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         The Customs officer, smiling at her, pushed Anita’s passport back across the counter.

         ‘Welcome home, Miss Larsen.’

         ‘Thank you.’

         She struggled to reciprocate his smile. Here it comes, she thought, recognising the dull pain in her abdomen, the tension in her lower back. She almost whispered, ‘Could you tell me where, ahem, the Ladies …’ 

         He pointed discreetly. She returned her passport to her handbag and set her course in the shown direction, looking around her. It was a peculiar sensation to be back—as if you go to sleep in a darkened room and later on a bright electric light wakes you up. The terminal was new, a triumphant display of architectural modernism in Scandinavian interpretation. There was a somewhat clinical atmosphere, but also a spiritual warmth that kept it in check. It grew out of the soft curves and natural materials. The abundant use of wood, the soft linoleum, the light, muted colours—gold-bronze, chamois, ivory.

         And then the lavatory: clean, incredibly clean. She entered the cubicle and pulled her ski pants and underpants down to her knees, sitting herself down. A glance at the sanitary towel told her she was wrong. It had still not started. Damn, she exclaimed inwardly. It was now three days overdue, and she always got it regularly. Her only recollection of something similar came from an occasion where she had actually been pregnant. She sat still for a moment, turning ice cold all over as the surroundings started to blur. Tried to think logically. There could be other reasons why …

         She wanted to change the towel, but there was the usual problem of what to do with the used one. It was just another of those issues no one ever addressed but suffered in solitude. A lack of information. In the end she pulled out a long strip of toilet paper, rolled the towel into it and put it in her handbag. It was nice and soft, the paper, far from the usual stiff, brown public type that scratched you and absorbed no better than greaseproof paper.

         Paradoxically, the lavish environment here at the airport’s new main building made her think of more primitive conditions under foreign skies. Or more specifically, her last overseas assignment three months ago in the small town of Joensuu in Finnish Karelia. The railway hotel with the town’s first and so far only flush toilet, the sign on the wall explaining how to work this new-fangled installation. She had stood for a long time chewing her way through the phrase book text, so it had seemed rather comical when the meaning finally dawned on her. And two days after the shocking and macabre culmination of her mission: the train journey back to Helsinki. It had snowed as she boarded the BOAC plane to London. The airport staff parked a lorry with a large tank on its back next to the plane and sprayed a dark-green liquid over the wings. ‘So she won’t freeze up,’ the steward had explained to the passengers as he himself shivered from the cold.

         There was something appealing about the notion of being defrosted and warmly soaked, turned green as a spring day. But it was winter here in Kastrup, too. A clammy, grey Danish late winter day in March 1948.

         She started walking towards the baggage reclaim area. Most of her fellow passengers from London stood there waiting. The elderly brandy-smelling gentleman she had been sitting next to during the flight gave her a parting nod as he received his suitcase. Two porters in white caps, navy-blue jackets and baggy, light-brown trousers were unloading a handcart. One stood on the platform and handed down suitcases to the other, who placed them on a low counter. A third man—also in a dark jacket and a white cap but wearing a pair of less workman-like trousers—handed the luggage over to the passengers and made some notes in a large logbook. Again, you had to present your passport and ticket, but finally the porters had taken everything off the cart and handed it over. All the passengers left the area, except her. She had still not received her luggage, so she turned to the man with the logbook and asked, ‘Are you certain that was all?’

         ‘Are you missing something?’

         ‘Well, I obviously am. My suitcase!’

         He turned his head to look at the two porters. ‘The young lady here says she hasn’t received her suitcase.’

         One of the porters shrugged; the other one shook his head a fraction.

         ‘Perhaps it fell off the cart on the way in,’ Anita said.

         ‘That would be the first time.’

         ‘Then what might be the problem?’

         ‘Well, it could be several things. The customs officers occasionally take samples, you see. Then there’s also the airport police, of course. And now the military. These are troubled times, you know.’

         ‘So my luggage has been taken aside for a spot check?’

         ‘I didn’t say that. I only said that sometimes the customs people or the police pick out a piece of luggage and look it over. And now we have the military involved as well. Soon, there won’t be enough space for all of us in the building.’

         Anita took a deep breath and beckoned one of the porters over. He approached the counter with hesitant steps and stopped in front of her—a somewhat podgy man in his late twenties, with soft features and a receding chin. When he crossed his arms, she noticed on his right hand a wedding ring of twisted gold.

         She was taking it all in. Every little detail, exactly as they had taught her back in England. Supreme alertness. She could almost hear the nasal voice of the squat, little female corporal, now, blaring across the grounds in front of the estate where the training school was. You had to pay close attention to everything since every little detail might prove essential later on.

