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         T
         he freezing temperatures had dropped further as darkness fell. He felt it as soon as he came out of the hot, damp stables. The hairs in his nostrils froze, and the snow splintered under his boots as he walked up to the farmhouse. His breath hung in the air as petrified white mist. Minus thirteen degrees Celsius said the thermometer on the wall.

         Gunda was still up even though she had done the milking at five o’clock that morning. Now she was making the evening coffee. The ceiling lamp illuminated the darkness in front of the kitchen window, casting a golden glow onto the snow.

         The car was still there. Now he could see that it hadn’t just been abandoned by a motorist stuck in a snowdrift as he had first assumed. A glow from a cigarette lit up briefly in the darkness. Or had he imagined it? Would he even be able to see that from this distance? The car was parked between the trees by the road that connected the four closest-lying farms. He stamped the snow off on the mat and looked at the car again before going inside. It had been there for a long time. When he’d gone out to the stable, it hadn’t been completely dark. Still, the white car hadn’t been easy to spot in the snowy landscape. He’d only noticed it because it wasn’t normal for anyone to park there. He had been about to go up and ask if there were any problems but stopped himself. What did that car have to do with him? A couple in love, maybe, even if it was a chilly pleasure, and if so, they were taking their time about it.

         The heat inside hit just as hard as the cold had done. The hairs in his nose thawed, making it run. He wiped his nose on a Kleenex. Gunda looked at him from the kitchen.

         “You’re not getting sick, are you, Thorkild?”

         “No. It’s just the frost.”

         He took off his cap and coat in the utility room, where there was already a smell of cow from wellies and outerwear, and he stroked his hand over his head as if to comb his hair in place, but it had started to fall out before he’d even turned forty. His head was like an egg now. What could you expect when you were in your mid-fifties? Gunda wiped the oil cloth and placed the coffee pot on a trivet. He sat down on the bench and poured coffee for himself. The farm was a real family farm like in good old Morten Korch films. But life in the country had not been all rosy. Agriculture didn’t count for anything nowadays. The environment, shops, and homes were more important, so many farmers were forced to surrender and sell their land to meet those needs. They were also severely criticised for helping to pollute nature. And yet people couldn’t do without milk, butter, and cheese as if they thought it grew on trees or that the big supermarket chains had cows out in their back rooms. He snorted at the thought.

         “What did you spot up by the road?” asked Gunda, putting cakes on the table.

         “Oh, it’s just a car that’s been up there for a while.”

         “Strange place to park. Who can it be?”

         She stared out the window, but it was impossible to see the car from there in the dark.

         “It’s nothing to do with us.”

         She sat down, too, poured coffee, and put a piece of the Danish butterring and a biscuit on her plate. Afterwards, she pushed the dish towards him.

         “Maybe it’s someone visiting the Hovgaards again. They seem to have guests all the time,” she said with her mouth full of cake.

         “Then it definitely doesn’t have anything to do with us!” he said firmly.

         They consumed their evening coffee in silence, but he kept thinking about the car. Who would sit out in that cold for so long?

          
      

         The lights in the farmhouse windows of the few scattered yards in the landscape had long since been extinguished, one by one. It had begun to snow again. The flakes dropped like glittering crystals, settled on shrubs and trees, forming a protective white blanket against the harsh frost. They lit up in the stillness of the night, broken only by the eerie screeches of a tawny owl and the quiet creaking of car doors as they were slowly opened. Three dark figures stepped out and began to walk along the road. They melted into the grey shadows of the trees, walking silently in the snow in white wellies, slowly and purposefully and with black balaclavas to protect against the cold. They had waited a long time, and the time had now come.

      
   


   
      
         
            2
      

         

         D
         etective Inspector Roland Benito froze even more as he stepped out of the car’s warmth. He pulled the collar of his coat well up around his ears. Very bloody funny to be ordered out of his warm bed at three o’clock in the morning by Chief Superintendent Kurt Olsen’s hoarse, sleepy voice on the phone. He had been short-tempered and given only a few vital details, such as an address and what little he knew about the crime for now. It hadn’t sounded as violent as it had looked at first glance when Roland was greeted by the police barricade that contrasted with the snow-white surroundings. Fluttering proof that a crime had taken place. A fact that was reconfirmed by the forensic technicians in the yard. In the dark, their white suits merged with the snow that was falling quietly, reminiscent of a peaceful Christmas night. Discouraged, he walked across the yard.

         The technicians only glanced at him and said a brief hello as he walked past them. The officer in front of the door handed him a white overall, latex gloves, a face mask, a blue plastic hat, and shoe covers. As he put the suit on, he fleetingly noticed that the front door had been broken open at the lock. Forensics were working inside the house, too, taking fingerprints and collecting evidence.

         Kurt Olsen had arrived and was talking to an excited woman in a darkened bedroom. He wasn’t recognisable, either, in the white suit that was mandatory at a crime scene. Another woman was sitting on the bed. Her nose and upper lip were bleeding, and one eye was red and swollen shut. Yet another home robbery in an otherwise quiet and peaceful area far out in the country, where, in days gone by, you never had to lock your door. After banks and businesses had become impregnable forts with improved security, expensive alarm systems, and surveillance, burglars were now seeking other targets: mostly the elderly, the innocent, and the defenceless, who never dreamed of something like this happening in their peaceful neighbourhoods and certainly not in their own safe homes. According to the myth, it was foreign gangs. Eastern Europeans, in particular, were blamed. But an analysis from the Danish National Police resulted in completely different figures. Most crimes were actually committed by young Danes. Quite often very young Danes.

