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Dedication

For Andy, Alex and Juliet.





Epigraph

Come skill and the cunning needed;

Lay out the lie of the land;

Secret stories, beneath the feet

Locked up in layers, in levels below.

Did dried stripes of grass, straddling the slope

Summon and point people to this place?

Did Old Grimm make mounds and hollows

Out of the earth? Or urns for the dead?

Unlock the store of stories here.

Michael Rosen, ‘Charms for Grime’s Graves’

Nothing in this world is hidden forever.

Wilkie Collins, No Name
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Prologue

Sunday 24 March 2002

The bonfire is burning brightly now, its heart molten gold.

‘I’m a fire starter,’ says Cathbad.

‘Everything’s so dry,’ says Emad, ‘that’s why. It hasn’t rained all week.’

‘Boring.’ Emily throws leaves at him.

‘We should give thanks to the gods,’ says Leo. ‘We should pray to Grim, the hooded one.’

‘Leo,’ says Amber, who is sitting huddled in her blanket, ‘it’s nearly Easter. It’s Palm Sunday, for goodness’ sake. Have some respect.’

‘Easter was a pagan festival first,’ says Leo. ‘People have celebrated equinoxes and solstices since prehistoric times.’ But he smiles at Amber and, when the wine is handed round in plastic cups, his hand touches hers.

‘Grim’s Gaben.’ Leo gives the toast.

‘Grim’s Gaben,’ chorus the students. Only Mark mutters, ‘Grime’s Graves,’ rather defiantly. Cathbad is busy with the fire, using a long stick as a poker, allowing oxygen to feed the flames.

The barbecue is slower to ignite. It’s late by the time the vegetarian burgers are cooked. Crisps are circulated. Mark’s dog, Odin, comes to sit in the circle, tongue hanging out.

‘Don’t feed him,’ says Mark. ‘He’s on a diet.’

‘We shouldn’t be eating crisps,’ says Thomas. ‘It should be venison or haunches of lamb.’

‘I thought you were a vegetarian,’ says Amber.

‘I’m talking about the aesthetics of the thing.’

But when Cathbad takes the baked potatoes from the embers, they are found to be raw on the inside and generally inferior to the offerings from the Great God Walker. Leo opens another bottle of wine. Darkness falls over the strange pockmarked fields. The nearby pine forest murmurs. The campers move closer together. Thomas gets out his guitar and sings Beatles songs. All you need is love. Odin crawls towards Emily and starts eating her discarded burger bun.

Cathbad was right, thinks Emily, there is magic in a communal fire. Sitting with her friends in this sacred landscape, drinking warm wine and listening to Thomas trying to remember the words of ‘Eleanor Rigby’, she thinks she has never been happier in her life.

Then a hooded figure emerges from the trees.





Chapter 1

Friday 11 June 2021

The unassuming shop in a King’s Lynn backstreet has lived many lives. Once, beyond most people’s living memory, it was a bakery. The oven still remains and has, in successive iterations, been a focal point and dining nook and was also, for many decades, boarded up completely. The building has been a café, a greengrocer’s and an ‘Emporium of Wonder’ (a junk shop), and is now well on its way to becoming a café again. A sign outside says ‘The Red Lady Tea Rooms, opening August 2021’, and another informs interested passers-by that Edward Spens and Co are in charge of the renovation.

Gary Bright is enjoying his work. This is the part he likes, knocking things down. The rest – the rewiring, the replastering, the endless conversations with architects and owners – can be dull at best and frustrating at worst. But swinging your sledgehammer at a brick wall never gets old. Gary swings. The old wall trembles at first and then, as Gary lunges again, it caves inwards. Through the dust, Gary sees a black void. This is odd, because he had expected to see a chimney breast. The plans had shown that there was a fireplace in this semi-basement and the café owners wanted it opened up again. ‘It will give the place some character,’ says Elise Monkton, the terrifyingly enthusiastic new manager. ‘There’s probably a Victorian surround or some lovely tiles . . .’ But, as Gary moves forwards, all he can see is darkness. Cold air comes from the recently exposed space and suddenly, ridiculously, Gary feels afraid. Get a grip, he tells himself. This isn’t an episode of Most Haunted. You’re a builder and you’ve got a job to do. Looking through the gap, he sees something white, almost glowing. Is it chalk? Gary leans into the void and sees that what he is looking at is a complete human skeleton, laid out like a Hallowe’en prop.

Someone screams. It’s a few seconds before Gary realises that it’s him.

Dr Ruth Galloway is having a difficult day. Teaching is over and final papers are being marked. The students have had a tough year, mostly in lockdown, communicating with their tutors only via Zoom. But they have produced good work and Ruth is proud of them. This should be a time when she is getting ready for graduation ceremonies, planning for the next term and lobbying the university for more money and resources. Instead, graduations have been cancelled again and Ruth is waiting for a committee to decide if her department will even exist next year.

‘Any news?’ David Brown appears at her door with minimal knocking.

‘No,’ says Ruth. ‘The executive board have only just started their meeting.’

‘They should have invited you.’

