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Veil not thy mirror, sweet Amine,


Till night shall also veil each star,


Thou seest a twofold marvel there:


The only face so fair as thine,


The only eyes that, near or far,


Can gaze on thine without despair.


James Clarence Mangan
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ONE


During her six months as coroner for the Severn Vale District, Jenny Cooper had known only a handful of corpses remain unidentified for more than a day or two. Jane Doe, or JD0110, had been wrapped in her white plastic shroud in the refrigerator at the Vale hospital’s mortuary for a little over a week. Owing to the large backlog of bodies awaiting post-mortem, she remained unopened and unexamined.


She had been washed up on the English side of the Severn estuary at the mouth of the Avon; sucked in with the tide and deposited naked on a mudbank a little downstream from where the M5 motorway thundered across the river. She was blonde, five feet eight inches tall, had no body hair and had been partially eaten by gulls. There was little left of the soft tissue of her abdomen and breasts, and in common with all corpses left open to the elements for any length of time there were empty sockets where her eyes had once been. For the purposes of identification Jenny had insisted that glass ones be fitted. An unnatural blue, they gave her face a dumb, doll-like quality.


Alison Trent, the coroner’s officer, had arranged for a number of potential identifiers to attend the mortuary late on a Friday afternoon, but at the last minute she had been called to a supermarket depot, where the bodies of three young African men had been discovered in a refrigerated trailer amongst a cargo of beef carcasses imported from France. Rather than leave the families in suspense, Jenny reluctantly left the office early to preside at the mortuary herself.


It was the final week of January; freezing sleet slanted from a gunmetal sky. It was not yet four o’clock and daylight had all but bled away. Jenny arrived to find a group of a dozen or so waiting in the unmanned reception area of the mortuary building at the rear of the hospital. The antique radiators were either not switched on or were broken. As the couples amongst them whispered to one another their breath emerged in wispy clouds. Most were middle-aged parents who wore expressions of dread masking deeper feelings of guilt and shame. How did it come to this? their grim, lined faces seemed to say.


Since there was no assistant available to help conduct the viewings, Jenny was forced to address the group in the manner of a schoolteacher, instructing them to take it in turns to pass through the slap doors and along the corridor to the refrigerator at the far end. She warned them that the body might not be instantly recognizable and provided the details of a private laboratory which would take their DNA samples and compare them with that of the Jane Doe: it entailed a modest expense but not one her meagre budget would extend to. They dutifully noted down the company’s email address and phone number, but one of them, Jenny noticed, did not. Nor did he enter his details onto the list of those wishing to be informed in the event that other unidentified bodies surfaced. Instead, the tall, lean man, somewhere in his mid-fifties, stood away from the huddle, his slender, sun-weathered face expressionless, his only sign of anxiety the occasional raising of his hand to smooth his short black hair streaked with grey. Jenny noticed his arresting green eyes and hoped he wasn’t the one whose tears would spill onto the tiled floor.


There were always tears.


The building was arranged to maximize the visitors’ trauma. Their twenty-yard journey through the mortuary required them to pass an extended row of gurneys, each bearing a corpse wrapped in an envelope of shiny white polythene. The stale air was heavy with the smell of decay, disinfectant and an illicit hint of cigarette smoke. One after another, three separate couples made the walk along the corridor and steeled themselves to look down on the bare head and shoulders of the Jane Doe, her skin now starting to yellow and take on a papery texture. And one after another they shook their heads, their expressions of relief mixed with uncertainty and the fear of similar ordeals to follow.


The man with green eyes did not carry himself like the others. His footsteps approached briskly, his manner was abrupt and businesslike, yet somehow seemed to cover a sadness or uncertainty that Jenny read as regret. Without flinching, he looked down at the Jane Doe’s face, studied her for a moment, then shook his head decisively. Curious, Jenny asked him who he was looking for. In a cultured transatlantic accent he explained briefly that his stepdaughter had been travelling in the UK and had failed to make contact for several weeks. Her last email was sent from an internet cafe in Bristol. The police had told him about the body. Before Jenny could find a pretext to extend the conversation, he turned and left as quickly as he had come.


Mr and Mrs Crosby arrived after the main group. He was in his late fifties and dressed in the business suit that befitted a high-level professional or businessman; she was several years younger and had the well-preserved features and softer manner of a woman who had not been ground down by life in the workplace. With them came a young man in his late twenties, also dressed formally in a suit and tie. Mr Crosby introduced him stiffly as Michael Stevens, his daughter’s boyfriend. The term seemed to embarrass him: a father not yet ready to surrender the affections of his grown-up daughter. Jenny offered a sympathetic smile and watched them gaze down at the body, take in the contours of the staring, lifeless face, exchange glances and shake their heads.


‘No, it’s not Anna Rose,’ Mrs Crosby said with a trace of doubt. ‘Her hair isn’t that long.’


The statement seemed to satisfy her husband, but the young man was stealing another glance, wise enough to know, Jenny could tell, that the dead can look deceptively different from the living.


‘The eyes are glass,’ she said, ‘so the colour could be different. There are no distinguishing marks and the body was completely depilated.’


Mr Crosby’s eyes flitted questioningly towards her.


‘She has no body hair,’ his wife explained.


He gave a dismissive grunt.


‘It’s not her,’ Michael Stevens said finally. ‘No, it’s definitely not her.’


‘If you’re at all unsure I’d advise you to take a DNA test,’ Jenny said to the parents.


‘We adopted Anna Rose,’ Mrs Crosby said, ‘but I expect we can find something of hers. A hairbrush would do, wouldn’t it?’


‘A hair sample would be fine.’


Mr Crosby offered a terse thank you and placed a hand in the small of his wife’s back, but as he made to lead her away she turned to Jenny.


‘Anna Rose has been missing for ten days. She’s a physics graduate – she works at Maybury with Mike. She didn’t have any problems, she seemed perfectly happy with life.’ Mrs Crosby paused briefly to collect herself. ‘Do you ever come across that?’


Mr Crosby, embarrassed at his wife’s naivety, lowered his eyes to the floor. Mike Stevens glanced uncertainly between his missing girlfriend’s parents. There was alarm in his eyes. He was out of his depth.


‘No. Not often,’ Jenny said. ‘In my experience, suicide – if that is what’s in your mind – is invariably preceded by depression. If you were close to the person, I think you would know.’


‘Thank you,’ Mrs Crosby said. ‘Thank you.’


Her husband steered her away.


Mike Stevens glanced briefly at Jenny in such a way that she assumed he had a question of his own, but whether from shyness or family protocol, he kept it to himself and followed the Crosbys out.


As they disappeared from view, Jenny vaguely recalled an item she had heard on the radio about a young woman who had gone missing from her home in Bristol – a trainee at Maybury, the decommissioned nuclear power station that sat three miles east of the Severn Bridge. Maybury and the other three retired stations on the estuary had been much discussed in the local media lately: a new generation of scientists was being recruited to decommission the fifty-year-old reactors and build the new ones that had been given the go-ahead by the government. Listening to the heated phone-in debates, Jenny had felt a stirring of her teenage idealism, evoking memories of weekend trips with fellow students to peace camps outside American airbases. It seemed strange to her that a generation later a young woman would embark on a career in an industry which she had spent her formative years believing represented all that was corrupt and dangerous in the world.


Jenny slipped on a latex glove, pulled the fold of plastic over the Jane Doe’s face and pushed the heavy drawer shut. After five months of the mortuary being staffed exclusively by a string of unreliable locums, a new full-time pathologist was arriving on Monday. Jenny looked forward to prompt post-mortem reports and not having to waste her afternoons with tasks that his staff should have been assigned to. Professional dignity had been hard to maintain in a cash-strapped coroner’s office and, though she had now seen many hundreds of corpses in every conceivable state of dismemberment and decay, being close to dead bodies still terrified her.


