathbad and Judy soon. Frank carries Ruth’s case into the house. Ruth follows with her laptop, looking out for Flint. In the first-floor sitting room, Kate switches on the television. Ruth is about to protest but then she sees the face on the screen; a strong, almost belligerent, face, with greying dark hair. ‘DCI Harry Nelson, Norfolk Police Serious Crimes Unit,’ runs the caption.

‘Daddy!’ says Kate in delight.

‘There was overwhelming evidence against March and we’re relieved that he was found guilty,’ Nelson is saying, ‘but we would still like to question him about the disappearance of two other women.’

Frank comes into the room. ‘The steak won’t take long,’ he says. ‘Shall I open the wine?’ Then he stops because both Ruth and Kate are ignoring him, staring at the man on the television.
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Nelson is gathering up his things, ready to leave, when Superintendent Jo Archer appears in the doorway.

‘Leaving already?’ she says.

Nelson doesn’t rise. It’s six o’clock and Jo is always telling him not to do overtime. ‘That’s right,’ he says. ‘Half day off for good behaviour.’

Jo laughs and comes to sit in his visitor’s chair. She persists in believing that they have the best of working relationships. ‘We wind each other up all the time,’ she said once, ‘like brother and sister.’ Well, Nelson has two sisters and this is something entirely different. Jo is his boss, for one thing; for another she sits on a balance ball to conduct interviews and once tried to make him attend a mindfulness seminar. Despite all this, she’s not a bad copper and he doesn’t altogether dislike her.

‘You must be pleased about March,’ she says.

Nelson sits down opposite her. ‘There are still the other two women,’ he says. ‘Nicola Ferris and Jenny McGuire.’


Jo stops smiling. ‘Their bodies were never found,’ she says.

‘I know,’ says Nelson, ‘but March killed them, I’m sure of it. He had a very specific physical type. Jill Prendergast and Stacy Newman were both tall and blonde with blue eyes. Nicola and Jenny were very similar and the same age, mid-thirties. Both women were living in north Norfolk and both attended March’s evening classes. And neither of them have been seen since the summer of 2016.’

‘I agree there’s circumstantial evidence,’ says Jo, ‘but without forensics we’ve nothing to link them to March. Their DNA wasn’t found on anything in his house.’

‘He’s too clever for that,’ says Nelson. ‘With Jill and Stacy the only DNA evidence was buried in his girlfriend’s garden.’

‘We’ve dug up that garden,’ says Jo, ‘and only found the two bodies.’

‘They’re buried somewhere else,’ says Nelson. ‘I’m sure of it.’

‘It might have been wiser not to mention it in the TV interview all the same,’ says Jo. ‘It gives false hope to the families.’

Nelson knew that this was coming. Jo didn’t trust him in front of the cameras. He was too intimidating, she said, not warm enough. He scowled at reporters and barked out one-word answers. Jo thought that all media interviews should be handled by Judy. Or, better still, by Super Jo herself.

‘March loved being on trial,’ says Nelson. ‘He loved the attention. Maybe he’ll confess just to get more of the limelight. He’s going to have a pretty dull time of it in jail, even with all those delusional women writing to him.’

‘I wouldn’t bet on a confession,’ says Jo. ‘And, hard though it is, we can’t keep on throwing money and resources into the case.’

‘So that’s it for Nicola and Jenny? Case closed?’

‘We’ll keep on looking,’ says Jo. ‘It just can’t be a priority.’

Nelson knows that she’s right but he hates unfinished business. He knows that Nicola and Jenny are going to haunt his dreams. Just like Lucy Downey did, all those years ago.

‘Go home, Nelson,’ says Jo. ‘Baby George will cheer you up.’

‘He’s not a baby any more,’ says Nelson, ‘he’s nearly two and a half.’ But his face does lighten at the thought of his son.

