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Nature has provided us with a spectacular toolbox. The toolbox exists. An architect far better and smarter than us has given us that toolbox, and we now have the ability to use it.


(Barry Schuler, from his TED lecture, ‘Genomics 101’)
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ONE


Scottsdale, Arizona, 12 March 1982


The last thing Roy Emmett Hudson was expecting on the eve of his forty-first birthday was a bullet in the head, but life and death are only a single breath apart, and as a biologist, he appreciated that more than most. Even as he strolled across the company lot to the Mercedes Coupé he had driven all winter without once raising the roof, his killers’ thoughts were already moving on to where they might dump the body so that it might never be found. They were from out of town, and unfamiliar with the wilderness into which the city merged only a few miles away from the Airpark business zone.


Unaware of what awaited him, Hudson counted himself a lucky man. There was no other word to describe the turn of events that had placed him in the ideal position at the perfect time. Aside from the gifted few who had secured comfortable professorships in Ivy League schools, most of his peers from the Brown class of ’66 were grinding out their best years in the labs and offices of the giant pharmas back east. They had become company men and women who had left their scientific ideals behind to climb the greasy pole and save for a retirement they might never reach in sufficient health to enjoy. He, on the other hand, had taken a chance. Or had chance taken him? He couldn’t decide. Either way, it had all come down to an ad in the appointments section that had lain discarded on the seat of a commuter train which he rode no more than three times each year. If he hadn’t chosen that particular Tuesday morning to put his car into the shop, or if he had arrived on the platform thirty seconds sooner in time to catch the earlier train, his working days would still have been spent on the fifteenth floor of the Meditech Building, wondering what had happened to the young man who was going to save the lives of millions and collect a Nobel Prize.


The ad had simply read: Biotech start-up is seeking gifted and motivated scientists with experience in recombinant gene technology. Full details on application. Résumé to Box 657.


The few colleagues to whom he had shown it dismissed the ad as having been placed by some gimcrack outfit trying to hitch up to the latest bandwagon. Either that, or it was a sneaky ploy by one the big corporates to test the loyalty of its precious R&D teams. Hudson hadn’t been so sure. He had had an instinct, a stirring in his gut that he hadn’t felt since he’d first stepped off the Greyhound and hauled his grip through the front gates of Brown. And he’d been right to trust it. The three directors of Genix, all young and visionary men, had wanted to attract only those curious and adventuresome enough to leave comfortable careers behind for an exciting and uncertain future. They could guarantee only twelve months’ modest salary, but offered generous share options to be taken up after three years’ service. If by that time the company had filed no patents nor had any realistic prospect of doing so, their backers would pull the plug. Simple.


It had taken Hudson’s team of fifteen less than a year to splice human DNA into E. coli bacteria and start producing human growth hormone at a level which showed potential for future industrial production. This early success had made real the possibility that all manner of previously rare and expensive therapeutic drugs could in future be grown cheaply and in bulk by genetically altered micro-organisms. The investors piled in with more money than Genix knew how to spend. Five months down the line Hudson was running a team of fifty and racing Eli Lilly, Smith Kline and Johnson & Johnson all the way to the US Patent Office. By the time he picked up his share options he figured they’d be worth more than ten million dollars.


Beneath the ice-blue desert sky, in this brand-new city where anything felt possible, Hudson marvelled at how close he had come to letting his dreams slip away. Back east, his vaulting ambitions had seemed more absurd and delusional with each passing year, but out here in Scottsdale, ‘The West’s Most Western Town’, nothing short of shooting for the moon was expected of every single employee of the new biotech businesses that were taking root in this burgeoning oasis. It had been a long sixteen-year journey with several false turns along the way, but one year into the second half of his life, Hudson believed that he was about to arrive; and he wasn’t just going to become a big name in the science of gene technology: he was going to change the world.


The Mercedes’ white-walled tyres (a little splash of exhibitionism he had allowed himself, along with the $200 sunglasses) made a pleasing squeal as he swung the car round to the exit and turned out into the light, pre-rush traffic heading for route 101. He had fifteen minutes to make the journey to McDowell Elementary, where his daughter, Sonia, was about to play in her first softball match. In the past, his wife, Louise, had taken care of school events, but now four months into studying for a doctorate in political science at Arizona State, she had started to insist he share responsibility. Hudson secretly resented the fact that his wife’s focus had shifted outside their home, but he had to concede that she had made more than her share of sacrifices to facilitate his career. They had been students at Brown together, but as soon as they had married, her ambitions had taken a back seat. While he scaled the corporate ladder, she had bottled up her intellectual frustration and made do with a series of part-time teaching jobs. The move west had been the final catalyst for change. ‘This isn’t just going to be about you or the money,’ she had declared, ‘this is my time, too.’ ‘Sure, sweetie, it’s time we both stepped out into the sun,’ he had said, and at that moment, he had even meant it.


He followed the 101 due east for several miles towards the mountains, the land either side of it one huge construction site: entire neighbourhoods were going up as fast as the sunburned Mexican labourers could build them. Scottsdale was on the move. Businesses were flooding in. Thanks to the domestic air-conditioner and vast water-capture schemes, a town which in the 1950s had only a handful of residents had mushroomed to over 100,000. Just like the microorganisms he had spent his professional life studying, human beings had an uncanny knack of bringing life to the most unlikely corners of the planet.


Hudson recalled some of the pot-smoking humanities students at Brown talking about ‘life force’ as some abstract idea drawn from mystic Eastern philosophy, but to him, a microbiologist studying living things in their most elemental form, life was a measurable physical force just like any other in the universe. But whereas light or heat would penetrate indiscriminately wherever it was able, in accordance with fixed and unaltering constants set at the beginning of time, the force of life was strengthening and accelerating. There was and always would be the same amount of gravity in the universe, but while the conditions remained to sustain it, life was relentlessly increasing in complexity, ability and ambition. Viewed from this perspective, a city in the desert made perfect sense. As the most advanced form of life, human beings were the fullest expression of the elemental drive to survive and proliferate however and wherever possible. It was beautiful to behold. Beautiful – another word he couldn’t improve on. Life in its myriad forms was beautiful, but, as he always made the point of stressing to his few nonscientist friends, beautiful does not imply nice. Life is not a benign force; in fact, it is unique in the cosmos in being calculatingly ruthless.


The 101 swung south into the suburbs. The construction smells of concrete and bitumen now gave way to the sweet scents of cactus blossom and fresh-mown grass drifting over from Horsemen’s Park. Hudson leaned forward and switched on the stereo. The auto-tune clicked into a local country station, Lester Flatt and Earl Scruggs on slide guitar and banjo, belting out one of their chick-a-chack old-time numbers: ‘I’m on a big black freight train, and we’re movin’ on . . .’ He smiled as he tapped his fingers on the rim of the wheel. Man, those guys could pick.


