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I hate the dreadful hollow behind the little wood,


Its lips in the field above are dabbled with blood-red heath,


The red-ribb’d ledges drip with a silent horror of blood,


And Echo there, whatever is ask’d her, answers ‘Death.’


 


Alfred Tennyson, Maud










 


PROLOGUE


July 2013


It is the hottest summer for years. A proper heatwave, the papers say. But Barry West doesn’t pay much attention to weather forecasts. He wears the same clothes winter and summer, jeans and an England t-shirt. It’s sweaty in the cab of the digger, but he doesn’t really mind. Being a man is all about sweat; anyone who washes too much is either foreign or worse. It doesn’t occur to him that women don’t exactly find his odour enticing. He’s forty and he hasn’t had a girlfriend for years.


But he’s content, this July day. The Norfolk sky is a hot, hard blue and the earth, when exposed in the jaws of the digger, is pale, almost white. The yellow vehicle moves steadily to and fro, churning up the stones and coarse grass. Barry doesn’t know, and he certainly doesn’t care, that people have fought hard over this patch of land, now scheduled for development by Edward Spens and Co. In fact the Romans battled the Iceni on these same fields and, nearly two thousand years later, Royalist forces engaged in bitter hand-to-hand combat with Cromwell’s army. But today, Barry and his digger are alone under the blazing sun, their only companions the seagulls that follow their progress, swooping down on the freshly turned soil.


It’s hard work. The land is uneven – which is why it has lain waste for so long – pitted with craters and gullies. In the winter, these fissures fill with water and the field becomes almost a lake interspersed with islands of grass. But now, after a month of good weather, it’s a lunar landscape, dry and desolate. Barry manoeuvres the digger up and down, singing tunelessly.


It’s at the bottom of one of these craters that the digger scrapes against metal. Barry swears and goes into reverse. The seagulls swirl above him. Their cries sound caustic, as if they are laughing. Barry gets out of the cab.


The sun is hotter than ever. It beats down on his baseball cap and he wipes the sweat from his eyes. An object is protruding from the ground, something grey and somehow threatening, like a shark’s fin. Barry stares at the obstacle. It has a look of permanence, as if it has lain in the earth for a very long time. He bends down and scrapes some soil away with his hands. He sees that the fin is part of a larger object, far bigger than he imagined at first. The more earth he removes, the more metal is revealed. It gleams dully in the sun.


Barry stands back. Edward Spens wants this field cleared. Barry’s foreman stressed that the work needs to be done as soon as possible, ‘before the crazies get wind of it’. If he carries on, his digger will tear and crush the metal object. Or the unseen enemy will defeat him and the digger (property of Edward Spens and Co) will be damaged. Suddenly, unexpectedly, Barry remembers a book that was read to him at school about a vast man made of iron who is found in a junk yard. Just for a second he imagines that lying beneath the soil there is a sleeping metal giant who will rise up and crush him in its digger-like jaws. But wasn’t the Iron Man in the story a goodie? He can’t remember. Barry climbs into the cab and gets a spade. The ground is hard but the earth moves fairly easily. Barry labours away, his t-shirt sticking to his back, until he reaches something else, something even bigger. Breathing heavily, he puts the spade down and wipes away soil with his hands. Then he encounters something that isn’t metal. It’s glass, clogged with dirt and almost opaque. But Barry, driven by something which he doesn’t quite understand, clears a space so that he can peer through.


A scream makes the seagulls rise into the air. It is a few seconds before Barry realises that he was the one who had screamed. And he almost does so again as he stumbles away from the buried giant.


Because, when he looked through the window, someone was looking back at him.


 


Not far away, across the fields where the Romans marched in orderly lines and the Royalist troops fled in disarray, Ruth Galloway is also digging. But this is altogether a more organised process. Teams of students labour over neatly dug trenches, marked out with string and measuring tape. Ruth moves from trench to trench, offering advice, dusting soil away from an object that might be a fragment of pottery or even a bone. She is happy. When she started this summer dig for her students, she was aware of the area’s history, of course. She expected to find something, some Roman pottery maybe or even a coin or two. But, two days into the excavation, they made a really significant discovery. A body, which Ruth thinks might date from the Bronze Age, some two thousand years before the Romans.


The skeleton, buried in the chalky ground, isn’t preserved as bodies found in peat are preserved. Five years ago, Ruth found the body of an Iron Age girl buried in the marshy soil near her house. That body had been almost perfect, suspended in time, hands bound with mistletoe rope, head partly shaved. Ruth had been able to look at that girl and know her story. This body is different and Ruth can’t be sure of its age (she has sent samples for carbon-14 testing, though even that can be skewed by as many as a hundred years) but the skeleton is in the crouched position typical of Bronze Age burials and there are fragments of pottery nearby which look like examples of so-called Beaker ware. Beaker burials, which date back about four thousand years, are often distinguished by rounded barrows but there have been examples of flat grave sites too. Besides, the mound could easily have been destroyed by ploughing.


She excavated the bones yesterday, after photographing the skeleton, drawing it in plan and filling in a skeleton sheet for every bone. From the pelvic bones she thinks that the body is female but she hopes to be able to extract enough DNA to make sure of this. Isotopic testing will indicate the woman’s diet; her bones and teeth will tell the story of any disease or periods of malnutrition. Soon Ruth will know some of the answers, but she already feels a link with the woman who died so long ago. Standing in the field with the air shimmering in the heat, she allows herself a moment’s satisfaction. It’s a good job this and not a bad life, digging up the past under this high clear sky. It could be a lot worse. Her parents had wanted her to be an accountant.