 


But, on the drive home, Nelson finds himself thinking about Nicola Ferris and Jenny McGuire. Nicola was thirty-four and single. She lived near Cley, on the edge of the north Norfolk marshes, and taught at the local secondary school. She was also a keen amateur artist and had attended an evening painting course at her local community centre. It was run by Ivor March. In July 2016 Nicola went to the pub for end-of-term drinks with the other students. She left at ten p.m. to ride her bicycle home and was never seen again. Jenny was thirty-six, divorced with one child. She lived in Holt and worked in the gift shop in a nearby stately home. She too had attended one of Ivor March’s evening classes at the community centre, this time in creative writing. One morning in August, Jenny had left for work, cycling through the mist. She’d never arrived.

Nelson and his team had seen the links immediately. They had questioned March along with the other students and course leaders. He had admitted to knowing both women but had an alibi—his girlfriend—for the dates of their disappearances. Then, in September, another woman had vanished. Jill Prendergast, a thirty-five-year-old teaching assistant from Cromer. Jill was last seen at a bus stop near Cley, on her way to visit a friend. She was, by all accounts, an outgoing, vivacious woman, devoted to her job and to her pet cat, Ferdy. She had a boyfriend, an electrician called Jay, and he was, of course, their first suspect. But Jay had an alibi, working a long shift at the hospital. Then, going through the list of Jill’s friends and relations, Judy had come across the connection to Ivor March. Jill had been friends with March’s girlfriend, Chantal Simmonds. The two women had met at an exercise class and had socialised several times with their respective partners. Jill and Jay had even attended Ivor’s fiftieth birthday party. March had an alibi—Chantal, naturally—for the night of Jill’s disappearance but Judy had got a warrant to dig up the garden of Chantal’s cottage at Salthouse. There they had found not only the remains of Jill but also of Stacy Newman, an office worker who had disappeared five years earlier.

Stacy, who was thirty-eight and divorced, lived in London, which was why Nelson’s team hadn’t been involved in the case. And it was, arguably, easier to disappear in London than in rural Norfolk. But there was a link, though it had eluded everyone at the time. Stacy had known Ivor March. They had met when he was a student at St Martin’s and had kept in touch over the years. Stacy had also been to one of March’s parties. ‘He’s a wonderful host,’ Chantal told Judy, eyes shining. Stacy had probably also been March’s lover but Chantal would never admit this. What was unarguable was that March’s DNA was on both bodies and on the rope that had bound them. There were also fibres from his house and hairs from his cat, Mother Gabley. March, of course, insisted that the police had planted this evidence.

From the start Nelson had been sure that March had killed Nicola and Jenny too. He had links with them both and it was true that all four women were of a very similar physical type, tall and blonde with blue eyes. Interestingly, Chantal Simmonds was short and dark. Nelson’s team had excavated every inch of Chantal’s garden, they took apart her house and March’s flat in King’s Lynn. But no trace of the missing women was ever found. Without forensic evidence, there was no chance of March being convicted. Nelson had to be content with charging March for the murders of Jill and Stacy and watching and waiting. The trouble is that patience isn’t his strong point.

Nelson turns into his drive, enjoying, as he always does, the moment when the garage doors open as if by magic. Michelle’s car is in the drive and he wonders who will win the race to greet him today, George or the family’s German shepherd, Bruno.

It’s George but only because Bruno hangs back, good-naturedly.


‘Daddy!’ George flings himself at Nelson’s legs. He is very pro-Daddy at the moment which, Michelle informs Nelson, is ‘only a phase’. She’s probably right but Nelson is enjoying it while it lasts.

‘Hi, Georgie.’ Nelson swings his son up into the air. Bruno watches them both anxiously—there have been accidents involving light fittings before.

Michelle appears from the kitchen. ‘Be careful, Harry.’

‘He loves it,’ says Nelson, throwing George up again. Bruno gives a short bark.

‘Bruno knows it’s dangerous.’

‘He’s an old woman.’ But Nelson puts George down and pats the dog, whose solicitude for the family does sometimes verge on obsessive.

‘How’s your day been?’ asks Michelle.

‘OK. Ivor March was found guilty. Did you hear it on the news?’

‘I never listen to the news these days. It’s always bad.’

