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            ‘Delightfully dark’ Antti Tuomainen
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            ‘A hugely enjoyable read with thrills and laughs, as Hannah sticks her nose in where it’s not welcome’ Michael J. Malone

            ‘So satisfying … a truly great read’ Lilja Sigurðardóttir

            ‘A skilful, witty mash-up … really entertaining’ Aly Monroe

            ‘This reminded me somewhat of the more recent, meta efforts of the great Anthony Horowitz’ The Bookbag

            ‘The most original thriller of the year’ Politiken

            
                

            

            What readers are saying…

            [image: ] [image: ] [image: ] [image: ] [image: ] 

            ‘Laugh-out-loud funny … Hannah is a brilliant creation’

            ‘Skewers the publishing industry in the best possible way’

            ‘Reminded me of Anthony Horowitz … meta, sharp, funny but also so tense’
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1
            PROLOGUE

         

         The woman stands only metres away from him in the dimly lit kitchen. In the moonlight she looks gentle, almost innocent. He breathes in silently. He does not want her to discover him. There is no way he is going to take pity on her now. Not after everything she has done. She deserves to die. She bends down and grabs a bottle from the bottom shelf of the wine fridge; an expensive vintage – she has good taste. He wonders whether she will manage a sip before he kills her. A last supper, of sorts. The thought makes him feel powerful. Like a god, deciding between life and death. Which is exactly why this fucking bitch has to die: she has ruined his life and robbed him of his future. Everything he was supposed to have, her and people like her have taken for themselves. He decides to deny her one last sip of the expensive wine she has enjoyed plenty of during her life. Now it is his turn. 

         He slips towards her from his hiding spot behind the door, wanting more than anything to avoid her turning and spotting him – not just because it would make stabbing her more difficult, but also because he does not want her to have the luxury of knowing who her killer is. The pain should hit her like a bolt from the blue. Unless … He pauses. Would revenge be even sweeter if she actually sees him? He hesitates for a moment, annoyed at himself – now is not the time for thinking, for letting the slightest doubt creep into his thoughts. He shakes his head, makes up his mind: he will kill her from behind, swiftly and clinically, as planned. Anyway, he would prefer not to be haunted by the sight of his victim’s eyes. Sneaking up on her is easy enough – she is fully occupied by her battle with the wine bottle, clearly too drunk to open it and hearing only the curses she directs at the cork. She looks laughable. He is only half a metre away now. Her pearl necklace quivers in time with her wine-bottle dance – how hard can it be to remove a cork from a bottle? He feels like ripping off her pearl necklace, just because he can, and because it would please him to see her afraid. But he is not here to frighten her. He is here to kill her.2

         He looks down at the knife in his hand. Freshly sharpened. He raises his hand towards her neck, just as he has fantasied about so many times. One stab, maybe two – preferably not too many, he does not want there to be a struggle. He aims for the pearl necklace: that should be a nice, soft spot. Just as he is about to jab the knife into her, she suddenly manages to pull the cork out of the bottle, spinning triumphantly to look directly at the point of the raised, razor-sharp knife, and then – to his horror – she screams! Loudly and with the exact amount of fear in her voice that would be unmistakeable were anyone to hear her – a woman is in serious peril. 

         ‘Let go! Let go!’ 

         No, no, no! Her hand is locked around his wrist – how can she squeeze that hard, and why can’t he find a good angle to stab her? She should be an easy victim; he is far stronger than her. 

         ‘Argh!’ 

         With surprising force, she has dug her thumb into his wrist. Her fingernail is sharp and for a brief moment he wonders whether her nail has sliced open his artery. A shooting pain, then he feels himself releasing the knife. Shit, shit, shit, this can’t be happening. He looks down – where is the fucking knife? There! She sees it too, kicks it away, sends it skidding out of reach, along with his dream of watching the life ebb out of her. He looks back at the door, has to get out, get away, but then he spots something else: a meat tenderiser on the kitchen counter. He reaches for it, for his salvation, but she notices his movement, realises what he is intending to do, so she reaches for it too. But he is quicker, he grabs the mallet and in one fluid motion, with no hesitation, he slams it down on her temple. 