         Roland thought it must be the crime scene he was looking at from the doorway. A lamp had fallen from the bedside table, and he glimpsed blood on the pillow behind the woman on the bed. She sat like a white plaster figure, petrified, staring into thin air. He judged her to be in her late fifties. The woman who spoke to Kurt Olsen appeared a little younger and had a sturdy appearance and rough features. A wide nose, glasses with oval lenses and mouse-brown hair. Wisps stuck out of a messy hairdo— probably tousled from sleep. Her voice was deep and hoarse, but that could have been due to anxiety or nervousness. He looked around the house and found forensic pathologist Henry Leander in the kitchen with a couple of technicians. They were taking pictures of a lifeless man lying on the floor in a distorted position. Yet another crime scene. Roland nodded a greeting that was silently answered by Leander, who rose from his kneeling position and looked at him with a serious expression.

         “What would you do if you were assaulted in the middle of the night in your own home? Go on the defence and protect your valuables or stand there?”

         Roland shrugged. It wasn’t exactly a situation he had considered.

         “Maybe there are no valuables worth fighting for.” Leander sighed, looking down at the man on the floor. Roland tried not to. Leander was right; nothing material was worth enough to make a person look like that.

         “What’s the cause of death?”

         “Internal bleeding after seemingly random blunt force trauma to the head and body. He tried to defend himself with his hands; his fingers are broken. The kneecaps are busted, too.” Henry Leander pulled off his white gloves with a swipe. “The autopsy may show more.”

         Kurt Olsen had spotted Roland and came towards him along with the sturdy-looking woman. Henry Leander quickly closed the door to the kitchen after the woman stretched her neck to see into the room. She looked nervously at the window when they heard ambulance sirens out in the dark. Shortly afterwards, two emergency responders with a stretcher knocked on the door. Olsen showed them into the bedroom and then turned to face Roland again.

         “I’m going to the hospital. Ella Geisler here is the nearest neighbour. Signe Hovgaard ran over to them to get help. See what you can get out of her,” Olsen whispered and disappeared through the open door and into the cold. Freezing temperatures filled the hallway as the battered woman was carried out to the waiting ambulance. Ella Geisler stood in the doorway, watching her neighbour, horror painted all over her face. The emergency responders quickly closed the doors once they’d pushed the stretcher into place and the ambulance took off at high speed down the road. Ella Geisler was wearing only a turquoise velour dressing gown, which she had quickly put on over her nightdress when she had been awakened in the middle of the night. But she didn’t seem to care about the cold. Maybe the slightly too-thick padding helped to keep her warm; Roland was freezing despite the coat and the extra kilos that many lunches and dinners had gifted him over Christmas and New Year’s. Gently, he pulled Ella Geisler inside, closed the door, and spoke softly to a technician about where they could sit without destroying evidence. The technician pointed to a room where they had finished but hadn’t found anything.

         “Imagine that this kind of thing happens?” mumbled Ella Geisler as she sat obediently in a leather chair after he asked her. He gave her a chequered wool blanket that lay over the armrest of the chair he sat in. She pulled the blanket around her with automatic movements as she continued to mumble incomprehensibly. In the living room next door were overturned chairs, pieces of broken glass, and shattered flowerpots—the soil had spilled out over a perhaps genuine Persian rug. A forensic technician was erecting little signs with numbers and taking pictures from several angles. There were obvious signs that Albert Hovgaard had fought for his life. Maybe they both had. Was it worth it? Roland asked himself again, getting up to close the door so they could talk undisturbed.

         “Can you tell me what happened here last night? Calmly.”

         She stopped mumbling, looked at him, and started shaking. “Signe woke us up. She was very scared. There was blood all over her face. It took a while for her to tell us what had happened. As you can see, she is completely distraught,” she began. Her eyes were large and startled, yet with a little glow of eagerness that most people display when revealing something sensational. There was sure to be a lot of talk over hedges for the next while.

         “What did she say happened?”

         “She was awakened by some commotion in the house, and when she opened her eyes, she was looking into the eyes of a man wearing a mask.”

         “A mask?”

         “Yes, only the eyes were visible. It may have been a balaclava. Isn’t that what they use?”

         “Who?”

         “Eastern Europeans.”

         “Did she say it was Eastern Europeans?”

         “Isn’t that always the case? They spoke a language Signe didn’t understand anyway. Russian maybe? There were three of them apparently—maybe four.” She pulled the blanket more closely around her and scowled at the closed door. Roland noticed through a south-facing window that an ambulance with tinted windows had arrived. Leander had probably ordered it to the back door so the body could be driven to the morgue without attracting too much attention. But unrest clearly could be heard from behind the door.

         “Then what happened?”

         She looked at him again and shook her head. “Seemingly, Albert got into a fight, and Signe ran over to us. We live right over there.”

         She turned and pointed to the window.

         “We? You and your husband?”

         “Yes, and our twins, Sam and Dorthe. They’re thirteen.”

         “Where are they now?”

         “They went out to look for the criminals; they may have left tracks in the snow.”

         Roland frowned. That wasn’t exactly what they needed at this point in the investigation.

         “You don’t have a way to get hold of them, do you? It’s not good that they are running around playing detectives.”

         “Sam and Dorthe have phones, but I don’t, so …”

         He took his mobile out of his pocket. “Do you remember their numbers?”

         “Not at the moment; I can’t even remember my own name.”

         Roland gave up. It was only a hope that enough evidence had been gathered inside the house. There usually was in these cases. And if there had been three or four burglars, it would be strange if none of them had left something.

         “Did Signe Hovgaard take part in the fight, too?”

         Ella wrung her hands under the blanket. “The man with the mask punched her in the face with his fist. If they’d discovered her running through the hedge and along the field road over to us, they probably would have followed and killed her. But they must have thought she had fainted … or was dead.”

         “So, you came over here immediately? Did you see the perpetrators?”

         “No, they were gone. We had to understand what Signe was shouting about first. When we came to help Albert, he was lying dead on the floor.” Ella Geisler hiccupped but held back the tears.

         “You didn’t notice anything unusual tonight? Parked cars or anything?” If it was Eastern Europeans, they usually operated with different tactics than Danish thieves. They often kept the chosen dwelling under observation for a long time, and it all proceeded without haste. Gangs were known to monitor their chosen targets for several days before striking when they thought the opportunity was best. They ate and slept in the vehicle all the while.