‘Board members only,’ says Ruth. ‘It’s awful. Like being sentenced to death in your absence, without being able to plead your case.’

It’s a melodramatic analogy, she knows, but it’s how she feels. Her job is who she is. Dr Ruth Galloway, Head of Archaeology at the University of North Norfolk. And now the university, in its wisdom, thinks that the department is ‘unprofitable’ and the board are considering closing it altogether.

‘It’s madness,’ says David, pacing around Ruth’s office which would, in ordinary circumstances, drive her mad. ‘I mean, you’re a renowned archaeologist. You’ve got an international reputation. You’ve been on TV.’

It sounds very racy, thinks Ruth, but she knows what David is trying to say. She is a fairly well-known archaeologist. She has consulted on Roman bones in Italy and appeared on television there. She has written three well-reviewed books and was also part of a rather lurid TV series called Women Who Kill, alongside her ex-partner Frank Barker, an American historian. It is largely due to Ruth that UNN has a good name for archaeology. But Covid has hit them hard. Most of their postgraduate students come from abroad and this income stream has disappeared overnight. Student numbers are also falling, the number of firm-offer holders for 2022 considerably down on 2021. When the board announced ‘major cost-cutting measures’, Ruth knew that she would be in the firing line.

‘They’ve said they’ll keep staff on,’ says Ruth. ‘Move us to history or geography.’

‘That’s an insult,’ says David. ‘I won’t stay here to be insulted. I’ll go back to Sweden.’

David used to work at Uppsala University and presumably they would have him back. Will Ruth stay and be insulted? She looks out of the window towards the artificial lake, at its best in the sunshine. Two students are playing frisbee, their laughter echoing around the low-lying buildings of the campus. Ruth rubs her eyes. Either her window is dirtier than usual or she is near to tears.

She’s relieved when the phone rings though she does wonder who could be contacting her on the landline.

‘Dr Ruth Galloway?’

The upper-class voice is vaguely familiar. A board member? A journalist from one of the posher papers?

‘Yes.’

‘This is Edward Spens. I run a building firm. You might remember me . . .’

‘Yes, I do.’ Ruth’s memories are almost entirely unpleasant. First there was the body under the door of an ex-children’s home. Then there was the Second World War plane with the pilot still inside. In Ruth’s experience, calls from Edward Spens are never good news.

‘Well . . .’ The embarrassed laugh suggests that Edward is remembering the same events. ‘It’s ironic really but I think we’ve found another body.’

Ruth is happy to escape from the university for a few hours. She resists David’s attempts to join her and drives the short distance to King’s Lynn. She parks at the station and walks through the narrow streets, following the directions given to her by Edward Spens. This is one of the oldest parts of town, the houses Victorian or older. But it’s not far from the shopping centre and the museum where the henge timbers are kept. Ruth might pop in and visit them later. Although her druid friend Cathbad thinks that the wooden posts should have been left in the sand, a prey to time and tide, Ruth approves of the way they have been displayed in the museum. She really must ring Cathbad. He’s still not fully recovered after nearly dying from Covid last year. A Victorian skeleton would definitely cheer him up.

The terraced house, now covered in scaffolding, stirs some memories for Ruth. Did she visit it once with Cathbad, when it was an antique shop or something similar? Cathbad loves truffling through old photographs and random pieces of pottery.

There’s a newly painted sign above the door. The Red Lady Tea Rooms. This, too, sparks a memory and a feeling of slight unease. The Red Mount Chapel, a strange hexagonal building in the middle of a park, a path on the way to Walsingham. The site of another death. Ruth shakes her head to clear these thoughts and pushes open the door.

‘Ah, Ruth.’ Edward Spens is obviously expecting her. He looks older than when she last saw him, with a suggestion of thinning hair, but he’s still a tall commanding figure as he strides across the newly sanded floorboards. White teeth flash in a tanned face. Where has Spens acquired such a tan? Lockdown only ended in March and travel restrictions are still in place. Plus, the grin emphasises the fact that Spens isn’t wearing a mask. Ruth is wearing hers, complying with Covid rules about meetings indoors. Besides, it’s always a good idea to wear a mask when visiting a building site. The Red Lady Tea Rooms looks like just the sort of place where asbestos runs wild.

Edward steps forward as if to shake hands then makes a pantomime of remembering social distancing and bows in an ironical namaste.

‘Hallo, Edward,’ says Ruth. She assumes they are on first-name terms although she would really rather he addressed her as Dr Galloway.

‘How have you been in the crazy new world of ours?’ says Edward, managing to relegate Covid-19 to an amusing one-liner.

‘I’m coping,’ says Ruth. ‘Now where’s this skeleton?’

‘Typical Ruth,’ laughs Edward. ‘Forget the social niceties, where are the bones?’

There are many replies Ruth could make to this: he doesn’t know her well enough to say what is ‘typical Ruth’; she is working and not at a cocktail party and human bones are no laughing matter. But she just waits until Edward leads the way down a flight of picturesquely uneven stairs.

