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This novel is pure fiction. The author’s representation of some aspects of science is thus an artistic interpretation of the subject.




CHAPTER 1

It was Thursday, 18 March 2010, and still dark on Skovvej in Humlebæk. Deputy Chief Superintendent Søren Marhauge was woken up by his girlfriend, Anna, talking to him. She was sitting, fully dressed, on the edge of their bed with her bag slung across her chest and her short, dark hair in damp disarray as if she had just stepped out of the shower.

‘Eh?’ he grunted, still half asleep.

The night before they had both been reading in bed, but Anna had switched off her light first. Søren had assumed that she must be asleep until her eyes snapped open and she announced that his light was bothering her. He had switched it off ostentatiously and a foul mood had descended on the bedroom. From then on Søren’s irritation had kept him wide awake while Anna had lain so still that it was obvious she was not asleep either.

Finally he had said, ‘Did you have to sound quite so pissed off?’ Whereupon Anna had launched into an angry tirade. He hadn’t bothered listening properly to what she had said. A few minutes later, he had pulled off the duvet, grabbed her wrist and stuck his tongue between her legs. That was how their arguments usually ended.

He must have fallen asleep straight afterwards, dammit. They never had time to savour their stellar moments.

‘I couldn’t sleep,’ Anna said, in the morning darkness. ‘Please would you take Lily to nursery today? The deadline for my funding application is in two weeks and I can’t get it out of my mind. I want to go to the faculty and write it up. Is that OK? I’ll cycle to the station and catch the train. Please would you also pick Lily up, cook dinner and put her to bed? I know it’s my turn, only I’d really like to be able to work late, with Anders T., if need be. So that we can crack that application. Do you mind?’

‘Don’t you ever draw breath?’ Søren muttered, and pulled the duvet over his head. ‘But, yes, I’ll take Lily to nursery. And pick her up. And cook dinner. And everything else.’

‘Thank you.’ Anna quickly hugged him through the duvet. ‘See you tonight. It’ll be late.’

Shortly afterwards he heard the front door slam.

*

Across the passage Anna’s daughter, Lily, was asleep in her natural-history bedroom. She had pictures of animals on the walls and, on the shelves, Plexiglas boxes with her findings: seven spotted eggshells, four feathers, thirty-two brown pine cones, moss dried out around the edges, piles of various leaves, a scrap of fur she had felt sorry for and three small rodent skeletons that were her prized possessions and displayed on cotton wool. When she grew up, Lily wanted to be a biologist, just like her mother.

Lily was five years old and the apple of Søren’s eye. In the evening her soft, tiny hand would stroke the velvety patch at the top of his ears while he read aloud to her from natural-history books for children. With her other hand, she would point to the illustrations and explain to him how to tell the seagulls apart.

Lily and Søren had lived in the same house for a year now and everything in the garden was rosy. When he fetched her from nursery, Søren could pick out the colour of her snowsuit in a sea of other snowsuits at a distance of thirty metres. The children would flock around his legs when he opened the gate and he would reach down into the crowd, lift her up and she would hug him as hard as she could. ‘My Søren,’ she would say, as if he had rescued her from a frothing sea.

Lily called Søren Søren. After all, he wasn’t her real dad: that was another man. Who was an idiot.

‘You’re jealous,’ Anna would invariably remark, when Thomas, Lily’s biological father, came to fetch Lily. Søren had stopped trying to deny it. Thomas was a doctor at Karolinska University Hospital in Stockholm and would say, ‘Hello, hello,’ when he turned up, as if visiting Lily was merely an extension of his rounds. What Anna had ever seen in him was beyond Søren. She had told Søren about her previous relationship and how Thomas, shortly after Lily’s first Christmas, had dropped the happy-family project like a rotten plum and moved to Sweden, but Søren had never learned exactly what had gone wrong. Anna had only said that Thomas had got cold feet. It turned out family life wasn’t his thing after all.

For a long time after Søren and Anna had got together, Thomas had not been a part of their life and Søren had been overjoyed. Several of his colleagues at Bellahøj Police Station had stepfamilies and they said it could be tricky. Not only in practical terms when it came to planning holidays, but also emotionally. Whose rules applied and who was in charge? And when new children arrived, the situation became extra complicated. Søren used to think he had been lucky with his package. When he had met Anna, Lily had been barely three; she hadn’t seen her father for the last two years and winning her heart had been easy. However, shortly after Anna and Lily had moved into Søren’s house in Humlebæk, Thomas was back on the scene. He was still living in Stockholm, now with his new wife and their baby, and would visit Copenhagen every three months where he would spend a long Saturday with Lily.

A very long Saturday.

Every time Thomas pulled up in front of the house, Søren would go outside and make small talk while Anna helped Lily get dressed. Lily would then, ignoring Søren, make a beeline for Thomas, shouting, ‘Hi, Daddy,’ and although Søren had noticed that Thomas never featured in Lily’s drawings, he still had to bite his tongue as she dashed right past him with her SpongeBob SquarePants rucksack on her back and her greasy cuddly toy, Bloppen, dangling from her right hand and threw herself into the arms of her real dad. Søren never looked at Thomas when Lily hugged him; instead, he would stare at the hunched profile of the beech trees at the bottom of the garden where the woods began. Even so, he knew that Thomas was gloating.

*

Until recently Søren had been the youngest superintendent in Danish police history, but then he was promoted and became the youngest but most frustrated deputy chief superintendent in Danish police history. He was still working for Copenhagen Police at the Violent Crimes Unit at Bellahøj Police Station, but with an extra rhombus on his lapel, a bigger office and a pile of paperwork with which now, only six months into his promotion, he was thoroughly fed up. The first few months he had swum in the fast lane to catch up with the workload, but now he had admitted to himself that it could not be done and had begun to slow down. Perhaps a little more than he should. He still spent a lot of time in his office and worked longer hours than he needed to on the days it was Anna’s turn to pick Lily up, but his mind had started to wander. He would think about Anna and stare out of the window. He would look at the photograph of Lily on his desk and at the drawing on the wall she had done for him.

He Googled a recipe for pork meatloaf and decided that, from now on, he would cook only dishes inspired by the animal kingdom when he and Lily had dinner alone: mock turtle soup, bird’s nest soup, butterfly cakes, spaghetti worms with tomato sauce. Internal reports, budget compliance meetings, job interviews and salary negotiations held no attraction for him. What made it all worse was that he had feared this was exactly what promotion would mean: drowning in a sea of mind-numbing paperwork. But Henrik Tejsner, his friend and junior colleague, had assured him that a higher rank would bring more freedom. And now that Søren had Lily, he wanted greater flexibility at work.

But it just wasn’t true.

All Søren had got more of was trivial problems. For example, before Christmas he had wasted six weeks on the officially required procedure to get to the bottom of an incident where one officer had accused another of making racist comments in the lavatories during a staff party, and as soon as that case had been resolved, Søren had been told to draft a circular clarifying management guidelines for the use of private mobile telephones during working hours. He had wanted to scream. And, to top it all, someone had recently managed to nick eighty grams of confiscated cocaine from the evidence room in the basement under Bellahøj Police Station, which meant that Søren was forced to spend three long weeks investigating internal security measures, supervised by a surly civil servant from the National Police Force. But any number of people could have nicked that bag. The cleaners, an outsider, the police commissioner himself – what did Søren know? Well, one thing he did know was that he was desperate to be working an investigation hands-on again; he longed to knit backwards.

Besides, Søren suspected Henrik of having talked up the job of deputy chief superintendent purely so that Henrik himself would be considered for superintendent if Søren was promoted. And that was exactly what had happened. Three weeks after Søren’s promotion, Henrik had been appointed superintendent at the Violent Crimes Unit.

*

Søren had met Anna during his investigation of ‘the campus murders’, as the media had dubbed the bizarre killings, first, of Anna’s supervisor at the Institute of Biology and then, shortly afterwards, her best friend Johannes. Søren had fallen head over heels in love with her and not cared that it was unprofessional. Unfortunately, his feelings didn’t appear to have been reciprocated in the slightest. When everyone of interest had been interviewed, the police report filed and the trial finished, Søren had risked emailing Anna, tentatively suggesting dinner. She had replied with an email consisting of just two letters:


No.



He had stared at the screen in amazement and concluded that she had a rare talent for antagonism. The only problem was that he couldn’t stop thinking about her. After another three weeks, and Henrik’s advice to ‘forget about that drama queen’, he decided to lay siege to her. He started inventing all sorts of excuses, both plausible and implausible, to see her. At lunchtime he would turn up with sandwiches at the Museum of Natural History where Anna was now a PhD student. ‘I’ve already eaten,’ she would say suspiciously, as he munched away and tried to keep the conversation going by asking her about her research. He invited her to the cinema every day for a week and received seven refusals. He started doing his shopping at the Kvickly supermarket on Falkoner Allé, and when he bumped into Anna and Lily, he would exclaim, ‘Fancy meeting you here!’ and would then insist on giving them a lift home afterwards. But it was no use: Anna’s frostiness didn’t thaw. So Søren ratcheted up the charm another notch. When they ran into each other in Kvickly for the fourth time that week, and Søren made no attempt to hide that he had been standing behind a shelf of tinned food spying on them for some time, Anna gave him a resigned look, said, ‘Anyone would think you’d taken a second job as a shelf stacker,’ and agreed to go to the cinema with him – once. She had held up her hand and shown him one finger.

Three cinema trips later they kissed on St Hans Torv and the following weekend they went to bed. Søren was delirious with happiness. He had never had sex like this before. Anna lunged at him, and when she had come, she rolled away from him, panting, demanding to be left alone. Søren was quite content to be put out to pasture for a while because, though the act itself had been too fierce and strange for intimacy, it beat peeping at her from behind a supermarket shelf. But after a couple of weeks, he began to long for her to open up and let him in.

It happened very suddenly. One night she didn’t roll away from him. Søren lay completely still for fear of breaking the spell and realised that Anna was listening carefully to his heart. She did that five dates in a row before she raised her hand and put it on his chest.

‘What is this?’ she said, in a low voice. ‘Just a bit of fun or are you serious? Because I can’t bear . . . to be that unhappy again.’ It was just as well that it was dark so that no one could see the huge smile on Søren’s face.

‘Anna, I’m very much in love with you,’ he said.

*

Just over two years had passed since then. Anna had bought a half-share in his house in Humlebæk, they had written wills in favour of each other, and Søren had named Anna as his beneficiary on his pension. Everyone would look at their life and say, ‘So, you won her over in the end, eh, Søren Marhauge?’

But Søren himself wasn’t quite so sure.

Anna was married to her academic career and would go off to the university at the drop of a hat. When she talked about her research, her eyes came alive. The biomechanics of vertebrates reached parts of Anna that Søren couldn’t. When she was at home, she tended to lie on the floor drawing pictures with Lily while they listened to audio books or she would read on the sofa or bake a cake. She was physically there, but she wasn’t present, at least not to him. He was starting to doubt that she really loved him.

The very thought was terrifying.

Lily was still so young. If he and Anna broke up, Lily would forget him while he would never be able to forget her. And the thought of Anna with another man . . . Anders T., for example. Anna’s fellow PhD student was in his late twenties and had an irritatingly casual manner, as if he had just parked his surfboard on the beach while he carried out some important research before trekking around Annapurna in a ripped T-shirt. Søren couldn’t think of a more ridiculous sport for a Dane than surfing.

‘Well, he does spend a lot of time in Australia, actually,’ Anna had informed him.

*

To begin with, Søren had loved the way Anna threw herself into anything she did. She would lose herself completely in a book and, on the rare occasions that she ventured into the kitchen, she would go all out to cook some ambitious French dish that took hours, only to chuck the whole thing into the bin because some aspect of it had failed. Anna did everything at breakneck speed. In her he recognised himself as he used to be. Back when he, too, had been married to his work and his relationship with his ex-girlfriend, Vibe, had been a pleasing backdrop rather than taking centre stage in his life.

Søren was starting to realise that he was most definitely not the centre of Anna’s life. At the same time, he had stopped being quite so immersed in being a police officer, or at least in being a deputy chief superintendent. All he cared about was Anna and Lily. It troubled him.

Anna and he argued a lot. Frequently. Too frequently. They didn’t argue when Lily was awake, but there was constant high-voltage tension between them and it could explode in a split second. In the kitchen, when Lily was watching children’s television in the living room, Anna would snap at him because it was getting late. Søren had never hit a woman. He had barely had an argument with one. But Anna could rile him: when she started sulking and looked highly combustible, he couldn’t stop himself striking a metaphorical match and flicking it in her direction. An arsonist could not have hoped for greater success. Anna would spin around when he baited her, her eyes blazing with rage, and he would be overcome by a strong urge to put in her place. What he did do was grab her and half turn her towards him. ‘Bloody well relax, will you? There’s no need to get so pissed off over a little thing like that,’ he would hiss in her ear, so that Lily wouldn’t hear.

Anna would respond by unbuttoning her jeans and he would unzip his and enter her deeply, it took only ten seconds, and it was vitally important that they did not drown the adventures of Bamse and Kylling on the telly, so Søren had to keep all the noise in his head. Nothing more was said. As they buttoned themselves up afterwards, they looked at each other, placated.

The earth was smouldering.

Then, for a little while, the mood would be lighter. Anna would pour him a glass of wine, stroke his neck and call Lily, who would march into the kitchen with her doll’s pram and Ib, her furry caterpillar, and announce that she was hungry. They would eat and Ib would join them at the table in his jam-jar next to Lily’s plate. Søren could still smell Anna when he raised his fork to his mouth, and he had no idea what the hell was going on.

Søren never discussed Anna with anyone. He hadn’t discussed his ex-girlfriend, Vibe, with anyone either, not even when their relationship was breaking down and they had split up. Henrik always chided him for it. Henrik himself had been married for twenty years to Jeanette and, after a rocky patch when Henrik had had an affair, they had ironed out their differences; as a result, Søren now received regular updates on how ‘bloody brilliant it is that Jeanette has started having Brazilians’ and ‘The woman wants new tits now, would you believe it?’ Henrik had whispered the latter and looked terribly pleased with himself. Last year he had even announced that there was ‘an afterthought in the oven’, even though he and his wife already had two teenage girls who drove him crazy.

‘Why don’t we ever swap stories about the wimmin in our lives?’ Henrik asked, with a big, macho grin. But since Søren had already heard all the stories about Jeanette there were to know, he knew that Henrik was really asking why Søren never volunteered information about his relationship with Anna.

‘Anna is an ocean,’ Søren tried, one day, when he was still seething from last night’s row with her.

Henrik had looked at him for a long time, then said, ‘An ocean? What the hell are you on about, mate?’

Henrik had nicknamed Anna ‘Tiger Pussy’, and Søren knew that if he ever tried to explain his comparison Henrik would curl his hands into two claws, paw the air and say, ‘Miaow, those bitches!’

But Anna wasn’t a bitch. She was a force of nature.

*

Whenever Søren watched Thomas walk down the flagstone path holding Lily’s hand, he knew perfectly well why Thomas had dropped the Anna-and-Lily project. It took the courage of a lion to be with Anna, and Thomas was fundamentally a lightweight who could not cope with Anna’s sparring.

‘Don’t waste your breath, sweetheart,’ Anna would say, and hug him from behind as Søren gazed at the flagstone path in front of their house.

‘But I’m her dad,’ he mumbled.

‘Being a dad isn’t about being a sperm donor,’ Anna replied, ‘but about the next eighteen years. Of course you’re Lily’s dad.’

Søren had made this his one condition from the start of their relationship. Anna could date him as casually, as bizarrely as she wanted to and they could spend the night together when Lily was with Anna’s parents, but if he was to stay over when Lily was at home, different rules would apply. If he was to get to know Lily, there could be no restrictions. He wanted the right to love Lily, and she should have the right to risk loving him. It meant that if he and Anna were to go their separate ways, Søren would still be in Lily’s life.

A few months later, when Anna and Lily had moved in with him, Søren had fenced off the pond at the bottom of the garden that bordered the forest, fixed a padlock on the tool shed and put up jungle wallpaper in the bedroom that was to be Lily’s. He unscrewed the sign saying ‘Marhauge’ on the front door and replaced it with a new one.

‘Nor and Marhauge,’ Anna said contentedly. ‘It sounds like a karate chop. Highly effective.’

*

On the morning of 18 March, Søren was sitting in his office at Bellahøj Police Station waiting impatiently for information from the Institute of Forensic Medicine. The medical examiner, Bøje Knudsen, had promised to get back to him on Monday, but now it was Thursday. Søren knew Bøje was hard to track down – the man didn’t even carry a mobile phone – but he was usually quick to respond to emails. Now he was unresponsive on all channels and Søren knew why. A series of violent rapes in the Kødbyen district demanded all police resources. The victims were young female students, and one of them had turned out to be the goddaughter of the justice secretary, so the assaults received considerable attention from both politicians and the media. When one of the girls had died from her injuries over the weekend, the case had gone viral, and Station City in central Copenhagen had requested assistance from Bellahøj. Which they had got, of course. Everyone was rushed off their feet. But Søren was still stuck with an unfinished case involving a ninety-two-year-old woman who had been beaten up in her home by burglars looking for jewellery; she had since died in hospital. They had arrested the burglars and the case was straightforward. But the woman’s family called the police every day to find out when her body would be released for burial. What could Søren tell them? That Bøje was too busy to sign a piece of paper? It was unlike Bøje to treat ordinary Danes so insensitively. He hated snobbery. It had been one of the main reasons why he had opted for demotion, as he put it, and had quit his job as state pathologist last year and gone back to being a bog-standard medical examiner.

‘All I want,’ Bøje had said, when Søren had asked him, ‘is to wield my scalpel like I used to, where all bodies are equal. It’s back to basics for me.’

Søren had envied him, but it seemed that Bøje was just as snowed under now as when he had been the state pathologist. Søren decided that, unless Bøje called him very soon, he would have to swing by the Institute of Forensic Medicine himself.

Watching a hopeless morning briefing, in which Henrik had issued a frantic mess of contradictory orders as he distributed that day’s assignments, had done nothing to improve Søren’s mood. Henrik was stressed and clearly not just because he had had to lend officers to Station City. His forehead was glistening, he was irritable and, rather than spread calm and show leadership of his investigation team, he exuded anxiety. Henrik was actually a good police officer. He didn’t deliver big, insightful breakthroughs, but he was a solid team player and particularly handy in any situation that required some muscle. His language could make even a sailor blush and on the street he had ice in his veins. But promoting him to management had been a mistake.

After the campus murders, Henrik and Søren’s friendship had temporarily changed for the better. It had become serious, more forbearing, more Søren. But the respect Søren had developed for Henrik was dwindling, not least because Henrik was constantly sniping at him. When Søren was a superintendent, he had become famous all over Denmark for his investigative method of knitting backwards, a private metaphor that Søren had accidentally used in an interview in the Politiken newspaper. The expression had subsequently come into common use. Søren based his starting point on the impenetrability of the mystery, he had explained to the journalist, then worked his way backwards by unravelling what he saw. Eventually he would find himself back at the beginning and, in most cases, would know the identity of the killer. Since then he had come across the term in the newspapers several times. Young officers at the police academy were even taught the method, and he was proud of that, obviously. But it had also led to pranks at the station; for example, someone had recently stuck two crossed jumbo knitting needles on Søren’s office door. No offence had been intended, but Henrik regarded these innocent jokes as his carte blanche for constant teasing.

‘Time to put away your crochet hooks and other outdated investigative methods,’ he had quipped that very morning, ‘and knuckle down, boys and girls.’

Fortunately no one had thought it was funny.

Outside work, however, Henrik was nowhere near as cocky. Six months earlier, when he had been promoted to superintendent, he had started ringing Søren at all hours to discuss a rape case in north-west Copenhagen. The victim was a girl of the same age as Henrik’s younger daughter, who had been beaten so badly that she was now in a coma. The police had the rapist’s DNA, but as his profile was not in the DNA register and there was very little other evidence, the investigation was at a standstill. It was a hard case to take on as your first, especially because the media were following it closely. Henrik called Søren day and night to ask for advice. When the girl died shortly afterwards, the media went crazy. ‘Sometimes that’s just how it is,’ Søren assured Henrik. ‘You’ve done everything you can so now you have to move on and ignore the media frenzy. It won’t last.’ Søren told himself that his words had had some effect, but Henrik kept calling him. ‘Hi, it’s only me, Henrik,’ had long since become a standing joke in Søren’s house. Henrik was only calling to find out what Søren would have done about this and what Søren thought about that, and if Søren really had fallen foul of journalists all the time. And, as for the amount of paperwork, it was ridiculous. You might have warned me that life as a superintendent is a chronic state of stress. Just get on with it? Easy for you to say. Being senior management is a cushy number. ‘But what can I do about it?’ Henrik had said, sounding as if he felt sorry for himself when he called on Monday evening. He had been asked to send four of his twelve officers to Station City to assist.

‘While those amateurs are slacking at Station City and getting on the front page of Ekstra Bladet, I spend my whole day in front of a computer,’ Henrik complained. ‘Anyone would think I was a secretary, not a superintendent.’

‘Sometimes it’s just the way it is, Henrik. Some weeks it’s slow and steady, then all the criminals decide to strike at once, all hell breaks loose and your feet don’t touch the ground. It’s part of the job.’

‘I haven’t slept for four bloody nights,’ Henrik said. ‘When I finally get to bed, I can’t shut my brain down.’

But the next morning Henrik had shouted something sarcastic to Søren across the room when he turned up for work and their relationship had soured again.

Now the corridors at the back of Bellahøj Police Station where the Violent Crimes Unit was located had fallen silent. While Søren waited for the call from the Institute of Forensic Medicine, he drew a pie chart of his family life. He picked Lily up from nursery three times a week, no later than four o’clock so Anna could work late at the Institute of Biology, and he looked after her every Saturday when Anna would cycle to the university initially just for a couple of hours, but invariably she came back at seven in the evening. That made 19.5 hours a week. Then there was the one hour he had with Lily every morning, which made it 24.5 hours a week in total, plus sundry times when Anna would leave early or call home to let him know she would be late. He then started calculating how many hours he was with Anna. They rarely went to bed before midnight and, if he deducted putting Lily to bed, laundry and clearing up after dinner, that made it 3.5 hours a day, less the time they were in the same house, but doing different things; it meant that ‘net time with Anna’, as he wrote, equalled 12.5 hours per week. He stared at the number. Where was Anna during all those other hours? At the faculty, of course, where she was writing her PhD in ‘Terrestrial Movement and Biomechanics in Mammals and Dinosaurs’, which Søren had taught himself to reel off whenever someone asked him what his girlfriend did. But where exactly was she when she was there? Away with the fairies in her own head, completely immersed in her subject, lost to the world. Passionately lost to the world. Sitting next to Anders T. and his bulging biceps, one of which was tattooed with the poncy motto ‘carpe diem’ because, well, it would be, wouldn’t it?

And then there was Søren. With his greying temples and budding spare tyre. If he didn’t pull himself together soon, he would be summoned to Chief Superintendent Jørgensen’s office and asked to explain himself. What do you think you’re doing, Søren? Søren caught himself fantasising about the scenario. Finally he would have the chance to say it out loud: I don’t want to be senior management. I want to move down the ranks, please. I want to be a police officer again.

When Bøje finally called, it took him less than five minutes to give the green light to the old lady’s family. The body could be released. Bøje sounded pressured and hung up before Søren had had time to moan about the slow response time. The telephone rang again immediately. This time it was Henrik.

‘Tell me, did you drop your mobile down the bog? I’ve called you eight times. I want you to know it’s the last time I share a car with that tosser,’ he ranted.

It was Søren’s job to pair off the officers, and that morning he had put Henrik with one of the unit’s older men, Per Molstrup, partly to wind Henrik up because Molstrup wasn’t the sharpest knife in the drawer. Søren could hear Molstrup chuckle in the background.

‘He’s eaten pickled onions.’ Molstrup laughed even louder.

‘Anything else? I’m rather busy.’

‘Yeah, right,’ Henrik said. ‘He says he’s rather busy,’ Henrik announced to Molstrup in a stage whisper. Søren was about to hang up.

‘We’re outside the Institute of Biology and—’ Henrik said.

‘What are you doing there?’ Søren managed, before all his internal organs crashed onto the floor. ‘Has something happened to Anna?’

The telephone crackled.

‘With Anna? No, no. Hey, relax, I’d never give you bad news about Tiger Pussy with that moron in the car.’

Søren heaved a deep sigh of relief. ‘Right. Then what is it?’

‘We received a call. There’s a professor hanging in an office up in . . .’ Henrik read aloud from a piece of paper. ‘The Department of Immunology at the Institute of Biology, Stairwell Four. Where the hell is that? Do you know where it is? We’re parked outside the stairwell to Anna’s department, Stairwell One, and we’re lost. And don’t tell me to look for the ambulance because it’s parked right in front of me and they can’t find it either. Can’t you get Anna to ride to our rescue? It’s what she usually does.’

Søren typed a text message to Anna. Please look out of your window, he wrote. To Henrik he said, ‘Can you give me some more information?’

‘I don’t know very much. Merethe Hermansen, the department secretary, called the emergency services, and all I know is that a student found him hanging from a hook in the ceiling . . . Oh, I can see Tiger Pussy now. Always present whenever someone kicks the bucket around here. Got to go.’ Before Søren had time to say anything, Henrik had hung up.

Søren shot up from his chair. Henrik, that waste of space, had just called Søren, his boss, to ask for directions.

*

A plate of Danish pastries had been set out in the briefing room earlier and it was still there, but one flashback to Anders T.’s biceps convinced Søren to leave its contents alone. The coffee in the Thermos flask was lukewarm, but he poured himself a cup anyway and accidentally added two heaped teaspoons of salt and had stirred them in before he spat out the vile concoction on the floor in front of the whiteboard. Bollocks! He stopped at the washroom on his way back to his office and rinsed his mouth.

Henrik had tricked Søren into accepting the promotion to deputy chief superintendent so that he could take over Søren’s old job as superintendent. That was bad enough. But that Henrik called his boss because he was lost only to hang up on him the second Anna appeared had pushed Søren over the edge. He was sure that Henrik had already ogled Anna’s bottom three times and delivered just as many smutty remarks. Henrik had lost all sense of boundaries. What the hell was the matter with him?

Søren sat down in his office and tried to focus on his paperwork. Two hours later he threw in the towel, got up and stood fuming in front of the window. Then he grabbed his jacket, went down to the basement car park of the station and headed for the University of Copenhagen. He had had enough of being the butt of everyone’s jokes, especially Henrik’s.

*

Søren’s parents had died in a car crash when he was five years old. All his adult life he had believed that he had been on holiday with his maternal grandparents when it happened. That was what he had been told. It was not until the investigation into the campus murders two years ago that he had learned the truth: that he had also been in the car when his father overlooked a give-way sign and drove straight into a truck; that Søren had been trapped in the back of the car for more than an hour with his dead parents until the Falck emergency services had managed to free him.

‘What a lot of boxes of unresolved crap we hide in our mental basement, eh?’ Anna had said, one day, when they were discussing the past. Her remark had hit a nerve. What was the point of knowing? Given the choice, wouldn’t he have preferred to live out the rest of his life in blissful ignorance of the traumatic circumstances of his parents’ death? What difference did it make that he now knew the macabre details? Knowing wasn’t going to bring them back. He told himself that he had been more happy-go-lucky before old wounds had been reopened. The ability to put a lid on certain memories was a good one, he had said to Anna, mostly to provoke her. To his astonishment, Anna had agreed with him.

‘No matter how illogical it sounds,’ she mused, ‘in a modern society where everyone is in therapy to straighten out their thinking, there has to be some evolutionary advantage in the ability to suppress, because otherwise that ability would have been deselected long ago. But, even so, I still believe it does us good to clear out our mental basements.’

Anna, too, had stumbled upon big secrets in her own family during the investigation of the campus murders, but she seemed resolved and at peace now. She got on well with her parents and saw them regularly; she had plenty of energy for her research and at night she slept like a log, even those nights when Søren was lying wide awake and deep in thought by her side. His maternal grandparents, who had looked after him since the death of his parents, had died, so he would never know why they had chosen to hide the circumstances of his parents’ death from him. It made no sense because in every other respect they were intelligent and honest people. In the months after Søren had learned that he had been trapped in the wrecked car with his dead parents, he had half-heartedly tried to investigate the case. Like some pathetic TV detective, he had shaken his grandparents’ books one after the other in the hope of finding a secret letter with a fanciful explanation. He had carefully examined the boxes in the loft of his grandparents’ house in Snerlevej in Vangede before he had rented it out. He had used his police status to access the National Register of Persons – he had even trawled meticulously through the Marhauge family records – but he hadn’t found anything. Finally he had reached the conclusion that he, too, was resolved and at peace.

‘Are you sure?’ Anna had asked.

‘Yes,’ he had replied. ‘Quite sure.’

*

It took Søren only three minutes to drive from Bellahøj Police Station to the Institute of Biology because he switched on his siren and carved through the yielding traffic, having made up his mind to give Henrik a bollocking and show him how proper police work was done. He parked in front of the building, where a crowd of onlookers was still rubbernecking, watching the ambulance and Henrik’s highly conspicuous patrol car. Søren had to ask one of the onlookers for directions and was told that all he had to do was ‘just enter through that door, go up to the third floor, across the walkway, down to the second floor and there go through the first door on your right, but not the one which is the entrance to the Museum of Zoology, but the door opposite, and then Kristian Storm’s office is at the far end of the corridor.’ Søren had thanked him and sworn under his breath. Despite the labyrinthine architecture of the Institute of Biology, rumours appeared to spread faster here than in a hairdresser’s salon.

Søren raced up the stairs, his whole being filled with the certain knowledge that, deputy chief superintendent or not, there was no way he was going back to a desk job.

*

When Søren entered the Department of Immunology, he spotted the red and white police cordon immediately and walked briskly down the main corridor towards what he surmised must be the entrance to the late professor’s office. Where were his fellow police officers? Along the way he passed an open door and nodded briefly to a man sitting behind a desk. Thor Albert Larsen, Søren read on a sign. He also noticed a couple of young people on chairs around Larsen’s desk, all very subdued.

When Søren reached the cordoned-off office, he stopped outside the doorway, aware that he must not enter the scene before he had donned protective clothing. To his huge surprise there were only two people inside, a crime-scene officer, Lars Hviid, in protective clothing and holding a camera, and Henrik, who was standing with his back to him, wearing shoe covers and a mask, but without the compulsory overalls.

‘We’ll put it down as an unexplained death,’ Henrik was thinking out loud, ‘but, if you ask me, there’s bugger all to explain, wouldn’t you say?’ Lars Hviid nodded. He was relatively new to Bellahøj and even at the job interview Søren had thought he looked wet behind the ears, though his CV listed his date of birth as 1983. He was gazing at Henrik with boundless admiration and Henrik lapped it up.

‘Now, if you ask me, our nerd killed himself,’ Henrik said. ‘And what removes the last bit of doubt, little Hviid? He left a note.’ Henrik took an evidence bag from a box of other bagged items and waved it in the air, like a teacher. At that moment, Hviid spotted Søren and his gaze started to wander.

‘And what happens to the computer now?’ Henrik carried on. ‘Come on, little Hviid, you know the answer . . . Hello?’ Henrik followed Lars Hviid’s distracted gaze and discovered Søren.

‘Hi, Søren,’ he said, taken aback. ‘What the hell are you doing here?’

‘Why aren’t you wearing protective clothing?’ Søren said. ‘And where is the body?’

‘The body was taken to the Institute of Forensic Medicine forty-five minutes ago. But what are you doing here?’ Henrik said again.

‘Forty-five minutes ago?’ Søren thundered. ‘How the hell did you manage to finish investigating the scene that quickly? Has the medical examiner been?’

‘What the hell do you think?’ Henrik pouted. ‘Do you take us for complete amateurs?’

‘Yes,’ was all Søren said.

*

Later that day Søren was summoned to Chief Superintendent Jørgensen’s office. Henrik was already in there and looked daggers at him. Since leaving the Institute of Biology, he had called Søren’s mobile four times. Eventually Søren had switched it off.

‘First, the case. Brief summary, please,’ Jørgensen said, and nodded to Henrik, who cleared his throat. Søren was famous across the police force for being unsurpassable in the important discipline of producing a brief summary. On the day Henrik had been promoted to superintendent, he had had a beer or two too many and declared that he intended to wipe the floor with Søren in every discipline, especially the brief summary. Søren smiled sweetly at him and Henrik cleared his throat again.

‘The deceased is a man in his mid-sixties, and we have had it confirmed that he’s professor of immunology Kristian Storm, who has been employed by the University of Copenhagen since 1982. The deceased was found hanging from a noose attached to a light fitting in the ceiling, and on his desk we found a note where he confesses to scientific dishonesty and asks for forgiveness. In addition, there was a framed photograph smashed on the floor, which we have had confirmed is a picture of Storm and his two protégés. CSO Lars Hviid’s initial assessment is that Storm had been dead for between fourteen and fifteen hours, so he died some time between nineteen thirty and twenty thirty yesterday, Wednesday, the seventeenth of March, but we’ll have it confirmed once Bøje Knudsen has had a look at the body. Based on preliminary interviews with Kristian Storm’s colleagues, the picture we have of the professor is as follows: he had an international reputation in his field and was notorious for his controversial views, but within the university itself he was respected for his dedication and his support of his students. However, I had an interesting conversation with a lecturer, Thor Albert Larsen, today. He has worked with Storm for many years, and he told me that Storm had recently been accused of scientific dishonesty, and that the case is currently being investigated by . . . eh,’ Henrik glanced at a note in his hand, ‘the DCSD, which is the acronym for the Danish Committees on Scientific Dishonesty. It’s about some research results that Storm and one of his students published last September. The accusations were made anonymously.’ Henrik took another look at his note. ‘Thor Albert Larsen has absolutely no doubt that these accusations were eating away at Storm and that it would be a huge blow for him to be found guilty. So Storm might have looked like a success from the outside, popular and respected and all that, but the truth was that he was facing career bankruptcy on a major scale. The note we found confirms Thor Albert Larsen’s theory. It’s one long spiel about how he has let down his colleagues and that he hopes his students can forgive him. Thor also told me that Storm’s father committed suicide back in the 1980s, so it seems to run in the family. Besides, Steen has already got back to me regarding Storm’s computer. It usually takes him a couple of days to plough his way through the entire hard disk, but this one was blank. Storm personally wiped everything there was on it at twenty oh two on Wednesday evening. To be honest, I think this is an open and shut case: Kristian Storm committed suicide.’

‘Have you spoken to Storm’s students?’ Søren asked. ‘Have you spoken to his support staff?’

‘You’re not the only one who went to the Police Academy. Yes, I spoke to the ones I thought might be relevant. But, come on, there’s got to be a limit to how many police resources we can waste on a straightforward case like this.’

‘Good work, Tejsner,’ Jørgensen said, sounding satisfied. ‘And you’re right. Our resources must be targeted appropriately. We don’t have too many of them. How many days do you need?’

‘Three, max,’ Henrik said. ‘I still need to talk to Trine Rønn, who found Kristian Storm. She was so shocked she had to be seen by the trauma team. I’ll call her tomorrow. As soon as Bøje pulls his finger out and takes a look at the body, I’ll write my report, and that’ll be the end of that. So, Tuesday morning at the latest.’

‘Monday morning,’ Jørgensen said. ‘Two days should do it unless something crops up, but then you’ll need to come and see me, understand?’

Henrik nodded. Søren was fuming. All that was left was for Henrik to place a shiny red apple on Jørgensen’s desk.

‘Good,’ Jørgensen said, looking over the rim of his glasses, first at Søren and then at Henrik. ‘Next. I hear there’s trouble in the playground. What kind?’

‘Several hours after we had arrived at the Department of Immunology, Søren marched in,’ Henrik quickly interjected. ‘But why? I had the situation under control. Everything had been documented and sealed, we had put Storm’s note in an evidence bag and we had sent the body to the Institute of Forensic Medicine ages ago. Søren is my superior and has the right to view any scene I work, but I don’t enjoy having strips torn off me in front of my staff. And just try to imagine what would have happened if I had stormed in six months ago and disturbed the master himself at work. Jesus Christ.’ Henrik slapped his thigh.

Jørgensen nodded at length and then he looked at Søren. ‘What do you have to say?’

‘I quit.’

‘What?’ Henrik and Jørgensen both stared at Søren.

‘Shut up. Of course you’re not quitting,’ Henrik said.

‘Yes, I am,’ Søren declared. ‘I’m fed up with paper-pushing. I’m fed up with human-resources responsibility. I’m fed up with endless reports and planning interesting work for other people. Turning up at the university today was a mistake. I apologise.’ Søren glared at Henrik. ‘But you should see it as a sign that our working relationship is messed up. I’m a police officer, not some sort of . . . skivvy, who has nothing better to do than Google maps for you.’

‘Oh, Søren, get a grip . . .’ Henrik flung out his arms, but Søren had already opened the door and nodded to Jørgensen.

Somewhere down the corridor he heard Jørgensen say, ‘Easy now, Tejsner, give the man a chance to cool down,’ and Søren had to suppress a sudden urge to spin around and tell his boss to fuck off.

*

Two hours later Søren had signed his letter of resignation, cleared his office of personal belongings, filled a cardboard box with various papers, copied the unfinished reports on a USB stick and left it in Jørgensen’s pigeonhole, along with his warrant card. He had put two half-dead pot plants on his secretary Linda’s desk and handed in his service weapon to Human Resources. He looked at his watch. It was quarter past three, the perfect time for collecting Lily.

Outside the police station Søren stopped in his tracks. The spring had been chilly. Now the temperature could generously be described as into double digits and the sun had come out.

*

As he walked from the car park to the nursery, Søren looked forward to the precious moment when Lily would notice him. When she dropped whatever she had in her hands and threw her arms around his neck. A thousand tiny, wonderful, dirty outdoor smells in his nostrils, a tiny breath, Lily. She was not outside in the playground today as she normally was, so he went inside. The nursery teacher in Lily’s unit looked surprised. Lily had developed a temperature and Anna had picked her up at two o’clock. They had rung him first because, according to their records, he was due to pick her up, but he had not replied.

Søren looked at his mobile as he walked back to his car. Shit. He’d forgotten he’d switched it off to avoid Henrik’s calls. When he turned it on there were six unanswered calls and one text message from Anna:


Don’t know where you are, but one of us has to pick Lily up because Kålormen called to say she is ill. If I don’t hear from you in fifteen minutes, I’ll get her. But hey, cool if you could call, right? There is that small matter of my application, you know . . .



She didn’t sound pissed off, but Søren knew that, at best, she was mildly irritated.

He let himself into the house in Humlebæk and Lily came racing out into the hall. She did not seem particularly ill, a touch warm at the most, but she had a fine mesh of pale pink spots on her cheeks, upper body and arms.

‘I got measles and I’m infectious,’ she announced proudly. Søren knelt down, rubbed his nose against the rash and said that, since she had such fine-looking dots, he wanted some too.

‘I can’t go back to nursery until they’re all gone,’ Lily said smugly.

*

Anna was sitting on the sofa in the living room, working away with her laptop. Lily had been watching a movie.

‘Sorry,’ Søren said, and kissed Anna’s forehead. ‘My mobile was turned off.’

‘It’s fine,’ she said. ‘I was just surprised because we agreed only this morning that you would pick her up today. Never mind. It turns out Lily has . . . German measles. It’s just rotten timing because Anders T. and I have to finish that application.’ Suddenly she gave Søren a quizzical look. ‘I had to show Henrik the way to the Department of Immunology earlier today. Is it true that Kristian Storm killed himself?’

Søren perched on the edge of the sofa and Lily immediately climbed onto his lap and started snuggling. He was keen to pump Anna for information about Storm, but not in front of Lily. ‘Oh, Lily,’ he said casually. ‘I’ve been missing Ib so much today.’

‘No, you haven’t.’ Lily giggled.

‘Oh, yes, I have. Why don’t you go and get the little creepy-crawly so I can give him a big hug?’

‘You can’t hug a caterpillar or you’ll squash him,’ she said, but she jumped down from his lap and sprinted to her room. When she was out of earshot, they were free to speak. Anna knew Kristian Storm well.

‘He lectured on several occasions when I did my master’s,’ she said. ‘He was inspirational. He was also a bit of a celebrity, if you can use that term for a scientist. He had a long list of publications and an army of . . . dedicated disciples, I guess you could call them. Thor Albert Larsen, for example, the youngest ever lecturer at the University of Copenhagen. He was eighteen when he started reading biology, twenty when he began assisting Storm at the Department of Immunology, and later he wrote his master’s thesis and PhD with Storm as his supervisor and was eventually appointed the youngest lecturer at the Department of Immunology. Kristian Storm is known for hatching top scientists, but also to be interested only in his own research. I guess he was quite discriminating, especially when it came to his work in Africa. He would act as supervisor only for students who were interested in the same subject area as he was. Hey, I’ve actually just read a big feature on him, in Weekendavisen. Not this weekend but last, I think it was. Have you thrown out the papers yet?’ Søren got up and started sifting through the contents of the wicker basket next to the wood-burner.

‘He was heavily involved in a vaccine research project in West Africa and was practically commuting between Copenhagen and Guinea . . . Guinea something or other.’ She grabbed the laptop and briefly glanced at the screen. ‘Guinea-Bissau, and the research project is called . . . the Belem Health Project, after the district in the city where the research station is based. Storm would appear to have fallen out with half the world’s immunologists following his allegation that some of the vaccines recommended by the World Health Organization aren’t entirely without their problems. He even goes so far as to claim that they kill lots of children. He was one of those firebrands who think they can save Africa. Have you found the newspaper?’ Søren shook his head and Anna changed the subject.

‘Phew, when I stood there this morning, I had a flashback to the day I found Helland dead. And to add to the insanity of it all, I even know the woman who found Storm! Trine Rønn. We studied terrestrial ecology together. She must be in total shock. People have spoken of nothing else all day. Anders T. and I didn’t manage to write a single line of our application. People kept coming into our office wanting to talk about what had happened. And in the middle of it all, the nursery rang and I tried to get hold of you.’

At that moment Lily returned with tears streaming down her cheeks. ‘Ib is gone,’ she sobbed. ‘But I don’t understand how it happened. The lid is still on, but he really has gone!’ Lily held up the jam-jar to Søren, who peered closely between the apple leaves for the psychedelic green caterpillar. He shook the jar gently.

‘He hasn’t gone, sweetheart,’ he reassured her. ‘He’s here. He has pupated to his chrysalis stage.’

‘Pupated?’

‘Pupated. Your mother will explain it to you.’ Søren scooped Lily up, placed her on the sofa next to Anna and left to hang up his jacket in the hallway. In the doorway he turned and said, ‘By the way, we don’t need to organise someone to look after Lily until she’s better. You can go to the faculty whenever you like. I’ll take care of her.’ Anna looked like a question mark, but when Søren added, ‘I’ve just quit my job,’ her expression turned into an exclamation point.

*

When Lily had been put to bed that evening, Søren walked through the living room and heaved a sigh at the chaos of toys, magazines, reference books and clothing. He did not have the energy to tidy up, but flopped onto the sofa. Anna had returned to the university after speaking to Anders T. on her mobile.

‘I’ll only be a couple of hours,’ she’d said to Søren before she left. ‘I’ll be back before eleven.’ She had left her laptop on the sofa, and when Søren moved it to make himself more comfortable, he woke it up from its hibernation. Anna had several websites open. She would appear to have been reading about infectious diseases on Kristian Storm’s homepage, www.belem.org.


The more frequently you are exposed to an infection, the more ill the disease will make you. This explains why the rate of infection is much higher in low-income countries than in industrialised countries because in low-income countries many people, especially children, sleep close to each other in very little space.



This was news to Søren. He had always believed that you became just as ill regardless of whether you were exposed to one bug or ten thousand. Suddenly he understood the point of vaccinating whole populations. He had heard the term ‘herd immunity’ before, but had never quite understood what it meant. Now the penny dropped. If the aim was to vaccinate the whole population so that it became immune, then even unvaccinated individuals gained a potential advantage because there would be fewer people to infect them and, in the long run, it meant that the disease would disappear. Genius. Wanting to know more, Søren read an article about recent outbreaks of otherwise eradicated diseases. It often happened in urban, educated environments in the Western world where some modern parents made a personal decision not to have their children vaccinated. Never before had it crossed Søren’s mind: the magnitude of responsibility towards our fellow human beings, embodied in tiny needle pricks.

Anna had also Googled ‘forgotten the MMR vaccine’, Søren could see, but appeared to have found only useless hits. Moreover, she had visited the homepage of Statens Serum Institute, one of Denmark’s largest research institutions in the health sector, to read up on German measles.


German measles is caused by infection with the Rubella virus. However, after the introduction of the MMR vaccine programme, German measles has been almost eradicated in Denmark.



Really? Then how had Lily caught it?

Søren could see that Anna had Googled images of ‘German measles and rash’ and by comparing the severity of the rashes he calculated that Lily was only mildly ill. He could conclude, with his new-found knowledge, that she had been exposed to the infection for a short period. Perhaps because she went to a nursery where the children spent so much time outdoors. When Lily had started at Kålormen Nursery, Søren had read on its homepage that children who were allowed to run around in the fresh air were less likely to fall ill than others. Now he understood why. When you spent most of your day hanging upside-down from a branch, there were fewer opportunities to swap germs.

Søren was overcome by a sudden urge to sneak a peek at Anna’s inbox and quickly slammed shut the laptop.

At that moment Henrik called. Søren stared at the display and considered letting the call go to voicemail, but before he knew it, he had answered it.

‘What the hell happened today?’ Henrik demanded. ‘You weren’t serious, were you? Come on, mate, don’t be such a—’

‘I couldn’t be more serious. I’ve handed in my resignation to Jørgensen,’ Søren said.

‘Yeah, yeah, I know all that. As does everyone at Bella. But you’re not serious? Are you?’

‘Yes,’ was all Søren said.

‘Only I really love my new job, Søren. Jeanette really loves that I got it, as well.’

‘I’m not out to steal your job, Henrik. Relax. Besides, the union would give Jørgensen hell. I signed my new employment contract ages ago, as did you. We’re not swapping football cards here.’

‘And just imagine if Henrik Tejsner actually deserved his promotion,’ Henrik snapped.

‘You’re a good police officer, Henrik,’ Søren replied amicably. ‘But you’re a lousy manager. You’re meant to lead your team.’ Not treat them as your personal cheerleaders, he thought, but didn’t say.

There was silence at the other end. Søren was about to say goodbye when Henrik said, ‘I’ve just spoken to that Trine Rønn woman, the one who found Kristian Storm. She won’t hear a word about suicide and doesn’t care that we have a note and a motive. She totally lost it and demanded that “the police investigate this properly, all the evidence, every detail”. What a drama queen.’

‘You visited her?’ Søren asked.

‘Nah, I rang her from my comfortable chair. Resources, you know. You heard Jørgensen.’ Henrik chuckled. ‘But you’d agree with me, wouldn’t you? Claiming that this death is something other than a suicide is over the top, right?’

Søren mulled it over. ‘Well,’ he said at length, ‘if I were you I would probably visit her . . . and try to form an impression of who Kristian Storm was, both as a human being and as a scientist. Anna has told me that opinions about him were divided. On the one hand, people were queuing up for him to supervise their masters and PhDs, while on the other hand, he had a reputation for being quite obsessed with promoting his own area of research and probably wasn’t universally popular among his colleagues, at home or abroad. Personally I would cast my eye over that contradiction and possibly also check up on his father’s suicide. But let it simmer a day or two. If nothing else comes up, I, too, would file the case as suicide.’

Henrik made small affirmative noises. ‘It was good to talk to you,’ he then said. ‘I’ll call you soon, right? And please reconsider your decision. You can take the man out of the police force, but you can’t take the police force out of the man, or however the saying goes . . . You’ve given Jørgensen at least another ten new grey hairs, mate.’

‘I’m good with it,’ Søren said. ‘I’ve got other stuff I’d like some time to think over.’

‘Is everything all right with you and Tiger Pussy?’

‘Fine. Everything’s fine.’

‘Oh, by the way, there was something else I wanted to tell you . . . I attended another suicide this morning. Out in Vangede . . .’

At that moment a bleary-eyed Lily appeared in the doorway and Søren could see that she had wet herself. He remembered he had forgotten to put on her night-time nappy.

‘Listen, got to run. Lily’s woken up and—’

‘Right. Time for you to breastfeed, ha-ha,’ Henrik said.

Dickhead.

*

When Søren woke up the next morning, Lily was fast asleep next to him in the double bed. Anna was nowhere to be seen. Søren put his hand on Lily’s forehead and could feel a light, quivering heat coming from her skin. He pulled off the duvet so she would not overheat and wandered down to the living room where he found Anna asleep on the sofa. She awoke with a start when he stepped on a toy on his way to the kitchen.

‘Hiya.’ She yawned.

‘When did you get back?’ he asked, while he made coffee.

‘Not until one o’clock.’ Anna had followed him and was standing in the doorway with one of the duvets from the guest bedroom wrapped around her. ‘It dragged on. Something happened . . .’ Søren’s heart started pounding. He had known something was bound to happen sooner or later. He knew Anders T.’s type. Anna came into the kitchen and pinched the cup of coffee he had just made for himself.

‘I’ll tell you about it,’ she said calmly, ‘but first I just need to know if you were serious when you said you’d quit your job.’

‘Yes, I was.’ Søren was standing with his back to her.

‘But why?’

‘I’ve always loved my work, Anna. I’ve always been my job. Until now. Now driving to Bellahøj makes no sense,’ he said, without turning. ‘I should never have agreed to that promotion. I’ve become a pseudo police officer. But it’s not just that. It’s—’

‘I knew a desk job wouldn’t suit you,’ Anna said. ‘I knew it!’ Suddenly she was standing right behind him and Søren could feel her arms around him.

‘Søren, I have to talk to you about something,’ she said, and Søren closed his eyes.

‘Trine Rønn, the woman who found Storm dead, called me last night and said she needed to talk to me. As I was at the faculty, I said, “Why don’t you pop over?” but she said she was afraid. So I met her at a bar in Blågårdsgade. That’s why I got home so late. She’s in deep shock, Søren. Her hands were shaking and she was totally out of it. She needed to talk to someone who knew what it was like, she said. She wanted to know when the shock would start to wear off. So at first we just talked about her finding Storm. But then she suddenly said she was convinced that Storm didn’t kill himself.’

‘Perhaps Trine didn’t know him as well as she thought she did.’ Søren turned to Anna and hugged her with relief.

Anna wriggled to free herself. ‘Søren, a box of documents from Storm’s office has gone missing. It’s his research from Guinea-Bissau, and Trine says that there’s a Nobel Prize in that box. It’s the most significant discovery within immunology since the invention of vaccination in the late seventeen hundreds, nothing less. Trine says that Storm had just returned from Guinea-Bissau with the most recent records of five years’ work. It makes no sense for him to kill himself now when the finishing line’s in sight. He was about to make a major scientific breakthrough.’

‘She needs to tell that to Henrik or whoever ends up interviewing her,’ he pre-empted her. ‘When did Anders T. go home last night? Did you finish your application?’

‘Don’t change the subject,’ Anna said. ‘Trine did tell Henrik. Or, rather, yesterday, when the police reopened Storm’s office, she went there to rescue the box and keep it safe, but it was gone. She called Henrik immediately to ask if the police had seized it and to draw their attention to how valuable it is. But Henrik said he hadn’t taken any box. Besides, she wasn’t interviewed properly. Trine is adamant that Kristian Storm was murdered, Søren. Henrik would appear to have hinted yesterday that the police regard the DCSD’s charge against Storm as his motive to kill himself, but Trine says that’s nonsense. Storm couldn’t give a toss what other scientists thought about him. As in a Greek Orthodox toss, Trine says.’

‘OK, that’s a lot of conclusions in one go,’ Søren said.

‘Trine knew Storm really well, Søren! They worked closely together, especially in the last few months because Storm’s regular assistant is on sick leave. Trine has been on maternity leave and out of the loop, but she’s been back in the department since Christmas. Don’t you think that she would have noticed just a little bit if Storm had intended to kill himself? And where is the box?’

At that point, Lily appeared in the doorway and Anna fell silent.

‘Please can I watch cartoons?’ she said.

‘All right,’ Søren said, over his shoulder to Anna. ‘I’ll look into it. Only I don’t know how far I’ll get without my badge. Come on then, munchkin, let’s find you some cartoons.’ He picked Lily up and carried her into the living room.

‘Have you lost your badge?’ Lily said, sounding anxious. She had been told countless times that she must never play with it because Søren would be told off by a man called Jørgensen if he lost it.

‘I washed it by accident last night,’ Søren said. ‘With your wet PJs.’

‘Then what happened?’

‘It shrank and got very small.’

‘So can I have it for my Sylvanian Family?’ Lily wanted to know.

‘I’ll think about it,’ Søren said.

*

It was well past noon that Friday before Anna drove to the faculty to meet Anders T., while Søren and Lily made themselves comfortable at opposite ends of the sofa and watched My Neighbour Totoro. Lily’s temperature was not particularly high and she had a healthy appetite for crusty rolls with a thick layer of chocolate spread. Just before two o’clock Søren woke up to the credits and left to have a shower. When he had got dressed, he went to see Lily, who had started drawing.

‘We’re not really that ill, are we?’ he said.

‘I’m very ill,’ Lily stated firmly.

‘Too ill to go to the Natural History Museum and eat hot dogs afterwards?’

Lily pursed her lips while she gave the matter her full consideration. ‘No,’ she said. ‘I’m not too ill for that. But what happens if Mum sees us?’

‘She won’t,’ Søren assured her. ‘Don’t forget, she works in a completely different building. Besides, it’s good for budding biologists to visit the Museum of Natural History as often as possible. Think of all the things you’ll learn.’

*

It was Søren and Lily’s umpteenth visit to the Museum of Natural History. First they touched the glacier that stuck out from the wall. Then they inspected all of Lily’s favourite displays, ate French hotdogs in the café and finished off in the Evolution Room where an anxious-looking Lily kept her distance from the two human skeletons.

‘Are they real?’ she whispered, while Søren assured her yet again that they were plastic. Finally they took the lift down to the ground floor where they browsed in the museum shop while Søren surreptitiously made a mental note of all the doors he could see. One led to the lavatories and on another it said, ‘University of Copenhagen, no public access’. While Lily admired all the colourful toys and knickknacks, Søren carefully pressed down the handle. It might be out of bounds to the public, but the door was not locked.

‘Please may I have this one?’ Lily asked, holding up a clear rubber ball with a poisonous green frog inside it to Søren.

‘Yes, you may,’ Søren said, and together they went to pay.

‘And this one as well?’ Lily was pushing her luck and had grabbed a random soft toy, which happened to be a squashy, full-size python.

‘No, not that one.’

‘OK,’ Lily said, putting back the snake. They paid for the ball.

‘Come on, we’re off to the loo,’ Søren said, dragging Lily towards the lavatories.

‘But I don’t need the loo,’ Lily protested in a loud voice.

‘Oh yes you do. You should always go when you have the chance,’ Søren said, his voice just as loud.

‘Oh, really,’ Lily said, even louder.

The shop assistant, who had kept a sporadic eye on them over her half-rimmed glasses, now looked down at some papers on her counter. And, quick as a flash, Søren scooped Lily up and went through the unlocked door.

‘Why are we here?’ Lily said, sounding cross, and Søren whispered, ‘Ssh, we’re here to catch a thief.’

‘A thief?’ Lily exclaimed.

Søren glanced back at the door to the museum, but no one had come rushing after them. ‘Yes,’ he said, ‘a thief who has stolen a box belonging to your mum’s friend, which he brought back all the way from Africa. Come on, it’s not dangerous – it’s an awfully big adventure.’

Suddenly Lily looked very sly.

*

They got lost as always. Søren carried Lily through the long, deserted corridors, past tables covered with boxes of bones, books in classroom sets, cardboard sheets with herbaria, and stuffed animals, and Søren felt Lily dig her fingers into his back. A couple of times they heard a conversation through an open door and the moment they bumped into a human being – a young woman carrying a stuffed heron – Søren immediately asked for directions to the Department of Immunology.

‘You need to go up two floors,’ she said. ‘The stairs are over there.’

‘My mum knows everything about dinosaurs,’ Lily said to the woman, and Søren quickly moved on. ‘Why are you carrying me?’

Søren set Lily down and they walked on hand in hand.

At long last they reached the Department of Immunology. Here there were no stuffed animals or yellowing posters of water lilies and diving ducks, but modern laboratories laid out like pearls on a string, stainless-steel trolleys and a vaguely sinister atmosphere. Søren made his way to Storm’s office.

He and Lily stopped to look at the many cards and flowers placed outside the door to Storm’s office and Søren got a lump in his throat. A great loss for us and for Africa, he read on one card, Thank you for everything, Storm, on another. On a large, colourful bouquet, there was a small, silver-rimmed card that read, In respect, in grief, from your colleagues at Stanford University, and next to it someone had placed an African mask and lit tea lights. More flowers, more cards.

‘Oh, doesn’t that look nice?’ Lily said.

*

Søren knocked on Thor Albert Larsen’s half-open door, hoping that Thor would recognise him from yesterday and not ask to see his warrant card. ‘Enter,’ a voice called. Thor was on the telephone, but made a friendly gesture to indicate that Søren should wait. He ended his call and shook hands with both Søren and Lily.

‘Today is my day off and I’m taking my daughter to the museum,’ Søren lied. ‘But when you’re investigating a case, you’re never really off duty – it’s probably just like being a scientist.’

Thor asked Søren and Lily to sit down on a small seating arrangement in the corner of his office. He was pale, but composed. ‘I did think about taking today off,’ he said, glancing at Lily and the pale red rash on her face. ‘I’m very upset, I must admit. But it wouldn’t be in Storm’s spirit to slack. “To research, to conquer” was his motto. Besides, it’s just as well that I’m here. Colleagues from all over the world have heard about his death and the phone hasn’t stopped ringing. Now, what can I do for you? I spoke to your colleague this morning, Henrik Tejsner, who is heading the investigation, and he said that the police have filed the case as suicide.’ Suddenly he looked suspicious.

‘It’s correct that Kristian Storm killed himself,’ Søren said, muttering curses under his breath. ‘But, even so, I wanted a better understanding of the case. Please could you give me a list of Storm’s students and anybody else employed here in the department? There are some loose ends we’d like to tie up.’ Søren smiled again.

‘Yes, of course.’ Thor sat down behind his desk and looked at his screen. ‘He had many students,’ he added. ‘I myself was one of them – once.’

‘Was he a good supervisor?’ Søren asked.

‘Yes,’ Thor replied, without hesitation. ‘It’s quite a few years ago now. I finished my PhD in 2005 and started working in the department the following year. But I still remember my three PhD years as the time when I gained my proper foothold as a scientist. No one can motivate a student like Storm. He’ll keep pushing you . . . He would keep pushing you, home in on details, and he wouldn’t let go until you’d had it up to here, but at the same time he could zoom out like no other scientist I have met and understand complex relationships. He was a true . . . mentor. I can’t think of a single one of Storm’s students who hasn’t done exceptionally well, though it cost them blood, sweat and tears along the way.’ Thor smiled and added, ‘Except Marie, of course, but it wasn’t her fault that she never managed to start her PhD.’

‘Marie?’

‘Oh, that has nothing to do with Storm. Marie Skov was one of Storm’s master’s students last year. The two of them in the same lab . . . sparks flew! But then Marie fell ill, that was all I meant. Her PhD proposal had already been approved and the funding was in place, but God knows if she’ll ever get to finish it. By the way, it was Marie’s lab figures that triggered the dishonesty case against Storm.’ Thor got up and fetched a printout.

‘Here’s the list. Everyone’s names, phone numbers and email addresses.’ Again Thor looked sceptical. ‘I’d actually promised to email it to Henrik Tejsner yesterday, but he didn’t say anything about it when he called me this morning, so I presumed that it was no longer needed now that you have closed the case. But perhaps you could give it to him?’

‘I’ll do that,’ Søren said lightly, and took the paper.

‘We’re looking for a stolen box,’ Lily suddenly proclaimed and Søren spluttered.

‘Why don’t you go out into the corridor and try out your new bouncy ball?’ he suggested to her. ‘I bet it can jump all the way up to the ceiling if you whack it really hard against the floor.’ Lily was already out of the door and soon afterwards they heard boing-boing noises.

‘Are you surprised that Kristian Storm killed himself?’ Søren asked.

Thor thought about it. ‘Yes and no,’ he said at last. ‘When Trine found him yesterday, I quite simply refused to believe it. I had been chatting to him in the senior common room the day before and he appeared just as dedicated and diligent as usual. So initially it seemed absurd that he would have taken his own life. Since then I’ve thought of little else, of course, and last night I concluded that it does make sense after all. I no longer saw Storm outside work and I don’t know anyone else who did. Marie Skov, perhaps, but like I said, she’s on sick leave and hasn’t seen him for a long time. Storm and I ran the Department of Immunology together and we were a good team, but we were not friends. So even if he had been depressed, he would not necessarily have confided in me. And, to tell you the truth, I wouldn’t have wanted Storm’s life. Despite what you may have heard, most scientists have a life outside their research. But not Storm. He worked twenty-four/seven, and when he finally did do anything social, it was with his students. It’s dangerous to identify too closely with your profession.’ Thor looked gravely at Søren. ‘We’ve seen it before when we’ve had to make cuts. People suddenly realise they have nothing left if their work is taken away from them, and some choose to end their own life. And perhaps being accused of scientific dishonesty is even worse. It’s bad enough that all activity has to stop while the DCSD review the research that has been called into question – and while that happens, it’s practically impossible to be considered for grants or have any scientific papers published. But even if you’re ultimately cleared, the accusation tends to stick. Everyone in science knows that. Storm was his research, and the fear of being found guilty of scientific dishonesty must have been extremely distressing . . .’ Thor looked speculatively at Søren ‘. . . especially if he knew deep down that he had fiddled the figures.’

‘Do you have any reason to believe that?’

‘No.’ Thor hesitated slightly. ‘Not really. Storm was a fine scientist, very conscientious, highly critical, and he rose above the personal rivalries and desire for prestige that drive many scientists, myself included, I must admit. Seen from that perspective, he wasn’t an obvious candidate to massage data. Saying that, Storm had become very fanatical about his Africa project in recent years, in fact so much so that the head of the institute commented on it when, yet again, I ended up presenting our annual accounts rather than Storm because he was in Africa – as usual. I didn’t mind, so that wasn’t the problem . . . but I was starting to notice it. How Storm slowly but surely put all his eggs into one basket, and that’s always risky. Then there were the lab results, which Storm and Marie published in connection with her master’s dissertation . . .’ Thor hesitated again. ‘They were just too good to be true . . . and their conclusion questioned the premise of every single WHO vaccination programme.’

‘How?’ Søren asked, with genuine interest.

Thor thought about it. ‘Storm discovered that some of the vaccines which the WHO recommends worldwide are associated with a number of negative side effects as well as protecting against specific diseases. Most of the vaccines boost the immune systems of the people vaccinated so they develop increased resistance to diseases in general. But one of the vaccines appears to weaken the immune system. The former is good, the latter is catastrophic, and the overall observation is revolutionary. If it’s true . . . So while I was pleased for Storm when he published the results, I was also sceptical.’

‘You thought he might have cheated.’

Thor shrugged his shoulders. ‘Storm obviously wanted Marie Skov’s results to back up his observations from Guinea-Bissau. So “cheating” is too strong a word. But perhaps he misinterpreted them and hoped he would get away with it.’

‘He misinterpreted them on purpose?’

‘I’ll leave it up to the DCSD to decide that,’ Thor said.

‘One of Storm’s students insists that Storm “couldn’t give a toss” about what other scientists thought of his research. That doesn’t sound like a man who could be shamed by an accusation of scientific dishonesty or a possible verdict against him?’

Thor shook his head slowly. ‘I’m aware of that. It’s Trine, isn’t it? She refuses to accept that it was suicide. She rang me to rant and rave only this morning. And I do understand that it’s difficult to come to terms with it. Like I said, I reacted in exactly the same way at first. With disbelief. But Trine has been on maternity leave for more than a year – no, longer because she went on sick leave at the very start of her pregnancy and she’s only just returned. She hadn’t seen just how obsessed with his Africa project Storm had become. Nor did Trine know that Storm’s father also killed himself. A not irrelevant detail. I told her about it when she called me today.’

‘How did you know that Storm’s father killed himself?’ Søren asked.

‘From Storm himself,’ Thor said. ‘I’ve known about it for many years, ever since I wrote my master’s, I think. A long time ago there was a rumour at the institute that a museum professor had skimmed his department for money, and when Storm overheard me and another student talk about it, he rebuked us. His own father, who was a famous professor of medicine, had been the victim of that kind of damaging gossip, he told us, and even though he was eventually cleared, his reputation never recovered and he ended up taking his own life. Storm was clearly still affected by it, and, well, we know from psychological studies that suicide often recurs in families.’

Søren watched Thor for a moment. Then he stuck out his hand and thanked him for his help.

‘You’re welcome,’ Thor said. ‘And please don’t hesitate to contact me, if you have any further thoughts. I’m here if you need me.’ He stretched out his arms.

Outside in the corridor, a poisonous green frog jumped right into Søren’s face.

‘Oops, sorry,’ Lily said, and Søren threw her over his shoulder, like a sack of potatoes, and carried her out of the university.

Oh, yeah, totally undercover.




CHAPTER 2

Marie Skov still had a photograph of herself, her brother and sisters taken in the back garden of their childhood home at nineteen Snerlevej. In the foreground, her baby sister Lea sat on her nappy-clad bottom while big sister Julie, with braces on her teeth, stood at the back. In the centre of the picture, standing in front of a blue paddling pool, Marie was holding the hand of her twin brother, Mads. Each of them had a kazoo in their free hand; they had different shades of brown hair, but the same bright blue toddlers’ eyes. Marie thought it was funny how much the children looked like the adults they had grown into. Julie was very tall, Lea very cute, and Marie already looked ordinary, even then.

The photograph was one of the few to survive Marie’s mother’s frenzied attack with a pair of scissors when Mads died. The fever had come on suddenly and the doctors had assured Marie’s parents, Frank and Joan, that it was not their fault. There was nothing they could have done; it was a very aggressive form of meningitis. Even so, Joan had cut up all their photographs and screamed over and over that she would never forgive herself. This was not something Marie could remember. Julie had told her. Julie was six years older than Marie and seven years older than Lea and she could remember everything. It was Julie who had given Marie the photograph.

‘Here,’ she had said, as she put it on the desk in front of her. Marie had been about ten at the time. ‘Dad wanted you to have it. But promise you won’t show it to Mum, Marissen?’ she added. ‘It’ll only make her sad.’

Marie had promised.

*

Before Joan had had her children, she had been an art student at Kunstakademiet and had been predicted a great future. She was a weaver and inspired by female expressionists, whose paintings from the early twentieth century she reinterpreted in vast tapestry wall-hangings. They were best suited to large exhibition halls and public spaces with high ceilings, and she sold several. Once the children were born, she took a job as an art teacher at Dyssegårdsskolen in Vangede, but carried on weaving in her spare time, smaller pieces that Frank would sell locally for quite respectable sums. When Mads died, Joan had gone on sick leave but lost her job shortly afterwards. The loom was left to gather dust and Frank had had to drop out of his civil-engineering degree course. Even though they could live cheaply in the house on Snerlevej, which they had inherited from Joan’s parents, and even though their firstborn daughter, Julie, was a great help around the house, they could not make ends meet. Having to quit his studies was a big loss of face for Frank, who had promised his father he would make something of himself. Frank’s father had worn himself out working at a canned-food factory and had taken to drinking. When he was on his deathbed, he had regretted his wasted life. ‘Do you want smoker’s lungs like mine?’ he had rattled. ‘Rotten teeth? A fatty liver?’ Frank had sworn to his father that he would not squander his talents. His father had died soon afterwards.

Frank was forced to take work on a building site where he was soon promoted to foreman because he was good with his hands. But he loathed his boss, an unskilled oik, who was younger than Frank but had had the construction firm handed to him on a plate by his father, all ready for him to take over; Merry Christmas, son. The boss could not stand Frank either; he always frowned when he inspected his work and would order Frank to carry out practically impossible jobs on his own. Frank felt like punching the man’s nose into his brain, but instead he trailed a coin along the side of his car one day when he hobbled home from work, having put his back out after his boss had told him to move a large pile of bricks.

When Frank arrived home, Julie would have his dinner ready as usual. She was twelve years old now and starting to get fat. This irritated Frank. Joan had lost her looks – grief had made her ugly – and he almost couldn’t bear to look at her. She couldn’t manage anything, these days; it was as if she had lost her mind when Mads died. That was why Julie had to cook all their meals.

Frank was seething with anger at his boss. His back would hurt all weekend and he would not be able to work on his new shed. The old shed had burned down and his tools had been rusting under some tarpaulin in the garden ever since. God only knew if he would ever have time to finish it.

Lea and Marie were in their pyjamas and circling his legs, like starving pigeons. Frank asked the girls if they had remembered to clean their teeth. Straight away they opened their mouths as wide as they could and Frank inspected them. He did not want his kids to have rotten teeth. Some people never bothered with the little things, yet it was those details that defined social divisions in Denmark. Otherwise how would his kids be able to change social class as he himself had done? He dismissed the idea of ‘social heritage’. Frank had come from nothing, and when he was a boy, no one had cared about his teeth. His father would work, come home, watch telly or go to the pub, and his mother would sit in front of the telly or work night shifts. Frank and his brothers and sisters ate whatever they could find in the cupboard or they would make eggnog from five eggs and half a cup of sugar. But Frank had promised his father to be somebody. Once Joan went back to work and started behaving normally again, he intended to resume his studies. Until then he had to settle for being the best-looking and most overqualified builder in Copenhagen. He shaved every day, he had got himself dentures in Sweden, his clothes were impeccable, never expensive but immaculate, and he took an interest in the children’s teeth, their education and manners. He tidied up the front garden, he cleaned the windows until they shone and he disciplined their dog, Bertha, with a firm hand. None of the neighbours should be able to criticise his family.

Lea opened her mouth even wider and pushed in front of Marie. ‘Aaaaah,’ she said, getting on Frank’s nerves. He went into the living room to watch the telly.

The summer when Marie started school, Joan rediscovered her creativity and wove a wall-hanging that Frank managed to sell to Helsingør Town Hall.

‘And it was luck rather than design, let me tell you,’ he said to Joan, when he came home after having delivered it and slammed down four thousand kroner on the dining table in front of her. ‘Do you think you could try weaving something a little less glum? Otherwise we’ll run out of customers. Normal town halls want joy in their corridors, not hysterical women with snakes in their hair.’

‘But it was inspired by Caravaggio’s painting of Medusa,’ Joan objected. ‘Caravaggio invented the chiaroscuro technique – he revolutionised painting. It’s about light and shade.’

‘That’s all well and good,’ Frank said, ‘but I’m telling you, a little colour wouldn’t go amiss.’

But Joan started making clay figures instead. Tiny creatures with tortured faces.

‘How about making some angels with wings?’ Frank asked. By this time, he had been sacked from the building site and hoped to sell the figurines at various markets. But Joan refused, so Frank had to drop his market-stall plans; besides, people could buy much nicer ceramics in IKEA for next to nothing.

‘Never mind, it’s the process that matters,’ Joan said to the children, when Frank was out of earshot. ‘The product means nothing.’

Joan carried the figurines out into the garden and arranged them on the sooty spot where Frank’s old shed used to be. Marie, Lea and Julie stood in the living-room window happily watching their mother. She carefully adjusted the figurines so eventually they made up a witches’ circle of rugged ceramics. Then she straightened up and waved to her girls.

‘Mum’s having a good day,’ Julie said, and smiled.

*

Every day Julie and Marie walked home from Dyssegårdsskolen together and Julie always carried Marie’s satchel. When Julie went into the sixth form, she continued to pick up Marie from the after-school club and carry her satchel. Lea was too young to go to school yet and was looked after by one of their neighbours, a woman called Tove.

The walk home from school was Marie and Julie’s special time, Julie said, as they skipped along. Sister time, Julie called it. ‘We’re two peas in a pod,’ she used to say. Marie didn’t know what that meant. When they came home, Julie had to take Bertha for a walk. Bertha had been a Christmas present from Frank, who’d thought he had bought a cocker spaniel, but in less than six months Bertha had turned into a fully grown St Bernard.

The girls loved Bertha and only Joan complained about her size. Couldn’t they have got a small dog instead, one that would fit in her handbag? Frank said that a big family like theirs needed a big dog, though he conceded he had not thought Bertha would be quite that big. When Frank was at home, he would train Bertha and assiduously picked up her poo from the garden, but he was not home all that much.

While Julie walked Bertha, Joan and Marie would have a pretend tea party. Joan would perch on the edge of the sofa, and no one could hold an imaginary teacup in such a refined manner as Joan. She cooed over Marie and would kiss and hug her when she wasn’t sipping her invisible cup. ‘Where is Countess/Princess/Empress Lea?’ she would ask. Marie would pretend that Joan’s spiky hair was a queen’s crown and she would reply that Her Royal Highness/Countess/Princess/Duchess Lea was visiting Tove. ‘Oh, yes,’ Joan would say. Then Joan would want to hear all about her day at school. Joan remembered everyone at Dyssegårdsskolen. ‘Does Mr Nielsen still carry that massive bag around?’ she would ask Marie, and ‘How is Sune? Is he still making trouble during lunch?’ Marie would answer all her questions. Then Joan would ask if she wanted her to read aloud from a Donald Duck comic, and Marie would say, ‘Yes, please,’ and carefully snuggle up to her mother. Sometimes, without warning, Joan would burst into tears and press Marie to her chest so hard that Marie could barely breathe. When Julie came home with Bertha, it was time for a quick snack; ‘Hurry, hurry into the kitchen,’ Julie would say. While Julie wrapped a blanket around Joan and gave her some water, Marie would eat lard and salt sandwiches cut into soldiers in the kitchen. It was her favourite snack and Julie made it for her every day.

‘Mum is missing Mads a bit today,’ Julie said lightly, when she came out into the kitchen to Marie and softly closed the door to the living room. ‘You never recover from the loss of a child.’

‘Or a brother?’ Marie asked, with her mouth full of lard and bread.

Every day at five o’clock they would pick up Lea from Tove’s house and Marie could not wait to see her baby sister. She asked why they didn’t pick Lea up earlier so she could join in the tea party with Mum. ‘No,’ Julie said, ‘not until five o’clock.’ Marie would then get the buggy from the garage because Lea refused to walk the hundred metres home. Julie said that a four-year-old was quite simply too old to be pushed, but Marie just swerved the buggy from side to side in large curves, so Lea would laugh and stop behaving like a spoiled brat.

The list of things Lea would not do was a very long one. Eat up, for example, even though Julie made her sit at the table for hours. Or have her hair washed, even though Julie put Lea’s beloved dolly on a tall shelf out of her reach. Or come home with them from Tove’s house.

Marie, however, was a logical child and could not see the point of these battles. She just fetched the buggy and pushed it at racing speed to make Lea laugh.

Sometimes Frank would come back so late from wherever he had been that Marie and Lea were already in their bunk beds, Lea at the top and Marie at the bottom. Lea had threatened to cut the hair off all Marie’s dolls unless she got the top bunk, and Marie had caved in immediately. Frank would stumble on the runner on the stairs when he came home late. In the middle of the night, he would impress upon them the importance of getting a good education because working as an unskilled labourer was hell when you were intelligent and overqualified, especially if your boss was a moron. Lea asked him what a moron was, but Frank told her not to worry about it. Frank smelt of cigarettes when he came home late and occasionally of something sweet. When he inspected their teeth, Marie would hold her breath. Lea, however, just said, ‘You stink, Daddy,’ and Marie would curl all ten toes under her duvet.

Every evening Frank would ask Marie, ‘What kind of day has the best Marissen in the world had? Is she just as clever now as she was this morning, I wonder?’

‘A little cleverer, I think,’ Marie would reply happily. She was in her first year at school and her teacher had already remarked that she was very able.

‘I knew it,’ Frank said proudly, when Julie repeated the conversation she had had with Marie’s teacher. Frank had forgotten Marie’s parents’ evening and had failed to come home in time, so Julie had cycled to school on her own.

Sometimes Frank would nibble Lea’s feet if they stuck out from under her duvet. Then Lea would squirm with laughter and call out, ‘Again, again!’

On a good evening Frank would then say, ‘Only if my little Loopy-Lou has been a good girl. Have you?’

And Lea would reply, ‘Yes!’, even though it was a lie. But Frank would often bite her too hard and he got annoyed when Lea screamed.

Marie felt sorry for Lea when Frank got cross with her. Julie was forever saying to Marie, ‘You’re the apple of Daddy’s eye and my little treasure, and Mummy’s big, lovely girl.’ But she never said anything nice to Lea, so one day Marie gave Lea all her shiny stickers.

‘Are you sure?’ Lea asked, and dried her eyes on her sleeve.

Marie nodded. ‘You can even have the ones with the glitter puppies. Here you go.’

If only Lea liked going to school, Marie thought. Frank was brilliant at helping with homework – if you could be bothered to do your homework, that was, and Lea unfortunately could not. Doing homework with Frank was one of Marie’s favourite activities. ‘Sharpen your pencils, Marissen,’ Frank would say, ‘and I’ll be with you in a moment,’ and when he came up to Marie’s room, he would always bring tea and chocolate biscuits, and he knew the answers to everything and had really nice handwriting when he wrote numbers. You had to be good at maths if you wanted to be an engineer, Frank explained.

But Lea didn’t want to be an engineer – she wanted to be a rock star or a model – and it made no difference that Marie told her to try doing her homework with Frank.

Lea, however, did like drawing and every now and then Joan and Lea would draw together. They would both slip into an electric silence when they drew and Marie loved sitting in the kitchen, pretending to be reading a book, but secretly watching her mother and sister, who were lost in a world of their own at the dining table.

‘And up at the castle,’ Lea explained, making sweeping movements on her paper, ‘there are dragons as well. You can see in their tummies how many princesses they have eaten. That one has eaten eight.’

Joan studied Lea’s drawing for a long time. ‘I really like your figures, Lea,’ she said at length. ‘They’re simple, but you use clear lines and shapes. You’re telling a story.’

Lea beamed from ear to ear and Marie loved seeing Lea so happy.

Marie also loved Julie’s stories about the old days.

‘We were very happy,’ Julie would say dreamily, as she patted the sofa seat next to her. She would get Marie and Lea a bowl of sweets each, Dracula lollipops, Jenka bubble gum and liquorice humbugs and pull their small backsides very close to hers.

‘Mum and Dad would throw these amazing garden parties,’ Julie told them, ‘with Chinese paper lanterns, home-made salads in big, ceramic bowls, bread that you tore chunks off so shards of glittering, coarse salt would fall to the ground, and they would run an extension cable through the basement window so they could play records under the open sky. And nobody ever complained about Mum and Dad’s parties,’ Julie continued, ‘because they invited all the neighbours.’

Julie had been five years old when Joan discovered that she was pregnant with twins.

When Frank had come home from university that day, Joan pointed to two eggs she had managed to balance on a crack in the coffee table. Frank’s face had been one big question mark at first, but then he spotted four tiny socks on a chair, and on the stairs eight dummies had been lined up. Upstairs, on their double bed, Joan had placed a large paper heart and, at the centre of the heart, she had written that they were expecting twins. At this point, Julie jumped out of the laundry basket and Frank hugged them both.

Joan got pregnant with Lea when the twins, Mads and Marie, were only three months old. It came as something of a surprise. Still, if any family was going to have lots of children, surely it should be theirs?

They owned a big house.

Joan regained her figure the day after each birth.

Frank was a modern patriarch.

They were good Social Democrats, but not the dull kind.

‘Even the summers were longer in those days,’ Julie said, looking gravely at her sisters.

‘No, I’m telling you the truth,’ she would insist, when Lea refused to believe her. ‘The Chinese lanterns were prettier, the friends were funnier, the sun was out more and the problems were smaller.’

Marie couldn’t remember anything from before Mads had died. She couldn’t even remember Mads. Even so, she loved Julie’s stories. Lea was less impressed. ‘I don’t believe that,’ she would say, when Julie told her something, and when she turned ten, she could no longer be overawed by coloured lanterns, which you could buy for only ninety-eight øre in Søstrene Grene. When Marie showed her the photograph from the garden, she would narrow one eye and say, ‘Alright, the kid looks cute, but how do we even know he’s our brother?’

‘Surely you can tell,’ Marie said.

‘I don’t see it,’ Lea said.

When Lea became a teenager, she was completely done with Julie’s rose-tinted stories and recounted them in her own words: ‘When Mads died, everything turned to shit, big fat piles of St Bernard shit. Joan should have been offered counselling, but she was simply wrapped in a blanket, put on the sofa and given a lump of clay to channel all her talent into. Frank was so crushed by his broken academic dreams that he had to drink beer every day. And there was never any food in the house – oh, no, wait, there were tins of spag bol, which we would eat for days in a row, and we were covered with layers of dirt because no one ever bothered to wash us.’

‘That’s not true,’ Julie said, hurt. ‘We always had food and I washed you every single day. And Mum loved washing you at the weekends – don’t you remember? She even made her own bath oils, which she would put in your bath. We lived in a nice house – and why don’t you ever call Dad “Dad” and Mum “Mum”? And we were lucky that we were allowed a dog! No one in my class at school had a dog,’ she said, and added, ‘Being angry when you’re a teenager is normal, Lea, but now you’re just exaggerating.’

‘Exaggerating? Our brother died and Dad gave us a dog. Great move, Frank. Right until “someone” ran it over on Snerlevej in the dark. Splat and it was a goner,’ Lea said, in a loud voice.

‘You’re mean,’ Julie hissed, and slapped Lea across the face. Marie could see how much it stung because Lea’s eyes welled up. She had had a snakebite piercing the day before and had just cleaned it with hydrogen peroxide. Now she touched her lip gingerly.

If you ignored her facial piercings, which, as well as the two steel fangs, also included a tongue bar and a nose ring, Lea was beautiful. Her hair was long and dark, and she towered in the landscape on her platform boots. As she jumped to her feet and stormed out in a huff, she was at least as tall as Julie, but she weighed less than half as much.

‘Did Dad really run Bertha over?’ Marie asked Julie.

‘No, of course he didn’t. Sometimes you can be so naïve, Marie! Lea’s always making things up,’ Julie said.

Lea no longer lived at home. No one told Lea what to do, these days, least of all Julie, who was now married with children of her own. Julie dressed in long skirts and woolly roll-neck jumpers to hide the weight she had gained during her pregnancies. She had trained to be a nurse and had met her husband, Michael, during her initial practical training at Bispebjerg Hospital, where he worked as a porter.

‘Michael is an oaf,’ Frank always said, and Marie privately agreed with him. Julie and Michael had had two daughters in quick succession, Emma and Camilla, and that was just the way it was, Julie said.

‘On your gravestone, it’ll say, “She poured oil on troubled waters,”’ Lea had once remarked to Julie, who had promptly retorted, ‘Yes, and on yours it’ll say, “She made a big deal out of nothing.”’

Lea snorted and said that was the biggest pile of crap she had ever heard, but for once Julie simply shrugged.

Frank had been pleased when Julie started training to be a nurse. ‘Nursing is honest work,’ he said proudly. But then Julie met Michael, fell pregnant and quit her studies. Now she was working as a home carer, and Frank appeared not to have forgiven her. Maybe that explained why he constantly got at Julie, which encouraged Michael to join in. At family dinners and at Christmas, their treatment of Julie bordered on bullying as Michael and Frank egged each other on. Marie hated it, but never said anything because she had spoken up once and Julie had instantly given her ‘the look’ and later pulled her aside in the kitchen.

‘There’s no need for you to get involved. They don’t really mean it, Marie,’ she’d said lightly. ‘It’s quite enough that Lea flies off the handle over nothing. Let it go.’

Marie accepted the situation and she had to agree with Julie: Lea really did have a special talent for conflict escalation.

One evening Lea turned up at Snerlevej to fetch some clothes from her old room while Julie, Michael and their children were there. Frank had threatened to take Lea’s belongings to the skip, but her room was still untouched. It bothered Julie. ‘You’re spoiling her, Dad,’ she had said. ‘She’ll never learn that actions have consequences.’ But Frank just muttered that he’d get round to doing it soon and reminded Marie of what a softie he was. They sat down for dinner. Four minutes later Michael and Lea were having a row because Lea had referred to Julie as Michael’s lucky catch and Michael as Julie’s big mistake.

‘Stop arguing,’ Joan said, but no one listened.

Sobbing, Julie ran out into the kitchen; Marie got up and followed her.

From there they could hear Michael get himself worked up over something and it turned out that Lea had pulled down her trousers and mooned at him. Camilla and Emma were about two and four at the time, and Michael shouted that there was no bloody way he would put up with this in front of his kids and followed it up with a lot of swearing. Ah, well, everything’s relative, Marie thought, convinced that Michael’s fruity vocabulary was ultimately more traumatising for his young daughters than the sight of their aunt’s bare buttocks. Marie wondered why no one ever laughed at Michael. Or at Lea, for that matter. She thought they were both being ridiculous. But no one ever joked in the Skov family, and nothing was taken lightly. She wondered why. It was tempting to take Michael down a peg, tease Frank about his double standards, pull Julie’s leg affectionately when she became a little too prim, and Lea’s, too, when she became ultra-provocative. Michael carried on whingeing until Frank told him to shut up, and Joan finally managed to break through the inferno: ‘I told you to stop arguing,’ she said again.

‘Why does Lea do it?’ Julie wept in the kitchen and Marie put her arms around her sister’s large body. ‘Why does she always have to trample on other people?’

Marie didn’t know how to reply. If she had to be honest, she had often felt like mooning Michael herself, but she never had, obviously.

‘Lea was born a megalomaniac,’ Julie sobbed, ‘and that’s why she thinks she can walk all over us.’

When they returned to the dining room, Frank and Michael had gone and the children were watching television in the living room. Lea was sitting at the dining table holding Joan’s hand.

*

When Marie had started at medical school, Frank could barely contain his excitement. That summer Lea was ‘God knows where’, as he put it, so Marie was on the receiving end of his undivided attention. Marie was ambivalent about the experience. She wished the ground would open up and swallow her when Frank boasted to people that she was going to be a doctor and that she had inherited her academic talent from him, but it was lovely when he put his hands on her shoulders and called her ‘Dr Marissen’.

‘Medical school isn’t for losers, Marie,’ he lectured her one evening, as the conclusion to a lengthy monologue about how she had to hold her head up high and be confident. ‘A good doctor believes in herself. How do you think it’ll look when you’re doing rounds? Patients need to see authority when you enter a ward. It’s no good you sneaking along the wall, whispering to Mrs Jensen that she needs a new heart valve, is it?’

Marie almost burst out laughing at the scenario, but Frank looked very serious.

‘When I was studying engineering . . .’ he began.

That night Marie couldn’t sleep. Although she didn’t always recognise herself when Frank or Julie chided her for being quiet, there was some truth in what Frank had said. In the sixth form, her written exams had gone brilliantly, but her orals had been disastrous: she had received an irritatingly low six in history, for instance, which had dragged down her average. It wasn’t that she didn’t know her subject. She knew it inside out. But the moment she sat face to face with her teacher and the external examiner, the words refused to come out.

Marie met Jesper Just during freshers’ week at medical school. He was organising the event and it was now four years since he had been subjected to the introductory fun and games, along with other various types of hazing by which new students were initiated.

‘Medical school isn’t for losers,’ Jesper had announced, when he had introduced himself to the first years.

When Jesper and Marie had started dating, Marie worried that Frank would take an instant dislike to her boyfriend. Jesper drove an environmentally hazardous gas-guzzler, as Frank referred to cars like Jesper’s pearl-white Range Rover deluxe, and, to top it all, he had been ‘born with a silver spoon up his arse’. Frank himself had grafted for everything he had, not least his odd-job business, which he had started some years earlier, and his VW Transporter was purely a working vehicle. No one with a Copenhagen postcode needed a cross-country 4×4 for reasons other than showing off, and Frank didn’t like show-offs – indeed he didn’t as a rule like anyone who had been born rich.

But fortunately he approved of Jesper and made no attempt to hide that he was terribly excited at the thought of husband-and-wife doctors in the family.

Jesper was Marie’s first real boyfriend and her sexual initiation. He was absolutely mad about her. He licked her all the way from the tip of her toes to the hollow under her ear and bit her nipples a little too hard. He adored her breasts and complimented her on being slim while still curvaceous. But he also loved her sweetness, he said. Her shy manner and her bright mind. He stressed that he could never be with an uneducated girl, and what did Marie think about the old proverb that behind every strong man was a strong woman? Eh, yes, Marie thought that sounded just fine, and Jesper nuzzled his face happily between her breasts.

‘We’ll be the perfect couple,’ he whispered into her sweater.

They got married, and when Marie discovered she was pregnant, they took that in their stride. Jesper had graduated, was about to start work and would therefore be able to support his family. When Anton was born, Frank’s joy knew no bounds.

‘He’s a lovely little lad,’ he whispered, as he kept curling and uncurling Anton’s tiny fingers. ‘Can you see who he looks like, eh, Joan?’ Joan nodded, incapable of speech because she was on the verge of tears. She wove a wonderful tapestry wall-hanging for Anton’s room, her first in years. At the centre of it there was a big red sun, and beneath the sun a naked baby boy was kicking his arms and legs in the air. Above the sun was an angel with wings of soft white angora that Joan had worked over with a brush and the angel held its protective hands above the baby, like a heavenly umbrella.

With Anton’s arrival, Marie had started to worry about Frank’s obvious favouring of him at the expense of Julie and her children. Frank and Joan had never shown much interest in Julie’s girls, but Julie had said that was fine. Not all parents were born grandparents, she had said. Now Frank would lie on the floor, tickling the baby and rolling balls to Anton for a whole hour. No one could make Anton laugh like Frank did. Marie asked Julie if she was OK with it, but Julie brushed it aside.

‘Really, Marie, don’t upset yourself with such nonsense. I’m just delighted that Dad loves Anton. Look how happy he is. Some men find women a little difficult and God knows that Dad has been lumbered with enough crazy women to last him a lifetime. He probably needed a boy in the family and I’m happy for you. Stop worrying this instant.’

Julie gave her sister a hug and Marie breathed a sigh of relief.

Frank was so excited about his role as grandfather that he instigated a new tradition: family lunch at Snerlevej every Sunday. He built a brick barbecue in the garden, laid a terrace and bought garden furniture; he even got round to painting the new shed. He would grill steaks, drink red wine and tell everybody what a looker Joan had been when she was young.

Anton had transformed his grandfather.

Lea hardly ever turned up at these events and, if Marie was honest, it was a relief to avoid all the drama.

*

When Marie failed her end-of-year oral exam in medicine for the third time and had to tell Frank during a Sunday lunch that she was quitting medicine, he banged his fists so hard on the table that his plate of rissoles danced. The tears started rolling down Marie’s cheeks. She knew the syllabus back to front and could not explain why her mind had gone blank.

‘Marie will switch to biology,’ Jesper said. ‘She can transfer most of her credits and there are plenty of opportunities for her as a biologist. So just calm down, will you?’ He looked sternly at Frank, who shut up and flipped the cap off another beer.

‘Bloody hell,’ he mumbled, and swigged from the bottle. ‘I’d never have thought that of you, Marissen.’

Lea, who happened to be there to pick up her birth certificate, belched loudly and proceeded to declare that surely a degree was a degree and that, as far as Lea knew, Frank had yet to complete his education and should therefore back off. Lea would turn twenty soon and a thin chain hung from her left nostril to her left ear, her hair was dyed pitch black, she had a silver bar in her tongue, which she clicked, and five visible tattoos. One was a demonic-looking child that covered most of her upper arm. A few weeks ago she had told Frank and Joan that she had started training as a beauty therapist, and even though Frank thought training in the area of ‘beauty idiocy’ was ridiculous, Marie could still detect his relief that Lea was getting herself some kind of education at last.

‘Please don’t start arguing,’ said Joan, and Frank, who had half got up from his chair, restricted himself to sending his youngest daughter an evil stare.

A smiling Julie circulated a dish. ‘Yummy, this is delicious,’ she said. Marie passed the dish on. Jesper winked to her. He loved putting Frank in his place.

*

The biology course had a different tempo from that for medicine. When studying medicine, Marie had mostly been trying to keep up with Jesper, but now she had her own subject area and the time to master it. Even Frank limited himself to saying, ‘I hope you’re not going to let me down, Marissen,’ roughly once every three months, and Marie assured him that she would not.

Almost from the start of her coursework she developed a special interest in the immune system. Millions of white blood cells attacked bacteria and viruses and, in a complicated genetic interchange, determined a person’s state of health and longevity. Marie thought it was wildly exciting. In her fourth term she took a course in epidemiology with the famous professor of immunology and infectious diseases Kristian Storm. Her fascination knew no bounds. She learned about the Black Death that had killed almost half the population of Europe in the late Middle Ages, and about the cholera bacterium, which was regarded as the fifth most dangerous bacterium in the world. She learned about the Spanish flu that had claimed the lives of five million people across the world only a hundred years ago, and gazed tenderly at Anton, who was practically never ill. The vaccine was without a doubt the most amazing invention in the history of medicine, she thought. Benjamin Jesty must have been the bravest farmer in the world. It was he who in the eighteenth century had vaccinated his wife and two sons with pus from a cow that had died from cowpox. Jesty had noticed that the local milkmaids never fell ill from smallpox and he had wondered if this was because they had already been infected with a milder version of the disease from the cows they milked. Vacca was the Latin word for ‘cow’ and thus the word vaccine was invented. Marie thought it was mindboggling and could not imagine how Jesty had dared to use his own family as guinea pigs. He must have been truly convinced of his cause. Or truly desperate.

Later the vaccine was systematised by Edward Anthony Jenner. That was the first vaccine and it was live. Later still, inactive vaccines were added. However, it was the live vaccine that made the biggest impression on Marie. The thought of allowing yourself to be infected with a weakened version of death in order to develop resistance filled her with terror and awe in equal measures.

After the epidemiology course, Marie attended all of Kristian Storm’s lectures, and as time passed, she grew increasingly impressed by him. Storm would alternate his courses of lectures with writing papers and visiting Guinea-Bissau in West Africa. Here he headed the research station, the Belem Health Project, which monitored demographically 190,000 inhabitants in the former Portuguese colony. What was the child mortality rate among children who were breastfed compared to children who were not? What effect did newly introduced vaccines have on the population’s survival rate? Did impregnated mosquito nets help reduce the number of malaria cases? Storm and his local assistants would walk from hut to hut to interview every single family member about the state of their health. The result was a unique database.

With the database as his starting point, Storm had developed controversial views about infection. For example, he discovered that the longer a person was exposed to infection, the sicker they would become. The world of science got terribly agitated about his claims. One single bacterium or one single virus surely made the infected person just as ill as a thousand.

No, Storm said, referring to his database. Children who were briefly infected outside the home became much less ill than their siblings with whom they would share a bed night after night while the bacterium or virus worked its way through the whole family. The loudest outcry came when Storm argued that getting infected by someone of the opposite sex was worse. Absolute nonsense, said Storm’s critics. ‘Well, then, just take a look at my data,’ Storm said calmly.

Marie was spellbound by his confidence and courage.

Kristian Storm was primarily an immunologist, but he was also obsessed with responsible research.

‘And good research is almost a lost discipline in Denmark,’ he had said at a lecture where Marie had filled sixteen pages with notes. ‘Modern research is driven by money. No scientist can carry out research without a grant, and as it is almost exclusively the number of papers published in highly regarded journals which determine whether or not a scientist is awarded that grant, the main research aim of the modern scientist is thus to produce grant-generating papers. But do you think that these highly regarded journals are interested in publishing the outcome of failed experiments? Of course they’re not. The result is that modern scientists carry out less risky research. And this is a death blow to the discipline of research, trust me, because if no one is prepared to risk a leap of faith, how will we ever learn anything new? It might not matter all that much right now, perhaps not even in five years’ time, but one day it will be very clear – also to those blasted politicians – that we have ruined Denmark’s fine research tradition. I sincerely hope,’ he said, looking intently across the lecture hall, ‘that you’ll become good scientists! Real scientists. Driven by curiosity alone, not by competition and commercial interests.’

It was at the same lecture that Marie was introduced for the first time to Storm’s ideas about free research and strategic research. Free research was classic research, Storm explained, where the scientist strives to acquire new knowledge without knowing in advance how that knowledge should be applied. Within free research it was acceptable, yes, almost the point, that the scientist could freely explore their area of interest and be permitted to make mistakes because as long as the fumbling phase, as Storm called it and everyone laughed, was insightful, it offered a unique opportunity to discover something of genius. The vaccine, penicillin and X-rays: these three fundamental discoveries were all arrived at by a fortuitous coincidence. Two steps forwards, three back, and suddenly a flash of insight.

