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For the Lord himself will come down from heaven, with a loud command, with the voice of the archangel and with the trumpet call of God, and the dead in Christ will rise first. After that, we who are still alive and are left will be caught up together with them in the clouds to meet the Lord in the air. And so we will be with the Lord forever.


1 Thessalonians 4:16–17






I long for scenes where man has never trod –


For scenes where woman never smiled or wept –


There to abide with my Creator, God,


And sleep as I in childhood sweetly slept,


Full of high thoughts, unborn. So let me lie –


The grass below; above, the vaulted sky.


John Clare
Written in Northampton County Asylum
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ONE


Jenny was drinking cordial by the stream at the end of her overgrown garden, watching a school of tiny brown trout flick this way and that, quick as lightning. It was late June and the sweet-smelling breeze was warm against her bare legs. Before the telephone intruded she had managed to lose herself – how long for, she couldn’t say – hypnotized by the gently swaying ash trees and the buzz of grasshoppers in the nettles.


A moment of peace. Too good to last.


She walked back across the ankle-high lawn, hoping that whoever was disturbing her on a Sunday morning would give up and leave her to her daydreams. They didn’t. She had counted eight rings by the time she stepped through the back door of the cottage onto the cool flags of the tiny kitchen, ten by the time she had lifted the iron latch to the living room, which smelled of old oak and soot from the inglenook. It was much colder inside than out. The flesh on her arms tightened into goosebumps as she lifted the receiver.


‘Oh, you’re there, Mrs Cooper.’ It was Alison, her officer, with a note of reproach in her voice.


‘I was outside.’


‘CID just called me. There’s a body they think you might want to see while it’s still in situ. Looks like a suicide.’


She was a coroner again.


‘Is there any particular reason why I should? I can’t go every time.’


‘You asked them for closer cooperation: this is it.’


‘I thought they might do something useful like email a photograph.’


‘It’s progress, Mrs Cooper. Between you and me, I get the impression that they’re a little bit frightened of you.’


Jenny couldn’t imagine frightening anyone. ‘I suppose I’d better show willing. Where is it?’


‘St Peter’s Church, Frampton Cotterell.’


‘I don’t think I know it.’


‘You’ll like it. It’s a lovely spot.’


The Severn Bridge was all but empty of traffic as Jenny crossed the mile-wide river into England. Beneath her the tide was chasing out to sea at a gallop, the best time to jump if you didn’t want to be found: you’d be halfway to Ireland before low water. That’s how Alec McAvoy must have judged it, over three months ago now. She thought of him each time she crossed, picturing his hair blowing over those moss-green eyes, too young for his face, as he said his final prayers.


A forensics van, a single squad car and an unmarked pool vehicle were parked in the quiet road outside the elaborate Gothic church. A skeleton Sunday crew. A handful of teenagers were loitering on the other side of the road, a skinny blonde girl talking excitedly into her phone, thrilled with the drama of it all. It wasn’t even a policeman who had been posted at the churchyard gate, but an overweight community support officer who made a meal of checking Jenny’s credentials before letting her through as if he were doing her a big favour. She didn’t react, the Xanax she had taken with her breakfast keeping her calm.


The activity was in a far corner beyond the gravestones, an untended triangle that had been left to grow wild. A plainclothes detective glanced up and saw her coming but made no effort to step forward to greet her, his focus switching immediately back to the body. He watched intently while two men in white overalls, one with a camera, the other with a measuring tape, recorded every detail of the scene.


She made an effort to sound friendly. ‘Good morning. Jenny Cooper. Severn Vale District Coroner.’


‘Tony Wallace. DI.’


Somewhere in his late forties, slim and fit, he spoke with the clipped abruptness of a man who still entertained ambition. He was wearing what might have been a hand-tailored suit, far smarter than most of the policemen she had met.


She followed his gaze to the body lying amongst the rye grass and buttercups. It was that of a naked, well-built man in his thirties. His head, which was facing towards them, was shaved to a tight crew cut to disguise his balding temples. He was lying on his back, arms at forty-five degrees to his torso. Carved into his chest and abdomen, stretching all the way down to his groin, was the sign of the cross. By the outstretched fingers of his right hand Jenny caught the glint of a kitchen knife, the blade no more than four inches long. His skin was waxy yellow and his stomach and face had begun to bloat; bluebottles were gathering on the eyes, lips and genitals.


‘Looks like he’s been here a few hours,’ Jenny said, familiar enough with corpses after a year as coroner not to recoil.


‘Yesterday evening at the latest, I’d say,’ DI Wallace replied.


The men in white overalls nodded their agreement, the larger of the two saying, ‘Definitely twelve hours plus – you’ve only got to look at the colour of his skin.’


‘Any idea of the cause of death?’


‘Not yet,’ Wallace said. ‘Apart from the cross, there’s no sign of any injury.’


‘Who found him?’


‘Couple of kids looking for somewhere to drink their cider. We found his clothes in the bin over there.’ He nodded towards the corner of the church.


‘Do we know who he is?’


‘Not for certain, but a woman who lives a couple of miles down the road reported her husband missing this morning. Sounds like him – Alan Jacobs, thirty-five, senior psychiatric nurse at the Conway Unit.’


Jenny felt a cold tightness grip her chest. The Conway Unit was a secure psychiatric facility for the newly sectioned and acutely ill. At the height of her ‘episode’ she had once spent a single night there. Dr Travis had persuaded her it was for the best, but it was the closest thing to hell on earth she had ever known.


She looked again at the dead man. She didn’t recall seeing him at the unit, though she could imagine him as a nurse. He was big, like so many of them were, but with gentle hands and a soft face.


‘What do you make of the cross?’ Wallace said, his tone softening a little now he could sense she wasn’t vying for control.


Jenny shrugged. ‘I’d say God was on his mind, or what was left of it.’


Wallace nodded, making no comment, then said, ‘I’ve got a busy few days coming up – I persuaded the pathologist to come in and do him straight away. Is that all right with you?’


‘Fine,’ Jenny said, surprised he was troubling to ask. ‘What’s this, be nice to the coroner week?’


‘You’ve earned yourself a reputation, Mrs Cooper,’ DI Wallace said. ‘And I’m trying to make Super’.’


‘Right – hence the suit.’


He looked at her, puzzled, and pulled out his phone.


‘Whatever . . .’ She nodded at the body. ‘I’ll catch up with him later at the morgue.’


Leaving Wallace to his phone call, she made her way back across the churchyard.


She had a hectic week in store, too. There’d been a messy construction accident the previous Tuesday which had prompted five separate firms of lawyers to bombard her office with demands for all manner of forensic investigations to which her puny budget wouldn’t stretch. The inquest, when it came, would last the best part of a month. Two workmen and a site supervisor had been crushed to death in a crane collapse, six others injured. Compared with that mess, dealing with a simple suicide would be a holiday.


She drove into the city for a light lunch at a new Italian cafe on the waterfront, sipped her mineral water like a good girl – she’d managed to stay dry since her little slip-up with Alec McAvoy – and headed out to the mortuary at Severn Vale District Hospital in time to catch the end of the autopsy.


