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			October 2014

			‘Well?’

			Bev runs her hands down her hips and gives me a wiggle.

			‘Well?’

			I say, ‘Great. Really nice.’ I’m not sure what to say.

			‘My jeans. They’re new.’

			‘Oh.’

			Now I know where my attention’s meant to be, I know how to focus. The jeans are a kind of washed-out indigo. Skinny-cut. Low-waisted, but not ridiculous. Slim dark leather belt, discreet scarlet buckle. The jeans are close-fitting enough that Bev’s phone makes a hard, flat shape in her back pocket. When I did a spell in Traffic, during my first two years in the police, and I was just a regular uniformed copper like everyone else, I remember an accident victim with very tight jeans, who suffered multiple fractures to both femurs. We had to cut her out of those jeans to get at the wounds. One of the paramedics did it with a scalpel, handling the blade delicately enough that it made only the finest pink graze down the girl’s thighs. Two parallel tracks pricked out in dots of blood.

			‘New jeans,’ I say. ‘They look great! Where did you get them?’

			‘It’s not about where I got them,’ she chides me mildly. ‘I’ve dropped a whole size. These are a ten.’

			She gyrates again, and now I know what to say, I say it with enough enthusiasm and repetition that Bev is satisfied. We finish getting changed and troop through to the chirpily upbeat café, where we get fruit smoothies and pasta salads.

			‘I mean these are Gap,’ she tells me, ‘And Gap does a fat size ten. My last ones were Next and they do a really thin size twelve, so in a way I haven’t gone down as much as you think, except that the Next ones were my target jeans – I bought them before I could really get into them – so I think I have actually. Gone down a size, I mean.’

			We go round again. The same little tour of girly chat.

			Bev and I have been swimming together now for more than a year. Once a week, pretty much without fail. She’s got thinner: her main ambition in all this. Me, I don’t think I’ve particularly changed shape, though Bev swears I have, but I’ve been running and doing weights too, and I’m now fitter and stronger than I’ve ever been, which isn’t saying a lot, but it’s still nice. I don’t even hate exercise the way I always assumed I would. I like it, actually.

			We finish our salads. Bev asks me if I’ll ‘help’ her with a low-fat granola. I say yes and she goes to get one.

			As she returns, two men heave themselves over towards our table. Their gait has that post-gym male slowness. A slowness designed to exhibit how much they’ve knackered their muscles, how buff they must be underneath their clothes.

			I set my face into its default mode for these encounters: mostly blank, but garnished with random, pre-emptive hostility.

			The men get close. One of the two – T-shirt tight over his pecs and biceps, gelled hair, a prowling smile – says, ‘Well? And how are the two prettiest girls in CID?’

			I say nothing.

			Bev – surprised, pleased, flustered – gives some kind of answer. Stays standing, I think because she wants to show off her newly resized legs. She introduces the men to me: Ellis Morgan and Hemi Godfrey. Both coppers. Both uniforms. Morgan in Traffic. Godfrey in some other division, I don’t know what.

			Everyone sits.

			I try, vaguely, to make nice, because I think Bev wants me to, but I’m already wondering how fast I can leave. Very fast, my normal answer.

			But then Godfrey says, ‘You want to go somewhere we can get a proper drink?’

			I’m thinking, ‘No, absolutely, definitely not,’ but Bev is saying, ‘Yes, that would be lovely, wouldn’t it, Fi?’ and throws me her female-solidarity look hard enough that it’s probably sticking out between my shoulder-blades.

			I say something. Not sure what, but more yes than no.

			There’s a discussion about arrangements. I don’t participate, but it’s agreed, I don’t know why, that we head for The Grape and Grain, a wine bar north of here which has some weird associations for me.

			We drive there in separate cars. Bev rides with me.

			‘That’s Hemi God-frey,’ she says. ‘You remember,’ and starts telling me things that I mostly don’t remember. But it’s clear enough that Bev is excited by the prospect of this not-quite-date date. Clear too that she wants me as her chaperone. The figleaf which allows us all to pretend that this isn’t a full-on mating dance.

			We drive over the estuary, where the Taff flows into Cardiff Bay. The last light of evening, a troubled orangey-grey, is dying behind us. Bev uses the vanity mirror in the passenger sun visor to reapply her make-up and scolds me mildly to drive smoothly. 

			I drive as smooth as a gusting wind permits. Her lips darken and the light dies and car headlamps thread a shining necklace over the turbulent grey.

			We get to the bar.

			Go inside.

			The first time I came here, I was wet through. Boots with holes in and a second-hand coat that wasn’t man enough for the weather. I arrived dripping, in the entrance, half-expecting one of the waiters to clear me away, the way you’d remove a drowned mouse or a dead pigeon.

			I think I’m standing like that now. Remembering.

			‘Fi, are you OK?’

			The words are nice, but there’s a steel in Bev’s voice which isn’t normally present. The steel is there to remind me that this is payback time. That Bev’s patient acceptance of my various faults – my forgetfulness, my ill-temper, my general weirdness – isn’t unconditional. My support of her whole diet-’n’-fitness thing has certainly ticked one box, but there are other conditions too and one of those, in the handsome shape of Hemi Godfrey, is even now coming over from the bar to greet us.

			I polish up one of my better smiles and give it to Bev. ‘I’m fine. I’m really fine. This’ll be fun.’

			We greet each other with kisses this time, which we hadn’t done earlier, as though the movement from gym to bar has nudged us over some invisible but important social boundary.

			Godfrey waves a twenty-pound note at the bar. ‘What can I get you?’

			He wants to go large. Get a bottle of fizz, something like that. But I don’t drink, Bev’s hardly a boozer, and even Morgan doesn’t want much, so we each go our own way. A glass of red for Morgan. White wine spritzer for Bev. Orange juice for me. Beer for Godfrey, which seems more natural to him than champagne would have done. As he guides us to our table, bleached wood under a swag of dried hops, he tries out his ‘two prettiest girls in CID’ line again, but it doesn’t work so well this time. Perhaps because we’re not the prettiest: Jane Alexander is definitely better looking than either of us, though she is, admittedly, a few years older. Or maybe because the paucity of real competition means that the compliment was always walking with a limp.

			A moment of doubt flickers round the table. The sudden tick of anxiety.

			I jump in. Do my bit. Be the friend that Bev wants me to be.

			‘Ellis, be a love, and get us some crisps or something. I’m starving. Hemi, you look like you’ve had a proper workout. Weights, was it? We mostly stick to swimming, me and Bev.’

			Morgan jumps up to get snacks. Godfrey jumps on the male-friendly conversational leads I’ve tossed him. Bev dives in after. Morgan comes back with a bowl of nuts and a plate of vaguely Italian-looking nibbles.

			I tear up a piece of salami and ask Morgan to tell me what’s new in the world of Traffic.

			He laughs. Glances sideways at the others. Leans forward and, in a confidential whisper, says, ‘How long before those two actually start snogging? And do you think we have to stay until they do?’

			I laugh.

			Conversation flows. It is mostly the Bev and Hemi show, but Morgan and I do enough that the necessary figleaf remains in place, no matter that it has a tattered, end-of-season curl to it.

			I hated my time in Traffic. Hated it, even though I love corpses and love driving, and Traffic supplied both things with far greater frequency than my current berth in Major Crimes ever does.

			But Morgan, it turns out, is not an idiot. Nor does he, any longer, spend his time scraping cars and corpses from these city streets. Instead, he’s attached to a small liaison unit that works with the University Hospital, the city’s highways department, the ambulance service and – inevitably – some computer types working on strategies to drive down the frequency and severity of accidents. Morgan doesn’t boast about it, but it sounds like he’s in charge of things and that his team is doing good, intelligent, valuable work.

			At one point, he asks, ‘Sorry, I didn’t get your name properly. It’s Fiona . . .?’

			‘Griffiths. Fiona or just Fi, whichever.’

			He nods, as though docketing the information in a file already partially filled. He doesn’t tell me what’s already in the file.

			Bev is now playing with her necklace and laughing at almost everything Godfrey is saying. Godfrey’s face is shining and pink. His energy is up, a cocker spaniel scenting pheasant.

			I’m thinking I’ve done enough, it’s OK to leave now, and I guess Morgan is thinking the same. Then his phone goes.

			A work call. He goes outside to take it.

