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			Prologue

			3.20 a.m., 3 June 2015

			He shouldn’t really be driving; they all know that. But Solly has probably had the least to drink of all of them and, besides, he has a calm self-possession that makes him able to carry off all sorts of excesses and still remain the reliable, charming boy next door. ‘Boy from the next-door mansion,’ as Dennis once put it.

			But there are no buses and no one has the money for a taxi so Solly takes the keys from Em and drives slowly and carefully round the one-way system. Dennis and Em don’t help by going ‘Whee’ at the corners and shouting witticisms to the few pedestrians to be seen in Norwich at three o’clock on a Wednesday morning. One of them, a police officer pushing a bike, looks up and shakes his fist.

			‘Get off and milk it!’ yells Dennis.

			‘Shut up, Dennis,’ says Grace. ‘People hate students enough as it is.’

			Grace is sitting next to Solly and feels obliged to talk to him, to keep him concentrating on the road. This is difficult enough when the road in question keeps swooping up in front of her and tying itself in knots. God, just how much had she drunk? Those tabs on top of it too.

			Solly is doing well though, not speeding, looking from left to right at junctions. They are heading out of town now on the A147. Dennis and Em have fallen asleep but Grace tries to stay awake for Solly’s sake. They take the turn into Denning Road. Solly goes slightly wide but there’s nothing coming so no harm done.

			‘I like this road,’ says Grace. ‘I’d love to live in one of those big houses.’

			‘Then you’ll have to marry a rich man, darling,’ says Solly, slurring slightly.

			‘That’s a bit . . .’ She can’t think of the word. ‘Crap,’ she settles for. ‘I might get rich on my . . . on my own . . . in my . . . Christ! Solly!’

			But he has seen it too. A man standing in the middle of the road with his arms outstretched. There’s something biblical about him: long hair and beard, wearing robes or some kind of cloak. Grace yells and Solly jams on the brakes. The car skids to the other side of the road and Dennis and Em wake up.

			‘What the . . . ?’

			‘There was a man . . . a man in the road,’ says Grace.

			But when they get out of the car there is no one there, just the long road between the tall dark houses.

		

	
		
			Chapter 1

			‘Today our acronym is COAST. Concentration, observation, anticipation, space and time.’

			The speaker, a woman in her fifties, with short hair and keen-looking spectacles, beams around the room. DCI Harry Nelson, in the back row, stares back, stony faced. In his head he works on another acronym: crap, outrageous, abysmal . . .

			‘You might be saying to yourself,’ says the woman, ‘why am I wasting a morning at a speed awareness course? The answer is because it can save lives.’

			She looks at them solemnly, glasses glinting. The man next to Nelson, who earlier introduced himself as a minicab driver called Steve, is apparently asleep. Nelson gave his name simply as Harry and didn’t vouchsafe an occupation.

			The woman writes her name – Bev Flinders – in insultingly large letters on the whiteboard. She says that she is a driving instructor. ‘Definitely not a policewoman!’ Some of the more unctuous class members laugh.

			‘So why do we have speed limits at all?’

			Bev’s voice drones on. The room, a prefab in the station car park, is too warm and smells of instant coffee. Unlike Steve, now snoring gently, Nelson doesn’t feel tempted to sleep. He’s too busy brooding on his wrongs. He shouldn’t be here at all. He should be out solving crimes, maybe speeding slightly in the process but you can’t catch criminals keeping to the thirty-mile-an-hour speed limit, can you? But his boss has ordered him to attend this course along with Steve, two HGV drivers and a clutch of women who seem to view it as a pleasant morning out. Yes, not content with giving him a tangled love life and a stressful working life, God has now delivered the biggest blow of all. Nelson has a woman boss.

			*

			Ruth has no time for such introspection. She is currently delving deep, not into her own life but into the ground below Norwich. She is in a cellar below the Guildhall, a square, crenellated building that stands like a little castle in the heart of the city. The Guildhall is now council offices but it has, in its past, been a toll house, a court and a prison. The most dangerous prisoners were kept here, in underground cells. The undercroft, this lower region is called, and plans are afoot to develop it as an exhibition space and even a restaurant. This part is quite pleasant, the walls are stone and there are some rather attractive vaulted pillars, but Ruth knows that things are about to get worse. She is going to have to go lower still, into a tunnel that has previously been closed off. Ted, from the Field Archaeology team, has removed the planks covering the tunnel entrance and is looking at her expectantly. Ruth knows that, as the head of Forensic Archaeology, she should go first but the problem is that she has never been that keen on small, enclosed spaces . . .

			‘After you.’ Ted grins, showing piratical gold teeth.

			‘Perhaps it would be better if I followed you. You’ve got the torch.’

			Ted looks as if he knows what she’s thinking. But, to his credit, he doesn’t just hand her the torch but ducks his head and enters the tunnel. Ruth follows, taking care to keep close to Ted’s high-vis tabard. The tunnel leads downwards and the plastered walls give way to chalk, the floor moving quickly from brick to rubble that crunches underfoot. Ted’s torch picks out a well-crafted roof, lined with brick and flint.

			‘Probably an old chalk mine,’ he says, his voice echoing slightly. ‘Lots of chalk mines in Norwich.’

			Ruth puts her hand on the wall. It’s unpleasantly moist to the touch, as if it’s sweating.

			‘There’s a tunnel from the castle to the Guildhall,’ says Ruth. She doesn’t want to speak much as she has the idea that she has only so much breath to spare. She is unpleasantly conscious of all that stone and earth above her. Her hard hat feels as if it is pressing down on her head.

			‘Someone once told me that you could walk all the way from UEA to the town centre under ground,’ says Ted. ‘Shall we just keep going?’

			Since the University of East Anglia is situated about three miles out of the city, Ruth doubts this. There’s something disconcerting about the idea of these underground thoroughfares, as if the city has a dark twin, another life going on beneath its surface.

			‘I’ve heard that there’s a tunnel from the Guildhall to St John’s,’ she says, not answering Ted’s question.

