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            The anxiety left his body.
      

            It oozed out as thin, milky threads through every pore. He no longer had sight or hearing to register his surroundings. Instead, his body was like a forest of tentacles that could register only euphoria. A state without form but with a smouldering warmth you find on special days in May. It had been so long since he had last felt this all-encompassing and intoxicating sensation. He had sworn the Time of Intoxication was over. But all this didn’t matter now. The shame and bitter sense of defeat were things he only dimly remembered. Now there was only this humming, soft sensation. Not even the cigarette glow, which burnt deep into the skin between his fingers, reached him any longer. Yet he sensed he was going to die. He knew the dosage of this fruit-sweet poison in his slender body was far too great. He wouldn’t be able to make it back to life. Back to his armchair in the living room with the faded wallpaper and the water damage on the ceiling above him. Instead, at the end of this intoxication, he would burn up like an overheated engine, shattering into atoms.
      

            The fear suddenly returned, icy and with a force like the polar wind. It came as he sensed the shadows circling him. Foul-smelling and flailing like demons. He couldn’t determine their number, only that they enveloped him. As if they were waiting for his last breath. They were talking, he was sure of that. Even if he didn’t recognise the words. One of the shadows stretched out from the others. Grew as it approached his face. It looked at him with icy eyes. Studied him intently like a surgeon before making the decisive cut. He felt the vibrations against his chest as the creature’s hoarse, throaty sound hit him: You must die now… No one can save you.
      

            He recognised the figure. It had been there all his life. A threat over them all.
      

            Then he sensed no more.
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         Maja Holm hurried down the hospital corridor that led to the A&E. Her clogs thumped rhythmically against the linoleum floor. The call from the ambulance, already en route, had briefly reported an OD. An overdose patient hadn’t yet regained consciousness, despite rescuers pumping him full of naloxone, which would normally be enough to wake even an elephant. But not him, he was far away. The antibody had only worsened his condition, tampering with his heart rhythm, making the sine curve on the graph whip around madly. She had already prepared the room he was to be taken into and briefed the A&E staff about the incoming patient. In addition to equipping herself with Anti-NARC, she had also ensured there were enough adrenaline ampoules, and that the defibrillator—the one still working—was reserved for her. Just as a precaution in case the patient suddenly went into cardiac arrest.

         The overcrowded reception area smelled of sweat, damp clothes and dry mouths. A ‘waiting room smell’ that existed whether in A&E in Norway or Denmark. The sight of Maja’s lab coat caused impatient unrest among the waiting patients and their relatives. Out of the corner of her eye, she sensed several people trying to attract her attention, but she had to ignore them. The doctor shortage was glaringly obvious in this room, like in the rest of the country. As so often happened at this time of year, the polar wind had claimed victims on the coastal road. All day there had been an influx of patients injured by traffic accidents. Broken legs and internal injuries had merged into each other, and she could no longer distinguish one case from the other. Except for a single incident, which wouldn’t release its hold: a family of three rammed sideways in their Lupo by a Japanese four-wheel drive. The young mother was now comatose on a ventilator three floors above A&E, not knowing her husband and their four-year-old daughter had been killed. The most humane thing would be to disregard her doctor’s oath and turn off the ventilator immediately.

         Maja herself had come close to falling victim to the capricious wind. On her journey from Denmark to the Norwegian Vestland, it had repeatedly tried to throw her into the abyss. The polar wind wasn’t content with only freezing the roads, it also dragged the sea fog with it. The combination of poor visibility and icy roads was treacherous. A rather peculiar trait of the region here. And now this accident among all the accidents on the roads: a drug addict who had collided with his drugs. A belly flop towards the abyss, with no other hope of rescue than her skills.

         It was an unusually long shift. The twenty-four-hour marathon she had put herself through would only be possible with another dose of Modafinil. Better now than later because the invigorating effect of the pills was gradually wearing off. She continued towards the large glass doors that flared up in red every time the light from an ambulance’s beacon hit them from outside. Time to wake the dead.

          
      

         The sharp night air hit her as she came out to the car park in front of the hospital in Skansebakken. The two paramedics were already standing at the back of the vehicle, pulling out the stretcher with the thin figure. She recognised the one at the back. His name was Antonsen, and he reminded Maja of the Saint Bernard dog she’d had as a child. She greeted him, and he nodded back briefly.

         Maja smiled at the other rescuer, a trainee she hadn’t seen before. The lanky boy didn’t return her hello. He was visibly moved by the whole situation.

         Antonsen edged around the stretcher as he gave oxygen to the patient with a ventilation bag.

         ‘OD. Male, mid-thirties. Set in a cannula and gave naloxone 0.8 milligrams nine minutes ago. No response.’

         He continued to recite from the ambulance report, informing her of blood pressure, pulse, and temperature. All numbers were at the critical end of the scale. She only half listened as she bent over the patient. The smell of faeces was intense, and she glanced at his tan-coloured trousers. Maja gave him another dose of naloxone through the cannula Antonsen had inserted at the elbow joint. Then she pressed two fingers on the man’s neck and tried to find a pulse. It was far too unstable for her to measure. She took her mini torch from the breast pocket of her coat and held the shaft between her teeth, so she had both hands free. She opened his eyes and shone it into them. The pupils were pinpricks. Coupled with the involuntary bowel movement, erratic pulse and icy body, she assumed an opiate overdose. Whether heroin, morphine, methadone, or all three, the slender body in front of her was pumped full. She put the torch away.

         ‘Name?’

         Antonsen hesitated briefly. ‘It said Jo or Jon on the door.’

         She grabbed the patient’s earlobe and pinched it. ‘Jon!’ called Maja, but there was no reaction.

         She squeezed again. This time so hard that her thumb turned completely white. But Jo or Jon didn’t seem to notice.

         ‘I’ve tried. He’s out cold. Shall we?’ Antonsen nodded towards the entrance to A&E.

         Maja didn’t answer. She readied the syringe with adrenaline. They had to move fast now, or they would lose him. She connected it to the cannula and pressed the plunger down.

         She had experienced a deeply unconscious drug addict suddenly rising as if from the dead so many times. But this time, there was no sign the patient would wake up.

         ‘Okay, let’s take him in…’

         Maja didn’t finish the sentence because the man on the stretcher jerked as he tried to shake himself free from the intoxication with one last spasm, and then his body finally gave up. Maja resolutely took her scissors and ripped open the man’s T-shirt, exposing his chest and stomach. With both hands, she pressed the lower part of his chest and began CPR.

         ‘The AED? You have it with you?’

         ‘Take over.’ Antonsen handed the ventilation bag to the trainee, opened the side door and reached for the portable defibrillator.

         Maja dried the man’s chest of sweat and remnants of vomit. Then she took the defibrillator’s two electrodes and put one just under the man’s right collarbone, the other on the left side of his chest. The ECG metre glowed green in the night and sent the signals from the affected heart into a noisy ventricular fibrillation. The red button lit up, and a faint whine indicated it was now possible to charge the patient. She set it to 200 joules.

         ‘Clear.’

         The trainee took a step backwards.

         ‘Charge.’

         She sent the electric current through the man on the stretcher. The body sputtered convulsively. She looked at the flat, straight line on the display and waited for the sine wave, which did not appear. She charged again and once more. To no avail. She set the defibrillator to the maximum 360 joules and tried again. There was no detectable reaction, neither in the patient nor in the ECG display. Antonsen took over the ventilation bag again.

         ‘We need Atropine,’ shouted Maja. She cursed for not having had enough foresight. It lay in the ward.

         The trainee paramedic remained standing. He was pale and sweating despite the cold night.

         ‘Do you have it with you?’ she said as calmly as she could.

         ‘Yes, that… it’s… erm…’

         ‘Come on, the black bag, just inside on the right.’ Antonsen nodded in the direction of where the bag should be.

         The trainee rushed into the ambulance, and Antonsen smiled apologetically.

         ‘We brought the medicine bag with us,’ he said reassuringly.