Leaving the 101 at 38, he followed East Raintree Drive for a mile or so, before heading south two blocks to the ball park opposite the school. Only three minutes after four: he was almost on time. The lot was already crowded with the outsize air-conditioned suburbans his fellow Arizonans felt compelled to drive, and there were no places left in the shade. He made do with a spot in the full sun and laid his linen sport coat over the passenger seat to save Sonia’s bare legs when it came time to go home. Hudson approached the mothers gathered on the bleachers in the shade of a row of palms. Aside from Coach Brewster he was the only man present. He nodded to the few women he recognized from the PTA barbecue Louise had hosted the previous fall, but no one invited him to join them. They seemed a little embarrassed by the presence of a father during office hours, and he sensed a trace of pity in their awkward smiles. He found a space on the bench at the end of the row as the first ball of the game was pitched. The little boy on the plate swung hard and got lucky. The ball sailed into the outfield and he scrambled to second base. Sonia was manning third and didn’t even twitch. Beneath the wide brim of her cap she was wearing a frown of intense concentration just like her mother’s. Hudson waved, but if she had noticed, she pretended not to. This was serious business, she was telling him; frivolity could wait.


‘Excuse me, sir—’


Hudson turned, a little startled. The quiet, polite voice belonged to a young man in a suit and tie who had approached unseen from his left.


‘Am I right in thinking you’re Mr Roy Emmett Hudson, R&D Director at Genix?’


‘That’s right.’


The man’s gentle tone made it sound like a social inquiry, but he looked too youthful to be a parent at a private school.


‘Have we met?’


‘No, sir.’ He reached discreetly into his pocket and flashed an ID card held in a cupped palm.


Hudson made out the initials ‘FDA’.


‘FDA? You’re kidding me.’ The bureaucrats of the Food and Drug Administration were a constant thorn in his flesh – every individual piece of research involving gene manipulation required a licence that involved paperwork of near-incomprehensible complexity – but even by their intrusive standards this was a new low. ‘Son, this is hardly an appropriate place—’


‘We’ll only take a moment, Mr Hudson. We want to process your application as swiftly as possible.’


‘What? . . . Which one?’


‘I have the documents in the van. I’ve been told to obtain your signature by close of business – it’s a new privacy clause. The Administration’s getting anxious about who’s sharing what with whom.’


‘Why would my company be sharing its research?’


‘I promise it’ll only take a moment, Mr Hudson.’


Hudson sighed impatiently and stood up from his seat. ‘I have a ball game to watch. You have five minutes.’ He strode off towards the parking lot planning the stiff phone calls he’d be making to the FDA’s Washington HQ first thing in the morning.


‘I can’t apologize enough for disturbing you, sir, but I’m sure you’ll accept this is only a formality.’


The young man sounded embarrassed, making Hudson feel guilty for snapping at him.


‘Where are we going?’


‘The black Chevy.’


The minivan was parked in the centre of the lot, the engine idling to keep the air-conditioner rolling. Another young official was rifling through papers in the driver’s seat. Seeing them coming, he climbed out and opened the door on the far side of the vehicle – the kind that slid open sideways on runners.


‘What’s this – a travelling office?’ Hudson said, with more than a hint of sarcasm.


‘As a matter of fact, it is. You want, you can call your attorney or even fax him.’


Hudson made no comment and walked around the rear of the van. ‘OK, show me what you got.’


He glanced through the open door and saw black plastic sheeting on the floor of the empty interior, and in the sliver of a second between sight and thought felt a cold sensation at the nape of his neck accompanied by a brief metallic click.




TWO


Berlin, 9 November 1989


‘Do you wish to go straight to Dr Keppler’s house or call at the apartment first?’ Dagmar spoke in perfect Russian.


Professor Roman Slavsky said, ‘I have a choice?’


‘Of course. But you should bear in mind that it’s a thirty-minute drive. You are invited for eight. It’s just past seven.’


‘No one expects a Russian to be on time.’


‘Then you don’t know Germans, Professor.’


Slavsky smiled and lit one of the Marlboros he had hidden in a packet of Doinas. ‘I think I do, even if your language continues to confound me.’ He opened the window of the BMW a crack, still enjoying the novelty of the electric motor that propelled it smoothly up and down, and tossed out his spent match. ‘No, I think I’ll look into the apartment first, if you don’t mind.’


‘As you wish.’


Dagmar turned right out of the Institute’s driveway and headed through the moonless evening along an empty street lined with dismal apartment buildings. Somehow the bleakness of East Berlin was more pronounced even than Moscow’s, Slavsky thought. The atmosphere of depression here felt more acute than chronic. Russians were naturally gloomy, never happier than when staring into the abyss; but his colleagues in the GDR seemed less reconciled to their lot, a condition no doubt aggravated by the uncertainty of the times. The military scientists in his lecture room at the symposium had been greasy with nervous perspiration. During the coffee breaks he had sensed that every last one of them was bursting to discuss ‘the situation’, not least the matter of their many professional associates who had slipped across the open border from Hungary to the West during the previous month, taking God knows what information with them. But no one had dared say a word. Rather they had silently sweated their anxiety out through their pores.


‘A good day?’ Dagmar asked.


‘Mmm?’ Slavsky pulled back from his gloomy thoughts.


‘Were your lectures well received?’


‘Oh, I think so. Although I’m not sure how much I can teach your countrymen that they don’t already know. We Russians like to think we’re ahead of the game, but your people have been quietly unwinding the genomes of exotic bacteria for years. Some I’ve never even heard of until this week.’


It was a good line, and his minder seemed to buy it.


‘You’re too modest, Professor,’ she said, ‘your knowledge is critical. Why else would you have been invited?’


Why indeed? It was a question he had pondered for the entire three months since the official letter of invitation had arrived at his Moscow laboratory. Throughout his fifteen years working for the Soviet Ministry of Defence all foreign travel had been explicitly forbidden – his work was classified as ‘ultra sensitive’ – but with only a day’s notice and in the midst of political upheaval, he had been requested to address fellow military microbiologists in the GDR on his innovations in gene-sequencing technology. No one in the Ministry had volunteered a specific reason, but Slavsky had picked up rumours that his presence was one of a hastily arranged series of gestures designed to make the Germans feel they still belonged under the Soviet umbrella. The unspoken message conveyed by his visit was that if they could be trusted to share in the most sensitive of Soviet military secrets, there would be no more playing second fiddle. After four and a half unequal decades, they were all comrades now.