			‘The Catholic cathedral?’ says Ted. ‘Maybe our body is a bricked-up nun or some such.’

			He sounds incredibly cheery about the prospect. The reason Ted and Ruth are in the tunnel is because of a grisly discovery made by a surveyor working for an architect called Quentin Swan, who is planning to build an underground restaurant below the Guildhall. The surveyor, Mark Copeland, was assessing the site for health and safety risks. In the course of his investigations he sampled the ground using something called a borehole drilling machine. According to Copeland’s report, which Ruth read that morning, the hand-held machine pulls out a vertical plug of soil, and in this sample were what looked like human bones. Copeland informed the council, which owns the building. The council called the police and then Ruth, in that order. When Ruth arrived at the Guildhall she had half expected to see Nelson waiting for her but there had only been Irish Ted in his high-vis vest and hard hat.

			‘The bones were buried, not bricked up,’ says Ruth. ‘We’re nearly there, I think. Copeland said about halfway along.’

			‘Yes.’ Ted shines his torch. ‘Here are the little beauties, if I’m not mistaken.’

			On the tunnel floor is a neat pile of earth, obviously excavated by the borehole machine. In amongst the chalky rubble, Ruth can see something that gleams even whiter in the darkness. She bends down. They are human bones; she can see that immediately. She thinks she can see a tibial shaft, maybe a femur. She takes a photograph and starts sketching the location in her notebook. She has almost forgotten that they are underground.

			‘Is it a whole skeleton?’ says Ted, behind her.

			‘I don’t think so,’ says Ruth. ‘Unless the rest of the body is still buried. We might need to get a proper excavation done.’

			Ruth opens her backpack and takes out gloves, a trowel and a small brush. Ted kneels down beside her. He’s an experienced field archaeologist and knows the procedure well. Ruth lifts out the first bone. It is a tibial shaft but it is broken, smashed almost, in the middle. Ruth shines her torch on it and sees faint parallel lines scored into the bone. She runs her gloved fingers over the end of the bone; it is blunt, not quite rounded.

			‘What is it?’ says Ted.

			‘I don’t know,’ says Ruth, ‘maybe nothing.’ She passes the bone to Ted who marks it with a tiny number and places it in an evidence bag. Ruth then marks it on her skeleton sheet. It doesn’t take them long. There are four long bones: two tibias, part of a femur and an arm bone, probably a humerus. There are also some smaller bones that look like ribs. All the bones have a dull shine, almost as if they are made of glass.

			‘How old do you think they are?’ asks Ted. ‘They’re completely defleshed.’

			‘Yes,’ says Ruth. ‘That could mean that they’re old but they look so clean. You’d normally expect some discolouration with old bones.’

			‘These tunnels must be pretty old,’ says Ted.

			‘Some of the chalk tunnels are medieval,’ says Ruth, ‘but this doesn’t look like a mining tunnel to me. It could be linked to one of the churches, like I said. We must be some way from the Guildhall by now.’

			‘Perhaps we’ve found our nun after all.’

			‘Perhaps. It’s going to be hard to determine the sex without the pelvic bones or the skull. Unless we can get some DNA. We’ll know more when we send the bones for carbon-14 testing.’

			‘Do you think they’re all from the same body?’ says Ted.

			‘I think so,’ says Ruth. ‘The leg bones look the same length.’

			‘Long bones,’ says Ted, ‘probably a man. I wonder where the head is?’

			‘And the rest of the skeleton.’

			‘It’s a mystery, Ruth,’ says Ted, ‘and I know how much you like a mystery.’

			Ruth is silent. She enjoys an intellectual puzzle as much as the next archaeologist but she’s not sure how much mystery she wants from bones buried in a medieval tunnel. It would be nice to have an answer, actually. A nice, safe academic answer that could be filed away in a report.

			Ruth packs the bones into a box marked Pathology. Ted shines the torch on her while she does this and then hands it over with a flourish.

			‘You go first. I’ll carry the box.’

			Ruth doesn’t mind going first on the way back. Her back aches and her mouth is dry. She’s longing to be above ground again, drinking tea in the Guildhall cafe. She thinks again of the layers of soil and stone above her head. It’s almost as if the weight is crushing her, making it impossible for her lungs to expand . . .

			‘Are you all right?’ says Ted, behind her. ‘You’re panting.’

			‘I’m fine,’ says Ruth, making an effort to breathe properly. She can see the entrance now, the dim light in the undercroft looking as bright as a beacon.

			When she steps through the archway, though, she sees that the light is partly coming from a torch held by DS Judy Johnson.

			‘Judy! I didn’t think it would be you.’

			‘The boys are all busy,’ says Judy. ‘And when I heard that you’d found another body . . .’

			‘It’s not a body,’ says Ruth. ‘Just a few bones. And I didn’t find them. The surveyor did.’

			‘You didn’t fancy coming down for a look?’ says Ted, emerging from the tunnel with the box.

			‘No, you’re all right,’ says Judy. ‘So, were the bones human?’

			‘Yes,’ says Ruth, ‘but we won’t be able to tell how old they are until we get the carbon-14 analysis.’

			‘We’re guessing old, though,’ says Ted. ‘My bet is medieval. Want to have a flutter?’

			‘No thanks,’ says Judy, a bookie’s daughter. ‘When will you have the results?’

			‘I’ll send the samples off today,’ says Ruth. ‘It’ll probably take a couple of weeks.’

			‘And no idea what the bones were doing in the tunnel?’

			‘No,’ says Ruth. ‘It looks like they were buried and the surveyor disrupted them digging for samples.’

			‘Could be a bricked-up nun,’ says Ted. ‘Don’t forget the nun.’

			‘Where are you off to now?’ says Ruth to Judy, as they climb the stairs to the upper levels. ‘Have you got time for a cup of coffee? There’s a good cafe here.’

			‘That would be great,’ says Judy. ‘I’ve got a bit of time. Clough and Tanya are on a call out Denning Road way. A massive great hole appeared in the road last night.’

			‘What about the boss man?’ asks Ted.

			‘Speed awareness course,’ says Judy.

