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Prologue

November 1985

The feeling could get the better of her in an unguarded moment. The cool, delicate champagne glass between her fingers, the hum of voices and the light hand of her husband at her waist. Apart from being in love, only brief flashbacks of a distant childhood reminded her of it. The security of her grandmother’s chatter. Subdued laughter as she fell into a slumber. The laughter of people long since gone.

Nete pressed her lips together to stem the emotion. Sometimes it got the better of her.

She collected herself and gazed out upon the palette of colourful evening gowns and proud figures. The celebratory banquet in honour of the Danish recipient of the year’s Nordic Prize for Medicine had drawn many guests. Scholars, physicians, pillars of society. Circles into which she certainly hadn’t been born, but in which she nevertheless had come to feel increasingly comfortable as the years passed.

She took a deep breath and was about to let out a contented sigh when she became acutely aware that a pair of eyes had latched onto her through the array of festive coiffures and men in tight bow ties. The inexplicable, unsettling charges of electricity only ever emitted by eyes that wished no good. Instinctively she moved aside, like a hunted animal seeking cover in undergrowth. She put her hand on her husband’s arm and tried to smile as her gaze flickered across the elegantly dressed guests and the shimmer of the candelabra.

A woman tossed back her head in a moment’s laughter, suddenly opening up a clear view to the rear end of the hall.

And there he stood.

His figure towered like a lighthouse above all the others. Despite the stooping posture and crooked legs, a great, strutting wild animal whose eyes swept over the crowd like a pair of searchlights.

Again she sensed his intense surveillance to the very core of her being and knew for certain that if she didn’t react now her entire life would collapse in seconds.

‘Andreas,’ she said, putting her hand to her throat, which was already sticky with perspiration. ‘Can’t we leave now? I’m not feeling well.’

Further entreaty was unnecessary. Her husband raised his dark eyebrows, nodded to those nearest and turned away from the throng, taking her arm in his. It was typical of him, and she loved him for it.

‘Thank you,’ she said. ‘I’m afraid it’s my headache again.’

He nodded, all too familiar with the affliction himself. Long, dark evenings in the drawing room, his migraine pounding.

It was yet another thing they had in common.

As they approached the majestic staircase the tall man stole forward and stepped in front of them.

He looked much older now, she noted. The eyes that once had sparkled had lost their lustre. His hair was unrecognizable. Twenty-five years had taken their toll.

‘Nete, are you here? You’re the last person I would have expected to see in such company,’ he said bluntly.

She stepped to one side and drew her husband past, but her stalker was undeterred. ‘Don’t you remember me, Nete?’ came his voice from behind. ‘Of course you do. Curt Wad. How could you ever forget me?’

Halfway down the stairs he caught up with them.

‘So you’re Rosen’s tart now, is that it? Imagine you, of all people, reaching such heights.’

She tugged at her husband’s arm to hasten him along, but Andreas Rosen was not known for turning his back on a problem. The present situation was no exception.

‘Would you be so kind as to leave my wife alone?’ he asked, his words accompanied by a glare that warned of rage.

‘Oh, I see.’ The unwelcome guest took a step backwards. ‘So you’ve actually lured Andreas Rosen into your web, Nete. Well done.’ He flashed what others might have taken to be a wry smile, but she knew better. ‘That piece of information seems to have completely passed me by, I’m afraid. But then I don’t usually frequent such circles. Never read the gossip magazines.’

In slow motion she saw her husband shake his head in disdain. Felt the grip of his hand on hers as he drew her on. For a moment she was able to breathe again. Their footsteps clattered, asynchronous echoes, urging them away.

They reached the downstairs cloakroom before the voice behind them spoke once more.

‘Mr Rosen! Perhaps you are unaware that your wife is a whore? A simple girl from Sprogø who isn’t fussy about who she opens her legs for. Her feeble mind cannot distinguish between truth and lies, and –’

She felt a wrench of her wrist as her husband spun round. Several guests were trying to subdue the man who had interrupted their festivities. A couple of younger doctors leaned menacingly towards the tall man’s chest, making it clear he was not wanted here.

‘Andreas, don’t,’ she shouted as her husband stepped towards the cluster of individuals that now surrounded her tormentor, but he was oblivious. Her alpha male was marking out his territory.

‘I don’t know who you are,’ he said, ‘but I strongly suggest you refrain from showing yourself in public again until you’ve learned how to behave in decent company.’

The thin figure raised his head above the men who were holding him back and everyone present focused on his moistureless lips: the ladies behind the counter who were sorting the furs from the cotton coats, guests slinking their way past, the private chauffeurs waiting in front of the swing doors.

And then came the words that should never have been uttered.

‘Why don’t you ask Nete where she was sterilized? Ask her how many abortions she’s had. Ask her what an isolation cell feels like after five days. Ask her, and leave lecturing me on social skills to your betters, Andreas Rosen.’

Curt Wad extracted himself from those restraining him and stepped aside, eyes aflame with hatred. ‘I’m leaving now!’ he spat. ‘And you, Nete!’ He extended a trembling finger towards her. ‘You can go to hell, where you belong.’

The room was a buzz of voices even before the swing doors closed behind him.

‘That was Curt Wad,’ someone whispered. ‘An old student friend of the prizewinner, which is about the only good thing that can be said of him.’

But the trap had sprung. She had been revealed.

All eyes were upon her now. Searching for signs of her true self. Was her neckline too plunging? Were her hips too vulgar? Were her lips?

They collected their coats and the cloakroom lady’s warm breath felt almost poisonous. You’re no better than me, her expression said.

It happened that quickly.

She lowered her gaze and took her husband’s arm.

Her beloved husband, whose eyes she hadn’t the courage to look into.

She listened to the quiet purr of the engine.

They had not spoken a word to each other, staring past the swish of the windscreen wipers into the autumn darkness through which they passed.

Perhaps he was waiting for her denials, but she had none to offer.

Perhaps she was expecting him to accommodate her. To help her out of her predicament. To look into her eyes and tell her it didn’t matter, whatever it was, and that what counted were the eleven years they had been together.

Not the thirty-seven she had lived before that.

But he turned on the radio and filled the car with jangling remoteness, Sting accompanying them south across Sjælland, Sade and Madonna over Falster and the Guldborgsund strait to Lolland. Strange, young voices in the night. The only thing that bound them together.

Everything else was gone.

A few hundred metres before the village of Blans, still a couple of kilometres from the manor farm, he pulled in to the edge of the fields.

‘Now tell me,’ he said, his gaze fastened to the darkness outside. His words were without warmth. He didn’t even utter her name by way of comfort. All he had was Tell me!

She closed her eyes. Pleaded with him to understand there were underlying events that explained everything, and that the man who had confronted her was the very cause of her misfortune.

But apart from that, what he had said had been the truth. She admitted it, her voice a whisper.

It was true. All of it.

For an agonizing, all-consuming moment only his breathing was heard. Then he turned towards her with darkness in his eyes. ‘So that’s why we’ve never been able to have children,’ he said.

She nodded. Pressed her lips together and told it like it was. Yes, she was guilty of lies and deceit. She came clean. As a young girl she had been committed to Sprogø, through no fault of her own. A chain of misunderstandings, abuse of power, betrayal. There was no other reason. And yes, she’d had abortions and had been sterilized, but the dreadful man they had just encountered …

He laid his hand on her arm and its coldness went through her like an electric shock, prompting her to stop.

Then he put the car into gear, released the clutch and drove slowly through the village before accelerating quickly past the meadows and the darkened view of the water.

‘I’m sorry, Nete. But I can’t forgive your allowing me to live all these years blindly believing we could become parents together. I simply can’t. And as for the rest of what you’ve told me, quite frankly I’m disgusted.’

He paused and she felt an icy tingle at her temples, the muscles of her neck tensing.

He raised his head. Arrogantly, the way he did when negotiating with people he deemed unworthy of his respect. Confidently, as when ignoring poor advice.

‘I shall pack some things,’ he said firmly. ‘In the meantime, you have a week to make other arrangements. Take whatever you need from Havngaard. You won’t be left wanting.’

She turned her face slowly away from him and stared out over the sea. Rolled the window down slightly and drew in the smell of seaweed borne by waves as black as ink, waves that might take her once and for all.

And the feeling returned to her of lonely, desperate days on Sprogø, when the same lapping sea had tried to lure her into putting an end to her miserable life.

‘You won’t be left wanting,’ he had said, as though it mattered.

He knew nothing about her.

She glanced at her watch and fixed the date in her mind, the fourteenth of November 1985, and felt her lips quiver as she turned to look at him.

