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         The Mortensen Family

          
      

         Anne-Maj Mortensen: medical secretary on early retirement

         Iben Mortensen: Anne-Maj’s daughter, shop assistant in a shoe store

         Ditte-Marie (Didi) Mortensen: Anne-Maj’s grandchild, pupil

         Mortensen III: Anne-Maj’s dachshund

          
      

         Personnel at The Second-Hand Shop

          
      

         Else Simonsen: a farmer’s widow

         Stanley Hjort: brain-injured and on early retirement

         Valborg von Schilling: retired schoolteacher, formerly married to a mayor

         Lis Klausen: married to an unemployed machine worker

         Helmer Bergstrøm: deceased lawyer

         Vips Bergstrøm: Helmer’s widow

         Ruth Møllegaard: retired office worker

         Kylle Poulsen: former day-care worker

          
      

         The Bergstrøm Family

         Thomas Bergstrøm: lawyer

         Feline Bergstrøm: owner of interior design store

         Christian Bergstrøm: chef

          
      

         The Police

         Jan Krause: head of investigation

         Signe Olsted: investigator

         Anders Hall: investigator

          
      

         Nykøbing, Zealand (a good 5,000 inhabitants) in Odsherred County (approximately 33,000 residents –plus the owners of 26,000 summer houses, in peak season 100,000 tourists).
      

         Centre of Nykøbing, Zealand

         1. Anne-Maj Mortensen’s house
      

         2. The Second-Hand Shop
      

         3. Iben and Didi’s apartment
      

         4. Grønnehave Forest
      

         5. Nykøbing Church
      

         6. The graveyard
      

         7. The station
      

         8. Towards Kildehuse
      

         9. The pharmacy
      

         10. Towards the harbour
      

      

   


   
      
         Although Nykøbing, Zealand, is, of course, a real place, I have taken certain liberties in this novel. There are several excellent Second-Hand Shops in the town centre, however, there are none right next to the Irma supermarket – and Irma does not have a place for delivering goods facing the car park. The shoe store is different from the one that actually exists and Anne-Maj’s light blue townhouse doesn’t exist, just as the house in Kildehuse and Iben’s apartment are my own inventions.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter
          1
      

            Sunday 17 March
      

         

         Every meal begins with a person cooking. Actually no, that isn’t really true. It begins with a person buying the necessary ingredients, preparing them and cooking them and then serving the finished dish. But it is a process that fewer and fewer people subscribe to. In fact, more and more people choose to buy their meals ready made, already prepared to be thrown into the microwave and later consumed practically straight from the packet. It is a depressing tendency, thinks Anne-Maj, who derives just as much satisfaction from preparing the meal as she does from eating it, and that is no exaggeration; her passionate love of good food is reflected in her ample figure.

         When Anna-Maj moves around the kitchen, it’s like watching someone perform a carefully choreographed tribal dance in which every movement serves a specific purpose: from when she cuts up the red pepper, onions and celery in perfect square-shapes to when she, in deep concentration, folds the stiffly beaten egg whites into the slightly cooled-off roux for an egg gratin, or when she, with a practically lovestruck look on her face, pours dripping over a saddle of venison simmering in the oven.

         It’s best not to communicate with Anne-Maj when she’s in the kitchen. If you do, there is a risk that she’ll lose track of what she’s doing, in which case she may snap at you. Of course, her family is well aware of this, but every now and then a guest may unwittingly venture into the kitchen to have a cosy chat or offer some help, forcing Anne-Maj to put her foot down: “Help yourself to a glass of wine and have a seat in the living room. I’ll bring out the food when it’s ready.”

         However, despite her somewhat belligerent demeanour, for Anne-Maj cooking is associated first and foremost with warm feelings. Love is an essential ingredient in each and every dish. It’s how she shows her daughter, granddaughter and friends how much they mean to her. She knows it and they know it, if nothing else, in their subconscious. Homemade food, meticulously prepared with the utmost love and care always tastes better than the kind produced by a factory worker who makes their living by throwing a couple of ingredients together according to some standard recipe.

         Anne-Maj once asked a young man, her daughter’s first real boyfriend, what his favourite dish was. He answered without hesitation, “Something homemade!” She asked him what he meant by that, and he explained that when he was growing up his parents didn’t like cooking, and so many of his dinners at home consisted of frozen pizzas, open sandwiches, oatmeal or ready-made meatballs in curry sauce. So, any kind of food that had been prepared from scratch was pure luxury in his eyes. From that day on, Anne-Maj treated him practically like a foie-gras goose: she stuffed him with food whenever he came over. A year later, when the young man and Iben broke up, Anne-Maj’s greatest concern was whether he would get enough to eat from then on.

         No, she thinks, washing the juices from the meat off her hands, grown-ups who refuse to cook their own food shouldn’t be allowed to call themselves grown-ups. Or at least shouldn’t be allowed to have children. If you aren’t able to provide your family with nutritious, tasty meals three times a day, then you’re simply … she is trying to find the right word as she dries her hands on a clean dish towel …Well, then you’re simply immature. She nods to herself, satisfied with her own conclusion. The thought doesn’t occur to her that her own daughter, who is notoriously clumsy in the kitchen, belongs to that very category of people.