			I play with an olive and pretend to be interested in whatever Bev and Godfrey are talking about now.

			Morgan returns, but doesn’t sit. He’s got that important-work-thing face that people get.

			Godfrey says, ‘Are you OK, mate?’

			‘Yes. Big bloody problem outside Brecon, though. Chemical tanker overturned. Spilled its load. The car behind smacked into it. Whole damn thing ignited.’

			‘Brecon? But that wouldn’t be in Cardiff, now, would it?’

			Godfrey glances at Bev, hoping to get another harvest of necklace-twisting laughter, but Morgan’s face is too serious for that.

			He looks at me.

			‘My car’s in Penarth. I can get a squad car, or . . .’

			I roll my eyes.

			‘You haven’t had a drink, have you?’ he adds.

			‘No.’

			‘Do you mind?’

			‘No.’

			He looks at Bev and Godfrey, his mind already elsewhere. He tells them to have a good evening, but I already have my coat on and in less than a minute we’re in my car and heading north.

			Morgan’s on the phone again. Talking to the officers on the scene. Then making other calls, commandeering resources from Cardiff and Bridgend.

			As we cross the M4, and between calls, he says to me, ‘Wind’s pushing the smoke over Brecon. They’re starting to evacuate.’

			He doesn’t add, because he doesn’t need to, that Dyfed-Powys’s tiny rural force will be overwhelmed by the sudden demand on resources. We’re not the only ones now flying north to help.

			I say, because Morgan is an inspector and senior to me, ‘Permission to speed?’

			He says yes, and I start driving the way I always want to. Racing over the black tarmac. Swerving past the cars ahead, when the road permits. Pushing the car up to ninety-five on the straights, braking hard just before we hit the bends.

			Nantgarw.

			Pontypridd.

			Cilfynydd.

			On a roundabout outside Abercynon, I misjudge my speeds a bit and we skid a few yards before my little Alfa-Romeo collects her nerve and agrees to head for the road ahead of us, not the thickly wooded bank rising to the side.

			Morgan smiles. Says, ‘Steady.’ But I keep my speed up and my foot down.

			Merthyr.

			Aberfan.

			Pentrebach.

			Morgan says, ‘I’ll find someone to run me back later. No need to stay.’

			I nod. But my face is with the road and the road is heading up into the mountains. We pass the Llwyn-on Reservoir doing more than seventy. The wind here is both strong and gusty and I drive by feel as much as sight.

			Morgan says, ‘You’re the Fiona who’s Roy Williams’s friend, right?’

			Roy Williams: a former colleague of mine. I’m not his friend, not really. But I once helped extricate him from a situation that was blackly menacing to us both, and he’s remained a steadfastly loyal ally ever since.

			‘Roy? Yes.’

			Morgan nods, satisfied. ‘He told me you were mental.’

			Cantref.

			The high pass over the Beacons. Pen-y-fan inkily dark against a purple horizon.

			Then the swoop down towards Brecon and the A40. An empty landscape.

			Sheep, trees, wind, grass.

			The distance ahead of us burns with light. Not the tanker fire any longer – that will have long since been extinguished – but the bright white of emergency incident lighting, shot through with the flash of blue lights, the sombre amber of recovery vehicles.

			Morgan gets on the phone again. Confirms our location. Tells me where he wants to be set down.

			We drive on in silence.

			The windows are closed but the air coming in through the vents has an acrid, burned metal scent to it.

			I say, ‘Do they know what spilled?’

			‘Isocyanates.’

			I don’t know what to say to that, so say nothing. It doesn’t sound good, though.

			As we get close to the makeshift evacuation HQ – a couple of vans and a white tent thrown up on the A40 on the Sennybridge side of Brecon – Morgan says, ‘Thanks for the ride. And for not quite killing me.’

			He meets up with whoever’s commanding the Dyfed-Powys operation. Disappears into the tent. Disappears, I expect, from my life, unless by some appalling mischance the gods of policing ever send me to work in his Traffic Incident Harm Reduction Unit.

			Someone from Dyfed-Powys approaches me, offering a cotton facemask and a mug of tea.

			How you know you’re in Britain: at the scene of every major emergency, someone’s thought to bring along a tea urn.

			I don’t normally drink caffeinated tea, but I don’t particularly want to head home just yet, so I take both gifts, the face mask and the tea. Don’t wear the former or drink the latter. Lean against the flank of my gently panting car, feeling the coltish mountain air compete with the burned-brown scent that returns whenever the wind drops.

			People – some in hazchem suits, mostly just in anoraks and woolly hats – pass me by with little more than a look. A yellow generator powers two banks of floodlights. The grass at the tent entrance is already being trodden into mud. Vehicles come and go.

			I drink some tea.

			Someone asks me where he can find Jim Jones. I point at the tent, not because I know if there’s a Jim Jones there but because it’s easier than saying something.

			Drink a bit more tea. Pour the rest away.

			A scrap of moonlight plates our little world with silver.

			I put the face mask on to see if it makes a difference to the smell. I don’t think it does, but I’m not sure.

			Then another person, a uniform, Dyfed-Powys not one of ours, approaches.

			‘South Wales CID? You’re the one who brought Inspector Morgan?’

			‘Yes.’

			‘Listen. We’ve had a crime reported. The country above Pen-y-cae. We’ve got no officers spare. Crime report came in on a mobile and—’ He shakes his head. When you get an emergency like this, every damn fool in the area gets on their mobile and the network collapses under the burden.

			He stares, wanting a response.

			The guy is older than me, bigger than me. I can’t tell if he’s senior or not, because his coat covers his rank insignia. Either way, he can’t really order me around. Out here, I’m a long way off my patch and I’m under no obligation to take orders from other forces.

			I’m about to be obstreperous, for no particular reason except that I like to exhibit consistency in all that I do, but then decide I don’t care anyway. A long mountain drive beneath this racing moon? What have I got that’s better than that?

			So I say yes. Meekly nod, take details. Suddenly wish I’d drunk the tea I’ve thrown away, but don’t make a fuss even about that.

			Climb back into my car and return to the hills. The wild country above Pen-y-cae.
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			I don’t, this time, drive like I have seven devils on my tail. Don’t drive like the lunatic I mostly am.

			I lack an excuse now, with no Major Emergency to bend the rules for me. But my mood’s changed too. The racing journey to Brecon was good, but I drive back over the mountains with almost legal quietness.

			Not to Pen-y-cae itself. The report came from one of the little valleys creasing the hills down into Cray and I make my way there, first to Cray and then into the winding lanes beyond.

			Hedges, of hawthorn and hazel, press close, their tops rising much higher than the car.

			Through the gaps, the gates and farm openings, I get scattered glimpses of fields, low barns, the slope of mountain.

			Deep Wales. Real Wales.

			This is the Wales that pre-existed the Romans, that will outlast our foolish time on earth, our crawl across the face of this dark planet.

			My attention is divided between the narrow road ahead of me and the blue glow of my phone sat-nav.

			The phone hasn’t travelled these parts before and the poor dear looks nervously uncertain. But she proves a trusty guide all the same.

			We fetch up at a small village. Two or three dozen houses. A stone church, a tiny pub.

			Ystradfflur. The valley of flowers.

			I park. Take cuffs, latex gloves and evidence bags from my glovebox. Get a torch out of the boot, but I’ve hardly flicked it on before a dark shape arrives beside me.

			‘Police?’

			‘Yes. Detective Sergeant Fiona Griffiths. I understand there’s a—’

			But the truth is, I understand nothing and my mostly invisible interlocutor seems to know that.

			‘It’s up here. Brace yourself.’

			Into the churchyard. A black metal gate swinging unlatched. The moan of a yew tree sifting the wind. Torches whose beams probe the darkness in the far corner of the graveyard.

			The church itself is unlit, except for a dim lamp shining in a room to the side.

			We walk towards the torches. On a tarmac path at first, then step off. The brush of long grass wet around my ankles. 

			An outbuilding of some sort. Two men – the ones holding the torches – outside it.

			They peel away from it and towards us. Words exchanged through the darkness.

			They’re words I don’t hear, or don’t respond to, because by now I’ve seen in through the little building’s doorway.

			Candles. Ten or twelve of them, sputtering but alight. Perhaps the same number again which have been blown out by the travelling wind.

			A wooden table. A table-top laid over trestles. Nothing fancy. The sort of thing you’d see at a village fete or agricultural show.