         The trainee appeared again with the black bag in hand. He placed it on the back seat and immediately tried to open it, but the bag tipped instead, and the contents spilt out onto the ground. The vials clattered against the asphalt, but none broke. The trainee uttered a stream of apologies and tried to pick up the contents of the bag on all fours.

         Maja turned to him. ‘Concentrate on finding the ones with Atropine on them.’

         He searched among the ampoules. Finally, he handed her one, along with a disposable syringe.

         She tore the wrapper off with her teeth. She pulled the clear solution from the ampoule up into the barrel and made sure there were no air bubbles. Then she pressed the dose into the lifeless body.

         Maja and Antonsen both stared at the ECG metre. No effect.

         ‘Any idea how long he’s been unconscious?’

         Antonsen shook his head. ‘Our response time was seven to eight minutes.’

         ‘Who called?’

         ‘Anonymous call. Likely someone he was with. He’s probably been out for about fifteen to twenty minutes.’

         ‘Right gentlemen,’ she replied, ‘let’s try again.’

         She set the defibrillator at 360 joules and charged it three more times. She also tried a last dose of Atropine, but nothing could shock the recalcitrant heart.

         ‘We stop here,’ she said to the two paramedics and added, ‘we’ve done what we could,’ mostly for the trainee’s sake.

         They started packing up. Antonsen removed the ventilation bag from the man’s face. Maja looked down briefly at the bony face with the sunken cheeks and deep eye sockets. It was as if the skull shone through his parchment-yellow skin. She placed the white stretcher blanket over him.

         ‘Let’s keep him away from the reception.’

         ‘To avoid bad publicity?’ Antonsen asked as he put the last things into the ambulance.

         Maja smiled for a moment.

          
      

         He lay in the dark in ward number eight. Soiled. Lifeless. Jo or Jon. Soon one of the porters would take him to the chapel. The regulations stipulated six hours had to pass before Maja could declare him ‘Legally Dead’ and complete the death certificate. The police would establish his identity sooner or later and notify the relatives if there were any.

         A heart-breaking cry from the girl with an open leg fracture in ward three reached Maja. There had been far too many accidents tonight.
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         Maja’s old Mercedes was the only car on the road. It was 4:36 in the morning. The shift at Skansebakken’s hospital was complete at a round twenty-four hours. There were less than six hours to sleep before she had to attend her second job at the coastal town’s medical practice in Haraldsgata. She reminded herself she had to turn left in a little while.

         The sleeping town resembled any other coastal town in Norway. Whether the placename ended in ‑vik, ‑dal, ‑sand or ‑fjord, it made no difference. The places had long since ceased to have meaning. No matter how far she travelled, everything still seemed to go in circles, roads and shifts. Perhaps it was, in fact, the true anatomy of Hell.

         ‘Shit…’

         Yet again she had overlooked the little side road that led down to the harbour and on towards the bridge over to Sildeøy, where she lived. Now she either had to go all the way through the town centre or take a chance and drive the three hundred metres against the one-way on Kaivegen at the next turn. Considering the time of day, she took the shortest route and turned left.

         She accelerated and made it halfway down the narrow road when she was suddenly blinded by the bright high beams of an oncoming truck. The light approached with undiminished power and was accompanied by a two-tone horn blaring at her. She slammed on the brakes as she threw the car against the nearest kerb, so the Mercedes landed on the pavement. The garbage lorry roared past her. The driver, sitting with his head half out of the open side window, shouted down at her, spit flying out between his yellow teeth. She quickly put the gear into drive and rolled the car the last hundred metres down towards the harbour basin.

         She continued along the quay and up towards the town’s landmark, the steep Haraldsbru bridge that connected the two parts of the coastal town – the rich, up-and-coming part where she worked, and the poor, secluded neighbourhood in which she rented. With its worn grey concrete, the bridge resembled something left by the Germans from the Occupation. Then again, the view was impressive. From the twenty-eight metres above the strait, you could look out over the harbour entrance. And when the weather was clearest, you could see as far as the outermost reef in the Svartafjord, where the waves always hit the rocks hard.

         She crossed the bridge, turned left and followed the road along the offshore shipyard’s Assembly Hall B. Here they built drilling platforms around the clock. The construction was so large that it protruded halfway out through the bow port of the hall and reminded her of a spaceship from a science fiction story.

         There wasn’t much science fiction about the neighbourhood Maja drove slowly into. She continued down Losgata and parked the car in front of the dilapidated wooden house where she was renting the first floor. Considering how little time she spent at home, she could easily live with the meagre lodgings the medical centre had directed her to. It was worse for those born and raised here in Sildekvarteret, the Herring Quarter.

         Apart from Maja and the other foreigners, most of whom worked at the shipyard, the neighbourhood housed the town’s unemployed, pensioners and addicts. It was probably for this reason that Sildeøy was called the Island of the Condemned. Whether here in town as a doctor, engineer or welder, whether from Laos or Lyngby, wore a lab coat, tie or boiler suit, you were, in every sense of the word, a foreign worker. You counted only because of the labour you could supply to the town.

          
      

         Maja couldn’t bear to take off her clothes, and so threw herself into bed fully dressed. She was tired, but her thoughts were racing. She knew sleep wouldn’t come before it was time for her to get up again. A&E wouldn’t get out of her head—patients, diagnoses, cannulas, X-rays, beta-blockers, brain oedema, milligrams of this, milligrams of that. Words and actions from the night wove together in a loop. With half-closed eyes, she fumbled in the shoulder bag next to her. When she couldn’t find what she was looking for, she turned the bottom of the bag upside down so the contents rolled out onto the bedspread. She rummaged through three tampons, a half bottle of Evian, a packet of Kleenex, a Hello Kitty diary, an LV purse, a box of bergamot pastilles, and finally the bottle of nitrazepam. Normal dose five milligrams. She took fifteen just to be safe. She washed the tablets down with the lukewarm spring water. She tossed the empty plastic bottle on the floor and closed her eyes. A pressing sensation in the hollow of her forehead presented itself. Now all that was left to do was wait for the benzos to extinguish the light among the receptors in her overheated cerebral cortex and produce their artificial sleep. A sleep almost as good as the real deal. Except that it messed up your REM sleep.

          
      

         Like every Sunday morning, the smell of espresso and grilled pancetta filled the air. The spicy scent carried her back home to Denmark. She slowly opened her eyes and sensed the delicate yellow colour in the bedroom. The lovely colour she had chosen. They had painted the room together. The first colour in the apartment. She heard Jan’s whistling from the kitchen but couldn’t determine the tune. She shuffled backwards into the centre of the bed and took his duvet. It was still warm from him. She yawned in satisfaction.

         ‘Does the sleeper awake?’ asked Jan.

         ‘It smells so good,’ she replied.

         ‘Do you want to eat at the table or in bed?’

         Maja stretched lazily and smiled. ‘Breakfast in bed doesn’t sound bad at all.’ Then she remembered the events of the night. ‘I dreamt the strangest thing.’

         ‘Oh yeah,’ came the indifferent answer from the kitchen.

         ‘I was working in Norway.’

         ‘I didn’t think you could dream when you took sleeping pills.’

         There was reproach in his voice. She chose to ignore it.

         ‘I was working in a small fishing village. As a locum in an A&E.’

         ‘Well, you still have two years to go.’

         He appeared in the doorway and smiled at her. She still fell for his eyes.

         ‘It wasn’t much fun up there. I missed you.’

         Jan blew her a kiss and returned to the kitchen.

         ‘Have you thought about your specialisation yet?’ he called. ‘I think there’s really good money in opening a practice. If that’s what you decide.’

         Her toes were freezing. She struggled to get the duvet down around her free foot.

         ‘I tried to save a man in cardiac arrest. An OD,’ she added.

         ‘Did you succeed?’

         ‘No.’ She bit her lip and turned her gaze to the ceiling. The spot of discoloration to the left of the ceiling light, annoyed her every time she caught sight of it, yet she still hadn’t painted over it. ‘He died,’ she answered.

