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And limping death lashed on by fate


Comes up to shorten half our date.


This made not Daedalus beware,


With borrowed wings to sail in air;


To hell Alcides forced his way,


Plunged through the lake, and snatched the prey.


Nay scarce the gods, or heavenly climes


Are safe from our audacious crimes:


We reach at Jove’s imperial crown,


And pull the unwilling thunder down.


The third ode of the first book of Horace (23 BC)


(trans. John Dryden, 1685)
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ONE


Ransome Airways Flight 189 to New York was one of 753 scheduled to depart from London’s Heathrow that Sunday in early January. During peak times at the world’s busiest international airport, one plane would take off and another land every minute. There was little room for error either human or mechanical, still less in the uncertain realm where the two connected.


At forty-six, Captain Dan Murray was one of the oldest pilots on the payroll. With a wife and three teenagers to support, he had chosen to sacrifice union representation and the perks he had enjoyed with his former company for the money in hand offered by Guy Ransome’s buccaneering airline. His basic salary barely covered the weekly groceries bill, and stopovers were spent in the cheapest airport hotels, but each transatlantic return trip earned him a little over £2,500. In a shrinking industry you had to make your money while you could.


Departure was scheduled for nine a.m. Murray hauled himself out of bed at five, slowly came to life in the shower, and minutes later was behind the wheel of his eight-year-old Ford. The persistent headache that had been bothering him lately had thankfully failed to take hold, and for once he didn’t have to spend his morning commute waiting for the painkillers to kick in.


It was an hour’s drive to Heathrow, and even at this ungodly hour of the day the motorway was filling up with angry traffic. He pulled into the car park of the Ransome building on the outer fringes of the airport at a little after six-thirty, collected his flight case from his locker and took a shuttle bus to Terminal Four. The short journey was shared with a dozen drowsy cabin crew dressed in Ransome’s trademark purple uniforms. Some would join him on the flight to New York; others were bound for Dubai, Abu Dhabi or Taipei. The younger hostesses discussed rumours of staff cuts on long-haul flights, but the older ones and Captain Murray kept their thoughts to themselves. Experience had taught them that Ransome Airways had little patience with gossips or trouble-makers.


First Officer Ed Stevens was already hard at work in the landside crew room when Murray joined him for breakfast. The twenty-eight-year-old had a newborn daughter and a wife who had been made redundant as soon as her pregnancy had started to show. He needed his job even more than his captain did and was keen to impress. After a few moments’ chat, Murray opened his company laptop, hooked into the firm’s intranet and listened while Stevens talked him through the flight plan.


The precise route they would follow from London to New York was contained in the electronic flight information pack, a series of files in an email issued in the early hours of the morning by Sky Route. The company’s sophisticated software was designed to get aircraft to their destinations as cheaply as possible, taking account of the weather, and passenger and cargo payload. 10 per cent of flight costs were incurred in landing fees and over-flight charges, 90 per cent in aviation fuel. A strong headwind could add 30 per cent to the cost of a flight and turn it into a loss-maker for the company; finding the cheapest route on a given day was critical.


Sky Route had taken account of all the satellite-generated weather data and decided on a southerly course to avoid strong winds in the north Atlantic. They would fly due west from Heathrow, level off at 31,000 feet over the Severn estuary and make their way towards the southern tip of Ireland. Midway across the Irish Sea they would climb to their cruising altitude of 39,000 feet and follow an almost direct line across the ocean. An estimated flight time of eight hours would have them on the ground at New York’s JFK at midday, Eastern Standard Time. Having talked his captain through the main points, Stevens drew his attention to several Notices to Airmen (NOTAMS) that warned of pockets of thunder cloud over the western British Isles and Irish Sea. It was unremarkable weather for the time of year and nothing to cause either pilot anxiety.


Captain Murray had always preferred flying the Atlantic to complex routes over a patchwork of countries. Beyond Irish airspace there would be no air traffic controllers to deal with until they skirted southern Canada. And once aloft the Airbus virtually flew itself; in fact, if correctly programmed, it would even land and come to a halt on the JFK runway without human intervention.


Satisfied with their proposed course, Murray ordered a second cup of coffee and set about checking the fuel-load calculations. Operating on the tightest of margins, Ransome Airways insisted its captains take on only the regulation minimum 3 per cent of total fuel load as a contingency, which amounted to approximately thirty extra minutes in the air. If a captain chose to take on more and didn’t use it, he would be fined according to a sliding scale: every two litres of fuel taken on board required another litre just to keep it airborne. Satisfied that there were no weather systems reported over the Atlantic likely to require a significant deviation, Murray confirmed Sky Route’s suggested order for 105 tonnes of kerosene and hit the send button, filing his flight plan with the company dispatcher.


It was ninety minutes before take-off.


Greg Patterson was having a bad weekend. His ten-year-old daughter, Amy, was in tears, people were staring, and nothing he said would console her. To make matters worse, he could feel his wife’s disapproval across the three thousand miles of ocean that separated them. Taking the vice-president’s post in London had seemed to him just the sort of fillip his tired marriage had needed, but Michelle had refused to leave Connecticut. A professor in applied mathematics at Hartford University, she had been offered a visiting lectureship at King’s College, London, but when departure day loomed she claimed she couldn’t bring herself to desert her elderly mother. Greg knew full well there was more to it than that, but for the sake of his daughter he had agreed to go alone, and to suffer a monthly intercontinental commute.


Michelle had brought Amy over for Christmas but had had to fly home four days early to look after her mother, who, with impeccable timing, had broken a hip during her absence. Greg had persuaded Michelle to let Amy stay on with the promise that he would fly to New York with her en route to a business meeting to Washington. He had seen very little of his daughter during the previous eight months and relished the prospect of a few days alone with her. All had been well until the previous Friday morning, when, in typically autocratic fashion, Greg’s CEO cancelled his Washington trip, dictating that he had more pressing business to attend to in London. Greg had briefly toyed with the crazy idea of flying to New York with Amy on Saturday and back to London twenty-four hours later, but his plan was skewered when late on Friday evening the airline bumped them onto a Sunday flight, claiming that their Saturday departure had been unwittingly overbooked. Michelle had failed to be understanding. As far as she was concerned, Greg’s intention to fly their daughter home as an unaccompanied minor was tantamount to child abuse.


Amy clung on to him and wept at the desk in the departure hall as he completed the forms entrusting her to the airline. The Ransome hostess tried her best to soothe the child, promising movies, video games and an endless supply of treats until she met her mother at the other end, but Amy wouldn’t be mollified. Greg attempted and failed on three separate attempts to get her to put on the purple tabard that singled her out as a child travelling alone, and it was the hostess who finally insisted that he just go and leave them to it. With a lump in his throat he disappeared into the crush of travellers with his daughter’s tearful pleas ringing in his ears.


One aspect of service on which Ransome didn’t skimp was its VIP lounge. Cattle-class tickets barely covered costs; the airline’s profit was made in business and first class. Attracting wealthy customers was the chief priority. One such was Jimmy Han – a name the young entrepreneur had adopted for the benefit of his Western business associates – who had clocked up more miles with Ransome Airways than any other customer. Once every two weeks he travelled from his company’s manufacturing plant in Taipei to its offices in Frankfurt and London. This week, for good measure, he was adding a three-day hop across the Atlantic to his schedule. He had spent the previous night at the Savoy, but its luxurious spa had felt a little tired compared with the one he was currently enjoying in the newly overhauled Ransome lounge: lying face-down on a massage couch, he drifted into a doze as a beautiful young woman kneaded his back with scented oils.