She disposed of the spent glove and hurried as quickly as she could on her narrow heels out into the sharp air. She had an appointment to keep.


Death, and her uneasy relationship with it, occupied most of the time she had spent with Dr Allen. In the consulting room at Chepstow hospital during their fortnightly early evening meetings progress had been slow and insights limited, but Jenny had managed to keep to the regime of anti-depressants and beta blockers, and had largely respected his injunction forbidding alcohol and tranquillizers. Though by no means cured, her generalized anxiety disorder had, for the previous five months, been chemically contained.


The fresh-faced Dr Allen, as punctilious as ever, reached for the thick black notebook he reserved exclusively for her sessions. He turned to the previous entry and carefully read it through. Jenny waited patiently, prepared with polite replies to the questions about her son, Ross, with which he usually opened. After a short while she began to sense that something was different today. Dr Allen seemed engrossed, distracted.


‘Dreams . . .’ he said. ‘I don’t often put a lot of store by them. They’re usually just reprocessed garbage from the day, but I confess I’ve been doing some reading on the subject.’ His eyes remained firmly on the book.


‘Really?’


‘Yes. I dabbled in Jungian analysis when I was at college, but it wasn’t really encouraged; something of a cul-de-sac, I remember my professor saying. Never known a patient who’d been cured by understanding the meaning of his dreams.’


‘Does this mean I’ve driven you to despair?’


‘Not at all.’ He flicked back through his notes, searching for an earlier entry. ‘It’s just I remember that before the medication you used to have some quite vivid ones. Yes . . .’ He found what he was looking for. ‘An ominous crack opening in the wall of your childhood bedroom to a dark forbidding space beyond. A terrifying presence lurking in there that you could never see or even fully visualize . . . an unspeakable horror of some description.’


Jenny felt the vessels of her heart enlarge, a pulse of heat cross her face, a flutter of anxiety in her solar plexus. She tried to keep her voice steady. Act calm, stay calm, she repeated silently to herself.


‘You’re right. I used to have those dreams.’


‘How old were you when you first had them?’ He turned back to a blank page, ready and alert.


‘I was in my early thirties, I suppose.’


‘A time of stress, juggling work and motherhood?’


‘Yes.’


‘And how old are you, as the dreamer, in your dream?’


‘I’m a child.’


‘You’re certain about that?’


‘I don’t ever see myself . . . I suppose I just assume.’


‘And as a child you feel helpless? Terrified of a threat you have no power to control?’


She nodded. ‘And I think I know what you’re going to say next.’


‘What’s that?’


‘That it’s nothing to do with childhood. That the dream merely reflects my state of fear and paralysis.’


‘That’s one interpretation.’ His face fell slightly at having his theory anticipated so easily.


‘I agree. But I still have no memory between the ages of four and five. And don’t tell me I’ve imagined that.’ She fixed him with a look that gave him pause.


‘There is one school of thought which says that a memory gap is a subconscious defence mechanism,’ he said, ‘a buffer if you like, a void into which the conscious mind can project a credible reason, a logical explanation for its distress. An intelligent, rational mind like yours – so the theory goes – would head for the answer most likely to satisfy it: hence while the pain persists, your mind has to satisfy itself with the notion that the cause remains undiscovered—’


She interrupted. ‘It does.’


‘But what if we’re looking for the wrong cause? What if the cause is utterly simple and straightforward – mere stress, for example?’


Jenny allowed herself to consider the possibility, though she remained aware that he might merely be attempting to blindside her, to distract her with one novel thought before firing the penetrating question while she was off guard. She waited for his follow-up, but it didn’t come.


‘So what do you think?’ he said, his eyes alight with the ingenious simplicity of his diagnosis.


‘You’ll be telling me to take a long holiday next, or to change my job.’


A sterner note entered his voice. ‘To be fair, you have stubbornly resisted trying either of those tried and tested methods.’


Jenny smoothed out the creases in her skirt as a way of hiding her despondency. ‘Is this a polite way of telling me we’ve exhausted what you can usefully do for me?’


‘I’m only trying to rule out the obvious.’


‘And having done so?’


‘An extended holiday, at least—’


‘I’ll tell you what happens to me on holidays: everything comes flooding back. The anxiety, the unwanted thoughts, irrational fears, dreams . . .’ She paused, her tongue feeling thick in her mouth – a recent addition to her ever-increasing palette of symptoms.


‘What, Jenny?’


She saw the tears land in her lap even before she felt them flood her eyes.


‘What’s making you cry?’


There was no immediate reason, just a vague, familiar sense of dread that was slowly tightening its grip, like vast, suffocating hands around her mind. ‘I don’t know—’


‘The last word you said was dreams.’


Another river of tears and the inchoate fear became sharper; a shudder passed through her body and left her hands trembling as she reached for the ever-ready box of tissues.


‘Tell me about your dreams.’


She began to shake her head – the medication had blocked, or saved, her from dreams – but then the image flashed behind her eyes, a single frame that connected with her fear, causing a further tremor, like a dull electric shock, to pass through her.


‘You’ve had a dream?’


‘I had one . . . the same one—’ Her words stuttered out between stifled sobs.


‘When?’


‘Years ago . . . I was nineteen, twenty . . .’


‘Tell me.’


‘It’s a garden.’ The image held fast in her mind. ‘There are lots of children, young girls in skirts and pigtails . . . They’re following each other in groups of three, holding each others’ hands and skipping, it’s joyful. And then . . .’ She pressed the soggy Kleenex to her eyes. ‘They stop. And in their groups of three two girls hold a skipping rope and the third jumps . . . and as the ropes pass over their heads, they vanish.’


‘Who vanishes?’


‘The girls in the middle.’


Dr Allen wrote in his notebook. ‘Where do they go?’


‘Where? I don’t . . . I don’t know . . . It’s just nothingness.’


‘And the girls left behind?’


‘They don’t seem to notice.’


‘And that’s it?’


‘Yes.’ Jenny sucked in a breath, the tide of fear slowly washing out, leaving her beached and numb. She stared out of the window at the sodium light catching the rain falling on the barren patch of garden.


‘How old were you when you had this dream?’


‘I was at university . . . It kept coming. I remember it lingering on throughout days that should have been carefree.’


‘What does it represent to you?’


She shook her head, pretending to herself that she didn’t know, but words were forming by themselves and spilled out almost against her conscious will. ‘For every something there is a nothing. For every object an absence . . . It’s not death I’m afraid of, it’s emptiness.’


‘You fear being disappeared?’


‘No . . .’ She struggled to put her mental state into words. ‘It’s of being where there is nothing . . . and of not being where there is everything.’


Dr Allen’s face registered his struggle to understand. ‘Like being trapped on the wrong side of the looking glass? Out of time, out of place, out of context.’


‘I suppose.’


There was silence as the doctor scanned his notes, then rubbed his eyes, straining with a thought his expression said he found troublesome but necessary to express. He looked up and studied her face for a moment before deciding to voice it. ‘Are you a woman of faith, Mrs Cooper?’ His use of her surname confirmed his unease.


‘Why do you ask?’


‘The trinity is a powerful Christian symbol. Father, Son and Holy Ghost . . .’


‘Lots of things come in threes: mother, father, child. Good, bad, indifferent. Heaven, earth, hell.’


‘An apt example. You were brought up in faith, as I remember. The concepts are vivid to you.’