Strategic research, however, allowed no room for that kind of intelligent meandering, Storm explained, and there was no doubt what kind of research Storm preferred and carried out himself. He called free research ‘the door to the cathedral of truth’ and Marie’s mouth got dry just tasting the word. A place where you could work undisturbed, seek answers to the big questions of natural science and get as close to the truth as possible.

‘Until now strategic research has mainly been a matter for industry. But in recent years, where ignorant politicians have demanded a shorter route between research and invoicing, it has started to infect the universities as well, regrettably,’ he continued, while Marie scribbled furiously on her notepad. Storm was angry with politicians and outraged on behalf of Denmark as a research nation. It was a policy that looked attractive in the short term because industrial productivity would rise, but in the long run it was an admission of failure.

‘Politicians don’t like investing in free research so they call it “investing risk capital” or, in plain Danish, throwing money down the drain. And, yes, free research might cost more, but at the same time it’s our only opportunity for new breakthroughs and revolutionary results. If Denmark is to participate in international, elite research, we need to return to free research; so, mark my words: let your work be driven by curiosity. Be nerds. Focus your attention on what looks weird and doesn’t fit with your expectations. Ask the difficult questions. Look under every stone.’

*

After the fifth term, the students had to write their bachelor dissertations and Marie heard herself say that her subject would be immunology and that Kristian Storm would be her supervisor. She was with a group of fellow students at the August Krogh Institute in a break between two lectures and everyone who heard her raised an impressed eyebrow.

Marie ran to the Ladies and locked herself into a cubicle. What had she been thinking? Everybody wanted Kristian Storm as their supervisor. He was the most high-profile scientist at the Institute of Biology and the main reason that the Department of Immunology was still a crucible of modern international research at a time when other departments were closing. How could she have said something like that? Kristian Storm didn’t even know who she was.

It was not until Christmas that Marie braced herself and wrote an email to Storm; within a few hours she received a response, telling her to turn up at the institute the following day at ten o’clock, bringing her subject reports and exam results.

That night she was unable to sleep.

‘What are you so scared of?’ Jesper grunted, annoyed when Marie turned over for the umpteenth time. ‘Go to sleep.’

*

‘I wonder why you’re so nervous,’ Kristian Storm observed amicably when their conversation had been going for five minutes. His sparse grey hair stuck out as if he had just been asleep, but he was wearing a gaudy shirt that had been ironed for the occasion. His gaze was weatherworn and insistent. Marie was ashamed that her nerves showed so clearly. Storm flicked through the report from her first year and waited patiently for her to reply, but Marie was lost for words.

‘Low marks in all your oral tests,’ he then said, ‘and top marks in all your written ones?’

Marie gulped. ‘Yes, I . . . eh.’

‘Aha,’ Storm declared and looked at her across the half-rim of his spectacles. ‘Performance anxiety. That won’t get you very far.’

Marie left with her tail between her legs. She was pathetically grateful that he had at least been kind. However, by the time she got home, Storm had already emailed her. He had agreed to supervise her dissertation.

*

Marie started to frequent the Department of Immunology at the Institute of Biology, Universitetsparken 15, Jagtvej, more often. The department consisted of Storm, its head, and his former PhD student Thor Albert Larsen, some thirty years his junior, as his deputy. They were supported by a handful of temporary appointments whose research was financed by a patchwork of fixed-term grants. Storm and Thor also shared the supervision of five PhD students and nine master’s students. While Marie completed her third-year undergraduate courses, Storm gradually included her in his laboratory work, let her co-write several of his more general publications about clinical immunology and taught her to think like a scientist.

‘Hmm, you’re somewhat rusty,’ Storm said, when he tried to gauge her opinion about something and she had no idea what to say, ‘but you’ll pick it up, of that I have no doubt. Have you never learned to debate? Didn’t you ever disagree in your family?’

‘Not officially,’ Marie said timidly. ‘When I was a child it was best just to agree with my dad. Anything for a quiet life.’

‘Well, you can forget all about that,’ Storm said firmly. ‘You can have peace when you’re dead. And I tell you, if you don’t know yourself what you think, you’ll never be able to convince anyone else.’

Marie lapped it all up. Storm always listened attentively to what she said and quoted her so often that she started to believe in the validity of her ideas.

They also laughed a lot in each other’s company. That was almost the best thing about Storm. He was filled with infectious laughter.

At night Marie would fall asleep the second her head hit the pillow, happy and exhausted, before Jesper had even brushed his teeth. When she finally woke up in the morning, he would complain in a surly tone that not even an elephant could have roused her.

‘But what about a tyrannosaurus?’ said Anton, who had climbed up on their double bed.

‘Definitely a tyrannosaurus,’ Marie said, and started tickling him. ‘Everybody knows that they make an awful lot of noise.’

Anton squealed with delight and Jesper could not help smiling.

*

The only cloud in Marie’s clear blue sky was Thor Albert Larsen. He seemed almost hostile, she thought, and if they happened to pass each other in the corridor, he would barely acknowledge her. Storm never commented on his obviously rude behaviour and, to begin with, Marie found it baffling. In time she realised that Storm was above such pettiness. He never spoke ill of anyone and he never indulged in gossip.

‘It’s probably because of what happened to his father,’ Marie overheard one of the master’s students say to the department’s lab technician in the senior common room where she was sitting with her sandwiches.

‘You see,’ the postgraduate continued, when the lab assistant looked blank, ‘when my father studied medicine in the 1980s, Storm’s father, Birger Storm, was professor of medicine at the Faculty of Health Science and a highly respected scientist in internal medicine. One day, out of the blue, a female colleague accused him of sexual harassment. I believe it was one of the first really big sexual-harassment cases and the media was all over it. Birger Storm was forced to take leave while the allegation was investigated because students would walk out during his lectures. It wasn’t until he was cleared in court that he dared return to the university, only to discover that mud has a tendency to stick. He killed himself shortly afterwards.’

‘No!’ Marie exclaimed. The lab assistant and the postgraduate student both looked at her.

‘Yes,’ the postgraduate said, ‘so no wonder Storm is completely allergic to intrigues. I would be too.’

Marie was overcome by the urge to go straight to Storm’s office and tell him how awful she thought it was that his father had killed himself.




CHAPTER 3

Kristian Storm, professor of immunology, was wrapping up a telephone conversation with a colleague in France when Marie Skov knocked tentatively on his half-open door and popped her head into his office. ‘Sorry, I just wanted to . . .’ she said, before she realised that Storm was on the phone, but he quickly waved her inside. ‘Two minutes,’ he mouthed, and Marie sat down on a small sofa just inside the door. Her timing was perfect: Storm wanted to talk to her about an important matter.

While the Frenchman was reaching the conclusion to his lengthy monologue, Storm reminisced about his first meeting with Marie. She had turned up at his office, practically tripping over her own toes to such an extent it was almost comical. She looked like a ruffled baby swallow, Storm had thought. His best protégés were always students who were not yet ready to fly solo, those who found it the most natural thing in the world to hide their light under a bushel because they did not know yet what else to do. They listened to him, they could be moulded and they needed Storm. Privately Storm called them his swallows and only his father would have understood why. As a child, Storm had found a baby swallow on the ground, still damp from the yolk sac, bald and lost. He was convinced that his scientist father would tell him to let nature take its course and ignore the baby bird. But Storm’s father had found a large leaf and carefully scooped the baby bird back into the nest under the gutter from where it had fallen.

‘Swallows are tough,’ he had said to his son. ‘Just you wait and see.’

Three weeks later the garden had been filled with fearlessly diving swallows, and Storm had searched the grass along the wall in vain and even double-checked the bin, but could find no trace of the baby bird.

‘Oh, you won’t find it,’ Storm’s father had said. ‘It’s up there.’ He pointed towards a boomerang in the sky. Ever since then Storm had loved swallows.

When Storm had finally concluded his conversation with the Frenchman, he watched Marie for a moment. She had got up and was studying the photographs on his wall, which was covered with framed pictures and postcards from ex-students from around the world. There were also diplomas and newspaper cuttings and wooden African masks decorated with beads. His life. Storm got up and positioned himself next to Marie, who was taking a close interest in an old black-and-white photograph.

‘That’s me and my father, Birger Storm,’ Storm said, pointing to the picture. ‘My mother died when I was very young, but my father decided to bring me up himself, without a nanny. If you knew how many times I slept on a mattress on the floor in his office when he had just started working at the Faculty of Medicine! You could say my choice of career is the result of a work-related injury.’ He chuckled to himself. ‘My father died thirty years ago. He was the victim of a conspiracy. But I gather you’ve already heard.’ Storm watched Marie, and when she nodded, he wanted to know more. ‘What have you heard?’

‘That he was falsely accused of sexual harassment,’ Marie said honestly, ‘and that he killed himself, even though he was cleared.’

Storm nodded slowly and returned to the photographs on the wall. ‘Ah,’ he said, pointing to another picture. ‘This shack is the research station for the Belem Health Project in Bissau. My passion these last five years. I’m well aware that it looks like a pimped-up woodshed, but great science is happening behind its flimsy planks, trust me.’ He laughed.

‘That’s Silas Henckel, isn’t it?’ Marie said, gesturing to the next photograph. ‘I recognise him, even though I don’t think I ever met him.’

Storm got a lump in his throat. The photograph had been taken two years ago and he was standing between two of his PhD students: Tim Salomon, who would soon become the first Guinean PhD student at the Belem Health Project, and Silas Henckel, who had drowned in a terrible accident in 2007.

Marie misinterpreted his silence. ‘I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to upset you,’ she interjected.

‘You haven’t, but it’s hard for me. Because in a way it was my fault that Silas died.’

‘Your fault?’

‘Never force a workaholic to take a vacation,’ Storm said. ‘I meant well, obviously. It was early December and Silas had just returned to Bissau after a lengthy trip to an impassable area of south-eastern Guinea-Bissau between the two Dulombi-Boe national parks, which border Guinea. Unfortunately, there was something very wrong with his figures so I sent him back to do them again. He was very unhappy, and when he had gone, I started to feel bad about it. It would be Christmas soon and, even though Silas was the toughest student I’ve ever had, I was sure that he didn’t fancy spending Christmas in the bush. So I gave him a two-week holiday at a resort in Gambia as a Christmas present. There wasn’t time for him to repeat the survey of the entire area before Christmas anyway, so a break in slightly more comfortable surroundings was perfect. So went my thinking. I booked it, paid for it and ordered him to go. “You’ve earned it,” I wrote.

‘I myself went to Skagen to celebrate Christmas with some friends and didn’t return to the department until the twenty-eighth of December. I discovered numerous emails in my inbox and messages from Bissau on my answering-machine. While in Gambia, Silas had gone out with local mangrove fishermen and fallen overboard. He got caught in some fishing net and drowned. Naturally I flew to Africa straight away.’

For a moment, Storm stared vacantly into the air, then he shook his head.

‘After bringing his coffin back, I found a message from Silas on my answering-machine. I had never got further with replaying my messages after Christmas than the news about Silas, but there were others and one of them was from him. He had called on a poor-quality line from the resort, thanked me for the enforced holiday, wished me a merry Christmas and asked me to call him back urgently.’

‘I really am very sorry,’ Marie said.

‘The other guy is Tim Salomon,’ Storm said, pointing to a young African man. ‘Fortunately, he is very much alive and you’ll meet him soon. Tim is my success story. The child of an unemployed widow in Bissau, he was doomed to a life in the cashew plantations – that’s how most Guineans support themselves – but his teacher had spotted his potential and put him up for a full scholarship at Kingston University in London. Tim even completed a master’s in biology before he returned to Bissau. That was where I was lucky enough to meet him and he started working for me, first as an interpreter but he soon became my right-hand man, assistant and friend. Apart from having a brilliant mind, his great advantage is that he’s a native Guinean. Tim’s father was a missionary and he was brought up as a Christian, but even so, he knows better than anyone else how to treat the various ethnic groups without treading on anyone’s toes.

‘Silas’s death hit Tim hard, and everything ground to a halt for several months. But now it’s back up and running, I’m glad to say. I look forward to you meeting him.

‘And here we have Thor, the little pen-pusher, just look at him!’ Storm pointed to another picture. Marie looked at the photograph, which showed a group of men gathered around an iron pot on an earthen floor. Apart from Thor, Marie recognised Silas and Tim; the rest appeared to be locals, all busy eating the grey and brown contents of the communal pot.

‘Thor came to Guinea-Bissau once and it was a total disaster. He couldn’t keep his socks white, he couldn’t sleep at night because of the mosquitoes whining around outside the mosquito net. One evening he forgot that you risk getting infected with parasites if you brush your teeth in tap water, and when he remembered, he flipped out completely. That day proved to be the final straw.’ Storm tapped his finger on the glass. ‘We were in a village to collect data and the local tribal leader invited us for lunch. And this is how they do it. Rice and fish in a communal pot and one spoon for each. When Thor realised he wasn’t going to get his own plate, I simply had to take that photo. We all thought it was hilarious.’

Storm howled with laughter, and when Marie joined in, he laughed even louder.

‘By the way,’ he said, when they had calmed down, ‘I’ve been meaning to tell you something. Don’t mind Thor. He has a grudge against every potential academic rival, and it has been like this since he was my student almost eight years ago, with a doctorate in between. But he’s all right.’

Storm squeezed Marie’s arm and went back to his desk. ‘Please would you sit down for a moment,’ he said, indicating the visitor’s chair. ‘I want to talk to you about something important. About your master’s. It’s time.’

Marie looked so terrified that Storm couldn’t help winding her up by putting on a very stern face. Marie’s debilitating insecurity often masked her intelligence. She was in fact extremely bright and on top of that she was great company. Storm could not remember ever working with a student with whom he was as much in tune as he was with Marie. Even when they worked at opposite ends of the laboratory and hours passed without them speaking, there was a special atmosphere. In the last few months, they had even started joking with each other, and Storm had realised Marie was not timid at all. On the contrary, her sense of humour was so subtle and dry that it might take Storm several moments before he twigged her allusion and could share the joke. All in all, Marie was a gift from Heaven, both for him and for his research project. And he told himself that Marie felt the same.

‘So, what are your thoughts about your master’s dissertation?’ Storm asked.

Marie looked worried. ‘I would really like to write it here, in this department. I really would,’ she then said. ‘And I hope it won’t be a problem that I can’t travel to Guinea-Bissau.’

‘You can’t travel to Guinea-Bissau?’ Storm said, feigning surprise.

‘Jesper has started training to be an orthopaedic consultant,’ Marie said. ‘Don’t you remember me telling you? He’s working ever so hard and I can’t go to Africa because who would look after Anton? Jesper can’t take time off. I was hoping it wouldn’t be a problem. But I . . .’ She fell silent.

‘Oh,’ Storm said. ‘Never mind. I’m sure Thor won’t mind acting as your supervisor back here at home.’

For an instant Marie seemed deeply disappointed, then she narrowed her eyes and gave him a sly look. ‘You’re teasing me,’ she said.

Storm grinned from ear to ear. ‘Marie,’ he said, ‘do you really think it would even cross my mind to dump my best student in the last twenty-five years on Thor Albert Larsen? You must be out of your mind. If you want to stay with the Department of Immunology, if you have the guts to specialise within this contentious field, I’d like to supervise your dissertation myself.’

For a moment Marie seemed about to cry. ‘I’d really like that,’ she then said, almost lost for words. ‘I mean, thank you, I would absolutely love it. Thank you so much.’

*

In the weeks before Marie started work on her dissertation, Storm briefed her thoroughly about the Belem Health Project and his research in Guinea-Bissau. Marie was busy with her finals and Storm had plenty to do, but whenever the opportunity arose, they would meet at two o’clock in Storm’s office where he would explain the background for his research, while Marie listened and took notes.

‘How had it all begun?’ Marie wanted to know.

‘With one single unplanned observation,’ Storm said.

In 2004 Storm was sent to Guinea-Bissau by SIDA, the Swedish International Development Co-operation Agency, with a brief to discover the reasons for and find ways to lower the extremely high child mortality rate in the small West African country. With him Storm had brought the Swedish nutrition expert Olof Bengtsson from the University of Lund, and a team of local assistants, including Tim. During three visits between 2004 and 2006 Storm and Bengtsson gathered data on 28,000 children under five, who lived in the four big suburbs of Bissau. They created a medical record for each child that covered every aspect of its development, health and the nature and date of any vaccines it had received. It was a gargantuan task, which resulted in the first systematic monitoring of children in the history of Guinea-Bissau.

One of the first discoveries made by Storm and Bengtsson was the low rate of vaccination cover. Alarmingly few children were vaccinated, a situation that needed to be addressed as quickly as possible. Storm and Bengtsson alerted the WHO to their findings, and by the following year enough new health clinics had opened and enough campaigns had been run in Bissau and surrounding areas for the proportion of children being vaccinated to have risen dramatically.

In 2006, when Storm and Bengtsson were finalising the processing of their data, they made a surprise discovery. They had spent most of their week crunching statistics on their measles and TB data and late one night, shortly before their return home, they were discussing the graphs they had printed out and spread across the floor.

Storm was the first to see it.

As they would have expected, mortality had dropped among the children who had been vaccinated against measles and tuberculosis, but the extent by which it had fallen was much greater than they had anticipated.

The two scientists stared at the figures and scratched their heads.

Bengtsson started re-evaluating their survey method, but broke off to ask Storm whether he was planning to return to Africa next year if SIDA extended the funding. Absolutely, Storm had replied. Storm had never believed in overseas aid, but felt that their work had a purpose. They were laying down the basic structure for a public health-care system, and when the SIDA money ran out, they could hand over important data to the Guineans. Bengtsson nodded slowly. Personally, he had doubts whether he would continue. First, he was about to land an exciting new job, he revealed, and second, he had been taken aback by how deeply the poverty affected him. He had young children of his own and found it hard to watch babies die from diseases that would have been treatable if only they had been born on another continent.

Bengtsson got up to fetch two cold Cristal beers from the fridge and Storm looked at the chart of diseases that most commonly claimed the lives of children in Guinea-Bissau. Malaria was, not surprisingly, a major culprit, but respiratory diseases and diarrhoea were high on the list of most frequent killers of young children. Storm could hear Bengtsson open the fridge in the research station’s kitchen, then the pop of bottle caps and finally his footsteps across the hallway. Then the lights flickered and he was plunged into darkness.

Bengtsson swore.

The generator kicked in a moment later and the lights came back on. Storm stared at the printouts. What the hell was that? He quickly rearranged a few sheets of paper and pushed others aside and, like an obstinate 3D picture, it suddenly came into focus.

‘“Bloody hell, Bengtsson,” I said,’ Storm continued. ‘“Just take a look at this.” We didn’t sleep that night. Or the next, for that matter. I’ll never forget it, Marie.’

‘What did you see?’ Marie said, holding her breath. All the time Storm had been talking, her notepad had lain untouched in her lap.

‘We realised why the mortality rate had fallen so disproportionately among children who had been vaccinated against TB and measles since the time we had alerted the WHO to the low vaccination cover. Not surprisingly, the children were much less likely to die from TB or measles against which they were now protected, but they were also less likely to die from other illnesses, such as malaria, respiratory diseases and diarrhoea. It was weird, but no matter how we examined the figures, the picture was the same: vaccinated children were less likely to die, and not just from the diseases they had been vaccinated against but from all diseases. Finally we agreed that it could mean only one thing: the TB and measles vaccines had an as-yet-unrecorded strengthening effect on the immune system to such an extent that overall mortality rate was halved.’

‘Halved!’

Storm banged his fist on his desk. ‘Right, that’s enough for today,’ he said, and glanced at his watch. He was delighted at how disappointed Marie looked when she picked up her bag and left.

*

Bengtsson and Storm had discussed the phenomenon all night, Storm told Marie, when she was back in his office a few days later, notepad on her lap. What the hell did it mean? While Storm ran the data through the statistics program once more, just to be on the safe side, Bengtsson finalised their statistics on the DTP vaccine, another standard immunisation in the WHO’s global vaccination programme. This vaccine protected against diphtheria, tetanus and pertussis, also known as whooping cough.

‘Same results here!’ Storm yelled excitedly to Bengtsson, from his end of the room when he had double-checked the TB and measles vaccines and printed out the exact same graph a second time. ‘What about the DTP?’

‘Nothing. No positive correlation,’ Bengtsson called, from the other end of the room and showed Storm a negative graph. ‘Quite the opposite.’

‘But these,’ Storm said, flicking his fingers on his pile of graphs, ‘they speak their own clear language!’

The WHO had to be alerted immediately, but how? From a research point of view it was problematic that their observation was a by-product of work carried out to resolve a different issue because it meant they had not followed the appropriate protocol for this new discovery, which was alpha and omega for the validity of a scientific observation.

‘And that’s exactly why I hate strategic research,’ he interjected, and Marie nodded.

Dawn had arrived before Bengtsson and Storm had decided their next move. For better or worse, the WHO was a conservative organisation. It could not simply change its global and deeply embedded vaccination programme on the basis of one set of new observations, but then again, their data was so significant that they must contact the WHO without delay. Finally they agreed that their position would be stronger if their approach was backed up by a well-established aid organisation such as SIDA. It did not matter that SIDA would end up taking the credit for their observation. This was about human lives, not personal promotion.

*

Back in Denmark, Storm had immediately set to work on writing the report to SIDA, and in a fairly extensive footnote, he accounted for their accidental observation. He called it The Non-specific Positive Effects of Vaccines and his tentative conclusion was that something in the TB and measles vaccines appeared to strengthen the immune system so much that anyone vaccinated did not just develop immunity towards those particular diseases but higher resistance towards diseases in general.

Storm emailed his report to Sweden, and when Bengtsson had added his comments, he sent it to SIDA’s headquarters in Stockholm.

It was two weeks before the start of term; Storm’s full-time and project staff were starting to return to the Department of Immunology and the place was buzzing. There were meetings, final adjustments to syllabuses, lecture-hall bookings and intense master’s dissertation and PhD supervision work for Storm to carry out because he had been abroad. Even so, the discovery in Guinea-Bissau was constantly on his mind.

What if it was really true that certain vaccines boosted the immune system? What did that mean? Surely that the working of the immune system was fundamentally different from what people had thought until now. That a specific vaccine did not just protect against a specific disease but against a broad spectrum of diseases. As if the immune system was intelligent, Storm realised, and could apply information to other situations. Like the brain. An adaptive immune system!

It was mindboggling.

In the midst of that hectic autumn, Storm wrote a brief article about his initial thoughts on the adaptive immune system. He sent it to the university’s intranet newsletter, Uni-Net, and had not in his wildest dreams imagined that it would lead to anything other than a few grunts from his peers, who were all busy with the new term.

‘But, Marie,’ Storm said, ‘I’m telling you, they went crazy.’

To his surprise, the most bilious reaction came from Storm’s own ranks in the shape of his former PhD student Stig Heller, who was now working at the Karolinska Institute in Stockholm. Heller had clearly reached for his red pen as soon as he read Storm’s piece on Uni-Net because only two days later he uploaded a lengthy rant in which he demolished line by line Storm’s rather cautiously expressed views about the possibility of an adaptive immune system. The whole thing was codswallop, Heller wrote. It was one thing to challenge the boundaries of classic research – Heller did not have a problem with that – but Storm’s ideas about the adaptive immune system ‘didn’t fall far short of creationist non-science and other flat-Earth theories’.

‘Heller and I batted the ball back and forth a bit,’ Storm said, with a smile, ‘but in the end I just lost interest because it was clear that Heller, the sourpuss, only cared about inflating his own ego. I should mention that he had just been passed over for the lecturer post here in the department, which went to Thor Albert Larsen, so it wasn’t hard to work out why Heller had a major grudge against me, the department and my whole area of research. Quite unfairly, I hasten to add, because I had expressed a preference for Heller, but our human resources committee felt our research profiles were too similar so they picked Thor instead. Now, of course, I couldn’t say any of that to Heller and, besides, I had more important things to do than mollify a petulant child. Do you happen to know Stig Heller?’ Storm asked Marie.

Marie shook her head.

‘Once he was one of my golden boys, bright as a button and deeply committed until he made an inexplicable U-turn. Anyway, back to the matter in hand,’ Storm said. ‘I emailed two valued colleagues in Ghana and Haiti who had also gathered vaccination data using the same method as we had in Guinea-Bissau and asked for insight into their measles and TB immunisation and mortality rates. They responded quickly and I got a shock when I saw their figures. When I had fed all the data to the statistics program and printed out the graphs, their results were identical to the ones I had from Guinea-Bissau. In Ghana and on Haiti, overall mortality had halved among the children who had been vaccinated against measles and TB. It meant that the phenomenon in Guinea-Bissau could no longer be considered a one-off.

‘Then I noticed I had overlooked an attachment to the email from my Haitian colleague. “Records_DTP” was the file name and when I opened it, my colleague had written “Sending this as well. Didn’t know if DTP is also of interest?” at the top of the page.

‘And, no, I wasn’t really interested in the DTP data. Bengtsson and I had already looked at the figures in Guinea-Bissau and the vaccine against diphtheria, tetanus and whooping cough would not appear to have the same positive side effect as the measles and TB vaccines. Even so, I opened the document and my jaw dropped. Because what was it Bengtsson had said?’

‘Quite the opposite,’ Marie answered straight away.

‘Exactly! I immediately opened our files with the raw DTP records from Guinea-Bissau and found the graph Bengtsson had prepared on the basis of those figures. Then I entered all the DTP figures from Ghana and Haiti into the statistics program and saved everything in a folder, which I named “Quite the opposite”. I hit print and practically sprinted down the corridor to the printer room – I tell you, Marie, my heart was pounding.

‘All three graphs were negative. In Guinea-Bissau, in Ghana and on Haiti, DTP-vaccinated children had twice the mortality rate of unvaccinated ones. They no longer died from diphtheria, tetanus or whooping cough, so the vaccine worked as it was intended to, but they died from all sorts of other things: diarrhoea, pneumonia, malaria and simple fever. And they were dropping like flies.’

Storm had rung Bengtsson in Lund in a state of agitation.

‘I sensed his reluctance right away,’ Storm told Marie. ‘In Bissau he had been raring to go, but now he was . . . dragging his heels. At first I couldn’t understand it. Our theory was that vaccines had certain non-specific, positive effects, but now it would appear that one vaccine might be harmful, and I told him that we had to act. I would write a follow-up note to SIDA immediately and alert them to the negative correlation, which we had initially overlooked, but I wondered if we shouldn’t contact the WHO directly rather than wait for SIDA. What did Bengtsson think? If the DTP vaccine killed children, time was of the essence! Bengtsson asked me if I had any idea what I was saying, the implications of my discovery. “But it’s what the data tell us, not my personal opinion,” I stressed. Even so, he said. The outcome would be the same: the WHO, health authority to the whole world, had blood on its hands. Thousands of dead children in Guinea-Bissau and possibly hundreds of thousands across the globe! “Is that really what you’re claiming?” he asked. At this point I got seriously hacked off. “Bengtsson,” I said to him, “you’re only guilty when you do something wrong intentionally. And the WHO isn’t killing children in Africa on purpose, that goes without saying. This has nothing to do with me wanting to point the finger. It’s about research. About what our numbers prove. We must do something. Now!”’

Then Bengtsson announced he had got the job he had mentioned when we were in Africa. It wasn’t official yet, but he would shortly be leaving his post as a lecturer at the University of Lund and start work with Pons, the new Swedish research facility.

‘And that’s when I despaired, Marie,’ Storm said. ‘Have you heard about Pons?’

Marie thought the name rang a bell.

‘Do you know who Göran Sandö is?’ Storm then asked her.

Yes, of course Marie knew who he was. World-famous Swedish consultant epidemiologist and a member of the Nobel Committee. Something of an enfant terrible, if the rumours were to be believed, and with his dark, curly hair, he had also made an impression on many women.

‘Sandö is my highly treasured, favourite aversion,’ Storm said. ‘He’s a brilliant scientist and orator and the top boss of Pons. Pons is a research hybrid set up to bridge the gap between the classical virtues of the university and industry’s ever-growing focus on profit. It’s affiliated to the University of Lund, where it’s based, and half the group’s funding comes from the Swedish Exchequer, while the other half comes from private investors. So you can see why Pons most certainly isn’t my cup of tea. However, I rather like Sandö. In his own cashmere-clad fashion, his self-promotion is actually quite refreshing. Even so, Sandö represents everything about modern research that I object to. His own achievements take centre stage, he’s blatantly ambitious, there’s a short distance between research and invoicing, and the whole thing is wrapped up in a lot of waffle about doing it for “the greater good of science”, though we all know that politicians hold a loaded gun to the head of science. Bengtsson insisted that his decision to withdraw had nothing to do with the fact that he was now working for Sandö. He just felt we would be making a serious accusation and we were basing it solely on a series of observational studies, which were begging to be demolished. He had no desire to be hung out to dry for lack of professionalism, he said, or, worse, being accused of scientific fraud.

‘“Quite honestly, Storm,” he said to me, “the WHO has used the DTP vaccine for twenty years. How come no one has noticed that the vaccine is a lethal injection?”

‘“Yes, why do you think that is, Bengtsson?”

‘“What we were doing in Guinea-Bissau was front-line research,” I continued. “For one brilliant moment, your humdrum research career made sense and now you worry about being accused of scientific fraud? We saw something and we have a duty to act on it! When did morality and ethics disappear from science, eh, Bengtsson?”

‘I think I might have been shouting at him at that point,’ Storm said, and smiled cheerfully at Marie.

Bengtsson withdrew from the project, and three days later, SIDA’s reaction to the report and the follow-up note, which Storm had composed and forwarded to them, arrived. SIDA always welcomed new scientific observations, but as a publicly financed body it had a duty to report to the research committees at the University of Stockholm and must comply with fundamental conditions for scientific responsibility and accountability. As a result, SIDA could under no circumstances support research that had completely exceeded its original remit, and where the scientists had failed to submit a change of hypothesis that went so far beyond the original protocol for their planned research.

‘It was pretty much at this point,’ Storm said to Marie, ‘that I hurled my pencil holder at the wall. I’ve never read such spineless, rhetorical drivel.’

*

‘Once I had calmed down, I wrote to the WHO,’ Storm continued, the next day, and hit some keys on his computer. ‘Hang on, let me just bring up my letter. Here it is. I describe my observations in detail and refer to identical observations on Haiti and in Ghana. I wrote everything with all due caveats and took care to stress the weaknesses of the study. “Unplanned observation”,’ he read aloud. ‘“Absence of preceding hypothesis and protocol. Incomplete data collection. The observational nature of the study.”

‘“There is no doubt that it would have been preferable,”’ Storm read on, ‘“for my study not to have had these weaknesses. However, it is not ethical to use blind testing with placebos when studying living human beings, least of all when it concerns vaccinations, which have been global policy for many years. After all, we cannot suddenly make vaccination in a population a lottery when the accepted view is that vaccination is the right choice. Ergo,”’ Storm concluded his reading aloud, ‘“in this precarious situation we are forced to let the figures in a regrettably solely observational study decide that the phenomenon should be examined more closely without delay, and funds should be allocated for extended studies in Guinea-Bissau immediately.”’

‘Good letter,’ Marie said.

‘Yes, that’s what I thought,’ Storm said. ‘I also enclosed the text for an article I had written for Science about my observations, then sent the whole thing to the WHO’s headquarters in Geneva. I emailed the article to Science. Very soon afterwards, I received a reply from Terrence Wilson, editor-in-chief of Science. He was extremely excited and wanted to publish my article in volume 315, the following January, 2007. He even wrote that he had asked a professor of theoretical science from the Sorbonne to write a general article about major scientific breakthroughs in violation of scientific convention and thus believed he had warded off potential criticism of the lack of protocol. “I do see the problem,”’ Storm quoted Wilson, ‘“but then again, I believe it would be deeply unethical not to act on those observations immediately.”

‘Deeply unethical. Of course, I couldn’t agree more,’ Storm said to Marie.

The days passed and Storm had heard nothing from the WHO. Two weeks later he began to lose patience. In the middle of it all, Terrence Wilson from Science called and said there was a small problem. In principle, he was still interested in the article, but he had subsequently received two other articles related to the same topic and needed a little extra time to explore any impact these new articles might have on Storm’s contribution. Initially it meant Science would have to postpone publication indefinitely. Storm asked where the new articles had come from, but Wilson refused to divulge that information. Storm had hung up in anger.

In the weeks that had followed, Storm tried contacting the WHO on a daily basis, but without success. Eventually he had to turn his attention to lectures, departmental meetings and student supervision, but he decided that if he had not heard from the WHO before the upcoming autumn half-term, he would fly to Geneva and go to the WHO’s headquarters himself.

Two days before the autumn half-term, Storm received a cutting from an article that had just been published in the Bulletin of the World Health Organization, the WHO’s own periodical. The article totally pulled the rug from under Storm’s feet. The headline read: ‘Scientist’s criticism of DTP unfounded.’ It was a well-written and pithy article, which reviewed the history of the DTP vaccine and its benefits, and concluded that the criticism which had recently been levelled at this particular vaccine had no basis in fact, but that the WHO, ‘in order to eliminate any doubts, had immediately initiated further analysis of the DTP vaccine’. Gobsmacked, Storm reviewed the article’s literature list to see if there were other articles concerned with non-specific vaccine effects or if the author of the article in the Bulletin of the World Health Organization had had the cheek to refer to Storm’s as yet unpublished article. Storm had included his Science article in his letter to the WHO for information only.

The author of the article in the Bulletin of the World Health Organization was Paul Smith, and Storm Googled him. He was the head of WET, the WHO’s epidemiology task force, and had written several articles about the DTP vaccine. However, Storm could not find a single article that questioned the effect of the vaccine in developing countries, neither in Smith’s literature list nor in PubMed, the scientific-article database, which he trawled through for the umpteenth time. An enraged Storm called the WHO’s main switchboard. After being transferred half a dozen times, he finally got hold of the editor-in-chief of the Bulletin of the World Health Organization.

‘Paul Smith has no right to refer to an article, my article or my figures, that I have yet to publish,’ Storm thundered, and the editor-in-chief said that he believed Smith was referring to other scientists’ criticism of the DTP vaccine, not Storm’s.

‘Which other scientists?’ Storm demanded. ‘Which articles, which periodicals, and when were they published?’

The editor did not know that because he had been away on business, but he would discuss it with a colleague and get back to Storm.

‘Which he obviously never did,’ Storm said to Marie.

The next day Storm received an email directly from Paul Smith, who thanked him for getting in touch regarding the non-specific effects of the vaccine. He wanted Storm to be aware that ‘the WHO took his letter very seriously’ and had instantly allocated money from their contingency funds to further investigations. However, they would not be inviting Storm to participate in this work; Smith did not mention his underhand references to Storm’s article.

Storm had been sitting crestfallen behind his desk when Terrence Wilson from Science emailed him with the coup de grâce. He was unable to print Storm’s article after all, he wrote, because he had now received no less than three articles that proved that the DTP vaccine was quite safe. Wilson stressed that it had not been an easy decision, as Storm’s figures really were very persuasive, but because they were the accidental result of an observational study, and there was therefore no way of knowing exactly what could have influenced them, Science had decided that Storm’s article was too risky. However, he would very much like to hear from Storm again, if he could produce figures from a planned study that confirmed the negative effects of DTP.

That same week, the Bulletin of the World Health Organization published a two-page spread on vaccine criticism in general and firmly rejected all accusations. In the week that followed, the article was quoted in thirty-seven electronic peer-reviewed journals, then mentioned in forty-five newspapers and magazines across the world. Storm even found a note in the Danish newspaper Information, to which he had been a loyal subscriber for more than thirty years, saying, ‘Accusation against the WHO’s vaccination programme dismissed.’

When Storm saw it, he banged his head against the desk.

*

‘I was knocked out for a week,’ Storm told Marie. ‘But then I clicked the heels of my ergonomic sandals and contacted the Danish National Research Foundation and – wouldn’t you know it? – they granted me two million kroner for further analysis in Guinea-Bissau. Furthermore, they contacted Paul Smith from the WHO’s epidemiology task force and invited him and a number of other VIPs, me included, to a meeting in Copenhagen.

‘The only fly in the ointment was that the date of the meeting wasn’t until nine months later, the fifteenth of July 2007.

‘It was regrettable, the Danish National Research Foundation said. They had done everything they could, but that was the first available date in Paul Smith’s diary.’

When Storm had ended the call, he was fuming. It was inconceivable that a Danish child would be allowed to die from an approved vaccine without tabloids such as Ekstra Bladet immediately clearing the front page, and the switchboard at the Patient Complaint Agency being inundated with calls. Inconceivable. His figures cried out to heaven that children in Guinea-Bissau were dying like flies from the DTP vaccine and the only thing the WHO could be bothered to do was turn up for a wishy-washy professional-user meeting nine months hence? At this point Storm got up, walked up two floors, knocked on the head of the institute’s door and requested a leave of absence.

*

Storm used his grant from the Danish National Research Foundation to establish the Belem Health Project in the Belem area of the town of Bissau; it was a research station devoted exclusively to the study of non-specific effects of vaccines. Tim Salomon was hired as the project’s first local PhD student, and on 1 January 2007, Storm and Silas Henckel flew to Bissau.

Slowly but surely Storm extended the population survey to large parts of Guinea-Bissau. He despatched teams of students and local helpers to rural areas, and for many months it was hard toil with little to show for it. They had a minimum six-month wait before they could survey vaccinated children again and they had to wait a whole year before they could draw any serious conclusions from a nationwide set of data. Storm had never worked so hard in his life. In addition to supervising his students in Bissau and Copenhagen, he wasted an irritating amount of time applying for new grants. The two million kroner from the Danish National Research Foundation was spent, and when Storm had had new applications turned down twice in a row, he sold his house in Frederiksberg, which he had inherited from his father, and put 1.5 million kroner of his own money into Belem.

Shortly afterwards, however, he got the good news that the Belem Health Project had been affiliated to Statens Serum Institute and endowed with a small but ongoing grant of half a million Danish kroner per year. The Belem Health Project moved into bigger premises in Bissau and Storm extended his leave of absence from the University of Copenhagen for another six months.

In July 2007, a few weeks before Storm was due to return to Denmark to attend the Danish National Research Foundation’s meeting with Paul Smith and the other big shots, he was finally in possession of all the surveys from the rural areas. He, Tim and Silas were rushed off their feet trying to analyse the latest figures. On the last night, Storm stuck the sheets up on the wall as the data was processed and silence spread across the room. He stood in front of a wall filled with graphs and, for a moment, could not bear to look up at them. Then he heard Silas exclaim, ‘Holy shit.’

Storm looked up.

On every single graph the DTP vaccine was associated with increased mortality.

*

‘My presentation in Copenhagen ended up lasting four hours,’ Storm told Marie. ‘The guest list had crept up to fifteen and I was bombarded with questions. It was a once-in-a-lifetime experience. At that moment I truly believed I had finally got through to them. Even Paul Smith was listening. After my presentation we immediately agreed to have an immunology workshop at the London School of Hygiene and Tropical Medicine in January the following year, and an American professor invited me to give three lectures at the University of California in Berkeley. It was almost surreal. The year before I had been on the rack because no one took me seriously, and now here I was with the whole assembly as putty in my hands. Or so I thought. Because, do you know what happened? Sweet FA. The attendees went on their merry way and it was business as usual. The WHO still hasn’t revised the historical data on which their global vaccination programme is based. They haven’t reviewed the DTP vaccine, and they haven’t allocated as much as one euro for a fresh evaluation of the obvious benefits of the TB and measles vaccines. The truth finally dawned on me at the workshop at the London School of Hygiene and Tropical Medicine last autumn. It was a total waste of time. Three days of pointless discussion of the methodology problems associated with observational studies, which left none of us any the wiser. One of the participants, the American immunologist Peter Bennett, even got up during one of my talks and exclaimed that our figures were “the worst crap he had ever laid eyes on”. Even though his outburst triggered a sea of heartfelt protests, we were in serious trouble. Bennett is a Nobel Prize winner for medicine and an extremely influential man, and there was a large number of medical journalists present. The incident was mentioned in several periodicals and they made it sound as if our observations were far too vague and that our theory about non-specific effects was merely a whim.’

Storm paused and took a deep breath.

‘And that’s where we are now, Marie. It’s 2009 and the WHO runs the same vaccination programmes it always did. I publish on the subject regularly, as I have done all along, but sadly in shorter articles in less prestigious periodicals. I can’t get published in any peer review journals, even though I now have the support of several colleagues across the world. None of that matters one jot as long as the WHO remains to be convinced. The WHO has the final say. Only they and they alone can review the vaccination programmes. My goal is a big feature in Science. The fine gentlemen in Geneva might be able to ignore one mad Dane, but if I can get through to a leading journal such as Science, then they’ll be forced to listen. One article that explains everything. The complete data from Guinea-Bissau, which I hope to have ready for Christmas, supported by convincing animal studies performed in the best possible laboratory by the best possible people.’ Storm looked gravely at Marie before he said, ‘And that’s where you come into the picture.’

At last he fell silent and he watched Marie closely.

For a moment she sat quietly and said nothing, then she stuck out a resolute hand to him. As they shook, he had the strong sense that they were sealing a deal. He could not have been better pleased.




CHAPTER 4

Soon afterwards Marie began the laboratory experiment that was to form the core of her master’s dissertation. She ordered seventy-two rats from the Serum Institute’s animal unit, which arrived at the Department of Immunology on the same day that she also received three disease strains in sealed containers. She injected eighteen rats with the BCG vaccine against TB, also known as the Calmette vaccine. She went on to vaccinate the rats against measles before she tagged their tails so that she could tell them apart. Then she distributed thirty-six rats into three separate Plexiglas cages with six vaccinated and six unvaccinated animals in each. In cage number one, she infected the rats with malaria, in cage number two, with pneumococcal disease, and in cage number three, with E. coli.

Afterwards, she injected eighteen of the remaining thirty-six rats with DTP, the vaccine against diphtheria, tetanus and whooping cough, distributed the animals into three cages, again with six vaccinated and six unvaccinated in each, and infected them with the relevant disease strains.

Then she began observing them. Every day she would tend the rats, remove any dead ones and carefully note the results in her log.

It was a major undertaking and she found it hard going. Jesper was working shifts at the orthopaedic surgical ward at Rigshospitalet and stressed repeatedly that he needed his home life to run smoothly, so Marie grafted night and day to keep on top of everything. Nevertheless Jesper grew increasingly irritated that the house was a mess, at the absence of clean socks for him in the morning, and Anton declared on numerous occasions that he refused to eat pasta with shop-bought pesto ever again.

When Marie eventually finished her experiment, she processed her results statistically and was ready to present them to Storm. They had booked Lecture Hall A for the presentation and Storm sat in the third row, looking expectantly at Marie while she hooked up her laptop to the PowerPoint projector. She had butterflies in her tummy, thinking about her results, and she was utterly exhausted. This was her big break.

She opened her presentation by explaining the TB and measles experiments and carefully described the premise for her experiment, how she had vaccinated and infected the rats and finally how she had analysed the results statistically. Marie’s three graphs showed clearly that, whether or not the animals had been infected with malaria, E. coli or pneumococcal disease, the mortality among vaccinated rats was significantly lower than among the unvaccinated. It was clear that the TB and measles vaccines did more good than ‘merely’ protect against tuberculosis and measles.

‘And now we get to the DTP vaccine,’ Marie said. ‘And take a look at this . . .’

Marie clicked and her results came up.

‘In this experiment, the mortality rate among unvaccinated rats is the same as in the previous one,’ she said, pointing first to one graph, then another. ‘However, where before mortality was significantly lower for vaccinated animals than for unvaccinated ones, here it’s the exact opposite. In fact, mortality has risen with a factor as much as 1.75. So while the DTP vaccine protects against diphtheria, tetanus and whooping cough, it has a negative impact on the immune system so that vaccinated animals become less resistant to other infections, such as malaria, E. coli or pneumococcal disease, than unvaccinated animals.’

Marie paused for breath.

‘Sixty thousand children in Guinea-Bissau are given the DTP vaccine every year. Now, let’s pretend for a moment that we can draw an exact parallel between the rat experiment and the effect on humans, and let’s assume that the child mortality rate after the DTP vaccine is between eight and ten per cent. This means that the DTP vaccine is responsible for at least a couple of thousand extra deaths a year and please remember we’re talking only about Guinea-Bissau.’

Marie tried to gauge Storm’s reaction, but his facial expression had not changed since she had started her presentation.

‘In developing countries,’ Marie continued, ‘every year more than one hundred million children are vaccinated with DTP on the recommendation of the WHO. If we are right, it means that the WHO’s vaccination recommendation kills hundreds of thousands of children annually.’

Marie fell silent and Storm put his hands on the desk in front of him. They were different from her father’s, she noticed. They were not soft, but were worn only by paper. Then he got up and walked down to the lectern where Marie was standing. He put his arms around her. He smelt of pipe tobacco, cardigan and board games, and Marie stood very still because she had never imagined he would smell like this. Then Storm held her at arms’ length. ‘Marie,’ he said, much moved. ‘You really are a scientist.’

*

Marie defended her master’s on 24 September 2009 and got top marks for her dissertation. That evening she and Jesper celebrated her new accolade with an expensive dinner at his favourite restaurant in Frederiksberg, but the mood was strained and Marie had no appetite. Besides, she was due at the Department of Immunology at nine o’clock the following morning, so when Jesper made to pour more wine, she put her hand across her glass.

‘I thought we’d finished with you being so busy. That you could start taking some time off. You promised.’

‘I’ll take next week off,’ Marie assured him. ‘Definitely. I’m incredibly tired, but Storm is going to Guinea-Bissau on Monday and he’ll be away for months. We need to finalise my PhD application before he leaves.’

Jesper summoned the waiter irritably and asked for the bill.

*

When Marie entered Storm’s office the next morning, he leaped up from his chair. ‘At last, there you are!’ he exclaimed. ‘I have great news, Miss MSc. Terrence Wilson, editor-in-chief of Science, has emailed me. He’s seen your lab results and he’s seriously impressed. If I finish compiling my data, he promises to print my article!’

Storm’s databank now consisted of two years’ monitoring of 190,000 people in total. More than enough to draw conclusions, except that the Dulombi-Boe area was still giving them trouble. Since Silas’s death, Storm and his team had surveyed the area twice, but this did not improve their figures one jot. On the contrary. At their last survey the child mortality rate had plummeted even further and was now at 0.15 per cent, which made the impassable and impoverished region between the two national parks in Guinea-Bissau one of the places in the world with the lowest child mortality rate. Something had to have gone wrong and it damaged the credibility of the article, especially now when Marie’s impressive lab figures had proved irrefutably that the DTP vaccine was suspect.

‘But,’ Storm said happily, ‘nothing can stop us now.’

Marie smiled feebly. ‘Are you sure surveying that huge area again won’t be too much for you?’ she asked. Storm was sixty-five years old and she did not like the thought of him sleeping in the back of the car for several months, without telephone and Internet access.

‘Pah, I’ll be all right,’ Storm said. ‘And once I’ve got the new medical records, I won’t let them out of my sight, even if it means I have to sleep with them under my pillow. And you,’ Storm added sternly, ‘make sure you rest. The whole of October, nothing less. In November, you can start systemising our data, research all existing material pertaining to critical vaccine research and ideally brainstorm everything you read. Have everything ready for when I, hopefully, come back with the icing on the cake.’

‘When do you think that will be?’

‘After New Year at the earliest. I’ll have to wait and see how it goes. I’ll arrive at Bissau towards the end of the rainy season and, to begin with, I’ll want to spend some weeks sorting out Belem with Tim Salomon. We need to install a new pump at the station and we have also been allocated two rooms at a nearby health clinic where we’re going to set up an office, plus I need to settle in two new Guinean PhD students, now that Tim has almost completed his doctorate. So I reckon it’ll be . . . Actually, I don’t really know. But I promise to send you as many status reports as possible. And you’ll let me know the moment you hear back from the PhD committee, won’t you?’

‘Deal,’ Marie said.

*

When Storm had gone abroad and Marie had submitted her PhD proposal, she fell into a post-master’s slump. She crashed on her sofa with no energy for anything.

Jesper grew more distant and irritable.

For more than eight years they had had regular sex and, right from the start, Jesper had made it clear to Marie that he would never be able to go without. A man had needs. ‘Of course,’ Marie had said. She liked sex but, truth be told, she liked the ten minutes afterwards better, when Jesper would draw on her back with his fingers. The drawing depicted a futuristic car, which had won him first prize in an art competition when he was ten years old and it was incredibly detailed. Several months had gone by since Jesper had drawn a car.

A week after her master’s exam Marie was enjoying a kip on the sofa when she was suddenly woken up by Julie.

‘Marie, you need to pull yourself together, for Jesper’s sake. I hear you’ve been lying on that sofa all week. And what with Jesper being a doctor and all his responsibilities, he has to know he can count on you. Now that you’ve finished your master’s, I don’t think you have an excuse to just lie here the whole time. Have you even had a shower?’

Marie sat up. She felt dazed. ‘Did Jesper tell you to say that to me?’ she asked, still half asleep.

‘No, of course not,’ Julie said. ‘But I’ve got eyes. You used to be the happiest couple in the world. Since you started your . . . Since you have . . . And Jesper says you go on about that professor of yours all the time. As if he were some kind of god. It’s too much.’

‘So Jesper has been talking to you?’

‘No, he hasn’t. I just want the two of you to be OK. For everything to be normal. But of course we talk. We talk every time he helps me with Mum’s medication. Now, why don’t you jump in the shower? I’ll take Anton home with me tonight for a sleepover so Jesper and you can have some couple time, yes?’

When Julie had left with Anton, Marie dutifully put a bottle of wine in the fridge and took a shower.

At seven o’clock Jesper came home with sushi. Afterwards they had sex, but for once Marie could not ignore the way he kept flicking her left nipple as he lay on top of her. It didn’t feel nice.

‘Turn over and I’ll draw the car,’ Jesper said, when he had come, but instead of turning over, Marie went out into the bathroom. She splashed cold water on her face and watched her own reflection in the mirror.

The happiest couple in the world?

It was touching that Julie wanted Marie and Jesper to be happy.

But what if they weren’t?

*

The next day they were invited to a birthday dinner at Snerlevej. Joan was turning fifty-seven, and when Marie and Anton arrived, Lea was in the kitchen, busy assembling a layer cake. A surprised Marie hugged her younger sister. She could not remember the last time Lea had turned up for a family get-together. Lea told her she had got a job as a nail technician in the spa in Magasin department store.

‘How about you, sis?’

‘I’ve just got my master’s in biology,’ Marie said.

‘Cool,’ Lea said. ‘You always were the Einstein of the family.’

When Lea had set the cake aside to chill and disappeared into the living room, Marie stayed in the kitchen, saddened at the distance between them. As children they had stuck together like glue; Marie still loved her sister very much and secretly admired her for her wild nature, the way she constantly rained on Frank’s parade, the long fringe that flopped over her eyes, even her tattoos, which Jesper found tasteless.

The mood during dinner was downbeat. It did not seem that Joan wanted to be celebrated, but even so Frank kept toasting her and wishing her a happy birthday, as if this was the best birthday party ever, and Julie loyally raised her glass to keep him company. Jesper turned up after a long shift at the hospital, but his kiss on Marie’s cheek felt like rubber. Marie wanted to ask him what had happened to his affection for her, where was that place inside him where cautious, ambitious, diligent and now, unfortunately, exhausted Marie lived. ‘Nowhere, Marie,’ he would probably say and look at her. ‘There’s no place for you until you wash my socks.’

Julie’s elder daughter, Camilla, knocked over her glass and promptly burst into tears, but Julie said it was nothing to cry about. Michael was busy saving the world, especially his own little corner of it. ‘You should help by teaching them Danish self-sufficiency, not give the Pakis everything on a plate,’ he said, but Jesper replied that he couldn’t be bothered to discuss politics at that level.

‘The Danes,’ Frank slurred, ‘think they’re too good to work in an abattoir or a building site or clean hospitals. They think they’re too good for honest work while the immigrants put their backs into it.’ Michael would have no truck with that because immigrants were the biggest expenditure in Danish history, with their insistence on prayer rooms, halal food, interpreters and demand for female doctors when their women needed their working parts checked out. So, bloody right they should take the shitty jobs.

Suddenly Marie noticed that Joan was crying. For once Lea had not argued back during dinner and Marie saw that she was holding their mother’s hand. Julie asked if anyone fancied dessert and Frank knocked over his chair as he tried to get up.

In the car on their way home, Marie asked Jesper what they had just witnessed, but he looked at her with blank incomprehension. He thought things were not much different from what they usually were.

‘But Dad was pissed out of his mind,’ Marie insisted.

Jesper replied, ‘Marie, your dad has been pissed out of his mind for every family dinner I’ve been to since we met eight years ago.’

‘Mum was crying,’ Marie persisted.

‘You forgot to sign Anton up for swimming,’ Jesper said, as he indicated to turn into Ingeborgvej. ‘The form has been on the fridge door for a month.’

‘Mum was in tears,’ Marie repeated.

‘Right. Then again, turning fifty-seven is a big deal. You’re not young any more and you have to come to terms with how you’ve lived your life,’ Jesper said, and parked outside their house. ‘But do think you could sign him up, Marie? Now that you’re not doing anything anyway.’

Anton had fallen asleep in the back and Jesper carried him inside. Marie stayed in the car.

She had seen her family under a sharp white light.

And her breast was still sore where Jesper had pinched it.

*

On Tuesday, 8 October, Marie went to see her doctor. When her name was called out in the waiting room, her heart sank. What could she say? I’m so tired I can’t even tie my own shoelaces. The truth is my husband and I aren’t happy. I’m more ambitious than our marriage can bear. I haven’t heard from Storm since he left. Something is wrong with my family, but I can’t work out what it is. I’ve changed.

The doctor looked kindly at Marie.

‘I think I’ve got something here,’ Marie said, pointing to her heart.

The doctor asked her to take off her top and bra and spent a long time examining her left breast. At length he said, ‘Yes, I can feel something. We need to get it checked out. It’s probably nothing, but I’ll refer you to the breast clinic at Rigshospitalet.’

For a moment Marie was confused. Could he really feel the discord?

*

On 19 October Marie had a mastectomy; the whole of her left breast was removed. The lump was three centimetres, but the cancer had not spread to the lymph nodes in her armpit. The consultant, Mr Guldborg, was a friend of Jesper’s father and he made sure that she was seen immediately. Marie emailed Storm and seeing her news in writing felt simply insane.


Dear Storm,  

On 16 October I received a letter from the PhD committee informing me that my PhD funding has been approved. Sadly I have also been operated on for breast cancer.

 

Love, Marie



He replied five weeks later. He had just returned to Bissau for a brief stay after several weeks in a rural area with no Internet coverage. He was halfway through the survey, he wrote, and so far it had gone really well. He also wrote that Marie’s email was the worst he had ever received. Marie wrote back that she intended to start her research as early as possible in the New Year. She had had her first session of chemo and the only side effect so far had been the loss of her hair. Storm replied that that was good news and he was looking forward to making plans for her future when he came back to Denmark the following spring. Count me in, Marie replied. Of course, Storm wrote back.

But after her third chemo session, the side effects hit her really hard. Two hours after Marie had had the injection at the hospital, she began vomiting. ‘I’m afraid it’s very common for side effects to appear later,’ Mr Guldborg said, when Jesper called Rigshospitalet. ‘She’ll just have to put up with it.’

Marie was as bald as an egg and weighed about as much as a roebuck. When she developed anaemia, she was hospitalised and given blood. During her stay she had the most vivid dreams and two dreams in particular kept repeating in a confusing loop. In the first she was about to meet with the doctors at the Oncology Unit, while Storm waited impatiently for her outside. His hair stuck out and Marie had the strangest feeling that she could reach out and touch him.

‘Are you properly prepared?’ Storm asked.

‘Not really,’ Marie replied.

‘Take notes,’ Storm said. ‘I’ll wait for you here. And when you’re done, we’ll go through your notes together. And, Marie?’

‘Yes?’

‘Stop being so bloody patient or you’ll die. Be a scientist. Question everything. Ask the questions they least expect you to ask. We have the tools to interpret their answers. I’ll help you.’

In her dream Marie kept records as if her life literally depended on it. She made columns so she could compare the doctors’ predictions and prognoses and she put a big red tick next to any obvious discrepancies. If the doctors stated something or drew a conclusion and she noticed that they had failed to back it up with evidence, she put an exclamation mark in the margin. Her notes looked indecipherable, but Storm would help her to understand them. He had promised.

However, when Marie returned to the bench where Storm had been sitting, her arms filled with densely written notes, he had gone. She called out to him, she pleaded, she dropped her notes, but he did not come. When she gathered up her papers, she felt a shiver down her spine. Her notes consisted of only one sentence repeated over and over: You are alone.

The other dream was about her twin brother, Mads, who had died when they were three and a half years old. He called out to her and she called out to him, as if they were pulling at opposite ends of a sound. Mads was the stronger and Marie started stumbling towards him. At this point she always woke up, bathed in sweat. One night she found a nurse bent over her. ‘You cried out for someone called Mads. Do you need anything?’ Dazed, Marie explained that she had been dreaming, and the nurse turned over her duvet and dressed her in a clean hospital gown. When she had left, Marie was unable to go back to sleep.

She would have to pull harder than Mads had or she would die.

Storm was still in Guinea-Bissau and she rarely heard from him.

Several doctors came to see her every day. Consultants, senior house officers, junior doctors and medical students.

She lay in her bed, like a mouth organ in a moulded box.

‘When can I go home?’ she asked.

‘We just need to get your blood-cell count up a bit, Marie,’ one of them said. ‘Then you can go home. Possibly this Friday.’

‘Am I going to die?’ she asked, when Mr Guldborg came by on his rounds.

‘I don’t indulge in that kind of speculation,’ he replied.

‘But am I?’

‘We’re doing everything we can to help you,’ he replied.

*

‘What does that mean?’ Marie asked Jesper, when he visited her. ‘We’re doing everything we can to help you. It means I’m going to die, doesn’t it? Have they said anything to you?’ The tears rolled down her cheeks. Jesper shook his head and massaged Marie’s hands, which were swollen and disgusting.

‘Anton has made a friend. Her name is Ida,’ he told her. ‘She lives at number three. He didn’t want to come here today,’ he added apologetically.

The last time Anton had visited, Marie had patted her sheet and said, ‘Climb up here, darling,’ but Anton had stayed where he was and wet himself.

‘I miss him so much,’ she whispered.

*

She started feeling better towards the middle of February. Her blood-cell count had been stabilised and her chemo was adjusted so it no longer made her quite so ill. Lea had visited her in hospital and presented her with a bright yellow scarf, which Marie tied around her head, surprised by how well the colour suited her. She took a taxi home to Hellerup and knew perfectly well what the driver must be thinking. When he pulled up outside the house and Anton came to greet her, Marie followed the driver’s gaze, which rested on Jesper, behind Anton in the open front door. Poor guy, his expression said. He looks so worried. Let’s hope for his sake, yes, also for the sake of the little one, that it’ll be quick. Marie didn’t tip him.

*

As promised, Storm called her as soon as he was back in Denmark. He had lots of news for her, he said eagerly, but wanted to start with the most important. Marie was certain that he meant her health, but Storm’s mind was still in Africa.

‘I’m ninety-nine per cent sure that somebody fiddled our figures, Marie. That’s the reason the Dulombi-Boe area looked so good,’ he said. ‘In our records, sixty-five children were listed as living, even though they had been dead for years.’

‘How is that possible?’ Marie said in disbelief.

‘The penny dropped in a tiny village west of Xitole. I visited to survey a five-year-old child, Marylyn, who had been included in the study back in 2004. When I finally found the hut where her parents lived, they were most unhappy to see me. Their child had died, you see. Now, of course it’s not unusual for a child to die between visits, so I asked gently about the state of the child’s health up until her death so that I could finish her medical record. Whereupon the mother started screaming and shouting that she had already explained everything to him, the other branco. To Silas. People came running from the other huts and I was practically lynched. Even the village elder turned up to scold me, and it wasn’t until I had managed to talk him down that I realised what had happened. Marylyn was already dead when Silas visited the year before to check the figures and he had upset her parents by asking about her. “But how long has she been dead?” I asked. Four years. Four years! So can you explain to me, Marie Skov, just how the same child has been registered as living in our study all this time? Once I had spotted the first error, they all stared back at me. I went through every single medical record with a fine-tooth comb and discovered that seventy of them looked as if they had been tampered with. The paper was slightly fuzzy as if someone had rubbed it with an eraser. Of the seventy suspicious-looking medical records, only five belonged to children who were still alive. The rest had died long ago. That was the reason Silas tried calling me that Christmas. That was the urgent matter he wanted to discuss with me. He, too, had spotted it. No wonder those figures looked too good to be true.’

‘But who could have done it?’ Marie asked.

‘Someone who doesn’t want the harmful side effects of the DTP vaccine to see the light of day. There can’t be any other explanation. The question is just who and why. The World Health Organization? I refuse to believe that. They are ultra-conservative and cautious, scared to lose authority, far too chicken to admit that they base their practice on inaccurate data, et cetera, et cetera. But they’re definitely not saboteurs. So who is it? Someone utterly callous, it has to be. Someone who makes so much money by interfering with our research that they don’t care how many people they end up killing. But who? As I’m sure you can imagine, I’ve thought of little else in the last few weeks. It’s a fact that the sabotage must have happened somewhere between Xitole and Bissau. On both occasions. The first time, after the original survey, the medical records arrived at Bissau in four different cars with eight different drivers, of whom four no longer work for us and two are dead. Besides, they were nine days late arriving because of a monsoon and the car got stuck. This is Africa we’re talking about. In 2007 Silas sent the data he had managed to collect before Christmas to Bissau with Tim. I’ve checked with Tim, of course. He says that he put the box with the medical records in the back of the car, as he always did. And I would have done the same. Nobody expects sabotage. But I knew something was up! In fact, I’m almost in a good mood because of it! This time I kept the medical records with me at all times, even when I went to the loo. No one has tampered with them, I’m absolutely sure of it. I still need to run statistics on the new figures, but I’ll eat my old waders if that result doesn’t turn out to be significant. It’s nothing short of perfection that you have been awarded your PhD grant, my girl,’ he interjected. ‘Nothing short of perfection. Oh, I’ve completely forgotten to congratulate you on that. Congratulations! Do excuse me, I’m just rabbiting. Are you ready, do you think? When do you think you can start? How are you, anyway? How is your recovery going?’

‘I’ll need a little longer,’ Marie whispered. ‘A few months possibly. I haven’t been feeling too good. I mean, it’s a bit better now that the doctors have adjusted my chemo after I really hit rock bottom. But it’ll still be a couple of weeks before I even finish my treatment, so . . .’

There was silence at the other end. Marie sat with her eyes closed and the phone pressed to her cheek.

‘Oh,’ Storm said. ‘I’m really sorry to hear that.’

A tear trickled down Marie’s cheek and, for a moment, she was incapable of speech.

‘What was the other news you wanted me to know about?’ she then said.

‘Are you crying?’ Storm asked her gently.

‘No,’ Marie said stubbornly.

‘It would be all right if you were,’ Storm said.

‘I know,’ Marie said.

Storm cleared his throat. ‘The other thing I wanted to tell you is that your master’s dissertation has been referred to the DCSD, the Danish Committees on Scientific Dishonesty. Or, more accurately, I’ve been reported to the DCSD for scientific dishonesty because I supervised and approved your dissertation and am thus partly responsible for you getting your MSc.’

‘Oh, no.’ Marie was horrified. ‘What does that mean?’

‘Sweet FA,’ Storm said harshly. ‘Because we won’t let it. We know that we didn’t cheat. Let’s look on the bright side: it means another four people will read your dissertation.’ Storm laughed. ‘The only irritating thing is it can take up to six months before the DCSD clear us and in the meantime we’ll have to live with the suspicion. When I lost my father, I made a decision, Marie. When you know your conscience is clear, you just have to let idiotic accusations bounce off you. What matters is being able to look at yourself in the mirror every morning. Keeping your side of the street clean.’

‘But who is accusing us?’ Marie said feebly.

‘The accusation has been made anonymously,’ Storm said. ‘But it wouldn’t surprise me if it turns out to be Stig Heller. Years ago we were as thick as thieves. Do you remember me telling you that he went berserk over my little article on Uni-Net? Heller is tragically conservative, even though he’s only in his early forties. Incidentally, it’s just been announced that he’s joined the Nobel Committee. Fancy that. Do you know something? I think I’ll give him a call and ask if he was the one who reported us. Hah, he’d like that, the sourpuss!’

‘But what can we do?’ Marie said miserably.

‘Keep your head cool and your gunpowder dry. I’ll send you some reading material in the next few days so you can get yourself fighting fit.’

Marie found it really rather difficult to share Storm’s enthusiasm. Scientific dishonesty. It sounded sloppy and she did not like it one bit.

‘By the way, do you want me to ask the PhD committee to hold off paying your grant?’ Storm asked cautiously. ‘You might need some extra time at the other end.’

Marie agreed.

‘A month or something? How long do you plan on being ill?’

Now Marie couldn’t help laughing. ‘Well, you see, I don’t have much experience with cancer . . .’ she said ironically.

‘In that case, we’ll make it six weeks,’ Storm said unperturbed. ‘But not a minute more. I need you.’

When Storm had hung up, Marie sat looking out at the garden for a long time.

She admired Storm for wanting to save every child on the planet, but right now she just wanted to concentrate on her own survival.

*

Just two days later a parcel arrived from Storm, stuffed full of journals, copies of various articles, a big feature on Storm from Weekendavisen with the headline ‘The stubborn man’. He had also sent her general information about the Danish Committees on Scientific Dishonesty and an article on the DCSD’s most sensational case so far: the scientific dishonesty accusation against Bjørn Lomborg. Read it, more to follow, Storm had scribbled.

Marie started by skimming the article, which was critical of Lomborg. In 2002 he had been appointed director of the Environmental Assessment Institute and was reported to the DCSD the same year. In 2003 the accusations against him were upheld, but Lomborg was never penalised. The DCSD found that although he was guilty of dishonest research he had not intended to be dishonest, and as intentional dishonesty had to be proved beyond reasonable doubt, Lomborg could not be punished. On the other hand, neither was he ever acquitted or cleared.

Interesting, isn’t it? Storm had noted in the margin in red pen. If you do something without intending to, they can’t punish you!

A week later another parcel arrived from Storm. Three articles from American and German periodicals and the most recent issue of the Journal of Epidemiology, which even Storm had yet to read. The following week more magazines arrived, all with Post-it notes stuck in places where Storm had come across something interesting. Marie’s heart sank as she flicked through the magazines, wondering how she would ever manage to read them all, when a bag of sugared almonds suddenly dropped into her lap. Here’s hoping they’ll help the reading material go down more easily, Storm had written. Four days later another bundle of articles arrived and two days after that yet another. This time Marie just ate the sugared almonds.

*

Being the perfect big sister that she was, Julie helped care for Marie after her chemo sessions. Thankfully, Marie had stopped vomiting, but she still felt wiped out. From the sofa she would watch Anton and Julie do jigsaw puzzles and bake muffins, and when Anton wanted to watch a movie, Julie would softly close the door to the TV room, then perch on the edge of the sofa like Marie’s confidante. They spoke about Anton starting school after the summer holidays and about Marie and Jesper’s garden, which would probably be left to grow wild this year, but so what? It was during a moment of such intimacy that Marie told Julie she suspected Jesper had met someone.

‘Of course he hasn’t!’ Julie sounded outraged. ‘He would never dream of doing that to you.’ She got up and put on the kettle to make more tea.

‘But he has stopped punishing me,’ Marie said. ‘He’s kind.’

‘How can you say a thing like that?’ Julie was angry.

‘He couldn’t care less that we no longer have sex, Julie. I don’t mind that very much because I can’t say I feel terribly attractive, bald as I am and all dried up inside. But I wonder how Jesper manages. We no longer sleep in the same bed. I’ve been in the guest bedroom ever since my operation because I lie awake half the night and that disturbs Jesper. We’ve never had any intimacy other than sex, Julie. Now we have . . . nothing.’

‘But it would be madness to expect sex from your wife when she’s as ill as you are,’ Julie said indignantly.

‘Has Michael ever been unfaithful to you?’ Marie asked spontaneously.

‘No, of course not!’ Julie got red spots on her cheeks.

‘How do you know? Have you ever asked him?’

‘I know that he hasn’t, Marie.’

‘Do you think Dad has ever been unfaithful to Mum?’

‘Marie! What’s wrong with you?’

‘My thoughts won’t stop churning. I’ve nothing better to do,’ Marie said.

‘Then stop it right now,’ Julie said, stroking Marie’s cheek. ‘Nothing good ever comes from worrying.’

Anton came in from the TV room and said he was thirsty. Marie watched while Julie poured water into a glass and buttered him a bread roll. She imagined that it was now Julie’s head that was whirling. She felt hot so she took off her yellow headscarf and put it on the dining table, and when Anton had finished his bread roll, he rushed over, wanting to examine Marie’s bald head.

‘Do you think it’s a good idea for him to see you bald?’ Julie whispered, when Anton had gone back to watch the rest of the film.

‘But bald is what I am,’ Marie stated.

*

A few days later, Frank made an unannounced visit. He brought her a bunch of flowers and said that Joan sent her love. Marie hugged him, and before she could stop herself, she blurted out, ‘Tell me, have you been drinking?’

‘What the hell are you saying?’ Frank said. ‘It’s two o’clock in the afternoon.’

‘Oh, OK,’ Marie quickly back-pedalled. ‘I didn’t mean it like that. I just thought . . .’

Frank lost his rag. ‘You have some nerve accusing us of all sorts of things we haven’t done. One moment you’re saying Jesper’s having an affair, the next it’s Michael. I hear you’ve even insinuated that I cheated on your mother. And now I’m a drunk, is that it? You’re seriously ill, Marie, but you need to . . . think about Anton. It’s bad enough if that boy is going to lose his mother, but if he has to live in a house full of mad accusations, no wonder he wets himself. And put your scarf on,’ he said irritably.

Dumbstruck, Marie poured boiling water into the cafetière and went upstairs to fetch her headscarf from the bathroom. No one in the family liked the sight of Marie’s naked scalp, except Anton, who thought it was softer than a horse’s muzzle. Marie gasped for air and could not decide whether it was the stairs or the unfairness that had knocked the wind out of her. Anton had only wet himself that one time at the hospital and Marie had not told anyone. That could mean only one thing. Jesper had told tales. Again.

When Marie came downstairs, Frank had already pushed down the plunger and poured himself a cup of weak coffee. When he had drunk half of it, he said, ‘Anyway, I’d better be going.’

‘But I’ll see you on Sunday, won’t I?’ Marie said.

‘Listen, sweetheart. Your mum and I have talked about it, and we’re going to put our Sunday lunches on hold. Is that all right? Only until you’re feeling a bit better.’ Frank gave Marie a quick peck on the cheek and again she caught a whiff of the simultaneously sharp and fermented smell that lingered on his skin.

‘Sure, but I’m actually doing quite well. In fact, I’d like to get out a bit . . .’ Marie objected.

‘Your mum has also been a bit under the weather . . .’

‘If you say so,’ Marie acquiesced. ‘But would it be all right for me and Anton to visit one afternoon?’

‘You’re always welcome,’ Frank said, with such emphasis that Marie knew he was lying. ‘Anyway, I’d best be off.’

*

The next time Julie visited, Marie asked her what was going on.

‘Marie, you really are hopeless,’ Julie said. ‘Why can’t you just concentrate on getting better for the cutest boy in the world and the most wonderful husband and father on the planet? Mum isn’t doing too well at the moment, but she’ll be all right. Your illness has opened old wounds . . . She’s thinking a lot about Mads, these days, and you know what she’s like when—’

‘No,’ Marie said, ‘I don’t know what she’s like.’

‘I don’t want you to worry about Mum, promise me? It’s scientifically proven that cancer patients who worry about all sorts of things don’t recover as quickly as cancer patients who “only” have their cancer to worry about. There’s no point in making things worse. I’m sure everything will be better in a couple of weeks, and then we can get together. Until then, all you have to do is rest – and, besides, Jesper’s helping me, so you don’t have to worry.’

‘What does Jesper help you with?’ Marie looked at her sister in surprise.

‘He renewed Mum’s prescriptions. He’s done it before, but always argued that she really ought to see her own doctor for a check-up, but last week he could see how poorly Mum was. I don’t know how I would have got her out of the house and taken her to the doctor’s, but fortunately Jesper understood. And, anyway, she’s been taking those pills for years so, frankly, I can’t see—’

‘When did Dad become a heavy drinker, Julie?’ Marie interrupted her. ‘He came round the other day and he stank like a brewery.’

‘Marie, sometimes I find it hard to believe that you have benefited from higher education. Mum isn’t the only one who finds it hard to cope with your illness. It’s no picnic for Dad, either. You know perfectly well you were always his favourite.’ Julie held up a hand when Marie was about to object. ‘No, it’s all right. It is what it is. I don’t blame him. I happen to be closer to Emma than Camilla because Emma and I are so alike. It happens in families. And Dad is really worried about you, so, yes, perhaps he drinks a bit more than he normally would, but he’s entitled to. Don’t you worry about it now. You just concentrate on getting better, all right? Stop fretting.’

*

That evening Marie could no longer control herself and asked Jesper outright if he was having an affair. He went as white as a sheet and wanted to know how she could think something like that of him. Marie apologised, but it did not seem to appease him. He just spun around furiously and stared out of the window at the twilit garden.

Eventually Marie went to bed. Having left the door to the guest bedroom ajar, she read for a long time in the hope that Jesper had stopped being annoyed and would come in to talk to her. Around ten o’clock she finally heard his footsteps on the stairs, the door to the study open, then typing on the keyboard for a long time. Eventually the tap was turned on in the bathroom and finally she heard the door to the master bedroom close.

Most evenings Anton would tiptoe to Marie’s room. Jesper had always been against children in adult beds and Marie had made a point of walking Anton back to his own bed until she became ill. These days she let him slip under her duvet. If the end was near, if Marie was dying, she wanted to have as much time with her son as possible.

That night Anton didn’t come and Marie couldn’t sleep. She opened her laptop and started composing a letter to Anton. She managed to write four sentences, but when she was about to save it, the tears started rolling down her cheeks. To Antonsen from Mum. It sounded so innocent, but the truth was, it was the saddest document in the world.

Little Anton, he would see on the screen. When you read this, I will have been dead for far too many years. I wonder if you can remember me.

Marie slammed the laptop shut.

When she finally fell asleep, she dreamed a new and disturbing dream about Storm. He was standing in Lecture Hall A at the Department of Immunology, banging his pointer against the board to emphasise the words he had written on it. He was angry that his audience did not understand what he meant and whacked the board harder and harder. Marie could not see what it said on the board either, until large flakes of slate started loosening under Storm’s blows and fell to the floor. Then, suddenly, she saw it. It said, Look under every stone.

‘You’re slacking, all of you,’ Storm thundered, looking straight at Marie. ‘Especially you, Marie. You’re asking the wrong questions, and you accept far too many easy answers.’

‘I have more important things to think about,’ Marie protested.

‘More important than my research? I don’t think so,’ Storm said, and turned his back on her. At this point Marie was woken up by Anton, who had decided he did want to sleep under Marie’s duvet after all. He fell asleep immediately and Marie snuggled up to him.

*

The dream echoed in Marie’s head in the days that followed and she glanced furtively at Storm’s parcels of reading material of which the last three remained unopened. Storm’s research was important and she wished she wasn’t suffering from such a lack of interest. Jesper was away on a course on South Sjælland and Julie called five times to ask if she was all right. Marie assured her that she was looking forward to a weekend alone with Anton and would manage fine on her own. Even so, Julie turned up with a casserole on Friday afternoon. She put the pot in the fridge and left some bread in the bread bin. ‘And there’s no need for you to wash the pot. I can do that.’

‘Julie, I’m capable of washing up.’

‘Do you and Anton have any plans?’ Julie wanted to know. ‘You really ought to get a second car. How are you going to get around now that Jesper has the car?’

‘Julie, relax,’ Marie said. ‘We’re not going anywhere, and if we decide to do something, we’ll take the bus. Or we’ll cycle.’

Julie looked horrified. ‘Cycle? You can’t be serious! You’ve just finished chemo. You can’t go cycling around. It’s far too cold.’

‘It was a joke, Julie,’ Marie said, and put her arms around her sister. ‘Thank you for all your help. We might go and see Mum and Dad,’ she added. ‘I haven’t seen them for weeks.’

‘That’s not a good idea,’ Julie said firmly. ‘Mum is in bed with the flu and your immune system is compromised. I don’t want you to catch it. Promise you’ll stay at home. I’ve put a lot of ginger in the casserole to make you feel better. I hope it’s not too hot for Anton.’

‘Julie, you fuss like a mother hen,’ Marie said.

‘That’s what being a big sister is all about,’ Julie said lightly.

*

On Sunday, 21 February, Marie almost felt well. She and Anton had pottered about all weekend, slept in, drawn mandalas, played Monopoly and made eight different smoothies to find out which tasted the best. It turned out to be blueberry and honey. The weather was cool but bright and clear, and Anton jumped for joy when Marie asked if he fancied making a surprise visit to Granny and Grandad’s. If Joan was still poorly, Marie thought, she would keep her distance. It would be fine.

Frank looked surprised when Marie and Anton rang the doorbell. The day was starting to darken and he squinted as if he had trouble seeing them. He looked very tired and again Marie detected a smell about him: this time it was something fermented mixed with the odour of something unwashed.

‘Oh. It’s you, is it?’ He pulled away with a jolt before Marie had a chance to hug him.

‘Yes, we wanted to surprise you,’ Marie said.

‘Oh,’ Frank said, but continued to block the doorway.

‘Are you going to let us in?’

‘Of course,’ he said apologetically, and stepped aside. ‘Are you hungry? I think we’ve got something in the freezer.’

Anton ran ahead into the living room and Marie heard Joan exclaim with delight: ‘Well, hello, little one.’

‘How are you, Mum?’ Marie asked, when she joined them. Joan sat in her armchair with a rug over her legs. The living room was stuffy and dark, and Marie could hear the ticking of the grandfather clock. ‘Were you asleep?’

‘I must have dozed off,’ Joan replied.

‘How is the flu?’

Joan blinked. ‘The flu?’

‘Julie said you had the flu.’

‘Oh . . .’ Joan shifted slightly and a pill organiser, which had been hidden in the folds of the rug, slid onto the floor.

Marie picked it up. ‘So it’s safe for me to give you a kiss, then,’ she said, and kissed her mother’s cheek.

‘But how are you, my love?’ Joan asked, and her chin quivered. ‘Any . . . news?’

Marie shook her head. ‘I’ve had my last chemo and I’ll start my post-chemo treatment soon. I’m tired, but I’m fine.’

The tears started rolling down Joan’s cheeks and she squeezed Marie’s hand hard and drew it up to her face. ‘It’s hard for me,’ she whispered. ‘I don’t know what to think. Julie says— Where are my pills?’ Joan interrupted herself and looked about the rug.

Marie handed her the pill organiser. ‘Here,’ she said.

At that moment Anton slunk into the living room with a bowl of Twist chocolates. He looked guiltily at his mother. Marie stroked her mother’s hair and told Anton he could have three chocolates before dinner.

‘Oh, go on, let him,’ Frank said from the doorway.

‘Three chocolates,’ Marie said, giving Anton a stern look. She went out into the kitchen to Frank, who had his head in the freezer.

‘Dad, we can just ring for a pizza, can’t we?’

‘No, no, we’ll find something.’ Frank was standing a little too close to the freezer and Marie soon concluded that he was not entirely sober. ‘What do we have here? . . . Curried meatballs . . . Goulash . . . Hearts in a cream sauce. Oh, there was no need for her to make that.’

Marie looked into the freezer over Frank’s shoulder and recognised Julie’s neat handwriting on the many freezer bags. On the bottom shelf there were meat dishes and at the top there were bags of bread rolls and parboiled rice. ‘Did Julie make all this?’

‘Yes. At first it pissed me off. You know how I hate being beholden to anyone, least of all Michael. I know it’s only a matter of time before he wants to borrow my Orvis fishing rod and he thinks he’s got a right to it because Julie’s cooked all this food. But now that your mum isn’t feeling too good, it’s quite handy that I can just grab something from the freezer. Julie even bought me a microwave oven. Though I did give her five hundred kroner for that. That’s what they cost, isn’t it?’

‘Sounds about right.’

Frank had got hold of a bag with a casserole of some kind and fumbled with the knot for ages before he started looking for a pair of scissors with irritated movements. He found them under a pile of cutlery, but when he tried to cut the knot, he dropped the freezer bag and it skidded across the floor, like a curling stone. He swore. Marie watched him. All her life Frank had been hard and outspoken in his opinions, in his rhetoric, in his verdicts. For better or worse. Now he was old and confused. With considerable effort he managed to pick up the bag from the floor.

‘Please would you set the table?’ he asked Marie. ‘I’m just going outside to lock the shed. The neighbours had a break-in and I don’t want the lawnmower . . .’ He flapped his hand as if to say it was too complicated to explain.

Marie saw him walk past the kitchen window and went into the dining room to set the table. On the TV in the living room Poul Reichhardt was crooning in a barn doorway. Joan was sound asleep and a trickle of saliva stretched towards her jumper.

‘I’m just going upstairs, Anton,’ Marie said. ‘Grandad has gone outside to lock the shed, but he’ll be back soon and then we’ll eat.’

*

The first floor of the house had not been decorated for twenty years at least and was in dire need of a makeover. Julie’s old room still had the same wallpaper, with the tiny floral pattern, and sloping windows whose varnished frames were brown. Joan’s sewing machine was still there, but it was covered with dust. Marie had always admired Julie’s room. She’d kept it immaculate – even the desk drawers were organised, erasers lined up, paperclips and drawing pins in their respective boxes.

Lea and Marie’s old room was now Frank’s home office. At first they had shared the room, but later Frank had put up a partition wall and Marie remembered her relief when Lea picked the side with the loft hatch. They had been told never to climb up into the loft and Marie had always been scared of the hatch. Lea didn’t care. Even as a little girl she had had the ability to bounce back like a rubber ball and it took more than a dark loft to scare her. Now the partition wall had gone and Frank had created a makeshift office for himself with an untidy desk and two cheap metal bookcases so laden with ring binders, books and trays stacked high with papers that he had had to screw them to the wall to stop them falling over.

Where had all the mess come from? As far as Marie knew, Frank was still working as a handyman, but the state of his office did not suggest that business was booming.

At the back of the room, Marie spotted the loft ladder. She climbed it and opened the hatch. She had never been up in the loft before and she quickly turned on the light. The space was crammed with junk. Lamps, chairs, boxes and black bin liners stuffed with old clothes and duvets. Tools, horseshoes, a pot. She spotted the old camp bed, which the girls had taken turns to use and which had been crudely repaired with big stitches. Leaning against the wall were several framed photographs of men and women whom Marie did not recognise. They must be distant relatives. They had had an uncle, Joan’s brother, whom Marie vaguely remembered, but otherwise they had never had much contact with Joan’s or Frank’s family. Their maternal grandparents had died even before Julie was born and had left the house on Snerlevej to Joan and Frank. Frank’s parents had also passed away long ago and his two brothers, who lived in Jutland, ‘aren’t worth knowing’, he had always said.

At the far end of the loft Marie found four large photographs mounted on cardboard. One of Julie, one of Lea and, how funny, two of me, Marie had time to think before she realised that one of the portraits was of her twin brother. She picked it up and studied it under the loft light. Marie and Mads had resembled each other like two drops of water, though Mads was slightly darker and looked like a boy. Suddenly Marie could see the close resemblance between Mads and Anton. She had always wondered why Anton was darker than Jesper and herself, but now she knew where it had come from. What a little sweetheart, Marie thought, and looked at Mads’s happy, chubby cheeks.

Marie noticed yet another, a framed black-and-white picture of a young Frank and a man whom Marie did not recognise. Marie and Mads were standing between them; they must have been a couple of years old then, dark-haired and grinning. In the background, Joan was wearing a patterned dress with a fabric tie and a large, full skirt. Marie barely recognised her mother: she looked so carefree. Going out of the picture were two teenage boys, one with a football under his arm. Frank was beaming, and he and the unknown man had their arms around each other’s shoulders. As if Frank had had a good friend and had put his arm around him. As if it was summer, the steaks were sizzling and the corn on the cob crackling. As if they were planning on dancing the whole night through.

Julie had often told her how much Frank and Joan had loved parties back in the old days. Joan especially would dance until dawn with Frank or with some of the other men from their street when they held garden parties. Julie loved one story in particular and she had told it over and over. Joan had danced with a police officer, who also lived on Snerlevej, someone high up in the ranks, apparently, and he had been tripping the light fantastic with her when the police turned up to tell them to turn down the music. ‘Sorry for interrupting your evening, boss,’ the embarrassed officer had said, when he recognised his superior. Julie remembered it very clearly, she had told Marie, because she always slept in a tent in the garden when the adults had their parties. When the patrol car had driven off and the music had been turned down, the adults had at first looked guiltily at each other before breaking into howls of laughter.

Marie spotted a woven tapestry wall-hanging sticking out of a large box and dragged the box over to the light where she managed with considerable effort to unroll it. It was very dusty and a spider darted to safety. The subject was dramatic. A severed woman’s head with a crazy, suffering expression and snakes in her hair. Other than the rug Joan had made for Anton, Marie had never seen evidence of her mother’s craftsmanship or at least not her major works, which Julie had told her about. The subject was frightening, but Marie was fascinated. This was art, not just needlework, and although it was sinister, it was a shame that it was kept in a box in the loft.

Marie hauled the box with the wall-hanging, the portrait of Mads and the picture of her festive parents to the hatch and managed to lower everything to the floor in Frank’s study. She intended to ask Jesper if she could put up the wall-hanging. She wanted to show Anton the portrait of Mads and suddenly began to wonder if she had ever told her son about him. She hung up the photograph of Frank and Joan and their friends on a vacant nail above Frank’s desk. She wanted Frank to see it. She wanted to say, ‘Look, Dad, once you had a friend and life was good. Once you made Mum happy.’

Something made Marie jump. ‘You startled me, sweetheart!’

Anton was standing in the shadows of the passage outside Frank’s office, opposite the stairs. ‘I’ve been calling you lots and lots,’ he said, and started to cry. ‘Why didn’t you come?’

‘But, sweetheart,’ Marie hugged him, ‘I was only in the loft. Why didn’t you just call Grandad?’

‘I did.’ Anton sniffed. ‘But he didn’t come. And Granny’s asleep and the movie has finished and I didn’t know where you were.’

‘Never mind,’ Marie said, and decided to distract him with the portrait of Mads. ‘Hey, Anton, guess who this is?’

Anton turned to the photograph. ‘It’s me,’ he said, and sniffed again.

Marie smiled and told him it was not. It was his uncle Mads. Marie knelt down and told Anton about her twin brother, who got so ill when he was three years old that the doctors could not save him. Anton listened with rapt attention.

‘Doesn’t he look nice?’ Marie asked, and Anton nodded. The portrait of Mads was so light that she decided to carry it home. She could take the wall-hanging the next time, when Jesper was with her and they had the car.

‘Come on, let’s go down and have some dinner,’ Marie said, and went down the stairs with the photograph. When she was three steps down, she noticed that Anton had not moved.

‘If Uncle Mads and I look so much like each other,’ Anton said, gazing down at his mother, ‘will I get ill and die too?’

Marie thought about it. ‘You might get ill one day,’ she said, ‘not because you look like Uncle Mads but because people sometimes get ill for no particular reason. But because you also look like me, you have a very special ability to get well again, just like I will. And do you know something?’ Anton shook his dark hair. ‘Anyone who cheats death once will live to be a hundred.’

‘Is that true?’

Marie nodded. ‘A hundred and four, in fact. Come on, sweetheart, let’s go downstairs. I bet you’re starving.’ Anton nodded and followed his mother.

*

Marie put the portrait of Mads on the chest of drawers in the hall so that they could take it with them when they left. In the kitchen the casserole was still in the microwave. It had been defrosted, but it was merely tepid so Marie turned on the microwave again. ‘Please would you put some of these beetroots into a bowl?’ she asked Anton, and put them out with a bowl for him. Marie found some glasses and filled the water jug. Then she went into the living room. Anton scurried after her, insisting on holding her hand. Joan was fast asleep. Marie called out to her softly, but she did not react. Her pill organiser had got lost in the folds of her rug again so Marie picked it up and put it on the coffee table next to her mother. Then she covered her carefully with the rug.

‘Hmm, I think Granny’s very tired,’ she said to Anton.

‘Dad?’ Marie called down the passage to her parents’ bedroom. She wondered if he had gone to the loo or was getting changed. There was no reply. Then she noticed that the garden door was open. ‘Please would you find the Tiddlywinks? Then we can have a game after dinner,’ she said casually, but Anton said no and refused to let go of her hand. Together they went out into the garden.

‘You could always have a go on the swing?’ Marie suggested. Anton shook his head.

It was eerily silent and dark in the twilight, except the shed, from which a rectangle of light fell on the ground through the open door.

‘Right, sweetheart, I want you to stay over there,’ Marie said, pointing firmly to one of the garden chairs. Anton sat down reluctantly.

Marie walked towards the shed. Had Frank had a fall?

No, Frank hadn’t had a fall.

But it was only a matter of time.

He was blind drunk. Half a dozen miniature bottles lay scattered across the floor inside the shed and he was in the process of knocking back yet another while he leaned heavily against the shelving unit, which was crammed perilously full of heavy tools and tins of paint.

‘Hiiiii, Marizzen,’ he slurred, when he noticed her. His eyes rolled. ‘I’m . . . I’m just coming. Is it time for din-dins?’

‘Have you drunk all of those?’ Marie asked in disbelief. There was Jack Daniel’s and several small bottles of schnapps.

‘No, no.’ Frank wobbled dangerously and Marie grabbed his arm, guided him out of the shed and supported him to the terrace where Anton was waiting.

‘What’s wrong with Grandad?’ Anton said. He sounded scared.

‘Nothing,’ Frank assured him, as he slumped across the garden table. Marie had to let go so that she wasn’t dragged down with him.

‘Grandad has got drunk,’ she said calmly. ‘It’s not dangerous, but it is very stupid.’ She spoke the last word in a loud voice as she turned to Frank, who was trying in vain to get to his feet. Marie managed to steer him back inside the house with considerable effort.

‘Anton,’ Marie groaned, under the weight of her father, ‘please would you wait in the living room while I put Grandad to bed?’

Anton started to cry. ‘I don’t want to sit with Granny,’ he said. ‘I don’t like it when she sleeps in her chair like that.’

Marie thought about it. ‘OK, then. I want you to walk ahead of me to Granny and Grandad’s bedroom, and pull back the duvet on Grandad’s side.’ Anton raced down the passage.

‘I can’t lift you, Dad,’ Marie said to Frank. ‘I’m still weak and I’m worried about the scar from my surgery. You need to walk on your own or at least try to.’

Anton had already pulled back the duvet when Marie and Frank finally reached the bedroom, and Marie let her father collapse on the bed. She took off his shoes and rolled him onto his side as best as she could. Then she covered him with the duvet and fetched a bucket, which she put on the floor within his reach.

They returned to the living room. Joan was still fast asleep in her armchair, but had turned her head to the other side. For a moment Marie had no idea what to do.

‘We’ll buy something for dinner on our way home,’ she said, switched off the television and tucked the rug around Joan again. They put on their coats, took the portrait of Mads and walked down the street. On the bus, Anton insisted on sitting on Marie’s lap the whole way, and she let him, even though he was rather too heavy. She could have done without Anton seeing his grandparents in that state. Why hadn’t Julie just told her the plain truth? That Frank and Joan were in crisis and that it was best for Anton not to visit for a while. Why had she lied that their mother had flu?

*

On 12 March, less than a fortnight after Marie’s last chemo, she was asked to attend a meeting with Mr Guldborg to review her future treatment options. Guldborg spoke as rapidly as if he was packing inflight meals on a conveyor belt. He said Marie should have her ovaries removed, which would bring on the menopause so she could be treated with Aromasin. Marie’s cancer was oestrogen sensitive, Guldborg explained, and by removing her ovaries and thus stopping her oestrogen production, he could treat her with Aromasin, an oestrogen inhibitor, and her oestrogen level would then be so low that her cancer would have poor growth conditions. It sounded like the right thing to do.

‘Speak to Jesper about it,’ Guldborg added.

Why did I get cancer? Marie wanted to ask. Why do some people get cancer while others don’t? Why?

When you died, she thought, you didn’t just leave the room for a pee or go abroad on a sabbatical. When you died, you ceased to exist. She tasted the word. There in her lap lay her hand. Across the desk, Guldborg’s fleshy lips opened and closed, like the stoma on a leaf. In a little while, in a matter of weeks or months or possibly not for as many years as she had promised Anton, she would be gone.

Marie did not manage to ask Guldborg any questions. When she left the hospital, she sat down on a bench. She caught herself looking for Storm and watched the swallows that had just returned from their winter quarters in Africa. They soared vertically into the sky, turned sharply and dived with such speed that their screams chased after them, like serpentines of delayed sound.

Anton liked asking her, ‘If you were an animal, Mum, which one would you be?’ before he quickly added, ‘I want to be a dog,’ so that Marie couldn’t be a dog as well. Marie had never known which animal to pick. Sometimes she would say a rabbit, other times a seahorse. Anton’s rules meant that she was allowed only one animal. At that moment, Marie knew that she would say a swallow the next time Anton asked her. Swallows could fly all the way to South Africa and back again. They were tough. If Marie were ever to have a tattoo, and that was a big if, it would be a swallow.

*

On Thursday morning, 18 March, Marie received two packages. One was from Storm. With a pang of conscience she added it, unopened, to the pile of other unopened parcels of magazines and sugared almonds, reminding herself she should have told him that, sadly, he should not expect to hear from her for a while.

The other item was an eye-wateringly expensive wig she had ordered from Sweden. When she opened the bag, she had to laugh. She had specified a shoulder length, nut-brown bob, but the supplier had made a mistake. The wig she had been sent was every man’s textbook fantasy. Long blonde hooker hair. Marie put on the wig in front of a mirror and laughed even louder. Then she found an eyeliner pencil and made up her eyes. She could not remember the last time she had worn makeup. When she applied lipstick, she smeared it on purpose. Then she took off all her clothes and studied herself in the mirror. Christ, she was skinny now. She looked like a one-breasted heroin addict. While she ran herself a bath, she examined first her one firm breast, and then the thick, pink scar that looked like the closed eye of a newborn baby. Guldborg had said that he would put her forward for breast reconstruction as soon as her treatment had finished and her test results were clear. Marie was sure that Jesper would start to fancy her again once she was put right.

She took off the wig and let herself sink into the bath water. The telephone rang and she let it ring: the water was wonderful. She closed her eyes and amused herself by imagining what type of woman Jesper was attracted to. The emaciated-junkie look was definitely not to his taste. But when they had watched season one of Mad Men, Marie had noticed that he really liked the character Joan Holloway. She was submissive, had a brilliant mind and she was sensual, and although her curvaceous figure and Marie’s boyish shape had absolutely nothing in common, Marie had not minded. In the distance the landline started ringing again.

At the ward where Jesper worked, the nurses were bound to fancy him, she thought, and felt a sudden tingling of unease. Was that why Jesper had lost interest in her? Because there was a woman at work, a younger, undamaged woman? She added more hot water to the bath and was about to scrub her face when she heard the front door open, then a set of keys land in the bowl on the side table in the hallway. Jesper was home.

‘Marie,’ he called. ‘Hello? Where are you?’ Marie nearly slipped as she stood up in the bath. She had not expected him back for another five hours and she was terrified that something had happened to Anton.

When Jesper entered the bathroom, a dripping wet Marie had one arm in her dressing gown and her face was smeared with makeup. He flung his arms around her.

‘Marie,’ he said, and his thick voice made Marie gasp for air. ‘Something terrible has happened. Your mother is dead, Marie. Joan is dead.’

‘No!’ Marie started to cry. ‘What happened?’

Jesper handed her a towel.

‘Julie called me at work. She was beside herself and I could barely understand a word she said. She’d tried calling you as well. When will you learn to answer your mobile? Julie couldn’t get hold of your mother this morning so at ten o’clock she went over there because she was worried.’ Jesper glanced at his watch. ‘She found Joan dead in her bed. Marie, I’m really sorry to have to tell you, but Julie says your mother took an overdose.’

‘She committed suicide?’

‘I don’t know. The police won’t say anything until your mother has been examined. They haven’t found a note, which makes it hard to know whether she did it on purpose or whether she accidentally took more pills than her body could cope with. Julie is distraught because it appears she counts out your mother’s pills every Monday, but this Monday she couldn’t come over because Camilla was doing something at school. Julie found Joan’s pill organiser and it was empty. There were also some half-empty jars of pills on the bedside table, but we don’t know how many she took. We have to wait until the police have had her examined.’

‘Where is Dad?’ Marie asked, and could immediately tell from Jesper’s expression that there was more bad news to come.

‘We can’t get hold of him. His mobile is switched off. Julie says that the police are very keen to talk to him. He wasn’t at home when Julie came over. His van is gone and Julie discovered an almost empty bottle of whisky next to his armchair before she went to the bedroom and found Joan. She rang one one two. Then she tried calling Frank, then you and finally me, because neither of you was picking up.’