			Ted and Ruth burst out laughing and after a few seconds Judy joins in. They are still laughing when Quentin Swan hurries in through the main doors, anxious about the fate of his subterranean dining experience.

		

	
		
			Chapter 2

			Nelson drives back to the station in a foul temper. He feels no compulsion to stay in third gear in order to keep below the speed limit, nor does he check his speed limit regularly or ease off the accelerator, all of which are recommended in the workbook which formed part of his ‘National Speed Awareness Course Pack’. Instead he takes pride in breaking almost all the traffic rules in the short journey from the Portakabin to the police station. He screeches into the car park, parks at an angle and slams in through the back door.

			The desk sergeant, a doughty warhorse called Tom Henty, hears the door slam and calls, ‘DCI Nelson?’

			Nelson opens the connecting door to the reception area. ‘What is it, Tom?’

			‘You’ve got a visitor. Two visitors.’

			‘Who is it?’

			‘One’s Aftershave Eddie. I’ve put him in Interview Room One because people started to complain. The other’s a young woman called Grace Miller.’

			Nelson groans. Aftershave Eddie – so called because he is known to drink any substance containing alcohol – is a homeless man who sometimes sleeps in the police station porch. If Nelson sees him, he usually gives him money to buy a meal even though he knows that the meal will be entirely liquid. He used to encourage Eddie to contact a charity for the homeless but the man always refused, with some dignity. DS Judy Johnson has tried even harder, contacting charities and even booking Eddie into a hostel. But Eddie always replies that he is a free man and beholden to nobody. Nelson respects this even though he lives in fear of coming across Eddie’s lifeless body in the street one day.

			So what is Eddie, who once told him that ‘with my family you steer clear of the police’, doing in Interview Room 1?

			‘He said he wanted to talk to you and only you,’ says Henty. ‘DS Clough told him he could wait.’

			Thanks a million, Cloughie. ‘Is DS Clough still over at Denning Road?’

			‘Yes, sir.’

			‘What’s taking him so long? It’s just a hole in the road.’

			‘Takes me back to 1988,’ says Tom, ‘when that hole appeared in the Earlham Road. A bus disappeared into it, you know.’

			Nelson sighs. Tom is about the tenth person to have told him about Earlham Road this morning. It’s partly because of this historical precedent that the Serious Crimes Unit were required to attend but Nelson can’t quite see what’s keeping Clough there. He has probably checked into a cafe for a second breakfast. Mind you, he’s with Tanya who never eats a carb if she can help it.

			‘What about the other visitor?’ he says. ‘Grace whatshername?’

			‘She’s a student. Seems like a nice girl. Says she wants to talk to you about something odd that happened last night. Doesn’t know if it’s important but thought she should report it anyway.’

			This sounds intriguing. Deciding to take the least appealing option first he heads for Interview Room 1.

			The first thing that strikes him is the smell. He has only ever encountered Eddie in the open air before. Here, in the windowless interview room, the smell of unwashed clothes and alcohol is almost overpowering. No wonder people in the reception area were starting to complain.

			Nelson keeps his face as expressionless and professional as he can. After all, he’s pretty sure that Eddie would rather not smell this way.

			‘Hallo, Eddie. What can I do for you?’

			‘Hallo, chief.’ Eddie has a faint Irish accent which reminds Nelson of parish priests in his youth. It gives Eddie a strange gravitas, helped by his Gandalf-like hair and beard. Looking at the man’s face for almost the first time, though, Nelson is shocked to see that they might be almost the same age.

			‘I want to talk to you about a missing person,’ said Eddie. He sounds very dignified and formal, even though a can of Tennent’s Super is visible in his coat pocket.

			‘Talk away,’ says Nelson, wondering why Eddie couldn’t have had this conversation with Tom Henty.

			‘It’s a woman,’ says Eddie. ‘A woman called Barbara Murray. I haven’t seen her for over a week and I’m starting to worry.’

			‘Is she . . .’ Nelson tries to think of a tactful way to frame the next question.

			‘She’s a rough sleeper,’ says Eddie, coming to his rescue. ‘She’s only a young woman really, not more than forty, but she’s had a very tough life, children taken into care and all the rest of it. I try to keep up with her quite regularly. I usually see her in the Vancouver Centre on a Wednesday because that’s when they do the soup run. She wasn’t there yesterday or the week before and nobody seems to have seen her.’

			‘Is it possible that she could be in a hostel? Or has she got family somewhere?’

			‘Her family are all in Scotland, as far as I know. I don’t think she would have gone to them. She always said there was a lot of bad blood between them. It’s possible that she’s gone to a hostel but it’s odd that no one has seen or heard of her. We’re quite a close community. We look out for each other.’

			Nelson thinks that it’s rather touching that Eddie should refer to the rough sleepers as a community. But then he supposes that a life on the streets makes you value human contact. For his part, he can’t even remember his neighbours’ names, although Michelle is always inviting them over for drinks.

			‘So nobody’s said anything to make you think that Barbara might be in danger?’

			Eddie is silent for a minute. He runs a hand over his long hair. The dirt is ingrained in his fingernails but the hand itself is rather beautiful, with long tapering fingers like a pianist.

			‘Someone said something. Could be nothing.’ He pauses again. ‘My friend Charlie who sleeps up by the Customs House, Charlie said that he heard a man talking to her, something about her children. He said that Barbara had seemed upset.’

			‘Did Charlie recognise the man who was talking to her?’

			‘No. He said that he looked like a do-gooder. A charity worker,’ Eddie amends.

			‘Maybe he put Barbara in contact with her children.’

			‘Maybe. But Barbara told me that two of them were adopted and two in care. I don’t think she had any contact with them.’

			‘She has four children?’

			‘Yes. The oldest must be grown up by now. Barbara told me once that she fell pregnant when she was still a teenager.’

			It’s not an unusual story, thinks Nelson, but no less sad for that. It is fairly unusual, though, to find a woman sleeping rough. Women tend to have support networks or, failing that, hostels take them in. Not Barbara evidently.