Dr Andy Kerr was stooping across the steel counter when Jenny entered, picking over a portion of viscera. The radio was playing the same kind of tuneless R & B her teenage son inflicted on her every time they shared a car. Andy – he had somehow persuaded her not to call him Dr Kerr – was reluctantly creeping into his thirties and trying to turn the clock back. He’d recently added a gold stud to his left ear.


She tried not to look too closely at the corpse, which lay open from neck to navel on the autopsy table. ‘Find anything?’


‘Hold on . . .’ Andy said, concentrating on his delicate task. With a pair of tweezers he lifted something tiny out from what she could now see was the dead man’s stomach and placed it in a kidney dish. ‘Looks like we might have a cause of death shaping up. He had a belly full of pills.’


‘That makes sense. The police think he was a psychiatric nurse.’


Andy extracted another object, an undigested white tablet, and held it up to the light. ‘PB 60. Phenobarbital, probably. Used to treat seizures. Depresses respiration and leads to a fairly painless death. And there’s liver inflammation, which would be a side-effect of the overdose.’


‘An unequivocal suicide.’


‘More or less.’


‘There’s something else?’ She sneaked a glance and wished she hadn’t: the empty ribcage was a sight from a butcher’s window.


‘Minor lesions on both forearms.’ He looked at her over his mask. ‘As if someone had dug their nails in, perhaps.’


‘Violently?’


‘Hard to say.’ Finished with the stomach, he picked it up in both hands and placed it alongside the other major organs he had examined and cut into sections. ‘You don’t know if the police turned him over? Blood had pooled towards the front of his body but the photos they took at the locus show him on his back.’


‘Unlikely. The DI said some kids stumbled across him – maybe it was them?’


‘Kids? You think they’d touch a stranger’s corpse?’


She considered the prospect. ‘No, I don’t.’


Andy picked up a scalpel and returned to the body. ‘Well, someone did.’ He began cutting around the hairline in preparation for peeling the scalp forwards over the face. It was Jenny’s cue to leave.


*


She telephoned DI Wallace as she stepped out into the welcome fresh air, the smell of death clinging stubbornly to her clothes. Wallace listened to Andy’s findings and said it sounded as if it would have to remain a police matter, at least until he’d ruled out the possibility of foul play. He informed Jenny that Mrs Jacobs had identified her husband’s body from a photograph but had been too emotional to talk. In the meantime he’d been over to the Conway Unit in Clifton and met Alan Jacobs’s line manager, a Mrs Deborah Bishop. Jacobs had been Senior Staff Nurse in the young persons’ ward, dealing with twelve- to eighteen-year-olds. As far as Bishop had been aware he’d been in good spirits; she had appeared badly shaken at the news.


‘Have you got Mrs Jacobs’s address?’ Jenny asked.


‘39 Fielding Road, Coalpit Heath,’ DI Wallace said after a brief hesitation, the tightness in his voice suggesting that he’d rather she stayed away from the bereaved until it was her turn.


Jenny’s gut told her there was more to his reluctance than protecting his turf. She wondered if Bishop had told him something he hadn’t let on. A death, however loosely related to vulnerable teenagers, would have set alarm bells ringing all the way to Whitehall. Senior civil servants in the Department of Health would already be asking questions of their own.


Jenny thanked him for the information and let him know he wouldn’t be having it all on his own terms: ‘I’ll have my officer take Mrs Jacobs through the procedure. Oh, and by the way – did your people alter the position of the body before I arrived?’


‘Not to my knowledge. Seen as found.’


‘Let me know if you hear different. Dr Kerr thinks it had been rolled over.’


The detective gave a dismissive grunt and rang off.


*


Jenny waited until early evening before calling on the widow. Technically there was no need for the coroner to disturb the next of kin while the police were still investigating, but she liked to make contact while emotions were still raw and before questions had to be thought about before being answered. And there was something about Wallace that had troubled her. From the moment she arrived in the churchyard he had seemed distracted and defensive, a man wrestling with an unspoken problem.


Coalpit Heath was an outlying suburb in the north-east of the city. She had resolved not to wake the household if she found it in darkness, but as she drew up opposite number 39 she noticed a crack of light behind the drawn curtains in the downstairs front room.


A woman in her sixties answered the door on the security chain, her face set in a hostile frown. ‘What is it now?’ The sound of a child’s cry carried from somewhere inside the house.


Jenny passed a business card through the crack. ‘Jenny Cooper, Severn Vale District Coroner. I’d like to speak to Mrs Jacobs?’


The woman held the card at arm’s length, trying to make out the print. ‘I’m her mother.’


‘Would it be all right to have a brief word?’


Sighing, she unhooked the chain and opened the door. ‘The police have been here all evening. I thought we’d have some peace.’


‘I’ll be as quick as I can.’


The woman led Jenny through a short hallway and into a living room that ran straight through into a modern kitchen. Her daughter, the widow, was lying on a tan leather sofa wearing pyjamas and a towelling dressing gown. A waste basket next to a coffee table was overflowing with used Kleenex.


‘Ceri? It’s the coroner,’ the older woman said quietly. ‘Don’t worry about Josie. I’ll see to her.’


Mrs Jacobs lowered her feet to the floor. She was thirty-five or thereabouts, pale with mousy blonde hair cut in a sensible bob. She attempted a smile with her ‘hello’, and Jenny saw in her face that she was suffering from shame as much as grief.


‘Sorry to disturb you, Mrs Jacobs. I know it’s a difficult time.’


‘It’s all right.’ She spoke with a soft Welsh accent.


Jenny sat on a chair that matched the sofa and glanced around a room that seemed to have been disturbed. The books and DVDs on the shelves by the television were in a jumble. Toys spilled over the edges of a plastic crate.


Embarrassed by the mess, Ceri Jacobs said, ‘The police were here most of the evening. They went through everything. I haven’t been able . . .’ She swallowed, holding back tears. ‘How can I help you?’


‘They might have explained that if they don’t suspect foul play it’s my job to determine your husband’s cause of death.’


Mrs Jacobs nodded and reached for a Kleenex.


‘Were they looking for anything in particular?’


‘They said it was routine. I can’t remember all the things they took.’


‘Computer? Address book?’


‘Yes, and some of his clothes.’ She pressed the tissue to her eyes. ‘Ones that hadn’t been washed. I don’t know what for.’


‘Computers are always taken as a matter of course. They’ll check the clothes for third-party DNA,’ Jenny said. ‘Just in case.’


‘No one wanted to kill Alan . . . Why would they?’ Ceri Jacobs shook her head with an expression of bewildered incomprehension.


‘The pathologist found pills in his stomach, Mrs Jacobs. Phenobarbital. It’s a barbiturate, something he might have got hold of at the unit.’


Her gaze turned inwards as she seemed to disengage, not yet ready to absorb this information.


‘Was he depressed?’


‘No, not that he admitted to me. Work has always been difficult, but he loved it. It was his vocation.’


‘Was he being treated for any psychiatric condition, or had he ever been?’


She shook her head.


‘When did you last see him?’


‘Yesterday afternoon. He said he’d had a call from the unit saying they had several staff sick. They asked if he could cover for the night.’


