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For everyone still waiting to be named.

Blood remembers what paper is paid to forget.

— Nora Frayne
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​The Names of the Dead
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The dead don’t lie. But God, do they go quiet — and it’s my job to make them talk.

That Tuesday I had one nearly talking. He’d been in the ground at Saltfleet for nineteen years under a granite slab that said NOT FORGOTTEN, which is the cruellest thing you can carve over a man whose name nobody knew. The coroner’s office had sent me his file the way they send me all of them now: politely, a little sheepishly, the way you ask a favour of someone you can’t quite afford to pay. A male, forty to fifty-five, washed up below the cliffs in the spring of 2007 with no wallet, no teeth worth a record, and a signet ring worn so thin the crest had gone to a smear of gold. Cold case. Drawer case. The kind that gets a number instead of a christening.

What he had — what they all have, in the end — was blood.

The lab had pulled a usable profile from the petrous bone, that dense knuckle deep in the skull where DNA hides from the weather, and uploaded it to the two databases that let the police in. And there, on my screen, under the grey morning light coming off the Wash, was the start of a sentence I could finish. Forty-one matches. None of them close. The nearest shared 138 centimorgans with my drowned man, which sounds like nothing and is everything — a third cousin, give or take, somebody who shared a great-great-grandparent with him and had no idea he’d ever existed.

A centimorgan isn’t a distance. People always think it’s a distance, because it sounds like one, like a centimetre with ambitions. It’s a measure of likelihood — of how much of the chromosome two people carry in common, stitched from the same ancestor before the generations shuffled the deck. The more you share, the closer you are. Two hundred of them and I’m looking at a first cousin or a great-aunt. Three thousand and we’re parent and child, near enough the whole inheritance handed over. A hundred and thirty-eight is a whisper across five generations. But a whisper is a voice, and a voice is a name, if you’re stubborn enough.

I was stubborn enough. I built the cluster the way I always do — the Leeds method, coloured columns, sorting his matches into the family branches they belonged to by who matched whom. Two of his third cousins matched each other but not the rest, which meant they sat together on one limb of his tree. I climbed down that limb into the parish registers at the County Record Office — the real ones, the microfilm that hums, not the half-transcribed nonsense online — and found a marriage in 1881 at a church near Boston that married the two surnames his cousins carried into one. From that couple I climbed back up the other side, down the children, down the grandchildren, narrowing, narrowing, until I had a family that had lost a son. A man who’d gone to sea out of Grimsby in his forties and simply stopped writing home. Reported to no one. Missed by a niece who was eighty-three now and had kept his last postcard in a Bible.

His name was Edwin Closs. I wrote it on the form in the box that had held a number for nineteen years, and I sat for a moment with my hand flat on the desk, because that is the part nobody tells you about. You don’t feel clever. You feel like you’ve let someone in out of the rain.

Follow the blood and the paper until they can’t both be true. That’s the whole of it. That’s the only trick I have. The DNA tells you who; the paper tells you when and where; and where they disagree, somebody is lying — the living, usually, because the dead have run out of reasons. I’ve made a small, odd, badly-paid life out of standing in that gap between the blood and the paper and refusing to look away. It is, I’m aware, not a normal thing to be good at.

I sent Edwin Closs back to the coroner with my report and let myself enjoy it for about ninety seconds before the kettle clicked off and the day came back.

The day, that October, was Strandholme, which is to say a wide grey nothing pretending to be a town. From my window above what used to be the chandlery I could see the whole sorry parade of it: the boarded amusement arcade with WORLD OF FUN still lit in three dead bulbs out of nine; the promenade railings gone the colour of old teeth; the tide a half-mile out across sand the texture of wet cement, leaving the lifeboat slip pointing at nothing. Out of season the place doesn’t sleep so much as hold its breath. The gulls do the screaming the holidaymakers used to.

I’d come here eighteen months back because it was cheap and because Gethin hadn’t, which by then were my two main criteria for anything. The flat is two rooms and a galley kitchen over the chandlery, and it smells faintly of tar and the chip shop next door, and when the wind comes off the estuary the window frames sing. After twenty years of a four-bedroom in Lincoln with a man who told the dinner table I “did ancestry as a little hobby,” I had built this back from rubble plate by plate, and the rubble had been my own. I will not pretend it was dignified. There was a stretch, that first winter, where the achievement of the day was a hot meal and not crying in the Co-op. But the desk was mine. The work was mine. The kettle was mine.

