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            The Family Mortensen
      

         

         Anne-Maj Mortensen: former medical secretary

         Iben Mortensen: Anne-Maj’s daughter, unemployed shop assistant

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

         Mortensen III: Anne-Maj’s wired-haired dachshund

      

   


   
      
         Guests at Høve Spa:

         Inger-Merete (Tytter) Stilling: retired dentist

         Anja Willemoes: unemployed architect

         Ida Funch: managing editor for a weekly magazine

         Finn Bocker: former secondary school headteacher

         Miah Andersen: unemployed personal trainer

         Lenette Andersen: childminder

          
      

         Staff and Therapists at the Spa:

         Heine Fuglsang: hotel manager

         Lone Jels: receptionist

         Katrine and Bjørn: waiting staff

         Chris: chef

         Hanne Groth: massage therapist

         Kim Kellerup: physiotherapist

         Gitte Mogensen: cosmetologist

          
      

         Others:

         Elin Stilling: nurse

         Sussi Andersen: on early retirement

         Jonas Hinnerup: Anne-Maj’s neighbor

          
      

         The Police:

         Liselotte Schmidt: deputy police commissioner

         Anders Hall: investigator

      

   


   
      
         
            I’ve taken the liberty of situating the luxurious and romantic Høve Spa at the top of the steep slope in Høve where there is, in reality, a more mundane building by the name of Café Udsigten [which translates to Café with a View]. It’s definitely worth a visit, if, for nothing else, the view, which is, in Anne-Maj Mortensen’s opinion, one of the most beautiful in Denmark.
      

            Anna Grue
      

         

      

   


   
      
         
            For Rune, Astrid and Johan
      

            whom I have missed so terribly
      

            during this year of Covid.
      

         

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter 1
      

            Friday 11 September
      

         

         Anne-Maj Mortensen had never felt particularly drawn to the wellness industry. Cucumber slices on the eyes, sauna steam, whale songs and the pling-planging of meditation Muzak … no. Simply no. Nevertheless, she now finds herself sitting amidst a veritable spa-hell surrounded by cheerful chit-chatting girlfriends walking around in their white bathrobes on their way to or from facial treatments and mud baths. Many of them are holding an unappetising-looking smoothie in their hand: green, maroon-coloured or slimy-grey from chia seeds and protein powder. Ugh, Anne-Maj thinks to herself as she emits a loud groan and sits down into a flower-patterned easy chair with her back to the other guests. She places her newly operated-on left leg on an ottoman and continues philosophising over this new incomprehensible smoothie trend. If you need fruits and vegetables you can just as well eat them, can’t you? Why ruin all the good fibres in the blender? She can’t get her head around it.

         In other words, Anne-Maj isn’t here for the sake of getting access to any so-called wellness. It’s merely a necessary evil in order to get that which she is paying for at an exorbitant price: three meals a day, access to a competent physiotherapist and a good bed to sleep in for three weeks – and no stairs.

         The latter is probably the most important. Anne-Maj has gotten a new knee joint and in her current condition is dependent on two crutches, and what with all the pain she is enduring at the moment she cannot see herself living in her small, two-storey townhouse in Nykøbing: the bathroom and bedroom are on the second floor, with the kitchen on the ground floor. It would mean having to take many trips up and down the staircase every day, which she simply doesn’t have the energy for even though the staff at the hospital keep insisting that it would be no problem for her and that she’d be able to do it from day one.

         That’s easy for them to say, she thinks as she smiles a little forced grin to the waitress who has followed her out to the sun lounge with a glass of cold white wine and a carafe of tap water on a round tray. The young woman’s mouth and nose are concealed behind a baby-blue disposable mask but her eyes make it very clear that she is returning Anne-Maj’s smile. After she has left, Anne-Maj swallows two painkillers and sinks back down into the chair with a sigh. She could of course have chosen a more serious, specialised convalescent home without all the distracting new-age hullabaloo, but the closest one is located in Northern Zealand and she doesn’t like having to travel too far; it would also mean having to completely do without her daughter, Iben’s, regular visits, as well as her granddaughter, Didi, and her little dog, who, if one is lucky and if the wind happens to be blowing from the right direction, will obey when his name is uttered, which is Mortensen III.

         The only local possibility for rehabilitation in Odsherred is this spot here: Høve Spa, just under 20 kilometres from Nykøbing. The hotel, which is located up high is renowned far and wide for its unique view across the Sejerø Bay and the beautifully renovated buildings, whitewashed walls and small-paned square classical windows, a wide veranda facing the sea, everything in white with little details in a delicate powder-blue colour. It’s so tasteful that it almost hurts. The main building was located here at the top of the slope for over a hundred years while the spa wing with the pool and various treatment rooms was built just a few years ago. The whole thing is in the original style, which, most of all, is reminiscent of a romantic seaside hotel. On the steeply sloping expanse that stretches towards the bay a huge and charming park has been laid out that is kept partially wild, with paths that have been trimmed in the tall grass and a number of small shrubberies, making the garden, despite its size, seem intimate and cosy. There are white-painted benches here and there and Anne-Maj wishes that her leg would permit her to walk down to one of them.

         The spa and its rehabilitation services are rated high, she has been told, and naturally the price reflects that: Anne-Maj has had to take out a loan on her house to be able to afford it. But if the treatment helps her, she has reasoned, it’ll be worth every penny. She has a premonition that it will be. At any rate, the physiotherapist sounds very convincing.

         She sips from the wine glass. It’s her third drink of the day, but you’ve got to have something to help you cope, she thinks as she casts an irritable glance at the couple in their thirties who with their arms wrapped around each other have planted themselves on the veranda. They are completely blocking the view. How inconsiderate!

         Ever since the authorities have dealt with the consequences of the Covid pandemic hitting little Denmark she and the others have adjusted to the new social conventions without too much fuss. And now, it’s fairly automatic. You keep your distance, use sanitiser, wash your hands, avoid big crowds, keep an eye on each other, try to meet outdoors as much as possible, stick to your bubble of friends and family members. As a former medical secretary Anne-Maj has been used to working in an environment that maintained a high level of hygiene every single day so it doesn’t bother her, and as far as she can tell the same goes for her fellow countrymen. Everybody is tired of all those restrictions, but they continue to persevere. It’s plain to everyone that, according to the number of infections, the restrictions are working.

         In light of the situation, it’s really lucky for her that she’s staying at a luxury spa hotel like this one where hygiene is a top priority and where it is clear that the staff have been trained to act appropriately and in accordance with the restrictions. Everything runs smoothly as though it were the most natural thing in the world, unlike in the supermarkets where you constantly have to be on your guard against those who are demonstratively careless regarding the restrictions. Anne-Maj casts yet another annoyed glance at the two lovers who are standing and French kissing in full display for the entire hotel to see. For heaven’s sake, go up to your rooms and infect one another there instead!

         The powder-blue house back on Linde Allé is being taken care of for the next few months by Iben and Didi, who are feeding, walking and most probably spoiling Mortensen. It’s not a sacrifice on their part – they both love the wire-haired dachshund and would very much like to have a four-legged family member of their own, but their landlord is stubbornly opposed to allowing pets in the building. During the pandemic’s first wave, Anne-Maj, Iben and Didi had isolated themselves in the former’s house and things had actually gone surprisingly well with regard to establishing new day-to-day routines, even though the space was a bit cramped. Every now and then Iben would disappear in the evening. She refused to say where she’d gone but she gave her word that she was careful and got tested regularly. “I’m a grown woman, Mum,” she had pointed out. “I need to live an adult’s life. And if I have to sit with you two every single night until this thing blows over I’ll go nuts.” Anne-Maj knew that sometimes it just didn’t pay to have these discussions with Iben, so she gradually gave up. But if she were to be completely honest, she is every now and then a little afraid of her daughter.

