
    
    [image: title page]
    Contents



Title Page

Contents

Copyright

Dedication

Epigraph

Author’s Note

Prologue

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

8

9

10

11

12

13

14

15

16

17

18

19

20

21

22

23

24

25

26

27

28

29

30

31

32

33

34

Epilogue

Acknowledgements

Sample Chapter from THE STONE CIRCLE

Buy the Book

Read More from Elly Griffiths

About the Author

Connect on Social Media



First Mariner Books edition 2019

Copyright © 2018 by Elly Griffiths

All rights reserved

No part of this book may be used or reproduced in any manner whatsoever without written permission except in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical articles and reviews. For information, address HarperCollins Publishers, 195 Broadway, New York, NY 10007.

marinerbooks.com

First published in Great Britain in 2018 by Quercus

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

Names: Griffiths, Elly, author.

Title: The dark angel / Elly Griffiths.

Description: First U.S. edition. | Boston ; New York : Houghton Mifflin Harcourt, 2018. | Series: A Ruth Galloway Mystery ; 10

Identifiers: LCCN 2017057874 | ISBN 9780544750326 (hardback) | ISBN 9781328585202 (paperback)

Subjects: LCSH: Galloway, Ruth (Fictitious character)—Fiction. | Women forensic anthropologists—Fiction. | BISAC: FICTION / Mystery & Detective / Women Sleuths. | FICTION / Mystery & Detective / General. | GSAFD: Mystery fiction.

Classification: LCC PR6107.R534 D37 2018 | DDC 823/.92—dc23

LC record available at https://lccn.loc.gov/2017057874

Cover design by Martha Kennedy

Cover photographs: (skull) © Joe Clark/Tetra Images/Corbis; (candelabrum) © Gil-Design/iStock/Getty Images Plus

Author photograph © Sara Reeve

v12.0721





For Andy





Thou wast not born for death, immortal Bird!

No hungry generations tread thee down;

The voice I hear this passing night was heard

In ancient days by emperor and clown:

Perhaps the self-same song that found a path

Through the sad heart of Ruth, when, sick for home,

She stood in tears amid the alien corn;

The same that oft-times hath

Charm’d magic casements, opening on the foam

Of perilous seas, in faery lands forlorn.



 


—JOHN KEATS, “ODE TO A NIGHTINGALE”




Author’s Note

Ruth and other archaeologists in this book use the phrase ‘before Common Era’, or BCE. This refers to the time before the birth of Christ, previously depicted as BC. ‘Common Era’ describes the time after Christ’s birth, or AD. Most universities and museums now use this terminology so I thought that Ruth would do the same.


Prologue

‘This grave has lain undisturbed for over two thousand years.’ Professor Angelo Morelli speaks directly to the camera. ‘This countryside has been the scene of invasion and battle from the Neolithic times until the Second World War, when the German troops fought Italian partisans in the Liri Valley. In all that time, this body has lain under the earth. Now, we are going to exhume it.’

He pauses and smiles into the lens, knowing that his boyish charm—dark curls lifting slightly in the breeze—is the real reason why so many viewers tune in to his show ‘The Secrets of the Past’ (I Segreti del Passato) every week. And it is a magical moment. The whole production team seems to hold its breath, even the birds are silent and the Italian sky is high and blue and still. The camera swoops into the trench in front of the professor, showing the layers, sharply defined: topsoil, subsoil, bedrock. The site has been the focus of intense archaeological attention for weeks, but the skeleton at the bottom of the trench is still covered with a fine layer of earth because Angelo Morelli is determined that the final moment of excavation should be shown live on television. He is therefore extremely irritated to hear the shrill tones of a mobile phone shattering the tense silence.

‘Someone answer that,’ he snaps.

The ringing continues. Then, the production assistant says, timidly, ‘I think it’s your phone, Professore.’

Embarrassed, Angelo digs in his pocket for his iPhone. He is too vain to wear his glasses on television so he holds it at arm’s length. Then he brings it closer. The team watch as he stares, rubs his eyes and stares again. The word on the screen is ‘Toni’, the name archaeologists have given to the skeleton (presumed, rather typically, to be a man) because he was found on Saint Anthony’s day. The phone stops ringing and, in a daze, Angelo swipes the notification to return the call. And, to his amazement, he hears a phone ringing beneath his feet. Seizing a trowel, Angelo jumps into the trench and starts to scrape away soil. The skeleton emerges, bones embedded in the earth, lying face down. The ringing continues. Someone says, ‘It’s under the earth.’ And there it is. Next to the skeletal hand, an iPhone 6. Slowly, almost fearfully, Angelo picks it up. ‘Professor Morelli’, reads the incoming call alert on the screen.

He cancels the call, then his phone beeps loudly. It’s a text message—from Toni.

‘Surprise!’ it says.
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The confetti is still blowing in the street. Ruth watches as Clough and Cassandra get into the white Rolls-Royce—Cassandra laughing as she shakes the pink and yellow hearts from her hair—and drive away. They’re an unlikely pair, no-nonsense policeman DS Dave Clough and beautiful actress and daughter of local aristocrats Cassandra Blackstock—but they met in the course of work and fell in love. And to prove it, they’re getting married. Bully for them, thinks Ruth, although that sounds bitter even to her own ears.

