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            Chapter 1
   

         

         It was forbidden to cry any more. The cherry tree blossomed, dropping pink snow over us as we sat on the grass.

         It was best if someone volunteered. Otherwise, Father would have to choose.

         We had been left in the garden to think about it. Not allowed to come in before he said.

         That was a long time ago now. The shade of the tree had moved far over the lawn. Every time I looked at the house, I got a stomach ache.

         ‘I have to pee,’ I whispered.

         ‘Me too.’

         Several petals fell through the air. In the distance, a cow bellowed. A long wailing sound that hung long over the flat fields with yellow winter rapeseed and newly sprouted peas.

         I closed my eyes. I wished I could fall asleep, but my eyes kept opening. Like my little sister’s doll when you sat it up.

         ‘Maybe he forgot about us,’ I whispered.

         ‘Maybe.’

         I looked at the house again. The dark windows. The closed door.

         With every gust of wind, it looked as if the house was bristling. There were vines all over the red bricks. Large, deep-green leaves with white streaks that resembled veins. The house had almost completely disappeared. It made me think of when we were smaller and we would bury each other in the sandbox. The feeling of not being able to breathe.

         The leaves lifted again. I couldn’t stop looking at the house and the closed door. The stomach ache got worse and my feet walked over there of their own accord.

         The blood rushed as I took the handle. There was no lock, and even though I was terrified, I stepped inside.

         The incense sticks had been burning since yesterday morning. Still, there was a pungent smell in the house. My fingertips stroked the raw brick wall in the hallway. I didn’t dare turn on the light. I walked on tiptoes, striving to step on the right floorboards, past closed umbrellas and velour shoes with thin straps. It was dim here. All the curtains were drawn.

         A creak. I froze. Saw that my foot had stepped on the wrong spot. There was a faint hiss. Like someone breathing, and I thought of sleeping dragons. Spirits and monkeys and scaly snakes with the heads of lions.

         Don’t let your imagination run wild. That’s what the adults would say if they were here.

         The incense sticks were patchouli. Little sister’s favourite.

         My feet started walking again without my giving them permission.

         The house was really cold. How had they made it so cold? Outside it was May and the whole garden was in bloom.

         The kitchen door was ajar. On the stove, blue gas flames whistled under a pot of vegetables. That was the sound I had heard. It smelled burnt. I wanted to turn it off, but I didn’t dare.

         On the living room door hung a drawing of a tiger. It was stuck up with tape. The tiger’s teeth were very long. The longer they were, the more forbidden it was to enter.

         I pressed down the handle as gently as I could. The living room was gone. The only thing I could see were white sheets hanging from ceiling to floor. I squatted and lifted up the edge of the sheet. My stomach sank when I spotted her. I hadn’t heard the slightest sound of anyone in here. She sat as quiet as a mouse on the sofa. Only her hands moved. She was folding paper flowers. White, pink and red. She did it quickly and without looking up. My heart was pounding as I sat under the edge of the sheet. I couldn’t stop looking.

         Her hair. It was so long. I had never seen it hang loose. It was black and shiny and just as beautiful as the collages in our fairy tale book. I had never seen Mother look like this before.

         She lifted her head and spotted me.

         Electrified seconds passed as we stared at each other.

         She laid down a half-finished flower and came over with quick steps. ‘Haven’t I told you that you’re not allowed in here?’ She pushed me back through the hall. Her nightgown was crumpled and she was barefoot on the cold floor.

         ‘Your food is burning,’ I said.

         She pushed me out into the garden without answering.

         There was a click as the lock was turned.

         I ran around the house to the kitchen window. Mother’s hand came into view as she set it on the latch. I could smell the burnt vegetables. The curtains moved slightly in the wind, and I tiptoed over to the open window to look inside.

         Mother was poking around the pot with a bamboo spoon. She picked up something that looked charred. Stood for a while looking at it. Then she put down the spoon and pressed her hands against her eyes.

         It felt like she was pressing my eyes too and I had to look at something else. At the packages of dried mushrooms and the steam cooker. Soy, vinegar, fish sauce. The sharp knives that hung on the wall.

         Only now did I see them. All the dishes displayed on the dining table. I’d never seen so much food before. Not even for the Moon Festival.

         I tried to feel hungry. But I only felt nauseous.

         I gave a start when the window was closed. I just managed to see Mother’s wet eyes before the kitchen disappeared.

         I put my hands in my pockets. Kicked a yellow dandelion. On the other side of the pea fields, the windmills stood still. The sun made the clouds glow orange.

         With my hands in my pockets, I walked back into the back garden. My brother stood up under the cherry tree.