‘Ruth!’ Ruth recognises the voice but she’s in a good enough mood for it not to be dented by the appearance of her boss, Phil Trent. Even though he’s wearing safari shorts.


‘Hallo, Phil.’


‘Found anything else?’


Honestly, isn’t one Bronze Age body enough for him? It’s one more than he has ever discovered. But, despite her irritation, Ruth secretly shares his hope that there might be more bodies buried under this soil. The position of the skeleton and the presence of beaker pottery indicate that this was a formal ritual burial. Could this be a barrow cemetery? If so, there will be others.


‘Not yet,’ says Ruth. She takes a swig from her water bottle. She can’t remember a hotter day in Norfolk. Her cotton trousers are sticking to her legs and she is sure that her face is bright red.


‘Anyway,’ says Phil, ‘I’ve had a thought.’


‘Yes?’ Ruth tries not to look too excited at this news.


‘You know the English Heritage DNA project?’


‘Yes.’


‘Well, why not get them to include our body? We could test all the locals to see if they’re any relation to him.’


‘Her.’


‘What?’


‘Remember I said I thought it was a woman’s skeleton?’


‘Oh yes. Anyway, what do you think? It could really put UNN on the map.’


Putting UNN, the University of North Norfolk, on the map is an obsession with Phil. Privately, Ruth thinks that it would take more than a bit of Bronze Age DNA. But it’s not a bad idea. The DNA project has been set up to discover if there are any links between prehistoric bodies and the local population. Norfolk, where the rural population is remarkably stable, would be an ideal testing ground.


‘It’s a thought,’ says Ruth. ‘Do you think they’d be interested?’


‘Well, I spoke to someone from English Heritage this afternoon and they seemed keen.’


It is typical of Phil that, while ostensibly asking Ruth’s advice, he has already set the plan in motion. Still, a hunger for publicity is not a bad attribute in a head of department.


‘Do you want to have a look at today’s finds?’ asks Ruth. Although she excavated the skeleton yesterday and bagged up the bones herself, there are still a few interesting objects emerging from the trench.


Phil pulls a face. ‘It’s awfully hot,’ he says, as if the weather is Ruth’s fault.


‘Is it?’ says Ruth, pushing back her damp hair ‘I hadn’t noticed.’


Phil looks at her quizzically. He doesn’t always get irony unless he’s concentrating. Ruth is saved from elaborating by the buzz of her phone.


‘Excuse me.’


When she sees ‘Nelson’ on the screen, her heart beats slightly faster. It’s because I’m worried that it’ll be about Kate, she tells herself. You can believe anything if you try hard enough. But, of course, it’s a police matter. Ruth is seconded to North Norfolk’s Serious Crimes Unit as a forensic archaeologist. It makes Phil very jealous.


‘Ruth.’ Typically Nelson does not waste time on the niceties. ‘Where are you?’


‘Near Hunstanton.’


‘Oh good. You’re in the area. That’s handy.’


For whom? thinks Ruth but Nelson is still talking.


‘Some builder has found a plane buried in a field near there.’


‘A plane?’


‘Yes. Probably from the Second World War. There are a few old RAF bases around here.’


‘Well, you don’t need me to dig out a plane.’


‘The thing is, the pilot’s still inside.’


 


A few minutes later Ruth is driving along the Hunstanton road with Phil at her side. She can’t remember asking her head of department to join her but, somehow, there he is, wincing when Radio 4 blares out from the radio and asking her why she can’t afford a new car. ‘After all, your book was quite a success. Haven’t you got a contract for another one?’ Ruth’s book, about a dig in Lancashire, came out last year and has indeed attracted some praise in the scholarly journals. It was very far from being a best-seller though, and – after the advance has been earned out – her royalties will hardly contribute anything to her income. The book has made her mother proud, though, which is a miracle in itself.


‘I like this car,’ she says.


‘It’s a rust bucket,’ says Phil. ‘Why don’t you buy one of those cool Fiat 500s? Shona’s got one in ice blue.’


Ruth grinds her teeth. Fiat 500s are undoubtedly cool and Shona probably has one to match every one of her retro Boden frocks. Shona, Phil’s partner and another university lecturer, is probably Ruth’s best friend in Norfolk but that doesn’t mean that Ruth wants to hear how cool and chic she is. She’s quite happy with her old Renault, thank you very much. Who asked Phil to sit in it anyway?


She can see the field from a long way away. The digger perches precariously on a slope and next to it stand three men, one of whom is, unmistakably even from a distance, Nelson. Ruth parks the rust bucket by the gate and walks across the baked earth towards the group. Phil follows, complaining about the heat and people who are selfish enough to have cars without air conditioning.


Nelson sees her first. ‘Here she is. Why have you brought Phil with you?’


Ruth loves the way he puts this. Phil would undoubtedly believe that he brought Ruth with him.


‘He didn’t want to miss the fun. Is this it?’


Her question is superfluous. Three-quarters of a wing and half a cockpit lie exposed at the bottom of the shallow pit.


‘American,’ says Nelson. ‘I can tell by the markings.’


Ruth shoots him a look. She thinks that Nelson would have been just the sort of boy to collect models of Second World War fighter planes.


‘There was an American airbase near here,’ says one of the other men. ‘At Lockwell Heath.’ Ruth recognises him as Edward Spens, a local property developer whom she encountered on an earlier case. Spens is tall and good-looking; his air of authority is only slightly dented by the fact that he’s wearing tennis clothes. The third man, dressed in jeans and a filthy football top, stands slightly aside as if to imply that none of this is his fault. Ruth guesses that he must be the digger driver.