         ‘A wasted trip then. Glad you came back.’

         She shook off all thoughts of the nightmare. It was nice here in bed, with the smell of Jan, pancetta, coffee and toast. The smell of Sunday. They would soon eat, fight over the newspaper sections—the magazine always in high demand—and afterwards when they didn’t want to read any more, have sex to top it all off. Later, a stroll around the sea or along the paths by Bøndernes Hegn.

         Maja was content until the alarm clock went off. She swore at Jan and accused him of setting the alarm on purpose. She hated that clock. It reminded her of early, dreary mornings when she either had to attend a lecture at med school or take a junior doctor shift. She turned over in the bed and gropingly tried to reach the clock on the bedside table. But it was no longer in its place. She stretched and looked to see if it had fallen onto the floor. But the clock wasn’t there, only its ring. It dawned on her that it wasn’t the clock making noise at all. The sound was coming from the doorbell. But that couldn’t be it. That’s not how their doorbell rang at all. Theirs had a rounder sound, wellll—coooome, it sang.

         Maja sat up in bed disorientated. Her mouth was dry. Her head buzzed. She looked down at herself and found she still had all her clothes on. The doorbell rang again.

          
      

         The man at the door was wearing a uniform. POLICE was written in white letters on his luminous green vest. He was two heads taller than Maja, and three to four years younger.

         ‘Good morning, this is the police,’ said the officer, smiling widely. Very grand for so early in the morning.

         ‘Yes, I can see that,’ she replied.

         The officer explained there had been a death further down the street, at number fifteen. Now it was his job to go from house to house and investigate whether anyone in the neighbourhood had noticed anything unusual over the last few days. A task more difficult than it might initially sound since most had enough of their own stuff to deal with.

         ‘I can imagine,’ she answered and yawned.

         ‘So did you see anything?’

         She shook her head dismissively. ‘Sorry, I’m rarely at home. And then only to sleep.’

         The officer shrugged and looked as if he was already on his way.

         ‘Has a crime been committed?’ she asked.

         ‘Probably more of an accident, although I can’t find out any more about the circumstances.’ He looked at her with a quizzical expression. ‘What’s a Dane doing up here? Just out of curiosity.’

         She sensed the flirtation in his eyes. ‘I’m a locum doctor.’

         ‘Ah, I see,’ said the officer, straightening up, obviously impressed. ‘Well then, I guess I can confide in you.’

         ‘With what?’

         ‘The death. It’s trivial really, a junkie who took too many drugs.’

         ‘An OD, last night?’ interrupted Maja.

         The officer nodded. ‘It happens from time to time, even in a town like ours.’

         ‘What was his name?’

         The officer looked down at his notepad and flipped back a few pages to find the name. ‘Jo. Jo Lilleengen. You knew him?’

         The officer looked up at her, and she quickly shook her head dismissively. She felt no great desire to inform the officer that less than five hours ago she had tried to save Jo’s life.

          
      

         From the window in the living room, there was an unobstructed view of Losgata. Maja dried her hair after the shower and looked at the small step in front of number fifteen further down the road. They had practically been neighbours, her and Jo Lilleengen. The two squad cars in front of the dilapidated house were surrounded by the neighbourhood’s youth, who watched curiously while the officers set up their cordon.

         She was about to turn when she caught sight of her downstairs neighbour, Eigil Kvam, down in the front garden. He stood scouting over the hedge, looking towards the step, sniffing at a cloth. She tried to avoid him as much as possible, mostly because she couldn’t stand his stench. And considering what bodily secretions she was in contact with daily at her job, that was saying something. Kvam’s stink wasn’t the only thing that made her run up the stairs when she got home. It was also his overbearing manner and the swimming eyes that always seemed to undress her. Suddenly she recognised the cloth in his hand. A pair of pastel blue knickers… Her knickers. Resolutely she opened the window, without thinking she had only a towel around her.

         ‘What do you think you’re doing?!’

         Kvam turned around. ‘What?’ he replied, hiding the panties a little.

         ‘Are you standing there smelling my knickers?’

         He looked down at the knickers in his hand. ‘Oh, them…’ he answered. ‘They were on the floor in the laundry room.’

         ‘So?’

         He threw out his hand apologetically. ‘I was going to hang them up for you, but… I was interrupted by all this.’ He pointed down at the officers on the road.

         ‘Really,’ she replied. ‘In the future, leave my laundry alone, no matter where it is.’

         She slammed the window before he could answer.

          
      

         Ten minutes later, she was standing in the laundry room lifting the clothes from the clothesline. She would be late for work, but there was nothing to be done about that. Saving the remnants of her wardrobe from Kvam took the highest priority and came before the suffering of her patients. She immediately noticed Kvam had hung up her knickers again. She took them with two fingers and put them in her pocket. There was nothing that would make her put them on again.

          
      

         When she passed the deceased’s house, she could see it looked like the kind of place the police and paramedics usually referred to as a ‘drug den’. A dilapidated house where homeless drug addicts gather to inject themselves. The neighbourhood’s curious youths were still there, even though an officer with waving arms was trying to get them to scarper. A spiky-haired journalist stood further ahead, stepping impatiently from foot to foot while his photographer rigged up his video camera. She had never cared for journalists. Couldn’t come to terms with their bloodlust when they swarmed A&E after serious accidents.

         Passing the offshore shipyard, she thought about her dream. Things had been good back then. In the small apartment on Nybrovej. Before they moved. Before they both finished their studies. Before everything went to hell.
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         The morning meeting in the medical practice was a fixed ritual. Something Maja’s boss, Leopold Miltevik, had brought with him from his time as a supervisor at the local hospital—even though the practice’s outpatient centre didn’t require the same review of patient records. She suspected Miltevik, also called Milt, of only maintaining the tradition so he could gather an audience around him. He was notorious for his soliloquies, which consisted mostly of equal parts anecdotes from his thirty-year medical career, and quotes from various self-help books. As a rule, Maja was deliberately late for these morning meetings—anything else would have led to an open confrontation between them. Otherwise, it took a lot for her to lose control of her temper, but self-aggrandising medical consultants had the same effect on her as a root canal. Therefore, they maintained a mutual but silent antipathy towards each other.

         Well aided by ephedrine, Maja managed her consultation in record time and was already up to fourteen printed doctor’s certificates. Nine of them were stress related. It seemed as if stress had reached epidemic proportions, in Norway as well as in Denmark. The new plague threatened civilisation.

         Across from her in the chair now sat patient number fifteen. She was no longer listening to the thin young man. Up until now, he had been too long-winded and rambling. Instead, she clicked into his record and nodded, so at least it looked like she was listening. It wasn’t because she was hard-hearted, but she had heard it all so many times before.

         ‘So therefore… if I can just get a new prescription for… to get me through the next week, that’d be great.’ The man saw Maja through an inner fog.

         She smiled back kindly. ‘It may well be,’ she looked briefly for his name in the medical records, ‘Reidar, that you lost your prescription, but there can be no question of you taking more Rohypnol before then.’

         How he had even managed to obtain the prescription was a mystery to her; his abuse and stories were far too obvious. She leaned back in the chair and let him recover a little from her announcement. Reidar was twenty-something. Was holding up well, for now. The leather jacket and the new trainers made him look well-dressed. At once vain and inappropriate with a style that got you noticed on MTV. Which he was probably fully aware of. She guessed he stayed away from the hardest drugs. Still revolved only around hash, booze and the various pills he could get his hands on. But it was just a matter of time because the abuse would accelerate. She could come up with all the admonitions in the world, all the offers of help. He wouldn’t want to listen, wanted to imagine he had it all under control, like all the others she had seen. To him, she was just a medicine cabinet he hadn’t quite figured out yet.

         ‘Did you know the man who died yesterday?’ she asked.

         ‘Who are you talking about?’ The flickering gaze told her the news had already hit the street.

         ‘Jo. Jo Lilleengen.’

         He shook his head dismissively. ‘Never heard that name.’

         ‘You know, the guy they found down on Losgata?’