         ‘Did you see anything?’ he asked.

         ‘Not really. But there’s mounds of food in the kitchen.’

         ‘Century eggs?’

         I nodded.

         He hit a branch so it snowed even more. Pink petals fell onto the grass around us.

         You are the eldest,’ he said. ‘Of course Father will choose you.’

         ‘But you are their favourite son. He will definitely choose you.’

         We scowled at each other. A quivering atmosphere filled the air. I thought of necromancers and gold dragons and noisy processions marching through cobbled streets with drums and brightly coloured silk garments.

         It was quiet here. Flat fields, thatched houses and red-and-white flags that had to be taken down when it got dark. Far away, the neighbour’s cow bellowed again.

         ‘Father will choose you,’ he repeated. ‘I can feel it.’

         ‘I can feel you are lying,’ I said. Suddenly the door was opened and Father appeared.

         The quivering atmosphere intensified, as if he were compressing the air as he walked through the garden towards us. His black hair was covered with water. The side parting was drawn as though with a ruler. He looked tired.

         ‘Wu-Chao. Wu-Kang.’ He smiled at us. Raised his hands to call us closer.

         We walked forward slowly and stood in front of him.

         ‘My sons.’ Father lay one hand on my brother’s shoulder and one on mine. His body looked like ours despite the fact that we were only eight years old: slender and not very tall.

         ‘Family is the most important thing,’ he said. ‘Always.’

         We nodded.

         ‘Do you understand?’ he said.

         We nodded again.

         His eyes narrowed, so they became even smaller than usual.

         ‘Today is a day of celebration. I would like you to respect that. No more tears. No more discussions. Today we are happy. All of us. Okay, boys?’

         My brother looked down at the grass. My stomach whirled round and round, like the washing machine on a spin cycle.

         ‘Being able to do something for one’s family is the greatest joy a person can experience. We live in a country where that is not always understood. A country where one is closest to oneself. But we are lucky. A strong culture bears us. A culture that makes us invincible. Not least on a day like today.’

         This time it was just me who nodded. My brother stood with his head bent down. Probably trying to make himself smaller than he was.

         ‘Remember your grandfather worked for the emperor himself. You were born into a powerful lineage.’

         He always said that when he wanted us to do something we were afraid of. We knew very well that Grandfather had only worked in the administration. He hadn’t even met the emperor.

         ‘What do you say?’ asked Father. ‘Will one of you step forward?’

         His eyes were like flint. Black and hard. My stomach whirled faster and faster as I looked into them.

         ‘Well,’ he said. ‘Then I must choose.’

         He looked at us alternately. His two eight-year-old sons.

         ‘Smile, boys,’ he said. ‘Remember, it is a celebration. It will not do to have a sad bridegroom.’

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter 2
   

         

         Small threads of blood swirl around the toilet bowl, and I flush for the second time. I stand for a moment with my knickers around my knees, not wanting to change the sanitary pad. I think I can wait until the next time I have to pee.

         As I pull up my knickers, it occurs to me that I had the exact the same thought the last time I peed.

         I tighten the belt of my dressing gown and go over to the sink. Get lost in a trance over the turquoise glass mosaics on the wall.

         The tap sputters on and I wash my hands. Doubt whether I have already done it. The soap foam smells synthetic. It’s the cheap one from the supermarket that I don’t like.

         The sound of car tyres on gravel makes me look up. Through the blinds, I can see a police car stopping in front of the house. The windshield wipers are on at full speed, though only a mist is falling. Cawing, a few crows alight from the gravel road and disappear over the stubbly black fields, where the rapeseed no longer blooms. My pulse rises as I watch the lights of the police car go out. The front doors open and two officers step out. Torben slides his hand over his big, full, red beard before putting the police hat on his head. The other officer is a woman I haven’t seen before.

         They stand for a while looking at the boxes in the front garden. The drizzle has turned the cardboard dark brown. Torben says something and the woman nods. They turn to face the house and start walking towards the front door.

         I stumble over the pack of nappies as I back away from the bathroom window. I squat beside the toilet. Hold my breath.

         They spotted it. Of course, they spotted it.

         The doorbell rings.

         Close to my ear, the toilet makes a faint, trickling sound, and I close my eyes.

         I should have been prepared.

         The doorbell rings again.

         ‘Eva! Steen!’ I jump when Torben calls from out there.

         The sound of our names tears me back to reality. I lean on the toilet and get up. What am I doing? Sitting beside a toilet, hiding from the police?

         I rummage in the pocket of the dressing gown, find the box of Ga-Jol liquorice and put some in my mouth.