			‘Give me a description,’ he says, ‘and I’ll have an officer check at the hostels and with local charities. I’ll ask on the street too. But, as I say, she’s an adult woman with no fixed address. It’s more than likely that she’s just moved away.’

			‘Thank you, DCI Nelson,’ says Eddie. ‘I knew you were a good man. That’s why I asked for you. The others, they look through me or they give me the odd pound. That policewoman, she’s been kind but you’ve always treated me like a human being.’

			Nelson is moved by this tribute, even though he knows that it is largely undeserved. He doesn’t do much for charity, beyond a couple of standing orders, and he’s been guilty of hurrying past rough sleepers in the street. But he does have a social conscience; it’s part of the reason why he became a policeman.

			He takes a pad of paper from the desk. ‘Let’s have a description of this Barbara then.’

			*

			His second interviewee couldn’t present a greater contrast. Grace Miller is pretty and blonde, dressed in jeans and a minty green T-shirt. She reminds Nelson of his daughters’ friends, those impossibly slim young women with their luxuriant manes of swishy hair. What’s happened to all the overweight spotty teenagers? He’s sure that when he was growing up, the girls at the neighbouring grammar school were nowhere near this confident and attractive. Mind you, by the time he was twenty-three he was married to Michelle, the most glamorous of the lot.

			‘Sorry to keep you,’ says Nelson, sitting beside Grace in the Suite, the room usually reserved for sensitive interviews. It actually has comfortable chairs and a pot plant. There’s also a two-way mirror, although today no one is on the other side.

			‘That’s OK,’ says Grace, twisting a paper cup in her hands. ‘I know you’re very busy.’

			Nelson waits. He knows that nice middle-class girls (in his eyes being a student makes her middle class) don’t just walk into police stations for fun. Eventually Grace says, ‘It’s something that happened last night. I know it’ll sound a bit mad . . .’

			Nelson waits some more. After a few more moments of cup-shredding Grace says, ‘The thing is, I don’t want to get my friends into trouble. We were quite drunk at the time. And my friend was driving.’

			Nelson sighs. ‘It’s no offence to have been drunk. We can only charge you if we catch you while you’re actually over the limit. I hope your friend doesn’t make a habit of drinking and driving though.’

			‘Oh no,’ says Grace. ‘He’s very sensible. He’s studying law.’

			In Nelson’s eyes that’s not a guarantee of sensible behaviour. He’s no great fan of lawyers. He waits for Grace to continue with her story.

			‘We went to a club in Norwich and it was late, about three a.m. There were no buses and we couldn’t afford a cab so Solly, my friend, drove Em’s car. Em wasn’t going to drink but she did in the end because her boyfriend . . .’ She stops. ‘Sorry. That isn’t relevant. Anyway, Solly was driving back when we suddenly saw this man in the middle of the road. It was so scary. He just popped up from nowhere. Solly swerved to avoid him. Anyway, we stopped, and when we looked back, the man had vanished.’

			‘Vanished?’

			‘Yes. Just vanished into thin air. The thing is, we were all quite high . . . drunk . . . and we thought we must have imagined it. Solly just carried on driving. But now I keep thinking, what if we hit him? What if he’s lying by the road somewhere?’

			She looks really distressed, the last remnant of paper cup crushed in her hand. Nelson says, ‘Where was this?’

			‘Denning Road.’

			Denning Road . . . the site of the mysterious hole. Nelson looks at Grace. How can she sit there looking so clear-eyed and smooth-skinned when she was up drinking until the early hours last night? The young truly are a different species. Nowadays one extra pint in the pub can make Nelson feel rough as a dog the next day.

			He asks Grace if she saw the local news that morning. ‘No,’ she says, ‘I got up late and came straight here. I never really listen to the news anyway.’

			‘A two-metre-wide hole has appeared in Denning Road.’

			Grace’s eyes grow wide. ‘Do you think my man fell into it?’

			‘I don’t know,’ says Nelson. ‘But I’ll tell my officers to have a good look. You did the right thing coming to see me. Can you give me a description of the man?’

			‘It sounds crazy,’ says Grace, ‘but he looked a bit like Jesus. You know, long hair and a beard. And he seemed to be wearing some sort of cloak.’

			The long hair and beard reminds Nelson of Aftershave Eddie. But the cloak reminds him of someone else entirely: Cathbad, part-time druid and partner of DS Judy Johnson. Cath­bad makes a speciality of turning up in odd places. Could he have materialised on Denning Road last night?

			‘Could you say roughly how old he was?’ he asks.

			Grace’s smooth brow furrows. ‘He could have been any age. I think his hair was quite dark though. He looked like he could have been a tramp. That’s one reason why I came, really. I thought that if the man was sleeping rough, perhaps no one would notice if he went missing.’

			Coming after his conversation with Aftershave Eddie, this makes Nelson look curiously at Grace Miller. It seems an oddly pertinent comment for a young woman. How old is Grace? Eighteen? Nineteen? He asks what she is studying.

			‘Sociology,’ is the answer. She’s a second year at the University of North Norfolk, where Ruth works. He assures Grace that they will look for her mysterious Jesus man. He also allows himself a brief lecture on drink and drugs (he hadn’t missed the word ‘high’). Grace looks as awkward and discomfited as if she were one of his daughters.

			‘I don’t do drugs. Not really. Just a few tabs sometimes.’

			Jesus. Do his daughters say the same thing? ‘Don’t take tabs,’ he says. ‘You never know what’s in them. And don’t drink and drive.’

			‘I can’t drive,’ she says. ‘I failed my test for speeding.’

			‘I know the feeling,’ says Nelson. Grace looks confused, as well she might. Showing her out, Nelson asks why Grace came into King’s Lynn police station rather than going into Norwich.

			‘It’s nearer uni,’ says Grace simply. ‘And I wanted to talk to you.’

			‘Why me?’

			‘I met your daughter at a party once,’ she says. ‘She said that you looked tough but you were a pussycat really.’

			‘She did, did she? Which daughter?’

			‘Rebecca.’