His dark eyes were cavities in his face. Only the bends in the road ahead claimed his interest.

She lifted one hand slowly and grasped the steering wheel, wrenching it to the right as hard as she could just as he opened his mouth in protest.

The engine roared in vain as the road vanished beneath them, and as they hurtled through the windbreak the sound of rasping metal drowned out her husband’s final protests.

When they hit the sea it was almost like coming home.
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1

November 2010

Carl had heard about the night’s incident over the police radio on his way in from his house in Allerød. Under normal circumstances nothing could interest him less than vice cases, but somehow this felt different.

The owner of an escort agency had been attacked with sulphuric acid in her flat on Enghavevej, leaving staff of the Rigshospital’s burns unit with a job on their hands.

Now a call had gone out for witnesses, as yet without any luck.

A band of dodgy-looking Lithuanians had already been brought in for questioning, but as the night hours passed it had become clear that only one of the suspects could possibly be the perpetrator and it was unlikely they would find out who. There was no evidence. On her admission to the hospital the victim had declared she would be unable to identify her assailant, and now they were going to have to let the whole lot of them go.

Hadn’t he heard this before?

On his way through the courtyard of Police HQ he ran into Halmtorvet’s Icicle, aka Brandur Isaksen from Station City, who was heading for the parking area.

‘Off to make life difficult for someone, I hope?’ Carl grunted in passing, whereupon the gormless oaf stopped as if it had been an invitation.

‘It’s Bak’s sister this time,’ Isaksen said coldly.

Carl stared at him with bleary eyes. What the fuck was he on about? ‘Tough shit,’ he replied. It was an  all-purpose response adequate for most situations.

‘You’ve heard about that acid attack over on Enghavevej, I take it? Not a pretty sight, I can tell you,’ Isaksen went on. ‘The doctors have been working on her all night. You know Børge Bak pretty well, don’t you?’

Carl tossed his head back. Børge Bak? Of course he knew Børge Bak. The inspector from Department A who had applied for leave, then opted for early retirement. That sanctimonious git?

‘We’re about as much friends as you and I are,’ Carl blurted out.

Isaksen nodded, his teeth clenched. It was true: if there was any fondness at all between them it would fall apart at the flutter of a pair of butterfly wings.

‘What about Børge’s sister, Esther? You wouldn’t know her, I suppose?’ he asked.

Carl stared over at the colonnade along which Rose was now tripping with a handbag the size of a suitcase draped over her shoulder. What the hell was she planning to do, spend her holidays at the office?

He sensed Isaksen follow his gaze and tore himself away.

‘Never met the woman. Doesn’t she run a brothel?’ Carl replied. ‘Anyway, that’d be more your domain, so keep me out of it, if you don’t mind.’

The corners of Isaksen’s mouth succumbed to gravity. ‘You might as well be prepared. Bak’ll be here before you know it, sticking his oar in.’

Carl doubted it. Hadn’t Bak chucked it all in because he hated his job and loathed Police HQ?

‘He’ll be welcome,’ he answered. ‘As long as he stays away from me.’

Isaksen dragged his fingers through his early morning tousle of jet-black hair. ‘Yeah, well, you’ve got enough on your plate shagging her, haven’t you?’

He nodded in the direction of Rose as she vanished up the steps.

Carl shook his head and carried on walking. Isaksen could take a running jump with all his crap. Shagging Rose! He’d rather join a monastery in Bratislava.

‘Just a minute, Carl,’ said the duty officer as he passed the cage half a minute later. ‘That psychologist woman, Mona Ibsen, left this for you.’ He thrust a grey envelope at Carl through the open door as though it were the highlight of his day.

Carl stared at it, nonplussed. Maybe it was.

The duty officer sat down again. ‘Assad was here at four this morning, so I heard. He sees to it he has plenty of time on his own, I’ll say that for him. What’s he up to down there, anyway? Planning a terrorist strike?’ He chortled to himself for a moment, then thought better of it when he saw Carl’s piercing gaze.

‘Why don’t you ask him yourself?’ Carl said, recalling the case of the woman who had been arrested in the airport for merely uttering the word ‘bomb’, a slip-up of front-page dimensions.

To his mind, what he’d just heard was a lot bloody worse.

Even from the bottom step of the rotunda stairwell he could tell this was one of Rose’s better days. A heavy scent of cloves and jasmine assaulted his nostrils, reminding him of the old woman back in Øster Brønderslev who used to pinch the backsides of all the men who came to visit her. When Rose smelled like this, it gave him a headache, besides the one he always got on account of her usual grouching.

Assad’s theory was that she’d inherited the perfume, while others reckoned this kind of putrefying blend was still available in certain Indian shops that couldn’t care less if they ever saw another customer again.

‘Hey, Carl, come here a minute, would you?’ she bellowed from inside her office.

Carl gave a sigh. What now?

He walked stiffly past Assad’s shambles of a cubbyhole, poked his nose into Rose’s clinically disinfected domain and immediately noticed the voluminous shoulder bag she’d just been toting. As far as Carl could tell, Rose’s perfume wasn’t the only disconcerting aspect of the day. The enormous wad of documents peeping out of her bag seemed just as disheartening.

‘Erm,’ he ventured cautiously, indicating the reams of paper. ‘What’s all that, then?’

She glared at him with kohl-rimmed eyes. It did not bode well.

‘Some old cases that have been lying around various commissioners’ offices this past year. Cases that should have been handed on to us. You of all people would know about that kind of slovenliness.’

To the latter suggestion she added a kind of guttural growl that might have passed as a laugh.

‘The folders here had been sent over to the National Investigation Centre by mistake. I’ve just been to pick them up.’

Carl raised his eyebrows. More work, so why the hell was she smiling?

‘OK, I know what you’re thinking: bad news of the day,’ Rose said, beating him to it. ‘But you haven’t seen this yet. This one’s not from the NIC, it was already on my chair when I came in.’

She handed him a battered cardboard folder. She looked as if she expected him to flick through it on the spot, but on that count she had another think coming. For Carl, bad news wasn’t an option before a man’s first smoke of the morning. There was a time and a place for everything, and he’d only just got here, for Chrissake.

He shook his head and wandered off into his own office, tossing the folder onto his desk and his coat over the chair in the corner.

The room smelled musty and the fluorescent light on the ceiling flickered even more frantically than usual. Wednesdays were always the worst.

He lit a smoke and trudged across the corridor to Assad’s little broom cupboard, where everything seemed to be as usual: prayer mat rolled out on the floor; dense, myrtle-laced clouds of steam; transistor tuned into something that sounded like the mating cries of dolphins interspersed with a gospel choir, played on an open-reel tape recorder with a dodgy drive belt.

Istanbul à la carte.

‘Morning,’ Carl grunted.

Assad turned his head slowly towards him. A sunrise over Kuwait could not have been ruddier than the poor man’s impressive proboscis.

‘Jesus, Assad, that doesn’t look too good,’ he exclaimed, retreating a step at the sight. If the flu was thinking of rampaging through the halls of Police HQ, he could only hope it would give him a wide berth.

‘It came on yesterday,’ Assad sniffled. His runny eyes looked like a puppy’s.

‘Off home with you, at the double,’ Carl said, withdrawing even further. No point in saying any more, given that Assad wasn’t going to take any notice.

He went back to his safety zone and slung his legs up on the desk, wondering for the first time in his life whether it might be time to take a package holiday in the Canary Islands. A fortnight under a parasol with a scantily clad Mona at his side wouldn’t be half bad. The flu could cause as much havoc in Copenhagen as it liked while they were away.

He smiled at the thought, took out the little envelope from Mona and opened it. The scent alone was almost enough. Delicate and sensual. Mona Ibsen in a nutshell. A far cry from Rose’s dense, daily bombardment of his olfactory system.

My darling, it began.

Carl melted. Not since he’d lain incapacitated on a ward of Brønderslev Hospital with six stitches in his side and his appendix in a jar had he been addressed so with such affection.


My darling,

See you at my place at seven-thirty for Martinmas goose, OK? Put a jacket on and bring the wine. I’ll do the surprises.

Kisses, Mona



He felt the warmth rise in his cheeks. What a woman!

He closed his eyes, took a deep drag of his cigarette and conjured up images to accompany the word ‘surprises’. Not all of them would be deemed suitable for a family audience.

‘What are you doing with your eyes closed and that big grin on your face?’ came a harping voice from behind him. ‘Aren’t you going to have a look in that case folder I gave you?’

Rose stood in the doorway with her arms folded and her head cocked to one side. It meant she was going nowhere until he did as she said.

