














THE DINOSAUR FEATHER





THE DINOSAUR FEATHER



Sissel-Jo Gazan


Translated from the Danish by Charlotte Barslund


[image: image]




First published in Great Britain in 2011 by


Quercus
21 Bloomsbury Square
London
WC1A 2NS


Copyright © 2008 by Sissel-Jo Gazan


English translation copyright © 2011 by Charlotte Barslund
Published by agreement with the Salomonsson agency.


The moral right of Sissel-Jo Gazan to be
identified as the author of this work has been
asserted in accordance with the Copyright,
Designs and Patents Act, 1988.


All rights reserved. No part of this publication
may be reproduced or transmitted in any form
or by any means, electronic or mechanical,
including photocopy, recording, or any
information storage and retrieval system,
without permission in writing from the publisher.


A CIP catalogue reference for this book is available
from the British Library


ISBN 978 0 85738 033 3


This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters,
businesses, organizations, places and events are
either the product of the author’s imagination
or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to
actual persons, living or dead, events or
locales is entirely coincidental.


10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1


Typeset in Swift by Ellipsis Digital Limited, Glasgow


Printed and bound in Great Britain by
Clays Ltd, St Ives plc




The author wishes to thank Kunstfonden, Kunstrådet, Biblioteksafgiftspuljen, Autorkontoen and Det Danske Institut in Rome for grants and bursaries awarded between 2003 and 2008.


This novel is a work of fiction. Any similarity to any persons living or dead, or any actual event, is purely due to the fact that the author’s source of inspiration happens to be the world, and the world is filled with people and events.





CHAPTER 1



Solnhofen, Southern Germany, 5 April 1877


Anna Bella Nor was dreaming she had unearthed Archaeopteryx, the earliest and most primitive bird known. The excavation was in its sixth week, a fine layer of soil had long since embedded itself into everyone’s faces and the mood had hit rock bottom. Friedemann von Molsen, the leader of the excavation, was the only one still in high spirits. Every morning when Anna staggered out of her tent, sleepy and shivering in the cold, von Molsen would be sitting by the fire, drinking coffee; the congealed porridge in the pot proving he had cooked and eaten his breakfast long ago. Anna was fed up with porridge, fed up with dirt, fed up with kneeling on the ground that only revealed bones that were, of course, interesting in their own right, but were too young to be the reason she studied biology, and most definitely not the reason she was spending six weeks of her precious summer holiday living in such miserable conditions. The year was 1877 and, at this point in her dream, Anna got the distinct feeling that something didn’t add up. She was wearing her quilted army jacket and thick furry boots with rubber soles, but Friedemann von Molsen didn’t seem the least surprised, even though he was wearing a three-piece corduroy suit with a pocket watch, a woolly cap, which rested on his ears, and had a pipe in his mouth.


They were in Solnhofen, north of Munich, and in addition to Anna and von Molsen, the group consisted of two local porters, two other postgraduate students and von Molsen’s brandy-coloured retriever bitch, whose name also happened to be Anna Bella; a truly irritating detail in the dream. While they plodded across the same ridge as yesterday, von Molsen told anecdotes. His stories weren’t particularly amusing and, by now, Anna had heard them so many times that she no longer derived any pleasure from having been dropped into a time in history which any natural scientist would give their right arm to experience. Whenever von Molsen was about to speak, he would snatch his pipe from his mouth and point it in the direction of England. It was Darwin who had upset his sense of order.


In the 1870s Darwin’s theory of evolution was starting to gain a foothold, but the mechanism that caused species to evolve was a matter of huge controversy, and though it fascinated von Molsen, he categorically dismissed Darwin’s theory that evolution was driven by natural selection. When his feelings ran high, von Molsen would call Darwin a ‘stickleback’. Anna failed to see how a stickleback could be the worst term of abuse that von Molsen could come up with.


At the start of the expedition Anna had challenged von Molsen’s argument and this was how his interest in her had originated. Von Molsen was a man who encouraged curiosity towards the phenomena of natural science and it was perfectly reasonable, he declared, to play devil’s advocate in order to provoke a stimulating debate, provided one didn’t seriously believe that in a few decades the stickleback’s hypothesis would be accepted as common sense; that all living organisms, mice and men, birds and beetles, had evolved from the same starting point and that differences in their individual morphology, physiology and behaviour were entirely the result of adaptation and competition. ‘What would be the consequence of that?’ von Molsen had demanded and pointed abruptly at Anna with his pipe, but before she had time to reply, he answered his own question.


‘The conclusion,’ he declared, cheerfully, ‘would be that the genome wasn’t a constant. It could be changed and no one would be able to predict what would cause it to change. As if everything, life and nature, was entirely random and unplanned. The whole business was insane!’


During an already notorious lecture at Oxford University, Darwin had recently argued that the vast gaps in fossil evidence for birds existed solely because such fossils had yet to be discovered. Once they were found, and this was purely a matter of time, the evolutionary game of patience would come out and it would be obvious to everyone, as it already was to Darwin and his supporters, that the driving force behind evolution was the process of natural selection. The man must be mad, von Molsen had exclaimed, and looked sharply at Anna.


The conversation had occurred on the fifth day of the expedition by which time Anna had already gained a reputation for being something of a chess wizard. They played on a small board with horn pieces, which von Molsen had conjured up from the left-hand pocket of his jacket, opposite the one in which he kept his pipe, and he balanced the board on his right thigh. Anna had slipped up when, in an attempt to support Darwin’s views, she had mentioned a fossil which wouldn’t be discovered until seventy-four years later, and had, in order to cover up her gaffe, dug herself into an even bigger hole by citing the feathered dinosaur from China, which two Chinese palaeontologists would find and describe 124 years later. At this point, von Molsen had become so outraged that he accidentally knocked his own queen off the board. Anna felt like banging her head against one of the tent poles. ‘We’re talking serious science here, not tomfoolery and nonsense,’ von Molsen had sneered, as he picked up his queen. Anna gave up. After all, it was just a dream.


From that day onwards Anna’s mood had gone steadily downhill and this morning when von Molsen, in an exuberant state of mind, started gesticulating towards England with his pipe, Anna decided that, as far as she was concerned, the excavation was over. She would return to Munich, eat a decent meal, then take the train back to Berlin and from there travel home to Copenhagen. She rubbed her eyes and tried to wake up, but the wind swept heedlessly across the Bavarian plain and von Molsen had turned ninety degrees north and reinstated his pipe in his mouth. In the distance Anna saw a hare rise onto its hind legs to sniff the air before it disappeared into the scrub. She sighed.


During the day, when Anna was awake, the year was 2007, and she was enrolled as an MSc student at the Faculty of Natural Science at the University of Copenhagen, more specifically at the Department of Cell Biology and Comparative Zoology at the Institute of Biology, where she had spent the past year writing her dissertation on a scientific controversy which had been running for more than 150 years. Were birds present-day dinosaurs or did they originate from an even earlier primitive reptile? She had just handed in her dissertation and her viva was in two weeks.


Scientific controversies were par for the course. People had argued whether the earth was flat or round, whether man was related to the apes, the status of the Milky Way compared to the rest of the universe, with a fervour which ceased the moment sufficient evidence became available. The earth is round, man is a primate, and the Milky Way does mainly consist of red stars. However, the controversy surrounding the origins of birds appeared to be different. It rumbled on, even though, scientifically speaking, there was nothing left to discuss.


Von Molsen relit his pipe and the sweet tobacco aroma tickled Anna’s nostrils. Someone started to make coffee. She could see and hear Daniel, one of the other students, clatter with a saucepan while he said something to von Molsen and hitched up his trousers, which had a tendency to fall down. Daniel had been fairly chubby five weeks ago when the excavation began, but since then he had lived on the same food as everyone else: beans, porridge, cabbage and coffee. Anna suspected that Daniel secretly questioned von Molsen’s dismissal of natural selection. The day she had debated it with von Molsen and had completely shot herself in the foot by referring to the two as yet undiscovered fossils, she had exchanged glances with Daniel, who was standing a little further away pretending to secure a couple of guy ropes, and she thought she had detected something in his eyes. Something that told her he had genuine doubts as to whether Darwin’s theory of natural selection was really as far-fetched as especially the older established scientists of the day were claiming.


Anna understood entirely why the new concept of evolution seemed unimaginable. For centuries the broad consensus had been that God had personally created every animal and plant, and that the mouse and the cat, the beech and the maple were no more related than the desert and the firmament or the sun and the dew on the grass. Everything was God’s work and one creature couldn’t simply evolve into another, nor could animals and plants become extinct unless it was God’s wish to remove the species in question from production. As far as birds were concerned, it therefore didn’t follow that the sparrow was related to the starling, the flamingo, the shearwater or any other bird, or that birds as a group were related to each other or to dinosaurs or reptiles or any other animal. They had been put on earth, aerodynamic and fully-developed, by God. Voilà.


