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            DEATH ON DEMAND
      

         

         
            Kila lenye mwanzo halikosi
      

            kuwa na mwisho.
      

         

          
      

         
            Everything that begins
      

            must also come to an end.
      

            —Traditional Swahili saying
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         I
         t smelled of autumn and earth from the newly ploughed fields. Not all the farmers were finished. In a distant field, a tractor drove with dust and a flock of screaming, hungry gulls in its wake. The hot summer, which had only begun in mid-August, had continued through September and into early October, making jackets and coats unnecessary despite the season.

         After a loud quarrel about a Nintendo Wii game that Mikkel thought Lukas was too small for, Mum had sent them out to play in the clement weather. They pedalled off, wheels spinning at high speed. But to them, they weren’t bikes. In their imagination, they were horses moving forward at a wild gallop.

         “Bang, you’re dead!” cried Lukas behind his brother, who angrily turned to face him on the saddle.

         “You’re not supposed to shoot me. You wanted to be a ninja!”

         “So? Can ninjas not shoot cops!” Lukas sulked.

         “Not a cop like me; I’m like a cop on TV.” Mikkel, who was nine years old, could follow the news a bit and thought that cops were cool with their weapons and helmets, but for a six-year-old like Lukas, the ninjas from movies were much more exciting.

         Suddenly, both bikes braked so hard that the gravel clouded around them. Lukas’s bike skidded, and he only avoided crashing by setting one foot firmly on the ground in time. Ahead, they saw the trees around the bog. The leaves were changing in the beautiful golden brown and violet shades of autumn.

         “We’d better turn around, Mikkel. We’re not to go down to the bog without Mummy or Daddy.”

         “Argh, stop! That was only when we were babies. You’re not a baby anymore, are you?”

         Lukas grumbled even more and no longer looked like a dangerous bad guy, despite the headband and toy weapon stuck down in his belt, which really only served to hold up the oversized trousers that had once been Mikkel’s around his thin body.

         “But Mummy says it’s dangerous. The Bog Woman could drag us into the water and drown us!” Lukas rubbed his finger nervously under the freckled nose that was red from the sun and the wind. His blue eyes searched Mikkel’s in the hope of seeing the same horror he was feeling.

         Mikkel laughed, uncertain. “Rubbish! There’s no such thing as bog women. Come on!” He threw his bike in the grass.

         Hesitantly, Lukas did the same. He could smell the water from the bog. The wind swirled some withered leaves in a martial arts dance around his feet. A gasp was drowned out by the rustling of the leaves, but Mikkel heard it anyway. He smiled, all adult-like. “Stop it; nothing is going to happen. It’s just a bog!” He was already in between the trees.

         “But the Bog Woman is real, Mikkel. When she’s brewing something, that’s when there’s white fog down by the trees,” murmured Lukas. But he followed his big brother anyway, as he kept a vigilant eye on whether the Bog Woman was behind the next tree. His heart pounded in his chest, and his shortness of breath wasn’t only due to the fast bike ride. He approached Mikkel, who was standing by the water’s edge, looking down into the murky, brown liquid full of green duck food.

         “Come on. It’s not dangerous. Look, there’s a fish! Maybe it’s a big pike!”

         Lukas had just started in reception class, and the teacher had told them something about a pike. It could get very big and very old, she had said. Curiosity overtook anxiety. He ventured up beside Mikkel, but his eyes shone with fear. There were no fish.

         “It’s gone again. Maybe it was the Bog Woman?” teased Mikkel as he started to laugh.

         Lukas could suddenly see the joke and laughed along. The bog wasn’t as scary as he’d imagined after all. He’d only been here once before, with Daddy, but that was years ago—when he’d been a baby.

         The birds were singing in the treetops, and occasionally they heard small plops in the water from fish or frogs leaping. Lukas began to relax and grew brave enough to walk around on his own. There was a lot to look at by the water’s edge, and it didn’t look like the kind of place where a bog woman would live. She’d drown in the dark liquid. His logic had almost convinced him when he spotted something at the water’s edge. It seemed like a foot. Was it her—the Bog Woman?

         “Mikkel …! Mikkel …!” he called cautiously. “I found the Bog Woman.”

         “Stop, Lukas!”

         Mikkel approached cautiously, as if in doubt. He’d also spotted what could be a brown foot sticking halfway out of the water under the branches of a bush that had only a few leaves left. Most of them were in the water, and some were the same colour as the foot—or whatever it was. An animal? A dead fish? He pulled himself together. He was, after all, the oldest and wisest. “It’s not the Bog Woman. It’s—something else.” He found a stone and threw it into the bush. It hit something. He found another one and took aim again. Suddenly, the foot seemed to move in the water. They stepped back, startled.

         The stone had punctured the brown leathery surface, and something yellowish had appeared. The blow had turned the object so it protruded more above the water, and now they could both see what it was. It was a human foot.

         Mikkel threw the stone as if it were burning his hand, and quickly pulled his brother out of the shade of the trees and into the sun.

         “Come on!” His voice shook.

         “What is it, Mikkel? Is it the Bog Woman?” Lukas began to cry.

         “Don’t say anything to Mum and Dad about this,” threatened Mikkel as they fled from the bog trees on their bikes at very high speed.

         Lukas cried even louder.
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         T
         he autopsy room at the Institute of Forensic Medicine was not his favourite place. The sight of the little girl found strangled in a dumpster a few years earlier had given him sleepless nights for a long time afterwards. She’d lain like a white doll on the sterile steel table. Some images never disappeared from his mind. They played repeatedly, like a horror film you couldn’t turn off or turn your head away from.

         The Institute of Forensic Medicine had moved to new, larger, and better premises at Skejby University Hospital the previous autumn. The move was viewed with both sadness and joy. Forensic pathologist Henry Leander had spent much of his thirty-one-year working life at the old Municipal Hospital, which was now called Aarhus Hospital, but he often complained about having to share the space with their pathologists. He was standing bent over the table, engrossed in his work, when Roland Benito came in. He straightened up and sent his old friend his usual magnificent smile, which pulled his white handlebar moustache up towards his ears.

         “Welcome, Inspector,” he said cheerfully, concentrating again on his work.

         Roland was late. He’d just returned from a well-deserved summer holiday in his home country and hadn’t yet shaken off the southern Italian spirit. He quickly greeted the other obligatory autopsy attendees gathered in a small cluster at an appropriate distance from the steel table. Only Steen Dahl, a photographer from the Forensics Department ventured closer with his camera. His eyes shone with disgust over his face mask.