         She crumples to the floor, unconscious. But is she dead? He watches as blood gushes out of her head. Maybe he should hit her again to be sure the deed is done? But suddenly he is overwhelmed by an unbearable nausea and a need to vomit. He drops the meat tenderiser and runs towards the open patio door, into the moonlight, off into the night and the darkest corners of his soul. This was definitely not how it was supposed to happen. Or how it was supposed to feel.
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         Sigh. Hannah does not have the energy for this. Yet another stupid interview with an inconsequential TV presenter who’ll want to know what it is like to have written a femi-crime, and, as a ‘mature’ author, to have finally achieved popular success among readers. With a stiff smile, she’ll offer a reply so hackneyed that even Bastian, her editor, will again compliment her on her ability to dish out clichés like a politician. Hannah looks at her reflection in the lighted mirror and barely recognises herself: her hair is pointing straight up as the make-up artist of an indeterminable gender identity sets it in a bob, making it look like she is wearing a bearskin cap. Hannah feels like the first lady, a feeling only accentuated by the greasy make-up, which clearly fits the make-up artist’s definition of ‘as little as possible’. Even though the chattering hair-and-make-up slash bearskin-cap expert has done their best to add some life to Hannah’s face using several shades of tan, they have been unable to conceal that Hannah is exactly what she appears to be: a burnt-out author in need of a holiday far, far away from her readers and the TV cameras that await her. The only problem is, Hannah cannot afford the luxury of a holiday until she has written the follow-up to her debut crime novel, which in a bout of overweening confidence and underwhelming finances, she has somehow signed a contract for, even though she has no clue what to write. However, as long as she is doing PR for the first crime novel, Murder Island, Bastian is not constantly breathing down her neck about book number two. She looks at herself in the mirror again. This was what she had dreamed of – popularity, a microphone to speak into, readers queuing for her autograph. But when she reflects on the year that has passed since she published her rapidly written crime novel and subsequent experimental romance novel, she can only recall one feeling: impotence. Impotence because, much to her chagrin, the crime novel proved to be a genuine bestseller, while large stacks of her lifeblood – the romance novel – lie unsold in bookshops. And 4always about the sodding crime novel, which she only wrote out of spite and which she hates with a passion. Apparently, the story of how she wrote the book in a single month continues to be amusing, just as everyone finds it infinitely interesting that she and her arch-enemy, the crime-writing king Jørn Jensen, became friends while Hannah was on a writer’s retreat in Iceland. Well, friends might be putting it a bit strong, but Hannah has to admit, without Jørn’s help, she never would have survived the events that inspired her to write her crime novel. However, she has not spoken to Jørn in several months, even though he steadfastly leaves a message on her voicemail every week with an offer of a drink. Hannah has no idea why he does not get the hint – given that she never returns his calls, it can only be because she has zero interest in seeing him. whenever she is invited by the media to talk about her work, it is 

         ‘Well, you certainly can’t get much better than that.’ 

         Hannah looks into the mirror again and meets the enthusiastic gaze of the make-up artist, who offers a slightly apologetic and conciliatory smile, one that Hannah knows all too well. She looks like a made-up corpse. The make-up artist has done their best, but all the same, it surely must put a dent in their professional pride that no amount of concealer could drive the weary indifference out of her. 

         ‘Thanks, it looks great.’ She feels no reason to be critical; you cannot blame the artist when there is something wrong with the canvas. 

         She is just about to get up when the TV presenter, a Jutlandic man with a cheerful glint in his eye, sits down next to her, looking at her as if she were a child. 

         ‘Well, won’t be long now.’ He looks down at his papers like he is checking who he is speaking to. The appearance of a small wrinkle on his forehead signals that he recognises her name but does not associate anything positive with it. ‘Hannah, such a huge pleasure to have you with us.’ He smiles, a practised politeness that cannot hide a certain disappointment. 

         He would probably have preferred to interview a genuinely 5exciting personality instead of a middle-aged author with a reputation for being difficult. Time after time she has encountered interviewers who are briefed on her writing only superficially, and she no longer has the capacity to make the effort to ensure the conversations go smoothly. That is not her job. Why does nobody do their homework anymore, do some background research, maybe even read one of her books? She looks wearily at the presenter; if he is considering taking their conversation down a femi-crime writing angle, she is going to murder him. 

         ‘I thought maybe we could talk about how you wrote a kind of femi-crime novel and in so doing placed yourself alongside a lot of other Scandinavian women crime writers. What do you think, for example, about many people comparing Murder Island to the Fanø crime novels by Karoline Carstensen?’ 

         Hannah digs her nails into the upholstered leather arms of the chair. She looks at the presenter with dead eyes. He smiles. She does not even have the strength to pretend anymore. 

         ‘One moment.’ She gets up and hurries out of the claustrophobic make-up room. 

         ‘But we’re live in three minutes!’ 

         She can feel the presenter’s worried eyes burning into her back, while a squat woman in loose-fitting jeans and an enormous headset follows her at a nervous distance. Soon, she will be forced to sit on their ugly, orange conversation sofa, eating shit on live TV. 

         
             

         

         ‘I changed my mind, I don’t want to do this, I’m leaving.’ 

         She stands in a corridor with the phone to her ear. She has called Bastian, who arranged the TV feature. 

         Her editor sighs despairingly at the other end. ‘Do you have any idea how difficult it was to get them to interview you?’ 

         ‘What do you mean?’ 

         Bastian hesitates. ‘I mean … to put it bluntly, the editor was a little reluctant to have you as a guest. They thought you were a little … well…’6

         ‘What?’ 

         ‘Boring.’ 

         ‘Boring?’ 

         ‘That’s why I sold them the femi-crime angle. They thought it would be exciting if you could talk a bit about how Karoline Carstensen’s books stack up against yours.’ 

         ‘But I haven’t read any of Karoline Carstensen’s books. Why can’t I talk about Love and Volcanoes?’ 

         Silence at the other end. Another long sigh from Bastian. 

         ‘Love and Volcanoes doesn’t appeal to their viewers.’ 

         ‘It is the best book I’ve ever written, and I don’t think I’ve had the chance to explore the themes of patriarchal power structures in—’ 

         ‘Hannah.’ Bastian interrupts her in a firm, fatherly tone. ‘No one wants to hear about patriarchal power structures on a morning talk show. They want to know whether you’ve met Karoline Carstensen, whether you have the same taste in lipstick. That’s how I was able to sell you to them, now pull yourself together and act like a civilised person, and go back in there and do your duty, even if you don’t feel like it. That’s what life is about.’ 