			That figures. Rebecca was always the rebellious one but she has a degree now and a respectable job in Brighton. He wonders when the two girls met at a party. Rebecca comes home quite rarely now: Christmas and Easter and whenever she needs her car MOTed. On the plus side, his older daughter Laura has just moved back in after leaving her job (and her boyfriend) in Ibiza. She’s signed up to do a teacher-­training course at UEA.

			‘Well, take care, Grace. Good luck with your studies.’

			‘Thanks, DCI Nelson.’ She gives him a cheerful wave as she sets off down the steps, blonde hair bouncing. He gazes after her for a few minutes.

			‘Staring at young girls, Nelson? You’ll have to watch that.’

			Nelson turns to face his new boss, Superintendent Jo Archer (Super Jo to her groupies). He notes with a sinking heart that she has her ‘let’s chat’ face on.

		

	
		
			Chapter 3

			From his name Ruth expected Quentin Swan to be camp and at least sixty. In fact, the man who comes bursting in through the Guildhall doors is youngish and dark with horn-rimmed glasses. He looks like a cross between Harry Potter and Dr Who (David Tennant era).

			‘Have you found the bones?’ is his first question.

			In answer, Ted proffers the pathology box.

			‘Are you from the police?’ asks Swan.

			‘I’m Detective Sergeant Judy Johnson,’ says Judy, ‘and this is Dr Ruth Galloway and Ted Houllihan from the University of North Norfolk. They excavated the bones.’

			‘Are they old?’ asks Swan. ‘Mark said they looked old.’

			‘We won’t be able to tell until we do carbon-14 testing,’ says Ruth. She guesses that Swan wants the bodies to be old because that won’t affect his building plans. Nevertheless, there’s something unseemly about his eagerness.

			‘Carbon-14 testing isn’t that accurate though, is it?’ he says now.

			‘It’s accurate to plus or minus about a hundred years,’ says Ruth, which seems quite reasonable to her. ‘Results can be skewed by sun spots, solar flares, that sort of thing. But we should be able to tell if this is a recent burial or not. We might be able to do DNA or isotope testing as well.’

			‘The thing is,’ says Quentin Swan, fixing Ruth with what he obviously hopes is a hypnotic stare, ‘I’m really keen to do this development.’

			‘Because Norwich really needs another cafe,’ offers Ted helpfully.

			‘It’s not a cafe,’ says Swan. ‘It’s an underground experience. Gourmet food in the depths of the earth.’

			‘Well, I hope you get the go-ahead,’ says Ruth. ‘We should get the results in a couple of weeks.’

			‘A couple of weeks?’ echoes Swan. ‘Why can’t you get them in twenty-four hours?’

			‘Because this isn’t CSI Miami,’ says Ruth. ‘I’ll be in touch with DS Johnson.’

			Quentin Swan looks as if he wants to say more but Ruth is looking forward to her tea and cake so she waves in what she hopes is a friendly but firm dismissal. Judy and Ruth head off towards the cafe but, to Ruth’s irritation, Quentin tags along with them, followed by Ted, still carrying the box of bones.

			*

			‘How are you, Harry?’ says Jo. ‘How are you really?’

			Nelson feels his stomach churn. This is one of Jo’s favourite tactics. The faux concern, the leaning forward, the eye contact. The trouble is, after a question like this, any answer you give sounds like you’re in denial. ‘I’m fine,’ sounds like a cry for help. Of course, Nelson thinks darkly, what Super Jo really wants is for him to burst into tears and say that he can no longer cope with the job, can she help him apply for early retirement? Then, after an insultingly short notice period and a leaving do in the Lord Nelson (ha ha), she can parachute a bright young psychology graduate into his place.

			‘I’m fine,’ he says.

			It makes Nelson laugh bitterly to think that he’d actually looked forward to Jo Archer’s arrival. He hadn’t much liked her predecessor, Superintendent Gerry Whitcliffe, and had thought that any change had to be a positive one. How could he have been so stupid? Whitcliffe was a career policeman, smooth and personable, addicted to press conferences and appearing on TV. It was no surprise when he got promoted to the Met, with a long job title and an even longer salary. ‘Perhaps now we’ll get a real policeman,’ Nelson had said, when he read the email headed ‘Sad news’. ‘Real police officer,’ Judy had corrected him, but she knew what he meant.

			The thing is, Nelson isn’t really sexist. He comes from a family of strong, independent women. He has three daughters and, whilst admittedly an overprotective father, he has always supported their right to a fair share of whatever’s going. In addition, his older daughters, especially Rebecca, can spot patriarchal tyranny at a hundred paces (though they are less good, he often thinks, at identifying undue matriarchal interference). At work too he has always encouraged and promoted the women on his team. He may have left the course about ‘Redefining Gender Roles in the Police Force’ at lunchtime but he can see that sometimes they do need redefining. So, when he heard that his new boss was a woman, he had been cautiously optimistic. ‘Put it this way,’ he said to his wife Michelle, ‘she can’t be worse than Whitcliffe.’

			How wrong he was.

			From the moment that Jo Archer swept into King’s Lynn police station carrying her yoga mat and balance ball, Nelson knew that he had met his match. Jo is thirty-eight, a social sciences graduate, with a sparkling CV and a mission to improve her fellow creatures. She’s unmarried but, as she confided early on to Judy, ‘not short of offers’. Nelson often thinks that Jo is not nearly as attractive as she thinks she is but, as with all these things, her insane self-belief rubs off on others, and after a week King’s Lynn police were treating her as if she were Helen of Troy. Her technique is divide and rule. At first she tried to make a friend of Judy (‘I always get on with other strong women’), but Judy is fiercely private and doesn’t much want another friend. She then progressed to Tanya (‘I’ve got a lot of gay friends’) and fared a little better because Tanya is ambitious and usually oblivious to undercurrents. With football-playing, politically incorrect Dave Clough, Jo veers between extreme flirtatiousness and a zeal for re-education. When Clough’s son, Spencer, was born in January, Jo presented him with a pink teddy bear. ‘But he’s a boy,’ Clough protested. ‘Exactly,’ said Jo, squeezing his arm.