Mr and Mrs Blackstock-Clough are on their way to a reception at Blackstock Hall. Ruth should be on her way there too—next to her, Kate is positively hopping with excitement and anticipation—but all she wants is to get back to her little house on the salt marsh, shut her door and sleep for a week. But Cathbad and Judy are approaching, with Michael and Miranda skipping between them, like an advertisement for family values. Ruth plasters on a cheerful, I-love-weddings smile.

‘Have you got your car?’ says Judy. ‘If not, there’s space in ours.’

‘It’s OK,’ says Ruth. ‘I’ve got my car.’ There’s no way she’s going to risk being stuck at Blackstock Hall, a crumbling stately home in the middle of the Norfolk marshes, without her own transport. ‘I’ll see you there,’ she says, keeping on the smile. Her cheeks are hurting now.

The car park is full so she has to wait before she can get her car out. As she stands, holding Kate by the hand, Nelson drives past in his Mercedes, Michelle at his side. Nelson is frowning at the other cars and doesn’t seem to notice her, but Michelle smiles and waves. Ruth waves back. With any luck, Michelle won’t want to stay at the reception long. She is pregnant, after all.

Within a remarkably short time, most of the guests have left. Ruth’s red Renault and a sporty black jeep affair are almost the only cars left.

‘Hurry up,’ says Kate. ‘We might miss the cake. Uncle Dave is going to cut it with a sword.’ Uncle Dave is what Kate calls Clough, who is quite a favourite with her. Ruth dreads to think what might happen if Uncle Dave gets his hands on a ceremonial sword.

‘They won’t cut the cake for ages yet,’ she says. ‘There’ll be other food first.’

‘Will there be prawns?’ asks Kate suspiciously.

Almost certainly, thinks Ruth. She is sure that Cassandra will have put together a sophisticated menu, in defiance of Clough’s often-stated preference for pie and chips. But she knows that Kate dislikes prawns ‘because they have whiskers’.

‘The food will be lovely,’ she says. ‘Let’s go now.’

As Kate climbs into her car seat, a voice behind them says, ‘Ruth.’

Ruth turns. It’s Tim Heathfield, the detective sergeant who used to be on Nelson’s team but has now moved back to Essex. Ruth has always liked Tim, who is both intelligent and sensitive, but she wants to talk to him about as much as Kate wants to eat a prawn vol-au-vent. Because she knows the reason Tim left Norfolk. Tim was in love with Michelle, and what with Ruth being in love with Nelson, it all makes things rather tricky.

She forces herself to turn and smile. ‘Hello, Tim. How are you?’

‘I’m fine,’ he says. ‘How are you? Kate’s growing up fast.’

‘I’m six,’ says Kate from the car, determined not to be left out of the conversation.

‘Are you going to the reception?’ says Ruth. The jeep must belong to Tim, she thinks. It’s like him, handsome in an understated way and tougher than it looks.

‘No,’ says Tim. ‘I promised Cloughie that I’d come to the wedding but I couldn’t really face the reception. Blackstock Hall doesn’t hold the best memories for me.’

Ruth can understand that. Tim once shot a man at Blackstock Hall, saving Nelson’s life and probably Ruth’s as well. She can see why he wouldn’t want to go back there. She’s not exactly looking forward to it herself.

‘I’m staying in King’s Lynn overnight,’ Tim is saying. ‘And I wondered if we might be able to meet up for coffee tomorrow. I’d like to ask your advice about something.’
 
Ruth wonders how long it takes to emigrate. There is nothing she wants less than to have a cosy chat with Tim.

‘That would be great,’ she says. ‘Why don’t you come to the house? It might be difficult to get a babysitter. Say eleven o’clock?’

 


The reception is in full swing by the time Ruth arrives at Blackstock Hall. The austere grey house has been transformed into a glittery bower full of fairy lights and flowers. There is a marquee on the lawn and a string quartet playing in the entrance hall. Ruth compliments Sally, Cassandra’s mother, on the décor.

‘Oh, it was all Cassie’s idea,’ says Sally, in her vague way. ‘But we’re planning to open the hall as a wedding venue, so if you know anyone who’s getting married . . .’

But Ruth’s friends are all mired in domesticity or getting divorced. Only her gay friends are still getting married. She smiles and moves on into the marquee where she sees tables laid with a multitude of glass and cutlery, all signs that a long and formal meal is expected. This means hours of eating and drinking and speeches and little chance of a quick getaway. At least she is at a table with Cathbad and Judy and their kids, miles from Nelson. She sees place cards for Tanya, another DS on Nelson’s team, and her partner, Petra, too. Tanya will not be pleased to be seated at a table full of children.

Kate is delighted to be next to Michael, who is younger than her and perfect for indoctrination. She immediately regales him with a description of prawns. ‘They have little black eyes and long, long whiskers.’

Michael’s face crumbles. ‘I don’t want . . .’

‘It’s all right, Michael,’ says Cathbad. ‘There won’t be prawns. I’ve looked at the menu. Anyway, we’ve both got the vegetarian option.’

Ruth looks at the menu in the middle of the table and feels slightly sick. All those courses. When will she be able to escape? She can’t even drink because she’s driving. She takes a sip of her water and discovers that it’s elderflower, musty and slightly perfumed. She puts her glass down.

‘Are you all right?’ asks Cathbad, who is sitting next to her.

Ruth doesn’t want to have a heart-to-heart with Cathbad because there’s a danger that she will actually tell him what’s in her heart. Luckily, at that moment, Cassandra and Clough come into the tent, to a chorus of ‘Congratulations’ from the band and the cheers of the guests.