Taped inside the window, facing out so the street could read it, was a poster I hadn’t put up — the landlord had, and the whole town had its twin in every other pane of glass. ALL SOULS’ STORM — 23 YEARS. A MEMORIAL EVENING. And under the gothic lettering, in sepia, the face. You couldn’t be in Strandholme a week without learning that face. Tom Garrow, coxswain, lost with no one but himself, going back out into the worst sea in living memory because there were men still in it. The poster called him OUR BRAVEST SON. The Garrow Heritage & Lifeboat Centre, where they sold fudge under his bronze, ran the evening. Twenty-three is an odd number to make a fuss of — not a round one — but grief in a small town doesn’t keep to the calendar. It keeps to the wound. I’d lived under that poster for a fortnight without giving the man a second thought, beyond a vague tenderness for any drowned thing, which is an occupational hazard.

I was rinsing my mug when the door downstairs banged and feet came up two at a time and Immy arrived in the room the way weather arrives, all at once and with opinions.

“Don’t,” she said.

“I haven’t said anything.”

“You’ve got your face on. The face that means you found a dead one.” She dumped her bag, pulled out one earbud, left the other in as a hostage. Sixteen, and built entirely out of edges this year, all elbows and eyeliner and a fringe she hid behind like a hide. “Did you find a dead one.”

“I found Edwin Closs,” I said. “Nineteen years he didn’t have a name.”

“That’s actually sad.” A pause, the longest concession I’d get. Then: “You can’t tell people you talk to dead bodies for a job, Mum. Aisha’s mum asked what you did and I had to do a whole thing.”

“What did you say I did?”

“I said you did, like, history. For the police.” She said it as if I’d made her wear a sandwich board. The earbud, I noticed, was leaking a voice — a true-crime podcast, two women being knowing about a man in Idaho. She had three of them on rotation. She would die rather than admit she listened to them because of me; she’d started the year I started this, and she thought I didn’t know that the search history on the shared tablet ran to forensic genealogy explained and Golden State Killer how they caught him. My daughter, who would rather be set on fire than be seen to find her mother interesting.

“History for the police is generous,” I said. “I’ll take it.”

“You’re so embarrassing.” But she’d drifted to the desk while she said it, and her eyes were on the screen, on the coloured Leeds columns still up there, the family I’d built out of a stranger’s blood. “Is that the clustering thing. The colours.” She nudged the trackpad with one black-nailed finger, proprietary as a cat. “You did it wrong, the green one matches two of the pinks, that’s not a separate side—”

“That’s a half-match into a different generation, it sits between—”

“Whatever.” She put the earbud back. Hostage executed. But she didn’t take her hand off the desk, and the look she’d given the screen had been hungry, and I filed it away with everything else I keep about her that I’m not allowed to mention. Tea, and an eye-roll. It’s the warmest thing I own.

The street door went again while she was still standing there, and this time it was a knock — proper, hesitant, three soft raps and a pause and one more, the knock of someone who’d half-hoped no one would answer.

I went down.

The woman on the step was about my age, perhaps a few years younger, in a good coat gone slightly shapeless at the cuffs the way coats do when their owner has stopped seeing herself in mirrors. Soft-faced. Tired in the bone. She held a padded envelope against her chest with both arms, the way you hold a hot-water bottle, or a cat that might leave.

“Are you the — I was told you do the family — ” She stopped. Started again. “My name’s Marian Cleeve. Bram Tolladay said you were kind.” She heard herself. “I mean good. He said you were good.”

“Bram says kind when he means stubborn.” I held the door. “Come up. The kettle’s just boiled, which in this flat is a once-an-hour miracle.”

She came up. Immy, with the radar teenagers have for the moment a room turns serious, gathered her bag and a sleeve of biscuits and removed herself to the bedroom with a muttered I’m revising, which we both knew meant I’m lying down listening to a man explain a murder. The door clicked. Marian Cleeve sat on the edge of my one good chair and put the padded envelope on the desk between us as if it might go off.

“My mum died in March,” she said. “Adoptive. She was — she was my mum, I don’t like the word adoptive, but you need to understand for the — for what I’m asking.” Her hands found the envelope again. “She raised me on her own. She was wonderful. I never wanted for a single thing except — ” She looked at the window, at the back of the memorial poster, the ghost of OUR BRAVEST SON showing through. “Except I never once felt like I came from anywhere. You’ll think that’s ungrateful.”

“I think it’s the most natural thing in the world,” I said, and meant it. “What’s in the envelope, Marian?”

She slid it across. A consumer DNA kit, the chirpy box, the cheerful little tube inside still in its wrap. Unopened. The box had a crease worn soft down the middle where she’d held it folded shut for a long time.