The theory of evolution broke completely with the doctrine that the earth and all its organisms had been created by one divine being, and this was a huge challenge: how could people suddenly accept that evolution happened by itself, without God’s influence, just like that?


The dream continued. The sun was now high above Solnhofen. After a quick consultation about today’s tasks and a cup of coffee as black as tar, they all got to work. Anna’s area was a gentle slope behind the rest of the team and she had only to raise her head to see where the others were and what they were doing. The lithographic limestone slab spread out beneath her like a huge blackboard. She scraped, she eased away a couple of layers, she brushed sand and soil aside, she coaxed the earth; she took off her jacket and pushed up her sleeves. An isolated gust of wind from the south forced her to close her eyes to avoid the dust. When she opened them again and looked down, she saw the fossil. The wind had removed nearly all the excess material, and though another two layers needed to be removed before the creature would lie fully revealed, there was no mistaking it. Beneath her, bathed in the light from a yellow sun, lay Archaeopteryx Lithographica, one of the world’s most precious fossils. It was slightly smaller than a present day hen and had one wing beautifully unfurled. In this respect the dream was a bit of a cheat, she thought, because she instantly knew what she had discovered. She recognised the small bird from hundreds of photos; only two weeks ago, in the Vertebrate collection at the Natural History Museum, she had been studying the impression – which the Germans had reluctantly allowed a Danish palaeontologist to make – of the Berlin Specimen, as Archaeopteryx Lithographica was known. She recognised the flight feathers, which lay like perfectly unfurled lamella against the dark background, she saw the relatively large tail feather, the wondrously faultless location of the rear and front limbs and the arched position of its flawlessly formed skull, which made this specimen superior to anything else discovered so far. In 1861, the newly discovered London Specimen had been sold to the British Natural History Museum for £700. Now Anna had uncovered one of the ten most beautiful and significant fossils in the world: the Berlin Specimen.


Her instinctive reaction was to punch the air and cry out in triumph to von Molsen, who was standing some distance away in deep thought, holding his pipe, but what she needed now was a plan. Anna had to beckon von Molsen in a manner that made it clear she had stumbled across something extraordinary, while simultaneously sounding sufficiently vague in her conclusion so von Molsen wouldn’t get the impression that she already knew what she had found. That really would make him suspicious.


Von Molsen turned around instantly when she called him and came towards her with reverence. When he reached her, he knelt down by the excavation and stared for a long time at the fossilised animal that was emerging. Carefully, he worked on the last two layers of the limestone sediment, whereupon, with great awe, he traced the perfect body of the small bird with his finger. Anna knew that the bird was 150 million years old.


‘Well done, my girl,’ he said. When he turned to look at her, she noticed that one of his eyes was almost purple. Her find had shaken him to his core.


‘Mum?’


Von Molsen laid his pipe on the ground, took out his magnifying glass and, right at this point when Anna absolutely didn’t want the dream to end, it started to dissolve.


‘Mum, I want to get into your bed,’ a little voice pleaded. Anna clenched her fists and woke up in Copenhagen.


The light in her bedroom was dim. Lily was standing next to the bed, in her Babygro, with a soaked nappy, which Anna Bella grabbed hold of as she swung the child into her bed. Lily snuggled up to her. It wasn’t even six o’clock yet. Pale, white dawn light was starting to creep in, but it would be another half hour, at least, before any objects would be visible. Her bed linen was freshly washed and it felt crisp.


A figure was standing between the window and the door to the living room. It was Friedemann von Molsen. She couldn’t see his face, but she recognised the broad-brimmed felt hat he wore against the merciless sun. Anna’s heart pounded inside her ribcage. She wanted him to disappear. Von Molsen watched her silently, just as lifelike as he had been in her dream.


‘If I wait long enough,’ she told herself, ‘the light will make him go away.’


She knew she must be imagining this. She had to be. And yet she saw him just as clearly in the grey dawn as she saw the tall chest of drawers next to the door, the green vase on top of it, and the silhouette from the lilies she had bought yesterday and put in the vase.


Later, when she looked back at this morning, she knew exactly what von Molsen was.


He was an omen.





CHAPTER 2



Monday morning, 8 October. The Institute of Biology was an H-shaped building squeezed in between the Natural History Museum and the August Krogh Institute in the University Park in the Østerbro area of Copenhagen. The main building was a narrow rectangle of four floors, which bordered Jagtvejen on one side and a cobbled square on the other.


Anna Bella parked her bicycle outside the entrance to Building 12, which housed the Department of Cell Biology and Comparative Zoology on its second floor. It had been a ghastly morning. When she tried to drop off Lily at nursery, Lily had sobbed and refused to let go of her in the cloakroom. Through the window in the door Anna could see the other toddlers, see them fetch their cushions and get ready for morning assembly. Lily was inconsolable. She clung to her mother, smearing snot and tears into Anna’s jacket.


Eventually, one of the nursery teachers came to Anna’s rescue. Lily’s sobbing grew louder. Desperation poured through the pores of Anna’s skin. She looked at the nursery teacher with pleading eyes and the nursery teacher lifted Lily up, so they could pull the snowsuit off her.


Anna suffered from a permanently guilty conscience. Cecilie, Anna’s mother, looked after Lily almost all the time. Cecilie had volunteered her help six months earlier when Anna’s studies had become increasingly demanding.


‘If you’re to have any hope of finishing your dissertation within the allotted time, you can’t possibly leave the university at four o’clock every day to pick up Lily from nursery,’ she had argued.


And that had been it. Lily loved her granny, Anna told herself, so why not? It was the obvious solution.


For several months she had virtually worked around the clock, but though she had finally submitted her dissertation, she still had to prepare for her forthcoming viva. No matter how much Anna missed her daughter and knew very well that the temporary arrangement had got out of hand, there simply was no room for Lily in the equation. And as she kept telling herself: Lily liked being with Granny.


‘Stop it, Lily,’ she snapped. ‘I have to go now. Granny will pick you up today. You’re sleeping at Granny’s tonight. Now let go of me!’ She had to tear herself loose.


‘You go,’ the nursery teacher said, ‘I’ll deal with her.’


When Anna had finished locking up her bicycle, she caught sight of Professor Moritzen in her office on the ground floor. Anna tried to catch her eye, but the professor was hunched over her desk and didn’t look up.


Hanne Moritzen was a parasitologist in her late forties, and four years earlier she had taught Anna at a summer course at the university’s field centre in Brorfelde. One night, when neither had been able to sleep, they had run into each other in the large institutional kitchen that belonged to the Earth Sciences Department. Hanne had made camomile tea and they had got talking. At first the topic was biology, but Anna soon realised that Hanne, in contrast to other professors she had met, wasn’t particularly interested in talking shop. Instead they discussed favourite books and films, and Anna could feel how she was genuinely warming to Hanne. When dawn broke, they agreed it was pointless to go back to bed, and when the bleary-eyed kitchen staff arrived, they had just started a game of cards.


Later they had bumped into each other at the faculty, said hello, exchanged pleasantries and eaten lunch together several times. Anna admired Professor Moritzen’s serenity and sense of purpose. It was a long time now since their last lunch. Once she had defended her dissertation, she would make it up to all the people she had neglected: her daughter, Hanne Moritzen, herself.


Finally, Hanne looked up from behind the window, smiled and waved to Anna. Anna waved back and walked through the revolving doors to Building 12.


The Department of Cell Biology and Comparative Zoology consisted of offices and laboratories arranged on either side of a long, windowless corridor. The first office belonged to Professor Lars Helland, Anna’s internal supervisor. He was a tall thin man without a single wrinkle. This was remarkable. Biologists, as a rule, made a point of never protecting their skin when doing fieldwork. The only clues that revealed he was in his late fifties were white flecks in his soft beard, a slowly spreading bald patch and a photograph on his desk of a smiling woman and a teenage girl with braces on her teeth.


Anna was convinced that Professor Helland loathed her; she certainly loathed him. During the nine months he had been supervising her dissertation, he had barely taken the time to offer her any guidance. He was permanently crotchety and uninterested, and when she asked a specific question, he would go off on an irrelevant tangent and couldn’t be stopped. It had angered Anna from the start and she had seriously considered making a formal complaint. Now she had resigned herself to the situation and she tried, as far as possible, to avoid him. She had even left her dissertation in his pigeonhole last Friday, rather than hand it to him in person. When she checked the pigeonhole for the fourth time, her dissertation was gone.


The door to Professor Helland’s office was ajar. Anna tiptoed past it. Through the gap she could see part of Helland’s recliner, the last centimetres of two grey trouser legs, feet in socks and one shoe lying carelessly discarded with the sole facing up. Typical. When Helland was in his office, he spent most of his time lying in his recliner, reading, surrounded by a Coliseum-like structure of books and journals piled up in disarray around him. Even on the very rare occasions they had met, Helland had been reclining as if he were a nobleman receiving an audience.