Kate stands on her chair and Ruth doesn’t have the energy to tell her not to.

‘Cassie looks like a fairy princess,’ she tells Ruth.

‘She really does,’ says Ruth. She has failed to pass on her republican principles to her daughter.

 


It’s past nine by the time Ruth finally drives away across the marshes. It’s still light, the sky all soft pinks and blues, the sea an azure line against the horizon. Kate is quiet in the back and Ruth thinks that she’ll be asleep before long.

It hadn’t been too bad really. Cassandra’s father made a heartfelt, though mercifully brief, speech and Clough had surprised them all with a witty and emotional tribute to his bride. For Ruth, the best—and worst—moment had been when he had thanked, ‘the boss, the one and only DCI Nelson.’ Nelson had raised his hand, looking embarrassed, but all the police officers in the room had cheered lustily. Ruth thinks that Nelson is in danger of becoming popular, partly because he is known to be at loggerheads with his boss, Superintendent Jo Archer. Super Jo herself, stunning in a bright red dress, had watched serenely from the table she shared with sundry Blackstock relatives. When Ruth left the marquee she had been dancing rather suggestively with cousin Roger.

At least Nelson and Michelle hadn’t danced together. After Clough and Cassandra had circled romantically to Ed Sheeran’s ‘Thinking Out Loud’, various other couples had taken the floor, including Cathbad and Judy and Tanya and Petra. Ed sang about people finding love in mysterious ways and Ruth watched as Nelson leant forward and whispered something to Michelle. She smiled and shook her head. Ruth had turned away, not wanting to be caught staring at them.

Cathbad was a surprisingly good dancer and also did turns with all the children. He asked Ruth, too, but didn’t object when she said no, thank you. Ruth was rather touched that Clough also came over to ask for a dance. ‘Thanks, Dave,’ she said, ‘but I’m quite happy watching. Go and dance with your wife.’

Clough looked over to where Cassandra was dancing with PC ‘Rocky’ Taylor, holding her long skirt out of the reach of his size twelves. Sally was holding Clough and Cassandra’s baby son, Spencer, who stretched out his arms to his mother as she passed.

‘I’ve got a wife,’ he said. ‘How about that?’

‘Congratulations,’ said Ruth. ‘You’re a lucky man. And she’s a lucky woman, of course.’

She has never wanted to be a wife. Just as well really.

They are home now. Kate has fallen asleep and is very grumpy at being woken. ‘Look,’ says Ruth cajolingly, ‘there’s Flint waiting for us.’ Flint, their ginger cat, is sitting in the window, looking at them accusingly, but his spell is strong enough to get Kate out of the car and into the house. Inside, the answerphone is flashing. For a moment, Ruth thinks it is her mother, whose barbed messages have punctuated all her adult life. But her mother died six weeks ago. Ruth presses play. A deep, sexily accented voice fills the room.

‘Hello Ruth. This is Angelo Morelli . . .’
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Angelo Morelli. Ruth remembers a conference twelve years ago. A hotel in Rome looking out on Trastevere: terracotta rooftops, Vespas roaring over the cobbles, a floodlit fountain. Ruth had just split up with her live-in boyfriend, Peter, and had been giddy with freedom and with the miracle of having wrested this overseas trip from under Phil’s nose. Angelo was an archaeologist from Rome University, an expert on the Romans. He had studied in America, she remembered, and spoke perfect English, though with that heartbreakingly sexy accent. And one evening, after a seminar on the Etruscans, the fountains and the frescoes had got too much for them and they’d ended up in bed. It had only been one night and Ruth remembered that, in the morning, she hadn’t even felt embarrassed. They’d had a civilised breakfast in the Piazza de Santa Maria and gone on to a lecture on dating ceramics. She didn’t even know if Angelo had a girlfriend or not. He hadn’t been married, though. She’d checked that much. She had always vowed never to sleep with a married man, until she met Nelson and all the rules changed. She and Angelo had kept in touch for a while—those were the days of postcards and letters—but Ruth hasn’t heard from him in eight years. And now there’s a message from him on the phone.

‘Mum.’ Kate is holding a long-suffering Flint in her arms. ‘Can I take Flint to bed with me?’

‘You can take him upstairs,’ says Ruth, ‘but he won’t stay.’

After falling asleep in the car, Kate is annoyingly wakeful. She puts Flint on her bed, he gets off immediately and Kate chases him around the room until he takes refuge on top of her wardrobe. She then demands a Josie Smith story. All this time Ruth is longing to get downstairs, have a glass of wine and listen to Angelo’s message again.

Eventually, Kate lets her go and snuggles down with her cuddly chimpanzee and a story tape. Ruth pours herself a glass of red so quickly that it spills on the floor, then goes into the sitting room and presses ‘play messages’.

‘Hello, Ruth. This is Angelo Morelli. Do you remember me? So long since I’ve seen you and you’ve become famous. I have a proposition for you. Call me.’ And he leaves a number. Ruth stays in the dark, drinking her wine and thinking about Italy.

 


Tim arrives promptly at eleven the next day. Ruth is glad that she asked him to come to the cottage: it’s a beautiful morning, the tide is out and the salt marsh is a magical place of purple sea lavender interspersed with glittering streams and the occasional limpid, blue pool. Ruth and Tim sit on the bench in the front garden, watching Kate construct a ‘summer house’ for Flint out of old Amazon boxes.