‘You’ve got a point there. What did you do today?’ He follows Michelle into the kitchen and looks in the fridge for a beer. He is trying to avoid drinking, except at weekends, but feels that he deserves a small celebration. It is Friday, after all.

‘I was working in the morning,’ says Michelle. ‘Then I picked George up from nursery and we went to the park. I met Cathbad there with Miranda.’

‘Surely Miranda must be at school now. Want a drink?’ Nelson proffers a wine bottle enticingly but Michelle shakes her head. She isn’t much of a drinker and is very careful about her diet. She says it was harder to get her figure back after the birth of her third child and she’s determined not to lose it for the sake of a glass of Prosecco in the evening. Nelson understands her reasons, and admires her selfcontrol, but it would be nice to have someone to drink with sometimes.

‘Cathbad said that Miranda hadn’t been feeling well that morning,’ says Michelle, ‘but she looked fine to me. You know how soft he is with those kids.’

Cathbad, Judy’s partner, looks after their children as well as teaching meditation and being, in his own words, a part-time druid. He is certainly more relaxed about school attendance, and rules in general, than Judy would be.

‘Cathbad said that Ruth’s enjoying her writing retreat,’ says Michelle, not looking at Nelson. ‘It’s on the fens, in the middle of nowhere.’

‘I don’t know why she wanted to go a writing retreat in the first place,’ said Nelson. ‘Maybe that’s what they do in Cambridge.’ He puts a certain amount of scorn in the last word. He knows about the retreat because Ruth had asked him if he minded Frank looking after Katie for the week. Nelson had minded but knew that he couldn’t say so.

‘I hope Frank got Katie to school on time,’ he says now.

‘I’m sure he did,’ said Michelle. ‘He’s not like Cathbad, he’s very responsible.’ She sees Nelson’s face and says, ‘He is her stepfather.’

‘He isn’t,’ says Nelson. ‘Because he’s not married to Ruth.’

‘They’re living together,’ said Michelle. ‘It’s the same thing.’


But, in Nelson’s mind, it’s not the same thing at all. Marriage is a union blessed by God and the law and it’s the law that’s uppermost in his mind at the moment. He goes into the sitting room with his beer and turns on the television. George brings over some building bricks for a game and Nelson joins in half-heartedly.

He no longer feels as if the evening is a celebration.
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Whatever Nelson might think, Ruth and Frank are conscientious about getting Kate to school on time. Ruth normally walks her there on the way to St Jude’s, the college where she teaches forensic archaeology. If Ruth has an early meeting, then Frank takes her. He usually drives because his college is slightly outside the centre of Cambridge. Neither of them has taken to cycling, the most popular mode of transport in the city. Ruth hasn’t been on a bike since her teens and thinks that, in her case, it’s not true that the skill is never forgotten. Frank has an American distrust of anything on two wheels.

Ruth enjoys the walk with Kate. They talk about all sorts of things and pat every cat that they see. On this Monday morning, Kate wants to talk about Fortnite, the online game that has taken the pre-teen world by storm. Lots of Kate’s friends play it but Ruth has told Kate that she has to wait until she’s twelve, which is the official age rating. Kate doesn’t seem too bothered about this but today she wants to start one of the endless circular arguments which make Ruth think that her daughter will grow up to be a barrister. Or a master criminal.

‘So what if you’re twelve but you’re not very clever. Is that still OK?’

‘It’s not about how clever you are. It’s about what’s appropriate.’

‘I’m reading The Subtle Knife. Is that suitable for nine-year-olds?’

‘Yes. It’s a great book.’

‘Will’s fingers get chopped off. Is that OK because it’s a great book?’

Ruth sighs and considers her answer. In her opinion, everything is all right if it’s encased within the covers of a book. Well, almost everything. She wouldn’t be that happy if she saw Mein Kampf in Kate’s book bag. And it’s true that Philip Pullman’s books do contain some violent and disturbing scenes but, for Ruth, that is justified because they are well written. She can’t imagine that Fortnite deals with the themes of life, death and organised religion. Or maybe that’s just her prejudice.

‘I love the dæmons in those books,’ she says now, referring to the animal familiars that accompany the characters. ‘What would yours be?’