         “Hi,” a voice disrupts Anne-Maj’s thoughts. “May I sit down here or are you waiting for someone?” The woman is a small, willowy thing, considerably younger than Anne-Maj herself and dressed in the typical wellness uniform: a chalk-white terry-cloth robe and anti-slip rubber sandals. Her shoulder-length bobbed hair has honey-golden stripes in it. “I hope I’m not disturbing you?” she says a little apprehensively as she notices Anne-Maj’s facial expression.

         “No, of course not,” Anne-Maj lies. After all, the woman looks like she, too, is here alone. So it would make sense for them to pass some of the time together. “No, no, of course not,” she repeats, “please, sit down.”

         “Ida Funch,” the woman puts down a steamy glass and automatically reaches for the hand sanitiser. “Anne-Maj Mortensen.”

         “Cheers.” Ida Funch’s beverage resembles a gin and tonic: thank goodness it’s not one of those unappetising smoothies. “Are you here for the rehab?” she asks, eyeing Anne-Maj’s bandaged leg.

         “It’s a new knee,” Anne-Maj answers. “I had the operation on Monday and arrived here yesterday, and I’ve booked a rehab stay here until October 3rd. What about you? Are you staying here for the weekend?”

         “No, I’m staying for a few weeks. I just have to rest a bit.” Ida shrugs her shoulders. “It’s more for … mental-health reasons.”

         “Oh?”

         Ida wraps her robe a little more tightly around her waist. “I suffered severe health effects due to stress a few months ago.” She shrugs her shoulders again. “I assumed working from home during the lockdown might relieve it because I wouldn’t get interrupted all day like I do at the office, but no. It actually got worse. I couldn’t handle anything, and I was in charge of managing all the internal Zoom meetings and responsible for making sure that the others’ assignments were coordinated properly. I couldn’t manage the task at all … and now I’m on sick leave. I’m on antidepressants and going to therapy, and the treatment is working so well that I’ll probably be able to return to work soon. So my husband suggested that I spoil myself a little before then. That’s why I’m here.”

         “That sounds like a good idea.” Anne-Maj has difficulty imagining what it’s like to suffer from stress. She is still basically convinced that it’s just a matter of pulling yourself together and being meticulous about how you plan your daily routine. Order and systematization brings peace to the mind. But maybe it’s not that simple after all? “What do you do?”

         “Right now?” Ida asks, laughing. “Relaxing and having a drink.” She looks at Anne-Maj. “I’m sorry. That of course wasn’t what you meant. I am the managing editor of All for the Family, I don’t know if you’ve ever heard of it?”

         “Yes, of course,” Anne-Maj answers, livening up. “I’ve actually just asked my daughter to bring this week’s issue with her tomorrow. You have some great crossword puzzles.”

         Ida nods. The ice cubes make a clinking sound as she takes another sip. “You have a grown daughter?”

         “Iben,” Ann Mai says, smiling. “And a granddaughter who will soon be turning twelve.”

         “Wow,” Ida takes another sip from her drink. “What does Iben do?”

         “She is … she’s looking for a new job right now,” Anne-Maj says.

         “Oh, as what?”

         “Iben has worked as a shop assistant for many years, most recently at a shoe store. She liked it a lot but then Covid came.”

         “Sorry to hear that,” Ida says, sounding as though she genuinely means it. She gets up, “Do you want one more?” she asks, eyeing Anne-Maj’s empty wine glass.

         “I really shouldn’t …”

         “Oh, come on. It’ll be my round. We can go inside afterwards and have something to eat. I saw that sole is the dish of the day.”

         “Thanks,” Anne-Maj says as she empties her glass. “But I’ve already eaten.”

         Ida looks at her watch. “It’s only a little past seven.”

         “I was hungry, and the kitchen opens at five.”

         “Was the food any good, then?”

         “Yes …” Anne-Maj hesitates a little. “The fish was a little dry, as though it had been in the oven a minute or so too long, and the cabbage salad was too coarsely cut up.”

         “I see.” Ida looks slightly perplexed. Of course, she isn’t aware of Anne-Maj’s finicky relationship to cooking.

         The couple who were locked in an embrace on the veranda just before have left and the sunlight is slowly starting to disappear. Anne-Maj looks through the small-paned windows overlooking Sejerø Bay where an abundance of foaming crests far below her disrupt the dark ocean waters.

         Ida returns with their drinks and they spend the following hour in cosy conversation with one another. The pills mixed with the alcohol have alleviated the pain in Anne-Maj’s knee to a bearable level and she silently sends a heartfelt thank you to her doctor, Morten, who has ensured that his former medical secretary has access to decent painkillers, as opposed to the over-the counter tablets which are all that the hospitals are willing to prescribe.

         Two women in their thirties sit down next to them, they are also wearing bathrobes and both of them have dark, wet hair: one of the women had long hair while the other’s is short and spiked. The one with long hair has a huge, intricate-looking tattoo entirely covering one of her lower legs and she is wearing a thin, braided leather bracelet around her wrist.

         “Cheers,” says the short-haired woman as she nods to Ida and Anne-Maj with her glass raised.

         When all four of them have taken a sip of their drinks the tattooed woman says in an engaging tone, “Well, we can’t complain, can we?” Her voice is a little raspy, as though she’s been a chain-smoker all her life and her vocal cords are about to give up. “This is the life!” she says, sending all of them a big smile.

         “You mean the spa?” says Anne-Maj. “Yes, it’s wonderful.”

         “We won it,” says the short-haired woman. “The stay, I mean. Two nights in single rooms, including three meals a day and three treatments each. And it doesn’t cost us a penny.”

         “Well, we didn’t exactly win it,” the tattooed woman says as she smiles. “You won and were nice enough to invite your little sister along.”

         “Ah, you’re sisters.” Ida asks.

         “Yes,” she points with her glass towards the other woman, “This is Lenette, and my name is Miah. Andersen and Andersen.”

         “A few weeks ago I found a brochure addressed to me, even though we have a sign saying we don’t want any ads. Normally it’s pretty irritating that they ignore it, but this time it was a blessing in disguise,” says Lenette.

         “If the leaflet is addressed to you, the sign for no ads doesn’t apply,” Ida says in a slightly preachy tone, as though she was composing a paragraph for her weekly magazine.

         Lenette shrugs her shoulders. “At any rate, it was an ad from some company or other and on the envelope it said that you could win a spa weekend at Høve … otherwise I’d never have bothered opening it up. You could take part in the competition by answering some super-easy questions and sending the answers to a certain email address.”

         Ida smiled. “And then you won? How fantastic! It’s definitely due to Covid. All the hotels and restaurants have taken a huge hit, so they’re doing everything they can to get a little business going again.”

         “Yes, all the government’s crazy whims are hard on businesses,” Lenette says, shaking her head. “Just wait and see, there are going to be a lot of bankruptcies, which is a pretty high price to pay to avoid an ordinary flu.”