Helland wasn’t alone. Anna could hear an agitated voice and she instinctively slowed down. Could it be Johannes? She tried to make out what they were talking about, but failed. She would have to find out later, she thought, and accelerated down the corridor.


Anna and Johannes shared a study. Johannes had finished his MSc, but he had been allowed to stay on because he was co-writing a paper with Professor Helland, who had been his supervisor as well. Anna could vividly recall her first day in the department last January when Helland had shown Anna into the study where Johannes was already working. Anna recognised him instantly from her undergraduate days and had spontaneously thought ‘oh, shit.’ Later she wondered at her reaction because, until then, they had never actually spoken.


Johannes looked weird, and he was weird. He had ginger hair and looked at her as though he was leering at her with slightly sticky eyes behind his round, unfashionable glasses. For the first three weeks, she deeply resented having to share a study with him. His desk looked like a battlefield, there were half-empty mugs of tea everywhere, he never aired the room, never tidied up, every day he forgot to switch his mobile to silent and though he apologised, it was still infuriating. However, he seemed delighted to have acquired someone to share the tiny study with and talked non-stop about himself, his research and global politics.


During those first few weeks Anna deliberately kept him at a distance. She went to the refectory on her own, even though it would have been obvious to ask if he wanted to join her, she gave curt replies to his questions to discourage him from striking up a conversation, and she declined his friendly suggestion that they take turns to bring cakes. Yet Johannes persisted. It was quite simply as if he failed to register her aloofness. He chatted and told stories, he laughed out loud at his own jokes, he brought in interesting articles she might want to read, he always made tea for both of them and added milk and honey to her cup, just the way she liked it. And, at some point, Anna started to thaw. Johannes was warm and funny, and he made her laugh like she hadn’t laughed in . . . well, years. Johannes was extraordinarily gifted, and she had allowed herself to be put off by his peculiar appearance. Nor were his eyes sticky, as she had first thought, they were open and attentive, as though he was making an effort, as though what she said really mattered.


‘You’re wearing make-up!’ she exclaimed one spring morning, not long after they had become friends.


Johannes was already behind his desk when Anna arrived. He was wearing leather trousers and a Hawaiian shirt, his hair was smoothed back with wax and his long white fingers were splayed across the keyboard. His glasses magnified his brown eyes by 50 per cent, so when he looked at her, there was no way she could miss it.


‘I’m a goth,’ he said with a mysterious smile.


‘You’re a what?’ Anna dumped her bag on her chair and gave him a baffled look.


‘And things got a bit wild last Friday. I was in drag,’ he continued, cryptically. ‘I thought I had got all that stuff off.’ He waved her closer. ‘Come on over, I’ve got something for you to look at.’


He showed her some pictures on the Web while he talked. The club he had been to was called the Red Mask and events were held the first Friday of every month. The club’s name was inspired by the Edgar Allan Poe novel The Masque of the Red Death, and it was a meeting place for goths from all over Scandinavia. Goths were a subculture, Johannes explained when he saw the blank expression on Anna’s face and pointed to a photograph. Anna failed to recognise the slightly androgynous-looking woman with red hair, black lipstick and dramatic eyes, wearing a tight black corset, a string vest, leather trousers and studs. The caption below the photo read Orlando. Anna frowned.


‘It’s me,’ he said, impatiently.


‘You’re kidding!’ Anna exclaimed, thinking she really was an idiot. It was obvious: Johannes was gay!


‘What does “Orlando” mean?’ she asked.


Johannes looked exasperated.


‘Orlando is a reference to the eponymous hero of the novel by Virginia Woolf, obviously. Orlando starts off as a man and is later transformed into a woman. Like me, at nightfall.’ He laughed. Anna gawped and said:


‘Okay.’


‘But, no, I’m not gay,’ he added, as though he had read her mind.


‘So what are you then?’ Anna asked, before she could stop herself.


‘I’m into women.’ He winked at her. ‘And, in addition, I’m a goth. From time to time I go to goth parties in drag; women’s clothing, that is.’


‘So do you all have sex with each other or what?’ Anna blurted out.


Johannes raised his eyebrows. ‘Sounds like someone’s interested in going?’


‘Shut up.’ Anna threw a rubber at him, but she couldn’t help smiling. ‘That’s not why I’m asking. I was just curious. You look like a . . .’ she nodded in the direction of the screen. Johannes followed her gaze.


‘Yes, I’m well and truly dolled up,’ he said, pleased with himself. He drummed his fingers on the table and looked at Anna as though he was debating with himself whether or not he could be bothered to explain this to her.


‘There’s no sex at the Red Mask,’ he said eventually. ‘But quite a few people belong to the goth scene as well as the fetish scene. Me, for instance.’ He gave her a probing look. ‘That club is called Inkognito and events take place twice a month.’ He scratched one eyebrow. ‘And yes, there we have sex. There are darkrooms and people arrive dressed in latex and leather. Here you can be hung from the wall and given a damned good thrashing if that’s your thing.’


Anna held up her hand. ‘Yes, thank you, Johannes. That will do.’


‘And prudes are very much in demand on the fetish scene. Very.’ Johannes flung out his arms by way of invitation. Anna threw a journal at him, Johannes parried by rolling his chair backwards. He roared with laughter. Anna could restrain herself no longer and joined in. With Johannes, everything seemed so easy.


The only time the harmony between them soured was when the subject turned to Professor Helland. Shortly after they had become friends, Anna asked Johannes what was bugging Helland. In her opinion, he was always in a hurry, he was grumpy and vague. To her great surprise, Johannes seemed genuinely baffled. What did she mean? Helland had been a brilliant supervisor for him, he protested, beyond reproach.


‘Don’t you find him distracted, distant and apathetic?’ she asked.


Johannes didn’t think so at all.


One day they almost had a fight about Helland. Anna happened to mention that she often fantasised about playing practical jokes on the supervisor; hiding his favourite reference book, for example, or removing a small, but vital part of his stereo-microscope, which was worth millions of kroner – just a tiny bolt so the lens wouldn’t focus or the eye pieces couldn’t be adjusted to fit the distance between Helland’s eyes. Or how about grafting mould on to his wallpaper? Or releasing a couple of mice in his office? Something which would wind him up without resulting in serious repercussions for her? They were enjoying a tea break and had discussed a film they had seen, they had been laughing, but Johannes paled when she shared her fantasy.


‘That’s not funny,’ he said. ‘Why do you say stuff like that? That’s really not funny.’


‘Hey, relax,’ Anna said, instantly embarrassed at suddenly finding herself isolated with a clearly highly inappropriate idea.


‘You can’t go around playing tricks on people,’ Johannes had muttered.


‘It was just a joke,’ Anna said.


‘It didn’t sound like it,’ Johannes said.


‘Hang on, what are we really talking about?’ Anna asked, defensively, and turned on her chair to face Johannes who was bent over his keyboard. ‘Are you saying you think I would actually hurt Professor Helland?’


‘No, of course not.’ But Johannes sounded unconvinced.


‘It’s beyond me why you always have to defend him,’ she continued, outraged.


‘And it’s beyond me why you always have to attack him.’ Johannes gave her a look of disbelief. ‘Honestly, Anna, just give the man a chance.’


‘He’s not committed,’ she said and could hear herself how ridiculous that sounded.


‘And so he deserves mould on his wallpaper which will give him a headache, itchy eyes and a streaming nose?’


‘It was a joke!’


Johannes studied her closely.


‘Tell me, why do you have to be so harsh sometimes? Your tone . . . it can be really cutting. And Helland isn’t so bad. In many ways, he’s quite all right.’


Anna turned to her screen and hammered away at the keyboard. She was close to tears. Johannes boiled the kettle and made more tea.


‘Here, gorgeous,’ he said, affectionately, placing a cup of tea on her desk. He nudged her softly.


‘It was just a joke, all right?’ she mumbled.


‘But it wasn’t funny,’ he replied and went back to his desk.


From that day on Johannes and Anna avoided discussing their mutual supervisor, even though Anna was finding Professor Helland’s behaviour increasingly bizarre. One evening, after taking Lily to Cecilie’s, she cycled to the Institute to work. It was dusk and the car park behind the building was filled with dancing blue shadows. There was the leafy scent of the end to an unusually chilly summer. Pigeons were pecking at the ground by the bicycle stand. They scattered when her bicycle keeled over. Johannes had obviously gone home ages ago, which was a shame.


Professor Helland materialised out of nowhere in the twilight. He stood with his back to her, completely rigid, right where the birds had just been congregating and he looked like a waxwork. He seemed unaware of the birds and didn’t turn around. Anna felt uncomfortable and carefully walked towards him. The light was fading, and she moved in a soft curve, hoping he would, at least, say ‘hi’. But still he didn’t turn. He remained with his back to her, apparently doing nothing. Anna looked for his car, but she couldn’t see it. She looked for his bicycle, but couldn’t see that, either. Nor did he have car keys in his hand, or a bag slung over his shoulder, and he wasn’t wearing a jacket. She was just inside his field of vision now, so she cleared her throat. Helland turned his head and stared blankly at her; he opened his mouth to say something, but only a bubbling sound and some white froth emerged from the corner of his mouth.