         In the mirror, I am strangely blurry, like a photo taken with a shaky hand. My eyes look panicked and I straighten my bun, trying to tame a few grey hairs. I look at my reflection as one would look at something broken. Then I go out to open the door.

          
   

         The September air is fresh and moist, from drizzle and long grass. Behind the burst clouds, a pale sun has already reached high in the sky, causing me to squint.

         ‘Well?’ Torben gives me a pat on the shoulder. ‘Did we wake you?’

         ‘A little.’

         ‘Sorry about that. How are things going at home?’

         ‘So-so.’

         He rubs his beard. Looks towards the cardboard boxes on the grass.

         ‘I’m really sorry about this,’ he says. ‘To have to come for official purposes, given the way things are right now.’

         I look at the gun in his belt. The handcuffs.

         ‘But I thought it was better that it was me who came.’

         I nod slowly.

         ‘Hi there.’ The woman extends her hand. ‘Dagmar. I’m Torben’s new partner.’

         ‘Hello.’

         Her warm handshake makes me aware of how cold my own hand is.

         ‘Is your husband at home?’ asks Dagmar.

         ‘What?’

         ‘Yes, I apologise for coming unannounced,’ says Torben. ‘I know you …’ He gestures with his hand.

         I tighten the dressing gown’s belt, even though it’s already tight.

         ‘Is Steen in there?’ Torben nods past me. ‘We would just like to talk to him.’

         I put my hand against the door frame, blocking the path. ‘Unfortunately, it’s not a good time. He’s … sleeping.’

         Dagmar pulls up her sleeve and looks at her watch.

         ‘Could he ring you back?’ I ask. ‘When he wakes up.’

         ‘We would very much like to talk to him in person,’ says Torben. ‘It won’t take that long.’

         ‘You can just tell me and I’ll give him the message.’

         ‘As I said, we would very much like to talk to him in person. It’s about his father.’

         This makes me so confused that my arm falls down by my side again.

         ‘Steen’s father?’

         ‘Okay,’ I say. ‘Come inside.’

         With my foot, I push aside the parents-to-be gift basket that I still haven’t removed from the doorstep and taken into the house. The rain-soaked cellophane sticks to a heart-shaped box of chocolates and a bag of coffee beans. The card is completely rained to bits.

         Torben and Dagmar step into the hall. Her eyes glide around the half-dark, cluttered room.

         ‘I’ve always wanted one of these.’ She slaps the naked brick wall. ‘We live in a red-brick house, too.’

         ‘Removing the plaster makes such a mess,’ says Torben, when I don’t answer.

         I remove the pile of sweaty sheets lying in the way. I push the unopened letters from the council under some advertisements and drop a packet of wet wipes on the floor. All the muscles in my body tense. Is it illegal that I didn’t call anyone? That I just let him lie there?

         ‘Sorry about the mess,’ I say. ‘There’s been a lot going on and I …’

         ‘Don’t worry about it,’ says Torben. ‘Will you wake Steen and tell him we’re here?’

         ‘Of course. Yes. One moment.’

         We go into the living room together and they stand by the fireplace while I hesitantly approach the closed door to the bedroom.

         I push down the handle and tiptoe in, even though I know he’s already awake. He’s guaranteed to have heard everything that’s been going on since the doorbell rang.

         I look at the yellow backs of Steen’s hands and the bare soles of his feet. He’s lying there like he usually does, with his arms down along his sides and his feet outside of the duvet, so he doesn’t get too hot. The clock on the wall is ticking. I remain standing. Trying to calculate how much time it would take to wake a sleeping man.

         ‘Sorry,’ I whisper before returning to the officers. They are still standing by the fireplace. An old, built-in one with neat carvings that we haven’t dared use since we lit it the first time and the whole living room filled with smoke.

         ‘Okay,’ I say. ‘He’s in there.’

         The officers edge around the full clothes horse, the bucket of cold, brown soapy water and the rubbish bags that I haven’t carried out yet.

         ‘Wait!’

         My outburst stops them.

         Torben looks at me questioningly.

         ‘It’s just that …’ I straighten my hair again. Try to breathe normally. ‘Don’t be alarmed. But he can’t move.’

         ‘What?’

         ‘It’s because … He’s been paralysed.’

         I whisper the word, but as soon as it passes my lips, it swells up and fills the living room like an oversized piece of furniture.

         ‘But …’ Torben looks at the bedroom door. ‘The last time I saw him, he was …’

         ‘It happened very recently,’ I say. ‘Twelve days’

         ‘What happened to him?’

         ‘We don’t really know.’