If that was the case, it was an empty gesture offered far too late to achieve its purpose. The Soviet heart had grown hollow, and the Germans and their Eastern European colleagues sensed it even more keenly than Slavsky’s countrymen. Gorbachev and his glasnost had merely served to accelerate the loss of faith that had taken hold while dear old Brezhnev was fading. Without the rhetoric of a charismatic leader like a Stalin, or even a Khrushchev, no one knew for certain what the project was any more. Slavsky’s own moment of disillusionment had come in June 1982. He had been barely thirty-two years old and placed in charge of an entire research programme with an unlimited budget and a hotline to the KGB. He had expected his colleagues in the Lubyanka to overwhelm him with information from their spies buried in the universities of the West, but instead they came him to like schoolboys asking for instruction. Whom should they approach? Where was our knowledge lacking? Which international scientific conferences should they attend? They were men of straw looking for guidance to a young scientist who had never travelled further than Leningrad. He had whipped them into some sort of shape, and used them to garner a number of valuable secrets from his foreign competitors, but from that day onwards he had known that he was riding an exhausted horse; and as a logical man he had begun to plan for the time when the empire he served would finally crumble.


Ironically, the closer the end appeared to be, the more confused his once-solid plans became. He blamed his wife, Katerina. They had no children – who could remain intellectually productive and spare time for children? – but she worried for her elderly parents. Her mother was showing signs of senility and her father’s heart was enlarged. The prospect of abandoning them was tearing her in two. When, in the week before leaving for Berlin, Slavsky had angrily pronounced that the old had no right to fetter the young, she had denounced him as callous and turned him out of their bed. During three long nights spent on the hard couch he had wondered whether concern for her parents really was the reason she had recoiled from him. Slavsky had spotted expensive black-market French cosmetics on her dressing table and noticed that she had taken to shaving her legs most mornings. He speculated that her fear of the future had led her to seek the distraction of a lover. Could he forgive her if she had? Would she allow him the opportunity, or would she desert him if he confronted her with the truth? So many awkward questions of the kind he hated: those with no rational answer.


‘The streets seem very quiet tonight,’ Slavsky said.


‘Everyone is watching television. The government is holding a news conference.’


‘Have I missed something important?’ He had been so preoccupied by the wretched symposium that he hadn’t looked at a newspaper in days.


‘The border issue,’ she replied. ‘There’s to be some sort of announcement.’


‘Are we allowed to discuss such things?’


‘In theory, but it might be wiser not to.’


She glanced across and unwittingly caught his eye. Dagmar wasn’t a classically attractive woman, but for a member of the secret police she was remarkably appealing. During their three days’ acquaintance he had observed something in her expression, a knowingness that told him that she possessed intelligence and a degree of perceptiveness far beyond that required for her regular work. He supposed these were the qualities that had singled her out for accompanying a senior military scientist: she was watching him, recording his moods, reading his unspoken thoughts as intently as he was discerning hers.


They continued their journey across the unfamiliar city in silence, Slavsky smoking another cigarette and trying to think of subjects for conversation that would see him through his evening with Dr Keppler. Tell them as little as possible, his director had instructed him, techniques, yes, but the substance of his research, the implications of the genetic code he was deciphering, absolutely not. Occasionally Slavsky felt Dagmar’s eyes flit to her right and register his expression, searching out the features of his inner landscape. He pretended not to notice: a woman was inevitably intrigued by a self-contained man. He had secured her interest on the first day; yesterday he had deepened it, and now, he sensed, they were reaching the delicate tipping point. It must be she who makes the first move, Slavsky told himself, only then would he be able to reconcile his infidelity with his conscience.


As they drew closer to the centre of the city, Slavsky became aware that people had start to emerge onto the street, not just in trickles, but in streams that became a river as they turned into a wide boulevard a short distance from the apartment block in which he was staying. They spilled off the sidewalks into the road, prompting Dagmar to lean on the horn.


‘There is a soccer stadium nearby,’ she said impatiently. ‘A big match, I think.’ She turned left across the oncoming lanes and drove down the ramp into the basement car park. ‘Do you follow soccer, Professor?’


‘No. Only boxing. As a student it was the one sport I excelled at.’


‘Isn’t it rather a brutal sport for an intellectual?’


‘I like its honesty – the strongest wins. Chance rarely plays a part.’


‘You dislike ambiguity?’


‘I avoid it where I can. But a certain amount is unavoidable, don’t you think?’


‘Perhaps.’ She pulled into a space near the elevator. ‘Shall I wait for you here?’


‘Absolutely not. You don’t think I’d treat you like a common driver.’


She smiled. ‘Thank you.’


In the intimate space of the elevator Slavsky caught her scent. A trace of perfume and the heat of her body. They avoided one another’s eyes, the tension between them increasing with each illuminating number above the door. As they arrived on the seventh floor Slavsky stood aside to let Dagmar step out ahead of him. She brushed his shoulder as she passed.


Slavsky crossed the hall and unlocked the door. ‘I have Brazilian coffee – shall I make you some?’


‘I can help myself,’ she said. ‘I’m familiar with the apartment.’


‘Of course.’ She had probably bought the coffee herself, personally planted every bug and hidden camera. They stepped into the narrow hallway. ‘Make yourself at home. I shan’t be long.’


He showered quickly and thoroughly and cleaned his teeth with the unpleasantly sweet Western toothpaste his hosts had provided along with the scented soaps and effeminate deodorants. He was perfectly aware that this could not possibly be a secret encounter, but in the headiness of the moment he longer cared. He studied his torso in the mirror. He was pale but carried no fat, his body the envy of his middle-aged friends at the Moscow banya. Yes, he could be rightly proud of his body. Reassured that he had no need for self-consciousness, and his conscience eased by the thought of his wife’s infidelity, Slavsky pulled on a towelling robe, and slid back the bolt on the bathroom door, his heart pounding in his chest; he hadn’t touched a woman other than Katerina for nearly sixteen years.


Approaching the sitting room he heard the sound of the television, and then Dagmar speaking in an urgent whisper into the telephone. He paused to listen, trying to unscramble her rapid German. He moved closer to the door and looked through the crack. Her jacket and shoulder holster were hanging from the back of a chair, her black shoes on the carpet beneath them. She had begun to undress for him.


He caught only a word or two: ‘Yes, yes . . . I understand . . . of course, sir. Right away.’ He could see half of the television screen. A news programme was showing pictures of an impatient crowd. Hundreds of policemen stood in their way, their arms linked together forming a human chain, and then, as if surrendering in the face of some supernatural power, they seemed to lose their will to resist and let go of one another. A torrent of bodies flooded forward and consumed them. At first Slavsky assumed it to be an incident at a football stadium, but as the camera drew back to a wider angle he saw that the multitude was heading for a familiar landmark: the Brandenburg Gate.


His intake of breath must have been audible inside the room. Dagmar pulled open the door and stared at him, all colour washed from her face.


‘We have to go, Professor. Now. Get dressed.’


Slavsky looked past her to the television. People were running through the border post with no guards to stop them.


‘What’s happening?’


‘The government opened the borders,’ Dagmar said. ‘It’s no longer safe for you in Berlin. I’ve been ordered to take you to the airport.’ There was panic in her voice.