‘Do you think that Dad had anything to do with—’

‘No, of course not, but the police . . . They really do want to talk to him. I’ve tried ringing Frank several times in the last hour, but my calls go straight to voicemail. What is it about you and mobiles in your family?’

‘We have to go to Snerlevej,’ was all Marie said.

*

When Marie and Jesper arrived, a police car was still parked outside. They entered the house and found a deathly pale Julie sitting at the dining table with two police officers. When Julie spotted Marie, she leaped up and threw her arms around her.

‘They’ve just taken Mum away,’ Julie cried. ‘Oh, I can’t bear it.’

While the police talked to Jesper, Julie and Marie sat on the sofa in the living room and hugged each other.

‘Suicide is the coward’s way out,’ Julie wept.

‘But we don’t know yet that she did commit suicide,’ Marie pointed out.

‘Oh, don’t be so naïve, Marie!’ Julie said. ‘Nobody takes so many pills that it kills them unless that’s what they want. What do we tell the children?’ she added, horrified. ‘Do you think we should just tell them she’s died? They won’t understand what suicide is!’

‘We certainly shouldn’t say anything to the children about it being suicide before we know whether it was or not,’ Marie said. ‘We have to wait until we know the facts. Did Mum take five pills too many and accidentally overload her system or did she deliberately take a hundred and twenty pills to end her life? Whichever it is, lying to the children is a bad idea.’

‘But it’s not lying,’ Julie said, shocked. ‘It’s protecting them. They’ll never be able to understand how Granny could be such a coward.’ Julie blew her nose.

‘Please can we ring your mother and ask her if she can pick up Anton?’ Marie asked Jesper, when he entered the living room. ‘And could Michael’s mother pick up your girls, Julie? Perhaps it’s better that somebody else looks after the children until we know more about what’s happened.’

Julie and Jesper agreed.

‘And how about Lea? Has anyone called Lea?’

‘Michael went to see Lea,’ Julie said.

Marie frowned. ‘Are you sure that was a good idea?’

‘What choice did I have?’ Julie asked. ‘He called earlier and . . .’ Julie glanced furtively at the door to the dining room, which was ajar. Officers were still milling about in there and they could hear the crackle of a distant police radio. Julie leaned towards Marie.

‘Dad’s there,’ she whispered.

‘With Lea?’

‘Sssh,’ Julie said. ‘He turned up late last night. He was drunk and passed out on her bed. Michael has told Lea about Mum, but they don’t yet know if Dad knows anything . . . Perhaps he found her during the night and started drinking. But don’t you think he would have called if he knew she was dead?’ Her eyes widened. ‘We won’t know until he wakes up.’

‘Are you whispering because you haven’t told the police?’ Marie could not believe her own ears.

‘Marie, darling, please could we find out what’s happened before we say anything to them? Please?’ Julie looked beseechingly at Marie.

‘Christ, Julie.’

Marie looked to Jesper for support, but he simply shrugged his shoulders and said, ‘If Julie prefers finding out what happened first, where’s the harm in that? All we need is to have a word with Frank.’

At that moment Superintendent Henrik Tejsner came into the living room. ‘We’ve just had a call from the traffic police. It looks like Frank Skov crashed his VW Transporter into a sign outside a corner shop on Vesterbro some time last night. He appears to have abandoned the van, which was towed away by Falck this morning.’

Tejsner looked briefly at Julie, then at Marie. ‘The key was still in the ignition and I’m sorry to have to tell you that we found quite a lot of blood on the steering wheel. CCTV recordings from the shop suggest he was bleeding heavily from his nose. Now, it may not be serious, but we’ll issue a description in case he’s out there somewhere and needs medical attention. Like I said, we very much want to talk to him so we expect to hear from you as soon as he comes home or calls.’

Jesper and Julie nodded quickly.

‘Otherwise that’s it for today,’ Tejsner continued. ‘If you require trauma counselling, please contact your doctor. I’ll be in touch again when your mother’s body can be released for burial, but you should prepare yourselves that it might be at least a week. And here is my card. I work in the Violent Crimes Unit, but please believe me when I say that there is currently nothing suspicious about your mother’s death. We just need to get a couple of tests back from the Institute of Forensic Medicine, then have a chat to your father. But that’s standard procedure. I’m sorry for your loss.’

Shortly afterwards the front door closed behind him.

*

Marie, Jesper and Julie drove to Vesterbro in Julie’s car. Julie sat in the passenger seat next to Jesper, who was driving, and cried all the way into the city. Marie sat in the back and stared emptily out of the window. She had a strange feeling that Joan was better now. Much better. Julie kept asking questions and Jesper did his best to answer them.

‘Should I have locked away her pills? I counted them out every Monday for the whole week when I brought them their meals and it never even crossed my mind that . . .’

‘Julie,’ Jesper said firmly. ‘You can’t stop someone killing themselves, if that’s what they want. Joan would have got hold of the pills some other way. You can’t control everything.’

‘Why was she taking so many in the first place?’ Marie asked, but no one was listening to her.

‘I just don’t understand why she would rather die than ask for help. All Mum had to do was call. I would have dropped everything and gone there immediately. You know I would.’

‘Joan was a very private person,’ Jesper said, and cleared his throat. ‘I’ve known you all for quite a few years now and I’ve never got very close to Joan. Who knows how she was really feeling?’

‘But she wasn’t well,’ Julie cried. ‘Especially not since Marie got ill. The same goes for all of us. Obviously! The worst thing that can happen is losing someone you love and knowing there is nothing you can do about it, nothing!’ Her voice was shrill. ‘And, remember, we’ve been through it all before, Jesper, when I was ten years old. The night Mads died. I remember waiting in the hospital corridor and the look in the doctor’s eyes when he came to tell Mum and Dad. Mum screamed. I couldn’t bear to listen! She screamed and screamed. Eventually they had to give her a sedative and put her to bed. She’s had to relive it because Marie is going to— is so ill. I do understand, but I still think it’s cowardly towards the children. And to me. I could have done something!’

Marie sat in the back, speechless. This was absurd. It was as if she didn’t exist.

‘I’m not going to die,’ she said out loud.

‘No, of course not, my darling!’ Julie exclaimed, as she reached out a hand to Marie. ‘How can you say a thing like that? Of course you’re not going to die. Is she, Jesper?’

‘Of course not,’ Jesper said.

‘But you almost said I was going to die,’ Marie said, but no one was listening.

*

Jesper parked outside the entrance to Lea’s flat and they made their way up to the fourth floor. A tearful Lea opened the door. She wore no makeup and her hair was a mess – it was usually styled with great care. Marie threw her arms around her and they hugged for a long time. Michael was sitting in an armchair in Lea’s living room, next to a desk with piles of books and a pad with densely written notes.

‘It’s a mess, that’s what it is,’ Michael mumbled, and patted Julie’s leg awkwardly without getting up. ‘A right bloody mess.’ ‘We haven’t spoken to Frank yet,’ Lea said in a low voice. ‘But I don’t think he knows anything . . . He staggered to the loo just now and he said—’

‘Yeah, that was freaky,’ Michael interrupted. ‘He said, “Not a word to Mum. Or she’ll kill me.”’

‘Shut up, Michael,’ Lea hissed.

‘Hey, relax,’ Michael said.

‘Yes, really, Lea,’ Julie said, and started crying again.

Lea exploded. ‘This is my home so I’ll say whatever the fuck I like. What the hell do you think you’re doing?’ She glared furiously at Marie. ‘I would never have thought this of you, Marie. The others, definitely. But you, never!’

‘What?’ Marie said.

‘How could you even think of sending that dickhead to tell me my mother is dead? Eh? Of all people, you send him?’ Lea pointed angrily at Michael and tears spouted from her eyes.

‘Lea,’ Marie said calmly, ‘Michael had already gone to see you when Jesper and I arrived at Snerlevej. And you’re right, it wasn’t a very good idea.’

‘That’s it. I’ve had enough,’ Michael said, getting up and grabbing his jacket. ‘Here I was, thinking I was doing Julie a favour. What the hell have I done wrong this time?’ He stormed out into the small hallway.

‘Just go, will you?’ Lea said.

The front door slammed and Julie wept. ‘Honestly, Lea. Is this really the time and place?’

‘Explain to me again what Dad said,’ Marie said calmly.

‘Something along these lines. Something about him wanting me not to tell Mum because she would be angry with him. He’s still drunk.’ Lea sounded deflated now.

‘I’ll talk to him,’ Marie said. ‘Julie, you go and make some coffee. A lot of coffee, strong coffee. And call the police, Jesper. Tell them they can come over in an hour and pick Dad up.’

‘But—’ Julie began.

‘No buts; that’s what’s going to happen,’ Marie said rather loudly.

Everyone looked at her in a stunned silence.

*

Marie sat on the edge of Lea’s bed, where Frank lay like a beached whale across the duvet. She could smell vomit. Her father had dried blood down his clothes and his nose looked broken.

‘Dad?’ Marie whispered. ‘Dad? Are you awake?’

‘Mmm,’ Frank grunted. ‘Eh?’

‘Dad,’ Marie said, louder now. ‘You have to wake up. Now. It’s important.’

With infinite slowness Frank opened his eyes and gingerly touched his nose. Then he looked at Marie with swimming eyes before a smile spread across his face. ‘Marizzen,’ he slurred. ‘Wouldn’t you know it? It’s my Marizzen.’ He tried to sit up and succeeded after a few attempts.

‘Dad,’ Marie said. ‘Why did you get so drunk? The police are looking for you.’

‘Argh, bloody hell,’ Frank mumbled. ‘I didn’t think I’d had that much until I tried to park. Bollocks. That’s going to cost me a few points. Your mum will kill me when she finds out.’

‘Dad,’ Marie said. ‘Mum is dead.’

For one moment Frank’s eyes became completely lucid, then something crumbled around his mouth and a deep, unhappy sound escaped from it. ‘No,’ he wailed. ‘No.’

Marie held out a hand to him. ‘Yes,’ she said. The tears rolled down her cheeks and she kept stroking Frank’s hand. ‘Julie thinks she killed herself. What happened yesterday? Where were you? The police are looking for you.’

But Frank just cried.

*

The police took Frank to Bellahøj Police Station; Julie and Michael followed. They would drive him back afterwards, and Julie promised to stay at Snerlevej that night. Marie and Jesper were free to drive home. Marie worried about Lea, but Julie said that Lea had called a friend who would stay over with her. Marie talked non-stop all the way home, while Jesper said nothing. When they were halfway to Hellerup, Julie called to say that the forensic examiner had established that Joan had not been dead for very long when Julie had found her, and as Lea had now confirmed that Frank had arrived at her flat at two o’clock in the morning and not left at any point, Frank was not under suspicion. The police would still like to have a proper chat to him about the earlier events that evening and he would inevitably be charged with driving under the influence.

‘What do you get for drink-driving?’ Marie asked, when she had finished talking to Julie. ‘Months? Or are we talking years? How could it get this bad, Jesper? How can we live like this? I can’t live like this!’ she cried. Jesper sat stony-faced and still said nothing.

The house was freezing because Marie had not shut the windows before they had rushed off to Snerlevej. Jesper closed them and turned up the heating. Marie sat on the sofa wrapped in a blanket while he pottered about in the kitchen, where he opened a bottle of wine. Marie had not drunk alcohol for several months, but now a glass of wine was exactly what she needed. In fact, she wanted to knock back the whole bottle, summon up the courage to kiss Jesper passionately, suck his dick so hard that he almost came, then straddle and ride him until he did. She wanted to be close to him again and live as if each day was their first.

‘Jesper,’ she said, taking his hand. ‘Why don’t we try to . . .? I really want to . . . I miss you.’

‘Marie, please let me say something first,’ he said.

She looked at him and he glanced away.

‘It’s dreadful, but I have to say this. I can’t wait any longer, because . . . there never will be a right time – and I can’t do this any more.’

Marie gave him a puzzled look.

‘I want a divorce,’ he said.

*

The next morning the doorbell rang and Marie stared numbly at Merethe Hermansen, chief secretary at the Department of Immunology, who seemed subdued. It was raining and water was dripping from the edge of her hood.

‘Marie,’ she said, ‘I’m afraid I have some terrible news. Storm is dead. He hanged himself. I didn’t want to call because I know how much—’

Marie closed the door.




CHAPTER 5

On Sunday evening Søren was lying comfortably on the living-room floor at home in Humlebæk playing picture bingo with Lily while he enjoyed an unobstructed view of her mother’s well-shaped rear through the kitchen door. The telephone rang and it was ‘only me, Henrik’. Søren briefly considered ignoring it, but ended up answering. He regretted it almost immediately.

‘So, what’s up? Am I disturbing your Sunday downtime?’ Søren was about to answer that, yes, Henrik was.

‘Then again,’ Henrik chuckled, ‘Sunday, Thursday, same thing for the unemployed, innit?’

‘What do you want?’ Søren said.

‘Now, now, don’t go all helpful on me,’ Henrik said. ‘I want to talk to Anna, as it happens. Is she there?’ He snorted.

‘Anna, Henrik wants to talk to you,’ Søren called, in the direction of the kitchen. His blood was boiling. The extractor hood was on so Anna just turned towards his voice and signalled she would be there in two seconds. ‘She’s coming,’ Søren said. ‘What do you want to talk to her about?’

‘It’s confidential,’ Henrik said. ‘Police business.’

Søren put the phone on the sofa and turned over a card.

‘A watering can!’ he said.

‘Mine!’ Lily said.

Søren turned over another card. He could hear Henrik say: ‘Hello? Hello?’

‘Triplets!’

‘Mine!’ Lily said.

‘Hello?’ Henrik shouted.

‘Who is that little voice shouting?’ Lily asked.

‘Only Uncle Henrik,’ Søren said loudly, and turned over another card. It was a trumpet and also Lily’s. He threw a rug over the telephone.

Anna entered the living room, wiping her hands on her trousers and looking puzzled. Søren fished out the telephone and handed it to her. On realising that it was Henrik, she mouthed, ‘WTF,’ to Søren. ‘Anna Bella here,’ she said. They exchanged a few pleasantries, but then Anna suddenly disappeared down the passage to her study.

‘Yes, sure,’ Søren heard her say. ‘All right, I might be able to . . . Fine. But probably not until after Easter – I’ve got an application deadline coming up . . . Oh, I see, that’s a bit difficult to say no to . . . OK, deal.’

Søren could no longer hear what she was saying and Lily shouted, ‘Bingo!’

*

‘The police have hired me for a project,’ Anna said, when she returned ten minutes later. ‘As a kind of researcher.’

‘They’ve what?’

‘Yes – I’m to write a profile of Kristian Storm so that Henrik can understand his research and why it was controversial.’

‘But why? I thought he killed himself.’

‘Hmm,’ Anna said. ‘Henrik wasn’t quite so sure. He’s talked to Trine Rønn, who found the body, and her distress and her flat refusal to accept that Storm took his own life seem to have made an impression on him. Besides, he also wants to dig deeper into the contradictions. On the one hand Storm was a hero to all his students, while on the other he was one of the most vilified men in modern research. He said he was going to let everything simmer for a little while.’

‘You’re kidding?’

‘No, I was rather impressed with Henrik,’ Anna said. ‘You can never tell, can you? I like the fact that he’s prepared to keep an open mind while he gathers more information. That’s not like him, is it? It’s probably the prospect of the new baby that has mellowed him. By the way, when is Jeanette due? We haven’t seen them for ages . . . Socially, I mean.’ Anna stretched to give Søren a kiss, but he was as rigid as a statue.

‘Hey, what’s wrong?’ Anna demanded, and sent him a teasing look. ‘Henrik clearly isn’t the only police officer who needs Anna Bella Nor’s help to solve the case.’

‘How much is he paying you?’ he asked.

‘More than enough for me to say yes,’ Anna said, with a wide grin.

*

Monday morning was Søren’s second unemployed weekday. He and Lily waved Anna off when she cycled to the station to catch the train to the university. By now Lily’s rash was all over her body and face, and Søren let her watch television while he cleared up after breakfast, did the laundry and took some meat out of the freezer for dinner. Anna had been brimming with enthusiasm all morning, talking about her profile of Kristian Storm, and when Søren had asked about her incredibly urgent grant application, she had brushed it aside. They were bound to get it done sooner or later, she said, and, besides, she was waiting for Anders T. to finish his part of the project description.

Søren felt jealousy creep through him again as he cleared up. When he thought about it, Anna could always come up with a good reason for having to go to the university. There was always something that demanded her attention and dragged her out of the house into the Institute of Biology. Until now he had accepted it as the dedication of the scientist. After all, he knew what it was like. When he’d had an unresolved case on his desk, back in the days when he had a job, he could think of nothing else, and was only half present in any other activity until the killer had been caught. Even though scientific research was different, he was starting to understand. It was a permanent state that could last a lifetime, rather than a race against a killer who might strike again. He began to wonder if Anna was simply using the university as an excuse to get away from him and Lily, dried porridge and snotty noses. Anders T. was laidback, undemanding and bound to make Anna laugh. Søren loved it when she threw back her head and roared with laughter. In the beginning, in the heyday of their relationship, he had been the one to set her off.

He sat down with his coffee next to the computer in the living room and looked up the Institute of Biology and the Department of Immunology. Under Staff he found photographs of all employees and students, and a brief presentation of their area of research. He started by studying the photograph of Kristian Storm, a ruddy, pleasant-looking man, with nice eyes and a full head of hair. Next in line was Thor Albert Larsen whom, to Søren’s surprise, the camera appeared to love. Søren continued clicking and paid special attention to the students’ faces. Trine Rønn was an attractive blonde, whom Søren had never met so her friendship with Anna could not be close. Marie Skov Just, however, was surprisingly familiar, though Søren could not place her. She had bright blue eyes, nut-brown hair in a practical style and a clear, soft presence, like a water-colour painting. She was someone who definitely did not lose her temper when she got angry, Søren thought. If she ever did get angry.

Anna and he had lived together for more than eighteen months and Søren was still just as taken aback when Anna flew into a rage. She had been known to call him an idiot. One day the words ‘monumental prat’ had escaped her lips.

Monumental prat?

No one could accuse Anna of suffering from nice-girl syndrome.

She always apologised afterwards. She hadn’t meant it. But, she explained, when she got angry she couldn’t control what came out of her mouth. She said it was just like when she was little and got car sick and had to throw up straight away. There was no holding back. Søren had suffered dreadfully from travel sickness when he was a boy so he could empathise. But why did she have to take it out on him?

Søren studied the photograph of Marie Skov Just. Where on earth had he seen her before? It had to have been in connection with the campus murders. She was a lovely-looking woman so he must have noticed her subconsciously.

He went through the rest of the department and drafted a group email to the students, signed it with his official police signature and hit send before he had time to change his mind. In his email he asked them to get back to him if, in connection with their work with Kristian Storm, they had noticed anything unusual. Even the smallest thing was of interest, he had stressed.

Lily called to him from the sofa: she was hungry again. Søren made her two slices of rye bread with liver pâté and fished out pickled beetroot slices from a jar, which he put on top. She told him she was thirsty, too; he gave her a glass of milk and she spilled a little on the sofa. He mopped it up and gave her another glass. Then he went for a shower, and just as he had massaged shampoo into his hair, Lily appeared in the doorway with her duvet.

‘I spilled milk all over my duvet. It was an accident.’

Søren sighed, got out of the shower and resolutely shoved the duvet, still in its cover, into the washing machine.

Lily said, ‘Søren, you can’t wash a whole duvet,’ but he assured her he could.

Then he felt her forehead and found she was not particularly hot. ‘Come on,’ he said. ‘Put some clothes on and we’ll go for a ride.’

‘But I’m ill,’ Lily objected.

‘Don’t be silly,’ Søren said firmly. ‘Measles need fresh air. Especially German ones. Otherwise they get cabin fever and start chewing the sofa.’

Twenty minutes later, Lily sat warmly wrapped up in her child seat on the bar of Søren’s bicycle while they rode the two kilometres to Kystbanen. They took his bike on the train, got off at Nørreport station and cycled onwards to Nørrebro. They stopped in Elmegade to buy takeaway bagels and three monstrously large slices of chocolate cake.

‘What are we doing now?’

‘Bringing your mum a surprise lunch,’ Søren said. ‘But first we’ll make a quick stop to see if her friend Trine happens to be at work today. Do you know her?’

‘No,’ Lily said, and continued in a hopeful voice, ‘Then are we going to the museum?’

‘Not today, sweetheart,’ Søren said. ‘But perhaps tomorrow.’

*

‘Oh, we’re back here again, are we?’ Lily said loudly, when she and Søren entered the Department of Immunology. Søren said a silent prayer that they would not bump into Thor Albert Larsen, who might well start to wonder if police officers made a habit of bringing their children to work every day. Fortunately the door to Thor’s office was closed. However, the door to Trine Rønn’s office was ajar and Søren knocked on it. Lily had lagged behind because she was busy admiring the sea of flowers in front of Storm’s door, which had not reduced since last Friday. Søren heard her say, ‘They’re pretty.’

‘Come in,’ said a lovely voice from the office, and when Søren pushed open the door, a blonde woman gave him a quizzical look.

‘Trine Rønn?’ Søren said stupidly, and the woman laughed.

‘I’m flattered, but I’m about twenty-five years older than Trine. Who wants to know?’

‘Søren Marhauge from the Violent Crimes Unit,’ Søren said, hoping that Lily would stay in the corridor so he could preserve his authority.

The woman held out her hand. ‘Merethe Hermansen. I’m the chief secretary here in the department. You’re quite right. It is Trine’s office, or Trine and Rasmus’s office, to be precise. Rasmus is abroad and Trine isn’t here either. She was the one who found Storm in . . .’ Merethe’s gaze slipped from Søren’s face to hip height where Lily’s head had appeared.

‘Hello,’ Lily said.

‘Hello, you,’ Merethe replied.

‘Please may I play with that?’ Lily asked, pointing to a Spanish flamenco dancer on the desk.

Merethe replied that, sadly, she could not. ‘I’m just here to pick up some papers that Trine wants me to send to her. She’s not feeling very well and decided to work from home today, so she called me to . . .’ Merethe came to a halt as if she had realised that her explanation was unnecessary. ‘I’m sorry to ask,’ she then said to Søren, ‘but do you have any ID?’

‘I promise I’ll be careful,’ Lily said and put on her cutest face, which Søren could never resist.

Merethe looked despairingly from Søren to Lily, and Søren was quick to exploit the situation. ‘I must come clean and tell you I don’t have my warrant card with me today because I’m not officially on duty. My daughter and I were just on our way to have lunch with my girlfriend, who is also Lily’s mother, Anna Bella Nor, from the Department of Cell Biology and Comparative Zoology; do you know her?’

‘Søren washed his warrant card,’ Lily interjected. ‘And it went all small.’

Søren flashed his most endearing grin and it worked.

‘Of course I know Anna. Here,’ she continued, as she handed the flamenco dancer to Lily. ‘But promise me you’ll be careful. It’s not mine.’

Lily nodded so hard her head nearly fell off.

‘Now that I’ve got you,’ Søren said quickly, ‘do you mind if I ask you a few questions, even though I’m not officially at work? An investigator is never really off duty . . .’

‘An investigator?’ Merethe said suspiciously. ‘What are you investigating? We were told it was suicide. That he hanged himself.’

‘That’s correct,’ Søren said, mentally kicking himself. ‘But we like to explore all avenues before we close a case.’ Merethe continued to look sceptical, but said that Søren should go ahead and ask.

‘What was the mood like here in the department?’ Søren began.

‘Storm has created a really good working environment,’ Merethe said, without hesitation, ‘and the academic staff members are not embroiled in internal conflicts, as I know they are in some other departments. These days, scientists have become each other’s rivals and they fight tooth and nail for funds and prestige. But not ours. Once your PhD thesis has been approved by either Storm or Thor, your career as a scientist is reasonably secure. No one walks around coveting what the others have, if they themselves have enough, do they? Now, I’m not a scientist myself but I’ve worked in this department for more than a decade.’

Søren nodded. ‘So overall the mood is good?’

Merethe nodded, but then she wavered. ‘The only thing I would say . . .’ Suddenly she seemed embarrassed. ‘Well, I don’t suppose it’s a very scientific point to make . . . almost the contrary. And it’s not because I’m a superstitious person . . . But we have been struck by a run of bad luck, or rather Storm has, I suppose I should say, ever since he got involved in that project in Africa.’

‘What do you mean?’

Merethe thought about it. ‘I just think it’s . . . remarkable, to put it mildly, that Storm has faced so many obstacles ever since he started the Belem project.’

‘What kind of obstacles?’

‘Well,’ she said, ‘to begin with it all looked very promising. Storm came back from Guinea-Bissau and was over the moon because he and his Swedish colleague, Olof Bengtsson, had made this ground-breaking observation in their dataset. He summoned us all for a briefing, and I had never heard him so . . . triumphant. What they had seen was quite simply huge and we should prepare ourselves for considerable attention, he said. We all got really excited about it and the corridor was practically buzzing. But things started going wrong almost immediately. First Olof Bengtsson jumped ship from the Guinea-Bissau project. Storm was completely down in the dumps that morning, and when I asked him what on earth had happened, he told me that Bengtsson had fobbed him off with some lame excuse about a new job. Storm soldiered on, but shortly afterwards, Silas drowned.’

‘Silas?’

‘Storm’s PhD student and right-hand man. A dreadful accident in Africa. As you would expect, everyone was terribly upset, especially Storm and the whole Belem team who had known him well. Tim, Storm’s other PhD student in Guinea-Bissau, grieved for months, and a statistician from Aarhus, Berit Dahl Mogensen, who was otherwise deeply committed to the project, flew back from Bissau as fast as she could and cut all links to Belem soon afterwards. As a result the work ground to a halt for several months. Then, on top of that, let’s not forget the professional opposition Storm has had to battle. It would be enough to send anyone on sick leave with stress. One moment the future looked bright with the promise of publications and workshops all over the globe, but every time events were either cancelled at the eleventh hour or turned out to be irrelevant. Storm also had major problems securing the funding, even though he’s a highly respected and experienced scientist. He ended up selling his own house to keep Belem going during a period when there was absolutely no funding available. Eventually the project was allocated an annual grant from the Serum Institute, and soon afterwards Marie Skov’s PhD application was approved. Once again, the future looked bright but – wouldn’t you know it? – just as Marie and Storm published their new results from animal tests carried out last autumn, and she had got her master’s, she was diagnosed with breast cancer at the age of twenty-eight, and the DCSD accused her of scientific dishonesty, so everything came to a halt again. And now Storm is dead. Can’t you see that the whole thing is remarkably ill fated?’

She shuddered and added, ‘Storm always told me not to worry about it. That obstacles occur randomly. If you throw a die enough times, he would say, sooner or later you’ll get ten sixes in a row, even though it sounds absolutely impossible. I was not to attach any importance to it. But I’m probably not quite as level-headed.’

‘Were you surprised to hear that Storm had killed himself?’

‘When I came to work last Thursday and the police were here, Thor told me what had happened. I was both shocked and surprised. Storm was like a cork – he would always bob up to the surface. But when I thought about it more deeply, I wasn’t that surprised. Remember, I didn’t see him socially, but I’ve worked with him for the best part of ten years. He was totally wedded to his work, and after he sold his house on Frederiksberg and moved to Baldersgade in outer Nørrebro, it became even more obvious. He had grown up in that house and he used to invite everyone in the department for Christmas drinks. The place was drowning in books and periodicals, as you would expect of a scientist, but it had a nice atmosphere. As if things other than just research were going on there. When he moved to his flat in Baldersgade, he started hosting the Christmas drinks party in the department’s refectory rather than at his home. He said that the flat wasn’t big enough, and I’m sure that was true, but one of the students told me the real reason was that Storm’s home was no longer in a fit state to receive guests. The student had stopped by to pick up a book and could see Storm had yet to unpack his removal crates. There was still plastic packaging around the cooker, she told me. Storm was working the whole time and would often sleep here in the department. It’s fair to say the last few years have been an uphill struggle for him and, though he held his head high and gave us all the impression that he was going to fight until the end, I’m sure it must have taken its toll on him. I think that the allegation of scientific dishonesty and Marie’s illness were the last straw.’ Merethe looked upset.

‘It was truly awful to have to tell Marie,’ she went on. ‘She was at home because, like I said, she’s ill, so I went to tell her in person, rather than call. She slammed the door in my face. She couldn’t take it in at all. Poor girl.’

‘Tell me a bit about Marie Skov,’ Søren asked, showing his curiosity.

Merethe sighed. ‘Storm worshipped her. Even while she was still an undergraduate, he let her co-write several of his publications and she’s still not even thirty. There were jealous murmurings in the corners, but if you ask me, Storm’s favouritism was wholly justified. Marie worked hard and she was not at all pretentious or calculating, which some of the others can be, whether they’re prepared to admit to it or not. When Marie defended her master’s dissertation in September, the audience rose to its feet and applauded her for almost five minutes when she had finished. She was completely bowled over, as if she didn’t have the slightest idea of just how exceptional her presentation had been.’ Merethe interrupted herself and Søren followed her gaze. Trine’s flamenco dancer was pirouetting vertically off the door frame, as if she was on some kind of mood-enhancing substance. Søren firmly took the figure from Lily.

‘Boring,’ Lily said.

Søren put the dancer on the desk. ‘Anyway, that brings us to the end of my questions,’ he said, addressing Merethe. ‘Thank you so much for your help.’

‘You’re welcome,’ Merethe said. ‘I’m afraid I can’t go to Storm’s funeral on Friday. My grandmother turns a hundred and I promised her months ago to help with the party. So I’ll be travelling to Fyn tomorrow.’

‘On Friday?’ Søren merely said, but Merethe did not detect the hidden question.

‘Yes. In St Stefan’s Church on Nørrebro. Just what Storm would have wanted.’

Søren thanked Merethe warmly and marched off with Lily in tow.

*

For once it did not take Søren and Lily long to find Stairwell One where Anna had her office on the second floor. Lily had been to the Department of Cell Biology and Comparative Zoology lots of times and ran ahead up the steps. When Søren entered the office, she was already sitting on the lap of a happy-looking Anna.

‘What a lovely surprise,’ she said, and sent Søren a quizzical glance. Fortunately Anders T. was nowhere to be seen.

‘German measles is nothing, is it, Lily?’

‘No,’ Lily said. ‘They just need some fresh air. Or they’ll bite.’ Anna giggled, and they ate the bagels and chocolate cake. Between mouthfuls, Anna talked about her profile of Kristian Storm, which she had been working on all morning.

‘So Henrik didn’t call today?’ Søren said casually. He had hoped that Henrik would have changed his mind and cancelled Anna. Henrik was not just wasting Anna’s time, he was also doing his best to taunt Søren. Besides, Søren was convinced that Jørgensen would disapprove strongly of Henrik’s decision to waste money on a profile. The police commissioned profiles only when they were hunting a killer who was still at large.

‘Oh, yes, he rang a moment ago,’ Anna replied, ‘wanting to know when I expect to have finished. I believe he would like me to come to Bellahøj to present it. He’s on loan to Station City this week because of those inner-city rapes, so he wanted to know exactly when I’ll be there so he can be sure to make it. I’m working hard and promised him I’ll have it ready by tomorrow, Wednesday at the latest. Is this common practice for the police? Hiring external researchers like this?’

‘No,’ Søren said.

‘Well, it’s the easiest money I’ve ever made in my career,’ Anna said, with a smile. ‘It’s been super exciting. I’d had no idea that Kristian Storm was that famous and that groundbreaking, yet so vilified. I’ve read up on scientific dishonesty and the process that is set in motion when a scientist is reported to the DCSD. I used to think that the DCSD was a brilliant and typically Danish organisation, created to ensure that justice is done. But now I’m not so sure. I agree, of course, that scientists mustn’t get away with cheating. We’re talking about a lot of grant money here and it should go to honest scientists. But I don’t like the fact that you can remain anonymous when you accuse someone – and it’s unreasonable that the investigation process takes so long. Imagine waiting months or years for a conclusion and never knowing the identity of your accuser. I would start to suspect everyone! It must be an extremely stressful situation, especially once the media catch a whiff of it. Remember the Penkowa case? It was all she-said-he-said, and then Penkowa’s invitation to the Palace was withdrawn because the Queen obviously couldn’t attend a state dinner and sit next to a scientist under investigation and blah-blah. It’s pure soap opera and it inevitably ends up on the front pages. Anyway,’ Anna looked at her watch, ‘I’d better get back to work. Please would you give me Henrik’s number? Whenever he calls me, it shows up as number withheld, and I forgot to ask when I last spoke to him.’

‘I don’t mind calling him for you,’ Søren said.

Anna raised an eyebrow. ‘Don’t tell me you’re jealous of Henrik? Seriously, Søren, get a grip.’

‘No, of course not,’ Søren said quickly, and copied down Henrik’s mobile number from his own phone. ‘But I decide what you wear when you go to Bellahøj to present your profile,’ he added. ‘And it’ll be something very baggy. Possibly a burka.’

Anna threw back her head and laughed. ‘That’s quite all right,’ she said, and gave him a big kiss.

*

Henrik called as Søren was pushing his bicycle across the university car park in the direction of Jagtvej and Lily was jumping up and down next to him. Even though he told himself he was not going to, he took the call.

‘What do you think you’re doing?’ he barked at Henrik. ‘Have you officially closed the Kristian Storm case, but still not cancelled Anna’s profile? How is that possible? And since when did we hire external researchers with no police background to prepare personal profiles of people who are already dead? This is ridiculous. Does Jørgensen know that you’re spending the unit’s budget on hiring Anna? He didn’t order us to make savings on everything from printer paper to post-mortems only for you to blow the budget on hot air, did he?’

‘Hey, easy does it. You told me yourself I should get a profile done,’ Henrik reminded him.

‘Yes, but I didn’t mean you to hire an external consultant. You should form your own opinion. You’re meant to do the thinking. You’re superintendent now, Henrik. You’re meant to think about what kind of person Kristian Storm was and consider if it has any relevance to his death. And you’re stringing Anna along. She’s working her socks off writing that profile and you won’t be using it for anything.’

‘You don’t know that,’ Henrik said, clearly unperturbed.

‘But you’ve already closed the case?’

‘Not officially. I’m still waiting for Bøje, that slowcoach. He hasn’t filed his report yet.’

Søren thought he must have misheard. ‘So why did you call Thor Albert Larsen to tell him the case is officially closed?’

‘Because I’ve been talking to Bøje and he says he’s a hundred per cent sure that Storm died as a result of hanging and that the injuries match those of the other thirty-seven suicides by hanging he has previous experience of. He told me so this morning. Only he hasn’t had time to sign off his report yet, partly because . . . Yes, because he, too, is feeling the heat from above on account of the inner-city rapes – as would you be if you could be bothered to turn up for work where you would see that we’re all running around like blue-arsed flies because of you and your lack of work ethic. Now get yourself back here, mate. We really need you. I haven’t slept since last Thursday and I’m running on a bad mix of coffee and Red Bull.’

‘Bloody hell, Henrik!’ Søren bellowed. ‘You can’t officially close a case when you haven’t got the final report. Have you completely lost the plot?’

‘Thor Albert Larsen hasn’t stopped calling me since last Thursday and is nearly driving me insane. Paranoid little toerag. He wants to know if, as he puts it, it’s safe for him to go to work because, if there’s even the slightest risk that Kristian Storm was murdered, then he could in principle be the killer’s next victim. Dah, dah daaaaah!’ he drumrolled. ‘I know it’s tough, Søren, but you just have to accept that you’re currently in second place on my list of drama queens. Thor couldn’t give a toss whether Kristian Storm was murdered or killed himself. What he really wants to know is how soon he can move into Storm’s office without being accused of poor taste. He called again this morning, just after I’d spoken to Bøje and got his word that Storm committed suicide, so I told Thor he could safely start packing his removal crates and get ready to move up the ladder. He hasn’t phoned me since . . . Funny, that. As for Tiger Pussy, she’s over the moon about that profile so let her have her fun. She’ll be done tomorrow, Wednesday at the latest, and we can find a few thousand kroner in the budget, don’t you think, Søren? Even Jørgensen thought it was a good idea.’

‘Jørgensen said you had two days to wrap up this case. Two days. And now it’s suddenly OK to hire external experts to carry out research? Have you both lost your minds?’ Søren was shocked, but then it struck him that Jørgensen was trying to tempt him back to work by involving Anna. But even if they hired Sherlock Holmes himself to solve the case, right under Søren’s nose, there was no way he was going back.

‘Talking about insanity,’ Henrik added amicably, ‘I’m actually calling you for a reason. You see, Kristian Storm’s death wasn’t the only suicide – pardon me, Mr Pedant, presumed suicide – we picked up last Thursday. A housewife from Vangede with mental-health problems emptied her medicine cabinet and never woke up again. Right from the start I was sure we were looking at suicide and it was only because the dead woman’s husband had vanished without a trace that I chose to follow a good friend and ex-police officer’s excellent advice and let everything simmer for a while. I spent the time looking into the dead woman’s background and a number of things cropped up, which I think you’ll find interesting. The first thing I came across was an assault charge – retracted in the summer of 1987 – when the woman’s husband, Frank Skov, appears to have attacked his neighbour, a woman called Tove Madsen, as she was about to let herself into her house. According to the report, Frank Skov had accused Tove Madsen, who was his daughter’s childminder, of shaking the kid. Guess who reported it?’

‘Elvis Presley?’

‘Elvis is dead, you numpty. No, your grandfather. Knud Marhauge.’

‘Oh.’ Søren was taken aback.

‘So I made a note of the address of the Skov family. Number nineteen Snerlevej, in Vangede. If I’m not mistaken that’s the street you grew up in.’

‘Yes, number twenty-six.’

‘I knew it!’ Henrik said triumphantly. ‘But hold your horses. Turns out that Tove Madsen was married to a police officer called Herman Madsen. I didn’t know him personally, but when I mentioned him to Jørgensen, he knew exactly who he was. Herman Madsen’s nickname was Cluedo because he followed a process of deduction and, despite his hopeless method, he had an incredibly high clear-up rate. Jørgensen also told me that Cluedo transferred to Aalborg Police District at some point . . .’

‘Herman Madsen?’ Søren wondered aloud. ‘I knew him really well. I was friends with his son, Jacob, when I was little. It’s thanks to Herman Madsen that I applied to the Police Academy.’

‘And, in truth, that was a day of joy,’ Henrik said, ‘but shut up for a second, will you, because there’s more. Frank Skov was never charged because your grandfather retracted his accusation. Since then, Frank Skov has had contact with the police on only two occasions, once in February of this year and most recently last Wednesday, when we discovered his van near Enghave Plads with blood everywhere and found Skov in his youngest daughter’s flat in Saxogade the following day, where he was sleeping off one hell of a night out.’

Søren and Lily had stopped at a bus stop just before the Tagensvej junction, and Lily was busy climbing onto and jumping down from the bench in the bus shelter, perilously close to a woman who was giving her evil looks.

‘This is all very exciting, but I’m afraid I’m going to have to hang up,’ Søren said.

‘Hold on! I haven’t got to the good part yet,’ Henrik said. ‘We picked Frankie-boy up and took him for a trip to Bella where we quizzed him for a bit, but soon decided it was a waste of time. We got a video recording from some dive on Kultorvet and later CCTV footage from a camera in Magasin’s multi-storey car park, where Frank snoozed in his car for about an hour, and after that a recording from a kiosk in Istedgade where he’s covered in blood and crashing into a shelf of crisps before being thrown out. Frank had been knocking it back all day and couldn’t possibly have been involved in wifey’s death. Didn’t I tell you it was suicide? I have a nose for these things.’ Henrik sniffed.

‘Congratulations.’

‘I personally drove Frank Skov home to nineteen Snerlevej, where I had the honour of meeting the eldest daughter in the family, Julie Claessen. While Frank Skov took a slash, I asked his daughter about the attack in 1987. The girl shut down completely. She couldn’t remember any attack, she said, and even if she could, she didn’t think it was important. Her mother had been very beautiful and her father very clever, so when their young son got acute meningitis and died, the neighbours couldn’t stop twitching their curtains. Now that she thought about it, she did actually remember an unpleasant elderly couple across the road who had been quick to turn up their noses at them when her mother had had a breakdown. It wouldn’t surprise her, she said, if they’d gone to the police simply to harass them.’

‘Now that’s bullshit,’ Søren interrupted him, outraged. ‘Knud and Elvira would never have dreamed of harassing anyone.’

‘Hey, will you shut up? I still haven’t finished. I asked if I could have a look around and—’

‘Why on earth did you do that?’ Søren demanded.

‘I dunno. I find myself doing the strangest things, these days.’ Henrik laughed. ‘Anyway, we wander around the house for a bit and at one point we reach the first floor. Funny old house, by the way, untouched since the seventies, with big floral wallpaper and curry-yellow skirting boards, as if the last thirty years hadn’t happened, which in itself might not be that unusual, but Frank Skov is meant to be some sort of builder or handyman and they’re usually a bit house-proud, aren’t they? The house was totally neglected. Anyway, there we were, upstairs, and when we went inside Frank’s study, guess what the first thing I saw was?’

‘I’ve no idea,’ Søren said wearily.

‘You!’

‘Me?’

‘Yes, in a photo in Frank Skov’s study. The only photo on his otherwise bare walls. No page-three girl, mate – more evidence that he can’t possibly be a builder, ha-ha – but, anyway, you’re in that photo. True, you’re in the background, but I still recognised you.’

‘Are you sure? Why on earth would I be in a photo belonging to people I don’t even know?’

‘Of course I’m sure. There are two men in the foreground and Julie confirmed that one of them is Frank, but she didn’t know who the other was. In fact, she’d never seen the picture before, she said. Between Frank and this unknown man, however, there were two younger children, whom Julie called the twins, and in the background to the right, there was one hot chick – you wouldn’t believe how hot she was. Julie said that was her mother, the now late Joan Skov. In the background to the left, next to another boy, there you are with a football under your arm. Julie said she didn’t know who either of you were, but I’m certain that one of them is you. You look like I don’t know what. Christ Almighty, what an eighties outfit. Julie said that her family has owned the house for more than fifty years and that her grandparents lived there before Frank and Joan inherited it. Frank and Joan must have been there while Knud and Elvira lived in the same street. Perhaps Knud and Elvira were friends with them and you happened to drop by. There’s no doubt it’s you.’

‘That’s so weird,’ Søren conceded. ‘Hey, Lily, that’s enough jumping for now, do you hear?’

‘Yes, but I get bored when you’re on the phone,’ Lily protested.

‘All right, I’ve finished now . . . Uncle Henrik just wanted to tell me something exciting.’

‘. . . Marie Skov . . .’ Søren suddenly heard Henrik say.

‘What?’ Søren pricked up his ears and held up his hand so that Lily would be quiet.

‘I’m saying I was having a good laugh at your failed eighties haircut, when Julie Claessen suddenly mentioned that her younger sister had been through a tough time. Here she pointed to the little girl in the photo. First, Marie lost her twin, Julie said, waving at the little boy, and then she’d got breast cancer and now she’s just lost her supervisor and her mother on the same day. “Supervisor?” I asked, thinking she was about to reel off some tedious Scientology sob story, but do you know which supervisor she was referring to? Kristian Storm.’

For one moment Søren’s mind was a reverberating vacuum.

‘That Marie Skov?’ he then said. ‘Kristian Storm’s PhD student, who is currently on sick leave?’

‘Bingo. What a small and very cute world we live in, eh? Made me laugh that the two of you seem to have known each other as kids. Isn’t there something about everyone in the world knowing everybody else through six degrees of separation?’

‘They can’t have been friends of Knud and Elvira,’ Søren said. ‘I have no recollection of ever visiting them so it must be pure chance that I’m in the photo. I wonder if it was taken in Herman Madsen’s garden. That would make more sense. I was there all the time – it was my home from home.’

‘Well, I wouldn’t know about that. A garden is just a garden and I’m glad I haven’t got one.’

‘Jacob and I hung out all the time and we played a lot of football. Perhaps he’s the boy standing next to me. But whatever it is, what a coincidence— Maybe that was why Marie Skov seemed so familiar,’ Søren exclaimed.

‘Her mother, now she was a looker,’ Henrik said dreamily. ‘Though I would be lying if I said she’d passed her looks on to her eldest daughter. She’s the size of a shed! The mother, you can’t have forgotten her? Every teenager’s wet dream of an older woman, even though she can’t have been much over twenty-eight in that photo. Jesus, to begin with I couldn’t believe that the woman in the picture was the one we found on Thursday morning after Julie’s call to the emergency services. But Julie kept saying, “My beautiful mother,” and touching the photograph. It’s not often we get a good-looking corpse, but it happens.’

A silence followed, then Henrik said, ‘Why am I telling you all this? I keep forgetting you’re no longer a police officer. Your new hobby seems to be showing up and wrecking my investigation. I can’t get over how naff you looked in that picture – I can’t stop laughing when I think about it. OK, so the eighties was the decade style forgot, but even so . . . Jesus Christ, Søren, you looked like a plonker!’

‘Says the man who still has a trucker moustache,’ Søren muttered, under his breath.

‘Anyway, this concludes today’s anecdote from the real world,’ Henrik went on. ‘And I’m here now so I’d better hang up.’

‘Where?’

‘I’ve lent myself to Station City,’ Henrik announced proudly. ‘No more typing for Henrik Tejsner. I’m off to solve a couple of high-profile rapes and make the front page of Ekstra Bladet. I’ll call you when I’m famous.’

‘No need,’ Søren said, but Henrik had already hung up.

Søren scooped Lily up, strapped her into her child seat and cycled to Nørreport station. She had grown unusually quiet and Søren concluded all that jumping must have worn her out, but on the train back to Humlebæk, he noticed that her eyes were shining and she seemed dopey. He put her on his lap and she fell asleep soon afterwards.

Was it really true that he was no longer a policeman?

*

After dinner that evening Anna disappeared into her study. Søren had hoped they would have some time to talk. They had put Lily to bed over an hour ago and they rarely had any time, let alone a whole evening, that did not revolve around practical tasks. He had even found a bottle of wine in the cupboard and already poured two glasses.

‘Not for me, thanks. I have work to do,’ Anna had said. ‘I need to finish Kristian Storm’s profile, and I’ve just had a text message from Anders T., telling me he has finally written his part of our application and I must read it before he calls me about it, so . . .’ She glanced briefly at the wine bottle and the two glasses, gave Søren a quick peck on the corner of his mouth and disappeared down the passage.

Søren tipped the contents of one glass into the other and sat down to watch television. Five minutes later he was bored and got up to fetch his laptop to check his emails. He had received one reply to the group email he had sent to Storm’s and Thor’s students. It was from a Niels Sonne, whom Søren remembered from his visit to the Department of Immunology’s website. He was one of the department’s most recent postgraduate students, but didn’t look a day over eighteen: his face was completely unlined and beardless.


Hi Søren Marhauge,

I’m a master’s student at the Department of Immunology, but I’ve been away in Sweden on a Scout camping trip for the past five days. I only heard about the death of Kristian Storm this morning when I returned to the university. Thor Albert Larsen told me that you think Kristian Storm probably died between seven fifteen and eight fifteen Wednesday evening. However, I turned up at the department that Wednesday evening at seven fifteen where I said hello to Storm, who always worked with his door open. I believe I spent forty-five minutes in my office, and when I left, the door to Storm’s office had been closed, but I could hear him shredding something in the printer room. It means the earliest Storm could have died would be eight thirty. Now, I don’t know how literally you treat the time of death, but I thought I should contact you anyway. In fact, I called Bellahøj Police today and left a message for Henrik Tejsner to call me back, but he hasn’t, and as I’m spending the next three days at Syddansk University, working on my master’s, I thought I had better email you instead. I hope I haven’t wasted your time, but you did say that everything was of interest.

Best wishes, Niels Sonne



Søren drummed his fingers on the table.

Suddenly he heard Anna laugh and he walked in his socks down the passage, checking first on Lily before stopping outside the half-open door to Anna’s study.

‘Anders, for Christ’s sake, you muppet,’ he heard Anna say, but she didn’t sound cross at all. ‘Then call me back when you are ready.’ Søren accidentally brushed a picture on the wall and the sound made Anna turn on her office chair and give him a questioning look through the crack in the door.

‘Would you like some tea?’ he mimed. She nodded before turning her attention back to her computer and carrying on with the conversation. Søren went to the kitchen and put on the kettle. Anna’s computer screen had shown that she was logged onto Facebook. Søren hadn’t known she had a Facebook profile. While the water heated, Søren went on Facebook and searched for Anna Bella Nor. When her page came up, he clicked on it, but got a message informing him he had to be friends with her before he could access her profile. Søren created his own profile and sent Anna a friend request. A moment later he heard her giggle down the passage and two seconds later his friend request had been accepted. Flustered at how quickly she had replied, he started clicking around her profile. He found several photographs, including one of himself and Anna together, taken at the start of their relationship, the first party where they had officially been an item. Søren could remember the evening vividly. He had been delirious with happiness and Anna had teased him because he could not hide how besotted he was with her.

My gorgeous man, Anna had written on Facebook. Now it’s official.

Congratulations, you look so sweet together, someone had commented.

Cute couple, someone else had said.

Although the comments were embarrassing, Søren couldn’t help smiling. That was until he reached Anders T.’s comment.

Doesn’t matter that the brother inherited the farm, he had written, because the forces of law and order got the princess. Now irritated by this stupid reference to the typicality of second sons becoming police officers, Søren clicked on Anders T.’s profile. It seemed more open than Anna’s had been until she had accepted him as a friend. Søren was able to view several of Anders T.’s photo albums and was not surprised to discover that his profile picture was a carefully chosen shot of a surfboard and a tanned six-pack against an azure sky, but there were plenty of others as well. Anders T. had more than seven hundred friends and was chatting to some on his wall in a variety of languages. Søren returned to Anna’s profile and started scribbling down her various posts.

Hi, read a message from someone called Sarah. Nice bumping into you in the refectory yesterday! Let’s do lunch soon.

Anna had replied and Søren could see that she had posted a picture on Sarah’s profile, a photograph of two very young biology students with backpacks, insect nets and their arms around each other. Terrestrial ecology sucks, she had written below.

Søren went through all of Anna’s posts methodically and came across a few from Anders T. Now go to bed, you night owl, he had typed four weeks earlier. I can see that you’re still online. Other messages told Anna that she had received a virtual cow, seven chickens, a goat and four rabbits from Anders T. Plus a pitchfork and eight fruit trees. What the hell was that all about?

Søren went through the rest of Anna’s photographs. They were mainly pictures where other people had tagged her, mostly during field trips, it would appear, and a few parties at the faculty, including one where she was standing next to her former supervisor, the late Professor Lars Helland. One photograph nearly gave Søren a heart attack. It had been taken at last year’s Christmas party at the Department of Cell Biology and Comparative Zoology and Anna and Anders T. were wearing matching Santa hats and sitting close together at a table with a red cloth. Anna looked as if she was having a whale of a time and Anders T. gazed at her as if she had just said the funniest thing he had ever heard. But it was his hand on Anna that really bothered Søren. It didn’t rest on her shoulders, where a male friend would put his arm around a woman, but crept sneakily across the middle of her back and subsequently peeked out under the soft spot below Anna’s arm, exactly where her breast began. With a stretch of the imagination.

Then he heard Anna come down the passage and quickly clicked back to his own profile.

‘Did you make some tea? Only I think I would rather have some wine now. Anders T. is driving me up the wall. He’s incredibly talented, but ever since he became single, he’s seriously hard work. By the way, I didn’t know you were on Facebook,’ Anna said. She poured a little wine into a glass and asked if he wanted a top-up.

Søren shook his head. His mouth felt completely dry. ‘I didn’t know you were on Facebook either,’ he said. ‘And I only created my profile because there’s something I want to check. The name of someone I used to know when I was little cropped up in conversation and I decided to see if I could track him down.’

Søren typed Jacob Madsen in the search field and several profiles appeared on his screen.

‘Facebook is huge at the university,’ Anna said behind him. ‘Everyone’s on it. It’s not really my thing. But when I’m working and my brain cells curl up from lack of oxygen, it often helps to take a Facebook break. Everything there is lovely, superficial and a good counterbalance to my work.’ She yawned.

‘Oh, by the way,’ she continued, ‘Thomas called today. He’s got a job at Rigshospitalet and is moving back to Copenhagen. He’s coming over this weekend to do some house-hunting and would like to see Lily.’

‘But Lily’s ill.’ Søren was flustered. ‘She can’t just be taken out and about.’

‘Søren, even though you hate the thought, Thomas is Lily’s dad and he also happens to be a doctor, so they’ll be fine. And, anyway, it’s not for another five days.’

‘Yes, but what if Thomas wants visiting rights?’ Søren asked, now terrified. ‘What if he wants joint custody of Lily?’

Anna raised her eyebrows. ‘Well, seeing that he is her dad, there’s not a whole lot I can do about it. But let’s not get ahead of ourselves. Thomas talks a good game, but when it comes to the heavy lifting, he usually favours a solution that’s essentially to his own advantage. He would never ask to have Lily half the time, but possibly three to eight.’

‘What does that mean?’

‘Eight days with us and three days with him and Gunvor.’

‘Three days?’ Søren stared at her in disbelief. At that moment her mobile rang and she answered it.

‘Hey, I’m talking to you,’ Søren snapped.

Anna glared at him before she composed her voice, said, ‘Just a moment,’ into her phone and let it slide down her thigh. ‘What’s wrong with you today, Søren?’ she said quietly. ‘I’ve been waiting for Anders T.’s comments on our application for four days because he’s been busy with all sorts of other things, but when he called me just now to get my feedback, he hadn’t even turned on his computer. So I have to take this call now, OK? Do you think you could calm down?’ And she went back to her office.

Søren sat on the sofa and scowled. When he thought back to his own childhood, Knud and Elvira seemed to have been there for him all the time. There was always someone at home when he came back from school, always someone who would make him a cup of tea and butter him a bread roll, always someone he could ask for help with his homework or talk to about his day. He knew that his memories might be a little rose-tinted: Knud and Elvira had been schoolteachers, but they had also been politically active so they could not possibly have been around for him the whole time. But it had felt like that and that was what mattered. Knowing he came first. It was important for children to know that, he thought. Lily wasn’t even six yet: what did she know about adult priorities and how important research was to her mother? Nothing. Even so, Lily still sensed how her mother discreetly and deftly managed to occupy her with some activity so that she herself could turn on her computer or look something up in a book. Søren came third, he was well aware of it, and that was just how it was. But surely Anna would not give up Lily for three days after every eight without a fight. It was out of the question, he thought, and shuddered at the prospect.

When Søren’s daughter, who had died as a baby, had been born, her mother, Katrine, and her partner, Bo, had wanted Søren to play a minor role in Maja’s life, at least while she was little. But he had rights and he had pointed this out to them. Søren wanted to be in Maja’s life even if it meant going through the courts. It had felt good to insist. But when it came to Lily, he realised to his horror that he had no rights. Any minute now Anna could announce that she was moving in with Anders T., or Thomas might waltz in and demand to have Lily for several days, weeks even, at a time, and there was nothing Søren could do about it.

Søren grabbed his computer and stared at the screen. Thirty-seven Jacob Madsen profiles had appeared. He clicked on the first three, but it was a hopeless task. The quality of the first profile picture was so poor that he could not be sure if he was looking at the right Jacob Madsen and he was about to give up when he spotted the last profile before the list disappeared off the screen. It was him! Some twenty-plus years older and with less hair, but quite definitely the Jacob Madsen he had known as a boy. Søren clicked on his profile, but could access only the profile picture and practically no information. On the picture, Jacob Madsen was sitting at a garden table with a small Asian boy aged four or five on his lap and an Asian girl of school age standing next to them. A smiling woman in running kit, with lots of curly, blonde hair, stood behind them. They all looked happy and in glowing health. Søren sent Jacob Madsen a friend request.

Just at that moment a friend request from Anders T. popped up on the screen. Søren could not believe his eyes. The nerve of the man. He could hear that Anna was still on the phone at the other end of the house, so Anders T. must be busy on Facebook while giving Anna his so-important-it-couldn’t-possibly-wait feedback on their grant application. Søren slammed shut his laptop and went to bed. Facebook was definitely not for him. Free access to the green-eyed monster of jealousy.

*

On Tuesday morning the clouds hung like heavy bunting across the trees. Lily was still unwell, so when Anna had left for the university, Søren dropped all plans of going by bicycle and put Lily, wrapped in her duvet, into the child seat in the car. They drove to Copenhagen and Lily sang a snotty-nosed version of ‘The Wheels on the Bus’ as suburbs turned into city. Søren parked his car on Danasvej and rang Trine Rønn’s doorbell.

‘I’m Søren Marhauge from Copenhagen Police,’ he said, into the intercom, when Trine replied. After a brief hesitation he and Lily were let into the stairwell. Walking up the stairs took them forever.

‘You slowcoach,’ Søren said, and swung Lily onto his shoulders. She was heavy and he was wheezing like a pair of punctured bellows when they finally reached the fourth floor. Trine had put the security chain on the door and was peering out at them. Søren explained that he was Anna Bella’s boyfriend and that the child was Lily, Anna’s daughter; she was with him because she was ill. Trine looked sceptically at them through the gap in the door.

‘We have German measles,’ Lily announced in a loud voice. ‘And I get to play on Søren’s mobile if I promise to be quiet as a mouse and not bother him, not one single time, and go to the loo on my own if I need a pee.’ On hearing this Trine opened the door and invited them in. She looked upset. Her skin was pale, as if she had been awake for a long time, and she was still in her dressing gown. Søren made Lily comfortable on the sofa and handed her his mobile. Then he followed Trine into the kitchen.

‘I’m alone at the moment,’ she said. ‘My sister is usually here, but she has just left to take my daughter to nursery and do a bit of shopping. My boyfriend is Spanish; he’s in Barcelona visiting his mother, so I’m grateful for her help. I haven’t been able to sleep properly since Thursday. I keep seeing . . . I keep seeing Storm. Would you like a cup of tea?’

Søren nodded and sat down.

They started talking. Trine wondered if someone like Søren was used to the sight of dead bodies and Søren said he was, but that it always made an impression.

‘I just started shaking all over,’ Trine said. ‘His face was very frightening.’

‘It must have been a distressing sight,’ Søren said.

A strange silence arose, then Trine said, ‘Why do you want to question me again? I spoke to the superintendent, Henrik Tejsner, on the phone yesterday and got the impression the police had already made up their minds that Storm killed himself. Tejsner kept saying that the pathologist had just called to confirm that Storm’s death was suicide. I think he said it three times.’

Søren cleared his throat. ‘I’m sorry if you feel you have to repeat yourself, but we often work in parallel when we investigate a case. That way we get a more nuanced set of observations than if I simply read my colleague’s report.’ When Trine nodded, Søren quickly continued, ‘It’s my impression that Storm didn’t have any kind of private life. That he was married to his work. Is that correct?’

Trine confirmed it. To her knowledge, Storm had never been married and had no biological children, but he had been very paternal towards all of his students. ‘Most postgraduates whinge about their supervisors, but you had no grounds for that if you were being supervised by Storm. He loved us. He called us “the pillars of the future”, and he always involved us in his research. Evil tongues might say that he exploited us, but I fail to see how. Storm wanted Denmark to be part of the research elite and it was his mission to teach us to carry out proper research. He let us be co-authors on his scientific papers, even if we only contributed with a single graph or a minor statistical analysis, and there was absolutely no requirement for him to do that. But Storm knew that publishing is the only way to get a slice of the pie, both in terms of making a name for ourselves and when it comes to grants and funding. Take Marie Skov, for example. I think her name went on more than twenty papers and she was lead author on several, yet she hasn’t even started her PhD! It would never have happened in another department, with another supervisor, and that was why people were jealous.’

Søren made a mental note that Marie Skov’s name had cropped up yet again and wondered if Trine Rønn was among the jealous ones. She didn’t seem the type.

‘Seems you liked him.’

‘Yes,’ Trine said, and nodded. ‘He belonged to a dying breed of scientists, you could say. He valued curiosity, the importance of making mistakes. He would read Karen Blixen stories aloud during his lectures and say that natural scientists could learn a lot from the baroness. Storm was obsessed with the Danish language.’

‘The Danish language?’

‘Yes.’ Trine explained: ‘He wanted us to be able to express ourselves in perfect Danish. Most immunology books are written in English or German, so you quickly end up speaking a kind of hodgepodge Danish with English and German terms thrown in, but Storm insisted that we knew our scientific terminology in Danish as well as in English. He even coined two neologisms and got them recognised by the Danish Language Council. He was genuinely worried about the future of Danish research. “At best we’ll be overtaken,” he would say. “At worst, simply steamrolled.”’

Søren nodded. ‘As you know, we’re working on the theory that Storm killed himself,’ he then said.

‘I thought you were totally convinced that Storm killed himself,’ Trine said sharply. ‘That’s what your colleague said yesterday.’

‘And you don’t agree?’

‘No,’ was all Trine said.

‘Would you care to elaborate? Just a little bit?’

Trine smiled wryly. ‘Sorry. I became very monosyllabic when your colleague rang me yesterday. But I can tell that you’re genuinely interested in my opinion.’ She took a deep breath. ‘Storm taught me properly,’ she began. ‘My GP can no longer give me a prescription for penicillin without my asking hundreds of in-depth questions. I drive every expert crazy because I always want to understand what lies behind their statements. It’s an occupational hazard. Storm’s occupational hazard. Ha. If you knew how many of his students have argued with their families when writing their master’s! Storm and his teaching style were notorious for this. He told his students to look through a range of lenses. He taught us to ask the right questions, then gave us the academic tools and the guts to discover the truth. Both professionally and personally. The bottom line is that I know something about Storm’s so-called suicide just doesn’t add up. I was on maternity leave all of last year and I’ve only been back in the department since Christmas. As you’re aware, Storm had been abroad since the middle of February. But I’ll still claim that I knew him well and he would never— And do you know something?’ she burst out. ‘Just think it through to its conclusion. It’s completely illogical. Why would a man – who was so passionate about his research that he sold his childhood home to finance the Belem project – take his own life just as he was on the verge of a breakthrough? The Serum Institute believed him. The Danish National Research Foundation believed him. Even the editor of Science believed him! I was in Storm’s office three days before he died, and he was ecstatic. Why on earth would he kill himself? It makes no sense.’

Søren nodded again. ‘Tell me about the missing box,’ he said.

Trine looked at him closely. ‘So you believe me?’ she asked.

‘I believe that you believe what you’re saying, and I take that very seriously,’ Søren said.

‘OK,’ Trine said. ‘Storm had had major problems surveying an area in southern Guinea-Bissau. For more than two years the figures that came back were unbelievably good and, frankly, they distorted Storm’s other data, prevented him processing his statistics and thus drawing the conclusions that would enable him to write the paper which would finally convince the rest of the world that some of the WHO’s recommended vaccines cause the child mortality rate in developing countries to shoot up. After Marie had defended her master’s dissertation and presented her laboratory figures, which very much supported Storm’s theory about the non-specific effects of the vaccines, Storm went to Guinea-Bissau to survey the whole of the problematic area one last time. He came back in February and spent almost three weeks analysing his data before he announced joyously to everyone in the department that he had finally cracked it. And, in the middle of this euphoria, he kills himself and his box of precious medical records just happens to go missing?’ Trine gazed sceptically at Søren.

‘I lost my temper with your colleague yesterday,’ she continued. ‘He kept going on and on about Storm’s state of mind. Did he seem depressed at having been accused of scientific dishonesty? Was he prone to depression? Had something upset him recently? No, no, and again no. I kept bringing up the box and drawing parallels with the Belem project, I kept mentioning the professional heavy fire Storm was under. Only that Tejsner guy wouldn’t listen. I’m telling you, not in your capacity as a police officer but as Anna’s boyfriend, someone silenced Storm. His death had nothing to do with feeling low or ashamed at being accused of dishonesty. It’s much bigger.’ Trine closed her eyes briefly, then opened them. ‘I just know it.’ She put a hand on her heart. ‘Now that’s not very scientific, but Storm always said that a hunch was enough.’

‘Now about that box . . .’ Søren said. ‘What was it made from?’

‘Cheap, rough cardboard. It was quite battered and someone had scribbled on it with a ballpoint pen. It was about this big.’ Trine demonstrated with her hands. ‘Do you know those IKEA archive boxes you assemble yourself? Roughly that size and the same kind of cardboard. And it was full of medical records.’

‘What exactly did the medical records look like?’

‘They’re yellow notebooks,’ she replied. ‘About the size of a comic and the same format. The data is entered in pencil.’

Søren remembered Niels Sonne’s email. Suddenly he had a very good idea of the location of the box and its contents.

Lily peeped into the kitchen where they were sitting. ‘What are you doing?’ she asked.

Søren got up and thanked Trine. They exchanged mobile numbers and Søren told her she was welcome to call at any time.

‘Thank you for listening,’ she said.

When Lily and Søren walked down the stairs, he heard Trine put the security chain back on.

*

Søren and Lily had lunch at a café in H.C. Ørsteds Vej, where Anna and Søren had had several dates two years earlier. Søren’s mind was distracted while he removed first the onions, then the cucumber and finally the tomato from Lily’s burger.

‘I don’t like the lettuce, either,’ Lily said.

‘So what you’re saying is you just want the bun and the burger?’

‘And the chips.’

‘Hmm,’ Søren grunted. The thoughts were buzzing around his head. It troubled him that— ‘What was that, sweetheart?’ Lily had said something, but Søren had been miles away.

‘Uncle Henrik called and said that if you don’t get back to him he’ll come round and box your ears.’

Søren blinked. ‘He said that?’

‘Yes,’ Lily said, and made loud gurgling noises with her straw. ‘Lily, it’s probably best if you don’t answer my phone if it happens to ring while you’re playing a game on it, OK?’

‘OK,’ Lily said. ‘Where are we going now?’

‘We’re going to say hi to Linda,’ Søren said.

*

When Søren and Lily arrived at the Violent Crimes Unit, Søren’s secretary, Linda, leaped up from behind her desk and hugged Søren long and hard, as if he had been away on a sabbatical.

‘Hi, Linda,’ he said, hugging her back. ‘Did you really miss me that much?’

‘You’re not serious about quitting, are you?’ she said.

Søren shrugged. ‘A desk job is not for me. Besides, my timing appears to be spot on. Anna is busy and Lily is a bit under the weather so I’m looking after her. We’ll just have to wait and see.’ He shrugged again.

‘I really hope you decide to come back. Jørgensen seems really stressed and Henrik is fast losing the plot. His briefing this morning was one of the worst I’ve ever seen. By the way, is it true that we’ve hired Anna as a researcher?’

‘Yes, she’s writing a profile of . . . Kristian Storm.’

‘The professor who hanged himself?’

Søren nodded and sneaked a glance at Linda’s computer. ‘Never mind about that, how are you?’

Linda replied that she was well and started to tell him about her elder daughter, who was finally pregnant after several IVF attempts. ‘I’m going to be a granny.’ She beamed.

‘Congratulations,’ Søren said, trying discreetly to work out if Linda was logged onto the intranet, but it was difficult to tell from where he was standing. The telephone rang and she answered it. Søren bent down and whispered to Lily, ‘When Linda’s finished talking on the phone, ask her if you can have a fizzy drink.’

‘Can I?’

‘You have to ask Linda,’ he whispered, and winked at her, ‘but I bet she’ll let you.’

When Linda hung up, Lily said, ‘Søren told me to ask you if I can have a fizzy drink.’ Søren muttered curses under his breath, but all Linda said was, ‘Oh, did he? I’m sure that’s allowed.’ She ushered Lily down the corridor towards the vending machine in the meeting room.

Søren sat down in front of Linda’s computer and went on to the intranet where he quickly logged onto Polsas, the police case file system, and found a folder named Kristian Storm. It contained numerous documents so Søren selected the whole lot and hit print. He had just logged out of Polsas and stood up when he heard Lily’s chatter as she and Linda returned.

When Lily had finished her drink, they went to Jørgensen’s office to say hello and on the way Søren nipped into the printer room. The preliminary report and other documents on Kristian Storm lay warm and fresh in the printer tray; Søren rolled them up and stuck them in his inside pocket. Jørgensen turned out not to be in his office and somehow Søren was relieved. Jørgensen’s secretary told him he was in a meeting and added, ‘Have you really resigned? Aren’t you going to come back?’

‘Maybe,’ Søren said. ‘Say hi to Jørgensen and tell him I’m open to offers. Very attractive offers.’

*

‘Where are we going now?’ Lily said, when they were back in the car outside the police station. ‘Please can we go home soon? I want to watch a movie.’

Søren looked guiltily at her. ‘We have just one more person to visit and he can be bit difficult, so it’s best if you wait in the car. But you can play a game on my mobile as long as you promise me you won’t answer if it rings. Afterwards, we’ll go home and watch a movie, OK?’

‘Okaaaaay,’ Lily said reluctantly.

*

Bøje Knudsen, the medical examiner, was eating his packed lunch when Søren arrived at the Institute of Forensic Medicine, which was located right next to Rigshospitalet. He sat with his feet on his desk as he munched what looked like a cheese sandwich. His uncombed hair stood out on all sides and he had day-old stubble – Søren had never seen him so unkempt. He had left Lily in the car with his mobile and, even though he had impressed on her that she must stay put, he was keen to get his visit over and done with before she made trouble.

The door to the dissection room was closed, but the stench of formaldehyde permeated everything, including the smell of cheese.

‘Bon appétit,’ Søren said, and felt his lunchtime burger somersault.

‘If you’re here to stress me out, you can piss off,’ Bøje said, and carried on eating, unperturbed. ‘This is the first time I’ve sat down today. I turned up for work at five o’clock this morning and my feet haven’t touched the ground for the last four days due to the Kødbyen rapes. Bernt from Station City is heading the investigation and he’s already called me three times today to moan – I’m sure he would have called me a fourth and fifth time if I hadn’t told him exactly where he could stick his phone. It takes as long as it takes and that has to be fast enough. Even for the justice secretary.’

‘I’m not here to stress you out,’ Søren said. He wondered if Bøje knew that he had quit his job. Not long after Søren had been promoted to deputy chief superintendent, Bøje had called him to complain about Henrik.

‘He has no manners,’ Bøje had said at the time. ‘He threw up in a dustbin twice the last time he was here. Stomach like a girl’s. I preferred you.’

‘I’m here because of that professor from the Institute of Biology,’ Søren said. ‘Are you carrying out an autopsy on him? Are you anywhere near finalising your report? And what’s the state of the case?’

Bøje folded his arms across his chest and glared at Søren. ‘You’re right. I haven’t finalised the case or written my report, but try asking me why I haven’t done it, apart from the simple reason that I’m rushed off my feet with the double murders in Kødbyen.’

‘Double murders?’

‘Yes, another rape victim in intensive care died from her injuries last night, but don’t try changing the subject. Ask me why I haven’t closed the case.’

‘Why haven’t you closed the case?’ Søren said obediently.

‘Because the noose is missing.’

‘The noose?’

‘Yes – would you believe it? The body arrived at the morgue on Thursday morning and just after lunch I was pretty much set to close the case when I discovered that the noose, which the dead man supposedly used to kill himself, was missing. I called Bellahøj straight away, of course, and finally tracked down that moron of a new CSO, Lars Hviid, who confirmed that he had removed the noose from the neck of the deceased and put it in the evidence box along with other items bagged at the scene. Why would he even think of doing something so utterly stupid? And what exactly happened to the evidence box afterwards? He didn’t know because he had been dispatched to a case on Østerbro. After I had bitten off Lars Hviid’s head at the fifth vertebra, I called Tejsner to do the same to him, and do you know what he said? That anyone could see the guy had killed himself. Just take a moment to digest that one. I told Tejsner to get me that noose at once, even if it meant him crocheting a new one and hanging himself in it and – wouldn’t you know it? – he sends over Mehmet, that mummy’s boy, who turned up an hour ago to deliver it. One hour ago. He was very sorry, but the noose had been temporarily misplaced in the evidence room, he said. Just take a further moment to reflect on that.’ Bøje gestured with the last bite of his cheese sandwich towards an evidence bag on the table with a woven red object. Then he turned to Søren. ‘So you have that bunch of total amateurs you call your colleagues to thank for any delay in this case. And do you know what else I’ve heard? Rumour has it that Tejsner stomped all over the crime scene without protective clothing. But that’s just too far-fetched even for me to believe it. Danish police simply haven’t stooped that low yet.’

Søren cleared his throat. ‘At the risk of losing my own head, when do you think you’ll sign off this case?’ he ventured.

‘I thought you said you hadn’t come here to stress me out. I’ll get to it as soon as I can, depending on how busy that psycho in Kødbyen plans on being. Everybody has the right to opt out of life, but no one deserves to be attacked, raped and have their groin molested by a madman with a blunt knife, so, if you don’t mind, I’ll take the liberty of prioritising.’

‘Yes, of course,’ Søren said amicably.

‘But apart from that, I happen to agree with Tejsner, to my intense irritation.’ Bøje grunted. ‘It really does look like suicide. And when something looks like a duck and quacks like a duck, it’s usually a duck, isn’t it, young Søren?’

‘But you’re still not a hundred per cent sure?’ Søren persisted.

‘No, and I never will be, not even if I do an autopsy. Only an idiot is ever a hundred per cent sure.’

‘So, strictly speaking,’ Søren persevered, ‘we’re still talking about a possible suicide, but not a confirmed one? I’m being pedantic purely because suicide was very far from the deceased’s mind. And several of his close colleagues deny suicide is even an option. I’m just telling you.’

‘If you insist on being pedantic, then, yes, it would be correct to call it a possible suicide. It’s certainly not confirmed yet.’

‘Do you have any idea how Superintendent Tejsner reached that conclusion, that it was suicide, and officially closed the investigation?’

‘You bet I do,’ Bøje fumed. ‘It’s because Tejsner is a bloody anarchist with only one agenda, and that’s his own. You’re his superior, Søren. You must cut him down to size. I haven’t said anything to Jørgensen on this occasion, but the next time Tejsner steps out of line like this, I’ll report him. Anyway, I’d better not take it out on you. And, as for your observation that Storm’s colleagues refuse to accept it was suicide, it’s my experience that it’s often very hard for people to come to terms with such things. The realisation that someone so close to you felt that bad and you didn’t know it is never easy.’

‘Thank you,’ Søren said. ‘And please would you do me a favour and call me when you have your conclusion?’

‘I can email you the report. I’m too busy to natter on the phone. I’ll deal with everything on email after midnight,’ Bøje said.

‘Fine. I’ll probably be working from home for the rest of the week because my daughter is ill.’ Søren scribbled down his private email address on a piece of paper and gave it to Bøje.

‘Your daughter? I didn’t know you had children.’

‘No,’ Søren said pensively. ‘I can’t tell you exactly when I became a dad, but I have a strong feeling that it’s already happened.’

*

Once he was outside the Institute of Forensic Medicine, Søren called Anna and she picked up immediately. ‘Do you have twenty minutes?’

‘Twenty?’

‘Yes.’

‘Eh, yes.’

‘Good, then I’ll stop by with Lily in two minutes and pick her up again in twenty-two. I have an errand in your building.’

‘An errand?’

‘I need to ask the caretaker a question.’

‘About what?’

‘Anna, I promise to tell you tonight, OK? But Lily is tired and I want to get her home, only I just have to do this one last thing, so if you could tear yourself away for twenty minutes . . .’

‘Of course,’ she said, and Søren had almost hung up when she added, ‘I love it when you knit backwards. Because that’s what you’re doing, isn’t it?’

‘Might be,’ Søren replied.

*

Anna was already waiting in the car park by the entrance to Stairwell One when Søren and Lily arrived.

‘Mum!’ Lily cried, as soon as she spotted Anna, and jumped into her arms the moment Søren had unlocked her seatbelt.

‘Let’s go and browse in the museum shop,’ Anna said. She seemed happy.

‘OK, I’ll meet you there.’ He kissed her.

‘Another,’ she said, pulling him close.

Søren kissed her again.

*

Luckily the caretaker was in his office, which was to the right of the main entrance to the Institute of Biology. He had the radio on and was tinkering with something under a bright light. He was around sixty and looked old fashioned in his dungarees and flat cap. ‘Now what was wrong with the old wooden pointers?’ he wondered out loud, as Søren stuck his head round the door. ‘This electronic rubbish keeps breaking and you can’t whack the students with a laser.’ The caretaker chuckled. Søren shook his hand.

‘My name is Søren Marhauge and I’m with the police.’

‘And you’re Anna Bella’s young chap,’ the caretaker stated.

‘How do you know that?’ he asked, surprised.

The caretaker grinned again and pointed to two shelving units stacked to the rafters with odds and ends; in the gap between them Søren noticed a peephole-sized window where the caretaker had just witnessed them kissing.

‘Aha,’ Søren said.

‘How can I help you?’

‘I’m investigating a few details in connection with Kristian Storm’s suicide – I’m sure you’ll have heard about it.’

‘Yes, of course. It’s tragic. Storm was a nice man. I spoke to him almost every morning when he turned up for work. Many of the older professors around here can be a bit stand-offish, you know. They never say hello or anything like that. But Storm would always stop, and he even came in here for a cup of coffee once or twice . . . I was very sad when I learned what had happened. So what exactly are you investigating?’ The caretaker peered at Søren.

‘A hunch or two,’ Søren replied.

‘Proper police answer.’ He chortled. ‘But I’ll do my best to help you.’

‘Upstairs in the Department of Immunology they have a printer room with a shredder. What happens to all the shredded paper?’ Søren asked.

‘It ends up in a sack, which the cleaners remove every day.’

‘Isn’t it recycled? It’s only paper.’

‘Oh, yes, of course. The sacks end up in a recycling container in the basement. We have separate containers for test tubes and petri dishes and one for metals. They’re emptied once a fortnight.’

‘When was the last collection?’

The caretaker leaned to one side and checked a wall calendar. ‘The eleventh of March.’

‘Do you think I might be allowed to take a look at that container?’

The caretaker picked up a bunch of keys.

*

There were three medium-sized recycling containers lined up in the basement under Building One. In addition to the door through which the caretaker and Søren entered, a broad ramp with a sliding gate led from the basement up to the car park in front of the Institute of Biology.

‘The recycling lorry reverses down it,’ the caretaker said, pointing to the ramp. ‘But there’s also a small side entrance, used by several staff members who park their bicycles down here.’ The caretaker opened the swing lid to the paper container. It was half full, mostly with strips of paper, but also newspaper and cardboard.

‘Right. I’ll take a look around. I’ll be back when I’ve finished.’

‘I’d be happy to help,’ the caretaker offered, and looked very keen, but Søren declined. A moment later he was alone in the basement.

Søren checked the paper strips by grabbing an armful and dropping them on the floor in front of him. The first twenty times he did it were fruitless. White photocopier paper with typed letters, the remains of formulas, exam papers. But when he was a third of his way through the pile, he found what he was looking for: a section of yellow paper strips, which seemed more woolly to the touch than standard white photocopier paper, and shortly afterwards a mass of rough strips. He took a generous handful of both the yellow and the coarse strips, smoothed them out on the floor under a fluorescent light and photographed the result with his mobile. He sent the two best pictures to Trine Rønn, with a message, asking, Is this the paper from Storm’s medical records/box? and found a plastic bag on a shelving unit, which he stuffed to the brim with strips. Before he had finished, Trine had already replied: Yes, definitely. I recognise both the material and Storm’s handwriting. Søren switched off the basement light, returned to the caretaker and asked him to look after the bag with the strips. Then he thanked him for his help and headed for the Museum of Natural History. While he walked, he rang Henrik’s mobile, but got no reply, and then Bellahøj, where he got hold of Linda, who promised to dispatch an officer to the Institute of Biology to collect the plastic bag and add it to Kristian Storm’s case file.

When Søren reached the Museum of Natural History, he spotted Anna and Lily immediately. Anna was in the process of paying for a toy python and Lily looked enormously pleased with herself. When Anna saw him, she gave a guilty shrug and placed two hundred kroner on the counter.

Shortly afterwards, Lily and Søren drove home to Humlebæk. Every time Søren made a right turn, he found himself staring right into the face of the squishy python, which Lily had draped over the passenger seat. ‘Otherwise it can’t see out of the window,’ she insisted.




CHAPTER 6

Marie grieved more for Storm than she did for her mother, and for the first few days, that made her feel deeply ashamed. But then she realised what she was really mourning. Two completely different movements had come to a standstill. Joan’s confused, morose, downward spiral towards the darkness, her fading voice and her diffuse gaze versus Storm’s unstoppable leaps towards discovery and his animated hands, which drew the horizon upwards, like a swarm of butterflies.

Anton had wept when Marie told him that Granny had died, and Marie comforted him as best she could.

‘So is Granny better now?’ he sobbed and, touched, Marie nodded.

Even Anton could see it. Joan had not been well and she was better now.

Storm was another story. He had had no reason to want to leave this world.

*

Marie called Merethe Hermansen at the Department of Immunology to apologise for slamming the door in her face, but she was not at her desk. Instead, she got Thor Albert Larsen and they spoke briefly. Thor said he could understand why Marie refused to accept that Storm had killed himself. Storm didn’t seem like someone who would want to take his own life, but the accusations were a great blow to a scientist, especially if there could be some truth in them. Marie asked him what he was insinuating.

‘The results from your animal studies were remarkably good and came at a very convenient time, Marie,’ Thor said.

‘It’s called statistical significance,’ she said. ‘Besides, they were my results, not Storm’s.’

‘All I’m saying is that those numbers were very good,’ he repeated. ‘Never mind, the case is now officially closed, Marie, and the police concluded it was suicide.’

‘Is that so?’ Marie said. ‘Only I received an email from a deputy chief superintendent at Bellahøj today who asked me to let him know if I’d noticed anything unusual.’

‘If you’re talking about Deputy Chief Superintendent Søren Marhauge, then I wouldn’t worry about him. He stopped by to see me yesterday and emphasised that the police regard the matter as closed.’

Marie was about to protest, but Thor cut her off. ‘I, too, am very shocked, Marie. We all are. And I wish that Storm had asked for help rather than checking out early like this, but don’t forget that I’ve been in this business for a few more years than you have, and I know how science works. It’s hard enough for a scientist to admit that he was wrong, even though that’s completely legitimate in any scientific endeavour. It must be even harder to acknowledge that you accidentally manipulated—’

Marie hung up.

She lay down on the sofa and stared up at the ceiling.

Why had she ever veered from her first impression?

Thor Albert Larsen really was a prat.

*

Julie turned up at Ingeborgvej with books on how to handle suicide. It Affects the Whole Family was the title of one; another was called How to Cope When a Grandparent Chooses Death. She perched on the edge of the sofa and carefully stroked Marie’s arm.

‘I’ve heard,’ she said. ‘I can’t believe it.’

Marie knew that Julie must be referring to Storm’s death because Jesper had pleaded with her not to tell anyone yet that they were getting a divorce and Marie had agreed.

‘Not until after Joan’s been buried,’ Jesper had said. ‘Not until we know if Frank gets a suspended sentence or whether he’ll have to serve time. We’ll just hold off for a few weeks. Also for Anton’s sake, so that not everything comes tumbling down at once. Our marriage has been on the rocks for a long time. I’m sorry that I’m no better than the statistics, but there’s a reason why eighty per cent of all couples break up when one gets cancer. It’s tough and people change. We’ve both changed. But now we have to think about Anton,’ he had babbled. Marie was sorely tempted to tell Julie everything, but instead she turned, exhausted, to the wall, away from her sister’s affection.

‘We need to concentrate on our family now,’ Julie whispered. ‘On the children. On Dad . . . and making you better, right? Get some peace and quiet.’ Julie was now stroking Marie’s neck and shoulder, and Marie was eventually forced to stand up to get away from her touch.

‘I went into Dad’s office before Mum died.’ Marie made quotation marks in the air. ‘His so-called office. No one had sat at that desk for months. Brown envelopes were piling up. What did they live on? Was he even working? I know he drinks more than he should, Julie. More than a few glasses a day, a lot more. You can deny it as much as you like. And Mum, how did she end up in that awful state? So awful that she took her own life. What have we been sleepwalking into?’

Julie’s eyes welled up. ‘What are you accusing me of?’

‘I’m not accusing you of anything. I’m asking why we’ve been in denial all these years. Losing Mads was terrible for Mum and Dad, and for you, of course. I look at Anton and try to imagine how you can ever get over the loss of a child. But it’s twenty-four years ago, and I have the impression that Mum never got back on her feet. And now she’s dead. There’s nothing more we can do. It’s over.’

Julie burst into tears. ‘We all knew that Mum had been in a bad way for a long time,’ she sobbed. ‘She had a delicate mind, just like her own mother. And we all fitted around it. But no one could possibly have foreseen that your illness would hit her quite so hard. That it would reopen so many old wounds. I tried to help as much as I could . . . but I have a family of my own, Marie, and . . . Camilla has just started her periods. She’s only twelve! I couldn’t possibly look after Mum all the time. I had to look after you as well.’

Marie pressed the palms of her hands into her eye sockets. She would never understand Julie. Their mother had overdosed on her medication, accidentally or on purpose, the result was the same, and their father would appear to have a serious alcohol problem and was now facing a possible prison sentence for drink-driving. Jesper was definitely having an affair and she herself had only one breast. And what did Julie do? She gritted her teeth, made packed lunches for everyone and labelled them with the days of the week.

‘I wish we’d talked about it sooner,’ Marie said. ‘Perhaps I could have done something for Mum. Or Lea. Perhaps we could have done something together. I’m aware that Mum was feeling rotten, but she did have her good days, and she enjoyed her grandchildren and her art books, old Danish movies . . . and she had Dad. They were going to get a new dog! I don’t understand how it could have got so far.’ Now Marie’s eyes welled up as well.

‘It’s my fault.’ Julie continued to weep. ‘I shouldn’t have gone to that thing at Camilla’s school. I should have counted out Mum’s pills as I always do every Monday.’

‘Stop it, Julie!’ Marie hadn’t intended to shout.

Julie stared at her, horrified. Then her face froze and she retreated into herself. Marie had seen that expression plenty of times when Frank criticised her or Michael bossed her about, but Marie had never triggered it. She sat down next to Julie and put an arm around her.

‘I know you’ve put yourself out to support us all,’ she said, to appease her. ‘I’m all over the place. I have cancer. Mum is dead. Storm is dead and my career is in ruins.’ And I’m also getting a divorce, she thought, and continued aloud, ‘I knew that Mum wasn’t always feeling too good, I just didn’t know she’d deteriorated so rapidly since I fell ill. And as for Dad . . . He’s always so quick to judge others. Keep your nose clean and work hard. And then he goes out and pulls a stunt like that—’

‘Marie, why don’t we visit Dad this Sunday?’ Julie interrupted her. ‘I’ve already spoken to Jesper about it. Cook lunch and perhaps play a game of Bezzerwizzer with the children, like we used to. Show them that life goes on. Show Dad that we’re there for him, even though he’s done something stupid. Besides, Dad would like us to go through Mum’s clothing and things. I think he’d like us to clear it out as quickly as we can. I don’t think he can bear to look at it. All those years in that house. Perhaps he should sell it.’

‘I’ve been trying to get them to sell that house for years,’ Marie said wearily.

‘You have?’ Julie sounded surprised.

‘But Sunday’s fine. Let’s get it over and done with.’

‘I don’t want Lea there,’ Julie added firmly. ‘I can’t cope with any more problems right now.’

‘OK,’ Marie said, and gave her sister a hug.

*

When Marie, Anton and Jesper arrived at Snerlevej 19 that Sunday evening, Julie, wearing an apron and followed by the scent of meat browning in butter, opened the door to them.

‘I’ve been here since two o’clock,’ she said, and blew up into her damp fringe. Michael and Frank were in the living room, and Marie could hear Emma and Camilla in the garden. The house had been vacuumed, the furniture rearranged, candles lit, and Joan’s armchair was gone. Frank was wearing a clean shirt and was freshly shaven. He had a strong beer in his hand. The other adults also had beer. Marie asked him how he was and he shrugged.

Then Julie brought in some snacks. ‘Dad’s lawyer says he’ll try for a suspended sentence and that, no matter what happens, Dad will get no more than three months,’ she said, as she circulated the plate. ‘He’ll argue that Dad was mentally unbalanced at the time and that our family is going through a tough time because you’re terminally ill with cancer – that’s just something we’re saying, obviously,’ she added.

Jesper asked Frank about some legal details and was of the opinion that it would work out. ‘Do you think so?’ Frank said, sounding relieved. He intended to put the house on the market, he said, and make a fresh start.

‘Dad, how long did you know that Mum was feeling so low she might take her own life?’ Marie asked. ‘Why on earth didn’t you say something to me or Jesper? We might have been able to help.’

Frank slumped on the sofa. ‘Marie, you know she’s been in a bad way for years,’ he said. ‘I’ve just learned to live with it.’ He looked tentatively at Jesper. ‘And Jesper has helped. With pills and everything.’

‘I thought Julie was in charge of Mum’s pills.’

‘I was,’ Julie said. ‘Every Monday. We put the pills in her pill organiser so all she had to do was empty one compartment every day. What Dad meant was that Jesper has helped with her prescriptions a couple of times.’

‘How was I to know,’ Frank said quietly, ‘that she would even think of . . .? We had gone out to choose a new dog. A Jack Russell puppy. I’d even paid for it!’ He buried his face in his hands.

‘It’s not your fault, Dad,’ Marie said.

‘Yes, it is,’ Frank mumbled.

Julie disappeared into the kitchen and Marie got up and followed her.

Her sister was standing by the kitchen window. A wonderful aroma was coming from the oven, of roast meat and sweet potatoes, thyme and love.

‘Julie, sweetheart,’ Marie said, and hugged her sister from behind.

‘You don’t have to comfort me . . .’ she began, but then she burst into tears and leaned miserably against Marie.

‘I can help out even though I’m ill,’ Marie said, rocking her gently. ‘Julie, I’ve been thinking about something recently. We never speak of it, but it must have been very hard for you when Mads died.’

‘Yes, but it was also hard for . . .’ Julie sobbed violently. ‘I was only ten.’

‘Weren’t you offered any help?’

Julie shook her head. ‘Not really. Tove, the woman who looked after you until you started school, she was nice. When I came to pick you up, she would sit me down on a chair in her kitchen and give me milk and biscuits, and when you wanted to have some, she would say, “Hands off! They’re for Julie, they’re just for Julie!”’ She smiled at the memory. ‘Though I really wanted to share them. I wanted to do everything for my family, especially you, Marie. You kept asking me where Mads was. You looked for him for months and pretended to play with him every day. While I ate Tove’s biscuits, she would chat to me about all sorts of things. Who was my Eurovision Song Contest favourite? Could I solve a Rubik’s Cube without cheating? She treated me as the child I still was.’

‘But what about here at home?’

‘Oh, you couldn’t rely on Mum. One minute she was fine, the next she couldn’t stand up. She was also terrified that something would happen to you or Lea or Dad, so at first she wouldn’t allow anyone to look after you. What if a saucepan fell on top of you? What if you ran out into the road and got hit by a car? But eventually she agreed that Tove could be your childminder and that really helped.’

‘But what about you?’

‘I did the shopping, the cooking, made the packed lunches. Organised PE kits, did the laundry and so on. Somebody had to do it. Dad often came home late. Mum was always in the house, but you never knew what state she’d be in. Was she having a good day or a bad one?’ Julie blew her nose.

‘Julie, I don’t know what I would have done without you. I only know that everything would have been much worse if Lea and I hadn’t had you. But you also have to take care of yourself. Michael—’

‘You’ve always needed me,’ Julie said. ‘You would jump for joy when I let you sleep in my bed, but Lea was completely different. Marie, I did a terrible thing.’ Julie started to cry again. ‘Lea grew much too fond of Tove. She used to cling to Tove and refuse to come home with me. And when we did get home, she wouldn’t say hi to Mum. She started calling Mum and Dad, Joan and Frank, even though she was only three. Mum would cry and say that she had lost Lea too. So even though I really liked Tove, I told Dad I thought she had hit Lea and that she shouldn’t look after her any more. I had shaken Lea the day before because she had knocked over a bowl of fruit compôte I’d just made. I showed Dad the bruises. Dad freaked out. He marched straight to Tove’s house, screaming and shouting. So Lea started going to nursery instead and Dad told Lea not to visit Tove any more. Lea used to make a huge scene every time we passed Tove’s house. That’s why Lea hates me. I’m sure of it. She can’t remember, but deep down she knows that I took Tove from her. You were always easier.’

‘Julie, Lea doesn’t hate you. Besides, you were just a child!’

Julie stared at her with wide eyes. ‘Yes, but I did it on purpose. I wanted us to be normal, like we used to be. With a mum and a dad. Two lovely twins, a cute baby and their big girl of whom they were so proud. But then it all fell apart. And now everything is in pieces again. You only have one breast, Mum is dead, Dad is a criminal and I’ve grown so fat that people stare at me. I’ve become someone other people stare at! Can’t you see it? I just want us to be a normal family.’

‘Well, you shouldn’t have married Michael,’ Marie said drily. Julie looked startled. Then they both burst out laughing.

‘How could you even think of sending Michael to Lea’s?’ Marie grinned.

‘God knows! Perhaps I was scared that Lea would freak out and that I wouldn’t be able to console her. Lea didn’t want Mum when she was little, but in recent years she and Mum were close . . . But you already know that. Or maybe not close, only as close as it was possible to get to Mum. Still they shared . . . something. I do realise sending Michael was a mistake. I must apologise to Lea. Michael isn’t very tactful. But he is my husband . . . And I love him.’

‘Why?’ Marie asked.

‘Oh, Marie. It is what it is. I’m fat. I should be grateful that anyone wants me.’

‘Number one, you’re not fat – besides, you could do something about that. Number two, Michael isn’t exactly skinny.’

‘He’s the children’s father, Marie,’ Julie said. ‘And not all women are as lucky as you when it comes to men.’

‘Oh, I wouldn’t say that,’ Marie burst out.

‘What’s that supposed to mean?’

Marie was about to tell Julie that Jesper wanted a divorce when the children came running in from the garden. Anton’s cheeks were fiery red as he asked for a glass of water. Then the timer pinged and the roast was ready.

*

There was a strange atmosphere while they ate. Joan had never said very much, yet her absence was remarkably noisy. After dinner Emma asked if they could play Bezzerwizzer and a sigh of relief rippled through the room. Joan had never joined in their games: she had preferred to lie on the sofa. Frank had drunk most of a bottle of red wine over dinner and warned the children, ‘I’m going to thrash you lot, I am!’

While Marie and Julie cleared the table, Marie remembered the wall-hanging she had found upstairs. ‘By the way,’ she said to Julie, while they were loading the dishwasher, ‘a few weeks ago I found one of Mum’s wall-hangings in the loft. It’s gloomy, but I like it. I want to take it home, if that’s OK with you and Lea, and Dad, of course. I don’t want any of Mum’s things, just that wall-hanging.’

Julie looked quizzically at her sister. ‘A wall-hanging? I wouldn’t know anything about that. I’m fairly sure that the few major works Mum did manage to make were sold years ago. After that she only wove those pieces for the children. Do you still have Anton’s?’

‘Yes, of course,’ Marie said. ‘Don’t you have Camilla’s and Emma’s?’

Julie shook her head. ‘They didn’t really match our style. It was nice of Mum to make them, but it’s not our thing at all.’

‘The wall-hanging I found was incredible. It’s huge: two metres square and a really impressive piece of craftsmanship. It depicts a screaming woman. She has snakes in her hair.’

‘That doesn’t sound very attractive.’

‘No, it isn’t, but it is fascinating. Mostly because it says something about Mum that I . . . didn’t know. That she was once a real artist.’

‘What were you even doing in the loft?’ Julie wanted to know. ‘You know very well we’re not allowed up there.’

Marie had to laugh. ‘Julie, we’re adults now. You don’t think that Dad’s rules apply after all these years, do you? Besides, there’s some seriously cool stuff up there. Furniture and lamps. I was going to ask Dad if I can have some of it now that I’m going to be living on my own.’

‘Live on your own? What are you talking about?’ Julie sounded horrified.

‘Jesper wants a divorce,’ Marie said. ‘He thinks my illness has wrecked our relationship.’

Julie dropped a serving dish on top of the plates she had already stacked in the dishwasher.

‘The strange thing is that I’m not even particularly upset. Do you think I’m in shock?’

‘But you can’t live on your own,’ Julie whispered.

‘It looks like I might have to, Julie.’

Julie leaned over the kitchen table. ‘Everything is falling apart,’ was all she said.

*

When Marie had finished in the kitchen, she went into the living room where Frank and the children had laid out the board game. A big bowl of colourful sweets stood on the table.

‘Ten pieces only, Anton,’ Marie said, and fetched a small plate from the sideboard on which Anton carefully placed ten sweets.

‘I want to be on Dad’s team,’ Camilla called.

‘Good, then you’re with your mum, Emma, and Marie and Anton can be together, and then . . . Where did Julie and Jesper go?’ Frank looked at Marie.