         ‘I don’t go to that part of town.’ Reidar looked down at his rain-soaked All Stars and fiddled with the bandage on his left hand.

         ‘That’s very sensible of you. Would you like me to look at that?’ She pointed to the knotted bandage.

         ‘Nah, it’s okay,’ he replied, shifting in his chair.

         Maja shrugged. ‘We tried to save him. But he didn’t even make it to A&E.’

         looked up. ‘Was he already dead?’

         Maja shook her head dismissively. ‘Not right away. But there was nothing we could do.’

         ‘Bad way to go.’ Reidar sniffed.

         Maja nodded. ‘Really bad. It wasn’t a pretty sight, watching him die covered in shit and vomit.’

         The message seemed to sink in.

         She smiled coolly. ‘But there are always people who don’t learn.’

         Reidar stared down at his shoelaces in silence.

         ‘See you on Thursday. You have to try to make it that long.’

         She gave him her card with the surgery’s phone number on it and routinely referred him to the hospital’s psychiatric ward if his alleged depression worsened. She felt like a social welfare office. She had to move on soon. On, and on, and on.

          
      

         The late local news played on the scaled-down TV screen, which hung above the gym’s machinery. Maja recognised the bristly-haired journalist she had seen out in front of Jo Lilleengen’s house the other day. Sweat poured from her as she whipped herself up to one last sprint on the squeaky treadmill.

         She liked it best when the gym was half-empty, like now. However, the clientele up here didn’t exert themselves as much as those back home in Lyngby in Denmark. Not so much testosterone in the free weights area. The only people she respected in the gym were those who were overweight and who showed up after rush hour to take up the fight against fat. A series of beeps sounded from the machine as a sign the forty-five minutes she had set the treadmill for were over. On the television, the local news was broadcasting a feature on the drug problems in the town. The journalist talked about the increasing wave of burglaries and guided the viewers through the latest deaths. He tried to get a comment from someone in the town hall, whose neck was the only thing you managed to see before the person withdrew behind a door. A very ambitious report, compared to the other features, remarked Maja as she dried her face of sweat. The picture on the TV changed. The journalist was now interviewing an old, weather-beaten man who looked like a fisherman but who was presented as Detective Inspector Arne Blindheim. The deaths in Losgata were apparently under his remit.

         ‘We’re still investigating the case. But it has already been established that the man, who was known to the police, died from a methadone overdose.’

         ‘Have you found the person behind the anonymous call?’

         Blindheim nodded. ‘The man turned himself in the next day and gave a statement. However, we’d still like to get in touch with anyone who may have information in connection with the death.’

          
      

         With the Norvik Centre hanging in the rear-view mirror like a shining star, Maja drove along the ring road alongside the fjord. She had tried to find a gym in the town centre, but both the one on Storgata and the athletic association next to the REMA 1000 supermarket had succumbed to the competition from the fitness mecca in the Norvik Centre. The centre wasn’t just sucking the daily trade out of the coastal town.

         After jogging, she always felt a nice buzz in her body. A bit like after a good shag, if she could remember how that felt. Not since Jan… Well, once after that, but that fiasco didn’t count. As she passed McDonald’s, she considered briefly dropping in. Her body was screaming for a burger, fries, and a strawberry milkshake to wash it all down.

         But she knew she would regret it later and resisted the temptation. Instead, she looked forward to sinking into the bathtub in her otherwise spartan apartment. Bathtub, chardonnay, and whatever the fridge was safeguarding. Her mobile rang. Maja glanced over at the passenger seat where it lay blinking. She half lifted it to see the number. She let it ring, as she had done the previous day, and the day before that.

         After a ten-minute wait at the roundabout, she turned onto Losgata. Although darkness had long since fallen, children were still playing outside. When she passed Jo Lilleengen’s house, a couple of them were in the process of entangling each other in the yellow police tape. A light-haired boy watched Maja. As she passed, he laughingly pointed his index finger and pointed at her.

         Maja pulled up in front of her house and got out of the Mercedes. It struck her that she had forgotten to take the accounts to send to the municipal office home with her. The date for submitting the invoices for patients covered by public health insurance had long since passed. If not done tonight, the municipality won’t send her a cheque until sometime next month. And who knew where she would be by then? There was nothing to do but make the trip back to the practice.

          
      

         The surgery lay in darkness, and not a soul was to be seen on the streets. With trembling fingers, Maja managed to press the correct code. She had always been more afraid of the dark than most people, more than anyone else she knew. She hated the dark.

         She let herself into the building. She could choose between turning on all the lights with the main switch in Edel Raaholdt’s office, Milt’s secretary, or walking the twenty metres down the dark corridor to her own office. For fear of attracting unnecessary attention from the street, she chose the latter. She kept an equal distance from the closed doors on either side as if the doors could pop open at any moment. She clutched her bundle of keys and hummed Bésame Mucho to calm herself. With each step, the Latin beats became more and more strained from her constricted throat.

         When she finally reached the door, she groped desperately for the handle. Feeling it between her fingers was a relief. She quickly forced the door open and continued into the small room. It was surprisingly cold.

         She fumbled for the light switch next to her. Her eyes had already begun to adjust to the darkness, and she glimpsed the outlines of the room—the coat stand just inside, the examination table, the sink in the corner, the desk and… Her fingers reached the switch. But she didn’t turn on the light. She didn’t dare. There was something that wasn’t supposed to be there. A shadow that grew out of the darkness.

         It was the outline of a crouched person.

         She wanted to flee out the door, but at that very moment, the figure pounced at her. The bright light from a torch confused her. Something heavy hit her on the head, and she felt her legs disappear from under her. The figure towered over her. Blood flowed from the open wound blinding her. She registered only the sweeping light when the figure raised the torch again. That and the smell of leather and tobacco. The blow would come now. She instinctively held her arm up in front of her. But it never came. Instead, she heard the noise of the blinds being pulled aside. She opened her eyes and managed to catch a glimpse of the arm of a worn leather jacket as the figure pushed itself out through the open window.

         Carefully she felt the wet wound and stood up. She turned on the light. The office was practically torn apart. The contents of drawers and filing cabinets were scattered everywhere. Her head was spinning, and she had to lean against the wall on the way to the sink. The sight that greeted her in the mirror was overwhelming. She was used to seeing blood, but not her own. She was bleeding profusely from a deep laceration on the left side of her forehead. Seven stitches at least, she thought, gently dabbing the wound with a handful of paper towels. She had to call the police, even though, most of all, she just wanted to go straight home to bed.
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         Detective Inspector Arne Blindheim looked closely at the window through which the perpetrator had broken in. He was smaller than Maja had imagined, like anyone on TV when you meet them in real life. At the door, a police officer was brushing the light switch for fingerprints. Maja gave up objecting that she had put her fingers there.

         The inspector waved the officer over to the window. ‘Dust all around the entire frame. He must have supported himself to get through.’ He turned to Maja, who had taken a seat behind the desk. ‘Given the circumstances, the break-in was carried out professionally.’

         ‘I know,’ replied Maja.

         ‘The person knew exactly how to get in without activating the alarm.’

         The inspector pointed to the window frame. She leaned forward in her chair so she could better follow his review of the proceedings.

         ‘He cut a hole in the window and bypassed the alarm with this piece of wire.’ Blindheim raised his pen to the stump of the wire, attached with a pair of alligator clips to the thin copper wire of the alarm system. ‘After that, he was able to open the window without activating the alarm and crawl in.’

         She noticed Blindheim was wearing pointy mocha brown cowboy boots. An unusual touch to his otherwise anonymous clothing.

         ‘A motion sensor would have made it more difficult to break in.’ There was a hint of rebuke in his voice.

         ‘I’ll pass that on.’

         The D.I. grunted and flipped through his notebook. ‘You described the perpetrator as being of medium build and wearing a leather jacket. Are you sure there was nothing else you noticed?’ He looked at her inquiringly.

         ‘It was dark, and everything happened so quickly.’

         Again, he grunted. It was hard to tell what was meant by those grunts.

