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         The heat was unbearable. It transformed the skin into blisters that stung when they started oozing. She stared at her hands with burning eyes and saw sinew and bones becoming visible, as the skin around it melted slowly. She heard her mother scream; a scream that drilled itself into her boiling brain. Her legs were unmovable, as if she had fused to the ground. Then she saw him.

         Villads. He walked into the fire, slowly and determined, as if it did not harm him. She wanted to scream for him to stay away, to go back to Copenhagen and stay there, but her throat burned too, as did her stomach. The only thing that came out of her mouth was flames, as if she were a dragon. Suddenly, she was pulled into the inferno. She fought, thrashed around, but there was nothing to get a grip on. She called for Villads, called for her mom, but she was alone with the fire that had transformed into a gigantic red monster with evil, poking eyes and a twitching tongue made of fire. It reached her easily and started burning her, bit by bit. She screamed.

         Liv sat up in her bed with a start. The scream had woken her. Sweat was running down her forehead and her hands were wet when she tried wiping the dream off her face.

         It was dark outside the window, and the red, digital numbers on her alarm clock showed 1:35. Slowly, she got her breath under control. It was only a dream, even though it had seemed so real.

         The nightmares had begun again. It was his fault: John Boje. She lay back on the sweaty sheet. Her blanket was on the floor, but she felt warm, so she left it there. She stared at the ceiling, horrified and afraid the nightmare would come back if she closed her eyes.

         When the alarm clock started ringing, she realized she must have fallen back asleep, because it startled her awake. She fought to sit up and was just about to fall over the blanket on the floor, when she stood up. The alarm clock was always on the shelf across the room, so she had to stand up to turn it off. Otherwise, she would just ignore it and keep sleeping.

         Why had she made it ring so early? She had the day off, she suddenly realized. She had to have some blood tests taken at the hospital at 12:30. She had plenty of time. She was freezing, suddenly. She was only wearing underpants. She had pulled off the nightdress during the nightmare and it was soaking wet with sweat. A shower was much needed. She could smell herself.

         She had eaten two slices of white bread with plenty of butter and a thick layer of Nutella and two glasses of cocoa, when her phone started vibrating on the table. She took it, hesitantly. Whenever she had a call, it was usually someone from the shop. Or someone from Villads’ nursing home. Maybe something had happened to him. She did not recognize the number. Maybe it was one of those annoying phone salesmen, analysis institutes, or charities that kept on calling her.

         “Yes?”

         “Hello, is this Liv? You may remember me from the other day? My name is Anne Larsen. I’m from TV2 East Jutland.”

         It was that journalist woman. Liv was about to hang up immediately.

         “I’m sorry to disturb you, but I visited your brother the day before yesterday. I’m sorry to see he’s disabled. I didn’t know. I understand why you didn’t want to talk about it, but how bad is it? I had the impression he was trying to communicate with me. Hello?”

         There was a shot break while Liv considered whether to hang up, but something held her back. How had the journalist found out which nursing home Villads lived in? Why would she want to talk to him?”

         “How?” she asked tensely, and her heart started hammering again…but not as much as last night.

         “He sent me a signal to look at the paper. I think it was about Johan Boje. I know you know him, Liv. He was your mother’s boyfriend.”

         Boyfriend? Liv swallowed nausea and a snort. Her mother had not had a boyfriend. She was a whore who had driven their beloved father from them and right into death.

         “Why did he do that?” she asked carefully and without really thinking about it. She wanted to turn off her phone and be alone, but how had Villads communicated? And about what? How much did he actually know how to do? The thought struck her again. There had been a change in Villads. It was clear.

         “I’ll tell you when we meet. The people at the shop said you had the day off, and I can be in Paderup in about a half an hour.”

         “I can’t. I’m not home.”

         “Okay. When can I meet you, then? Sometime this afternoon?”

         “Not today. I have to go to Randers.”

         “Well, that’s surprisingly perfect. I have to go to Randers this morning, too. There’s an exhibition in Randers Art Museum today. The artist will be there and I have to do a TV segment about it. Where can we meet? And when? It’s entirely up to you.”

         Liv hesitated.

         “Can’t you just tell me how Villads communicated? Did he say anything?” she asked and knew that the journalist had the upper hand.

         “I think Villads wanted to tell me something about Johan Boje, but then he suddenly went quiet. I want to talk to you about it off the record, but not on the phone. Do you know Café Kræs? It’s near the museum so that would fit me well. Should we say…14:30?”

         Of course, she knew Café Kræs. When she turned off the phone, she already regretted agreeing. But what had Villads tried to say? She felt goosebumps on her arms. Was he really remembering what happened four years ago?

         Randers Regional Hospital reminded her of school. The same red buildings and windows that looked like sunken eyes you never knew what happened behind…like Villads’ eyes. She stopped at the entrance and thought about staying outside, like the one time in school where she skipped to get away from all the bullying, the judgment of her abilities, her behavior, and her looks. Visiting the hospital felt the same.

         They had to monitor her metabolism and her blood pressure, they said. She weighed too much, and it could be life threatening if her blood pressure was too high. Today, it was too high, she knew that already. How could it be anything else after the horrible nightmare of last night that had still not let go of her?

         She hated having her blood drawn, seeing the needle slipping under her skin and the blood running through the see-through tube into the test tubes. Usually, the nurse could not find the vain in her arm and she had to poke around with the needle before finding it. This often resulted in a violet, black mark on her arm that she had to hide with a long-sleeved t-shirt at work, so no one would spread rumors about her being a drug addict.

         She got over herself and entered the building. It usually did not last long, but today she had to wait in the waiting room for a while, and afterwards the nurse poked around with the needle in her arm. Her blood pressure was too high. She had to have some medicine and had to go to the drug store, but she did not want to. She got in the car and went to Randers C to find a parking lot by Café Kræs.

         Anne Larsen was already at the table of the café and waved at her as she entered. They were almost alone in the café.

         “Hi Liv. I’m glad you agreed to talk to me,” she greeted, sounding too cheery, when Liv approached the table and sat down. “What do you want? It’s on me.”
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