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Author’s Note


When I was a child my favourite picture book was the 1979 treasure hunt phenomenon Masquerade, by artist Kit Williams. On every page, riddles were posed, and intricate, dreamlike paintings depicted Jack Hare in his quest to deliver a jewel from the moon to the sun. Each picture was bordered by letters that held a clue to the location of a tiny hare, wrought in gold, studded with precious stones, and buried somewhere in England.


By the time I was old enough to read Masquerade the prize had been claimed, but that didn’t stop me loving the book. The paintings seemed to offer up some new detail every time I looked at them. The page I loved best was a double-page spread of a little girl sitting in a field of dog roses while Jack Hare galloped past. I envied her so much: she was in the story, as I longed to be. I thought that if I looked at the picture for long enough I might fall into it, and, in a way, I did. The book became part of me, as only the stories we read in childhood can.


Masquerade spawned many imitations but nothing caught the public imagination in quite the same way. As I grew up, I wondered how the book would have been received today, when code and algorithm and GPS coexist with ink and paper and boots on the ground.


In 2010 I got my answer. Forrest Fenn was an American antique dealer whose memoir The Thrill of the Chase contained nine clues to the whereabouts of a million-dollar treasure chest. It was another study in the human impulse to uncover secrets. The internet meant that hunters could trade theories in real time. They also laid false trails, for just as strong as the need to lay secrets bare is the compulsion to keep them. ‘Forrest fever’ gripped America. Fenn was mobbed at conventions and his home became a fortress as hunters tried to scale the walls. By the time the haul was found, in rural Montana, five hunters had died in their quest; the ‘lucky’ winner was subject to death threats and forced into hiding.


Kit Williams’s paintings are still a source of wonder and fascination to me. I want to stress that it is his work that inspired me, and that all of the characters in this novel, and their deeds, are purely of my imagining, as are the ‘Bonehunters’ you will meet in these pages.
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Prologue


Vale of Health, London NW3


May 1992


We all have a before-and-after. A watershed moment that changes the direction of our lives, and forms who we are. For the lucky ones the experience is positive: a child, a relationship, a job. For others, it’s divorce, bereavement, the narrow escape from accident or illness.


Mine starts in GCSE French.


It’s early spring and the trees are dancing outside the classroom window. Suzy waits till the teacher’s back is turned and says, ‘Bunch of us going for coffee at the Dôme after school. I know it’s not easy for you to get away but could you ask your driver to maybe wait outside?’


Obviously I should say no, but lately Suzy’s started to drift away from me. It’s not just the fact that I can only socialise in my room that’s losing me friends. According to my mother, I’ve been getting very spiky and sarcastic since Ingrid ‘took an interest’ in me. My mother has a gift for euphemism.


‘Ooh, I wonder why?’ I responded.


‘I rest my case,’ she said.


I’m about to reply to Suzy with a Yeah right or I wish but she’s pretty much the only one who’s stuck with me over all this, and I decide on the spot that I’m not going to lose her as well.


‘Actually, he’s not coming today,’ I say. ‘They’ve decided to cut me a bit of slack.’


‘About time,’ she says. The teacher turns to glare at us and we both dip our heads to the page.


No one seems suspicious when I insist on leaving by the side gate. Most girls whose parents collect them have to idle on the kerb outside, but Ahmed is allowed to drive on to the forecourt, just to be on the safe side. As five of us walk along Hampstead High Street, swinging our bags, it’s him I feel bad for.


When the others roll up the waistbands of their skirts to make them shorter, I copy them. I don’t even like my legs very much, but the breeze playing with the tiny hairs on my thighs feels like freedom.


The Dôme is a fake Parisian café, ochre walls and nineteenth-century French signs everywhere. The others greet the waiter by name as he shows us to what is clearly their usual table in the window. What I really want is a Coke but I don’t want to look gauche so I order a cappuccino. When it arrives it’s too thick and sweet and I can’t finish it.


I tell myself my jangled nerves are guilt and caffeine, and not anxiety about Ingrid. There’s no way she’ll be waiting for me. This is the first time in over a year that I’ve broken my after-school routine. For a long time I would see her every day through the tinted car window. Sometimes she’d lean on the road sign, other times she’d be sitting on a car bonnet or lurking behind a tree, but it’s been months since any of us last saw her. There’s a payphone on the wall and coins in my pocket. I should call home: tell my parents I gave Ahmed the slip, for his sake more than mine. But that would draw attention, expose my lie.


Suzy and I part ways at Whitestone Pond and I walk the last quarter of a mile on my own, each unaccompanied step a victory for liberty. I turn left on to the Vale of Health, a hook-shaped street of Victorian villas and apartment blocks at the edge of the Heath. There are no shops or pubs or churches; it is a hamlet, not a village. The pond at the bottom isn’t the kind you can swim in but it’s quiet and overhung with green. It’s the kind of place where the houses have blue plaques commemorating the artists and writers who lived and met here in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. My house is a one-minute walk down the hill. There are grassy banks instead of pavements; the lamp-posts look like old-fashioned gas lights. Our house and its twin are the first two on the left. I’m close enough to see the pink suds of cherry blossom in the front garden.


At the gate stands Dom, shielding his eyes as he looks up the road.


‘They’ve formed a search party,’ he shouts, and then, with relish, ‘You are in such deep shit.’


‘Worth it,’ I shout back, and flip my middle finger at him.


It’s the smell that gives Ingrid away: unwashed hair and the charity-shop funk of musty clothes.


‘At last,’ she says, her breath warm on the back of my neck. ‘I’ve had my birdy eye on you.’


Before I can think, ‘Birdy?’ the knife goes into the top of my thigh. It feels more like a punch than a cut and my legs grow hot. As the blood cools it makes itself known only as liquid: I am mortified to have wet myself.


There are three more slow punches.


When I fall, Rose swoops from nowhere to catch me and Dom seizes Ingrid. ‘Get off my sister!’


I look up to see his arms hooked through Ingrid’s. Her dirty hair is parted in the middle. She’s wearing a man’s dress shirt that’s much too big for her tiny frame, and stained pink velour tracksuit bottoms with diamanté studs. A vein on Dom’s neck throbs with the effort of restraining her. Ingrid can’t weigh more than seven stone, and Dom’s tall for twelve, and sporty, yet this is a struggle between equals. They both have the strength of someone trying to save a life. They both think that’s what they are doing.


‘I need the missing bone,’ she pants. ‘I need to put her back together again!’


‘Shut up, you mad bitch!’ says Dom.


He pulls her arms tighter behind her back and she drops her weapon. A bread knife, old and scratched. The steel glints before turning red in the spreading puddle around me.


‘What shall I do?’ Rose asks Dom. ‘Shall I get my mum or stay and help you?’


The pair of them look to the house and back again.


‘I think you’re supposed to apply pressure to a stab wound,’ says Dom. ‘It stops the bleeding.’


‘What, with my hands?’


‘I dunno,’ he says desperately. ‘Take off your jumper, maybe?’


She bundles up her school sweater and pushes it against what increasingly feels like a bruise.


‘I was only trying to save her!’ wails Ingrid.


This time Dom ignores her. ‘I think there’s less blood coming out.’


A cycler courier huffing his way up the hill leaps off his bike while it’s still moving. ‘Shit. Do you kids need a hand?’


Talking to a stranger, Dominic has the authority of a man twice his age. ‘Go to the first house on the left,’ he says. ‘Knock on the door and tell the woman who answers – her name’s Bridget – to call an ambulance and the police. Tell them Nell’s been stabbed by Ingrid Morrison and we need her up here.’


‘Police, ambulance, Bridget,’ says the cyclist. He circles tightly around and is gone.


A moment later Bridget comes into view, what looks like a superhero’s cape flowing behind her. I grow suddenly cold, as though a cloud has covered the sun.


‘Oh, Nell,’ she says, kneeling beside me. ‘It’s OK, poppet. It’s OK.’


‘Shall I . . .?’ The cyclist gestures to Ingrid. Dominic nods; the cyclist takes over the restraint. Dom sinks into a cross-legged position, his knees level with my eyes. My blood looks black on his grey school trousers. Now that the grown-ups are in charge, he is a child again.