         ‘So you really don’t know what has happened to my suitcase?’ she said.

         ‘Er, no. But then it isn’t me and my partner that unload the planes. We just bring the luggage in here on the cart.’

         The feeling of being lied to filled her with an anger that warmed her up. Not necessarily a bad thing since the hall was rather cold. The man with the logbook forestalled her next question.

         ‘Stay here and wait a while. If nothing happens within the next ten minutes, I shall investigate the matter for you.’

         ‘I would prefer if you looked into it immediately.’

         He threw a glance towards a broad staircase with shiny brass railings. It led up to a balustrade that ran at first-floor level most of the way around the hall.

         ‘Won’t be necessary,’ he said. ‘It looks like something’s happening now.’

         A man in his early forties, dressed in a double-breasted, dark-brown suit and brown leather shoes, descended the stairs. He reached the hall floor and continued straight towards Anita. Two sergeants from the military police walked behind him on either side, each carrying a submachine gun on a strap over his right shoulder. She recognised the weapon. The wooden gunstock and the short, round barrel. The rectangular, downwards-pointing magazine: the Husqvarna.

         The three men stopped short of her, the civilian straightening his jacket. He was below average height, with a somewhat stooping posture, receding temples and a broad mouth with straight, narrow lips. His hair was blond, brushed back, his jaw wide with a small, round chin, his eyes blue with a glint of uncertainty. The soldiers from the military police were taller and more heavily built. The sporting type. She had almost forgotten how tall Danish men often were, particularly those selected for duties such as theirs. Coldness clung to their khaki greatcoats, but the suited man in front of them appeared to come straight from a heated office. As he parted his lips, a faint smell of rye bread and cheese came out between his not too well-groomed teeth.

         ‘Miss Irene Larsen?’

         ‘Yes.’

         The name was her own invention. Choose a normal Danish name, they had told her. She had said the first thing that came into her mind.

         ‘Please follow me,’ he said.

         She nodded with all the dignity she could muster for the occasion as he turned on his heel and started retracing his steps towards the staircase. She followed with the two soldiers close behind her. The hall had grown quiet, and she sensed they were being watched, even more than previously. Curious glances, perhaps some that were more than just curious, too. She looked around. The man over there, leaning himself against the wall, wearing a homburg and holding a cheroot between the first and second finger of his left hand. The red-haired woman who started searching for something in her handbag the moment Anita looked at her. The lady in the tobacco kiosk who leaned forward on the right-hand side of the counter to write something down on a piece of paper, then suddenly stared at her. These things can drive you batty, Anita thought.

         It was an old observation.

          
   

         *
   

          
   

         Second Lieutenant E. K. Riedel it said on the door. Not a real name sign, just a little piece of mournful-looking, grey card as if cut from a shoebox, stuck on the door with a short strip of brown gummed paper tape on either side. A bizarre departure from the building’s overall architectural finesse. The same applied to the office behind it, which housed a scarred desk with a green felt-inlaid top, a limping little rolling table with a battered dark-green Adler and a worn office chair with what looked like burn marks from cigarette butts. On the desk stood a telephone, a shiny, black box with the receiver cradled across it and a chromed crank handle on its side. A wooden filing cabinet had been squeezed into a corner, hardly of a more recent date than the 1880s. Indeed, the dilapidated Danish military had made its entry in the fashionable airport building.

         From the window behind the desk was a view over the taxi rank. A black or very dark-blue Opel Admiral sailed through the slush and then turned left to continue towards the city.

         These masculine observations in particular were an acquired skill for her. Car models, weapon types, potential confrontations, military ranks. This was not Anita Gerholdt registering and taking note. It was her, the other one.

         And then the weather. Half an hour ago when her plane had landed, it had been dry albeit with a menacing black sky. Now it was hailing against the window, and a damp chill radiated from the plate glass into the room. An invisible curse that enveloped her like a clammy blanket. 

         Next to the telephone were two photographs in shiny metal frames. The angle prevented her from seeing who or what they showed. Besides, she was more concerned about the object in the middle of the desk: her brown leather suitcase, closed. Behind her the soldiers now stood on opposite sides of the door. The man in the suit turned his back to the window and seated himself in the swivel chair while a shiver ran through him.

         ‘So you’re Miss Irene Larsen, secretary?’ His tone was condescending, but somewhere in it she noticed a slight quiver.

         ‘That’s correct.’

         ‘You work for a company in London, I gather. Jones & McGuill?’

         ‘Yes. A grain export consortium.’

         ‘Aha. And what kind of grain may this consortium be importing?’

         ‘Exporting.’