         “No, I didn’t notice anything. But we can’t see the road from our windows, so if they were parked there …”

         “Do you know if any items were taken? Was anything of value here?”

         “No, I don’t think so. We’re only poor farmers.” She forced a superficial smile.

         “It doesn’t look so poor out here!” He had noticed that everything was as new, from furniture to walls, windows, and the ceiling.

         “Their farm burned down a few years ago. The living room and kitchen almost burned to the ground. It was horrible. We feared for those who lived nearby. Fortunately, no one came to harm, and they rebuilt it with the insurance money. There was talk that they set fire to the farm themselves, and …” She fell silent. “Do you have more questions? I …”

         Roland shook his head. It had been an unusual night for everyone. He probably wouldn’t get more out of her now anyway. He hoped Olsen would have better luck at the hospital—that is, if he was even able to talk to Signe Hovgaard at all. When he was alone, he went out into the kitchen to the working technician. Henry Leander had gone back to the Institute of Forensic Medicine to examine the body more thoroughly under better conditions.

         The kitchen floor resembled the floor of a slaughterhouse. A forensic technician squatted down to gather small white lumps from a pool of blood with a pair of tweezers and carefully placed them in a bag. He lifted it up towards Roland and shook it. “One of them might be from the perp,” he said as if to explain the situation. Roland swallowed an extra time when he realised the white lumps were teeth. He quickly learned he was only a nuisance in the kitchen and looked around the other rooms instead. It was impossible to know whether anything had been stolen. Only Signe Hovgaard could determine that, but when he came to the office, which could be Albert Hovgaard’s study, he saw that the door to a solid metal cabinet was open. On the wall next to it hung a medal on a red-and-white-striped ribbon. He studied it more closely. Albert Hovgaard apparently had been a shooter. A pistol shooter. One of the tough ones who won gold medals. It wasn’t a safe, as Roland had first thought—it was a gun safe, in which such guns were legally required to be stored. It was empty. There was no ammunition, either. Had the thieves managed to find the key, or had they forced the owner to hand it over or unlock it? The standard pistol in most gun clubs was a .22 calibre, he knew, but perhaps Albert Hovgaard had other and maybe even more powerful weapons. Was that the burglars’ target? Did they know about the safe? So, there were armed killers on the run. He suddenly felt absolutely exhausted. In three hours, he was due to be at the police station; it was hardly worth leaving and going back to bed again.

      
   


   
      
         
            3
      

         

         A
         nne Larsen angrily shut down the laptop by slamming it with a bang. Even today there was nothing. It was hopeless! She had dreamed of a weekday without work and obligations for so long, like in her teenage years when she spent her time on demonstrations, occupying empty houses, and on being a left-wing activist in Nørrebro in the fight for justice. Now she was bored because she couldn’t take the bike and ride into the office. My, how times had changed. Completely changed!

         Really, she knew full well that it couldn’t keep going like this. When the financial crisis warning hit on top of an already challenging time for the newspaper industry, there wasn’t much to do. The crisis came rolling across the Atlantic from the United States without anyone or anything being able to stop it—like everything else—McDonald’s, hip-hop, roller skates, and skateboards. When it went bad “across the pond,” it certainly contaminated Europe, too. At least, that’s how it sounded in the media according to journalists, financiers, economists, futurists, and other doomsday soothsayers. In the aftermath, they were blamed for writing the agenda of the financial crisis with a self-reinforcing lack of confidence in the future. But it was a hot topic. It sold newspapers. Everyone wanted to know how tomorrow would look. With the housing market, the banks, the stock markets—the labour market. Maybe they did inflate the crisis, maybe they didn’t. But how many places of work had been lost? Banks had foreclosed on people and many employees had been made redundant. Had they been so exaggerated? And the worst was yet to come, they predicted.

         Editor Ivan Thygesen’s voice had shaken when he informed them that the paper was closing. He was very moved; she had never seen him like that before. He was planning to take early retirement, but he had worked in the newspaper business all his life—day and night—hours of writing and disseminating the news, barely taking a holiday or finding time to nuture a hobby for his retirement. So, what would he do when his work life was over?

         Kamilla was the luckiest. She hadn’t been herself after her mother’s funeral last October. She’d suddenly resigned because she had got a job as an advertising photographer in a photo studio on Nørregade. That was what she was trained as—not as a press photographer, she had argued against all their protests. She would be working with two other photographers, and Anne could well understand her choice, though she was disappointed that Kamilla was leaving. Leaving her. They had become friends who stuck together and supported each other in everything. But there was something that Kamilla hadn’t been open about. Something had happened at that funeral in autumn that had changed her and that she wouldn’t talk about. Not even with her. It hurt that Kamilla didn’t reciprocate, considering how much Anne had confided in her. But maybe it was due to everything Kamilla had been through. It naturally made you afraid of trusting and opening up too much. So, she had left before the financial crisis and the tumult really took hold. But they would have been separated from each other anyway, given how things were. It had only been a few months. The Daily News was shut down and she was out of work. For the next six months, she would be on her own and had to find another job herself; that’s what they had told her at the unemployment insurance fund, which she was fortunate to be a member of through the Danish Union of Journalists. After the six months, she would receive an activation offer from the Jobcentre. But if she was unlucky enough not to find work—and she now strongly doubted she would—she would consider retraining or further education. For what, she didn’t know, but it would certainly be something to do with communication, even though the powers that be warned that the coming years would be even harsher for the traditional media—almost brutal—and that the media industry would be halved within four years. Many laid-off journalists had switched to completely different industries to avoid the uncertainty. Some had become taxi drivers, others were consultants in companies, and a few even had changed fields completely—but where could anyone feel safe?