Ingrid has gone limp in the cyclist’s arms. She is making ugly, meaningless noises.


‘I’m thirsty,’ I tell Bridget.


Her training kicks in. ‘That’s a sign of shock. Here.’ Her cape reveals itself to be the throw from my mother’s sofa. She wraps it around me as she examines the wound. ‘Mother of God, she’s got the femoral artery. Rose, keep that pressure up.’


‘Did we do the right thing?’ asks Dom. He takes my hand. ‘Bridget, she’s freezing.’


‘You both did brilliantly,’ says Bridget. She puts one hand to my forehead and the other to my wrist.


I hear a siren sing in the distance.


‘Have we saved her life, Mum?’ asks Rose.


Bridget, who has always said it’s better to remain silent than tell a lie, doesn’t reply.


‘You’ve killed my sister!’ cries Dominic to Ingrid. ‘You should’ve been locked up years ago!’


The siren closes in.


‘No.’ Ingrid shakes her head. ‘I was trying to save a life. All I’ve ever wanted was to bring Elinore back.’


The siren dies. Strobing blue light turns everyone into aliens. The ambulance door slams and I see the black boots and green overalls of the paramedic at a sideways angle. My last thought as I close my eyes and slide backwards out of the world is how vain is the cause I am about to die for.


For the woman Ingrid is trying to save has never existed outside the pages of a book.










PART ONE










Chapter 1


Kilburn, London NW6


December 1969


It ends in blood and shattered bone but it does not start that way. It starts with ice and fire.


December is biting hard but the pubs are warm and Guinness thaws the veins. It is the shortest day of the year, the sun set at half past three, and Frank and Lal, and Lal’s girlfriend Marcelle, have been drinking in Mulligan’s since before it got dark. The guys are six months out of art school and supplementing their dole money by recreating Old Masters in chalk for tourists. They did eight hours today, knees throbbing after all that time on the cold cobbles of Covent Garden. Mona Lisa, crowd-pleaser. They’re a good team, so well-matched in talent that even they can never tell who drew what.


Frank is waiting for the idea that will launch him on the art world. His father, the Admiral, says it’s not too late for Frank to go back to his engineering degree and follow him into the Navy, but he’ll have to find him first.


Frank turns out his trouser pockets. ‘Ten bob left,’ he says.


‘Will we get a carry-out?’ asks Lal.


A minute later, bottles clink in Marcelle’s string bag. Outside, the dustbins lining the road sparkle with frost. Lal and Marcelle walk ahead. She’s a bit scrawny for Frank’s liking. Give him a dolly bird, dimples and curves, any day of the week. It’s no bad thing they have different taste in girls. A friendship like the one he shares with Lal is too rare to risk for a woman. They were both running away from their own institutions – a career in the Navy for Frank, the priesthood for Lal – and, when they collided, recognition was instant. They both understood what it took to leave, and also that you never quite could.


‘Would you look here,’ says Lal, coming to a stop. ‘Firewood.’


Someone has thrown out a set of four dining chairs, stuffing spilling from cracked leather. Frank and Lal take two each. The front door opens to reveal Cora, the artist who lives on the top floor, and whose curves and dimples Frank has been admiring for months.


‘Hey, man. I was just about to claim them for myself.’ Cora smiles. There’s a gap between her two front teeth and she’s had it filled with gold. Like most girls, Cora addresses Lal as though Frank’s not even there. Lal’s all lean muscle and dark curls, and women can’t get enough of it. For the most part, female attention goes over Lal’s head. He’s winning a game he’s not even playing.


Frank sees an opportunity. ‘Shame to light two fires when we could all sit around one,’ he says. ‘We’ve got drink,’ he adds when Cora hesitates.


‘Cool,’ she replies.


There’s no door to Cora’s rooms, just a beaded curtain made of beer can ring-pulls that tinkles as they part it and step into a different world. They pass Cora’s bedroom, directly above Frank’s. Moonlight slants across the brass bed whose springs and headboard creak and bang in the night, suggesting that, unlike most girls, Cora practises free love as well as preaches it. In her sitting room, the fire in the grate is almost out. An old bottle serves as a candlestick for a flickering taper. A record, something folky and plaintive, is playing on an unseen turntable. Her stuff is a mess of contradictions: she has the I Ching, half a dozen astrology textbooks, the Bible and the Qur’an on her shelves and a deck of tarot cards is laid on a silk scarf as though a reading has just been interrupted. It should be chaos but it hangs together beautifully; this place is more museum or curiosity shop than bedsit. Cora calls herself an artist but to Frank’s mind she is more of a maker. She sews, she is a potter, she paints. She flits. She’s older than them – late twenties, at a guess – and she’s still living hand-to-mouth. Lal’s got the same feckless streak, only in his case it’s the drink that will be his undoing. Since leaving art college Frank has been gripped by a panic that his talent stops at the wrist. When his idea finally comes to him, he’ll apply himself with a discipline that would make a naval officer look like idle.


Frank has rigged all the electricity meters, but when he flips the light switch, nothing happens.


‘I’m out of bulbs.’ Cora lights more candles, one from the other. Frank rescues a loose lock of her hair from a flame. It’s so soft, it feels as if it might turn to mist in his hands. He holds it for a second longer than he needs to and when Cora turns her eighteen-carat smile on him he thinks, maybe.


Lal throws a seat cushion on to the grate and the fire throws back a cloud of soot.


The record Cora’s playing suits an open fire. The instruments are acoustic, traditional: guitars, Irish-sounding drums, twisted tales about murdered virgins, haunted castles, talking ravens and vengeful knights. Lal up-ends the half-bottle of Tullamore Dew that was full just a few minutes ago.


‘Who writes this hey-nonny-no crap?’ asks Marcelle.


‘Like, they’re folk songs,’ says Cora, not taking offence. ‘The whole point is that no one knows who wrote them. It’s history, it’s in our blood. These songs, they were captured just before they died, like . . . like – butterflies caught in a net and pinned.’


Marcelle takes Cora’s enthusiasm and returns it with a slow blink.


‘It was a whole scene,’ says Cora. ‘Edwardian scholars went to the countryside and got the workers to sing all the old songs from the fields, just before the industrial revolution ended the old ways.’


‘Ah, the good old days of rickets and child mortality,’ says Marcelle. Frank tries to catch her eye. Any more piss-taking and Cora might throw them all out.


‘Well, anyway,’ says Cora. ‘Loads of cool musicians are rediscovering them. It’s all part of a movement, going back to a time when things were more real.’ She gestures to a mural she’s painted on the far wall. ‘I’m making a map of English folklore. You’ve got the Pendle witches and vampires up north, King Arthur down south . . .’


Witches and vampires don’t sound particularly real to Frank but he’d happily declare a belief in pixies and elves if it got Cora into bed. There’s a blank pad beside his armchair. He takes a stick of charcoal from his pocket and begins to sketch her. He starts with the perfect hood of her eyelid. Her hair flows from his hand like water.


On the beanbag, Lal loses his battle with his eyelids.


‘I’m off,’ says Marcelle. ‘Big meeting in the morning.’


‘Anything exciting?’ asks Cora.


Frank shades the swell of her lower lip then smudges the charcoal.


‘I’ve got to find the new Alice in Wonderland, so if you’ve got an ingenious idea for a ground-breaking children’s book you could have on my desk by ten o’clock tomorrow morning, that’d be great.’


Behind the door to Cora’s rooms hangs a beaded curtain made of beer can ring-pulls. It tinkles as they part it and step into a different world.


Cora gets up to change the record. ‘Now this song – “To Gather the Bones” – is really special,’ she says.


It sounds to Frank like more of the same. Jingle-jangle guitars and is that a recorder? Privately he thinks those Edwardians would’ve done well to let the songs die out, or the singer here would’ve done well not to go digging in the archive. It’s about a young woman, murdered by her husband, whose lover has to bring her back to life. The chorus is insistent; it lodges in his brain.