“I bought it in April,” she said. “I’ve carried it about since. I keep getting it out and I can’t — ” A breath. “What if I spit in that and the answer is that nobody wanted me. What if there’s a reason nobody came looking. Mum’s gone, so I can’t ask her, and there’s no one else to be — to be careful of, now. I want my father. I don’t even need him to want me back. I just want to know whose face I’ve got.”

I have learned not to promise. People come up those stairs wanting a reunion and I owe them the truth about what the work is, which is colder and slower and stranger than the television makes it.

“Then let me tell you how it actually goes,” I said, “so you decide with your eyes open. You spit in the tube. We send it off. In a few weeks a list comes back — not a father, almost never a father, not at first. A list of strangers who share DNA with you, sorted by how much. Most will be third and fourth cousins you’ll never meet. And from that list, from the shape of it — who matches whom, which surnames cluster on which side — I build outward, with the parish records, the censuses, the marriages, until the cousins point at a couple, and the couple has a son, and the son was in the right place at the right time. The blood gives me who’s related. The paper gives me how. Where the two finally agree on one man — that’s your father.” I tapped the box. “It might take a fortnight. It might take a year. And I will tell you the truth at the end of it even if the truth is hard, because the alternative is a kind lie, and I’ve no use for those. They never hold. They just cost more later.”

She looked at me for a long moment. Whatever Bram had said about me, she seemed to weigh it against my face and find it square.

“All right,” she said.

I unwrapped the tube. She spat — there’s no graceful version of it, and we both managed not to laugh, which is its own small intimacy — and screwed the cap so the blue stabiliser dropped and stained the saliva the colour of weak ink. I labelled it in block capitals, MARIAN CLEEVE, and the date, and dropped it in the return mailer and sealed the strip. We walked it to the box on the corner together, because some things you don’t trust to do alone, and she watched it go down the slot the way you watch a coffin lower, and then she shook my hand with both of hers and went off down the prom into the wind, getting smaller against all that grey.

I went back up. Immy emerged, podcast paused, and ate the rest of my biscuits while pretending the silence was about that.

It takes weeks, I’d told Marian. It usually does.

But the kits these days run a quick autosomal pass and load the strong matches first, sometimes within the hour the lab logs it — which means nothing, which I should have said, except she’d already gone. So when my screen pinged near eleven that night, the flat dark but for the desk lamp and the cold coming through the singing window frames, I assumed it was the coroner, or Bram, or nobody.

It was the lab. Marian’s first matches, the close ones, loading down the page in their tidy descending order, the most shared DNA at the top.

And at the very top of the paternal side, in more centimorgans than I wanted to count twice, sat a surname I had been reading off a poster in my own window for a fortnight. A surname every soul in Strandholme knew by heart.
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Garrow. Of course it was Garrow. In Strandholme you can’t throw a stone without hitting that name carved into one.

It sat at the top of Marian’s paternal matches the way a gull sits on the best chimney pot — settled, proprietary, sure of its welcome. I’d seen the surname before I’d had my tea, and now I had the tea, gone tepid in the mug, and the surname still there, and the morning gone grey and businesslike beyond the window. The sea had pulled out overnight to that far smudged line it keeps half a mile off, leaving the flats to shine like beaten pewter. My office is the box room above the launderette on Quay Parade, and it smells of other people’s tumble-dried sheets, and I love it more than I will ever admit to my ex-husband, who paid for nicer rooms and meant them as cages.

I did not start with Garrow. You never start with the answer. You start with the noise and you make it lie down.

Marian had two hundred and eleven matches over twenty centimorgans, which is to say two hundred and eleven strangers who share enough DNA with her to be relatives rather than coincidences. A centimorgan isn’t a measure of blood, exactly — it’s a measure of how stubbornly a piece of chromosome stays whole as it’s handed down the generations, how unlikely it is to be shuffled apart in the making of each new person. The more centimorgans two people share, the larger the unbroken pieces, the closer the cousin. Your mother and you: around thirty-four hundred. A first cousin: somewhere near eight hundred and fifty. A fourth cousin you’ll never meet and never need to: thirty, forty, a polite handshake of a number. It is the most honest accountancy I know. Money lies. Parish clerks lie, or are lied to. Headstones round things off. The blood does its sums in the dark and presents them without apology.

So I sorted Marian’s two hundred and eleven and I did the boring, beautiful thing. I clustered them.

The method has a name — the Leeds Method, after the woman who worked it out — and it is so simple that people distrust it, which is the fate of most good ideas. You take your strongest matches, the ones near the top, and for each one you ask the database a single question: who else here also matches this person? Then you take the answers and you colour them. The cousins who all match each other as well as matching Marian get one colour. They’ve inherited from the same recent ancestor, so they cling together like burrs. A second knot of people, matching one another but not the first lot, gets a second colour. And so on, until the grey undifferentiated crowd resolves into two great families standing on either side of your client — her mother’s people in one tint, her father’s in another, with a thin no-man’s-land of doubles in between who descend from couples shared by both lines.