         Anne-Maj looks down with affection at Mortensen, a young wire-haired dachshund who is the only male in her life, and for that reason alone deserves to bear her surname. His name is Mortensen III, to be more precise. He had two predecessors of the same breed and name. Right now, he is lying completely still in his basket by the terrace door and is keeping a close eye on Anne-Maj to see when she reaches for the chopping board covered with the scraps from the pork tenderloin so he can help her with the washing-up.

         “You’ll have to wait, sweetie,” Anne-Maj says, “You’ll get your snack when the rest of us sit down at the table.”

         Mortensen gives her a sad look, but there is still a trace of hope in his eyes. The dog is the only one who is welcome in her kitchen. He never gets in her way, never asks disturbing questions like whether they need to put soup plates or regular plates on the table, and would never dream of distracting her with comments about the weather or the election or about something he’s read on Facebook. Mortensen is the perfect kitchen mate.

         Anne-Maj prepares the remaining ingredients, and places the peeled potatoes, finely sliced mushrooms, oil, meat, stock, cream, freshly cut herbs and so on, all in a row on the kitchen counter according to the order in which they are to be added into either the frying pan or the pot. That way she can just reach out for each ingredient, almost with her eyes shut, so that she can concentrate on other things like tasting the food, keeping an eye on the temperature and keeping track of the times required for boiling and frying. It is precisely those sorts of things that cause people to make mistakes when they are cooking, making them claim afterwards that cooking is difficult, she thinks smugly. However, cooking is not difficult. It’s just a matter of preparing properly and doing everything in the correct order so that you don’t end up peeling the potatoes like an amateur while the gravy is burning on the stove. Once, one of the doctors at her workplace implied that these downright rigid routines of hers that she insists on adhering to in her daily chores might be a sign of compulsive neurosis, which, of course, was completely off the wall. Just because a person likes to have a little order and logic in their lives doesn’t necessarily mean that they’re irrational. “It’s really quite normal,” she had responded to her busybody boss. She doesn’t remember whether she ever got an answer from him.

         When everything is ready and set to go, she sits down in the living room. Mortensen comes wandering over to her disappointedly. Anne-Maj doesn’t want to turn on the oven until the guests have arrived and are seated in the sofa corner with their drinks – a glass of wine for Iben and a soda for Didi, as her granddaughter insists on being called. Didi. It sounds like the name of a minor character in a German TV series or some twit with a lower-back tattoo on Love Island. But that might be the whole point, Anne-Maj realises. Personally, she finds the ten-year-old’s given name, Ditte-Marie, much prettier. But grandmothers don’t have any right of veto over things like that, unfortunately.

         She fishes out the first section of the Sunday paper from the pile on the table, turns to the crossword page and gets to work on the one in the bottom right-hand corner: ‘The Little But Difficult One’ as the newspaper has chosen to call it. Not until she’s through with it does Anne-Maj permit herself to look at the other two. That is the rule she follows, week after week. She bites her pen as she considers what the first word of the puzzle might be. ‘An unborn infant’ in ten letters … her brain starts processing and she forgets all about the cooking, her guests and her begging dog as she ponders the various possibilities of what the correct word going across for ‘foetus’ might be. She would never dream of filling in the white spaces until she is absolutely certain she has found the right word.

         Shortly afterwards someone rings the doorbell. Just a short buzz and then the door is opened. Mortensen doesn’t bark like he normally would when someone comes, which is a sure sign that the visitors are regular guests of the house. He rushes out to the front-door as quickly as his short legs will carry him. “Hi!” Iben can be heard saying outside. “Hi, Grandma!” Didi’s voice follows immediately afterwards. Anne-Maj casts a final glance at the crossword puzzle which still has a long way to go and folds the newspaper before getting up to greet her guests in the hallway.

         “Right on time,” she says.

         “And we wouldn’t dream of coming a second later.” Iben is holding Mortensen in her arms as if he was a wagging and rather hairy baby and turns her face down towards him. “And who is a good dog?” she hums in a light tone as she rocks him back and forth. “Who’s a good boy?” Iben is not permitted to have pets in her apartment but makes up for it to a large degree by being in the company of her mother’s little bow-legged companion.

         They settle down in the living room, each with their beverage of choice.

         “So, are you able to pass the time, Mrs Mortensen?” Iben asks. It’s the same question every time. As though early retirement has, with the flick of a wand, drained Anne-Maj’s life of all substance.

         “Yes, of course.”

         “I’m just asking out of friendly curiosity, you know. There’s no need to snap at me.”

         “I didn’t snap at you.”

         “Okay, fine, we’ll just leave it at that.”

         “I have plenty of things to do,” Anne-Maj says as she takes a sip of her white wine. “I take Mortensen for long walks, read lots of books, do the gardening, there’s my regular day at the Second-Hand Shop, go to Holbæk and do some shopping … I have plenty of things to do,” she repeats. “I’m just grateful I don’t have to go to that damnhealth centre every day.”

         “Mum!” Iben says as she casts a glance over at Didi who is totally absorbed in her smartphone.

         Without looking away from the display on her phone, Didi says dryly, “You don’t seriously think that I pick up swear words listening to Grandma, do you?”