         All at once, she thought of something else. ‘Yes, he smelled of tobacco.’

         ‘Cigarettes?’

         She shrugged. ‘There was something sweet about the smell, like pipe tobacco, or maybe like home-rolled.’

         Blindheim didn’t note the last detail. Instead, he looked around the ravaged office. ‘Has anything been stolen? Medicine? Money? Personal belongings?’

         Maja shook her head dismissively. ‘I don’t think so. Then again, I haven’t looked properly.’

         Blindheim folded the notebook and put it back in his pocket. ‘Based on the nature of the break-in, I think we can establish you’ve been visited by an addict in search of drugs. Perhaps someone who knows the place a little more… shall we say, intimately.’ Again, he sent her this scrutinising look, which she didn’t care for. ‘Would any of your patients think of coming here outside of opening hours?’

         ‘I can’t comment on my patients.’

         ‘No, I understand that. I’m just trying to figure out where to start looking.’

         She looked him straight in the eye. ‘We have all types of patients, including some drug addicts, who come for help. That doesn’t necessarily make them burglars.’

         ‘Of course not,’ Blindheim answered quickly, avoiding her gaze.

         ‘I think we have a useful fingerprint here.’ The officer showed the clear fingerprint, outlined in the charcoal on the frame.

         Blindheim nodded approvingly. ‘Great. So perhaps he won’t get that far anyway.’

         He smiled at Maja, who dutifully returned his smile. Perhaps the D.I. was right. She certainly already had a suspect in mind. But she hadn’t thought to break her duty of confidentiality for that reason.

         Blindheim reached into his coat pocket and pulled out a business card. ‘If you think of anything, call me. This is my direct number.’

         He handed her his business card. But when she made no sign to accept it, he placed the card on the edge of her desk.

         ‘Shall I get someone to drive you home?’

         ‘No, thank you.’

         She got up from her chair and gathered her things.

         Blindheim inspected the stitches in her forehead. ‘That’s a proper knock you got there.’

         She nodded and made sure her car keys were in her bag.

         ‘Who patched you up?’

         ‘Me,’ she answered without looking up.

         The inspector looked at her in surprise. Even the police officer stopped packing his things. ‘That must have been extraordinarily painful.’

         ‘Less than the blow,’ she replied and looked up at him. ‘And that way I could decide for myself how long the scar should be.’

         ‘I suppose so,’ replied Blindheim.

         It sounded more dramatic than it was. Like anything else, it was important not to hesitate too long. You just had to get over the psychological barrier that kept you from sticking needles and sutures through your facial skin.

          
      

         Instead of driving straight home, Maja continued along the ring road towards the Norvik Centre. After a few kilometres, she turned into the square in front of McDonald’s and ordered from their drive-in.

         The headache had worsened, and while she was waiting for the food, she found two more Temgesic. The lozenges could make the pain disappear in seconds. Unfortunately, the effect disappeared all too soon again. She would have to top them up when she got home. Dope the concussion away, so there was room for a bit of sleep. Although burglary was undoubtedly the lowest priority for the police, Blindheim seemed like the type not to let anything pass. Especially when the burglary had developed into physical assault. Maybe it was the sight of the cowboy boots and the leather-like complexion that reminded her of a lonely sheriff.

         She thought about the fingerprint they had found on the window frame. In a glimmer, she had seen the hand that had set it. Had it been bandaged like Reidar’s hand? She wasn’t sure; the shock and the blood had blinded her. But the leather jacket was similar to his.

         Maja took her Big Mac meal from the pimply server who had been kind enough to ensure the burger came without onions and mayonnaise. She hurried to the empty car park and opened the paper bag. From her seat, she could look out over the fjord. She opened the window so the fresh breeze from the water could dispel some of the stale smell from the burger meal. Robbie Williams was playing on the radio. She turned it up a bit before putting some chips between the burger and the upper bun, as was her habit. The stitches on her forehead tightened as she took the first bite. A single freighter sailed slowly up the fjord, and she followed the glow from its lights as she ate.

         The tremors came very faintly. They started at the knees, which she could no longer keep still. The more she tried, the harder her kneecaps knocked together in violent spasms. The convulsions spread to the rest of her body, which began to shake uncontrollably. The burger fell apart in her hands, so fries, bread, salad and grilled meat tumbled down her blouse and into her lap. She couldn’t hold the tears back anymore. And with it came the nausea that made the food grow in her mouth. She pulled the handle and opened the car door, leaned half out and started throwing up.

         For several minutes, she sat sobbing and vomiting in the glow from the huge yellow ‘M’ while Robbie was relieved by the Norwegian band A-ha. She hated this country. Why did they all have to be sick? Smell her knickers? Die on her watch? Hit her in the head? Fucking why, Norway?
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         Although it wasn’t her home, let alone her permanent workplace, Maja was so attached to her office that she felt sick about the break-in. The cleaning staff had worked in a large arc around the office, but it was probably more about complying with the tariff than about fear of destroying traces of evidence at the crime scene. It suited her to move her patients until after lunch so she could get her office and her mood under control. She couldn’t wait for Thursday when Reidar was due to show up and she could question him.

         Because of the break-in, the morning meeting ended without Milt’s soliloquy. Instead, Maja was the focal point. She briefed them on the situation surrounding the break-in and passed on Detective Inspector Blindheim’s number if they unexpectedly discovered something was missing from their offices. She had considered letting her medical bag ‘disappear’. Just to hide the many administrations she had equipped herself with recently. But she let the temptation pass her by. After the meeting, Milt came to her and inquired about her condition and, not least, Blindheim’s investigation. He tried to seem caring, but his frustration because she hadn’t contacted him as soon as the police had arrived shone through.

         ‘Arne and I know each other from school.’

         Maja paid him lip service and disappeared down to her office as quickly as she could. Arne would get a call from his old doctor friend, who would point out several suspicious patients—off the record, of course. She gave the records on the floor a good kick. It wasn’t so much what Milt said, it was more his manner—the clammy hand on your shoulder, the little condescending smile and, worst of all, the low voice that forced you to lean in closer to hear him.

         She picked up the patient records. The mess appeared to be worse than it was. When she had arranged the twenty-one files alphabetically, she could start consulting again. The thief may have entered in a skilled way, but the rest of the break-in wasn’t characterised by heightened intelligence. The person had spent a lot of time breaking open filing cabinets, which only contained patient records. They hadn’t reached the small stock of medicine she had in the glass cabinet next to it—with the key sitting in the lock. Okay, so the cabinet held mostly wound cleaning solutions, antibiotics and such like. The strongest thing on the shelves was a bottle of paracetamol.

         It would have been far more expedient to break into Raaholdt’s office, where the safe with the surgery’s medicines was located. The cabinet was a fortress you would have to be unusually skilled to break open. Raaholdt made a big fuss about the fact she was the only one who had the combination to the lock. Not even Milt knew it. That was one of the reasons Maja usually fetched the most elementary preparations herself for her medical bag when she was working in Skansebakken. There was no reason to give Raaholdt any further opportunity to rummage through her medicine stash.

         Maja opened the first drawer of the filing cabinet and began filing the records from A to C. She noticed several of them had been filed incorrectly. Initially, it seemed like a single mistake, but when she found a ‘Karlsen’, an ‘Ødegaard’ and a ‘Toft’ filed under ‘B’ within a short time, she knew something was wrong. It surprised her that the thief had managed to make such a mess. She put Karlsen back under K, only to discover the names were messed up there, too. She realised what had happened. Karlsen, Ødegaard and Toft happened to have first names starting with B. Someone had started filing her patients under their first name instead of their last name. She had a feeling who this someone might be.

         Maja went out to find Linda Lind, the newly qualified medical secretary more interested in caring for her artificial nails than the patients she was assigned to. Her only redeeming feature was that she got on Raaholdt’s nerves just as much.

         Linda was standing in the waiting room with two men. The same two Maja had seen outside Jo Lilleengen’s house. The photographer and the journalist, the latter she had dubbed Spiky-Hair.