Carl stubbed out his smoke and reached for the folder. Might as well get it over with or else she’d be standing there till she’d tied knots in her arms.

The folder contained ten faded sheets of A4 from Hjørring District Court. He could see what it was at a glance.

How the hell did it wind up on Rose’s chair?

He skimmed the first page, already knowing what he was about to read. Summer 1978. Man drowned in the Nørreå river. Owner of a large machine works, passionate angler and a member of various clubs accordingly. Four sets of fresh footprints around his stool and creel. None of his fishing tackle missing. Abu reel and rods at more than five hundred kroner apiece. Weather fine. Autopsy revealing nothing abnormal, no heart disease, no coronary thrombosis. Just drowned.

Had it not been for the river being only seventy-five centimetres deep at the spot in question, it would all have been written off as an accident.

But it wasn’t the man’s death in itself that had awakened Rose’s interest; that much Carl knew. Nor was it the fact that the case had never been solved and hence now resided in the basement of Department Q. No, it was because attached to the case documents were a number of photographs, and Carl’s mug appeared on two of them.

Carl sighed. The name of the drowned man was Birger Mørck, Carl’s uncle. A jovial and generous man whom both his son, Ronny, and Carl himself had looked up to and often accompanied on excursions. Just as they had done that very day, to glean whatever they might about the mysteries of angling.

But a couple of girls from Copenhagen had cycled the length and breadth of the country and were now approaching their destination in Skagen, their flimsy tops arousingly moist with perspiration.

The sight of these two blonde beauties as they came toiling over the rises impacted on Carl and his cousin Ronny like a blow from a hammer, prompting them to put down their fishing rods and leg it across the field like a pair of young bullocks setting their hooves on grass for the first time in their lives.

When they returned to the river two hours later with the contours of the two girls’ tight tops forever imprinted on their retinas, Birger Mørck was already dead.

Many hours of questioning and many suspicions later, the Hjørring police shelved the case for good. And although they never succeeded in tracing the two girls from the capital who were the young men’s only alibi, Ronny and Carl were released without charge. Carl’s father was enraged and inconsolable for months, but apart from that the matter had no further consequences.

‘You were quite a looker in those days, Carl. How old were you?’ Rose intervened from the doorway.

He dropped the folder onto the desk. It wasn’t a time he cared to be reminded about.

‘Seventeen, and Ronny was twenty-seven.’ He sighed. ‘Have you any idea why this should turn up here all of a sudden?’

‘What do you mean, why?’ She rapped bony knuckles against her skull: ‘Hello, Prince Charming, anyone home? How about waking up a bit? That’s what we do here, isn’t it? We investigate unsolved crimes!’

‘Yeah, but this one was closed as an accident. And apart from that, it didn’t just emerge from out of your chair, did it?’

‘You mean I should ask the police in Hjørring how come it’s landed here?’

Carl raised his eyebrows. Ask a stupid question …

She turned on her heel and clattered off towards her own domain. Message understood.

Carl stared into space. Why the hell did this of all cases have to turn up now? As if it hadn’t caused trouble enough already.

He looked once again at the photo of Ronny and himself, then shoved the folder over towards the other cases that lay piled up on his desk. Past was past but this was now. Nothing could alter that. Five minutes ago he’d read Mona’s note. She’d called him ‘darling’. He needed to keep his priorities straight.

He smiled, delved into his pocket for his mobile and stared despondently at the minuscule keys. If he sent Mona a text message it would take him ten minutes to write it, and if he called her he could wait just as long before she answered.

He sighed and began to text. The technology of mobile keypads was seemingly the work of pygmies with macaroni for fingers, and the average northern European male who needed to operate such a contraption could only feel like a hippopotamus trying to play the flute.

When he was finished he studied the result of his efforts and allowed a string of wrong spellings to pass with a sigh. Mona would understand well enough: the Martinmas goose had a taker.

Just as he put the mobile down on his desk, a head popped round the door.

The comb-over had been given a trim since he’d seen it last, and the leather jacket looked like it had been pressed, but the man inside it was as crumpled as ever.

‘Bak. What the fuck are you doing here?’ he inquired mechanically.

‘As if you don’t know already,’ his visitor replied, lack of sleep advertised by his drooping eyelids. ‘I’m going out of my mind. That’s why!’

He plonked himself down on the chair opposite, despite Carl’s obvious disapproval ‘My sister Esther’s never going to be the same again. And the bastard who threw acid in her face is sitting in a basement shop on Eskildsgade, laughing his head off. I’m sure you can understand why an old copper like me isn’t exactly proud of his sister running a brothel, but do you think the scum should get away with doing what he’s done?’

‘I’ve no idea why you’re here, Bak. Have a word with City, or Marcus Jacobsen or one of the other chiefs if you’re not happy with the way the investigation’s proceeding. Assault and vice aren’t my field, you know that.’

‘I’m here to ask you and Assad to come with me and force a confession out of the fucker.’

Carl felt his brow furrow all the way up to his hairline. Was the man off his head?

‘You’ve just had a new case turn up. I’m sure you’ve noticed,’ Bak went on. ‘It’s from me. Old mate of mine up in Hjørring passed it on to me a few months back. I left it in Rose’s office last night.’

Carl scrutinized the man as he considered his options. As far as he could make out, there were three.

He could get up and punch him in the gob. That was one. Another would be to kick his arse all the way down the corridor. But Carl chose the third.

‘Yeah, that’s it, there,’ he said, pointing towards the nightmarish pile on the corner of his desk. ‘How come you didn’t deliver it to me? It would have been less devious, I’d have thought. More honest.’

Bak smiled briefly. ‘When did honesty ever lead to anything with us two? Nah, I just wanted to make sure someone other than you down here laid eyes on it, so it wouldn’t mysteriously disappear. Know what I mean?’

The two other options became attractive again. A good thing this bellend was no longer around on a daily basis.

‘I’ve been saving that folder until the right moment came along,’ Bak continued. ‘Do you get my drift?’

‘No, I fucking don’t. What moment?’

‘The moment when I need your help!’

‘Don’t think I’m going to cave some potential perp’s skull in just because you’re waving a thirty-year-old drowning in front of my nose. I’m not interested, and I’ll tell you why.’

Carl extended a finger into the air for each point he made.

‘One: The case is time-barred. Two: It was an accident. My uncle drowned. He took a turn and fell in the river, exactly as the investigators concluded. Three: I wasn’t there when it happened and neither was my cousin. Four: Unlike you, I’m a decent copper who doesn’t go around beating up his suspects.’

Carl paused for a moment, the last utterance lingering in his throat. As far as he knew, Bak couldn’t possibly have anything on him of that kind. His expression certainly didn’t indicate it to be the case.

‘And five.’ He extended all five fingers, then clenched his fist. ‘If I ever do get nasty with anyone, it’ll most likely be with a certain ex-cop who doesn’t seem to get the fact that he’s no longer on the force.’

Bak’s expression hardened at once. ‘OK. But let me tell you this. Former colleague of mine from Hjørring likes to go to Thailand. A fortnight in Bangkok with all the frills.’

‘So?’ said Carl, wondering what that had to do with anything.

‘It seems your cousin Ronny has similar tastes. Likes a drink as well, he does,’ Bak went on. ‘And you know what, Carl? When your cousin Ronny gets tanked up, he starts talking.’

Carl suppressed a deep sigh. Ronny, that bloody idiot! Was he getting himself into trouble again? It had been ten years at least since they’d seen each other at a fateful confirmation do in Odder, on which occasion Ronny had claimed more than his fair share of not only the booze but also the girls who’d been helping out as waitresses. Which would have been OK if only one of them hadn’t been rather too willing, under age and sister to the confirmand. The scandal had been contained, though remained an indelible blight on the Odder branch of the family. No, Ronny wasn’t exactly the retiring sort.

Carl waved his hand dismissively. What did he care about Ronny?

‘Go upstairs to Marcus and sound off as much as you like, Bak, but you know him as well as I do. You’ll get exactly the same thing out of him as you’re getting out of me. We don’t beat up suspects, and we don’t give in to threats from former colleagues with old history like this.’

Bak leaned back in the chair. ‘In this bar in Thailand, in the presence of witnesses, your cousin was boasting to anyone who cared to listen that he killed his dad.’

Carl’s eyes narrowed. It didn’t sound plausible.

‘Oh, he was, was he? So report him and his rat-arsed confession, if you want. I know for a fact he couldn’t have drowned his dad. He was with me.’

‘He says you were both in on it. Nice relative you’ve got there.’