 


Flesh will spoil and blood will spill but true love never dies


Gather the lady’s bones with love to see the lady rise


 


As the verses play out – something to do with skeletons, something about true love, something about witches – an idea begins to take shape. It is almost ready to shoot down Frank’s arm and on to the page but then Cora sighs, ‘So romantic,’ and he seizes the moment. Shyly, he shows her his sketch.


‘You’ve done me as Elinore from the song!’ she says. ‘The music spoke to you.’


‘Not just the music.’ He leans forward.


On the beanbag, Lal snores, his breath surely flammable. Firelight renders Cora’s skin in jungle stripes of dirty gold. A lump of coal jumps from the fire and crackles on the hearth.


 


Flesh will spoil and blood will spill but true love never dies


Gather the lady’s bones with love to see the lady rise


 


‘Cora. You must know how lovely you are?’


This time when Frank catches her hair, he winds it around his finger, bringing their faces closer together.


The idea, if it’s any good, will still be there in the morning.










Chapter 2


Vale of Health, London NW3


31 July 2021


I stand at the top of the shallow hill as though it were a diving board and take a deep breath. It’s always this way, coming home. It always passes. The Vale is pretty in all seasons but it saves its best dress, green lace over grey stone, for summer days like this one. I can tell Billie’s impressed, because she’s looked up from her phone.


‘I cannot believe you grew up here, Nell,’ she says as we walk along the grassy banks that serve as pavements. ‘I reckon some of these cars cost more than Seren.’


In the residents’ parking bays are a Lexus, a shiny Range Rover and a Tesla. Seren is the narrowboat where we live and she cost me ten thousand pounds.


‘D’you know what, I reckon most of them did,’ I reply. ‘There are probably sound systems in some of these that cost more than Seren.’


The hedge fund managers are encroaching because this is London, but for the most part these houses stay in families for generations, and tucked behind a dirt track there’s a caravan park that travelling showpeople have occupied for a hundred years; it’s not unusual to see a fairground ride, folded in half on the back of a lorry, reversing through the rickety gates. It’s all rather enchanted. Shame I have to walk past the place where I was attacked by a maniac to get there.


It is a beautiful morning, the kind that makes it hard to believe that the past year and a half really happened. Groups of teenagers play music on their phones; families carry hampers and pairs of women in activewear power-walk behind coffee cups as though being dragged along by the caffeine inside.


The few people wearing masks have them slung around their chins. Not me, though. I keep mine over my nose and mouth and my headscarf covering most of my hair. My grey-blonde roots are on show but the brighter ends – I haven’t been to a salon for two years, part of the general giving up of middle-age, the great letting-go of lockdown – are under wraps.


Behind fogged sunglasses I scan for the presence of Bonehunters. When I was little, before the hunt for Elinore migrated online, they were easy to spot. They often carried a ragged Ordnance Survey map or a notepad or an actual copy of the book. They also often wore socks with sandals. Even if they were conventionally shod and empty-handed, the Bonehunters shared a particular way of looking at the landscape, eyes everywhere at once, bodies often turning three hundred and sixty degrees to take in as much information as possible.


And when they saw me, they would get a certain look on their faces: a greed for what I might know, despite the fact that my parents made a point of going public with the fact that only they were in on the secret. It is a mask that makes all its wearers look the same.


Almost every new acquaintance who finds out I’m a Churcher puts on the mask at some point.


You can tell me. I can keep a secret.


We’ve all had that shouted at us at parties, although I think I’m the only one to have it whispered across a pillow.


 


Parking on the Vale is a bunfight on a good day, but I’ve never seen it this rammed. There are half a dozen vans emblazoned with the Crabwise Films insignia, a red crab looking askance at black lettering. Lal’s ancient blue T-Bird – how is it still roadworthy? – is parked across a flowerbed in the front garden to make room for them all.


A car draws up alongside us. It’s only when a police officer climbs out of the driver’s seat that I register that it’s a patrol car.


‘Shit!’


It comes out louder than I thought and his smile vanishes. ‘Can I help you?’


‘Sorry,’ I say. I have a complex relationship with the Met police. I need them, mistrust them, resent them and respect them all at once. ‘I wasn’t swearing at you. Well, I was. But not at you. Just the sight of you. Of a police officer. You know. Has someone – is there – are you responding to an emergency?’


His neck protrudes from his heavy black vest like a turtle’s. He looks me up and down, evidently making a spot judgement about whether I’m a nuisance or a fool. He goes for the latter. ‘Nothing like that, love. We like to pop in when there’s a film shoot going on. Nine times out of ten someone blocks a driveway or something.’ He looks at the Crabwise fleet. ‘Let’s hope they’ve got tolerant neighbours.’


‘They’ve put up with worse,’ I tell him.


‘Right. Well, you take care.’


Billie and I keep walking. ‘Did I look completely deranged?’ I ask her.


She grimaces. ‘Do you really want me to answer that?’


‘No.’


We close in on the spot where Ingrid attacked me. At sixteen I was a year older than Billie is now but a tenth as streetwise. She cranes at the opposite bank as though expecting to see a puddle of fresh blood.


‘Does your scar hurt when you go past it?’


I have always been honest with Billie about what happened to me, largely because most of it is in the public domain and I wanted her to get my take on things rather than find out from some loser online. She knows about my criminal record too – but not about Richard. Only the people who were there know about him.


‘Who am I, Harry Potter?’ I ask, and she laughs. Outwardly I keep it together for Billie’s sake, but when I look down I see that I am holding a key between each finger, the way I do when I walk along the towpath alone in the dark.










Chapter 3


As we approach the house, Billie starts to drag her feet. ‘Are they all going to be there?’ she asks.


‘The whole dysfunctional clan,’ I confirm.


Billie goes to bite her nails, remembers she’s got acrylics on, and gnaws at a knuckle instead. Her nails, like all armour, only emphasise her vulnerability. She used her wages from her summer job – she works part-time at a cattery, reckons it’ll be good for the CV – to pay for a manicure this morning. She’d never say, but she did it to impress Cora and Rose and Bridget. I don’t have the heart to tell her it’ll have the opposite effect.


We sidle through the gap between Lal’s T-Bird and the houses, three storeys of red brick and tile. It’s been a year since Billie’s only previous visit, a barbecue snatched between lockdowns last summer.


‘I’d forgotten how posh it all was,’ she says, looking up. ‘How massive.’


‘If you focus on the fact that it’s two different houses it’s not quite so intimidating,’ I say.


Technically the houses are semi-detached, but that suburban term doesn’t do this place justice. Two imposing Victorian villas are joined at the hip, as are its residents. My parents, Frank and Cora, or Sir Francis and Lady Churcher to give them their official titles, live on the left-hand side. Their best friends, Lal and Bridget Lally, live on the right. My brother Dominic is married to their daughter Rose. The girl next door. It’s a family joke that if the Lallys had had a son I’d have married him and how pleasingly symmetrical this would be. I’m about to tell Billie that I can’t think of anything worse when I see something worse.


To my left, there’s a clacking of branches and seconds later Stuart Cummins is standing opposite me, his eyes wide in his shiny face. Despite the heat he wears a threadbare but spotless navy three-piece suit, complete with pocket square and tie.


We stare at each other for a few stunned seconds. I don’t know why either of us are surprised. He was bound to be here today and so was I.


‘Should I . . . ?’ asks Billie.


‘Go,’ I tell her. We’ve drilled this. If ever they come after me, she is to make herself safe before anything else. She sidles into the gap between two vans, but not before showing me the reluctance on her face. She wants to stay and fight.


‘You shouldn’t be here,’ I tell Stuart.


His sandy hair is a little thinner but apart from that he is unchanged. His oily skin – his face always looked polished to a shine – has acted as a preservative.


‘I’m not breaking the law,’ he says. ‘This is public land. I’m not under any restrictions, I have every right to be here.’


He’s as nervous as I am, I realise.


I look him up and down. His hands are empty, but I frisk him with my eyes. He could still be carrying something. He opens his single-breasted jacket to show me the flat lining inside. ‘You haven’t needed to be afraid for years,’ he says. ‘You know that.’