         “I just think we all should talk nicely,” Iben says, somewhat sternly.

         Didi looks at her grandmother with raised eyebrows as she crosses her eyes in an exaggerated way. Whereupon, she returns her focus to her apparently rather demanding contact in the part of the universe which doesn’t exist in Anne-Maj’s little light blue townhouse on “Lindeallé-Nykøbing-Odsherred-Zealand-Denmark-Europe-Earth” as Didi’s little rhyme used to go. When did she stop reciting it?

         “But I guess you liked your job, right?” Iben persists. “Or you wouldn’t have worked there for an eternity the way that you did?”

         Anne-Maj shrugs. If she were to be honest, she misses her job as medical secretary for three GPs at the health centre. From her small, well-defined kingdom behind the counter, she kept careful track of doctors and nurses, as well as patients. It had suited her need to play the enforcer of orderliness very well. So naturally, she misses it. A little. But most of the time she enjoys her freedom, especially from having to deal with the increasingly complex computer programs that are used in the health system these days and it is precisely this issue she wishes to emphasise to the world and, not least of all, to her busybody daughter.

         “I’m hungry,” Didi says.

         Now it’s Iben and Anne-Maj’s turn to exchange surprised glances. Didi always eats like a bird. A very finicky bird, at that. They always have to encourage her to eat, and when she finally gives in to them, it has to be solely fusilli pasta – and not the wholegrain version, or the vegan kind with no eggs – as well as chips and cucumber that has been sliced lengthways. A rather one-sided diet. It’s strange, Anne-Maj thinks. She looks at her granddaughter’s stick-thin arms sticking out from the sleeves of her T-shirt, like the emaciated wings of a bird. A descendant of a long line of food-loving women. Though Iben isn’t quite as full-figured as Anne-Maj, it’ll come.

         How can it be that the youngest member of the family has such difficulty eating food? Could it be Iben’s lack of interest in cooking that is to blame? Anne-Maj’s greatest fear is that Didi’s finickiness when it comes to food is going to develop into an eating disorder. The fact that the child is spontaneously expressing a desire for food is a happy event.

         “Well, then it’s a good thing that we’ll be eating soon,” Anne-Maj says as she gets to her feet. Mortensen III wriggles from Iben’s arms. He hasn’t forgotten the scraps on the kitchen table. “If you two sit down at the table and make yourselves cosy,” Anne-Maj continues, “I’ll go out and do the last few things. It will take about fifteen minutes.”

         “What are we having?” Iben asks.

         “Tenderloin with potatoes and steamed mushrooms and asparagus. And a salad.” Then she shifts her gaze to Didi and says, “I’ve turned on the deep fryer so you can get a nice big portion of chips.”

         “Thanks, but you don’t need to do that,” Didi says, looking up from her phone. “From today on I’m going to eat more varied.”

         Anne-Maj knows that’s not a word the child would normally use, so she asks, “Is that something you learned about at school?”

         “Nah …” she says, fidgeting in her seat a little, “It’s … nothing.”

         Anne-Maj and her daughter exchange glances once more. Iben shrugs her shoulders.

         “So, you’ll eat boiled potatoes and meat and gravy and vegetables now?” Anne-Maj asks, to be absolutely sure. “And I can turn off the fryer?”

         “Well …” Didi says, still fidgeting a little. “If you’ve turned on the deep fryer anyway maybe I’ll have a couple of chips after all. They taste so good and go well with … all the varied food.”

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter
          2
      

            Sunday 17 March
      

         

         Ever since she was young, Iben has been something of a problem child, Anne-Maj thinks. She is exceptionally gifted, but she is … if not downright lazy then certainly bad at prioritising her time properly, and she doesn’t have the least bit of interest in making any kind of intellectual effort even though she could easily become a member of Mensa if she wanted to. Iben just managed to pass her high-school exams back in the day, and since then she has basically only made poor decisions: she chooses the wrong men, has the wrong degree and takes the wrong jobs.

         Iben herself insists that she is more than satisfied with her new job as a sales assistant in a shoe store on Algade, and the single life suits her very well, just as it does her mother. In fact, she seems downright relieved that her ex-husband has moved in with his new girlfriend in Copenhagen and has recently had a little boy, whom he is so preoccupied with that he only sporadically remembers that he has a ten-year-old daughter as well.

         On the other hand, mother, daughter and grandmother see each other often, at least every Sunday. They only live a few hundred metres from each other, which suits all parties perfectly well. Especially now that Anne-Maj has gone on early retirement and can therefore receive visits after school from Ditte-Marie. Didi! Anne-Maj corrects herself. She surveys the stove and confirms that she has managed it once again: the preparations have been timed so that everything will be done at exactly the same moment. I really ought to get a medal, Anne-Maj thinks. Or at least some kind of diploma.