‘We were sort of Anglican, I suppose. And there was Sunday school.’


Dr Allen looked thoughtful. ‘You know, I think you’re right. There is a piece missing – the girl, the space beyond the room. Whether it is emotional, or physical, or spiritual I couldn’t yet say. But sometimes what we fear most is what we need. The most powerful stories are often those about strange saviours, demons who become an inspiration . . . like St Paul, or—’


‘Darth Vader?’


He smiled. ‘Why not?’


‘This is sounding like a good old-fashioned diagnosis of suppression. Believe me, I’ve tried letting it all hang out; it wasn’t a happy experience.’


‘Would you do one thing for me?’ He was suddenly earnest. ‘I really would like to have one big push to crack this open.’


‘Fire away.’


‘For the next fortnight, keep a journal. Write down your feelings, your impulses, your extremes, no matter how bizarre or irrational.’


‘In the hope of finding what, exactly?’


‘We’ll know when we see it.’


‘You can be honest. Is this a last throw of the dice?’


He shook his head and smiled gently. ‘I wouldn’t still be here if I didn’t think I could help you.’


Jenny pretended to be comforted, but couldn’t help feeling that psychiatry was a slow road to nowhere. She had a small grain of faith that somehow, some day she would look up into a clear sky and feel nothing but undiluted happiness, but how that would come to pass was something she couldn’t yet begin to answer. Perhaps her discussions with Dr Allen were worthwhile; at the very least he stirred her up from time to time, made her look into the corners she would otherwise avoid.


Later, as she drove home through the starless night, a single phrase of his kept repeating itself: strange saviours. It was a new idea to her. She liked it.




TWO


Jenny had become used to living with the noise of a sixteen-year-old in the house, and part of her missed it when Ross spent the weekend with his father in Bristol. She would have phoned Steve, the infuriatingly free spirit she described as her ‘occasional boyfriend’, but he hadn’t called her for nearly a fortnight, even though he had been forced to acquire a phone; the architects’ practice he was articled to during his final year of study had insisted on it. She had encouraged him to break out from his self-imposed exile on the small farm above Tintern, where, for ten years, he had tried to live out a self-sufficient fantasy. Now that he went to work in the city and spent his nights at a draughtsman’s desk they scarcely saw each other.


She didn’t like to admit to loneliness – escaping from a suffocating marriage to live in the country was meant to be a liberation – but driving south along the twisting Wye valley early on Monday morning through the dense, leafless woods, she was glad that she’d shortly be relieved of her own company. A workaday week awaited: hospital and road deaths, industrial accidents and suicides. She drew a certain comfort from dealing with others’ unimaginable traumas with professional detachment. Being a coroner had given her an illusion of control and immortality. While Jenny Cooper the forty-two-year-old woman was still struggling to stay sane and sober, Jenny Cooper the coroner had come to enjoy her job.


With a take-out coffee in one hand and her briefcase in the other, Jenny shouldered open the door to her two-room office suite on the ground floor of the eighteenth-century terrace off Whiteladies Road. While her small domain had been made over, the common parts of the building remained tatty and the boards in the hallway still creaked under the threadbare carpet. The landlord’s refusal to pay for so much as a coat of paint irked her each time she crossed the threshold. Alison, her officer, was pleased with the compromise, however. Having spent most of her adult life in the police force, she was comfortable in down-to-earth surroundings and suspicious of outward show. She liked things simple and homely. The stylish kidney-shaped desk at which she now sat, sorting through the pile of documents that had arrived in the overnight DX, was home to a selection of pot plants, and her state-of-the-art computer monitor was decorated with inspirational message cards bought at the church bookshop: Shine as a Light in the World, encircled with childlike angels.


‘Hi, Alison.’


‘Good morning, Mrs Cooper. Fifteen death reports over the weekend, I’m afraid.’ She pushed a heap of papers across the desk. ‘And there’s a lady coming in to see you in about five minutes. I told her she’d have to make an appointment, but—’


‘Who?’ Jenny interrupted, running through a mental list of the several persistent obsessives she’d had to fend off lately.


Alison checked her message pad. ‘Mrs Amira Jamal.’


‘Never heard of her.’ Jenny reached for a spiral-bound folder of police photographs sitting in her mail tray and flicked through several pictures of the frozen corpses in the supermarket lorry. ‘What did she want?’


‘I couldn’t quite make it out – she was gabbling.’


‘Great.’ Scooping up the reports, Jenny noticed that Alison was wearing a gold cross outside her chunky polo neck. Not yet fifty-five, she wasn’t unattractive – she had curves and kept her thick bob of hair dyed a natural shade of blonde – but a hint of staidness had recently crept into her appearance. Ever since she’d become involved with an evangelical church.


‘It was a baptism present,’ Alison said, a challenging edge to her voice as she scrolled through her emails.


‘Right . . .’ Jenny wasn’t sure how to respond. ‘Was this a recent event?’


‘Yesterday.’


‘Oh. Congratulations.’


‘You don’t have a problem with me wearing it at work?’ Alison said.


‘Feel free.’ Jenny gave a neutral smile and pushed through the heavy oak door into her office, wondering if she’d go the same way at Alison’s age. Organized religion and late-onset lesbianism seemed to be what hit most frequently. She couldn’t decide which she’d opt for given the choice. Maybe she’d try both.


Amira Jamal was a small, round woman barely more than five feet tall and somewhere in her fifties. She wore a smart black suit with a large, elaborate silk scarf, which she lowered from her head and draped around her shoulders as she took her seat. From a small pull-along suitcase she produced a box file containing a mass of notes, documents, statements and newspaper articles. She was clearly an educated woman, but emotional and overwrought: she spoke in short excited bursts about a missing son, as if assuming Jenny was already familiar with her case.


‘Seven years it’s taken,’ Mrs Jamal said, ‘Seven years. I went to the High Court in London last week, the Family Court, I can’t tell you how hard it was to get there. I had to sack the solicitor, and three others before him – none of them would believe me. They’re all fools. But I knew the judge would listen. I don’t care what anyone says, I have always believed in British justice. Look at these papers . . .’ She reached for the box.


‘Hold on a moment, Mrs Jamal,’ Jenny said patiently, feeling anything but. ‘I’m afraid we’ll have to rewind for a moment.’


‘What’s the matter?’ Mrs Jamal flashed uncomprehending deep brown eyes at her, her lashes thick with mascara and her lids heavily pencilled.


‘This is the first I’ve heard of your case. We’ll need to take it a step at a time.’


‘But the judge said to come to you,’ Mrs Jamal said with a note of panic.


‘Yes, but the coroner is an independent officer. When I look into a case I have to start afresh. So, please, perhaps you could explain briefly what’s happened.’


Mrs Jamal rifled through her disorganized documents and thrust a photocopy of a court order at her. ‘Here.’


Jenny saw that it was dated the previous Friday: 23 January. Mrs Justice Haines of the High Court Family Division had made a declaration that Nazim Jamal, born 5 May 1982, and having been registered as a missing person on 1 July 2002, and having remained missing for seven years, was presumed to be dead.


‘Nazim Jamal is your son?’


‘My only son. My only child . . . All I had.’ She wrung her hands and rocked to and fro in a way which Jenny could see would eventually have caused her lawyers to feel more irritation than sympathy. But she had spent enough years in the company of distressed mothers – fifteen years as a family lawyer employed by the legal department of a hard-pressed local authority – to tell melodrama from the real thing, and it was genuine torment she saw in the woman’s eyes. Against all her better instincts she decided to hear Mrs Jamal’s story.