‘Are you all right?’ Anna called out; she was frightened now.


‘Gho whay,’ he mumbled and lashed out at the air. He gave her a furious stare, but the blow had missed by a quarter circle if, indeed, it had been Helland’s intention to push her away.


‘Gho whay,’ he repeated, a little louder. Some froth dripped from his mouth and disappeared into the darkness.


‘You want me to go away?’ Anna asked.


Helland nodded. ‘Yes, go away,’ he said, very clearly this time.


Anna had left. Her heart had pounded all the way up to the second floor where she let herself into the photocopier room which faced the car park. She stood in the dark window, watching Professor Helland. He remained there for a while. Then he shuddered deeply, jerked his head and shook first one, then his other leg and disappeared around the corner to the main car park.


She decided to tell Johannes about the incident the next day, and to begin with he looked annoyed as though she had broken their tacit agreement not to discuss Helland, but then, to Anna’s huge surprise, he admitted that he, too, had noticed that Helland wasn’t firing on all cylinders. Johannes and Helland were working on a paper based on Johannes’s dissertation and, to be honest, Helland hadn’t displayed his usual professional acuity.


All of a sudden Anna said: ‘And what’s that thing he’s got in his eye?’


Johannes looked blank.


‘He’s got something in his eye,’ Anna said, pointing to the corner of her own right eye. ‘A small hard pouch of some kind. Do you think he’s ill?’


Johannes shrugged. Anna had been unable to figure out if Helland really did have something wrong with his eye, because the only times she ever caught a glimpse of him was when he hurried down the corridor, inevitably leaving mayhem in his wake, roaring ‘morning!’ at the open door to their study before disappearing into the lift.


Johannes bent over his keyboard again and Anna decided to drop the subject.


Anna had moved to Copenhagen in 1999 when she was offered a place to read Biology at the university. Jens, her father, was already living there, and he had helped her find the flat in Florsgade. Jens and Cecilie had divorced when Anna was eight. Anna had remained on the island of Fyn with her mother, in the village of Brænderup, just outside Odense, the largest city on the island. The village consisted of around fifty houses, the community was close-knit and it was a lovely place to grow up. For years Anna was uncertain as to when exactly her parents had split as Jens, like some hopeful suitor, never stopped visiting them. Anna knew it had been a source of friction to the girlfriends Jens dated after Cecilie; not that Jens and Anna spent much time discussing their feelings, but he had once remarked that it happened to be the case. His girlfriends resented that he would rather spend Christmas with Cecilie (and Anna), would rather go on holiday with Cecilie (and Anna), and never forgot Cecilie’s birthday (but managed, on two occasions, to forget Anna’s). Anna knew that her father loved her, but he worshipped Cecilie. Anyone could see that.


Anna had once told Karen that she thought parents liked each other better than they liked their children. Karen was Anna’s best friend, and they had both been ten years old at the time. They were building a secret hideaway, and Anna had asked Karen why grown-ups seemed to like each other more, and why children seemed to come second, and Karen had said that was just not true. Karen’s mum said she loved Karen more than anyone on the planet. That grown-ups could choose whether or not they wanted to be together, but that you loved children all the time, for as long as you lived, and that you never regretted having them. Karen and Anna had almost ended up having a row. In the middle of it all, Jens called them into the kitchen for toast and chocolate milkshakes. Jens and Cecilie must have been divorced at that point but, nevertheless, Jens was there, in the kitchen, reading the newspaper by the window. And making toast. The girls came in and Karen said:


‘You don’t really like Cecilie more than Anna, do you?’ to Jens, who lowered the newspaper and looked shocked. Anna was small with dark hair, Karen’s was blonde and curly.


‘Why on earth do you want to know that?’ he had replied, and Anna had blushed. She hadn’t wanted Jens to know about this, not at all, she hadn’t wanted Karen to ask him. Anna glared defiantly at the tablecloth. She couldn’t remember what happened next, only that she refused to play with Karen for the rest of that day and that she took back the special stamp she had given her, even though Karen said she couldn’t do that. However, that evening Jens told her something. When Anna had been born, Cecilie had been very ill, back problems of some sort. She was in great pain and had been in and out of hospital, Jens explained, and even though Anna only weighed three kilos, Cecilie hadn’t been allowed to lift her. That had made her feel really sad. Jens tucked Anna up in bed and kissed her forehead.


‘And that’s why I take good care of Cecilie,’ he said. ‘Special care.’


Anna nodded. Anna, too, always tried really hard to please Cecilie.


‘But I love you more than anyone, Anna,’ he said, and suddenly looked very serious. ‘Parents just do. Otherwise something’s wrong.’


The next day Anna gave the stamp back to Karen. Along with a small rubber animal which could walk down the window all by itself.


When Anna told Jens in the spring of 2004 that she was pregnant by Thomas and that they had decided to keep the baby, Jens’s response was, ‘Why?’


They were in a café in Odense and had just bought a luxurious dressing gown as a birthday present for Cecilie. They were having coffee before going to Brænderup where Cecilie was cooking dinner.


Anna gave her father a furious look.


‘Do you want me to start with the birds and the bees, or how much do you know already?’


‘I didn’t think you and Thomas were getting on all that well.’


‘It’s better now.’


‘How long have you two known each other?’


‘Almost five months.’


‘How old are you?’


‘Have you forgotten how old I am?’


‘Twenty-five?’


‘Twenty-six.’


‘And how many years of your degree do you have left?’


‘Three years.’


‘Why do you want to keep the baby?’ he asked for the second time. ‘The last time I saw you, you wanted to break up with Thomas because he . . . how did you put it . . . only cared about himself. You weren’t sure that you could cope with that. And he was working all the time. Have you forgotten that?’


‘You don’t like him.’


‘I don’t know him very well.’


‘But what you do know, you don’t like.’


Jens sighed. ‘I do like him, Anna. He’s all right.’


A pause followed. Anna gritted her teeth. Her legs were itching and she had to make a real effort not to scream out loud. Suddenly Jens hugged her.


‘Congratulations,’ he mumbled into her hair. ‘Congratulations, sweetheart. I’m sorry.’


Afterwards they had made a beeline for a shop selling baby equipment and bought a dark blue pram for Jens’s grandchild. A dark blue parasol was included and Anna twirled it while Jens paid. The pram was a display model and slightly faded on one side, but there was a waiting list to get a brand new one. And Jens didn’t want to wait, no sir. He said ‘my grandchild’ ten times at least, while they were in the shop. The shop assistant glanced furtively at Anna’s stomach, which was as flat as a pancake. Anna giggled.


When they came back to Cecilie, the aroma of roast lamb filled the whole house. Cecilie was standing on the kitchen table hanging a paper chain along the window. Jens rolled the pram into the kitchen.


‘What is that?’ Cecilie said.


‘What do you think it is?’


‘A pram.’


‘Bingo!’


‘I’m menopausal,’ Cecilie said, and spat out the pins she had been holding in the corner of her mouth.


Anna started to laugh and Jens did a round with the pram in the kitchen as he called out to Cecilie:


‘Get down, Granny, roll your Zimmer frame to the fridge and give me your best bottle of champagne. From now on I want to be known as “honoured Granddad”.’


It wasn’t until then that the penny dropped. Cecilie dived off like a rock star and hugged Anna. Half an hour later, when they were sitting by the kitchen table and the champagne bottle was empty – Anna hadn’t had any, and Jens and Cecilie were in high spirits – Cecilie suddenly said:


‘Who’s the father?’


Anna felt movement under the table and knew that Jens had tried to kick Cecilie. Anna looked from one to the other.


‘You’ll be the death of me, the pair of you,’ she sighed and went up to her old room to watch TV.


The next morning when Anna got up, Jens and Cecilie were looking up something on the Internet.


‘I’m moving to Copenhagen,’ Cecilie announced. Jens carried on searching while Cecilie got up to heat bread rolls for Anna.


‘You just sit down,’ she said and put butter, milk and cheese on the table, as well as her homemade jam and a cucumber. She made a fresh pot of tea and poured Anna a cup. When she had set down the teapot on the table, she looked at Anna and said, ‘I’m sorry I asked you who the father was. Of course it’s Thomas. I was just under the impression that things between you weren’t good. That it was only a question of time before . . .’


‘Well, you were wrong,’ Anna interrupted her.


Cecilie smiled a fleeting smile.


‘I like him very much,’ she said, with emphasis.
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The truth was that things between Anna and Thomas were a total nightmare. They had known each other for five months and they didn’t live together. Obviously, they would be now they were having a baby.