         She had gone down to the kiosk around the corner to buy a few newspapers. Some of those still remained after all. Newspaper corporations had acquired each other. Unfortunately, no one had bought the Daily News. A small local rag full of ads. As far as she knew, Thygesen had been to a few meetings, but it had never led to a sale that might have saved them. Soon, probably only one printed newspaper would be left to cover the entire country—until it, too, succumbed to the digital world.

         She flipped slowly through the newspaper as she skimmed the columns. Christenings, weddings, anniversaries, and obituaries on the same page. An overview of life’s phases. She cast a quick glance at the stack of old copies of the Daily News on the floor. Suddenly, she found the layout very oldfashioned in comparison to the newspapers on the table. Other editors had redesigned their newspapers during the crisis in the battle for readers. Was that the only thing they had done wrong? That they hadn’t gone for a revamp? Should she have suggested that Thygesen contact Danny Cramer’s advertising agency and ask for help with new, young designs and a more modern colour palette? Would it have helped? Probably not, and how would it have affected Kamilla that Danny was involved—she would definitely have resigned as soon as she’d heard. But the Daily News was old-fashioned. With time, newspapers would be a piece of nostalgia for her. She had kept the ones with her greatest journalistic triumphs. Like the Gitte murder in the Doll Child Case and the Bog Case last autumn. Creepy murder cases she still hadn’t shaken off. But how can I live without crime? Should she become a private detective? She smiled at the thought of the job postings she’d found on the East Jutland Police website when she’d been nosing around. They were looking for students specialising in public administration or finance. Unfortunately, she specialised in nothing other than journalism, otherwise she would have applied for the positions. Roland Benito would surely have raised an eyebrow if she was hired. They were also looking for police officers—maybe that was a better job for her. Unfortunately, it would take her too long to be trained up and ready to work at the police station in Aarhus. Benito would tear his hair out! He must feel relieved now that she could no longer interfere in his work. She swallowed a lump when she realised she was actually going to miss him. How was she supposed to be able to manage without her job?

         When the day’s job opportunities had been researched in vain both online and in the printed newspapers, Anne made a pot of coffee and lit a cigarette. She sat down on the sofa and stared out the window. The frost had adorned a pane with pretty ice flowers that the sun was beginning to melt. Shouldn’t she just be happy that she didn’t have to be wrapped in a thick coat, mittens, scarf, and hat and be out in the cold to get to work? The bike paths probably weren’t cleared, either, and the snowplough had most likely just thrown the snow from the road into them so cars and buses could get past. So, she’d have to take the car, and the old yellow Lada was down in the yard covered in ice and snow and was guaranteed not to start. Such hassle to get work—if she hadn’t been made redundant. She smiled sarcastically and tapped ash off the cigarette. And there were probably those from the paper who felt worse than her. Mads Dam, for example, their ineffective sports journalist, who spent more time at the pub than at the football pitch. Would he end up drinking? Her colleague Britt would probably find work given the bosom she was equipped with. She could easily get a job at a nightclub or in a bar. She could get beers for Mads Dam. Anne smiled bitterly again. And Thygesen—what would become of him when he could no longer get upset over little things at the office and scold her to high heaven? Would it hurt his wife, so a divorce would be the next tragedy? Such a fate! She wanted to call Kamilla and hear how things were going in the new job. They hadn’t seen each other since she’d left. So much had happened. They hadn’t actually talked very much since Kamilla’s mother’s funeral, which had taken a heavy toll on her, despite her saying she hadn’t been overly attached to her mum. Just as Anne wasn’t to her own mother. Maybe she was no longer alive, either. Who would tell her if she wasn’t? I don’t care either way. She put out the cigarette butt hard in the ashtray and took a sip of the hot coffee. She couldn’t bring herself to call Kamilla. It could wait until she had found a job, so she had some good news, and so she wouldn’t have to admit that she was still unemployed. She was lost in her thoughts and heard only a faint chime, as if someone didn’t dare to press the button on the doorbell all the way. But when the bell rang again, she heard it and almost spilled the coffee in fright. Her thoughts had wandered to her stepfather, Torsten. He always set her nerves on edge.

         “Yes, yes, yes!” she mumbled, annoyed, and got up when the doorbell rang again. When she finally opened it, she saw a small woman who had apparently given up and was on her way down the stairs. She immediately turned around when she heard the door open. She had shoulder-length wavy grey hair gathered in a ponytail with a bobbin. Her shoulders hung, one more than the other due to a huge bag with a worn strap that was weighing it down further. Her mouth was surrounded by fine lines that revealed the habits of a heavy smoker. The bags and the dark shadows under her eyes could also indicate a penchant for alcohol—maybe even drugs. But she was in a beautiful coat with a fur collar, and you could see she cared for her appearance, as best she could. A layer of blush was just a shade too red, so it looked like someone had given her a few slaps rather than natural rosy cheeks, and the lipstick leaked out into the wrinkles around her mouth. The blue eye shadow wasn’t applied too well, either. But when Anne looked into the tired grey eyes, a strange sensation hit her chest. They reminded her of something she couldn’t put into words.

         “Yes?” Anne said dismissively, expecting a copy of The Watchtower to be handed to her. But the woman turned around with a cautious smile and seemed to want to embrace her as she made her way back up the stairs. She stopped herself, but her voice was mushy. “Anne?”

         Anne nodded, perplexed. It was on the nameplate on the door, so why ask? But there was also too much emotion in the word to be just a question.

         “I hardly recognised you. Only the scar, that …” The woman reached out, wanting to touch her eyebrows, and as if in a flashback, Anne saw Torsten’s hand that night, when he had surprised her here in the apartment. He had also wanted to touch the scar. It was thanks to Roland Benito that she had survived. She grabbed the woman’s slender wrist hard before the hand managed to touch her.

         “Who are you?” Anne’s voice sounded like a hiss, for deep down she knew well who the woman had to be. She recognised the eyes, so the feeling she had in her chest had to be hatred.

         “Can I come in for a moment, little Annie? It’s been so long …”

         Now, she was sure. She was the only one who called her Annie, and it was said as if she couldn’t bear to pronounce her actual name. The very distinctive Nørrebro accent wasn’t to be mistaken, either.