The downstairs room is a semi-basement, low-ceilinged and lit only by a sash window that looks out onto a wall. Edward presses a switch, hanging precariously from a cluster of wires, and artfully arranged spotlights illuminate the space. The floor is covered in sheeting and three walls have been stripped back to their original brickwork. But Ruth’s eyes are drawn to the fourth wall which has an uneven hole in the centre. She steps closer, avoiding the builder’s equipment which seems strewn everywhere. Archaeologists would be much neater, she thinks.

The cavity shows a boarded-up chimney breast. Next to this is a gap about half a metre deep, running the length of the room. In this space lies a fully articulated human skeleton.

‘Gave old Gary a shock, I can tell you,’ says Edward. ‘He’s gone straight home. What do you think? Is it Victorian? These houses were built in the 1860s.’

‘No,’ says Ruth, straightening up, ‘it’s modern.’

‘How can you tell?’ says Edward, sounding impressed and sceptical in equal measure. ‘I thought you had to do carbon-whatsit testing.’

‘Carbon-14 testing can help establish the age of bones,’ says Ruth, ‘though it can be skewed by natural phenomena like solar flares and can be out by as much as a hundred years. But I can see a metal plate on the distal fibula. This means that the person had fairly recent surgery on their ankle. I’m afraid we have to call the police.’

Before Ruth herself can consider the implications of this, her phone buzzes. David Brown.

They’re closing us down. Found out on f-ing twitter.





Chapter 2

Ruth drives back to the university in a state of barely contained rage. The brief thought comes into her head that this is how Nelson always feels when he’s behind the wheel. But she files Nelson away for another day. She left the Red Lady Tea Rooms as soon as DC Tony Zhang arrived. Tony, as ever, looked like he could hardly contain his excitement at the thought of a new case.

‘We’ll check the missing persons’ files,’ he told Ruth and Edward. ‘Can you say how old the skeleton is, Dr Galloway?’

Ruth was grateful for the respectful form of address although she actually wouldn’t have minded Tony calling her Ruth. He even babysat Kate last year.

‘I can’t be sure yet,’ she said. ‘But the metal in the foot looks fairly new. Inserted in the last twenty years, I’d say.’

‘Is it a complete skeleton?’

‘Yes, fully articulated, completely defleshed.’

‘I’ll inform the coroner,’ said Tony, sounding thrilled. ‘Can you excavate?’

‘You don’t really need me if it’s recent,’ said Ruth, ‘but given this is a historical site I’ll apply for a Home Office licence. I need to get back to my students now.’

‘But the boss is on his way,’ said Tony. ‘I’m sure he’d want to see you.’

‘Tell Nelson to send me an email,’ said Ruth. She allows herself a slight smile at the thought of Nelson’s face when he gets this message. Nelson is now living apart from his wife, Michelle, and Ruth knows that people are assuming that it’s only a matter of time before he moves in with her, Ruth. But it’s more complicated than that. Ruth and Nelson have a child together, but Ruth doesn’t want Kate to think that they are now one big happy family, if that’s not the case. Nelson also has three children with Michelle, two grown-up daughters and a young son. He wants to have what he calls a ‘proper chat’ about it but Ruth thinks it’s too soon. Which is partly why she’s now driving like a fury through King’s Lynn’s myriad roundabouts.

Only partly, though. Right now, Ruth’s main concern is her department and her livelihood. David sent her a screenshot of the announcement because Ruth does not have a Twitter account.

In the face of challenging economic pressures and declining interest in the subject, UNN regretfully announces the closure of its archaeology department.

We need to fight back, David texted. I’m starting a twitter account. Ruth sighs as she approaches the familiar sign for the Natural Sciences building. She fears and distrusts social media, but David is probably right. Perhaps they’ll have their own hashtag. It’s all very depressing.

As Ruth predicted, DCI Harry Nelson is not delighted to be greeted with the news that Dr Galloway has just left, nor is he mollified by the email suggestion. He paces the basement room several times, muttering.

‘Long time, no see,’ says Edward Spens, which doesn’t help the situation.

‘Every time I see you, Mr Spens,’ says Nelson, ‘there’s another bloody dead body. Anyone else would get suspicious. Maybe I should be suspicious?’

Edward Spens laughs although there’s no sign that this is a joke.

‘Dr Galloway says the body is relatively recent,’ says Tony Zhang. ‘There’s a metal pin in the ankle. She’s going to apply for a licence to excavate.’

‘We need to search the missing persons’ files,’ says Nelson, ‘and the title deeds to the shop. Who had it before you?’

‘It was an antique shop,’ says Spens. ‘The Emporium of Wonder. Owner went bust because of lockdown. I got it very cheaply.’ He grins like this is a good thing. Which it obviously is for him.

‘Bit of a new departure for you, isn’t it?’ says Nelson, who has come to a stop by the hole in the wall. ‘I thought you were all about building huge estates of hideous modern houses.’

‘Executive homes,’ corrects Spens, but without rancour. ‘This is for the wife really. Kids are growing up, she fancies getting into the catering business. I’ve bought two premises, one in King’s Lynn and one in Holt. They’ll both have managers but Marion will oversee things.’

Nelson has only met Marion Spens once, but he can imagine her being one of nature’s overseers.