The frown that had appeared on Carl’s brow plunged at once to the bridge of his nose as he rose to his feet, summoning all his poorly distributed body weight into his chest region. ‘Assad! Get in here, will you?’ he bellowed at maximum velocity into Bak’s astonished face.

Ten seconds later, Carl’s feverish assistant stood sniffing in the doorway.

‘Assad, my dear, flu-ridden friend. Would you be so kind as to cough all over this pillock here? Go on, take a deep breath.’

‘What else have you got in that pile of yours, Rose?’

For a second she looked like she was considering dumping the lot into his lap, but for once Carl had read her correctly: something had already grabbed her attention.

‘That business about the madam who got attacked last night made me think of a case we just got in from Kolding. It was in the stack I picked up over at NIC.’

‘Did you know the woman is Bak’s sister?’

Rose nodded. ‘Don’t really know him myself, but word gets round, doesn’t it? Wasn’t it him who was here just now?’ She jabbed a finger at the case folder at the top of the file, then opened it with a flutter of black-painted nails. ‘Now listen up, Carl, otherwise you can read it yourself.’

‘OK, OK,’ said Carl, his gaze skating about her uncluttered grey-white office. He almost felt a twinge of sadness as his mind went back to her alter ego Yrsa’s inferno of pink.

‘This case here’s about a woman called Rita Nielsen, “stage name” ’ – Rose drew quotes in the air – ‘Louise Ciccone. That’s what she was calling herself for a time in the eighties when she organized so-called’ – more quotes – ‘“exotic dancing” at nightclubs in the Triangle region of south-east Jutland. Several convictions for fraud, later for procuring prostitutes and running a brothel. Owned an escort bureau in Kolding up through the seventies and eighties, after which she disappeared into thin air in Copenhagen in 1987. Mobile Unit concentrated its investigation on the porn scenes in mid-Jutland and Copenhagen, but after three months they shelved the case with the suggestion it was most likely a suicide. A lot of serious crimes had come up in the meantime, so they no longer had the manpower to carry on the investigation, so it says.’

She laid the folder on the desk and put on a sour expression. ‘Shelved, just like the Esther Bak case last night will be, most probably. Have you seen anyone rushing around in a frenzy upstairs so they can nail the bastard who did that to the poor woman?’

Carl gave a shrug. The only frenzy he’d seen that morning had been the one that had appeared in his stepson Jesper’s sullen face when he woke him up at seven o’clock and told him he’d have to make his own way to college in Gentofte.

‘The way I see it, there’s absolutely zero to indicate suicidal tendencies in this case,’ Rose continued. ‘Rita Nielsen gets into her flash white Mercedes 500SEC and leaves home just like any other day! A couple of hours later she’s disappeared off the face of the earth, and that’s that.’ She pulled out a photo and tossed it onto the desk in front of him. It showed the car parked at a kerbside, its interior stripped.

What a motor. Room for half the tarts of Vesterbro to sprawl and wriggle on its bonnet in the fake furs they’d scrimped and saved for. A far cry from his hand-me-down service vehicle.

‘The last anyone saw of her was on Friday the fourth of September 1987. Looking at her debit-card transactions, we can follow her movements from the time she leaves her home address in Kolding at five in the morning. She drives across Fyn, where she fills up with petrol, takes the ferry over the Storebælt and then carries on to Copenhagen, where she buys a packet of fags in a kiosk on Nørrebrogade at ten past ten. No one sees her after that. The Mercedes turns up stripped a couple of days later on Kapelvej. Leather seats, spare wheel, radio-cassette, the lot. They even half-inched the steering wheel. All that was left basically was a couple of cassette tapes and some books in the glove compartment.’

Carl scratched his chin. ‘There can’t have been many shops with direct-debit terminals back then, certainly not a kiosk in Nørrebro. Why go to all the bother of paying by card? Most likely it’ll have been a paper transaction, and all for a poxy packet of smokes. Who’d have the bloody patience?’

Rose shrugged. ‘Maybe she didn’t like cash. Maybe she didn’t like the feel of it. Maybe she liked having her money in the bank and letting others pay the interest. Maybe she only had a five-hundred-kroner note and the kiosk didn’t have change. Maybe –’

‘Yes, all right, Rose, that’ll do.’ Carl held up his hands. ‘Just tell me one thing. How come they reckoned it was suicide? Was she seriously ill? Or perhaps she was in financial difficulties? Was that why she paid for her ciggies by card?’

Somewhere inside her drastically oversized grey jumper, which looked suspiciously like it had been knitted by Yrsa, Rose shrugged again. ‘Who knows? It’s all a bit odd, if you ask me. Rita Nielsen, alias Louise Ciccone, was quite a prosperous lady, and if her dodgy CV’s anything to go by she certainly wasn’t one to be knocked off her perch. According to her “girls” in Kolding she was hard as nails, a survivor. She’d rather wipe out the entire world than risk going down herself, one of them said.’

‘Hmm!’ The feeling had planted itself firmly in Carl’s psyche. It annoyed him, but his interest had been awakened. The questions were beginning to pop up, one after another. Like those cigarettes. Would a person buy cigarettes right before committing suicide? Well, maybe, to calm the nerves.

His mind was churning now, and he hadn’t even asked for it. Bollocks! If he got started on this one, he’d have more work on his hands than was good for him.

‘So, unlike many of our colleagues,’ he went on, ‘you think we’re dealing with a crime here. But is there anything at all to back that up?’ He left the question in the air for a moment. ‘Apart from the case being shelved rather than closed, what more have you got to go on?’

Another shrug from her jumper. It meant she had nothing.

Carl stared at the folder. The photo of Rita Nielsen that was paper-clipped to the front showed a woman who exuded considerable strength. Broad cheekbones above more delicate facial features. Eyes sparkling with spirit and defiance. It was obvious she didn’t feel embarrassed by the mugshot board she held against her chest. It probably wasn’t the first time she’d had her photo taken for the police archives. No, women like her were immune to prison sentences. She was a survivor, like her girls said.

Why on earth would she take her own life?

He pulled the folder towards him across the desk, opened it and ignored Rose’s told-you-so smile.

Once again, the kohl-faced beanstalk had set a new case in motion.
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The green van came at 12.30 p.m. on the dot, exactly as agreed.

‘Still got five calls to do today, Mr Wad,’ the driver said. ‘I hope you’ve got everything ready for me.’

He was a good man, Mikael. Ten years in the job without a single question. Good-looking, presentable and polite. Just the kind of man the Purity Party wished to see representing it among the general public. It was men like Mikael who made others want to join. Quiet and reliable. Strong, blue eyes and wavy blond hair, always neat and tidy. Calm even in the most hectic of situations, like the fracas in Haderslev a month before at one of the party’s inaugural meetings. On that occasion, nine protesters bearing hateful placards had learned the hard way that upstanding men whose hearts beat for the fatherland were a force to be reckoned with.

Thanks to people like Mikael, it was all over by the time the police turned up.

They wouldn’t be seeing those demonstrators again in a hurry.

Curt Wad opened the door to what once had been the stables of an old village school. He pushed aside an old metal fitting that hung from the wall above a small freezer and entered his nine-character code into the display as he had done so many times before. He waited a moment until he heard the familiar click and the sections of the end wall slid open.

Inside the room that was now revealed were all the things he kept secret from everyone but his like-minded confidants. The deep freezer with its illegally aborted foetuses, the filing cabinets full of documents and membership lists, the laptop he used for conferences, and the notes and records from his father’s era, on which all their work was founded.

Curt opened the freezer and pulled out a box containing plastic bags, which he handed directly to the driver. ‘Here are the foetuses we’re cremating ourselves. I hope the freezer in the van isn’t full.’

The driver smiled. ‘No, still plenty of room.’

‘And here’s the courier mail for our people. You’ll see who it’s for.’

‘Right,’ said the driver, skimming through the envelopes. ‘I’m afraid I won’t be at Fredensborg again until next week. I did the Nordsjælland area yesterday.’

‘It’s not that important. As long as you do Århus. You’re over there tomorrow, aren’t you?’

The driver nodded and peered into the plastic box. ‘I’ll get rid of these. Have we any for Glostrup Crematorium?’

Curt Wad closed the sliding door of the secret room and went over to the freezer in the anteroom. Mikael was allowed to look in that one.

‘Yes, we’ve these ones here,’ he replied, lifting the lid and taking out a second box.

He put the box on the floor and took a plastic folder from the shelf above the freezer. ‘The documents relating to these foetuses are here.’ He handed the folder to the driver. ‘It’s all by the book.’