‘Perhaps you could tell me what happened, from the beginning?’


Mrs Jamal looked at her as if she had briefly forgotten why she was there.


‘Can we get you some tea?’ Jenny said.


Armed with a cup of Alison’s strong, thick, builder’s tea, Mrs Jamal started falteringly into the story she had told countless times to sceptical police officers and lawyers. She appeared mistrustful at first, but once she saw that Jenny was listening carefully and taking detailed chronological notes, she slowly relaxed and became more fluent, pausing only to wipe away tears and apologize for her displays of emotion. She was a highly strung but proud woman, Jenny realized; a woman who, given different chances in life, might have been sitting on her side of the desk.


And the more Jenny heard, the more troubled she became.


Amira Jamal and her husband Zachariah had both been brought to Britain as children in the 1960s. Their marriage was arranged by their families when they were in their early twenties, but fortunately for them they fell in love. Zachariah trained as a dentist and they moved from London to Bristol for him to join his uncle’s practice in early 1980. They had been married for three years before Amira fell pregnant. The pregnancy came as a huge relief: she was becoming frightened that her husband’s very conservative family might put pressure on him to divorce her, or even to take another wife. It was a moment of great joy when she gave birth to a healthy boy.


With all the love and attention his doting parents lavished on him, Nazim sailed through primary school and won a scholarship to the exclusive Clifton College. And as their son became absorbed into mainstream British culture, so Amira and Zachariah adapted themselves to their new social milieu of private school parents. Nazim went from strength to strength, scoring highly in exams and playing tennis and badminton for the school.


The family’s first major convulsion occurred when Nazim was seventeen, at the start of his final year. Having spent so much time mixing with other mothers, Amira had come to appreciate what she had been missing cooped up at home. Against Zachariah’s wishes she insisted on going out to work. The only position she could find was that of a sales assistant in a respectable women’s outfitters, but it was still too much for her husband’s pride to stand. He made her choose between him and the job. She called his bluff and chose the job. That evening she came home to find her two brothers-in-law waiting with the news that he was divorcing her and that she was to leave the house immediately.


Nazim gave in to irresistible family pressure and continued to live with his father, who shortly afterwards took a younger wife, with whom he was to have a further three children. Amira was forced out to a rented flat. Nazim loyally visited her several evenings each week, and rather than leave her isolated refused an offer from Imperial College London, and instead took up a place at Bristol University to study physics.


He started at university in the autumn of 2001 in the weeks when the world was still reeling and the word ‘Muslim’ had become synonymous with atrocity. Uninterested in politics, Nazim barely mentioned events in America and went off happily to college; and in his first act of rebellion against his father he decided to live on campus.


‘I didn’t see much of him that year,’ Mrs Jamal said with a touch of sadness tinged with pride. ‘He got so busy with his work and playing tennis – he was trying to get on the university team. When I did see him he looked so well, so happy. He wasn’t a boy any more, I saw him change into a man.’ A trace of emotion re-entered her voice and she paused for a moment. ‘It was in the second term, after the Christmas holidays, that he became more distant. I only saw him three or four times. The thing I noticed was that he’d grown a beard and sometimes he wore the prayer cap, the taqiyah. I was shocked. Even my husband wore Western dress. One time he came to my flat wearing full traditional dress: a white robe and sirwal like the Arabs. When I asked him why, he said a lot of his Muslim friends dressed that way.’


‘He was becoming religious?’


‘We were always a religious family, but peaceful. My husband and I followed Sheikh Abd al-Latif: our religion was between us and God. No politics. That’s how Nazim was brought up, to respect his fellow man, no matter who.’ A look of incomprehension settled on her face. ‘Later they said he’d been going to the Al Rahma mosque, and to meetings . . .’


‘What sort of meetings?’


‘With radicals, Hizb ut-Tahrir, the police said. They told me he went to a halaqah.’


‘Halaqah?’


‘A small group. A cell, they called it.’


‘Let’s stop there. When did he start going to these meetings?’


‘I don’t know exactly. Some time after Christmas.’


‘OK . . .’ Jenny made a note to the effect that whatever had happened to Nazim was linked to people he met in the winter of 2001–2. ‘You noticed a change in your son in early 2002. What then?’


‘He was much the same in the Easter vacation. His father didn’t speak to me so I didn’t know how he behaved at his house, but I was worried.’


‘Why?’


‘Nazim didn’t talk about religion in my presence, but I’d heard things. We all had. These Hizb, followers of that criminal Omar Bakri, it’s all politics with them: telling our young men they have to fight for their people, for a khalifah – an Islamic state. It’s poison for young minds.’


‘Do you know for certain your son was involved with radicals?’


‘I knew nothing. I still don’t, only what the police tell me.’ She motioned towards the file of papers. ‘They say they saw him going in and out of a house in St Pauls every Wednesday night for halaqah. Him and Rafi Hassan, a friend from university.’


‘Tell me about Rafi.’


‘He was in Nazim’s year. He studied law. They had rooms in the same building, Manor Hall. His family comes from Birmingham.’


‘Did you meet him?’


‘No. Nazim hardly mentioned him. I got all this from the police . . . afterwards.’ She pulled a fresh handkerchief from her pocket and dabbed her eyes, rocking back and forth in her chair.


‘After what?’ Jenny said, tentatively.


‘I saw Nazim only once in May. He came on a Saturday, my birthday. His aunties were there and cousins. It was a wonderful day, he was himself again . . . And then once more in June, the 22nd, another Saturday.’ All the dates were etched on her memory. ‘He arrived in the morning looking pale. He told me he wasn’t feeling well, a fever and headache. He lay in the spare bed and slept all afternoon and evening. He ate a little soup but said he was still too tired to go back to college, so he stayed the night. I woke at dawn and heard him praying: with perfect tajwid – reciting from the Koran like he’d learned as a boy.’ She took a shaky breath and closed her eyes. ‘I must have fallen asleep again. When I got up to make breakfast he’d gone. He left me a note. Thanks, Mum. Bye. Naz. It’s there in the papers . . . I never saw him again.’ Tears ran down her cheeks. She pressed her mascara-stained handkerchief to them and tried to steady herself. ‘The police said . . . they said they saw him come out of the halaqah at ten-thirty on the night of Friday, 28 June 2002. That was in Marlowes Road in St Pauls. He walked to the bus stop with Rafi Hassan and that was it. He didn’t go to tennis the next morning and neither of them was at class on Monday. The police spoke to all the students in the hall, but no one saw them over the weekend, or ever again.’


For the first time in their interview Mrs Jamal was overcome. Jenny let her weep uninterrupted. She had learned that the best response to grieving relatives was to observe a respectful silence, to offer a sympathetic smile but to say as little as possible. However well meant, words seldom eased the pain of grief.


When her tears eventually subsided, Mrs Jamal described how the college authorities had telephoned her husband, who then called her when Nazim failed to attend his tutorial the following Wednesday. He had been due to hand in an important dissertation. Zachariah and several of his nephews scoured the campus, but no one had seen Nazim or Rafi since the previous week, and neither boy seemed to have any close friends apart from one another. Even the students who lived in adjoining rooms could claim only a nodding acquaintance.


Initially the police responded with their usual indifference to reports of missing persons. A liaison officer even went so far as to suggest that the two young men might have fallen into a sexual relationship and run away together. Mrs Jamal knew her son well enough to know this wasn’t likely. Then it emerged that both boys’ laptop computers and mobile phones were missing. The police sergeant who had searched their rooms found evidence that their doors had been forced with a similar implement, probably a wide screwdriver. And then, nearly a week later, a girl who had a room in a neighbouring building, Dani James, came forward to tell police that she’d seen a man in a puffy anorak with a baseball cap pulled down over his face walking quickly out of Manor Hall at around midnight on the night of 28 June. She thought he had a large rucksack or a holdall over his shoulder.