‘Was that unusual?’


‘It happens.’


‘What time did he leave?’


‘About four o’clock. I thought he’d be back by midnight. Josie woke me about six and I saw he hadn’t been home. I tried to call him but his phone was off . . . I don’t know why, but I called the office at the unit. They said he hadn’t been in, they had all the staff they needed.’ Her eyes filled with tears. ‘That’s when I called the police.’ The widow pressed her hands to her face. ‘Why? . . . What was he thinking of?’


Jenny had tried to train herself not to form judgements on first impressions, yet she couldn’t help thinking that Mrs Jacobs’s knowledge of her husband might have been incomplete, to say the least. The house was a showcase exclusively for their child: framed baby photographs on every surface, nursery school paintings plastering a noticeboard that took up most of the kitchen wall, even Ceri’s stretchy pyjamas were decorated with purple hippos. Alan Jacobs left here each day to work with the city’s most mentally disturbed teenagers, a job he could only have succeeded in by winning their respect and connecting on their level. Yet it was as if his wife had organized her home as a shield against all that; there was nothing of him or his life outside the family home on display. It looked as if Ceri had decreed that their child was all that mattered to them.


Jenny realized that she’d missed something: God featured here, too. The simple oil painting on the wall behind the sofa was an icon – a modern rendering of the Virgin and Child – and Ceri wore a silver crucifix around her neck.


‘Did the police tell you anything about your husband’s body, Mrs Jacobs?’


‘I know he was –’ she could barely bring herself to say it – ‘naked.’


‘And the cross on his torso?’


She shot Jenny a look she wasn’t expecting, a flash of steel as sharp as a razor. ‘What about it?’


‘Why might he have done that – assuming it was him.’


‘I’ve no idea.’


‘I assume you’re a Catholic, was—?’


‘No, he wasn’t,’ she interrupted. ‘For most of his life Alan wasn’t religious at all, his family had poisoned him against it. But he had begun to change. He was an enquirer at St Joseph’s. He’d been every Tuesday night for the last five months.’


‘An “enquirer”?’


‘The church runs courses for those who want to learn about the faith.’


‘Did he talk to you about it?’


‘We talked about everything, Mrs Cooper. We were man and wife.’ She stood up from the sofa. ‘I’m sorry, my daughter’s still crying. I’d like to go to her please.’


‘Of course.’


‘If you wouldn’t mind seeing yourself out.’


As Jenny made her way to the front door she felt the coldness of the widow’s disapproval follow her to the threshold and beyond. Driving away from the house, she was left with an image of Ceri’s face, the look she had given her: like an accusation of heresy. She imagined the dead man mute in the face of his wife’s silent judgement, enduring his suffering alone.


She was reluctant to trust her too-often flawed intuition, but the visit had left her in no doubt: Alan Jacobs had departed this world with many dark secrets.




TWO


It had been a month since Jenny last sat opposite Dr Allen in the consulting room at the Chepstow clinic. During the one session they had had since her visit to her father in his nursing home, she had neglected to tell her psychiatrist what he had said to her. In fact, she hadn’t told a living soul. He had advanced Alzheimer’s, for God’s sake. She’d be madder than him to take any notice of his lunatic outbursts.


Dr Allen sported new glasses and a salon haircut. Finally having arrived at an age that matched his serious nature, he was beginning to find a look that he felt comfortable with: stylish academic. She had never asked him if he was married but she assumed not, and guessed that the subtle makeover was part of his strategy to remedy the situation.


He looked up from the bound notebook in which he made his precise longhand notes. ‘Has it really been four weeks?’ He smiled. ‘Any progress on the research you were promising to do?’


She felt a rush of electricity travel up her spine and she almost said it; almost confessed that her father had told her that Katy was a first cousin, his brother’s little girl. It had shocked her; her uncle and aunt had lived round the corner yet she had no memory of a little girl, let alone one her age. ‘What happened to Cousin Katy?’ she had asked him. Sitting there in his armchair, chuckling at the seagull on the windowsill, he had said: ‘You remember, Smiler. You killed her.’ A minute later he was out cold, the heavy sedatives he was fed giving him the death-rattle snore she would hear all the way to the lift at the end of the corridor.


Jenny said, ‘No luck, I’m afraid.’


Trying to hide his disappointment, Dr Allen said, ‘Never mind. I’m sure we’ll continue to make progress through regression.’


Jenny doubted that very much.


‘How have you been feeling? Is the medication working?’


‘On the whole.’ She smoothed a wrinkle from the lap of her black suit skirt. ‘It seems to hold the anxiety at bay – no panic attacks at least.’


‘You’ve managed to avoid alcohol?’


‘No problem.’


‘And how does that make you feel?’


She resisted the temptation to tell him how much that phrase irritated her; she had counted him using it eight times in their last session.


‘Honestly? . . . It makes me feel miserable, like there’s something wrong with me.’


‘Do you think there isn’t?’ He floated the question neutrally, as if whatever answer she gave was fine by him.


Jenny crossed her legs, trying not to let the lurch she felt in her stomach show on her face. She would tell him about her father, just not now. How could she be expected to probe an open wound first thing in the morning? And what would Dr Allen do with her answer anyway? It was her responsibility. She would deal with it when she had the time and space, which wasn’t now.


‘Well?’ he prompted her, his eyes searching her face.


‘The more often I come here,’ she said in what she hoped was a calm and measured tone, ‘the more I’m inclined to believe that acute anxiety doesn’t necessarily have one exciting cause. As you’ve said, sometimes time is the best healer.’


He kept his eyes trained on the centre of her face. He was making her nervous.


‘How is your relationship with your son? Is he still living with his father?’


‘For the time being. It makes sense him being close to college with all his commitments.’ She sounded like a fraud and could tell that he saw straight through her.


‘And with your boyfriend – Steve, isn’t it?’


‘We’ve both been rather busy. He works in the day and has to study at night. I barely get an evening to myself . . .’


‘So neither of you feels the need to make the effort? Last time we met I recall you said he’d declared himself.’


Declared himself. Where did he get these phrases from?


Jenny shrugged. ‘I suppose I have to take most of the blame.’


Dr Allen nodded, as if she had confirmed his theory. ‘I sense that you’re feeling somewhat disconnected from your emotions. Helpful as the new medication is, perhaps it has allowed you to retreat a little too far from the issues.’


‘I thought I was doing pretty well. No incidents, no breakdowns.’


‘On that level I’m very pleased.’


‘But you’d be happier if I was suffering a little more – is that what you’re saying?’


‘I’m sorry; I think we’re in danger of a misunderstanding—’


She didn’t let him finish. ‘I know how much you want to experience a big eureka moment, find some hidden memory that’s going to put everything right again, but to be honest, Dr Allen, I think I’ve moved beyond that now. Imperfect as things may be, I’m coping, and that’s a hell of an improvement.’


‘That’s all to the good.’ He hesitated, glancing down at his notebook. ‘I just have to check.’


She recognized that tic. He always looked down when he was hiding something. ‘Check what exactly?’


His cheeks flushed with embarrassment. There. She had nailed him.