She looks at the exposed soil. It has a faintly blue tinge. She kneels down and scoops some earth in her hand, giving it a surreptitious sniff.


‘What are you doing?’ asks Phil. Clearly he’s terrified that she’s going to embarrass him.


‘Fuel,’ she says. ‘Can’t you smell it? And look at the blue marks on the soil. That’s corroded aluminium. Did you have any idea that this plane was here?’


It is Edward Spens who answers. ‘Some children found some engine parts in the field long ago, I believe. But no one had any idea that this was buried here, almost intact.’


Ruth looks at the cockpit. Although dented and corroded it looks remarkably undamaged, lying almost horizontally at the foot of the crater. She’s no geometry expert but wouldn’t you expect the prow of a crashed plane to be at a steeper angle?


‘Where’s the body?’ she asks.


‘Sitting in the cockpit,’ says Edward Spens. ‘It gave Barry here quite a turn, I can tell you.’


‘Still got his bloody cap on,’ Barry mutters.


Ruth kneels down and peers through the cockpit window. She can see exactly why Barry had such a shock. Sitting in the pilot’s seat is a ghastly leathery figure, still dressed in the remnants of uniform, like some terrible joke about a delayed flight. Perched on the skull is a cap; the material has almost rotted away but the peak remains.


Ruth sits back on her heels.


‘It’s odd,’ she says, almost to herself.


‘What’s odd?’ asks Nelson. Alone of the men he doesn’t seem to be suffering from the heat, though he is wearing his usual working clothes of blue open-neck shirt and dark trousers. Ruth, who hasn’t seen him for a few weeks, thinks that he looks almost insultingly well, as if finding a body entombed in a plane is the ideal way to spend a summer day. She wonders if he’s going away on holiday this year. That’s the other part of his life; the part she can never really know.


‘The soil is loose,’ says Ruth. ‘As if it’s been disturbed recently.’


‘Of course it’s been disturbed,’ says the driver. ‘I drove a bloody digger through it, didn’t I?’ Spens makes a move as if to disassociate himself from the bad language but it takes more than that to offend Ruth when she’s in her professional mode.


‘The layers have been disturbed lower down,’ she says. ‘It’s hot, not much rain; you’d expect the particles to be packed close together. And that’s another thing. The topsoil is clay but there are chalk layers below. Chalk preserves bone but this body still has some skin on it. Look.’


Nelson leans forward. ‘It’s like that other body you found. The one on the Saltmarsh.’


Ruth looks at him. ‘Yes. The skin preservation’s typical of bodies found in bogs, not in chalky soil like this. The way the pilot’s sitting too, hands on the joystick, it’s almost as if he’s been posed.’


Ruth leans in closer. She doesn’t want to touch anything until they can do a proper excavation. Behind her, she can hear Nelson telling Spens that the field is now a crime scene.


‘The thing is,’ says Spens in his most confidential voice, ‘we’re rather up against it here. There’s been a bit of ill-feeling about this location and I’d like to get the land cleared as quickly as possible.’


‘I can’t help that,’ says Nelson. ‘I have to get a SOCO team here and Doctor Galloway will need at least a day to excavate the body. Isn’t that right, Ruth?’


‘Scene of the Crime team?’ says Spens. ‘Isn’t that going a bit far? I mean the poor chap obviously crashed his plane into this field during the war, seventy years ago. Must have landed in the chalk pit and been covered by a landslide or something. It’s not as if there’s been a crime or anything.’


‘I’m afraid you’re wrong,’ says Ruth, standing up.


‘What do you mean?’ says Spens, sounding offended.


‘I think a crime may have taken place.’


‘What makes you think that, Ruth?’ asks Phil implying, by his tone, that he is likely to side with the local captain of industry rather than his colleague.


‘There’s a bullet hole in the middle of his forehead,’ says Ruth.










CHAPTER 1


September 2013


‘Just one more picture.’


‘For God’s sake, Nelson, she’ll be late for school on her first day.’


But Nelson is focusing the camera. Kate stands patiently by the fence, neatly dressed in her blue school sweatshirt and grey skirt. Her dark hair is already escaping from its plaits (Ruth isn’t very good at hair). She holds her book bag in front of her like a weapon.


‘First day at school,’ says Nelson, clicking away. ‘It doesn’t seem possible.’


‘Well, it is possible,’ says Ruth, though she has lain awake half the night wondering how on earth she can entrust her precious darling to the terrors of education. This from a person with two degrees who works in a university.


‘Come on, Kate,’ says Ruth, holding out her hand. ‘We don’t want to keep Mrs Mannion waiting.’


‘Is that your teacher?’ asks Nelson.


No, she’s the local axe-murderer, thinks Ruth. But she leaves it to Kate to tell Nelson that Mrs Mannion is very nice and that she gave her a sticker on the taster day and that she’s got a teddy bear called Blue.


‘We take it in turns to take Blue Bear home,’ she informs him. ‘But we’ve got to be good.’ She says this doubtfully, as if it’s an impossible condition.


‘Of course you’ll be good,’ says Nelson. ‘You’ll be the best.’


‘It’s not a competition,’ mutters Ruth as she opens the car door for Kate. But she has already had enough rows with Nelson about league tables and private schools and whether it’s absolutely necessary for a four-year-old to learn Mandarin. In the end, Ruth had her way and Kate is going to the local state primary school, a cheerful place whose mission statement, spelt out in multicoloured handprints above the main entrance, reads simply: ‘We have fun.’