			And a young woman.

			Dead. I know she’s dead before I even step towards her.

			Know she’s dead from the stillness in her chest. The fall of her hands. The cast of her skin.

			Know it from the supreme peacefulness of this little mise en scène, the way the weather quiets itself in her presence.

			She’s dressed in white. Knee-length dress. Summery. Cottony pintucks and broderie anglaise.

			No shoes. No coat. No cardigan even, as this wild October howls outside.

			No sign of injury. No cut, no bruise, no stain of red.

			Her right hand has fallen off the table. A slim hand points to the floor as though begging for early burial.

			Her left hand is folded over her belly, but doesn’t touch it. A black book lies between her hand and her stomach. Leather cover, gold edging.

			The woman has long blonde hair that flows over the end of the table. She’s attractive. Tallish. Hard to tell her height exactly because she’s lying down, but a good few inches taller than me. Nice skin. Brown eyes. Pretty face.

			I spend a moment taking in the scene, its loveliness, its sweet perfection. Then – a good girl, a detective sergeant trying hard not to foul up everything she touches in the first ten minutes of getting involved – I snap into police mode.

			Pull my gloves on.

			Check the woman’s lips for the faintest ghost of breath. Check for a pulse, in her wrist but also her neck.

			She is glassily still, glassily cold.

			Blood has started to pool on the underside of her calves, her fallen arm.

			‘Who is she? Do you have an ID?’

			‘Never seen her before. She’s not from round by here.’

			All three men, the same answer. Shaking heads and looks of mystification.

			‘OK, now I need everyone back. Onto the path, then out of the churchyard. Have any of you touched her? Has anything been moved? I’m going to need your names and contact details. On the path there, please stay on the tarmac. What’s your name, sorry? Huw? OK, Huw, I’m going to ask you to guard the gateway here. No one allowed in except emergency services. No exceptions, no excuses. Got that? And you, Gavin, what’s the other side of that little building there? A field, is it? OK, same thing for you if you don’t mind. Take the gate. No one in or out. If you see anyone where you think they shouldn’t be, you shout like hell. Now, Dafydd, tell me, is there by any chance a doctor in the village? No? Cray, anywhere local? No, OK. Have any of you called the police on a phone that actually works? Like a landline, you remember those?’

			And yes, they’d tried obviously. But the winds have brought down a phone line somewhere. And the mobile signal, never good, seems completely absent, either because of the overload or, more likely, because the local mast has lost power.

			And right now, there are two detective sergeants who stand here in this darkness that’s lanced through with our torchbeams.

			One detective sergeant is a good officer. She recognises that it makes sense to secure the scene as fast as possible, which means summoning resources from South Wales. Neath and Merthyr lie no more than half an hour away. It would take longer than that to assemble all the resources we truly need – the divisional surgeon, SOCOs, whoever the nearest duty officer is, and enough uniformed support to secure the crime scene and start securing statements – but all those things are going to arrive far quicker from our side of the Beacons than if we try to get them from the overburdened Dyfed-Powys force.

			The bad detective sergeant knows all that. Knows that every Dyfed-Powys officer within fifty miles will be fully occupied with the chaos down on the Brecon-Sennybridge road. And before the good detective sergeant has even cleared her throat, the bad one is issuing her instructions.

			‘OK, Dafydd, I’m going to ask you to take a message through to Brecon. There’s been a bad accident on the A40, and you’ll find a makeshift command centre . . .’

			I give him the necessary details. Who to ask for, what to say. Scribble a note to minimise the possibility of error. The note says, ‘Dead white female 20s found Ystradfflur. No signs of violence. Onset of lividity. Scene secured. Forensic examination will need to cover churchyard & field. Request divisional surgeon, SOCOs, uniformed resources when available. Will remain on site until relieved.’

			Dafydd has a car, a Land Rover, parked no distance from mine. He roars off into the night with a backsplatter of mud and a sense of mission.

			‘Drive slowly, Dafydd,’ I murmur.

			I check that Gavin and Huw both know what they’re doing. They do.

			I re-park my car, lights flashing, outside the entrance to the church. I’m blocking the entire lane, but that’s intentional. Whoever put the dead body in the little outbuilding either carried her from somewhere very close by – improbable, since none of the local men recognise her – or, more likely, brought her by car. If they brought her by car, they’d have parked as close to the church as possible, to make their journey shorter and easier. I’ve no idea whether there’ll be any forensically significant evidence present, but I don’t want the passage of some tractor to wreck anything that we do have. I tell Huw to stay in my car with the windows wound down, so that he can’t himself compromise anything further.

			I re-enter the churchyard.

			Hesitate. I want to return to the saintly beauty of my corpse, but I should do my job too.

			Head for the dimly lit room beside the church. The vestry, I assume.

			Try the door. It opens.

			Not much there. No corpses. No blood. No signs of struggle.

			A small table, a couple of chairs. A small brown teapot. Two mugs, a kettle.

			A forgotten scarf.

			A brown pottery bowl holding a wooden acorn and about thirty pence in small change.

			An old wooden cupboard, full-height, warped by age and damp. One door hanging a little open. Inside: no bodies, no obvious murder weapons. Just the kind of stuff that I assume most churches have. Spare hymn books. Candles. A couple of shrink-wrapped packs of communion wafers. Wine. Some clerical robes. Spare tea bags. An order of service that says, ‘The Church of St David at Ystradfflur’.

			A musty smell.

			I try the door into the church proper. It’s locked. No obvious keys.

			Try the church’s main door, the west door. Also locked.

			I stand outside in the wind. Feeling its pull at my coat, trousers, hair.

			I’m not thinking anything at all. I suddenly find myself not in space, not in time. There is nothing more of me than the momentary now: a flapping wind and a stone church rising into blackness. Nothing distinguishes me from them, or me from anything.

			I don’t know how long I’m there. With the flapping wind. The towered stone.

			Then it changes. Alters back to how it was: a small detective alone in a churchyard that holds one dead person too many.

			I return to the outhouse.

			Its occupant is, I know already, my best-ever corpse. Quite likely the best one I’ll ever have. Better even than the time I lifted Mary Langton’s head, black and dripping, from a bucket of oil.

			I have an urge, a very strong one, to get a joint from my car and perfect the moment, but I know that I’d never manage to keep the scene forensically clear of ash, not in this wind and this darkness. And in any case, this corpse is so good, she’s beyond improvement.

			I use my phone to take photos of the scene from every angle. Interior. Exterior. Close up. Wide view.

			That photography will be need to done again, and properly, as soon as the SOCOs arrive, but it’s still better to have a record from as early as possible.

			There’s not much more I can do but wait, and wait is what I long to do. To plunge into the moment. Without noisy interruption. Just me and my dead friend, alone in this stormy night.

			I smell her hair. It’s new washed. Pale blonde and well cared for. Thick, high- and low-lights, glossy. The smell is of shampoo, but there’s an aroma of something else as well. Middle eastern, exotic.

			Feel her fallen hand.

			Soft skin. Becoming translucent in death. Clean fingernails, no polish and kept short. Cut back, maybe, not filed, though I’m hardly an expert.

			No make-up. Neat eyebrows. A tiny prickle of leg hair. Not much, but more than most girls would allow to grow.

			‘Who are you, love? And why are you here?’

			She doesn’t tell me, bless her, but she’s a bit too dead to speak. I decide that she needs a name, so I give her one: Carlotta.

			I don’t know why I choose that.

			I tell her, ‘Don’t worry, Carlotta, we’ll find out. We’ll make it all OK. We’ll make everything OK.’

			Everything, that is, except for making her not-dead: a legitimate enough quibble if she chose to raise it, but she keeps her silence.

			I spend time stroking her hair with my latex-covered hand. I want to trace the curves of her beautiful face, her lifeless body, but I’m painfully aware of the minute forensic exploration which will shortly follow and I limit myself as much as I can bear.

			Limit myself and listen out for the blast of sirens which will signal the end of this little paradise.

			No sound, no sirens, beyond the blowing wind.

			And my note, of course, was designed to delay the inevitable for as long as possible. ‘Onset of lividity’: something that happens only hours after death, thereby signalling that there’s no great need to rush a doctor up here, because the fact of death is already well-established. ‘No signs of violence’: which is true, but which implies that what we have here is a natural death, not a murder, though the entire set-up here strongly suggests some kind of foul play. ‘Scene secured’: so don’t rush. ‘Forensic examination will need to cover churchyard & field’: so even if you get here tonight, you’ll be unable to achieve anything useful until dawn.