The semi-educated boy from Shanghai had come a long way in twenty years. He had worked hard, been lucky and grown exceedingly rich. There was much he intended to give back in return for his success, but that was no reason not to enjoy his wealth. When an interviewer had once asked him if he ever tired of the high life, Han had replied that those who came from nothing appreciated luxury like no one else, for at the back of their minds was always the thought that it might all be suddenly snatched away.


The Airbus A380 was the world’s largest commercial airliner. 73 yards long, 24 yards high and with a wingspan the length of a football pitch, it dwarfed the 747s that stood alongside it. Designed to carry 525 passengers in a normal three-class configuration, Ransome Airways bunched things up a little more tightly in economy to squeeze in closer to six hundred.


Pre-flight preparations were in full swing. Outside in the freezing drizzle a pumping truck transferred fuel from underground containers into the tanks in the aircraft’s wings, while the ground engineers carried out their final inspections. Inside a team of cleaners was working against the clock as the eighteen cabin crew checked that the galleys had been correctly loaded and searched the passenger manifests for those with special requirements: the ‘problems’. There were unusually few: three in wheelchairs and a smattering of fussy eaters. Amy Patterson was the only unaccompanied minor. The words ‘Will need attention!’ had been entered next to her name. The crew unanimously decided that she would be the responsibility of Kathy Flood, the newest and youngest of their number, whether Kathy liked it or not.


After twenty years flying US-made Boeings, Captain Murray had found retraining to fly the Airbus a challenge. But having conquered his initial scepticism at the aircraft’s semi-robotic flight control systems, he was now a fully committed convert. It wasn’t perfect – he would have preferred a conventional centre stick to the arcade-style electronic joystick positioned at his right side, and a nostalgic part of him would have liked at least a few mechanical analogue instruments for use in the last resort – but he accepted that he was flying an incomparably safe machine. Fly-by-wire technology meant that all the vital systems were controlled by a highly sophisticated network of computers and electronics. Rather than the rudder, spoilers and tail elevators being moved by cables and hydraulics operated manually from the cockpit, the pilot’s controls transmitted only electronic signals to the various moving parts.


Instead of conventional instruments, the Airbus captain and first officer each sat before a console containing a number of LCD screens. Directly in front of each of them was an identical primary flight display, which showed the aircraft’s attitude in the air in relation to an artificial horizon and its flight mode. Each also had a navigation display providing a constant visual of the aircraft’s position, the weather up ahead and constant readings of ground speed and true airspeed. An onboard information terminal contained the electronic tech logs and manuals that in older aircraft were contained in thick and unwieldy paper files. In the middle of the centre console that ran between the pilots’ seats were the engine/warning and system displays, and beneath them the four thrust levers. On either side of the levers was a multi-function display – the pilots’ main interface with the aircraft’s computers. Using a keyboard and tracker ball, each pilot could flip between pages relaying the status of various on-board systems or send and receive messages to and from air traffic control and the airline’s home base.


The intention behind this bewildering array of technology was simple: insofar as it was possible, to remove pilot error. If a pilot made a mistake, the computers would detect and correct it. And the Airbus’s computers would make constant minor automatic adjustments to the roll and pitch of the aircraft. Whether the pilot wished it or not, his commands were constantly being modified or overridden. By far the most controversial of the Airbus’s fail-safe features was its refusal to allow the pilot any more than thirty degrees of pitch up, fifteen degrees down and sixty-seven degrees of bank. This was intended to prevent a potentially catastrophic stall by keeping the plane within the safe limits of speed, attitude and altitude, but left some pilots feeling that in an emergency they would have one hand tied behind their backs. The aircraft’s designers took a dispassionate view based on many years’ worth of hard evidence: in a crisis, a computer flies better than a human. A computer is rational. It has no desire to be a hero.


The chief ground engineer, Mick Dalton, arrived in the cockpit thirty minutes before take-off to brief Murray and Stevens on the few defects he had found. He advised them that an intermittent fault with an actuator operating one of the spoilers on the starboard wing had failed to recur, but warned them to keep an eye out for it and scheduled a precautionary repair to take place on the aircraft’s return. There was the usual crop of niggles from inside the passenger cabin – several faulty video screens, a malfunctioning toilet pump – and a report from the previous flight crew of an anomalous autopilot action. While autopilot one had been engaged it had apparently skipped a pre-programmed level-off on ascent, climbing straight through to cruising altitude. Dalton was dubious. He suspected that the first officer, a new recruit to the airline, had mis-programmed the system. Ed Stevens promised he wouldn’t make the same mistake and double-checked the flight data. Despite his misgivings, Dalton recorded the reported error and certified the aircraft fit for flight.


Half an hour before take-off, the three wheelchair-bound passengers together with a sniffling Amy Patterson were brought along the gantry by ground staff and handed over to the cabin crew. Kathy Flood led the little girl to a seat near an exit door in the mid-section of the lower cabin where she could keep a close eye on her. She showed her where to find the kids’ movies on the seat-back screen and how to press the call button any time she needed something. Before joining Ransome Airways Kathy had spent two years as an au pair to a wealthy Italian family with six spoilt children, and compared with them Amy Patterson was a delight. Kathy helped her to send a text message to her mother saying the plane was due to leave on time, and handed her some sweets to suck during take-off. After a few minutes of Kathy’s reassuring attention, Amy’s mood lifted and she finally smiled.


First-class passengers embarked ahead of the crowd and were ushered upstairs into a spacious cabin that resembled the interior of a Manhattan boutique hotel. Forty luxury pods, with fully reclining seats upholstered in cream leather, were arranged around a kidney-shaped champagne and seafood bar. At the very front of the aircraft were six self-contained ‘ultra suites’ – glorified versions of the first-class pods – separated from the main cabin by sliding perspex doors.


Jimmy Han usually made do with the relative comfort of a regular pod, but it had been a hectic few days in which he had already travelled more than halfway across the globe. As soon as he slid the door of his suite shut and drew the blind he knew that he had made the right decision. Kicking off his shoes, he eased into the seat and adjusted it just so, stroking the controls until it moulded to the small of his back. Today was a rest day, a time for reflection. He closed his eyes and recalled a long-forgotten moment from his childhood: his father had kicked a stray dog that lay sunning itself in the street outside their drab apartment building. When he had asked why, his father had said, ‘Because he looks more comfortable lying on the hard ground than I’ll ever be.’ Han smiled. Even now he wasn’t as relaxed as that flea-bitten bag of bones; but he was worth more than 700 million dollars.


At eight-fifty the last of the sixteen cabin doors was secured and Captain Murray turned the simple ignition switch which commenced the automatic start-up of the four Rolls-Royce Trent engines. He watched the changing images on the engine screen as the aircraft’s computers started each of them in turn and pressurized the hydraulic systems. Sophisticated sensors relayed a constant stream of information: the computers finessed the many interconnected electrical and mechanical processes in a way no human ever could. It was as if the vast machine had a life of its own.


The ground crew disconnected the push-back tractor and radioed the cockpit to set the brakes to ‘on’. The aircraft’s computers calculated where its centre of gravity lay based on the size and distribution of the payload, and decided on the correct angle at which to attack the air: too shallow and it would struggle to leave the ground, too steep and the centre of lift would slip behind the centre of gravity, risking a disastrous stall. The wing flaps and stabilizer (the horizontal section of the tail) adjusted themselves accordingly. On older planes the pilot would feel his way into the air, instinctively responding to the feedback on his centre stick and the pressure on his rudder pedals, but the Airbus pilot had no feedback, no tactile sense of the air pressing against the flying surfaces. He relied instead on the streams of information on his visual displays. Among the many acts of faith the aircraft demanded, those required on take-off were the most profound.