         The body immediately put Roland in mind of a bog find, which, of course, it was. He pulled a handkerchief out of his pocket and held it to his nose until Leander handed him a mask. The air filtration system, which was a vast improvement on the one at the old institute, couldn’t combat the sweet smell of death that he associated with stinking rubbish on the streets of Naples. But despite everything, the smell in the autopsy room wasn’t as bad as it could have been, because almost only skin and bones remained of the body. The decomposing gases had long since evaporated— they were what stank unbearably.

         “Are we any closer to identifying the body, the cause of death, or the time of death? Have we got ourselves a new Grauballe Man?” he asked.

         They’d gathered early in the morning at the find site at the bog and, together with forensic scientists and digging equipment, had got the brown corpse out of the water and laid it on a stretcher, so Leander could carry out a post-mortem examination and record his observations on a Dictaphone.

         Leander shook his head without looking at Roland. “I don’t think we’re going that far back in time. It doesn’t look like a sacrifice to the gods. The cause of death appears to be a hard blow to the back of the head. Perhaps several.” Gently, he turned the brown skull that had remnants of scalp and hair, the original colour of which could only be guessed at, so the back of the head faced Roland and the others present. He pointed to a hole in the cranium with a white-gloved hand. “It appears to be a hard, heavy object that ruptured the back of the head with violent force. I’d say in the weight of about one to three kilos.”

         He moved a little to the side so Roland could move closer. “Murder?”

         “That would be my guess.”

         Roland bent down and took a closer look at the hole in the skull. He straightened up and studied the rest of the hollow body. The brown leather skin was sunken around the bones, which manifested as yellowy protrusions in some places. It was hard to recognise the colour of the sparse clothing that was left. It had been rinsed away or dissolved in the bog water. The face consisted only of empty eye sockets, a triangular hole where the nose had sat, and a series of yellowish teeth with very long tooth necks that were exposed in the jaw. He got the impression that the skull was laughing and instead looked at the forensic pathologist.

         “A woman?”

         Leander nodded and gently turned the corpse’s head back, touching it only with his fingertips, as if not to wake the dead. He had a very special relationship with them. When he was alone, he spoke to them as if they were still alive, lamented their fate and comforted them by telling them the perpetrator would be found when the body had given him the information it always hid.

         “The pelvis suggests a woman. A woman who has given birth. I judge her to be around thirty years old. I’ve sent some teeth to the odontologist for confirmation. The teeth can help with the identification, too. We may forget about fingerprints.”

         Everyone looked at the victim’s fingers, where only the bones were left at the fingertips.

         “She has nothing on her that can tell us who she is, and she’s been lying in the swamp for a long time,” Leander continued impassively.

         “How long?”

         Leander looked at Roland over the edge of his glasses. “Twenty years at least.”

         He stood for a moment staring at the corpse without taking it in, as the words penetrated. “So, you’re saying we’re dealing with a murder committed all the way back in the eighties?” He looked into Leander’s blue-grey eyes.

         “Looks like it. There must be a cold case with a missing woman. You’ll get a more accurate year when I get the results of the analyses.”

         “Why did the body not come to the surface before—and why right now? Our bogs are teeming with ornithologists, so why has no one discovered her?” Kurt Olsen finally got his voice back. He had been appointed chief superintendent of the new police district and had seen a bit of everything.

         “The decomposition gases do cause a corpse in water to rise to the surface, but it falls to the bottom again as soon as the gases evaporate. That happened a long time ago. Why she surfaced now is hard to say. Maybe because of the warm autumn or something completely different and unknown,” Leander answered.

         “The body should have completely decomposed after so many years, right?” Olsen scratched his neck, which had red spots that always appeared when he was under pressure.

         “She’s well preserved after all those years in the bog. That’s because bog bodies aren’t exposed to bacteria due to the acid that the plants produce. Throwing a body into the water before the bacteria have spread—for example, if it’s been refrigerated—gives the best possibilities for preservation.”

         “So you mean, she might have been thrown—frozen—into the bog?” Roland ran a hand through his dark hair, which had faded slightly in the strong southern Italian sun, and he looked at Leander again.

         He nodded. “Maybe she was kept somewhere cold before she was thrown into the bog. The intestines are well preserved, which indicates that they didn’t have time to decay before the acid in the bog was able to take effect. The acidic, oxygen-poor water and perhaps low temperature also played roles. The water may have been very cold—maybe a winter’s day—there are several possibilities.”

         The familiar lurch in his stomach and the bitter taste in his mouth surfaced, and Roland knew he would soon have to get out of here. Several years on the job, however, had hardened him a little more than when he saw his first corpse at an autopsy as a young cadet. He’d tried to pull himself together, but eventually, he’d sacrificed his lunch on the floor as well as the forensic pathologist’s shoes in front of all the other police cadets, who’d been green around the gills, too, and had made strained swallowing movements.

         “Two boys found the body in the bog, I understand,” Olsen said, interrupting Roland’s memories.

         “Three days ago, yes. It is, of course, strictly forbidden to go down to the bog, so they’d kept their visit secret. But the youngest was terrified and dreamed that the Bog Woman came and took him, so in the end, he broke down and told his mother about their horrific find.”

         Olsen shook his head. “Poor boys. But such is life. What’s forbidden is always the most exciting.”

         “But could excitement also have enticed our victim? Or what was she doing in the bog?” Roland sighed.

         Leander occupied himself with his work again. He was digging something out of the fracture in the skull with a pair of long tweezers. Despite new technology, tweezers, scissors, and a scalpel were still the forensic pathologist’s most important tools. “I hope we get an ID soon,” he mumbled absently as he slowly pulled an item out and held the tweezers up against the bright, cold light. Everyone moved a little closer and narrowed their eyes over their face masks to get a better view.

         “What is it?” asked the institute officer impatiently; he’d given up guessing, like the others.

         Roland leaned in over Leander’s shoulder and got closer. “Is that wood?”

         “A pointed, polished piece of wood. Very hard wood. It was well protected inside the skull. Maybe a piece of the murder weapon,” Leander replied. Steen Dahl’s camera flash dazzled them for a brief second. Henry Leander put the piece of wood into a small bag and handed it to Gert Schmidt, the head of Forensics, who was unusually silent, but now thanked him and promised, in his loud voice, to take care of the matter as soon as possible.