It had started with a chance meeting in a bar in Vesterbro. He was way out of her league, she thought, when she spotted him by the window to the courtyard where he stood with his arms folded, feet at ten to two, with a very straight back and a cigarette in a clenched fist. His T-shirt was rather tight, but it was probably hard to resist the temptation to dress like that when you had a great body, and he did.


Smug git, Anna had thought. Thomas was a doctor at Hvidovre Hospital, he was currently training in his specialism, and he was in his mid-thirties. His hair was short, almost white, his skin was fine and freckled, and his eyes were very intense. He left at ten to two; just like his feet, Anna thought, as she watched him exit the bar.


He called her two days later. She had told him her name and he had found her on the Internet; dinner? Okay. From then on, they were an item.


It had gone wrong almost immediately. Anna still couldn’t understand exactly how it had happened, but the fact was that she had never been so miserable in all her life, and how this was linked directly to her being madly in love got lost in the drama. Or it did at the time. Thomas loved her, he told her so. But she didn’t believe it. You’re a bit paranoid, he laughed. Anna, however, loved him to distraction. The more he kept her at arm’s length, the more she loved him. She didn’t have a clue what was going on. She didn’t know if they were a couple, if he loved her (he said he did), or if he didn’t (he behaved that way). He would arrive several hours late, or fail to turn up altogether and he never rang her. She didn’t know if they had a future together, she didn’t know where he was, why he said the things he said, why sometimes she was allowed to go out with him and his friends and other times not: ‘Why would you want to do that, sweetheart?’ She could offer no reply. She just wanted to go.


Thomas told her to calm down. ‘Don’t ruin it, it’s fine as it is,’ he would say. She tried, but it didn’t work. Thomas had only met Anna’s parents a few times and none of the occasions had been a success. Anna had never met Thomas’s parents. In the spring Thomas wanted time out, two weeks; ‘I love you Anna, never doubt that, I just can’t be doing with this pressure all the time,’ he had said and looked irritably at her. In fact, he had been so exhausted after an all-night row, which Anna had started, that he nearly gave a patient the wrong medication. During their two weeks apart, Anna did a pregnancy test.


‘Looks like we’re having a baby,’ he said and smiled when they met up again. Anna stared at him.


‘Are you pleased?’


‘I would have chosen a different time,’ he said.


They moved in together shortly before Lily was born. That was nearly three years ago.


The Natural History Museum was an upward extension of the Institute of Biology and it towered like a decorated ferry over the surrounding buildings. The top two floors of the museum were open to the public. The rest of the building consisted of laboratories and offices symmetrically arranged around a fireproof core where collections of insects, molluscs and vertebrates had been gathered, identified and preserved by Danish scientists for hundreds of years. The Vertebrate Collection on the third floor housed a vast amount of vertebrates; downstairs were two invertebrate departments with molluscs, and furthest down was the whale basement, which included the mounted skeleton of an adult baleen whale.


Anna’s external supervisor was Dr Tybjerg. He was a vertebrate morphologist who specialised in the evolution of cynodont birds. He was Professor Helland’s polar opposite. He had brown, thinning hair, dark eyes, a small nimble body and he wore pebble glasses at work which made Anna smile because he looked like a parody of himself. Dr Tybjerg was shy and very earnest. He never cancelled their meetings and he always arrived well-prepared, bringing with him any books he had mentioned at their previous meeting or a photocopy of an article he had promised her. His speech was staccato. He took impressive amounts of sugar in his strong black tea. To begin with he had found it hard to look her in the eye, and had clammed up like an oyster on the few occasions Anna had asked him personal questions.


Dr Tybjerg was the first person to take Anna to the Vertebrate Collection.


‘You can’t learn about bones from books,’ he said, as they walked down the corridor to the collection. ‘And you must never,’ he added, giving Anna a stern look, ‘draw any conclusions about bones from drawings or photographs – never!’


Dr Tybjerg unlocked the door and disappeared down aisles of cupboards. Anna stopped, overwhelmed by the unfamiliar smell of preserved animals, before venturing further inside. It was neither dark nor light. It was like a drug-addict-proof lavatory: you could see enough to find the toilet paper, but not a vein in your arm.


The Vertebrate Collection consisted of a large room divided up by cabinets with glass doors behind which stuffed animals were exhibited, and cupboards with drawers containing boxes and cases in varying sizes, in which the boiled and cleaned bones were stored. Dr Tybjerg marched down the aisles with familiar ease and stopped halfway.


‘This is where the birds are kept,’ he said, cheerfully.


The air-conditioning was making a strange noise and there was an awful smell. Anna peered into the cabinets with their rows of birds, neatly lined up. Ostriches, a dodo skull and tiny sparrows of every kind. Dr Tybjerg moved down an aisle to the left and disappeared around the corner.


‘This is a sacred place,’ he said from somewhere in the twilight, and Anna could hear him rattling doors. She walked close to one of the display cabinets, pressed her nose against the glass and tried to make out in the gloom what kind of bird was on the other side. It was large and brown, with a plump tail feather. Its wings had been spread out, as if the bird had been about to take off or land when it died, and Anna spotted a stuffed mouse that had been placed in its beak for illustration. Its wing span was two metres, at least, and the bird made all the others in the cabinet look like a flock of frightened chickens.


‘A golden eagle,’ Dr Tybjerg said. Anna nearly jumped out of her skin. He had gone around the cupboards and come up behind her without her noticing. He held two long wooden boxes under his arm. She reached out her hand to support herself against a cabinet.


‘Don’t touch the glass in the door,’ he warned. ‘It’s genuine crystal. You’ll break it.’


‘Does it have to be so dark in here?’ Anna asked.


‘Come on,’ he said, ignoring her question. Anna followed him. Back in the corridor she realised that her legs were wobbling.


‘Now, let’s take a look at this,’ Dr Tybjerg said, as he settled down at a table by a window. ‘This is a Rhea Americana.’ Carefully, he lifted a bird skull out of the box.


‘It’s a secondarily flightless bird and so has a skeleton that is quite like that of predatory dinosaurs, in that it has an unkeeled sternum. This makes it a good skeleton to practise on,’ he explained, ‘because when it comes to flying birds, everything is welded together. The bones of secondarily flightless birds, however, are somewhat reminiscent of those of primitive birds. Now, let’s go through it together.’


Anna made herself comfortable and watched Dr Tybjerg take out the bones from the box and spread them out on the table. A build-your-own-bird kit. He started pairing them up and Anna watched him, fascinated. She had no idea where anything went, but she liked the gentle movements of his hands.


They remained at the window for nearly two hours. Dr Tybjerg asked Anna to reconstruct the skeleton after having demonstrated it to her a couple of times. She had to be familiar with the many reductions and adaptations of the bird skeleton in order to appreciate the dispute that would be the subject of her dissertation, Dr Tybjerg stressed. A group of expert ornithologists led by the well-known scientist, Clive Freeman – had Anna heard of him? – still refused to accept that birds were present-day dinosaurs. Anna nodded. Clive Freeman was Professor of Palaeoornithology at the Department of Bird Evolution, Palaeobiology and Systematics at the University of British Columbia, and he had published several major and respected works on birds.


‘He is a very good ornithologist,’ Dr Tybjerg emphasised. ‘He really knows his stuff. And if you’re to have the slightest hope of demolishing his argument, you need to be conversant with those areas of avian anatomy and physiology to which Freeman constantly refers, and on which he bases his totally absurd claim that birds aren’t dinosaurs.’


Dr Tybjerg stared into the distance. Professor Freeman and his team had no scientific grounds on which to base their argument, he went on, as fossils and recognised systems of taxonomy confirmed the close relationship between birds and dinosaurs.


‘And yet they persist.’ Dr Tybjerg fixed Anna’s gaze, and his eyes narrowed. ‘Why?’


Anna sat with the coracoids and tried to work out which one would fit into the sternum.


Dr Tybjerg seemed to approve of her choice by passing her a scapula. As he gave her the bone, he looked at her urgently and prompted, ‘Two hundred and eighty-six apomorphies.’


‘Sorry?’


‘They dismiss 286 apomorphies.’


Anna gulped. Now what was an apomorphy again? Tybjerg twirled a small, sharp bone between his fingers.


‘You need to review all of their arguments and all of ours,’ he said. ‘Pair them up and go through them. Once and for all. Together we will wipe the floor with him.’ Coming from Tybjerg, this expression sounded odd. Anna looked out at the University Park.


‘We’ll publish a small book,’ he added. ‘A manifesto of some kind. The ultimate proof.’ He stared triumphantly into the air.


Anna had got up to leave when Dr Tybjerg suddenly said, ‘By the way . . .’ and tossed a key across the table. It seemed as if it had slipped out of his sleeve. Anna caught it and, without looking at her, Dr Tybjerg said:


‘I did not just give you a master key.’


Anna quickly pocketed the key and said:


‘No, you certainly didn’t.’


Dr Tybjerg had entrusted her with a key which was normally forbidden to students. Now every door was open to her.


