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INTRODUCTION


In The Crossing Places, the first book to feature forensic archaeologist Dr Ruth Galloway, Ruth says she has no idea why she loves Norfolk. Unlike my fictional creation, I do have some idea why the place has such a hold on me. For a start, it has fond childhood associations. My grandmother and aunt both lived in Norfolk and I have very happy memories of drifting along the Broads in Aunt Marge’s boat while she told stories of will-o’-the-wisps, ghostly apparitions and a spectral hound called Black Shuck. Folk memory is strong in East Anglia, perhaps because the area has been occupied for so long. The oldest human footprints outside Africa were found in Norfolk and people have been treading on the county’s soil ever since. The archaeology, folklore and history make the most easterly part of England a gift for any novelist, particularly a crime writer.


Readers sometimes say that Norfolk is a character in my books. I think that’s probably true and, like all good protagonists, it has many different facets, changing with the seasons and with the light, always offering new perspectives. This book is an attempt to explain just why Ruth and I love Norfolk so much.
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SPRING


I’ll never forget when I first met Ruth Galloway. I was walking across Titchwell Marsh, on the north Norfolk coast, with my husband, Andy, and our children, twins Alex and Juliet, then aged seven. We’d been staying with my Aunt Marjorie, who lived in Norwich, and Marge had suggested Titchwell as a bracing walk with a sandy beach at the end. Titchwell, just over an hour’s drive from Norwich, is a nature reserve with fascinating habitats that include reedbeds, saltmarsh and freshwater lagoons where flocks of birds swoop and gather. But it was a cold spring day and all the wildlife seemed to be hiding. The marshes, so beautiful at sunrise and sunset, were grey and featureless. The flat landscape meant that you couldn’t see the beach or even the sea. The children had begun to doubt its very existence.


Andy had recently left his City job to retrain as an archaeologist. Now, to fill the slightly grumpy silence, he started to tell us about the significance of the landscape.


‘Prehistoric people thought that marshland was sacred. Because it’s neither land nor sea, they saw it as a bridge to the afterlife. A sort of in-between place. That’s why you find bodies buried there. You know, bog bodies. It’s to mark that boundary between life and death.’
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The Norfolk Marshes. Neither land nor sea, neither life nor death…
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Ruth loves the marshes, their hidden paths and secret inlets.





It’s no exaggeration to say that the entire plot of The Crossing Places came to me in that instant.


And I saw Dr Ruth Galloway walking towards me.


I knew her immediately. She was about forty, with shoulder-length brown hair and a determined expression. ‘Follow the feet’, I tell my creative writing students. Ruth was wearing walking shoes, spattered with mud and sand. I followed her all the way back to the (imaginary) University of North Norfolk, where she was a lecturer in forensic archaeology. As Ruth climbs the steps to her office, she sees a stranger waiting by the door. He looks somehow ominous; too big, too serious, too grown-up to be a mature student or even a lecturer.


Ruth’s boss, Phil, is buzzing with news, ‘This is Detective Chief Inspector Harry Nelson. He wants to talk to you about a murder.’


I didn’t know then that this would be the start of fifteen books, that Ruth’s adventures would eventually be read all round the world, that the books would win prizes and become bestsellers. I just knew that I had the idea for a story about a forensic archaeologist who lives in a beautiful, but rather isolated location on the north Norfolk coast. Ruth is asked to help the police when a child’s bones are found on the marshes. The officer in charge, DCI Harry Nelson, wonders if they are the remains of a girl who went missing ten years ago. Ruth knows immediately that the bones are actually over two thousand years old but she is drawn into the case. And into a very complicated relationship with DCI Nelson.


That book was The Crossing Places. It was my first crime novel, although I had previously published four books under my own name, Domenica de Rosa. After reading the manuscript, my agent told me ‘you need a crime name.’ Without thinking too much about it, I chose Ellen Griffiths, which had been my grandmother’s name. I didn’t know her too well, she died when I was five, but I had always been told that she was a very clever woman who loved reading but had to leave school at thirteen to go into service. I thought she’d like to have her name on a book.


I also needed a new publisher. My previous publishers told me, very nicely, that they weren’t interested in the new venture. Luckily my agent thought to send the manuscript to Quercus Books where it was acquired by a wonderful editor called Jane Wood. Jane saw something that she liked in Ruth – and in me – and, with her help, I got The Crossing Places into publishable shape. Jane has edited all the Ruth books, which is very unusual in today’s publishing world. Ruth and I are so lucky to have her.
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Postscript: neither Jane or I can remember how Ellen became Elly. Perhaps it just looked tidier on the cover…
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In prehistoric times, the Norfolk coast would have been covered by woodland.





Ruth’s cottage is one of three, facing out across the marsh. It’s loosely inspired by a line of cottages I first saw from the car park of Briarfields Hotel in Titchwell (where the women priests go to drink cocktails in The Woman in Blue). Ruth’s neighbours have changed over the fifteen books but the view remains the same. Here it is, from The Crossing Places.