‘I’ll need the name of the previous owner,’ he says.

‘Sharon Gleeson,’ says Edward promptly. ‘I’ve got her details here.’ He takes out an iPhone that looks as big as a laptop. Nelson remembers a time when they all assumed that phones would get smaller and smaller but now the latest ones barely fit in your pocket. His private phone is several years old and has a cracked screen. He has a more up-to-date version for work but he’s not about to tell Spens the number.

‘Give the details to my sergeant,’ he says. ‘I need to seal the site. It’s a crime scene now, until further notice. Tony, you wait here until the SOCO team arrives. I’m going to talk to Dr Galloway.’

They all know that he doesn’t mean via email.

Nelson arrives at the university intending to have a serious talk with Ruth, starting with the dead body and ending up with why the hell won’t she move in with him. But he finds her office full of people, all of them looking very glum, even for academics.

‘Oh, hallo, Nelson,’ says Ruth. ‘You’ve caught us at a bad time. The university’s closing us down.’

‘Closing you down?’ says Nelson. ‘What do you mean?’

It’s David Brown who answers. He’s not one of Nelson’s favourite people (it’s not a long list) but Nelson can understand why he’s feeling aggrieved. Nelson feels the same whenever his boss, Superintendent Jo Archer, mentions retirement.

‘It’s a disgrace,’ says David Brown. ‘They’re closing one of the most prestigious departments in the university.’

‘Who’s closing you?’ says Nelson. ‘I thought you lot had jobs for life.’

‘The academic board,’ says Ruth. ‘Some of us have tenure – which I imagine is what you mean by “jobs for life” – but that just means that they have to offer us posts elsewhere. They’re closing us down because, apparently, we’re too expensive.’

‘It’s political,’ says an intense-looking young woman. ‘This government doesn’t understand anything that isn’t about profit and loss. Anything that isn’t useful, in their terms. They don’t understand learning for its own sake.’

Well, neither does Nelson, exactly, but over the years he has definitely come to appreciate Ruth’s knowledge and expertise.

‘But you’re famous,’ he says to Ruth. ‘You’ve been on TV.’

‘That’s what I keep telling her,’ says David. ‘She’s the most high-profile lecturer at UNN. She’s the jewel in the university’s crown.’

Steady on, Nelson wants to tell him. He’s not keen on the proprietorial note in Brown’s voice when he talks about Ruth.

‘And you’re a police consultant,’ Nelson says to Ruth. ‘That’s useful, if you like.’

Ruth gives him a reluctant smile. ‘Gee, thanks, Nelson. But the problem is, not enough people want to study archaeology. As Fiona says,’ she nods at the intense-looking young woman, ‘it’s all about money and an archaeology degree doesn’t exactly lead to a high-earning career. When archaeologists advise on new builds, they’re usually the lowest paid person on site.’

‘That reminds me,’ says Nelson. ‘I want to talk to you about a building site.’

‘OK,’ says Ruth. She turns to her team. ‘Let’s leave it for today. We’ve got the weekend to prepare our fight back.’

‘We can’t afford to take that long,’ says David. ‘I’ll start the Twitter campaign tonight. We won’t let them kill archaeology.’

Isn’t archaeology already dead? thinks Nelson. But he doesn’t say this aloud. He doesn’t want to break the suddenly more optimistic mood.

When the last of the team has left, Nelson sits down opposite Ruth. This is a different office – far bigger and grander – but it reminds him of the first time he met Ruth, when he came to the university to ask for her opinion on some buried bones. He feels a fresh surge of respect for her. David Brown is right. It would be a disgrace if all this specialist knowledge were lost to the world.

‘Tough day?’ he says.

‘I’ve had better. Sorry to leave the site but I really needed to get back here.’

‘That’s OK. Tony says you’re going to apply for a licence to excavate.’

‘Yes. I’ll do it later. It’s an awful thing, isn’t it? A bricked-up skeleton. Like something from a horror story.’

‘It’s certainly a suspicious death in my book.’

‘I’d better go,’ says Ruth. ‘I need to pick Kate up from Cathbad’s.’

‘I’ll come with you,’ says Nelson. ‘I’d love to see Katie. And we can have a chat.’

He can tell by Ruth’s face that this is what she has been dreading.





Chapter 3

Kate is now at secondary school, a large comprehensive just outside King’s Lynn. The logistics have proved complicated because Ruth’s cottage on the edge of the Saltmarsh isn’t on any public transport route. Ruth drives Kate to school in the morning but she finishes at three thirty, two hours before Ruth, and considers herself too old for a childminder. In the end, it was Cathbad who came up with a solution. Kate would take the bus to Wells and spend a few hours with Cathbad and his family until Ruth came to collect her. Typically, Cathbad refused to be paid (‘money poisons everything’) which leaves Ruth in the uncomfortable position of being grateful all the time. But the arrangement has worked well so far. Kate loves spending time with Cathbad’s children, Michael and Miranda. Michael, who is due to join her at the school later this year, hangs on her every word about Form 7EJ. Miranda, three years younger, is in awe of this new Kate with her blue blazer and tartan skirt (rolled over at the waist to shorten it). Cathbad dispenses healthy snacks and sometimes even helps Kate with her science homework.