         ‘Did he fall off something?’

         ‘Not as far as I know.’

         ‘But a doctor has seen him?’

         I nod. ‘Doctor Møller says that it’s a completely normal reaction given what we’ve been through. He says it should go away in a few days.’

         ‘But did you not say he’s been lying here for twelve days?’

         ‘Steen has always been very sensitive. Dr Møller knows that well. We have to give him time.’

         They exchange a glance and I start sweating under my arms.

         ‘Shouldn’t he be in hospital?’ asks Dagmar.

         ‘Doctor Møller thinks it’s best that he’s in a safe environment.’

         The more I distort the truth, the more I sweat. In reality, Dr Møller had said exactly the same thing as Dagmar. Even took out his phone to ring the hospital. But I talked him out of it. Begged him to keep it between us.

         They can’t take him from me. Steen is the only one I have left.

         And I can’t be on my own in the house. Not anymore.

         ‘That’s awful,’ says Dagmar. ‘And now his father on top of everything else.’

         ‘I think you’re mistaken,’ I say. ‘Steen’s father died four years ago.’

         ‘Yes,’ says Torben. ‘That’s the point.’

         I look at him confused.

         ‘I’m sorry,’ he says. ‘Misfortunes rarely come alone.’

         ‘Misfortunes?’

         He nods towards the bedroom door. ‘Let us talk to Steen.’

          
   

         The bedroom is dark behind the rolled down blinds. It stinks of full nappies, and Torben slowly enters. So slow that he stops.

         Steen’s hair is styled in the front. The back is flat and matted. There is a clear line of where I haven’t been able to reach with the brush. On his bedside table is a pink feeding cup with flowers.

         On my side, the sheet is crumpled and the duvet is on its way over the edge. My phone is charging on the pillow. On my bedside table is a jar of sleeping tablets and a packet of Natracare New Mother postpartum pads.

         ‘Should I change him before we talk?’ I say.

         Torben pulls the hat back and forth on his head.

         ‘It won’t take that long,’ I say. ‘You can wait in the living room meanwhile.’

         ‘It’s okay,’ says Dagmar. ‘This is fine.’

         She edges around Torben to the double bed. Kneels a bit to come down to eye level.

         ‘Hello, Steen. Sorry for the intrusion. My name is Dagmar. I’m Torben’s new partner.’

         Steen’s eyes flicker between the officers and me. As if it’s only now dawning on him that we’re here.

         ‘What’s going on?’ he asks.

         ‘Unfortunately, there’s something we have to tell you,’ says Dagmar.

         ‘What?’ Steen looks at Torben.

         ‘Should I lift you up a little?’ I ask. ‘Would you like another pillow behind your back?’

         He blinks twice.

         ‘Okay.’ I turn to the officers. ‘Would you like some coffee?’

         Torben holds up a hand.

         ‘Something to eat, then? I don’t really know what’s in the fridge, but sometimes there’s a cake.’

         I can hear how nervous I sound.

         ‘No, thank you.’ Torben walks closer to the bed. There is something awkward and reluctant about this otherwise robust man. His arms hang limply and I think about how they used to greet each other. Torben’s shouts and Steen’s outstretched arms. Two men who hugged and slapped each other on the back, hard, several times, like when you want to knock the last bit out of a bottle of ketchup.

         ‘Steen, old boy. What’s the matter with you?’

         ‘Yeah, it’s not good.’

         ‘Eva says you’re paralysed?’

         ‘From the neck down.’

         Torben takes the hat off and holds it in front of his chest.

         ‘If I’d known, I’d have made sure to drop by.’

         Steen blinks three times to signal that’s okay. He’s probably so confused right now that he forgot that it’s only the two of us who understand blink language.

         ‘What the hell are we going to do with the old boys team now?’ says Torben. ‘You have to get back on your feet again so we don’t get thrown out completely.’

         ‘I’ll do what I can.’

         ‘But I still don’t understand … what happened to you? A healthy man in his prime. How did you end up like this?’

         ‘I don’t know.’

         ‘It happened all of a sudden,’ I say. ‘From one moment to the next.’

         Torben shakes his head. Says it sounds completely incomprehensible.

         ‘It’s not even three weeks since your winning penalty kick. The boys are still talking about it. And now you’re lying here.’

         ‘Yeah.’

         ‘Is there anything I can do? Just say, if there is. I can do a shop for you or come by with some dinner? I make a pretty good lasagne, if I do say so myself.’

         ‘We can handle it,’ I say. ‘But, thank you.’

         Torben nods. He shifts his weight from one foot to the other, as if he can’t decide whether to embrace Steen or to hurry up and get the conversation over with and get away from here.