Despite protests from both families, the police remained reluctant to investigate. Mrs Jamal was writing to her local councillor and MP, desperate for help, when she had a visit at home from two young men, one white, one Asian, who said they worked for the Security Services. They said they suspected that Nazim and Rafi had become involved with Hizb ut-Tahrir and that they had been observed by the police attending a radical halaqah.


‘It was the first I’d heard of it, although I’d suspected something like this,’ Mrs Jamal said, ‘but I didn’t want it to be true. I put those thoughts out of my mind. They kept asking me questions. They wouldn’t believe I didn’t know about what he got up to at college. They virtually accused me of lying to protect him.’


‘What did they think had happened to him?’


‘They kept asking whether he’d mentioned going to Afghanistan, whether he’d talked about al-Qaeda. I told them he’d never said anything like that. Never, never.’


‘They thought he and Rafi might have gone abroad to train with extremists?’


‘That’s what they said. But his passport was still at his father’s house.’


‘And Rafi’s?


‘He didn’t even have one. And they went through all their bank records – there was nothing suspicious.’


‘Did either of them use their bank accounts or credit cards after the 28th?’


‘No. They just vanished. Disappeared.’


Jenny felt a jolt of anxiety pass through her, the feeling of mental constriction that was the first stage of panic. She took a breath, relaxed her limbs, trying to let the sensation drain away. ‘Did you ever find out anything more?’


‘Two weeks later, a man named Simon Donovan gave a statement to the police saying that he was on a train to London on the morning of the 29th and saw two young Asian men who met their description. Both with beards and traditional dress, he said. His statement’s in the file. This made the police think they had gone abroad, so they spoke again to all the students at the hall. A girl called Sarah Levin claimed she’d once heard Rafi say something in the canteen about “brothers” who were going to Afghanistan.’ Mrs Jamal shook her head adamantly. ‘He wouldn’t have done that, Mrs Cooper. I know my own son. He wouldn’t have done that.’


Jenny thought of Ross, of having to fetch him from school last summer when he was high on cannabis; of his unpredictable moods and occasional outbursts of staggering hurtfulness. She thought she knew the sensitive boy underneath, but sometimes she wondered; sometimes it occurred to her that we can’t truly know even those closest to us.


‘What did the police do with this information?’ Jenny said.


‘They looked for evidence, but they didn’t find any. They said they would have left the country on false papers, gone to Pakistan.’


‘Did they check passenger lists? It’s not easy to get through an airport unnoticed.’


‘They told us they checked everything. They even said they could have gone through another European country, or Africa or the Middle East . . . I don’t know.’ The energy had drained from her. She seemed a smaller, more fragile figure than before.


‘How did it end?’


‘We had a letter in December 2002. The police said they had done everything they could and that the most likely explanation was that they had gone abroad with an Islamist group. That was all. Nothing more. Nothing.’


‘What about the mosque and the halaqah?’


‘The police told us that the mosque had closed in August that year and the halaqah as well. They said that the Security Services had been following their activities, but nothing else had been learned about Nazim or Rafi. They promised us they would tell us if anything became known.’


‘Did these people from the Security Services ever contact you again?’


Mrs Jamal shook her head.


‘You mentioned lawyers . . .’


‘Yes. I tried to get them to ask questions, to speak to the Security Services and police, but all they did was take my money. It was left to me. I found out for myself that after seven years a missing person can be declared dead.’ She met Jenny’s gaze. ‘And I also read that the coroner must find out how a person died. His father’s address, Nazim’s official residence at the time, is in your district, so that is why I am here.’


From the moment she had seen the judge’s declaration Jenny had assumed that Mrs Jamal had come seeking an inquest, but the prospect threw up a raft of problems, not least the fact that there was no body and only a presumption of death. In such circumstances Section 15 of the Coroner’s Act required her to get the Home Secretary’s permission to hold one. That would only be granted where holding an inquest was judged to be in the public interest, which was as much a political as a legal decision. And even if that hurdle were cleared, it would be no easy task so many years after the event to cajole reluctant police officers and government officials to dust down their files and release whatever information wasn’t deemed a threat to national security. Broad as they were, the coroner’s powers would, in this instance, struggle against the powerful machinery of the state.


‘Mrs Jamal,’ Jenny said, with what she hoped was an appropriate balance of caution and concern, ‘I will gladly look into your son’s case, but all I can do is write a report to the Home Secretary requesting—’


‘I know that. The judge told me.’


‘Then you’ll know that the chance of getting as far as holding an inquest is slim, probably non-existent. It’s extremely unusual in cases where there is no actual proof of death.’


Mrs Jamal shook her head, her expression hardening with disappointment, ‘What are you telling me – that I should give up after all this struggle?’


If she were being completely honest, Jenny would have told her that in the absence of a body, and after the passage of seven years, the best thing she could do would be to treat the court order as final proof that Nazim was dead, allow herself to grieve, and then move on. She would have told her that the main obstacle to her happiness was her obsession with her son’s fate, and that an inquest was unlikely to satisfy or cure it.


‘It would be wrong of me to hold out any hope of finding out what happened to your son,’ Jenny said. ‘I think perhaps you should ask yourself what purpose you think an inquest might serve. It won’t bring him back.’


Mrs Jamal started to gather her jumble of papers. ‘I’m sorry I wasted your time.’


‘I’m not refusing to investigate—’


‘You’re obviously not a mother, Mrs Cooper, otherwise you would understand I have no choice. My life is nothing compared with my son’s. I would rather die trying to find out what happened to him than live in ignorance.’


Mrs Jamal stood up from her chair as if ready to march out without another word, but seemed suddenly to lose energy and falter. She slowly placed the file back on the desk and folded her hands across her middle, her head dipping forwards as if she hadn’t the strength to hold it up. ‘I apologize, Mrs Cooper. I expected too much of you. I don’t hope for miracles . . . I know that Nazim is dead. When he came to my flat that afternoon with a fever, I had a feeling. Yes . . . when I think of waking and hearing him reciting the tajwid the next morning, I still can’t be sure if it was him or his ghost.’ She looked up with dry, desolate eyes. ‘Maybe you are right. Too much time has passed.’


Jenny had recoiled in the face of what she had perceived as Mrs Jamal’s all-encompassing self-pity, but not for the first time in their meeting she saw beyond to the deep and profound grief of a mother in search of her lost child. The last thing she needed was another fraught and time-consuming case, but her emotions were already churning, the faces of the missing boys were already vivid, their spectres already haunting her.


‘Leave the file with me,’ Jenny said. ‘I’ll look through it this afternoon and get back to you.’


‘Thank you, Mrs Cooper,’ Mrs Jamal replied quietly. She reached for the scarf lying across her shoulders and raised it over her hair.


‘What about Rafi Hassan – are his family seeking a declaration?’ Jenny asked.


‘We don’t speak. They were very hostile to me. They chose to believe that Nazim was responsible for what happened to their son.’


‘And your husband?’


‘He gave up long ago.’


Jenny detected a frostiness in Alison’s demeanour as she showed Mrs Jamal out. During six months of working together she had learned to read every slight shift in her officer’s mood. Alison was one of those women with an uncanny ability to let you know precisely what she was feeling without ever saying a word. What Jenny read in her reaction to Mrs Jamal was suspicion bordering on outright disapproval. When, several minutes later, she returned to the doorway to report that the police were agitating to see the post-mortem reports on the bodies in the refrigerated trailer, Jenny remarked that she seemed irritated by Mrs Jamal.