			‘Will remain on site until relieved’: don’t worry, folks, South Wales CID is here, you just take care of your road accident and we’ll sort things out in the morning.

			Time passes.

			The candles flicker, but stay alight. The yews in the churchyard try and fail to catch the wind.

			I stand for a while, stroking Carlotta’s hair, then go out to check that Gavin and Huw are doing their stuff.

			They are. I apologise for how long it’s taking to get people up here, ‘but there’s a hell of a mess in Brecon. It could take a bit of time.’

			Gavin and Huw are either farmers or farm-workers. They’re used to night-time lambing, milking cattle in the grey hours before dawn. Guarding this blowing churchyard is no great hardship. Gavin sits by the field gate as though part of it.

			I return to Carlotta. Stroke those dead lips, just once, then sit on the floor, holding her dead hand and listening to the wind.

			The candles burn. The wind blows. The night passes.

			At half-past two, my phone signal returns. A sadness, but I’ve already had longer here alone than I could have hoped.

			I call Brecon. Ask, with undisguised impatience, just how long it’s going to take them to get up here.

			Get a muzzily exhausted response. I think my little outpost has been all but forgotten in the mayhem.

			‘Are you saying you need resources now?’ asks the operator.

			‘I’m saying I have a corpse, a ton of suspicious circumstances, and I’ve been waiting God knows how long for any support whatsoever.’

			We snipe at each other a bit until the operator decides she doesn’t care. ‘We’ll get on to it,’ she says.

			I made the call from outside in the churchyard. Partly so I could do it in Gavin’s hearing. Partly because the signal was better in the open air.

			When I re-enter Carlotta’s little funeral chamber, I tell her we don’t have long left. ‘It’s going to get quite busy, I’m afraid.’

			She hears me out, but doesn’t answer.

			I feel her lips again.

			Because she is lying on her back, the blood has drained from the soft tissues of her face and is pooling at the back of her skull and neck. Lips normally get thinner under those circumstances, lose some of that youthful fullness, but Carlotta’s mouth looks quite pert still. She’s not plump, not by any stretch, but her body has a softness to it, an almost old-fashioned fullness.

			I don’t touch her dress, but I do smell it. It smells clean, looks clean. Some corpses excrete or urinate post-mortem, but Carlotta has kept things tidy. She’s that kind of girl.

			I smell the hair, the candles, the hair again.

			The vestry was musty. The hair smells different from that.

			Carlotta and I keep vigil together. She on her side of that dark line, me on mine. Our little ship riding the night.

			Then – too soon, too soon – I become aware of blue lights outside. Torch beams.

			I press Carlotta’s hand to my lips. Not a farewell, really, just a farewell to this phase.

			The introductions are over. The investigation is about to begin.
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			Dawn. 

			Alun Burnett, a heavy-set DI from Carmarthen, sits in the vestry opposite me. The mugs, teapot, kettle, and some other bits have been removed in evidence bags, but Gavin-the-Gate’s wife has produced tea and bacon butties from her non-crime-scene-relevant kitchen, and Burnett and I are alone with our treasure.

			Burnett says, ‘Cardiff? CID?’

			I nod. ‘Major Crime. Under Dennis Jackson.’

			Burnett stares at me from eyes so deep he must spend his whole life walking through shadows.

			Burnett’s force is a tiny one. Just over a thousand officers, of whom a full nine hundred are lowly constables. That force is spread out over the largest police region in England and Wales. The largest and one of the safest. Burnett has, quite possibly, never encountered a murder or, if he has, he’s probably never encountered a good one, the sort that actually requires complex investigation.

			‘I’m not just handing this over,’ he says.

			I shrug. I’m not asking him to and it wouldn’t be my decision anyway.

			‘But I’m not saying we mightn’t need some assistance.’

			I take a bite of my bacon butty. It’s got butter and some of the fat from frying, and the bacon inside is still warm. It’s like the food-equivalent of a hot water bottle except, presumably, more fattening.

			Burnett looks like a man who’d know what to do with a bacon butty, but he’s holding it away from him like someone who’s found an unexploded mortar shell in their garden.

			I say, ‘Jackson isn’t into land grab just for the sake of it. I mean, if this investigation is being properly conducted, why give himself more work?’

			Burnett nods.

			‘Manpower shouldn’t be a problem,’ he says.

			‘Or womanpower,’ I say, for no reason, except to be annoying.

			‘Or womanpower,’ he echoes, but in a way that doesn’t really tell me if he’s annoyed or not.

			I take another bite of my butty. He starts in on his and, once he’s had the first mouthful, he realises how good it is and starts to snarf it down.

			‘Theoretically,’ I say, with my mouth still full, ‘if this investigation was taking place in Cardiff?’

			That isn’t, I know, a complete sentence, and I did that annoying teenage thing of letting my voice rise towards the end. A High Rising Terminal, it’s called in the lingo.

			Burnett says, ‘Yes?’

			‘OK, we’ve already covered a lot of the basics. Divisional surgeon has confirmed death. Corpse secured and removed. Scene’s been secured. Photographs taken. Movable evidence removed. I know there were some delays in doing all that – ’ Burnett and I have already yapped about whose fault it was that they arrived so late – ‘but no real harm done.’

			Burnett nods. Chews and nods.

			‘Now it’s daylight, we’d be looking at a fingertip search of the churchyard and the field the other side. Every damn officer you can get. SOCOs to supervise. Exhibits officer on hand the whole time.’

			Burnett nods.

			‘And any CCTV at all. Vehicle movements from the ANPR system. Given where we are, we’d be incredibly lucky to get anything useful, but we have to do it anyway. There were plenty of police vehicles on the A40, so we’ll have a very full record of any movements there.’

			Burnett nods.

			‘We’d need to interview everyone in the village. What their movements were. If they saw anything out of the ordinary. Any vehicle they didn’t recognise or which looked too clean or out of place. These small villages, people know each other. You can ask questions which wouldn’t make sense in town.’

			Burnett nods. He knows that, of course.

			‘Missing Persons. Check the Bureau website, obviously, but you need to call as well.’ I give him the names of some people at the NCA he should talk to. ‘Get one of their analysts on it and stay right on top of whatever they’re doing. That’s where an ID is most likely going to come from.’

			Another nod. But now Burnett is taking notes as well, his fingers still agleam with bacon fat.

			‘The pathologist,’ I say. ‘I assume you’ll be working with the University Hospital?’ Cardiff, in other words, not Carmarthen.

			Burnett nods. ‘Yes. We wouldn’t have the experience . . .’

			‘Good, then you’ll be working with a pathologist who knows what he’s doing. First thing to get is a cause of death, of course. But I think you’ll want to be a bit more specific in your briefing.’

			‘Go on.’

			‘OK, the deceased was a young, attractive woman. Her hair was clean. Washed sufficiently recently that it still smelled of shampoo. But I think her nails were cut, not filed, and they were cut quite close too. That hair on her legs. I think maybe she hadn’t shaved them for a week or more. I mean, plenty of women don’t, but ones who look like Carlotta? They shave their legs.’

			‘Carlotta?’ Burnett is doing raised eyebrows at me. He’s laughing at me, I think. ‘Carlotta?’

			‘She needs a name. I always give ’em one anyway.’ I shrug and continue. ‘We need whatever a pathologist can give us there. Were the nails cut or filed? How much hair growth was there on the legs? Other things too. She has highlights and lowlights in her hair. When do we think those were last done? Can we identify any products used? Her lips. Did you notice those? Look, it’s hard to tell without professional examination, but her lips didn’t lose fullness the way I’d have expected. I think there might be fillers there. Collagen or whatever. If that’s correct, and if we can identify anything about the kind of filler used, we might be able to get a list of the clinics that use that type of filler, then show them photos, see if we can get an ID. If there’s evidence of other cosmetic procedures, that would be potentially helpful in the same way.’

			I continue. The black leather book was a Bible, of course. We suspect that it and the candles were both taken from the vestry, but that conjecture still needs to be verified. Carlotta was also wearing a dress that was totally unsuited to the weather. Any forensic data regarding her dress or her underwear could be critical. I run through a handful of other points, including the boring technicalities which matter a lot. How to run an incident room. The importance of getting a really good indexer. That, and a top-quality action manager. ‘Those two roles are the most important, really. I mean, apart from the SIO, obviously.’