         ‘Linda, do you have a moment?’

         Linda looked over at Maja and smiled heartily. ‘We were just talking about you.’

         ‘Were you?’ replied Maja, trying to ignore the two men.

         ‘They’re from the local news on Channel Vest. We’re going to be on television.’

         It was one of the best days of Linda’s life.

         ‘Do you know who archived the records in my office?’

         Linda looked a little perplexed. ‘We… all do…’

         ‘Do you have any idea who started filing records under the patients’ first names?’

         The journalist couldn’t help but smile.

         ‘I don’t know.’

         ‘It wasn’t you?’

         ‘No, but if it was, I’m sorry.’

         Maja nodded. ‘Okay.’

         ‘Should I fix it now?’ Linda reached for her hair nervously and began wrapping one of her hair extensions around her finger.

         Maja shook her head. ‘Let’s do it one day soon. We’d better start letting the patients in.’

         She was about to turn when the journalist tried to shake her hand.

         ‘Hello, my name’s Stig. We’re from LokalNyt.’

         She said hello.

         ‘I understand from Linda that it was you who was assaulted yesterday.’

         Maja didn’t answer.

         ‘That must have been unpleasant,’ said the journalist.

         ‘What’s this about?’

         ‘LokalNyt’s been investigating drug crime here in the town, and…’

         ‘And our break-in is conveniently part of that?’

         The journalist shrugged. ‘Convenient? It’s also in your interest…’

         ‘No, thank you.’

         Maja turned her back on him and left. Her view of journalists hadn’t changed after meeting yet another.

          
      

         The last record was filed in place. Maja was horrified at how the rest of the clinic’s filing system looked. Then again, she could always look under a patient’s first name if their records weren’t correctly filed. The only problem was that some patients had up to four or five middle names. She was about to close the drawer when she noticed another misfiling. It was under ‘J’ but shouldn’t have been in the archive at all. Instead, it should have been sent to the remote archive, where all the deceased patients’ medical records were kept. She sat down at the desk and quickly flipped through the file. Jo Lilleengen’s growing drug abuse had pervaded his entire patient history. Still, what was on the last page was extremely surprising.

         Maja looked for Arne Blindheim’s business card and found it between two offshore forms. She weighed the card between two fingers. Arne Blindheim, Detective Inspector was printed on the card with the police logo on it.

         Maybe she should have business cards made… Maja B. Holm, Doctor & Neurotic embossed in gold on a pink background.

         She reached for the phone. At the same time, there was a knock on the door, and the first patient of the day announced his arrival. The conversation with Blindheim would have to wait.
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         It was the end of the day, and the rain trickled down and dissolved the puddles of sleet in the car park. Maja swallowed two Duralgina and three Ma Huang capsules before dialling the direct number to Detective Inspector Blindheim. The Ma Huang capsules immediately gave her heart palpitations, and she introduced herself breathlessly to the detective.

         Blindheim’s brusque voice cleared up. ‘How’s your head?’

         ‘Under the circumstances, fine.’ She refrained from going into detail about the sick feeling the concussion still caused and how the wound was leaking so she constantly had to change the bandages.

         ‘Are you calling about the break-in?’ asked Blindheim.

         ‘Not entirely. Is there any progress?’ she asked out of politeness.

         Blindheim mumbled. ‘We’re still waiting for the results of the fingerprints.’

         ‘Okay,’ she replied before continuing. ‘Actually, I’m calling because of a completely different case.’ She stressed the word to stay in the police jargon zone.

         ‘What case?’

         ‘During my clean-up after the break-in, I found Jo Lilleengen’s medical records—the one who died of an overdose…’

         ‘I know who he is. What about him?’

         ‘More than three years ago, Jo entered a voluntary treatment programme for his addiction. In the comments from the consultations, twelve in all, there’s no indication there was any kind of relapse.’

         ‘I see,’ replied Blindheim.

         ‘Well, isn’t that remarkable?’

         ‘What?’

         ‘That he was no longer a drug addict. Yet died from an overdose.’

         There was silence at the other end of the line until Blindheim replied, ‘Can you send over his file?’

         She didn’t know the procedure for dealing with confidential documents. But if there was anything suspicious about Jo Lilleengen’s death, her duty had to be to contribute to solving it.

         ‘Where should I send it?’

         Blindheim gave her the details and thanked her for her trouble.

         She felt quite elated after sending over the eight A4 sheets that made up Jo’s file. Maybe something good would come out of the break-in after all. Without it, Jo’s medical records wouldn’t have turned up before she left. Her replacement would no doubt have simply forwarded the file to the remote archive.

          
      

         Maja sat at home and struggled with the last invoices and receipts for the municipal office. In the background, the television was grinding out the local news. It was only when they showed the clinic on the screen that the broadcast got her full attention. The break-in was briefly mentioned in the local news, where it was dramatically explained as a ‘drug-related robbery. The journalist explained that, regretfully, they hadn’t been able to get a comment from the doctor who had been assaulted. Maja smiled. So much for fifteen minutes of fame. Hers was closer to fifteen self-selected nanoseconds. The feature focused again on the escalating drug problems in the town. The journalist had placed himself ‘on location’ in front of the low red building that housed the police station. From here he reviewed the week’s criminal events. It appeared from the feature that the perpetrator behind the break-in at the clinic hadn’t yet been found. The journalist turned around elegantly so the camera could also capture Detective Inspector Blindheim. The feature was almost identical to what she had seen at the gym. It indicated that, despite all the talk of drug crime, not much was going on in this town. Her ears perked when Jo Lilleengen’s death was mentioned.

         ‘We’ve just closed that tragic case,’ replied the inspector. ‘The forensic report confirmed it was a methadone overdose.’

         She turned off the television and threw away the remote control. The inspector hadn’t taken her discovery seriously. That the forensic report showed an overdose couldn’t come as a surprise to anyone. What the report didn’t say was what had made Jo take the methadone.

         She wanted to call Blindheim. Wasn’t it the job of the police to investigate that sort of thing? As if by the sheer force of her will, her mobile rang. Unfortunately, it wasn’t Blindheim’s number shining on the screen. It was a Danish number, and this time, she couldn’t decline it.

         ‘How’s it going?’ came the voice on the other end of the receiver, like a deep-sea diver breaking through the surface, gasping for air.

         ‘Didn’t you get my email?’ It was the best excuse Maja could find. She knew very well the computer at home was still an enigma to her mother and only used by her new husband, Poul.

         ‘You know I don’t like the internet. I’ve been calling like crazy. Why didn’t you pick up?’

         ‘I’ve been busy,’ she replied automatically. ‘Besides, it’s not that easy to get to the phone when you work in A&E.’

         ‘Well, what are you doing up there?’ Her mother sighed.

         Maja didn’t know that either. But it wasn’t an answer she could give her mother, any more than she could explain to her about the wretched neighbourhood she lived in, about people who died on her watch, about the assault that had cost eight stitches, or that she had vomited in front of McDonald’s out of a sense of powerlessness. It wasn’t the kind of thing you troubled your mother from the suburbs of Copenhagen with. Not only to avoid giving her a nervous breakdown but also because she would never, never escape her admonitions.

         ‘You had less than six months left at Skouboe, then you could have had your own practice,’ her mother began.

         ‘I wasn’t interested in that.’

         ‘Well, isn’t it the same job you do up there?’

         The migraine was already starting to set in.

         ‘Can’t we just drop it?’

         Her mother didn’t think so. ‘Norway, of all countries. I’m only thankful you didn’t choose some developing country to play the martyr in.’

         ‘I am not playing the martyr.’

         ‘No, well, Samaritan then. You know what I mean.’

         If Maja had any doubts, her mother continued to elaborate on what she meant: assault, murder, rape, AIDS and all the other dangers lurking in the Congo, Afghanistan, and wherever it was those Borderless Doctors were sent out to.

         ‘Doctors Without Borders,’ Maja corrected her.