         Anne-Maj is just about to object but decides to restrain herself. She refuses to get into a discussion here about the severity of the Covid virus. She deftly manages to steer the conversation to more neutral topics and starts interrogating the sisters a little about the various treatments that the spa offers.

         Shortly afterwards the younger women leave the sunroom and go up to their rooms to change clothes before dinner.

         “Should we perhaps go into the restaurant soon?” Anne-Maj asks.

         “In two minutes,” Ida says, “I just want to finish my drink.”

         When they finally leave the sunroom and Anne-Maj is fumbling a little with her crutches and shoulder bag, Ida suddenly stops in her tracks. “Now I know where I’ve seen you,” she exclaims. “You were the one who caught a serial killer last year! In that second-hand store … it was in Nykøbing, Zealand, right?”

         Anne-Maj puts on a modest face. “Oh,” she says, “that was nothing.”

         “Yes, it was,” Ida says eagerly. “If you hadn’t interfered, who knows how many more victims there would have been …”

         “At some point the police would surely have caught her,” Anne-Maj says, carefully trying to avoid putting any weight on her left leg. The effect of the painkillers is starting to wear off.

         “There’s no reason for you to be so modest.”

         Anne-Maj is in high spirits for the rest of the evening as she readily explains how the case of the second-hand shop killer was solved and Ida listens, utterly engrossed, while she eats her dinner.

         Not until Anne-Maj is about to collapse from exhaustion do they break up. Ida escorts her new acquaintance all the way to her room and Anne-Maj is forced to be a little stern to escape Ida’s somewhat too concerned company as she uses the toilet and brushes her teeth.

         When Anne-Maj is ready to go to bed after having finished her night routine she takes another two of Morten’s good Dolol capsules. She pulls the duvet all the way up to her nose, tries to ignore the pain, and rocks her feet up and down as her physiotherapist has told her to do. She skips the rest of the mandatory exercises. Tomorrow I’ll buckle down, she thinks.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter 2
      

            Saturday 12 September
      

         

         “Mum!” Iben looks quite shocked. “What’s happened?”

         “Oh, it’s just me being a clown.” Anne-Maj is sitting on a garden chair with Mortensen and his eagerly wagging tail in her lap. “I had to use the loo in the middle of the night and one of the crutches slid on the bathroom floor. I stumbled and banged my head on the sink, I was so absorbed with shielding my leg … well, it must have looked ridiculous.” She attempts to grin, but for once has a hard time to see the humorous side of her clumsiness. The blow itself had, of course, caused her pain, but the sense of vulnerability was even worse. A sense of anguish which she hadn’t known before had suddenly gripped her. What if she had twisted her recently operated-on knee the wrong way … would she then have to have surgery again? And what if she hadn’t been able to get back up on her feet and had to remain lying there on the floor without her phone? How long would she have had to lie there on the tiled floor before anyone had thought of looking for her?

         “One thing is for sure,” she adds, taking great pains to keep Mortensen’s tongue out of her nostril, “it’s made me even more grateful for not being home right now. Imagine if it had happened on my way down the stairs? I would have been dead.”

         Didi momentarily forgets all about keeping a safe distance and flings her arms around her. “Don’t say that, Grandma. You can’t die.”

         “But I didn’t, did I?” says Anne-Maj, who not only has to control her excited dog but also her poor knee plus keep her frightened granddaughter at a distance without seeming too cold. Didi is back in school after the summer holiday, and who knows how much she is exposed to the virus in her daily life? “Everything turned out well in the end, didn’t it, honey?”

         “But your eye!”

         “Yes, it’ll probably be parrot-coloured for the remainder of my stay here. I look like hell.”

         Neither Didi not Iben contradict her words.

         They are sitting on the terrace with the Sejerø Bay stretching out below them. The harsh wind makes sitting still a bit too cold but Anne-Maj is unable to walk more than a few metres, so brisk walks out in the hilly landscape are completely out of the question, and since the hotel expressly forbids the presence of dogs indoors she and her guests are forced to remain where they are.

         “But aside from that, how are things, Mrs Mortensen?” Iben asks when she has finally had enough of posing questions about her mother’s black eye. “Are you in a lot of pain?”

         “Yes …” Anne-Maj quickly casts a glance at Didi who has managed to coax Mortensen III away from the terrace and is busy rolling pine cones in his direction. Experience has taught the other two that Didi is perfectly capable of following a conversation even though she may seem to be deeply absorbed with something else. And there is no reason to worry the child needlessly. Anne-Maj therefore tells a little white lie. “It’s not so bad, the worst thing is enduring Kim Kellerup’s rough treatment. The physiotherapist,” she adds. “He’s a complete fanatic when it comes to the body: he goes to CrossFit several times a week, he says. If you are able to do something like that voluntarily after having spent the day in a fitness centre then I’m sorry, but you must be a little off your rocker. Kim is extremely strict. I mean, seriously. It’s like being ordered around by your old PE teacher.”

         “Oh, I know the type,” Iben says with a shudder. “There’s only one kind of person who can scare me more than a PE teacher and that’s a swimming coach.”

         Anne-Maj laughs. “Exactly. The combination of a tiled room, reverberating echoes, the smell of chlorine, plastic sandals and a shrilling whistle transforms me into a rabbit that sits paralysed from fear in front of the headlights of a car. That’s a huge reason why I detest swimming pools.”

         “And just imagine, you’re actually paying money to allow such a person to boss you around!” Iben shakes her head in disbelief.

         “Oh, he’s not that bad,” Anne-Maj backpedals. “Kim is actually extremely helpful when he feels so inclined. I’m supposed to be able to manage doing a whole bunch of things now but … yesterday I dropped my pillbox when I wanted to take a painkiller after training. To be honest, I was in a lot of pain.” Anne-Maj stops herself. She looks over at Didi who is trying to get Mortensen to catch the pine cone in the air. The little dog stands stock-still with a perplexed expression on his face, and she throws the cone to him over and over again. It obviously doesn’t occur to him to catch anything. Anne-Maj looks at Iben once again. “You know …” when her daughter nods she continues. “At any rate, I dropped the pillbox and all the capsules rolled out across the floor and under all the different work-out machines. I suddenly didn’t have the wherewithal to go crawling on my hands and knees to look for them and I knew that Kim would demand that of me … and I was in such p– was so tired that I just couldn’t do it”

         “Oh, Mum.”

         It is very seldom that Iben displays compassion for her mother. Anne-Maj is about to lose her train of thought. “Well, anyway, where was I? Oh, that’s right, so Kim discovered it and instead of ordering me on all fours he let me remain sitting while he knelt down and crawled around to get the capsules and put them back in my little pillbox. Afterwards he got me a glass of water and we chit-chatted until the pills began to kick in and I was able to limp back to my room.”

         “He sounds kind of nice.”

         “Yes, at least he is capable of it,” Anne-Maj says, making a face. “But I’m afraid that it is the exception. For the most part he is terribly eager to get me moving.”

         “Those types usually are, though,” Iben says, smiling wryly. “I can just see you, dashing about in a fitness room with a sporty guy like that who has way too much energy.”

         “Four more! Four more! Yes, you can do it!” Anne-Maj makes faces and laughs. “Fortunately the man is off for the weekend now so I’ll escape that hell until Monday.”

         “How often do you have to go through the training program?”

         “Several times a day, mostly on my own.” She shudders, “It’s cold here!”

         “I’m not wearing enough clothes either,” Iben admits. “Guess I was having a hard time accepting the fact that autumn’s officially here.”