Kate gives her a look as if recognising this obvious diversion tactic. ‘A cat, of course. What’s yours? You can’t say cat too.’

Ruth had been about to say cat. She thinks about the animal kingdom as they near the school, a modern sixties block with a brightly coloured façade, incongruous amongst the ancient buildings surrounding it.


‘An owl,’ she says at last, ‘because of Minerva. And Hecate.’ Cathbad often calls Kate Hecate. She must phone him.

‘And Athena,’ says Kate, who also loves the Percy Jackson books. ‘Not a bad choice, Mum.’

Kate says goodbye and skips away happily. She hadn’t wanted to change schools but now, after two years, seems settled at St Benedict’s. She has made lots of friends and the teachers all say how well she’s doing, how quick and eager to learn. Ruth is always pleased when Kate is praised. She must get some of her brains from Ruth, surely? But Kate doesn’t get her confidence from Ruth, or her ability instantly to become the most popular person in the class, arbiter of tastes and fashions. Goodness knows where she inherited this. Perhaps it’s Nelson’s professional arrogance translated into a subtler form. Or perhaps it’s a gift from the gods invoked by Cathbad at her naming day.

Ruth walks on to her college, never ceasing to get a thrill from the sight of the grassy court with the Tudor buildings rising up around it. How did she, a south London girl, end up teaching at Cambridge? By being the best in her field, she tells herself. There’s no room for false modesty in academia. She is an experienced lecturer who has published two well-received books. Soon to be three, with any luck. She has appeared on television and has been involved in several noteworthy digs. It was a wrench to leave the University of North Norfolk, even though she had always complained about the place, its lack of funding and ambition, its flimsy modern buildings and apathetic students. No, she made the choice to move on and, despite initial resistance from Nelson, she and Kate now have a new life in Cambridge. There’s nothing to be gained from thinking about the past.

But when she gets to her office, the past is there waiting for her in the shape of her old boss, Phil Trent.

 


DCI Nelson is standing looking at a long low building with marshland behind it. It’s another beautiful day, the sun is already warm overhead and Nelson is in shirtsleeves, but, to him, the place still looks bleak and inhospitable. The marshes, variegated in shades of yellow and green interspersed with purple sea lavender, are, to him, an uncharted wasteland where an unwary traveller could take a wrong step and become mired in quicksand, a prey to the elements or worse. The building, with its battered sign saying ‘Saltmarsh Community Centre’, looks almost derelict, with its peeling paint and padlocked doors. But Nelson knows that it is still a thriving meeting place, with classes almost every night and events at the weekend. A sign on the noticeboard tells him that, this Saturday, Charlie Bennet, ‘The Norfolk Elvis’, will be performing. As he wanders around the centre, looking for signs of life, Nelson wonders idly how much someone would have to pay him to attend one of Charlie’s performances. A hundred? Not a chance. A thousand? He might be tempted but the thought of ‘Blue Suede Shoes’ hardens his heart. You would have to pay him serious money to sit through that and, even then, he would leave before ‘Are You Lonesome Tonight?’ He feels sure that Charlie favours Elvis’s white jumpsuit period.

‘Can I help you?’


A woman is standing looking at him, holding a bicycle with a basket at the front. She is tall with blondish hair swept up in a bun. Something, maybe the hairstyle or the bike, gives her a rather old-fashioned air. He guesses her age to be about fifty but it’s so hard to tell these days.

‘DCI Nelson.’ Nelson shows his warrant card.

‘Ailsa Britain,’ says the woman. ‘I run the classes here.’ She’s casually dressed in a T-shirt and flowered skirt but is still a rather commanding presence. Her voice is commanding too, effortless upper-class vowels that sound as if they come from the days of the British Empire. Nelson runs through the case files in his mind. They must have interviewed Ailsa Britain when they were investigating the disappearances of Nicola and Jenny.

‘Is it about Ivor March?’ says Ailsa. ‘I saw your press conference yesterday.’

‘In a way,’ says Nelson. ‘Can we talk inside?’