The words escaped Slavsky’s lips even before, it seemed, he had consciously formed them. ‘And if I don’t wish to leave?’


‘You have no choice.’


She glanced across to the holster hanging from the chair.


Propelled by an elemental force, Slavsky pushed her aside and went for the gun. He seized the holster and spun around as Dagmar threw herself at him, knocking him backwards across the table. He felt the holster fly from his fingers and heard it skitter across the thin carpet. Dagmar chased after it. Slavsky forced himself to his feet and kicked her hard in the stomach as she leaned down and closed her fingers around the pistol grip. She jerked forward, extending her arm to steady herself on the back of the sofa. Slavsky punched the side of her face. Blood exploded from her nose. The gun fell from her limp hand. He snatched it by the barrel, and beat her once, then a second time across the face with the butt. As she slumped, bloody and semi-conscious, to the floor, Slavsky turned the weapon in his hands, aimed it between her shoulder blades and fired.


Third Secretary Gordon Jefferies climbed the stairs to his office on the second floor at the British Embassy in Wilhelmstrasse, having spent fewer than two hours in his bed. Although the East Germans’ lifting of border restrictions had not come entirely as a surprise, the overwhelming events of the previous night most certainly had. The Embassy had primed itself for a gradual transition, a steady flow of Easterners and a cautious warming of relations, but no one had envisaged tens of thousands demolishing the Berlin Wall and swarming into the West in one spontaneous orgy of liberation. It was both thrilling and terrifying to behold. Jefferies was sharply aware that he was witnessing a great moment in history, and yet felt numbed to it, as if he were merely reading a news report from a distant continent. There was too much to absorb to be able to react meaningfully. The best he could do was to observe, to take note and record for posterity.


He swiped his security card through the electronic reader and pushed through the office door.


‘Mr Jefferies?’ The voice belonged to one of the local temps who’d been called in overnight to deal with the deluge of phone calls from the British press and citizens anxious to know if West Germany was about to descend into anarchy. He tried to recall her name.


‘Yes?’


‘The front desk has been calling for you – they say it’s urgent.’


‘Oh?’ He noticed her badge, Ingrid, that was it. ‘Did they say what it concerned?’


‘A Russian. He’s seeking asylum.’ She handed him a note. ‘He says his name is Professor Roman Slavsky.’


‘Tell them I’ll be down in ten minutes.’ He passed through the glass door into his office and reached for the phone. He dialled the switchboard of the Foreign Office and asked to be put through to the Soviet desk. It was his old friend Tim Russen who answered. Just like him to be on the night shift. They’d been at Oxford together, Tim a layabout linguist who acted in a succession of pretentious experimental plays, while Gordon struggled through a law degree, entombed in the library for ten hours each day.


‘Gordon – I’ve been thinking about you. It’s unbelievable. What’s the scene on the street?’


‘Like Notting Hill the morning after the carnival – ankle-deep in trash and bodies in every doorway – except the party’s still going strong. Thousands of Easterners wandering the streets, gawping through shop windows and stroking the cars like holy relics.’


‘You’re a lucky man. I’d give my right arm to be there.’


‘We may well be needing someone from your desk.’


‘Oh?’


‘I’m told we’ve a potential Soviet defector downstairs – a Professor Roman Slavsky. Any idea who he is?’


‘Hold on. God, I hate this thing . . .’ Gordon heard Tim stabbing one-fingered at a computer keyboard. ‘Don’t hold your breath, it takes a while for it to flip through the directory or whatever the hell it does.’


While Gordon waited, there was a knock on his office door. A messenger was standing outside holding a briefcase. Gordon motioned him in and pointed to the desk. The messenger set the case down and handed him the delivery docket to sign. He scrawled an illegible signature. As the messenger left, Gordon wedged the phone against his shoulder and sprang the catches, noticing that the inside carried a heavy odour of cigarette smoke.


‘I tell you, it was a damn sight easier with a filing cabinet,’ Tim was saying. ‘At least you could bloody well see what was in there.’


‘Yes,’ Gordon said distractedly, his attention switching to the contents of the case. On the left-hand side was a stack of cardboard wallet files, and on the right four bundles of 5-inch floppy disks bound together with rubber bands.


‘OK, here we go,’ Tim said. ‘Professor Slavsky . . . Yep, looks like there’s only one with that name.’


Gordon pulled out the top file and opened it. The documents were in English – some sort of complex scientific data that looked like computer code.


‘You lucky bastard,’ Tim said. ‘Roman Slavsky? Are you sure that’s who you’ve got?’


Gordon scanned the page and spotted company details printed at its foot: Genix Inc., 1050 West Bronco Drive, Scottsdale, Arizona.


‘Why, who is he?’


‘Your ticket to the stars, my friend.’




THREE


Present day


Jenny Cooper was free. Eight years after she had frozen mid-sentence in front of a bemused courtroom and felt the walls close in, she had emerged from the long dark tunnel of recovery and completed her last ever appointment with Dr Allen, the psychiatrist who had become such a troubling fixture in her life. He had seemed almost disappointed that she hadn’t suffered a panic attack for more than a year and was coping well with her job as the Severn Vale District Coroner. In the absence of symptoms to analyse, he had been reduced to sermonizing and platitudes: ‘Remember that life is precious, Mrs Cooper. It exists by chance but thrives by will. Always keep hold of your purpose.’ She had promised that she would and had stepped out into the bright morning to feel the warmth of the sun on her face as if for the first time.


No more pretending. No more deceit. No more shame. She was well again. It was official.


Jenny drove her Land Rover out of the car park and turned towards Bristol, saying goodbye to the Chepstow Hospital for the final time. In future she would drive past on her journeys to and from the office not with a sense of dread, but with only a fading memory of the years in which she had struggled to put her shattered life together. She felt like the sole survivor of a bomb blast; a woman who had emerged whole from the wreckage but couldn’t quite understand how or why. Don’t question, Jenny, she told herself, you’re done with all of that. Just live.


Just live. What did that mean?


Driving over the mile-wide expanse of the Severn Bridge, the sharp, fresh air of the estuary blowing in through her open window, she allowed herself to believe that it meant no more than being an ordinary, forty-something single woman, with mundane worries of the kind millions of women like her coped with every day. She was anxious about her future with Michael, the man who only sometimes referred to himself as her ‘boyfriend’. She fretted about the lines appearing in her still-attractive features and about the few pounds she was struggling to shed from around her middle. And she was missing Ross, her son, who was at university in London and who she feared would have grown even more distant when she went to collect him tomorrow. Ordinary worries. Nothing that couldn’t be overcome; nothing that need defeat her. After nearly a decade of being a ‘case’ she had rejoined the common flow. She felt an unaccustomed sensation: was it happiness? No, it was something even more precious than that: it was contentment.