         ‘Doing things you don’t feel like doing?’ 

         ‘Living up to your obligations when other people are relying on you.’ 

         ‘This past year, I’ve done nothing but travel up and down the country, talking about this crappy crime novel. I can’t do it anymore.’ 

         ‘Then what are you going to do? Write the new crime novel you owe me?’ 

         Touché. 

         ‘Twelve minutes, Hannah. That’s how much time is allotted for your interview. I’m sure you’ll make it through … after that we can discuss your future.’ 

         Silence. Bastian has hung up. 

         She stands there for a moment, holding the warm phone against 7her ear. There was something depressing about his last statement. Discuss your future? She glances at the presenter and the headset lady, who are both standing at the end of the corridor, along with a couple of concerned TV types, who are checking the time, whispering and pointing at her. She puts away the phone and walks over to them. Attempts a smile. 

         ‘Shall we?’ 
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         The glaring lights hurt Hannah’s eyes. She suppresses an urge to shield her eyes with her hand – why do TV studios have to be so dazzlingly bright? She glances over at a TV chef, whom a TV presenter seems to be very impressed with as he plates a tartlet with fish filling. It looks disgusting, but the presenter gazes at the dish like it is her first time seeing food. 

         ‘That looks so yum!’ 

         Yum? Hannah folds her arms over her chest. Is that even a word? She watches the presenter sample the tartlet. She looks like she is going to vomit. Hannah would do the same if she had to eat puréed squid in a cream sauce. 

         ‘Mm-mm, this is delicious!’ 

         The chef smiles. ‘This is a power food wrapped up in something recognisable, delicious and a little sinful: locally sourced dairy cream. A dish packed with vitamins D and B12 that tastes like Grandma’s home-made tartlets.’ 

         The woman presenter struggles to swallow the small bite of tartlet, which seems to require every drop of saliva in her mouth. She forces a smile. 

         ‘Yes, it tastes exactly like the tartlet we all know and love, only … different.’ She turns to the camera. ‘You can find the recipe for these super delicious squidlets on our website. And now, over to you, Morten!’8

         Three robot cameras simultaneously turn towards Hannah and the presenter, who are sitting on the sofa next to the kitchen studio. Behind the cameras, Hannah sees the presenter spitting the squidlet into her hand. 

         ‘Yes, because today I have crime writer Hannah Krause-Bendix, best known for her outstanding crime novel, Murder Island, which of course she wrote in just a single month. Welcome, Hannah.’ The presenter flashes a broad, fake smile. 

         ‘I’m not a crime writer.’ Hannah looks at him defiantly. 

         Confused, he looks down at the copy of Murder Island lying on the table in front of them. ‘But … You did write a crime novel, did you not?’ 

         ‘One crime novel, yes, and eight novels. So you can just call me a novelist. And I did not write the entire book in a month. In actual fact, it took a little longer.’ 

         ‘Erm, okay…’ The presenter scratches his head, still confused. Scans his list of questions. Suddenly he nods and smiles at her. He must have received a message in his earpiece. ‘Crime novel, novel; potato, potato, right? He-he.’ 

         She starts to feel a little sorry for him. It is not entirely his fault that he is so clueless. In reality, the two of them are simply hostages, forced together by their employers. They have to make the best of this. Now is the time for her to charm all of Denmark. She flashes a smile to conceal her annoyance. 

         ‘Not that I am a stickler for designating genres, and obviously, at the end of the day, it doesn’t matter what it says on the front cover. They’re all books.’ Hannah leans towards the presenter in a conciliatory manner and he smiles in relief. 

         ‘Exactly! Still, I would like to focus on the crime novel, because as I understand it, writing this book has changed your life quite significantly. Can you tell us a little more about that?’ 

         ‘Well, I can pay the rent on time now.’ She smiles. 

         He laughs far too loudly, nervously, slaps his thighs. ‘Ha! Yes, of course it’s nice to be able to earn a little money from what you do 9for a living. But it’s not just the money; you’ve also increased your readership. You’re almost as popular as Karoline Carstensen, the queen of crime fiction. Perhaps I could even venture to call you the crown princess?’ The presenter smiles, as if he has said something amusing. 

         Her willingness to cooperate sails straight out of the studio. An urge to take the flower arrangement on the table in front of her and smash it against the nearest robot camera is overwhelming. Hannah takes a deep breath and tries to sound objective and non-violent. 

         ‘Firstly, I hate the term femi-crime, it is a stupid designation, one that demeans crime novels written by women, and at the same time, reduces the readership of women authors to half the population. Secondly, I hate it when grown women – or children for that matter – are called princesses. Thirdly, I have nothing in common with Karoline Carstensen other than the fact both of us have written a book that takes place on an island.’ 

         ‘But … you are both women and nearly the same age and…’ The presenter looks down at his cue card frantically. ‘And wasn’t there something about you both being fans of the singer Anne Linnet?’ He looks up at her like a dog begging for a treat while Hannah’s brain explodes. A fan of Anne Linnet? This is way beneath her. And where the hell did they get their hands on that titbit? 

         ‘Yes, and wasn’t there something about you going to a concert with the crown prince?’ 

         ‘Erm, sorry?’ The presenter gives her a confused look. 