First Officer Stevens received the go-ahead from the tower and Captain Murray manoeuvred the Airbus towards the start of runway two. Inside the cabin passengers temporarily denied the comfort of electronic distractions buried themselves in newspapers or uttered silent prayers. In the cockpit the pilots’ focus narrowed to the rigid procedure that lay ahead. The Boeing 777 directly in front of them sped off along the greasy tarmac, passed the point of no return and lumbered into the air, shearing a little to the left as the pilot compensated for a sudden gust of cross-wind. Thirty seconds passed; the tower confirmed cleared for take-off and Captain Murray pushed the thrust levers fully forward to the take-off-go-around setting.


The aircraft started to accelerate; the windshield streaked with rain. First Officer Stevens called out, ‘Eighty knots.’ Both pilots cross-checked their airspeed instruments; both were in agreement. Had they not been, take-off would have been aborted immediately. Upwards of eighty knots the pilot was obliged to ignore any minor faults and abort only to avoid imminent disaster. An automated voice called out, ‘V1’, indicating that the critical speed of 122 knots had been reached. Captain Murray removed his hand from the thrust lever, now committed to take-off. As they reached 141 knots, First Officer Stevens called out, ‘Rotate,’ and Captain Murray pulled gently on the joystick, easing the nose up through three degrees per second until at twelve-point-five degrees the massive craft began to lift and climb.


At a hundred feet Captain Murray called for ‘Gear-up’, then ‘AP one’. Like most pilots, he would have preferred to fly the aircraft manually to 10,000 feet before switching to autopilot, but Heathrow being a noise-restricted airport, any deviation from the Standard Instrument Departure – such as a sudden throttle up – could infringe volume regulations and trigger a hefty automatic fine, a portion of which under Ransome’s rules would have been docked from his salary.


The autopilot engaged. Only a few hundred feet from the ground the two human pilots became virtual spectators as the aircraft banked left and headed out on a westerly course, slowly ascending towards 10,000 feet. Their displays showed the constant subtle movements of the rudder, spoilers and stabilizer countering the effects of a blustery north wind. To have flown the aircraft as skilfully by hand would have been a physical impossibility.


At 1,500 feet Captain Murray pulled the thrust lever back to the ‘climb’ setting as they entered low-lying cloud and encountered minor pockets of turbulence. First Officer Stevens swapped formalities with air traffic control and obtained permission to pass through the first altitude constraint of 6,000 feet. At 4,000, the flaps retracted from take-off position and the engines responded to the reduced lift with an increase in power, accelerating to 250 knots. The cloud was thick and dense, making for a bumpier ride than many passengers would be finding comfortable, but the weather radar showed conditions clearing over the Welsh coast. The latest reports from the mid-Atlantic were of a clear, bright, turbulence-free day.


At 10,000 feet, both pilots called out, ‘Flight level one hundred’: standard procedure designed to keep them working as a tight-knit team. Now high enough above the ground to be free of noise restrictions, the engines powered up to a more efficient climb speed of 327 knots. Captain Murray switched off the passenger seat-belt signs and enabled the in-flight entertainment system. First Officer Stevens checked in with air traffic control, who handed him over to Bristol. A brief exchange of messages secured permission to continue to an initial cruising altitude of 31,000 feet.


Both pilots began to relax; they were airborne. The hardest part of their day’s work was already done.


As soon as the seat-belt signs were switched off, Kathy Flood came to check on Amy Patterson, and found the little girl so engrossed in her favourite video game that she barely noticed her. Relieved, Kathy went about her work. For the next seven hours she would be at full stretch tending to the sixty passengers in her section; there was simply not enough time to cope with a miserable child.


A polite tap at the door of Jimmy Han’s suite signalled the arrival of a pretty stewardess who handed him the complimentary drinks menu. It was too early in the day for champagne, so he ordered freshly squeezed orange juice, giving her a smile which promised a handsome tip if she looked after him well. Reaching for the remote, he flicked to CNN, hoping for updates on the latest diplomatic spat between China and Taiwan. But the studio anchor was dwelling on another minor story and he impatiently scoured the ticker at the foot of the screen before a knot of tension stiffened his neck and reminded him that he was meant to be taking it easy. Business could wait. He switched across to the movie channels and picked out an old Clint Eastwood picture: Dirty Harry. It was one of his favourites. He had learned one of his most valuable lessons from American films: the good guys are ultimately more ruthless than the bad.


The altimeters ticked past 30,000 feet, prompting both pilots to call out, ‘One to go,’ affirming that their instruments were in sync and that they were nearing level-off. First Officer Stevens checked in with Bristol and learned that aircraft up ahead had reported a belt of thunder clouds, but that no deviation was necessary. At 31,000 feet the autothrust pulled back, downgrading to a softer mode which caused the engines to quieten to an almost inaudible whisper and settle to the optimum fuel-efficient cruise speed: a steady 479 knots.


‘How’s the baby?’ Captain Murray asked his first officer. ‘Getting any sleep?’


‘Doing my best – on the sofa.’ Stevens unbuckled his belt and rolled his stiff shoulders.


‘Like that, is it?’


‘I told her, I’ll change all the dirty nappies you like, but getting up in the night, forget it. I’ve got a plane to fly.’


‘Off the leash tonight, then? I hope she doesn’t expect me to keep an eye on you.’


‘In New York? You really think you’d keep up?’


‘You’d be surprised.’


The interphone buzzed.


‘Coffee time already?’ First Officer Stevens glanced up at the entry screen and saw a stewardess standing beyond the outer of the two doors which separated the cabin from the cockpit. ‘They could have sent the pretty one.’


‘Who’s that?’ Captain Murray asked.


‘You know – the little blonde one, Kathy, with the—’ He held his hands out in front of his chest.


‘Oh, yeah – her.’


Both men laughed.


‘You’re definitely on your own tonight,’ Captain Murray said. ‘Not my responsibility.’


Stevens tapped in the entry code which would let the stewardess through the outer door.


‘Speed! Speed!’ The automated warning voice called out from speakers mounted in the instrument consoles.


‘What the hell is that?’ Captain Murray said, more puzzled than alarmed. ‘We’re at 470—’


‘Speed! Speed!’


‘Jesus—’


‘Speed! Speed!’


There was a loud clatter and a scream of alarm from between the cockpit’s two doors as the aircraft’s nose pitched violently upwards and the stewardess was thrown off her feet.


‘I’m sorry, say again, Skyhawk . . . Skyhawk, uh, are you still on?’


At his seat in the tower at Bristol airport Guy Fearnley saw Skyhawk 380 on his radar screen but heard only static through his headset.


‘Skyhawk, are you there?’


The air traffic controller watched the numbers on his screen that indicated the aircraft’s altitude was starting to fall; slowly at first, then faster and faster. He blinked twice to make sure he wasn’t imagining it.


He wasn’t.


The brief message from the Airbus had been too fractured to make out. He switched channels and tried again. ‘Skyhawk this is Bristol eight-zero-nine –’


There was no reply.