But his tone suggests he wants me to argue rather than agree. I refuse to be drawn in. I put my head down so far that I’m basically walking at a forty-five-degree angle. He steps in front of me.


‘Just answer me this. Is it true?’


I step to the right. Stuart steps to his left.


‘Is Elinore the prize, Eleanor?’ Up close he smells of old-fashioned soap.


I put my palm right up in his face, just as I learned in self-defence, and shout, ‘NO!’


The police officer from earlier is by my side so quickly it’s as though he’s popped up from a manhole.


‘This man is harassing me,’ I say.


‘That’s hardly fair,’ protests Stuart. ‘I asked you one question.’


‘He’s got form,’ I say. ‘Look up Stuart Cummins in your criminal records database thingy.’


I wait for Stuart to retaliate – he could just as easily tell the policeman to look me up and that would hardly endear me to him – but to my relief he seems more concerned with his own exoneration. ‘It was a long time ago,’ he says.


The policeman straightens up inside his vest. ‘Can I take your name and date of birth, sir?’


When Stuart supplies it, the policeman presses a button on his radio.


‘Dave Chisholm here,’ he says. ‘Can you do me a PNC check on a Stuart John Cummins, DOB 18 August 1955.’


A colleague narrates Stuart’s history. PC Chisholm’s eyes widen as he takes it all in.


‘I served my time and have publicly renounced my claim on Eleanor’s bones,’ says Stuart. ‘I am categorically no longer a threat.’


‘That’s correct.’ Chisholm sighs. ‘But you’re clearly an intelligent man. Let’s have a bit of sensitivity and common sense, shall we? Give the lady a bit of space. Hampstead Heath’s pretty big; it’s not hard. This is a friendly warning, but if you approach her again I’ll have to put you on a first notice.’


‘This is police harassment,’ huffs Stuart. Chisholm’s face darkens, but, before he can muster a retort, his radio goes again.


‘Any unit for an i-graded call,’ says the fuzzy voice. ‘Domestic assault in progress on Squires Mount, NW3. Caller reports sounds of a serious disturbance.’


Squires Mount is so close I can almost see it. ‘I’ve got to respond to this,’ PC Chisholm says, then turns to Stuart. ‘I mean it. Keep your distance. I won’t be so friendly next time.’


Stuart walks backwards until he’s swallowed up by the scrub of the Heath. ‘I only wanted to know,’ he says. ‘I deserve to know. This is an utter travesty.’


 


I find Billie pressed in the gap between two vans.


‘Well done,’ I say.


‘Did they nick him?’


I shake my head. ‘But I think they’ve scared him off.’ I put my hands in my pockets so she won’t see how badly they’re shaking. Just another day in the life of The Golden Bones. ‘Come on, let’s go.’


I crook my elbow. Billie threads her arm through the gap and together we head for the safety and seclusion of my parents’ house.










Chapter 4


Apparently, though, it’s not going to be that simple.


‘I’m sorry – you are?’ Standing at my parents’ garden gate, framed by an arch of roses and jasmine, is an officious young man with wireless headphones around his neck, a walkie-talkie clipped to his breast pocket and a clipboard in his hand. I read the lanyard that swings on a scarlet ribbon – BARNEY BADGER, PRODUCTION ASSISTANT, CRABWISE FILMS – and the question of why this stranger is trying to keep me out of my parents’ home is briefly overtaken by the question of why the hell anyone would call their kid Barney Badger.


‘I’m Nell.’ I don’t explain Billie.


Barney Badger runs his pen up and down the clipboard. ‘I can’t see you on the call sheet. Do you have ID?’


He’s looking at my hands. They’re permanently cross-hatched with cuts, and when I have a tan, as I do now after a summer on deck, the old scars glow white.


‘Are you serious?’ I hand him my driver’s licence and pull down my mask so he can compare my face with the picture.


‘Eleanor Churcher!’ he says, blanching.


Frank is fond of saying that fame is meaningless: all it means is that more people have heard of you than you have heard of them. Which is fine for him: he chose fame, in the latter half of his career, at least; he chased it. But having any kind of profile, even if it’s against your will, means that strangers know more about you than you do about them. Fame gives other people all the power.


‘I am so sorry,’ Barney splutters. ‘I didn’t recognise you? Eleanor,’ he says, as though he’s worried he might forget again.


‘I go by Nell.’


He finally registers Billie. ‘Is this your daughter? She’s not on the list?’


If I don’t answer, I haven’t lied. I correct him with a withering glance that stops his questions. I should probably come up with a word for what Billie is to me, but that’s the whole point: there is no legal definition. Is she my stepdaughter? Am I her guardian? Not officially. But Barney knows I’m a Churcher now, and, while I distance myself from my name when it suits me, I use it when I need to.


‘I don’t need your permission to enter my own home.’


‘We’re asking everyone to wear lanyards? For security?’


He drapes red ribbons around our necks with the solemnity of an Olympic official.


‘Well,’ I say, straightening the lanyard, ‘glad to see they’re taking it all seriously.’


Barney ushers us down the side return into the back garden. The entrance is blocked by a great big fridge of a man in a black bomber jacket with the word SECURITY stretching from shoulder to shoulder.


‘Shane, this is Eleanor Churcher . . . um, plus one,’ says Barney, and the fridge steps aside, and I step into the sanctuary of my childhood garden.


Or rather, I don’t.


The back garden usually offers soft green seclusion: our houses are surrounded on all four sides by the Heath, which is open public land, but on our property high fences are obscured by even higher trees. Today it has been invaded. A platoon of twentysomethings in denim and grey marl weave their way around filming equipment. Cameras, monitors and microphones sprout from the ground like strange dark plants. The terrace that runs the width of both houses and looks down on the shared lawn is covered by thick black noodles of cable, duct-taped to the flagstones in little black Xs. The wooden fence that marked the boundary between the two family homes blew down in the big storm of 1987. Because we children were in and out of one another’s gardens so frequently, and because it looked better that way, it was never replaced, although when Frank and Lal had one of their legendary arguments Frank sank a couple of six-foot fence-posts, grey concrete spires, so he could rebuild the barricade higher than ever. The row burned itself out before he finished the job, and these days Lal grows sweet-peas around the posts.


 


On the terrace there’s a pile of twenty or so copies of The Golden Bones in its shiny new gold-leaf cover. The edges are sprayed gold too. Stacked high, they glow like ingots in a vault.


A label on the topmost book reads STRICTLY EMBARGOED UNTIL 2 AUGUST. I peel it off, pick the book up and stare at the picture, as familiar to me as my own face. A painting of Elinore, or strictly speaking a painting of Cora, in her long blue dress, looking over her shoulder as she runs from danger. The title has been updated with new line of text: 50TH ANNIVERSARY COLLECTOR’S EDITION. There are other changes too, such as a QR code on the back cover to take readers from the page to the screen. I flip it open: each book has an individually stamped number that will grant access to the treasure hunt app when it goes live on Monday morning.


The longer I hold it, the heavier and more dangerous it seems, as though the paper is turning to precious but poisonous metal in my hands.










Chapter 5


When The Golden Bones was published in 1971 it was the most ambitious, expensive picture book ever made. It is artwork and legend and riddle and game, and it was inspired by a record Cora played Frank the night they got together.


The song was called ‘To Gather the Bones’. My parents’ generation listened to a lot of rock music that had its roots in folk, full of legend and magic. ‘To Gather the Bones’ was based on ancient lyrics, the knowledge of whose origins had evaporated like mist over the English countryside. Its unhappily married heroine, Elinore, takes a lover, Tam; upon discovering the affair, Elinore’s husband murders her and scatters her bones throughout the countryside. A passing witch casts a spell allowing Tam to resurrect Elinore if he can piece her skeleton back together to prove his love. Tam spends the next seven years gathering his dead lover’s bones and arranging them on his bed. As you do.