He’s not even sure in his own mind why he’s there. He hasn’t been to the community centre before. He’d visited the main locations in the Ivor March case—the garden, the suspects’ houses, the places where the two women had supposedly vanished—but the initial interviews had all been handled by Judy, who had just passed her DI exams. She’d done a great job, everything meticulously checked and double-checked. Even the prosecuting solicitor had been impressed.

Ailsa props the bike against the wall, unlocks the main doors and ushers Nelson into a large room, empty except for a piano on a dais and a pile of stacked chairs.


‘Would you like a coffee?’ says Ailsa. ‘It’s only instant, I’m afraid.’

Nelson says yes to coffee. He doesn’t mind instant, unlike Ruth who favours the proper bitter Italian stuff, preferably bought from a shop that pays its fair share of UK taxes. But he mustn’t think about Ruth. Nelson takes two chairs and places them by a window that looks out over the marshes. God, what a desolate view, he thinks. Miles and miles of nothingness. And, when you get to the sea, that’s bloody bleak too: no amusements, no cafés, just acres of grey sand. Nelson was born in Blackpool and still regards the Golden Mile as the perfect seafront.

‘Beautiful, isn’t it?’ says Ailsa, appearing with two mugs and some custard creams on a tray. Nelson warms to her.

‘It’s a bit lonely for my taste,’ he says.

‘That’s part of the appeal for me,’ says Ailsa. ‘I came here from London after my divorce and I just wanted to be in a place where I could see nothing but sea and sky.’

Ruth had come to Norfolk from London and she, too, loved the marshes. But not enough to stop her buggering off to Cambridge. Don’t think about Ruth.

They sit looking out over the sea of grass and Nelson says, ‘Were you working here when Ivor March was teaching?’

Ailsa takes a sip of coffee and looks at him coolly. ‘Yes. I told all this to the policewoman who interviewed us.’

‘Detective Inspector Judy Johnson.’ Nelson knows that Judy detests the word ‘policewoman’.

‘Yes,’ says Ailsa. ‘She was very efficient.’

‘So you knew March?’


‘I knew Ivor quite well,’ says Ailsa. ‘He was a very charismatic man. I’m sure you’ve heard that before.’

‘It has been mentioned.’ Nelson distrusts charisma, which seems to him only another word for deceitfulness. He hates the way that the papers have dwelt on March’s ‘dark good looks’ and ‘fatal charm’ rather than the fact that he strangled at least two women and buried them in his girlfriend’s garden.

‘He was a talented artist,’ says Ailsa. ‘His classes were very popular.’

This, too, has been covered by the papers with March’s moody landscapes appearing on many inside pages. Apparently they are in great demand on eBay.

‘He taught creative writing too,’ says Ailsa.

‘Talented writer as well, is he?’

‘He hasn’t had anything published,’ says Ailsa, slightly defensively. ‘But he has an artist’s instinct for language.’

Nice work if you can get it, thinks Nelson. Maybe he should teach plumbing because he has an artist’s instinct for running water.

‘Did you know Nicola Ferris or Jenny McGuire?’ he asks, wanting to bring the subject back to the victims, or probable victims.

‘I knew Jenny,’ says Ailsa. ‘Such a nice woman. I was in the same class as her for a while. I knew Nicola by sight.’

‘And what’s your theory about what happened to Nicola and Jenny?’

For the first time, Ailsa looks troubled, a cloud passing over her pink-and-white features. ‘I don’t know. I mean, there are links to Ivor . . . But I still find it hard to believe that he killed those other poor women.’

‘He did,’ says Nelson. ‘And I’m convinced that he killed Nicola and Jenny too. I’m trying to find new evidence to tie him to the crime. It’s difficult, without the bodies, but it can be done.’

‘Are you sure that they’re dead?’

‘They haven’t been seen since the night they disappeared. Both of them have friends and family, Jenny had a ten-year-old daughter. They are not the sort of people who just drop off the radar. I’m convinced that they’re dead and that March killed them.’

‘It’s so awful,’ says Ailsa. ‘I mean, this is such a nice place, so friendly. And for this to happen . . .’