TWO


The worn tyres had lost their grip on the bend. The driver, who had been travelling at an estimated speed of seventy miles an hour, had stamped on the brakes, causing the already sliding wheels to lock. Skating across the wet surface, the car had ploughed into an oak at the side of the road, killing the single male occupant instantly. It was bad luck: the tree was the only one for fifty yards in either direction. That, at least, was the conclusion of the road traffic accident investigation officer who had spent the small hours of the morning measuring the skid marks on the remote stretch of country lane. Another car travelling behind appeared also to have skidded, probably to avoid the car that had spun out of control, but there was no evidence to suggest who the driver had been, and he or she had certainly not reported the accident to the police. Ordinary people could at times be shockingly callous. For the officer reconstructing the scene it had been a routine technical exercise, a matter of entering data in a computer that produced a neat 3D reproduction of the accident. But as a coroner who was often far too diligent for her own good, Jenny Cooper had been there to see the body and the wreckage, and to smell the blood. The airbags had failed. The driver, a man in his late thirties named Jon Whitestone, had bounced off the windscreen, leaving no face for his wife to identify. Beyond the fact that he was late coming home from work, no explanation could be found for the victim’s excessive speed. It was a needless death.


Closing the lid of her laptop, Jenny wished she hadn’t read the officer’s report with her late-morning breakfast. The week had been fraught enough without work spoiling her Sunday, too. By the time she had finished dealing with the accident’s aftermath it had been past midnight. It was nearly two when she’d made it back to her cottage deep in the Wye valley, and she had needed a pill to sleep. Now there were only a few precious hours of the weekend left in which to recoup. She would get some fresh air, make a start on the paperwork that had been mounting on her desk, and finally decide whether she would follow the advice of several well-meaning girlfriends and start searching for a date on one of the more upmarket singles sites. She had been putting it off for weeks: the very idea of meeting with a complete stranger filled her with dread. It also felt oddly like a betrayal. Whenever she allowed herself to think of Steve, her former lover, she ached for him. But it had been her choice. She had encouraged him to take the position at the architects’ practice in Provence and to surrender to love if it came along. And it had, with almost indecent speed. Within months of arriving he had moved in with a beautiful dark-haired girl called Gabrielle, and was blissfully happy. He still sent the odd email, even a Christmas card which he had signed with a kiss, but his communications had become steadily less frequent as, without either of them saying so, they both acknowledged that it was time to move on.


Could she ever be as close to another man as she had once been to Steve? Could she imagine sharing her most intimate secrets? She carried these questions with her up the footworn boards of the narrow wooden staircase and came no closer to answers as she ran a deep bath.


She had plunged as much of her chilled flesh beneath the surface as the antique roll-top tub would allow when the telephone rang. Jenny closed her eyes and tried to ignore it. Whoever it was, she would call them back when she was ready. But they refused to give up. Ten, twelve, fifteen rings, still they persisted. It was no use. She forced herself out of the water, wrapped herself in a towel and hurried barefoot to answer it.


She picked up the phone in the living room, water pooling on the cold flagstones around her feet.


‘Hello?’


‘Mrs Cooper? You’ve heard the news—’ It was Alison Trent, her officer.


‘No.’


‘Surely—’


‘No. What is it?’


Alison paused. ‘A plane crash . . . On the Severn.’


‘Bad?’


‘Nearly six hundred.’


It was Jenny’s turn to fall silent. Six hundred. ‘Not all dead?’


‘We don’t know. The good news is it’s North Somerset’s jurisdiction.’


Jenny felt a selfish sensation of relief. ‘So we’re not involved—?’


‘I’m afraid we are, Mrs Cooper. South Gloucestershire police just called saying two bodies have been washed up at Aust. An adult male and a female child. I’m on my way. I thought you might want to come. Oh, and you’ll probably want to bring your wellingtons.’


Jenny drove through the Wye valley as fast as she dared in the new Land Rover SUV with which she had reluctantly replaced her decrepit VW. Speeding through sleepy villages, she absorbed the constantly updating news of the disaster which had unfolded only a few miles to the south. A Ransome Airways Airbus A380, the world’s largest and most technically advanced passenger airliner, had ditched in the middle of the Severn estuary two miles west of the new Severn crossing. The crash had happened some three and a half hours earlier around nine-thirty. Rescue boats were at the scene, but no survivors had yet been found. There was some flotsam on the surface and a number of bodies had been recovered, but the aircraft’s fuselage had sunk beneath the water. The number of an emergency helpline was read out repeatedly. A shell-shocked air traffic controller from Bristol told a reporter that he had lost radio contact with the stricken plane without warning and had watched it plunge to earth on his screen. The descent had taken over six minutes, which already had a hastily assembled collection of experts speculating that by no means had it dropped like a stone. A physics professor explained that following a breakup an aeroplane travelling five and a half miles above the earth would take roughly two and a half minutes to fall to the ground. A descent lasting six minutes suggested that the pilot had retained some control and had struggled to remain in the air.


Search-and-rescue helicopters were sweeping the mile-wide stretch of water to her right as Jenny crossed the vast span of the Severn Bridge, their orange lights disappearing in and out of the curtains of grey mist that hung over the estuary. She took the first exit at the far end, and minutes later was pulling up at the edge of a mud and shingle beach between Alison’s Ford and a cluster of police vehicles. A young constable approached. Jenny wound down her window.


‘Jenny Cooper. Severn Vale District Coroner.’


‘They’re expecting you, ma’am.’


He nodded towards two white tents that had already been erected over the corpses. Jenny climbed out and pulled on her boots, freezing drizzle pricking the back of her neck. The mud was thick and deep, sucking at her feet as she waded over.


Alison appeared from the nearer tent, swathed in a ski jacket and a plain woollen hat with flaps that hung down over her ears. ‘The girl’s in here,’ she said with a studied absence of emotion. ‘You can’t tell me you haven’t heard the news reports by now.’


‘I’ve heard them,’ Jenny said. ‘But I can’t say that it helped.’


She braced herself and followed her officer into a tent no more than ten feet square in which a young female forensics officer dressed in white overalls was taking photographs of the little girl. Daily exposure to death had largely inured Jenny to the sight of all but the most horrifically damaged adult corpses, but the sight of a dead child was something she had never grown used to. The girl lay face up on the mud just as the retreating tide would have left her. The first thing Jenny noticed was the fully inflated bright yellow lifejacket with the straps secured tightly around her slender waist. She wore blue jeans, pink canvas pumps and a pale blue T-shirt with what appeared to be a purple tabard over it. Her sandy-blonde hair was plaited in a single pigtail. On her forehead was a raised, dark, circular bruise.


‘I think she might have been an unaccompanied minor,’ Alison said. ‘They make them wear those tops so the staff can spot them.’


Jenny forced herself to look closer and made out the edge of what appeared to be an airline logo. ‘Has the medic been?’


Alison dug a folded piece of paper from her coat pocket and handed it to her. The form, hastily signed by a doctor twenty minutes earlier, confirmed that there was no sign of life and no realistic prospect of resuscitation.


‘Her body temperature is less than ten degrees,’ Alison said. ‘She’d have been in the water well over an hour, probably more like two.’


Jenny noticed the small bloodstain on the left side of the girl’s T-shirt that marked the spot where the doctor had taken her core temperature by liver puncture.


‘Any idea who she is?’


‘Not yet. I’ve left details with the incident room. I’ll get a call as soon as they have an idea.’


Fighting her instinct to recoil, she studied the girl’s plaster-white face, her smooth bare arms and her fingers curled up to form partial fists. Apart from the blow to the head there was no other sign of injury.


‘I was expecting more damage,’ Jenny said. ‘And she obviously had time to put on a lifejacket.’


‘Almost makes it worse, doesn’t it?’ Alison said. ‘Knowing what’s coming, I mean.’