         “We’re eating in five minutes!” she calls out to the living room and gets a couple of acknowledging grunts in response. She then arranges the pieces of tenderloin and the asparagus on a pretty dish decorated with blue flowers which she inherited from her grandmother many years ago. Didi’s great-great-grandmother. It’s hard to fathom. Anne-Maj can still smell the scent of her grandmother, feel her soft, wrinkled skin in her hands. For her, the memory of her grandmother belongs to the real world even though it’s almost forty years ago since she passed away, while for Iben, her great-grandmother is merely a concept; she can probably barely remember her. And if you were to ask Didi, she’d say that her great-great-grandmother belongs so far in the distant past that she might as well be a brontosaurus. She can’t even remember her great-grandmother, Anne-Maj thinks, my mother, who faded further and further away into dementia and finally died when Didi was still going to nursery school. Time flies by so quickly and the women in our family die much too early, she thinks. Anne-Maj places the dishes on the table and goes back into the kitchen to get the potatoes and gravy. Now I’m of the oldest generation. Me, who will someday become a great-grandmother and most likely be nothing but a faint memory for Didi’s children and the sheer past for her great-grandchildren. The thought of it fills her with a mixture of pride and terror. Generations shall follow generations. Everyone knows that all too well. Yet still, she shudders.

         “Okay, you can seat yourselves at the table now,” she says. Anne-Maj always assumes, somewhat naively, that upon hearing her announcement her guests will sit down, even though she knows perfectly well that that is never the case. There is always at least one guest who first has to go to the bathroom, another one who needs to charge their phone, and yet another who wants to wash their hands. Usually there is an interval of at least several minutes from when she has called them to the table to when they are actually sitting in their seats – regardless of whether she has warned them in plenty of time or not – and in those minutes Anne-Maj is usually ready to explode with impatience. Don’t they know that the vegetables will lose their consistency, the gravy will stiffen, that the fine, rose-coloured tone of the meat will grow grey and pale while they are busy bustling about, fumbling with their last-minute things?

         And that’s how things are going today too, of course. Anne-Maj places the bowl with burning hot salted chip next to Didi’s plate and goes back into the kitchen for a jug of iced water. She tries to force herself to think of something other than all the good food on the table getting cold.

         “Okay, Mortensen,” she says as she places the cutting board with leftovers on the floor. “Wait!” she commands, and the little dachshund sits down obediently with its beautiful, dark brown eyes completely fixed on the pile of raw tendons and skin. “Help yourself,” Anne-Maj then says, whereupon Mortensen instantly hurls himself at his prey. When the whole delicious lot has been devoured a few seconds later, the dog thoroughly licks the cutting board as he wags his tail so much he is about to lose his balance. Anne-Maj smiles.

         She returns to the living room and – wow– a miracle! Both Didi and Iben are sitting in their seats. Didi has already shovelled half the chips onto her plate. “Remember, you also need room for the meat and vegetables,” says Anne-Maj. “All the varied food, you know.”

         Didi reluctantly takes the dish and eases a single asparagus onto her plate along with the smallest piece of meat. She looks so dismayed at the sight of the steamed mushrooms that Anne-Maj politely pretends to have forgotten to pass them to her. If the child actually manages to work her way through a vegetable and a mouthful of meat it’ll be a miracle.

         “How are things at the Second-Hand Shop?” Iben asks in a tone indicating she wants to make conversation when they have helped themselves to the food.

         “I’m there every Friday,” says Anne-Maj. “You know that.”

         Iben has taken a mouthful of food so has to make do with nodding.

         “It’s going very well,” continues Anne-Maj, noticing from the corner of her eye how Didi is struggling with the meat which she is cutting into tiny pieces. “Helmer Bergstrøm died on Tuesday.”

         “Mother!” Iben has finished chewing her food. “That nice old man! You can’t say that things are going fine and then in the next breath announce that one of the other volunteers has died!”

         “No, you’re right,” Anne-Maj admits, “I didn’t mean it that way. But Helmer was so old … over ninety.”

         “That doesn’t mean it’s not a sad thing if he dies. Especially if it happened so suddenly. I didn’t even know he was sick.”

         “Maybe he got murdered!” Didi says, looking suddenly rejuvenated.

         “Didi!” says Iben. “You shouldn’t think like that!”

         “Sure, you can,” Didi says, placing her knife and fork down, clearly ready for a spirited little debate about the possibility of a murder mystery among Nykøbing’s senior citizens.

         “That’s not very nice.”

         “Oh, stop it,” says Anne-Maj. “Didi just has a small inner detective. There’s nothing wrong with playing with the idea, as long as it’s done within these four walls.”

         “Mum!” says Iben. “You should never have given her The Hound of the Baskervilles. Didi is much too young for crime novels.”

         “No, I’m not!” says Didi.

         “When I was her age,” says Anne-Maj, “I was reading Agatha Christie, which I thoroughly enjoyed.”

         “As though that’s a great comfort,” Iben says, shaking her head. “Eat your food, Didi.”

         “You don’t have to eat the meat,” says Anne-Maj, as she can see that the piece of tenderloin is developing into an insurmountable project for the girl. “Try the asparagus instead.”

         “All I meant was,” Iben says, “if Helmer’s death was so sudden it must have been a shock for his family, no matter how old he was.”

         “You couldn’t really call it sudden. He was hospitalised a few days beforehand and they said it was the heart and then …” Anne-Maj pours some more wine into both their glasses. “I didn’t hear anything about Helmer having heart problems but mentally things were going downhill for him the last few months. No one was surprised that his time had come. In reality, he really couldn’t handle working at the Second-Hand Shop. One of the others took over the job as administrator a while back, but he insisted on continuing to work in the book section. In many ways, it was probably all for the best that he …” Anne-Maj tries to find a suitable way of finishing the sentence, but when it turns out to be impossible, she decides to change the subject. “I think I’ll be given the chance to take over the book section from now on.”