			But it’s Nelson who presents Jo with her biggest challenge. Her vision for King’s Lynn CID, presented in a slide show entitled ‘A fresh start’ and illustrated with images of phoenixes and rainbows, clearly does not include a forty-eight-year-old northern DCI with old-fashioned views on policing and a penchant for driving too fast. Hence the speed awareness course. Hence this chat.

			‘How was this morning, Harry?’ asks Jo.

			‘Fine,’ says Nelson. ‘Very educational.’

			‘It’s hard to get into new habits,’ says Jo, ‘especially as we get older.’

			‘Lucky I’m still young then,’ says Nelson.

			They are in Jo’s office, unrecognisable from Whitcliffe’s day. It’s not just the balance ball, on which Jo sits, undulating gently, to conduct interviews. It’s the fresh flowers (bought every few days by Jo’s PA), the inspirational posters, the Macbook Air in place of the police-issue desktop, the mission statement on the wall, the photo of Jo in a plunging evening dress receiving a 21st Century Policing Award.

			‘Are you coping, Harry?’ she asks now, pushing a box of tissues towards him.

			‘Coping?’ he says. ‘Coping with what?’

			‘With all the changes here. With being one officer short.’ One of Nelson’s sergeants, Tim Heathfield, left last year and hasn’t been replaced. There isn’t the budget, according to Jo. Nelson protested, for form’s sake, but he has reasons of his own to be glad of Tim’s absence. Tim was Nelson’s protégé, who had followed him down from Blackpool and had established himself as the rising star of King’s Lynn CID. The problem was that Tim had also established himself as the would-be lover of Nelson’s wife.

			‘We’re managing,’ says Nelson, ‘but I need to get on now. There’s something I want DS Clough to check at the Denning Road site.’

			‘Information received?’ says Jo, managing to make this sound both whimsical and sinister. ‘Something to do with your visitor this morning? I saw that Aftershave Eddie was in reception.’

			‘A woman has been reported missing,’ says Nelson. ‘I’m going to follow it up.’

			‘A rough sleeper?’ says Jo.

			‘A woman,’ says Nelson. ‘Now, if you’ll excuse me . . .’

			*

			Ruth is pleased to see that both Ted and Quentin order cake in the cafe. That means that she can have some too. You can never rely on Judy. She’s quite likely to have black tea or just a glass of water. But today Judy reaches towards the blueberry muffins so Ruth feels justified in doing the same.

			The Cafe Britannia at the Guildhall always reminds Ruth of a fifties cafeteria, or her idea of one, at any rate. It’s a high room with a mezzanine floor supported by little gold-topped pillars. She always feels as if there should be white-aproned waitresses whisking between the tables rather than a self-service bar with a cappuccino machine. There are home-made cakes, though, and sometimes there is music too, played on an upright piano in the corner and adding to the sense of having slipped into a golden age detective story.

			The cafe is surprisingly crowded for a Wednesday morning and they take their food to a table on the upper level. Ruth is still rather irritated with Quentin for inviting himself to what should have been a cosy chat with Judy and Ted but he’s not an intrusive presence at all. He chats easily to Ruth and Ted about the difficulties of building his subterranean restaurant.

			‘The trouble is there’s not enough space on the surface any more. Have you heard about the super-basements people are building in London? The mega-rich all live in places like Belgravia and Chelsea and space is at a premium. They can’t build horizontally any more so they build vertically. Down and down. Floor after floor with no natural light. Cinemas and gyms. Even swimming pools.’

			‘I’ve heard about that,’ says Ted. ‘They leave the diggers down there, don’t they? It’s too much trouble to get them to the surface so they just bury them.’

			‘I think that might be an urban myth,’ says Quentin, ‘but a friend of mine was employed as an architect on one of those developments. This guy – I think he was a Saudi prince – he wanted an eighty-foot-deep basement where he could keep his Ferrari collection. My friend had to put in a motorised lift to bring the cars to the surface.’

			‘I’d hate to have a room that was several metres underground,’ says Ruth, remembering the tunnel earlier, ‘even if it did have a swimming pool.’

			‘They think it’s safer,’ says Quentin. ‘Architects are always talking about billionaire bunkers, panic rooms deep underground where the super-rich think they can sit out the next nuclear war. All the Russian oligarchs have them.’

			‘There aren’t that many Russian oligarchs in Norfolk,’ says Judy, cutting her muffin into very small pieces. Ruth has already eaten hers.

			‘No, but there are a lot of very rich people,’ says Quentin. ‘That’s lucky for architects, of course. There’s always somebody wanting an extension or a barn conversion. But what I really like is building public spaces like art galleries or restaurants. Places where people can meet and exchange ideas, like the forum in Rome. You know, in the forum, the laws used to be written out for everyone to see. A bit of a change from today when you need to employ a solicitor at several hundred pounds an hour just to translate the law into English.’

			‘The word forensic comes from the Latin word forum,’ says Ruth. She thinks that, as a highly paid architect, Quentin is probably complaining too much about lawyers. In his admiration for the Romans, Quentin reminds Ruth of her ex-boyfriend, Max, and she finds the comparison rather unsettling. She notices that Quentin is wearing a wedding ring and wonders if he’s gay or straight. He has a slightly androgynous air to him.

			‘And your restaurant is going to be open to everyone, is it?’ says Ted. ‘You’re planning a cheap menu then. Chips with everything?’

			Quentin laughs. ‘No, I’m afraid it’ll probably end up being quite exclusive. But if it pays its way we can include some spaces that everyone can access – cafes and community centres and libraries.’

			‘An underground library,’ says Ted. ‘Now there’s a thought.’

			‘Libraries are the cathedrals of the modern age,’ says Quentin. ‘All that knowledge, available for anyone to use. It’s quite a subversive thought; maybe underground is the right place for a library.’

			‘There’s an underground cathedral in South America, isn’t there?’ says Ruth. ‘I was reading about it recently. Isn’t it in an abandoned salt mine?’