It took me most of the morning and the better part of a second pot. I do it in a spreadsheet still, with actual coloured cells, because the pretty automated tools hide the working and I like to see the working. By eleven I had two columns of colour and a clean seam down the middle of them. On the left, a sprawling pale-blue clan with surnames that meant nothing to me — Cleeve, of course, which was the adoptive name and irrelevant, then Pollard, Ainsty, a scattering of Lincolnshire farm names. Marian’s birth mother’s side. Gentle, dense, ordinary. The kind of family that stays put and marries the next village over for three hundred years.

On the right, in a green I’d chosen because it was the only highlighter left in the drawer, a much tighter cluster. Fewer people. Bigger numbers. And every third one of them, when I opened the little match profile and read the notes the testers leave about themselves, hung a single surname somewhere on the branch they’d bothered to fill in.

Garrow. Garrow’s daughter. Grandfather: William Garrow, Strandholme. Garrow married to a Pollard, which was the kind of double-match that tells you the two clans had crossed before, the town being the town. A man called Dennis who shared a hundred and forty centimorgans with Marian — first-cousin-once-removed territory — and whose tree, three names deep before he’d lost interest, ran straight back into Garrows.

You don’t get to skip ahead in this work, but you do get to feel the floor tilt. The green cluster was Marian’s father’s family, and the green cluster was, to a person, hung off the Garrow line. Whoever had fathered her in the spring of 1988 had been a Garrow, or near enough to one that the difference was a wedding ring.

I wrote it on the back of a launderette receipt because I write important things on rubbish, a habit my daughter finds diagnostic of everything wrong with me. Father = Garrow. Then I put my coat on. The blood had taken me as far as it could without help, and for help in Strandholme you go to Beck Street.

The County Record Office is a low brick building behind the old corn exchange, the sort of place that survives on the grant nobody dares cut and the goodwill of people who remember when the town had a future. Inside it is hushed and overheated and smells of warm dust and the particular vinegar tang of old microfilm. I had been twice before, on lesser jobs, and been served both times by a man at the desk who looked at my reader’s ticket as if it were a foreign coin he was minded to refuse.

He was not at the desk today. The man at the desk today was perhaps seventy-five, narrow, dressed with the care of someone who dresses for himself because no one else is left to do it for: a tie under a green cardigan, half-moon glasses on a cord, a fountain pen clipped to a pad. He had a face built mostly of attention.

“You’re the genealogist,” he said, before I’d got the door shut. “From above the launderette.”

“That obvious?”

“You smell faintly of fabric conditioner and you came in knowing where the catalogue is. The casual ones drift. The dealers in old maps go straight to the prints. You went for the parish indexes with your chin down.” He came round the desk with no hurry at all. “Bram Tolladay. I had this office for thirty-one years before they retired me and discovered, to general astonishment, that the documents still needed someone who knew where the bodies were filed. So now I volunteer at it. Cheaper for them and it keeps me from the obituaries.” He paused. “I read them anyway. Professional interest.”

“Nora Frayne.” I put out my hand and he shook it, dry and exact. “I’m looking for Garrows.”

Something moved behind the half-moons. Not surprise. The opposite of surprise — a man hearing the note he’d been waiting for.

“Are you indeed,” he said. “Sit down, Mrs Frayne. You’ll want the registers, and you’ll want me, in that order, and you’ll change your mind about the order within the hour.”

He was not wrong, which I would learn was his besetting condition.

He brought the Garrow parish entries up the way a sommelier brings a bottle he is privately delighted by, naming the year as he set each one down. St Brendan’s, Strandholme — the church on the cliff, patron of sailors, leaning a degree nearer the drop each winter so that the oldest graves now hang over the beach like spectators at a rail. The Garrows filled it. They had been in the registers since the parish kept registers: fishermen and net-menders and, when the lifeboat came in the 1860s, lifeboatmen, generation after generation, the same dozen Christian names cycling round — William, Thomas, Edith, Coral, Samuel — as if the family had only ever been issued a small set and made do.

Bram laid out the tree faster than I could have built it and more accurately than I’d have dared. He did it from memory and confirmed himself against the page, which is showing off, and which I forgave him instantly because it was so good. Old William Garrow, born 1931, the patriarch. His sons. The branch that emigrated to Hull and might as well have gone to the moon. And the central trunk, the one the green cluster was hanging from, coming down to a single name he set his fingertip beside and left it there a moment longer than the others.