Her brief moment of peace was rudely interrupted by the phone. The display on the dash behind the wheel said Unknown Caller.


‘Hello.’


‘Mrs Cooper?’


‘Speaking.’


‘Detective Inspector Stephen Watling, Gloucestershire. We met last summer – the kids in the canoe.’


She felt herself crashing back to earth.


‘I remember.’ Images of swollen, drowned teenage bodies invaded her mind. She pushed them away. ‘What can I do for you?’


‘Body on the M5. Male. Thirties. Looks like he jumped from the bridge into the traffic – he was lying just along from it.’


‘Are there any witnesses?’


‘No. He was found at the roadside this morning by a verge-cleaning crew.’


‘Right.’ So far it sounded like an unremarkable suicide. She waited for the rest.


‘We think we know who he is. A two-year-old boy was found early this morning about a mile away in Bristol Memorial Woodlands. He’s the man’s son. His car was still parked there.’


‘What’s happened to the child?’


‘He’s alive. Hypothermia but no injuries. He’s been taken to the Vale Hospital. Mother’s on the way.’


Now she understood. DI Watling was trying to pass the awkward conversation with the child’s mother over to her. Satisfied the dead man had killed himself, it had become the coroner’s problem.


‘Won’t you be talking to her anyway?’ Jenny said.


‘I’ll send a family liaison along – Annie Malik, she’s good. I’m tied up on a drugs inquiry.’


What could be more important than that? Jenny wanted to answer, but held her tongue. She had made enough enemies in the police.


‘What’s the mother’s name?’


‘Karen Jordan. We think the guy was called Adam. Adam Jordan.’


‘All right. Tell your officer I’ll be ready to speak to Mrs Jordan in an hour, but I’d like to see the body first.’


It was a task most coroners would have left to their officers. The days of being obliged to view the body in situ were long past. The coroner had increasingly become an office-bound official who kept contact with the bereaved to a minimum, but Jenny had never been able to operate that way. Having spent the first fifteen years of her legal career in the family courts dealing with the fallout from domestic violence and abuse, there wasn’t one human emotion that she hadn’t learned to cope with. Death was far easier to manage than a bitter struggle over a damaged child, her role so much more clearly defined than that of an advocate fighting an ugly case: gather the evidence and determine the cause of death. She was to the legal profession what the pathologist was to medicine: the last word.


Some things she never got used to. The heavy perfume of the mortuary – pine-scented detergent and decomposing flesh – was chief among them. A warm day in July was guaranteed to be close to intolerable. A virulent outbreak of hospital infection had been killing elderly patients at three times the normal rate for the past month. Superbugs loved the summer, and their victims were lined up on gurneys in the long straight corridor, two deep. Jenny instinctively covered her mouth as she hurried past and pushed through the swing doors into the autopsy room.


Dr Andy Kerr glanced up briefly from his work, then carried on, his muscular arms bare beneath the elbow save for a pair of blue latex gloves. He was dissecting the body of an emaciated young man with a shaved head, separating the lungs and removing them from the narrow ribcage. Two others, each wrapped in a shroud of white plastic, were waiting their turn for the knife.


‘No locum today?’ Jenny said, nodding towards the empty second table.


‘Called in sick.’


‘Coping?’


‘No,’ he said, in the unflappable Northern Irish way of his she had come to find so reassuring. ‘Maybe when they can smell us in the staff canteen they’ll hire in some more fridges.’


‘I just wanted to check on a suspected suicide – Jordan. I doubt you’ve had a chance to look at him.’


‘Only a glance.’ He placed the lungs on the steel counter alongside the liver and heart, and rinsed his bloody gloves under the tap. ‘It’s that one there.’


She waited for him to dry his gloves on a paper towel and come over. He tugged his mask down beneath his chin and smiled. At thirty-five he still looked unnaturally youthful for a senior pathologist, his eyes bright and keen. His work was clearly suiting him.


‘You told me you weren’t squeamish any more,’ Dr Kerr said. ‘Have a go.’


Jenny shook her head. ‘Please?’


He lifted the plastic by the corner and pulled it back to reveal a face that had been staved-in by an overwhelming impact. Jenny felt an involuntary shudder travel the length of her spine. There were no visible features remaining above the lower set of teeth. The torso was spectacularly bruised and most of the ribs were broken. The right arm lay straight, but the left was dislocated at the shoulder and broken in several places, fractured ends of bones jutting through the skin. Dr Kerr drew the sheet all the way back and revealed another massive set of injuries around the waist. The pelvis was shattered and both legs showed every sign of having been driven over by a large, heavy vehicle. Jenny’s eyes went to his hands: they were almost untouched. The fingers were delicate and slender like a pianist’s. There was one ring: a plain wedding band.


‘Jumped from a motorway bridge,’ Jenny said.


‘Looks like it,’ Dr Kerr said. ‘I’d say he’d been run over several times. Look at the crushing injuries across the lower legs – that was done by big wide tyres.’


‘No one stopped.’


‘They never do.’


Over the initial shock, Jenny leaned forward for a closer look. She ran her eyes over the forearms, looking for the telltale signs of an addict, but there were none.


She noticed the skin was deeply suntanned above the waist and below the knees, and the man had been slim and muscular. No tattoos or other jewellery; no powerful smell of alcohol that usually accompanied male suicides.


‘Anything in the clothing?’ Jenny asked.


Dr Kerr shook his head and reached beneath the trolley for the list of effects that was kept alongside the bag containing the bloodstained clothes. He handed it to Jenny. It revealed that Jordan had been wearing jeans, a T-shirt, cotton sweater and canvas shoes. The police had retained his wallet. There was no record of a phone, money or keys – the usual items that men carried in their pockets – nor was there any evidence of prescription drugs.


Jenny said, ‘We’d better have a full suite of tests on bloods and stomach contents. I’ve never known a suicide be entirely clean.’ She turned away, Dr Kerr’s cue to draw the plastic over the body.


‘Is something troubling you?’ he asked, reading her frown.


‘No,’ Jenny lied. ‘I’m sure I’ll learn a lot more from his wife. When can you have him ready?’


‘Give me a couple of hours. We’ll clean him up best we can.’


‘Maybe a mask?’


Dr Kerr nodded. ‘Don’t worry.’


Jenny left the mortuary and crossed the car park to the main hospital building. She was dreading the encounter with the widow, not for all the usual reasons, but for the unusual ones she knew were coming. Fit, good-looking, well-dressed young men seldom jumped from motorway bridges; less still did they leave their two-year-old children to spend a night alone outdoors. It felt like the worst and most unsettling kind of death: a suicide that had come from nowhere.


Jenny heard the woman’s anguished cries even before she had pushed through the door. They emanated from behind a curtain drawn around a bed in the children’s ward, and were disturbing everyone within earshot. Staff exchanged glances, parents at other bedsides attempted to distract their fragile sons and daughters from the sound. Jenny was momentarily paralysed, overcome by the widow’s all-consuming grief. She stopped and gathered strength, reminding herself she had to appear strong even if she didn’t feel it.