         ‘Of course. It says so here, too. So England is now exporting grain? That sounds the wrong way around to me.’

         ‘We work in the overseas territories. The colonies. The British dependencies.’

         ‘So we’re talking about rice and such?’

         ‘Look,’ she said. ‘If you want, we can get this over with so I can move on.’

         ‘I’m not so sure about that.’

         ‘I understand your position, but if you would let me …’ 

         ‘Empty your handbag.’

         ‘Excuse me, what?’

         ‘You heard. Empty your bag. Now. Open it, turn it upside down, empty it out on the table.’

         He put her suitcase on the floor to make space. She thought of the used towel and felt a prickly sensation run up her spine. ‘A handbag is a woman’s private property,’ she objected.

         ‘That depends on what’s in it.’

         ‘For God’s sake, give me a chance to explain.’

         ‘You can do that afterwards. First, you must empty your bag, Miss Larsen. If that’s your real name.’

         ‘Second Lieutenant Riedel,’ she said. ‘At least let me make one small suggestion first.’

         ‘So you even know …’ He turned his face a little but continued looking at her. ‘I don’t recall telling you my name and rank.’

         She did not know how to reply without embarrassing him, which could make him even harder to deal with. He obviously had a problem with finding the right attitude towards her. Understandably enough, perhaps. It was hardly every day they detained a woman with her kind of luggage in this place, and apparently it made him so tense he even forgot the little card sign on his office door. But her conclusions reached further than that. Since Riedel was a second lieutenant, it had to be in the intelligence services. He was wearing civilian clothes. Furthermore, a man of his age would be at least a first lieutenant in any other branch of the military. That is, if he held a college diploma—which Riedel did. A moment ago, she had leaned forward and glimpsed the photographs on his desk. One of them showed Riedel at half his current age along with three peers, their arms around each other’s shoulders, the traditional graduate caps askew. The self-assured smiles borne by the awareness of belonging to the elite, the chosen few. There was little left of that confidence now.

         ‘Before we go any further,’ she said, ‘please call the War Department and ask to speak with Permanent Secretary Wilhelm Nordby. You can say you have detained a woman by the name of Irene Larsen at Copenhagen Airport, from the consortium Jones & McGuill in London. Say it as it is: You made a spot check and found a Webley and Scott semiautomatic pistol and a Minox sub-miniature camera in my luggage. I assume the name Nordby is familiar to you?’

         Riedel looked sideways at the two MPs. ‘Did you say Wilhelm Nordby?’ he almost whispered.

         She nodded. He swallowed hard, and she could read from his expression what went through his mind. Permanent Secretary Wilhelm Nordby was not a real person. The name was part of a code you had to use this week when you called the War Department to verify something concerning intelligence matters. It was only known to a small inner circle.

         ‘These are serious times,’ Riedel muttered. ‘We have to be, er, vigilant.’

         ‘Of course,’ she said.

         In fact, she meant the opposite. Her superior had told her the Danish authorities would know about her arrival. That she could walk straight through the airport control without problems of any kind and without attracting attention.

         Riedel looked up at the MPs and made a sideways nod. ‘Dismissed!’ he barked as if to bolster his self-confidence and authority.

         They marched out the door while he raised the receiver and turned the crank.

         ‘Now I know who you are,’ he said. ‘This is quite regrettable.’

         Anita gave a small shrug and looked away. Meanwhile, he got through to the switchboard.

         ‘Miss Dahl? Put me through to the War Department. Yes, of course it has to be on the safe line …’
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         When he tensed up, it always started at the top and spread downwards. First a trembling in his scalp, then in his face, then it reached his neck, his shoulders and so on until he felt like a quivering wreck. He had recently become more and more convinced that he was not the right man for this job. The strained international climate in the wake of the Communist coup in Prague had caused an escalation in responsibility that clearly surpassed his capabilities.

         With this feeling inside him, Riedel escorted the woman who called herself Irene Larsen out of the airport building. Then he returned to his office, closed the door behind him and walked over to the window. For a while, he fiddled with the radiator handle, knowing full well that the janitor had inserted a small bolt so you could only turn it halfway up. Riedel had even inspected the mechanism with the ulterior motive of dismantling it. He should have known better. The tip of the bolt had a small hole with a short piece of braided fuse wire running through it, the ends of which were melted into a lead seal with a tiny majestic crown stamped onto it. Only a small example of the state control of rationing the Danish government had introduced after the invasion of Poland almost ten years before, and which still prevailed.

         The telephone rang, and Riedel went back to the table to pick up the receiver. The caller turned out to be his immediate superior, First Lieutenant Nielsen.

         ‘We need to talk. I’ll be over presently.’