			I shut up.

			My face moves involuntarily, I don’t know why or what it signifies.

			Burnett looks at me.

			‘You done?’

			‘Yes. I mean, for now.’

			‘We’re not total newbies, you know. We do get incidents like this.’ He mentions a death in Rhayader last year. A dead man in a burned-out van. Something the year before. A dead girl, Nia Lewis, found dead in a tangle of nettles in a wet field edge by Tregaron.

			I say, ‘Yes.’

			I don’t say that I had something to do with both incidents. That the first occupant of that unholy van was me.

			Maybe my face indicates something, maybe it doesn’t. In any case, Burnett stares at me a couple of moments, then clicks his biro to the off position. Jabs its now-blunted end at the vestry door, and the church and outhouse beyond.

			‘Weird, though. Why here? I mean, of all the places to choose.’

			I say something to that. Yes, Ystradfflur is small, but then if you want to deposit your corpse somewhere remote . . .

			Get halfway through that interesting and investigatively useful soliloquy before realising that I’ve misunderstood. Burnett signals my misunderstanding with broad shakes of his head.

			‘No, I get that. This village, I mean. But that building out there. I mean, how many churches still have them? One in a hundred? Probably not even that.’

			I’m muddy with lack of sleep, but his words wake me.

			I don’t know what my face does or says, but he says, ‘You don’t know what it is, do you? That place you spent the night?’

			No. No, I don’t. But all of a sudden I feel the touch of something even stranger than the various varieties of strange I’ve already encountered these past few hours. The cold fingers of premonition, an icy déjà vu, tingle on the back of my neck.

			Burnett says, ‘A beer house. They used to be quite common, but . . .’

			I don’t understand.

			‘Beer house? Beer as in pub?’

			He laughs. ‘Bier, as in funeral bier. It was a Victorian thing. Back in the day, if your granny died, you just laid her out in your front room till it was time to bury her. Nowhere else to put her, nowhere respectful. Of course, a lot of families didn’t even have a front room. They just had a common living area below, a sleeping area above. So the corpse was laid out right in the middle of the family accommodation, sometimes for days at a time. The Victorians didn’t like all that – unhygienic, you know – and built these bier houses. So your granny could lie out, under shelter and on consecrated ground, until it was her time to go below.’

			I shiver a little at that. A shiver of delight, really, at the perfection of it all. Carlotta was only the last of the many corpses to have lain out there. Perhaps vigils were common too. Perhaps my long night’s watch was once commonplace too. Carlotta and I, the unknowing inheritors of a much-longer tradition.

			Burnett chuckles at me wanting to see if I’m creeped out, but he’s chuckling at the wrong girl, and I think he sees it.

			Disappointed, he checks his tea – cold, but still worth swigging down – and butty: crusts only, nothing worth salvaging. He stands up.

			‘They’re not mostly called bier houses, though. Too formal, I suppose. I don’t know what they call theirs in Ystradfflur, but we had one in the village where I grew up and everyone just called it the dead house.’ He grins at me, summoning energy for the long day ahead. ‘A corpse in a dead house? It’s only natural.’

			And with that, we exit that gloomy vestry into an Ystradfllur October dawn.

			An eastern light, the colour of floodwater, fills the valley. Damp rags of early morning mist hang, unmoving, between the yew trees.  The same mist exhales from the fields beyond, dewy and silver, standing no more than a foot or two high, but thick, almost solid. Fifty yards away, a bullock stares at us. Its feet are invisible and the big animal appears to float. A magic trick, no strings.

			Hills rise to either side.

			Who are you, Carlotta? And what brought you here?

			Poor, dead Carlotta doesn’t have an answer, but answers aren’t her job. They’re mine.
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			Midday, or a little after. I’m eating an apple and one of the sandwiches that arrived with one of the vanloads of uniforms from Carmarthen. I’m sitting on a stone wall and turn my face up to gather any warmth being offered by an unconfident sun.

			Yawn.

			Burnett, passing, sees me.

			‘Tired?’

			‘I’m fine.’

			‘You didn’t get any sleep though. When did you start yesterday?’

			‘Eight-thirty. In the morning, I mean. I wasn’t on duty last night.’

			‘Twenty-seven hours, twenty-eight? OK. Bugger off. Go home. Sleep. Call me tomorrow.’

			I nod. Technically, I’d say Burnett is within his rights to tell me to bugger off, but is exceeding his authority in telling me to go home. When I cross back over the Beacons, I’m off his patch and can go anywhere I like.

			I don’t say that, though. Just hold up my sandwich, meaning, ‘I’ll go after this.’

			In the churchyard, twenty-five officers in hi-vis jackets comb the ground. Any scrap of fallen tissue, every thread of agricultural twine is being meticulously photographed, collected, bagged and logged. Same thing in the field, except it’s bigger and there are, so far, only ten officers, fanning out from the entrance gate.

			By now, Burnett’s guys have knocked on every door in Ystradfflur. Not just the little village centre, but the cottages and farms up in the surrounding hills too.

			Have you lost a twenty-something woman, last seen wearing a pretty little cotton sundress? Thing is we’ve found one. She’s basically fine – I mean, yes, a bit dead, admittedly – but apart from that, really fine.

			Nothing.

			Nothing but puzzlement. A bit of surprise too, maybe, but nothing as strong even as shock. I don’t think that’s a sign of some collective guilt, just the rhythm of these country parts is different. Less labile. More accepting of what comes. Storms and sunshine. Birth and death. Dead girls in village churchyards.

			Burnett says, ‘Thanks for your help. It’s made a big difference.’

			I shrug. All part of the service.

			And the investigation does feel tidy now. Well organised. Resources have been moving north from Cardiff and Bridgend all morning, but they’ll go home reporting on an efficiently managed scene, a properly conducted inquiry.

			I finish my sandwich.

			Burnett’s face says, ‘Bugger off.’ It might even say, ‘Bugger off, right now, no excuses.’

			So I do.

			I don’t want to go home yet, but I don’t feel like going back to Cathays, to the office.

			So to start with, I just drive. Anywhere my car feels like going. We choose our road according to how the light gleams from the asphalt and whether the hedges are full of wild clematis and the tilt of brown-flanked hills above.

			I don’t drive fast. Don’t drive slow. Leave the radio on silent and ignore my phone.

			Drive without plan, except that when the Beacons’ four peaks – Corn Du, Pen y Fan, Cribyn, Fan y Big – gather on the horizon, steel shapes clustered against the sky, I’m not surprised.

			I drive the last part of the way with only one hand on the wheel, the other groping emptily inside my jacket, the pocket on the car door. It’s a gun I’m looking for, I realise, but I don’t have one. Not here. Haven’t so much as touched one since the last time I was here.

			The road rises abruptly. A dirt track curves off to the left.

			I take the track.

			A farmhouse. Cleaned up, but scorch marks still visible on the grey stone.

			A barn converted into offices once. Nicely done. Fancy fittings. Expensive.

			The place is a mess now. Ruined walls, blackened rafters. Old black-and-yellow caution tape flaps from an empty doorway. The interior still crunches with cinders and fallen masonry.

			A couple of years back, I was meant to have died in that barn. Me and a handful of others, no longer wanted by the gangsters who employed us. I escaped, obviously, but the whole situation descended into mayhem, only partly of my making.

			I sit on the barn steps, wanting a cigarette. I don’t have one, but the craving is strong enough that I go to my car and get a joint from the little stash I keep with the tyre irons and my emergency chocolate.

			Smoke.

			Grey smoke, grey sky.

			If I wanted to die one windy October day, I probably wouldn’t choose a little broderie sundress to do it in.

			If I was going to the trouble of washing my hair, all ready for my death-day, I’d probably file my nails and shave my legs at the same time.

			But if I wanted to lie out, dead, one stormy October night, I don’t think I could have chosen a better place to do it. Carlotta, it seems to me, is a woman of style, taste and tact. I’ll enjoy getting to know her.

			I finish my joint.

			Lean back against the wall.

			Let the pale sun watch me as I snooze.
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			The next day.

			Jackson wears glasses now. I don’t know if he always did, or if he really needs them even. I half-suspect they’re just a sort of stage prop. A way of lending an academic touch to his natural jowly toughness.