‘I think Julie popped to the loo and I don’t know where Jesper is. But I guess they’ll be back soon,’ she said. ‘Hey, Dad. Did you notice that I left one of Mum’s old wall-hangings on the floor in your office? I found it in the loft a few weeks ago and I think it had been there for years. Would you mind if I take it home with me today, seeing as we’ve got the car?’

Frank looked blankly at her. ‘A wall-hanging? No, I didn’t see it. But take whatever you like. There’s nothing but junk in the loft.’ Frank refilled his glass to the brim. ‘Right, kids, how about a trial game?’ he said to the children. ‘While we wait for those slowcoaches, also known as your parents.’

The children would like that.

*

Marie went up to the first floor and into Frank’s office. The box with the wall-hanging was nowhere to be seen and the loft ladder was also missing. When Marie stood underneath the hatch, she could see that the padlock was back in place. She wondered if Frank’s memory was going. Who else could have moved that wall-hanging? Suddenly she spotted Jesper and Julie through the window overlooking the street and quickly she retreated to the side. They were some distance down the road, outside the carport, and Marie could see that Julie was both upset and freezing cold. Marie carefully opened the window so that she could hear what they were saying.

‘Yes, but you promised to wait, Jesper,’ Julie said in a thick voice. ‘You promised. For Anton’s sake.’

‘So you keep reminding me.’ Jesper sounded irritated.

‘And that was before this business with Mum and Dad! How could you even think of telling her now?’

‘How many times do I have to say that waiting doesn’t make it any easier, Julie? And has it crossed your mind that Marie might not die?’ she heard Jesper reply. ‘Have you thought about that? This has been going on since last autumn. I can’t wait for ever. I need to think about Emily as well.’

‘Do you know something?’ Julie hissed. ‘If there’s one thing you can’t expect me to do, it’s worry about how your mistress is feeling. I couldn’t give a damn if that bitch falls under a bus. This is about protecting Marie and Anton. And that was part of our deal. I keep my mouth shut and let Dad think you’re the perfect son-in-law, and you don’t move in with your whore until Marie is dead.’

Marie was in shock. She had never heard her sister use language like that before.

Jesper said something Marie couldn’t hear and Julie blew her nose.

‘Let’s go back inside,’ Julie said. ‘We promised the children we’d play a board game with them.’ Marie heard their footsteps come closer and then the front door was opened. Her heart was pounding.

*

When Marie came down to the living room, Jesper was already sitting at the table and flashed her a smile. Shortly afterwards, Julie emerged from the bathroom and Marie could see that she had tidied herself up.

‘Can I start, Grandad?’ Camilla asked.

‘Anton starts. He’s the youngest.’

Anton picked up the dice.

Jesper had another woman and Julie had known for a long time. And yet she had chided Marie for even thinking such a thing.

Julie had also known that they were getting a divorce.

For how long?

And why had she kept quiet?

Did she think she was protecting Anton? Julie could not be serious. Marie had sought advice from cancer charities and they recommended openness and honesty. Of course Anton was affected by his mother’s illness. But, all things considered, he was doing fine.

Then the penny dropped: neither Julie nor Jesper had expected Marie to survive. Jesper might be telling himself that Marie was getting better so that he could justify his divorce rather than wait until she kicked the bucket. But Julie clearly believed that Marie was going to die. Marie felt like she had been punched in the stomach. Julie had always been her loyal helper: she had picked her up and carried her across burning hot sand when they were children and Marie was trapped on her beach towel wanting to go into the water; she had covered for her when Marie had overslept on the first day of a paper round, which Frank had told her she was too young to take on – she had only pulled it off because Julie had done half her deliveries. Julie had always believed in Marie. Until now. Marie could barely breathe, and when it was her turn to throw the dice, one fell on the carpet.

‘Did you find that wall-hanging?’ Frank asked and, for a moment, everyone’s eyes were on Marie.

‘No,’ she said, and tightened her headscarf. ‘It wasn’t there.’

*

When they got home later that night, Jesper sought out Marie in the kitchen after he had carried Anton up to bed. He asked her if she would like a bottle of elderflower cordial and took one for himself from the fridge when she declined.

‘Thank you for not saying anything today, Marie. I know it might sound feeble, but your family are important to me and I think it’s better this way. Also for Anton’s sake. Waiting, I mean.’ Marie turned her back on him and replied through gritted teeth.

‘I’m sorry, what did you say?’ Jesper asked.

‘I said I wish you wouldn’t use Anton as an excuse to promote your own agenda. You’re a grown man. Make your choices and stand by them. I heard you and Julie talking in the street earlier tonight. Several weeks ago, I told her that I thought you’d met someone. Your late-night phone calls, your sudden brotherly understanding for why we don’t have sex. And do you know something? Julie managed to convince me that I must be mistaken. Imagine how guilty I felt for even suspecting you, the best husband and father in the world, of cheating on me. Who is she?’ Marie turned to face him.

‘Someone from work,’ he said, flustered. ‘Her name is Emily.’

‘A nurse? Oh, no, I forgot – you prefer well-educated women. Women without breast cancer so they’re not too weak and feeble to wash your socks.’

Jesper flinched. ‘Emily is an anaesthetist, and I don’t think you’re being fair,’ he said. ‘You have to admit that you’ve changed a lot recently. This past year. Since you started your master’s. Believe me, I have tried. Only it didn’t make any difference. And then I met Emily, and you can’t control feelings like that and—’

‘And then you tell Julie that you have met someone, but you give me some cock-and-bull story about how my cancer’s worn us both down and blah blah blah.’

‘Julie came to speak to me some time ago. She pretended she’d seen me with another woman. So I admitted everything. That Emily and I are in love and want a life together.’ Marie looked blankly at him. ‘And Julie made me promise I wouldn’t say anything until you—’

‘Until I was dead? You agreed not to say anything until I was dead. To protect Anton? To protect me?’

‘Yes,’ Jesper said.

‘Are you both out of your minds?’ she said.

‘Marie, we all thought you were going to die.’ Jesper was suddenly gazing tenderly at her. ‘Frank, your mother, Julie, all of us. We prepared for it. We thought about what would be best for Anton.’

‘You all thought about what was best for you,’ Marie said in a deadpan voice.

‘That’s not true,’ Jesper said angrily.

‘Did you also consider what was best for Anton the first time you went to bed with Emily?’

‘We fell in love, Marie. We didn’t mean to – it just happened.’

Marie nodded. ‘I’m starting to understand why Anton has nightmares,’ she said, mostly to herself.

‘And why is that?’ Jesper said.

‘Because it’s more than enough for a six-year-old to deal with his mother being seriously ill. Your hypocrisy turned out to be the final straw.’

‘I don’t think you’re being fair,’ Jesper said.

‘I no longer care what you think,’ Marie said in a low voice.

*

The next morning Jesper and Anton were already at the kitchen table when Marie got up.

‘Good morning,’ she said, in a loud, clear voice, as she moved the sugar bowl out of Anton’s reach.

‘Will Granny get sad if people are happy, even though she’s dead?’ Anton wanted to know.

‘No,’ Marie said firmly. ‘Granny will be happy if we’re happy. I’m sure of it. Besides, you can be happy and sad at the same time. I’m sad because Granny has died and I might be a bit sad about it for the rest of my life. But I’m also happy to be here because I’m not dead at all,’ she threw a glance at Jesper, ‘and here’s my beautiful son eating sugar with cornflakes on top.’ Marie kissed Anton’s hair and started making a pot of tea.

Jesper glanced furtively at her and flicked through yesterday’s paper.

‘Have you made your packed lunches?’ Marie asked, and when Jesper said no, she started looking for rye bread and cold cuts. Suddenly she became aware that Jesper was watching her and she turned to look at him. The newspaper was open on the table, but he wasn’t reading it. Marie smiled briefly at him. Then he turned the page and Marie buttered some bread, but when she turned again to ask Anton where his lunchbox was, Jesper was still watching her.

‘What?’

‘You’ve put on weight,’ Jesper said.

‘Since yesterday?’ Marie asked.

‘No, Mum, that’s not possible.’ Anton grinned.

‘I think it depends on how many sweets you eat when you visit Granny and Grandad’s,’ Marie said, and winked at him.

‘I miss Granny,’ Anton said, and started crying.

‘So do I,’ Marie said.

‘Are they not going to get a new dog now?’ Anton asked.

‘I don’t know, sweetheart.’

Jesper didn’t say anything. Marie grabbed the property section and settled down at the table with her tea. Twenty minutes later, when Anton and Jesper were ready to go, Marie had circled several rental flats in red. Jesper looked at the paper and then at Marie, but she ignored him.

*

Three days later, Marie and Anton moved into a flat at Randersgade 76 in Østerbro. The owner had got a job in Greenland and was thrilled when Marie rang to say she would like to rent the flat immediately. There was only one bedroom: for Anton to have a room of his own, Marie would have to sleep in the living room, and they had to remember to rescue the lavatory paper before they took a shower because the bathroom was the size of a broom cupboard. Anton chose lime-coloured wallpaper with a car pattern for his room and Marie bought a new bed, but apart from that . . . ‘We have to get really good at saving money,’ she explained to Anton.

‘Won’t I be living with Dad any more?’ Anton asked, and Marie reassured him that of course he would. Sometimes.

‘But Dad is no longer my boyfriend,’ she added. ‘Dad has a new girlfriend called Emily. Grown-ups can stop being boyfriend and girlfriend or get new girlfriends, but you can never stop being someone’s mum or dad, so Dad and I will continue to be your parents.’

Anton mulled it over for a little while. ‘Aren’t you angry that Dad has another girlfriend?’

‘Yes,’ Marie said. ‘But I don’t want to be his girlfriend if he doesn’t like me best of all.’

‘But he has to like you best of all!’ Anton said anxiously.

Marie thought about it for a moment and then she lifted Anton onto her lap. ‘Dad says that I’ve changed because I’ve been ill. He liked the old me better. But do you know something?’ Anton shook his head. ‘I like the new me much better.’

‘I like you better always,’ Anton said, and gave his mother a hug.

*

Jesper had protested when Marie announced that she and Anton were moving out, but Marie could tell from his face that he was also relieved. Now he was a free man. Free to work, to explore his relationship with Emily and to see Anton whenever he could fit him in. He could even use Marie’s illness as a valid reason as to why a marriage that everyone had thought was perfect had foundered after all.

‘Voilà,’ Marie said drily.

‘I’m sorry, what?’ Jesper said.

‘Nothing,’ Marie replied.

In addition to Anton’s things, she took a bookcase, her desk, her books and her clothes, then called Frank and asked him to move their stuff to Østerbro.

‘To Østerbro?’ he said.

‘Jesper has met someone,’ Marie said, ‘and Anton and I have rented a flat in Randersgade.’

‘Why didn’t you say anything last Sunday?’ Frank asked.

‘Because I didn’t know at the time,’ Marie said.

When Frank arrived in his van, he stormed inside the house looking for Jesper. ‘Where is he? I’m going to bloody kill him.’

Marie set about making coffee while Frank searched every room in the big house. ‘He’s at work. Anton is at nursery. And there’s no need for you to kill him, Dad. It’s all right. He’s the very least of our problems right now.’

Frank flopped into an armchair. ‘Got any beer?’ he asked.

*

The funerals of Joan and Storm were each the culmination of a very different life. Joan’s service was held in Vangede Church, exactly one week after her death, and only close family attended. The vicar spoke about Joan, her love of dogs, her creativity and the trials God sent to test us. Mads was mentioned, and Marie thought the vicar was referring to her when he said that God’s trials took many shapes. All Marie could think about while he spoke was that Joan was almost as invisible in death as she had been in life. Marie mourned that. When the service had ended and the hearse had left, Marie squeezed Anton’s hand. When it was her time to die, she thought, be it in four months or fifty-four years, she hoped that Anton would feel, just for a brief moment, that something huge had been taken from him.

Frank stood with his hands stuffed into his pockets and Marie saw Lea put her arm around his shoulders. Julie clung to Michael’s arm and cried her heart out. They ate sandwiches at Snerlevej 19. Frank drank heavily and refused to speak to Jesper, who looked relieved when he got a call at just after three o’clock and announced that he had to go to the hospital as he was on duty. When Jesper had left, Michael and Frank retreated to the garden shed with a couple of beers. Once Lea had gone, Marie and Julie stayed in the living room to talk. Julie had had a few glasses of wine and was becoming maudlin.

‘Have you really forgiven me for not telling you about Jesper?’ she asked, and hugged Marie tightly.

‘Of course,’ Marie said, and meant it, but pulled back a little because Julie’s breath smelt strongly of alcohol.

Marie had rung her sister to confront her the day after she had overheard Jesper and Julie talk outside the house on Snerlevej. Julie had broken down completely and claimed that she was just looking after Marie. Trying to make it a bit easier for everyone and protect Anton. Not exposing Marie to stress, if she was going to . . . pass on soon. Marie had said that Julie should start taking care of herself instead. That she would manage and might not be dying in the immediate future anyway.

It had only made Julie sob even louder.

‘But how will you manage for money?’ Julie wanted to know. ‘How will you survive? In a one-bedroom flat?’

‘When my post-chemo treatment is finished, I’ll return to the university, Julie. I have a PhD grant waiting for me at the Department of Immunology and it pays me an excellent salary. Enough for Anton and me to manage. Jesper will also help me financially. He promised me that when I threatened to write a letter to every single one of his colleagues at Rigshospitalet and tell them he had been unfaithful to his cancer-stricken wife and had now abandoned her in favour of a woman with two breasts.’

Julie stared at Marie in disbelief. ‘Did you actually say that to him?’

‘No, of course not!’

‘Oh, I thought you might have,’ Julie mumbled. ‘It’s like you’ve become . . . I don’t know. I miss the old Marie . . . I miss Mum. I miss the days when everything was . . . normal.’

Yeah, right, Marie thought.

*

Storm was cremated on Friday, 26 March, the day after Joan’s funeral, with a service at St Stefan’s Church on Nørrebro, and more than a hundred mourners attended. Marie recognised the pano in earth colours that covered the coffin. Storm had had two panos on his office wall and Marie knew that the finely woven rugs were a part of birth, wedding and funeral ceremonies in most of West Africa. She looked for the second pano, a scarlet one she had often admired in his office, but it was not there. Seven people spoke, one played the saxophone and suddenly the church doors were opened and a group of West African men came dancing all the way up to Storm’s coffin while they played their mbiras.

When Thor Albert Larsen announced that there was a reception in Lecture Hall A at the Department of Immunology, Marie wondered whether she should go. She had a feeling that people were staring at her. She had considered wearing her wig, but feared that people who knew her might not recognise her if she did. She decided she would rather look ill; it wasn’t as if people didn’t already know. In the end she had tied the yellow scarf around her head.

*

Marie had a lump in her throat when she entered Lecture Hall A. It had been Storm’s favourite auditorium and candles had been lit on every desk. People had been asked to send in their favourite photographs of Storm, and while the mourners chatted, grinned and shared anecdotes, photographs from Storm’s life were projected on the wall behind the lectern. Thor tapped his glass and gave a brilliant eulogy about the proud, indefatigable scientist. At no point did he bring up the allegation of scientific dishonesty. Marie appreciated that and afterwards she complimented him on his speech, then congratulated him: she had heard that he had been made acting head of the department and she was convinced it was only a formality before the appointment became permanent. Halfway through their small talk, Thor suddenly said, ‘Marie, I’m aware you still find it hard to accept Storm’s exit, but don’t you think that somehow we owe it to the old chap to respect his choice?’

‘Yes, but . . .’ Marie said.

‘I honestly believe that he was totally ground down, Marie,’ Thor ploughed on. ‘He couldn’t cope with any more challenges to his integrity. He wanted peace at last.’

‘Peace?’ Marie looked sceptically at Thor.

Thor nodded.

During Thor’s speech about the proud scientist who had dedicated his life to his subject and never given up, Marie had started to have doubts. Perhaps she hadn’t known Storm as well as she’d thought. Perhaps he had succumbed to the temptation to extrapolate his empirical data to fit his theory. Perhaps he had ultimately ended up carrying out strategic – far too strategic – research, despite his stated contempt for it. When she heard Thor’s words, she regretted her doubts.

‘But Storm loved challenges,’ she said. ‘The greater the scientific controversy, the happier he was. Had you forgotten?’

‘Sometimes it’s hard to believe that you’re real scientists,’ Thor snapped back.

‘You?’

‘You and Tim. I know that you both cared about Storm and that’s all well and good. I was incredibly fond of him myself. But I’m starting to lose patience. You have a master’s and a PhD respectively, and you ought to back the conclusion that is best supported by the evidence.’

‘Tim who? Tim Salomon?’

‘Yes. He came to Denmark last Thursday. He keeps pestering me because he thinks Storm’s suicide makes no sense. And, as far as I could gather from the police, he also visited Bellahøj to express his doubts. I understand that you’re upset, Marie; we all are. But stop being so naïve. It doesn’t suit either of you. Tim, by the way, is sitting just over there.’

Thor pointed to the far end of the bottom row of the raked seating and Marie spotted a hunched figure in a suit, with a head of short, curly hair. Tim Salomon was sitting alone and staring at the pictures that continued to flash up on the wall above the lectern.

Marie went to join him, but it was some time before he turned to her, as if he had been completely lost in his own thoughts. He was tall, Marie could see, although he was sitting down, and his upper lip had a sharp edge that was also fragile. It culminated in an easy smile at the corners of his mouth. Only his eyes were black.

‘Hello,’ Marie said in English. ‘My name is Marie. I’ve heard a lot about you.’

Tim looked at her with delight and kissed her on both cheeks. ‘Tudo bém, Marie! I have heard a lot about you too. How are you?’ Tim looked at her closely, first at her face, then at her scarf. ‘Storm said that you were seriously ill. He was very sad about it.’ Tears started trickling down Tim’s cheeks and he made no attempt to hide them.

They talked for a long time. Anton was with Jesper and Marie had no plans so they ended up having dinner together. They walked the short distance to a Thai restaurant on Tagensvej that Marie knew. They were silent, but it wasn’t an awkward silence. Tim was emotional all through dinner and Marie was fascinated by and in awe of his openness. He asked if she would like a glass of wine, but she declined and added that he was welcome to have one himself, of course.

‘No,’ he said. ‘I don’t drink alcohol.’

So they drank sparkling mineral water with lemon and continued to talk.

*

Tim had grown up in the capital, Bissau, the third of four children. Their father was a Kenyan missionary who had come to Bissau to convert the Guineans. A strict man who beat his eldest son, he would undoubtedly have gone on to beat Tim, had he not died unexpectedly. It was hard for Tim’s mother to make ends meet after the death of her husband and one by one the children had to leave school to work in the cashew plantations. When it was Tim’s turn, his teacher came to their house. ‘Tim is too clever for the cashew plantations,’ the teacher said to his mother.

‘All my children are clever,’ she replied, ‘but we still have to eat.’

Shortly afterwards, Tim was awarded a full scholarship to Kingston University in London. The scholarship had been set up several years before and the teacher had recommended Tim, who was the first Guinean ever to receive it.

‘Ébano, my big brother, was angry that our teacher had submitted my school papers rather than his,’ Tim said, with a wry smile. ‘Normally, you know, it’s the duty of the eldest son to provide for the family and there’s certainly nothing wrong with Ébano’s head. Only he was never academically gifted. When we went to school, Ébano couldn’t sit still for two minutes before he had to go out and chase the chickens.’

Five years later Tim returned to Guinea-Bissau with a master’s in biology and fell into a void. ‘An education is like a sack of grain that never runs out,’ his teacher had said, but now his teacher was dead and Tim could not find a job.

Ébano, however, had taken it all in his stride. ‘“Ka bali mom di branco. Useless white hands. You’re home! That’s what matters. Now you’re nothing but a proud black man in Bissau who has to work in the cashew plantations alongside his brothers,” he said. But I couldn’t share Ébano’s joy. Of course I was glad to see my family again, but the thought of a life in the cashew plantations sent me into a deep depression.’

When Tim had hit rock bottom, he had met Storm. He was on his way to the plantation one morning when a girl he barely knew came running to him: she needed help with a royal python. It had moved into the wall in a house she was cleaning and she had been told that the house must be ready today because a Danish scientist was arriving. Tim agreed to help her and that afternoon he had just cemented up the hole in the wall when Storm dumped his suitcase on the floor behind him and said hello. Storm asked if Tim wanted a bottle of Maaza juice because Storm fancied one himself and wasn’t it hot today? Tim and Storm started talking and Storm noticed his impeccable English.

‘What a stroke of luck,’ Storm had exclaimed joyfully, when Tim told him about his degree. ‘I need an interpreter for the next eight weeks and it’s a bonus that you also know scientific terminology. I will pay you twenty thousand CFA francs per week because you’re an educated man. What do you say?’

‘I said yes, of course,’ Tim said, and his eyes welled again. ‘When the eight weeks were up, Storm asked me if I would consider writing a PhD thesis. He was setting up the Belem Health Project and he needed local people. He helped me with my grant application and the day the funding came through was the most important of my life. At that point, Silas had come to Bissau to assist Storm, who wanted the rural areas between the Dulombi-Boe parks surveyed again, and Silas, Storm and I celebrated my grant in a restaurant by the seafront.’ The tears rolled down Tim’s cheeks and Marie put her hand on top of his. She jumped when he immediately grabbed her wrist and held it tight.

‘My brain still refuses to accept that he took his own life,’ he said quietly. ‘It makes no sense.’

‘No, it makes no sense,’ Marie echoed.

‘I came to Copenhagen last Thursday,’ Tim continued, ‘and I went straight to the police. They were courteous and professional, but they insisted it was suicide. Afterwards, I visited Thor Albert Larsen at the Department of Immunology. I have met him before and I usually like him, but not that day. He kept saying that Storm’s behaviour in the days leading up to his death was unstable and paranoid. I asked him what else he had expected. Storm had just discovered an error in his dataset, which had prevented him saving thousands of children’s lives in Guinea-Bissau for two years. Storm was also trying to figure out who could be so callous as to put a spanner in the works by sabotaging his data. Of course he was unstable! He was standing before a major scientific breakthrough and he was all nerves. I’d never seen him in such a state. One moment he was overcome by grief at Silas’s death and was raging at the mangrove and the useless fisherman who had sailed the boat, and the next he was going out of his mind with fresh worry about you. He read the email where you told him about your illness fifteen times, turning over every word and wanting my opinion. Were you really OK or were you just pretending? The day he learned of the allegation of scientific dishonesty made against your master’s was the final straw. I had been out on an errand and when I returned to the research station Inés, who helps out, was cowering in a corner while Storm paced up and down his office without realising he was stomping on books and papers that he, according to Inés, had knocked off the shelves in his rage. He didn’t give a damn about the flimsy, trumped-up accusations the DCSD was prepared to waste its time on, he thundered, as he marched up and down, but he was outraged at how easy it was to cast aspersions on a promising young scientist. Didn’t they know the harm it did? I helped him tidy up the books and he began to calm down. But from what I heard it only got worse when I went to America in January. According to Nuno, one of our regular drivers, Storm was bordering on paranoia when he drove him to the airport to fly to Denmark after the last survey. Storm refused to let go of the box with the medical records and had a heated argument with the cabin crew before he was finally allowed to take it with him inside the plane. Storm, who is usually so calm. There’s no doubt that he wasn’t himself. But from there to suicide? He was so full of . . . life. I told all of this to Thor, but he refused to budge. The next day Thor called me at my hotel. I apologised for getting angry and explained that I was distraught at Storm’s death. He told me that the police had found Storm’s medical records from Guinea-Bissau. At first I didn’t believe him, but he told me to phone—’

‘They have?’ Marie was perplexed. ‘So where were they?’

Tim looked nervously at her. ‘Storm shredded them, Marie. I thought you knew.’

Marie clasped her hand over her mouth. ‘No,’ she whispered.

‘Yes,’ Tim said. ‘And he also wiped the hard disk on both his computers.’

‘No,’ Marie repeated in despair.

‘I don’t know what to believe any more. Common sense tells me that Storm must have killed himself. But my heart tells me that something is wrong.’

‘And a hunch is enough,’ Marie whispered.

Tim nodded. As if to put the matter out of his mind for a while, Tim ordered Thai coconut pancakes with lime and honey, and Marie watched him eat. ‘So now what?’ she asked.

‘Yes, now what?’ Tim pushed his plate aside.

‘You have honey on your lip,’ Marie said, and he licked it without success.

‘I’m going to Bissau tomorrow. I need to sort out the Belem Health Project. Storm put so much work into it, and whether or not his criticism of the DTP vaccine was an aberration, he created the foundation for a fantastic demographic monitoring system. It’s a unique structure for the country and, besides, it provides jobs for a hundred and fifty local people. I’ll do whatever it takes to continue the project. I need to gain an overview of our finances, of any articles we need to finish writing, and decide who will take charge after Storm. It was Storm’s ambition to train locals and strengthen Guinea-Bissau from the inside. If I can help realise that dream in any way, I will.’

‘What about the figures from Dulombi-Boe?’

Tim suddenly looked desperate. ‘Why did he shred the medical records, Marie, if they were an accurate and complete set of data? Why?’

‘What if Storm didn’t shred them?’ Marie said. ‘Someone else could have done it. Someone who wanted to destroy Storm.’

‘That was my first thought too,’ Tim said, ‘and I asked Thor if the police were sure that Storm did it himself. But they have a witness who heard Storm shred a lot of material the same evening he died. One of Thor’s master’s students called Niels Sonne.’

‘Heard?’

‘Yes, the door to the printer room was closed, but Niels Sonne had just said hello to Storm and there was no one else in the department. The next morning, before Trine Rønn found Storm, the cleaners took the waste paper down to the basement under the institute. That was where the police found it. Reduced to spaghetti.’ Tim threw up his hands in despair.

‘I always knew I would end up with Thor as my supervisor.’ Marie heaved a sigh.

‘I wouldn’t be so sure,’ Tim said. ‘Thor has yet to defend his PhD and, following Storm’s untimely departure, he could easily be overtaken on the inside by stronger candidates. Stig Heller from the Karolinska Institute, for example. He has a list of publications as long as your arm and he defended his PhD last year.’

‘Stig Heller?’ Marie exclaimed. ‘When Storm called to tell me that we had been accused of dishonesty, he mentioned Stig Heller’s name. He said he wouldn’t be surprised if he had reported us to the DCSD. He called him a sourpuss.’

Tim smiled. ‘I’ve heard him refer to Heller like that. But I think he was more upset that the two of them had fallen out. He was very fond of him. And Heller is a good man. He does research into vitamins and public health, and is just as committed to helping developing countries as Storm was, but in his own, more conservative, fashion. By the way, do you know what Storm called you?’ Tim added. Marie smiled and shook her head. ‘Andurinha. It means “little swallow” in Creole.’

‘Is that true?’

‘He said you looked like a ruffled baby bird the first time you stepped inside his office. Still wet from the yolk sac, helpless and confused. But he knew that you would turn into an indefatigable swallow and one day fly very far away without a murmur, just like the swallows that migrate to Africa.’

Marie wanted to cry. ‘Did he really say that?’ she whispered. Tim nodded. ‘That reminds me, I have something for you,’ Tim said, and rummaged in his pockets. ‘Here.’

Tim placed a small, flat package on the table in front of her.

Marie unwrapped it. ‘Oh, it’s beautiful.’

It was a swallow, carved from ebony. The bird had spread its wings and held its head proudly.

‘Storm bought it in a market last autumn when you wrote to him that you were ill. But he forgot it on his desk in Bissau and emailed to ask if I could look after it until he came back. So that’s what I did.’

Marie’s eyes welled up and she closed her hands around the swallow.

Tim smiled. ‘Incidentally, he called me Kinder Egg,’ Tim continued. ‘Brown, white, sweet and full of surprises.’ They burst out laughing.

‘What a flattering nickname.’ Marie grinned.

‘At first I didn’t have a clue what he meant. You see, we don’t have Kinder Eggs in Guinea-Bissau. But now I can see that it’s vaguely amusing. But only vaguely. My brother always teases me by saying that I travelled to London as black as ink and came home as white as snow. Ébano doesn’t think that a black man can be well educated without becoming white in the process.’ He asked Marie what she was going to do now.

‘I don’t really know,’ she said quietly. ‘I’m still recovering and I start my post-chemo treatment in a couple of weeks. Perhaps I’ll die,’ she said. ‘Perhaps I won’t. I try not to think too much about it because lots of people are in the same boat as me. I’ve become so grateful for all sorts of things I never used to appreciate.’ Marie gulped. ‘My son and I have left his father. My mother died recently. So, to begin with, I guess I want to learn to stand on my own two feet. When I stop being so tired, I want to return to the university. I can’t imagine what else I would do. Research is the one thing I’m good at.’ Marie shook her head. ‘But right now I don’t even know if my master’s is valid, given that I’ve been accused of scientific dishonesty.’

‘I’m very sorry to hear that your mother has died,’ Tim said. ‘You must be very upset.’

Marie took a deep breath. ‘I don’t really know what I am,’ she said softly. ‘In one way, it’s a relief that she’s dead. I’m ashamed to admit it and I haven’t been able to say it out loud until now. She had been very unhappy for many years and I think she didn’t want to go on living.’

‘My mother died recently too,’ Tim said. ‘I bought her a house in Bissau with the money I earned working for Storm and she loved it. But she was worn out.’

They sat for a while looking at each other. Suddenly Tim said, ‘We should write that article together, Marie.’

‘Storm’s article?’

‘Yes. Terrence Wilson from Science promised Storm he would print his article in the May issue, and if I go straight to Xitole and Dulombi-Boe to survey the area again and you write the introduction, describe our method and present the conclusion, based on the numbers we already have, we might just make it. I’ll come back to Denmark as soon as I have the new figures and then we’ll finish the article.’

‘But—’

‘I promise you I’ll work night and day. I’ll take my brother Ébano with me and three other assistants who know the drill. And if we really pull our socks up, then, with a favourable wind, I think we can do it in three weeks, maybe only two. I’ll come back as soon as I can. Please, Marie.’ Tim reached across the table and took her hand again.

‘OK,’ Marie said. ‘Let’s do it.’

A smile spread across Tim’s face. ‘Storm always said I could count on you,’ he said.

‘That’s funny – he said the same thing about you,’ Marie replied. ‘And . . .’ She hesitated, and Tim looked at her expectantly. ‘I have a favour to ask you,’ she said.

*

On Saturday, 27 March, Marie rose with the sun. She stood by the window and looked across Copenhagen. Tim’s room was on the top floor at First Hotel on Vesterbrogade and the rooftops glistened after the overnight rain. She was wearing only knickers and stood for a moment savouring the morning light on her smooth, warm skin. Tim was still asleep on his stomach with one arm dangling over the edge of the bed and the pillow over his head. His ticket to Bissau lay on the bedside table and his blue rucksack was on the floor. Marie tiptoed to the bathroom and splashed water on her face. At first she was afraid to look at herself in the mirror, but when she did, she was surprised. The right breast was perfectly round and the nipple stood proud. The perfect breast. But the scar on the left side suddenly looked raw, she thought. She was still horribly skinny, but at the centre of her stomach where once Anton’s bottom had stretched her skin, she spotted a tiny bulge of wonderful belly. She ran her hand across her stomach, up to her healthy breast, onwards across the scar, which Tim had kissed with his honey mouth, and to the top of her head where a dark shadow revealed that new hair was growing. She had been terrified that she might be unable to have sex with him. That she would be dry. Fearful. Shy. But it had been fine. For a moment she allowed herself to be filled by a magical feeling that she was no longer ill. Then she got dressed and carefully slipped out of the door without waking Tim.

*

On her way down in the lift, she fished out her mobile and looked at the display. Eight unanswered calls from Jesper. Shit! Her heart was pounding when she called him.

‘Marie, Goddammit, why didn’t you pick up? What’s the point of having a mobile when you never answer it? You don’t even have voicemail!’ Marie could hear from his uncensored irritation that nothing too serious had happened.

‘We had a break-in last night while Anton and I were asleep,’ Jesper continued. ‘The side windows of the Range Rover were smashed and someone tried to start a fire in the garage. It’s really most unpleasant. The police have just left. I’ve been calling you a million times because Anton is refusing to go on his playdate today and has been screaming and crying all morning, but I’m due at work at eight so you have to take him. I can drop him off on the way. Thirty minutes?’

‘No,’ Marie said, shocked. ‘Are you all right?’

‘Oh, we’re fine, but it’s obviously not very pleasant, is it? And the burglar appears to have made himself at home because a lot of the food in the fridge has been eaten. I’m just glad I finally managed to get hold of you. We’ll be there shortly.’

‘I have to get home first,’ Marie said. ‘I’ll catch the next bus and I don’t think there will be a problem, but— Did they take anything? What did the police say?’

‘They dusted for fingerprints and took a look around, but because nothing was stolen, they’re of the opinion that it was simple vandalism. They asked me if I had any enemies and I said, “Why don’t we all just calm down?” The only thing I don’t understand is that I didn’t hear anything, not even when the car windows were smashed in. So I’ve no idea when it happened . . . Where are you, then?’

‘On Vesterbrogade on my way to Rådhuspladsen,’ Marie said. ‘But what did the police say? Will they take any precautions? What if the vandals return?’

‘What are you doing on Rådhuspladsen?’

‘Jesper, I didn’t sleep at home last night. I’m happy to give you the details, but I think you’d prefer it if I didn’t. I asked you what the police are going to do.’

There was a deathly silence at the other end.

‘Nothing really,’ he said eventually. ‘They’ve been driving around the neighbourhood and they gave me a number . . . So who do you know on Vesterbrogade?’

‘Oh, look, there’s my bus! I’ll get on it now and I’ll be home in twenty minutes. You can drop Anton off any time after that.’ Marie hit the off button and couldn’t help smiling. Jesper was stunned, she knew.

*

They had originally agreed that Jesper would collect Anton again that evening, but he called to ask Marie if Anton could stay with her until Tuesday. Jesper wanted to tidy up the house after the break-in, and had also been given extra shifts at work.

Anton and Marie spent Saturday and Sunday chilling out.

They lazed around.

They sucked sour sweets.

Anton lost a tooth.

They put it on his bedside table.

They played Stratego.

And they cheated.

They also spent a lot of time talking about Granny. Anton asked many questions and Marie answered them to the best of her ability. He wanted to know if maybe they could take on the dog Grandad had bought for Granny. After all, Grandad had paid for it. Marie said that they couldn’t have a dog in their small flat, but perhaps they should consider getting a dragon. Anton thought that was a good idea and they discussed at length whether to buy a fire-breathing one or a more common type. Then Anton wanted to know if he could have a Nutella sandwich. No. How about liver pâté? All right, then. Are you going to die, Mum? Marie keeled over theatrically with her tongue lolling and Anton couldn’t help laughing.

‘I told you I’ll live to a hundred and four,’ she said.

‘OK,’ Anton said happily, and watched a bit of a movie, played with his Star Wars figures, drew a picture and asked when his sandwich would be ready. Marie watched him, and when he was immersed in playing or his film, she sneaked out her laptop and dealt with her mental to-do list.

She had an appointment with Mr Guldborg at Rigshospitalet on Monday morning and she had to prepare for it. Her recovery period would be over in two weeks and Mr Guldborg would then want to perform the surgery to remove her ovaries so she could start her post-chemo treatment with Aromasin.

However, Marie’s doubts about losing her ovaries were growing. She had found several articles about Aromasin on PubMed and she carefully reread the more relevant ones while her throat tightened. She had to concede that there was some medical evidence to suggest that Aromasin was more effective than other post-chemo treatments, but the difference was vanishingly small. And she thought that the loss of her ovaries was a high price to pay.

She found herself gazing at Anton. He was far away in his fictitious universe and his lips were moving. She had only to cough and he would look up and ask what was happening to his sandwich, but if Marie stayed quiet, another hour could easily pass before he remembered it. She would like to have more children.

‘We can freeze your eggs,’ Guldborg had said, when she had raised this objection. ‘And you can have hormone treatment, if the urge to have more children should occur.’ Guldborg sounded as if he was talking about a verruca rather than her ovaries. Was she ready for that? Losing her ovaries before she was even thirty?

When she had finished on PubMed, she used her access key to log on to Biosis, the scientific article database, and did a general search of articles on the non-specific effects of vaccines, only to have it confirmed that, apart from Storm’s, there was hardly any research within that field. At one point she came across a reference to the Nobel Committee and, out of sheer curiosity, she clicked on www.nobelprize.org and read a press release about Stig Heller’s recent admission to the committee. The chairman of the Nobel Committee, Göran Sandö, was quoted as saying what a joy it was to welcome such young and promising new blood to the committee. In the photograph, Heller was grinning from ear to ear and didn’t look in the least like a sourpuss.

On Sunday morning Marie and Anton made popcorn in a saucepan without a lid and played Monopoly on the floor below the bay window. Marie thought about Tim when she bought Grønningen with the last of her money. He must be back in Bissau now and might already have travelled on to Dulombi-Boe where Internet coverage was limited. Her groin tingled when she thought about him.

‘Why are you laughing, Mum?’ Anton said.

Marie placed a finger on her lips. ‘Sssh.’

Anton and Marie climbed inside the broom cupboard in the hall and closed the door, so it was completely dark. There was a smell of old coats even though the cupboard was almost empty. Marie chortled like a troll, ho-ho-ho, so deeply that her throat tickled. Anton pretended to be a small miser, hih-hih-hih. This made Marie laugh because she had no idea how Anton would know how a miser might laugh, but he said he had read it in a Donald Duck comic. And when would his sandwich be ready?

In the afternoon they caught a bus to Østerbrogade and went for a walk on Kastellet. Marie was soon out of breath so they slowed down. There was a wonderful scent in the air of the strange overlap between two seasons, the birds swooped on the tips of their wings and the city traffic sounded like grains of sand pouring into a bottle far away. Afterwards they lugged home several shopping bags filled with their favourite food. They had bought spring rolls, feta cheese, tuna, blood orange juice and a giant box of fondant chocolate turtles on special offer.

When Marie had unpacked their shopping, she checked her mobile and saw five unanswered calls from Julie. She called her sister and could hear immediately that something was wrong. Julie spoke three words and burst into tears.

Frank’s lawyer had called to let them know that the trial had been set for 2 July and added that they should prepare themselves for a custodial sentence, a fine and the loss of Frank’s licence for a minimum of three years. It turned out that he already had a suspended custodial sentence for drink-driving.

‘A suspended sentence?’ Marie said. ‘Since when?’

‘That was my reaction,’ Julie wept. ‘I called Dad afterwards and he couldn’t even be bothered to lie. It was in February, he said. He was stopped on Lyngbyvejen on his way home and his blood-alcohol level was ninety milligrams per hundred mills, so he got a suspended sentence and a fine.’ Julie was now sobbing uncontrollably and Marie struggled to understand what she was saying.

‘Everything is in ruins,’ Julie stuttered at length. ‘Everything we stood for, it’s all ruined. You can’t help it . . . And Mum couldn’t help it . . . But Dad, what was he thinking? I’m so ashamed of him! Dad is always the first to pick on Michael. And do you know something?’ she exclaimed. ‘Lea has known all along! Dad admitted that he called her and asked her to pick him up from the police station. Lea? Since when did Dad ever ask her for help? And why didn’t she say anything? Maybe we could have helped him. You must call her. I want her to tell us right now why she kept quiet. She owes us an explanation.’

Marie tried as best she could to console her while her brain continued to spin. Eventually she brought the conversation to an end because Julie kept repeating herself. Marie ran a hand across her sprouting hair. What was going on? She had never heard Julie lose her temper before and now she had witnessed it twice in less than a month. She had been planning to ask Julie to come with her to her hospital appointment the following day, but that didn’t seem such a good idea now. She wondered if she could ask Lea instead. For years Lea had been distant and closed off to Marie, but her carapace had started to crack in the last few weeks. Lea had spontaneously put her arms around her at Joan’s funeral and Marie couldn’t remember the last time that had happened, and when it became official that Marie and Jesper were divorcing, she had caught Lea watching her with interest. She found Lea’s number in her phone, but when she rang it the call went straight to voicemail. She left a message.

*

On Monday morning Anton was in a terrible mood despite their lovely weekend.

‘I don’t want to go to nursery,’ he sobbed. ‘I want to be with you all the time.’ He clung to her and refused to let go.

Marie did not need much persuading and Anton dried his eyes. ‘But it’s on one condition,’ she said. ‘You have to wait in the corridor while I’m with the doctor. And you must be as quiet as a mouse. Afterwards we’ll go into town and get an ice cream.’

He promised.

Anton and Marie walked to Rigshospitalet via Trianglen and Blegdamsvej. Anton had brought along his scooter and would slip in front of her or lag behind as he liked. They had plenty of time.

For once Marie answered her mobile when it rang.

‘Marie?’

‘Yes.’

‘Success at last! It’s Merethe from the Department of Immunology. Am I disturbing you?’

‘Hi!’ Marie said. ‘No, it’s fine. I’ve been trying to get hold of you too. I wanted to apologise for the way I behaved when you came to tell me that Storm had died.’

Merethe said that was all right. Then they spoke a little about Storm’s funeral and Merethe said that she was sorry to have missed it because of her grandmother’s hundredth birthday. ‘But Thor told me it was a very fine service.’

‘It was,’ Marie said. ‘Thor gave a beautiful eulogy and there was a good turnout.’

‘The real reason I’m calling is because I have various messages for you,’ Merethe said. ‘I’ve just got them from Ane Berg, the secretary from Population Ecology, who was temping for me last week.’

‘Messages for me? Who from?’ Marie wondered. She had been on sick leave since shortly after Christmas and there were messages for her?

‘There are four from Göran Sandö,’ Merethe said. ‘He asks you to call him back on a Swedish phone number. Do you have a pen?’

‘Four messages from Göran Sandö?’ Marie exclaimed, astonished. ‘Please could you email me his number? I don’t have a pen.’

‘Will do,’ Merethe said and added, ‘You can say a lot about Sandö, but he’s one persistent gentleman.’

‘What do you mean?’

‘I mean,’ Merethe said, ‘that it’s only a few weeks ago since he was calling Storm morning, noon and night, but Storm refused to speak to such a “self-promoting, self-glorifying arsehole who thought that research was all about polishing your own trophies”. Or words to that effect. Sandö would appear to have taken an interest in Storm’s Guinea-Bissau research recently, but Storm was convinced that Sandö had somehow found out that Terrence Wilson from Science had promised him an article in the May issue, and wanted to see if he was in time to put himself down for a little of the glory.’

‘I’ll call him,’ Marie said. ‘And the other messages?’

‘I believe there are several from Stig Heller in Stockholm. Probably wants to express his condolences.’

‘Is that right?’ Marie said drily. ‘But if he calls again, tell him I’m on sick leave. I have nothing to say to him.’

‘What has he done?’

‘Storm and he fell out some years ago, and Storm suspected Heller of reporting my figures as dishonest.’

‘OK,’ Merethe said, and went on, ‘The last message is from Tim Salomon. He came here last Wednesday to ask after you. Ane Berg told him you were on sick leave and he asked for your address because he wanted to send you something. I hope it was all right that she gave him your home address and mobile number.’

‘Yes, of course. I met him at the funeral reception,’ Marie said. ‘He gave me a present from Storm. A wooden swallow. But . . .’ Marie hesitated. ‘Are you sure he didn’t call in last Thursday?’

‘Ane Berg wrote Wednesday on the note. Why?’

‘Because he didn’t arrive in Denmark until Thursday.’

‘Oh, well, Ane probably just made a mistake. I think she was quite flustered over just how hot he was.’

Marie smiled. ‘Yes,’ she said, ‘and she’s right.’

*

As Marie and Anton walked through the hospital swing doors, Marie’s thoughts jumped around like fleas. She couldn’t imagine what such an important man as Sandö wanted with her. As far as Stig Heller was concerned, he could jump off a cliff. It was just too late to start playing nicely.

They took the lift up to Oncology on the seventh floor where Marie settled Anton in the corridor outside Guldborg’s office and went in for her appointment. The consultant shook her hand and at that moment an angry shower of rain started pelting the window. Distracted, Marie turned her head in the direction of the sound. Tim had been closer than sound.

Guldborg said, ‘It looks good, Marie.’ He glanced up from her medical record. ‘You look good. Your figures are fine and the scanning shows no solid tumours.’

‘So I’m well?’

‘You’re currently not ill,’ Guldborg corrected her. ‘Just be happy that you’re currently not ill.’ Guldborg started going through the procedure for her oophorectomy. He spoke the word without stumbling. Marie tried saying it to herself a couple of times, but it proved difficult. The surgery itself would take one to two hours, Guldborg explained, but Marie should expect to be in hospital for three to five days. He would perform a Caesarean section. Following surgery she would experience vaginal bleeding for up to four weeks. Marie watched him without moving. He was telling her something about his experience with suture versus metal clamps.

‘Do you know what I spent most of my weekend doing?’ she interrupted him.

‘Eh, no,’ Guldborg said.

‘Looking for statistical evidence which proves that removing my ovaries and treating me with Aromasin afterwards will increase my chances of survival, compared to other treatments where I get to keep my ovaries.’

‘Please may I continue and we can take your questions at the end?’ Guldborg said.

‘On Friday, I formulated my H0-hypothesis while Anton watched Disney cartoons,’ Marie lied. ‘I choose a simple H0-hypothesis: “The survival rate among female breast cancer patients treated with Aromasin is significantly higher.”’

‘Marie, this is all well and good, but please may I—’

‘On Saturday I collected raw data from twenty-four primary articles about post-chemo treatment with Aromasin from PubMed, ran them through an X2-test and ended up rejecting my H0-hypothesis. On Sunday I made up my mind to keep my ovaries for a little longer.’

Guldborg watched her for a while. ‘That’s a very bad idea, Marie.’

‘When I look purely at the figures, I can see that there is a slight difference in survival rates among women who choose to have their ovaries removed so they can be treated with Aromasin and those who are treated with, for example, Tamoxifen, but the difference isn’t statistically significant.’ Guldborg screwed up his face, and Marie quickly continued, ‘I would like you to note down the following in my record. “The patient has considered the question of whether her ovaries should be removed and there is no need to discuss this further with her. She will keep her ovaries for a little longer.”’ Marie looked straight at Guldborg and she was sweating under her jumper.

At length Guldborg nodded. ‘I’m bound to accept your decision,’ he said. ‘But you’re taking a chance.’

‘Yes,’ was all Marie said.

Silence ensued. Marie looked cordially at Guldborg until he cleared his throat. Then they started planning her Tamoxifen treatment.

‘That’s great,’ Marie said, when they had finished.

She took the paperwork he handed her and had bent down to pick up her bag when Guldborg said, ‘I think you should reconsider the ovaries one more time and I really would like—’

Marie straightened up. ‘I don’t believe you’ve read my medical record recently, Mr Guldborg,’ she said.

Guldborg looked momentarily at a loss.

‘At this point, it should say,’ she continued, ‘that “The patient has considered the question of whether her ovaries should be removed, and there is no need to discuss this further with her. She will keep her ovaries for a little longer.”’

The silence was now deafening. Marie got up and held out her hand to Guldborg.

‘I’ll see you in a fortnight when I’m ready for the next stage of my treatment,’ she said.

Then she took her bag and left.

*

At first Marie could not find Anton, but when she finally tracked him down, she had to laugh. He had discovered a water cooler and had managed to fill about thirty-five cups with water and had lined them up in a long row.

‘People here are really busy, you know,’ he said contentedly, ‘so I make sure they get a glass of water on their way.’ Marie gave her son a big hug.

‘What a thoughtful boy you are,’ she said. ‘Come on, let’s go into town and visit Aunt Lea. Maybe she’ll fancy having ice cream with us.’

‘Yippee,’ Anton said, and as they skipped hand in hand down the hospital corridor, an ampoule of happiness exploded behind Marie’s forehead and spread like a chemical throughout her entire organism. She was well. The most undervalued word in the world by everyone in good health. She didn’t care that Guldborg was too much of a pessimist to use the word. She was going to.

*

They drifted lazily through Magasin du Nord and spent at least half an hour in the toy department where they paid special attention to remote-control cars and Slinkys that could walk downstairs. Then Anton needed a pee, and when that had been taken care of, they took the lift to the Du Nord Spa on the fifth floor where Lea worked as a nail technician. The entrance was glazed with frosted glass and a young woman smiled obligingly when Marie and Anton stepped out of the lift.

‘May I help you?’ she asked. It said Adèle on a badge on her chest. Marie explained that she was Lea Skov’s sister, Marie, and that she had come on the spur of the moment, but wondered if she could possibly disturb Lea briefly.

Adèle looked blankly at Marie. ‘Lea? We have a Majken and a Malene, but no Lea,’ she said.

Marie frowned.

At that moment the telephone rang and Adèle asked if there was anything else she could help Marie with. Marie was just about to leave when another woman appeared from inside the spa.

‘Hi,’ she said, looking at Marie with curiosity. ‘My name is Sandra. I’m the manager of Du Nord Spa and Lea is a friend of mine. You’re Lea’s sister, aren’t you? She’s told me about you. Lea no longer works here, but she did once. Adèle is new – that’s why she hasn’t heard of her.’ Sandra smiled.

‘Oh,’ Marie said. ‘I’m confused. She told me just before Christmas that she had a job here.’

‘There must be some mistake,’ Sandra said. ‘I’m sorry I can’t help you. I don’t know where she works now. She has been very busy recently and, eh . . . We haven’t seen much of each other. But if you see her, tell her Sandra says hi, won’t you?’

‘I will,’ Marie said slowly. ‘I’ll say hi to Lea when I see her. From Sandra, her friend. Who doesn’t know where she works now. Thanks for your help.’

‘You’re welcome,’ Sandra said, still smiling.

Marie and Anton walked back to the lift and Anton pressed the button. Just as they stepped inside, Marie glanced over her shoulder. Adèle had the telephone wedged under her chin and was making a note in a big diary; Sandra was standing next to her, busy writing a text message. Her thumbs flew across the screen. When she looked up, Marie fixed her with her gaze.

Marie’s brain was working overdrive as they travelled down in the lift.

Sandra was lying. But why?

*

On Tuesday morning Anton was willing to go to nursery, and when Marie had dropped him off, she lingered on the pavement, not knowing what to do with herself. Jesper would pick Anton up from nursery and Marie would not see him again until after the weekend. For a moment the emptiness was echoing, but then she made up her mind and walked briskly towards Hellerup station. She took the S-train to Vesterport and headed down Istedgade. At a bakery she bought fresh cinnamon whirls with sticky cinnamon filling oozing over the tall sides and two extra-large takeaway lattes. The front door to Lea’s stairwell in Saxogade 88 was open, so she went straight in and slowly made her way up the stairs. She was out of breath by the time she reached the fourth floor and had to ring the doorbell with her knee because her hands were full of pastries and cups. Marie could hear someone in the flat, yet no one came to the door. She rang the bell again and ended up putting the coffee on the floor before she rang the bell a third time. Still no reply, even though it was now obvious that Lea was at home. Marie could hear her cough and a radio playing at low volume. She called through the letterbox.

Shortly afterwards the door was opened.

‘Oh, it’s you,’ Lea said. ‘Why didn’t you let me know you were coming? I’m not at home to anyone.’

‘Hello, Lea,’ Marie said. ‘I’m sorry for turning up unannounced, but I did try to call you. Why aren’t you at home to anyone?’

Lea wandered back inside the flat and Marie took that as a sign that she was welcome to follow. She put the coffee cups and the pastry bag on the table in the small kitchen-diner. They sat down and, without a word, Lea grabbed one of the coffees, flicked off the lid and added three teaspoons of sugar from a bowl on the table. She tore open the paper bag with the pastries and devoured one in large bites. The silver tongue bar clicked against her teeth as she chewed. ‘How are you doing in your new flat without Jesper, the boy wonder?’ she asked, as she picked up her coffee and rocked back in her chair. As always, Lea looked beautiful, but Marie detected a hint of black circles under her eyes and her hair was casually piled on top of her head.

‘All things considered, I’m doing fine,’ she replied slowly, ignoring Lea’s provocation. ‘Every minute is a whirlpool of emotion, but you probably know what that’s like. Anton has spent the last couple of days with me and that was wonderful. He likes his new room.’

Lea rolled her eyes.

Marie studied her briefly. ‘Or maybe you think it’s silly to be six years old and like your new room,’ she said. ‘Otherwise, why are you rolling your eyes at me? I didn’t come here to argue with you, Lea. I’m here because you don’t answer your phone when I call. Mum is dead and Dad is on the verge of a breakdown. We have to stick together.’

‘I’m not sticking together with you lot,’ Lea said calmly. ‘I can manage on my own. I have done since I lost my first tooth. Yuk, this coffee’s cold,’ she said, and got up without warning. First she spat in the sink, then she put her coffee into the microwave to reheat it.

Marie had yet to touch hers.

‘You don’t work in the spa in Magasin, like you told me at Mum’s birthday party,’ Marie continued, aware that she was close to tears. ‘I went there yesterday and one of the girls who work there had never heard of you and the other, Sandra, acted strange, but asked me to say hi. You’re lying.’

Lea gave Marie an icy stare. ‘I’m lying?’ she said. ‘Perhaps. And you are and always will be Julie’s sister.’

‘I’m not like Julie,’ Marie said, offended. ‘Julie gave up on you long ago because being with you is always such incredibly hard work. But I haven’t given up on you.’ Marie was tempted to add yet, but swallowed it. Lea looked at her diffidently, then drained her coffee in two large gulps and ran her pierced tongue around the rim to suck up the foam. When she had finished, she helped herself to Marie’s pastry from the open bag and gobbled it with the same appetite with which she had wolfed down the first.

Julie would have said something very shrill.

And Lea would have laughed, and either given her the finger or stuck her tongue out at her, displaying both the masticated food and the bar.

Whereupon Julie would have burst into tears and Marie would have comforted her and said, ‘Honestly, Lea.’

And they would have gone round in circles as they always did. And it would have foundered as it always did.

Marie took a deep breath. Then she removed the lid from her coffee cup, added three teaspoons of sugar, got up and heated it for thirty seconds in the microwave, put the coffee in front of Lea and kissed her cheek. Then she sat down again on her own chair.

Lea had averted her gaze. She didn’t touch the coffee; she didn’t say one word.

Just under a minute passed. Lea was still staring at the table top.

Then the tears rolled down her cheeks.

‘Do you know how much I loved you when we were children?’ she said quietly. ‘I loved you so, so much. Every night I prayed to God to be allowed to keep you. All the years I was growing up, you were the only one I trusted. You never bullied me, you never hated me, you never belittled me.’

‘Lea, no one hates you . . .’

‘Believe me, they hate me,’ Lea said angrily, wiping away her tears. ‘But they don’t hate you. And that’s why you can’t see it. But trust me. One hundred and fifty hours of therapy later, I know I was always the scapegoat in the Skov family. My whole fucking life I’ve borne the burden of Julie’s frustration, Frank’s megalomania and Joan’s wasted artistic talent. Frank and Joan should obviously never have had me. You don’t need to study psychology to see that. Two immature idiots with four young kids. Julie and the twins would have been more than enough. Julie, Marie and the dead twin far exceeded their capabilities. Little Lea was the last straw. Mum and Dad were each other’s tragic destiny. They married far too young, far too blinded by the last thing in this world on which you should base a marriage. Joan was Frank’s talented, pretty trophy girl, whose tiny waist he could span with his manly hands: his ticket to a higher social sphere. Frank, for his part, was Joan’s tower of strength, her guardian, her symbol of greatness and might. But then Mads died and the fantasy couldn’t be sustained any longer. Joan was no longer beautiful – she was ugly and grieving and whimpering and demanding – and it became obvious to everyone that Frank was and always would be a loser who turned into a bully so that no one would ever know that he was a fraud. Julie was ten years old when she started pouring oil on troubled waters. She looked after all of us. Our mentally ill mother, our disappointed father, their immature agendas, you and me – I was only a baby. I should have been given up for adoption, Marie. It would have been better for me. Mum and Dad weren’t able to take proper care of me and Julie broke her neck trying. Of course she did. She was only a child herself.’

Marie was knocked for six. ‘But I loved you,’ she objected.

‘Yes,’ Lea said, ‘you did, and I never doubted you – not then. You were also cool, in your own unremarkable way. As if everything that happened just bounced off you. You were with us, yet you lived in a world of your own: in your books, in your homework, in the ridiculous brain-teaser puzzles you spent all your pocket money on. You didn’t pander to Frank or suck up to him, like Julie did; you never told tales, you formed no alliances. You just got on with your life. You were very well behaved, but not because you were trying to get something from Frank, rather because you sought to avoid something, I think, and I loved you for that. You were the real deal.’ Lea’s voice started to quiver.

‘But then you met Jesper. Being introduced to him was my worst nightmare. A polished, well-educated mini Frank. An updated version of Michael, with a university degree. Everyone in the family gazed at him in admiration, but I threw up, literally, in the bog, while you sat beaming like the sun in the dining room, happy that you’d finally honoured Frank’s twisted fantasies. I brought up peas and gravy, three times the amount I’d actually eaten of Frank and Joan’s crappy food. Suddenly bullying was legitimised. Because Jesper had such a way with words. He ignored anything Julie said, more so even than Michael. He told you what to say – he was even better at it than Dad. And you never told your husband to shut his fucking mouth. Not once did you speak up for yourself. You sold out totally and nothing has ever hurt me more than to witness that. I gave up on you, Marie.’

Marie was shocked.

‘You’ve no idea how much it suits you to be rid of Jesper,’ Lea added. ‘Fuck, even having cancer suits you. Finally there’s some fight in your eyes. And you look cool with that chemo haircut.’

‘Thanks,’ Marie said. ‘By the way, I still love you.’

‘Oh, just shut up,’ Lea said, as she wiped away a treacherous tear with the back of her sleeve.

‘But it’s hard to show it,’ Marie continued cautiously. ‘Because you’re permanently angry. All three of us grew up at nineteen Snerlevej, but we deal with it in three different ways. Being Frank’s favourite wasn’t always easy.’

They sat for a while until they suddenly looked tenderly at each other. Then Lea said, ‘In case you’re interested, I’m studying psychology at the University of Copenhagen. I submitted my final-year project in January, but I have to do a resit due to illness before I get my degree. My viva is at nine o’clock on Wednesday. Saying I was going to be a beauty therapist was just a joke. To wind Frank up. But, Jesus Christ, you all fell for it. Even you, which, by the way, I regard as the ultimate proof that Jesper brainwashed you. Did you seriously think I was going to spend the rest of my life massaging people’s faces? Thanks for the vote of confidence.’

Marie was speechless.

‘Sandra in Magasin is a friend of mine,’ Lea continued. ‘She’s super-cool. I met her at a tattoo fair at the Bella Center some years ago. In the beginning, pulling the wool over your eyes was fun. Here was I, getting to grips with late post-modernist family relationships and clinical psychology, and you thought I was dyeing eyelashes and eyebrows. Ha-ha, it was hilarious. It wasn’t until I started my own therapy, which, incidentally, is something you have to do, that I realised it wasn’t hilarious at all. In fact, it was tragic.’ Lea gave a light shrug.

‘Does Dad know?’ Marie asked.

Lea nodded.

‘He found out the night Mum died. He turned up here out of the blue and I was on study leave so all my books and papers were lying around. That’s another reason I don’t open the door to anyone or answer the phone. Frank was furious. Typical Frank. He managed to spin it, of course. How could I do this to him, lying to him like that? He was ranting and raving. Finally he passed out on my bed. When he woke up the next morning, he was still drunk, but now he was as meek as a lamb. “I’m so proud of you, Loopy-Lou. My clever little Loopy-Lou,”’ Lea mimicked. ‘He hasn’t called me Loopy-Lou since I was five. I told him that he was the most pathetic, worst-educated, academic-arse-licking snob I had ever met. He got seriously pissed off, of course, and tried to stand up to leave because there was no way in hell he was going to visit an ungrateful bitch like me. “Ungrateful, yes, but to everyone’s surprise a super-well-educated bitch, if you please,” I said to him. He never got further than the edge of the bed. He slumped backwards and fell asleep again. In the middle of it all, Michael rocked up to tell me that Joan had died, about as casually as when he told me he’d quit smoking. And, to add insult to injury, he put on his chirpy hospital-porter voice. “Oh, yes, I can see you’ve just had your leg torn off at the hip, but I’ll roll you down to Ward Fourteen.” Very compassionate face, very understanding eyes, firm hands, which he kept resting heavily on my shoulders. Christ on a bike. Well, that’s another story. I’m trying hard to forgive you for making him the messenger.’

‘I didn’t send him, Lea.’

‘Ah, well, Julie did. Same difference.’

‘No,’ Marie said firmly. ‘It isn’t.’

‘Convince me,’ Lea said.

‘Let me in,’ Marie said.

‘First show me your breast,’ Lea said.

Without hesitation Marie pulled her T-shirt over her head and Lea studied her upper body for a long time before she exclaimed in awe, ‘Fucking wow.’

*

They talked all afternoon. When they got to Frank’s drink-driving, Marie asked if Lea had known about Frank’s suspended sentence from February all along. Julie was angry about it, she said.

‘Oh, I tremble,’ Lea said laconically. ‘Is Julie angry with me? She’s one to talk. No one trumps her when it comes to keeping things hidden. Besides, Frank asked me not to say anything.’

‘Only drink-driving is what . . . losers do,’ Marie mumbled.

‘Marie, our dad is the very essence of a loser! All his moral bullshit about right and wrong. Based on what? Cirrhosis of the liver and an impressive lack of education? He’s lived rent-free in his wife’s house for thirty years and falls out with his children the moment they fail to agree with every word he says or don’t stand to attention when he tells them to. He’s not even particularly intelligent, if you ask me – he just talks about himself long enough to make people believe he’s a shining light. Trust me, if Mads hadn’t died and bound Frank and Joan together in their shared destiny, they would have got divorced long ago. Frank would have been nursing a can of strong lager somewhere, boasting about his achievements, and Joan would have been an artist permanently in receipt of state support.’

‘But Frank despises drink-drivers . . .’ Marie said, but even she could hear how stupid that sounded.

‘It was a few months after you’d dropped your breast-cancer bombshell. Frank and Joan were both heading up Shit Creek, to put it mildly. A total Freudian regression. It was so obvious that your illness ripped open all their old wounds. Frank started drinking during the day, and I know this because I saw him several times around Nørre Farimagsgade when he clearly wasn’t sober. One day we literally bumped into each other when he came stumbling out of Funchs Vinstue and I was on my way to uni to meet my supervisor. It was the most awkward moment of my life. Fuck, my own dad shook my hand, he was that out of it. He was so flustered that he asked me if I wanted a beer. I had half an hour, so we went back inside Funchs Vinstue where we had a beer – or, rather, Frank had three. For the first time ever we had something that resembled a conversation. Frank told me that Joan was going out of her mind because of your illness. That she had stopped sleeping and barely ate. That she got up at night, howling like a sick animal, and that when he hushed her and tried to get her back to bed, she would lash out at him. Frank asked me for help. Julie came a couple of times a week to organise Joan’s pills, but Frank thought the medication only made things worse. At any rate, Joan had practically stopped eating and hardly ever left the house.

‘I went to Snerlevej a few days later. When I arrived, Joan was watching television in the living room, still in her dressing gown, obviously sedated and rather unwashed. I made some coffee and managed to rouse her a bit. She even ate something. I started by explaining to her that a breast-cancer diagnosis doesn’t equate to a death sentence. That more than eighty per cent of people diagnosed with breast cancer were still alive five years later. That they had lost Mads in the most brutal manner, unexpected and sudden, but it was by no means certain that they would lose you as well. Then I gently suggested that she should seek professional help to process Mads’ death so that she could start to feel better and relate realistically to your disease rather than bury you prematurely. “The sick person here is really you, Mum,” I said to her. She fell silent. “But I feel the way I always feel,” she said then. I offered to make an appointment with her GP, if she wanted me to. Her GP could refer her to a psychiatrist who could help. At this point she gave me a horrified look. She couldn’t tell Dr Henrik something like that. She’d die of shame, she said. Because then everyone would know. Everyone in the waiting room, everyone in Vangede and on Snerlevej. “Why are you sticking your nose into my business?” she cried. “You’re wicked; it’s all your fault.” The next moment she collapsed in my arms and pleaded with me to help her and I stroked her spine for a long time. Marie, she was skeletal. I reiterated that I would very much like to help, but that I didn’t think pills were the answer and certainly not on their own. I said I would get the address of the nearest psychiatric emergency clinic where she could seek help without worrying about Dr Henrik.

‘“Frank can drive you there as early as tonight. Or as soon as you want,” I said, and Joan nodded. Yes, she’d like that.

‘That evening Julie called me and blew her top, and I mean completely blew her top. It’s not the first time she’s lectured me – Christ, I’m practically immune to it now, but she went berserk. She asked me who the hell I thought I was, thinking I knew anything about what was good for Mum. I tried telling her that pills are nothing but a short-term treatment of symptoms and that Joan was addicted to medication and needed acute help. Julie was totally out of control. I’ve never heard so many foul words come out of such a prim mouth. At last I said, “OK, Julie, I’ll hand over the responsibility to you, but I’m telling you, if it carries on like this, Mum will be dead before the year is out.” At this point she screamed for me to stay away from Mum and Dad, that I’d caused more than enough pain for everyone. I was blown from here into the fucking living room, let me tell you.’

Marie gulped.

‘Even so, I found the number of a psychiatric emergency clinic, familiarised myself with the admission procedure and left a leaflet at Snerlevej. Frank even rang to thank me, but said that Joan was feeling much better now. She had started new medication, which she tolerated better, and Julie had managed to persuade her to join an occupational-therapy group twice a week to do some sewing. The time was coming up when I needed to revise for my orals and, to be honest, I was relieved that there was nothing more I could do. I needed to knuckle down.

‘About two weeks later, just before three o’clock in the morning, Frank called me from Bellahøj Police Station. He had run the car off the road, he said, and was prepared to admit that he hadn’t been entirely sober. He wanted me to come and get him.’

‘But surely you don’t have a driving licence?’ Marie said stupidly.

‘Of course I have a driving licence. I’ve had one since I was nineteen. Paid for with my own money because I was a bad girl who’d started smoking so Frank refused to pay for it. Even though he smoked like a chimney himself, in those days. But anyway. I took a taxi to Bellahøj at some shitty hour so I could drive Frank home. His blood alcohol level was ninety milligrams, so he wasn’t binge-drinking drunk, just mild midweek intoxicated. He had had a few drinks in town, he said, and had been on his way home when he came off the road. When the police arrived, they produced a breathalyser and the trap shut. When we turned into Snerlevej, Frank asked if I could pull over further down the road, and when I had stopped the car, he gave me five hundred kroner for a taxi home. He clearly didn’t want me to come inside the house in case Joan was asleep in front of the television and woke up. She wouldn’t have been able to understand what I was doing there in the middle of the night. Dad asked me not to say anything to anyone.

‘He had never asked me to keep schtum about anything before and it felt good to be his ally. That’s why I didn’t tell anyone. And what would Julie have done differently, had she known? Frank is a grown man and he chose to drive while drunk. In February it was a minor offence and now it’s a lot more serious. Frank knows how the Danish legal system works, so if he’d wanted to avoid a custodial sentence and losing his licence, he should have stayed at home that night. That’s a fact even Julie can’t change.’

‘What do you think happened on the day Mum died?’ Marie whispered. ‘Did they have an argument? Did Dad say something to her that made her kill herself? Why did he even get drunk in the first place? I lie awake at night and I can’t help thinking about it.’

‘Worrying is futile,’ Lea said, ‘because it won’t change a thing. I’m not convinced that Joan killed herself. She hadn’t eaten properly for weeks and she took far, far too many pills. I think her system gave up that Wednesday evening rather than the week before or the week after when it might just as easily have happened. I know that Julie is outraged that Joan would do something so selfish but, quite honestly, I don’t believe for one moment that she made a conscious decision to end her life. She was incapable of making decisions. She felt like shit and that evening she took some extra pills – who was counting? – and Frank drank whisky rather than red wine and got it into his head to drive into town for a pub crawl rather than sit at home next to his dried-up twig of a wife. Seven fateful hours later he had crashed into a sign on Vesterbro and Joan had slipped into a chemical coma from which she never woke up. I’m sorry if I sound cynical, but that’s my view of what happened.’

‘How did you become like this?’ Marie asked. ‘So insightful and composed, so sure of yourself and your way of seeing our family?’

‘How do we become the people we are?’ Lea shrugged her shoulders. ‘Genes, the environment, obstacles, who knows? I’m intelligent – it’s my strongest life skill. And yours, incidentally. It also helps that I’m not exactly ugly and that my entire life I’ve had a firm conviction that what was going on at home was plain wrong. Frank and Joan made me what I am, for better or worse. They hurt me badly because they couldn’t cope with me, but at the same time they did me a favour because without all their baggage I would never have turned into the person I am now. I’m rather proud of myself, Marie.’

‘Do you think it made a difference that Tove Madsen looked after you?’

Lea was temporarily baffled. ‘Tove Madsen? Who’s she?’

‘Tove looked after you when we were little. She looked after me too, but when I started school, she carried on looking after just you. Do you remember her?’

Lea did not.

‘She lived on Snerlevej too,’ Marie said. ‘Further down the road. I can vaguely remember her. She had a husband and older children and a beautiful doll’s house, which I was jealous that you got to play with. Julie says that you once asked Frank if you could go and live with Tove and her husband. He didn’t like that at all.’

Lea’s gaze was completely blank. ‘It doesn’t ring any bells. It might be that Tove made a difference. They do say that a kind neighbour or a caring teacher can have a huge impact on a neglected child.’

Marie fell quiet. ‘Is that really what we were?’ she said eventually. ‘Neglected children?’

‘It depends who you ask,’ Lea replied. ‘Julie can’t even handle it if I say that we had the same meal over and over again, but we did sometimes. All right, perhaps I exaggerate occasionally and focus too much on the negatives, but only to balance out Julie’s massive denial. I need to call a spade a spade and a difficult upbringing a difficult upbringing. Otherwise I can’t deal with it. It’s the same with my tattoos. They’re pictures of the reality I have to face or my fear will grow stronger.’

‘I admire your integrity,’ Marie said.

Lea roared with laughter. ‘You had plenty of integrity while you were growing up. I don’t know exactly what happened when you married Jesper but look at you now! You’ve dumped him, thank God. You have a wonderful son, a master’s in biology and a PhD grant waiting for you. At the age of twenty-eight you’ve earned the admiration of one of the wisest and most highly respected scientists in the world; you have one breast and almost no hair, but in my eyes you’re more beautiful than ever.’

‘Do you know who Kristian Storm is?’ Marie asked, surprised, pleased to be able to ask a question while she recovered from her embarrassment.

‘Yes, of course. Science theory is a mandatory subject on the psychology course and Kristian Storm had some much debated and interesting attitudes to both paradigm shift and the acknowledgement of subjectivity in science. I’ve read several of his articles on science theory.’

Lea and Marie talked at length about Marie’s master’s, her research, Storm’s discovery in Guinea-Bissau, other scientists’ rejection of Storm’s ideas about non-specific side-effects of vaccines, the police theory about his suicide, the break-in on Ingeborgvej, Marie’s nagging doubts, and the article Tim wanted to write with her. Lea listened attentively.

‘Storm always said that a hunch is enough,’ Marie said. ‘And my intuition tells me that something is wrong.’

‘Hmm,’ Lea said. ‘That does depend on whether your intuitive radar is properly calibrated. Do you think Julie can trust her intuition? I think it misleads her, big time. I think Julie’s intuition tells her that if she lets anything bad happen to anyone, she’ll die, and that’s why she tries desperately to make sure that everything in the garden is rosy.’

Marie thought about it. ‘I don’t indulge in make-believe any more, Lea,’ she said quietly. ‘I’m much too disillusioned for that.’

Lea placed her hands on the table and made to get up. ‘Start writing your article, Marie. My experience is that the missing pieces turn up when you work on the empty spaces.

‘And now I’m afraid I’m going to have to throw you out, sis,’ she said. ‘I need to revise. Or I won’t pull it off on Wednesday.’

‘I’m glad we had a talk,’ Marie said.

‘So am I,’ Lea said. ‘Incredibly glad.’




CHAPTER 7

When Lily had fallen asleep on Tuesday evening, Anna disappeared into her study and Søren sat down at the dining table with his laptop. He had not got round to closing the curtains in the dining room and an eerie darkness crept in from the forest behind the house. It occurred to him that maybe he should sell both of his properties and buy a flat on Nørrebro instead. Ha, that really would irritate the hell out of Thomas, especially as he was intending to buy a house in Espergærde to be close to Lily. Then Anna could live at the university, but cycle home in ten minutes whenever she needed a change of clothes, and Søren could get a paper round by Søerne. Overall the idea had a lot going for it. But then Søren remembered Lily loved the forest. Soon the mewling fox cubs would emerge from their earth and there was soft moss on the stones, which Lily always greeted reverently with the equally soft tip of her nose. There was nothing like that in the city.

Søren took out the preliminary report on Kristian Storm, which he had printed from Linda’s computer, and read it in detail. The first thing that leaped out at him was the phrase AWAITING CONFIRMATION, which was stamped in red across the front.

‘The inspection of the body at the scene was supervised by Benny Dam, medical examiner,’ Søren read. ‘Time of death is estimated to be between 19.15 and 20.15, Wednesday, 17 March 2010. Blood effusion observed in the conjunctiva and the sclera of the eye and also in the mouth and along the ligature mark. The ligature mark is pale. Evidence of slackness in the neck, along with presumed damage to the os hyoideum and thyroid cartilage, but a full autopsy must be performed in order to provide evidence of a fracture. Teeth are intact.’ At the bottom of the preliminary report, Bøje had scribbled, ‘Where the bloody, bollocking hell is my noose, you useless amateurs?’

Søren looked at the report with a growing sense of unease. It really was very unfortunate that Henrik had officially closed the case by concluding that Storm had killed himself before he was in receipt of the final medical report. Søren reviewed various witness statements and noted that practically everyone interviewed had initially expressed surprise that Storm would take his own life, but rowed back the moment the conversation moved towards the scientific-dishonesty allegation. Only Trine Rønn continued to insist that suicide was out of the question, regardless of the dishonesty allegation.

At the very back of the file Søren found a copy of Kristian Storm’s suicide note. When he had read it, he pushed back his chair and went out into the kitchen to make himself a cup of coffee.

It was an odd suicide note, clumsily phrased and littered with Anglicisms. That was particularly strange because Trine Rønn had stated that Storm had made a point of using correct Danish. Henrik would have picked this up, Søren thought irritably, if only he had bothered questioning Trine Rønn properly.

He flicked through the report to find a witness statement from Marie Skov, but there was nothing. Søren could not understand why she had not yet been interviewed. In the few days since he had taken an interest in the case, her name had cropped up all the time. Nor had Henrik spoken to Berit Dahl Mogensen, the statistician from Odense, whom Merethe Hermansen, the department’s chief secretary, had mentioned. Berit Dahl Mogensen was the woman who had left Guinea-Bissau in such haste. Why would Henrik hire Anna to write a totally superfluous profile on Kristian Storm, but fail to talk to the very people who had known Storm and the Belem Health Project? Søren was convinced that Henrik had asked for Anna’s help purely to make him jealous, and it was this side of Henrik that bothered him. Quite simply, Søren did not know what game his so-called friend was playing. Deep down Søren trusted very few people, possibly only three: Vibe, his ex-girlfriend, with whom he still had sporadic contact; Linda, his secretary, who had followed him loyally ever since his appointment; and then, of course, Anna. At least until now.

But he didn’t trust Henrik.

It only made matters worse that Søren had started having nightmare visions of Anna making passionate love to other men, and that these men were almost invariably Anders T. or Henrik. In Søren’s imagination, Anders T. was always irritatingly cocky, as only a young guy with no life scars other than those sustained when he’d scraped his knee on the Great Barrier Reef could be, and Søren was able to rise above it. The scenario of Henrik and Anna together, however, almost drove him insane. In his nightmare, Henrik was taking Anna from behind, hard, the way Anna liked it, but he was rougher and more ruthless than Søren would ever think of being. Søren was convinced that in reality Anna would not enjoy it at all, but in his nightmare she moaned with pleasure. Every time the image appeared, Søren attempted to block it out, which had almost the opposite effect.

Søren knew that Anna would have no truck with his jealousy. He could imagine her roaring with laughter. She had announced long ago that she was a realist and, for his information, did not waste her time on intrigues, gossip and paranoid fantasies. She did not discuss men with her girlfriends, or at least not in the way men imagined. For instance, she would never dream of talking about him behind his back; nor would it ever cross her mind to be unfaithful to him, she had said. If she desired another man, it was because she no longer wanted him and she would tell him so to his face before she did anything with anyone. This reassured him, of course, but just occasionally he wished that Anna could be less direct when it came to irrational feelings. Slam dunk. There was such a thing as too much honesty.

So Søren suffered in silence with his dreadful vision of Henrik taking Anna from behind; a couple of times he had resorted to putting on his trainers and going for a run in the forest to shake off the horror of the image.

Søren logged onto Facebook and visited Anna’s profile. He could see that she had just received a virtual fruit basket, a beech sapling and four pineapple palms from Anders T. It was part of an idiotic game called Farmville, Søren saw, and before he knew it he had added the application and selected a small avatar that stood on a barren field, looking totally ridiculous with its oversized head and a pitchfork. Weirdly, a friendship request from Anders T. popped up on his screen almost immediately and when Søren clicked frantically on the invitation to make it go away, he accidentally accepted it, and suddenly an equally ridiculous figure appeared next to his, saying, H in a speech bubble. Søren checked the game page to find out how to reply, but before he had discovered that, another speech bubble popped up: Unemployed public sector worker gets new job. Time to get the harvest in! At the same time Søren got a message telling him he had received a plum tree and a garden chair as a present from Anders T. Søren clicked chat, wrote Piss off, hit enter and logged out of Facebook.

Then he heard a ping and checked his inbox. Lovely surprise, it said in the subject field, and when Søren opened the email, he saw that it was from his childhood friend Jacob Madsen. The tone was hearty. When they were children, Søren had often wondered whether Jacob was jealous of him. Herman Madsen, Jacob’s father, had taken a special interest in Søren and his investigative abilities and never sought to hide it, and in the latter part of their friendship, before the Madsen family had moved, Søren had had the distinct feeling that Jacob could not wait to see the back of him. But any past tension had clearly been forgotten.


Dear Søren, How nice to hear from you! I often think about you. And I see that your name appears in the paper every now and then. The old man is obviously as proud as a peacock and claims at least half the credit for your success. As you may remember, we moved to Aalborg and here we have stayed. I teach PE and Danish at Aalborg Free School. My wife, Birgitte, teaches at another school and we have two children, Max and Jasmin, whom we adopted from China. We are all very well. The only sad news is that my mother died just over a year ago. Jasmin, our daughter, was seven years old at the time and we had just come back from China where we had collected Max. Max was nearly four years old when we adopted him, so it was something of an upheaval for both him and for us, and in the middle of it all my mother was diagnosed with cancer, a very aggressive form, unfortunately. It really got us down, especially the old man, who has had to learn to manage on his own. Dad has moved to a small terraced house because, although he is still as bright as a button, his legs are starting to fail and he fell down the stairs a couple of times in their old house. His mood isn’t what it used to be, either. He has grown quite gloomy since Mum died and often struggles to get out of bed in the morning. As it happens, I am going over to see him tonight, and he will be so pleased to hear that I am in contact with you! I think he is slightly disappointed that you became Denmark’s most famous detective, rather than me. If you ever come to Aalborg, you must visit him. It would make him so happy. But how are you? Do you have time for a family alongside your career? Are your grandparents still alive? Please post some pictures on your profile so I can keep up! By the way, I made friends on Facebook with Vibe a few months ago, though it was her who found me. I understand that Vibe is married with children of her own now. And I was sure that you and she would stay the distance. Even though we were all so young, there was something very settled about the two of you. Anyway, good to hear from you. Let’s keep in touch. Best wishes, Jacob



Søren clicked on Jacob Madsen’s friends list and quickly found Vibe’s profile. He sent her a friend request and spent a moment looking at her profile picture. It was several months since they had last seen each other, possibly as many as six. Vibe had not lost weight after having two children, but she looked happy. Simple and uncomplicated. And that was precisely what you couldn’t stand, Søren reminded himself. Not enough of a challenge. Yet now he found himself almost missing their predictable life together. The certainty of their quiet love, which they didn’t have to choose every day. Neither did it have to be reviewed and tested. Søren could not recall Vibe ever being irritated by him. Or provoked by him, was probably more accurate. She was nothing like Anna. Søren had a mental image of Anna constantly watching him, wondering when it was time to pull the pins out of a couple of hand grenades so that anything that looked remotely like the budding shoots of harmony could be levelled to the ground. Vibe was a fundamentally more contented person with normal, everyday expectations, which had been easy for Søren to meet. That they had ultimately split up because Vibe wanted children and Søren didn’t was another and, as it had turned out, more complicated story.

Suddenly Søren noticed that Anna and Vibe were also friends on Facebook. That really pissed him off.

Consequently, when Anna came into the living room shortly afterwards and turned on the television to watch an episode of a series she was following, he was perfectly aware how out of order he sounded. Anna glared at him.

‘Did you seriously just ask me why I’m friends with Vibe on Facebook, as if that’s not allowed because she’s your friend, or what?’

‘But—’

‘On Facebook, you can be friends with the world and his wife, Søren. That’s the whole point. Besides, Vibe and I really like each other. I thought you’d be pleased that we get on.’

‘I don’t like Facebook,’ Søren grunted.

‘Fine, so you shouldn’t have created a profile,’ Anna said breezily. ‘Are you going to watch Six Feet Under with me? It’s a repeat, but I didn’t see the first episodes when it was last on.’

‘No,’ Søren said.

‘Please yourself,’ Anna said, and started watching television.

Søren relocated to the kitchen with his laptop and made a point of closing the door firmly and turning on the radio with the volume a little too loud.


Dear Jacob, Yes, thank you, I’m all right. I live with an unbelievably demanding and self-centred woman who drives me crazy on a daily basis. She is one of those modern ‘wimmin’ who has ultimately no need for a man because she is more self-sufficient than an ecosystem on steroids, but she deigns to let me live on the margins of her life so she can have regular sex without the risk of catching a nasty venereal disease and to make sure there’s someone to look after her daughter when she catches German measles and gets in the way of Mummy’s career plans.



Søren had dashed it off as a single thought and now he drew breath. Then he deleted everything and started again.


Dear Jacob, Please give your father my very best wishes. I often think of him with great affection because if it hadn’t been for him I would never have applied to the police. I am sorry to hear that he is starting to age. I can’t imagine Cluedo being anything other than sharp as a knife. I was also sorry to hear about your mother. Cancer is a merciless disease which sadly claimed the lives of both Knud and Elvira some years ago.



Søren read what he had written before he continued.


I live with Anna who is a dinosaur scientist and works at the Department of Cell Biology and Comparative Zoology; I guess you can say that she is the female equivalent of Ross from Friends. She has a daughter, Lily, from a previous relationship, and I have grown to love Lily as if she were my own. We live in Humlebæk, on Skovvej, in a house bordering the forest, but I still own Knud and Elvira’s old place on Snerlevej. I’m currently wondering whether to sell it, but then again, the market isn’t exactly buoyant.

Hey, by the way, do you remember a family who lived across from us at number nineteen? Their surname was Skov. They had three daughters who were younger than us. I don’t remember them myself, but they have popped up in as many as two cases at work and I have grown curious, not least because one of my colleagues has found an old photograph of the family in which I also feature. I haven’t seen the picture, but I have been told that I have a football under my arm and am standing next to another teenager wearing eighties clothing, and surely that can only be you. I was just wondering if you can remember them. Curiosity will be the death of me, just ask your father! And, yes, I’ll definitely visit Aalborg soon because I would also really like to see him. Let’s keep in touch. It’s nice to know you’re doing so well. Cute kids!

Best wishes, Søren



When Søren had made himself a sandwich and drunk a glass of milk standing at the kitchen table, he walked through the living room, where Anna was still watching television, and down the passage to their bedroom.

‘Good night, Big Sulk,’ Anna called out cheerfully after him.

When Søren had checked on Lily, he cleaned his teeth and made sure to squeeze the toothpaste in the middle, then leave a couple of fat blobs in the washbasin. He doubted that Anna would notice, but it still felt good.

*

On Wednesday morning Lily was more ebullient than usual when Søren came out of the shower. She was in the kitchen wearing only knickers and sticking her tummy out while Anna inspected the remains of the German measles.

‘The rash has almost gone,’ Anna said. ‘And she doesn’t have a temperature. I think she’s well enough to go to nursery.’

‘Oh,’ Søren said.

‘You sound almost disappointed.’ Anna laughed and flung her arms around him.

‘Give her a kiss,’ Lily shouted, and started jumping up and down. Anna offered Søren an exaggerated pout and he bent down to kiss her.

‘Right, if you’re going to nursery, Lily, we need to get a move on,’ Søren said. ‘Go and get dressed.’ Anna and Lily disappeared down the passage, chatting, and soon afterwards he heard a Kaj and Andrea song playing. He began making Lily’s packed lunch.

A moment later Anna popped her head into the kitchen. She was in her underwear, with mascara on one eye. ‘Two things. Turns out I’m not going to Bellahøj after all to present my profile of Kristian Storm and—’

‘Why not?’

‘I’ve just checked my email and Henrik writes that the case is officially closed, but he doesn’t say why. Only that he’s sorry for the inconvenience and that I should send him an invoice. Never mind. I had fun doing it. The other thing is that I’ve just realised the nursery is closed next week as it’s Easter. And I was wondering . . . I mean, if you have stuff to do where you can’t take Lily, please do you think you could get it done this week? It’s just that . . . well, Thomas is coming over this weekend and would like to have Lily on the Saturday, but on the Sunday Anders T. has asked me if I would go with him to his parents’ summer house on Sjællands Odde. He can’t concentrate on that application – it’s hopeless – but he insists that if we drive up there, we can write it in no time. Would that be all right? I’ll be back on Wednesday, a week today. And on Maundy Thursday Cecilie and Jens have invited us to Easter lunch and Lily can stay there for a sleepover, and then I thought the two of us could do something together . . . Stay in a hotel or something. Just like all the other boring couples who need to have sex.’ Anna grinned.

During all the time Anna had been talking, Søren had been buttering rye bread and had made rather too many sandwiches for a five-year-old.

‘Are all those for Lily?’ Anna asked, astonished.

‘Some are for me,’ he said quickly.

‘Where are you going?’

‘I thought I’d pop over to Snerlevej and tear down the old shed in Knud and Elvira’s garden,’ he said. ‘Finn, my tenant, called to say that the roof is hanging on by a thread after the last storm.’

‘Oh, all right. That’s a shame – I would have liked to come with you. I’d love to see that house one day. Remind me again why we don’t live there.’

‘Bad memories,’ was all Søren said.

‘Bad memories from your childhood? I thought you were happy in that house.’

‘Anna.’ Søren spun around. ‘I can’t step inside it without smelling cancer. I know perfectly well it’s all in my mind because I aired it for two months after Knud died, but I can still smell it.’

‘Then why don’t you sell it?’

‘Because . . . I’m not ready,’ Søren replied, and turned his attention back to the packed lunches.

‘OK,’ Anna said thoughtfully. ‘We need to talk about that. But what about the stuff I just said?’

‘That’s fine with me, Anna Bella.’ Søren was busy fitting cherry tomatoes and snack boxes of raisins into the lunch box next to the stacks of sandwiches.

Anna hugged him from behind. ‘Hey, are you really OK with that?’

‘Yes,’ Søren said. ‘And you don’t have to book some pathetic hotel break to ease your guilty conscience.’

‘I don’t understand,’ Anna said, and let go of him. ‘What am I supposed to feel guilty about? And why is it pathetic that I’d like some alone time with you?’

At that moment the doorbell rang.

‘Now who could that be? It’s only eight thirty,’ Anna said. ‘Do you mind answering it while I get dressed?’

*

Henrik was at Søren’s throat the moment he opened the door.

‘What the hell—’ Søren defended himself by pushing Henrik so forcefully that Henrik ended up on his backside on the hall floor.

‘What do you think you’re doing?’ a startled Søren roared.

‘What am I doing?’ Henrik shouted back. ‘What do you think you’re doing? You handed in your warrant card a week ago. You quit. That means what you’re doing is fucking illegal.’

Henrik’s gaze was manic.

‘Right,’ Søren said, ‘and what exactly am I supposed to have done?’ Henrik had got to his feet again and raised his hand to jab Søren in the chest. Søren shoved him outside and closed the front door behind them. Henrik pointed a finger angrily at him.

‘You had no business talking to Bøje without your warrant card,’ he said. ‘And, what’s more, you fucking asked Bøje to email you a copy of his report, forgetting to mention the small detail that you don’t have the authority any more. That’s classified information for police eyes only, man. And you’ve been sniffing around the Institute of Biology, chatting to people and, oh, yes, discovered some, in your opinion, vitally important confetti in the basement, which meant I was hauled in front of Jørgensen when I came back from Station City yesterday. Why hadn’t I had the brilliant idea to look for those papers in the basement under the Institute of Biology? Why hadn’t I spoken to the caretaker? That was what Jørgensen wanted to know. But what fucking difference does it make to the case, eh? None. On the contrary. No normal person shreds their life’s work unless it’s an admission that the whole thing was a con. But what does common sense matter when you spy an opportunity to humiliate Henrik Tejsner, eh?’

‘I don’t see why you feel humiliated, Henrik,’ Søren said calmly, and folded his arms across his chest. ‘Besides, I tried calling you first. Twice. But I reckon you were too busy showing off at Station City to do your job properly.’

‘You take that back, you bastard!’ Henrik yelled, and took a step towards Søren while he jabbed the air, this time in the direction of Søren’s face. ‘I’m not putting up with this crap. Take it back.’

‘No,’ Søren said.

‘I think you’re jealous,’ Henrik spluttered.

‘Of what?’

‘Jealous that I took over your old job and appear to be so good at it that Station City wants me to work for them. All you’re doing is sitting around here breastfeeding. Jealous that I hired Tiger Pussy and that she purrs whenever she sees— What the hell are you doing?’

Søren had taken a step forwards and shoved Henrik further onto the lawn where he stumbled. Henrik regained his footing and looked furiously at Søren. ‘Don’t you fucking push me!’

‘Hey, Henrik, you’re—’ Søren exclaimed, raising his hand to his own nose.

‘You’re out of order this time. Either come back and do your job or keep your detective nose to yourself. If you don’t, I’ll—’

‘Henrik—’

‘You’ve made me look a right prat, man, and—’

‘Henrik, you’re bleeding!’

Now Henrik realised that blood was dripping from his nose and over his mouth. ‘You hit me!’ he howled.

‘No,’ Søren said.

‘You bloody hit me, man!’

‘I only pushed you and you know it.’ Søren opened the door, grabbed a woolly hat from the coat stand in the hallway and chucked it at Henrik, who pressed it against his nose.

‘I’ll bloody report you,’ Henrik said. ‘If I catch you sniffing around my turf one more time, if you stick your big nose into my business, I’ll report you.’ Henrik had walked further down the garden path now, still pressing the hat to his nose. His skin was deathly pale and Søren noticed that his free hand was shaking.

‘Hey, are you sure you don’t need some help with that?’ Søren asked.

‘Just shut the fuck up,’ Henrik shouted, and hurled the hat to the ground.

Then he disappeared. A moment later Søren heard him drive away.

Startled, Søren walked back to the house. There was blood on the garden path and all the way into the hall, so he fetched a cloth and a bucket of water and cleaned it up. He put the woolly hat in the laundry room. It belonged to Lily so he should probably try to wash it even though it was soaked with blood and he was sorely tempted to bin it. Back in the kitchen he washed his hands and poured himself a cup of strong black coffee. Now his hands were shaking too.

Lily came bouncing down the passage, with Anna behind her.

‘Who was that?’ Anna asked. Søren looked closely at her, but there were no signs that Anna or Lily was aware of what had just happened.

‘Licensing people,’ Søren said.

’You haven’t paid our TV licence?’ Anna was surprised.

‘Have you?’

‘I don’t watch TV, do I?’

‘You watched TV yesterday,’ Søren said.

‘Yes, for the first time in two months.’

‘Kiss him now,’ Lily said, stamping her foot.

Anna kissed the corner of Søren’s mouth and grabbed Lily’s lunch box.

‘Will you be picking me up today, Søren?’ Lily asked.

‘Absolutely,’ Søren replied.

When Anna and Lily had left, he knocked back the last of his coffee, even though it tasted foul.

Then he took a moment to reflect.

Having made up his mind, he went straight to the laundry room, retrieved the blood-soaked woolly hat from the laundry basket and placed it on top of a freezer bag on the kitchen table. In Lily’s room he found a petri dish from the Institute of Biology, which Anna had brought home to Lily. He carefully wrung out the hat and a couple of viscous drops landed at the bottom of the petri dish. Then he covered the dish with cling-film and put it in the fridge.

Something was wrong with Henrik.

*

Søren had cabin fever and needed to get out of the house. He called his tenant on Snerlevej and left a message. Twenty minutes later Finn texted back that Søren was welcome to take a look at the garden shed, even though he and his wife were at work. The key was under an artificial stone to the left of the front door, so he could just let himself in. He would find tools in the basement. Søren put his excess production of sandwiches and a bottle of water into a plastic bag and grabbed his own toolbox. When he was ready to leave, he took the petri dish with Henrik’s blood and put it into a small cool box, which Anna used for Lily’s sandwiches in the summer. Soon he was on his way to Copenhagen.

Søren scanned the car park outside the Institute of Forensic Medicine, but fortunately he could see neither Henrik’s car nor any others from Bellahøj Police. When he walked down the ramp to the basement under the institute, he spotted Bøje at the centre of a semicircle of rapt students in white coats. Bøje was facing Søren and he looked worse than he had yesterday, pale and exhausted, which his recent shave only served to highlight. His eyebrows shot up when he saw Søren, who gestured that he would wait in Bøje’s office.

‘I’ve worked with you for . . . how many years is it now?’ Bøje asked him brusquely when he stepped inside his office five minutes later and closed the door behind him.

‘Nine or ten,’ Søren said. ‘Thereabouts.’

‘Whatever. At any rate, this is the first time you’ve seriously disappointed me.’

‘I’m sorry,’ Søren said. ‘I just didn’t want to put you in a moral dilemma.’

‘Oh, I’ve worked that out and that’s why I’m disappointed,’ Bøje continued. ‘When you waltz in with a question for me, I assume you have a bloody good reason for asking it and it would never cross my mind to question your motives. Maybe ten years ago when you were an irritating rookie, but certainly not now when we’ve worked together for so long and we respect each other. So I’m a bit pissed off that you didn’t tell me yesterday that you and Bellahøj are taking a break. Had I known that, I would obviously never have mentioned your visit to Henrik Tejsner. He totally flipped out. You could have spared me the sight of the most embarrassing loss of composure I’ve witnessed so far in a grown man. Why on earth did you quit?’

‘I’m not suited to a desk job. Not like that,’ Søren replied. ‘And I’m sorry I didn’t trust—’

‘That is the biggest load of tosh I’ve ever heard,’ Bøje snapped. ‘You are your job, just like I am. It’s a calling, a passion, and it’s not something you just quit. Take a leaf out of my book and make a highly undervalued move down the ladder. It’s more refreshing than green tea.’

‘Yes, because you seem so incredibly laid-back, these days,’ Søren remarked drily. ‘But you’re right. I appear to have painted myself well and truly into a corner.’

‘Nonsense,’ Bøje said. ‘Sometimes you have to make a really big mistake to learn your lesson. And if Jørgensen doesn’t realise soon that he made a massive howler and give you your old job back, there’s bound to be another bright commissioner in one of Denmark’s eleven other police districts who would be happy to benefit from your expertise.’

‘You may be right,’ Søren said, ‘but it’s also . . .’ Suddenly Bøje looked as if he was about to faint. Søren grabbed his arm, pulled out a chair and sat him down. ‘Are you all right?’ he asked, alarmed.

‘Yes, yes,’ Bøje snapped. ‘I’m just terribly behind with my work and I didn’t sleep very much last night. I worked late to finish a case so the undertaker could pick up the body this morning.’

‘You need to get some sleep,’ Søren said anxiously. Bøje had gone as white as a sheet and Søren thought he was having trouble breathing.

‘Yeah, yeah. You can sleep when you’re old.’

‘You are old,’ Søren said gently.

‘Rub it in, why don’t you? Besides, this time I have only myself to blame. I downgraded the case because at first glance it didn’t look suspicious in the least. Depressed, heavily medicated fifty-seven-year-old woman in early retirement took too many pills one night last week and snuffed it somewhere in Vangede. At first I thought I could whizz through it in a couple of hours, but I was wrong. First I needed to determine how many drugs she was on, and while her medication chart listed nine, eleven different types were found at her address, some of which were out of date, some no longer being produced and some were medication given only to hospital patients. However, according to her medical records, the deceased had not been hospitalised since 1995. I began to get a bad feeling about it, especially when I found three dark hairs wrapped around the deceased’s thumb, index and middle finger. Too dark to belong to the deceased herself, if you get my drift. I’ve probably grown paranoid from lack of sleep, but I ended up performing a full autopsy and sent blood, tissue, urine, nail scrapings and the three hairs as an urgent case to the Department of Forensic Genetics. Even if it proves to be a storm in a teacup, it’ll still feel good to have squandered some of your miserly boss’s budget. Anyway, I didn’t finish until three o’clock this morning and by that time it was too late to go home, wouldn’t you say? My new shift of students arrived at eight.’