When Anna left the Museum, her curiosity had been rekindled. She asked Johannes about Tybjerg.


‘A lot of people don’t like him,’ was his immediate reaction.


‘Why?’ Anna was genuinely surprised. Johannes suddenly looked as if he had second thoughts.


‘I don’t want to be seen as a telltale,’ he said, eventually.


‘For God’s sake, Johannes, give me a break,’ Anna exclaimed.


He thought it over. ‘Okay,’ he said. ‘But I’ll make it brief. Word has it Tybjerg is an insanely gifted scientist. He was hired by the museum to keep track of their collections when he was still a schoolboy. He’s supposed to have a photographic memory, but he’s socially inept and really quite unpopular. For years Tybjerg and Helland have constituted some sort of team . . .’ He wrinkled his nose. ‘When he was younger, he taught undergraduates. In fact, he used to teach me. But there were complaints.’


‘Why?’


‘He can’t teach,’ Johannes declared.


‘That’s weird,’ she said. ‘I’ve just spent all afternoon with him and I thought he explained things really well.’


‘Not to a classroom full of students. He gets nervous and he drones on as if he were reading aloud from some long, convoluted text he knows by heart. I think he’s a bit doolally, I mean, seriously. They only keep him on because he knows everything there is to know about the Vertebrate Collection. More than anyone in the whole world. It’s like hiring someone with autism to look after a vast record collection. He knows where everything is and what it’s called. But they would never offer him tenure. To be employed by the University of Copenhagen, you have to be able to teach.’ He paused before he added: ‘Dr Tybjerg is weirder than most.’


Anna rested her head on her keyboard.


‘Lucky me, or what?’


‘What do you mean?’


‘One of my supervisors is useless and the other one is a weirdo.’


‘Don’t start all that again,’ Johannes said. ‘We’ve already been there. Helland’s all right.’


‘I’m just saying.’


‘Yes, and I would rather you didn’t.’
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To begin with, every word and every scientific argument in the controversy about the origin of birds were watertight and unassailable. Anna accepted that, as her starting point, she probably had to take Helland’s and Tybjerg’s positions at face value in order to even begin to understand the vast network of scientific implications; later she could form her own opinion. However, she honestly couldn’t see why Helland and Tybjerg were right, and Freeman, according to them, was wrong.


‘Birds are present-day dinosaurs,’ she wrote on a sheet of paper, followed by: ‘Birds are direct descendants of dinosaurs.’ Then she drew two heads, which bore some resemblance to Tybjerg and Helland, on the paper and pinned it up on the wall. She took another sheet, drew another head – supposed to be Freeman’s – and on it she wrote: ‘Birds are not presentday dinosaurs,’ followed by: ‘Modern birds and extinct dinosaurs are sister groups and solely related to each other via their common ancestor . . .’ Who was that again? She looked it up and added ‘Archosaur’ to the paper and stuck it on the wall.


‘“An archosaur is a diapsid reptile”,’ she mimicked her textbook, and shut her eyes irritably. Now what was it ‘diapsid’ meant? She looked it up. It meant that the skull had two holes in each temporal fenestra. As opposed to synapsids and anapsids which had . . . She chewed her lip. What exactly was a ‘temporal fenestra’? She looked it up. The opening at the rear of the skull for the extension and the attachment of the jaw muscles; a distinction was made between the infratemporal and the supratemporal fenestra, and what were they again? Anna looked them up.


The days passed in a blur and she could feel her frustration escalate. She was writing a dissertation, not some trivial essay. The whole point was that she would contribute something new, not merely summarise a well-known controversy by repeating existing material. She tried to explain to Cecilie that it had taken her three days to read four pages, and Cecilie stared at her as though she had fallen from the sky. But it was true. Every word was alien, and every time she looked up one word, more terms followed and eventually she had looked up so many terms in so many books and followed so many references that she could no longer remember what she had initially struggled with. There was never a one-word explanation; every term described nature’s most intricate processes, whose terminology she had learned as an undergraduate, but she could barely remember it these days, so she was forced to look those up as well. After one month, her frustration had evolved into actual fear. Was she plain stupid? The bottom line was she grasped so little of the controversy – which clearly enraged both Tybjerg and Helland – that it was embarrassing.


In a fit of despair she started reading Freeman’s book The Birds from start to finish. Dr Tybjerg had mentioned it several times and drily remarked that when Anna was capable of pulling it apart, she would be ready for her viva. Anna had had the book lying on her desk for weeks. Every day when she left, she put it in her bag, intending to read it, and every night she managed seven lines before falling asleep. Time to bite the bullet now. Suddenly spurred on by the promise that everything would fall into place once she had read it, she immersed herself in the book.


Freeman’s book was a masterpiece. It was filled with wonderful colour photographs and illustrations, and throughout the text he argued seriously and soberly. He backed up his views with well-argued scientific conclusions, made references to existing literature and allowed for doubt to remain where certain points had yet to be decided. Had it not been for Helland, and especially Tybjerg’s ardent assertion that Freeman was wrong, Anna would have bought Freeman’s sister-group theory on the spot. Freeman was without a doubt someone who knew what he was talking about, and this was the man she was supposed to ‘wipe the floor’ with? When she had finished reading The Birds she had eighty-two pages of handwritten notes and hadn’t grown a tad wiser; rather she had become truly terrified of the task that lay ahead of her. With The Birds in her arms and her heart pounding, she decided to make a clean breast of it to Dr Tybjerg.


Dr Tybjerg was waiting for her in the refectory at the Natural History Museum and Anna didn’t even have time to sit down in the chair opposite him before her misgivings poured out of her.


‘Dr Tybjerg, I fail to see why Professor Freeman’s scientific position is wrong . . . I think his argument sounds convincing.’


Dr Tybjerg pursed his lips.


‘Well, then you haven’t read enough,’ he said with Zenlike calm.


‘It’s taken me three weeks to read The Birds,’ Anna groaned.


‘Why on earth did you read all of it? You can flick through it. That’s more than enough for anyone.’ Dr Tybjerg took the book from her.


‘This book is a flash in the pan, nothing more.’ He quickly thumbed the pages. Then he smiled. ‘But I do understand why it can seem a little overwhelming. Freeman appears convincing because he has convinced himself. Such people are always the worst.’ Dr Tybjerg paused and then looked as if he had come up with a plan.


‘Drop the book,’ he ordered her. ‘Instead, read at least fifteen papers written by people who argue that birds are present-day dinosaurs, and fifteen papers by people who disagree. This will make everything clear to you. And stay away from books for the time being. Many of them are good and you can return to them later, but this one,’ Dr Tybjerg slammed The Birds on the table, ‘is nothing but tarted-up propaganda.’


Anna exhaled through her nostrils.


‘And one final thing,’ he added, giving her a short, sharp look. ‘You need to assume that I’m right. You’ll be convinced in time, but until that happens you need to accept my position. Otherwise you’ll quite simply lose your way.’


Dr Tybjerg’s face told her the meeting was over. Anna nodded.


Anna spent the next three days searching the database for published papers at the University Library for Natural Science and Health Studies in Nørre Allé. She kept reminding herself that Tybjerg was right.


The first day was an exercise in futility. There were tonnes of papers for and against, but she didn’t come across anything which convinced her that Helland and Tybjerg’s argument was more valid than Freeman’s. It wasn’t until day two that things improved. She had compiled over forty papers at that point, she had photocopied them and spread them out on the table in front of her, and she was just about to give into frustration again when a tiny flicker of light appeared in the darkness.


If Tybjerg was right, if it really was the case that the kinship of birds to dinosaurs was as well-supported as Tybjerg and Helland and . . . she did a quick count . . . around twenty-five other vertebratists from all over the world agreed it was, then it had to follow that their scientific position was the stronger, at least for now, as Dr Tybjerg maintained, and if that were true, well, then it was indeed remarkable that reputable journals such as Nature, Science and, in particular, Science Today, which owed their existence to their scientific credibility, continued to waste column inches on it. Anna still remained to be convinced that this was the case, but that seemed secondary now. The situation would have been different if a sliver of doubt remained. If birds might have been dinosaurs, if fossilised evidence had yet to be discovered, which Anna could see had been the case in the 1970s and 1980s, if the feathered Sinosauropteryx hadn’t been found in 2000 or the feathered Tyrannosaurus in 2005. But there was plenty of fossil evidence. The feathered dinosaur was a reality, and it was clear in every single paper which argued in favour of the close kinship between birds and dinosaurs that the authors were convinced that birds were dinosaurs. Utterly convinced.


Anna stared into space.