‘Well, since you feel strong enough to have this conversation I’ll be honest with you. I . . . I’m a little concerned that just as we were making strides you’ve retreated into avoidance, and you’ve found a way of burying your feelings that allows you to function on one level, but on another might be making things worse.’


‘I thought this treatment was about helping me to cope.’


‘It is, but it’s also about cure, and about not making things worse. I feel we’re at a tipping point, Jenny.’ His left hand reached for the knot of his tie. ‘Look, I think it’s best for both of us if I’m completely honest. I respect the fact that you’re an intelligent, professional woman, but in some ways it makes my job harder – you feel able, quite rightly, to question my approach. But I remain certain of my diagnosis: you have a buried trauma which lies at the root of your generalized anxiety syndrome. I would like to persist with a fortnightly course of regression therapy for at least six sessions. If you don’t want that, I suggest I refer you elsewhere.’ He sat back in his chair and fixed her with a look. ‘We have twenty minutes. Shall we try?’


Jenny said, ‘What, in your opinion, might happen to me if I passed on the offer?’


‘Experience has taught me that there is invariably a day of reckoning. Painful as it may be, I really do recommend you give this a chance.’


She thought of the files stacked up on her desk, the emails and telephone messages that would be waiting for her in the office, the calls she would have to make, the endless petty but important battles each day brought. She wanted to say to him, All right, but just not now.


Jenny said, ‘Can I call you?’


Dr Allen closed his notebook. ‘By all means, but you’ll understand that it may not be me who sees you next time.’


Jenny spent the remainder of her commute to work on the phone, the recently acquired hands-free turning the once private space of her car into an office. Government fraud officers had broken into a disused industrial unit and discovered the crudely embalmed bodies of five elderly Asians whose various pensions and allowances were still being claimed by their relatives. The last thing the police wanted was to get involved in what they called an ‘all Indian’, and they were trying to offload the legwork onto the coroner’s office. Jenny was dealing with the crane collapse – six phone calls from victims’ lawyers before nine a.m. – and told the Detective Superintendent in charge to forget it. She had barely hung up when Alison called with the news that a nine-year-old girl had been declared dead on arrival at the Vale from suspected alcohol poisoning. Jenny sent her to witness the autopsy and take statements from the ambulance crew and A & E team. The thought of a pre-pubescent body stretched out in the morgue filled her with overwhelming and irrational dread. Child deaths were one thing she had yet to learn to cope with. She tried not to think why that might be.


She approached her office at 14 Jamaica Street to find a man standing on the pavement outside. He was snake-hipped with short dark hair and olive skin, dressed in a dark suit that emphasized the narrowness of his limbs. He turned sharply at the sound of her footsteps as if startled, and she saw that he was a priest: he wore a black clerical shirt of the Roman style, a thin collar tight to his neck showing only a narrow band of white beneath his Adam’s apple. She noticed his eyes were jet black, his slender features as smooth as polished walnut.


‘Can I help you?’ Jenny said. ‘I’m Mrs Cooper. The coroner.’


A look of relief came over the priest’s face. ‘Ah, Mrs Cooper. I am so sorry to trouble you. Father Lucas Starr. I was hoping to make an appointment to discuss a case.’ He spoke with an accent she couldn’t place. She would have said Spanish but couldn’t be sure.


‘Have you tried phoning? We are in the book.’ She stepped past him and unlocked the door.


‘It’s a matter of some urgency,’ he said calmly, but in a way which held her attention. ‘Of life and death, you might say.’


Jenny glanced at her watch: it was nearly ten and she had a hundred things that would demand her attention the moment she walked through the door.


‘Look, I’m really very busy this morning. How about at the end of the day?’


The priest formed his right hand into a fist and enclosed it with his left palm, the subconscious gesture somewhere between a threat and a prayer. ‘If you could only spare me ten minutes, Mrs Cooper. Your response might make all the difference to the man with whose welfare I am concerned.’


‘Ten? You’re sure?’


‘You have my word.’


She took him through the dimly lit, windowless hallway that led to her ground-floor offices. There was a vague smell of damp; the cheap wallpaper the landlord had recently pasted up was already starting to peel at the corners. Ignoring the heap of mail waiting for her on Alison’s desk, Jenny ushered the priest through the heavy oak door to her room. He waited for her to be seated behind her desk before he sat in the chair opposite, his back straight as a board, hands crossed precisely on his lap.


Jenny said, ‘I’m listening, Father . . . What should I call you?’


‘Father Starr is fine.’


Jenny nodded. ‘You’re a Catholic priest, I presume?’


‘Yes,’ he said, with a trace of hesitation. ‘Not a parish priest, a Jesuit in formation to be precise. I’m nearing the end of a five-year ministry as a prison chaplain. One final year of tertianship and I become a brother, God willing.’


‘I had no idea it took that long.’


‘Start to finish, seventeen years, sometimes more.’ He smiled softly. ‘They don’t let just anybody in.’


She placed him at about forty, but somehow his age didn’t seem to define him. She was curious about his accent, though: she detected traces of American; no, Latin American – that was it. ‘You said you were concerned for someone’s welfare.’


‘Yes, please let me explain. This relates to the death of a young woman named Eva Donaldson. I understand you are about to make the formal certification of the cause of death?’


Jenny glanced at the file bound with white ribbon sitting on top of one of three disorderly heaps on her desk.


‘Eva Donaldson, the actress?’


Jenny had skimmed the Eva Donaldson file and picked up bits and pieces from news reports over the couple of months since the young woman’s death, but hadn’t stopped to consider the full story of her transformation from art student to adult movie star, to religious convert and full-time campaigner for Decency, a pressure group advocating a ban on internet pornography.


‘The same. The man to whom I am ministering is named Paul Craven. He confessed to killing her.’


‘I remember. He pleaded guilty to her murder.’


‘You are correct, but he was not in his right mind. Paul Craven did not kill Eva Donaldson and he should not be spending the rest of his life in prison. I fear that unless the truth is told his life may not be very long.’ A look of pain briefly passed across the priest’s face. ‘He is a sensitive and a troubled man, and a deeply religious man also. He had been out of prison for only a few days, having spent twenty-one years, all of his adult life, in jail.’


‘Before we go any further,’ Jenny said, ‘you have got to understand – I’m a coroner. I determine cause of death. If you’ve evidence that could overturn the finding of a criminal court, the correct course is to instruct a lawyer to mount an appeal.’


Father Starr gave a patient nod. ‘If we had a year or two, maybe, but Mr Craven doesn’t have that long. There is a struggle within him that I sense he is losing.’


The phone rang. Jenny looked at it and pressed the divert button. ‘All right, fifteen minutes. Then I really have to get on.’


Father Starr reminded Jenny of the highlights of Eva’s career, telling her that she had been something of an inspirational figure to him and the prisoners he ministered to in Telhurst, a long-term prison in south Gloucestershire. At twenty she dropped out of art school and started acting in pornographic films. At twenty-five she was at the peak of her career when a road accident left her with permanent scars that disfigured one side of her face. The production company she was contracted to spat her out and sued her for loss of revenue, arguing that the drugs she had taken caused her to lose control of the car. They won. The pills she took to rev her up for a shoot cost her three hundred thousand in cash, her country house and her career.