Søren looked attentively at Bøje. ‘I happen to know about the Vangede case,’ he then said. ‘I believe the dead woman’s name is Joan Skov.’

Bøje Knudsen shrugged. ‘You could be right. I know her better as OK133-2010.’

‘She’s the mother of a girl who grew up in the same street as me, and that girl, Marie Skov, is the professor’s closest assistant. Or she was.’

For a moment Bøje seemed baffled. ‘The professor?’

‘The other body on your table. The man from the Institute of Biology.’

‘Really? Is there a link I ought to know about?’

‘No, I don’t think so. I’m just saying it’s a small world.’

At this Bøje gave Søren a sly look. ‘Now I get why you’re sniffing around without permission, you nosy parker.’

Søren gave a light shrug. ‘Anna, my girlfriend, works in the building next to the Department of Immunology, and she knows the woman who found Kristian Storm and then . . . Well, it just seemed a bit odd that everything led back to the street where I grew up, so, yes, it did make me a bit nosy. But I’m also annoyed at how Henrik is handling this case. He talks nonsense and draws easy conclusions . . . And he flirts with Anna,’ Søren blurted out.

Bøje stared at Søren in disbelief. ‘You lot are nothing but a bunch of bitchy little divas. One minute one of Denmark’s leading police officers is stamping his foot like a toddler having a tantrum, and the next his superior, possibly Denmark’s most famous police officer, comes to cry on my shoulder because somebody’s been flirting with his girl. Jesus Christ, Marhauge, if you can’t rise above that inflated hothead, your relationship with your girlfriend is in big trouble. Now, I have better things to do than sit here offering you free therapy.’ Bøje stood up, swaying perilously, but stayed on his feet.

‘You really should go home and get some rest,’ Søren said.

‘Do you still want a copy of my report on Kristian Storm when I get round to finishing it?’ Bøje said, ignoring him.

‘Yes, please,’ Søren replied. Bøje was right. He should easily be able to rise above Henrik. ‘And if you accidentally attach your post-mortem report on the woman from Vangede, with her blood tests and the forensics results, I wouldn’t mind.’ Søren fluttered his eyelashes in an exaggerated manner.

‘Got something in your eye, have you?’ Bøje grunted.

‘Hey, wait, there’s another thing!’ Søren said.

Bøje had got as far as the door and placed his hand on the handle. He gave Søren a weary look.

‘Please would you take a look at this blood sample?’

‘What blood sample?’ Bøje said.

‘It’s from . . . a friend. Someone I’m worried about. So I guess you could say it’s a personal favour.’

Bøje narrowed his eyes. ‘You’re pushing it, Marhauge. But put it in the fridge on the right.’ He pointed first at one of the two steel doors and then at Søren. ‘And then get out of here. Dry your eyes and man up, OK?’

‘Thanks!’ Søren called after him, but the door had already slammed.

Shortly afterwards, as Søren walked towards the lift, he heard Bøje’s voice: ‘Right, people, the first person who throws up buys a round. This isn’t a profession for the faint hearted.’

*

After visiting Bøje, Søren drove to Snerlevej and concluded almost immediately that trying to repair the old shed in Knud and Elvira’s garden was pointless. It was crumbling and dilapidated, even potentially hazardous. He sent a text message to Finn that he would be back the following day to knock it down. He walked around the house, which brought back memories of Knud and Elvira. They had been good, loving people, who had brought up Søren to be committed and realistic at all times, which made their decision that he couldn’t handle the truth about his parents’ death even more mysterious. He would never understand it; perhaps that was why he felt so low whenever he visited the house. It was not the smell of cancer or the memory of first Elvira and soon after Knud, wasting away in front of his eyes; it was a feeling of having been deceived. He was not angry, not in the least, just sad.

It was at that moment he made up his mind to sell the house.

He knew he would never live there again.

*

As Søren unlocked his car, he glanced down the road to number nineteen, the home of the Skov family. He could not remember noticing the house before, and now that he had, he instinctively took against it. Most houses on Snerlevej were attractive and well maintained, but number nineteen looked decidedly run-down. No flowers. No kitsch wreath on the door or a bird bath in the flowerbed to suggest that someone, regardless of taste, had at least made an effort. Just then the front door opened and a man and a woman appeared. The man was an undertaker, that was plain, and he offered the woman a sympathetic handshake. The woman must be the eldest daughter, Julie Claessen, whom Henrik had described as ‘the size of a shed’. It was not entirely fair. Curvaceous would have been a more generous word. But what jumped out at Søren more than anything was how old-fashioned she looked. Her skirt was long, reaching right down to her calves and she wore an awful blouse with a loose, floppy bow. The style was completely wrong for a woman who was at most in her mid-thirties. At that moment, Julie raised her eyes and looked directly at him, only for a second, and Søren quickly got into his car. As he drove off, he saw in his rear-view mirror how Julie waved to the undertaker, then lingered wistfully on the garden path in front of the house before she went back inside and closed the door behind her.

Søren made a quick U-turn. When he passed number nineteen, he turned his head to study the house and was rumbled when he spotted Julie in the window. She followed his car with her eyes, then made a point of closing the curtains. Søren drove on past Herman Madsen’s old house. It lay less than a hundred metres from the Skov family home.

*

Lily was drawing at a table in her nursery when Søren arrived to collect her.

‘She’s been a bit quiet today,’ the nursery teacher said, ‘and she liked sitting on my lap for a cuddle, didn’t you, Lily?’ Lily nodded and ran to the pegs in the hallway to fetch her snowsuit.

‘Forgive me for asking,’ the nursery teacher said quietly, ‘but is everything all right at home? I don’t wish to intrude, but Lily said a couple of things today that made me think you might be having problems.’

‘Oh,’ Søren said. ‘I’m surprised to hear that.’

‘Before our fruit break she said you had a fight with your brother this morning.’

‘My brother?’

‘Yes,’ the nursery teacher said. ‘She said, “Søren said it was the TV-licence people, but I knew it was Uncle Henrik.”’

Søren was momentarily at a loss. ‘Aha,’ he said. ‘I’ll talk to her.’

Once they were in the car, Lily sang ‘The Wheels on the Bus’, but made up most of the lyrics, which alternated between being involuntarily poetic and deliberately provocative. Søren couldn’t get a word in edgeways until they reached home and he had parked the car.

‘Lily, I want to ask you a question. When you looked out of the window this morning, did you see something that frightened you?’ he said.

‘I might have,’ Lily replied.

‘Did you see me push Uncle Henrik?’

‘Yes,’ Lily said. ‘Mum was drying her hair so she didn’t hear anything, but I sat on the windowsill counting my birds’ eggshells, and that’s when I saw you push Uncle Henrik and I also saw a lot of blood. Why were you angry with Uncle Henrik and why did you say he had come about the TV licence? It’s naughty to lie.’ Lily looked sternly at Søren.

Søren thought hard. ‘I said it was about the TV licence because your mum heard someone ring the doorbell and wanted to know who it was, but I didn’t think you had heard or seen anything, and Uncle Henrik was really very sad, and I thought if you found out you would be sad too, and there was no reason for you to be. So I said it was the TV-licensing people. I didn’t see you in the window.’

‘Don’t be cross with Uncle Henrik.’ Lily looked upset.

‘We’ll make it up,’ Søren assured her. ‘It’s just like when you fall out with Hannah or Martha at nursery and—’

‘I didn’t like Uncle Henrik’s eyes,’ Lily said. ‘I waved to him and he looked right up at me and his eyes were huge and swirly.’ Lily made spiral movements in front of her eyes. ‘Just like Uncle Anders’ when he stayed over.’

‘Uncle Anders? From the children’s TV programme?’

‘No,’ Lily said. ‘Anders who works with Mum.’

Søren’s stomach lurched. ‘When was that?’ he said casually.

‘I don’t know. Oh, yes, I do – it was when you came home with that mermaid Barbie for me, which Mum didn’t like one bit but you said that she was a marine biologist and had written a doctoral something or other.’ Lily unclicked her seat-belt and jumped out onto the pavement. ‘And I want my Hello Kitty hat back,’ she insisted. ‘Please may I play Oline on the computer now?’ Søren nodded and stayed in the car when Lily had slammed the door and raced up the garden path.

He was in shock.

He had bought that Barbie for Lily in Vordingborg where he had spent two days attending a strategic leadership course last October. Anna had mentioned that Anders T. and another PhD student from the department had come round for dinner because they were writing a song for their head of department whose anniversary was imminent. Søren had thought nothing of it. It had been wonderful to come home because Anna and Lily had thrown their arms around his neck and been extraordinarily pleased to see him. On Anna’s part, almost suspiciously pleased, he could see that now.

Lily was busy stacking cushions on a chair in order to reach the laptop when Søren entered the house; shortly afterwards he could hear low, animated voices and Lily replying. For a long time he stood leaning against the kitchen table, unable even to pick up the phone when Anna called just before five.

Besides, he knew why she was calling: to say that she was running late because of something work-related. He’d bet on it.

Søren was lying on the sofa, watching the news, when Anna got home. Lily had had a bath and was in bed, but she was still awake and looking at some picture books. Anna brought the scent of early spring with her into the living room and her eyes shone after her walk back from the station.

‘Oh, isn’t it wonderful that it’s getting lighter? I do so love spring,’ she said, and kissed Søren. ‘I’m sorry I’m so late. Did you get my message?’

‘Yes,’ Søren said, and tried to watch television around Anna, who was squatting on her haunches by the sofa.

‘Am I in your way?’ She grinned.

‘Lily’s still awake. Do you think you could go and say good night? She’s been waiting for you.’

Anna went down the passage and Søren heard her read aloud three books at least. During all that time, he lay seething on the sofa. Part of him wanted to march into Lily’s room and demand to know why Anna had never mentioned that Anders T. had stayed over, while another part ordered him not to. Anna had told him so very little about her relationship with Thomas, Lily’s biological father, but she had said one thing that was scorched into Søren’s memory.

‘When we met each other,’ she had said, ‘Thomas wanted everything and preferably by yesterday. He pressured me into living with him, he said “I love you” almost straight away, and he took me to meet all his friends and family in Jutland even though we had only dated for a few weeks. But once he got to know me properly, he didn’t like me at all. He didn’t like my personality, he didn’t like my body, he didn’t like my passion. If I hadn’t already been pregnant at that point, we would have split up. It was all wrong. He thought I was the woman of his dreams, but I was someone completely different. It was the worst experience of my life, and I swore that if I were ever to have another boyfriend, he would have to love me for who I was.’

Søren knew that Anna would be furious if he so much as hinted that she had cheated on him. She had already told him she would never contemplate doing anything of the sort. She would break up with him before she started a relationship with another man, she had said. But she had not split up with him. And that business with Anders was six months ago, if it had even happened.

He would die if he lost her.

‘What’s wrong with you?’ Anna asked, when she came back into the living room. Søren had curled up and was facing the back of the sofa. ‘She’s asleep now. Did you save some dinner for me?’

‘No,’ Søren said. ‘We had porridge.’

‘Porridge?’

‘Yes, I couldn’t be bothered to cook,’ Søren said.

‘Is something wrong?’

‘No.’

‘Then why are you being like this?’

‘I’m just tired.’

Anna sat down on the sofa next to him and held him tight.

‘Kiss me,’ she said, in a low voice. Soon, his jeans were around his ankles and Anna was straddling him.

‘Put your hand over my mouth,’ she moaned, and when he did, she came loudly, murmuring into his palm.

‘I needed that,’ Anna said afterwards. She was lying with her neck on the edge of the sofa, her half-dressed body on the floor and her hand around Søren’s ankle. He was still sitting on the sofa and was completely exhausted.

‘Working with Anders T. is a bloody nightmare,’ Anna said, after a lengthy silence. ‘He’s a great guy, charming and funny, but trying to organise anything with him is a joke. He can’t concentrate at all. It beats me how he ever got his master’s. Seriously, I suspect him of having bought his degree on the Khao San Road during a transit stop in Thailand, and I genuinely worry about his PhD. You have to work consistently for all three years, but Anders T. is acting as if he were still an undergraduate and he can just pull a few all-nighters before the exam. I won’t apply for any more grants with him. He’s uncontrollable, like a puppy, but very entertaining.’ Anna shook her head, but couldn’t stop herself smiling. Then she got up and went out into the bathroom. Soon after, she returned in her dressing gown and headed for the kitchen where Søren heard her tip cornflakes into a bowl.

‘I’m going to bed,’ she said, a moment later, when she reappeared in the living room. ‘And, Søren?’

‘Yes?’

‘It was good to be close to you again. It’s been a whole week since the last time. What’s happening to us?’ She gave a fleeting smile and disappeared out of the living room.

What was she really saying?

*

When Søren checked his inbox, Bøje had sent him two emails with attachments. One he had named OK133 -2010 and the other Your friend’s blood sample.


Dear Søren, I’m attaching Joan Skov’s autopsy report, with the preliminary investigation report. You’ll get the rest as soon as they’re back from Forensic Genetics. Should anyone ask, you nicked everything and I know nothing about it. Unfortunately I didn’t get round to Kristian Storm today because a girl was found dead in Hedehusene. Personally, I don’t believe her death is related to the girls in Kødbyen, but of course I had to drop everything again. After orders from above, obviously! So, on that account, please be patient. I think it will be tomorrow at the latest because Storm’s funeral is this Friday. Best wishes, Bøje. PS: I really hope the blood sample you gave me this morning isn’t actually yours. As in ‘Dear Agony Aunt, my friend has genital warts, what do you think my friend should do?’ But we can have a chat about that another time. Remember, I’m always on your side.



Søren opened the file Your friend’s blood sample with a sense of foreboding.

‘Shit,’ he exclaimed, when he had finished reading the document.

He took his mobile out of his pocket, found Henrik’s number and then he stopped.

‘Shit, shit, shit,’ he swore again.

He called Jeanette instead.

Henrik and Jeanette had been married since Henrik was at the Police Academy. They had two teenage daughters, and a baby on the way. That baby must be due any time soon, Søren thought. He believed Henrik had mentioned April as the due date. His call went to Jeanette’s voicemail and Søren asked her to call him as soon as possible.

Then he opened Joan Skov’s report, but his mind was no longer on the job. He kept thinking about Henrik. Suddenly he heard a ping from his laptop, and when he checked, there was a long email from Jacob Madsen.


Dear Søren, I’m really sorry to hear that Knud and Elvira are both dead. I realised that they had reached old age, but they always seemed indomitable to me. Cancer is a dreadful thing. We have changed our lifestyle completely since my mother died. It’s no guarantee, I know, but we have both started exercising, we try to eat healthily and be less stressed. Yes, I know it sounds a bit holier than thou, but when I saw my mother waste away in front of my eyes, I decided to do what I could to ensure my cause of death will be something else. What kind of cancer did Knud and Elvira die from?



Søren kept thinking about Henrik and he had just made up his mind to read Jacob’s kind email another time when the next sentence caught his attention.


It’s funny that you should ask about the family at number nineteen. Dad moved house about a month ago, and when we were sorting through his and Mum’s stuff, the old man suddenly picked up a black-and-white photograph from a box, of my mother hugging a little girl, and said he would send it to the Skov family. I had no idea who he was talking about, but Dad explained that they were our former neighbours from Snerlevej and that Mum used to look after their youngest daughter, Lea. She was the girl in the photograph and Mum was very fond of her. Sadly the care arrangement ended dramatically when her father, Frank Skov, accused Mum of having bruised Lea’s arms. He grabbed my mother’s arm in the street and your grandfather saw it. My mother didn’t want to report Frank Skov because she feared he would take it out on Lea, but your grandfather – who was a strong believer in the rule of law – reported him. However, when the police came to interview Mum, she folded her arms across her chest as only she knew how and said she had no idea what they were talking about. Anyway, Dad got it into his head that Lea Skov should have that photograph as a memory of Mum and when we looked up the Skov family on the net, we learned that the parents, Frank and Joan, still lived on Snerlevej. Dad was going to ring them and ask for their daughter’s address, he said. A few weeks later I asked how he was getting on with the picture and Dad said that it hadn’t gone very well. He had managed to get hold of Joan Skov, who had also agreed that Lea would be pleased to have the picture, but had asked him to please ring back in the evening when her husband was at home because she couldn’t remember Lea’s address. But before Dad had time to call back, he received a call from Julie, the eldest daughter in the Skov family, who very bluntly and somewhat aggressively said they didn’t want the picture and it should be thrown away. But Dad didn’t want to do that. He remembered how Julie had always been very controlling of her sisters so he called back in the evening and got Lea’s address from Frank, who was perfectly polite. A few days passed, and before Dad got round to posting the photograph, Julie Skov called him, screaming and shouting that he had killed her mother. At first Dad did not understand one word, but then he realised that Joan Skov had committed suicide, and Julie thought it was because Dad had reminded her of the dreadful time when she couldn’t look after her own children. Dad was distraught and got in touch with his old friend and colleague Benny Jørgensen, from Bellahøj Police. You know him, I gather. He’s your chief superintendent, and you work at Bellahøj, don’t you? But it was true: Joan Skov had killed herself on the night between Wednesday and Thursday, Jørgensen was able to tell him, but obviously it had had nothing to do with Dad’s call or the photograph. Nevertheless Dad has been very upset by the incident ever since, glum and despondent, as if he has completely lost the touch that, back in the day, made him such a good police officer. I hope you won’t think I’m putting pressure on you, but I was going to ask if you fancy actually visiting him in the near future. It would really cheer him up to talk about the old days and about police work. Anyway, I had better hit send. Apologies for such a lengthy palaver, but don’t forget, I’m a Danish teacher [image: image] Best wishes, Jacob



On Thursday morning Søren drove to Snerlevej after taking Lily to nursery. Finn had not yet left for work and offered Søren a cup of coffee and a crusty bread roll when he turned up with his toolbox and chainsaw.

They chatted for a while about this and that, and Søren was struck by how tired he was. Dead tired. He leaned back, happy to let Finn do the talking. Suddenly he realised that, although the kitchen had been modernised, he could see straight through the living room directly to the Skov house across the road. He adjusted his chair slightly to get a better view.

A man and two smartly dressed girls were standing on the pavement. The front door opened and Julie Claessen, dressed in black, emerged with a man whom Søren guessed must be the infamous Frank Skov. They debated something, after which Frank put his keys into his pocket. Together they walked in the direction of a parked car and Søren could see their faces clearly now. Frank looked like a petty criminal, he thought. A weasel. Not evil or repulsive, but someone who was always ducking and diving. He drank, that was plain to see. His hair had been combed, but it was greasy at the back with marks from the comb and he had the kind of dentures worn by someone who is ageing and trying to disguise it. As a police officer, Søren had seen his fair share of weasels and, though he knew perfectly well not to judge a book by its cover, he couldn’t help it. The man who had been standing on the pavement with the two girls now helped Frank into the car’s passenger seat and closed the door. They drove off, leaving a white VW Transporter in the carport.

‘She’s being buried today,’ said Finn, who had followed Søren’s gaze. ‘The mother, Joan. You probably know them because I believe they’ve lived there for over thirty years.’

Søren shook his head. ‘I don’t know them, but . . .’ He was about to tell Finn about the photograph Henrik had found and the link to Kristian Storm, but fell silent.

‘Frankly, I can’t say we were surprised when we heard that she had died. We hardly ever saw her, and on the few occasions that we did, she looked ill. Always in her dressing gown, and fragile, as if she could barely tolerate sunlight. But I’ve heard that she was artistic when she was younger and studied at Kunstakademiet before she had children. My wife is friends with the woman who took over Joan’s job teaching art at Dyssegårdsskolen – that’s how I know. I believe she killed herself. The police were here for two days in a row so it’s probably not an ordinary death. Do you know anything?’ Finn looked curiously at Søren.

‘Even if I did, I couldn’t tell you.’ Søren smiled.

‘They have a very beautiful daughter,’ Finn said. ‘Lea, their youngest. My son has just turned seventeen and has a huge crush on her. Their middle daughter is also pretty, but more ordinary-looking. The neighbour told my wife that she has breast cancer, so that family has been hit hard. Frank is a nice guy. I’ve borrowed tools from him a few times. His shed is really well equipped, but you should see their back garden. It’s unbelievable. Enclosed by bushes on three sides so you can’t see in from the other gardens, and it’s not until you’re inside it that you realise you’re in a small version of Vigeland Park.’

‘Vigeland Park?’

‘That sculpture garden in Oslo – only Frank’s garden is dotted with the most peculiar clay figures, partly ruined by the wind and the weather. When you look at those figures, it’s hard to believe she ever showed promise.’

‘I believe they lost a little son many years ago,’ Søren blurted out.

‘Gosh, is that right?’

‘What else do you make of them?’ Søren said.

‘Hmm,’ Finn said, draining his coffee cup. ‘Their eldest daughter visits frequently, sometimes with her two daughters, but mostly alone. I believe she’s a carer – well, she drives one of those cars with Copenhagen Council Homecare on it. She looks nothing like her sisters although they share the same colouring. All three have their father’s dark brown hair and blue eyes. But the two younger girls are both petite – my son would probably describe them as fit, especially the youngest – while the eldest girl is very large. Not massively overweight, but . . . big. The youngest visited a lot at the start of the year, come to think of it. I haven’t seen her for a few months, though, and the middle daughter comes from time to time on a Sunday. I believe she has a child and a husband . . . That’s right; I’m sure about the husband because he’s an orthopaedic surgeon at Rigshospitalet. Jesper Just is his name. My wife is an anaesthetics nurse and she recognised him one day when we were . . . curtain twitching.’ Finn chuckled. ‘Simple pleasures, eh? Anyway, I’d better get to work. Just lock up when you’re done.’

‘Can you remember the name of the other son-in-law?’

‘I don’t know it. However, every time I came to borrow something, Frank would make sure to mention Jesper. As if he was trying to impress visitors with his son-in-law the doctor. He never mentioned the other, not once. They’re a strange family. Tanja and I have spent a lot of time discussing them in the last few years – yes, I’m sorry, but they’re that kind of family. You just can’t help talking about them. They stand out, somehow, if you know what I mean. Marie, the middle daughter, is a shining academic light while the youngest is a nail technician, and Frank might have been studying civil engineering once, at the dawn of time, but he doesn’t seem that bright to me. He cracks bad jokes and is a bit of a racist. I think he makes his money doing odd jobs. That family just doesn’t make much sense, is what I’m trying to say. Anyway, I’d better be off.’

Get a life, Søren thought, when Finn had left.

*

Two hours later it was Søren’s turn to stand behind the curtain in Finn and Tanja’s living room, spying on the Skov house. He had managed to tear down most of the wooden shed in the garden and reduce it to an unruly pile behind the house, but he still had several hours of work ahead of him. The Skov family was clearly not back from the funeral yet because Frank’s Transporter was still sitting abandoned in the carport. Søren narrowed his eyes and tried to conjure up just one memory from his childhood that included the Skov family, but it proved impossible. Not even the supposedly gorgeous daughter rang any bells, but then again she would have been just a few years old in those days. Lily would definitely grow into a beauty, he then thought, because she took after her mother, luckily, not Thomas. Søren already knew that next Saturday, when Thomas had Lily, would be the longest day in the history of the world, and he wondered if he should go to Odense to visit a friend and former colleague, who kept asking him when he was coming over. Then it would be Anna’s turn to wonder where he was. His thoughts turned to Henrik. He would have to confront Henrik with what he knew. However he looked at it, Henrik was his friend and Søren had to steel himself for a difficult conversation.

Eventually two cars drove down Snerlevej and pulled up outside number nineteen. Søren retreated behind the curtain. At first he watched Frank Skov get out, then the man who had waited on the pavement with the two girls and finally Julie and her daughters. Julie was sobbing openly and the girls pressed themselves anxiously against her. Three people got out of the second car: a man of around thirty-five, who fitted the description of the son-in-law with the medical degree, and two younger women, who had to be Marie and Lea. Søren studied them with interest. Lea really was striking. Even so, Søren was instantly more attracted to Marie. She was petite, wore no makeup and, compared to her sister’s black-lace-meets-studs outfit, her clothes were decidedly dowdy, but she had intelligent eyes, whose sparkle Søren could see from across the street, and she wore a defiant yellow scarf around her head. He was fascinated by the dynamics of the Skov family. Julie continued to cry and everyone took it in turn to comfort her, somewhat awkwardly. Frank was silent, but Søren could see that he was upset. The other son-in-law, Julie’s husband, clearly had no idea what to do with himself and kept checking something on his mobile, while the surgeon shifted his weight from one foot to the other and exuded authority. Marie and Lea were both distressed; that was obvious. However, Søren realised, to his surprise, they were also very guarded.

He jumped when his mobile rang.

It was Jeanette.

For a moment he struggled to remember why he had asked her to call him back. He knew he was a bad friend for not going straight to Henrik with his discovery and deep down he did not want to be that kind of person, but the result of Henrik’s blood sample had temporarily knocked all common sense out of him.

‘Hi, Jeanette!’ he said. ‘How are you? Have you had your baby yet?’

‘What do you want, Søren?’ Jeanette said icily.

‘Are you OK?’ Søren asked, mystified.

‘How many times have you been to my house in all the years we’ve known each other? Eaten my dinners and drunk my wine in my kitchen while we put the world to rights? Lots. The girls and I cheered you on when you ran the Eremitage Race. I’m aware that you’re mostly Henrik’s friend, but I thought you and I were friends too. Good friends, even.’

‘Yes. Aren’t we?’ Søren was stumped.

‘No, we’re not. Because if we were, you would have called to ask me how I was. How the girls were. Asked if you could bring me some dinner or help me put together the changing unit or spend just one evening listening to me. It’s been really tough and I’ve never been so miserable in all my life. I’m pregnant and I’ve got pelvic-girdle pain and I’m overdue and I’m being induced tomorrow – and do you know something? I always thought you were better than that because—’

‘Jeanette, what are you talking about?’

‘I’ve always really liked you, Søren. But I was wrong about you.’

‘Jeanette,’ Søren said, ‘I’ve no idea what the hell you’re talking about. Please take a deep breath and slow down. Where is Henrik?’

‘How the hell would I know? I haven’t seen him for six months.’ She was crying her eyes out now. ‘Six months! Ever since he came home and announced out of the blue that he was off, see you later. Don’t tell me you didn’t know, you bastard. The least you could have done was call to ask how the girls and I were coping. And, since you ask, I feel like shit. We’re going to have a baby, a little boy, and I’m convinced Henrik is screwing someone on the right side of forty, the right side of thirty, even, who doesn’t have floppy tits from breastfeeding his kids and—’

‘But I thought you had, eh . . . new breasts?’ Søren asked and wanted to kick himself, but he had blurted it out before he’d had time to think.

‘What the hell are you on about?’ Jeanette was now sobbing and raging at the same time. ‘What possessed you to ask me such a stupid question? Is that what she’s got, Henrik’s bitch? You must tell me if you know something.’

‘Jeanette,’ Søren said, ‘I haven’t got a clue what you’re talking about. As far as I know, you and Henrik are happy after that crisis a few years ago and you’re expecting a baby. I know nothing about him not living at home for six months, or that he’s supposed to have a girlfriend, and I can’t imagine that he does! He’s thrilled that you’re pregnant—’

‘Then why did you make that comment about me getting new breasts?’ Jeanette bawled.

‘Because some time ago Henrik mentioned that you were considering having breast implants. I don’t know why I said it. I’m just so shocked that . . . It appears he’s been lying to both of us.’

There was silence at the other end.

‘And you’re telling me the truth?’ Jeanette said at last.

‘Jeanette,’ Søren said, ‘in the past year, Henrik and I haven’t been getting on all that well. In fact, I’m really pissed off with him and . . . quite worried. I haven’t heard anything about . . . anything.’

Jeanette was weeping quietly now. ‘He just came home from work on a totally ordinary day and announced that he was moving out. He wouldn’t give me an explanation, only that we were better off without him. Me, the girls and the baby. I begged him, but there was nothing I could do. “It’s over,” he said. I’d never seen him so cold. I thought I knew him and that I could reach him, but no. He just stood there with his sports bag and his bloody Xbox under his arm, as cold as ice. I didn’t know what to tell the girls. They’ve hardly seen him since and they’re really upset! Once they met in town, at a patisserie, and afterwards they said they’d barely recognised him. That he was all twitchy. After my twenty-two-week scan, I called Henrik. I’d just found out that we were going to have a boy and that all was well. I was sobbing when I called him and I could feel how he softened. “Jeanette . . .” he said. He dropped his guard for a moment. “Love me,” I said to him, “love us.” It went completely quiet. And you know why? Because he’d hung up. I hate him, Søren. I hate him.’ Jeanette started sobbing again.

‘OK,’ Søren said.

‘OK?’ Jeanette said.

‘Jeanette,’ Søren said, ‘I didn’t know about any of this, believe me. Not a thing. Perhaps because I’m as thick as two short planks and haven’t paid attention to anything other than myself over the past year, or perhaps because Henrik has a damn good reason for doing what he’s doing. Whatever it is, I’ll have a word with him, I promise. Have you got someone who can be with you at the birth tomorrow?’

‘Yes – my friend Solvej is coming with me.’

‘Good,’ Søren said. ‘Try to forget Henrik for a few days and concentrate on your baby and your girls. And, Jeanette? I wish you’d called me earlier.’

When Søren had finished his conversation with Jeanette, he called Henrik three times in a row, the first two without leaving a message. The third time he said, ‘Henrik, Søren here. I need to talk to you now. Please call me back when you get this message. Thanks.’

Two hours later he had finished demolishing the garden shed, and at about the same time, a lorry set down a skip outside the house. It took Søren an hour to carry the wood to the skip and every time he dumped an armful, he would throw a glance at number nineteen. Once he saw the three grandchildren open the front door, but they were quickly called back inside. Apart from that, it was quiet on Snerlevej. Just before three o’clock, he left to fetch Lily.

*

On Friday morning Søren dropped Lily at nursery and drove back home to change into a suit. At midday he entered St Stefan’s Church and managed to find himself a seat on one of the rear pews in the densely packed church. Storm’s coffin was covered with an earth-coloured, finely woven fabric and blue flowers. The ceremony was moving. There were several eulogies, there was music and dance, and liberating laughter echoed around the church when the vicar remarked that Storm would have been enormously pleased with his send-off. Eventually Søren spotted Marie. She was sitting near the front, on the opposite side of the central aisle, and once again Søren got the distinct impression that she was on her guard. Several times she turned her face to the stained-glass windows, away from the service, and when the vicar made everyone laugh again, Marie was practically the only one who kept a straight face. The tears did not start rolling down her cheeks until an elderly man stood up and, his voice shaking, said, ‘With Storm a whole school of exemplary research has died.’ When it was announced that there would be a reception in Storm’s lecture hall at the Institute of Biology, Søren decided to attend.

He continued to keep his distance at the Institute of Biology, but he rarely let Marie out of his sight. She knew most people, at least on nodding acquaintance terms, and mingled quietly from group to group. Many people were surprised and delighted to see her and Søren heard her say, ‘Yes, but I’m still on sick leave,’ and, ‘Yes, but I’m feeling better and expect to start my PhD soon.’ She spent a long time talking to Thor Albert Larsen, and Søren made sure to position himself so that Thor would not see him. It looked as if they had a disagreement. Suddenly Søren heard his mobile ring deep in his pocket and failed to get to it in time. When he looked up again, Thor was talking to a fresh group of mourners and Marie had disappeared. He wandered around the lecture hall until he saw her talking to a black man at the far end of the raked seating. Pictures from Storm’s life were projected onto the wall above the lectern and a photograph of a smiling Storm with two young men appeared. One was a Danish-looking guy with dreadlocks and the other was the man Marie was talking to. Marie and the man peered up at the photograph, seeming deeply moved.

Søren was suddenly overcome with embarrassment and decided to look for the exit. What the hell was he doing there, spying on a private gathering? He wasn’t investigating a case because there was nothing to investigate. And, besides, he had quit his job.

Out of nowhere Thor Albert Larsen was behind him. ‘Excuse me,’ he said, and when Søren turned, he continued, ‘I thought I recognised you.’ They shook hands.

‘It’s not that you’re not welcome, of course,’ Thor smiled, ‘but is there any particular reason for your being here?’

‘Just doing a bit of observation,’ Søren said. ‘Something doesn’t add up. I’m aware that you scientists don’t have a lot of time for hunches, but in my job a hunch is often enough—’

‘Are you taking the piss?’ Thor interrupted him.

‘No,’ Søren said, and flashed him a smile.

‘And what is your hunch telling you?’ Thor wanted to know.

‘It’s telling me that you’re a creep,’ Søren said, and before Thor had time to pick his jaw up from the floor, Søren had turned on his heel and left.

*

In the car park outside the Institute of Biology, his mobile rang again and this time Søren managed to get to it in time.

‘Hi, Søren,’ a chirpy voice said.

‘Who is it?’ Søren said brusquely.

‘It’s Jacob! Jacob Madsen.’

‘Hi,’ Søren said, surprised.

‘Did you get my email?’

‘Yes! Thank you! I was going to reply today but—’

‘Don’t worry about it, it’s not urgent. And I did bang on a bit.’ Jacob laughed.

‘No, that’s quite all right.’

‘I’m calling to ask a favour,’ Jacob continued. ‘I know you’re too busy to come to Aalborg right now, but would you mind giving the old man a call? Have a chat to him, one police officer to another. It was my wife’s idea. I told her I’d emailed you about what had happened and she thought talking to you might cheer him up. He’s still very low because of Julie Skov’s far-fetched accusation. Nothing we’ve tried seems to help so I thought perhaps you could . . . ring him. For old times’ sake.’

Søren thought about it. ‘I’d like to visit,’ he then said.

‘Great!’ Jacob exclaimed. ‘Then the two of us would have a chance to meet up as well. When?’

‘How about tomorrow?’

‘Tomorrow?’

‘Yes, if I can get a plane ticket, I’d like to fly out tomorrow.’

‘Right then – of course, but—’

‘I’ll see if I can get a ticket and I’ll call you back in a sec.’

‘Brilliant,’ Jacob said.

It took Søren five minutes to learn that he could catch a plane to Aalborg at nine fifty-five the following morning and return to Copenhagen at six forty in the evening.

‘I’ve already told Dad,’ Jacob said, when Søren called back. ‘You wouldn’t believe how happy it made him. Thank you, Søren.’

Søren had parked in Hillerødgade and had made his way on foot to the university in the wake of the large crowd of mourners and now he had to go back to fetch his car. It was a twenty-five-minute walk, rain was spitting and it was cold, but he felt better for it. At Nørrebro Runddel, his mobile pinged to let him know he had a new text message and he fished out his phone. No wonder people were chronically stressed these days. Being constantly accessible, whether you were walking, on the loo or asleep, was a nightmare. He had only had a smart phone since his promotion and he suddenly missed his ancient Nokia 3210, which had been a useful servant, not something that controlled his life.


Dear all, Nature beat me to it. I went into labour at three o’clock this morning and at six ten I gave birth to a lovely boy weighing almost 4 kg. Mother and baby are doing well and Solvej has been a great support. The girls already love their baby brother, as do I. We have decided to call him Storm because he arrived at gale force 10. The maternity unit is Y2, and I’m in side ward 228, but we would also welcome visitors when we get home in a couple of days. Lots of love, Jeanette, Olivia, Sara and Storm



A picture of Olivia and Sara holding their newborn baby brother was attached to the message. Søren stopped in his tracks.

When he had recovered, he called Henrik again, but this time his call did not even go to voicemail.

Then he called Linda at Bellahøj.

‘You’re calling to let me know you’ll be coming back to work after Easter,’ she teased him. ‘Oh, that’s great news. Jørgensen will be so thrilled!’

‘Hold your horses,’ Søren said. ‘I’m not making promises either way. I still haven’t heard a word from Jørgensen so, as far as I’m concerned, it’s merely my secretary’s humble desire that I return for the simple reason that I’m a nicer boss than Henrik.’

Linda laughed.

‘Speaking of Henrik,’ Søren went on, ‘did you know he’s moved?’

‘No,’ Linda said. ‘Has he?’

‘I’m not sure—’

‘Why don’t you just call Jeanette and ask her where they’re living? By the way, isn’t that baby of theirs due any minute now?’

‘Have you seen Henrik today?’

‘Yes, when he gave the nine o’clock morning briefing. Or, that is, the nine-fifteen morning briefing, because he was late. I haven’t seen him since, but he’s spending a lot of time at Station City this week.’

‘What’s that about?’

‘Don’t tell me you haven’t heard about the serial rapist?’ Linda said.

‘Of course I have.’

‘For a moment I was worried you’d gone completely off the grid. Anyway, I believe Henrik has been helping Bernt, the head of investigation at Station City.’

‘Helping him how, exactly?’

Suddenly there was silence. ‘I’m really sorry, Søren, but we had a group email from Henrik today. He wrote that you’ve handed in your warrant card so you no longer have the authority to participate in any kind of investigation so I probably shouldn’t . . .’

‘Fair enough,’ Søren said amicably. ‘But would you do me a favour? I’ve bought a few bits and pieces for Henrik and Jeanette’s baby, some clothes, a teddy and so on. From me and Anna. And I’m standing outside Henrik’s stairwell at number seven, Jacob Erlandsens Gade, only they don’t appear to live here any more. So please would you check if the National Register of Persons lists Henrik at a different address? I want to drop off their presents because, like you said, that baby’s due any minute now.’

Linda agreed, and Søren heard her typing on her keyboard.

‘No,’ she said. ‘His address is still listed as number seven, Jacob Erlandsens Gade . . . However, I can see that another private number has been added to his file, but that was way back in October, months ago. I thought the two of you were friends outside work as well?’

‘Yes, and I’m ashamed I haven’t visited them yet. I haven’t even seen Jeanette pregnant. Is there a mobile number?’

‘Yes,’ Linda replied. ‘Do you want me to look it up for you?’

‘Yes, please,’ Søren heard the clatter of the keyboard again.

‘Oh,’ Linda said. ‘But surely that can’t be right . . .’

‘What?’

‘The mobile number is registered to an address on Amager. Twenty-seven Amagerfælledvej. But that’s the Urbanplanen Estate. Social housing with tiny flats. Henrik and Jeanette wouldn’t move there with two teenagers and a baby on the way, would they?’

‘Must be a mistake,’ Søren said. ‘What house number did you say it was?’

‘Twenty-seven; fourth floor. But why do you want to know if it’s a mistake?’

‘Linda, my love, you work faster than an energy drink,’ Søren said, and hung up.

Twenty-seven Amagerfælledvej.

Søren had reached his car by now and called Lily’s nursery to let them know he was running late. It was already two thirty: he still had to get to Amager and it would be nearly five before he got to the nursery. The teacher simply thanked him for letting them know, but when Søren had ended the call, he felt guilty because Lily hated being picked up late, especially on a Friday when most children were collected early. Please would you pick up Lily today? he texted Anna. I won’t get home until 5 o’clock. Before Søren had even turned the key in the ignition, she had already texted him back: Not much notice, but OK. I’ll pack up now.

Søren flew into a rage and texted back: Anna Bella, I have picked up Lily three days out of five this week, and besides, she is your child.

The moment he had hit send, he regretted it. It sounded as if he didn’t love picking Lily up from nursery and he did. There was no reply. Yet another reason to hate mobiles, he decided. If he had had to rummage around in his pockets for loose change, then track down a payphone, he would probably never have said anything quite so idiotic. He beat himself up all the way from Nørrebro to Amager.

Amagerfælledvej was a grim sight: a short appendix of a road with dull 1970s houses that looked as if they were made from chipboard that had been coated only with primer before the builders had thrown in the towel. Søren parked outside number twenty-seven. He got out and inspected the doorbells: an H. Tejsner was listed as living on the fourth floor. Søren rang the bell with a heavy heart, but there was no reply. He took a few steps back and tried the mobile number, still no reply and still no voicemail. Søren got back into his car to text Henrik, but after a couple of failed attempts, he tossed the mobile onto the passenger seat and drove to Amagerbrogade where he located a florist. He ordered a totally extravagant bouquet in blue spring colours and wrote a card:


Dear Henrik. Congratulations on your son who was born at 6.10 today, 26 March 2010. Your wife and son are doing well and they are at Rigshospitalet, maternity unit Y2, side ward 228. Call me. Cheers, Søren



When Søren was satisfied that the card would be dropped into the letterbox even if the recipient was not at home, he paid for the flowers and drove north.

*

Anna and Lily were already at home and playing Snap! at the dining table. Søren kissed them both and instantly picked up Anna’s frostiness.

‘Hey, I didn’t mean it like that,’ he said, when they had a moment to themselves because Lily had run off to the loo.

‘That’s what it sounded like. And, Søren, don’t ever pat yourself on the back on account of how wonderful you are. You’re lucky to know Lily – you’re not earning any brownie points by picking her up which you can write down in your little book of good deeds. Lily is not an irritating duty.’

Anna was furious and accidentally jabbed Søren in the chest.

‘Funny you should say that,’ Søren said, ‘because sometimes that’s exactly what it seems like, that she is a burden – for you. When was the last time you collected her from nursery just because you wanted to, eh?’

‘Don’t!’ Anna hissed. ‘Don’t even go there! We have a child together, and if you had been at a crucial point in your career and I was the one who was unemployed, we wouldn’t be having this conversation, would we?’ Anna’s eyes flashed. Søren could not remember the last time he had seen her so incensed.

At that point, Lily came bouncing down the stairs wanting to play cards again with her mother.

When she had been put to bed, Anna disappeared into her study, and for the first time for as long as Søren could remember, he did not follow to ask if she wanted a cup of tea.




CHAPTER 8

It was just past six o’clock on Tuesday evening when Marie got home to Randersgade from Lea’s home on Vesterbro. The flat was quiet, and for a moment she was gripped by unease and stood frozen in the hallway. Eventually she went into the kitchen and opened the window overlooking the courtyard – the washing-up she had not got round to dealing with was starting to smell; she put the kettle on to make tea and thought about Lea. They had finally managed to have a proper talk.

In the living room she checked her mobile, then tossed it onto her bed. No calls. Then she sat down at her desk and opened her laptop. She got butterflies in her stomach when she saw that Tim had written:


Dear Marie, I’m writing to you from Xitole about 150 impassable kilometres from Bissau where I have sweet-talked my way to Internet access from a German scientist whom I met at a restaurant this evening. I left early Sunday morning and am already two long days into surveying the area. So far so good. I expect to be gone four weeks, maybe five, and afterwards I will come straight to Denmark. If it’s at all possible, I will email you again soon. Have you been in touch with Terrence Wilson? As soon as you know the deadline for the Science article, please email me. Thank you for a lovely meeting in every possible sense. See you soon. Tim



She read it twice.

She skimmed the rest of her emails and opened one from Göran Sandö. She had yet to call him back and he was clearly not used to being ignored because he had written PLEASE CALL ME BACK in capitals in the subject box. She wondered briefly at his email address – which was a very unofficial sounding, sayhitogoran@gmail.com – and was suddenly intrigued. Why on earth would Göran Sandö write to her from his private email account?


Dear Marie Skov, I have tried to contact you in the past week without success. Please ring me. This is my private phone number and you’re welcome to ring me any time that’s convenient for you. It’s important. Thank you.



When Marie had fetched herself another cup of tea, put on her slippers and turned up the heating, she sat down in her armchair in the bay window, which overlooked Randersgade, and called Sandö.

‘Yes, Göran here,’ a sing-song Swedish voice answered.

‘Göran Sandö?’ Marie cleared her throat. ‘This is Marie Skov.’

‘Marie!’ Sandö exclaimed. ‘Finally. I was about to resort to drastic measures to get your attention.’

‘What’s this about?’ Marie asked suspiciously.

‘You probably don’t like me,’ Sandö said. ‘It wouldn’t be the first time one of Storm’s students has taken against me. Do you have ten minutes? Or, better still, half an hour?’

Marie said she had.

‘Good,’ Sandö said. ‘To start with, I can’t even begin to tell you what a tragedy it is that Storm is dead. I spoke to him only a few days before his death and he was brimming with the enthusiasm that, in spite of everything, earned him so much prestige in modern science . . . I simply can’t grasp that he’s gone.’

‘No one can,’ was all Marie said.

‘I had known Storm for many years and we always respected each other, even when we disagreed,’ Sandö continued. ‘But when I hired Olof Bengtsson for Pons and Olof decided to stop working with Storm in Guinea-Bissau, that was the first time Storm fell out with me and rang me up to tear strips off me.’ Sandö laughed briefly. ‘Storm called me a coward, a weakling, a cynic driven by money – he laid it on thick. I tried to explain that Olof had pulled out of the Guinea-Bissau project because he wanted an office job and more time with his family. It had nothing to do with me. Pons means “bridge” in Latin and that’s the whole point of our work! We build bridges between universities, between countries, between the public and private sector. I would happily have lent Olof to SIDA, had he wanted to go.’ Sandö paused. ‘But, saying that, I was relieved when Olof withdrew from the Belem project. Pons is a young research hybrid in its start-up phase and every year our funding is decided by a tough board comprised of representatives from the Swedish universities and the international pharmaceutical industry. I’m not ashamed to admit that I try to avoid negative publicity, although Storm despised me for it – do you know why? Because I believe in Pons. We’re an important research hybrid, the first body ever to position itself successfully between industry and the universities, and I’m convinced that we’re creating precedents. As I see it, we scientists have a choice between letting commercial interests dominate, which means that the pharmaceutical industry and politicians will soon dictate all modern research based purely on what is profitable, or we can enter into closer collaboration with them along the lines of if-you-can’t-beat-them-join-them. Pons favours the latter. Storm thought it was all nonsense, of course. He didn’t think industry should be allowed to interfere at all. He said it was like asking the wolf to guard the sheep, and on an ideological level I agree, but in the real world it’s completely unrealistic to exclude commercial interests, and even an old hippie like him should have been able to see that, I told him. We actually ended up having a good discussion about the world of research and what we could do to promote it. At this point Storm admitted that he was mostly disappointed with Olof. He had enjoyed working with him and it was simply beyond him that personal priorities could matter more than their discovery in Guinea-Bissau. But, then again, he didn’t have a family, he said, at least not a biological one, so perhaps he just couldn’t empathise. I said I wasn’t married and had no children either, and that scientists like us probably ended up identifying with our research, for better or worse. We had a little laugh at that. Our conversation ended on a good note and I wished him the very best with his exciting observation in Guinea-Bissau, which I, from a research point of view, obviously hoped he intended to pursue.’

‘But then what happened?’ Marie asked, slightly mollified.

‘In the two years that followed, we had no direct contact, but I watched from the sidelines, both the scientific turbulence that hit Storm and his slow, but steady progress, which resulted in a couple of major workshops and more column inches for his subject in general. I was delighted. Groundbreaking research always takes a while to gain a foothold, and if anyone could stand the heat, it was Storm, I thought. About two years after Storm’s bollocking, I sent Olof Bengtsson on a fact-finding mission. At this point Pons was six years old, and as our staffing levels grew, we needed to gain greater insight into how major organisations led and distributed their work. Olof travelled first to the US, then Canada, then Japan and ended up at the WHO in Geneva where he sat in on various meetings, including the WHO’s Epidemiology Task Force, WET. When Olof came back, he was brimming with ideas as to how we could optimise Pons. However, he confided in me that something strange had happened during a task-force meeting. The topic under discussion was how the WHO could streamline its processing of the many unsolicited letters it received. There was a consensus that there had to be certain requirements as to the seriousness of a request, some parameters which must be met, so that not every crazy housewife who found a dead bird in her back garden could trigger a pandemic scare, while at the same time, the filter must allow local epidemics to be registered and responded to. Olof had made detailed notes because we in Pons sometimes find it difficult to determine the priority of the research projects people want to see realised. At one point, Olof said, a representative from the expert group had presented an example of a request to the WHO, which had made it through three sorting rounds, even though it was so unauthorised and so unscientific that it should have been eliminated much earlier. It was a request from a Greek scientist who in 2004 had accidentally discovered that the accumulated mortality rate among children in Tanzania correlated with national immunisation. The scientist had got in touch because he was very concerned. Olof obviously couldn’t help thinking of the close relationship between the observation of the Greek scientist in Tanzania and the observations he and Storm had made in Guinea-Bissau. He was inclined to think, he told me, that he had in fact heard a reference to Storm’s letter and that the WHO had disguised it by changing the geography and the nationality of the scientist precisely so they could use it for educational purposes. I agreed with him that that was likely to be the case, but for some reason I couldn’t get the incident out of my head. Eventually I contacted WET and spoke to Paul Smith, whom I know from our student days in Paris.’

‘Paul Smith as in the Paul Smith, who has published several articles about the many excellent qualities of the DTP vaccine? Paul Smith who, every time Storm tried to make himself heard internationally, did everything he could to block Storm’s articles and was quick to publish denials in WHO’s own publication? That Paul Smith?’

‘Marie,’ Sandö said, ‘I’m aware that Paul Smith and Storm disagreed strongly on a professional level, and that Paul Smith can be stubborn, but you must understand that he has spent most of his career researching the characteristics of the DTP vaccine. It will take a bit more than a few casual observations to convince him that he’s wrong. That’s just how it is. I know Paul Smith. He’s a clever scientist and a very nice man and, as far as I know, he’s been more open to Storm’s thinking recently, but if you’ll just let me finish . . . I asked Paul directly if the rejected request to the WHO, of which Olof had made a note, was really Kristian Storm’s letter from Guinea-Bissau, but he denied it. A request really had been submitted by a Greek scientist back in 2004 and the WHO had sent him their standard reply that he was welcome to contact them again once his observation met the required standards of a scientific observation, but they never heard from him. I asked what the name of the Greek scientist was and Paul Smith promised to find out and get back to me. Which he did that same afternoon. The name of the scientist was Midas Manolis and he was a professor at the University of Athens but had lived in Tanzania, where he studied tropical diseases, up until his death in 2005. I thanked Paul Smith for his help and regarded the matter as closed. It wasn’t until I happened to bump into Kristian Storm at a conference in Helsinki a couple of months later that I remembered the Greek’s observation and told Storm about it. He didn’t seem particularly surprised and said he already had figures from both Ghana and Haiti which proved exactly the same point and that he would make himself heard eventually. He said the latter to me with thinly veiled contempt and it was clear to me that he had yet to forgive me for that business with Olof. Eventually I decided to leave him alone. He was clearly not interested in making small talk with me—’

‘You were his favourite aversion,’ Marie exclaimed. ‘He thought your self-promotion was refreshing and he loved teasing you.’

‘Did he now?’ Sandö said, sounding amused. ‘I think I’ll take that as a compliment, coming from the old codger. Anyway, I returned home from the conference with Storm and his observation on my mind. That same spring I joined the Nobel Committee and I was appointed general secretary of the committee soon afterwards. In May, once the names of that year’s Nobel Prize winners had been published, I went on a two-week safari in Tanzania. On this trip, deep in the Serengeti National Park, I got talking to one of the other tourists. I had kept mostly to myself, but when I heard her speak fluent Swahili with our guide, I got curious and asked her how she knew the local language. She told me that she had lived in Tanzania for twenty-five years because she and her husband had both worked there as scientists. However, following the death of her husband, she had moved back to Greece to their children and grandchildren, but she visited Tanzania every year. I told her that I, too, was a scientist and we soon started namedropping and entertaining ourselves with how small the world of science and research is. At one point we shook hands and introduced ourselves. Her name was Bibiana Manolis. It was possibly because I was on holiday that the penny didn’t drop until later that evening. When I asked her, she confirmed it immediately. She and Midas Manolis had been married for forty years, they had three children and eleven grandchildren, and it was a great shock when she lost him so unexpectedly in 2005. Bibiana and I kept in touch after the safari and last autumn she called me. She was in Stockholm and wanted to know if we could have dinner together. I said yes, of course, and we had a really nice evening. We spoke about her husband and she told me more about his death. He had drowned in Tanzania. He had gone out with some local fishermen but never came back. He had fallen overboard and got trapped in some nets. Before the men on the boat could rescue him, he had drowned.’

The hairs on the back of Marie’s neck stood up. ‘No,’ she whispered.

‘Wait,’ Sandö said. ‘Please let me go on. I was shocked, obviously, even more so when Bibiana told me that her husband was about to make a major scientific breakthrough. He had made some observations in Tanzania, she told me, and had been in the process of writing an article that, in Midas’s own words, would “lance a global boil”. I told her that I was aware of Midas’s WHO request. “Yes, they just dismissed it,” Bibiana said sadly, and Midas had been knocked back for several months. I asked Bibiana if she had ever heard of Kristian Storm’s research. I told her that Storm had made the same observation in Guinea-Bissau.’

‘Yes, and that’s where Silas drowned,’ Marie said. ‘In the same way as—’

‘Yes, I know,’ Sandö interrupted. ‘But there’s more. As you probably know, Stig Heller recently joined the Nobel Committee. We enjoyed working together from day one, and I quickly decided to attach him to a couple of Pons’s projects to strengthen our links to the Karolinska Institute, where he works. Three weeks ago I met Heller to review some proposed collaborations. I can’t remember how exactly, but we ended up talking about your and Kristian Storm’s research. Heller said that Storm had been like a father to him during his master’s and PhD, but their relationship had been increasingly strained, particularly once it became clear that Storm didn’t like criticism, especially not from Heller, whom Storm had expected to follow in his footsteps. Heller mentioned you. The first time he heard of you, he thought you had arrived at the perfect moment. A timid, reticent and brilliantly gifted puppet, was his impression. When you and Storm published your master’s results, Stig Heller didn’t think for one moment that you had reached them honestly. Their fit to Storm’s theory was simply too neat. Much too neat. But when I got to know him better, he confided in me that he had tested your experiment down to the last detail . . .’

‘My experiment?’ Marie was taken aback. ‘But how would he have got hold of the protocol?’

‘I’ve absolutely no idea,’ Sandö said honestly. ‘From someone at the Department of Immunology, I guess.’

Marie fell silent. ‘I know exactly what you’re about to say,’ she said after a time. ‘You’re about to tell me that Heller reached the same results I did.’

‘Yes,’ Sandö said. ‘He was in shock and needed to talk about it. So that was what we spent the rest of our evening doing. I called Olof Bengtsson to ask if he still had the raw data from the three original surveys in Guinea-Bissau that he had taken part in, and he had. It took some persuading to convince him to email me the figures, but after I had promised him on my life that I would never compromise Storm, I got them. He had also attached the figures that Storm had been sent by his colleagues in Ghana and Haiti, and which Storm had emailed to Olof to convince him to carry on working with him. It then struck me that I could ask Bibiana if she would supply us with her husband’s figures from Tanzania. If we could gather data from four different locations, process them statistically and get the same statistically significant results from them all, well, it would appear that we owed Storm an apology and the restoration of his reputation. Stig Heller asked why I didn’t just contact Midas Manolis directly, so I explained to him that Midas had unfortunately died in an accident in 2005. I told him that the Greek scientist had fallen overboard from a fishing boat, got caught up in some nets and had drowned before the crew could rescue him. Heller went white as a sheet.

‘I had heard, of course, that Storm had lost a PhD student in Guinea-Bissau in 2007. That kind of information spreads like wildfire, but because it coincided with the Department of Marine Biology at the University of Stockholm losing a female diver at Kullen, I hadn’t paid attention to the specific circumstances of the death in Guinea-Bissau. A visibly upset Heller told me that Storm’s PhD student in Guinea-Bissau had died in exactly the same circumstances as Manolis. We agreed that I would contact Storm immediately.

‘As early as Monday, the eighth of March, I tried to get hold of Storm. I left at least ten messages with the departmental secretary, but he never called back. I also tried emailing him, but I soon suspected that he must have blocked my email address because, except for my very first email, in which I’d written that I had something important to discuss with him, all my emails bounced back.

‘On Tuesday morning, a whole week after my first attempt, I was well and truly annoyed. I can take flak and I accept that Storm fundamentally thought me a research whore. But it would have reflected well on him to take a request from a colleague seriously and, for the first time, I could see why Storm had a reputation for being exceptionally stubborn. I decided that if he hadn’t got back to me by Wednesday I would travel to Copenhagen. On Thursday morning I got my secretary to book me a plane ticket for that afternoon. I was in the refectory when I learned of Storm’s death. One of our PhD students had heard it from another student at one of the other departments at the Institute of Biology. The pressure following the allegation of scientific dishonesty had apparently become too much for him, was the explanation. Distraught, I tried contacting Heller, but didn’t succeed until Saturday. He hadn’t heard that Storm was dead and was deeply shocked when I told him. Ever since then we have both been trying to track you down. We have to go to the police, Marie. Something is terribly wrong.’

Sandö fell silent and Marie wanted to say something, but she couldn’t get a word out.

‘Are you still there?’ Sandö asked.

Marie gulped. ‘I am,’ she said. ‘But I’ll have to call you back tomorrow. I have to . . .’

When Marie had ended the call, she couldn’t breathe. Frightened, she got up from her armchair in the bay window, but had to sit down again. She clutched the armrests with shaking hands. Five minutes passed, then ten, before she gingerly got up and went to lie down on her bed. She concentrated only on taking deep breaths. After half an hour she had almost calmed down, but was overwhelmed by a boundless feeling of grief.

Everything was going to be taken away from her.

She had left her mobile by the armchair and it took nearly all her strength to get up and fetch it. She found Lea’s number and called her younger sister. The moment she heard Lea’s voice, she burst into tears.

‘I can’t breathe,’ she sobbed. ‘I’m scared. I’m so scared.’ ‘I’m on my way,’ Lea instantly responded.

When they had hung up, Marie called Jesper. ‘Jesper, I want you to drive Anton to Julie’s right now,’ she said, when Jesper picked up.

‘What? I’ve just put him to bed.’

‘I want you to drive Anton to Julie’s right now,’ Marie screamed.

There was total silence at the other end.

‘Has something happened?’ Jesper asked.

‘I don’t know what’s going on,’ she said in a low voice. ‘I think Storm was murdered and I’m scared that the two of you aren’t safe in that house. I’m scared that the break-in and the arson last week might have had something to do with Storm’s article. That the intruders were looking for something. I know it sounds completely far-fetched but they might come back. They might burn down the house. They might kidnap Anton. Three people are dead – three people. So I want you to drive Anton to Julie’s right now.’

‘But—’

‘You can take Anton to your girlfriend’s and stay there, if that’s easier,’ Marie said. ‘I don’t mind, Jesper. Just promise me that you won’t stay in the house tonight. I’ll call the police as soon as I’ve worked out a plan. I’ll let you know what’s happening. Now do as I say.’

And for the first time since they had met, all Jesper said was, ‘OK, Marie. OK.’

*

Marie curled up in her bed and waited for Lea. Twenty minutes later the intercom buzzed and, having looked out of the window, she let her sister in.

‘Calm down, you’re having a panic attack. It’s horrible, but you’re not going to die, even though that’s how it feels. And I’m staying here tonight,’ Lea said firmly, and threw a holdall onto Marie’s bed, ‘but I need to leave early tomorrow morning. My exam starts at nine o’clock.’

‘But are you prepared? I don’t want to—’

‘This is more important,’ was all Lea said.

During the next half-hour Marie told her everything. When she had finished, Lea looked pensive. Then she said, ‘Come here. Sit on the floor and I’ll massage your shoulders.’

Grateful, Marie sat between Lea’s legs and rested her forehead on her knees. For the next ten minutes they hardly spoke and Marie gradually began to calm down. Lea got up to make tea and Marie went to lie on her bed, covered herself with a blanket and concentrated on her breathing.

Lea pottered about in the kitchen and Marie heard her speak quietly on the phone.

Suddenly Marie had a flash of inspiration. She flung the blanket aside and sat on the edge of her bed. When Lea returned with tea and biscuits on a tray, Marie was rummaging in her removal crates.

‘What are you looking for?’

‘I’m looking for—’ Marie interrupted herself. ‘Oh, here they are.’

‘What?’

‘Storm’s bundles of reading material.’ Marie took out a pile of unopened packages from a box. There were ten, six yet to be opened. ‘All through spring, Storm sent me reading material,’ Marie said. ‘But you can have too much of a good thing. I was in bed, vomiting up my insides, as bald as an egg, and all Storm could think of was sending me science literature and sugared almonds. At the same time it was incredibly sweet of him. But I’ve just had an idea . . .’ Marie flicked through the packages, checking the postmarked stamps one after the other.

The postmark on the last package read 16 March, fourteen days ago, in another life. With a pounding heart, she opened the envelope and found herself with a copy of Storm’s Guinean medical records in her hands. A folded letter lay on the top.

‘Are you all right?’ Lea said, with a frown. ‘You look as if you’ve seen a ghost.’

Marie unfolded the letter. ‘It’s from Storm,’ she said, and read aloud:


Dear Marie,

 

In the last few days I have had a growing feeling that someone is watching me. I have noticed that a blue car with tinted windows is always parked outside the Institute of Biology, also late at night when all other cars are gone. On at least three occasions I have observed how the driver starts the engine and drives off the moment I go home. I’m probably just a paranoid old git, but I feel better for knowing that you have a physical copy of the medical records from Dulombi-Boe. On another matter, I have finally finished the statistical processing of all the data and, as I warned you on the phone, there is a strong correlation between the DTP vaccine and the number of dead children. It’s beautiful. In all its horror, of course. Is there any way we can meet next week? We simply have to write that article now!

 

Much love, Storm

PS: The registration plate of the blue car is JF 40 173. Just in case I’m found in a nearby river with my hands tied behind my back . . .



Marie lowered the letter. Her ears were blocked and, for a moment, she could hear only the roar of her own blood. She had the Guinean medical records. She sat on her bed and handed the letter to Lea.

‘This is definitely not a letter written by a man who kills himself a few days later,’ Lea asserted. ‘You have to call the police.’

Marie nodded. ‘I’ll do it tomorrow,’ she whispered.

Lea made more tea and Marie texted Jesper. He replied almost immediately that he and Anton were with Emily and could easily stay there for a few days.

‘Aren’t you jealous?’ Lea asked, when she returned to the living room with more tea and Marie told her where Anton and Jesper were.

‘No,’ Marie said, ‘and I don’t really understand why not. I was very upset when I found out that he had been seeing someone all the time I’d been ill, for longer, probably, and I lost all respect for him when he tried to blame it on my illness. It was pathetic. But now I’m almost relieved and I know how strange that must sound. Divorcing Jesper would never even have crossed my mind, but now that he’s made the decision for me, life without him suddenly makes total sense. Life is . . . well, it’s just too short to waste on Jesper.’

Lea couldn’t help laughing.

‘I’m not being mean,’ Marie said. ‘I’m sure that Jesper’s life is too short for me as well, even though he doesn’t have cancer. Simply because life is short. We never brought out the best in each other.’

Lea looked at Marie for a long time. ‘Actually, I believe you brought out the best in him. And that was what I hated. He grew bigger and bigger while you almost disappeared completely. I’ve seen that happen once already with Mum and Dad. So I’m thrilled that you’ve realised you can live without him. Now all we’ve got to do is get Julie to see sense.’

‘Don’t you dare to compare Jesper with Michael.’ Marie was outraged.

‘No, out of two evils, I, too, would have picked Jesper,’ Lea said, with a smile, ‘but there are limits. I haven’t had a lot of steady relationships in my life because Frank and Joan cured me well and truly. So I have very high standards.’

*

They went to bed close to midnight, and when they had said good night and turned off the light, Marie had another panic attack. It felt as if the void was filling with earth and soon she would be buried underneath it. She tried telling herself that she was safe, that no one knew where she lived and that Lea was lying next to her, breathing calmly, but suddenly she was no longer certain of anything. First her legs started to shake, then her arms.

‘Lea,’ she whispered.

‘Are you all right?’

‘No,’ Marie whispered. ‘Not really.’ Lea put her arms around Marie from behind and held her tightly. Marie continued to tremble, but Lea did not let go. Eventually she began to calm.

‘Why don’t I turn on the light?’ Lea said.

‘I’m sorry for keeping you awake,’ Marie said. ‘Your exam and all that . . .’

‘It’s OK. I’m glad I can do something for you.’

Marie turned to face her sister and they lay talking in the light from the reading lamp, close and intimate, just like they used to do a long time ago in their bunk beds. Marie studied her sister’s tattooed arms, shoulders and chest. ‘What do your tattoos mean?’ she asked.

Lea looked momentarily self-conscious. ‘Do you really want to know?’

‘Yes.’

‘The demon child, that’s me,’ she said, stroking a black tattoo of a strange, diabolic child with sad eyes. ‘The sun rising above the sea is my longing for new experiences,’ she continued, pointing to the orange sun on her left shoulder, which had just broken through the horizon. ‘And the snake is the unpredictable element in every human life.’ She moved her finger to a green snake whose body crept dramatically over her shoulder and disappeared along her spine. ‘Breast cancer, break-ups, lies, death. It could be anything. Everything you can’t control.’

‘But why—’

‘Every day when I wake up and see my tattoos in the mirror, I’m reminded of my reality and how I can’t or never should try to escape it. The truth is that I grew up in a family that runs away from grief, represses pain and extinguishes joy.’

Marie listened. ‘What does that one mean?’ she asked, pointing to a Chinese symbol on Lea’s left forearm.

‘Freedom,’ Lea replied. ‘That’s my most important tattoo. It was a present to myself when I let go of an impossible task: changing the past.’

‘They’re all incredibly beautiful.’

‘Are you serious?’

‘I’ve always thought they were beautiful,’ Marie said, surprised.

‘I didn’t think so. You were always silent when Frank and Julie expressed their unreserved opinion about my ink. I thought that meant you agreed.’

‘I’ve always wanted one myself,’ Marie said.

‘What image?’ Lea asked.

‘A swallow. Not one of those kitsch cartoon ones holding a banner saying Live well or something, but a real swallow, shooting vertically up into the sky, flying thousands of kilometres to Africa, because it can. And when it dies, it simply drops out of the sky. Doesn’t make a fuss. Storm used to call me “Little Swallow”.’ Marie’s eyes welled and Lea stroked her hand.

‘My best friend is a tattoo artist. His name is Mattis and he’s very good. He designed this one himself,’ she added, pointing to the demon child with the sad eyes. ‘I can give you his number.’

Marie giggled.

‘What?’ Lea said.

‘Dad would have a heart attack if I showed up with a tattoo.’

It was said in jest, but Lea was stony-faced. ‘Frank lives his life,’ she said at length, ‘and I live mine.’

*

When Marie fell asleep, she dreamed that Anton was having a mandatory vaccination on his seventh birthday, but somehow she knew it was lethal. She sat in the surgery trying to argue against the vaccine while the doctor unwrapped the syringe and drew the fluid into the chamber. He listened to her attentively, but showed no signs of stopping the procedure, and before Marie could say anything else, he had plunged the needle into Anton’s arm. While he pressed the plunger, yellow handwritten pieces of paper suddenly appeared out of nowhere and started whirling up towards the sky, which, in Marie’s nightmare, spanned even wider than the horizon. ‘It’s not at all certain that he will die,’ the doctor shouted through the rustling pieces of paper. ‘The child mortality rate in Denmark is very low, you know. Nothing to worry about!’ Suddenly the doctor turned into her father. Marie could barely see him for whirling paper, but it looked as if he was slumped drunkenly across his desk and had fallen asleep.

The next morning Marie sat up wide awake in bed with a jolt. It was six thirty and day was slowly dawning. Lea was still sleeping and for a moment Marie studied her beautiful sister’s silhouette before she tiptoed out into the kitchen. While the tea was brewing, her brain worked overtime. She could not believe that she had a copy of the medical records. That she had had them all along. But why had Storm destroyed the originals? It made no sense that for weeks he had slept, eaten and gone to the lavatory with the medical records only to end up shredding them. And why had he wiped his hard disk? People only ever did that if they had something to hide. It suddenly occurred to her that Storm might have been acting under duress. What if he had only made her a copy for safekeeping, not knowing that soon it would be the only material in existence?

Marie took the envelope that had contained the Guinean medical records and checked the postmark again. It said 16 March, so it would have left the faculty on the Tuesday and Storm had died on Wednesday evening. When she rang the police, she would ask if they had a theory that might explain why Storm had deleted his hard drive and shredded the medical records. And what evidence was there that he had committed suicide? Why were they so sure of themselves? Marie had seen a few programmes about crime investigation on TV, and whenever police investigated a murder, it was almost unbelievable what they could deduce based on dust and bits of fibre. Did it mean that absolutely no suspicious pieces of evidence had been found? Not even one? Marie could not believe that Storm had climbed up on his desk of his own free will and looped the noose around his neck without a fight. Had the police really found no defensive wounds, no sign of a struggle, no unidentified DNA evidence, no sedatives in Storm’s body – nothing? Her mind was racing.

She found the email she had received from Deputy Chief Superintendent Søren Marhauge last week, copied down his mobile number on a Post-it note and stuck it to the armrest of the chair she was sitting in.

Then she wrote an email to Tim:


Dear Tim,

 

It was lovely to meet you too. I have good news and bad. The good first: I have found a copy of the medical records! All the records are there, including the most recent ones from Dulombi-Boe. They were in a parcel Storm sent me just before he died. Drop everything you’re doing right now and hurry back to Denmark so we can write the world’s most earth-shattering paper. I will call the editor of Science today and get a deadline. And now the bad news: I had a call from Göran Sandö yesterday and he told me . . .



Marie stopped. It could be days or weeks before Tim got Internet access again, but she had to stop him wasting a month in the middle of nowhere collecting data they already had. The article was their top priority now and she needed his help. She quickly finished her email, and when she had sent it, she went onto the homepage of the Belem Health Project and found a telephone number for the research station. One of their drivers must go out to look for Tim.

Marie had to make three attempts before she finally got through.

‘Bom dia, Belem Health Project,’ a sleepy voice said.

Marie introduced herself and said she was looking for Tim Salomon.

‘Ah, Marie. This is Malam Batista, Storm’s assistant.’ Malam explained that he was alone at the research station. Tim had asked him to guard it when he travelled to Xitole last Sunday. He had left with three assistants and a driver and said that he would be back in three weeks at the earliest.

‘Are there any other drivers around?’

‘I believe a team is returning from Bissora today. Hang on, let me check the board.’ Marie could hear Malam’s footsteps across the floor. ‘Yes,’ he then said. ‘They’re expected back today. Nuno is the driver. Do you want me to dispatch him to Xitole?’

‘Yes,’ Marie said, even though she did not have the authority to do so. ‘Ask them to find Tim as quickly as possible and tell him to check his emails. It’s urgent.’

When she had ended the call, she wrote an email to Sandö. She apologised for breaking off their conversation yesterday, but she had come up with a plan now. She would contact the police later today and keep him updated, obviously. She also wanted him to know that she and Tim Salomon would finish Storm’s article; to that end she needed the figures from Tanzania and Stig Heller’s laboratory figures immediately. Marie felt embarrassed at being so demanding, but she had little choice. The article would be more persuasive if she included those figures and, besides, it was the ultimate test of Sandö’s and Heller’s loyalties. If they gave her the figures without protesting, she would consider trusting them. At the end of her email she added that Sandö was welcome to give her mobile number to Heller.

When she had sent the email, she looked up the European editorial office for Science, which had its headquarters in Cambridge. She made a note of the number of their editor-in-chief, Terrence Wilson, who had promised Storm an article in their May issue provided he could produce a complete set of data. It had just gone seven when Marie gently roused Lea.

‘Did you manage to get some sleep?’ Lea said, as she stretched.

‘More than I expected,’ Marie said, ‘but not much.’

‘No one knows where you are,’ Lea reminded her again. ‘Jesper and Anton got out of the house. You have the evidence to write that paper.’

Marie nodded. ‘I need to ring several people today,’ she pointed to a number of Post-it notes, ‘and when that’s done, I’m barricading myself in here to write. I’m meant to have Anton this weekend, but if I don’t finish in time, perhaps he could go to Julie’s. It’s a long time since he last played with Emma and Camilla.’

‘I don’t mind having him,’ Lea said. ‘I need to start looking for work, but there’s no hurry. And I’m happy to stay over, if you need me to. Just call me. By the way, have you spoken to Julie recently? I tried getting hold of her most of yesterday, but she doesn’t pick up and she doesn’t return my calls.’

‘I haven’t seen much of her since Mum’s funeral. We’ve spoken on the phone a few times and talked about meeting up, but nothing came of it,’ Marie said. ‘Then again, I think Camilla’s been ill and Michael has been working nights this week. We last spoke on Sunday when she was very upset about Frank and his drink-driving in February. Is that why she won’t pick up the phone? Because she’s still angry with you about that? She’ll calm down eventually, but . . .’

Lea shrugged her shoulders and arched her back. Her dark hair fell to one side and Marie caught a full view of the green snake.

‘I’m never going to apologise to Julie, Marie,’ Lea burst out. ‘Never. She’s heaped guilt and shame on my shoulders ever since I was a little girl. You shouldn’t have eaten the chocolate in the fridge, Lea. Now Dad will be very cross with you. You shouldn’t have had a tattoo. I’m a grown woman and I’m entitled to my privacy, as is our dad, especially since he didn’t want his screw-up to be common knowledge. Otherwise why call me? He could just as easily have rung Julie. She has a car and she could have picked him up. But he called me.’

‘Lea, you don’t have to justify yourself to me,’ Marie said. ‘I’m just suggesting that Julie might be punishing you with her deafening silence because she’s angry with you over this business with Dad.’

‘I think she’s angry about something else,’ Lea said.

‘What?’

‘Me wanting to know about Tove. That’s what I said in my message.’

‘Tove?’ Marie’s mind had gone blank.

‘The woman you said looked after me when I was little. I don’t remember anything from when I was a child, Marie. Nothing. I don’t remember Mum ever being well. I don’t remember Mads. I don’t remember anything, and I can’t trigger any memories with photographs because we have almost none from the early years as Mum cut them up when Mads died. I know Julie has told us lots, but I don’t trust what she says. She censors reality and presents it the way she wishes it had been: that Mum was beautiful and kind and artistic, that Frank was such a good and patient father, but then Mads died and big, evil clouds gathered over our paradise. But I refuse to believe it was quite as rosy as that before Mads died and I’m curious to hear what this woman, Tove, made of us. What she made of Frank and Joan. What she made of me. Julie can’t handle my dragging up the past and I think that’s why she’s giving me the silent treatment. But I could be wrong.’ Lea shrugged again. ‘I do understand how upset she is. Julie has always taken on much too much responsibility, so of course she believes it’s her fault that Mum died because she didn’t turn up to count her pills that Monday. But I want to know if she remembers anything about Tove. The number of the house she lived in, her surname, anything. I can take it from there myself.’

Marie tried to think back. ‘I remember that Tove’s house was on the same side of the street as ours because I ran down the pavement with the buggy to pick you up. And I’m fairly certain she had adult children. At any rate, she let you play with a doll’s house she had on display with real curtains and tiny lamps, and I remember being so jealous . . . And I have a feeling that her husband was a police officer,’ Marie added suddenly.

‘Why do you think that?’ Lea asked.

For a moment Marie stared blankly into the air. ‘I’ve just remembered that a police officer lived on Snerlevej and he helped Dad hose down the road when Bertha was run over. His nickname was the same as that board game, we had . . . Professor Plum, was it? And as far as I remember, he was married to Tove, but I could be wrong.’

Lea laughed. ‘Professor Plum? With a dagger in the library? I remember that game. Cluedo.’

‘That was his nickname!’ Marie exclaimed in amazement. ‘Cluedo!’

‘But you don’t remember his real name?’

Marie shook her head. ‘Why don’t you ask Frank?’ she suggested.

‘I have asked Frank,’ Lea said. ‘Or I’ve asked his answering machine. But he doesn’t return my calls, either.’

*

Once Lea had left for her exam, Marie called Detective Chief Superintendent Søren Marhauge.

‘Hello?’ The clear voice belonged to a small girl.

‘Eh, my name is Marie Skov,’ Marie said. ‘Have I called Detective Chief Inspector Søren Marhauge’s phone?’

‘He’s having a great big poo,’ the child said. ‘I know this because he takes the newspaper to the bathroom and stays there a really long time. Would you like to speak to my aunt Karen instead?’

‘Er . . .’ Marie stuttered. At that moment she heard a male voice in the background.

‘Lily, for goodness’ sake, I told you not to touch my mobile when it rings. Who is it?’

‘Someone called Marianne Skov. She doesn’t say very much.’

‘No, I don’t suppose she could get a word in edgeways. Give me the mobile. Hello, Søren Marhauge here.’

‘My name is actually Marie Skov,’ Marie said, ‘and you sent me an email a couple of weeks ago.’

‘Oh, hi.’ Søren Marhauge sounded pleasantly surprised, as if he had waited years for her call.

‘Yes, sorry for calling you so early, and I didn’t know it was your private number. But in your email you asked me to get in touch if I had noticed anything unusual about Kristian Storm. I . . . It’s true I hadn’t worked with him since last autumn, but I was his— I need to talk to the police urgently. There are various matters . . . Can we meet? It’s complicated.’

‘Of course,’ Søren said. ‘Where do you suggest?’

Marie thought about it. ‘The Laundromat Café at the corner of Randersgade and Århusgade? Five o’clock?’

‘Deal,’ Søren Marhauge said.

*

After the call, Marie Googled Søren Marhauge and found a photo from a press briefing after the notorious campus murders two years ago when the zoologist Lars Helland had been found dead in his office. Marhauge was an earnest-looking man in his early forties with chestnut hair and eyes so brown it was hard not to describe him as having a dark look. Marie stared at the photograph with a feeling that she knew him from somewhere, probably from the investigation two years ago when the Institute of Biology had been teeming with police officers and crime-scene technicians for days. She printed out the picture, folded it up and put it into her handbag.

When she checked her emails again, she saw that Göran Sandö had forwarded the email with the Tanzania figures attached, as she had asked. Heller would send his laboratory figures separately, he wrote, and Marie’s heart sank. Intuition told her that she could trust Sandö. That he was a good guy. But she had her doubts about Stig Heller. It bothered her that he had managed to wrangle her detailed experiment protocol out of someone from the Department of Immunology and that Storm had believed it was Heller who had reported her master’s results to the DCSD. It was hard to trust a man you suspected of so much. At that moment her computer pinged and Marie found a brief email from Stig Heller in her inbox.


Hi, Marie Skov

 

Please find attached my rerunning of your experiment. I’ll be in Copenhagen on Friday and would very much like to meet you. Is that possible? My number is + 46 8 524 800 00.

Best wishes, Stig Heller



Marie opened the file and quickly skimmed Heller’s results. Both the set-up and the figures were identical to her own, even down to the methodology, which she had kept in a folder on the steel table in Storm’s laboratory and later included as part of her master’s dissertation. Marie sent a return email to Heller:


Dear Stig Heller,

Thank you for your laboratory figures. I really appreciate your co-operation, but I need to know how you got hold of my experiment protocol, and if you are the person who reported my master’s results to the DCSD in February. I expect you to answer both my questions on Friday. We can meet at eleven o’clock at O’Leary’s Sports Bar at Copenhagen Central Railway Station.

Best wishes, Marie



Marie held her breath until the email had gone and then she smiled. Being assertive felt great.

She called Terrence Wilson, editor-in-chief of Science in England – in Cambridge he was known as the ‘Eye of the Needle’ because every scientific article had to pass through him before you could even begin to hope for a career in science. He was in a meeting, she was told, but would be back at one o’clock.

For the next couple of hours Marie immersed herself in her work, interrupted only by sporadic cups of tea and a snack. When she had finished processing the figures from Guinea-Bissau and printed out the graphic presentation, she pushed her removal crates to one side and stuck the sheets of paper on the bare wall. For a long time she sat on a chair studying the graphs, making notes on a pad or getting up and writing something directly on the papers. Then she ran the statistics on the remaining figures from Haiti and Tanzania, and put the graphs on the wall alongside the others.

When Marie took a step back and examined her work, the positive correlation became so obvious that it sent a chill down her spine. Storm’s observations were not local in the least. The WHO’s DTP vaccine killed children across the globe.

At one o’clock precisely she called Science in Cambridge again and this time she was put through.

‘Terrence Wilson,’ a deep voice said.

Marie introduced herself and explained the reason for her call.

Terrence Wilson heaved a sigh. ‘Miss Skov,’ he said. ‘I had a huge amount of respect for Kristian Storm. He was a brilliant scientist and undoubtedly a very decent human being. I spoke to him fairly frequently. It’s true that before Christmas I promised him an article in the May issue, if he had a complete set of data, but I have heard nothing from him since and the space went to someone else long ago. And now Storm is dead, I can’t see—’

‘Mr Wilson,’ Marie interrupted, ‘Storm returned to Guinea-Bissau after speaking to you and I have the complete set of data in front of me. I’ve analysed the figures and the results show significant correlations. Just do the maths! The DTP vaccine kills children in Guinea-Bissau, thousands of them!’

‘Aha.’ Wilson sounded sceptical. ‘Isn’t there something you’ve forgotten to mention?’

‘What?’

‘The dishonesty allegation regarding your laboratory figures. Surely you realise I can’t print results based on figures that are currently under investigation, at least not until the DCSD has cleared you. Even if I did agree to accept the new figures, we would still have to wait.’

‘A scientist from the Karolinska Institute repeated my clinical experiment,’ Marie quickly interjected, ‘and he arrived at exactly the same result. Stig Heller.’

‘Stig Heller?’ Wilson sounded incredulous. ‘Who distanced himself completely from Storm’s research?’

‘Not any more,’ Marie said.

Terrence Wilson cleared his throat. ‘OK, let me see if I’ve got this right. Storm returned to Guinea-Bissau where he surveyed the problematic area again and you have the new figures?’

‘Yes.’

‘Who carried out the statistical work?’ Wilson asked.

‘Storm, before he died.’

‘And now you want to write Storm’s article and back it up with lab results currently under investigation, but which you hope that I’ll approve because Stig Heller, star scientist and a member of the Nobel Committee, has suddenly seen the light and now supports Storm’s theory? Please don’t take this the wrong way, Miss Skov, but even you must admit that it sounds a little—’

‘Have you heard of Midas Manolis, Mr Wilson?’ Marie interrupted him.

‘The name rings a bell but—’

‘He was professor of immunology at the University of Athens, but spent time in Tanzania. He was the first person in the world to monitor population mortality in a developing country in the hope of lowering the child mortality rate.’

‘I thought Kristian Storm was the first,’ Wilson objected.

‘Yes,’ Marie said. ‘So did we because Midas Manolis never managed to publish his survey and the observations he had made. In 2004, shortly after he had contacted the WHO’s Epidemiology Task Force with an observation that had, in his own words, “shaken him to the core”, he died. He fell overboard during a sailing trip, got caught in some fishing nets and drowned. But I have his figures.’

There was total silence at the other end.

Marie quickly continued. ‘Do you know of Silas Henckel, Storm’s former PhD student?’

‘I know his name from several of Storm’s articles, of course, yes.’

‘Silas died in Guinea-Bissau in 2007 when he fell overboard from a fishing boat, got caught in some nets and drowned. He was twenty-seven.’ Marie let it sink in before she went on. ‘At that point Silas had tried to contact Storm for three days and we’re convinced it was to tell Storm why the figures in south-eastern Guinea-Bissau kept playing up. Silas had discovered that someone had sabotaged them, you see. But he never got hold of Storm. Because it was Christmas, because Storm was away on holiday and because Silas then died. After my master’s exam last year, after he had spoken to you, Storm went to Guinea-Bissau to finish Silas’s survey in the problematic Dulombi-Boe region, and that was when he realised the full extent of what Silas had discovered. In the data, sixty-five children were listed as being alive, even though they had died long ago. Somewhere between Xitole and Bissau someone had altered the medical records, so the figures became far too optimistic and kept distorting the statistical calculations. This time Storm never let the records out of his sight during his journey back to Copenhagen, where statistical tests showed that the DTP vaccine is linked to a significant increase in the mortality rate among children under five years old. And now Storm is dead. Don’t you think that’s a remarkable coincidence or is that just me?’

‘But . . . we were told that Storm killed himself,’ Wilson said.

‘Do you know something? In a way I wish he had . . .’

‘I don’t follow.’

‘I’m scared, Mr Wilson. Three people have died because of some research results that are currently burning a hole in the desk in front of me. The house I’ve just moved out of has been burgled – someone ransacked the place as if they were looking for something before they tried setting fire to it. My six-year-old son lives in that house, Mr Wilson. So, yes, it would have made everything so much easier if Storm had taken his own life because he was ashamed of the dishonesty allegation, but I do not believe that for one second. So I’m asking you, Mr Wilson, please give that article a chance.’

There was another silence.

‘OK,’ Terrence Wilson said at length. ‘I’ll take a look at your article. I’m not making any promises, but I will read it. However, it won’t be in the May issue. That issue has already been laid out— Unless . . .’ he suddenly said. ‘There might be one article which I should be able to . . . How many words do you need?’

‘Four thousand,’ Marie said.

Terrence Wilson laughed. ‘No way,’ he said. ‘That’s a feature and you don’t get one of those. You can have an intro column space, if I approve your article in the first place. If I like it, I’ll consider giving you a bit more space in our online version. But get a move on, young lady! You have until Monday morning at nine o’clock, and we’re talking Central European Time.’

‘Thank you,’ Marie said. She closed her eyes.

‘And, Miss Skov?’ Terrence Wilson said.

‘Yes?’

‘Watch your back.’

When Marie had hung up, she expelled all the air from her lungs and wrote another email to Tim:


Hope you’re reading this. Our deadline is Monday at 0900 hours CET. Yes, you read correctly!






CHAPTER 9

It was not until Søren was on the plane to Aalborg that he finally had time to read the police report into the death of Joan Skov properly. The call had come in on 18 March 2010 at ten twelve in the morning and an ambulance and a patrol car had been despatched and reached Snerlevej 19 exactly fourteen minutes later. Joan Skov’s body temperature had been twenty-five degrees when the crew arrived and Bøje had estimated the time of death to be between seven and nine the previous evening, Wednesday, 17 March. There were no external or internal signs of violence. The deceased had badly maintained teeth, a possible needle mark in the crook of her left elbow and an untreated bunion on her left foot. Bøje had listed the following symptoms to indicate ill health: clinical depression, severely underweight, moderate calcification of the artery in the neck, slight enlargement of the heart, a healed fracture on the thighbone and surgery following a fall in 1995, and scarring to both lungs as a result of pneumonia. In her stomach Bøje had identified the remains of a few tablets and partially dissolved medication capsules and had consequently concluded that the probable cause of death was poisoning with prescription drugs. Blood and tissue samples, with three dark human hairs, had been sent to Forensic Genetics for testing.

Søren drummed his fingers briefly on the tray table in front of him before turning to Bøje’s review of the police report.


On 18 March 2010 at 10.08 a.m., the deceased was found in her bed at her home address, Snerlevej 19. The deceased was discovered by her eldest daughter, Julie Claessen, who called the emergency services. The ambulance and the police arrived at the address at 10.26 a.m. Julie Claessen stated that she had spoken to her mother on the telephone the previous night around seven o’clock and that her mother had seemed ‘completely normal’. It was not until the following morning after several failed attempts to contact her mother that she went to the address and discovered her mother dead. For details regarding the scene, see separate report. Joan Skov’s prescription history, as supplied by her GP, stated that the deceased had been prescribed Cipramil, mirtazapine and diazepam for depression and anxiety attacks, as well as Matrifen against strong pain in her left hip. In addition, the following medicines were found at the address of the deceased:



Søren ran his finger down the list where the only drug he recognised was flunitrazepam, a sleeping tablet.

The flight attendant announced over the speakers that the plane was preparing for landing at Aalborg airport and Søren folded away the tray table. As they landed, he skimmed the report on the discovery of the body at the scene, but nothing stood out. In fact, the only remarkable thing about the death of Joan Skov was that Bøje had found ‘a few tablets and partially dissolved medication capsules’. Was that really all it took to kill someone? It sounded unlikely. Joan Skov had been addicted to prescription drugs for years and was severely underweight and weak. Søren had mixed feelings about medication. On the one hand he disapproved of the amount of drugs pumped into society, and when he looked at the vast profits made by the pharmaceutical industry, he was inclined to think that the medical profession was only too keen to issue prescriptions. He felt reluctant even taking a headache pill, and on two occasions Anna and he had scrunched up a penicillin prescription for Lily because they had used their common sense and concluded that she was not ill enough to need it.

However, he had been forced to resort to medication a couple of times in his adult life and he had been grateful for the pain relief the doctors had offered to Knud and Elvira when they were terminally ill. Knud had had a small morphine pump, which enabled him to administer his own dosage, and short squeezes had bought Søren valuable moments with his grandfather in the days leading up to his death.

If you could medicate against jealousy, Søren would have swallowed that pill without hesitation.

*

Jacob had insisted on picking Søren up from the airport although Søren would have preferred to rent a car and be in control of his afternoon. Søren spotted him immediately. A cheerful, waving man, whose receding hairline reminded Søren that he himself was no longer in the first flush of youth. Somehow Søren had imagined that the adult Jacob would look different. Herman Madsen had been eagle-eyed, observant and direct, but Jacob did not appear to take after his father very much. He yakked on and on, and when they parked outside Herman Madsen’s small terraced house, in a development of sheltered accommodation, Søren knew practically all there was to know about Jacob’s life.

Herman Madsen, however, looked like himself, only a much older version.

‘Yes, there’s no denying I’ve grown old,’ he said, when he caught Søren sizing him up. ‘Positively ancient.’

‘Oh, I’m sure it’s not that bad,’ Søren said.

Søren greeted Max and Jasmin, and Birgitte emerged from the kitchen and held out her hand. ‘I’ve heard a lot about you,’ she said warmly. ‘Ever since I first met Jacob. The great detective, hatched by our very own Grandpa.’ Birgitte patted Herman Madsen gently on the back.

‘I’m sure he would have hatched just fine without my help,’ Herman Madsen grumbled. They sat down for lunch and Birgitte put the remaining dishes on the table. There were hard-boiled eggs with prawns and mayonnaise, pork meatballs and Easter herring.

‘No, the credit is yours,’ Søren insisted. ‘If it hadn’t been for you, I would never have thought of joining the police.’

Herman Madsen did not say anything, but Søren could see that he was proud.

While they ate their herring, Herman Madsen told anecdotes from his years with Aalborg Police and Søren smiled, nodded and asked questions. The old man was in his element and Søren saw Birgitte squeeze Jacob’s hand.

‘Jørgensen!’ Herman exclaimed, when the conversation moved on to police officers they both knew. ‘He was just a pup in those days! I would never have believed that he would make it to chief superintendent. Back when I was his boss, he was a bit of a fool, but a nice one.’

‘He’s a good boss,’ Søren said. ‘Under pressure from the new police reforms, of course, and forced to make cuts, so he’s not always popular, but that’s part of the job.’

‘Reforming the police districts was a huge mistake,’ Herman Madsen grunted. ‘It sounded good on paper, I suppose, getting officers away from their desks and out on the beat. But so far the benefits remain to be seen.’

‘Are you and Jørgensen still in contact?’ Søren asked.

Herman Madsen shook his head. ‘Not really, though I did call him the other day. I believe Jacob told you.’

Søren nodded. ‘I agree with Jørgensen. It’s highly unlikely that anyone could trigger a suicide like that, so please stop blaming yourself. Besides, I’m starting to wonder if it really was suicide. I know the case.’

‘It wasn’t suicide?’ Herman Madsen exclaimed. ‘But Julie Skov said so. In fact, she screamed it at me before calling me a bastard and hanging up.’

‘I read Joan Skov’s autopsy report on the plane coming here,’ Søren said, ‘and she hadn’t taken very much medication – in fact, very few people would have died from that amount. But Joan Skov had been addicted to prescription drugs for many years and weighed only forty-five kilos. My view is that her body gave up, Herman. Pure and simple. It’s possible that your call stirred up old feelings in her, but I don’t believe for one second that you caused anything. I’m seeing our forensic examiner tomorrow to discuss a few things with him, and I’m fairly sure that his conclusion will be that Joan Skov’s system just packed up.’

Herman Madsen looked relieved. ‘Joan Skov was already ill back when we lived at Snerlevej,’ he said. ‘Or ill probably isn’t the right word . . . But she was unstable and moody even before their son died, if you ask me. We saw them from time to time at the start of the 1980s, but I believe Jacob has already told you that. Local get-togethers with neighbours – indeed, your grandparents came to some of them, I recall. It could all be a bit strained, but quite fun on occasion. The children enjoyed it, especially since many of them knew each other from school and clubs. Whenever it was Frank and Joan’s turn to host, we would all hold our breath until we knew how Joan was feeling. When she was in a good mood, she’d be walking on air and was a brilliant hostess, serving elaborate salads and making everyone kick off their shoes and dance in the garden. Other times she shut down completely. Tove and I used to wonder why they didn’t simply cancel the party. Joan would go to bed before the evening had even begun, if she felt like it. Frank, however, would just smile and carry on as if nothing had happened. But he was always a bit of a tough guy and it became more pronounced when their son died.’

‘How?’

‘Frank grew harder while Joan became even more fragile. They were always a mismatched couple and the death of their son widened the cracks. It was a very rocky marriage. I remember how once, during one of Joan’s better periods, she wanted to learn to drive their car again. I happened to pass one evening when Frank was teaching her how to get the car into the carport and I overheard him screaming and shouting at her because she was doing it wrong. Frank had tied a string to a tennis ball and suspended it from the roof in the carport. The moment the tennis ball touched the windscreen, Joan was meant to apply the brakes, but she kept driving too far. Frank lost his temper and I waited, sheltered by the hedge, while I tried to work out how angry he was. But it blew over as quickly as it had started. “You’ll get the hang of it eventually, darling,” he said to her, now all smiles. “Let’s go inside and have ourselves a drink.” It was the same with that dog of theirs – Bertha, I think it was called. They got it shortly after their boy had died and I saw Frank take it for a walk down Snerlevej where he yelled at it and humiliated it until it crept along the pavement. But you should have seen him the day Bertha was run over. It was before all that business with Lea, and he came over and rang our doorbell, crying like a baby. Bertha lay dead in the street and what was he going to say to the girls? I helped him put the dog into a box and told him he had to go inside and tell them the truth. He cried all the way up the garden path, so it wasn’t as if he didn’t care about the dog.’

‘How did the boy die?’ Birgitte asked.

‘Meningitis,’ Søren said.

‘Oh, that disease terrifies me,’ Birgitte exclaimed. ‘We go totally overboard checking the kids’ necks whenever they get a temperature, don’t we, Jacob?’

Jacob nodded.

Herman Madsen cleared his throat. ‘But it wasn’t true,’ he said quietly.

Søren looked at him with a frown. ‘What do you mean?’

‘He died in an accident in the family’s garden. But Frank and Joan Skov told everyone that he died from meningitis.’

‘Dad, you’ve never said that before,’ Jacob said.

Herman Madsen looked at his son and tilted his head. ‘No, Jacob. I’m a police officer and I have a duty of confidentiality. Besides, I didn’t discover it until two years later when Frank assaulted Mum . . . I believe Jacob has told you about that?’ Søren nodded. ‘When Tove refused to report him, I had to accept it, but without telling her, I decided to have him checked out. I called a colleague who worked in the police archives and had him look up Frank Skov for me. But there was nothing. No undeclared income, no fraud, not even so much as a small tax problem or a missed payment. Except for the alleged assault, which we had already decided not to proceed with, Frank had only been in contact with the police on one other occasion, my colleague told me, and that was two years earlier when his son had been killed in an accident in the family’s garden.’

‘How awful,’ Birgitte said.

‘I was shocked,’ Herman Madsen said. ‘Before he attacked Mum, we had been . . . if not friends, then at least quite good neighbours. We had sat in their garden on many occasions, eating and drinking. Now, you can never know how you would have reacted yourself, but I don’t think I could have continued to live in a house where my son had been killed.’

‘You don’t know what kind of accident we’re talking about?’ Søren said.

‘No. My colleague asked if he should request the case files for me from the basement archive, but I didn’t want to know the details. Suddenly everything made a lot more sense: the children, who were always on edge and Joan, who was falling apart; Frank, who was paranoid to the extent that he could even suspect Tove, who would never hurt a fly, of having shaken Lea. Besides, we moved soon afterwards. In many ways it was a relief to get away from Snerlevej.’

It grew silent around the table. All they could hear was the cartoons from the television in the adjoining living room.

‘Then again, Frank Skov’s back garden never was very child-friendly,’ Herman Madsen said at length.

‘Why not?’ Søren asked, and remembered what his tenant Finn had said about it.