‘You’re exactly the sort of person who’s against competition,’ says Nelson, putting away his camera.


‘What sort of person’s that?’


‘The sort of person who does well in competitions.’


Ruth can’t really deny that this is true. She has always loved learning and positively enjoyed exams. This is why she wants Kate to have fun and play with potato prints for a few years. Plenty of time for formal learning later. Nelson, who hated school and left as soon as possible, is anxious that his children should waste no time in scaling the slippery academic slope. He and Michelle sent their daughters to private schools and both went to university. Job done, though Laura is currently a holiday rep in Ibiza and Rebecca has no idea what she wants to do with her Media Studies degree beyond a vague desire to ‘work in TV’.


‘Say goodbye to Daddy,’ says Ruth.


‘Bye, Daddy.’


‘Bye, sweetheart.’ Nelson takes a last picture of Kate waving through the car window. Then he puts away his camera and goes back to have breakfast with his wife.


 


Ruth takes the familiar road with the sea on one side and the marshland on the other. Bob Woonunga, her neighbour, comes out to wave them goodbye and then there are no more houses until they reach the turn-off. It’s a beautiful day, golden and blue, the long grass waving, the sandbanks a soft blur in the distance. Ruth wonders if she should say something momentous, tell Kate about her own first day at school or something, but Kate seems quite happy, singing a jingle from an advertisement for breakfast cereal. In the end, Ruth joins in. Crunchy nuts, crunchy nuts and raisins too. Yoo hoo hoo. Raisins too.


It still sounds funny to refer to Nelson as ‘Daddy’. When Kate was three and asking questions, Ruth decided to tell her the truth, or at least a sanitised version of it. Nelson is her father; he loves her but he lives with his other family. Does he love them too? Of course he does. They all love each other in a messy twenty-first-century way. Nelson had been appalled when Ruth had told him what she was going to say. But he realised that Kate – a bright, enquiring child – needed to know something and, after all, what else could they say? Nelson’s wife, Michelle, also took the agreed line, which Ruth knows is more than she deserves. She’s glad that Kate has Michelle in her life as Michelle is a proper homemaker, good at all the mother things. She would have done those plaits right, for a start (she’s a hairdresser).


They drive past the field where the Bronze Age body was found in July. English Heritage have agreed to fund another dig and they will also include the project in their DNA study. There’s even a chance that the dig might be filmed. Two years ago Ruth appeared in a TV programme called Women Who Kill and, while the experience was traumatic in all sorts of ways, she didn’t altogether dislike the feeling of being a TV archaeology expert. She’s not a natural, like Frank Barker, the American historian who fronted the programme, but the Guardian did describe her as ‘likeable’, which is a start.


‘Mummy might be on TV again,’ she says to Kate.


‘I hope Blue Bear does come to our house,’ says Kate.


She’s right too. Blue Bear is more important just now.


Ruth had been scared that Kate would cry, that she would cry, that they would have to be prised apart by disapproving teaching assistants. But in the end, when Kate just waves happily and disappears into the sea of blue sweatshirts, that somehow feels worse than anything. Ruth turns away, blinking back foolish tears.


‘Mrs Galloway?’


Ruth turns. This is an altogether new persona for her. She likes to be called Dr Galloway at work and she has never been Mrs anything. Mrs Galloway is her mother, a formidable born-again Christian living in South London, within sight of the promised land. Should she insist on Ms or would that blight Kate’s prospects on the first day?


‘Mrs Galloway?’ The speaker is a woman. Teacher? Parent? Ruth doesn’t know. Whoever she is, she looks scarily at home in the lower-case, primary-coloured environment of the infant classrooms.


‘I’m Miss Coles, the classroom assistant. I just wondered if Kate was having school dinners or packed lunch.’


‘Dinners,’ says Ruth. She doesn’t feel up to preparing sandwiches every day.


‘Not a fussy eater then? That’s good.’


Ruth says nothing. The truth is that Kate is a rather fussy eater but Ruth always gives her food that she likes. She dreads to think of Kate’s reaction when presented with cottage pie or semolina. But surely school dinners are different now? There’s probably a salad bar and a wine list.


Miss Coles seems to take Ruth’s silence for extreme emotion (which isn’t that far from the truth). She pats the air above Ruth’s arm.


‘Don’t worry. She’ll settle in really quickly. Why don’t you go home and have a nice cup of tea?’


Actually I’ve got to give a lecture on palaeolithic burial practices, thinks Ruth. But she doesn’t say this aloud. She thanks Miss Coles and walks quickly away.


 


Nelson, too, finds it hard to stop thinking about Kate. He wishes that he had been able to take her to school but it was generous enough of Michelle to agree to the early morning visit. The late breakfast together was meant to be Nelson’s attempt to say thank you, but when he reaches the house, Michelle is on her way out of the door. There’s a crisis at the salon, she says, she needs to get to work straight away. She kisses Nelson lightly and climbs into her car. Nelson watches as she performs a neat three-point-turn and drives off, her face set as if she’s already thinking about work. Nelson sighs and gets back into his battered Mercedes.