         “So long that it’s too late,” Anne interrupted, her voice cold as ice. “Why are you here? What do you want?”

         “I can answer all that if you let me in. Is that coffee I smell?” She inhaled the scent from the kitchen, her nostrils dilating.

         “We don’t have anything to talk about!”

         The grey eyes bore into her. His eyes were full of remorse and despair. It was like looking in the mirror. The same grey-blue colour and the same slightly sleepy expression due to large eyelids that were made beautiful with eye shadow—if you knew how to apply it correctly, that is.

         “Okay then, come in for a moment,” she said reluctantly. “But I’m busy,” she hastened to add, trying to make her voice sound authoritative. What was she doing here? Why was she seeking her out after all these years? She could enter as long as Torsten wasn’t with her. Just to be sure, Anne looked down the stairs before closing and locking the door. No, he was still behind bars. Unless he’d been released on probation again.

         Nervous, the woman looked around the apartment. She didn’t seem to dare to sit on the furniture.

         “Just sit down, Mum,” Anne said, putting another mug on the table. Her mother looked at her quickly—even she was startled to hear the word come out of Anne’s mouth. So surprisingly easy to say it again, but it was hard to say it without anger. She had just never called her anything else; Rose Teresa Larsen didn’t suit her. Mum didn’t really, either.

         Rose sat down while her eyes kept inspecting all of Anne’s things.

         “You’ve done so well, Annie. Became a well-known journalist with a permanent job and a good salary. Your own apartment. Furniture and lots of nice things.” Her gaze stopped abruptly at a picture on the bookshelf. She gave a faint smile. “You still have a picture of Dad out, I see.”

         “What do you want? I haven’t seen or heard from you in what—yeah, it must be—thirteen, fourteen years? And then you suddenly show up here one morning—unannounced!”

         Rose looked at her daughter for a long time. “You were only fourteen years old, yes. I remember it so clearly.” Her gaze flickered, and she hurried to take out a crumpled packet of cigarettes from her pocket. “I’m sorry for what happened between you and Torsten; I wanted to …”

         “To what? What did you want to? Would you have helped me? No, you bloody well wouldn’t. You only thought of the four boys—his offspring. They meant more to you than your own daughter!”

         “No, Annie. That’s not true! Of course you were most important. But you were so …” She scrutinised her daughter. “You have changed a lot. In fact, it’s only your unruly black hair that looks like itself. Back then you were a wandering pin cushion with studs everywhere and heavy black make-up and clothes; you looked awful.” She laughed hoarsely and concentrated on lighting the cigarette. The lighter clicked a few times before she succeeded.

         Anne stared at her in anger.

         “And no one understood us! You understood fuck all!” She lit a cigarette, too, her hand shaking. “We fought for justice. But how could I demand justice in the world when my stepfather turned out to be a mean drug dealer and murderer, and my mother supported him in that!”

         Rose fidgeted nervously with her sleeve; her eyes turned to the almost melted ice crystals on the window. She hadn’t taken off her coat, and Anne didn’t ask her to—she would be going again soon.

         “You’ve probably been following what’s happening in Nørrebro nowadays, no? So, do you call that justice?” Her mother looked at her again. “We can barely walk on the streets without fear of being hit by a stray bullet from fighting gangs. There is something to fight for in Nørrebro nowadays if you want justice. There wasn’t back then. The union vote and—a youth centre!” She snorted the words out of both nostrils along with the smoke.

         That’s how she knew her mother. Anne had never done anything good enough in her eyes. And she was the one who had run away from home without saying where she was staying. But had her mother ever looked for her? Had she tried to find her at all? She could have been dead. Murdered!

         “How did you really find me? You didn’t try to find me then!” she asked aloofly.

         “It was Torsten, sweetie. He told me it was best I let you be. That you were living your own life.”

         “Okay—as a fourteen-year-old?” Anne raised an eyebrow reproachfully and shook her head disapprovingly. “And you’ve always listened to Torsten. Do you know that he found me when he was released on parole?” She looked directly at the little woman who seemed to be growing smaller under her gaze.

         “No, he didn’t say. I don’t visit him that often anymore. I can’t stand going to that prison. He didn’t hurt you, did he?” She sounded genuinely worried.

         “I survived, like I always have without your help—and with a few extra scars to remind me.”

         “You have to understand that I couldn’t intervene when he hit you. He would have killed me. You know that!”

         “If only he contented himself with just hitting me. You could have moved away from him, Mum! Why didn’t we just move?” There were tears in the voice of the little girl from back then, who sat begging her mother to move without her listening. She wasn’t listening now, either. Rose picked up an edition of the Daily News from the stack on the floor and flipped through it randomly. “So that’s the newspaper you make,” she said, motherly pride in her voice.

         “I don’t make it. There are a few articles in it that I wrote.” The change of subject suited her. She would rather not talk about or think about the past and Torsten.

         “You must earn plenty to be able to afford to live here. I’ve moved to a small one-bed apartment in Nørrebro. Couldn’t afford anything else; the old one was renovated, and the rent increased to more than double. The other one is cheap, but it’s old.” She sighed and laid the cigarette on the edge of the ashtray as she flipped through the paper. Anne wondered what had become of her stepsiblings, but she didn’t ask. Didn’t really want to know.

         “Do you have a job?” she asked instead.

         “No, what can I do? Fuck all. I don’t have your abilities. But, fortunately, we live in a country that takes care of ‘the weak,’ even though it can be hard to be in the system. They demand so much of us today; it gets worse and worse, and the money is less and less.” She had reached the last page. She threw the newspaper back onto the stack indifferently. Anne sat uneasily in her chair. She was never going to end up like her mother—that was for sure. But was that where she was headed? The social inheritance—was that strongest anyway?

         “You look a lot like your father. You have his jet-black hair.” Rose looked at the picture of her deceased husband again. There was a small, loving smile on her wrinkled mouth; it softened her features. Suddenly, Anne could see that her mother had probably been pretty once.