A nurse appeared carrying an IV bag. Jenny intercepted her, fishing her identity wallet from her pocket. ‘Jenny Cooper. Severn Vale District Coroner. I’m looking for Mrs Jordan.’


‘I’m not sure now’s a good a moment.’ She nodded towards the curtained-off bed.


‘Is the child all right?’ Jenny asked.


‘Mild hypothermia. It’s not life-threatening.’


‘The police said he wasn’t found until this morning.’


‘He was admitted just under three hours ago.’


The woman’s cries grew louder. The nurse responded to the anxious faces up and down the ward. ‘Excuse me.’


‘This isn’t helping him, is it?’ Jenny heard her say patiently. ‘Maybe it’s best you come with me. Just for a while.’


Mrs Jordan was younger than Jenny had imagined, perhaps not yet thirty, with long, crow-black hair and wide blue eyes that her anguish did little to dull. There was no question of talking to her in her current state, but curiosity caused Jenny to wait a moment longer while another nurse drew back the curtain to reveal a cot bed containing a tiny child. He was barely more than a toddler and was hooked-up to a heart monitor and several drips. He had his mother’s eyes and they were wide open, staring unfocused into space.


Jenny felt the silent buzz of her phone. She fished it out of her pocket and saw her officer’s name, Alison, on the screen. She headed out into the corridor to take the call.


‘Mrs Cooper. Did DI Watling get hold of you?’


‘Yes. I’m at the hospital now. I tried to call you.’


‘Sorry. I was out of the office for a while.’ She paused. ‘How’s the little boy?’


‘Fine. Physically, at least.’


‘Oh . . . Good.’


Jenny registered a flatness in Alison’s voice and sensed that something was troubling her. ‘What is it?’


‘Nothing. Would you like me to visit the scene of death? We ought to have some pictures.’


‘Won’t the police have done that?’


‘They’ve already emailed them. They’re not very clear. What about where the boy was found?’


‘Anything you think would be helpful.’


‘Righto. I’ll see you back at the office.’


‘Alison?’


She had already rung off. Jenny held the phone in her hand for a moment, unsure whether to call back to tease from her whatever it was she had failed to say, but was interrupted by the nurse, who had appeared from a doorway to her right.


‘Now might be a good moment, Mrs Cooper.’


Jenny looked at her, taking a moment to reorient her thoughts.


‘I’ve told her you’re waiting,’ she said with a trace of impatience. ‘She’s calmed down a little.’ The nurse started back towards the ward.


Jenny approached the door. Pausing outside it, she glanced through the observation pane into an unoccupied side room. Beyond the empty bed, Karen Jordan was standing at the window looking out over rooftops to a line of distant hills. She wore jeans and a plain T-shirt that hugged her slender frame, and dabbed at her eyes with a wad of paper towel. Even with a door between them, Jenny felt her bewilderment like a radiating force. She knocked lightly and stepped inside.


‘Mrs Jordan?’


The young woman turned, a sob catching in her throat.


Jenny moved cautiously towards her. ‘Jenny Cooper. I’m the coroner.’


Karen Jordan stared at her with eyes frozen in an expression of shock.


‘Would you mind if I asked a couple of questions about your husband?’


She shook her head, her lips clamped tightly together.


‘His name was Adam Jordan?’


She nodded.


‘His age?’


‘Thirty-two.’ The words came out in a hoarse whisper.


‘Occupation?’


‘He worked for a charity. It’s called AFAD – Africa Aid and Development . . . He came back from South Sudan at the end of May.’


‘Is there anything about your husband’s state of mind that I ought to know?’


She shook her head violently, her hair sweeping across her face and clinging to her cheeks. ‘No.’


‘I was told he had parked at the Bristol Memorial Woodlands – that’s a cemetery, isn’t it?’


‘A natural burial ground. Adam’s father died last autumn. He’d gone there with Sam, that’s all. I was working.’


‘Sam’s your son?’


She nodded.


‘Was your husband close to his father?’


‘I suppose—’ Her voice cracked.


Thinking it better to get the painful conversation over quickly, Jenny persisted. ‘Can you think of any reason why your husband may have taken his life, Mrs Jordan?’


‘He didn’t!’


‘I see. And how do you know that?’


‘He was my husband.’ She stared at her with wild, enraged eyes. ‘Don’t you tell me I don’t know my own husband!’


Jenny wanted to tell her the agony would pass, that as despairing as she felt now, it would not get any worse, but she was unreachable. There was no question of putting her through the ordeal of an identification. She turned to the door and quietly left her to cry herself out.




FOUR


From the moment she had entered the mortuary early that morning, Jenny had felt something intangible, a deep, uneasy sensation that had stayed with her and intensified after her unhappy encounter with Jordan’s widow. As hard as she tried to be rational, she couldn’t help acknowledging her instinct that something about the dead man hadn’t felt right.


Dr Kerr, along with every other pathologist she had ever met, seemed able to deal with each set of human remains with the same degree of clinical distance: the flesh on the table was nothing more than a forensic puzzle to be solved. But for Jenny, each body carried its own complex atmospheres and stories. There were those empty shells from which the soul had passed peacefully; those that still carried the pain of a protracted struggle to cling to life; those that seemed still frozen in the violent moment of suicide; and those, like Jordan’s, that hurled confusion at her. She had dealt with more than a handful of bridge jumpers in her five years in post, and all had had a history of depression or worse. As suicides went, they were at the considerate end: they had chosen an emphatic death away from the intimacy of the home. Nearly all had jumped into water from either the Severn or the Clifton Suspension Bridge. But a leap from a motorway bridge was something altogether different. It was an enraged choice made by someone intent on inflicting their suffering on the innocent strangers who would have the misfortune to run over their bodies. It spoke of a fury that bordered on the murderous.


Jenny carried these thoughts with her during the drive across the Downs, wearing thin and brown at the end of a dry spell that had lasted nearly a month. Descending the hill, she entered the bustling street-life of Whiteladies Road: crowded cafes and music throbbing out of a reggae record store, kids with waist-length dreadlocks dancing outside on the pavement and bemused old women stopping to watch.


The Georgian terrace in Jamaica Street where Jenny had her modest, two-room ground-floor offices was drenched in unaccustomed sunlight that showed up the cracking paint on the window frames and the rivulets in the ancient panes of glass. There was a faded grandeur about the slowly crumbling sandstone facade that might even inspire a level of awe in the casual visitor, but beyond the front step, the building she shared with three other sets of offices on the upper floors was tired and uncared-for. A worn carpet covered creaky boards in the hallway, and unclaimed junk mail spilled from a shelf which none of the tenants ever cleared. Jenny made her way along the passage to the heavy oak door that bore a dull brass plaque that read simply, ‘Coroner’.