‘Beyond her front garden with its windblown grass and broken blue fence there is nothingness. Just miles and miles of marshland, spotted with stunted gorse bushes and criss-crossed with small, treacherous streams. Everything is pale and washed out, grey-green merging to grey-white as the marsh meets the sky. Far off is the sea, a line of darker grey, seagulls riding in on the waves. It is utterly desolate and Ruth has absolutely no idea why she loves it so much.’





At first, I tried to keep the location of Ruth’s cottage deliberately vague. I gave the area the generic name of ‘the Saltmarsh’ and placed her fictional university just outside King’s Lynn. I thought that locals might not like to find dead bodies on their doorstep. That was before I knew Norfolk people well. After a few book tours, it became apparent that they loved fictional murders on their doorsteps and, as the books went on, I began to use real place names. Sometimes the locations are slightly fictionalized. Moulton Sea’s End that features in The House at Sea’s End is a version of Happisburgh. Blackstock Hall from The Ghost Fields owes a lot to Wiveton Hall. But Hunstanton, Wells, other areas of marshland such as Blakeney and Cley, then Cromer, King’s Lynn, Norwich, Tombland and Grime’s Graves all appear under their real names, as faithfully recreated as I can make them.
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King’s Lynn.
The town, once an important port, is central to the books. Nelson’s police station is here and, in The Crossing Places, Ruth and Nelson have a meal by the quay.
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Cromer pier.
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Windmill at Cley.
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Hunstanton.
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Norfolk bluebells.





The ‘Saltmarsh’ features in all the Ruth books. In The Crossing Places, Nelson receives sinister letters telling him to look for a missing child ‘where the earth meets the sky.’ The letters are full of religious symbolism but also contain references to Norse legend as well as archaeology. Here’s a taste:




‘Beware the water spirits and light bonfires on the beach. Beware the wicker man. Now the sun turns southwards and evil spirts walk abroad. Follow the will o’the wisps, the spirits of dead children. Who knows where they will lead you?’





These references cause Nelson to suspect Cathbad, a local druid who was once involved in protests against the excavation of a Bronze Age wooden henge found on a Norfolk beach. It was the henge dig that first brought Ruth to Norfolk, as part of a team led by her archaeology professor Erik Andersen. And there was, of course, a real henge found in Norfolk.
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The path across the marshes.







[image: image]


Holme-next-the-Sea, where the real Seahenge was excavated.





In the spring of 1998, spikes of prehistoric timber appeared on the beach at Holme-next-the-Sea, on the north Norfolk coast. Wood expert Maisie Taylor was called to investigate and, on her second visit, she brought her husband, renowned archaeologist Francis Pryor, with her. In his brilliant book Seahenge Francis describes walking across the sand as the sun comes up and reveals a rough circle of oak posts, with what looks like an upside-down tree in the middle. He writes: ‘I have rarely experienced anything so moving as the first time I saw the Holme circle.’


Francis knew immediately that the henge was either Neolithic or Bronze Age but he also knew that it would be possible to be more precise. This is because wood, unlike stone, can be dated to almost the exact year. Dendrochronology, or tree-ring dating, works on the principle that a tree lays down a growth ring every year: during wet years more and in dry years less. Dendrochronologists produce graphs, wonderfully named ‘wiggle watching’, showing a tree’s growth over hundreds of years. But analysis of the timbers meant removing them, hence the protests from, amongst others, local druids.


As soon as I read the phrase ‘local druids’, I knew that such a character had to form part of my plot. Cathbad was born, first as a minor player and, later, as someone who would influence Ruth and Nelson in many ways and go on a redemptive journey of his own.


The Seahenge was endlessly fascinating to me. Archaeologists still can’t say, with any certainty, why it was there or what its original function was. Were the roots of the upside-down tree used to hold sacrifices, even corpses? Maybe it represented Yggdrasil, the tree that, in Norse mythology, connects the nine worlds? Excavating the site proved particularly challenging, as the archaeologists battled with the tides and the shifting sands. I used this to dramatic effect in The Crossing Places.
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Seahenge.
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‘…the sand, rippling like a frozen sea, stretches far in front of her.’ (The Crossing Places).





The name Seahenge, originally given by the press, is misleading. The wooden circle would have been built on dry land. But the photograph of the timbers rising up out of the sand, with the sea in the background, has become the defining image of the henge. It even appears on the cover of Francis’s book and, reluctantly, he had to accept the title too.


Having given Seahenge a central role, I was very nervous when I first met Francis Pryor at an event in Wisbech. I needn’t have worried. Francis was very kind about the book and we have remained friends. Perhaps the biggest compliment Ruth has ever had came when Francis wrote his own murder mystery, The Lifers’ Club. It features an archaeologist called Dr Ruth Galloway.
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