Jenny recalled the experts’ speculation on the radio. The stricken plane appeared not so much to have crashed, but to have crash-landed on the estuary. From what she had read of such disasters, bodies could emerge from the wreckage in all manner of conditions: some mangled beyond recognition, others more or less intact. It all depended what debris the body collided with. The brutal randomness of passengers’ injuries added yet another layer of horror onto an event already too large for her fully to comprehend.


The forensics officer zipped her camera into a case. ‘How soon till you take her to the D-Mort?’ she asked. ‘Only we could do with the tent.’


‘D-Mort?’


‘Disaster mortuary. They’re setting one up on a field at Walton Bay – where the plane went down.’


‘Who’s “they”?’ Jenny asked. ‘North Somerset?’


‘The Ministry of Justice is appointing someone more senior to take charge,’ Alison interjected. ‘They don’t think us provincial hicks can be trusted.’


Jenny had been so shocked by the scale of the accident that she had barely turned her mind to the complicated logistics of managing it. There were standing protocols for handling a high-casualty event which involved setting up a disaster mortuary as close as practicable to the scene. There bodies would be identified, autopsied and stored until it was appropriate to release them to families. A handful of coroners had been specially trained to manage such situations, but despite the presence of an elderly nuclear power plant and several chemicals factories within her jurisdiction, Jenny had never been selected to be one of them, a minor snub that still rankled.


‘Any bodies lying in my area will be taken to the Vale as usual,’ Jenny said. ‘They’ll have enough to deal with at Walton.’


The officer gave an uncertain nod. ‘How long are you going to be?’


‘There’s an ambulance on the way,’ Alison said. ‘You can spare your tent for ten minutes.’


‘I’ll be in the van,’ the young woman said, letting it be known that she was being caused serious inconvenience. She picked up her two bags and marched out.


An odd, liquid sound issued from the girl’s body. Jenny looked down to see a small gush of water bubble up through her lips and trickle across her cheeks.


‘Muscles contracting,’ Alison said. ‘Must have had water in her lungs.’


Some instinct prompted Jenny to lean down and touch the girl’s face – just in case – but it was as cold as porcelain. ‘If she inhaled water, she must have been breathing after the crash.’


Alison made no further comment and turned back to the entrance. ‘You’d better have a look at the other one.’


The second tent lay some ten yards closer to the water’s edge on a band of sticky black silt. Alison unzipped the flap and pulled it back to reveal the body of a bearded man lying with his right cheek on the ground, his arms spread out at his sides.


Jenny placed him in his upper thirties. He was sturdily built and looked nothing like an airline passenger. He was wearing dungaree-style over-trousers, calf-length orange rubber boots, and a red plaid shirt rolled up to the elbows with a white T-shirt underneath. His forearms were veined and muscular, those of a man accustomed to heavy manual work.


‘He looks like a fisherman.’


‘Not at this time of year,’ Alison said. ‘There’s nothing in his pockets – we checked.’


She handed Jenny a second piece of paper similar to the first. The medic had recorded his core temperature as 13.5 degrees.


‘He wasn’t flying to New York dressed like that,’ Jenny said. ‘I think we might have our first casualty on the ground.’


She walked around the body on the duckboards the forensic officers had put down inside the tent and studied the man’s face. Beneath the inch of reddish-brown growth on his left cheek she made out the outline of a disfiguring scar that his beard was probably intended to disguise: even in death there was a toughness in his features which said he would not have died without a hard struggle.


‘I don’t see any obvious injuries,’ Jenny said.


‘Nor did the medic,’ Alison replied. ‘He thinks it was hypothermia. It might not even be connected to the crash. He could have fallen in drunk anywhere between Weston and Gloucester. Until we identify him we won’t know.’


Jenny knew that the water temperature would be less than ten degrees at this time of year. The man’s body had yet to cool to that level. A drunk who had fallen into the river at some time during the night would have been at least as cold as the water by now.


She spotted a small silver medal on a chain around his neck. She stooped down for a closer look and saw that it was a St Christopher.


‘The patron saint of travellers,’ Alison said, with no hint of irony.


Jenny felt an involuntary and quite unexpected pang of emotion. She straightened, brisk and businesslike, trying to compensate for her irrational reaction. ‘All right. Let’s get them moved.’


Leaving Alison to organize the bodies’ transfer to the mortuary, Jenny drove along the shore road until she reached a lay-by overlooking the water which was screened from passing traffic by a dense hedgerow. Shivering, she tried to reason through the feelings that had unexpectedly reared up on the beach. It had been many months since, in Dr Allen’s consulting room, she had recovered the memories of the childhood accident – a word upon which he insisted – in which she had pushed her five-year-old cousin Katy down the stairs of her aunt’s house to her death. For weeks afterwards the image of the little girl tumbling backwards through the air and landing neck first on the treads had been the constant backdrop to her every waking thought, and flashbacks would jerk her from her sleep. But, just as Dr Allen had promised, the haunting had slowly started to fade.


Gradually, she had been able to reason through the events of that afternoon nearly forty years ago and begin the slow process of forgiving herself. It wasn’t her fault, the psychiatrist had insisted: they were merely two innocent children reacting to a painful situation not of their making. Her father and her aunt, Katy’s mother, were the ones who had to bear responsibility. What had they expected in leaving their daughters to play on the other side of the door from their noisy, illicit love-making?


Responsibility. That was the word which triggered the tightness in her chest and the sensations of panic deep in her core. It carried an absoluteness from which there was no escape, as definite as death itself. And it was the hapless dead, the innocents, who caused her to feel it most acutely, those who bore no responsibility of their own. Those, she supposed, who reminded her of Katy. It would have been easy to have sent the bodies on the beach to the D-Mort and to have washed her hands of them, but the moment the suggestion had been made she had known it would be impossible. The little girl wouldn’t let her. The past and the present were still too entangled; she had still to atone.


‘Her name’s Amy Patterson,’ Alison said. ‘American. Ten years old. I was right – she was travelling alone. Her father works in London, should be arriving any minute. Family liaison told him to meet us here.’


The buzzer sounded and Alison pushed open the door to the single-storey building that housed the Severn Vale District Hospital’s mortuary. Despite the mortuary’s pervading odour of disinfected decay, Jenny was glad to step out of the cold wind and into the airless warmth.


She followed Alison through the swing doors that opened onto a corridor lined with gurneys bearing corpses shrouded in envelopes of white PVC. A young mortuary technician Jenny hadn’t met before exited the autopsy room wheeling the body of a man too large for the plastic to meet fully across his middle.


‘Alison Trent, coroner’s officer,’ Alison said. ‘And this is the coroner, Mrs Cooper. I had the body of a young girl sent over from Aust. Her father’s about to arrive for an identification.’


‘Dr Kerr’s working on her now,’ the young man said.


‘He told me it wouldn’t be until later,’ Alison said with a note of alarm.


‘He’s meant to be over at the D-Mort, see. Everything here’s got to wait.’


He gestured to the half-dozen or more corpses lined up against the opposite wall.


‘I’ll talk to him,’ Jenny said, stepping forward. ‘You wait outside. Hold Mr Patterson off until I phone you.’


Dr Kerr was leaning over the tiny female body on the table with his broad, muscular back to her. Although young for a pathologist heading a hospital department – still only in his mid-thirties – he worked with the calm assurance of a seasoned professional. The row of organs already laid out on the steel counter to his right told Jenny he was deep into the autopsy.


He glanced back over his shoulder at the sound of her approach. ‘Mrs Cooper. I thought you might look in.’