The driver checked off each bag in the box against the accompanying documents. ‘All in good order. Shouldn’t be any bother,’ he said, then carried it all out to the van, where he put the contents of the two boxes into two mini-freezers, sorted the internal mail into pigeonholes for the various organizational sections, doffed his cap and politely took his leave.

Curt Wad raised his hand and waved as the van disappeared down Brøndbyøstervej.

‘How fortunate,’ he thought to himself with satisfaction, ‘that I can still serve the cause even at my age.’

‘It’s hard to believe you’re eighty-eight,’ people told him repeatedly, and they were right. When he looked at himself in the mirror, he, too, could see how easily he might be taken for a man fifteen years younger. What was more, he knew why.

‘Life is about living in harmony with one’s ideals,’ was his father’s motto. Words of wisdom he himself had always upheld. It had its costs, of course, but as long as the mind was bright, so was the flesh.

Curt crossed the garden and went in through the back door as always during consultation hours. When his successor in the clinic was at work, the front part of the house was no longer Curt’s. That was the agreement. Besides, he had plenty to do getting the party on its feet. The days were gone when he personally screened pregnant mothers and terminated lives. His protégé did it just as well and was every bit as zealous.

He put some coffee into the machine, drawing a finger over the measuring scoop to make sure he used just the right amount. Beate’s stomach had become so sensitive of late, so this was important.

‘Coffee time, eh, Curt?’

Karl-Johan Henriksen appeared in the doorway of the kitchen. Like his mentor, he set store by his appearance, and his white doctor’s coat was always washed and ironed. For no matter how unfamiliar one might be to one’s patients, they would regard anyone in a well-laundered smock as an authority to whom they would readily entrust their lives. They were simpletons, one and all.

‘Dodgy stomach, myself,’ said Henriksen, taking a glass from the cupboard. ‘Hot chestnuts, butter and red wine are all well and good at the time, though seldom the next day.’

He smiled, filled the glass with water and emptied a sachet of Samarin into it.

‘The driver was here, so both freezers are empty, Karl-Johan. You can start filling them up again now.’

Curt smiled at his pupil, knowing his instructions were superfluous. Henriksen was perhaps even more efficient than Curt himself had ever been.

‘I’m just about ready. Three terminations today. Two regular and one special.’ Henriksen smiled back. The contents of his glass sizzled.

‘And that would be?’

‘A Somali woman from the Tåstrupgård flats, referred by Bent Lyngsøe. Pregnant with twins, I believe,’ Henriksen said, raising his eyebrows briefly before downing his bubbling remedy.

Karl-Johan Henriksen was a good man, no doubt about it. For the party as well as for The Cause.

‘Are you not feeling well today, Beate, my dear?’ Wad inquired cautiously as he entered the living room with the tray.

It had been more than ten years since she had been able to speak, but she could still smile, at least. Although she had become terribly frail and the beauty of her youth had long since left her, Curt was unable to bear the thought that one day, probably soon, he would have to live on without her.

‘May we both live to see the day the party’s gratitude to you can be expressed from the rostrum of parliament,’ he murmured, taking her feather-light hand in his.

He lowered his head and kissed her hand gently, feeling it tremble in his. It was all he needed to do.

‘Here, my love,’ he said, and raised the cup to her lips after blowing on the surface of its contents. ‘Not too hot, not too cold. Just the way you like it.’

She pursed her sunken lips, the lips that had kissed him and their two children so lovingly when they had needed it most, and sipped slowly, without a sound. Her eyes revealed that the coffee was good. These eyes that had seen so much and in which his own gaze had found solace when on rare occasion he had been consumed by doubt.

‘I’m going to be on television later today, Beate. With Lønberg and Caspersen. They’ll try to nail us up against the wall if they can, but they won’t succeed. Today we shall win votes and reap the rewards of decades of work. The votes of a great many people, Beate. People who think like us. The journalists will take us for three old wrinklies,’ he chuckled, ‘which I suppose we are. They’ll believe our minds are unsound. They’ll think they can catch us out, being incoherent, spouting rubbish.’ He stroked his hand across her hair. ‘I’ll put the TV on, so you can watch.’

Jakob Ramberger was a highly competent and well-prepared journalist. Anything else would have been unwise in light of the criticisms that had lately been levelled against so many toothless television interviews. A shrewd TV journalist feared his viewers more than his bosses. Ramberger was both shrewd and able. He had speared top politicians on live television and stripped union bosses, motorcycle gang leaders, irresponsible business executives and sundry criminals to the skin.

For this reason Curt was delighted they were to be interviewed by Ramberger, because this time, for once, he would fail to tear his interviewees apart, a fact that would be destined to attract attention in tiny Denmark.

Ramberger and his studio guests greeted each other politely in an anteroom where the journalist’s colleagues were preparing upcoming news stories, but as soon as Ramberger had released his victims’ hands, the two parties prepared for trench warfare.

‘Curt Wad, you have submitted to the Ministry of Home Affairs that the Purity Party has now collected the requisite number of signatures to make it eligible to stand in the next parliamentary election,’ Ramberger began, after a less than flattering introduction. ‘Congratulations are in order, and yet in the same breath I’ll ask you what you believe the Purity Party has to offer the Danish voter that he can’t already find in the existing political parties.’

‘You say “he”, and yet the majority of the electorate is comprised of women,’ Curt Wad rejoined with a smile. He nodded towards the camera. ‘But to answer your question: Has the Danish voter any choice but to reject the established parties of old?’

The interviewer fixed his gaze on him. ‘The Purity Party isn’t exactly represented here by fresh-faced youngsters, is it? An average age of seventy-one, I believe, and you, Dr Wad, pushing the figure up with your eighty-eight years. Hand on heart, don’t you think that in your own case it might be forty or fifty years too late to seek influence in running the country?’

‘As far as I recall, Denmark’s most influential figure is almost ten years my senior,’ Wad rejoined. ‘Everyone in the country shops in his supermarkets, heats their homes with his natural gas and buys goods transported by his ships. When you are man enough to invite the fine individual in question into your studio and ridicule him on account of his age, then you will be welcome to invite me in again and ask me the same question.’

The journalist nodded. ‘What I’m getting at is simply that it’s hard to see how the average voter might consider themselves adequately represented in parliament by men who are at least a generation or two older. No one buys milk past its sell-by date, do they?’

‘Just as no one buys fruit as unripe as the politicians who govern us at present. I suggest we drop the foodstuff metaphor, Mr Ramberger. Besides, none of the three of us here today harbours any intention of standing for election to the Folketing. Our programme states quite unequivocally that we shall be convening a first general assembly once the requisite number of signatures has been collected, and that the party’s parliamentary candidates will be selected by that assembly.’

‘Now that we’re on the subject of the party’s programme, the main thrust seems to concern moral norms, ideas and ideologies that lead the mind back to an age most of us would be loath to return to. To political regimes that deliberately persecute minorities and society’s weak: the mentally handicapped, ethnic minorities, the socially disenfranchised.’

‘But this is a fallacy; there’s no comparison at all,’ Lønberg interjected. ‘On the contrary, our programme is about assessing from a responsible and humanitarian point of view each individual case on its own terms and refraining from lumping things together in such a way as to preclude effective and comprehensive solutions. For that reason, our slogan is simple: Change for the Better. Change of quite a different nature from what you are suggesting here.’

The interviewer smiled. ‘That all sounds well and good, but of course it presupposes that the party gets as far as gaining influence. Let me go on. This isn’t my own allegation, but the newspapers have been full of articles concerning the Purity Party’s platform, the main thrust being that its most obviously corollary would be the kind of racial anthropology that informed the programmes of the National Socialists in Germany. Ossified dogmas in which the world is construed as comprising genetically different peoples in eternal conflict with each other. The notion of higher and lower races, the higher race being –’

‘The higher race being wiped out if mixed with a lower one,’ Caspersen interrupted. ‘I sense that both you and the newspapers have been googling Nazism, Mr Ramberger,’ he continued. ‘But our party does not condone discrimination, injustice or inhumanity as the Nazis and like-minded parties once did and still do. On the contrary, we say only that we ought not to prolong life in cases where it has not the remotest chance of becoming even reasonably dignified. There has to be a limit to how much coercion doctors and ordinary citizens should be willing to accept from the authorities. A limit to how much suffering may be inflicted upon families, and how great a cost society is made to pay, simply because our politicians interfere in everything without making themselves aware of the consequences of their meddling.’

