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			Prologue

			3.20 a.m., 3 June 2015

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

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

			‘Get off and milk it!’ yells Dennis.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

			‘What the . . . ?’

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

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

		




		
			Chapter 1

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

			*

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

			‘What is it?’ says Ted.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

			‘And the rest of the skeleton.’

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

			‘What about the boss man?’ asks Ted.

			‘Speed awareness course,’ says Judy.

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

		




		
			Chapter 2

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

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

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

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

			‘Who is it?’

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

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

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

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

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

			‘Yes, sir.’

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

			‘She has four children?’

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

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

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

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

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

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

			*

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

			‘Vanished?’

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

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

			‘Denning Road.’

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

			‘Why me?’

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

			‘She did, did she? Which daughter?’

			‘Rebecca.’

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

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

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

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

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

		


OEBPS/Images/cover.jpg
THE SUNDAY TIMES BESTSELLER

‘One of
my favourite
series’

Val McDermid

e T .7-;‘;, R R S A "
“A Dr RUTH-GALLOWAY MYSTERY

-






OEBPS/Images/Quercus_logo.png
Quercus