         “They’ve promised a second summer in the coming weeks.”

         “Really? That sounds good.”

         “Put Mortensen in the car and give him a dried pig’s ear. We’ll go inside for a cup of coffee.”

         “Do they have cocoa?” Didi is, indeed, completely on top of what the grown-ups are talking about. “With whipped cream?”

         “Let’s find out.” Anne-Maj places her hands on the armrests and pushes her body to an upright position. A shooting pain in her bad knee makes her dizzy and she is forced to stop in her tracks momentarily as she feels drops of perspiration trickling from her hairline. When she is once again able to breathe she manoeuvres her crutches in place so she can support her weight on them. At that very same moment she notices Iben’s facial expression. “Everything’s fine,” Anne-Maj insists.

         “It doesn’t look like it.” Iben follows her mother with a concerned look in her eyes as they make their way towards the main entrance.

         They seat themselves in the middle of the restaurant – almost half of the tables have been removed so that the proper social distancing according to the government’s recommendations can be maintained, and all the spots next to the windows have been taken by wellness ladies wrapped in terry-cloth robes. The sisters Lenette and Miah who she met yesterday cheerfully wave at them and she nods back to them while gripping on to her crutches. Those patients who are here for recreational purposes are sitting separately in the back of the room. A pale woman and an older, bespectacled gentleman are sitting across from the stressed Ida Funch as well as an unusually well-attired lady. Tytter presented herself at the breakfast table where she and Anne-Maj had sat across from one another. Tytter is here to lose weight on some sort of juice diet. She really ought to consider going on such a juice diet herself, Anne-Maj thinks. After all, going on a such a diet while doing rehab would make a great combo for losing weight. The only problem is that she’s just checked the menu for tonight, which will consist of homemade pasta with lobster sauce. And tiramisu for dessert … From tomorrow on, she decides. Then she’ll seriously consider it.

         “Is that your granddaughter, Anne-Maj?” the nice young waitress from yesterday asks. “You look a lot like one another.” She places the blue fluted porcelain cup of cocoa in front of Didi and places a bowl with plenty of whipped cream next to it. “The same round tip of the nose. The same dimples.”

         Her eyes are easily provoked to laughter above the edge of the face mask. Didi and Anne-Maj look at each other in astonishment, the former perhaps with somewhat less enthusiasm than the latter. Those two are about as different as you can be when you are blood relations, and they normally don’t exactly consider one another to be mirror images. Anne-Maj, small, broad with her grey hair cut in what her local hairdresser insists on calling a refreshingly short style. Didi, slender and with a stature that indicates she will someday be tall, her hair is long, thick and golden. On top of that, their age difference is about half a century. “What?!” the child says mercilessly after having scrutinised her grandmother’s wrinkles. “Do you really think so?”

         “Well, you do have the same dimples,” says Iben. “I have them, too! Look!” she says, with an exaggerated smile.

         Didi lifts an eyebrow and turns back to the waitress. “What’s your name?”

         “Katrine.” The waitress fiddles with her mask, stops herself and quickly lets her hand drop.

         “What’s yours?”

         “Didi.”

         Katrine notices that the tattooed wellness lady, Miah, by the window is signaling for her to come over. At which point she winks at Didi and disappears to see to Miah.

         “She’s sweet, isn’t she?” Iben says as she follows the young woman with her eyes. “And very responsible. It’s wise of her to keep her mask on.”

         “Don’t you think she’s been given orders to do so?” Anne-Maj nods towards a wellness table where a partially masked young waitress is busy serving the guests. “I guess it’s just a matter of time before everyone will be wearing a half mask like that.”

         “I wouldn’t be surprised.”

         Anne-Maj empties the cup and pushes it a little towards the centre of the table. The movement causes her leg, which she has placed on a chair next to her, to shift slightly. She glances down at her watch. There’s another forty minutes before she can take the next painkiller. Damn.

         Fortunately, Iben hasn’t noticed anything. They sit chit-chatting for another fifteen minutes and then she gets up. “Well,” she says. “We better start heading back.”

         “Remember to water the plants.”

         “Yes, yes.” Iben looks at her daughter. “Are you about ready, honey?”

         Didi gulps down the rest of the now-cold cocoa and reluctantly allows her mother to remove a small, whipped cream moustache above her mouth before they put on their coats.

         “Oh,” says Iben, “I almost forgot!” She places an issue of All for the Family in front of her mother.

         “Thank you,” says Anne-Maj. “It’s kind of you to remember.”

         “No problem, Mrs Mortensen,” Iben waves awkwardly. “We won’t give you any goodbye hugs or anything like that.”

         “That’s perfectly fine.” Anne-Maj doesn’t have the energy to listen to all the explanations. She knows it all, anyway. Furthermore, it’s no fun constantly being reminded that due to one’s advanced age one is in the high-risk group. “The one sitting over there,” she says, nodding discreetly to one of the ladies sitting in the rehab group, “the one wearing a blue cardigan. She’s the managing editor of All for the Family.”

         “Oh,” Iben doesn’t sound all too interested.

         Anne-Maj remains sitting at the table. She takes out a pen and turns to the crossword puzzle in the magazine. It’s time for her to do her exercises, but the way she is feeling right now the whole project seems pretty hopeless, so she may as well try occupying herself with something different. Her eye is still sore from last night’s accident and her knee is in such pain that she was only able to get through the last half-hour by summoning up all her mental strength. Her surroundings grow hazy as the tears settle like a stinging membrane across her eyes and she is forced to give up the crossword before she even gets started. She’s been brave long enough now, she concludes.

         She waves Katrine over and gets her to bring her a glass of water. “And a half a carafe of white wine,” she adds, reaching out for the serviette to dab her eyes. The young woman looks like she is more inclined to call an ambulance, but Anne-Maj shakes her head. “I just need to take my medication, then everything will be fine.”

         She takes out the small pillbox with the strong capsules from her bag. The small silver box has a turquoise-coloured mini dachshund engraved on its lid. All at once Anne-Maj misses Mortensen III so terribly that it hurts.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter 3
      

         

         “No, I’m not telling that story again,” Anne-Maj says, laughing. “It’s not that interesting.”

         “I haven’t heard it yet,” says Tytter, who has just joined the small group in the sunroom and is asking questions just like all the others about how she managed to get a black eye. “Come on!”

         She sits down a bit too close while the others carefully maintain the distance recommended by the authorities. And Anne-Maj moves her chair a little further away before she, despite her objections which weren’t all that genuine when it came down to it, once again tells her story about what happened in the bathroom. And each time she tells it she laughs a little more, and her fear shrinks a little bit. Her good mood has been given a boost by a combination of the alcohol and the synthetic opioids, and the cheerful company doesn’t exactly hurt either. It’s funny, she thinks, everyone in here around the table is suffering from various assortments of pain, either physically or mentally, and yet still we are able to enjoy ourselves together. Or perhaps it is precisely this community of suffering in which we have more or less been in that keeps up our morale?

         Anne-Maj and Ida Funch have dined together at a table for two just like the previous evening and once again they have reached the conclusion that the kitchen isn’t of the top-tier league that the brochure claims it to be. The sauce was seriously lacking in spices, the lobster meat was tough, the pasta was acceptable but the bread was just barely thawed out. On top of that, the tiramisu wasn’t prepared with Marsala wine but with another dessert wine – maybe sherry. Which wasn’t exactly the best choice, both ladies agreed.