Dr Tybjerg had told her that the editorial committee of a scientific journal typically consisted of five people with a science background, which broadly speaking meant that fifteen people from the three leading journals, Nature, Science and Science Today, were in supreme command of which scientific topics would reach the public. Fifteen people. That’s not many, Anna thought, and in order to avoid giving preferential treatment to certain subjects or areas of research, those fifteen people had to consider very carefully if what they published did, in fact, reflect the actual work being carried out across the world. And this was where things didn’t add up. Even though experts agreed that birds were present-day dinosaurs, Anna found in every other journal, at least, new contributions to the debate. She could feel the excitement pump through her body. Quick as lightning she sorted the papers into two piles, then she highlighted the names of the authors in yellow, and when that was done, she leaned back and smiled. There were twenty-four full-length papers and minor contributions in the pile which supported the kinship of birds to dinosaurs; there were twenty-three contributions in the pile which didn’t believe that birds were present-day dinosaurs. Together, Dr Tybjerg and Professor Helland accounted for five of the articles in the one pile; the remaining nineteen had been written by sixteen other vertebratists from universities all over the world. It was a rather convincing spread.


Then she went through the pile with twenty-three papers. These were written by three different authors. Clive Freeman, Michael Kramer and Xian Chien Lu. Clive Freeman and Michael Kramer were responsible for nineteen out of the twenty-three articles. Anna got up and found a computer with Internet access. First she looked up Xian Chien Lu and discovered that the Chinese palaeontologist had died the previous year. That left only Clive Freeman and Michael Kramer. It took Anna eight clicks to learn that Michael Kramer had completed his MSc at the Department of Bird Evolution, Palaeobiology and Systematics at the University of British Columbia in March 1993, been awarded a PhD grant in 1993 by the same department and written his thesis there from 1997–2000, after which he had been employed as a junior professor in June 2000. Anna’s eyes scanned his CV and soon found what she was looking for: his MSc and his PhD supervisor was Professor Clive Freeman, his internal PhD examiner was Professor Clive Freeman, and the Senior Professor at the Department of Bird Evolution, Palaeobiology and Systematics was Clive Freeman. For the first time since Anna had started her MSc, she felt she had made a breakthrough.


Anna had just taken off her jacket and switched on her computer when she pricked up her ears. She knew every sound in the department. The groaning extraction system, the shrill fume alarms, the Monday, Tuesday and Thursday noises of students conducting experiments, the sound of Helland’s busy footsteps, of Johannes’s snail’s pace shuffle, of Svend Jørgensen and Elisabeth Ewald, the other two professors in the department, who wore soft rubber soles and clicking heels respectively. However, the sound Anna was now hearing didn’t fit in. Someone was running, then they stopped, and she heard Johannes call out for Professor Ewald in a half-strangled voice followed by the sound of running feet again, and then Professor Ewald’s voice and then Professor Jørgensen’s. Frowning, Anna rolled back her chair and stuck her head out into the corridor. Johannes was standing in front of Professor Jørgensen’s lab, his arms flailing.


‘He’s just lying there . . . I think he’s dead. He looks dreadful. They’re coming, the emergency service said, they’re coming right away; they said I wasn’t to leave him, but I can’t look at him. His tongue . . . it’s his tongue.’ Anna stepped right out into the corridor and went to join the trio, which started moving away from her before she reached it. They were running now. Anna started running too, and ten seconds later they stopped in front of Helland’s open door.


For a moment they all froze. Professor Helland was lying in his recliner. He was still wearing the grey trousers which Anna had seen five minutes earlier through the gap in the door when she crept past. He slumped slightly, his arms hung rigid to either side and his eyes were wide open. In his lap, as though he had been reading it, lay Anna’s dissertation. There was blood on it. Then she noticed his tongue.


It was lying on his chest. One end of it looked like an ordinary rough, flesh-coloured tongue, the other was a severed, bloody limb, elongated and shredded like prepared tenderloin. Johannes was standing behind them, whimpering, and Anna, Professor Ewald and Professor Jørgensen reacted simultaneously by retreating to the corridor.


‘Jesus Christ!’


They had arranged to meet to discuss their paper, Johannes stammered, his hands and eyes fluttering. ‘I was on time,’ he said. Helland had failed to answer the door, so he had pushed it open, and there was Helland, rattling, his tongue had fallen out of his mouth, that was how it had looked, as though it had let go of Helland’s mouth at that very moment and dropped down on to his chest. Johannes had grabbed him, only the whites of Helland’s eyes were showing; Johannes had panicked, run to the back office and called 112.


Professor Jørgensen went to the lavatory right across from Helland’s office to throw up.


‘We have to go back inside,’ Anna said. ‘What if he’s still alive? What’s if he’s not dead yet? We have to help him.’


‘I’ll go,’ Professor Ewald declared.


‘We mustn’t touch anything,’ Johannes called out. ‘They told me not to.’


‘Calm down, Johannes,’ Anna said. She felt dizzy. Professor Jørgensen emerged from the lavatory, white as a sheet. Then they heard the sound of the approaching emergency vehicles.


‘Bloody hell,’ Professor Jørgensen said, rubbing one eye with the palm of his hand.


The emergency vehicles were close now and soon they heard people thunder up the stairs. Two uniformed police officers and an ambulance doctor arrived; the doctor disappeared immediately into Helland’s office and thirty seconds later another two police officers turned up. One of the officers entered Helland’s office and the other three started to ask questions. Professor Jørgensen and Professor Ewald talked over each other and Anna fixed her eyes on a button on the lino. The two professors disappeared down the corridor with one of the officers and Anna was still staring at the button until a warm spot on her head told her Johannes was looking at her.


‘Right, we had better have a chat,’ a police officer said to Anna and Johannes. They spoke for five minutes. Johannes repeated what he had already said, and Anne explained who she was and said she had seen Helland’s trousers through the gap in the door as she passed, that she had heard agitated voices coming from inside, and yes, it might just have been one agitated voice, and no, she hadn’t heard exactly what had been said. Johannes kept on staring at her. Anna tentatively held out her hand to see if it was trembling. It was.


The doctor emerged in the doorway and quietly briefed the two police officers, who nodded. One officer took Anna and Johannes a little further down the corridor, where he told them to sit down.


‘Please wait here. We’ll be a few minutes,’ he said and returned to Professor Helland’s door. Anna watched as the two officers cordoned off the entrance to Helland’s office and a section of the corridor with red and white police tape.


More police officers arrived, uniform and plain clothes. Two of the plain-clothes officers put on thin white boiler suits and face masks and disappeared into Helland’s office. A tall man came down to Anna and Johannes and introduced himself as Superintendent Søren Marhauge. He had brown eyes, freckles and short hair, and he looked kindly into Anna’s eyes.


At Anna’s suggestion they went to the small library, which lay between Professor Jørgensen’s and Helland’s laboratories. Søren Marhauge had a soft voice with a strange, slow drawl, as though he struggled to articulate his thoughts. Anna grew impatient. She thought he asked her the same question over and over, and when there was a knock on the door twenty minutes later, she had nicknamed him the World’s Most Irritating Detective. An officer poked his head around the door, whispered a message and the meeting was over. The World’s Most Irritating Detective disappeared down the corridor and Anna returned to her study. The corridor was teeming with police and she groaned inwardly. In two weeks exactly she would defend her dissertation which, at this very moment, lay in Professor Helland’s office, soaked in blood.





CHAPTER 3



It was early Monday morning, 8 October. Søren was driving to Copenhagen, his car right behind a red Honda. He was Denmark’s youngest police superintendent, based at Copenhagen’s Police Department A, Station 3 in Bellahøj. It was well known that Søren had risen quickly through the ranks because he could ‘knit backwards’ as he called it. He possessed an extraordinary eye for the true nature of things, and many of the most spectacular conclusions reached in Department A had been reached by Søren. At the age of thirty he had been promoted to superintendent. That was seven years ago.


Søren was in a rush so he overtook the Honda. He was late because he had stopped in Vangede to have breakfast with Vibe. Vibe and Søren were an item for seventeen years, but three years ago they split up. They had lived together in Nørrebro in Copenhagen, but Søren now lived in a house in Humlebæk, north of the city. Vibe had since married and lived with her husband in a house by Nymosen in the suburb of Vangede.


When they were still a couple, Vibe and Søren had done everything together. Picked strawberries, gone inter-railing, travelled to India, shared student digs and opened a totally unnecessary joint bank account. They had even worn matching rings. In those seventeen years it had never once crossed Søren’s mind that Vibe might not be the right girl for him. Vibe was his girl. The end. They had met at a highschool disco, their teenage romance carried on into adulthood and no one ever questioned it, least of all Søren.