         A bluebottle flies around the room and lands on one of Steen’s big toes. I wave it away. All three of us watch it as it flies around the bedroom and lands on his big toe again. It crawls over the sole of his foot. Small, black legs.

         I wave again. Keep waving until the fly gives up and settles on the wall instead.

         Dagmar looks at her wristwatch.

         ‘I’m sorry, but we have to move on, Torben. Patrol.’

         Torben turns his hat in his hands.

         ‘It’s almost unbearable. To come with such news when you’re already …’ He gestures with his hand.

         ‘Unfortunately, we bring you some unpleasant news,’ says Dagmar. ‘Would you like to sit? Or … would you like to sit, Eva?’

         I look around the bedroom, but there’s only the double bed.

         ‘It’s fine,’ I say. ‘What about you? Should I get some chairs?’

         ‘Don’t worry about that. We’ll be heading off again soon.’ She looks at Torben, who nods and puts the hat on his head.

         ‘The thing is,’ he says, ‘we got a call from the church this morning. Something happened last night. Vandalism. In the graveyard.’

         ‘The graveyard?’ I whisper.

         ‘It’s your father, Steen. His grave …’ Torben changes position. ‘We’re very sorry to have to bring you this news. It was the verger who contacted us. He discovered that something had been written on the headstone.’

         ‘You mean graffiti?’ I ask.

         Torben shakes his head.

         ‘It turned out to be a kind of paint. It was done very neatly. With a thin brush. The person concerned went to some effort. Still, it was hard to decipher. The rain destroyed much of it. And then we had the extra challenge that it wasn’t letters, but Chinese characters.’

         There’s a moment’s silence where only the ticking of the clock can be heard.

         ‘Naturally, we are getting it translated,’ says Dagmar. ‘But it’s hard when some of the paint has run off.’

         ‘Initially, the verger thought it was just a prank,’ says Torben. ‘But when he looked closer, he saw that someone had dug up the ground.’

         ‘It had been raked and everything,’ says Dagmar. ‘And the gravel and everything had been put back.’

         ‘The person in question really tried to leave everything as it was,’ says Torben. ‘But we got forensics in and they confirmed our suspicions.’

         He pauses for a moment. Then he says:

         ‘The grave was opened.’

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter 3
   

         

         The dragon in front of our house was made of iron and old car parts. Half reptile, half bird with four legs and large nostrils.

         Usually, dragons lived in caves, like unicorns, and only appeared to humans when something important was about to happen. Our dragon stood here every single day, but there was something new about it now. Something in the green glass eyes. A warning?

         ‘Come,’ said Father for the second time. He held my shoulder. When he’d said it the first time, I had run. Father caught up with me in the front garden.

         ‘She is waiting for you,’ he said. ‘Inside the house.’

         ‘I have to pee.’

         ‘I need you to be strong. Your wedding day should be a happy day.’

         ‘I’m eight years old,’ I whispered.

         My voice was so low that I didn’t know if Father heard it. Maybe he just pretended he didn’t.

         ‘Go in to her,’ he said.

         My body couldn’t do it.

         ‘Family is the most important thing,’ said Father. ‘Remember that.’

         I nodded. Either you were a part of it or you were on your own.

         Being on my own was the scariest thing I knew.

         Father lay a hand on my back. Forced my legs forward.

         On the way up to the house, I turned around. The dragon’s green eyes were watching me.

          
   

         Water splashed in the cistern and I looked at the wall. I stood for a long time by the toilet after it had stopped dripping. If I looked long enough, faces appeared in the turquoise glass mosaics. People with long beards and hats. With open mouths and eyes that stared back at me.

         There was a knock on the door. There was no lock. Otherwise, I might never have opened it again.

         Inside the house, the smell of incense had intensified. It smelled of deep fat frying and Mother’s perfume, too. She had put on her fine silk dress, the one with red birds. Her long black hair was curled up and fastened with two chopsticks.

         ‘First you have to find her shoes,’ said Father.

         ‘Are they missing?’

         ‘A bride is not complete until her husband finds her shoes and puts them on.’

         I looked at the hall bench. On the top shelf were three pairs of ladies’ shoes in velour fabric with flat heels and thin straps. But they were Mother’s.

         Father nudged me. My legs felt weird. Even though he didn’t push hard, I nearly fell.

         ‘Meanwhile, the groom searches, and all the wedding guests push and pull, making it harder.’ Father pulled my arm. It didn’t hurt. Still, it burned behind my eyes.

         But it’s just us, I wanted to say. Instead, I stood completely stiff, rubbing myself in the spot he’d grabbed.