         Not until after dinner do all the guests who will be staying for a longer period assemble in the sunroom in the wicker furniture, the floral covers of which have partially succeeded in giving the room a feeling of eternal summer. The wellness types have disappeared, the single women, the sisters and the girlfriends have gone into the bar, the lovers up to their rooms to occupy themselves with what we all know was their main purpose for their romantic stay at the spa, and the little group of rehab guests have decided to take their evening coffee with an assortment of after-dinner drinks.

         The bespectacled gentleman lifts his glass. “Perhaps we should introduce ourselves properly. I can begin. My name is Finn Bocker, retired headteacher. A widower. I’m here because I … yes, well, I’m entirely to blame. Had my wife still been alive I would have been under her care during the lockdown this autumn and things wouldn’t have ended as badly as they did … Shortly after her death I had a blood clot on my brain and afterwards I was really bad at doing the rehab so I never fully recovered. I drag my left leg, which I’m sure you’ve noticed, and that should have cleared up by now … My doctor says I have to start on a proper training program to build up some muscle mass. He claims that the therapy offered here is a good place to start.” He nods to Anne-Maj, indicating that it is now her turn.

         “A new knee,” Anne-Maj informs them. “But you already know that. According to the plan, I’m supposed to be here for three weeks. Partially, of course, for the rehab, and partially because I can’t handle being at home at the moment. My house has two storeys and my stairs are so steep …” She shrugs her shoulders. “Aside from that, my name is Anne-Maj Mortensen and I used to work as a medical secretary before going on early retirement almost two years ago.”

         Anne-Maj turns towards the youngest member of the party, a pretty and pale-looking woman whose hair is gathered in an updo and fastened with a black hairpin at the back. She still hasn’t said one word and merely gives a little forced smile every time the others laugh. When she becomes aware that everyone is looking at her expectantly her cheeks immediately blush deeply. “Oh? Is it my turn now?” She places her hand on her necklace which is a letter A in gold. “Yes, well … my, my name is Anja. Anja Willemoes. I’m thirty-three… oh and an architect.” At that point she seems to get stuck.

         “And?” Tytter is the one who asks. She is the only one who hasn’t been consuming alcohol but has a big mug of herbal tea in front of her. “Why are you here? To relax, or are you getting treatment, or …?”

         “I have fibromyalgia. Yes, yes, I know,” she says after seeing Tytter’s sceptical expression, “a lot of people don’t believe that the disease exists, but it does. I have pain in my joints, muscles and bones more or less constantly.”

         “Have you tried medicinal cannabis?” Ida asks. “I read somewhere that it’s supposed to help.”

         “My doctor says it doesn’t work.”

         “I can help you get ahold of some.”

         “I don’t really know,” Anja says, shrugging her shoulders. “My doctor has been giving me another prescription which won’t make you addicted to it … but I think I’ve managed to get addicted anyway. My parents heard that this was supposed to be a nice place. They have a health staff and you can get medical help … but … I don’t know.” Anja discovers that all eyes are on her now, and that everyone’s waiting for her to elaborate on what she just said. She pulls her dark grey cardigan closer around her body, as though she were freezing. “I’m won’t be allowed to get that medication anymore once I’ve left here, my doctor says, so my doses are smaller and smaller for each passing day and in about a week or so I should be completely off it. From then on I’ll have to make do with over-the-counter pills and then I can go back home. It’s not … as easy as it sounds. I’m in constant pain and my stomach is …” She stops and blushes.

         “I have to make do with over-the-counter medicine, too,” Finn says consolingly after a few seconds when it becomes apparent that Anja doesn’t intend to go into further detail regarding her digestive problems. “We don’t want to become drug addicts, now do we?” he says, laughing, but no one else laughs with him. The chronic illness, a dangerous medicinal addiction, the vulnerable condition of the pale woman. It doesn’t seem suitable to joke about any of those things.

         Everyone around the table is silent for a moment. Anne-Maj also remains quiet. If Anja and Finn knew that she has a small stock of a strong, morphine-like prescription up in her room they’d probably start begging her for it in no time.

         “Well, I guess it’s my turn,” says Tytter, making a face as she takes a sip of her herbal tea. “Tytter Stilling. Or Inger-Merete if you want to be more formal. Divorced. I was a dentist until about a year ago when I sold my clinic. Now I’m just enjoying life. Perhaps a bit too much,” she says, slapping a completely nonexistent roll of stomach fat. Her tall and slim figure is clad in a powder-blue suit that looks tailor-made. A pair of heavy earrings in gold create an elegant contrast to her dark – and most probably dyed – hair. How old is she? In her mid-fifties? A little older? It’s hard to say. One could easily imagine that she’s gotten a little work done here and there.

         “So why are you here?”

         “To take part in the kick-start course.” She notices Finn Bocker’s perplexed look and starts to colourfully describe what it involved while including far too many boring details about the juice diet that, despite its radical nature, mustn’t be referred to as a diet but a change in lifestyle because those words apparently do something magical in relation to weight loss.

         “Perhaps the rest of us should also consider taking your diet,” says Ida, making an effort not to look in Anne-Maj’s direction, who is the only overweight person in the gathering. “It certainly wouldn’t hurt any of us to try and it might even improve our mental state of mind.”

         “Remember to introduce yourself properly, like the rest of us have done,” says Finn.

         “Oh, yes, that’s right. My name is Ida Funch and I have …”

         Anne-Maj takes a sip of her cognac and leans back on the sofa. Her left leg is resting on a footstool and at this very moment she happens not to be in pain. She lets her thoughts wander as Ida describes her job and her husband and her diagnosis of stress as well as a thoroughly detailed description of the open-plan office she will unfortunately have to return to at some point. If Anne-Maj were to be perfectly frank, Ida has begun to irritate her slightly. She’s a nice enough person, but all that talk about Zoom meetings and personal development interviews and middle manager groups and declining circulations and various rounds of redundancies, it all just seems to be the same topics going round in circles, Anne-Maj thinks.

         She herself doesn’t feel any desire to latch onto Tytter’s so-called change-of-lifestyle diet. It may very well be that cold showers, rapid walks and freshly squeezed celery juice is an efficient way to slim down but it doesn’t exactly sound uplifting. If Anne-Maj is to keep her spirits up she’s going to need some real food. And speaking of which: the meals here are well below standard. Anne-Maj loves cooking. Loves being thorough, preparing the dishes to perfection and arranging aesthetically pleasing presentations. It’s really very simple. But apparently it isn’t entirely. Anne-Maj can’t understand how a professional chef could possibly serve such sloppy-looking plates. She knows that she won’t exactly be popular if she hands in a list of all the shortcomings she’s noticed, but in the long run wouldn’t it be more diplomatic than going to the management with her complaints? Because complain she must, what with those prices this place charges its guests.

         “Anne-Maj?” Tytter interrupts Anne-Maj’s thoughts. “Are you with us?”

         “Oh, sorry, I was miles away,” Anne-Maj says, straightening up in her chair. “I think I better go to bed now.”

         “Do you want me to accompany you?” says Ida who has disrupted her own flow of talk and gotten halfway out of her seat ready to help her new friend.

         Anne-Maj is just about to refuse the offer when she all at once recalls how far away it is to her room when you have to juggle crutches and a shoulder bag. After all, she isn’t entirely unaffected by all the alcohol and pills. “I’d actually appreciate that,” she says after a moment’s consideration.