‘Because it was full of rubbish. Frank was a hoarder who collected all sorts of junk and piled it up at the bottom of the garden. He had read engineering at some point, or so he said, and he was always in the process of building something or other. It became a standing joke among the neighbours on Snerlevej. Frank was forever bragging about his specialist tools we absolutely had to borrow – a bevel box or pliers for constant-velocity joints, which no one had heard of – and he was always keen to offer you expert tips, as he called them. But he forgot to apply his good advice to himself. The front garden was nice enough and you would often see Frank outside the house fixing something, cleaning the windows or weeding between the flagstones, while the house itself was in desperate need of a lick of paint and the rubbish mounted up at the back. Their old garden shed had burned down because of an electrical fault and Frank had started building a new, completely over-the-top one. The garden looked like a building site while the burned-out remains of the old shed were left lying around. It would have taken no time to replace the scorched grass with fresh turf. I know it bothered some of the mothers on Snerlevej so much that they didn’t turn up for the get-togethers whenever it was Frank and Joan’s turn to host. Anyone with young children didn’t get a moment’s peace because they were constantly running after their kids to make sure they didn’t scratch themselves on rusty nails or drink caustic soda.’ Herman smiled at the memory. ‘Not that it was funny, it was just typical Frank Skov. He really was one of a kind. When the boy died, I do remember Frank making some progress with the chaos, but it didn’t last. New junk simply took the place of the old stuff.’

‘But surely it’s against the law to live in a place that’s dangerous for children.’ Birgitte was outraged.

‘No, my love,’ Herman Madsen replied. ‘A gun must be locked in a gun cabinet, and if it’s fired accidentally, the owner can be sent to prison for not keeping it safe. But there are no rules about living in a messy house and that’s just as well. It’s the parents’ own responsibility to look after their children. And how do you keep a nosy three-year-old safe from harm? Just take Max.’ Herman Madsen cast his gaze into the living room where Jasmin was still watching cartoons, like a good girl. Max, however, had quietly pushed his chair over to his grandfather’s bookcase, placed a pouffe on top of the chair, scaled the shelves and was in the process of removing his grandmother’s Royal Copenhagen china figurines from the top. Jacob and Birgitte shot up from their chairs.

‘We need to fix those bookcases to the wall before the children start having sleepovers at your house, Grandpa.’ Birgitte sighed when she returned after having shouted at Max and rescued the china figurines.

‘Life is a risk,’ Herman Madsen just said.

*

Søren and Jacob washed up and Jacob talked nineteen to the dozen.

‘Dad’s had a really good day today because you came. Thank you so much, Søren. I would hate him to continue beating himself up over this and I have a feeling that what you said did some good.’

‘Don’t mention it,’ Søren said.

When they returned to the living room, Herman Madsen was listening to the news on the radio. ‘Please would you take this photograph to Copenhagen?’ he said to Søren, as he turned down the volume. The unsent photograph of Tove and Lea lay on the coffee table.

Søren promised he would.

They had coffee and cake. When Max learned that Søren was a police officer, he begged him to tell him a riddle. ‘I’ve guessed all Grandad’s,’ he explained. ‘I’ve heard them over a million times.’

‘Now, now,’ Herman Madsen said, and smiled.

Søren said that of course he would and set the little boy a brain teaser.

Max thought until his head hurt, but it was his sister who came up with the right answer.

‘Bingo, Jasmin,’ Søren said, and winked at her.

*

When it was time to say goodbye, Søren had a moment alone with Herman Madsen while Jacob and Birgitte got the children into their coats. Søren said he had been delighted to see him again. Really pleased.

‘Likewise,’ the old man said. ‘I’m proud of you, Søren. And I’m sure you have strong reasons for resigning, but you need to reconsider. Having a talent puts you under an obligation.’

Søren looked at the old man in astonishment.

‘Jørgensen let the cat out of the bag,’ Herman explained.

‘It’s more complicated than that,’ Søren said. ‘I got greedy and now I’m paying the price.’

‘Nonsense. It’s not greed. You made a mistake. It’s what real people do.’

Søren held out his hand to Herman. ‘See you soon,’ he said.

*

When Søren landed at Copenhagen Airport at seven o’clock on Saturday evening, he had two missed calls from Bøje Knudsen’s number at the Institute of Forensic Medicine and a frantic message on his voicemail: ‘Fucketty fuck. Why the hell haven’t you been in touch, you layabout? I’ve sent you three emails now. Bloody well get on and read them, will you?’

Three emails? Søren checked his inbox immediately, but there was nothing from Bøje. ‘Hey, you old whinger,’ he emailed back, ‘I think you forgot to send me those oh-so-urgent emails. Please try again. I’m waiting with bated breath.’

Søren put the photograph of Tove Madsen and Lea Skov in the glove compartment and had just started his car when he received a text message from Anna. She wanted to know if he intended to come home at some point and was wondering where he was.

He felt only slightly sheepish when, rather than drive straight home, he twisted the knife by going to Palads Teatret to watch Avatar. If Anna could spend three whole days in a seaside cottage with David Hasselhoff, surely he could do his own thing for one lousy day. It was almost midnight by the time he arrived home and found her asleep on the sofa with a book on her chest. He sat beside her and gently roused her. Anna stretched, confused, and Søren thought how much he loved her when she let her guard down. For one moment she looked openly at him, as if sleeping had dissolved their disagreements, but then she retreated.

‘Where have you been?’

‘Has Lily come home?’ Søren asked.

‘Yes, she’s asleep.’

‘Has she had a good day?’

‘I think so. She seemed happy. Turns out Thomas and Gunvor won’t be moving to Copenhagen after all. Thomas has been offered a job at Bærum Hospital in Oslo so they’ll be moving to Norway instead. I told you so!’

‘What?’

‘Yes. Didn’t I advocate caution? I said there was no need for you to worry about joint custody and all that. I knew it! Thomas has never put his child first. Lily has to fit into his life.’

Søren could not resist gloating inside.

‘That makes you happy, doesn’t it?’ Anna smiled and yawned.

‘Yes, to be honest, it does. I can’t imagine Lily living somewhere else for several days at a time.’

‘Me neither,’ Anna said.

‘I thought you said it was a good idea?’

‘Listen, I might still be angry with Thomas for failing to take his share of the responsibility and perhaps I’m ultra-keen to strike while the iron is hot to further my career, so maybe that’s how it came across. But once I’d had time to think it through, I didn’t think it would work at all. It’s far too confusing for Lily. So I’m delighted that we don’t have to deal with it. Sometimes I forget I’m not alone any more. Being a single parent and writing my master’s – and then there was all the business with my parents – was really tough. Oh, and don’t forget the tiny detail that my supervisor was murdered. So I guess I was a little bitter when you met me.’

A little? Søren controlled himself because it was so rare for Anna to admit to anything.

‘But now I’ve got you, and that’s fantastic,’ she said, and kissed his cheek. ‘Nature in her wisdom requires two people to make a baby and I’m not just talking about conception, just so you know. It’s mindboggling how much easier it is to be two.’

‘Does that mean you want another?’ Søren said, before he could stop himself.

Anna had sat up on the sofa and looked at him inscrutably. ‘Not right now, Søren. I think that things need to be . . . running a bit more smoothly before we make that decision. Everyone says having two children is more than twice the work of one.’ Then she got up and disappeared down the passage.

Søren stayed in the living room. One day he would clock Thomas for all the hurt he had caused.

Before he went to bed, he quickly checked his emails, but there was still nothing from Bøje. Ah, well, he thought, it couldn’t have been that important.

*

On Sunday morning Søren slept late for the first time in years. He did not wake until just after ten and heard the tap running in the bathroom. There was a cup of instant coffee with milk on his bedside table, but it was almost cold, so it must have been some time since Anna had put it there. Was she waving a white flag or did she feel guilty because she already knew what would happen in the seaside cottage on Sjællands Odde? Søren leaned back in bed and closed his eyes. Every now and again he wished he could switch off his brain. Just for an hour. Soon afterwards Anna came into the bedroom. She was naked, except for a towel around her hair.

‘Good morning,’ she said, and disappeared into the wardrobe where she struggled to pull down the weekend bag from the shelf above the garment rail. He ate her up with his eyes and all he could think about was her climbing, damp and fragrant, under his duvet and staying with him for a long time, stripped of ambition and to-do lists, paying attention only to him.

‘By the way, Jørgensen called yesterday,’ Anna suddenly remembered. ‘Sorry, I forgot to tell you. He thanked me for the profile on Kristian Storm. I think he felt bad that the case had been closed before I’d had time to present it, but I told him not to worry about it. These things happen. They couldn’t have known that last week. Besides, it would never cross my mind to complain about wasted work that’s so well paid.’

‘Didn’t he want to talk to me?’

‘Sure, but you weren’t here yesterday. Where were you, incidentally? You never told me last night.’

‘In Aalborg.’

‘Aalborg?’

Søren looked at the weekend bag, which Anna had managed to get down and was busy packing. ‘How long will you be gone, did you say?’ he asked.

‘What were you doing in Aalborg?’ Anna wanted to know.

‘Investigating something in connection with the case.’

‘What case?’

‘Actually, that’s a bit difficult to explain,’ Søren said, and swung his legs over the edge of the bed.

Anna froze mid-movement and Søren was terribly distracted by her brown nipples.

‘Søren,’ she said, ‘would you ever cheat on me?’

The question stunned him. Why did she ask him that now? Was it the kind of question that revealed the thought had crossed her mind and she was now, in some weird, complicated psychological way, trying to turn it against him?

‘No,’ he said. ‘Why?’

‘I just want to know,’ she said. ‘Anders T.’s partner cheated on him last year and he found out. That’s why he’s been in such a state. He said something the other day that I haven’t been able to get out of my mind: that it wasn’t the first time it had happened. Anders T. says that, in his experience, if people can cheat once, they’ll do it again and that he was an idiot for giving the relationship a second chance. And then I remembered that you had cheated on Vibe . . . and . . . well, that was why I asked.’

Søren had no idea what to say. It was true that he had cheated on Vibe and that it had had huge consequences because the woman involved, Katrine, had got pregnant, but he did not see himself as a serial cheat who fitted into some convenient category invented by Anders T. It was just something Anders T. had said to undermine Søren and Anna’s relationship and thus pave the way for himself.

‘How long will you be gone?’ he asked again.

‘I’ll be back on Wednesday at the latest.’ At this stage Anna had got around to putting on socks, but nothing more and Søren had to avert his eyes. He hated being so attracted to her. ‘Hello? Is that all right?’ Anna asked again and Søren shrugged.

‘I guess so,’ he said. ‘It’s not like I’ve got a job to go to.’

‘Talking about jobs, I had the distinct feeling that Jørgensen really wants you back.’ She zipped up the weekend bag and finally finished getting dressed. Søren was desperate for the loo, but after watching Anna walk around in just her socks, it would be a while before he’d be able to pee.

‘Why?’

‘He pumped me for information.’

‘What about?’

‘About whether I thought you’d be willing to return to work if you could have your old job back.’

‘Are you serious?’

‘Of course.’

‘But that job has gone to Henrik. Jørgensen will fall foul of every member of the Police Union if he moves Henrik to reappoint me, especially now when Henrik has . . . when he’s . . .’ Søren ground to a halt. ‘Besides, I wouldn’t want to return to Bellahøj as the guy who elbowed a colleague out of the way. I made a mistake when I agreed to that promotion and I’m delighted to hear that Jørgensen thinks he made a mistake by offering it to me in the first place, but it’s too late now. It’s like infidelity. You can’t turn back time, can you? Some actions have huge consequences.’ Søren looked straight at Anna. ‘But I’ll start job-hunting after Easter. I’ll begin in Copenhagen and work my way outwards. It wouldn’t be too bad if I ended up in Hillerød, but there’s always a risk that I’d have to go to Odense or all the way to Jutland, where the soil is black and the echo on the telephone line is hollow but—’

Anna laughed. ‘You could always have a go at being a street poet on Strøget.’

‘Will you come with me if I get a job in Jutland?’ Søren asked her seriously.

‘Søren,’ she answered, just as seriously, ‘please can we deal with that one if and when it actually happens? I love Copenhagen and I’m seriously banking on a full-time contract at the institute once I finish my PhD, so right now it would be something of an upset. Please can I think about it once you’ve been offered a job in Tarm or anywhere else that the soil is dark enough? Besides, Jørgensen sounded as if he had no idea where Henrik was. Please would you talk to him before you move us all to the far-flung corners of Denmark?’

‘He couldn’t find Henrik?’

‘No. He asked if we’d seen him and I said we hadn’t. Funny thing was Lily disagreed. Thomas had just brought her back when Jørgensen called and she got involved in the conversation. She said that Uncle Henrik was probably hiding because you had given him a bloody nose. Did you give Henrik a bloody nose?’

‘No, of course not,’ Søren said.

‘Well, in that case, I’ve no idea what she was talking about. But I do think you ought to ring Jørgensen. He sounded really quite desperate and stressed and willing to offer you almost anything. Gosh, I’ve got to get a move on.’ Anna looked at her watch. ‘Anders T.’s picking me up in twenty minutes.’

‘But I thought you’d already packed?’ Søren said. ‘Or are you taking the furniture as well?’

‘No, but I still have to dry my hair and put on mascara.’

‘Why?’

‘Why what?’

‘Why do you need to wear mascara when you’re going to a seaside cottage to be nerds?’

‘Because I don’t want to look like crap,’ Anna retorted sharply. ‘Lily is watching children’s television, but only until eleven, then that’s enough for today. I don’t want her watching TV all the time.’ Then she grabbed her weekend bag and disappeared down the passage. Moments later Søren heard the hum of the hairdryer.

*

‘Pretty please, Lily, my love,’ Søren said, once Anna had left.

Lily looked at him and narrowed her eyes. ‘Only if I get an ice cream with three scoops and a marshmallow on top.’

‘There’s no way you can eat three scoops and a marshmallow,’ Søren objected.

‘Yes, I can.’

‘All right, then, it’s a deal.’

When Søren parked in front of the Institute of Forensic Medicine, Lily piped up in anticipation: ‘Can I stay in the car and play games on your mobile?’

‘No, not today, sweet pea. I’m expecting a call and you need to spend a little more time at secretarial college before I’m ready to hire you full-time.’

‘What’s secretarial college?’

‘A place where you learn to answer the phone without scaring people off. Just like Linda can.’

‘I’ve decided I’m not going to be a biologist when I grow up. I want to be a doctor,’ Lily declared. ‘Just like my dad.’

That stung.

‘Did you have a nice time with him yesterday?’

‘It was all right,’ Lily said. ‘We walked right past BR Toys and he wouldn’t even let me go inside to have a look. You would definitely have bought me something, and that’s what I told my dad. Not a big toy, just a treat.’

‘I would definitely have bought you a giant toy,’ Søren said, with a smug grin. ‘A Barbie castle or a whole grocery shop in plastic.’

Lily took Søren’s hand. ‘No, you wouldn’t,’ she said, and laughed.

*

‘What are we doing here?’ Lily asked, when she and Søren reached the Institute of Forensic Medicine by Rigshospitalet.

‘Just saying hello to my friend Bøje.’

‘You really can’t be called that, can you?’ Lily said.

Søren knocked on the door to Bøje’s office, but there was no reply and the door was locked.

He took out his mobile and called Bøje’s number, only to hear the telephone ring behind the locked door.

‘He doesn’t seem to be at home,’ Søren said.

‘Does he live here?’ Lily sounded shocked.

‘No, no,’ Søren said. ‘Hey, sit down for a moment, will you? I need to knock on some other doors and it’s best if you stay put.’

‘Why?’

‘It just is.’

‘Boring. Please can I play on your phone?’

‘Nope,’ Søren said. ‘I’ll only be a sec.’

At that moment a young pathologist arrived whom Søren had met a few times before he was promoted to deputy chief superintendent and had stopped visiting the morgue quite so frequently. He was tall, with fiery red hair, and his name was Morten La Cour.

The two men shook hands and Søren said that he was looking for Bøje Knudsen.

Morten La Cour paled. ‘Oh, I’m terribly sorry, but Bøje had a heart attack last night and was admitted to the ICU. It’s not looking good.’

‘What?’ Søren exclaimed. ‘No!’

Lily came racing over and took Søren’s hand.

‘When did it happen?’

‘Last night in his office when he was writing post-mortem reports. I wasn’t there myself, but four junior doctors were next door performing an autopsy. They heard a loud noise coming from Bøje’s office and found him lying on the floor with severe chest pains. He was taken to A and E where he was stabilised and now he’s in the ICU. He’s still unconscious and it’s too soon to say if he’ll be OK. I’m really sorry to be the one to tell you.’

‘But he called me last night,’ Søren said. ‘Between six and seven. Four times.’

‘It happened just before nine o’clock,’ Morten La Cour said.

‘What is it, Søren?’ Lily asked.

‘My friend Bøje is ill,’ Søren said, picking Lily up. ‘He’s had something called a heart attack and that’s very serious.’

‘They’re already saying it will have consequences for management,’ Morten La Cour added. ‘I know it’s only just happened, but I believe there’ll be an investigation.’

‘Why?’

‘Because Bøje had worked seven days in a row. He stayed here every night and I don’t think he got all that much sleep, a few hours max. He didn’t even take the time to eat properly and his wastepaper basket is full of junk-food wrappers and Coke cans. There’s supposed to be some kind of safety net in the public sector so people don’t work themselves to death. I’ve barely been able to recognise him in the last few days. We’ve worked together for six months now and I’ve never seen him so stressed or with such a short fuse. His patience had run out, even with the junior doctors, and Bøje always stands up for the novices. He was totally exhausted yesterday, his skin grey. It’s a terrible thing to say, but it didn’t come as a great surprise.’

‘Bloody hell,’ was all Søren could say.

La Cour indicated that he had to go and Søren quickly asked about Kristian Storm’s autopsy report.

‘I’m trying to get an idea of what’s on Bøje’s computer. We need to finalise his reports. I promise to call you as soon as I’ve located it, OK?’

‘Thank you. It’s rather urgent.’

‘Everything is, these days,’ La Cour said, sounding as if he had turned sixty overnight.

*

Lily held Søren’s hand all the way to St Hans Torv and kept giving him anxious looks.

‘Are you very sad about your friend?’ she asked.

‘Yes,’ Søren said.

‘Then it might be a good idea for you to have an ice cream as well,’ Lily said, and Søren smiled. He couldn’t remember the last time he’d had ice cream. They spent a long time admiring the colourful selection in the ice-cream parlour before Søren chose a modest tub and Lily picked her three scoops with a coconut marshmallow on top. They crossed the road and sat outside Café Pussy Galore where Søren ordered himself a double espresso. Five minutes later Lily dumped her half-finished ice cream on Søren’s saucer and went off to play.

‘Try not to get too wet,’ Søren called out.

‘I won’t,’ Lily said, as she made a beeline for Jørgen Haugen Sørensen’s fountain in the middle of the square.

Søren found Jørgensen’s private telephone number on his mobile and rang it, even though Jørgensen had warned him not to call that number on a Sunday unless the Queen had been kidnapped.

‘Hello, Søren,’ Jørgensen grunted, when Søren had introduced himself.

‘Have you heard about Bøje Knudsen?’ Søren said. ‘I’ve only just found out.’

‘I have. It’s not good.’

‘And what’s that about you not being able to find Henrik?’

‘I had to suspend him last Friday, I’m sorry to say. Ever since then we haven’t been able to track him down.’

‘Why on earth did you have to suspend him?’

Søren heard Jørgensen hesitate. ‘It’s supposed to be a confidential human-resources issue between the management of Bellahøj and Superintendent Henrik Tejsner but . . . I was about to call you to beg you to come back to work and hopefully you’re about to say, “Sure, when do you want me to start?” so you’ll need to know anyway. And, mark my words, I really am prepared to beg.’

‘Big words coming from such a stubborn man,’ Søren said. ‘But let’s start with Henrik.’

‘OK. As you probably know, Tejsner was on loan to Station City for most of last week. They’re rushed off their feet with the student rapes, as they have been christened by the ever-tasteless media, and the commissioner has asked all stations in Copenhagen to contribute manpower. Tejsner has handled the assignment very well, with credit, in fact. I know that you and Tejsner don’t always get on, but he’s a good police officer, Søren.’

‘Henrik is a good police officer,’ Søren agreed. ‘A really good man in the field. And I’ve never claimed otherwise. He’s just a horrendously bad manager, but that probably reflects more on those who appointed him.’

‘And blah-blah-blah,’ Jørgensen said irritably. ‘But right now I’m not interested in your opinion of my managerial skills, Søren. Last Thursday, they finally got a breakthrough in the serial rapist case. They found some CCTV footage of the rapist’s most recent victim, Emilie Storgaard, talking to a man. They couldn’t identify the man from the footage, but something important happens in it. One of our confidential informants, a black guy called Solo, suddenly wanders into the frame and proceeds to greet the man Emilie Storgaard is talking to like a long-lost friend. Solo comes from some godforsaken place on the Ivory Coast, but has been granted permission to stay in Denmark in return for reliable intel from the drugs scene on Vesterbro. He speaks fluent Danish and is fairly observant, and even though we know he deals cocaine, we look the other way because he’s helped us on several occasions. We brought him in, of course, and he spent all of Thursday refusing to talk. Rathje and Hansen, the investigators tasked with interviewing him, tried everything, but he said not a word. Even threatening to deport him had no effect. “Let me tell you something. If I give you the name of the man in that film, I’ll be dead before sunrise,” he said. “I’d rather be sent home. At least there I’ve got a chance to see the week out.”

‘At one point Tejsner went to the loo and on his return he went straight for Solo and managed to break his nose and knock out both his front teeth before Rathje and Hansen got him under control. Afterwards Tejsner refused to explain what had triggered the attack and Station City had no choice but to report him to his superiors. Rathje drove Tejsner back to Bellahøj where he was sent to my office to explain himself. I confiscated his warrant card and sent him to HR to hand in his service weapon, but he never turned up. Since then I’ve called him dozens of times, but his mobile is switched off. The irony of it all is that I have good news for him. When Rathje and Hansen resumed questioning Solo – now with a brace on his nose and no front teeth – he immediately gave us the name of the guy on the CCTV footage. He’s Martin Brink Schelde, some hotshot lawyer from a highly regarded law firm in the city, whom we arrested last Friday afternoon and he’s been sweating in Station City ever since. He’s denying everything, of course, but we got a tongue scraping, so it’s only a matter of time before we get a DNA match. We all think he did it, so the powers that be have decided to overlook Tejsner’s stunt. This is Denmark, don’t forget, so we’re not allowed to play good-cop-bad-cop, but for once a broken nose and two missing teeth were a godsend. The justice secretary has publicly praised us for our arrest, the public’s rating of us has risen by six per cent in two days and Brink Schelde hasn’t even confessed yet.’

‘Listen to yourself,’ Søren said. ‘Anyone would think you worked in advertising. But let’s get back to Henrik. I think I know what’s going on. I’ll find him and have a word with him.’

‘Good,’ Jørgensen grunted. ‘And what about you? Can I persuade you to give me a helping hand? It’s bad enough that I’ve had to manage without a DCS, but now that Tejsner is down, it won’t do and—’

‘Fine. I’ll return to work,’ Søren interrupted.

‘That was easier than I expected!’

‘Yes, but I have some conditions.’

Jørgensen heaved a deep sigh. ‘Let me have them,’ he said.

‘I want my old job as superintendent back, but only until Henrik returns from paternity leave.’

‘Paternity leave?’

‘Yes, his wife had a baby last Friday.’

‘Jesus Christ, that explains why he’s hiding. And what happens when Tejsner’s paternity leave is over?’

‘We’ll have another brainstorming session.’

‘But am I right in thinking you don’t want to be deputy chief superintendent any more?’

‘One hundred per cent correct.’

‘Even if it means a lower salary and a smaller pension?’

‘Yep.’

‘I don’t get you, Marhauge,’ Jørgensen said. ‘Everybody else is busy fighting their way up the greasy pole. Anything else?’

‘Yes, I want total freedom to reopen Henrik’s cases. The deaths of Professor Kristian Storm at the Institute of Biology and of Joan Skov at Snerlevej in Vangede, which happened the same evening.’

‘But both cases have officially been closed.’

‘Do you know how to spell “giant cock-up”? Bøje Knudsen hasn’t even submitted the official autopsy report yet.’

‘Autopsy reports for suicides?’

‘Alleged suicides, not confirmed,’ Søren said. ‘Small word, big difference.’

Jørgensen considered it. ‘But surely Tejsner wouldn’t have closed two cases without first getting the green light from the Institute of Forensic Medicine?’

‘If you ask me, Henrik’s suffering from stress and I believe one of the symptoms is a diminished sense of reality and a tendency to rush decisions.’

‘Stress?’ Jørgensen thundered. ‘Who the hell doesn’t suffer from stress these days? It’s a national disease, Marhauge! You think I’m not stressed? That doesn’t mean I can’t do my job.’

‘So you didn’t sign off his reports?’ Søren asked sweetly. ‘Funny . . . It looked like your signature.’

‘You bastard,’ was all Jørgensen said.

‘Then we have a deal,’ Søren said.

*

When Søren had hung up, he went to rescue Lily. She was soaking wet and her teeth were chattering, so he threw her over his shoulder and jogged back to his car outside the hospital.

‘I told you not to get wet,’ Søren scolded her. ‘You’ve just been ill.’

‘I didn’t do it on purpose,’ Lily wailed.

‘No, of course you didn’t and Dumbo has small ears.’

‘No, he hasn’t.’ Lily carried on howling.

When they got to the car, Søren made her take off all her clothes and climb onto her car seat wearing only her pants. She complained pitifully. Then he took off his jacket and sweater and turned the car heating to maximum. By the time they reached Vibenshus Runddel, Lily had stopped whingeing.

‘Tomorrow and the day after, Granny will be looking after you,’ Søren said, as they drove down the Lyngby motorway.

‘Yippee!’ Lily cried.

*

On Monday, 29 March, Søren walked down the corridor to the briefing room at the Violent Crimes Unit at Bellahøj Police Station as if nothing had happened. It was five past nine in the morning and he was five minutes late because the detour to Nørrebro to drop Lily off at Cecilie’s had proved a big mistake in the rush-hour traffic. The police officers were waiting for the morning briefing to start; a few were reading newspapers and the rest were batting small talk back and forth across the table. Søren knew them all well, except a new sergeant from Aarhus, Inge Kai, to whom he had been introduced but hadn’t worked with. Søren hung his jacket over a chair and cleared his throat. ‘Good morning,’ he said. ‘I’m your supply teacher this week because your usual teacher is ill.’

Most people laughed and there was even scattered applause.

‘You can call me Acting Superintendent Søren Marhauge. Shall we get started?’

‘So what you’re saying,’ Mehmet taunted him, ‘is that not only have you been demoted, you’re also on probation?’

Most people laughed again.

‘Something along those lines.’

‘So where is Superintendent Tejsner then?’ Sergeant Sara Holbæk wanted to know.

‘He’s just had a baby,’ Søren replied.

The gathering fell about laughing.

*

When Søren had said hi to Linda, assured her that she was not hallucinating and that he had indeed returned to work, he went to search Henrik’s office. The room was dark and smelt sour, so Søren opened the window and adjusted the blinds. Henrik’s desk was a frightful mess of loose-leaf paper, case files, crushed Red Bull cans, screwed-up paper and more case files. In the middle of it all, the Penal Code lay open: without any obvious logic, Henrik had marked at least two hundred of the three hundred paragraphs with yellow Post-it notes. Søren opened the desk drawers. The top left one was locked. Søren briefly considered forcing it, but dropped the idea. He already had an inkling of what it contained.

Instead, he put on his jacket and went down to his car.

Fifteen minutes later, he parked outside Henrik’s stairwell on Amagerfælledvej 27 at the Urbanplanen Estate. There was no reply when he rang the doorbell. When a young guy came thundering down the stairs, Søren slipped inside the stairwell before the door slammed. First he checked Henrik’s postbox and, as far as he could see, it had been emptied. On the fourth floor he rang Henrik’s doorbell hard before he peered through the letterbox. In addition to an unmade-up mattress on the floor and Henrik’s biker boots, which he had refused to part with even though he had sold the bike long ago, Søren spotted half a dozen empty or nearly empty bottles of spirits. There were no curtains in front of the window and even through the letterbox he could detect the stale smell of alcohol. Søren tried the door, but of course it was locked.

Back in the street he found a corner shop where he bought a copy of Politiken and Euroman, a cup of coffee and a chocolate bar. Then he made himself comfortable in his car and waited for Henrik. It had just gone twelve, so he braced himself for a very long afternoon.

He had received a text message from Anna, telling him she had arrived safely at Sjællands Odde, but apart from that, Søren had heard nothing from her. Their days of frequent, frantic text messages were over. Søren had not had time to give their relationship much thought today, but as he sat in the silence, it crept up on him. He downloaded the Facebook app to his smart phone and logged on. The photograph of Anna was like a punch to his stomach. Her cheeks were flushed and she was wearing her running top against a picturesque background of bark steaming with frost and the sense of spring. Anders T. had tagged her and the caption simply read: Bella.

Suddenly Søren sensed a shadow in the side window and turned his head.

Henrik was standing outside. He had lost weight and his gaze was manic. Søren made to get out of the car and tried to open the door, but every time he did, Henrik would push it shut. Finally Søren rolled down the window.

‘Please can I get out?’ he asked calmly.

‘Leave me alone,’ Henrik said. ‘Don’t ever talk to me again.’ Then he turned on his heel and walked back to his stairwell. Søren closed the window, got out of the car and locked it with a click.

‘Wait,’ he called after Henrik, but Henrik had already disappeared up the stairs and the door had slammed. Irritated, Søren systematically rang every single bell and got all the way down to the ground floor before he had any luck. ‘Police,’ he said brusquely, and was admitted after a brief hesitation. An elderly woman looked at him sceptically from the gap in her door and he quickly flashed his warrant card at her and said, ‘Hello, madam,’ before he took the stairs two steps at a time.

Søren banged on Henrik’s door. ‘Did you get my card?’ he shouted through the letterbox. ‘Come on, let me in. I want to talk to you.’

There was no sound from the flat and when Søren looked through the letterbox, he saw only the scene from earlier.

‘Henrik,’ he called. ‘Let me in. I know you and Jeanette have split up. Why the hell didn’t you say anything? Henrik, God damn you, open the door so I don’t have to stand out here shouting at you.’

There was still no sound from the flat so Søren sat on the steps, trying to work out his next move.

He could call a locksmith. He could drive back to Bellahøj and fetch ‘the big key’, as it was known at the station: an iron pipe with handles the police would sometimes use during raids. Or he could kick down the door.

So that was what he did. He pushed down the handle and aimed his kick at the lock; at his third well-placed attempt the door flew open.

From the hallway he could see directly into the room with the mattress, the bottles and the biker boots. To his left, overlooking Amagerfælledvej, there was another room, unfurnished except for a dilapidated sofa and a low coffee table. On the table lay a mirror and a razor blade. Henrik was nowhere to be seen.

‘As you’ll be aware, I have the right to shoot you in self-defence.’ Søren spun around. ‘Section thirteen of the Penal Code. Self-defence when a person or their property is attacked.’

Henrik was sitting up against the wall behind the door. His pupils had contracted to pinpoints and he rested his hand on one knee as he pointed his service pistol at Søren. He took a swig from an almost-full bottle of whisky on the floor.

‘Lower your weapon,’ Søren said.

‘Lower your weapon,’ Henrik mimicked, with a snarl, but showed no sign of doing so.

‘You have a son.’ Søren found his mobile and held it in his outstretched arm so that he could search for the picture of Olivia and Sara cradling their newborn baby brother while maintaining eye contact with Henrik. ‘A bouncing baby boy weighing four kilos. His name is Storm.’

‘I don’t want to see him,’ Henrik roared. ‘Put that phone away or I’ll fucking off you. Trust me, I’ve nothing to lose.’

Søren changed tactic. ‘I know you’re doing cocaine, Henrik.’

Henrik looked deadpan at him, but Søren sensed a hint of surprise behind the flat expression.

‘You thought you could hide it, did you? That makes you just as stupid as every other drug addict on the planet. Besides, I took a blood sample from Lily’s hat, which you used as a compress last Wednesday. Your nosebleed gave you away and I got Bøje to confirm it. I’m guessing you’ve got a habit. I’m guessing that the top left drawer of your desk at Bellahøj is locked because you can no longer get through a day’s work without a line or two. And I’m guessing that you’re snorting confiscated cocaine, which you stole from the evidence room.’

‘No shit, Sherlock. Did you ever think of joining the police?’ Henrik quipped sarcastically, then took another gulp from the bottle.

For a while, the two men said nothing while they stared each other down. Søren had rarely felt so ridiculous.

‘I panicked when Jeanette told me she was pregnant,’ Henrik suddenly said. ‘I didn’t want another bloody baby. Sara and Olivia had finally grown old enough to enjoy a lie-in and they can make their own breakfast, then Jeanette decides she wants to go back to square one. Nappies and bottles and puke? I’m just not good with babies. I go mental when they wake up screaming at night.’ He jabbed himself in the temple with his free hand. ‘At long last, our sex life was starting to pick up again. And then she tells me she’s bloody pregnant. She claims she told me she’d stopped taking the pill and asked me to take precautions, but that’s a big fat lie!’

‘I thought the two of you were good,’ Søren said. ‘That you were all right after . . . your affair. Because that’s what you said. You were over the moon when you told me you were having another baby.’

‘What choice did I have? Jeanette might be telling everyone she’s forgiven me for the affair with Line, but the truth is she’s been punishing me non-stop ever since. Whenever I screw up, she makes it all about her and how I betrayed her two years ago. Even the girls are on my back. “Where are you going, Dad? Isn’t it a bit late to be going to the corner shop, Dad? Dad, you’ve made Mum cry again.”’ Henrik spat out the words. ‘Besides, I’ve had it up to here with your and Anna’s jammy little lives. Makes me want to vomit the way you go on about her. You and I haven’t had one night out since you started living with her. We haven’t gone for a beer on Friday after work once. You don’t want to play squash any more. It’s not normal, man. Before you met Anna, you’d hang out with your mates every now and again. But now you’re too busy to waste your time on us losers. Jeanette agrees with me that you’ve become stuck-up. We haven’t had dinner once since you and Anna moved in together. Because we’re not good enough for your intellectual girlfriend? It’s not like you went to university, either, you prick. And do you remember me telling you that Jeanette wanted fake tits? You swallowed it whole. As if that would ever even cross Jeanette’s mind. You know her. She’s a nursery-school teacher and gets organic vegetables delivered every week, for Christ’s sake. But I saw the look on your face. You’ve become such a bloody snob since you moved in with that bitch.’

He took another swig from the bottle.

Søren was astonished. There was no point in him saying he hadn’t known how to react when Henrik had mentioned Jeanette’s new breasts. What did he know about women’s midlife crises? was all he had thought at the time.

So he just said, ‘You’re wrong, Henrik.’

‘Jeanette and I had a massive row about that baby,’ Henrik continued. ‘I told her to get an abortion and she went mental. Eventually I walked out, and if you hadn’t been such a crap friend, I might have called you and asked if we could go for a beer. Instead, I got drunk on my own somewhere on Vesterbro and did coke with a random guy who offered me some; quite a lot, as it turned out. At one point that night I got the urge to screw a hooker, so that’s what I did. I would have killed for just half an hour of being the boss of my own life. And do you know something? I felt totally free. I was king of the world, right until the condom burst and I found myself on top of some twenty-year-old black girl who couldn’t even look me in the eye.’ He laughed a hollow laugh. ‘I went to the doctor immediately and the first test was negative. The doctor gave me a post-exposure prophylactic injection and told me only to have safe sex until I got the final test. But I couldn’t start wearing rubbers when I was with Jeanette, could I? The first few weeks were all right because Jeanette had morning sickness, but when that passed, she couldn’t understand why I wasn’t in the mood. She would whine and accuse me of not loving her any more, of having another affair – who was she and where did she live? She irritated the hell out of me. In the middle of it all I got promoted. And thank God for that. I started working twenty-four/seven and didn’t have to go home. I even rented a room on Nørrebro where I could sleep, and whenever Jeanette complained, I said I had a camp bed in my office, that this promotion was a once-in-a-lifetime chance and that she shouldn’t expect me to give up my big break to change nappies.’

‘I wish you’d told me about you and Jeanette,’ Søren said.

‘Why? So you could play at being my therapist and fuck with my head? I don’t think so. But what a boost to my career, eh? I’ve always hated taking orders from people, especially you, but now finally I was in charge. I had my own digs where I spent more and more time, I was on a roll, and the best thing was that no one knew a thing. When Jeanette’s best friend called to ask what the hell I thought I was doing, I blurted out that I had met someone and told her to mind her own business. That shut her up. Then I found this flat where no one ever tells me to take off my shoes when I get home, no one changes the channel without asking me first, no one makes me eat broccoli and no one leaves their disgusting jamrags with the red side upwards in the bathroom. Finally Henrik Tejsner was living it up with a little help from his friend.’ To illustrate, Henrik pressed a finger against one nostril and sniffed.

‘But then that girl was raped in north-west Copenhagen,’ Søren said.

Henrik drank some more whisky. ‘I couldn’t handle it,’ he said after a while. ‘Fourteen years old. Same age as Olivia. I met the girl’s father, a gentle Syrian guy who just sat there while the tears rolled down his cheeks, and there was nothing I could do. If it had been my daughter, I would have killed myself. But he just sat there, saying he knew we were doing everything we could. But what could I tell him? The rapist was still at large. I spent half the night at Bella trawling through old microfilms. I searched high and low on the Net. I interviewed the family again, hoping we had missed something. I spent far too much time on that case and I fell badly behind with everything else. Besides, I was running out of money . . . So you’re right, I nicked the bag from the evidence room. I never thought anyone would find out.’

Henrik got up and went over to the sofa. He lifted a sofa cushion and fished out the confiscated bag of cocaine. Søren saw the numbered police evidence tag dangling from it. Henrik looked at Søren with disdain, then lined up a fat stripe, which he distributed between his nostrils, taking care to keep his service pistol and the whisky bottle within reach.

‘What happened at Station City?’

‘I was the boss.’ Henrik cheered and clapped his hands hard. ‘I was Bernt’s new golden boy. I aced that case. I was one hundred per cent better than you and your stupid backwards knitting.’

‘What happened to Solo?’

‘I could tell from his face that he knew something. Rathje and Hansen were far too easy on him. We didn’t owe him shit. There are plenty of potential CIs out there who want to work for us. But Rathje and Hansen treated him like bloody royalty. Little coke-pushing creep contaminating Denmark from the inside . . .’

‘So you went to the Gents and snorted a line to build up some Dutch courage, and when you returned, you knocked out Solo’s teeth and broke his nose.’

Again Henrik looked deadpan at Søren before he suddenly moved the pistol to his own temple. ‘I’m not going back to Jeanette,’ he said. ‘It stopped being fun long ago. And I’ve lost the girls. Jeanette has turned them against me with all that guilt crap. I haven’t got a snowball’s chance in hell of winning them back. And the boy? Jeanette will turn him against me too. Just you wait and see.’

‘Give me your gun,’ Søren said quietly.

‘And now I’ve got the sack.’

‘Give me your gun,’ Søren said.

Henrik looked at him blankly.

‘Give me your gun now,’ he said again.

‘I’m a man,’ Henrik said, pressing it harder against his temple.

‘Solo gave us the name of the man on the footage,’ Søren said, ‘and we’ve arrested a young lawyer who works in the city. Martin Brink Schelde. Jørgensen asked me to tell you that your suspension has been lifted. You can go back to work again.’

‘You fucking liar.’ Henrik looked emptily at Søren for a moment and then he pulled the trigger.

Søren squeezed his eyes shut.

Then Henrik laughed. ‘You’re such a prick. Did you really think I was going to shoot myself? The chamber’s empty, you idiot. You should have seen your face. Oh, I can just imagine you telling that bitch of yours how you almost saved me.’

For a moment Søren stared at him in shock, then anger took over. ‘I’ve told Jørgensen that you’re on paternity leave for a month.’

Henrik scoffed.

‘That means you have a month to sort yourself out. Get your shit together. I’m giving you one chance. If you don’t take it, I’ll report you for the theft of eighty grams of cocaine from the evidence room. You’ll get a two-year custodial sentence minimum and your police career will be over.’

Henrik was still looking at him with contempt.

‘And Anna isn’t a bitch,’ Søren added quietly.

‘Anna isn’t a bitch,’ Henrik mocked, and took another swig from the bottle.

‘And I’m nothing like what you said,’ Søren continued.

‘Get out. You’re not my friend. You never were.’

‘Do you know something?’ Søren said. ‘You were never my friend either.’

Then he left.

*

On his way into town Søren was shaking so much that he had to stop at a service station to compose himself. When he had calmed down, he called Lea Skov, but his call went straight to voicemail. It was only five thirty so he decided to stop at her flat and try the doorbell. He checked that the photograph of young Lea and Tove Madsen was still in his glove compartment and it was. But Lea Skov was not at home, or she was not answering her door. Søren did not want to leave the photograph in Lea’s letterbox: it required an explanation. Instead he drove out to Lily and Cecilie on Nørrebro.




CHAPTER 10

At four thirty on Wednesday, 31 March, Marie switched off her computer and went out into the kitchen to grab some food before her meeting with the police. While she ate, she wondered who could check the finished article for her. She had written several academic papers in English and Storm had praised her for picking up the language so quickly. Nevertheless, she would prefer an expert to read the text before she emailed it to Terrence Wilson. Ideally that person would be Tim because he was her co-writer and because his English was perfect, but what if he didn’t get her message in time? She had to come up with a plan B, then cross her fingers that Tim would respond during the weekend so they could still meet the Monday-morning deadline. Why not ask Trine Rønn? It would also give them a chance to catch up. Marie put her plate in the sink and picked up her handbag. Just as she was about to leave, Lea called.

‘Hi, sis! I’m now officially a psychologist!’

‘Congratulations!’ Marie was delighted. ‘Sorry, I was going to call you. How did it go?’

‘Great, I think. I won’t know for sure for another couple of weeks, but I have a good feeling about it. I’m convinced that I passed. And you’ll never guess what my oral exam was about. Advanced defence mechanisms.’

‘What are they?’ Marie said and sat down on her bed.

‘Repression, denial, displacement and regression. That kind of stuff. But I knew my terminology inside out. Oh, I wonder why,’ Lea said drily. ‘Talk of the devil, Frank called me a moment ago to tell me to stop “harassing” Julie. That was the word he used. I could hear that he’d been drinking.’

‘Where was he?’

‘I don’t know. He just called to say that Julie is really upset about “what she’s done” and needs to be left alone, so did I think I could stop harassing her.’

‘I must talk to her,’ Marie said, exasperated. ‘It makes no sense for her to think she killed Mum because she failed to sort out her pills.’

‘And I’m not harassing her,’ Lea added. ‘Christ, I only asked if she could remember Tove, her surname or a house number, anything. Why is she so scared of what Tove might tell me? That our family fell apart when Mads died because it was already teetering on the edge of the precipice with a highly strung mother and an immature fantasist of a father who should never have got married? I realised that years ago. Mum and Dad piled far too much responsibility onto the shoulders of a ten-year-old girl and sometimes she had no choice but to give her little sisters tinned spaghetti three days in a row because Frank had forgotten to come home and Mum was spaced out on the sofa. Anyway, it doesn’t matter now because it turns out that Tove is dead.’

‘Dead? How do you know that?’

‘I Googled “Tove, police officer, Cluedo and Vangede”, and found a possible connection: Herman Madsen. He was an investigator with Copenhagen Police, but moved with his wife, Tove, and their three children from Vangede to Aalborg in 1998. Their elder daughter, Helle Madsen, founded Aalborg’s first choir for children who are hard of hearing, and by comparing a picture from a local paper I found on the web, where she’s standing between her parents, with several Facebook profiles of women also called Helle Madsen, I ended up being so sure that I messaged her on Facebook. I’ve just read her reply on my mobile. She writes that her family used to live on Snerlevej, at number twenty-five. She also writes that she remembers me well because her mother had a photograph of me. I got very emotional when I read that. I have no memory of Tove, but I meant so much to her that she kept my picture all these years. Sadly, she died of cancer last year, Helle Madsen wrote. I only wish we’d talked about her sooner. I would have loved to meet her. It’s definitely to her credit that I didn’t end up as fucked up as the rest of you.’ Lea chuckled. ‘Sorry, sis.’

‘What else did her email say?’ Marie was intrigued.

‘That was all,’ Lea said. ‘Only that Tove had died and then this business about the photograph. I’m going to write back to Helle tonight and ask if I can have it. It would be all right to ask, wouldn’t it?’ Lea sounded anxious.

‘It’s a funny thing with you,’ Marie said pensively. ‘Most of the time you’re so assertive, then suddenly you get insecure about the oddest things. Of course you can ask her if you can have that picture! All she can do is say no.’

‘It’s called having low self-esteem, but lots of confidence. Just ask a psychologist. Anyway, it’s nice to know that I meant something to Tove. Hey, by the way,’ Lea continued, ‘I spoke to Mattis and you’re welcome to give him a call if you’re serious about your swallow tattoo. He has a waiting list of two months, but because you’re my sister, he’ll see you without an appointment. Tonight, for example, he said.’ Lea laughed.

‘I really don’t think I can—’

‘Of course you can! You can do anything you want to, Marie. Anything. And you can take my word for it. I’m now officially a psychologist!’ Lea said triumphantly.

‘You’re a tough cookie.’ Marie smiled to herself.

‘So are you.’

They hung up and Marie rushed out of the door. She was running late and she was due to meet Søren Marhauge at the café in two minutes. She stopped on the pavement, found her mobile and began composing a text message to him. And that was when she saw it.

A dark blue Ford with tinted windows.

It was parked diagonally across from Marie’s stairwell.

Marie started to walk quickly down Randersgade and crossed Strandboulevarden. Had someone been watching her? Was she being followed now? Then again it might be nothing. It could be a different car from the one Storm had seen. Maybe she was just paranoid. But three people were dead. When she crossed Vordingborggade, her chest began to tighten and she had to give up walking and texting at the same time. Never mind, she was almost there. She recognised Søren from a distance. He was tall and he was locking his car. When he had dropped the keys into his pocket, he turned and looked straight at her.

‘Walk with me,’ she said, and as she passed him, she grabbed his arm. For a split second he reacted with surprise, then they continued down the street like just another couple.

It was not until they reached Bopa Plads that Søren said, ‘Are you being followed?’

‘Wait. I . . . can’t . . . breathe,’ she panted.

She dragged Søren across the square and into a typical Copenhagen courtyard with a picnic table, a battered playground, small patches of grass and some sheds. She carried on walking, now with Søren in her wake, and it was not until they were behind a leafless beech tree in the centre that she set down her bag, unzipped her jacket, crouched with her hands on her knees and gasped for breath.

‘Are you all right?’ Søren asked, and put his hands on her shoulders.

‘No,’ Marie wheezed. ‘I . . . I can’t breathe . . . I need to sit down . . .’ Søren managed to get her to the picnic table.

‘Take deep breaths,’ Søren said calmly. ‘All the way down to your stomach. Easy now. You’re hyperventilating, but it’s not dangerous. There you go, easy does it.’

Eventually Marie regained some control over her breathing, and a few minutes later, she was back to normal.

‘I saw a blue car,’ she said. ‘A Ford with tinted windows. Right outside my front door. But I’ve only lived in that flat for a week and I haven’t officially changed my address yet. No one knows I live there.’

‘Slow down,’ Søren said. ‘Take it from the start.’

It took Marie half an hour to tell Søren everything.

When she had finished, Søren drummed his fingers on the table for a long time without saying anything.

‘I know that you have officially closed the case and classified it as suicide,’ Marie said despairingly, ‘but surely you can see that something doesn’t add up.’

‘Marie,’ Søren said, ‘I can’t tell you very much right now, only that we’re investigating the case again. It has been reopened. I don’t believe that Kristian Storm killed himself, either.’

‘You don’t?’ Marie said, and tears rolled down her cheeks. ‘Oh, thank you, thank you for believing me.’

Søren resumed drumming his fingers. ‘I would like your opinion on Storm’s so-called suicide note.’ Søren made quotation marks in the air. ‘I’ll email it to you later.’

‘Sure,’ Marie said.

‘In return I want you to give me the registration number he copied from the car he saw parked outside the August Krogh Institute. I’ll try to track it down.’ Marie nodded.

‘Did you make a note of the number of the car you saw just now?’

‘No,’ she said sheepishly. ‘I just ran.’

They sat for a little while. Marie concentrated on her breathing. She was cold, but there was something reassuring about the chilly air mixed with the smell of wax from the police officer’s jacket.

‘Incidentally, I have a totally unrelated question for you,’ Søren said at length. ‘Please could you give me your younger sister’s email address?’

Marie looked at him in surprise. ‘Why?’

Søren cleared his throat. ‘It has nothing to do with the case,’ he said. ‘It’s a private matter. But you and I grew up in the same street. Now, I’m somewhat older than you, so we never had much to do with each other. It was my colleague, Superintendent Henrik Tejsner, who drew my attention to it the other day. Can I start by saying that I was really sorry to hear about your mother?’

‘Thank you,’ Marie said. Eagerly, she added, ‘You must have known my parents. Or did yours know mine? Only Lea wants to talk to someone who knew us when we were little. If your parents remember something, perhaps Lea could talk to them?’

‘My parents died when I was five,’ Søren said, ‘and I was brought up by my maternal grandparents, who lived across the road from your family. They’re no longer alive and I think they only knew your parents superficially. From local get-togethers in the early eighties. How old are you?’

‘Twenty-eight,’ Marie said.

‘Then you would have been only five when I left home and . . . Normally I wouldn’t have said anything because I prefer to keep things separate, but . . .’ Søren cleared his throat ‘. . . I’ve tried and failed to get in touch with your sister in the last couple of days.’

‘Really, why?’

‘I have something for her. A photograph. Your sister had a childminder when she was little and—’

‘Yes,’ Marie said. ‘Tove. But she’s dead.’

‘Yes,’ Søren said. ‘But she left a photograph that her husband, Herman, really wants Lea to have. Tove was very fond of your younger sister and she had kept the photograph all these years. Herman has tried getting in touch with Lea, but that . . . didn’t work out. So when I visited him last Saturday, he asked me to take the photograph with me to Copenhagen and give it to her. The connection with you and Kristian Storm is purely coincidental and I wouldn’t have brought it up, only I haven’t been able to get hold of Lea myself. I tried phoning her and calling at her flat. All to no avail. If I had her email, I could ask her to contact me – that is, if she wants the photograph.’

‘Lea has been revising for an important exam so she has ignored everyone. But I can email you her email address as well as the car number, and I promise to mention it to her when I next speak to her, probably later today. I know she’ll be delighted to have that picture. When my twin brother died, Mum was so distraught that she cut up almost all our family photographs . . . And I think the rest were destroyed when our shed burned down because our family photographs were kept inside it.’ Marie seemed momentarily confused. ‘Whatever the reason, there are hardly any pictures from when we were young. It’s never really bothered me because our elder sister has told me lots about the past. But I’m sure Lea would be thrilled to have that photograph,’ Marie said again.

‘How did your brother die?’ Søren asked.

‘He got meningitis,’ Marie said. ‘Though I don’t remember anything about it myself,’ she added.

‘I know what it’s like to lose a child,’ Søren said. ‘I’m sorry. I don’t know why I said that. That was exactly why I didn’t want to bring up my connection to Snerlevej. I like keeping things separate.’

‘It’s fine,’ Marie reassured him. ‘That must have been awful. I would never get over it myself. Cancer, possibly; my mother’s death, Storm’s. But my son Anton’s – never. I think I need to go now. I must finish Storm’s article.’ For a moment she looked awkwardly at Søren. ‘Please would you walk me home?’

‘Of course,’ Søren said. ‘We’ll check out the blue Ford at the same time. There’s no need for you to worry if it turns out it’s not the same car.’

‘I’m really embarrassed about my earlier behaviour,’ Marie said.

‘Don’t be,’ Søren said. ‘Being careful never killed anyone.’

*

When they stopped outside Marie’s stairwell in Randersgade, the dark blue Ford had gone.

‘It’s not here,’ Marie said.

‘Who knows you live here?’ Søren asked.

‘No one. Except my family: my ex-husband, my dad and my sisters.’

‘Does Tim Salomon know where you live?’

Marie shook her head. ‘I think I mentioned I’d moved to Østerbro. But that wouldn’t mean anything to someone who doesn’t know Copenhagen. Why do you want to know? I trust him completely.’

‘I’m a police officer,’ Søren said. ‘I ask random questions to clarify points. Is your new address listed in the university’s database?’

Marie blinked. ‘They have my mobile number and my old address in Hellerup. But I have yet to register my change of address with the National Register of Persons. I moved out at very short notice.’ She was staring at him anxiously.

‘Try not to worry, Marie. You have my phone number. If anything happens, you call me straight away. I can dispatch a car from Bellahøj in less than five minutes. Be on your guard, but try to stay calm.’

‘OK,’ Marie said, subdued. She glanced up and down the street, but everything was normal. ‘Thank you for walking me home.’ ‘Don’t mention it,’ Søren replied. ‘I’ll wait here until you’re upstairs in your flat. You can let me know over the intercom.’

‘Thank you,’ Marie said, but she stayed where she was. ‘Funny business about Snerlevej,’ she began. ‘I Googled you earlier today so that I would know what you looked like and I thought you seemed familiar. But surely I wouldn’t be able to recognise you from twenty years ago. I know I have a photographic memory, but there are limits.’

Søren smiled.

When Marie had let herself into her flat, she quickly put on the security chain and assured Søren over the intercom that he was safe to leave now.

‘Talk to you soon,’ his voice crackled, and shortly afterwards she watched him head down Randersgade towards his car. Even from the third floor he looked tall.

*

When Marie had emailed the blue Ford’s registration number and Lea’s email address to Søren, she sat down at her desk to work. Her thoughts were flapping about like headless chickens and she found it hard to concentrate on her article. Storm, the blue Ford, Tim, who was risking his life in the wilderness of Guinea-Bissau, and her shock at learning from Sandö how Midas Manolis had died.


Dear Tim, Emailing you feels strange because I don’t know if you get my messages. I hope that you got my last email, and/or that Malam Batista has got hold of you by now. Are you on your way to Denmark yet? I’m working on the article, but I would feel so much better if you were writing it with me and especially if you could proofread it. Warm wishes, Marie

PS: I gather that you visited the institute last week to get my address and telephone number from the faculty secretary. The telephone number is correct, but I have moved and am now living at number 76 in Randersgade on Østerbro. I hope that you will email me or call me soon, so that I know we have made contact. More than anything, I hope you’ll be back in Denmark soon!



When she had sent the email, she worked without a break for almost two hours until Julie called her out of the blue.

She was in her usual fussing mode. ‘How are you? Are you eating?’ she wanted to know. ‘And how was your appointment at the hospital last Monday, Marie? I suddenly remembered it yesterday. Why didn’t you remind me? I thought I was coming with you.’

Marie replied that she’d thought Julie had enough on her plate, but it had gone fine. Her numbers were good and she had decided to keep her ovaries.

‘Are you sure that’s wise?’ Julie sounded worried. ‘The doctors usually know what they’re doing and I—’

‘I’m not sure of anything,’ Marie interrupted her. ‘But it’s my choice. I’ve looked into the scientific arguments for and against and I know what feels right for me, so I said no.’

‘But, Marie—’

‘Anyway, how are you doing?’ Marie asked.

‘Oh, I’m all right,’ Julie said in a small voice.

‘Why do you mind so much that Lea wants to know about that woman who looked after her when we were little?’ Marie said. ‘She says you no longer return her calls.’

‘Lea shouldn’t be stirring things up,’ Julie said.

‘Julie,’ Marie said, ‘you can’t control other people. Do you hear me? I love you and I know you mean well, but you can’t control everything.’ She heard a sharp intake of breath.

‘You’re been talking to Lea behind my back,’ she said. ‘I would never have believed that of you, Marie. After everything I’ve done for you.’ She practically hissed the last words.

‘I love both my sisters,’ Marie said miserably, ‘and I wish we could all get on together. Sometimes I can see where Lea is coming from. You and Dad are always so angry with her.’

‘What are you trying to tell me, Marie?’ Julie’s voice had turned icy.

‘Nothing, Julie. You’re not to blame for Mum’s death. It was kind of you to organise her pills for all those years, kind of you to cook meals for Mum and Dad’s freezer when they couldn’t manage it themselves, and all the other things you’ve done for them, but Mum didn’t die because you failed to turn up that Monday to sort out her pills and went instead to your children’s school to see them in a play. It’s not your fault, Julie. You have to stop it.’

‘I would never have believed that of you,’ Julie repeated quietly.

‘Believed what?’

‘That you would turn on me. After everything I’ve done for you for all these years.’

‘Listen, this is ridiculous, Julie . . . Hello?’ But Julie had already hung up.

Marie sat dumbstruck at her desk. Julie had never hung up on her before.

When she had composed herself, she tried to turn her attention back to her writing.


Overall, routine vaccinations have beneficial effects on child survival rates in high mortality countries. However, routine vaccinations may have non-specific effects (NSE) on child survival rates – that is, effects not explained by prevention of the vaccine-targeted infections.



Her thoughts kept returning to Julie. Her elder sister had never been angry with her before, either, not like this. But why did Marie feel so guilty about it? All she wanted was to have a reasonable relationship with both sisters, even if the other two didn’t get on very well. It should be possible. Marie called Julie back, but no one picked up the phone. After two more attempts, she left a message. ‘Julie, I think we were cut off,’ she said. ‘Please call me back. Lea isn’t trying to harass you. She just wants to know more about her childhood and I don’t see what’s wrong with that. Why does this matter so much to you? You don’t have to relive the past if you don’t want to. We all know that it’s extra hard for you just now, but you haven’t done anything wrong. I love you and I love Lea and I wish that the three of us could find a way of getting on. Please call me.’

When she had hung up, she sat down to do some more work, but after half an hour, she gave up and opened the windows for some fresh air. She stood behind the curtains, scanning the cars in the street, but in the evening twilight they all looked dark blue. Suddenly she was filled with inarticulate rage and rummaged in a removal crate until she found the blonde wig and put it on. She pulled a woolly cap over her hair, put on her coat and boots and walked down the stairs. Halfway down she met the man who lived in the flat below and who had welcomed her to the building the day before, but he showed no sign of recognising her. This made it seem highly unlikely that the driver of the blue car would realise who she was. Marie walked down Randersgade, then briskly down Østerbrogade without making eye contact with anyone. A sudden impulse made her reach for her mobile in her pocket. Before she knew it, she had called Mattis, Lea’s tattoo artist. She heard loud rock music in the background when the call was answered and Mattis shouting, ‘Hang on a sec.’ The volume was turned down.

‘Who did you say you were?’ he asked. His Danish was slightly accented and Marie surmised that he must be German.

‘Marie Skov, Lea Skov’s sister. She gave me your number because I was thinking of . . .’ Marie ground to a halt.

‘Ah, Marie!’ he exclaimed cheerfully. ‘Yes, I hear you want a swallow . . . Ha-ha, Lea Skov, that sounds really weird.’

‘Why?’ Marie asked.

‘Among us, she’s known only as Lea Sky.’

‘Lea Sky?’

‘Yes. I knew she had another surname but I’d forgotten it was Skov. Skov, Jensen, Hansen, a common surname like that doesn’t really suit Lea, does it? Right, so when are you coming over? We have a waiting list of two to three months, but not for Lea Sky’s secret sister.’

‘Is now a good time?’

‘Great,’ Mattis said. ‘Do you have a picture of a particular swallow?’

‘No,’ Marie said, ‘but I know exactly what I want.’

‘Then just come over,’ Mattis said. ‘Nansensgade seventy-three, basement. See you shortly.’

Marie caught the bus to Nørreport station and quickly located the tattoo parlour in the basement in Nansensgade. The sign on the door, which had security bars, said Closed, but it was wedged open and Marie could hear Queens of the Stone Age. She walked down the few steps and peeped inside. A young guy with a black punk hairstyle was busy sweeping the floor while he sang very loudly and very out of tune. His arms were covered with tattoos and a cigarette was dangling from the corner of his mouth, which he managed to drop twice while Marie was watching him. Suddenly he looked up and waved her inside the shop.

‘There you are,’ he said. ‘Yes, I can see that you’re sisters, even though you’re not . . .’

‘Nearly as good-looking?’ Marie said, with a smile. She didn’t mind. Lea had always been the beautiful one.

Mattis sized her up. ‘Nearly as hard core, I was going to say. And at least as good-looking. It’s lovely to meet you at last. Lea has told me loads about you, but I was starting to think you didn’t exist.’ Mattis kept on scrutinising her. He had small, clear blue eyes, a dimple in his left cheek, a piercing in his right ear and an incredible amount of hair, which had been cut short at the back and sides and was standing straight up on his head in a Mohican.

They chatted while Marie removed first her woolly hat, then her wig.

Mattis told her he was twenty-six, had moved from Berlin to Copenhagen and had met Lea in Pumpehuset at a Fear Factory concert in 2006.

‘Anyway, tell me what kind of tattoo you want.’

Marie produced Storm’s wooden swallow from her pocket and handed it to him. ‘This,’ she said.

Mattis turned over the swallow in his hand.

‘It’s a barn swallow,’ Marie explained. ‘They fly fifteen thousand kilometres to South Africa every autumn and back again every spring. No, this way round.’ Marie rearranged Mattis’s hands. ‘I want its wings spread out as it soars vertically up into the sky.’

‘OK,’ Mattis said. While he started sketching the swallow on a piece of transfer paper, Marie took off her top and sat on a couch in a cubicle with curtains on three sides.

‘Why a swallow?’ he asked, while he drew. Marie was in her jeans, naked from the waist up and wondering if she had discarded too much clothing. Perhaps Lea hadn’t told him that she had had a breast removed and he would be shocked.

‘Because it’s tough,’ Marie said, and made herself comfortable on the couch with her back to him. She straightened when Mattis entered the cubicle and jumped when he applied disinfectant to her shoulder.

‘I’ll start by transferring the image, yes? Then we can double-check if that’s what you had in mind.’

Mattis’s palm brushed Marie’s back and he had just placed the transfer paper with the swallow on her skin when Marie called, ‘Stop!’

‘What’s wrong?’ Mattis said, and removed the transfer paper.

‘Please would you tattoo me here?’ she asked, turning to Mattis. She watched his face, searching for any sign of revulsion in his eyes.

‘There, above my heart, well away from my scar. Please can you tattoo me there?’

‘Of course,’ he said, not missing a beat. ‘I can tattoo you anywhere. Are you sure?’

‘Yes,’ Marie said.

‘Turn towards me a little more.’ Marie did so and Mattis gently pressed the image against her heart.

‘Go over to the mirror. If it’s where you want it, we’ll get started.’

Marie stood in front of the mirror and inspected herself. The downy shadow of new hair on her head had become a little more obvious and the swallow imprint, the size of her childhood glitter stickers, sat exactly where she wanted it.

‘I don’t want it filled in,’ she said. ‘I want it exactly as it is now. An outline.’

‘Sure,’ Mattis said, sizing her up again. ‘But then I think we should turn it, just a little bit so it flies diagonally. Just in case you decide to have your breast reconstructed one day because then there will be more of a curve here.’ He tilted his head and pointed. ‘But even if you decide not to, it’ll still look super-cool.’

They exchanged only a few words while Mattis tattooed her. His hands brushed her while he worked and she felt his breathing like a feather against her upper body as he inspected his work. It took almost an hour. She could smell ink and blood. Her mobile rang a couple of times and the CD had fallen silent. When Mattis had finished, Marie got up and returned to the mirror while he cleaned his equipment. She studied the swallow. Her skin was red and swollen and she was lost for words.

Suddenly Mattis was right behind her, looking with her into the mirror over her shoulder.

‘Bloody hell, that’s fantastic,’ was all he said.

*

Mattis drove her home in his mother’s green Morris Minor even though he lived in the opposite direction. They hardly spoke during the journey and Marie wondered what he made of her, Lea’s colourless sister, whom he had been kind enough to compliment. When they pulled up outside her flat, Marie asked shyly if Mattis would please wait until she had turned on the light and waved to him from her window, and he said he would be happy to, without asking prying questions about why she was afraid. She was grateful for that when she stood in her window behind the curtain and watched his small car rattle down Randersgade.

*

It was not until she had been to the lavatory and cleaned her teeth that she remembered her mobile had rung a few times while she was getting her tattoo. She saw that the number had been withheld, but Søren Marhauge had left a message. He had emailed her Storm’s suicide note and would like to speak to her urgently.

It was past midnight.

Marie checked her emails and saw that Søren had written Call me as soon as you can in the subject box. There was also an email from Stig Heller, which she skimmed. He wrote that he would be at O’Leary’s Sports Bar at Copenhagen Central Station this Friday morning at eleven o’clock. With a heavy heart she opened the document with Storm’s final note.

When she had finished reading it, you could have knocked her down with a feather. She had not seen such badly written, pompous Danish riddled with Anglicisms for a long time. She was convinced that Storm had not written it.

She quickly sent a text message to Søren Marhauge:


Sorry for not getting back to you earlier. I guess it’s too late now, but I really want to talk to you ASAP. Best wishes, Marie



Her mobile rang three minutes later.

‘That note is absurd,’ Marie said, without introduction. ‘Storm never wrote it. I’m sure of it.’

‘Hmm,’ Søren said. ‘I had a hunch.’

‘Why didn’t you show it to me before? Or to someone from the department? Anyone who knew Storm could have told you that he would never have written such nonsense. His Danish was flawless and he detested Anglicisms. His killer must have written it. Isn’t there a fingerprint on it or something? There must be something you can do.’

‘There are no fingerprints on the paper, not even Storm’s. Our technician actually made a note about it in his report. Does Tim Salomon speak Danish?’

Marie gulped. ‘Not as far as I know,’ she said. ‘I spoke English to him. He’s Guinean and lives in Bissau, and all scientific communication outside Denmark is done in English. Why would he speak Danish?’

‘Can you think of anyone who could have written this note in bad Danish?’

Marie could not. ‘But why do you keep asking about Tim? He flew to Guinea-Bissau last Saturday. He loved Storm like his own father. He would never—’

‘It was Tim Salomon who rented the blue Ford, Marie.’

‘I don’t believe you,’ Marie said.

‘According to Hertz, Tim Salomon rented the car from their Gammel Kongevej branch on the thirteenth of March. The booking was paid for with a Visa card and Hertz took a copy of the international driving licence Tim produced before they gave him the keys. I have copies of both and I would like you to confirm that the picture on the driver’s licence really is of Tim. Besides, Hertz has reported Tim to the police because the car was never returned. Marie, are you there?’

‘There must be some mistake,’ Marie whispered.

‘I’m afraid that looks unlikely,’ Søren said.

‘But what can it mean?’ She was in tears. ‘That Tim is the man who was watching Storm and now he’s watching me? That Tim killed Storm? But why? The Belem Health Project was Tim and Storm’s joint venture. Their pride and joy.’

‘Right now I don’t know what it means,’ Søren said frankly. ‘But we need to look into it and I would like to—’

‘Tim didn’t arrive in Copenhagen until the twenty-fifth of March and he flew back to Guinea-Bissau on the twenty-seventh,’ Marie interrupted triumphantly. ‘And only this morning I spoke to Malam Batista in Bissau, and he said that Tim went to Xitole and Dulombi-Boe last Sunday.’

‘But it’s still a fact that Tim Salomon hired the car that Storm observed outside the August Krogh Institute. I’ve sent copies of both the driving licence and the credit card to our document technician so he can check if they’re fake. And tomorrow I’ll look into Tim’s travel activity in and out of Denmark. Did he say anything to you about when he was leaving?’

‘I only know that he left on Saturday afternoon,’ Marie said. ‘But I know from Storm that all flights to Guinea-Bissau go via Lisbon. The only airline in Europe to fly there is TAP. Then again, Guinea-Bissau is an old Portuguese colony. And I saw his ticket!’ she cried out. ‘It was lying on the bedside table!’

‘I’ll call you again tomorrow,’ Søren then said. ‘Keep your phone to hand and switched on.’

‘Google Translate!’ Marie exclaimed.

‘What?’

‘The letter. Storm’s suicide note. It was definitely put through Google Translate!’

There was silence for a moment, then Søren said, ‘Christ, I think you might be right.’

*

The night before Thursday, 1 April, Marie’s sleep was more broken than a dropped Ming vase. At three a.m. she gave up hope of getting any rest and turned on her computer.


Dear Tim, What if Storm was wrong? What if a hunch isn’t enough? That certainly wasn’t the impression I had about you. Please explain to me why you rented a blue Ford in Copenhagen. Best wishes, Marie



When she had pressed send she had second thoughts. Should she have run it past Søren Marhauge first? She climbed into bed and finally fell into a deep sleep.

Jesper’s call woke her at just after nine o’clock.

‘Are you trying to make me jealous?’ he screamed, the second a bleary-eyed Marie answered her phone.

‘What?’ Marie swung her legs over the edge of the bed and caught sight of herself in the mirror, which was propped against the wall. Bloody hell, that’s fantastic, Mattis had said. Her skin was fiery red along the outline, but she was inclined to agree with him. She saw only the swallow, not the missing breast.

‘You were seen at First Hotel,’ Jesper ranted. ‘Last Friday. By a good colleague of mine who happened to be enjoying a drink in the bar after a conference. You’ve just been ill, you’re still ill, and then you go and screw some big African guy.’

Marie was speechless for a moment. Then she said, ‘May I remind you that you were the one who wanted a divorce because you’d met someone else?’

‘But, Christ Almighty, I don’t go around rubbing your face in it. You could at least be a little discreet.’ It was rare for Jesper to be angry.

‘Who saw me?’ she asked, and regretted the question immediately. She did not have to justify herself to anyone.

‘It doesn’t matter. A colleague. Someone who happens to have covered a lot of shifts for me so I could be with you whenever you had chemo. How do you think it makes me look when three seconds later you’re holding hands with someone in a hotel?’

‘Jesper,’ Marie said, ‘you had an affair while I had chemo. You wanted the divorce, not me. I’m entitled to hold hands with whomever I want to, be they Chinese, Eskimo or African, though I fail to see what that has to do with anything.’

‘So you admit it?’ Jesper snarled.

‘Yes,’ Marie said, and then the devil got into her. ‘I do. I might be dying, Jesper, and I don’t want to die curious.’

Marie could hear Jesper gasping for breath before he spluttered, ‘So you decided you wanted to know what it’s like to have sex with a black man with a big dick?’

‘No, Jesper. I decided I wanted to know what it feels like to make love to a man who is actually interested in making me feel good. Just for once in my life.’

There was a brief silence.

‘Do you know what the difference between the two of us is?’ Jesper said. ‘I respected you enough to keep my affair secret. Emily and I have been together for five months now and not once have we been out for dinner, not once have we gone to the cinema. We’ve never even been out for a walk because I didn’t want to risk bumping into someone who might know you. I’ve been very discreet.’

‘Five months? That’s interesting,’ Marie said.

‘And, if you really must know, your lover boy came to Ingeborgvej to ask after you.’

‘My lover boy?’ Marie said, and felt a shiver down her spine.

‘Yes, I didn’t see him myself because we’ve been forced to leave the house, in case you’d forgotten. But yesterday was Wednesday and Natascha came to clean. When she was almost done, a black man rang the doorbell and pushed his way into the hall. He said he was your friend and asked if you were in. Natascha said no and quickly rang me. Is that a little Freudian slip that you just happened to give him the wrong address?’

‘I haven’t told anyone where I live,’ Marie said quietly.

‘I want Anton this weekend,’ Jesper insisted angrily. ‘My brother’s rented a holiday cottage in West Jutland and Anton hasn’t seen his cousins for a very long time. But Anton says he’s only prepared to go if he’s allowed to come back to yours today. So I’ll bring him round in two hours and pick him up again early tomorrow morning, OK? And let me tell you something, Marie, if that guy is with you, you have exactly one hour and fifty-nine minutes to get him out of the flat. I don’t want Anton spending even one minute with your new boyfriend.’

Before Marie had time to object, Jesper had ended the call.

Marie rose and stood for a moment in the living room, not knowing what to do.

Then she called Søren Marhauge, who didn’t answer his phone. She went to the lavatory, and when she came back, there was a missed call from an unknown number. She was about to ring him back when she got a text message:

Is everything OK? Søren wrote. I’m on the other line.

Everything is OK, Marie wrote. Call me as soon as you can.

*

Marie toasted two slices of rye bread and boiled an egg. She slathered butter on the bread and finished off her meal with half an avocado and twenty-two almonds. She wanted to put on some weight. Then she took a quick shower, and when she had got dressed, she discovered she had missed yet another call and rang Søren back. This time his number was engaged and she left a text: Sorry, I was in the shower, but I’m around now.

She sat down at her desk, determined to crack a seriously tricky section of the article. Storm would undoubtedly have spun in his grave, but Marie wanted to include the most valid objections from their opponents, such as Paul Smith. He was still in charge of the WHO’s Epidemiology Task Force in Geneva and had gone from diametrical opposition to Storm to being less dismissive. The January issue of a Canadian periodical even quoted Smith as saying that Kristian Storm’s research could no longer be ignored and made it necessary to form a working group that would concern itself exclusively with the non-specific effects of vaccines.

Big words from a former opponent.

However, Marie had her doubts about Peter Bennett, the highly respected American immunologist and professor at Stanford University. Bennett was the scientist who, in the last five years, had expended the most energy on rejecting Storm’s ideas about the non-specific effects of the vaccines, so there was plenty of material from which to choose. Worse, in October 2008 Bennett had stood up and trashed Storm’s research in front of every international immunologist at the workshop in London. Storm would indeed spin in his grave if he knew that Marie was considering giving Bennett more column inches.

Bennett had a list of publications to his name as long as the Great Wall of China, Marie discovered, and there could be little doubt that he was a leading expert. Even so, she had a strong feeling that his almost hysterical attacks, especially in scientific periodicals, were about something more than Bennett merely demonstrating his own superiority. Storm had often mentioned how scientific periodicals had been just as badly hit by the financial crisis as the rest of the publishing industry, and it followed that editors in part gave column inches to Bennett because he was famous.

Hang on a minute . . . Now that was interesting. Despite his fame, Bennett had himself been accused of professional misconduct, not for scientific dishonesty, but he had been suspected of corruption in connection with the WHO’s pandemic warning about the swine flu virus H1N1 in 2009. Storm had never mentioned that and Marie was mystified until she discovered that Bennett had been cleared, which had only heightened his popularity. In 2010 alone he had been the main speaker at every international immunology symposium and the lead author of thirteen articles.

By now Marie had got the bit between her teeth and she followed a link to a summary of the pandemic scandal.

In June 2009 Elizabeth Chung, general secretary of the WHO, had issued an international pandemic warning when several mysterious deaths in the US and Mexico had turned out to be the result of a rare flu strain called H1N1. The decision to issue the warning was based on an assessment by the WHO’s Emergency Committee and instantly triggered the production of millions of doses of vaccines. For a brief moment the world held its breath. Given the WHO’s reaction, people began to think that humanity might be on the verge of extinction.

The first criticism of the pandemic warning appeared in a liberal German newspaper when a journalist questioned why members of the Emergency Committee were anonymous. All other WHO committee members were known to the public, the journalist pointed out, and he wondered why the same principle did not apply to a committee that had the power to make decisions affecting the whole world. His criticism was soon echoed by both El País and The Times, and in July the same year, the WHO issued a press release, which stated that the reason for the committee members’ anonymity was to avoid any attempt at manipulation by the pharmaceutical industry. Furthermore, the WHO promised, once the pandemic was over and the risk of manipulation of individual members had passed, the names of the committee members would, of course, be released.

However, there must have been a leak because a few weeks later a French journalist published the name of every single member of the Emergency Committee in a major feature in Le Monde. No one knew how he had got hold of the list, but there was a huge scandal when it turned out that practically all members of the committee were shown to have close links to the pharmaceutical industry. No less than seven members sat on the boards of various pharmaceutical companies, and four of those companies turned out to produce constituents that went into the H1N1 vaccine. Things went from bad to worse when a pharmaceutical-company contract for one of the committee members was published. It stated in black and white that the bonus paid to each board member was linked directly to the profit of the company. A hefty sum, the journalist concluded archly, because the WHO’s pandemic warning had resulted in a massive rise in the production of influenza vaccines and there had been in total an increase of seventy-five orders with a value of two billion euros for Tamiflu alone.

The WHO cares more about the pharmaceutical industry than public health!

The WHO is in the pocket of Big Pharma!

The world’s media went crazy.

The WHO was forced to dismiss several members of the Emergency Committee as more and more came under the spotlight, including Bennett. It turned out that he was an adviser to and director of several vaccine-constituent producers, including the rapidly growing Japanese pharmaceutical company Sixan Pharmaceuticals, which manufactured an aluminium-based constituent for the influenza vaccine.

Two factors saved Bennett from professional beheading. First, he could prove that he had resigned from the board of Sixan Pharmaceuticals before he had joined the WHO’s Emergency Committee. Second, it turned out that he was the only one of the twelve committee members to have voted against the pandemic warning. He had stayed silent while the scandal unfolded, but the moment he was cleared, he uploaded a press release on his homepage in which he wrote:


I can only agree that a close relationship between an organisation like the WHO and the pharmaceutical industry is completely inappropriate, but it doesn’t justify a witch-hunt of individuals.



And it might be said that he had a point.

Marie got up from her computer to stretch her legs and stopped in front of the window to look down on the street. There was no blue Ford today. She thought about Tim. Last Friday night she had melted like butter in his arms and shyly inhaled his overpowering scent of unknown continents, caressed the soft skin of his palms and tickled his foot with hers. ‘You’re exploring me.’ Tim had laughed in the darkness. Yes, and for a moment, she had let her guard down. But if Tim really did want to hurt her, why hadn’t he just killed her there and then? One blow and she would have been dead.

One explanation could be that the Guinean medical records had still been missing at that stage. And now, when Tim had got her email telling him she had found them, she would become the next target to be destroyed. But what about Malam Batista, who had sounded utterly convincing when he told her that Tim was travelling in the province? Had that been a lie? It hadn’t sounded like one. But Marie knew from Storm that in Guinea-Bissau everything was for sale. An alibi, a ministerial post or a container full of cocaine. It was always about the money. Had Tim paid Malam to lie if anyone from Denmark should call to ask for him?

Marie’s thoughts were interrupted when Søren rang her.

‘Did you get some sleep last night?’ he asked.

‘Not much,’ Marie said, and quickly told him what Jesper had said.

‘And I don’t know any African men except Tim,’ Marie said miserably. ‘I don’t know what to believe any more.’

‘I’m investigating Tim’s travel activity,’ Søren said. ‘As soon as I’ve got something, I’ll call you. But we should consider moving you to a safer place.’

‘All right,’ Marie said feebly.

‘Perhaps you could stay with Lea? I’ve just spoken to her.’

‘You finally got hold of her?’

‘Once she got my email, I had a breakthrough – I think you could call it that,’ Søren said. ‘She rang me the second she’d read it. I’m going over there later today to give her the photograph.’

When Marie had ended the call, she got a message telling her she had four missed calls. An unknown number had tried once and Lea three times. Marie was about to call her younger sister when Lea’s name flashed up on the display.

‘I’ve just spoken to a policeman called Søren Marhauge,’ Lea said, without introduction. ‘He would appear to have grown up on Snerlevej and has just come back from Aalborg. Well, he did try to explain the whole convoluted business to me, but how it all connected was beyond me. Bottom line is that he has the photograph Tove kept. I’ll get it tonight.’

‘I gave him your email address. I thought you’d be pleased,’ Marie said.

‘You? How long have you known him?’

‘Since yesterday when I called the police about Storm. We met and I told him everything. At one point, he mentioned that he knew who I was and that he, too, had grown up on Snerlevej.’

‘I don’t remember him at all,’ Lea said.

‘No, but you must have been very young when he moved out.’

‘Yes, but— Hey, by the way, Mattis called! He says your ink is super-cool! I can’t wait to see it. If you didn’t have such an ancient mobile, you could have sent me a picture. Incidentally, he’s crazy about you,’ Lea went on.

‘No, he’s crazy about you,’ Marie said.

‘Mattis? No way. We’re just friends. Besides, he knows I’m into women.’

For a moment Marie thought she’d misheard. ‘You’re what?’

‘Into women. One hundred per cent. It took me four turbulent teenage years and way too many bad experiences to realise I don’t like men. Or, at least, not in that way. But Mattis is cool. Go for it.’

Marie was speechless.

‘Are you shocked, sis?’ Lea asked. ‘You’ve gone awfully quiet.’

‘No,’ Marie said. ‘But sometimes it amazes me how blinkered we can be when it comes to our own family.’

‘It’s called a survival mechanism, sweetie,’ Lea said. At that moment, the doorbell rang.

‘I have to go. That’ll be Anton,’ Marie said. ‘But I’ll call you later. Would it be all right if we slept at yours tonight?’

‘What do you think?’ Lea laughed. ‘I’ll rush out and buy a bunk bed.’

‘I’m so glad that we’ve finally grown up,’ Marie said.

She ended the call, looked out of the window at the roof of Jesper’s 4×4 and saw Jesper standing on the pavement. He was getting thin on top.

‘You can run upstairs on your own,’ she heard Jesper say to Anton.

Marie pressed the button to let Anton into the stairwell, put a cardigan over her nightie and went down to meet him.

‘What have you got there?’ Anton asked, pointing to Marie’s tattoo, which peeped out at the neckline of her nightie.

‘A tattoo,’ Marie replied.

‘Just like Aunt Lea?’

‘Yep.’

‘Won’t it ever come off?’

‘Nope.’

‘Wow! Dad will be so mad.’

‘But do you like it?’

‘Yes,’ Anton said. ‘Can I have a tattoo of a dog?’

‘Yes,’ Marie said. ‘But not until you’re a grown-up. When you’re a grown-up, you can do anything you like.’

Together they walked up the stairs.

*

Anton and Marie made space aliens out of salt dough, which they painted once they had baked them until they were hard. Marie peered furtively at her computer and had to keep a tight rein on herself not to let the approaching deadline panic her. Three times she went to the window, but there was no blue Ford. When push came to shove, it probably was not that Ford she had seen. When Anton went to his room to play, Marie sat down at her desk. Now, where was she? Bennett’s homepage. She had to smile when she saw it. Dressed in cashmere, Bennett was leaning casually against his bright red sports car, suitably rugged and suitably professorial. Marie thought he looked a little like Sandö, but Sandö had turned out to be OK, and Marie reminded herself never to judge a book by its cover. She clicked around Bennett’s homepage for a while and discovered that he had spent several years in West Africa, sent out by the now defunct American aid organisation Trust to build health centres. There was also a picture of Bennett with his beautiful daughter, Louise, aged twenty-three, who, according to the caption, was studying medicine at Stanford University and ‘made her old dad proud’.

Marie was starting to understand why Storm had disliked the man. Bennett’s homepage stated that he had decided to study medicine because ‘as a young man he had often found it difficult to sleep due to his strong desire to save Africa’. Later he had specialised in vaccine constituents, focusing on improving the reaction of the immune system to the vaccine, and in 1988 he had been awarded the Nobel Prize for his research.

All of which was very heroic.

Marie explored the website further and came across a statement written by the WHO’s legal officer confirming that every rule had been followed to the letter in connection with Bennett’s resignation from the board of Sixan Pharmaceuticals and his joining the WHO’s Emergency Committee in 2009. Legally everything was above board, the lawyer stated. Marie followed a link to the website of Sixan Pharmaceuticals where she skimmed the names of current board members, conspicuous for Bennett’s absence. She also found a list of Sixan Pharmaceuticals’ ‘friendship universities’, but the University of Copenhagen was not among them. However, the University of Stockholm was. The Swedish academics appeared keen to become blood brothers with the world of commerce. The University of Oslo was not mentioned either, but Sixan Pharmaceuticals was friends with several prestigious institutions, such as Stanford and the University of California in Berkeley. And – who could have guessed it? – Universidad Colinas de Boé in Bissau of all places! It was a bit of a mixed bag.

Marie decided to condense Paul Smith’s views to give Bennett more space. It was common knowledge that Storm and Bennett disagreed, and Marie was convinced that her article would have a stronger impact if she let Bennett appear in all his impressive academic expertise before she, just as expertly, of course, took him apart.

Søren rang back. ‘I’ve got some fresh information,’ he said. ‘I’ve been in contact with the border control officers at Copenhagen airport and a passenger by the name of Tim Salomon did indeed board an SAS flight to Lisbon on the twenty-seventh of March at fourteen fifty-five. From there he caught a TAP flight to Bissau at twenty-one fifteen. Portuguese border officials have confirmed that he boarded the plane in Lisbon and that it took off on time.’

‘Oh, I’m so relieved,’ Marie exclaimed. ‘I told you it couldn’t be true.’

‘Marie,’ Søren said, ‘Tim returned to Denmark this morning.’

‘What?’ Marie whispered.

‘He hasn’t tried to contact you, has he?’ Søren asked.

‘No,’ Marie said, but then she remembered the call from the unknown number. ‘Have you called me from mobiles other than your own?’ she asked Søren. ‘An unknown number rang a few times, but I just presumed it was you calling me. From the police station, perhaps.’

‘I’ve only called you from my mobile,’ Søren said. ‘Can you tell me exactly when the calls came in?’

‘Around nine thirty and again around eleven.’

A pause followed.

‘Tim’s plane landed at eight fifty-five a.m. at Copenhagen airport,’ Søren said. ‘Listen, Marie, you should go to a safe place. I know that you trust him, and I’m sure you have good reason to, but even so, I want you to pack a bag. I’ll be around later and take you to your sister’s. I’m going to see her anyway with the photograph. I’ll be a couple of hours because I . . . I’m having Easter lunch with my mother-in-law, but I’ll be with you as soon as I can get away.’

‘OK,’ Marie said.

*

Anton was sitting on the floor playing with his Star Wars figures when Marie peeked into his room. His lips were moving in an inner monologue and he did not look up. Marie found a sports bag and packed some clothes and a few books. Then she texted Lea to say they would be there in a couple of hours and returned to her desk. Suddenly Anton touched her arm and she jumped.

‘You startled me!’ she cried, and pulled him onto her lap.

‘I forgot to give you the envelope from Dad,’ he said. ‘It’s in my rucksack.’

‘What envelope from Dad?’ Marie said.

Anton darted out into the hall to fetch his rucksack. He pulled out a big yellow hospital envelope and gave it to Marie. On the front Jesper had written: Marie Skov, Randersgade 76, 2100 Copenhagen Ø, and it was franked with eighteen kroner, ready to be posted. Marie noticed that he had left out ‘Just’ from her name and shook out a pile of letters.

‘They’re for you. Natascha forgot to post the envelope,’ Anton said, ‘and Dad says I can have the stamps and that they’re worth eighteen kroner because they haven’t been postmarked.’

‘Of course,’ Marie said. ‘We can steam them off in a moment.’

There were about ten letters in the large envelope, a magazine she subscribed to and a small soft package, poorly wrapped in brown paper. Marie flicked through the letters. Bills, a reminder of a dental appointment and a patient-satisfaction survey of her treatment at Rigshospitalet.

‘Aren’t you going to open your parcel?’ Anton asked.

Marie turned it over and looked at the address:


Marie Skov

Ingeborgvej 24, 2900

Hellup



‘Yes,’ Marie said, but then she stalled. The address was wrongly spelled.

‘Please may I watch a movie?’ Anton asked.

‘Yes, but in your own room or on my bed wearing headphones. I need to work a little longer. Later we’ll go and see Aunt Lea.’

‘On your bed with headphones,’ Anton said, when he had considered the offer. Marie made him comfortable and returned to her desk. When Anton was engrossed in his movie, she took the parcel to the kitchen.

It contained a long, narrow piece of cloth whose ends were tied together. Marie was in no doubt: the fabric had been torn off Storm’s bright red pano, which she had looked for in vain at the funeral. Mystified, she held up the rag, then threw it down as if it had burned her hand.

Someone had sent her a noose.

Marie called Søren Marhauge, but got no reply. Then she sent him a text message asking him to call her immediately. She locked herself into the bathroom and sat on the toilet seat with her head between her legs. Fortunately Anton was wearing headphones and could not hear how long she struggled to get her breathing under control. When the panic attack started to subside, she flushed the toilet and glanced into the living room. Anton was exactly where she had left him, totally absorbed in his movie.

Marie returned to the kitchen where the woven noose was still lying on the floor. She found a freezer bag, picked up the noose with her hand inside the bag and turned the bag inside out. She carefully studied the envelope. The postmark said: Nørrebro Post Office, 24 March.

Marie gulped.

Merethe Hermansen’s temp had said that Tim had dropped by the Institute of Biology on Wednesday, 24 March, asking for her address because he wanted to send her something. Marie had presumed this to be the wooden swallow, which he had given her in person.

At that moment Søren rang. ‘I’m sorry I didn’t take your call,’ he said. ‘I’m on my way to your flat now. Be ready to leave as soon as I arrive. Marie, I’ve just had a call from the Institute of Forensic Medicine and it’s now clear that Kristian Storm was murdered. He was suffocated with a plastic bag and afterwards his body was suspended from a noose in the ceiling to make it look like suicide.’

‘Someone has sent me a noose,’ Marie whispered, terrified that Anton might be able to hear her even though he was still watching his movie.

‘I’m on my way,’ Søren said.




CHAPTER 11

On Tuesday, 30 March, Lily had got out on the wrong side of bed. First she couldn’t open her eyelids, then she didn’t like the yoghurt, then her tights were itchy and she definitely did not want to visit Granny, but insisted on being looked after by Anna, who was away in Sjællands Odde. When she was finally strapped into her car seat, still wearing pyjamas, dressing gown and wellies, because Søren had given up trying to get her dressed, she declared she was starving, but it was now too late, Søren said: he had offered her breakfast and she had said no, so she would have to eat when she got to Granny’s. As a result, Lily felt dreadfully car-sick all the way to Nørrebro.

‘When did you say Anna is back?’ Cecilie asked, when Søren dropped Lily off. ‘It’s just that Jens and I have been invited to Fyn for an Easter get-together with some old friends, so we need to leave no later than eleven o’clock tomorrow morning. Is that OK with you?’

Søren promised to find a solution and kissed his mother-in-law on the cheek. ‘But now I really have to run or I’ll be late.’

‘I knew you’d go back to work,’ Cecilie said. ‘Jens and I had a bet on how long you would last. Jens said two months. “Given how pig-headed he can be,” he said. But I said two weeks max, so I win!’

Søren sped down Hillerødgade to make the nine o’clock morning briefing and everything went according to plan until he reached Borups Allé where a lorry had turned over. The police had just started cordoning off the street and Søren had to get out of his car and wave his warrant card before he was finally let through. He was sweating profusely when he parked in front of Bellahøj at ten minutes past nine. He was slow-clapped as he entered the briefing room.

‘You’re worse than Tejsner,’ Mehmet quipped. Søren was about to reprimand the young police officer, but thought better of it.

‘It’s called life,’ he said amicably, ‘and every now and then it gets in your way.’

*

When the morning briefing was over, Søren dealt with a few things at his desk, feeling somewhat put out that no one at the station had believed he had ever been serious about quitting. Everything in his office had been left untouched. Even an old coffee cup with dried-on stains. He tried calling Lea Skov again and wondered why she was so difficult to get hold of. Then, for the third time, he listened to Bøje’s incandescent message from three days ago.

‘Bollocking bollocks’ meant that Bøje had discovered something. That much Søren understood. But what? Søren replayed the message again. An outburst of rhetorical thunder disguising feelings of agitation, but no actual information. Søren played the message for a third time, trying to ignore the words and concentrating purely on the emotion. Could it be shame? It was probably the last feeling Søren would associate with Bøje Knudsen, but once the thought had crossed his mind, that was exactly how it sounded. Søren slammed his fist hard on the desk. He needed the emails Bøje had never got round to sending him. And he needed them now.

Suddenly one name sprang to mind. Berit Dahl Mogensen, the statistician from Odense who had left the Belem Health Project in a hurry. It proved to be difficult, but eventually Søren managed to track her down at the Faculty of Business and Social Sciences at Syddansk University where she worked. He wrote her a brief email asking her to call, but received an instant auto reply. Berit Dahl Mogensen was currently on maternity leave until 1 February 2011, and all requests should be directed to her temporary replacement. Bother. He tried the online telephone directory, but there would not appear to be a single Berit Dahl Mogensen in the whole of Denmark. He called Linda.

‘Ah,’ she said. ‘How lovely to hear your voice again.’

‘It’s nice to be back,’ Søren said, and asked her for information on Berit Dahl Mogensen. ‘And I’ll need her private email address as well because she has just gone on maternity leave. If they can’t help you at Syddansk University, then try the Institute of Biology at the University of Copenhagen. Berit Dahl Mogensen used to work on the Belem Health Project, but there has to be someone at the Department of Immunology who can come up with a private email address or telephone number. You could try Merethe Hermansen, the chief secretary. She seems reasonably well informed. Otherwise, try the National Register of Persons.’

‘I’m on it,’ Linda said.

Søren called the Department of Forensic Genetics to find out when the results of Joan Skov’s tissue and blood samples would be ready and, more importantly, the analysis of the nail scrapings and the three hairs Bøje had found wrapped around her fingers. He spoke to Klaus Mønster, a technician he knew.

‘Do you have a case number?’ Klaus Mønster said, when they had exchanged pleasantries.

‘Hang on,’ he said, when Søren had given him the number of Joan Skov’s autopsy report.

Søren drummed his fingers on the desk while he waited.

‘Oh, it’s that case,’ Klaus Mønster said, sounding weary when he came back on the phone. ‘I could have told you that without having to look it up. The results aren’t in yet.’

‘Really? I gathered from Bøje Knudsen that this was an urgent matter,’ Søren said.

‘All of his cases always are, aren’t they?’ Mønster said drily. ‘However, DNA sequencing of hair takes as long as it takes. Besides, he called Friday morning and overrode his own orders.’

‘Overrode himself?’

‘Yes with a new, incredibly urgent case. Four pieces of plastic and five close-up pictures of secondary ligature marks, which appeared to have become visible on the neck of a body and which Bøje Knudsen demanded to have analysed as quickly as possible. “Preferably yesterday, you lazy sods,” as he so elegantly put it. As a rule we try to accommodate the phenomenon that is Bøje Knudsen with good grace, but at times it’s a struggle. This department isn’t Bøje Knudsen’s private fiefdom, is it? We’ve been rushed off our feet with the student rapes, and last Friday everything was total chaos because the police had remanded a potential rapist in custody. I certainly intended to take a closer look at Bøje Knudsen’s bits of plastic as soon as I could, but I didn’t get round to it last Friday.’

‘So you still haven’t checked them?’

At this Mønster chuckled. ‘Yes, because do you know what Bøje did? He turned up at my home Friday evening while my wife and I had guests. I still haven’t worked out how he got my home address, but there he was in a grubby white coat and his hair standing up on all sides. He had already sent me four reminders by email, he said, and demanded that I come with him immediately and analyse the plastic pieces and the ligature marks. Of course I refused point-blank, but I couldn’t get rid of him until I had promised to take a look at them first thing the following morning. So that was what I did and I sent the results to him around noon. The plastic fragments had been torn off a yellow Netto shopping bag, and the secondary ligature marks, which had appeared, were from a regular strangulation and not the ligature marks of a hanging, which was what Bøje had initially presumed.’

‘Which case do the secondary ligature marks and the four plastic fragments relate to?’ Søren asked, holding his breath.

‘No idea,’ Mønster said. ‘I was never given an autopsy report, a police report or a crime-scene report. Just an evidence bag with four plastic fragments and five close-up photographs of ligature marks.’

Søren swore in frustration.

‘Never got as much as a thank-you from him, and though I know perfectly well why not, it’s still bad form.’

‘What did you know perfectly well?’

‘That he’s embarrassed. No matter how much Bøje screams and shouts, ultimately it’s on his head that he didn’t take a proper look at the case until now, regardless of how busy he was. As far as I know, the deceased has already been cremated and the case is officially closed, so it’s always a total nightmare to have to reopen it, but you would know more about that than me. Bøje doesn’t exactly come out of this smelling of roses, does he? Still, let’s not make a mountain out of a molehill. We do have a full autopsy, so all we need is for the old man to swallow his pride and admit that he made a mistake. It would suit him. Anyway, give him my best and tell him it’s the last time I do him a favour without a thank-you. Especially on a Friday evening.’

‘Bøje had a heart attack on Saturday,’ Søren said. ‘He’s in a coma.’

There was silence at the other end.

‘Good grief, I’m really sorry to hear that,’ Mønster said, and promised to email his report on both the plastic fragments and the ligature marks immediately and also to call as soon as there was news from the samples in the Joan Skov case.

*

Søren walked past Linda, who was still trying to find Berit Dahl Mogensen’s address, and told her he would be away from his desk for a couple of hours. Then he went to Rigshospitalet.

‘I would like to visit Bøje Knudsen,’ Søren said, when he had shown his warrant card at the entrance to the intensive care unit. ‘I’m aware that he’s in a coma, but Bøje is . . . a sort of friend. If people in our line of work have friends, that is.’