         Click.

         Riedel sat down, picked up one of the two framed photographs on his desk and stared at it. Not the student picture, but the one of his wife and their two children. After a while, he put the picture back on the table and instead produced a small, brown screw-capped pill bottle from his jacket pocket. He shook out two pills and put them in his mouth, then washed them down with half a cup of lukewarm coffee. When twenty minutes later there was a knock on the door, he was already feeling calmer.

         ‘Enter,’ he said and rose, somewhat dizzy.

         The door opened, and a man stepped in, carrying a brown leather briefcase under his arm. He was taller than average and had a narrow face with sharp features. The sight of his pale complexion reminded Riedel of the cold sheets in which severe fever patients were often wrapped to bring down their temperature. Above it the first lieutenant’s hair was mousy-blond and greying, cut short at the sides and by the neck, with the longer fringe combed to the right in a parting. He closed the door behind him with his elbow.

         ‘This isn’t just amateurism; it’s complete idiocy,’ he said.

         ‘I beg your pardon?’

         Nielsen held the little, grey piece of card up between them. His voice was low-flying and firing live cartridges. ‘Are you out of your mind? Advertising yourself like that. Your real name, your rank.’

         ‘I, er …’

         ‘You’re supposed to be an intelligence officer.’

         Riedel considered what to say. There had been some unfortunate incidents lately, but he could hardly admit to his superior how difficult he found it to keep up his authority with both the passengers and the airport staff. He had hoped the little makeshift sign on his door, announcing his military status, would rectify the situation, but so far there had been no detectable improvement.

         ‘I’m sorry,’ he said. ‘You’re right, of course. It was foolish of me. Please have a seat.’

         He grabbed a chair that stood by the wall next to the filing cabinet and moved it to a space in front of the desk. Nielsen, still standing, flung the name sign down on the desk, like a poker player throwing down a bad card.

         ‘Actually, that’s the least of it,’ he said. ‘You knew we were expecting someone. A very important guest. You knew that person’s luggage would include some unusual paraphernalia. Your instructions were simple. In such a situation you were to contact the War Department immediately for further orders.’

         ‘Which is precisely what I did.’

         ‘So I’m told ... after making a big charade out of it and attracting the attention of the entire establishment.’

         ‘But surely, you can understand that I never expected such a … that I couldn’t …’

         ‘You’ve never heard that the British Secret Service make use of women, particularly of the younger generation?’

         ‘I know of course they did that during the war. Particularly in France, I guess. But it never occurred to me for a single moment that she could be the one we were expecting. Of course, I could see there was something unusual going on when we opened her suitcase, but I found it far more likely that she was working for the other, er, side.’

         Nielsen shook his head, indicating that the subject was exhausted. Then he smoothed his coat behind his thighs and finally sat down. Riedel followed suit while the first lieutenant produced a folder from his briefcase, opened it and took out a bunch of photographs.

         ‘I want to show you something,’ he said. ‘Think before you make your reply. Do you recognise the woman in question in any of these pictures?’

         He placed the photographs next to each other on the desk pad in front of Riedel. They looked like enlarged passport pictures. Riedel studied them. Their blurry quality seemed to give them an atmosphere of something sinister, something ghost-like as if the women in them had not been fully present when they were taken. There were five pictures altogether, all of women in their twenties.

         ‘Remember that she probably looks different now,’ Nielsen said. ‘The colour and style of her hair you have to ignore. The same goes for the curve of the eyebrows. Of course, these days many women pluck them anyway and paint them on instead. Rather, you should concentrate on the shape of the nose, the width of the chin and the forehead. Most importantly, look at the eyes. The eyes never lie. Unless she wore glasses.’

         ‘She didn’t,’ Riedel said. He pointed with a trembling finger. ‘I think it might have been her. At least she comes closer than any of the others. As you say yourself, hair colour etcetera must be excluded from the equation. That woman there appears to be blond. The one I detained was red-haired. But it’s her; I’m almost certain.’

         ‘Don’t rush it. Take a proper look.’

         Riedel stared at the photographs for a few more seconds, then nodded. Nielsen gathered up the pictures and put them back in the folder, making sure the selected one was at the top of the pile.

         ‘She was actually quite a beautiful, young woman,’ Riedel said. ‘I didn’t give that much thought while she was here. But you’re right, of course. I should have been more …’

         First Lieutenant Nielsen shoved the folder into his briefcase without looking up.