         “And make sure to be careful if you have to go to the bathroom tonight,” says Tytter. “We don’t want to see you with two black eyes tomorrow.”

         Finn laughs and Anja smiles vaguely without looking up. Anne-Maj, tired, just shakes her head, says goodnight and lets Ida pick her bag up from the floor while she herself takes a firm hold of the crutches. “Oh,” Ida says when she catches sight of the weekly magazine that has fallen out of the bag. “Just the sight of it makes my stomach turn.”

         “I really think you should consider not returning to that job,” Anne-Maj says when they, a moment later, are slowly making their way through the long hallway while keeping the recommended distance, back to room 317.

         “But what would I do instead?” Ida asks. “My husband has an ordinary teacher’s job and we can’t manage on that alone.”

         Anne-Maj shrugs her shoulders.

         “I’m 47 and have never worked on anything other than weekly magazines and tabloids,” says Ida. “There are too few jobs in that part of the media world and it’s practically a miracle that I still have one. Where in the world would I go?”

         Anne-Maj really has no idea even though she doesn’t say so straight out, of course. Her knowledge of the Danish media world is practically non-existent. She doesn’t know anyone working in the print media industry other than Ida and the rather pushy journalist Helle Wiig from Ekstra Bladet who had managed to squeeze a few words out of her after last year’s big drama. Odsherred isn’t exactly drowning in journalists. Do any even live in Nykøbing?

         “I could of course do something completely different,” Ida continues her train of thought, “maybe do gardening, I’m pretty good at that. I could move out to the countryside, get a job at a nursery or garden centre … maybe up in this area – after all, the houses here are affordable. My husband could commute or get a job at a school up here … What do you think? Would the job-situation be good in a place like this?”

         Anne-Maj is so exhausted at this point that all she can muster up in response is, “I really don’t know, Ida.” She stops short and supports herself against the wall as she puts all her weight on her healthy leg. “Can I get you to open the door? The key card is in my wallet.”

         Ida finds it and opens the door. “Please come in,” she says as she steps aside.

         “Thanks – and I’m sorry,” Anne-Maj says, “but I’m about to collapse. Can we talk about it tomorrow?”

         “Of course,” Ida follows her into her room. “I’ll just place your bag here, okay?” She is standing in front of the writing desk. “Is there more I can do?”

         “Could I get you to open the patio door? Just slightly ajar?” Anne-Maj places the crutches against an armchair and sits down on the edge of the bed. “And perhaps give me my iPad? It’s over on the windowsill.”

         “Are you going to check the news?” Ida hands her the flat tablet.

         “No, I actually use it mostly as an e-book reader,” Anne-Maj explains. “Reading on a screen has done wonders for my poor wrists. Especially when it comes to thick books. And even more so when I go travelling and don’t have to worry about dragging all those heavy books with me.” She smiles. “But no, I probably won’t be able to resist going on Facebook before going to bed.”

         “Are you sure you’re okay being here alone tonight?” Ida stands irresolutely next to her. “After all, it is a double bed. I could get my nightgown–”

         “No thanks,” Anne-Maj interrupts her a little too abruptly. “Thank you, Ida,” she says in an attempt to smooth over what she just said. “That’s very kind of you, but I’ll definitely be able to manage on my own.”

         “Okay. Then I’ll go down to the others.” Ida bends over the night table and writes something on the hotel notepad. “I’m leaving you my mobile number. Just call if you need me. I can be here in a heartbeat. My room is just two doors away.”

         Anne-Maj thanks her once again and watches with a slight sense of relief as the somewhat too helpful woman disappears out of the door and makes her way back to the gathering in the sunroom. Sitting on the bed she gazes round the room. A sand- and white-striped wallpaper, golden-framed rose prints, delicate mahogany furniture, chalk-white embroidered anglaise-curtains and a totally useless dresser in a cracked white finish with lovely, curved drawers. That anaemic style makes Anne-Maj dream of giving the walls a coat of cheerful, spring-green paint, cover the delicately sanded, limed floors with a petrol-blue carpet and place a large bouquet of purple and orange dahlias in a vase.

         Just like Greenlandic, according to a not entirely true myth from one hundred years ago, has a hundred words for snow, Danish fashion types have numerous synonyms for beige: Nude. Cream. Sand. Fawn Biscuit. Mushroom. Caffè latte. Camel. Ecru. Cream. Powder. There are plenty of terms that cover it just as well but which haven’t found their way into the poetic vocabulary of home-and-garden magazines. Oatmeal. Liver pâté. Slush. Bleakness. Anne-Maj gets the sensation of suffering from all that fear of colours.

         She gives a prolonged loud yawn before she lies down. Despite all good intentions she gives up both checking any social media or doing any reading … she just needs to close her eyes for a moment before going out to the bathroom to perform her nightly rituals. Anne-Maj takes a deep breath and before the air leaves her lungs she is already fast asleep. She wakes up to the sound of her teeth chattering. The patio door has blown wide open, and she is still lying on top of the bed without a duvet covering her. Added to that, the painkillers have stopped working and her bladder is about to explode. The situation couldn’t be worse.

         Anne-Maj continues lying there as she carefully plans her next move in order to minimise the amount of steps she has to take. The crutches. The bathroom. The phone which she has promised Iben she’d keep on her so that she can call for help should she fall again. The toothbrush. Shut the patio door. Pyjamas. Dolol. Sleeping pill. Remove bedspread. Exercises … maybe. Oh, that can wait until tomorrow. She gets to her feet, grabs ahold of the unbearable crutches which have already caused soreness in her neck and shoulders and limps semi-whimpering out to the bathroom where she takes care of all her needs without any mishaps but has to admit that her eye looks even worse – it’s now swollen and purple.

         After that she makes her way to the open door. When she is in the middle of pulling the door shut she stops in her tracks because she becomes aware of a voice. She recognises it immediately, the peculiar, raspy smoker’s voice. It is the woman with the tattoo that covers her entire lower leg, Miah, with the friendly smile. However, there is nothing friendly sounding about the words that are now streaming out of her. She is speaking angrily and bitterly to someone whose voice can only be discerned in a few low mumbles, so low that it is hard to determine the individual’s gender, but Anne-Maj surmises that it must be Miah’s sister. It sounds as though the tattooed woman is standing outside, perhaps to smoke, while her interlocutor is indoors.

         Anne-Maj’s curiosity trumps her fatigue and cold. She opens the door again and leans forward so she can hear better. She could probably hear even more clearly if she went out to the patio, but Anne-Maj’s feet are bare and she imagines just how cold the tiles must be out on the patio floor. The voice comes from above, most likely from the balcony on the next floor up. Unfortunately, she is only able to distinguish certain words, but they are still pretty interesting,

         “… can’t fathom how you can be so nervous about …” “but after two months it must be …” “how can you suspect her of …”

         At this point the voice becomes so subdued that Anne-Maj to her great disappointment is unable to make out anything. She’s just about to give up when the woman above her says in a loud voice, “No, I won’t do that! And if that’s how things are going to be we might as well drop it.” Then another pause. A smouldering cigarette butt is thrown carelessly from the balcony to land on the lawn in front of Anne-Maj’s patio.

         “Stop it, damn it! We can’t possibly be expected to …”

         Bang. The door slams shut. The tattooed woman has finished smoking her cigarette, and the conversation has moved inside, out of Anne-Maji’s hearing range. Damn.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter 4
      

            Sunday 13 September
      

         

         “Could you please hand me the coffee?” Anne-Maj manages to stop herself at the last minute before touching Finn’s jacket sleeve. She lets her hand fall and smiles apologetically. “And if I could also get you to push the sugar bowl in my direction, that would be great.”