         Ever since Anne-Maj went on early retirement six months ago, she has been working as a volunteer at the Second-Hand Shop situated in an abandoned supermarket behind the new Irma supermarket. Just once a week, from ten o’clock in the morning to six o’clock in the evening. She has always had a great interest in books. She loves reading them, smelling the pages, feeling them in her hands, and she has always had a sharp eye for beautiful front covers and the fine details of book bindings. So, being in charge of the book section has greatly interested her for quite a while; however, old Helmer thought he owned the section right up to the end and prevented anyone from sharing the job with him. If she could take over that job now …

         Iben quickly places her right hand on the table with a guilty look in her eyes. Which means she has once again snuck a piece of meat to Mortensen. “So that means that there are no men working there now, right?”

         “There’s Stanley. Stanley Hjort.”

         “The simple one, right?”

         “You shouldn’t say that.” She looks over at Didi who is busy dissecting an asparagus spear. “Stanley was brain-injured in a traffic accident and isn’t quite the person he once was. Still, he’s a great help. He comes in every day and manages the things the rest of us aren’t able to, like climbing tall ladders when the top shelves have to be dusted off, or picking up heavy bags of clothes and boxes, or doing the cleaning and taking good care of our delivery van.”

         “The Blue Lightning,” says Didi who has apparently been listening more than they thought.

         “Exactly.” Anne-Maj smiles. “We’d have a hard time running the store without Stanley’s help.”

         “I didn’t mean to speak badly about him.”

         “I just don’t like the term ‘simple’.”

         They continue eating for a little while in silence. Didi reaches for the jug of water. She does nothing to prevent all the ice cubes from pouring into her glass. When she puts the water jug back on the table, she meets her grandmother’s glance. Anne-Maj winks at her.

         Iben resumes the conversation. “Helmer’s widow still works at the store, doesn’t she? What’s her name again?”

         “Vips. Vibeke.”

         “She must be crushed.”

         “She’s taking it surprisingly well.”

         Anne-Maj’s thoughts suddenly revolve around Vips who, despite her eighty-four years and her wobbly legs is still the one in charge of the silverware, jewellery and watches section, all of which are kept in a glass case next to the till where she sits for a few hours every single afternoon in a comfortable chair as she collects money from the customers. The only time she gets up is if someone wants to have a closer look at the fine things, in which case she will stand, maintaining a firm grip on the cane while, with her other hand, unlocking the glass case and pulling out one flat velvet-covered drawer after another. Despite her colleagues’ protests, she keeps the key to the glass case at the bottom of her purse, making it impossible for anyone else to sell silverware and jewellery outside of her working hours. Vips loves her job and, like the other volunteers at the Second-Hand Shop, doesn’t care that the work is unpaid. She took a single day off work after her husband’s death, but the following morning she was sitting right back in her old spot as usual. “Perhaps the grief won’t properly sink in until after the funeral service.”

         “When will that be?”

         “On Tuesday.”

         “Are you going?”

         “I think we all are. The store can easily be closed for a few hours in the middle of the day. Helmer worked there for over nine years. It goes without saying that we’re going to give him a proper send-off.”

         “Of course.”

         “Not that anyone’s going to miss him. He was a real tyrant.”

         “Mum!”

         Anne-Maj shrugs her shoulders. “Well, he was.” She thinks they’ve spoken long enough about that disagreeable old man’s death, so after a pause, she exclaims, “But I have so many plans for the book section!”

         Iben looks at her. “Yes?”

         “First of all, I want to throw out all those outdated encyclopaedias. Lademanns Leksikon, outdated atlases and so on. Helmer thought they were worth a lot of money but no one wants that sort of thing anymore. You can find everything on the internet these days. Then I want to go through all the fiction with a fine-tooth comb and throw out the most worn-out subscription club editions. Maybe I could create some small exhibits with children’s books and crime novels. That would attract a whole new audience. And then I’d like to introduce a system so that we register each book with the date that we receive it. That way we can see whether it’s been standing on the shelf and gathering dust for too long, in which case we can throw it out.”

         “Mmm-hmm,” Iben says, absentmindedly. Her attention is focused on her daughter who is busy shovelling more chips onto her plate. “Don’t forget to eat the rest of the meat, Didi.”

         “Grandma said I didn’t have to.”

         “But I can see that you’ve eaten your asparagus.” Iben is speaking in the most artificial teacher’s voice one can imagine. “Good girl. Would you like one more?”

         “No thank you.” Didi pushes the entire plate of chips away. “Thank you for dinner, Mrs Mortensen.”

         Anne-Maj makes a face. Her own daughter refers to her by her surname when she wants to tease her, and it seems Didi has started in on it, too. She doesn’t have the energy to protest.

         “Can I be excused?”

         Anne-Maj watches her granddaughter who is now heading for the sofa with her smartphone. “Do you want some dessert?” she asks. “There’s ice cream.”

         “What flavour?” Didi asks, her eyes pasted to the phone.