         ‘That’ll be all for now,’ he said as he got up and left the room.
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         The editorial office of the Freedom Courier, a small political periodical, was in a one-bedroomed flat on the second floor of a mews building in Nørre Bridge, the old northern district of the city. The reception was in the kitchen, with access from the short hallway. By a small dining table in the middle of the room sat a girl of seventeen or eighteen years, with blond, semi-long hair, a round face and clear, blue eyes. She wore too much lipstick and drew nervously on a cigarette. The room smelled of tobacco smoke with a tint of cooking gas. The small dining table was full of papers sorted in piles of varying heights. On the table with the gas rings, a kettle was close to whistling. A large amount of cups and plates stood piled up on both sides of the sink. Behind the girl, a window looked out on the yard and the surrounding blocks of flats. She removed the cigarette from her lips with shivery fingers and looked at Anita. ‘We’re closed,’ she said in a rural, Mid-Funen accent. ‘It’s almost seven o’clock.’

         ‘I’m here on a private errand. I’m an old friend of Mathias Søeberg.’

         ‘Your name is?’

         ‘You can tell him it’s Lone Rahbens.’

         The girl got up and headed towards the hallway, moving in a strained and frantic manner. On the way she bounced her hip against the edge of the table and let out a whimper. ‘All right, then I’ll tell him Lone Rahbens wants to see him,’ she murmured and disappeared.

         A moment later, Anita could hear her speak in the room next door. A deep male voice responded. She recognised it instantly, its hint of an accent like the girl’s. The soft consonants, the light, nasal purring.

         The girl returned just as the kettle began to whistle in earnest. Her head was moving from side to side, and she held a hand to her stomach. She turned off the gas but made no move to use the boiling water.

         ‘He says he doesn’t know any Lone Rahbens, but you can go in anyway.’ She sat down and looked at some papers.

         ‘Thanks.’

         The door between the kitchen and the living room seemed not to be in use, so Anita went the same way as the girl—out into the hall, then to the right.

         The first thing she noticed as she entered the living room was piles of papers and books and newspapers everywhere. The next was a big male figure poring over a desk with his back to the room. A grey-green typewriter stood in front of him. In a smoke-coloured glass ashtray to the left of the machine was a pipe, its mouthpiece pointing out over the edge. Anita felt a sinking sensation in her stomach. Something she had worked hard to put behind her was suddenly overwhelming her.

         Mathias was not typing although a fresh piece of paper protruded from the typewriter. Instead, he rested his elbows on the desk and stared out of the window in front of him. Then he turned towards her, and they looked at each other for a few seconds. He clearly did not recognise her, so she took off her scarf and shook her head to make her red hair fall down over her shoulders. Then she removed the wig, too, and now her hair was dark and short as had been the fashion some twenty years before.

         ‘Christ Almighty … Anita!’ He jumped up from his chair and stood himself in front of her, giving her a hug she could really feel.

         Mathias was a tall man, almost bear-like. He had a full black beard and was altogether rather hairy. The beard had not been there during the war. It would have attracted too much attention at a time when beards were not exactly in vogue among young men. He had let it grow out during the summer after liberation. The source of inspiration was unmistakable, particularly in this room where a framed version of it adorned the wall between two windows: the famous photograph of Ernest Hemingway at the Dorchester Hotel in London. The war correspondent was conducting a press conference over a breakfast consisting of sliced ham, fried eggs and whiskey.

         ‘Now I know … Lone! Of course, I remember Lone. But can’t I call you Anita all the same?’

         ‘If you like.’

         ‘Have you come home? I mean, are you back for good or only visiting?’

         ‘Just a flying visit.’

         ‘But still using disguises and false names and all that rubbish. You have to explain this. Throw off your coat and sit yourself down.’

         He pointed to the sofa behind her. Anita shook off her coat and hung it over the armrest. After a moment’s consideration, she dropped the wig on a pile of papers on the low, elongated coffee table. Then she sat down on the sofa. Mathias moved a stack of books from a chair and seated himself across from her.

         ‘It’s almost as if you’re still underground,’ he said. ‘Wigs and aliases. It’s almost like the old days.’

         She gave him a resigned look, and there was a slight pause. Then he continued with renewed energy, ‘It’s been a hell of a long time. No one has seen you since the autumn after the war. At least no one I know. I asked around for you, Anita. I even went out to see your parents. They said you had moved to England and gave me a mailing address. But I never got around to writing. You knew where I was so if you had any interest at all … I mean, if you wanted to … There was a rumour you had started working for a company over there.’

         They both leaned forward and reached for each other’s hands. He had smaller hands than you would expect, with short, strong fingers. Hers were slim, cool. He warmed them. They remained sitting like this for a while, staring each other in the eye. Then she could hold it back no longer, so she let go of him and covered her face with her hands.

         ‘Hey,’ he said. ‘Hey, hey, you. No, no.’