Ruth spent many sleepless nights worrying about the transition from tiny, cosy primary school to Lynn High, with its endless corridors and baffling one-way systems. The previous summer had been blighted by these fears. Covid was still rife, although cases fell in July and August, and Ruth couldn’t face a holiday. Shona and Phil departed for Rome and sent hundreds of envy-making pictures in which it seemed that they had the Italian capital all to themselves. Ruth visited her father in London, the first time she’d seen him since the pandemic started, but she and Kate sat in the garden and didn’t risk going into the house. Still, home wasn’t a bad place to be. The weather was miraculously sunny, and Ruth and Kate spent a lot of time on the beach or taking Cathbad’s dog, Thing, for long walks. The only drawback was the hundreds of visitors who flooded to Norfolk, baulked of foreign travel, scattering litter and crowding out all the cafés. Nelson had been in Blackpool, visiting his mother, and Ruth was grateful for the breathing space. It was only at night that the dread returned. How would Kate cope without her best friend Tasha, destined for a private school in Holt? How would Covid affect Kate’s schooling? Would she have to wear a mask all the time? What if Ruth got sick? What if Kate got sick? And, a familiar favourite for the early hours, what was going to happen with Nelson?

But, in the event, Kate has settled in well at Lynn High. She has made friends and seems to be enjoying the new environment. Ruth often wonders where Kate gets her sociability. Ruth has a small circle of close friends but still finds large gatherings difficult. Nelson frequently says that he has no time for friendships, although he’s close to his family and colleagues. But Kate has an enviable ability to like and be liked. Ruth also approves of Kate’s new best friend, a tall, slightly eccentric girl called Isla who plays the saxophone. Isla lives in Wells too so she and her sax can accompany Kate on the bus.

Ruth has found things rather more difficult. She remembers, last November, crying when, driving to work, she heard on the radio that a drugs company, Pfizer, had developed a vaccine against Covid, believed to be ninety per cent effective. But it was hard to stay cheerful through the second and third lockdowns, especially during the bitter months of January and February 2021, when cases surged and it seemed that Covid would be here for ever. Even though Ruth has now had two doses of the miracle vaccine, she still doesn’t feel as invincible as she had hoped. The country is opening up but there’s a dark cloud called ‘the Delta variant’ on the horizon. When will it end? thinks Ruth, parking outside Cathbad and Judy’s cottage. Surely it’s time for some good news?

Nelson’s Mercedes has been behind Ruth’s Renault for the whole journey, making her feel stressed at junctions, but he has had to park in the next street. Ruth waits for him, hoping that there won’t be time for the dreaded heart-to-heart.

Cathbad opens the door before they have time to knock. This could be his famous sixth sense or it could be just because Thing, the bull terrier, is barking excitedly.

‘My two favourite people,’ he says. ‘I am blessed.’

Cathbad smiles seraphically, but Ruth still can’t get used to seeing him looking so thin and frail. Cathbad frequently thanks the gods – and the NHS – for his recovery from Covid but he’s still lacking in energy and, shockingly, sometimes uses a stick to walk. There’s no sign of it today, though, and when Cathbad hugs Ruth, she’s relieved to find him feeling more substantial.

‘No need to hug me,’ says Nelson. ‘Covid has its uses.’

Ruth and Kate are officially in a ‘bubble’ with Cathbad’s family, which means they can socialise. Ruth and Nelson are not in a bubble, although they have done a lot more than hug.

Kate is in the garden with Michael and Miranda. She waves at her parents but doesn’t come over. It’s no longer such a novelty to see her mother and father together and, besides, she’s busy showing her friends a new TikTok dance. Judy, Cathbad’s partner and a DI on Nelson’s team, is still at work.

Cathbad makes tea and Ruth fills him in on the day’s developments. He is satisfyingly outraged.

‘Philistines! There’s no appreciation for beauty or knowledge. You must fight this, Ruthie.’

‘We are going to appeal,’ says Ruth, rather wearily. She feels that she has been fighting things – Covid, the university, her own feelings – for too long. She has even given up telling Cathbad not to call her Ruthie.

‘David Brown said that Ruth was the jewel in the university’s crown,’ says Nelson.

‘So she is,’ says Cathbad, putting a plate of flapjacks on the table. ‘Their light in the darkness, to use a less royalist and colonialist image.’

‘I don’t know,’ says Ruth. ‘Maybe it’s a sign that my time at UNN is up.’

The words come from nowhere but, as soon as they are out in the world, Ruth has a vision of her future: a new house, a new job, different horizons. Is Nelson in the picture? She’s not sure.

She realises that Cathbad is watching her closely.

‘When you’ve finished your tea,’ he says, ‘why don’t you and Nelson take Thing for a walk on the beach?’

Thing races across the sand. Cathbad used to take him for two longs walks a day but, since Covid, hasn’t felt strong enough for more than a stroll to the park. This was why Ruth and Kate took over dog-walking last summer, but Ruth had hoped that Cathbad would be back to striding along the beach by now. Thing’s exuberance shows that this isn’t the case.