Even by the grisly standards of fairytales, adultery, murder and dismembered human remains don’t sound like the ingredients for a bestseller, and there was every chance The Golden Bones would have been a very costly failure that ended Marcelle’s career in books before it had really begun. But it was more than just a book. It was a treasure hunt, with clues to real-life English locations buried in the pictures. Each page had a verse from ‘To Gather the Bones’ etched around the edges. There was prose, too, that expanded the song into a storybook, but the pictures were the map. Readers guessed by looking at the pictures, which were photorealistic but otherworldly, so rich in detail that you could lose yourself for hours even if you didn’t want to complete the treasure hunt. The central key was some esoteric formula to do with the shape of the clouds in each picture in relation to the number of birds in the sky – it always soared over my head – which pointed to words in the song, which turned out to be anagrams of further riddles to be solved. Those riddles were a hotchpotch of logic puzzles and maths, art and music, folklore and mythology, astrology, astronomy, religion. Riddles were hidden in anagrams, coded in ciphers and spelled out in acrostics.


On the last-but-two page of The Golden Bones is a picture of Elinore, her restoration not quite complete. She wears a ragged dress, her blonde hair is matted and greying, and decaying flesh falls away from the bones beneath. It was recently voted the most terrifying illustration in a children’s book, beating off competition from the Jabberwocky, Struwwelpeter, and the Grand High Witch.


Cora, jill-of-all-trades that she was back then, made Elinore’s bones from cheap nine-carat gold and flawed precious stones. Seven sets of bones – head, two arms, two legs, ribcage and pelvis – each no more than two inches long, were fitted with hooks and hinges so that when reunited they would make a tiny articulated skeleton. The seven pieces were assembled and photographed just once, then immediately dismantled. Then my parents threw Frank’s ancient canvas tent in the back of their orange Morris Marina. They took a little tour of England and returned ten days later with filthy clothes and seven rolls of film, each documenting the burial of a different bone. The photographs were developed in a darkroom Frank built especially for the purpose, then sealed in a deposit box, along with the latitude and longitude co-ordinates of all the burial sites. Not even Marcelle saw them.


Lal wasn’t trusted with the locations either, back in the day. His drinking made him a liability. In fact Frank only shared the deposition site of the golden pelvis – when they took on this anniversary project together. My brother knows too, now, bringing the total to four: Frank, Cora, Lal and Dom.


The Golden Bones was reprinted nine times in its first month. In America, it sold a hundred thousand copies in the first week. The fact that it was all but untranslatable didn’t stop it from being a huge hit in Germany, Brazil, Italy and Japan. Its success enabled my parents to buy this house on the Vale of Health, one they’d often walked past when they were young and poor. In fact, the day the book went to press, Frank had proposed to Cora underneath the big oak tree that grows on the other side of the boundary and whose sky-high branches overhang the shared garden.


It was a good job they bought somewhere big, because three rooms were needed just to deal with the correspondence. Frank read every letter and sent a better-luck-next-time response in mirror writing, a gimmick whose painstaking requirements he quickly came to regret. Lal, who was a non-paying lodger at the Vale for the first few years of my parents’ marriage, began helping out with the replies – it took him just one draft to replicate Frank’s distinctive hand – and before long he was writing them all. Every morning the postman would deposit bulging grey sacks of letters on the doorstep and Cora would return the previous day’s mailbags to him, empty and folded flat.


For most readers the book was a diversion, something to while away an evening or even just an objet to be laid on a coffee table. For a hard core, it became all-consuming. Treasure-hunters worked alone, in pairs and in teams. Some bought multiple copies, sure that the answer was locked in a pattern that would reveal itself when a dozen books were laid out in a certain way, open at certain pages. Obsession with the book was cited in divorce proceedings. Family homes were lost as people spent thousands of pounds on travel, or quit their jobs, the quicker to save Elinore. They worked with an urgency that suggested they were trying to find a real-life vanished girl. Pretty, young, blonde, Elinore was the archetype of the Missing White Woman Syndrome years before the phrase was coined.


The hunters saw themselves as comrades as well as rivals. By letter they formed a dense circuitry of connections and eventually, led by Renée and Eric Glemham, a married couple in Little Rock, Arkansas, they formed an association, Elinore’s Army, with its own quarterly magazine (which has since migrated online, and is now curated by their children). They called themselves the Bonehunters. They held conventions in chain hotels off interstate highways. They shared news, helped each other crack ciphers and got into heated debates about how to interpret clues. One mystery they discussed time and again was why Frank had, in scattering the jewels, built conflict into the process. Over the years they would come to understand that, for a man like him, that was part of the fun.










Chapter 6


The seeds of conflict Frank scattered still flourish today, although these days Bonehunters argue on the internet, where conversations are faster and more furious than they were in the airmail days. ElinoresArmy.net is a gathering place not only for Golden Bones fans but for armchair treasure-hunters from all over the world. They call it a forum but it’s more like a Facebook page: a constantly evolving series of posts, videos and comments. I’ve always been astonished by how many treasure hunts are ongoing at any given time. None of them ever breaks into the public consciousness the way The Golden Bones did.


Stuart Cummins is bound to be a member of ElinoresArmy.net but most of them hide behind false identities. Their names tend to be inspired by the book, and their avatars are often pictures of Elinore. Generally you can glean whether they’re a threat from the content they post. Today, the mood is one of cautious jubilation. Emojis punctuate the text: excited faces, gold trophies, books, keys and the sassy red dress lady. As the film crew perform their maypole dance around us, I check in to see if Stuart has posted details of our little altercation.


 


@BON35: Two days to go, crew! Do we think the rumours about the prize are true?


 


@goldengal: It must be the missing bone. What else could it be? You know Churcher. He never likes to confirm or deny


 


@Elinore&Tam<3: She’s coming back to life! I can feel it in my heart! See the lady rise!


 


Elinore&Tam<3 is not hiding behind a picture from the book. It’s Jane Jones, another infamous Bonehunter. About the same age as my parents, she has been there from the start. The years have not been as kind to her as they have to Stuart but on the forums they hang on her every word. Just as vampires are believed to acquire strength and status with age, the longer Bonehunters have been actively seeking Elinore, the more highly regarded. Unlike a vampire, Jane Jones was able to cross a threshold without permission.


 


@BelleDame: You’re letting Frank Churcher take you for fools all over again. The man’s a born liar


 


Billie is reading over my shoulder. ‘Are they right about the prize? Is that what Stuart was on about just then?’


I don’t encourage her interest in The Golden Bones but I don’t lie if she asks me about it outright.


‘Yes. They’re finally going to give the last bone away. They’re filming the announcement and it’s going to be on telly tomorrow night.’


‘Sick.’


‘Obviously if you tell anyone I’ll have to kill you.’


‘Cross my heart,’ she says.


 


A new user has joined the forum. Welcome @LetterstoIngrid


 


‘That is not funny,’ I mutter to my screen. I watch the three dots ripple as LetterstoIngrid types. There are no words: just an emoji, a picture of a skull and crossbones.


 


@BelleDame: Haven’t seen you here before. What’s the story behind your username?


 


@LetterstoIngrid: New to the forum but a long-term Bhr! Just wanted to let you know I’m in contact with IM and she’s devastated to miss out on today


This happens periodically: someone claiming to know or even be Ingrid. For some Bonehunters she has become a cult figure in her own right. Usually I can shrug it off – no one can get to Ingrid where she is now – but today, so soon after seeing Stuart, it trails a cold finger down my spine.


 


@Ur098: As if you have. Security around IM is watertight since you-know-what (knife emoji, picture emoji, blood emoji)


 


@LetterstoIngrid: It’s an utter travesty the way she’s been kept behind bars


 


An utter travesty. It’s only minutes since I heard that phrase from Stuart’s lips. It’s bloody him, I know it.


 


@BON35: Please can you stop posting about IM. True Bonehunters know her theories have been utterly discredited. Get off the forum and make space for those of us who actually follow the clues


 


@Ur098: Well said @BON35


 


I creep around the side return to look at the street. Sure enough, there he is on the opposite pavement, sun bouncing off his head as he tap-tap-taps on his phone.










Chapter 7


In 1972, the first correct guesses came through. A physics teacher from Bradford dug a tiny golden skull from a field on a Whitby clifftop (something to do with Dracula). A month later, two readers unearthed two bones in as many days – the left leg in Chanctonbury Ring in Somerset (something to do with Satanism) and the ribcage in Lavenham in Suffolk (something to do with burning witches). The finders gave interviews to the press, laying out their solves in mind-bending detail and vowing that they would never part with their treasure.