         ‘Because then I might call you the heir apparent of stupidity.’ She gets up and marches out of the studio, and as she tears off the microphone, she hears the presenter changing over. 

         ‘Yes, and erm … Over to our next feature, where we’re going to meet Heidi from Aalborg, who has crocheted an exact replica of the Little Mermaid.’
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         Bam! The wind catches the window and slams it into the outside wall. Annoyed, Hannah pulls it back into place and to her relief, she notes that the glass is intact. She fastens the hasp, sits down on the windowsill and lights a cigarette. Gazes down at the street below, where the world passes by in pale, vernal greens. She managed to escape the TV studio and return home to her flat in Vesterbro without speaking to anyone but the taxi driver, whose only remark was a grumbling ‘have a good day’ as she climbed out. But it is not a good day, it is a crappy day. Another one. And it is not just the gruelling interviews with happy-go-lucky journalists who find it more interesting to ask what she eats for breakfast than for her view on literature’s treatment of the human condition in a complex, post-modern world that annoy her. Nor is it the book she owes Bastian that is keeping her up at night. Her foul mood is primarily down to the fact that nothing has gone as she hoped with her newfound love, Margrét. It is not exactly easy falling in love with a policeman’s wife who has two young children and a strong attachment to her native Iceland. But she had hoped Margrét would make good on her promise to enter the relationship fully and completely as soon as she possibly could. And even though that intention, is, as far as she knows, still intact, divorce and custody are clearly not matters you can sort out in one or two days. Or in one or two years. After the first few optimistic months of regular trips between Iceland and Denmark, their contact has ever so quietly been reduced to text messages, emails and video chats, and she has not seen Margrét in person in three months. Doubt as to whether their relationship will ever become a reality is starting to take root in her thoughts. If no progress is made soon, she is in danger of dying alone and loveless. But that is not really what torments her; it’s more the idea that Margrét exists in a world where they are not together. A sudden desire for immediate affirmation overwhelms her, and she stubs out her cigarette and calls Margrét, even though 11the interference’ in Margrét’s homelife. But she is tired of being an interference in Margrét’s life, she wants to be a constant, to have her loved one available round the clock. they agreed to only speak when arranged in advance so as to ‘reduce 

         ‘What’s wrong?’ Margrét does not even say hello. 

         ‘Nothing, really. I just wanted to hear your voice. Can we videochat?’ 

         ‘Sure … Let’s FaceTime.’ 

         Hannah can sense Margrét smiling on the other end. She knows she sounds like she is a hundred and two years old, but she cannot be bothered to keep up with all the names of the different programs, and anyway, they are constantly changing. Maybe she should try to keep up with all the verbs that arrive with the latest developments in communication, but for the time being, it is enough to know she can see Margrét on a screen. 

         As Hannah is longing for a time when the world was more analogue, Margrét appears on the phone, and the sight of her sends butterflies scattering to every corner of Hannah’s stomach. As always, Margrét looks irresistible, with her thick dark hair extending down past her shoulders, her high cheekbones, and the gleaming brown eyes that make Hannah feel like she is both loved and understood. 

         ‘What are you doing?’ Hannah studies the screen and tries to spot Margrét’s family, who, at the moment, are keeping their relationship locked in a state of impossibility, but she appears to be alone. Like Hannah, she is also sitting by a window, but with a far more spectacular background: mountains and falling snow. 

         ‘Viktor has taken the kids to his parents and I was just about to do the laundry.’ 

         Even a trivial act like doing the laundry seems exotic and sexy when Margrét is the one doing it. Hannah wishes Margrét was with her, pottering about in their shared home, doing odds and ends. But in reality, they have not even agreed where their shared home will be. She wants Margrét in Copenhagen, Margrét wants to stay in 12Iceland because of her children. They have also discussed the possibility of Viktor, a police officer, finding a job in Denmark, allowing him to be with the children too. But that decision will likely have to wait until after the divorce. Hannah watches Margrét on the screen, feels like reaching out to her. 

         ‘If you want to see me melt down on live TV, there’s a YouTube clip of me doing an interview this morning.’ 

         ‘A meltdown? Did you kick anyone?’ Margrét looks at Hannah with concern. 

         ‘No, it was a verbal meltdown. I mean, I’m just so tired … tired of being interviewed by journalists without two brain cells to rub together, tired of having to compare myself to other women authors just because I’m a woman, tired of feeling uninspired, tired of the weather and tired of the royal family. And…’ She pauses. ‘I’m really tired of us not being together.’ She looks into the screen, tries to look like she’s suffering without appearing outright pathetic. 

         Margrét observes her in silence, a trait Hannah is all too familiar with by now. Her I-don’t-know-what-to-say silence. But she wants to hear Margrét say something, anything. 

         ‘Tell me about your day. Is it snowing?’ 

         Margrét looks over her shoulder, sees the snow falling outside as if she is only just noticing it now. ‘Yes, it’s been snowing all morning. I can’t wait for spring to arrive. Proper spring. For the flowers and the migrating birds to return to the coast. Did you know Iceland has one of the largest colonies of lundi in the world? Between eight and thirteen million.’ 

         Hannah smiles. Not just because Margrét uses the Icelandic word for puffins even though they are speaking English, but also because she suddenly feels like learning everything there is to know about puffins. 

         ‘Tell me more about lundi.’ 