But, when he gets to the station, there is some compensation. Amongst all the rubbish in his inbox, one email stands out: ‘Dental records on skull found 17/7/13’. This is the American pilot, the one found in the summer behind the wheel of his buried plane. After Ruth had excavated the skeleton, an autopsy had found that death probably occurred as a result of the bullet wound in the temple. Here the investigation would probably have stalled without the generosity of the American Air Force, who had offered to fund DNA tests and extensive forensic investigations. Even so, the laboratories had taken their time. In August, Nelson had rather reluctantly accompanied Michelle on holiday to Spain (far too hot) and had returned to find that no progress had been made. Well, it looks as if they have a result at last. Nelson clicks open the email, still standing up.


‘Cloughie!’ he calls, a moment later.


DS Clough appears in the doorway, a half-eaten bagel in his hand.


‘Look at this. We’ve got a positive match for our American pilot.’


Clough peers over his boss’s shoulder. ‘Frederick J. Blackstock. Who’s he when he’s at home?’


‘Come on, Cloughie. You’re from Hunstanton way. Don’t you recognise the name?’


‘Blackstock. Oh, those Blackstocks. Do you think he’s related?’


‘I don’t know, but I’m going to find out.’


‘Why would a Yank pilot be related to a posh Norfolk family?’


‘Your guess is as good as mine, Cloughie.’


‘Bit of a coincidence, isn’t it?’ says Clough, scrolling down the email. ‘American pilot found dead right near his old ancestral home.’


‘Exactly,’ says Nelson, gathering up his car keys. ‘And I don’t believe in coincidence.’


 


It’s impossible to ignore the Blackstock name in the Hunstanton area. There’s the Blackstock Arms, the Blackstock Art Gallery, even the Blackstock Fishing Museum. The smug ubiquity of the name reminds Nelson of the Smiths in King’s Lynn, a comparison that isn’t exactly reassuring, given that a previous investigation involving the Smiths ended up combining Class-A drugs, an ancient curse and a poisonous snake. Unlike the Smiths, though, the Blackstocks still live in their ancestral home, a bleak manor house built on the edge of the Saltmarsh.


They drive (along Blackstock Way) past flat fields criss-crossed with tiny streams; mournful-looking sheep stand marooned on grassy islands and geese fly overhead, honking sadly. The house is visible from miles away, a ship rising from a grey-green sea.


‘I wouldn’t like to live here,’ says Clough. ‘It’s as bad as Ruth’s place.’


‘It’s a bit grander than Ruth’s place.’


Blackstock Hall is indeed grand, a stern brick-built edifice with a tower at each corner, but there is no comforting stately home feeling about it: no National Trust sign pointing the way to the tea rooms, no manicured lawns or Italian gardens. Instead the grass comes right up to the front door and sheep peer into the downstairs rooms. If there was a path to the front door, it vanished years, maybe centuries, ago. Nelson parks by the side of the road and he and Clough approach the house through the fields.


‘Bloody hell,’ says Clough, ‘the grass is full of sheep shit.’


‘What do you expect?’ says Nelson, hurdling a stream. The sheep stare at him with their strange onyx eyes.


‘I expect a proper driveway, since you ask,’ says Clough. ‘Bunch of gyppos would do it for a grand.’


Nelson ignores this though he knows he should say something about the un-PC language. ‘It’s travellers, not gyppos, and we should respect different lifestyle choices, etc., etc.’ Instead he says, ‘Hope there’s someone at home after all this.’


‘There’s smoke coming out of the chimneys,’ says Clough. ‘Probably burning a virgin for the harvest.’


‘I should never have let you watch The Wicker Man,’ says Nelson.


Despite the smoke, it seems at first that the house might be deserted after all. Finally, after almost five minutes, the heavy oak door opens slowly and a woman’s face appears.


‘Oh, there is someone here,’ she says. ‘We only really use the back door.’


‘I wasn’t aware of that,’ says Nelson stiffly. ‘I’m DCI Harry Nelson from the King’s Lynn police. This is DS Clough. We’d like to speak to Mr or Mrs Blackstock.’


‘You’d better come in then,’ says the woman. ‘I’m Sally Blackstock.’


The door opens with difficulty and Nelson sees that the hall is full of packing cases. Clearly Sally Blackstock was telling the truth about this entrance not being in use. She’s an attractive woman in her mid-fifties, ash-blonde hair, blue eyes, no make-up. She reminds Nelson of an older version of Barbara in The Good Life.


‘This is quite some house,’ says Nelson.


Sally Blackstock laughs. ‘It’s a mish-mash really. Built in Tudor times, burnt down during the Civil War, rebuilt in the Georgian era. The Blackstocks have lived on this site for over five hundred years and it feels as if we’ve still got all their rubbish.’ She gives one of the packing cases a feeble shove.


‘Are you moving out then?’ asks Clough.


Sally laughs. ‘I should be so lucky! No, we’re clearing up. I’ve got this mad idea about opening the house as a B & B. Now I wonder what I’ve started. Lunacy, the whole thing.’


As they follow Mrs Blackstock down a seemingly endless corridor, Nelson can’t help but agree with her assessment. All the rooms in the house, though undoubtedly large and well-proportioned, are either empty or full of boxes. It’s hard to imagine the place being transformed into a haven of breakfast tables and comfortable sofas. Eventually, though, Sally turns a corner and admits them to a large kitchen complete with Aga, armchairs and an open fire.


‘We practically live in this room, I’m afraid,’ she says when Nelson comments on the fire. ‘The rest of the house is just too bloody cold. Now, what’s all this about?’


The sudden switch from Barbara Good to Margaret Thatcher takes Nelson by surprise, as does the gear change into an extremely patrician accent. He says, aware that he is sounding like a stage policeman, ‘We’ve got some news regarding a gentleman whom we believe may be a family member. Frederick J. Blackstock.’