The tide is going out and the wet sand glitters in the early evening light. Everything is golden and blue. In the distance, the beach huts are outlined against the pine trees like a postcard from a different age. Surely, thinks Ruth, even Nelson must love Norfolk at times like this?

But Nelson says, kicking a piece of seaweed, ‘Cathbad still looks bloody awful. I would have thought he’d be completely better by now. It’s been more than a year. And he’s always been so fit.’

‘He nearly died,’ said Ruth. ‘It takes a long time to recover from that. And a lot of people suffer from Long Covid. The symptoms can go on for months, even years. I’ve been reading about it.’ She doesn’t add that she’d been reading about it because she, too, is worried about Cathbad.

‘He has ringing in his ears, apparently,’ says Nelson. ‘Tinnitus. He told Judy that he thought it was the universe trying to send him a message. Nutcase.’

‘Never discount Cathbad’s sixth sense,’ says Ruth. ‘It’s saved you a few times.’

Nelson grunts and kicks a stone into the sea. Ruth knows that he doesn’t like to think about the many times that Cathbad has turned up just when he was needed: guiding Nelson across the treacherous marshes, appearing through the mist at the helm of a boat, materialising in Italy after an earthquake. Cathbad even claims to have visited the dream realm in order to rescue Nelson. According to Cathbad, Nelson performed the same service for him when he lay in a coma last year.

‘I think he’s getting better, though,’ says Ruth. ‘He’s doing yoga again and he’s less breathless. The brain fog’s improving too. We were doing the crossword together the other day and he was much quicker than me, especially with the anagrams . . .’ She stops, aware that she’s babbling.

‘Ruth,’ says Nelson. ‘What are we going to do?’

Ruth turns away, pretending to look for Thing, who spoils the charade by turning up, panting, at her feet.

Nelson puts his hand on her arm. ‘Ruth?’

‘What are we going to do about what?’ says Ruth, pushing her hair out of her eyes.

Nelson sighs. ‘What are we going to do about us? Are we going to continue the charade of me sneaking over to your godforsaken house after dark or are we going to come out in the open as a couple? Are you going to move in with me?’

How many times over the years, thinks Ruth, has she longed for Nelson to say something like this? All those times she watched him go back to Michelle, all those weekends, birthdays and holidays when it was just her and Kate. When Michelle told Nelson, at the end of the first lockdown, that she wanted a separation and followed this up by moving to Blackpool with their youngest child, Ruth’s first reaction had been admiration. Finally, Michelle had done something to break the deadlock. Ruth and Nelson were free to be together. And, as much as possible during successive lockdowns, they have managed this. But now the future looms – as wide as the sea and equally full of dangers.

‘I just don’t want to rush things,’ begins Ruth.

‘Rush things?’ says Nelson. ‘We’ve got a twelve-year-old child, for God’s sake.’

This is true but, for all of Kate’s life, Ruth has also been a single mother.

‘Look, Ruth,’ Nelson’s voice softens, ‘if your department does close, there’s no reason even to stay here. I could make Jo’s day and go for early retirement. We could go anywhere in the country. Anywhere in the world.’

Ruth looks out to sea, blaming the sand for her stinging eyes. This is what she has always wanted to hear. Why, then, is she suddenly scared?

‘It’s difficult at the moment,’ she says, ‘what with all the uncertainty at work. I mean, I don’t even know if I’ll have a job next week.’

This isn’t quite true and Ruth knows that Nelson knows it. But he says, mildly for him, ‘I just want to talk. That’s all.’

‘We will,’ says Ruth. ‘Soon.’

‘Never thought I’d hear an academic avoiding the chance to talk,’ says Nelson, but he smiles as he says it and the walk back to Cathbad’s isn’t as awkward as it could have been.





Chapter 4

Back at Cathbad’s cottage, Kate is getting ready to go home. Michael is helping her pile books into the sports bag that is the only socially acceptable school accessory. Kate also has her PE kit and a paper bag full of flapjacks.

‘Something for the journey,’ says Cathbad.

‘Thank you,’ says Ruth. ‘You’re so kind.’ And he is. It just feels that she’s always thanking him these days.

‘When’s Judy back?’ she asks.

‘I think she’ll be late tonight,’ says Cathbad. ‘Some new development at work.’

‘That’s right.’ Nelson looks up from his phone. ‘I need to be getting back to the station. Builders have found a skeleton in an old house in King’s Lynn. Well, a shop really. Used to be a junk shop. The emporium of something or other. You probably know it, Cathbad. Sounds right up your street.’

Ruth isn’t looking at Cathbad because she’s trying to gather up the rest of Kate’s things. It’s her daughter’s face that first tells her that something is wrong. Kate’s mouth is open in an O of shock. Then Michael shouts, ‘Dad!’ and Cathbad falls at her feet.

It’s Nelson who moves fastest. He rolls Cathbad onto his back where he lies, looking, with his long white hair, uncomfortably like a graven image. Nelson lowers his head to listen to Cathbad’s heart. ‘It’s OK,’ he says aloud, ‘he’s just fainted.’