‘He’s upwardly mobile,’ says Tim, ‘now that he’s got a second home. It’ll be surfing holidays in Cornwall next.’

‘Our next-door neighbours are weekenders,’ says Ruth. ‘This is their summer house. I think that’s where Kate got it from—they babysit sometimes. And I don’t think Flint has any intention of moving into his new home.’

Flint is watching Kate from his vantage point on the roof, and when she tries to tempt him down he simply moves further up.

‘He’s stuck, Mum,’ says Kate.

‘No, he isn’t,’ says Ruth. ‘Cats never get stuck.’

‘She’s growing up fast,’ says Tim.

‘Yes. It doesn’t seem possible that she’ll be going into year two in September.’

They are silent for a few minutes, drinking their coffee. It all seems very relaxed and friendly—the sunshine, the child playing at their feet—but Ruth feels tense and unsettled. She feels sure that Tim hasn’t come round to discuss Kate’s growth spurt. And, eventually, Tim speaks, looking out towards the marshes and avoiding eye contact.

‘Have you heard that Michelle’s pregnant?’

‘Yes,’ says Ruth.

‘The thing is,’ says Tim, and falls silent again.

Ruth bears it as long as she can, then prompts, ‘The thing is?’

‘The thing is, Ruth,’ says Tim, speaking in a rush now, ‘there’s a chance that the baby could be mine. I don’t know who else to tell. I thought you might understand because . . .’

There’s another silence. Ruth takes a gulp of coffee but her mouth remains dry.

‘Because Michelle told you about Nelson and me,’ she says.

‘Yes,’ says Tim. ‘I’m sorry, Ruth, but I feel like I’m going mad here. There’s no one I can talk to about this.’

‘Have you talked to Michelle?’

‘Yes. But she says that she wants to give their marriage another go. Things haven’t been good since Kate . . . well, since Kate was born, and she says this is their last chance.’

Ruth has a flashback to the days when they first found the henge on the beach. When the authorities had wanted to remove the timbers, local druids (led by Cathbad) had clung desperately to the wooden posts as the sea surged around them. Michelle is clinging just as desperately to her marriage. Ruth respects her for it.

‘I thought your affair with Michelle was over,’ she says.

‘It was,’ says Tim. ‘It was over before it began, really. I moved away so that we wouldn’t be tempted any more. Then, I don’t know, we got in contact again. Just emails and WhatsApp messages at first. But then, in May, I came to Norwich and we met at a hotel and . . .’

What had Ruth been doing in May? Teaching at the university, trying to juggle work and motherhood, trying not to think about Nelson. Then, in June, she had been drawn into one of Nelson’s cases as he hunted a killer in the tunnels below Norwich. In June, Ruth’s mother had died. And, in June, Ruth and Nelson had rekindled their affair, just once, in the bedroom a few metres from where she and Tim are sitting.

When she speaks, it sounds as if her voice is coming from a long way away. ‘And you think the baby might be yours?’

‘Well, the dates add up but, then again, she was sleeping with Nelson too. She never made any secret about that.’ Ruth has, over the years, tried to convince herself that Nelson and Michelle don’t have sex any more. But, deep down, she has always known that this isn’t true. Something keeps that marriage together, something besides being the parents of grown-up children, because, apart from that, they seem to have little in common. She rather fears that this something is intense physical attraction.

‘What are you going to do now?’

‘What can I do except wait? After all, I’ll know pretty quickly if the baby is mine.’

Ruth looks at Tim, who often used to describe himself as the only black policeman in Norfolk. While this isn’t quite true, there’s no doubt that Tim’s ethnicity will make a DNA test unnecessary. What must Michelle be thinking now? Ruth remembers her looking rather pale and wan when she saw her in July, but she’d put it down to morning sickness. What must it feel like to have this uncertainty hanging over her for nine months? And Nelson? Does he suspect? He’s suspicious by nature—he’s a policeman, after all—and it is unlikely that his thoughts haven’t strayed towards Tim. Then again, Nelson has a pretty strong belief in his own potency. He has fathered three children and has probably never doubted the paternity of this fourth baby.

‘I’ve always wanted children,’ Tim is saying. ‘People talk about women feeling broody but never about men.’

Time to bring the conversation to an end if Tim’s going to start one of those ‘men have feelings too’ speeches. Ruth stands up. ‘Sorry, Tim, but I have to get going soon. We’re meeting some friends for lunch.’

Kate looks up from her boxes. ‘Are we?’ she says in surprise. ‘Can we go to Pizza Express?’

 


Nelson has never really got the hang of Sundays. When he was a child, it was a day dominated by church. His mother, Maureen, was (and is) a devout Catholic, and Nelson passed through all the religious staging posts—first holy communion, altar boy, confirmation—without ever really asking himself whether he believed in the holy Catholic church, the forgiveness of sins, the communion of the saints and life everlasting amen. He doesn’t go to Mass now but he thinks that he probably does believe in God, if only because it would be just like Maureen to be right all along. But Sunday remains a day when you feel that you should be doing something special, something else. In Nelson’s twenties and thirties, Sunday football had filled the gap, but he thinks he’s too old now and doesn’t want to end up with dodgy knees like all his footballing contemporaries. Michelle and the girls have always seen the day as a chance to worship their own god, that of conspicuous consumption, but Nelson hates shopping and visits to places like garden centres bore him rigid. Michelle always makes time to cook the traditional Sunday roast, although usually for supper rather than lunch. Nelson usually ends up walking the dog, doing some vaguely penitential work in the garden, eating a huge meal and falling asleep in front of the TV. He supposes that that’s honouring the Sabbath, in its way.