			‘Yes, the Salt Cathedral of Zipaquirá,’ says Quentin. ‘It’s in Colombia. I went there once. It’s an amazing place. It started off just as a refuge for the miners, an alcove carved into the rock where they could say their prayers, then it turned into this massive church, big enough for eight thousand people. That church was closed for safety reasons but the Spanish government held a competition to find an architect to build a new one. It was won by Roswell Garavito Pearl and he built this wonderful cathedral, below the old one, with a dome and balconies and icons carved into the halite rock.’

			Quentin sounds quite evangelical when he describes the cathedral. Now he sounds less like Max and more like Erik, Ruth’s old archaeology lecturer, in one of his messianic moods.

			‘Well, I hope you get to build your restaurant,’ she says, ‘even if I can never afford to eat there.’

			‘What will happen if the bones turn out to be of real archaeological interest?’ says Quentin. ‘If they turn out to be Richard III or someone like that.’

			‘They’re unlikely to belong to a king,’ says Ruth, who often wishes that she had been part of the team who found Richard’s bones in Leicester. ‘Though they do say Henry I is buried under a car park in Reading. If the bones are archaeologically interesting, we could apply for funding for an English Heritage grant. That’s unlikely to be forthcoming though. The best we can hope is that we do another excavation, dig up whatever’s there, log it and present the findings in a paper somewhere. It shouldn’t hold up your building work for too long.’

			‘Of course, it might turn out to be a murder victim,’ says Ted. ‘She has quite an affinity with murder victims, does Ruth.’

			This is considered very amusing, although Judy and Ruth laugh the least.

			*

			Clough and Tanya are also in a cafe, although this one is lighter on cakes and heavier on quinoa and tofu. Clough is eating an all-day breakfast which, to his horror, features vegan sausage. Tanya is sipping peppermint tea.

			‘We should get back to the station soon,’ she says.

			‘Plenty of time,’ says Clough, mopping up brown sauce. Hs phone rings and he answers it indistinctly.

			‘Are you eating again?’ says Nelson.

			‘Keeping my blood sugar up,’ says Clough.

			‘Your blood sugar must be sky high, in that case. Did you investigate the hole in the road?’

			‘Yes. It was a traffic case really. They’ve closed the road. All the commuters up in arms. Maintenance team are on their way.’

			‘Did you look in the hole?’

			‘Look in it? What do you mean, boss?’ At the change in tone, Tanya looks up, glasses glinting keenly.

			‘Last night a student called Grace Miller saw a man standing in the middle of the Denning Road. She says that he disappeared. So you’ve got a hole and a disappearing man. Join up the dots yourself.’

			‘A student? Had she been smoking wacky baccy by any chance?’

			‘Very probably. That doesn’t mean that we should discount her evidence. I want you and Fuller to go back and look in that hole.’

			Grumbling, Clough pays the bill and he and Tanya head out into the June sunshine. The hole is fenced off and a maintenance van has just drawn up alongside it.

			‘Hang on a minute.’ Clough shows his warrant card. ‘We need to take another look.’

			Denning Road is an attractive residential area, with detached houses surrounded by hedges and trees. There’s a church opposite, also half-hidden by trees, and a park on the other side of the road. It’s quiet now but at rush hour, the road is a major thoroughfare into the city. The hole is about two metres wide, a yawning abyss in the middle of the tarmac. It was only because it was spotted by a nurse on her way to the dawn shift at the hospital that the traffic police were able to cordon it off in time to prevent the morning traffic from disappearing into its maw.

			‘Have you got a torch?’ Clough asks one of the maintenance crew. Before the man can reply though, Tanya produces a Maglite from her handbag.

			‘Bloody hell. What else have you got in there?’

			‘I like to be prepared,’ says Tanya.

			Clough shines the torch into the hole. It’s deep, more than six feet down, he thinks. He can see smooth walls which look man-made, something which led the original investigating officer to believe that this was an old chalk mining tunnel. No one has yet been down but Clough is always keen to try anything once.

			‘I’m going in,’ he says to Tanya, affecting a John Wayne drawl.

			‘Are you sure? Shouldn’t you be wearing a hard hat?’

			‘I’m a risk taker, me.’

			He lowers himself over the side, watched impassively by the three highway maintenance men. It’s deeper than he thought. Clough is over six foot but the road surface is now at least another two feet over his head. He lands on rubble but when he straightens up, he can see that he is standing in what was once a tunnel. If he stretches his arms, he can touch both sides.

			‘Are you all right?’

			He can see Tanya peering down, white face, black-rimmed glasses. Behind her one of the maintenance men says something about gas leaks.

			‘Can you smell gas?’ asks Tanya.

			‘No. I can’t see a body either.’

			The hole is not very wide but it’s wide enough for Clough to see something else, another tunnel leading off at right angles.

			‘I think we need to call the boss,’ says Clough.

		

	
		
			Chapter 4

			Ruth hears about the Denning Road hole as she drives home that evening. It’s the lead item on the local news.

			‘Should we be worried?’ asks the interviewer. ‘Are mysterious holes going to open up all over Norwich? A lot of our listeners will remember the famous Earlham Road hole in 1988.’

			‘Well,’ says the unnamed male expert, sounding amused, ‘Norwich is built on chalk and chalk is fairly easy to dig and yet can stand unsupported. There are all sorts of chalk mining tunnels under the city. Chalk was needed for the lime used in construction and Norwich was once one of the richest cities in Britain with a lot of building work going on. That’s a lot of lime.’

			‘Can you say where the next hole will appear then?’ says the interviewer, clearly unwilling to abandon the doomsday scenario.

			‘Not really,’ says the expert. ‘Tunnels have been found in all areas of the city, wherever chalk is available on the valley sides. Some of the tunnels have been filled in but many have been left as they were when they were abandoned.’

			‘So these holes could be opening up all over the place?’

			‘Let’s not get carried away,’ says the expert, still sounding admirably relaxed. ‘The problems occur when stability is disturbed by external features, such as construction work or water leakage. I suspect that may have been the issue in Denning Road.’