But the classes are still continuing, thinks Nelson. Norfolk’s Elvis is still performing at the weekend. Life at the community centre goes on but it has stopped, irrevocably, for four women. Because of Ivor March.

‘Did you say that you were in the same class as Jenny McGuire?’ he asks. ‘Was that creative writing?’

‘Yes,’ says Ailsa. And for some reason she blushes. ‘That’s how I first met Ivor, actually. He used to run writing retreats.’

‘Writing retreats?’ An alarm is going off somewhere in Nelson’s brain.

‘Yes. At Grey Walls. It’s a house in Cambridgeshire. In the middle of the fens. Have you heard of it?’

‘I might have,’ says Nelson.


4

‘This is a surprise,’ says Ruth. It sounds better than ‘what are you doing here?’

‘I’m attending a conference on EU funding,’ says Phil. ‘Not that there’ll be any after Brexit.’

Ruth feels her ears shutting as if they have flaps for this purpose. In the 2016 referendum, she had voted to remain in Europe and, now, the prospect of leaving fills her with such dread that she doesn’t like to think about it. ‘We have to fight,’ Shona keeps telling her, as she prepares to go to London for yet another march. But Ruth fears that this is a losing battle.

‘Just thought I’d pop in and see you,’ Phil continues. ‘Quite some office you’ve got here.’

Ruth’s room is fairly small by St Jude’s standards but is at least twice as big as the cubbyhole she had at UNN. It also has mullioned windows, a beamed ceiling and a small stone fireplace. Ruth’s poster of Indiana Jones looks incongruous between two oil paintings of old Judeans, one of them wearing an Elizabethan ruff. Phil himself, in his studiedly trendy jeans and Converse trainers, looks as if he’s wandered in from another century. Despite herself, Ruth thinks of the first time she met Nelson. He had come to the university to ask her advice about some buried bones. She remembers him standing in the corridor, looking too big, too serious, too grown-up for his surroundings. Well, Nelson is far away now and Phil is none of these things.

‘How’s Shona?’ asks Ruth. She had been uncomfortable when Shona started seeing Phil, who was married at the time. Ruth was sure that the relationship would end badly and that she would be caught in the crossfire. But, ten years on, Shona and Phil still seem happy together, despite Shona’s brief dalliance with a handsome Italian two years ago. They have an eight-year-old son, Louis.

‘She’s fine,’ says Phil. ‘As gorgeous as ever.’ He can say things like this without blushing. ‘She’s part time now. She wants to be there for Louis. He’s having a few difficulties at school. It’s not easy being a gifted child.’ Again, no blush. Ruth has never seen much sign of Louis being gifted, and has never really forgiven him for being rather rough with Kate when they were both toddlers, but she supposes it’s nice that Phil is proud of his partner and son.

Ruth offers coffee which Phil declines, patting his waistline. Goodness knows why, it’s as flat as a pancake and how many calories are there in coffee, anyway? Ruth wonders why he has really come to see her and it’s not long before he says, ‘You know I was involved in the Ivor March case.’

‘I read about it,’ says Ruth. She feels ashamed of how jealous she had felt when Phil was referred to as ‘the forensic archaeologist advising on the remains’.


‘Rather an upsetting case,’ says Phil, looking important. ‘But quite straightforward technically. The bodies had clearly been buried using a handheld spade. The burials were obviously recent but the bodies must have been kept elsewhere for a period of time. One body was in fairly good condition but the other skeleton was completely defleshed.’

Spare me the details, thinks Ruth. She would use this phrase herself but it sounds particularly callous coming from Phil with his red-rimmed spectacles and teenager’s shoes.

‘I had to give evidence in court,’ says Phil. ‘Rather an ordeal. Have you ever done it?’

‘A few times,’ says Ruth. Nelson says that juries distrust expert witnesses but she always felt that they received her evidence with respect, even if they did look completely baffled.

‘The thing is . . .’ says Phil. Now we’re coming to it, thinks Ruth. ‘Nelson thinks that March killed two other women but their bodies have never been found. Well, on Saturday, I received this.’ He holds out a postcard.