Then one morning Vibe woke up wanting to have a baby. Having children wasn’t something they had ever really discussed and when Vibe first brought it up Søren didn’t take much notice. But the genie was out of the bottle. Vibe’s biological clock had started ticking and soon the putative child became a sore point. Søren didn’t want children. He explained why: he had no parental urges at all. He thought that in itself was a good enough reason. Vibe began screaming at him. Vibe, who had been good-natured and sweet all through their time together, refused to accept his ridiculous position: there are two of us in this relationship, she argued. Søren tried to explain again. Needless to say, he only made matters worse. He went for a walk to think it through. He felt no desire to be a father, but why? For the first time since meeting Vibe, he wondered whether it was because he didn’t love her enough. That evening – without screaming – she made the very same point: if she wanted a child so badly and he wouldn’t give it to her, then it was because he didn’t love her. I do love you, Søren protested, desperately. But you don’t love me enough, Vibe had replied. She had her back to him and was taking off her earrings while Søren thought about what she had said. Slowly, she turned around. Your hesitation says it all, she declared, I think we should split up. Her eyes were challenging him.


Obviously they weren’t going to split up. Vibe was his best friend, his closest and most trusted ally. She knew Elvira and Knud, she knew why he had grown up with his grandparents, she was family and he loved her. Søren hugged her tightly that night and they agreed to give it some time or, more accurately, they agreed that if Søren didn’t change his mind very soon, he would have to go.


Søren was born in Viborg in Jutland. For the first five years of his life he lived with his parents. His maternal grandparents, Knud and Elvira, lived nearby in his mother’s childhood home which lay outside a small village, on a hill, with a garden that sloped steeply down behind the house. The lawn was impossible to mow and the long tangled grass offered numerous places to hide. Søren had hardly any memories of his earliest childhood, but he remembered Knud and Elvira’s red house vividly, probably because it was there Knud had told him that his parents had been killed in a car crash. Knud and Elvira had been looking after him that weekend; Søren’s parents had borrowed their car and driven off on an adventure. He remembered being told in the far end of the garden one summer’s evening with Spif, the dog, standing next to him, barking. The next childhood memory he could clearly recall was their move to Copenhagen, to the house in Snerlevej. Knud and Elvira were teachers and both got jobs at the nearby free school, which Søren also attended. Søren lived in Snerlevej for the rest of his childhood. Far, far away from the red house.


Søren and Vibe had been together for almost six months when Vibe worked out that a generation was missing between Søren and the couple she – up until that moment – had assumed to be his parents. She twigged one summer’s day when Søren was in the kitchen making squash to drink outside. Elvira had gone on ahead, they could hear her spread a cloth over the garden table and insects buzz in the uncut grass. While Søren mixed squash in a jug, Vibe studied the wedding photograph of Søren’s parents that was standing on the sideboard in the dining room. Suddenly, a dark cloud of wonder spread across her face and she scrutinised the photograph as if seeing it properly for the very first time. She looked as if she wanted to say something, but then thought better of it.


Later, they were lying on Søren’s bed listening to records.


‘Who were the people in the photograph?’ Vibe asked, at last. Søren turned over and folded his hands behind his head.


‘My parents,’ he said. Vibe was silent for a moment, then she jerked upright.


‘But they can’t be,’ she burst out.


‘Why not?’ Søren looked at her.


‘Well, because you can’t change your eye colour and in that picture, Knud has brown eyes and . . .’ she frowned. ‘And now they’re blue. Your parents have blue eyes.’ She looked at Søren. ‘And yours are brown,’ she whispered.


Søren rolled over, rested his elbows on the mattress and cradled his chin in his hands. It would only take a minute to fetch the dusty box from the attic and show it to Vibe. After all, it was no secret that Elvira and Knud were his grandparents, though they never talked about it. It was just the way it was.


‘Knud and Elvira are my grandparents,’ he said. ‘My parents died when I was five years old. In a car crash. The photograph on the sideboard is of them. My parents on their wedding day. They were called Peter and Kristine.’


Vibe lay very still.


It was Jacob Madsen’s father Herman who inspired Søren to become a policeman. Jacob also lived in Snerlevej, and he and Søren were friends. Herman Madsen was a sergeant in the CID and Søren looked up to him. Jacob had an older sister and a mother who worked part-time in a library. His was a different family to Søren’s. Jacob’s parents weren’t hippies. Not that Elvira and Knud were – not proper hippies anyway – but their left-wing politics regularly created mayhem in the living room, where meetings were held and banners painted. They frequently protested against nuclear power and though Søren was proud of his grandparents, he always enjoyed walking down the road and into the haven of peace that was Jacob’s house. Jacob’s father would come home from work and make himself comfortable in his winged armchair with the newspaper, Jacob would lie on his bed reading comics, and Jacob’s mother would be in the kitchen making gratin or hamburgers with soft onions. At Søren’s they ate oddly concocted casseroles, salads topped with chopped up leftovers and a lot of porridge.


When dinner was ready in Jacob’s house, his mother would strike a small gong and everyone would gather. When Jacob’s father joined them, the children would go very quiet. Sometimes, but not always, he would tell them the stories they were so desperate to hear. They knew from experience that if they pestered him before they had eaten, he would usually remain silent; however, if they were good and only said ‘pass the salt please’, and let Jacob’s father eat some of his dinner in peace, he would open up.


‘Herman, not while we’re at the table,’ Jacob’s mother would sigh.


The children waited with bated breath until Herman started telling them about murdered women, kidnapped children, hidden bodies and vindictive ex-husbands. The two boys, especially, were riveted once Herman got into his stride. At some point he started giving the boys murder mysteries to solve and Søren got so excited about going to Jacob’s house that Elvira, rather anxiously, asked if it really was all right with the Madsens that Søren ate with them three times a week. Oh, yes, Søren had replied. It became a kind of real-life Cluedo where Herman knew who the killer was, where the murder had been committed, what the motive was and which murder weapon was used, but it was up to the boys to come up with a plausible scenario. Herman taught them how to think and Søren displayed considerable aptitude. Though he was only twelve years old, he could spot connections and produce explanations which, at times, were really quite far-fetched, but which to both Søren’s and Herman’s surprise – and to Jacob’s irritation – often turned out to be correct. Søren had no idea how he did it, it was as if he visualised a network of paths through which he could, quite literally, trace the solution to the mystery. He could keep track of everyone involved in the case, even though Herman would frequently throw in some red herrings to confuse the boys. In addition, Søren was a skilled bluffer with the ability to ask seemingly innocent questions, only to suddenly come up with the answer to the whole mystery.


When Jacob went off to boarding school, Søren felt awkward going to his house. Besides, he had started high school where he met Vibe, and the riddle-solving faded into the background, except on Sundays when Herman washed the family’s Peugeot on the drive. Søren would swing by for an update on that week’s events at the police station and Herman would always have a mystery for him to crack. It wasn’t until Søren was an adult that he started questioning just how much of what Herman had told them had actually been true. After all, he must have had a duty of confidentiality.


At eighteen Søren left home and got his own place in Copenhagen. One day, a year later, when he came round for dinner with Elvira and Knud, a removal van was parked outside Jacob’s house, but there was no one around apart from four removal men carrying crates and bed slats. The next time Søren visited his grandparents, two unknown children were playing on Jacob’s old front lawn. Søren watched them and made up his mind to become a policeman.


Søren quickly became the family’s official detective, charged with finding lost items such as reading glasses, user manuals and tax returns. He asked numerous questions, and nine times out of ten he would locate the missing object. Knud’s reading glasses lay on top of his shoes in the hall where he had bent down to scratch his ankle, the user manual for the fizzy drinks maker was in the boot of the car, on top of a box of telephone directories for recycling, and the tax return was found in the ashes in the fireplace because Elvira, in a moment’s distraction, had scrunched it up and thrown it there.


‘How do you do it?’ Vibe asked one evening when Søren, after a most unusual interrogation, reached the conclusion that her calculator had accidentally ended up in the bin in between some old magazines. He even offered to go downstairs to check – there was a chance that the bins might not have been collected yet. Five minutes later, he presented Vibe with her calculator.


‘I knit backwards,’ Søren began. Vibe waited for him to continue.


‘When you solve a mystery,’ Søren explained, ‘you should never accept the first and most obvious explanation which presents itself. If you do that, it’s just guessing. You’ll automatically assume that the man with blood on his hands is the murderer and the woman with the gambling debt is the fraudster. Sometimes that’s the way it is, but not always. When you knit backwards, you don’t guess.’


Vibe nodded.


In December 2003 Vibe attended a course in Barcelona with her business partner, and Søren was home alone. While she was gone, he caught himself enjoying the solitude. Vibe had started to look at him with deeply wounded eyes and Søren had felt guilty for weeks. The whole point was that he did not want to betray her. In her absence he went to work, sorted out old photographs, watched The Usual Suspects, which held no interest for Vibe, and sat on the lavatory reading Calvin and Hobbes. On the Friday he played squash with his friend and colleague, Henrik.

OEBPS/styles/page-template.xpgt
 

   

     
	 
    

     
	 
    

     
	 
	 
    

     
	 
    

     
	 
	 
    

     
         
            
             
        
    

  

   
     
  





OEBPS/images/star.jpg






OEBPS/images/9780857382429.jpg
DANISH CRIME NOVEL OF THE D

¢ |









OEBPS/images/pub.jpg
Quercus