          
      

         Roland looked for the packet of cigarettes in his pocket as soon as he was outside the morgue. For over a year, since the ban, smoking had not been permitted at the police station. He still hadn’t got used to it when, like now, he needed a cigarette more than ever. But his hand found only a packet of nicotine gum.
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         T
         he recently hired intern, Nicolaj, sat clicking a ballpoint pen; Britt was blowing bubbles with her chewing gum and letting them explode with a provocative pop, while her transistor radio was playing louder than usual. Mads Dam’s chair was empty. He was out somewhere—where, no one knew. Most likely he was sitting in a pub without a smoking ban in the city centre. Overall, the editorial staff was marked by the absence of editor Ivan Thygesen, who was on sick leave, and “when the cat’s away …”

         Despite Anne feeling more at ease by not having Thygesen’s darting eyes in his ruddy face watching her from the other side of the glass pane that divided the editorial floor from his small office, all the ambient office sounds grated on her nervous system and stalled her concentration. She’d called her contact at the police station several times to hear news of the bog body, but no one wanted to tell her anything, so she was waiting for the press conference. Her irritation grew and grew. This time, she hadn’t got the scoop on the find in the bog before all the other journalists. Her informant, who had illegal equipment for eavesdropping on police radios, had been arrested in the spring and locked up for possession of hash. Fortunately, he hadn’t mentioned anything about her or their collaboration. She didn’t have anything to do with hash anymore. All ties to the clique in Nørrebro were broken. She hadn’t spoken to any of them during the two years she’d lived in Aarhus. Didn’t care at all about their actions anymore—which mostly resembled petty vandalism. But she hadn’t given up everything; the Nørrebro accent clearly cut through when she snarled for some peace and quiet and got up to get coffee. Britt popped another bubble of gum and looked indignantly at her.

         “Well, here we seem to have the female version of Ivan the Terrible,” she said dryly. The intern laughed. He was playing with some images in Photoshop, which he claimed to be an expert at using. Anne fleetingly remarked he hadn’t come much further in retouching the bad photos from one of AGF’s matches, which Mads Dam—the sports editor—was in the process of writing up when not sitting in a pub. But when you also had to stare dreamily out the window and click a ballpoint pen, it was a bit of a challenge to get it all done. Had it been the news photographer, Kamilla, dealing with the image, it would have been retouched long ago. Kamilla had been employed by the paper at the beginning of the year after working as a freelance photographer for years. But she had today off. Something about her mother being in the hospital. As if Kamilla hadn’t suffered enough.

         “Have you come to a standstill in your boggy case?” Britt asked, showing a little more team spirit as she sat down again at her computer with a plastic mug of lukewarm coffee. She turned down the music a bit, and Anne gloated to herself at having managed to command a little respect from the staff. They’d been on the receiving end of her fiery temper several times. Or maybe it was because of her past, which everyone now knew. Maybe it was more fear than respect.

         “How cool is a bog body. My uncle is crazy about birds and is a member of the Danish Ornithological Society—he’s an observer. He counts them— the birds! He’s probably often lurked by the water’s edge in that bog with his binoculars with no idea that there was a rotten old corpse just below him,” said Nicolaj, laughing, before Anne could answer. She looked at him angrily. He was kind of cute with cheeky green eyes, curly red hair, and freckles on skin that was as fair as her own. Yet there was something about him that irritated her. Maybe it was the fact that she’d been appointed his internship supervisor because crime was Nicolaj’s greatest interest, and so he would be shadowing her for his six months at the Daily News. She was the one who had to coach and guide him and give him an overview of his strengths and weaknesses. If he had plans of writing about crime, he’d soon be alleviated of what was “cool” about a rotten corpse.

         “Yeah, it’s a little hard to move on when no one wants to disclose anything.” She took a sip of the coffee and ignored Nicolaj. “The only thing I know is that it seems to be a murder that was committed years ago. If I knew how many years ago, I could start searching for old missing person cases from that year, but how far do I have to go back?”

         Britt stretched so her ample bosom almost spilled over the edge of the overly low-cut blouse. Nicolaj’s eyes gave it a brief glance, which he quickly and blushingly retracted. Anne smiled behind the computer screen. It was quite a new thing for Thygesen to finally hire employees of the opposite sex. When she’d started at the paper, all the journalists had been women and pure babes—like Britt—but when Bertha had finished college, she got a job at Ekstra Bladet and had moved to Copenhagen. Tove had gone on maternity leave and never returned to the precarious newspaper industry. No new student had been hired, and Mads Dam had been hired to replace Tove, as there was a lack of someone with a flair for sports. How Thygesen thought to hire him out of all the qualified people who’d applied for the job, she’d never understood; apparently, they were old friends. Or perhaps he was the only one who would accept the salary. The industry was squeezed. Newspaper wars had raged without a clear victor, and more wars would undoubtedly come. Newspaper groups merged and pushed the small ones out to capture the entire market for themselves—including the local fodder. Ivan Thygesen had prepared them several times for the fact that the paper might have to close, but the Daily News had held on even better with the help of the various ad revenues from loyal advertisers. The ads almost overshadowed the journalistic material and were sometimes even used as front pages in times where news was slow.

         “Maybe this bog body person wasn’t missed and was never wanted,” Britt suggested when she had finished stretching, and knocked a cigarette out of its packet, even though the staff usually followed the smoking ban at the paper. She waved her arms with the cigarette hanging between her lips as Anne looked reproachfully at her. “To hell with it, Health and Safety isn’t coming here,” she defended herself, flicking a disposable lighter with the Opel logo.

         Anne shook her head. “Hmm, is it someone who wasn’t missed?” she said. “I’m sure there’s a missing person report in one of those old cases that just needs to be dug up.” The chime of the phone on Thygesen’s desk interrupted her. They all looked at each other.

         “Just let it ring,” Britt said, resuming work on the keyboard.

         “We can’t do that. Maybe it’s about the press conference at the police station. They don’t know that Thygesen is on sick leave, do they?” Anne got up, shaking her head disapprovingly again.

         The stench of cigars and stale old pub lingered in Thygesen’s office. She didn’t believe he could leave the cigars alone when he sat here on his own late at night. The sun shone in through the window, which needed a good wiping, highlighting the dust in the frame. The cleaning staff had also been cut, so the editorial staff had to keep the office clean themselves. She knocked over a jar of chewed pencils and promotional pens as she leaned over the desk and picked up the phone. If they’d upgraded the system after the lightning strike last summer, she could have picked it up on her own phone at the touch of a button.