Sally Blackstock’s mouth forms a small round ‘o’. ‘Fred?’ she says. ‘Freddy? But he died in the war. His plane went down over the sea.’


‘Mrs Blackstock, do you remember reading in the local press about a Second World War plane being found near here? It would have been a couple of months back, in July.’


‘Yes, I think I remember something.’


‘Well, there was a body in the plane. Dental records have just identified the man as being Frederick Blackstock. I believe he would have been related to your husband?’


‘Yes.’ Sally Blackstock runs a hand through her hair, leaving it standing up in a crest. She waves a hand vaguely towards the armchairs. ‘Do sit down, Detective er . . .’


‘Nelson.’


‘Yes. Nelson. Like the admiral. Frederick was my husband’s uncle but he emigrated to America in the thirties. We knew he’d died in the war but we were told that his plane went down in the sea with no survivors. My husband will be amazed.’


‘Where’s your husband today?’ asks Nelson, surreptitiously removing a dog’s lead from the cushion of his chair.


‘He’s with Chaz. Our son. He’s got a pig farm near here.’ She pulls a face. ‘I’ll call him. Oh God, where’s the phone? We don’t get much of a mobile signal here,’ she explains to the policemen, ‘so I’ve got one of those cordless phones, but I can never find it.’


Clough finds it under a pile of Horse & Hounds and is rewarded by Sally putting the kettle on for tea. She goes into the pantry and they hear her leaving a message for her husband. ‘Darling, something rather amazing’s happened.’ Nelson and Clough exchange glances.


Sally comes back into the room minus the phone. Nelson wonders where she’s put it and whether she’ll ever find it again. Mrs Blackstock, though, is suddenly all charm. She leans on the Aga and beams at the two policemen. ‘The thing is,’ she says cosily, ‘there were three brothers. Shall I tell you the story?’


‘Yes please,’ says Nelson, trying not to sound as if he’s in nursery school. He wonders what Katie’s doing now. Perhaps she too is listening to a story. He sees Clough trying not to laugh.


‘Lewis was the oldest. He fought in the war and was a prisoner in Japan. Had a terrible time by all accounts. Anyway, he was never the same again and, in 1950 or thereabouts, he simply vanished.’


‘Vanished?’ repeats Clough.


‘Yes. They all thought he’d killed himself but no one ever said it aloud. George, my father-in-law, says it was an absolutely terrible time. His mother never could accept that Lewis was gone and she went a bit doolally herself. In the end, though, they had to admit that he wasn’t coming back and Lewis was declared dead in the sixties.’


‘And Frederick had already died in the war?’


‘Yes. He was the second brother. He hated this place, that’s what George always says. He said that the Blackstock land was cursed. He had a vivid imagination, like his mother. So Frederick emigrated to America and he fought with the US Air Force. He died in 1944, leaving George to inherit.’


‘Your father-in-law?’


‘Yes. He never expected to inherit, being the youngest son, but he tried to make a go of the place. My husband is his only child. He’s called George too. Young George, even though he’s pushing sixty.’ She laughs and takes the hissing kettle from the Aga.


‘So the family were told that Frederick’s plane went down over the sea?’ says Nelson, trying not to look as Sally sloshes hot water into the teapot. The police first aid course was a long time ago and he can’t remember what you do about scalds.


‘Yes.’ Sally pours the tea and, after a few minutes’ searching, puts a biscuit tin on the table. ‘That’s why I don’t understand how he could have been found in that plane in the field.’


‘We don’t understand it either,’ says Nelson slowly. The buried plane had been fairly easy to trace. The single-seater Curtiss P-36 Mohawk D for Dog had gone down in a thunderstorm in September 1944. The pilot had ejected and was found dead in an adjacent field. The plane had crashed into a disused quarry and was immediately buried by a landslide caused by the heavy rain. In the light of the fact that the pilot had been found, no attempt was made to recover the plane. Flying Officer Frederick Blackstock, on the other hand, was not meant to be anywhere near D for Dog. He was part of the ten-man crew of a B17 which had been shot down over the English Channel a week earlier.


‘That’s partly why we’re here,’ says Nelson, watching as Clough selects two biscuits conveniently stuck together. ‘If your husband would agree to a DNA test, we could establish beyond any doubt that this Frederick Blackstock was a family member.’


‘I’m sure he’ll agree,’ says Sally. She rolls her eyes upwards. ‘I wish I could tell George, Old George, I mean.’


Her manner is now starting to seem slightly spooky. Why is she looking upwards? To indicate that Old George is watching them from heaven?


‘When did George, Old George, die?’


She laughs again. The laugh, too, is starting to grate. ‘Oh, he’s not dead, Detective Nelson. He’s upstairs having his mid-morning nap.’










CHAPTER 2


Ruth arrives at the school early but is surprised to see that she’s not the only one. There’s already a knot of mothers standing by the entrance to the infant school. What’s more, they all seem to know each other, laughing and exchanging baker’s bags full of after-school treats. Pre-school children are much in evidence, in prams and pushchairs and swinging on the school gates in defiance of signs telling them not to.


Come on, Ruth tells herself, you’ve got to try to be sociable. These are the people who’ll invite Kate to parties and play dates. In time they might become your closest friends. She approaches the group, smiling ingratiatingly. Casually, unselfconsciously, the mothers turn their backs so that all she can see are ponytails and denim jackets. ‘They’re not as nice as the little custardy ones in Asda,’ someone is saying. Ruth edges away, towards the gates. She is ashamed to note that, for the second time that day, she is nearly crying.