         ‘Okay. They lay their eggs in May and June, and both parents spend an equal amount of time brooding. In fact, they’re more modern and more equal than humans. They have hooks inside 13their mouths that can scoop as many as ten fish out of the sea at a time.’ 

         It is strangely calming to hear Margrét talk about puffins, and that is exactly what Hannah misses: the two of them talking about all things great and small, enriching one another’s everyday life. She is about to ask more about the puffins when she is interrupted by a loud and insistent buzzing. The entry phone. And the noise goes on and on. Hannah looks at Margrét on the screen. 

         ‘Sorry, I have to go. Some idiot has glued their finger to my doorbell.’ 
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         ‘What do you want?’ 

         Hannah looks at Bastian. Her editor is a tall and conventionally handsome man, whose defining characteristic is an annoyingly calm disposition. At the moment, though, he is shuffling impatiently in front of her door. 

         ‘I need to talk to you.’ He pushes past her and enters the flat without waiting for an invitation. 

         She sighs. He has tried to call her seven times since she stormed out of the TV studio in protest, so there is no avoiding a confrontation. She shuts the door and follows him inside. 

         They sit down opposite one another in her living room, which suddenly feels far too small for two people. 

         ‘What is wrong with you?’ He does not even sound angry, just weary. His long arms are folded over his chest. 

         ‘Sorry, but I refuse to take part in interviews of such inferior quality.’ 

         ‘Do you realise how many people watch that programme? Hundreds of thousands of potential new readers.’ 

         She meets his gaze. ‘They’re not going to start reading my books by listening to me talk about Karoline Carstensen’s crime novels.’14

         ‘You never know. But they certainly won’t buy your books when you act like a pampered, stuck-up artist.’ 

         ‘I am a pampered, stuck-up artist. And I’m tired of talking to stupid journalists and signing autographs for books I hate.’ 

         ‘I thought that deep down this was what you dreamed of. Being popular.’ 

         ‘Don’t pretend to know what my deepest desires are. I’m certainly not interested in being popular on a false premise. Murder Island is not me, and if I have to spend another minute inside Horsens State Penitentiary for the crime-fiction festival, I’m going to shoot myself.’ 

         ‘I thought you liked the crime-fiction festival?’ 

         ‘Only because I got to sleep in a prison cell. It was nice to get some peace and quiet.’ 

         He sighs and looks at her like he wants to drop her as an author, as a friend and as a person. 

         ‘You owe me a book.’ 

         ‘It’s coming.’ 

         ‘That’s what you said six months ago. How many pages have you written?’ 

         Her palms are getting clammy. ‘It’s not about page numbers. It’s about all the things I have inside my head.’ 

         ‘So what exactly do you have inside your head? Maybe you could share that information with me? Just the basic plot, roughly.’ 

         Hannah looks out of the window, silently cursing herself. She bitterly regrets signing the contract for the sequel to her crime novel. In the moment, it almost felt like a release, since the contract ensured a decent advance – an advance that paid for a new bathroom, which was a necessity: the pipes under the floor had burst and caused water damage not only to her flat, but also significant damage to the ceiling of the downstairs neighbour. After a lengthy tug-of-war with the insurance company, the matter ended with her having to pay all the expenses, as it was deemed the damage was due to ‘insufficient maintenance’ on her part. In other words, the advance has long since been spent, while she has not managed 15to write a single sentence of her new book. She looks at Bastian and tries to maintain a degree of dignity and control. 

         ‘I’ll pay you back.’ 

         ‘How? You can only just live off the earnings from Murder Island.’ 

         ‘I’ll apply for an endowment from the Danish Arts Foundation.’ 

         ‘There’s no guarantee you’ll be awarded one, and besides, it’s six months until the next application round.’ 

         ‘Can you not wait six months for me to pay back the advance?’ 

         ‘No. You owe me another crime novel, and if you were able to write the first one in a little more than a month, six months is more than enough to write the second one.’ Bastian sounds unusually direct. 

         She fiddles with the window latch for a moment, while outside, dark clouds encroach the spring city. ‘I’ve got loads of ideas; I just have to put together a coherent plot.’ She stares out at the coming rain and tries to make it look like she is telling the truth. There certainly is a document on her computer labelled ‘Book Two’, but it only contains a few vague bullet points. Mostly in the form of questions: What? Who? How? In all of those messy notes, she does not feel there is even the outline of an idea she can share with Bastian. 

         ‘How do you feel about Sicily?’ 

         She turns to him. He looks like someone who has just come up with a brilliant idea. She can see where he is going with this. 

         ‘If it’s because you know someone I can stay with, I feel terrible about Sicily.’ 

         She recalls her lodgings in Iceland, which certainly ended happily with Ella as her host, but she cannot be bothered to get to know new people, and she certainly cannot be bothered to make accommodations as a guest in a stranger’s house. But across from her, Bastian suddenly smiles, as if he has found the perfect solution to all their problems. 

         ‘You need some peace and quiet, and a change of scenery, and I 16have a colleague with a big, empty house and a sea view. You’ll be able to write there undisturbed. And I promise, you won’t have to do any interviews or any PR while you’re there. You can stay for as much time as you need – just as long as you return home with the first draft of a new crime novel.’ 