‘I thought you’d wait until later. Her father’s arriving from London any moment.’


‘Emergency procedures, I’m afraid. Wouldn’t have been able to touch her for a week if I hadn’t dealt with her this afternoon. I’ll try and get your man done too.’ He carefully lifted the dead girl’s stomach into a large kidney dish, which he carried to the counter.


Jenny’s eyes flicked of their own accord into the opened, empty torso. White as ivory, the delicate, gracefully curving ribs were strangely beautiful.


‘Can you hurry?’ Jenny asked.


‘That depends on whether you’re expecting the bargain or the de luxe service.’


‘I’d settle for a cause of death.’


‘We’ve got that already. Hypothermia.’


He carefully squeezed the liquid contents of the stomach into the dish. Jenny smelt the acid, then felt it at the back of her throat.


‘Are you sure?’


‘I’m expecting to find some bleeds from that knock on the head, but I don’t think it was fatal. There was some water in her lungs and there’s some in her stomach, but not the amount you’d associate with a conventional drowning. If she was floating in a lifejacket in rough water she’d have slowly lost consciousness but continued to breathe with waves breaking over her.’


‘That sounds like drowning to me.’


‘It’s the cold that would have stopped her reflexes. She’d have had twenty, twenty-five minutes at the most.’


‘There’s speculation the plane was breaking up in midair,’ Jenny said. ‘If that was the case, the cabin would have depressurized and dropped to the outside temperature.’


‘About minus fifty degrees. You’d expect to see frostbite, maybe even signs of the eyeballs freezing. Really nasty stuff. It didn’t happen.’


Jenny spotted Amy’s wet clothes and lifejacket in a clear plastic bag stowed on the shelf of the gurney that would carry her body back to the refrigerator. ‘From what I hear most of the bodies sank with the plane. It seems odd she emerged from the wreckage intact.’


‘Stranger things have happened,’ Dr Kerr said. ‘I met a French pathologist who dealt with the Air France crash off Brazil a few years ago. The plane broke up in mid-air and fell five miles into the sea. Most of the bodies were in pieces, but some were virtually intact. Luck of the draw, I guess.’


‘She was wearing a lifejacket. Why haven’t I heard of any others recovered in lifejackets?’


‘Nothing’s going to make sense for a while yet, Mrs Cooper. We don’t even know what happened to the plane.’


Jenny turned at the sound of Alison bursting through the door. ‘He just called. He’s five minutes away.’


‘Buy him a coffee,’ Jenny said. ‘It won’t be long.’


Jenny looked away as Dr Kerr went on to complete his removal of the major organs and tried to marshal what little knowledge she had of air accidents to imagine what might have happened. Wasn’t it always said in the pre-flight safety announcement that in the event of ditching on water passengers should put on lifejackets? Surely six minutes was long enough for that to have happened? But how easy would it be to reach under your seat and pull a jacket over your head during the equivalent of a roller-coaster ride?


‘As I thought,’ Dr Kerr said a short while later.


Jenny watched him as he examined the partially exposed brain.


‘Tiny bleeds near the point of impact, no major haemorrhage. There’s no fracture to the skull. I doubt she’d have been rendered unconscious, at least not for long.’


‘Any idea what she hit?’


‘The screen on the back of the seat in front of her, probably. She got off very lightly, all things considered.’


‘Not that lightly.’


He reached for a scalpel. ‘You don’t like this bit, remember?’


‘No . . .’ Jenny said. ‘You will make sure she looks presentable?’


‘Of course. Why don’t you leave me to it?’


Greg Patterson’s grim expression as Alison brought him along the corridor towards the refrigerator told Jenny that he understood the cause of the delay perfectly well. A tall, square-shouldered man recently turned forty, he looked as if he had been a sportsman in his youth. She noticed his shoes and expensive preppy clothes worn not for self-expression, but as a uniform of some kind. Corporate – that was the word; Patterson had sacrificed something of himself to be whatever he had become.


‘Good afternoon, Mr Patterson. Jenny Cooper. Severn Vale District Coroner.’ She offered a hand.


He shook it firmly, meeting her gaze with tired but grimly determined eyes. ‘Greg Patterson.’


‘All I need at this stage is a visual identification. If it’s any reassurance, your daughter’s body is virtually unscathed. Are you ready to proceed?’


He nodded, containing his emotion behind a tightly clenched jaw.


Jenny turned to the refrigerator cabinet. She opened the drawer numbered fourteen just far enough to expose the top half of Amy’s body. She pulled back the flap of plastic to reveal the girl’s face. Dr Kerr’s technician had excelled himself: she looked peaceful; there was even colour in her cheeks.


Patterson glanced down briefly. ‘That’s her,’ he said, determined not to falter.


Jenny covered the face and slid the drawer shut.


‘Your officer said she was wearing a lifejacket,’ Patterson said.


‘Yes—’ Jenny answered, unsure how much Alison had told him.


‘How long was she alive in the water?’


‘It’s unlikely to have been more than half an hour, probably less.’


‘Was she conscious?’


‘It’s impossible to say.’


‘How soon was it till help arrived? Why wasn’t she found?’ His voice was clipped, his tone painfully dispassionate.


‘I’m afraid I don’t have that information, Mr Patterson.’


‘What about the man who was found nearby? Who is he?’


‘We don’t know yet. Your daughter is the first to have been identified.’


Patterson stared at the closed refrigerator door, then down at the floor.


‘There’s talk of a bomb, an explosion.’


‘There are a lot of questions to be answered, Mr Patterson,’ Jenny said. ‘I’m afraid it’s going to take some time.’


He nodded, his thoughts held firmly within. Jenny wanted to ask him more, to fill in the details of why Amy had been flying alone, but the moment wasn’t right. He had behaved with dignity and she didn’t want to rob him of it. Instead she retrieved her card from her pocket and handed it to him.


‘Feel free to contact me any time. I’ll be in touch shortly.’


Patterson took out a soft calfskin wallet and carefully slotted the card inside. He paused and briefly closed his eyes as if letting a wave of emotion crash over him then wash away. ‘Do you know if her mother has been told? . . . I didn’t want to . . .’ He swallowed. ‘What I’m trying to say is that I would appreciate it very much if you were to make the call.’


Jenny and Alison traded a glance.


‘Of course,’ Jenny said.


He hastily pulled another card from his wallet and handed it to her. It read: Professor Michelle R. Patterson, Department of Applied Mathematics, Hartford University, Hartford, Connecticut.


‘She’ll want to come over,’ Patterson said. ‘The body will still be—?’


‘It will have to remain here for several days at least,’ Jenny said. ‘As you can imagine, the investigation may take some time.’


He nodded. ‘I understand.’


They looked at each other for a moment, both concluding that there was no more to be said, then Patterson turned abruptly and set off back along the corridor.


‘He looked ever so guilty, don’t you think?’ Alison said, as soon as he had passed through the door at the far end. ‘He’s probably thinking he should have been there with her. I could never have let my daughter fly alone at that age.’


Jenny didn’t answer. She was steeling herself to make a phone call.




THREE


It was already five o’clock in the afternoon: almost the precise time at which Flight 189 had been due to land in New York. Jenny sat in her parked car outside the mortuary and dialled the cellphone number printed on Michelle Patterson’s card. There was a long moment of silence, then the distinctive extended single ring of an American phone.


‘Hello. Who is this?’ The woman who answered sounded desperate and tearful.


‘Mrs Patterson?’


‘Who is this?’