Eva entered a downward spiral of drink, drugs and self-loathing. Later, she would tell audiences how she was on the verge of taking her own life – actually walking to the pharmacy to collect the painkillers she planned to wash down with the vodka she had ready in her bag – when she overheard a young woman telling a friend how the church she had joined had given her a permanent high. Eva caught the name of it as she pushed on the pharmacy door: the Mission Church of God.


Back then, nearly three years ago, the worshippers met in a disused bingo hall. The pastor was an inspirational young American named Bobby DeMont, who from nothing had built the mother church in Washington DC to be one of the biggest single congregations in the USA, over thirty-five thousand strong. That night Eva claimed she saw the light of God shine. It was in Bobby DeMont’s eyes as he spoke, and in the faces of the young men and women around her as they heard the unadulterated truth for the first time in their lives.


Not only did the church give her back her will to live, through it she was introduced to its chief benefactor, Michael, now Lord Turnbull. At forty-one years of age Turnbull had sold his software company for two hundred million dollars, but his conscience was troubled. As a young idealist, he had pioneered video-streaming software in the hope of putting the lie-peddling media multinationals out of business. What, in fact, he inadvertently provided was the means for the pornography business to reach into every home with a computer, making a lot of disgusting people exceedingly rich. A year later Turnbull had been struggling to hold down a consultancy to a lobbying company in Washington while suffering from increasingly crippling depression. Dependent on alcohol and pills, he had started to fantasize about jumping from his penthouse balcony when he chanced on an item on the local news about a spate of miraculous healings that had taken place at the Mission Church of God. Desperate, and with nothing to lose, the multi-millionaire sobered up and took himself to an evening service. When Bobby DeMont called on all those who hadn’t yet pledged their lives to the Lord Jesus Christ to do so right now, Michael Turnbull obeyed. He would later describe to television viewers around the world the feeling when Bobby first laid his hands on him as like being giddy with wine and madly in love, only many times stronger.


Born again, Michael donated generously to the church and hatched the idea of starting a sister church in his home city of Bristol. Fired up with the idea of taking the gospel back to a country that had brought so many evangelists to the US, Bobby DeMont himself came to England for the first few months to sow the seeds. Within a year the congregation had grown to a thousand members and Michael Turnbull had established a lobby group, Decency, to try to undo some of the damage he had inflicted on the world. When he heard Eva Donaldson had become a member of the church, he immediately recruited her to the cause. For the remaining year of her life she became the public face of the campaign: her scarred beauty a symbol of the ugliness of pornography; her first-hand testimony of being abused for profit a stain on the conscience of every man who heard her.


The world’s media and politicians were stunned by the level of public enthusiasm for Decency’s cause. Liberals poured scorn on what they dismissed as an old-fashioned moral backlash, but facing down her critics in what would become her most famous network television interview, Eva Donaldson said, ‘Do you think it’s right that images of me having sex with men and women I barely knew, committing acts I sometimes had to drug myself to perform, are available to your child at the click of a mouse?’ She left her opponents floundering.


Jenny reminded her visitor of the time. His fifteen minutes were up.


‘I’m giving you the history, Mrs Cooper,’ Father Starr said, ‘to emphasize how many people there were with a motive to silence her.’


‘But hasn’t she been made a martyr? I’ve read there’s a good chance the Decency Bill they’ve been agitating for might actually become law.’


The priest leaned forward in his chair. ‘Look at the circumstances of her murder. There were no signs of forced entry, indicating she opened her door to a caller. She was stabbed once, in the kitchen, with a weapon which has never been recovered. There was no evidence of sexual violation. At the time of her death Mr Craven was residing in a bedsit in Redland, over seven miles from her home. Read the transcript of his police interview – he couldn’t state her address or even describe the route he would have taken to it.’


‘I’ve not read the whole file,’ Jenny said, ‘but I do recall that Craven gave himself up at a police station, confessed freely, and that his DNA was found in the grounds of Miss Donaldson’s house.’


‘The DNA is unreliable. They say he urinated on the doorstep. I have spoken to experts who say there are very few cells excreted in urine.’


‘Then it sounds as if you’ve grounds for appeal. An uncorroborated confession by a man in a fragile state of mind isn’t usually sufficient for a conviction.’


‘The psychiatrists say there’s nothing wrong with him. I know otherwise, but what notice would the courts take of a priest?’


‘Surely Craven’s had good lawyers representing him. What do they think?’


‘He told them he was guilty. Now he insists he isn’t, they are professionally embarrassed and he has to instruct new ones. But without some evidence, some lead, he won’t get legal aid. I understand that leaves him at the mercy of the Criminal Appeal Cases Review Commission. Who knows when they might get to his case – months, years?’


‘Look,’ Jenny said, ‘where there’s been a conviction a coroner is entitled to investigate the circumstances of the death, but the law states that I mustn’t return a verdict which undermines a finding of the criminal court, and that includes a guilty plea.’


‘I’ve informed myself on the point,’ Father Starr said. ‘But as I understand it, you would be acting perfectly lawfully in investigating the circumstances of Miss Donaldson’s death. And if you were to discover evidence exonerating Mr Craven, it would be grounds for an appeal.’


Jenny smiled. ‘I can’t fault your optimism, Father. But is that all you’ve got? Tell me what makes you so sure Craven didn’t kill her.’


The priest studied her, carefully weighing his words. ‘When he was a vulnerable and disturbed teenager Paul Craven killed a young woman. I have now known him for five years. I know him more intimately than any other human being: I am his confessor. I have seen him turn to God and I have seen God change and redeem him. I ask you to believe me when I say I can divine whether he’s lying about such a profound matter as whether he committed murder.’


‘Then why did he confess?’


‘I think it’s best that you ask him that. It’s not possible to judge a man until you have met, don’t you think?’


‘I can certainly send my officer to take a statement—’


‘Please,’ Father Starr interjected, gesturing with his hands, ‘I ask this one thing of you, that you interview him in person. Then, I guarantee, you will understand.’


He was a hard man to resist, and someone Jenny already felt she would like to know more about. ‘And if I say I can’t?’


‘I shan’t beg you, Mrs Cooper.’ He got up from his chair. ‘Thank you for your time. You have been most generous.’ He produced a card from his jacket pocket and placed it in front of her. ‘I’ll leave you to decide what’s right.’


She should have started working through her phone messages or reading her mail, but the priest’s plea lingered like a watchful presence. It demanded that she make a decision on whether to rubber-stamp the Crown Court’s verdict in line with usual procedure, or to risk the ire of her overseers in the Ministry of Justice and conduct an inquest of her own.


She reached for the court file and began skimming through its pages.


There was a statement from Eva Donaldson’s domestic help, who had arrived in the morning to find her employer’s body on the kitchen floor of her modest home in Winterbourne Down, a village just outside the northern margins of the city; statements from the several detectives who were called to the scene; a list of items that were removed from the house; a forensics report on the DNA sample recovered from the doormat; and a report by the Home Office pathologist. A bundle of photographs showed the body at the scene. Eva was curled into a foetal position surrounded by a huge pool of congealed blood. Two shots of the body on the slab showed a single stab wound to her chest midway between her breasts and her shoulder-length blonde hair. The final photograph was a close-up of her heart sitting in a kidney dish. A flagged pin marked the stab wound, which had penetrated her upper right ventricle, making death a rapid certainty.