         “Editor Thygesen’s phone,” she said as she picked up the jar, collected the pencils, and placed them in it again. The tower of City Hall could just be glimpsed on the horizon through the dirty window. She heard only gentle breathing coming through the receiver.

         “Hello, who am I talking to?” she said, tempted to hang up.

         “Who am I talking to? I will only speak to the person in charge at the Daily News!” The voice sounded as if the speaker were holding his nose or had asthma. She smelled something important.

         “Unfortunately, the editor-in-chief is ill. Is there anything I can help you with? I’m a journalist. Anne Larsen.”

         Long silence.

         “You who wrote about the murder of the girl? The one they found in the dumpster?”

         Now she hesitated.

         “Yes, that was me.”

         “Good, I can use you, too. I think I know something about the body in the bog,” the voice continued. “If my suspicions are true, there will be more murders.”
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         R
         oland had just hung up after talking to Gert Schmidt from Forensics when Detective Sergeant Mikkel Jensen entered his office. “Was that Gert?” he asked, as if he’d been listening at the door.

         Roland nodded. “It was a tip on the murder weapon.” He accepted the Coca-Cola that Mikkel had brought to him from the canteen. They had a mutual agreement in the department to buy something for each other if they went out or to the canteen. He tossed his chewing gum in the bin and took a sip of the Coke that tasted weird on top of the liquorice-flavoured Nicotinell.

         Mikkel noisily pulled a chair in front of the desk and sat down. He ripped open a bag of marshmallows with his teeth. The three o’clock slump. Roland looked at him as he stuffed the first pink foam-like sweet into his mouth. Everyone had their vice. His own were Italian red wine and cigarettes. Mikkel’s was marshmallows, though it didn’t quite tie in with his masculine exterior—his almost clean-shaven head, young face, and powerful jawbone. Salty liquorice or strong Piratos were more a match for that. He wondered when a ban on consuming sugar in public places would come in because, it too, was unhealthy.

         “Black ebony,” he said.

         “Wha’?” Mikkel couldn’t hide his true Aarhusian ancestry.

         “The murder weapon. Gert Schmidt says it’s ebony. African ebony,” he explained patiently.

         “Are we looking for someone from Africa?” Mikkel asked with a naïve expression as he chewed.

         “Who knows? The ebony is of very fine quality and beautifully worked. A souvenir, perhaps. But it could be from anywhere.”

         “African souvenirs can also be bought here. Online, for example,” said Mikkel.

         Roland had been on a couple of computer courses, but using the computer for something other than what he was supposed to do at work didn’t occur to him at all. It was different for young people; they used the computer and the internet for pretty much everything. Even his granddaughter, Marianna, who had just turned seven, could operate the keyboard and mouse better than he could.

         “I hardly think a murderer would intentionally go online and buy a souvenir carved from ebony to use as a murder weapon. It’s more likely it was at the scene and was the quickest and easiest thing to get hold of.”

         “Yeah, well, I actually came for the missing persons reports,” said Mikkel, as if they shouldn’t be wasting time chatting about insignificant things like souvenirs.

         “We don’t have any missing persons from that time who weren’t found—in Aarhus, that is. But I searched the entire country and I got something.” Mikkel looked at him with his bright eyebrows raised to demonstrate the importance of the result.

         “Yes?” Roland shook a new piece of chewing gum out of the box.

         “A woman from Silkeborg was reported missing in 1983. She was never found. It could be her.”

         “Does the age match?”

         “Yep. Thirty-two and a nursing assistant.”

         Roland nodded absently. A woman from Silkeborg. But why would she end up in a bog in Mundelstrup? He picked up the phone and called the Institute of Forensic Medicine to find out whether there were any results from the odontologist, but there was nothing yet. Annoyed, he hung up.

         Mikkel got up and threw the empty sweet bag in Roland’s bin. “When’s the press conference? The journalists are swarming.”

         A deeper wrinkle formed on Roland’s forehead. Journalists. Vultures, as he called them. They hovered over them like black shadows, lurking for news that would raise the sales figures of their needy newspapers. The body found in the bog was certainly an event they’d longed for, and the battle over who would be first to break the macabre news had set in. Involuntarily, he thought of the reporter at the Daily News whom he’d gone head-to-head with during the investigation of the Gitte murder a few years ago. Reluctantly, he had to admit that they’d had a useful collaboration and that she’d helped them a lot with the investigation, along with the bright photographer whose name he no longer remembered. But the journalist’s name was Anne Larsen. He remembered that and briefly wondered whether she was still working for the Daily News. If she was, it probably wouldn’t be long before he’d send her scurrying.

         “We need to be surer of the ID before we go to the press,” Roland said.

         “But they just make stuff up, and that, we know, can be much worse,” Mikkel advised.

         Roland nodded and looked towards the door as it was pushed open and hit the chair Mikkel was sitting in. There wasn’t exactly a whole lot of space in his office. Chief Superintendent Kurt Olsen stood in the doorway. Hair cut, freshly shaved, and in a clean shirt. He looked much more turned out than usual. There were rumours he and his wife were back together again, but what had changed the man the most—the shave or the wife— wasn’t easy to say.

         “We’ve called a press conference for late afternoon—we have to,” he said briefly, as if he, too, had been listening at the door.

         “Shouldn’t we confirm whether it really is the missing woman from Silkeborg first,” suggested Roland. “Pathology and Forensics should notify us soon.”

         A young woman apologised and squeezed past Kurt Olsen in the doorway. The office began to feel crowded.

         Isabella Munch was one of the newly employed young women in the police force. She’d just been transferred to CID. Only now had Roland realised how much officers of the opposite sex had been missed in his department. Female intuition had been in short supply. He often used Irene’s, but there were limits to how much he could tell his wife about criminal cases. In some cases, it wasn’t appropriate and broke his duty of confidentiality, but Irene was better suited for the purpose than most other police wives by virtue of her profession as a social worker and former police secretary. Now female intuition was always on hand, and he could make use of it whenever he wanted. And as a plus, Roland took a little pleasure in watching the masculine Mikkel blush as the fair-haired officer with the ponytail looked up at him and smiled as she walked closely by to hand Roland a piece of paper.