Today, Michelle says she feels tired after the wedding and wants to stay in bed. Not that they had stayed late at the reception. Nelson had left as soon as he decently could, but not before he’d seen Ruth and Katie making their way out of the marquee, Katie hanging back but Ruth looking as if it was only politeness that stopped her from running. He’d wanted to go after them, to ask if they were all right, but he knew that he couldn’t. He’d been forced to stay for another hour, watching his junior officers make fools of themselves on the dance floor. He’d asked Michelle if she wanted to dance but she’d said no. This pregnancy is more draining than the others—not surprising, as she’s twenty years older. Laura, their eldest daughter, is twenty-four. She studied marine biology at Plymouth (a mystery to Nelson) and then seemed to have an extended holiday, working as a travel rep in Ibiza. To her parents’ relief, Laura has now decided to train as a teacher. She is living at home before starting a PGCE at the University of East Anglia in September. Rebecca is twenty-two. She did media studies at the University of Brighton and still lives there. Katie is six and, although Michelle knows that she is his daughter, Laura and Rebecca do not. For this reason, although Michelle very generously allows him to have contact with Katie, she cannot really be part of the family. Nelson knows that this state of affairs can’t continue for ever.

Nelson decides to take Bruno out for a long walk. The dog, a young German Shepherd, needs a lot of exercise and neither Laura nor Michelle are very keen on this aspect of dog ownership. But Nelson enjoys it. He thinks of Bruno as his dog and he can tell that the animal feels the same way. ‘German Shepherds are one man dogs,’ the famous police-dog handler Jan Adams once told him, ‘one person dogs anyway.’ It’s nice to know that he’s popular with someone anyway.

He drives to Sandringham, the queen’s country house, which is set in miles of woodland and heath, open to everyone. Nelson doesn’t have strong views about the monarchy: he’s glad they’re there, he supposes (he had been quite shocked to find that Ruth was an anti-monarchist), but he can’t be bothered with all the stuff in the papers about the little princes and princesses and what some duchess was wearing when she opened a factory. But he does like walking on the estate. It’s not as lonely as the sea or the salt marsh—at least this is a place where people live, albeit very grand people who only helicopter in once or twice a year. There are signs of human habitation—notices, fences and so on—but, if you come early enough, you can have the place to yourself. People are always going on about the bluebells and rhododendrons but, to Nelson, flowers are just flowers. It’s the peace he likes and the chance to think, the only sounds his feet on the forest path and Bruno scuffling madly in the undergrowth.

The trouble is, he doesn’t want to think today. Because, if he starts thinking, he will go back to the expression that he saw on Tim’s face yesterday. He knows that Tim was in love with Michelle and that they had an affair which included everything except sex. Michelle told him this and he believed her. But yesterday there was just something in the look on Tim’s face, something both troubled and slightly smug, that is proving impossible to forget, no matter how many miles he walks. Could Michelle and Tim have consummated their relationship? Could the baby be Tim’s? Michelle has been behaving very oddly since the announcement: distant and short-tempered, very unlike the serene nesting of her earlier pregnancies. Is this just because she’s older now and this baby is such a shock? He could ask her straight out, he supposes, but that might lead them onto dangerous ground. Nelson has an illegitimate child and Michelle has, ostensibly, forgiven him. Nelson owes Michelle, that much is certain. But if Michelle is in love with Tim, does that leave Nelson free to be with Ruth? Is this what he wants? Is this what she wants?

That’s the trouble with questions, he thinks, throwing a stick for Bruno and watching him jump joyfully into the air to catch it. Questions need answers and he hasn’t got any. He strides through the queen’s trees, trying not to think.

 


Ruth ends up taking Kate to Pizza Express in King’s Lynn after all. Kate enjoys herself hugely and doesn’t ask when the mythical friends are turning up. Afterwards, they walk by the quay and eat ice creams. Although it’s still August, there’s almost an autumnal feeling in the air, thinks Ruth. The sun is warm, but when they walked through the park earlier there were leaves on the ground, and the shops are full of cheerful ‘Back to School’ posters. Ruth always slightly dreads giving Kate back to the alien world of school, but there is no doubt that Kate is looking forward to it. She has already drawn up a shortlist of people she wants to sit next to her.

‘Ruth!’ Someone is walking towards her. Someone effortlessly elegant in a stripy top and narrow blue trousers, burnished hair gleaming. Someone pulling a disgruntled-looking toddler by the hand.

‘Shona! What are you doing here?’

Shona sits on the bench next to her, and Louis, her four-year-old, makes a beeline for Kate, who ignores him. ‘I’m escaping from Phil for a bit,’ says Shona. ‘He’s working on spreadsheets for the new term.’

Phil is Ruth’s boss at the university, where she’s a lecturer. She has no doubt that on the spreadsheets she will be taking all her tutorials at 8 a.m.

‘I was just thinking that summer is nearly over.’

‘No, it’s not,’ says Shona. ‘It’s mid-August. It was the Feast of the Assumption yesterday.’

Shona, like Nelson, was brought up a Catholic and always remembers the saints’ days. Her interest is more cultural than religious these days though. Shona teaches English at the University of North Norfolk and specialises in T. S. Eliot.