Jenny stuffed the pictures into the back of the file and flicked through the transcript of Craven’s police interview. He wasn’t much of a talker. The DI conducting the interrogation, Goodison, had had to tease him along. When eventually he found his tongue, Craven said he kept seeing Eva on the television news talking about her past in blue movies and how she had found God. He had found God, too, which was what gave him the idea of going to talk to her on his release. When the detective asked how he’d found her address, he said he had got it from contact-a-celebrity.com while he was still in prison. Jenny arrived at a section of the interview that had been highlighted:




DI G: You say you walked all the way to her house.


[suspect nods]


DI G: What did you do when you got there, Paul?


PC: Hung around for a while, then rang the bell.


DI G: What did you do while you hung around?


[suspect shrugs]


DI G: Come on, Paul, you can remember that. What did you do? Look through the window, check out the house, go to the toilet, what?


[long pause]


PC: I think I went to the toilet, had a leak.


DI G: Where?


PC: Don’t remember. No. Don’t remember.


DI G: By the house?


PC: Yeah, that’s it, by the house.


DI G: Then what?


PC: Like I said, I rang the doorbell.


DI G: What happened next?


PC: She came to the door. She said, ‘Who are you?’ I said, ‘I’m Paul, like the apostle, and I think God told me to come and talk to you about all the good work you’re doing, because I want to give my life to good works too.’ And she said, ‘Oh, well you’d better come in and tell me more.’ [long pause] I followed her into the house, into the kitchen, then she turned to me with this strange look on her face, and she put her hand on me [suspect indicates his chest] and she said, ‘You don’t have to say anything, Paul, I know what you want and I want it too.’ And she moved her hand downwards, you know, down there [suspect indicates his groin area] and I said, ‘No, that’s not right, please don’t do that to me,’ but she took no notice. I said, ‘Eva, that’s a sin.’ She said [pause] I can’t say what she said.


DI G: It’s not a problem, Paul. Just tell me what she said.


[suspect covers face with hands]


DI G: Come on, Paul. Let’s hear it.


[pause]


PC: She said, [sobbing] she said, ‘Fuck me for the devil.’ And that’s when I picked up a knife from the counter and stuck it in her, right there, in the chest.


DI G: How many times?


[suspect shakes his head]


DI G: What did you do then?


PC: I ran out of that house. I ran away from there.


DI G: What did you do with the knife?


PC: Threw it away.


DI G: Where? Where did you throw it?


[suspect shakes his head, breaking down into tears]




The last document in the file was a report from the court-appointed psychiatrist, Dr Helen Graham, who said she had examined Craven on three separate occasions during his remand. In her opinion he was suffering from a mild personality disorder which gave him ‘a sometimes tenuous grasp on reality and a tendency to fixate on abstract, often religious ideas’, but there had been no evidence of violence in his character during his long prison term. He had attended classes conducted by female teachers and been in contact with a female parole officer without any suggestion of inappropriate behaviour. He wasn’t clinically insane, and in her view there was no evidence to support any suggestion that he was suffering from diminished responsibility or a temporary psychological illness. During their three sessions Craven had refused to discuss the circumstances of the alleged offence, but on one occasion did express remorse for what he had done. Dr Graham concluded that there was no reason to question the validity of Craven’s confession and expressed the opinion that the stress of release had caused him to commit a crime very similar to that for which he had originally been imprisoned.


Stapled inside the back cover of the file was a copy of Craven’s criminal record and a handwritten statement of the facts of his first murder. At eighteen, he had met a twenty-three-year-old nurse named Grace Akingbade at a Bristol nightclub. Late in the evening they were seen leaving together. Grace’s body was found in her room in a hospital accommodation block the following afternoon. She had been beaten and strangled but there was no evidence of sexual molestation. Craven was arrested the same day and made a full confession. His explanation for the killing was that the young woman had mocked him when he had failed to perform sexually.


Jenny finished reading and made up her mind that there was nothing to investigate. If Craven wanted to protest his innocence he would have to do what everyone else did and find a criminal lawyer to fight his battles for him. There were far more deserving cases on her desk.


She looked up with a start as Alison thumped through the door and dumped a fresh heap of papers in front of her.


‘Are you all right, Mrs Cooper?’


‘You shocked me.’


‘Fun as it was watching an autopsy on a nine-year-old, I thought I’d better tear myself away.’


Jenny noticed that she was wearing shiny red lipstick and had brushed her dyed blonde hair forward over her cheeks. ‘It suits you,’ she said, her heart still pulsing hard against her ribs.


‘Thank you,’ Alison said with self-conscious abruptness and swiftly changed the subject. ‘The pathologist confirmed death by alcohol poisoning so social services have asked the police to look at criminal negligence. I doubt it’ll end with charges, but at least it’s off our plate for the time being. We’ve had an anonymous email from a man who claims he was one of the gang which erected the crane and says they were using sub-standard bolts, and Dr Kerr just emailed an interim report on Alan Jacobs – it’s not looking too pretty. Oh, and there’s been a fatal RTA on the Portway I should probably go and have a look at.’


She turned abruptly to the door.


Jenny sensed there was more to Alison’s agitation than her caseload. ‘Is everything all right?’


‘I’ve had more relaxing mornings.’


‘Is it Terry again?’


‘Terry?’ Alison said, as if her husband was the furthest thing from her mind. ‘He’s no trouble to me now he’s in Spain.’


‘Another holiday?’


‘I don’t know what you call it,’ Alison said, ‘but I suppose you might as well know before you hear gossip. He’s been seeing some woman he met out there last time.’


‘I’m sorry. I’d no idea—’


‘Neither did I till last Thursday. But I told him if there was something he wanted to get out of his system I’d rather he did it out of my sight.’


Jenny knew there had been arguments, mostly over her husband Terry’s desire to sell up and retire to a Spanish condo while he was still young enough to get round the golf course, but she had no idea relations had turned this sour. ‘So, where does that leave the two of you?’


‘I haven’t a clue, but I’m damned if he’s going to have all the fun.’ The phone rang in the outer office. ‘That’ll be traffic wanting to know if I’m coming to see the body.’


‘Couldn’t we make do with their photographs?’


‘I’d rather get out if you don’t mind, Mrs Cooper. I’m afraid I can’t tolerate my own company at the moment.’


She left, thumping the door shut behind her. It seemed only a few weeks ago that she’d been wrestling with feelings for DI Pironi and had spent three days in self-pitying silence having stood him up on a dinner date. Veering between churchgoing piety and guilt-ridden desire, Alison spent weeks on end as moody as a teenager.


Jenny picked up Dr Kerr’s single-page interim report and prepared herself for the worst. It didn’t disappoint:




Rectal examination showed fresh and semi-healed abrasions consistent with intercourse on more than one occasion; swabs show presence of semen deposited in the hours immediately preceding death. Minor lesions on both forearms appear to have been made by human fingernails. Tissue samples from affected sites have been submitted for analysis.