         “Of course.” The retired headteacher sprays sanitiser demonstratively on his hands before performing the small task. He has just confessed that he is suffering from a hangover, even though his behaviour doesn’t seem to indicate that. The entire party, except for Anne-Maj, had remained together the previous evening until around eleven o’clock and at some point they started drinking gin and tonic, which a few of them now regret terribly. Anja is even more pale-looking than before and Ida is very quiet, but it’s clear to everyone that last night’s get-together, despite the slightly unpleasant after-effects, has brought them closer to each other.

         Tytter, who, following her juice diet very carefully and so didn’t consume any alcohol, is as chipper as a puppy at much too early an hour, and she is cheerfully yapping away about the two kilos she has managed to get rid of in the four days she has been partaking in the course. Her breakfast this morning consists of a yellow-ish smoothie that looks marginally less nauseating than the grey fluid which was served to her the previous evening, plus a whole pot of herbal tea. It’s impressive that she’s able to stick to it, Anne-Maj thinks.

         She herself is surprisingly well rested. She slept like a baby all night, only interrupted once by her usual trip to the bathroom at around three in the morning, this time without any accidents, and she didn’t need any painkillers until the sun came up. She has taken a bath with a plastic bag wrapped around the bandage and then did all her exercises, both the ones sitting and lying down. And without feeling close to passing out. Actually, Anne-Maj feels pretty good about herself and thinks she deserves a calorie-filled breakfast.

         At that very moment the sisters from yesterday make their way towards them. They are once again clad in their white terry-cloth robes and sit down at the neighbouring table. They admire Anne-Maj’s black eye which today appears in even more striking colours. Miah doesn’t look like somebody who was having an argument on the balcony late the previous night. She talks with Ida, who recommends the poached eggs with green asparagus. Asparagus, Anne-Maj thinks, shaking her head, and in September! Hasn’t that chef ever heard of the four seasons? Another point to add to her mental list of complaints about the kitchen, but she doesn’t voice those thoughts out loud, of course. One is, after all, a polite person.

         Miah and Lenette have no intention of following Ida’s food tips no matter what season it is. With rolling eyes, they put on their masks which are mandatory at the buffet from which each takes a huge portion of scrambled eggs and bacon. After another trip to the buffet they return, their plates filled with assortments of breakfast rolls, salami and cakes. Not a single fruit or vegetable unless you counted the small sachet containing strawberry jam.

         As soon as they are back in their seats Miah tears her mask off with an irritated expression on her face. “Damn that nonsense.”

         “Nonsense?” Anne-Maj exclaims, genuinely confused. “What are you referring to? The food, the company? The interior?”

         “This,” Miah says, waving her used mask – if it contains any of the virus, it will now be spread across the entire table. She crumbles it up and puts it in her pocket.

         “I think taking precautions is a very sensible thing,” says Anne-Maj. “For my own part, I’m pleased with the fact that nobody’s breathing directly on the food at the buffet.”

         “It would actually be nice if there was a general mandate to wear face masks at the buffet, even when there is no pandemic,” says Finn Bocker.

         “Pandemic,” says Lenette as she expertly empties a small glass of transparent liquid in one fell swoop. Perhaps it was vodka? “Pandemic, my arse! It’s just an ordinary cold. The government is totally overreacting.”

         “You can’t be serious!” Anne-Maj exclaims, shaken to the core. “People are dying of Covid 19!”

         “The elderly and vulnerable, yes,” says Lenette, as she pours a big blob of ketchup on her scrambled eggs. “But whether a 90-year-old survives another few months more or less?” she shrugs her shoulders. “Think of the billions being spent on keeping them alive.”

         “It’s not just the elderly that are dying,” Finn points out. “In this second wave we’re experiencing there are plenty of young people who–”

         “–Yeah, the fat and lazy,” says Miah, a small piece of bacon flies out of her mouth on the ‘f’ sound in ‘fat’ and lands on the white tablecloth. “And we all have to suffer on account of them. Because they can’t figure out the simple task of watching their weight.”

         Anne-Maj starts. She gets equally angry and hurt whenever anybody says anything derogatory about overweight people. “Suffer and suffer,” she says as composedly as she can. “I don’t think it’s particularly traumatic for anybody to have to keep a safe distance, remember to air out properly and sanitise their hands. And where the numbers are on the rise again wearing masks certainly can’t do any harm. No one wants the full restrictions to have to be put back in place, like in the spring when the schools had to close down …”

         “That didn’t even help,” Lenette says with a triumphant expression in her eyes.

         “It did so!” Anne-Maj exclaims, sensing her rage like a burning lump in the middle of her chest.

         “Show me a study that says that,” says Lenette. “There is an American doctor who has proven that …” whereupon she talks at great length about a single doctor who has gone against most of the world’s researchers, yet is still considered to be the most trustworthy source amongst anti-maskers. “Those of you, who believe the government are nothing but lemmings!”

         “Lemmings!” Anne-Maj is seriously angry now. “If anyone’s a lemming around here, it’s those of you who refuse to listen to science and think that the medical industry created the pandemic and that …”

         “But it did!” Lenette interrupts her and makes no attempt to calm herself down. A woman at the neighbouring table observes the temperamental mood with bewilderment. A loud argument really is quite out of place here among the romantic wicker furniture and starched lace tablecloths where the sun so beautifully casts its light through the barred windowpanes. “You’d have to be exceptionally naive not to realise that big pharma is behind …”

         “Big pharma?!” Anne-Maj practically shouts. “Do you also call it deep state? And fake news? It’s clear where you get your information from! It’s people like you who are responsible for letting Trump get to power!” Anne-Maj begins a passionately enraged lecture. Her tone turns increasingly stark as the argument progresses. It’s not like her at all to get so worked up in public in this way, especially not when it comes to something political, but this is a topic that can really get her riled up. That cynicism, that resistance to facts. The stubbornness and egotism and brainless paranoia. She won’t stand for it. The people at the other tables glance nervously at the arguing adversaries and deep inside she knows perfectly well that the whole thing is starting to look a little embarrassing.

         “Okay,” says Tytter in an icily calm voice as she lifts her hand almost imperceptibly. Anne-Maj immediately turns silent, grateful that someone else is taking the lead. “You believe that masks don’t help, Lenette?”

         Both sisters shake their heads.

         “So if some day you need a heart operation, you wouldn’t mind it if the surgeon isn’t wearing a mask? That he or she is bent over your exposed intestines for hours on end in which they may accidentally cough or sneeze?”

         “That’s a different question entirely!”

         “Why is that different?”

         “Because … he isn’t the one who has to protect himself against me … it’s of course …” Lenette stops for a moment, perhaps she is beginning to hear what it is she is actually saying, Anne-Maj thinks.

         “Precisely” says Tytter, “The surgeon and everyone else is wearing the mask to protect the patient and not themselves. The staff and everyone else here in the restaurant wear masks to ensure that the guests don’t get sick, not themselves … Do you see where I’m going with this?” She looks from one sister to the other. “When you wear the mask at the buffet it’s not to protect yourselves but …” she makes a circling motion with her hand, “the rest of us. All of us here. And there is a lot of research that supports this.”