         Hannah hesitates for a moment, pictures herself sitting in the sun with a gentle breeze, a view of the Mediterranean and a very strong drink in her hand. She looks out of the window, sees a lashing spring downpour suddenly explode over the city as if someone has just pressed a rain button. On the street below, people race for shelter, and inside, rain is now dripping in through the half-open window, running down onto the desk and seeping into an open notebook with blank pages. 

         She wipes a little water off the windowsill. 

         ‘When do I leave?’ 
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         Three hours and thirty-five minutes after Hannah has left Copenhagen, she lands at Sicily’s Palermo airport – officially called Aeroporto di Palermo Falcone e Borsellino, named after two anti-Mafia judges, Giovanni Falcone and Paolo Borsellino, who were assassinated in 1992. During her flight, Hannah has had plenty of time to flip through the travel guide she bought at Copenhagen airport, which goes to great lengths to reassure tourists that, despite Sicily being known Mafia territory, there is nothing to fear. Because the Mafia has invested in the tourist industry, meaning it has no interest in scaring away visitors. Duly comforted, Hannah stretches her knackered writer’s back, cursing the tiny seats the budget airlines squeeze into their medium-haul aeroplanes. 

         Shortly after, irritably pushing a crammed baggage trolley, she glances around the arrivals hall for the exit and freedom from the mass of tourists on holiday, gaily washing over her like a wave 17lapping over a pebble on the beach. Hopefully, the villa is as remote as Bastian promised, and as far as possible from the other Scandinavians on the flight, who are clearly enamoured with Sicily. 

         A few relieved minutes later, she is standing outside the airport’s car-hire office looking at an ugly dumpling of a car that the eager young clerk calls a Fiat Panda. She looks at her luggage and doubts whether it will all fit in; belongings for a couple of months in isolated surroundings take up quite a bit of space. As if the car-hire clerk can read her mind, he yanks open the boot and flips down the back seat. He assures her of the car’s outstanding qualities with a big smile and in a thickly accented, but otherwise immaculate, English. 

         ‘Plenty of room! You have a lot of luggage, but it is only you, so it is no problem! You can fit a whole family in this smart little number. And it’s only you, all by yourself. Plenty of room.’ 

         The number of times the car-hire clerk manages to weave her solitude into his sales pitch is incredible, but since he has already started to toss her suitcases into the back of the bright-yellow car, she simply nods. A muscular shoulder at full stretch is required to force the hatch shut, but he manages it with all of Hannah’s belongings safely inside. She accepts the key, as well as a couple of appeals to drive carefully. She nods – the guidebook has already prepared her for the chaotic traffic on the island, but luckily she does not have to drive through Palermo’s seething traffic cauldron; a little under two hours on the motorway and local roads will take her directly to the outskirts of the small town of Sant’Emilia, where the villa with a sea view awaits her, along with some peace and quiet for writing. 

         
             

         

         Hannah tunes into some classical music on the car radio, leans back in the little yellow dumpling and stomps on the accelerator. She has no intention of being one of those ridiculously overcautious tourists, stuttering forward and causing queues, much to the annoyance of the locals. She drives aggressively, overtaking and surpassing the 18speed limit a little. Although by no means a sports car, the Panda can certainly keep pace with the upper end of the traffic flow. She has managed to avoid rush hour, so she makes it past the island’s capital in one piece, however it is not exactly easy to escape the built-up area; one small village merges into the next, while in between, she catches glimpses of the sea to her left, along with a promise of freedom. 

         When she approaches her destination, the GPS guides her up a winding road, away from the sea and up a mountain. She reduces her speed as asphalt gives way to gravel, passes a private-road sign and sincerely hopes it leads to where she is staying. 

         A white stone villa finally appears at the end of the gravel road, and Hannah parks in front of it, somewhat disappointed. Is this really it? She had been promised a sea view, and the photos of the interior Bastian showed her had given her the impression of something grand and luxurious. The villa appears not only small but also isolated – she must be several kilometres from the sea. She gets out of the car and is immediately enveloped by the heat of the southern European spring sun, which in combination with the clear mountain air, is strangely life-affirming. 

         As instructed, she rummages in a flowerpot by the door and to her relief, she finds the house key. She unlocks the door, steps inside and retracts all of her reservations: from the small entrance she sees a living room with huge glass doors. Outside, she can spot the sea glinting at the bottom of the mountain. With a touch of childlike joy, she races over to the glass doors and tears them open, stepping onto a huge patio with loungers and a view so beautiful she has to stop to catch her breath for a moment. A little giddy, she walks over and places her delighted hands on the railing, while she takes in the fresh mountain air and lets the sun warm her cheeks. She looks down and spots a pool, which extends one level below the patio and is surrounded by more loungers and some exotic flowers. She notes the villa is split into two levels, of which the lower one seems to be built into the mountainside – the reason the building looked so 19small from the back. Such luxury to have so much space, especially when she is going to stay here all by herself. 

         ‘Hello.’ 

         Hannah turns with a start and freezes when she sees the silhouette of a man standing by the front door. 

         ‘Who are you?’ She tries to sound calm. Is she at the wrong house? Did she break into someone’s home? Or has some local psychopath seen her, a single woman, enter a large, empty house, far from any neighbours, and is now planning to exploit the situation? As the man steps forward, she sees he is wearing work clothes. His large, dirty hands are holding a shovel, its sharpened edges glistening in the sun. He is unshaven and has a weathered face, as if he has spent his entire life outdoors. His smile reveals a set of bad teeth. Is he some kind of homeless savage? 