The ensuing debate was long, followed by a phone-in where members of the public raised a whole variety of issues: compulsory sterilization of criminals and those who on account of mental illness or low intelligence were unable to take care of their offspring; social measures to strip families with large numbers of children of a range of benefits; criminalization of procuring the sexual services of prostitutes; closing national borders; denying entry into the country of uneducated immigrants, and a lot more besides.

Discussion was heated. Many viewers were unusually incensed, but just as many were appreciative of the viewpoints they had heard.

The programme had indeed been a profitable exercise for the party.

‘The decision-makers of tomorrow will be people of our own strength and conviction,’ said Caspersen on the drive home.

‘Nothing ever stays the same,’ said Lønberg. ‘Let’s just hope we’ve made an impression today.’

‘We most certainly have.’ Caspersen laughed. ‘You, Curt, definitely did.’

Curt knew what Caspersen was thinking about. The journalist had asked Wad if it was correct that he had been taken to task by the authorities on various occasions over the years. The question had angered him, though he hadn’t shown it. Instead he replied that if a doctor with a capable pair of hands and a good head on his shoulders did not at some point in his career find himself at odds with fundamental ethical principles, then he was not worthy of his role as God’s obedient servant.

Lønberg smiled. ‘That shut Ramberger up for a minute, at least.’

Wad did not return his smile. ‘The answer I gave was foolish. I was lucky he didn’t pursue the matter further. We must be on constant guard as to what they might dig up. Are you listening? Give it the slightest morsel, and the press will do everything in its power to bring us down. We cannot expect to have any friends outside our own ranks. The present situation is exactly the same for us as it was for the Upsurge Party and the Denmark Party when no one reckoned with them. We can only hope the press and the politicians allow us as much leeway to establish ourselves as they did in those cases.’

Caspersen frowned. ‘I can’t see us not getting in at the next election, but it’s no holds barred until we do. You both know my stance of course. Even if it means sacrificing our commitment to The Cause, it will be worth it.’

Wad studied him. Every group had its Judas. Caspersen was known for his work as a solicitor and from local politics, so with his organizational experience he certainly had his place among them. But the day he began to count his pieces of silver he would be finished. Wad would make sure of it.

No one interfered in the work of The Cause without his express permission.

Beate was sitting in front of the TV screen where he had positioned her when he left. All the home help had needed to do was change her and make sure she had something to drink.

He stood for a moment and considered her from a distance. The way the light from the crystal chandelier fell made her look like she had diamonds sparkling in her hair. Her expression had an ethereal quality, like the first time she had danced for him. Perhaps she was dreaming of other days, when her life still lay ahead of her.

‘Did you see the debate, my angel?’ he asked in a soft voice, so as not to startle her.

Beate smiled for a second, though her gaze still seemed distant. He knew the lucid moments were few. That the brain haemorrhage was like a wedge between Beate’s soul and the life that surrounded her. And yet he sensed she might have understood just a little.

‘I’ll put you to bed now. It’s way past your time.’

He picked up her fragile frame in his arms. When they were young he had lifted her up like a snowflake. Then came years when his strength had not sufficed against the ampleness of the mature woman. But now he again lifted her as though she weighed nothing at all.

He wondered if this ought to make him glad, but it didn’t, and when he put her down on the bed he trembled. How quickly she closed her eyes now. Almost before she touched the pillow.

‘I see it, my dear. Life ebbing out. Our turn soon to come.’

When he returned to the living room he switched off the television, went over to the antique sideboard and poured himself a brandy.

‘In ten years I’ll still be alive, Beate, I promise,’ he said to himself. ‘Before we meet again, all our visions will be fulfilled.’

He nodded and emptied the glass in one.

‘And no one, my dear, will stop us. No one.’
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The first thing she registered was the foreign object in her nose. That, and the voices above her. Subdued voices, but authoritative. Gentle and mild.

Behind her closed eyelids, her eyes rolled in her head as though seeking a place in which to find greater awareness. Then she drifted once more into unconsciousness, wrapping herself into the darkness and the calm of her breathing, images of blissful summer and unworried play.

And then the pain struck hard, from the middle of her spine and down.

A spasm jerked back her head and everything in her lower body compacted in one long, agonizing discharge.

‘We’ll give her five notches more,’ said a voice, disappearing into a foggy distance, leaving her in the same void as before.

Nete was loved from the moment she was born. The family’s little afterthought and the only girl in a flock of siblings who, despite lack of means, were never left wanting.

Her mother’s hands were good and able. Hands that caressed and took care of domestic chores, and Nete became her mirror. Tartan skirt and a gleam in her eye, poking her finger into everything that took place on the little smallholding.

When she was four years old her father led a stallion into the yard and smiled as the oldest of her brothers walked the mare across the cobbles.

The twin boys sniggered as the stallion’s long member began to quiver under its belly, and Nete drew back when the great beast mounted their sweet little Molly and thrust itself inside her.

She wanted to yell at it to make it stop, but her father grinned toothlessly and said that soon they’d be a draught animal the better for it.

Later, Nete understood that life often begins as dramatically as it can end, and the art is in doing one’s best to enjoy what comes between.

‘It’s had a good life,’ her father always said when he put the knife to the throat of a writhing pig. He said the same about Nete’s mother when she lay in her coffin, only thirty-eight years old.

The words weighed heavily on Nete’s mind when she eventually awoke in the hospital bed and glanced around in the darkness, bewildered.

Blinking lights and apparatus surrounded her. She recognized nothing.

Then she turned her body. Ever so slightly, yet the effect was astonishing. Her head jerked back, her lungs expanded suddenly with air which caused her larynx to erupt.

She didn’t perceive the screams as her own, for the pain in her legs made everything else immaterial. But the screams were there.

A door was flung open, and suddenly all was tumultuous light, flickering like fluorescent tubing, and resolute hands at work upon her body.

‘Just relax now, Nete,’ said a voice, and then came the injection, soothing words, only this time she did not succumb to sleep.

‘Where am I?’ she asked, as her lower body drifted away into warmth that felt almost shimmering.

‘You’re in the hospital in Nykøbing Falster, Nete. And you’re in good hands.’

In a glimpse she saw the nurse turn her head towards her colleague and raise her eyebrows.

That was when she remembered what had happened.

They pulled the oxygen tube from her nostrils and brushed back her hair. As though she were being made ready to receive her sentence: that life was over.

Three doctors stood at the foot of her bed when the consultant conveyed the news, grey eyes beneath trimmed eyebrows. ‘Your husband was killed instantaneously, Mrs Rosen,’ were the first words to pass his lips. ‘We’re so sorry’ came only much later. It was a matter of putting the right facts in the right places. Andreas Rosen was presumed to have been killed by the cylinder block that had slammed into the driver’s seat on impact. Instead of helping him, a man beyond aid, rescuers had concentrated on extricating Nete from the vehicle, and the work of the emergency unit had been exemplary. He shaped this last word as though she ought to smile when he said it.

‘We’ve saved your legs, Nete. Most likely you’ll walk with a limp, but that’s a lot better than the alternative.’

And with that she stopped listening.

Andreas was dead.

Dead, without her having joined him on the other side, and now she would have to live on without him. The only man she had ever loved completely. The only person who had ever made her feel whole.

And now she had killed him.

‘She’s dozing off now,’ said one of the other doctors, but it wasn’t true. She was merely turning inward, to the place where despair, defeat and their reasons all merged into one and Curt Wad’s face flared as clear as the flames of hell.

Had it not been for him, everything in her life would have been different.

Curt Wad and the others.

Nete bridled the screams and tears that ought to have been given free rein, and promised herself that before she had given up her hold on life they would all be made to pay for everything of which they had robbed her.

She heard the footsteps as they left the room to continue the round. Even now she was forgotten, their attention already turned to others.

After they buried Nete’s mother, the tone in the house became coarser. Nete was five years old and quick to learn. The word of God belonged to Sunday, her father said. And Nete learned vocabulary other girls did not encounter until later in life. The collaborators in Odense who worked for the German occupiers, repairing their equipment, were ‘filthy shitty-arsed swine’, those who abetted them were ‘effin’ bastards’. In their house, a spade was now a spade, and ‘fuck’ was a word like any other.

If people wanted to talk nice, they could go somewhere else.

On her first day at school Nete found out what a slap in the face felt like. Sixty pupils were lined up in rows outside the building, Nete at the front.

‘I never seen so many bleedin’ children!’ she exclaimed out loud, thereby incurring the permanent wrath and resentment of the mistress as well as the effective lash of her right hand.

Later, when the blush on her cheek had become a bruise, she related, at the encouragement of a pair of lads of confirmation age, how her older brothers had told her boys could jiggle their dicks and make them squirt.