“Thomas Garrow,” he said. “Tom. Born 1958.” He looked at me over the glasses. “You’re new enough not to flinch at that. Everyone born here flinches at that.”

“Tell me why.”

And he told me, and I will say this for Bram Tolladay: he told it straight, which is the rarest way to tell a legend. He didn’t sand it or gild it. He just laid it down and let it shine on its own, because some stories don’t need help.

Tom Garrow had been coxswain of the Strandholme lifeboat. Not a figurehead — the man at the wheel, twenty-odd years of shouts, the one they woke at three in the morning when a trawler lost its engine on the Knock or some idiot in a dinghy got the tide wrong off the point. A big, easy, capable man, by every account; the kind the town hangs its idea of itself on. He’d pulled more people off the water than anyone could properly count, because half the rescues never made the paper, being only fools saved from their own foolishness.

Then came the All Souls’ Storm. The first of November, 2003 — twenty-three years ago this autumn, Bram said, and the town getting ready to mark it. A freight of weather no one had quite believed the forecast about until it was on them, a surge that came over the harbour wall and put the lower town under four feet of filthy water and took the front off two cottages on Quay Parade.

“Yours, as it happens,” Bram said. “The launderette. They rebuilt the ground floor in oh-four. You can see the tide-line in the brick if you know to look.”

There was a cargo vessel in trouble off the bar, and the lifeboat launched into the worst of it, and they brought the crew of the cargo vessel home. All of them. And they did not bring all of themselves home. Somewhere in the black chaos off the point, Tom Garrow went over the side. They found his body days later, down the coast, after the sea had finished with it. They buried him at St Brendan’s with the lifeboat institution’s flag on the box and half the county standing in the churchyard in the rain, and they gave his name to the heritage centre that opened on the harbourside three years after — the Garrow Heritage and Lifeboat Centre, bronze plaque, fudge by the till, his daughter running it to this day.

“A good man drowned saving strangers,” Bram said. “It’s the truest kind of story this town has. Possibly the only one it has left.” He took his glasses off and polished them on the cardigan, which I would come to know meant he was thinking about something he hadn’t said. “He had a wife. Coral — there’s the name again, cycling round. And a daughter, Esther. Eighteen at the time, I think. She’d be forty now, near enough.”

I had been only half-listening to the legend, I’m ashamed to say, because the other half of me was looking at the dates and the green cluster and doing the cold arithmetic that is my actual trade. Tom Garrow, born 1958. Marian, born 1988. A man of thirty when she was made. The right age. The town’s own saint, and an affair, and a baby given quietly away to a couple in Peterborough — it happened, it happened constantly, the registers I work in are stiff with such silences. It would break a few hearts to lay it on the hero’s grave, but it fit. The blood said Garrow and the only Garrow of the right age the green cluster could hang the name father on, plausibly, was Tom.

While Bram talked I’d been turning the actual register under the desk lamp, the bound copy he’d let me handle once I’d proven I knew to support the spine. The Garrow baptisms, the marriages, the long brown column of them in the close clerkly hands of a dozen dead incumbents. Beautiful, awful handwriting, the loops gone the colour of weak tea where the iron in the ink had rusted into the paper over a century and more. I noticed — only noticed, the way you notice a cold draught and don’t yet go looking for the gap — that one entry sat a little wrong among its neighbours. A later marriage, lower down. The hand a touch too upright, the ink a different black, blacker, younger, sitting on the surface rather than soaked into it. A correction, probably. They happen. The eye snags and the mind files it and you move on, and I moved on, and I would give a great deal now to have stopped.

Because I went back to the office, and I sat down with the green cluster and the tree Bram had built me, and I started fitting Marian’s matches into it one by one, the satisfying click of a person dropping into the only chair that fits them. Dennis, the first-cousin-once-removed: in he went, two generations up to a William, down again, perfect. The Pollard double-match: in. The cluster behaved. The cluster sang. Father a Garrow, almost certainly Tom, the dead hero — sad and clean and finished, a thing to break to Marian gently over tea.

And then one match would not sit down.

It was near the top of the green column. A big number — 1,783 centimorgans, which is not a cousin’s number, not a half-cousin’s number, but the number you get from a half-sibling, from a niece, from the close inner ring of the family where the shared pieces of chromosome are still enormous and many. Half-sibling DNA, near enough that the other readings would have to decide between the few options it left. A person who shared, with Marian, a father or a parent’s whole bloodline.

I opened the profile to read the birth year, expecting the late eighties, a sibling given away in the same season of silence.

The birth year was 2008.

I sat very still in the smell of warm sheets while the sea
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