         He moved over to the sofa and put his arm around her shoulder. She could feel his muscles behind the shirt. He smelled of pipe tobacco and a little of perspiration. She could not remember if he had smelled the same way that time they lay in bed and held each other all night after Jens Christian, her fiancé, had been killed. It had been too long.

         A few moments later she recovered her voice. A bit too much, in fact. She told him things she was never supposed to tell anyone, not under any circumstances. About what she was doing these days. About the kind of people she worked for. But if she could not trust Mathias, then nothing mattered anyway, and it could all go to hell. They had closed the door to the hallway, and all seemed quiet and safe when she felt a twinge of panic.

         ‘What about your secretary? Can she be trusted?’

         ‘She’s my niece, Anita. She’s from back home. From Ringe, you know.’

         ‘Is she always so distracted?’

         ‘What do you mean?’

         ‘She doesn’t seem to be quite well.’

         ‘She hasn’t told me anything.’ He shrugged. ‘As I said, there’s no need to worry. She’s completely reliable. Listen, Anita. About what you just told me. I want you to know how much I admire you for what you’ve done. Too many people never dare to take sides and make a moral choice.’

         She shrugged. ‘How are things with you anyway?’ she said. ‘I haven’t even asked you that.’

         ‘I’m fine. There’s plenty to do around here. I run the magazine all by myself now though people still submit articles and so on.’

         ‘The same old lot? Those from the group?’

         ‘Most of them are, yes,’ Mathias said. ‘We try to keep the flag flying, but it isn’t easy. Times are bad in this country.’

         ‘Times are bad everywhere,’ she said.

         ‘How do you mean?’

         ‘Wherever I’ve been, times are bad. People are scared.’

         He asked her to be more specific. She said there was a widespread fear of a new world war breaking out any day.

         ‘I’m not sure the last one ever ended,’ he said. ‘Certainly, there are people who feel it should continue. Perhaps you’ve heard of our mysterious murders?’

         ‘A bit,’ she said. ‘Something about a car mechanic and his son?’

         ‘That’s been the worst of them so far. Happened on the night before Fastelavn.’

         She nodded. Fastelavn: the ancient February carnival held on Shrove Monday. A day when children all over the country dressed up in costumes, put on masks and lined up in front of hanging barrels filled with sweets and fruit. They would beat the barrel in turn with a club until it splintered and all the treats poured into the snow beneath it. In the Middle Ages, this had been a game for adults only, and instead of sweets there would be a live cat in the barrel as a symbol of witchcraft and evil.

         ‘The papers call it the Shrovetide Slaughter,’ Mathias said.

         She blinked. ‘Yes, I’ve seen that. What more can you tell me about it?’

         ‘You don’t want me to give you the details, do you?’

         ‘As many as you know.’

         ‘Has it got anything to do with why you’re back?’

         ‘I don’t know.’

         ‘All right,’ he said. ‘But don’t say I didn’t warn you.’

         And so he told her, starting with the younger victim in this much-publicised double murder, a thirty-four-year-old car mechanic by the name of Robert Brydeholm. Despite his mature age, this person had still been living with his widowed father in a bungalow in Brønshøj, a north-western suburb of Copenhagen. From there the two men had run an automobile repair shop together, the rear of which connected to the house. On the night before Fastelavn, a group of men had broken into the bungalow. According to the police investigation, the victims had fought against the intruders, who forced them from their bedrooms into the workshop. There the two mechanics were gagged, pinioned and hung by their feet from a pair of hoists, the kind used for lifting engines out of motorcars. Then the father and son were battered with metal pipes until their faces were, as described by one of the tabloids, an unrecognisable pulp. Afterwards, as a sick and macabre joke, the killers had covered their victims’ faces with carnival masks, turning the father into a grinning clown and his son a jolly policeman.

         Every day since then, the murder had been front-page material while a myriad of theories flourished about the killers’ identity and motives. There were rumours of an occult ritual taking place at the scene of the crime, financial discrepancies in the bookkeeping of the garage, evidence of extreme sadistic behaviour during the killing and more besides. What hampered the solving of the case was not a lack of leads, rather there were too many of them, and they all ended up nowhere. It was now six weeks since the crime, and the investigation had hit a deadlock. The police had questioned hundreds of people, filling dozens of boxes to the brim with their statements. Yet the few suspects detained so far had all been released again due to a lack of solid evidence.

         ‘Is that what you’re writing about at the moment?’ Anita asked.

         ‘Just before you came, I was trying to cobble an obituary together.’

         ‘On the murder victims?’