			He reads, or sort of reads, from an email on-screen.

			‘Blah, blah. Death being treated as suspicious. Blah. Limited resources. Blah. Dyfed-Powys Force confident of managing the operation effectively blah.’ He looks over and interprets for me, ‘Basically, don’t think we’re thick-as-pigshit country coppers.’

			‘Sheepshit,’ I say. ‘It’s not really pig country, is it?’

			‘No, but “sheepshit” doesn’t sound right.’

			‘And pigs are intelligent. They’re meant to be cleverer than dogs.’

			‘That’s not saying much. My dog’s an idiot.’

			There’s a pause while we wonder whether we’ve got off track and whose job it is to get us back again.

			Jackson’s, it turns out. He returns to his email. He still skips chunks, but the blahs have gone. ‘“Various specific resource requests . . . In particular, maintain current level of forensics support . . . data analysts as needed . . . supply a constable or similar with strong experience as an indexer in an MIR,” and, what about this?, “supply a DS with good experience in Major Crimes to support DI Burnett in a variety of roles.”’

			I keep my face flat.

			‘Mervyn Rogers,’ says Jackson, ‘He’s got a ton of experience. Or Jane Alexander.’

			My face stays motionless.

			Jackson’s glasses come off. Tap the screen.

			‘Did you actually dictate that email?’ he asks me. ‘Did you say, “Dear Alun, I really, really want to be part of your murder investigation, and I’ll make myself really, really useful in the early stages without telling you anything about what a pain in the arse I actually am, and, if you want, I’ll draft the email to Jackson, so you get the resources you need and I get the posting I want.”?’

			I look at him wondering whether that’s a real question.

			I decide that it is.

			‘No, sir. I mean, I know that’s the sort of thing I might have done, but on this occasion I didn’t.’

			‘But you do want the posting?’

			That’s a stupid question, in all truth, and Jackson isn’t stupid. I just say, ‘When was the last time we had anything as good as this? You’d probably have to go back to Mary Langton, and even then . . .’

			How do I tell him? How do I even express this thing?

			To have spent the night with a dead woman, quite likely murdered, and to have spent it alone, in a dead house, in a blowing country churchyard – some things are beyond improvement. I couldn’t imagine a sweeter start to an inquiry. I’m already more than half in love with this case, this corpse.

			Jackson stares.

			‘You do remember that you are full time on Operation April? An investigation which you personally convinced us to initiate?’

			‘Yes.’

			Operation April: an investigation into a possible criminal conspiracy amongst some of South Wales’s most prominent entrepreneurs and businessmen. It was me that persuaded senior command to take the possibility seriously. It was me who christened the investigation. April, after April Mancini, a six-year-old murder victim and my first proper corpse.

			‘And you do realise that we have other detective sergeants with – what did he say? – “good experience in Major Crimes” and ones who are a damn sight senior to you? Damn sight more reliable at that.’

			‘Yes.’

			‘Yes,’ Jackson echoes. He taps around on his screen, looking at I don’t know what. Current officer assignments, I’m guessing.

			I say nothing.

			Look down at my feet. I got a new pair of boots recently. Black leather. Knee height. More of a heel than I normally go for, but quite comfortable. My sister helped me buy them and said, ‘Fab’ when I did.

			I try to figure out why they’re fabber than my old ones, but don’t succeed.

			Jackson looks at me again.

			‘OK. Mervyn Rogers doesn’t have much on at the moment. He certainly doesn’t have a full-time assignment on a major operation. He gets first dibs on this. If he says he doesn’t want it, I’ll let you assist, but I’m not letting this turn into a Fiona Griffiths marathon. If Rogers says no, I’ll give you a couple of weeks with Burnett. Help him get organised. Then that’s it. You come back here and do your work.’

			I give him all the yes, sir, no, sirs he needs to keep him happy, then get up and start to leave. I’m wondering what I can say to Rogers to persuade him to pass this up, but Jackson knows me too well.

			As I start wrestling with the door, whose self-closing mechanism always seems determined to trap me in its maw, Jackson says, ‘And don’t start messing around with Rogers. You don’t so much as talk to him till I do. If he tells me you’ve spoken to him, you’re off the damn case no matter what.’

			A thick finger jabs the air for emphasis. Dark hairs line the finger in question. Jackson is bigger, older, heavier, more senior, growlier than I think I can ever be. The solidity of his presence sometimes makes me feel that, next to him, I’m no more than a dandelion seed tiptoeing on the air.

			I nod. Say, ‘Yes, sir.’ An almost proper one that time.

			Then tiptoe out of the door and float away down the corridor.
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			Rogers, bless the man, stands back. Why he does it, I can’t imagine, unless it’s an act of kindness to me, in which case I owe him big time. He claims it’s because he doesn’t like ‘these bloody country things. You just tramp around in mud, knocking on doors till you find whichever lonely nutter chose this particular moment to go round the twist’. But the office chatter is all of headcount reductions and budget restrictions and no serious DS would pass up a proper murder inquiry just because they didn’t like a bit of Breconshire mud.

			I’ll settle with Rogers when I can – a gift of beer? a bottle of whisky? – but for now, I’m on a roll. 

			Carlotta’s sweetly beautiful corpse is delivered to the mortuary. Burnett and I watch together as the pathologist, Dr Pryce, swabs and bags, slices and dices.  

			It’s a process I love, that I love every time. The dark rituals of our profession. The rites that precede burial.

			Pryce is always meticulous, which is another way of saying slow. The surface examinations alone take ninety minutes. But then the bone saw comes out. The quick red flick of blood, darkened with a smell of burning.

			The chest cavity opens. Is wrenched open with a cracking of bone, kept that way with a body brick. And before too long, Pryce’s deftly moving scalpel reaches the heart. 

			Pryce extracts the organ. Places it on a set of scales so he can record the weight. Then exhales, irritated, through his cotton mask. To the hanging mike, he says, ‘Marked hypertrophy of the right ventricle.’

			He palpates the heart. I resent that on Carlotta’s behalf. It’s one thing to be dead. It’s quite another to have some pissy little pathologist poking at your most sacred organ and puffing with annoyance as he does so.

			He sees what he needs and says, half to us and half to the microphone, ‘Yes, really quite marked. The pulmonary blood vessels?’

			He bends to examine them. When he opens his mouth he does so with a slight tap of the tongue against his upper palate, and when he changes his position he tends to breathe out heavily through his nose, so that even when he’s not actually saying anything he seems to give off a series of tuts and puffs of annoyance.

			This is my fourth proper PM with the good doctor Pryce and I like him less each time I meet him. But he’s skilled at what he does. He checks his blood vessels and says, ‘Yes. Fibrosis. Quite advanced. More than sufficient to account for the hypertrophy. Cause of death, impossible to be certain as yet, but the chances are we’re talking about right ventricular failure.’

			Burnett glances at me for help, but I’m not a medical dictionary and I keep my mouth shut.

			He gives up on me and says to Pryce, ‘You mean she died of a heart attack?’

			‘“Heart attack” isn’t a medical term, Inspector. If you mean acute myocardial infarction, then no. She did not die of an infarction but, most likely, of a failure of the right ventricle. And, most likely, that failure arose because of strain placed on the heart by the build up of fibrosis in the pulmonary blood vessels.’

			Pryce only smiles when he’s been really annoying, but I bet he’s got a big one hidden under that cotton mask of his.

			I wonder how many of Pryce’s teeth Burnett could break with a single blow of his fist. I’m guessing plenty.

			Burnett says, ‘And the fibrosis, in your view, arose as a natural organic process? An illness, basically?’

			‘Organic? No, not necessarily.’ Pryce runs through some of the causes of pulmonary fibrosis. ‘Inhalation of tobacco smoke would create or exacerbate the condition. Certain diseases of the connective tissue can produce fibrosis as a by-product. A variety of medications can aggravate an existing condition. And there are a number of trades and occupations notably prone to the condition,’ and he starts telling us about coal miners and sand blasters and shipworkers and structural steel workers. ‘Idiopathic fibrosis is also commonplace, that is a fibrosis arising where no cause can be identified. In those cases, I think you could say the problem was likely to be “organic” as you put it.’

			Burnett throws me another glance, one that I interpret as meaning roughly, ‘Is this guy always like this?’