But then the door opens and Mrs Mannion stands smiling at the top of the steps. Little figures in blue sweatshirts can be seen jostling in the background. The teacher is careful to see that each child is delivered to the right parent but Ruth is surprised at how casual some of the mothers are. They head off for the gates pushing buggies and chatting to their friends with their five-year-olds trotting behind them. Don’t they know how momentous this day is? thinks Ruth. But then some of the mothers have done this two or three times before. This is Ruth’s only chance to get it right.


Kate is the fifth child to be handed over. She skips down the steps. ‘Mum, we did music and I played the tangerine.’ Mrs Mannion meets Ruth’s eyes over Kate’s (now very untidy) head. ‘She had a great day. Really settled in well.’


‘Thank you,’ says Ruth, more grateful for the tone, which is both warm and professional, than the actual words.


‘Come on, Kate. Let’s go home. I’ve bought crumpets.’


Kate gives a little jump of delight. Crumpets are one of her favourite things.


‘What did you have for lunch?’ asks Ruth as they cut through the stream of parents now heading for the junior school.


‘Meat,’ says Kate briefly. ‘I hated it. Can I have sandwiches tomorrow?’


 


Near the gates of another school, this one in King’s Lynn, Nelson and Clough have been halted by the peremptory command of a lollipop man. They don’t have the siren on the car and Nelson is quite happy to wait and watch the children straggling across the road carrying paintings and gym shoes and artwork made from crushed tissue paper. How have they accumulated so much stuff on the first day of term?


‘It’s Katie’s first day at school today,’ he tells Clough. The team all know about Kate but it’s rare for Nelson to mention her directly.


Clough doesn’t seem abashed. ‘Bless her heart. She’s growing up fast.’ Clough likes kids. Nelson has noticed this before. He really should meet a nice girl and settle down. Nelson didn’t care for Trace, Clough’s ex, but since the break-up there has been nobody serious. Plenty of the light-hearted variety, if you listen to station gossip, which Nelson tries not to. Then he tells himself that he’s Clough’s boss, not some match-making crone from Fiddler on the Roof (he had been forced to watch this when Rebecca was in a school production).


‘What do you think about our pilot?’ he asks. ‘The one who ended up in the wrong plane.’


‘Fred?’ says Clough. He always likes to be on first-name terms with the victim.


‘Yes. Frederick Blackstock. One of the three Blackstock boys. Two dead, one slightly gaga.’


Old George had made his appearance towards the end of the interview at Blackstock Hall. And, though not exactly gaga, he had certainly seemed confused and even hostile.


‘What’s going on, Sally? I thought I heard voices.’


‘It’s the police, Dad. They’ve come to talk to us about the plane that was found in Devil’s Hollow.’


Sally’s tone had been soothing, conciliatory. Young George, who had arrived a few minutes earlier, said nothing. Nelson noticed that Sally called her father-in-law ‘Dad’; he has never been able to call his mother-in-law ‘Mum’, maybe because he still has his own mother and she sometimes feels like one maternal figure too many. He also noted the ominous name of the field: Devil’s Hollow. Jesus wept.


‘What’s that got to do with us?’ Old George had said. ‘Land doesn’t belong to us any more. We sold it to that developer fella, didn’t we? Chaz kicked up a fuss about it.’


‘We sold it to Edward Spens,’ says Sally. ‘He’s a nice chap.’


Old George had grunted but had seemed slightly mollified by the mention of Edward Spens. Probably glad that the land went to someone with the right sort of accent, thought Nelson, remembering his own encounters with the Spens family. Whatever you say about the upper classes, they certainly like to stick together.


Now he says, ‘The question is, where has Fred’s body been hiding all this time? And who thought that it would be a bright idea to put it in the plane?’


‘I thought Ruth was onto that,’ said Clough.


‘She sent some samples off for analysis,’ says Nelson. ‘She said tests might be able to tell us if the bones had originally been buried elsewhere, what sort of soil and all that. Trouble is, it all takes so long.’


Nelson hates waiting for anything, particularly forensic tests. He remembers his early days as a policeman in Blackpool, when they would just hand a bloodstained bag to the in-house team: ‘Forensicate that, will you?’ Now they have to send away to some private forensics firm, and when the results come back they are hedged with so many ‘mights’ and ‘maybes’ that they are almost useless in court.


‘What’s the hurry?’ says Clough. He might be talking about his boss’s driving. Free from the admonishing lollipop they are now speeding through the outskirts of King’s Lynn. ‘Chap’s been dead for seventy years. Ruth was pretty sure of that.’


‘But someone put him in that plane quite recently. Why?’


‘To stop the development? Hasn’t there been a bit of fuss about it?’


Nelson wonders if his sergeant is trying to be funny. ‘A bit of fuss’ hardly describes the bitter arguments played out in the local press over the summer. As far as Nelson can make out, the field (Devil’s Hollow, God help us) is a site of both historical and natural interest. It’s very near the place where Ruth found her Bronze Age skeleton and many people, Ruth included, think there may be a barrow cemetery nearby. It’s also apparently the home of several rare plants and birds. There were also rumours – strenuously denied – that an energy company was going to start drilling on the land using the controversial fracking technique. Nelson remembers that the Blackstocks’ son, Chaz, had been against the sale of the field.


‘I think we should visit Chaz next,’ he says.


‘Doesn’t he own a pig farm?’ asks Clough, grimacing.