         “You can’t breathe through those masks,” mumbles Lenette who has just been served another full shot glass. “Mouth diapers are hazardous to your health.” Down the hatch it goes. Anne-Maj picks up the aroma of spirits.

         “It’s sheer dictatorship,” says Miah.

         Tytter laughs. “I’ve been a dentist for twenty-five years and I’ve worn masks for a good part of my working life. So, don’t come here and tell me that it’s unbearable and that perfectly good, sensible hygienic customs are equal to dictatorship.”

         The sisters glance at one another. Then Lenette shrugs her shoulders. Neither of them say anything.

         After an awkward pause Ida Funch takes a deep breath and resumes chit-chatting with the neighbouring table in a tone indicating that there haven’t been any disagreements between anyone whatsoever.

         “At any rate, you’re just here for the weekend, right?” she asks in a conversational tone.

         “Yes, we leave at around two o’clock,” Miah says in a similar deliberate tone. “We have to be out of our room this morning so we’re going to leave our luggage at reception.”

         Anne-Maj remains silent. She makes an effort to breathe calmly, to get her pulse back down again, as she nibbles through her croissant and drinks the rest of her coffee. From the corner of her eye she observes the two sisters. They don’t really resemble one another. Well, perhaps in their stature, they are both slim and toned in a well-trained sort of way, their skin indicates that they have both smoked far too many cigarettes for far too many years. However, it is their eyes that set them apart. Lenette’s are watery-blue, slightly protruding, while Miah’s are dark and slightly narrower. She is actually kind of pretty, Anne-Maj reluctantly admits to herself.

         “We just need the final treatments before we head off,” Miah says as she dabs some bacon grease from her mouth. “Lenette has booked in for a facial and I’m scheduled for a mud bath.”

         “A mud bath? I’ve never tried that before,” says Ida. It is impressive how she is able to take it upon herself to conduct a tolerant and welcoming conversation as the other members of the little group sit passively in silence. “Is it relaxing?”

         “I have no idea,” says Miah as she pushes the leather bracelet she is wearing further up her arm and gives a forced laugh. She is also clearly struggling to re-establish a neutral, friendly tone.

         “It does sound a little strange, doesn’t it?”

         “What do you do for a living?” asks Tytter, who has also shaken off the antagonism she displayed before.

         Lenette answers readily, “I take care of children. Privately, that is. I don’t want to be monitored by the authorities,” she says, winking at Tytter who doesn’t wink back. “When my son was little I wanted to continue caring for him after my maternity leave was over …” She smiles. “So I found some other children his age to look after so that I could earn a little extra …and then I just continued after he started school.”

         “How old is your son now?”

         “Six.”

         Tytter mumbles something about how quickly the sweet little ones tend to grow. Then she turns to Miah. “How about you?”

         “Right now I’m receiving benefits,” Miah says, pushing her empty, greasy plate further down the table. “I had just landed a job as a personal trainer but then our dear prime minister shut everything down and the centre went bankrupt. I hope she’s proud of what she’s done.”

         Anne-Maj bites her tongue.

         Miah continues, “My mother has gotten me a cleaning job at a school from the beginning of next month, but work starts at four in the morning so it’s not exactly my dream job.”

         The five rehabilitation guests shift a little uneasily in their seats. They have a hard time imagining having to get up in the middle of the night to toil away for the next seven hours since their own jobs have mostly consisted of sitting at a writing desk, doing office work or thinking big thoughts. Then again, Anne-Maj thinks, as a dentist, Tytter has had manual labour of a kind, but it’s not the same as cleaning.

         Ida turns to her. “Did you manage to book a time, Anne-Maj?”

         “Yes,” she says, checking her watch, “At eleven. Someone cancelled.”

         “What do you need to have done?”

         “My neck and shoulders are getting terrible cramps from those darn crutches so I asked the receptionist to book the first available time for me with the massage therapist.” Anne-Maj looks at Finn. “Didn’t you experience any discomfort when you first began using crutches?”

         “Maybe a little.” Finn finishes the last drops of his coffee. “I use a regular walking stick every now and then, which is less cumbersome,” he says. “There are good days and there are bad ones.”

         “How long ago is it since you had that blood clot?” Tytter asks.

         “It happened at the beginning of May, so it’s almost four months ago.”

         “And how long have you been here?”

         “A week. I’ll probably stay another couple of weeks. It helps having someone to keep you on your toes and I can feel it making a difference.” He looks at Anne-Maj, “Speaking of which … do you want to come along to the fitness centre? Maybe try one of the exercise bikes?”

         “I don’t know,” she says. “I’ll go there later. I’ve done all my exercises this morning,” she adds. “All of them.”

         “Good,” says Finn. “As long as you don’t make the same mistake as me. The only person who’ll be losing out if you don’t do your rehab training is you.” He dabs his mouth with the serviette and disappears in the direction of the wing in which the centre’s spa and fitness facilities are located. He is wearing orthopaedic, grey-brown nylon sandals and white tennis socks and has in advance changed to shorts and a polo shirt buttoned all the way up. Finn’s left foot flops limply to the floor when he walks and it is plain to see that he has to make an effort in order not to drag it along. It must be extremely annoying.

         Anne-Maj remains sitting while the others leave one by one. Ida and Anja want to drive down to the beach and take a walk in the good weather, Tytter plans to swim a couple of laps in the pool and the two sisters have gone out to the veranda to smoke a cigarette. Anne-Maj can see them through the big windows. Both of them are standing in their robes and hunch against the morning breeze coming in from the bay as they hold their cigarettes protectively within their hands. She is still enraged, but not so much at the two women as at the whole mass psychosis that has struck parts of the population. A receptionist clad in the maroon uniform jacket of the spa goes from one empty table to the next carrying a tray of decorations which have clearly been professionally manufactured. Dry wild vine leaves, the seeds of an allium, a bunch of cinnamon sticks and some long, thin leaves that presumably derive from a decorative grass of some kind. All of it tied up with elaborate silk ribbons to peculiar, asymmetrical bouquets, each of which has received a dash of bronze spray. The latter definitely makes the difficult balance between kitsch and good taste tilt to the wrong side.

         Anne-Maj gets up so that the young woman can properly decorate the table. “It’s a little early, isn’t it?” she asks with a smile as she collects her bag.

         “Do you think so?” the receptionist asks looking at her watch. “It’s past ten o’clock.”

         Anne-Maj laughs. “That’s not what I meant. It’s just that … we’re in the middle of September, the trees still have green leaves and the sun is shining in a cloudless sky … it’s a little early to be putting out the autumn decorations, don’t you think?”

         “Well, not according to the boss.” The young woman doesn’t return Anne-Maj’s smile. Her remark was apparently interpreted as criticism.

         Anne-Maj struggles to the reception area, stops at the entrance and leans against the door frame in order to rest her leg for a moment. My day is divided according to my intake of medicine, she thinks. There are four-hour intervals, each with a couple of hours of relatively little pain between them and sheer hell the rest of the time. Had I known getting a new knee would be so painful I would– rubbish! She stops herself. Of course I would have done it anyway – if I hadn’t I would have practically been immobile. Anne-Maj continues limping along the hallway to her room. Number 317 is one of the rooms that is situated closest to the restaurant and sunroom, but for her the distance is almost insurmountable. She supports herself on the newly operated-on leg as much as she can but every time she does she experiences a stabbing pain. I should lie down a little, she thinks, before I go to the massage therapist.
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