         ‘No. I know nothing about them. I was writing about Janus Olsen. Perhaps you’ve heard of him? He wrote some poems and such before the war. Got rather well reviewed. Apart from that, he was famous for living on top of a water tower.’

         ‘No, I don’t think …’

         ‘He was in Holger Danske.’ This had been one of the biggest and most renowned of the Resistance organisations during the war. ‘Assassination squad. Took his own life last Wednesday. Like several others who have done those things. We were lucky we never got involved in that stuff, Anita. Damned difficult to write about, too. You know how it is … the ethics of journalism.’

         ‘You mean the consideration for friends and family?’

         ‘That plays a part, of course. But I was thinking more of the unwritten rule that you must never write directly it was suicide.’

         ‘I didn’t know that.’

         ‘Apparently, it can cause epidemics. So you have to beat around the bush.’

         ‘Which isn’t exactly your style.’

         ‘No.’

         They sat for a moment without speaking. Then he said, ‘Where are you staying? With your parents?’

         ‘Are you crazy?’ She laughed nervously.

         ‘Perhaps they don’t even know you’re in the country?’

         ‘Of course not.’

         ‘It’s a strange life you lead, Anita. Even with the little you’ve told me, it sounds very strange.’

         ‘Too strange.’

         ‘So where are you staying?’

         ‘A hotel room has been booked for me. Actually, I need to get going.’

         ‘You’re welcome here anytime,’ he said. ‘I’ll give you my phone number. The private one, I mean. If there’s anything I can help you with, just call. And as I said earlier on, I admire you for the, er, existential choice you’ve made.’

         ‘That’s a lovely way to put it,’ she said.
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         The Hotel Rosa was in Copenhagen’s West End district, between the thoroughfare of Vester Bridge Street and the red-light district around Isted Street. Prostitutes did not frequent the place, but neither was it a classy establishment in any way. Perhaps its most immediately striking feature was the lack of correlation between the building and its name. Since rosa is the Danish word for the colour rose, it seemed peculiar that the façade was mainly grey, with a yellowish tinge. Between the first and second floor, the name was screwed into the wall, a series of letters about half a metre tall. They might once have been some shade of red, but the harsh Nordic weather combined with airborne hydrocarbons had long since worn it down to something best described as a dirty-white hue.

         Anita passed through the glass doors of the reception with its threadbare carpet and thin cigar-box wood panelling. There was a smell of dust and mould and stale cigarette smoke, but at least the place was cheap. Not that she had expected otherwise. The British Government was paying the bill. Still, the financial aspect was only part of the reason she had to stay under such dismal conditions. Equally important were the scrubby anonymity of the place and its central location.

         She nodded at the middle-aged woman sitting in a swivel chair behind the counter. ‘Good evening. The name is Larsen, Irene Larsen. A room has been booked for me.’

         ‘Really?’

         The reply came so sullenly, you might think it was an insult to book a room at this hotel. The receptionist then opened a ledger and ran her finger down the dates and names. A cigarette sat glued to the lipstick by the corner of her mouth. Now and again, she pushed it upwards with her lower lip to take a puff. Anita rested her right elbow on the counter which ran lengthwise along the foyer to the left as you entered through the broad glass door. Further on by the back wall was an arch with no door or frame. As far as she could make out, it led to a staircase going up to the left. She jammed her suitcase against the counter with her knee and leaned forward, pointing at the open ledger.

         ‘There,’ she said. ‘That’s my name right there.’

         ‘Yes, I can see that.’ The receptionist spun her chair around to snatch a key from a hook on a wooden board. Then she turned back and slammed it down on the counter. ‘Room 23. It’s on the second floor, second door on your left as you walk down the corridor. I’m afraid our bellboy’s off sick, and I can’t help you with your luggage. I would have to lock up everything down here, which of course isn’t doable.’

         ‘Don’t worry,’ Anita said, picking up the key. ‘I only have the one piece of luggage. After all, I’m only staying three nights.’

         ‘But it says here your booking is for five full days.’

         ‘That’s only because …’ She did her best to hide her surprise. ‘I was planning on a longer stay, but it was, er, cut short. You should have been notified.’

         ‘I’ve been told nothing of the sort. As far as I’m concerned, your booking covers five full days.’

         ‘I will of course pay for whatever has been booked.’

         Now a heavily rouged woman of about sixty years entered from the street, followed by a taxi driver with a suitcase in each hand. The clammy, raw chill poured in through the open doorway around them like an unwelcome guest and settled like a thick cover across the carpet. Anita thought of a joke she had once heard: It was so cold my kneecaps rattled like castanets. Was it Jens Christian who had coined that phrase? She was not sure, but he probably had, and she realised that a great many things in the next few days would remind her of him.