         “You haven’t said much about him,” she said reproachfully. “I don’t even know how he died.”

         Rose kept looking at the picture as if she were talking to it and not to Anne.

         “Jonas was a good person. He was a truck driver and drove to Denmark for various companies. I met him when I was working at a motorway café. He always came in and ordered a chicken sandwich and a cup of coffee from me.”

         “He drove to Denmark—from where?”

         “Lithuania. His name was Jonas Maldeikis.”

         “Was Dad Lithuanian!?” Anne couldn’t hide her amazement.

         Rose nodded. “We chose not to give you his conspicuous surname. He was a true communist.”

         “How did he die?”

         “A car accident. A solo accident at the Polish border. You had just turned two.”

         “Why did you never tell me?”

         Rose shrugged. “What good would it have done? You were so young. The year after, I met Torsten, who was supposed to be your father instead. But you never accepted him. Then you ran away. You didn’t give him a chance.”

         “Just stop!” Anne began to take the mugs off the table in fury. Her brain tumbled with the news that she had Lithuanian blood in her veins and unknown family over there. Would it mean something for her future? Could she use it for anything at all? She still hadn’t figured out the purpose of her mother’s visit, but she realised it before she made it out to the kitchen with the empty mugs.

         “I don’t suppose I could stay for a few days, Annie. It’s so unsafe in Nørrebro, I dare not be alone, and—I only have you.”
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         H
         enry Leander was right in his assumption about the cause of death. The autopsy hadn’t revealed much more than the post-mortem examination. Albert Hovgaard had been brutally and ruthlessly beaten to death.

         Roland leaned back in his chair. He hadn’t slept for the few hours that had been available. He hadn’t wanted to wake Irene by crawling into bed with her again as cold as he was, so he had lain down on the sofa in the living room where Angolo had immediately found him. Now six months old, the cute puppy-dog look was starting to leave him; you could see what a handsome German Shepherd he was becoming. Roland had fought hard against Irene’s desire for him to become a dog handler, so the Canine Unit training had been abandoned. Irene still took Angolo to obedience classes, and the dog’s behaviour was faultless—especially when Irene gave the commands—and he had immediately lain down on the floor next to the couch when Roland had authoritatively said sit! Cousin Salvatore liked Angolo, too, and he loved coming to training. He had been allowed to stay for Christmas and New Year. Aunt Giovanna was delighted to give him permission. She was the one who had insisted on Salvatore staying with them in Denmark. The aim of which, Roland tried not to think about. He hadn’t got very far with that mission. Salvatore wasn’t easy to talk to. Such was the way with fifteen-year-old boys who thought they were adults and knew everything. You couldn’t teach them anything. But he seemed to have settled in and didn’t question why he’d suddenly been sent on “holiday” to the cold North, so Roland had dropped it for the time being. Now the snow had come. Lots of snow. More than Salvatore had ever seen in Naples. He enjoyed it. Maybe they’d never get rid of him—that was often the case with family. He smiled tiredly. It was a pleasure to have him staying with them. It had refreshed his mother tongue; he spoke almost as fluent Italian as Salvatore, who resembled Roland so much. Same black eyes, same annoying curl on the right side that always made the hair fall onto his forehead. They had inherited it from Roland’s paternal side. The memory of his father niggled away at the guilty conscience deep within him. It had been reduced a little by being able to help the family now. He wouldn’t have been able to do that if his mother hadn’t fled with him to Denmark when La Camorra killed his father. And it was Italy, and Naples especially, that Salvatore needed to get away from. “The System”—what the mafia in Naples calls itself.

         His thoughts took on a life of their own that he explained away by his fatigue. He could barely concentrate on even the most basic things, despite having filled himself with tar-like coffee since getting to the station at eight o’clock. He came to abruptly when there was a loud knock on the door and DS Kim Ansager entered. He had developed an unpleasant habit of knocking and bursting in without waiting for an answer. So why even bother to knock? He remained standing in the doorway, hanging by his arms like a monkey. Making a monkey spectacle of himself, more like. He pushed his vintage black specs, which had gained an almost cult-like status in the fashion industry, into place on his nose with one finger and already seemed to be on his way out again. Obviously, only a brief message. There was not much time for chit-chat anymore. The financial crisis was affecting the police station, too. Times of crisis make creativity flourish among those who lose their jobs, he had read in the newspaper, but some also choose criminal creativity to get by. The number of burglaries and robberies was rising sharply.

         “Forensics have matched the fingerprints with two other unsolved burglaries in East Jutland. They ran them through the Automated Fingerprint Identification System database but hadn’t found a match there. The perps were apparently new to the criminal scene. Not previously suspected, or sentenced, at least.”

         “No, not here in Denmark. Have they tried Interpol?”

         Ansager shrugged. “I assume so.”

         “Assume so! This is about murder. It’s not just an insignificant home robbery. I hope you made them aware of that!”

         Annoyed, Kim nodded. “Of course I did. Do you not think you should go home and get some sleep; you sound so …”

         “Has no one got in touch about the car? The thieves must have arrived in a vehicle; they were hardly on foot in this weather.”

         “Maybe they skied!”

         “Seriously, Kim!”

         “But there was no evidence of car tyres or any other vehicles. It snowed heavily all night and this morning, and we can’t send out an APB for a car that we don’t know. Olsen has told the press that they are welcome to call for witnesses and people to contact us if they saw or heard anything suspicious on Monday night.”

         “Okay. That’s good coming from Olsen.”

         Kim suddenly smiled. “By the way, have you heard that the Daily News has gone belly-up? That’s one annoying journalist less.” He laughed, hovering, and was gone again.