While the immediate cause of death is an overdose of phenobarbital, it is not possible to say with certainty whether consumption was voluntary.




Jenny thought of Mrs Jacobs and tried to imagine her reaction as DI Wallace broke the news of her husband’s final hours. She pictured her face set in a stony mask of denial. How would she cope? Would she even understand? No. If Jenny had gained one insight into human nature through being a coroner, it was that two people could inhabit the same space for years and in all meaningful respects remain distant strangers.


She placed the report on the arbitrary pile at the right side of her desk which she had started with Paul Craven’s court file, and was struck by the thought that only weeks and a handful of miles apart sex, drugs and God – a trinity of life’s most potent forces – had colluded in the untimely deaths of both Alan Jacobs and Eva Donaldson. The thought seemed to open a door to an untravelled corner of her subconscious. She found herself in a dark and downward-sloping tunnel. And in the gloom behind her the door slammed shut.




THREE


It was in the early evenings that the effect of her slow-release medication tapered off and the ghosts it held at bay returned to haunt her. They had no faces, these forms hovering at the margins of her consciousness, but they wanted her to know that they were only a breath away; that she had only one foot in the world of the living. Lately their presence had become sharper. It was as if the eruption of spring into summer, with all the valley humming with the urgency of life, had spurred them to greater efforts.


There was no relief from them tonight. Throughout her drive home their presence had grown. They were waiting for her in the shadows at Melin Bach, behind the trees at the end of the cottage’s garden, amongst the clutter of ancient tools and implements in the dilapidated mill shed. She couldn’t settle to read her papers at the scrub-top table on the lawn without feeling watched by unseen eyes, feeling the touch of their hands in the breeze on her neck. The psychiatrists would call it mild paranoia, but that didn’t begin to explain the dark and complex landscape of her other world.


The scent of the newly mown meadow was overpowered by the smell of the churchyard where Alan Jacobs’s body had lain. His features hovered behind her eyes, and the shame and anguish of his final moments tugged at her, as if she were somehow wrapped up in the cause of his despair.


Such irrational thoughts were nothing new. They had dogged Jenny throughout her short career as a coroner, taunting her with the notion that she was doomed to consort with the dead, denying her the chance to live unselfconsciously among the living. She had tried to pull free, to confine her imagination within normal limits, but then Alec McAvoy had arrived and flung the door to the abyss wide open. My Dark Rosaleen, he had called her. He had seemed to know her secrets without her saying a word and he had left without saying how. But left her to what?


Listless, and for the first time in weeks fighting the desire to drive into town to buy a bottle of wine, Jenny retreated to her little study at the front of the cottage and tried to lose herself in the most urgent files she had brought home. Top of the pile was Eva Donaldson’s. There’d been an email late in the afternoon from Eva’s next of kin, her father, asking when her body might be released for burial and her death formally registered. It was Jenny’s custom not to allow homicide victims to be released until the conclusion of a trial; there was now no good reason not to hand her remains back to her family, especially as Craven’s claim to innocence, such as it was, was based purely on the soundness of his confession.


She reached out for a Form 21, Coroner’s Order for Burial, and began to complete it, but as she did so she heard the steady voice of Father Starr: ‘Believe me when I say I can divine whether he’s lying about such a profound matter as whether he committed murder.’ It was illogical, precisely the sort of superstition she had strained so hard in recent months to avoid, yet completing the form suddenly felt like a betrayal. What was it McAvoy had said that morning in the car when he’d been scratchy and hung-over? ‘Try going to confession once a fortnight and spilling your sins out to a celibate priest. There’s something to put you in your place.’ She remembered the smell of his cigarette smoke, the odour of cramped courtrooms, dirty cells and seedy nightclubs that clung to his damp woollen coat, a world she came to understand he was both called to and despised.


She flipped open the lid of her laptop and ran a search on Father Lucas Starr. He was listed as Roman Catholic chaplain of Telhurst Prison. A short biography recorded that he was thirty-nine years old, the son of American and Mexican missionaries, and had spent his early life in Bolivia and New Mexico. While still a teenager, he had entered the Seminary of the Immaculate Conception in Huntington, New York, and was now in the sixteenth year of his formation as a Jesuit. He had spent time with missions in Nigeria, Angola, the Philippines, Bangladesh and Colombia, where he served in the chaplaincy of La Modelo prison, Bogotá. She began a fresh enquiry with ‘La Modelo’ and learned that it was considered the toughest, filthiest, most violent and dangerous jail in South America.


What would McAvoy have said? His answer sounded clearly: give the man a chance; you don’t devote body and soul to God for twenty years without becoming wiser than most. They’ll scare the hell out of you, these Catholic priests, with their iron wills and cold certainty of what’s to come, but they’ll go to places you wouldn’t dare and draw on strength you’ll never possess.


Jenny typed ‘Eva Donaldson’ and was met with a barrage of the sacred and profane, a galaxy of hardcore pornographic websites vying with reports on the Decency campaign. She clicked ‘images’ and wished she hadn’t. A single dignified portrait of Eva’s post-accident face sat amongst a carousel of lurid shots of her in every form of sexual congress. In one scene she was a delicate virgin, in others a whore, an unwilling victim, a cheating wife. Of all the roles it was innocence she performed best. She was such a successful commodity, Jenny realized, because despite the squalor of her poses she retained an aspect of purity. She encouraged in her voyeurs the fantasy that through knowing her they would somehow lift themselves out of their own wretchedness.


Jenny quickly navigated away and scrubbed her images from the machine’s memory. Be rational, she told herself, get a grip, behave like Her Majesty’s Coroner and follow the protocol, but she knew the battle was already lost. Attempting to reason away her emotional decision, she tried to convince herself that it was merely a question of showing respect for Father Starr. Surely it would be a proper and humane gesture to visit Craven in prison before letting Eva’s body be returned to the earth. Her thoughts were interrupted by the creak of the front gate and the sound of a man’s footsteps on the flagstone path. She craned forward to see Steve approaching. He was carrying flowers.


She brought the lupins out to the garden table in a tall clear vase that had belonged to her mother and saw him crouching at the edge of the stream. He pressed his fingers to his lips as she went over to join him. She knelt beside him and followed his gaze to what she called the swimming pool, a hollow in the stream bed deep enough to wallow in. A flash of silver broke the surface and leaped among the lazily circling flies. He turned to her and smiled, a day’s growth on his hollow cheeks. His face was tired, but his eyes were bright as he shielded them from the sloping sunlight with a cupped hand.


‘There’s scores of them. Must be the pure water,’ he said.


‘I suppose I should feel blessed.’


‘Too right.’ He held her gaze with a playful, questioning look. ‘May I?’


He leaned forward and kissed her mouth without waiting for an answer, his skin rough against her cheeks as he stroked her hair.


‘You don’t mind?’


‘Why would I?’


He drew back, letting his hand drop to her shoulder then slide down her back to her waist. ‘I don’t know.’ He shrugged. ‘It’s been a while.’