Alison crossed her arms. ‘I remember her son’s case. I was in CID at the time. Everyone knew he and the other lad had gone off to fight abroad.’


Another trait that Jenny had noticed: Alison’s stubborn adherence to the consensus amongst her former police colleagues.


Jenny said, ‘Everyone being . . . ?’


‘The squad who were on the obbo for five months. The extremists were operating freely back then.’


Jenny felt a twinge of annoyance. ‘His mother still has the right to know what happened to him, insofar as that’s possible.’


‘If I was her, I’m not sure I’d want to know. We can’t exactly call witnesses from Afghanistan.’


‘No. You don’t happen to remember who was in charge of the observation?’


‘I can probably find out. Just don’t expect to get very far – the spooks are all over this sort of thing.’ Alison changed the subject: ‘What about these bodies in the lorry – do you want me to have a look? I expect the police will want that one for themselves as well.’


‘It might be as well for you to make your own report,’ Jenny said, and couldn’t resist adding, ‘we know how our friends in blue can see one thing and write down another.’


‘I’m only telling you what I heard at the time, Mrs Cooper,’ Alison retorted. ‘And back then we still gave Muslims the benefit of the doubt.’


Jenny held her tongue, sensing in Alison’s reaction that Mrs Jamal had stirred complicated emotions. Six months on, Jenny knew that Alison was still privately grieving for the man she’d been in love with: the late Harry Marshall, her predecessor as coroner. They had been close. The messy circumstances of his sudden and unexpected passing had left a mess of unresolved feelings which she was attempting to clear up with a dose of full-strength Christianity. When insecure, Alison cleaved to institutions – the police, the church – and resisted anything that threatened them. It was irrational, but who was Jenny to pass judgement? Without her medication she was beset by irrational fears too.


‘Her son’s been declared dead.’ Jenny said. ‘She’s entitled to an investigation, however limited. I doubt very much it’ll amount to anything.’


Alison’s hostility hung in the air like an unwelcome presence long after she’d left the office. Jenny felt almost guilty as she arranged Mrs Jamal’s papers into a semblance of order. She hadn’t felt like this again since the first case she and Alison had worked on together – that of the fourteen-year-old Danny Wills, who’d been found dead in his cell at a privately run prison. Perhaps, as an ex-policewoman, Alison sensed trouble more keenly than she did.


Although numerous, Mrs Jamal’s documents cast little light. There were lists of students who lived in the halls of residence at the time; statements from members of both families; statements from police officers who had searched the campus; copies of ineffective correspondence with various councillors and politicians. There was a copy of the original identification statement given by Simon Donovan, in which he described the two young men on the train, and statements from students Dani James and Sarah Levin, describing the mysterious intruder and Rafi’s overheard remark about Muslim brothers heading for Afghanistan. There was a sketchy photocopy of Nazim’s UK passport, confirmation from the Passport Office that Rafi Hassan had never possessed or applied for one, and a dry letter written by a DC Sarah Owens, Family Liaison Officer, explaining in patronizing tones that the police had decided to suspend their investigation until such time as further evidence came to light. The final document was a ‘missing’ poster put together on a home computer displaying various head shots of the young men. Jenny was struck by how handsome they both were: keen-eyed and slender featured. She stared at them for a long moment, then felt an unexpected wave of almost unbearable sadness: they weren’t even dead. It was worse than that: they had simply disappeared.


She pushed the file aside, fighting against the irrational connections her mind was already making with her discussions with Dr Allen. People vanished without trace all the time. It was purely coincidental that this case had arrived on her desk when it had. Technically it could also have been handled by the Bristol coroner as Jamal was last seen in his jurisdiction. Jenny needn’t take it at all . . . but yet she knew she had no choice.


The telephone rang in the empty outer office and was automatically diverted to the phone on her desk. She answered in her most businesslike voice. ‘Severn Vale Coroner’s office. Jenny Cooper speaking.’


‘Good morning. Andrew Kerr. New pathologist at the Vale.’ He sounded chatty and energetic. ‘I’ve just had a look at this Jane Doe of yours. I think perhaps we ought to meet.’




THREE


She was buzzed into the mortuary building by one of the monosyllabic assistants – a taciturn breed whom she’d only ever heard laughing from a distance and between themselves – and stepped carefully over the newly mopped reception floor, becoming aware of the sound of raised voices on the other side of the slap doors. She pushed through to find a muscular young man wearing surgical scrubs, who she took to be the new pathologist, doing his best to fend off a bellicose Scotsman. Dressed in a dark suit and coat, the visitor had a threatening tone and an aura of unpredictable menace which hit her like a minor shock wave as he jabbed his finger at the pathologist’s chest.


‘Listen, son – my client’s wee girl has been gone six months and not a trace. The poor sod’s lost every hair on his head. I wouldn’t be surprised if he got the cancer if he doesn’t find her soon.’


‘You’ll have to come back with the police. You can’t walk in here and simply demand to see a body.’


‘I’m his lawyer for Christ’s sake, his legal agent. I know the education’s all to cock these days, but they must’ve taught you what that means.’ He pushed his unruly, sandy hair back from his forehead revealing once attractive features now lined and lived in.


The pathologist set his hands on his hips and stood his ground, showing off a thick pair of gym-pumped shoulders. ‘All right, that’s enough. I’ve told you how it is. You’ve got the detective’s number – call him. I’ve got a job to do here.’ He looked past the man to Jenny. ‘Sorry, madam. How can I help you?’


Not about to back down, the angry Scotsman said, ‘What in the hell difference does it make to you if I’ve got a copper holding my hand?’


Jenny stepped forward and addressed him. ‘Jenny Cooper. Severn Vale District Coroner. The body’s in my charge at the moment.’ She had both men’s full attention now. ‘Dr Kerr?’


‘Yes.’


She turned to the visitor. ‘And you are?’


‘Alec McAvoy. O’Donnagh & Drew.’ He looked her up and down with startling blue eyes that belonged to a much younger face. ‘Any chance of giving this young laddie a law lesson?’


Ignoring the remark, she said, ‘Perhaps if you could tell me exactly who you’re representing I might be able to help.’


‘Client’s name’s Stewart Galbraith. My firm’s represented the family since God was a boy. It was the police who told him about this body in the first place.’


‘Which police?’


‘Now you’re being funny. You tried calling the cop station lately? If it’s not Bangalore it’s a fuckin’ robot.’


Jenny saw Dr Kerr bristle, but she remained calm. Lawyers were paid to be awkward. Despite his bluster, the mischief in McAvoy’s eyes told her there was no personal animosity intended.


‘Have you got a business card?’


McAvoy grunted, fished in his coat pocket and came out with a card:


Alec McAvoy LLB, Legal Executive, O’Donnagh & Drew, Solicitors. She scanned it twice, wondering why a man with a law degree was a mere legal executive and not a qualified solicitor.


He saw that she’d noticed.


‘There’s a story behind that. I’ll tell you sometime,’ McAvoy said.


‘Do you mind if I give your office a call?’


‘Go ahead.’


She reached for her phone, then thought better of it. It felt petty to question his credentials. She knew the name of O’Donnagh & Drew from her days in practice. They were a long-established firm chiefly known for having cornered Bristol’s market in major criminal litigation.


She turned to Dr Kerr. ‘Would you mind if we have a quick look? It won’t take a minute.’


‘It’s your body, Mrs Cooper. I’ll be in my office.’ He turned and walked swiftly across the corridor, pulling the door hard shut behind him.