         ‘Maybe we could help a little?’ said Mother.

         Father ran his hand through his hair. Ended up ruining the side parting.

         His silence filled the room. It leaked out of him like smoke from a dragon’s nostril. Maybe he thought he should have chosen my brother instead.

         ‘Bird, fish or in between?’ I asked him.

         He blinked. Looked at me.

         ‘Bird,’ he said.

         I looked up. The ceiling was decorated with yellow lanterns of thin rice paper, and I walked around the hall. I lifted jackets and pulled out drawers. The tiger was still hanging on the living room door with his big teeth. A tiger drawing had been put on the kitchen door, too. It was as though the house was shrinking.

         I walked back and forth. It was hard to concentrate. ‘You have to say hotter or colder.’

         ‘Colder,’ said Father. ‘Very cold.’

         I went the other way, back towards the living room door.

         ‘Warmer,’ said Father. ‘Warm on your hair.’

         I looked up.

         There they were. On the shelf with father’s hats. Two small white bridal shoes.

         Father helped me get them down. I waved with them, but Mother didn’t smile.

         ‘I’ll get the soup,’ she said.

          
   

         It was hard to eat without breathing. The taste made my nausea worse. Soy, vinegar, mustard sauce, pepper, salt and sugar. All five flavours should be there. Sour, sweet, salty, bitter and umami.

         ‘It is important you eat it all,’ said Father.

         I didn’t dare ask why. He had the same expression as when he picked up the box of dead butterflies. The ones he used in his fairy tales. His stories were always creepy. They were about curses and evil warnings, dog howls and crow screeches. About ghosts, flames and hungry spirits flying around the streets like bats.

         Mother watched me as I ate. She had put earrings on and had blackened her eyes, which she eventually had to remove because it was constantly smearing.

         Maybe she hadn’t heard Father’s rule that crying was forbidden from now on.

          
   

         When I had eaten the soup, I had to change. Father led me into the playroom. It was very cold. The windows were covered with paper. It looked like a birthday tablecloth, only without the Danish flags.

         The beds were made. I had never before seen the duvets so neat. They were completely smooth, and only when Father laid a hand on my shoulder did it dawn on me that he had said my name.

         Slowly I took off my clothes. I had goosebumps.

         On a hanger next to the mirror hung my new clothes. They looked like a small, flat person. Black suit. Red tie.

         When I sniffed, I could still sense it. Below the incense and deep fat fryer and Mother’s perfume. The sharp smell that had come into the house.

         Father tied my tie. Took it off and tied it again. It was still too long, but he gave up on making it better. Pointed at the patent-leather shoes. I put them on. Straightened me up and looked at me in the mirror. My heart felt like a tiny metal drum playing too fast.

         Father squatted down and tied my shoelaces. The patent-leather shoes were black, just like the suit. The socks were black too, and my hands were shaking.

         ‘She is so beautiful,’ said Mother, who had come in to us. ‘Don’t be nervous.’

         Father lay a hand on my back and pushed me back towards the hall.

         All three of us stood in front of the living room door. Stood without saying anything.

         The tiger looked at me, like the metal dragon out in the garden had done. As if it wanted to say something.

         Father patted me on the shoulder before entering the living room and closing the door behind him.

         Shortly afterwards, the bells began to chime. I thought of my brother who was still outside.

         Mother patted me on the cheek and peeled the tiger down from the door.

         ‘So, it is now,’ she said. ‘She’s waiting for you in there.’

         I clutched the white silk shoes in my hand.

         On the bottom of them was written ‘Size: age 6.’

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter 4
   

         

         ‘Has the grave been opened?’ I shake my head. ‘Opened how?’

         ‘Like I said, the verger discovered that something was wrong,’ says Torben. ‘And, unfortunately, it was worse than we feared.’

         He clears his throat. Shifts his weight from foot to foot.

         ‘I’m really sorry to have to tell you this, Steen. But your father … he’s no longer there.’

         No one says anything for a long time. Only the buzz of the bluebottle breaks the silence as it takes off from the wall and flies around the bedroom.

         ‘Do you mean …’ Steen looks from one to the other. ‘Someone stole the body?’

         Torben nods. ‘Or … what was left of it.’

         The thought makes me nauseous. A four-year-old corpse.

         ‘But,’ I say, ‘who would do such a thing?’

         ‘Apologies for not being able to tell you more at the moment,’ says Dagmar. ‘Forensics are investigating the coffin, and hopefully we’ll find out what the Chinese characters mean soon.’