         “Vanilla.”

         She looks up. “Is it homemade?”

         Anne-Maj responds with an almost inaudible sigh. “No, I bought it.”

         “Then I’d like some.” She meets Anne-Maj’s eyes. Didi knows perfectly well how painful it is for her cooking-fanatic of a grandmother to have to fill her freezer with processed food. She knows that Anne-Maj’s purchase of a litre of organic Hansen’s Ice Cream is solely for her, Didi’s, sake, and she is polite enough to show her acknowledgement of that. “Thank you, Mrs Mortensen.”

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter
          3
      

            Tuesday 19 March
      

         

         Nykøbing Church is almost 800 years old, a classical red mission brick building without a lot of fancy frills. It is surrounded by a small park with ancient tombstones and monuments, but the graveyard itself is situated a couple of hundred metres away from there.

         There simply isn’t enough space in the immediate vicinity of the church, so from 1920 the townspeople were no longer buried within the cadastral plot of the church. The interior of the church is just as simple in style as the exterior: heavy, whitewashed arches supported by bare, rustic red-brick columns. A simple cross and a finely detailed sailing ship are the only ornaments in the austere white room of the church, from which the frescoes were obliterated a long time ago. It’s very Protestant, Anne-Maj thinks every time she is here. A Catholic would literally make the sign of the cross at the sight of this spartan House of God. She herself is very fond of its subdued style. In general, she is very fond of her church. This was where she was baptised, where she was wed to her unfaithful husband and where she will someday be buried. But, fortunately, she hasn’t quite reached that point yet. Hopefully, she still has many years left. Maybe twenty? Maybe twenty-five, now that she’s stopped smoking … Anne-Maj nods to one of the other volunteers from the Second-Hand Shop, a farmer’s widow from the Northern Asmindrup area by the name of Else Simonsen. She’s all right, Anne-Maj thinks, stout-hearted and down-to-earth, if not a bit naive. She moves a little to the side of the pew to make room for her.

         “It’s so beautifully decorated,” Else says in a half-whisper. “So many flowers.”

         “That’s the one from the store,” Anne-Maj says, pointing at a wreath of white flowers. “We have to pay one-hundred and fifty kroner each.”

         “That much?” Elsa asks, with a shocked look.

         Anne-Maj shrugs her shoulders. “It cost over a thousand kroner.”

         “My word,” says Else, “and who paid?”

         “I did.”

         Else opens her purse to fish out her wallet so that she can pay her back right away. Anne-Maj stops her by placing her hand on Else’s. “Let’s wait with that,” she says, “there’s no need to flash our money around in the church.”

         “No, that’s true,” says Else, straightening herself up with the purse still in her lap.

         “She looks so small up there.”

         Anne-Maj immediately knows who she means. Helmer’s wife, Vips, is sitting on the front-row pew between her two middle-aged sons. The wig’s slightly too uniform – the dyed-brown curls are easy to identify, even though they are only just discernible above the tall back-rest of the church pew. At that very moment, the organ starts, prompting everyone to silence.

         The ceremony itself is very fine and dignified, the priest’s sermon more personal than one usually experiences even if he comes across as keeping a certain professional distance. That’s one good reason for going to church every now and then, Anne-Maj thinks: you’ll at least get a proper send-off and not have to make do with some irrelevant sermon by someone who only knows the deceased by the descriptions of the bereaved. The fact that the priest doesn’t mention Helmer’s tendency to be quarrelsome and grumpy is a sign of politeness, Anne-Maj thinks. From where she is sitting she can see Helmer’s grown-up sons take their handkerchiefs out every now and then. Well, he could, of course, have been an affectionate father, Anne-Maj thinks, although she has a hard time imagining it. She didn’t really know him very well. In fact, she’s had very little to do with him and Vips since she started working at the Second-Hand Shop six months ago, and the strongest feeling she has for the elderly couple is one of irritation.

         While the rest of the gathering sings the last hymn – Anne-Maj is tone-deaf and therefore always spares the rest of the world from having to experience her voice – she internally runs through the list of things she has to pick up on her way home. She has to drop by the Irma supermarket to pick up the good acorn syrup and a package of fresh lobster ravioli and then make a quick stop at the Netto supermarket to get toilet paper and other staples.

         Else Simonsen is still sitting with her hands resting on her handbag. She isn’t quite as considerate as Anne-Maj, so she sings the hymns enthusiastically at the top of her lungs in an off-key vibrato, only hitting the melody sporadically – even someone who is tone-deaf can pick that up, or, at the very least, see it by the expressions on the faces of those sitting around Else every time she turns up the volume.

         Anne-Maj recalls the bag of poussins she noticed was on sale in Irma’s advertising flyer the other day. Perhaps she should buy a few for the freezer. She ought to add it to the list, but she can’t start writing one right there in the middle of a funeral, she admits to herself somewhat regretfully.

         The ceremony is finally over, and the church bells ring their slow, monotonous funeral chime as the coffin is carried out. Then there’s a lot of waiting, waiting, waiting while the coffin lies in the open hearse and the family places upon it the long-stemmed roses that are apparently required nowadays. At least the weather is nice, Anne-Maj thinks as she makes an effort not to look too cheerful at the thought of it. It is one of the first real days of spring, mild and bright. The trees aren’t in bloom yet but in the periphery, at the front of the church, there are clusters of snowdrops and crocuses.