‘You’re sure he’s old enough to be doing this job?’ McAvoy said. ‘He’s hardly out of short trousers.’


‘Shall we get this done?’


She led the way to the refrigerator, passing half a dozen bodies parked on trolleys, aware of McAvoy’s eyes on her as he followed. He was one of those men who didn’t even try to pretend they weren’t looking.


She took a latex glove from a dispenser screwed to the wall. ‘Have you got a photograph of your client’s daughter? It can sometimes be hard—’


‘No need. I’ve known her from a baby.’


‘What’s her name?’


‘Abigail.’


She opened the fridge door – a heavy hunk of metal eight feet by four – and pulled out the drawer. She observed McAvoy instinctively cross himself as she reached down to pull the plastic back from the face. They both started at the sight that met them: the face staring up with empty eye sockets.


‘Dear God,’ McAvoy whispered.


Jenny flinched and looked away. ‘Sorry about that. She did have glass ones. Someone must have removed them.’


He leaned down for a closer examination. With her peripheral vision Jenny watched him examining every detail of the face, then tug back the plastic a little further to reveal the top portion of the torso.


‘No. It’s not Abigail,’ he said, straightening up. ‘She’d a dimple in her chin and a wee birthmark on the side of her neck. Thanks anyway.’


Jenny nodded, hesitating to look down again and cover the face.


‘Let me,’ McAvoy said, and pulled the sheet across before she could reach out a hand. ‘Nothing but dust once the soul’s departed – that’s what you’ve got to tell yourself.’ He pushed the drawer back into the cabinet. ‘Another torment the godless majority have to live with – thinking flesh and blood are all there is.’ He pulled the fridge door shut and glanced at the bodies lined up on trolleys along the corridor. ‘Leave an unbeliever down here for the night, he’d soon be crying out for his Maker.’ He flashed her a wicked smile. ‘I’ve not seen you before, have I?’


‘No.’ She pulled off the glove and dropped it in the bin.


‘New?’


‘Relatively.’


‘Some job for a woman.’ He studied her for a moment then nodded, as if having satisfied his curiosity. ‘Yes, I can see it now.’ His smile became kinder: a window to a gentler side of him, perhaps. ‘Oh well, don’t spend too much time with these fellas. See you around.’ He turned and walked away, tossing his hair away from his eyes, hands pushed deep into his coat pockets.


She stood and watched him until he’d gone, half-expecting him to steal something on the way out.


Jenny entered Dr Kerr’s office to find him busy at his computer, his scrubs replaced with a T-shirt that hugged his pecs. She guessed he was thirty or so and still single, with plenty of time to spend on himself.


‘Have we got rid of him yet?’ he said, firing off an email.


‘Yes. She wasn’t the one he was looking for.’


Dr Kerr swivelled on his chair to face her. She noticed he’d rearranged the furniture, and replaced the shelving and carpet. The row of textbooks on the shelf behind his desk looked new and unthumbed; next to them were a number of Men’s Health and Muscle and Fitness magazines.


‘Pleased to meet you, Mrs Cooper.’


He extended his hand. She tried and failed to match his powerful grip.


‘And you. I’ve had just about all I can take of dealing with locums.’


‘Then you’ll be glad to know I type my own post-mortem reports and like to get them out of the way before I go home each night.’


‘I see you’ve been got at already.’


‘No comment,’ he said, smiling.


Jenny realized the trace of accent she’d detected in his voice was Ulster. For some reason she found it reassuring: solid, reliable.


Dr Kerr said, ‘I noticed that your Jane Doe had been sitting around for a while, so I had a look at her this morning.’ He handed her a three-page report. ‘I wasn’t sure whether it was you or the police I should speak to first, but I saw on the file that you’ve opened an inquest.’


‘Opened and adjourned while I try to find out who she is.’


‘Aren’t the police interested?’


‘They will be if anything incriminating turns up. Till then they’re more than happy to farm out the legwork.’


He nodded, though his expression was one of surprise. Jenny hoped his pathology was better than his grasp of professional politics.


‘From an initial examination it’s impossible to say what killed her. Most of the internal organs were missing – seagulls, I read.’


‘Apparently so.’


‘There was some lung tissue left, enough to give a suggestion that the bronchi were distended . . .’


‘Meaning?’


‘Drowning is a possibility, but I couldn’t prove it. One thing that does interest me, though, is two nicks in the stomach side of the lumbar vertebrae. They could have been caused by the gulls, but equally I couldn’t rule out stab wounds.’


‘Is there no way of telling?’


‘Afraid not.’ He continued a little less confidently. ‘Two other things. Firstly, her teeth: no decay, no fillings, so dental records probably won’t help. And, secondly, I dissected her neck looking for evidence of strangulation. I didn’t find that, but she has an early-stage tumour on her thyroid gland. It was large enough that she may have begun to feel it. She might have gone to the doctor complaining of pressure on her windpipe.’


‘Thyroid cancer? What would have caused that?’


‘What causes any kind of cancer? Unless she had a dose of radiation or something it’s impossible to say.’


‘Radiation?’ She remembered the Crosby family and their daughter who worked at the decommissioned power station. ‘There’s a young woman missing who works at the Maybury nuclear plant, out on the Severn.’


‘Right. I was going to say that it’s the kind of tumour that’s most common in Eastern Europe, in the Chernobyl footprint. Her cheekbones have a touch of that Slavic look.’


‘The family’s arranging a DNA test. If that doesn’t turn up anything we could try something more sophisticated – geographical mineral analysis or whatever.’


‘Not on my budget, we can’t.’


‘We’ll see,’ Jenny said, with a half-smile. ‘We might persuade the police to pay for it.’


‘I guess I could rustle up a radiometer from somewhere – there’s some pretty accurate radiological data I could match her with. If she is from Eastern Europe, I might be able to get a rough location.’


‘Anything would be helpful.’ Jenny got up from her chair. ‘The sooner we ID her, the sooner you free up your fridge space.’


‘About that: couldn’t the body be moved to an undertaker’s or—’


Jenny cut in. ‘You’re on a permanent contract, right?’


‘Yes . . .’


‘Then you can afford to flex your muscles. If you don’t start making demands first they’ll bleed you dry – you’ll be stealing cutlery from the canteen to conduct your post-mortems.’


‘It feels a bit early to start rocking the boat.’


She felt an almost maternal concern for him – not yet thirty and in charge of the repository of the hospital’s darkest secrets. ‘Listen, Andrew – can I call you that?’


‘Sure.’


‘They’ll give you a week, then the consultants will be on the phone trying to lean on you to cover up their mistakes and the management will be suggesting you do anything but record hospital infection as cause of death. Get corrupted once and you’re stuck with it for all time. Ask your predecessor.’


‘Right,’ he said uncertainly. ‘I’ll bear it in mind.’


The rain had passed and given way to a hard frost, which glinted on the tarmac as Jenny drove back towards home across the vast span of the Severn Bridge. The lights of the factories of Avonmouth to the left and Maybury to the right reflected off the flat water on a windless night. Reaching the far side and entering Wales, she waited for the tensions of the day to leave her as she slipped past Chepstow and plunged into the forest. The knots loosened a little, but somehow the sense of release wasn’t as profound tonight. Meeting Mrs Jamal and the ordeal of dealing with the Jane Doe had roused a stubborn anxiety that refused to let her enjoy the glimpses of a crescent moon through the skeletal trees.