The reception area – the inviolable domain that belonged to Alison, her officer – was deserted. The magazines set out for visitors were neatly ordered. Jenny’s bundle of messages and overnight death reports were precisely clipped together and sitting squarely in a brand-new wire tray. The papers that usually cluttered Alison’s desk had been filed. Gone too was the array of sticky notes that invariably decorated the surround of Alison’s computer monitor, along with the postcards and photographs that had covered the noticeboard behind her chair. Alison had done more than merely tidy. It felt like a purge. Jenny instinctively scanned the desk for some clue – there was always a reason for her officer having one of her irregular clear-outs; it was her way of imposing order on churning emotions – but all personal traces had been swept away.


Unsure whether the fresh sensation of unease she felt steal over her had been carried with her from the hospital or stirred by the unquiet atmosphere left in Alison’s wake, Jenny moved through into the comforting disorder of her office on the far side of the connecting door. Files were stacked in heaps either side of the desk, books and papers covered every surface and much of the floor. It had been a more than usually hectic summer and Jenny sensed it was about to get busier.


A computer groaning with unread emails was waiting for her. Much of the mail was made up of the tedious circulars and bulletins that were spewed out daily by the Ministry of Justice, but one email was from DI Watling’s station at Gloucester. Attached to the cursory message were scans of the papers in their file: statements from the traffic officers who had found Adam Jordan’s body, several photographs of it lying in situ, a statement from the female officer who had discovered his child wandering in the memorial woodlands, and two photographs of Jordan’s car as it was found, an elderly black Saab parked on a grass verge. Jenny noticed that the passenger door was open, there was a child seat in the back and what appeared to be a small wooden figurine hanging from the rear-view mirror. The final document was a scan of two petrol receipts found stuffed in the Saab’s cup-holder, one several days old from a Texaco garage in Bristol, the other bearing yesterday’s date from a filling station in Great Shefford, Berkshire. The time code showed it was paid for at 5.45 p.m., along with a sandwich and several soft drinks.


Jenny clicked back to the photographs of the inside of the car and increased their size. There was very little to see. She homed in on the figurine and saw that it was a slender female form carved in dark wood, naked from the waist up. Recalling the one piece of useful piece of information Karen Jordan had managed to give her, she ran a search on AFAD. The Aid Agency’s website popped up at the head of the list. Jenny opened it and surfed through its pages, learning that it was an organization operating chiefly in South Sudan, Ethiopia and Chad. Partnered with a host of environmental charities that shared the ‘small is beautiful’ philosophy, it seemed to concentrate its efforts on digging wells and setting up sustainable agriculture programmes in areas that had been ravaged by drought and famine. All the photographs were of Africans working for themselves; barely a white face featured. She searched the site for Jordan’s name, but AFAD didn’t appear to be an organization keen on personalities. Jenny quickly gained the impression that one worked for AFAD as you might for a church: for a higher purpose.


The agency had an office in central London and a contact number was listed. Professional etiquette dictated that it was largely the job of the coroner’s officer to gather evidence, but in a small provincial outpost like Jenny’s, the load tended to be shared a little more evenly than it would have been in better-funded jurisdictions. Jenny didn’t need an excuse, however; she was impatient for an insight into Adam Jordan.


The phone was answered by an earnest-sounding young woman with an accent Jenny guessed to be Dutch.


Introducing herself, Jenny asked to speak to whoever was in charge.


‘You can speak with me,’ the girl said, ‘we all share responsibility.’


‘I see. And your name is—?’


‘Eda. Eda Hincks.’


Jenny hesitated. ‘I don’t know if you’ve heard about Adam Jordan—’


‘We have,’ the young woman interjected. ‘We are all very shocked.’


‘The police are satisfied it was a suicide, but I now have to carry out my own inquiry. I appreciate it’s very soon after the event, but would you be able to provide a statement for me?’


‘I have no idea what happened.’


‘I’d appreciate just a little background. The nature of his work, any personal details that you think may be relevant, or observations on his state of mind. Anything that might help me understand what was going on in his life.’


‘I don’t know what to say,’ Eda replied. ‘Adam was here last week. He was perfectly fine. It’s such a shock . . .’ She tailed off.


Jenny said, ‘You don’t feel there’s anything immediately obvious I should know about?’


‘No. He always seemed so happy. That’s what we thought.’


‘You knew him well?’


‘Professionally, yes. Not so much socially.’


‘Did he have a close colleague, someone he’d been working with abroad? His wife said he’d recently come back from Africa.’


‘Yes—’ Eda sounded hesitant.


‘I assume he wasn’t working alone?’


‘No. He was in South Sudan with Harry. Harry Thorn.’


‘May I have Mr Thorn’s details?’


‘I can give you his number, but I couldn’t say for certain where he is. He’s out of the office at the moment.’


‘The number will be fine.’


Eda read it out to her, and then explained that he and Adam had recently completed a four-month tour of duty working on a trickle-irrigation project. They’d turned parched scrub into maize fields using buried pipes that drip-fed stored rainwater into the soil. It was a huge success, she seemed keen to emphasize; Adam had been delighted with it.


Jenny ended the call feeling that there was a subtext to Eda’s account that she had failed to grasp. It was as if she had been apologizing for something. She tried Thorn’s number – a mobile phone – but it was switched off with no voicemail.


Forced to wait for answers, Jenny turned to the pile of other cases that sat accusingly on the corner of her desk. July, along with January, was the most popular month for death. Pneumonia took the old in winter; in summer it was heart attacks and infection. But it wasn’t only the old and sick that accounted for the rise. July was the month when the sunshine tricked the unwary into feeling invincible: they fell from ladders, crashed their motorbikes, tumbled drunk from balconies and drowned in rivers. Senseless, random deaths of the kind to which Jenny had never reconciled herself.


She was studying a photograph of a young woman’s body – an evening of heavy drinking had caused the rupture of an undetected stomach ulcer, from which she had bled to death in her sleep – when she heard Alison’s familiar footsteps pass her window and stop at the front door. Jenny listened to her movements. She heard Alison hang up her raincoat and step through to the kitchenette to make tea. She seemed to open and close the cupboard doors with a forced measuredness that told Jenny she was working hard to keep whatever she was suppressing firmly under control.


Her concentration disturbed by the tension, Jenny was eager to dispel it. She got up from her desk and went through to find Alison returning to her desk.


‘Good morning, Alison,’ Jenny said brightly.


‘Afternoon, I think, Mrs Cooper. Nearly one o’clock.’ Far from appearing depressed, Alison looked convincingly cheerful. Her face glowed with natural tan after a recent holiday in Cyprus, making her eyes appear startlingly white. Slim, tastefully dressed, she couldn’t have looked more vital or any less like the former detective she was.