         Roland closed his eyes. God, he needed to sleep. They probably shouldn’t be complaining about the financial crisis. It gave them more work, but many others hadn’t made it. Small- and medium-sized enterprises, where banks had suddenly cut off their overdraft facility despite the government’s financial package that was supposed to prevent it. And now the Daily News had apparently also succumbed. Anne Larsen was no longer a nuisance. He had wondered where she was on the night of the murder. She used to show up before them like she could smell blood. Vampires did that. He smiled grimly at the comparison. First came the joy and relief, then another feeling. Worry? She had been bloody irritating—to put it mildly—they’d had plenty of clashes that had occasionally shed new light on the investigation and in solving it. Would he miss her? He got up and put on a jumper. No, of course he wouldn’t.

         The snow piled halfway up on the window, changing the light in the office to a soft, subdued glow. Winter really had arrived in Denmark. Just looking out turned his bones to ice; he put on his sheepskin coat and gloves and wrapped the scarf around his neck three times. Talking with the locals in the area couldn’t be postponed any longer. Someone must have noticed a vehicle, and it was about getting to them while a detailed description was still fresh in their memory so they could move on with the search. The getaway car would be a good start. Getting out into the country would probably freshen him up a bit, too.
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         T
         he man outside the door didn’t seem to belong under these cold skies. He looked wrong in the white snow, but Gunda Hansen could easily see that it wasn’t just a case of too much sunbed, which most city dwellers were in favour of despite all the experts warning about the danger of skin cancer. His southern European features were evident. He wasn’t very tall, his hair was almost as black as his eyes, and his voice was deep and mature but pleasant and without an accent.

         “Gunda Hansen?”

         “Yes.”

         He showed her his badge; she had to come a little closer to decipher it. She hadn’t brought her glasses with her when the doorbell rang. A sock got wet as she stepped out on the front steps.

         “Detective Inspector Roland Benito. May I come into the warmth for a moment?” he asked with a friendly but tired smile and a quick glance at her wet sock.

         “We didn’t see or hear any of what happened last night, so …” She wanted to close the door again, but Roland managed to put a hand against it, and the look he sent her was not to be misunderstood.

         “We have to talk to all the neighbours, even if they didn’t see or hear anything. So, now I’m starting with you, as you live closest to the road.”

         Gunda opened the door and glanced around outside before closing the door again. But as usual, there was nothing to see. She took off her socks and stuffed her cold feet into a pair of sheepskin slippers.

         “Is your husband in the stable?” asked Roland, taking off his coat, gloves, and scarf as if he were expecting to stay for a while. Gunda sat down at the kitchen table that was still full of used cups and plates from breakfast. The cheese stank and mixed with the smell of cow from the utility room—probably not the aroma the inspector was used to being surrounded by. How did it smell at a police station? She had no idea, but Roland Benito didn’t seem to be bothered, though he did hang his coat over the chair instead of in the utility room. He sat down in front of her and nodded an affirmative to coffee. She took a clean mug from the cupboard and started pouring him a cup.

         “He should be in soon for his morning coffee. Like I said, we didn’t hear anything last night.” Before she managed to finish pouring the coffee, the back door in the utility room slammed and the cold penetrated the kitchen. She shivered. Had it been cold at Signe and Albert’s, too, when the killers broke in last night? When you sleep, you don’t feel it like that, do you? She poured some coffee into Thorkild’s used cup and got up to cut more bread. He was in the utility room for a while. The tap was running for a long time out there. He probably hadn’t seen or heard the car in the yard and didn’t know about the nice visit they were having. He was also surprised when he discovered the strange, dark man in his kitchen. The inspector stood up politely, held out his hand, and introduced himself. Thorkild reciprocated the handshake, and his grimace told Gunda that he didn’t like having the police in the house, either. The neighbours would talk, and their home wasn’t like on the farm at the very end of the road, where the young people lived in a collective. A couple of them came from Copenhagen, she’d heard. A patrol car had often passed by. Maybe it was them? Could one of them have killed Albert?

         Thorkild sat down and spread a thick layer of butter on a slice of Vienna bread and then put an even thicker slice of cheese over that. Their guest had declined the offer of food with the apology that he’d just eaten.

         “So, you didn’t see or hear anything unusual last night, I understand?” Roland looked at Thorkild and took a mouthful of coffee. He also seemed to need something to refresh him. He was probably the one who had come to the area last night. Ella had mentioned something about a police officer who had questioned her hard.

         “I think you should talk to them up in the collective, don’t you think so, Thorkild?”

         “The collective! Why?”

         “Those young people don’t always behave according to the law. The police have been there several times.”

         Roland Benito didn’t seem surprised. “Yes, we know a little about them, and of course we will talk to them, too, but right now we urgently need to find a vehicle. You didn’t notice any parked cars?”

         “But, if it is them up there, then they were on foot, and there would be no car.” She was absolutely convinced she was right. There were some bad apples in that bunch, though a few of the girls seemed very sweet. In fact, one of them reminded her of herself as a young woman. Flower power. Make love, not war.

         Roland said, “It could be a car that was parked here for a long time.” An annoyed think carefully now lay in his words, and suddenly Gunda looked at Thorkild.

         “We haven’t seen anything,” he said sternly, staring back at her.

         “But you saw the strange car by the road last night. Don’t you remember that?” She turned to look into the inspector’s friendly brown eyes. She knew well Thorkild would rather not be involved in anything that had to do with the police, but now it was about the death of a neighbour. Albert, but still. It could have been them; they lived closest to the road and were the most obvious target as such, and she had always had a good relationship with Signe. They had far more in common than she had with any of the other neighbouring wives. But it wasn’t something they talked about.

         “Strange how? What car was it?”

         “It was hard to see,” Thorkild replied measuredly.

         “It was white, you said,” she helped him along.

         Thorkild looked at her again and then at Roland.

         “Yes, it was white. An older model. Could have been an Opel Kadett Caravan, but I’m not sure. It was dark outside. And if you’re going to ask for the registration, I didn’t see it.” He took a bite of the bread and cheese.

         “But the strange thing is that it’d been there for a long time, and up there between the trees isn’t a place people usually park,” Gunda added. “How long was it parked for?”