When there was a long lull between solves, Frank would give an interview to reignite interest (and sales). In 1973, my parents were photographed in the travel section of a bookshop, Frank’s finger pointing to a guide to Cornwall, where Elinore’s left arm was buried (something to do with a mermaid? I forget). The newspapers invited their readers to study the picture for clues, there was another spike in sales, and the bone was found the following week, although Frank would later regret setting the precedent of a hint left outside the book.


He would also come to regret hiding what I suppose you’d now call ‘Easter eggs’ in the text. For example, if you took the first letter of every word on the page describing Elinore’s wedding night, you’d get CORA GIVES SPECTACULAR HEAD. I mean, where do you even start with that? When Dom and I were growing up, kids our age got wind of this and of course delighted in telling us that our mum was a slag. They never said anything disparaging about Frank, which was . . . ironic.


Tentative plans were made for the finders to lend their bones to the Victoria & Albert Museum when all were accounted for, so that devotees might file past Elinore, pieced together under glass. But that exhibition was not to be.


An eccentric art collector from the Philippines took a shine to Elinore. Fritz Velasco was the heir to a canned food fortune, an adored only child. His father had sent him to school, and then university, in England. While a student at the London School of Economics, the young Fritz had developed, not the business acumen his father had hoped for, but a very particular anglophilia; he was drawn to Arthurian legends and the naffer Pre-Raphaelites. The Golden Bones’s collision of pretty pictures, mythology and logic puzzles called to something inside him. He claimed many times that he had solved all seven clues on their own but wanted to give hunters who had not had his advantages in life the chance to own something extraordinary. No one believed him for a second, not least because he refused to share his attempted solves. His claims had all the credibility of a fifteen-year-old boy who absolutely has got a girlfriend but you wouldn’t know her because she goes to a different school.


Fritz Velasco was a man used from boyhood to getting his way. What he lacked in hunting skills he made up for in tenacity and the depth of his pockets. Velasco hired Jonathan Reid, an old school friend who was setting up as a private investigator, to infiltrate the Bonehunting community. One by one, Reid approached the winning readers and made them offers they couldn’t refuse. There are some crossword aficionados and amateur astronomers in England who live in very nice houses because of him.


But no one could solve the final mystery. By 1974, the only bone to remain unclaimed was the pelvic girdle, its coccyx studded with garnets. These days Jonathan’s son has taken over the PI firm, and Fritz Velasco lives the life of a recluse in a Manila mansion, surrounded by a priceless collection of art with a bone-shaped hole at the heart of it.










Chapter 8


The Golden Bones was still selling steadily when I was born in the spring of 1976. Frank and Cora named me after the girl in the book, as a thank-you for the life she had enabled them to live. When I first challenged my parents on their choice of name, Cora said, ‘But yours is spelled completely differently.’ As if that would make any difference to someone like Ingrid! Reality didn’t get in her way, so why should spelling?


Frank was beginning to tire of the game. He had money, but the reader correspondence left him little time to spend it. His peers from the Slade were beginning to exhibit in the major galleries. He wanted to be taken seriously as an artist and he was being written off as a puzzle-setter, a trickster even. No one ever talked about the art, only the treasure.


And then, in 1977, a Bonehunter died.


Pete Winship was a London taxi driver who exemplified the phenomenon that cabbies, who back then had to memorise the entire A–Z, had enlarged pre-frontal cortexes, the part of the brain that deals with information and memory. A trivia buff who had taught himself German in the taxi queue outside Paddington station, Winship was a regular at the conventions. He had used the clouds-and-birds formula to arrive at these words.


 


Divine rules kiss over barbed eight


High in a grove of wise souls


A knight’s move west of where Arthur’s men halt


 


There is a certain kind of mind to which a riddle like this is catnip. Connections are made, classroom knowledge raises its hand saying me, sir, me, the eye is drawn to a reference book knowing that this is the volume that will prove the theory. That Winship was able to find meaning in these words is astonishing to me, especially considering that this was a pre-Google era, that his education had stopped at CSE level and that his research never took him farther than his local library. This is what he made of the poem.


Divine rules he understood to refer to ley lines – mystical paths that string ancient monuments together. Kiss referred to a point where they met; barbed eight he took to mean Thorney Island, the original site of the city of Westminster, eyot or ait being an old English word for an island in the Thames. On a map, two ley lines meet north of – or over – Westminster. They come together in Swains Lane in Highgate.


High in a grove of wise souls, Winship read as Highgate Cemetery. Actually, even I can grasp that one. Grove is too similar to grave to be a coincidence and Frank even gave the hunters the word High, as in Highgate. Highgate is one of London’s so-called ‘magnificent seven’ nineteenth-century cemeteries: that the treasure being hunted consisted of seven bones was seen as relevant.


The last line, though. I could never have cracked that one. A knight’s move west of where Arthur’s men halt. From this Winship wrung the idea that Arthur’s men were the twelve knights of the round table. Rather than heading to the West Country, traditionally considered the Arthurian seat of power, Winship fixated on the number thirteen: the king plus his knights, their move of course being the L-shaped one-two-three on the chessboard.


Winship wrote to Frank, declaring his solve and his intention to dig. He posted the letter at ten p.m. under a full moon, then drove from the postbox to Highgate Cemetery, which he entered by scaling the fence. Once inside, he located the thirteenth tomb from the entrance and counted two headstones across and one down. It was an old Victorian grave, housing no one of note, the words barely legible. That grave, Winship believed, was the final resting place of Elinore’s last bone. He made fast progress with an ordinary garden trowel. The earth loosened its hold on the headstone and it toppled on to Winship, crushing the breath from his lungs.


 


Frank released a statement expressing his regret. He confirmed that Winship had got the wording of the riddle right; his mistake had been in its interpretation. The statement was carefully phrased: our steadfast family lawyer Leslie Napoleon saw to that. Frank went on to say that as a mark of respect, and for Bonehunters’ future safety, he would call off the search. Under cover of darkness, he retrieved the golden pelvis and deposited it in a bank vault along with the original paintings and all his notes. He was, of course, distraught that a man had lost his life, but relieved, too. Now he would have time to spend his money. Now he would have time to paint again.


The fever broke and the fans moved on. A few Bonehunters still wrote to Frank and to each other. Some said Pete Winship’s solve had been correct, and Frank had murdered him to get the bone back and sold it to Fritz Velasco in Manila – as if he needed the money at that stage. Others said Pete Winship had never existed in the first place.


The die-hards believed that the calling off of the search was part of the game, a ruse to dissuade the half-hearted hunter. That Frank was sick of clueless hobbyists getting in everyone’s way. These hunters saw clues everywhere, regarded Frank’s every utterance or gesture as information. They pored over old press photographs and divined meaning from the shape of the knot in his tie, or the direction he pointed his knee when his legs were crossed. While Frank maintained his silence, the Bonehunters traded theories and their solves and passed them around until the ideas mutated. By the time Ingrid discovered the book in the 1990s, Elinore and her whereabouts had become whatever the reader imagined or wanted her to be.










Chapter 9


‘Hi, Auntie Nell!’ My eldest nephew, Oisin, emerges from behind a monitor and reaches down for a hug. Marcelle swung an internship for him as part of the TV deal. The poor kid started university – media studies, to Dom’s abject despair – in the middle of lockdown. Even skivvying for a TV show must be a breath of fresh air after a year on Microsoft Teams.


‘What’s this?’ I ask, squeezing a ridiculous bicep. Our little boy has turned into a monolith. He got the Lally curls and the Churcher height and athleticism, but, where Frank and Dom are lean in a Chariots of Fire sort of way, Osh has the huge arms and shoulders boys these days seem to think is required.


‘Just been training,’ he shrugs, clearly delighted that I’ve noticed.