         The woman, who spoke Danish with a thick American accent, said she was in Copenhagen to visit her cousin. She said a great many other things besides, most of which seemed rather incoherent, perhaps even to herself. In between, she looked around with large and glassy eyes. It appeared that the establishment was a good deal below her expectations.

         Meanwhile, the driver had placed her luggage by the counter and gone back outside. He returned with some hatboxes, which he placed on the floor by the window. Then he disappeared out the door once more. The receptionist searched through the ledger for the woman’s reservation while Anita grabbed her suitcase and headed for the opening in the back wall. A moment later she forced her way up the steep and narrow staircase to the second floor.

         The room was larger than she had expected, which was the only thing commending it. She put her hand on the oil heater. It was ice cold, like everything else in the room. She sighed. This meant she had to return to the sulky receptionist and ask to have the heating turned on. But first she wanted to air the room. There was a smell of mouse nest, or at least of clammy towels long overdue for washing. The room had no lavatory; you had to go down to the end of the corridor for that.

         She crossed the floor to open the window. The storm by now had subsided. Faint lights glimmered behind the windows of the building on the opposite side of the mews, reminding her of an advent calendar with its flaps opened. A man, slightly limping, pulled a rattling bicycle towards a set of steps leading down into a basement. A radio was playing a string quartet. The music came and went in waves and seemed to originate from an open window to her right. For a moment, she stood still and listened. No, it was not a quartet but something more elaborate and compressed, more entwined. Then she realised it was the second movement of Brahms’ first string sextet, the part where the wind is blowing across the meadow, and the sky darkens. It struck her that even geniuses like Brahms were not the true masterminds behind such miracles; rather they acted as in-betweens. She could see him in her mind’s eye, now, the hermit in his furnished flat, a puppet with its strings running straight into Heaven, dancing before Schumann’s wife. Was there a concert or a recital somewhere in town tonight? That would be a welcome distraction, exactly what she needed. But a glance at her watch told her it had become too late. She had to make do with the music that came floating towards her on the air, and imagine she was in the room where the performance took place.

         A shiver went through her, and it was not only because of the cold. She was yearning so much to be at a concert that it manifested itself physically. She thought of the Beethoven quartets she had attended a few weeks ago in a church in West London. The building had recently been re-roofed after the Blitz—a call for a celebration. All benches taken, extra folding chairs lined up along the walls. For a moment during the performance, a spontaneous feeling of hope had evolved. It lingered in the air and reflected on people’s faces. They stared bewildered at one another and smiled as if they were asking, Can you sense it, too? A notion that the war was really over, not just drifting into a new one. A shared feeling that a future might be possible after all.

         She returned to her suitcase on the bed, opened it and started taking out her clothes and piling them up on the bedspread. Her Webley and Scott was in a little leather holster with white stitching along the edge. There was something slightly sickening about the thought that someone had sown this together. The complete detachment from the suffering, like an illustration in a first-aid manual. She drew the curtains and pulled the weapon from its holster. An ugly little lump of iron with a matching silencer, like a scaled-down bicycle pump. She shoved the gun into her handbag and put the silencer back in the suitcase. Then she went out into the hallway, locked the door behind her and headed for the bathroom. A moment later she sighed, realising that her period had still not started.

         When she got back to her room, she continued unpacking. Enough clothes for a four-day trip, including the travelling days. That was how her handler had described the mission to her, yet it appeared that he had booked her room for five full days. It might be the customary British holes in the planning, but there could also be a hidden intent. It was impossible to know for sure. The predominant feeling about these operations was always one of uncertainty.

         The mousy smell still lingered, but now the storm was brewing up again, and it started hailing in through the open window, forcing her to close it. Then she headed downstairs to complain about the lack of heating.

         On the landing between first and second floor, she bumped into the receptionist, who had changed her tune completely.

         ‘I’m sorry to trouble you, Miss Larsen. But there’s something I need to ask you.’

         Anita looked at the woman, who was shifting her weight from one foot to the other as she spoke.

         ‘It’s one of our other guests. In fact, you saw her earlier on in the reception. She’s a Danish-American, who has come back to visit her cousin, and she has brought an awful lot of luggage. She’s not at all happy with the room I’ve given her and claims we have promised her a suite. However, someone must have misinformed her because I only have our smallest room to give her. We’ve no more vacancies, you see, what with Easter coming up and so forth. Still, you’re all alone and have our biggest single room on the second floor, and I noticed that you’re, er, travelling light. Please forgive the imposition, but it’s a critical situation.’ She lowered her voice. ‘To put it bluntly, the hag is completely barmy.’
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