That same evening she sat crying in the parlour, trying to explain to her father where the marks on her face came from.

‘No doubt you deserved it,’ said her father, and that was the end of it. He had been up since three in the morning and now he was tired. He had been so ever since the eldest son had found an apprenticeship in Birkelse and the twins had joined a fishing boat up at Hvide Sande.

Subsequently, the school’s complaints about Nete would come in occasional bursts, though her father never took them seriously.

And little Nete understood none of it.

A week after the accident, one of the young nurses came to her bedside and asked if anyone should be contacted.

‘I think you’re the only one on the ward who doesn’t get visitors,’ she said. Most likely it was meant to entice her out of the silent shell into which she had retreated, but all it did was make it more resilient.

‘No, there’s no one,’ Nete told her, and asked to be left alone.

That same evening a young solicitor from Maribo came and said he was the curator of her husband’s estate and that he would soon be needing some signatures so that legal matters could get underway. He said nothing of her injuries.

‘Have you thought about whether you’ll be continuing your husband’s business, Nete?’ he inquired, as though it were something that had already been discussed.

She shook her head. How could he even consider that? She was a laboratory assistant. She had met her husband as an employee of his company in that very capacity. The matter was pursued no more.

‘Will you be able to come to the funeral tomorrow?’ he asked.

Nete bit on her lower lip. She felt her breathing stop, and the world with it. The light on the ceiling was suddenly far too bright.

‘The funeral?’ she repeated. The words were as much as she could muster.

‘Yes. Your husband’s sister, Tina, has made the arrangements along with our firm of solicitors. Your husband’s wishes were already known to us: the service will be at Stokkemarke Church tomorrow at one o’clock. He asked for it to be a quiet occasion, so only those closest will be in attendance.’

It was all she could bear to hear.
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The new phone in Assad’s office was in a league of its own, ear-splittingly reminiscent of clanging Bohemian church bells, and if Assad wasn’t there to answer it, the racket went on for an age before eventually dying out. Twice Carl had asked him to get rid of the infuriating contraption, but Assad maintained that the phone he’d had before was defective, and since he had this one lying around anyway, there was no sense in not putting it to use.

A person’s worst enemies are among his friends, Carl thought, when the phone once again gave him the fright of his life, sending a jolt through his body that caused his legs to momentarily leave their resting place on the extended bottom drawer of his desk.

‘I thought I told you to get rid of that bloody thing!’ he yelled, as the mumble of Assad’s voice reached him across the corridor.

‘Didn’t you hear me?’ he inquired, when the sniffling moon of his assistant’s face appeared in the doorway.

Assad didn’t reply. Perhaps the inconvenience of his superior’s question had prompted his ears to clog up.

‘That was Bak on the phone,’ he said instead. ‘He says he is standing on Eskildsgade outside the basement flat where the Lithuanian who attacked his sister lives.’

‘You what? Børge Bak? I hope you hung up on him, Assad!’

‘No, he hung up on himself. But not before he said that if we did not come, it would be worst for yourself, Carl.’

‘For me? What was he doing calling you, then?’

Assad shrugged. ‘I was here last night when he came down and left the folder in Rose’s office. His sister has been attacked, you know that, do you not?’

‘You don’t say.’

‘He told me he knew who did it, and I said that if it was me I would not stand around and do nothing.’

Carl stared into his assistant’s bleary dark eyes. What was inside that head of his? Camel’s wool?

‘For God’s sake, Assad! He’s not on the force any more. In this country we call that taking the law into your own hands. It’s a criminal offence. Do you know what that means? It means free board and lodging at Her Majesty’s bed and breakfast. And when they let you out again there’s nothing left to go back to. Adios, amigo.’

‘I am not familiar with this establishment you mention, Carl. And why are you talking about food now? I cannot eat a thing when I’m so cold.’

Carl shook his head. ‘When you’ve got a cold, Assad. The expression is to have a cold.’ Had it now gone to his vocabulary?

Carl reached for his phone and pressed the number of the homicide chief, only to discover Jacobsen to be likewise bunged up.

‘Yeah, all right,’ he said, when Carl informed him of Bak’s call. ‘Bak was here in my office at eight this morning, wanting his old job back. Just a min –’

Carl counted eight sneezes in quick succession before the poor sod returned to the phone. Yet another infected area Carl would be giving a wide berth.

‘The thing is, Bak’s probably right. This Lithuanian, Linas Verslovas, has a conviction for a similar assault in Vilnius, and there’s no doubt his income comes from prostitution. Unfortunately, we can’t prove it at the moment,’ Jacobsen went on.

‘OK. I heard on the police radio that she’s saying she can’t identify who attacked her, but I suppose we can assume she told her brother.’

‘Well, he swears she didn’t. However, she’s had trouble with this Verslovas before, and Bak knew that for certain.’

‘So now the former Børge Bak’s snooping around Vesterbro, playing policeman.’

There was another fit of sneezing at the other end. ‘Maybe you should get out there and talk some sense into him, Carl. We owe that much to an old colleague, at least.’

‘Do we?’ Carl shot back, but Jacobsen had already terminated the call. Even a homicide chief could be forced to capitulate to nasal congestion.

‘What now, Carl?’ Assad asked, as if he hadn’t already worked it out. He was already standing there in his mausoleum of a down jacket. ‘I told Rose we will be away for a few hours, but she heard nothing. She has only this Rita Nielsen in her head.’

Funny bloke, Assad. How could he even consider venturing out on a sopping wet day in November in his state of health? Was there something wrong with his genes? Had the drifting sands of the desert engulfed his senses?

Carl sighed and picked up his coat from the chair.

‘Just one thing,’ he said, as they trudged up the stairs. ‘How come you were here so early this morning? Four o’clock, a little bird tells me.’

Carl had been expecting some simple explanation along the lines of: ‘I was Skyping with my uncle. It’s the best time for him.’ Instead he got eyes that implored, like a man about to be subjected to all manner of torment.

‘It doesn’t matter, Carl,’ he said, but Carl wasn’t the sort to let things go. ‘It doesn’t matter’ was crap people said when things mattered a lot. Along with such effervescent expressions as ‘Absolutely!’ and ‘Awesome!’, it was more than enough to put Carl in a very bad mood indeed.

‘If you want to raise the standard of our future dialogues, Assad, I suggest you prick up your ears. When I ask you something, it always matters.’

‘Do what with my ears, Carl?’

‘Just answer me, Assad,’ Carl replied with annoyance, pulling on his coat. ‘What were you doing here so early this morning? Is it to do with your family?’

‘Yes, that is it.’

‘Listen, Assad. If you’re having trouble with the wife, it’s none of my business. And if it’s because you’re Skyping with that uncle of yours, or whoever the hell he happens to be, there’s no need for you to be here at the crack of dawn, surely? Haven’t you got a computer at home for that sort of thing?’

‘Cracker dawn?’

Carl’s arm got stuck in his sleeve. ‘For Chrissake, Assad! It’s a figure of speech. Have you got a computer at home, or what?’

Assad gave a shrug. ‘Not at the moment. It’s all difficult to explain, Carl. Can we not move on to Børge Bak now?’

Back at the beginning of time, when Carl would put on his white gloves and set off on his beat in that same part of Vesterbro, people would hang out of the windows of run-down tenements, baiting him in their flat Copenhagen dialect. Coppers like him from Jutland could get back in their wooden shoes and sod off to the hinterland where they belonged. At the time it had been a shock to him, but now he yearned for it. As he stood there, looking around at the neighbourhood where talentless architects had deluded gormless local politicians into plastering the streets with ugly concrete blocks not even social class 5 could think of as home, it was an era that seemed light years away. These days, people only lived here as a last resort. It was as simple as that. The residents of former times had been forced out into something even less desirable in Ishøj and other godforsaken outposts, where they now sat reminiscing about the good old days.

No, if you wanted to see classic red-brick buildings with cornices and sooty chimneys, you’d have a bloody job these days in the side streets off Istedgade. But if what you were looking for were concrete shells, baggy-arsed tracksuits and junkies with empty sockets for eyes you’d come to the right place. Here were Nigerian pimps alongside East European con artists, and even the most humble and bizarre forms of crime found a fertile breeding ground.

More than anyone else in the homicide division, Børge Bak had served his time in these streets. He knew the dangers, the pitfalls and the rules, one of which was that you never on any account entered an enclosed space around here without backup.

Now Carl and Assad stood in the pissing rain, analysing this miserable, barren cityscape, and Bak was nowhere in sight. Which indicated he must have fallen foul.