The duty doctor shook his hand. ‘No one knows how much coma patients take in,’ he said, ‘so I’m glad you’ve come. You’re his first visitor. He’s in side ward eight.’

The room was cool and quiet and the only sound was that of the ventilator. Bøje had practically disappeared under the white sheets.

‘So, now it’s your turn,’ Søren said, and thought about how many hundreds, if not thousands, of times Bøje had stood bent over a lifeless body. ‘I went back to work yesterday,’ he went on. ‘As acting superintendent, would you believe it? I think you’ve started a trend, old friend. Before we know it everyone will want to move down the ladder.’ Then he patted Bøje’s hand. ‘And that’s all. I’m going now. I’m not very good at talking to people in a coma. But I promise to drop by one of these days. Bye-bye.’

Søren walked down the corridor and slammed his hand against his forehead at his own idiocy. Who the hell said bye-bye to a man in a coma?

*

At the Institute of Forensic Medicine, Morten La Cour, the young pathologist, would appear to have taken over Bøje’s stress in a one-to-one ratio.

‘Don’t I know it,’ La Cour said wearily, when Søren told him he was in urgent need of the missing autopsy report. ‘I’ve looked for it, believe me. But total chaos reigns on Bøje’s computer or perhaps he had a system known only to him. I really couldn’t say. It’s an impossible task for an outsider to make sense of his logic, or lack of it, not least because he had several versions of the same half-finished autopsy report open at the same time, and used filenames such as “the long wrinkly one” and “Snow White’s eighth and hitherto unknown little friend”. I ended up sending his computer to our internal computer analyst to unravel the mess. We’re talking about twenty-seven unfinished autopsy reports.’

‘That’s just not good enough,’ Søren snapped at him. ‘When do you think your guy will be done?’

‘In a few days. He gave me his word. So tomorrow, Thursday at the latest. Trust me, you’re not the only one chasing this. I’ve also got Chief Superintendent Bernt from Station City breathing down my neck, but not quite as politely as you, in case you’re interested,’ La Cour said.

‘But Thursday is a public holiday,’ Søren objected.

‘Not this year, it isn’t. Before Easter is over, another fifteen bodies will have piled up, which makes it very much in my own interest to clear up after Bøje so we don’t drown in unfinished cases. I’ll call you as soon as I hear from him. But this was suicide, wasn’t it? I thought that case had been closed.’

‘No, it wasn’t. We’re investigating a murder,’ Søren said grumpily. ‘Only I can’t prove it yet.’

*

When Søren got back to Bellahøj, he sat for a while drumming his fingers on his desk. Then he called Lea Skov for the umpteenth time and for the umpteenth time his call went straight to voicemail. He had to change tactic and get her email address. Perhaps Marie Skov could give it to him and then he could question her at the same time.

However, he decided to call Julie Claessen, the Skov family’s eldest daughter, instead, but got no reply on her mobile or landline and didn’t want to leave a message. He went on to look up Frank Skov’s telephone number and had pressed all the digits before he changed his mind and hung up. In the open-plan office, Mehmet and Inge Kai were reviewing interviews in connection with a suspected arson case in Gladsaxe. Mehmet was clearly bored out of his skull while Inge Kai was wearing her reading glasses and looking industrious.

Five minutes later Søren and Inge Kai were on their way to Frank Skov’s house. They were in plain clothes and Inge Kai was driving. Mehmet had been put out when Søren had picked her, but it couldn’t be helped.

Søren leaned back in the passenger seat and felt exhausted. He could not believe how blind he had been. With the benefit of hindsight it was obvious that Henrik’s arsy behaviour in recent months was all about how terrible he felt. Were Anna and Søren really so fixated on each other that they had lost sight of the rest of the world? If that was true, it was only half true. Søren was prepared to concede that he might be fixated on Anna, but Anna was not nearly as obsessed with him as he would like. The truth was he was permanently terrified that she would pull the plug on their relationship without any warning. He would die, he thought, and, at the same moment, wanted to kick himself for being such a girl. Die. His baby daughter had died from drowning. Knud and Elvira had been eaten up by cancer. The worst that could happen to him was that his heart would hurt very, very much for a very long time. It was not the same as dying. It would just feel like it. Besides, he had no reason not to trust Anna. Only he just didn’t. He was constantly on his guard. She was like a suitcase with a false compartment: there was something about her he didn’t know. Houses, streets and people passed by in a steady flow outside his window; Inge Kai was a good driver. Or did he have a hidden compartment? he suddenly thought. And had the lid sprung open because he had never loved as deeply as he loved Anna and Lily? His biological daughter’s short life had fertilised the soil and now the tree of that love had borne its first bittersweet fruit. The sweet touch of Anna’s body nestling against his back at night and the joy of Lily’s hand in his when they walked through the snow mixed with the bitter taste of fear.

Shit. Henrik had been right. Søren always managed to make everything that happened about Anna, and he had just done it again. He was a crap friend. He was self-obsessed. Imagine him not even suspecting that Henrik and Jeanette had split up. It was beyond awful.

They had reached Vangede, and Inge Kai parked the car outside the Skov family’s home. She had not spoken one word the whole way and Søren was grateful for that.

Søren threw a glance at Knud and Elvira’s house. ‘That’s my house,’ he said.

‘You live here?’ Inge said, surprised. ‘I thought you lived in Humlebæk.’

‘I do,’ he replied. ‘But I still own that house. It’s where I grew up.’

‘It’s a lovely place,’ was all she said.

The Skovs’ place was not lovely. The front garden was well kept, but only in the way that a freshly shorn sheep could be described as neatly trimmed. It was mostly lawn with a few flowers and bushes and a straight flagstone path that led to the front door. The house gave the same impression. At first sight it was in good condition, but on closer inspection it was badly in need of some TLC. Søren noticed that someone had reattached a section of the gutter to the roof with cable ties. An effective solution, but not one for the long term.

Søren rang the doorbell and they did not hear footsteps from inside the house until his third ring. Shortly afterwards the door was opened.

Frank must have been asleep because he had the imprint of a cushion on his cheek, but when Søren showed him his warrant card, he livened up and tried to smooth his hair. He reeked of stale booze and Søren had a flashback to Herman Madsen’s description of him as a ‘tough guy’. That must have been a long time ago.

‘Come in, come in,’ Frank said obligingly. ‘What can I do for you?’

Søren said that he had a couple of questions and Frank ushered them into the dining room.

‘Anything for the police,’ he fawned. ‘I’ve got to give it to you, you’ve been real sports. I know I screwed up big-time, but I’m sober now,’ he lied, holding up two fingers like a Boy Scout. ‘Thanks to you.’

‘Actually, I’m from the Violent Crimes Unit.’ Søren watched Frank closely for a reaction. There was none. ‘So your offence on Vesterbro isn’t my department.’

Søren and Inge Kai sat down at a large, extendable Brazilian rosewood table in the dining room; Frank disappeared into the kitchen and returned shortly with coffee cups and a plate of biscuits. He talked a lot. About Julie’s many good qualities – imagine, her mother had just died and she was already back working as a carer, helping people in need – about Marie’s brilliant career as a scientist and about Lea, who would soon graduate as a psychologist and what-have-you. And about the house, which might be old, but sound, no trace of mould, about the Børge Mogensen sideboard, which they hadn’t even known was designed by Børge Mogensen until their son-in-law, who was a consultant at Rigshospitalet, had seen the exact same one on Lauritz.com, would you believe it, about the weather and about a dog they had once had, which had been run over in the street and whoever had done it had never reported it to the police, but Frank had his suspicions.

During all the time Frank was talking, Søren wondered what was really going on in the man’s mind, and when he paused, purely to draw breath, Søren concluded that this was about distraction.

‘More coffee?’ Frank enquired.

‘No, thank you,’ Søren said.

For a while everything was quiet. Søren made a point of not saying anything and merely smiled at Frank.

Frank was being slow-roasted over a fire.

‘May I ask the reason for your visit?’ he then said, as if it had not occurred to him until now that it might be a little odd. ‘My wife has just passed away and I’m due in court for my little screw-up on the second of July. It’s all arranged. There’s nothing more for you here. So, if you don’t mind, I’d like some time to myself.’

‘We’re wondering why your wife had so many different types of medication for the same conditions,’ Søren said. ‘Much of it was out of date so I suppose you just hadn’t got around to throwing it out, but we also found drugs that she would not appear to have been prescribed in the first place. Do you know where they came from?’

‘Oh, no,’ Frank said. ‘I wouldn’t know anything about that. Julie was in charge of my wife’s medication. She came here to count her pills every Monday and put them in one of those pill organisers so that her mum was set up for the whole week. I know nothing about pills. Never been anything wrong with me.’ Frank thumped his chest, then started to cough.

‘What was wrong with your wife?’ Søren asked.

‘Wrong? I wouldn’t say there was anything specifically wrong with her as such. My wife had been on all sorts of tablets ever since the boy’s accident and it’s a long time since I had any knowledge of what she was taking and why.’

Søren raised his eyebrows. ‘So she never told you anything when she had been to see her doctor? About being prescribed new drugs or that her dosage had been increased or reduced?’

Frank looked at Søren in surprise. ‘My wife never went to the doctor’s,’ he said. ‘I mean, she used to go, but she hadn’t been anywhere for years. She didn’t like going out. Luckily our son-in-law is a doctor so he could easily renew her prescriptions and ring them through to the chemist where Julie would go to pick them up.’

‘How did your little boy die?’

‘He got meningitis. He was gone just like that.’ Frank snapped his fingers. ‘He got a fever late one afternoon and it soon got so high that we called an ambulance. Mads died at Rigshospitalet.’

‘I’m so sorry,’ Søren said sincerely.

‘Yes,’ Frank said. ‘It was awful.’

For the first time Søren thought he had caught an uncensored glimpse of the man. Frank’s eyes grew moist and he quickly looked down at the Brazilian rosewood table.

*

‘Is it all right if I ask you a question?’ Inge Kai said, when they were almost back at Bellahøj station. ‘I’m sure you’ve got a lot on your mind, but I want to become a better investigator and I don’t know when I’ll get another chance to have a one-to-one with you.’

Søren straightened up in his seat. ‘That’s quite all right; I’m sorry I’ve been so monosyllabic today.’

Inge Kai cleared her throat. ‘When Frank said that Joan Skov had taken pills ever since “the boy’s accident”, I made a mental note to ask you what kind of accident, but shortly afterwards you asked specifically what he died from, and when Frank Skov then answered “meningitis”, I began to wonder.’

‘That’s good because you were supposed to.’

‘Yes, I was, wasn’t I?’ Inge Kai said eagerly. ‘Because no matter how acute someone’s illness is, no one would ever describe death from an illness as an accident.’

Søren nodded. ‘He slipped up. The truth is Mads Skov died in an accident in the Skov family’s garden, but they tell everyone that he died from meningitis.’

‘Aha,’ Inge Kai said instantly. ‘So they’re ashamed. No one is to blame for meningitis, but if a child dies in an accident, people might think that someone failed to look after it properly.’

Søren was impressed. ‘Yes, that would be my guess too,’ he then said, ‘and I know exactly where they’re coming from. My daughter drowned in Thailand some years ago. During the tsunami. She was with her mother and I wasn’t even there. Nevertheless, I felt horribly guilty that I had allowed it to happen.’ He had no idea why he was blurting all this out. ‘But how would I feel if she had died in my house while I was in the garden or watching television? I would be racked with guilt.’

Inge Kai nodded. ‘What do we do now?’ she asked at length.

‘We need to do a bit of digging into the circumstances surrounding the death of Mads Skov,’ Søren said.

Inge Kai nodded again.

‘Did you notice anything else?’ Søren asked her.

‘That dentures by definition appear more suspicious than one’s own teeth,’ Inge Kai said. ‘In an old-school way. Big teeth, false beard, spectacles and a hat.’

Søren smiled. ‘Yes, it was conspicuous how he kept grinning at us with those teeth. As if he was trying to divert us.’

‘That’s another source of his shame,’ Inge Kai said pensively.

‘His teeth?’

‘No, his alcoholism,’ Inge Kai said. ‘My father was an alcoholic and he died from drink, but right up until the very end he denied he had a problem. He felt he was above it. He was a successful bookkeeper from a provincial town in Jutland, known and respected by all. He despised addicts. He looked down on them. It never occurred to him that he was one. After all, he wasn’t a loser. A good business, two delightful children and a lovely wife. I picked up the same vibe today. Frank Skov doesn’t want to face reality. Maybe he can’t because it’s associated with too much pain, but the outcome is the same. He lives in a fog and drinks to cope, which makes the fog even denser so he drinks more. How old is Frank Skov? Late fifties? My father would have been sixty this year. My sister calls them “the double-standards generation”. They have strong views about how other people should live their lives, but no one has the right to tell them how to live theirs.’

Søren nodded slowly. He had totally revised his opinion of the young police sergeant from Aarhus.

*

Back at the station Søren pulled up another chair and asked Inge Kai to take a seat in his office. ‘We’ll start by looking up the case in Polsas,’ he said. He logged onto the police case handling system. ‘Let’s see what it says,’ he said, as he ran his gaze down the screen. ‘“Mads Benjamin Skov, born on the twentieth of December 1982, died in an accident in his home on the twenty-seventh of June 1986. Categorised as ‘other investigations’. Autopsy requested. Investigators present: Amundsen and Sandholt.”

‘What do you make of that?’ he asked Inge. ‘There are no wrong answers. I just want your reaction.’

‘“Other investigations” means that the death is not regarded as suspicious,’ Inge Kai said. ‘Even so, an autopsy was requested, but that’s standard practice in situations where an otherwise healthy child dies unexpectedly. But . . .’

‘But?’

‘Is that really all it says? Surely they must have interviewed the family about the accident.’

‘Yes, I’m absolutely sure they did,’ Søren said. ‘But the case is closed now. Besides, there were no suspicious circumstances so Polsas only gives us a brief summary. If we want the complete case file with appendices and autopsy photographs, we have to go to the National Police Archives. We’ll do that tomorrow.’

*

Later that evening Søren drove to Nørrebro to have dinner with his mother-in-law and to pick up Lily. As he drove, he called Anna at the holiday cottage. She sounded happy when she answered her phone and Søren asked when she would be coming home.

‘Tomorrow evening,’ she replied.

‘As late as that?’

‘Yes – don’t you remember me telling you?’

‘You said Wednesday, but you never mentioned it would be the evening.’

‘Is that a problem? We’d like to be able to work the whole day.’

‘Do you know something?’ Søren snapped. ‘So would I. And Cecilie and Jens are going to Fyn tomorrow morning. So please could you get back a little earlier? That way I can do my job too.’

‘You having a job is a somewhat recent development,’ Anna said drily, but even though Søren was well aware that she was only teasing him, he refused to play ball. ‘Anyway, got to run,’ Anna continued. ‘If you absolutely have to work, then call Karen. She’s just texted me to say she’s off work this week and wants to see Lily. I’m sure she’d love to babysit. I’ll text you her number. Bye.’

A moment later he received a text message with Karen’s telephone number; Anna hadn’t signed off with love or a kiss. Søren rang Karen, a childhood friend of Anna’s, and they agreed that she would come over and look after Lily the next day. She would arrive for coffee at ten o’clock, she said, and offered to cook dinner for them when Anna got home so Søren could work late if he needed to. Later, perhaps, the three of them could have a glass of wine, Karen suggested, just like they used to do when Anna and Søren had first started seeing each other.

It was nine thirty that evening before Søren and Lily got home after dinner with Cecilie. Lily had long since fallen asleep in her car seat. When Søren had carried her to bed, he sat down on the sofa with his laptop. There was an email from Linda.


Hi Søren

 

After much searching, I managed to track down Berit Dahl Mogensen, but she wasn’t terribly co-operative. She kept stressing that she has no links to the Department of Immunology, Kristian Storm or the Belem Health Project and that, as far as she’s concerned, it’s all in the past. Besides, how could she be sure that I really was calling from the police, she kept asking, and refused to give me further contact details. However, she did suggest that we could set up a meeting with Fyn Police and she was willing to go to the police station in Hans Mules Gade. She sounded a bit paranoid, but I gather that her baby daughter is only a few weeks old, so I guess she has a valid excuse. I then called Sergeant Uffe Nielsen from Fyn Police. He has booked a meeting room for you tomorrow morning at one o’clock and Berit Dahl Mogensen has promised to be there.

 

Best wishes, Linda



Søren put aside his laptop and picked up a book, but he couldn’t concentrate and kept glancing furtively at his mobile. He had not heard a word from Anna since the afternoon, when she had seemed in a hurry to get rid of him. He missed her and he had to give himself a severe talking-to to prevent himself stalking her and Anders T. on Facebook and working himself into a frenzy. He set the alarm on his mobile for ten twenty, so he had time to make coffee and go to the loo before Deadline started on DR2, and settled down for a nap on the sofa. This turned out to be a futile exercise. Anna writhed on his retinas, naked and glistening on the actual skin of a tiger that Anders T. had shot – because he would have, wouldn’t he? – in front of a fire in a seaside cottage on Sjællands Odde while Anders T. slowly pushed his enormous dick into her and pulled it out again just as slowly.

Søren sat up on the sofa and rang Inge Kai. ‘Am I disturbing you?’ he asked.

‘No.’ She sounded surprised. ‘I’m trying to stay awake so I can watch Deadline at ten thirty. How about you?’

Søren grinned. ‘You don’t want to know,’ he said, and felt his mood rise by at least twelve degrees. He explained to her that he had to go to Fyn the following day and that she would have to pick up Mads Skov’s file from the National Police Archives without him.

‘Of course,’ Inge Kai said.

*

The next morning, when Karen arrived to look after Lily, Søren gave her a big hug. Her unruly curls were even frizzier than usual and Søren had forgotten how infectious her laughter was.

‘So, where have you been hiding?’ Karen said, with a smile, when Lily finally let go of her and ran off to her room. Søren and she were seated with coffee and fresh rolls. ‘I thought the infatuation stage was meant to last ten months, not ten years.’

‘Oh, I think it’s work rather than Cupid,’ Søren said. ‘And the winter.’

‘Yes, phew,’ Karen said. ‘But when it finally gets warmer, the two of you need to climb down from your ivory tower. Throw a barbecue or something. Otherwise having a garden by a lake is a total waste.’ She laughed.

They talked about the exhibition Karen was preparing. She was taking her finals from Kunstakademiet in two months. Søren also asked about Karen’s boyfriend, Jeppe, and Karen told him that he had a job at Syddansk University and was now commuting.

‘Turned out to be a blessing in disguise,’ Karen said. ‘It makes seeing each other extra special.’ Karen always looked on the bright side.

Lily emerged from her room and asked Karen and Søren if they could watch Bamse and Kylling while they made bead necklaces.

Karen was up for it, but Søren needed the lavatory. When he came out again, his mobile had rung and Karen was bent double laughing at something Lily had said to the caller. Søren told Lily off and snatched back his mobile.

The caller was Marie Skov and they agreed to meet at the Laundromat Café on Nørrebro at five o’clock that afternoon. Ten minutes later Søren was in his car and heading for Fyn.

*

When Søren reached Odense Police Station, he was met by Sergeant Uffe Nielsen in reception and shown to the interview room they had made available for him. Twenty minutes later Berit Dahl Mogensen arrived, a woman of around thirty-five with discreet, round glasses and short hennaed hair. She held out her hand to Søren. ‘Anyone would think I had been accused of something,’ she said, with a wry smile, as she glanced around the interview room. ‘I only have an hour. My baby is just three weeks old so I can’t leave her for very long.’

‘Of course,’ Søren said, and asked her to take a seat. ‘Let’s get started. As you know, Professor Kristian Storm killed himself on the seventeenth of March.’ Berit nodded. ‘However, we’re no longer sure that it was suicide and we have reopened the case.’

Berit clapped a hand over her mouth. ‘I knew it,’ she said.

‘You knew what?’

‘That it couldn’t be true. Storm wasn’t the type who would even think of killing himself. He didn’t care one jot what people thought of him, be it good or bad. He was a decent man, very skilled at motivating his students. But he was also brutally single-minded. He had his own agenda and there was them and then there was us, and in order to belong to us, you had to commit just as wholeheartedly to his area of research as he had. But when your colleague . . . Hans Tejsner, is that his name?’

‘Henrik Tejsner.’

‘Yes, that’s it, when Henrik Tejsner called to say that the police were sure of their suicide theory, I started to doubt myself. Tejsner said there was plenty of evidence, including a suicide note, so eventually I was forced to accept that I might not have known Storm as well as I thought I did. A part of me was relieved, I guess.’

‘Why?’

Berit’s eyes flitted. ‘Something happened in Guinea-Bissau while I was there. It made me feel very unsafe and I started having panic attacks, which I have only just learned to deal with. So when your colleague said it was definitely suicide, I told myself that it had nothing to do with the events in Bissau.’ Suddenly she looked at Søren with wide eyes. ‘Was it really murder?’ she whispered. ‘I’m starting to feel quite ill.’

‘I’m afraid it looks like it,’ Søren said. ‘That’s why it’s important that you tell me exactly what happened in Guinea-Bissau. Everything could be important.’

Berit sighed. ‘I’d made up my mind to put Bissau behind me, but if Storm was murdered, I realise I have to . . .’ Søren nodded.

‘I arrived at the start of January 2008, a few days after Silas had drowned. The whole research station was deeply affected by the tragedy, and although Storm had flown back to Copenhagen at that point, you could feel it all the way to Africa that he had lost his grip on the project. Everything was a mess. There were twelve locals on the project’s payroll, but not one tenth of the work was carried out because Storm hadn’t left any instructions and Tim was in shock. It was deeply frustrating for me because I was new. Of course I was affected by the accident, but I also wanted to get on with my work. In order not to go crazy with frustration, I decided to instigate some daily routines and I persuaded Tim that the two of us should just crack on. In the weeks that followed, we worked our socks off to gain insight into our data, ordered whatever materials we needed and made sure the laboratory was properly equipped. Once the basics were in place, I was finally ready to start the statistical data analysis. It would be months before the data was complete, but we agreed that I might as well start analysing what we had collected, so that was what I did.

‘I loved my work, but I never felt comfortable at the research station. We were constantly the victim of petty thefts and vandalism, which initially I attributed to Storm’s decision to locate the research station right in the middle of Belem, an impoverished part of the city, rather than in the gated white community where the other expats lived. I spent most evenings alone because Tim didn’t live on the premises and I started to feel increasingly unsafe. We did have a security guard, George, but he was deaf, blind and old, and not so much a guard as Storm’s private aid project. One evening a man managed to walk straight past George and into the house. I was in the lavatory when I suddenly heard things being smashed and knocked over in the room that doubled as our office and living room, and I screamed so loudly out of the window that someone from the neighbouring barracks came to my rescue. When the police arrived . . .’ Berit looked knowingly at Søren ‘. . . when the completely hopeless and corrupt Guinean police arrived, the burglar was obviously long gone. The office had been trashed. Books and pictures all over the floor. Papers had been ripped up and the computer monitor had been smashed, but fortunately the computer itself was bolted to the floor because Storm had had a break-in once before, years back, so it was still there. I was deeply shaken. What if I’d been in the living room? I persuaded Tim to move into the research station, but even though he was now living there, I still felt uneasy. Finally, I rang Storm to ask him to hire a guard who was actually up to the job, in case we had another break-in. Storm wasn’t keen on the idea, but when I threatened to return to Denmark, he hired Tim’s older brother, Ébano, a broad-shouldered guy straight from the cashew plantations. Ébano was a very different type from the toothless George and I started to enjoy my work again. But my respite was short-lived. One evening, about four weeks later, when Tim and I came home late after visiting the state laboratory, the research station was on fire. The blaze had already got a solid hold of the two guesthouses and most of the station’s atrium had burned to the ground. Ébano was distraught. He had been to the market to do our shopping and on his return found everything in flames. Again, the police were unhelpful and slow, and none of the neighbours had seen anything. That night I wondered for the first time if the vandalism might have been an attempt to sabotage Belem’s scientific work.

‘If it hadn’t been for Tim, I would have left at that point. But when I voiced my concerns, he held a rousing speech about civic courage and the importance of the work Storm was carrying out in Guinea-Bissau. He persuaded me to finish the statistics on the positive effect of the measles vaccine on the child mortality rate, but he didn’t try to conceal the fact that he hoped I would stay and process the problematic DTP data. I couldn’t promise the latter, I said, but I stayed on. Tim had a word with his brother, who started acting as my bodyguard. He didn’t stick to me twenty-four/seven because that would have driven me crazy, but if I was doing anything in the evening or felt unsafe if I had an errand in town, I could always ask Ébano to come with me. That worked really well until one evening when I was doing the washing-up in the small kitchen at the research station. Suddenly someone came up behind me and, before I had time to react, put a sack over my head and tightened it. I tried to scream because I knew that Ébano was sitting just outside the gate, playing dice with some men, but my attacker put his arm across my throat, so I couldn’t make a sound. Then he dragged me backwards down the passage to the office, where he ordered me, in English with an African accent, to delete the contents of the computer. I said I couldn’t see anything and he cut two holes in the sack covering my head with his knife and repeated, while he held my neck in an iron grip so I couldn’t turn my head, that I had to delete the hard disk or he would kill me. When I had deleted everything, I clicked desperately on the screen so that my attacker could see that everything was gone. Then he turned the sack around so that I was blinded again, tied my hands behind my back with a cable tie and threw me onto the sofa.

‘Two days later I was on the first available TAP flight out of Bissau to Lisbon, and when the plane took off from Bissau, I knew that that was the end of my involvement. Storm lived for his research, but I don’t. Not in that way. Statistics is my work, but I’ve no intention of dying for it. Storm called me several times to express his concern, but it was always in the air that he wanted me to return. He even offered me a pay rise. When he realised that I had made up my mind, he called me one more time and asked me to be discreet about what had happened. He didn’t want to scare off other young scientists, he said, and thus damage the research, and that was what I was referring to earlier. Storm was a fascinating man and his work in Guinea-Bissau was outstanding and, in my opinion, the only form of aid work that really makes a difference. But the moment I left the magic circle, he lost interest in me.’

‘Have you kept in touch with Tim?’

‘Yes, but only sporadically. He emailed me a few times to ask how I was. I know that his mother died recently and that he and Ébano took it very hard.’

‘What do you make of Tim’s brother?’ Søren asked.

‘He’s different from Tim, even though they look alike. Ébano isn’t stupid, not at all, but he’s not academically gifted like Tim. More muscle and stamina.’

Søren had an idea. ‘Does Tim know where you live?’

Berit look nonplussed. Then she went deathly pale. ‘You’re not suspecting Tim, are you? That’s not what you’re saying? That you suspect him of killing Storm? He knows where I live. He got my address last year because we joked that we wanted to see how long it would take a Christmas card from Bissau to reach me. But . . .’ Berit’s hands were shaking so much when she found her mobile that she dropped it twice on the table.

‘Easy now,’ Søren said. ‘Don’t panic. I don’t think you’re in danger. You have officially withdrawn from the project and are working on something completely different. Are you worried because your daughter and her babysitter are at your home address?’

Berit nodded and the tears rolled down her cheeks.

‘Is there somewhere you can go for a few days? Somewhere you feel safe. That’s the most important thing. As I said, I don’t think you’re in danger.’

Berit nodded. ‘I don’t know why I’m reacting like this. The fear has never really gone away. I don’t believe for a moment that Tim did it. He’s a good man. You don’t meet many like him. He’s a bit like how people used to describe Storm. He has no hidden agenda. I refuse to believe that he did it.’

The tears continued to trickle down Berit’s cheeks as she pressed the number. ‘Are you all right?’ she said, into her mobile. ‘OK, good . . . No, nothing’s wrong. I’m coming home now.’ She hung up.

‘I can stay with a friend for a few days,’ she said.

‘That sounds good,’ Søren said.

‘I should never have agreed to meet you,’ she added. ‘I’m sorry, it’s nothing personal. Only I thought I had finally beaten my anxiety attacks.’ She put on her jacket and slung her bag over her shoulder.

‘If Tim didn’t do it, then who did?’ Søren asked.

‘Someone who doesn’t value human life,’ Berit said promptly, ‘especially not African lives. Someone from the pharmaceutical industry.’

‘But if the WHO is refusing to review the vaccination programme, then surely they’re the guilty ones?’

‘The WHO is an old conservative institution that doesn’t want to lose face or prestige. But it’s only a matter of time before they have to accept the new truths. Along with other scientists across the globe, who are starting to back Storm’s theories about the non-specific effects of vaccines, the WHO will have to change its attitude. But it takes time, and although it’s frustrating, ultimately it’s right that it should be so. The WHO is the cornerstone in the world’s understanding of health and they cannot, nor should they, jump on every new research trend. No, if someone murdered Storm to shut him up, then it’s someone who is making money out of his death. Money is the only thing that can drive people to such extremes.’ Berit’s eyes blazed again. ‘I knew it was more than common vandalism. I knew it! Storm thought I read too much into it. Perhaps he didn’t even understand the extent of what he was meddling with. In that way he was naïve. Idealists often are. But I really need to go now.’

Søren nodded. ‘I’ll keep you informed, and if there’s anything, just call. Here is my private number.’ Søren handed Berit his card.

‘Thank you,’ she said.

She had taken two steps when she stopped and looked anxiously at Søren. ‘Give Marie Skov my best wishes and tell her to watch her back,’ she said.

*

Søren drove from Odense straight to Østerbro and parked in front of the Laundromat Café just before five o’clock. He took the photograph of Lea Skov from the glove compartment and studied it again. It might be important for children to have their parents around, he thought, but the most important thing was for them to have someone who took notice of them. If someone did that, they would be all right. He had called Lea Skov at least fifteen times and got nowhere. The easiest thing – for him – would be to give the photograph to Marie Skov and ask her to pass it on. But something stopped him. Herman Madsen wanted Lea to have it. Not Julie, not Frank and possibly not Marie, either. He had to get Lea Skov’s email address. Then Lea could reply to him if she wanted the photograph or ignore him if she did not. Søren put the photograph back in the glove compartment, got out of the car and locked it. He saw a woman walking towards him and recognised Marie Skov from the university homepage, but something about her expression was wrong.

*

After his meeting with Marie, Søren drove home and for once he valued the half-hour drive so he could put his thoughts in order. The blue Ford, the identical drowning accidents of Silas Henckel and Midas Manolis, the arson on Ingeborgvej and then Marie, who was clearly frightened. Rain lashed the windscreen and Søren turned on the wipers. He called Inge Kai, but when there was no reply he left a message on her voicemail asking how she had got on with Mads Skov’s report. He added that he also needed information about two fatal drownings in Africa, one in Gambia on 27 December 2007 and the other on a – to him – unknown date in Tanzania two years earlier. He also needed the report on the attempted arson on Ingeborgvej the previous Saturday night. ‘It’s not urgent. Tomorrow morning is fine,’ he finished, hoping that Inge Kai had a sense of humour.

A driver sounded his horn because Søren had taken his foot off the accelerator and the car was slowing down.

Søren had asked Marie how her brother had died. He had watched her face closely when she said, ‘Meningitis.’ It was clear that she knew nothing about the accident.

*

Søren got home at seven thirty that evening. When he opened the front door, he knew instinctively that Anna was back. He could not see her jacket or her bag and the door to the hallway was closed so he could not hear her either. Even so, he knew that she was there. And he was proved right. Karen and Anna were busy cooking supper. Anna stood by the chopping board preparing salad and Karen was stirring something in a saucepan. They both had a glass of wine, there was music coming from the radio and condensation ran cheerfully down the inside of the kitchen window.

Anna beamed at him as he entered the kitchen. ‘Hi,’ she said, and kissed him. ‘How are you?’

‘Fine,’ Søren said, and kissed her back, but not as deeply as he normally did because Karen was watching them – or so he told himself.

Or perhaps because he was too busy sniffing her? Did she smell different? Was she acting differently? Her cheeks were certainly flushed and her hair was exactly like Søren loved it, unstyled with plenty of natural waves. Anna poured him a glass of wine, but he’d have preferred a beer.

Lily came running to show Søren an egg shell with blue spots, which Anna had brought back from Sonnerup Forest, and a fossil she had found on the beach.

His mobile beeped. Marie Skov had sent him the registration number of the blue Ford and Lea Skov’s email address.

Søren left the kitchen and called a colleague at the police station at Copenhagen airport, who promised to check the registration number against the airport’s eight different car-rental firms and get back to him as soon as possible.

Inge Kai called back. She was still at Bellahøj and the report into the attempted arson on Ingeborgvej 24 on the night of 27 March was now on his desk. However, the fatal drownings required her to contact Interpol, which she could not do until the following day.

‘Fine,’ Søren said. ‘And Mads Skov?’

Inge Kai sighed. ‘I have a copy of the full police report in front of me. To summarise, Mads Skov died when a metal shelving unit fell on top of him in a garden shed. There would appear to have been a toolbox on the top shelf and, when the shelving unit keeled over, the toolbox hit the boy on the head and killed him instantly. The police requested the autopsy to be absolutely sure that he hadn’t been the victim of abuse and there are quite a few autopsy photographs, which we can look at tomorrow. But there’s nothing suspicious about the death itself, even though it was traumatic. I read in the report that the Falck emergency crew struggled to take the dead child from the mother. Afterwards, the whole family was offered counselling, but only the eldest daughter, Julie, accepted the offer. However, she only attended a few sessions.’

‘Let’s deal with it tomorrow,’ Søren said.

*

Dinner was ready. Karen and Anna talked and laughed while they ate, and Søren entertained them with his demotion. ‘What does that mean?’ Karen asked, and Anna explained that Søren had realised it was much more fun to be in the field than gathering dust behind a desk.

‘I’m thrilled about it. A small step back for Søren, but a quantum leap for the mood in this house,’ she said, and winked at him.

He smiled back, but on the inside he was fuming. Anna herself hadn’t been a bundle of laughs recently. They drank coffee with warm milk, and Anna and Karen started discussing research and grants, which would appear to be in short supply at Syddansk University, too, where Karen’s boyfriend worked. They had just been through a round of cuts, Karen explained, but fortunately Jeppe had survived.

At some point Søren managed to interject that it was time for him to hit the hay, and he hoped that Anna would get the hint. Karen certainly did and promptly said it was time for her to go home, but Anna would not hear a word of it. It was pitch black outside, she said, so why didn’t Karen just stay the night? ‘I insist,’ she added.

When Søren went to bed, Anna and Karen were busy making up Karen’s bed in the living room. Søren could hear them giggling and chatting and finally he could no longer keep his eyes open.

At almost half past midnight he was woken by a text message from Marie Skov. When he’d had a pee, he called her. They spoke for a long time, first about Storm’s note and then about the discovery that Tim Salomon had hired the blue Ford. Anna had yet to come to bed, so they could speak undisturbed. When he had ended the call, he tiptoed downstairs to the living room and found Anna and Karen fast asleep on separate sofas. Anna had even gone to fetch her duvet. She no longer loved him. They had had something together and it had been invincible. Now it was gone.

*

On Thursday, 1 April, Søren arrived at work to find the station in uproar.

‘Result!’ Mehmet exclaimed, when he saw Søren. ‘Martin Brink Schelde has confessed to five rapes and two murders!’

Søren went straight to Jørgensen’s office and learned that the results of Martin Brink Schelde’s DNA profile had come back. ‘A hundred per cent match,’ Jørgensen said contentedly. ‘And he admits everything.’

‘And then some, I understand.’

‘Seven open cases, would you believe it? Including the rape of the Syrian girl in north-west Copenhagen. It’s scant comfort, but I can’t wait to tell the girl’s father. Do you remember him? Poor man. I’ve just sent the file to Station City. Tejsner did an excellent job on that case. Would you like to tell him that we got the bastard? As far as I remember, that case hit him hard.’ Jørgensen looked warily at Søren. ‘I would like to stress that last week was a disaster. But let’s move on. There’s no reason to sacrifice a good police officer on the scaffold for a single mistake, is there?’

‘Or a chief superintendent for that matter,’ Søren said sweetly, and left.

*

At the morning briefing, Søren listed and allocated the day’s assignments and sent ten of his twelve officers out of the building. The two who remained were Inge Kai and Peter Bjørn, and he took them into the big meeting room to bring them up to speed. It now looked likely that Professor Kristian Storm had been suffocated with a plastic bag, but unfortunately Bøje’s autopsy report was still missing. The very nanosecond it appeared, Søren stressed, he wanted a thorough investigation of the murder. All students and employees at the Department of Immunology must be brought in for questioning. Students and colleagues at the other departments of the faculty must be interviewed as well. Possible motives must be identified both in Denmark and abroad, and they needed to apply for a court order so they could establish the identity of whoever had reported Kristian Storm and Marie Skov to the Danish Committees on Scientific Dishonesty. In the meantime they should concentrate on any task that did not depend on the autopsy report, such as investigating Tim Salomon’s travel activities and familiarising themselves thoroughly with the profile that Superintendent Tejsner had asked an external researcher to prepare on Kristian Storm.

Inge Kai and Peter Bjørn nodded, and Søren returned to his office.

Just five minutes later Inge Kai knocked on his door. ‘Per Andersen from the National Investigation Centre says he’ll call you regarding Tim Salomon’s travel activity as soon as he hears from Scandinavian Airlines. They’re usually pretty efficient.’

‘Great,’ Søren said, and returned to the papers he was working on.

‘Why don’t we round off our investigation of Mads Skov right now?’ Inge Kai asked.

Søren nodded, and they sat at a meeting table. Inge Kai opened the file. ‘It’s tragic, but not suspicious,’ she said, ‘and the Skov family is entitled to keep the accident a secret, so . . . The only thing I question is why the eldest daughter, Julie, was allowed to give up counselling so quickly. She was barely eleven when it happened and, according to the report, she witnessed the accident.’ Inge Kai flicked through the report. ‘Julie was looking after her three siblings in the garden behind the house. At one point, the telephone rang and Julie ran inside to answer it. It was a friend from her school and they spoke for a few minutes until Marie came into the house to fetch her. The children were banned from the garden shed, but Mads had gone inside. Julie went to the garden shed, where the accident happened in front of her. It must have been very traumatic and that’s why I’m surprised that the counselling afterwards was allowed to peter out. According to police records, Julie attended three times, then stopped going. The police psychologist handed her over to the family’s own GP, with whom I’ve been in contact . . . Her name is Pia Tongaard at the Vangede Bygade medical practice. According to her records, she made offers of counselling to the whole family, but nobody took it up. Approximately six months after the accident, the school psychologist at Dyssegårdsskolen visited the family. Julie’s teacher was concerned because Julie seemed tired and distracted and had cancelled a school trip she had otherwise been looking forward to because, as she put it, she “couldn’t leave her sisters at home alone”. However, the school psychologist found no fault with the Skov family . . .’ Inge Kai took out a sheet of paper and read aloud: ‘“Joan Skov is on sick leave and at home with the children, but seems to be coping well. The same applies to the family’s three children; the home is clean and tidy.” But it’s not about putting on a front for forty-five minutes when the school psychologist visits, is it? A tragedy like that is life-changing.’

‘Did the police psychologist manage to form an impression of Julie Skov before she stopped her sessions?’

‘Yes,’ Inge Kai said, and produced the police psychologist’s report. ‘The psychologist noted various minor issues . . . Hang on.’ Inge Kai trailed her finger down the report. ‘Julie Skov displays extreme maturity and performs far above average at school . . . She is extremely protective and attentive to her younger siblings and her behaviour shows some evidence of too much responsibility for a child of her age . . . Very articulate for an eleven-year-old girl . . .’ Inge Kai looked at Søren. ‘Among other things, the psychologist quotes Julie as having said: “My mother is an artist and you know what artists are like. Flighty and unreliable and wrapped up in themselves. But my father and I support my mother in her creativity. My father comes from a deprived background where no one ever made anything of themselves. He has other wishes for his wife and his children.”’ Inge Kai looked at Søren. ‘Isn’t it rather absurd for an eleven-year-old to speak like that?’

‘Hm,’ Søren said. ‘She sounds old beyond her years. It’s almost as if someone coached her to say those words.’

‘If you ask me, the police trauma counselling team should have kept a close eye on the Skov family, especially Julie. After all, she witnessed her little brother’s death. And probably felt responsible.’

‘I agree totally,’ Søren said. ‘The only problem is that you can’t force people to accept help. Denmark is full of families who stagger along, managing as best they can. But something is bothering me . . .’ He drummed his fingers on the table.

‘What?’

‘Yesterday when I asked Marie Skov how her brother died, she said meningitis straight away. I’m convinced that she doesn’t know. I would imagine that the third sister, Lea, doesn’t know either, because she was even younger. How old were they exactly when the accident happened?’

Inge Kai checked. ‘Marie was three and a half and Lea was two and a half.’

‘Do you remember anything from when you were three years old?’

‘Nothing,’ Inge Kai said.

‘No, and that’s another thing that’s bothering me.’ Søren cleared his throat. ‘When I was five, my parents were killed in a car crash. They drove straight out in front of a lorry. My grandparents have always told me that I was on holiday with them when it happened. But two years ago I discovered that I was in the car with my parents and trapped for more than an hour before the emergency services freed me. I don’t know why my grandparents chose to hide the truth, but I’m sure they meant well. And I can see why they did it. Has discovering the truth made me a happier person? I don’t know.’

‘And now you wonder whether you should tell Marie Skov that her brother died in an accident in the home, rather than from meningitis,’ Inge Kai said.

‘Yes,’ Søren said. ‘I’m guessing the family kept it secret to protect the two younger children. Times were different. I’m not convinced that our current obsession with honesty and letting it all out is necessarily a good thing. Marie told me yesterday that Lea is curious about the past, but that their mother destroyed most of the family photos when Mads died, so Lea is struggling to learn anything. And that’s when I started having doubts as to whether or not I can allow myself to take that responsibility.’

‘Responsibility for what exactly?’

‘Knowing but not telling her something that might be the missing piece she’s looking for.’

They sat for a moment in silence. Then Inge Kai slammed shut Mads Skov’s file. ‘Think it over and I’ll do the same. Meanwhile, let’s concentrate on Kristian Storm,’ she said, and got up.

*

Inge Kai had barely left Søren’s office before his telephone rang. It was Per Andersen from the National Investigation Centre. Tim Salomon had indeed left not only Denmark, but also Europe on 27 March. However, he had returned this morning.

‘Are you sure?’

‘Totally. Tim Salomon landed at eight fifty-five a.m. with SAS from Lisbon.’

Søren called Marie Skov and told her to pack a bag. It was probably both paranoid and unnecessary, but he would sleep better if she and Anton stayed the night in a different location rather than the most obvious one. Just until he had tracked down Tim Salomon and discovered why he had returned to Denmark and where he had been on 17 March when Storm was murdered.

Suddenly Søren noticed that it was twelve forty-five and, unless he got a move on, he would be late for his mother-in-law’s Easter lunch.

*

Cecilie and Jens were on sparkling form. Jens, especially, could not stop praising the delicacies on the Easter table, his granddaughter’s countless talents or bringing up the news that he had been offered a regular column in the Sunday edition of Berlingske Tidende. ‘Just the other day I was complaining that older journalists have been frozen out of the business, and then I land a deal like this,’ he said. ‘How are you doing, Søren? I hear that you enjoyed a brief period of unemployment before you ate some humble pie.’

‘Yes, you could say that,’ Søren said. ‘I’ve got my old job back, but only for a month.’

‘Oh, what happens in a month?’

‘I’m temping for Henrik Tejsner,’ Søren said. ‘His paternity leave ends in four weeks and I reckon he’d like to have a job to come back to.’

‘Henrik’s on paternity leave?’ Anna said. She was cutting rye bread and Søren had been unaware that she was following the conversation. ‘Isn’t taking paternity leave somewhat out of character for Denmark’s last male chauvinist?’

‘Erm,’ Søren said, ‘I guess you could say that. But Henrik has decided to take a month off.’

Anna sent Søren an icy stare, then turned back to the kitchen table and stuck the knife into the bread.

Søren didn’t know what he had done to upset her, but she refused to look him in the eye during the meal. Jens and Cecilie, with a couple of their friends who had also been invited, were having a great time and kept raising their glasses, but it was clear that Anna was just pretending. Every time Søren tried to talk to her or put his arm around her, he was met with permafrost. Frustrated, he helped himself to a beer before he remembered that he was on duty and put it back on the table.

Lily asked him to help her put on her fancy dress and, when he had zipped her up at the back, his mobile rang. He went to Cecilie’s bedroom to take the call.

It was La Cour from the Institute of Forensic Medicine.

‘You’ve found the autopsy report and you’re calling to tell me it’s in my inbox,’ Søren said.

‘I’m afraid not,’ La Cour said.

‘Bollocks! Then why bother calling me? This is a murder case, unless you’ve forgotten. I need that autopsy report found right now.’

‘Oh, I’m aware of that,’ La Cour said, unperturbed. ‘You may have mentioned it once or twice. And now you’ve shouted it as well. But it’s not me whose hard drive was in a fearful mess, nor was I told to fix it, so it’s a bit unfair to take it out on me, don’t you think?’

‘Sorry,’ Søren mumbled.

‘I’m calling to tell you to check your spam folder.’

‘My spam folder?’

‘Yesterday our IT guy mentioned that the spam filter used by the police force was upgraded last Friday, and just now Bernt from Station City rang to offer me the closest that man can get to an apology for having bitten off my head the other day. He had happened to check his spam folder and found the email with the autopsy report he had been looking for. Bøje had sent it to him last Thursday and the subject field said: Here’s hoping this will make you shut your arse. The spam filter disapproves of such language, as indeed does Bernt. I think Bøje should consider himself lucky that he’s already in a coma.’

Søren ended the call and returned to the open-plan kitchen where the happy Easter mood was now subdued.

‘Is everything all right?’ Cecilie asked.

‘Yes, I’m sorry for shouting, but . . . Please may I use your computer?’

‘Of course. It’s in the living room. It’s already on.’

Søren logged onto his email account, found the spam folder, scrolled past various penis-extension offers and eligible Russian girlfriends and reached his emails from 26 and 27 March. Here he found three emails from Bøje Knudsen.

Bøje had chosen to call the first email, sent 26 March, Fucking call me, you massive bell end. The second was entitled, This is a major fuck up. Ring me, you bastard, and the third, sent just after five thirty p.m. on Saturday, 27 March, was headed, Are you taking the piss, you wanker?

Søren dragged all three emails to his inbox and was asked to confirm that they were not spam. Then his mobile rang.

His hands were shaking when he opened the first email:


Søren, this is a cock-up. I’m not apologising for anything, it’s just a massive cock-up. I’m attaching the final autopsy report along with the analysis from the Department of Forensic Genetics and I expect that you’ll be turning up as soon as you have read it. It’s probably the biggest howler of my career. Perhaps it’s time I retired. I’ve grown old.

Best wishes from your friend, Bøje



Søren’s eyes welled. ‘It’s OK, Bøje,’ he said quietly. ‘Real people make mistakes.’

Then he clicked on the attachment, which was named OK139-2010, and quickly read the autopsy report:


Clear secondary horizontal ligature marks visible along with dotted bleeding under the primary ligature marks. I decided to perform a full autopsy and I don’t give a toss that it will cost the Police Force 30,000 kroner. Autopsy commenced 25 March 2010 at 23.45, and concluded at 02.45. Four plastic fragments detected. One under the tongue, which measures 3 × 4 millimetres, a larger piece in the throat, measuring 7 × 8 millimetres. I examined the noose and found two further pieces of plastic, one on the noose itself and one in the evidence bag (used by Lars Hviid, a massive bell end because he – contrary to his instructions – not only cut and removed the noose from the body and secured it in an evidence bag at the scene, but also sent it to Bellahøj station where, up until 23 March, it had vanished without trace between a highly suspicious office stapler and two equally suspicious ring binders). I sent all four plastic fragments and the noose, with photographs of the secondary ligature marks, to the KTC Forensic Laboratory as a priority case immediately. The body was collected on 26 March 2010 by a (fraught) undertaker at 9.30 (idiot). Call came in from KTC the same day at 16.30. The secondary ligature marks are 98 per cent identical to prototype photographs from KTC’s archive of injuries caused by suffocation with a plastic bag, and the four plastic pieces are a 100 per cent match to a Netto carrier-bag. Now follows the unqualified opinion of the forensic examiner, Bøje Knudsen (me), if I can be left alone to do my job properly: the victim was suffocated with a yellow Netto bag and subsequently hanged from a noose. Sherlock Hviid has secured 121 different fingerprints from the victim’s office, but failed to take a single one from the victim or the noose, either because he forgot (which wouldn’t surprise me) or because the killer wore gloves. A note regarding the noose: by comparing the scarlet, finely woven cloth also found among the secured and bagged evidence at Bellahøj station, KTC concludes that the noose was torn from this cloth. However, another strip from the same cloth appears to be missing and it was nowhere to be found at Bellahøj station. Perhaps Lars Hviid used it to wipe his arse.



While Søren had read the autopsy report, a text message from Marie had arrived. He rang her with a heavy heart to tell her there was no longer any doubt that Storm had been suffocated, but he could hear that something was very wrong. Someone had sent her a noose in the post.

‘I’m on my way,’ he said.

*

‘I’m afraid I have to go,’ Søren said to the other guests. ‘I’m sorry, but I have an urgent case and there has just been a development I need to respond to.’

‘Oh, what a shame,’ Cecilie said, ‘but of course.’

Søren quickly shook hands with everyone and kissed Anna. He aimed for her mouth, but she offered him her cheek.

While he was putting on his shoes and coat in the hallway, she suddenly appeared in the doorway. ‘I just want to tell you,’ she said, ‘that I know you’re lying.’

‘Lying?’

‘Yes. I met Jeanette at Copenhagen Central Station yesterday. She and Henrik have split up and no way is he on paternity leave. I don’t know what the two of you are up to, but how could you think that I would be dumb enough to—’

‘Please can we talk about it later, Anna? I really must go.’

‘Screw you,’ Anna said.

*

Søren picked up Marie and Anton and drove them to Saxogade where he walked them all the way up to the fourth floor.

‘I see you’ve got yourself a bodyguard,’ Lea remarked, when she opened the door. She looked Søren up and down. ‘Who are you?’

‘Søren Marhauge. We spoke earlier regarding a photograph from your childminder.’ He handed it to her.

She took it carefully, as if it was a piece of fragile ancient parchment, and studied it for a long time. Marie looked with her. ‘I do remember that you were seriously cute,’ she said.

‘Please can I have a look?’ Anton said, and Lea tilted the photograph. ‘You look like me,’ he said.

At first Lea said nothing. Then a tear rolled down her cheek.

‘Why are you crying, Lea?’ Marie said, alarmed.

Lea pointed to Tove. ‘I’m happy. Look at her face. She loves me.’

Søren said goodbye and went downstairs. He got into his car but did not turn on the engine. He was kicking himself. He had missed an opportunity to bring up their brother’s accident.

He called Anna, but she did not answer her phone. We need to talk, he texted. I’m driving home now. Do you want me to pick you up? I just don’t have the energy to walk all the way up to Cecilie’s flat.

No reply. Søren drove to Cecilie’s and rang the bell.

‘Hi, won’t you come up?’

‘I’m sorry, Cecilie, but I’ve had a long day. I need to get home. I just wanted to know if Anna and Lily want a lift or if they’d prefer to catch the train later. I tried calling, but Anna didn’t pick up.’

‘Oh, they’ve already gone,’ Cecilie said. ‘They left soon after you did.’

*

Less than forty minutes later, Søren was at home. The house lay in darkness; the only light was the magic cat glowing in Lily’s window. When Søren let himself in, he knew that they were not back yet. Even so, he searched the whole house for them before he flopped down on the sofa where he was overcome by debilitating exhaustion. He decided to put on fifteen kilos and find himself an ugly girlfriend who was always thrilled when he came home. He would screw her with all the enthusiasm of a fat panda.

He took out his mobile. Darling Anna, he texted. Darling, darling Anna.

Then he hurled his mobile against the wall with all his might.

*

On Friday, 2 April, Søren delivered his most incoherent morning briefing to date. The twelve police officers gawped at him in silence. When the assignments had been allocated and everyone had been updated on the Kristian Storm case, he hurried to his office, slammed the door behind him, closed the blinds and sat in darkness.

Soon afterwards his mobile rang, his old orange Nokia 3210, which he had found in his desk drawer and into which he had inserted his Sim card.

He considered ignoring it. He couldn’t take any more right now.

‘Søren Marhauge,’ he said gruffly, when he answered it.

‘Søren, it’s Klaus Mønster from the Department of Forensic Genetics. I’ve got some preliminary results regarding Bøje Knudsen’s original priority case . . . By the way, how is Bøje doing? I didn’t mean what I said; you know that, don’t you?’

‘Bøje is the same,’ Søren said curtly, and turned on his computer. ‘What have you got for me?’

‘The results of the blood sample from OK 133-2010, the woman from Vangede. Do you have a moment? I want to add a few comments.’

Søren said he had.

‘Our chemists have identified five different drugs,’ Mønster went on. ‘Four anxiety suppressants and some sleeping tablets. We’re talking about diazepam, nordiazepam, Cipramil, mirtazapine and zopiclone. At first glance it’s a crazy number of drugs for the same condition, and it would have set alarm bells ringing, if it hadn’t been—’

‘Yes, and not only that,’ Søren interrupted him. He had opened the police report on Joan Skov and quickly trailed his finger down the screen. ‘We found more types of medication than the deceased had been prescribed by her GP.’

‘Yes, I’m sure you did,’ Mønster said. ‘But the point I want to make is this: as I was about to say, I, too, would have wanted to investigate this further except that the concentration is so low that it couldn’t possibly have been fatal. Besides, nordiazepam is a breakdown product of diazepam, which can be traced in the body up to ten days after ingestion and, judging from the concentration found in the blood sample, the deceased must have taken this drug on several days up to the time of her death.’

‘Oh, really?’ Søren said, baffled.

‘Yes, what killed her was 2.6 diisopropylphenol, commonly known as propofol.’

‘Propofol?’

‘Yes, and that is suspicious. You see, propofol is administered intravenously and is used exclusively on patients in an intensive-care unit or who are about to undergo surgery with a general anaesthetic. You need specialist training to administer this drug, so something here doesn’t add up, but that’s your department. Where should I send the results of the blood test? The DNA sequence of the three hairs will follow shortly.’

Søren gave Mønster his email address. When they had said goodbye, Søren opened his browser and carried out an extended web search on propofol. Then he got up and opened the blinds. The needle mark.

Søren scrolled through Bøje’s autopsy report on the screen and quickly found what he was looking for. On the first page Bøje had written, . . . possible needle mark in the crook of the left elbow . . .

Someone had injected Joan Skov with propofol so expertly that Bøje had been in doubt as to whether there was a needle mark.

Getting confirmation of a murder was always an ambivalent feeling.

Euphoria and shock.

When he had digested the news, he went to the open-plan office where the police officers were working and found Inge Kai.

‘Come on, we’re off to Rødovre,’ he said.

*

This time Søren was behind the wheel and he was speeding. Ten minutes later, when they pulled up outside Julie Claessen’s terraced house on Hvidsværmervej, he had brought Inge Kai up to date with the recent developments in the case.

‘I’ll do the talking,’ Søren said. ‘You keep your eyes and ears peeled.’

As they walked up the flagstone path leading to the house, they spotted Julie Claessen busy with something on the kitchen counter or in the sink. She did not look up until Søren and Inge Kai were only a few steps from the front door. She jumped, then made a movement that suggested she was drying her hands on her apron.

‘I know your face,’ Julie said, when she opened the front door. ‘But I can’t place it. Do you want Michael? He’s not back yet.’

Søren and Inge Kai took turns shaking hands with her and Søren explained that they were from the Violent Crimes Unit.

‘Violent Crimes Unit?’ Julie sounded alarmed.

‘I also grew up on Snerlevej,’ Søren continued, ‘which probably explains why you recognised me. I lived with my grandparents diagonally opposite you. We didn’t know you all that well, but then again I’m a few years older than you.’

Julie tightened her lips. ‘I remember your grandparents very well,’ she said coolly. ‘What do you want? My children are here. And we’re expecting guests for lunch tomorrow so I’m busy cooking.’ Julie folded her arms across her chest and showed no signs of wanting to invite Søren and Inge Kai inside.

‘Please may we come in?’ he asked.

Julie Claessen stepped aside reluctantly.

The ground floor of the small terraced house was a modern open-plan kitchen-diner and living room. At the far end there was a big corner sofa upholstered in bright white wool; on it two chubby girls were watching television with a bowl of sweets between them.

‘Please may we speak in private?’ Søren enquired politely, nodding towards the girls.

‘They can’t hear us,’ Julie said, and Søren had to concede that the volume from the television was loud.

They sat down at the dining table where mixing bowls and cake tins had been put out. Julie pushed them aside.

‘First of all, may I say that I’m sorry for your loss,’ he began. ‘I—’

‘What do you want?’ Julie said sharply. ‘My mother is dead and buried and that’s all there is to say about that. If this is about my father, I’m ashamed of him. Deeply ashamed.’

When Søren explained that they had found traces of propofol in Joan Skov’s blood and that the police were investigating, he saw the colour drain from Julie’s face.

‘You can’t do this to us,’ she said. ‘Don’t you realise that the whole family is falling apart? My mother has just died. My younger sister is dying from cancer and about to get divorced. My father is a drunk-driver and due in court on the second of July. And now you come here telling me that you intend to stir everything up? To what end? It’s not going to bring my mother back, is it?’ Tears welled in her eyes. ‘You just can’t do this to us.’

‘Unfortunately we have a duty to follow up any evidence that arises as part of an investigation,’ Søren said.

‘Oh, and what kind of evidence would that be?’ Julie snarled. Her cheeks were flushed and Søren had an inkling that while the two girls might still be looking at the screen they were paying careful attention to their mother’s behaviour.

‘Well, as I’ve just told you, we found traces of a pharmaceutical product in your mother’s blood and we don’t understand where it could have come from. The drug is called propofol and is used mainly on intensive-care unit patients.’

Julie stared vacantly into the distance. ‘But my mother hasn’t been in hospital since 1995 when she broke her leg,’ she said.

At that moment the front door opened and a man whom Søren concluded must be Michael, Julie’s husband, entered. ‘What the hell are you doing with a man in the house?’ he exclaimed.

‘This is Søren Marhauge from the police,’ Julie said, ‘and . . . What did you say your name was?’

Inge Kai said her name again.

‘Bloody hell,’ Michael said. ‘What’s my father-in-law got up to this time?’

‘It’s not funny, Michael,’ Julie said.

‘Oh, just chill, will you?’ Michael said, and looked at Søren. ‘What’s the problem?’

‘They found something in Mum’s blood called propofol,’ Julie said anxiously.

‘Right,’ Michael said. ‘Then they’d better talk to Jesper. Jesper is the family pill pusher.’ The latter was addressed to Søren before Michael walked through to the living room to say hi to his daughters. Afterwards he headed upstairs to have a shower. ‘I’ve been pushing nearly dead meat around all day,’ he said, sniffing his armpits.

What a charmer, Søren thought.

‘I understand,’ Søren said, when Michael had disappeared, ‘that you were in charge of your mother’s medication. Is that right?’ Julie was still looking at him in a hostile manner and Søren burst out, ‘Could you try to be a bit more co-operative, please? I’ve come to tell you that we found traces of a suspicious substance in your mother’s blood, for which there might be a perfectly innocent explanation, but in theory it could mean that someone killed her. And let me tell you something. I didn’t give your mother propofol, so do you think you could set your antagonism aside for a moment?’

A single tear rolled down Julie’s cheek. ‘I’m sorry,’ she said. ‘I just can’t take any more. I will help you. Killed her?’ she said, and looked frightened. ‘What do you mean, killed her?’ Suddenly she grinned from ear to ear and flapped her hands excitedly. For a moment an astonished Søren thought that the woman had completely lost her marbles until he realised she was waving to the two girls on the sofa. They had long since stopped watching the television and were staring anxiously in their mother’s direction.

‘Everything is fine, girls. Mummy will be with you in a minute,’ Julie said, in a loud voice, and the girls turned back to the television.

‘My mother has been ill for many, many years. Ever since I was a little girl. I’ve always known it, of course, and helped out as best I could, but I didn’t realise just how ill she was until the last few years. I really did everything I could to help her. I got her onto an excellent occupational-therapy programme some years ago where she did gymnastics and sewed patchwork along with other patients who had mental health issues and, yes, I was actually starting to think that her life was becoming bearable, as far as that’s possible when you have a dark mind. Unfortunately, my younger sister fell ill last autumn.’ Julie glanced furtively at her daughters and whispered, ‘Breast cancer. It was very hard on all of us, especially my parents. They lost Marie’s twin, Mads, when he was three years old, and . . . I’m sure your grandparents must remember that? The flags were at half-mast on all of Snerlevej – people were very kind. But it’s not something you can survive twice, is it? So when Marie got ill, my mother had a breakdown. I’ve read in a book that it’s common. I believe it’s a form of regression. If something happens in the present that you can’t cope with, it’s like you’re catapulted back in time. My mother had been very poorly ever since Marie’s diagnosis, but I must admit I never thought for one moment that she would kill herself.’

Another tear trickled down Julie’s cheek.

‘But you handled her medication?’

Julie nodded. ‘Yes, except for the week when she died,’ she said quietly. ‘I worked in a different district from my usual one, far away from Vangede, and that evening there was a performance at Camilla’s school, so I simply couldn’t fit it in. The next day Emma was ill, which meant I had to take time off work, both Tuesday and Wednesday. But I rang my father, obviously, and asked him to sort out the pills, which he did because he called me twice with questions. I can’t imagine why Michael made that comment about Jesper being our pill pusher. Typical Michael. Always trying to be the class clown. My mother got her medication on prescription from her GP, but it’s true that Jesper renewed her prescriptions a few times. Given that he’s a doctor, all he needs to do is ring them through to the chemist. I was incredibly grateful to him because getting my mother to the doctor’s was such a palaver, especially in recent years.’

‘What pills did your mother take?’

Julie reeled off the various drugs. ‘Sadly, that’s something you know by heart when you’ve been counting them out for so many years,’ she added, with a small smile.

‘Have you ever given her an injection?’

‘No, of course not,’ Julie said.

Had she said it too quickly? Søren wasn’t sure.

‘Could anyone else have given her an injection? Your brother-in-law? Your father? Or one of your sisters?’

‘Definitely not my father. He can’t stand the sight of blood. And I doubt that Jesper would do it. He doesn’t mind renewing my mother’s prescriptions, but he always told us to go to our own GP with anything else. And my sisters? Lea, possibly? But definitely not Marie. Like I said, she’s been very ill herself these last six months.’ Julie whispered the last bit and turned in her chair to look at her daughters.

‘And your daughters don’t know anything about that?’ Søren asked, in an equally low voice.

‘No, of course not,’ Julie said. ‘There’s no reason they should know anything. They’re only ten and eleven.’

‘Didn’t they wonder why Marie had lost her hair? It’s only just starting to grow back now.’

‘Children don’t notice things like that. Besides, I brought them up not to pry. I hate it when people pry.’ Julie looked beseechingly at Søren. ‘Neither do they know anything about what their Grandad has done and nor should they. As far as they’re concerned, he’s still just their Grandad.’

Michael returned to the kitchen and took a beer from the fridge. ‘When is dinner?’ he wanted to know.

‘Oh, I was hoping you and the girls could have a pizza. I have so much cooking to do for tomorrow,’ Julie said.

‘Pizza again? I thought your dad was hosting this Easter lunch, not us,’ Michael said in a surly voice. ‘Switch on the oven, will you? Have we got any crisps?’ Julie got up, found a bag of crisps in a cupboard and filled a bowl to the brim. Søren’s blood was boiling.

Michael sat on the sofa. He and the girls started watching a programme on cable TV, which made them break out into hysterical fits of laughter.

‘You said “Lea, possibly”?’

It was a moment before Julie was back on track. ‘I don’t trust my sister,’ she then said. ‘We’ve never got on and I’ve no idea what she’s capable of. Anything would be my guess. She’s covered in tattoos and revolting piercings. I don’t understand her. I never have. When she was little, she was naughty all the time. This spring she started interfering in the management of my mother’s illness, wanting her to travel all the way to West Jutland for therapy at a rehabilitation facility for addicts. Lea is fanatically opposed to any kind of medication. But my mother couldn’t handle Lea’s so-called good intentions at all. Whenever Lea had preached to her, it took days before she calmed down again. Lea didn’t understand that Mum was seriously ill – she was adamant that all Mum needed was to talk about Mads. Let it all out. She almost convinced my father to jump on her bandwagon. Lea has always been selfish. Just because it helps her to let it all out, she automatically assumes the same goes for everybody else. But losing a child is the most terrible thing that can happen, and life after a tragedy like that is survival, pure and simple. There is no need to rip open old wounds after all these years.’

‘How old were you when your brother died?’

‘Ten. I turned eleven soon afterwards.’

‘That must have been terribly difficult.’

‘I’ve never complained,’ Julie said abruptly. ‘What’s the use of that? Nothing. That’s what Lea doesn’t understand. I have no time for such fads. I read a lot of books. Self-help ones, that kind of thing. And I’ve been known to give someone a copy of a book I thought was good and which you could learn something from, but I never lecture anyone. And, quite frankly, Lea is a nail technician, but she acts as if she has a degree in psychology . . . That really gets my goat. Marie had just been told she had . . .’ Julie pointed discreetly to her own swelling breast and glanced towards the sofa ‘. . . and that was more than enough for my parents to take on board. And Lea wants Mum to start seeing a psychologist on top? Honestly.’

‘I remember you now,’ Søren lied, and smiled at her.

‘You do?’

‘Yes, from Snerlevej. You used to visit Tove Madsen often, I believe. She was married to Herman Madsen, who was a police officer – he’s retired now. He was my role model and I spent a lot of time at their house, as did you, didn’t you? Or am I mistaken?’

‘I didn’t go there very often,’ Julie corrected him. ‘But Tove looked after Lea until we got her a place at nursery. The arrangement came to a rather sudden end because Tove shook Lea.’

‘Shook her?’ Søren exclaimed, as if he had never heard the story before.

‘Yes, she had bruises on her arm one day and how else could she have got them? Lea never set foot in Tove’s house after that.’

‘How did Lea react when Tove wasn’t allowed to look after her any more?’

‘God have mercy on us all,’ Julie burst out. ‘She went crazy and smashed lots of things, including a very fine earthenware jug my mother had inherited from her mother. In the end I had to lock her in the cupboard under the stairs.’ Julie looked embarrassed. ‘My mother sat there with her broken heirloom and looked so sad because Lea could only think of herself.’

‘Did this happen before or after the accident?’ Søren asked lightly.

‘Accident?’ Julie said. ‘What accident?’

‘Your brother’s.’

‘My brother died from a very aggressive strand of meningitis,’ Julie stated. ‘It happens to only one in a hundred thousand children, but of course it would have to happen to us.’

Søren looked closely at her. ‘But that’s not true,’ he said softly.

Julie blinked. ‘I’m sorry, what did you say?’

‘What does your husband do for a living?’ Søren asked, and smiled.

‘He’s worked as a porter at Bispebjerg Hospital since 1998,’ Julie said. ‘Why?’

‘Curiosity.’ Søren smiled. ‘An occupational hazard.’

‘I want you to leave now,’ Julie said, and her lips quivered.

‘When will dinner be ready?’ Michael called out from the sofa.

‘I’ve already said I’ll heat up a pizza for you,’ Julie said, in a shrill voice.

‘Oh, calm down, will you?’ Michael called back. ‘Bring me another beer and some pop for the girls.’

Julie got up, as did Søren and Inge Kai.

‘Right. I think that’s everything for now.’

Julie walked them to the front door and offered them a limp handshake.

They went down the flagstone path, and as Søren got into his car, he glanced up at the house. Julie was back behind the kitchen window. She looked terrified.

*

Søren and Inge Kai drove in silence for five minutes, then Inge Kai said, ‘Christ on a bike.’

‘Give me your honest opinion,’ Søren said.

‘A swollen finger couldn’t be more infected,’ Inge Kai said. ‘And Michael might have looked as if he was watching television with his children and relaxing, but his ears were glued to our conversation. When you asked Julie about his job, he nearly fell off the sofa.’

‘And Julie?’

‘Where do you want me to start?’ Inge Kai said. ‘She’s . . . she’s . . . I don’t know how to put it . . . sick?’

‘A house of cards crashing down,’ Søren said.

*

Fifteen minutes later they parked outside Rigshospitalet.

‘And now?’ Inge Kai asked.

‘The intensive-care unit,’ Søren said.

‘This is Sergeant Inge Kai,’ Søren introduced her when he had shaken hands with the duty doctor at the ICU. Fortunately it was the same doctor as last time.

‘Hello,’ the doctor said. ‘You already know where Bøje is, so just go through.’

‘Thank you,’ Søren said, ‘but before I do, I have a question for you. Do you know a drug called propofol?’

‘Of course I do,’ the doctor said, with a smile.

‘Can you give me a quick guide?’

‘Eh, yes,’ the doctor said. ‘Propofol is an anaesthetic that we use in this unit every day. Doctors like it because it disperses swiftly to all tissue, including the brain, while at the same time it has a short half-life, which means you can quickly get your patient conscious again. The drug has only two side effects, but they’re serious. Number one, propofol can cause you to stop breathing. Number two, it heightens the impact of all other medication in the patient’s system. Consequently, we only administer it to patients who are being monitored twenty-four/seven, and/or who are on assisted breathing. That was the trouble with Michael.’

‘Michael?’

‘Yes, Michael Jackson. MJ. You know, the King of Pop. When pathologists carried out his autopsy, they found propofol in his blood and today that’s the core argument in the case against his doctor, Conrad Murray. As a doctor, Murray should have known the side effects of propofol, so to give his patient a shot to calm him down when he was at home, then leave him to his own devices was obviously completely irresponsible. As far as I’m aware, MJ had taken a fair amount of anti-anxiety medication, but not necessarily more than he usually did. It was only because he was given propofol that the effect of the pills he normally took was heightened and caused his heart to stop. You see, there is an upper limit to how relaxed your muscles can be before you snuff it. Trust me, Murray will be found guilty of manslaughter, and when he is, it’ll be the right verdict. It’s a very serious error for a doctor to administer propofol to a patient whose history they know well. It should never be given to anyone outside the ICU. And that’s what the law says – or it does in Denmark.’

‘So you would be surprised,’ Søren said, ‘if you came across a patient with propofol in their blood unless they had been in intensive care?’

‘Yes, absolutely.’

‘How does a layperson get hold of propofol?’ Søren asked.

‘Well, it’s not something you just pick up from the chemist,’ the doctor said, with a smile, ‘so you need to either work in the health service or be a thief. Or possibly both.’

Søren pondered this. ‘Who is in charge of the purchasing and distribution of medication at this hospital?’

‘That would be the head of pharmacology, Nadia A. Jensen,’ the doctor said. ‘Her office is on the floor above the hospital pharmacy. She doesn’t work alone, of course. I think about twenty pharmacologists are employed here to purchase and issue medication.’

‘Thank you,’ Søren said.

‘Wait, you forgot to visit the patient,’ the doctor called, as Søren and Inge Kai left.

*

The head of pharmacology was called Nadia Abdul al-Haq Jensen and Søren nearly swooned at her beauty. She had sparkling dark eyes, wore a bright blue hijab and a white gown, and did not look a day over twenty-four, but when he pressed her hand, he distinctly felt the gravitas of an adult woman. Even Inge Kai was gawping at her.

‘Police?’ Nadia said, when Søren had explained the reason for their visit. ‘Looking for stolen propofol. That sounds exciting. How much are we talking about?’

‘Enough to kill someone,’ Inge Kai said.

‘So a hundred or two hundred mills or an ampoule the size of this eraser.’ Nadia picked up an eraser from her desk and, before Søren and Inge Kai had time to say anything, the eraser had vanished and Nadia held up two empty palms to them. ‘I don’t think that would be difficult to steal,’ she said, with a smile, and Søren blushed. ‘Drugs are left out during the day on the anaesthetist’s trolley in the operating theatre, for example. Now, an operating theatre is obviously a restricted area, but all you’d need to do is to open the door, go in and leave without being seen. We know there is a certain loss every year, but it isn’t something we register systematically because we can’t possibly know if the loss is due to theft or simple wastage.’

*

‘Where are we going now?’ Inge Kai wanted to know, when they had said thank you and goodbye to the head of pharmacology and Søren was marching purposefully towards the lift at Entrance Two.

‘Paying a visit to the orthopaedic ward,’ Søren said.

‘To do what, if I may ask?’

‘The way I see it,’ Søren said, when the lift doors had closed, ‘we have several potential propofol thieves in this case. Joan Skov’s eldest daughter, Julie Claessen, who dropped out of her nursing training, now works as a carer and would therefore definitely know how to administer an injection. Her husband, who works as a porter at Bispebjerg Hospital. The middle daughter, Marie Skov, has been in and out of hospital since last autumn, and has had plenty of opportunity to steal the drug and learn a few tricks, and last, but not least, Marie’s ex-husband, Jesper Just, who is an orthopaedic surgeon at this hospital. So I thought we would pay him a visit since we’re here anyway.’

‘Nice to know,’ Inge Kai said drily.

*

‘I’ve just finished my shift and I’m about to leave,’ Jesper Just said, when Søren had shaken his hand.

Jesper Just had the steady gaze that signalled authority. He was a handsome man who was starting to go bald. Søren had taken an instant dislike to him. His self-assurance was like a tight second skin; he was all hard edges, no softness. Søren could not see Marie Skov and Jesper Just together in his wildest imagination. ‘I only need ten minutes,’ Søren promised him, and smiled.

‘Very well, then,’ Jesper Just looked most put out. ‘But not a minute more. I need to pick up my son from Vesterbro and drive all the way to West Jutland in time for dinner.’

Søren smiled again.

‘Let’s step inside this meeting room,’ Jesper said. ‘Do go ahead. I need to text my sister-in-law to let her know that I’m running ten minutes late.’ He stressed the ten minutes.

Søren and Inge Kai were studying the photographic posters of prosthetic body parts when Jesper entered the meeting room. He turned on the ceiling light and, after a series of crackling flashes, the room was bathed in a harsh, white glare.

‘That’s bordering on excessive,’ Jesper said, looking irritably at the light fitting. ‘How can I help you?’

‘Are you’re familiar with a drug called propofol?’

‘Of course I am,’ Jesper said. ‘I’m an orthopaedic surgeon. We use propofol during practically every operation in addition to the general anaesthetic.’

‘So you have access to the drug on a daily basis?’

‘Yes, why?’

‘We found traces of propofol in your mother-in-law’s blood. “Traces” might be the wrong word because the concentration was fairly high. In fact, ten times higher than the concentration of the other drugs we found in her blood.’

Søren watched Jesper Just closely and paid special attention to his reaction.

‘I’ve no idea how that could have happened,’ Jesper said. ‘Propofol? But how? To my knowledge, she hadn’t been in hospital recently. No, I’m sure of it – I would have known.’

‘So it’s nothing to do with you?’

For a moment Jesper stared at Søren in disbelief. ‘What the hell are you insinuating?’ he exploded. ‘I took a medical oath! You have no right to accuse me of anything of the sort. This is outrageous.’

‘Does the medical oath say anything about it being all right to be “the family pill pusher”?’ Søren asked.

‘Pill pusher?’ Jesper frowned.

‘Earlier today I learned that it was standard practice for you to renew your mother-in-law’s prescriptions, to save her a trip to her GP. Is that right?’

‘Who told you that?’ Jesper asked vehemently. ‘I’m entitled to know who it was.’

‘I’m afraid I can’t tell you who used the term “pill pusher”. I can only say that the expression was used. Isn’t that right?’ Søren looked at Inge Kai, who nodded.

‘I’m a doctor,’ Jesper said, ‘and in my capacity as a doctor I have the right to issue prescriptions and you know it.’

‘But you’re an orthopaedic surgeon,’ Søren responded, ‘and as far as I can gather, the pills your mother-in-law was taking were mainly sedatives and anxiety suppressants. But perhaps orthopaedic surgeons know a great deal about psychiatry.’

‘I didn’t prescribe them. I merely renewed existing prescriptions so my mother-in-law wouldn’t have to go to her GP, which she disliked doing. Besides, the pills she took were completely harmless,’ Jesper said. ‘Half the population of Denmark takes them. But it goes without saying that you must take them responsibly. And that’s not the case, if you intend to commit suicide. Do you know how many tablets crossed the chemist’s counter in 2009 alone? I read the figures only yesterday in Dagens Medicin.’

‘No, I don’t know,’ Søren said, like an obedient schoolboy.

‘Almost seventy million benzodiazepines and benzodiazepine-type drugs for the treatment of severe anxiety, and a hundred and sixty-six million antidepressants of which a hundred and twelve million are so-called happy pills. Every Dane has access to enough drugs to kill themselves and their neighbour. But that doesn’t mean they do it, does it?’

‘But don’t they say that antidepressants without talking therapy are like a pacemaker without a battery?’ Søren asked innocently. ‘And shouldn’t you – precisely because of your medical oath and your clear conscience in general – have made sure that your mother-in-law’s mental health issues were addressed?’

‘My mother-in-law suffered from a chronic condition,’ Jesper spluttered, ‘and you didn’t need to spend more than five minutes in her company to know that she was a hopeless case. I helped her to the best of my ability, partly because leaving the house gave her panic attacks. I renewed her prescriptions whenever my sister-in-law asked me to and, besides, it’s my understanding that Julie had been in touch with my mother-inlaw’s GP several times in the last few years, but you would have to talk to her about that. The pills were, as I have already told you, completely harmless if taken as prescribed, but they would do vast harm if you decided to wash them all down at once, and that’s what my mother-in-law did. I’d like a copy of that blood-test result – how do I know that you didn’t make a mistake when you analysed it? It’s not like you’re a doctor, is it?’

‘The analysis was carried out by the Department of Forensic Genetics, but I’ll make sure they send you a copy.’ Søren smiled and handed the doctor his card. ‘Thank you for your help. If you want to talk to me, you’re welcome to give me a call any time.’

‘I can’t imagine that happening,’ Jesper said. He hurled Søren’s card into the wastepaper basket and stormed down the corridor.

When they were back in the car, Søren said, ‘I only hope that Lea Skov is either a lesbian or has better taste in men than her sisters.’

‘Yes, neither is more charming than the other,’ Inge Kai said.

‘But this one was telling the truth,’ Søren said. ‘He knew absolutely nothing about the propofol business.’

They both scratched their heads.

‘Where are we going now?’ Inge Kai wanted to know.

Søren smiled. ‘You sound just like Lily,’ he said. ‘She’s five.’

‘No woman, no matter how old she is, can read a man’s mind,’ Inge Kai said. ‘And you’re one of the less informative ones, just so you know. I’m sure you drive your girlfriend crazy.’

‘My girlfriend . . .’ Søren gulped.

At that moment his mobile rang.

‘Marie,’ Søren said. ‘Is everything all right?’

He listened.

‘How did it go?’ He listened again. ‘OK . . . No, it’s fine, I can do that. We’re outside Rigshospitalet. Where are you? . . . No, I’d feel better if we did. It’s not a problem. We’ll pick you up.’ He ended the call. ‘We need to take Marie Skov to her flat in Randersgade so she can pick up a notebook that got left behind in the rush yesterday. She’s been working at the Royal Library today, but she can’t make progress without her notes. So that’s what we’re going to do. We’ll pick her up at Nørreport. See? I can communicate with a woman, can’t I?’

‘Oh, absolutely.’ Inge Kai grinned.




CHAPTER 12

Once Søren had driven Marie and Anton to Lea’s flat, Marie was able to relax properly for the first time in days. Finally she got a good night’s sleep and woke up just after nine o’clock. She could hear Lea and Anton chatting in the kitchen and went to join them. Anton had emptied his rucksack onto the table and was explaining to his aunt the various features of his Star Wars Lego, while Lea listened attentively.

‘Good morning,’ Marie said.

Anton jumped up and gave his mother a hug, and Lea poured her a mug of tea. ‘Hey,’ she said. ‘Do you know what I remembered after you fell asleep last night? Your new tat. I still haven’t seen it! Come on, show me the goods!’

Bashfully, Marie pulled up the T-shirt in which she had slept to reveal the swallow. Lea was mesmerised. ‘Wow, how clever of Mattis not to colour it in. It’s a simple outline. It’s . . . elegant. Not like the vulgar sailor’s tats I run around with,’ she said, with a grin.

‘I’m really pleased with it,’ Marie said.

‘I want a dog tattoo when I grow up,’ Anton said.

‘A V-19 Torrent would be cool, too,’ Lea said, grabbing Anton’s arm. ‘Here, maybe? Or here?’ She tickled him.

‘What’s a V-19 Torrent?’ Marie asked.

‘One of these,’ Anton said, and flew around with a spaceship that resembled a giant bug.

‘Yes,’ Lea said, ‘and Anakin Skywalker flew it at the Battle of Geonosis.’

She and Anton made it sound very important.

‘Does Anton really have to go to that cottage in West Jutland with Jesper?’ Lea whispered, when he was busy building something on the floor.

‘Yes,’ Marie said. ‘Jesper’s brother’s rented it for the whole family. We can’t change it now. Jesper is pissed off enough as it is. He’ll be here around half past three to fetch Anton. Thanks for looking after him.’ Marie gave her sister a kiss.

‘No problem,’ Lea said. ‘I’ve just discovered I’m a really cool aunt who’s crazy about Star Wars Lego. So what’s young Jesper’s problem?’

‘Oh,’ Marie said, glancing furtively at Anton, ‘I haven’t got the energy to talk about it. It’s just Jesper and his . . . principles.’

‘While we’re on the subject of principles,’ Lea said, ‘is it all right if I give Anton his completely over-the-top and massively unhealthy chocolate Easter egg for breakfast? I meant to give it to him tomorrow.’

‘Tomorrow?’

‘Yes, when we meet up for Easter lunch.’

‘You’re joining us for Easter lunch?’ Marie’s jaw dropped.

‘Sure. Dad invited me and I said yes.’

‘Seriously?’ Marie said.

‘Yep,’ Lea said. ‘Do you want some toast?’

‘Yes, please,’ Marie said. ‘But, Lea . . .’

‘But what? Will I promise to behave?’ Lea laughed. ‘I’ll do my best. I don’t know why, but my mood has shot up a thousand degrees since I got that photo of me and Tove yesterday. It was the last thing I looked at before I fell asleep and the first thing I looked at this morning. I tell myself I’m even starting to remember Tove. Not clearly, it’s more a feeling. The feeling of sitting on her lap and snuggling up to her, the feeling of tripping over and scraping my knee and someone comforting me. Perhaps it’s all in my mind, but who cares? For the first time ever it’ll be relatively easy for me to attend a family get-together because, if I feel like I’m about to explode and that everyone hates me, I’ll just think of Tove.’

‘No one hates you, Lea,’ Marie said.

‘Call it whatever you like,’ she said. ‘I’m off to have a shower.’

*

After Marie, too, had showered, she had a long debate with herself about whether to wear her wig for her eleven o’clock meeting with Storm’s former student, Stig Heller, or whether to tie the yellow scarf around her head. Finally, she decided on the wig. Lea and Anton had started building the ice planet Hoth out of salt dough and eating Easter eggs, and Anton barely had time to say goodbye to her.

‘Super-cool aunt,’ Lea mouthed behind his back, pointing two thumbs at herself.

Marie walked down Istedgade in the direction of Copenhagen Central Railway Station, wondering why Stig Heller wanted to meet with her. She was twenty minutes early, so she ordered a Ramlösa mineral water and had time to read through her article on her laptop before he appeared at her table.

‘Marie Skov?’ he said.

Marie held out her hand to him.

‘Sorry, I wasn’t sure that it was you. I’ve seen a couple of photos, but I thought you had brown hair. But I’ve also heard that—’

‘People change,’ Marie interrupted him. ‘You ought to know that better than anyone.’

Stig Heller sat down and ordered a coffee. ‘Marie, please can we bury the hatchet? I haven’t got the energy and, besides, you’re not being entirely fair. Storm and I fought like two men who both wanted to win, giving no quarter. Storm dying before we had made peace wasn’t part of the plan. But he did, and now I have to find a way to live with that.’

‘Fine,’ Marie said. ‘If you say so.’

‘That didn’t sound terribly convincing,’ Heller said.

They fell silent while the waiter served his cappuccino and Marie ordered more mineral water.

‘No, but perhaps I still need convincing,’ Marie said, when the waiter had left. ‘I understand from Sandö that you’ve altered your view of Storm’s research. And so what? It doesn’t change the fact that you’ve been on his back for years, and it most certainly doesn’t change the fact that you repeated my experiment purely to prove that Storm and I had fiddled the figures. You could have come to us directly and taken an interest in what we were doing, in Storm’s unique project in Guinea-Bissau, the adaptive immune system and the non-specific effects of vaccines, rather than discredit him. So I’m sorry if it’s a little difficult for me to take your sudden urge to reconcile seriously. Storm was very disappointed in you.’

Marie had said her piece and looked expectantly at Heller.

‘Daddy isn’t upset, Daddy is merely disappointed with you,’ Heller said archly. ‘But the fact is I turned into exactly the scientist Storm trained me to be. Hard, precise and stubborn.’

‘Yes, and he would probably have valued those qualities much more if you hadn’t used them to fight him.’

Heller shrugged. ‘Do you know why Storm was such a brilliant scientist?’

‘Because he was driven purely by curiosity,’ Marie said.

‘Wrong. Because he attracted disciples, Marie. He could spot the weak from miles away, those in need of a mentor, those who struggled to stand on their own two feet. He would train them and make sure they ended up thinking the way he did.’

‘That’s not true,’ Marie said. To her irritation she felt the tears well in her eyes.

‘What’s so terrible about that?’ Heller asked. ‘Storm was an outstanding scientist and a very warm human being who happened to be manipulative. I had to rebel against that.’

‘Why?’ Marie asked.

Heller looked down for a moment. ‘Storm cherry-picked me when I was eighteen. I was a first-year biology undergraduate, and after a lecture I asked him a question he thought was intelligent. Later he told me he knew at that very moment that I possessed the skills to become his successor. Always such grandiose words. Always the best for Storm’s disciples. To begin with, being Storm’s protégé was like winning the lottery. Bachelor assignments but, of course, a fascinating master’s with built-in exotic travel destinations, a PhD following in its wake, no problem. Until one day I’d had enough. I was twenty-six and had almost completed my PhD and I was fed up with always being in Storm’s shadow. So I started dismantling his arguments. The science magazines loved it, of course. Nothing sells like a good feud. When ours was at its peak, I applied to be a lecturer at the Department of Immunology, but that job went to Thor Albert Larsen, even though everyone knew I was the better candidate. Storm was on the appointment panel and I was convinced that he had voted against my appointment because deep down he couldn’t handle being contradicted—’

‘But Storm voted for you,’ Marie interrupted. ‘It was the rest of the panel who thought that your and Storm’s profiles were too similar and that was why they appointed Thor Albert Larsen instead.’

‘Yes, I heard that later,’ Heller said, with a pale smile.

‘But what was the point of testing my lab experiment? And how did you even get hold of my protocol in the first place?’

‘The Danish Committees on Scientific Dishonesty asked me to test your experiment and they sent me the protocol. To my surprise, I discovered no irregularities. Nothing.’

Marie was silent for a moment. ‘So you didn’t get the protocol from someone at the Department of Immunology?’

‘No, of course not. That would have been underhand.’ Stig Heller looked at his watch. ‘I understand from Sandö that you’re finishing Storm’s article and I’ve also spoken to Terrence Wilson from Science. He called to ask me to confirm that I had obtained the same results as you had. Which I did, of course. He told me that your deadline is Monday.’

‘Yes,’ Marie said, and glanced at her watch, too.

‘Right. Listen to me. I have a slot at the International Immunology Congress in Amsterdam at the end of August. I was going to give a paper on malnutrition and infant mortality, but I’m going to give you my slot. The world’s leading immunologists will be there and they must hear what you have discovered.’

Marie was astonished. ‘Is that even allowed?’

‘No, of course not,’ Stig Heller said. ‘But then again killing someone to shut them up isn’t allowed either.’

‘So you already know that Storm was murdered?’

‘Two identical drowning accidents are plenty of evidence for me,’ Heller replied. ‘Besides, I’ve been summoned for an interview at Bellahøj Police Station on Monday. I had a call from an officer this morning saying they have fresh evidence in the case. I need to be at the station at nine o’clock.’

‘So who did it?’ Marie whispered.

‘Someone from the pharmaceutical industry,’ Stig Heller said, without hesitation. ‘No one else benefits that much by silencing Storm.’

‘So it wasn’t Tim Salomon?’

Heller laughed out loud. ‘Tim? Have you met him?’

‘Once, very briefly.’

‘What you see is what you get. Tim would never hurt anyone, least of all Storm. He owes Storm everything.’ Heller checked his watch again and quickly rose to his feet. ‘Got to run – I have a train to Jutland to catch.’

‘One last question,’ Marie said. ‘Do you happen to . . .?’

Heller smiled. ‘I’m afraid not,’ he pre-empted her. ‘I can’t tell you who reported you to the DCSD because I don’t know. However ridiculous it sounds, Danish scientists are free to stab each other in the back whenever they feel like it. Whoever reports something is covered by the DCSD’s anonymity policy and no one knows their identity, not even the experts the DCSD hire to investigate the accusation. Sorry.’ He held out his hand to Marie. ‘It was nice to meet you finally.’

Marie pressed it firmly. ‘Likewise, Stig.’

When Stig Heller had left, Marie sat for a moment longer, then walked across central Copenhagen to the University Library in Fiolstræde. She worked undisturbed for almost three hours, but by four o’clock, she was starving and in need of her notebook, which she had left behind at her flat. She ate a sandwich at a café, then called Søren Marhauge. She was sorry to be a nuisance, but she needed her notes. She didn’t mind picking them up herself, but did he think it would be safe? Twenty minutes later Søren met her at Nørreport and Marie shook hands with Inge Kai across the seats.

Søren parked outside Marie’s building and they got out of the car. ‘I’m happy to come with you,’ he volunteered.

At that moment his mobile rang and he stepped aside to answer it. ‘But where did you sleep last night?’ Søren said, in a low voice. Inge Kai had stayed in the car and was busy with her mobile.

‘I’ll just pop upstairs,’ Marie signalled to Søren. ‘Five minutes.’

Søren looked sceptical, but he nodded.

*

Marie let herself into the flat and went straight to the kitchen to open the window because it was starting to smell of unwashed dishes again. She wondered if there might be a problem with the drain. She took off her wig, drank a glass of tap water and put four apples into the fridge to stop them going off.

Then she screamed.

Tim was standing in her hallway. ‘Marie?’ he said and took off his cap.

The door to the stairwell behind him was still open and Marie could see his rucksack on the steps leading up to the next floor. He must have been waiting for her.

‘Marie?’ he said again.

‘Gosh, you scared me,’ Marie said. Tim filled the whole of her small hallway and was blocking the front door.

‘I’ve tried calling you,’ he said, sounded resigned, ‘but there aren’t many payphones left in Copenhagen.’

‘I did get some missed calls yesterday. From an unknown number,’ Marie said.

Tim came out into the kitchen where Marie was and her heart started pounding. He looked dreadful, and when he made to embrace her, she could smell his stress. She retreated with a jolt.

‘The police are just downstairs,’ she said quickly.

Tim stopped and let his hands flop. ‘Why do you say that?’ The light changed in his eyes. ‘Ah, you think . . . Please tell me you don’t think that I . . .’ He looked completely lost.

‘I no longer know what to think,’ Marie said.

Tim sat down on a folding chair, rested his head against the wall and closed his eyes.

‘You go and get the police,’ he said. ‘I’ll wait here.’




CHAPTER 13

On 17 July 2007, Tim’s brother, Ébano, was alone at the research station, busy putting up a sign saying Belem Health Project above the entrance to the garden, when a branco walked past the barracks and continued in his direction. Two days previously, Tim and Storm had travelled to a conference in Conakry and they had asked Ébano to keep an eye on the place in their absence, but they had forgotten to tell him they were expecting a VIP. For a moment Ébano watched the man coming towards him with confusion before he climbed down, wiped his hands on his trousers and held it out to the stranger. The man asked for Kristian Storm and Ébano told him that Tim and Storm were away. ‘Oh, what a shame. I’m only here for three days and I’d hoped to meet Storm. We’re old colleagues,’ the man explained. ‘My name is Pedro, and you are?’ Before Ébano had time to say anything, Pedro had walked through the gate and continued across the research station’s small courtyard garden. Ébano hurried after him. Pedro wanted to know all sorts of things. Where did they store the blood samples and which chest freezers were protected against power cuts? Which statistical analysis programs did Storm use and how did he store the empirical data? Ébano could remember most of what Tim had told him and answered the questions to the best of his ability.

‘So you’re not a member of the academic staff?’ Pedro asked. He sounded surprised.

‘No,’ Ébano said. ‘But my brother went to university in London and works for Kristian Storm. Tim Salomon. Do you know him?’

‘Tim Salomon? Yes, of course. He’s a bright guy,’ Pedro said, and continued, ‘But you seem like a bright guy, too. Why didn’t you go to university?’

‘Tim was the best in our school,’ Ébano said, ‘so he got a scholarship.’

‘Aha,’ Pedro said, and invited Ébano to the A Pérola restaurant. Ébano could pick whatever he liked from the menu, and when he had eaten his way through several courses and drunk a fair amount of imported beer, the branco asked, ‘What do you dream about? If you could have anything you wanted?’

‘Dream about?’ Ébano said, and mulled it over. ‘My own cashew plantation. A big one with lots of workers. I’m good at cultivating the soil. But it’ll be a long time before I’ll be able to afford it.’

‘Why don’t you ask your brother for help? I imagine he makes good money at the research station. Or does he just rake it in and leave you to struggle?’

‘Oh, no,’ Ébano said, and burst out laughing at the branco’s misconception. ‘Tim is a good man. He helps me whenever he can. Like now, with the sign I was putting up today. He gave me seven hundred CFA francs for the carpenter, but said I could keep the rest if I could find it cheaper. Tim has never let me down.’

Pedro asked if Ébano fancied making some extra money. Ébano said that he did.

‘I’ll pay you a hundred and fifty thousand CFA francs every month,’ Pedro said.

A hundred and fifty thousand CFA francs every month! It was an unimaginable sum for a plantation worker.

But once Ébano heard what Pedro wanted him to do, he turned the offer down. He didn’t like Kristian Storm all that much, but even so . . . No. Besides, Storm did a lot of good for the Guinean community.

‘Oh, like what?’ Pedro was clearly surprised. Ébano explained how Storm had discovered that one of the vaccines recommended by the WHO was harmful, and that he was now doing everything in his power to save the lives of Guinean children.

‘That’s a whole lot of nonsense,’ Pedro said amicably. ‘I’ve been following Storm’s work for years and I know that he’s barking up the wrong tree. The WHO saves millions of lives, and only a blind fanatic like Storm would claim otherwise. Incidentally, not that many people take Storm seriously, these days, you know. That was actually what I came here to talk to him about, one friend to another. Storm needs to start watching his otherwise excellent professional reputation.’ Pedro suddenly looked worried. ‘Is your brother a bit naïve? Yes, forgive me for asking, but I think it would be a real shame for him to waste his considerable talent. But you must do what you think is right, of course. I imagine there are others in Bissau who would like to earn a hundred and fifty thousand CFA francs a month.’ Pedro winked at Ébano and handed him his card. ‘Anyway, why don’t you think it over?’

Pedro ordered another couple of beers and asked for the bill. Ébano’s head was spinning.

*

Six months later, in January 2008, Ébano was asked if he would like to work full-time as security man, bodyguard and caretaker at the Belem Health Project. Storm had hired a new statistician, Berit Dahl Mogensen, and she had threatened to fly straight back to Denmark if Storm did not improve security immediately. Ébano took the job and Storm had a small porter’s lodge built for him near the main entrance to the station. Silas had drowned before Christmas and Tim was devastated. That was the price you paid for making friends with the brancos.

Being Berit’s bodyguard was hard work. Every day Ébano followed at her heels and every night he had to make sure that the place was safe and locked up. At the same time he had to learn lots of other tasks: cleaning, shredding paper, putting new documents in binders and making sure that the cisterns of the toilets at the research station were full and that all storerooms were well stocked. For doing all that he was paid 125,000 CFA francs per month.

Ébano complained to Tim, but Tim got angry and said that Storm paid his people well and, more importantly, on time every month, in contrast to the Guinea-Bissau government. As far as Tim was aware, the local doctors had not been paid for over two months now and they made only 75,000 CFA francs a month. But Ébano was welcome to look for another job, Tim had said, sounding annoyed on Storm’s behalf.

Ébano got angry. He hated being patronised by his younger brother, who had been lucky enough to have a full scholarship to London fall into his lap. How dare he side with the brancos against his own brother who had worked his arse off, first in the plantations and now as Storm’s errand boy? Besides, Tim made much more money than Ébano, so it was easy for him to be blasé. However, in contrast to Ébano, Tim never spent any of his money because he didn’t drink and he never went out. All he cared about was his research and trying to impress Storm. Ébano, on the other hand, was desperate for cash. He wanted to buy his own plantation and build something up, something that would support him rather than him having to toil for others.