‘Nelson?’ says Cathbad faintly.

‘Just stay lying down for a few more minutes,’ says Nelson. ‘Bloody typical. Anything to get attention.’

Thing is trying to lick Cathbad’s face. Michael pulls him back. Ruth puts her arm round the boy, who is shaking.

Nelson helps Cathbad to his feet. ‘Let’s go into the kitchen. Michael, son, could you put the kettle on? Hot sweet tea is what he needs. That’s what my mum would say, any road.’

The mention of Nelson’s mother (not her biggest fan) unnerves Ruth but Kate goes to put on the kettle and get out the teapot. It’s typical of Cathbad that he uses loose leaves and not tea bags. In a few minutes Cathbad is sitting at the table, with Michael on one side and Thing on the other, and a mug of tea and a flapjack in front of him.

‘Low blood sugar,’ says Nelson knowledgably.

‘Where have you been hiding your inner Florence Nightingale all these years?’ says Cathbad.

‘Shut up and drink your tea,’ says Nelson.

Miranda comes in. She is now dressed as the Little Mermaid.

‘What’s happening?’ she says, in an accusatory voice.

‘Nothing, sweetheart,’ says Cathbad. ‘I just tripped over, that’s all.’

‘Stay with him,’ says Nelson in an undertone to Ruth. ‘I need to get back to work.’

Judy, obviously alerted by Nelson, is back in half an hour. Ruth is pleased to see her, partly because she has been wondering whether she should prepare a meal and worrying that it won’t be up to Cathbad’s culinary standards. Judy has, very sensibly, brought pizzas with her. Ruth and Kate eat with the family. Cathbad seems his old self but, once or twice, Ruth catches Judy looking at him anxiously. At least it’s Saturday tomorrow which means that Ruth won’t have to feel guilty about Kate going to the house after school or think of alternative arrangements.

‘See you on Monday,’ says Cathbad, when Ruth and Kate get up to leave.

‘Are you sure you’ll be all right?’ says Ruth.

‘Of course,’ says Cathbad. ‘I can feel my inner strength returning.’

‘All the same,’ says Judy, ‘it might be worth visiting Dr Patel.’

‘I don’t want to bother Rita,’ says Cathbad. ‘I’ll do some healing yoga tomorrow.’

It’s still light when Ruth reaches home. The sky over the sea is azure blue with a paler line on the horizon. But it’s dark enough to activate the security light which casts an unearthly glow over the long grass of the marshes and the hollyhocks in Ruth’s garden. The cottage has looked very different since Zoe, Ruth’s half-sister, moved next door. Not only is the garden full of flowers, their colours changing subtly with the seasons, but there are window boxes and urns overflowing with begonias and impatiens. Ruth approaches the front door, feeling soothed. How can Nelson say that her house is godforsaken? Ruth doesn’t believe in God but, if she did, it would be a deity of the marshes, an elemental creature of sea and sky.

Zoe’s light is on, which always makes Ruth feel comforted. She doesn’t talk to Zoe every day but she knows she’s there and she appreciates this fairly new presence in her life. Zoe’s Maine Coon cat, Derek, watches from her window. The house on the other side has a paved forecourt instead of a front garden and this is now occupied by a huge jeep. The weekenders must be in residence. Presumably they’ve been unable to have their usual exotic summer holiday because of Covid and have decided to grace Norfolk with their presence. Nevertheless, it’s surprisingly cosy to have all three houses occupied.

Flint, Ruth’s cat, is sitting on the sofa. He meows loudly but doesn’t get up because he is punishing them for being late home. Kate goes to pat him but Ruth stays at the door, looking out over the darkening marshland.

How can she bear to leave it?





Chapter 5

Saturday 12 June

Ruth has applied for an emergency coroner’s licence to excavate the bones and this comes through on Saturday morning. The coroner has ruled that the bones are ‘forensic’ which means they might form part of a court case. Ruth contacts Ted Cross from the field archaeology team and heads in to King’s Lynn. She also leaves a message for Nelson.

Kate will be on her own in the cottage all morning. Ruth is not too worried. Zoe says she’ll pop in at lunchtime and the weekenders are already crashing about with kayaks and surfboards when Ruth leaves at nine a.m. Kate is quite content to be left with Flint, her phone and, ostensibly, her homework, but she does want to go to the cinema with Isla in the afternoon. Ruth promises that she will take her and prays that she’ll be home in time.

Ruth is not surprised to find Nelson waiting for her at the Red Lady Tea Rooms. Ted is there too and the two men are talking intently. Approaching, Ruth hears the words ‘given him enough chances’ and ‘sudden death’. What can they be talking about? Then she catches ‘Southgate’ and realises that it’s the European Football Cup, which has just started. Does Irish Ted support England? she wonders. Ruth is allergic to football. Another consideration about moving in with Nelson, who even has a tattoo as a testament to his love for his favourite team, Blackpool.

Nelson looks at his watch. Another irritating habit. Ruth isn’t late, in fact she is ten minutes early.