         ‘You know what I mean. But Norway, Maja…’

         Maja breathed heavily and counted the minutes before she could allow herself to hang up.

         ‘Jan was over on Thursday,’ her mother fished.

         Maja immediately sat up on the sofa. ‘My… I mean, Jan?’

         ‘Yes, him, who else? He said he’d tried to get hold of you.’

         Maja’s mouth went completely dry. The thought of what her mother and Jan could concoct together made her boil inside. She tried to control herself.

         ‘And?!’

         ‘Yes, he knows we collect your post, and he said he had a letter for you.’

         ‘And?!’

         ‘Then he asked for your address. It seemed urgent.’

         ‘And so of course you gave it to him?’

         ‘Of course, I didn’t do that. That’s why I’m calling.’ Her mother sounded offended.

         ‘What was it? The letter?’

         ‘I don’t know. I’m not getting involved.’ The latter was a modified truth, and her mother wasn’t slow to add that it might be a good idea to listen to what he had to say.

         Maja cut her off. ‘Give him my address here. And let’s see if I manage to get the letter before I leave.’

         ‘Where are you going then?’

         ‘North, just north. I’ll ring again soon.’

         ‘Take care of yourself, my darling.’

         ‘Chat soon.’

         Maja hung up the phone and put it down on the sofa. Someday, they would talk to each other instead of always acting like a socially awkward mother and daughter.

         She looked down at the pile of invoices and receipts. She could neither bear this kind of sorting-out work nor think about what Jan might have to say. He would soon have to realise it was over between them. Nine months had passed since she had moved, and although they had been together for more than seven years, and the pain of the breakup had been unbearable for both of them, he had to move on, too.

         She went and changed into her trainers. A trip over the bridge would push aside thoughts of all that at home. She grabbed her hoodie and the cap with the bright red flamingo logo off the coat rack in the hall.

         She hadn’t run for long before the sea fog tore at her lungs and produced a salty taste in her throat. Her whole body ached as she dragged it back over the bridge. The steep curve up towards the twenty-eight-metre mark at the midpoint of the bridge caused the lactic acid to paralyse her limbs and made every step towards the top a struggle. As she ran past the wharf, she sprinted the last distance to Losgata; the crossroads was her target. She tried to catch her breath again while looking at her watch. It wouldn’t be a record today either.

         She began to walk gently up Losgata. The plan was to stretch as soon as she had caught her breath—and before she got home, so she didn’t give the downstairs neighbour anything to look at. She passed Jo Lilleengen’s house. The window facing the neighbouring plot was open, and a pane smashed. She continued, noting the front door was ajar. A medium-sized cardboard box was left in the entrance to keep the door open. There had been a break-in and the thieves had been busy. She looked at the cardboard box, which was drenched in rain. It must have been some time since it had been left behind. She glanced around quickly before opening the garden gate and continuing up the dark garden path. She didn’t dare to go all the way up to the open door before she had made sure there was no one inside the house. She crossed over the lawn and continued towards the nearest window. The window was covered with a thick layer of dirt, which made it difficult to peer into the living room. She wiped the lower part clean with her sleeve and leaned completely against the window. But there wasn’t much to see. An overturned armchair, a table whose legs were in the air, and a sofa that’d had all the cushions ripped open. The walls were covered in graffiti. Lone J. is a slut spray-painted in red letters underneath an erect penis ejaculating onto a pair of ample breasts. The wall opposite was marred, too.

         Maja went over to the door and looked down into the cardboard box. The spout of an old coffee pot stuck up between tattered novels and a handful of cassette tapes, most of which had had the tape unwound in long garlands. The youths had probably been disturbed in the middle of their graverobbing and forced to leave their loot here. Hopefully, the police had been sensible enough to confiscate whatever medicine was left in the house, so she wouldn’t have to see any of them again in A&E. She was about to turn around when she caught sight of something pressed up against the left side of the cardboard box. She bent down and picked up the small stack of stuck-together photographs. The top one was a yellowed photo of a little boy in a cowboy hat, sitting astride an orange bicycle. She began to carefully separate the photographs. The next one showed the same boy just a few years old in an amusement park. She flipped through the photographs and found a class picture. It wasn’t immediately possible to identify the boy among the fifteen to twenty students. The next photograph was of a young, pimply teenage boy. She recognised Jo from the picture of him in the newspaper and from her faint memory of him in front of A&E. In another picture, he was standing with a couple of boys in a practice room. They all had long hair and torn T-shirts. The Rats was written in screaming red on the bass drum between them. It was Jo Lilleengen’s life she was leafing through—there was even one of him as a baby. The picture had lain at the bottom, absorbing moisture. Its surface was almost dissolved and stained with a red-brown colour. The image was at once alluring and eerie. Like one of Kurt Trampedach’s baby portraits. She gathered the photographs together and put them in her pocket.

          
      

         On Thursday, Reidar entered Maja’s office just in time for his appointment.

         ‘Very cool,’ he exclaimed a little later when he got an answer to his question about the stitches in her forehead. ‘You’re fucking Rambo.’

         She shrugged and looked appraisingly at Reidar.

         ‘Guaranteed they were after dope.’ He sniffed.

         Maja nodded. ‘You haven’t heard anything?’

         ‘Heard what?’

         ‘Stop acting dense. Anything about who committed the burglary.’

         Reidar shook his head dismissively. ‘I don’t know anything about it.’

         She held his gaze. ‘No one’s boasted about breaking into a doctor’s?’

         ‘I’d have told you.’

         Maja leaned back in her chair. She couldn’t stop smiling. ‘You’d have told me? And why do you say that?’

         ‘You don’t hit women.’

         Either he was an unusually good actor, or he genuinely didn’t know anything.

         ‘Okay, but if you hear something, you can always stop by.’

         ‘Of course, of course. So can I get that prescription?’

         ‘You don’t feel any better?’

         Reidar looked at her in astonishment. ‘Are you crazy? It’s going round and round in my head. Complete torture.’

         ‘I still think it’d be a good idea if you called the youth psychiatric department and had a chat with them. Or I can ring them?’

         ‘No, no. If I can just get the prescription?’

         Maja wrote out the prescription and handed it to him. When he reached for it, she held on and looked him in the eye. ‘We’re going to have to find another solution soon.’

         ‘Sure,’ replied Reidar and nodded. A moment later, he was out the door.

         Maja breathed heavily. Maybe the doctor who was to relieve her could motivate him. Maybe something else entirely was needed?

         The letter from the surgery in Stavanger confirmed there was a job waiting for her as a locum. She just needed to call back and accept it. At the rate she was changing jobs and moving further north, she would be at the North Pole before Christmas.

          
      

         When Maja entered the crowded waiting room, she caught sight of Detective Inspector Blindheim. He stood leaning against the wall with the same despondent expression as the weeping fig planted in the pot next to him. She couldn’t quite decide in what capacity he had come—as a patient or a detective?

         ‘Any news about our break-in?’ she asked, smiling.

         The inspector shook his head dismissively. ‘Unfortunately, no.’

         ‘What about the fingerprints? Did they find anything?’

         ‘No. No match.’

         Maja slapped her hand regretfully. ‘Did you get to read Lilleengen’s file I sent over?’

         Blindheim’s gaze flickered. ‘Yes, thanks for the help.’

         ‘Did you notice he was clean?’

         ‘I noted he wasn’t in treatment, but drug-free?’ He shook his head dismissively. ‘The cause of death didn’t indicate that.’

         ‘But why choose methadone if there was a relapse? Wouldn’t you want to take something that would give a proper kick?’

         Blindheim breathed heavily. ‘I wouldn’t know about that, but I do know they take whatever’s the cheapest.’

         ‘Really?’ answered Maja. She didn’t care for generalisations.

         ‘Arne, shall we?’