‘Nothing wrong with a bit of pig muck,’ says Nelson, swerving into the entrance to the police station. ‘Aren’t you a country boy?’


Clough says nothing. Nelson thinks that he might be offended by the description – Clough goes to great lengths to seem urban and edgy – but, not for the first time, he does his sergeant an injustice. Clough has been thinking.


‘Where is this pig farm? Lockwell Heath? Out Brancaster way?’


‘That’s right.’


‘Isn’t that where the airfield was? The American airbase.’


‘That’s right,’ says Nelson. ‘The War Office said that the land had returned to agriculture.’


‘What if it’s a pig farm?’


‘You’ve got something there, Cloughie. Let’s go and see this Chaz tomorrow.’


 


When they enter the station, DS Judy Johnson is sitting in the desk sergeant’s chair (with some difficulty, as she is heavily pregnant).


‘Where have you been?’


‘Blackstock Hall,’ says Nelson. ‘Then we drove over to Eye to follow up on those drugs leads. It’s in the log book.’ He says this rather defensively as he is often accused (by his boss, Superintendant Gerry Whitcliffe) of poor communication.


‘You can’t go out five minutes,’ says Judy, ‘without upsetting someone.’


‘Who is it this time?’ asks Clough, eying Judy warily as she gets to her feet. He is terrified that she will go into premature labour any day soon.


‘One George Blackstock,’ says Judy. ‘He rang about an hour ago, accusing you of harassing his family.’


‘Did he now?’ says Nelson. ‘Well, he hasn’t seen anything yet.’ Then he has a thought. ‘Was it Old George or Young George?’


‘Sounded pretty old to me,’ says Judy, moving towards the stairs.


‘Shouldn’t you be going home?’ says Clough. ‘Put your feet up?’


Judy smiles. ‘Don’t worry, Cloughie. Cathbad’s done the birth chart and he says the baby’s going to be late.’


Nelson and Clough exchange glances. ‘Cathbad’s a midwife now, is he?’ says Nelson. Actually it wouldn’t surprise him if Cathbad had done some lunatic course on DIY home births. Cathbad, Judy’s partner, is a druid with an uncanny knack of turning up at the right, or at any rate the most tense, moment. He had been with Ruth when she had Katie, Nelson remembers.


‘No,’ says Judy with dignity, ‘but Cathbad just knows things.’


And no one can really argue with that.










CHAPTER 3


Clough’s hunch was correct. As Nelson drives across Lockwell Heath, he sees rows and rows of pigsties, endless lower-case letter ‘m’s silhouetted against the sky, but in the foreground there is what was unmistakably once a control tower, a square building topped with a hexagonal viewing tower. The doors and windows are boarded up but the steps to the tower remain in place, a rusting iron spiral. Sprayed on the wall are the words ‘Bomb Group’. Nelson stops the car and he and Clough look at each other. There is something incredibly poignant about the building, so obviously deserted but equally obviously once vitally important. The wind, which is blowing strongly across the flat fields, rattles the wooden slats as if someone inside is trying to get out. The clouds above are brooding and grey.


‘Bloody hell,’ says Nelson. ‘What a creepy place.’


‘There are a lot of these abandoned airfields in Norfolk,’ says Clough. ‘They call them the ghost fields.’


The ghost fields. Nelson’s not a fanciful man but, just for a second, he imagines the sky full of lumbering Second World War planes, rising into the clouds and heading out to sea. He thinks of the men inside the control tower listening to their final briefing, not knowing whether they’ll ever come back.


Clough’s voice brings him back down to earth. ‘I suppose this was the runway.’ He points at the wide concrete path in front of them.


‘I suppose so.’ Nelson starts the car. As they get closer, they see two vast corrugated-iron sheds, big enough to house a plane.


‘Hangars,’ says Clough.


‘Chaz is certainly making use of what was left behind.’


‘Pigs on an airfield,’ says Clough. ‘It doesn’t seem right somehow.’


‘Pigs might fly,’ says Nelson darkly.


Chaz Blackstock, who strides towards them from the direction of the largest shed, could easily have wandered in from a film about the First of the Few. He’s even wearing a leather jacket. He’s also tall and dark, with an effortless air of command. Only his shoulder-length hair strikes a twenty-first-century note. Nelson is prepared to dislike Chaz on sight but the voice disarms him. Instead of echoing his parents’ upper-class accents, Chaz speaks in a low hesitant tone with more than a shade of Norfolk about the vowels.


‘Detective Chief Inspector Nelson? Pleased to meet you.’


‘Thank you for seeing us. This is Detective Sergeant Clough.’


The two men nod at each other. Nelson can see Clough trying not to breathe through his nose. The smell of pig is all-pervasive.


‘You know why we’re here?’


‘Yes. It’s about Uncle Fred’s body being found. What a turn-up for the books.’


‘You could say that,’ says Nelson, though it’s not a term that he would ever use. ‘Is there somewhere we can talk?’


‘Yes. In the house. It’s just a step away, across the next field.’ He points to where a long, low building seems to be hunkering down in the grass, as if to escape the wind.


‘Bit blowy today,’ says Nelson as they set out.


‘Yes,’ says Chaz. ‘I’d really like to put up a few wind turbines here. It’s fabulously flat.’


It is certainly flat but Nelson finds it hard to see what’s so fabulous about that. There’s a desolate feel about the whole place, the boarded-up tower like a sentry at the gate, the wind blowing through the iron buildings with a high keening sound. The presence of the pigs, grunting and shuffling in their pens, doesn’t help at all.
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