Dom and Rose’s children were carefully planned at five-year intervals, so each could have full parental attention during those vital early years of development – no screens until they could read one of Bridget’s books in full. Rose is a child psychologist slash artist slash writer. She writes comic-strip non-fiction about mindfulness for teenage girls. Rose was raised as though the Vale was a little exclave of Ireland: I used to be fascinated by her wardrobe, the miniature wedding gown she wore for her first Holy Communion, the green velvet dress she wore to get her Riverdance on. Her kids have Irish passports and traditional names to match, spelled to fox the English. Oisin, Aoife and Niamh, pronounced Osheen, Eefer, Neev. Little Dara’s name is pronounced phonetically but by the time they get to him, people have lost confidence in the alphabet and he’s been called all sorts, from Darren to Dory to Tara.


Oisin adjusts his headphones, releasing springs of dark hair. ‘You parked in London at the moment?’ he asks.


‘You don’t park a boat, you moor it. And yes, I got this lovely little spot, between Ladbroke Grove and Kensal Rise. You should come and visit before I have to move on.’


‘Is it safe?’


I get why he’s asking. My family are never happier than when reminding me how vulnerable I am on the water. They have a point, but also they don’t. Seren is essentially a floating shack, and a determined nutter could crowbar the hatch open in under a minute, but isn’t that true of all but the most expensively secured houses? And then there’s the trust you experience on the waterways. It’s the only community where I’ve ever felt safe, mainly because none of them knows who I am. Or rather, they know the real me; who I am on a day-to-day basis. It’s my background I conceal.


‘We look after each other on the canals,’ I say. ‘You get to know people even when you’re on the move. And if I don’t feel safe . . . I just go.’ He’s clearly not convinced. ‘Come round this evening, have a beer on deck.’


‘I wish. We’ll be working through the night in the edit suite. This goes out tomorrow evening at nine; it’s all a bit of a race against time.’


‘Well, you’re always welcome.’


‘Thanks.’ His eyes travel over my head to Billie, who’s face-down in Snapchat.


‘She’s fifteen, Osh,’ I tell him.


He pulls back from me, offended. ‘Jesus, Nell. I know that. I was checking she had a lanyard on.’


I’ve done him a disservice, judging him by the standards of my own youth. I’m sure Oisin’s hard drive is as mucky as any boy his age, but he was raised by two feminist parents rather than an adulterer and a narcissist, and moral values were modelled for him in the home rather than being something he had to cobble together from outside influences.


‘Right. Sorry.’ Rose is big on apologising to children and young people. She says it builds mutual respect and teaches them that mistakes are learning opportunities.


‘No biggie,’ he says. ‘Here, come and watch the guys.’


Everyone calls Frank and Lal ‘the guys’, even their grandchildren. Oisin guides me around a laurel bush so I can see the filming up close. ‘The guys’ are in earnest but inaudible conversation with a woman a bit younger than me, late thirties maybe. Red hair in a top knot, double denim and Converse.


My father is dressed as An Artist, just in case the knighthood, the retrospective at Tate Britain, the string of honorary doctorates and now being the subject of a documentary about his work wasn’t making the point strongly enough. He’s elegantly dishevelled in rolled-up shirtsleeves, a skinny red cravat and an old waistcoat. His silver hair is swept back and his beard is trimmed to a point. I can smell him from here: Guerlain Vétiver, the resiny, peppery scent he’s worn my whole life. The one time he came to visit me on Seren, the place reeked for days afterwards.


Lal – who was offered a knighthood too but refused on the grounds of regarding himself as a soldier of the Irish Republic, a move that put Frank’s nose out of joint for months – has puffed out with age, and his once glossy curls have the texture and colour of wire wool. He’s in a polo shirt with a Tu by Sainsbury’s label poking from a curling collar and what looks like an egg stain on the left breast. If he were trying to illustrate that he is secure enough in himself as An Artist to not dress the part, he couldn’t have chosen better. But it probably just didn’t occur to him.


‘Who’s that they’re chatting to?’


‘Polly Dean,’ whispers Oisin, watching with naked adoration as she runs a highlighter over a printed page. ‘We call her PD because she’s a Producer-Director and her name’s Polly Dean!’


‘Is Aoife alright with all this?’ I ask him. Aoife is Dom and Rose’s thirteen-year-old. She gets overwhelmed by things other children don’t even notice. She has special needs – a rare developmental disorder named after the double-barrelled doctor who identified it – but Rose thinks labels are unhelpful past the point of diagnosis. Instead we talk about her individual challenges, the learning difficulties and the emotional dysregulation. We all love her fiercely.


‘The grandmas took the girls into the village for an ice-cream,’ Oisin says. Our joint matriarchs were never ‘the girls’, even when they were young. They were Cora’n’Bridget or Bridget’n’Cora until Oisin was born, and then they became ‘the grandmas’.


‘Here.’ Oisin hands me a pair of headphones so I can listen in. I hold them up to my ears, headpiece under my chin.


‘Is there a word for your relationship?’ PD wonders aloud as people peer into monitors and flash lights. ‘I mean in the sense that two of your children are married – is there a word to describe joint fathers-in-law? Father-in-laws?’


‘Outlaws,’ they say in unison. Even their laughter is syncopated.


‘Your friendship has endured longer than most marriages,’ says PD.


‘Well,’ says Lal, ‘we’ve too much dirt on each other to end it.’


He’s not entirely joking. Cora tells me that Frank used to take Lal’s empties to the bottle bank so Bridget wouldn’t see how much he was drinking. And if Holy Lal didn’t approve of Frank’s affairs, he certainly turned a blind eye to them.


‘We’re basically brothers,’ says Frank. ‘I don’t know if we could survive without each other now.’


Lal scratches his nose. ‘Hey, Frank. What if, after all this time, it turns out that we’re each other’s muses?’


‘Truly, he is my very own girl with a pearl earring,’ says Frank affectionately.


They can argue as passionately as lovers about anything. In the past they came to blows over, off the top of my head: the first Gulf war, Van Gogh vs Gauguin, the Maastricht Treaty, religion (multiple times, in multiple ways, although Lal’s Catholicism and Frank’s equally staunch atheism have both softened over the years), Let It Bleed vs Exile on Main Street, Brown vs Blair, abortion (no prizes for guessing their respective stances on that one), poached eggs vs boiled, assisted dying, and manual vs automatic cars; and each man’s conviction that he alone knows how to correctly lay a bonfire is legendary, although I’d like to see either of them try to keep a stove burning overnight on a narrowboat in January. As recently as Christmas 2017 the guys had such a heated, stand-up row about who was the best James Bond that Lal put his back out and Frank lost his voice mid-rant. They were best friends again while the rest of us were still surveying the smoking rubble. I honestly don’t know if it must be more exhausting to know them or to be them. They’ve been on an even keel lately, but before that it was as though they sat astride a seesaw for over fifty years, their fortunes never seeming to rise at the same time.










Chapter 10


Vale of Health, London NW3


1972


FRANK UP


 


 ‘Darling!’


Frank opens his eyes to see a flushed Cora shaking him awake.


‘Frank! Someone’s found the skull! You’ve got a journalist calling to interview you in a moment and the book’s going to be reprinted again. That’ll make it the twenty-sixth reprint!’ She gives him a kiss that’s longer than it needs to be and he can sense what’s on offer but she knows what he wants to do first. ‘Go on,’ she says. ‘Go and tell him.’


Frank runs downstairs to break the news to Lal.


Not many brides would put up with their husband’s best man being a lodger in the new marital home, but nothing fazes Cora. Frank likes having Lal around, not just for the company, but as a witness to his success. Perhaps it will even kick Lal into touch: show him that it takes more than just talent, it takes hard work and application of that talent.


 


LAL DOWN


 


Five postbags today. Lal’s got a callus on his forefinger from wielding the letter-opener. He has a list of wrong answers, but not a list of right ones; if he’s never heard them, they go straight to Frank. He can’t be trusted not to blow the secret, apparently.


He starts the response, always done in mirror writing as a little compensation prize. Lal’s left handed and has a flair for looking-glass letters and now he can forge Frank’s hand as easily as he can form his own.


His life is this house, that book, the pub, Mass on Sunday, the odd girl. Although lately he seems to be drawn to types who criticise his drinking. English girls can be so uptight.