‘It was Clough’s wedding too.’

‘So it was! How did it go? I bet Cassandra looked lovely.’

Shona is always generous about other women’s looks, perhaps because she is so beautiful herself.

‘She did,’ says Ruth. ‘It was OK, as weddings go.’

‘You sound a bit down.’

‘I’m all right,’ says Ruth. ‘The wedding was a bit difficult, you know . . .’

She doesn’t have to say more. Shona knows about Nelson and Ruth and, although fascinated by the situation, usually manages not to talk about it.

‘You need a holiday,’ she says now.

‘That would be lovely,’ says Ruth. ‘Do you remember when we went to Florence and Siena? It’s been over ten years since I went abroad.’

‘I’d love to go again,’ says Shona. ‘Not with Phil though. He keeps moaning about the exchange rate. Glad I didn’t know him when Italy had the lira and everything was in millions.’

 


Ruth and Kate are just settling down to watch a Disney film when the phone rings. Somehow she’s not surprised when a voice says, ‘Hello, Ruth. It’s Angelo.’

‘Angelo. Hi.’

‘Long time no see. That’s what they say in England, yes?’

‘Yes,’ says Ruth, thinking that Angelo’s English is as good as ever, though still with that gorgeously lilting accent.

‘How are you, Ruth? I see you’re still working at North Norfolk.’

‘Yes,’ says Ruth, wishing that this was North Norfolk College, Cambridge. Still, it’s flattering that Angelo has looked her up. ‘What about you?’ she says. ‘Still in Rome?’

‘Yes, I’m head of department now. And . . .’ He gives a self-deprecating laugh. ‘I have my own TV show.’

‘Really?’

‘Yes, it’s called I Segreti del Passato. It’s about archaeology. These programmes are very popular in Italy.’

‘It’s the same here. There’s a programme called Time Team that always seems to be on television.’

‘And you, Ruth. You’ve been on television. You’re a media star.’

Ruth has been on television twice. Once in a series called Women Who Kill and once on a programme about American airbases in Norfolk. She doesn’t look back on either experience with great fondness, not least because the camera seemed to add about two stone. She wonders where Angelo got this information. She hopes there aren’t any clips on YouTube.

‘And I’ve read your book,’ says Angelo, ‘about the excavations in Lancashire.’ He seems to give this last word ten syllables.

This is better. She’s proud of the book.

‘The thing is, Ruth,’ says Angelo, ‘I’m digging in the Liri Valley, not far from Rome, and we’ve found some bones. We think they’re Roman but we’ve found some . . . what is the word? Anomalies.’

‘What sort of anomalies?’

There’s a pause. ‘The thing is,’ says Angelo again, ‘I’d like you to see them for yourself.’

‘You could send me some photographs,’ says Ruth.

‘Is there any chance you could come to Italy?’ says Angelo. ‘Just for a few days? I’ve got an apartment you can use. It’s in a remote hilltop village, a really beautiful part of the country. You could have a holiday there.’


3

‘Italy?’ says Ruth’s father, Arthur, standing among the graves as if turned to stone. ‘Why would you want to go to Italy?’

It’s a genuine question and Ruth considers and rejects a variety of answers. Because Italy is beautiful, because it has a wealth of history and culture, because I haven’t had a foreign holiday in ten years, because my married lover’s wife is expecting a baby. Instead she says, ‘It’s a real opportunity for me, professionally. This archaeologist, Angelo Morelli, is very well known. He presents a TV programme in Italy. And he wants my advice on some bones he has discovered. I met him years ago at a conference and he’s followed my career. He’s read my book.’

This mollifies her father, as she had known it would. Though both her parents officially took the position that being a wife and mother was the highest role to which a woman could aspire, they were both very proud of her career. When Ruth had her first book published, her mother had actually told her she was proud, an almost unprecedented occurrence. Ruth knows that her father wouldn’t understand going to Italy for pleasure, but he can accept it as a work trip. And that’s what it is, she tells herself. In a way.

‘What would your mother say?’ says Arthur, as if he would really like to know. As he speaks, he turns to the tombstone, white and stark among the older graves, like a false tooth in a mouth full of decaying molars.

 


Jean Galloway

Beloved wife and mother

At rest with the angels

1938–2015



 

There is a space underneath for Arthur’s name. He’d explained this quite matter-of-factly to Ruth as they walked from his south London house to Eltham Cemetery.

‘I’m going to be buried with her,’ he’d said, ‘so I’ve asked them to leave some space on the stone.’

Kate, who had been skipping alongside them, said, ‘Will your body go on top of Grandma’s?’

‘Yes,’ said Arthur, ‘they’ve left space for my coffin.’

Husbands and wives were often buried together in Roman times, Ruth thinks now. She remembers two skeletons excavated inside the walls of Modena. The tomb was believed to date from the fifth century, but it was the skeletons who had attracted interest because they had been buried together holding hands. The woman is looking at the man, whose head is turned away, but archaeologists believe that his skull rolled after death. Originally the two bodies may have been placed so that they were looking into each other’s eyes.

Ruth looks again at her mother’s grave. The stone was put up only recently and this is the first time that she has seen it. There’s a faint whiff of censure that it has taken her so long. Her brother, Simon, and his family came as soon as the stone was erected. They brought a lovely bouquet, according to Arthur. Ruth looks at the remains of Simon’s flowers lying on the grass in their cellophane wrapping, and feels that her own offering is distinctly inadequate. She brought sunflowers because these were Jean’s favourite flowers (and, as such, figured prominently in her interior decorating schemes). Ruth and Kate carried one flower each and they placed them next to the white stone.