‘Was it worth the trip?’ Jenny asked. ‘I didn’t get much joy out of Mrs Jordan. She was in no fit state for anything.’


‘Not much to see at the motorway. He was found about thirty yards from the bridge. He must have been swept along. Probably a lorry.’ She settled at her desk, surveying its tidy surfaces with a smile of satisfaction. ‘Did you notice I’d had a clear-out?’


‘Yes,’ Jenny said. ‘Any particular reason?’


‘You don’t realize how much rubbish you’ve built up until you come to get rid of it.’


Jenny waited for the subtext to emerge, but Alison changed the subject and slotted a USB stick into her computer. ‘I got some good photographs of Jordan’s car, though – got there just before the police took it away.’


She called the first image up on to the screen: an unremarkable shot of the abandoned Saab.


‘Should I be seeing something significant?’ Jenny asked.


‘Where he left it, for one thing. He hadn’t gone as far as the car park. There’s a snaking driveway off the lane. He’d pulled up on the verge.’


‘What’s in the field behind it? It looks like an orchard.’


‘It’s been planted with young trees – each one’s a natural burial plot.’


‘Is that where the child was found?’


‘That was several fields away. It’s a large site. I think he must have wandered. The passenger door was left open – maybe to let air in. He might have managed to undo his seatbelt and climb out.’


‘But he’s tiny—’


‘The child seat was found with the buckle undone – look.’ She clicked to an image showing the child seat in perfect detail, the restraints hanging over its sides.


‘Or Jordan took the child with him out into the field, then went off alone,’ Jenny speculated.


‘Possibly.’ Alison was dubious. ‘It’s odd, though. You’d think he would either have made sure the kid was safe or have taken him with him. Look, he left his keys in the ignition.’


Jenny scanned another picture of the front seats. On the passenger side were a sandwich wrapper, an empty carton of juice and two crumpled plastic water bottles. Suicidal, but not so thoughtless as to toss his rubbish out of the window.


‘I forgot to ask his wife where home is,’ Jenny said.


‘Bath,’ Alison replied. ‘I think Watling said she’s a postgrad at the university.’


She clicked to the final photograph: a wider angle of the whole interior.


Jenny studied it, aware of something feeling out of place. ‘There was an object hanging from the rear-view mirror – it was there on the police photographs.’


Alison scrolled back through her pictures. ‘Was there? I didn’t see anything.’


‘Hold on.’


Jenny walked back into her office and called up the email from Gloucester CID. She opened the pictures taken by the police photographer, time-coded at 9.48 a.m. Hanging from the rear-view mirror was a wooden figurine. ‘Look – here it is.’


Joining her, Alison peered at the monitor. ‘No, I didn’t see anything like that. Perhaps the police took it? It’s possible.’


Before Alison could come up with an alternative explanation, the phone rang on her desk. While she hurried out to reception to answer it, Jenny zoomed in further on the figurine until, blurring at the edges, it filled half her screen. Close up it looked crude, something whittled at the fireside rather than a precious object. It hung from a rough leather thong attached to a small metal loop screwed into the crown of the skull.


‘It’s Mrs Jordan, for you,’ Alison called through. ‘She sounds a bit fraught. Shall I deal with her?’


‘I’ll take it.’ Jenny picked up the handset on her desk. ‘Mrs Jordan?’


Karen Jordan responded in a dull yet determined, heavily medicated voice. ‘I want to see my husband.’


‘There’s no hurry. An identification can wait until tomorrow. Or perhaps he has another close relative—’


‘I want to see him now,’ Mrs Jordan said. ‘I have a right.’


Jenny was in no position to dispute that.


‘Where are you now?’


‘At the hospital. Where else would I be?’


‘I can you meet you at the mortuary at two o’clock.’


‘Fine.’ She rang off.


Jenny put down the phone to see Alison at the doorway. ‘You don’t have to do that, Mrs Cooper. I’ll go.’


‘I’d like to speak to her anyway.’


‘You’ve got more than enough to see to.’ Alison nodded at the untidy heap on Jenny’s desk. There was a hint of desperation in her offer, as if she couldn’t bear to be left in the office alone.


‘She’s expecting me. She’s very fragile.’


Alison nodded, smiling so widely it threatened to crack her face, and turned back to her desk.


‘Is everything all right?’ Jenny asked.


She glanced back. ‘Perfectly, thank you, Mrs Cooper.’


They both knew it wasn’t true.


Karen Jordan was waiting alone outside the entrance to the mortuary, her pretty face as grey as winter. Jenny drove past in the Land Rover and parked behind the building, out of sight. She knocked at the service entrance that was used largely by undertakers and was shielded from the hospital car park by a pair of painted metal screens. It was a tawdry spot, littered with broken plastic cups and cigarette ends that the caretakers and cleaners seemed to have forgotten existed. The junior technician who opened the door looked surprised to see her there.


She skipped the explanation. ‘I need to see Dr Kerr.’


‘He’s in his office.’


Jenny stepped through into the loading bay, passing several bagged bodies stacked on the floor awaiting collection, and continued on into the main corridor. Andy Kerr came to the door of his office wiping crumbs from his mouth. How he could eat lunch at his desk with cadavers lying on the other side of the door was beyond her understanding.


‘Ah, Mrs Cooper. I was just about to call you.’


She closed the door behind her, shutting out the worst of the mortuary’s nauseating aroma.


‘Did you find anything? His wife’s outside – I wanted to check.’


‘Nothing. That’s the oddity. No alcohol in the blood, no sign of drugs in the stomach. I got hold of his medical records, but apart from some harmless anti-malarials, he’s had nothing prescribed in five years. No depression either, as far as I can tell.’


‘Cause of death?’


‘Massive crushing injuries, and multiple haemorrhages. I’d say there’s more than a sporting chance he struck a vehicle before he hit the road.’


‘Had he eaten?’


‘A few hours before – maybe three. All that was in his stomach was water.’


Jenny pictured the empty bottles on the passenger seat. ‘How much water?’


‘A cupful. It’s hard to say. It can take time to be absorbed after death.’


‘He’d walked a mile and a half from his car. There were two empty 300ml water bottles in it. Does that make sense?’


‘That seems about right.’


Biologically perhaps, but Jenny wondered about a sober man who calmly drank water before hurling himself from a road bridge. The two actions seemed incompatible somehow.


‘He was an aid worker. He’d spent a lot of time in Africa, apparently. Might that make you look for something out of the ordinary?’


Dr Kerr shook his head. ‘Forensically, all I found was trauma. Injuries aside, he was a perfectly healthy specimen.’ He gave an apologetic shrug. ‘The boys have tidied him the best they could.’


‘Thank you,’ Jenny said. ‘I know you’re crowded, but if you don’t mind, I shan’t be releasing the body for burial just yet. Not until I have some answers.’
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