         “I’ve examined the case from back then more closely. Central and West Jutland Police were very cooperative. The search was called off in 1984 after four months of no significant leads. She has a son, Sebastian Juhl. He lives on Klostergade and works as a mechanic at a garage in Hasselager. I found the addresses; they’re there,” she continued and disappeared as fast as she had appeared.

         He asked Kurt Olsen to delay the press conference, took his coat from the back of the chair, and waved to Mikkel to come with him.

         “We’re going to Klostergade,” he announced tersely.

         Reluctantly, Mikkel followed. “But the son can’t say whether it’s his mother who’s been found in the bog. It’s impossible for him to identify her, anyway,” he mumbled on the way down in the lift.

         “ID’ing her seems to be dragging out, so we have to follow the leads we can. Maybe the son can tell us something.”
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         S
         he was stopped in the hallway.

         “Annemette Knudsen?”

         “Yes.”

         “She’s just in the shower, but she won’t be long. You can get a cup of coffee over there while you’re waiting.” The woman nodded at a collection of differently coloured insulated coffee pots and mugs standing on a small table in the middle of a sofa arrangement.

         Annemette nodded and sat down on a light grey sofa with brown coffee stains and waited. She watched the woman, who quickly disappeared into the hallway. She hadn’t seen her before, so she must be new. But Annemette already knew all about the coffee pots. She came here as often as she could. But she should have called first. That’s what she usually did.

         The sun shone in through a tall window, casting dazzling light over the polished floor and the white walls. She looked at the abstract paintings. Not because she hadn’t seen them before, but because she didn’t know what else to do. Smoking wasn’t allowed. She’d read the newspaper on the table this morning and had had her fill of coffee, too. Nora was ill again, so she was dealing with the payroll on her own. But she was grateful. Grateful that she had got the job despite her age. When the money had run out, it had been hard to afford everything. She hadn’t been prepared for it. But it had to happen one day—given the way she’d lived. She had never allowed herself to go without.

         The woman walked past again with a stack of towels in her arms and announced that now she was ready. Annemette got up. Why hadn’t she just gone in? Why hadn’t she just gone to her in the bathroom? She could easily have done that, even if the new employee had asked her to wait. She wondered about her unfamiliar passivity as she walked past closed doors down the long hallway. The door to her room stood open. The closer she got, the more her heart pounded. Annemette felt it could be heard as she reached the door and stood looking at her without entering. The young woman hadn’t yet spotted her guest. Her long hair was wet and jet-black. Her eyes were black, too. They were facing the window and expressionlessly fixed on something out on the horizon. The sunlight made her olive skin appear pale. Her father was Spanish. A mistake from a summer holiday twenty years earlier.

         “Hey, Kit.” She entered cautiously and sat down on the opposite side of the table. “Happy Birthday.”

         “Hi. I didn’t know if you’d come.”

         “Of course I’d come for your birthday! We have to celebrate it.”

         “It’s been celebrated—with muffins and hot chocolate. That’s why I had to have a shower. I spilled the hot chocolate.” Kit tried to smile, but there were tears in her eyes.

         Annemette stroked her cheek. “Don’t worry about that. It was just hot chocolate.”

         “I burned myself actually!”

         She pulled her hand away sharply and stuck it into a Salling carrier bag instead. “I have a present for you.” She laid it on the table and waited anxiously while Kit gently unwrapped it with a small shy smile.

         “What have you brought now? You didn’t need to do that. Can you afford it?”

         It took a long time to unwrap. Annemette waited calmly, but under the table, her foot tapped impatiently. God, she wanted a cigarette. Before the paper was completely unwrapped, she held the jumper up in front of Kit. The smile slowly died in her dark eyes, too.

         “Don’t you like it? Can you see what the sequins are?”

         “Yeah. Butterflies. It’s nice. Really. But when am I supposed to wear it? When would I need to look so nice?”

         “Nonsense. You can wear it often. It’s not so nice that you couldn’t wear it every day.”

         Kit gently touched the sequins. There was the expression in her eyes that Annemette had never cared for. It was one of those days. One of those days she had a hard time dealing with.

         “Why didn’t you just let me die back then?”

         “No, now stop it!”

         “I know you were offered the choice. Why didn’t you just say they should take it?”

         Annemette gathered the noisy wrapping paper and stuffed it into the empty plastic bag. “Who says such nonsense? Where do you get those thoughts from?”

         “Grandma told me. She said you had to make the decision. That was when she actually wanted to come and visit me.”

         “Grandma is sick. She walks very badly now—that’s the only reason she doesn’t come to visit. You know that very well.”

         “Then why didn’t you get her and bring her with you?”

         Annemette let the question hang.

         “And I made the right decision back then, didn’t I?” Otherwise, you wouldn’t be celebrating a birthday today, would you?”

         “And that would have been better. Anything would have been better than this!”

         “You mustn’t say that, honey.”

         Her pulse increased and her stomach cramped. She shouldn’t have skipped lunch.

         “Do they not bring coffee and cake on these occasions?” She tried to hide the irritation in her voice.

         “They’re having a party for me tonight. Are you coming?” Kit looked at her pleadingly.

         “You know well I can’t.” She took hold of both of her hands, which were lying limply on the table. “I have to work.”

         Kit tore her hand away and looked angrily at Annemette until she let go of the other one. “You should have let me die, then you wouldn’t have had to work so much. Then the job in the office would have been enough. Then you could have come.”

         “Yes, but then you wouldn’t be here, and there’d be no party.” She smiled and tried to sound teasing. Sometimes that was what was needed. “And it means you’re going to need your nice new jumper tonight. You’ll have fun with all your friends.”

         “Friends! Are you calling them friends? Well, where are my friends now? Tell me!”

         “Honey, you can understand that they …” She stopped when it dawned on her that the sentence would be catastrophically misunderstood. She got up and started putting on her coat with Kit’s eyes on all her movements. It hurt inside, and she was ashamed to be looking forward to standing outside in the sunshine again and breathing the clean air. Out in another world. Her world.

         “Will you ring me tomorrow to hear how the party went?” There was a movement around Kit’s lips, which had been given a layer of shiny lip gloss for the occasion.

         Annemette took it as a smile and breathed a sigh of relief. “Of course. Have fun tonight and be happy that you’ve turned twenty. It’s the best age of your life.” Maybe that last sentence was misplaced—outright painful— but it was said now.