Jenny could barely hear her over a noisy babble in the background. ‘My name’s Jenny Cooper. I’m the coroner for the Severn Vale District – near Bristol, in England.’ Jenny paused as she was overwhelmed at Mrs Patterson’s end by a flight announcement. She was taking the call in an airport. ‘I’ve just been with your husband—’ She sensed that she was no longer being listened to. ‘Mrs Patterson?’


‘Go on.’ The mother’s voice had become dull and flat: the tone indicative of shock.


‘Your daughter was in the plane that crashed. Your husband asked me to telephone you . . . He has just identified her body. I’m so sorry.’


After a pause, Mrs Patterson said, ‘Where is my husband?’


‘On his way home, I assume.’


Another, longer pause followed. Amongst the clamour surrounding Mrs Patterson, Jenny heard the sound of women weeping and wondered what had driven them to gather at the airport nearly eight hours after they knew the plane had gone down.


‘Did he . . .’ Her voice cracked with emotion. ‘Did he tell you what the hell he was thinking letting her travel alone?’


‘No. He didn’t discuss that.’ Keen to bring the conversation to an end, Jenny said, ‘I have your email address. I’ll forward my details within the hour. Would you like me to attach a photograph?’


‘Yes, please,’ Mrs Patterson said, ‘yes . . .’ But her voice trailed away and she ended the call.


Jenny dropped the phone back into her pocket, fighting the numb sensation of grief which she invariably felt after breaking the news of a sudden and unexpected death. She felt irrationally responsible, as if there were something more she could have done. She reminded herself that it was always like this; that she had never evaded the sensation of the newly dead being close at hand, as if she were somehow involved in cutting the ties that bound them to their former lives. Dr Allen had told her that her reactions were tied up with her guilt over Katy; that the day she forgave herself her imagination would stop tormenting her. It still felt a long way off.


She switched on the car radio to catch up with the news. A studio presenter was talking to a journalist on the ground, who claimed that witnesses had reported hearing a loud explosion around ten a.m. Anti-terrorist officers were said to be working through the passenger lists, searching for anyone with known connections to terrorist organizations. There was speculation about a link to Somali Islamists known to have made threats against US and British interests. The latest expert to be called on claimed that British airport security had been allowed to slacken due to staff cuts.


Jenny started at the sound of a knock on the driver’s window. She turned to see Alison’s impatient features. She opened the door, letting in a blast of icy air.


‘Dr Kerr wants you to come and see the man’s body.’


‘I’ll be right there.’


‘He’s in a hurry. So am I, actually – they’ve just called and asked me to go over to the D-Mort to help with identifications.’


‘They can get police in to do that. I need you to find out a little more about Mr and Mrs Patterson. She seems to think her husband shouldn’t have let their daughter travel alone. I’d like to know what happened.’


‘Don’t you think the poor man deserves some time to let it sink in, Mrs Cooper?’


‘The poor man didn’t have the guts to tell his own wife.’


‘All right. Whatever you say, Mrs Cooper.’


Jenny braced herself for another visit to the mortuary.


‘Hypothermia,’ Dr Kerr announced from the counter at which he was weighing the dead man’s lungs on a pair of electronic scales. All the internal organs were lined up in a row, including the large intestine, which was spilling over the edge of a large steel bowl. The smell of faeces had now been added to the unpleasant mix. ‘Colder than air temperature and not a drop of water in his lungs.’ He gave her a look as if to say he was expecting her to draw an obvious conclusion.


‘Are you saying he didn’t die in the water?’


‘Unlikely. He was a sailor. He was wearing the full kit: double-lined bib-trousers and Dubarry boots.’


‘Should that mean something to me?’


‘Made in Ireland. Top notch.’


‘Sounds like inside knowledge?’


‘A childhood spent sailing on Belfast Lough. My dad wanted to make a racer out of me, but I’m afraid I proved a disappointment.’ He set the lungs aside and walked back towards the body. ‘This guy was serious – calluses and rope burns across both hands.’ He twisted the right hand towards her and pointed to the thick, rough patches of skin. ‘You say he was found near the girl?’


‘They were a few yards apart.’


‘He’s got scratches on his forearms that look like they could have come from fingernails. And a couple of marks either side of his neck.’


Jenny stepped round, fighting a growing sensation of nausea, and noticed a nick in the flesh at about collar height.


‘I’ve taken scrapings from under the girl’s nails. You never know—’


‘You think he might have come to her rescue?’


‘It’s possible. You’re sure he wasn’t wearing a lifejacket?’


‘He was found dressed in those clothes.’ She nodded to the heap of clothing folded on the trolley at the foot of the table.


‘I’m surprised. It’s usually the old salts who take a chance – make it to sixty and they think they’re immortal.’


Jenny said, ‘Could he have floated without one dressed like that?’


‘Oh yes,’ Dr Kerr said. ‘The air in his lungs would have kept him near the surface or thereabouts. It is slightly puzzling, though. If he didn’t have a lifejacket I can only think he was holding onto something else.’


‘The girl?’


Dr Kerr looked at her blankly for a moment as if distracted by a private thought, then said, ‘Who found him?’


‘As far as I know, both bodies were spotted from the air by a search-and-rescue helicopter.’


‘Who arrived on the ground first?’


‘The police, my officer, a medic, then me. Why do you ask?’


‘I’ve a feeling you’ll want to be sure of the chronology. Did any of these people check his clothing?’


‘Alison said they’d checked his pockets. What is it?’


Dr Kerr said, ‘Have a look at what he was wearing – under the shirt.’


Jenny stepped over the trolley and picked up the still-wet plaid shirt that was lying on top of the pile. Beneath it was a harness of some sort comprising two loops of padded nylon webbing connected by a single strap. Attached to one of the loops was a pocket about the size of a hand.


She was none the wiser.


‘It’s a Sidewinder shoulder holster,’ Dr Kerr said. ‘I just looked it up on the internet. It’s designed to hold a serious handgun. He was wearing it over his T-shirt. It was empty. I didn’t tell Alison – I thought you’d want to decide what to do with the information.’


Jenny paused to reorientate her thoughts. She had a dead sailor, possibly armed, recovered with no lifejacket and no water in his lungs, when all things considered he should have drowned.


‘Was there anything else on him?’ Jenny asked.


‘No. That’s it.’


She wondered what kind of man would be sailing a yacht in the Severn estuary while carrying a sidearm. ‘I’ll talk to the police. We won’t know anything without an ID.’


‘Check with them about the lifejacket. Maybe whoever found him took it off, then found the gun,’ Dr Kerr suggested.


They exchanged a look, neither wanting to speculate more than was necessary, but both intrigued by the dark possibilities.


Jenny said, ‘There’s been a lot of talk on the radio about a possible terrorist attack – an explosion.’


‘I’ve seen no evidence of that, not on the little girl, certainly not on this fellow.’ He shrugged. ‘Early days. Who knows what’ll turn up?’


Jenny watched him stroll back to the counter and draw up a high stool on which he would sit to work at his dissection, his back to the autopsy table. In a moment she would leave him alone in a windowless mortuary surrounded by corpses, yet he couldn’t have seemed more at ease. She envied his even calm. And as Jenny turned out of the room and walked swiftly towards the exit, she took care to stay on the opposite side of the corridor from the waiting bodies.


‘They’re desperate for help at the D-Mort now. There’s really nothing more I can do here,’ Alison announced, as Jenny arrived in the reception area of their humble ground-floor offices in Jamaica Street. The faded Georgian terrace close to the centre of Bristol was only saved from being shabby by the elegance of its proportions, but behind the facade, the small set of rooms they occupied was looking distinctly tired.