It stings that he doesn’t know the secret. Frank is wrong not to trust him. He can drink till dawn and still make it to Mass on Sunday morning. No matter how big the previous evening’s session, he hasn’t missed a Sunday or a Holy Day of Obligation since he left home. What’s that if not an example of a man who can hold his drink?


Sure at the end of the day, Lal’s happy for Frank. He really is. If The Golden Bones had been his idea he knows he’d have looked after Frank the way Frank’s looked after him.










Chapter 11


Vale of Health, London NW3


31 July 2021


There’s a lull in the interview. I return the headphones to Oisin and wander over to Shane the security guard. Billie trails after me.


‘Alright?’ he asks from on high. The guy literally blocks the sun. I come up to his armpit.


‘I’m not being funny,’ I ask him, ‘but why’ve they got some kid on the door while you’re out here guarding the camera crew? There’s a guy out the front who really shouldn’t be here, and if he tries anything funny, Barney Badger isn’t exactly a brick shithouse, is he?’


Shane looks blank. ‘Stuart Cummins?’ I ask. ‘Surely you’ve got some kind of blacklist?’


‘I’m not personal protection,’ he says. ‘I’m here for the insurance company. There’s valuable artefacts to be taken into account.’ He nods backwards at the house. My heart sinks: I feel stupid – no, ashamed – for even thinking they might have hired him to keep me safe.


‘There’s a video on the Bonehunter forum,’ Billie says, in that too-loud way people do when they’ve got headphones in.


A crew member losing a wrestling match with a tripod shushes her.


‘Sorry,’ she says, louder than ever.


I look over Billie’s shoulder. On her phone are two sets of perfect teeth, two baseball caps and two shapeless royal blue T-shirts printed with a gold skeleton with the pelvic bone missing.


‘I know these people,’ I whisper.


Lisa-Marie and Porter Glemham are the exhaustingly peppy siblings from Arkansas whose late parents founded the magazine Elinore’s Army. They aren’t the only second-generation fanatics: love for the book seems to be passed down, like a family heirloom, or maybe a hereditary disease. Lisa-Marie and Porter are admins for the Bonehunters’ Facebook page as well as for ElinoresArmy.net. Marcelle once worked out that if the Glemhams had charged for all the PR they’ve essentially given Frank for free, it would run to hundreds of thousands of pounds. Naturally, Frank can’t stand them.


Billie gives me an earbud so I can hear what they’re saying.


‘. . . So two years ago, we booked our flights to England for the fiftieth anniversary of the greatest armchair treasure hunt of all time. We were going to do a tour of all six known burial sites. But then . . .’


‘Needle scratch!’ interjects Porter, and they both mime a DJ mixing a record.


‘Then, right,’ says Lisa-Marie, ‘we got wind that a film crew were making a documentary about The Golden Bones and with a little sleuthing we learned they’re actually filming at Sir Frank Churcher’s house on the Vale of Health, London NW3, today, right now, so we are en route and hoping for an interview with the great man himself! If you’re interested in coming along, we’ll be meeting at Hampstead Tube station at eleven.’


Fantastic, I think. Any remaining Bonehunters who didn’t know where Frank lived do now.










Chapter 12


Our first close encounter with a Bonehunter came when I was nine and Dominic was six. A woman calling herself Mary put a professional-looking card through our letterbox offering her services as a babysitter. It was only when Cora checked with the neighbours – not just Lal and Bridget, but other families in the Vale – and found that ours was the only house to have received such a card that she became suspicious. Something about the covering letter had also rung a bell: a turn of phrase, perhaps? Being Cora, she could not be more specific than that.


Bridget solved the riddle. She combed the archived correspondence, comparing details, and spotted that the telephone number ‘Mary’ had given also appeared on letters by a persistent Bonehunter called Jane Jones. Cora telephoned the number and let ‘Mary’ know that she was lucky she wasn’t calling the police.


Perhaps she should have.


Jane was playing a long game. Over the following months, she adopted another alter ego, Anne, and got cleaning work in a handful of houses on the Vale, including the Lallys’, so that by the time she approached Cora for a job she came with glowing references from people Cora trusted. Cora had never met ‘Mary’ and had no reason to be suspicious of ‘Anne’.


Jane was sprung when Cora caught her trying to pick the lock on Frank’s study, a camera swinging from a strap on her wrist. Jane broke down immediately, confessed that she had only been trying to find out the truth and said that she would die if she didn’t find Elinore’s last bone.


Cora sacked Jane and changed the locks. This time the police were called. Jane got a rap on the knuckles. She didn’t die, but she did leave us alone.


And then, a few years later, along came Ingrid.


 


Ingrid Morrison had an IQ of 145. She won a scholarship to St Paul’s School for Girls, obtained three As at A-level when those were still the grades of an outlier, and a place to read philosophy and literature at the University of Warwick. During her first term, what had been a perfectionist work ethic mutated into something else. She stayed up all night pursuing complicated logic problems that went far beyond undergraduate-level study, and then punched through another threshold, from reality into madness. She became convinced that one of her tutors was sending her coded messages through the text of Hegel’s famously impenetrable The Phenomenology of Spirit.


That tutor flagged Ingrid to student welfare and a stay on a psychiatric ward followed. In hospital she begged for reading material, but, in hands like hers, ideas were considered loaded guns. A well-meaning doctor steered Ingrid away from heavyweight text that might feed her imagination and gave her a picture book instead, one that he had enjoyed during a convalescence from a childhood illness. It was an unusual picture book: it had something to offer adults as well as children.


It doesn’t take a genius to see where this is going.


In the time it took her to read The Golden Bones, Ingrid transferred her obsession from her tutor to Elinore. The doctors were so pleased that she no longer carried a torch for her tutor that they overlooked the wildfire taking hold inside her. She solved four of the seven clues on her own, correctly identifying the resting places of the skull, the ribcage, the left arm and the right leg, with only her lightning mind and a poorly stocked hospital library to guide her.


The doctors thought it was nice that she had a hobby.


The inpatient became an outpatient, and The Golden Bones became Ingrid’s life. She abandoned her degree, and drifted from unskilled job to unskilled job. Who has the energy for a career when they have a missing girl to find? She devoured all the back issues of Elinore’s Army magazine and through their contacts pages amassed penpals across the world, connecting with those who didn’t believe the search had truly been called off and sharing increasingly outlandish speculation about the missing pelvis. Most of them were to do with Frank: it was a scam, he was a fraud, he’d quietly slipped it to Velasco for a king’s ransom – but over time those theories began to centre on me.


Ingrid combed the song collections and libraries that had so fascinated scholars nearly a century earlier, and Cora in the sixties. She ran her white-gloved fingers over pages my mother had touched in Cambridge colleges, private libraries, Halsway Manor in Somerset, the British Library, and the Bodleian in Oxford. She found links to the ‘skeleton myth’ going back to Danish and Celtic folk songs, and at one point got very excited by the ancient Egyptians. What was Ingrid looking for? Well, the hunt rewarded research, and she thought that she could crack it where no one could. That the clue was not in the book but beyond it. No one had ever thought like that.


‘Because it’s bollocks,’ said Frank, when he was trying to explain what she had done to the police.


Nevertheless, she persisted, as the slogan on the T-shirt goes.


Ingrid’s mission took her all over England but it was three miles down the road from us, in Cecil Sharp House in Regent’s Park, that she struck gold. In their vast archive of traditional English songs, she found a slim pamphlet containing an earlier – and therefore arguably more authentic – transcription of ‘To Gather The Bones’. This version included four extra verses and made the better-known one read like an episode of My Little Pony. The Cecil Sharp Verses, as they came to be known, continued the narrative beyond Elinore’s resurrection. She bore Tam a daughter, but died in childbirth. The good old witch said that to bring Elinore back to life for a second time, she would need to take a bone from the baby. Tam offered his own life, but it was sacrifice or nothing. He closed his eyes so as not to see his baby torn apart; when he opened them, Elinore was nursing her little girl. The moral is probably something to do with men trusting women. You can see why this ending was omitted from the recorded version. Not exactly one for Top of the Pops.
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