‘He said he would wait for us,’ said Assad, pointing to the basement steps of what had once been a shop and was now a vandalized ruin with whitewashed windows.

‘Are you sure of the address?’

‘As sure as eggs is eggs, Carl.’

Carl stared at him incredulously, wondering where the hell he could have picked up a saying like that, then collected himself and turned to read the sun-bleached note in the window of the basement. Kaunas Trading/Linas Verslovas, it said. Innocuous enough, but firms like that tended to die as quickly as they were born, and more often than not their owners were shadier than a hundred-year-old tree in summer.

In the car Assad had quoted from Linas Verslovas’s record. He had been pulled into HQ on several occasions, only to be released again. The man was described as a ruthless psychopath with a remarkable ability to talk gullible Eastern Europeans into taking the blame for his scummy activities in exchange for a pittance. Vestre Prison was full of them.

Carl tried the handle and gave the door a shove. A bell jingled as it opened to reveal a rectangular room containing absolutely nothing but packing materials and crumpled newspaper left behind by the previous occupant.

As they entered, they heard a dull thud from the back room. It sounded like the thump of a fist, but without the usual groan that followed.

‘Bak,’ Carl called out, ‘are you in there?’ He put his hand to his holster and made ready to draw his pistol and disengage the safety.

‘I’m OK,’ said a voice from behind the flimsy, battered door.

Carl pushed it open with caution and assessed the sight he encountered.

Both men were beaten up, but the wiry Lithuanian was the worse off. The dragon tattoo that snaked around his throat and neck was set off by bruising, making it seem almost three-dimensional.

Carl felt his face contract into a grimace. He was glad someone else had been on the receiving end.

‘What the hell are you doing here, Bak? Have you lost your mind, or what?’

‘He stabbed me.’ Bak jerked his head towards the floor where a knife lay, its blade covered in blood. One of those vicious flick-knives, the kind of thing that made Carl’s stomach turn. If it was up to him, getting caught with one of those would cost a packet in fines.

‘You OK?’ he asked, and Bak nodded.

‘Flesh wound in the arm, I’ll be all right. Fending off attack, so you can call it self-defence in the report,’ he said, then hammered his fist so suddenly against the bridge of the Lithuanian’s nose that it made Assad jump.

‘Arh, fuck you!’ the pimp groaned, with an obvious accent. Carl stepped forward to intervene. ‘You saw that! I didn’t do fuck all. Like when he came barging in. He came up and hit me. What was I supposed to do?’ the Lithuanian lamented. He was hardly more than twenty-five years old and already up to his neck in shite.

Additional stuttered sentences from the mouth of the sinewy man proclaimed his total innocence. He knew nothing about any attack on anyone in any brothel. Indeed he had already told this to the police a thousand times.

‘Come on, Bak, we’re leaving. NOW!’ Carl commanded, prompting Bak to follow up with another fist in the Lithuanian’s face, knocking him backwards over a table.

‘He’s not getting away with what he did to my sister.’ Bak turned to Carl, every fibre in his face tensed. ‘Do you realize she’s going to lose her sight in one eye? That one side of her face is going to be scar tissue? This little scumbag’s coming with us. Do you read me, Carl?’

‘If you keep this up, Bak, I’m going to call City for assistance. In which case you’ll have to take the punches as they come,’ Carl cautioned, and meant it.

Assad shook his head. ‘One moment,’ he said, stepping around his superior and yanking Bak aside so violently that a seam burst in the man’s ubiquitous leather jacket.

‘Get this crazy Arab away from me!’ the Lithuanian screamed as Assad grabbed him and hauled him towards another door at the rear of the room.

The Lithuanian filled the air with threats. Everyone in the room was as good as dead if they didn’t get the hell out immediately. Their stomachs would be split open and their heads torn off. Threats that would normally be taken seriously when issued by a man like him. Threats that were enough on their own to get him thrown into jail.

But Assad gripped the man’s collar so hard that his invective could no longer escape his throat. He flung open the door of the back room and bundled the Lithuanian inside.

Bak and Carl exchanged glances as Assad kicked back his heel and the door slammed shut.

‘Assad! You’re not to kill him in there, do you understand?’ Carl shouted, just to be on the safe side.

The silence was deafening.

Bak smiled, and it was obvious why, for Carl’s options were all gone. There’d be no brandishing of the pistol now, no calls to Station City. He wasn’t about to risk putting his assistant in an awkward position, and Bak knew it.

‘Worried now, are you, Carl?’ Bak nodded smugly to himself, then rolled up his sleeve to inspect the gash in his lower arm. He’d need a couple of stitches, but that was all. He produced a dirty handkerchief from his pocket and tied it tight around the wound. Carl thought that probably wasn’t a good idea, but who was he to intervene? A bout of blood poisoning might teach Bak some hygiene.

‘Don’t forget I know all about your past, Carl. You and Anker knew better than anyone how to squeeze shite out of swine. You were a right pair, the two of you. If Hardy hadn’t joined you, you’d have ended up in the shit sooner or later, so leave out the holier-than-thou crap, all right?’

Carl glanced towards the back room. What the hell was Assad up to in there? He turned to Bak. ‘You know fuck all, Bak. I don’t know what you’re basing your assumptions on, but be sure of one thing: you’ve got it all wrong.’

‘I’ve been asking around, Carl. It’s a miracle how you got away without disciplinary proceedings. Got to hand it to you, though, the two of you certainly knew how to get results out of your interrogations. Maybe that would explain it.’ He rolled his sleeve down. ‘I’d like my job back at HQ. I think you should help me on that one,’ he said. ‘I know Marcus is a bit reluctant, but it’s common knowledge he listens to you. Christ knows why.’

Carl shook his head. If sense of occasion was hereditary, the gene was completely absent from Bak’s DNA.

He walked forward and opened the door of the back room.

The sight that met him was tranquil, to say the least. The Lithuanian was seated on the edge of a table, staring at Assad as though hypnotized. The face that had been so twisted and embittered now exuded the utmost gravity. It was a face washed clean of blood, and the man’s shoulders had assumed a more normal latitude.

He got to his feet on a nod from Assad and walked past Bak and Carl without so much as a glance. Silently, he picked up a holdall from the floor, went over to a cupboard and pulled out a drawer from which he took a few items of clothing, shoes and a small bundle of banknotes, all of which he tossed into the bag.

Assad watched the man without speaking, red-nosed and runny-eyed, not obviously a sight that would frighten anyone.

‘Can I have it now?’ the Lithuanian asked.

Two photos and a wallet changed hands.

Verslovas opened the wallet and searched its compartments. They contained a fair amount of money as well as credit cards.

‘Give me the driving licence as well,’ he said, but Assad shook his head. The matter was already closed.

‘Then I’m gone,’ said the Lithuanian. Bak was about to intervene, but Assad shook his head. He had this under control.

‘You’ve got thirty hours, and not one second more! Do you understand?’ Assad said with composure. The Lithuanian nodded.

‘Hey, hang on a minute! You can’t just let him go, for Chrissake!’ Bak protested, only to stop when Assad turned towards him and spoke calmly.

‘He’s my man now, Bak, can’t you see? You don’t think about him any more, are you with me?’

Bak’s face went white for a moment before the colour returned. Assad exuded the air of a hydrogen bomb that had just been armed and prepared for release. The case was out of Bak’s hands and there was nothing he could do.

The last they saw of the Lithuanian as he opened the door was his dragon tattoo and the shoe he almost lost in the hurry. The transformation was total. The veneer scraped away. What was left was a boy of twenty-five, running for his life.

‘Now you can tell your sister you have avenged her,’ Assad sniffed. ‘You will never see this man again, I promise you!’

Carl frowned, but said nothing until they were outside on the pavement by the car.

‘What happened in there, Assad?’ he asked. ‘What did you do to him? And what was all that about thirty hours?’

‘I took him by the scruff of the neck, Carl, and mentioned some names. Names of people who could be let loose on him and his family if he did not leave the country immediately. I told him I did not care what he did now, but that he should hide himself away very carefully if they were not to find him.’ Assad nodded. ‘But they will, if they so wish.’

There were years of accumulated distrust in the look Bak sent Assad. ‘There’s only one thing people like him respect, and that’s the Russian mafia,’ said Bak. ‘And you’re not going to tell me you’ve got a say there.’ He waited for Assad’s answer, but none was forthcoming. ‘Which means you’ve let him off scot-free, you idiot.’

Assad tipped his head to one side and peered at Bak with bleary eyes. ‘I think you should say to your sister that everything is sorted now. Should we not be getting back, Carl? I feel the need for a cup of hot tea.’
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