			I come right back at him with a look that says, ‘You’re on your own here, buddy.’

			Burnett wonders whether to continue our game of glance-tennis, but concedes the match by saying to Pryce, ‘OK, I think the deceased probably wasn’t into heavy welding and I doubt if she spent much time down the mines or handling sand-blasting equipment. But you’re saying that she could simply have had this problem with her tubing for no known reason at all – maybe something genetic, maybe something else, we don’t know – and anyway, her heart starts to suffer. Everything gets a little bit worse. Then one day, this young woman just keels over dead. That would be consistent with what you’ve seen so far?’

			‘Correct.’

			‘And would she have known she had the problem? I mean, presumably she wasn’t completely symptom-free, then – bang – heart failure. Presumably there would have been something to indicate a problem beforehand?’

			‘Probably, yes, but not definitely. She’d almost certainly have suffered from shortness of breath, but she might or might not have thought to see a doctor. And diagnosis of the condition is complex. Ideally, a physician would order a lung biopsy, which would likely require a general anaesthetic. Because the procedure is invasive, some physicians tend to avoid it in favour of various spirometric procedures, even though those procedures are known to deliver some quite unreliable results.’

			Pryce continues, but the picture is growing clearer for all his obfuscations.

			Burnett interrupts. ‘So. I recognise you have more work to do, and that you can’t be one hundred per cent sure even when you’ve done it, but one plausible theory – one highly plausible theory – would be that she had a few symptoms. Shortage of breath, that kind of thing. Maybe she seeks medical help, maybe she doesn’t. Either way, she doesn’t end up getting the one diagnostic test that would definitely have revealed the issue. And one day, her right heart ventricle simply fails and she dies. All that could have happened without any external intervention. That is, we’re looking at an ordinary, but natural, human tragedy. No murder, no manslaughter, nothing like that.’

			Pryce says, with that slightly camp edge to his irritation, ‘I haven’t completed my work and you are asking me to speculate, but yes, what you are saying is highly consistent with the evidence I have so far located.’

			‘OK, good.’

			Burnett throws me another glance and this one is easy to read. It says, ‘Let’s fuck off out of here.’ My return lob says simply, ‘You bet.’

			We reconvene in the hospital café.

			White ceiling tiles. Low-energy bulbs in cylindrical down-lighters. Walls and chairs in Hospital Yellow. A colour so blatantly designed to soothe those in medical distress that it makes me want to bubble blood from the corners of my mouth, just to show it who’s boss.

			‘I hate hospitals,’ says Burnett, coming to the table with his coffee and my juice.

			‘I hate them more.’

			‘That guy, Pryce. Jesus.’

			‘You had him on a good day. That was him trying to help.’

			‘But no murder.’

			‘No.’

			‘Just something very weird.’

			‘Yes.’

			Burnett looks at me with those heavily shadowed eyes. ‘I mean, maybe in South Wales you like to drag corpses into ecclesiastical buildings, surround them with candles and Bibles, then bugger off again, but in Dyfed-Powys we don’t go in for that so much.’

			I shake my head. Same here. It’s not a big thing in Glamorgan either.

			And the MisPer register has come up blank. A couple of possible matches based on visual ID only, but it only took us a couple of calls to rule those out.

			We haven’t yet been able to check DNA against the national database – it’ll be a day or two before we get the results back – but DNA matching only works when we have the individual, or close family members, on file already. Carlotta doesn’t seem like that sort of girl to me, though she could yet prove me wrong.

			We might yet get something interesting from Pryce’s various scrapings and swabbings – blood or skin caught under a fingernail, any indication of sexual assault – but his monotone comment to the waiting microphone was only, ‘Fingernails, right hand. Very clean appearance. No visible foreign matter . . . Fingernails, left hand. Also very clean . . . Vagina. No visual evidence of assault. No foreign matter visible. No visual evidence of recent intercourse.’

			Burnett’s team has already reached most households in Ystradfflur and the surrounding valley, seeking an identification. No joy. No hint of joy even.

			Pryce did find some evidence of cosmetic surgery. He wasn’t, in fact, certain about the lips, but agreed it was worth researching. (‘Sample removed for microscopy. Query possible presence of hyaluronic acid of non-human origin.’) On the other hand, because we asked him to look for any history of past cosmetic surgery, he did detect, under magnification, a possible rhinoplasty scar under the tip of the nose. Also – an easy win – cheek implants on both cheekbones. (‘Malar implants of expanded polytetrafluoroethylene located over both zygomatic bones.’)

			The human in me was disappointed. Carlotta was lovely enough already not to need surgical help. The implants weren’t even all that large, in Pryce’s opinion, suggesting that Carlotta was trying to perfect the already-good, not correct something problematically wrong. In my old-fashioned view of things, that smacks of vanity and I can’t help feeling cross with her. It’s my first quibble with Carlotta. Our first minor tiff.

			The detective, on the other hand, was pleased. Because Pryce was plainly out of his depth in assessing the rhinoplasty, Burnett asked him to reserve final examination of the nose, lips and cheeks for a time when one of the hospital’s consultant plastic surgeons was on hand to advise. It may be a few days before we get full details.

			Burnett is thinking along the same lines as me.

			‘How many plastic surgeons are there in the country? There can’t be that many.’

			‘About three hundred,’ I say. ‘I’ve already checked.’

			Burnett does the same maths as me. Three hundred surgeons means it wouldn’t be beyond our resources to approach each one.

			‘Helpful. That’s helpful.’

			‘Assuming she had the surgery in the UK.’

			‘Yes, but . . .’

			Burnett shrugs, meaning that most Brits don’t go abroad for their surgery. Which is, presumably, true, except that most surgically enhanced Brits also don’t wind up on a tabletop in the Dead House of Yrstradfflur surrounded by candles and the mountain wind. Which means that we’re dealing with a somewhat specialist subset of such people. Which in turn means that we can’t be sure Carlotta’s own surgical habits follow the rules applicable to everyone else.

			Also, of course, we don’t know that Carlotta is British.

			I wonder a bit why I chose to call her Carlotta. It’s a Spanish name, I suppose, but that blonde hair doesn’t exactly shout Spanish.

			Burnett’s thoughts are running on similar lines. He says, ‘She doesn’t look Welsh, does she?’

			‘Not really,’ I say, which is true – but then what’s Welsh? Not everyone looks like what they are.

			Burnett sighs. Drains his coffee. Wonders about getting another.

			‘I’m not even sure we’ve got a crime here,’ he says.

			‘No.’

			There are various offences connected with disposal of a corpse, but the most obvious one, though rarely prosecuted, is prevention of a lawful and decent burial. Say what you like about the way we found Carlotta, there was nothing indecent about it, nor was there anything to prevent a lawful burial taking place in due course. If her heart failure took place under circumstances where medical help could and should have been sought, then someone might possibly have been guilty of manslaughter, though it would be very hard to make the charge stick.

			Burnett thinks the same. ‘We don’t have to decide, though,’ he says. ‘We package it all up. Give it to a coroner. Let him decide.’

			‘Or her,’ I say, just because I hate hospitals and I’m feeling pissy.

			‘Or her,’ he says.

			He’s staring at my juice, which I’ve barely touched. He wears that male expression which tosses a light veil of politeness over a strong underlying message of get-a-bloody-move-on-woman.

			I say, ‘Her legs. Why didn’t she shave her legs?’

			Burnett doesn’t quite roll his eyes at me, but gets close.

			I say, ‘Look, her hair was nice. Highlights, lowlights. Well looked after. She cares enough about these things to go out and get a nose job. Get cheek implants. Maybe lip-fillers. That kind of girl doesn’t just stop shaving her legs for no reason.’

			Burnett takes the opposite position, not necessarily because it’s his, but because it’s a good way to test out the hypothesis.

			‘She’s feeling poorly. Short of breath. Bit under the weather. She just thinks, what the hell, I’ll leave it a few days.’

			I say, ‘OK. She’s feeling ill. Not rush-to-hospital ill. Maybe not even see-a-doctor ill. But let’s say she’s feeling ill enough that she wants a few days kicking around the house, wearing a dressing gown, eating yogurt and watching daytime TV.’

			‘OK, yes.’

			‘Well, that’s when you shave your legs. I mean, that’s when I’d shave my legs and I’m hardly the get-a-nose-job type.’