         Hannah steps forward and addresses him in English. ‘My name is Hannah Krause-Bendix, I’m from Denmark. My husband will be arriving any moment, we’re staying at the house. Together.’ She is annoyed at having to lie about being heterosexual, but in her experience, men respect male partners to a greater extent than female partners. 

         The man with the weather-beaten face takes a few more steps forward and is now only metres away from her. He studies her closely, making her feel uneasy. She resists the urge to jump over the railing. 

         The man nods at her, answers in slightly broken English. ‘I thought you would be staying here alone. At least, that’s what I was told.’ 

         Hannah looks at him in wonder. ‘Who told you I was coming? Who are you?’ 

         ‘I am Manfredo, the gardener. I live up the road a way. The owner asked me to make sure you settle in.’ 

         She breathes a sigh of relief. The gardener! Her shoulders drop. She tries to act more like a normal human being. 

         ‘Sorry, I was just a little … startled. When I said my husband was 20on his way, that was just … well, just something I said. But you’re absolutely right, it’s just me staying here. And I’m sure I’ll be able to settle in, thank you. It’s beautiful here.’ 

         Manfredo nods and smiles, his lips sealed. 

         ‘The pool has been cleaned and prepared, and I’ve made up the master bedroom for you. My wife, Liva, will come by every morning at ten to clean. I hope that is okay?’ 

         Hannah had not counted on a gardener and cleaner being a part of her stay; she is not exactly up to having strangers scampering about every day. On the other hand … she has always wondered what it would be like to have servants, and even though something deep within her Danish mindset provokes shame at the thought of others slogging away for her, she has no interest in putting anyone out of work. 

         ‘That sounds fine.’ She smiles, hoping to send a clear signal that everything is okay and Manfredo can leave now. 

         ‘Please let us know if there is anything we can do for you. As I said, we live just up the road – in the small pink house. You can also call us; my number is there.’ Manfredo points at a slip of paper by the entrance. ‘Arrivederci!’ 

         ‘Thanks. Ciao!’ She attempts a goodbye smile and to her relief, she sees Manfredo disappear out the door. 
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         On the horizon, the blue sea shimmers silver, and her sunglasses give the world a pleasant, dream-like tint, while the two negronis she mixed and drank are tingling just under her skin, evoking a contented and lethargic feeling of happiness. A happiness, however, that is on borrowed time, as she is not here to relax but to write her new crime novel. But she decides to allow herself to enjoy the luxurious conditions a little before sitting down in front of the keyboard. She has slumbered on the patio all morning, flipped 21through the local newspaper she bought at the airport, dipped a toe in the pool and ascertained that the cold water was not for her. Maybe a brave plunge late in the afternoon when the sun has warmed the water and her body a little more. She had a heavy and comatose sleep during the night in the delightfully cool house after consuming a simple pasta dish made from the ingredients she found in one of the refrigerators. Accompanied by a large glass of red wine, it tasted divine, but she is going to need to shop for provisions within the next few hours, since she has eaten whatever food there was in the house. The thought makes her stomach grumble a little; her breakfast consisted solely of one strong espresso. First, she will do some shopping, make a decent lunch and then she can start to write. She checks the time. How long has it been since she had her last negroni? She feels a little dizzy but is not sure whether it is from the sun or the alcohol. Whatever the case, it does not feel one hundred per cent responsible to drive to Sant’Emilia. Especially not with the winding roads and the aggressive motorists. She goes inside the villa, swaps her sandals for a pair of somewhat more practical shoes, blobs a little sunscreen on her face and flings a thin cardigan over her shoulders. Empties her computer bag, tosses her wallet, mobile phone and house keys inside and slings it over her shoulder. Time to go for a wander. 

         
             

         

         Hannah feels like a cheerful vagabond, though she knows she probably looks more like a stupid tourist, tramping down the winding road towards the small village. The verdant vegetation stretches from the rocky verge to the road and she can hear a few grasshoppers singing, even though it is early in the season. She gazes out at the sea, spots an eagle circling above the cliffs, and is filled with a perfectly banal joy at being alive. 

         The walk down to Sant’Emilia takes thirty minutes at a brisk pace, and she feels like she has earned a small glass of something after her walk. She scans for a public house and spots an older gentleman sweeping up in front of a building. With animated 22gestures and broken English, he points the way to one of the town’s three restaurants that is open: L’Imperatore. The small building, decorated with flowers, is not much to look at, but a young male waiter escorts Hannah around to the back, where a patio with the most wonderful sea view stops her in her tracks as she tries to catch her breath. 

         ‘Wow!’ 

         The young waiter smiles proudly. ‘The best view in Sicily, if you ask me.’ 

         The restaurant is empty, so she is free to choose one of the tables closest to the sea. She orders a glass of white wine and a fish dish recommended by the waiter. She looks across the sea and notices a range of mountains arching out past the island before plunging into the clear, bluish-green water. She also spots a rather deserted rocky beach. She nods to herself in satisfaction; this could well become her temporary local. 

         Just then, she hears a woman’s loud voice, and she spins around. The young waiter is showing a couple to a table. They appear to be in their sixties, and with their identical pastel polos – hers pink, his light blue – they appear to be dressed like they are on holiday. Hannah just has a chance to think that there is something decidedly Scandinavian about them, when the woman announces in high-pitched Swedish: 

         ‘No, let’s sit in our usual spot!’ 