‘Hallo, Nelson, hallo, Ted.’ Ruth has parked at the station and is carrying her excavation kit: trowel, brush, measuring tape, line level, storage bags, charts (so-called skeleton sheets), pen and pencils. She remembers the first time she met Nelson, crossing the marshes to investigate buried bones, and how embarrassed she’d been by this motley collection of tools. Now she’s rather proud of them. Ted, obviously expecting heavier work, is carrying a pickaxe and a hammer.

There’s police tape over the front door and a uniformed officer standing guard. Nelson tells him that he can ‘bugger off for a coffee’ and leads the way into the house.

The shop feels claustrophobic, smelling of plaster and something even less pleasant. In the basement, the walls are still bare brick and the void exposed by the builder looks dark and ominous. Ruth peers through the gap. The skeleton is lying between the new wall and the old one, as if someone created the space for just this purpose. Ted strides over and swings his axe meditatively. He looks like Thorin from The Hobbit.

‘Better get this knocked down, Ruth.’

‘Yes,’ says Ruth, ‘but carefully. The bones are right behind the wall.’

In a few minutes the wall has been destroyed and brick dust fills the air. Ruth is glad that she’s wearing her mask. She shines her torch onto the bones, which are lying in the newly exposed space by the chimney breast.

‘They’re articulated,’ she says. ‘Someone placed the body here with some care. I think the cadaver might have been wrapped up – there seem to be traces of fabric – which explains why the bones have remained in such good condition. They wouldn’t have been able to move as they decomposed.’

‘Do you think the body putrefied here?’ says Ted.

‘I don’t think so,’ says Ruth. ‘A brick wall wouldn’t mask the smell, for one thing, and the leakage would be quite voluminous.’

‘The soup,’ agrees Ted.

Nelson makes an inarticulate noise in the background.

‘You hear about bodies being mummified sometimes,’ he says.

‘That only happens naturally in very dry conditions,’ says Ruth. ‘Deserts, say. Or when the gastrointestinal tract is removed. Putrefaction is driven by bacterial enzymes. It looks to me as if this body has skeletonised elsewhere, then been moved to this cavity.’

‘Was it buried before then?’

‘I don’t think so. And you’d expect scavenging animals to have removed some of the bones if it had been left in the open. A lot depends on the presence of flies and maggots too.’

Ruth takes a picture of the skeleton next to her measure. It’s not very tall, which adds to her conviction that they are looking at the remains of a woman. When they start removing the bones, placing each one carefully in a paper bag and marking it on the chart, she becomes more convinced. The skull is heart-shaped with small mastoid bones and a straight forehead. When she mentions this to Nelson, he asks what male foreheads are like.

‘They slope more,’ says Ruth. ‘And there’s a larger nuchal crest at the back of the head.’

‘You make us sound like Neanderthals.’

‘All humans outside Africa have some Neanderthal DNA,’ says Ruth.

‘And I’ve got more than most, right?’

‘I’ve never said that.’

‘I’m pretty sure you have. So, we’re looking at a woman?’

We’re looking at what was once a woman, thinks Ruth. She will never get used to the fact that these bones, now marked ‘femur, tibia, fibula’, etc, were once a human being who walked and talked. Did she walk into this house, Ruth wonders, and never leave it? Is that why the rooms seem so sad and oppressive?

‘I think so,’ she says. ‘The pelvic bones look female too. There’s a wide, shallow sciatic notch. There’s something else about the skull too. See that indentation?’

Nelson leans forward. ‘Yes. Could it be cause of death? Blunt force injury?’

‘Possibly, but could also have been caused by a fall or even occurred post-mortem when the body was moved.’

‘Someone certainly moved this body,’ says Nelson. ‘Any thoughts on her age?’

‘Adult. All the teeth have erupted and the epiphyses – growing ends – of the bones are all fused. Beyond that, it’s hard to tell.’

‘So, we’re looking at an adult female. Is that all you can tell me?’

Ruth sighs. Nelson should know by now that she’s not able to tell a person’s date of birth by looking at their bones. ‘A woman who once broke her left ankle and had a plate fitted,’ she says.

‘What about DNA?’

‘We might be able to get DNA from the bones but it’s often difficult when the skeleton is articulated,’ says Ruth. She is sure she’s told him this before. ‘Putrefaction destroys DNA. Some bodily fluids will have leaked onto the fabric wrapped around the corpse, maybe even onto the concrete below. It would be easier if the body had been buried in the earth. Then we could take soil samples and we might get DNA from the residue. I’ll get Ted to break up the concrete, just in case.’

‘I thought you could get DNA from anything these days.’

‘There is a little bone that’s very useful for extracting DNA,’ says Ruth. ‘The petrous portion of the temporal bone. We always look there.’

‘I always look down the back of the sofa,’ says Nelson. ‘But you know best. I’ll phone Tanya with the good news.’ Ruth is sure that DS Tanya Fuller will get on with the task of identifying the dead woman with her usual energy and efficiency. Tanya is in charge because Judy wants to stay home with Cathbad. Ruth texted that morning to ask how he was
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