         Milt stood at the counter with Blindheim’s medical records and waved his arms. Blindheim nodded briefly to Maja and followed Milt. He limped a little on one leg. It was clear he was in pain. Hopefully, there was nothing more seriously wrong with him to match his obvious concern. Maybe personal problems were causing the inspector to be in such a hurry to close the case.
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         The dish of the day at Skudekroen Inn was Norwegian biffsnadder—minced beef with mash, which, according to Maja’s taste, was a not-so-appetising variant of beef stroganoff. It tasted woolly, and the sauce in which the pieces of meat lay formed a sticky film on your palate. Fortunately, she had an agreement with the owner, Lennart, that for an appropriate corkage fee, she was allowed to bring her own wine. Today, it was a ridiculously expensive Barolo, which significantly enhanced the experience of the dinner.

         She had sought shelter from the rain after another long day of work. It had been her turn to do the house calls, and she had spent most of the afternoon and now the evening commuting from one patient to another. She had shuttled between chicken pox, several bouts of the flu and a single bout of alcohol poisoning. The last one had ended with her having to drive the patient, an elderly lady, to get her stomach pumped.

         In the snug, the tobacco smoke hung like a fog and mingled with the smell of frying and draft beer. The nationwide smoking ban hadn’t yet taken effect for Lennart. A little rebellion against the rulers in Oslo. Maja liked Skudekroen Inn.

         ‘Welcome,’ said a voice behind her.

         She turned on the bar stool. Spiky-hair, the journalist, was standing there. He looked at her with the same burdening and beautiful eyes as the lead singer of A-ha.

         ‘Thank you,’ she replied, still with food in her mouth.

         He caught the bartender’s attention and signalled four pints. ‘It seems Lennart’s been in the back reaches of the wine cellar,’ he said, pointing to the Barolo.

         She shrugged.

         ‘I don’t think we were ever really introduced. Stig Norland.’ He held out his hand to her.

         ‘Maja… Holm,’ she replied as a formality, offering him her hand.

         Stig Norland’s handshake was as firm as a fisherman’s. ‘So why have you ended up here?’

         ‘To get something to eat.’

         Stig smiled. ‘No, I meant here in town.’

         ‘It was on the road.’

         ‘Okay. Do you at least like being here?’

         ‘When not being assaulted, it’s fine.’

         ‘Have the police found him, the guy who broke in?’

         She looked at him suspiciously. ‘Is this an interview?’

         He waited until he had retrieved the money from his wallet before answering. ‘I assumed we were both celebrating getting off work.’

         ‘Apparently, not much progress has been made.’

         ‘Blindheim always keeps his cards close to his chest. Maybe he knows more than he’s letting on,’ replied Stig, handing the bartender the money for the beer.

         ‘Do you know him well?’

         ‘Everyone knows everyone in this town. Listen, do you want to come down and sit with us?’

         He pointed down to his table. She glanced furtively at the two men and the woman sitting and talking animatedly together. She recognised one man as Stig’s photographer.

         ‘No, thanks…’

         ‘Just a few colleagues having an after-work drink. The more, the merrier,’ replied Stig, smiling.

         ‘No, thank you. I have to go.’ She quickly looked for her purse in the bag on the chair next to her.

         ‘Okay, another time, maybe.’ He grabbed the four full beer glasses.

         Maja looked up from her bag. ‘If everyone knows everyone, did you know the man who died of an overdose the other day?’

         Stig frowned. ‘Lilleengen? By name only. He was a junkie, a bit of a mess. Why?’

         She shook her head. ‘No reason. I was just curious.’

         ‘Are you sure you don’t want to join us?’ Again, his eyes smiled warmly.

         Disarmingly beautiful, thought Maja. ‘Another time. I have to get home.’

         ‘Drive safely.’

          
      

         Maja hurried back across the bridge and parked the Mercedes in front of her house. Somewhere in the neighbourhood, a dog was barking—otherwise, it was completely quiet. She took her bag, along with the half-full bottle of wine she had brought with her from Skudekroen and headed up to the main door. The keys had hidden themselves in the bag. She was looking for them when the main door opened. She dropped the bottle. It smashed against the stone steps, spilling wine everywhere.

         Eigil Kvam appeared at the door, and Maja stepped reflexively a few steps back.

         ‘It’s just me,’ Kvam muttered. He looked drunk. ‘I didn’t mean to hurt you. I just wanted to open the door for you.’

         ‘Okay… thanks…’ She looked down at her stained trousers.

         Kvam did the same. ‘Your trousers are wet. Shall I get a cloth?’

         Maja shook her head dismissively. ‘No, thanks, I’ll just go up and change.’

         ‘You were startled?’

         ‘A little,’ replied Maja.

         ‘It’s a dangerous neighbourhood, especially for a single woman. People get killed.’

         ‘I’ve lived in worse places.’

         It annoyed her she had given him the satisfaction of seeing her startled. She squatted down and began to pick up the largest shards of glass. His breath was right over her.

         ‘And now your good wine is lost. Ah well, there’s no point wine-ing about it.’ He laughed at his own joke.

         ‘Don’t worry about it,’ she replied.

         ‘Of course, come in and have a glass with me.’

         ‘No, thank you.’

         He bowed. ‘Come on.’

         ‘I said no.’

         Maja got up and went to the bin, which stood a little way from the door. She put the glass fragments on top of the lid so the bin men wouldn’t cut themselves.

         ‘You think you’re better than me, don’t you?’ Kvam puffed himself up in the doorway.

         She walked towards him without answering. ‘Will you please move?’

         When he made no sign to move, she quickly edged past him. She felt his groin on her thigh.

         ‘I have money. Just as much as you… Doctor,’ Kvam shouted after Maja, who was already halfway up the stairs.

         She quickly found the key to her door.

         ‘I make more money than you can dream of!’

         She quickly unlocked the door and slammed it behind her. She stood in the hall and caught her breath. A little later, she could hear Kvam go into his flat. Maja looked down at the floor where she was standing, floundering amid her post. Mostly advertisements and a thick white envelope with Danish stamps on it. She bent over the letter and immediately recognised the handwriting. It was Jan’s.

          
      

         The steam from the hot water in the bathtub wafted invitingly towards her. She took off her dressing gown and sank into the scalding water. The scent of lavender and almond oil helped erase the traces of Kvam. She sank further into the tub, so the water enveloped her shoulders. It had been a strange evening overall. First Stig, who had flirted with her, then Kvam, who had offered her wine, and now the letter from Jan. Was it a full moon?

         She almost couldn’t bear to open it. Could already feel the guilt rushing in like a cold stream. No matter how you looked at it, in the end, she had decided for both of them. She had fled from the remains of their relationship. And now his letter lay there on the stool next to the wine glass and the box of Diazepam. Sooner or later, she would have to open it, but did she have to answer it, too? She had already said what she wanted. That there was no longer anything between them. Because she no longer loved him. She had cared for him. A lot. She knew several couples from their former circle of friends who cared far less about each other and were still together. But she couldn’t live like that. Instead, she had fled. To Norway of all places. She had no idea why she had chosen this cold country or why she had stopped loving him.

         There was only one explanation. From her place on the bulwark by the Opera House in Copenhagen, she had caught sight of the large white ferry anchored on the other side of the harbour. It had sent smoke signals into the sky, reminding her of a whale’s blowhole. When, at the next moment, she dropped her waffle cone with ice cream into the harbour basin, there was no longer anything keeping her in Denmark.

         Jan’s letter surprised Maja. It was a cover letter to the proxy he had enclosed and which he asked her to sign. He wanted authority to sell their apartment, for which there was already a buyer. She wondered where he was going to move to. But the letter didn’t mention anything about that, just that she needed to reply quickly so they could ‘sort out the loose ends’. He had used the quotation marks. Something indicated he had moved on after all. He had written something about the share of the money they would get from the sale, but she couldn’t be bothered to read it. She knew Jan had always talked about tossing for it and probably believed he should get the larger share of the sale. Whatever he wanted, it would be a small price to pay to close that chapter of her life. Tomorrow, she would go to the post office in Storgata and send the signed proxy. Afterwards, she would drive to the clinic and email back regarding the job in Stavanger. It would be like leaving her past behind her. She pulled the plug, and the water gushed out.
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