She tried to analyse her feelings. Random, unjust and terrifying were the inadequate words which came to mind. Why, for the last three years of her life, she had been haunted and occasionally overwhelmed by such deep and unsettling forces she was scarcely closer to knowing than when they had first made themselves felt. She had made some modest progress. Only six months before, she was limping through the days only with the help of handfuls of tranquillizers and bottles of wine. Dr Allen had helped her break both habits. She was medicated, but holding herself together: she functioned. And she had proved that the mask she hid behind was not as flimsy as she feared. In six months it hadn’t slipped. No one who didn’t know her history would ever guess.


Her pocket-sized stone cottage, Melin Bach, had lights at every window, meaning Ross was in. He’d taken to getting a lift home most evenings from a recently qualified English lecturer at his sixth-form college who lived further up the valley. From what she could tell, they passed their journey smoking cigarettes and listening to indie tracks they’d download and swap with each other. The teacher was as much of a kid as Ross.


‘Do we have to have every light on?’ she called up the stairs. Music pounded from his room: raw guitars and vocals that sounded like a weak mimic of the Stones. ‘What about the planet?’


‘It’s already screwed,’ Ross shouted back from behind the door.


Great. She hung up her coat. ‘Don’t suppose you thought about dinner?’


‘Nope’. The music got louder. Jenny retreated into the living room, slamming the door behind her.


She scooped up the plates covered with toast crumbs, dirty cups and glasses, and kicked aside the discarded trainers in the middle of the flagstone floor as she carried them into the tiny unmodernized kitchen at the back of the house. Her ex-husband had laughed when he’d seen it – his had cost £80,000 and been installed by a team of German craftsmen who had arrived in a Winnebago – which was precisely why she clung to her ancient Welsh dresser and the erratic coke-fired range which dated back, neighbours told her, to the early 1940s.


As usual, there wasn’t a scrap of food in the house. Ross had eaten everything except a jar of dried lentils and a packet of sugarless muesli some self-improving and misplaced instinct had urged her to buy the previous summer. She rooted around in the back of the cupboard and found only a can of evaporated milk and a mouldering jar of curry paste.


Ross thumped through the door wearing a combat jacket. He stood over six feet tall; her eyes were on a level with the underside of his chin.


‘You should shop online, get a home delivery. You must be the only person who doesn’t,’ Ross said and dropped an empty Pepsi can in the bin.


‘Hey – recycling.’


‘Yeah, right. Like that’s going to save us all.’ He headed back for the door. ‘I’m going out.’


‘Where?’


‘Karen’s. Her mum actually feeds her in the evenings.’


‘There’s nothing to stop you—’


‘Cooking? You have a panic attack every time I come in here.’


‘You never clean up after yourself.’


‘You wanted to live with a teenager. Reality check.’ He shrugged, gave a sarcastic smile, and left the room.


Jenny went after him. ‘How are you going to get there at this time of night?’


‘Walk.’


‘It’s freezing.’


‘So’s this place.’ He crashed through the door into the hall. ‘Steve called.’


‘What did he want?’


‘Didn’t say.’


Slam. He was out of the front door and off into the night.


Jenny let him go. She was feeling too fragile to face another verbal assault. She understood that pushing her away was part of his growing up, but that didn’t make it any easier to bear.


She contemplated her options: driving out to find a supermarket or sitting down hungry to clear her backlog of death reports before an early night. Neither appealed. She dropped into an armchair and tried to work out how she could organize her domestic life to keep Ross happy for the remaining eighteen months before he took off to university. She needed a system to replace the ad hoc trips to petrol station convenience stores. She needed to make the cottage more comfortable: it was all wood and stone; Ross preferred his friends’ charmless, carpeted, centrally heated homes. She needed to behave like a proper mother.


She had forced herself upstairs to tidy his tip of a bedroom when the doorbell rang. She peered cautiously around the curtain and felt a flood of relief: it wasn’t Ross returning to berate her, it was Steve.


She opened the door to find him standing on the doorstep in walking boots and thick coat, carrying a flashlight. Alfie, his sheepdog, was sniffing around the front lawn.


‘Haven’t seen you in a while,’ Jenny said, with an involuntary trace of reproachfulness.


He gave an apologetic smile. ‘I thought it was about time.’


‘You want to come in?’


‘I’m walking Alfie – he’s been cooped up all day. Thought you might want to come along. It’s a beautiful evening.’


They walked briskly up the steep, narrow lane with its high, enclosing hedges, and turned right onto the dirt track that led into a thousand acres of forest. Alfie skirted ahead of them, nose to ground, making forays into the undergrowth. Jenny stayed close to Steve, their arms brushing together but neither of them willing to reach for the other’s hand. Since they’d met the previous June they’d spent no more than half a dozen nights together and had only once discussed their ‘relationship’. They had come to no conclusion except that after ten years in the wilderness Steve was ready to go back and take his final exams to qualify as an architect. To make ends meet he’d rented his farmhouse to some weekenders from London and moved into a makeshift one-room apartment he’d cobbled together in the upper storey of the barn. He’d never suggested moving in with her and she’d never invited him to, but she couldn’t pretend she hadn’t thought about it. Living alone was manageable, but co-existing with a moody teenage son could be painfully lonely. There had been times when she’d longed for a man’s solid energy to dissolve the tension.


The frozen mud crunched beneath their feet. A tawny owl hooted and from deep in the trees another screeched in response.


Steve said, ‘You know what I love about coming out here at night – you never see a soul. Everyone’s stuck in front of the TV not realizing all this is outside their back door.’


It was a point of pride that he didn’t own a television and never had. Jenny had once told him that for a dogged anti-materialist he managed to find plenty of things to get competitive about it. He hadn’t got the joke.


‘Is that your idea of happiness, not seeing other human beings?’ she said.


‘I like the peace.’


‘Being alone frightens the hell out of most people.’


‘They must be frightened of themselves.’


‘Aren’t you ever? I am.’


‘No. Never.’


Another thing that changed about him: since he’d quit smoking grass he had a keener edge. He’d give straight answers where once he’d just shrugged or smiled. She liked the new attitude.


‘You don’t mind being in an office full of people all day?’


‘I survive. Most of us have a lot in common.’


‘I thought idealists always fell out with each other.’


‘Haven’t yet.’


Despite her cynicism she liked the idea of Steve and his self-styled ‘ecotect’ colleagues spending their days trying to make the world a more beautiful and harmonious place. Her work had always been one long fight and it showed no sign of letting up.


‘You don’t regret renting out the farm?’


‘I hate it, but it won’t last. Give it a year or two and I’ll take it all over again.’


‘You might like a change, or to build something from scratch.’


‘Who knows?’


His response surprised her. He had always talked about the farm as the one thing that gave meaning and stability to his life. The woods he worked and the vegetables he grew were his reality; everything else was a means of allowing him to remain there immersed in nature. She felt for a moment as if she didn’t know him, yet she’d prompted him: on some level she must have suspected.


‘You’d really consider moving?’


‘I’m open to change.’


‘Wow.’


He glanced at her. ‘You were the one who started it for me.’


‘Maybe I was just the excuse you needed?’


He looked away. ‘You never take a compliment.’


They walked on in silence: Steve retreating into private thoughts and Jenny trying to fathom them. She wasn’t used to him being touchy. He was always easy-going, taking whatever she said lightly. Her disquiet at his brooding turned to unease. She realized how badly she wanted them to get on, how much she’d like to spend the night with him, to push aside the images of the dead and the missing which were never far from her thoughts.


She slid her arm beneath his, squeezing it close to her body. She felt for his hand and threaded her cold fingers between his. They slowly relaxed. They were warm and softer than she remembered, an architect’s hands not an artisan’s.
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