‘Nice,’ Arthur had said. ‘Cheerful. Shall we say a prayer?’

He’s always making suggestions like that, although he must know that Ruth hasn’t prayed aloud since losing her faith in her teens.

‘Go ahead,’ she’d said, hearing herself sounding like a sulky fifteen-year-old.

‘Father God,’ Arthur began briskly, ‘we pray that your servant Jean is this day with you in paradise. We ask you to look down on her loved ones, on Ruth and Katie, on Simon, Cathy, George and Jack. We ask you to comfort us in our sorrow. In Jesus’ name.’

‘Amen,’ said Kate unexpectedly.

‘Amen,’ muttered Ruth.

Arthur had fussed over the grave, tidying the flowers, giving the granite a polish with his handkerchief. It was then that Ruth had dropped the bombshell about Italy.

‘When are you going?’ asks Arthur now, turning away from the gravestone and back to Ruth.

‘Wednesday,’ says Ruth.

Her father is aghast. ‘But that’s the day after tomorrow.’

‘I know,’ says Ruth, who has had the same panicky thought all day. ‘But there’s not much planning to do. I’ve already bought the plane tickets online.’

‘Where will you stay?’ says Arthur.

‘Dr Morelli is lending us an apartment,’ says Ruth. ‘It’s in a little town called Castello degli Angeli, about an hour away from Rome. It’s a very beautiful area, apparently.’

‘What will Katie do when you’re busy with these bones?’ says Arthur.

Ruth sighs, and not just because her father seems to have picked up Nelson’s annoying habit of always adding an ‘—ie’ onto Kate’s name.

‘My friend Shona is coming with us,’ she says. ‘You remember Shona? She’s got a little boy called Louis. He’ll be company for Kate.’

‘I know Shona.’ Arthur brightens a little. He likes Shona despite the fact that she, like Ruth, is what he would call ‘an unmarried mother’. But at least Shona lives with her child’s father and besides, like most men, Arthur is prepared to make allowances because Shona is so pretty. Also, she sent a lavish wreath to Jean’s funeral.

‘I hate Louis,’ says Kate, who is walking carefully between the gravestones.

‘No, you don’t,’ says Ruth. ‘You liked him when we saw him in Lynn that day.’ She has been afraid of this. Louis is two years younger than Kate and sometimes it seems a lot more than that. When they were toddlers he often used to hit Kate, so much so that Ruth stopped arranging play dates for a while. Louis does seem to have improved since starting school though, and he actually admires Kate greatly. Ruth hopes that this will make up for his shortcomings as a playfellow.

‘I wish Tasha was coming,’ says Kate. ‘Or Holly.’

‘Come on, Kate,’ says Ruth, with false brightness. ‘Let’s see if we can find the pilot.’

When she was younger she often used to walk in Eltham Cemetery. It’s not grand and gothic like Highgate, or quirky, like Ruth’s favourite urban cemetery in Hammersmith, where she used to eat her sandwiches while doing a holiday job at the Apollo. Eltham is more of a sober, utilitarian space, with rows and rows of uniformly shaped stones and a brown-brick chapel at the end. But it has its own charm, picturesquely overgrown in places and, at the end of a row of ivy-covered graves, there’s a half-size statue of a pilot, a monument to an airman killed in 1938. Ruth used to visit the statue as a teenager and invent sentimental stories about the dead hero. She would pick daisies and put them at his feet, and once, with her school friend Alison, she had drunk half a bottle of Blue Nun and attempted to commune with his spirit. She realises now that the airman died in the year that her mother was born.

After several wrong turns, they find the right address. The pilot is still there, a little more lichen on his uniform now, his features softer and more weathered. Ruth is ridiculously pleased to have found him again.

‘Why’s he so small?’ asks Kate.

‘Maybe they couldn’t afford a bigger statue,’ says Arthur. He’s not keen on images of the dead, Ruth knows. He thinks they’re sinister or—worse—Catholic.

‘Why’s he wearing those clothes?’ says Kate.

‘It’s his uniform,’ says Ruth. ‘What he wore to fly planes.’

‘How did he die?’

‘An accident, I expect. Shall we pick some daisies for him?’

‘All right,’ says Kate, obviously humouring her mother. They pick the flowers and place them at the pilot’s booted feet. Arthur sits on a nearby bench, watching them. He gets tired more easily these days, Ruth has noticed, and often has a little nap after lunch. Is he all right, living on his own? She pushes the thought away. Simon and Cathy live nearby and Arthur has his church and all his friends there. He’s just tired after the walk and the emotion of the grave.

Kate approaches her grandfather now. ‘Shall we pick some daisies for Grandma?’ she says.

‘No, love, she’s fine. She’s got her beautiful sunflowers.’

Ruth thinks her father sounds sad, but he takes Kate’s hand and as they walk back through the serried ranks of the dead he recites a comic poem about a boy being eaten by a lion. It’s a rather ghoulish choice, but ‘The Lion and Albert’ is always a sign that Arthur is in a good mood.