         Thorkild finished chewing. “Have no idea. I noticed it in the afternoon as I was walking over to the barn. When I finished milking, it was still there.”

         “And what time was that?”

         Bewildered, Thorkild looked at Gunda. “What time was it when I came in? You were making the evening coffee.”

         “It was probably nine—half past nine when I made coffee. I was listening to the late news on the radio as I was making it.”

         “But it was still there then?”

         Thorkild nodded and took a deep breath; it looked as if he had suddenly surrendered. “I got up for a piss around midnight. I looked out the window from the bathroom. In the gable end. From there, there’s a good view of the road, and the car was still there. It was difficult to see it in the dark, but there’s a streetlamp, so I could clearly see the outline of the car because I knew it was parked there.”

         “And you didn’t think to tell us that after what happened?”

         “We thought it was someone who’d got stuck in the snowdrifts and left the car,” muttered Thorkild.

         Roland got up and put on his coat. “I would like you to come with me and show me exactly where the car was parked,” he said firmly as he wrapped the scarf around his neck. Thorkild reluctantly went out into the utility room and put on his coat.

         “Do you think it’s one of those Eastern European gangs doing all these burglaries around here?” Gunda asked, hearing the fear in her voice.

         “We’re not making any assumptions or ruling anything out yet.”

         “So, you’re going to talk to them up in the collective—and the other neighbours?”

         She started clearing the table to get ready for lunch.

         “Yes, we’ll get to around to everyone,” promised the inspector, shaking hands in farewell. He seemed to have recovered a little after being in the country.
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A nne hadn’t even reached the first step of the stairs when she noticed the loud voices and smell of cigarettes spreading throughout the stairwell. It sounded like a party was being held in one of the apartments. Strange, it was always so quiet and calm here. Most of the residents were elderly people whose urge for wild parties had long since come to an end. Her frightened suspicions were confirmed when she reached the next landing and the neighbour below her suddenly stepped out of her door, as if she’d been waiting for Anne.

“Someone is having a party in your apartment,” she whispered. She was a skinny little lady in her seventies with white permed hair who always wore a black skirt and a blouse with a pattern of little flowers. Her eyes looked at her through thick lenses that made them unnaturally large in a comical way. Anne had had words with her before. She complained about everything. Visitors’ shoes outside the door in the stairwell. If someone had forgotten their turn to mop the stairs or hadn’t done it well enough. If some residents’ grandchildren were playing and making noise on the stairs. Anything that could disturb the old bag’s fine sense of hearing and her feelings. Initially, the old lady had annoyed Anne no end, but then she had realised that it actually was very handy to have someone who kept an eye on all the goings-on. As was always the case with herd animals. There had to be a leader, a chief. Most often it was a male, but the men in this herd didn’t have the courage to stand up to this woman.

“I am very sorry, Mrs. Jansen. My mother is staying with me. I’ll have a serious word with her.”

“Your mother! Shouldn’t she be old enough to know that such behaviour is unacceptable in our building?”

Anne took a deep breath and tried to control herself. But it was her mother she was furious with because the old bag was right. She smiled smoothly. “As far as I can tell, they’re just having fun—though a little loudly.” At the same time, she wondered who might be visiting, whose company would amuse her mother so much.

“Yes, now they are, but you should have heard them this morning. Clinking bottles and shouting in a language I don’t know. If that’s some of those coloureds visiting you, then …”

Anne was just about to remind Mrs. Jansen that the world’s most powerful man was Black when there came a loud noise and roaring laughter coming down from the apartment.

“Excuse me,” she mumbled, taking the last stairs two at a time.

“What the hell is going on here?” Anne shouted, slamming the door with a bang. Mrs. Jansen could certainly hear that, too; she was probably standing down in her ugly wallpapered entrance, smiling triumphantly. The coffee table was full of empty beer bottles, and a fragile glass ashtray seemed to crack under the weight of all the cigarette butts pressed into it. Ash was scattered across the table, probably because they were no longer in a state to be able to hit the target of the ashtray. There were six people in the cramped living room. On the bright two-person sofa sat Rose in a red velour lounge suit along with two young men who had squeezed in beside her. Another was sitting in the armchair with a bottle of beer balancing on one of the armrests. The last two, still wearing coats, were sitting on the floor. There was immediate silence, and Rose, in the middle of a heavy drag of a cigarette, inhaled deeply and smiled crookedly as the smoke seeped out between her lips, which had no colour today. She hadn’t taken the trouble to look even just a little bit presentable. Maybe she’d still been in bed when the men had called. She was still asleep when Anne had gone to the job interview that morning, and she spotted the duvet and pillow lying on the floor behind the sofa.

“Sorry, are we making too much noise?” Rose snorted. “Do you want a beer?” She rummaged in the box on the floor next to the couch.

“No, I don’t want a beer! And the party stops now! What in the world were you thinking? Who are they?” She pointed towards the young men who looked at her in horror.

“But, little Annie, we’ll try to be quiet!” She said something to the boys that Anne didn’t understand. They smiled and nodded at her. One of them got up from the floor and offered Anne his hand in greeting—he wanted to say something—but Anne crossed her arms and looked accusingly at her mother.

“I was just telling them who you are.” She smiled uncertainly. If she hadn’t been so drunk, she would probably have understood the situation better.

“Out!” shouted Anne, turning towards the door like a weathervane in a strong wind. “Pack up and get out of here!” She held the door wide open.

Her mother looked at her uneasily and said something to the young men in a serious tone. Only one of them laughed and shook his head—the most intoxicated of them—the others walked, heads down, out the door.

“Take your shit with you!” she was shouting again, pointing at the empty bottles that were lying all over the place like a hurricane had determined where they were to end up. The last young man quickly gathered up the bottles and put them in the box. He didn’t look at Anne as he walked past her and out the door; she slammed it hard before he’d made it completely through, making him almost drop the beer crate down the stairwell.
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