         “Yes, it’s the age to have fun and live life.” The smile was there this time, but it was ironic and bitter. “Can I wave to you?”

         “Of course you can. I have to go now.”

         She walked around behind Kit and pushed the wheelchair to the window.

          
      

         When she looked up at the window from the car park and waved back, she thought Kit wasn’t the biggest mistake she had ever made.
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         N
         o one opened the door on Klostergade, so they assumed Sebastian Juhl was still at work.

         The car repair shop was well hidden by the road into a yard. If the sign ole
         hansson’s
         garage
          hadn’t been so prominently displayed outside the gate, they never would have found it. And notably, it was painted with strong red, yellow, and blue colours—not exactly tasteful—as Mikkel Jensen expressed with a grimace when he spotted it. “Apparently, it’s here,” he commented dryly, driving in over the pavement and parking.

         The garage was a low-rise building that looked more like a chicken coop than a car repair shop, except for the dilapidated cars parked behind it, although they could easily have housed chickens. But the man who immediately came out into the sunlight was undoubtedly a mechanic and not a poultry breeder. He was absolutely filthy, and he was drying the oil off his fingers with a coloured rag while observing them with narrow eyes from his fat unshaven face, topped with hair that was combed forward to hide a budding bald spot.

         “Criminal Investigation Department,” Roland said, showing him his badge. “We would like to speak with Sebastian Juhl.”

         “Ole Hansson,” the mechanic introduced himself, so they knew at once it was the owner himself they were talking to. “Sebastian is off today,” he continued without showing any particular curiosity about what the police would want to talk to one of his employees about.

         “Does anyone know where he is? There was no one at his residence,” Roland said.

         “How should I know. I don’t know what my mechanics do in their spare time.”

         Ole Hansson continued wiping his fingers on the rag while chewing gum. Probably for giving up smoking was Roland’s first thought, until he spotted the glow from a cigarette inside the dark workshop. Smoking was banned at the station, but apparently not here among the petrol and oil fumes.

         “May we look around a bit?” he asked, displaying more politeness than Jensen, who was already on his way into the workshop.

         “What’s it about?” Hansson finally asked.

         “How long has Sebastian worked here?”

         “Six years, I think it must be now. He was an apprentice here. As soon as he graduated, he was offered a job. Sebastian’s a skilled mechanic.” Ole Hansson looked at Roland sceptically as he followed them into the garage, which was lit only by the work lamps. There were no windows, and there was the stench of petrol. Everything seemed dirty. Car tyres were stacked in the corner, and there were used car engines everywhere. On one wall hung an oil-stained picture of a sexy pin-up from Rapportpigen. Two mechanics in the garage were engrossed in their work. One was working in the garage pit under a relatively new Fiat, the other one was working on the undercarriage of a rusty white van suspended in a lift. The latter had a lit cigarette dangling between his plump lips under a black moustache. He quickly threw it on the floor and stepped out of the glow when he spotted the two strangers in nice clothes. They could be from Health and Safety. He resumed his work and no longer looked at them.

         “Do either of you know if Sebastian had any plans today?” shouted Ole Hansson. Something negative was mumbled from the pit, and the guy at the lift shrugged and shook his head.

         “Can we talk for a moment?” Roland nodded towards an enclosed room with dirty glass panes facing the garage, which he assumed was the office. He glimpsed a coffee machine and a newer flat-screen TV.

         Ole Hansson nodded and opened the door to the office. It stank of petrol here, too. Roland felt a headache coming on. Mikkel stayed out in the garage, observing the work on the undercarriage. He tinkered with old cars in his spare time, so that was probably what they were talking about, the inspector guessed.

         “Do you know anything about Sebastian’s family?” asked Roland, politely declining the coffee offered to him. He could tell by the smell it had been boiling for a long time. Ole Hansson poured his into a large oilstained mug and took a sip.

         “Not much. It’s not something he’s ever talked about. But why all these questions? Is Sebastian involved in something?”

         “Not as far as we know. It’s about his mother.”

         Ole Hansson shook his head and gave a supercilious smile. “As far as I know, his mother disappeared when he wasn’t that old. Poor boy. Do you have the right Sebastian?”

         Roland nodded slowly. He was more confident now than when they’d arrived. “What else has he said about his parents? For example, do you know what his mother did?”

         “No, no one asked him about his mother. Like I said, it’s not something he ever talked about, and what good would it have done? She disappeared—didn’t she?” Now the curiosity was evident in the man’s fat face, and Roland was about to say something when the phone vibrated in his pocket.

         As usual, Gert Schmidt shouted so loud that he had to go to a corner of the office for fear that Ole Hansson might overhear. “The victim has been identified. It’s the nursing assistant from Silkeborg who disappeared in 1983. The odontologist confirmed it,” Gert said.

         Roland thanked him and quickly hung up. “I think we have to move on. Thank you for your help.” He left the office and called Mikkel over. The sun dazzled them when they stepped out into the yard.

         “The woman has been identified. It’s her, so now we have to find the son. We have to give him the terrible message, and we have to be certain about how much he knows about his mother’s disappearance.”

         DS Jensen nodded and followed him reluctantly to the car. The work in the garage apparently interested him more.

          
      

         There was still no response when they rang the doorbell of the apartment on Klostergade again.

         “Damn it! Olsen is insisting on a press conference this afternoon! We need to talk to the son before then.” He knocked hard on the door—maybe the doorbell for these old apartments wasn’t working. A young girl on her way up the stairs looked down at them from the floor above and asked if they were there to visit Sebastian. She told them he was on his way. She’d just met him on the pavement as he’d been helping one of the elderly residents out of a taxi. Roland mumbled an incomprehensible thank-you and looked impatiently at his watch. They waited politely in the stairwell, which smelled of old vinyl and brown soap. Then they heard voices from the ground floor and heavy, dragging steps. Shortly afterwards, an old woman appeared on the staircase with a young man holding her arm, supporting her up the uneven stairwell. He helped the old woman up the steps to the next floor and only let go of her arm when her crooked fingers had a firm grasp of the banisters. She thanked her neighbour and continued her shuffle up the stairs towards the next floor, where the young girl stood waiting for her. Roland and Mikkel looked knowingly at each other. They had more experience of young people’s disrespect, of assaults on the elderly in their own homes, and cases of pensioners being raped and, occasionally, brutal robbery-murders.