         The double bed creaks as I plonk down next to Steen. Talking about the graveyard makes me dizzy.

         ‘I’m really sorry.’ Torben looks as uncomfortable as I feel. ‘Can we do anything for you?’

         ‘I don’t know,’ I say. ‘It’s a bit of a shock.’

         ‘Forensics left everything as nicely as possible, of course’ says Dagmar.

         ‘Thank you,’ says Steen.

         ‘The verger couldn’t tell whether anything else had been stolen from the grave,’ says Torben. ‘Candlesticks and vases and what have you. He suggested that you go down yourself to inspect whether anything is missing. But that’s …’ He looks at the duvet covering Steen’s body.

         ‘Never mind,’ says Steen. ‘There was nothing special on the grave. You don’t need to do any more there.’

         ‘I can go down,’ I say. ‘I can take some pictures of the grave so you can see if everything is all right.’

         ‘I can hardly remember what it looks like.’ His face winces.

         ‘I’ll lay a flower tomorrow, too’ I say. ‘From both of us. What kind of flowers did your father like?’

         ‘I don’t know.’

         Torben extends his hand towards Steen. Pats him on the shoulder several times.

         ‘He can’t feel it,’ I say.

         ‘What?’

         ‘When you pat him on the shoulder. He can’t feel anything.’

         ‘Oh … no. Of course.’ Torben removes his hand.

         ‘Are you okay?’ he says to Steen.

         ‘I don’t really know.’

         ‘It’s a bloody mess. If I knew which sicko …’ Torben interrupts himself. Glances at Dagmar and straightens his hat.

         ‘We’ll contact you as soon as we know more,’ he says. ‘The coffin has been sent for examination, and we are doing everything within our power. And just you ring if there’s anything I can help with.’

         ‘Thank you,’ says Steen.

         ‘Would you like to inform the other next-of-kin yourself?’ asks Torben.

         ‘No,’ says Steen.

         ‘Well, you’re the sole owner of the grave, so it’s up to you. But we are happy to contact the other family members. Your adoptive mother is still alive, isn’t she? Should we inform her?’

         ‘Do what you want. Just don’t involve me.’

         The sound of the doorbell interrupts us.

         ‘I’ll get that.’ Dagmar goes out.

         Steen closes his eyes, as if it’s too exhausting to keep them open any longer. The smell of his full nappy hangs heavily in the air, and Torben’s eyes zoom around the room like the bluebottle that is constantly taking off and landing again. Them being here feels wrong. Like sitting on a public toilet with an open door. But beneath the shame is something else. A budding idea.

         ‘Well,’ I say. ‘If there’s nothing else, I think Steen needs some rest now.’

         ‘Of course. I’ll contact you when we know more. Get well soon.’

         ‘Thank you,’ mumbles Steen.

         ‘And if you change your mind about that lasagne, just call.’

         ‘We will.’

         We walk out of the bedroom and I close the door behind us. Pull the handle an extra time to make sure it won’t open again.

         Torben looks at the clothes horse, where Steen’s pyjama shirts are hanging with limp arms. He pulls out his collar. ‘We’ve been talking about how we haven’t seen you much lately. But we didn’t want to force ourselves on you. We had no idea …’

         ‘Don’t worry about it,’ I say. ‘But I’d be grateful if you kept a slightly low profile. People are looking at me a lot already.’

         He makes a movement as if he is zipping his mouth.

         ‘Will you say it to Dagmar, too?’

         ‘Of course.’

         ‘Thanks. Would you come out into the kitchen with me, please?’

         He glances to the door behind us. Nods.

         The kitchen stinks of overripe bananas. The sink is full of half-empty coffee cups. On the cooker is the pan with the fried eggs and bacon from this morning. I thought I’d put it in the fridge.

         ‘Sorry we’re not so chatty at the moment,’ I say. ‘Everything is a bit chaotic. But I’ll contact Steen’s mother. You needn’t spend time on that.’

         ‘But Steen …’

         ‘Steen is not himself at the moment. Understandably. But, of course, I will do it. There’s just one thing.’

         ‘Yes?’

         ‘I don’t know who his mother is.’

         He raises his eyebrows.

         ‘We lost touch. Or rather, I’ve never actually met her. But I think now is a good time. If you have her address.’

         ‘You’ve never met Steen’s mother? How long have you been together?’

         ‘Eight years.’ I shrug. ‘You know Steen. Once he decides something, he’s stubborn about it.’

         Torben smiles. Says I’ve got that right.

         ‘Excuse me?’ Dagmar comes out into the kitchen to us. ‘It’s the postman. He needs a signature. I tried to say it wasn’t a good time, but he insisted.’