			‘That’s all we’ve got time for, I’m afraid,’ says the interviewer, obviously not wanting to get drawn into discussing drainage. ‘Thanks to Dr Martin Kellerman from the University of North Norfolk.’

			Ruth is interested. It’s not often that UNN gets its experts on the news, even the local station. Phil, her head of department, will be very jealous. She’s never heard of Martin Kellerman but then the archaeologists don’t mix much with other departments. Is he a geologist? A scientist? She’ll have to ask Cathbad, who used to work as a technician in the sciences department. Cathbad knows everyone.

			When she gets to her childminder’s house, she finds Kate and two other charges playing on the trampoline in Sandra’s garden. Sandra is watching them – she’s too experienced a childminder to leave children unattended – but there’s still something wild and uninhibited about the way the children are bouncing up and down, their shouts echoing in the still air. Ruth watches Kate’s dark hair flying as she competes to be the highest. Kate’s grown this year, she’s nearly the tallest in the class, and her school dress is almost too short. ‘They have to be short,’ Kate informed Ruth at the beginning of the summer term, ‘and you have to wear them with frilly socks.’ Hard to believe that Kate is six, nearly at the end of Year One. Most of the time she’s still Ruth’s baby but sometimes, especially when Ruth sees her with other children, Kate looks disconcertingly like a mini teenager. Ruth imagines that she looks like Nelson’s older daughters, Kate’s half-sisters, whom she has never met.

			‘Look at me, Mum!’

			‘I am looking,’ says Ruth. I’m always looking, she thinks. But one day she will look and Kate will be gone, away to start her life without Ruth.

			‘They grow up so quickly, don’t they?’ says Sandra, in the empathetic way she sometimes has.

			‘Yes,’ says Ruth. ‘When Kate was a baby I longed for her to grow up but now I feel like I want her to stay this age for ever.’

			‘You wait until she’s a teenager,’ says Sandra, who has three grown-up children, two with children of their own. ‘Mind you, teenagers are good company too. I miss the laughs we used to have when I had my lot here, their friends in and out of the house all the time.’

			But Ruth’s house is on the edge of the marshes, miles from anywhere. Will Kate’s mythical teenage friends face the trek out to the Saltmarsh (dark road, no buses, taxis often refusing to make the journey), or is this something else to worry about? Maybe she should move to a house like Sandra’s, with easy access to Lynn and trains and nightlife. The trouble is that Ruth loves her cottage, with its view of the endless sea and sky; she doesn’t want to swap it for a Victorian terrace with a trampoline in the garden. Well, time enough to worry about that.

			‘Come on, Kate,’ she calls. ‘Time to be going home.’

			After the usual hassle of putting on shoes and socks and finding lost book bags, Ruth and Kate are driving through the outskirts of King’s Lynn on their way to the Saltmarsh. At first Kate sings Ruth a selection of songs from her end-of-term concert, which is only a few weeks away. ‘One more step along the world I go,’ she sings, in her sweet, slightly off-key soprano. ‘And it’s from the old I travel to the new. Keep me travelling along with you.’ Ruth, concentrating on keeping to the actual road, wonders how on earth she is going to manage to get through the concert without collapsing into tears. And she hasn’t really got any friends amongst the other mothers, who mostly seem just children themselves, so no one will offer her a tissue or a sympathetic look. After a while though, as Ruth takes the turning for the marshes, Kate grows silent and seems almost hypnotised by the grey-green expanse, the birds wheeling in the twilight, the line of blue that marks the tide coming in.

			‘Do you know what happened in Norwich today?’ says Ruth. ‘A hole appeared in the road. A great big hole. Big enough for a car to fall in, they said on the radio.’

			‘A hole?’ says Kate. ‘Where does it go to?’

			‘I don’t know,’ says Ruth. ‘I don’t think it goes anywhere.’

			‘Maybe it goes to the Land of Bism,’ says Kate. ‘Like in The Silver Chair.’

			Ruth read The Silver Chair to Kate. She loves C.S. Lewis though she deplores his Christian moralising. She can’t remember the Land of Bism though. Sometimes she worries that Kate is actually cleverer than her.

			Back at the cottage, Kate disappears to find Ruth’s cat, Flint. A loud thump from upstairs, followed by running feline footsteps, shows that Flint has been located. Kate follows Flint into the garden, having mysteriously managed to dress herself as Pocahontas in the interval. Ruth sets about cooking supper, macaroni cheese, one of her small repertoire of tried-and-trusted recipes guaranteed not to make Kate slump in her chair or pretend to vomit.

			The phone rings just as she’s pouring on the cheese sauce. She puts the casserole dish into the oven and goes into the sitting room to answer it. Kate and Flint are sitting on the sofa watching a DVD of The Lion, the Witch and the Wardrobe, maybe inspired by the conversation in the car.

			‘Hi, Ruth. It’s Cassandra.’

			Now this is a surprise. Cassandra Blackstock is Clough’s partner and the mother of his baby. They are planning to marry in August. Ruth has seen Cassandra at various social events but has never really spoken to her beyond pleasantries about children. Cassandra is aristocratic and beautiful and a part-time actress, three factors that, in Ruth’s eyes, make them unlikely ever to be friends. The fact that Cassandra is engaged to Clough is, according to Nelson, proof that there’s hope for anyone. In fact, the two of them seem blissfully happy. But why is Cassandra phoning Ruth at home?

			Luckily Cassandra doesn’t waste much time getting down to business. ‘You know I belong to a local theatre workshop?’ Ruth didn’t. ‘It’s called Jacob’s Ladder and we’re very keen on involving local people in our shows.’ A pause. Is Cassandra about to offer Ruth a leading part in the next production? If so, Ruth will not have to spend long considering her answer. ‘We’re putting on a production of Alice’s Adventures Under Ground for the festival. You know that was the original title of Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland?’ Ruth didn’t. ‘I’m playing Alice. A grown-up version, of course. It’s quite a dark adaptation. Anyway, we want a child to play me as a young girl and I thought about Kate.’
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