 


They stay the night at Ruth’s childhood home. It still feels wrong to be in the house without her mother. Arthur doesn’t fill it; he spends most of his time in the kitchen and he’s even moved a small television in there. The rest of the house reverberates with the loss of Jean. She should be there, hoovering noisily, commenting on the neighbours’ behaviour, laying the dining-room table even if there were only two of them eating, hanging out her washing in the narrow garden (she regarded tumble dryers as sinful). But Ruth finds that she doesn’t mind it so much if Kate is with her, sleeping on a camp bed pushed close to Ruth’s old single bed. She cooks Arthur the sort of supper he likes, eggs and bacon, and they watch a DVD thoughtfully supplied by Simon. It’s a film about spies and explosions and stunts involving travelling on the roofs of trains and the undercarriages of planes. Ruth finds it rather tedious, and Kate covers her ears when the shooting gets too loud, but Arthur enjoys it hugely. He’s always liked James Bond, and action films in general. An odd choice for a quiet, deeply religious man. Perhaps there’s a secret agent in him, longing to be let out.

 


The next morning they drive back to Norfolk, Ruth’s head buzzing with all that still needs to be done:

 


Check that Bob can still look after Flint.

Packing. Swimming costumes? Does Kate’s still fit? Digging clothes. Sun hat?

Book a taxi to Shona’s for Wednesday morning. Phil has kindly offered to drive them to Heathrow, but she doesn’t want to push her luck by asking him to drive all the way out here to collect them.

Check that she’s got enough sun protection cream, Calpol and mosquito repellent. Oh, and plasters. What else does the conscientious mother need? Antiseptic cream? Nit comb? Gin?



 

It’s a relief to be back in Norfolk. London had been overcast but it’s a beautiful afternoon on the salt marsh, warm with a gentle, salty breeze. Ruth and Kate go to call on their neighbour Bob, an Indigenous Australian who teaches poetry at the University of East Anglia. He’s a slow-moving, reassuring sort of man and Flint likes him as much as he likes anyone who isn’t Ruth. Bob offers Ruth herbal tea and they sit in the garden drinking it while Kate plays with a set of wooden tribal figures.

‘I was wondering if you would look after Flint for a bit while we’re in Italy,’ says Ruth. ‘He hates going to the cattery.’

‘I’ll be happy to look after the little fella,’ says Bob. ‘Are you going away for long?’

‘Two weeks,’ says Ruth. It still doesn’t seem possible. When Angelo had rung on Sunday night, it had been the words ‘you could have a holiday’ that had swung it. She needed a holiday, she decided. She needed to get away from Norfolk, get some distance and put things in perspective: Michelle’s pregnancy, her mother dying, her own recently revived relationship with Nelson. It will all seem different in a different country, she told herself. The fact that the trip came with accompanying archaeology was a bonus. And she’d like to see Angelo again. He was fun, she remembers, although he had been serious about his archaeology. And now, it seems, he’s rather famous. He’d sent her some clips from his show, I Segreti del Passato, with helpful English subtitles. It’s a standard documentary, really. Every week Angelo explores a different archaeological site, strolling through ruins, chatting with experts and looking at relics under microscopes in space-age glass-walled laboratories. There’s usually some sort of fake suspense. Will they excavate this skeleton before the self-imposed deadline? Will isotope analysis show that the Iron Age bodies were native to the area? Did the child in the well die naturally or were they some sort of sacrifice? For Ruth’s taste, the programme makers concentrate rather too much on Angelo’s aquiline profile as he strides along the Appian Way or delves into Etruscan tombs, but there’s no doubt that it’s effective television. She looks forward to being involved, as long as she doesn’t have to appear on camera.

She tries not to dwell too much on the night in Trastevere with the Vespas roaring outside. When she has thought about Angelo over the years it’s been with a quiet satisfaction that, for once, she had behaved like a sophisticated, modern woman. She had had a one-night stand and there had been no drama, no recriminations, just a satisfying professional friendship. All the same, she has a faint hope that spending some time with an attractive, single man might take her mind off Nelson. And Angelo is still single. She has checked.

In June, Ruth had another one-night stand, if anything about her relationship with Nelson can be described in such a frivolous way. They had slept together and this time the whole thing had been fraught with wonderful, terrible emotions. Ruth had even thought that Nelson might leave Michelle and move in with her and Kate. But then Michelle announced that she was pregnant and everything changed. For a while, Ruth had half-dreaded, half-hoped that she would be pregnant too. But miracles like Kate don’t happen twice. Ruth’s period had come and with it a sense of acceptance. Nelson isn’t going to leave Michelle. Ruth is left with Kate, Flint and her career. Not a bad trinity, all things considered.

She must concentrate on the bones. After all, that’s why Angelo has invited her to Italy. There’s obviously some mystery there. Why couldn’t Angelo explain over the phone? Ruth hopes she will be able to offer enough insight to justify her air fare. But Angelo had been insistent that only her expertise would do. ‘I need a real bones expert,’ he had said. ‘Someone to raise the profile of the project. I need you, Ruth.’ And Ruth, battered by the storms of the last few weeks, takes comfort from the thought that there is still something she is good at.

Back at the cottage, she explains to Flint that Bob will be looking after him. Flint closes his eyes at her. In the sitting room, Kate is sorting out which Sylvanians and books she will be taking with her. Ruth adds ‘find large travel bag’ to her mental checklist.

‘Shall we tell Dad that we’re going?’ says Kate, putting the rabbit family in height order. Kate doesn’t ever ask why her dad doesn’t live with them. Sometimes this self-restraint makes Ruth want to cry.

‘Not just yet,’ says Ruth.
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