         “Would you like to talk to me?” Sebastian asked with a carefree smile as he stuck the key in the lock of his apartment. Roland’s stomach shrank at the thought that he was about to ruin this young gentleman’s day. They accompanied him into a cosy apartment, which, according to the door sign, was a bachelor pad, but still neat and tidy. The bed in the bedroom was made, and coloured pillows adorned the bedspread. The counter in the small, cramped kitchen was clean and wiped down. There was no build-up of washing-up, just a single used coffee cup. The living room was tidy, too, without looking uninhabited. A bowl of fresh fruit stood on the middle of a round dining table, indicating a healthy diet.

         “Is it about the car I have for sale? I thought you were coming tomorrow,” Sebastian said cheerfully, hanging his keys in a small, brushed steel cabinet.

         “Unfortunately, no.” Roland showed his badge and saw that a nerve was beginning to twitch almost imperceptibly in Sebastian’s eyelid. He sat down and gestured that they could do the same. He was in his mid-thirties. The tanned skin made the light hair appear even lighter and the blue eyes deeper. They reminded Roland of a sled dog’s eyes. He had seen them in a documentary about Finland. Siberian Husky, apparently. The chin and cheeks were covered in light stubble, without looking untidy. Roland had shaved that morning, but still had dark stubble that didn’t look neat.

         Sebastian took a red apple from the fruit bowl and began tossing it from hand to hand in small quick movements while he looked at the detectives intently. “It’s been a long time since I’ve had a visit from the police,” he said.

         Roland took that as a good sign.

         “It’s about your mother.”

         Sebastian abruptly stopped throwing the apple and for a moment looked genuinely surprised. “Mother?” The word was vague and almost incomprehensible, as if it were a word he hadn’t uttered for a long time.

         Roland felt sorry for the lad. The unhappy expression that suddenly appeared in his eyes couldn’t be forced whenever it suited.

         “I know you weren’t very old when your mother disappeared. But do you remember anything from that day?” His question made Sebastian look directly at him.

         “I was only eight years old. I was in school.”

         The eye contact was so intense that Roland felt uncomfortable. It was as though Sebastian was looking deep into his soul, and it wasn’t something he cared for. It was rare for him to be the first to break eye contact.

         “So you don’t know what your mother was going to do that day at all. You lived in Silkeborg—was she going to Aarhus?”

         Sebastian watched Mikkel, who was quietly walking around and looking at the apartment and who hadn’t said a word. It suited Roland, as Mikkel’s direct manner meant he didn’t always say the right thing. But now he returned to the living room with a picture in his hand.

         “Is that your mother?” Mikkel asked. The compassion in his voice forced Roland to look at him in wonder.

         Sebastian nodded and looked away quickly. The woman in the picture was probably in her late twenties. Only a few years younger than when she was killed. There was no doubt who the son looked like. His eyes particularly.

         “I was questioned at the time, but as I said before, I was in school, and she never told me what she was doing. She went on a lot of house calls— but what do I know?”

         The word mother had again disappeared from the son’s vocabulary. He referred to her in an almost hostile way. But it was only natural that the mother’s disappearance felt like a betrayal to an eight-year-old boy. He still didn’t know her fate.

         Sebastian looked at the apple in his hand as if it were a crystal ball that could tell him why his mother had disappeared.

         “They said she probably ran away with a man and didn’t care about me.” His voice was hoarse.

         “Who said that, Sebastian?”

         “Everyone. Even the police, after some time had passed, and they still hadn’t found her.” Sebastian’s intense eyes hit him again; there was reproach in them now, too.

         “Do you think that, too?” asked Mikkel, who had sat down on the edge of the table. Sebastian shook his head and didn’t notice Mikkel nodding tellingly to his superior. It was time for them to reveal why they had come.

         “I’m sorry to have to tell you we found your mother. She is dead.”

         Sebastian emitted a half-suffocated sob. He dropped the apple as he hid his face in his hands. It rolled under the table and stopped at Roland’s shoes. He stared at it. This part of the job was the one he liked the least.

      

   


   
      
         
            7
      

         

         T
         he bedroom was exactly as she remembered it. The window stood open, and the breeze made the white lace curtains flutter slightly. She could glimpse the spire of the cathedral as a veiled shadow through the thin curtain. A fly sat on the windowsill, brushing its wings. There’d also been a fly on the back of the pew in front of her in the church when the pastor had said those nice words about her grandmother as she lay in the white coffin with all the flowers. She hadn’t dared to turn her head to look at it. It was already hard enough to hold back the tears.

         The door to the adjoining living room was closed, but the soft voices penetrated anyway, sometimes even a loud laugh that seemed inappropriate and offensive to her. She clenched the handkerchief hard in her hands. It hadn’t been used. There were no more tears left. Since receiving the news of her grandmother’s death, she had cried every night. Unnoticed and silent, so Peter didn’t hear. He would just think she still hadn’t settled in and that that was what was wrong again.

         She glanced over the familiar things in the bedroom. Everything evoked memories. Time had come to a standstill in the apartment. Nothing had changed since she’d spent all her holidays here as a child. Her hand ran absently across the bedspread that her grandmother had crocheted from white cotton yarn. She’d worked for a long time on that blanket. And there in the bed beside it—in Grandad’s bed—she had slept safely next to her grandmother after long, exciting adventures that sent her into a dream world with good fairies and princesses. Grandad’s photo was on the bedside table in a silver frame. He looked at her mildly, but she didn’t remember him. He died when she was only two years old. But Gran had told her so much about him that he stood vividly in front of her in her mind’s eye. Her glasses lay on the bedside table, too, as if she would come back and get them at any time. But the fact was, she would never need them again and would never come back. Her face smiled out from behind the glass in a frame on the wall by the window. Her old, wise eyes looked at her almost apologetically, as if she regretted that she, too, had now left her. She felt the lump in her throat again. Of course, Peter was right about Elina becoming an old lady who had experienced a lot in her long life. But that didn’t make her miss her less. Although she hadn’t seen much of her lately, after she had moved to Italy with Peter, the knowledge that she was at home in Denmark, and that she could call and talk to her about anything whenever she wanted, had given her a sense of security—a safety net—that had now disappeared. It was as if a bond had been broken. A bond that meant something. A bond that had also connected her with her mother.