         Then the undertaker shuts the rear door of the hearse and it rolls out of the church grounds. While people stand in line in front of the widow and the sons to give their condolences, Anne-Maj and some other volunteers from the Second-Hand Shop retreat in a small group by themselves as they wait for it to be their turn, including Else Simonsen, who has finally had the chance to pay her dues and no longer has to think of her purse all the time; the early retiree, Stanley Hjort, with his stooping posture and an eternally apologetic look on his face; and, of course, Valborg von Schilling. She is the store’s administrator and in charge of the working schedules and finances and deals with staff absences. She is the one who convenes joint meetings and is in contact with the main office and the local merchants’ association, as well as the municipality.

         Valborg is in her mid-seventies and is tall and thin with an arched, aristocratic nose. She is always dressed in spotless, freshly pressed suits. It is customary for the volunteers to wear second-hand clothes from the assortment in the store, except for underwear and stockings. Of course, everyone pays for whatever items they choose, but they get a discount, and the clothes are always neat and clean. The fact that the cut of the clothes is often outdated and a little crooked at the seams doesn’t bother anyone, that is, no one except for Valborg, who wouldn’t be caught dead wearing other people’s discarded clothes.

         “Where are the rest?” Else is now asking.

         “Kylle is visiting her sister in Nakskov and Lis couldn’t come,” Valborg answers. “She didn’t give a reason.” She casts a serious glance at the group until she is convinced that everyone has realised that not coming up with a legitimate reason for one’s absence is considered inappropriate. “Ruth also had to cancel coming to the ceremony; however, she will be coming for the refreshments. She had an appointment with a specialist this morning.”

         No one comments. They just nod. At that very moment, Ruth Møllegaard rounds the corner and joins the small group. “I just made it,” she says breathlessly.

         “Speak of the devil,” says Anne-Maj.

         “They took me in earlier than I was scheduled for, which isn’t something you’d expect at the ophthalmologist’s, there are usually so many people.” Since no one asks her the question she’s obviously waiting to be asked, she continues on her own. “Luckily, there was nothing wrong, he said, except for a little cataract, but who doesn’t have that at our age, right?”

         The others fidget around restlessly. It’s not pleasant being reminded of one’s physical deterioration, especially not at a funeral.

         Else clears her throat. “We should also talk a little bit about what’s going to happen in the future,” she says.

         “The future?” Valborg asks.

         “Yes. What are we going to do about the book section now that Helmer’s gone?”

         Anne-Maj freezes. “What do you mean, what are we going to do?” she asks.

         “Well, someone’s got to take over Helmer’s job there,” Else persists. “I’d be willing to deal with the books if someone else will take care of the ironing and alterations. I can, of course, give a hand when things get busy, but…”

         Anne-Maj must interfere now. Right now. If she doesn’t, Else will nab the opportunity. “But won’t it be too much for you, dear?” Anne-Maj asks in the friendliest voice that she can muster. “There is an awful lot of drudgery in heaving the books, and you have a bad back.”

         “It’ll be fine,” says Else as she glances at the only man of the group. “Stanley has promised to help. Right, Stanley?”

         So, they’ve already talked about it, Else and Stanley. Has Valborg also been consulted? Anne-Maj glances at her, but her long aristocratic face is completely neutral. If Else has also managed to get her on board then the whole thing is doomed.

         “How very kind of you, Stanley,” Anne-Maj says, smiling maternally at him and noticing he has suddenly got a very concerned look in his eyes. He is clearly nervous that he may have got involved in a conflict he isn’t able to grasp. Anne-Maj continues, “But you have so many other tasks that need to be seen to.” He still doesn’t answer so she turns towards Valborg. “It’s a little impractical having to use Stanley, who is busy enough as it is, when there are so many others who would be capable of handling the job without his help. Don’t you agree?”

         “And would that be you?” The tone of Else’s voice is still polite; however, her cheeks are blushing. “You, who have been in the store for the shortest period of time?”

         “What difference does it make how long–”

         “Now, now!” Valborg’s voice cuts through. “This is neither the place nor time for taking up this discussion.”

         “No,” Anne-Maj says, turning away.

         Her rival mumbles something inaudible. Everything Anne-Maj had appreciated about Else – her willpower, her resoluteness, her energy – now come across as downright alarming. Anne-Maj will need all the resourcefulness she can muster if she’s going to get her wish fulfilled.

         “We’ll have a joint meeting on Thursday,” says Valborg as she glances around at everyone in the little group with an authoritative gaze. “It will be after closing hours. I hope you all can come.”

         “I’ll post it in the group,” says Ruth. The most important communication between the volunteers takes place through a Facebook group which Ruth runs expertly. If broader information has to be spread in relation to finding new volunteers or sales for their more regular customers, she posts it in the town’s local group. “And you, Else, are being informed of it now.” She looks at the little red-cheeked woman who, like Vips, doesn’t use computers and therefore always has to be informed via the telephone.

         Valborg marches over to Vips and her sons who are receiving condolences from all the others. The rest of them follow her in silence. Anne-Maj senses Else’s gaze on her. The poor woman has no idea what kind of force she’s up against.