			‘No.’ He stares at my nose, then looks sharply away when he sees me noticing. ‘No, quite. So, we present our coroner with the Mystery of the Unshaved Legs.’

			‘And the Mystery of the Cotton Sundress,’ I add.

			The dress came from Monsoon. It’s a 2014 style, and was selling for £59 during the summer, but was knocked down to as little as £22.50 in the autumn sales. The firm tells us that they shifted a few thousand of the dresses over the course of the year. They have stores in Hereford, Bristol, Cardiff and Bridgend, but also a mail order service that could send the dress just about anywhere.

			We have no idea why an October corpse was dressed in a July-only dress.

			‘And the Mystery of the Unknown Body,’ says Burnett, ticking off our puzzles. ‘And the Mystery of Why The Bloody Hell Anyone Wants to Dump Her in the Dead House of Ystradfflur.’

			He’s right about that. Let’s just say that you had Carlotta with you for some reason – a reason you wouldn’t want to share with the wider world. Carlotta complains a bit about being short of breath, but she doesn’t think it’s a huge deal and nor do you. Unfortunately for you both, however, her right ventricle is about to collapse and promptly does so, leaving you with the annoying problem of where to leave her.

			You presumably don’t want to leave her wherever you happen to be at the time: too great a risk that whatever it is you’ve been up to gets exposed to police scrutiny. So you pop your sadly deceased girl into the back of a van or car, drive around till you find somewhere reasonably far from wherever you started and remote enough that the corpse won’t instantly be detected. Ystradfflur clearly ticks the remoteness box, all right.

			But that’s where the puzzles really start. If you’ve been up to something wicked, wouldn’t you simply tip your girl over a bridge somewhere? Tie a couple of bricks round her and topple her into the glass-blue bowels of a deep Welsh lake?

			And instead, she appeared to have been cleaned and given a clean dress to wear. No injury. No sign of rough handling. No graze of an arm against a wall, no scraped skin where her hand dragged.

			And then the setting itself. Reverential, you have to say. A gesture of respect to the departed . . . but a respect that showed only in death. In life, anyone wanting to be nice to Carlotta would surely have given her access to a razor. I mean, yes, I know that Denial of Cosmetic Materials is not yet an offence. Isn’t even a particularly big deal. But most people are nicer to living people than to dead ones. Carlotta, even if just in a small way, seemed to have had things the other way round.

			I don’t mention it again now, but Pryce did confirm that Carlotta’s nails had been cut with scissors, not trimmed by file.

			I take a sip of juice. I’ve drunk down about an inch. There are three and a half inches still to go.

			Burnett looks at me, my juice, then casts a flickering glance down at his watch.

			I say, ‘Faeces.’

			‘Faeces?’

			‘We won’t get anything from stomach contents, because the corpse was dead too long. Everything’s been digested basically.’

			Burnett nods. He knows that. It’s the sort of thing which I know anyway, but Pryce said so explicitly during the PM.

			‘But you often get only partially digested food matter coming through in the faeces. Bits of sweetcorn. Tomato skins. I don’t know, nuts.’

			‘You want to identify the corpse from nuts? She’s not a bloody squirrel.’

			Burnett likes that comment. He’s about to repeat it, but then decides not to and tucks it away for use back in Carmarthen, where it’s probably funnier.

			‘I’m just saying,’ I just say.

			‘Are you ever going to drink that?’ he asks. ‘Or can we bugger off?’

			I try to focus on the Juice Issue. Try to figure out if I’d be happier if I drank the juice or happier if I didn’t. Then wonder if happiness is even the appropriate metric. I mean, maybe with drinks all that really matters is hydration.

			Burnett stares. He wants a response.

			I can’t make a good decision under that kind of pressure, so end up saying, ‘No.’

			Then realise that’s not a clear answer, because his questions weren’t helpfully phrased, so I clarify. ‘I mean, no to the first question, yes to the second.’

			We leave.

			Hospitals normally weird me out, but Burnett’s presence grounds me and we get out without me doing anything embarrassing like walking into a glass wall or getting lost somewhere between Phlebotomy and Haematology.

			Burnett, who’s good at walking without crashing into things, has been studying his phone. When we get to the car park, he waves it at me.

			‘Churchyard search completed. Nothing obviously useful. A few bits of litter, wind-blown quite likely. Field search still on-going. But . . .’ He shakes his head.

			Traffic noise from Eastern Avenue rolls over the warm car park. It’s the last day of October and unseasonably warm. A south wind ruffles our clothes. Pushes dead leaves up against the hospital walls, its doors and windows. A brown and yellow army, begging admittance.

			‘I’ll chase Bridgend,’ I say.

			Bridgend: the forensics lab which is trying to get any data from the dress.

			‘Yes.’ Burnett squints into the wind, making his eyes almost disappear. ‘But no murder,’ he says again. ‘We’ve lost our murder.’

			When he said that before, he was thinking like a detective. Implications for the investigation, lines of enquiry. That kind of thing. When he says it now, he’s thinking like a politician. Murder cases bring promotion. Deaths from natural causes don’t.

			I say, ‘You haven’t had the write-up. From Pryce, I mean.’

			‘So?’

			‘So we don’t have to tell anyone about the heart failure. If you tell Bridgend that the dress belongs to someone who died from a heart attack, they’ll put it in a Jiffy bag and send it back.’

			And Jackson will cut his support.

			And I’ll be off the case.

			‘How long before Pryce reports?’

			I wrinkle my face. ‘He’s quick usually.’

			Burnett’s hands flutter round his jacket pocket before falling back. An ex-smoker, I’d guess, not quite free of the habit.

			‘We might get an ID,’ he says. ‘You never know, we might even get a MisPer call. It’s about time.’

			I say, ‘Yes’ but think ‘No’. There are plenty of people – the old, the lonely, the homeless, the mad – who aren’t quickly missed, whose names arrive at the Missing Persons Bureau either slowly or not at all. But pretty Carlotta, with her Gore-Tex cheek implants? Those people are missed. Those people generate calls. And if Carlotta’s disappearance didn’t generate calls, there must have been a reason why.

			And unless that reason is approaching some kind of expiration date, I think the weird silence is likely to continue.

			I suspect Burnett thinks the same.

			‘Get what you can on the dress,’ he says.

			‘Yes, sir.’

			He raises a hand. Gets into his car. Drives away.

			I lean against my car. It’s odd the weather being so unseasonably warm. Like something in the machinery of the world has slipped and no one has yet noticed or figured out a fix.

			The Mystery of the Unshaved Legs.

			The Mystery of the Cotton Sundress.

			The Mystery of the Unknown Body.

			The Mystery of Why The Bloody Hell Anyone Wants to Dump Her in the Dead House of Ystradfflur.

			A sweet little collection. A proper case, even if Burnett doesn’t have his murder.

			I call Bridgend. Ask them to bag up the dress and have it couriered to the LGC laboratory in Culham, Oxfordshire.

			The person I’m speaking to, a lab assistant, says tensely, ‘Do you mind holding a moment? My boss wants a – hold on a sec.’

			There’s a muttered conversation which I can’t hear.

			Then a male voice – strong, dominant, but also phoney – comes on the line. ‘This is Dr Jenkins. We’ve been looking after the dress and we’ve already commenced our review—’

			‘Oh, yes, thank you. It’s just we really needed the results fast – I mean I know you guys are really tied up.’

			‘We’re not “tied up”, no. There’s just a process.’

			We go to and fro.

			I’m nice, but persistent and I keep mentioning Culham, which is the UK’s largest private sector lab and, effectively, a death threat to any police-owned and operated lab.

			Eventually Jenkins says, ‘Look, it’s fine. We’ll have most of the data ready for you tonight, and the rest of it Tuesday, Wednesday at the latest.’

			‘Well, that’s the thing you see. The inquiry is going to be active all the weekend and—’

			By the time we finish speaking, Jenkins has promised me one data-dump tonight, a second tomorrow, and fast-track on all those things where the science just takes more time.

			I thank him and hang up.

			I’d never have got budget authority to go to Culham anyway.

			The warm wind still blows. It’s not long after four, but light leaks from the hospital windows. On Eastern Avenue, the cars drive with sidelights.

			I wait a while for no reason, then climb into my car and drive slowly round the corner to Roath Park.

			The big lake. Lights over water. Geese honking close to the waterline.

			And my father’s house, my mother’s clucking welcome.
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