         The woman sits down at the table right next to Hannah’s, and the man sends her a somewhat apologetic look. 

         ‘Do you mind if we sit here?’ 

         ‘No, of course not.’ Hannah answers in Danish. She might just as well make her mother tongue known before they exchange too many embarrassing sentences in Scandi-English. 

         ‘Oh, how amusing – a Dane! Have you just arrived?’ The woman smiles broadly, and Hannah attempts to reciprocate. She does not find it particularly amusing, particularly not if the couple are planning to sit there chattering away during her tranquil lunch. The 23woman in particular looks like she is longing to sink her claws into a stranger and make conversation. She has already edged her chair a little closer to Hannah’s table. Hannah realises she has to enter and exit the conversation as quickly as possible without seeming impolite, to reply without asking any questions herself. 

         ‘Yes, I arrived yesterday.’ 

         ‘We’ve lived here for years now and know the area really well. By all means let us know if you would like some recommendations. Do you play golf? There’s a really good golf course not far from here. Or if you fancy shopping, I can recommend some excellent places! And restaurants – I know the best places to eat from Palermo to Catania.’ 

         ‘Thanks. But actually, I’m mostly here for some peace and quiet.’ 

         The man nods, taking the hint. ‘Yes, it certainly is peaceful here. Enjoy your holiday. Shall we have prawns, darling?’ The latter is addressed to his wife, a gallant gesture to indicate Hannah would like some peace and quiet from them. But either the woman does not understand her husband’s intention, or she chooses to ignore it. 

         ‘We moved down here seven years ago. It’s absolutely wonderful, let me tell you. Back home in Jönköping, we would just sit around thinking about how cold and bleak everything was. Especially the winter, it’s so joyless with all the darkness, it’s just not me. And Hans here, he has his own company, which he can easily manage from down here. Isn’t that right, darling?’ The woman addresses her husband without looking at him, and Hannah seems to sense something weary and practised in his response. Practically sighing as he nods. 

         ‘Yes, I can manage my company from anywhere that has an internet connection. And my dear wife here helps me with the accounts. She’s a certified accountant and has an incredible knack for numbers and budgets.’ 

         Hannah looks at the woman, who, with her sun-bleached hair and leathery face, looks like someone who spends most of her 24waking hours on a sun lounger. On the other hand, there is probably nothing to prevent a person from doing a little accounting while lying in the sun. 

         ‘I can tell you, it was the best decision we ever made! Right, Hans?’ She nudges her husband, who nods, but Hannah has doubts as to whether he was actually involved in the decision-making about a permanent move to the south. 

         Fortunately, the waiter appears with her glass of white wine, presenting her with a welcome opportunity to break off what she fears could become an account of the couple’s entire life story. She raises her glass. 

         ‘Lovely to meet you.’ 

         The woman persists. ‘What was your name again?’ 

         Hannah suppresses a sigh, forces a smile. ‘Hannah. And you are … Hans and…?’ 

         ‘Greta.’ 

         The woman bursts into well-studied laughter – it is clearly a joke that never grows old. ‘Hans and Greta, I know! But that is what we are called.’ She digs through her bag and pulls out a business card. ‘By all means call if you need any tips on things to do, restaurants or anything else while you’re here. We know all the best places on the island.’ 

         Hannah takes the card and reads: Tauson Consulting. 

         She nods and attempts a smile. ‘Thank you.’ 

         Just then, the waiter arrives with her food before proceeding to take the Swedish couple’s order. She seizes the opportunity to shift her chair a little, turning her back on Hans and Greta. 

      

   


   
      
         
            7

         

         Hannah is not quite sure how it happened, but one glass of cold white wine became four, and now, ahead of her, the road, the vernal vegetation, the mountains and the sea merge into an impenetrable 25and dizzying obstacle between her and the villa. How the hell is she going to get all the way up there? She looks despairingly at the steep road, the handles of the plastic shopping bags digging into her wrists, filled with items from the local grocery store. She bought everything on the principle of instant gratification, meaning crisps, cola, frozen pizza … without any of the exquisite local ingredients she had planned to buy and transform into culinary miracles in her well-equipped kitchen.

         ‘Damn it.’ She curses her incompetence and writhes in the heat. The dry sun burns her pale and wintry Danish skin, her mouth is like sandpaper and she is not even sure she is on the right mountain road. Did she pass that abandoned shack on the way down to the village? She is not sure but cannot face turning back either, it has taken her forty-five minutes to reach this point – if she is on the right road, it is only a few hundred metres to the villa.

         Hundreds and hundreds of metres later, she has struggled up to a field of grazing goats, which she has definitely not seen before. She has taken the wrong road.

         ‘Argh!’ Hannah drops the bags by the roadside and one of them splits open, sending a pack of cup noodles flying onto the road, reminding her of how little she has to look forward to when she finally makes it back. Her feet are aching and the sun is stifling – she cannot go on. A headache is lurking behind her right temple. Did she drink any water at all with her lunch? No. She feels completely dehydrated so she tears open the shopping bags to grab a cola. Much to her despair, there are none! Did she not buy some? Have they fallen out of the bag? Why did she buy a snorkelling set?
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