Jenny chose to ignore her challenging tone. ‘How did you get on?’


Alison grabbed several pages from the computer printer and handed them over. ‘The mother teaches maths. The father’s something in computers as far as I can tell. Works for a company with offices round the world. Oh, and there’s a passenger list for the plane if you’re interested – took all day, but the airline just released it.’


Jenny glanced at the biographies Alison had gleaned from various websites. From her photograph, Michelle Patterson appeared as earnest as her husband, perhaps even more so.


Jenny said, ‘Would you mind emailing Mrs Patterson a photograph of the body? She asked for one.’ She reached into her pocket and handed Alison the card Greg Patterson had given her.


Alison leaned over her computer, producing a sound like machine-gun fire as she attacked the keys. It was obvious that something was troubling her, but now was not the moment for Jenny to address it.


‘So Dr Kerr thinks our second body was a sailor,’ Alison said.


‘Yes. You don’t happen to remember who was there on the beach when you first arrived?’


‘Just a constable and two forensics. Why?’


‘Did anyone search him?’


‘I checked his pockets, that’s all,’ Alison answered, stepping away from the desk to pull on her coat.


‘Who was the first on the scene?’


‘The constable.’


‘You’re sure?’


‘I spoke to him. He went to both the bodies, saw they were dead and called in assistance. Is there a problem?’


Jenny hesitated, but could think of no good reason not to tell her. ‘He was wearing a shoulder holster, but there was no gun in it. And it seems strange he wasn’t wearing a lifejacket.’


‘A gun? What would he have a gun for?’


Jenny shrugged.


‘I’ll talk to DCI Molyneux if you like. He’s heading up the incident room they’re setting up over at the D-Mort.’


Jenny said, ‘Why don’t I do that? You let me know the word on the ground.’


Alison gave her a look. She didn’t need to say that she disapproved of Jenny’s continued suspicion of the police, among whom she counted many friends and former colleagues. And Jenny didn’t have to say that her caution was based purely on experience. She’d yet to meet a serving detective who’d give an honest answer when a dishonest one would leave more room for manoeuvre.


‘I’ll see you in the morning then, Mrs Cooper,’ Alison said, and swept out of the office. Her footsteps sounded heavily along the corridor that led to the front door.


Resisting the distraction of trying to fathom the reason for Alison’s latest mood shift, Jenny went through the heavy oak door to her own office and found DCI Molyneux’s number on her computer. He answered his phone against the sound of heavy machinery. The incident room was being assembled next to the mortuary from bolted-together Portakabins, he said. It was like a full-scale bloody building site in the middle of the Somme. Jenny told him about the sailor with the holster.


‘As if we didn’t have enough crap to deal with,’ Molyneux said wearily.


‘I take it you’ve no clue who he is.’


‘I’ve got two hundred bodies on the floor of a tent, Mrs Cooper, four hundred more washing about in the river and God knows how many hysterical relatives standing around in the pouring rain. You’ll have to wait your turn.’ He rang off, yelling orders to workmen as he did so.


Grateful for the fact that the plane hadn’t come down five miles to the east, Jenny gave up any hope of identifying the man before morning and turned her attention to Amy Patterson’s parents. Alison’s description of Mrs Patterson was somewhat short of the mark. According to her online résumé, she was a graduate of Stanford and had gained a PhD in applied mathematics at Yale before taking up a teaching post. She specialized in aerodynamics and had acted as a consultant to industry. Her husband had also studied applied mathematics at Stanford, but from there had gone on to the Massachusetts Institute of Technology, where he had spent several years on the staff of the mathematics department. He left academia in his late twenties to join a company called Cobalt Inc. From the little information Alison had gathered, she deduced that its principal business was the development of specialist computer software.


Jenny found Cobalt’s website and quickly reached the limits of her understanding. The company described itself as a provider of ‘turnkey software systems incorporating bespoke algorithmic solutions’. A search for the meaning of ‘algorithm’ taught her only that it was a term that described a mathematical formula designed to carry out a specific task. Computer software, she learned through another, more detailed search, depended on algorithms: they were the logical mechanisms, or formulae, through which tasks were ordered and results achieved. If you wanted to assemble and process any significant amount of data, you needed algorithms to apply certain rules to it in order to generate the desired outcomes. Greg Patterson, she concluded, was most probably an expert in mathematical codes, but codes for what, she had no idea.


She turned to the passenger and crew list. It ran to several pages, listing names in alphabetical order. There was no clue as to which section of the aircraft each passenger had been sitting in. The names sounded mostly British or American and a few oriental. None was familiar except that of Lily Tate, a fashion model whom Jenny had already heard mentioned several times on the radio: she had been en route for New York, where she was due to shoot a commercial. Jenny had never seen the inside of the first-class section but she wondered if that had made it all the more lonely for Lily Tate and the others sitting near her on the way down. First-class passengers wouldn’t have reached out to hold each other’s hands, would they? No, she couldn’t imagine that.


It was getting late and a long week lay ahead. Jenny dropped the documents into her briefcase and stood up from the desk, her eye catching the photograph of her son, Ross, on the mantelpiece above the Victorian fireplace. He was nearly nineteen and over six feet tall, but whenever she thought of him the first picture that entered her mind was of a small boy with bright blue eyes and a gap-toothed grin, and it made her want to cry. She remembered the smell of his skin, and the way he would run to hug her. And now he was at university in London and even more distant since he had learned about Katy.


The desk telephone rang, scything through the silence and jarring her brittle nerves. Jenny instinctively glanced at the caller display, expecting to see Alison’s name, but it was an unfamiliar number.


‘Jenny Cooper.’


‘Glad to have found you, Mrs Cooper. Sir Oliver Prentice, Director General, Ministry of Justice. Among my many responsibilities, I oversee public inquiries and the legal end of major disasters. I don’t believe we’ve had the pleasure.’


‘No—’


‘You’re on my list to entertain, but I’m afraid it’s not in alphabetical order.’


Jenny felt she was expected to banter a little before getting to whatever the serious business was, but he had caught her off guard. Her reply inadvertently came out sounding sarcastic: ‘Is this a special invitation?’


‘Rather the opposite, I’m afraid. You might have heard – I’ve asked Sir James Kendall in to act as coroner for this crash.’


‘I had heard it wasn’t going to be handled locally.’ She recognized Kendall’s name as that of a recently retired High Court judge. He had made the headlines the previous year for dealing robustly with a terrorist conspiracy to deliver suicide bombers into the trading rooms of several City banks disguised as maintenance men. The evidence had been flimsy – discussions between young men that might have been nothing more than bravado, but which earned them each eighteen years’ imprisonment.


‘You’ll like him. He’s a good man – fearless.’


Jenny sensed the word was added for her benefit. ‘I’m sure.’


‘I hear two bodies turned up on your patch. There’s no point duplicating effort, so I suggest you pop them over to the D-Mort right away, keep everything under one roof.’


‘Only one of those bodies came from the aircraft,’ Jenny said. ‘The other is an adult male dressed in full sailing kit. His death might even be unconnected.’


‘Do you know who he is?’


‘Not yet, no.’


Prentice paused to consider the situation. Jenny knew what he was about to offer as well as she knew he would have her file, with its history of irritatingly successful insubordination, open on the desk in front of him. The law entitled him to appoint whomsoever he wished as coroner for any particular case, but there was still protocol to be considered and, of course, the fear that she might create an embarrassing fuss.
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