That night Ébano rummaged around his belongings and found the white man’s business card. Their collaboration began soon afterwards. Easy little jobs, almost innocent.

One week Ébano was told to disconnect the chest freezers for four hours; the next week he started a fire in the garage when the cars were out. One day he got a luxury assignment: he had to pretend to be a professor at Universidade Colinas de Boé and join the board of a Japanese pharmaceutical company. Ébano was sorely tempted to show Tim his smart leather briefcase with the letter confirming his appointment, with the name Sixan Pharmaceuticals embossed on the first page. Why study for years if it was this easy to become a professor and join the board of a pharmaceutical company?

An ugly, pockmarked Senegalese man, who refused to give his name, communicated Pedro’s various jobs to Ébano, but it took Ébano only half an hour to discover that this man’s name was Ibrahima N’Doye and that he was the hired muscle for the American Representative Office in Bairro de Penha. Underestimating Ébano had been a mistake.

Ébano had been working for Pedro just a few months when he had enough money to buy a small plot of land. He showed it to Tim with a wide grin. Tim wanted to know how he had got the money and Ébano said he had saved up. Tim flung his arms around his big brother and told him he was proud of him. Ha, Ébano thought. It was the easiest money he had ever made. He didn’t even have moral scruples when he let Ibrahima N’Doye into the research station to attack Berit in the living room. Ébano sat outside the house playing dice with the neighbouring security guards while the attack happened; besides, Ibrahima N’Doye had promise not to hurt Berit.

When Berit flew back to Denmark, Storm asked Ébano to travel with him to the province to help him collect data and Ébano was too scared to say no. First, Tim had said that Storm was very pleased with him and planned to give him bigger and more interesting jobs if he handled this one well, and second, Ibrahima N’Doye had given him orders from Pedro to go with Storm without ‘fucking anything up’. N’Doye emphasised his words by pressing a knife against Ébano’s throat. It would appear that Ébano’s predecessor had ‘fucked up’. The incompetent fool had been so indiscreet that first Silas and later Berit had become suspicious.

‘And that’s why neither Silas nor that other fool is alive any more. Do you understand, buro? And Berit should thank her lucky stars that she left of her own accord.’

N’Doye’s revelations shocked Ébano. He had never really liked Silas, but Silas had been a good friend of Tim, and Ébano started to wonder if he should come clean with his brother.

But the days passed and he said nothing, partly because he was reluctant to give up his well-paid work for Pedro but also because it was impossible to get through to Tim once they had left to carry out the survey. Tim and Storm spent all their time engrossed in discussion about why the child mortality rate in the Dulombi-Boe area was so low, lower even than in Denmark. They simply could not understand it. Ébano could understand it perfectly well because every night, when the others were asleep, he changed the entries in the medical records. It took him only five minutes.

*

In the autumn of 2009, when Ébano had worked at the Belem Health Project for eighteen months, Storm returned to Bissau to carry out what he called the ‘the absolutely final survey trip’. Once more, Ibrahima N’Doye ordered Ébano to accompany his boss to the Dulombi-Boe area, and Ébano did so, but again unwillingly. The rainy season was nearly over and Ébano needed to plant his land. Instead he was faced with the prospect of several months in the back of beyond with Storm and Tim, and matters did not improve when Tim had to leave the survey prematurely when he was offered a place on a PhD course at Yale University. Suddenly Ébano found himself alone with Storm. Storm, who went to bed early, Storm who never touched a drop of alcohol, Storm who had nothing on his mind other than his medical records, yet was still so dumb that he failed to spot the sabotage Ébano had managed to carry out with something as simple as an eraser. The days passed at a snail’s pace and for once Ébano had to agree with Storm: it would absolutely have to be the last survey.

When the team finally returned to Bissau in the middle of February, Ébano was both exhausted and desperate. None of his schemes had got him anywhere near the medical records for even ten seconds. Storm had slept with them, taken them to the lavatory and kept them constantly within his reach. When Ibrahima N’Doye came to pay Ébano and wanted to know how things had gone, Ébano lied and said that everything had gone according to plan and that the medical records had been destroyed. There was nothing for Pedro to worry about.

One week later, Storm flew back to Copenhagen, and three weeks later, all hell broke loose.

Ébano was reading in his porter’s lodge when Ibrahima N’Doye opened the door and brandished a knife at him. Ébano was taller and stronger than Ibrahima N’Doye, but Ibrahima still inflicted a deep cut across Ébano’s stomach.

Pedro had heard rumours that Kristian Storm had made it to Copenhagen with a complete data set and had been given the green light for a publication that could ruin everything. ‘Do you understand, tarpasêro? Ruin everything.’

Soon afterwards, Pedro ordered Ébano to Denmark. Ibrahima N’Doye organised his passport, ticket and visa; the latter was granted on the basis of an invitation from Stanford University, which requested the presence of Professor Ébano at a conference on human trafficking in Copenhagen on 16 March.

‘Tell me, how long can I expect to be away?’ Ébano asked.

‘That depends on how quickly you do your job,’ Ibrahima said.

‘Yes, but it says here I’m not flying back until June.’

‘That’s because Pedro doesn’t trust you, Ébano. But as soon as Pedro is happy, you can go home.’

Ébano thought about his fields. If he did not start planting soon, the trees would not grow sufficiently robust before the next rainy season started. ‘I won’t stay there for three months,’ he insisted. ‘I’m telling you.’

‘You don’t have a choice, tarpasêro.’ Ibrahima took out his flick knife and started playing with it, but without opening it.

‘What am I meant to do in Copenhagen?’ Ébano said.

‘We’ll tell you later. It’s easy,’ Ibrahima said.

‘How much will you pay me?’ Ébano asked.

Ibrahima grinned. ‘Since when do you get paid for clearing up your own mess? But you know Pedro. If he’s happy, he’ll pay you well.’

‘And if I refuse to go?’ Ébano said.

‘Then I will stick my knife a little deeper into you,’ Ibrahima said, and plunged the closed weapon into Ébano’s stomach before he left.

*

In the transfer hall at Lisbon airport, a stranger came up to Ébano and handed him an envelope with instructions for the job Pedro wanted him to do. Ébano almost panicked when he realised that the job was killing Storm and making it look like suicide. There was a note in Danish in the envelope, which Ébano was meant to leave by the body. In addition, both the original medical records and Storm’s computers with potential copies must be destroyed. The envelope also contained three thousand Danish kroner in cash and a reversed-charges telephone number, which he could ring in an emergency. When the job was done, Ébano would be sent an electronic ticket so he could get back to Guinea-Bissau.

It was freezing cold when Ébano arrived in Denmark and he had to spend five hundred kroner on a thick jacket. How would he make Pedro’s cash last? On the first night he tried sleeping on a bench to save money, but it was no good. He would be ill unless he slept indoors. He found the Guinean community club in Copenhagen, three smoky rooms in Mysundegade. The Guineans welcomed him warmly, especially when Ébano explained that he was a professor from the university in Bissau and had come to Denmark to work with the world-famous immunologist Kristian Storm – did they know him? They did not, but they were very impressed. Most educated Guineans had to start again when they came to Denmark, the oldest Guinean told him, taking jobs in abattoirs, even though they were bookkeepers, or clean public toilets, although they were bakers.

‘You do us great honour, nha ermon,’ they said, and Ébano glowed with pride.

*

Ébano found a hotel near the Guinean club that he could afford. It was called Hotel Nebo. After giving the receptionist his passport to put in the hotel safe, he was about to pay with Pedro’s cash, but instead he handed her a credit card he had found in Tim’s desk drawer in Bissau, just to see if it worked. It did, and suddenly he had plenty of cash. That same evening, he dined out for over five hundred kroner on his younger brother’s credit card and the next day he hired a car. He showed them Tim’s international driving licence, which he had found with the credit card. Again everything went smoothly. The car was brilliant and Ébano enjoyed driving it around Copenhagen. It was warm and comfortable and it even had tinted windows so he could sit inside it undisturbed and watch life in Denmark. Ébano turned up the radio and thought about his future. Maybe he would even be able to build a house on his land with the money Pedro would pay him.

Ébano began by observing Storm’s daily routines. Every morning at nine o’clock Storm would park his bicycle outside the Institute of Biology and, after a chat with a caretaker, he would disappear inside the building. Then the world’s dullest day would start for Ébano, who had a full view of the institute from a parking bay diagonally opposite. Except for fetching his lunch from the refectory around noon, Storm would appear to spend all his time in his office, which overlooked the University Park, and he did not leave until the lights in the other windows had long been switched off.

Ébano spent the endless hours in the car wondering if Tim was even aware that he had left Bissau. They had not had much contact while Tim had been doing his PhD course at Yale, so Ébano did not think so. This was how it had become whenever Tim was abroad. He would forget all about Ébano. Come to think of it, Tim had emailed him only twice, once to apologise for his untimely departure from the Dulombi-Boe survey and to hear if it had been completed without any problems, and again to let him know that a parcel containing spare parts was on its way from Denmark and that Ébano was to give it to the engineer who was coming to look at a defective cooling system. That was all. When Tim was home, it was another story. Then he would constantly give Ébano jobs to do.

The problem wasn’t that Ébano minded helping Tim, because he always had done. He had made sure Tim didn’t get beaten up at school and talked him into coming with him on dangerous adventures so he didn’t completely lose the respect of the other boys. When Tim returned from London with his fancy education, Ébano had even introduced him to his friends and got his brother a job at a cashew plantation. Ébano wanted to help Tim. But he no longer wanted to help Storm: the more he thought of it, the more he was convinced that Storm exploited both of them.

What was the likelihood that Ébano would ever get interesting work that matched his intelligence? It was just something Storm had made Tim believe in order to make Ébano work even harder. And what was the likelihood that Tim would ever get a senior position as a scientist? Tim would always be second-in-command, if not to Storm, then to the next white scientist who showed up backed by money from a rich country. Pedro had called Tim naïve, but Ébano was not like his brother.

Finally, the light was turned off in Storm’s office and shortly afterwards Ébano saw Storm fumble with his bicycle lights. It was dark and deserted outside the faculty and Ébano was angry. He could easily have killed Storm there and then, but he had been ordered to make it look like suicide. At that moment, Storm leaped onto his bicycle and disappeared across the large car park.

When an exhausted, furious and frustrated Ébano returned to Hotel Nebo, the receptionist wanted a word with him. His credit card had been declined, the receptionist said, so they needed another card or cash as security.

‘No problem,’ Ébano said. ‘I have another card upstairs in my room. I’ll just go and get it.’

Back in his room he quickly packed his few belongings. Denmark was insanely expensive and he had just two hundred kroner left of the three thousand Pedro had given him. He did not know what to do without Tim’s credit card. He opened the window. His room was on the first floor, so it was a long way down to the dark, narrow courtyard. Fortunately, there was a shed in the adjacent courtyard, and when Ébano had sat on the windowsill for a while to steel his nerves, he pushed off. He landed hard on the edge of the shed. He scrambled across the roof and leaped down into the neighbouring courtyard. Someone shouted, but he did not turn; a few seconds later he had scaled an iron gate and was heading down a side street, away from Hotel Nebo. He had got away – but his passport was still in the hotel safe. How would he now get back to Bissau?

He walked to the Guinean club in Mysundegade where he was instantly invited inside by the men who were still hanging out there. ‘Tell us about your research,’ one of the men said, when Ébano had been given a cup of coffee. Ébano told them and they listened with awe. It turned out that in fact one remembered Kristian Storm because a relative of his had taken part in one of the very first surveys back in 2004, and Ébano smiled and said he had better be going because his first lecture was at eight o’clock the following morning. ‘Tell me, where are you staying?’ the oldest man wanted to know and Ébano replied that he was at Hotel Nebo, but that the university was looking for more permanent accommodation for him because it looked likely that he would be staying in Denmark for a while. The old man said that he was always welcome to stay with him, and Ébano nearly accepted, but checked himself. The men must never know that he had lied.

He slept in the back of his car that night. The next morning he woke up, achy and miserable. He had to get Pedro to send him a new passport because he wanted to go home to Guinea-Bissau now.

He drove from Vesterbro to the university, parked the car across from the Institute of Biology and began his wait. He nodded off several times, but so what? Storm wasn’t doing anything but sit in his office; it was enough to drive anyone crazy. As evening approached, the faculty gradually became deserted and Ébano saw the lights in the wing facing the park go out one by one.

All the time, he kept thinking that Storm was a conman who exploited Guinea-Bissau. He hadn’t fully understood what Pedro had told him about the vaccines, but Storm got his money from Denmark and any idiot knew that Danish money was worth far more than the Guinean currency. Even so, Storm had always paid both him and Tim according to Guinean standards. Storm must have pocketed the difference himself – it was obvious now. And what was his lousy excuse? That he saved thousands of children from dying from vaccines. But that was a lie. Ébano and Tim’s mother had been one of thirteen children and seven of them never made it past their fifth birthday because the vaccines had only just been introduced to their country. Their mother had told them this and that was the reason she had always made sure that Ébano and his brothers and sisters were vaccinated at the health centre. What Storm was doing was a crime and, thanks to the ignorant governments of absurdly wealthy countries, he was becoming filthy rich in the process.

With that thought in his mind, Ébano put on a pair of rubber gloves and grabbed the plastic bag with the rope he had bought. Then he found the entrance to the Department of Immunology. It was almost eight o’clock and the Institute of Biology lay in silent darkness. First he would get that business with Storm out of the way and then he would destroy the records, both the Guinean medical records in the box and the information on Storm’s computer. He was shaking now.

When Ébano suddenly appeared in the doorway to his office, Storm looked shocked. For a moment, he had no idea what was going on.

‘Ébano! What on earth . . .? Has something happened? What’s wrong?’ Ébano closed the door behind him, and Storm took fright. Everything happened very quickly. Storm reached for the telephone, but Ébano made it to his desk in two quick strides. He twisted Storm’s arm hard behind his back and grabbed the plastic bag with the rope.

‘Whoever is paying you,’ Storm cried out in desperation, ‘I’ll pay you three times as much.’

Storm’s words made Ébano see red. Why did white men always think they could buy Guineans? He tipped the rope out onto the floor and put the plastic bag over Storm’s head. It took three minutes and it felt like three hours.

Afterwards he felt completely empty and needed time to recover. He looked at the pictures on Storm’s wall, and when he discovered the photograph of Storm between Silas and Tim, rage welled in him again. Tim had been too trusting and Storm had tricked him well and good. Ébano snatched the photograph and flung it onto the floor.

Ébano spotted a Guinean pano on the wall and took it down. This would be much better than the rope. It was a symbol that would make people think that Storm had committed suicide by hanging himself in a traditional cloth from the country he had exploited. Storm was tall but lean, and Ébano managed to string him up, in a noose he made from the pano, without much effort. Then he left the note on the desk. He panicked when he couldn’t see the medical records, but then he spotted them: the familiar box was on the floor under Storm’s desk. He followed the instruction from Lisbon to the letter and deleted first all the data on Storm’s PC tower and then on his laptop. When that was done, he opened the door and listened out, but the department was quiet. His orders were to destroy the medical records, but how? At that moment he noticed a shredder, like the one Storm had in Bissau. It was in a room across the corridor with two photocopiers and shelves of office stationery. Ébano entered the printer room and closed the door behind him. The shredder was terribly loud, but it took him less than two minutes to destroy the medical records. The paper strips disappeared into a bag and out of Ébano’s life.

By now he was desperate to leave and it was not until he was outside in the dark area in front of the institute that he was finally able to breathe properly. He chucked the rest of the pano and the unused rope into a nearby bin, but had second thoughts and fished them out again. No evidence, Ibrahima had said.

In the days that followed, Ébano called the reversed-charges number he had been given several times, but every time a recorded message informed him that the call had been declined. Over the weekend, Ébano’s desperation grew. He needed a new passport and a new plane ticket so that he could fly home.

On Sunday afternoon he went to the Guinean club in Mysundegade where a cleaner told him that no one ever visited on a Sunday. Ébano was tempted to ask if he could please come in anyway, but was too scared. Everything was going down the toilet. By now he should have returned the hire car, but he couldn’t do that since the credit card had been declined and he ended up parking the car in a deserted street far from the city centre. He used it only for sleeping in because it was just a matter of time before the police started looking for it. He had practically no money left and it was not until Monday when people started frequenting the Guinean club again that he had a proper meal because one of the men invited him home for supper.

On Wednesday morning Ébano finally got hold of Pedro.

‘Why the hell do you keep calling me?’ Pedro rebuked him. ‘Don’t you know it’s important to lie low for at least a week? Until everything calms down. Stay put, you idiot. And you really are an idiot. I told you to destroy the medical records, not leave them to be found in the university basement six days later. I know that the Guinean police are useless, but Danish police officers aren’t imbeciles, so there’s a real risk that the medical records are now lying in neat strips at a police station.’

‘How do you know?’ Ébano exclaimed.

‘Because I called the Department of Immunology to express my condolences at the death of Kristian Storm,’ Pedro said, ‘and I learned that the medical records had been found in a recycling container in the basement. I also learned that Marie Skov, Kristian Storm’s fellow author, has been on sick leave all year and hasn’t been seen at the faculty since she defended her master’s last September. So how the hell do you know that Storm didn’t send her a copy of his data? I want you to find Marie Skov’s computer.’

‘But how do I do that?’

But Pedro had already hung up and Ébano had not even had time to say that he needed a new passport.

Ébano was reluctant to return to the Faculty of Natural History, but fortunately the secretary at the Department of Immunology was away, so Ébano was directed to a secretariat in a completely different building, far away from Storm’s office. Here he introduced himself as Tim Salomon and got Marie Skov’s address and telephone number without any problems.

Afterwards he sat on a bench and suddenly missed Tim terribly. It had been great when Tim had returned from his studies in London, proud and optimistic, but nothing had worked out the way Ébano had imagined. And now here he was. All alone.

He had to track down Marie Skov, but how would he find out if she had Storm’s data? And how would he get his hands on it? This was risky. He had never met her in Bissau, and he knew nothing about her. What if she lived with a towering Viking husband and four giant dogs on Ingeborgvej? Ébano was terrified of dogs.

Then it occurred to him to send her a section of Storm’s pano in the shape of a noose. Marie Skov would almost certainly put the two pano fragments together, get the message and keep her mouth shut. Ébano took the pano and tore off another strip. He found a post office and posted the pano noose. He called Pedro the same day to tell him what he had done, but Pedro didn’t answer his call on the Thursday or the Friday.

On Friday evening Ébano was hanging around a shawarma bar near Copenhagen Central Railway Station where he ate scraps of food that people had abandoned on the tables outside. Eventually the owner noticed him and Ébano slunk away. Suddenly he spotted Tim in a crowd on the pavement. It really was him! He walked past Ébano and he was holding hands with a girl who must be Guinean, as far as Ébano could make out from the bright yellow scarf peeking out behind Tim. Ébano’s heart skipped a beat. Tim must have wondered what had happened to his brother. Tim had decided to look for him. Bring him home. Everything would be all right now. But Tim didn’t see him. He had eyes only for the girl – he was completely mesmerised by her. And she wasn’t Guinean at all, Ébano could see that now, but white, and she had no eyebrows. Ébano felt dazed as he watched them disappear down the street.

That same night, he made his way to Marie Skov’s home and forced his way into the house through a window in the basement. He was starving and in the kitchen he ate meatballs and sausages from the fridge before he searched high and low for copies of the medical records, but found nothing. Neither did he find Marie Skov’s laptop. Finally, out of sheer desperation, he tried setting fire to the house by lighting some cardboard boxes in the garage, but he could not make them burn properly. Before he drove away, he smashed two windows of the 4×4 vehicle parked outside.

Five days in hell followed. Pedro didn’t answer his phone and Ébano wandered from phone booth to phone booth. He had run out of money and was forced to beg in the street and steal food wherever he could. The only place he was met with kindness was the Guinean club in Mysundegade where he stopped by every night to say hello. His clothes needed washing, as did he, but the men there did not seem to notice. They were always welcoming and one of them even asked Ébano if he would like to meet a grandchild, who wanted to be a nuclear physicist and study in London. Wasn’t that where Ébano had studied? Ébano said that he would love that.

Tuesday afternoon Pedro finally picked up the phone and was suddenly very obliging. Of course he would get Ébano a new passport. Things had calmed down, he said, and the case had been filed as suicide. As soon as Ébano had got hold of Marie Skov’s copies of the medical records, he could fly home. Ébano argued that he had searched her house, but that the medical records were not there. ‘Oh,’ Pedro said, ‘but you did find her laptop, didn’t you?’ Ébano did not dare do other than tell him the truth. Suddenly Pedro no longer sounded quite so friendly. He said that Marie Skov had been in contact with Terrence Wilson, the editor of Science, and convinced him that she had a copy of the medical records and that, as a result, Wilson would have to give her some column inches for his next issue.

‘So go back to her house and search it properly. Steal her handbag, find her laptop, whatever it takes. And when you have done that,’ he added, ‘you can come home. Your money is already waiting for you in Bissau. Ten million CFA francs in an envelope, which will be handed to you the moment you land.’

‘Ten million?’ Ébano could not believe his ears.

‘Yes, because you’ve done a really great job, Ébano,’ Pedro said warmly.

*

Ébano returned to Ingeborgvej for a second time and parked a short distance from Marie Skov’s house. At first glance it looked empty and Ébano could not see the expensive car anywhere. Then he spotted a woman inside the house. A cleaner, he realised, as he came closer and saw that she was dusting. Ébano rang the doorbell and forced his way into the hall when she opened the door. He introduced himself using Tim’s name and title and said he was meeting Marie.

‘I don’t see how that can be,’ the cleaner said, ‘because Marie has moved out.’

Ébano was about to force his way further inside the house when someone appeared on the steps behind him. It was the postman and the cleaner said something to him in Danish in a shrill voice. The postman told Ébano kindly, but firmly, to leave. Ébano had no reason to stay, anyway, because he had had time to see the address on a large envelope lying on a chest of drawers in the hallway. Marie Skov, it said. Randersgade 76, 2100 Copenhagen Ø.

Ébano drove straight to Randersgade and parked opposite Marie Skov’s stairwell. Suddenly he was overcome by exhaustion and sorely tempted to give up. He had imagined this trip to be a nice easy earner, but now he had spent more than two weeks in Denmark. And he was freezing cold.

He had to rest, just one or two hours in the car, so he could think straight and make plans.

He had just settled down on the back seat when he spotted the girl Tim had been engrossed in outside the railway station last Friday. It was definitely her. Same petite build, same bright yellow scarf. She emerged from Marie Skov’s stairwell and stopped momentarily to press buttons on her phone. Then she slipped the mobile into her pocket and, if it hadn’t been for the car’s tinted windows, he would have been discovered because she looked straight at him. Then she disappeared down the street with rapid footsteps.

The girl with the yellow scarf was Marie Skov. Tim’s girlfriend.

It knocked him for six.

Ébano drove down Randersgade and parked further down the street. Then he slumped over the wheel. If he killed Tim’s girlfriend, he and Tim could no longer be brothers. He would have to spy on Marie, just like he had spied on Storm, and snatch the medical records one day when she was not at home.

Ébano watched Marie’s block all Thursday. He could not find anywhere to park and ended up sitting on the bottom step of number 93, from where he had a clear view of Marie Skov’s front door. It was not until a young guy demanded to know what Ébano was doing there that he had to abandon his observation post. At that moment a parking space became available on the corner of Randersgade and Ébano fetched and parked the car so he could watch the entrance from the back seat without being seen. Absolutely nothing happened. A couple of times he saw Marie look out of the window, but she never left her flat. Late in the afternoon, Ébano suddenly spotted the 4×4 whose windows he had smashed less than a week ago. The glass had been replaced, but he was still convinced that it was the same car. Ébano craned his neck and saw a small boy jump out of the 4×4 and disappear into Marie Skov’s stairwell.

One hour later Ébano had to stretch his legs and get something to eat. He was lucky and found a supermarket nearby with fruit and vegetables displayed outside; he stole some apples and oranges. When he was back in the car, he saw Marie in the window again, glancing anxiously up and down the street. When it started to grow dark, he gave up. He would have to come back the next day and hope that she was going out. He didn’t want to hurt her, but he was losing patience. All he could think of was getting home to Bissau.

He drove back to Vesterbro and parked close to the Guinean club, his mood now much improved at the prospect of a bite to eat and a good chat with his own people.

‘Professor Ébano,’ the old man said, stretching out his arms. ‘Welcome.’ A pot had just been put on the table and Ébano ate hungrily from the plate, which was put in front of him. The old man cleared his throat. ‘Professor Ébano, your brother has been here several times today asking after you. We told him that you were staying at Hotel Nebo and he went there to look for you. Since then he has been back twice, most recently an hour ago. He left you this note.’ The old man gave Ébano a piece of paper. ‘I hope it was all right that we told your brother where to find you.’

Ébano shook his head and got up.

‘Won’t you stay for a little while?’ the old man asked. Everyone was looking at him.

‘No, I have to go,’ Ébano said, and retreated backwards out of the club.

He ran back to the car as he read the note from Tim.


My brother, my friend, I have paid your bill at Hotel Nebo and I have your passport. I’m staying at First Hotel on Vesterbrogade 23. I’ll wait for you there. Love from your brother, Tim



Ébano clutched the note. My brother, my friend. Had Tim written this to entrap him? Suddenly Ébano had doubts. What if the police were waiting for him at the hotel? Had Tim taken sides and chosen Storm’s? Or did Ébano still have time to explain to Tim that he had been wrong? That Storm suffered from white man’s megalomania and was skimming off money that really belonged to Guinea-Bissau? Ébano wavered. He loved his brother, but he also loved his acquisitions. The plantation and the money to cultivate it. Then he caught sight of his own reflection in the tinted car windows. What had he really gained? A scrawny body and the beggar’s loss of dignity. He looked briefly into his own eyes. Then he walked to Vesterbrogade.

Ébano had barely knocked on the door to Tim’s hotel room before Tim tore it open. The two brothers stared at each other until Ébano averted his eyes. Then Tim dragged him into the room and slammed the door shut. ‘What the hell have you done?’ Tim screamed, and pushed Ébano into a chair.

‘Storm is using you,’ Ébano said. ‘He makes a fortune saying vaccines kill children, but it’s a big fat lie. Vaccines save lives and . . .’

Tim glared at Ébano in disbelief. ‘Yes, of course vaccines save lives,’ he shouted. ‘And Storm never ever claimed otherwise. Any idiot knows that vaccines are the most amazing thing to happen to global health. But we need the WHO to evaluate the DTP vaccine, yes, all vaccines. They have to admit that it’s possible that vaccines have non-specific effects, which we have to deal with.’

‘Storm is using you,’ Ébano tried again. ‘He—’

‘Don’t say another word,’ Tim interrupted, and flopped down on the edge of the hotel bed. Ébano had never seen him so furious and disappointed.

‘I know what you have done,’ Tim continued. ‘I got suspicious the moment I returned to Bissau and you weren’t there. But I refused to believe it. I kept telling myself that my brother wasn’t that heartless or that stupid. But when I kicked down the door to your house and found the contract between you and Sixan Pharmaceuticals in Tokyo and your visa papers for Denmark, my worst fears were confirmed. I pressed Nuno until he admitted that he had driven you to the airport. On the plane on my way to Denmark everything fell into place. You sabotaged our figures, you killed Silas, you took Storm from me—’

‘I didn’t kill Silas,’ Ébano objected, ‘that was the man who came before me.’

Tim ignored him. ‘You made quite an impression on our brothers in Mysundegade, eh? Ébano the brilliant professor, the clever boy from Bissau, their pride. You’re nothing but a killer, Ébano.’

Tim heaved a deep sigh.

Once again Ébano tried to explain to Tim what Storm had done to Guinea-Bissau, how he had defrauded Tim and lined his own pockets in the process. The words stumbled over each other, then petered out. Finally, there was silence in the cool hotel room.

Tim sat looking down at his hands and his face was tortured. ‘You deserve the greatest possible punishment,’ he said at length, and then he got up.




CHAPTER 14

‘Ébano confessed to everything,’ Tim said to Søren and Marie, ‘and then he asked me if I could forgive him.’

‘And could you?’ Søren asked.

Tim smiled a pale smile.

‘“If your brother sins, rebuke him; and if he repents, forgive him,”’ he said wearily. ‘The Gospel according to Luke. Our mother was a deeply religious woman. When Ébano had obtained my forgiveness, he grabbed his passport and did a runner. I haven’t seen him since.’

‘Who is Pedro?’ Søren asked.

‘I’m convinced it’s Peter Bennett, a Nobel Prize winner and scientist who researches into vaccine constituents. Pedro is Peter in Creole,’ Marie said. ‘He left the board of Sixan Pharmaceuticals in February 2009, a few months before he joined the WHO’s Emergency Committee, which was forced to sack two thirds of its members soon afterwards when it emerged that their relationship with the pharmaceutical industry was very far from disinterested. At the time Bennett did actually appear to be a good guy as he was one of the few scientists not to profit from the pandemic warning. But the truth was he was just twice as devious. By ensuring that Ébano officially took over his seat on Sixan’s board, he could keep his position on the WHO’s Emergency Committee without being suspected of corruption.’

Søren cleared his throat. ‘Pardon me for asking, but what does that have to do with Kristian Storm?’ he said.

‘Sixan Pharmaceuticals is one of the world’s biggest producers of aluminium hydroxide,’ Marie explained. ‘It’s a constituent added to vaccines to heighten their antibody response. Whether it actually does or not is another matter. Nevertheless, that’s Bennett’s area of research.’

‘But . . .’ Søren said.

‘Two thirds of the international pharmaceutical industry’s aluminium hydroxide production goes to vaccines, including the DTP vaccine,’ Tim said. ‘And the DTP vaccine is given to more than a hundred million children a year. We’re talking about a business worth billions.’

The police officer suddenly looked as if the penny had dropped. ‘So Peter Bennett made a fortune out of the DTP vaccine,’ he said.

‘No,’ Marie corrected him. ‘Bennett and Sixan Pharmaceuticals made a fortune out of producing aluminium hydroxide, but given that vaccines are the biggest users of aluminium hydroxide in the world, it’s in both Bennett’s and Sixan’s interest to preserve the status of all vaccines as the cash cow of medicine. Any negative re-evaluation would mean losses running into millions. That was why Bennett joined the WHO’s Pandemic Emergency Committee. He needed to get close to the very people who ultimately held the purse strings. And he needed to silence Storm, who persisted in blowing the whistle.’

‘And he succeeded,’ Tim said in agony.

There was deep silence in the kitchen.

‘It’s so callous that I struggle to believe it,’ Marie said.

*

When Tim had repeated his explanation at Bellahøj Police Station, and Marie had contributed any information she could, she and Tim said goodbye to Søren Marhauge and walked down Frederikssundsvej holding hands. It was close to midnight and they were shivering. Even so, Marie unbuttoned her jacket and let in the cold air. They did not say a word to each other until they reached the corner of Tagensvej and Jagtvej and the university came into view.

Tim stopped and cupped Marie’s face with his hands. ‘I’ll never forget you,’ he said. ‘You will always be my friend.’

‘Likewise,’ Marie said.

Tim took a deep breath. ‘I let Ébano go,’ he confessed.

‘That’s what I thought,’ Marie said.

A group of cyclists passed them and wolf-whistled.

‘I loved Storm,’ Tim whispered, ‘but I couldn’t sacrifice my brother. I bought him a ticket home and I put him on the plane. They can close every border, they can look for him all over Europe, but they won’t find him. He’s already in Bissau. I’m not asking you to understand, Marie, but I couldn’t let him down.’

‘OK,’ was all Marie said.

‘I’ll be leaving tomorrow morning,’ Tim continued.

‘Tomorrow morning? But what about the article? And, besides, Søren Marhauge said that—’

‘Søren Marhauge will be fine without me,’ Tim said. ‘And so will you. Send me the article on Sunday and I’ll give you my comments, though I doubt I’ll have any. Storm always said you’re a perfectionist.’

‘But . . .’ Marie fell silent.

‘The most important thing right now is the Belem Health Project. Storm had started investigating the different effects of vaccines on each sex and found evidence that the negative effect was gender dependent. More girls than boys die from side effects. I need to start writing a paper about that as soon as possible.’

‘But what about our article?’ Marie said. ‘And Storm’s?’

‘No, Marie. It’s your article. When you turn eighty and are awarded a Nobel Prize, think of me. That’s all I ask.’

The tears started rolling down Marie’s cheeks. ‘It sounds almost as if you’re saying goodbye.’

‘I’m saying see you later, Andurinha,’ he said, and kissed her. ‘Visit me in Bissau and we’ll go dancing.’

‘I don’t think I could—’

‘You’ll never see Ébano, Marie. I promise.’

*

When Marie let herself into her flat, she stood for a moment in the darkness and listened. The water pipe groaned, but apart from that it was quiet. She took a shower and made herself a cup of herbal tea. Then she climbed into bed. Suddenly she was sobbing. She could breathe without any difficulty so she knew she wasn’t having a panic attack. She lay under her duvet, alone in her flat, crying until she had no more tears left. She had almost fallen asleep when her mobile rang. It was Jesper.

‘Jesper?’ Marie was alarmed. It was almost one thirty a.m.

‘Hello, Marie,’ he said.

Marie told herself she could hear the sea in the background. ‘Is everything all right?’

‘Yes, yes. Anton has eaten his own bodyweight in Easter eggs and all the kids fell asleep five minutes into the movie they’d been pestering us to be allowed to watch. Only I couldn’t sleep.’

‘What’s up?’

‘The police came to see me today. At the hospital. Superintendent Søren Marhauge. He wanted to talk to me about your mother’s blood analysis.’

‘Mum’s blood analysis?’

‘That’s what forensic examiners call a blood sample they send to the Department of Forensic Genetics if they suspect something is amiss.’

‘Right. So what does that mean?’

‘They have found a substance in their analysis and they don’t understand where it could have come from. An anaesthetic called propofol. I use it every day in surgery. What they don’t understand is how it could have ended up in your mother’s blood, and neither do I. It’s used only in patients who have been admitted to hospital. But your mother hadn’t been in hospital recently, had she?’

‘No, I don’t think so.’

‘I get the impression that the police are investigating it.’

‘But don’t you think there’s bound to be some perfectly logical explanation?’ Marie said.

‘I struggle to see what it could be,’ Jesper said. ‘I think now would be a very good time for Frank to tell us if Joan had been in hospital. A private clinic perhaps? And why? He’s already in a very delicate situation and I think the police are trying to dig up as much dirt as possible, so if there is anything . . . anything at all they’re ashamed of . . . Well, perhaps you should try talking to your dad about it. But . . . there was something else I wanted to tell you.’

‘What is it?’

‘Emily and I didn’t work out. We had a row. Anton and I have been staying with Frans, a colleague from the ward, until it’s safe for us to return to Ingeborgvej. Emily didn’t come with us to West Jutland, either. It’s over.’

‘OK,’ Marie said quietly.

‘Is that all you have to say?’ Jesper said. ‘Are you in love with that other guy, is that it?’

‘I’m very fond of Tim,’ Marie said. ‘I’m not in love with him.’

Jesper sighed. ‘Please would you give me another chance? I know it’s insane, but I haven’t been able to sleep properly since I found out about you and . . . Tim. That has to count for something, doesn’t it? I spoke to my brother about it and he agrees with me.’

‘Agrees with you about what?’

‘Lars says I’ve been a fool and that I should have been able to handle you being so ill.’

‘Jesper,’ Marie said gently, ‘I have to get some sleep now. It’s been a long day and . . . to tell you the truth, I don’t want to give you another chance.’

‘So you are in love!’ Jesper burst out.

‘It has nothing to do with anyone else, Jesper. It’s about us. I like being who I am. A one-breasted biology nerd. Who is at least as ambitious as a man. And I don’t think you know how to love someone like that.’

‘But I love well-educated, ambitious women,’ Jesper said, sounding astonished. ‘You already know that.’

‘In theory, yes. But in real life?’

‘I don’t understand you, Marie,’ Jesper said.

‘Precisely,’ Marie said, with a smile. ‘Good night, Jesper.’

*

On Saturday morning Marie stayed in bed when she woke up. She touched first her healthy breast and then her flat chest where the sick breast had been. The scarring was still a little swollen. Jesper would definitely have wanted her to have breast-reconstruction surgery immediately. But if she chose to do that, it would be because she wanted it and not because Jesper couldn’t bear to look at her.

It was hard not to feel a tiny bit flattered at Jesper’s pathetic attempt to give their relationship another shot. But it was also hilarious. Jesper in his rigid mind-set had come to the conclusion that their relationship could be made to work. Once upon a time she had been attracted to his dominance. That was a long while ago.

Marie got up, made tea and ate some muesli. Then she took her laptop and returned to bed. Tim’s plane had taken off several hours ago and would soon land in Bissau and, if she knew him right, he would start planning work for the future first thing the following morning. Storm could not have wished for a better successor.

She was about to email him when she noticed an email from Søren Marhauge. It appeared to have been sent at three thirty a.m. She opened it and read it three times.

Søren wrote that her brother, Mads, had not died from meningitis when he was three years old. He had died in an accident in their garden at Snerlevej.

A shocked Marie rang Lea immediately.

*

Julie and Michael were already at Snerlevej when Marie arrived. Julie opened the door, wearing an apron and sporting a new hairstyle that seemed to have involved curlers at some point. Marie gave her a hug. Emma and Camilla were watching television in the living room.

‘Where are Dad and Michael?’ Marie asked, and Julie pointed to the garden.

‘They’re fixing a hole in the roof,’ she said, ‘so hopefully the first floor won’t be flooded before Easter is over.’

The table had already been laid, but was one setting short.

‘I’ve taken care of everything,’ Julie said happily. ‘I made the bacon quiche and fried the meatballs yesterday, so they only need serving. And I’ve bought Easter eggs for everyone. What a shame that Jesper and Anton aren’t with you. Couldn’t they have gone to that cottage some other time? It seems all wrong that they’re not here, don’t you think?’

‘Julie, Jesper and I are no longer together, so why did you invite him?’

Julie gave Marie a knowing look. ‘Oh, so he hasn’t said anything yet? Well, I’d better not say anything but, Marissen, you’ll be ever so happy!’

‘If you’re hinting that he wants to give our marriage another chance, then he’s already told me.’

Julie beamed with joy. ‘Isn’t it wonderful?’ she said. ‘I was so thrilled when he called yesterday to tell me he realised what a big mistake he’d made.’

‘He called me last night, Julie,’ Marie said. ‘But I said no.’

‘You said no?’

‘I’m in love with someone else,’ Marie said, ‘and, besides, Jesper and I were never happy together.’

‘But that’s not true.’ Julie was outraged. ‘You’ve always been the perfect couple. The two of you . . . Who are you in love with?’

The doorbell rang.

Julie went to answer it. Seconds later she stalked through the living room and slammed the kitchen door shut behind her.

Lea entered the living room with red eyes. She wore tight leather trousers, high-heeled platform boots and a fairly transparent top. Her eyes were heavily made up, as usual, but she had removed the piercings.

Marie gave her a hug. ‘Are you OK?’

‘Not really,’ she said, and the tears welled in her eyes again. ‘I can’t stop crying. But what’s wrong with Julie? Didn’t she know I was coming?’

At that moment, Michael appeared in the door to the garden. ‘What’s she doing here?’ he said. ‘Where’s Julie?’

‘Hello, Michael, you handsome beast.’ Lea put on a brave face. ‘And hello, Dad.’

Frank had appeared behind Michael, and Marie could see that he was already drunk. He balanced on the threshold and stumbled back out into the garden. It was not until Michael had gone to join Julie in the kitchen that Frank recovered his footing and came into the living room. Marie had never heard Lea call Frank ‘Dad’ before.

‘Hello, Marizzen; hello, Loopy-Lou, sweetie,’ he said, and kissed them both on the cheek. ‘What would the ladies like to drink? I have a fine Barolo.’

‘Why didn’t you tell Julie you’d invited me?’ Lea asked.

‘Ah,’ Frank said, handing them each a glass of wine. ‘Didn’t I? It must have slipped my mind.’

Julie and Michael came into the living room.

‘I’m sorry, Dad, but we’re leaving,’ Julie announced.

‘Eh?’ Frank said. He was busy pouring red wine into his own glass.

‘Yes, it’s her or us,’ Julie said. ‘You have to choose.’

‘Well, then, happy Easter, everyone,’ Lea said. ‘Cheers.’

‘Dad?’ Julie said.

‘But how can I—’ Frank knocked over his glass, which broke, spilling wine across the sideboard.

Julie looked irritated, then summoned Emma and Camilla. They were watching one of Joan’s old movies and didn’t want to put on their coats.

‘Come on,’ Julie hissed. The girls got up reluctantly and went to the hallway.

‘Wait,’ Lea said. ‘I’ll leave.’ Lea placed her glass on the dining table and looked at Marie. ‘I should never have come.’

Frank was now drinking directly from the bottle. ‘Oh, come on, girls,’ he said. ‘How about some Easter peace?’

And then Marie let out a roar. A strange, guttural sound, which made the whole gathering stare at her in shock. She roared on her entire exhalation. Total silence ensued. Marie filled her lungs with air again.

‘Dad,’ she said. ‘I’ve received an email from the police stating that Mads didn’t die from meningitis but in an accident in the garden. In the shed. The police say he died instantly and that Julie witnessed it. Is that right?’

Julie gasped and Marie’s legs threatened to buckle under her.

‘Bullshit—’ Michael began.

‘Be quiet, Michael,’ Marie said, looking only at her father. ‘Is that right, Dad?’

Frank put the bottle to his lips and emptied it in three large gulps. ‘The police are lying,’ he said, glancing at Julie.

‘The police are lying?’ Marie said. ‘The original police report from the twenty-seventh of June 1986 is a lie?’

Frank glanced at Julie again and Marie looked at her elder sister. All the blood had drained from Julie’s face and her mouth was a grey line. Then she exploded and threw Lea hard against the wall. ‘You spoiled brat,’ she screamed. ‘This is all your fault. Why do you think I’ve kept it secret all these years? To protect you. So that no one would know you’re a killer. I had to look after all of you the whole time. I was only gone for five minutes but, oh, no, you couldn’t behave for just five minutes and Dad, well, he was asleep as usual. You killed our brother.’ She pointed at Lea.

Julie marched to the hall and nearly knocked Michael over in the doorway. She turned to Frank. ‘I’ll never forgive you for this, Dad,’ she then said.

Michael quickly followed Julie.

‘Aren’t we going to say goodbye to Grandad and Aunt Marie?’ they heard Camilla ask.

‘Not today, darling,’ Julie said. The front door slammed.

Lea was leaning up against the wall. Marie walked up to her and flung her arms around her.

‘Is that true?’ Lea said. ‘Oh, God, please tell me it’s not true.’

‘We can’t possibly know, Lea,’ Marie said, to comfort her. ‘You know what Julie’s like when she’s angry. But, Lea, love, you’re shaking all over.’

They heard the sound of a cork being pulled out of a bottle and Frank drinking straight from it. ‘Julie’s telling the truth,’ he said. ‘Only I wasn’t asleep. My engineering studies were going down the drain, while your mum was more productive than ever. She wove one gloomy tapestry after another. But we needed her to make pretty things I could sell. We had a huge row about it. Your mum called me a loser who didn’t know anything about art. Afterwards, I drank a beer to calm myself and then another. Finally, I went to lie down on a sun lounger in the garden. My plan was to revise for my exams. But I wasn’t asleep. I heard Lea say that she wanted her dolly, which Julie had put on the shelving unit in the shed. I heard Julie say that Lea had to say sorry first. I heard the telephone ring inside the house. I heard Mads say, “Don’t go in the shed, Lea. Please come out,” and I heard Marie say, “I’m going to get Julie now.” I’d told you kids a hundred times not to go into that shed! Suddenly there was a huge crash and I jumped up. Marie had fetched Julie and she was standing in the doorway to the shed. Then she screamed.’ Frank clutched his head. ‘Lea had managed to open the door to the shed and climb up on the workbench. How she did it, I’ve no idea. Julie had put her doll on the top shelf because Lea had been naughty. But there was no stopping Lea. She stood on the workbench clutching her doll and the shelving unit had toppled and was wedged against the opposite wall . . . The toolbox had slipped down and hit Mads. It was too late.’ Frank broke down.

The tears trickled down Marie’s cheeks and Lea was now shaking so violently that Marie struggled to hold her. ‘Why didn’t you ever say something, Dad?’ Marie sobbed. ‘This is insane.’

For a moment, Frank stared vacantly into the air. ‘We had to move on, Marie. Three small children and a mother who was already mentally unstable. I burned that shed to the ground. I removed everything that could remind your mum of Mads. She destroyed all the photos herself. We all started to feel better when we decided to forget about the accident . . . Julie was fantastic. She took care of everything. Even in those days, she organised your mum’s pills and—’

‘You let your eleven-year-old daughter organise Mum’s pills?’

Frank looked down. ‘Julie was better at it than I was.’

‘Yes,’ Marie said. ‘She was forced to be, wasn’t she? But, Christ, Dad, she was a child.’

‘Julie loved looking after her mum. She was good at calming her down,’ Frank slurred.

‘What happened the day Mum died?’ Marie asked.

‘The tapestry wall-hanging . . . The one you couldn’t find . . . Your mum found it in my office and went crazy. I must have told her that I sold it to Helsingør Town Hall for four thousand kroner. I don’t remember anything about that, but it’s probably true. So as to not upset her, you see . . . Of course no one ever bloody bought it!’ Frank was now so drunk that he struggled to speak. ‘I didn’t want to listen to her any more, so I went into town. The next day she was dead.’ He collapsed on a chair and slumped over the table.

For a long time no one said a word.

‘I can understand if you hate me,’ Lea said to Marie at last.

‘I don’t hate you,’ she whispered. ‘That shed should have been locked. Julie should not have been in charge of three young children. Dad should have roused himself from his drunken stupor. It’s not your fault.’

They sat on the floor, listening to Frank snore. Then Marie got up. ‘I’m really worried about Julie,’ she said.

‘I’ve always believed that Julie hated me and was punishing me for something,’ Lea said into space. ‘But she was protecting me all along.’




CHAPTER 15

It was almost midnight that Friday evening before Søren left Bellahøj Police Station. He offered to drive Tim Salomon and Marie Skov home, but they wanted some fresh air and he saw them disappear up Frederikssundsvej holding hands. It had taken Søren and Inge Kai almost three hours to get the whole story in place because, although Marie and Tim had supplemented each other very neatly, several pieces were still missing before the picture could be completed. Which made it all the more annoying that Ébano Salomon had dropped off the face of the earth. They had issued his description to every police station, border crossing and airport in Denmark, and Søren gave Ébano three days max. Then he caught himself hoping that, for once, he was wrong. Tim had wept over his brother and Marie had said, ‘We mustn’t forget that the real criminals are Sixan Pharmaceuticals and Peter Bennett. Storm would have said the same.’ And she was right. Bennett had exploited a rejected brother’s yearning for a better life.

Søren drove home. He had called Anna and left several messages, but her only response had been a text message in the late afternoon: Leave me alone, Søren.

It was over.

When he got home, Søren was starving but he had no appetite. He ended up reheating the leftovers from Anna and Karen’s dinner the other night and washed them down with a cold beer. He sat in the kitchen for a long time without moving.

‘I’m going to sprinkle some happiness on your house,’ Anna had said, when she moved in.

‘Our house,’ Søren had corrected her.

‘Mi casa es tu casa.’ Anna had grinned and hung up a chain of colourful fairy lights over the kitchen window, bought shocking pink scatter cushions for the living room and chucked out a dead mind-your-own-business, in return for a promise always to buy fresh flowers. And she had done. Until recently.

‘That’s just how it is,’ she had responded, when Søren had asked about the fresh flowers. ‘At the start of a relationship, you make a huge effort. Then it becomes routine.’

‘Oh.’ Søren had been hurt. ‘So I could have kept my plant, after all?’

‘But why?’ Anna had replied. ‘It was dead.’

He decided that he had to be the problem. He was hard to love. He couldn’t even keep a pot plant alive. Perhaps Anna had never loved him. Was that why he had had to reel her in like a stubborn perch? But if she really loved him, she shouldn’t have needed convincing.

Søren, for example, had not needed convincing at all. He had just rolled over with all four paws in the air. He loved Anna just as much today as he always had. Even when she called him a monumental prat.

Søren took another beer from the fridge and walked down the passage. He closed the door to Lily’s room. Anna would have to come for her things one day when he was out. He leaned his forehead against the closed door and couldn’t even cry. The pain was numbing. Suddenly he heard a noise and spun around.

The door to the bedroom opened and a sleepy-eyed Anna appeared in the doorway. She was wearing jeans and a T-shirt, and she scratched her head.

‘Anna,’ Søren exclaimed, stunned. ‘I didn’t think you were home.’

‘Karen said I was chicken,’ Anna said. ‘She said it was beneath my dignity not to grab the bull by the horns. So I came home. Lily stayed with her.’

‘Well, then, let me hear it,’ Søren said bullishly. ‘Get it over with.’ Suddenly the devil got into him. ‘Come on, I’ll help you pack,’ he said. ‘I think we’ve got some boxes here.’ He opened one of the built-in cupboards in the passage and found a box that had previously contained their new Hoover. ‘Let’s start in Lily’s room. Afterwards you can rip out my heart. Will she be taking all her teddies?’ Søren had turned on the ceiling light in Lily’s bedroom and started throwing books, teddies and various objects into the cardboard box. ‘Or do I get to keep one, so she has a teddy whenever she visits me – if she’s allowed to visit me, that is?’ Søren held the box under one of Lily’s shelves and swept everything into it.

‘What the hell do you think you’re doing?’ Anna screamed. ‘Are you out of your mind?’

‘Are you out of your mind?’ Søren roared. ‘We live together. We have Lily together. I love Lily! You promised this would never happen.’

Søren got ready to empty the next shelf into the box and braced himself for Anna’s reaction. Napalm. But she did not say one word. She just stood there staring at him.

‘What did I promise would never happen?’ she said.

‘You promised you would never stop loving me,’ Søren said.

‘I never, ever promised that,’ Anna said.

‘You promised you would not take Lily from me,’ he added.

Søren had turned to the window where the curtains had yet to be closed. The front garden was dark, and hundreds of monsters and demons were waiting on the other side of the glass.

‘But I still love you,’ she said. ‘I thought that you—’

‘But please can we be friends?’ Søren snarled. ‘Spare me, Anna. I know that you screwed Anders T. I know he slept here. How can you stoop so low? A totally ridiculous poser who highlights his hair.’

Anna looked at him in shock. Then she started to laugh. ‘Don’t tell me you’re jealous of Anders T.,’ she said.

‘And what if I am?’ Søren yelled. ‘I’m not done with you. I love you, Anna.’

Anna crossed Lily’s room and went straight to Søren. ‘Number one, you have no cause for jealousy,’ she said, putting her arms around him. ‘Because I love only you. And number two, Anders T. is gay.’

*

They made love on the floor in Lily’s bedroom. Afterwards a small plastic ocelot was stuck in Anna’s hair, but Søren decided not to say anything. They sat down in the living room and spoke without a break for two hours. Anna couldn’t believe that Søren hadn’t realised that Anders T. preferred men.

‘He’s about as gay as they come,’ she said. ‘Anyone could tell from miles away. He has a diamond stud in his right ear! I’m sure I told you!’

Last year Anders T. had discovered quite by accident that his boyfriend had cheated on him with a guy they both knew. Even so he had decided to give their relationship another try. Soon afterwards he learned that it was not the first infidelity and that his boyfriend was a notorious slut, who had screwed half of ‘Cosy Bar’, as Anders T. had put it.

‘Anders T. then ended the relationship for good, but he was totally cut up about it. I didn’t know him very well at the time, but that evening when we wrote the song for the head of the department’s party, we drank some wine and he told me the whole story. At one point he produced a bag of cocaine and sniffed some. I had a bit, but I didn’t like it. Partly because Anders T. kept lining up more, but also because of you. Imagine if someone had found out there had been drug-taking in your house. And, besides, Lily was at home at the time. “Don’t be so such a prude,” Anders said, before he finally accepted that I didn’t want any. Since then he’s denied that he’s still doing cocaine, but I know that he gets off his face every weekend. That’s why he feels like crap for the first three days of every week. Recently I had to inform our supervisor, and we agreed that I would make it clear to Anders T. that if he doesn’t get his act together, he’ll forfeit his PhD. The first twenty-four hours we were at his parents’ cottage were OK, but then he got fidgety and kept wandering outside, and I’m not an idiot, am I? I gave him an ultimatum. Either he pulled himself together or it was the end of him and me working together. He went straight to our supervisor last Wednesday and I believe he’s going into rehab somewhere on Fyn. He’ll have to take leave, but at least there’s a small chance that he might finish his PhD later. Meanwhile, I hope I can find a study partner who takes their work a bit more seriously.’

When Anna had finished, Søren told her about Henrik. About the missing bag of cocaine from the evidence room, about Jeanette’s call and about the blood test from Lily’s Hello Kitty woolly hat, which had confirmed Søren’s worst fears.

‘But that’s massively illegal,’ Anna said, and looked closely at Søren. ‘Isn’t there a risk you’ll get into trouble as well? Now that you know he stole it?’

‘Yes,’ Søren said. ‘But only if Henrik lets the cat out of the bag, and he won’t. Besides, I can always deny it. No one knows I visited him in his new flat. I want to give him one last chance, Anna. Everyone deserves that.’

‘I feel simply awful that I haven’t called Jeanette,’ Anna said. ‘Trust me, I kept meaning to. But I thought she was busy nest-building, enjoying Henrik and her bump. Why on earth didn’t she call us? I know we don’t see them very much, but we’re still friends.’

‘I’m starting to believe they didn’t see it that way,’ Søren said.

‘I’m going to call her,’ Anna declared.

They sat for a while in silence.

‘We need to talk about us,’ Anna said at length.

‘Yes,’ Søren said.

They fell silent again.

‘You go first,’ Anna then said.

Søren cleared his throat. ‘I think you’ve started to pull back,’ he said. ‘You keep finding excuses for going to the university or burying yourself in work when you’re at home and Lily’s in bed. It’s hard not to see it as a sign that you’re avoiding me. And surely you had a child so that you could be with her, and even though we’ve fallen into a routine, ultimately we’re a couple because we want to be together, aren’t we?’

Anna got up abruptly and closed the curtains.

‘Please don’t get angry,’ Søren said. ‘Not now.’

‘But I am angry,’ Anna said. ‘Because I had Lily with the wrong man. I should have waited for you but . . . then Lily wouldn’t have been Lily, would she? Fortunately you love her as if she were your own.’

‘Yes, I do,’ Søren said.

‘Well, then, why isn’t it OK for me to pull back a little? I’d been a single parent for years when I met you. Neglected my studies, put my career on the back-burner and gone to bed early every single Saturday night – yes, some might say, “Tough, that’s what life’s like when you choose to have a kid.” But I never planned on being a single parent, did I? Thomas abandoned us without warning and moved to another country. Since then he hasn’t taken on anything that looks remotely like serious responsibility, but now I have you and you love Lily unconditionally, she loves you and I love you both. That’s wonderful. So I’m taking the opportunity to work hard. I can see that Lily is thriving and I thought that you adored being with her. I really want a career now. And I can do it, Søren. I’m good. That’s all this is about. I want to be with you and I want this.’ She pointed to her head. ‘And I think that’s OK. I give you my child, the most precious thing in my life, and the price you pay is that you take on half the work, and you do, more sometimes, so I don’t really see what the problem is.’

‘I think I’ve just been missing you,’ Søren said. ‘And I adore being with Lily.’

‘But I’ve missed you too,’ Anna said, and sat down next to him on the sofa.

‘If that’s how we feel, then why do we argue all the time?’ Søren said.

Anna looked surprised. ‘You think we do?’

‘Yes,’ Søren said. ‘We argue far too much.’

‘I rather like that we know how to argue,’ Anna replied. ‘Thomas was completely uptight. Every time I raised my voice, or felt anything that wasn’t a hundred per cent positive, he’d shut down and practically give me a sedative. As if my temper was a disease. I love . . .’ Anna thought about it ‘. . . I love that you’re a real man who can still get a hard-on for me even though I’m angry about something.’

‘That’s one way of looking at it,’ Søren said, with a grin. ‘But even so, I don’t want Lily to grow up with a mum and a dad who argue.’

‘But why not?’ Anna persisted. ‘We always make up. And she sees that as well.’

They sat for a little while.

‘Now it’s your turn,’ Søren said.

‘I’ve been wondering if you’re suffering from depression,’ Anna said frankly.

‘Depression?’

‘Yes. Sometimes you sit there,’ she pointed to the furthest dining chair by the window, ‘staring out into the darkness, into nothing. And I don’t think you’re even aware of it. But you give off some seriously . . . bad karma. I’ve tried guessing what could be wrong and, of course, I thought I had something to do with it. We haven’t had as much sex recently and usually that . . . Well, what I’m trying to say is, in the past whenever I’ve wondered if you were bored with me, I’d remind myself that you still fancied me. In the months before Thomas’s sudden departure, we had no sex, and he seemed as if . . . he no longer fancied me. So I’ve been telling myself that no matter how stressed you seemed or how irritable you were, you were always interested in sex. But in the last few months you seemed to have lost interest. In fact, I was convinced that you had met someone. Especially after I met up with Jeanette last Wednesday. It sounds stupid, but I suddenly imagined that you and Henrik had set up some kind of bachelor pad where you partied all the time.’

Anna smiled at her own embarrassment.

‘Being unfaithful to you would never even cross my mind, Anna,’ Søren said. ‘That time with Vibe was . . . different. I’m not the unfaithful type and I think even Vibe would agree with me on that. But I needed to end that relationship and . . .’ Søren shrugged his shoulders. ‘I’m not proud of what happened and it will never happen again. You mean far too much to me.’

‘Then why aren’t you happy?’ Anna asked cautiously.

‘But I am happy,’ Søren said. ‘I love living here with the two of you. I love that we’re a family, but . . . You’re right that something’s nagging at me. Only I don’t know what it is. A feeling that . . . I’m out of step with myself.’

Søren lay down on his back and folded his hands under his neck. Anna snuggled up to him.

‘I have a confession to make,’ she said, when they had been lying like that for a while.

‘Now what?’ Søren said, with bated breath.

‘It’s my fault that Lily got German measles. I forgot her booster vaccination when she turned four. I feel incredibly bad about it. How much of a crap mother are you allowed to be? Thomas will hit the roof if he finds out. He’s very particular about such matters.’

Søren laughed.

‘What’s so funny?’

‘Because for a moment I thought . . . Never mind.’ Søren grew serious. ‘You’re not a crap mother, Anna Bella, and who gives a toss what Thomas thinks? He’s not part of our life. Besides, German measles doesn’t kill you. Or it doesn’t at our latitudes,’ he added.

They lay for a while in silence.

‘What happened back then?’ Søren asked at last. ‘When Thomas walked out on you.’

‘I don’t know,’ Anna said.

‘You don’t know?’

‘No, and that’s why it’s so hard to talk about it.’

‘Try,’ Søren said.

Anna mulled it over for a while. Then she said, ‘It was Christmas and Thomas’s parents were visiting us from Jutland. We had a discussion about something and we disagreed strongly. I got worked up, but not half as much as I had done at least a thousand times before, when, for example, I’d been discussing politics with my dad, but enough for Thomas’s parents to leave the next morning. In fact, I haven’t seen them since and I don’t think Lily has either. A few weeks later, Thomas got a job in Sweden and announced that we were no longer a couple. He said he couldn’t live with my emotional meltdowns and I ought to seek professional help. I knew that he had grown up in a home where people were terrified of showing their feelings, but even so I was in shock. I begged him to change his mind. I lost eight kilos. I nearly died, or that was how it felt. But it was no good. I had broken some unwritten rule and made a fool of myself.’ Anna half got up and cupped Søren’s face in her hands. ‘Love me for who I am, Søren,’ she pleaded with him softly. ‘I’m sorry I fly off the handle every now and again but, believe me, I really am trying to control my temper. I had no idea that it got on your nerves. Shortly after we’d started seeing each other, you said that your and Vibe’s relationship had been far too restrained. You said you welcomed a relationship with more passion.’

‘Did I really say that?’

‘Yes,’ Anna said.

‘That was probably just a ruse to snare you,’ Søren said, with a smile.

‘Well, it worked,’ Anna said, and settled down with Søren’s arm around her once more.

Shortly afterwards, Søren got up and lit the fire in the wood-burner, and Anna fetched two glasses of wine from the kitchen.

‘I’m working on this case,’ Søren said, when she came back and they had made themselves comfortable on the sofa. ‘At first we thought it was suicide, but it turned out to be murder. As part of the investigation, I’ve stumbled across a secret. This family lost a son in 1986. He died in a tragic accident in the family’s back garden, in the shed, when a metal toolbox fell from a shelf and killed him instantly. However, his two younger sisters were told that he died from meningitis. They were only two and three years old when it happened and don’t remember anything. Now, that has nothing to do with the case, at least not directly. The problem is that now I don’t know whether to tell the two sisters the truth. I have a feeling that the whole family is constructed around that secret, and I’m frightened that I might do more harm than good by telling them what I’ve discovered. It’s a nightmare.’

Anna sipped her wine. ‘I’m probably the wrong person to ask,’ she said, ‘but perhaps that’s why you’re asking me.’

‘What do you mean?’

‘Because you already know my answer.’

*

They went to bed and snuggled up to each other. When Anna was asleep, Søren got up and sat down with his laptop.


Dear Marie,

Do you remember me telling you that I prefer to keep things separate? It is almost four o’clock in the morning and there is something I need to tell you. Not as a police officer, but as . . . your friend?

Your brother, Mads Skov, didn’t die of meningitis. He died on 27 June 1986 in an accident in your parents’ garden. In your father’s shed. I have read the police report and I know that a shelving unit keeled over. A toolbox hit Mads on the head and killed him instantly. The police report states that Julie witnessed the accident. I have been wondering a great deal about whether you and Lea were there, but the report doesn’t say. It was an accident, an utterly tragic and horrible accident.

Best wishes, Søren



Søren noticed that he had received an email from Klaus Mønster from the Department of Forensic Genetics. It had been sent just before six the previous evening.


Hi, Søren,

We have completed the DNA sequencing of the three hairs. I can’t send you the final report, which includes the official forensic genetics statement, until Monday when everything has been double-checked, but I thought you would like to know the results now. The hairs stem from a woman who is related to Joan Skov, but they are not Joan Skov’s own. So there you are. Good luck finding the owner.

Best wishes, Klaus



Søren opened the attachment while he drummed his fingers on the table. He had been hoping to take a day off tomorrow, but it looked like he could forget about that.

*

Just after noon the following day, Søren was sitting at his desk at Bellahøj Police Station, his heart four planets and a tank lighter than the day before. He printed out the report from the Department of Forensic Genetics and entered the DNA sequence into the police’s DNA database. No match. When he had come to terms with his disappointment, he looked up Julie Claessen in the criminal records register, but there was no entry for her; neither was her DNA on file.

Next he looked up Lea Skov and here he was in luck. The entry related to a shoplifting incident in 1997. Lea and her friend had been out walking her friend’s dog on Strandvejen and had come across an already broken shop window; the girls had nicked shoes and jeans and got fifty metres down the street before the police arrived. The girls had been taken to the station where a report had been made, their fingerprints taken along with pictures and a DNA sample, which was standard police procedure for minor as well as major offences, but even so Søren got the distinct impression that the duty officer had done this mainly to give the girls a warning fright. However, it meant that Lea Skov’s DNA was registered in the police database.

Søren drummed his fingers on the table. The hairs originated from a woman who was related to Joan Skov, but he could eliminate Lea because she was in the register – they would have immediately matched her records when they ran the DNA from the strands. And it could not be Marie Skov because she was bald. At that moment his mobile rang. It was Jesper Just.

‘Oh, hello,’ Søren said, as he remembered the business card that Jesper Just had tossed into the bin. ‘What can I do for you?’

‘I couldn’t sleep last night,’ Jesper said, ‘for several reasons, but partly because your people found propofol in my mother-in-law’s blood. I’ve remembered something my brother-in-law asked me two months ago. It was about injections. He said he had noticed that doctors in TV series and in films always push a little fluid out of the syringes prior to injecting and he wanted to know why. My brother-in-law works in a hospital, but he’s not the sharpest knife in the box, so . . . Anyway, I explained to him that this practice is to prevent blood clots caused by air bubbles, and afterwards we spoke no more about it.’

‘And now you’re wondering why he wanted to know?’

‘Yes,’ Jesper said. ‘In the light of . . . Well, I don’t know. It’s dreadful even to suggest that my own brother-in-law . . .’

‘Thanks for your call,’ Søren said.

When he had ended the call, he saw a text message from Marie: Thank you was all it said.

Søren sat for a moment, then called Inge Kai, but she did not answer. Forty-five seconds later she popped her head around his door. ‘Peekaboo,’ she said.

‘I thought today was your day off,’ Søren said.

‘Funny, I thought the same thing about you,’ Inge Kai said. ‘And you would be right. But I couldn’t sleep last night so I came to work early this morning to look into Peter Bennett. He’s rich, powerful and doesn’t give a damn about anyone. I’ll die a slow, agonising death if he escapes justice.’

‘We’ll get him. We have Ébano’s electronic ticket from Bissau to Copenhagen, the reversed-charges calls, the instructions from Ibrahima N’Doye. One day we’ll be able to prove that Bennett hired Ébano to do his dirty work.’

Inge Kai shook her head. ‘I’ve checked everything, lock, stock and barrel. The ticket was paid for in cash at a travel agency in Paris, but on the same day Peter Bennett gave a lecture at a university in the US, so unless Bennett can time travel . . . Even the visa invitation, which made it possible for Ébano to enter Denmark, can’t be traced. I’ve just spoken to the head of the Centre against Human Trafficking and he was able to confirm that, on 1 March 2010, the centre did indeed receive a request from Stanford University to invite Ébano Salomon, professor in African-European human trafficking at the Universidade Colinas de Boé, to their conference, so they did. But that’s just standard practice and no one knows who at Stanford made the request.’

‘Right,’ he said. ‘Then we’ll have to rely on Ébano’s evidence when we catch him. How far can he have got? As far as Poland? The moment he tries to get into Germany, the trap will shut.’

‘He’s back in Bissau,’ Inge Kai said.

‘What?’

‘His plane took off yesterday at twelve fifty-five, he changed in Lisbon and caught an evening flight to Bissau at twenty-two fifteen. It’s all been confirmed.’

‘But I thought he had no money,’ Søren said.

Inge Kai looked at him under a raised eyebrow. ‘Baby brother bought and paid for his ticket online from the computer in the airport two and a half hours before the plane took off.’

Søren was speechless. ‘Tim Salomon sent his brother back to Bissau?’

‘Yes.’

‘Do you think Marie knows?’

‘I’m sure she does.’

‘They let him go?’ Søren was livid. ‘Ébano killed Storm. He tried setting fire to the house where Marie’s ex-husband and son were asleep. Jesus Christ, he stalked Marie. He sent her a noose! And they let him go?’

Inge Kai said nothing.

‘And you think that’s all right?’ Søren said indignantly.

‘I think it’s about catching and punishing the guilty,’ she replied after a pause. ‘That’s why I joined the police force. Ébano is poor. Exploited. Disenfranchised. He did the deed. But is he guilty? I really don’t know.’

‘Well, we need to get Tim back to the station,’ Søren said, slamming both palms on his desk.

‘That’s going to be a bit tricky,’ Inge Kai said.

‘Why?’

‘He flew to Lisbon at six fifteen a.m. The flight connects directly to a TAP departure to Bissau at eleven forty a.m., which is now thirty-five minutes ago. He’ll be landing in Guinea-Bissau in three and a half hours.’

‘Bollocks, that’s—’

‘But I have an idea,’ Inge Kai said.

‘Oh, good,’ Søren said. ‘And what is it?’

‘We follow the money,’ Inge Kai said.

*

Just before three o’clock that afternoon, two civilian police cars pulled up outside the Claessen family’s terraced house on Hvidsværmervej in Rødovre. Søren and Inge Kai walked up the garden path while officers Bundgaard and Larsen stayed in the second car. To Søren’s relief it looked as if the Easter lunch had been called off. Through the kitchen window he could see the two girls watching television, but the table was not set and no candles were lit. Søren rang the doorbell.

‘Yes?’ Camilla had opened the door.

‘Hello, my name is Søren Marhauge and I work for Bellahøj Police,’ Søren said. ‘This is my colleague, Inge Kai.’

For a moment the girl stared blankly at them, then turned to the stairs leading to the first floor and screamed, ‘Daaaaaaaaaaaad, it’s that police officer from yesterday,’ after which she asked politely if Søren and Inge Kai would like to come inside and if she could take their coats.

Shortly afterwards Michael came thundering down the stairs. ‘Oh, it’s you again. Now what?’

‘Actually, we wanted a word with your wife. Is she in?’

‘Yes, but she’s locked herself in the bathroom.’

‘Has your Easter lunch been cancelled?’ Søren asked.

‘Yes – I think it’s safe to say so.’

‘Why, if I may ask?’ Søren had noticed two sweaty patches under the armpits of Michael’s shirt.

‘Well, it was meant to be held at my father-in-law’s, wasn’t it? In Vangede. But it turned out he had also invited Lea, the wife’s youngest sister, and the two of them don’t get on. So we left.’

‘What was the row about?’

Michael ran a hand over his short hair. ‘I’ve got to be honest with you, I’m really shocked. Turns out my wife’s little brother . . . I guess I can tell you, can’t I? I mean, you are a police officer?’

‘Yes, absolutely. The police have a duty of confidentiality,’ Søren said.

‘Right. I did know that the wife’s little brother had died, yeah? She never stops talking about him. How sweet he was, how cute. But I always thought he died from meningitis. It was only today we found out that he died from something completely different.’ Michael leaned forwards and closed the door to the living room so that, for a moment, they stood in darkness.

‘Oh, where the hell is the switch? Here. Turns out Lea bloody went and killed him,’ Michael whispered. ‘Can you believe it?’

‘No,’ Søren said, surprised. ‘How did she kill him?’

‘She had been naughty and broken something. But she wouldn’t say sorry.’

‘But she was only two and a half!’

‘Yes, but good manners are very important to Julie so Lea knew the word “sorry”, only she refused to say it. So Julie put her doll on the top shelf in my father-in-law’s shed. The kid climbs up to get it and knocks the whole shelving unit down and the wife’s baby brother gets a toolbox on his head and dies on the spot. I’m really shaken,’ Michael said again. ‘No wonder the whole family is gaga. Normally the wife won’t shut up, but when we drove home from my father-in-law’s, I couldn’t get a word out of her. But she did say that it’s one of those, you know, family secrets. Shit, man, a two-and-a-half-year-old killer, I ask you.’

‘Do you know why it was kept secret?’

‘My mother-in-law couldn’t bear to be reminded of it. I was told she went out into the garden just after it had happened and refused to let go of the dead kid. It took two Falck emergency crew members to make her release him. It wasn’t much fun for the other kids either, and that’s why my father-in-law and Julie decided to keep it a secret. It must never come out. Julie has no idea how her sisters discovered it.’

‘Where’s the bathroom?’

‘On the top floor,’ Michael said.

Søren walked up the stairs and heard Inge Kai say, ‘Michael Claessen, the time is fifteen twelve. I’m arresting you and charging you with being an accessory to the murder of your mother-in-law, Joan Skov, on the seventeenth of March 2010. As you are now under arrest and have been charged, you do not have to speak to the police and you have the right to a solicitor.’

‘Eh?’ Michael said. ‘Are you taking the piss?’

‘No,’ Inge Kai said. ‘Come on, we’ll walk out to the car, nice and easy now, and get into it. No point in upsetting your daughters, is there? Is there someone we can call who can come over and pick them up?’

‘Well, there’s my mum,’ Søren heard Michael say.

*

The terraced house was on three floors and, on the first, Søren discovered two girls’ bedrooms with everything pink and sparkly. Through the window to the front garden he saw Inge Kai march Michael Claessen down the garden path; Bundgaard and Larsen got out of their car. Søren walked up to the top floor and stepped inside a typical IKEA bedroom with a double bed, a white bedspread and a wardrobe with sliding doors. The door to the en-suite bathroom was locked.

‘Julie Claessen,’ Søren said, as he knocked on the door, ‘I’m Søren Marhauge from Bellahøj Police.’

No response. Søren tried looking through the keyhole to catch a glimpse of Julie, but all he could see was a basket of white towels on the windowsill.

‘I want to talk to you,’ Søren said. ‘Please would you open the door?’

No reply.

A sudden impulse made him place a well-aimed kick above the lock, practically taking the door of its hinges. Julie was sitting on the closed toilet seat; her head flopped against the wall. Her breathing was shallow. Colourful pills were scattered across the floor and on the edge of the sink was a small perforated injection vial. Julie had tied a fitness band tightly around her arm and a syringe just touched the skin in the crook of her elbow; one swift movement and the needle would go in.

Søren perched carefully on the windowsill next to the towels. ‘How are you?’ he asked.

Julie snorted with derision. ‘Everything started going wrong when Marie got breast cancer,’ she said drowsily. ‘Mum got even worse. She’d cry and scream for no reason, as if she was possessed. I gave her a few more pills, but it didn’t work. And then Lea decided to stick her nose in, with all her useless suggestions about rehab and closure and all that claptrap. Mum couldn’t take it on board, and every time I had to pick up the pieces. Mum would sit in her armchair staring at the telly, which wasn’t even on. “Lea says I’m the one who is sick,” she would say. “Is that right, Julie?”

‘In the middle of it all, that idiot Herman Madsen called from Aalborg, wanting to give Lea some photograph. Mum had just spoken to him when I called in to organise her pills. She wanted to know why we had no photographs from when we were kids. We had been over this a thousand times before. Mum herself cut them up, but previously we had always told her that the photo albums had been in the shed when it burned down. So that she wouldn’t feel bad, see. She got it into her head than someone might have stolen the photographs. She started wandering around the house, tearing her hair out until I managed to calm her down and—’

‘Calm her down with what?’

‘One red, one blue and one purple.’ Julie had closed her eyes, but Søren was convinced she was still watching him. ‘Just after Mads had died, I would give her the prettiest pills, but only until she stopped screaming. If I gave her all of them, she would go all groggy and I didn’t like that.’

‘Go on,’ Søren said gently.

‘The last week before Mum died, she started losing her mind and I had to go to Snerlevej constantly. But I also had my own family to take care of. Michael likes dinner on the table at six thirty and the girls always need taking somewhere. I couldn’t supervise Mum all the time, could I? Michael complained about the number of ready meals we were eating and I also have a full-time job. The day after that business with the photograph, Michael told me about a drug they use a lot at Bispebjerg Hospital. He couldn’t remember what it was called, but he’d heard a consultant say it was a brilliant sedative because it didn’t make you too groggy. Michael had thought straight away that it might be something for Mum. Shortly afterwards he came home with a couple of vials. I walked around with the vials and the syringe in my handbag for weeks, and I kept meaning to look up the dosage. Only I never had the time. Camilla fell ill and then . . .’

‘You don’t have to justify yourself to me,’ Søren said evenly.

‘That Wednesday afternoon, Mum rang and screamed at me down the phone. At first I tried to calm her down as best I could, and when that didn’t work, I tried getting hold of Dad, but his mobile was turned off. Eventually I jumped into the car and went to Snerlevej where I found her on the living-room carpet. She was rocking herself back and forth saying, “Your dad’s a liar. Liar, liar, liar,” in a deep, throaty voice. I don’t know how I managed to get her to her bedroom, but I did. When she was in bed, she refused to swallow her pills and lashed out at me. “Lea says you’re poisoning me,” she yelled. “That you’ve always been poisoning me.” Every time I managed to get a pill into her mouth, she spat it out. In the end I had to force her to swallow them. She tore out some of my hair. Finally the pills started working and she settled down a little. She said she just wanted to sleep, and it was then that I remembered Michael’s medicine. “This will make you really relax,” I promised her, “and you won’t be groggy at all.”’

Julie’s eyes filled with tears.

‘When I found Mum dead the next day, I knew it was my fault. But then again, I never did become a proper nurse. I’m no good at anything.’

‘Does Michael know?’

Julie looked straight at Søren. ‘He hasn’t mentioned the drug since he gave it to me,’ she said. ‘But a couple of days after Mum’s death, he said, “Nice to have a bit of peace and quiet at last, innit?”’

Julie stared vacantly into space.

‘Give me the syringe,’ Søren said.

Suddenly Julie straightened up, still keeping the syringe pressed against her skin. Her eyes flashed. ‘You sit there, all holy. But I know exactly what you did, and at least I only killed my mum, not both my parents.’

‘I have no idea what you’re talking about,’ Søren said.

‘Oh yes you do. Your grandmother told Mum and a couple of the other women from the street the whole story at a garden party, and I heard everything because I was lying in a tent in the garden. They were all pally, as if they suddenly wanted to be friends with Mum, but it was to trick Mum into sharing her secrets. The women in that street were all gossips and your grandmother was the worst.’

‘You must be mistaken,’ Søren said calmly. ‘My grandmother was a decent woman.’

‘Ha! You didn’t even know you killed your parents, did you?’ Julie said.

‘Of course I didn’t kill them,’ Søren said. He began to ache all over.

‘Oh yes you did. You and your parents had spent a week in a cottage and your father had driven around with you on the country lanes without making you wear your seatbelt. When it was time to go back to Copenhagen, you had to wear your seatbelt again. You refused and your father told you off. You then climbed onto the passenger seat where your mother was sitting. But your mother was heavily pregnant so there was no room for you. Your father got even angrier and ordered you to get back to your own seat and put on your seatbelt and – bang. He had overlooked a give-way sign near the main road and been torpedoed by a lorry. You were trapped in the car for over an hour before the emergency crew cut you free. Your father survived long enough to tell them what had happened. Then he died.

‘Your granny was wringing her hands, saying they should have told you the truth, but now it was too late. And that was when Mum told your granny all about how Mads really died. Ha! I can tell from the look on your face that you didn’t know a thing. I almost feel like gloating!’ Julie grinned.

Suddenly Søren spotted Marie standing in the doorway, outside Julie’s field of vision.

‘What do you get for murder?’ Julie wanted to know. ‘Twelve years? After all, I’m not a child who can get away with it. Not everyone is as lucky as you and Lea.’ Julie pressed the needle harder so it was no longer resting on the skin, but had perforated the vein.

Søren slowly got up.

‘Mads’s death was a tragedy,’ he said. ‘The system should have taken care of you. It wasn’t fair to let a little girl try to fix the broken pieces. You’ll be acquitted.’

‘You’re lying, double murderer,’ Julie said furiously.

Søren took a step towards Julie.

‘One more step and you’ll be a triple killer,’ Julie hissed, clutching the syringe.

‘There’s nowhere near enough propofol in that syringe to kill you. Your mother was severely underweight and heavily medicated. At most, you’ll pass out.’

Søren took another small step. ‘What was going through your mind when you injected your mother? You wanted to calm her down? In Denmark, you’ll be punished according to your intent, and you didn’t intend to kill her, did you?’

‘Yeah, right,’ Julie said. ‘I’ve spent the last twenty-seven years of my life protecting my mother, only to kill her in the end. What do you think?’

‘I think it was an accident and that’s why you won’t be punished.’ He took another step towards Julie. He could tell from her gaze that she was listening.

‘You will be charged with manslaughter, according to Section 241 of the Penal Code. But you’ll be acquitted. I promise you.’

Julie wavered and Søren seized his opportunity.

He grabbed Julie’s wrists. She tried kicking out at him, but he pinned her down.

‘Marie,’ he called.

Marie was in the bathroom and at her sister’s side in three strides.

‘Hello, Marie,’ Julie said, and suddenly sounded completely normal.

Very carefully Marie removed the syringe from Julie’s arm and pressed her finger against the needle mark. It was not until then that Søren let go of Julie, picked up the syringe and left the room.

‘Oh, Julie,’ he heard Marie say. ‘Darling, darling Julie.’

‘Why do you say it like that?’ Julie said. ‘You sound so worried. You don’t have to worry about me, you know that.’

Søren found Inge Kai outside the house and handed her the syringe. ‘For analysis,’ he said.

‘Are you OK, Søren?’ she asked. ‘You’ve gone all white.’

‘I just need to . . .’ His legs gave way.

Inge Kai caught him as he fell and supported him to the threshold where he sat down.

‘Are you ill?’ she asked, frightened.

‘No,’ Søren said. ‘I just need . . . some air.’




CHAPTER 16

On 23 August, Marie and Søren flew to Amsterdam to attend the 2010 International Immunology Congress. They had gone through their plan of action countless times and barely spoke on the trip. Stig Heller and Paul Smith, the British head of the WHO’s Epidemiology Task Force, sat further down the plane; both had been updated and briefed to the hilt. Everyone was ready for their joint mission.

Tim was meant to have been with them, but had cancelled at the eleventh hour. The reorganisation of the Belem Health Project was taking up all his time, he had explained to Marie on the phone. The head of Statens Serum Institute had visited him in July, and since the WHO had announced their arrival in September, Tim and his team were busy getting everything ready. Tentatively, Marie had asked if Tim could possibly delegate some of the work. Belem now had two Danish and three Guinean PhD students and they were all dedicated and highly skilled – he had told her so himself.

‘I can’t come,’ Tim had burst out. ‘It’s too painful.’

*

When they landed in Amsterdam, they were met by Søren’s Dutch colleagues, who escorted the small group to the congress venue outside Amsterdam. Marie and Søren were admitted through a side entrance, while Stig Heller checked out the venue itself.

‘Peter Bennett has arrived,’ Heller said, when Marie and he met backstage, five minutes before his allocated slot at the podium. ‘He’s in the middle of a packed group in the foyer and they all have seats in the centre of the auditorium, row nine.’

Marie nodded. She was starting to get nervous.

‘Ready, Mr Heller?’ the co-ordinator said, and attached a clip-on microphone to his lapel. They could hear applause from the hall as the previous speaker left the stage and exited through the wings.

‘Ready, Miss Skov?’ Heller whispered, and winked at Marie. ‘We’re on.’

Stig Heller strode onto the stage and Marie positioned herself so that she had a full view of the audience through a gap in the curtain. Peter Bennett was sitting in the middle, dressed in black, his hair neatly swept back. Her knees were shaking.

‘Honoured colleagues from across the globe,’ Heller began, when he had arranged Marie’s papers on the lectern and connected her laptop to the video cable.

‘My name is Stig Heller, and I research nutrition at the Karolinska Institute in Stockholm. Before I commence my presentation, I would like to take the opportunity – now that I have your attention – to remember a good colleague and friend, Kristian Storm, professor of immunology at the University of Copenhagen, whom we lost in March. It is said that an anonymous allegation to the Danish Committees on Scientific Dishonesty triggered his suicide.’ A controlled hush rippled through the gathering and was followed by a reverent silence.

‘Allow me to introduce Kristian Storm’s closest colleague, biologist and PhD student Marie Skov, who has come here today to say a few words about her mentor. Miss Skov?’

Marie stepped onto the stage. She had Storm’s wooden swallow in her pocket. Stig Heller attached the microphone to her blouse and took a step back.

Marie began her PowerPoint presentation. The first slide was a picture of Kristian Storm and Olof Bengtsson in front of a health centre in Bissau in 2004. The hall was deathly quiet.

‘It began with a single unplanned observation,’ Marie said.

She managed another ten sentences before the first protest rang out from the audience.

‘Excuse me, but I’m here to listen to Stig Heller talk about the link between nutrition and infant mortality,’ someone shouted out. ‘And are you even allowed to present results currently being investigated by the Danish Committees on Scientific Dishonesty?’

‘We’ve been cleared,’ Marie said, and clicked on the acquittal letter from the DCSD. ‘Two weeks ago.’

A woman was making a noisy and dissatisfied shuffle down the row of seats to the exit and Marie quickly clicked on her article.

‘Not only were we cleared,’ she said, ‘but Kristian Storm’s and my article on the non-specific effects of vaccines and the adaptive ability of the immune system will be published in the journal Science this Monday.’

At this the hall fell silent and Marie hastened to continue: ‘Vaccines are an amazing discovery and save millions of lives every day. However, that doesn’t change the fact that there are problems with the DTP vaccine.’ Marie slowly clicked through four graphs showing the correlation between the vaccine and mortality rates so that no one could any longer be in doubt.

‘Since 2006, Kristian Storm has repeatedly drawn the WHO’s attention to his observations, but he was never taken seriously. Why? Because the WHO’s vaccination programme has become global politics, and how can you criticise something that has been in place for years? But Kristian Storm’s research results didn’t care about politics or practice, and his figures tell us everything we need to know. The DTP vaccine, which is given to more than a hundred million children across the world every year, is linked to severe health issues and death. Professor Kristian Storm’s figures must be taken seriously. Now.’

Marie let the information sink in before she went on. ‘The WHO is used to having a monopoly on the truth and they are obviously scared to lose face. The WHO is a conservative institution resting on the dogmatic assumption that one must never criticise global immunisation. After all, it’s the greatest success of medical science to date. The saviour of mankind. A paradigm shift is a difficult process and that’s exactly as it should be. That’s why I’m even more excited that the WHO is finally ready to broaden its view of immunisation. I’m delighted to hand over to the head of the WHO’s Epidemiology Task Force, Paul Smith.’

Paul Smith stood up in the middle of the hall. ‘Thank you, Marie,’ he said, in a clear voice so that the whole assembly could hear him. ‘The WHO has set up a working group, which we have named Storm, whose sole purpose from the first of September 2010 will be global research into the non-specific effect of vaccines. I would like to take this opportunity to announce that the Bill Gates and Melinda Gates Foundation has just granted us fifty million dollars to extend the study of vaccine effects in developing countries. We are many who have come to realise that we can no longer afford to ignore the research of Kristian Storm and Marie Skov. Thank you.’

Paul Smith nodded to Marie and sat down again.

You could have heard a pin drop.

‘Scepticism towards a paradigm shift is reasonable and, ultimately, it benefits us all. However, killing innocent children through individual greed is not.’ Marie was now looking directly at Peter Bennett as she clicked on the next slide. It showed two photographs, one of Midas Manolis and one of Silas Henckel.

‘Someone in this room murdered these two men,’ Marie said. ‘Midas Manolis and Silas Henckel: two scientists who were separately researching the negative effects of the DTP vaccine. Both were on the brink of a scientific breakthrough when they died. Furthermore, Silas Henckel was Professor Kristian Storm’s PhD student.’

‘So what are you really saying?’ someone cried out from the back of the hall, but he was immediately hushed.

Marie clicked on a slide of Ébano Salomon and watched Bennett’s reaction, but there was none. ‘This man,’ Marie said, ‘is called Ébano Salomon and he worked as a security guard and odd-job man for Kristian Storm at the Belem Health Project. Danish police can prove that Ébano Salomon was paid on several occasions in 2008 and 2009 to sabotage Kristian Storm’s research, and they can also prove that, on the seventeenth of March this year, Ébano Salomon murdered Professor Kristian Storm in his office in Copenhagen and made it look like suicide.’

Still no reaction from Bennett.

‘In February 2009,’ Marie continued, now changing tactic, ‘an American scientist and Nobel Prize winner known to all of us stepped down from the board of a Japanese pharmaceutical company.’ Marie clicked onto the letter of resignation stating that Peter Bennett was resigning from the board of Sixan Pharmaceuticals. Marie had Tippexed out Bennett’s name but Sixan Pharmaceuticals’ was left untouched; a murmur of surprise spread through the audience.

‘This person had resigned from the board of Sixan Pharmaceuticals; the whole world could see that. However, no one noticed that someone else joined Sixan’s board at the same time. This man –’ Again Marie clicked and the photograph of Ébano Salomon appeared – ‘the odd-job man from Kristian Storm’s research station in Bissau. According to Ébano Salomon’s contract of appointment to the board, he would receive an annual fee of twenty thousand dollars for attending Sixan Pharmaceuticals’ board meetings plus an annual bonus linked to the company’s turnover.’ Marie clicked on the section of the contract that related to remuneration. ‘Not a bad deal, is it? Sixan Pharmaceuticals is the eighth biggest pharmaceutical company in the world. It specialises in vaccine constituents and has shown healthy profits every year since 1991. So why did Ébano Salomon never receive one cent? Because the money was transferred to a trust-fund account with the American National Bank where, once a year, it was used for paying tuition fees to Stanford University.’ Marie clicked again and another slide appeared. ‘Here’s the lucky recipient. A promising young medical student by the name Louise Bennett.’

At this, Bennett shot up and started edging his way violently past his colleagues in row nine. Three hundred people stared at him, and at the end of the row, Søren Marhauge and two Dutch police officers were waiting for him.

‘The time is eleven forty-eight,’ Søren said in English. ‘I am arresting you and charging you with commissioning three murders and the fraudulent use of board funds.’

‘Get your hands off me,’ Bennett sneered.

But Søren put him in handcuffs.




CHAPTER 17


Dear Søren,

 

Henrik came back for a visit this weekend and he is doing really well in Jutland. He has been clean for almost two months now and says that the staff at the rehab centre are brilliant. And they must be doing something right, I think. For the first time for as long as I can remember, Henrik was truly present with us and was able to spend time with Olivia and Sara. He even asked to hold Storm (photo attached).

We don’t yet know what will happen to him and me, but time will tell. As you probably know, he has taken leave from work for the rest of the year, but he is already talking about how much he is looking forward to returning after Christmas. I know that the two of you haven’t spoken yet, but I’m sure that is only a matter of time. I just want you to know that we are very grateful. You are a good friend.

 

Love, Jeanette



Søren clicked on the photograph and spent a long time looking at Henrik cradling his little son. It was impossible not to get emotional. Storm gazed up at his father as only babies know how. Then Søren braced himself and went into the living room to Anna, who was busy proofreading an article for a vertebrates magazine.

‘I really want us to have another baby,’ he said.

Anna looked up. ‘Right now?’ she enquired.

‘Soon,’ Søren said.

‘Will you be taking paternity leave?’

‘Of course,’ Søren said.

‘OK,’ Anna said, and carried on reading.

‘OK?’

‘Yes, just let me finish this,’ Anna said, without looking up.

‘No, I’m not going to just let you finish that,’ Søren said, and snatched her papers. ‘You’re going to go to our bedroom, where you will take off your clothes.’

Anna was about to protest, but then she smiled at him.

‘As you wish,’ she said, and got up.




CHAPTER 18

The last weekend of August was unseasonably mild and warm, and Marie and Anton paid a visit to Julie and her daughters on Hvidsværmervej. Camilla and Emma were reading teenage magazines under a parasol in the back garden, while Julie and her mother-in-law were busy planting colourful flowers in terracotta pots. At the start of July, Julie had been acquitted of manslaughter at Lyngby Court. She had not been present when the verdict was read out because she was a patient in the psychiatric unit at Frederiksberg Hospital, where she had been diagnosed with post-traumatic stress disorder. She had started seeing a therapist and since the middle of July she had lived at home on Hvidsværmervej with Camilla and Emma, who had been looked after by Michael’s mother. Michael was serving a three-month custodial sentence for the theft and illegal handling of prescription drugs.

Marie embraced her sister when she and Anton came out into the garden. Julie had gained weight from the medication she was taking, but despite that she seemed unusually relaxed, with a trowel in her hand and her hair in a mess. She started fussing about Marie the moment they sat down under the parasol with elderflower cordial and sandwiches, but then she stopped herself. Instead, she presented Marie with some pearl-encrusted slides for her new hair.

‘Isn’t it a little too short for these?’ Marie laughed.

‘It’ll grow,’ Julie said.

‘So how are you doing, sis?’ Marie said, when the children had said thank you for their meal and disappeared inside the house.

‘I’m doing well,’ Julie said. ‘Being in therapy is hard, but I have a feeling that . . . the fog is lifting.’

Marie nodded.

‘Michael and I are getting a divorce,’ Julie added.

‘OK,’ Marie said, glancing furtively at Michael’s mother, who was still pottering around at the bottom of the garden.

‘There’s no need for you to whisper,’ Julie said. ‘My mother-in-law already knows. The most important thing for her is that the children are all right. Michael will probably move here when he comes out of prison. The girls can visit him. It’ll be fine. My mother-in-law loves waiting on him and, well, you know Michael.’

Marie smiled. ‘How are you and Lea getting on?’ she then asked.

‘It’ll happen, Marie,’ Julie said. ‘When I’m ready. I promise you. We’ve spoken on the phone and we’ll meet soon. Soon. Tell me, how are you doing?’

‘Really well,’ Marie said, and found it hard to conceal her smile.

‘And when do we get to meet your chap?’ Julie asked, and winked.

‘It won’t be long,’ Marie said.

‘I’m very excited,’ Julie said. ‘Dad said that he was nice, even though . . .’

‘. . . he has a lot of tattoos?’ Marie asked, with a grin.

‘Yes,’ Julie said. ‘Really nice, even though he has a lot of tattoos. Sorry, Marie. I just don’t like them. I don’t understand it . . . what it’s about. It’s so . . .’ She fell silent.

‘It’s OK,’ Marie said. ‘You don’t have to like Mattis’s tattoos to like him, and I’m sure you’ll like him.’

‘And how about your PhD?’ Julie asked.

‘When I’ve had my next appointment with Mr Guldborg on the twenty-eighth of September, I’ll officially enrol as a PhD student at the Department of Immunology.’

‘Have you found out who’ll be your supervisor?’

Marie shook her head. ‘Thor Albert Larsen has resigned,’ she said, ‘so both Storm’s and Thor’s jobs are vacant. The deadline for applications is the first of September.’

‘You never liked Thor Albert Larsen, did you?’

‘No, and I had good reason not to. It turned out it was he who reported Storm and me to the DCSD. We found that out when the police got a court order that overrode the DCSD anonymity guarantee. He resigned soon afterwards. I almost feel sorry for him because the whole institute gave him the cold shoulder. Then again, you have to be a complete idiot to accuse your closest colleagues of scientific dishonesty, especially if you do it anonymously.

‘I visited Dad yesterday,’ Marie added.

‘Did he show you the apple tree?’ Julie asked. ‘He planted it right where Mads died. Ingrid Marie apples.’

Marie nodded. ‘It’s nice,’ she said. ‘He also gave me Mum’s tapestry wall-hanging. The Medusa one.’

‘Oh, Marie,’ Julie exclaimed. ‘You’re not going to put that up? After everything that’s happened?’

‘No,’ Marie said. ‘I won’t. Not yet, anyway. But I wanted to have it. Mum was a brilliant artist, Julie. The tapestry is fantastic.’

They sat for a while, admiring the flowers in their pots.

‘Dad still drinks far too much,’ Marie said at length. ‘But I didn’t say anything. And even though he pretends it doesn’t matter, I think he’s very nervous about going to prison. I had to promise him yesterday that we’d look after the dog. It’s really not terribly convenient now that we live in a flat, but I said yes all the same. We can probably manage it for those two months.’

‘What dog?’ Julie frowned.

‘Didn’t you know? He bought a Labrador puppy. Anton is over the moon about it. Dad’s picking it up on Monday.’

‘Well, we can only pray that it doesn’t turn out to be a Great Dane,’ Julie said, and they burst out laughing.
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AUTHOR’S NOTE
BANDIM HEALTH PROJECT, GUINEA-BISSAU

For more than thirty years the Danish-founded research group, the Bandim Health Project, BHP, has operated in one of the world’s poorest developing countries: Guinea-Bissau in West Africa. BHP has build up a database on more than 200,000 women and children to investigate the real-life effects of health interventions.

In the late 1980s BHP showed that the new high-dose measles vaccine which was introduced in low-income countries was associated with a two-fold increase in mortality among girls. After similar reports from other countries, the vaccine was – surprisingly quietly – withdrawn by the World Health Organisation, WHO. Based on BHP’s figures, had it not been withdrawn, it could have cost at least half a million additional female deaths per year in Africa alone.

The vaccine protected fully against measles, so the observation indicated that vaccines could have other, ‘non-specific’ sex-differential effects; and this led the researchers at BHP to study other vaccines for their potential non-specific effects. Subsequent studies have indicated that all vaccines may have non-specific effects; most of them are, fortunately, very beneficial, so the vaccines actually increase survival more than could be expected.

These findings are very controversial, and many researchers, and the WHO, have refused to believe them. To this day the group continues to struggle to get their pioneering observations accepted; not least because if the vaccines have non-specific effects along with the specific disease-protective effects, the potential to improve child survival is very high.

It was only recently that BHP’s struggle finally paid off in some way. In April 2014 the WHO decided that more research into non-specific effects of vaccines was warranted. It’s BHP’s hope that this is the first step towards a more general acceptance of the existence of non-specific effects.

It has been such a great honour for me to be invited to follow the BHP research group for a period of two years. I feel I have witnessed the genesis of a revolutionary scientific breakthrough. I have no doubt that BHP’s research will one day soon change our view on the current vaccination programme forever. With this novel I hope I have contributed just a little to this awareness.

Read more at www.bandim.org

Sissel-Jo  

Berlin, 28 August 2014  
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