         I follow her out to the front door, where a postman is standing with a large cardboard box by his feet.

         ‘Hello, hello,’ he says. ‘Eva Hegner?’

         ‘That’s me.’

         ‘There’s post from the great abroad.’ He shows me the delivery note.

         My stomach turns when I see what it is. The car seat. The one we ordered from a German website after reading hundreds of reviews to get the safest model.

         ‘Just put it there.’ I point to the rain-soaked cardboard boxes in the front garden.

         The postman follows my gaze.

         ‘Are you sure?’

         I nod.

         Torben comes to me. Looks at the delivery note.

         I ignore his eyes.

         ‘Can’t you send it back?’ he asks the postman. ‘Isn’t there something about a person being able to refuse to accept a package?’

         ‘It’s okay,’ I say.

         He looks at me questioningly, but I can’t explain it. I can’t bear the thoughts of sending it back.

         ‘All righty. I just need an autograph here, so.’ The postman holds out a touch screen, and my handwriting almost looks like itself.

         ‘Have a nice day.’ He tips his sunhat and walks back down the driveway.

         I stick my hands in the pockets of the dressing gown and stand looking at the cardboard boxes.

         There are five now.

         ‘Are you okay?’ asks Torben.

         I shrug.

         We go back inside and I close the door behind us. Realise that I’m counting my breaths.

         Torben pats me on the arm and signals that I should remain standing. He gets out his phone and puts it to his ear.

         ‘Torben,’ he says. ‘We’re still out with the next-of-kin. Can you find the address for Steen’s mother? I don’t know her name.’

         He pats his pockets and fishes out a small, crumpled notebook. He clicks out the tip of a ballpoint pen and stops.

         ‘What?’ he says.

         The wrinkles in his forehead deepen as the voice at the other end speaks.

         ‘Are you sure that’s the correct name?’ he asks.

         The voice at the other end is a faint murmur. I can’t hear what’s being said.

         ‘Okay,’ says Torben. ‘Thanks for that anyway.’

         He ends the call and writes something in the notebook. Tears off the top page and folds it in half.

         ‘Here,’ he says, handing it to me. ‘Steen’s mother’s address.’

         I snatch the paper, clutching it in my hand before I put it in one of the dressing gown’s pockets.

         He gives me another pat on the arm.

         ‘And maybe we should send someone from the social services? So you can get some more help.’

         ‘We’re getting all the help we need. Thanks, though.’

         He looks around the room.

         ‘My sister comes all the time,’ I say. ‘She’s a doctor.’

         His phone starts ringing.

         ‘Excuse me.’ He puts it to his ear and signals “two minutes” before going to a corner of the living room and saying ‘hello?’

         I touch the paper in my pocket.

         ‘Do you read many books?’ Dagmar peruses our bookshelves.

         ‘I did once.’

         She pulls out a book. Pushes it in again.

         Torben has fidgeted a clothes peg off the clothes horse. Stands there opening and closing it as he talks on the phone. Says ‘I’ll be damned’ and ‘yes, we’re here now.’

         ‘I don’t get to read as much as I’d like to either,’ says Dagmar. ‘It’s difficult when you’re so busy, isn’t it?’

         I nod without looking at her. My body feels cold under the dressing gown and I think of Steen in the bedroom. The headstone with paint and ‘I’m really sorry to have to tell you this, Steen. But your father … he’s no longer there.’

         No matter how much I rub my hands together, I can’t get any heat into them.

         ‘This is really nice, this one.’ Dagmar has gone to the fireplace. ‘Did you do the brickwork yourself?’

         She slides her fingers over the carvings. Looks at me when I don’t answer.

         ‘It came with the house,’ I say finally.

         Torben hangs up and comes over to us.

         ‘That was forensics,’ he says. ‘About the coffin.’

         ‘Yes?’ Dagmar turns away from the fireplace.

         ‘There was paint on the inside of the lid, too. The red colour was hard to see on the wood, which has started to rot. That’s why they missed it initially.’

         ‘I didn’t think there would be any coffin left after four years,’ I say.

         ‘He was buried in a solid oak coffin, which has a long shelf life.’

         ‘Solid oak,’ I say. ‘That sounds expensive.’

         ‘Yeah. Why?’

         ‘I just never got the impression that Steen’s parents had a lot of money.’

         ‘They obviously prioritised a good coffin.’ Torben shrugs.

         ‘But what did it say?’ says Dagmar. ‘On the coffin lid?’

         ‘The same Chinese characters as on the headstone. Only difference was they were easier to decipher. We should get an answer to what they mean shortly.’
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