         Her eyes stopped at another small picture on the bedside table. She took it and slid a finger down over the face behind the glass. She didn’t remember her from anything other than this picture and the few others that existed. Now that she herself had grown up, she could well see the resemblance that everyone else talked about. The wavy dark hair surrounding a narrow face and the smiling brown eyes. The picture had been taken before her mother had fallen ill. Once the cancer took hold of her body, it had gone fast. She’d died that December. That year, they hadn’t held Christmas together. As she sat looking at the picture, she thought she could remember it. Remember how something important disappeared out of her life and the loneliness she experienced for the first time. That nothing would be the same again. She replaced the photo on the bedside table when she heard the bedroom door open.

         “There you are, Sabrina! Everyone’s gone now. You didn’t say goodbye.” Her father sat down heavily next to her on the bed, so she fell against him as the mattress gave way under his weight. He put an arm around her shoulder and awkwardly rubbed her arm. His eyes lingered briefly on his mother-in-law’s picture on the wall, but there was no love in them. Sabrina looked at his tormented face; his eyes were now focused on the floor. It looked as if he were counting every single loop in the old multicoloured rag rug.

         “What happened between you and Gran?” she asked gently. “Why did you hate each other? Does it have anything to do with Mum?”

         Gustav Hjort looked into his daughter’s worried eyes. Seeing their striking resemblance to her mother’s pained him. It had been months since he’d last seen Sabrina. He had almost forgotten those eyes and her mother, but now he felt his stomach clenching again and had to clear his throat a few times before answering. “We didn’t hate each other, Sabrina. You have to believe that.” He looked down at the rug again. Her brown eyes affected him too strongly. They had the same intense glow as Josefine’s. They could look at him in the same reproachful way that hers had done. He sat uneasily on the bed, loosened his bloody tie, and didn’t know how to explain. Why did she suddenly have to start asking about that after all these years?

         “You know how mothers-in-law can be a nuisance sometimes! Elina was one of those.” He tried to make light and laugh, but the laughter sounded hollow.

         Sabrina’s eyes grew even darker and shiny. “Gran wasn’t like that. That I do know. How can you say such a thing about her, today of all days?”

          
      

         She got up and smoothed her black skirt. It annoyed her that she’d fallen foul of him again so soon. During the entire flight from Milan, she had told herself that it wasn’t to happen, but why couldn’t he answer her? More than ever, she wanted to know what had divided the family. What had gone wrong? Was it just because Gustav married Carola far too soon after her mother’s death? She stood with her arms crossed by the open window. The warm air smelled so different to what she’d been trying to get used to for the last six months in Milan.

         Gustav walked behind her and gently laid his hands on her shoulders, a gesture he anticipated might be unwelcome. “It’s great to have you home again, Sabrina. Even if the circumstances aren’t …”

         He quickly pulled his hands away as the door to the living room opened and a slender woman, skilfully made-up and clothed in black from head to toe, looked around until she caught sight of them by the window. The unnaturally white teeth lit up her tanned face. Confidently, she approached them in high heels.

         “I didn’t see you in the church at all, Sabrina. Nice to see you. Naturally, I was very sorry to hear about your grandmother,” she said in her slightly hoarse voice, which men probably found sexy, as she took her husband’s arm. She leaned into him affectionately and looked at Sabrina as if there were something she would like to change. But Sabrina was no longer affected by that look. She was used to it. Carola always found something she didn’t like about her: her clothes, her hair, her colouring, her chubby figure. When she was a child, her stepmother had tried to dress her in uncomfortable little princess dresses and put bows in her hair to impose her idea of a beautiful child on the ugly daughter who accompanied her father, but it never took long for the bows to hang and the silk dresses to become dirty. Eventually, Carola gave up and instead developed an expression in her eyes every time she looked at Sabrina. Carola and Gustav hadn’t had any children themselves. Why, she didn’t know. They never spoke about that kind of thing. Their private life was a closed book to the outside world. Carola had a son from a previous marriage to an English naval officer, but he was three years older than Sabrina and had lived with his father in England, so she had only met him a few times when she wasn’t that old. He himself had become something within the navy and sailed—as far as she knew—with a corvette in the Persian Gulf.

         “It was a beautiful funeral,” Carola said as the silence began to press. Gustav put his arm around her slender waist, and Sabrina had to reluctantly admit that they made a beautiful couple, even though they were both well on in years. She nodded and again felt the tears trying to take control, but she swallowed and held them back. Carola had never seen her cry.

         “Won’t you come and have dinner with us?” asked Gustav. “I’m excited to hear how you’re doing in Italy.”

         “Have you settled in?” interrupted Carola. “You came home quickly, I understand from Peter.”

         It annoyed her that Peter had talked to Carola about such a private thing, that he talked to her at all, but she just nodded and pushed her hair behind her ears. “Yes, things are going better. I’ll never learn the language, but I manage.”

         “You have to give it some time. For Peter’s sake, I mean. Being a product engineer at Grundfos is his big chance.” Carola smiled forcefully and glanced at Gustav. Sabrina realised that this was something they had discussed before. Yes, it was Peter’s big chance. But what about her? She missed her job at Skovdal Hospice—she had taken a year’s leave to follow her husband. Without knowing the language, her training as a clinical dietitian wasn’t worth much in Italy, despite the many hospices in Milan. But now, fortunately, only six months remained, then they would return home to Denmark when Peter’s posting, which was part of a long-term career plan, would be over. She could have chosen to stay at home, but Peter wanted her to come along, and a little break from everyday life with sick and dying people had been much needed at the time. But now she only wanted to return to Denmark and her job, and there had never been a question about her travelling home to attend Elina’s funeral, even though Peter couldn’t come.

         “I’m sure Johanne has made something delicious for us. Won’t you, Sabrina, so we can talk?” Gustav tried again and grabbed her arm as if he intended to pull her with him against her will, but she shook her head.

         “Thanks, but no, Dad. I’m going to stay here a little longer. I promised Emma I’d help empty the apartment early tomorrow. I might sleep here tonight.”

         “You have to eat something.” Gustav looked at her pleadingly. She wanted so badly to be with her father, but she wouldn’t entertain Carola’s criticism and reproaches. Not today. She kissed him on the cheek and inhaled the scent of his exclusive aftershave, no doubt chosen by Carola.

         “Just go now, Dad. I’ll order a pizza.”

         Carola grimaced but said nothing, clearly relieved, as she pulled away with her husband. He sent Sabrina a long look from the doorway before closing the door.
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