         Anne-Maj immediately recalls something. She fishes the shopping list and a pen from her bag and writes, “Poussins, Irma.”
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         The scorching hot mass of coconut, brown sugar, butter and a drop of milk trickles out of the pot and settles in a soft, syrupy layer on top of the almost-baked cake. Anne-Maj smooths it out with the dough scraper so that the brown filling is evenly spread, right to the very edges. Then she puts the baking tray back in the oven which in the meantime has reached a somewhat higher temperature. She sets the timer and cleans up in the kitchen, fills the dishwasher, washes the pot thoroughly in the sink, dries off all the surfaces and the stove with a clean, moist cloth and … “No, Mortensen,” she says when the dog tries to manoeuvre his way into the pleasant-smelling contents of the dishwasher. She pushes the animal aside and closes the door shut … Ping! That is the signal indicating that the necessary five minutes are up. Anne-Maj takes out the finished Danish dream cake from the oven, places it on the counter to cool off and goes into the living room.

         “How’s it going?” she asks.

         Didi is sitting at the dining table doing her homework. Right now, she is working on an English essay with the title, ‘A Pet I Love’. She has (of course) chosen to write about Mortensen, and at the top of the page she has actually managed to draw an almost accurate picture of her grandmother’s dog.

         “I’m finished,” she says, straightening her back. “Do you want to see?”

         Anne-Maj extends her hand to receive the notebook and sits down on the sofa with the essay. “I love a dog called Mortensen,” says the heading. In terms of content, the piece is very good, but it is inundated with spelling errors. On the other hand, Didi knows the English word for Mortensen’s breed: dachshund, even though she spells it “dakeshund”, and she knows the English word for “lead”. Her English vocabulary is impressive considering that she is only ten years old. Or perhaps it is precisely due to her age, Anne-Maj thinks. Kids nowadays get filled with English-language TV series and YouTube videos, and they start learning English in school from Year Two. So, it’s not so unusual if they can speak and understand the language from an early age. The only thing they seem to struggle with is the spelling.

         “Your story is really good,” she says. “It might help to add a full stop in a few places so you can see how the sentences hang together – or rather, don’t.”

         Didi looks at her in puzzlement. In her generation, using full stops and capitalising letters at the beginning of sentences are considered superfluous, and commas and question marks are seen as even less relevant, while all other forms of punctuation are as good as non-existent. She shrugs her shoulders.

         Anne-Maj shows her how the text immediately becomes more comprehensible by inserting four full stops in the appropriate places, but she gives up on correcting the spelling. She’ll leave that to the English teacher. Instead, she praises Didi’s vocabulary and the child’s face brightens up with a broad smile. She is so pretty, Anne-Maj thinks, with her thick, light hair done in a long braid down her back, her hazel brown eyes, and lots of tiny, dark brown freckles even at this time of year. She is, of course, much too thin, but something can always be done about that.

         “Do you want the rest of the ice cream from Sunday?” Anne-Maj asks. It is intentional on Anne-Maj’s part that she doesn’t offer her a piece of the cake she has just taken out of the oven and which is spreading a luscious aroma throughout the house. Didi doesn’t eat foods that have been combined together in any sort of way. The two layers of the dream cake, a yellow and a brown one, make it impossible to consume in Didi’s eyes, because they each have their own structure.

         Didi is busy packing her school things in her bag. She looks up, and contemplates for a moment. “Yes, please,” she then says.

         It really isn’t normal for a ten-year-old to actually have to take a moment to think before accepting a portion of ice cream, Anne-Maj thinks as she takes out the tub from the freezer. It’s that sort of thing that makes her worry about an eating disorder, and she secretly thanks her lucky stars that Iben is so good at filling her daughter up with vitamins and minerals in capsule form.

          
      

         An hour later they are walking down Algade. Didi is going home to her and her mother’s apartment in a newly renovated courtyard behind the bookshop and is dragging her school bag. Anne-Maj is balancing the cake tin which she has packed inside a big plastic bag, and has a cotton bag containing a bottle of cognac, both of which are carefully planned contributions on her part for the coffee and tea portion of the joint meeting. The cake and cognac will, combined with a small speech she has meticulously prepared, contribute to convincing the group of volunteers that she is the only right choice for the vacant job of being in charge of the book section.

         Since Anne-Maj has to go down the narrow passage at Matas, she and Didi go their separate ways. She waves with the two fingers she can just manage to ease out from her heavy load and Didi mimics her grandmother’s awkward wave with a laugh.

         “See you on Sunday,” Anne-Maj calls to her granddaughter.

         “Yup!” Didi’s braid jumps and dances across her back. She doesn’t turn to look.

         When Anne-Maj pushes the door to the store open with her shoulder a few moments later, it is precisely 5.30pm and Stanley is there, ready to turn away those customers who haven’t managed to grasp that the sign on the glass door states that they close at … click, click … at 5.30pm and not a second later. His gaze immediately shifts to the plastic-wrapped cake tin.

         “Dream cake,” Anne-Maj says before she is asked.

         “Yes,” says Stanley. He rarely ever speaks so she takes it as a big compliment when he mumbles, “I-like-dream-cake.”
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