Ruth turns it over to look at the words. ‘Call yourself an archaeologist,’ reads the message. ‘Ruth Galloway is worth ten of you. She will find Nicola and Jenny.’ There’s no signature. Ruth turns the card over to examine the image on the front, a black and white print that seems to show a ship’s mast, or maybe a windmill.


  Cley Marshes by Ivor March


 



Judy is also gazing at a sea view. Marion Prendergast, Jill’s mother, lives in a bungalow in Cromer, high on the cliff, with a spectacular view of the pier and of the sea. It glitters behind Marion’s head as she weeps, not for the first or the last time, for her daughter. Judy can only wait, knowing that her presence is probably a slight comfort. She has come to know Marion well over the past year. The Ferris and McGuire families too. Stacy Newman’s parents are both dead and, whilst Judy has visited her sister in Newcastle, it’s not the same. There is nothing so terrible as watching a parent grieve for a child. Yet it’s a privilege too, in a way. Like a doctor or an undertaker, she is there at the worst times in people’s lives, and that creates a bond, however hard she tries to preserve her professional detachment.

‘At least that terrible man will go to prison for life,’ says Marion at last.

‘Yes,’ says Judy. ‘He will.’ Sentencing has been delayed while the court waits for psychiatrists’ reports on Ivor March. But he will surely be locked up for a long time, whether in a prison or secure mental institution. Judy thinks that he is as sane as she is although, as Cathbad often says, sanity is its own kind of madness.

‘Do you think he stopped and offered her a lift?’ says Marion, also for what feels like the hundredth time. ‘Do you think that’s what happened?’

‘It seems likely,’ says Judy. The trouble was that there were no traces of Jill in Ivor’s car, or in Chantal’s—Judy wouldn’t have put it past him to use Chantal’s. There was no CCTV at the lonely bus-stop but they were able to talk to a passing cyclist who remembered Jill standing there in her bright pink jacket (‘She loved that jacket,’ said Marion). He only saw a few vehicles on the road, two cars and a van. Without number plates they weren’t able to go much further.

‘She knew him,’ says Marion. ‘So she would have said yes. She liked him! That’s what I can’t forget. She liked him and his girlfriend. That Chantal. I blame her too.’

People do often blame the wives, mothers and girlfriends, thinks Judy. Usually it’s deeply unfair. It’s perfectly possible not to know that your son or husband is a serial killer. Psychopaths usually compartmentalise their lives very carefully. But, in this case, Judy finds it hard to believe that Chantal Simmonds didn’t know about the murders. The bodies were buried in her back garden, for God’s sake.

‘Try to stop thinking about what might have happened,’ says Judy. ‘I know it’s hard. Just try and remember Jill when you last saw her. When you had fish and chips. Hold on to that memory.’

Marion has told her about this evening several times. Jill came over once a week to have supper with her mother. On this occasion, neither of them felt like cooking so they bought fish and chips and went to the beach. They even shared a can of lager. ‘Like teenagers,’ said Marion.

‘We did have a laugh,’ she says. Her eyes flicker upwards, remembering.

‘Hold on to that,’ says Judy.

Driving back to the station, she thinks that she should encourage Marion to continue to see the grief counsellor. This is a difficult time, when the excitement of the trial is over and the reality hits again. Ivor March is behind bars but Jill is still dead.

It’s a strange time for Judy too. When she passed her inspector’s exam two years ago, it had really felt as if her career was going places. Immediately afterwards she had been put in charge of the Ivor March investigation, one of the biggest the Serious Crimes Unit had ever tackled. It was a complicated and gruelling case but Judy felt that she had done well and, in last Friday’s verdict, she had had her reward. But now, here she is, back at her desk—she hasn’t even got an office of her own—doing the same old work, with Tanya breathing down her neck and new recruit Tony Zhang looking at her as if she’s a relic from the days of the Bow Street Runners. She misses Clough. At least with Dave she had someone on her level, or rather someone with whom she was always vying for precedence. But
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