Jenny stared down into the stream, watching the school of fish dart through a shaft of milky light. ‘I’m sorry. I’ve been useless.’


‘I was worried about you.’


‘I’m OK,’ she lied.


‘Ross decided to stay with his dad?’


‘Yes . . . it makes more sense for him to be in town.’


‘And you’ve been hiding away here getting lonely.’


‘I’ve had a lot of work.’


He gave her a look which said she could do better.


‘I know I’ve not been much of a girlfriend.’


Steve grinned. ‘Girlfriend? I’ve never heard you call yourself that before. Wow.’


She contrived to look hurt, but a laugh forced itself out. One of relief, of having a distraction from herself. And he looked handsome tonight, somehow more confident in his new life as a nearly-qualified architect. He still remained partly the romantic backwoodsman who had brought the countryside alive for her, telling her the names of every plant and tree, showing her where the deer stood at night and where the fox slunk through the hedges, but he seemed to inspire more trust now that his world had expanded beyond the boundaries of his out-of-the-way farm.


‘I know it threw you when I said those things . . .’ He sounded almost apologetic, referring to when he had told her he was in love with her, but too embarrassed to repeat it. ‘It must be tough coming out of a marriage, all the baggage . . .’


She nodded, no more ready to have this discussion now than she had been three months ago.


He paused, trying to fathom her expression. ‘That day you went to see you father – what happened?’


‘Nothing.’


He gave her the searching look, the one more intimate than the sex that had first disarmed her. ‘The shutters came down that day, Jenny, I felt it. Was it just because of what I said? I was only being honest.’


‘Partly . . . I don’t know.’


‘I didn’t want to spoil it between us.’


‘I know what you wanted.’


‘If you don’t want things complicated, why don’t you just say so? Put me out of my agony.’


He touched her lightly on the shoulder, longing for an answer she couldn’t give. As he lifted his hand she caught it and brought it to her lips. ‘Can we talk about this afterwards?’


They didn’t make it to the bedroom or even indoors. They made love on the grass as urgently as they had the first time last summer. She was young again, feeling his every touch, his every minute caress with an electric thrill, until at last they both exploded in the scattering colours of grass and sky and spiralled slowly back to earth, a pair of gently fading butterflies.


She brought tea outside to the table as the sun dipped beneath the crest of the hill. They sat side by side, she leaning into him as he told her about his plans for when he was qualified. The firm he was attached to had lost out on a lot of business recently: clients’ budgets weren’t stretching to the extra cost of the ecological buildings in which they specialized. The chances of a full-time position were slim and he’d no choice but to start looking elsewhere. So far the only interest had been from a British firm in Provence. The money was appealing, but it would mean taking beautiful old farmhouses and turning them into vulgar, air-conditioned villas for ex-pat retirees. He hadn’t spent seven years of study only to ditch his principles at the first sight of a cheque.


‘At least you’d see the sun,’ Jenny said.


‘You sound as if you’re trying to sell it to me.’


‘There are worse places to be than the south of France.’


He looked a little hurt. ‘Would you visit?’


‘If you’d forgive me for using the plane.’


‘We might even see each other more often.’


‘Ouch.’


‘I’m serious, Jenny. I’m going to get an answer out of you one way or the other.’ Despite the light-hearted tone she could tell he meant it. After her months of evasion he was pressing her for commitment.


‘By when?’


‘I qualify in six weeks.’


‘Then what? You’ll give up on me?’


‘No.’ He hesitated. ‘But after that I’ll leave it up to you to make the moves.’


It occurred to her to tell him the truth then, to confess that it had taken all her strength to try to cope with her demented father accusing her of being a child killer. It would be a relief to share it with him, to have someone to reason it through with. But what if he recoiled and turned his back on her in horror or disgust? She couldn’t face his rejection, not now, not on top of everything else.


Jenny felt tears in her eyes. She hurriedly moved to wipe them away.


‘What’s the matter?’


‘Nothing. It’s just . . . There are some things I need to get straightened out. It’s healthy. You’re giving me a spur.’


‘Anything you can share with me?’


‘No.’


‘I’d better head back.’ He got up from the table.


Jenny reached out and touched his fingers. ‘I’m glad you’re being honest, really. And I’m trying to be. Just give me a little more time.’


He smiled again, decent enough to give her the benefit of the doubt. Better than she deserved. He stooped down to kiss her goodbye. As he walked away towards the old cart track that led around the side of the house, he stopped suddenly. ‘Oh, by the way – there was a man with a little girl who seemed to be waiting for you around the front last night.’


‘A man?’


‘Yes. I drove past at about six. They were still there when I came back up around seven.’


‘What did they look like?’


‘He was in his thirties, the girl can’t have been more than five or six.’


Jenny shrugged. It didn’t sound like anyone she knew.


Steve said, ‘Maybe they’d got the wrong place. You’ll call?’


‘I promise.’


Jenny spent what was left of the evening working, the only light in the house coming from her ancient desk lamp. It was nearly midnight and her eyes were smarting from staring at the computer screen when the return email from Father Starr arrived. He had arranged for her to visit Craven the following afternoon and Craven’s solicitors were forwarding their files to her office. Her diary was already full, but Starr’s tone brooked no argument. She dithered, then replied that she would meet him at the reception desk. Frustrated with herself for being such a pushover, she slammed her laptop closed and switched off the lamp. Feeling her way into the tar-black hall, she fumbled for the light switch. The single bulb stuttered into life like a guttering candle. Starting up the foot-worn treads of the narrow staircase, she heard the sound of gentle rapping at the front door: the cautious knock of a small hand. She turned, startled, telling herself it was only the wind. It came again: four patient, evenly spaced taps.


She told herself it was nothing, a plant knocking against the porch, a restless bird nesting in the eaves. She listened to the reassuring silence for a long moment and resumed her climb. As she reached the landing, feet shuffled on the path outside the front door accompanied by whispered voices: a child’s whimper, a man, patient and reassuring. Jenny stood frozen, her heart pounding in her ears, waiting for the next tap, willing it to be real people outside, but they faded away. She waited for the squeak of the gate, for the turn of an engine, but nothing came.


She tiptoed softly across the creaking boards and fetched her sleeping pills from the bathroom cabinet. She shook one out, then made it three.


Telhurst Prison was set anonymously outside a small hamlet on the southern plain of the Severn estuary. Surrounded by wheat fields, there was nothing to indicate its presence except a discreet sign directing visiting traffic from the main road down the narrow lane leading to its front entrance. Shielded from the surrounding countryside by a screen of poplars, it occupied a site the size of several football pitches. The main building was of modern construction, red brick with tiny windows like the arrow slits in the walls of a medieval castle. The perimeter was contained by two twenty-foot-high fences studded with cameras and patrolled by officers with dogs.


Alison had objected on principle to the coroner being summoned to interview a convicted murderer, and having voiced her objections sat in stubborn silence for the entire journey. Still suffering the effects of the previous night’s sleeping pills, Jenny was too tired and preoccupied to attempt talking her round. She was thinking about ghosts, whether they were real or imaginary, and if it made any difference either way.
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